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rab leaders concluded 
their summit in Amman 
with a declaration that 
appears to include mes-
sages to US President 

Donald Trump, reiterating their 
plan for a Middle East peace deal 
and apprehension about Iran.

The closing statement of the 
March 29th summit was heavily 
focused on reviving the Israeli-Pal-
estinian peace process, with Jorda-
nian Foreign Minister Ayman Safadi 
saying: “The summit has ended 
with a message of peace.”

Jordanian King Abdullah II and 
Palestinian President Mahmoud 
Abbas are to meet with Trump in 
April, with the stalled Middle East 
peace process expected to top the 
agenda.

Arab leaders have expressed con-
cerns that the Trump administra-
tion is showing less commitment to 
the two-state solution than previ-
ous US governments and have been 
lobbying to dissuade Washington 
from abandoning the road map for 
an independent Palestinian state 
based on the pre-1967 war borders.

“The US administration of Presi-
dent Donald Trump is seriously 
considering a solution to the Pal-
estinian issue,” Abbas told Agence 
France-Presse following the sum-
mit.

Trump’s special envoy for inter-
national negotiations, Jason Green-
blatt, who attended the summit, 
said the US president believed that 
an Israeli-Palestinian deal “is not 
only possible but would reverberate 
positively throughout the region 
and the world”. Greenblatt, how-
ever, added that a deal could not be 
imposed.

Israeli Intelligence Minister Yis-
rael Katz focused less on the Arab 
peace plan, which would require 
an Israeli withdrawal from land it 
occupies, and more on the need 
to prioritise the “strategic regional 
challenges”.

Israel wants normalisation of ties 
with the Arab world, citing the need 
to combat mutual threats such as 
Iran and the Islamic State (ISIS), be-
fore agreeing on a peace deal with 
the Palestinians. Israel promises 
instead an improvement of the liv-
ing conditions of Palestinians under 
occupation.

Most Arab leaders, however, 
would likely find it difficult to break 
from the strongly held public view 
that concessions to Israel should 
only come when Palestinians gain 
their rights, not before.

This means that the Arab leaders 
would have to look elsewhere to 
counter the threat from Iran, which 
the Amman declaration denounced 
— without naming Tehran — as in-
terfering in internal Arab affairs, 
destabilising the region and pro-
moting sectarianism.

Iran denied the implied Arab ac-
cusation with its Foreign Ministry 
spokesman Bahram Ghasemi saying 
that Tehran “does not need to inter-
vene in the domestic affairs of other 
countries and always abides by the 
principles of good neighbourliness 
and respect for the sovereignty of 
governments”.

In Washington, US Army Gen-
eral Joseph Votel, the commander 
of US Central Command, told the 
House Armed Services Committee 
that Iran and its proxies were at the 
heart of many of problems in the 
Middle East.

“It is my view that Iran poses the 
greatest long-term threat to stabil-
ity in this part of the world,” he said.

“We need to look at opportunities 
where we can disrupt [Iran] through 
military means or other means their 
activities,” Votel added. “We need 
to look at opportunities where we 

can expose and hold them account-
able for the things that they are do-
ing.”

Mamoon Alabbasi is an Arab Weekly 
contributing editor based in London.
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Arab leaders focus on Iran 
threat, reviving peace plan

AIPAC still rules but alternative voices are growing louder

Washington

T 

he American Israel Pub-
lic Affairs Committee’s 
(AIPAC) annual policy 
conference in Washington 
featured the usual parade 

of pandering politicians: More than 
two-thirds of the members of Con-
gress spoke to at least some of the 
15,000 in attendance.

US President Donald Trump did 
not appear — although he gave a 
rousing speech to AIPAC in 2016 — 
but Vice-President Mike Pence was 
there, as was the entire congres-
sional leadership, both Republican 
and Democratic.

Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu spoke to the audience 
by satellite.

It was business as usual for the 
powerful pro-Israel group, whose 
lobbyists constantly work the halls 
of Congress and whose chapters in 
all 50 states are vigilant: If a member 

of Congress says or does something 
that does not have AIPAC’s blessing, 
he can expect to receive a barrage 
of e-mails, phone calls and letters 
from voters in his home state.

In recent years, AIPAC has faced 

a new challenge, not from Arab-
American or American-Muslim or-
ganisations but from Jewish-Amer-
ican groups that say AIPAC’s blind 
support for Israel is ultimately to 
the detriment of the Jewish state.

J Street, which promotes itself as 
the “anti-AIPAC” Jewish lobby, had 
its annual conference in Washing-
ton in February. More than 3,500 
people attended but only a hand-
ful of the members of Congress did, 
including former Democratic presi-
dential candidate Senator Bernie 
Sanders, who in 2016 turned down 
AIPAC’s offer to speak at its confer-
ence.

Jewish Voices for Peace convened 
its annual conference on March 31st 
in Chicago with more than 1,000 
attendees. It supports the Boycott, 
Divest and Sanctions movement 
against Israel.

There are other signs that AIPAC’s 
grip is weakening: David Friedman, 
Trump’s pro-settler choice to be US 
ambassador to Israel, was approved 

by a Senate vote of only 52-46.
So, is AIPAC’s power waning?
In one sense, the answer is yes. 

There are more opposition voices 
now and AIPAC has lost its ability 
to immediately de-legitimise any 
politician who dares to oppose any 
aspect of Israeli policy.

AIPAC’s strength in one key area 
remains unmatched: Political cam-
paign donations. While AIPAC itself 
cannot donate to campaigns due 
to its legal status as a non-profit 
educational organisation, dozens of 
pro-Israel political action commit-
tees (PACs) across the United States 
follow AIPAC’s guidance when dol-
ing out campaign dollars.

The Center for Responsive Poli-
tics said that in 2016 such pro-Israel 
PACs and individuals donated more 
than $17 million to House and Sen-
ate political campaigns.

Mark Habeeb is East-West editor 
of The Arab Weekly and adjunct 
professor of Global Politics and 
Security at Georgetown University 
in Washington.
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Still influential. US Vice-President Mike Pence speaks at the 
American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC) policy 
conference in Washington, on March 26th.                                   (Reuters)
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Jordanian King Abdullah II attends the Arab League summit in the 
Jordanian Dead Sea resort of Sweimeh, on March 29th.                (AFP)
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Saudi-Egyptian meeting a key moment of summit

London

S 

audi Arabia continued its ef-
forts to promote inter-Arab 
reconciliation and solidar-
ity at the Arab League sum-
mit, a gathering defined by 

a sense of urgency due to the nu-
merous geopolitical, military and 
economic issues affecting the re-
gion.

Ahead of the summit, media spec-
ulated on what the meeting could 
deliver in terms of Arab homogene-
ity, particularly in Saudi-Egyptian 
relations, which have cooled in re-
cent months.

“Arabs at the Amman summit are 
at crossroads. They will either make 
decisions that are up to the level 
of events and crises or the coming 
situation will be worse,” Ahmed al-
Gemeia wrote in Saudi Arabia’s Al-
Riyadh newspaper.

Mohamed Barakat wrote in 
Egypt’s Al-Akhbar daily that “Arab 
peoples, countries, presidents, 
kings and princes are the only los-
ers if their leaders… fail to break the 
ice and to overcome differences that 
have divided them.”

Factoring heavily in the king-
dom’s agenda was the containment 
of Iran, which is, along with its nu-
merous proxies, viewed by Gulf 
Arab countries as a regional destabi-

lising factor, as is evident in Yemen, 
Syria, Iraq, Lebanon and Bahrain.

Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz 
Al Saud had a full schedule at the 
Arab League gathering, including 
meetings with Egyptian President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi and Iraqi Prime 
Minister Haider al-Abadi, who re-
cently hosted Saudi Foreign Minis-
ter Adel al-Jubeir in Baghdad in an 
effort to improve relations.

Iraqi Foreign Minister Ibrahim al-
Jaafari said “ties between the two 

countries did not reach that point 
that required reconciliation and 
that the relations were never ever 
discontinued between the two in 
the past”.

All eyes were on the Saudi-Egyp-
tian fence-mending efforts, a source 
of major speculation due to neither 
country acknowledging the rift 
publicly.

Tensions between the two coun-
tries developed after several deals 
were signed during King Salman’s 

visit to Cairo in April 2016. One 
agreement called for Saudi Arabia 
delivering to Egypt, as a part of a 
$23 billion aid package, 700,000 
tonnes of refined fuel a month, 
while Egypt was to hand over con-
trol of two Red Sea islands to the 
kingdom, a move blocked by the 
Egyptian courts.

During that period, Saudi Arabia 
deposited $2 billion in Egypt’s cen-
tral bank and helped it secure a $12 
billion loan package from the Inter-
national Monetary Fund.

Last October, however, the king-
dom stopped oil shipments and 
Egypt voted for a Russian-backed, 
Riyadh-opposed, UN resolution on 
Syria, which led to a reported mas-
sacre of civilians in Aleppo in De-
cember. However, the kingdom has 
since resumed the oil shipments.

King Salman and Sisi met on the 
sidelines of the summit, with both 
sides reportedly optimistic about 
the results.

Jubeir, during a news conference, 
described the meeting as “fruitful, 
constructive, amicable and very 
positive”.

Jubeir downplayed any differenc-
es over Syria, saying: “There is an 
exaggeration of interpreting what 
is called difference of the Saudi and 
Egyptian positions as the two coun-
tries are seeking to find a political 
solution to the crisis according to 
Geneva I declaration, the UN Secu-
rity Council Resolution 2254.” He 

said both countries were contrib-
uting to a political solution to the 
crisis.

Egyptian Foreign Minister Sameh 
Shoukry said the “strategic alliance 
between the two countries is indis-
pensable for reaching stability in 
the region”.

A statement from the Egyptian 
presidency said the two leaders 
“stressed the importance of push-
ing forward and developing bilat-
eral relations in all fields” and that 
King Salman invited Sisi for an of-
ficial visit to the kingdom, which 
Sisi welcomed and followed with an 
invitation for the king to visit Cairo.

Sisi is expected to visit Saudi Ara-
bia this month.

In a thinly veiled reference to 
Iran, the Egyptian president said it 
was “regrettable that certain pow-
ers are benefitting from the unprec-
edented situation in the region to 
bolster their influence and expand 
their control”.

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

‘Strategic alliance’. Egypt’s President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi (L) 
meeting with Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud on the 
sidelines of the Arab League summit, on March 29th.                   (AFP)
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A 

rab League leaders 
meeting in Jordan an-
nounced a 15-point 
communiqué outlining 
their outlook of the re-

gion’s challenges but parts of the 
Amman Declaration appeared to be 
detached from reality.

The declaration, read out by 
Arab League Secretary-General 
Ahmed Aboul Gheit at the end of 
the Arab summit, focused on the 
stalled peace process between Is-
raelis and Palestinians. Arab lead-
ers reaffirmed their commitment to 
the two-state solution, expressing 
readiness to reconcile with Israel in 
exchange for its withdrawal from 
the land it occupied in 1967, allow-
ing for the establishment of an in-
dependent Palestinian state.

The emphasis on the 2002 Arab 
Peace Initiative was understood 
as a rejection of Israel’s proposal 
for regional normalisation, which 
it seeks to have before securing a 
peace deal with the Palestinians.

The declaration reaffirmed the 
Arab League’s rejection of Israeli 
measures aimed at altering the 
identity of Jerusalem, calling on 
countries not to relocate their em-

bassies to what they consider an 
occupied city nor recognise it as 
the capital of Israel. That part was 
understood to be a message to US 
President Donald Trump, who ex-
pressed an intention to move the 
American embassy from Tel Aviv 
to Jerusalem.

Critics, however, say the show of 
solidarity towards Palestinians is 
played up to mask the disunity of 
Arab leaders who have little else to 
agree on publicly.

The second country mentioned 
in the declaration was Syria, where 
war has been raging for six years. 
Arab countries agreed to intensify 
efforts to find a “peaceful solution” 
to the crisis, which affects all seg-
ments of the Syrian population, 
while preserving the country’s uni-
ty and independence.

The declaration added that 
“there is no military solution” and 
called for the eradication of “all 
terrorist groups” there. The state-
ment itself will most likely be un-
derstood differently by the various 
Arab countries that back rival fac-
tions in Syria. Critics say it is mean-
ingless as Arab leaders will contin-
ue to support opposing sides.

The declaration pledged sup-
port for the Geneva peace process, 
calling it “the only framework for 
a peaceful solution” in Syria, al-
though it also paid tribute to the 

importance of the Astana talks 
in establishing a ceasefire. Giv-
ing priority to Geneva over Astana 
could be because two of the three 
main players in the latter — Russia 
and Iran — are staunch supporters 
of the Syrian regime, which Arab 
League heavyweight Saudi Arabia 
is opposed to.

The third prominent player in 
Astana is Turkey but Ankara, an 
ally of Riyadh, is seen as too weak 
to determine the direction of the 
Syria endgame, as Turkey has be-
come too preoccupied with terror-
ism from the Islamic State (ISIS) 
and the Kurdistan Workers’ Party 
(PKK) to focus on countering the 
Syrian regime.

Arab leaders also called on the 
international community to sup-
port countries that host Syrian 
refugees, an apparent reference to 
Jordan and Lebanon.

Similar to the general statement 
on Syria, Arab leaders affirmed 
their backing for national recon-
ciliation as a solution to the crisis 

in Libya, which is facing the threat 
of terrorism. As in Syria, different 
Arab countries support rival fac-
tions there and some countries 
are opposed to the UN-sponsored 
agreement developed in Skhirat, 
Morocco.

Arab countries pledged full sup-
port to Iraq in its war against ISIS 
“terrorist gangs” in Mosul, stress-
ing that the country’s security and 
stability are linked to that of the en-
tire region. The declaration praised 
Iraq’s military victories against ISIS 
and expressed support for Bagh-
dad’s efforts to achieve national 
reconciliation.

The statement appears to echo 
a recent Saudi effort to draw Iraq 
back to its Arab orbit, away from 
the influence of Iran. Such a move, 
however, appears to be unlikely in 
the near future as decision-making 
in Baghdad is strongly linked to 
Tehran.

Iran itself was mentioned only 
once, when Arab leaders called on 
Tehran to give back the three UAE 
islands it occupies.

However, an indirect reference 
to Iran was made when the decla-
ration denounced foreign “inter-
ference” in Arab internal affairs 
designed to destabilise the region 
and promote sectarianism. Arab 
leaders also vowed to support the 
“legitimate leadership” of Yem-

en, which is battling the Tehran-
backed Houthi rebels.

A prominent supporter of the 
Houthis is the Lebanese militant 
movement Hezbollah, which is al-
lied with President Michel Aoun 
and has become an established po-
litical force in Lebanon. Mention 
of Lebanon was absent from the 
declaration, although five former 
Lebanese presidents sent a joint 
letter calling on the summit to re-
ject Hezbollah’s use of arms in the 
country.

Lebanese Prime Minister Saad 
Hariri, a rival of Hezbollah, was 
spotted flying with Saudi King 
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud to 
Riyadh, signalling that Saudi Ara-
bia has not given up on Lebanon, 
despite Beirut’s falling under the 
orbit of Iran.

The declaration on two occa-
sions expressed support for human 
rights and democracy, while reject-
ing the “darkness” of extremism.

The statement appears to reflect 
the general yearning for peace and 
stability after years of upheaval, a 
sentiment expressed by most of 
the region’s leaders, the latest be-
ing the emir of Kuwait, who blast-
ed the “Arab spring”. As is the case 
with other pronouncements during 
the summit, it remains to be seen 
how that commitment to peace and 
stability will be achieved.

Wide gap between Arab leaders’
official stands and facts on the ground
Mamoon Alabbasi

Relative consensus. Arab leaders pose for a group photograph during the 28th summit of the Arab League, on March 29th.                                                                        (Reuters)

Iran was mentioned 
only once, when 
Arab leaders called 
on Tehran to give 
back the three UAE 
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Curtain-raiser Egypt

Egyptian president has opportunity to restart relationship with US

E
gyptian President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi’s 
visit to Washington to 
meet with US President 
Donald Trump and 
senior policymakers 

comes at a vital point in the 
US-Egyptian relationship.

Over the last 16 years, during 
both Republican and Democratic 
administrations, the US-Egyptian 
relationship has been greatly 
strained. These years have also 
been a time of immense hardship 
and change for the Middle East, 
where many parts of the region 
descended into intense violence.

Both presidents have the oppor-
tunity to change these dynamics, 
renew the US-Egyptian partnership 
and help build a strong, independ-
ent and stable Middle East.

Egypt is a vital ally of the United 
States due to its geostrategic loca-
tion; its population (the largest in 
the Middle East and North Africa); 
its Suez Canal linking the Red Sea 
and Indian Ocean; and its tradi-
tional leadership role in the Arab 
world, which is partly a function 
of the al-Azhar University and 
mosque.

Under former US presidents 
George W. Bush and Barack Obama, 

the United States pursued a strat-
egy of political and social trans-
formation in the Middle East but 
failed to understand or manage the 
implications of their policies.

During this time, Iraq, Syria, 
Yemen and Libya fell into civil 
wars that created a vacuum for 
terror groups such as al-Qaeda and 
the Islamic State (ISIS) to flourish. 
Meanwhile, Tehran’s revolution-
ary expansionist government used 
regional instability to expand and 
cement its malign influence over 
the region.

While Egypt also went through 
a period of crisis and had missteps 
along the way, the country has now 
moved towards establishing stabil-
ity and assuming a leadership role.

Now Egypt has the opportunity 
to rebuild its strategic bilateral rela-
tionship with the United States.

During his election campaign 
and in the early days of his admin-
istration, Trump stated his desire 
to remake US foreign policy. He 
promised to defeat terrorism, step 
away from the internal political dy-
namics of foreign countries, allow 
the Middle East to solve its own 
problems and support long-term 
alliances that benefit the tacti-
cal and strategic interests of the 
United States.

Sisi should build on those 
themes and focus his discussions 
with the Trump administration on 
three key areas that benefit both 
countries.

The first is expanding economic 
and trade ties. Sisi’s impressive 
reforms, which include the devel-
opment of infrastructure and the 
reduction of subsidies, are under 
way and should win the support of 
the United States.

As the largest market in the 
region that has strong links to the 
Gulf states, Africa and Europe, 
Egypt’s reforms make it an even 
more attractive market for US 
investment but Egypt will need 
US goods and services to renew its 
manufacturing base.

Sisi should ask Trump to support 
those efforts with new agreements 
and facilities. He should request 
that Trump back the Export-Import 
Bank, which has played a major 
role in financing US-Egypt com-
mercial deals.

Second, the United States should 
renew its important cash flow 
finance system, which would guar-
antee long-term bilateral military 
cooperation and allow Egypt to 
purchase much-needed military 
equipment.

The two countries’ precarious 
and inconsistent military relation-
ship has been one of the greatest 
sources of tension. This was par-
ticularly evident when the Bright 
Star joint training operation was 
cancelled in 2013, raising concerns 
about whether Egypt’s military 
equipment was sufficient to defeat 
terrorists within its borders and 
support regional security.

Going forward, the two countries’ 
presidents should do everything 
in their power to put their security 
relationships ahead of politics.

Finally, the United States should 
support and encourage Egypt in tak-
ing a leadership position in the Mid-
dle East by helping Cairo stabilise 
neighbouring countries and defeat-
ing terrorists in Sinai.

US efforts should also go towards 
establishing an Arab version of 
NATO, with a military alliance that 
is strong enough to defeat terrorists 
and other threats. With the largest 
military in the region and deep ties 
to the United States, Egypt would 
be the ideal country to lead such an 
alliance.

By taking a leadership role, Egypt 
would be better positioned to build 
off its historic role in working to-
wards a peaceful two-state solution 
between the Israelis and Palestinians.

Sisi’s visit to Washington offers an 
excellent opportunity for the two 
countries to remake and strengthen 
their important partnership. The 
Egyptians should work with the 
needs of the new US administra-
tion to develop mutually beneficial 
policies that will create a strong and 
stable Egypt. This would benefit the 
whole Middle East.

Paul W. Hamill is an adjunct 
senior fellow at the American 
Security Project and principal at 
Logan International Relations in 
Washington.

Paul W. 
Hamill

View point
Egypt 
can play 
a general 
leadership 
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Middle 
East.

The United States should renew 
the important cash flow finance 
system.

Washington

W 

hen Egyptian Presi-
dent Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi sits down 
with US President 
Donald Trump in 

Washington, it will mark the first 
formal meeting between the two 
countries’ heads of state since Sep-
tember 2010. Then, Hosni Mubarak 
and Barack Obama met in the con-
text of Middle East peace talks. 
Obama did confer with Sisi in Sep-
tember 2014 but it was on the side-
lines of the UN General Assembly in 
New York.

In his first two years in office, 
Obama met with Mubarak three 
times, including a visit to Cairo 
in 2009 just months after assum-
ing office. However, when Egypt 
erupted in popular revolt in 2011, 
the Obama White House was 
caught by surprise, as its confused 
reaction demonstrated. Ultimately, 
Obama sent envoys to Cairo to urge 
Mubarak to step down. After he did, 
Washington kept pressure on the 
interim military-led government to 
have elections, which it did in June 
2012.

The winner of those elections, 
Muslim Brotherhood leader Mu-
hammad Morsi, never met with 
Obama, although the US adminis-
tration recognised him as Egypt’s 
legitimate president and tried to 
maintain as normal a relationship 
as possible.

When Morsi was ousted in July 
2013 by the Egyptian military, led 
by Sisi, the Obama White House 
once again vacillated, refusing to 
label the event a “coup” — to have 
done so would have triggered a US 
law requiring all US aid to Egypt to 
cease — while delaying the delivery 
of military equipment to Cairo as a 
sign of displeasure.

The ensuing three years were 

among the most difficult in US-
Egyptian relations since president 
Anwar Sadat’s historic pivot to 
Washington in the 1970s. Sisi’s sup-
porters accused the Obama White 
House of favouring the Muslim 
Brotherhood and refusing to ap-
preciate the renewed stability that 
the Sisi government had brought 
about.

Obama administration officials 
did not hesitate to criticise Sisi’s 
repressive policies while attempt-
ing to maintain a working relation-
ship, especially with the Egyptian 
military.

It is no wonder that Sisi seemed 
to relish Trump’s surprise election 
victory last November and was one 
of the first foreign leaders to call 
and congratulate him. Trump im-
mediately invited Sisi to Washing-
ton.

On the surface, a close Trump-
Sisi relationship looks promising. 
Both leaders view Islamic extrem-
ism as a mortal threat, Trump has 
shown very little concern about 
human rights and democratisation 
issues and values military strength.

In testimony before the US Con-
gress in March, US Army General 
Joseph Votel, head of the US Cen-
tral Command, said: “Foreign arms 
sales to allies shouldn’t be bur-
dened with preconditions tied to 
human rights because they could 
damage military-to-military ties.” 
The words certainly must have 
been music to Sisi’s ears.

Indeed, the first official meet-
ing between Sisi and Trump likely 
will go swimmingly. Expect mutual 
compliments, warm handshakes 
and lots of smiles. Each leader 
wants to send a message to his do-
mestic audience, said Perry Cam-
mack, a fellow in the Middle East 
Programme at the Carnegie Endow-
ment for International Peace. “Both 
want to show their domestic audi-
ences that they are the ones who 
got the relationship back on track,” 
Cammack said. “Both will want to 
project [the meeting] as a win.”

For Trump, whose domestic poli-
cy challenges are piling up, there is 

an additional yearning for success. 
He wants to show that “I can do 
the foreign policy stuff”, Cammack 
said.

Cammack points out that the 
relationship involves “short-term 
games and long-term games”. In 
the short term, interests converge 
but in the long term, he said, “the 
underlying factors that led to ten-
sions with Obama are still there”. 
For example, although Trump 
voices little concern about human 
rights issues, others in Washington, 
including prominent Republican 
senators John McCain of Arizona 
and Lindsay Graham of South Car-
olina, continue to criticise Egypt.

Trump demonstrated in his 
meeting with German Chancel-
lor Angela Merkel in March that 
he would not hesitate to question 

whether US military assistance to 
other countries is a “good deal” for 
the United States. It is hard to im-
agine that he will not at some point 
put Egypt’s annual $1.3 billion US 
military aid package on the chop-
ping block.

One suggestion is that the Trump 
administration intends to turn 
Egypt’s military aid package into a 
loan. One can only imagine Cairo’s 
reaction, especially given that in 
2016 the US Congress passed and 
Obama signed an agreement giving 
Israel $39 billion in military grants 
over the next ten years.

Sisi’s biggest immediate prob-
lem is the Egyptian economy. His 
government has undertaken bold 
reforms, including flotation of the 
Egyptian pound, and made some 
impressive infrastructure invest-

ments but serious challenges re-
main and it is hard to imagine what 
Trump may offer as support.

“The United States wants mar-
ket access [to Egypt] for US com-
panies,” said Hisham Fahmy, chief 
executive officer of the Washing-
ton-based American Chamber of 
Commerce in Egypt. And Egypt, 
Fahmy said, “wants more exports 
allowed to the United States”, es-
pecially citrus fruit and vegetables.

Given Trump’s “America first” 
philosophy, Cairo should not ex-
pect any favours.

So, while the rhetoric surround-
ing the Trump-Sisi meeting likely 
will be glowing, Cammack said, 
“we won’t really know where the 
relationship is going until the 
longer-term divergences become 
clear”.

Sisi visits Washington to solidify new relationship
Mark Habeeb

Security focus. Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi (R) meeting with General Joseph Votel, 
Commander of the US Central Command, at the presidential palace in Cairo, last February.              (AFP)
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s US-backed Kurdish ir-
regulars advance on the 
strategic city of Raqqa in 
northern Syria held by 
the Islamic State (ISIS), 

a major fight is under way for con-
trol of the nearby Tabqa dam, one 
of the biggest in the country. The 
outcome of that battle could has-
ten the defeat of the jihadists and 
determine the future of the devas-
tated Syrian state.

This is part of a sub-conflict in 
the Syrian war, now in its seventh 
year, that has become known as the 
war for water as competing powers 
in the region scramble for control 
of a rapidly diminishing resource.

The dam on the Euphrates river 
is 40km upstream from Raqqa, 
de facto capital of ISIS’s self-pro-
claimed caliphate, which in 2014 
spanned northern Syria and east-
ern Iraq. Today it is steadily crum-
bling in the face of major US-sup-
ported military offensives in both 
countries.

If the Kurdish fighters can take 
the dam, which ISIS has held since 
2015, they would open a new as-
sault corridor against Raqqa, a key 
strategic target for ISIS’s many en-
emies.

Kurdish fighters hold the north-
ern end of the 4.5-km-long dam 
and ISIS the southern. ISIS has 
threatened to unleash the dam’s 
waters if the group is in danger of 
being defeated, threatening hun-
dreds of thousands of people living 
downriver.

There have been conflicting re-

ports about the dam’s stability be-
cause heavy rains have filled the 
reservoir and increased pressure 
on the massive structure. Russia 
and ISIS claim US-led air strikes 
weakened the dam.

The United Nations warned this 
could lead to massive flooding 
across Raqqa and as far away as 
Deir ez-Zor, another ISIS strong-
hold further down the Euphra-
tes. This caused panic among the 
90,000 civilians still in Raqqa and 
hundreds reportedly began fleeing 
the city on March 26th.

State engineers say two spill-
ways, used to run off water behind 
the dam to ease the pressure, are 
out of action. The dam manager 
and his assistant were reported 
killed by ISIS shellfire on March 
27th when they tried to reach the 
spillway mechanism to free some 
of the water.

