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Syria war takes new turn after
chemical attack, US reaction
Ed Blanche

Beirut

I

n a move of unexpected decisiveness, President Donald Trump thrust the United
States into Syria’s convoluted
war with a missile barrage
on an airbase from which he says
Syrian President Bashar Assad’s
warplanes launched a chemical
weapons attack that killed scores
of men, women and children.
The predawn broadside of
59 Tomahawk cruise missiles
launched April 7th from US Navy
destroyers in the eastern Mediterranean shattered the Shayrat airbase in Homs province. According
to the United States, its missiles
destroyed 14 Russian-built Su-22
fighter jets and killed at least five
people.

The Khan
Sheikhoun massacre
was the worst
chemical weapons
attack in Syria since
August 2013.
The United States said the April
4th chemical attack on the town of
Khan Sheikhoun in neighbouring
Idlib province was carried out by
two Su-22 squadrons stationed at
Shayrat, an attack Trump branded
“an affront to humanity”.
Setting aside earlier equivocation on Assad, he declared: “It is in
the vital national security interest
of the US to prevent and deter the
spread or use of deadly chemical
weapons.”
Damascus and its ally Russia
denied that Assad’s regime was re-

sponsible for the Khan Sheikhoun
massacre, in which up to 87 people
were reportedly killed by missiles
and bombs allegedly containing
sarin nerve gas.
It was the worst chemical weapons attack in Syria since August
2013, when, according to the
United States, 1,400 civilians were
killed in a sarin attack in Eastern
Ghouta on Damascus’s outskirts.
Assad avoided threatened US
retaliation then by agreeing to a
Russian-brokered deal to surrender his stockpile of 1,000 tonnes of
chemical agents, the largest in the
Middle East.
Trump’s decision to respond
unilaterally for Khan Sheikhoun,
after years of US inaction, dramatically changes the dynamics of a
vastly destabilising war now in its
seventh year.
Russia and Iran could step up
their involvement to ensure Assad’s survival and pursue their
own strategic interests in Syria.
But they were apparently surprised by the intensity of Trump’s
action, given the internal convolutions and policy flip-flops of his
10-week-old administration, and
perhaps with Assad’s reckless use
of poison gas.
Neither is expected to take military action following the US missile barrage that was clearly intended to deliver a message that,
after years of Barack Obama’s reluctance to be drawn into the Syrian maelstrom, the United States is
ready to take decisive steps to end
the carnage fuelling conflict across
the region.
Trump called on the global community to join the United States
“in seeking to end the slaughter
and bloodshed in Syria”.
It was not clear what he has in
mind but Republican Senator John
McCain declared: “We must finally
learn the lessons of history and en-

The tragedy continues. A Syrian child holds a placard which reads
“inhaling death” during a protest condemning the suspected
chemical weapons attack on Khan Sheikhoun, on April 7th.
(AFP)
sure that tactical success leads to
strategic progress…
“The first measure in such a
strategy must be to take Assad’s
air force, which is responsible
for not just the latest chemical
weapons attack but countless

atrocities against the Syrian people,
completely out of the fight.”
Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of
The Arab Weekly.

P2

In Sisi, King Abdullah meetings, Trump shows changed focus
Thomas Seibert

Washington

T

he United States is ready
to take a more active
role in Middle East matters, US President Donald Trump is telling the

world.
“I now have responsibility,”
Trump said during a news conference at the White House after
the poison gas attack in northern
Syria that killed scores of civilians.
Not long after those remarks, he
ordered a missile strike on a Syrian airfield in response to the gas
attack, provoking angry reactions
from Damascus and Moscow.
In the course of three days,
Trump hosted two key Middle Eastern allies — Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi and Jordan’s King
Abdullah II — in separate meetings.
The visits came as Trump’s national security adviser, H.R. McMaster, a general with first-hand
knowledge of the Middle East, consolidated his power in the National
Security Council.

Critics accused Trump’s predecessor, Barack Obama, of turning
his back on the Middle East after
US efforts to breathe life into the
Israeli-Palestinian peace process
failed. US allies in the region felt
abandoned as the nuclear deal with
Iran under Obama raised fears of a
more aggressive regional approach
by Tehran and as Russia sidelined
the United States in the Syrian war.

Trump focused
on security issues
and steered away
from the post-“Arab
spring” agenda of his
predecessor.
Speaking after the chemical
attack in Syria’s Idlib province,
Trump hinted at US action in the
war-torn country. “It crossed a lot
of lines for me,” he said, adding
that his view of the Syrian civil war
and of Syrian President Bashar Assad had “changed”. US Ambassador to the United Nations Nikki Ha-

‘Rebooting’ a relationship. Egyptian President Abdel Fattah
al-Sisi (L) and US President Donald Trump walk at the White
House, on April 3rd.				
ley spoke of the possible necessity
of unilateral action by the United
States in Syria.
Trump accused Obama of weakening the United States’ position
in the Middle East and is concen-

(AFP)

trating on fighting jihadist groups,
especially the Islamic State (ISIS).
In meetings with the Egyptian and
Jordanian leaders, the US president
focused on security issues and
steered away from the post-“Arab

spring” agenda of his predecessor.
Trump stressed Washington’s
support for Sisi as a leader fighting
against Islamist extremism and ignored criticism of Egypt’s human
rights record. He emphasised he
was “very much behind” the Egyptian president. US officials said the
aim was to “reboot” a relationship
that ran into difficulties under
Obama.
Sisi, pleased to receive an invitation to the White House that he
failed to get under Obama, welcomed Trump’s approach. “There
is a true understanding of realities
in the region,” he told Fox News in
reference to the changes he sees
under the new administration.
Trump also voiced his support
for King Abdullah, whom he called
a “leader in calling for a plan to defeat ISIS once and for all” and who
had become the first Arab leader to
meet the new US President in an
earlier visit in February.
Thomas Seibert is a Washington
correspondent for The Arab
Weekly.
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Syria chemical attack
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Chemical arms massacre could be turning point in Syrian war
Ed Blanche

Beirut

T

he slaughter in northern
Syria of at least 87 men,
women and children in a
chemical weapons attack
that the United States and
other major powers have blamed on
the regime of President Bashar Assad is likely to supercharge efforts
to end the 6-year-old conflict that so
far have been notable for their failure.
The atrocity that took place at
Khan Sheikhoun in Idlib province,
a region widely controlled by antiAssad rebels and jihadists, appeared
to be spurring global powers to
do more to halt a conflict that has
spawned the greatest humanitarian
crisis since the second world war.
US President Donald Trump retaliated on April 7th with a barrage of
59 Tomahawk cruise missiles that
blasted the Syrian Air Force’s Al Shayat base in Homs province, which
the Americans said was where
the Khan Sheikhoun attack was
launched — the first direct US action
against the Damascus regime .

Developments had
led Assad to believe
he was immune from
any international
censure.
The Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, a Britain-based organisation that monitors the conflict
through a network of activists, and
other groups said the chemical
weapons, believed to include the
deadly nerve agent sarin and chlorine, were dropped on Khan Sheikhoun by Syrian Air Force Sukhoi jets
in a 6am raid on April 4th.
The France-based Doctors without Borders, whose physicians
treated the victims, said those attacked were exposed to “at least
two chemical agents”, a nerve agent
and chlorine.

The Assad regime has been repeatedly accused of using chlorine
in air and artillery attacks on rebelheld areas. The Islamic State (ISIS)
is also known to use chlorine in its
operations.
Witnesses to the April 4th raid
described how entire families were
found dead in their beds. Survivors
were convulsed by spasms and displayed other symptoms characteristic of poisoning by nerve agents,
such as pupils shrunk to the size of
pinpricks, foaming at the mouth and
extreme breathlessness.
Sarin is colourless and odourless
and was discovered by Nazi scientists in 1938. It attacks the nervous
system and a few drops can be lethal. When it is weaponised in liquid
form, it is usually delivered in rockets or shells that disperse it as an
aerosol when they hit the ground.
The Syrian regime denied it used
chemical weapons in the April 4th
attack, claiming instead that its missiles and bombs blew up a “terrorist
warehouse” of chemical weapons
components.
That suggestion was swiftly shot
down by Western authorities on the
grounds that it was highly unlikely
rebel forces would possess the capabilities to produce sarin, which
is difficult to manufacture, and that
exploding bombs would have destroyed those ingredients instantaneously rather than unleashed them
into the air.
The air strikes were launched only
days after the Trump administration
announced it was abandoning the
long-standing goal, embraced by the
previous administration, of forcing
Assad to step down as Syrian president and focusing on crushing ISIS.
There is speculation that this encouraged Assad to believe that with
his regime secured by a string of battlefield victories, thanks to Russian
air power and Iranian ground forces
since September 2015 and shielded
against censure in the UN Security
Council by Russia and China, he was
immune from any international censure.
In February, Russia and China vetoed a Security Council resolution

Toxic war. A Syrian man from Idlib is carried by Turkish medics wearing chemical protective suits to
a hospital in the border town of Reyhanli in Turkey, on April 4th.
(Reuters)
that would have imposed sanctions
on Syrian officials and commanders
accused of being behind chlorine
gas attacks on villages in 2014 and
2015.
French Foreign Minister JeanMarc Ayrault questioned whether
the chemical attack on Khan Sheikhoun was Assad’s way of testing the
Trump administration on his status
and urged Washington to clarify its
position on the Syrian leader.
Syrian opposition leaders had no
doubts that the Khan Sheikhoun
slaughter was a “direct consequence” of the Trump administration’s statements regarding Assad.
Assad’s repeated use of chemical
weapons has left him badly isolated
apart from his Russian and Iranian
allies, who have their own strategic imperatives in Syria, and do not
necessarily hinge on his longevity, which open new possibilities for

ending the Syrian war.
In 2013, Assad’s regime was accused of using sarin against the opposition-held East Ghouta area on
the outskirts of Damascus that, by
US count, killed nearly 1,400 people,
mainly civilians.

The chemical
weapons were
believed to include
the deadly nerve
agent sarin and
chlorine.
That was the deadliest chemical
weapons attack since Saddam Hussein, archenemy of the Assad dynasty in Damascus, wiped out more
than 5,000 Kurdish men, women
and children in Halabja in eastern
Iraq in an air and artillery bombard-

ment on March 16th, 1988, part of
his genocidal war on Iraq’s rebellious Kurdish minority.
To avoid threatened US military
action by the administration of
then-president Barack Obama, Assad agreed to a Russian compromise
proposal to surrender his stockpile
of chemical agents totalling 1,000
tonnes, the largest in the Middle
East.
However, he is widely believed to
have cheated on the deal and hidden
significant quantities of chemical
materials and retained the facilities
for weaponising them.
Rebel forces claim that in recent
weeks the regime has used toxic
substances — including chlorine —
several times in the central province of Hama, where Assad’s forces
have regained most of the territory
they lost in a jihadist-led offensive
in March.

Trump’s initial reaction to Syria’s suffering says a lot

View poi nt

Rashmee
Roshan Lall

L

ook away from the
missile attack on
Shayrat airbase in
Homs province and ask
yourself why US
President Donald
Trump might have ordered it.
Was it because he genuinely
cared about Syria’s “beautiful”
babies? He thrust the image of
those babies forward — a powerful if invisible stage prop — in his
televised explanation for the
decision to send 59 Tomahawk
cruise missiles as a message to
Syrian President Bashar Assad.
What might that message be?
That a new strongman is in the
White House and unlike the
namby-pamby former law
professor Barack Obama, Trump
talks tough and walks the talk.
It is hard to accept that
Trump’s heart is truly touched
and his conscience stirred by the
televised pictures of Khan
Sheikhoun’s poisoned children.
It is difficult to believe that
Trump really, truly, deeply cares
about the suffering of people in
faraway lands.
But the missile attack makes
Trump look strong, decisive (and
faintly moral, something he has
not managed before).
There is good reason to be
sceptical about the depth of
Trump’s feelings towards Syria’s

It would take a heart of
stone not to be moved but
Trump’s gut response was
to attack Obama.

suffering. Initially, news of the
chemical assault on Khan
Sheikhoun meant no more than
the following to Trump: Another
chance to score domestic
political points by hitting out at
his predecessor Barack Obama.
The first White House statement on the tragic news out of
Idlib was unambiguous. “These
heinous actions by the Bashar
Assad regime are a consequence
of the past administration’s
weakness and irresolution,”
Trump declared. “President
Obama said in 2012 that he would
establish a ‘red line’ against the
use of chemical weapons and
then did nothing.”
Those initial remarks are
important.
Britain, Turkey, France, Pope
Francis (and even Trump’s
daughter Ivanka) expressed
horror and revulsion at the
pictures of rows of lifeless little
bodies. Outrage and sorrow
lapped the world as the accounts
came in of people dropping dead
when they walked into a “yellow
fog”.
There was collective sadness at
the story told by Mariam Abu
Khalil, 14, who had left home
early in the morning for her
examination on the Quran. She
saw a plane drop a bomb and the
subsequent explosion resembling a yellow mushroom cloud.
“It was like a winter fog,” said the
teenager, describing how she saw
people rushing to help the
wounded. “When they got out,
they inhaled the gas and died.”
It would take a heart of stone

not to be moved but Trump’s gut
response was to attack Obama.
So, never mind the missile rain.
Never mind Trump’s subsequent torrent of words for the
Assad regime’s alleged use of
chemical weapons against its
own people.
Never mind US Vice-President
Mike Pence’s implicit threat,
which later became the missile
strike: “All options are on the
table.”
Never mind the delayed
denunciation by Trump’s
generally silent Secretary of State
Rex Tillerson of an assault so
poisonous and lethal that even
the birds were said to have fallen
from the sky.
Never mind that Trump’s UN
envoy, Nikki Haley, did her usual
folksy, fiery routine at the UN
Security Council and followed it
up with a hint that unilateral
military action might be in the
cards.
Never mind, in short, everything that followed Trump’s
initial response to news that
dozens of innocent Syrians,
many of them children, had died
painfully and needlessly — and
probably because of chemical
bombs.
Like first impressions, first
reactions can be very revealing.
Trump’s initial response to
Syria’s worst chemical attack in
years said a lot about him, about
his apparent lack of immediate
empathy for anyone who is not in
his moral universe of care.
Presumably that means people
from “real” America — white,

Like first
impressions,
first
reactions
can be very
revealing.

Christian, Trump voters.
The initial comments made
Trump’s subsequent display of
emotion appear ever so slightly
fake. The attack “crossed a lot of
lines for me”, he said. “When you
kill innocent children, innocent
babies — babies! — little babies,
that crosses many, many lines.
Beyond a red line, many, many
lines.” It sounded like something
a reality TV star playing president
might say, especially because the
actor had previously taken a
public position of indifference on
a similar tragedy.
Four years ago, after an attack
on Ghouta near Damascus, which
was subsequently confirmed by
UN inspectors as caused by the
nerve agent sarin, Trump blithely
tweeted about its relative
unimportance to America and
Americans. “President Obama,
do not attack Syria. There is no
upside and tremendous downside. Save your ‘powder’ for
another (and more important)
day!” he wrote in September
2013.
That was then. Now, Trump is
president. Despite the missile
rain, it is unclear what, if anything, his administration will
genuinely do to help Syria. After
all, Trump’s initial response to
Idlib’s suffering showed the
callousness — the cold dead
heart — of this administration.
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.
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Sisi’s Washington
visit reflects
Trump’s
‘transactional
approach’
Thomas Seibert

Washington

E

gyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi’s visit
to Washington has highlighted the “transactional
approach” of the Trump
administration’s policy in the Middle East, analysts said.
US President Donald Trump
showered his guest with praise, describing him as a strong leader and a
staunch US ally in a dangerous corner of the world. “I just want to let
everybody know in case there was
any doubt that we are very much
behind President Sisi,” Trump said.
“He’s done a fantastic job in a very
difficult situation.”

Washington is
concentrating on
building ties with
countries that are of
crucial importance in
the fight against
Islamist militants.
Trump also praised King Abdullah II of Jordan, another key US ally
in the Middle East, during a separate meeting at the White House.
The king’s second meeting with
Trump since the president took office in January focused on ways to
restart the Israeli-Palestinian peace
process and on the fight against the
Islamic State (ISIS), with Trump
expressing admiration for King
Abdullah’s role. “He knows how to
fight,” Trump said.
King Abdullah thanked Trump
for US support for Jordan, which
receives about $1 billion in US aid
per year. The United States played

a “key role” in helping Jordan provide for more than 600,000 Syrian
refugees, Abdullah said, according
to the Jordan Times. The refugee issue was a “tremendous burden on
our country”, he said.
Trump’s meetings were shortly
before he ordered a missile strike
on a Syrian airfield in retaliation
for a suspected chemical attack by
Syrian government forces. “It is in
this vital national security interest
of the United States to prevent and
deter the spread and use of deadly
chemical weapons,” Trump said.
Both King Abdullah and Sisi were
given the red-carpet treatment by
Trump. News reports highlighted
that the president warmly shook
Sisi’s hand in front of the cameras
during their meeting in the Oval
Office, a gesture the US president
pointedly avoided during a recent
visit by Germany’s Chancellor Angela Merkel.
Trump did not address Egypt’s
human rights record in his public
statements during the Sisi visit but
media reports quoted US officials
as saying the issue would be addressed discreetly during the talks.
A US State Department report on
the human rights situation in Egypt
said security forces had used “killings and torture”. Other allegations
included “the excessive use of preventative custody and pretrial detention, the use of military courts
to try civilians, trials involving hundreds of defendants in which authorities did not present evidence
on an individual basis, and arrests
conducted without warrants or judicial orders”.
Under Trump’s predecessor,
Barack Obama, US-Egyptian relations cooled considerably, in part
because Washington criticised Cairo’s human rights record.
The invitation to Sisi to visit so

Seeing eye to eye. US President Donald Trump and Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi hold a
bilateral meeting in the Cabinet Room of the White House, on April 3rd.
early in Trump’s administration
was a very visible sign of the new
course the United States has decided to take. Obama had refused
to extend an invitation to the Egyptian leader, who became president
a year after the ousting of Muhammad Morsi, a representative of the
Muslim Brotherhood, as president
in 2013.
Trump critics said he was determined to ignore Egypt’s human
rights record. US Senator Patrick
Leahy, D-Vermont, said in a statement that Sisi’s government had
conducted “one of the widest arrest
campaigns in the country’s modern
history” and a crackdown on civil
society that “has left it on the verge
of collapse”.
Sarah Margon, Washington director of Human Rights Watch, said
Trump’s invitation to Sisi at a time
when “tens of thousands of Egyptians rot in jail and when torture
is again the order of the day is a
strange way to build a stable strategic relationship”.
Politico, a Washington publication, reported that relatives of US
victims of Egypt’s security forces
had written to the White House asking Trump to use his meeting with
Sisi to demand the release of American citizens who had been “unjustly detained” in Egypt. The families

said the White House ignored their
letter, Politico reported. In an editorial, the New York Times accused
Trump of “not just welcoming but
celebrating one of the most authoritarian leaders in the Middle East”.
The editorial called Sisi an “enemy
of human rights”.

Both King Abdullah
and Sisi were given
the red-carpet
treatment by Trump.
For the Trump administration,
that kind of criticism seems beside the point. It is concentrating
on building ties with Middle East
countries that are of crucial importance in the fight against Islamist
militants. The Trump administration does not follow Obama’s stance
that respect for human rights and
for principles of good governance is
a tool in the fight against terrorism,
said Owen Daniels of the Atlantic
Council in Washington. “A transactional approach is gaining traction,”
Daniels said.
He said the Sisi visit helped clarify Trump’s line on Middle Eastern
affairs that appeared to stress the
importance of regional partners in
the fight against extremism. “That

(AP)

is a different approach to the same
problem [faced by the Obama administration] and goes a little bit
deeper than style,” he said.
Other countries in the region
were likely to conclude that the traditional policy followed by past US
administrations with its highlight
on human rights was no longer
Washington’s top priority, Daniels
added. “In the worst case, they may
justify actions against civil society
with security forces” and hope to
find more understanding in Washington than before, he said.
There was no official comment
about the future of US financial
and military aid for Egypt, which
received $1.3 billion last year. The
White House statement stressed
the United States’ commitment
“to Egypt’s security, stability and
prosperity” and said Trump had
“pledged continued support to
Egypt’s ongoing fight against terrorism and Egypt’s historic economic reform programme”. The
statement, however, did not include a firm commitment to keep
US payments at the current level.
Trump has proposed drastic cuts
in foreign aid and US State Department budgets but it is unclear
whether to what extent payments
to Middle East partners Egypt and
Jordan will be affected.

The democracy agenda can take a back seat, now

View poi nt

Claude
Salhani

U

S President Donald
Trump’s very, very
warm welcome of
Egyptian President
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi
at the White House
and the effusive praise heaped on
the Egyptian leader illustrated
not just how much has changed
in US attitudes towards Egypt but
towards the entire Middle East.
Trump is eager to turn the page
on the Barack Obama era. He sees
previous policies as having failed
and prejudicial to the interests of
the United States.
Some strategic objectives that
were pursued by Washington
have taken a back seat. This is
particularly true for the democracy and human rights agenda of
the Obama and even the Bush
administrations. It is all about
“America First” and economic
nationalism now. So, Sisi can
smile and enjoy the ride.
It is not just Washington. In
monitoring the moves of Western
governments, one has the
impression that more than six
years have elapsed since the
“Arab spring”. We are a long way

Clinching markets will be
utmost in Western leaders’
minds as they draft their
diplomatic strategies.

from the euphoria over the new
dawn of democracy breaking in
the Middle East.
Much of the demise of idealism-driven intervention has to do
with voters shaping the agenda of
populists and mainstream
governments. The immediate
concerns of governments are
ensuring economic growth and
employment at home and
shielding countries from terrorism threats, whatever the cost.
In navigating this route, the
Trump administration is not
facing any headwind. The West
altogether has been very much
disillusioned about the “Arab
spring”, which failed to deliver
on security and peace, much less
on democracy, with the relative
exception of Tunisia.
The Trump administration,
hence, did not find it difficult to
break with the main Western
narrative of the previous six
years. It is doing so unapologetically, especially that it has played
no role in shaping or upholding
that narrative.
Like many European governments, it is aware that voters are
more likely to be driven by fear of
migrants swarming over their
shores and terrorists striking at
their way of life. Well-meaning
liberals have been or are being
swept away by wariness about
the violence and tragedies in the

Middle East and North Africa
(MENA) region. Democratic
idealism is not a driver of alliances anymore.
The idea is that “there is no
sense in weakening essential
alliances for an abstract principle
if doing so jeopardises stability
and weakens the wider cause of
liberty”, wrote the Times of
London.
In Trump’s United States or in
Europe’s electoral campaigns,
there is muted tolerance for
Islamists taking part in the
political life of a few Arab
countries but there is virtually no
Western capital calling on Arab
governments to steer away from
the exclusion of Islamists in the
democratic game. Many voices
are, in fact, calling for an outright
ban of the Muslim Brotherhood,
the standard bearer of Middle
Eastern Islamism.
The pendulum has swung.
There are stark dichotomies
today. “If the choice is between
Islamist extremism and a repressive but non-expansionist
autocracy, the West must work
with the latter,” pointed out the
Times.
The United States and increasingly many of its Western allies
are tired of the region’s wars and
woes. They are willing to outsource the armed conflicts to
regional governments, local

There is a
new game
in town. Its
repercussions will be
felt for years
to come.

alliances, the Kurds and even
Russia. To anybody, in fact.
The overriding imperative is
not to be entangled in Middle
Eastern problems that they
cannot understand and that, in
any case, they do not see as
justifying the possible loss of
Western lives.
Clinching markets that provide
economic prosperity and jobs will
be utmost in Western leaders’
minds as they draft their diplomatic strategies.
Some of the rhetoric about
defending democracy and human
rights might linger in relations
between the West and MENA but
not to the point of being the
driving factor, even if that is to
the chagrin of rights advocates.
The lack of interest in human
rights and democracy in Egypt
and elsewhere will inevitably
raise doubts and trigger criticism
regarding the consistency of US
and Western commitments to
such issues. Accusations of
opportunism will fly but the
proponents of economic nationalism and security at home are
willing to accept that kind of
collateral damage.
There is a new game in town. Its
repercussions will be felt for
years to come.
Claude Salhani is a regular
columnist for The Arab Weekly.
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Russia terrorist attack

Home-grown terrorism in Saint Petersburg
or Syrian spillover?
Emmanuel
Karagiannis

The flow
of Russian
and Central
Asian jihadist
volunteers to
Syria presents a
unique challenge
to Moscow.

