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Ratcheting up tensions. A file picture shows two Hezbollah fighters patrolling a hill on the Lebanese side of the Qalamun mountains
on the border with Syria.
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sraeli air strikes on suspected
Hezbollah arms depots near
Damascus International Airport on April 27 have escalated
tensions at a time when Iran is
under increasing international pressure over its airlift of weapons to
proxies in three Middle Eastern war
zones, including Syria where the
Tehran-backed movement is a key
ally of President Bashar Assad.
Israel’s
pre-emptive
attacks
against Hezbollah depots and convoys in Syria have become much
more frequent, in apparent response to an increased flow of advanced weapons from Iran.
This underlines perceived efforts
by the Islamic Republic to establish
a permanent military presence in
the flashpoint Golan Heights, a strategic volcanic plateau in southern
Syria, from which to threaten the
Jewish state.
There is evidence that Hezbollah,

at Iran’s instigation, has constructed missile bases and other fortifications on the Golan, two-thirds of
which Israel seized in the 1967 Middle East War and annexed in 1981.
This fuels regional fears that a new
Israel-Hezbollah war is looming.
Israel claims the Party of God has
amassed more than 100,000 missiles and rockets, provided by Iran
via Syria, since an inconclusive
34-day war between them in 2006.
That conflict was notable for Hezbollah’s first use of mass rocket attacks on Israel.
Another concern is how the United States would respond, given
the deep distrust of Iran by the ad-

Iran is under
increasing
international pressure
over its airlift of
weapons to proxies in
three Middle Eastern
war zones.

ministration of US President Donald Trump. The United States unleashed a barrage of cruise missiles
on a Syrian airbase on April 7 following a chemical weapons attack
blamed on the Damascus regime.
US efforts to penalise Iran for its
illegal arms shipments and ballistic
missile tests could intensify the regional turmoil.
Unusually,
Israel
effectively
claimed responsibility for the April
27 strikes. Intelligence Minister Yisrael Katz told Israel’s Army Radio
that “the incident in Syria completely conforms to Israel’s policy,
to act so as to prevent the smuggling
of advanced weapons from Syria to
Hezbollah in Lebanon by Iran.”
Israeli analyst Yossi Alpher observed on March 16: “Israel’s next
big war is almost certainly going to
pit it against some combination of
Iranian, Syrian and Hezbollah forces along its northern borders with
Syria and Lebanon” and “could be
closer to the kind of all-out war that
the Jewish state hasn’t fought since
1973.”
Israeli intelligence specialist Yossi

(AP)

Melman said on April 2 that the Jewish state is “increasingly acting in
the military and political sphere to
refine the power balance in Syria”
amid clear signs that Iran and Hezbollah are seeking to establish a new
front against Israel in the Golan.
“Israeli decision-makers… know
very well that a new era — in which
the shape of a future Syria will be
determined — is imminent,” Melman wrote in the Jerusalem Post.
“Israel fears that when Assad
again consolidates his grip on power it will lead to the deployment of
Iranian, Hezbollah or other [Shia]
militias along the Golan Heights
border,” Melman noted.
“The keys to an agreement are in
Moscow, which explains why Netanyahu has met with Russian President Vladimir Putin five times in the
last year-and-a-half and spoken by
phone with him at least two dozen
times.”
Ed Blanche is the Analysis editor of
The Arab Weekly.
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Europe’s 2017 elections affecting lives of Arabs, Muslims
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

F

orthcoming elections in
France, Britain and Germany look set to be dominated by domestic and
regional issues but could
have consequences for the Arab
world and its diaspora communities
as the world faces an unparalleled
refugee crisis and terror threats.
The presidential election run-off
in France between centrist Emmanuel Macron and right-wing Marine
Le Pen on May 7 is viewed by many
as a battle for the soul of France,
with observers predicting a Macron
victory. Le Pen’s campaign and its
focus on immigration and security
has been widely criticised for promoting Islamophobia.
Most French Muslims are likely
to back Macron. The imam of the
Grand Mosque of Paris and president of the French Council of the
Muslim Faith Dalil Boubakeur
called on Muslims to “vote en

masse” for Macron against the
“threat of division and fragmentation” in the run-off.
“French citizens must remain
united in the face of the threat embodied by xenophobic ideas which

are dangerous to our cohesion,”
Boubakeur said in a statement.
British voters head to the polls
June 8 following a tense general
election campaign that has been
dominated by Brexit. With polls

predicting British Prime Minister
Theresa May will remain in her post
with a larger parliamentary majority, Middle East countries are looking forward to concluding postBrexit trade and security deals with
her Conservative-led government.

Forthcoming elections
in France, Britain and
Germany could have
consequences for the
Arab world.
May embarked on a highly symbolic trade and security mission to
the Middle East in April, less than a
week after triggering Article 50 for
Britain to leave the European Union. Britain would seek “bold” and
“ambitious” new trade deals with
Arab Gulf countries after Brexit,
May said.

Ripple effects. French citizens, including residents of Tunisian
origin, arrive to cast their votes in the French presidential
election at a polling station in Tunis, on April 23.
(Reuters)

German federal elections scheduled for September 24 will also
likely be dominated by issues surrounding immigration and security, with German Chancellor Angela Merkel facing criticism for her
open-door immigration policy and
security record. The right-wing Alternative for Germany party is also
campaigning on an anti-immigration, Eurosceptic platform.
After elections in the Netherlands and Hungary in 2017 failed to
repeat the feared rise of right-wing
populism indicated by Brexit and
US Republican presidential candidate Donald Trump’s victory in
2016, it will be the turn of French,
British and German voters to head
to the polls. The results could decide the fate of the European Union
and the tone of European relations
with the Middle East.
Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in London.

Editorial: European vote matters to the Arab world
Special focus on French election p12-13
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Hezbollah defiance on Israel border undermines Lebanon Army
Nicholas Blanford

Beirut

A

gainst a backdrop of rising tensions between Israel and Hezbollah that
some fear could lead
to war, General Joseph
Aoun, commander of the Lebanese
Army, is expected to head to Washington for talks with Pentagon officials about US military assistance
for his forces.
Aoun’s visit, his first to Washington since being appointed army
commander in March, comes at a
critical moment in the relationship
under which the United States has
provided the Lebanese Army with
weapons and equipment worth
more than $1 billion since 2006,
supposedly to fight Islamist militants.
Sources in Washington said the
Pentagon seemed eager to maintain
the military assistance programme
but its fate could be complicated by
decisions of the administration of
US President Donald Trump.
Trump has pledged to slash foreign aid and roll back Iranian influence in the Middle East, which
could impact heavily on Hezbollah
and undermine Lebanon’s precarious stability.

For now, there
appears to be no
let-up in the US
assistance
programme.
Recent incidents and statements,
such as the appearance of US-made
M-113 armoured personnel carriers (APCs) in a Hezbollah parade in
Lebanon, have led Israel to accuse
the Lebanese Army and Hezbollah
of collaborating.
There were accusations that Hezbollah got the ageing APCs from
the army, which received them
from the United States. The army
denied that. The vehicles may have
been captured from Israeli-backed
militiamen in southern Lebanon in
the 1990s.
But since Hezbollah’s Iranianbacked military power, unmistakably greater than the army’s, has

grown in recent years, largely at
the army’s expense, suspicions
abound.
Ongoing US military aid to the
army has provided further grist
to Israel’s warnings that Hezbollah’s growing influence in Lebanon means that in the next war
between the Jewish state and the
Party of God it will treat the entire
Lebanese state as the enemy, rather than limit its operations to Hezbollah alone.

Since Hezbollah’s
Iranian-backed
military power has
grown in recent
years, suspicions
abound.
On April 20, Hezbollah organised
a media tour of the southern border with Israel that included the
brief appearance of several armed
and uniformed Hezbollah fighters
in what appeared to be a deliberate breach of UN Security Council
Resolution 1701 that was passed in
2006 to end a 34-day war between
Hezbollah and Israel. It forbids the
presence of non-state weapons
in the border region, which is patrolled by a UN peacekeeping force
known as UNIFIL.
Although Hezbollah coordinated
its trip with the Lebanese Army
in southern Lebanon, it was unclear whether the army command
in Beirut was aware of the tour.
UNIFIL sources said the force was
informed by the army only 45 minutes before the tour commenced
and that no mention was made that
it was being hosted by Hezbollah.
Stung by Hezbollah’s breach of
Resolution 1701 and concerned at
how its message would be interpreted regionally and internationally, Lebanese Prime Minister Saad
Hariri, accompanied by his minister of defence and the army commander, hurried to UNIFIL’s headquarters in Naqoura the next day
to stress that the government has
authority on the southern border,
not Hezbollah.
“What happened yesterday is
something that we, as a government, are not concerned with and
do not accept,” Hariri said. “So I
came here to emphasise that our

Testing the state. Lebanese Prime Minister Saad Hariri (C) escorted by his bodyguards upon his
arrival at the UN peacekeepers headquarters at the coastal border town of Naqoura, on April 21.
role as a government is to preserve
Resolution 1701.”
Hezbollah’s provocative media
event, which included showing reporters Israeli defensive measures,
was partly intended to signal defiance to Israel at a time of rising tensions.
Despite the preparations and
widespread concerns that big trouble was brewing, Mohammed Afif,
head of Hezbollah’s media relations department, said the chances
of war breaking out with Israel
were low.
“We know that our enemy is
well-prepared and well-equipped
and well-trained to attack,” he said.
“But we know that the resistance
is also well-prepared and wellequipped and can defend against
any attack by the enemy.”
Another recipient of Hezbol-

lah’s messaging was the Lebanese
government and possibly the new
army commander who, sources
close to the army say, has made it
clear he wants to rid the military of
political influences.
But Aoun is likely to face some
hard questions in Washington, particularly over the nature of the military’s relationship with Hezbollah,
which is widely seen as the real authority in Lebanon.
Lebanon’s Christian president,
former army commander Michel
Aoun (no relation to the general)
and a political ally of Hezbollah,
did little to dispel those concerns
when he recently declared that
Hezbollah’s weapons “are not in
contradiction to the state” — a
pronouncement that many feared
could impede US military aid.
But, for now, there appears to be

(AP)

no let-up in the US assistance programme. On April 25, a US military
cargo plane landed at a military airfield at Riyaq in the Bekaa Valley,
Hezbollah’s heartland, in northeastern Lebanon reportedly to deliver more weapons and equipment
for the Lebanese Army.
It was the second such flight in
a week and came as the army prepares to deploy a new border regiment along a sensitive stretch of
Lebanon’s eastern frontier with
Syria, replacing Hezbollah fighters
who have been guarding the border
from infiltration by jihadist militants from Syria.
Nicholas Blanford is the author
of “Warriors of God: Inside
Hezbollah’s Thirty-Year Struggle
Against Israel” (Random House
2011). He lives in Beirut.

US backing Lebanese Army to check jihadists, Hezbollah challenge
The Arab Weekly staff

Beirut

T

he delivery of additional
US military aid to the
Lebanese Army has been
seen as the superpower
increasing its commitment to the Lebanese government
and the independence of its institutions.
The latest arms shipment, denied by the Lebanese Army but
reported by local media to have
arrived at Riyak Airbase in eastern
Lebanon on April 25, is in addition
to the delivery of US ordnance a
week earlier, also at Riyak. The
deliveries are considered part of a
bid to bolster the capabilities of the
Lebanese Army and wean it from
its historical reliance on Hezbollah.

The frequency of
Lebanese Army
operations appears
to have increased in
tandem with the
levels of US military
support.
Lebanon is the fifth-largest recipient of US military aid, receiving $220 million in 2016, including
an August shipment that included
50 armoured vehicles. Lebanon

also receives wide support from
an international coalition of countries seeking to prop up its government in the face of hostility in
neighbouring Syria and prevent
further destabilisation in a country
in which about one-quarter of the
population are Syrian refugees.

Lebanon is the
fifth-largest
recipient of US
military aid in the
world, receiving $220
million in 2016.
The Lebanese Army has recently
made significant advances in its
battle against the country’s militant base. During operations in the
town of Arsal, the army arrested
ten alleged extremists and killed
an Islamic State (ISIS) emir in the
Syrian region of Qalamoun. The
extremists were thought to be part
of a group responsible for the 2014
storming of army and police stations in Arsal and the kidnapping
of Lebanese soldiers, whose fate
remains unknown.
The Lebanese Army also cracked
down on security in the rural areas
of Al Qaa and Baalbek to root out
armed militias. Helicopters and
heavy artillery have been deployed
during the operations, reportedly
resulting in the death of approximately 20 fighters.
The frequency of Lebanese
Army operations appears to have

Shoring up the state. Workers unload an artillery piece, part of a
military donation from the US government to the Lebanese Army,
during a ceremony at Beirut’s port.
(Reuters)
increased in tandem with the levels of US military support, suggesting a cessation of military aid to
the country is unlikely. Continued
US support of the army can be expected to signal to Hezbollah and
its Iranian backers that the United
States considers primary responsibility for ensuring Lebanon’s security as belonging to the Lebanese
Army.
A strengthened Lebanese Army
would also sideline claims from
Hezbollah that the group’s pres-

ence was a necessary aspect of
Lebanese security. An enhanced
Lebanese Army would ease concerns expressed by President
Michel Aoun that the Iranianbacked group was a necessary
complement to the national army.
Speaking to Egyptian television’s
CBC channel in February, Aoun
said: “As long as Israel continues
to occupy lands and the Lebanese
Army is not strong enough to stand
up to it, we feel the need to have
the resistance army (Hezbollah)

as a complement to the Lebanese
Army’s actions.”
Any limitation on Hezbollah’s
legitimacy in Lebanon will also
act as a counter to Iran’s wider influence within the region and undermine the support both factions
have been able to extend to Syrian
President Bashar Assad.
Dory Chamoun, leader of the
centre-right National Liberal Party, told the London-based Al Arab
newspaper the delivery of US aid
marked a positive step, “confirming American support of the Lebanese military and reinforcing its
presence after a period of general
impression that the US had abandoned Lebanon.”
Chamoun said the Lebanese
military had requested the aid be
delivered to Riyak Airbase specifically “to ensure maximum confidentiality about the nature and
type of the incoming weapons,
something which would have been
difficult to do by using Beirut airport.”
“The army cannot afford to have
leaks of this nature,” he added.
Chamoun added that the 2014
kidnapping of police officers and
soldiers during the battle for Arsal
marked a “major breach in security” the army would be reluctant to
repeat. Further US involvement in
Lebanon would help “avoid similar breaches and… stop the war in
Syria from spilling over to Lebanon
and to help Lebanon defend its security.”
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Trump’s U-turn on Syria checks Iranian ambitions
Sami Moubayed

Beirut

U

S President Donald
Trump is raising eyebrows in Damascus. His
top officials were saying in early April that
decapitation was no longer on the
table and that the United States
had to deal with Syrian President
Bashar Assad as a “political reality.”
Exactly one week later, the very
same figures — US Secretary of
State Rex Tillerson, UN Ambassador Nikki Haley and White House
Press Secretary Sean Spicer — were
calling on Assad to step down, going to the extent of comparing him
to Hitler.