The dam, built by the Soviets 
in the 1970s, supplies most of the 
electricity for northern Syria and 
its destruction or incapacitation 
would cripple the region and seri-
ously impede the anticipated post-
war reconstruction. Given the scale 
of destruction across Syria from six 
years of merciless war, rebuilding 
will be an immense undertaking.

There was a similar alarm in 2016 
for a major dam 60km north of the 
embattled city of Mosul in north-
ern Iraq, the first major urban cen-
tre captured by ISIS in June 2014 
and its main stronghold.

US-backed Iraqi state forces have 
recaptured the eastern half of the 
city divided by the Tigris river and 
are slowly advancing in the face 
of fierce opposition in the western 
sector.

The Americans warned that if the 
3.4km-long Mosul dam, reportedly 
built on unsound foundations, col-
lapsed or was sabotaged, 11.11 mil-
lion cubic feet of floodwater would 
kill up to 1.47 million people living 
downstream along the Tigris.

However, the dam is still in oper-
ation, although it remains a poten-

tial danger if one side or the other 
reaches for a doomsday disaster 
before they go down.

In December, water was the cen-
tre of another battle when Syrian 
regime forces bombed the Ayn al-
Fijjeh springs, 18km north-west of 
Damascus.

The spring feeds the Barada river, 
which supplies 70% of the water for 
the Syrian capital and its sprawling 
environs with a war-swollen popu-
lation of about 9 million.

It was initially reported by pro-
regime websites on December 22nd 
that rebels who have held Wadi 
Barada since mid-2012 had delib-
erately polluted the waters of Ayn 
al-Fijjeh, which forced authorities 
to cut off the water supply.

The regime used the alleged sab-
otage as a pretext for an offensive 
against the rebel forces holding 
the springs to seize control of the 

capital’s water supply despite a na-
tionwide ceasefire proclaimed on 
December 30th.

The water infrastructure in Wadi 
Barada was badly damaged by Syr-
ian Air Force strikes.

The regime has used similar 
tactics in the continuing battle for 
resources, which has become a 
central aspect of the Syrian war — 
part and parcel of its widely criti-
cised “surrender or starve” tactics 
against rebel-held cities and towns.

The water crisis caused by the 
attempts to blast the Wadi Barada 
facilities led to panic and anger 
and drove the price of water well 
beyond the means of most of the 
population around the capital.

Other forces in Syria’s multisided 
war also use water as a weapon, 
particularly ISIS, which under-
stands how critical water is to the 
caliphate they tried to establish.

At one point, ISIS forces shut 
down a major water flow from the 
Taqba dam to the battered city of 
Aleppo, which finally fell to the re-
gime in December 2016 after a fero-
cious months-long bombardment.

After ISIS began expanding its 
territorial claims in western Syria 
in 2015, “it used water as a tool in 
its broader strategy of advancing 
and establishing control over new 
land”,  the US-based global security 
consultancy Stratfor observed.

“True, the Islamic State has also 
(and perhaps more visibly) targeted 
strategic oil and natural gas fields 
in both Syria and Iraq but a close 
look at the group’s movements 
clearly indicates that the Tigris and 
Euphrates rivers hold a central role 
in its planning,” Stratfor said.

Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of 
The Arab Weekly.

In Syria, everyone uses water as a weapon of war

Erdogan’s pact with Putin changes war in Syria
Beirut

F 

or six years, Turkish Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Er-
dogan’s Syria policy was 
focused mainly on neo-Ot-
tomanism, re-establishing 

the political, economic and cultural 
supremacy it enjoyed for centuries 
as the Ottoman empire.

To accomplish his goal, Erdogan 
needed to topple the Damascus re-
gime, eradicate both the Kurds and 
the Islamic State (ISIS) and set up a 
safe zone to house millions of Syr-
ian refugees who have become an 
economic and security threat inside 
Turkey.

When the Russians intervened in 
Syria in September 2015, Erdogan 
realised that he could no longer top-
ple Syrian President Bashar Assad’s 
government, so he decided to shat-
ter it, militarily, economically and 
politically.

To do that, he had to get close 
to whoever was ready to help him 
achieve his aims, whether it was 
ISIS, other Islamic militias, Saudi 
Arabia, the Americans or even Rus-
sia, with whom Turkey was at dag-
gers drawn at the time.

Oddly enough, Erdogan found an 
unlikely ally in Russian President 
Vladimir Putin and sought to ac-
commodate him on certain issues if 
the Russian leader agreed to let him 
continue his proxy war with the 
Syrian regime and carve out entire 
chunks of northern Syria.

It turned the many-sided Syrian 
war, already a cauldron of bewilder-
ing complexity, on its head and sent 
it hurtling into unknown territory.

After a meeting in Saint Peters-
burg in August 2016, Erdogan got 

the green light to invade that region 
and occupy cities he found worth 
keeping. In return, Putin had free 
rein to overrun the strategic city of 
Aleppo.

They met again in Moscow on 
March 10th, where, an official 
spokesman said, they discussed 
Syria “extensively”

Erdogan asked Putin to sever 
ties with Kurdish militias active in 
northern Syria that Turkey consid-
ers to be “terrorist organisations”.

This time, however, Putin, seem-
ingly enraged over the killing of 
four Russian soldiers by Turkish-
backed militias near Palmyra in 
February, cold-shouldered Erdog-
an. Putin was also miffed at Erdog-
an’s insistence on expanding the 
Turkish buffer zone without first 
getting the Kremlin’s approval.

The two men had agreed that 

this zone would include the bor-
der cities of Jarabulus and Azaz as 
well as al-Bab, 40km north-east of 
Aleppo.

However, the ambitious Erdogan 
started inching towards Raqqa, de 
facto capital of the now-shrinking 
ISIS caliphate, and Manbij, 30km 
west of the Euphrates, two cities 
that were not in the zone agreed 
upon in August.

Not only did Erdogan sidestep 
Putin, he tried to strike a back-
channel deal with the Americans 
via US President Donald Trump, 
explicitly asking for permission to 
march on Manbij.

Raqqa has been marked as US 
battle territory, while Manbij, 
much to Erdogan’s horror, was lib-
erated by US-backed Kurdish mili-
tias in August and handed over to 
the Syrian Army early in March. 

That further soured relations be-
tween Turkey and Russia.

More recently, a Turkish soldier 
was killed on the border, report-
edly by the People’s Protection 
Units (YPG), a Kurdish militia that 
receives Russian support and arms 
even though Ankara brands its 
members terrorists for their alli-
ance with Turkey’s own separatist 
Kurdish minority.

Days later, Russian troops were 
deployed to Afrin, a strategic Kurd-
ish town in north-western Syria 
not far from the Turkish border, 
in the Kurdish cantons west of the 
Euphrates, which are generally 
considered to be within Russian-
controlled territory.

Photographs of tanks flying Rus-
sian flags rumbling through the 
streets of Afrin raised eyebrows in 
Ankara and as did images on social 
media of Russian officers in Af-
rin wearing YPG insignia on their 
uniforms, waving the group’s red-
starred flag.

Moscow’s relationship with the 
Kurds is little more than a bargain-
ing chip used in the complex web 
of Middle Eastern diplomacy but it 
has incensed Erdogan.

He decided to escalate the swell-
ing rift with Moscow, raising vio-
lence on the Syrian battlefield and 
striking within Russia’s spheres 
of direct influence. Late in March, 
two major rebel assaults took place 
in Damascus and the Hama coun-
tryside. Both had Turkey’s finger-
prints all over them.

The objective was to remind 
Russia that Turkish-backed mili-
tias were still there, still armed and 
still capable of striking behind en-
emy lines.

The Turks appeared to be saying 
that, despite Russia’s massive mili-
tary support for Assad, the Syrian 

capital remains dangerously vul-
nerable.

The rebels captured three towns 
north and west of Hama, employ-
ing suicide bombers, rockets and 
artillery, while they struck in the 
heavily guarded heart of Damas-
cus to shatter Moscow’s boast that 
such assaults were history.

Politically, the rebels’ surprise 
offensive seriously undermined 
the turgid peace process, possibly 
wrecking it. Turkish-backed op-
position figures boycotted talks in 
Astana, capital of Kazakhstan, in 
mid-March.

Moscow refused to postpone 
the talks, despite the absence of 
the opposition delegation, belit-
tling Turkey’s position as one of 
the three mutual guarantors of the 
Astana process.

Also in March, the Turks nudged 
their Syrian proxies to finish off 
both Geneva IV and Geneva V, the 
UN-mandated peace process in 
Switzerland, simply by revisiting 
a clause that the Russians would 
never accept: Demanding Assad’s 
immediate resignation.

With that single issue once again 
used as a benchmark for any agree-
ment, the war will likely drag on 
and on, putting Erdogan in re-
newed confrontation with Putin, 
Assad and the mullahs of Tehran.

Sami Moubayed is a Syrian 
historian and author of Under the 
Black Flag (IB Taurus 2015).

Ed Blanche

Ultimate weapon. Syrian Red Crescent members and Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) inspect the 
Tabqa dam, on March 29th.              (AFP)

Kurdish fighters 
hold the northern 
end of the Tabqa 
dam and ISIS the 
southern one.

Unlikely ally. Russian President Vladimir Putin (R) and Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan tour the Kremlin after talks in 
Moscow, on March 10th.                                                                             (AP)

Sami Moubayed

Rebel assaults in 
Damascus and Hama 
countryside had 
Turkey’s fingerprints 
all over them.
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he fifth round of UN-man-
dated Syria talks started 
in Geneva on March 23rd 
and were expected to 
last until the first week of 

April. The more the talks drag on, 
the lower their ratings become and, 
just like any bad soap opera, they 
will one day be off the air.

Within Syria, state-run television 
gave the talks only passing men-
tion, unlike earlier sessions, which 
were big news. The armed opposi-
tion scoffs at them, calling them a 
waste of time, and the politicians 
cry foul, claiming that nothing will 
come out of the talks as long as Mos-
cow insists on dropping all mention 
of the fate of Syria’s president.

On a few points, however, Gene-
va V is different from other rounds, 
which began in 2012. For starters, 
the Americans are almost totally 
and hauntingly absent from the 
talks. Their delegation is represent-
ed by Deputy Assistant Secretary of 
State Erin Barclay rather than her 
boss, US Secretary of State Rex Till-
erson.

Tillerson deliberately skipped 
both Geneva IV and Geneva V, giv-
ing Russian Deputy Foreign Min-
ister Gennady Gatilov complete 
charge of the negotiations. With no 
Americans to worry about, Russia 
insists on a low ceiling for Geneva V.

Another novelty is that this will 
be the last round for the UN special 
envoy for Syria, Staffan de Mistura, 
who will step down in April after 
failing to end the carnage. The Rus-
sians are glad to see him go, claim-
ing he sided with the United States. 
This means de Mistura will be pas-
sive during Geneva V before leaving 
empty-handed.

Four points are being discussed 
by the Syrian negotiators in Ge-
neva. One is the creation of an ex-
panded cabinet of national unity, 
which, in theory, would be divided 
between the Assad regime, the op-
position and independent techno-
crats, giving ten chairs to each.

The only opposition that the Rus-
sians are willing to accept are Mos-
cow-sanctioned figures, who are 
generally dismissed by the radicals 
as “regime-friendly” or “regime-
made”. Damascus strongly vetoes 
defectors and members of the Sau-
di-backed High Negotiations Com-
mittee (HNC).

All talk of a Transitional Govern-
ment Body (TGB), as mandated by 
Geneva I in 2012, has seemingly 
vanished, although the HNC would 
love to see it emerge and take all 
of Syrian President Bashar Assad’s 
powers. However, neither Moscow 
nor Tehran will hear of it.

The second issue is the discus-
sion of a Russian-authored consti-
tution presented to the Syrian ne-
gotiators at Geneva III. It created an 
uproar in Syrian nationalist circles, 
dismissed even by diehard regime 
loyalists as “condescending and in-
sulting” because it was written in 
Moscow, not Damascus.

The constitution calls for the 
creation of two houses of parlia-
ment, breaking the 99-year-old mo-
nopoly that Damascus has had over 
other Syrian cities since the country 
gained its independence at the end 
of the first world war.

It gives these faraway towns and 
villages a say in their own inter-
nal affairs, a share of the country’s 
wealth and the right to help ad-
minister and rule their territories 
— something that Damascus curtly 
rejects.

The proposed Russian constitu-
tion also suggests empowering the 
executive and legislative branches, 
at the expense of the Syrian presi-
dency.

Third, Geneva V is discussing 
early elections as mandated by UN 
Security Council Resolution 2254 
but that cannot be done unless a 
cabinet is formed and a new consti-

tution introduced.
These three components make 

up what is known as the transition 
period.

The opposition insists that the 
transition needs to be from regime 
to opposition rule; Moscow’s in-
terpretation has been a transition 
from one constitution to another, 
from war to peace and from one-
party rule to a power-sharing for-
mula that puts an end to 54 years of 
Ba’athist rule.

Finally, the negotiators are dis-
cussing counterterrorism measures 
that include prioritising the battles 
against the Islamic State (ISIS) and 
Jabhat al-Nusra, al-Qaeda’s branch 
in Syria.

This fourth point is a novelty and 
was not on the table during previ-

ous rounds of the Geneva talks. It 
was imposed by the Russians at 
Geneva IV, in very vague terms, so 
that Moscow can, when needed, 
strike out at whoever is giving it a 
headache on the Syrian battlefield, 
accusing them — rightfully or not — 
of being agents of ISIS or al-Nusra.

This is not how the Geneva pro-
cess started five years ago. Back 
then no Syrians were present and 
stakeholders decided on their be-
half, calling for Assad’s immediate 

departure as a prelude to any politi-
cal settlement.

The war turned dramatically in 
Assad’s favour after he invited the 
Russians to step in two years ago 
shortly after the emergence of ISIS. 
The government negotiators got a 
strong upper hand as towns and cit-
ies lost in the pre-Russian era were 
recaptured.

Because of late March attacks in 
Damascus and Hama, led by Turk-
ish-backed rebels, there were re-
newed hopes that the government 
team would bend on issues it had 
previously refused to discuss. That, 
thanks to Russian support, did not 
happen. The attacks were repelled 
at a very high cost and Assad’s ne-
gotiators marched off to Geneva as 
defiant as ever.

Beirut

R 

ising tensions over Iran’s 
involvement in the Syr-
ian conflict could turn 
the Golan Heights, a high 
volcanic plateau occu-

pied by Israel, into a flashpoint of 
violence between Israel and Hez-
bollah.

Mostly annexed by Israel in 1981, 
the Golan has served as a battlefield 
of empires since biblical times. Is-
rael has repeatedly warned that the 
presence of Iranian and Hezbollah 
forces there is a “red line” it would 
not tolerate.

Iran and its Lebanese ally, how-
ever, have already gained a toehold 
on the northern tip of the strate-
gic escarpment, most of which has 
been in Israeli hands since the 1967 
war. Iran and Hezbollah are looking 
to expand their reach in the area.

The recent military escalation 
suggests that a clash in the Golan 
is all but inevitable. Such a clash 
could trigger a war fought on the 
territories of Israel, Syria and Leba-
non.

“The big question now is to what 
extent Israel can remain deter-
mined to maintain its red lines and 
prevent the build-up of Hezbollah 
and the other Iranian proxies in 
Syria and the deployment of these 
forces near the border in the Golan 
Heights without destabilising its 
special relations with Moscow and 
without causing wider escalation 
in the northern arena,” observed an 
analysis published by Israel’s Insti-
tute for National Security Studies.

In May 2000, after Israel with-
drew from its 22-year occupa-
tion zone in southern Lebanon, it 
faced a similar problem. Hezbollah 
moved its forces up to the border 
and began building its military ca-
pabilities in anticipation of a future 
war with Israel.

As Hezbollah gained strength on 
the border, Israel was reluctant to 
take pre-emptive action and dis-
rupt the longest period of calm 
enjoyed by residents of northern 
Israel in three decades.

Hezbollah’s presence in the 
northern Golan goes back to at least 
2013. In December that year, a road-
side bomb hit an Israeli army vehi-
cle near Majdal Shams in the north-
ern sector.

The attack came four days after a 

top Hezbollah military official and a 
key figure in its clandestine weap-
ons programme, Hassan al-Laqqis, 
was assassinated in Beirut, appar-
ently by Israeli agents.

Three months later, Israel 
bombed a Hezbollah-controlled 
military zone in the eastern Bekaa 
Valley, the party’s stronghold in 
Lebanon. There were three un-
claimed attacks in the next three 
weeks — all bearing Hezbollah’s 
fingerprints — on Israeli forces in 
the Golan. Israeli troops in the oc-
cupied Shebaa Farms area on Leba-
non’s south-eastern border were 
also bombed.

Sources close to Hezbollah said 
that in 2014 it began building a 
network of bunkers and tunnels in 
areas of the northern Golan it con-

trolled. One Hezbollah source, who 
has served several combat tours in 
Syria, said the infrastructure was 
completed by early 2015.

On January 18th, 2015, two Israeli 
drones attacked a convoy in the 
northern Golan, killing an Iranian 
general and two senior Hezbollah 
commanders who were apparently 
inspecting the new facilities.

The following month, Hezbollah 
launched an offensive in the Golan 
alongside Syrian troops and Shia 
paramilitary forces. The assault 
was meant to restore control of the 
volcanic plateau to Syrian forces 
but ran out of steam.

Recent battlefield advances by 
the Syrian regime have prompted 
Hezbollah forces to reconsider re-
taking the Golan.

In February, the Hezbollah al-Nu-
jaba Movement, an Iranian-backed 
Iraqi Shia militia, announced the 
establishment of a new unit called 
the Golan Liberation Front.

“This is a trained army with spe-
cific plans,” Sayyed Hashem Mous-
sawi, the group’s leader, said. “If 
the government of Syria requests, 
we and our allies are ready to take 
action to liberate the Golan.”

While it is difficult to gauge 
whether the group poses a threat, 
some reports indicate it has already 
deployed forces in the Golan.

Still, most analysts say any seri-
ous effort to drive out Israeli forces 
is unlikely for now.

For Israel, a Hezbollah-Iranian 
presence on the Golan is not only 
a strategic threat but a logistical 
headache that requires it to devote 
more military resources to a front 
that has been dormant since 1974.

If Hezbollah does expand its hold 

on the Golan, Israel will face some 
unpleasant choices.

Attacking Hezbollah’s forces in 
the area could prevent the organi-
sation from establishing a strong 
presence but would risk igniting 
a war with its old enemy that nei-
ther side wants. Such a manoeuvre 
could also anger Russia, especially 
if fighting in the Golan were to 
spread and threaten Moscow’s in-
terests in other parts of Syria.

On the other hand, doing nothing 
would allow Hezbollah and Iran to 
strengthen their position against 
Israel, effectively expanding the 
battlefront from Lebanon into the 
Golan and possibly to other parts of 
Syria.

Given the growing unease with 
which Israel is viewing the conflict 
in Syria, the Golan has the potential 
to become one of the region’s most 
dangerous flashpoints.

Israel launched a string of air 
strikes in March against suspected 
Hezbollah weapons stores around 
Damascus and further north. Syria 
has been relying on Russian-sup-
plied air-defence missiles more 
than ever. Conditions are growing 
increasingly restive on all sides.

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

Golan tensions threaten new clash in old war zone

Russia calls the shots at Syria talks but peace is no closer
Sami Moubayed

Bad soap opera. UN Special Envoy for Syria Staffan de Mistura arrives at a meeting with Syria’s 
government delegation in Geneva, on March 25th.                                                                                        (Reuters)

The opposition 
insists that the 
transition needs to 
be from regime to 
opposition rule.

Four points are being 
discussed by the 
Syrian negotiators in 
Geneva.

Under the volcano. An Israeli soldier from the Golani Brigade 
takes part in a military training exercise in the Israeli-occupied 
Golan Heights near the border with Syria.                                         (AFP)

Nicholas Blanford

The Golan has the 
potential to become 
one of the region’s 
most dangerous 
flashpoints.
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F
or a septuagenarian, the Arab League seems to be in pretty 
good health. It had its annual meeting punctually, 
delivered pertinent assessments of the problems beset-
ting the region and steadfastly recalled its 15-year-old 
offer of a comprehensive peace plan for the Palestinian-
Israeli conflict.

Some might say that is a lot of talk and no action but it is 
good going nevertheless. Just convening summits during the last few 
years was no easy task. The turnout at last year’s summit in Nouak-
chott, Mauritania, was worrisomely low: Only one-third of the 22 
members attended.

Not this time. This past week’s summit in Jordan was extraordinar-
ily well-attended. Syria has been suspended since 2011 but the other 
21 members of the Arab League were present. A consensus on com-
mon Arab concerns appears to be emerging, which may be the first 
sign we are entering the post-“Arab spring” era.

This means an exhausted, embattled region is finally uniting, even 
if perforce, to push shared goals of stability and peace.

The summit offered pertinent diagnoses of the fundamental 
problems in the region, not least “interference” by regional and 
international powers. Iran was diplomatically left unnamed but the 
Arab League was right to call out its aggressively sectarian policies of 
destabilisation across the region.

While pragmatically expressing the will to work with the new US 
Trump administration, Arab leaders stressed the need for a global 
commitment to a new era of regional peace, starting with the long-
overdue settlement of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. The summit 
re-emphasised the need to use the 2002 Arab Peace Plan as a starting 
point towards comprehensive settlement based on a two-state 
solution.

Then there was the wish list: Ending bloodshed in much of the 
region, tackling 29% youth unemployment and providing succour to 
the millions of refugees and displaced.

Cynics might say the summit was the usual venue for empty talk by 
disconnected politicians. For many outside the summit venue, it 
seemed that Arab politicians could offer very few tangible solutions 
to the Syrian conflict, to the bloody war in Yemen and the Islamic 
State’s malevolent spread through many parts of the Arab world.

There is merit in the fact that Arab leaders were able to meet. Yet, 
ordinary Arabs will be watching to see what they eventually make of 
their meeting.

 

Marking the 100th issue 
of The Arab Weekly

T
his is the 100th issue of The Arab Weekly, a milestone for 
this young newspaper. We have come a long way since we 
launched in April 2015. We have grown into a newspaper 
of opinion and analysis about the Arab world published 
from the United Kingdom, the United Arab Emirates and 
the United States. Our editors and writers do much to 
keep us on target every week but it is our loyal readers 

who are our strength. We invite comments and suggestions on what 
you want to read as we look forward to the next hundred issues — and 
beyond.

The results 
of the Amman summit

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Britain’s relations with 
Turkey after Brexit

A
s Brexit finally gets 
under way, it is time 
for the United 
Kingdom to make 
equal haste with 
rejuvenating its 

diplomatic and trade ties in the 
world, beginning with Turkey.

The potential of British ties with 
Turkey has been smothered for 
years by the sweaty, asphyxiating 
blanket of EU accession talks with 
Ankara. No one in their right mind, 
on either side of the Bosporus, be-
lieved in earnest that Turkey would 
join the European Union in their 
lifetime but the prospect of mem-
bership was avidly promoted and 
kept alive for years, tethering the 
relationship to the rigid and clumsy 
structures of accession talks.

Ironically, Britain was among 
the great champions of Turkish ac-
cession. While this was politically 
astute for the United Kingdom at 
the time, it is proving a calamitous 
strategy for the European Union.

Relations between Berlin and 
Ankara have all but collapsed. We 
have seen clashes between riot 
police and the Turkish diaspora 
on the streets of European cities. 
The severe and alarming political 
instability in Turkey, provoked by 
deadly terrorist organisations such 
as the Kurdistan Workers’ Party, 
the Islamic State and the so-called 
Gulenist Terror Organisation, can-
not be understood without looking 
at from Europe’s badly failing 
diplomacy.

As a Briton of Eastern European 
descent, I can tell you a thing or 
two about how mind-numbingly 
bureaucratic EU accession talks 
are. Sliced into dozens of negotia-
tion chapters, they diminish the 
subtlety of foreign diplomacy to 
the domestic policy minutiae of 
the acquis — the European Union’s 
170,000-page rule book.

They whip up false hope on one 
side, while spurring xenophobic 
sentiment on the other. They sow 
the seeds of popular disillusion-
ment and frustration. At some 
point the chickens inevitably come 
home to roost. Unfortunately for 
Turkey and the European Union 
that time seems to be now.

Brexit frees us from the mill-
stone of EU intrusion in our own 
domestic affairs. Among its many 
boons is that it casts aside the 
sickly Brussels blanket that has 
stifled the best of our diplomatic 
traditions. We should now shred 
this blanket, set it on fire, throw it 
out of the window and take a deep 
gulp of fresh air.

Brexit is simple. It merely means 
recognising the truth: We are a 

free and sovereign nation, not 
merging with our partners, but 
constructively seeking to advance 
and balance our enduring interests 
through trade and cooperation 
with other sovereign nations. So is 
Turkey.

As an ally, Turkey is of the great-
est strategic importance for Britain 
and, though they seem tragically 
unable to grasp it, for Europeans, 
too.

By virtue of its geography alone, 
Turkey’s significance is only going 
to increase with the years. The 
world’s hotbed of war, terror and 
sectarianism, which has generated 
a massive displacement of people 
to Europe, lies right on Turkey’s 
doorstep. As the ever-strategically 
minded Russians appear to have 
realised some time before us, in 
working with Turkey, a zone of 
comparative stability, lies the one 
and best hope of getting a handle 
on the violent convulsions that are 
ripping through the Middle East.

The United Kingdom has no 
choice but to raise and object to 
grave violations of the rule of law 
and the rights of individuals in 
Turkey, as elsewhere in the world. 
This remains inherent in who we 
are and it makes diplomacy into 
what it is: A delicate balancing act.

Yes, the danger of democracy 
unravelling in Turkey should cause 
genuine concern but so should the 
collapse of diplomatic ties with 
Turkey, warts and all, and the 
country’s nascent reorientation 
towards Moscow and non-Western 
groupings such as the Shanghai 
Cooperation Organisation.

The United Kingdom should 
never permit its relations to suffer 
in the way that Turkish-German re-
lations are. From the strategic and 
security perspective, this would 
be — and in Europe’s case already 
is — a catastrophe.

Free from all EU baggage, we in 
the United Kingdom have a chance 
to recover the diplomatic balance 
in our relations with the Turks that 
our European partners are sorely 
lacking.

As the Westminster attacks sadly 
demonstrate, terror won’t spare us. 
It strikes at us all, and it can only 
be defeated in close cooperation 
with other countries, not least of 
all Turkey.

Daniel Kawczynski is a member 
of the British Parliament and
 represents the constituency 
of Shrewsbury and Atcham. He is 
one of the authors of the Foreign 
Select  Committee report on 
British-Turkish relations. Follow 
him on Twitter:  @kawczynskiMP.
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In Europe, extremism is essentially a homegrown problem

No hope yet for independent Palestinian state

Opinion

W
ithin hours of 
the March 22nd 
attack in 
London, 
politicians 
from parts of 

the Western world were calling 
for a ban on migration from the 
Middle East. This reaction was 
inflammatory, opportunistic 
and, more importantly, ludi-
crously off the mark.

The London attacker, Khalid 
Masood, was not from the Mid-
dle East or North Africa. He was 
from Kent, the green and pleasant 
county often referred to as the 
garden of England. Born and bred 
in Britain, Masood was a convert 
to Islam, a former prison inmate 
with a history of knife violence. 
A past employer said Masood, 52, 
showed no inclination to Islamist 
extremism.

