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T

urkey’s vote for a strong
executive presidency has
left the country divided
and at odds with Europe
at a time when it is embroiled in the Syrian conflict and
seeking to balance good ties with
both Russia and the United States.
The April 16 referendum win
gives the president powers to control the budget, appoint ministers,
dismiss parliament, declare a state
of emergency and rule by decree.
Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan said he needs the powers
to revive the sluggish economy and
overcome terrorism threats from
the Islamic State (ISIS), Kurdish
separatists and US-based Islamist
preacher Fethullah Gulen.
Victory for Erdogan was achieved
by a narrow margin; 51,4% voted
“yes” and 48,6% “no”.
Voting patterns reflected the
deep divisions within Turkish society between the more cosmopolitan, educated, wealthy and secular big cities and Aegean coastal
regions, which voted against the
changes, and the more pious, conservative Anatolian hinterland,
which has formed the bedrock of
Erdogan support for nearly two
decades.
Secular Turks fear Erdogan will
use his new powers to further the
Islamisation of society, restrict
freedoms and crack down further
still on dissent.
The opposition said vote counting rules were changed and ballot
boxes stuffed with “yes” votes. The
Organisation for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) said
the “lack of equal opportunities,
one-sided media coverage and limitations on fundamental freedoms
created an unlevel playing field”
for the referendum.
The president said the OSCE
should “know its place”.

Enduring schism. “No” supporters march in Istanbul to submit a petition calling for the annulment of
the Turkish referendum, on April 18.
(AFP)
Erdogan would have taken heart
though from a call to congratulate
him from US President Donald
Trump.
Whatever the personal chemistry between the populist presidents, the countries with the two
biggest armies in NATO are divided
by US support for Kurdish fighters
in Syria, the US refusal to hand over
Gulen and Erdogan’s rapprochement with Russia.
With Europe Erdogan is likely to
have a tougher task after accusing
its leaders of behaving like Nazis.
However, tensions with Europe

are likely to boost Erdogan’s popularity at home and strengthen his
position. The president said in his
victory speech he could call another referendum on whether Turkey
should abandon efforts to join the
European Union. He also said he
could order a vote bringing back
the death penalty. The European
Union said that would mean the
end of Turkey’s entry bid.
Erdogan has some leverage with
the European Union and could carry out his threat to abandon a deal
to stop the 3 million Syrians in Turkey from heading to Europe.

Secular Turks fear Erdogan will use his new
powers to further the Islamisation of society and
restrict freedoms.

Turkish troops have been
blocked in Syria and prevented
from taking part in the US-backed
push to take the ISIS capital Raqqa.
At home, opposition leaders
have taken heart from the narrow
referendum result.
“This large an opposition is
hard for Erdogan to ignore,” wrote
Aykan Erdemir, a senior fellow at
the Foundation for Defence of Democracies.
“The biggest risk for Erdogan is
that voters will hold him personally responsible: By making himself
the country’s sole decision-maker,
he has left them no one to blame
but himself.”
Stephen Quillen is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis.
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Jordan wary about jihadists wishing to return home
Mamoon Alabbasi

London

T

he fate of Jordanian fighters wishing to return home
after fighting in Syria and
Iraq is back in the spotlight.
There were two main reasons why
Jordanians could be returning, observers said: Disillusionment with
the Islamic State (ISIS) and the militants’ expected loss of the strongholds of Mosul in Iraq and Raqqa in
Syria.
Jordan said it was taking security
measures ahead of their expected
return. “The returnees will be dealt
in accordance with the law and by
trials where their individual cases
would be assessed,” Jordanian Information Minister Mohammad alMomani told the Emirati newspaper
al-Bayan.
No foreign fighter has returned to
Jordan since 2013, Hasan Abu Hanya, an expert on extremist groups,

told al-Bayan. From 2011 to 2013,
250 fighters returned to Jordan but,
because they were put in prison,
additional returnees were unlikely,
added Abu Hanya.

There are no accurate numbers for
Jordanians who joined the ranks of
ISIS or al-Qaeda. A report released in
January by the US Congressional Research Service said nearly 4,000 Jor-

On alert. A 2016 file picture shows Jordanian security forces
standing guard near the Crusader Castle following an Islamic
State attack that killed ten people.

(AFP)

danians had joined ISIS since 2011.
However, some researchers cast
doubt on the accuracy of the report.
Aron Lund, a fellow at the Century
Foundation, a US-based think-tank,
traced the 4,000 figure to a report in
February 2016 by the Firil Centre for
Studies, which he branded a “proAssad website run by a Syrian expat
in Germany.”
“The report is easily identifiable
as propagandistic bogus, being full
of made-up figures and overstating
the real number of foreign fighters
[in Syria] by approximately a factor
of ten,” Lund said on Twitter.
The Firil report was cited by al
Ghad, a Jordanian newspaper, in
August 2016, which in turn was
cited by the Lawfare website — and
published in cooperation with the
Brookings Institution — mistakenly
branding the findings as “new data,”
Lund said.

Lawfare’s figures were included in
the Congressional Research Service
report, which was itself reported by
al Ghad with “shock and dismay” as
a new study, added Lund.
Analysts have pointed out a number of factors that help in the spread
of extremism, from poverty to promoting radical ideology via social
media, among others.
“Nearly every expert asked about
the drivers of violent extremism in
Jordan mentioned injustice and corruption,” wrote Anne Speckhard in
a report on the causes of radicalisation in Jordan published by the International Centre for the Study of
Violent Extremism.
Mamoon Alabbasi is an Arab
Weekly contributing editor in
London.

Wariness about returning jihadists
in Egypt and Tunisia
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Rocky days ahead after Turkey referendum
Constanze Letsch

Istanbul

O

ne of the crucial questions after the narrow win
of the “yes” camp in the
referendum on constitutional change in Turkey is
how the country’s relationships with
foreign allies will proceed following
the bruising election campaign.
Election results show that 51.4%
of voters in Turkey agreed to Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s
long-time plans to greatly expand
his powers and 48.6% voted against
him.
Turkey’s relationship with the
European Union has reached an alltime low. Its diplomatic links with
Germany and the Netherlands have
become especially bitter after Erdogan accused both countries of “Nazi
tactics” following the cancellation of
referendum campaign rallies in German and Dutch cities.
Suspicions of election fraud in the
April 16 referendum, supported by
two major international observation
missions from the Organisation for
Security and Co-operation in Europe
(OSCE) and the Council of Europe,
cast further shadows on bilateral
ties. Meanwhile, some Turkish government officials have signalled a
wish to mend relations.

Erdogan has not
given any indications
of reconciliation.
Turkey’s Minister of European
Union Affairs Omer Celik, before the
vote, said he offered to meet with EU
leaders to discuss the future of Turkish relations with the bloc. “We have
reached the lowest point in the crisis
with the EU,” he said. “To get out of
that, what I have proposed to them is
that a summit is needed.”
Deputy Prime Minister Mehmet
Simsek also struck an appeasing
tone, telling Reuters after the referendum that bilateral relations with
the European Union would “be an
area of common interest” following
the referendum and that the “noise
between Ankara and Europe should
die down.”
It remains to be seen if the noise,
or indeed EU-Turkish relations, will
fizzle. Erdogan has not given any indications of reconciliation. Ahead of
the crucial vote, he said in a Turkish

broadcast that Turkey would review
its relationship with the European
Union, criticising the fact that his
country had been left waiting at the
bloc’s door for too long.
In an earlier statement, Erdogan
said Turkey was ready to continue
economic relations but that political and administrative issues might
have to be reviewed. “We don’t have
a problem with investors,” he said at
a joint broadcast of CNN Turk and
Kanal D in March. “We opened the
way for investors and we will continue doing so.”
At the same time, Erdogan’s aggressive anti-EU rhetoric was one of
his main tactics during the election
campaign. Analysts said the Turkish president would prefer to sustain
economic ties with the bloc via the
existing Customs Union but ditch
human rights obligations and rules
that come with accession talks to the
European Union.
Erdogan has said he might put the
continuation of the talks to a public
vote, possibly putting an end to Turkey’s membership bid. “We will hold
a referendum on April 16,” he said.
“After that we might hold a Brexitlike referendum on the negotiations
[with the European Union].”
Erdogan threatened to reinstate
capital punishment, which would
put an immediate end to EU accession talks.
Security analyst and Al-Monitor
writer Metin Gurcan suggested that
EU governments and Turkey might
reach an agreement on how to keep
bilateral ties alive. The modernisation of the EU-Turkey Customs Union, in place since December 1995,
and close cooperation on counterterrorism and security issues would
provide grounds for sustaining the
strained relationship between Brussels and Ankara.
A full implementation of the contentious refugee deal, sealed in
March 2016, would also help to mend
Turkish-European ties, Gurcan said.
The Turkish government agreed to
keep hundreds of thousands of refugees and migrants fleeing conflicts
and hardship in the Middle East and
beyond from going to Europe in exchange for $3.2 billion in aid and the
lifting of short-term visa requirements on Turkish citizens.
Turkey has criticised the European Union for failing to implement
the visa liberalisation policy and accused the bloc of dragging its feet on
its commitments. Turkish Foreign
Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu repeat-

Divided under the banner. Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan delivers a speech to his
supporters at the Presidential Palace in Ankara, on April 17.
edly warned that Turkey would cancel the agreement if the European
Union did not follow up on its promise. On April 14, he told Turkish media that Ankara would push for the
implementation of visa-free travel
after the referendum.
Human Rights groups have
slammed the deal for violating the
rights of refugees and for making
the European Union blind and mute
regarding the suppression of civil
rights and freedoms in Turkey.
“This deal was made to protect
borders, not refugees,” said Andrew
Gardner, Turkey researcher for Amnesty International, “but [the deal]
also bought the silence of Turkey’s
allies within the European Union
regarding the sharply deteriorating
human rights situation in Turkey. It
has meant that the realpolitik of preventing migration flows of refugees
and migrants from Turkey has rendered European governments silent
to the crackdown on civil society in
Turkey that has happened over the
past several years but especially after the attempted coup in July last
year.”
One Turkish human rights lawyer,
who wished to remain anonymous,
said the Turkish opposition felt

caught between the international
community’s failure to apply punishment for human rights violations,
Turkey’s targeting of those who dare
to criticise Erdogan and ongoing repression in the country.
“If Turkey does not comply with
decisions by the European Court of
Human Rights, for example, what
can be done?” he asked. “Turkey
could be thrown out of the Council
of Europe but that is neither in their
interest nor in that of the Turkish opposition.”
An end to accession talks to the
European Union would be similarly
dismal.
Europe also needs to rely on Turkey as a vital partner in NATO, especially in security operations against
the Islamic State in Syria and Iraq.
Turkey’s relationship with the military bloc, however, has been equally
strained, especially after Turkey
temporarily banned German politicians from visiting German troops at
the Incirlik airbase in Adana, Turkey.
It is not only the European Union
that has been in Erdogan’s line of
fire. Turkey’s relationship with another NATO ally, the United States,
will remain under close scrutiny.
Erdogan is expected to meet with

(AFP)

US President Donald Trump in May.
US-Turkish relations have been under immense strain due to America’s support for Kurdish militias in
Syria that Turkey classifies as terrorists and the status of Islamic cleric
Fethullah Gulen, whom Ankara
blames for the coup attempt of July
2016. Gulen lives in the United States
and Turkey has requested he be extradited.
Turkey has mended ties with
Moscow but not to the extent Ankara would have liked. Just like the
United States, Russia supports the
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) sister organisation in Syria, the People’s
Protection Units (YPG). However,
Gurcan argued that the referendum
result might strengthen cooperation between Erdogan and Russian
President Vladimir Putin, both authoritarian and populist leaders, especially regarding security strategies
in the Middle East.
Many things remain unclear following the referendum but it is certain that the upcoming months will
prove to be rocky for Turkey and the
region.
Constanze Letsch is a contributor
to The Arab Weekly in Istanbul.

Recep the Resolute, Turkey’s new sultan

View poi nt

Rashmee
Roshan Lall

O

rhan Pamuk, Nobel
literature laureate
and one of the
greatest contemporary chroniclers of
Istanbul, once asked
if the city’s takeover by the
Muslim Ottomans represented
conquest or decline. Opinions on
the historical events of 1453 are
divided, Pamuk mused, by
whether you’re standing in the
east or the west of the city. In
western Istanbul, the Ottoman
victory is seen as the fall of
Constantinople. For easterners, it
is always the conquest of Istanbul.
Something similar, if on a larger
national stage, may be said of Turkey after President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan’s narrow win in the April
16 referendum. The proposed
constitutional changes will swell
the president’s powers to almost
grotesque proportions.
Is it a conquest over Turkey’s
coup-prone army or a manifesta-

Authoritarianisation aims to
project the glowing façade of
democracy while preventing any
examination of its hollowed-out
interior.

tion of the country’s democratic
decline?
Was the referendum’s 51.4%
“yes” result a test of wills between
rural and urban Turkey? Three
of its largest cities — Istanbul,
Ankara and Izmir — voted against
Erdogan’s proposed changes but
the conservative heartland was in
favour.
Was it a struggle between simple
pious folks and sophisticated secular ones?
Was it a contest between a dying
old order and a new one struggling
to be born?
The oft-expressed fear is that
Erdogan’s constitutional changes
will allow him to style himself as a
neo-Ottoman sultan, brooking no
dissent or questioning and seeking
to rule by diktat and fiat, the secular fatwa of elected autocrats.
The unstated fear is that the
secular fatwa will become the
template for a region in which
democratisation is either patchy
or ignored outright. Roiled by
uprisings that were once collectively and hopefully dubbed the
“Arab spring,” governments in the
Middle East and North Africa have
been treading softly for the past
five years, without much enthusiasm for more inclusive politics or
visionary reform. Could Erdogan’s

Turkey serve as a role model?
Once upon a time, Erdogan
seemed to think it could. He presented Turkey as the ideal model
for the region because it offered
a unique blend of Western-style
democracy and Islam. He declared
as much in September 2012 at his
Justice and Development Party’s
annual conference in Ankara. Erdogan told the party and a hundred
foreign guests, including Egypt’s
then president, Muhammad Morsi,
that Turkey had “become a role
model for Muslim countries.”
Just ten months later, Morsi,
Egypt’s first democratically elected
president, was gone, having been
ousted by the army.
Erdogan appears to have learnt
some of the right lessons from
Morsi’s downfall. First, that it is
important to curb the powers of
the military, especially in Turkey,
which has had four successful
coups since 1960, one coup conspiracy and last year’s failed attempt. To the extent that Erdogan’s
constitutional changes make a
military coup less likely, they actually strengthen democracy.
However, by allowing Turkey’s
powerful new executive presidency
to reign supreme instead, Erdogan
may have created Version 2.0 of
the Turkish model he once praised.

Erdogan
knows that
his greatest
asset is a
fragmented
opposition.

This recommends having elections
to consolidate power as well as to
undermine institutional checks and
balances.
Erdogan, of course, cannot patent this idea. It is old (remember
Hugo Chavez in Venezuela?) and
it is well-worn (Vladimir Putin has
been using it to devastating effect
in Russia) but it is an interesting
innovation for the region because it
blends the process of democracy —
elections, a genuine contest — with
the undermining of democratic
norms, such as checks and balances, a free press and healthy political
debate.
This phenomenon has a long
name — authoritarianisation — but
it has a brutally short agenda.
It aims to project the glowing façade of democracy while preventing examination of its hollowedout interior.
It is a seductive idea. The tragedy
would be if Recep the Resolute,
Turkey’s new sultan, manages not
only to dismantle democracy at
home but to hawk this bill of goods
around the region.
Rashmee Roshan Lall is a
columnist for The Arab Weekly.
Her blog can be found at
www.rashmee.com and she is on
Twitter: @rashmeerl.
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Questions about
Erdogan’s future
path at home and
abroad
Stephen Starr

Istanbul

T

hat Turkish President
Tayyip Erdogan and the
Justice and Development
Party (AKP) government
won a constitutional referendum by such a fine margin
means Turkey will remain a country
at odds with itself and divisions are
going to deepen.
The divisions on show have roots
that long precede the months of
campaign mud-slinging, during
which Erdogan referred to those in
the “no” camp as “opponents of Islam” and liars.
Those on the “no” side vowed
vengeance. The co-chairman of the
Kurdish-rooted Peoples’ Democratic Party (HDP) Selahattin Demirtas pledged from his prison cell to
“hold them to account in front of a
fair judiciary”.
What’s left are 78 million Turks
polarised by the rhetoric of their political leaders.

The notion that a
free poll represents
the true will of the
Turkish nation is a
fallacy, pure and
simple.
Injustice is a theme of life in
modern-day Turkey. The government and its supporters have railed
against Europe, the United States,
cleric Fethullah Gulen and others.
Leftists and those who oppose the
AKP claim a fascist entity has taken

over their beloved republic and is
changing, for the worse, their country crafted by Mustafa Kemal Ataturk from the ashes of the Ottoman
Empire.

Beyond its borders,
today’s divided
Turkey is a challenge
to both the West and
the region.
The rise of Erdogan’s brand of political Islam has left many secular
Turks, who for decades held political control, with soul-searching to
do. Its bases, including the military
and high-level business circles,
have been decimated by the AKP.
For republican politics to stay relevant, it has drifted towards religiosity.
Many secular elites have had the
luxury of being able to disengage
from politics in their daily lives
(tarnished by the entry of religion,
as they see it), unlike during the
dictatorships of the 1970s, ‘80s and
‘90s. That is because Erdogan’s governments have done an outstanding job of delivering a functioning
economy and money to their pockets. The holiday resorts and bars
across western Turkey and in liberal
districts of the major cities have,
despite terrorist threats, coped very
well indeed.
Beyond its borders, today’s divided Turkey is a challenge to both
the West and the region. As long as
Ankara goes after the main Kurdish armed group in northern Syria,
Washington will continue to have
headaches in its search to eradicate
the Islamic State (ISIS) and bring

One-man show. A Turkish citizen living in Hungary casts his vote at the Turkish Embassy in
Budapest, on April 9.
peace to the war-torn country. And
as long as Turkey stays dependent on Russian and Iranian energy
sources, tensions among those regional powers will continue to simmer.
There is also Ankara’s spat with
Europe, which observers are split
over whether it serves Turkey’s interest to maintain. “As long as the
rules of the European club are perceived as impositions on Turkey,
no progress can be expected and
negotiations will remain in limbo.
That may suit Ankara for the time
being,” wrote Marc Pierini, a visiting scholar at Carnegie Europe. The
broader point is that Turkey’s political leadership remains anything but
predictable today.
Perhaps there is an argument to
be made that a divided electorate

is the price for living in a functioning democracy. After all, Americans
elected Donald Trump and Britain
voted to leave the European Union.
Turks can vote in relatively clean
elections and referendums, yet
when one side finds many of its political leaders imprisoned and the
media landscape heavily weighed
against it, the notion that a free poll
represents the true will of the Turkish nation is a fallacy, pure and simple.
The question is how the president
will set about shaping the country
before the next presidential election
in 2019. Will the government ease up
on attacks against separatist Kurds
and restart talks so that a peace settlement may finally be agreed?
Will Ankara tone down the fractious rhetoric directed towards its

(AP)

only essential partner — Europe — or
continue its accusations, just to appeal to its base?
Where might Erdogan find his
next target, having rooted out every
apparent possible enemy, real and
imagined? Can the foundation on
which the republic was established
nearly a century ago be maintained
by those who disagree with Erdogan’s vision for the country? Will
there be anyone left with a voice to
defend it?
The coming weeks and months
will be intriguing in Turkey, though
there is little doubt one man will be
at the centre of it all.
Stephen Starr is the author of
“Revolt in Syria: Eye-Witness to the
Uprising” and has lived in Syria and
Turkey since 2007.

Erdogan’s win, Turkey’s loss
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Yavuz Baydar

“

I

t doesn’t matter if you
win the match 5-0 or
1-0,” Turkish President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan
said in an interview
with CNN International after a referendum vote
increased his powers. “The
ultimate goal is to win the game.”
A row erupted April 16 — the
day of the vote — over what was
alleged to be widescale fraud as
even unstamped ballots were declared valid by the High Electoral
Board while voting went on. The
protests increased when international election monitors said the
referendum had taken place on
an “unlevel playing field, with an
inadequate legal framework.”
Such reactions passed over
Erdogan’s head swiftly. In a typical
reaction, he used Turkish proverbs
meaning the same thing: ”Do not
beat the air” and ”It is too late
now.”
This is vintage Erdogan, who has
mastered his skills in defiance of
rules and regulations. Therefore,
there was something awkward in
the opposition’s reaction to his
challenges, as if they were entirely
new.
What has taken place since April
16 is a repetition of what happened
when Erdogan won the presidential elections — again with a small
majority, 51.7% of the vote — and
refused, in defiance of the law, to
resign immediately from his posts
as prime minister and party leader.

Turkey has entered a dark
tunnel, with no light at the
other end.

That was on August 10, 2014. It was
the same opposition, led by the
secular Republican People’s Party
(CHP), that cried foul and took the
case to the Supreme Court, which
eventually rejected it.
From then on, emboldened by a
meek top judiciary, Erdogan led the
country, in breach of the constitution, as a partial president. The
recent referendum simply gave
legitimacy to autocratic rule. Those
in opposition, once more seeking
justice in an apparently compromised top judiciary, will most likely
end up with another defeat. The
CHP has failed to draw the conclusions that legalism in a country
where rule of law no longer applies
is simply meaningless.
The core matter for the opposition was to find an efficient way to
block the paths for the referendum
to take place, such as en masse
resignations from parliament, to
force Erdogan’s hand by snap elections. However, it was doomed as
soon as it accepted to be part of his
game.
This is not to say that what the
“no” camp on the referendum
achieved is to be belittled. Against
the odds, it managed to shatter the
ground on which Erdogan stands.
The anti-Erdogan camp showed
that it constituted more or less
half of the society and also made it
clear to the world that the crisisand-division politics led by the
president left Turkey fragmented
into three parts: Secular-centrist
western Anatolia and the southern
coasts, the pious heartland and a
solid Kurdish south-east.
Regardless of the corrosive
dispute over it, the result — 51.41%

voted “yes” — that granted Erdogan unchecked executive powers leaves the questions: Will he be
able to hold the country together
and carry it through stability? To
do that, will he lower his temperature and adopt a softer line vis-àvis his domestic opponents and
the international community?
Erdogan’s timetable makes
them rather urgent to address. The
passed constitutional amendments
require that there be presidential
elections in August 2019, possibly
along with local and general elections. The April 16 results put him
under additional pressure. Those
who have carefully followed this
masterful politician, who perfected
skills to turn a defeat to a victory,
may be right when they predict
that there is nothing to stop him.
Erdogan knows that he has the
European leaders on his side, albeit
discreetly. “We need him,” said a
top European diplomat. “There is
much business on various areas, so
do not expect any confrontation,
no matter what.”
As compared to pre-coup attempt, Erdogan now has a perfect
tool in his hands, the state of emergency, which he can extend as he
pleases, with a powerful majority
of his party in parliament. That the
first step he took after the referendum was to extend the state of
emergency by three months should
be a hint of what to expect.
With most of the obstacles out
of his way, Erdogan can focus even
more deeply on a cleansing within
his party. He most certainly will go
on using fierce language against
current and newly invented enemies, a tactic he sees as necessary

Erdogan
knows that
his greatest
asset is a
fragmented
opposition.

to keep his supporting masses
around him.
There should be no doubt that
Erdogan will use emergency rule
to continue to crush the opposition, including the secular CHP,
as soon as he sees a threat for the
next elections. His insistence on
reintroducing the death penalty is
meant to spread fear among dissenters.
Erdogan knows that his greatest
asset is a fragmented opposition
whose various factions are deeply
hostile to each other. He would
predict it to remain that way. He
has succeeded to play them against
each other and will probably see
to it that the rest of the deputies of
the pro-Kurdish Peoples’ Democratic Party (HDP) also end up in
jail.
The Kurdish issue challenges the
stability argument Erdogan has
hunted votes for. While secular
Turks will remain silently defiant to his rule, the conflict with
the Kurds, within and outside
Turkey’s borders, and a losing
game with Syria, will be the main
factor undermining stability and
predictability. Erdogan is stuck
with a militarist methodology and
militarists surrounding him are
entrenched like vultures.
Turkey has entered a dark tunnel, with no light at the other end.
If the last year’s coup attempt was
a blow to Turkey’s dreams for a
democratic order, April 16 caused
enormous trauma. Erdogan has
won, Turkey has lost.
Yavuz Baydar is a Turkish
journalist and occasional
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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Returning jihadists, Egypt’s latest security threat
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

F

ighters returning from
Syria, Iraq and Libya fuel
Egypt’s wave of terrorist
attacks and are expected
to be the country’s largest security threat, security experts
said.
“Those returning from the front
lines in Syria, Iraq and Libya have
their fingerprints in the latest string
of terrorist attacks in our country,”
said Nabil Naeem, a former jihadist
who is now considered an expert
on jihadist groups. “These people are dangerous in that they are
hardened by years of fighting in
these volatile countries and are capable of posing a tangible threat to
Egypt’s security.”
The Interior Ministry said hundreds of Egyptians were reported
to have travelled to Syria, Libya and
Iraq and joined various militant
groups, including the Islamic State
(ISIS). There is no accurate estimate
of the number of Egyptians who
were recruited.