Erdogan’s plan was
to topple the Syrian
regime and replace it
with a proxy Islamic
government.
After ordering an attack on a Syrian airbase on April 7 Trump said
that “my attitude towards Syria
and Assad has changed.” A week
later, when speaking to the Wall
Street Journal, Trump was asked
about Assad’s departure and said:
“Are we insisting on it? No.” He
added that it was not impossible
to achieve peace with Assad still in
power.
The latest U-turn reportedly
comes after Tillerson’s visit to Moscow where he met with Russian
Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov and
Russia President Vladimir Putin.
Contrary to initial reactions, the
visit went well and was much better than expected.
The two sides agreed on “cautious yet improved” collaboration,
restoring direct talks over military
operations in Syrian airspace, cooperating in the war on the Islamic
State (ISIS) and agreeing to put their

full weight behind their proxies in
the next round of UN-mandated
Switzerland talks, known as Geneva VI, scheduled for May 15.
Tillerson wanted Russian help
in ejecting Hezbollah fighters from
the Syrian battlefield, yet, Russian
diplomatic sources said, Lavrov
agreed only to keep them away
from the Syrian-Israeli border and
the occupied Golan Heights but
not from the rest of Syria, which is
far enough, for now, for the United
States.
The early April remarks by US
officials were music to the ears
of Moscow and Damascus but it
struck a discordant note across the
region, especially in Saudi Arabia
and Qatar, which have been ardent
supporters of Assad’s rebel opponents.
Ever since Trump was inaugurated in January, all players in the Syrian conflict have been waiting for
an official stance on Syria on which
they could build policy. While the
vacuum lasted — more or less since
mid-summer 2016 — each player
tried to grab as much territory as
possible to make their gains a de
facto reality for the new president.
The first winner was Moscow,
which controls everything from
Aleppo in northern Syria down to
Damascus and all major cities inbetween. It has accommodated the
Turks with a safe zone on the border, which lies within Russian-held
territory, including the cities of Jarabulus, Azaz and al-Bab.
There is plenty of talk on the
table to accommodate the Jordanians as well with a no-fly zone in
the southern city of Daraa, which
would be used to keep ISIS at bay
(known as the Khaled Ibn Al-Walid
Army) and to resettle 1.2 million
Syrians who have been living in Jordan since 2011, draining the already
stagnant Jordanian economy.
Iran carved out a sphere of influence with boots on the ground
around the heavily symbolic Shia
shrines within Damascus, on the
strategic Damascus-Beirut high-

way and in the Qalamoun Mountains overlooking Lebanon. If
Russia’s new agreement with the
United States bears fruit, it would
mean pushing Iran and its Lebanese proxy away from the SyrianIsraeli border and out of the Golan.
The Kurds, to date, are the biggest winners in the Syria War,
overrunning large areas of northeastern Syria, defeating ISIS along
the way and sending shivers down
the spine of their traditional foe,
Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan, who was left with only
a fraction of the territory he had
hoped to acquire. Erdogan’s plan
was to topple the Syrian regime
and replace it with a proxy Islamic
government similar to that of Muhammad Morsi’s in Egypt in 2012.
He hoped to crush the Kurds along
the way and, after 2014, ISIS.
That did not happen, because
Russia intervened in September

2015. Erdogan then tried to divide
the country, with his eyes on all of
northern Syria, which Turkey has
coveted since the fall of the Ottoman Empire a century earlier.

shatter their unspoken alliance
when it comes to backing the Syrian Kurds.
Turkey has reacted furiously to
the latest Russian moves. Its priority is to curb the growing strength
of the YPG, which it regards as a
terrorist group and an offshoot of
the outlawed Kurdistan Workers’
Party (PKK).
Moscow’s chargé d’affaires in
Ankara was summoned in March
after a Turkish soldier was killed,
ostensibly by a YPG sniper, and after photos circulated of Russian officers wearing YPG insignia. It was
just a year after US troops had been
pictured in the same region wearing similar gear.
Turkish Foreign Minister Mev-

lut Cavusoglu reflected Ankara’s
disquiet in April when he said:
“The strange thing is these days
two powers — the United States
and Russia — are competing with
each other for control over a terror
group.”
Defence Minister Fikri Isik went
even further during a visit to
Washington, threatening that an offensive to retake Raqqa would be
delayed if the United States continued its cooperation with the YPG.
Isik said Turkey would only
fight alongside Arab units of the
SDF and claimed local non-Kurds
would sooner side with ISIS than
lose their land to the YPG.
The challenge for Washington
and Moscow is that Turkey’s inter-

vention in northern Syria, principally aimed against the YPG, has
had little effect on ISIS.
The Russians and the Americans
appear to agree that their best bet
is to back the Kurdish-led forces
rather than rely on the Kurds’ principal enemy, Turkey.
For the Russians, Turkey’s stance
stalled a rapprochement with Ankara that emerged after relations
foundered when Turkish planes
shot down a Russian warplane operating out of a Syrian airbase in
November 2015.
Despite its unswerving support
for the Damascus regime, Moscow
has been open to Kurdish moves to
entrench an autonomous regime
in northern Syria, adding a further
strain to Moscow-Ankara relations.
Russian intervention has effectively thwarted an extension of
Turkey’s suspended Euphrates
Shield incursion into northern Syria, which was nominally aimed at
pushing back ISIS but which principally targeted the YPG.
Despite
Turkey’s
protestations of the operation’s success, it
achieved little beyond the capture
of Jarabulus and other areas close
to its border. Further Turkish involvement is constrained by the
Russian presence.
On the diplomatic front, Moscow
has, in effect, accepted the idea of
Kurdish autonomy as part of a future federal structure for post-war
Syria.
Russia may have been encouraged in its Syrian policy by the perception that Trump had emphasised the fight against ISIS as his
priority, rather than the removal of
Assad. The April 7 US air strike on
a Syrian air force base and the general uncertainty about the Trump

Listening but not hearing. US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson holds a news conference in Ankara,
on March 30.											 (AFP)

Our priority is no
longer to sit here
and focus on
getting Assad
out.

”

US Ambassador to the United
Nations Nikki Haley
That was made impossible by
Russia’s key December victory in
Aleppo, depriving Syria’s armed
opposition of its last urban stronghold in the north and opening the
way for further advances by Assad’s forces.

Six months ago, Erdogan had to
downgrade his ambitions and settle for a buffer zone along Turkey’s
southern border with Syria. That
meant abandoning a plan to prevent
the emergence of a Kurdish zone on
Turkey’s periphery while driving a
wedge between Kurdish towns and
cities east and west of the Euphrates River, creating space in which
he could relocate 2.3 million Syrian
refugees living in Turkey.
In early April Erdogan called
off Operation Euphrates Shield, a
Turkish-backed offensive to occupy cities on the border, seemingly
in keeping with Tillerson’s pro-Assad remarks. He has since said this
operation had been Turkey’s first
in Syria but, inspired by Trump’s Uturn on Syria, perhaps not its last.
Sami Moubayed is a Syrian
historian and author of “Under the
Black Flag” (IB Taurus 2015).

Russia’s deal with US-backed Kurds strands Turkey
Harvey Morris

London

I

f there is one area of their
strategy on Syria in which the
United States and Russia see
eye to eye, it is that the Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic
Forces (SDF) represent their most
dependable ally in the campaign to
oust the Islamic State (ISIS) from
its stronghold of Raqqa.
In March, Russian troops deployed in the Kurdish town of
Afrin, which has been regularly
shelled by Turkish gunners targeting the Kurdish People’s Protection
Units (YPG) militia, which provides
the hard core of the inter-communal SDF forces.
Moscow described the deployment, the first involving a direct
agreement with the YPG, as focused on negotiating truces between local warring parties.
That put the Russians within
“hand-grenade range” of US troops
deployed in the area, in the words
of US Army Lieutenant-General
Stephen Townsend, commander
of US operations.
The US Central Command revealed that military commanders
of both sides were in contact to
avoid accidental clashes.
This tentative cooperation was
thrown into question by US President Donald Trump’s decision to
strike Syrian government targets
in response to the alleged use of
chemical weapons by Bashar Assad’s regime against civilians.
However, the diplomatic clash
between Washington and Moscow over the chemical attack and
Trump’s retaliation is unlikely to

Footprint. US forces at the Kurdish People’s Protection Units
(YPG) headquarters after it was hit by Turkish air strikes in Mount
Karachok near Malikiya, on April 25.
(Reuters)

administration may have shaken
that analysis.
However, these concerns look
unlikely to disrupt either Russian
or US support for the YPG and its
non-Kurdish allies in the SDF.
Evidently buoyed by its strengthening alliances, the political leadership of the YPG-dominated SDF
has announced it is forming a civilian council to rule Raqqa once it
is liberated from ISIS. The council
would represent Kurds, Arabs and
local minorities in establishing a
secular administration in the region.

Kurdish-led forces
have chosen a
pragmatic tactical
accommodation with
the Damascus regime.
The value of the Kurdish-led
forces for both the United States
and Russia is their proven robustness in the fight against ISIS. Their
additional attraction to the Russians is that they have chosen a
pragmatic tactical accommodation
with the Damascus regime.
Amid growing indications of coordination between Russia, Syria
and Kurdish-led forces, Syria’s AlWatan newspaper quoted the SDF
spokesman Talal Silo as suggesting
his US-backed movement would
even welcome Syrian government
participation in the liberation of
Raqqa.
War creates strange alliances.
Harvey Morris has written several
books on the Middle East, including “No Friends but the Mountains: The Tragic History of the
Kurds”.
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Turkish air strikes
highlight Iraq’s
problems outside ISIS
The Arab Weekly staff

London

T

urkish air strikes targeting Kurdish militants in
northern Iraq have put
back on the map Iraqi
problems not linked to
the battle against the Islamic State
(ISIS).
Turkish warplanes bombed on
two occasions militant bases of the
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK),
deemed a terrorist group by Turkey, the United States and the European Union.
Ankara reiterated that it did not
distinguish between ISIS and the
PKK or its affiliates as both groups
were responsible for terror attacks
inside Turkey.

Turkish warplanes
bombed PKK bases
in Iraq on two
occasions.
Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut
Cavusoglu said Ankara had “a legitimate right with these interventions” because of threats to Turkey
from these areas and urged its allies to support the efforts. “There
are terrorists that enter Turkey via
different paths,” he said.
Turkey’s air strikes on April 26
in Iraq’s Zab region hit “two hiding
places and one shelter and killed
six separatist terrorist organisation
militants who were understood to
be preparing an attack,” a statement from the Turkish military
said.

One day earlier, Turkish planes
bombed PKK targets in Iraq’s Sinjar region. Among those killed in
that attack were five members of
the Iraqi peshmerga, which enjoys
good relations with Ankara.
Turkey also struck targets of the
Kurdish People’s Protection Units
(YPG), which Ankara links to the
PKK, in Syria, claiming that 70 militants were killed in both countries
following the April 25 raids.
Although Turkey regularly carries out air strikes against PKK targets in northern Iraq, this was the
first time it has struck the Sinjar
region.
Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan told Reuters that he
would not allow Sinjar to become
a PKK base, vowing that military
operations will continue “until the
last terrorist is eliminated.”
“We are obliged to take measures. We must take steps. We
shared this with the United States
and Russia and we are sharing it
with Iraq as well. It is an operation
that (Iraqi Kurdistan President Masoud) Barzani has been informed
about,” Erdogan said, adding that
it was “absolutely not an operation
against the peshmerga.”
The peshmerga forces’ command called on the PKK to withdraw from the Sinjar region, saying
the “PKK must stop destabilising and escalating tensions in the
area.”
Barzani’s ruling Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) condemned
the “imposed presence” of PKK
militants in Sinjar, which it said resulted in the incident.
“Once again, we remind our
people and all the other parties of
the fact that this incident or any

of such kind is due to the
inappropriately imposed
presence of the
PKK in the Kurdistan Region, which
has not brought any
benefits, only chaos,”
a statement from the
KDP read.
The KDP statement also
criticised Turkey. “As we’re angry
with the bombing of bases and positions of our peshmerga and are
strongly expressing our concerns,
we emphasise even if these attacks
were carried out mistakenly, it is
still unacceptable,” it said.
The US State Department said
it was “deeply concerned” the
strikes were conducted “without
proper coordination either with
the United States or the broader
global coalition” against ISIS.
Coalition spokesman US Air
Force Colonel John Dorrian said
Turkey gave the international alliance “less than an hour of notification time before the strikes were
conducted. That’s not enough
time.”
Iraq’s Foreign Ministry denounced the strikes as a “violation
against Iraq’s sovereignty” and
called on the international community to put an end to such “interferences” by Turkey.
“Any operation that is carried
out by Turkish government without any coordination with the
Iraqi government is totally rejected,” Foreign Ministry’s spokesman
Ahmad Jamal told the Associated
Press.
Iraq’s central government is embroiled in a row with the country’s
semi-autonomous Kurdish authorities over the sovereignty of

Sky-high
tensions.
A Turkish
F-16 fighter
jet takes off
from Incirlik
airbase in
the southern
city of
Adana. 		
(Reuters)

Kirkuk city. Iraqi Prime
Minister Haider al-Abadi
on April 27 called the raising
of Kurdish flags over government buildings in Kirkuk an act
of “sedition.”
In Mosul, where US-backed Iraqi
forces have been waging a campaign since October to retake the
city from ISIS, more military advances were reported.

This was the first
time Turkey struck
Iraq’s Sinjar region.
“This morning, the heroes of the
Counter Terrorism Service (CTS)
on the western axis succeeded in
fully clearing Tenek neighbourhood,” Staff Lieutenant-General
Abdulwahab al-Saadi told Agence
France-Presse.
Tenek “is one of the largest neigh-

bourhoods on the western side of
Mosul,” said Saadi, one of the top
CTS commanders in Iraq. “It used
to be one of the main strongholds
for terrorist groups,” he said.
Iraqi forces are using siege and
stealth tactics to drive ISIS out
of Mosul’s Old City, LieutenantGeneral Abdul Ghani al-Assadi, a
commander of Iraqi CTS units in
Mosul, told Reuters.
Meanwhile, Iraqi paramilitary
units retook the UNESCO-listed
ancient city of Hatra, which lies
120km south-west of Mosul, an
Iraqi military spokesman said.
The Arab Weekly staff and news
agencies.

Iranian general is Iraq’s kingmaker and arbiter

View poi nt

Tallha
Abdulrazaq

S

ince a dispute arose in
Kirkuk over raising the
Kurdish flag alongside
the Iraqi national flag,
many actors have
weighed in.
The Kurds, backed by Kurdistan
Regional Government (KRG) President Masoud Barzani, insist that it
was a democratic choice voted in
by the Kirkuk Provincial Council.
Kirkuk’s native Arab and Turkmen
councillors say that the motion
was “unconstitutional” and
boycotted the vote. The government in Baghdad denounced the
move as provocative, with Prime
Minister Haider al-Abadi calling it
seditious.
Arguably, however, few of these
voices have a sufficient level of
independence to make decisions
on their own and must refer any
major issue or dispute back to one
major regional power — Iran.
Islamic Revolutionary Guards
Corps (IRGC) commander of
al-Quds Force General Qassem
Soleimani has been shuttling
between Erbil, Kirkuk and
Baghdad recently to stamp out the
escalating war of words.
Iran has been heavily intertwined in Iraqi politics since
before former Iraqi President
Saddam Hussein took power.
Many of those in positions of
influence in Iraq today once
opposed the Ba’athist regime,
which deemed them to be
saboteurs, and sought refuge in
Iran. Though these actors have

One would be forgiven for
thinking that Soleimani was a
diplomat, not a military officer.

since inverted that power pyramid
and taken the top spot, their
connections to Iran and the
assistance that Tehran rendered
to them are undeniable and
cannot be thrown back in the
faces of the mullahs.
Take Kirkuk as a prime example. The motion to raise the
Kurdish flag was initiated by
councillors loyal to the Patriotic
Union of Kurdistan (PUK), which,
alongside Barzani’s Kurdistan
Democratic Party (KDP), is one of
the main parties representing the
separatist Kurdish movement in
Iraq. At varying points, both the
KDP and the PUK received
extensive Iranian backing,

particularly the latter, which was
backed by Tehran during the
Kurdish civil war that started in
1994 and lasted for three years.
As such, is it any surprise that
Soleimani is hosted by high-level
officials belonging to all the
Kurdish factions? After all, many
of them, especially the members
of the PUK, owe them a debt that
Tehran will make sure that they
can never repay. The extent of the
enigmatic Soleimani’s influence
— and by extension the ayatollahs
in Iran — is so pervasive and
concrete that he can move across
Iraq fluidly and without impediment, being welcomed in different cities by various

Iran has
been
heavily
intertwined
in Iraqi
politics
since before
Saddam
took power.