T

he suicide
bombing in the
Saint Petersburg
Metro was not
unexpected.
Russia has
witnessed some of
the worst terrorist
attacks in Europe: The Budyonnovsk hospital hostage crisis in
1995, the attack at the Dubrovka
Theatre in Moscow in 2002, the
Beslan school hostage crisis in
2004, the Moscow Metro bombings
in 2010 and the suicide bombings
in Volgograd in 2013.
Russian authorities identified a
Kyrgyz-born Russian citizen as the
perpetrator of the latest assault.
The logic of the attack against a
soft, high-profile target was
straightforward: To inflict massive
casualties on the population and
undermine Russian President
Vladimir Putin’s image as a strong
leader.
The timing of the attack is
significant, coming during a period
of increased political tensions
between the Kremlin and the
liberal opposition. By targeting
civilians, the group behind the
assailant likely hoped to spark a
racist backlash against the country’s Muslim communities and thus
gain more recruits. The rise of
Islamophobia has led to physical
and verbal attacks against Muslims
in Russian cities.
Akbarzhon Jalilov, the alleged
perpetrator, probably did not act
alone. Although there is no
effective way to prevent a determined individual from committing
an act of mass murder, Russian
security services must answer a
fundamental question: Was the
attack an act of home-grown or
international terrorism? Their
response could have serious
ramifications for Russian foreign

and security policy.
The Russian Federation is a
heterogeneous country, composed
of many religious groups, including
approximately 20 million Muslims.
Many of them are heavily Russified
and tend to be secular but over the
last two decades, and accelerating
in recent years, there has been a
process of radicalisation of Russia’s
Muslim communities. The hotbed
of political Islam remains the North
Caucasus.
The Russian-Chechen conflict
started as a separatist conflict but
turned into a religious one.
Bombings and other attacks have
spread to neighbouring autonomous republics of KarachayCherkessia, Kabardino-Balkaria
and Dagestan, indicating an
ever-widening scope of operations
for jihadist groups.
The Saint Petersburg suicide
bomber could have been a member
of such North Caucasian groups
and acted on their behalf.
On the other hand, the internationalisation of the Syrian conflict
means that networks and links
have been established between at
least some of Russia’s jihadist
groups and their counterparts in
the Middle East and Central Asia.
Thousands of Russian and Central
Asian Muslims have joined the
Islamic State (ISIS) and other
jihadist groups to fight in Syria and
Iraq.
Within the transnational jihadist
networks, there is a clear division
of labour among those who
radicalise individuals, recruit
fighters, raise funds, provide
logistical support, participate in
the actual fighting and propagate
messages to a larger audience.
Was Jalilov a member of such a
transnational jihadist network? If
yes, that means the Islamic State
(ISIS) or another jihadist group has

Lingering questions. Women grieve near the Tekhnologichesky
Institut subway station in Saint Petersburg, on April 3rd.
(AP)
targeted Russia and more attacks
are likely to take place. Not
surprisingly, the Kremlin has
portrayed the intervention in Syria
as a preventive war against jihadist
terrorists. It is a narrative that
resonates well with many Russian
citizens.
Yet the flow of Russian and
Central Asian jihadist volunteers to
Syria presents a unique challenge
to Moscow. If the history of Arab
Afghans is a guide, the return of
Russian fighters to their home
country after the end of the war
may contribute to the outbreak of
jihadist campaigns in Russia or
other former Soviet republics.
Having gained military skills and
operational experiences, jihadist
veterans may be tempted to target
their own country.
Moscow must carefully choose
strategies and policies for dealing
with this new security threat. For
instance, a harsh security response
could push more Russian Muslims
to join transnational Islamist

networks in a kind of self-fulfilling
prophecy. While investing more in
intelligence-gathering is a necessity, a successful strategy should
focus on promoting further integration of Muslim communities. As a
visible minority, Russian Muslims
have greatly suffered from exclusion and discrimination.
The siege of eastern Aleppo and
the indiscriminate killing of
civilians by the Russian Air Force
were bound to radicalise many
young Muslims. The Syrian city is
the Srebrenica of the 21st century.
While Bosnian Serbs attempted to
hide the evidence of mass murder
in the UN-protected enclave, the
suffering of Aleppo’s civilians has
been documented by social media
users and citizen journalists. The
memories will not go away easily.
Emmanuel Karagiannis is a senior
lecturer at King’s College London’s
Department of Defence Studies. He
can be followed on twitter:
@E_Karagiannis.

Why Russia is the jihadists’ prime target
Francis Ghilès

Fighters
from Russia’s
republics in the
Caucasus have
been involved in
Syria and Libya
conflicts.

I

t took less than 12 hours
for authorities in the
former Soviet republic of
Kyrgyzstan to identify the
suspect of the Saint
Petersburg Metro attack as
a man born in Osh, a
restive region in the
southern part of the country.
Whether Russia has become the
No. 1 target for jihadists, as many
observers rushed to point out in
the wake of the bombing, is a moot
point.
The No. 1 target theory shifts
according to need. One day it is
France, the next the United States,
then Germany or Britain and now
Russia.
What is undeniable is that
Russia’s escalating intervention in
Syria and apparent intention to get
involved in Libya makes it a prime
target for Sunni jihadist groups, be
they linked to al-Qaeda or the
Islamic State (ISIS). Planting a
bomb in Saint Petersburg on the
day Russian President Vladimir
Putin was meeting there with the
president of Belarus adds insult to
injury, especially given that Saint
Petersburg is the native city of the
Russian president. It is where he
honed his political skills after the
collapse of the Soviet Union.
It is worth remembering that
fighters from Russia’s republics in
the Caucasus have been involved
in the conflicts in Syria and Libya.
An estimated 2,400 may be fleeing
the collapsing ISIS’s caliphate in
Syria and Iraq, posing a considerable threat to Russia. Fighters from
Chechnya, Dagestan, Ossetia and
Ingushetia have been among the
toughest opponents of Bashar
Assad. Their opposition to Assad,
who is allied with Shia Iran, is even
more intense given that they are
Sunnis.
ISIS claimed responsibility for
the downing of Russian Metrojet
flight 9268 on its flight from Sharm

Reason for concern. Russian President Vladimir Putin attends a
meeting in Saint Petersburg, on April 3rd.		
(AP)
el-Sheikh to Saint Petersburg 18
months ago. Last year, the Russian
ambassador to Ankara was killed
by one of his Turkish guards. Areas
of Russia and the Caucasus have
been hit by violent jihadist attacks
over the past decades — from the
Moscow theatre hostage crisis in
2002 and a suicide attack in
Domodedovo airport in 2011 to the
Beslan school siege in 2004 and the
Moscow Metro bombings in 2010.
Russia has been at war with the
people of the Caucasus since the
early 19th century, when the
novelist Leo Tolstoy famously
described the brutal conquest of
Chechnya in his novel Hadji Murat.
In February 1944, 400,000
Chechens were exiled from their
ancestral lands and deported to
Siberia and the northern regions of
Kazakhstan, the entire nation
being accused of collaborating with
the Nazis. Between one-third and
one-half of the population died
within four years.

In 1949, the Soviet authorities
erected a statue of General Aleksey
Ermolov, a key military commander of the 1840s, in Grozny. On
the base of the statue, the following words were engraved: “There
are no people under the sun more
vile and deceitful than this one.”
History records that the front lines
of the German advance never
reached Chechnya. The Chechens
never saw a German. They were
allowed back in 1957.
During the first Chechen war
from 1994-96, the Russian Army’s
scorched-earth policy flattened
the Chechen capital of Grozny.
Torture and rape were widespread;
forced disappearances and
collective punishment the norm.
In 2006, Russian journalist Anna
Politkovskaya paid with her life for
the brave reporting she did of that
conflict.
Russian counterinsurgency
forces have targeted many Chechen
military rebel leaders, assassinat-

ing Dzhokhar Dudayev in 1996,
Zelimkhan Yandarbiyev in 2004,
Aslan Maskhadov in 2005, AbdulHalim Sadulayev in 2006 and Doku
Umarov in 2013. Since 2007,
Chechnya has been ruled by a
Russian satrap, Ramzan Kadyrov,
whose father switched sides from
the rebels to the Russians during
the second Chechen war, which
lasted in some form from 19992009.
The rebels were long divided into
two competing groups: the
Caucasus Emirate and the Islamic
State’s Caucasus Governorate.
They could, however, be united by
their mutual antipathy towards the
Russians. The fact that there are
millions of Muslims from the
Caucasus and the former Soviet
republics of central Asia living in
Russia means there is a powerful
network of potential terrorists.
Racism against darker-skinned or
Muslim people is widespread in
Russia.
In the run-up to the 2014 Winter
Olympics in Sochi, Russian
authorities were happy to see many
Sunni militants join jihadists in
Syria. However, now that ISIS is
crumbling there, they might be
tempted to return.
However strict Russian border
controls are, the West has learnt
that sealing off the European
continent from the turmoil in the
Middle East is impossible. There
may be many disaffected youth of
North African, Pakistani or Middle
Eastern origin in Europe but France
and Britain have never treated
their own citizens like Russia has
treated the people of the Caucasus.
Retribution there will undoubtedly
be from those “vile and deceitful”
people. That will only increase
Putin’s popularity among Russians.
Francis Ghilès is an associate
fellow at the Barcelona Centre for
International Affairs.
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Lebanon at ‘breaking point’ over Syrian war refugees
Nicholas Blanford

Beirut

L

ebanon, which has the
largest per person refugee
population in the world,
has reached “breaking
point” and can no longer
continue to shoulder the burden
of the Syrian refugee crisis without
significant international support,
Prime Minister Saad Hariri said.
At a recent conference on Lebanon in Brussels, Hariri, like many in
Lebanon, said he feared the growing tensions between host communities and Syrian refugees could
lead to civil unrest, with dire consequences for the country’s shaky political and economic stability.
“The international community
can’t put this burden on us,” he
told a small group of foreign correspondents in Beirut. “The failure of
the international community to find
a solution in Syria should not be the
responsibility of Lebanon in taking
care of these refugees.
“Everyone talks about how Lebanon is resilient, how Lebanon is
beautiful, how the Lebanese can
take it. Well, you know, the Lebanese… have reached a point where
they can’t take it anymore.”

The international
community can’t
put this burden on
us.

”

Lebanese Prime
Minister Saad Hariri
After six years of war in Syria,
there are an estimated 1.5 million
Syrian refugees in Lebanon, a figure equal to one-third of the overall
population. That is the equivalent
of the combined populations of
Belgium and Greece moving into
the United Kingdom over a 6-year
period.
This is a potentially explosive demographic time bomb and Lebanon
has been there before. The country
also hosts a large number of Pal-

estinian refugees — 400,000 by official count but probably at least
double that number — who started
descending on Lebanon in the late
1940s.
The destabilising presence of
so many Palestinian Sunnis was
perceived as a threat to Lebanon’s
delicate sectarian balance and was
widely seen as one of the elements
that triggered the country’s ruinous
1975-90 civil war.
World Bank figures indicate that
Lebanon’s economy lost an estimated $18 billion from 2011-15 because
of the Syrian war. This has greatly
strained Lebanon’s frail and inadequate infrastructure, swamped
schools and aggravated tensions
between overwhelmed host communities and the refugees.
Several dozen villages and towns
have imposed night-time curfews
on “foreigners”, specifically targeting Syrians.
In March, residents of Ali al-Nasri,
a Shia village in the eastern Bekaa
Valley, had three days of protests
against local refugees, calling on the
government to make “decisive decisions” to control the number of Syrians taking jobs and starting small
businesses.
Even Sunni-populated areas of
the country, which generally support the cause of the rebels seeking to overthrow Syrian President
Bashar Assad, are showing signs of
rising tensions.
“At the beginning of the crisis we
were happy to receive the refugees
from a humanitarian and religious
perspective,” said Hussein Shoubassi, a member of the municipality
of Saadnayel, a Sunni town in the
Bekaa Valley. “We gave them everything we own but they’ve bled us to
death. We have nothing left to give.”
Marwan Traboulsi, another member of the municipality, said the
Beirut government allocated the
municipality $333,300 a year for infrastructure needs.
“We’re still getting the same
amount of money but our population has increased by three times
because of the refugees,” Traboulsi
said.
The government recently came

Challenging numbers. A Syrian woman fills out a document as she waits to register at the UN High
Commissioner for Refugees headquarters in Beirut. 				
(AP)
up with a crisis response plan to
help alleviate the refugee burden.
It has two main pillars: Seeking international investment to help improve Lebanon’s rickety infrastructure and meeting the educational
needs of Syrian children through
vocational training and accelerated
learning programmes.
“This allows them to find jobs
[in Lebanon] and allows them to
go back to Syria when conditions
permit where they can work in the
[country’s] reconstruction,” said
Nadim Mounla, Hariri’s adviser on
refugee affairs.
Government officials said that
EU countries receive $25,000$30,000 to look after the needs of
every Syrian refugee but Lebanon
gets $1,000-$2,000 per head. Hariri
said that he was seeking to attract
$10,000-$12,000 per refugee over

a 7-year period, a total of approximately $1.65 billion.
“How do I make sure that the
international community… understands that Lebanon has a crisis?”
he asked.
“The only way I see it is for the
international community to invest
in Lebanon, put some money into
Lebanon, to invest in schools, highways, universities, the infrastructure that we have.”
In January 2015, the Beirut government tightened restrictions on
Syrians entering the country, requiring them for the first time to
obtain residency visas renewable
every six months at a cost of $200.
That sum is beyond the means of
most refugees, who fail to renew
their residencies on expiry. But the
flow of refugees into Lebanon continues, albeit at a much slower rate

than five years ago.
The ferocious battle for eastern
Aleppo in late 2016 saw large numbers of Syrians fleeing to Lebanon
— about 47,000 by one UN estimate.
Lebanon’s frontier with Syria is
more tightly secured now than it
was six years ago since the army
formed three additional regiments
for border control.
Hezbollah, the Iranian-backed
Shia Party of God, the most powerful military force in Lebanon, has
deployed along much of the Syrian
frontier to prevent infiltration by
Sunni jihadist militants.
But the refugees keep coming.
Nicholas Blanford is the author of
Warriors of God: Inside Hezbollah’s
Thirty-Year Struggle Against Israel
(Random House 2011). He lives
in Beirut.

Syria’s refugees face limited choices now and likely in the future
Sami Moubayed

Beirut

I

f the stakeholders in the Syrian
war decide to end a conflict that
has caused the worst humanitarian crisis since the second
world war, the refugees will be
urged to return to their homeland —
although not necessarily to the places where they were born or lived.
And, as the world eyes those suffering abroad, thousands are being
shipped around internally, moved
from their homes to faraway territories. They are known as the internally displaced but they, too, are
refugees.
An agreement was brokered in
March by Iran and Qatar, which support different parties in the multisided war, that involves emptying
the Shia towns of Kefraya and Foua
in the north-western province of
Idlib and relocating 2,000 of their
residents to Zabadani and Madaya,
which are predominantly Sunni
towns near Damascus.

They have nowhere
to go since their
cities and towns have
been pounded to
dust, entire
neighbourhoods
obliterated.
At the same time, fighters from
those rebel-held towns will be sent
to Idlib, where opposition forces are
in control. That is part of a wider de-

mographic reordering that is injecting war-torn cities with new residents, breaking family and tribal ties
that have prevailed for centuries.
But it goes deeper than that, Syrian insiders say. With Assad’s government out of immediate danger from
rebel forces, the idea is to shatter
the tribal and ethnic ties that held
the multi-sect country together and
allowed the uprising of March 2011.

Half of Syria’s pre-war
population is estimated
to have been displaced
or made homeless.
That means uprooting entire communities. Omar Sheikh al-Jamee, a
resident of Zabadani, said. “They’re
taking us to Idlib. Yes, we’re not being moved out of the country as they
did to the Palestinians,” he said.
“They’re telling us that Idlib
is part of Syria. It is — but it’s not
home. We’re being uprooted from
our home.”
Ibrahim Hamidi, a native of Idlib
who for years headed the Damascus bureau of the Saudi newspaper
al-Hayat, said he thought the population switch was the largest such
operation of the war and the first to
have involved migrating people out
of regime-held territory.
This clearly changes the demographic landscape and plays out in
Iran’s favour, he noted. Speaking
from London, Hamidi said: “The
Iranians are worried that the Americans and Russians will strike a deal
at their expense.”
This population exchange “calls
for the repatriation of Shias between

Demographic reordering. Opposition fighters and their
families getting in a bus following their evacuation from Waer
neighbourhood in Homs, on March 18th. 		
Damascus and the borders of Lebanon, thereby securing supply lines
of Hezbollah and maintaining Iran’s
political influence in Damascus”,
Hamidi said.
When eastern Aleppo was overrun
in December 2016, its residents were
moved to Idlib, while US-backed
Syrian Kurds are preparing to uproot residents of the northern city of
Raqqa, once it is liberated from ISIS,
and transform it into a Kurdish city,
part of the Kurds’ emerging enclave
east of the Euphrates River.
Elsewhere, refugees continue to

(AFP)

scratch a meagre existence in neighbouring countries, Lebanon, Turkey and Jordan, where the United
Nations says there are more than 5
million homeless Syrians in these
lands.
That is not counting the wave
of sanctuary-seekers pouring into
Western Europe whose fate is, to say
the least, uncertain.
Turkey hosts close to 3 million
refugees, Lebanon more than 1 million and Jordan 657,000, although
the true figure is probably double
that. All told, the United Nations es-

timates that half of Syria’s pre-war
population of 23 million has been
displaced or made homeless.
They have nowhere to go since
their cities and towns have been
pounded to dust, entire neighbourhoods obliterated. Many people are
on the blacklist of Syria’s security
apparatus.
Many fled Syria in 2011-12 for what
they hoped would be a short time,
certain that the regime was about to
collapse at any minute. When those
hopes were dashed, many looked towards Europe but that too is becoming impossible since the European
Union shut its borders in 2015.
The biggest problem lies in Turkey. Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan hopes to relocate the bulk
of the 3 million Syrians in his country into a 2,000 sq.km “safe zone”
on the Syrian border.
The Turks have started building
a city there with schools, mosques,
hospitals and housing for 80,000
people. Ankara is expected to build
two other centres and has pledged
to grant Turkish citizenship to an
unspecified number of refugees.
Some Syrians may opt not to return
to their homeland. Others may not
be able to.
Unlike the issue of the hundreds
of thousands of Palestinians driven
out of their homeland by Jewish
forces in 1948-49, the fate of Syrian
refugees has been largely ignored as
international efforts focus on a political settlement in Syria and fighting ISIS.
Sami Moubayed is a Syrian
historian and author of Under the
Black Flag (IB Taurus, 2015).
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Endless civilian tragedies
in Syria and Iraq

T

he United States has launched military action against
forces loyal to Syrian President Bashar Assad but, for
too many, the realities on the ground will not change
for the better.
The number of Syria’s innocent dead continues to
grow as the war achieves a dismal milestone. Last
month, it entered its seventh year; close to half a
million lives have been lost.
In Khan Sheikhoun, northern Syria, on April 4th, at least 87
people, including young children, are suspected of having been
poisoned to death with the nerve agent sarin.
The picture of 29-year-old Abdul-Hamid Alyousef on a grim
minibus ride while holding his two dead babies in his arms puts
another harrowing face on Syria’s tragedy. It is much like that
still-sad picture of little Aylan Kurdi lying dead on the beach in
southern Turkey in September 2015. The 3-year-old, who drowned
along with his mother and brother, illustrated the tragedy of
thousands of Syrian refugees fleeing the war that was tearing their
country apart.
Alas, Khan Sheikhoun is hardly the only episode of civilian woes
in the region. Air strikes by the US-led coalition left up to 30
non-combatants dead in rural Raqqa. Another 42 died in another US
bombing in Al Jinah in western Aleppo. All of this in a scant few
weeks. The Al Jinah incident happened on March 16th and Raqqa
on March 21st.
Acting on the assumption that the Khan Sheikhoun chemical
attack was perpetrated by Assad’s forces, the United States
launched a missile attack at Al Shayrat airfield. The escalation
raises the prospect of an already devastating conflict taking on
broader, deeper, wider ramifications. From civil strife, the conflict
has morphed into a regional and international confrontation. The
United States and Russia are already flexing military muscle in the
Syrian theatre.
What might this mean for ordinary people, unarmed civilians,
seemingly caught up in a war without end? The only certainty is
that civilians will continue to pay the price.
Unfortunately, the blood-soaked story of civilian death and
destruction is hardly limited to Syria. It has become a tragic template across much of the Middle East and North Africa region,
which is subsumed by multiple wars and civil conflict waged by and
against jihadist militias, disparate governments and foreign actors.
Iraq, Libya, Yemen, the Palestinian territories — they are all part of
the region’s killing fields.
Consider this: In Mosul, in mid-March, 200 civilians were
reported killed — collateral damage in the matter-of-fact terminology that has become the norm for such tragedies.
Since mid-February, at least 300 unarmed Iraqis have died
violently, tragically and before their time, according to the UN
human rights office. Those unfortunate residents of Mosul were
presumably peaceably going about their daily business when death
came announced in the form of a US coalition strike targeting
jihadist fighters.
This is a horrific portrait of a region that has so much more to
offer than doomsday scenarios. As another cycle of violence begins
in Syria, it is worth remembering that violence will not resolve the
region’s conflicts. It will just make them worse.
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Since 2011,
the Muslim
Brotherhood
has been
doing its best
to lay its
hands on
power in
Yemen.

A

n old French proverb
says the greatest
deeds are often met
with ingratitude. I
guess the Muslim
Brotherhood believes
in that and would add insults on
top of ingratitude. A case in point
is the reaction of the Yemeni
Congregation for Reform Party,
commonly referred to as al-Islah,
to Emirati aid and investment in
Yemen and more specifically in
Socotra island.
Using its disastrous proxy in Yemen, the Muslim Brotherhood wants
to settle scores with the United Arab
Emirates for exposing the Brotherhood’s real intentions in Yemen.
The Brotherhood lusts for power in
Yemen and is willing to destroy the
country to get it.
Anyone who tries to defame the
UAE for the aid it has given to Yemen ignores the facts. At a time when
Yemen was being consumed by the
fires of war, humanitarian aid from
the UAE was being ferried to Aden,
Abyan, Lahij, Mocha and all other
war-torn areas in Yemen.
Since 2011, the Muslim Brotherhood has been doing its best to lay
its hands on power in Yemen. It rode
the wave of the revolution started
by well-intentioned youth and
thought that the country was ready
for its coming. The Muslim Brotherhood was being used by the Houthi
rebels, Iran’s puppet in Yemen, to
execute the latter’s evil scheme
of gaining control of the strategic
Bab el Mandeb Strait by occupying
Mocha port.
The Muslim Brotherhood in
Yemen has started spreading the rumour that the UAE was involved in
facilitating the construction of a US
military base in Socotra. Supposing
the United States is indeed interested in such a project, would it need
the UAE’s permission to execute it
in Socotra or anywhere else? The
rumour is ridiculous and can only
be understood as a smoke screen
for the Brotherhood’s incompetence
and failures in Yemen.
The Muslim Brotherhood is
opposed to any political solution
in Yemen. It is scared it would be
sidelined by such a solution, so it is
working with the Houthis to keep
the war raging in Yemen.
The Houthi rebels and the Muslim
Brotherhood have chosen to focus
on the UAE in their defamation
campaign because they know that
Emirati efforts in Yemen serve one
objective only — that of saving Yemen and the Yemeni people. It is not a

secret to anybody that the UAE has
played a major role in securing Aden
and Mukalla and returning them to
the legitimate authorities. The same
is true with respect to Marib, Mocha
and the port of Hodeidah.
The UAE had put together a
strategy for saving Yemen from the
claws of the Houthis even before the
onset of Operation Decisive Storm.
At the same time, it is possible to
see that the Muslim Brotherhood,
via al-Islah party, is striving to block
any political solution.
If it is true that the south Yemenis
really wish to secede, it must be in
view of what the Muslim Brotherhood has been doing in the southern provinces since 1994 when it
took part in the war between Ali Abdullah Saleh and the Socialist Party.
Saleh had won that war, dubbed
the War of Secession. The problem
was that the Muslim Brotherhood
behaved in Aden and the southern
provinces as victors. It is normal
then that people in the south want
to secede.
It is very clear that the Muslim
Brotherhood does not wish the war
in Yemen to end so it will vilify
anyone who wants to put an end to
it and constrain Houthi forces into
one zone until a comprehensive political solution is reached. Of course,
such a solution will take into consideration each party’s real weight
and must lead to the containment of
Iran’s influence in the region.
Vilifying the UAE will not relieve the Muslim Brotherhood of
its responsibility in the crisis in
Yemen. Its members kidnapped
the “Yemeni spring” in 2011 and
turned it into a deadly blow to the
country’s unity. The Houthis were
waiting in the wings and seized the
opportunity to take hold of Sana’a
in September 2014.
The Muslim Brotherhood can
show its ingratitude any way it likes
but it will not be able to change
facts. Everything the UAE has done
in Yemen was for the benefit of
Yemen and the Yemenis, starting
with the reconstruction of Marib
Dam in the 1980s through a private
donation by the late Sheikh Zayed
bin Sultan al-Nahyan.
The UAE is only interested in
Yemen’s stability because it is an
integral part of the region’s stability. The Muslim Brotherhood, on
the other hand, has never had the
guts to ask itself why it badly wants
Yemen devastated.
Khairallah Khairallah is a
Lebanese writer.
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In Sudan, the military comes before the Islamists

Mohamed Abu al-Fadl

Thanks to
a keen
pragmatic
sense,
al-Bashir
has
remained in
power for
28 years.