The problem is that
most of those
returning from the
front lines do not
have criminal
records in
Egypt.

”

Nabil Naeem, a former jihadist
The fighters are returning to
Egypt as ISIS loses territory in Iraq
and Syria and is defeated in battle
in Libya. Some of them are reported to have entered Egypt in secret
from Libya and Sudan or through
other countries.
Experts said those returning may

wish to start their own jihad in their
home country. Developments in
the past months support that line
of thought. The attacker who set
off a bomb in a church in the northern coastal city of Alexandria on
April 9 was reported to have fought
with ISIS in Syria before he returned
to Egypt.

Fighters returning
from Syria, Iraq and
Libya fuel Egypt’s
wave of terrorist
attacks.
In February, security forces arrested a man whose job was to liaise between militant groups affiliated with the Muslim Brotherhood
and the ISIS branch in Sinai and between those returning from Syria,
Iraq and Libya, on one hand, and
ISIS Sinai, on the other.
“Tracking down and preventing
the entry or arresting those returning from these war zones is, in fact,
the main task of security agencies
these days,” said retired police general Farouk Megrahi. “Apart from
their vast fighting experiences,
these returnees have a strong ability to attract recruits to them, which
threatens to widen the scope of
danger.”
The Interior Ministry refused to
comment on the measures it is taking to track returning jihadists.
Media reports said the ministry recently formed a new section whose job is to determine the
names of those who travelled to
Syria, Jordan, Turkey, Iraq, Lebanon and Libya in the past six years.
The section is also to take measures
to prevent their return or arrest
them.
Special security points were also
set up at Egypt’s airports, seaports
and land border points to find returning jihadists and question

On the look-out. Egyptian policemen keep watch from a police vehicle at Cairo airport.
them before allowing them into the
country.
Egypt is not among the top countries where ISIS gets its foreign recruits, according to a 2016 study by
the National Bureau for Economic
Research, a US non-profit private
organisation. Most ISIS recruits are
from Tunisia, Saudi Arabia, Russia,
Turkey and Jordan, the study said.
This, however, is the age of globalised jihad, security experts said,
which is why the readiness of ISIS
recruits to fight in foreign lands is
worrying.
Some ISIS operatives from Raqqa,
the radical organisation’s selfproclaimed capital in Syria, mas-

queraded as foreign tourists and
sneaked into Sinai to join the ISIS
branch there and provide training
and expertise, newspaper reports
said.
When the Egyptian Army raided
the Mount Halal region, an area
stretching from the north-eastern
to western Sinai and known as
Egypt’s “Tora Bora” among security experts, officers participating in
the raid found passports of foreign
fighters.
Naeem said some ISIS Sinai leaders were his former comrades in
Afghanistan. He added that those
leaders have unlimited abilities in
attracting new recruits, especially

(AFP)

those returning from countries like
Libya, Iraq and Syria, and making them part of their plans inside
Egypt.
“The problem is that most of
those returning from the front lines
in these countries do not have criminal records in Egypt,” Naeem said.
“This is why it will be difficult for
security agencies to recognise them
once they come back, especially if
they enter Egypt secretly or when
they come back from a country not
having shared borders with any of
these volatile states.”
Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian
reporter based in Cairo.
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Testimony. Author Hedi Yahmed presents his book in Tunis, on March 23.
Fahem’s time “fighting and living in
Raqqa” as well as his “upbringing,
childhood and adolescence,” lands
at the centre of the controversy.
While it paints a compelling portrait of a troubled ISIS jihadist, who
is unsure whether to blame his
mother or the Tunisian government
for his descent, the writing is shallow and disjointed, making the plot
difficult to follow.
The book reads like a weak imitation of Jean-Paul Sartre’s “Nausea,”
which tells the story of French writer Antoine Roquentin, who is tormented by his own existence.
Unlike Roquentin’s philosophical quest that laid the groundwork
for Sartre’s existentialist framework, Fahem’s path ends in extremism as he resigns himself to

the ideology of radical Islam even
after experiencing first-hand the
caliphate’s brutality.
“It is certain that I find out
throughout my experience that the
model of the just and fair Islamic
state is collapsing,” Fahem said. “It is
true that the dream I came from afar
to realise, leaving behind my loved
ones, is becoming stained. Several
friends shared my concerns.”
Despite these admissions, Fahem
shows no remorse for the victims of
the wars he was part of nor does he
express regret over the thousands of
lives that were ruined. Instead, he
repeatedly boasts about his role in
Syria’s and Iraq’s killing fields.
What Fahem said he does regret,
however, is not killing members
of Tunisian security forces before

(Reuters)

he left the country. By his account,
Fahem’s path to ISIS via Libya and
Turkey was as smooth as a sultan’s
carpet.
“I took part in razzias (raids),”
Fahem said. “I witnessed the thickening blood of horror. I was stifled
by the gunpowder. I walked into human body parts strewn over battlefields. I was jolted by explosions of
booby-trapped vehicles.
“This is the law of wars for which
we flocked into in the thousands. If
we do not kill, we get killed. It is better to forget about this now.”
Yahmed said Fahem’s tale is not
unique. “Many share his view,” the
writer said.
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis.
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Iraqi forces make fresh gains in western Mosul
The Arab Weekly staff

London

I

raqi forces retook two more
neighbourhoods in western
Mosul, tightening the noose
around Islamic State (ISIS) militants holed up in the Old City,
commanders said.
“The forces completed the liberation of Al-Thawra neighbourhood,”
Sabah al-Noman, spokesman for
the elite Counterterrorism Service,
told Agence France-Presse (AFP).
An officer with federal police
forces deployed in western Mosul
confirmed that the neighbourhood,
which lies just west of the Old City,
had been retaken from ISIS.
The Joint Operations Command
coordinating the fight against ISIS
nationwide said the Nasr neighbourhood was also retaken.

The battle could turn
into a humanitarian
catastrophe.
Raed Shakir Jawdat, the head of
Iraq’s Federal Police, said in a statement that Iraqi forces had killed a
senior ISIS operative, suspected to
have been in charge of chemical
weapons for the group in Mosul, in
a missile strike in the Zanjili neighbourhood.
A US official said Iraqi forces
working alongside US and Australian military advisers had been targeted in an ISIS attack that used a
low-level chemical agent in western Mosul. US Army Major-General
Joseph Martin said nobody died in
the attack.
Iraqi forces last October launched
their largest operation in years to
retake Mosul. They captured the
side of the city east of the Tigris
River in January and began a push
on ISIS fighters in western Mosul,
which is more densely populated
and has seen fierce fighting.
Heavy exchanges of gunfire and
mortar rounds could be heard from
the neighbourhoods facing the Old
City across the Tigris, which bisects

The long road to Mosul. Members of the Iraqi federal police flash the victory sign in western Mosul, on April 21.
Mosul into western and eastern
sides.
Iraqi Federal Police forces “are
engaged in difficult, house-tohouse clashes with [ISIS] fighters
inside the Old City,” a media officer
from the units told Reuters.
Drones are used to help direct air
strikes on militants dug in amid civilians, he said.
ISIS “fighters are within range.
We’re tracking them day and night,”
Salah al-Zuheiri, a sniper with the
Iraqi Federal Police who had taken
up a position 300 metres from the
Al-Nuri Mosque, told AFP.
ISIS, however, also has snipers.
“A few days ago, a jihadist fired at
me but he hit the wall behind me,”
said Zuheiri. “I located his position

and shot him down quickly.”
On the west bank, Iraqi forces
control southern neighbourhoods
and are slowly surrounding the Old
City, which has narrow streets that
are expected to make military operations difficult.
An estimated 400,000 civilians
are believed to be in the area, unwilling or unable to leave because
any escape would be too dangerous
or because militants are using them
as human shields.
The United Nations says some
600,000 civilians remain in ISISheld sectors, which include twothirds of the Old City.
The war between ISIS and Iraqi
forces is taking a heavy toll on civilians trapped in the city, with se-

verely malnourished babies reaching hospitals in government-held
areas.
The fighting has killed several
thousands of civilians and fighters on both sides, aid organisations
said. More than 327,000 people
have fled in the past six months.
Nearly 500,000 people have left
their homes since October.
The battle could turn into the
worst humanitarian catastrophe in
the war against ISIS, the United Nations warned.
“If there is a siege and hundreds
of thousands of people don’t have
water and don’t have food, they
will be at enormous risk,” UN humanitarian coordinator for Iraq Lise
Grande told Reuters.

(AFP)

“We could be facing a humanitarian catastrophe, perhaps the worst
in the entire conflict,” said Grande.
“Families… tell us that they are being shot at as they are escaping. It’s
terrifying.”
The Iraqi Army has built a pontoon bridge over the Tigris south
of Mosul, after flooding blocked all
crossing points. The bridge is being
used as an escape route for families
fleeing the fighting.
Long queues formed at the bridge
with families crossing in public
buses, trucks and taxis.
“The sheer volume of civilians
still fleeing Mosul city is staggering,” said Grande. “Mosul has
pushed us to our operational
limits.”

Nostalgia dominates Iraqi Ba’ath conference in Spain
Karen Dabrowska

Oviedo, Spain

I

raq should be rebuilt by the
Ba’ath Party. It is the only organisation that is in every village, the only structure left in
the country. That was the view
of Ali Sharoukh, the youth representative to the Iraqi Expatriates
Conference in north-western Spain
in early April.
About 300 expats living in the
United States, Europe and Latin
American and Asian countries
stood in silence as the old Iraqi national anthem was played. Saddam
Hussein cast a watchful eye over
the gathering from an enormous
picture in a gold frame projected
onto a screen in the massive conference hall with 2,000 regal dark blue
seats and a marble floor.
Ageing, elegantly dressed men
and women, who carried themselves with dignity and pride, remembered an Iraq long gone. Tears
fell as some gazed, forlorn and sad,
at a map decorated with the lion of
Babylon and palm trees. Iraq was
in their hearts but it was the Iraq
of yesterday. “Life for these people
has stopped,” a conference participant said. “They have come from
the cave of history.”
Support from the host city was
overwhelming with traditional
Spanish musicians welcoming the
participants, including 50 representatives of foreign and Arab organisations, as the mayor of Oviedo
opened the proceedings and repre-

sentatives from the local authority
waxed lyrically about Andalusia, a
melting pot of cultures.
A spokesman for the Committee
for the Support of the Arab Cause in
Spain emphasised that the conference was bringing Arab and Spanish
people together. “Many Iraqi people had to flee from slaughter and
human right violations. We open
our hearts to them,” he said.
Many of the sessions over a 3-day
period were high on rhetoric and
emotional speeches. An Iraqi woman, in a splendid traditional, green
gallivare with gold threads, spoke
of a strong, proud Iraq that is facing the daggers aimed at it. “It is the
Iraq of Sumeria, the Iraq of great
battles,” she said.
There was frequent mention of
the Battle of al-Qadisiyyah, a decisive fight in 636AD between the
Arab Muslim army and the Sassanid

Persian army.
The Iraqi Expatriates Organisation, which organised the conference, was set up in 1994 by
Saddam’s regime to create a pressure group to campaign against
economic sanctions imposed in
1991 following the invasion of Kuwait. This was the 11th conference
that has been dominated by exBa’athists.
Young Iraqis, some born in exile and who had never seen their
parents’ homeland, attended full
of enthusiasm and idealism. They
abandoned the slogans and traditional political rhetoric and advocated setting up an organisation for
expatriate youth as well as international Iraqi Arab pressure groups
and a television channel for Arab
and Iraqi expatriates.
Abdel Moneim Al-Mulla, the secretary-general of the conference,

Nostalgia lives on. Conference panel discussing prospects for
Iraq future.
(Iraqi Trade Link News)

said the participants’ message was
that what is happening in Iraq does
not reflect the true image of the
country. “The government is made
up of stooges and slaves to other
countries,” he said.
The declaration of principles issued at the end of the conference
called for an end to the Iranian
occupation of Iraq, the removal
of all remnants of the US occupation, rejection of and resistance to
all kinds of influence and foreign
intervention and resistance to the
terrorist organisations represented
by armed sectarian militias. (An anti-government Iraqi website calling
itself the Foreign Relations Bureau
– Iraq- United Kingdom published
a paper listing 60 Iranian-backed
militias in Iraq.)
It also called for the convening
of an Iraqi national conference to
change the political process, rewrite the constitution and start a
transition to ensure the liquidation
of the remnants of the occupation
and the abolition of laws that violate human rights, such as the AntiTerrorism Law, which mandates
the death penalty for “anyone who
committed, a terrorist act, along
with anyone who incites, plans, finances or assists terrorists to commit such a crime.” Sunnis say the
law is a government tactic for legally pursuing its opponents.
Dismissing the conference, an expatriate living in London described
Iraq as a mess. “There are too many
vipers in the nest and that makes
for a volatile and dangerous situation,” he said. “These people went
to Spain to enjoy themselves. What

can they do about the situation on
the ground?”
Sabah Mukhtar, head of the Arab
Lawyers Association (UK), said Iraqis were losing hope, identity and focus. “People are depressed but here
[over lunch] they were singing — not
crying their hearts out,” he said.

The participants’
message was that what
is happening in Iraq
does not reflect the
true image of the
country.
“An attempt, limited though it
may be, to think of ways of affecting the situation in Iraq, is useful.
If Iraq is liberated from Iran, the
Americans and the militias following the inevitable fall of the [Islamic
State] ISIS fig leaf that all are hiding
behind, Iraq may rise again. The
current government, which stole
millions and depends on the militias it created, will be replaced by a
national, secular and representative
government that begins the reconciliation process.”
Mukhtar’s statement may be a
dream but Ghassan al-Tamimi, a
member of the conference’s organising committee, was adamant that
expat Iraqis would meet annually to
promote their cause. “We will give
the smell of jasmine back to Iraq,”
he said.
Karen Dabrowska is a
London-based contributor to the
Culture and Society sections of
The Arab Weekly.
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Populists in the West are
building costly walls

U

S President Donald Trump’s administration has its
disputed travel bans, its electronic device bans and
the recently ordered “extreme vetting” of visa
applicants.
France, which is in the throes of a presidential
election, has been encouraged by far-right candidate Marine Le Pen to focus on pre-empting the
threat she discerns from Islam and from immigrants. The April 20
terrorist incident in Paris probably allowed the National Front
candidate to feel vindicated in her repeated calls for tighter
border controls and restrictions on migrants.
The United Kingdom, where a snap general election has been
called by Prime Minister Theresa May, is likely to discuss reduced
immigration throughout the campaign much as it did before last
June’s Brexit referendum.
Australia has announced it will toughen visa requirements for
foreign workers to prioritise “Australian jobs and Australian
values.” New Zealand has done something similar.
Everywhere one turns, countries are throwing up new barriers
to entry, in word and in deed, and reversing the process of crosscultural contacts that marked the past decades.
Like other nationalist voices, Le Pen has attacked multicultural
societies as sources of domestic conflict and as a threat to cultural
identity.
The uniting theme of these disparate populist narratives in the
West is Islamophobia, immigrant-bashing and an invidious form
of economic nationalism that does not sit well with an interconnected world and its globalised chains of supply and demand.
They have already led to some immediately quantifiable effects.
The travel and tourism business has been affected. Emirates,
the Dubai-based airline, has said it would fly less often to five US
cities from next month because Trump’s security rules have
depressed demand in the Middle East. Marriott, the world’s
largest hotel operator, says bookings from the Middle East and
North Africa were down by as much as 30% in February.
The so-called Trump Slump is also affecting college applications
from the region with the American Association of Collegiate
Registrars and Admissions Officers (AACRAO) reporting a fall of
39% and 31% for undergraduate and graduate students, respectively.
The social tensions caused by these populist narratives may be
matched by economic disruption wrought by the protectionist
policies they advocate.
In recent days, the International Monetary Fund obliquely
referenced Trump, Le Pen and Britain’s Brexiteers when it warned
that global growth may suffer because the “post-world war two
system of international economic relations is under severe strain.”
That is an understatement. The West’s nationalists march to the
same drum, even though they are at different points on the
political spectrum. They seek to favour domestic producers,
domestic workers and home-grown “cultural values” — whatever
these might mean — and they want to restrict the flow of goods
and people across their borders. Their vision is of a world walled
off by invisible barriers.
Ultimately though, the long-term costs of such a vision will
outweigh any short-term dividends.
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Israeli
government
has set aside
$2.75 million
to celebrate
50 years of
what Levy
describes as
“occupation.”

The second greatest
disaster for Israel

O

f the many conflicts
fought between Israel
and its Arab neighbours since the
creation of the Jewish
state in 1948, the 1967
six-day war carries particular
importance as it changed the very
psyche of the Middle East. The war
— 50 years ago this June — altered
the outlook the two sides had on
the conflict, giving Israelis
over-inflated egos and a false
sense of security.
The war changed the map of the
Middle East, giving the young Jewish state far more land than granted
by the United Nations’ partition
vote. The June war saw the gentrification of Jerusalem and demonstrated to the Palestinians that no
one was going to win this fight for
them and that they would need to
become pro-active.
Thus, the Palestine Liberation
Organisation (PLO) was recreated.
The PLO had existed for some time
but its chairman, Ahmad Shukeiri,
proved to be ineffective and was
replaced with Yasser Arafat.
In those gruelling six days of
intense fighting, Israel captured
the Gaza Strip from Egypt, the West
Bank of the Jordan River and Arab
East Jerusalem from Jordan and the
Golan Heights from Syria. It was
a humiliating time for the Arabs,
losing more than 20,000 men,
450-plus aircraft and hundreds of
tanks, armoured personnel carriers
and artillery pieces, as well as huge
areas of land. The Arab leaders lost
face, too.
It was also a loss for Israel, which
lost its sense of humanity.
This is what Gideon Levy, a
commentator for Israel’s Haaretz
newspaper, had to say in an April
16th column: The occupation of
Palestinian land “began with the
ultranationalist-religious orgy
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Time for a miracle. A Palestinian demonstrator argues with an
Israeli border policeman during a protest in the West Bank city of
Bethlehem, on April 14.
(Reuters)

that swept over everyone but for a
handful of prophets, and continues
today, through the familiar mechanisms of brainwashing.”
Levy calls the 1967 war “Israel’s
nakba” and the Palestinians’ second
nakba. The nakba — “catastrophe” —
is how Palestinians refer to the loss
of Palestine in 1948.
“Israel,” said Levy, “has turned it
into an evil, violent, ultranationalist, religious, racist state.”
He cautioned Israelis not to
blame all their ills on the occupation. What the war of 1967 and its
aftermath did was to “accelerate,
institutionalise and legitimise the
decline. It gave birth to the ongoing
contempt for the world, the bragging and bullying,” he wrote.
Levy said the 1967 war was the
“greatest Jewish disaster since the
Holocaust.”
Those are harsh words but they
needed to be said. More specifically,
they needed to be said by an Israeli.
Levy said 2017 “has to be the year
of soul-searching in Israel, a year of
unparalleled sadness.”
While such views are rare in
Israel, it remains encouraging nevertheless to find such a conscience
waking up. Of course, not everyone
in Israel is of the same liberal mind.
The government certainly does not
share Levy’s position.
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin
Netanyahu is of a very different
opinion. His government will be
having year-long celebrations and
has set aside $2.75 million, which
has been allocated to celebrate 50
years of what the government labels
as “liberation” (of Samaria and
Judea) and what Levy describes as
“occupation.”
“Fifty years of suppression of
another people, 50 years of rot and
internal destruction,” Levy wrote.
“Fifty years of bloodshed, abuse,
disinheritance and sadism? Only
societies that have no conscience
celebrate such anniversaries. Israel
won a war and lost nearly everything.”
He lamented the status of Jerusalem, a city claimed by both Palestinians and Israelis as their capital.
“It is enough to look at Jerusalem,
which went from being a charming
university city with government
institutions to a monster ruled by
the Border Police,” said Levy.
Is this the onset of a new trend
developing in Israeli society? Is the
country waking up to the realities of
what the occupation has been doing
to generations of Palestinians? Well,
miracles have been known to happen in that part of the world.
Claude Salhani is a regular
columnist for The Arab Weekly.
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Breaking the vicious circle of fear

Khaddaj Hozan

Fighting
terrorism
and violence
must be a
Muslim
priority first
and
foremost.

Nazli Tarzi

Violence
in various
guises
confronts
Iraq’s
Kurdish
women
daily.

S

ince the events of
September 11, 2001, a
growing wave of
anti-Muslim fear has
been riding the even
bigger wave of antiterror campaign worldwide. As in
all campaigns, fear of the other,
and in our case of Muslims, is the
common denominator of a
campaign spanning different
countries and cultures.
The situation is quite paradoxical. The sensible and far
more efficient approach to dealing
with anti-Muslim fear is opening
channels of dialogue to remove
the intricate connection between
ignorance and fear and finding the
best ways to dam this flow of terror. What has happened, however,
is that anti-Muslim feelings have
been exploited to serve purposes
other than those ostentatiously declared. There were indeed political
benefits for both Arab and Western
regimes in the war on terror.
In the Western world, internal
crises were constantly being linked
to two terror-connected fears:
Demography and security. When
the local economy is in crisis,
unemployment and marginalisation hit the local population hard.
It becomes easy then to turn that
reality into a demographic fear and
blame everything on immigration,

especially Arab migrants.
At the same time and for equally
internal considerations, the far
right in those countries will fan the
flames of the security fear under
the pretext of facing the external
threat of political Islam.
When looking at the political
and media discourse in the West,
there is the realisation of the extent to which the fear of anything
Arab or Muslim has been cultivated. Western governments find that
context useful because it removes
for them the pressure of finding
appropriate solutions to the internal crises engulfing their citizens.
They can simply focus everybody’s
attention on one single threat,
“Islamic terrorism.”
Yet, a 2014 report by Europol
concluded that only 2% of terrorist acts in the EU in the previous
five years were religiously motivated. An even smaller number of
terrorist acts were carried out by
“extremist” Muslims. The report
showed that most terrorist acts
were perpetrated for racist, nationalistic or separatist reasons.
In the Arab world, terrorism and
religious extremism were extremely useful to the reigning regimes.
They allowed them to protect their
selfish interests by turning the fear
created by these two dangers into
an external threat and thus place

themselves and their citizens in
the same basket fighting for the
same cause. It became easy for
these regimes to silence all social
and political demands for employment or freedoms or democracy
and substitute them with one
single demand, the demand for security. Ironically, terrorist threats
to the regimes in place do not
weaken them but reinforce them
most of the time and clear them of
any wrongdoings against their own
populations.
The twin fears created by terrorism and anti-Muslim sentiments
have given birth to another no less
dangerous phenomenon, namely
fearing for the fate of Muslims
everywhere.
This fear among Muslims is
naturally nurturing widespread
feelings of solidarity among
the faithful and is paradoxically feeding religious extremism. Muslim communities in the
West feel threatened at the very
heart of their religious identity
and therefore react by curling up
and not participating in fighting
anti-Muslim sentiments in public
opinion. On the contrary, we see a
reinforcement of these sentiments
through the adoption by these
Muslim communities of anti-West
discourse and through condoning terrorism as defensive acts of

survival, which in turn feeds into
the anti-Arab and anti-Muslim
campaign everywhere.
It is also very revealing of
the amalgamation of terror and
resistance in people’s minds as
well as of a deep sense of despair
and inadequacy to stand up to a
developed West. From there, it
is easy for takfir ideology, which
condones the physical elimination of anyone who disagrees with
it, to find its way among Muslim
populations.
Fighting terrorism and violence
must be a Muslim priority first
and foremost. Dwelling forever
on accusing the West of all the
ills befalling Muslims everywhere
and sounding the alarm of a war
against Islam and Muslims simply
will not do anymore.
Muslims are living in a vicious
circle created by two fears, fearing
Islam and fearing for the fate of Islam. One fear feeds the other. This
vicious circle must be broken so
people in the East and in the West
can connect on a human level
beyond cultural stereotypes and
beyond each side being frightened
of the other. Only then can they be
safe from violence and immune to
manipulation by their own governments.
Khaddaj Hozan is a Syrian writer.