Masood’s puzzling rise to in-
famy in his middle years has left 
British authorities with a raging 
headache. What do you do when 
one of your own turns on you? 
How do you pre-empt an attacker 
who was not on the security ser-
vices’ radar? How do you decode 
the motivation for a murderous at-
tack when the home-grown crimi-
nal is described as “apolitical” and 
uninterested in radical Islam?

Western countries confront 
these questions in different ways. 
Germany, for the first time, has 
begun the process of deporting 
two German-born non-citizens 
over their alleged involvement in 
planning a terrorist attack. Aus-
tralia, Canada and Britain have 
consistently revoked the citizen-
ship of dual-nationals who join 
extremist groups overseas. Even 
the United States is trying to turn 
a Pakistani-born naturalised US 
citizen who was convicted on ter-
rorism charges into a non-citizen.

The motivations are obvious. 
Western governments are under 
pressure to demonstrate their 
resolve to fighting extremism to 
prevent extremists from enter-
ing their countries and launching 
attacks. This is the case with Aus-
tralia, Canada and Britain. There 
are estimates that, from 2010-16, 
at least 33 people were stripped 
of their British nationality on 
terrorism-related grounds.

Some Western leaders, such 
as US President Donald Trump, 
rose to power by making more 
sweeping promise — in Trump’s 
case, ensuring the dark shadow 
of radicalism never falls on the 
United States.

Trump was loud and offensive 
on the campaign trail about the 
perceived links between the Mus-
lim community and terrorism. He 

indicated over and over that it was 
in the United States’ interest to 
keep Muslims out of the country 
and that those already within 
the country should be subject to 
strict surveillance and something 
that can only be called patriotism 
protocols.

It is then unsurprising that 
Trump’s Justice Department is 
arguing a rare case — the need to 
revoke a convicted terrorist’s US 
citizenship. The argument is as 
follows: The man fraudulently 
obtained citizenship and his 
terrorist affiliations demonstrate 
a lack of commitment to the US 
constitution.

The US Justice Department also 
promised to step up efforts “to 
pursue de-naturalisation proceed-
ings against known or suspected 
terrorists who procured their 
citizenship by fraud.” This will be 
done to prevent “the exploitation 
of our nation’s immigration sys-
tem by those who would do harm 
to our country,” the department 
said in a statement.

Fair enough, some might say. 
Except that it may not be fair 
at all. Some legal scholars have 
said that revoking a terrorist’s 

US citizenship would solidify the 
post-9/11 trend of treating accused 
terrorists differently from others 
who break the law. Karen Green-
berg, director of the Fordham Law 
School’s Centre on National Secu-
rity in New York said taking away 
citizenship adds an extra punish-
ment that is not in the criminal 
statute through which a terrorist 
is convicted.

This granular examination of 
an arcane issue may sound like 
legal quibbling. It is not. The just 
treatment of citizens — terrorist 
or not — is important for countries 
that claim to be governed by the 
rule of law.

In this regard, most of the 
cases involving convicted terror-
ists from Australia, Canada and 
Britain seem justified. Citizen-
ship — especially when it has been 
acquired — is a privilege, not a 
right. Second, these cases mostly 
involved dual-nationals, who were 
not left stateless by the revocation 
of citizenship. They also had sig-
nificant ties to a foreign country, 
which probably makes their ban 
from Australia, Canada or Britain 
understandable.

Germany’s proposed deporta-

tion of two non-citizens born 
on German soil to Algeria and 
Nigeria, however, is troubling for 
two reasons: The men have not 
been convicted of any offence and 
because their main link to Algeria 
and Nigeria is their parents’ herit-
age and they have never lived in 
those countries.

That is a pretty hard line to take.
Perhaps, however, it is the obvi-

ous one in an election year. Even 
though Angela Merkel’s party won 
the March 26th election in the 
tiny state of Saarland, the German 
chancellor cannot afford to relax 
ahead of September’s federal poll. 
The anti-Muslim, anti-immigrant 
Alternative for Germany, received 
6.2% of the vote in Saarland, 
clearing the way for it to sit in its 
12th state legislature. Just four 
more and it will have all of Ger-
many covered.

The stakes over who gets to stay 
in Germany may have never been 
higher.

Rashmee Roshan Lall is a 
columnist for The Arab Weekly. 
Her blog can be found at www.
rashmee.com and she is on 
Twitter: @rashmeerl.

S
ome parties have tried 
to paint an optimistic 
picture of Palestine 
and Israel’s prospects 
for a political settle-
ment. Unfortunately, 

this rosy picture is more a reflec-
tion of wishful thinking than 
reality.

A more sensible reading of the 
region’s political context shows 
little reason for optimism.

Those hopeful about a settle-
ment point to statements by US 
President Donald Trump, who 
has given more consideration to 
the Palestinian-Israeli conflict 
in meetings and speeches. They 
also bring up the Arab summit, 
where the issue of Palestine was 
given priority, as a sign of a con-
sensus on the issue.

However, this analysis is flawed 
for a number of reasons. First, 
Trump’s disposition towards 
Palestine is more reflective of his 
personal ambition than strategic 
policy. To prove he is a politically 
competent deal-maker, Trump 
wants to make his mark on an 
issue that has escaped resolution 
for decades. Bringing an end to 

the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is 
the perfect way for him to silence 
his critics.

With regard to the agreement 
among leaders at the Arab sum-
mit, we should remember that 
coming up with a consensus on 
Israel-Palestine is easier than 
reaching an agreement on Syria. 
As a result, some Arab leaders 
are convinced that by moving 
ahead with the Palestinian cause, 
they can ease public pressure 
and close a vital gate through 
which some regional powers in 
the Middle East are trying to take 
over the traditional role of some 
central Arab powers.

Israel, on the other hand, is 
in no rush to respond to recent 
developments in the US and Arab 
camps. It has let those talking 
about a settlement babble away, 
while flatly ignoring decisions by 
the international community in 
the meantime. Israel has even in-
creased the speed with which it is 
establishing illegal colonies, not 
to mention violating the rights of 
Palestinians.

The reality is that those advo-
cating for the Palestinian cause 

are going through a difficult time. 
Palestine is deeply fractured 
and efforts to unite the various 
factions have failed. The Pales-
tinians do not speak in one voice 
and the Palestinian Authority, 
whether under the leadership of 
Mahmoud Abbas or anyone else, 
will find it difficult to garner sup-
port for any agreement it might 
reach with Israel. Those blowing 
the trumpets of a Palestinian-
Israeli settlement must first make 
progress towards reaching Pales-
tinian reconciliation.

In the meantime, the crises 
in Syria, Libya, Iraq and Yemen 
have deteriorated to such a level 
that Arab leaders should give 
them priority over discussing the 
Palestinian cause.

While the international com-
munity seems to have given 
some attention to the Palestinian 
cause, this has not translated into 
serious action. Most statements 
on Palestine serve as temporis-
ing moves leading up to regional 
talks, which might include deci-
sions involving Tel Aviv. Major 
powers believe that even the 
impression of progress in peace 

talks could encourage some Arab 
states to endorse the planned 
changes for the region.

As a result, it seems that reach-
ing a settlement on the Palestin-
ian territories is contingent on 
other events in the region. And 
since the United States does not 
have a comprehensive view of 
and for the Palestinian cause, all 
the noise about Palestine is likely 
to remain just that, noise.

Israel, for its part, has negoti-
ated with the Palestinians for 20 
years, giving very few conces-
sions compared to the benefits 
it reaped. There is no reason to 
believe that the next round of 
negotiations will be any different.

The dream of an independ-
ent Palestinian state is likely to 
remain a dream. The regional 
context surrounding that dream 
is worse than ever and there is no 
clear vision for Palestine’s future. 
The balance of power is still in fa-
vour of Israel, which always ends 
up getting what it wants without 
sacrificing anything.

Mohamed Abu al-Fadl is an
Egyptian writer.

Rashmee Roshan Lall

Mohamed Abu al-Fadl

Ineffective policies. “Abgeschoben/Deported” is stamped onto a document by the federal police at an 
airport in Schoenefeld near Berlin, on February 20th.                                                                                        (AP)

The just 
treatment 
of citizens is 
important 
for countries 
that claim to 
be governed 
by the rule 
of law.

The dream 
of an 
independent 
Palestinian 
state is 
likely to 
remain a 
dream.
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London

A 

spike in civilian deaths 
during the US-backed 
Iraqi offensive to recap-
ture Mosul from the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) led to 

renewed calls to spare the lives of 
people trapped in the city.

Iraqi civil defence forces said 263 
people were killed during a March 
17th US air strike in Mosul’s al-Jadida 
district. The US strikes, requested by 
Iraqi forces, reportedly targeted an 
ISIS sniper on a building that housed 
civilians.

The US military conducted a for-
mal investigation into the incident, 
acknowledging that the coalition 
it leads probably had a role in the 
deaths but adding that ISIS was like-
ly to blame.

Iraqi officials, who are also look-
ing into the deaths, accused mili-
tants of setting booby-traps in the 
building. ISIS is known to have used 
civilians as human shields and fired 
on those who tried to flee.

US Army General Joseph Votel, 
the head of US Central Command, 
said the rules of engagement had 
not been relaxed but admitted that 
avoiding civilian casualties is diffi-
cult when advancing into crowded 
areas of the Old City in western Mo-
sul.

“I do agree that, as we move into 
these urban environments, it is go-
ing to become more and more dif-
ficult to apply extraordinarily high 

standards [to avoid civilian casual-
ties] for the things that we’re doing, 
although we will try,” Votel said.

An average of 500 bombs were 
dropped on western Mosul each 
week during March, the Times of 
London reported, citing US military 
figures.

UN High Commissioner for Hu-
man Rights Zeid Ra’ad al-Hussein 
called for “an urgent review of tac-
tics to ensure that the impact on 
civilians is reduced to an absolute 
minimum”.

Amnesty International said evi-
dence in Mosul “points to an alarm-
ing pattern of US-led coalition air 
strikes that have destroyed whole 
houses with entire families inside”.

“The high civilian toll suggests 
that coalition forces leading the of-
fensive in Mosul have failed to take 
adequate precautions to prevent 
civilian deaths, in flagrant violation 
of international humanitarian law,” 
Donatella Rovera, senior crisis re-
sponse adviser at Amnesty Interna-
tional, said in a release.

“The fact that Iraqi authorities 
repeatedly advised civilians to re-
main at home instead of fleeing the 
area indicates that coalition forc-
es should have known that these 
strikes were likely to result in a sig-
nificant number of civilian casual-
ties. Disproportionate attacks and 
indiscriminate attacks violate inter-
national humanitarian law and can 
constitute war crimes,” she added.

Rovera said ISIS “shamefully re-
sorts to using civilians as human 

shields, a serious violation of the 
laws of war that amounts to a war 
crime” but she added that the mili-
tants’ “use of human shields does 
not absolve Iraqi and coalition 
forces from their obligation not to 
launch disproportionate attacks”.

Witnesses interviewed by the 
New York Times said Iraqi forces 
knew civilians were in the targeted 
area. One witness said he and his 
family hid in a basement to seek ref-
uge from the air strikes, not because 
they were forced by ISIS.

Iraqi parliament Speaker Salim al-
Jabouri said the government should 
treat the killed civilians like “mar-
tyrs” and compensate their families.

During a parliamentary meeting 
attended by Interior and Defence 
ministers, MP Hanan al-Fatlawi 
urged the government to stop look-
ing for excuses for the US-led coali-
tion before the facts come out

“Why are you acting as lawyers 
for the international coalition?” she 
asked. “We don’t want an investiga-
tion after four or five months… We 

want a swift investigation.”
At least 307 civilians — exclud-

ing the casualties from the March 
17th air strikes — were killed in the 
February 17th-March 22nd period, 
the United Nations estimated. An 
estimated 600,000 civilians remain 
in ISIS-held parts of western Mosul, 
the United Nations said.

About 800 Iraqi security forces 
have been killed and 4,600 wound-
ed since operations began in the Mo-
sul offensive last October, US figures 
indicate.

Mosul

M 

ohammed Ali and his 
family, carrying all 
their worldly posses-
sions in a few bags, 
had been on the 

road for 18 hours after fleeing their 
home in an Islamic State-held area 
of Mosul.

They hoped to find shelter at a 
camp. So far, they had no luck.

“We tried at Hamam al-Alil 
camp,” about 35km south of Mo-
sul, said Ali, 50. He was flanked 
by 20 relatives, including sons and 
grand-nephews and grand-nieces. 
“It was full.”

A bus had brought them and un-
loaded them a few hundred metres 
from a Kurdish peshmerga check-
point east of Mosul and on the 
way to the sprawling Khazer and 
Hasan Sham camps, which are also 
crowded.

“Hopefully we can get to Khazer. 
We just need to get through the 
checkpoint,” Ali said.

Ali’s story is becoming a familiar 
one.

Displaced Iraqis are streaming 
out of western Mosul at a quicken-
ing pace as fighting intensifies in 
the city. They are arriving at camps 
to find there is no room, forced to 
get back onto buses or hire taxis to 
reach other areas.

Some head for new camps being 
built to try to cope with the exodus 
but, with poor living conditions, 
many western Mosul residents 
make instead for the eastern side 

of the city, which was recaptured 
from the Islamic State (ISIS) in Jan-
uary, to stay with relatives or find 
shelter in half-finished buildings.

The US-backed Iraqi offensive to 
drive ISIS out of Mosul, its last ma-
jor stronghold in the country, has 
confined the jihadists to about half 
of the western side.

Iraqi Immigration Minister Jas-
sim Mohammed March 20th said 
the number of displaced people 
from both sides of the city since 
the start of the military campaign 
had reached 355,000.

The UN refugee agency recently 
opened a camp, which filled up 
within a week, and it is building 
another in Hamam al-Alil to re-
ceive thousands more families.

Hamam al-Alil has become the 
main transit point for the Mosul 
displaced. At the current camp’s 
main entrance, hundreds of Iraqis 
wait in the mud and cold, crouch-
ing by small fires, using porta-cab-
in toilets and asking which buses 
will take them onward.

Taxi drivers tout for business, 
many shouting “Mosul, Mosul!” 
to take people back to the eastern 
side of the city.

Eastern Mosul is a preferable 
destination for many who have 
relatives there.

“In the rubble, there is nothing. 
If there is water maybe we will go 
back. We’re heading to the east 
[where] we have family. We can’t 
stay in those camps,” Bushra Mo-
hammed Ali, who left the west 
with a sister and two daughters, 
said.

A woman named Um Tahseen, 
who had fled the Jidida district, 
said her family had gone 11 days 

without food.
“The militants, they beat people 

they don’t like or kill them. Why 
would we go to the camps and face 
more hardships there?” she asked. 
“We will go to the east. Maybe 
there is no water there either but at 
least we have family.”

In the centre of eastern Mo-
sul, many young men wandering 
through a market said they were 
from western Mosul, crammed 
into homes with anywhere from 
seven to 15 relatives with whom 
they had fled.

Outside the Nabi Yunus shrine, 
30-year-old Waddah, who had fled 
the ISIS-held Old City in the west 
with his two wives, two children 
and his brother’s family, worked 
shovelling debris into a skip.

“I came to stay with my cousin 
in Sumer district,” he said. “It’s not 
ideal. We’re 15 people cramming 
into his home and into an out-
house but it’s better than being in 
the cold, crowded camps.”

More than anything Waddah said 
he was relieved to have escaped 
ISIS but he said he was worried for 

family trapped inside western Mo-
sul. He gave only his first name for 
fear they would be identified.

“My brother is there. He tries to 
call when he can, using a phone 
from his cellar,” Waddah said. ISIS 
militants threaten those caught us-
ing mobile phones with death.

“I’m scared for my family still in-
side. They don’t call every day be-
cause they can’t. Every time they 
don’t, I worry that something has 
happened to them,” Waddah said.

(Reuters)

Mosul deaths underline urgency to protect civilians

Iraqis fleeing Mosul struggle to find shelter

The Arab Weekly Staff

Nowhere safe. Iraqis look at the damage in the aftermath of heavy fighting in Mosul’s old city, on 
March 30th.                (AFP)

An average of 500 
bombs were dropped 
on western Mosul 
each week in March.

Iraqi civil defence 
forces said 263 
people were killed 
following a US air 
strike.

Quickening pace. Displaced Iraqis from Mosul arrive at the Hamam al-Alil camp, on March 20th.   (AFP)

John Davison
and Patrick Markey

UN refugee agency is 
building a new camp 
in Hamam al-Alil to 
thousands of 
families.

The number of 
displaced people 
from both sides of 
Mosul has reached 
355,000.
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T 

he United Arab Emirates 
and its Arab Gulf partners 
set records last month at 
IDEX, one of the biggest 
and most important inter-

national defence exhibitions at Abu 
Dhabi, as they opted to maintain ro-
bust military spending despite fiscal 
challenges created by depressed oil 
prices.

At the exhibition, Russian state 
corporation Rostec announced plans 
to co-develop a fifth-generation 
fighter jet with the UAE. The revela-
tion caught industry executives and 
observers by surprise, prompting 
analysts to speculate why Russia’s 
largest defence company agreed to 
team up with the wealthy Gulf na-
tion.

Often regarded as the single 
most important Arab partner of the 
United States, the UAE trades key 
military technology with the United 
States  and has similarly strategic 
relations with France and Britain. 
For a number of reasons, political 
and otherwise, the UAE Air Force’s 
inventory of fighter aircraft is manu-
factured by either the United States 
or France.

For many years, the UAE Air Force 
has expressed interest in acquir-
ing the fifth-generation F-35 Joint 
Strike Fighter that the United States 
and its key NATO partners have put 
into service. While the F-35 has been 
dogged by cost overruns and delays 
that have led to cutbacks in order 
quantities and even higher costs, 
it remains unparalleled in its class 
in terms of technology and perfor-
mance specifications.

There are a number of reasons 
the UAE has not acquired the fifth-
generation technology from the US: 
The aircraft’s hefty price, strong 
opposition from Israel,  and more 
than anything, the fact that the F-35 
production line is at least ten years 
away from being able to cater to the 
UAE’s customer base.

But for many, the question re-
mains: Why is the UAE Air Force 
making the unprecedented move to 

bring a Russian fighter aircraft now?
Observers have suggested the UAE 

is conducting a strategic tilt towards 
Russia due to growing frustrations 
with the United States. Others have 
suggested the move is intended to 
serve as a message to Israel that it 
cannot deny next-generation tech-
nologies to the UAE by effectively 
vetoing such a sale through its pow-
erful lobby.

The UAE’s motivating factors may 
be far less dramatic.

While the countries announced to 
co-develop a fifth-generation fighter 
aircraft, there is a long way to go be-
fore the UAE makes an acquisition 
decision. Much will depend on the 
final performance specifications of 
the aircraft, which are yet to be fi-
nalised, the speed of development 

work and other important variables, 
such as whether the aircraft can at-
tract future buyers.

For at least the next few years,  
the UAE and its industrial base will 
undergo a new and important learn-
ing experience — how to produce an 
aircraft that can compete in a small 
but highly competitive global mar-
ketplace.

Many analysts have predicted 
fifth-generation fighter aircrafts 
such as the F-35 may be the last 
manned fighter aircraft to be pro-
duced. This means that the window 
of opportunity for countries such as 
the UAE is closing.

It is also important to remember 
that Mubadala, part of the UAE’s 
major state investment fund, re-
cently bought a stake in Russian 

Helicopters, a subsidiary of Rostec.
While the UAE and Russia have 

political differences, they have often 
been decoupled from commercial 
interests, and their relations have 
never been characterized by ani-
mosity. Likewise, the two countries’ 
differences in regional objectives 
have not resulted in constraints in 
collaborating for mutual commer-
cial rewards and scientific progress.

If there is a lesson for the United 
States and other Western partners 
of the UAE and many other regional 
states, it is that future trade will re-
quire a greater willingness to collab-
orate, to support partner capacity 
development through technology 
transfer and technical assistance. 
This model has been embraced by 
the Chinese and the Russians, cre-

ating a competitive advantage for 
them that is delivering rewards.

The UAE views the opportunity 
to co-develop a fifth-generation 
aircraft as feasible, given the fact 
that the US-led F-35 programme is 
already an international effort with 
little room to induct additional part-
ners into the development or pro-
duction process.

With Russia, which is the second 
largest global arms exporter after 
the United States and whose great-
est exports come from military air-
craft, the UAE may have positioned 
itself for a great financial windfall.

Sabahat Khan is based in Dubai and 
maintains a cross-disciplinary focus 
in international security, defence 
policy and strategic issues.

UAE to develop new fighter jet with Russia

Bahrain breaks up Iranian-backed terrorist cell 

London

B 

ahrain announced that it 
had dismantled a terror 
cell allegedly linked to 
Iran.

Bahrain’s Interior Min-
istry said the country’s security 
forces broke up an Iranian-linked 
“terrorist cell” of 14 individuals 
connected to a February bombing 
of a police bus and a plot to assas-
sinate high-ranking officials.

The Interior Ministry said the 
cell, which allegedly had ties to 
Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps (IRGC) and the Iraqi branch 
of Hezbollah, was planning attacks 
on the base in Juffair, home to US 
Navy’s 5th Fleet.

Authorities in Manama said the 
arrested individuals received or-
ders and funds from Iran-based 
Bahrainis Qassim Abdullah Ali and 
Majid al-Sanadi. Sanadi was recent-
ly declared a “Specially Designated 
Global Terrorist” by the US State 
Department.

The State Department said Sana-
di is a member of the Bahrain-based 
al-Ashtar Brigades, which receives 
funding and support from the Irani-
an government and has been linked 
to terrorist attacks in Bahrain. One 

of the attacks resulted in the death 
of two police officers and an officer 
from the United Arab Emirates.

Bahraini authorities stressed that 
the 14-man cell was composed of 
professionally trained terrorists 
who received extensive military 
training in Iran and Iraq and were 
proficient in making explosives and 
the use of high-calibre weapons.

The cell allegedly smuggled 
arms and explosive materials from 
abroad, storing them in depots 
across Bahrain. Bahraini officials 
said the cell monitored the move-
ment of officials and public figures 
as part of an assassination plot.

Bahrain and its fellow Gulf Co-
operation Council (GCC) members 
have long complained about Iran’s 
destabilising activities in the re-
gion. The GCC views Iran and its 
proxies, such as Hezbollah, as the 
root cause of the instability, point-
ing to situations in Syria, Iraq, Leb-

anon, Yemen and Bahrain.
Tensions increased last January 

when Riyadh severed diplomatic 
ties with Iran after protesters, an-
gered by Saudi Arabia executing 
a radical Shia cleric convicted of 
terrorism-related charges, stormed 
the country’s embassy in Tehran 
and set it on fire.

Tensions had escalated in 2015 
when Bahraini Foreign Minis-
ter Sheikh Khaled bin Ahmed Al 
Khalifa equated Iran’s destabilis-
ing regional activities to the havoc 
caused by the Islamic State.

“These actions are no less a 
threat to us than Daesh,” Khalifa 
said then, using an Arabic acronym 
for the Islamic State.

When asked about the possibil-
ity of improving relations with Iran, 
Khalifa said: “Certainly not when 
Iranian officials publicly boast 
about having captured four Arab 
capitals through their Iranian Is-
lamic revolution.”

With tensions flaring, Kuwait’s 
and Oman’s efforts to smooth the 
relationship between Iran and fel-
low Gulf states seem to have fallen 
flat. Iranian President Hassan Ro-
hani recently visited both Kuwait 
and Oman, but was greeted with a 
muted response by the rest of the 
GCC.

UAE Minister of State for Foreign 
Affairs Anwar Gargash dismissed 

Iran’s call for dialogue, which many 
GCC observers say was made only 
to appease the Trump administra-
tion, on his official twitter account.

“[Iranian Foreign Minister Mo-
hammad Javad] Zarif calls for a re-

gional dialogue in the Arabian Gulf. 
For the dialogue to be serious and 
away from propaganda, Tehran 
must stop interfering in the internal 
affairs of its neighbours,” Gargash 
posted.

Sabahat Khan

The Arab Weekly staff

Emirati fighter planes firing flares as they perform in an airshow  above the Abu Dhabi Corniche, on March 2nd.                                         (AFP )

With Russia, the UAE 
may have positioned 
itself for a great 
financial windfall.

Police and security officials stand guard at a checkpoint on a 
highway in Sanabis, west of Manama.                                            (Reuters)  

The 14-man cell was 
composed of 
professionally 
trained terrorists 
who received 
extensive military 
training in Iran and 
Iraq.
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Questions raised as Qatar capitalises on Brexit
London

Q 

atar’s pledge to invest 
$6.2 billion in the United 
Kingdom was imme-
diately followed by lo-
gistical questions from 

British politicians and economists 
about the outlay.

Doha announced its significant 
investment plans at the recent Qa-
tar-UK Business and Investment 
Forum in London and Birmingham. 
Questions over the investment’s 
viability were immediately raised 
after Qatar failed to meet previous 
financial pledges.

Britain’s Financial Times pub-
lished a report warning that Qatar 
was not always a reliable invest-
ment partner. “Previous promises 
of Qatari investment in UK infra-
structure have not always material-
ised,” the newspaper said.

In 2013, Britain and Qatar dis-
cussed investment proposals reach-
ing $10 billion, including in the 
Hinckley Point nuclear reactor and 
the Thames super-sewer. Both pro-
jects went ahead with no Qatari in-
vestment.

Even when Qatari investment has 
come through, many projects have 
been mired in complications and 
delays. Doha’s investments in other 

British infrastructure, such as the 
Chelsea Barracks project in London, 
have also drawn criticism. London’s 
Evening Standard newspaper de-
scribed the project as “one of the 
most protracted and controversial 
property sagas of recent decades”.

Qatar’s investment in London’s 
high-end Harrods department store 
has also faced public criticism. In 
January, demonstrators blocked 
doorways and set off smoke bombs, 
protesting the store’s withholding 
of service charges from the staff. 
Several British unions criticised 
Harrods’ policy of keeping money 
that would normally go directly to 
the waiting and kitchen staff at Har-
rods’ cafés and restaurants.

Economic analysts in Britain 
questioned the timing of Qatar’s 
announcement, which came in the 
same week that the British govern-
ment triggered Article 50 — a 2-year 
process to leave the European Un-
ion. With Britain’s path to Brexit 
unclear, and with the existence of 
promised trade deals that can only 
be officially negotiated after the exit 
from the European Union, some 
wondered about the effects of Qa-
tar’s promised investments.

Critics said the pledge, which is 
being portrayed by the British gov-
ernment as a major post-Brexit vic-
tory, could cause further political 
instability and division in the coun-
try at a time when Britain is dealing 
with calls for a Scottish referendum 
on independence.

The announcement is generally 
thought to reflect Doha’s political 
agenda. In a time of major trans-
formation in the international 
sphere, Qatar is seeking to secure 
closer financial ties with Britain 
and Russia, they said. Qatar is also 

reportedly approaching the Trump 
administration on finance and in-
vestment matters.

However, Qatar’s attempts to fi-
nance its foreign policy objectives 
is likely to fall short, particularly 
given the nature of Qatar’s prom-
ised investment, which does not 

represent a major component of the 
British economy. Promises of Qatari 
investment that go unfulfilled are 
likely to place a financial burden on 
both Qatar and Britain.

British government statistics in-
dicate that Qatar is United King-
dom’s third largest export market 

in the Middle East and accounts  
for $43.5 billion of existing invest-
ment in Britain. Bilateral trade 
is valued at more than $6.2 billion 
per year. In 2015, British exports 
 to Qatar totalled $3.23 billion, with 
Qatar exports to Britain at $3.35 bil-
lion.