Unchallenged. Iranian al-Quds Force General Qassem Soleimani (C) in Tehran,
last September. 				
(Office of the Iranian Supreme Leader)

political parties.
One would be forgiven for
thinking that Soleimani was a
diplomat, not a military officer.
One would also be forgiven for
holding onto and believing the
common — and not inaccurate
— perception that Iraq was a
sovereign state only insofar as
Iran allowed it to be.
However, Iran’s grip appears to
have its limits, even among its
coreligionists. On several occasions, firebrand Shia cleric
Muqtada al-Sadr took an openly
divergent political stance to Iran,
which backed him and his Mahdi
Army during the US occupation of
Iraq.
Rather than simply adopting
Tehran’s discourse and policies,
Sadr denounced Syrian President
Bashar Assad for using chemical
weapons against the Syrian people
in the Khan Sheikhoun attack,
which led to a US cruise missile
response against the airbase from
where the chemical attack was
allegedly launched. The Shia
leader went a step further, calling
on Assad to step down.
Iran has not openly chastised
Sadr. In the past, he often found
himself summoned to one of
Iran’s major religious centres of
learning in Qom to “complete his
religious studies.”
Although there are occasional
signs of dissent, Tehran is still
Iraq’s foremost kingmaker and
political arbiter and that is likely
to remain the case if no other
power challenge it for influence.
Tallha Abdulrazaq is a researcher
at the University of Exeter’s
Strategy and Security Institute in
England.
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Royal decrees bolster King Salman’s position
Jareer Elass

Washington

S

audi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud issued a series of decrees that ordered
a minor cabinet reshuffle
and seemingly strengthens the power and influence of his
branch of the royal house within
government.
Notably, two of the appointments
involved the king’s sons, with one
key change appearing to be a response to the election of US President Donald Trump and Riyadh’s
desire to improve US relations,
which had soured during President
Barack Obama’s years in the White
House
King Salman appointed his son,
Prince Khaled bin Salman bin Abdulaziz, who is believed to be in
his 20s, as the Saudi ambassador
to Washington. The king elevated
another son, veteran oil official
Prince Abdulaziz bin Salman bin
Abdulaziz, to cabinet level as minister of state for energy affairs.
Both appointments are perceived
as bolstering King Salman’s branch
of the Al Saud clan in the government and perhaps strengthening
the hand of 31-year-old Deputy
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz, another of King
Salman’s sons and who is second in
the royal line of succession.

The Trump
administration and
King Salman’s
government are in
the early stages of
assessing each other.
Prince Khaled, a former Saudi Air
Force fighter pilot who participated
in missions targeting the Islamic
State (ISIS) and served in Yemen,
graduated from King Faisal Air
Academy in Riyadh and received
training in the United States at Columbus Air Force Base in Mississippi. He served as an adviser at the

Defence Ministry and as an adviser
at the Saudi Embassy in Washington.
The appointment of Prince
Khaled, who has no previous diplomatic experience, follows the
example King Salman set by elevating the young and inexperienced Prince Mohammed early in
his reign to serve as deputy crown
prince, defence minister, chief of
the Royal Court and chairman of
the Council for Economic and Development Affairs.

By naming Prince
Khaled ambassador to
Washington, the
Saudis are likely
giving the Trump
administration a
direct line to the king.
It may well be that it is the youth
of Prince Mohammed and Prince
Khaled that King Salman is banking
on to appeal to the large proportion
of the Saudi population younger
than 30.
The Trump administration and
King Salman’s government are in
the early stages of assessing each
other, as reflected by the deputy
crown prince’s hastily scheduled
trip to Washington in March and
visits to Riyadh by CIA Director
Mike Pompeo in February and Defence Secretary James Mattis in
April.
Both governments want to curb
Iranian influence and Riyadh is
hopeful the Trump administration
will provide it with tangible support in its proxy war with Iran in
Yemen.
By naming Prince Khaled ambassador to Washington, the Saudis are
likely giving the Trump administration a direct line to the king. The
move also gives the Salman branch
the opportunity to mitigate efforts
that Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Nayef bin Abdulaziz may
make to strengthen his own relationship with key Trump administration officials.
The king’s appointment of Prince
Abdulaziz to the cabinet is in part

Adjustments. Newly appointed Saudi ambassador to the United States Prince Khaled bin Salman bin
Abdulaziz taking the oath at a swearing-in ceremony in Riyadh, on April 24.
(AFP)
a reward for the prince’s three
decades of service in the state oil
industry. It also provides King Salman with another supportive voice
in his council of ministers.
In his first cabinet reshuffle after
ascending to the throne, King Salman in February 2015 promoted
Prince Abdulaziz from his position
of assistant oil minister to deputy
oil minister, which was seen at the
time as diminishing the authority
of then-Oil Minister Ali al-Naimi.
With his extensive knowledge of
energy policy, Prince Abdulaziz is
now on equal footing with Oil Minister Khalid al-Falih in cabinet discussions on energy — but this may
put him at odds with his younger
brother — Deputy Crown Prince
Mohammed, who has taken a large

hand in overseeing the kingdom’s
energy policies.
That being said, Prince Abdulaziz, who turns 57 this year,
is a seasoned participant at OPEC
meetings and has an intimate understanding of global oil markets
compared to Falih. The oil minister’s lengthy experience at Saudi
Aramco was apparently more in
the natural gas side of the business
and, compared to Prince Abdulaziz,
Falih is a relative newcomer to the
global oil markets.
As part of his cabinet reshuffle,
King Salman fired Khaled al-Araj as
minister of civil service. Araj is under investigation by the kingdom’s
anti-corruption commission. The
king also replaced the minister of
information and culture and the

Riyadh restores
allowances, renews
reform pledge
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

T

he Saudi government reversed some of its most
severe austerity measures, restoring bonuses
and allowances to state
workers and military personnel.
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz
Al Saud issued royal decrees that included reinstating allowances and
benefits to government employees
and military staff to what they were
in September 2016, before the austerity measures were implemented.
A statement accompanying the
decrees said the king was “keen to
provide comfort to Saudi citizens.”

Despite the return of
government
allowances, Saudis
still have to deal with
current economic
realities.
The decrees attributed the reinstatement of government perks to
increased revenue and a decline in
the kingdom’s budget deficit.
The Financial Times had earlier
reported that the kingdom planned
to cut projects valued in the billions

of dollars to reduce the budget
deficit. Sources told the publication that the Saudi government had
retained a consultancy to pinpoint
$13 billion-$20 billion in savings.
“The first quarter deficit was 26
billion riyals ($6.93 billion), when
54 billion riyals ($14.4 billion) was
projected at the beginning of the
year. This is a very excellent step
towards rationalised spending,”
Saudi Deputy Minister of Economy
and Planning Mohammed al-Tuwaijri said in an interview on staterun TV.
With revenues from oil shrinking,
resulting in the kingdom posting a
budget deficit of $98 billion for
2015, the economic measures were
deemed necessary to boost Saudi finances. Initial steps helped cut the
deficit to $79 billion last year. The
government estimates it will be $53
billion in 2017.
“A good and rational decision…
outstanding!” wrote Twitter user
Abdul Latif Haags. Saud al-Braik
wrote: “What’s more important
than the return of all allowances is
the recognition of recovery from
the economic crisis.”
Others were more cautious in
their assessment, telling fellow citizens to learn from the experience.
“The return of allowances does
not mean a return to previous
spending,” wrote Ahmad al-Ghamdi on Twitter.

minister of communication and information technology.
In a significant move, the king
sacked the commander of the Saudi
ground forces, Lieutenant-General
Eid al-Shalawi, who led the ground
campaign in Yemen and replaced
him with Prince Fahd bin Turki bin
Abdulaziz.
In other appointments, the king
replaced three regional governors
and named eight young princes as
regional deputy governors. The
moves were another sign pointing
to the Salman regime working to
solidify its power base during turbulent times.
Jareer Elass reports on energy
issues for The Arab Weekly. He is
based in Washington.

Recalibrating. A view of King Abdullah Financial District in Riyadh.				
“A reasonable person learns a lesson and follows the rule of income
– savings = expenditure,” he added.
For Saudis, who were long accustomed to generous government
grants to supplement their salaries,
the austerity measures were a bitter
pill to swallow. Basic salaries in the
government sector, in which 70%
of the kingdom’s population is employed, are not particularly high but
allowances for housing, transportation, computer skills and other job
competencies can increase pay as
much as 40%. The reductions also
included a 20% pay cut for government ministers.
Despite the return of government

allowances, Saudis still have to deal
with current economic realities,
including last year’s removal of
energy and utilities subsidies and
a value-added tax that is expected
to be implemented in the kingdom
and other Gulf Cooperation Council
members in 2018.
The initial cutbacks and the reassessment of the kingdom’s economic methodology is part of its
Vision 2030 initiative, which is designed to lessen Saudi Arabia’s dependency on the energy sector and
diversify its economy.
Analysts say the reinstatement
of perks will help push the reform
plan’s agenda forward. “The gov-

(Reuters)

ernment was forced to take extreme measures last year. Now
they are more at ease with the fiscal situation so they are able to give
something back to society,” John
Sfakianakis, director of the Gulf Research Centre in Riyadh, told Reuters.
“They aim to continue the reforms, and they want to do it with
society’s support,” he added.
The restoring of financial perks
would make consumers better off
by $13.3 billion-$21.3 billion, analysts said.
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf
section editor of The Arab Weekly.
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European vote matters
to the Arab world

T

he ongoing season of European elections serves as a
timely reminder of the enduring ties between the
Arab world and Europe.
The calendar from May to January covers several
major — and some minor — polls across the continent. On May 7, France has the second round of its
presidential election. In June, it elects its parliament
and Britain conducts a general election. In September, Norway
has an election and so does Germany.
These elections will not all attract the same level of attention.
Some of them, however, are especially noteworthy for the Arab
world
When French voters denied Marine Le Pen, the anti-immigrant
far-right candidate for president, the lion’s share of the vote on
April 23, they offered hope that the forces of bigotry and Islamophobia would be defeated.
On to Germany where the disarray within its small, pugnacious, anti-Islam Alternative for Germany party also suggests
that Europe’s biggest economy will probably not vote for intolerance come September. This, despite the many problems that
came with German Chancellor Angela Merkel’s controversial
decision to take in a million Syrian refugees from the autumn of
2015.
The United Kingdom’s post-Brexit election, as well as the
German vote, may matter to the Middle East and North Africa
region in many ways. As in the French election campaign, a good
part of the debate in Britain and Germany will turn on issues of
immigration, fighting extremism and terror, as well as the war in
Syria and continuing conflict in Iraq.
Indeed, European elections can have profound consequences
for the region in terms of war and peace. They also have a direct
impact on the Arab diaspora in Europe.
There is no denying that many European nationals of Arab
origin have not been fully integrated in their adoptive countries
for various reasons. Even so, many ethnic Arabs have, over the
decades, become fully fledged citizens of the European Union.
Europe has, despite the xenophobia of recent years, largely been
hospitable towards Arabs and Muslims.
Of course, the links between Europe and the Arab world go
beyond the diaspora. More unites the Arab world and Europe
than joins either of them to any other region. For Europe, the
Middle East is literally next door. Both regions share deep
historical ties — parts of Europe such as modern-day Spain,
Portugal and Sicily were once ruled by Arabs. In philosophy and
in science, there was much give and take, not least the transmission of ancient Hellenic texts to Europe via the Arabic language.
The European Union is a key partner in terms of investment
and trade. It is also bound to help the war-ravaged MENA region
with reconstruction when the guns fall silent. Continued educational and scientific exchange is crucial to train a new generation
of Arabs.
Meanwhile, the Europe of today offers another crucial lesson
to the Arab world. Its programme of ever-closer union serves as a
role model to fractious Arabs and a remarkable example of
pragmatic idealism. In other words, the European project shows
the Arab world that differences do not have to be an obstacle to
shared goals and determined progress.

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly
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At this
juncture, what
the world
needs to do is
to liberate
“Palestine’s
Mandela.”

M

arwan Barghouti is
at it again. To
Israel’s annoyance,
the famous
Palestinian
prisoner is leading
another collective hunger strike.
More than 1,500 prisoners in Israeli
jails are taking part in the strike, a
testimony to the man’s capacity to
unite Palestinians regardless of
their political affiliation.
A few months ago, Fadwa Barghouti, Marwan’s wife, strongly criticised Fatah for not nominating her
husband to its Central Committee.
Marwan Barghouti’s recent actions
are reminding Fatah members of the
party’s central role in the Palestinian struggle.
Hamas, the rival organisation controlling the Gaza Strip, is irked by
the uproar surrounding Barghouti’s
hunger strike, which began April 17.
It does not make Hamas look good,
especially considering its claim
to represent the real resistance to
Israel.
As for Fatah, it has been accused
of having become a governing party
giving priority to international
concerns and demands and, in the
process, losing a lot of its lustre
and appeal. Palestinian President
Mahmoud Abbas has turned Fatah
into his choice instrument of authority and power.
Hamas has stayed out of Barghouti’s strike as if to say that it does
not recognise the man’s leadership.
It continues to ignore any Palestinian action outside its control and is
further bothered by hearing Barghouti’s name frequently mentioned
as the likely next president of the
Palestinian Authority.
The timing of the hunger strike
is significant. Abbas was scheduled
to meet with US President Donald
Trump on May 3.
The hunger strike came at a crucial time when the new US administration is establishing its Middle
East policy. American officials are
travelling all over the Middle East
to fix Washington’s alliances in the
region. Of course, Israel will be part
of those alliances and Washington
wants Israel’s role to be clear and
transparent.
It seems Trump has revived the
Palestinian question after it had
been discarded by his predecessor.
During President Barack Obama’s
time in office, the situation in the
Palestinian territories was bogged in
the same rotten quagmire. Negotiations faltered and Israeli settlements
flourished.
The new US president is clearly
biased towards Israel. He has
promised to move the US embassy
to Jerusalem. He is hoping for a

settlement that is not necessarily
advantageous to the Palestinians as
much as it is a manoeuvre to have
Israel openly recognised as an ally to
the Arabs under US auspices.
There were signs of this strategy
during the Dead Sea Arab summit.
By renewing their call for the Arab
Peace Initiative and offering a road
map to that end, Arab leaders seem
to have implicitly accepted US strategy in the Middle East.
By inviting the Palestinian president to visit, Washington seems to
have started implementing the plan.
The final outcome, however, is going
to necessitate painful sacrifices from
both Israel and the Palestinians.
In their reports about the hunger
strike, Western media have conspicuously mentioned Barghouti’s name
as a likely replacement for Abbas.
This is not surprising since Barghouti enjoys widespread popularity
among Palestinians.
If that scenario becomes a reality,
Barghouti’s presidency might usher
a great historic settlement in the
Palestinian territories.
Barghouti is very skilled at reading international trends. He is a
media favourite and has said over
and over again that he seeks peace
and that fighting Israel does not
preclude negotiating with it. He has
continued to repeat the same message even from his jail cell or from
courtrooms during his trials.
He has purposely stuck to the
spirit of the Oslo Accords. Barghouti
has led the recent hunger strike to
demand better conditions for all
Palestinian prisoners as if to say
that the place for political demands
is outside prison walls.
At this juncture, what the world
needs to do is to liberate “Palestine’s Mandela.” For Israeli Prime
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu’s
government, this is out of the question.
It is, however, rumoured in
Western media that Barghouti’s
liberation is being advocated in
international corridors as necessary
since he can play a crucial role in
convincing his fellow Palestinians
to accept more painful concessions
to realise the great historic accord.
Similar sentiments were expressed
about Yasser Arafat before the Oslo
accords.
The world might be in need of
another Arafat but what is really
needed is a change in the mindset
of Israeli decision-makers. The
same mindset that was considered
to have erased Arafat’s legacy is
still in power and will definitely not
tolerate another Arafat.
Mohamad Kawas is a Lebanese
writer.
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Faked terrorist attacks are a dangerous development

Rashmee Roshan Lall

Now, the
terrorist
attack may
be mutating
into a
speculative
investment
for monetary
gain.

F

rom tragedy to sordid
farce, terrorism is metamorphosing before our
eyes. Until recently, an
attack was meant to
serve brutal, if basic,
functions. These included
terrifying a city or a country and
serving as a propaganda vehicle
for the terrorists’ political, social
or cultural agenda. Now, the
terrorist attack may be mutating
into a speculative investment for
monetary gain. The implications
are worth considering.
On April 11, three bomb blasts
hit a bus carrying popular German
football team Borussia Dortmund
to an important match. Three
letters at the scene led officials
to focus the investigation on two
suspects “from the Islamist spectrum.”
A Borussia Dortmund player and
an escorting policeman were injured; the match was rescheduled
and eventually played under massive security precautions. Another
football match in Munich was also
subject to heightened security.

