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ISIS attacks exacerbate 
Egypt’s daunting challenges
Cairo

A 

surge in attacks by the 
Islamic State (ISIS) 
on Christians adds to 
Egypt’s woes, lessens 
chances for economic 

recovery and makes it difficult for 
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi to 
keep the country’s people united, 
experts said.

“Repeated attacks spread frustra-
tion and scare investors away,” said 
Sherine al-Shawarby, an economics 
professor at Cairo University. “In-
vestments are crucial for the econo-
my to go back on track, job creation 
and the execution of development 
plans.”

ISIS claimed responsibility for su-
icide bombers attacking churches 
in the northern coastal city of Al-
exandria and the Nile Delta city of 
Tanta. The attacks April 9 killed 45 
people and wounded 150 others.

In December, a suicide bomber 
set off explosives in a Cairo chapel, 
only metres from the Coptic Papal 
Seat.

Apart from being a personal af-
front to Sisi the attacks dim chanc-
es for the recovery of the economy, 
experts said.

Tourism was gradually rebound-
ing in Egypt in recent months after 
being devastated by flight suspen-
sions following ISIS’s bombing of a 
Russian passenger plane in Novem-
ber 2015 over Sinai.

An active tourism sector would 
spur the economy and provide as-
surances about security, which al-
tered the bitter realities of Egypt’s 
economic conditions, experts said.

Egypt’s inflation rate has reached 
32.5%, its unemployment rate 
is 12.5% and poverty rate 27.8%, 
among the highest in decades.

“These are shocking figures that 
show the tough conditions of the 
economy,” Shawarby said. “Secu-
rity threats were actually the last 

thing Egypt needed.”
Sisi has not appeared in public 

since becoming president in mid-
2014 without stressing the need for 
public unity in the face of the dan-
gers facing Egypt. He repeatedly 
said he could not face these dangers 
alone.

“The problem is that ISIS attacks 
are focused on those who most 
support the president, sowing the 
seeds of anger among them,” said 

Samir Ghattas, a lawmaker and 
an expert on Islamic militancy. “It 
seems as if the radical group is pun-
ishing them for this support.”

Egypt’s Christians, around 10% 
of the population, are among Sisi’s 
most staunch supporters. However, 
their support seems to be drying up 
because of what some Christians 
see as Egypt’s failure to protect 
them.

Following the April 9 church at-
tacks, Christians beat a senior se-
curity official and kicked him out 
of the Tanta church that had been 
bombed hours earlier. Some of 
them chanted slogans critical of the 
Egyptian president.

Sisi visited Coptic Pope Tawadros 
II on April 13 to offer condolences 
and vowed to eradicate terrorism. 
At the meeting, the pope said ter-

rorism would fail in its efforts to di-
vide the country and said harmony 
and love are needed to ensure the 
safety of Egyptians.

Nevertheless, added to tough 
economic conditions, which are 
having a toll on support for Sisi on 
the streets, the attacks on Chris-
tians weaken the people’s unity, 
experts said.

“This is very dangerous because 
a disunited nation can be easily 
broken, while it faces all these chal-
lenges,” Ghattas said, “but I am sure 
Sisi can keep the people united de-
spite all these challenges.”

Hassan Abdel Zaher is a 
Cairo-based contributor to The 
Arab Weekly.

Syria conflict widens rift between US and Russia

Beirut

T 

he meeting between US 
Secretary of State Rex 
Tillerson and Russian 
President Vladimir Putin 
on April 12 signally failed 

to reduce tensions between Wash-
ington and Russia in the messy 
aftermath of an April 4 chemical 
weapons attack in Syria and a re-
taliatory US missile strike.

The political temperature in the 
Middle East remains high, particu-
larly as the US missile attack on a 
Syrian airbase on April 7 — the first 
direct US military intervention in 
the 6-year-old Syrian war — was 
followed by other US operations 
that point to a sharp increase in its 
military activity globally.

US President Donald Trump 
dispatched a naval task force off 
North Korea in advance of report-
ed ballistic missile tests and, on 
April 13, the US Air Force dropped 

America’s most powerful non-nu-
clear bomb on Islamic State targets 
in Afghanistan, the first time the 
9,800kg bomb has been used in 
combat.

The events are seen as a sharp 
turn by the Trump administration 

from its declared policy of “Ameri-
ca First” to using the United States’ 
vast military power to enforce its 
often stumbling diplomatic ma-
noeuvres.

It is a development that could 
widen the Syrian conflict and 

deepen the rift with Russia trig-
gered by the April 7 missile strike 
on the forces of Putin’s ally, Syrian 
President Bashar Assad. One-fifth 
of Syria’s warplanes, the regime’s 
main strike arm, were destroyed in 
the US strike.

The fallout could be significant 
in the Middle East, already danger-
ously riven by the Syrian war, with 
major powers supporting the vari-
ous factions in the conflict.

Hopes that the Moscow meet-
ing would reduce tensions between 
Washington and Moscow, including 
the United States claiming the Rus-
sians knew in advance of the alleged 
chemical strike, were dashed despite 
the 2-hour meeting in the Kremlin 

between Tillerson and Putin.
“We have reached a better un-

derstanding with each other af-
ter what we have done today and 
hope contacts will be continued,” 
Russian Foreign Minister Sergei 
Lavrov said.

Despite his positive spin, ma-
jor strategic differences remain, 
with Moscow clearly determined 
to stand by Assad, through whom 
Russia has established military 
bases in Syria as part of Putin’s 
drive to restore Moscow’s Cold War 
power, while Trump now favours 
removing the Syrian dictator from 
power to open the way for a peace 
settlement.

“There is a low level of trust 
between our two countries,” Till-
erson admitted. “The world’s two 
foremost nuclear powers can’t 
have this kind of relationship.”

Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of 
The Arab Weekly.
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Low point. Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov (L) and US 
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson arrive for a news conference 
following their talks in Moscow, on April 12.                                (Reuters)
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Compounded challenge. An armed policeman secures the Coptic church in Tanta.                          (Reuters)
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Cairo

T 

he surge in terrorist at-
tacks against Egypt’s 
Christians divulges the 
success of terrorist organi-
sations carrying out these 

attacks in achieving their goals. The 
same groups are widening the geo-
graphic scope of their attacks and 
the social segments they target.

By targeting Christians, observ-
ers said, radical Islamist groups 
achieve different political aims. 
These groups, they added, hit at the 
heart of strong relations between 
the Christians and Egypt’s political 
leadership. They also tried to affect 
Egypt’s growing regional impor-
tance, they said.

This might explain the April 9 at-
tacks claimed by the Islamic State 
(ISIS) in Sinai against two churches, 
one in the northern coastal city of 
Alexandria and the other in the Nile 
Delta city of Tanta, north of Cairo. 
The attacks occurred at nearly the 
same time and while Christians 
were celebrating Palm Sunday. 
They left 45 people dead and more 
than 100 others wounded.

The effects of the bombings can 
be far-reaching compared to other 
attacks by Islamist groups. One of 
the attacks took place at Alexan-
dria’s Saint Mark’s Church where 
Egyptian Coptic Orthodox Pope 
Tawadros II was praying minutes 
earlier.

The two attacks cannot be viewed 
in isolation from others staged by 
ISIS against Christians since late 
last year. The radical group has ex-
panded to other Egyptian provinc-
es and is coordinating with smaller 
armed groups affiliated with the 
Muslim Brotherhood.

This change of tactics was evident 
in the bombing of a Cairo chapel in 
December. The attack left 25 people 
dead and 31 others wounded. Then 
there were repeated attacks against 
Christians in North Sinai, which 
culminated in the evacuation of 120 
Christian families from al-Arish to 
cities in the Nile Delta.

Kamal Habib, an expert in Islam-
ist groups, said ISIS has started ap-

plying a new strategy, one that be-
gan to transpire in the second half 
of last year.

“The strategy focuses on target-
ing minorities that follow different 
thoughts or faiths,” Habib said. “By 
doing this, ISIS aims to sow seeds of 
division among Egyptians, an ob-
jective it failed to achieve by target-
ing policemen and army personnel 
earlier.”

In November, ISIS killed Sheikh 
Suleiman Abu Heraz, a 98-year-old 
who used to head the Sufi order in 
Sinai. The group targeted several 
people it accused either of sorcery 
or spying for the authorities.

Sectarianism, Habib said, is a ba-
sic tenet of the ideology of terrorist 
organisations, which can be seen 
clearly in countries such as Syria, 
Iraq and Libya. He added that ISIS 
targets Shia groups to spark sectar-
ian tensions.

Animosity towards Christians 
is deeply rooted in the thinking of 
Egypt’s Islamist groups. The au-

thorities’ failure to properly deal 
with such incidents has led to their 
escalation. Hostility towards the 
Christians reached its peak in the 
1980s. Attacks against the Chris-
tians also increased following the 
2011 uprising against autocratic 
President Hosni Mubarak.

ISIS’s new strategy goes hand 
in hand with the historical back-
ground of armed groups in Egypt, 
which explains coordination be-
tween the two sides in recent ter-
rorist attacks, security sources said.

There is a strong similarity, they 
added, between the December 
bombing of the Cairo chapel and 

the attacks at the churches in Alex-
andria and Tanta.

It is usually easy to stage attacks 
during Christian religious occasions 
because security personnel rarely 
succeed in controlling the crowds 
of people arriving at churches for 
services.

By choosing to hit on these oc-
casions, ISIS seeks to invite mas-
sive attention because of the large 
number of victims. It also seeks to 
deliver the message that Egypt is 
not safe.

Organisations such as ISIS, Abdel 
Gelil al-Sharnoubi, an expert in Is-
lamist groups, said, know that at-
tacks against Christians cause anger 
in the West.

“This is why these attacks are 
usually used as a pressure card 
against the Egyptian regime,” Shar-
noubi said.

He referred to what he described 
as “incitement,” especially on the 
website of the Muslim Brother-
hood, in the past months for radi-

cal groups to stage attacks against 
Christians. He said incendiary mes-
sages were addressed to all radi-
cal groups, including Brotherhood 
members, Salafist jihadists and ISIS 
operatives.

Some observers said this incite-
ment was particularly rampant 
during the visit Egyptian President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi paid to the 
United States this month as pro-
Brotherhood sites ran news that the 
Coptic Orthodox Church had asked 
its followers in the United States to 
express support for Sisi.

“The Brotherhood always tries to 
settle scores with all groups backing 
Sisi as part of its larger war against 
the government,” said Sharnoubi, 
who was a member of the Brother-
hood but left it years ago. “By do-
ing this, the movement hopes it can 
make any political victories against 
this government.”

Ahmed Jamal is an Egyptian 
writer.

Ahmed Jamal

Common fate. Minarets of a mosque and the cross above a church are seen at the agricultural road that leads to the capital city of Cairo, 
on April 11.                              (Reuters)

ISIS aims to sow 
seeds of division 
among 
Egyptians.”

Islamist groups’ expert 
Kamal Habib

W
ere the horrific 
attacks against 
Coptic 
churches in 
Egypt on April 
9 unexpected? 

A video released by the Islamic 
State (ISIS) in Sinai had threat-
ened to target Copts in major 
cities.

With jihadists roving through 
Egyptian prisons, radicalising 
and recruiting inmates, the 
question is why authorities could 
not have intercepted the terror-
ists before they struck.

On April 12, Egyptian security 
forces identified the suicide 
bombers responsible for the 
attacks against the churches. It 
appeared that they were home-
grown takfiri extremists who 
espoused a rigorous religious 
dogma and were related by 
blood.

Copts for ages have been the 
target of terrorism. Today they 
are paying the price of decades of 
wrong decisions. The late 
Egyptian President Anwar Sadat 
released Muslim Brotherhood 
leaders from prison and coordi-
nated with them to fight his 
Nasserist and leftist opponents. 
To that end, he spread the 
poisonous environment of the 

refusal of the other and opened 
the door wide for sectarian strife.

Sadat allowed the Muslim 
Brotherhood to infiltrate every 
city, village and street and 
expand its influence. While 
mosques had become focal points 
of dissent during the Mubarak 
era, today they have become 
incubators of incitement to 
intolerance and violence, 
encouraging an increase in 
religious bigotry, which feeds the 
terror against Christians.

We all know that religion and 
politics are a potent mix. Add to it 
poverty, joblessness, overcrowd-
ing and sectarian fanaticism and 
you get an explosion. Many of us 
blame the government for raising 
the spectre of conspiracies, 
which conveniently allows it to 
ignore the real issues of under-
development, corruption, 
prejudice and bigotry.

Egyptian President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi has promoted 
tolerance towards Christians and 
asked al-Azhar, the highest 
authority in Sunni Islam, to fight 
the radical Islamist ideology by 
reforming religious discourse. 
The state, however, has never 
fought the Salafists, whose 
ideology is much more radical 
than the Muslim Brotherhood. It 
has even allowed them to have 
access to government-controlled 
media.

Although the Muslim Brother-
hood movement has experienced 
a tangible decline in political 

significance, its networks and 
ideological ramifications are still 
factors in violence against the 
state and its people.

The emergence last summer of 
a new ISIS leadership, which has 
increasingly targeted Christians, 
is one of these ideological 
ramifications. ISIS claimed 
responsibility for the series of 
church attacks that started last 
December, its objective being to 
drive a wedge between Christians 
and Muslims as many Christians 
see Sisi as their defender and are 
among his staunchest supporters.

“ISIS hopes that inflaming 
sectarian strife in Egypt will be 
the first step in the country’s 
unravelling,” wrote Mokhtar 
Awad in the Atlantic on April 9, 
citing “deep-rooted sectarianism 
in Egypt” that analysts say “has 
been fanned by Islamist extrem-
ists for decades and to which 
government policies have also 
contributed.”

“Sectarianism,” Awad wrote, 
“would not have worked so well 
for ISIS in Egypt… had the group 
not found an ideological context 
where its radical ideas could 
thrive.”

Terrorism cannot be fought 
solely through security meas-
ures. This is why many have 
urged the government and 
al-Azhar to revise school texts 
that are replete with incitement 
to hatred and violence against 
“infidels” (the Coptic Christians 
in this case).

Bomb attackers and home-grown takfiri extremists
Sisi declared a 3-month state of 

emergency in Egypt after the 
attack, widely seen as a measure 
that will increase the powers of 
security forces. Many Egyptians 
hope that the creation of the 
counterterrorism council will 
focus more on the eradication of 
radical thought.

In Egypt, there is a plethora of 
security measures but there is no 
rational policy for combating the 
ideological roots of terrorism. 
This would demand using the 
tools of civil society and hard 
power to fight terrorism. We do 
not have to pick one over the 
other.

I am humbled by the courage 
and resilience the Copts have 
shown in the face of adversity 
and by their unwavering resolve 
not to allow terrorism to break 
their social cohesiveness, which 
would be the biggest triumph for 
the Islamists and for all those 
who have heavily financed the 
terrorists.

The terrorists hope that Egypt 
will suffer the same fate as Syria, 
Libya and Yemen. Solidarity 
between Christians and Muslims 
was evident when people rushed 
to give blood to save the injured 
in the church attacks, proof of 
what a great people Egyptians are 
during times of crises.

Mona Makram-Ebeid is a 
distinguished political science 
lecturer at the American 
University in Cairo.

Mona 
Makram-Ebeid

View point
The question 
is why 
authorities 
could 
not have 
intercepted 
the terrorists 
before they 
struck.

The Muslim Brotherhood’s 
ramifications are still factors 
in violence in Egypt. 

Terrorists hit at the heart of Egypt’s diversity
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Cairo

T 

he formation of a Supreme 
National Anti-Terrorism 
Council is a recognition 
by the Egyptian leader-
ship that state institutions 

have failed to act to protect minori-
ties against terrorism, experts said.

“The new body signals the presi-
dent’s desperation with state agen-
cies, especially al-Azhar,” said 
Sayyid al-Qemany, an author and 
outspoken critic of al-Azhar. “Al-
Azhar should have acted a long time 
ago to protect Christians against 
radicals.”

Since coming to power three 
years ago, Egyptian President Ab-
del Fattah al-Sisi has been calling on 
al-Azhar, Sunni Islam’s most pres-
tigious institution, to lead religious 
reform efforts.

Sisi’s calls came during a high 
wave of religious extremism that in-
cluded attacks against army person-
nel and police.

Hundreds of army troops and of-
ficers have been killed by extrem-
ists from an organisation affiliated 
with the Islamic State (ISIS) and 
smaller groups linked to the Muslim 
Brotherhood.

Recent attacks have targeted 
Egypt’s Christian minority, which 
has staunchly supported Sisi.

Last December, an ISIS militant 
set off an explosive device in a Cai-
ro chapel, killing 26 Christians and 
wounding scores of others. On April 
9, ISIS suicide bombers attacked 
churches in the northern coastal 
city of Alexandria and in the Nile 
Delta city of Tanta, leaving 45 peo-
ple dead and 150 others wounded.

ISIS Sinai has repeatedly attacked 
Christians in the North Sinai city of 
al-Arish, forcing dozens of families 
to flee from Sinai.

These attacks and the failure 
of state institutions to act foment 
public anger and raise sympathy 
for the Christians. When ISIS hit at 
the churches on April 9, Muslims 
launched blood donation cam-
paigns to help the bombings’ vic-
tims.

A common trait of many terror-
ist attacks in recent years has been 
that the perpetrators were gradu-
ates of the schools and universities 
of al-Azhar.

“The curricula al-Azhar schools 
and universities teach to their stu-
dents are venomous and encourage 
the students to hate those following 
other beliefs,” Qemany said. “Al-
Azhar has done nothing to change 
these curricula despite repeated 
calls by the president.”

He referred to a book taught to 
first-grade students at al-Azhar Uni-
versity, whose author says fighting 

those who do not believe in Islam is 
the duty of every Muslim.

Al-Azhar’s failure to reform reli-
gious discourse is said to be causing 
friction with Sisi.

Sisi was vocal about his despera-
tion with al-Azhar in January when 
he addressed Grand Imam Sheikh 
Ahmed al-Tayyeb in public, saying: 
“You made me suffer.”

Tayyeb has resisted calls for 
branding ISIS a “bunch of apos-
tates,” even as he says the actions 
of the radical group have nothing to 
do with Islam.

Al-Azhar scholars said attacks 
against their institution were 
fuelled by ignorance about the 
work they did in renewing religious 
discourse and fighting extremism.

“We have initiated massive cur-
ricular change,” said Abbas Shou-
man, a senior official of al-Azhar. 
“The real problem lies with those 
clerics who appear on TV, although 
they do not belong to al-Azhar, and 
spread radical ideas.”

Sisi’s formation of the Supreme 
National Anti-Terrorism Council 
was announced only hours after 

the April 9 bombings. The council, 
which will include representatives 
of all ministries, will have the sole 
mandate of fighting terrorism, pres-
idential spokesman Alaa Youssef 
said.

In a way, experts said, the body 
would play the role state institu-
tions should be playing in the fight 
against terrorism and the protec-
tion of minorities.

Egypt’s parliament has not yet 
passed legislation to speed up the 
trials of individuals accused of stag-
ing and planning terrorist attacks. 
Sisi raised the issue in June 2015, 
following the assassination of Pub-
lic Prosecutor Hesham Barakat.

He said the country’s judges were 
limited by laws that slow the trials 
of terrorists.

“Lawmakers act as if they live 
in another country,” said Khaled 
Montaser, who writes on religious 
extremism. “How many Egyptians 
should die before state institutions 
acted to protect them?”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.

Cairo

I 

mposing a state of emergency 
may give Egyptian authorities 
additional powers to track and 
arrest suspected terrorists but 
fighting terrorism effectively 

needs more than that, experts said.
“By taking all the necessary secu-

rity measures, the state of emergen-
cy can help arrest terrorists, but this 
is something and eradicating ter-
rorism is something else,” said left-
ist politician Hussein Abdel-Razik. 
“Fighting terrorism should not be 
restricted to security, but should 
include an intellectual and cultural 
dimension.”

The state of emergency went into 
effect April 10, a day after two sui-
cide attackers set off explosive de-
vices inside churches in the north-
ern coastal city of Alexandria and 
in the Nile Delta city of Tanta. The 
bombings left at least 40 people 
dead and more than 150 others in-
jured.

Coptic Pope Tawadros II was in-
side Saint Mark’s Church in Alexan-
dria, minutes before a bomb was set 

off in the church.  By claiming the 
attacks, the Islamic State (ISIS) in-
dicated that its anti-Christian drive 
was still part of its overall plans.

With the state of emergency, 
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-
Sisi seems to be seriously increasing 
security measures against terrorist 
groups. This comes with Roman 
Catholic Pope Francis planning to 
visit Egypt in late April.

A state of emergency has been in 
effect for three years in Sinai where 
Egypt is fighting a group affiliated 
with ISIS. The recent decree, how-
ever, marked the first time the state 
of emergency was being enforced 
outside Sinai since 2013 when Is-
lamist President Muhammad Morsi 
was ousted by the army following 
mass protests against his govern-
ment.

Security experts said the state of 
emergency would allow Sisi to re-
fer terrorism cases to special courts 
where judges can quickly adjudicate 
them. Rulings issued by these courts 
would not be subject to appeal, they 
said.

“This will achieve the purpose be-
hind enforcing the state of emergen-
cy,” said Farouk Megrahi, a retired 
police major-general. “Ordinary 
courts have problems issuing quick 
rulings in cases of terrorism partly 
because of laws regulating the work 
of these courts and partly because 
these courts are crippled with too 
much work.”

The state of emergency gives the 
president the right to ask the army 
to guard important state institu-
tions, impose tighter supervision on 
the media, decide when commercial 
shops can open and close, terminate 
fire arms’ licences and force resi-
dents to evacuate some areas.

These measures, experts said, will 
fight terrorists, not terrorism itself 
because the eradication of terrorism 
requires an ideological and cultural 
war as well.

“You cannot claim to fight terror-
ism while you allow the terrorists to 
spread their venomous ideas eve-
rywhere,” Abdel-Razik said. “Look 
at who controls the mosques and 
you will know why it is not easy to 
stem… the extremist tide.”

Mosque control has become a 
contentious issue as more of them 
have fallen under the control of Is-
lamist groups, including the ultra-
orthodox Salafists and the Muslim 
Brotherhood.

The Religious Endowments Min-
istry, a state agency, is responsible 
for supervising the country’s ma-
jor mosques but a large number of 

smaller mosques, especially in rural 
parts of the Nile Delta and southern 
Egypt, are said to be controlled by 
Salafists and the Muslim Brother-
hood.

“These are where the next gen-
eration of terrorists is groomed,” 
Abdel-Razik said of these smaller 
mosques.

The government has been crack-
ing down on the Muslim Brother-
hood since mid-2013. It, however, 
ignores the Salafists’ control of 
many mosques, including in Alex-
andria.

However, some Salafists preach 
hatred against non-Muslims, say 
women are unequal to men, insist 
that Christians do not have the right 
to assume positions of leadership in 
this country and bar Muslims from 
congratulating Christians on their 

religious occasions, experts said.
The Religious Endowments Min-

istry says it is not silent and is try-
ing to have all mosques under its 
control.

Apart from measures to prevent 
clerics not commissioned by it from 
preaching, the ministry added, it re-
moves extremist materials, includ-
ing books written by hardliners.

“[Control of mosques] is an im-
portant issue in fact because the 
ideas preached at the mosques de-
termine people’s understanding of 
their religion,” said Sheikh Ibrahim 
Moheieddin, a senior Religious En-
dowments Ministry official. “We 
realise that mosques are at the fore-
front of this country’s battle against 
terrorism and this is why we do our 
best to prevent extremists from 
controlling them.”

Egypt may need more than state of emergency

Egyptian president sets up body to counter radicals
Ahmed Megahid

The new body 
signals the 
president’s 
desperation with 
state agencies, 
especially 
al-Azhar.”Sayyid al-Qemany, 

al-Azhar critic

Not enough. A police helicopter flies before the funeral of victims of the Palm Sunday bombings of 
Egyptian Coptic churches in Cairo, on April 10.                                                                                         (Reuters)    

Hassan Abdel Zaher

You cannot claim 
to fight terrorism, 
while you allow the 
terrorists to spread 
their venomous 
ideas 
everywhere.”Leftist politician 

Hussein Abdel-Razik

Under duress. Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi (C) observes a minute of silence for the victims of the church attacks with leaders of the Supreme Council of the 
Armed Forces and the Supreme Council for Police at the Al-Ittihadiya Presidential Palace in Cairo, on April 9.                                                                                                                              (Reuters)
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Washington

H 

aving waded into the 
Syrian war with a mis-
sile strike on an airbase 
south-east of Damas-
cus, the Trump admin-

istration is faced with the difficult 
challenge of coming up with a real-
istic strategy to deal with the 6-year-
old conflict and the complexities 
involving several regional players as 
well as Russia.

Analysts said the US government 
is trying to use the April 6 mis-
sile attack and talks with Russia as 
a chance for a fresh beginning on 
Syria. “Now the real work starts,” 
Michael O’Hanlon, a senior foreign 
policy fellow at the Brookings Insti-
tution in Washington, suggested.

With the missile strikes — retalia-
tion for the Assad regime’s suspect-
ed role in a chemical weapons at-
tack — US President Donald Trump 
grabbed the attention of the players 
in the Syrian crisis. Elie Abouaoun, 
director of Middle East and Africa 
Programmes at the US Institute of 
Peace, a non-partisan think-tank, 
said the attack on the al-Shayrat air-
base told Moscow: “We are back on 
stage. You are not alone anymore.”

Time to thrash out a new strategy, 
however, could be short. Another 
crisis in Syria, triggered by other 
atrocities or other developments in 
the war, was “almost inevitable,” 
said Richard LeBaron, a former US 
ambassador to Kuwait who is a sen-
ior nonresident fellow at the Atlan-
tic Council. “Better be prepared,” he 
warned.

As the Trump administration 

works on a plan, the difficulties are 
becoming obvious. US Secretary of 
State Rex Tillerson, on his first visit 
to Moscow as a US government offi-
cial, failed to find common ground 
with Russia in the face of severe 
Kremlin criticism of the US attack 
on al-Shayrat. Speaking after talks 
with Russian Foreign Minister Ser-
gei Lavrov and Russian President 
Vladimir Putin, the top US diplomat 
said there was a “low level of trust” 
between the two countries. Trump 
echoed this from Washington, say-
ing, US-Russian relations “may be at 
an all-time low.”

Before his Moscow visit, Tiller-
son declared that the rule of Syrian 
President Bashar Assad, Moscow’s 
ally, was coming to an end but there 
has been no sign that Russia was 
ready to abandon the Syrian leader.

Putin suggested that the chemi-
cal attack in Syria’s Idlib province 
on April 4 that triggered the US as-
sault on al-Shayrat was a false flag, 
with the aim of putting the blame 
on Assad. The Syrian leader ech-
oed that view in an interview with 
Agence France-Presse, saying that 
the reported attack had been a 
“fabrication” designed to give the 
United States a pretext for the mis-
sile strike.

Russia said it was confused by 
contradictory statements from 
Washington, where Trump’s 
spokesman Sean Spicer said only re-
cently that it would be “silly” to call 
for Assad’s resignation. “It is not 
clear what they will do in Syria and 
not only there,” Maria Zakharova, 
Russia’s Foreign Ministry spokes-
woman, was quoted as saying.

The Trump-ordered missile strike 
signalled an end to the American 
position under Barack Obama, who 
avoided military intervention while 
reversing his earlier stance against 
getting further involved in the con-
flict.

LeBaron said the missile attack 
was a “shot across the bow” to 
demonstrate that the United States 
would not tolerate the use of chem-
ical weapons. At the same time, 

statements by US officials about a 
possible Russian role in the attack 
in Idlib marked a stark contrast to 
what critics had called an overly 
positive approach by the Trump 
government towards Moscow.