The Arab Weekly staff

A question of timing. British Prime Minister Theresa May (R) greets Qatari Prime Minister Sheikh 
Abdullah bin Nasser bin Khalifa al-Thani during the Qatar-UK Business and Investment Forum in 
Birmingham, on March 28th.               (AFP)

 Promises of Qatari 
investment that go 
unfulfilled are likely 
to place a financial 
burden on both 
Qatar and Britain.

The security implications of Brexit

B
ritish Prime Minister 
Theresa May’s implicit 
threat to condition 
continued security 
cooperation with 
Europe on a Brexit 

trade deal sits oddly with her 
otherwise conciliatory tone. 
Britain’s “notification of with-
drawal” letter reads that “failure 
to reach an agreement” could 
result in weaker security coopera-
tion.

While May’s move might play 
well with rabid anti-European 
readers of the Daily Mail and the 
Daily Telegraph, which include 
many Conservative members of the 
British House of Commons, other 
European leaders take it as an im-
plicit threat. Britain’s role in shar-
ing intelligence and its relation-
ship with Europol, the European 
Union’s law enforcement agency, 
“will be part of the negotiations”, 
May said in debate that followed in 
Westminster.

“I would like to maintain the 
level of cooperation we have cur-
rently… but our membership will 
lapse and… (without an exit deal 
Britain) would not be able to access 
information in the same way as we 
would as a member,” she said.

“Our security arrangements 
would obviously lapse if we left 
the EU without a deal,” added the 
prime minister’s spokesman.

May’s comments drew sharp 
criticism from other officials.

Former permanent secretary to 
the Treasury Nicholas Macpherson 
wrote on Twitter that crime and 
terrorism “do not respect borders” 
and that the lack of a trade deal was 
“not a credible threat” to security. 
“Time to get real,” Macpherson 
added.

There was pushback by officials 

in Brussels and Westminster, where 
Britain’s participation in various 
policing policies and bodies, such 
as Europol and the European Arrest 
Warrant, as well as security data-
bases, particularly the Schengen 
Information System, the European 
Criminal Records Information Sys-
tem and Passenger Names Records, 
is critical.

Despite the controversy, most 
components of Britain’s and 
Europe’s security and defence rela-
tions do not involve the architec-
ture of the European Union. Britain 
has always opposed the European 
Union interfering with the role of 
NATO and the country participates 
in several security operations out-
side the organisation’s purview.

Britain’s “Nine Eyes” alliance, 
for example, allows the country to 
share intelligence with various Eu-
ropean partners, including France, 
Denmark and the Netherlands. The 
Club of Berne, another intelligence-
sharing group, includes Norway, 

Switzerland and EU members.
This might seem quite unrelated 

to trade negotiations but the fly in 
the ointment is the European Court 
of Justice (ECJ), the lynchpin of the 
European Union’s judicial archi-
tecture. After a trade deal is agreed 
to, the ECJ would play a key role 
in resolving any dispute between 
Britain and the European Union 
over regulation. May is determined 
to end ECJ jurisdiction in Britain 
but will have to at least accept it 
playing an indirect role in future 
proceedings.

This is where political grand-
standing by Brexiters meets its 
limit. Brexit Secretary David Davis 
has already had to eat his hat. He 
will no doubt have to do so again in 
the months to come.

There is also a broader picture to 
consider. Since entering the White 
House, US President Donald Trump 
has engaged in dramatic militari-
sation of US policy in the Middle 
East, largely without the consulta-

tion of American allies in Europe. 
The United States is intervening in 
Yemen more forcibly than before 
and backing Saudi policy. Yemen 
is facing a huge humanitarian 
catastrophe, with two-thirds of its 
population in need of aid.

The escalating military activities 
are occurring with no sign of dip-
lomatic initiatives or future peace 
talks. The US Defense Department 
has asked the White House to 
remove restrictions on providing 
military aid to Gulf allies that are 
fighting the Iran-backed Houthi 
rebels in Yemen. Unspecified 
US special operations forces are 
operating in dozens of countries in 
the Middle East, Africa and Central 
Asia.

These policies could produce 
even more radical Islamists, 
undermine humanitarian relief 
and destroy any hope of economic 
reconstruction, the effects of which 
will be far more devastating in the 
Middle East, the Sahel and Europe 
than in the United States.

Meanwhile, with relations 
between Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan and EU leaders 
having grown increasingly more 
sour and German concerns that 
Turkey is spying on German-res-
ident Turks, there is an increased 
need for European leaders to 
present a united front against the 
Turkish president.

With all this in the backdrop, 
Brexit negotiations are serving as 
a distraction. There are far bigger 
security challenges confronting 
Europe and Britain on their south-
eastern borders.

The Brexiters are heading for a 
sharp collision with the real world. 
Their belief that Britain needs to 
take back control and break free of 
the shackles of external influence 
will be shown for a grievous mis-
understanding of Britain’s history, 
identity and security needs.

Francis Ghilès is an associate 
fellow at the Barcelona Centre for 
International Affairs.

Francis 
Ghilès

View point
The 
Brexiters 
are heading 
for a sharp 
collision 
with the 
real world.

US President Donald Trump has 
engaged in dramatic 
militarisation of US policy in the 
Middle East.

Process in motion. An EU flag with one of the stars symbolically cut out during a 
pro-remain demonstration in front of the Houses of Parliament, on March 29th.  (AFP)
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N 

ewly appointed Mo-
roccan Prime Minister 
Saad Eddine El Othmani 
included the Socialist 
Union of Popular Forc-

es (USFP) in his coalition govern-
ment, ending a 5-month stalemate 
brought about by his predecessor, 
Abdelilah Benkirane, who had re-
fused to give in to the party.

Othmani said six parties would 
form the coalition government: The 
ruling Islamist Justice and Develop-
ment Party (PJD), the National Rally 
of Independents (RNI), the Consti-
tutional Union (UC), the Popular 
Movement (MP), the USFP and the 
Party of Progress and Socialism 
(PPS).

The PJD-led coalition will give the 
government a comfortable major-
ity of 240 seats out of 395 in parlia-
ment. The Islamist party won 125 
seats in the Moroccan House of Rep-
resentatives in October’s elections 
but needed a coalition to form a 
government. Benkirane was ousted 
by Moroccan King Mohammed VI 
after failing to pull together enough 
support to that end.

Othmani’s decision to include 
the USFP in the government could 
divide the Islamist party. Many PJD 
MPs warned Othmani they would 
challenge him in parliament over 
any government programme that 
failed to respect the continuity ini-
tiated by Benkirane, the Moroccan 
daily Assabah reported.

The parliamentarians claim that 
the voters, who re-elected the PJD 
as the leading Moroccan political 
party, consider the programme and 
the reforms initiated by Benkirane 
to be “a red line that no one should 
question”.

“Benkirane has made huge sac-

rifices that even led him to lose his 
[position as prime minister],” PJD 
MP Amina Maelainine was quoted 
as saying.

She said Othmani should not 
backtrack on issues such as parity 
and equality.

Negotiations with the RNI, led by 
billionaire and Minister of Agricul-
ture Aziz Akhannouch, ended Janu-
ary 17th after Benkirane refused 
Akhannouch’s condition to include 
the USFP in the government.

“If you see this government 
formed with the USFP, I’m not Ab-
delilah,” Benkirane told the nation-

al council of the PJD youth March 
11th prior to his dismissal.

“The USFP has blocked an entire 
country for five months for one or 
two ministerial posts. Under these 
conditions, it is not possible,” he 
said.

Mohamed Yatim, head of the PJD 
union, called on the Islamist party’s 
officials to “oppose the evil militias 
who are sacrificing Benkirane”.

Akhbar Al Yaoum, a Moroccan 
daily close to the PJD, reported that 
the USFP leader could create a new 
deadlock by demanding to head 
four ministries, including making 

USFP leader Driss Lachgar the Jus-
tice minister.

Moroccans expressed divided 
opinions on social media after the 
announcement of their next coali-
tion government.

“30 ministers! O God this is har-
am. China, the country of 1.5 bil-
lion people, has 18 ministers. Swit-
zerland, the richest country in the 
world, has eight ministers,” wrote 
Mhamed Elmoubarik on Facebook.

Karimi Taher replied that the 
grand plan was to fight political Is-
lam.

“The answer is not the satisfac-

tion or not… The answer is the prag-
matism of the party (PJD) and the 
maturity of its general secretariat 
and making the right decisions in 
the difficult circumstances and 
from my point of view they have 
succeeded and thank God,” wrote 
Nahima Jadi on Facebook. “Reform 
is a long and difficult road and re-
quires patience and weighing things 
according to political circumstanc-
es”.

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

Six parties to join new Moroccan coalition

Airline electronics
ban causes dismay
in Tunisia, Morocco

Tunis

R 

oyal Air Maroc, Mo-
rocco’s largest airline, 
announced it would 
bar electronic devices, 
excluding cell phones 

and medical items, from cabins 
on flights directly to and from the 
United States, in compliance with a 
US directive

Fellow Maghreb state carrier 
Tunisair announced a similar pol-
icy for its flights to and from the 
United Kingdom, based on an elec-
tronics ban issued by British au-
thorities.

The US ban applies to flights on 
Royal Air Maroc and eight other 
airlines originating in ten airports 
in eight Middle Eastern countries, 
including Morocco. The British ban 
targets aircraft flying out of Egypt, 
Turkey, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Leb-
anon and Tunisia.

The measures targeting Maghreb 
countries irked passengers, dis-

mayed officials and left experts 
puzzled.

“Soon, we will all be forced to 
travel naked,” said Mehdi on a 
social media page for Moroccan 
travellers. “All this is ridiculous,” 
chipped in Zineb.

Some Tunisian travellers shared 
their outrage. “Our country is dif-
ferent and our society is open to 
welcome tourists. The ban on elec-
tronic items is a bad signal. It puts 
our country in the same circle with 
other countries where terrorism 
and religious bigotry are rife,” said 
Salim Derbal, owner of a car rental 
company at Tunis-Carthage Inter-
national Airport.

The ban is likely to harm Royal 
Air Maroc’s business and threaten 
efforts to transform Casablanca 
into a hub between Africa and Eu-
rope and North America. Royal Air 
Maroc serves more than 30 African 
countries. The airline’s executives 
said they feared travellers who pay 
up to $6,000 for a round-trip flight 
to the United States might instead 
book tickets on rival European 
companies spared by the ban.

While neither London nor Wash-
ington cited a specific reason for 
the ban, security experts see it as 
warning of imminent terror plots 
using electronic devices.

International Air Transport Asso-
ciation Director-General Alexandre 
de Juniac said it was difficult to un-

derstand how banning electronic 
devices in carry-on baggage would 
improve flight security.

Mohamed Mezghani, the head 
of European Affairs for the Tuni-
sian Foreign Ministry, told British 
Ambassador to Tunisia Louise De 
Sousa that Tunisia was “surprised” 
by the ban on electronic devices on 
flights from Tunis to London.

Mezghani cited tightened secu-
rity measures at Tunisia’s airports 
and the safety record of the na-
tional airline. He reportedly told De 
Sousa that not allowing Tunisair 
passengers to carry large electronic 
devices on cabins prompted “ques-
tionings about the British attitude 
in the light of the improved secu-
rity situation in Tunisia”.

Tunisian tourism officials said 
they were ready to welcome more 

visitors from European countries, 
and that their country had signifi-
cantly improved security measures 
over the past few years. Britain’s 
Foreign Office has advised against 
all but essential travel to Tunisia 
since 2015, when 30 British citizens 
were killed in a terrorist attack in 
Sousse.

Officials in Tunis had expressed 
hope that improved security condi-
tions would lead to Britain lifting 
its travel ban but on March 29th the 
British Foreign Office updated its 
travel advisory, warning that ter-
rorist incidents remained highly 
likely.

“As long as England maintains 
these restrictions on Tunisia and, 
from time to time, consolidates 
them with similar decisions, this 
will have a negative impact on 

Tunisian tourism,” Mohamed Ali 
Toumi, president of Tunisia’s Fed-
eration of Travel Agents, told a lo-
cal radio station.

Tunisian Foreign Minister Khe-
maies Jhinaoui said the British atti-
tude was “surprising” because Brit-
ish officials were aware of Tunisia’s 
efforts to bolster security measures 
after the Sousse attack.

The United States prohibits its 
airlines from conducting commer-
cial operations over Libyan air-
space due to the country’s political 
instability and terror threats.

Algeria, which tightened airport 
security after a long battle with 
extremism in the 1990s, is not in-
cluded in the ban.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

Saad Guerraoui

Comfortable majority. Moroccan Prime Minister Saad Eddine El Othmani (C) gives a news conference next to Aziz Akhannouch, 
president of the National Rally of Independents (RNI) (L), Mohamed Nabil Benabdallah, president of the Progress and Socialism party 
(PPS) (R2), and Mohammed Sajid, president of the Constitutional Union (UC) (R).             (Reuters)

Othmani’s decision 
to include the USFP 
in the government 
could divide the 
Islamist party.

Lamine Ghanmi

Improved security. A Tunisair plane is seen parked on a tarmac at Tunis-Carthage International Airport.                                              
(AFP)

The measures 
targeting Maghreb 
countries irked 
passengers and left 
experts puzzled.
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My five weeks in a wheelchair

People with disabilities in Arab world face struggle

Tunis

A 

t the age of 6, Oumayma 
Gallas lost the ability to 
walk. She was diagnosed 
with spinal muscular at-
rophy, a rare neuromus-

cular disease that inhibits physical 
mobility and dexterity.

“Since then, the fight has begun,” 
said Gallas, now 24, who is an out-
spoken advocate for the disabled in 
her native Tunisia.

“People with disabilities suffer 
from the selfishness of able-bodied 
persons, such as lawmakers, de-
signers and employers, who don’t 
take the needs of diverse bodies 
and minds into consideration,” she 
said.

“It is people like me with disabili-
ties who have to spend precious en-
ergy on negotiating and navigating 
lack of access in everyday life.”

Across the Arab world, people 
with disabilities face unique hard-
ships: Lack of reliable transporta-
tion, accessibility and public re-
sources; government systems that 
are unresponsive or insensitive 
to their needs and a public that is 
largely oblivious to their struggle.

While most Arab countries have 
extensive laws and statutes pro-
tecting the rights of the disabled, 
such measures are rarely imple-
mented and poorly enforced.

In Egypt, where independent in-
stitutions estimate the number of 
people with disabilities could be as 
high as 10% — at least 9 million peo-
ple — the constitution specifically 
requires the state to make provi-
sions for those with disabilities. A 
bill was introduced in parliament 

last November to ensure the disa-
bled better access to health care, 
jobs and social welfare programmes

However, those with disabilities 
say they have not seen the effects.

“All of this is mere ink on paper,” 
said Hussein Mahmoud, a 26-year-
old college graduate from Egypt 
who has paralytic polio. “Disabled 
persons suffer at every turn in the 
absence of protection.”

“On paper, we have rights, legis-
lation but this does not necessar-
ily translate to concrete changes,” 
added Gallas.

That disparity resulted in 
Mahmoud being unable to attend 
his college of choice, the College of 
Education, which turned him away 
because of his disability. Instead, 
Mahmoud enrolled in the College of 
Commerce but he has been unable 
to find a job after graduating, even 

though Egyptian law reserves 5% 
of the country’s jobs for those with 
disabilities.

“Many firms force disabled em-
ployees to stay home and send 
them their salaries” to evade fines, 
said Egyptian parliament member 
Mohamed Abu Hamed during a dis-
cussion on disability rights. “They 
consider them a load not an asset.”

In Lebanon, the story is similar.
“The Lebanese law is the most 

progressive among all Arab legisla-
tions and not far from meeting the 
basic international standards set 
by the (Convention on the Rights 
of Persons with Disabilities), said 
Nawaf Kabbara, president of the 
National Association for the Rights 
of Disabled People in Lebanon, 
“but, unfortunately, it is far from 
being implemented.”

According to Kabbara, this im-

pacts almost every sector of soci-
ety: from health care to education 
to civic engagement.

“Most voting places remain in-
accessible,” said Kabarra, “…Even 
government hospitals block admis-
sion to the disabled in many in-
stances.”

In terms of education, things are 
equally bleak. Due to “the difficul-
ties to access regular schools and 
the scarcity of public schools that 
accommodate disabled students”, 
many are illiterate and have only 
completed primary school, said 
Kabbara, who noted that their un-
employment level is almost 100%.

Charbel Daghfal, a Lebanese en-
trepreneur who is paralysed from 
the neck down, understands these 
problems well.

After surviving an accident at the 
age of 17, Daghfal said he became 
frustrated with the country’s lack of 
support and resources, especially 
in transportation.

Last year, Daghfal established 
Wheelchair Taxi, Lebanon’s first 
taxi service for those with special 
needs. The service enables any 
disabled person with a wheelchair 
to get around with the help of only 
the driver.

“The idea came from the reality I 
was living,” said Daghfal, who after 
his accident needed the help of “at 
least three to four people… to get in 
and out of a car.”

“I would only leave the house 
if they were all available and had 
time,” he said.

“This went on until I managed to 
get a car soon after and was then 
able to come and go freely with the 
assistance of the driver only. Having 
experienced this freedom, I wanted 
to share it with as many people as 
I could,” Daghfal said, who started 

the project with no outside funding 
or resources.

“The disabled in Lebanon do not 
have facilities of transportation at 
all and might not have the chance 
to leave their house for years,” he 
said.

Asked about the stigma sur-
rounding disabilities in Lebanon, 
Daghfal said: “The issue is not 
about ‘stigma’ so much as the ab-
sence of awareness.”

“The real problem that disabled 
people face is more dangerous and 
painful than that caused by any 
type of ‘stigma or judgment,” Dagh-
fal said. “It is the carelessness peo-
ple show towards their situation.”

“When you find yourself in a so-
ciety or country in which the gov-
ernment does not help with basic 
needs or give you your rights and 
nobody lifts a finger, this hurts 
them more than the way people 
might look at you.”

Gallas said that while “it’s hard to 
change things, we can.”

“I am lucky to have good parents 
who have helped me live my life 
like anyone else but what about 
the ones who are neglected?” she 
asked.

Stephen Quillen is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis. Samar 
Kadi, The Arab Weekly Travel and 
Society sections editor in Beirut, 
and Amr Emam, a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly, 
contributed to this report.

A nasty ankle fracture 
put me in a wheel-
chair for more than 
five weeks, turning 
the shortest trips 
and simplest errands 

into enormous tasks. The experi-
ence did, however, offer me a 
different perspective on the daily 
challenges facing people with 
disabilities in my home town of 
Tunis. I suspect the plight of the 
disabled in the rest of the Arab 
world is not that different.

In those five weeks, I did not 
venture into the narrow alleyways 
of the Old Medina, but even the 
commute to work or to visit the 
doctor’s office and, oddly, the 
hospital’s emergency room itself 
were no easy tasks. The wheel-
chair ramps, even in the city’s 
newest buildings, seem to have 
been designed to serve more as 
missile launch pads than as access 
routes for the disabled. There are 
no handicapped slots in car parks. 
Going to the bank once in those 
few weeks was one time too many. 
Even if helped by a companion, 
crossing the street to the uneven 
pavement and accessing the bank’s 
entrance was a hazardous adven-
ture.

After five weeks, I still do not 
know how on Earth the handi-
capped manage to do the most 
basic things, such as going to the 
restroom. These places are not 
properly designed or customised 
to accommodate the average 
wheelchair.

The attitude of people you 
encounter makes up only a little 
for the inadequate infrastructure. 
When in close contact, the major-
ity of people seems moved to some 
form of embarrassed compassion. 

Most people feel the compulsion 
to help. Sometimes there are many 
volunteers when you don’t need 
them to push your wheelchair. Of-
ten, people usefully and helpfully 
try to hold the temperamental 
elevator so you aren’t caught in the 
door, but the kindness of strangers 
cannot reshape the steep ramps or 
straighten out dangerously uneven 
sidewalks.

Sometimes though, people’s 
reactions to the wheelchair-bound 
can be fairly complex.

The spectacle of you struggling 
to get out of a car in your wheel-
chair proves mesmerising for some 
who hardly notice the face of the 
person engaged in the difficult 
manoeuvres. A few don’t see you, 
period. You are too low in altitude 
to be caught by their radar screen. 
Perhaps, like members of ethnic 
and racial minorities in many 
societies, the disabled too can be 
somehow invisible. Human reflex-
es spare the “normal” majority in 
society, the discomfort of dealing 
with those whose presence itself is 
a challenge to their complacency-
driven sense of normality.

Not too long ago, didn’t many 
families in the Arab world conceal 
their physically or mentally disa-
bled children from public view?

No wonder, many Arab countries 
still under-report the number of 
disabled people in their midst. To-
day, if 15% of the world population 
is estimated to live with disability, 
Arab countries report a “compara-

tively low prevalence of disability, 
ranging from 0.4-4.3% of the 
population”. That’s according to 
the UN Economic and Social Com-
mission for Western Asia (ESCWA). 
This under-reporting takes place 
despite a reasonable expectation 
that the Arab world has higher risk 
factors for disability — including 
wars, road accidents and medical 
conditions that are specific to the 
region.

“Rates in Arab countries must be 
taken with a grain of salt,” con-
cludes ESCWA.

Being in a wheelchair does not 
make me an expert on the plight of 
the handicapped but it does make 
me think that the experience of the 
permanently disabled is probably 
beyond imagining by the “normal” 
population.

Their needs are not sufficiently 
recognised, so they are more un-
likely to be addressed.

They are probably the most 
affected by the region’s bloated 
bureaucracy. When undertaking 
the simplest transactions, they 
are bound to feel the suffocating 
weight of red tape more than eve-
rybody else. In a part of the 
world where almost every 
signature on a docu-
ment needs to be 
legally notarised, 
waiting 
in line or 

climbing the stairs in office build-
ings is an obviously huge im-
pediment for people with impaired 
mobility.

Such obstacles prevent the disa-
bled from pursuing a normal pro-
fessional or educational life. In fact, 
employment rates for the disabled 
in the Arab world are estimated to 
be one-half to one-third that of the 
rest of the population. Illiteracy 
rates are at least double (rising to 
six times in certain countries) those 
of the general population.

That’s not to say that there aren’t 
laws on the books and official 
proclamations about helping the 

disabled.
There are also employment 
quotas for the disabled, for 
instance 7% in Morocco. 
Much less in most other 
Arab countries.

However, the disabled 
need fewer laws and quotas 

than a real chance to 
function as normal and 
valued members of 
society. Despite all the 

formal pronouncements, 
the disabled — especially 
women — are still awfully 
marginalised.

The wheelchair-bound 
don’t need people to 
push them along to their 
destinations as much as 
they need enforceable 

regulations that allow them 
to be independent and safe in 

their cities.
Being physically or mentally 

impaired in most of the Arab world 
today means losing your ticket to 
social inclusion. The disabled are 
probably one of the biggest still-
disenfranchised minorities in the 
region.

Reversing this situation is the 
just thing to do.

Freedom and dignity of the 
disabled — and the rest of society — 
start there.

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

Oussama 
Romdhani

View point
After five 
weeks, I 
still do not 
know how 
on Earth 
the han-
dicapped 
manage 
to do the 
most basic 
things.

The disabled need fewer laws 
and quotas than a real chance
to function as valued members 
of society.

Part of society. Disabled people take part in a protest near the 
government palace in Beirut.                  (AFP)

Stephen Quillen

The measures 
protecting the 
disabled are rarely 
implemented and 
poorly enforced.
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Abu Dhabi

I 

f Dubai is to meet its goal of be-
coming one of the world’s most 
disabled-friendly cities by 
2020, it must bring wheelchair 
users to the forefront in rede-

signing the city, campaigners said.
Last year, the emirate announced 

that four pilot projects aimed at 
making Dubai “a barrier-free city” 
would be rolled out in some public 
spaces. A $2.72 million study con-
ducted to enhance the city’s acces-
sibility named schools, parks, hos-
pitals and transport systems as key 
areas of focus.

Organisers sought direct input 
from those with disabilities, call-
ing on them to share suggestions 
and insights. They provided a hot-
line and smartphone application on 
which people with disabilities can 
upload photos of access problems. 
This is to help government officials 
and consultants identify areas of 
need.

A leading disability campaigner, 
however, says that disabled peo-
ple should be doing more than just 
highlighting inaccessibility hot-
spots.

“We must appreciate the efforts 
of Dubai’s leaders for protecting 
the rights of people with special 
needs,” said Shaik Mohammed 
Bavazeer of Disability A Perception, 
a non-profit support group. “How-
ever, I believe a team of able-bodied 
people will not be able to create the 
sort of accessibility that suits every 
disabled person.

“Only someone with disabilities 
can understand the needs of people 
with disabilities. We already have a 
law that states buildings, malls and 
public places should have ramps. 
When able-bodied people survey 
these ramps, they may feel they are 
OK. They will not realise that many 
of them are not truly accessible.

“In the same way, many malls 
have dedicated washrooms for dis-

abled people but they are still inac-
cessible because of the way they are 
designed or ordered. Simply paying 
engineers to make a city disabled-
friendly will not succeed because 
they cannot truly understand what 
is required from a disabled person’s 
perspective.”

Bavazeer said teams of disabled 
people need to augment and be 
directly involved in the design of 
accessible schemes and initiatives. 
With their input, Dubai’s ground-
breaking project would be even 
more successful.

“With disabled people involved, 
it will definitely help in creating 
the right sort of accessibility eve-
rywhere,” he said. “I encourage or-
ganisations, such as those involved 
in transport, to have disabled em-
ployees on their team, as they are 
the right people to produce the 
right ideas and allow objectives to 
be achieved and Dubai’s objective 
of becoming a disabled-friendly is 
one that I believe all cities should 
copy.”

Abdullah Al Shaibani, vice-chair-
man of the Higher Committee for 
the Protection of the Rights of Per-
sons with Disabilities, has previ-
ously described the accessibility 
study as “the first step in our road 
map until we reach 2020”.

“It is a long journey that requires 
a lot of effort and that will start with 
an evaluation of what we have on 
the ground,” he said. “We will bring 
international standards together to 
see what fits our environment and, 
once this is ready, we will prepare 
standards to cover our buildings, 
parks, hospitals, infrastructure and 
public transport.”

Many Dubai-based disability 
campaigners welcomed the project. 
Among them is Shobhika Kalra, a 
Dubai resident who suffers from 
the rare degenerative disease Frie-
dreich’s Ataxia. Kalra, who uses a 
wheelchair, co-founded the disabil-
ity group Wings of Angelz, which 
advocates for the rights of wheel-
chair users in Dubai and encour-
ages businesses to become more 

wheelchair-friendly. Kalra said the 
initiative is a great step.

“I believe His Highness Sheikh 
Mohammed bin Rashid al-Mak-
toum is a great ruler,” she said.

“Everyone should have equal op-
portunities to flourish, so Dubai’s 
efforts to be one of the most disa-
bled-friendly cities by 2020 are very 
encouraging.

“There is a lot of work to be done 
to make Dubai disabled-friendly, in 
terms of its infrastructure. I believe 
Abu Dhabi should adopt a similar 
plan, and indeed there are people 
with disabilities all over the world 
who want to explore their poten-
tial,” Kalra said.

“This is definitely the beginning, 
and only when we voice our opin-
ions will change happen.”

Kalra emphasised the importance 
of fostering an inclusive society in 
which people with disabilities are 
granted full and equal rights.