The sequence of events was
greeted with anxiety and trepidation by fans and well-wishers
of Borussia Dortmund, one of
Germany’s most successful football
clubs. Many wondered if terrorists
would increasingly target sports
entities and venues across Europe,
a continent divided by much but
united by the language of football.
After all, targets have generally
been chosen for being vulnerable or symbolically significant.
An adored football team is right
up there with the Bataclan, the
Nice beach, the Berlin Christmas
market and the British Parliament.
Then, with the arrest of a GermanRussian man only identified as
Sergej W., an extraordinary truth
emerged.
The dual-national had audaciously sought to make money off
the attack on Borussia Dortmund.
He had faked the incident to appear like a terrorist attack, which
is to say an act of violence that
could cause mass injury, loss of
life and considerable damage to
property, followed by confusion

and a claimed connection to radical
Islamists.
On the day of the attack,
Sergej W. purchased several options in Borussia Dortmund stock,
betting heavily on a fall in its share
price. The coincidence of share options purchases on the same day as
the bomb blasts led police to
Sergej W. and his cynical game plan
was revealed.
As it happened, he didn’t briefly
benefit monetarily either. “A significant share price drop could have
been expected if a player had been
seriously injured or even killed as
a result of the attack,” prosecutors
said. Neither of those events came
to pass.
Surely this case, with its bizarre
motivation and outrageous fakery,
should merit no more than a shrug
and a platitude? Something along
the lines of “truth is stranger than
fiction” should do nicely before
everyone — police, press and public
— returns to contemplating the
real terrorist threats that menace
Europe.
On the contrary. The faked

terrorist attack is a dangerous development. A petty crook notes the
knee-jerk way in which we respond
to terrorist attacks today and calculates that it will be easy to misdirect the police towards unspecified
Islamist troublemakers. This raises
the possibility of people committing crimes of passion or for profit
and laying out a false trail of clues
that point to jihadist involvement.
Even worse, the Islamic State or
whichever jihadist group is implicated from afar may opportunistically claim responsibility.
Even if, as happened with Sergej
W., the perpetrator is unmasked,
clues that point to radical extremists will waste police resources and
spread considerable panic. There is
always the possibility that a faked
terrorist attack might be seen as
the real thing.
The implications are disturbing.
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.

The dangerous and far-reaching consequences of ambiguity

Gareth Smyth

Karim
Pakravan
compared US
behaviour
before Saddam
Hussein’s 1990
invasion of
Kuwait with its
behaviour
before the
recent
chemical
attack on Idlib.

K

arim Pakravan,
associate professor
of finance at Chicago’s DePaul
University, has
compared US
behaviour just before Saddam
Hussein’s 1990 invasion of
Kuwait with its behaviour just
before the recent likely chemical
attack by Syrian forces on Idlib.
Did the United States on each
occasion issue a green light for
actions it would later criticise?
On July 25, 1990, April Glaspie,
Washington’s ambassador in
Baghdad, told Saddam, according
to transcripts later released: “We
have no opinion on the ArabArab conflicts, like your border
disagreement with Kuwait.” On
August 2, Saddam’s tanks rolled
over the border.
On March 30, 2017, Nikki Haley,
US ambassador to the United
Nations, declared: “Our priority is no longer to sit there and
focus on getting [Syrian President
Bashar] Assad out… the way that
the previous administration did.”
Visiting Turkey, US Secretary
of State Rex Tillerson reiterated
that Assad’s “longer-term status”
would be “decided by the Syrian
people.” A few days later, on April
4, came the apparent sarin attack
on Idlib.

Many historians dispute there
was a green light in 1990. David
Mack, then deputy assistant
secretary of state for Near East
Affairs, subsequently revealed he
made clear to Iraq’s ambassador
in Washington that the Kuwait
border dispute should not be settled by force, a message he also
instructed Glaspie to convey in
Baghdad.
But Washington made no effective military counter to Iraq’s
troop build-up. The rest, as they
say, is history. In January and
February 1991, the United States
pushed the Iraqi Army out of Kuwait. In March and April, Saddam
crushed uprisings in the Kurdish
north and the Shia south but a
Western no-fly zone enabled an
autonomous Kurdish region to
emerge. Draconian international
sanctions led to appalling suffering in Iraq and, in 2003, after the
9-11 attacks, a US-led invasion
upended not just what was left
of Iraq but arguably the wider
region.
Anyone who sees US ambiguity
in 1990 as a telling example of the
law of unintended consequences
might be alarmed by the widespread description of the recent
strikes on Syria as a game changer. While firing 59 Tomahawk
missiles at Syria’s al-Shayrat air-

base was hailed as decisive even
by many critics of US President
Donald Trump, there is no clarity
over the rationale behind it.
Sebastian Gorka, deputy assistant to Trump, has claimed
the decision was “unemotional,”
which flatly contradicts Trump’s
own claim that his approach to
Assad had changed “very much”
after seeing pictures of “beautiful
little babies” killed by “heinous
actions.”
Gorka also made great play of
ambiguity in Trump’s strategy.
“We don’t give our playbook
away, so what’s going to happen next, no one outside the
president’s closest circle, nobody
knows that and we’re not going to
tell anyone,” Gorka told conservative radio host Laura Ingraham.
“We don’t telegraph in advance,
all we know is that when evil happens and you are able to do something about it, you do something
about it. This is the message we
are sending the world.”
Ambiguity can be a diplomatic
weapon and a measure of constructive ambiguity in bilateral
agreements can usefully enable
both sides to claim victory but it
requires skill and experience to
use. It can equally be employed
by wily operators such as Russian
President Vladimir Putin, Iranian

Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei, Chinese President Xi
Jinping or Assad himself.
More importantly, it upends
any notion that the Syrian attacks
draw a clear red line. Is the line
over the use of chemical weapons,
over weapons of mass destruction
or, as Trump’s press secretary,
Sean Spicer, has suggested three
times, also over barrel bombs?
Or is the red line over killing
“beautiful little babies” by any
means? And if — as both Tillerson
and Haley have suggested — the
United States is now committed
to removing Assad, what choice
does Syria’s president have but to
fight on? Do similar or different
red lines apply to other states:
Iran, China, Russia or to Saudi
Arabia’s operations in Yemen?
And, most dangerously, to North
Korea?
Hence the value in recalling
the story of Glaspie back in 1990
— even if historians disagree on
what she conveyed and what
conclusions Saddam drew as he
marshalled tanks on Kuwait’s
border. Ambiguity can have
dangerous, far-reaching and longterm consequences.
Gareth Smyth was chief
correspondent in Iran for the
Financial Times from 2003-07.

Turkey’s influence grows but Damascus lies in the long grass

Stephen Starr

The Assad
regime is weak
today but will
continue to lie
in wait to catch
Turkey off
guard.

W

ith Ankara
announcing
plans to rebuild
66 mosques and
send 1,000 aid
trucks into
northern Syria, Turkey looks to be
settling in for the long haul.
Since a ground operation to clear
the Islamic State (ISIS) and Kurdish
militias from its border regions
began last August, Turkey has
invested time, manpower — losing
more than 30 soldiers — and millions of dollars in military ordnance to gain a foothold in 2,000
sq. kilometres, an area larger than
metropolitan London.
Turkey can claim a degree of
success. ISIS rocket attacks that
terrorised residents of the border
town of Kilis have ceased. Terrorist attacks in Turkey have declined
since the beginning of the year.
The advance of Syrian separatist
Kurds along Turkey’s border has
been checked.
Turkey announced in March that
it would end its military adventure
in Syria. The reality, however, may
be that Ankara’s plans for control
of a large section of its neighbouring country, either by proxy
through pro-Ankara rebel groups

or directly, might just be beginning. It has banned major foreign
agencies providing aid to displaced
Syrians from operating in Turkey
and forced others to re-register. Its
state development organisation,
AFAD, has since taken over much
of the distribution of resources
across the north.
None of this, however, will be
lost on the Syrian government
in Damascus. Despite a series of
recent affronts, Damascus continues to take every effort not to
engage or antagonise Turkey. Little
was made of the fact that twice
in February Damascus forces and
Turkey-backed rebels clashed in alBab, north of Aleppo, killing more
than 20 Syrian troops. Almost
nothing was made of Turkeybacked Ahrar al-Sham’s claimed
shooting down of a Syrian warplane on March 4.
Some may see the lack of a
response from Damascus as a sign
of weakness considering it publicly
recognises the rebels as “terrorist groups that belong to Turkey.”
However, if recent history is any
guide, “weakness” for the Syrian
regime is a relative concept.
Months or years down the road
Damascus is likely to work every

angle to force any Turkish influence out of northern Syria. Take
the case of Lebanon. There, Damascus dominated the political and security fields for decades before the
assassination of Rafik Hariri saw a
groundswell in support for the end
of Syrian influence in 2005.
Damascus openly withdrew its
armed forces but not its web of
intelligence contacts and influential and influenced officials. Since
then, it has shown that it wields
significant influence in Lebanon.
When the country came close to
civil war during clashes between
Sunni and Alawite militias in
Tripoli’s Bab al-Tabbaneh and
Jabal Mohsen districts in 2008 and
later, during the Syria conflict, Damascus was instrumental in both
fuelling and ultimately keeping a
lid on the violence.
Previously when Hafez Assad,
Syrian President Bashar Assad’s father, was Syria’s president, Turkey
almost went to war with Syria in
1998 over its protection and hosting of Kurdistan Workers’ Party
(PKK) leader Abdullah Ocalan.
Syria kicked Ocalan out but did not
hand him over to Turkey; Damascus considered Ocalan as leverage
to be used later against Turkey.

The Assad regime has endured
some of the canniest statesmen
and leaders the West has thrown
at the Middle East for the past half
century. It has outlasted Libya’s
Muammar Qaddafi, Iraq’s Saddam
Hussein and, on its own turf, the
worst conflict the world has seen
for decades.
Syria, a country that Damascus
claims to represent, lies in ruins
and the regime is isolated from
the international community.
Although Turkey may be in the
ascendancy in northern Syria, Damascus knows Ankara’s weakness
centres on the growing strength
and legitimacy of a Kurdish statelet in northern Syria. By supporting Kurdish separatists in northern
Syria today, Damascus is building a
set of new conditions it will use to
extract what it wants from Ankara
years from now.
The Assad regime is weak today
but will continue to lie in wait to
catch Turkey off guard, be it next
month, next year or further down
the road.
Stephen Starr is the author of
“Revolt in Syria: Eye-Witness to
the Uprising” and has lived in
Syria and Turkey since 2007.

8

April 30, 2017

Egypt

News & Analysis

Egypt-Sudan tension subsides but future uncertain
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

D

espite assurances to the
contrary by the Egyptian Foreign Ministry,
relations between Egypt
and Sudan are expected
to deteriorate because of the countries’ different regional agendas
and contrasting national interests,
political analysts said.
“Cairo and Khartoum do their
best to sweep their differences under the carpet but how long these
efforts will endure is a question
nobody can answer,” said Hani Raslan, a researcher at the think-tank
al-Ahram Centre for Political and
Strategic Studies. “The Sudanese
government picks trouble with
Egypt whenever it has an internal
problem.”
The two neighbouring Arab-African countries were on the verge
of a diplomatic crisis in April when
Sudan accused Egypt of pressuring
the UN Security Council to maintain an arms embargo on Sudan
against the background of what the
international community described
as atrocities committed in the western Sudanese Darfur region.
On April 12th, Sudanese Defence
Minister Ahmed Awad Ibn Auf
told the Sudanese Parliament that
the Egyptian Army was provoking Sudanese troops near Halayeb,
disputed territory on the EgyptianSudanese border.
Egyptian Foreign Minister Sameh
Shoukry was to visit Khartoum in
early April but the trip was called
off because of what Cairo described
as a “sand storm.” The cancellation
was two days after Sudan imposed
entry visas on Egyptians between
16 and 50 years of age.
By mid-month, however, Shoukry had arrived in Khartoum for talks
with Sudanese Foreign Minister
Ibrahim Ghandour. The diplomats
signed an agreement to prevent the
media from exacerbating their tensions.
“The agreement continues to be
effective and makes success,” Egyptian Foreign Ministry spokesman
Ahmed Abu Zeid said by telephone.
“Some people just want to fuel animosity between the two states. He

Different agendas. Egyptian Foreign Minister Sameh Shoukry (L) and his Sudanese counterpart Ibrahim Ghandour give a news
conference in Khartoum, on April 20.												
described relations between Egypt
and Sudan as “profound” and “strategic.”
This, political analysts said, is
less about the countries’ controlled
media and more about their divergent political agendas and national
interests, which is why success in
keeping the lid on differences is uncertain.
“Look at all regional files and you
will find both states standing at opposite ends,” said political analyst
Said al-Lawindi. “This is true when
it comes to Libya, Nile water-sharing and relations with the Gulf.”
Libya, which has suffered unrest
since the downfall of the Muammar Qaddafi regime in 2011, has, in
Egypt and Sudan, two neighbours
with varying positions.
Egypt supports the National Libyan Army, which is commanded by

Qaddafi-era officers and controls
most of the eastern and northern
parts of Libya. Sudan used to support Islamist militia fighting against
this army.

Cairo and
Khartoum do their
best to sweep their
differences under
the carpet.

”

Hani Raslan, a researcher

When the row over a multibillion-dollar dam built by Ethiopia
over the Nile, Egypt’s only source
of water, became vocal a few years
ago, Sudan sided with Ethiopia.
Khartoum has plans to benefit
from electricity generated by the
dam. Egypt considers the dam a

catastrophe severely limiting its
water supply.
In recent months, when Egypt’s
relations with Saudi Arabia were
strained because of differences
on Syria and other regional issues,
relations between Khartoum and
Riyadh strengthened at a pace surprising to Egyptians.
“True, each country has the right
to follow the policies that best
serve its interests but the fact is
that differences between Cairo and
Khartoum are far larger in number
than agreements,” Raslan said.
“This does not augur well for relations between the two capitals in
the future.”
The fact that rulers in both Cairo
and Khartoum follow different
ideological lines can be one reason
why the gap between the two will
keep widening, experts said.

(AFP)

Sudanese President Omar alBashir has Islamist leanings and
is probably sympathetic to the
Muslim Brotherhood, the same
movement being fiercely fought by
Egyptian authorities both inside
Egypt and at the regional level.
Cairo also accuses al-Bashir of
offering refuge to Muslim Brotherhood leaders and activists.
Sudan cannot be ignored or
avoided by Egypt for several reasons, experts said.
“It is in Egypt’s backyard and
the country the Nile crosses before
it reaches Egypt,” Lawindi said.
“This is why Egypt needs to manage its differences with Sudan but
even here success is far from certain.”
Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian
reporter based in Cairo.

Tribal factor tilts balance in favour of Egyptian army in Sinai
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

C

lashes between the Islamic
State (ISIS) and tribes in
the Sinai promise to radically tilt the military balance in favour of the Egyptian Army and speed up the end of
ISIS presence in the peninsula, experts said.
“The fact that some of the tribes
are turning against the radical organisation makes the social setting
in the peninsula hostile for ISIS,”
said Talaat Abu Musalam, a retired
army general. “This is enough to
empower the army, create stronger
unity with Sinai tribes and leave ISIS
militants out in the cold.”

We are more than
capable of
deterring this
bunch of
terrorists.