Although the Tomahawk mis-
sile attack made it clear that Trump 
was determined to step into the 
Syrian conflict under certain condi-
tions, such as when a declared red 
line was crossed, many questions 
remained about what the United 
States would do next, including 
whether the removal of Assad from 
power, a long-standing demand by 
America’s Sunni allies in the region, 
was official US policy.

Critics said Trump simply does 

not have a plan. “An ill-thought-out 
military action with absolutely no 
overall strategy for Syria risks drag-
ging us further into a civil war in 
which we cannot tip the scales,” US 
Senator Chris Murphy, a Connecti-
cut Democrat, said in a statement.

O’Hanlon argued it is too early to 
judge Trump on Syria. The Trump 
team has not presented substan-
tial proposals of its own, he said, 
and “avoiding mistakes is not a  

strategy in itself.”
Abouaoun said a regional dia-

logue among Turkey, Saudi Arabia 
and Iran was needed to resolve the 
Syrian crisis and that joint pressure 
from the United States and Russia 
would be necessary to get regional 
talks off the ground.

O’Hanlon added that US officials 
must consider thorny issues such as 
the idea of creating safe havens for 
Assad’s opponents within Syria and 
the future of the country existing as 
a federation of several autonomous 
regions.

Thomas Seibert is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.

US faces difficult task in developing a new Syria strategy
Thomas Seibert

The day after. US Secretary of Defence James Mattis (L) with Turkish Minister of National Defence 
Fikri Isik at the Pentagon, on April 13.              (AFP)
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The Trump-ordered 
missile strike signalled 
an end to the 
American position 
under Barack Obama.

I
n June 1982, US Secretary of 
State Alexander Haig 
warned Israeli Prime 
Minister Menachem Begin 
that he could not invade 
Lebanon without a viable 

pretext. Weeks later, Israel’s 
ambassador to Britain, Shlomo 
Argov, barely survived an 
assassination attempt in London 
by a Palestinian terrorist group 
led by the notorious Abu Nidal.

Israeli leaders knew that Yasser 
Arafat’s Palestine Liberation 
Organisation (PLO) had nothing 
to do with it and was even 
battling Abu Nidal itself.

That did not really matter to 
them. Rafael Eitan, Israel’s 
action-man military commander 
at the time, famously said, “Abu 
Nidal, Abu Shmidal.  I really don’t 
care; we need to screw the PLO!”

The Argov shooting was the 
pretext they had been waiting for 
to invade Lebanon in Ariel 
Sharon’s grandiose plan to wipe 
out the PLO once and for all.

Israeli forces struck on June 5, 
1982, in a war that did not really 
end until May 2000 when Israel 
terminated its occupation of 
South Lebanon.

Much of that analogy applies to 
Syria today.

When US President Donald 
Trump ordered a missile attack 
on Syria on April 7, perhaps he 
did not really care about the 
children who died two days 

earlier in a chemical attack 
allegedly by the Syrian Air Force 
on Khan Sheikhoun in north-
western Syria.

It was not the first time this has 
happened, after all, and, in 2013, 
Trump famously opposed Barack 
Obama’s plans to strike the 
Damascus regime over alleged 
chemical weapons violations, 
tweeting: “What will we get from 
bombing Syria besides more debt 
and a possible long-term con-
flict?”

During Trump’s presidential 
campaign he was fairly consistent 
on Syria, saying he could tolerate 
the Damascus regime because it 
was fighting the Islamic State 
(ISIS) and that he would never 
pick a fight with Russia over Syria 
because that would trigger a third 
world war.

In early April, statements by 
White House Press Secretary 
Sean Spicer, Secretary of State 
Rex Tillerson and UN Ambassa-
dor Nikki Haley effectively 
abandoned the US policy of 
seeking Syrian President Bashar 
Assad’s removal.

Trump reportedly changed on 
all that after seeing photographs 
of children killed in the chemical 
attack. He decided to strike, 
without waiting for a proper 
investigation of the alleged 
atrocity, without consulting 
Congress and without going 
through the United Nations.

Even with nearly 60 Tomahawk 
missiles fired, it was a swift and 
limited strike, which unless 
followed by more serious action, 
will not deter Assad and his 
Russian allies and only adds 
another layer of complexity to an 

already convoluted crisis.
The strike infuriated Russian 

President Vladimir Putin. It was 
likely humiliating for him, both 
within Syria and internationally.

On April 9, the Joint Command 
Operations Centre in Syria, which 
includes the Damascus regime, 
Iran and Russia, warned the 
United States against further 
military action, reinforced 
support for Assad and accused 
the Americans of crossing a “red 
line.”

They cannot respond directly 
to the Americans if another strike 
is launched but they can certainly 
make life difficult for US allies in 
the region, starting with Saudi 
Arabia in Yemen and running 
through Israel’s border with 
Lebanon.

So why did Trump strike Syria? 
First, he badly needed to remind 
everybody, including the Ameri-
can public that, unlike Obama, he 
is a man of action.

The strike was made while he 
hosted Chinese President Xi 
Jinping, so the Tomahawks can 
be seen as a cautionary message 
to China of US military might as 
well as an early warning to North 
Korea over its provocative missile 
tests.

“It is in the vital national 
security interests of America to 
prevent and deter the spread and 
use of deadly chemical weapons,” 
Trump declared, branding Assad 
a “dictator” but stopping short of 
calling on him to step down.

In Damascus and Moscow, 
many believe that Trump was 
under so much pressure to strike 
Syria that he finally did, and now 
has room to manoeuvre politi-

Trump’s Tomahawks and the Abu Nidal factor
cally in hammering out a Syrian 
endgame.

From the tone of Russia’s joint 
statement with Iran, both are 
obviously worried but somewhat 
assured that US military action 
will not escalate.

Trump after all is certainly not 
after democracy in Syria. Far 
from it. He has a limited agenda: 
Eradicate ISIS, empower the 
Kurds who are vital for the war 
against the jihadists, and eject 
Iran and Hezbollah from Syria.

He might now add another 
priority, creating a safe zone that 
would prevent Syrian ground and 
air operations in places such as 
Raqqa, de facto capital of ISIS’s 
shrinking caliphate, which 
Trump hopes will soon be 
overrun.

What he likely hopes to have 
achieved with the April 7 strikes 
is convincing the Syrians that he 
means business and should not 
be taken lightly or as a natural 
ally of Putin.

In 2013 during the first confron-
tation over chemical weapons, for 
Syria the price of avoiding US 
intervention was surrendering its 
chemical arsenal or seeming to.

The price of avoiding confron-
tation now would appear to be 
accepting Trump’s terms on Syria 
— and they do not apparently 
include regime change in Damas-
cus.

However, in the Kremlin many 
argue that if Trump can change 
his mind once in the course of a 
week, he could do so again.

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

Sami 
Moubayed

View point
Trump badly 
needed 
to remind 
everybody 
that, unlike 
Obama, he 
is a man of 
action.

Trump has a limited agenda: 
Eradicate ISIS, empower the 
Kurds and eject Iran and 
Hezbollah from Syria.

Time to thrash out a 
new US strategy in 
Syria could be short.
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T 

he US-backed Syrian 
Democratic Forces (SDF), 
a powerful Kurdish-
dominated militia, claims 
that their big advance on 

Raqqa, the de facto capital of the Is-
lamic State’s steadily shrinking cali-
phate, will begin in April.

The advance is likely to result in 
a bloody fight but the city of about 
200,000 people in northern Syria 
will no doubt fall during the US-led 
campaign, which is expected to in-
clude round-the-clock air strikes by 
the Americans and their allies and 
significant ground support by US 
Marines and special forces.

Hundreds of US troops with 
heavy artillery and armoured vehi-
cles have been moved into position, 
with many more likely to follow.

Represented in their ranks are 
several hundred US Army Rangers 
who were redeployed from Iraqi 
Kurdistan. These elite troops have 
been used before for sensitive op-
erations in Baghdad, Mosul and Ka-
bul.

The Rangers will play a key role in 
pushing the Islamic State (ISIS) out 
of the Euphrates River city, its last 
major urban stronghold in Syria, in 
a battle that is likely to change the 
dynamics of Syria’s 7-year-old con-
flict and mark a turning point in the 
global war on terror.

The multipronged assault on 
Raqqa is set to begin at the same 
time US-backed Iraqi government 
forces are tightening the noose 
around hardened ISIS fighters in 
Mosul, ISIS’s last citadel in Iraq, 
where a drawn-out battle has ad-
vanced street by street and house 
by house for the last six months.

Militarily, Raqqa presents less of 
a challenge than the ancient city 
of Mosul with its narrow streets. 
Raqqa’s thoroughfares are wide 
and its buildings are low — usually 
only three of four storeys — making 
them easier targets for air strikes 
and more accessible to armoured 
vehicles.

The city also lies atop a reservoir 
of water created by the Euphrates, 

making it impossible for ISIS fight-
ers to replicate the labyrinth of 
underground tunnels they built in 
Mosul, which proved extremely dif-
ficult for opposing forces to over-
come.

Raqqa is surrounded by the SDF 
and the forthcoming battle is being 
fully coordinated by the Americans 
and Russians, who control the skies 
over Raqqa.

Moscow hopes that SDF fighters 
will hand Raqqa to the Syrian Army 
once they conquer it — just as they 
did with the strategic city of Manbij, 
30km west of the Euphrates.

Manbij was overrun by SDF forc-
es in August and delivered to the 
Syrians in March, much to the dis-
pleasure of Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan, who has insisted 
his forces control Syrian territory 
along Turkey’s southern border.

Rather than having Manbij fall 
into Kurdish hands, Erdogan want-
ed to incorporate the city into a 
cordon sanitaire to shield Turkey’s 

borders from ISIS and prevent a Syr-
ian Kurdish statelet from emerging 
on territory he has designated as 
the site for millions of Syrian refu-
gees to be relocated. Some of the 
refugees have lived in Turkey since 
2011. In Raqqa, Erdogan wanted his 
own men to secure liberation.

More than 5,000 Turkish-backed 
irregulars have been preparing for 
the Raqqa offensive and are await-
ing orders to join the assault.

If not in taking Raqqa, Erdogan 
hopes that the United States will 
turn to him for help in maintaining 
control over the strategic city, given 
the fact that US forces cannot stay 
to help manage the aftermath and a 
Kurdish presence would not be tol-
erated by Raqqa’s Arab tribes.

Syria expert Joshua Landis, a pro-
fessor at the University of Oklahoma 
who runs the influential Syriacom-
ment.com website, said: “Govern-
ment forces are the only Arab forces 
capable of ruling and administering 
the Euphrates Valley.

“If the US wants to destroy ISIS 
quickly, it will have to allow eastern 
Syria to be divided up between the 
Syrian Army and Kurdish-led forces 
— that is unless the United States 
wants to impose a mandate itself 
over east Syria.

“Some think-tanks in Washing-
ton have proposed the ‘mandate’ 
idea, some calling it a ‘safe zone’ or 
‘federalism’, so the idea isn’t as far-
fetched as it sounds.

“But [US President Donald] 
Trump is unlikely to want to take 
ownership of Syria, which means 
that the Kurds and the central gov-
ernment forces will have to come to 
terms and govern together.”

Until they do that, ISIS is prepar-
ing for the worst in Raqqa. All able-

bodied men over the age of 18 have 
been banned from leaving the city 
and have been given arms to take 
part in the coming battle.

The self-proclaimed caliph, Abu 
Bakr al-Baghdadi, has reportedly 
fled his headquarters in Mosul and 
is said to be on his way to Raqqa to 
lead his troops in the battle ahead, 
which could be his last in Syria.

The SDF said Raqqa will be liber-
ated in a matter of weeks, no later 
than late May.

After the initial victory, however, 
another, more divisive battle is like-
ly to erupt over who will control the 
city, which could block any move 
towards a peace settlement.

The upcoming scramble under-
lines the mind-numbing complexity 
of the Syrian war, where sectarian 
and ideological enmities of Syria’s 
diverse forces and the rivalries of 
outside powers that support them — 
primarily Turkey, Saudi Arabia, Iran 
and Russia — comprise the very req-
uisites for an ISIS revival.

The day after the battle for Syrian city of Raqqa
Sami Moubayed

Rivalries. Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) fighters north of Raqqa city, on February 3.                                                          (Reuters)
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 According to the 
SDF, Raqqa will be 
liberated in a matter 
of weeks.

Syria

T
he April 7 strike 
against an airbase in 
northern Syria shows 
that US President 
Donald Trump is more 
willing to use military 

force in Syria than his predeces-
sor, Barack Obama, but it raises 
other questions.

Why would Syrian President 
Bashar Assad, whose regime has 
consolidated control over Syria’s 
largest cities in the past year and 
put the rebels on the defensive, 
risk a new international backlash 
by using chemical weapons? If he 
is winning, why would Assad take 
such a risk?

The answer lies in Assad’s 
refusal to compromise or offer 
any significant concession since 
the Syrian uprising began in 
March 2011. Assad overplayed his 
hand after being emboldened by 
recent statements from White 
House officials that it was time for 
Western powers to accept the 
“political reality” of Assad’s 
continued dominance.

Assad likely decided to test 
those boundaries, not expecting 
Trump to respond militarily 
because the US president has 
made it clear that he sees fighting 
the Islamic State (ISIS) as his 

highest priority in Syria and Iraq.
Aside from his brutality, Assad’s 

staying power is rooted in a 
convoluted foreign policy 
pioneered by his father, Hafez 
Assad. Syria played the role of a 
regional broker and Arab nation-
alist standard-bearer since 1970, 
when the elder Assad seized 
power through a military coup. 
He perfected the art of creating 
defensive alliances, nurturing 
proxies in neighbouring countries 
and keeping his enemies stalled 
in costly battles.

Since he rose to power after his 
father’s death in June 2000, 
Bashar Assad learned to keep all 
options open and to play Syria’s 
friends and enemies off one 
another. Assad seems determined 
to replicate the foreign policy of 
his past, when he was able to hold 
on to power by being brutal, 
focusing outward and waiting for 
regional dynamics to change in his 
favour.

When popular protests swept 
the Arab world in early 2011, Assad 
was confident that he had nothing 
to fear because he continued his 
father’s foreign policy legacy: He 
did not depend on American 
military and political support like 
the leaders of Tunisia, Egypt, 
Bahrain and Yemen.

Instead, Assad and his allies 
formed the “axis of resistance” — 
Iran, Syria and the Islamist 
militant groups Hezbollah and 
Hamas. They boasted that the 
revolts had proved that they are 

the true representatives of the 
majority of people in the Arab and 
Muslim worlds, who for decades 
had been stifled under regimes 
that sold out to the United States.

In refusing to make substantial 
concessions, Assad has relied on 
another tactic he learned from his 
father: The Syrian regime does 
not make compromises under 
pressure, whether external or 
internal. This principle had 
served it well in times of crisis.

Assad also saw the initial 
response to popular protests in 
Tunisia and Egypt and he likely 
concluded that, by not cracking 
down forcefully, those rulers 
appeared weak and encouraged 
protesters to broaden their 
demands. So, when his own 
people revolted, Assad decided to 
crush the uprising.

At the start of the rebellion in 
2011, Assad used Islamic militants 
to destabilise his opponents, as 
he had done nearly a decade 
earlier in Iraq. The Syrian regime 
released hundreds of al-Qaeda 
activists and other militants from 
its prisons and they became 
leaders of ISIS and other jihadist 
groups.

Throughout the presidential 
campaign, Trump said he wanted 
to avoid direct US involvement in 
the Syrian conflict, which had 
expanded into a regional proxy 
war. Russia and Iran, along with 
Shia militias such as Lebanon’s 
Hezbollah, helped Assad consoli-
date control and regain territory 

Why would Assad risk backlash by using chemical weapons?
he lost to the rebels.

After Trump was elected, Assad 
likely became more confident 
because Trump had pledged to 
end US support for rebels fighting 
the Syrian regime and direct most 
American efforts to fighting ISIS. 
Since November, the United States 
has helped mobilise nearly 50,000 
Kurdish and Sunni Arab fighters to 
encircle Raqqa and cut it off from 
all sides. The offensive is sup-
ported by American air strikes and 
hundreds of US troops.

Trump’s missile strikes on the 
Syrian airbase could slow the 
offensive to oust ISIS from Raqqa 
and other parts of eastern Syria. 
The Pentagon coordinates with 
Russian forces in Syria, especially 
in planning air strikes, and 
Russian officials threatened to 
suspend those communications 
after the US attack on the Syrian 
airfield.

Assad has suffered a setback 
because of the American attack 
but Trump’s limited intervention 
is unlikely to change the course of 
the Syrian war and Assad will 
continue his scorched earth 
policy against rebels and civil-
ians, even if he will now think 
twice about using chemical 
weapons.

Mohamad Bazzi is an associate 
professor of journalism at New 
York University and former 
Middle East bureau chief at 
Newsday. This column was 
distributed by Reuters.
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View point
Assad 
overplayed 
his hand 
after being 
emboldened 
by recent 
statements 
from White 
House 
officials.

Assad learned from his father 
that the Syrian regime does not 
make compromises under 
pressure.
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T
he story of migration from the Middle East and North 
Africa (MENA) region is not new but the push for a 
diaspora strategy has never been as urgent as it is 
today.

The World Bank has put out a paper titled “Mobilis-
ing the Middle East and North Africa Diaspora for 
Economic Integration and Entrepreneurship,” which 

recommends that the region pay more attention to its 20 million 
or so people who live abroad.

This makes sense. The diaspora from the Middle East and North 
Africa repatriated no less than $53 billion in 2014. Nearly 2 million 
Palestinians abroad provide about 17% of the West Bank and 
Gaza’s gross domestic product (GDP). For Lebanon and Jordan, 
overseas remittances accounted for more than 10% of GDP, which 
exceeds each country’s budget allocation for education, health 
and defence combined.

The paper points out that the benefits of a diaspora strategy 
would go beyond remittances. A diaspora can help with knowl-
edge transfer, entrepreneurship, investment and bilateral trade 
between the country of origin and that in which it resides.

“If only 1% of the MENA diaspora were mobilised, that would 
mean tapping into the expertise and network of 200,000 profes-
sionals, which is significant,” notes the World Bank.

Such professionals can — among other things — contribute to 
transfer of know-how and encourage tourism and investment in 
their countries of origin. They can also help in times of crises. The 
World Bank highlights the case of the Syrian International 
Business Association, officially launched in February in Germany. 
It is expected to assist the process of rebuilding the shattered 
lives of Syrians abroad.

But it is worth noting the caveats that go with creating a suc-
cessful diaspora strategy. A diaspora needs to be socially, eco-
nomically and politically integrated in its adopted country, rather 
than seen as the marginalised outsider, or worse, be perceived as 
a fifth column.

A diaspora — first-, second-, third-generation and beyond — 
loses clout in its host country if it is eternally viewed as a minor-
ity group of culturally different people. East Asian communities 
in the West are a good example of an economically integrated 
diaspora and they have contributed a great deal to the pace of 
industrialisation and technological progress of their countries of 
origin.

The case for diaspora engagement, therefore, has to be made in 
a way that allows people of MENA ancestry to be solidly and 
proudly part of the world in which they live.

Anything else would encourage marginalisation and all the 
resulting problems of radicalisation, ghettoisation and youth 
delinquency.

Cultural or religious differences should not be used by Western 
politicians or by ideologically driven elements within the dias-
pora themselves to drive a wedge between their communities and 
adoptive societies. The status of diasporas should instead be that 
of full-fledged citizens with full rights and responsibilities 
towards their adopted countries. They cannot be eternal immi-
grants.

This is all the more crucial in a time in which terrorist incidents 
are liable to exploitation by populist demagogues.

Except for those forcibly displaced, diaspora communities need 
to be allowed to grow as equal members of their new environ-
ments.

Dealing with Arab 
diaspora communities

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Redrawing 
borders will not 
solve the region’s 
problems

T
he borders of many 
countries in the 
Middle East are based 
on boundaries 
concocted by colonial 
powers in the 18th 

and 19th centuries. Most famous 
of these are the lines determined 
by the Sykes-Picot Agreement of 
1916, an Anglo-French accord 
that created modern-day Iraq and 
Syria — two nations struggling to 
stay unified in the face of 
sectarian conflict.

Many African countries have 
experienced ethnic and sectarian 
turmoil as the result of colonial 
craftsmanship. So, one would 
think that the Western powers 
have learned their lesson.

Apparently, the temptation to fix 
other countries’ problems by re-
drawing their national borders re-
mains strong. London’s Guardian 
reported that Sebastian Gorka, a 
senior White House counterterror-
ism adviser, proposed partitioning 
Libya into three parts based on 
the old Ottoman provinces. Gorka 
reportedly drew the “new Libya” 
on a napkin while lunching with 
an EU official in January.

The Guardian reported that 
Gorka is seeking to be named the 
Trump administration’s special 
envoy to Libya, a position that has 
been vacant since the president 
took office in January.

Geoff Porter, president of North 
Africa Risk Consulting and a 
long-time observer of the region, 
wrote in Politico that the answer 
to Libya’s crisis is not partition 
but rather the creation of a unified 
nation in which everyone ben-
efits equally from the country’s 
resources. “Admittedly,” Porter 
wrote, “a plan for doing this 
doesn’t fit on a napkin but neither 
would any plans for dealing with 
the mess created by divvying up 
Libya into borders from a bygone 
era.”

And then there is Thomas Fried-
man, the widely respected foreign 
affairs columnist for the New York 
Times, who wrote that the “least 
bad solution” to Syria’s civil war is 
“a partition of Syria and the crea-
tion of a primarily Sunni protected 
area” that would be defended by 
international forces, including US 
troops.

Harvard University’s Stephen 
Walt said about Friedman’s pro-
posal: “Let’s not mince words. 
What Friedman is really proposing 
is a foreign invasion of Syria.”

Significantly, neither Friedman 
nor Gorka reference the desires 
of the Syrian or Libyan people. 
It is as if they were unaware that 
redrawing lines on a map has real 
implications for real people on the 
ground. There is no doubt that 
ethnic and sectarian conflicts are 
driving much of the region’s vio-
lence and turmoil but after many 
decades living as unified nations, 
the people of countries such as 
Syria and Libya cannot easily be 
regrouped into new political enti-
ties without massive population 
transfers and fierce struggles over 
natural resources.

In 2006, in the midst of the 
Iraqi civil war triggered by the 
2003 US invasion, then-US Sena-
tor Joe Biden proposed dividing 
the country into Shia, Sunni and 
Kurdish enclaves with a greatly 
weakened central government in 
Baghdad. In his subsequent eight 
years as US vice-president, Biden 
never pushed strongly for parti-
tion and backed a unified Iraqi 
state.

The idea, however, has not gone 
away: As recently as 2014, Michael 
O’Hanlon of Washington’s Brook-
ings Institution advocated for a 
“federal” Iraq with a devolution of 
power to Sunni, Shia and Kurdish 
regions.

The yearning for simple solu-
tions is understandable — if we 
can end the bloodshed by redraw-
ing a few lines on a map, why not 
do it? However, for complex and 
multilayered problems, simple 
solutions simply do not exist. Es-
pecially simple solutions imposed 
by outsiders.

It is widely agreed that foreign 
powers erred in drawing regional 
borders in the early 20th century 
and in violating Iraq’s sovereignty 
in 2003. What makes anyone be-
lieve foreigners have the answers 
today?

Mark Habeeb is East-West editor 
of The Arab Weekly and adjunct 
professor of Global Politics and 
Security at Georgetown University 
in Washington.
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The problems with Trump’s strike on Syria

Opinion

I
f you want American media 
talking heads, liberal or 
conservative, to hyperven-
tilate for your presidency, it 
appears you just need to 
blow something up, prefer-

ably somewhere in the Arab 
world. Suddenly, you become 
“presidential” and every misfire, 
error and mistake is forgotten.

There is little doubt that Syr-
ian President Bashar Assad is a 
butcher and his regime needs to 
go. So, on the surface, US Presi-
dent Donald Trump’s order to 
bomb a Syrian airbase looks like 
a winner for him. It does not take 
much digging, however, to find 
the cracks in its foundation.

Until April 6, the day of the 
cruise missile strike, the Trump 
administration’s policy, if you can 
call it that, was totally hands off 
Syria. Trump was not interested 
in replacing Assad and there had 
been no expression of horror at 
the almost half a million Syrians 
who had been killed in the preced-

ing years, including the “beautiful 
babies” who had died in horrible 
bombings or who had drowned 
trying to cross the Mediterranean 
to escape Assad.

In the past, Trump had suggest-
ed that he believed many Syrian 
refugees were terrorists. While it 
is interesting to think that Trump 
was suddenly overwhelmed by a 
surge of humanitarianism, he has 
not changed his position on his 
Muslim ban that includes Syrian 
refugees, many of whom live in 
abysmal conditions. It is hard to 
see his concern as more than a 
hiccup in his emotional state. This 
was obvious in the inability of US 
Ambassador to the United Nations 
Nikki Haley to explain the contra-
diction in Trump’s position on US 
political talk shows.

Policy, what policy? We live in a 
complicated world. Leaders of su-
perpowers — and the United States 
happens to be the only one — need 
a plan for how to deal with those 
complicated matters.

It is a somewhat disturbing idea 
that Trump will jettison whatever 
policies he does have every time 
he sees upsetting images on the 
White House TV. Did he think 
about how Russia would respond? 
Or Turkey or Egypt? Will one 
attack lead to more? The Syrians 
already have the airbase back in 
operation. Will he bomb it again 
to ensure it is not used again for a 
similar kind of attack?

It is hard to see any master 
policy design behind the attack, 
even with the sudden appearance 
of Rex Tillerson as the secretary 
of state.

In a different vein, but just 
as concerning, the US media’s 
reactions were problematic for 
America and the rest of the world. 
In times of conflict, US editors and 
reporters grow epaulettes. Almost 
across the board, the usual sus-
pects on cable news TV fell over 
themselves to applaud Trump’s 
decision to bomb. Suddenly, air-
time was filled with former gener-

als talking about “strategy”.
It was déjà vu all over again. It 

was as if the American media had 
learned nothing from the long 
nightmare of their miscalculations 
and errors about the 2003 Gulf 
war and its aftermath. This attack 
raised more questions than solved 
them but the media were too busy 
being fanboys to dig deeper. (Jake 
Tapper of CNN was the only real 
exception.)

Years ago, a senior foreign editor 
at a national radio station where 
I worked told me to be careful of 
inside-the-Beltway journalists. 
“They are just a pack of lemmings 
attracted by bright shiny things,” 
he said of the media in Washing-
ton. He was right.

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.

Tom Regan
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‘Beauty’ of Tomahawks reveals insensitivity to war

M
any were the 
reactions to the US 
bombing of Syria’s 
al-Shayrat airfield 
but one reaction 
has been 

denounced as “sickening” and 
“the sickest” and it came from US 
news anchor Brian Williams.

On the night of April 6 on 
MSNBC, Williams repeatedly used 
the word “beautiful” to describe 
footage of the air strikes. He said: 
“We see these beautiful pictures 
at night from the decks of these 
two US Navy vessels in the Eastern 
Mediterranean.”

Then, he quoted Leonard Co-
hen’s “First We Take Manhattan”: 
“I’m guided by the beauty of our 
weapons.”

Williams went on to describe the 
“beautiful pictures of fearsome 
armaments.”

In a 1988 interview, Cohen said 
“First We Take Manhattan” “is a 
terrorist song. I think it’s a response 
to terrorism. There’s something 
about terrorism that I’ve always 
admired.”

Cohen may have admired some-
thing about terrorism but, in my 
case, I admit that there is some-
thing about insensitivity that I have 
always admired. Williams seems to 
pretend or is possibly unaware of 
the ills and faults of the Tomahawk 

missiles. By mistake or maybe 
intentionally, he surely appears 
insensitive to the horrors of war.

So, I thought to myself, maybe 
someone should remind Williams 
of facts that might help us under-
stand what a “beautiful” Toma-
hawk is.

The 59 cruise missiles did not 
bring the United States an inch 
closer to toppling the murderous 
Syrian regime. It appears that the 
strike was just a loud warning shot 
to Syrian President Bashar Assad 
and the Pentagon has confirmed 
that Russia was notified.