“It is very much needed because 
even if one person is disabled we 
are still part of the same society,” 
she said.

Khaled al-Kamda, director-gener-
al of the Community Development 

Authority, said the effort is not just 
intended to benefit disabled people 
but to be influenced and guided 
by them as well: “Once we remove 
barriers and there are no obstacles, 
there is nothing they cannot do and 
nothing they cannot use.”

In 2014, Sheikh Mohammed, UAE 
vice-president and ruler of Dubai, 
issued a decree to protect the rights 
of people with disabilities and sup-
port their participation in society. 
That decree paved the way for a 
substantial drive to make the emir-
ate’s buildings accessible to every-
one. New developments are adher-
ing to rigorous disability-friendly 
standards and older areas are being 
remodelled and retrofitted to en-
hance access.

A range of similar initiatives have 
been introduced in Abu Dhabi. 
Public parking spaces, pavement, 
walkways, pedestrian underpasses 
and bridges, building entrances and 
other facilities are being assessed 
for their suitability.

People with disabilities can make 
use of free or subsidised public 
transport and special permits al-
low them to use designated spots 

in public parking areas and avoid 
fees. The municipality of Abu Dhabi 
City has launched a mobile service 
initiative, allowing disabled people 
to complete essential transactions 
and responsibilities from their 
homes and provides floating chairs 
for mobility-impaired children to 
enjoy activities at Abu Dhabi’s fam-
ily beach.

The General Directorate of Abu 
Dhabi Police, in association with 
the Zayed Higher Organisation for 
Humanitarian Care and Special 
Needs, launched an SMS service 
that allows people with special 
needs to report issues and receive 
immediate assistance. In 2013, the 
city launched a new wheelchair-
accessible taxi fleet.

The new advanced service — 
Wheelchair Accessible Taxi — was 
designed to provide disabled peo-
ple with security and convenience 
measures, such as hydraulic sys-
tems for those with impaired motor 
skills.

Jennifer Bell is an Arab Weekly 
contributor based in the United 
Arab Emirates.

London

W 

ar-torn Iraq is no 
country for healthy 
able-bodied citi-
zens, let alone peo-
ple with disabili-

ties.
In a country enveloped by politi-

cal violence “the disabled commu-
nity is simply not a priority”, said 
Raya al-Jadir, co-founder of the 
Arabic language version of Disabili-
ties Horizons.

She is not alone in that view. Ra-
sha al-Lamee, who started the Kar-
bala-based charity Dima Founda-
tion, said that, in Iraq, the birth of 
a child with a disability is distress-
ing enough “but never without the 
[additional] burden of shame”.

In absence of official figures, 
statistics on disabilities are highly 
unreliable. Campaigners in the 
country have put the number of 
disabled at 3 million-4 million.

Specialist care and services for 
the disabled community are either 
inaccessible or non-existent, they 
said, as military operations devour 
the federal budget.

Prolonged military action and 
sectarian conflicts have resulted 
in a sharp increase of congenital 
diseases, in Falluja predominantly. 

Aside from the toxic legacy of war, 
improvised explosive devices and 
hazardous waste are commonly 
cited causes of amputations.

The absence of specialist pro-
grammes, organisations and chari-
ties mirrors the failure of the gov-
ernment to appreciate the size of 
the problem, Lamee and others 
working to benefit the disabled 
said.

“Few equipped organisations 
exist,” said Lamee, whose charity 
supports children living with Down 
syndrome. “To my knowledge, our 
school is still the only centre dedi-
cated to children with disabilities 
and, in particular, Down’s.”

Lamee said she relies on private 
funding to sustain the foundation’s 
activities. The school she set up in 
2007 operates six classes for a total 
of 73 students between 7 and 22 
years old.

Jadir spoke of two schools in 
Baghdad — one for the deaf and 
mentally challenged and another 
for children with autism or Down’s 
syndrome.

“The drive towards conservatism 
in our society is not without costs 
for the physically and cognitively 
disabled,” she said. “Music classes 
are denied at some schools, while, 
in more religious cities, girls with 
severe learning disabilities are 
forced to dress, from head to toe, in 
Islamic garb and cover their heads.”

Although Iraq is party to the 
UN Convention on the Rights of 
Persons with Disabilities, the gulf 
between its rhetoric and plan of 
action is ever widening. To bridge 
the gap, a law was passed in 2013 to 
protect and represent the rights of 
people with disabilities and special 
needs. However, the Ministry of 
Planning has not compiled a reg-
istry to document the names and 
number of disabled in Iraq.

The measure had renewed hopes 
for families with promises of salary 
payments to careers but this has 
not always materialised. A member 
of a Baghdad family said in discus-
sion about a severely autistic son: 
“All we have seen are unfulfilled 
promises.”

The Iraqi Alliance for Disability, 
a non-governmental organisation 
that functions as a resource cen-
tre, where community members 
go to gain knowledge, skills and 
confidence, has not shied from 
criticising the government, which 
it accuses of “negligence and inat-
tention”. Moaffak Alkhafaji, the or-
ganisation’s director and a former 
Iraqi Army colonel, has become the 

most recognisable disabled rights 
campaigner in the country.

Abu Nidhal sustained wounds 
during the Iraq-Iran war that left 
him paralysed from the waist 
down.

“Back in the late ’80s and ’90s 
specialist access equipment was 
built for handicapped war veter-
ans like myself,” Abu Nidhal said 
in a phone interview. “Neighbour-
hoods with built-in ramps were in-
troduced to enhance mobility and 
vehicles were adapted such as the 
Toyota Corona — nicknamed Co-
rona for the disabled for the same 
reasons”.

As a wheelchair user, Abu Nid-
hal drew attention to the fact that 
disabled people in rural areas often 
face bigger hurdles than those in 
large cities.

A UN commissioned report last 
year stated that the Iraqi disabled 
community’s “potential remains 
so far untapped” in absence of na-
tional standards and guidelines on 
accessibility and universal design.

Heavy damage to Iraq’s medical 
infrastructure has made matters 
worse, mirroring the empty prom-
ises of post-war nation-building, 
Lamee said.

“Undoubtedly the state of the 
health care system has had the 
greatest effect on those with the 
greatest needs. Many of our chil-
dren have multiple health prob-

lems, which their parents cannot 
afford to address,” Lamee said.

Jadir added that “across the Arab 
world, the disabled community is 
facing tough times… at the same 
time we are living in exciting times, 
as people are no longer idle, and 
outrage is driving action.

“Because politics and religion 
are very divisive subjects in the 
Arab region, I decided to establish 
a magazine free of both. The only 
time these themes emerge is when 
they affect our daily life, such as ac-
cess in places of worship, where we 
can challenge the infrastructure of 
our cities, which ultimately reflects 
on the government.”

Alongside tangible obstacles, 
widely held attitudes can be equal-
ly as stunting for disabled persons, 
Jadir explained. Challenging these 
perceptions is “more difficult in the 
Arab world”, she said, “especially 
in the face of censorship”.

On a positive note, Jadir said 
“we are seeing more initiatives” 
to help the disabled with organisa-
tions such as the Iraqi Alliance for 
Disability having regular lectures 
and workshops to address issues 
government groups are failing to 
address.

Nazli Tarzi is an independent 
journalist whose writings and films 
focus on Iraq’s ancient history and 
contemporary political scene.

Special Focus Disabled people in MENA
Dubai seeks to be world’s best disabled-friendly environment

Invisible citizens: Living with disability in Iraq

Jennifer Bell

American reality television personality Kim Kardashian sitting with a disabled girl during a visit to 
the Rashid Centre for Disabled in Dubai.                                                                                                                                                                       (AFP)

Teams of disabled 
people need to 
augment and be 
directly involved in 
the design of 
accessible schemes 
and initiatives.

Public parking 
spaces, pavement, 
walkways, bridges, 
building entrances 
and other facilities 
are being assessed 
for their suitability.

Prolonged military 
action has resulted in 
the sharp increase in 
congenital diseases.

Nazli Tarzi
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A
fter Lebanon’s 
two-and-a-half-year 
presidential 
vacuum ended with 
the election of 
Michel Aoun on 

October 31st, 2016, the country is 
now facing a new political crisis: 
How to ensure electoral law and 
parliamentary elections.

The mandate of Lebanon’s 
parliament ends June 20th and 
has already been extended 
twice. To prevent a void, the 
country needs to either author-
ise a new law by mid-April or 
have the parliamentary bloc sign 
a project law to extend the 
mandate.

It is Aoun’s prerogative to 
approve the extension law within 
a month after being approved by 
parliament, which can then 
adopt it with a simple 65-vote 
majority. The regular session or 
parliament ends May 31st, 

however, and authorising an 
extraordinary session requires 
the signature of Aoun, who is 
unlikely to approve of the 
extension without approval of a 
new law.

Aoun also has the right to 
request the Constitutional 
Council to review the constitu-
tionality of the extension law, 
creating a delicate political 
situation for the various institu-
tions involved.

There are three likely scenar-
ios going forward:

1) Elections will be held in 
accordance with the timeline 
prescribed by the current law. 
This option seems to have 
already failed, as Aoun has 
refused to sign decrees relating 
to the country’s voter base and 
an independent elections 
committee. It is almost unani-
mous that elections will not be 
on May 21st;

2) A political compromise will 
be reached allowing for a new 
electoral law to be implemented 
that is accepted by all political 
parties. A technical extension of 
the term would be automatically 
adopted. The success of this 

scenario depends largely on how 
quickly the country’s different 
parties can progress with their 
political discussion. To be 
successful, the process should 
be completed before June 20th, 
preferably before May 31st, when 
parliament’s ordinary session 
ends. Otherwise an extra session 
will need to be opened with the 
approval of both the president 
and the prime minister;

3) The government will fail to 
reach an agreement on the 
electoral law and Aoun refuses 
to sign a decree for the current 
law’s technical extension. This 
would automatically drag the 
country into a severe political 
and constitutional crisis.

Unlike any other type of 
legislation, electoral law in Leba-
non has always been of central 
importance to all political forces. 
Its ramifications for the coun-
try’s political scene and diverse 
institutional landscape are 
significant.

A few months ago, Aoun 
announced that if legislators 
failed to approve a new electoral 
law, he would refrain from 
signing the decrees calling the 

Beirut

I 

srael’s unilateral move to es-
tablish sovereignty over a dis-
puted maritime zone claimed 
by Lebanon in the eastern 
Mediterranean, which is be-

lieved to be rich in oil and gas, is 
adding tensions to a region fearful 
of a new war between these long-
time protagonists.

Nabih Berri, Lebanon’s parlia-
mentary speaker and a staunch 
supporter of the politically trou-
bled country’s bid to develop its po-
tential offshore oil and gas wealth 
and rescue its tottering economy, 
declared that Israel’s decision was 
“tantamount to a war”.

The dispute between Israel and 
Lebanon has been going on for 
years but the Israeli government’s 
plans to propose legislation that 
could effectively annex the con-
tested maritime sector would fur-
ther agitate the relationship.

Berri, a Shia ally of Hezbollah, 
which Israel considers an implac-
able enemy, warned that such a 
move would open “many danger-
ous possibilities”.

Lebanon has brought a formal 
complaint over Israel’s plan to the 
United Nations but the Iranian-
backed Hezbollah, which has re-
peatedly warned Israel to steer clear 
of the disputed maritime zone, has 
remained silent.

Hezbollah is in possession of a 
little-publicised amphibious war-
fare unit that analysts say could be 
used in the Mediterranean if war 
with the Jewish state were to break 
out. The prospect is causing consid-
erable alarm.

In January, Lebanon opened five 
offshore blocks to bidding in its first 
round of licensing after a three-year 
delay. Three of the blocks are with-
in the disputed zone, which forms 
an 854-sq.km triangle.

This action seems to have pro-
voked Israel, prompting a bill in 
parliament claiming sovereignty 
over the area.

How seriously the Israelis are 
considering the annexation of the 
disputed zone is unclear. The bill 
may be no more than a knee-jerk 
response to Lebanon’s decision to 
open its offshore blocks for inter-
national oil companies to bid on. 
These firms are already spooked 
by the simmering tension between 
Lebanon and Israel, as well as the 
wider dimensions of the wars in 
Syria and Iraq.

However, if Israel’s parliament 
annexes the disputed zone, there 
could be a military reaction from 
Hezbollah, which is already heavily 
engaged in the Syrian conflict with 
its mentor Iran. Israel is threat-
ened by recent developments in 
Syria, where Hezbollah has begun 
encroaching on areas of the Golan 
Heights that overlook northern 
parts of the Jewish state.

Given Hezbollah’s military com-
mitments in the region, a maritime 
war with Israel is probably not on 
its leaders’ agenda but as a self-de-
clared defender of Lebanese sover-
eignty against Israeli aggression, it 
would be difficult for Hezbollah to 
ignore the Jewish state’s seizure of 
territory it claims, especially when 
the disputed zone contains top 
prospects for oil and gas explora-
tion.

Hezbollah’s marine unit dates 
to the 1990s and has personnel 
trained at Iran’s amphibious war-

fare school in Bandar Abbas, the 
Islamic Republic’s naval headquar-
ters. The unit monitors Lebanon’s 
coastline and has offensive capa-
bilities that include seaborne inser-
tions on Israeli beaches or sabotage 
operations in Israeli ports.

It is also believed to possess vari-
ous vessels, such as Zodiac rigid 
inflatable boats, semi-submersible 
fast-attack craft and swimmer-
dispersal vessels designed to carry 
several frogmen under water.

Hezbollah also possesses Nour 
anti-ship missiles, an Iranian re-
verse-engineered version of the 
Chinese C-802 that was used to dis-
able an Israeli corvette in the 2006 
war.

Some are concerned that the or-
ganisation has also acquired Rus-
sian Yakhont anti-ship cruise mis-
siles, which have a range of 300km 
and could be used to impose a sea 
blockade on Israel. Such missiles 
could be used to target Israel’s off-

shore gas platforms around the 
Leviathan field, Israel’s main gas-
producing unit.

Russia is believed to have sup-
plied an unknown number of these 
advanced weapons to the regime 
of Syrian President Bashar Assad, 
Hezbollah’s ally. Hezbollah’s de-
velopment of armed drones opens 
the possibility that Israeli platforms 
could be attacked from that quarter.

After decades of war, Israel takes 
threats from Hezbollah extremely 
seriously, particularly given the 
vulnerability of oil and gas rigs.

In addition to unmanned sea ves-
sels and anti-missile systems to 
protect its rigs and shipping sup-

plies, the Israeli Navy employs an 
array of above-water and underwa-
ter sensors.

The US weekly military journal 
Defense News reported that the 
threat posed by Hezbollah in the 
Mediterranean has led Israel to 
double the number of Iron Dome 
anti-missile systems fitted onto 
four new German-built corvettes 
set to enter service in 2019.

Israel and Hezbollah are already 
at daggers drawn over the Golan 
Heights as well as over Iran and 
Syria’s transfer of advanced weap-
ons into Lebanon. Concerns that 
the two could soon come to blows 
after a decade of relative calm that 
followed their 34-day war in 2006 
are rising.

The growing tensions over the 
fate of eastern Mediterranean ener-
gy resources pose an increased risk 
of conflict. The United Nations and 
the United States should intervene 
to soothe the tension.

Israel, Hezbollah square off over eastern Med gas dispute 
Nicholas Blanford

A private security boat (L) circles near a tanker carrying liquefied natural gas in the eastern Mediterranean, some 10km from the Israeli 
city of Hadera.                                       (Reuters)
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If Israel’s parliament 
annexes the disputed 
zone, there could be 
a military reaction 
from Hezbollah.

Is Lebanon heading towards a new political crisis?
electoral base to prepare for 
elections.

The central dispute goes to the 
question of whether the Lebanese 
president’s power to sign decrees 
is automatic or if it is linked to his 
political convictions. Obviously, 
if refraining from signing will 
paralyse state institutions, the 
president is engaging in an abuse 
of power.

Instead of joining efforts to 
resolve Lebanon’s growing social 
and economic problems, some 
political parties have blocked 
each others’ projects and are 
working together only on issues 
that can further their own agenda. 
This type of political opportunism 
partly explains the severe 
deterioration of Lebanon’s public 
services and infrastructure.

In Lebanon, neither a majoritar-
ian system nor a proportional 
system of governance is accept-
able to most parties. A compro-
mise between the two systems 
seems to be the only possible 
option.

Rami Rayess is a Lebanese writer 
and journalist. Follow him on 
Twitter: @RamiRayess.

Rami Rayess

View point
Void cannot 
be an option. 
Therefore, 
technical 
extension of 
the current 
parliament is 
mandatory.

The failure in reaching an 
agreement on the electoral 
law will drag the country into 
a severe crisis.
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Jerusalem

M 

ore Palestinians in 
East Jerusalem are 
applying for Israeli 
citizenship in the 
hopes of swapping 

their vulnerable status as mere city 
residents for the rights and ease 
of travel that come with an Israeli 
passport.

However, after long touting its 
offer of citizenship to them, Israel 
is dragging its feet in granting it, 
said those who track Palestinian 
applicants. Lawyers said their Pal-
estinian clients wait months for an 
appointment with the Interior Min-
istry and an average of three years 
for a decision.

Israeli officials denied they were 
trying to discourage applications 
through stalling tactics, saying 
delays resulted from a rise in the 
number of requests.

The citizenship debate reflects 
the unsettled status of Jerusalem’s 
330,000 Palestinians — who make 
up 37% of the city’s population — 
50 years after Israel captured and 
annexed the eastern sector.

The majority have city residen-
cy documents, allowing them to 
work and move about but are not 
citizens of any country. For travel 
abroad, they use temporary docu-

ments issued by Israel or Jordan.
Asking for an Israeli passport 

carries the stigma of implied ac-
ceptance of Israeli control and only 
about 15,000 Palestinians have re-
quested one since 2003, according 
to the Interior Ministry. Of those, 
fewer than 6,000 were reportedly 
approved.

Some polls indicated the number 
of Palestinians interested in Israeli 
citizenship is larger, mainly be-
cause of the practical benefits they 
can derive.

An Israeli-Palestinian peace deal 
is meant to end the uncertainty one 
day. Palestinian leaders hope East 
Jerusalem will become the capi-
tal of a Palestinian state that will 
also encompass the West Bank and 
Gaza Strip, territories Israel cap-
tured in 1967.

Prospects for statehood remain 
distant, while Israeli rule in East 
Jerusalem is becoming more en-
trenched. More than 200,000 Jew-
ish Israelis live in East Jerusalem 
settlements built to solidify Israeli 
control. Israel considers the areas 
to be neighbourhoods of its capital.

Many Arab residents of East Je-
rusalem say they feel neglected by 
the Palestinian autonomy govern-
ment, which runs parts of the West 
Bank but is barred by Israel from 
operating in Jerusalem.

Palestinians who have sought a 
passport said they had to be prag-
matic.

“I didn’t want to lose my right” to 
live in Jerusalem, Ruba Mueller, a 
descendant of the city’s prominent 
Nashashibi clan, said of her deci-
sion to become an Israeli.

Married to a German, the 
37-year-old Jerusalem native said 
she feared that without the shield 
of citizenship, her extended stays 
in Germany would enable Israeli 

authorities to strip her of her Jeru-
salem residency.

“I was born here. I am a Palestin-
ian,” Mueller said. “I don’t want a 
visa that says I’m a tourist.”

Another Arab resident said get-
ting citizenship ended numerous 
bureaucratic hassles. The 34-year-
old land surveyor, who spoke on 
condition of anonymity to avoid 
being labelled unpatriotic by fellow 
Palestinians, said he simply wants 
to “live normally”.

Israel’s 1967 annexation of East 
Jerusalem — opposed by most of 
the world — did not come with an 
offer of automatic citizenship for 
the tens of thousands of Palestin-
ians living there.

The alternative of residency 
made sense at the time, said Dan-
iel Seidemann, a Jerusalem expert 
who writes about Israeli policies 
in the city. “We never seriously of-
fered citizenship; the world would 
never have allowed that and the 
Palestinians didn’t want it.”

Israeli officials subsequently sug-
gested citizenship was still on offer, 
even if most Palestinians chose not 
to seek it. Jerusalem Mayor Nir Bar-
kat, when asked about complaints 
of official discrimination, has said 
the path to citizenship is open.

Palestinian officials said East Je-
rusalem’s globally recognised sta-
tus as occupied territory will not 
change if more Arab residents get 
Israeli passports.

“The city will be liberated one 
day and these citizenships will 
mean nothing,” said Adnan Hus-
seini, the official in charge of Je-
rusalem affairs in the Palestinian 
Authority.

Still, there has been a rise in ap-
plications. In 2016, a peak year, 
1,081 families submitted applica-
tions, compared to 69 in 2003, 547 

in 2008 and 704 in 2013, the Inte-
rior Ministry said.

Figures first published on the 
Times of Israel news site in Sep-
tember indicate the processing of 
requests has slowed dramatically 
since 2014. Out of more than 4,000 
individual applications, only 84 
were approved, 161 were rejected 
and the rest remain pending.

Israel’s Interior Ministry blamed a 
heavier work load.

“There hasn’t been any slowing 
in the review process but there are 
a growing number of applications 
every year,” said spokeswoman 
Sabine Haddad.

Lawyers representing Palestin-
ians said they believe Israel wants 
to deter Arabs from applying.

“We see a clear link between these 
seemingly innocent bureaucratic 
measures and Israel’s demographic 
interest to reduce the number of Ar-
abs inside its borders, especially Ar-
abs with voting rights,” said lawyer 
Adi Lustigman, who has represent-
ed Palestinians seeking citizenship.

Since 1967, Israel has revoked 
the residency rights of 14,500 Pal-
estinians, often on grounds that 
they were absent from the city for 
more than seven years, even if they 
moved to nearby West Bank sub-
urbs for cheaper housing.

Arab residents are “subject to 
constant fear, real fear, to lose their 
residency,” Lustigman said.

For now, citizenship appears to of-
fer the best protection but the path 
is often difficult.

Mueller recently learnt that her 
passport would not be renewed 
because she had left Israel immedi-
ately after obtaining it ten years ago. 
She will not lose her citizenship but 
has to go back to using a travel doc-
ument that has to be renewed every 
two years.

Even the fact that her grandmoth-
er was a niece of one of Israel’s most 
famous writers, Nobel literature 
laureate S.Y. Agnon, has not helped. 
The grandmother married into the 
Nashashibi family in the 1940s and 
converted to Islam. She later di-
vorced and returned to Judaism.

Applicants need to prove they 
have lived in the city for at least 
three years and are asked to provide 
electricity, water and municipal tax 
bills for that period. They also need 
proficiency in Hebrew, even though 
Arabic is an official language in Isra-
el. Other grounds for refusal include 
minor criminal offences or a veto by 
the Shin Bet security service.

“The main category is the peo-
ple who don’t get an answer at all,” 
Lustigman said.

Yoav Yeivin, a member of Jerusa-
lem’s municipal council, said Israeli 
authorities are concerned about 
absorbing more Arab citizens, who 
make up more than one-fifth of the 
state’s population of more than 8.5 
million people.

On the other hand, he said, 
awarding citizenship to East Jeru-
salem residents would hasten their 
integration into Israeli society, 
strengthen Israel’s claim to the city 
and help reduce years of neglect of 
Arab neighbourhoods.

“If they (Palestinians) live under 
our rules, we want them to have the 
same that other citizens have in Je-
rusalem,” he said.

(The Associated Press)

More Palestinians in Jerusalem seek Israeli citizenship
Karin Laub and
Mohamed Daraghmeh

London

T 

ensions between Hamas 
and Israel increased fol-
lowing the assassination 
of an official from the 
Palestinian movement in 

Gaza but it appeared unlikely that 
the incident would trigger a full-
blown confrontation between the 
two sides.

Mazen Faqha, 38, was killed by 
unknown gunmen on March 24th in 
Gaza. Hamas blamed Israel’s intelli-
gence services, acting with the help 
of Palestinian collaborators, for the 
assassination.

Israel did not officially comment 
on the assassination.

Faqha was struck by four bul-
lets from a pistol equipped with a 
silencer. Reports said the assailant 
had entered Gaza by sea.

“By killing Faqha, the enemy told 
us: I’ve scored a point against you 
and I can take away one of your 
heroes even in the heart of Gaza,” 
Hamas leader Khaled Meshaal told 
supporters in Gaza via video link 
from Qatar.

“It’s a new blood debt that adds it-
self to all those before. The conflict 
with the occupier (Israel) remains 
open… [and] the military and politi-
cal leadership of Hamas is ready to 

meet the occupier’s challenge,” he 
added.

Hamas closed the Beit Hanoun 
(Erez) crossing between Gaza and 
Israel for one day. Travel to Israel 
was then restricted to senior politi-
cians, the sick and families of pris-
oners.

The motive for the assassination 
remains unclear, although one rea-
son could be Faqha’s involvement 
in the West Bank, which has wit-
nessed an increase in the number of 
attacks against Israelis there.

It was not known if Faqha, who 
was based in Gaza, continued to 
play a role in the West Bank follow-
ing his release from an Israeli jail in 
2011 as part of a prisoner swap.

Hamas praised most of the re-
cent attacks in the West Bank and 
observers noted that the Palestin-
ian movement is more involved in 
orchestrating some of them than it 
was willing to announce publicly 
to avoid inviting Israeli retaliation 
against Gaza.

At the same time, Hamas would 
benefit from the public anger about 
the security coordination between 
the Palestinian Authority and Israel 
in the occupied West Bank.

Tensions are high in the West 
Bank, where the number of Israeli 
settlers has increased nearly 25% 
in five years to more than 420,000, 
numbers presented by prominent 
settler leader Yaakov Katz indicat-
ed.

The figures, which Katz said were 
based on unreleased data from the 
Israeli Interior Ministry, did not 
include settlements in East Jerusa-
lem, where more than 200,000 set-
tlers live.

The head of Israel’s Shin Bet in-
ternal security service, Nadav Arga-
man, warned Israeli lawmakers not 
to be fooled by the “current relative 
calm” in the West Bank, which he 
branded as “misleading” because 
Hamas militants “are constantly 
trying to carry out attacks” against 
Israel.

Israeli officials also appear wary 
of another full-blown war in Gaza, 
which would mean resumed rocket 
attacks against Israel. Hamas has 
not only stopped firing rockets into 
Israel but it has reportedly sought to 
prevent rival groups from doing so.

Israeli Ministry of Intelligence 
Director-General Chagai Tzuriel 
said the economic hardship in Gaza 
was making the situation in the be-
sieged strip unpredictable.

Gaza political analyst Akram Atal-
lah told Reuters: “The situation is 
on the edge of collapse. Hamas and 
Israel are in a dilemma over how 

things can proceed.”
Other Palestinian observers said 

Israel’s alleged assassination of 
Faqha was meant to provoke a reac-
tion from Hamas to justify an Israeli 
military response that would divert 
attention from Tel Aviv’s unwilling-
ness to make progress in the peace 
process.

Hamas, however, will most likely 
avoid a direct military response 
against Israel.

“Hamas is at the height of a reor-
ganisation, with both internal elec-
tions and the establishment of a 
new system of control in the Gaza 
Strip,” wrote Jack Khoury in the Is-
raeli daily Haaretz.

“The organisation is also in the 
midst of talks with Egypt and pre-
paring the political platform that 
it intends to present in the coming 
weeks,” he added. “In this atmos-
phere, launching renewed hostili-
ties against Israel would only make 
things more difficult for Hamas and 
disrupt its plans.”