I

do not know whether
Sudanese President Omar
al-Bashir was simply
following a global trend in
giving the military a bigger
role or responding to local
pressure. Al-Bashir’s strategy is
not in the best interest of the
Islamist movement in Sudan, to
which he belongs.
Right from the beginning alBashir relied heavily on the army.
He chose General Bakri Hassan Saleh as vice-president and
brought several retired officers into
political service in his National
Congress Party. At the same time,
al-Bashir removed from office
many important figures of the
Islamist movement such as former
minister of Foreign Affairs Ghazi
Salah al-Deen al-Atabani.
Relations between al-Bashir
and the Popular Congress Party,
founded by the late Islamist
leader Hassan al-Turabi, are virtually nonexistent. Even though
al-Bashir and Turabi were deeply
divided, neither dared risk losing
support of the wider Islamist base
by starting a direct confrontation
with the other.
Until mid-2013, al-Bashir
behaved as if he belonged to
the wider international Islamist
movement, including the Mus-

lim Brotherhood in Sudan. His
political discourse was congruent
with the Brotherhood’s objectives
and he was a staunch supporter
of the group in Egypt. Following
the June 2013 popular uprising in
Egypt, which removed Muhammad Morsi, a former leader of the
Muslim Brotherhood, from power,
al-Bashir began distancing himself
from the Islamist movement.
Overtly, al-Bashir wanted to
have good relations with the new
military-backed regime in Egypt.
He was careful not to reveal his ties
to the Muslim Brotherhood and
draw Cairo’s ire. After all, there are
an estimated 5 million Sudanese
living in Egypt and many of them
are opposed to his regime.
Al-Bashir covertly supported the
Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt and
gave refuge in Sudan to many of its
members. He also backed Islamist
groups and militias against secular
forces in Libya. His regime has
been accused of providing weapons and fighters as well training
facilities inside Sudan to those
groups.
With the rise of regional and
international opposition to extremist militant groups, al-Bashir
refrained from any actions that
might discredit him. He had
previously shown a great deal of

political flexibility whenever he
felt in danger. In 1994, he helped
French secret services apprehend
the terrorist Carlos the Jackal in
Khartoum. A year later, he kicked
out from Sudan al-Qaeda leader
Osama bin Laden to please the
Americans.
Thanks to a keen pragmatic
sense, al-Bashir has remained in
power for 28 years. He has survived many crises — both inside
and outside of Sudan — and wars
in Darfur and South Sudan. He has
also nurtured excellent relations
with many Western countries,
enabling him to defy the International Criminal Court and dodge
an arrest warrant against him.
A few years ago, al-Bashir
seemed to realise that his strong
relationship with Iran was going to
jeopardise his relations with Saudi
Arabia. Ever the pragmatist, he
unceremoniously closed Iran’s cultural centres in Sudan and hurried
to strengthen his ties with Riyadh
by sending troops to the front in
Yemen.
Al-Bashir’s transformations have
not gone unnoticed by Western
powers. They thought he could
become useful in the war on terror,
with Sudan serving as a strategic
link between northern and southern Africa. Al-Bashir can indeed

play a key role in pursuing and
hunting down terror and extremist
groups in Sudan, Somalia, Libya,
Chad, Nigeria, Niger and Central
Africa.
Towards the end of his term,
former US president Barack Obama
promised to lift economic sanctions on Sudan in force since 1994.
It was meant to encourage Sudan’s
further cooperation in the war on
terror. Other countries made investment promises in exchange for
Sudan’s help in important regional
issues.
Al-Bashir has realised that severing his ties to Islamist movements
can be very beneficial. So, to reassure those countries still uncomfortable with his political leanings
and manoeuvrings, he started
restraining the Islamists in Sudan
and giving the army more powers.
The Islamists, however, are still a
force to be reckoned with and the
secular opposition is waiting in the
wings.
Al-Bashir wants to have both the
army and the Islamists under his
control. His solution is to appoint
officers with moderate Islamist
leanings and start a war on extremist elements and ideologies.
Mohamed Abu al-Fadl is an
Egyptian writer.

Hezbollah refuses to melt in the Lebanese pot

Ali al-Amin

Lebanese
authorities
seem
reluctant to
confront
Hezbollah’s
plans and
intentions.

M

embers of
Hezbollah
wearing black
uniforms and
masks staged a
paramilitary
parade in the southern Beirut
suburb of Bourj el-Barajneh.
Hezbollah tried to play down the
event late last month with one of
its representatives describing it
as a “spontaneous” demonstration by a party official to intimidate drug dealers and other
gangsters in the area. No one,
however, was fooled and questions were raised by political
parties.
The events in question can
hardly be qualified as “spontaneous”, especially considering
reports of well-attended meetings
at the Bourj el-Barajneh city hall
before the parade. The meetings
can hardly be said to be secret.
Besides, the parading security
group did not conduct any arrests
and seemed happy to just parade
in the streets. It is well-known
that drug dealers would not be
able to operate in Hezbollah’s
sectors without some cover from
the group.
Bourj el-Barajneh covers only a
few square kilometres and is inhabited by about 1 million people.
The area has always been the subject of discussions between the
government and Hezbollah about
the necessity to let the official
security and judicial forces freely
do their job there.
The Lebanese Interior minister
has spoken several times of deployment plans of security forces
in the area to crack down on rampant criminality and prevent the
area from becoming a safe haven
and a base for lawless individuals
and groups. The government took
steps in that direction but they
were insufficient and reflected
the absence of strategic willingness to have the area under full
control of the state. Events have
shown that government forces
intervened only when Hezbollah
needed them to do so and then
they would leave when Hezbollah decided that the mission was
complete.
By having the Lebanese government agree to avoid broaching the
subject of what Hezbollah calls
“the resistance weapons”, Hezbollah got what it wanted in terms
of establishing political ground
rules. The party is proud of its
special relationship with Lebanese

Beyond borders. Young supporters of Lebanon’s Hezbollah movement carry portraits of the founder
of Iran’s Islamic Republic, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini (L), and Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei (2L) as they march in the southern Lebanese town of Kfar Hatta, last March.
(AFP)
President Michel Aoun and is quite
happy that the head of the government understands the party’s
military and security specificities.
It is full of praise for the state’s security and military forces, which
means that it does not object in
any way to these institutions.
If that is the case, then Hezbollah will find it difficult to explain
its refusal to let the security
forces exercise full control over
the party’s zones of influence.
Lebanese authorities seem
reluctant to confront Hezbollah’s
security and military plans and
intentions. The government failed
to react firmly to Hezbollah’s
staged parade even though it was
far from being an innocent act.
Hezbollah’s security apparatus
does not allow for “spontaneity” and spur-of-the-moment
actions. The parade must have
been intentional and must have
been decided in the party’s top
echelons.

Hezbollah recently decided to
create “social security” forces.
There are reports that the party
is putting together a force of 500
members and officers whose
primary role is to keep the peace
inside the party and the community. The new force is being
trained by officers from the Iranian paramilitary volunteer force,
known as the Basij — “morality”
— police.
On the surface, this force is at
the service of the community and
is tasked with ensuring compliance with Islamic precepts in the
street. The truth is the Basij often
violently crush social or political
manifestations deemed a threat
to the Iranian regime.
For its training and organisational needs, Hezbollah has
always relied on Iran’s Islamic
Revolutionary Guards Corps.
Now, and thanks to Hezbollah, we
will be seeing in Lebanon a new
paramilitary body ideologically

subjugated to Iran.
The task force Hezbollah is
putting together betrays the
party’s fear of losing its grip on
the ideological culture of the Shia
community in Lebanon. It reflects
the party’s inability and unwillingness to accept and adopt the
rules and conditions of the Lebanese state, even though the party
effectively controls the state.
Inside Hezbollah’s community,
the buzz is the need to protect
it from the “soft war” targeting it. The term refers to aspects
of Western culture and social
practices deemed by the party
incompatible with its ideology.
Instead of encouraging an inclusive and tolerant social model,
the party wants to promote a
closed and special community. In
the end, however, this model is
incompatible with the Lebanese
society at large.
Ali al-Amin is a Lebanese writer.
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The mood in Washington about Sisi is mixed

Gregory Aftandilian

Trump and
Sisi seem
to have
developed
a close
bond.

Claude Salhani

This is one of
the first major
tests for the
Trump team
in foreign
policy.

A

fter being denied an
official Washington
visit by former
president Barack
Obama, Egyptian
President Abdel
Fattah al-Sisi received the respect
he likely believes he deserves
from meeting with US President
Donald Trump at the White
House.
Although Obama never labelled
Sisi’s 2013 overthrow of former
president Muhammad Morsi a
coup, which would have legally
required him to cut off US aid, he
saw Sisi’s policies as unnecessarily
harsh. Bilateral relations improved
somewhat after Obama restored
full military aid to Egypt in March
2015, after having suspended much
of it in October 2013, but he and Sisi
never had a warm relationship.
Not so it seems with Trump.
Following their meeting at the UN
General Assembly last September, Trump and Sisi seem to have
developed a close bond. Trump
called Sisi a “fantastic guy” and
the Egyptian president was the
first foreign leader to congratulate
Trump after his victory in November.
At their White House meeting on
April 3rd, Trump repeated a similar
phrase, saying Sisi has done a “fantastic job in a difficult situation”
and that he would stand by him
and the Egyptian people. Trump
cryptically alluded to “some
things” that they do not agree on
but it was not clear whether Trump
was referring to human rights or
to the imprisonment of some dual
Egyptian-American citizens or to
the way Egypt has been conducting counterterrorism operations in
the Sinai.
Publicly, at least, Trump did not
raise human rights with Sisi, which
must have pleased the Egyptian
leader. An unnamed Trump
administration official said there
would be no “finger-wagging” by
Trump on human rights as there
was by previous administrations.
Sisi thanked Trump for the
warm reception and praised the
US president for “standing very
strong” in countering “the evil
ideology” of the Islamic State (ISIS)
and similar groups. In their closed
door session, Sisi was expected to
update Trump on Egyptian military operations against the ISIS
affiliate in the Sinai and probably
other threats facing Egypt.
He also may have asked Trump
for more military and economic
assistance as a resumption of cashflow financing that was halted by
the Obama administration. However, given Trump’s general policy

Caveats. US President Donald Trump (L) greets Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi as he arrives
at the White House in Washington, on April 3rd. 			
(AP)
of reducing foreign aid worldwide,
the same unnamed administration official said Sisi would likely
be disappointed on the aid picture
because “he is not going to get
[more] aid”.
Trump may have asked Sisi to
play an intermediary role between
Israel and the Palestinian Authority, given Egypt’s good relations
with both. The problem is that Sisi,
despite his ties to Israeli Prime
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu, is
unlikely to buck the Arab League
consensus for a two-state solution.
Sisi might go through the motions
to stay in Trump’s good graces
but, until Netanyahu and Trump
unequivocally support two states,
such efforts will come to naught.
In contrast to his positive meeting with Trump, Sisi had a mixed
reception during his meetings with
members of Congress. Some in the
House of Representatives, such
as Dana Rohrabacher, a California
Republican and founder of the
Friends of Egypt congressional
caucus, unreservedly support
Sisi. Rohrabacher has introduced
legislation to restore cash-flow
financing, boost economic aid and
provide Egypt with a $10 billion
loan guarantee.
Others, however, such as Ed
Royce, the California Republican
chairman of the Foreign Affairs

Committee, were expected to raise
human rights concerns with the
Egyptian president.
In the Senate, Sisi had an even
tougher audience. To coincide
with Sisi’s visit, a bipartisan group
of senators, including Marco Rubio
(R-Florida), Ben Cardin (D-Maryland), Tim Kaine (D-Virginia), Todd
Young (R-Indiana) and Robert Menendez (D-New Jersey), introduced
a resolution that called on Egyptian leaders to take steps “toward
meaningful political and human
rights reforms”, an end to the
harassment of non-governmental
organisations and independent media and the release of Aya
Hijazi, a dual Egyptian-American
citizen who has been imprisoned
for more than two years for what
many observers say are trumpedup charges.
In addition, two powerful Republican senators — John McCain
of Arizona and Lindsey Graham
of South Carolina — have been
particularly critical of Sisi’s crackdown on NGOs and journalists.
McCain is chairman of the Senate
Armed Services Committee and
Graham heads the Senate subcommittee that has jurisdiction over
foreign aid.
In December, McCain and
Graham sharply criticised Egypt’s
proposed law that was restrictive

on non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and urged Sisi to
reject it (he has yet to sign it).
They criticised Cairo for failing to
resolve the cases of US and other
foreign NGOs in Egypt that were
repressed in late 2011, before Sisi
was in office.
McCain and Graham have threatened to strengthen human rights
conditions and democracy benchmarks on US assistance to Egypt
if the NGO legislation is signed
into law. Democratic Senator
Patrick Leahy of Vermont has long
favoured conditioning financial
assistance to Egypt on democratic
benchmarks.
So, while some members of the
House want to boost aid to Cairo,
many senators will resist doing so
until they see discernible progress
on human rights. When all is said
and done in the legislative process,
US aid to Egypt is likely to remain
at current levels, signifying that,
while Congress wants Egypt to
succeed, it remains wary of Sisi’s
policy of cracking down on his political opponents and civil society
activists.

presidency.
This is one of the first major
tests for the Trump team in
foreign policy, an area in which
neither Trump nor his closest
advisers have real experience and
are facing astute politicians such
as Russian President Vladimir Putin, his Minister of Foreign Affairs
Sergei Lavrov or an old fox, Syrian
Minister of Foreign Affairs Walid
Muallem.
This development comes
after the announcement that the
Trump administration would
no longer seek to oust Assad as
a means to resolve the crisis in
Syria. Instead, the United States
announced it would focus on
removing the bigger and most
immediate threat posed by the
Islamic State (ISIS).
Both US Secretary of State Rex
Tillerson and US Ambassador to
the United Nations Nikki Haley
said their focus in Syria was on
stopping ISIS militants rather
than pushing Assad to relinquish
power. A senior Trump administration official told Reuters after
the chemical attack that it was
considering policy options in

Syria but that they were limited
and that the views expressed by
Tillerson and Haley still held.
French Foreign Minister
Jean-Marc Ayrault said this was
Damascus’s way of testing the
Trump administration and to see
what sort of response the chemical attack would draw.
Syrian opposition officials said
that the attack comes about as
a “direct consequence” of the
United States’ recent statement on
Assad. That statement coincides
with the position reiterated by two
key US allies in the region, Turkey
and Saudi Arabia. Both indicated
that eliminating the threat to the
region posed by ISIS takes priority
over replacing Assad.
Early in the Syria war, Obama
insisted Assad had to leave power.
In later years, Obama shifted his
focus to the fight against ISIS militants, who captured large areas in
Iraq and Syria in 2014.
Unless the Trump White House
comes up with drastic changes in
its policy regarding Syria, the current administration’s stance may
prove to be no different than the
one criticised by Trump.

Gregory Aftandilian is a lecturer
in the Pardee School of Global
Studies at Boston University and is
a former US State Department
Middle East analyst.

Oops, Syria did it again

S

yria stands accused
once again of using
chemical agents against
its civilian population.
In this latest episode, at
least 87people are
reported to have been killed. The
death toll is expected to rise.
After the incident, French President François Hollande called for
new sanctions against the government of Syrian President Bashar
Assad and US President Donald
Trump condemned the attack
and held Assad responsible. There
were no immediate indications
from the White House as to how,
or even if, the United States would
respond.
Trump said the attack in Syria’s
Idlib province was “reprehensible
and cannot be ignored by the civilised world”. He did not miss an
opportunity to blame his predecessor, Barack Obama.
“These heinous actions by the
Bashar Assad regime are a consequence of the last administration’s weakness and irresolution,”
Trump said in a statement. “President Obama said in 2012 that he
would establish a ‘red line’ against

the use of chemical weapons and
then did nothing.”
The Syrian military denied
responsibility for the attack and
said it would never use chemical
weapons.
Indications point to the use of
sarin, US government sources
said, and that it was “almost certainly” carried out by forces loyal
to Assad.
“This is clearly a crime,” a US
State Department official said.
Those who support the Syrian
regime “obviously have a lot to
answer for,” the official said, taking aim at Russia and Iran.
Moscow and Tehran continue
to provide military assistance to
Damascus, without which Assad
would have never been able withstand, as he has for more than six
years, the war that has devastated
the country.
The incident and Trump’s
response and reaction to it could
well be a godsend for his administration, helping the US president climb from his low approval
ratings. Then again, it could
also prove to be a double-edged
sword, further hurting the Trump
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Unrest in Iraq spreads beyond city of Mosul
The Arab Weekly staff

London

U

nrest in Iraq has resurfaced in areas outside
of Mosul, where Iraqi
forces backed by a USled coalition have been
battling Islamic State (ISIS) militants since October.
In an apparent attempt to divert
attention from Mosul, ISIS militants opened fire and set off explosives in a suicide attack in the
city of Tikrit, killing 31 people and
wounding 42 others.
A police lieutenant-colonel said
three militants killed three policemen in central Tikrit and then
fired on civilians before setting off
bombs in homes.
ISIS claimed responsibility for
the attack, saying it was carried
out by seven militants who clashed
with security forces until they ran
out of ammunition and then detonated explosive belts.
Ayad al-Jumaili, the man believed to be the deputy to ISIS leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, was killed
in an air strike in the region of alQaim near the border with Syria,
Iraqi state television TV said.
Colonel Joe Scrocca, a spokesman for the Baghdad-based US-led
coalition, said ISIS militants in Mosul were estimated to be down to
fewer than 1,000.
The Iraqi government encouraged Mosul residents not to flee
during the fighting, a policy aimed
at easing the burden of widespread
displacement but which heightens
the risk of injury or death for civilians.
“Iraqi Air Force aircraft dropped
hundreds of thousands of leaflets… containing procedures and
recommendations for citizens” in
western Mosul and other ISIS-held
areas, said Iraq’s Joint Operations
Command.
The advice urged “remaining inside houses and staying away from
known (ISIS) sites such as headquarters, checkpoints, artillery positions and barracks, because they
will be targets for our aircraft”.
Irrespective of whether they are

New battlefield. Iraqi people with security forces walk near a burned vehicle at the site of an attack in Tikrit, on April 5th.
directly targeted, residents have
been the victims of attacks aimed
at ISIS fighters in areas populated
by hundreds of thousands of civilians.
There are mounting concerns
about civilian casualties in the final
phases of the assault and questions
about how quickly Mosul can be
rebuilt, repopulated and governed
in a way that avoids alienating its
Sunni-majority population.
The International Organisation
for Migration put the number of
displaced at 302,400, many of
whom live in refugee camps just
outside the city.
UN Secretary-General Antonio
Guterres, during a visit to the Hasan
Sham camp for the displaced, appealed for more aid for the people
of Mosul. “We don’t have the resources that are necessary to support these people and we don’t
have the international solidarity
that is needed,” Guterres said.

“Unfortunately, our programme
here is only funded at 8%. That
shows how limited our resources
are,” he said. “These people have
suffered enormously and they go
on suffering. We need more solidarity from the international community.”

Iraq’s Trade Ministry
officials were
accused of helping
ISIS sell wheat
smuggled from Syria.
In Qayara, 60km south of Mosul,
doctors at the main hospital said
they sometimes received so many
dead bodies from Mosul that they
did not all fit in the refrigerator
unit and had to be left in the corridors.
“We asked for shelves but they
gave us nothing,” Dr Mansour Marouf, the hospital’s chief surgeon,

told the Associated Press.
The hospital receives no government support — even doctors’
salaries are covered by a foreign aid
organisation. “It is shameful to say
this but we have received no help
and no support from the government at all even though the town
was liberated eight months ago,”
the doctor said.
In northern Iraq, Human Rights
Watch (HRW) said Kurdistan Regional Government forces fired
rubber and live bullets and tear
gas at protesters in Sinjar, killing
one person and wounding at least
seven.
“We have not seen any evidence
that military forces in Sinjar had a
legitimate reason to fire on protesters, who presented no apparent
risk to their lives or others,” said
Lama Fakih, HRW’s deputy director for the Middle East and North
Africa division. “The government
should urgently investigate this ap-

(Reuters)

parently unwarranted use of deadly force.”
In Baghdad, the problem of
corruption
remains
rampant
and sometimes hinders the fight
against ISIS.
Trade Ministry officials were accused of helping ISIS sell wheat
smuggled from Syria into Iraq, Labour Minister Mohammed al-Sudani told Reuters.
Hassan al-Yasiri, head of Iraq’s
independent anti-graft body, the
Commission of Integrity, said officers were still collecting part of the
salaries of some soldiers in return
for allowing them to go on indefinite leave.
“There are 1 million people in the
army. In all countries it is very hard
to eliminate corruption among
these large numbers,” Yasiri told
Reuters.
The Arab Weekly staff and news
agencies.

Mosul battle tactics must change

View poi nt

James Snell

T

he battle for Mosul will
be won; that much is
certain. What remains
in question is the
matter of how this
inevitable victory will
be won and how it will be remembered.
An operation such as the Islamic
State (ISIS) has a plan for when it
will be ejected from the last city it
holds in Iraq. It will retreat,
reorganise and persist in its bid to
destabilise Iraq, the region and
the world. Its propagandists are
skilled. They know how to create
images that play on the mind.
They know how to create ideas
that can serve as the kernels
around which more can collect.
They know how to generate
memories, false or real, and
people have long memories. So,
assuredly, do the people of Mosul.
They have suffered under ISIS.
Their rights have been systematically destroyed and their lives
colonised by the all-consuming,
all-pervading nature of extreme
religion.
Their children have either been
subjected to propaganda that ISIS
pretends is education or they have
had no education at all. Their
homes have been taken over,
either literally or metaphorically.

The air strikes must be more
carefully rationed, their use
restricted.

The idea of a private, personal
life has been effectively abolished under ISIS. This has,
perhaps paradoxically, made it
more special, more sacred, more
deserving of protection.
Families and private lives are
contained within the home. This
is centrally important, both to
those who live within Mosul and
all who fight for the city.
Iraqi forces are engaged in
liberating Mosul. Their leaders
need to defeat ISIS; it is a matter
of political necessity. More than
that, one hopes, these leaders
have an emotive desire to protect
those who had, before the
advance of the terror state in
2014, been their fellow citizens.
Defeating ISIS, however, is

hard; its soldiers fight hard. Also,
in a seemingly reasonable
attempt to defeat them to liberate
the city, Iraqi forces have made
several terrible lapses of judgment. They have licensed air
strikes on residential areas. They
have adopted heavy-handed
tactics. As a result, many civilians
have been killed. Their homes,
those sanctuaries against the
many assaults of the caliphate,
have been brought down on their
heads.
Hundreds of civilians have died
in a succession of botched strikes,
either on ISIS positions or ISIS
fighters.
The Iraqi government, despite
what one hopes is its concern for
those civilians who were killed,

Coalition
air attacks
killed
hundreds
of Mosul
residents.