“US military planners took pre-
cautions to minimise risk to Rus-
sian or Syrian personnel located at 
the airfield,” Pentagon spokesman 
US Navy Captain Jeff Davis said.

Just after the attack on Syria, 
Tomahawk-maker Raytheon Cor-
poration emerged as a key gainer. 
Shares in Raytheon rose nearly 
1.5% on April 7.

The price of each missile is not 
definitively known but it is esti-
mated to be $800,000-$1.4 million. 
So, the cost of the fired Tomahawks 
could be $50 million- $80 million.

If repeated, “warning shots” 
from Trump’s administration can 
create a perfect environment for 
weapons-makers to flourish — all at 
the expense of US taxpayers.

Williams might argue the 59 

Tomahawks were a costly warning 
shot but they are still “beautiful.”

Maybe one thing that Williams 
does not certainly know is that his 
tactless eulogy to US weapons re-
sembles, to a certain extent, Islamic 
State (ISIS) eulogies to armaments.

In some ISIS propaganda songs, 
the sound of cannons is likened 
to the music of tambourines and 
the smoke of bombs to the scent 
of musk. Swords are compared to 
preachers of truths and weapons 
heal the wounds of an oppressed 
people.

Such songs that commend weap-
ons have grown into key elements 
of the jihadist propaganda machine 
and have lured thousands of young 
people, from the West and the East, 
into an unprecedented insensitivity 
to the realities of blood-spilling and 
conflicts.

Weapons are weapons. The fact 
that they are “Made in America” 
does not soften their destructive 
force and certainly does not make 
them “beautiful.”

Cruise missiles were first used in 
1991 during the Gulf War. At that 
time, the US Navy claimed that 
Tomahawks had an accuracy rate 
of 85%.

The missiles were used again 
against Iraq in 1998 and in 2003. 
Eventually, Saddam Hussein was 
toppled but at what cost? Fourteen 

years later, Iraq is still caught in a 
real mess, with terrorism, sectari-
anism, proxy wars and corruption 
threatening its stability.

In 1998, the US Navy fired 70 
Tomahawks to hit al-Qaeda train-
ing camps in Afghanistan, killing 
24 people but missing its leader 
Osama bin Laden.

At the same time, 13 Tomahawks 
hit Al-Shifa drug plant in Sudan 
and, witnesses said, the country 
was left with but a few supplies 
after the attack.

In 2009, the United States 
launched Tomahawk cruise mis-
siles on a camp in the village of 
Al-Majalah in southern Yemen. The 
attack killed 14 alleged al-Qaeda 
fighters and 41 civilians, including 
14 women and 21 children.

At odds with the poetic allusions 
of Williams is the reality on the 
ground: There is no beauty when 
we talk about Tomahawks or any 
other weapon.

In Syria, the situation is complex 
and there is no need for more com-
plexity and “fearsome armaments.” 
What we need in Syria is surely a 
plan to end that bloody conflict that 
has cost hundreds of thousands of 
lives.

Iman Zayat is an Arab 
Weekly contributing editor
based in Tunis.

Iman Zayat
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Conspiracy theories, Russia’s antidote to chemical weapons

T
here is a new weapon 
in the war in Syria 
besides chemical 
agents: It is called 
conspiracy theories. 
Well, then again, 

maybe they are not so new.
Conspiracy theories have been 

around forever and range from the 
absurd to the sublime. They are 
relatively simple to initiate and 
almost impossible to prove right or 
wrong if cleverly constructed.

They can have a great public rela-
tions impact because thousands of 
people fall for such fake news. For 
the record, use of chemical weap-
ons is not exactly a novelty in the 
Syrian conflict.

You can find conspiracy theorists 
all over the world, although they 
seem to have a special following in 
the Middle East. At times, it appears 
the Middle East has a love affair 
with conspiracy theories.

To be fair, many other places and 
people do, too, including Russian 
President Vladimir Putin. A strong 
supporter of the Syrian regime, 
Putin accused the United States 
of staging “fake” gas attacks to 
discredit Syrian President Bashar 
Assad.

Of course, when the Russian 
president comes out publicly with 

such a statement there is no need 
to offer proof, at least as far as con-
spiracy theorists are concerned. His 
statement alone gives conspiracy 
theorists all the ammunition they 
need.

Putin said Russia had information 
that the United States was plan-
ning to launch new missile strikes 
on Syria and that there were plans 
to fake chemicals weapons attacks 
there. Putin did not identify the 
source of this information. Many 
people will assume that, coming 
from the Russian president who 
obviously has access to intelligence 
sources, the statement must have 
some truth to it.

Truth, the saying goes, is the first 
casualty of war and in a dirty war, 
such as the one in Syria, it is hard to 
say who is telling the truth and who 
is not.

Can we trust statements from the 
Syrian government? Unlikely. Its 
leaders have been known to bend 
the truth to suit their needs.

Can we trust the opposition to 
tell the truth? Again doubtful, as its 
members have emerged through 
the same schools as the Syrian 
regime.

Can we trust the regime’s allies: 
Russia, Iran and Hezbollah? None 
of the three has a great track record 

when it comes to telling the truth.
Can we trust Turkey or Saudi 

Arabia?
Can we trust Western powers to 

tell the truth? Typically, they tend 
to have a somewhat better track 
record but, then again, look at the 
web of lies told by the United States 
to get into Iraq.

For decades, many conspiracy 
theorists promoted the notion that 
everything bad that happens in the 
region — from the Maghreb to the 
Hijaz — is primarily the fault of the 
United States’ CIA.

Many conspiracy theories making 
the rounds on social media in the 
Middle East have to do with the 
recent chemical attack on civilians 
in the Idlib region, which led to 
a retaliatory missile strike by the 
United States against a Syrian air-
base. Well, no great surprise here. 
What better subjects with which to 
build a solid conspiratorial thesis 
than those implicated in the Syrian 
conflict, a conflict that is increas-
ingly difficult to explain?

And a good conspiracy, if well 
crafted, can go a long way in the 
propaganda war. It is a fact that if a 
falsehood is repeated often enough, 
it ends up being credible.

In this latest conspiracy theory 
apparently originating in Russia, 

the chemical attack that Washing-
ton blames the regime in Damascus 
for was supposedly fabricated by 
the United States. Among evidence 
put forward by conspiracy theorists 
are videos showing supposedly fake 
victims of the chemical weapons 
attack standing up as soon as they 
finish acting their role. It is all fake, 
we are supposed to believe. The at-
tack. The injured. The dead.

Moscow, of course, is getting a 
kick out of supporting the theory, 
which Russian leaders hope will 
make Washington look bad.

“A similar provocation is being 
prepared… in other parts of Syria 
including in the southern Damascus 
suburbs where [the US] are planning 
to again plant some substance and 
accuse the Syrian authorities of us-
ing [chemical weapons],” Putin said.

Additionally, a Turkish health 
minister said traces of sarin gas had 
been detected in the victims of the 
supposed chemical attack. Doc-
tors and aid workers examining the 
wounded said chlorine may have 
been present in the weapons.

As I said, conspiracy theories 
range from the sublime to the 
absurd.

Claude Salhani is a regular 
columnist for The Arab Weekly.

Claude Salhani
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Kirkuk

T 

ensions between Iraq’s 
central government 
in Baghdad and Kurd-
ish regional authorities 
in northern Iraq over 

Kirkuk have resurfaced, breaking 
a short-lived calm during military 
operations to liberate Mosul from 
the Islamic State (ISIS).

The row began March 28 when 
25 Kurdish provincial councillors 
voted to fly the Kurdish regional 
flag over government buildings. 
The council session was boycotted 
by the 16 Turkmen and Arab mem-
bers, who said the move was un-
constitutional.

Kirkuk’s Turkmen residents took 
to the streets the next day to pro-
test the move, which they said was 
aimed at putting the province un-
der permanent Kurdish control.

“The flag represents the identity 
of Kirkuk, which is Iraqi,” Ramla al-
Obaidi, an Arab member of Kirkuk 
Provincial Council, said. She said 
focusing on liberating the rest of 
the province from ISIS should be 
the priority.

Kurdish authorities want to in-
corporate the province into their 
autonomous region despite the ob-
jections of the federal government 
in Baghdad.

The Iraqi parliament rejected 
the Kirkuk provincial council’s 
decision and passed a resolution 
calling for lowering Kurdish flags 
raised over public buildings and 
flying only Iraqi flags.

Saad al-Hadithi, the spokesman 

for the Iraqi prime minister’s of-
fice, said the decision to raise the 
Kurdish flag violated the Iraqi Con-
stitution. The move by Kirkuk’s 
provincial council also drew re-
gional and international criticism.

“The United Nations Assistance 
Mission for Iraq (UNAMI) is con-
cerned by the recent decision of 
the governor of Kirkuk to raise the 
flag of the Kurdistan region of Iraq 
over Kirkuk Citadel,” the UN body 
said in a statement.

UNAMI “cautions against any 
unilateral steps that might jeop-
ardise harmony and peaceful co-
existence among many ethnic and 
religious groups that rightly call 

Kirkuk their home and want to live 
and work together,” it added.

US Ambassador to Iraq Doug-
las Silliman said the flag row was 
drawing attention from the fight 
against ISIS.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan warned the Iraqi Kurdish 
leadership that Ankara’s strong re-
lations with the Kurdistan Region-
al Government (KRG) were at risk 
over Kirkuk.

“I am calling on the Iraqi Kurdish 
regional administration: Go back 
from this mistake as soon as possi-
ble…We enjoy good relations right 
now. Do not break them,” Erdogan 
said. “Kirkuk is for the Turkmen, 

Arabs and Kurds if they are there.”
Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut 

Cavusoglu warned that it would 
“not be correct to change that re-
gion’s ethnic composition.”

Iranian Foreign Ministry spokes-
man Bahram Qassemi said: “Hoist-
ing any flag except Iraq’s national 
flag in Kirkuk in northern Iraq is 
contradictory to the country’s 
constitution and will increase ten-
sions.”

Tensions escalated when the 
two main Kurdish parties — the 
Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) 
and the Patriotic Union of Kurdis-
tan (PUK) — agreed there should be 
a referendum on independence for 
Kurdistan this year.

The referendum would “give 
a strong mandate to the Kurdish 
leadership to engage in talks with 
Baghdad and the neighbours to 
get the best deal for Kurdish self-
determination,” Hoshiyar Zebari, 
a former Iraqi foreign and finance 
minister, said in Erbil.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi, on April 11, said there could 
not be a referendum in Kirkuk 
while parts of it are under ISIS con-
trol and many of its residents re-
main displaced.

There is also disagreement 
among politicians on how to inter-
pret Article 140 of the constitution, 
which sets out the procedures for a 
referendum.

Kurdish politicians say the ar-
ticle is applicable in its current 
form but their Turkmen and Arab 
counterparts say the deadline for 
a referendum on Kirkuk passed at 
the end of 2007, hence the require-
ment for a constitutional amend-
ment.

Even the reference to Kirkuk in 
the constitution has been inter-
preted differently.

“The name Kirkuk means the 
city not the province,” said Torhan 
al-Mufti, secretary of the Iraqi 
Higher Committee for Coordina-
tion between Provinces. Kurdish 
representatives say otherwise.

Whether it is the city or the prov-
ince, some residents say the deci-
sion over Kirkuk should be made 
by Iraq’s overall population.

“The referendum on Kirkuk 
should not be done through a uni-
lateral decision. It is an issue for 
all Iraqis to decide,” Sami Bayatli, 
a Turkmen member of the Kirkuk 
City Council, said.

Hassan Turan, a Turkmen mem-
ber of the Legal Committee in the 
Iraqi Parliament, said Article 143 
in the constitution puts the border 
of the Kurdish region at the line 
marked on March 19, 2003.

“That frontier is called the ‘blue 
line’ and it contains the three 
northern provinces of Erbil, Su-
laimaniya and Dohuk, the safe ha-
ven from 1991 to 2003,” Turan said.

That would appear to put Arti-
cles 140 and 143 at odds with each 
other and constitutional disputes 
are expected to continue.

Nermeen Mufti is an Iraqi 
journalist based in Baghdad.

London

I 

raqi forces are facing an intri-
cate urban battle against the 
Islamic State (ISIS) in western 
Mosul despite the dwindling 
territory that the militants con-

trol in Iraq.
“It’s very complicated,” US Army 

Major-General Joseph Martin, head 
of ground forces for the coalition 
fighting ISIS, told Reuters. “The ter-
rain literally changes from neigh-
bourhood to neighbourhood… the 
nature of the enemy, how the popu-
lation reacts.”

Iraqi forces have retaken much 
of Iraq’s second-largest city since 
October but have been trying since 
then to dislodge ISIS from the 
densely populated Old City in west-
ern Mosul, the militants’ last Iraqi 
stronghold.

“Iraqi security forces continue to 
progress as they liberate the west-
ern side of Mosul,” said Martin, 
who added that “it’s hard to tell” 
when ISIS would be defeated. ISIS 
was “very creative in exploiting the 
human element” by using hospi-
tals, schools, churches, homes and 
mosques as hideouts or weapons 
caches, he said.

Iraqi officers said snipers have 
slowed advances in western Mosul. 
Daily suicide attacks and roadside 
bombs, along with mortars, have 
been among the lethal ISIS tactics 
in resisting the 100,000-strong Iraqi 
force backed by US airpower.

ISIS militants have killed dozens 
of civilians attempting to flee Mosul 
in recent days, hanging several bod-
ies from electricity poles, witnesses 
said.

Two Iraqi army pilots were killed 
when their helicopter was shot 

down over western Mosul by ISIS, a 
military statement said.

ISIS controls less than 7% of 
Iraq, down from the 40% it held 
nearly three years ago, Iraqi mili-
tary spokesman Brigadier-General 
Yahya Rasool said.

“As of March 31, they only held 
6.8% of Iraqi territory,” said Rasool, 
the spokesman of the Joint Opera-
tions Command coordinating the 
anti-ISIS effort. ISIS militants con-
trol the towns of Qaim, Tal Afar and 
Hawija in Iraq.

Approximately 400,000 people 
are believed to have been trapped in 
western Mosul with UN camps fill-
ing with people fleeing the violence. 
More than 300,000 people have fled 
Mosul since the start of the offen-
sive began in October last year, the 
office of the UN Humanitarian Coor-
dinator in Iraq said.

Residents who have escaped Mo-
sul say there was very little to eat 
other than flour mixed with water 
and boiled wheat grain.

There is a lack of medical re-
sources to treat the large number of 
patients in eastern Mosul and am-
bulances ferrying patients outside 
the city are unable to cope with the 
number of trauma victims and the 
long distances needed to transfer 
patients for further treatment.

“The need for emergency medi-
cal care has risen drastically,” said 
Dr Isabelle Defourny, director of op-
erations at Doctors Without Borders 
(MSF).

People fleeing western Mosul re-
port a lack of infant formula, food 
and clean water. Conditions are ex-
pected to worsen because supply 
routes to the area have been cut off.

MSF is treating severely malnour-
ished children who fled western 
Mosul. Children are also treated for 
diseases associated with malnutri-
tion, which weakens the immune 
system, making them even more 
vulnerable.

“It’s a new thing in Iraq,” MSF 
project coordinator Isabelle Legall 
told Reuters. “Most of the (Iraqi) 
doctors have never seen it (malnu-
trition)”.

A specialist ward was opened 

recently to deal with the growing 
number of children, most of them 
younger than 6 months old, show-
ing signs of malnutrition.

“Normally nutritional crises are 
much more common in Africa and 
not in this kind of country,” said  
Dr Rosanna Meneghetti, a paediatri-
cian at an MSF-run hospital in Qay-
yara, about 60km south of Mosul. 
“We did not anticipate this”.

Many babies are taken to the 
hospital with respiratory problems 
such as bronchiolitis and pneumo-
nia. Most of them from camps for 
the displaced, where cramped con-

ditions enable viruses to spread.
Nationwide, more than half of 

Iraqi families are at risk of going 
hungry, said the World Food Pro-
gramme (WFP), warning of “un-
precedented levels of vulnerability” 
faced by the population due to years 
of conflict.

Most families in the country 
would no longer be able to feed 
themselves if basic food prices in-
creased or fighting escalated, WFP 
said. “They can’t absorb any more 
shocks,” said WFP spokeswoman 
Dina El-Kassaby.

A study by WFP and the Iraqi gov-

ernment said 2.5% of the population 
— more than 800,000 people — go to 
bed hungry every night.

There are concerns that figure 
could increase because two-thirds 
of internally displaced people and 
more than half of Iraqis living in 
their homes have barely enough to 
feed themselves, El-Kassaby said.

Almost 75% of Iraqi children un-
der the age of 15 work to help their 
families buy food instead of going 
to school, WFP said.

The Arab Weekly staff and news 
agencies.

Iraqi forces facing ‘very complicated’ Mosul battle

Row over city of Kirkuk reignites divisions in Iraq

The Arab Weekly staff

Nermeen Mufti

Racing to safety. Iraqis who fled western Mosul head towards a nearby camp, on April 12.      (AFP)

A story of two flags. The Kurdish flag and the Iraqi f lag are seen 
on the Kirkuk governorate building, on April 6.                           (Reuters)

News & Analysis Iraq

There is a lack of 
medical resources to 
treat the high 
number of patients.

Residents say the 
decision over Kirkuk 
should be made by 
Iraq’s overall 
population.
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Dubai

A 

member of Qatar’s rul-
ing family has paid $2 
million to a Greek shoe 
salesman’s firm to se-
cure “proof of life” and 

ultimately free relatives and oth-
ers kidnapped in Iraq more than a 
year ago, presumably by Shia mi-
litiamen.

The payment, disclosed in US 
Justice Department documents 
examined by the Associated Press, 
shed light on the opaque world 
of private hostage negotiation in 
the Middle East in a case that in-
volves hackers, encrypted internet 
communications and promises of 
millions of dollars in ransom pay-
ments.

The rare disclosure suggests 
Qatar could be trying to be more 
transparent with the United 
States, its main Western ally. The 
energy-rich country has long faced 
allegations of not doing enough to 
stop money from reaching Islamic 
extremists, including those fight-
ing alongside rebels in Syria.

“I just wonder if this is some 
way of twisting Qatar’s arm to try 
to break off its funding, supplies 
and so on to these sorts of groups,” 
said Christopher Davidson, a pro-
fessor of Middle East politics at 
Durham University in Britain. “For 
them still to be missing all this 
time indicates it’s not just about 
money.”

The Qatari, Sheikh Khalifa bin 
Fahed bin Mohammed al-Thani, 
signed a contract dated March 8 
with a San Diego-based firm called 
Global Strategies Council Incor-
porated, according to documents 
filed with the Justice Department 
under the Foreign Agents Regis-
tration Act. The contract called for 
a $2 million payment up front, a 
large sum that is rare among organ-
isations filing these disclosures.

The contract calls for the group 
“to obtain proof of life”, speak 
to government agencies and “at-
tempt to negotiate with captors 
for the release of captive members 
of the royal family of Qatar.”

Though not naming the Qataris 
held, the documents provide the 
first Qatari acknowledgment that 
those kidnapped included ruling 
family members.

Sheikh Khalifa, chairman of KBF 
Trading and Contracting Company 
in Doha, did not respond to re-
quests for comment.

Asked about the $2 million 
payment, Qatar’s Government 
Communications Office issued a 
statement saying the US firm was 
“retained by a Qatari citizen acting 
in a private capacity.”

“We consider the hostage issue 

in Iraq of the utmost importance 
and it remains our top priority,” 
the government said. “We contin-
ue to engage in securing their safe 
release.”

The December 16, 2015, abduc-
tion happened at dawn at a desert 
camp near the Saudi border in 
the southern Muthanna province, 
370km south-east of Baghdad. 
Gunmen kidnapped two dozen 
Qataris and support staff who were 
taking part in a falconry hunt. In 
April 2016, the Qatari Foreign Min-
istry said one of the hunters and 
“his Asian companion” were freed 
but no word of the hostages has 
been made public since. The Unit-
ed Nations has said children were 
among those seized.

Iraqi officials say they have no 
new information about the kid-
napping but suspicion has fallen 
on Shia militias. Muthanna is a 
predominantly Shia province and 
is not a region where the Sunni ex-
tremists of the Islamic State (ISIS) 
group are known to operate.

Kidnappings for ransom have 
plagued Iraq for years follow-
ing the 2003 US-led overthrow of 
dictator Saddam Hussein. Qataris 
in Iraq have proven tempting tar-
gets. Their small, peninsular coun-
try, which will host the 2022 FIFA 
World Cup, has grown wealthy 
from its natural gas deposits.

Qatar also has flexed its political 
muscle in the greater Middle East. 
It launched the satellite news net-
work Al Jazeera and supports re-
bels fighting to overthrow Assad, 
who is supported by Shia regional 

power Iran.
Qatar reportedly has been in-

volved in facilitating ransom pay-
ments to free Westerners in Syria 
held by the local al-Qaeda fran-
chise as well, said David Andrew 
Weinberg, a senior fellow at the 
Washington-based Foundation for 
Defence of Democracies.

“Qatar has occupied a very po-
litically tenuous space on the is-
sue of hostage releases in the Mid-
dle East,” said Weinberg, who has 
testified before the US Congress 
on hostage payments. “It’s par-
ticularly uncomfortable for the 
Qataris that they have been so 
successful as a sought-after party 
for help freeing Western hostages 
when they themselves are unable 
to work the same magic.”

Qatar remains an important 
Western ally, hosting 10,000 US 
troops and the forward headquar-
ters of the US military’s Central 
Command but Western officials 
have accused Qatar of allowing 
or even encouraging funding of 
Sunni extremists like al-Qaeda’s 
branch in Syria, once known as al-
Nusra Front.

Qatar hosts “these Kuwaiti and 
Saudi preachers who go to the 
mosques and say, ‘You can per-
form jihad with your wallet,’” Da-

vidson said. “We know that Qa-
tari authorities turn a blind eye to 
that. They know the sympathies of 
many of their citizens.”

Qatar denies funding extrem-
ists, though it is a key financial pa-
tron of the Hamas-controlled Gaza 
Strip and has been the home of ex-
iled Hamas chief Khaled Meshaal 
since 2012.

It is unclear how Sheikh Khal-
ifa made contact with the Global 
Strategies Council, which lists its 
director and CEO as Miltiade “Mil-
tos” Goudamanis, a Greek national 
who holds US citizenship. Gouda-
manis works as international sales 
director for House of Brands, a San 
Diego-area shoe company, and is 
associated with a website called 
Naughty Monkey, which sells 
women’s shoes. He and a lawyer 
listed for the council did not re-
spond to requests for comment.

In recent weeks, the group ap-
parently backed hackers who 
started a social media campaign 
and launched a website seeking 
information on the kidnapped Qa-
taris on the darknet, a part of the 
internet hosted within an encrypt-
ed network and accessible only 
through specialised anonymity-
providing tools. The darknet site 
asks: “Do you have a tip worth 25 
million euro ($26.5 million)?”

“We understand money will al-
ways be a part of any equation,” 
another social media post reads. 
“There is ALWAYS room for nego-
tiation regarding any detail.”

(The Associated Press)

Washington

I 

mages of soldiers from Gulf Co-
operation Council (GCC) mem-
bers hoisting their respective 
nations’ flags at a ceremony in 
March marking the end of mili-

tary drills were the latest reminders 
of the close and multidimensional 
relations that have developed be-
tween the United States and the 
GCC.

For most of the predominantly 
young populations of those Arab 
countries, the United States is prob-
ably the first Western country that 
comes to mind when they think of 
a strategic, and perhaps indispen-
sable, Western ally. However, until 
the early 1970s, it was the United 
Kingdom that had a pervasive pres-
ence in the region.

With the exception of Saudi Ara-
bia, most GCC countries and the 
Yemeni port of Aden were either 
formal British protectorates or en-
joyed close political, military and 
economic relations with Britain.

While Britain never exercised 
that same level of influence in Sau-
di Arabia, the founder of modern 
day Saudi Arabia, King Abdulaziz 
Al Saud, was well aware of Brit-
ain’s dominance in the world and 
its presence and influence in the 
region and was keen on establish-
ing and maintaining good relations 
with the country

The history of British-Saudi re-
lations can be traced to before the 
founding of modern-day Saudi Ara-

bia in 1932. Showing the pragma-
tism that would characterise Saudi 
foreign policy, King Abdulaziz cul-
tivated relations with Britain.

British military assistance and 
advisers would play an important 
role in the development of the Sau-
di state. However, the second world 
war took a toll on the British Em-
pire and Britain was replaced by the 
United States as the predominant 
power in the world.

The United Kingdom continued 
to play an important role in the 
countries of the region. The strain 
in relations created by the 1956 
Suez War in which Britain, France 
and Israel attacked Egypt notwith-
standing, relations between Saudi 
Arabia and Britain have endured. 
A recent visit by British Prime Min-
ister Theresa May underscored the 
mutually beneficial relationship, 
which garners wide support from 
current and former officials in both 
countries.

Saudi Arabia is Britain’s largest 
market in the Middle East, com-
prising 20% of exports in goods 
and services to the region in 2011. 
Overall bilateral trade is estimated 
to be $18.7 billion per year. The gov-
ernment estimates that more than 
6,000 British companies are active-
ly exporting to Saudi Arabia.

Britain is also the second largest 
cumulative investor in Saudi Ara-
bia, after the United States. There 
are an estimated 200 British-Saudi 
joint ventures with a total invest-
ment of more than $13.5 billion. 
Saudi Arabia is also a source of in-
vestment into the United Kingdom, 
where it has an estimated $77 bil-
lion invested.

Britain and Saudi Arabia are 
seeking to deepen economic co-
operation. Last year, Saudi Arabia 
announced an ambitious package 
of economic and social reforms 
known as Vision 2030 that seeks to 
limit the kingdom’s dependence on 
oil revenues. A major component 
for the success of the initiative is at-

tracting direct foreign investment.
May met with the Saudi Deputy 

Crown Prince Mohammed bin Sal-
man bin Abdulaziz, who is the ar-
chitect of Vision 2030 and the head 
of the Economic and Development 
Council.

The British government has 
identified Saudi Arabia as a “High 
Growth Market”. At the same time, 
having voted to leave the European 
Union and its multilateral frame-
work, Britain appears keen on 
strengthening bilateral economic 
cooperation. With that as a goal, 
May had meetings with Energy 
Minister Khalid al-Falih.

May and Saudi King Salman bin 
Abdulaziz Al Saud talked and May 
was awarded the Order of King Ab-
dulaziz. May also met with Princess 
Reema bint Bandar Al Saud, who is 
leading an effort to push physical 
education and sports among girls 
and women.

The British government high-

lighted what was accomplished 
during the visit, including an im-
portant advisory role that Britain 
was providing to Saudi Arabia re-
garding reforming its Ministry of 
Defence as well as its health care 
and educational institutions.

Prior to May’s visit to Riyadh, 
the spokesman for the Arab coali-
tion supporting the government of 
Yemeni President Abd Rabbo Man-
sour Hadi to regain control of the 
country, was harassed by protesters 
in London on his way to a speak-
ing engagement. The activists ap-
peared to object to the war effort.

However, it appears that May and 
the senior officials have a more nu-
anced understanding of the conflict 

that had taken on the characteris-
tics of a civil war at least six months 
prior to Saudi Arabia’s intervention 
in March 2015.

While critics have proposed re-
ducing Britain’s support for the 
Saudi war effort and others have 
questioned the utility of the rela-
tionship altogether, it has not en-
dured by happenstance. In a state-
ment released by her office, May 
made sure to remind the detractors 
that “we must never forget that in-
telligence we have received in the 
past from that country has saved 
potentially hundreds of lives in the 
UK.”

There is little doubt that this re-
lationship will continue to grow 
and strengthen for the foreseeable 
future.

Fahad Nazer is an international 
affairs fellow with the National 
Council on US-Arab Relations and 
an adviser to Gulf State Analytics.