For now, the priority for Hamas 
appears to be tightening its grip on 
security in the Gaza Strip.

“What is required is the improve-
ment of [Hamas’s] intelligence ap-
paratus,” wrote Sari Urabi in the 
Gaza-based website Alaqsa Voice.

This could translate to less toler-
ance of dissent in Gaza.

“Before the assassination, many 
were complaining about Hamas’s 
policies. Now, the general mood is 
of solidarity with the resistance,” 
said one Palestinian from Gaza on 
condition of anonymity. “It’s not a 
suitable time to criticise Hamas.”

Hamas-Israel 
tensions rise but 
no one is in the 
mood for war
The Arab Weekly staff

Tensions. Hamas militants attend the funeral of Mazen Faqha in Gaza City, on March 25th.              (AFP)
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Hamas will most 
likely avoid a direct 
military response 
against Israel.

The priority for 
Hamas is to focus on 
tightening the grip 
on security in Gaza.

After long touting its 
offer of citizenship 
to Palestinians, 
Israel is now 
dragging its feet.

Asking for an 
Israeli passport 
carries the stigma 
of implied 
acceptance of 
Israeli control.
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U 

S Secretary of State 
Rex Tillerson met with 
Turkish President Re-
cep Tayyip Erdogan 
March 30th to shore up 

support from a NATO ally that has 
edged closer to Russia, is at odds 
with European powers and re-
mains vehemently opposed to the 
US strategy of helping a Kurdish 
group drive the Islamic State (ISIS) 
from its Syrian capital, Raqqa.

A populist, Erdogan has hopes of 
hitting it off with new US President 
Donald Trump.

Turkey’s drift towards Russia 
and growing rift with Europe may 
not greatly trouble Trump but the 
big issue dividing the countries 
with the two biggest armies in 
NATO is US support for Kurdish 
forces in northern Syria that have 
spearheaded the drive towards 
Raqqa in Iraq and appear central to 
Washington’s strategy of defeating 
the jihadist group in Syria.

At his Senate confirmation hear-
ings in January, Tillerson called 
the Kurds “our greatest allies” in 
Syria, a sentiment repeated by US 
administration officials. Ankara, 
however, is furious at US backing 
for the People’s Protection Units 
(YPG), which it sees as the Syrian 
arm of the Kurdistan Workers’ Par-
ty (PKK), a separatist group fight-
ing Turkey since 1984.

“Let me be very frank, it’s not 
easy; there are difficult choices 
that have to be made,” Tillerson 
said at a news conference with 
Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut 
Cavusoglu that followed a 2-hour 
meeting with Erdogan.

Despite his pre-election boast 
of having a “secret plan” to defeat 
ISIS, Trump has largely continued 
the Obama administration’s strate-
gy of backing Syrian Kurdish forces 
with air strikes.

Though no announcement has 
been made, after a review of its 
ISIS strategy, the Trump adminis-
tration appears to have rebuffed 
Turkey’s offer to extend its mili-
tary push into northern Syria that 
began in August and advance to-
wards Raqqa.

Turkey’s Operation Euphra-
tes Shield drove ISIS back from a 
100km stretch of Turkey’s border 
with Syria and drove a wedge be-
tween YPG forces hoping to unite 
their territory and control most of 
the Turkish frontier.

After taking the towns of Jarabu-
lus, Dabiq and al-Bab from ISIS, 
the Turkish operation stalled at 
Kurdish-held Manbij. The deploy-
ment in early March of a small 
group of US forces among the 
Kurdish defenders of the city may 
have helped to halt the Turkish ad-
vance.

“Operation Euphrates Shield is 
successful and is finished,” Turkish 
Prime Minister Binali Yildirim de-
clared on the eve of Tillerson’s vis-
it. Turkish media said 71 Turkish 
soldiers were killed in the 7-month 
operation.

While insisting Turkey and 
the United States shared a com-
mitment to defeat ISIS, Tillerson 
said he had explored “a number 
of options and alternatives” with 
Turkish leaders for the operation 
against Raqqa.

Cavusoglu warned that US sup-
port for the YPG had harmed re-
lations. “It is not good or realistic 
to work with a terror group while 
fighting another terror group,” he 
said.

Turkey is frustrated at the US 
failure to extradite Pennsylvania-
based Turkish cleric and former Er-
dogan ally Fethullah Gulen to face 
charges of masterminding a failed 
July coup. Ankara is also angry 
about the US arrests of Turkish-

Iranian businessman Reza Zarrab 
and a Turkish banker accused of 
subverting US sanctions on Iran.

Through his Hizmet movement’s 
control of hundreds of schools 
across Turkey and the world, Gu-
len placed followers in Turkey’s 
civil service, judiciary and military 
as it helped Erdogan’s party rise to 
power and dominance from 2002.

However, Hizmet split with Er-
dogan in 2013 when prosecutors 
linked to Gulen launched corrup-
tion investigations into relatives 
of government ministers, accus-
ing them, among other things, of 
helping Iran avoid US sanctions. 
Erdogan fired the prosecutors and 
the cases were dropped.

Germany’s intelligence chief 
and the British parliament’s For-
eign Affairs Committee have said 
they were not convinced that Gu-
len was behind the coup attempt 
but Cavusoglu said Turkey had 
presented evidence to the United 
States and called on prosecutors 
there to “evaluate the documents 
meticulously”.

Ankara has grounds for opti-
mism the Trump administration 
will seek an outcome favourable 
to Turkey. Former CIA director 
James Woolsey said that ousted US 
national security adviser Michael 
Flynn had been paid to lobby for 
Turkey while assisting the Trump 
campaign.

The Trump administration on 
March 11th fired US Prosecutor for 
the Southern District of New York 
Preet Bharara, who was respon-
sible for the arrest of Zarrab, the 
focus of the so-called gold-for-gas 
operation to skirt US sanctions on 
Iran. Erdogan, whose son-in-law 
has been implicated in the alleged 
conspiracy, has publicly defended 
Zarrab and accused Bharara of be-

ing entertained by Gulen followers 
in the United States.

Former New York City mayor 
Rudolph Giuliani and former US 
attorney general Michael Mukasey, 
both staunch Trump supporters, 
have been hired as part of Zarrab’s 

defence team.
“We are expecting concrete 

steps,” Cavusoglu said, referring 
to Gulen’s extradition. “We need 
to take mutual steps to put rela-
tions with the United States back 
on track.”

Tillerson in Turkey to ease Syria rift
The Arab Weekly staff

Turkey’s Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu (L) and US Secretary 
of State Rex Tillerson arrive for a meeting in Ankara, on March 
30th.                                     (AFP)
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Cavusoglu warned 
that US support for 
the YPG had harmed 
relations.

Erdogan has hopes of 
hitting it off with 
new US President 
Donald Trump.

W
ith Turkey’s 
policy in Syria 
and Iraq facing 
increasing 
pushback for 
its anti-Kurdish 

stance, Kurds in both countries 
have noted rapid advances in 
securing regional influence and 
moving towards the goal of 
officially recognised self-rule.

This promises further compli-
cations for key players in the 
Syrian conflict and the battle 
against jihadists. It also raises 
the stakes for Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan, who has 
entered the most intense phase 
of his campaign to gain legiti-
macy for the single-ruler format 
of government he has for so long 
been seeking.

Whether Erdogan fully realises 
how his position on the Kurds 
will affect the future of Iraq and 
Syria and whether he under-
stands the need to revise Tur-
key’s self-destructive Kurdish 
policy at home and across the 
country’s southern border are 
unclear.

Recent developments seem to 
have left Ankara behind. Turkish 
military forces have been 
blocked near the strategically 
important northern Syrian town 
of Manbij and the US-led Syrian 
Democratic Forces (SDF), made 
up mainly of Kurds, have 
advanced towards Raqqa, 

already taking the Tabqa airstrip 
from the Islamic State (ISIS).

Saleh Muslim, the co-chairman 
of the Syrian Kurdish Democratic 
party (PYD), told Reuters that 
once “freed”, Raqqa would join 
the system of self-rule, a decen-
tralised system of government 
established by the Syrian Kurdish 
units. “We expect (this) because 
our project is for all Syria… and 
Raqqa can be part of it,” he said.

In Iraqi Kurdistan, a new 
development has caused deep 
concern in Ankara. Following 
statements on self-rule by 
Masoud Barzani, president of the 
Kurdistan Regional Government 
in Iraq and leader of the Kurdis-
tan Democratic Party, Kurdish 
was added as an official language 
in the region and the Kurdish flag 
was raised alongside the Iraqi 
flag in all official buildings in the 
politically disputed city of 
Kirkuk. Arab and Turkmen 
groups protested the decision 
and Turkey quickly expressed 
grave concern.

While Kurds in Iraq and Syria 
are emboldened by Russian and 
US support, which they have 
described as a historic step 
towards autonomy, recent 
developments in Turkey point 
the other way. As Turkey contin-
ues to clamp down on elected 
Kurdish politicians, a court in 
Diyarbakır ordered lengthy 
prison sentences for nearly 100 
Kurdish politicians being tried on 
terrorism charges in a case that 
dates to 2010.

The Kurdistan Communities 
Union (KCK) is seen as the 
backbone of the Kurdish political 

movement in Turkey. The 
verdicts, which were handed 
down against leading KCK figures 
such as Ahmet Turk, Firat Anli, 
Hatip Dicle and Kamuran Yuksek, 
sentenced the accused to a 
combined 1,100 years in prison. 
With 13 MPs sentenced to prison, 
Turkey has effectively paralysed 
the Kurdish political sphere.

Turkish Interior Minister 
Suleyman Soylu, who is known 
for his staunch loyalty to 
Erdogan, repeatedly promised 
that the “fight against divisionist 
terror will go on until the very 
end”.

Meanwhile, military and 
security operations in Turkey’s 
mainly Kurdish provinces 
continue with high intensity. One 
crucial question is whether the 
region’s ballot boxes are secure.

With the situation’s growing 
complexity two years after the 
Kurdish peace process ended, 
will Erdogan finally feel the need 
to revise his policy? This is the 
most serious question facing 
Turkey, which is obviously 
swimming alone against the 
regional stream.

Until the Turkish referendum 
takes place April 16th, everything 
is on hold. The Americans are 
only engaged in alleviating 
Turkey’s tensions about the 
Kurdish surge. US President 
Donald Trump has suggested he 
will wait to see the results of the 
referendum. Russian President 
Vladimir Putin is determined to 
make Turkey’s role in Syria 
obsolete.

Kurdish politicians in Turkey 
do not blink about their “no” 

What will it take for Erdogan to accept Kurdish reality?
votes in the referendum and 
remain calm as the clampdown 
intensifies. There are no signs of 
the ruling Justice and Develop-
ment Party (PKK) asking for a 
return to the peace talks. Pro-
Erdogan media figures in Turkey 
have spelled out that such talks 
are out of the question at least 
until the end of 2017.

Still, much of what happens 
will depend on whether Erdog-
an’s proposal gets a “yes” or a 
“no” in the referendum. If the 
presidential system is rejected by 
the voters, Erdogan will not only 
be weakened domestically but 
his ability to negotiate peace will 
suffer. After all, over the past two 
years, Erdogan’s hard-line 
policies have mobilised anti-
Kurdish old warriors at all levels 
of the Turkish establishment and 
he will see no way forward but on 
the path of denial and oppres-
sion.

If Erdogan gets the vote of 
approval, however, he may feel 
emboldened to steer his Kurdish 
policy towards a recognition of 
the Kurdish role in Syria and 
Iraq. Because the traditional 
divide-and-rule policy of Turkey 
vis-à-vis the Kurds no longer 
seems applicable, Erdogan may 
be forced to accept seats for the 
Syrian Kurds at the Geneva peace 
talks. If this happens after the 
referendum, it will signal yet 
another sharp shift in Turkish 
policy. We’ll have to wait and 
see.

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

Yavuz Baydar

View point
Until the 
Turkish 
referendum 
takes place 
April 16th, 
everything
is on hold.

Kurdish politicians in Turkey 
remain calm as the clampdown 
intensifies.
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ran’s Arab Ahwazi minority has 
re-emerged into the spotlight 
after anti-government protests 
over the past two months.

While Arabs are only 2% of 
Iran’s overall population, they make 
up the majority of the country’s re-
source-rich, south-west Khuzestan 
province, whose capital is Ahwaz 
City.

Mass protests kicked off in Feb-
ruary over electricity cuts, water 
shortages and pollution in the re-
gion, with demonstrators chanting 
“Clean air is our right. Ahwaz is our 
city” and “Death to tyranny.” Is-
lamic Revolutionary Guards Corps 
forces were sent from central Iran to 
quell the unrest.

Politicians responded to the dem-
onstrations with mixed messages. 
Some called the protests a “national 
threat” and others urged for an im-
provement in residents’ standards 
of living.

Since the beginning of March, 
Ahwazis have been having protests 
about environmental conditions 
every Friday.

Security forces opened fire on 
protesters in Shush, north of Ahwaz 
City, shooting a 24-year-old man in 
the legs before arresting him. Other 
arrests have taken place in the re-
gion, where protesters have report-
edly been sentenced to up to six 
years in prison for alleged violence.

“These peaceful protests effec-
tively serve as a countermeasure to 
the central government’s iron-fist 
rule and under-reporting of the dis-
aster in Iran’s state-controlled me-
dia,” said Mosa Zahed, the executive 
director of the Britain-based Middle 
East Forum for Development.

“If the government contemplates 
that somehow the dissatisfaction 
and concerns of the residents of 
Khuzestan will magically evaporate 

through the intensification of op-
pression, it is badly mistaken,” he 
said. “An environmental disaster is 
looming which will necessitate Teh-
ran to brace itself for an increase of 
these protests.”

Reports by the World Health Or-
ganisation ranked Ahwaz City as the 
most polluted city in the world.

Reports indicate that the region 
provides about 35% of Iran’s water 
and electricity and locals blame the 
draining of the region’s wetlands 
for electricity outages. Residents 
said draining wetlands led to dust 
storms that cause the electricity 
grids to fail, which then causes wa-
ter supply cuts.

On February 2nd, designated 
World Wetlands Day, the UN De-
velopment Programme resident 
coordinator in Iran, Gary Lewis, 
tweeted: “As wetlands dry out, one 
problem is dust and sand storms. 
Now major problem in Iran.”

Iran has chosen to blame Iraq for 
the problem. Masoumeh Ebtekar, 
head of Iran’s Environmental Pro-
tection Organisation, said the dust 
storms originate in its neighbour 
country and called on Iraq to spread 
mulch over its deserts. Ahwazi 
demonstrators are demanding Ebt-
ekar resign.

Environmental concerns are only 
part of the Ahwazis’ grievances. 
They have insisted on adopting the 
province’s historical name “Arabi-
stan” to stress their ethnic identity, 
which they say Tehran is trying to 
erode.

Since the region’s annexation 
in 1925, “the Ahwazi people were 
deemed to be second-class, un-
wanted Arab citizens and were im-
mediately subjected to daily insti-
tutionalised and codified racism 
and persecution,” said Rahim Ha-
mid, a human rights activist who is 
a co-founder of the Ahwaz Monitor 
website.

Iran’s revolution in 1979 did lit-
tle to alter the way Tehran treated 
the Ahwazis, who sought to secure 
more rights for Arabs and opposed 
the theocratic velayat-e faqih rul-
ing ideology of then leader Ayatol-
lah Ruhollah Khomeini’s, despite 
mostly sharing his Shia background.

In 2005, there was an armed 
insurgency and calls for separa-
tism but the violence was quickly 

brought under control.
Even Iranian opposition groups 

have shown little solidarity with 
Ahwazis, with most having the 
same racist attitude as the regime, 
Hamid said.

While speaking Arabic is permit-
ted by the Iranian constitution, and 
secondary school students take an 
Arabic course once a week, authori-
ties have cracked down on Ahwazis 
speaking the language in public, 
as well as wearing traditional Arab 
dress, Hamid added.

Investment in the region is so 
scarce that the scars of the Iran-Iraq 
war in the 1980s have still not been 
repaired. More than 40% of Ahwa-

zis are unemployed, with poverty at 
about 70% in the province’s major 
cities. Ahwazis also have the high-
est suicide rate in Iran.

The Ahwazis’ grievances stand in 
sharp contrast to the region’s natu-
ral wealth: It supplies 90% of Iran’s 
national oil production as well as 
one-third of its petrochemical and 
steel output. If the Ahwaz region 
were an independent state, it would 
be the world’s third largest produc-
er of oil.

Despite seeing the situation in 
the Ahwaz region as “dreadful”, 
Kamil al-Boshoka, an Ahwazi inter-
national law researcher at Birkbeck, 
University of London, said he found 

cause for optimism.
“The protests have achieved 

several major things,” he said. “We 
found sympathy from international 
organisations and Arab political 
supporters, media coverage on the 
Ahwazi case, and Western institu-
tions have begun to contact Ahwazi 
politicians and human rights activ-
ists.”

Hamid said that a lack of atten-
tion from the international commu-
nity has given Iran a “free hand” in 
Ahwaz. He hopes that will change.

Karim Tair el-Bar is an 
Egyptian-British journalist who 
writes about the Middle East.

Iran’s Arabs take to the streets in weekly protests
Karim Tair el-Bar
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Since the beginning 
of March, Ahwazis 
have been having 
protests every 
Friday.

F
our years after standing 
down as Iran’s presi-
dent, Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad had only 
to join Twitter and 
write US President 

Donald Trump to attract interna-
tional headlines. Could there be 
strange parallels between the two?

Certainly, both are outsiders 
who challenged an establishment: 
In 2005, Ahmadinejad targeted his 
opponent, Akbar Hashemi 
Rafsanjani, as boldly as Trump 
targeted Hillary Clinton last year. 
Both play on emotions, especially 
national pride, and are clever with 
slogans. Ahmadinejad promised 
to “put the oil money on the 
sofreh”, referring to the dining 
mat used by poorer Iranians, 
while Trump wants to “make 
America great again”.

However, the comparison is 
limited. While the religious right 
in general backed Trump because 
of his views on issues such as 
abortion, the relationship 
between religion and politics in 
Iran is more interwoven. This 
makes Iranian populism complex.

Historically, Shiism functioned 
in a quasi-democratic way, with 
muqallids choosing which 

mujtahid to follow. Ayatollahs 
rose not just because of their 
achievements in jurisprudence 
but because of the followers they 
attracted. While the traditional 
pattern persists —  Ayatollah 
Hossein Vahid Khorasani is 
perhaps the cleric today with most 
followers — things changed 
significantly with the Islamic 
Republic.

After the 1979 revolution, 
Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini’s 
concept of vilayat-e faqih (rule of 
the jurist) made the leading 
jurisprudent the head of state.

After Ayatollah Ali Khamenei 
succeeded him in 1989, a gap grew 
between politicised clerics such as 
Khamenei, who worked to extend 
state influence over religious 
associations, and more tradition-
ally minded clerics, many of 
whom rejected vilayat-e faqih. 
Khamenei’s efforts to attract 
followers as a mujtahid were less 
than successful.

Critics of vilayat-e faqih have 
consistently argued that clerics 
controlling the state undermines 
religion. In 1979, Ezzatollah 
Sahabi, a member of the body 
elected to ratify a new constitu-
tion, said subjecting clerics to the 
same type of criticism as politi-
cians would spell “the beginning 
of the decline of Islam”.

Even while complaining about 
“the mullahs”, Iranians remained 
religious. As for Ahmadinejad, his 
brand of populism fed on religious 

practices and symbols frowned on 
by clerics, such as Islamic folklore 
he learned from his father’s Quran 
classes.

Unlike other presidents — 
Khamenei, Rafsanjani and 
Mohammad Khatami before him, 
Hassan Rohani after him — 
Ahmadinejad was a “simple man 
of God” rather than a cleric. He 
took advantage of the widening 
gap between the country’s 
political class and traditional 
clergy, which was undermined by 
the Islamic Republic. Ahmadine-
jad spoke not just to material 
needs of poorer Iranians, but to 
their religious identity.

Initially, Khamenei supported 
Ahmadinejad, whose calls to a 
return of revolution-era values he 
thought signalled the end of the 
reformist era. However, like many 
populists, Ahmadinejad was so 
enamoured with his own prowess 
that he overstepped the mark, 
especially by returning for a 
second term after the disputed 
2009 election.

By 2011, Ahmadinejad clashed 
openly with Khamenei. First 
vice-president Esfandiar Rahim 
Mashaei was routinely accused by 
principlists of leading a “deviant 
current”. In Qom, Ayatollah 
Mohammad Mesbah-Yazdi said he 
was “more than 90% certain that 
he [Ahmadinejad] has been put 
under a spell… I do not know if it 
is hypnotism or relations with 
yogis.”

Ahmadinejad tweets but is no Donald Trump
The crisis reached its peak 

when Ahmadinejad refused a 
directive from Khamenei 
designating the next intelligence 
minister and subsequently 
refused to show up to work for a 
week. Ahmadinejad threatened 
to publish dossiers on corruption 
and, in 2013, played a tape in 
parliament purportedly impli-
cating a brother of parliamentary 
speaker Ali Larijani.

The establishment proved 
formidable, however. With 
Ahmadinejad ineligible for a 
third successive term as presi-
dent, the watchdog Guardian 
Council barred Mashaei from the 
2013 election. Last year, conserv-
atives speculated that 
Ahmadinejad might run again, 
but in September, Khamenei 
publicly advised a “certain 
person” not to do a “certain 
thing”.

The reasons are straightfor-
ward. Ahmadinejad not only 
alienated other countries and 
stoked animosity between the 
Shias and Sunnis, he ran up a 
public debt and incurred bad 
loans that are now crippling the 
banking and insurance sectors. If 
there is to be a return to pop-
ulism and nationalism in Iran, it 
is likely to come from within the 
establishment.

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

Gareth Smyth

View point
Unlike other 
presidents, 
Ahmadi-
nejad was 
a “simple 
man of God” 
rather than a 
cleric.

If there is to be a return to 
populism and nationalism in 
Iran, it is likely to come from 
within the establishment.
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T
he effects of the 
deadly attack in 
Westminster extend 
beyond the immediate 
loss of life. When 
52-year-old Khalid 

Masood killed four and injured 
many others in an attack outside 
Britain’s House of Parliament, he 
shattered the United Kingdom’s 
hopes of avoiding the level of 
violent Islamist extremism that 
has been inflicted on the Euro-
pean community in the past 
decade.

The bombings on the London 
transit system in July 2005 had 
been fading in the public memory 
and, as Britain’s Muslim popula-
tion grew, the country hoped to 
avoid the fate of other European 
countries by granting its growing 
Muslim population a degree of 
autonomy. As a result, entire 
neighbourhoods were ceded to 
Islamists. This was the case in 
Birmingham’s Small Heath, 
where more than 95% of the 
population is Muslim.

Britain even allowed Islamists 
to govern themselves to a certain 
extent, granting the establish-
ment of partial sharia courts in 

some areas. This strategy stands 
in stark contrast to that of the 
French and Germans, who 
attempted to integrate their 
Muslim populations without 
allowing religious governance.

So, if neither the French/
German model of dealing with 
radical Islamists nor the British 
method of appeasing them was 
successful, which model should 
the Europeans turn to for protec-
tion? What measures should they 
adopt? How can they maintain 
the democratic principles that 
make up the very fabric of 
Europe? Stricter border control is 
not a definite solution. After all, 
Masood turned out to be a recent 
British convert to Islam.

The real threat to Europe, and 

ultimately the United States, 
does not stem from terrorists 
attempting to cross the border at 
irregular crossing points. The 
danger lies in the countries’ 
prisons and jails, where recruit-
ers have a captive audience that 
is more than willing to listen and 
pledge allegiance once its 
members are released.

“It is in prison cells across the 
globe, future recruits were 
exposed to the ideology that later 
drew them to jihad,” said a report 
from the Centre on Religion & 
Geopolitics, a London-based 
think-tank.

In fact, institutions housing 
Islamic prisoners have shown to 
be prime areas for the radicalisa-
tion and recruitment of jihadists.

London

A 

fter every terrorist at-
tack, there is an inquest 
exploring the same dis-
tressing questions: How 
could this have hap-

pened again? And what lessons can 
be learnt?

The March 22nd attack in Lon-
don’s Westminster — where Khalid 
Masood, who was killed by an armed 
police officer after he drove a car into 
pedestrians and stabbed a police of-
ficer, killing four — is no exception.

While in some ways the attack 
was atypical — at 52, Masood was 
older than the standard jihadist — 
much of it was painfully familiar. 
Masood’s method of violence mir-
rors recent Palestinian attacks in 
which vehicles were used to run 
down pedestrians or in which vic-
tims have been stabbed.

His background also follows a fa-
miliar course. Born Adrian Russell 
Ajao, Masood was a Muslim convert 
who had been imprisoned twice 
for criminal offences not related to 
terrorism. Having previously been 
identified on the fringes of jihad-
ism, he was known to MI5. The as-
sailant also lived in Birmingham, 
where an estimated 300,000 Mus-
lims make up one-quarter of the 
population.

Birmingham, the second most 
populous city in Britain, has one of 
the largest Muslim communities in 
Europe and has often found itself 
at the centre of Islamist extremism 
and terrorism cases.

In 2014, leaked documents re-
vealed that a small group of hard-
line Muslims were attempting to 
seize control of a number of Bir-
mingham schools in what became 
known as Britain’s Trojan Horse 
scandal. At the same time, many 

Birmingham mosques and com-
munity centres were accused of 
spreading extremist views.

After the Westminster attack, po-
lice carried out raids across the city, 
arresting several people on suspi-
cion of involvement in the attack.

An extensive report by British 
think-tank the Henry Jackson So-
ciety, published just weeks before 
the Westminster attack, looked at 
the geographic background of ter-
rorists in Britain. The report said 
that one-in-ten British Islamist ter-
rorists came from just five council 
wards in the West Midlands city, a 
grouping second only to East Lon-
don.

Thirty-nine out of 269 people 
convicted of terrorism offences or 
killed as suicide bombers since 1998 
came from or lived in Birmingham. 
Two-thirds of those were from just 
five — Springfield, Sparkbrook, 
Hodge Hill, Washwood Heath and 
Bordesley Green — of Birmingham’s 
40 council wards. This exceeds 
the number of those convicted of 
similar charges from all of West 
Yorkshire, Greater Manchester and 
Lancashire combined. With the 
Westminster attack, Birmingham’s 
tally increased again.

“Birmingham has become the 
country’s second major terrorism 
hotspot,” Henry Jackson Society 
Senior Research Fellow Hannah 
Stuart, who wrote the report, told 
the Express newspaper.

Speaking after the attack, Henry 
Jackson Society researcher Emma 
Webb said: “Our research has shown 
that Birmingham is the second hot-
spot for Islamist-related terror of-
fenders, after London… We also 
found that 26% [of people convict-
ed of terrorism offences] had previ-
ous convictions and that converts 
were disproportionately involved in 

Islamist-related terror offences. So, 
in many ways Khalid Masood fits 
within an established pattern.”

Masood had previously been in-
vestigated by security services as 
part of a loose network of Islam-
ist extremists in Luton — a town 
between London and Birmingham 
where Muslims make up a quar-
ter of the population — where he 
frequented the same gym as four 
people (including one Birmingham 
native) convicted of plotting to set 
off an explosion on an army base, 
and lived on the same street as 2010 
Stockholm suicide bomber Taimour 
Abdulwahab al-Abdaly.

Luton was also home to the 
banned Al-Muhajiroun group that 
was led by hate preacher Anjem 
Choudary, who is serving a prison 
sentence for supporting the Islamic 
State (ISIS).