”

Sheikh Ibrahim al-Ergani,
a tribal elder
The army has been trying to involve Sinai tribes in its war against
ISIS since the conflict started almost
three years ago. Most of those efforts
failed due to fear of ISIS retaliation,
among other reasons.
ISIS has killed 36 tribesmen after
accusing them of being informants

for the army, posting videos of some
of the executions. Its campaign of
terror includes bombing the homes
of alleged informants.
Some tribes, experts said, have
developed business connections
with ISIS, offering them shelter and
supplies in return for money.
“Some of the tribesmen make
huge amounts of money by collaborating with the militants,” said
Samir Ghattas, director of the Middle East Forum for Strategic Studies,
an Egyptian think-tank
“Apart from helping ISIS militants
get essential supplies, some tribesmen operate the network of underground tunnels between Sinai and
the Gaza Strip,” he said.
This is probably why winning the
loyalty of Sinai tribes has gained importance for army commanders in
Cairo. The army has been trying to
win loyalty by distributing free food
and supplies to the tribes and offering them protection.
Part of a $1.5 billion grant promised last year for the development
of Sinai by Saudi Arabia was said to
be for winning the loyalty of Sinai
tribes.
An opportunity to win over one
tribe emerged in early April when
ISIS militants attacked a truck carrying cigarettes for a member of the
Tarabin, one of the largest tribes in
Sinai. The tribe responded by attacking an ISIS hideout in North Sinai and capturing three militants,
sparking sporadic clashes.
Tribal elder Sheikh Ibrahim al-Er-

Major shift. A general view of the Monastery of Saint Catherine
in southern Sinai where a policeman was killed and three others
wounded, on April 18. 					
(AFP)
gani said ISIS started the confrontation.
“We are more than capable of deterring this bunch of terrorists,” Ergani said. “They started the aggression and we will show them that this
will cause their end.”
He and other tribesmen vowed
to fight ISIS and cooperate with the
army against the militants.
This, observers said, portends a
major shift in the military balance

in Sinai, particularly in North Sinai
where anti-ISIS sentiment appears
to be spreading and where the group
is most active.
A few days after the Tarabin began fighting ISIS militants, another
tribe, the Fawakhriya, joined in the
anti-ISIS drive after ISIS kidnapped
a chieftain and a businessman from
the tribe. Tribesmen took to the
streets in the North Sinai city of alArish, set tyres on fire and vowed to

retaliate for the kidnappings.
A tribal uprising against ISIS in Sinai would be very dangerous for the
radical organisation, Ghattas said.
Almost half of Sinai’s population
of 600,000 belongs to one of the
peninsula’s 15 tribes. Some of the
tribes have as many as 40,000 members.
The growing anti-ISIS sentiment
in Sinai is also a reason to worry,
however. There are fears violence
will significantly widen if more
tribes join the anti-ISIS drive.
Sinai’s tribesmen are all armed
and have long taken responsibility
for their own security, the safety of
their families and the protection of
their lands.
Egypt’s 1981 peace treaty with
Israel limits the number of troops
Egypt can deploy in some parts of
Sinai. The small police and army
presence has left some areas lawless, leading to tribesmen arming
themselves.
After ISIS became a threat in the
peninsula, Egypt coordinated the
entry of additional troops and heavy
military equipment with Israel to
counter the militants’ push into
some parts of Sinai.
“This is why it is better that the
tribes do not take ISIS militants on
themselves but restrict their contribution in this war to providing the
army with information about the
whereabouts of the militants,” Abu
Musalam said. “This is enough to
help the army end ISIS once and for
all in Sinai.”
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Tunisia speeds up reconciliation effort as way out of crisis
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

T

unisian authorities are
looking to speed up consideration of a draft law
on “economic reconciliation” that would end the
threat of prosecution for hundreds
of leading businessmen and former
top government officials being investigated for alleged corruption or
abuse of power violations.
The law is the idea of Tunisian
President Beji Caid Essebsi, who
had submitted an initial version of
the bill to parliament in July 2015.
The bill’s passage was thwarted
because of strong resistance from
government opponents, especially
on the far left. Islamist party Ennahda labelled the bill a “first step”
towards derailing Tunisia’s peaceful democratic transition. Other
opponents said it ran counter to the
mandate of the Truth and Dignity
Commission, launched in 2014 to
investigate abuses under the country’s previous regimes.

Officials are hoping
the bill could help
recover billions of
dollars.
Two years later, however, even
though some still oppose the measure, the government is pointing to
the draft law’s advantages in helping spark economic growth and instilling the country with a forward
looking dynamic. Members of the
ruling coalition, struggling to address low growth rates, a lack of
jobs and a high budget deficit, see
the reconciliation process as an
economic necessity.
“The main aim of this legislative
initiative is to restore confidence
between citizens and the admin-

istration on the one hand and between the state and investors on
the other,” said Chief of Staff of
the President of the Republic Slim
Azzabi, who noted that amnesty
would not be offered to those suspected of involvement in corruption.

Delaying
reconciliation has
cost Tunisia about
1.2% of economic
growth annually,
according to an
expert report.
“We are always open to any proposal to improve the bill, particularly with regard to adapting the
bill to the democratic transition
process and the composition of the
reconciliation committee,” Azzabi
told Radio Mosaique in Tunis.
At a time when Tunisia’s currency is struggling and economic
reform is increasingly urgent, officials are hoping the bill could help
recover billions of dollars through
negotiating with people who profited illegally from relations with the
former regime. Discussions would
take place under the auspices of the
Independent Reconciliation Committee headed by the National Anti-Corruption Authority. If implemented successfully, the financial
benefit could be huge.
A study by the Arab Institute of
Business Leaders (IACE) in Tunis
estimated that delaying reconciliation has cost Tunisia about 1.2% of
economic growth annually.
The bill would offer reassurance
to civil servants that efforts to implement future projects could not
subject them to unwarranted prosecution. Up to 8,000 civil servants have faced or continue facing
charges under penal codes established by previous regimes.

Two years later. Members of the Tunisian Parliament attend a committee-level meeting in Tunis,
on April 26.
(Reuters)
Tunisian senior officials say the
fear of similar prosecution has led
the civil service to delay the disbursement of development funds,
to the point that only 35% of public
funds allocated to regions outside
the capital and coastal areas had
been spent from 2011-15.
A special legal task force is said
to be looking into ways to amend
vague or potentially unfair provisions of the Penal Code, especially
articles deemed to inhibit civil service. Such reforms had been expected since the adoption of a new
constitution in 2014.
Tunisia’s economic hardship,
caused by a number of factors including insecurity and social upheaval, has been exacerbated by

the recent decline of its currency.
Hachemi Alaya, head of local
economic think-tank TEMA, said
the faltering value of the dinar was
symptomatic of deeper economic
stagnation.
“The problem is not the fall of the
dinar parity but the complete absence of economic stimuli,” he said.
Government spokesmen have
failed to fully explain the more controversial or least understood aspects of the reconciliation bill.
They point out that while allowing for a “general amnesty for government employees” prosecuted
on suspicion of mismanagement
of public funds or corruption, the
draft bill does not provide such an
option for government employees

convicted or suspected of accepting
bribes or embezzling public funds.
Businessmen accused of income
tax or hard-currency violations
would have to negotiate a settlement before a judicial panel review.
Political leaders involved in the
presidency’s drive to rally support
for the bill said they expected the
bill to pass soon following pledges
of support from Tunisia’s main political parties, including Ennahda.
Amendments to the bill are likely.
NGOs and political parties outside the ruling coalition plan are,
however, expected to continue
campaigning against the bill.
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis.

In Algeria, politicians fret about
voter turnout while citizens
worry about the price of potatoes
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

L

eaders of more than 60
parties of various political hues are campaigning
ahead of Algeria’s May 4
parliamentary elections,
the first vote since the firing of the
notorious military intelligence apparatus chief General Mohamed
Mediene and the first after constitutional reforms.
The tepid launch April 9 of the
3-week-long campaign amplified officials’ fears that there is a lack of
enthusiasm among potential voters.
“Campaigning for elections in a
country where the price of potatoes is not within the reach of all
will only leave the people unconcerned,” said Algerian political analyst Aziz Ghedia.
Ghedia, who observed efforts by
politicians and party activists to
raise interest among would-be voters, painted a morose picture of the
start of the campaign.
“Nothing in our cities and villages in the first days of campaigning
shows that in a few weeks citizens
will line in their numbers to elect
the next parliament,” he said.
The
Algerian
government
achieved some success in the first
test of the elections by luring more
than 60 political groups alongside the main ruling parties — the
National Liberation Front (FLN)
chaired by Algerian President Abdelaziz Bouteflika and its main ri-

val National Rally for Democracy
(RND) headed by Bouteflika’s Chief
of Staff Ahmed Ouyahia.
However, it faces a daunting
struggle to address indifference
among the 23 million registered
voters and match the turnout of
43% of the 2012 elections.
“All these efforts by government
officials and party leaders underscore the fact that the only stake
in the elections that has any value
for the authorities is the participation rate,” said political analyst Ali
Boukhlef.
“Massive participation would
be displayed as a successful referendum for the government, which
can already boast about drawing
almost all the political class into
taking part in the election.”
Boukhlef and other political observers, however, predict a low
turnout.
“It is certain that the campaigning did not interest many. It will
end as it had begun in the indifference of the general public,” Ghedia
said.
“Algerians are not dupes. They
understand very well that all elections, whether parliamentarian
or presidential, would not resolve
their problems,” he added, citing
the rising cost of living and other
social problems such as housing
shortages and unemployment.
Commentators cited the rising
prices of potatoes — a staple for
most Algerians — as an example of
the chasms between ruling elites
and ordinary people.
“The price of potatoes, an indispensable commodity for most

Algerian families, are rising these
days reaching up to 120 Algerian
dinars ($1.10 per kilogram). What
is the cause of this sudden rise,
which reminds us of unfortunate
crises in the past?” read a comment
by local Liberté newspaper in reference to the deep economic crisis of
the early 1980s.
For analysts, potato prices highlight the disappointment among
Algerians as the elections point to a
country stuck in a time warp.
“Hoping for change in Algeria
through participating in the elections is like the one who ties his
camel with a straw. All elections
since 1991 did not bring about stability and security in Algeria. All
ballots were jeopardised by cheating and lies about transition and reforms,” said political commentator
Saad Okba.
“Elections underline the fact
that Algeria is frozen in time when
compared to Morocco, which experiences economic transformation
with the highest growth in North
Africa, and to Tunisia where democracy is established.”
Analysts were watching to see
whether the score of the Islamists
would change after the sacking of
Mediene, who headed Algeria’s
state intelligence service for more
than two decades before being replaced by Bouteflika in September
2015.
Algeria’s 462 seat-parliament has
been dominated since independence in 1962 by the FLN, which
ruled in a single party regime until the early 1990s. Today, with its
coalition ally the RND, the FLN

Who will vote? A passer-by looks at electoral campaign posters for
the upcoming legislative election in Algiers. 		
(AFP)
controls most of the seats in parliament.
In the election in 2012, Islamist
groups sought to capitalise on the
“Arab spring” protests. However,
voters handed them their worst result since Algeria’s first multiparty
vote in 1991.
May’s elections take place following constitutional reforms introduced last year. The reforms would
prepare for a smooth transition

amid concern over the country’s
political direction and Bouteflika’s
health. They require the president
to nominate a prime minister from
the largest party in parliament.
Analysts said they doubt the
reforms would fundamentally
change the power structure in
Algeria or whether the elections
would test the dominant ruling
class to the point of allowing political change.
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New Jordan-Syria spat revives simmering tensions
Mamoon Alabbasi

London

A

spat between the Jordanian and Syrian governments
rekindled
tensions between the
neighbouring countries
at a time when US President Donald
Trump is mulling increased military action in the region.
Syrian President Bashar Assad accused Jordan of planning to deploy
troops in Syria in coordination with
the United States.
“We have this information, not
only from mass media but from different sources. You know that we
have the same tribes and same families on both sides of the borders,”
Assad told Russian news website
Sputnik.
Assad accused Amman of being
“part of the American plan since
the beginning of the war in Syria,”
saying that Jordan is “not an independent state in any way” and that
it “carries out whatever the Americans want.”
Jordan rejected the Syrian charges, which Information Minister
Mohammad Momani branded as
“devoid of reality,” stressing that
Amman had always championed a
political solution to the Syrian war.

Jordan insists its
backing of Syrian
rebels is to fend
off ISIS.
“It is unfortunate that the president of Syria talks about the position of Jordan while he has no
control over the majority of his
country’s territory,” said Momani,
quoted by the Jordan’s Petra news
agency.
Jordanian political commentators mocked Assad’s remarks. “Assad is not as independent as he
wants one to believe,” wrote Has-

san Barari in an opinion article in
the Jordan Times. “Iran and Russia
may decide much of Assad’s options in the south. Hence, Assad’s
accusations of Jordan may reflect
a deeper problem with Iran and its
schemes in Syria.”

Amman has been
keen not to
antagonise Moscow.
Assad might be concerned that
the Trump administration is likely
to pursue further military action
against the Syrian regime following US air strikes against a Syrian
airbase. The US strikes came in response to a chemical weapon attack allegedly carried out by Syrian
forces in Idlib province.
Jordan welcomed the US air
strikes as a “necessary and appropriate response to the nonstop targeting of innocent civilians” with
weapons of mass destruction.
The Syrian regime could also be
concerned about the possibility
of the United States establishing a
safe zone in southern Syria.
Jordan, however, insists it is
backing Syrian rebels to fend off
the threat of extremist militants,
including the Islamic State (ISIS).
ISIS claimed responsibility for
several attacks against Jordan
and recently released a 20-minute
video calling for strikes against
Jordanian security forces. In the
video, ISIS reportedly executed
Syrian rebels who confessed to being trained by US forces in Jordan
to fight ISIS.
ISIS militants in the video were
Jordanian. There are an estimated
900 Jordanian fighters in Syria and
Iraq, Jordanian sources told the
Jordan Times.
There are reports that Jordan
could be preparing for joint military operations with US and British
special forces against ISIS in Syria.
Former Jordanian Information
Minister Samih al-Maaytah told

Bygone days. A file picture showing Jordanian King Abdullah II (R) being welcomed by Syrian
President Bashar Assad at Damascus airport in 2010. 					
Al-Monitor website: “Jordan will
not hesitate to go into an open war
against [ISIS] outside our borders,
because the group threatens us directly.”
It is unclear if Jordanian troops
will cross into Syria to fight ISIS instead of continuing to rely on Syrian rebels. Such a scenario would
risk Jordanian forces clashing with
pro-Assad forces, including Iranian
militias or Lebanon’s Hezbollah, as
well as being mistakenly bombed
by the Russians.
Amman has been careful not to
antagonise Moscow and on April

24, Jordanian Foreign Minister
Ayman Safadi said: “There is no
solution to the Syrian conflict without Russia.”
Jordanian political commentators echoed that sentiment. “Jordan’s official position on Syria has
mostly remained unchanged advocating a political solution to the
ongoing war there,” Raed Omari
wrote on AlArabiya.net.
“Amman, a strategic Washington’s ally, has even kept communication channels with Moscow and
was the only Arab country attending the Astana talks.”

(Reuters)

There are about 635,000 Syrian
refugees registered with the United
Nations in Jordan but the actual
number is estimated to be 1.4 million, many of whom live in dire
conditions but cannot return to
Syria due to the war.
They make up about 20% of Jordan’s population and Amman has
frequently requested additional
financial aid from international donors to deal with the situation.
Mamoon Alabbasi is an Arab
Weekly contributing editor in
London.

Bashar Assad is in no position to criticise Jordan

View poi nt

Khairallah
Khairallah

T

he smear campaign
against Jordan in the
Russian media has
been intriguing. The
author of the campaign
is none other than
Syrian President Bashar Assad. He
called Jordan a “non-state” and a
mere vassal of the United States.
I guess for the Jordanian kingdom to qualify as a state in the eyes
of the Syrian dictator, it must first
cleanse itself based on a sectarian
basis. It might not endear the king
to Assad that Jordanian authorities
do not intend to redistribute the
kingdom’s population by religion or
sect or race and that the Hashemite
kingdom is offering refuge to about
1.5 million Syrian citizens fleeing
Assad’s barbaric regime.
Regardless of Assad’s opinions,
Jordan is an autonomous kingdom
with functioning state institutions.
King Abdullah II replaced his late
father, King Hussein, in 1999 and
there was no need to tinker with
the constitution or to put down
conspiracies of any kind.
There are real institutions in
the Hashemite kingdom and they
did their job when King Hussein
decided to replace his brother Hassan with his eldest son, Abdullah,
as crown prince. Prince Hassan had
been appointed crown prince at
a time when Prince Abdullah was
young and there had been multiple
assassination attempts against the
sitting king, including the 1960
bombing of the Jordanian

Destabilising Jordan has been
the target of the Syrian regime
ever since the Ba’ath Party took
power in 1963.