Saudi-British 
relations remain 
on solid ground
Fahad Nazer

‘We must not forget’. Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud (R) awards the Order of King 
Abdulaziz to British Prime Minister Theresa May in Riyadh, on April 5.                          (Saudi Press Agency)

News & Analysis Gulf

Overall bilateral trade 
is estimated to be 
$18.7 billion per year.

The history of British-
Saudi relations can be 
traced to before the 
founding of modern-
day Saudi Arabia 
in 1932.

Qatari pays $2M to try to free royals abducted in Iraq
Jon Gambrell

A Qatari sheikh 
signed a contract 
with US-based firm 
Global Strategies 
Council Inc.

The payment shed 
light on the opaque 
world of private 
hostage negotiation 
in the Middle East.
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Tunis

H 

arrowing accounts of 
African migrants being 
sold in open-air “slave 
markets” in Libya have 
surfaced, the Interna-

tional Organisation of Migration 
(IOM) said.

West African migrants told the 
UN migration agency of being pub-
licly auctioned in squares and car 
parks before being subjected to tor-
ture, forced labour and sexual ex-
ploitation.

“The situation is dire,” Moham-
med Abdiker, IOM’s director of 
operations and emergencies, said 
in a news release. “The more IOM 
engages inside Libya, the more we 
learn that it is a vale of tears for 
many migrants. Some reports are 
truly horrifying and the latest re-
ports of ‘slave markets’ for migrants 
can be added to a long list of out-
rages.”

Experts said migrants from Ni-
geria, Chad, Senegal, Gambia and 
other African countries are being 
persuaded by international smug-
gling networks to trek towards Eu-
rope. Along the way, they are forced 
into captivity by kidnappers, who 
extort money from them or force 
them into labour. Some are traded 
in what amount to modern-day 
slave markets for $200-$500.

One Senegalese migrant inter-
viewed by IOM described being 
“bought” at a slave market in Sab-
ha, a hub for migrants in south-
western Libya. The man said he 
was held hostage at a private resi-
dence, where more than 100 other 
migrants were beaten and tortured 
while family members sometimes 
listened on the phone as part of the 
captors’ efforts to extort money.

Migrants lived in abysmal con-
ditions and were scarcely fed, the 
Senegalese survivor said. Those 
who could not obtain cash from 
their families for the captors were 
killed or left to starve. Women were 
routinely sold into sexual slavery.

“Migrants who go to Libya while 

trying to get to Europe have no 
idea of the torture archipelago that 
awaits them just over the border,” 
said Leonard Doyle, chief spokes-
man for the IOM in Geneva. “There 
they become commodities to be 
bought, sold and discarded when 
they have no more value.”

“We are hearing about mass 
graves in the desert,” added Abdik-
er.

Mustapha Abdelkebir, an expert 
in Libya-Tunisia relations at the 
Arab Institute for Human Rights, 
said the problem of trafficking is ex-
acerbated by the conflict and insta-
bility in Libya.

“There are militias controlling 

ports there who work on sending 
these migrants to Europe for money 
on boats that often do not make it 
and sink,” Abdelkebir said.

“Once in Libya, (the migrants) find 
themselves working in construction 
sites or homes, anything to make 
the money needed to migrate to Eu-
rope. Many are from [Côte d’Ivoire], 
Niger, Chad and Senegal,” he added.

War-torn Libya has become a ma-
jor transit point for African migrants 
heading to Europe. In 2016, more 
than 5,000 migrants drowned in the 
Mediterranean, most en route to 
Italy from Libya.

At least 664 migrants have died 
in the Mediterranean this year out 
of nearly 32,000 who are known to 
have made the trip, the IOM’s Miss-
ing Migrant Project said.

Abdelkebir stressed the impor-
tance of raising awareness among 
African migrants “that Europe is not 
heaven.”

“We need to support interna-
tional organisations working on this 
problem and protect the borders. 

Finally, we need to control these 
networks,” he said.

“To get the message out across 
Africa about the dangers, we are re-
cording the testimonies of migrants 
who have suffered and are spread-
ing them across social media and on 
local FM radio,” Doyle said.

“Tragically the most credible 
messengers are migrants returning 
home with IOM help. Too often they 
are broken, brutalised and have 
been abused, often sexually. Their 
voices carry more weight than any-
one else’s.”

Stephen Quillen is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

Casablanca

M 

oroccan Interior Min-
ister Abdelouafi Laftit 
called for the imple-
mentation of devel-
opment projects in 

Al Hoceima region after protests 
demanding justice, dignity and 
jobs following the gruesome death 
of fisherman Mouhcine Fikri in the 
northern city.

Laftit met with local officials and 
activists from Al Hoceima province 
to quell the protests.

He reaffirmed the government’s 
commitment to implement the ma-
jority of the development projects 
as part of the Al Hoceima Province 
Development Programme (2015-
19), a statement issued by the Inte-
rior Ministry said.

Laftit’s statement came one day 
after thousands of people took to Al 
Hoceima streets, with many carry-
ing Fikri’s portraits and calling for 
the truth about his death.

Fikri, 31, was crushed inside a 
rubbish truck last October 28 in Al 
Hoceima when he apparently tried 
to protest the seizure and destruc-

tion of hundreds of kilograms of 
swordfish, which are not allowed to 
be caught in autumn.

Fikri’s death sparked nationwide 
demonstrations, creating scenes 
reminiscent of 2011 protests that 
led to concessions by Moroccan 
King Mohammed VI.

Former Interior Minister Moham-
ed Hassad fired provincial Gover-
nor Mohamed Zhar on March 28 
“to restore a new climate in the Al 
Hoceima region, give an answer to 
expectations of its inhabitants and 
help create conditions of sustaina-
ble socio-economic development.”

Laftit warned that certain ele-
ments and parties were working 
to exploit protest movements with 
the aim of fuelling social and politi-
cal tension.

“These suspicious objectives 
were not only planned on the 
ground but were framed politically 
through the promotion of several 
extremist political slogans and a 
hate speech against state institu-
tions in a vain attempt to gain un-
expected popular support from a 
population animated by patriotism, 
which has repeatedly reiterated its 
attachment to the glorious Alaouite 
Throne throughout the history of 
the Moroccan state,” he said.

Laftit said the first phase of sev-
eral structural projects had begun 

and the remaining projects would 
be initiated towards the middle of 
the year.

“The state is committed to pur-
suing its development approach by 
devoting all its financial, logistical 

and human resources to the imple-
mentation of these projects within 
the set deadlines and to catch up 
with the delays in other projects,” 
he said.

The Rif region had long been ne-
glected due to its rebellious history 
but when King Mohammed VI as-
cended the throne in 1999, the re-
gion underwent a dramatic change, 
thanks to tourism and development 
projects in Tetouan and Tangier.

However, Al Hoceima lags behind 
those cities in terms of infrastruc-
ture and development projects.

Ilyas El Omari, president of the 
Tangier-Tetouan-Al Hoceima re-
gion, welcomed the government’s 
commitment to the planned devel-
opment projects.

“Al Hoceima Province is facing 
socio-economic problems, includ-
ing youth unemployment and the 
lack of road infrastructure and basic 
equipment as well as deficits in edu-
cation and health care,” said Omari.

“A study project of duplicating 
the road linking Al Hoceima and 
Tetouan will be launched [in May],” 
he added, calling for accelerating 
the implementation of develop-
ment projects.

Ismail Rais, president of the Al 
Hoceima’s provincial council, said 
the province’s socio-economic 
emergence “requires the promo-
tion of the maritime fishing and 
tourism sectors,” which are consid-
ered as vectors of sustainable de-
velopment and the main sources of 
employment.

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

African migrants sold in Libyan ‘slave markets’

Rabat commits to development projects in restive region

Stephen Quillen

Saad Guerraoui

Abysmal conditions. African migrants gather upon their rescue at the Tripoli branch of the Anti-Illegal Immigration Authority, 
on April 13.                                               (AFP)

Moroccan Interior Minister Abdelouafi Laftit.               (www.maroc.ma)
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The first phase of 
several projects has 
begun and the 
remaining projects 
will be initiated 
towards the middle 
of the year.

 The problem of 
trafficking is 
exacerbated by the 
conflict and 
instability in Libya.

Al Hoceima’s socio-
economic emergence 
requires the 
promotion of the 
maritime fishing and 
tourism sectors.
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Beirut

I 

t is perfectly normal to expect 
Lebanon to be affected by the 
political fallout of the US at-
tack on al-Shayrat airfield in 
Syria. Most analyses consider 

the attack a catalyst for a likely 
Russian-Iranian pact and a blow to 
efforts towards settling the Syrian 
crisis.

In Lebanon, reactions to the US 
strike were contradictory. News of 
the strike set social media pages of 
people from various political par-
ties and orientations ablaze but of-
ficial political circles observed an 
incongruous, deafening silence. 
The government and the parlia-
ment were busy discussing oil and 
electricity, election law and the 
budget.

Assem Qanso, a member of par-
liament from the Lebanese Ba’ath 
Party, said: “US President Donald 
Trump’s stand on the Palestinian 
cause and other Arab causes was 
vague except for his direct bias to-
wards Israel, which convinced him 
to adopt anti-Syrian stands.”

Appealing to his experience as 
a medical doctor, MP Assem Araji 
from the Future Party parliamen-
tary bloc asserted that “the weapon 
used on civilians in Khan Sheik-
houn is chemical without a doubt. 
All the symptoms on the victims 
confirm that.”

Given that fact, “the new US ad-
ministration under Trump, which 
has always trumpeted its inten-
tion to change [former President 
Barack] Obama’s legacy, had to 
react quickly and violently,” Araji 
said.

Araji said he feared “a new mi-
gration wave of Syrian refugees es-
pecially to the Bekaa area.” He also 
said that Iran is likely to escalate 
the situation in Lebanon and might 
“push the country towards a parlia-
mentary crisis after it had caused a 
presidential crisis, which had last-
ed for two-and-a-half years. Con-
tinuing to block the new election 
law is part of the campaign calling 
for a constitutional convention.”

For Araji, if the plan for a consti-
tutional convention becomes a re-
ality “all red lines would have been 
crossed… Those refusing the plan 
will have no choice but to fight it 
by any means necessary.” He said 
tensions created by the US strike 

should not “hinder the path of set-
tlements in Lebanon and lure Hez-
bollah towards creating conditions 
favourable for a constitutional con-
vention, which incidentally will 
not be in its best interest.”

Araji invited Hezbollah to revisit 
Lebanon’s history and not to over-
estimate its capacity to influence 
political decisions in the country. 
Even if the party succeeds in con-
trolling national decisions, “such 
control will only be temporary and 
transient,” Araji continued.

Hareth Sleiman, a professor at 
the Lebanese University, said the 
fallout from the US strike “will de-
pend on Iran’s reaction to the strike 
because it seems that there were 
Iranian elements stationed at al-
Shayrat airfield.

“The intended escalation seems 
to be directed against Iran and not 
the Russians because the Russians 
do not wish to get into a confron-
tation with the Americans and vice 
versa.”

Sleiman pointed out that an Ira-
nian reaction will spare Lebanon 
because there are no US interests 
to target there. If Iran is planning a 
reaction, it is likely to take place in 
Iraq, where there are about 6,000 
US soldiers, or in Syria.

He said talk about stability and 
settlements in Lebanon is “one as-
pect of the efforts to veil Hezbol-
lah’s total domination of public af-
fairs in Lebanon. The prospects of 
an escalation are meaningless be-
cause no one really wishes to con-

front Hezbollah and Hezbollah, in 
turn, does not wish to make things 
difficult for itself.”

Sleiman dismissed analyses con-
cluding that Iran’s reaction might 
push Hezbollah to insist on a con-
stitutional convention in Lebanon. 
He said: “Hezbollah does not need 
to rely on a constitutional conven-
tion because all of Lebanon’s active 
security agencies are functioning 
according to its agenda. The same 
applies to the military court and in-
telligence services.”

Political analyst Lokman Slim 
refuted the hypotheses that the US 
action in Syria is part of an Ameri-
can strategy to shuffle cards in 
Syria. He said it is too early to draw 
any conclusions about its conse-

quences, pointing out that “as long 
as the resistance axis remains si-
lent, things should not go beyond 
the level of learning lessons.”

He said: “To hit al-Shayrat air-
field near Homs, the American mis-
siles must have crossed Lebanese 
airspace. Nobody could turn them 
back nor did the missiles need a 
visa. Some Lebanese might have 
been elated by having US missiles 
fly over their heads.”

The remarkable silence of the 
Lebanese political leadership is “a 
sign of a crisis among the Sunni 
and Christian leaderships in par-
ticular,” he said.

Shadi Alaa Eddine is a Lebanese 
writer.

Beirut

A 

in al-Hilweh, the largest 
of Lebanon’s 12 Pales-
tinian refugee camps, 
has gained a notorious 
reputation as a hiding 

place for outlaws and more danger-
ous small radical Islamist groups. 
The crowded shantytown, housing 
more than 80,000 people, includ-
ing a few thousand who fled Syria’s 
Yarmouk refugee camp, has been 
the scene of intermittent clashes 
between rival armed factions.

The latest round of fighting, 
which broke out on April 7, pit-
ted the camp’s joint security force 
against the Sunni Islamist militant 
group headed by Bilal Badr. Six 
days of clashes that killed seven 
people and wounded 40 others 
ended when the joint security 
force, made up of the major Pal-
estinian factions and led by the 
mainstream Fatah movement, 
moved into the Al-Tiri neighbour-
hood that was under the control of 
Badr and his followers.

Badr, who is wanted for many 
crimes, including attacks against 
Lebanese Army positions in south-
ern Lebanon, the killing of Palestin-
ian camp officials and contacting 
armed groups inside Syria, refused 
to surrender and “disappeared” 
inside the shantytown. A security 
source said Badr reportedly sought 
protection with other Islamist 
groups in the camp that put him 
under “house arrest” in line with a 
settlement to end the fighting.

Cracking down on the Islamist 
hardliners in Ain al-Hilweh, on the 
outskirts of the port city of Sidon 
in southern Lebanon, proved to be 
costly and no easy mission. It reo-
pened the question of why Pales-

tinian factions are armed and how 
to counter radicalisation in refugee 
camps.

The responsibility of maintain-
ing security inside Ain al-Hilweh 
lies with Palestinian armed fac-
tions in the joint security force. 
The Lebanese Army is positioned 
around the camp and tightly con-
trols its entrances but has no pres-
ence inside due to a long-standing 
convention. It recently suspended 
construction of a concrete barrier 
around the camp after an outcry 
by inhabitants.

The disarmament of the Pales-
tinian factions was never explicitly 
raised after the Lebanese militias 
were disarmed and dismantled in 
line with the 1989 Saudi-brokered 
Taif Agreement that ended the 
1975-90 civil war. With an overt 
blessing from Syria — then the 
main power broker in Lebanon — 
only Hezbollah retained its weap-
ons for being a “resistance move-
ment” fighting Israel.

Over the years, the Ain al-Hilweh 
camp turned into a source of se-
curity concern, with many fearing 
it had become a haven for radical 
Islamic movements and a recruit-
ing ground for extremism. That 
triggered collaboration between 
Palestinian camp security authori-
ties and Lebanese security services 
who requested handing over a few 
hundred wanted people holed up 
in the shantytown. A few dozen 
wanted from among an estimated 
500 people suspected of belonging 
to extremist groups have surren-
dered.

Camp officials have maintained 
that many are wanted for minor 
violations, charges that have been 
dragging on for years, while the 
various Islamist radical groups 
count no more than 120-150 fight-
ers among their ranks.

“The problem is not Bilal Badr, 
who has 40-50 fighters. It is rather 
about all the other Islamist fac-
tions that will not allow that any 
such (Muslim) group be destroyed 
by any national or secular party 
even if this group turned to be 
linked to terrorism,” said Suheil el-
Natour, a Beirut-based Palestinian 

analyst and activist in the Demo-
cratic Front for the Liberation of 
Palestine (DFLP).

Besides Badr’s group, the radi-
cal groups in question include al-
Qaeda-affiliated Abdallah Azzam 
Brigades, which was responsible 
for a bomb attack that targeted the 
UN peacekeeping force (UNIFIL) in 
southern Lebanon a few years ago; 
Fatah al-Islam; Jund al-Sham; and 
Shabab al Muslim (Muslim Youth). 
Their influence stretches over 
some of the camp’s neighbour-
hoods.

“These are very small groups but 
the issue is not about their num-
bers. They fight fiercely with the 
belief that they are going to heav-
en,” explained a Palestinian securi-
ty official, who requested not to be 
named. “The last round of fighting 
revealed how much Fatah and the 

other non-Islamic factions have 
become weak and unable to crack 
down on these groups.”

It also revealed that the problem 
is so complex and the situation has 
reached an impasse. Lebanese au-
thorities who are cracking down 
on radical Lebanese Islamists 
want the Palestinians to clear their 
camps of the most extreme groups. 
“But if the Palestinian factions 
cannot control the (Ain al-Hilweh) 
camp, what will happen?” asked 
the Palestinian security source.

Who is funding and supplying 
these small radical groups with so-
phisticated, new weaponry is an-
other question.

Rampant poverty and high un-
employment at the camp are fac-
tors that attract followers to such 
groups, the security source said.

Most of the camp’s residents live 

in misery, lacking the minimum 
required for a decent living, ac-
knowledged Hassan Mneimneh, 
the head of the Lebanese-Palestin-
ian Dialogue Committee. In Feb-
ruary, it launched a census to sur-
vey the number of Palestinians in 
Lebanon to improve economic and 
social conditions.

“It is in Lebanon’s interest to 
improve the conditions of the Pal-
estinians in a drastic way,” Mneim-
neh said. “If these camps remained 
as they are now, they will continue 
to be a fertile ground for hardline 
groups whether Islamists or left-
ists — or any other form of extrem-
ist ideas to exploit the misery in 
the camps.”

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

Official silence in Lebanon
after US strike on Syria 

Palestinian camp clashes put spotlight on radical Islamists 

Shadi Alaa Eddine

Dalal Saoud

Eerie silence. Lebanon’s Prime Minister Saad Hariri (L) speaks 
with EU High Representative Federica Mogherini at an EU Syria 
conference in Brussels, on April 5.                                                        (AFP)

Chronic flare-ups. A member of the joint Palestinian security force stands in front of a bullet-riddled 
wall inside the Ain al-Hilweh refugee camp near Sidon, on April 13.     (Reuters)
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Cracking down on the 
Islamist hardliners in 
Ain al-Hilweh proved 
to be costly and no 
easy mission.

The silence of the 
Lebanese 
leadership is “a 
sign of a crisis 
among the Sunni 
and Christian 
leaderships in 
particular.” Political analyst Lokman Slim



12 April 16, 2017

London

A 

Russian government 
statement stressing 
Moscow’s commitment 
to the two-state solution 
for the Palestinians and 

Israelis raised eyebrows by men-
tioning the possible recognition of 
West Jerusalem as the capital of 
Israel.

“Moscow reaffirms its support 
for the two-state solution as an 
optimal option that meets the na-
tional interests of the Palestinian 
and Israeli people, both of whom 
have friendly relations with Russia, 
and the interests of all other coun-
tries in the region and the interna-
tional community as a whole,” said 
a statement by the Russian Foreign 
Ministry on April 6.

“We reaffirm our commitment 
to the UN-approved principles for 
a Palestinian-Israeli settlement, 
which include the status of East Je-
rusalem as the capital of the future 
Palestinian state. At the same time, 
we must state that in this context 
we view West Jerusalem as the cap-
ital of Israel,” the statement added.

Israeli Foreign Ministry spokes-
man Emmanuel Nahshon said Isra-
el was “studying” the Russia state-
ment, which appears to have taken 
Israeli media by surprise.

“No other country in the world 
recognises any part of Jerusalem 
as Israel’s capital,” wrote the Jeru-
salem Post, noting: “This is a sharp 
shift in Russian policy, which until 
now has formally held that Jerusa-
lem should eventually be under a 
permanent international regime.”

The Israeli daily Haaretz was 
more cautious, saying: “The state-
ment represents a modest shift in 
the Russian attitude towards the 
peace process. Previously, the Rus-
sians had stressed that East Jeru-
salem should be the capital of the 
Palestinian state in any future ar-
rangement, without making any 
reference to the status of West Je-
rusalem.”

The Times of Israel branded the 
Russian statement “an unexpected, 
unprecedented and curious move” 
but it added that Israeli officials 
“were unfazed” by the declaration 

as “it would appear to deny Israel’s 
claims to the eastern part” of Jeru-
salem.

Israel considers the whole of Je-
rusalem as its “undivided and eter-
nal” capital, a view rejected by the 
international community.

Palestinian politicians took ex-
ception to the Russian statement.

“From the Palestinian perspec-
tive, it’s a dangerous step, espe-
cially when considering its timing,” 
Ghassan Khatib, a former Palestin-
ian minister in the West Bank, told 
Al Jazeera.

Khatib said the declaration came 
while US President Donald Trump 
was considering relocating the 
American embassy from Tel Aviv 
to Jerusalem. “This would make it 
easier” for the United States and 
other countries, Khatib said.

Palestinian officials were sur-
prised and concerned by the Rus-
sian statement but they will try to 
learn more from Moscow about its 
intentions via “quiet diplomacy,” 
he said, adding that Palestinian of-

ficials view Russia’s strengthen-
ing ties with Israel to be at their 
expense and that they fear losing 
Moscow’s traditional support for 
their cause at the United Nations.

Russian political analyst Evgeny 
Sidorov stressed that the Foreign 
Ministry statement does not con-
stitute a direct recognition of West 
Jerusalem as the capital of Israel. 
He added that, while Moscow does 
want to draw Israel closer to it, the 
Russian statement may have the 
United States as its prime target.

“I won’t rule out that during a 
time of wide differences between 
the US and Russia on Syria, both 
sides may [have an opportunity to] 
unify their efforts in finding a solu-
tion to the Israeli-Palestinian con-
flict,” Sidorov told Al Jazeera.

Geneva-based Palestinian writer 
Alaa Tartir said the Palestinian-Is-
raeli conflict was “being instrumen-
talised by the Russians for border 
political games.”

“As a new global order is unfold-
ing, Russia wants to be seen as an 
influential and relevant actor in the 
Palestinian-Israeli conflict and not 
only leave it to the Trump admin-
istration,” said Tartir, who is the 
programme director of Al-Shabaka, 
a US-based non-profit organisation.

Ahmed al-Burai, a Palestinian 
lecturer at Istanbul Aydin Univer-
sity, agreed. “Russia wants to make 
itself more relevant in the Middle 
East,” he said

Moscow’s ambitions, however, 
would have negative consequences 
for the Palestinians. “The Russian 
statement is significant, even if it 
remains at the rhetorical level for 
now, because it is an unprecedent-
ed position that might encourage 
other countries to adopt it,” Tartir 
said.

Patrick Hilsman, a New York-

based journalist who monitors Rus-
sian policies in the Middle East, 
pointed to the balancing act that 
Moscow has been able to maintain 
in the region. “Despite the animos-
ity between Israel and Iran, Russia 
is able to maintain a robust military 
relationship with both countries,” 
Hilsman said.

This relationship, Hilsman con-
tinued, allowed Israel to strike Hez-
bollah targets inside Syria, despite 
an alliance between the Lebanese 
militants and Moscow.

There is also a contrast between 
the reporting of Russian media out-
lets in English, which praise the 
country’s strong ties with Israel, 
and in Arabic, which tend to be 
more anti-Israeli, Hilsman noted.

“It is not surprising that support 
for Palestinian independence is be-
ing traded for the sake of political 
expediency,” he said.

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

Would Russia recognise West Jerusalem as Israel’s capital?
Mamoon Alabbasi

Edging closer? Russian President Vladimir Putin (R) about to shake hands with Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu during a 
meeting in Moscow, on March 9.                                                                                                                                                                                                                   (AFP)

News & Analysis Palestine  Israel

Moscow’s ambitions 
would have negative 
consequences for the 
Palestinians.

A
fter several presi-
dents before him 
tried and failed to 
achieve Israeli-Pal-
estinian peace, US 
President Donald 

Trump seems to believe he and 
his team can do it.

This confidence is due to 
several factors. First is his 
outsized ego. Trump seems to 
believe that he is such a great 
negotiator that he can bring the 
parties to the table and hammer 
out a deal. Never mind that his 
predecessors all came up short. 
In his mind, they did not have the 
requisite negotiating skills to 
achieve the “art of the deal” — the 
phrase that became his self-pro-
motional brand.

So far, however, his professed 
negotiating talent has not been 
evident: On domestic issues, his 
efforts to persuade Republicans 
in the US House of Representa-
tives to repeal Obamacare and 
replace it with a Republican 
health care bill failed miserably 
as he and House Speaker Paul 
Ryan encountered stiff resistance 
from both moderate and far-right 
members of their own party.

Second, Trump is dismissive of 

the bureaucracy and the experts 
within it. He does not want to rely 
on talent within the US State 
Department that has worked on 
these issues for years. Probably in 
his mind, they are all losers. 
Instead, he is relying on a few 
close advisers, such as his real 
estate attorney Jason Greenblatt 
and his son-in-law Jared Kush-
ner, for advice and guidance.

To Trump’s credit, his initial 
moves to get the peace track 
restarted have not been as 
one-sided as some observers had 
feared. He did not retreat from 
his choice of ambassador to 
Israel, David Friedman, a per-
sonal friend and bankruptcy 
lawyer who has a long record of 
supporting settlements in the 
West Bank but Trump has put off 
his pledge to move the US 
embassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusa-
lem after meeting with Jordan’s 
King Abdullah II and getting 
advice from US military officials 
who know the region well.

At a news conference with 
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu in February, Trump 
surprised many when he called 
on the Israeli leader publicly to 
stop settlement building for “a 
bit.”

Although Trump wavered on 
whether he supported a two-state 
or a one-state solution, he sent 
Greenblatt in March to meet 
Palestinian Authority President 

Mahmoud Abbas in what was 
billed as a “listening tour”. This 
deferential approach to the 
Palestinians was aimed in part at 
smoothing the way for Abbas’s 
visit to Washington.

However, unless Trump and his 
team have some magic trick up 
their sleeves, it is hard to envi-
sion how he will bring the two 
sides together. His UN ambassa-
dor, Nikki Haley, said her strong 
defence of Israel at the United 
Nations did not undermine US 
leverage to broker an Israeli-Pal-
estinian peace deal. Trump’s 
strategy seems to be to hug Israel 
closely to make Netanyahu so 
grateful that he will follow 
Trump’s advice on a peace deal.

Whether this is the view of 
Kushner and Greenblatt is not 
known but, if it is, it rests on the 
assumption that Netanyahu and 
his right-wing government are 
ready to make peace, which 
implies concessions. A big 
assumption indeed.

Without a firm commitment to 
a two-state solution and some 
flexibility on East Jerusalem, at 
least on the Muslim holy sites, it 
is hard to fathom how Abbas can 
negotiate a deal with Netanyahu.

Netanyahu is not even backing 
down on settlements. In late 
March, Israel’s security cabinet 
approved a major new settlement 
north of Ramallah to compensate 
settlers who were evacuated from 

Trump’s bet on Palestinian-Israeli deal likely to be mugged by reality
the West Bank settlement of 
Amona after an Israeli court 
ruling. Although Netanyahu 
reportedly told his cabinet that 
there would be no more new 
settlements for a while in defer-
ence to Trump, he might approve 
building new homes inside 
existing settlements. So much for 
the strategy of the big hug.

Kushner, who has been given 
several portfolios in the White 
House in addition to the Israeli-
Palestinian one, certainly has his 
work cut out for him.

The third source of Trump’s 
confidence is his belief that he 
can convince friendly Sunni 
regimes in the region, such as 
Egypt, Jordan, Saudi Arabia and 
the United Arab Emirates to 
persuade the Palestinians to 
make concessions in exchange for 
his backing them on Iran and 
other issues. However, as the 
recent Arab League summit in 
Jordan underscored, Arab states 
will only accept a two-state 
solution.