Misleading images of Kurdish female fighters

P

hotographs of Kurdish
female fighters
donning military attire
and smiling meekly for
the camera in the
Middle East, including
northern Iraq, are often featured
in Western media outlets.
These snapshots are meant to reinforce a carefully crafted image of
political developments in certain
areas of the region. They inform
the world that the fight against terror is on track. They also masquerade female guerrillas as widely
celebrated symbols of progressive
Kurdish communities.
These trophy shots, however,
invite a long list of problems and
the choice behind them is always
ideological. The more traction
they gain, the greater the injustice
inflicted upon Kurdish women in
northern Iraq.
The interest the women receive is often organised along
the victim-hero fighter binary,
especially if it involves the Islamic
State (ISIS). Stories about rape,
early marriages and female genital
mutilation within their communities are not received with the same
media or public enthusiasm.
Kurdish parties in Iraq’s autonomous north are indispensable allies of the United States. Is
there anything more symbolically
potent than images of heroic gunwielding women to legitimise the
morality of America’s continued
involvement in fighting terrorism?
Leading up to Iraq’s occupation
in 2003, the United States’ new
cadre of friends included the Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) and
the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan
(PUK). Iraq’s Governing Council,
appointed by the Coalition Provisional Authority in June 2003,
designated four seats to Kurdish
leaders in Iraq. Women, even at
this point, had no place on the
Americans’ foreign policy agenda.
The United States often references Iraq’s autonomous Kurdistan region as its “Iraq success
story.” The reality is far more
complicated.
The threat of ISIS or the killing
of jihadists by women “has been
increasingly appealing in Western
press, especially during the formation of autonomous regions,” said
Zeynep Kaya, a research fellow at
the London School of Economics
Middle East Centre, in a telephone
interview.
After the US occupation ended

Facing violence. Iraqi Kurdish female fighters near the front line of the fight against ISIS near Mosul,
last year.
(Reuters)
in 2011, Iraqi women, whether
Kurdish, Arab, Yazidi, Christian or
Turkmen, were each affected differently by the shifting tide of war
in her own locality.
The image of Kurdish women
having bucked conservative norms
to emancipate themselves to fight
ISIS does not speak to the multiplicity of female experiences in
Kurdish communities.
Iraq’s situation is glaringly different. A weakened and decentralised
state has given rise to provincial
autonomy. Iraq’s north is awash
with stronger tribal configurations.
Violence in various guises
confronts Iraq’s Kurdish women
daily: Domestic abuse, militarisation, honour killings and arranged
or early marriages. Although these
stories receive some but not quite
generous coverage in the Arabiclanguage media, they rarely filter
through to front pages in the West.

If the reality contradicts political
narratives that may reflect badly
on partners in the war against ISIS,
the media too often remain silent.
A pattern emerges in the terminology used by English-language
media, which are flooded by
inaccurate terms such as “progressive”, “democratic” and “revolutionary.”
Some women belong, as Kaya
said, to organisations that some
may deem authoritarian working
in conjunction with or against the
state system.
Far from breaking from patriarchal norms, women “subscribe
to the same ideology,” said Kaya,
recognising also that “others may
be aggrieved by the government
and seek actions against them.”
These perceptions actively promote the militarisation of society
through the “sexy” female guerrilla warrior. Whether its words or

discourse, the image they promote
are products of the ideological
choices made by those waging battle: Men.
Images and stories that hide
behind rose-tinted glasses do little
to support the very communities
they claim to protect. These women are commended and heralded
as protectors and gendarmes of
Kurdish-inhabited territories but
their combat duties do not make it
any more acceptable for women to
devote their full time outside the
family home.
The attention these women
garner is one thing, the reality is
another: Keeping women affixed
to subordinate positions in society.
Nazli Tarzi is an independent
journalist, whose writings and
films focus on Iraq’s ancient
history and contemporary
political scene.
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As Syria war grinds on, no good options for Putin and friends
Sami Moubayed

Beirut

H

afez Assad was a smart
man, regardless of
what his enemies say
about him now, 17 years
after his death. When
he felt that the Soviet Union was
about to fall, he quietly distanced
himself from Marxist socialism, introducing investment laws to rescue Syria’s tottering Soviet-backed
economy.
Months later he realised the
United States was going to create
and lead an international coalition
to liberate Kuwait from the avaricious clutches of Saddam Hussein
and that the USSR was collapsing
and powerless to stop it.
Assad took the highly unusual
step of siding with the George
H.W. Bush White House against his
long-time rival. That same year, he
authorised face-to-face talks with
Israel at the landmark Madrid conference after decades of conflict.

The US president
reportedly has put
three scenarios on the
table for Putin to
consider.
In the 1990s, when Assad’s harbouring of Kurdish separatist leader Abdullah Ocalan in Damascus
nearly triggered a war with Turkey,
the Syrian leader quietly asked him
to pack up and leave.
Former US Ambassador Martin
Indyk once observed that the canny Assad “calculated risk and opportunity like a computer.”
These days, many Syrians are
wondering whether Assad’s son
Bashar will do the same to avoid
what seems to be a looming confrontation with the United States
after President Donald Trump bombarded a Syrian airbase on April

7 over an alleged Syrian chemical
weapons attack that killed scores
of civilians.
Syria avoided threatened US air
strikes in 2013 by surrendering its
chemical arsenal, while the price of
doing that today is up for bargaining between Trump and Russian
President Vladimir Putin, Assad’s
key ally.
Meeting Assad halfway, Trump
has softened his rhetoric somewhat after initially calling on the
Syrian president to step down.
Speaking to The Wall Street Journal in mid-April, Trump said when
asked about Assad’s removal: “Are
we insisting on it? No!” But the US
president reportedly has put three
scenarios on the table for Putin to
consider.
First, he initiates a political process that stops the war and leads
to Assad’s departure after a transitional period, which results in a
new constitution and a new parliament but keeps the state and its
institutions, including the military
and security apparatus, intact.
Putin would get to keep geographical Syria and maintain the
regime, minus one man only. The
Americans would let him march on
all territory east of the Euphrates,
which includes oil-rich Deir ez-Zor
and the Kurdish canton. This has
been officially rejected by Tehran,
Damascus and Moscow.
The second option is that Russia
gets to keep Assad in power and
the territory he controls now while
“everything east of the Euphrates,”
where all Syria’s farmland, natural
resources and oil are located, becomes the US enclave in the country, run by Kurds and other proxies.
Syria would get chopped up
into spheres of influence, with the
Russian zone west of the Euphrates including a Turkish canton in
the north and a Jordanian one in
the south, while the United States
would embrace a Kurdish enclave
in Syria’s north-eastern tip.
Syrian refugees in Turkey and

Few options. Russian President Vladimir Putin (C), accompanied by Defence Minister Sergei Shoigu
(4thL), meets with military chiefs at the Bocharov Ruchei state residence in Sochi.
(AFP)
Jordan would be resettled in these
territories and the Syrian Army
would not be allowed to strike
them.
This keeps Moscow and Damascus ruling only a fraction of a
country that is largely in ruins and
bankrupt with little prospect of
international support. This option
too has been rejected.
Third, Assad gets to stay and receives international support and
re-legitimisation, with Russian
help of course, providing he rejects
Iran and Hezbollah.
The possibility of pursuing this
option might very well be on the
table if a new war erupts between
Lebanon and Israel next summer,
as many in the region expect.
If it does, it would be a doomsday
war in which Israel would strive to
eliminate Hezbollah once and for

all, as it has failed to do since the
early 1980s, even if that means destroying Lebanon and parts of Syria.
In the 2006 war between Hezbollah and the Jewish state, the Israeli
Air Force largely concentrated its
firepower on Beirut’s Hezbollahdominated southern sector and the
Party of God’s military stronghold
in south Lebanon.
Next time around, the Israelis
have warned, they will hammer all
of Lebanon “back into the Middle
Ages” on the grounds that the state
is essentially controlled by Hezbollah and Iran.
In April, Israel completed the operational deployment of its highly
sophisticated anti-missile defence
system that is intended to counter
Syrian, Iranian and Hezbollah missiles.
The world will be watching how

Syria responds to this war. Hezbollah expects far more active engagement from Damascus, far beyond
the logistical support it received in
2006.
That is clearly no longer enough
— not after the crucial role that
Hezbollah has played in keeping
Assad in power since 2012. Syria
would be expected to send arms,
food and money to Hezbollah or
even join the war on its behalf.
In the United States, nobody expects a weakened regime to get involved and as far as the Americans
are concerned, neutrality would
be more than satisfactory but it
is highly unlikely that Damascus
would do that anyway.
Sami Moubayed is a Syrian
historian and author of “Under
the Black Flag” (IB Taurus, 2015).

Can the US pressure Russia to relinquish Assad?

View poi nt

Abdulrahman
al-Masri

T

he US missile attack
against a Syrian
regime airbase
undoubtedly introduced a new dynamic
to the 6-year-old
conflict in Syria. The attack,
which came in response to a
chemical weapons massacre
suspected of being conducted by
Syrian President Bashar Assad’s
forces against opposition-held
Khan Sheikhoun is not merely
symbolic.
This first deliberate military
attack against the Assad regime
by the United States does not
necessarily indicate a change of
course in Washington’s Syria
policy. However, it does provide
the United States with leverage
lost during the Obama administration.
The 59 Tomahawk cruise
missiles fired at the airbase
ended the military inaction of
the United States in Syria and
marked a significant alteration in
strategy. The April 7 attack
quickly ruled out the option of
the Trump administration
cooperating with the Assad
regime in countering terrorism
and placed the willingness to use
military force on the table.
The strike inevitably resulted
in confrontation with Russia and
is the cause for an increase in
tensions between Washington
and Moscow. As US Secretary of

Tehran and Moscow share a long
history of rivalry; however,
their interests converged in
Syria.

State Rex Tillerson put it after
meeting with Russian President
Vladimir Putin and Foreign
Minister Sergei Lavrov, US-Russia relations have hit a “low
point.” He also stated that Assad
should not have any role in the
future of Syria and that Moscow
was capable of pushing for his
departure.
Russia has propped up Assad
and kept his regime alive
throughout the Syrian war. The
question is how feasible it is that
we see Russia renouncing Assad.
Clearly, the United States is
reassuming a leadership role on
the international stage, particularly in the competitive battle of
influences in the Middle East.
Russia’s growth of effective
influence in Syria, particularly
since Moscow intervened militarily in 2015, is the result of
American inaction.
The new US role seems to be
derived from an understanding
that the US-led coalition cannot
eradicate the Islamic State (ISIS)
from Syria and counter al-Qaeda
while the Assad regime remains
in power. Washington has finally
recognised that the brutality of
the Assad regime and growing
jihadism in Syria are two realities
that keep each other in business.
This is combined with an apparent interest of the Trump
administration to push Iran and
its proxies out of Syria.
US allies view Washington’s
new role in Syria as cautiously
positive. Gulf allies, in particular,
have a keen interest in having US
support and leadership to
counter growing Iranian influence in Iraq, Syria, Lebanon
and Yemen.

Tehran and Moscow share a
long history of rivalry; however,
their interests converged in Syria
because of their mutual opposition to the American-led international order. The Russians have
been reportedly in conflict with
the Iranians over their end goals
in Syria particularly on issues
related to Tehran-backed
sectarian, non-institutionalised
militias.
Both the United States and
Russia share the objective of a
unified, stable post-war Syria.
The result of US-Russian talks on
Syria will be largely dependent
on how capable the Trump
administration is at stimulating
divergence between Tehran and
Moscow.
Pushing the Russians to
conflict with the Iranians will not
be enough for the United States
to bring the Syrian war to an end.
Washington has to seek more
leverage in Syria and the region.
In order to influence the
outcome in Syria, the Trump
administration must put an end
to the Assad regime’s air force by
attacking all active airfields while
increasing support to nationalistoriented rebels in cooperation
with regional powers, including
Gulf states, Turkey and Jordan.
Grounding Assad’s air force
would provide military advantage for the pro-opposition
camp, which would create
conditions for effective measures
to politically end the Syrian war.
Once Assad is no longer able to
target opposition-held areas by
the air, an actual ceasefire is
reachable and thus a meaningful
negotiation for political
transition.

Washington
must
pronounce
a clear
strategy to
rejoin the
equation
to balance
Russian
influence.

Of all actors involved in the
Syrian war, Assad is the least
interested in peace. He hopes to
win the war against his opposition by military means. Accordingly, to establish a meaningful
political track, Assad should not
simply be invited to attend the
political talks and be expected to
hand over Damascus to a transitional body according to the
Geneva communiqué. Assad
should see his military option
abolished and be given no other
option but to participate meaningfully in talks and end the war.
It is possible to ultimately
counter al-Qaeda affiliates and
ISIS, in which the Syrian rebels’
nationalist, democratic narrative
— that is anti-Assad — is essential
in the fight against jihadist
factions and eventually for the
creation of a stable Syrian state.
If the United States wants to
reassert itself as an influencer in
the region, Washington must
pronounce a clear, robust
strategy to politically and
militarily rejoin the equation to
balance Russian influence and
uproot unleashed Iranian
expansionism.
White House national security
adviser H.R. McMaster got it
right: Time has come to have a
“tough discussion” with Moscow,
he said. At the end of the day, it is
up to the Russian calculus to
decide between the United States
and Iran.
Abdulrahman al-Masri reports
on politics and news
in the Middle East and Syria
in particular. He can be followed
on Twitter:
@AbdulrhmanMasri.
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Turkey stumbles in Syria but claims victory any way
Sharif Nashashibi

London

T

urkey’s declaration of the
end of its Operation Euphrates Shield in northern Syria was as unexpected as the justification
was unconvincing. Turkish Prime
Minister Binali Yildirim described
the cross-border incursion as “successful”, suggesting the mission
was accomplished but that is not
the case.
Declaring success was a face-saving way to wrap up an operation
launched on August 24, 2016, that
had reached the limits of what it
could achieve, not what it wanted
to, partly because of Russia, which
with Iran keeps Syrian President
Bashar Assad in power.
After Turkish-backed Syrian rebels captured the northern city of
al-Bab from the Islamic State (ISIS)
in February, Ankara said the next
goal would be to take Manbij from
Kurdish forces, then on to the operation’s apex: Raqqa, the de facto
capital of ISIS’s so-called caliphate,
to the south-east.

Despite TurkishRussian
rapprochement,
Moscow would not
countenance Ankara
abandoning the
agreement.
Neither goal has been achieved
and the operation’s conclusion was
announced about a month after the
capture of al-Bab, the mission’s last
major victory. Had al-Bab signified
“mission accomplished”, it would
have been declared then.
Capturing the city has put Turkish-backed Syrian rebels face to

face with regime forces, against
which they would have to fight
to progress further south. Deadly
clashes have already taken place
and were ended only by Russian
mediation.

Regardless of Turkish
hostility towards
Kurds in Syria, trying
to capture Manbij
before March would
have meant taking on
a US ally.
A senior Russian official said the
town of Tadef to the south marked
an agreed dividing line between
the two sides. Despite TurkishRussian rapprochement, Moscow
would not countenance Ankara
abandoning the agreement and
taking on regime forces, which are
heavily backed by Russia.
Turkey, long one of Assad’s
main opponents, would not want
to jeopardise the rapprochement
or the diplomatic process and the
ceasefire of a sort in Syria it cobrokered with Russia in December. Nor would Ankara want to risk
engaging forces that may include
Russian personnel.
Meanwhile,
the
rapprochement has seen a softening of Ankara’s rhetoric against Damascus.
All these factors would preclude
a Turkish-backed rebel advance
against the regime.
Operation
Euphrates
Shield
faced a similar problem vis-à-vis
the Kurds. Manbij was, until March,
controlled by the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), a Kurdish-dominated alliance that is backed by the
United States. Washington sees it
as its most reliable allied ground
force in Syria against ISIS and had
embedded special forces with the
SDF in Manbij, a strategic prize on
the path to capturing Raqqa. As
such, regardless of Turkish hos-

Abrupt end. Rebel fighters, part of the Turkey-backed Euphrates Shield alliance, are seen near the
city of al-Bab, last February.
(AFP)
tility towards Kurdish ambitions
in Syria, trying to capture Manbij
before March would have meant
taking on a US ally and potentially
American forces.
Ankara would not consider this
under any circumstances, let alone
when it is trying to reset relations
with the United States under President Donald Trump. Stymying
Turkish designs against the SDF,
particularly over Manbij, was likely
a factor in embedding US forces
with the group.
In March, the SDF, whose Kurdish element is supported not just
by the United States but also by
Russia, agreed to hand Manbij to
the Assad regime. From then, Op-

eration Euphrates Shield would
have faced the same constraints
with Manbij as it did beyond al-Bab
regarding the regime.
Concerning Raqqa, Ankara had
been strenuously lobbying the
United States since 2016 to exclude
Kurdish forces from the unfolding
offensive against the city. Turkish
hopes that Trump would be more
amenable than his predecessor
were dashed in March.
The timing of the announcement
ending Operation Euphrates Shield
was likely to do with a statement
by the Syrian-Kurdish People’s
Protection Units (YPG) militia earlier in March that the Raqqa assault
would begin in early April and that

it would be taking part.
This left Ankara with three options: Join the assault even with
Kurdish involvement, which would
be unacceptable; keep Operation
Euphrates Shield in place but not
include it in the Raqqa assault,
which would make Turkey look impotent; or claim prior to the assault
that the operation had come to a
successful end.
The third option, while unconvincing, was not as bad as the others, but it has laid bare Turkey’s
limited room to manoeuvre militarily in Syria.
Sharif Nashashibi is a journalist
and analyst on Arab affairs.

Trump unlikely to get mired in Syrian conflict

View poi nt

Gregory
Aftandilian

U

S President Donald
Trump’s order to
strike a Syrian
government airbase
in response to the
regime’s alleged
chemical weapons attack on
Syrian civilians has given him a
slight bounce in opinion polls and
earned him unusual praise from
the Washington foreign policy
establishment. However, this
strike does not change his overall
strategy of concentrating on the
Islamic State (ISIS) and avoiding
regime change in Syria.
After more than two-and-a-half
months of missteps and sagging
poll numbers, Trump seems to
have found his groove by deciding to bomb the Syrian airbase
from where it is believed President Bashar Assad’s forces
launched the April 4 chemical
attack that killed and wounded
many Syrian civilians.
Trump’s decision to fire 59
Tomahawk cruise missiles at the
airbase on April 7 was overkill, to
say the least, but he wanted to
show in a very graphic way that
he was the “anti-Obama.” Trump
accused the former president of
weak leadership for failing to
follow through on his own red
line when the Assad regime
earlier reportedly used chemical
weapons.
Trump also appeared to be
genuinely moved by the sight of
dead and injured Syrian children.

After more than two-and-a-half
months of missteps , Trump
seems to have found his groove
by deciding to bomb the Syrian
airbase.

This human side to Trump (often
lost in the rough and tumble —
and nastiness — of the presidential campaign) showed that he
was a man of some compassion
and signalled to Assad that he
would not tolerate inhumane
actions against civilians.
Trump genuinely appears to be
a caring father and grandfather
and this sentiment probably
influenced his decision to
respond to the chemical attack
when he saw images of grieving
Syrian parents weeping over their
children.
Perhaps more importantly,
Trump wanted to show that
“making America great again”
— his oft-repeated campaign
slogan — means that he will act
decisively and unpredictably to
underscore that “there is a new
sheriff in town,” to borrow a
phrase from the Wild West.
Many of Trump’s critics in

Congress, Democrats and
Republicans alike, approved of
his strike on the Syrian airbase.
Even his major Republican
nemesis, US Senator John
McCain, R-Arizona, who is
chairman of the Armed Services
Committee, said Trump’s
decision to strike the airbase
“showed strength” and compared
it to the policies of former
President Ronald Reagan
The American public signalled
its support, too. A poll by CBS
News indicated that 57% of
American respondents said they
approved of the strike.
However, the United States
remains wary of getting bogged
down in Syria. The same CBS poll
showed that almost 70% of poll
participants said Trump needs to
get authorisation from Congress
before he takes any further action
against the Assad regime and
only 18% of respondents said

No appetite for war. Demonstrators participate in a protest against
the American missile strike in Syria in Union Square in New York,
on April 7.
(AFP)

Trump is
likely to
concentrate
US military
activity on
ISIS, which
he has done
since taking
office.

they want Washington to send
ground troops to Syria.
Reports from across the United
States said even Trump supporters who said they like that he
acted in a tough and decisive
manner in response to the Syrian
chemical attack do not want him
to send large numbers of US
troops to Syria for regime change.
They do not want to see a repeat
of the 2003 Iraq war that most
Americans have come to say was
a mistake.
During the presidential campaign, Trump often railed against
the Iraq invasion and called it a
“dumb” war that destabilised the
Middle East. Trump has enough
political sense to know that if he
sent large numbers of US troops
into Syria, he would lose the
support of the very people who
put him into the White House.
Trump, despite his negative
views of Assad, is likely to
concentrate US military activity
on ISIS, which he has done since
taking office. Although he has
sent at least 500 more US special
forces to Syria to support antiISIS forces there, he is likely to
stay clear of any major involvement that would involve regular
US troops. This strategy, which
started under President Barack
Obama, might lead to the defeat
of ISIS and the capture of its
self-declared capital of Raqqa in
Syria by the end of 2017.
Dealing with Assad is likely to
come much later and probably
through negotiations rather than
bombs or troops.
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.
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Economists,
rights advocates
concerned over
Egypt’s state of
emergency
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Cairo

E

conomists and rights advocates expressed fears
that the state of emergency in Egypt would
negatively affect the flow
of investments into the country
and allow for human rights abuses.
“When you apply a state of
emergency, you are sending the
message to the international business community that security
conditions in your country are not
normal,” said Yumn al-Hamaqi, an
economics professor at Cairo University. “This will make those who
plan to come here to invest their
money think twice.”

In 2016, Egypt
attracted $6.8 billion
in investments.
Egypt needs to
attract four times
that level of
investments.
The state of emergency was
announced April 10, a day after
suicide attackers set off bombs in
churches in the northern coastal
city of Alexandria and the Nile
Delta city of Tanta. The bombings
were the latest in a string of attacks
against Egypt’s Christian minority
and were claimed by the Islamic
State (ISIS), whose affiliate Ansar
Beit al-Maqdis is active in Sinai.

The state of emergency, security experts said, would give the
authorities unhindered abilities to
track suspected terrorists and raid
their hideouts in all provinces.
“It also gives the president the
right to refer terrorism cases to
state security courts thus bringing
about swift justice in these cases,
which will contribute to stemming
the terrorist tide,” said Khaled
Okasha, a retired police lieutenantgeneral and the head of the National Centre for Security Studies,
a Cairo-based think-tank.
Nonetheless,
economists
warned that the state of emergency
would have a toll on investments
being moved into Egypt, which is
trying to attract foreign investors.
Last October. Egyptian President
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi formed the Supreme Investment Council to seek
ways to attract investors and ease
investment red tape. Egypt’s longawaited investment law is expected to be approved by parliament
soon.
“All these measures will be futile
in fact as long as we send the wrong
message about security conditions
in our country,” Hamaqi said. “Security forces can fight terrorism
and tighten the noose around terrorists without any exceptional security measures.”
In 2016, Egypt attracted $6.8
billion in investments, the Investment Ministry said, but to keep a
lid on poverty and reach a satisfactory economic growth rate, Egypt
needs to attract four times that
volume of investments. This is a
goal that will be hard to achieve
during a state of emergency, which

Wrong message? Soldiers guard a street near a church in Cairo, on April 10.
will last for at least three months,
economists said.
Equally concerned are the
country’s rights advocates who
expressed fears about the lack of
guarantees that the state of emergency would not be used in ways
that increases rights abuses.
“There are no guarantees that
this state (of emergency) will not
open the door for abusing human
rights,” said Nasser Amin, a rights
advocate and a member of the National Council for Human Rights,
Egypt’s rights watchdog. “This is
particularly true in the light of past
experiences.”
The state of emergency acquired
its notoriety in the three decades
of rule of autocratic leader Hosni
Mubarak. When he came to power
in 1981, Mubarak kept the state of

emergency, which was imposed
months earlier after the assassination of Egyptian leader Anwar
Sadat, intact. It was only abolished after Mubarak’s regime was
brought down in 2011.