Costly strikes. Firefighters search for the bodies of civilians who were killed
after an air strike against the Islamic State in Mosul, last March.
(Reuters)

has dissembled. It dragged its
feet. It prevented journalists from
gaining access to the sites of the
strikes. Only when evidence
mounted did it concede the
inevitable: Coalition air attacks
killed hundreds of Mosul residents.
Some Iraqis blamed the
Americans, accused the United
States of being too happy to strike
targets, too keen to dole out
ordnance.
Iraqi authorities suggested that
ISIS was deliberately putting
civilians in danger. That it had
violated the homes of Mosul’s
residents, that it had used them
as human shields. This would not
be a surprise. ISIS is hardly a
respecter of people or the idea of
personal life.
At the same time, though, Iraqi
forces must think hard. They
must abandon tactics that
prioritise a speedy victory when
one is inevitable but which see
civilian lives as dispensable.
The air strikes must be more
carefully rationed, their use
restricted. Difficult and costly
though it is, and difficult though
it may be to take, this is the right
thing to do.
The business of fighting is hard.
Defeating ISIS was never going to
be easy. Iraqi authorities would
do well to protect Mosul’s people
and ensure a favourable place in
their long memories.
James Snell is a British journalist.
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Pakistani general to head Islamic Military Alliance
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

T

he Islamic Military Alliance to Fight Terrorism
(IMAFT), led by Saudi Arabia, has found a leader.
The
announcement
that retired general Raheel Sharif, a
former Pakistan Army chief, would
be the first commander of the
41-country counterterrorism Muslim coalition was a surprise to many
geopolitical analysts and quickly
developed into a point of contention for Iran.
Saudi Arabia announced the formation of a military alliance to combat regional terrorism in December
2015. Saudi Deputy Crown Prince
Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz, who founded IMAFT and is
the country’s Defence minister, said
at the time that the alliance would
have its headquarters in Riyadh “to
coordinate and support military
operations to fight terrorism and to
develop the necessary programmes
and mechanisms for supporting
these efforts”.
He said the coalition would coordinate efforts to fight terrorism
in Iraq, Syria, Libya, Egypt and Afghanistan.
Saudi Foreign Minister Adel alJubeir said members could request
assistance from the coalition, which
would address the requests on a
case-by-case basis.
The Pakistani government approved Sharif’s appointment in late
March. However, some in parliament politicised the move. Imran
Khan of the Tehreek-e-Insaf party
voiced concern that it would upset
Iran. Tehran’s envoy to Islamabad
expressed his country’s displeasure
at the appointment but the objections were not enough to derail the
plans.
The Saudis’ motivations for selecting the former Pakistani general
as commander appear to be plentiful and serve a number of purposes.
Sharif, 61, has a record in military
counterterrorism operations and is
known in Pakistan as the only man

A file picture shows former Pakistan Army chief General Raheel Sharif at a military exercise in Khairpur Tamiwali in Pakistan.
feared by the Taliban.
Sharif, who has excellent ties
in the global military community,
including the United States, led a
2014 military campaign against the
Taliban. Dubbed Operation Zarb-eAzb, the campaign was critical to
counteracting the growing militant
presence in areas such as North Waziristan, South Punjab and Karachi.
The operation, which continues,
has been credited for a 40-45%
drop in terror-related incidents in
Pakistan, government statistics indicate.
Sharif’s appointment can be perceived as an attempt by Riyadh to
solidify military relations with Pakistan, particularly considering growing economic ties between Islamabad and Tehran.
Despite financial support from
Saudi Arabia and fellow Gulf Coop-

eration Council members, Riyadh
is under the impression that Pakistan’s Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif
(no relation to the newly appointed
commander), who lived in exile in
Saudi Arabia from 2000-07, has tilted towards Iran, especially on the
economic front.
Islamabad’s motivation for the

Sharif’s appointment
can be seen as an
attempt by Riyadh to
solidify military
relations with Pakistan.
shift is tied to China’s One Belt,
One Road initiative, a development
strategy aimed at fostering cooperation between China and Eurasian
countries. To be successful, the policy requires supports from both Iran

and Pakistan, making improved
economic relations between the
two countries a priority for Beijing.
Besides Saudi Arabia being the
biggest buyer of Pakistani-made
weapons, the two countries have
extensive military ties that date
back decades. They have engaged
in joint military exercises and Pakistani troops have occasionally
been deployed to the kingdom,
such as during the first Gulf war in
1991 when troops from Islamabad
helped secure the kingdom’s holy
sites in Mecca and Medina.
As in Egypt, Pakistan’s military
plays a major role in the country, including in the political realm. Since
independence in 1947, the Pakistani
Army has staged three coups. Many
consider the position of army chief
to be more important and powerful
than that of prime minister.

(AP)

That made cementing military
relations a logical step for Riyadh.
Bringing Sharif on as commander of
what some have dubbed the Muslim
NATO is both a practical and symbolic victory for the kingdom.
Sharif is expected to arrive in
Saudi Arabia this month. Pakistani
officials said he would then begin
establishing the alliance’s military
structure.
Besides Pakistan, the counterterrorism coalition includes countries
with established armies such as
Egypt and Turkey, which is the only
NATO member in the alliance. Other
Gulf countries in the coalition are
the United Arab Emirates, Kuwait,
Qatar and Oman.
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf
section editor of The Arab Weekly.

Saudi Arabia reassesses Yemen strategy
Saleh Baidhani

Sana’a

S

audi Arabia is in the process of a comprehensive
review of the situation in
war-torn Yemen, based
on experiences and intelligence collected over the last two
years, as it and the Arab coalition
it leads fight in support of the government forces against Houthi rebels, sources said.
Saudi Arabia hosted senior Yemeni tribal leaders in Riyadh on April
2nd to consider options outside traditional considerations, which have

been proven ineffective taking control of the country, they said.
Yemeni media reported that Hamid al-Ahmar, a high-ranking alIslah party member living in exile
in Istanbul, was not invited to the
Riyadh meeting but showed up anyway. Ahmar was prevented from
joining the meetings after other
tribal attendees accused him of
trying to circumvent the proceedings in favour of his party, which
angered the organisers.
Iran-allied Houthi rebels and
forces loyal to former president
Ali Abdullah Saleh have been accused of running secret detention
centres, a newly released report
by the National Committee for Hu-

man Rights in Yemen said. The report said the rebels and Saleh supporters set up 480 secret prisons
in Yemeni provinces under their
control. Most of the prisoners were
said to be arrested arbitrarily and
subjected to severe torture, the report said.
The report also said Houthi and
Saleh militias were using child
soldiers, most of whom were abducted “children from schools and
sent to the scenes of military operations”.
Arab coalition forces, in coordination with a number of international organisations, including
the International Red Cross and
UNICEF, recently handed over 52

children recruited on the YemeniSaudi border.
Both sides in the 2-year-old conflict have been preparing for major military engagement over the
Houthi-controlled port of Hodeidah, despite the United Nations
urging both sides to stand down.
The port has been used to receive
basic necessities and medicinal aid.
However, the coalition at war with
the Houthis has said militias were
using the facility to receive smuggled arms from Iran.
Writing in Newsweek, Yemeni
Ambassador to the United States
Ahmed Awad bin Mubarak said:
“For the Houthis, Hodeidah’s port
proves to be a source of significant,

albeit illegitimate, revenue from
customs and taxes imposed on incoming goods. Recapturing Hodeidah is necessary to bring back stability to Yemen’s west coast.”
The war in Yemen began when
Shia Houthis and their allies overran Sana’a in September 2014 and
seized most of the country. A Saudi-led Arab coalition, supported
by the United States and Britain,
began an air campaign against the
rebels in March 2015. Arab coalition
ground troops later entered the
fight. The war has claimed more
than 10,000 lives.
Saleh Baidhani is an Arab Weekly
contributor in Sana’a.

Ships docked next to
giant cranes at a container
terminal at the Red Sea port
of Hodeidah.
(Reuters)
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May visits Riyadh to promote ties with Saudi Arabia
The Arab Weekly staff

London

L

ondon is now one of the
front runners to host Aramco’s initial public offering
(IPO) after a visit by British Prime Minister Theresa
May to Riyadh.
May met with Saudi Aramco officials and proposed floating the
world’s most valuable company on
the London Stock Exchange (LSE).
May, whose delegation included
LSE Chairman Xavier Rolet, met
Saudi Energy Minister Khalid al-Falih, who is also Aramco’s chairman,
to highlight the benefits of using
London for what is being described
as the biggest IPO in history.
A statement from Downing Street
said May and Falih “discussed
working together on energy policy,
including energy diversification, as
well as investment opportunities
for small and medium businesses
on the LSE and in the UK”.

May’s visit to Saudi
Arabia comes at a
time of economic
uncertainty in the
United Kingdom.
The statement said the British
prime minister pointed out “the advantages of listing in London” and
the “depth of expertise” the United
Kingdom’s financial services could
provide.
Several prominent global stock
exchanges are vying for the Aramco
IPO. These include Tokyo, Singapore, Hong Kong, Toronto and New
York, which is perceived, along with
London, as the front runner.
May’s visit to Riyadh comes at a
time of economic uncertainty in the
United Kingdom, tied to the recently activated Article 50, which will
see the country leave the European
Union. Aramco’s listing of its shares
in the United Kingdom would offset
some of that uncertainty, reaffirming London’s position as a global
financial hub.
The Aramco flotation is a part of
the Saudis’ Vision 2030 economic
and social reform plan, which is designed to wean the kingdom from
dependency on its energy sector.
Aramco, estimated to be worth as
much as $2 trillion, is planning to
sell 5% of its shares.
Saudi Arabia is Britain’s largest
trading partner in the Middle East,
with British exports to the country

Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud (R) welcomes British Prime Minister Theresa May in Riyadh, on April 5th.
estimated at $8.1 billion in 2015.
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz
Al Saud hosted May at Riyadh’s
Yamama Palace. A Downing Street
spokesman said the two leaders
discussed a wide range of subjects,
including security and strengthening of ties, with May emphasising
that security relationships between
the countries had saved many lives
in the United Kingdom. They also
discussed ways of addressing the
humanitarian situation in Yemen.
Among the issues also discussed
was the possibility of biannual strategic talks to fortify security, de-

fence and intelligence cooperation.
The United Kingdom will work with
the Saudi Ministry of Defence to
help it review its defence capabilities, as well as coordinate with other parts of the Saudi armed forces.
Additionally, in line with Saudi
attempts to diversify its economy,
a seminar led by British experts on
tax and privatisation is to be organised.
After their meeting, King Salman
awarded May the Order of King Abdulaziz, one of the kingdom’s highest honours.
May also met with Saudi Crown

Prince Mohammed bin Nayef bin
Abdulaziz for talks centring on security matters, including the war on
terror, efforts to curb online radicalisation and the threat posed by foreign fighters returning from Syria.
May upset officials in Iran with remarks in an interview with Alriyadh
newspaper, saying that the United
Kingdom had “no illusions about
Iran’s destabilising activities in the
region”.
“We will continue our support for
the Gulf states against Iranian interference in their internal affairs,”
May said, adding that Tehran was

(Saudi Press Agency)

working against the interests of international efforts towards peace
and stability.
Iranian Foreign Ministry spokesman Bahram Qassemi called May’s
statement that his country was
destabilising the region “untrue and
baseless”.
While in Riyadh, May also met
Princess Reema bint Bandar, who
is the head of the women’s section
at the Saudis’ General Authority for
Sports. The two visited Riyadh’s
Leadership Institute, where they
spoke with schoolgirls playing basketball.

Terrorism suspects to be tried
in Bahraini military courts
The Arab Weekly staff

London

B

ahrain, under the directives of King Hamad bin
Isa al-Khalifa and with
the unanimous approval
of parliament, will try terror suspects in military courts in
reaction to perceived threats from
Iran.
King Hamad ratified an amendment to the Bahraini constitution
that allows military courts to hear
trials of civilian terror suspects or
any individual who attacks the Gulf
state’s “Defence Force, National
Guard or the Public Security Forces”, an official statement carried by
the Bahrain News Agency said.
The amendment is intended to
address the security situation in
Bahrain, particularly as it pertains
to its security apparatus and threats
from international and domestic
terrorism.
Bahraini Justice Minister Sheikh
Khalid bin Ali al-Khalifa said the
military courts would have the authority to try “those who engage in

terrorist acts and violent crimes”
because such acts were considered
armed assaults.
He said Bahrain would battle
“terrorist armed groups and militias supported by countries and
organisations [that] target innocent
people and property”. He added
such circumstances “should be addressed by developing legislative
and laws to stop their threats to
peace and security”.

The military courts
would have the
authority to try
“those who engage in
terrorist acts and
violent crimes”.
The developments coincided
with Bahrain’s Court of Cassation
reducing the prison sentence of opposition leader Sheikh Ali Salman
from nine to four years. The appeals court ruled Salman not guilty
of calling for a forceful uprising
against the government. Charges of
inciting hatred and slander, however, remained.

Bahraini authorities blame unrest on interference by Iran, a
notion shared by fellow Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) members. The GCC views Iran and its
proxies, such as Hezbollah, as the
root cause of the instability regionally, pointing to situations in
Syria, Iraq, Lebanon, Yemen and
Bahrain.
Activists warned the new law
would be used to crack down on
dissent, an allegation the government denies.
In 2011, after a wave of protests
across the kingdom, King Hamad
declared a 3-month state of emergency and the right for military
courts to try civilians due to continued attacks on the country’s
security agencies. However, lowlevel unrest continued and escalated recently.
Bahrain in March said that it had
dismantled a 14-man terror cell allegedly linked to Iran. The cell was
said to be connected to a February
bombing of a police bus and a plot
to assassinate high-ranking officials. Bahrain’s Interior Ministry
said the cell was planning attacks

‘Large’ differences. Bahraini lawmakers participate in a special
session of parliament in Manama. 				
(AP)
on the base in Juffair, home to US
Navy’s 5th Fleet.
Efforts by GCC members Kuwait
and Oman to smooth relations between Iran and Gulf Arab states
appear to have stalled.
However, in an interview at the
end of March with the pan-Arab
daily Asharq Al-Awsat, Bahraini
Foreign Minister Sheikh Khalid
bin Ahmed al-Khalifa said that although differences between the
GCC and Iran are “large”, the door

remained open if “Iran commits to
the principles of good neighbouring, respects the sovereignty of
states, avoids intervening in internal affairs and rejects sectarianism”.
“We do not close our doors and
cannot close our doors to anyone,”
he said. “It remains a neighbouring country that is important to
us and we should seek better relations with it. However, we have a
long road ahead.”
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Tunisians rally around Bourguiba, 17 years after his death
Lamine Ghanmi

Monastir

T

unisians, angered by attacks on late president
Habib Bourguiba’s legacy,
staged a display of support for the founder of
modern Tunisia 17 years from the
day of his death and challenged his
critics to match his achievements.
The streets of Bourguiba’s hometown were decked with flags and
pictures of him during the height of
his leadership, a time in which he
undertook an independence struggle to become president of a country he is credited with having lifted
from poverty, social backwardness
and widespread illiteracy.
“We remembered Bourguiba each
year since his death but this year
is different because our hearts are
bleeding after the attempts of some
bitter opponents to denigrate him,”
said Sadok Essid, a fisherman who
was among thousands gathered on
April 6th in Monastir to remember
Bourguiba.

Bourguiba’s legacy
among liberals and
leftist intellectuals is
complex.
Tunisian President Beji Caid Essebsi led dozens of government officials, intellectuals and parliament
members in recognising the man
Tunisians used to call Mujahid al
Akbar — Supreme Combatant — for
his efforts to develop the country.
“Bourguiba was a patriot. He
served the country with honesty,
self-denial and love,” Caid Essebsi
said before observing a prayer in
remembrance of Bourguiba at a
shrine overlooking the Mediterranean.
“Those who have attempted to
besmirch the history of Bourguiba
will find themselves in the dustbin
of history,” he had earlier told a local radio interviewer.
Bourguiba’s legacy among liberals

and leftist intellectuals is complex.
They acknowledge that he left his
mark on Tunisia after emerging as
a nationalist leader during colonial
rule, until being removed in 1987
by his then-prime minister Zine elAbidine Ben Ali, who invoked medical reasons. They also argue that the
liberator became an “oppressive”
ruler after being named presidentfor-life in the 1970s.
Islamists accuse Bourguiba of
launching
severe
crackdowns
against them, resulting in human
rights violations.
Tunisia’s Truth and Dignity Commission (TDC), investigating human rights abuses since Tunisia’s
independence in 1956, had public
hearings in March about human
rights violations alleged to have
taken place on Bourguiba’s watch.
Live broadcasts of the hearings
were criticised by Bourguiba’s sympathisers as an attempt to rewrite
Tunisia’s history at the expense of
their icon.
“It is Bourguiba who ingrained
in the minds and spirits of the Tunisian people how to defend and
preserve their dignity. The word
dignity was one of the key words in
his speeches and discourses,” Bourguiba’s daughter, Hajer, said at the
remembrance rally.
“My father is always alive. He
is present everywhere in Tunisia.
Each Tunisian has a story to tell
about their links to Bourguiba,
whether a school or hospital built
in their town or village during Bourguiba’s time or other things.”
Asked if she feared Islamists
would undermine Bourguiba’s record, Hajer said: “No. I don’t because Bourguiba is living in us. We
are here, men and women, to stand
for his defence, which is the defence of our present and that of the
future of our children.”
Noura Ouerghi, a high school
mathematics teacher, said: “I’m
from the El Kef region in northern
Tunisia. It comes to me as a falsehood that Bourguiba could have
fostered improving the economic
and social situation in Monastir and
other areas in the Sahel coastal re-

An enduring legacy. Tunisian President Beji Caid Essebsi reviewing the honour guard in Monastir,
on April 6th, with the picture of the late leader Habib Bourguiba in the background.
(AFP)
gions while leaving behind other
regions.”
“Education and health care have
been available everywhere in Tunisia. My parents and grandparents
told me about the hardships they
were in and the change of life they
experienced thanks to Bourguiba,”
she added.
Khadija Ammar said she fondly
remembers the day when Bourguiba kissed her during a visit to
her primary school in Sousse in the
early 1960s. “I and my colleague Aicha did not wash our kissed cheeks
for days to keep his touch intact,”
she said.
“Bourguiba was a very simple
man. We could see him and touch
him, not like the leaders who came
after him. They are shielded by a
forest of guards and policemen.”
“With Bourguiba we felt secure
and we were not afraid of neigh-

bours and strange people in the
streets. We slept at home with the
doors open. At his time, Sousse had
one police station and we felt safe.
Now we have 33 stations and we are
afraid,” she added.
Mustapha Rached, 87, an engineer who worked as senior government official under Bourguiba,
dismissed critics who argued that
Bourguiba failed to encourage multiparty democracy while aiming to
become a dictator.
“At independence, Tunisia had
a 2.8 million population, 99% of
whom were illiterate. We had only
12 physicians and 26 lawyers,” he
said. “Tunisians walked kilometres
to find someone to read a letter or
an official document for them.”
“Talking about democracy at that
time is nonsense,” Rached said.
“The most important goal of
Bourguiba was to help Tunisians

build a state. The French had been
repeatedly telling us: ‘You will fail
within ten years and come begging
us to rule you again’. Bourguiba was
under pressure to succeed and belie
their predictions,” he added.
Mazen Cherif, a university teacher and head of the Tunisian Centre
of Global Security Studies, questioned revisionist readings of Bourguiba’s leadership at a time when
the country needs unity in the fight
against jihadism.
“We are in a merciless war against
terrorism as part of the global fight
against this scourge. We need to
have respect for our national symbols to reinforce unity and help win
that war. Assailing Bourguiba’s record is hardly useful. It only helps
the terrorists’ camp,” he said.
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis.

UN leadership is latest casualty in Libya

View poi nt

Elissa Miller

L

ast month marked the
sixth anniversary of
NATO’s intervention in
post-uprising Libya.
More than half a decade
later, the country is
mired in lawlessness and instability exacerbated by proxy fighting.
The threat of all-out civil war
driven by armed conflict between
opposing factions in the east and
west of the country is tangible.
The international community
has failed to take decisive and
unified action to reach a sustainable and peaceful negotiated
settlement in Libya. Worse, Libya
has become a stage for competition among world powers.
Amid the chaos in Libya, the
United Nations’ leadership is
faltering. In 2015, the UN Support
Mission for Libya (UNSMIL)
spearheaded a negotiations
process that produced a Libyan
Political Agreement and established a Presidential Council and
Government of National Accord
(PC/GNA).
Despite expressing support for
the UN-backed process, international actors, including Russia,
actively supported those opposed
to the PC/GNA, namely Field
Marshal Khalifa Haftar and his
eastern-based Libyan National
Army.
UNSMIL has been headed by

The United States’ decision to
torpedo Fayyad’s appointment
was short-sighted and
misguided.

Special Representative of the
Secretary-General Martin Kobler
since November 2015, following
the disgraced departure of former
mission head Bernardino Leon.
The controversy surrounding
Leon’s departure damaged the
credibility of UNSMIL and, despite
laudable efforts by Kobler over the
past year-and-a-half, the Libyan
Political Agreement has not been
fully implemented and the PC/
GNA remains critically weak. The
mission, whose mandate is valid
until September 15th, needs new
leadership.
However, the appointment of a
new UN special representative for
Libya, which requires the unanimous backing of the UN Security
Council, seems to have fallen
victim to narrow interests and
competition among key international actors in Libya.
In February, the United States
objected to UN Secretary-General
Antonio Guterres’s choice of
former Palestinian prime minister
Salam Fayyad to lead UNSMIL. US
Ambassador to the United Nations
Nikki Haley cited “unfair bias” on
the part of the United Nations “in
favour of the Palestinian Authority to the detriment” of US ally
Israel. Haley said the United
States did not support “the signal
this appointment would send
within the United Nations”.
Later Russia derailed senior
World Food Programme official
Richard Wilcox’s appointment by
Guterres to lead UNSMIL, citing
“concerns” over his fitness for the
position. A dual US-German
national, Wilcox previously held

high-level positions with the
United Nations, including envoy
of the UN secretary-general to
Serbia and director of UN political
affairs on the US National Security
Council staff.
The blocking of Guterres’s
appointment of Fayyad and then
Wilcox demonstrates the elevation of self-interest above responsible international leadership in
Libya. The United States’ 11thhour decision to torpedo Fayyad’s
appointment was short-sighted
and misguided and undermined
UNSMIL’s efforts to solve the
crisis in Libya. Fayyad was a
uniquely qualified candidate
whose experience negotiating
between the Israelis and the
Palestinians, as well as his tenure
at the International Monetary
Fund and World Bank, would have
served him well in this important
diplomatic role.
Russia’s derailment of Wilcox’s
appointment was more insidious.
As some UN and US officials have
speculated, Russia’s actions were
likely aimed at sending a message
to the West: That it can assert its
authority over Libya-related
affairs and is willing to interfere in
international efforts aimed at
moving the UN negotiations
process forward. Russia, which
has emerged as a major backer of
Haftar and his forces, has an
interest in weakening the UNbacked PC/GNA and the overall
UN process in Libya.
US leadership in Libya has been
notably absent. Former US
president Barack Obama was loath
to engage in Libya following the

Libya has
become a
stage for
competition
among world
powers.

2011 NATO disaster, although US
air strikes in Libya against the
Islamic State (ISIS) in the fall of
2016 did help root the terror group
out of its stronghold in the city of
Sirte.
The conflict in Libya is not a
priority for the Trump administration. Many have speculated that
some within the Trump administration would prefer a shift in US
support from the UN-led process
and the PC/GNA to Haftar.
However, in rejecting Fayyad’s
appointment, the United States
politicised this critical diplomatic
role and set the stage for Russia’s
reciprocal rejection.
The biggest casualty in this
situation is UN leadership in
Libya. The Trump administration
reportedly did not object to
Russia’s derailment of Wilcox’s
appointment and the acquiescence to this power play by Russia
is a clear demonstration of the
lack of urgency, or even disinterest, with which the Trump
administration views the need for
a negotiated settlement in Libya.
With Kobler a lame duck
without a clear successor, it is
unlikely that the United Nations
will succeed in brokering a
peaceful settlement between
Libya’s east and west. Rather, it is
more likely that Russia’s move has
strengthened its proxy Haftar,
leaving the prospect of peace in
Libya ever distant on the horizon.
Elissa Miller is an assistant
director at the Atlantic Council’s
Rafik Hariri Centre for the Middle
East.
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Egyptian Minister Abdel Ghaffar:
There is ‘will’ to rescue scientific research
Hassan Abdel Zaher

K
Cairo

haled Abdel
Ghaffar, Egypt’s
new Higher
Education
minister, said he
has a plan to stop
Egypt’s brain
drain, rescue
scientific research and put local
universities on the international
academic map.
“We need to know that
scientific research and academic
standards in our country took
steps backward in the past
decades because there was not
the necessary political will to
support them,” Abdel Ghaffer said.
“But this will is present now with
the government specifying more
funds for research.”
Abdel Ghaffar is a renowned
dentistry professor who
revolutionised educational
standards at the College of
Dentistry of Ain Shams University
when he became dean in 2014 by
introducing modern technology
and educational methods. He took
over the Higher Education and
Scientific Research portfolio in
February this year.
He said his plan would
depend on changing legislation
that hampers advancement
of scientific research, closely
monitoring the implementation
of academic reform plans and
best marketing scientific research
findings to prevent them from
gathering dust in the drawers
of scientific research centres for
years.
“We will launch what are known
as technological incubators
to offer the necessary boost
to research and promising
researchers,” he said. “We will
also establish links between

research centres and industrial
institutions.”
Whether he will succeed in
achieving these goals is uncertain
but Abdel Ghaffar seems to know
what Egypt needs most: To
build economic development on
home-grown scientific research
and rescue local researchers from
tough conditions.
Egyptian universities, including
some founded even before some
countries of the region, fail to
make lists of the world’s top
universities. Scientists leave the
country and join universities and
scientific research institutions
abroad for better opportunities
to continue their scientific future
and research.
Sherif Salah, a clinical
immunology scientist, left Egypt
years ago because of a lack of
opportunities to achieve scientific
excellence.
“Scientists do not even find the
basics for making research here,”
Salah said. “The atmosphere is
so frustrating that those who
stay have to forget about their
scientific dreams.”
A few years ago, Salah
was awarded gold medals in
Switzerland, Italy and Romania
for inventing medicines for the
treatment of hepatitis C, hepatitis
B and liver cancer.
He said he would never have
had such success had he stayed in
Egypt.
Hussein Khaled, a former higher
education and scientific research
minister, said Abdel Ghaffar and
his ministry staff face a tough
challenge in resuscitating the
country’s scientific institutions,
which are considered graveyards
for scientific innovation.
“Challenges to scientific
research here are many,” said
Khaled, an oncology professor.
“The scientific research
environment itself is baffling and
frustrating to researchers.”