Trump’s idea that he will be the 
one finally to achieve peace 
between Israelis and Palestinians 
is likely to be mugged by reality 
soon.

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.

Gregory 
Aftandilian

View point
Trump is 
dismissive 
of the 
bureaucracy 
and the 
experts 
within it.

So far, Trump’s professed 
negotiating talent has not 
been evident.
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St Petersburg bombing only latest indigenous terror incident

Putin’s Middle East balancing act

O
n April 3, 
Akbarzhon 
Dzhalilov, a 
22-year-old 
ethnic Uzbek 
from the city 
of Osh in 
southern 
Kyrgyzstan 

who had obtained Russian 
citizenship, set off a bomb on the 
St Petersburg Metro after a train 
left Sennaya Ploshchad station. 
The explosion killed 14 people 
and wounded 51, heightening 
concerns about security in the 
city Russian President Vladimir 
Putin was visiting that day for 
meetings with Belarusian 
President Alexander Lukashenko.

Following the attack, Putin 
went to the St Petersburg Federal 
Security Service (FSB) directorate 
to discuss the incident with the 
FSB, the successor of the Soviet-
era KGB, officials from the 
Interior Ministry and Emergen-
cies Ministry as well as National 
Guard personnel.

Eight days later, FSB Director 
Alexander Bortnikov said six 
members of terror cells were 
detained in St Petersburg and two 
in Moscow in connection with the 
attack. All the suspects were from 
former Soviet Central Asian 
republics.

Given Russia’s deepening 
involvement in the Syria conflict, 
where it is supporting embattled 
President Bashar Assad, the 
Metro attack raises ominous 
questions about future extremist 
attacks in Russia. Russia’s 
frequently dolorous centuries-
long interaction with the Muslim 
world indicates such concerns are 
not unfounded.

Unlike other European coun-
tries, Russia has been in conflict 
with Islamic states for more than 
500 years, fighting Tatars and 
other Muslim tribes who were 
subsequently incorporated into 
Russia.

The Russian Empire also fought 
wars against the Persian and 
Turkish empires, incorporating 
many of their Caucasian and 
Central Asian former territories 
into Imperial Russia. After 1917, 
many of them enjoyed a brief 
period of independence before 
being absorbed by the USSR, only 
regaining their independence in 
1991 when the Soviet Union 
collapsed.

After 1991, the Russian Federa-

tion fought two wars to retain 
Chechnya, which many believed 
were because of the region’s oil 
reserves and potential value as a 
transit route for the developing 
Caspian oil reserves. Terrorist 
activity continues to plague 
neighbouring Dagestan.

Adding to the problems, none 
of the post-Soviet Caucasian or 
Central Asian countries that 
emerged were democracies. In 
the worst case, Tajikistan fought 
a civil war from 1992-97 in which 
more than 50,000 people died 
and left the country effectively 
bankrupt.

Given the autocratic nature of 
many of those regimes, disaf-
fected citizens seeking a deeper 
knowledge of their Islamic 
heritage travelled to the Middle 
East, where they became radical-
ised. The Russian Foreign 
Ministry says 5,000-7,000 
Russian citizens are fighting in 
Syria and Iraq.

Fear of these battle-hardened 
jihadists returning home to 
utilise their combat skills is a 

significant factor in Russia’s 
stalwart support of Assad. Lack of 
employment in Central Asian 
states of Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan 
and Uzbekistan has led millions 
to travel to the Russian Federa-
tion in search of employment, 
where they are subjected to 
official abuse and low wages, as 
Dzhalilov allegedly was.

While previous terrorist attacks 
on the country’s transport 
infrastructure, including the 
bombings of Moscow’s Metro in 
2004 and 2010 and its interna-
tional airport in 2011, have been 
linked to the restive North 
Caucasus insurgencies, the St 
Petersburg Metro bombing 
appears to fit a different profile 
and represents an ominous 
development, in which former 
Soviet Muslim citizens are willing 
to attack soft targets in European 
Russia.

Complicating the situation is 
the fact that Russia has far more 
Muslims within its borders than 
most Western countries. Esti-
mates are that about 16 million of 

Russia’s 144 million citizens are 
Muslim, along with about 4 
million migrant workers from 
former Soviet Central Asia, 
making Muslims about 14% of the 
population.

Russians are the Islamic State’s 
largest non-Arab contingent of 
foreign fighters. In a further 
worrying sign for Russian 
security services, on April 4 in 
Astrakhan, the Islamic State 
claimed responsibility for two 
attacks on policemen and a 
National Guard unit in which two 
Russian security personnel were 
killed.

Whether Russia’s indigenous 
Muslim population will exhibit 
further signs of radicalisation and 
join its citizens returning from 
waging jihad in the Middle East to 
pursue such activities at home is 
unclear but must be an increasing 
source of worry for the Russian 
government.

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

M
oscow 
acquired 
great 
influence 
in the 
Middle 
East 
during the 
Cold War, 

lost it afterwards under former 
President Boris Yeltsin in the 
1990s but has regained it under 
Vladimir Putin, especially in 
recent years. Indeed, the level of 
Russian influence in the Middle 
East appears to exceed that which 
the Soviet Union enjoyed.

During the Cold War, Moscow 
and Washington largely had 
separate sets of allies in the 
Middle East. Sometimes a country 
would switch from allying with 
one of them to allying with the 
other, such as when Gamal Abdel 
Nasser reoriented Cairo from the 
West towards Moscow in the 1950s 
and when Anwar Sadat reoriented 
it away from the Soviet Union 
towards Washington in the 1970s.

Except for Kuwait and North 
Yemen, which cooperated with 
both Moscow and Washington, 
and revolutionary Iran, which 
cooperated with neither, govern-
ments in the Middle East tended 
to be either pro-Soviet or pro-
American during the Cold War.

This is very different now. Under 
Putin as the Russian president, 

Moscow has good relations with 
almost all major actors in the 
Middle East — anti-American as 
well as pro-American Arab 
governments, Israel as well as 
Iran, Hamas as well as Fatah, and 
the Syrian Kurds as well as Turkey.

What is especially noteworthy is 
that Putin has managed to have 
good relations with several sets of 
Middle Eastern actors that are 
opposed to each other. This is 
especially remarkable in Syria 
where certain Gulf Arab countries 
and Israel are hostile towards 
Iran’s presence but maintain 
friendly ties to Moscow despite its 
working closely with Tehran in 
Syria.

How has Putin managed to do 
this? Part of the answer is that he, 
unlike Washington, is willing to 
talk with everyone except al-
Qaeda and the Islamic State, 
which are hostile towards virtu-
ally everyone, including each 
other. More than talk, however, 
Putin is willing to assist opposing 
sides in various conflicts. Moscow, 
for example, cooperates with Iran 
in Syria and elsewhere even as it 
pursues economic cooperation 
with Iran’s Gulf Arab rivals as well 
as security cooperation with 
Israel.

Why does each of these actors 
tolerate Moscow cooperating with 
its rivals? Fear that not doing so 
will result in Moscow siding even 

more with their rivals might be 
one motivating factor. The ability 
to get at least something from 
Moscow and show its rivals that 
Russia does not just support them 
completely may be another.

Whatever the actual reason, 
Putin has been able to balance 
among various Middle Eastern 
actors and maintain cooperation 
with them all.

Can Putin do this indefinitely? If 
one side in a conflict in which 
Moscow is balancing between both 
protagonists feels sufficiently 
threatened, that government 
might grow impatient with 
Russian aid to its opponent and 
look for greater support from 
Washington and other govern-
ments not backing its rival.

The downturn in Russian-Turk-
ish relations that occurred after 
the November 2015 Turkish 
downing of a Russian military 
aircraft occurred in the context of 
Moscow and Ankara supporting 
opposite sides in the Syrian civil 
war. Although the Russian-Turk-
ish relationship recovered a few 
months later, Putin might not 
always in other cases maintain his 
balancing act or recover from it so 
easily if it is lost. The possibility of 
conflict between Israel and 
Hezbollah (or even Iran) may be 
one such instance.

Moscow might avoid this 
problem through promoting 

conflict resolution between rivals 
with whom it seeks to maintain 
good relations. Indeed, it has 
advertised itself as being a better 
mediator than Washington 
because, unlike the United States, 
Russia talks with (almost) every-
one.

Being able to talk to two sides to 
a dispute, however, does not give 
Russia the means to persuade or 
coerce them both into making the 
compromises needed to settle 
their dispute. Nor will Moscow be 
seen as a credible peacemaker in 
Syria if it cannot prevent the Assad 
regime from attacking its citizens 
with chemical weapons, as 
occurred recently.

Yet even if Russia cannot, or will 
not, serve as an effective mediator, 
Putin may succeed in avoiding any 
major blow up and continue to 
balance among Middle Eastern 
rivals. These Middle Eastern 
actors, in turn, can be expected to 
respond in kind by not fully allying 
with Russia but balancing between 
Moscow and its rivals as well.

Mark N. Katz is a professor of 
government and politics at George 
Mason University in the United 
States and a visiting professor and 
senior fellow at the Finnish 
Institute of International Affairs. 
Links to his recent articles can be 
found at 
www.marknkatz.com.

John C.K. Daly

Mark N. Katz

The Russian 
Foreign 
Ministry 
says 5,000-
7,000 Russian 
citizens are 
fighting in 
Syria and Iraq.

Unlike 
Washington, 
Moscow is 
willing to talk 
with everyone 
except al-Qaeda 
and the Islamic 
State.

Trouble at home. Russian police officers stand guard outside Tekhnologicheskiy Institut Metro 
station in St Petersburg, on April 3.         (Reuters)

Russia in the eye of the storm
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EU should get used to Erdogan’s Islamic minded autocracy 

Post-referendum Turkey is bound to see its relations redefined

A
uthoritarian-
ism is the norm 
in most Middle 
Eastern 
countries and 
many are 
turning away 
from demo-
cratic practices 

from Vladimir Putin in Russia to 
Donald Trump in the United 
States.

It should thus come as little 
surprise then that Turkey’s already 
powerful president should be 
seeking to become the new sultan 
of the country that was for 
centuries the hard core of the 
former Ottoman Empire.

There are, however, reasons 
specifically linked to Turkey’s very 
recent and more distant past that 
shed light on Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s shift 
towards Islamist rule under an 
increasingly autocratic leader.

For six years Turks have been 
living with the bitter conse-
quences of their government’s 
involvement in the Syrian civil 
war. Turkey sided with the United 
States, France and Britain in trying 
to get rid of the Assad regime but 
this backfired as Iran and Russia, 
not to mention Syrian President 
Bashar Assad, have outwitted their 
enemies.

The success Syrian Kurds have 
had when resisting the Islamic 
State (ISIS) on the Turkish border 
around Rojava has encouraged 
Kurds on the other side of the 
border to reassert their claims to 
self-determination. As Kurds 
account for maybe as much as 
one-fifth of Turkey’s population of 
78 million, anti-Kurdish feeling is 
running high. This is all the more 
true as Turkey has received and 
housed millions of Syrian refu-
gees.

However, Erdogan’s policies are 
the prime cause of his country’s 
failures in Syria. This has nothing 
to do with the Islamist principles 
he and his ruling Justice and 
Development Party (AKP) pro-
claim.

Pro-Western democratisation 
was the order of the day in the 
early years of AKP rule after 2002 
but as some European leaders 
poured cold water on any realistic 
hope of Turkey joining the 
European Union, Erdogan started 
undermining the Kemalist legacy.

He drastically reduced the 
powers of the army and muzzled 
the pluralist strain of modernisa-
tion that more liberal Turks had 

inherited from the republic’s 
secular nationalist 20th-century 
founder, Mustafa Kemal Ataturk.

Erdogan then set about revising 
the very negative view of late 
Ottoman rule, which prevailed in 
Turkey until the turn of the 
century. When he became sultan 
in 1876, Abdul Hamid assured 
liberal politicians of his support to 
give the basic law a more demo-
cratic character. Such people 
quickly realised that the infallibil-
ity of the sovereign mattered more 
to Abdul Hamid than respect for 
human rights and an independent 
judiciary and press. For three 
decades the power of this pious 
and absolutist and paranoid ruler 
was unchallenged.

Erdogan will probably get his 
way because the effective shelving 
of Turkey’s bid for membership of 
the European Union has lost the 
West much of the leverage over the 
country.

In the later Ottoman days, with 
many lands in the Balkans and as 
an ally of the West in the Cold War, 
Turkey was locked into a wider 
political order. The Ottoman 
Empire had its first taste of 
constitutional democracy as its 
existence was threatened by 
European powers eager to share 
the spoils of the sick man of 

Europe. The liberals of late 
19th-century Istanbul, minorities 
such as the Greeks and the 
Armenians clamouring for rights 
and autonomy with European 
support, bear a passing resem-
blance to the liberal Kurdish and 
Alevi minorities who are suffering 
as are many journalists and 
teachers under a hardening regime 
today.

The majority of pious Sunni 
Turks who support the president’s 
bid to be granted greater powers 
have no particular inclination to 
support such minorities. Here 
again, Islam is a proximate factor 
in what is otherwise a very 
polarised political situation.

One key lesson of the failed 
“Arab spring” is that, given a 
chance, people who live in the 
region that has been torn apart by 
political strife, murderous civil 
war and foreign meddling will play 
safe when it comes to voting for 
parties that could lead to an 
upheaval. That has been true from 
Algeria to Iran where Western 
observers have often deluded 
themselves as to ordinary people’s 
desire for change.

Erdogan prefers to deal with 
leaders who keep their noses out 
of Turkish affairs and that includes 
the presidents of Iran and Russia. 

The rough language he uses 
resembles that of Putin but also of 
Trump. So EU leaders will just 
have to get used to dealing with 
another Islamic-minded autocrat.

How successful Erdogan is in the 
longer term is anybody’s guess. 
Turkey could lose its attraction for 
foreign investors and see short-
term flows of funds so important 
for its economy drastically cut. 
Foreign tourism has been hard hit 
by recent terrorist attacks. 
Insulting German and Dutch 
leaders is not conducive to 
building trust or closer economic 
ties.

Minorities can be cowed, for a 
while. Curtailing the freedom of 
the press and universities will 
have a disastrous effect on the 
quality of some of Istanbul’s and 
Ankara’s more respected universi-
ties.

Paranoia and piety may be 
useful weapons to win the 
referendum but those very 
qualities did not stop the Young 
Turk revolution of 1908 from 
restoring the constitution of 1876 
and deposing Abdul Hamid the 
following year.

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

L
ose if you do, lose if 
you don’t. This 
summarises the 
mood among 
Ankara’s allies, 
partners and 
international 
counterparts after 
the historic 

referendum in Turkey.
It would not be an exaggeration 

to say that the European Union and 
NATO already had a sense of being 
locked in a narrow room whose 
walls have been filled with 
question marks pointing out to 
Turkey. Also, the Council of 
Europe has been feeling a geomet-
ric rise of pressure with its rela-
tions with Ankara, over the 
collapse of rule of law.

The very nature of the referen-
dum, which means a regime 
change in Turkey, explains why 
there has been a stand-by mode in 
those quarters for weeks. How-
ever, if we pay attention to the 
mood, especially in the European 
Union, it seems neither a “yes” nor 
a “no” victory will help put 
Turkey’s relations with Europe on 
the right track.

It appears clear to the EU circles 
that Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan regarded the 
accession process, until some 
years ago, only as means to dispose 

of his adversaries on all levels. A 
victory will mean that it will be the 
European Union’s turn to be 
disposed of.

Except only one dimension: 
Business. This is the point some 
circles in the European Union 
raise, with the arguments based on 
the concept of stability. Although 
others wave it off as a false one, 
saying that an autocrat on top of a 
socially complex, large country is 
doomed to be short-term, with 
even nastier consequences.

In this lose-lose dilemma, 
pragmatists — or “realists” — may 
come out winning.

With Brexit paving the way for a 
new format in favour of special 
status to some close neighbour-
hood countries, Turkey and Great 
Britain may end up with some 
form of privileged partnerships on 
the far western and far eastern 
flank of the bloc’s borders.

Indeed, a statement from 
Erdogan’s palace in late March has 
the potential of encouraging such a 
model. “Turkey will review all 
political and administrative ties 
with the European Union after the 
April referendum but will maintain 
economic relations,” said the text, 
which was well-noted in Brussels.

Proponents of minimising 
relations with Turkey to the trade 
and commerce level assume that 

Erdogan, already a single ruler of 
Turkey, finds the ground ripe. 
They may be right.

The hard-core issue that more 
than anything else bothers 
Erdogan is the accusations of 
large-scale corruption, extending 
into the breaches of Iranian 
embargo and allegations of illegal 
armaments of jihadists in Syria.

He wants those blemishes to 
disappear, to be forgotten. This 
issue is very helpful to explain why 
Turkey under his iron rule has 
been tarnished and has fallen out 
with the international community.

So, pragmatists in the European 
Union feel that treating Turkey as 
yet another Gulf state, with no 
longer a membership perspective 
and with a total European disre-
gard to the collapse of its demo-
cratic order, would help an 
Erdogan-style “stability” by 
regular trade and by keeping the 
EU soil off-limits to mass emigra-
tion.

Challenges are at the doorstep. 
“EU heads of state and government 
may not want to sit around a table 
with the Turkish president 
anytime soon. Except for [Group of 
20] G20 summits, future political 
discussions will probably take 
place at lower levels than sum-
mitry,” wrote Marc Pierini, a 
former EU ambassador in Ankara, 

in an analysis for the Carnegie 
Endowment.

He sees thin prospects for 
repairing relations and only 
through modernising the Customs 
Union, which is mutually benefi-
ciary.

“As long as the rules of the 
European club are perceived as 
impositions on Turkey, no pro-
gress can be expected, and 
negotiations will remain in limbo,” 
he concluded.

An even more severe confronta-
tion is expected with NATO. Last 
year’s coup left the army at its 
weakest structural shape, with an 
apparent disgruntlement against 
Erdogan remnant.

His profound anxiety over 
corruption allegations moved him 
closer to Russia, and the high 
number of defections of Turkish 
officers to various European 
countries added to suspicions 
within NATO over whether Turkey, 
with the current military leader-
ship, is a reliable partner.

As opposed to the European 
Union, NATO operates on military 
codes and it is there one will see 
how post-referendum Turkey will 
shape its future.

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

Francis Ghilès

Yavuz Baydar

It is no surprise 
that Turkey’s 
powerful 
president is 
seeking to 
become the 
new sultan.

Neither a “yes” 
nor a “no” 
victory will help 
put Turkey’s 
relations with 
Europe on the 
right track.

Tainted vision. Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan addresses supporters during a rally 
in Ankara.                                                                                                                                                                          (AFP)
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Resilient Rohani defies critics in presidential race 

Washington

E 

ven as the Gulf Coopera-
tion Council (GCC) delib-
erates beginning a dia-
logue with Tehran to ease 
tensions in the region, its 

six Gulf Arab members are repeat-
ing the same harsh rhetoric towards 
Iran that has become a familiar 
mantra over the past few years.

That strong language against 
Tehran was on display following 
a GCC foreign ministers March 30 
meeting in Riyadh. They reportedly 
reviewed steps that had been taken 
between Iran and GCC members 
Kuwait and Oman since December, 
when GCC heads of state agreed to 
offer to initiate a strategic dialogue 
to improve relations with Tehran.

The GCC foreign ministers 
pressed Tehran to “abandon poli-
tics that lead to nourishing sectar-
ian and confessional conflicts and 
to stop forming and supporting 
groups and militias that fuel these 
conflicts in Arab countries”. They 
specifically decried Iran’s support 
of “terrorist gangs” in Bahrain and 
condemned “the provocative and 

irresponsible statements and acts 
of aggression by the Iranian regime 
towards the kingdom of Bahrain”.

Saudi Arabia and Bahrain cut 
diplomatic relations with Iran in 
January 2016 while Qatar, Kuwait 
and the United Arab Emirates re-
called their ambassadors in solidar-
ity with Riyadh after its embassy in 
Iran was stormed by protesters fol-
lowing the Saudi regime’s execu-
tion of outspoken Shia cleric Nimr 
al-Nimr.

While the GCC and Iran may 
seek to tame regional tensions, it 
is probable that any progress go-
ing forward will be achieved on a 
bilateral level between Tehran and 
individual GCC members. Less like-
ly is a comprehensive political rap-
prochement between chief Gulf an-
tagonists and sectarian rivals Saudi 
Arabia and Iran, particularly now 
that Riyadh seemingly has an ea-
ger ally in the administration of US 
President Donald Trump in seeking 
to curb Shia Iran’s hegemonic reach 
and contain its nuclear ambitions.

Following the GCC’s declared 
intent to initiate an opening with 
Iran, Kuwaiti Foreign Minister Sa-
bah Khalid al-Sabah met with Ira-
nian President Hassan Rohani in 
Tehran on January 25 and delivered 

a written message from Kuwaiti 
Emir Sheikh Sabah Ahmad al-Jaber 
al-Sabah.

The message reportedly spelled 
out a “basis for dialogue” — GCC 
conditions that Tehran must accept 
as part of negotiations with the 
group, including final negotiations 
on Emirati islands occupied by Iran, 
non-interference in the internal af-
fairs of Arab countries and drop-
ping support for militias including 
Hezbollah. While Iran will likely 
balk at these preconditions, they 
are considered a starting point from 
which preliminary discussions can 
begin.

Rohani reciprocated by travelling 
to Oman and Kuwait in February, 
meeting with Omani Sultan Qaboos 
bin Said Al Said and Emir Sheikh Sa-
bah. He also sent a letter to the Ku-
waiti leader, the contents of which 
presumably were addressed by 
the GCC foreign ministers at their 
March gathering.

One move that can be perceived 
as conciliatory in spirit was the an-
nouncement by Saudi Arabia in 
March that it had reached agree-
ment with Iran on allowing its pil-
grims to perform the haj. Tehran 
barred Iranian pilgrims taking part 
in the haj in 2016, saying it was un-
safe for them after Riyadh refused 
to provide Iranian pilgrims with 
consular support or guarantee their 
safety.

Ultimately any success the GCC 
has in mending ties with Tehran 
rests in the hands of Saudi Arabia 
and Iran. It may be the case that the 
two Gulf powers want the public 
perception of having tried to pursue 
a dialogue under the auspices of the 
GCC that goes nowhere rather than 
investing heavily in improving rela-
tions at a time when such deep mis-
trust exists between the two.

Tehran is relatively free of the 
most crippling of international 
sanctions and is restoring its oil 
production and economy, without 
having had to bend over backward 
to appease its Gulf neighbours. It 
has also demonstrated its ability 
to withstand Saudi-led efforts to 
reduce its influence in Yemen and 
Syria.

Riyadh has shown it has little 

faith in Iran changing its stripes. 
Just days after Rohani’s visits to 
Oman and Kuwait, Saudi Foreign 
Minister Adel al-Jubeir, speaking 
at the Munich Security Conference 
in February, made clear his govern-
ment’s expectations of conducting 
a constructive dialogue with Teh-
ran.

Mincing no words, Jubeir said: 
“Iran remains the single main spon-
sor of terrorism in the world. It’s 
determined to upend the order in 
the Middle East… [and] until and 
unless Iran changes its behaviour it 
would be very difficult to deal with 
a country like this.”

Citing Tehran’s sustained support 
of the government of Syrian Presi-
dent Bashar Assad and the fund-
ing of Houthi rebels in Yemen and 
violent groups across the region, 
Jubeir called on the international 
community to establish “red lines” 
to curb Iranian transgressions by 
enacting banking, travel and trade 
bans.

Without Saudi support, any GCC-
Iranian dialogue about a new rela-
tionship has no teeth.

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

London

W 

hile scheduled well 
in advance, Iranian 
President Hassan Ro-
hani’s trip to Moscow 
in late March could 

hardly have been better timed. Rus-
sian President Vladimir Putin called 
bilateral relations “friendly and re-
spectful”, citing a 70% increase in 
bilateral trade in 2016.

Barely a week later, talk within 
the Trump administration of pris-
ing Tehran and Moscow apart ended 
with US missile strikes on Syria.

Internationally and at home, Ro-
hani is proving far more resilient 
than his critics expected.

With the 2015 nuclear agreement 
surviving an American president 
who had vowed to tear it up, Rohani 
remains favoured to secure a second 
term in Iran’s own presidential poll 
in May.

In announcing at the end of 
March sanctions on 15 US compa-
nies, largely involved in arms and 
real estate, which had aided Israeli 
“terrorism” and the expansion of 
Jewish settlements, Iran responded 
to the Trump administration’s lat-
est sanctions listing 30 companies 
and individuals from China, North 
Korea and the United Arab Emirates 
for links to Iran’s ballistic missile 
programme or for the supply of re-
stricted goods.

In more tit for tat, parliamentary 
deputies in Tehran threaten to list 
the CIA as “terrorist” if the US so 
brands Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps (IRGC).

Tehran’s behaviour is symbolic 
but emphasises to other signatories 
of the nuclear agreement — Russia, 
China, Germany, France and Britain 
— that the United States, not Iran, 
threatens the deal.

The Trump administration’s $2.1 
billion fine on the Chinese company 
ZTE for supplying Iran with partly 
US-made goods has done little to 
deter foreign businesses moving 
back to Iran.

Iranian government figures put 
foreign direct investment up from 
$1.26 billion in 2015 to $11 billion in 
2016 following the easing of US and 
EU sanctions after the 2015 agree-
ment. French carmakers Peugeot 
and Renault have already doubled 
sales.

In announcing its latest $3 billion 
deal with Iran, following the even 
larger one agreed in December, Boe-
ing referred to the 18,000 jobs it 

would retain or create in the United 
States.

Others, especially energy com-
panies Total, OMV and Royal Dutch 
Shell, are pausing after signing 
memoranda of understanding, both 
to assess US policy and for the out-
come of Iran’s presidential election 
in May.

Western banks, some of which 
have previously faced high US fines 
for involvement in Iran, are also 
cautious but it seems likely that if 
the nuclear deal remains in place 
later this year, then foreign invest-
ment will rise further.

Within domestic politics, Roha-
ni’s critics in the principlist camp 
have still to agree on a single candi-
date for May.

The Popular Front of Islamic 
Revolution Forces (PFIRF), a prin-
ciplist grouping established to 
agree on a single candidate, has 
drawn up a shortlist of five, which 
includes Tehran Mayor Moham-
mad Bagher Ghalibaf and Ibrahim 
Raeisi, who heads the Imam Reza  

shrine in Mashhad.
In a letter published in the state 

news agency IRNA on April 9, Raeisi 
suggested he would run anyway to 
establish a “powerful and aware ad-
ministration for serving people and 
fighting discrimination, poverty 
and corruption.”

This surprised many who ex-
pected Raeisi, who was appointed 
to the shrine in 2016, would wait 
for the political battle over who will 
succeed Ayatollah Ali Khamenei as 
supreme leader.

The looming succession strug-
gle complicates the presidential 
election as rivals such as judiciary 
chief Sadegh Larijani will consider 

whether being president would hin-
der Raeisi’s chances.

The reformists, aware that any-
one from their midst would be un-
likely to be ratified by the watchdog 
Guardian Council, will back Rohani, 
who as president has eased social 
restrictions as well as maintained 
the nuclear agreement.

Clearly, Rohani can benefit from 
principlist divisions. “Ghalibaf came 
fourth in the list of five PFIRF can-
didates still in the running for the 
front’s candidacy,” Farideh Farhi of 
the University of Hawaii said, “but 
with Raeisi saying that he’s run-
ning, Ghalibaf’s chances have been 
reduced.

“Apparently PFIRF was negotiat-
ing with him to run as Raeisi’s first 
vice-president, but not with much 
success, at least for now. With the 
exception of Rohani’s definite plan 
to run, with solid support from the 
reformist-centrist alliance, nothing 
is settled yet.”