The state of
emergency would
give the authorities
unhindered abilities
to track terrorists.
During those three decades,
Amin and other rights advocates
said, security forces could arrest
activists, detain opponents and
put innocent people in jail for long
periods of time without trials.
In the past three years, rights
groups said, hundreds — maybe

(AP)

thousands — of political activists
were jailed only because they opposed Sisi’s government. During
the same period, the groups said,
Egypt’s civil society organisations
were harassed and some civil society workers were put imprisoned.
“The authorities need to send assurances to the public that the state
of emergency will only be used as a
tool in the fight against terrorism,”
said Mohamed Abdel Naiem, the
head of local rights group United
National Organisation for Human
Rights. “They also need to show
transparency as far as the arrest of
people accused of involvement in
terrorist operations is concerned.”
Hassan Abdel Zaher is a
Cairo-based contributor to
The Arab Weekly.

Ruling reignites Red Sea islands’ controversy in Egypt
Ibrahim Ouf

Cairo

A

court ruling supporting
an agreement to handover the Red Sea islands
of Tiran and Sanafir to
Saudi Arabia opens the
door for approval of the deal by
the Egyptian Parliament but also
threatens to stoke public anger.
The verdict by the Court of Urgent Matters, which rules on cases
that require immediate judicial intervention, reverses a decision by
the Higher Administration Court,
which looks into legal disputes
between citizens and the state. It
had nullified the islands’ handover
agreement with Saudi Arabia.

The government
cannot sacrifice its
ties with Saudi
Arabia but also
cannot risk
angering the
people.

”

Legal expert Shawqi al-Sayed
“The government insists to abdicate control of the islands for
money,” said Khaled Ali, a lawyer
who was among those leading the
legal battle against the islands’
handover, “but I want this government to know that it will open the
door for a new public uprising if it

goes ahead with giving the islands
to Saudi Arabia.”
The potential handover of the
islands has been divisive since
the Egyptian government signed
a deal with Saudi King Salman bin
Abdulaziz Al Saud in April 2016
during a visit to Cairo.
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah
al-Sisi, who strongly advocated the
islands’ control transfer to Saudi
Arabia, said Tiran and Sanafir
moved to Egyptian control before
the 1967 war against Israel when
the Saudis asked Egyptians to protect them against potential Israeli
occupation.
Many Egyptian politicians and
historians agree with him but others say there are documents proving that the islands have been
Egyptian for hundreds of years.
In December, the government
referred the agreement to parliament, which is controlled by backers of the president, for approval. A
few days later, the Higher Administrative Court revoked the deal and
said the islands were Egyptian.
The Court of Urgent Matters’
ruling on April 2, however, gives
the government the right to move
ahead with the referral of the deal
to parliament, lawmakers said.
Mohamed Orabi, a former foreign minister who is a member of
the Egyptian Parliament’s Foreign
Affairs Committee, said parliament
would debate the deal anyway.
“Parliament members are mindful that there is opposition to the
deal on the streets,” Orabi said.
“Nevertheless, they must be mindful of the rights of others.”

The latest verdict was issued
only days after Sisi met with King
Salman on the sidelines of the
Arab summit. The meeting followed months of tension between
Cairo and Riyadh on several fronts,
including Egypt’s opposition to
Saudi Arabia’s stance on the war in
Syria.
Saudi Arabia called for unseating Syrian President Bashar Assad
and was reported to have heavily
invested in backing the armed op-

position to him. Egypt, however,
sought to retain Assad’s presence
in power for a transitional period
during which his army kicks what
it calls the “radicals” out of Syria.
In November 2016, Saudi oil giant
Aramco suspended the delivery of
oil shipments to Egypt — based on
a deal signed seven months earlier
giving Cairo preferential financial
treatment — in what was seen as
a sign of growing Saudi problems
with the Cairo government.

Tensions between the two countries seem to be on the way out.
Aramco in mid-March said it would
resume shipping oil to Egypt. King
Salman has invited Sisi to visit Riyadh and a Saudi Foreign Ministry
delegation is expected in Cairo to
prepare for Sisi’s visit.
These developments give Ali the
impression that the mending of
fences between Cairo and Riyadh
will come at the cost of Egyptian
control of the islands. Ali has appealed the Court of Urgent Matters’ ruling. He warned that the
islands’ transfer would sound the
death knell for Sisi’s regime.
“There are worrying signs that
Sisi will move ahead with giving
the islands to the Saudis but this is
very dangerous,” Ali said.
Soon after the islands’ handover deal was announced, protests
erupted in Cairo and other provinces. Behind the anti-deal fervour
is the sacredness of land in Egyptian culture, hence expectations
that the handover of the islands
would cause nationwide unrest.
Legal expert Shawqi al-Sayed
called for a solution that does not
destabilise Egypt nor anger the
Saudis.
“Legal experts can find a solution that causes no harm to anybody,” Sayed said. “The government cannot sacrifice its ties with
Saudi Arabia but also cannot risk
angering the people.”
Sayed did not say, however, what
this “harmless” solution could be.
Ibrahim Ouf is an Egyptian
journalist based in Cairo.
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Libyan government
calls for foreign
intervention as
fighting spreads
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

L

ibya’s UN-backed government has appealed for
“urgent
intervention”
from the international
community to prevent
civil war as armed forces from Libya’s main rivals battle for control of
a key airbase.
Libya’s security situation has not
been helped by lack of progress in
mediation efforts by the country’s
neighbours while tensions over
North Korea and the war in Syria
have drawn US attention away
from Libya, political analysts said.
That could lead to Russia attempting to replicate its Syrian intervention in Libya, they said.

European powers
could be the ones
leaning towards an
intervention in
Libya, not the
United States.
Libyan political analyst
Khaled al-Gerboui

”

Clashes erupted April 12 after
Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar, who
heads eastern Libyan factions but
has national ambitions, attacked
militias loyal to the UN-brokered
Government of National Accord
(GNA) to capture the Tamenhant
airbase.
The airbase is near Sabha, which
is a front line between Haftar’s National Libyan Army (NLA) and his

allies and the GNA’s loose alliance
of forces that include the powerful
Misrata militias.
“This sudden and unjustified
escalation… puts the country on
the brink of civil war,” GNA Prime
Minister Fayez al-Sarraj said in an
open letter to international organisations, including the United Nations, the European Union and the
Arab League.
Sarraj pleaded for “urgent intervention from the international
community to end the deterioration of the situation in southern
Libya.”
The call has proven controversial
in Libya, helping Haftar consolidate his political base, especially in
the east.
Libyans have been wary of foreign intervention since the 2011
NATO-backed uprising that ousted long-time dictator Muammar
Qaddafi, leaving the country without a central government and in
the hands of militias and authorities vying for control of the oil-rich
North African country.
Algerian security analyst Zine
Cherfaoui said: “At a time when the
world has eyes on the risks of global wars in Syria and North Korea,
Libya is slipping gradually into civil
war after the failure of the international community to reconcile
rival camps in Tripoli and eastern
Tobruk.”
“Both camps see the front-line
base as crucial for their strategies
to take the battles further to control Tripoli and seize main oil fields
and export terminals in the east,”
said Cherfaoui.
“Military experts interpret the
efforts by Haftar to take control of
Tamenhant as part of military ma-

Military option. Libyans demonstrate in support of eastern Libya’s troops commanded by military
strongman Khalifa Haftar, on March 17.
(AFP)
noeuvring to later besiege Tripoli
and defeat the GNA there,” said
Khider Cherif, an Algerian security
expert in Libya.
Libyan military analyst Milad
el-Mzoughi said Haftar’s forces
moved to take over the Tamenhant
airbase to “neutralise militias loyal
to the GNA and clear their threats
to seize again the oil terminals in
the east.”
Mzoughi argued that, if Haftar
controlled the base, it would help
his allies in the neighbouring region of Fezzan.
“Fezzan region is politically
linked to Tripoli, which is why the
GNA had pushed all its forces to defend the Tamenhant and Jufra bases. If the GNA loses the two bases it
loses control of the south,” he said.
The GNA, which was established
following a UN-brokered agreement in late 2015, has been unable
to assert its authority across Libya.
GNA Defence Ministry spokesman Mohamed al-Ghasri said the
GNA requested the international

community to establish a no-fly
zone in the south.
Ghasri was the commander of the
Misrata militias aligned with the
GNA during their battle to uproot
Islamic State (ISIS) fighters from
Sirte last year. During the 4-month
battle, the United States conducted
air strikes, British intelligence provided logistics support and Italy
stepped in with medical assistance.

Sarraj’s call for
foreign intervention
has proven
controversial, helping
Haftar consolidate his
political base.
The city was left in rubble, with
most ISIS fighters scattering into
other regions, including Tripoli,
Ghasri said.
The turmoil in Sirte is frequently
cited as a reason to reject foreign
intervention but analysts said there
were no signs of foreign military in-

tervention and that hopes for successful mediation in the conflict by
Libya’s neighbours were growing
dimmer, amplifying the risk of civil
war spreading from the front line
near Tamenhant.
“European powers could be the
ones leaning towards an intervention in Libya, not the United States,
because of the pressures to defend
European interests in Libya,” said
Libyan political analyst Khaled alGerboui.
The Tobruk-based parliament
rejected the call for international
military intervention, describing it
as a violation of Libyan sovereignty.
Sarraj’s call was also the source of
concern among Libya’s neighbours.
“Is Sarraj blind to the dangers
his call represents for Libya and its
neighbours?” asked Algerian daily
L’Expression, which is close to
the Algerian presidency. “No one,
whether Libya or its neighbours,
would be served by military adventure replacing the option of political dialogue.”

Escalation in Libya’s south could be harbinger of worse things to come

View poi nt

Elissa Miller

F

ighting erupted in
southern Libya as Field
Marshal Khalifa
Haftar’s Libyan
National Army (LNA)
attempted to seize the
Tamenhant airbase on the
outskirts of Sebha from militia
forces from Misrata loyal to the
UN-backed Government of
National Accord (GNA).
The clashes between the major
factions vying for power in Libya
are indicative of the potential for
dangerous and rapid escalation in
the conflict.
The offensive on the airbase is
the latest attempt by Haftar to
expand his forces’ control over the
country and weaken the GNA.
There have been numerous
reports of air strikes and ground
clashes resulting in casualties and
death on both sides.
Complicating the situation,
forces loyal to former Prime
Minister Khalifa al-Ghawi — who
seized several ministries in Tripoli
earlier this year in a push against
the GNA — have reportedly joined
the fight against Haftar’s army.
Haftar claims that Tamenhant
was used as a base for the Benghazi Defence Brigades (BDB),
which seized key Libyan oil terminals in the Gulf of Sidra from his
army in March. GNA Prime
Minister Fayez al-Sarraj denied
any links to BDB’s offensive on
the army’s position at the

The danger is that Libya will
surpass the “brink” and Sarraj’s
warning of civil war will become
reality.

oil facilities.
This latest move by Haftar may
indicate a belief that, after
retaking the oil facilities in March,
he can seize the Tamenhant
airbase and erode the GNA’s
support in the south before
setting his sights on Tripoli.
However, this would be misguided.
Haftar was only able to reclaim
the oil facilities after receiving air
support from the outside. He does
not have the military capability to
take control over the entire
country and it is not clear that his
international sponsors would
commit to such an effort.
Despite the weakness of the
UN-backed parliament, Misratan
militias in the south are unlikely
to abandon the GNA in favour of
Haftar.
In reality, there is no military
solution to the conflict in Libya.
Further escalation will only
produce more violence.
However, as long as the international community remains on the
sidelines in Libya and implicitly
allows certain heavyweights to
lend military support to proxy
actors on the ground, clashes like
those surrounding Tamenhant
will continue and will likely
worsen. Absent unified international action to make clear to all
parties in Libya that military
action is not the way forward,
Haftar will continue his efforts to
consolidate power.
Notably, the violence in the
south prompted a warning from
Sarraj that the country is “on the
brink of civil war.” In a letter to
the United Nations, the European
Union, the Arab League, the

African Union and the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation, Sarraj
called urgently for the international community to intervene “to
end the deterioration of the
situation” in the south. He added
that his government would
“support all decisions to re-establish security and stability in
Libya.”
The move by Sarraj reflects the
fact that the international
community cannot simply sit back
and watch Libya unravel. This was
not the first time that Sarraj has
called on the international
community for help; in February,
he sent a formal request to NATO
to help build up Libya’s security
and defence systems.
While progress in these sectors
and Libya’s transition more
generally have been slow and
painful, Sarraj was correct when
he said that the fighting in the
south “threatens everything that
has been achieved on the path of
national reconciliation and
stability in Libya.” The outbreak of
a fully fledged civil war would
condemn Libya to further deterioration, threaten the country’s
fragile neighbouring countries
and leave Europe with a failed
state on its doorstep.
Unfortunately, Sarraj’s call for
international intervention is
unlikely to have any major effect.
UN leadership is severely weakened. The European Union seems
interested in Libya only insofar as
migration stemming from North
Africa is considered a security
threat. Different members in the
Arab League support opposing
sides in Libya’s conflict, and
neither the African Union nor the

As long as
the international community remains on the
sidelines,
clashes will
continue.

Organisation of Islamic Cooperation have played a significant role.
Still, key international actors
certainly recognise the danger of
violence in the south. A statement
by the ambassadors to Libya of the
UN Security Council’s permanent
members warned of renewed
conflict, called for de-escalation
and reiterated commitment to the
UN-sponsored Libyan Political
Agreement. The European Union
called for an end to clashes that
endanger the country’s political
process. France, which has
important interests in the south of
Libya, independently issued a
similar statement.
Until now, this has been the
pattern in Libya: Escalation leads
to international statements calling
for an end to violence and stating
support for the toothless UN-led
negotiation process. This cycle
seems to be playing out as fighting
escalates in southern Libya. The
danger is that Libya will surpass
the “brink” and Sarraj’s warning
of civil war will become reality.
For that reason, the international community would do well
to seriously heed his call. Unfortunately, US President Donald
Trump’s comments that he does
not see a role for the United States
in Libya does not inspire confidence. Still, this pattern of
escalation and international
rhetoric must eventually break.
Based on the current conditions,
when this happens, it may very
well be for the worse.
Elissa Miller is an assistant
director at the Atlantic Council’s
Rafik Hariri Centre for the Middle
East.
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US Gulf policy reset

Mattis sees Saudi Arabia ‘helping across the region’
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

I

n a trip designed to reaffirm
ties with Washington’s biggest
regional ally, US Defence Secretary James Mattis travelled
to Riyadh, where he met with
some of the kingdom’s most powerful figures on issues that included
strengthening the decades-old USSaudi security partnership.
Mattis was received at Riyadh’s
Al-Yamamah Palace by King Salman
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud on April 19
for a meeting that centred on enhancing relations, particularly in
defence. The US defence secretary
also met with his Saudi counterpart, Deputy Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz.
The Saudi Press Agency (SPA) said
the two officials discussed challenges facing the region, especially
in dealing with Iran and efforts to
combat terrorism.

Everywhere you
look, if there is
trouble in the
region, you find
Iran.

”

US Defence Secretary
James Mattis

Mattis said his talks with the king
and the deputy crown prince could
not have gone better.
“They were highly productive in
terms of outcomes, to include how
we’re going to work together with
one of our best counterterrorism
partners against the enemy,” he
said.
Mattis, a retired Marine general,
commanded troops during the 2003
invasion of Iraq. He is familiar with
the geopolitical dynamics of the

region and is known for being an
unabashed critic of Iran, a stance he
highlighted during his Saudi visit.
“Everywhere you look, if there is
trouble in the region, you find Iran,”
Mattis said, giving examples of
Hezbollah in Lebanon, the Houthi
militia in Yemen and various militias in Syria fighting in support of
President Bashar Assad’s regime.
“We’ll have to overcome Iran’s
efforts to destabilise yet another
country and create another militia
in their image of Lebanese Hezbollah,” Mattis said referring to the
conflict in Yemen.
“The bottom line is we’re on the
right path forward. We just have to
get down the path and get this in
front of a negotiated peace by the
United Nations, which is what we
stand for and all nations out here
that want the best for Yemen stand
for,” he added.
The US Department of Defence
said the aim of Mattis’s five-country
trip was to reaffirm key US military
alliances, engage with strategic
partners in the Middle East and Africa and discuss cooperative efforts
to counter destabilising activities
and defeat extremist terror organisations.
The fact that Mattis began his regional tour in Saudi Arabia carried
significant weight with Saudi analysts.
Salman
al-Ansari,
president
of the Washington-based Saudi
American Public Relation Affairs
Committee (SAPRAC) said: “This
reflects the US position towards
Saudi Arabia and shows the extent
to which Washington believes in relying on Riyadh’s vision to resolve
all the conflicts in the region.
“Saudi Arabia has proven that it is
historically the United States’ most
trusted and experienced ally [in the
region] and that Saudi Arabia’s security objectives are in line with the
United States’ own security objec-

Renewed bonds. US Defence Secretary James Mattis (L) at the end of a meeting with Saudi Deputy
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz, in Riyadh, on April 19. 			
(AFP)
tives and vice-versa.”
Relations between Gulf Arab
countries and the United States
were strained under President
Barack Obama’s administration due
to what was perceived as a US tilt
towards Iran at the expense of Gulf
Arab interests. Relations hit their
lowest point in March 2016 when
Obama referred to several traditional US allies, including Saudi Arabia
and other Gulf states, as “free riders” in a magazine interview.
Saudi Arabia saw the United
States scale back support in the
conflict with Iran-allied Houthi rebels in Yemen. This was capped by
the Obama administration’s deci-

sion to halt a $300 million sale of
precision-guided missiles, a move
unfrozen by President Donald
Trump.
However, efforts to review and
restate the decades-old relationship picked up pace with the arrival
of the new administration in Washington. Mattis’s visit encapsulated
those efforts.
“What was really obvious to me
today was the regional leadership
role of the Saudis and how they’re
helping across the region,” said
Mattis, adding that Riyadh was
supporting Jordan in caring for
refugees of the Syrian conflict and
also providing energy supplies and

other support to Egypt “as they
work through some really tough financial times.”
On the day Mattis arrived in Riyadh, the Trump administration
announced it had ordered a review
of the Iran nuclear deal by the National Security Council.
“It was a terrible agreement,”
Trump said at a news conference
with Italian Prime Minister Paolo
Gentiloni. “We’re analysing it very,
very carefully and will have something to say about it in the not-toodistant future.”
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf
section editor of The Arab Weekly.

US fires opening shots in confrontation with Iran
Thomas Seibert

Washington

T

hree months into its
term, the Trump administration has fired rhetorical opening shots in
its dealings with Iran, an
issue likely to shape Washington’s
Middle East policy in the coming
years.
Statements by US Secretary of
State Rex Tillerson and US Defence
Secretary James Mattis suggest
that Washington is determined to
counter Iranian influence in the
Middle East. Observers say the
Trump administration is likely to
avoid a direct military showdown
with Tehran and is not expected
to end the nuclear agreement with
Tehran, even though US President
Donald Trump has called the accord the “worst deal ever.”

Statements by
Tillerson and Mattis
suggest that
Washington is
determined to counter
Iranian influence in
the Middle East.
Tillerson, in a speech in Washington, warned of “Iran’s alarming
and ongoing provocations that export terror and violence, destabilising more than one country at a
time.” He renewed US accusations
that Iran was responsible “for intensifying multiple conflicts and
undermining US interests in countries such as Syria, Yemen, Iraq and
Lebanon and continuing to support
attacks against Israel.”
The international agreement
designed to keep Iran from developing nuclear weapons “fails
to achieve the objective of a non-

nuclear Iran,” Tillerson charged.
He said the administration was reviewing American policies towards
Tehran.
In a statement issued a day before Tillerson’s speech, the State
Department confirmed “that Iran
is compliant through April 18 with
its commitments under the Joint
Comprehensive Plan of Action,”
or JCPOA, as the nuclear deal is
known.
Iran rejected Tillerson’s speech
and pointed to the State Department statement. “Worn-out US accusations can’t mask its admission
of Iran’s compliance w/JCPOA,” Iranian Foreign Minister Mohammad
Javad Zarif posted on Twitter.
Mattis used a visit to Saudi Arabia to criticise Iran’s role in the
conflict in Yemen, where Tehranbacked Houthi rebels have been
fighting a coalition led by Riyadh.
“We will have to overcome Iran’s
efforts to destabilise yet another
country and create another militia
in their image of Lebanese Hezbollah but the bottom line is we are on
the right path for it,” Mattis said.
The tough talk by Tillerson and
Mattis masks an acceptance of political realities, analysts said. They
said the Trump administration is
aware that a unilateral decision to
walk away from the JCPOA would
leave the United States isolated, as
its partners, especially the European countries involved, would stick
to the agreement.
One reason behind the rhetoric from the administration is that
Washington wants to reassure US
allies in the Middle East who felt
betrayed by US President Barack
Obama’s decision to cut the nuclear deal with Iran. “America’s
message is: There’s a new sheriff in
town,” said Alex Vatanka, an analyst at the Middle East Institute in
Washington.

New sheriff in town. US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson at a news conference on Iran in the Treaty
Room of the State Department in Washington, on April 19.			
(AFP)
For all its fiery words, the US administration is expected to keep
JCPOA alive. “All the indications
are that the Trump administration
will abide by the agreement,” said
Gary Samore, executive director
for research at Harvard’s Belfer
Centre for Science and International Affairs at the Kennedy School of
Government. For Iran, there was
“no advantage to be gained by
blowing up the agreement” either,
he added.
By accepting the JCPOA, the US
government is inviting questions
about how this position can be
squared with Trump’s campaign
pledge to tear up the agreement.
Given that promise, it was unclear
what the purpose of the review
mentioned by Tillerson would be,
Michael Rubin, a scholar at the
American Enterprise Institute and

a former Pentagon official, said.
“What is there to review?” he
asked.
With the JCPOA secure at least for
now, Washington is embarking on
efforts to limit Iran’s regional influence, especially in Yemen, Samore
said. Trump is also facing the challenge to weaken Tehran’s roles in
the Syrian conflict and in Iraq.
As Washington grapples with
different and complex situations
connected to Iran at the same time,
working out a comprehensive plan
to deal with the country will be difficult. “There is no Trump grand
strategy on Iran,” Vatanka said. The
challenge was to find an approach
making sure that “if you do something on the nuclear issue, you
don’t hurt yourself elsewhere.”
The acceptance of the nuclear
deal by both countries and a will-

ingness on both sides to steer clear
of a direct military confrontation
is creating a framework for US-Iranian relations, Vatanka said. Iran’s
upcoming presidential election is
unlikely to change this, he said,
adding: “Even the most hard-line
candidate would stick to the agreement.”
Rubin said the United States
should concentrate on the year
2025 when the JCPOA expires and
limits on Iranian research of nuclear enrichment are lifted.
Unfortunately, Washington was
not ready to do so, Rubin said:
“That is a question that Trump is
not interested in and the administration is not yet staffed to handle.”
Thomas Seibert is a Washington
correspondent for The Arab
Weekly.
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Escalation. Tribesmen loyal to Houthi rebels hold their weapons in Sana’a.											

(AFP)

Houthis intensify crackdown on dissent in Yemen
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

T

he Iran-allied Houthi rebels have escalated their
disregard for international
law by the handing down
of a death sentence to a
government-friendly
journalist,
Yemeni government officials and
human rights groups warned.
A court in Houthi-controlled
Sana’a sentenced Yahya AbdulRaqeeb al-Jubaihi, a respected journalist and academic, to death after
he was convicted of spying for Saudi Arabia, which is leading an Arab
coalition in support of the internationally recognised Yemeni government at war with the Houthis.
Jubaihi, 61, a vocal critic of Houthis, was found guilty of “illegally
establishing contact with a foreign
state, which is Saudi Arabia, and
providing its diplomats in Sana’a
with reports that posed harm to

Yemen’s army, political position and
economy in return for 4,500 Saudi
riyals [$1,200] from Riyadh since
2010,” the Houthi-controlled Saba
news agency reported.
Jubaihi, who is reportedly in poor
health, was arrested more than
eight months ago, his family said.
The Yemeni Journalists Syndicate (YJS) called the death sentence
“heinous” and “unconstitutional.”
YJS called on human rights organisations to help stop “the increasing
violence being practised against the
press and journalists in Yemen.”
The statement said at least 13
journalists had been arbitrarily arrested by the Houthis.
Reporters Without Borders (RSF)
called the death sentence appalling.
It said this was the first death sentence given to a reporter.
“This Houthi-imposed death sentence sets a dangerous precedent for
journalists in Yemen,” Alexandra El
Khazen, head of RSF’s Middle East
desk, said in a statement. “Issued
at the end of an unfair trial, it con-

stitutes a grave violation of international law. We urge Houthi leaders
to free this journalist at once.”
Amnesty International labelled
the sentence “shameful” and called
for it to be quashed.