Khaled Abdel Ghaffar, Egypt’s new Higher Education minister speaking during an interview with The
Arab Weekly.									
(Hassan Abdel Zaher)

Advancing
scientific
research is too
huge a mission
for governments
alone to carry
out.
Khaled Abdel Ghaffar,
Egypt’s Higher
Education minister

He said the first step to
encouraging research would be for
the government to provide more
funding.
In the 2016-17 budget, the
government earmarked a little
more than $1 billion for scientific
research.
While this is a fraction of what
is needed to meet the needs
of research centres and help
researchers maintain their work,
the budget is almost double what
was allocated to scientific research
in previous years.
Abdel Ghaffar also plans to get
Egypt’s business community more
involved in scientific research.
He said he would convince
businesspeople to support
research and the work of the
country’s academic institutions

because this, he said, would also
serve their businesses.
“In some countries, the business
community contributes 70%
of funds needed by research
institutions,” Abdel Ghaffar
said. “Some of the country’s
businessmen donate tens of
millions of pounds for academic
institutions already, which means
that there [is] awareness about
the importance of the role the
business community can play…
“We need this role to grow
bigger because advancing
scientific research is too huge a
mission for governments alone to
carry out.”
Hassan Abdel Zaher is a
Cairo-based contributor to
The Arab Weekly.

Islamist parties still very much alive in Egypt
View poi nt

Ahmed Jamal

A

n examination of
opinions and
positions expressed
by authorised
Islamist parties in
Egypt reveals
factions in those parties in favour
of using violence instead of
political action. The authorities’
laxness in dealing with these
attitudes and tendencies turns
these parties into time bombs.
A recent eulogy by the Building
and Development Party, an Islamist party, for one of its exiled
leaders, Abou El Ella Abd Rabou,
who died in Syria while fighting
in the ranks of Ahrar al-Sham,
revealed the adoption by the
Islamist group of an approach it is
likely to put into practice in
Egypt.
We find the same attitude in
the eulogies expressed by many
of the party’s officials and cadres.
They have used terms that seem
to encourage violence. They
described Abd Rabou’s actions in
Syria as “heroic” and said he had
left Egypt seeking shahada
— dying for the faith.
The same terms have been used
by Islamist parties in eulogies for
Sheikh Omar Abdel-Rahman, the
mufti of extremist groups, who
died in prison in the United

The government’s
strategy towards Islamist
parties has failed since the
parties went underground.

States. His funeral in Egypt was
given a great deal of attention by
many Islamist parties.
In Egypt, the legal framework
for creating political parties
clearly requires them “to commit
to resorting to peaceful political
actions, accepting political plurality and equality of opportunities,
respecting opposite views and
working towards social peace”.
Many self-exiled leaders of
Islamist parties were implicated
in the violence that ripped
through Egypt since their
departure following the revolution in June 2013. These leaders
joined terrorist organisations and
kept in touch with party leaders
in Egypt.
There are eight parties in Egypt
with Islamist orientations — alNour, al-Bina wal Tanmiya,
al-Watan, al-Wasat, al-Asala,
al-Fadhila, ash-Sha’b and Misr
al-Qawiya. Since the law forbids
the creation of any party based on
religion, practically all of these
parties are inactive in the public
sphere, except for al-Nour, which
secured 12 seats in parliament
and enjoys some political
freedom.
For many observers, the
remaining parties are legal fronts
for extremist views justifying
violence. Their hidden role of
providing ideological support for
terrorist activities may prove to
have disastrous consequences
soon.
Most of the Islamist parties
have expressed political posi-

tions that should have produced
a strong reaction from the
authorities. The absence of any
reaction on the part of the
specialised committee overseeing political activities by parties
in Egypt seems to point to the
existence of a crisis within the
committee.
The committee is reluctant to
take the necessary legal steps to
dissolve these parties. This is all
the more apparent in light of a
recent court decision refusing a
lawsuit demanding the dissolution of al-Nour. The court refused
to hear the case because “it was
not submitted by the specialised
authority”.
Many political civil circles have
been critical of the government
laxness in dealing with religious
parties. Refaat El-Saeed, honorary president of the National
Progressive Unionist Party
(Tagammu), said the government’s strategy towards Islamist
parties has failed since the
parties went underground. He
said the official attitude towards
these parties encouraged more
violence because the parties
excel at working underground
under the banner of legal political
entities to gain maximum public
support.
Saeed said he rejected the
argument by some close to the
government that said allowing
religious parties to exist serves
political plurality in Egypt. Saeed
said this attitude would create a
favourable environment for

For many
observers,
the
remaining
Islamist
parties
are legal
fronts for
extremist
views
justifying
violence.

terrorism. More specifically, he
said making deals with Salafists
would result in giving al-Nour an
edge. The party stands to reap
great political benefits shortly.
Maher Farghaly, an expert on
Islamist groups, pointed out that
the Egyptian government
preferred to use several
approaches in dealing with
political Islam in Egypt. The
government chose to directly
confront the mother organisation, the Muslim Brotherhood,
but preferred to contain the
Salafist current and include it in
the country’s political life.
Farghaly said the government
refused to place all Islamist
organisations in the same basket
until it reached a definitive
conclusion to the case of the
Brotherhood and terrorist groups
in Sinai. Also, Islamist organisations have strong popular roots in
villages and the countryside at
large, which makes confronting
them all at the same time illadvised. Farghaly said that policy
may last for quite some time.
Mohamed Attia, coordinator of
the “No to Religious Parties”
campaign in Egypt, said the
Islamist parties took advantage of
the absence of secular parties
from the public scene. Al-Nour is
simply trying to take up the
former role of the Muslim
Brotherhood. The ghost of
Islamist parties is alive in Egypt.
Ahmed Jamal is an Egyptian
journalist.
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Palestinian Child’s
Day marked with
focus on detained
minors
The Arab Weekly staff

London

P

alestinian Child’s Day was
marked on April 5th with
a focus on the plight of
minors detained in Israeli
jails amid reports of grim
conditions faced by the children.
The Palestinian Authority Information Ministry released a statement accusing Israeli authorities
of waging a war against Palestinian
children and called on international
bodies to hold Israel responsible for
“violations” against children.
The statement said the Israeli
army had killed 35 children and arrested 350 others in 2016.

90% of children

detained by the
military are
interrogated
without prior
access to a lawyer.

Palestinian Child’s Day is meant
as “a call for protection to be afforded to our children”, the statement
said. “Palestinian children need international protection and societal
care to guide their future and afford
the minimum rights recognised in
the international conventions.”
In an opinion article published in
al-Quds newspaper, Palestinian Authority Minister of Social Development Ibrahim al-Shaer wrote: “We
are witnessing an escalation by the
Israeli occupation against Palestinian children.”
The minister said five Palestin-

ian children had been killed so far
in 2017 and 350 remain imprisoned.
The Palestinian Committee of
Prisoners’ Affairs said Israeli courts
fined Palestinian minors imprisoned in the Ofer detention centre
a total of $15,420 in February and
$14,000 in January.
Figures released by the Palestinian Prisoners Centre for Studies
stated that 70 Palestinian minors
were detained by Israeli forces in
February.
Ahead of Palestinian Child’s Day,
a conference in the West Bank focused on child detainees.
“It is our responsibility to end
the war on our children. The international community must stand
as one human rights council and
hold Israel accountable,” Palestinian Prime Minister Rami Hamdallah said at the conference’s participants, the Palestine News Network
reported.
The conference also provided a
platform for former child detainees,
who spoke about their experiences,
in addition to a panel of psychiatrists who explained detention’s effects on children’s mental health.
The Israeli non-governmental
organisation Military Court Watch
(MCW), which monitors the treatment of children in Israeli detention, conducted a study based on
testimonies from 450 Palestinian children detained from 201316. The study was meant to follow
Israeli practices following a 2013
UNICEF report that urged changes
in the treatment of Palestinian child
detainees.
MCW said the Israeli government
did not implement the UNICEF
recommendations and pointed out
there had been a sharp increase in

A bleak picture of childhood. An Israeli border policeman arrests a Palestinian boy following clashes
in the West Bank, on March 7th.								
(AP)
child detention rates since 2013.
MCW said 51% of children in
2016 reported being arrested at
night; 92% of children reported
being tied upon arrest; 83% of children reported being blindfolded;
60% of children said they experienced some form of physical abuse
during arrest, transfer or interrogation; 87% of children reported
not being informed of their right
to silence under military law; and
61% of parents reported not being notified of the reasons for arrest or place of detention in cases
in which children were arrested at
home.
“There is evidence to indicate
that up to 90% of children detained
by the military in the West Bank
continue to be interrogated without prior access to a lawyer,” wrote
MCW on its website. That figure is
an improvement on the total lack
of access to lawyers that MCW recorded in 2013.

In an investigative report published in the Israeli daily Haaretz,
journalist Amira Hass pointed to
a case in which the suggested evidence against a child accused of
throwing stones against Israeli soldiers was that he was “nearby” the
incident.

60% of children

report
experiencing
some form of
physical abuse
during arrest.

The Israel Defence Forces (IDF)
released a statement to Haaretz
stating: “The IDF has been dealing
in recent years with a growing phenomenon of involvement of minors
in the West Bank in offences, among
them serious security offences. Enforcement of the law against mi-

nors is done with consideration
for their age. Thus, for example, as
a rule they are questioned by specially qualified youth interrogators;
their periods of detention are shorter than for adults; and their case is
brought before a military court for
youth.
“The IDF acts at all times to ensure that in cases in which it is
necessary to enforce the law with
regard to minors, this is done while
maintaining their legal rights and
with consideration for their age.
Military prosecutors have been in
touch with UNICEF personnel on
matters connected to the rights of
minors and concerning allegations
raised in the last [UNICEF] report.
IDF soldiers are instructed about
the rules applying to the treatment
of minors, especially regarding the
ages at which it is possible to hold
minors in detention. Every claim
concerning a specific case will be
investigated as to its particulars.”

Israeli settlement movement kept alive by government money
Maayan Lubell

West Bank

A

fter five years, Batsheva
Reback could not take
living in an Israeli settlement in the occupied
West Bank any longer.
Despite renting a house with a
garden for far less than it would
cost in Israel itself, it did not make
sense. Her new apartment in Israel
may be small but, unlike where she
used to live, it has a supermarket
and a clinic nearby. It is a quicker
commute to work and she feels her
children are safer.
“It’s easier to get things done,”
said the 26-year-old kindergarten
assistant, adding that the decision was not based on expedience
alone. “I started feeling uncomfortable living in a settlement. Personally, I don’t think building more
and more settlements is going to
help bring peace,” Reback said.

The Israelis are
building
settlements at a
rate of construction
that is politically
motivated.

”

Xavier Abu Eid, spokesman for
the Palestinian Authority’s
Negotiations Affairs
Department

To the world, the narrative on
Israeli settlements often reads one
way: More of them being built,
with more settlers moving in.
There are, however, cracks in the
picture and signs that Reback’s

perspective is not uncommon. Settlers are getting fed up.
Statistics show the population
continues to rise, having reached
about 400,000 in the West Bank
and 200,000 in East Jerusalem.
Behind the figures lies a different story. Although the population may have risen by nearly twothirds in the past decade, the rate
of increase has slowed sharply,
Israel’s Central Bureau of Statistics
said.
A decade ago, for every 1,000
settlers living in occupied territory,
20 more arrived each year. Now the
expansion rate is six per 1,000.
“The settlement enterprise is
waning and what is left is being
artificially kept alive by the government pouring money in,” said
Shaul Arieli, an analyst at the Economic Cooperation Foundation,
a think-tank that advocates for a
two-state solution to the IsraeliPalestinian conflict.
Since capturing the West Bank
in the 1967 Middle East war, Israeli
governments have helped establish more than 120 settlements,
spending billions of dollars to
build tens of thousands of homes
and the infrastructure to support
them.
There are also scores of informal
settler outposts, some of which
have received government funding.
Israel’s right-wing government
has promised to build thousands
more units this year to accommodate what it calls “natural growth”
— families having more children.
Yet while population growth in
the settlements is higher than the
national average, its rate is also
falling: In 1995, it stood at 10%. By
2015, was 4%.

Cracks in the picture. Buildings under construction are seen in
the Israeli settlement of Modiin Illit in the occupied West Bank.
(Reuters)

Leaders of the settler movement say the decline stems from
government curbs on construction: People are not moving to the
settlements because there are not
enough homes to house them.
The international community
views settlements on occupied
land as a breach of international
law and an obstacle to peace between Israelis and Palestinians,
who envision a state in the West
Bank, East Jerusalem and Gaza.
Palestinians see any expansion
of settlements as part of an Israeli
project to deny them a state.
“They are building settlements
at a rate of construction that is
politically motivated,” Xavier Abu
Eid, spokesman for the Palestinian
Authority’s Negotiations Affairs

Department. “Settlements and the
incentives given to settlers are part
of the Israeli government’s agenda.
The two-state solution is clearly
not.”
Settlement population growth
is now largely driven by a handful
of settlements built for the ultraOrthodox community, whose families on average have six children.
Over the past two decades, the
two main ultra-orthodox settlements — Beitar Illit and Modiin Illit — have grown from comprising
about 10% of the West Bank settler
population to making up nearly
one-third of it.
Unlike many of the hard-line,
ideological settlements deep in
the West Bank, Beitar Illit and Modiin Illit are adjacent to Israel and

would probably be incorporated
in any peace deal with the Palestinians. Their cramped apartment
blocks stand in stark contrast to
the red-roofed, spacious houses
with gardens that identify most
settlements built on West Bank
hilltops.
Ultra-Orthodox residents say
they moved here because it is
cheap. The conflict with the Palestinians and settling the land are
not on their minds.
“Politically I’m not bothered.
All those global considerations
are not something the average
ultra-Orthodox family can afford,”
said 37-year-old Motti Hizkiyahu,
standing outside a discount store
in Modiin Illit.
While the rate of people moving to settlements and the growth
within them has tapered, there are
also signs of a generational shift
in some of the most established,
ideological settlements that spearheaded the movement in the
1970s.
Itzik Fleger, a real-estate agent in
Beit-El settlement, said the founding generation is ageing, their children are grown and some have
moved away.
Arieli said the reality is different.
While the settlements are numerous, with vast state infrastructure
to support them, the enterprise is
not big enough to sustain itself, he
argued.
“The settlement movement
has failed in creating the physical conditions for annexation,” he
said, referring to the push to annex
the area in which nearly all settlements are located. “The two-state
solution is still strong and viable.”
(Reuters)
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Turkish journalists accused of aiding terror groups
The Arab Weekly staff

London

T

urkish prosecutors revealed charges against
19 journalists and staff
of the secularist Cumhuriyet newspaper, some
of whom have been jailed for five
months, accusing them of aiding
and abetting Islamist, Kurdish and
communist terrorist groups and
targeting Turkish President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan in an “asymmetric” propaganda war.
The charges come ahead of an
April 16th referendum on a new
constitution that would abolish
the post of prime minister, reduce
parliamentary oversight and grant
the presidency sweeping executive
powers. Pollsters say support for
each side is evenly matched.

More than

150 news organisations
have been closed down
since last year’s failed
coup.

Erdogan argues that Turkey
needs a strong hand to face the
threats from the Islamic State
(ISIS), Kurdish separatist militants
and hostile powers in the Middle
East and Europe. Opposition leaders accuse Erdogan of trying to
become a dictator and using the
emergency rule declared after a
failed July coup to crack down on
all opposition.
Established in 1924 by an associate of the republic’s founder,
Mustafa Kemal Ataturk, Cumhuriyet is Turkey’s oldest national daily
newspaper and a symbol of the
secular order that dominated the
country for decades until Erdogan’s Justice and Development Party
(AKP) came to power in 2002.
Former Cumhuriyet editor Can
Dundar rejected the allegations in

a YouTube video. Dundar fled to
Germany last June after he was the
target of an assassination attempt.
Speaking of his jailed colleagues,
Dundar said: “It’s a scandal that
they have been in prison for five
months not knowing the charges
against them.”
Prosecutors demanded prison
terms of up to 43 years for the accused. The indictment said Cumhuriyet “from 2013 was practically
taken over” by the movement of
Fethullah Gulen. Turkish authorities say Gulen masterminded the
coup attempt through a shadowy
network they call the Fethullahist
Terror Organisation/Parallel State
Structure (FETO/PDY).
Gulen, a Turkish Islamist preacher, ran a network of hundreds of
schools across Turkey and the
world from self-imposed exile in
the United States and was closely
allied with the Islamist parties in
which Erdogan was a rising star in
the 1990s. After the AKP gained
power in 2002, graduates of Gulen’s schools filled the ranks of the
civil service, judiciary and military.
Over the next decade, Gulenist
prosecutors launched a series of
cases against scores of secularist
politicians, journalists, academics and military officers, accusing
them of plotting a coup. Hundreds
were jailed; a few committed suicide.
While the government stood by
as its secularist adversaries were
rounded up, Erdogan fell out spectacularly with Gulen in 2013 when
prosecutors ordered the arrest of 52
people connected with the AKP, including the sons of three ministers,
on corruption charges. They were
accused of evading US sanctions
against Iran by buying Iranian oil
with gold.
The prosecutors were dismissed
and jailed and the charges dropped
but two of those alleged to have
been involved in the so-called gasfor-gold scheme have since been
arrested in the United States and
face charges there of conspiring to
violate US sanctions against Iran.
Turkish ministers have accused the

‘Asymetric’ war. A protester holds a sign reading “We are here for Cumhuriyet” in front of opposition
Cumhuriyet newspaper in Istanbul. 								
(AFP)
US prosecutors in the cases of being pawns of Gulen.
Among the Cumhuriyet journalists arrested was Ahmet Sik. While
Gulenist prosecutors were in the
ascendant, Sik spent a year in jail
from 2011 for writing a book accusing the movement of infiltrating
the police. He is in prison again,
charged with aiding and abetting
the Gulenists.
In a further twist, the prosecutor
who ordered the arrest of the Cumhuriyet staff, accusing them of aiding Gulen, has been removed from
his post and charged with links to
Gulen.
As well as aiding the Gulen
movement, the indictment accused Cumhuriyet of being a “defender and protector” of Kurdistan
Workers’ Party (PKK) armed separatists and the far-left Revolution-

ary People’s Liberation Party/Front
(DHKP/C), which has carried out a
number of deadly attacks.
While not being members of
these groups, it said Cumhuriyet staff utilised “the methods of
asymmetric warfare” in a propaganda campaign against Turkey
and its president.
More than 150 news organisations have been closed down in
Turkey since last year’s failed coup
and around 150 journalists are in
jail, more than in any other country.
Cumhuriyet, Dundar said, was
a newspaper “that has warned
throughout its history of the big
threat” of the Gulen movement.
“They can’t find even a few lines
in the newspaper showing help for
these organisations,” Dundar said.
So instead, he said, the accusations

depended on contacts he had had
with a former Istanbul governor, a
police academy imam and a prosecutor, all since charged with FETO/
PDY membership.
Dundar said he once called the
former governor concerning the
heavy-handed police break-up of
protests, had been involved in a
civil court battle with the imam,
but had never met the prosecutor,
though the prosecutor had brought
a case against him based on evidence from a wiretap.
“We are being accused of being
in league with the prosecutor listening to our phones,” said Dundar.
“The Justice minister who appointed that prosecutor, the members of
the board who appointed him are
all free, and the government which
placed those prosecutors within
the state are all in power.”

Voting on the referendum: Turkey’s last curve

View poi nt

Yavuz Baydar

B

y next Sunday night,
millions of Turkish
voters will have
decided not only who
will be granted the full
executive powers to
rule their country but also — and
more importantly — what sort of
identity and management style
their republic will have and where
they want it to belong in a turbulent, multipolar world.
This is the point of tremendous
rupture that the ruling Justice and
Development Party’s (AKP) 15-yearlong story, under the undisputed
leadership of Turkish President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan, has come to.
After a turbulent period of leadership, marked by initial economic
success and a long series of social
welfare reforms, but also by an
acrimonious and steady struggle for
power, Erdogan seems determined
to realise his lifetime ambition of
establishing a system in which he is
seen as the supreme leader, a sole
decision maker on all issues — be
they on the macro or micro level —
without the burden of accountability and transparency.
After 15 years, Erdogan has
convinced a majority of voters that
if Turkey needs a tough, strong,
unrelenting form of leadership to
maintain stability, he is the most
suitable choice. He kept his stamina
intact and, with a lot of luck on his
side, he used his wise-guy skills to
steer the fragmented opposition

The race for the referendum is,
disregarding the propaganda
from all sides, neck and neck.

into a fierce battle with each other
over identity politics.
He responded to international
challenges with a policy based on
inventing crises that compelled
adversaries to negotiate with him.
At home, while he expanded his
control of the state apparatus to the
maximum level, Erdogan managed
to limit his concept of democracy to
solely the ballot box, excluding everything else — mainly by (ab)using
religion as a tool to cement power
among the grass roots.
This happened at the cost of
dividing Turkey into two halves:
Approximately 55% who favour a
political rule based on nationalism
with strong Sunni ingredients and
45 % who have secular leanings,
which are further divided by urban,
non-pious Alevi and Kurdish identities — all who are against what they
see as the Islamisation of Turkey.
This division has turned Turkey
into a battlefield of identity politics.
Turkey’s AKP-branded Islamism,
polluted by corruption charges,
is seen as the main cause of this
polarisation because its survival
depended on it.
Much of what has happened
in Turkey over the past decade,
marked by power-driven tactics and
abuses of power, has been about
just that: Where, in terms of morality, the surging, pious middle class
that the AKP has produced would
choose to be. Would it favour a
management format that resembles
that of Azerbaijan or a Turkic Central Asian republic or would it follow the example of Tunisia — however fragile it might be — on a risky
path towards building peaceful
coexistence in a complex society?