Prime Ministry.
The target of that bombing was
King Hussein, who was supposed
to be at the ministry that day.
Instead, Prime Minister Hazza’ alMajali and many Jordanian officials
died in the attack. It was later revealed that the Syrian intelligence
services, headed by Abdul Hamid
al-Sarraj, were behind the terrorist
act and that the objective was to
destabilise the kingdom.
Destabilising Jordan has been
the target of the Syrian regime ever
since the Ba’ath Party took power
in 1963 followed by the minority
dictatorship of the Assad clan.
In Jordan, King Abdullah II
peacefully replaced his father and
focused on the needs of his people.
In Syria in 2000, Bashar Assad
replaced his father who had turned
the Syrian Arab Republic into “AlAssad’s Syria”. Statues of Hafez Assad mushroomed all over Syria and
the population cowered in terror.
In Jordan, King Hussein had
refused to allow even a single
statue of himself. The Amman Municipality offered
one as a surprise gift but King
Hussein ordered the statue
be placed in one of the royal
palaces and left Amman free
of his effigies.
Thanks to skilful tinkering with the Syrian constitution, Bashar Assad
“inherited” Syria from his
father. At the beginning,
Bashar Assad had excellent
relations with King Abdullah
II. They even got along on a
personal level.
However, the Jordanian
monarch quickly discovered the
strong bonds between Assad and
Iran. He also became aware of the

strong influence of Hezbollah in
Syria. Assad had laid the foundations for a permanent Iranian presence in Syria. Little did he imagine
then the dangers of such a strategy
to Syria and to the region.
The Syrian dictator should have
taken a long look at himself before
speaking ill of a neighbouring
country. He could have engaged
in a simple compare-and-contrast
exercise. Jordan is a truly independent country. It has a modern
constitution and regular elections.

Unlike
Assad’s
Syria,
Jordan has
refused to
live under
foreign
tutelage.

Wrong target. A woman holds a sign during
a demonstration across the street from UN
headquarters in New York.
(AFP)

It is taking serious steps to improve
the economy and education and,
above all, it has excellent relations
with the Gulf countries, the United
States, Russia and Europe.
No need to look at Syria with
respect to all of that. Let us not
even compare per person income.
Syria is rich with natural resources,
far richer than Jordan. Is it normal
then that per person income in Jordan is much higher than in Syria?
Most importantly, someone whose
country is divided into five zones of
foreign influence should not have
the arrogance to give lessons in
patriotism and sovereignty.
Unlike Assad’s Syria, Jordan
has refused to live under foreign
tutelage. King Abdullah’s name will
be associated with success while
Bashar Assad’s will be forever tied
to Syria’s destruction. In all events
associated with the “Arab spring,”
only one Jordanian citizen died —
and of a heart attack.
In Syria, however, and since
March 2011, half a million Syrians have perished and entire
neighbourhoods and villages
have been erased from existence. There are more than 10
million Syrian refugees and
yet some people have the
gumption to give lessons
in patriotism.
Bashar Assad should
have chosen a different
target than Jordan for his
smear campaign. The president of a rogue minority
regime cannot compare
to a true king with deep
historical roots inside and
outside Jordan.
Khairallah Khairallah is a
Lebanese writer.
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Plight of Palestinian refugees spans five generations
Karin Laub

Jerash Camp

A

s a boy, Palestinian Abdullah Abu Massoud fled
the war over the birth of
Israel in 1948 and sought
refuge in the nearby Gaza

Strip.
As an adult, he was displaced
again when Israeli forces captured
Gaza, along with the West Bank and
East Jerusalem, in 1967. He escaped
to Jordan, where he has been living
in a refugee camp for 50 years.
Now 77, Abu Massoud is the
white-haired patriarch of a refugee
family spanning five generations,
including a great-great-granddaughter. The future looks bleak.
“Fifty years have passed without
a step forward,” said Abu Massoud.
“We don’t belong here.”
The plight of Palestinians uprooted by Israeli-Arab wars is one of
the world’s longest-running refugee
crises and a solution would likely require setting up a state of Palestine
that would take in large numbers of
them. Such a solution appears distant even as US President Donald
Trump says he wants to broker an
Israeli-Palestinian agreement.

In Lebanon, refugees
cannot access public
health or schools and
are barred from most
skilled professions.
Hundreds of thousands of Palestinians are being displaced again
by regional conflicts, including civil
war in Syria. The head of the UN Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA),
which helps displaced Palestinians,
said they were no longer the world’s
focus.
“We are dealing here with a community that has essentially reached
a crisis of existential nature,” said
UNRWA Commissioner Pierre Kraehenbuehl.
Abdullah Abu Massoud was born
in a Bedouin encampment in what
is now Israel. His family fled Israeli
forces during the war over Israel’s
creation, walking to Egyptian-run
Gaza. More than 700,000 Palestin-

ians were uprooted at the time.
In his 20s, Abu Massoud married
Bassama, an Egyptian, and settled
in Gaza.
Bassama, 72, said that after Israel’s capture of the territory in 1967,
Gaza residents began talking of leaving, fearful of what Israeli rule might
bring. Israel was offering transportation to Jordan, Bassama said.
In April 1968, the Abu Massouds
and other displaced Palestinians
from Gaza boarded a truck to Jordan’s border. From there, they took
buses to an area near the town of
Jerash where UNRWA was setting
up a tent camp. Bassama said she remembers her feet sticking out of the
tiny tent while she slept.
Under US proposals in previous
Israeli-Palestinian talks, a Palestinian state created from lands Israel
captured in 1967 would welcome
families such as the Abu Massouds.
In addition, an agreed upon number
of refugees would be allowed to return to Israel and others could opt to
stay in their host countries.
Disagreements remained, however, and talks failed. Palestinians
wanted Israel to accept moral responsibility for the plight of refugees. Israel feared this would lead
to a large-scale return to Israel and
dilute its Jewish majority.
There have been no serious negotiations since gaps widened with the
2009 election of Binyamin Netanyahu as Israel’s prime minister. Continued Israeli settlement expansion
made a partition deal more difficult.
Today, 5.3 million Palestinians
and their descendants are registered
with UNRWA in Jordan, Lebanon,
Syria, the West Bank and Gaza Strip,
making them eligible for health and
education services. Some in Netanyahu’s government allege UNRWA
and others perpetuate the refugee
problem artificially. UN officials say
refugee status is typically handed
down through the generations in
protracted conflicts.
A 29-year-old grandson of Bassama and Abdullah, Alaa Abu Awad,
has never set foot in historic Palestine, the land between the Mediterranean and the Jordan River, but
he clings to an idealised image of
Gaza to help him deal with his statelessness. He has tacked a Palestinian flag to the wall of his shop in

Left to fate. A Palestinian refugee, who fled Syria’s war with his family, holds his passport in the
Shatila refugee camp on the southern outskirts of Beirut. 				
Jerash camp.
“It’s the flag of my homeland,”
said Abu Awad.
Most Palestinians in Jordan received citizenship as descendants
of refugees from the neighbouring West Bank, which was under
Jordanian control for two decades,
until 1967. The offspring of those
who arrived from Gaza — more than
150,000 — are still temporary residents. They cannot own property
and are barred from government
jobs.
This has curtailed opportunities.
Alaa Abu Awad dropped out of
school because there was no funding for an education. As a tailor, he
struggles to feed his family. Business has slowed because of rising
prices and unemployment. He fears
he will spend his life in the camp.
Circumstances vary for displaced
Palestinians like the Abu Massouds.
Fewer than 30% of them live in
UN camps. Many are poor. Others

became successful; Palestinians
helped drive economies in Jordan
and elsewhere in the Middle East.
In Lebanon, refugees cannot access public health or schools and
are barred from most skilled professions.
In once welcoming Syria, about
400,000 of the country’s 560,000
Palestinians were displaced in the
civil war.
Most of the 2.2 million UNRWAregistered Palestinians in Jordan
have citizenship, arguably ending
their refugee status. Others say Jordan did this as a temporary protection measure.
In Palestinian-run areas of the
West Bank and Gaza, descendants
of refugees have the same rights as
others. Pinned down by poverty,
many remain in camps, which have
been hotbeds of unrest against Israel and resentment against the Palestinian ruling elite.
Life in Jerash has changed the

(AFP)

women.
Unlike Bassama’s generation, the
younger women wear veils, signalling that a more fundamentalist
version of Islam is taking root. The
women say being covered head to
toe offers protection in the crowded
camp.
Privacy is rare. In the Abu Massoud home, Bassama typically
sits on a floor cushion, overseeing
young female relatives as they cook
and clean.
She accepts her refugee life as
fate. She did her best to provide a
home for their seven children, all
now married.
Bassama said she has no hope of
return and expects to be buried in
the camp’s rundown cemetery.
“Gaza is gone. Palestine is gone,”
she said. “It’s over. For 50 years,
they are saying, peace, peace. We
are tired of the words.”
(The Associated Press)

Can the Palestinians sue Britain over Balfour?

View poi nt

Kamel
Hawwash

T

he Balfour Declaration is a letter from
Arthur Balfour, then
the British foreign
secretary, to the
Zionist Federation of
Great Britain and Ireland, dated
November 2, 1917.
The critical part of this short
letter said: “His Majesty’s
government view[s] with favour
the establishment in Palestine of
a national home for the Jewish
people and will use [its] best
endeavours to facilitate the
achievement of this object, it
being clearly understood that
nothing shall be done that may
prejudice the civil and religious
rights of existing non-Jewish
communities in Palestine or the
rights and political status
enjoyed by Jews in any other
country.”
For Israel and many Jews
around the world, the centennial
anniversary of the Balfour
Declaration is cause for celebration. After all, the declaration
paved the way for the establishment of a homeland for Jews in
Palestine, which, 100 years on,
Israel would claim has been
achieved in what it calls “the

Britain plans to celebrate
Balfour or “mark it with pride,”
as British Prime Minister
Theresa May announced.

Jewish state.”
Palestinians, both informally
and at the official level, argued
that — at the very least — Britain
should use the document’s 100th
anniversary to acknowledge the
role it played in what the Palestinians describe as the nakba
— “disaster.”
After all, peace has not been
achieved; the Palestinians
continue to exit either in exile,
under occupation or as secondclass citizens within Israel’s
internationally recognised
borders.
Palestinian President
Mahmoud Abbas demanded an
apology from Britain during his
address at the UN General
Assembly last September.
“We ask Great Britain, as we
approach 100 years since this
infamous declaration, to draw
the necessary lessons and to bear
its historic, legal, political,
material and moral responsibility
for the consequences of this
declaration, including an
apology to the Palestinian people
for the catastrophes, misery and
injustice this declaration created
and to act to rectify these
disasters and remedy its consequences, including by the
recognition of the state of
Palestine,” Abbas said. “This is
the least Great Britain can do.”
In the Palestinian diaspora,
several ideas were considered,
including mass demonstrations

on or near November 2.
The London-based Palestinian
Return Centre secured a petition
on the British government’s
petitions site calling on London
to openly apologise to the
Palestinian people for issuing the
Balfour Declaration.
“The colonial policy of Britain
between 1917-1948 led to mass
displacement of the Palestinian
nation,” the petition reads,
adding that London should
recognise its role during the
mandate and “must lead
attempts to reach a solution that
ensures justice for the Palestinian people.”
The government’s response
was that the Balfour Declaration
is a historic statement for which
London “does not intend to
apologise. We are proud of our
role in creating the state of
Israel.”
It further stated that “establishing a homeland for the Jewish
people in the land to which they
had such strong historical and
religious ties was the right and
moral thing to do, particularly
against the background of
centuries of persecution.”
The statement recognised that
the declaration “should have
called for the protection of
political rights of the non-Jewish
communities in Palestine,
particularly their right to selfdetermination. However, the
important thing is to look

Palestinians
argue Britain should
acknowledge
the role it
played in
the nakba —
“disaster.”

forward and establish security
and justice for both Israelis and
Palestinians through a lasting
peace.” It then reinstated
Britain’s position on how peace
can be achieved.
Britain plans to celebrate
Balfour or “mark it with pride,”
as British Prime Minister Theresa
May announced. Israeli Prime
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu
will attend and a royal visit to
Israel is planned.
In response, Palestinian envoy
to Britain Manuel Hassassian said
celebrating Balfour “rubs salt in
the wounds of the Palestinian
people.” He made no reference to
the threat made at the Arab
summit last July by Abbas to sue
Britain in an international court
for the Balfour Declaration.
The Times of Israel recently
reported that the British government, which has been delaying
the issue of a visa to the new
Palestinian head of mission
announced by Abbas, might be
planning to “downgrade” the
status of the diplomatic mission
in London.
The prospect of the British
government responding to the
call from its own Parliament in
2014 to recognise the state of
Palestine seems as distant as
ever.
Kamel Hawwash is a
Britain-based Palestinian
university professor and writer.

12

April 30, 2017

French election

Special Focus

Maghreb fears
France’s far-right
‘disaster’, pins
hope on Macron
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

M

any Maghrebis voted
with their hearts and
minds for Emmanuel
Macron, the French
centrist
candidate
who came out ahead in the first
round of France’s presidential elections.
The voters, including officials,
are openly hoping the 39-year-old
candidate beats far-right contender
Marine Le Pen in the second round
on May 7, averting a political earthquake in Paris that could have devastating effects for a region wrestling with chaos in Libya and the
threat of jihadists.
Algerian Foreign Minister Ramtane Lamamra broke with the
longstanding tradition of refraining from public endorsements in
French elections and expressed a
clear preference for Macron: “Emmanuel Macron is our friend and it
is a sufficient reason,” he said. “We
are waiting for the run-off.”

Language and
culture continue to
bond elites on both
shores of the
Mediterranean.
Hatem Ben Salem, director-general of the Tunisian Institute for
Strategic Studies, said a Le Pen victory would constitute a “nightmare
scenario” and “a huge catastrophe.”
“We have no guarantee against
an upset victory of Le Pen because
of the particularity of populist
movements as they showed in other countries, mainly in the United
States,” Ben Salem said.
“The fact that there is a dynamic
in favour of populist parties in Europe can create the surprise in favour of Le Pen.”
He described possible human
and economic losses for Maghreb
countries and France, including the
prospect of stranded travellers on

the border and waves of expelled
migrants.
“I think that the effects of Le
Pen’s victory would have the scale
of a gigantic disaster, more severe than [US President Donald]
Trump’s was for Mexico. Mexico is
a big economy with strong sectors
and it has Canada to offset some of
its losses,” said Ben Salem, referring to Mexico’s struggles in dealing
with the repercussions of Trump`s
“America First” economic policy
and plans to expel thousands of illegal migrants, many of whom are
from Mexico.
“The groundswell of populism in
Europe will remain with us. Even
if Le Pen fails this time, she has a
chance to win in 2022, especially
if Macron will not do well in curing
French woes and introducing more
social fairness and modernisation,”
he said.
Ben Salem lamented how France’s
political shift has exposed the “absence of the Arab Maghreb Union”
as a diplomatic tool to defend the
region’s common interests.
“With the far right, we are in a
scenario of confrontation. That scenario seems inevitable,” he said.
In Tunisia, the media expressed
a general preference for Macron,
repeating remarks he made during
a visit to the country in November.
“I’m delighted to be here in this
beautiful country,” Macron said
during his trip. “It is tremendous
to be here. It is my first trip outside
the European Union as a politician.
I’m here to understand and cheer
Tunisia for the struggle it is leading
for itself and by itself.”
In Morocco, Taoufik Bouachrine,
editor of Arabic daily Akhbar Alyoum, said: “France, a special country in Europe, will buck the trend
of populism that pushed voters
in Britain to back Brexit or the US
where the electorate picked Donald
Trump.
“In France, voters expressed
their wishes by selecting a young
man named Macron. They will confirm that choice by backing him
again on May 7.”
France, which has close cultural
links with the Maghreb, has re-

Front runner. French centrist candidate Emmanuel Macron stands on the seafront in La Marsa during
a visit to Tunisia.
(AFP)
mained a key trade partner for the
region, despite North African countries pursuing policies of diversification.
Four of the five Maghreb countries — Morocco, Algeria, Mauritania and Tunisia — are former colonies of France. The fifth Maghreb
country, Libya, was colonised by
Italy.
Most of the 5 million Muslims
in France are from the Maghreb.
Recent polls indicated that few
French Muslims voted for Le Pen
in the first round. Most Muslims in
France view her as bigoted towards
Muslims, whom she has accused of
being a threat to the country’s identity and a potential security risk.
Language and culture continue
to bond elites on both shores of the
Mediterranean, with thousands of
young people from the Maghreb
going on to study at French universities.
French language proficiency
helps many in the Maghreb closely
follow developments in France. In
the event of a Le Pen victory, they
fear immigration restrictions could
threaten their ability to travel.
France is a key source of investment and financial support for Tunisia and Morocco, where hundreds
of French enterprises provide jobs
for tens of thousands of workers.
Even oil-rich Algeria is looking

to secure more French investment
and partnership ventures to diversify its economy, which has been
traditionally dependent on hydrocarbon.
Analysts predict a Le Pen victory
would cause the Maghreb economic losses, human anguish and moral
outrage on a scale much greater
than what Mexico experienced after the Trump election.