Former President Mahmoud Ah-
madinejad has confirmed his sup-

port for one of his vice-presidents, 
Hamid Baqaei, after announcing he 
will not himself run.

Ahmadinejad now says he will 
run. He had been advised by Khame-
nei not to stand and Baqaei could be 
barred by the Guardian Council as 
a member of what principlists call 
“the deviant current” associated 
with Ahmadinejad.

Khamenei warned in his Nowruz 
speech in late March against any 
repeat of the wide-scale unrest of 
2009, when reformists disputed Ah-
madinejad’s re-election.

His criticisms of Rohani, how-
ever, were muted. This suggests 
that while the leader would lose no 
sleep if Rohani were re-elected and 
would welcome a competitive elec-
tion to demonstrate the vitality of 
“Islamic democracy”, he may also 
be concerned at passions becoming 
too heated.

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

GCC-Iran détente depends on Riyadh and Tehran
Jareer Elass

News & Analysis Iran

Tehran has 
demonstrated its 
ability to withstand 
Saudi-led efforts to 
reduce its influence.

Favourite. Iranian President Hassan Rohani (R) applauded by the Head of the Atomic Energy Organisation Ali Akbar Salehi (2R) and
Iranian Foreign Minister Javad Zarif (2L) during a ceremony marking the National Day of Nuclear Technology in Tehran, on April 9.       (AFP)

Iranian government 
figures put foreign 
direct investment up 
from $1.26 billion in 
2015 to $11 billion in 
2016.

Gareth Smyth
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Hate crimes in the UK on the rise after Brexit vote
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

T 

he United Kingdom on 
March 29 formally trig-
gered Article 50, starting 
a 2-year process that will 
lead to Britain leaving 

the European Union following last 
year’s Brexit referendum in which 
immigration was the standout is-
sue. Two days later, a 17-year-old 
Iranian-Kurdish student, Reker 
Ahmed, was attacked by a group 
of up to 30 young people in south 
London and left fighting for his life.

“It is understood that the sus-
pects asked the victim where he 
was from and when they estab-
lished that he was an asylum seek-
er they chased him and launched a 
brutal attack,” investigating Detec-
tive Inspector Gary Castle said.

Thirteen people have been 
charged with a number of crimes, 
including violent disorder and ra-
cially aggravated grievous bodily 
harm and police appealed to the 
public for information about others 
involved in the attack.

Tell MAMA, a UK-based project 
that records and measures anti-
Muslim incidents, said there had 
been a visible increase in the num-
ber of reported incidents, particu-
larly targeting asylum seekers, in 
the past two years.

“Sadly, the targeting of people 
who are seeking refuge in the UK 
is nothing new but we have seen 

more cases over the last two years 
and particularly when the Brexit 
campaign started and after the 
mass migration of people from 
war-torn Syria and Iraq into Eu-
rope,” Tell MAMA Director Iman 
Abou Atta told Britain’s Independ-
ent newspaper.

“These are vulnerable people 
and the toxic debate around asy-
lum seekers certainly does not help 
in dehumanising some of the most 
vulnerable in our society,” she add-
ed.

Hate crimes recorded by the po-
lice increased by up to 100% in the 
months following the Brexit vote, 
data by regional police forces indi-
cated. Dorset saw more than a dou-
bling of hate crimes reported from 
July-September 2016 compared to 
the April-June period. Ten regional 
police forces reported rises of 50% 
or more in hate crimes in the same 
period.

Tell MAMA announced that there 
had been a 326% rise in incidents 
against Muslims in 2015 over the 
previous year and called on the 
government and civil society or-
ganisations to do more to address 
the issue.

“We stand in uncharted territory. 
The statistics paint a profoundly 
bleak picture of the explosion of 
anti-Muslim hate both online and 
on our streets, with visibly Muslim 
women being disproportionately 
targeted by cowardly hatemon-
gers,” Tell MAMA Co-Chairman 
Shahid Malik said last year.

Refugees who come to Britain are 
increasingly fearful of disclosing 

their true identities due to “deep 
racism and scapegoating” follow-
ing Brexit, the Independent said.

“The legitimacy that is being 
given to identifying people seeking 
asylum as part of the problem in 
our society means that people are 
feeling able to express racist ideas 
and in some instances launching 
physical attacks who might have 
previously self-controlled,” Rhetta 
Moran, a researcher working with 
displaced people, told the newspa-
per.

Despite the increasing number 
of incidents, British politicians and 

civil society groups quickly con-
demned the attack on Ahmed and 
called for greater tolerance.

British Prime Minister Theresa 
May branded the attack “absolutely 
abominable” and “completely un-
acceptable” and voiced zero toler-
ance on hate crime. London Mayor 
Sadiq Khan echoed the prime min-
ister’s sentiments and highlighted 
the tolerance in the capital.

“Hate crime has no place in Lon-
don, Britain or anywhere else. Our 
communities will not be divided by 
those who seek to sow hate and we 
will always take a zero-tolerance 

approach to hate crimes of any 
type,” he said.

A fundraiser was launched for 
Ahmed after the attack and more 
than $37,000 was raised in just a 
few days. “The public is giving a 
clear message that this young man 
is welcomed, loved and supported 
in the UK,” said Bridey Watson who 
set up the fundraiser.

“This will go a long way to ensur-
ing he sees the best after witness-
ing the very worst,” she added.

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

Uncharted territory. A general view of the Shrublands area of Croydon in London, on April 2.      (Reuters)Hate crimes recorded 
by the police 
increased by up to 
100% in the months 
following the Brexit 
vote.

There was a 326% 
rise in incidents 
against Muslims in 
2015 over the 
previous year.

London

A 

s France enters the final 
week of what has been a 
frenzied and unpredict-
able election campaign, 
the only certainty is 

that there will eventually be a new 
resident at Paris’s Élysée Palace but 
only after a run-off.

Elections scheduled for April 
23 will involve 11 candidates from 
across the political spectrum. No 
clear front runner has emerged with 
most observers predicting a run-off 
between far-right National Front 
leader Marine Le Pen and centrist 
independent candidate Emmanuel 
Macron on May 7.

With nearly 40% of French voters 
still undecided for whom they will 
vote on election day, anything can 
still happen.

France’s large North African Mus-
lim community has shown scant en-
thusiasm for an election campaign 
that has evidenced a rising tide of 
Muslim fearmongering. Muslims do 
not constitute an influential lobby 
or voting bloc in France. Surveys 
indicate they are less likely to vote 
than other French nationals.

“It’s true that Marine Le Pen is 
an Islamophobe but they all are, 
so what’s the difference? She is 
the only one who will talk about it 
openly, while the rest of the candi-
dates keep it inside,” one Muslim 
French voter told the Local news 
website.

Most French candidates seem 
bent on exploiting the general an-
guish over recurring terrorist acts 
after the bloody incidents that 
shook France during the last few 
years.

Speaking during the final tel-
evised presidential debate, Le Pen 
vowed to limit immigration and 
warned against the threat repre-
sented by “radical Islam” towards 
French society. “France has become 
a university for jihadists,” she said.

Embattled centre-right candi-
date François Fillon, who had been 
viewed as a front runner before re-
cent legal troubles, has also strongly 
criticised Islam’s role in French so-
ciety. Fillon, author of “Conquering 
Islamic Totalitarianism”, called for 
administrative oversight of Islamic 
institutions in France. He repeat-
edly called for the banning of the 
Muslim Brotherhood and Salafist-
affiliated organisations.

Macron and other candidates 
from the left have appeared more 
conciliatory towards Muslims in 
France, playing down the row over 
the ban on burkinis on some beach-
es and being at pains to differentiate 
between ordinary Muslims and rad-
ical Islam. Macron, however, faces 
credibility problems from France’s 
Muslim community.

The 39-year-old former economy 
minister has sought to bolster his 
foreign-policy credentials, promis-
ing a “firmer” French foreign policy 
in the Middle East. He vowed to 
put an end to a French-Qatari tax 
exemption agreement and to seek 
“clarifications” from Riyadh and 
Doha if elected. “I will have many 
demands from Qatar and Saudi Ara-
bia in terms of their international 
policies, requesting total transpar-
ency about the role they play in the 
financing or in their activities they 
can lead vis-à-vis terrorist groups,” 
he said.

However, France’s estimated 5 
million Muslim voters, who make 

up less than 10% of the popula-
tion, appear unimpressed with the 
candidates and seem more likely 
to vote against Le Pen than for any 
particular standard-bearer.

“The candidates in the French 
presidential election know noth-
ing about Islam or Muslims,” Amar 
Lasfar, head of France’s Union of Is-
lamic Organisations, said in a state-
ment.

He said that while the “Muslim 
vote” had come out in favour of 
President François Hollande against 
his predecessor Nicolas Sarkozy in 
the previous elections, it was not 
likely that French Muslims would 
be voting as a bloc for any particular 
candidate.

However, Slimane Nadour, the 
head of communications at Paris’s 
Grand Mosque, told the Local that 
he was hearing increasing concerns 
about Le Pen’s election prospects.

“There’s a push towards extreme 
right and xenophobic parties across 
Europe but especially in France. 
Obviously, French Muslims are wor-
ried,” he said.

Nadour said that, if Le Pen makes 
it to the second-round run-off, the 
Grand Mosque was considering is-
suing an unprecedented public call. 
“If in the second round there’s a risk 
of the National Front winning, we 
may call on French Muslims to vote 
against Le Pen,” he said.

Polls indicate Le Pen and Macron 

are running neck and neck in the 
first round with about 24% of the 
vote each. Macron was universally 
projected to comfortably win the 
second round against Le Pen with 
more than 60% of the vote as the 
field would likely unite against Le 
Pen. However, in a post-Brexit and 
Donald Trump 2017, in which polls 
have famously been wrong, any-
thing could happen.

In an interview with the Journal 
du Dimanche, Macron acknowl-
edged that the final week of cam-
paigning would be crucial. “They 
[the polls] show exactly that I 
feel — that nothing is decided yet. 
We are entering a crucial phase,”  
he said.

Worry about rise of Le Pen unites French Muslims
The Arab Weekly staff

France has become 
a university for 
jihadists.”

French far-right candidate 
Marine Le Pen Neck and neck. Marine Le Pen (L), French far-right presidential candidate of the National Front 

party, and Emmanuel Macron, candidate for the 2017 French presidential elections of the En Marche 
movement at Carrousel du Louvre in Paris, on February 23.                                                                                                                                 (AP)
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Mixed views in Cairo about Trump-Sisi summit
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

B 

ehind the warm welcome 
Egyptian President Ab-
del Fattah al-Sisi received 
in Washington was US 
President Donald Trump’s 

desire to redress decisions by the 
previous US administration, includ-
ing the inability to resolve the Pales-
tinian-Israeli conflict, eradicate the 
Islamic State (ISIS) and maintain an 
active presence in the Middle East, 
Egyptian analysts said.

The US openness on Cairo, they 
said, baffles human rights groups 
and emboldens Sisi into more al-
leged human rights violations.

“At least, we have in the White 
House now a president ready to 
address important problems in the 
Middle East,” said Abdel Monem 
Said, the former director of local 
think-tank al-Ahram Centre for 
Political and Strategic Studies. “In 
doing this, he picks up the most 
important players in the region, of 
which Egypt is one.”

When he was received by Trump 
on April 3, Sisi became the first 
Egyptian president to be welcomed 
at the White House in eight years. 
Sisi was shunned by former Presi-
dent Barack Obama, who viewed his 
move from the ranks of the military 
to the presidential palace as a mili-
tary coup against Islamist President 
Muhammad Morsi.

Apart from overlooking Sisi, 
Obama’s administration also cut 
one-quarter of the $1.3 billion the 
United States gives Egypt in an-

nual aid, held back arms needed for 
Egypt’s fight against the ISIS branch 
in Sinai and froze military coopera-
tion with its army.

Trump is following a different 
course. He rolled out the red carpet 
for the Egyptian leader, expressed 
interest in supporting him and 
pledged to increase military coop-
eration.

The two men met in New York in 
September 2016 when Trump was 
running for president. Following 
this meeting with Sisi, Trump said 
there was “chemistry” between 
them. Sisi said Trump would make 
a “strong leader.” Following their 
April 3 meeting, Trump said he 
hoped Sisi would continue to ad-
mire him.

This is less about personal ad-
miration and more about two men 
striving to end Middle East turmoil, 
political analysts in Cairo said.

“Sisi believes that resolving the 
Palestinian-Israeli conflict is the 
first step to ending this turmoil,” 
said Tarek Fahmi, a political science 
professor from Cairo University. 
“Trump, too, is ready to take action 
on this file.”

This readiness was demonstrated 
by Trump at his news conference 
with Sisi when he said the United 
States would work with Egypt 
to resolve the Palestinian-Israeli  
conflict.

His resolve was expressed more 
clearly two days later when he met 
with Jordanian King Abdullah II.

This seems to be part of a 
larger plan by Trump to fix the 
“mess” he said he inherited from  
his predecessor.

The plan, diplomatic sources in 
Cairo said, was for Sisi and King Ab-
dullah to lead the next Arab peace 
overture to Israel. The sources 
failed to specify whether it was 
about pushing forward with the 
2002 Arab peace initiative that was 
reconfirmed at the Arab summit in 
March or a new peace formula.

In his capacity as the president 
of the Arab summit, King Abdullah 

was expected to rally renewed sup-
port for the 2002 initiative that calls 
for founding a Palestinian state on 
the 1967 borders with East Jerusa-
lem as its capital.

Sisi has started an ambitious bid 
to bring the Palestinians and the 
Israelis together. He sent his for-
eign minister to Tel Aviv in July 
2016 and, Israeli media said, tried to 
commit Israeli Prime Minister Biny-
amin Netanyahu to a peace plan 
presented by former US Secretary of 
State John Kerry in March 2016.

Sisi’s close links with Netan-
yahu and Palestinian President 
Mahmoud Abbas and his improving 
ties with Palestinian faction Hamas, 
which rules the Gaza Strip, qualify 
him to play a decisive role in the 
aspired Middle East peace project, 
Said said.

“Egypt has been the strongest 
Arab backer of the Palestinians 
since 1948,” he said. “It has close 
links with most Palestinian fac-

tions, which means that it can con-
vince the Palestinians to sit down 
with the Israelis.”

Egypt in 1979 became the first 
Arab state to sign a peace treaty 
with Israel.

For Sisi, a committed Trump is 
more than just a boon to regional 
peace. The Egyptian president is 
fighting several conflicts at home. 
He has been battling ISIS in Sinai 
for three years. The army is scoring 
successes against ISIS militants but 
Egypt is in need of intelligence sup-
port from the United States as well 
as military technology, military ex-
perts said.

Sisi’s government struggles to get 
the economy back on its feet fol-
lowing years of political and secu-
rity unrest. Apart from borrowing 
$12 billion from the International 
Monetary Fund, Egypt floated the 
national currency in November to 
save foreign currency reserves from 
being depleted.

Trump can step in with a lifeline 
for Sisi, whose popularity has been 
adversely affected by rising com-
modity prices and growing poverty, 
Fahmi said.

“A positive approach to Egypt by 
the US administration will encour-
age US businessmen to come here,” 
Fahmi said. “This approach will also 
significantly facilitate Egypt’s rela-
tions with international financial 
institutions.”

Egyptian human rights cam-
paigners say by not speaking out 
on the human rights record, Trump 
emboldens the Egyptian president 
to keep jailing opponents and ham-
pering the causes of civil society 
activists.

“Thousands of people are in jail 
simply because they expressed dif-
ferent political views,” said rights 
advocate Gamal Eid. “Here we have 
the president of the world’s most 
important country telling Sisi that 
this is a marginal matter.”

Questions remain. Supporters of Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi chant slogans as Sisi meets 
with US President Donald Trump at the White House in Washington, on April 3.                                     (AFP)

Trump rolled out the 
red carpet for Sisi, 
expressed interest in 
supporting him and 
pledged to increase 
military cooperation.

D
espite sharply 
criticising former US 
President Barack 
Obama’s policy on 
the Islamic State 
(ISIS) during the 

election campaign, President 
Donald Trump has hardly strayed 
from his anti-ISIS strategy.

During a meeting with the 
68-member anti-ISIS coalition in 
Washington, US Secretary of State 
Rex Tillerson outlined a familiar-
sounding policy, calling the fight 
against ISIS the top priority and 
was careful not to offend Muslim 
sensibilities.

He emphasised that ISIS’s 
ideology was “a warped interpre-
tation of Islam that threatens all 
of our people” and underscored 
remarks by Jordanian King 
Abdullah II, who called ISIS’s 
ideas and actions “a blatant 
violation of my faith.”

Like the Obama administration, 
Tillerson called on the anti-ISIS 
coalition to take up more of the 
burden, noting that the United 
States has footed 75% of the 
military bill and 25% of the 
humanitarian costs.

Circumstances on the ground, 
he said, “require more from all of 
you.”

US estimates indicate that at 
least $2 billion will be needed for 
stabilisation and reconstruction 
this year.

Tillerson said that progress has 
been made in curtailing the flow 
of foreign fighters to ISIS, 

blocking the organisation’s 
finances and countering its propa-
ganda efforts in the cyber-sphere. 
As was noted by many of the 
conference’s participants, these 
measures all begun under the 
Obama administration. Tillerson 
implied they would continue 
under Trump.

Dutch Foreign Minister Bert 
Koenders apparently found the 
message reassuring, saying it is 
“important that the new [Trump] 
administration supports” such 
efforts.

Recently, attention has been 
directed mostly at Syria’s side of 
the ISIS equation, as there seems 
to be an ongoing military assault 
on ISIS’s self-declared capital of 
Raqqa in the east. Iraqi Prime 
Minister Haider al-Abadi, how-
ever, took time during the 
meeting to remind the interna-
tional community of his own 
country’s struggle against ISIS.

Abadi praised his military for its 
efforts and sacrifices in taking on 
ISIS and noted recent battlefield 
successes. He assured that victory 
over ISIS in Mosul is “imminent” 
and that all segments of Iraqi 
society are opposed to the 
extremist group.

In Washington, Abadi report-
edly told US Senator Lindsey 
Graham, R-South Carolina and 
chairman of the Appropriations 
Committee’s subcommittee for 
state, foreign operations and 
related programmes, that the 
reconstruction of two provinces, 
Anbar and Nineveh — where 
Mosul is located — would cost 
about $50 billion. Given Iraq’s 
lack of financial resources caused 
by a drop in oil prices and high 
public-sector spending for civil 
service salaries and military 

expenditures, it is unclear where 
the money will come from.

One possibility is that Trump’s 
administration will lean on Saudi 
Arabia and the United Arab 
Emirates, with which it has 
cultivated close ties, to foot part 
of the bill. However, the US 
administration might turn to 
Europe, where countries might 
not be as generous. European 
countries are spending billions of 
euros on caring for refugees and 
have not taken well to Trump’s 
plans to substantially cut US 
foreign aid.

Tillerson did not provide many 
details of the US military’s 
anti-ISIS efforts, , disappointing 
some at the Washington meeting. 
However, leaks to the media 
indicate that Trump’s administra-
tion is apparently pursuing a 
ramped-up version of the Obama 
plan. The revised plan involves 
bringing an additional 1,000 
troops to Syria — some of whom 
would provide closer support to 
anti-ISIS forces in their push on 
Raqqa — and giving US military 
commanders more leeway to plan 
operations without a prolonged 
review process at the Pentagon 
and in Washington.

This strategy can be seen in the 
recent effort to overtake a dam 
west of Raqqa, where US Marine 
Corps howitzers, US Army Apache 
attack helicopters and warplanes 
and US helicopters were involved 
in carrying anti-ISIS fighters, 
sources cited by the New York 
Times said. While US special 
forces have continued to advise 
Syrian Arab and Kurdish forces, 
they have not been involved in 
direct combat as they were during 
the Obama administration.

This tempered approach has 

Trump administration’s message to anti-ISIS coalition sounds familiar
been accepted by many in 
Congress, even hawks such as 
Senator John McCain, R-Arizona 
and chairman of the Armed 
Services Committee, who said he 
saw no need for US troops in Syria 
to engage in ground combat to 
take Raqqa and that Syrian 
anti-ISIS forces “can do” the job.

Trump’s April 6 strike against 
the Syrian government-controlled 
airbase that was allegedly used to 
launch a chemical weapons attack 
on civilians along with Tillerson’s 
comments that Assad’s rule “is 
coming to an end” and his 
tougher words on Russia have 
provoked much international 
commentary about whether a real 
shift in US-Syria policy is in the 
offing.  However, Tillerson still 
held out cooperation with Russia 
on Syria, stating publicly that 
“Russia can be a part of that 
future” of helping the Syrian 
people and “play an important 
role” if it wishes.

Besides using air strikes in 
response to Syrian chemical 
attacks, Trump’s key area of 
divergence from Obama’s policy is 
what Tillerson described as plans 
for “interim zones of stability” for 
Syrian and Iraqi refugees. Tiller-
son said these zones would be 
established “through ceasefires, 
to allow refugees to return home.” 
The location of the zones and how 
they would be established 
remains unclear. They would 
presumably require US air assets 
for protection.

This particular policy is still in 
its infancy. US Army Colonel 
Joseph Scrocca, spokesman for 
the anti-ISIS military coalition, 
said the US military had not 
received orders to establish such 
zones.

Gregory 
Aftandilian

View point
It is possible 
that the 
Trump admi-
nistration 
will lean on 
Saudi Arabia 
and the UAE.

It appears that the Trump 
administration is pursuing a 
ramped-up version of the 
Obama plan.
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Tunis

T
unisia, seeking to 
take advantage of 
its geographical 
position in the 
western Mediter-
ranean, plans to 
become a logistics 
and trading hub as 

part of broad efforts to upgrade its 
transport system, the country’s 
transport minister said.

“In Tunisia, the transport sector 
and logistics are at the core of 
the economic growth and trade… 
The sector contributes indeed to 
boosting exports, attracting direct 
foreign investments and improving 
the competitiveness of the 
enterprises,” Tunisian Transport 
Minister Anis Ghedira told The 
Arab Weekly.

Tunisia lies between Algeria 
and Libya on the western 
Mediterranean and it seeks to be 
an air transport hub and modern 
trading platform between southern 
Europe and Africa.

“In the new economic 
environment, Tunisia pursues the 
building of a new growth model 
turned towards expanding further 
its market economy, a better 
integration in the regional and 
world economies and higher added 
value of its economy,” Ghedira 
said.

“Within this framework, the 
transport sector and logistics play 
a central role in the country’s 
economic development and 
its integration of the regional 
economic environment.”

The Tunisian government, 
Ghedira pointed out, gives the 
“highest importance” to logistics 
by upgrading infrastructure, 
enhancing individual skills and 
developing proficiencies in the 
field.

“It (the development plan) 
has an objective to improve the 
attractiveness of the country’s 
logistics to make Tunisia a 

Mediterranean hub,” Ghedira 
added.

The Tunisian government 
considers expanding trade links 
with other Maghreb countries and 
its partners in Europe and Africa 
as crucial to economic and social 
growth.

The plans to develop transport 
and logistics are among policies 
being pursued by Tunisian Prime 
Minister Youssef Chahed to boost 
the country’s economic renewal.

Tunisia recorded some of the 
highest growth rates in North 
Africa and the Middle East in the 
two decades leading up to 2010, 
after which the country’s economy 
suffered from the repercussions of 
the 2011 uprising. Tunisia’s main 
transport enterprises endured 
higher costs and shrinking 
investments during 2011-15.

As a result, Tunisia’s 
international logistics performance 
index (LPI) ranking slumped to 
110 in 2014 from 41 in 2012 and 
61 in 2010. The biannual LPI, 
which left Tunisia at 110 in 2016, 
gives a comparative perspective 
among 160 countries. The World 
Bank’s LPI is an interactive 
benchmarking tool that helps 
governments identify challenges 
and opportunities in trade and 
logistics.

“We expect Tunisia’s LPI ranking 
to improve from 110 now to 60 in 
the year 2020 and to see the costs 
of logistics declining from 20% to 
15% as part of the GDP,” Ghedira 
said.

He said he also expects 
outsourcing of transport and 
logistics to increase to 20% from 
the present 5%.

Ghedira said Tunisia has a 
new approach for state-owned 
transport enterprises.

“Several state enterprises 
of transport are experiencing 
structural difficulties,” he said, 
citing national airline carrier 
Tunisair and various national 
and regional land and rail 
transportation companies as 
examples.

“These companies need 
financing,” Ghedira said. “The 

Economy

Tunisia aims to be a logistical hub in the Mediterranean

massive scale of operating 
expenses particularly staff 
costs… account for 50% of total 
costs in 2015 compared to 32% in 
2010. These increases stemmed 
from social demands after the 
revolution.”

State transport companies have 
drafted detailed restructuring 
plans to improve their financial 
situation and boost performance. 
The restructuring hinges on the 
companies’ commitment to cutting 
costs with the state ensuring 
financial support and business-
friendly regulations, Ghedira 
added.

He gave no figures on the 
amount of financing needed to 
restructure the companies but 
other transport officials cited 
examples of the government’s 
struggle, one symbol of the 
country’s broader effort to solve its 
social and economic woes.

One such example: The number 
of the yellow buses — an emblem 

of Tunis city transport — shrank 
from 960 in 2010 to 300 now. Most 
of the buses are at least ten years 
old and city transport companies 
are finding it increasingly difficult 
to buy spare parts because of the 
worsening financial circumstances 
of the companies at a time when 
older buses need frequent repairs.

“The high road traffic in main 
cities is due mainly to the growing 
use of cars and following the 
inability of the current transport 
system to answer the growing 
needs of transport users,” said 
Ghedira.

The expansion of rapid train 
transportation and upgrading of 
the infrastructure of transport, 
including the rail network, are part 
of a “development of transport 
plan for 2016-20,” which would 
improve quality of service and 
traffic flow in cities, he added.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

I n t e r v i e w

Lamine Ghanmi

“In Tunisia, the 
transport sector 
and logistics are 
at the core of the 
economic growth 
and trade.”

Tunisian Transport 
Minister Anis Ghedira

Tunisian Transport Minister Anis Ghedira.                                                                               (Tunisian Transport Ministry)

Palestinian pay cuts add to mounting Gaza woes
The Arab Weekly staff

London

P 

rotests against civil ser-
vice pay cuts broke out 
in Gaza amid pressure 
on Palestinian President 
Mahmoud Abbas to ad-

dress the crisis.
The decision by the West Bank-

based Palestinian Authority (PA) to 
slash the salaries of civil servants 
in the Gaza Strip sparked days of 
protests. Tens of thousands took 
to a square in central Gaza City in 
the largest protest since the 30% 
cut was announced. Demonstrators 
called on Abbas to sack his govern-
ment.

Hamas seized control of Gaza 
Strip in 2007 and has been at log-
gerheads with Abbas’s Fatah party 
since.

Fatah runs the West Bank, the 
other part of the Palestinian territo-
ries separated from Gaza by Israeli 
territory.

After Hamas seized power, ap-
proximately 70,000 PA employees 
in Gaza lost their posts but they 
were kept on its payroll. Hamas set 
up a parallel administration with 
50,000 staff, whose salaries the PA 
refuses to pay.

The PA said pay cuts were neces-
sary because its budget has been hit 
by falling foreign aid.

In 2014, Fatah and Hamas agreed 
to form a unity government that 
was meant to resolve the dispute 
but there has been little progress.

Local elections scheduled for 

May have been suspended in the 
Gaza Strip due to infighting be-
tween Fatah and Hamas. The elec-
tions are expected to take place in 
the West Bank.

Hamas condemned the salary 
cuts. “This is an unjust and non-
national decision that aims at cre-
ating crises and tightening the grip 
on our people in the Gaza Strip,” 
spokesman Abdul-Latif Qanou said 
in a statement.

Other groups in Gaza also con-
demned the cuts, with the Demo-
cratic Front for the Liberation of 
Palestine saying they were “illegal 
and unacceptable” and the Islamic 
Jihad saying they were meant to 
“drown” the residents of Gaza.