Regardless of all the explosive,
externally destructive rhetoric
that Erdogan’s fierce temperament
has produced, this is, in essence,
what it is all about. And this is
what will make April 16th’s choice
a ground-breaking moment, with
consequences far beyond Turkey’s
borders.
What if Erdogan wins, even by a
marginal “yes”? In its latest note of
alarm, Human Rights Watch summarised as follows:
”Two changes would take effect
immediately. The president would
have increased authority over the
body that administers the judiciary
and controls the appointment of
judges and prosecutors and the prohibition against the president having a formal party affiliation would
be lifted. The courts in Turkey are
already under political influence
and these changes would further
reduce judicial independence.
”Further changes would take
effect following presidential and
parliamentary elections scheduled
for November 2019, when the role
of prime minister would be abolished. The president would be given
sole power to appoint or dismiss
vice-presidents, ministers and high
state officials. The president could
legislate by decree and secure the
presidency’s budget without parliamentary approval being a precondition. The president would have the
power to dissolve parliament and
trigger parliamentary and presidential elections. The president would
be able to run for two five-year
terms and, in the event that parliament were dissolved before the end
of the second term, a third.”
The race for the referendum is,

Needless
to say, be it
a “yes” or
“no”, the
result will
push Turkey
into an
even deeper
crisis.

disregarding the propaganda from
all sides, neck and neck. All indications point to the “yes” side gaining
strength as days go by, confirming
the arguments of those who say
that Erdogan has always been in for
winning.
”If ‘yes’ is to win, it will not
depend on the ‘no’ vote getting
smaller or ‘no’ voters not going to
the ballot box, it will depend on
whether the ruling party and the
president are able to succeed in
persuading their supporters. Currently, what we see in the campaign
is basically the propaganda of the
ruling AKP. The result will be ‘yes’
if this campaign to convince succeeds,” Bekir Agirdir, chief executive officer of KONDA, one of the
most reliable pollsters in Turkey,
told Hurriyet Daily News.
He implied that the media, which
are more than 90% pro-Erdogan,
will come to define the end result.
Needless to say, be it a “yes” or
“no”, the result will push Turkey
into an even deeper crisis. It has
already become a party state, surrounded by an oligarchy feeding
off of a system out of checks and
balances. The Kurdish issue is unresolved and many social demands
remain unanswered.
Unlike Tunisia, for example,
Turkey lags far behind with a constitution that is failing to meet the
needs of the day and it is rudderless after a series of severely erratic
decisions in its foreign policy, making it part of the problem rather
than a solution.
Yavuz Baydar is a Turkish journalist
and occasional contributor to
The Arab Weekly.
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Salafist radicalisation raises fears in Germany
The Arab Weekly staff

London

T

he number of Salafists in
Germany has sharply increased in the past decade, Germany’s Federal
Office for the Protection
of the Constitution (BfV) said, raising fears of radicalisation at a time
when authorities are seeking to
shut down extremist preachers.
Government figures indicate
there were an estimated 3,800
Salafists in Germany in 2011. This
figure almost doubled to 7,500 in
2015. Two years later, there are
more than 10,000 Salafists in the
country, local media reported.
“In Germany, as well as at the
international level, Salafism is currently being regarded as the most
dynamic Islamist movement,” the
BfV said.
Salafism is an ultra-orthodox interpretation of Islam that gained
prominence in the 18th century. It
advocates what it describes as a return to the traditions of early years
of Islam and prizes a restrictive interpretation of the teachings of the
Quran. The term “Salaf” relates to
the Arabic term al-salaf al-saliheen
— the “pious predecessors”, otherwise known as the first three generations of Muslims.
A 2015 report by the German Federal Office for Migration and Refugees (BAMF) said there were 4.4
million-4.7 million Muslims living
in Germany, meaning that, despite
the rising number of Salafists, they
make up a tiny fraction of the Muslim community.
While most Muslims in Germany
— particularly those who are German citizens — are thought to be
of Turkish background and follow
a secular understanding of the religion, it is understood that an increasing number of mosques and
Muslim community centres are
promoting Salafist views about Islam.
Although the BfV was at pains
to draw a distinction between the
“majority of Salafists”, who have

Radical ideology. German police guard outside the Islamic Society of Hildesheim (DIK) mosque after a raid in Hildesheim in Germany,
last March.
(AP)
nothing to do with terrorism, it did
accept the presence of an “opposing minority of jihadist Salafists
who use violence to pursue their
aims”. The BfV added that all Islamist terrorists identified in Germany had some ties to “Salafism or
the Salafist milieu”.
While most adherents to the
ultra-conservative strain of Islam
are not considered politically radical and traditionally view political
involvement as un-Islamic, a desire
for the implementation of Islamic
Sharia law and an Islamic caliphate
leaves some members at risk of
radicalisation.
German Vice-Chancellor Sigmar Gabriel, who leads the country’s Social Democratic Party, last
year called for a ban on Salafist
mosques after an ISIS-inspired

terrorist attack. “Salafist mosques
must be banned, the communities
dissolved and the preachers should
be expelled as soon as possible,” he
said.

There are more than
10,000 Salafists in
Germany, according
to media reports.
Despite their comparative small
number, German’s Salafists are
thought to be much more organised than followers of other Islamic
schools of thought in the country.
German authorities have begun a
series of measures targeting Salafist
groups, most recently against the
German-speaking Islamic Circle

group in Hildesheim.
“Banning the association has
crushed a hotspot for the radical
Salafist scene in Germany,” Lower
Saxony Interior Minister Boris Pistorius said.
In November 2016, Germany carried out raids in 60 cities targeting 190 mosques, apartments and
offices believed to be linked to a
Salafist missionary network known
as “The True Religion”. The group
had been operating in Germany for
more than ten years and was popularly known for a nationwide campaign distributing translations of
the Quran to ordinary people.
The group was banned by the
government in 2016 after facing
accusations that it sought to radicalise young people and encourage them to travel to Syria and Iraq

to join the Islamic State (ISIS) and
other jihadist groups.
The German Interior Ministry
said the ban had nothing to do with
its distribution of Qurans and was
tied to the fact that as many as 140
youths left Germany to join extremist groups in the Middle East
after becoming involved with the
group. “The ban is directed against
the abuse of religion by people
propagating extremist ideologies
and supporting terrorist organisations under the pretext of Islam,”
German Interior Minister Thomas
de Maiziere said.
“We don’t want terrorism in Germany and we don’t want to export
terrorism,” he added.
With additional reporting by news
services.

‘Border hunters’ epitomise Hungary’s hostile policies
The Arab Weekly staff

London

D

ressed all in blue, a cohort of Hungary’s new
border hunters stands
at the ready at a firing
range. “Ready? One,
two, three… fire,” calls the instructor. The border hunters pull out
their pistols in unison and fire at
their assigned targets. Welcome to
Hungary.
Hungary’s border hunters task
force is commissioned with capturing asylum seekers who would
subsequently be confined in converted shipping containers until
a hearing can be held to assess
their asylum claim. A total of 324
shipping containers have been installed at two “transit zones” to
house detainees.

This new law
violates Hungary’s
obligation under
international and
EU laws.

”

UNHCR Senior
Communications Officer
Cecile Pouilly
The move comes after a vote by
Hungary’s parliament to reinstate
the detention of all asylum applicants, a practice that was suspended in 2013 following major international pressure from the European
Union, UN human rights groups

and the European Court of Human
Rights.
“This new law violates Hungary’s obligation under international
and EU laws and will have a terrible physical and psychological impact on women, children and men
who have already greatly suffered,”
warned UNHCR Senior Communications Officer Cecile Pouilly.
“Under international and EU
laws, the detention of refugees
and asylum seekers can only be
justified on a limited number of
grounds and only where it is necessary, reasonable and proportionate… children should never be detained under any conditions,” she
added.
Amnesty International’s Deputy
Director for Europe Gauri van Gulik
also criticised the move. “Plans to
automatically detain some of the
world’s most vulnerable people in
shipping containers behind razor
wire fences, sometimes for months
on end, are beyond the pale. This
new border detention package is
just the latest in Hungary’s aggressive crackdown on refugees and
migrants,” she said.
There has been particular concern expressed about the effect this
will have on minors. “These measures will even be applied to children, a flagrant violation of international and European law…” van
Gulik said. “We are urging the EU
to step up and show Hungary that
such illegal and deeply inhumane
measures have consequences.
Dumping all refugees and migrants
into containers isn’t a refugee policy — it’s avoiding one.”
The first of Hungary’s border

‘In shipping containers’. Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban
attends a swearing-in ceremony of border hunter recruits in
Budapest, on March 7th.
(Reuters)
hunters have been sworn in and are
preparing to augment Hungary’s
10,000-strong security forces along
its borders with Serbia and Croatia.
The border hunters are equipped
with pistols, pepper spray, batons
and handcuffs. New recruits are
given six months of training and
must pass a physical and psychological test, Hungarian state police
said.
Hungarian police have advertised for 3,000 border hunters but
there have been reports about the
difficulty of finding the right recruits. “The name is part of the
problem as it attracts the wrong
kind of applicant,” Hungarian police told BBC News.

Hungary’s right-wing Prime Minister Viktor Orban has been heavily criticised for his policy and
discourse about immigration, including claims that Hungary was
“under siege” by migrants from
Muslim countries who are threatening Europe’s Christian identity.
“We are still under attack,”
Orban told a graduating class of
border hunters after describing immigration as a “Trojan Horse of terrorism”. He warned that Hungary
must do more to protect its identity. “The storm has not blown itself
out,” he said.
Orban’s escalating discourse
comes ahead of an October 2nd
referendum on a European Com-

mission proposal to relocate an
estimated 160,000 refugees more
fairly across the European Union.
Orban and his right-wing Fidesz
party are calling on Hungarians to
oppose the EU plan under which
Hungary has been asked to accept
1,300 refugees. Government statistics indicate that out of 177,135
asylum applications to Hungary in
2015, just 145 were approved.
Hungary’s government is known
to be one of the most unfriendly
in Europe to refugees and asylum
seekers and has come under criticism for erecting a barbed-wire
fence in 2015 along its southern
border to stop the flow of migrants
into Central and Western Europe.
Budapest began constructing a second line of fencing along its border
with Serbia in February, citing pressure on Hungary as the gateway to
the Schengen area.
There have been increasing reports, including from Doctors without Borders (MSF), of “widespread
and systematic” violence by security forces towards asylum seekers.
MSF said it had treated hundreds
of migrants, including children, for
injuries caused by dog bites, beatings and pepper spray.
“People tell us that they are beaten, made to lie on the ground while
police officers stomp on them
wearing boots… It’s like a ‘standard
package of abuse’, a ritual of brutality at the EU’s own border designed to stop people from trying
to cross,” said MSF General Director Christopher Stokes.
“It’s just shocking that this is
happening with European leaders
turning a blind eye,” he added.
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Terror at home
affects West’s view
of Middle East
Harvey Morris

London

A

ll news is local, as the
journalistic saying goes.
It is a recognition that
audiences tend to relate to events halfway
around the world broadly to the extent that they affect their own lives.
Public interest in day-to-day
turmoil in the Middle East, for example, tends to peak in the United
States and Europe whenever it is
identified as the driver of Islamist
terrorism that threatens the West.
When a lone attacker drove a car
into pedestrians near Britain’s parliament in March before stabbing
a policeman to death, the incident
understandably dominated headlines and airtime in Britain and the
rest of Europe. The Islamic State
(ISIS) claimed responsibility for the
attack, even though its direct links
with the British-born perpetrator,
a Muslim convert, appear to have
been non-existent.

Audiences relate to
events halfway
around the world to
the extent that they
affect their own lives.
Among the Western public, this
ostensibly Islamist-inspired act of
terror in Europe eclipsed the news
that week from Iraq of the death
of possibly hundreds of civilians
in what are being investigated as
likely accidental coalition air strikes
intended for ISIS targets in war-ravaged Mosul.
That is not to say that the civilian casualties, or indeed their likely
cause, were played down by either
the media or the public in Europe

and the United States.
London-based Amnesty International was prominent in highlighting the circumstances and consequences of the coalition strikes and
it launched a petition to urge the US
and Iraqi governments to protect
Iraqi civilians.

The less the public
knows, the less it is
likely to object.
It is just that the London attacks
grabbed the bigger headlines.
Although polls show much of
Western public opinion is driven by
humanitarian concerns about the
plight of civilians, they also indicate widespread unease about the
extent to which Western military
involvement in the region might
further encourage ISIS retaliation
against Western targets.
This mood of public caution dates
back more than a decade. In the
messy aftermath of the US-led 2003
invasion of Iraq, there was little appetite in the West for further military adventures.
Former US president Barack
Obama won office in 2008 partly on
a promise to a war-weary electorate that he would wind down US
involvement in Iraq and Afghanistan. That led to what his critics at
home and in the Middle East came
to regard as a hands-off approach in
the face of a deteriorating situation
in Syria, a stance that arguably allowed Russia’s decisive September
2015 entry into that conflict to save
Syrian President Bashar Assad.
Elsewhere in the West, there was
an equal desire not to get involved.
On the day before British lawmakers
refused in 2013 to approve the government’s plan to launch air strikes
on Syria in response to Assad’s use
of chemical weapons, an opinion

Anxious mood. Police cordon off activists with placards on a counter-demonstration by the Unite
Against Fascism organisation against far-right marches in central London, on April 1st.
poll indicated two out of three Britons also opposed such action.
After ISIS fighters swept across
Iraq in 2014, opinions hardened
somewhat in light of their reported
treatment of the people they had
conquered and their bloodthirsty
oppression of captives and minorities.
However, both the rise of ISIS and
its subsequent territorial decline
fuelled fears in the West of further
terrorist attacks at home, carried
out by returning fighters or homegrown fanatics inspired by ISIS ideology.
Such fears have been exploited
by an unholy alliance of ISIS itself
and vociferous anti-immigration
movements in the West that, for
their own domestic motives, have
attempted to stoke concerns about
immigrants in general and Muslims
in particular.
During the referendum campaign
on whether Britain should leave
the European Union, some on the
“leave” side played on fears about

immigration, with one group issuing a poster featuring a column of
Middle Eastern refugees heading
for Europe.
Elected governments must take
account of changing public opinion
even if they do not always follow its
dictates.
US President Donald Trump’s
promise to “smash ISIS” went down
well with many of his voters but
might prove less attractive if it involves a cost in American treasure
and troops. Perhaps that explains
some of the imprecision surrounding current US policy in the Middle
East or at least a reluctance to discuss it too much. The less the public
knows, the less it is likely to object.
It is perhaps in that spirit that
the American administration has
stopped revealing detailed information about US military involvement
in Syria and Iraq.
The US Defense Department
said this is a deliberate measure to
hinder the enemy. Sceptics say it
is to keep the American public in

(AFP)

the dark. But at the same time the
Trump administration is playing
down an inevitable strengthening
of the US military in Iraq while the
campaign against ISIS plays out, it is
also signalling that its commitment
will be limited in the aftermath.
As US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson told fellow members of the
international coalition in March:
“We are not in the business of nation-building or reconstruction.”
That is a position that may find favour among many in the West who
would like to insulate themselves
from the Middle East’s problems.
The challenge is that events halfway around the world may still
come to adversely affect their lives
if their governments fail to play
their part towards the region’s longterm stability.
Harvey Morris has written several
books on the Middle East, including
No Friends but the Mountains:
The Tragic History of the Kurds,
published in 1993.

Trump takes hands-off approach to US military in Middle East

View poi nt

Tom Regan

D

uring the 2016 US
presidential campaign, candidate
Donald Trump
bragged that he knew
more about military
tactics than the generals in charge
of US forces in Iraq and Afghanistan. He based this, apparently, on
the five years he spent at a
military school.
So it is a bit of a surprise to learn
that, as president, Trump is taking
a hands-off approach to the
Pentagon and those same generals. He is giving them authority to
make more day-by-day decisions,
especially in the Middle East and
areas of Africa where the battle is
against the Islamic State (ISIS),
al-Shabab or al-Qaeda.
In fewer than 100 days in office,
it has become apparent that
Trump just says or tweets whatever he likes, at whatever time of
the day or night, and it bares
almost no resemblance to reality.
His campaign military comments
no doubt fall into this category
but his hands-off decision has real
consequences for the US military,
the countries in which it is
fighting, civilians in and around
those battles and for the US
position in the world.
Under Barack Obama, control
over the military was much tighter
and some — but not all — of the top
people in the Pentagon or at

There is no faster way to turn
potential allies into
extremists than careless
attacking of civilian areas.

various commands around the
world chaffed under that
restraint. Obama was much more
attuned to how the projection of
US military might was seen
around the world.
It also cannot be forgotten that
one of the main reasons he was
elected president in 2008 was his
promise to get US troops out of
Iraq and Afghanistan, so his
reluctance to give the military
leeway in areas such as increasing
troop strength or calling in air
strikes is understandable.
Trump really does not care what
the rest of the world thinks. He
cares what his base thinks. His
promise to get rid of ISIS is behind
schedule and, after the debacle
with health care reform, it is a
promise he cannot afford to mess
up. It is easy to see why passing

more control over to the military
is an easy move because he
probably sees it as a win-win
situation.
US commanders, particularly in
the field, applauded the move,
saying they would be able to
respond more quickly and flexibly
to extremist tactics.
There are, however, problems
with this hands-off approach and
we have already seen how they
can backfire. The raid in Yemen in
January, in which a US Navy SEAL
and many civilians were killed, is
one example. The bombing in
Mosul in March that killed perhaps
200 civilians is another. Both show
what happens when increased
oversight is put aside.
This is particularly true of the
Mosul bombing. If the number of
civilian deaths continues to climb

Widening footprint. US army forces at the Taji camp in northern
Baghdad, last March.
(AFP)

Trump may
not care
what the
world thinks
but there
are many in
Washington
who do.

as it has recently, there is no faster
way to turn potential allies into
extremists than careless attacking
of civilian areas. Trump may not
care what the world thinks but
there are many in Washington who
do and he may soon find himself in
another battle with Congress.
Although US troops levels are
officially the same as the Obama
administration’s in the region, the
Pentagon has found a loophole to
move in more troops by labelling
them as temporary assignments.
The Pentagon recently said there
were just more than 5,000 troops
in Iraq but military sources told
the Associated Press that there are
probably “at least” a couple
thousand more. There are several
hundred US troops in Syria also
labelled temporary and thus not
counted against the official cap.
It is very easy to see this
situation getting away from the
Trump administration. Soldiers
want to fight and, given a free
hand, that is just what they will
do. All too often, however, as we
have seen in US history, they make
bad decisions at the wrong time if
not given strict parameters of
combat.
Two or three more massive
civilian death tolls in Iraq, Yemen
or Syria and Trump may have a
much worse situation on his hands
than Obama ever did.
Tom Regan, a columnist at
factsandopinion.com, previously
worked for the Christian Science
Monitor, National Public Radio,
the Boston Globe and the
Canadian Broadcasting
Corporation.
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Algeria to explore for resources in the Mediterranean
Walid Khadduri

Beirut

A

lgerian state-owned oil
firm Sonatrach has announced plans for a $50
billion investment programme to increase energy production.
Plans call for adding 220 gigawatts of renewable power capacity
by the year 2030 and for the development of shale resources. The US
Geological Survey estimates that
Algeria has some of the largest
shale reserves among Mediterranean countries.
However, Sonatrach is not expected to be able to carry out the
ambitious renewable energy programme on schedule. Meanwhile,
shale exploration is encountering
domestic obstacles, mainly opposition from public opinion in southern Algeria, where most of the shale
reserves are located. Local inhabitants are concerned about the pollution of scarce water resources due
to fracking that shale exploration
requires.
The main programme that is expected to take off is offshore exploration.
Sonatrach is also looking offshore
to find more resources and has contracted Western oil service firms to
carry out seismic tests and drill an
offshore exploration well.
The African offshore has proven
to be a promising hydrocarbon
area. Oil and gas are produced from
Nigeria’s offshore; Angola’s approximately 2.2 million barrels per day
(bpd) of oil is produced offshore;
natural gas is produced offshore in
Egypt, Libya and Tunisia; and large
gas reserves have been discovered
in East Africa, particularly off Tanzania and Mozambique.
Algeria has not found it necessary yet to explore offshore as the
Sahara Desert remains largely unexplored. Crude oil production has
hovered around 1 million-1.1 million bpd since 1970. Organisation of
the Petroleum Exporting Countries
(OPEC) statistics indicate that production averaged 1.029 million bpd

A view of Krechba gas treatment plant in Algeria.
in 1970, compared to 1.167 million
bpd in 2015. Domestic consumption
has increased however, so crude oil
exports have declined.
Sonatrach is negotiating with Italy’s Eni, US independent Anadarko
and the US giant Exxon Mobil for
exploring Algeria’s offshore potential. Eni has large investments in
Egypt’s offshore operations. The
Italian firm discovered the giant
Zohr gas field in Egyptian waters,
the largest offshore field found in
the Mediterranean.
Exxon Mobil, in partnership with
Qatar Petroleum, was granted an
exploration and production licence

in Cypriot waters. The US firm has
also been short-listed for the first
Lebanese bidding round. Anadarko
is also on the Lebanese short list.

Shale exploration is
encountering
domestic obstacles.
Sonatrach, similar to many public institutions in Algeria, has been
sailing in stormy weather. Due to
the health problems of 80-yearold Algerian President Abdelaziz
Bouteflika, decision-making has
reverted to one of compromises be-

(Reuters)

tween the presidential clan on one
hand and the military and intelligence apparatus on the other. In
March, Sonatrach’s board appointed its sixth chief executive officer
(CEO) in seven years.
Corruption is widespread. A
former Sonatrach CEO and Energy minister has been charged
with bribery. An Algerian criminal
court has sentenced six people to
jail and sanctioned companies for
corruption tied to contracts with
Sonatrach. The defendants were
charged with offences including
embezzling public funds and money laundering to inflate the price of

contracts and accepting bribes.
A report on Algerian corruption
by GAN Integrity in March 2016
said: “Algerian natural resources
and extractive industries carry a
high corruption risk and this is particularly true for the energy sector.”
Sonatrach’s experience is not
unique. National oil companies in
crisis-ridden countries such as Iraq
and Nigeria suffer immensely from
infighting among contesting parties
and corruption due to lack of transparency and accountability.
Walid Khadduri is a Beirut-based
Iraqi writer on energy affairs.

Algeria slashes imports
to preserve dwindling
exchange reserves
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

A

lgeria, resorting to a form
of economic isolationism, is instating tight
control of imports for
items ranging from bananas to heavy trucks to promote
domestic production and safeguard
foreign exchange reserves depleted
by soaring imports and low oil prices.
Various imported goods, ranging
from ketchup to olives, are to be
subjected to government limitations
on volumes and delivery schedules,
the Trade Ministry said.

Foreign reserves are
expected to fall from
$177 billion in 2014 to
$91 billion in 2017.
“Algeria will not be the dumping
ground of the world,” interim Trade
Minister Abdelmadjid Tebboune
said in a statement.
Algerian experts warned the government against the consequences
of economic nationalism, arguing
that trade isolation could make Algeria an “upgraded economic model
of North Korea”.
The move comes before parlia-

mentary elections on May 4th in
which voters will test the credibility
of a leadership with worries about
Algeria’s future amid infighting
among ruling groups over who will
replace ailing President Abdelaziz
Bouteflika.
The government aims to slash imports at least $12 billion this year.
Before the recent change, only
21 products, including consumer
goods and durable items such as
vehicles, were imported under government permits. As of April 15th,
all imports will fall under government’s direct management either
through licences or authorisations.
“The goal of the import decisions
is to bring the bill of imports down
to $35 billion for the current year
versus $47 billion in 2016,” the Trade
Ministry said.
Data from the Algerian government and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) indicated that
Algeria’s foreign currency reserves
are rapidly falling, decreasing from
$177 billion in 2014 to $143 billion in
2015. Forecasts by the IMF and local
experts expect the reserves to total
$91 billion in 2017 and $76 billion in
2018.
The cuts in imports come on the
top of a planned 14% reduction in
budgeted spending this year after a
9% cut the previous year.
Algeria’s budget deficit was 16%
of gross domestic product, the worst

‘Dumping ground’. Algerians walk at the Bab Ezzouar commercial centre in Algiers.
level since its independence 55
years ago. That triggered fears that
the country could not keep up with
its import bills and heavy subsidies
amid uncertainty about oil prices
and declining exchange reserves.
The government was reluctant
to wean the economy from its dependency on hydrocarbon exports,
which account for 95% of foreign
sales, because it feared unrest. It
sees its approach as helping diversify economic activities and boosting
domestic industries.
The government’s drive to reform
the economy without provoking
widespread unrest has been made
difficult by the country’s increased
consumption of oil and natural gas
— up more than 50% since 2007 —
leaving less hydrocarbon output to
export.

Oil output has declined 25%
since 2007 because of ageing oil
fields and lack of incentives to lure
foreign firms with new technology
to upgrade the fields and explore
for more oil.
“The objectives of the government are to trim the imports
through a better government control without causing shortages
and encourage national products
to substitute foreign goods,” said
Algerian economist Tewfik Abdelbari.
“We had a trade deficit of $17 billion in 2016. It is huge. It is a budget
for several countries in our continent,” Tebboune said. “This deficit is plugged by foreign currency
reserves that are not earned to be
spent in [products] that do not benefit the economy and the citizens.”