The effects of Le
Pen’s victory
would have the
scale of a gigantic
disaster.

”

Hatem Ben Salem,
director-general of the
Tunisian Institute for Strategic
Studies
Many in the Maghreb feel they
have a stake in Macron’s optimistic
vision of a tolerant and open France
that will remain one of the main engines of a united Europe, compared
to a populist-dominated vision that
closes its borders to countries south
of the Mediterranean.
Secularist political leaders and intellectual elites in the Maghreb worry that Le Pen’s nationalist vision
and her inward-looking France-first
agenda could play into the hands of

radical Islamist groups.
Analysts urged governments in
the region to prepare for the worst
if Le Pen wins. Even if she does not,
they warn that her ideas and politics have infiltrated a French society shaken by terrorism fears and
socio-economic woes.
“It is a political earthquake in
France. Whoever wins the presidency, and it will very likely be
Macron, elections would have displayed unprecedented political and
social changes,” said Rabat University political scientist Hassan Tareq.
The fact that no candidate from
either the leftist Socialist party or
the right-wing Republican party,
the two main political camps that
have ruled post-war France, won in
the first round only underlined the
shift in French politics.
Macron, a former investment
banker and a member of government under Socialist President
François Hollande, advanced to
the run-off backed by a grass-roots
campaign and without the support
of a major political party.
With Le Pen insisting that France
needs to leave the European Union to prosper and Macron seeking closer cooperation among the
bloc’s 28 members, the May 7 vote
will come as a plebiscite on France’s
EU membership and its role on the
world stage.

Has the French far right become the new normal?

View poi nt

Hamid Zanaz

W

hen National
Front candidate
Jean-Marie Le
Pen passed to
the second
round of the
French presidential elections in
2002 it was a shock to all of French
society. No one expected the
far-right party to reach the final
electoral stage in one of the oldest
democracies in the world.
Politicians, observers and civil
society were stunned. Newspapers
and magazines saw the Socialist
Party’s loss to the far right as the
end of the world.
This was reflected in their
headlines after the election: “The
Le Pen Bomb,” wrote France Soir.
“The Shock,” wrote Le Parisien.
“The Earthquake,” wrote Le Figaro.
“France does not deserve this,”
wrote L’Humanité. “No,” wrote
Libération.
Between the first and second
rounds of the election, much of

Contrary to what happened in
the 2002 elections, however, the
National Front victory did not
come as a shock.

France went through a state of
anger, fear and continuous protests.
It also underwent a period of
fraternity and solidarity to counter
the racism personified in the
National Front.
On May 1, 2002, more than 1
million people took to the streets to
protest against the National Front
and Le Pen. Jacques Chirac, the
rival candidate at the time, refused
to share a platform with Le Pen in
a televised debate, as had been the
tradition.
Today, 15 years on, Le Pen’s
daughter, Marine, qualified for
the second round in the French
elections. Contrary to what
happened in the 2002 elections,
however, the National Front victory
did not come as a shock. Perhaps
the bigger surprise for some was her
failure to win the highest number
of votes in the first round, in which
she did not get more than 22% of
the vote.
The front pages of French
newspaper on April 24 focused
mainly on Emmanuel Macron,
predicting his forthcoming victory
over Marine Le Pen in the second
round of voting. “The sensation
Macron,” wrote Le Parisien.
Compared to France’s 2002

elections, the media expressed
less fear about having the far right
present at this level.
What happened to France that
made the far right succeeding to the
second round of the presidential
election seem par for the course?
Why are the media and the general
public in France not gravely
concerned?
When Macron was asked if he
would be willing to share a platform
with Le Pen in a televised debate,
he answered affirmatively. When
did acceptance of the far right
become normalised?
Such acceptance of the far right
was impossible during the time
of Jean-Marie Le Pen, given his
history. It was not easy with Marine
Le Pen either at first, despite her
attempts to disassociate from her
father’s anti-Semitic views and
his shocking statements about
foreigners.
Since assuming leadership of
the party in 2011, however, she has
launched a campaign to improve
its image. She managed to remove
the more toxic figures from the
party while also suing people who
branded her or the National Front
party as racist in court.
Gradually, the party’s image

The
National
Front has
become a
force to be
reckoned
with but
is it just a
new image
for the
electorate?

changed considerably in the eyes
of a significant proportion of the
French population. The party is
no longer viewed as the home of
racists nor associated with the
violent dark forces that were active
in the 1970s and that supported a
“French Algeria.”
Marine Le Pen exploited
the country’s economic crisis,
presenting her party as the answer
to the troubles of millions facing
unemployment and for those
fearful of losing their jobs. She
presented her party as the protector
of France from the dangers of
globalisation, the European Union,
the Islamic invasion and the attack
of immigrants.
Since 2011, her party has been
making electoral gains. It peaked
by securing the confidence of 7.7
million voters in April. Maybe Le
Pen will win even more votes in the
next round of this year’s elections.
The National Front has become
a force to be reckoned with but has
the party really changed or is it just
a new image for the electorate?
We may know the answer after the
elections when the party’s inner
fighting will come out in the open.
Hamid Zanaz is an Algerian writer.
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In first round, French Muslims voted for anybody but Le Pen
Iman Zayat

Tunis

T

he results of the first round
of the presidential election
in France were no surprise
when it came to the votes
of Muslims, with the overwhelming majority casting ballots
for anybody but far-right candidate
Marine Le Pen, known for her hostility to Muslim immigration.
A study by the French Institute
of Public Opinion (IFOP) stated that
the leader of the leftist movement
La France Insoumise (Unbowed
France), Jean-Luc Mélenchon, won
37% of Muslim votes. The second favourite of Muslim voters was overall
front runner Emmanuel Macron, a
centrist, who gained 24%, followed
by Socialist candidate Benoît Hamon, who received 17% of Muslim
votes. Le Pen claimed 5% of Muslim
votes.

French Muslims have
again shown a clear
interest in socioeconomic issues, the
IFOP study indicated.
Macron and Le Pen will face each
other in the run-off on May 7.
The results of the IFOP study
for the Catholic weekly magazine
Pèlerin showed no major surprises.
French Muslims have traditionally
voted for the left, motivated by the
attitude of religious tolerance and
help to migrants that the socialist
and communist parties have consistently promised to uphold.

In 2012, a study by the institute
showed that 86% of French Muslims
had voted for François Hollande,
who won the election with about
51% of the national vote. The Muslim community in France accordingly constituted the force needed
to tilt the balance in his favour.
Islam is the second most widely
professed religion in the country,
with Muslims making up about 5%
of France’s electorate and approximately 8% of the overall population.
Because surveys based on religion
are prohibited by French law, pollsters often look at geo-ethnic origins
to identify the respondents’ religious affiliations. This has mainly
been the case in analysing attitudes
of Muslim voters in Paris, Marseilles
or Lyon, where there are large concentrations of Muslims.
With no obvious political commitment to one party or movement,
French Muslims, who continue to be
at a disadvantage to the rest of the
population in terms of economic integration, have again shown a clear
interest in socio-economic issues,
the IFOP study indicated.
When asked to identify the most
pressing issues that had swayed or
could sway their vote, 75% of Muslim respondents mentioned the
fight against unemployment. About
70% of the respondents offered answers that centred on health care,
wage increases and improving purchasing power. Ensuring job stability also figured high on the list, with
59% of Muslim voters giving it as a
response.
The results of the IFOP study
showed that 50% of Muslim voters
listed the fight against terrorism
among their primary concerns, in
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the aftermath of multiple terrorist
attacks that plagued the country in
recent years.
While the Muslim vote went to different candidates in the first round,
French Muslims are expected to
rally behind Macron in the second
round.
On April 24, the Grand Mosque of
Paris, a major Islamic centre in the
French capital, urged French Muslims to unite against xenophobia
and the “normalisation of Islamophobia” in the election run-off.
The Grand Mosque mufti, Dalil
Boubakeur, released a statement

urging French Muslims to vote for
Macron, as society faces the “threat
of division and fragmentation.”
“All the French people must imperatively remain united in the face
of the threat embodied by xenophobic ideas that are dangerous to our
national cohesion,” said the Islamic
institution, without citing Le Pen’s
candidacy.
The French Council of Muslim
Faith, the representative body of
the second religion in France (4
million - 5 million faithful, 2,500
mosques), called on voters to unite
against “schemes of exclusion and

hatred” with the aim of thwarting
“threats to national cohesion and
coexistence.”
The Muslim Brotherhood-linked
Union of Islamic Organisations of
France also called on all Muslims to
“defeat the process of exclusion and
hatred” and vote for Macron.
Right-wing candidate François
Fillon pledged to ban Muslim Brotherhood-affiliated groups in France if
elected. He finished third in the first
round of voting.
Iman Zayat is an Arab Weekly
contributing editor based in Tunis.

Centrist tops French vote but far right still matter of concern

View poi nt

Francis
Ghilès

T

he Fifth Republic, as it
has functioned since
1958, has collapsed.
The two major pillars
of French politics — the
Socialists and the
Republican Party — failed to
secure their respective candidates’ presence in the run-off of
the presidential election.
Rookie candidate Emmanuel Macron, who founded a new political
movement just more than a year
ago, won 23.9% of the vote and
the leader of the extreme rightwing National Front Marine Le Pen
claimed 21.4% in the first round of
elections April 23.
The former Conservative Prime
Minister François Fillon, with
19.9% of the vote, lost his bid to
succeed the outgoing President
François Hollande and the socialist
Benoît Hamon crashed to a humiliating 6.3%. The extreme left-wing
Jean-Luc Mélenchon, with 19.6%
came close to Fillon.
The overall results show a fractured French electorate going into
the May 7 run-off between Macron
and Le Pen.
This truly historic election can
be read through different prisms.
Macron symbolises an optimistic
France, open to the world and keen
to play its role in Europe, however
much he is well aware that the way
the European Union functions does
not encourage economic growth,
condemns Greece to ruin and
hardly makes young Europeans and
the many unemployed dream of
better days ahead.
His experience as a banker stands
him in good stead with German
Chancellor Angela Merkel but to
convince German leaders to bring
changes to the governance of the
eurozone he will have to push
through tough reforms in France.
That will not be easy as public
spending accounts for 57% of gross

Macron dared during his
campaign to admit that France’s
colonial rule in Algeria included
crimes against humanity.

domestic product and the budget
has not been balanced since 1974.
Unemployment in France stands at
10% and is 25% among those under
25. That figure is 40% in poorer
suburbs among the children of immigrants.
France will only be able to regain
influence in the affairs of Europe
and vis-à-vis Germany if the next
president pushes through brave
economic reforms that will inevitably meet resistance from the left
and trade unions.
Le Pen wants France to leave the
European Union and the euro as it
pulls up the drawbridge. She symbolises a crisis of hope and draws
support from her party’s nationalism, anti-Semitism and virulent
anti-Islamism. Her supporters and
their narrow vision of French identity draw upon the ideas of Vichy
France during the Nazi occupation
and others who have lost out to the
economic changes of the past few
decades.
This vision of France draws
on the tacit support of conserva-

tive publicists, ironically Jewish,
such as Eric Zemmour and Alain
Finkielkraut, who conflate the
peaceful religion of most French
Muslims with the ideology of terrorists who proclaim links to the
Islamic State (ISIS).
Her reaction to the terrorist killing of a French police officer on the
Champs-Élysées three days before
the vote was a calculated gamble
to instil fear into the hearts of the
French.
Macron, in comparison, was calm
and statesmanlike. Furthermore,
he dared during his campaign
to admit that France’s 132-year
colonial rule had witnessed crimes
against humanity, no easy matter
in a country where some contend
that Algeria should have stayed
French 55 years after it acquired
independence.
Macron does not adhere to the
nationalist essentialist version of
French history, which dismisses
the talent political and economic
refugees have brought to the country. He believes in a France that

Le Pen
wants
France to
leave the
European
Union and
the euro as
it pulls up
the drawbridge.

Beneath the veneer. Photographers and journalists stand next to a campaign
poster of French presidential election candidate for the far-right Front National
(FN) party Marine Le Pen in Henin-Beaumont in northern France, on April 23. (AFP)

boldly embraces the 21st-century
world.
The 39-year-old former banker
from Rothschild and briefly minister of the economy who broke with
Hollande is keen to embrace the
challenge of ushering in reforms in
a country which is very conservative with a small “c.” It is a tough
challenge and he knows it.
Fillon is a Gaullist and, after the
result, he made it clear he would
back Macron. He could hardly support a party that traces its roots to
the Vichy government that collaborated with the Nazis in the 1940s.
Where he erred was in playing the
identity card, courting the traditionalist Catholic vote and indulging the theories of the National
Front where Muslims and Islam are
concerned.
Accusations of personal corruption dogged the campaign of a
man who as the prime minister of
Nicolas Sarkozy from 2007-12 never
dared confront the president on
any issue of importance. Electors
sensed he lacked spine.
The continuing advance of the
National Front, the fact that it is,
as in 2002, in the run-off of the
presidential election is a cause for
grave concern in France and with
the country’s European partners.
The country’s politicians are
deeply despised and the discredit
they have fallen into has spelled an
early end to the careers of Sarkozy,
Hollande and former Prime Minister
Manuel Valls.
The Fifth Republic’s institutions
are being recast. Whether Macron
succeeds in the run-off against Le
Pen and what margin of victory he
might enjoy will decide the future.
Will he turn out to be the hand of
steel in an exquisite velvet glove?
Could he be a new Franklin D.
Roosevelt, who built, with the New
Deal, a social compact that defines
the United States 80 years later?
Periods of change are bumpy and
by essence dangerous but France
might be in luck.
Francis Ghilès is an associate
fellow at the Barcelona Centre for
International Affairs.
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Turkish opposition down but not out
nean coast and into the Kurdishdominated south-east but “yes”
holding strong in the Anatolian interior and the Black Sea region.

Stuart Williams

Istanbul

T

urkey’s embattled opposition to President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan can find
glimmers of hope in a
shifting political landscape despite the strongman winning a controversial referendum
that will hugely enhance his powers.
The “no” vote totalled 48.6% in
the April 16 poll after a lopsided
campaign that saw the “yes” dominate the airwaves with Erdogan
speeches and flood the streets with
pro-government billboards.
Opposition leaders have challenged the result, claiming rigging
and a last-minute change to the
rules by the election board distorted the outcome, an argument
vehemently rejected by the authorities.
Analysts say, however, that the
official results make troubling
reading for the ruling Justice and
Development Party (AKP) and Erdogan, who just two days before
the poll confidently predicted that
“yes” would win with up to 60%.
The results showed support for
“yes” down among the young —
especially first-time voters — and
in big cities. Both Ankara and Istanbul backed “no” despite having
AKP mayors.

The political
landscape is
obviously
changing.