The Yemeni Journalists
Syndicate said at least
13 journalists had been
arbitrarily arrested by
Houthis.
“We are also deeply worried about
ten other journalists who have been
detained arbitrarily by Houthi forces without charge or trial for nearly
two years,” Samah Hadid, director
of campaigns at Amnesty International’s Beirut Regional office, said
in a statement.
“They must be allowed regular
access to legal representatives and
allowed to contact their families. If
they are not promptly charged with
recognisably criminal offences and

prosecuted in fair trials, they must
be released without delay,” Hadid
said.
Amnesty International said that
through 2015 and into 2016, the
Houthis and forces loyal to former
President Ali Abdullah Saleh “have
arbitrarily arrested and detained
critics and opponents as well as
journalists, human rights defenders
and members of the Baha’i community. Scores have been subjected to
enforced disappearance.”
Yemeni Foreign Minister Abdulmalik al-Mekhlafi called on
the United Nations to intervene in
Jubaihi’s sentencing.
“We call the UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres, the human
rights commissioner and the UN
Envoy to Yemen Ismail Ould Cheikh
Ahmed to move urgently to stop
this crime,” Mekhlafi said on Twitter.
Beyond their crackdown on dissent, Houthis are accused of war
crimes, including the use of child
soldiers and the use of interna-

tionally banned weapons such as
landmines.
A report by Human Rights Watch
(HRW) detailed ten incidents in
which landmines had killed or
wounded people in Sana’a, Marib,
Aden or Taiz governorates.
“Houthi-Saleh forces have been
flouting the landmine ban at the expense of Yemeni civilians,” said Steve Goose, director of HRW’s Arms
Division.
“Yemen prohibited anti-personnel mines nearly two decades ago
and no authorities should tolerate
their use.”
Houthi rebels took control of
Sana’a in September 2014 and then
seized most of the country, leading
the internationally recognised government to flee to Riyadh. A Saudiled Arab coalition, supported by the
United States and Britain, began an
air campaign against the rebels in
March 2015. Arab coalition ground
troops later entered the fight.
The war has claimed more than
10,000 lives.

Looking for a political solution in Yemen
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Khairallah
Khairallah

I

t has become clear that a
clean military victory in
Yemen will be difficult to
achieve, given the difficult
terrain and the nature of
Yemeni society. In some
regions of the country, people are
probably willing to fight each
other indefinitely.
Some areas in northern Yemen
still do not know what a “republic” is. The Imamah regime of
government in Yemen formally
ended on September 26, 1962, and
the civil war in March 1970.
However, in practice, areas such
as Saada in the north-west
remained outside the republic.
These areas are strongholds of the
Houthis, who now go by the name
of Ansarullah.
Throughout Yemen’s history,
there have always been areas of
the country that resisted central
authority. For example, between
2004 and 2010, there were six
wars between the central regime
of Ali Abdullah Saleh and the
Houthis in the north. The government’s armed forces outnumbered the Houthis and were better
equipped but could not score a
decisive victory.

The battle for the Red Sea
port of Hudaydah is going to
be decisive.

The central government was
strong and controlled almost all of
Yemen except for the Houthis’
base for many complex reasons.
One of these was power sharing.
The Houthis took advantage of the
chaotic situation in the country
and conquered Sana’a on September 21, 2014.
Given this background, what is
needed in Yemen are innovative
practical solutions. It must start
by acknowledging that the
Saudi-led Operation Decisive
Storm achieved one of its major
goals, namely to break Iran’s
expansionist project in the area.
Iran’s plan was to gain indirect
control of Yemen and use it as a
base for operations aiming at
destabilising the regimes in the
Gulf countries in addition to
controlling the strategic Bab el
Mandeb Strait.
There is probably no need to
remind everyone that the Houthis
did not stop at taking control of
Sana’a and announcing the
beginning of a new regime in
Yemen with Iran’s backing and
inspired by Hezbollah’s experience in Lebanon. They moved
southward and took Taiz and
Aden. However, their plans
backfired and they were driven
out of Aden, Mukalla and the port
city of Mocha.
The search for practical solutions to the crisis in Yemen must

begin with liberating the useful
Yemen from the presence of the
Houthis, which, with al-Qaeda in
Yemen, represent the biggest
danger for the country and for the
Gulf countries as well. There
should be no room for extremists
of any hue or shape along the
coastal zones stretching from
Hudaydah to Mukalla and including Aden with its port and airport
facilities.
Consequently, the battle for the
Red Sea port of Hudaydah is going
to be decisive, since the Houthis
smuggle their Iranian-supplied
weapons and other illegal supplies through the port.
The change of heart in US
foreign policy will help in saving
Hudaydah from the talons of the
Houthis. There is an increased
awareness among the Americans
of the dangers to the Arabian
Peninsula of any Iranian presence
in Yemen. If it is possible to
withstand the political standstill
inside Yemen, the Arab coalition
forces cannot afford to let go of
the coastal stretch. They must
push with their operations to
corner the Houthis’ forces and
their allies.
Returning Yemen’s coastal
stretch to the legitimate government is part of the political
solution to the crisis in Yemen.
The new Yemen must be built on a
model of decentralised power, a

Some areas
in northern
Yemen
still do not
know what a
republic is.

far cry from the time of Ali
Abdullah Saleh. Even before the
former president agreed to the
Gulf initiative and relinquished
his position, Yemen had metamorphosed but the transition period,
which was supposed to end in
February 2014, is still going on.
In a country where citizens are
dying of hunger and disease, a
new, practical political solution
must lay the foundations for a
legitimacy built on the inclusion
of all Yemenis, including the
Houthis but not along the lines of
what is going on with Hezbollah in
Lebanon as pointed out by
Major-General Ahmed Amiri. He is
an adviser to the Saudi Ministry of
Defence and spokesman for the
Arab Coalition Forces in Yemen.
The problem with Yemen’s
President Abd Rabbo Mansour
Hadi is that he does not possess
any popular base in any of
Yemen’s regions, so he cannot be
part of a political solution for
Yemen based on a wider representation and participation.
There must be a redrawing of
new districts based on the new
realities in the country and, above
all, there must be a military plan
for keeping the Houthis, al-Qaeda
and their allies off the coast of
Yemen.
Khairallah Khairallah is a
Lebanese journalist.
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Hezbollah may quit
border forts to bolster
hard-pressed Assad
Nicholas Blanford

Beirut

H

ezbollah is expected to
hand over a chain of
hilltop military bases
along Lebanon’s border
with Syria to the Lebanese Army, potentially freeing up
hundreds of fighters for combat
in Syria, including Hama province
where the Iranian-backed Party of
God is heavily engaged in pushing
back a rebel offensive.
Despite securing significant victories in recent months, particularly the seizure of eastern Aleppo
from rebel hands in December, Syrian government forces are woefully
short of manpower even with the
support of Iranian allies and Hezbollah.
The chronic shortage — due to
heavy combat losses, large-scale
desertions and draft dodging — is
seen as a possible explanation for
the regime’s apparent use of chemical weapons in an air strike against
the town of Khan Sheikhoun in
Idlib province on April 4 that left
scores of people dead and more
than 500 sickened.
The town is controlled by Hayat
Tahrir al-Sham, a coalition of radical groups that follow al-Qaeda.
The attack, apparently using the
deadly nerve agent sarin, spurred
the Trump administration to unleash Tomahawk cruise missiles
against al-Shayrat airbase from
where the United States says the
sarin attack was launched.
That was the first direct US intervention against the Syrian regime
in the 6-year-old war and could be
pushing the war into a new phase.
Hezbollah forces have played a
key role in keeping Syrian President Bashar Assad in power since
2013, with an average of 8,000
fighters serving in Syria at any
given time. Saving the Damascus

regime has come at a high cost for
the Lebanese Shia movement.
It is estimated to have lost more
than 2,000 men in combat, with
many more wounded, and the war
has imposed a worsening financial
burden and a growing war weariness among the party’s Shia support base.
So dispatching reinforcements
freed from garrison duty along
Lebanon’s eastern border would
bolster efforts by Assad , who has
repeatedly boasted he will retake
“every inch” of territory he has lost
since 2011, to re-establish regime
authority across his war-ravaged
land.

Since 2014, Hezbollah
has constructed
around 100 hilltop
compounds along the
rugged frontier
with Syria.
Committing more Hezbollah
fighters to the Syrian bloodbath
will place further pressure on Hezbollah’s leadership to keep their
constituency motivated and supportive.
Since 2014, Hezbollah has constructed around 100 hilltop compounds along the rugged frontier
with Syria to protect populated areas of the Bekaa Valley, the party’s
heartland, from infiltration by jihadist militants based in Syria.
Most of the compounds are unmanned and consist of little more
than horseshoe-shaped bulldozed
earthen ramparts but bases dotting
the hills a few kilometres south of
the Sunni-populated town of Arsal
are fortified, some with artillery
platforms.
These positions mark the front
line against several hundred militants from the Islamic State (ISIS)
and Jabhat Fateh al-Sham holed
up in the mountains around Arsal.

Hezbollah routinely harasses the
militants with ambushes and rocket fire.
The Lebanese Army is also deployed around Arsal and bombards
the militants’ positions and movements on a near-daily basis.
In 2013, the Lebanese Army began raising the first of four Land
Border Regiments to secure the
frontier with Syria. Britain funded the training and equipping of
troops for those units and three
have been deployed.
A fourth is being raised to plug
a gap between Arsal and Masnaa,
which sits on the strategic BeirutDamascus highway. The deployment of this unit could pave the
way for a long-anticipated assault
against the jihadists tucked into
the mountains outside Arsal.
The militants overran the town in
August 2014, triggering a 5-day battle with the army. Under a ceasefire
deal, the jihadists were allowed to
retreat to their mountain redoubts
along with large quantities of captured arms and ammunition.
The recent appointment of a new
Lebanese Army commander, General Joseph Aoun, who previously
headed a brigade deployed around
Arsal, overcomes one bureaucratic
hurdle on the path to launching an
offensive against the militants.
A decision to launch the offensive
by the Beirut government is not
thought to be imminent, although
political and military sources say
that planning is well under way.
Lebanese Prime Minister Saad
Hariri told a group of foreign reporters recently that an assault
would only happen “once everything is in place,” a reference to the
army receiving new weapons and
logistical support from the United
States and other friendly powers
that do not want to see Lebanon
swept by internal conflict as it was
in its ruinous 1975-90 civil war.
Meanwhile, Hezbollah appears
to be readying for its withdrawal

Awaiting orders. A Hezbollah fighter looks towards Syria from
the rocky hills outside the Lebanese border village of Brital.
from its border compounds. It is
not clear how many Shia fighters
serve in these positions but it could
amount to several hundred — and
for now, every fighter Hezbollah
can deploy in Syria is crucial.
Rebel forces, including Hayat
Tahrir al-Sham, launched a wideranging offensive in northern Hama
in March, seizing a string of towns
and villages and even briefly taking
over some districts of Damascus for

(AP)

the first time in years.
The regime launched counteroffensives with Russian and Syrian
air force cover and has regained
most of the lost territory but heavy
fighting continues.
Nicholas Blanford is the author
of “Warriors of God: Inside
Hezbollah’s Thirty-Year Struggle
Against Israel” (Random House
2011). He lives in Beirut.

Looming financial woes for Hezbollah

View poi nt

Ali al-Amin

T

he US Department of
the Treasury is
preparing to impose
sanctions on institutions and individuals
accused of financing
or working with Hezbollah.
Banking sources said the
expected measures would
concern political figures from
Lebanese organisations close to
Hezbollah, such as the Amal
Movement, the Free Patriotic
Movement and the Syrian Social
Nationalist Party, which is also
known for its close ties with the
Syrian regime.
Rumours about the US sanctions circulated in Lebanese
political circles and were picked
up by media outlets. If the
rumours turn out to be true, the
sanctions would be the first time
American sanctions were levied
against Lebanese parties not
listed as anti-American organisations, particularly the Amal
Movement and the Free Patriotic
Movement, headed respectively
by Lebanese Parliament Speaker
Nabih Berri and Lebanese
President Michel Aoun.
One notable incident in
connection to the above was the
arrest in March of Lebanese

There has been a noticeable
drop in Hezbollah’s
financial resources in the
last two years.

businessman Kassem Tajeddine
at the international airport in
Casablanca on an Interpol
warrant and his subsequent
extradition to Washington.
Tajeddine is suspected of
financing Hezbollah through
investments in Lebanon and
African countries.
Tajeddine’s arrest led to
rumours about other sanctions
possibly affecting Lebanese
businessmen who invested in
Hezbollah’s military and political
clout in Lebanon and the Middle
East through business ventures
in Lebanon, Iraq or Iran.
Many business people had
distanced themselves from
Hezbollah following the Treasury
Department’s tough stance
against Hezbollah. Doing business with Hezbollah had suddenly turned costly.
Still, the party continued to
rely for its financing on a significant financial network across
countries in Latin America, the
Arabian Gulf and even the United
States.
Reliable banking sources and
political personalities said there
has been a noticeable drop in
Hezbollah’s financial resources in
the last two years. The party was
no longer capable of financially
supporting many of its familiar
political, religious and partisan
allies. It had to let hundreds of its
paid elements go.
After the 2006 war with Israel,
Hezbollah was an important

employer in Lebanon — second
only to the Lebanese governm
ent — but the war in Syria drained
the party’s resources. The US
sanctions delivered a powerful
blow to Hezbollah’s financial
capabilities.
The sources pointed out that
Iran’s permanent financial
contribution to Hezbollah since
its inception does not exceed 50%
of the party’s budget. The
remaining amount is from
activities that the average citizen
could not imagine are taking
place. Taking advantage of its
military might and its ability to
move freely through ports and
across borders, the party has
allegedly engaged in illegal
activities using a widespread
network of agents inside and
outside of Lebanon. Always using
the guise of resisting Israel, the
party was able to impose for itself
this unique privilege.
A good portion of Hezbollah’s
expenses is covered through
public funds. It is no secret that
the party controls about 100
municipalities and municipal
federations in Lebanon. The
party placed its members on the
municipalities’ payrolls. They are
nominally municipal employees
but they take their orders from
Hezbollah. Thus, one can say that
the party has direct access to
taxes collected in those municipalities.
The financial sanctions on
Hezbollah increased its voracious

A good
portion of
Hezbollah’s
expenses
are covered
through
public funds.

appetite for public funds. The
party relies first on public cover
for its alleged smuggling activities. Knowing that it will not be
bothered, it uses a wide network
of all kinds of business connections for its supposed illegal
commerce. Second, the party will
do whatever it can to get its share
of public funds as a major party in
the government and the parliament. Third, there will always be
Iranian financing.
The US sanctions will be slow
and gradual in coming and will
touch all of Hezbollah’s allies.
The Trump administration’s
message to Hezbollah is clear:
The easy times enjoyed under the
previous administration are over.
The talk about US sanctions
coincided with two incidents.
The first was the strong confrontation in parliament between
Hezbollah and the Free Patriotic
Movement about the election law.
The latter is unofficially accusing
the former of purposely hampering its vision for the law. The
second incident involved violent
confrontations between the Amal
Movement and Hezbollah in
villages on the Israeli border.
Some observers have seen in
these incidents implicit messages
from the Free Patriotic Movement
and the Amal Movement. They
want to distance themselves from
Hezbollah but will that be enough
to spare them from US sanctions?
Ali al-Amin is a Lebanese writer.
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What about Balfour?
British students
no longer studying
Palestine-Israel
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

I

n the year marking the 100th
anniversary of the Balfour
Declaration, a milestone on
the road to the establishment
of the state of Israel, British
schoolchildren are no longer studying the Palestinian-Israeli conflict
that it precipitated.
Of the five exam boards for England, Wales and Northern Ireland,
three have removed Israel-Palestine
from their General Certificate of
Secondary Education (GCSE) syllabus since 2014. The Council for
the Curriculum, Examination and
Assessment said only one school
out of 170 chose Israel-Palestine as
a GCSE option.

The project has
researchers in Britain,
the United States, the
Palestinian territories
and Israel.
“I suspect that many teachers feel uncomfortable teaching a
topic in which they would have to
play the role of arbiter in between
two conflicting versions. Trying to
take a stand on the middle ground
when there is no middle ground is
a precarious position,” said history
teacher Michael Davies.
“Exam boards say they’ve
dropped it because schools don’t
choose it as a topic. Schools say
they don’t teach it because there
are very few textbook resources and
publishers don’t make the resource
because there isn’t the demand. It’s
a vicious cycle.”
Parallel Histories, which was

founded by Davies and bills itself
as a ground-breaking interactive
learning resource for students and
teachers alike, aims to break that
cycle, and reintroduce the study of
the Palestinian-Israeli conflict in
Britain’s schools. “The history of
Israel and Palestine is fascinating in
its own right. It illustrates so many
big ideas, the power of religious
belief, imperialism, nationalism
and racism in its various formats,”
Davies said.
“It’s a great opportunity to teach
students the critical and analytical
skills they need to evaluate the relative weight of competing evidence,
as well as develop an appetite to engage with very different interpretations [of history]. I think those skills
help to make young people better
citizens,” he added.
Parallel Histories aims to equally
and equitably present both sides of
this divisive subject through interactive videos exploring alternative
interpretations of the history of the
Palestinian-Israeli conflict.
“When I’ve surveyed students
about their preferred learning
methods, interactive video beats
everything else — podcasts, TV
documentaries, popular history
books and particularly textbooks.
This technology takes teachers out
of the firing line and allows them
to facilitate classroom analysis and
discussion of the two competing
narratives,” he said.
The project’s interactive videos
span three periods: 1914-22, 1929
and the Great Arab Revolt 1936-39.
The next three videos will look at
the first intifada, the story of Gilad
Shalit and Palestinian prisoners in
Israeli jails, and the six-day war.
There are plans in the works to tackle the war of independence/naqba,
the Oslo Accords and the 2000

Ground-breaking resource. Michael Davies (seen on screen) working in conjunction with a team of
students from New York University, Hebrew University, An-Najah, Oxford, Tulane, SOAS and with
TouchCast and a British foundation to create Parallel Histories.		
(Lancaster Royal Grammar School)
Camp David negotiations. Davies
also plans to develop the interactivity so that there are virtual rewards
for those who explore both sides.
The project has researchers in
Britain, the United States, the Palestinian territories and Israel whose
job it is to present both sides of the
subject. “I believe there is a lot of
misunderstanding today regarding
the conflict; people construct their
opinions based on emotions and
personal connections, without fully
comprehending the complexities or
historic influences,” said Israeli researcher Noa Shusterman.
A graduate student in New York
University’s international relations
programme and a Fulbright scholar,
Shusterman praised the Parallel
Histories approach of showing both
sides of the story. “Learning about
the history of the conflict from both
narratives can provide students
with a well-rounded perspective,
helping them distinguish between
facts and myths and also under-

stand better the role of narratives,”
she said.
Parallel Histories is being piloted
in two Lancaster schools but there
are plans to expand. Davies said
he has received positive feedback
from educational publishers but
ultimately the decision must come
from schools and exam boards.
“My plan is to generate buzz
about Parallel Histories from the
grass roots upward,” he said. “If
teachers and students in the classroom use it and like it, that will create a demand for the subject to be
taught more widely as part of GCSE
and A level.”
There are also plans to translate
the videos into Arabic and Hebrew
so they can be made available to
students in the occupied territories
and Israel so that the inheritors of
the conflict can study it for themselves.
“It’s an area of the world where
the history is completely lived and
breathed. Sometimes you get the

feeling talking to people who live
there that the past is more alive to
them than the present… and that
for a history teacher is magic,” he
said.
“Looking beyond that, I can see
that Parallel Histories model is a
good way to teach the history of
any conflict while it’s still going on.
The partition of India and Pakistan
would be a good challenge… I’d also
like to have a look at a parallel history of race relations in the US, too,
and maybe the Iran/Iraq war, as part
of the Sunni/Shia divide.”
As for the Palestine-Israel conflict, it is something that must be
studied as part of history but it is
also something that is lived and
breathed today, Davies said, adding: “The last time I visited the market in Nablus and told a stall holder
I was British, he wagged his finger
and said: ‘What about Balfour?’”
Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in London.

Palestinian prisoners launch protest through hunger strike
Mamoon Alabbasi

London

A

hunger strike by Palestinians in Israeli jails has
put the spotlight on prison conditions and highlights political tensions
in the Occupied Territories.
Around 1,500 Palestinian prisoners have joined a hunger strike that
began on April 17, led by Fatah leader Marwan Barghouti.
“Having spent the last 15 years in
an Israeli prison, I have been both
a witness to and a victim of Israel’s
illegal system of mass arbitrary arrests and ill-treatment of Palestinian prisoners,” Barghouti wrote in
a New York Times opinion piece.
“After exhausting all other options,
I decided there was no choice but
to resist these abuses by going on a
hunger strike.”
Barghouti is serving five life sentences for his role in the 2000-05
uprising known as the second intifada.
There are almost 6,500 Palestinians in 22 Israeli jails, said Qadoura
Fares, head of the Palestinian Prisoners’ Club. The prisoners include
62 women and 300 minors. Approximately 500 people are held without charge, said Issa Qaraqe, head
of detainees’ affairs for the Palestinian Authority.
Hunger strikers’ demands include halting detention without
trial, ending solitary confinement,
having access to better medical
treatment as well as more contact
with their families.
Israeli authorities have refused

to negotiate with the hunger strikers. Public Security Minister Gilad
Erdan, speaking on Israeli Army Radio, said they were “terrorists and
incarcerated murderers who are
getting what they deserve.” Israeli
authorities “would not hesitate to
implement the law which authorises the force-feeding of detainees,”
Agence France-Presse (AFP) quoted
Justice Minister Ayelet Shaked as
saying.
“While Israeli officials are bullish
now, the track record suggests that,
should the hunger strike reach a
critical stage — and if there is sufficient pressure from various sources
— there will be a compromise on
the prisoners’ demands,” said Ben
White, a writer specialising in the
Palestinian territories and Israel.
The major Palestinian factions,

including rivals Hamas and Fatah,
have expressed strong support for
the hunger strike. Qaraqe warned
that, if prisoners die, “that could
lead to a new intifada,” AFP said.
It is unclear how long the show of
unity can last. “Cross-factional support for the hunger strike reflects
the significance of the issue more
generally but cannot, by itself, resolve or even mask the more fundamental divisions afflicting the internal Palestinian area,” White said.
Palestinian Authority President
Mahmoud Abbas called on “the international community to save the
lives of the Palestinian prisoners
in Israeli jails.” The United Nations
said it was following the situation
closely.
Palestinian officials have reportedly asked the International Crimi-

Prison and politics. Palestinians hold pictures of relatives in
Israeli jails during a rally marking Palestinian Prisoner Day in
Nablus, on April 16. 					
(Reuters)

nal Court to examine how Israel
imprisons Palestinians. “Countries
that have signed international accords must not allow the occupier
to be above the law,” Palestinian
lawmaker Khalida Jarrar told AFP.
A number of Israelis outside a
prison taunted the hunger-striking
prisoners by barbecuing.
Israeli columnist Amira Hass
said the message of the strike was
twofold; concerning the prisoners
themselves and Palestinians outside jail who still feel imprisoned.
“It’s about basic human rights
that even prisoners, even prisoners
who are members of the other nation, deserve… What the prisoners
are trying to say to the Israel Prison
Service and the Israeli public is that
both sides have an interest in the
prisons maintaining a level of decency,” she wrote in the Israeli daily
Haaretz.
“But beyond the regular prisons,
Israel has created and continues
to create all kinds of other means
of imprisoning Palestinians… Thus
the experience of imprisonment,
whether in a formal prison or another kind, is shared by all Palestinians… the hunger strike is a means
of liberation from the destructive effect of the multiple prison cells on
the outside,” she said.
Some observers said the hunger
strikes were politically motivated
and mainly directed against Abbas.
“It appears that the background
to the strike has to do with intraPalestinian power struggles as
much as it has to do with the struggle against Israel,” wrote Amos
Harel in Haaretz.
“The media attention from a prolonged strike will serve (Barghouti)

in his moves vis-à-vis the Palestinian Authority leadership, which is
officially supporting the strike but
in actuality is concerned about any
outcome that could advance the
standing of the imprisoned leader,
who is not especially liked by President Mahmoud Abbas and his people,” he added.