British police have since released 
most of those arrested in Birming-
ham, saying they believed Masood 
“acted alone on the day” and that 
there was no evidence suggesting 
he was directly linked with al-Qae-
da or ISIS.

“We must all accept that there is 
a possibility we will never under-
stand why he did this. That under-
standing may have died with him,” 
said Metropolitan Police Deputy 
Assistant Commissioner Neil Basu.

Whatever the case, extremism 
is a growing problem in industrial 
towns with significant Muslim 
populations, such as Birmingham 
and Luton, as well as Muslim en-
claves like East London. Radicali-
sation has become an increasingly 
dangerous phenomenon in these 
areas, where extremist views are 
growing seemingly unchecked.

“We should be aware that the 
vast majority of UK-based terror-
ists do not act alone. This research 
shows that the overwhelming ma-
jority are part of wider networks, 
formed online and in person, with 
family and friends — and have been 
radicalised here in Britain,” warned 
Stuart.

What is certain is that Masood’s 
attack on Westminster will not be 
the last of its kind. With Britain’s 
terror threat marked at “severe” — 
indicating a terror threat is believed 
to be imminent — everybody, from 
the government to security servic-
es, to local mosques and communi-
ty leaders, must do more to combat 
the radical Islamist extremism that 
leads to terrorism.

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

Birmingham at the centre of extremism in Britain
Mahmud el-Shafey

Growing problem. A police officer stands guard outside a residential building in Birmingham after a 
raid by anti-terror forces, on March 23rd.             (AFP)

Preventing terror. People hold hands on Westminster Bridge 
during an event to mark one week since the terrorist attack in 
London, on March 29th.             (Reuters) 
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of terrorism or killed 
as suicide bombers 
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Birmingham has 
become the 
country’s second 
major terrorism 
hotspot.”Henry Jackson Society Senior 

Research Fellow Hannah Stuart

Has the British approach towards Islamists failed?
“Most jihadi careers include 

time in prison,” the centre’s 
report stated, adding that 65% of 
its sample of jihadis spent time in 
prison during their careers but 
only 25% of those were known to 
have committed crimes or served 
sentences before becoming 
jihadis.

Over the years, Europeans have 
been fooled into thinking that 
Muslim Brotherhood-affiliated 
groups represent a tamer version 
of Islamism. This has led to a 
dangerous road of appeasement. 
In Britain, which allowed the 
limited functioning of sharia 
courts to appease radicals, this 
was a major failure.

Gilles Kepel, a professor of 
political studies at the Paris 
Institute of Political Studies who 
specialises in the Islamic and con-
temporary Arab world, explained 
to Le Figaro that such a mentality 
was reflected in the election of 
London’s first Muslim mayor.

Some in Britain’s political class 
hoped that the election of Sadiq 
Khan, who was reportedly close 
to the Muslim Brotherhood 
earlier in his life, would prevent 
terrorists from striking the city, 
rendering it immune to the threat 
posed by Islamists. The truth, 
however, is that Khan is despised 
by Islamists, who regard him as a 
traitor.

Claude Salhani is a regular 
columnist with The Arab 
Weekly.

Claude 
Salhani

View point

Europeans were fooled into 
thinking that Muslim 
Brotherhood-affiliated 
groups represent a tamer 
version of Islamism.
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New York

T 

hey sat on either end 
of the congressman’s 
couch, one a Jewish 
health care executive 
whose parents fled Ger-

many in 1936, the other the Kash-
miri Muslim chairman of a well-
known American furniture chain. 
The men, Stanley Bergman and 
Farooq Kathwari, wanted to draw 
attention to an outbreak of hate 
crimes.

Bergman and Kathwari, how-
ever, said they hoped their joint 
appearance would also send a 
broader message — that US Jews 
and Muslims could put aside dif-
ferences and work together.

“What drove us was the grow-
ing prejudice that has emerged in 
the United States,” Bergman said. 
“What starts small, from a histori-
cal point of view, often grows into 
something big.”

The men lead the Muslim-Jew-
ish Advisory Council, created last 
year by the American Jewish Com-
mittee and the Islamic Society of 
North America amid a flowering of 
alliances between members of the 
two faiths. US Muslim and Jew-
ish groups have been trying for 
years to make common cause with 
mixed success, often derailed by 
deep divisions over Israel and the 
Palestinians.

Bigoted rhetoric and harassment 
targeting both religions since the 
presidential election has drawn 
people together. Jews have do-
nated to repair mosques that were 
defaced or burned. Muslims raised 
money to repair vandalised Jew-
ish cemeteries. Rabbis and imams 
marched together against US Presi-
dent Donald Trump’s travel ban tar-
geting majority Muslim countries.

“I would never have thought 
I would see some people in con-
versation, or anywhere near each 
other. Then I saw people on Face-
book standing next to each other at 
protests — Muslims and Jews,” said 
Aziza Hasan, executive director 
of NewGround: A Muslim-Jewish 
Partnership for Change in Los An-
geles, which has had community 
relationship-building programmes 
for more than a decade.

Despite this surge of goodwill, 
questions remain about whether 
the new connections can endure. 
The sense of vulnerability Muslims 
and Jews share and their need for 
allies at a difficult time have not 
erased tensions that in the past 
kept them apart.

“This is a start and we’ll see 
how it goes,” said Talat Othman, 
a financial industry executive and 
Muslim-Jewish Advisory Council 
member, who offered an Islamic 
prayer at the 2000 Republican Na-
tional Convention. “We are hope-
ful.”

Over the years, many initiatives 
on improving relations between 
the two faiths were organised in-
ternationally by governments and 
peace groups and some American 
synagogues and mosques attempt-
ed to build friendships locally. 
Some progress was made, yet re-
lations were often derailed when 
violence, war and policy disputes 
erupted in the Middle East.

Since Trump’s election, mem-
bers of both faiths seem more will-
ing to set aside such differences as 
they work on civil rights and other 
issues, said Abdullah Antepli, who 
was the first Muslim chaplain at 
Duke University and is co-director 
of the Shalom Hartman Institute’s 
Muslim Leadership Initiative.

It is impossible to know defini-
tively whether harassment based 
on religion has increased. The FBI’s 
most recent data on hate crimes 
are from 2015. Still, the last year 

or so has seen dramatic examples 
of bigotry, including the waves of 
phoned-in bomb threats to Jew-
ish community centres around 
the country. Mosques in Florida 
and Texas have been set on fire 
and authorities were investigat-
ing whether the suspected arsons 
could be considered hate crimes.

“It’s particularly a Trump effect,” 
Antepli said. “External forces make 
the Muslim and Jewish communi-
ties need each other’s friendship.”

When New York Arab-American 
activist and Boycott, Divestment 
and Sanctions (BDS) supporter Lin-
da Sarsour recently helped raise 

more than $150,000 for damaged 
Jewish cemeteries, some Jews de-
bated whether it would be ethical 
to accept the donation. In a sign of 
changing attitudes, though, sever-
al mainstream Jewish leaders who 
had worked with her previously 
defended her.

This new dynamic was evident 
at a recent New York vigil organ-
ised by the Sisterhood of Salaam 
Shalom, a national organisation of 
Muslim and Jewish women. The 
gathering at the Jewish Theologi-
cal Seminary was part of the or-
ganisation’s response to Trump’s 
travel ban. At the vigil, participants 

walked to the front of the room in 
pairs — a Muslim and a Jew — to of-
fer readings and prayers in Arabic 
and Hebrew. After the ceremony, 
the women hugged and posed for 
selfies.

“There’s a sense of immedi-
ate rapport and connection,” said 
Donna Cephas, a national board 
member of the Sisterhood, which 
has added dozens of chapters in 
the past year. “There is a signifi-
cant yearning to be in community 
with people who stand for what we 
stand for.”

(The Associated Press)

US Muslims and Jews strengthen bonds amid bigotry
Rachel Zoll

New dynamic? Members of the Sisterhood Salaam Shalom talk after a unity vigil at the Jewish 
Theological Seminary in New York, on February 16th.                             (AP)

US Muslim and 
Jewish groups have 
been trying for 
years to make 
common cause.
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T
oday’s world looks 
more divided than 
ever. It seems that the 
current global 
quandary is getting a 
lot of media atten-

tion. While feeding on hatred and 
hoping to score political points, 
populists are trying to put all 
Muslims in the same basket of 
terrorism.

In the Muslim world, other 
wicked attempts to demonise are 
under way. Radical Islamists and 
their allies from the followers of 
political Islam, notably the 
Muslim Brotherhood, are 
pushing for the establishment of 
a hostile society, one that puts all 
Westerners into a basket of 
antagonism, racism and chauvin-
ism.

In 1971, John Lennon com-
posed Imagine. The British music 
legend wanted people to picture 
a world in which religion, 
possessions and politics did not 
divide people.

In 1967, the American jazz 
legend Louis Armstrong released 
What a Wonderful World to rejoice 
in beauty and hope for everyone, 
including all races and religions.

Generations of Muslims around 
the world grew up listening to 
Lennon and Armstrong, among 
others. Cultural messages of 
peace and coexistence circulated 
easily and helped people, 
Muslims included, revert to hope.

In many countries in the 
Muslim world and elsewhere, 
many believed in the prospect of 
peace. The dissemination of a 
cultural multiplicity was aided 
by the process of globalisation.

One of the basic principles of 
globalisation, as identified by the 
International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) in 2000, is the free move-
ment of people. Now, here is 
what we have: Travel bans, 
restrictions, crackdowns on 
immigrants and deportations.

Nightmares seem to increas-
ingly occupy the realm of our 
collective imagination and the 
world does not look wonderful 
anymore. We are facing a chilling 
reality. What happened? And 
who started the mess that the 
world is facing today?

The mess has always been 
here. The question of who 
started it would only lead us into 
the trap of a fruitless blame 
game. It is true that we should 
not evade responsibility but it is 
crucial to find a way out of the 
blame maze that we ourselves 
have created.

The world’s current problems 

have unquestionably drawn 
more media attention than those 
of bygone days. The dreamers of 
and believers in peace are still 
here. Yet, their voices are 
overshadowed by radicals from 
all different camps and ideolo-
gies in almost every country in 
this big-small world.

Beyond a shadow of a doubt, 
terrorism, racism and other ills 
are making headlines, rendering 
the positive side of humanity 
invisible but, while the constitu-
encies of peace are not getting 
the same media attention as the 
preachers of hate, they still can 
make a difference.

When US President Donald 
Trump issued his controversial 
travel ban in January, many 
Americans from coast to coast 
protested in support of immi-
grants and refugees.

When Alexandre Bissonnette 
was arrested on charges of killing 
six people in a barbaric terror 
attack on the Islamic Cultural Cen-
tre in Quebec, there was a sub-
stantial show of support for the 
families of victims and the Muslim 
community. Canadian lawmakers 
have since passed a motion paving 
the way for future measures to 
combat Islamophobia.

In face of the rising wave of 
racism, rallies took place across 
Europe in March to mark the 
International Day for the Elimi-

Saving coexistence:
In the same basket, our hopes might crack

nation of Racial Discrimination. 
The rallies attracted thousands of 
people in London, Cardiff, 
Glasgow as well as Berlin, Vienna 
and Athens.

Last February, when Jewish 
headstones were vandalised in 
Philadelphia and Saint Louis in 
the United States, the Muslim 
community rallied to help.

Now, after Khalid Masood acted 
alone in his murderous rampage 
on March 22nd, hundreds of 
Muslims gathered in Birmingham 
and London to condemn the 
Westminster terrorist attack. 
Muslims from around the world 
flooded social media with 
messages of solidarity and 
support. A crowdfunding cam-
paign was also created by a 
British-Muslim Londoner to raise 
money for the victims and their 
families.

A wonderful world is not an 
illusory one. A wonderful world is 
constantly created by those who 
believe in coexistence and peace. 
Such a world is created by the 
same people who see in their 
cultural differences a wealth in 
itself. These people should not be 
put in the same basket with 
radicals, racists and extremists 
for fear of breaking what remains 
of their hopes and dreams.

Iman Zayat is a Tunisian 
journalist.

Iman Zayat

View point
The consti-
tuencies of 
peace still 
can make a 
difference.

A wonderful world is constantly 
created by those who believe in 
coexistence and peace.

It’s particularly a 
Trump effect.”Abdullah Antepli,

co-director of the Shalom 
Hartman Institute’s Muslim
Leadership Initiative
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Washington

T 

he members of the Or-
ganisation of the Petrole-
um Exporting Countries 
(OPEC) and independent 
producers that joined 

forces in December to remove large 
volumes of oil from markets for 
six months will soon decide on a 
6-month extension, with Saudi 
Arabia pushing for the continua-
tion of output restraint.

Faced with financial ills and a 
packed economic agenda, Riyadh 
apparently believes that extending 
the agreement could help balance 
global supply and demand and 
push up oil prices.

An extension is not necessarily 
a fait accompli, however, and will 
face strong headwinds should the 
kingdom demand that OPEC mem-
bers Iran and Iraq toe the line. Ri-
yadh also needs symbolic partici-
pation from Russia, which has been 
largely non-compliant.

The December agreement pulled 
nearly 1.8 million barrels per day 
(bpd) of crude oil from global oil 
markets at the start of 2017 and 
left a potential 6-month extension 
on the table. The accord called for 
OPEC members to slash combined 
production by 1.2 million bpd and 
for the group of independent pro-
ducers to make 558,000 bpd in 
cuts. The producers were allowed 
to average their output reductions 
over the course of the 6-month pe-
riod.

OPEC ministers are to meet May 
25th in Vienna to formally decide 
whether to extend the production 

cuts through the end of the year.
Three months into the accord, 

results are mixed. At face value, 
compliance from OPEC has been 
remarkably robust, with the 11 
OPEC members that are participat-
ing exceeding pledged cuts in Feb-
ruary to reach 106% compliance. 
Together OPEC and independent 
producers reportedly executed 
94% of their committed cuts in 
February, up from January’s 86% 
compliance.

As good as that collective com-
pliance sounds, it masks the fact 
that non-OPEC independent pro-
ducers are falling far short of their 
prescribed reductions, with their 
compliance levels reaching 64% in 
February, down from 66% in Janu-
ary. That 106% compliance from 
within OPEC can be attributed to 
one member — Saudi Arabia, which 
has filled the gaps left by errant 
producers that have fallen short by 
trimming its own output far deeper 
than its official reduction level.

As part of the December agree-
ment, Saudi Arabia accepted a 
steep output cut of nearly 500,000 
bpd to demonstrate to oil markets, 
fellow OPEC members and inde-
pendent producers its commit-
ment to see oil prices restored to 
higher levels. Riyadh, however, has 
had to resort to extreme measures, 
with its output reportedly down 
770,000 bpd in February from pre-
agreement levels.

Saudi Oil Minister Khalid al-Falih 
has indicated that OPEC would like-
ly extend the collective production 
cuts beyond June if oil stockpiles 
held by Organisation of Economic 
Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) countries remained above 
the 5-year average.

Since trimming the world’s 
wealthiest countries’ oil stocks to 
that average before the group’s 
ministerial conference at the end 
of May would be a massive and im-
probable undertaking, Riyadh is ar-
guing for an extension.

If Saudi Arabia truly wants to 
extend production restraint from 
OPEC and non-OPEC countries for 
another six months, the question is 

how far Riyadh will go in demand-
ing cooperation from Iran and Iraq, 
and pressing Russia on its lacklus-
tre compliance.

Iran avoided taking part in the 
current 6-month accord, arguing 
that it was in the process of recov-
ering its oil production and econ-
omy following years of sanctions. 
Because Riyadh was desperate to 
lock in a substantive deal between 
OPEC and independent producers, 
it gave Tehran a pass. This time the 
Saudis may not be as accommodat-
ing.

With the heightened political 
animosity between the two Gulf 
neighbours, Iran will likely resist 
Saudi demands to accept a pro-
duction cut as part of an exten-

sion deal. Iranian Oil Minister Bijan 
Zanganeh has stated that Tehran 
would be willing to maintain its 
current output of about 3.8 million 
bpd for the remainder of 2017, giv-
ing the appearance of an Iranian 
concession but, in fact, conceding 
nothing.

Iraq has failed to meet its ob-
ligation of cutting 210,000 bpd 
from pre-agreement levels and 
maintain an average output level 
of 4.35 million bpd during the 
current 6-month period. Perhaps 
more worrisome to Riyadh is Iraq’s 
declared goal of reaching approxi-
mately 5 million bpd of production 
by mid-year, as indicated by com-
ments from Iraqi Oil Minister Jab-
ber al-Luaibi.

The largest independent produc-
er, Russia, has not trimmed its pro-
duction by an average of 300,000 
bpd as promised. Its participation 
in a 6-month rollover is in doubt, 
given Russian energy giant Ros-
neft’s complaints that other Rus-
sian producers have not followed 
its example in carrying out pledged 
reductions.

However, even if Riyadh thinks 
Russia is not pulling its weight, it 
needs Moscow’s participation to 
secure the cooperation of other in-
dependent producers in a rollover 
deal.

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

Tunis

A showdown between 
eastern and western 
Libya over who con-
trols the country’s 
oil sector could ad-

versely affect production and harm 
efforts to resolve the conflict.

The confrontation could lead to 
an escalation of the relatively low-
intensity Libyan conflict and jeop-
ardise the neutrality of state bu-
reaucracies handling the oil sector 
production, mainly the National Oil 
Corporation (NOC) and the Central 
Bank of Libya, which funnel rev-
enues from foreign oil sales.

The NOC’s neutrality and role as 
the single steward of the oil wealth 

are being threatened by the UN-
brokered Government of National 
Accord (GNA) in Tripoli and its ri-
vals in the east, backed by the in-
ternationally recognised House of 
Representatives (HoR).

The GNA, through its Presidential 
Council, announced its intention to 
strip powers from the NOC by shar-
ing control of the energy industry. 
It said it was assuming the author-
ity to supervise energy sector in-
vestments and exploitation of the 
country’s oil resources, including 
the approval or cancellation of con-
tracts.

NOC Chairman Mustafa Sanalla 
challenged the move, asking the 
Presidential Council to withdraw its 
resolution. “It has exceeded its au-
thority,” he said. “Only the House of 
Representatives, the legislature, has 
the power to make these changes.”

NOC and Sanalla have the upper 
hand, given the company’s experi-
ence and the neutrality of its top 
managers, which they emphasised 
could guarantee Libya has an eco-
nomic lifeline. Economists argue 
that safeguarding the neutrality 
and bureaucratic skills of the NOC 
and central bank would eventually 
ease the country’s conflict.

All Libyans benefit from the oil 
revenues. Even the dozens of rival 
militias in Tripoli and elsewhere 
receive salaries and other perks 
from the central bank.

Sanalla reported in March that 
Libya should see a steady increase 
in oil output this year — reaching 
the highest production level since 
2014. Libya is producing 715,000 
barrels per day (bpd) and expects 
to expand output to nearly 1.3 mil-
lion bpd by the end of 2017, NOC 

statements said.
The strife-plagued North African 

country needs partnerships with 
foreign oil firms to develop its en-
ergy industry. That requires main-
taining the NOC’s neutrality and 
keeping it as the country’s sole op-
tion for foreign partners.

The NOC said it has identified “il-
legal” efforts to sell crude oil and 
warned potential buyers to avoid 
such contracts.

Rivals of the Tripoli-based gov-

ernment attempted to sell oil in de-
fiance of NOC, which has its head-
quarters in Tripoli, but were set 
back by UN resolutions.

The international community has 
bolstered NOC’s role with ambas-
sadors to Libya from the United 
States, China, Russia, Britain and 
France, saying in a joint statement 
that they “underscore that petro-
leum infrastructure, production, 
export and revenues belong to all 
Libyan people and must remain the 
exclusive stewardship of NOC”.

The statement came after forces 
led by Field Marshal Khalifa Haf-
tar regained control of the key oil 
ports of Sidra and Ras Lanuf on 
March 14th. Haftar’s allies in the 
east accused rivals in the west of 
backing extremist Islamist militias, 
which seized the ports earlier in the 
month.

Riyadh likely to push for continued oil output restraint

Libya’s confrontation undercuts efforts to raise oil output

Jareer Elass

Lamine Ghanmi

Saudi Energy Minister Khalid al-Falih gestures during last June’s OPEC oil ministers meeting.          (AP)

Showdown. General view of the industrial zone at the oil port of Ras Lanuf.                                                                                   (Reuters)

The question is 
how far Riyadh 
will go in 
demanding 
cooperation from 
Iran and Iraq, and 
pressing Russia.

Economy

The strife-plagued 
North African country 
needs partnerships 
with foreign oil firms 
to develop its energy 
industry. 

Energy
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Cairo

F 

ive of the world’s largest 
shipping companies said 
they would move their 
operations to ports in 
Greece, Sudan and Israel 

because of the Egyptian Transport 
Ministry’s decision to raise ship-
ping, cargo handling and storage 
fees in six ports operated by the 
Suez Canal Authority.

Independent estimates said the 
five companies represent almost 
60% of all shipping activities in 
the six ports. Losing their business 
would be an irreversible blow to the 
Suez Canal region, maritime trans-
port experts said.

Officials at the Suez Canal Au-
thority and the Suez Canal Eco-
nomic Zone Authority, which runs 

all four economic zones in the Suez 
Canal region, expressed alarm by 
the decision by NYK Group, Mol 
Shipping Line, Yang Ming Marine 
Transport Corporation, the K Line 
and Evergreen Marine Corporation 
to suspend activities. NYK and Mol 
Shipping are from Japan while Yang 
Ming Transport and Evergreen Ma-
rine are from Taiwan and the K Line 
is a South Korean company.

“The withdrawal of the five com-
panies will inevitably affect Suez 
Canal revenues,” said Hani al-Nadi, 
the head of the international rela-
tions section at the Suez Canal Au-
thority. “It will also significantly af-
fect shipping activities at the ports 
operated by the Suez Canal Author-
ity.”

Suez Canal revenues were $375.8 
million and 1,286 ships crossed the 
waterway in February, compared 
to revenues of $401.4 million from 
1,359 ships making the transit in 
February 2016, the Suez Canal Au-
thority said.

“Higher service fees mean that 
shipping companies using the 
ports will automatically seek alter-
natives,” said economist Rashad 
Abdo, director of Cairo think-tank 
the Egyptian Forum for Economic 
and Strategic Studies. “This is par-

ticularly true as rival ports in the 
region offer the same services for 
lower prices.”

Beyond what Abdo described as 
an “uncalculated” Transport Minis-
try move to raise service fees at the 
ports of the Suez Canal is Egypt’s 
desperate need to compensate for 
the loss of revenues from tourism.

Ahmed Darwish, chairman of the 
General Authority for the Suez Ca-
nal Economic Zone, said there was 
“deep concern” over the five inter-
national shipping companies’ sus-
pending their activities.

“This decision will have a nega-
tive effect on the volume of activity 
in the ports,” Darwish said. “Apart 
from affecting revenues, this deci-
sion will affect investments in the 
Suez Canal region in general.”

Egypt spent $8 billion two years 
ago to dig an additional channel in 
the Suez Canal, making two-way 
transits possible for the first time.

The government hopes to turn 
the canal’s banks into an interna-
tional investment magnet for the 
shipbuilding, ship refuelling, main-
tenance and logistics sectors. The 
aspirations rely on intense traffic in 
the canal and its ports.

Although the five shipping lines’ 
withdrawal could be temporary, 

Darwish said he feared it could lead 
to additional withdrawals.

He said he was in constant con-
tact with Transport Ministry offi-
cials and the Suez Canal Authority 
to contain the crisis. Nonetheless, 
Darwish said the ministry was un-
likely to reverse the increased ser-
vice fees.

Nadi said high port service fees 
jeopardise the business of maritime 
lines using Suez Canal ports and 
create a competitive disadvantage 
with lines that use rival ports.

“The Transport Ministry needs to 
reconsider its decision to raise port 
service fees for the best interests of 
our clients,” Nadi said. “The rever-
sal of this decision will also serve 
the ports’ best interests because 
it will keep their competitive edge 
against rival ports intact.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.

Tunis

A 

lgeria has announced 
efforts to launch an 
ambitious solar-energy 
programme that would 
make it one of the top 

energy providers for Europe.
State-owned Gas and Electricity 

Engineering Company (GEEC) has 
informed investors in Algiers and 
the United States of plans to build 
a series of solar plants. They are 
projected to produce 4,050 mega-
watts of energy, enough to provide 
power for an estimated 60 million 
people.

Algeria said it would depend on 
partial foreign investment to fi-
nance the project, which it hopes 
can reverse years of economic set-
backs caused by declining oil rev-
enues.

“The Algerian government does 
not have the financial capacity on 
its own to finance such a project, 

which will cost around $4 billion,” 
said the International Finance Cor-
poration (IFC), the private sector 
arm of the World Bank.

Algeria’s investment law limits 
foreign investment in such ven-
tures to 49%.

“There are several financing 
models for such investments that 
Algeria can choose from,” the IFC 
said, “but the most important step 
is for them to change the 51-49% 
rule in the investment law.”

The chief of the GEEC’s produc-
tion department, Ouidad Ham-
rour, said “a government decree 
on the new conditions and proce-
dures necessary to anchor the legal 

framework for such investment 
has been finalised and is in the pro-
cess of being published”.

Mohamed Arkab, chief execu-
tive officer of GEEC, said the initial 
4,050-megawatt project is part of 
an effort to produce 22,000 mega-
watts in energy by 2040.

“The 4,050 MW [megawatts] 
scheme will be split into three ven-
tures of 1,350 MW each with each 
unit standing alongside plants to 
produce solar energy equipment 
and components,” Arkab said in a 
statement.

While Algeria had previously 
announced initiatives to harness 
solar power, it has failed to make 
tangible progress with them. How-
ever, after shrinking oil revenues 
led the country to impose auster-
ity measures in its 2017 budget, the 
country appears more committed 
to taking on the solar project.

On March 18th, Algerian energy 
giant Sonatrach took one of the 
first steps by laying the ground-
work for a 10-megawatt plant 
in the Berkine basin. The plant, 

which will generate power for the 
Bir Rebaa Nord oil field, is part of 
the state’s overall energy project.

“Sonatrach’s initiative is part 
of the national plan to develop 
renewable energy sources,” said 
Amine Mazouzi, the company’s 
chief executive officer. “The se-
ries of solar plants to be built by 
Sonatrach will provide power to 
oil and gas fields and spare gas for 
exports.”

To export electricity to Europe, 
Algeria is planning to use electric-
ity grids from neighbouring Mo-
rocco and Tunisia.

The country is considering con-
structing underwater grids to con-
nect power to Europe but Algeria 
would only take on such an invest-
ment after securing the European 
bloc as a dependable client of oil, 
gas and electricity, experts said.

Algeria’s geographical position 
gives it enormous potential in the 
world of solar energy. It receives 
the equivalent of 2,500 kilowatts 
of energy per square metre annu-
ally from sunlight exposure.

Big blow. A cargo ship passes through the new Suez Canal in Ismailia.                                             (Reuters)

Tough times ahead for Suez Canal

Ahmed Megahid

Riyadh, Amman set 
up joint investment 
fund

Egypt’s cabinet 
approves budget

Qatar Airways to 
offer free laptops
on US flights

Saudi Arabia is to set up a $3 
billion joint investment fund for 
Jordan, among 15 cooperation 
agreements signed by Saudi King 
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud dur-
ing a visit to Amman, state media 
said.