UN Middle East Envoy Nikolay 
Mladenov said he was “deeply con-
cerned by the growing tensions in 
Gaza.”

He said that, while the Palestin-
ian government faced difficult eco-
nomic conditions, it should make 
spending cuts “with considera-
tion to the harsh conditions under 
which people in Gaza live.”

“While the Palestinian govern-
ment needs to ensure its fiscal 
sustainability under increasingly 
difficult economic conditions, it 
is important that reforms or deci-
sions to reduce expenditures are 
fairly distributed and made with 
consideration to the harsh condi-
tions under which people in Gaza  

live,” he said.
Mladenov urged both parties to 

resolve the crisis and “bring about 
real national reconciliation that 
ends the division.”

Israel has maintained a blockade 
of Gaza for a decade, saying the 
measure, which has restricted the 
movement of people and goods 
in and out of Gaza, is needed to 
prevent Hamas from importing 
arms. The blockade has hit Gaza’s 
economy hard and unemployment 
is more than 40%, the World Bank 
said.

Israel called on the international 
community to take urgent action 
to solve the worsening humanitar-
ian crisis in Gaza, which is facing 
severe water and electricity short-
ages.

Approximately 96% of Gaza’s wa-
ter is reportedly not fit for drinking 
and the strip is crippled by electric-
ity blackouts.

Gaza’s population is facing a 
stronger security grip from Hamas, 
which recently executed three Pal-
estinians suspected of collaborating 
with Israel. Hamas has launched a 
campaign to persuade any Israeli-
recruited agents to come forward 
in return for more lenient punish-
ment.

Palestinian and international hu-
man rights groups have repeatedly 
condemned the death penalty and 
urged Hamas and the Palestinian 
Authority to suspend it.

“Hamas authorities will never 
achieve true security or stability 
through firing squads or by the gal-
lows, but rather through respect for 
international norms and the rule 

of law,” Sarah Leah Whitson, ex-
ecutive director of Human Rights 
Watch’s Middle East and North Af-
rica division, said in a statement.

The UN human rights office con-
demned “in the strongest terms” 
the executions. The rights office 
said the convictions were delivered 
for treason, which does not qual-
ify as being among “most serious 
crimes.”

It noted the defendants were 
civilians convicted by a military 
court, “again in contravention of 
international law.” The office said 
the trial did not appear to meet fair-
trial standards.

In a separate case, a military 
court in the Gaza Strip on March 
19 sentenced two drug dealers to 
death, the first such punishment 
handed down by the Palestinian ju-
diciary in a narcotics case.

“Such actions represented a 
threat to Palestinian national secu-
rity, with its economic and political 
dimensions,” the court said. The 
sentences were condemned human 
rights groups.

The Arab Weekly staff and news 
agencies.

Pay cuts not welcome. Palestinians protest against deductions on 
their salaries in Gaza, on April 8.                                                       (Reuters)

of Gaza’s water is 
reportedly not fit for 
drinking.

Approximately 

96%
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Saudi Arabia 
raises $9 billion in 
Islamic bond issue

Kuwait, Oman 
agree to build oil 
refinery

OPEC says oil deal 
bearing fruit

Saudi Arabia raised $9 billion in 
its first global Islamic bond issue, 
the government announced, a move 
analysts said could ease pressure on 
foreign reserves.

The sale of Islamic bonds, known 
as sukuk, comes after the kingdom 
in October turned to the conven-
tional global debt market for the 
first time, raising $17.5 billion in a 
bond issue.

Saudi Arabia has also sold domes-
tic bonds and drawn on its accumu-
lated reserves to reform the econ-
omy and address budget deficits 
caused by a collapse in oil revenues 
since 2014.

“The Ministry of Finance received 
significant interest for the first in-
ternational issue of the sukuk pro-
gramme with an order book from 
investors in excess of $33 billion,” 
the official Saudi Press Agency said.

There will be two tranches of 
$4.5 billion, one maturing in 2022 
and another in 2027, reflecting “the 
strong fundamentals of the Saudi 
economy,” it said.

(Agence France-Presse)

Oman Oil Company and Kuwait 
Petroleum International signed an 
agreement to build a refinery worth 
about $7 billion in the sultanate’s 
southern port town of Duqm.

The 50-50 joint venture will have 
a capacity of 230,000 barrels per 
day (bpd) when completed in 2019, 
Oman Oil Company Executive Man-
aging Director Hilal al-Kharusi said 
at the signing ceremony in Muscat.

The two partners will provide up 
to 35% of the investment capital, 
with the rest raised from local and 
international banks, he said.

Bakheet al-Rashidi, CEO of Ku-
wait Petroleum, said the project 
serves his company’s strategy of di-
versifying revenues.

The sultanate derives 79% of its 
revenues from oil, of which it pro-
duces about 1 million bpd. Kuwait 
has a significant oil wealth and 
pumps about 2.8 million bpd.

(Agence France-Presse)

World oil production fell in March 
thanks to a deal to cut output, OPEC 
said, but the cartel’s efforts to fight 
a global glut are threatened by US 
firms pumping oil with gusto.

The world produced a total of 
95.82 million barrels per day (bpd) 
in March, a fall of 230,000 bpd from 
February, OPEC said in its monthly 
report.

Production by OPEC members, 
which accounts for about one-third 
of the world’s output, fell 153,000 
bpd to 31.93 million bpd, secondary 
sources cited in the report stated.

This takes it below a target includ-
ed in an output reduction deal by 
OPEC and some non-OPEC produc-
ers, including Russia, which came 
into force January 1 for an initial run 
of six months. Reports suggested 
that OPEC may extend the output 
cut deal by six months when its 
members meet in May.

The initiative has prompted a re-
covery in global oil prices, a trend at-
tracting many higher-cost American 
producers back into the market.

(Agence France-Presse)

Briefs

London

S 

audi Arabia’s working 
population likely breathed 
a collective sigh of relief 
with word that income 
taxes would not be a reality 

it will have to contend with in the 
foreseeable future.

Saudi Finance Minister Moham-
med al-Jadaan, on April 9, said no 
taxes would be imposed on the in-
come of Saudi citizens or the profits 
of Saudi companies, ending months 
of speculation.

Jadaan stressed that the value-
added tax (VAT) set for the Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC) in 2018 
would remain at 5% until 2020.

“The profit tax will not be levied 
on Saudi companies nor will the 
tax on the income of the citizen 
be increased,” he said. “The value-
added tax will not be increased by 
more than 5% by 2020. Financial 

dues will be paid to contractors, 
suppliers and contractors within a 
period not exceeding 60 days from 
the date of maturity.”

The Saudi cabinet has endorsed 
the GCC-wide agreement for the 
VAT. However, on harmful prod-
ucts, such as tobacco and sugary 
soft drinks, the 5% tax cap no long-
er applies. Tobacco taxes will be 
raised 100% and duties on fizzy and 
energy drinks will go up 50% by  
the end of April.

“The excise tax is a special tax 
that will be implemented on spe-
cific products with harmful health 
effects to disincentivise consump-
tion of such products,” the king-
dom’s Fiscal Balance Programme 
2020 report said.

Saudi Arabia is the only GCC 
country set to impose such taxes 
but the United Arab Emirates is 
considering a similar initiative.

In an interview with Bloomberg 
News in April 2016, Saudi Deputy 
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Sal-
man bin Abdulaziz, the architect of 

Vision 2030, said the kingdom did 
not see income or property taxes as 
a part of its overall strategy.

Saudi Arabia and other GCC 
members are implementing much-
needed economic reforms to diver-
sify their economies from the ener-
gy sector, a consequence of several 
years of falling oil prices.

Jadaan said the drive in reform-
ing the Saudi economy will include 
cuts in spending and the introduc-
tion of taxes but government stim-
uli as well. He said the government 
plans on infusing $53 billion in the 
private sector over the next four 
years.

Saudi Arabia’s ambitious Vision 
2030 programme aims to tackle 
these challenges, however some 
reforms and austerity measures 
will likely result in lifestyle changes 
for many Saudis who have long de-
pended on government subsidies.

Among the National Transforma-
tion Programme’s goals is the re-
duction of the country’s public sec-
tor wage costs from 45% currently 
to 40% by 2020. Last October, Ri-
yadh slashed public sector benefits 
and bonuses. Riyadh also halted 
several major building projects to 
offset a $97 billion budget deficit.

Jadaan said the non-oil sector’s 
role in achieving Vision 2030’s eco-
nomic goals was essential, stressing 
that it should grow at a rate of 8.5% 
a year with a gross domestic prod-
uct increase of $400 million.

In January, the International 
Monetary Fund lauded the Saudis’ 
budget plans, calling them in line 
with recommendations and that 
the goal of eliminating the budget 
deficit by 2020 was feasible.

Saudis to be exempt from income tax
The Arab Weekly staff

The Saudi finance 
minister said no 
taxes would be 
imposed on the 
income of Saudi 
citizens or the profits 
of Saudi companies.

New budget augurs fiscal gloom in Egypt

Cairo

E 

gypt’s new budget, which 
goes into effect in July, is 
revolutionary and ambi-
tious but it will make the 
lives of the poor harder 

because it is based on unrealistic 
revenue expectations and will fail 
to meet growth projections, econo-
mists said.

“The whole budget is based on 
revenue expectations that are im-
possible to realise,” said Amr Has-
sanein, an economics professor 
from Cairo University. “These un-
realistic expectations will lead to 
several shocking results, including 
some related to the estimated defi-
cit in the new budget.”

The new budget comes only 
months after the government ham-
mered out a $12 billion loan deal 
with the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF), which was approved 
in November and aims to boost 
foreign currency reserves and 
strengthen investors’ confidence.

The deal led to a series of re-
forms, which include the flota-
tion of the Egyptian pound and 
the slashing of fuel, electricity and 

water subsidies.
The reforms came at a cost to 

poor Egyptians. The flotation of 
the pound, for example, more than 
doubled the exchange rate of the 
US dollar and, consequently, the 
prices of commodities in local mar-
kets.

The reductions of fuel, electricity 
and water subsidies translated into 
more spending for Egyptian fami-
lies and additional suffering.

Egyptian Finance Minister Amr 
el-Garhy said the budget for the 
new fiscal year reflected the gov-
ernment’s reformist drive and its 
determination to move ahead with 
the financial and monetary reforms  
it started last year.

“It will seek to boost economic 
growth and strengthen the social 
protection net for the poor,” he 
added in a statement.

Nonetheless, few economists 
agree that the budget will solidify 
social protection for the poor.

“On the contrary, this budget will 
bring in more financial burdens to 
the public,” said economist Ali al-
Idrisi. “It will make more and more 
Egyptians poor.”

The government said more than 
one-quarter — 27.8% — of Egyp-
tians are poor and cannot buy their 
basic needs. The poverty rate will 
rise, economists said, and a look at 
the new budget explains why.

The government aspires to re-
duce the deficit in fiscal year 2017-
18 budget to 9.2%, from 10.5% in 
the current fiscal year. To do this, 
officials plan to reduce fuel, elec-
tricity and water subsidies even 

more, even as it spends more on 
such subsidies in the new budget. 
The extra funding is necessary be-
cause of the surge in the exchange 
rate against the dollar.

The Finance Ministry estimates 
the price of one barrel of oil in the 
new budget at $55, from $50 in the 
current budget. This raises the fuel 
subsidy bill in the new budget to 
$6.1 billion, from $5.6 billion, even 
as Egyptians can expect to pay 
more for fuel in the new fiscal year.

A total of $1.6 billion is allocated 
for electricity subsidies in the new 
budget, down from $1.9 billion in 
2016-17.

Almost 74% of revenues for the 
new budget were expected to come 
from taxes. Apart from reflect-
ing the failure of the government 
to generate revenues from other 
sources, economists said, these 
taxes will cause suffering to mil-
lions of Egyptians who are facing 
high inflation rates — 32.5% in April 
— already.

“The problem here is that — apart 
from the financial pressures the 
taxes will put on the budget of or-
dinary citizens — the government 
exaggerates its tax collection abili-
ties,” Hassanein said. “This means 
that the budget deficit will be much 
higher than projected in the budg-
et, which will translate into more 
borrowing from local and outside 
sources.”

General debts amount in the new 
budget to 104% of gross domestic 
product. In the 2016-17 budget, the 
government hoped to collect $23.7 
billion in taxes but those revenues 

were $19.7 billion, with the differ-
ence blamed on tax evasion.

The new budget hopes to achieve 
a growth rate of 4.6%, from 3.8% 
in the current budget. There are 
doubts on the ability of the econ-
omy to grow that much in the ab-
sence of foreign investments, the 
slow recovery of the tourism sector 
and the failure of most exports to 
make a good leap.

The government specifies $18.3 
billion for social protection and 
welfare programmes in the new 
budget. Economists said that 
amount of money, which includes 
a 19% increase compared to the 
budget of the current fiscal year, 
will be dwarfed by rising commod-
ity prices.

Mohamed Badrawi, a member of 
parliament’s Budget and Planning 
Committee, which has to approve 
the new budget, said legislators 
will demand modifications.

“My colleagues and I cannot ap-
prove a budget that does not spec-
ify enough funds for social wel-
fare programmes, education and 
health,” Badrawi said. “Most peo-
ple suffer because of the reforms 
that have been made so far. More 
financial pressures will mean more 
anger on the streets.”

The government said 
27.8% of Egyptians 
are poor and cannot 
buy basic needs.

Higher prices. A vendor waits for customers at a market in Cairo.                                                                                                                                          (Reuters)

Hassan Abdel Zaher

of revenues for the new 
budget come from taxes.

Almost 74% 
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Beirut

“G 

od does not love 
men more than 
women. We are 
equal in the eyes 
of God,” said the 

Reverend Najla Kassab, the Arab 
world’s second woman to become 
a pastor of the Evangelical Church 
in Lebanon.

Kassab and the Reverend Rola 
Sleiman, who was ordained Feb-
ruary 26 following a 23-1 vote of 
the Evangelical Synod of Syria and 
Lebanon, entered history as the 
first Arab women to lead a church 
in the Middle East where gender 
discrimination is widespread in re-
ligion, politics and business.

“Nobody can convince me that 
God loves men more than women. 
Nobody can rob us (women) of our 
ministry in the church,” Kassab 
said. “We have a different style of 
ministry in which our talents in the 
service of the church are used to 
complement the talents of men.”

A mother of three and wife of a 
pastor, Kassab said she regarded 
her ordination and that of Sleiman 

the result of the natural growth of 
the church.

“It is the outcome of a journey 
that started some time ago when 
in 1993 and for the first time the 
synod gave a preaching licence for 
a woman,” she said. “It ushered in 
a new start in which women are al-
lowed to preach in our churches.

Kassab has been preaching for 
many years. Her work, she said, 
was focused on empowering wom-
en in religion by creating aware-
ness about “how their talents 
can be used fully in the life of the 
church”.

“I think the integrity of the 
church in allowing women to fully 
participate in the life of the church 
would create more of a positive en-
couragement for women and show 
them that in the eyes of God they 
are valuable and they are equal 
to men as human beings,” Kassab 
said.

The ordination of two female 
pastors is not expected to make a 
big difference in the fight for equal-
ity between the sexes in Lebanon 
or in the Arab world; however, it 
did force an opening into a voca-
tion that had been reserved exclu-
sively for men.

Sleiman said her ordination and 
that of Kassab were a “true expres-
sion of love and justice”.

“In principle, women should 
find justice in the church,” Sleiman 
said. “Women are being dealt with 
unjustly and discriminated against 
in the society; having them dis-
criminated against in the church as 
well would be a tragedy.”

“Any woman who has capacities 
and is serving the church deserves 

to be recognised. We thank God 
that the ordination of women has 
occurred although I believe it came 
a bit late,” she added.

Sleiman, who heads the Evan-
gelical Church in Tripoli, in north-
ern Lebanon, has been technically 
performing all the functions of a 
pastor, except for the sacraments 
of baptism and communion, since 
2007.

“I preached in the church and 
presided at Sunday mass but I 
could not do baptism and com-
munion without the assistance of 
a male pastor. Now I can do every-
thing without any men of the cloth 
to assist me,” Sleiman said.

Though their ordinations broke 
long-established traditions and 
cultural sensitivities, Sleiman 
and Kassab said they were over-
whelmed by the warm welcome 
they received from churchgoers 

and colleagues in the clergy.
“We thank God for acceptance in 

our churches,” said Kassab. “The 
recognition that we got from our 
colleagues, the pastors, made this 
change more of a natural move 
than anything else. I personally 
was so honoured that my ordi-
nation was attended by Catholic 
nuns and priests, as well as Assyr-
ian bishops.”

She hailed the “positive” move 
by the Evangelical Church as this 
year it marks 500 years since the 
Reformation.

“In the Middle East and in Leb-
anon, we have a lot of capable 
women and we don’t want them to 
succeed only outside the church. 
We want them to use their 
 talent in the service of the church 
as well,” she said.

“The reformative movement 
should be a continual process. 

Female pastors can reach out to 
women more than men because 
they know very well their needs, 
sufferings and struggles. Who is 
better than a woman to preach 
about God’s love, to talk to believ-
ers and to hold a child and baptise 
him? The woman is a mother after  
all,” Kassab added.

Sleiman said “God gave women 
great roles in Christianity” from 
the exalted status of Mary, the 
mother of Jesus, and female saints 
and Jesus’s first revealing himself 
after resurrection to a woman.

“The ordination of women is like 
a candle lit in the midst of darkness 
in the region,” she said. “Christ is 
love and love does not distinguish 
between men and women. Christ’s 
justice has been finally fulfilled.”

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society sections editor. 
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Ordination of 
female Lebanese 
pastors marks 
precedent for Arab 
Christians
Samar Kadi

Christians in the Middle East 

Christ is love and 
love does not 
distinguish 
between men and 
women.”Rola Sleiman, the Arab world’s 

first female pastor

Different style.  The Reverend Najla Kassab is seen at her ordination in Beirut.              (Courtesy of Najla Kassab)

Beirut

T 

he twin attacks that ripped 
through worshippers cel-
ebrating Palm Sunday in 
Coptic churches in Egypt 
shocked the Arab world, 

sparking outrage and condemna-
tions, especially in countries with 
significant Christian minorities.

In Lebanon, the only Arab coun-
try headed by a Christian president, 
the bombings of churches in Tanta 
and Alexandria were denounced as 
attempts to drive a wedge between 
Christians and Muslims.

“What is targeted is coexistence. 
They want us as Christians to fear 
our Muslim neighbours who live 
with us in the same building in the 
same city,” said Antoine Courban, a 
professor of philosophy of science 
at Saint Joseph University in Beirut.

“The aim is to dislocate our di-
verse and pluralistic societies who 
have been living together for ages in 
a constitutional and national con-
text… but they will not succeed.”

Courban argued that non-Mus-
lims, be they Christian or Yazidi, are 
a weak bracket in Arab societies in 
which the collective religious iden-
tity is of great importance, taking 
precedence over national belong-
ing. “What happened in Egypt is 
evidence that priority in our socie-
ties is for religious identity instead 
of the national identity,” Courban 
said.

He cautioned against the increas-
ing speech of intimidation, hatred 
and religious extremism. “It should 
be literally uprooted in order to be 

able to live together, otherwise we 
are heading to suicide,” Courban 
said.

“Whether in Egypt, Syria or Iraq, 
it is the human being and the indi-
vidual freedom (of worship) which 
are targeted. The aim is to make 
non-Muslims fear the Muslims who 
are their partners in the nation,” 
Courban added.

More than 40 people were killed 
and more than 100 injured in the 
church assaults, the latest claimed 
by the Islamic State (ISIS) against 
Egypt’s Copts. The jihadist group 
has stepped up attacks and threats 
against Copts, who comprise about 
10% of Egypt’s population and are 
the biggest Christian minority in 

the Middle East. In February, scores 
of Christian families and students 
fled Egypt’s North Sinai province 
after a series of targeted killings.

In Jordan, the incidents echoed 
loudly among the Christian com-
munity whose members described 
them as “vile” and “unbelievable.”

“Who would do such a thing to a 
community celebrating a religious 
holiday?” asked Marwan Abbassi, 
61, a Christian shop owner. “Only 
evil would kill in the places where 
people find solace and peace. We 
understand that nowhere is safe 
but we will never give up.”

“They can never break us apart. 
Here in Jordan we condemn what 
they did and we stand with our 

brothers and sisters in Egypt and 
support them all the way,” Abbassi 
added.

Jordanians flooded social media 
with angry comments. Some blast-
ed the attacks as “cowardly” and 
others vowed support for the fami-
lies of victims.

“It is outrageous. Attacking a 
house of worship is a crime against 
humanity,” said Norma Shawareb, 
a Christian housewife. “We com-
pletely understand that what they 
did has nothing to do with (Islamic) 
religion and they just want to kill 
peaceful people without any re-
gards to human beings and places 
of worship; we pray to God to pro-
tect our Jordan from killers.”

Iraqi Christians feel great solidar-
ity, having been persecuted by ISIS.

“There is no explanation for 
bombing Egyptian Copts in the 
midst of Eid. It is a conspiracy 
against all of us to push us to leave 
the region,” said Samar Boutros,” a 
Christian resident of Baghdad.

Boutros refrained from attend-
ing mass on Palm Sunday, fearing a 
similar assault on churches in Iraq. 
“ISIS can order [its] members in any 
country to carry out such cowardly 
attacks,” she said.

The Reverend Martin Hermez, an 
Iraqi priest, blamed the persecu-
tion of minorities in the region on 
the proliferation of takfiri ideology, 
which deems non-Muslims as apos-
tates.

“What happened in Egypt lately 
and in Iraq earlier is politically mo-
tivated. Naïve and weak people are 
being brainwashed and exploited 
with the aim of emptying the re-
gion from Christians through ag-
gression,” Hermez said.

Christians in the Palestinian ter-
ritories said they do not feel threat-
ened by similar attacks but share 
fears that if Palestinian society does 
not fight extremism through inclu-
sive education emphasising respect 
for other religions, things might 
change.

“As a Palestinian Christian I never 
felt that I am a minority because in 
Palestine, Christians practise their 
religion freely but in Egypt Copts 
are oppressed and treated very 
badly by others,” said Dalia Rinawi, 
who runs a beauty salon in Ramal-
lah.

She said the bombings were 
not attempts to scare Copts but a 
straight-forward, violent message: 
“If you do not leave Egypt, we will 
bomb you anywhere.”

For Palestinian Christian Yusef 
Daher, they were attempts to “wipe 
out” Christians.

“There are no demands. They 
want to kill as much as possible. 
This is execution,” he said.

Roufan Nahhas in Amman, 
Oumayma Omar in Baghdad 
and Malak Hasan in Ramallah 
contributed to this report.

Middle East Christians bemoan plight of Egypt’s Copts

Ripple effects. Palestinian Christian and Muslim clergymen hold 
candles and wave Palestinian and Egyptian flags during a gathering 
in Bethlehem on April 10.                                                                           (AFP)

Samar Kadi

The aim is to 
dislocate our 
diverse and 
pluralistic societies 
who have been 
living together for 
ages.”Professor Antoine Courban, 

a Lebanese Christian
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Egyptian children 
dropping out 
of school because
of poverty

Cairo

T 

he Egyptian Education 
Ministry’s announce-
ment that as many as 
55,000 children had ab-
stained from going to 

school in the past two years, most 
often because of rampant poverty, 
should lead to changes in educa-
tional policies, experts said.

“A large number of children are 
dropping out of schools because 
of poverty and this threatens the 
future of our country,” said Nadia 
Gamal Eddin, a professor of educa-
tion at Cairo University. “We need 
to reconsider education systems 
to prevent the number of school 
dropouts from rising.”

Egypt’s poverty rate has risen 
as commodity prices increased, 

queues of the unemployed grew 
longer and the government ap-
plied aggressive economic reform 
policies, including slashing of fuel, 
electricity and water subsidies.

In the four years that followed 
the 2011 uprising, an additional 2.3 
million people were listed as poor, 
raising the country’s overall pover-
ty rate to 27.8% of the population, 
a Central Agency for Public Mobi-
lisation and Statistics (CAPMAS) 
survey indicated.

Basic and university education is 
primarily free in Egypt. Egyptians 
can enroll their children in the 
country’s 40,000 state-run schools 
and 25 universities for a small fee. 
There are close to 9,000 private 
schools and 20 private universities 
that have fees that are far higher 
and out of the reach of the vast ma-
jority of Egyptians.

The Education Ministry said it 
will take more than an offer of free 
education to induce parents to 
send their children to school.

“The number of dropouts in the 
past two years has been unprec-
edented in the history of our edu-
cational system,” said Randa Hala-
wa, the Education Ministry official 
responsible for trying to prevent 
dropping out. “It shows us that we 

need to more than just make edu-
cation free.”

Halawa and her colleagues said 
that parents most often do not 
send their children to schools be-
cause they cannot afford costs re-
lated to education — such as trans-
portation, clothes and food — or 
because they want them to work 
to earn money to help feed other 
family members. She said some 
families are simply too poor to 
send their children to school.

“This is why they force the chil-
dren to work, either in the fields or 
in the quarries to earn a living and 

contribute to the family income,” 
she said.

About 1.6 million children in 
Egypt are involved in labour, a 
2014 survey by UNICEF stated. 
Those children can be often seen 
in the fields harvesting food or 
cotton, in the quarries in southern 
Egypt breaking stones along with 
adult workers or in workshops in 
Cairo.

“A family that stops sending its 
children to school jeopardises its 
future,” Gamal Eddin said. “It is 
imperative to find ways to prevent 
more children from dropping out.”

Economics Professor Ahmed 
Ghoneim said that, in the short 
term, more Egyptians will suffer 
because of the deteriorating econ-
omy.

“This means that more and more 
people will fail to fulfil their basic 
needs,” said Ghoneim, who teach-
es at Cairo University. “Education 
is never separate from this as the 
number of people failing to send 
their children to school will grow 
even more.”

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

About 1.6 million 
children in Egypt 
are involved in 
different types of 
labour.

Double jeopardy.  A student walks to school in Giza in southern Cairo.                                                   (Reuters)     

Ghosts of Mosul stalk Iraq’s fleeing children
Edouard Guihaire

Hasan Sham Camp

T 

he children proudly wield 
donated plastic water bot-
tles like freshly dug nug-
gets of treasure, smiling 
despite the fear and death 

and destruction they have faced in 
their ruined city.

With the impetuousness that only 
children can muster, they forget for 
a moment the hell they have en-
dured in Mosul.

“We had a big house but Daesh 
bombed and burned it,” said 10-year-
old Nora, using an Arabic acronym 
for the Islamic State (ISIS), her un-
dersized frame draped in a hand-
me-down dress with a black, Peter 
Pan collar.

“They destroyed us,” she said.
She is among thousands of chil-

dren whose lives have been torn 
apart by a vast military operation to 
recapture Iraq’s second city of Mosul 
from ISIS.

She sits in a tent with other dis-
placed children at a refugee camp 
30km east of Mosul, quietly scrawl-
ing a pencil drawing of a bright pink 
heart.

That is far enough to finally si-
lence the constant thud of shelling 
and the crack of rifle fire that the 
children heard for weeks.

The facilities are fine but basic — a 
few linoleum tables, plastic chairs, 
crayons, pencils and paper. The tent 
exteriors are daubed with bright 
murals of fields of flowers, techni-
color handprints and SpongeBob 
SquarePants.

A small artificial turf volleyball 
court fades in the clear March sun-
shine.

For Maulid Warfa, an aid work-
er with the UN children’s fund, 

UNICEF, this “child-friendly space” 
has a crucial function. “Here is 
where children feel like children 
again,” he said.

Iraqi authorities said more than 
200,000 people have fled western 
Mosul since an operation to oust ISIS 
from its former stronghold began.

The battle has taken a deadly toll 
on civilians, sparking calls for great-
er efforts to protect them.