Palestinian factions
have expressed
strong support for
the hunger strike.
In an opinion article published
on the website of the Gatestone
Institute, a New York think-tank,
Bassam Tawil wrote: “Palestinians
have an old habit of settling internal scores by diverting their grievances and violence towards Israel.”
Palestinian commentators, however, dismissed this narrative as
Israeli propaganda, saying that Tel
Aviv is trying to deflect attention
from its policies by claiming the
strike is about internal Fatah politics.
“Marwan Barghouti is already
the most popular Palestinian leader
and he knows that he has little hope
of getting out of prison soon, so he
has no personal motive,” said Iyad
Barakat, a Palestinian writer in London.
“Barghouti has put the spotlight
on the ills of occupation, reminding the world that Israel is directly
responsible for what is happening to the Palestinians. This move
will help, not hinder, Abbas as he
meets US President Donald Trump
in May.”
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Diplomatic unease casts shadow on Jordan-Iran ties
The Arab Weekly staff

London

D

iplomatic relations between Jordan and Iran
are going through a period of unease following
the trading of insults between Amman and Tehran.
The Jordanian Foreign Ministry
said it summoned Iranian Ambassador to Amman Mujtaba Fardousi
Bour to deliver a “strongly worded
protest.”
The protest was against a statement from Iranian Foreign Ministry spokesman Bahram Ghasemi
branding comments Jordanian King
Abdullah II made to the Washington
Post as “silly and careless.”
King Abdullah told the American
newspaper that Iran was involved
in “strategic problems” in the region. “There is an attempt to forge a
geographic link between Iran, Iraq,
Syria and Hezbollah/Lebanon,” he
said.
He added that Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps troops were
within 70km of Jordan’s border and
that non-state actors approaching
the frontier “are not going to be tolerated.”
In a response published in Arabic
by Iran’s Fars news agency, Ghasemi
said: “It appears the Jordanian king
made a fundamental and strategic
mistake in defining terrorism.”

Jordan cancelled a
football match with
Iran that was
scheduled to take
place in Tehran.
Ghasemi said King Abdullah’s
comments showed “his ignorance
and his superficial view of developments in the region.”
“It would be better if (King Abdullah) put aside some of his time to
study the logic, history and geography of the region,” he said.

“It is advisable that the Jordanian
king take a passing look first at the
statistics released about the Jordanian terrorists joining [the Islamic
State] and other blood-spilling and
ignorant groups and then make
an opinion on Iran which is on the
frontline of the fight against terrorism and extremism and striving to
strengthen security in the region,”
Ghasemi said.
Jordan’s Foreign Ministry said
Ghasemi’s “unacceptable” comments were “a failed attempt to
misrepresent the central role the
kingdom plays in supporting regional security and stability and
fighting terrorism.”

King Abdullah said
Iran was involved in
“strategic problems”
in the region.
Former Jordanian Ambassador to
Tehran Bassam al-Amoush told the
website AlkhaleejOnline.net that
the “Iranian transgression against
Jordan needed a strong response,
especially since the proximity of
the Iranians from the JordanianSyrian border represents a threat to
Jordan.”
“Amman is an influential player
in the region, and the Iranians must
know that Jordan will not stand
idly while Iran makes hostile statements or threats against Jordan,” he
added.
Jordanian Information Minister
Mohammad Momani said: “We’re
a country that deals positively with
the rest of the world but such rhetoric (by Iran) is shameful and unacceptable.” He added: “Iran would be
more welcome if its officials learn
how to control their tongues.”
In response, the Arabic-language
Iranian media outlet Alalam accused King Abdullah of being a
“submissive… fixer for hire” to Arab
Gulf sheikhs who reward his services with “crumbles and leftovers”.
“Jordan is bowing to pressure
from the United States and Gulf

Better days. A 2014 file picture shows Jordan’s King Abdullah II (R) walking with Iranian Foreign
Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif in Amman. 						
(Reuters)
states to accuse Iran of supporting
terrorism in exchange for material support,” stated an article on
Alalam’s website.
Amid the tensions, Jordan cancelled a football match with Iran
that was scheduled to take place in
Tehran in May.
Relations between Amman and
Tehran were warm prior to the 1979
Iranian Revolution. Jordan took
Iraq’s side during its 1980-88 war
with Iran.
Jordan cut diplomatic ties with
Iran in 2016 in solidarity with Riyadh after Saudi diplomatic missions were attacked in Tehran and
Mashhad by Iranians protesting the
execution of Shia Saudi cleric Nimr
al-Nimr.
The Jordanian government at the

Iran election may be pointer
to race for supreme leader
Gareth Smyth

London

I

ran’s Council of Guardians has
drawn up a shortlist of six candidates from the 1,600 people
who registered for the May 19
presidential election.
Despite months of speculation
that he might be excluded, Iranian
President Hassan Rohani made
the cut, as have First Vice-President Eshaq Jahangiri and Mostafa
Hashemitaba, a reform-minded
vice-president under both Akbar
Hashemi Rafsanjani and Mohammad Khatami.
On the principlist side are Tehran
Mayor Mohammad Bagher Ghalibaf
and Mostafa Mirsalim, minister of
culture in the last years of the Rafsanjani presidency.

About 1,600

people have registered
as candidates for Iran’s
May 19 presidential
election.

The most intriguing nomination
is Ebrahim Raeisi, 56, appointed in
2016 by Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, the
supreme leader, to lead the foundation managing the Imam Reza
shrine in Mashhad, one of the most
important in the Islamic Republic.
Raeisi is considered a likely contender to succeed the 77-year-old
Khamenei, and his entry into the

presidential fray surprised those assuming he was busy managing the
shrine, unlikely to beat Rohani and
would keep ambitions in check until
the leadership succession.

Raeisi is considered a
likely candidate to
succeed Khamenei, 77.
There has been, however, a lively
social-media campaign among conservatives to urge him to stand and,
as chairman of the shrine, he has
access to influential clerical and security networks that will help in the
presidential election.
The shortlist of six can change.
Appeals are possible and candidates
may withdraw.
Jahangiri, for example, is widely
thought to have been a “Plan B” in
case Rohani did not pass the Guardian Council. Neither should Rohani
fear Hashemitaba, who is not widely known and who in the 2001 election — when Khatami was re-elected — won only 28,000 votes — 0.1%
of the total.
The real challenge to Rohani
comes from the principlists, who
have been working to agree on a
single candidate best placed to win,
which presumably means Ghalibaf
or Raeisi.
Iran’s lack of an effective party
structure has made such coordination difficult and it is far from clear
that the principlist body set up
to agree a single candidate — the
Popular Front of Islamic Revolution
Forces (PFIRF) — will be successful
where past efforts have failed.

In the letter announcing his candidacy, Raeisi appeared to suggest
he would run whether or not he was
the PFIRF’s choice.
Raeisi’s candidacy was a big surprise in Tehran. His close relationship with Khamenei has inevitably
raised the issue of who Khamenei
would prefer as president. Why,
people ask, is Raeisi standing just a
year after being appointed to head
the Imam Reza shrine?
Given his past role in the judiciary, Raeisi could reverse the limited social relaxation under Rohani.
He would also mitigate Rohani’s
cautious challenge of vested interests like religious foundations and
the Islamic Revolutionary Guards
Corps. In foreign policy, Raeisi
might make little difference.
“Ayatollah Khamenei doesn’t
want a president who will challenge
everything [internationally],” said
Saeid Golkar, a lecturer at Northwestern University and senior fellow at the Chicago Council on Global Affairs.
“Raeisi will bring pragmatic, if
more conservative, people: But he
won’t be confrontational. The foreign minister would be like [Foreign
Minister Mohammad Javad] Zarif,
but from the right.”
There could, however, be another
issue in Khamenei’s mind: His own
successor.
“Rohani is respectful, pragmatic, he doesn’t challenge Ayatollah
Khamenei,” said Golkar. “If Khamenei were younger, Rohani would
still be the best president for him.
But the issue of the next supreme
leader may be a problem. Someone
who can ensure a more stable tran-

time stressed its condemnation “of
the Iranian interference in the internal affairs of Arab states” as well
as Tehran’s “interference in internal Saudi affairs,” in a reference to
Iran’s criticism of Nimr’s execution.
“For years, Amman has been
keen on having a policy of ‘minimal
problems’ with the Iranians,” wrote
the London-based Arabic newspaper Rai al-Youm. However, Jordan
“has a lot of reservations on the
Iranian intelligence, which Amman
believes is trying to penetrate some
of its institutions,” it added.
Jordan hosts tens of thousands
of refugees from the war in neighbouring Syria and is part of a US-led
coalition fighting the Islamic State
(ISIS). Amman has also provided
support to Syrian rebels fighting

ISIS. Those rebels are also opposed
to the regime of Syrian President
Bashar Assad, which Iran staunchly
backs.
The foreign ministers of Iran,
Russia and Syria discussed the redeployment of US military equipment to the border with Jordan during a meeting in Moscow, reported
TASS.
“There have been some reports
the United States has moved military equipment to Jordan’s southern borders,” Syrian Foreign Minister Walid Muallem was quoted
as saying. “We discussed that
question and I can confirm that we
have common procedures against
any aggression that might have
occurred in relation to Syrian
territory.”

Joining the mix. Iranian cleric Ebrahim Raeisi (C) registers his
candidacy for the upcoming presidential election at the ministry
of interior in Tehran, on April 14.
(AFP)
sition is better.”
Ostensibly, the leadership succession has little to do with the presidency. When it comes, the choice of
a new leader lies with the Assembly
of Experts, 88 clerics elected in February 2016.
In 1989, the assembly took two
days after Ayatollah Ruhollah
Khomeini’s death to choose Khamenei, with matters discreetly orchestrated by Rafsanjani, then parliamentary speaker and chairman of
the Expediency Council, and presumably by Khamenei himself, who
was president and remained so for
two months after becoming leader.
The constitution stipulates a new
leader should be chosen in “the
shortest possible time.” In the interregnum, the leader’s considerable
powers pass to a council of three:
The president, the head of the judiciary and a member of the Experts
Assembly chosen by the Expediency Council chair, currently Khamenei’s ally Ayatollah Mohammad

Movahedi-Kermani.
Should the succession occur with
Rohani as president, two of these
three (Rohani and Sadegh Larijani,
the judiciary chief and a likely leadership contender) would probably
not support Raeisi as leader.
But with Raeisi as president, two
of the three — Raeisi and MovahediKermani’s nominee — would probably support Raeisi.
Khamenei’s
biggest
concern
about the next president might then
be the transition to a new supreme
leader.
There has been speculation for
years over Khamenei’s health and
publicity around his prostate surgery in 2014 and his evident frailness have reminded Iranians of his
mortality. Perhaps the shadowy
contest to succeed him will shape
the 2017 presidential election.
Gareth Smyth was chief
correspondent in Iran for the
Financial Times in 2003-07.
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Pro-Israel lobby flying high but may face trouble ahead
Mark Habeeb

Washington

O

ne traditional certainty
of US politics is that
virtually every politician — regardless of
party affiliation, state of
residence, religion, age, race or any
other factor — voices unwavering
support for Israel. Congressional
votes in support of Israel regularly
win by lopsided margins with only
a small handful of dissenters.
The reasons behind US support
of Israel are complex. The power
of the pro-Israel lobby, manifest in
the American Israel Public Affairs
Committee (AIPAC), is certainly a
factor. Any politicians who dare to
challenge Israeli policy are likely to
see campaign contributions flow
into their opponents’ bank accounts. The safest political move
is to adopt the positions of the proIsrael lobby and not risk entering
its cross hairs.
To ascribe US support for Israel
to only money and lobbying power is overly simplistic. During the
Cold War, Israel wisely positioned
itself as the US ally in a region that
featured many Soviet clients, including Syria, Iraq, the Palestinian Liberation Organisation, Egypt
(until 1974) and Algeria. Americans genuinely believed that Israel
shared the US values of democracy
and free enterprise. Israel’s mostly Ashkenazi leadership looked,
dressed and talked like Westerners.

To ascribe US
support for Israel to
only money and
lobbying power is
overly simplistic.
More deeply, even subconsciously, Americans identified with what
was euphemistically called Israel’s
“pioneering spirit” — another term
for “settler colonialism.” As the
world’s most prominent and successful settler colonial country, the
United States shares a certain affinity with Israel.

In the 1980s, Israel discovered
a powerful new ally: Evangelical
Christians, many of whom say the
second coming of Christ will not
occur until Israel is re-established
and all the world’s Jews live there.
Evangelicals also embrace the
“Abrahamic Covenant,” the belief
that God gave the land of Canaan
to the Jewish people.

The strongest
criticism of Israel in
the US is among
those aged 18-34.
For some, it is simply a reflection
of Islamophobia: They view Jews
as being much closer to Christians,
potentially convertible and — since
9/11 — on the front lines against
terrorism.
Israel’s continued strong support is reflected in countless ways.
In late 2016, US President Barack
Obama, who was not seen by Israel
as a friend, reached an agreement
to provide Israel with nearly $40
billion in advanced weaponry over
ten years. During heated debate
over the Iran nuclear deal, the US
congressional leadership invited
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin
Netanyahu to address a joint session of Congress.
Never before had the leader of
a foreign country been invited to
openly criticise a US president before Congress and it is hard to imagine any other foreign leader who
would be given that honour.
Perhaps most glaring is the fact
that, despite the Obama administration’s opposition, Israel brazenly continued its policy of settlement building while sabotaging
the peace process with the Palestinians. It did this without risk of
sanctions or punishment.
These victories by Israel and its
US lobby conceal a growing erosion
in support by the US public and, significantly, young American Jews.
Israel has increasingly become a
partisan issue in US politics: Republicans are far more likely to offer Israel the blind support it is accustomed to receiving while more
Democrats challenge its policies.

Traditional cloud. Senate Minority Leader Charles Schumer speaks at the 2017 American Israel Public
Affairs Committee (AIPAC) Policy Conference, on March 28. 			
(AP)
A poll conducted in October
2016 by the University of Maryland’s Shibley Telhami indicated
that 65% of Democrats asked said
they supported a UN resolution
condemning Israeli settlement
building and only 16% of Republican respondents said they backed
it. More startling, the same poll
showed that 60% of Democratic
respondents supported imposing
sanctions on Israel for its settlement building.
The strongest criticism of Israel was among those aged 18-34,
which is the demographic that
was most supportive of US Senator Bernie Sanders’s campaign for
the Democratic Party’s presidential nomination last year. Sanders,
who is Jewish, ran perhaps the
most pro-Palestinian campaign in

US history and refused to speak at
AIPAC’s candidates’ forum in 2016.
The Sanders wing of the Democratic Party remains strong — even
more so after Hillary Clinton’s defeat — and many of his supporters
are young American Jews. Unlike
their parents and grandparents,
they do not see Israel as an endangered country surrounded by enemies. They also are more likely to
support civil rights causes such as
Black Lives Matter and the struggles of American Indians and they
see the connection with the Palestinians’ plight.
US university campuses have
become a battleground in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict with student groups demanding that their
schools participate in the Boycott,
Divest and Sanction (BDS) move-

ment against Israel. One of the
most active of such groups is Jewish Voices for Peace (JVP); another
group, Students for Justice in Palestine (SJP), is a student coalition
of Jews, Arabs and others.
An aeroplane that loses its engines will continue to fly for some
time but eventually it will lose altitude. The Israel lobby is flying high
and, from the ground, all appears
normal. But it is losing its engines.
The most vital question is: Will the
plane come down to Earth before
Israel’s actions have made peace
impossible?
Mark Habeeb is East-West editor
of The Arab Weekly and adjunct
professor of Global Politics and
Security at Georgetown University
in Washington.

Scapegoating foreigners marks French and British elections

View poi nt

Mahmud
el-Shafey

W

ith an unexpected new
election in
Europe
scheduled for
just one month
after the French presidential
election run-off, the United
Kingdom’s snap election on June
8 will almost certainly be
dominated by the same focus on
immigration.
Last year there were Brexit and
Donald Trump’s election. This
year there are elections in
France, Britain and Germany. In
all these campaigns the main
tension is between a vision for an
open globalised society and a
reactionary neo-nativism from
those that vision has left behind.
To put it another way: The issue
is immigration.
For many, immigrants ultimately contribute more than
they cost. From financial contributions to the economy in terms
of taxes and employment to
cultural contributions, immigrants play an overall positive
role in society. In Britain, for
example, immigration is vital to
the running of the National
Health Service and agriculture,
add to that the influence post-

The increase in hate crimes will
lead to feelings of
disillusionment and isolation
for immigrant communities.

colonial migrants have had on
British culture, whether cooking,
literature or music.
For many others, however,
immigrants are convenient
scapegoats to explain austerity
and lacklustre health care,
employment and housing
prospects. There are also those
who tie immigration to crime and
terrorism and decry the cost
immigration has on national
identity.
Stoking fears about “the other”
has always been an easy way for
politicians to win votes. It
worked for Brexit and Trump. It
could work in European elections. But when will Europe’s
right-wing politicians learn from
the mistakes of the continent’s
past?
National Front leader Marine
Le Pen has promised, if she is
voted president, a referendum on
France’s membership of the
European Union, citing exasperation with unfettered immigration. “My first measure as
president will be to reinstate
France’s borders,” she told a
crowd of cheering fans in Paris
less than one week before the
elections.
A few days later, an Islamic
State-inspired terrorist opened
fire on police in Paris’s ChampsÉlysées, killing one and wounding two others. Le Pen responded
by calling for the government to
“immediately” take control of its
borders and expel foreigners on

its intelligence watch list. The
attacker was a French national.
While explaining her decision
to call for a snap election, British
Prime Minister Theresa May said
the elections would promote
unity at a time when “division in
Westminster will risk our ability
to make a success of Brexit.” As
for what a successful Brexit
means, she outlined it meant the
British regaining control of “our
own money, our own laws and
our own borders.”
Where will all this ultimately
lead?
This is a trend that could lead
to the breakup of the European
Union. If Frexit were to follow on
the heels of Brexit, that would be
an ignoble end of this ambitious
political and economic union.

For many,
immigrants
ultimately
contribute
more than
they cost.

Fuelling the narrative. French soldiers stand
guard near the Champs- Elysées in Paris after a
shooting, on April 20.
(AFP)

The European Union traces its
history to the end of the second
world war and the idea that
European integration was
necessary as a bulwark against
the extreme xenophobia and
nationalism that defined that era.
For the European Union to be
destroyed in a new wave of
xenophobia and nationalism is
particularly disappointing and
worrying.
This is a trend that has led to
increased reports of hate speech
and hate crime in Britain,
particularly targeting Muslims.
Hate crimes targeting Jews and
Muslims in France are also on the
rise.
The increase in hate crimes will
lead to feelings of disillusionment and isolation for the
continent’s immigrant communities, fuelling a vicious cycle of
blame and counter-blame.
Most dangerously, impressionable young Muslims who find
themselves disillusioned and
questioning their own identity
are easy prey for extremist
preachers and terrorist recruiters.
This is a trend, in short, that
will lead to greater division and
fragmentation. In 2017, when the
world is experiencing exceptional armed conflicts and global
tensions and the greatest number
of displaced people since the
second world war, more division
and fragmentation is the last
thing we need.
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Rainfall helping, Tunisian minister sees ‘good’ crops this year
Lamine Ghanmi

T
Tunis

unisia, shaking off
a lengthy drought
that led to the
country’s first cuts
in drinking water
in 60 years,
expected bumper
harvests of grains
and olive oil this year, its agriculture minister said, good news for
the country’s severely challenged
economy.
“After two years of severe
drought, the situation looks
relatively good this year. We
prepared very well for the
agriculture season. We worked
hard in preparing very well all the
sides of the agricultural campaign
this year,” Tunisian Minister of
Agriculture Samir Bettaieb said.
“The rainfall helped us. The
levels of rain were better than in
the previous year. We expect a
good grain harvest and an excellent
olive oil crop.”
Bettaieb said: “We will come
close to the exceptional record of
olive oil exports of 2015 even if we
will not exactly match that record.”
Agriculture is central to the
Tunisian economy, accounting
for 12-16% of its gross domestic
product. The farming sector
provides jobs for 22% of the
country’s labour force, mostly
women.
Tunisia’s key crop exports are
olive oil, dates and citrus.
Bettaieb gave no figures on
the expected grain harvest but
described the harvest for the 201617 period as “good.” Farmers and
experts estimate that cereal output
will include 1.5 million tonnes of
wheat and barley, about 15% higher
than in 2016.
Farmers in the main grainproducing areas of northern
Beja, El Kef and Siliana said crop
production would have set a record
this season if not for the lack of
rainfall during February and the
first three weeks of March, when
cereal plants needed irrigation to
develop and produce good yields.
Tunisia relies heavily on grain

imports, mainly wheat, even in
good production years. For 201516, the country’s cereal import
needs were 3.6 million tonnes,
20% higher than the previous
year and 15% more than the 5-year
average.
Despite the country’s high
import dependency, changes in
international grain prices do not
fully translate into changes in
domestic prices, mainly due to
government subsidies.
If Bettaieb’s expectations for
“excellent” olive oil output year
and an increase in the sale and
export of dates are met, Tunisia’s
trade gap would be eased.
“Date exports from October
1, 2016, to April 18, 2017, rose to
76,000 tonnes versus 66,000
tonnes last year and to 13.5% in
value to [$174 million]. This means
it is a very good season,” Bettaieb
said.
Tunisia’s trade deficit increased
57% in the January-March period
over the previous year to $1.67
billion due to soaring imports, data
from the government-run National
Institute of Statistics indicated.
Tunisia’s olive oil exports
represent 40% of its agricultural
exports and 10% of total exports.
Tunisia will not experience limits
on drinking water this summer but
the relatively good weather this
year is no cure for the country’s
structural weakness.
“The main problem for Tunisia’s
agriculture is the limited size of
most farms and this is an obstacle
to upgrading and modernising
agriculture,” said Bettaieb, pointing
out that there are challenges
to making the farming sector
attractive to young people from
underdeveloped regions, where
increasingly restive populations
claim access to the same
opportunities as the relatively
well-off coastal regions.
“The other problem is the rising
number of ageing farmers, with
their average age at 59 years,
as youth are reluctant to take
over. Youth want modernised
agriculture and see themselves
better in the processing segment of
agriculture,” he said.
“Our main focus is to work in
these areas of interests to develop
and transform agriculture into a

Agriculture
is central to
the Tunisian
economy,
accounting for
12-16% of its
gross domestic
product.

Crucial sector. Tunisian Minister of Agriculture Samir Bettaieb
speaking to The Arab Weekly.
		
(Khaoula Ben Amara)

Tunisia’s key
crop exports are
olive oil, dates
and citrus.

more attractive and productive
sector.”
Bettaieb, who is a leader of
the socialist-leaning Al Massar
(Social Democratic Path) party,
said: “We came with a vision to
transform and develop agriculture,
which had been, in the past, like
a subsidiary of the Trade Ministry
as it had the main goal to fill the
needs of consumers for agricultural
products.”
Al Massar is part of the national
unity government coalition led by
Prime Minister Youssef Chahed,
who is a farming expert by training.
“Our priority is to achieve this
goal but we need to develop our
natural resources such as the
quality of farming land and water,”
said Bettaieb.
Bettaieb sought to reassure
Tunisians about the supply of
drinking water.
“Summer last year was very

difficult as Tunisia experienced its
first crisis of water supply. Supply
of drinking water was cut in some
regions for the first time because
the system of water supply that
had been built since independence
(in 1956) gave the sentiment to
Tunisians that the country is rich in
water,” he said.
“When we had that water cut,
it felt like a shame but we have a
system in water management that
is sound and solid. That system
reached its limits.”
To prevent a repeat of water cuts,
authorities worked to bolster water
supply by repairing leaks, drilling
wells and setting up small mobile
desalination plants in larger coastal
cities.
The government plans to expand
water resources by constructing
larger desalination units in Sfax,
Gabes and Djerba in the coming
period, Bettaieb added.

Morocco predicts near-record cereal harvest in 2017
Saad Guerraoui

Meknes

M

orocco expects its cereal harvest to hit 10.2
million tonnes, about
triple the previous
season and close to
2015’s record, thanks to abundant
rainfall, Moroccan Agriculture Minister Aziz Akhannouch said.
Akhannouch said production of
common wheat was expected to
total 5 million tonnes with 3 million tonnes of barley and 2.3 million
tonnes of durum wheat anticipated
to be harvested.
Agriculture accounts for more
than 15% of Morocco’s gross domestic product (GDP) and employs 40%
of the workforce. Officials raised
the customs duty on soft wheat imports to 75% from 17.5% in 2015 to
protect the local harvest.