Other agreements include meas-
ures to boost power generation, 
tackle water shortages and im-
prove housing and health services, 
Jordan’s official Petra news agency 
said.

It said the accords covered urani-
um mining and water desalination 
projects and that a memorandum 
was signed to build a $70 million 
solar power station on Jordan’s 
eastern border.

The agreements are worth a total 
of $3.5 billion.

With desert covering 92% of 
its territory, Jordan is one of the 
world’s ten driest countries and 
wants to use atomic energy to fire 
desalination plants to overcome its 
crippling water shortage.

The Jordanian economy has been 
badly hit by the influx of hundreds 
of thousands of refugees from the 
conflict in neighbouring Syria, 
which have put a huge strain on 
resources.
(Agence France-Presse)

Briefs

Algeria seeks foreign investment for solar energy plan
Lamine Ghanmi

Economy

Egypt’s cabinet approved the 
2017-18 budget, targeting a 9.1% 
deficit for the year, Finance Minis-
ter Amr El-Garhy said.

The government expects the 
deficit for the current year, which 
ends June 30th, to be 10.5-10.7%, 
against 12.2% the previous fiscal 
year.

The 2017-18 budget envisions 
4.6% growth for the year and 
revenues are expected to reach 
$45.2 billion, Garhy said. Revenues 
from taxes are expected to reach 
$33.1 billion while other revenues 
amount to $11.7 billion.

He said the budget assumes an 
oil price of $55 per barrel and an 
exchange rate of 16 pounds per US 
dollar.
(Reuters)

Qatar Airways, seeking to work 
around an American ban on elec-
tronics in places, said it would offer 
laptops for business-class pas-
sengers to use free of charge while 
flying to the United States.

The Doha-based carrier said it 
would begin offering a “laptop loan 
service” to those travelling in busi-
ness class.

“By providing this laptop loan 
service we can ensure that our 
passengers on flights to the US can 
continue to work while on board,” 
said airline Chief Executive Officer 
Akbar al-Baker.

A similar proposal is being 
considered by fellow Gulf carrier 
Emirates. Abu Dhabi’s Etihad Air-
ways said it would offer free Wi-Fi 
and tablet computers to first- and 
business-class passengers on US-
bound flights.

The move comes after Wash-
ington barred electronic devices 
bigger than mobile phones from 
being taken on direct flights to the 
United States from ten airports in 
seven Middle Eastern countries 
and Turkey.

US officials said the measure was 
intended to thwart possible attacks 
on airliners with small explosive 
devices hidden in consumer elec-
tronics.
(Agence France-Presse)

Five of the world’s 
largest shipping 
companies said they 
would move their 
operations away.

Egypt spent $8 
billion two years 
ago to dig an 
additional channel 
in the Suez Canal.

To export electricity 
to Europe, Algeria is 
planning to use 
electricity grids 
from neighbouring 
Morocco and 
Tunisia.
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“W
e read so that we 
live twice” was 
the slogan of the 
33rd Tunis In-
ternational Book 

Fair, which featured 784 publishers 
from more than 29 countries.

Hours after its March 24th open-
ing, the fair was swarming with 
people of all ages, challenging the 
notion that reading is unpopular in 
Tunisia.

Visitors were greeted by a live 
recreation of Virgil’s mosaic, which 
depicts the Roman poet being at-
tended to by Clio, the muse of his-
tory, and Melpomene, the muse of 
tragedy. The mosaic was the inspi-
ration for the fair’s logo.

“The logo celebrates Tunisia’s 
history and rich cultural heritage,” 
said Chokri Mabkhout, Tunis Inter-
national Book Fair director. “It is 
meant to remind people of the con-
tinuity of Tunisian knowledge and 
culture.”

“The choice of the slogan — ‘We 
read so that we live twice’ — reflects 
our belief in reading as a creative act 
that enables us to be born again with 
every new book, as we recapitulate 
with the authors about the themes, 
challenge their ideas or agree with 
them,” Mabkhout said.

He added: “We read to live twice 
because books help us dream and 
make us want to change our reality. 
We are a people who worship life 
and the love of life includes a bond 
with books. It is a call to deepen 
these ties and open our minds to 
the world.”

While the book fair is a tradition 
for Tunisian families, it is also a 
means for the government to high-
light the region’s cultural herit-
age, said Tunisian Prime Minister 
Youssef Chahed.

“Today we celebrate a group of 
the best creative minds of Tunisia,” 
Chahed said in an opening speech. 
“The book fair is a highly impor-
tant cultural event in our country. It 

represents the openness of cultural 
exchange with other countries. It 
is also an event that expresses the 
concomitance of life and knowledge 
for Tunisians.”

“The edition’s slogan is an invi-
tation to celebrate thought, knowl-
edge and openness to the world,” 
said Chahed, who noted that the 
government had doubled fund-
ing allocated to purchase Tunisian 
books.

The Tunis International Book Fair 
offered visitors a rich and diverse 
cultural programme, featuring 30 
panel discussions on literary works, 
ten poetry reading sessions and 49 
debates with prominent thinkers 
and writers.

“The parallel cultural programme 
is a cultural and literary festival in it-

self,” Mabkhout said. “This year we 
had 80 guests from different coun-
tries and 170 Tunisian thinkers and 
writers are participating in the pan-
els, which tackle sensitive issues of 
concern for Tunisians and Arabs.”

He pointed out that many ac-
tivities paid tribute to writers and 
poets, including Tunisia’s Béchir 
Khraief, France’s Charles Baude-
laire and Morocco’s Fatma Mernissi.

The fair honoured iconic literary 
and artistic figures from the Arab 
world, such as Tunisian novelists 

Jalila Hafsia and Hassan Nasr, Pales-
tinian writer and film-maker Liana 
Badr, Egyptian critic Jaber Asfour 
and Moroccan poet and novelist 
Bensalem Hammich.

“This year’s edition also featured 
Lebanon as the guest of honour,” 
Mabkhout said. “No one can deny 
the role of Lebanese publishing 
houses in promoting Arab litera-
ture. Lebanon is also a host of Arab 
enlightenment and modern culture, 
which makes it a valuable choice for 
the committee.”

Tunisian Minister of Culture Mo-
hamed Zine El Abidine said the 
fair’s budget had been tripled this 
year.

“What is important is that such an 
event would help place Tunisia back 
in a leadership position in the Arab 

World. It enables Tunisia to regain 
its place on the international cul-
tural scene and reintroduce its cul-
tural heritage, writers and books,” 
he said.

“Tripling the budget allows the 
fair to have new visions and ideas. 
The directing committee wanted to 
conceptualise the fair as a cultural 
festival of books. While the main 
pillar is the book, poetic and cin-
ematic programmes are also high-
lighted.”

As part of its programme, the fair 
marked 50 years of Tunisian cinema 
by screening eight Tunisian films 
based on books.

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and 
Culture contributor to The Arab 
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

London

W 

hat it really means 
to be an Arab wom-
an at a time when 
women in the Arab 
world continue to 

be misrepresented is what the Mul-
titudes exhibition attempted to de-
construct by featuring the works 
of established and emerging Arab 
women artists from Jordan, Tu-
nisia, Yemen, Saudi Arabia, Iraq, 
Egypt and Syria.

Most of the works on display at 
East London’s Rich Mix Centre dealt 
with conflict, discrimination, pain, 
isolation and alienation. The mes-
sage about the condition of Arab 
women was mainly one of a dismal 
existence, a life of suffering and 
psychological and physical turmoil 
— the very stereotype the exhibition 
was supposed to challenge.

Curator Joud al-Tamimi said the 
intention behind negotiating an al-
ternative narrative is not to paint 
a completely rosy picture of Arab 
women’s conditions.

“The experiences of Arab wom-
en, like all other women, are com-
plex and diverse. Some are positive 
and others negative,” Tamimi said. 
“Patriarchy, sexism and misogyny 
continue to operate all around the 
world. To highlight only positive 
experiences is to ignore problems 
that continue to impact the lives of 
many.”

One of the most disturbing works 
was Purified, an explosion of red 
showing a crucified figure — a refer-
ence to victims of torture in Iraq’s 

Abu Ghraib prison. The red figure 
on a red background is reminiscent 
of Jesus’s crucifixion. Izdehar Afy-
ouni used original images from Abu 
Ghraib as a direct reference to show 
displacement, disenfranchisement 
and demonisation of Arabs or the 
“other” figure.

“While the work is very bloody 
and disturbing, it is a critical com-
mentary on the Western narrative 
surrounding the Arab region and its 
peoples,” Tamimi explained. “What 
it does is that it highlights the de-

monisation of the ‘other’ that is part 
of that narrative.”

The works of Egyptian fine art 
photographer Lubna Abdel Aziz 
showed the faces of women com-
bining the beautiful and the brutal. 
The colours were subdued, the faces 
dream-like, sorrowful and intense 
but not without hope. In one of the 
photographs a disfigured woman 
held a green branch suggesting that 
she was comforted by the beauty of 
nature.

Describing Arwa al-Neami’s 

work Never Never Land, Tamimi 
said it forces viewers to reconsider 
preconceived assumptions about 
Saudi women by highlighting their 
activity and their use of humour. 
“The women in the video are driv-
ing bumper cars in a theme park in 
Saudi. The work is very light heart-
ed, yet also very ironic and clever. 
A lot of the pieces highlight very 
positive, empowering and at times 
humorous experiences.”

Neami, originally from the moun-
tain village of Rijal Alma in Saudi 
Arabia, was the first female to film 
inside Islam’s second holiest site, al-
Masjid an-Nabawi in Medina.

There were two colourful “hap-
py” works in the exhibition. Yem-
eni-Bosnian-American multimedia 
artist and visual story teller Alia 
Ali used images of the face to ex-
plore the issue of identity. Instead 
of a face in her Cast No Evil series, 
flowers take the place of the face of 
a hijab-clad woman. The rest of the 
photo features a variety of flower 
designs. The viewer inevitably asks 
who is this woman and how does 
she see the world?

“The assumption in the Western 
world is that women who cover 
[themselves] are oppressed and 
lack power. The Cast No Evil series 
subverts this assumption by imbu-
ing the subject matter with power 
over the viewer,” Tamimi said. “The 
use of very bright and cheerful col-
ours in the context of this series is 
also instrumental in challenging 
the Western world’s interpretation 
of veiling as an inherently negative 
experience.”

Odalisques, a digital photograph 
by Tunisia-based visual artist Hela 
Ammar, reflects on individual and 

collective identity.
Tamimi emphasised that she does 

not believe in the Western/Eastern 
dichotomy. “It makes it seem like 
people from different cultural back-
grounds have essentially different 
experiences,” she said.

“Women’s experiences are shaped 
by a myriad of factors like class, eth-
nicity, religion, political economy, 
etc…,” Tamimi said. “For exam-
ple, a working-class British woman 
might have more in common with 
a working-class Jordanian woman 
than with an upper-class woman 
from Britain.

“We have to acknowledge this 
intersection, if we are to gain any 
accurate understanding of the very 
complex realities in which women 
around the world operate.”

Multitudes was the first exhibition 
from an emerging curator. Tamimi, 
a Jordanian-born Palestinian, is a 
graduate of Politics and Near and 
Middle Eastern Studies from Lon-
don University’s School of Oriental 
and African Studies. Her primary ar-
eas of interest and research include 
the politics of arts and culture and 
the politics of identity and gender in 
the Middle East.

Karen Dabrowska is a 
London-based contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of The 
Arab Weekly.

Tunis International Book Fair – ‘To read is to live twice’

Multitudes portrays the experiences of Arab women through art

Roua Khlifi

Karen Dabrowska

Visitors look at books at the Tunis International Book Fair.                                                            (Tunis Inertnational Book Fair)

An image from Alia Ali’s multimedia Cast No Evil series.     (alia-ali .com)

Nearly 800 publishers 
from more than 29 
countries participated 
in the book fair.

Culture

The show featured 
works of Arab women 
artists from Jordan, 
Tunisia, Yemen, 
Saudi Arabia, Iraq, 
Egypt and Syria.
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Beirut

S 

aving Beirut’s waning 
heritage is a constant bat-
tle that activists fighting 
against well-connected 
and powerful develop-

ers fear they cannot win. Activists 
blame the indiscriminate razing of 
hundreds of historically valuable 
buildings throughout the city on 
the lack of enforcement of a weak 
heritage law, corruption and lack of 
interest and political will.

“The problem with preserving 
Beirut heritage is not only in the 
law but with the authorities who 
facilitate the work of banks, inves-
tors and politicians,” said Naji Raji, 
founder of Save Beirut Heritage, 
which he established in 2010 to pre-
serve the city’s traditional houses.

“Beirut has been losing its face 
and special character quickly in the 
last few years… In Lebanon, every 
development project is somehow 
linked to politicians. We call such 
developments mistakes, while they 
call them business successes,” Raji 
said.

While 15 years of civil war caused 
extensive damage to the city, a 
development and reconstruction 
spree has turned out to be more 
detrimental.

Raji, an interior architect, said 
Save Beirut Heritage has been lob-
bying for stricter conservation 
laws and put forward more than 
one proposition for new legislation 
without success.

“The draft is still rotting in the 
drawers of the government,” Raji 
said. “They will never look at it 
because of the politicians who are 
affiliated with building and con-
struction companies. Such a law 
would affect their businesses and 
what they do is business.”

The proposed law provides for 
municipal support to owners of old 
buildings to help them with main-
tenance work to preserve the prop-
erties. It would also impose costly 
fines on violators.

The only official document that 
can theoretically protect Beirut’s 
endangered buildings is a survey 
from the 1990s that counted 1,600 
historic buildings in Greater Beirut. 

However, Save Beirut Heritage said, 
only about 250 of those designated 
buildings have survived the post-
war reconstruction era.

Activism by Save Beirut Herit-
age, which started as a group on 
Facebook, attracted thousands of 
followers, who, through protests 
and demonstrations, halted the 
demolition of several old build-
ings in traditional neighbourhoods 
such as Gemayze, Mar Mikhail and 
Ashrafieh.

They were the driving force be-
hind a government decision to 
freeze the demolition of old houses 
for six months. During that period, 
architects evaluate the historic and 
architectural value of a building be-
fore a demolition order is signed by 
the Culture minister. Demolition 
was previously green lighted by 
Beirut municipality.

The first building Raji saved was 
the one in which he was born and 
brought up. “Sometimes we suc-

ceeded but many times we failed,” 
he said. “It is not always easy to pro-
tect the heritage because of the in-
vestment and big moneys involved 
and the fact that there are no laws 
that really protect heritage.”

The activist stressed the impor-
tance of preserving the urban social 
fabric that comes with preserving 
traditional neighbourhoods and old 
buildings.

“Heritage is also about the social 
life, the spirit and the urban aspect 
of the city,” Raji said. “Streets and 
whole areas with traditional char-

acter should be protected because 
the sense of a historic and tradi-
tional environment comes from an 
area, not from one building.”

Nostalgia for old Beirut inspired 
Souheil Mneimne, a retired phar-
macist, to start the Facebook page 
“Beirut Heritage” with the help of 
family and friends to document the 
vanishing landmarks of the city.

“We post old pictures, docu-
ments and videos of Beirut that we 
have in our archives. The page is 
mainly addressed to the young gen-
eration who know nothing about 
our heritage to tell them that they 
are living in a city with old tradi-
tions,” Mneimne said.

The page, which has about 
200,000 followers, displays poetry, 
traditional music and old food reci-
pes. “I was really surprised by the 
popularity of the page. It indicates 
that there is an interest in preserv-
ing our heritage. We even get com-
ments from abroad such as: ‘You 

really have this or that in Beirut?’” 
Mneimne said.

After six years of an uneven bat-
tle against developers, Raji said he 
was losing courage and motivation. 
“Sometimes I feel that I want to 
stop and this could be very near,” 
he said. “I’ve had many lawsuits 
filed against me and lots of prob-
lems with the police. For three 
years I was not working, I was with-
out money, dedicating all my time 
just to save Beirut heritage.”

Only a strong political will and 
a genuine popular awakening can 
guarantee the survival of the few 
remaining traditional houses of 
Beirut, Raji contended. “Heritage is 
important for identity but also for 
business, art, culture and tourism,” 
he said. “You go to Paris because 
of heritage. You don’t go to Paris to 
visit towers and high-rises.”

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society sections editor.

Lebanese activists decry Beirut’s lost heritage
Samar Kadi

Indiscriminate destruction. A 2015 picture shows an excavator demolishing an old building in Beirut.                               (AFP)
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New Egyptian novel sheds light on Pharaonic mores

W
a Ana Oheboki 
ya Salima (And 
I Love You, 
Salima) is a 
newly released 
first novel by 

Egyptian writer Sherif Said. The 
313-page book sheds light on the 
memoirs of a Sudanese woman 
named Salima.

Salima is 17 when her father 
makes her undergo Pharaonic 
circumcision after the army of 
Egyptian ruler Mohamed Ali 
Pasha enters her town of Shendi 
in Sudan to capture slaves in the 
early 19th century.

Salima’s father fears she might 
share the fate of the women of a 
neighbouring town who were 
raped by soldiers of Ismail Pasha, 
the son of Mohamed Ali.

During Pharaonic circumcision, 
the clitoris and labia minora are 
removed and the labia majora is 
sewn closed, leaving a small 
opening for urination and release 
of menstrual blood.

It is wrongly believed by some 
that the circumcision protects 
the chastity of the girl by pre-
venting her from being sexually 
aroused.

“If you write Pharaonic circum-
cision or Sudanese circumcision 
on any search engine, you will 
realise the size of the psychologi-
cal and physical disaster that 
many may not know much 

about,” Said said.
“The part in the novel of 

Salima’s Pharaonic circumcision 
was the hardest for me. I was 
shocked when I learned that the 
practice is still carried out in 
southern Egypt behind walls 
away from the media, fatwas and 
women’s rights advocacy.”

The novel has two parallel 
plots, one about Salima and 
another about a love story 
involving a young director named 
Hossam, who wants to make a 
documentary film about Salima.

The main themes of the novel 
involve love, persecution, 
betrayal and opportunism.

The writer takes the reader 
back and forth from the 20th and 
the beginning of the 21st century 
in Egypt to the 19th century in 
Shendi and Cairo.

In the 19th century, after Salima 
runs away from home with the 
help of her parents, she is 
enslaved by soldiers and travels 
handcuffed to Cairo and moves 
from one owner to another until a 
French physician named Clot, 
who works for the army of 
Mohamed Ali, owns her and treats 
her well.

“The character of Salima is 
imaginary. Yet there are thou-
sands of Salimas in the history of 
the first third of the 19th century 
in Egypt and Sudan,” Said said.

A love story develops between 

Salima and Clot. The 
writer’s description of the 
platonic love between 
the two is quite superb. 
He makes the reader live 
and imagine every 
detail in their relation-
ship.

The writer vividly 
describes settings and 
characters with 
sophisticated 
standard Arabic.

Salima is a rounded 
character who 
changes throughout 
the course of 
events. Through 
Clot, who consid-
ers her his lover, 
she learns about 
life and sees and 
experiences 
things and 
places.

“What a soft 
sentimental 
shake that 
conquered me and 
revived my femininity that had 
earlier been buried in a deep 
well,” Salima thinks during her 
first encounter with Clot.

The setting changes into the 
20th century Cairo and the writer 
describes Hossam’s hopes and 
frustrations.

“The influence of history on 
Said is very clear helping him link 

the past to the future, 
which made the 
plot quite coher-
ent,” journalist Alaa 

al-Ghatrifi said.
“The novel is 

quite distinguished. 
The writer wrote 

about an era through 
humane angles that 
has not been tackled 

much, the conquests 
of Mohamed Ali in 

Africa,” said writer 
Fatma Khair.

Hossam, a round 
character, is never free 
of flaws. He does 

anything to prove 
himself at state TV, 

including spying on his 
boss for the head of the 
channel he works for.

Despite Hossam’s 
defects, the reader cannot 

help sympathising with 
him, especially after he fails 
in his love for his former 

college colleague Abeer. She 
is an opportunist who spies 

for state security agencies 
against her fellows to reach a 
better position.

Despite being quite enjoyable 
to read, the novel does not end 
well for Salima.

Marwa al-A’sar is a Cairo-based 
journalist.

Cover of Sherif 
Said’s Wa Ana 
Oheboki ya 
Salima.

Marwa
 al-A’sar

Books

“There are 
thousands 
of Salimas in 
the history 
of the 19th 
century in 
Egypt and 
Sudan.”

  Author 
Sherif Said

Beirut has been 
losing its face and 
special character 
quickly in the last 
few years.”Naji Raji, founder of 

Save Beirut Heritage
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Agenda

We welcome submissions of 
calendar items related to 
cultural events of interest to 
travellers in the Middle East 
and North Africa.

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

Dubai:
Through April 8th

Global Village is a large cultural 
event in Dubai that offers an 
array of festivals, shopping and 
entertainment in an open-air 
theme park. This entertain-
ment and shopping destination 
includes more than 75 partici-
pating countries, dozens of fun 
rides and 26 restaurants offering 
food from around the world.

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

Picasso-Giacometti is an exhibi-
tion that begins at the Fire Sta-
tion Artist in Residence centre 
in Doha. The exhibition includes 
more than 80 works from col-
lections 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).

Beirut:
Through June 1st

Souk El Tayeb is a weekly 
market that hosts more than 60 
producers from across Lebanon 
with food products as well as 
traditional and handmade crafts. 
Souk El Tayeb is open 10am-4pm 
each Thursday at the Village 
Dbayeh.

Dubai:
April 5th-8th

Pinocchio, a beloved tale of a 
puppet’s quest to become a real 
boy, will be on the stage of Dubai 
Community Theatre & Arts Cen-
tre. Performed by children aged 
12-16, this production promises 
to be a fun-filled, creative play 
complete with music, choreog-
raphy and sumptuous scenery.

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 6th-9th

The Middle East Film and Comic 
Con is a multi-genre annual 
event in Dubai. The MEFCC 
showcases comic books, movies, 
television shows and related 
pop culture elements, such as 
anime, manga, collectible card 
games, video games, webcomics 
and fantasy novels. The event 
focuses on regionally created 
content.

Algeria:
During May

The 18th European Cultural Fes-
tival in Algeria brings together 
artists from more than a dozen 
countries to perform traditional 
rhythms, jazz and flamenco. It 
takes place in Algiers, Tlemcen 
and Constantine.

Tozeur

L 

ying on the edge of the Sa-
hara is the Tunisian oasis 
town of Tozeur, a charm-
ing traditional village that 
beckons visitors to savour 

the country’s mysterious desert 
terrain.

About 430km south-west of Tu-
nis, Tozeur has a rich history dat-
ing to before the Middle Ages when 
it served as a crossing point for 
Sahara-bound caravans. In subse-
quent centuries, it was influenced 
by the passage of civilisations — 
the Romans to the Byzantines to 
the Muslims and Berbers, each of 
which added to the town’s culture 
and heritage.

Tozeur was an important Numid-
ian town on the route between Al-
geria and the Gulf of Gabes on east-
ern Tunisia’s Mediterranean coast. 
When the Romans arrived, Tozeur 
served as an important outpost and 
metropolis. After the rise of the 
Hafsid dynasty, Tozeur was used as 
a slave market.

“Tozeur, being a source of water 
in the desert, has always attracted 
people who eventually settled 
there,” said Karem Dassy, president 
of the Association of the Safeguard-
ing of the Old Medina of Tozeur. 
“This contributed to the personal-
ity of those who settled in Tozeur 
and their open mindedness.

“It also influenced their lifestyle 
and deepened the values of toler-
ance that can be strongly felt in 
this part of the south of Tunisia. 
It has been very open to different 
cultures and to the passing of tribes 
and travellers.”

“The type of Islam that is popu-
lar here is moderate Islam and it 
is very tolerant and encloses all 
different sects of Islam,” Dassy 
added. “These elements of history 
explain Tozeur’s peaceful present. 
It has never witnessed terrorist or 
violent events. It is against the na-
ture of the people there.”

Tozeur’s peaceful character has 
reinforced its image as a resting 
place. Since ancient times, trav-
ellers and caravans have stopped 
in the area to rejuvenate and refu-
el before continuing their journey 
deep into the Sahara.

Today, visitors are fascinated by 
the town’s historical sites, such 
as the medinas of Tozeur.

“Tozeur has more than one 
medina,” Dassy said. “The most 
famous medina — Ouled Hadef — 
is a relatively modern neighbour-
hood that goes back to the 15th 

century, while the original old 
town of Tozeur goes back to the 
medieval times. The oldest medina 
is the one known today as the oasis 
town around the mosque.”

Dassy added: “When the Turks 
came in the 1800s, they destroyed 
the old town of Tozeur and it has 
since changed. The focus has 
shifted from the medieval town of 
Tozeur to the newly built one but 
the remains of the medieval town 
still exist. Now the neighbour-
hood that is known as the 
old town of Tozeur is the 
neighbourhood that was 
built between the 15th and 
the 18th centuries.”

Walking through the old 
medina’s narrow streets is 
an enchanting experience. 
Its architecture showcases 
beautiful brick façades and 
intricately patterned yel-
low brickwork, all in the 

traditional style of Tunisia’s south. 
Decorated with a range of geomet-
ric shapes, the brick designs bear 
similarities to motifs found in ar-
tefacts from the ancient Berbers, 
whose tribes settled in Tozeur in 
previous centuries.

To maintain the town’s distinct 
architectural style, the local gov-
ernment has mandated that build-
ers conform to the traditional 
brickwork.

“The uniqueness of the town’s 
architecture is based on the use of 
old bricks that are unique 

to the Djerid 
region,” Dassy 
said. “This style 

was used 
during 

the antiquity period too, as it can 
be found in some archaeological 
sites.”

The town’s oasis contains beauti-
ful palm trees and red-dirt paths, 
stretching across the landscape 
like a green paradise in the mid-
dle of the desert. The oasis can be 
reached by Tozeur’s main street 
and has many resorts.

Among the historical monu-
ments in Tozeur is the Mosque of 
Sidi Abid, which dates to 1030 and 
“has one of the first scriptural in-
scriptions in the town”, Dassy said.

Dassy pointed out the town’s 
train station, which was built in 
1913.

A few kilometres outside the 
town is the majestic statue of re-
nowned Tunisian poet Aboul-

Qacem Echebbi, who was from 
Tozeur. Another popular des-
tination for visitors is the Mu-

seum of Art and Popular Tra-
dition, which houses early 
artefacts, such as jewellery 
and ceramics.

Within the town limits is 
the Desert Zoo of Si Tijani, 

named after a famed Tozeur 
snake-handler. The zoo contains 
various rare animals, including de-
sert monitors, raptors, scorpions, 
fennec foxes, camels and sand and 
horned vipers.

To celebrate its cultural heritage, 
the town holds the International 
Festival of Oases of Tozeur each 
November and December, paying 
homage to the artistic and folkloric 
heritage of the Djerid region.

Tozeur has also been the set of 
several famous Hollywood films, 
such as the Star Wars saga and The 
English Patient.

Visitors can reach the town via 
collective taxis, trains, buses and 
the Tozeur-Nefta International 
Airport.

Tozeur, Tunisia’s oasis town
Roua Khlifi

A panoramic view of Tozeur.                (Official website of the governorate of Tozeur)

People visit the sculpture of the great Tunisian poet Aboul-Qacem Echebbi in Tozeur.                                  (AFP)

A scene from the 
International Festival 
of Oases of Tozeur 2017.

(Facebook page of the festival)

Tozeur’s peaceful 
character has 
reinforced its image as 
a resting place.