When in the tent or in the play 
area, Nora and her friends could al-
most be mistaken for happy, care-
free children anywhere but those 
fleeing Mosul have their telling 
signs: Fatigue darkening the eyes, 

sallow cheeks, shadows cast a little 
too thinly.

“It’s because of Daesh that we are 
here,” said 9-year-old Abdulrahman, 
sitting next to Nora at the black ta-
ble strewn with crayon sketches. 
“There,” he said of Mosul, “there is 
fear.”

He talked against a soundtrack 
of children laughing and singing as 
they chased each other through the 
area. The gleeful sounds masked the 
fact that each child in the camp bears 
hidden scars.

“When they were in Mosul, they 
went through very, very difficult ex-
periences,” said Warfa. “They have 
seen things that they should not 
have, many of them have seen peo-
ple that have been killed. They have 
seen dead bodies.”

The Child Friendly Space, run in 
conjunction with charity Terre des 
Hommes, can help the children ex-
press themselves creatively.

Despite the psychological first aid 
they receive when arriving at the 
camp, many display understandable 
signs of the trauma they have wit-
nessed.

“Some are aggressive and they run 
away from adults. There are those 
who hit their friends, others who 
don’t want to share anything,” said 
one social worker, who declined to 
give his name.

Warfa added: “Even though they 
look normal… they are burning in-
side.”

Their drawings depict both inno-
cence and pain. Among the cheery 
scenes of sunshine, homes and ani-
mals, other images speak of more 
harrowing recent experiences in Mo-
sul.

One, starkly traced in black pencil, 
shows a terrified child alone in a city 
consumed by flames.

(Agence France-Presse)

Help needed. Displaced Iraqi children who fled Mosul pose at Hasan Sham camp, 30km east of Mosul.                                                                                                                                  (AFP)

Those fleeing Mosul 
have their telling 
signs: Fatigue 
darkening the eyes 
and sallow cheeks.

Amr Emam
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Guerrilla theatre performance reimagines immigration
Nadine Sayegh

London

L 

iterary history meets con-
temporary politics in a re-
interpretation of Samuel 
Beckett’s “Waiting for Go-
dot” at Kensington Gar-

dens in London.
The script, published after the 

second world war, which caused 
the largest refugee crises the world 
has seen, is centred on two charac-
ters who are awaiting the arrival of 
an unknown figure called Godot.

Through the text there is idle 
chat, a sense of hopelessness and 
a lack of clarity on where the char-
acters are and what they are wait-
ing for — a message that resonates 
heavily today, particularly for the 
masses of displaced populations.

Sari Chreiteh, the Lebanese-
Russian director of “Waiting for 
Godot”, pointed out the continued 
relevance of the play.

“In a way, it describes an after-
math of the war in which the char-
acters are in no immediate danger 
yet they are stuck. They stagnate 
with nothing to do and nowhere to 
go,” Chreiteh said. “Stripped to less 
than the essentials when it comes 
to food and shelter they somehow 

keep on existing with hope being 
dangled like a carrot in front of 
them.”

Since the script is somewhat 
timeless, due to the lack of clar-
ity on the setting and time frame, 
Chreiteh manipulated the location 
and the form of the performance.

The actors perform one act of 
the two-act play per show, adding 
to the sentiment of never-ending 
nothingness. They return the fol-
lowing evening to continue the 
performance.

“I wanted to use the looming 
buildings, Kensington Palace and 
the line of embassies as the back-
drop. It is for the audience to draw 
their own associations from con-
trast of the characters and their 
background,” Chreiteh said.

“In this day and age with armed 
conflict around the world, dis-
placed populations, economic in-
stability and social intolerance, 
we are all waiting for something, 
whether it is a visa or a paycheck, a 
good or even just a simple answer.”

Members of the audience ap-
proached the performance with cu-
riosity as there was no clear indica-
tion that a play was taking place. A 
space within a park was used as the 
stage although there were no clear 
markings that this was a theatre 
performance. The troupe still drew 
a crowd for the opening show.

Dalia Yassine, a 29-year-old art-
ist and writer, said of the perfor-
mance: “A few political sentiments 
were present in the play, both 
direct and indirect: False power, 
senseless knowledge, constant suf-
fering and a sense of arrogance 
and greed.”

“I do find the current visa system 
to be a discriminatory one. Things 

are becoming too confined and 
controlled,” Yassine added.

Another audience member, 
Alethea Osborne, a 25-year-old re-
searcher in Middle Eastern affairs, 
said she was surprised to see a per-
formance so close to the embas-
sies. “I think the play raised impor-
tant concerns and gives insight into 
the absurdity that many refugees 
are facing today through the wait-
ing stages of relocation,” she said.

Stage manager Kalyl Kadri, a 
Lebanese-Brazilian national, said 
the most difficult part of the pro-
cess was promoting the event.

“We are completing our degrees 
but took the initiative to start up 
a theatre production company 

[Sweaty Palms Productions] so 
that we could discuss these sensi-
tive topics on our own terms. This 
means that we do not have the 
funds or advantages of more estab-
lished companies,” Kadri said.

Chreiteh, who is completing a 
master’s programme in theatre di-
recting at the University of Essex, 
pointed out that the performance 
was an attempt to convey the emo-
tion of making it through a very un-
certain world.

“We have seen how sometimes 
people can wait endlessly, how 
people can be displaced for many 
generations, living without rights 
or perspectives in a foreign place 
that does not seem to really want 

them,” he said.
He said he recognises the topic is 

too large to handle in one play but 
hopes, at the very least, the audi-
ence shifts their perceptions on 
immigration and moves towards a 
more empathetic approach in deal-
ing with the crisis.

With the rise in the level of social 
segregation across the world, initi-
atives such as Chreiteh’s play offer 
an opportunity for much-needed 
dialogue and give hope in spaces in 
which populist politicians cannot 
intervene.

Nadine Sayegh is a freelance 
journalist focusing on society, 
culture and politics.

Insight into absurdity. The reinterpretation of Samuel Beckett’s “Waiting for Godot” performed in 
London’s Kensington Gardens.                                                                                                                      (Nadine Sayegh)

We are all waiting 
for something — a 
visa, a paycheck, a 
good or even just a 
simple answer.”Director Sari Chreiteh

Theatre icon Raja Ben Ammar 
leaves inspiring legacy

Tunisa

R 

enowned actress and di-
rector and co-founder of 
the dance theatre move-
ment in Tunisia Raja Ben 
Ammar has died follow-

ing complications from heart sur-
gery.

Ben Ammar’s performances in 
Tunisian and international theatres 
over a 30-year career exhibited an 
experimental vision, using the stage 
as the ultimate venue for freedom 
of expression. She won the Best Ac-
tress Award at the Theatre Days of 
Carthage in 1987, 1989 and 1995

Ben Ammar’s death on April 4 at 
the age of 63 shocked many of her 
fans, hundreds of whom, along 
with friends and family members, 
attended Ben Ammar’s funeral in 
Ariana. Speaking at the service, 
Tunisian Minister of Culture Mo-
hamed Zine el-Abidine described 
the actress as “one of the pillars of 
Tunisian theatre.”

Taoufik Jebali, who along with 
Ben Ammar founded Théâtre Phou, 
wrote on his Facebook page: “How 
can we survive without Raja? Raja is 
a part of our youth, our impulsivity, 
our unity and our division. Even if 
she disappeared today, we will al-
ways go back to her.”

Ben Ammar’s first acting roles 
came in the local school theatre be-
fore she spent two years at the pres-

tigious drama school of Ludwig-
Maximilian University of Munich.

Ben Ammar joined one of Tu-
nisia’s first national theatre com-
panies, El Kef Theatre Company, 
before participating in Nouveau 
Theatre company, which was led 
by Fadhel Jaibi, Fadhel Jaziri, Jalila 
Baccar, Mohamed Idriss and Habib 
Masrouki, who tried to put a con-
temporary touch on national thea-
tre productions.

Ben Ammar helped launch Théâ-
tre Phou in 1980. Along with Je-
bali, Ben Ammar’s team included 
her husband, playwright and ac-
tor Moncef Sayem and actor Raouf  
Hendaoui. The company produced 
more than 20 theatrical produc-
tions in which Ben Ammar either 
starred or directed, most notably, 
“Al-Amal” (1986), “Saken Fi Hay 
Essaida” (1989), “Baghdad Cafe” 
(1990),  “Bayaa-al-Hawa” (1995) and 
“Faust” (1997).

Théâtre Phou gained interna-
tional acclaim and its performances 
were featured at international fes-
tivals in the Palestinian territories, 
Egypt, Venezuela, Colombia and Eu-
rope. The productions were award-
ed many prizes, including the Grand 
Prize for International Choreograph-
ic Meetings in France in 1992 for 
“Nuit Blanche” (“Sleepless Night”).

“The body is the most important 
element on the stage. It opens space, 
explores doors of perception and 
opens horizons to other worlds,” 
Ben Ammar once said.

In addition to directing and per-
forming in plays, Ben Ammar is 
credited with launching dance thea-
tre in Tunisia, which combined lyri-
cal dancing and theatricality.

Imed Jemaa, a renowned Tunisian 
dancer and choreographer, recalled 
that Ben Ammar was the first person 
to support his career as a choreogra-
pher and dancer.

“She has always considered her-

self a dancer. In interviews, she of-
ten presented herself as a dancer 
and an actress and was helpful and 
supportive to young dancers. She 
was the only person who helped me 
when I started working in choreog-
raphy back in 1989, back when no 
one believed in dancers as artists,” 
Jemaa said.

He added: “She was hard working 
and passionate. She was an icon not 
only in the world of theatre but also 
to dancers. I wonder sometimes, 
that if it wouldn’t have been for her, 
dancers wouldn’t have a future in 
the artistic scene. She gave the stage 
of her cultural centre, Mad’art, to 
dancers to train and perform when 
the ministry refused to support 
them.”

On the screen, one of Ben Am-
mar’s most remarkable appearanc-
es was in Ferid Boughedir’s “Hal-
faouine: Child of the Terraces” in 
1990. In the performance, she was 
said to have charmed moviegoers 
with her charisma and authentic 
performance. Remembering Raja’s 
appearance in his movie, Boughedir 
commended the actress’s humility 
and humbleness.

“Raja had her only cinema ap-
pearance in my movie, ‘Halfaouine: 
Child of the Terraces.’ I was surprised 
that Raja, who was a famous theatre 
actress and an icon of dance theatre, 
was nervous about her appearance 
in the movie. With the camera close 
to her face, she was transpiring. She 
was stressed,” Boughedir said.

He added: “This is what makes 
her great. She is never arrogant and 
she is always looking for new ex-

periments and ways to challenge 
herself. This was unforgettable for 
me as a film-maker. People like Raja 
Ben Ammar never disappear. Maybe 
she is no longer present physically 
but she will always exist spiritually. 
Great people don’t die.”

Ben Ammar was not only a tal-
ented and innovative artist but also 
a woman of convictions, known for 
her strong positions and visionary 
contributions. In 1993, she set up 
Mad’art in Carthage, a theatre and 
cultural centre that targeted youth 
from various neighbourhoods to of-
fer a space for training and perfor-
mance.

Mad’art became a cultural hub 
for the northern suburbs thanks to 
its versatile programme of cinema, 
theatre, dance and artistic work-
shops.

“Just like the name of her com-
pany ‘Théâtre Phou,’ the name of 

her Cultural centre Mad’art played 
on the idea of madness like Raja 
wanted to convey that the artist had 
the right to madness and non-con-
formity,” Boughedir said.

“She was generous and believed 
in the importance of training for the 
young people living near Mad’art 
especially in El-Kram.  There was 
delinquent and jobless youth and 
she called on those young people to 
go on stage to take part in training 
and plays. Lotfi Abdelli, one of Tu-
nisia’s famous comedians, started 
with her in Mad’art.”

Ben Ammar’s last play, “A Win-
dow on…,” a work depicting several 
portraits of human life, premiered 
at the opening of the International 
Festival of Hammamet last summer.

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and 
Culture contributor for The Arab 
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

Roua Khlifi

Late theatre icon Raja Ben Ammar.                                                (Wikipedia)

She has always 
considered herself 
a dancer.”

Tunisian dancer and 
choreographer Imed Jemaa

Raja Ben Ammar was 
not only a talented 
and innovative artist 
but also a woman of 
convictions.

O b i t u a r y
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Tahar Ben Jelloun’s ‘The Happy Marriage’ offers new look on gender

G
ender inequality is 
common in the 
Middle East, espe-
cially in rural areas 
where women face 
more discrimination 

in trying to access paid work. 
Arab men usually earn signifi-
cantly more than women. A 
recent study showed Moroccan 
women earn about 17% less than 
men and are usually hired in 
low-skilled, low-paid jobs.

Moroccan writer Tahar Ben 
Jelloun describes the actions of 
a fiery, opinionated woman from 
rural Morocco in his novel “The 
Happy Marriage”. The character 
of Amina challenges the stereo-
type of an uneducated housewife 
through the way she treats her 
husband.

The novel is divided into two 
sections. The first section, much 
longer than the second, describes 
the husband’s perspective of their 
marriage. The second section 
narrates the wife’s side of events, 
in response to finding and reading 
her husband’s secret book.

From the second chapter, the 
reader instantly sympathises with 
the husband, “Foulane” as Amina 
calls him. The Arabic word fou-
lane means a person like any other 
and without characteristics.

Addressing himself in the third 
person, Foulane looks at his 
reflection and asks: “What would 
I have done in your place? Kill 
myself? I’m not brave enough for 

that. Would I have refused anyone 
who tried to give me a mirror? 
Yes, that’s it, that’s exactly what I 
would have done!”

Foulane, who suffered a stroke, 
blames Amina for causing him 
undue stress. She “demanded that 
he work harder and harder, under-
estimated his real capacities and 
made him think he could exceed 
his limits”.

In Foulane’s mind, he is  inno-
cent and peaceful, but does not 
question Amina’s motives.

Foulane says: “And what about 
his wife, what had she been up to 
ever since she’d learned the news? 
Would she not try to exact her re-
venge? No, no, he’d promised him-
self he wouldn’t ask those kinds of 
questions. He didn’t want to fight 
with her; he wanted peace, so that 
he could heal.”

At the beginning, their marriage 
seems ideal,  with “not a cloud 
in the sky,” the union of  “the 
happiest couple in the world”. 
Later, however, Amina’s  jealousy 
and mood swings surface. For 
about 170 pages of section one, 
we are shown an aggressive self-
determined woman treating her 
husband badly. Seeing only the 
husband’s perspective, the reader 
sympathises with him.

Section two changes direction, 
giving the perspective of Amina, 
who admits that she was nasty to 
Foulane and proceeds to explain 
why. Amina says: “Before giving 
you my version of events, I must 

warn you that I’m nasty. I wasn’t 
born that way but when people 
attack me, I defend myself by any 
and all means and I give as good 
as I get.”

Her rebellious character is 
reflected in her relationship with 
her father, who wanted her to be 
a shepherdess. While Amina first 
kept to her father’s wishes, she 
later decided to abandon her 
duties and follow her cousin to 
school. Her father thought it 
was pointless for women to be 
educated, whereas her mother 
wanted Amina to continue 
with her studies in order to 
counter the sadness that 
sometimes took hold of her.

Amina claimed Foulane 
only imagined his stroke, 
and was insincere when 
he claimed to love her: 
“He was utterly incapable 
of the slightest praise,” 
Amina says, “He never 
had a kind word to say in 
the morning, no tender-
ness before going to bed, 
nothing. He lived in his 
own world and I had to 
dwell in his shadow and 
cower in it.”

She explained that 
people from Fez, 
where Foulane is from, thought 
of themselves higher than other 
Moroccans. She said her husband 
began silencing her when the 
couple had guests over. He was a 
“cheapskate” and did not like her 

to drink alcohol, which to Moroc-
can men is a sign of a woman’s 
disobedience and liberation, 
Amina said.

Ben Jelloun’s narrative is 
compelling and its events are 
relevant to the dynamics of many 
marriages. However, Foulane’s 
description of his suffering and his 
encounters with other women are 

sometimes overdone 
and tedious.

Nonetheless, 
“The Happy Mar-
riage” provides 
a refreshing look 
at the status of 
women in Morocco, 
stressing the idea 
that everyone, even 
the least educated, 
should be valued for 
their ambition. It also 
considers the effects of 
status and gender in a 
marriage and a remind-
er there are two sides to 
every story.

Ben Jelloun, 72, was 
born in Fez and im-
migrated to France in 
1971. He is a bestselling 
novelist, essayist, critic 
and poet. Among his many 
awards and prizes are the 
Prix Goncourt and the 
International IMPAC Dublin 

Literary Award.

Dunia El-Zobaidi is a regular Arab 
weekly contributor in London.

Dunia 
El-Zobaidi

Books

The novel 
is divided 
into two 
sections: One 
describing 
the 
husband’s 
perspective, 
the second 
the wife’s 
side of 
events.

Ben Jelloun’s 
character 
challenges 
the stereo-
type of an 
uneducated 
housewife.

Book cover 
of Tahar Ben 
Jelloun’s 
“The Happy 
Marriage”.

Biographer seeks to preserve memories of Palestinians
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

F 

ranco-Chilean biographer 
Cristina L’Homme is on a 
mission to collect memo-
ries of elderly Palestinians 
and publish their narra-

tives to share their values, spirit, 
feelings, knowledge and anecdotes.

“When I arrived in Jordan, I began 
to realise that knowing the Palestin-
ian story is crucial for understand-
ing the whole region,” L’Homme 
said. “However, my interest grew as 
I began to hear the stories of those 
who can speak about the last seven 
decades.”

L’Homme said she wanted to 
share the memories of the elderly 
with other people, especially young 
Palestinians in the diaspora.

“When people talk about their 
own experiences, like suffering from 
oppression or losing everything and 
still being able to resist and exist, 
then their stories convey something 
special to the reader and in this case 
the young generation,” she said.

“Their life testimonies are a treas-
ure that is disappearing as they 
die. When they disappear, we lose 
first-hand accounts. That is why I 
thought it is important to collect 
these testimonies of Palestinians 
inside and outside Palestine, includ-
ing those who are living today in 
South America.”

The book is to be published in 
2018 to mark the 70th anniversary of 
the Palestinian exodus known as na-
kba, which means “disaster”, upon 
the creation of the state of Israel in 
1948. It will appear first in Spanish 
and French in Chile and France and 
later in English.

“Our target audience is Spanish-, 
French- and English-speaking peo-
ple worldwide,” L’Homme said. “We 
are also targeting younger Palestin-
ian generations. For example, in 
Chile there are more than 350,000 

Chileans of Palestinian origin who 
are distanced from their roots and 
are searching for them.”

L’Homme said Palestine and the 
story of the Palestinians are unique 
to the region and the world. She has 
completed 25 profiles for the book.

“We have selected people who 
come from various socio-economic 
and religious backgrounds to have a 
better understanding of the diverse 
make-up of Palestinian society,” she 
said.

“We started with a shepherd in 
Palestine and then, step by step, we 
selected people to write about based 
on their specific profiles and diverse 
geographical location: A farmer and 
a lawyer, a doctor and a priest, some 
in [the Palestinian territories], oth-
ers outside.”

Many challenges faced the biog-
rapher, including the precise trans-
mission of the recorded testimonies 
in writing and illustrations.

“The main challenge is to touch, 
with the right words and images, 
those who are far away and do not 
necessarily know what these elders 
have been through in their lives,” 
she said.

“The importance of preserv-
ing the Palestinians’ memories in 
a book is that it can be a tool for 
transmitting the values of a people 
to younger generations who are de-
tached from their roots. By knowing 
their origins, people can better de-
fine their identity, build themselves 
and look forward to their future.”

L’Homme has been writing biog-
raphies for ten years and the choice 

of subjects for her books can be 
summed by the word “noteworthy”.

“I wrote about the wives of cop-
per miners trapped in a mine in 
Chile in 2010. I also wrote the story 
of a young Afro-French man who be-
came a taekwondo champion and a 
famous hip-hop leader. This coming 
month another of my books will be 
published, and it is about a Mexican-
French couple that was kidnapped 
in Colombia,” she said.

The Mapuche — “people of the 
earth” as it literally means — are na-
tives of Chile who found a place in 
L’Homme’s publications.

“Recently, I had the opportunity 
to work in my home country, Chile, 
on a book about Mapuche elders 
who are strongly attached to their 
land and culture,” she said. “The 

book is a compilation of life narra-
tives. Stéphane Herbert, my partner 
on the project, took 200 beautiful 
photographs portraying people’s 
daily lives in rural Araucanía. Our 
aim was to reflect the dignity of the 
Mapuche people,” she said.

L’Homme said technology is a 
good tool but she favours old-fash-
ion paper.

“Nowadays, because of digital 
technology, we are exposed to a 
great deal of information and our 
thinking can lack focus,” she said. 
“I believe that books still have an 
impact on readers, because a book 
concentrates on a specific knowl-
edge that fosters education.”

Roufan Nahhas is a journalist based 
in Jordan.

Rushdieh Hudeib, one of the Palestinian profiles included in 
Cristina L’Homme’s book on Palestinian memories.        (Cristina L’Homme)

Zaki Noursi is among the profiles included in Cristina L’Homme’s 
book on Palestinian memories.                                               (Cristina L’Homme)

The Palestinian 
memories are to be 
published in 2018 to 
mark 70 years since 
the nakba.
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Mirfa

T 

he desert jewel and 
the diva of the Arabian 
Peninsula will soon be 
making its usual annual 
splash.

For lovers of marine sports, 
breathtaking landscapes and na-
ture in its finest form, Al Dhafra Re-
gion has much to offer, including 
a water festival organised by the 
Cultural Programmes and Heritage 
Festivals Committee, taking place 
April 20-29 in the emirate of Abu 
Dhabi.

Centred in the city of Mirfa, the 
Al Dhafra Water Festival offers fam-
ily fun  through competitions and 
other activities.

Director of the festival Obaid 
Khalfan al-Mazrouei said “exten-
sive preparations are taking place 
ahead of the ninth edition”.

He noted that the festival’s name 
was changed from “Al Gharbia Wa-
tersports Festival” to Al Dhafra 
Water Festival, in accordance with 
a decree by UAE President Sheikh 
Khalifa bin Zayed al-Nahyan.

The decree changed the names 
of the Eastern Region in Abu Dhabi 
to Al Ain Region while the Western 
Region is Al Dhafra Region.

“A strategic geographical posi-
tion and a rich historical heritage 
have allowed Al Dhafra to produce 
an exceptional blend of original-
ity and modernity. The region is 

widely recognised as a rich heritage 
site that boasts exclusive histori-
cal treasures and thrilling natural 
landscapes,” Mazrouei said.

The Higher Organising Com-
mittee is betting on an innovative 
preparation and a creative organi-
sation as it highlights the genuine 
aspects of local Emirati culture. 
Visitors are invited to discover the 
customs and traditions of locals 
while exploring the Emirati envi-
ronment and its various character-
istics.

The festival, which takes place 
on Mirfa’s 20,000 sq.-metre beach, 
includes competitions ranging 
from traditional Emirati boat rac-
ing to kite surfing and parasailing 
as well as parachute sailing, swim-
ming, volleyball and beach foot-
ball. There are many exceptional 
heritage activities closely related 
to the marine environment. About 
4,000 participants from 20 coun-
tries are expected to take part.

This year’s Al Dhafra Water Festi-
val coincides with the organisation 
of the inaugural 60ft Dhow Dalma 
Race. Organised by the Abu Dhabi 
Sailing and Yacht Club, the Dalma 
Race will be awarding prizes with a 
total value of nearly $7 million.

In addition to sporting events, 
the festival features a variety of 
other activities, including a tradi-
tional market, offering visitors an 
opportunity to discover the histo-
ry, tradition and customs of locals.

The children’s village features 
games, marine sports, entertain-
ment as well as cultural and herit-
age activities. Competitions and 
workshops are organised to devel-
op the skills of children and boost 
memory.

The activities of the ninth edi-
tion are expected to shed light on 
the significance of Al Dhafra as a 

tourist attraction. Al Dhafra Water 
Festival attracts around 60,000 
visitors annually.

The festival in previous years has 
provided an opportunity for locals 
to explore new cultures, customs 
and traditions by way of interac-
tion with other nationalities.

Al Dhafra is becoming one of the 
UAE’s most popular tourism expe-
riences as it caters to all tastes. It 
is widely known as a home to a di-
verse range of wildlife and is a hot-
spot for hunting with falcons.

The region covers an area of 
40,000 sq.km and comprises sev-
en townships. It is home to the 
Sir Bani Yas Island resorts, Qasr Al 
Sarab desert resort, the Liwa desert 
and several other towns, villages 
and scattered islands.

Some of the towns are in the 
heart of the desert, namely Mahad-
her Liwa, Madinat Zayed, Baynou-
nah and Ghayathi. Others — Mirfa, 
Al Ruwais and Al Sila’a — overlook 

the Arabian Gulf.
Along hundreds of kilometres of 

coastline, the fishing, herding and 
farming settlements can be traced 
back 8,000 years.

Among the renowned islands in 
Al Dhafra is Dalma, a historic pearl-
diving hub. The island has been in-
habited for more than 7,000 years 
and visitors can travel there by 
ferry from Jebel Dhanna.

Abu al Abyad, the largest of 
about 200 islands along the coast of 
the UAE, is a typical offshore island 
where attractions are often related 
to the pearl fishing industry.

Sir Bani Yas Island, which was 
established as a nature reserve by 
the late founder of the UAE Sheikh 
Zayed bin Sultan al-Nahyan, is one 
of the largest islands in UAE and 
more than half of it is dedicated to 
wildlife conservation.

Faith Salama is a Lebanese 
journalist.
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We welcome submissions of 
calendar items related to 
cultural events of interest to 
travellers in the Middle East 
and North Africa.

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

Al Dhafra Water Festival offers 
family fun and excitement
Faith Salama

Emirati girls wearing traditional outfit pose near Mirfa beach, 
outside Abu Dhabi.                    (AFP)

Competitors sail on traditional dhows during the eighth edition of the festival.                               (The Cultural Programmes and Heritage Festivals Committee)

Competitors sailing on boats during the eighth edition of the festival.                  (The Cultural Programmes and Heritage Festivals Committee)

The festival attracts 
around 60,000 
visitors annually.

Dubai: 
April 19- 21

Indiana Jones will be screened 
in the Dubai Opera auditorium, 
accompanied by the 21st Cen-
tury Symphony Orchestra which 
will play all the movie sound-
tracks.

Dougga: 
April 29-30

The first Sound of Stones festi-
val will take place in Dougga, an 
archaeological site in northern 
Tunisia and includes perfor-
mances from international and 
local electronic musicians.

Doha: 
Through May 21

Picasso-Giacometti is an exhibi-
tion that begins at the Fire Sta-
tion Artist in Residence centre 
in Doha. The exhibition includes 
more than 80 works from col-
lections of the Musée National 
Picasso and the Foundation 
Giacometti in Paris, including 
“The She Goat” (1950) by Pablo 
Picasso and Alberto Giacometti’s 
“Tall Woman” (1960).

Beirut: 
Through June 1

Souk El Tayeb is a weekly 
market that hosts more than 60 
producers from across Leba-
non 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 28

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, perfor-
mances and screenings.

Algeria: 
During May

The 18th European Cultural Fes-
tival in Algeria brings together 
artists from more than a dozen 
countries to perform traditional 
rhythms, jazz and flamenco. It 
takes place in Algiers, Tlemcen 
and Constantine.

Palestinian territories: 
May 13-18

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, meet-
ings with authors and artists and 
visits to historic sites.

Dubai: 
May 17-20

The ninth Dubai Tango Festival 
is scheduled for the Meydan 
Hotel and includes various tango 
workshops, milongas along 
with famous tango dancers and 
singers.

Marrakech: 
July 1-31

The annual Marrakech Festival 
of Popular Arts and Folklore 
showcases Moroccan traditions, 
music, dance and costumes 
through the ages. Visitors attend 
concerts, exhibitions and Moroc-
can street troupe performances.