Agriculture accounts
for more than 15% of
Morocco’s gross
domestic product.
The Moroccan government expects the country’s GDP to grow
4.5% in 2017, up from less than
2% in 2016 after the worst drought
in decades cut its cereal harvest
to 3.35 million tonnes last year,
down 70% from 2015’s record 11

million tonnes.
Morocco is one of the world’s biggest cereal importers. A decrease
in cereal imports would help its
trade balance. Compared to 2015,
the trade deficit rose 19.6% to $18.4
billion in 2016, due partly to wheat
imports.
Akhannouch said that the Green
Morocco Plan (PMV) has led to the
creation of more than 300,000
farms, raising the number to 1.8
million.
“A significant improvement in
the mechanisation of Moroccan
agriculture was recorded, reaching
8.03 tractors per 1,000 hectares, instead of 4.9 recorded before the implementation of the PMV,” he said.
The PMV, established by the
Ministry of Agriculture and Fishing, seeks to consolidate successes
achieved and to meet new challenges facing Morocco’s competitiveness and opening of markets,
the government portal www.invest.
gov.ma stated.
Akhannouch made his statement about the expected harvest
at a conference on the sidelines of
the International Agricultural Fair
of Meknes (SIAM). More than 1,200
exhibitors from 66 countries took
part in the 12th SIAM, which was organised under the theme “Agribusiness and sustainable agricultural
value chains.”
The fair has become an international business hub, making Morocco one of the flagship destinations

Triple output. A Moroccan woman separates the wheat from the
chaff at a grain market in Rabat.
(AFP)
of continental and international agriculture and agro-industry.
Guinean President Alpha Condé,
the event’s guest of honour, told the
conference that Morocco’s return
to the African Union “will make a
remarkable contribution to this exhilarating undertaking of solidarity

among the African peoples.”
Condé hailed Morocco’s efforts to
develop its vital agricultural sector.
“The example of Morocco will
serve to convince certain African
countries that the development of
our countries, whatever their richness in raw minerals, necessarily

goes through the development of
our agriculture,” he said.
“These
meetings
symbolise
the efforts of a sister country to
strengthen South-South and interAfrican cooperation in order to
achieve sustainable development
of agriculture and food security in
Africa and around the world.”
Morocco’s leading telecom operator Itissalat Al Maghrib (Maroc Telecom) during SIAM proposed the
rental of agricultural equipment.
Brahim Boudaoud, marketing director for Itissalat Al Maghrib, said
the company offers an online solution at www.souk-e.ma that allows
farmers to rent agricultural equipment, look for a profile or sell crops.
The website can be downloaded
as a mobile app on smartphones.
“Our solutions are a tradition at
SIAM. They aim to accompany the
sector. Some, such as the one relating to soil moisture and its irrigation needs, are in great demand,”
said Boudaoud.
The Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) signed three cooperation agreements with the
Moroccan government at SIAM.
The agreements, which touch rural,
agricultural and food development
sectors, set out priorities for cooperation between the Moroccan government and FAO.
Saad Guerraoui is a frequent
contributor to The Arab Weekly on
Maghreb issues.
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Riyadh runs through financial reserves
Jareer Elass

Washington

D

espite impressive efforts to curb spending
that have included energy subsidy cuts, an increase in municipal fees,
trimming civil service salaries and
postponing or cancelling a host of
government projects, Saudi Arabia
is continuing to run through its foreign currency reserves at a concerning rate.
This is occurring while Riyadh is
hoping that the agreement it helped
negotiate between OPEC members
and independent oil producers will
be extended through the rest of 2017
and bring about much-needed price
relief for the kingdom.
Recent figures suggest that, despite aggressive austerity measures
to staunch the fiscal haemorrhaging that Saudi Arabia has been experiencing since oil prices collapsed
three years ago, the kingdom’s net
foreign assets overseen by the Saudi
Arabian Monetary Agency (SAMA)
have dropped an average of $6.5 billion per month over the past year.

Increase in spending
to $237 billion is
meant to jump-start
anaemic economic
growth.
In January, Saudi foreign currency reserves dipped $11.8 billion,
followed by a $9.8 billion decline in
February. The level of foreign currency assets held by SAMA is estimated to be just more than $500
billion, down from a peak of $732
billion in mid-2014, when oil prices
were $100 a barrel.
While $500 billion in net foreign
assets provides a very healthy cush-

ion for Riyadh, that buffer would
disappear within a few years at the
current rate of depletion. The International Monetary Fund (IMF)
cautioned in 2015 that, if it did not
change its fiscal practices, the kingdom was in danger of running out of
its entire foreign exchange reserves
by 2020. In November, SAMA Governor Ahmed al-Kholifey insisted at a
news conference that the Saudi government was “very comfortable”
with its level of foreign reserves.
That warning from the IMF, however, must have resonated with the
Saudi regime, which in April 2016
unveiled Saudi Vision 2030, an ambitious fiscal overhaul programme
masterminded by Saudi Deputy
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz that is intended
to transition the economy away
from dependency on oil revenues.
The kingdom has been relying
heavily on drawdowns from its foreign reserves to plug giant budget
deficits, including a $79 billion fiscal shortfall in 2016 and a projected
$52.8 billion deficit for this year.
Through various austerity measures, the kingdom reduced its projected deficit by about $8 billion in
2016.
In announcing the 2017 budget in
December, Riyadh said its increase
in spending this year to $237 billion
was meant to jump-start anaemic
economic growth but that the deficit
would be significantly smaller than
2016 because of projected higher oil
prices and a rise in non-oil income.
The Saudi government raised
$17.5 billion from its first international bond sale in October — the
largest bond sale ever from an
emerging-market country — but
then shelled out approximately $27
billion in November and December
in delayed payments to contractors
and businesses.
After halting or restructuring hundreds of government projects over
the past two years as part of cost-

Briefs
Saudi seeks 10%
renewable energy

Volatility. Workers are seen at the Khurais oil field, 160km from
Riyadh.
(Reuters)
cutting measures, the Saudis recently hired accounting consultancy
group PriceWaterhouseCoopers to
conduct a project review of $69 billion worth of government contracts
and identify up to $20 billion in savings.
King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al
Saud’s government is pulling out
all the stops to encourage higher oil
prices to materialise in the second
half of this year. Riyadh has made it
clear that it supports a 6-month extension of a deal between OPEC and
independent producers that runs
from January until July that has taken 1.8 million barrels per day (bpd)
of oil off of the global crude markets.
Saudi Arabia has intentionally
cut its production even deeper
than its agreed quota, formalised
in the agreement to make up for
errant producers that are proving
non-compliant. Official OPEC figures suggest that Saudi oil output
averaged 9.88 million bpd for the
first quarter of this year, below the
10.058 million bpd Saudi quota per
the accord.
Though oil prices have not gained

much traction because of sizeable
global crude stockpiles, the International Energy Agency (IEA) had
encouraging words for Saudi Arabia and its fellow producers in its
monthly Oil Market Report, released
on April 13, which said the production deal appeared to be helping return the oil market into balance.
Addressing the idea of extending the agreement, the report’s authors stated that “a consequence
of (hypothetically) extending their
output cuts beyond the 6-month
mark would be bigger implied stock
draws.”
The IEA struck a cautionary note,
however, saying that while the improved stock levels “would provide further support to prices,” this
“would offer further encouragement
to the US shale oil sector and other
producers,” referring to producers
that are not part of the agreement
and that would be inspired to boost
output thanks to higher oil prices.
Jareer Elass reports on energy
issues for The Arab Weekly. He is
based in Washington.

Saudi Arabia wants 10% of its
electricity to come from renewable
sources within several years as part
of a transformation in its power sector, the energy minister said.
Energy Minister Khalid al-Falih
said his country will sell renewable
energy and its technology abroad.
At a forum seeking investment in
the sector, he announced 30 projects to be implemented to reach
a goal of about 10 gigawatts of renewable energy production. He has
said the projects could cost $30 billion-$50 billion.
(Agence France-Presse)

OPEC ‘optimistic’
cuts leading to
price recovery
OPEC is confident that production
cuts agreed with non-members to
prop up prices will lead to a recovery
in the market, OPEC Secretary-General Mohammed Sanusi Barkindo
said.
OPEC members agreed in November to cut production by 1.2 million
barrels per day (bpd) for six months
beginning from the start of the year.
Some non-cartel producers, led
by Russia, joined in December by
committing to cut output by 558
million bpd.
Barkindo did not take a position
on whether oil ministers from participating countries would extend
the cuts when they meet in Vienna
in May.
UAE Energy Minister Suhail alMazroui said it was “premature to
make any decision” on the cuts.
(Agence France-Presse)
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Halla Walla: First Arab-inspired emojis app
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

I

nspired by a strong passion for
art, culture and technology and
guided by creativity and cultural differences, two young tech
entrepreneurs have embarked
on a mission to enrich Arabic digital
content using emojis that depict life
in a “misperceived” Arab world.
Based in the United Arab Emirates, Bahraini Yasmine Rasool, 31,
and Eriko Varkey, 30, from Japan,
decided the digital world needs
emojis similar to those used in various chatting applications but with
an Arab twist.
“Since living between New York,
London and Dubai, we always had
to explain Arab background and
culture and what it is like to live
and grow up in the Middle East. We
wanted to change the misperception of Arabs in the West, especially
now with all that is happening in the
world,” Rasool said in an e-mail exchange.

We wanted to
change the
misperception of
Arabs in the
West.

”

Halla Walla co-founder
Yasmine Rasool
“We wanted to illustrate the beauty of our expressions, our emotions
and our communication. Hence,
Halla Walla was born.”
Stressing the gap in social messaging platforms representing the modern Middle Eastern voice, Rasool
said: “From our loud families, endless cousins, gatherings and shared
meals, to signature phrases, fashion
statements, football, shisha and late
night shawarma runs — our lives
are brimming with inside jokes and
over-the-top emotions that needed
a platform to be expressed.”

Glimpses of culture. Emojis included in Halla Walla app that is created by Bahraini Yasmine Rasool and Japanese Eriko Varkey.
															

“Whether you have Arab or Gulf
roots or have found yourself living
in the Middle East immersed in the
culture, this application can make
life much easier,” she added.
The application, which they
named Halla Walla, is derived from
daily life in the Arab world, past,
present and future. It celebrates
Arabian Gulf nationals and the nuances of the Khaleeji society with
a range of emojis, including a robeclad man with hearts for eyes and a
winking woman in a loose “hijab”.
“Halla Walla pursues the many
glimpses of Khaleeji culture and
translates them into relatable characters and nostalgic sentiments
used as stickers and gifs but it is relevant to those living in the Gulf and
the Middle East in general, who are
both familiar with the culture’s traditions and unique way of communication,” Rasool explained.
She said the app is for anyone who
is hooked on chatting.
“Our audience is whoever uses
any form of chat platforms,” she

said. “What better way to get your
message across than by image? Pictures have endless amounts of levels
so when in doubt, draw and if you
can’t, find an emoji to capture your
emotion.”
Halla Walla has crossed the
10,000-download threshold in just
three months. The app’s emojis cover a host of feelings and emotions by
Arab characters from the feeling of
being angry, sad and happy to being
in love and all are depicted by Arablooking characters. There is also a
special section for objects and traditions such as belly dancers, flying
carpets, henna and hookah.
“We started Halla Walla with the
intention of making people smile
and laugh,” Varkey said.
“We were so overwhelmed with
the positive reviews and realised
that creating something so relevant
to the Arab culture was necessary.
It’s not a small thing to try to capture
the whole Arab culture and we had a
lot of criticism, which we honestly
love since it allows us to improve.”

Feedback included appreciation
of the entertaining nature of the
emojis and how well represented
the characters are, as well as complaints and demands for more food
emojis.
“We couldn’t be happier about the
appreciation that our project is getting from people around the world.
However, pleasing everyone was not
even on the books,” Varkey said.

The application is
derived from daily
life in the Arab
world.
The 2016 Emoji Report stated that
emoji use extends well beyond basic communication and relationship
development. They have become a
lingua franca for humour and entertainment, as seen in games, movies
and TV and politics.
The rise in popularity of emojis
has been phenomenal, with operating-system creators and social-

(Courtesy of Halla Walla)

media platforms constantly adding
new emojis to their technical offerings.
Apple’s iOS 10 emojis include
women playing sports and in a variety of professions. Last year, Facebook added 1,500 new emojis to
Messenger to better reflect gender
roles and skin tones.
Walla Halla’s two entrepreneurs
are set to launch an augmented reality game, Wain Waleed, in Dubai
that features the characters from
their keyboard.
Travelling globally to share their
ideas, they said opportunities do
materialise for those who work hard.
“We don’t know what the future
holds but we are very much committed to our project at the moment and
we urge everyone who has an idea to
work on it,” Rasool said.
Halla Walla is available to download at www.hallawalla.com and
costs 7 UAE dirhams (about $2).
Roufan Nahhas is a journalist based
in Jordan.

Young Iraqi innovator building home-made drones
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

H

aidar Husseini is determined to turn his hobby
of making remote-controlled drones that can
be used for agricultural,
military and information purposes
into a fully fledged official business.
In a small workshop in his home in
Karbala in central Iraq, he has produced at least 400 drones.
“It is a hobby that I have been
practising since childhood. At first
I used to make miniature planes inspired by the cartoons I watched on
TV and from the few scientific magazines I could find in bookshops and
libraries,” said Husseini, 27.
“At a later stage, I started buying second-hand electronic games,
which I disassembled to extract certain parts, such as engines and batteries, which I used in the creation
of a miniature drone specimen that
I was able to fly.”

Husseini and his
team, RC Karbala,
seek to set up a fully
fledged workshop for
drone production.
Husseini’s quest for more knowledge to develop his hobby prompted him to learn English.
“Learning English helped me a lot
as I was constantly reading research
papers posted on the internet and
following lessons on how to manufacture drones on YouTube,” he
said.
Husseini created a Facebook page

on which he wrote: “This page aims
at linking all the hobbyists in Karbala together as well as providing
training and sharing knowledge.”
Through his Facebook page, Husseini set up an 11-person team called
RC Karbala. The team includes
a 16-year-old who won the gold
medal in the competition for young
innovators organised by the Arab
League in 2015 for designing a drone
that could be used in the pollination
of date palms.
Husseini and his team aspire to
set up a licensed workshop to produce drones, a matter fraught with
difficulties due to security reasons.
“Drones are considered to be a kind
of weapon by security forces that
have occasionally confiscated some
of our planes,” he said.
Some of team’s drones have been
equipped with high-definition and
infrared cameras used for aerial
filming at night.
“We find difficulties in procuring
raw material and essential parts,
namely engines, remote-control devices, cameras and batteries, which
we try to get from neighbouring
countries such as Iran and Kuwait
or order online on Amazon through
friends established in Europe and
the United States,” Husseini said.
The group’s reputation has grown
and it has been hired to film religious feasts and cultural festivals
in Karbala and other areas. The operation features a production part
offering filming services to produce
documentaries.
“Many satellite televisions seek
our services for aerial footage but
the work is challenging and fraught
with risks because of the volatile
security situation in the country,”
Husseini said.

Childhood hobby. Haidar Husseini preparing to fly a remote-controlled drone that he built in Karbala
in central Iraq.
(Oumayma Omar)
He said he was arrested and interrogated three years ago after a technical error caused one of his drones
to crash near a school. “Security
agencies always try to obstruct our
work, although our drones can help
maintain security if they are used in
a conventional way,” he said.
Hazem Khalidi, the head of Youth
and Sports Committee in Karbala
Provincial Council, acknowledged
that security challenges in addition
to financial restrictions have been
hindering innovative young people from practising and developing
their talents.

“The lack of budget allocations
for the Ministry of Youth and Sports
deprived innovative youth of the
support they need to develop their
skills and inventions,” Khalidi said.
“We are very well aware of security
issues in the country and we could
reach an agreement with the authorities allowing the youth to practise
the hobby of manufacturing and flying remote-controlled drones within
certain limits to prevent being exploited by unruly parties.”
He said the provincial council
would soon launch a new initiative
called the Innovator Gate, which is

aimed at developing young people’s
talents. Under the initiative, innovators will be invited to show their
creations to council members and
local investors, who would sponsor or support inventions and ideas
they deem feasible.
Husseini said he welcomed the
council’s initiative as an encouraging step for fulfilling the ambitions
of Iraqi innovators.
Oumayma Omar, based in
Baghdad, is a contributor to the
Culture and Society sections of
The Arab Weekly.
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For Iran’s women, ‘the cat’s out of the bag’
Gareth Smyth

London

I

t is a common belief outside
Iran that a modernisation of
women’s lives under the shah
was reversed by the 1979 Islamic Revolution. Djavad Salehi-Isfahani says, however, this distorts a reality he has analysed in a
series of academic papers on family
planning and women’s education.
“Family planning was unsuccessful under the shah because people
were conservative — men thought
women practising family planning
were preparing to be unfaithful,”
said Salehi-Isfahani, professor of
economics at Virginia Tech and
visiting scholar at the Harvard Kennedy School.
“It took an Islamic government
to convince conservative families
to stop thinking that way. Women
wanted to go to school, to have
fewer children. So, when the Islamic government took their side, they
were empowered,” Salehi-Isfahani
said.
In 1979, the average Iranian family lived in a rural area with no running water and often (60%) no electricity. The couple could neither
read nor write and the wife gave
birth seven times.
Today, the average family is urban. Husband and wife have eight
years’ education each and two children. Women outnumber men in
public universities.
Essentially, the practices of
rich families under the shah have
spread in what Salehi-Isfahani has
called “a much more subdued form
of modernisation than the loud display of Westernisation that upper
class Iranians represent.”
State-sponsored family planning
was only part of the explanation,
said Salehi-Isfahani.
“The programme came in 1989
but fertility was declining by the
mid-1980s. It had gone up at the
time of the revolution and the
(1980-88 Iraq) war because it
seemed like a good time to have
children early,” he said. “It then
declined partly to compensate for
higher earlier fertility but also because of family planning policies.

Irreversible trends. Women take selfies outdoors at the Tochal mountainous area in northern Tehran.
The biggest decline in fertility came
in the 1990s.”
Such changes are usual as societies develop but Salehi-Isfahani has
correlated data showing how wider
government policies after 1979 encouraged the process.
In a paper, “Family Planning
and Female Empowerment in
Iran,” Salehi-Isfahani examined
the extension of education to rural women. Using census returns
from 10,000 villages, he calculated
that 20% of the decline in fertility
resulted directly from encouragement of family planning but that
there was an even clearer correlation with female literacy.
“The world’s a strange place and
an ayatollah can liberate women!”
he said. “It isn’t always having
someone like (Afghan President)
Ashraf Ghani come from the World
Bank (he was previously a senior official) to liberate a country.”
The consequences are uncomfortable for Iran’s governments.
Those born in the 1979-85 period

were, by the early 21st century,
entering a labour market in which
over-reliance on oil revenue was
not producing enough jobs.
The number of people 15-29 years
old increased 4% a year from 200611, with most still living with their
parents.

The life of a woman
in a traditional
society is not
pleasant.

”

Salehi-Isfahani,
professor of economics at
Virginia Tech
Conservatives began to question women’s increased access to
education and public roles. Iranian
President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad
(2005-13) introduced incentives for
having children and soft loans to
encourage earlier marriage.
In 2013, Supreme Leader Ayatol-

lah Ali Khamenei warned that Iran
risked becoming a country of the
elderly, with smaller families “an
imitation of Western life.” In 2015,
parliament voted to end financial
support for contraception and vasectomies.
Several arguments were used
— that a rising population would
boost the economy and make Iran
stronger militarily — but SalehiIsfahani said he found them unconvincing and instead detected a
conservative backlash to women’s
progress.
“Large poor countries have little
power, like Bangladesh,” he said.
“Rather, per capita income gives
power. Modern warfare is highly
capital intensive.”
Neither is population growth
likely to benefit the economy. In
“The Iranian Family in Transition,”
a paper recently published in Inside
the Islamic Republic, Salehi-Isfahani writes: “Fertility decline… is an
essential contributor to economic
development because it enables

(AFP)

societies to increase their investments in human capital…
“While increasing the size of the
population may seem to raise Iran’s
stature in the region, it reduces
the country’s ability to grow economically, thus undermining its
ambition to become a key regional
power.”
In any case, said Salehi-Isfahani,
it would be unlikely the government could reverse existing trends.
“New data in the 2016 census show
that population growth continues
to fall… Iran’s population will increase at 1.3-1.8% a year and perhaps reach 100 million,” he said.
This is well below the 150 million
envisaged by Khamenei. “World experience suggests that once women
discover the modern life, they don’t
want to go back,” said Salehi-Isfahani.
“The cat’s out of the bag. The life
of a woman in a traditional society
is not pleasant — when she’s more
educated and knows her rights, she
can stand up to a man better.”

Syrians finding refuge
in sub-Saharan Africa
Jordi Perdigo

Accra, Ghana

A

s desperate Syrians flee
the devastating war in
their country, some are
finding refuge in subSaharan Africa, includ-

ing Ghana.
One imam from Aleppo, Abdul
Ghani Bandenjki, first visited Ghana in 2006 after being invited to officiate at prayers during Ramadan.
When fighting broke out in Syria
five years later, Bandenjki decided
to return to the West African country more than 4,800km away.

An estimated 300
Syrians are in
Somalia’s breakaway
northern territory of
Somaliland.
Now the 42-year-old tutors
Quranic students outside Accra.
What was once a temporary solution for his family has started to
look permanent, though adjusting
has not been easy.
“We just want the war to end so
that one day we can go back to our
country,” Bandenjki said in Arabic.
As millions fled Syria, his brothers and sisters left for nearby Tur-

key and Lebanon. Other family
members scattered across Europe.
His father, however, refused to
leave and Bandenjki said his mother died of grief three days after a
bomb destroyed their home.
Bandenjki’s journey with his
wife and four children has been the
longest. He said he stays in touch
with his surviving relations as best
as he can.
As more of his countrymen arrived in Ghana, often bewildered,
he was asked to become the Syrian
refugee community’s liaison with
the local government. There are
no firm statistics on the number
of Syrians in Ghana but Bandenjki
said the figure is close to 1,000.
And it is not just Ghana. Fleeing
Syrians have found refuge in pockets across sub-Saharan Africa, even
as far away as South Africa. An estimated 300 are in Somalia’s relatively peaceful breakaway northern territory of Somaliland.
In contrast to the millions living
in camps in Syria’s overwhelmed
neighbours, the Syrians here find
themselves relatively free.
“I think what makes Ghana different is the fact that we have a
very generous asylum policy,” said
Tetteh Padi, programme coordinator for the Ghana Refugee Board.
“They are free to move about. They
can go out, look for work. I know
for a fact that is not the case in
other countries. In some countries,

Very far from home. Abdul Ghani Bandenjki sits outside of the school where he teaches in Tema in
Ghana, on March 18.
refugees are not even allowed to
leave the refugee camps.”
More than 130 Syrians have been
granted refugee status, Padi said,
and other requests for asylum are
being considered.
Ghana’s government has not provided food or lodging assistance
but provides help where it can,
Padi said. “The state is providing
them with security, the state is protecting them. We’re issuing them
with documentation, which is

very critical.”
Ghana feels like a second home
for Bandenjki and he calls the
country beautiful. However, he
wishes more could be done to help
others fleeing Syria’s devastation.
Many refugees are far worse off financially than he is, he says.
The lack of support and work
opportunities in Ghana, plus the
high cost of living, drives many
Syrians to pursue a move to developed countries in North America

(AP)

or Europe.
“Ghana is not really ready to host
refugees,” Bandenjki says.
His 17-year-old son, Mohammed,
adapted quickly to life in Ghana
and is studying hard at school. He
learnt English in about five months,
the teen said.
Of his family’s fate, Bandenjki
said simply: “We are patient until
God finds us a solution.”
(The Associated Press)
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Iraqi rappers voice grievances and hope
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

Y

oung Iraqis have come
up with a number of creative methods to address
the violence, poverty
and corruption afflicting
their society. In addition to street
art, paintings, situation comedies
and theatre performances, rap
songs, which have found a home on
YouTube, are being used as a popular way to address the violence and
hardships of daily life, and as an
outlet to express the youth’s hopes
and grievances.
Ziad Nazem, 24, is among the new
generation of Iraqi rappers taking
part in this movement. On his YouTube channel, Elements of Death,
Nazem posts songs from his group
that focus on the everyday conditions in Iraq and the Arab world.
Two of Nazem’s most recent songs
— “Just Like That”, which focuses
on the victims of last year’s massive explosion in Baghdad’s Karada
neighbourhood in which more than
200 people died and “The Nervous,” which highlights the permanent state of fear and stress afflicting Iraqis, have had a particularly
strong effect on the public.