(AFP)

Critical economists and analysts
argue that the government is taking the wrong path.
“It is more of the same since the
independence. It shows the inability to integrate the local economy
into a globalised economy to produce a good added value,” said
Kadi Ihsane, economy commentator at main daily el Watan.
Analyst Abed Charef said: “For
decades, political leaders and
experts had been urging to stop
focusing on oil prices and look instead to the economic productivity.
Only the government is not aware
of such idea.”
“Managing the economy through
import cuts is not an economic
policy. It would at best lead to an
improved version of North Korea,”
he said.
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Textile company places rare bet
on Turkey’s Kurdish south-east

Briefs
Kuwait signs
energy supply
deal with Egypt

Daren Butler and
Humeyra Pamuk

Diyarbakir

I

n Turkey’s mainly Kurdish
south-east, deeply scarred by
conflict between state forces
and militants, a textile firm
that supplies companies across
Europe plans three new factories
— a rare bet the government can
deliver on a vow to regenerate the
region.
The government announced a
$2.8 billion investment scheme for
the area last September, hoping to
win over the population with the
prospect of economic revival before a referendum this month on
expanding President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan’s powers.
The Iskur group, a supplier to
fashion brands including Zara, Adidas and Nike, sees its $100 million
investment as showing the way for
other companies from western Turkey to take advantage of government incentives and lower wages in
the east.
Undaunted by the militant Kurdistan Workers’ Party’s (PKK) decades-old insurgency, it has been operating a $30 million cotton thread
plant outside the region’s biggest
city, Diyarbakir, since 2014 but few
others have followed its lead.
“We have opened a door in Diyarbakir, creating an example for
other investors in the west,” plant
manager Ekrem Kul said as workers
tended to rows of machines spinning thread.
Iskur halted expansion plans in
2015 with the outbreak of some of
the worst fighting since the PKK
took up arms in 1984 but Kul said
it revived them after the government initiative. It aims to employ
more than 2,000 people in the new
Diyarbakir plants, up from 330 now.
Its optimism is rare in a region
where, the United Nations said,
the upsurge in violence between
July 2015 and December 2016 killed
about 2,000 people, devastated
whole neighbourhoods and drove
500,000 people from their homes.
The ruling Justice and Development Party (AKP), founded by
Erdogan, owed much of its early
success to its stewardship of the
economy after rising to power in
2002, improving roads, building
bridges and hospitals.

Workers are seen at a production line at a textile factory in Diyarbakir.
The pro-Kurdish Peoples’ Democratic Party (HDP) said the government has, however, failed to solve
the problems of the south-east,
where more than 40,000 people
have been killed in three decades of
conflict.
The government counters it has
boosted per person income in the
area to $5,000 from $800 with extensive state investment.
Turkish Prime Minister Binali
Yildirim promised new factories,
housing, hospitals and sports stadiums under the investment plan.
Urbanisation Minister Mehmet
Ozhaseki said that state investments have focused on reconstruction of buildings damaged in the
conflict.
Alican Ebedinoglu, president of
a Diyarbakir trade association, said
he is sceptical private investment
will follow.
“Every new government has
made fresh legislation to provide
incentives for investment in the region but without peace and calm,
these incentive packages don’t
mean much. If there is peace, the
region hardly needs any incentives,” Ebedinoglu said.
Erdogan won support among
Kurds for spearheading a peace
process in 2013, the first time Kurdish political demands had been
addressed, and for easing some restrictions on them.
Since a ceasefire with the militants collapsed in July 2015, he has
ruled out a return to negotiations,
saying security forces will “annihi-

late” the PKK, which is considered
a terrorist organisation by Turkey,
the United States and Europe.
In events echoed in other towns
in the south-east, armed youths
dug trenches and laid explosives
in Diyarbakir’s ancient Sur district,
which is encircled by towering
Roman-era walls. Security forces
fought back with tanks.

Government
trumpets $2.8 billion
investment
programme.
Security operations ended in Sur
a year ago but there are checkpoints
across the city and concrete blocks
placed in front of buildings deemed
vulnerable to bombing attacks on
security forces that have taken
place since.
Ebedinoglu said the fighting
caused 500 businesses to close and
shopkeepers shuttered their stores
for weeks or months at a time when
the violence surged, meaning they
fell behind on rent and debt payments.
The industrial zone where the
Iskur thread factory is based is
20km north of the city, far from the
focus of the fighting but it was not
immune. “It affected our workers’
ability to come to work easily —
their psychological state, their productivity. We experienced difficult
days,” Kul said.
Household disposable incomes

(Reuters)

are about half the national average of $4,500 in the south-east and
official unemployment in some
provinces is 28%, more than twice
the national average, a figure some
local business say is an underestimate.
In the four provinces, including
Diyarbakir, most affected by the
conflict, the HDP won about threequarters of the vote at the last parliamentary elections in November
2015. However, the AKP attracts
greater support in less-troubled
provinces of the south-east.
Diyarbakir, a city of more than
1.5 million, is better off than rural areas. Apartment blocks have
mushroomed and modern shopping malls add to the appearance of
growing prosperity but Ahmet Sayar, head of the Diyarbakir Chamber of Commerce said there was a
long way to go.
“For there to be a leap forward in
achieving the economic potential
as a region there needs to be an environment of predictability, stability, peace and confidence,” he said.
For workers, too, a return of the
ceasefire is vital.
“We did not have these troubles
during the peace process, we could
come to work easily,” said Ramazan
Yildiz, an employee at the Iskur
plant.
“We go home in fear in the evenings, we come to work in fear,
thinking: ‘Will there be any problem or clashes on the road?’”
(Reuters)

Kuwait said it signed a multibillion-dollar deal to supply Egypt with
crude oil and petroleum products
for three years.
Under the deal, Kuwait will supply Egypt with 2 million barrels of
crude per month and 1.5 million
tonnes of petroleum products annually over three years, state-owned
Kuwait Petroleum Corporation said
in a statement.
It said the deal was worth more
than $4 billion, based on current
market prices.
A previous deal, signed after
Egypt’s military removed Islamist president Muhammad Morsi,
expired in December. Kuwait was
among the Gulf countries that offered Egypt billions of dollars of
aid following Morsi’s ouster in July
2013.
(Agence France-Presse)

Boeing reaches $3
billion deal with
Iranian airline
Boeing Company said it has
signed a $3 billion deal with Iran’s
Aseman Airlines for 30 Boeing 737
MAX aircraft.
Boeing said the deal included
purchase rights for an additional 30
737 MAX aircraft. It comes on top
of a December deal by Iran Air, the
country’s flag carrier, for $16.6 billion with Boeing for 80 passenger
planes.
The deals come as part of the landmark nuclear agreement reached
between Iran and world powers.
In September, Washington granted
permission to Boeing and its European competitor Airbus to sell billions of dollars’ worth of aircraft to
Iran.
In January, Iran Air signed agreements to buy 118 planes from Airbus,
estimated to be worth $25 billion.
Asghar Fakhrieh Kashan, a deputy
Transportation minister, later said
Iran would cut the number of Airbus
planes to 112.
(The Associated Press)

China signals it wants to be major player in Middle East

View poi nt

Tom
Regan

S

audi King Salman bin
Abdulaziz Al Saud’s $65
billion deal with Chinese
President Xi Jinping in
March was the latest
indication of China’s
desire to improve its position in
the Middle East in terms of
economic strategy, weapons sales
and geopolitical strategy. By
strengthening ties in the region,
China is hoping to challenge the
longtime dominance of the United
States.
While the multibillion-dollar
deal covered areas such as energy,
culture, education and technology, one of its key components
was the future construction of a
Chinese drone factory in the
kingdom. The facility will produce
the CH-4 drone, which China has
been selling as a cheaper, reliable
substitute to the United States’
MQ-9 Reaper drones.
Although China has had mixed
success selling drones to Saudi

As promising as the present
looks for China, it may all just be
a temporary surge.

Arabia — previous models had
problems with the kingdom’s
desert terrain — the new CH-4
model has been successful in
other countries in the region,
including Iraq, which switched to
the Chinese drone to fight the
Islamic State (ISIS). Price is also a
major selling point. The cost of
one Reaper drone, about $20
million, is equivalent to that of
four CH-4 drones and a controlling unit.
The deal helps China build up
its market in a region where
weapon demand is high. For the
Saudis, connecting with China is a
way to hedge their bets at a time
when the United States has
reduced its level of involvement
in regional affairs. (If US President
Donald Trump continues on an
anti-Muslim trajectory, Saudi
Arabia could quickly switch to a
more solid partnership with
China.)
For China, the deal with Saudi
Arabia also fits neatly into its
desire to build a new Silk Road,
which Xi has called the “One Belt,
One Road” initiative. This
initiative is part of a long-term
strategy to ensure China’s access

to countries and markets in the
region and improve its position as
a counterweight to the Americans.
China has become the Middle
East’s main trading partner,
bumping the United States into
second place.
After the deal was signed in
March, the Chinese Foreign
Ministry said it would act as a
mediator between Riyadh and
Tehran at the request of Saudi
Arabia. While the United States
has a strong relationship with the
Saudis, it has virtually none with
Iran. China, on the other hand, is
one of Iran’s main supporters.
Acting as the go-between for the
two major powers in the region
gives the Chinese a considerable
advantage over Washington.
Unlike the United States, China
leaves issues of human rights off
the table.
Despite the advantages, China’s
diplomatic strategy has drawbacks.
Despite their determination to
avoid the kind of mistakes the
United States has made in the
region, China is vulnerable to the
region’s ever-changing political
landscape. In Libya, for example,

For China,
the deal
with Saudi
Arabia fits
neatly into
its desire to
build a new
Silk Road.

the new government shied away
from working with China for years
because of its support for former
dictator Muammar Qaddafi. This
resulted in 36,000 Chinese
workers being forced to leave the
country.
But even their relationship with
Libya seems to be changing. The
Tobruk-based government
announced a $36 billion infrastructure plan in November 2016,
largely financed by Chinese
investors.
As promising as the present
looks for China, it may all just be a
temporary surge. China can expect
to be challenged by the United
States, who will not just walk away
from its dominant position as
external power in the region. And
if meaningful political change
does come to the region, China’s
reluctance to champion human
rights may present problems.
What happens over the next
year and a half will be important
to watch. If China continues to
sign big trade and defence deals in
the region, it may signal a longerterm shift is taking place. If not, it
is a slight rebalancing of the
status quo.
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Debate on interfaith marriage revs up again in Tunisia
Iman Zayat

Tunis

D

espite its ground-breaking constitution that has
been widely praised as
the most progressive in
the Arab region, Tunisia has been incapable of divesting
itself of some restrictions on individual rights.
Arguments and contention persist as a battle to defend and uphold
individual liberties gathers steam.
A coalition of some 60 Tunisian
rights groups has called on authorities to scrap a 1973 ministerial
decree that bans Tunisian women
from marrying non-Muslims. The
coalition said the decree undermines “a fundamental human
right: which is the right to choose a
spouse”.
The move revived a heated debate on interfaith marriage and
prompted Diwan al-Ifta, Tunisia’s
official religious institution, to say
in a Facebook post: “We are not
aware of the approval of any law
that would allow Muslim women to
marry non-Muslims. Accordingly,
the issuance of Islam certificates
remains in force for those who are
willing to convert.”

A societal debate is
an essential step
towards revocation
of the 1973
decree.

”

Najma Kousri Labidi,
a Tunisian feminist activist
Tunisian activists and rights
groups blame the lack of progress
on individual rights on inconsistencies among the 2014 constitution,
ministerial decrees and elements of
the penal code.
“This inconsistency stems from
critical governmental delays. In the
case of interfaith marriage, we have

Divisive issue. Tunisian Grand Mufti Sheikh Othman Battikh (C) conducts a ceremony of conversion to Islam in Tunis.
a ministerial decree that dates to
1973. This decree has no genuine
legal value, which makes us assume
that the matter is purely political,”
said Najma Kousri Labidi, a feminist activist and a coordinator of the
Commission for Bodily Integrity at
the Tunisian Association of Democratic Women (ATFD).
“I do not see any convenience in
the meddling of a religious institution like Diwan al-Ifta with a political matter,” she added.
“The decree of November 5th,
1973, emanates from the tendentious interpretation of the Arabic
version of Article 5 of the Code of
Personal Status, which uses the
term mawanaa sharia. We have two
interpretations. The first infers that
mawanaa sharia implies impediments provided by the law. The second maintains that the term refers
to impediments that are laid down
under sharia,” said Iqbal Gharbi, a
professor at Zeitouna University.

The divisive decree stipulates
that for non-Muslim men and Muslim women to marry, the man must
submit a certificate of his conversion to Islam. Muslim men who
marry non-Muslim women are exempt from this procedure.
“The decree clearly violates the
Tunisian constitution, which promotes equality between all citizens,
regardless of gender,” Labidi said.
“The ATFD has been working on
this matter for a long time. However, it appears that there is no political will to change the current situation. Hopefully, we believe that a
societal debate is an essential step
towards revocation.”
The coalition includes the ATFD,
the Civil Collective for the Defence
of Individual Freedoms, the Committee for the Respect of Human
Rights and Freedom in Tunisia, the
Tunisian Association to Support
Minorities, the Tunisian Forum for
Economic and Social Rights and the

Tunisian League for the Defence of
Human Rights.
The coalition called the 1973
decree “an aberration” that violates the freedom of conscience
enshrined in the 2014 constitution.

Tunisian rights
groups called on
authorities to scrap a
ban on Tunisian
women marrying
non-Muslims.
“It is inadmissible today for a simple decree, which has almost no judicial value… to command the lives
of thousands,” Sana Ben Achour,
a lawyer and president of the Beity association, said during a March
27th news conference.
“The matter is problematic because the decree identifies all Tunisian women as Muslim whereas
there is no certificate to prove reli-

(Diwan al-Ifta)

gion in the country,” said Wahid Ferchichi of the Adli association for the
defence of individual rights.
The coalition hopes that the decree will be revoked by November.
In its statement, it “calls all Democrats from around the world to support Tunisia’s struggle for the upholding of women’s rights”.
Tunisia is viewed as being ahead
of most Arab countries on women’s
rights. Article 21 of the 2014 constitution states: “All citizens, male and
female, have equal rights and duties, and are equal before the law.”
However, many legal provisions
and practices discriminate against
women, particularly in matters of
inheritance. Despite rallying for
collective rights and freedoms, it
appears that Tunisian society remains in many regards reluctant to
seriously address the matter of individual liberties.
Iman Zayat is a Tunisian journalist.

Bill encouraging polygamy stirs controversy in Iraq
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

I

“

t is an insult to Iraqi women,” said Iraqi women’s
rights activist Hana Adour.
“It is rather a dignified
way out for many widows and orphans,” retorted Kazem
Jawad, an engineer.
The heated argument entangling
Iraqi society was triggered by a proposal, introduced by Member of
Parliament Jamila al-Obeidi, that
encourages polygamy.
“The unprecedented numbers
of widows, divorcees and unmarried women, who are estimated to
exceed 4 million, prompted me to
raise this proposition,” Obeidi said.
“It is a dangerous phenomenon
that is threatening all Iraqi women
who are increasingly vulnerable
and in financially dangerous positions. They are being exploited in
return for money and livelihood, a
matter that we cannot but reject in
our conservative oriental society.”

It is an insult to
Iraqi women.

”

Iraqi women’s rights activist
Hana Adour
The bill, which Obeidi said would
win enough votes in parliament to
pass, would encourage men to marry more than one woman by providing financial incentives from the
government, including a monthly
allowance of about $300.
A 1959 Iraqi law permits polyga-

my for Muslim men under certain
conditions, including permission
from a judge and consent from the
first wife. The husband must be
deemed “financially capable” and
give “legitimate reasons” for taking another spouse, such as having
a first wife who is unable to bear
children.
Obeidi explained that her proposal is mainly geared towards young
widows and divorced women between the ages of 15 and 25 who
might wish to marry a married man
who can take care of them and protect them from exploitation.
“Polygamy is a necessity in Iraqi
society to help reorganise it and
make it more stable,” Obeidi said.
“Women should accept each other
as partners to protect themselves.
We must renounce the one-woman
mentality at the expense of our sisters.”
The proposed bill drew harsh
criticism from women in the Iraqi
parliament and the childhood affairs committee. Committee member Intisar al-Jabbouri played down
the chances of the bill making it
through parliament, arguing that
the government cannot afford to
take on new expenses.
“Such a law will only exacerbate
the economic and social problems
of the family and will not solve any
of the women’s social problems,”
Jabbouri said. “On the contrary, it
will increase them and lead to the
disintegration of the family.”
“The problem of widows in Iraq
can be tackled in many other ways
that safeguard their dignity and
integrity, such as securing jobs
and public positions for them or
through the provision of loans and
grants to enable them to start small

businesses,” she added.
Adour agreed that polygamy was
not the answer to the widows’ and
divorced women’s social problems.
“It will not lead to stability but rather to domestic violence in the families who are already struggling with
economic pressure,” she said.

Under the bill, the
government would
provide financial
incentives to
encourage polygamy.
“The answer is in empowering
women financially and providing them with job opportunities
through vocational training to protect their dignity and rights guaranteed by the constitution. We do not
need additional family problems,
hatred and animosity,” Adour said.
She claimed the proposal was
Obeidi’s way of “merely seeking
electoral publicity”.
While Iraqi women’s rights
groups were outraged by the bill,
many Iraqi men have come out in
support of Obeidi’s proposal.
“It will save a lot of widows and
orphans,” said Jawad, 30. “The
proposed bill is in line with Islamic
sharia, and polygamy is allowed
by religion as a solution for many
problems. Taking care of orphans
and widows is a duty for every Muslim, especially those who have the
financial capacities and are willing
to take more than one wife.”
The existing marriage law has
long been criticised by women’s
rights groups as outdated but the
high number of widows caused by
recent wars and the fight against

Vulnerable in war. Women work on sewing machines at a widows’
training and development centre in Baghdad.
(Reuters)
the Islamic State has led to a surge
in the practice in Iraq in recent
years.
Activist Tayiba Mohammad,
who is a chemist, blasted Obeidi’s
“untimely and incomprehensible”
proposal.
“How could she propose such a
law at a time we need the parliament to pass laws for improving
family living conditions and combating rampant unemployment
among the youth?” Mohammad
asked.
“Deteriorating security is the
main reason for the hardships of
Iraqi families. As such, we need
strict laws to punish those behind
the killing of Iraqis, not laws that

would exacerbate hatred and dissent.”
Lawyer Aliaa al-Hosseini suggested that widows and divorced
women should be prioritised for
government jobs so they can empower themselves economically
and socially.
“I believe Obeidi’s proposal is
somehow motivated by electoral
interest,” Hosseini said. “She is obviously addressing the widows in
her governorate of Nineveh, which
she represents in parliament.”
Oumayma Omar, based in
Baghdad, is a contributor to the
Culture and Society sections of The
Arab Weekly.
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Rolls-Royce boosts charity work in Middle East
Dunia El-Zobaidi

London

A

MAR, a British charity delivering emergency support and sustainable programmes to people in the
Middle East, and luxury
car manufacturer Rolls-Royce have
joined forces to raise funds. Marking
the charity’s 25th anniversary, RollsRoyce opened its Berkeley Square
showroom to hundreds of potential
donors.
The event was an occasion for
AMAR to showcase its plans and
projects, including the construction
of a 36-bed maternity hospital in
southern Iraq and a school in Basra.
“The maternity hospital is financed by a grant given by the emir
of Kuwait. He wanted something to
be built in the south of Iraq so we
asked around to see what is needed
most which turned out to be health
and education,” AMAR spokesman
Robert Cole said.
“The hospital is just outside Basra. We are hoping it is operational
by autumn 2018. It will be state-ofthe-art and have everything that is
needed in a maternity hospital. We
also had a big donation for a CAT
scanner, one of the very few in the
region,” Cole said.
Pointing to the high death rate
among newborns in Iraq, Cole added: “We want to reverse that trend
by providing the best hospitals and
doctors. Some 15,000 Iraqis work
for us in Iraq and many of them are
volunteers.”
Education is another sector that
needs support in Iraq, hence the
plan to build a school in Basra, Cole
said.
“The school will be built to the
north of the city centre,” he said.
“We aim to provide a fantastic education with everything from sports
and languages to information technology. There will be a small fee but
it will be much cheaper than other
schools.”
At least 25% of the students will be
orphans from the local community.
“We aim to give the orphans an
opportunity to meet families and
other children and help them access
university and eventually get good

Rebuilding lives. British MP Baroness Emma Nicholson of Winterbourne speaking at the Rolls-Royce charity event in London.
														

jobs to hopefully rebuild Iraq,” Cole
added.
British MP Baroness Emma Nicholson, a founder of AMAR, commended the work of AMAR’s field
staff. “Our incredible teams in the
Middle East have been rebuilding
the lives of the most disadvantaged
in the region for the past 25 years,”
she said.
“In recent times the pressure on
our wholly local staff has increased
hugely because ISIS’s murderous
invasion of northern Iraq has left
millions displaced and in desperate
need of help,” Nicholson said, referring to the Islamic State.
Scores of Iraqis have been forced
to live as refugees in their own
country, in grim camps, abandoned
buildings or with relatives for years.
AMAR supports them by building health centres, schools and

training facilities.
“We have unique programmes
such as psycho-social support for
Yazidi women and girls kidnapped
and horribly abused by ISIS and
religious tolerance teaching in the
south,” Nicholson said.

British charity plans
maternity hospital
and school in south
Iraq.
“All AMAR’s work is first class, excellence recognised by organisations
such as the World Health Organisation, UNESCO and the World Bank,”
she said. “This is why Rolls-Royce’s
beautiful showroom is the perfect
place to thank our superb donors,
both corporate and individual, for

their massive help over the years.”
Claus Andersen, brand director of
Rolls-Royce, said the name was synonymous with British culture and
the number one choice for the British entrepreneur. “We are delighted,
therefore, to offer a great British
charity like AMAR the opportunity
to use our flagship showroom in the
heart of Mayfair to celebrate its 25th
birthday with donors and supporters,” he said.
Rolls-Royce and AMAR will also
collaborate with Italian artist Ottavio Fabbri in an exhibition titled
Starlight. Money generated from the
sale of paintings will be donated to
the charity.
Fabbri is a painter, sculptor, director and conceptual artist who grew
up among artists such as Salvador
Dali and Pablo Picasso, who were
friends of his parents. His new col-

(amarfoundation.org)

lection, Sky, mirrors Rolls-Royce’s
Starlight Headliner feature. The
company’s craftsmen weaved 8001,600 fibre-optic strands through
the leather-lined ceiling to create
galaxy patterns. Each constellation
is unique to the owner.
Apollo 11 astronaut Buzz Aldrin
said before the landing-on-themoon mission in 1969: “I have already seen Fabbri’s paintings in
space. Ottavio Fabbri is a man and
artist of the Italian Renaissance. The
new renaissance, the cosmic one.”
His work is so evocative that the
European Space Agency has given
him lifetime sponsorship.
The Starlight exhibition is to
run April 14th-21st at the Berkeley
Square Rolls-Royce showroom.
Dunia El-Zobaidi is a regular Arab
Weekly contributor in London.

Iraq war victims seek medical treatment in Jordan
Nazli Tarzi

London

W

ar-torn Iraq has
seemingly resorted
to outsourcing a
portion of its medical and surgical care.
“Through no fault of our own
[Iraqi physicians], a growing number of Iraq’s war-wounded civilians
are travelling to Jordan for treatment,” Dr Omar al-Ani, a doctor at
the Doctors without Borders (MSF)
reconstructive hospital in Amman
said in a telephone interview.
Ani’s hospital treats complex injuries and lower-limb trauma that
can cause permanent disabilities.
Since its opening in 2006, more than
2,400 patients out of 4,500 treated
have come from Iraq and 70-80% of
the surgeons are from the country.

The Doctors without
Borders team is
looking to fan out
further north-west in
Iraq.
While Iraqis comprise the overwhelming majority of patients, the
hospital has also welcomed civilians from Syria, Gaza and Yemen.
MSF’s headquarters in Baghdad
and its roving field doctors are vital for those who cannot get health
care services in Iraq, where unre-

lenting violence has caused medical
needs to surge.
“As the medical load increases in
times of war,” Ani said, “local hospitals lack the infrastructure, adequate facilities, instruments and
medicine to absorb patients and respond to war-related injuries.”
“In very rare cases we offer treatment to Iraqi forces, army cadre and
members of the police but the programme is primarily set up to offer
care to civilians,” he added.
“Patients without access to specialised care in their countries are
brought here. We treat broken bones
and fractures, provide reconstructive and plastic surgery, physiotherapy and psychosocial support.”
The average duration of a patient’s stay is 4-6 months. After
being treated, they are returned to
wherever MSF met them, be it a border point or an airport.
The breakdown of state authority
in Iraq’s western provinces, where
the battle against the Islamic State
(ISIS) is concentrated, has led to a
surge in violence. Ani fled his home
town in Anbar province in 2014, relocating with his wife and daughter
to Baghdad, where he joined the
MSF team.
Transferring patients from war
zones to safe zones where treatment can begin “isn’t so simple”,
Ani said.
“Patients are picked up by field
doctors, who document the patient’s case and medical history and
send their file electronically to us in
Amman. Every Tuesday, a medical

The long road to treatment. An Iraqi patient is seen at a hotel in
Amman.
(AP)
committee congregates to discuss
and agree on the cases MSF will accept,” he said.
The conflict has made conditions
increasingly desperate. Civilians
find themselves trapped between
terrorists on the ground and whistling shells dropped by Iraq’s coalition partners above.
Airwars, a group that records wartime casualties, has documented
the death of 250-370 civilians in the
campaign to liberate Mosul, Iraq’s
second largest city.
Outsourcing patients to Jordan
has become a final resort, Dr Thaer

Hsain, a former MSF doctor who
worked in Syria, said. “Supply
routes are always being cut” in both
Iraq and Syria.
Hsain outlined three stages of
care in times of war: Diagnostic, medicinal and procedural. He stressed
that “specialised surgery cannot be
performed in the absence of specialised equipment and services”.
The coalition forces’ repeated
failure to distinguish between civilians and combatants when launching strikes is one of the many ways
innocent civilians bear the cost of
the war.