Rap is becoming
increasingly popular
among Iraqi youth as
a means of
expression.
“The song about Karada had a
deep effect on the public as it illustrated the scope and the horror of
the tragedy that befell on the city,”
Nazem said, noting that it was wellreceived even among those who
were not particularly fond of rap
music.
“I know that rap music is not very
much accepted in the conservative
Iraqi society that prefers classical
Arabic music over Western-inspired

genres,” he said, “but I believe that
the rejection is caused by the wrong
replication of rap lyrics by certain
groups who use offensive and daring terminology, which are commonly used by rappers in the US
and other Western countries but
raise eyebrows in our oriental society.”
Before 2003, rap was scarcely
listened to in Iraq, and the rise of
Iraqi rappers, who face sharp criticism for the content of their songs,
is a fairly recent phenomenon. Iraqi
rappers often sing about the younger generation’s frustrations, which
clashes with the message of popular Iraqi tunes that often glorify the
country and the army.
However, in his song “Baghdad,”
20-year-old Iraqi rapper Ali Hussein
cast a message of hope for his city.
“I proposed something that is different by focusing on the positive
aspect of Baghdad, stressing that it
is a lively city despite bad security
which did not limit our ambitions
and commitment to highlight its
famous cultural and historical features,” Hussein said.
Hussein agrees with Nazem that
rap music in Iraq has been smeared
by “intruders,” harming its public
perception.
“Nonetheless,” he added, “many
Iraqis, including intellectuals and
music lovers and experts, appreciate targeted rap songs that tackle issues of concern in a plausible manner, away from impudent and rude
terminology.”
Elements of American culture
such as rap music, hip-hop dancing, tattoos and piercings are largely seen as the effect of the US military’s more than 8-year presence
in the country but are embraced
by many young Iraqis, who can be
seen dressed in hoodie sweatshirts,
listening to 50 Cent or Eminem
and spiking or shaving their hair
in the style of the US Marines. To
many fellow Iraqis, such habits are
strange, if not downright offensive.
“The youth’s attraction to such
genre of songs came as a result

of Iraq’s openness to the outside
world (after 2003) and the revolution in information technology,”
said Iraqi psychologist Naz Sindi.
“The exacerbation of socioeconomic issues, such as unemployment,
which created feelings of depression and emptiness among young
Iraqis, made rap even more appealing.”
Sindi said: “Rap songs provided
a breather and a means to express
grievances and frustrations caused
by recurring crises and wars in Iraq
over the past years.”

American culture,
including rap, is seen
as a legacy of US
military presence in
Iraq.
The development is also a reflection of Iraq’s cultural transformation. In a society that lived under
a dictatorship that deprived them
of satellite TV, cell phones and the
internet, Iraq’s post-Saddam era
seems relatively open to the rest of
the world.
“The youth, especially in poor
areas where parents are of humble origin and humble education,
started to adopt aspects of Western
culture because they think that by
imitating their peers in the West
and in certain Arab countries, they
obtain a higher status in society,”
she added.
Nazem, though, was introduced
to rap culture before 2003. He started listening to and composing his
own rap music while growing up
in the United Arab Emirates, where
his father was employed. He returned to Iraq in 2008.
“I have always been a fan of
Western music, especially that of
the ‘70s and ‘80s. My passion for
rap is mainly due to my passion for
Western genres,” he said.
Musician Ali Khassaf “blames”
the cultural vacuum and weakness of cultural institutions in Iraq

Creative strength. Iraqi rapper Ziad Nazem.
for the “intrusion” of rap and other
Western genres in Iraqi society.
“The gap caused by the deterioration of Iraq’s musical heritage prompted the youth to look
for alternatives on the expense of

(Provided by Oumayma Omar)

popular culture,” he said. “Also, the
internet, social media and satellite
television channels contributed to
their exposure to new musical genres which reflected their concerns,
worries and aspirations.”

Morocco’s animated film industry still has a way to go
‘Simpsons’
Silverman
at FICAM

Saad Guerraoui

Meknes

M

oroccan artists benefit from the International Animated
Film Festival of Meknes (FICAM) hosted each year by the imperial city
of Meknes but the country’s animated film industry has a way to
go, those in the industry say.
Despite the talent displayed by
students, Alexis Hunot, a French
professor and cinema critic, said:
“Moroccans want to create an industry while they still do not possess the necessary qualities to become illustrators.”
“For instance, some Moroccan
students come to the festival to
watch televised series and other
specific shows but do not come
to see artisans who started from
scratch with little things and managed to build their own universe.
Talent is there but it’s a shame,”
Hunot, who has attended FICAM
over the past ten years, added.
“I think FICAM is evolving faster
than the animated cinema industry in Morocco.”
Abdellatif
el-Ayyadi,
who
screened his short film “L’Oeuf”
(“The Egg”) at the opening of this
year’s festival in March, has a bit of
a different take on the progress of
the industry in the country.
The FICAM “gives us a good
training that is supervised by
skilled teachers in animated cinema” to coach them through their
projects on Moroccans’ emergence
in animated films, he said.
“We notice that more Moroccan
short films are making their way

U

Unaging advantage. David Silverman at the International Animated Film Festival of Meknes.
(Saad Guerraoui)

to the festival. This is the benefit
of organising such festival in Morocco,” Ayyadi said.
The 16th edition of the festival,
organised by the Aicha Foundation
in partnership with the French Institute of Meknes, included workshops, presentations and discussions as well as dozens of short
and feature film screenings.
Each year, local film-makers
compete with their storyboards
for the Aicha Grand Prix of Animation (GPAA) of 50,000 Moroccan
dirhams — nearly $5,000. Ayyadi
won the GPAA in 2013 and 2016.
Aicha Foundation President
Mardochée Devico said he set it
up to promote cultural activities
in Meknes. “We now have the ani-

mated cinema festival, which has
become an important event in Meknes. We have ambitions but we
need the means to achieve our ambitions. We are trying to get local
authorities and companies more
involved in the process,” Devico
said.
“The objective of the festival is
to promote Meknes in the whole
world and Morocco as a country
that shows a true interest in this
special art, which is a niche in the
cinema industry.”
The 16th edition of the festival
closed with a celebration of the
30th anniversary of the Simpsons
cartoon series after “Ethel & Ernest” had been chosen as the
best-animated feature film.

The film is based on Raymond
Briggs’ 1998 graphic novel about
his working-class parents’ 40year marriage, which survived the
Great Depression and the second
world war.
Stephan Roelants, co-producer
of “Ethel & Ernest”, in accepting the award, said: “This festival is one of the most important
for me because it is one of the
most beautiful. We will try to
come with more beautiful movies.
The whole team will be formidably
surprised. You give us an incredible energy.”
FICAM also paid homage to
French director Michel Ocelot,
best known for directing “Azur &
Asmar: The Princes’ Quest.”

S director and animator David Silverman, who has been
associated
with
“The
Simpsons”
since its inception, said he was
not thinking of retiring.
“Hopefully it won’t be anytime soon. I guess I’ll continue
the show for a while,” he said
at the International Animated
Film Festival of Meknes (FICAM), which celebrated the
30th anniversary of “The
Simpsons” as part of the activities.
“When I directed ‘The
Simpsons’ movie ten years ago,
the show was 20 years old. It
still feels like it is growing and
developing. Even the show the
way it is now seems different
than the way it was ten years
ago.”
Silverman said he was not
thinking of introducing new
characters to the Simpsons
family in the series because:
“In live action, your kids grow
up and you want to introduce a
new young kid because you lost
that mojo. We don’t have to do
that in animation because animated characters don’t grow up
because they don’t age. That’s
our advantage.”
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The Muslim world’s ‘struggle between faith and reason’

Book s

Francis
Ghilès

For
centuries,
Ottoman
authorities
threatened
to execute
anyone who
published
books.

T

he book reads at times
like a thriller — it is a
tale of reform and
reaction, innovation
and betrayal, a
struggle, as the author
would put it, between faith and
reason.
Christopher de Bellaigue’s “The
Islamic Enlightenment: The Struggle Between Faith and Reason” is
a well-told narrative that centres
on a clash between reformists and
traditionalists in three cities in the
19th and early 20th centuries. The
United Kingdom, France and Russia played important roles in the
clash, which often turned violent.
Tehran, Istanbul and Cairo are
the stages for this clash but it is
a pity the author did not include
Tunis, where in 1846, the ruler
(no mere governor of an Ottoman
province as de Bellaigue makes out
but the scion of a dynasty that was
founded in the early 18th century)
offered his subjects the first modern constitution in the Arab world.
Why has the Islamic world
been missing its rendezvous
with modernity? Whole libraries
have been written on the subject
and the question still informs or
misinforms the debate in the West
today. Indeed, Vladimir Putin,
Donald Trump, François Fillon
and not a few conservative politicians and gutter press editorialists
in London still paint Muslims as
enemies of modernity.
In the aftermath of the attacks of
September 11th, 2001, US president
George W. Bush noted that these
acts of violence may have been
committed by Muslim terrorists
but “[violated] the fundamental
tenets of the Islamic faith”. His
measured rhetoric, however, did
nothing to mitigate the chaos of
the foreign policy adventures
launched by him and his partner in
regime change, Tony Blair. Sixteen
years later, the war on Islam Bush
declined to launch has been effectively taken up by the new inhabitant of the White House.
“Anyone who cannot name our
enemy is not fit to lead our country,” US President Donald Trump
said during the campaign. Trump
immediately named it: “Radical
Islam.” His views are shared by
leading European populist and
conservative leaders.
With such divisive views el-

evated to state policy, a book that
examines the Islamic world’s liberalisation process — at least until
the French and the English carved
up the Middle East after 1918 — is
welcome. While it is tempting to
take the view that Islamic civilisation has been in a state of inexorable decline since the 13th century,
as the author is prone to do, that
narrative is largely a product of
18th- and 19th-century colonialism. Unfortunately, it has been
internalised by many Muslims
themselves.
After all, it is worth noting that
even after suffering the twin cataclysms of the 13th century — the
Christian Reconquista of Muslim
Spain and the Mongol devastations that destroyed centuries of
Abbasid civilisation — the Muslims
went on to establish the Ottoman,
Safavid and Mughal empires.
During the Age of Enlightenment,
European thinkers were confronted with the fact that aspects of
their own civilisation were drawn
from Islamic culture. To justify
their country’s increasing interference into the affairs of the Islamic
world, they argued that the region
was culturally stagnant. They did
the same when justifying Europe’s
increasingly aggressive behaviour
in India and China.
The first to internalise their
alleged inferiority were the
Algerians, who fell under French
control for 132 years starting in
1830. The French had invaded
Egypt in 1799, when they found
only 20 schools compared with
the country’s 75 at the turn of the
15th century. Among them was one
of the world’s oldest universities,
al-Azhar, described by de Bellaigue
as a place that “suspected science,
despised philosophy and had not
produced a thought in years”.
The French occupation of Egypt
was short but seminal and directly
resulted in the introduction of
major reforms. The cases of Egypt
and Tunisia are interesting in that
their modernisation drives were
conducted in conditions of relative
freedom, contrary to the drives implemented by royal autocrats such
as Iranian Crown Prince Abbas
Mirza, who reformed the Persian
military during the Napoleonic
wars.
Those who shared this vision,
such as Rifaa al Tahtawi, whose

conception of progress included
educating girls and reforming linguistics, and the prime minister of
the bey of Tunis, Kheireddine Pacha, who set up the College Sadiki,
modelled on a French lycée, and
came up with the framework
for paid civil service, played key
roles. Ibrahim Sinasi, the father of
Turkish journalism, was another
interesting case.
Change came quickly in the mid19th century. Despotic governments, a near-universal illiteracy
rate and the clergy’s monopoly
over knowledge were rudely interrupted by major innovations, such
as the telegraph, postal service and
new table manners. New theories
of anatomy in schools of medicine overturned the Prophet’s
injunction against cutting
corpses. Slavery was abolished,
and the region moved closer to
integrating the sexes.
One key reason that
Muslims remained not just
strangers with but enemies
of modernity is the delay of
development of movable
type in the Middle East. (It
took 400 years for product
to come into general use
in the region.) For centuries, Ottoman authorities
threatened to execute
anyone who published
books. This helps explain
why many still believe
that Muslims hate
modernity and their
religion is the enemy of
civilisation.
As de Bellaigue explains, in
very lively pages, many Muslims
embraced modernity “in spades
and only lapsed into Islamic
recalcitrance after the first world
war obliterated them physically
and the victorious allies tried to
subjugate them politically.”
He recounts the life of the towering 19th-century Muslim moderniser Jamal al-Din al-Afghani and is
never shy of explaining to constant
meddling, often using crass deception and the brute force of European powers, sometimes in favour of
reformers, often against them. It is
hardly surprising that these great
reformers, not least Tahtawi, were
contradictory characters.
The author writes that “five
years in France convinced him of
the need for European sciences

Why has
the Islamic
world been
missing its
rendezvous
with
modernity?

Cover of
Christopher
de Bellaigue’s
“The Islamic
Enlightenment:
The Struggle
Between Faith
and Reason”.

and technologies to be introduced
into the Islamic world but he
chose not to enquire about the link
between a free intellect and a free
spirit, or whether the inquisitiveness he admired in the French
people might in some way be connected to their quest for political
liberty.” Kheireddine Pacha, who
moved from Tunisia to become the
grand vizier of the Ottoman sultan,
was a fascinating character who
would have deserved to figure in
this beautifully written story.
What this book shows only too
well and which many Europeans
and Americans choose to ignore today — through ignorance or sheer
arrogance — is that the imperialist
policies they have sponsored over
the past two centuries
and more, followed
by the cynical carving
up of the Middle East
after 1918 and the huge
impact of Saudi Wahhabism after 1945, have
considerably slowed
progress and contributed
to the region’s prevailing
chaos. The invasion of
Iraq in 2003 has resulted in
mayhem and blood, aggravated by the fall-out of the
misnamed “Arab spring”
after 2011.
Supporting conservative
Islamic clerics, which the
British, French and Americans have often done, may
have helped their short-term
policy aims, but has produced
serious consequences for
Western societies in ways they
cannot have foretold. Islamic
societies have long memories.
Those in the West have forgotten
history but, as the historian Fernand Braudel pointed out decades
ago, what matters is le temps long.
As the West, Russia and Israel, not
to mention the Gulf monarchies
and Saudi Arabia, play games in a
region already divided by tribe, religion and numerous other factors,
the speed with which the region
will modernise is anybody’s guess.
What is not in doubt is that this
book offers key points to understanding a story that will carry on
for some time.
Francis Ghilès is an associate
fellow at the Barcelona Centre for
International Affairs.

Hisham Matar’s ‘The Return: Fathers, Sons and the Land in Between’

Book s

Dunia
El-Zobaidi

Matar’s first
novel, “In
the Country
of Men”,
won six
international
awards and
has been
translated
into 28
languages.

H

isham Matar was
awarded a Pulitzer
Prize this year for
his autobiography,
“The Return:
Fathers, Sons and
the Land in Between,” a Libyan
story of hope spanning 22 years.
When he was 19 and living in
London, Matar’s father, an opponent of the Libyan government,
was kidnapped and put in prison.
Matar never heard from his father
again but spent much of his adult
life hopeful he was still alive.
Twenty-two years later, after dictator Muammar Qaddafi was toppled
and many prisoners in Libya were
freed, there was no word about the
missing father. Matar returned to
Libya to search himself.
In the first four chapters of the
book Matar’s descriptive writing
shines. He explained his longing
for home and the pain of missing
his father through simple but vivid
imagery. He also quotes other
writers and artists throughout the
book.
The first chapter focuses on the
decision to leave one’s homeland.
“Joseph Brodsky was right. So
were Nabokov and Conrad. They
were artists who never returned.
Each had tried, in his own way, to
cure himself of his country,” Matar
wrote. “What you have left behind
has dissolved. Return and you will
face the absence or the deface-

ment of what you treasured.”
But Matar also says Dmitri
Shostakovich, Boris Pasternak and
Naguib Mahfouz were right.
“[N]ever leave the homeland.
Leave and your connections to the
source will be severed. You will be
like a dead trunk, hard and hollow,” Matar wrote.
He felt uneasy about his home in
New York, a place he knew offered
more opportunities than Libya
but meant nothing to him. “I had
always regarded Manhattan the
way an orphan might think of a
mother who had laid him on the
doorstep of a mosque: It meant
nothing to me but also everything.
It represented, in moments of desperation, the possibility of finally
cheating myself out of exile,” he
wrote.
Objects around him constantly
reminded him of what he thought
his father was experiencing in
prison. He wrote: “I crossed over
a grille in the sidewalk. Beneath
it, there was a room, barely high
enough for a man to stand and
certainly not wide enough for him
to lie down. A deep grey box in
the ground. I had no idea what it
was for. Without knowing how it
happened, I found myself on my
knees, looking in. No matter how
hard I tried, I could not find a trapdoor, a pipe, anything leading out.
It came over me suddenly. I wept
and could hear myself.”

In the second chapter, Matar
spoke of the new identity he
assumed because his father has
become one of the most notable
leaders of the opposition. In the
beginning, it was surprisingly easy
and he enjoyed pretending. Later,
it affected his relationships and
friendships.
He met a Libyan boy called
Hamza in school in England
whose father worked for the Libyan government. They became
friends instantly. Matar later
revealed his real identity. Regardless, Hamza still embraced
him but they both knew they
could never stay friends.
Matar said he missed everything Arabic: The language,
gestures, social code and
music. He said: “On the
plane from London to Cairo,
I understood the logic of
these contradictions; they
were informed not by
London but by the condition of waiting. It turns
out that I have spent all
the time since I was eight
years old, when my family
left Libya, waiting.”
The security his father gave him
is shown in the last paragraph of
chapter three: “That day in June,
in southern France, I swam out
alone into the same Mediterranean
Sea. For some reason, I remembered, more vividly than ever be-

Matar’s
autobiography was
awarded
a Pulitzer
Prize.

Cover of
Hisham Matar’s
“The Return:
Fathers, Sons
and the Land in
Between”.

fore, that it was my father who had
taught me how to swim: Holding
me up, one open hand against my
belly, saying: ‘That’s it.’ I did not
fear the sea until he was gone.”
The rest of the book details
how Matar’s search turns into an
obsession, affecting him physically, mentally and emotionally.
He closes himself off from social
gatherings and describes
a desperate search for
his father while carrying
around a fear of what he
might find.
He finally finds peace
with never knowing what
happened to his father by
concluding: “My father is
both dead and alive. I do not
have a grammar for him. He
is in the past, present and
future. Even if I had held his
hand and felt it slacken, as
he exhaled his last breath, I
would still, I believe, every
time I refer to him, pause to
search for the right tense.”
“In the Country of Men,”
Matar’s first novel, won six
international literary awards and
was translated into 28 languages.
“Anatomy of a Disappearance,”
his second novel, was named one
of the best books for 2011 by the
Guardian and the Chicago Tribune.
Dunia El-Zobaidi is a regular Arab
Weekly contributor in London.
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Agenda
Doha:
Through May 21
Picasso-Giacometti is an
exhibition that begins at the
Fire Station Artist in Residence
centre in Doha. The exhibition includes more than 80
works from collections of the
Musée National Picasso and
the Foundation Giacometti
in Paris, including “The She
Goat” (1950) by Pablo Picasso
and Alberto Giacometti’s “Tall
Woman” (1960).
Beirut:
Through June 1

A view of the Hammam al-Shefa in the old souk of Nablus. 							

Visiting Nablus,
the ‘Little Damascus’
of Palestine
Lizzie Porter

Nablus

T

here was a time when Nablus in the northern Palestinian territories was
not a place for leisurely
wandering. During the
Israeli invasion at the height of the
second intifada in 2002, the city suffered badly. Many buildings were
bombed and people killed.
Today, Nablus is a happier place
and the continued Israeli military
occupation of the West Bank is not
stopping the defiant city’s growth.
Since last December, Nablus has
been twinned with Boulder, Colorado, in the United States, and April
features the second Nablus Festival, celebrating local and international literature, visual art and music in venues across the city.

The city’s network
of khans, mosques,
souks and working
hammams is
captivating.
Preparations were under way recently with bunting fluttering in the
breeze above the Old City’s winding
streets. Venues, including the Khan
al Wakala, a caravanserai that was
reopened in 2012 after a restoration
funded by the local council and the
European Union, were preparing to
welcome artists ranging from traditional dabke dance performers to
Belgian choirs.

Away from the tourist trappings
of Bethlehem and Jerusalem, which
draw the majority of visitors to the
territories, Nablus is a working city
that has retained its elegance despite military incursions. Its network of khans, mosques, souks and
working hammams may be smaller
than those that weave the streets of
Baghdad, Sana’a or Cairo but Nablus is every bit as captivating.
The city is known as “little Damascus,” thanks to its Ottoman-era
architecture, similar to that of the
Syrian capital, and its reputation as
a centre of learning. Its Souk al-Tajari, a covered area where material
and clothing sellers are clustered,
is even known as “Souk al Hamidiyeh,” after the roofed market in the
centre of Damascus.
“The hammams of Nablus and
Damascus are like one,” said Adel
al-Lubada, who works in Hammam
al-Hana, one of the city’s public
bathhouses.
Although he said most of the clientele were people from outside
the city and he bemoaned the lack
of official or government financial
help for restoration and operating
costs, he said he believed the hammam would stay open.
“There is a future here. Young
people come here before their weddings with their friends, eat, celebrate, relax in the hammam. People
don’t talk politics here. It is a place
for relaxing.”
Nablus’s other working bath
house, the 17th-century Ash-Shifa,
was hit by Israeli rockets in 2002,
damaging the roofs of the steam
chambers. The missiles, which narrowly missed a party of 40 people

Fresh fruit and vegetable produce on display at Souk al-Tajari in
Nablus. 					
(Leila Molan Aallen)

Souk El Tayeb is a weekly
market that hosts more than 60
producers from across Lebanon with food products as well
as traditional and handmade
crafts. Souk El Tayeb is open
10am-4pm each Thursday at
the Village Dbayeh.
(Leila Molan Aallen)

Beirut:
Through December 28
Events associated with Sursock
Museum Late Nights take place
noon-9pm each Thursday at
the Sursock Museum. The
event includes exhibitions,
collection displays, late-night
talks, performances and
screenings.
Medenine:
April 28- May 7
The fourth Ouerghemma
Folklore Festival centres on a
Berber village in Medenine, a
town in south-eastern Tunisia.
Visitors can attend folklore
shows of music, poetry and
dance, enjoy traditional food
and handcrafted products.
Dougga:
April 29-30
The first Sound of Stones festival will take place in Dougga,
an archaeological site in
northern Tunisia. The festival
includes performances from international and local electronic
musicians.
Algeria:
During May

Majdi Abu Hamdi serves his famous piping hot knafeh to waiting
crowds. 					
(Leila Molan Aallen)
who left 5 minutes before the attack, caused about $40,000 worth
of damage.
The hammam has been returned
to its former glory, with thick, hot
black and white marble tiles, ready
for the day’s customers. Bath access
costs about $10 and a 30-minute
massage is $14 extra. Post-scrub,
shisha, tea and coffee are at hand.
Nablus also remains a hub of Palestinian industry, echoing its past
as a trading point for soap, olive oil
and cotton across the Levant.
Basil Break owns the Break Mill,
opened by his family in 1936 in
a 400-year-old building near the
city’s Al-Khadra Mosque, supposedly where Prophet Jacob wept after discovering the death of his son
Joseph.
Originally a coffee and spice mill,
the shop sells those products alongside a small museum displaying objects from Palestinian villages.
“We created this to show off old
ways of working and crafts in Palestine,” explained Break, perched
next to a low-slung, faded sofa. “My
favourite object is the coffee grinder — the mehbaj. I like people from
outside coming to my city — visitor numbers are weak and we want
more to come. There is safety and
stability here now.”

At the Al-Aqsa Bakery on AlNaser Street, the smell of hot sugar wafts from giant lily pad-like
metal trays. The establishment
is renowned for knafeh, the Nablusi pastry made from soft cheese,
wheat and syrup. The huddles of
waiting customers say something
about the quality.
“We don’t count how many
knafeh we make in a day but we
finish one every 5-10 minutes,”
said Majdi Abu Hamdi, pointing at
one of the metre-wide pastries and
slicing it into portions. “This crowd
is nothing. Sometimes there is a
queue down the street,” added the
seller, who has been working at AlAqsa for 45 years.
Nablus remains a place that
sparks immense pride. “If I leave
Nablus for one week, I find myself
wanting to come back,” said Mustafa Ajdad, an ambulance driver and
shopkeeper in the Old City.
“I want my children to go to
study in Germany but I want them
to come back here to Nablus and
develop and improve this place. I
live with this city, and I am proud
of that.”
Lizzie Porter is a Beirut-based
freelance journalist focusing on
the Middle East.

The 18th European Cultural
Festival in Algeria brings together artists from more than
a dozen countries to perform
traditional rhythms, jazz and
flamenco. It takes place in
Algiers, Tlemcen and Constantine.
Dubai:
May 1-25
“Mary Poppins,” a musical
play, will be performed at the
Dubai Opera. It is the story of
Mary Poppins, the nanny who
could fly around with her umbrella and find anything in her
bag. The production involves
the audience in adventures
through fantastic effects and
choreography.
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,
meetings with authors and artists and visits to historic sites.

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