Deaths do not only occur in areas
of combat. Residents making their
way out of ISIS-held territories have
been killed in what is termed “collateral damage” or were deliberately targeted by liberating forces.
Rights groups have called on the
Iraqi government to prioritise the
protection of civilians.
Ani recounted a case that sticks
with him. “She was a young baby
girl from al-Qaim, whose bone and
tendon were exposed due to air
strikes,” he said, adding that MSF
worked to transfer her to Baghdad
in an ambulance despite the hurdles
encountered at checkpoints.
Their team is looking to expand
further to the north-west where
there is an even greater need for
treatment.
“We have a new project we are
hoping to launch in the upcoming
months taking the form of a rehabilitation centre in northern Iraq,
offering physiotherapeutic and psychosocial support. Treatment will
be offered to time-sensitive cases
that can later be referred to us in
Amman if further complications
emerge,” Ani said.
“We work so long as there is a
need for reconstructive surgery,” he
said. “Sometimes news of success
stories reaches us, although the
faces of those people are unknown
to us.”
Nazli Tarzi is an independent
journalist whose writings and films
focus on Iraq’s ancient history and
contemporary political scene.
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Sudanese artists
showcased for first
time in London
Karen Dabrowska

London

F

rederique
Cifuentes’s
exhibition Sudan: Emergence of Singularities is
primarily an attempt to
break the isolation of
contemporary Sudanese artists
from the international art scene.
The title indicates that very little is
known about contemporary Sudanese art, which the photographer
and documentary film-maker is determined to put on the map.
“Singularities [is] about each individual artist who is part of this
exhibition,” Cifuentes said. “Their
work is unique as is their contribution to the art scene in Sudan. It is
now time to show this art in the
West.”
The exhibition includes abstract
art, ceramics, traditional filigree
jewellery as well as photographs
showing scenes from the conflict
in the southern Nuba region and
houses in Khartoum that reflect
the ostentatious lifestyle of the
nouveau riche.
There is also an introduction to
theatre in Sudan with a 9-minute
documentary that sheds light on
the Shoaf Drama Group and features a comprehensive timeline of
events that shaped theatre in Sudan from 1900-2000.

The event attempts
to break the isolation
of contemporary
Sudanese artists.
Yahya Zaloom, the director of
P21 Gallery, a charitable trust that
promotes contemporary Arab art
and culture, said the focus was on

contemporary Sudanese art that
has never been shown in London.
“The Arab Fund for Arts and Culture and the Arab British Centre
provided the funding and, after a
year of hard work, which was more
a labour of love, the exhibition was
ready,” Zaloom said.

The exhibition
includes abstract art,
ceramics, traditional
jewellery and
photographs.
Approximately half of the works
featured are by artists who live and
work in Sudan. The rest are from
artists in the diaspora. Several Sudanese are participating in film
screenings, talks and events in conjunction with the exhibition,
Sudanese artists who want to exhibit abroad face many challenges.
“The main issue is shipping and
getting artwork out of Sudan not
only because of the sanctions but
also due to logistical problems,” Cifuentes said.
“There is no proper company to
wrap, ship and provide insurance
of the work. Artists also have problems getting a visa to travel abroad.
In Khartoum, there are very few
galleries. The art they exhibit is of a
very good standard but marketing
and curating is lacking. It is difficult
to get good materials to produce
artwork, and the weather makes it
very difficult to preserve it.”
With internal conflicts and economic hardship, people have other
priorities than buying art, which is
mostly purchased by expats. “The
government’s budget for arts is nonexistent; unlike in the ‘50s and ‘60s,
there are no scholarships or grants
for art students and there is no national art gallery,” Cifuentes said.

A painting by Mohamed Abdalla Otaybi.
The art section of the exhibition
features abstract paintings of the
late Hussein Shariffe, who lived in
exile. “My father used to say there
was no way for artists to grow and
thrive because of the government,”
Shariffe’s daughter Eiman said.
Shariffe also made films. His last
production, Letters from Abroad,
brought together Sudanese poets,
who all wrote about being away
from their country.
The paintings of Mohamed Abdalla Otaybi, one of Sudan’s best
known contemporary artists, who
lives and works in Omdurman, are
some of the exhibition’s most striking. He uses vivid bright colours
and black outlining in his shapes
and figures.
The unique ceramics of the late
Mo Abbaro were made following
the traditional technique of Suda-

nese tribes who fire their clay pots
by digging a large hole, packing the
pots together and covering them
with animal dung, which is set
alight and gives a long, hot firing.
Photos by Nuba Reports network
journalists provide a penetrating
flash of insight into the conflict
in the Nuba Mountains. There are
striking images of fighters and ordinary people living in harsh conditions.
For the past 14 years, Sudan
has been the centre of Cifuentes’s
work. In 2016, she worked as the
leader on photojournalism and
conflict sensitive reporting training organised by UNESCO in Sudan.
Cifuentes said she wanted the
exhibition to show the diversity of
Sudan.
“With the current government,

(Frederique Cifuentes)

you only have one narrative — the
Islamic narrative,” she said, “but
Sudan had a history before the Arabs and there are some amazing
tribes in the country.”
“It was important for me to exhibit different kinds of art forms
from artists from different parts of
the country. This festival is a trial. I
hope it will be an annual event that
shows something more positive
than the political conflict and creates a dialogue among the Sudanese themselves and the Sudanese
and non-Sudanese,” she added.
Sudan: Emergence of Singularities is to run at P21 Gallery, London, through May 6th.
Karen Dabrowska is a
London-based contributor to the
Culture and Society section of
The Arab Weekly.

Jazz in Carthage celebrates music in Tunis streets
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

M

usic filled the air on
Tunis’s Avenue Habib Bourguiba where
legendary jazz musicians Fred Wesley
and Shareef Clayton kicked off the
12th Jazz in Carthage festival with a
street concert in the bustling downtown area.
Tunisians of all ages danced and
sang along to the tunes. The annual ten-day event, which runs
through April 9th, treats music
lovers to a variety of concerts and
street performances by renowned
international and national artists.
In addition to Wesley and Clayton,
American jazz group Pink Martini
and soul pride Liam Bailey and
Myles Sanko are featured this year.
“The festival has been gaining
ground year after year. It is gaining large visibility on social and
other media, and that is great for a
relatively new festival,” said Jazz in
Carthage Director Mourad Mathari.
“From the moment the programme was posted online, we received positive feedback. People,
both Tunisians and foreigners, contacted us, wanting to organise their
vacation to be able to attend the
festival,” Mathari said.
The current edition features ten
concerts with 21 international artists in Tunis and the coastal resort
town of Sousse.
Mathari stressed the importance
of the festival in promoting a positive image of Tunisia as a country
that celebrates music and art.

Shareef Clayton at a street concert in Tunis.
“The festival targets a Tunisian
audience in the first place but we
also provide a multi-diverse programme that could be of use for
tourism agencies,” he said. “People
in the tourism sector can use this
event to promote Tunisia as a musical destination. Many foreigners
come for the concerts when they
hear of the festival.
“The welcoming and the quality
of the audience also help a lot in

(Jazz in Carthage)

giving a positive image of Tunisia
abroad.”
This year’s festival marks the
return of the Jazz Club of Tunis,
which will participate in jam sessions with international musicians.
“Jazz in Carthage should be a
space where real jazz musicians can
perform. A space with workshops
and jam sessions to help Tunisian
jazz musicians learn from international musicians,” said Khouloud

Soula, president of Jazz Club of Tunis.
“It is an opportunity to introduce
musical education in the festival.
The festival should provide a platform for exchange between international and Tunisian musicians
through jam sessions. We have
common vocabulary and language
and it is very exciting to jam to that
with musicians like Shareef Clayton,” Soula added.
The Jazz Club of Tunis, an association that gathers jazz musicians,
fans and researchers to promote
the jazz scene in Tunisia, has been
involved in organising concerts and
workshops. It participated in previous editions of Jazz in Carthage in
which local musicians collaborated
with international counterparts.
“Over the years, we realised what
an amazing learning opportunity
the festival is. The idea is that we
exchange with other musicians and
this creates professional and human ties, which is what the learning experience is about,” Soula said.
Begun in 2005, the festival was
affected by security and political
developments in Tunisia in recent
years. In 2015, it was almost called
off following the terrorist attack at
the Bardo National Museum, which
led many artists to cancel their participation. In 2016, organisers complained about administrative and
bureaucratic obstacles.
However, this year’s edition
marks the beginning of a new partnership with the Ministry of Cultural Affairs, which, Mathali said, will
play a crucial role in the success of
the festival.
“It is one of the few festivals that
combine both private and public

support. The ministry has supported this new philosophy and
thematic organisation, showing an
openness to ensure that cultural
initiatives take place,” Mathari said.
He explained that the ministry
was seeking to change certain laws
and relax bureaucratic procedures
“to encourage new private initiatives which help Tunisia become a
cultural destination”.
The festival this year also features an exhibition titled Jazz Age
by photographer Patrick Zachmann
that celebrates images of the contemporary jazz scene. After Paris
and New York, the exhibition will
find a home in Tunis at the Carthage
Thalasso Resort Gammarth.

Participants include
Fred Wesley, Shareef
Clayton, Liam Bailey,
Myles Sanko and US
group Pink Martini.
Festival-goers are also being
treated to a variety of other music
genres with electro-rock French
duo AaRON, indie pop artist Tom
Odell, and French-Moroccan world
musician Hindi Zahra.
“The aim is to promote jazz music
and other genres that could breathe
life in the spirit of the festival. The
audience here discovers different
artists,” Mathari said. “When they
leave and say ‘Wow, that was an
exceptional discovery’, our goal is
attained.”
Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and
Culture contributor to The Arab
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.
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Design Days Dubai 2017 attracts record visitors
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Dubai

D

esign
Days
Dubai,
an international fair
showcasing collectible
furniture and objects,
held its most successful event in March 2017, with a
number of design studios and solo
designers debuting their furniture,
lighting and other objects alongside a diverse mix of the world’s
design galleries.
Established in 2012, the event
has become an important starting
point for regional talent, gaining
traction due to parallel events at
Art Week Dubai in mid-March.
This year, Design Days Dubai had
a record 11,302 visitors, a 10% increase from previous years. Fifty
exhibitors represented 125 designers from 39 different countries,
with more than 400 purchasable
works — from furniture and lighting to decorative objects — displayed.

Fifty exhibitors
represented 125
designers from 39
countries.
The fair’s new location at d3, the
heart of Dubai’s creative industries, made it an ideal venue for
the fair. An extensive programme
of talks and workshops attracted a
large number of visitors.
“Young designers in the region
and the UAE are growing in number and confidence. We are seeing
a transformation in their approach
and use of materials,” said the
fair’s head of programming, Rawan
Kashkoush. “Whether it’s inventing new material composites or experimenting with textures, there is
a slow but steady meeting of past
and future, making designers from
the region our bridges through
time.”
Visitors to Design Days Dubai
saw laser-cutting technologies
paired with the old-world noble
material marble in Emirati designer Aljoud Lootah’s creations. Layer
upon layer of thin sheets of wood
forming irregular shaped plywood

blocks reminiscent of mutant trees
characterised Sharjah-based Ammar Kalo’s collection of furniture.
First-time exhibitors from the
UAE included Ayah al-Bitar, AYKA
Design; CarpetsCC by Cecilia Setterdahl; Jafar Dajani, MCML Studio; Michael Rice and Nader Gammas. Designers from other areas
showcasing work included Apical
Reform (India); Aperçu Designs
(Jordan); Marie Munier (Lebanon); and Dahr and Ahmad Angawi (Saudi Arabia).
Gammas, who presented a
collection of brass and marble
lighting, said he had the opportunity to show his pieces
“to a very large audience,
and contribute to the regional design scene”.
Apical Reform drew
visitors and media limelight with its sculptural
presentation of Sonuslexica.
“Customisation
of
bespoke art is our main
line of work. We do only
one piece, whether it is
functional art, bespoke
furniture, design or lighting accessories,” said one
of Apical Reform’s 6-member professional team.
Lootah was a third-time
participant in the event. She
had previously displayed furniture, lighting and objects, but
this year marked her first foray
into ceramics. Her Tebr collection
consists of vases and tableware
that depict intricate patterns that
adorned the historic architecture
of the UAE and explores how they
can be interpreted in everyday life.
“Tebr means ‘raw gold’ in Arabic
and I have been working on the collection for the last six months. The
response to Tebr at Design Days has
been very good,” she said.
Lootah has had notable success
after two of the designs she premiered at Design Days Dubai 2015
were acquired by the National Gallery of Victoria in Melbourne, Australia — making her the first Emirati designer to have work displayed
in a national museum’s permanent
collection.
Tashkeel, a Dubai-based arts
organisation, is a regular participant at Dubai Design Days. For the
fifth consecutive year, Tashkeel

Loop by Rand Abdul Jabbar at the 1971 Design Space in Sharjah.
showcased the work of emerging
designers who had been part of
its Tanween programme, which is
comprised of an innovative group
of emerging designers working in
the UAE. Four UAE-based designers — Hamza Omari, Hatem Hatem,
Lujain Abulfaraj and Lujaine Rezk
— exhibited work.
Tashkeel Manager Jill Hoyle
said: “The opportunity to show
their work alongside that of established regional and international

designers and to get feedback directly from visitors to the fair is an
invaluable experience for designers at this stage of their career.”
The highlight at MB&F M.A.D.
Gallery was French sculptor and
installation artist Damien Beneteau, whose works reflects his fascination with light and shade.
“I am influenced by minimal and
kinetic art,” he said, explaining
that it took him two years to conceive and create Spatial Variations,

( Design Days Dubai 2017 )

a floor sculpture made of three
stainless steel and black anodised
aluminium limited editions.
A special feature in this year’s
event was Britain Takes Shape, a
contemporary British design exhibition hosted by Dubai Culture
in celebration of the UK-UAE 2017
Year of Creative Collaboration.
N.P. Krishna Kumar is a
Dubai-based contributor to The
Arab Weekly.

Online platform breaks new ground for selling art in MENA
Jimmy Dabbagh

Beirut

L

ike any industry, the art
world comes with its own
set of rules. Buying art traditionally was a rather formulaic experience in which
prospective buyers would pass
through the established routes of
galleries, art consultants and dealers, live auctions and collectors.
Crucial as those options remain,
the internet has modified the way
art is consumed and how its business is conducted. In response to
growing global demand, the last
few years have seen a rise in online
platforms specialising in selling art.
With an expansive digitised collection of paintings, drawings, photographs and sculptures catering to
varying budgets, the online experience has become seemingly effortless and comprehensive.
Despite the success of online
platforms Artsy, Artspace and Artnet, little headway had been made
within the Arab art world until the
emergence in 2014 of Artscoops, a
Beirut-based curated online platform focusing on Middle Eastern
and North African contemporary
and modern art.
Along with digital marketplaces
such as Dubai-based Emergeast and
Pavilion 33, Artscoops is paving a
new way for how art is accessed and

sold in the Middle East and North
Africa (MENA) region. The platform
also organises live and online auctions annually and curates online
exhibitions.
The site was begun by motherdaughter duo May and Raya Mamarbachi. The concept came about in
2013 shortly after May Mamarbachi,
who sits on the board of the Kayany Foundation, which offers aid to
displaced Syrian children, enlisted
Raya to organise an art auction for
the foundation.

The success of the live auction,
which raised $1.1 million, led Raya
Mamarbachi to consider the potential for an untapped art niche online.
Although she was working in advertising at the time, her introduction to art collecting happened early
on.
“I started collecting at an early age
because my parents are collectors
and I always found that interesting. They started with carpets and
Islamic art and then they moved on
to contemporary art,” Raya Mamar-

May and Raya Mamarbachi, the mother-daughter duo founder of
Artscoops online platform for selling arts.
(Artscoops)

bachi said.
This familiarity with collecting
coupled with her experience as a
marketing consultant for an online
travel company motivated her to
follow her hunch.
“I think that, today, the first thing
that people do is go on the internet
to look at (the artworks). Whether it
is on a gallery’s website or (different)
platforms, it’s the first touch point
that people make before going down
to a physical gallery and auction…,”
she said.
“We’re taking a neutral stance.
We’re not an online gallery. We position ourselves as a platform so the
galleries can put up their own artworks and we can work with artists
who don’t have their own galleries.”
May Mamarbachi said the e-commerce aspect acts as a buffer for
buyers who may find the act of approaching a gallery daunting.
“The young generation, sometimes they are slightly uncomfortable (approaching) a big gallery.
Our way seems more approachable
for the younger generation,” May
Mamarbachi said.
Since its launch, the startup has
worked with 38 galleries from across
the region.
“I think it’s quite an ambitious
project to try and get galleries, artists and collectors involved,” Raya
Mamarbachi said. “It’s a lot of different fronts to work on so maybe this
is why it hasn’t been tapped.”
Doing so allows for a symbiotic

relationship that facilitates the potential for a wider range of sales
while also advancing the visibility of
emerging and renowned artists towards an eclectic spectrum of online
audiences. While such partnerships
help expand the reach of the galleries and artists, Raya Mamarbachi
reckons that purchasing art online
will never completely replace more
traditional methods.

Since its launch, the
platform has
managed to partner
with 38 galleries
from across the
region.
“I think it’s going to be complementary,” she said. “People have different sources and ways of finding
their artworks but Artscoops will become a point of preference. I think
what we will see maybe is consolidation in the market between the
different websites, so to have one or
two major players instead of eight or
nine smaller ones.”
Although the market is dictated
by the highs and lows of the economy, there continues to be steady
growth as Artscoops builds a virtual
bridge between MENA artists and
international collectors.
Jimmy Dabbagh is a journalist
based in Beirut and contributes
cultural articles to The Arab Weekly.
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Agenda
Dubai:
Through April 13th
Grease the Musical follows the
budding romance of Danny
and Sandy with their rebellious high school friends’
help. From the 1950s-inspired
costumes and hairstyles to the
rock ‘n’ roll songs, Grease the
Musical brings the music of
the hit movie to the stage. The
musical will be performed at
the Dubai World Trade Centre.
April:
9th-13th

Tourists visit Mount Nebo in Madaba town in southern Jordan.									

(Reuters)

Jordan’s ‘City of Mosaics’
struggling to preserve its heritage
Roufan Nahhas

Madaba

F

or years, handicrafts and
antiquities shops in Madaba provided a wide selection of handmade gifts and
souvenirs. Today, shops
lining the city’s most popular street
face challenges that threaten the existence of the mosaics artwork for
which the area is famous.
“Madaba has so many things to
offer and tourists enjoy visiting the
city and admiring its (sixth-century)
Mosaic Map, which covers the floor
of the Greek Orthodox Church of
Saint George but lately we don’t
see many visitors,” said antiquities
shop owner Salem Twal.
The number of visitors to Madaba, known as the “City of Mosaics”
30km south-west of Amman, fluctuated in recent years. In 2014, it
received 208,959 visitors, a figure
that dropped to 129,485 in 2015 and
picked up to about 147,900 visitors
in 2016, the Ministry of Tourism and
Antiquities said.
“We depend on monthly loans
from private financial institutions,
banks and government funds, and
due to the increase in the cost of
licensing and lack of tourists who
are willing to spend money here, we
have been plagued by debts,” Twal
said.
Artists in Madaba used 3.5 million
mosaic pieces to produce The King’s
Way, at 30 metres long and 6 metres
wide, the largest mosaic portrait in
the world. The work displayed the
famous ancient caravan route from
the southern port of Aqaba to Bosra
Sham. The portrait is at Mount Nebo’s new La Storia Museum, which
is the largest one in the city.
In 2016, Madaba won the World

The Culture Summit Abu
Dhabi 2017 brings together
leaders from the worlds of
government, the arts and media to tackle the role culture
can play in addressing some
of the great challenges of our
time.
Doha:
Through May 21st
Picasso-Giacometti is an exhibition that begins at the Fire
Station Artist in Residence
centre in Doha. The exhibition includes more than 80
works from collections of the
Musée National Picasso and
the Foundation Giacometti in
Paris, including The She Goat
(1950) by Pablo Picasso and Alberto Giacometti’s Tall Woman
(1960).
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.
Beirut:
Through December 28th

Madaba Institute for Mosaic Art and Restoration (MIMAR).			
Crafts City competition for mosaics
organised by the World Crafts Council, a non-profit non-governmental
organisation that seeks to strengthen the status of crafts as a vital part
of cultural and economic life.
However, despite its unique attractions, Madaba, the fifth most
populous town in Jordan, is struggling to survive.
“Winning the competition was
great news for us and for the city
and we really hoped that we will be
able to present more of our mosaic
work but slow tourism had a negative effect on the industry. That
forced many artisans to close down
and find something else to do,” said

Replica of an old mosaic set at the Shrine of the Beheading of John
the Baptist Latin Church in Madaba.
(Provided by Roufan Nahhas)

Anas Bani Hani, owner of a mosaic
handicraft centre.
“There is no doubt that this sector is suffering and things are not
the same anymore due to the political situation in the region. I used to
have 40 to 50 employees in 2010 but
now I have half that number.”
The city once had 60 handicraft
workshops but more than half have
closed or stopped producing in the
past few years, he said.
Bani Hani said he survived the
crisis thanks to a strong financial
situation but many others did not
have that kind of support.
Yahya Ammar closed his mosaic
shop after ten years in the business
due to high costs and weak sales.
“I used to hire more hands to accommodate the rush of tourists to
the shop but lately I had to do the
work myself after my employees
quit because I could not afford paying their salaries,” he said.
While some tourists still head to
Madaba, Ammar said they spend
very little time in the shopping area.
“They come in buses for short visits, led by greedy tourist guides who
take around 30% in commission to
bring them into your shop. In the
past, we could afford that but now
it is a different story,” Ammar said.
Khaled Hourani, who has placed
his handicraft shop up for sale,
called on the government to promote internal tourism to compensate for the drop in the number of
foreign visitors.
“There are few programmes for
internal tourism that attract Jordanians to certain touristic sites and

(Provided by Roufan Nahhas)

we believe that due to the political
situation around us Jordanians will
focus more on visiting their country
rather than travelling abroad but
I fear it is not enough to have a reversible impact on our business,”
said Hourani.
Mosaic portraits in Madaba vary
in price from $15 to $15,000 depending on the size, complexity and sophistication of the work.

Artists in Madaba
produced The King’s
Way, the largest
mosaic portrait in
the world.
Madaba Institute for Mosaic Art
and Restoration (MIMAR) trains Jordanians in the production and restoration of mosaics and offers the
only diploma programme specialised in scientific methods of restoration and conservation to prepare
students to open their shops and
work in the field.
Madaba resident Naheda Horani
said she feels sad about the situation in the city.
“We used to sit on the porch of
the house and watch buses filled
with tourists passing by and even
tourists walking in the streets but
nowadays we rarely see any, which
means things are not going well,”
Horani said.
Roufan Nahhas is a journalist based
in Jordan.

Events associated with Sursock Museum Late Nights take
place noon-9 pm each Thursday at the Sursock Museum.
The event includes exhibitions, collection displays,
late-night talks, performances
and screenings.
Algeria:
During May
The 18th European Cultural
Festival in Algeria brings together artists from more than
a dozen countries to perform
traditional rhythms, jazz and
flamenco. It takes place in
Algiers, Tlemcen and Constantine.
Palestinian territories:
May 13th-18th
The tenth Palestine Festival of
Literature — PalFest — takes
place across historic Palestine.
The annual travelling festival
includes free public events,
such as readings, workshops,
music performances, debates,
meetings with authors and artists and visits to historic sites.
Dubai:
May 17th-20th
The ninth Dubai Tango Festival
is scheduled for the Meydan
Hotel and includes various
tango workshops, milongas
along with famous tango dancers and singers.
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