”

Analyst Ozgur Unluhisarcikli
The electoral map showed Turkey more divided than ever with
the “no” vote dominating from
Thrace down into the Mediterra-

The narrowness of
Erdogan’s win
means he lacks a
crushing mandate
for the new system.
Meanwhile, the AKP’s alliance
with the Nationalist Movement
Party (MHP) failed to work with
many nationalist voters, defying
the support of the MHP’s longstanding and enigmatic leader
Devlet Bahceli for the new presidential system.
Pro-government columnist Abdulkadir Selvi wrote in the Hurriyet daily that the results should be
an early warning for the AKP ahead
of November 2019, when presidential and parliamentary elections
are both scheduled and most of
the constitutional changes come
into force.
“The political landscape is obviously changing,” Ozgur Unluhisarcikli, Ankara office director for
the German Marshall Fund of the
United States, told Agence FrancePresse.
“There are worrying signs for
the AKP but we should not exaggerate. This was a referendum, not
an election.”
Unluhisarcikli said that while
more than 48.5% may have voted
“no”, this was made up from diverse forces ranging from nationalists to Kurds to leftists “who cannot be brought together under a
political programme.”
Kemal Kirisci of the Brookings
Institution said that together the
AKP and MHP had lost 10% in
votes on April 16 compared with
their combined tally in the November 2015 legislative elections.
“The alliance seems to have fallen

Unbowed. Supporters of the main opposition Republican People’s Party (CHP) chant slogans during a
protest outside Istanbul’s Court House. 						
(AP)
short… despite all the bravado that
marked their language,” he said.
Unluhisarcikli said there was a
chance of significant change in the
nationalist camp as dissidents give
up on Bahceli’s leadership, raising
the possibility of a new party.
The leader of the main opposition
Republican People’s Party (CHP)
Kemal Kilicdaroglu appears safe in
his position after leading the “no”
camp, although some of his cohorts
would have liked a more aggressive
response to the alleged poll violations.
The challenge of the pro-Kurdish
People’s Democratic Party (HDP)
has been diluted by the jailing of a
dozen of its MPs, a move it says was
punishment for daring to oppose
Erdogan’s new system.
Those behind bars include the
HDP’s charismatic co-leader Sela-

hattin Demirtas, who some analysts
said would have transformed the
“no” campaign as its main figurehead instead of the bookish Kilicdaroglu.
Street protests in areas of Istanbul
have followed the disputed results.
Although limited to anti-Erdogan
areas and not exceeding a few thousand in number, such demonstrations have been unusual under the
state of emergency that followed
the July 15 failed coup.
“The opposition seems energised
by the results,” said Asli Aydintasbas, senior fellow at the European
Council on Foreign Relations, adding the protests were however “unlikely to be sustainable over any
meaningful period.”
Erdogan, a former semi-professional footballer, bullishly proclaimed in a televised interview

that in football a 1-0 win is the same
as a 5-0 win. However, the narrowness of the win means he lacks a
crushing mandate for the new system and will have to tread carefully
on economic, foreign and domestic
policy at a delicate time.
Analysts said he would have to
decide whether to choose compromise over his trademark confrontation in dealing with a weaker economy, strained ties with the European
Union and the continued insurgency by Kurdish militants.
“Erdogan will be quite confident
he can win the next presidential
elections,” said Unluhisarcikli.
“What should worry him now is
how to govern a society with a social contract signed by just 50% of
the population.”
(Agence France-Presse)

Ankara risks a downgrade to transactional partnership with the West

View poi nt

Yavuz Baydar

I

f Turkey’s April 16 referendum resulted in sealing
unchecked powers for
Turkish President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan, marking a
massive slide into autocratic rule, the subsequent vote
in Strasbourg underlined another
historic turning point.
In response to Erdogan’s
arbitrary regime that has deepened under the state of emergency, the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe
(PACE) downgraded Turkey’s
status to second league, alongside Azerbaijan, Armenia,
Moldova and Georgia.
This means an end to the era of
hope that began 15 years ago
when the Justice and Development Party (AKP) was elected
with the pledge that Turkey
would be a member of the
European Union with high
democratic credentials.
The Council of Europe in a
session under joyous circumstances 13 years ago lifted Turkey
from its monitored status but the
severe and systemic deterioration of fundamental rights and
the near total collapse of the rule
of law since Turkey’s Gezi Park
protests in 2013 mean that the
country has become the first for
which the monitoring procedure
was reopened.
This highlights the dosage of
drama, a 180-degree turn, in the
AKP’s story.
The vote in PACE, with 113
votes in favour of downgrading
and 45 against, is one of the first
responses to Turkey’s authori-

The meeting with the US
president will define TurkishNATO relations as a whole.

tarianism and it may trigger a
chain reaction.
There is little surprise that
PACE has been the epicentre of
open criticism to Erdogan and
the AKP. Turkey has for nearly
seven decades been deeply tied
to the legal system established
by the Council of Europe. The
European Court has remained a
channel of hope for many who
felt mistreated by the authorities; the Venice Commission has
been a beacon of democracy as
an advisory body for constitutional reform.
Now, by sending Turkey to the
lower league, PACE sent a clear
message to the European Union
that there is a negotiating partner
that no longer fulfils the Copenhagen criteria to be able to
continue accession talks.
The decision certainly encourages deeper discussion for the
European Union. Erdogan’s
constant emphasis on reintroducing the death penalty and his
refusal to admit concretely that
“there is absolutely no journalist
in jail, those are only thieves,
terrorists and child molesters”
had raised eyebrows about
Turkish accession. His remarks
comparing Germany and the
Netherlands to Nazis helped
cement the belief that membership under such circumstances is
out of the question.
After the PACE vote, pessimists
fear even worse consequences
inside Turkey. Erdogan, known
to be mercurial, may increase
domestic pressure against
dissenters, pushing for more
severe measures, longer detention periods and an extended
period of emergency rule — and
challenge the Council of Europe
by defiance. He may even refuse
to allow its monitors to visit the

country, simply to force the body
to suspend Turkish membership.
Kati Piri, Turkey rapporteur of
the European Parliament, said
after the PACE vote that “with
this constitution, Turkey will
never qualify for membership,
thus it is meaningless to continue
the accession process.”
It was apparent that the EU
Commission, too, was on hold
until the PACE vote. Johannes
Hahn, the EU commissioner for
enlargement, had urged EU
governments to consider changing its relationship with Turkey
and called for a “change of
format” in ties with Turkey. “The
current situation is not sustainable,” he said. But he added the
European Union could look at
reinforcing cooperation with
Turkey in areas other than EU
membership that could benefit
both sides.
Since the European Union is
profoundly scared about the
refugee influx into its soil, it will
have to shape and offer Erdogan
a privileged partnership of some
sort, with a reformed customs
union as its base. Erdogan, who
wants a free ride with the
trampling of human rights and
democracy, would feel set to
discuss such a format, limited to
trade and investments and very
little else.
In this context, German
Chancellor Angela Merkel
pursues a line of caution, even
more than usual. She is sharply
focused on elections in the
autumn and wants as little
trouble as possible with Erdogan.
Her strategy will be to deepen
the Turkey debate within the
European Union as much as
possible to reach consensus.
While deterioration with
Europe is clear, it leaves us only

The vote in
PACE is one
of the first
responses
to Turkey’s
authoritarianism.

with what to expect on the NATO
front. US President Donald
Trump’s rapid call of congratulations after the much-debated
referendum gave Erdogan room
to build on legitimacy for the
new regime he so meticulously
engineered. He is now busy
developing a multi-vectorial
foreign policy, by meeting with
leaders of India, China and
Russia before he meets with
Trump in mid-May in Washington.
The meeting with the US
president will define TurkishNATO relations as a whole. One
can expect almost no regard for
human rights or media freedom
issues during the talks at the
White House. As long as his
legitimacy is respected, Erdogan
will most likely be set to endorse
an alliance through deals.
His utmost concern is the
infamous Reza Zarrab case. The
US federal court trial is based on
breaching Iranian trade embargo,
with tens of billions of dollars
involved. It implicates Erdogan’s
family members and circles
linked with the AKP.
In exchange for a favourable
deal in the case, Erdogan may be
ready to cooperate with the
United States in the battle against
the Islamic State and even accept
the presence of Kurdish fighters
in the combat.
So the NATO part of Turkey’s
foreign policy will remain
minimised to a blend of personal
and political interests, aimed at
forging the power of the AKP,
which soon will be formally led
by the mighty president of
Turkey.
Yavuz Baydar is a Turkish
journalist and occasional
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

April 30, 2017

News & Analysis

15

Iran

Little-known
Raeisi could give
Rohani a run for
his money
Gareth Smyth

London

A

n Iranpoll survey in
April indicated that 46%
of Iranian respondents
said they have not heard
of
Ebrahim
Raeisi,
chairman of Astan Quds Razavi,
the powerful foundation managing
the shrine of Imam Reza in the holy
city of Mashhad.
And yet his candidacy in Iran’s
presidential election on May 19
could be the strongest challenge to
the incumbent, Hassan Rohani.
Iran’s conservative principlists
have been regrouping since Rohani
was elected in 2013 and redoubled
their efforts after the 2015 nuclear
agreement with world powers,
which many of them opposed.

46% of Iranian

respondents said
they have not heard
of Ebrahim Raeisi,
chairman of Astan Quds
Razavi.

Part of their task was finding a
suitable challenger and part was
finding a mechanism — given Iran’s
lack of effective political parties —
to agree on a single candidate.
A social media campaign backing
Raeisi began after Iranian Supreme
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei appointed him to head Astan Quds
Razavi in March 2016 after the
death of Ayatollah Abbas VaezTabasi, an ally of former President
Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani.
Raeisi’s appointment consolidated links between the leader’s

office and the shrine, which has an
annual financial turnover — with
endowments, property and companies — of many billions of dollars.
Many in Tehran assumed Raeisi’s
appointment was a signal from
Khamenei that he favoured him
as a likely successor as supreme
leader.
The previous month, Iranians
had elected the 88 members of
the Assembly of Experts, the body
charged with choosing a new leader
when the need arises.
Khamenei’s frailty — he will be 78
in July — and his widely publicised
prostate surgery in 2014 reminded
Iranians that the assembly might
during its 8-year term lasting until
2024 be required to pick a successor.
Hence, Raeisi surprised many
people when he announced his
candidacy for president. They assumed his focus was on the leadership, a post with far more powers
than the presidency.
While being president might give
Raeisi greater sway in any short
interregnum before a new leader
might be chosen, it would expose
him to the everyday criticism he
currently avoids over unemployment, the price of chicken or how
the morality police deal with bad
hijab.
As for the presidential campaign,
Raeisi will enjoy access to influential clerical and security networks.
What role Khamenei might play is
unclear. While a factional operator
and the country’s most powerful
decision maker, Khamenei is also
an arbiter keen to distance himself
from the mundane political fray.
Without doubt, an election campaign will place Raeisi in a spotlight
he is not used to. His main rivals
are accomplished performers. Ro-

In the spotlight. Ebrahim Raeisi gestures after registering his candidacy for the upcoming
presidential elections in Tehran, on April 14.					
hani prospered in 2013’s televised
debates. Tehran’s mayor, former Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps
commander and fellow principlist
Mohammad Bagher Ghalibaf, have
valuable experience from unsuccessful presidential campaigns in
2005 and 2013.
Raeisi, who holds the clerical
rank of hojatoleslam, may motivate reformist voters who could be
important for the centrist Rohani.
Raeisi’s career has been largely in
the judiciary, not a universally popular group.
From 2014-16, he was prosecutorgeneral. In the 2015 anniversary rally for the Islamic Revolution, Raeisi
announced that the security forces
had “identified and cracked down
on a network of penetration in media and cyberspace and detained
spies and writers hired by Americans.”
In 2014, he accused the West of
promoting homosexuality in the
name of human rights and he has
reportedly defended amputating

the hands of thieves.
Since 2012, Raeisi has also been
the prosecutor of the Special Court
of the Clergy, a body answerable to
the leader outside the usual judicial
process that has indicted several
reform-minded clerics.
From 2004-14, Raeisi was deputy
head of the judiciary — first under Ayatollah Mahmoud Hashemi
Shahroudi and then under Sadegh
Larijani, the two men considered
to be his main rivals to succeed
Khamenei.
The reformists’ distaste for Raeisi
was highlighted in August 2016
when a son of the late Ayatollah
Hossein-Ali Montazeri released an
audio tape shedding sharp light on
his father’s opposition to the executions in 1988 of 3,000-5,000 political prisoners ordered by then-leader Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini.
At the time, Montazeri was
Khomeini’s designated successor
but his opposition to the executions led to his dismissal from senior posts and to house arrest.

(AFP)

In 1988, Raeisi was deputy prosecutor in Tehran, a role he had held
since 1984 or 1985. On his website,
he said Khomeini in the Iranian
year 1367 (1988-89) handed him
“important cases.” The tape released in 2016 apparently showed
Montazeri in conversation with a
committee of four, including Raeisi, that was handling the executions.
Leading dissident journalist Akbar Ganji has written from exile
that “by publicising the 1988 audio
tape, Ahmad Montazeri [the son]
tried to warn the Iranian people,
political factions and the world
at large that Iran’s hard-liners are
trying to elevate a criminal to be
Khamenei’s successor.”
These strong words reflect Ganji’s radical reformism and perhaps
his own imprisonment from 200006 but they raise an intriguing issue: Will becoming better known
through the election campaign
help or hinder Raeisi in his efforts
to be president?

US president unlikely to abandon ‘worst deal ever’
Gareth Smyth

London

U

S President Donald
Trump’s decision to
rewrite a letter from
the State Department
to Congress suggests
where the administration’s Iran
policy review is heading. While
the original draft declared Iran in
compliance with its 2015 nuclear
agreement with world powers, the
one sent on April 18 criticised Tehran’s regional role.
This sidesteps the contradiction
between Trump’s campaign attacks on what he called the “worst
deal ever” and the advice he has
subsequently received from inside
and outside the United States not
to abandon it. The deal can stay,
Trump suggests, if Iran makes
concessions and not just on the
nuclear programme.
As president, Trump at first suggested that the nuclear agreement
should be better enforced but the
problem was that the International
Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) had
on six occasions certified that Tehran had complied and had judged
an excess of heavy water, a key element in the nuclear process, to be
“slight” and rectified. Any renegotiating of a multilateral agreement
requires wider support, which is
not apparent.
When the Trump administration
put Tehran “on notice” after Iran’s
ballistic missile tests in February, Russia and China denied that
Tehran had violated UN Security

Council Resolution 2231, which,
in endorsing the nuclear agreement, barred “any activity related
to ballistic missiles designed to
be capable of delivering nuclear
weapons.”
Amending the resolution needs
Security Council agreement, while
tightening monitoring, perhaps
demanding access to Iran’s military sites, requires assent from the
34-country IAEA board.
Hence the growing notion of the
United States going it alone, offering Iran a stick of further sanctions
and a carrot of easing US non-nuclear sanctions, which deter international banks from Iran dealings.
The case for heightened US pressure before renegotiations has been
argued in Foreign Affairs magazine
by Ali Vaez, senior Iran analyst at
the Brussels-based International
Crisis Group.
Citing an unnamed Iranian
official, Vaez asserted that Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah
Ali Khamenei signalled willingness to renegotiate by suggesting in
November that Iranian negotiators
had overlooked important details
during nuclear talks.
Iran would make concessions,
runs Vaez’s argument, in return
for Washington easing sanctions
dating to the 1980s relating to
links with Palestinian groups and
Hezbollah in Lebanon. The United
States could sharpen the choice
with new sanctions.
Through “a realistic better-forbetter deal,” Vaez writes, Trump
“could succeed on several fronts:
A more durable nuclear accord, a
framework for managing differ-

ences with Iran, and perhaps even
a more stable Middle East.”
Elana DeLozier, chief executive
officer of the Sage Institute for
Foreign Affairs and former nuclear
analyst for New York’s Counterter-

Fading out. A staff member
removes the Iranian flag from
the stage during the 2015 Iran
nuclear talks in Vienna. (Reuters)

rorism Bureau, was sceptical.
“Trump might try to ratchet up
pressure through additional nonnuclear sanctions,” she said, “but
it may not be realistic to expect the
US to lift non-nuclear sanctions in
return for Iran making foreign policy changes.
“Politics was never on the nuclear table before and I don’t imagine Iran would want it to be now.
Moreover, Iran is unlikely to compromise on its ballistic missile programme as it sees this as a matter of
sovereignty.”
DeLozier said she doubted unilateral US action was a route to a new
deal. “Trump is ratcheting up pressure through sanctions and Iran
is ratcheting up pressure through
these ballistic missile demonstrations,” she said.
“So where does that lead? I
don’t see a nuclear-deal-style negotiating table in Trump’s future
or a ballistic-missile negotiating
table in Iran’s future.”
Could Trump stiffen sanctions
with military pressure? Attention
focuses on Yemen and the waters
of the Arabian Gulf. In Yemen,
Trump administration officials
have launched dozens of missiles
and promised to bolster Saudi-led
forces supporting the UN-recognised government against Iranianbacked rebels.
As for the Gulf, Trump said during his campaign that Iranian vessels would risk being “shot out of
the water.” In a recent naval incident, a US destroyer fired a warning
flare at an Iranian vessel. Although
US Navy statistics suggest “unsafe
and/or unprofessional” interac-

tions with Iranian forces have not
increased since last year, they have
attracted more publicity. In January, a US destroyer fired warning
shots at four Iranian vessels.
Few doubt the dangers. The Arabian Gulf is a crowded sea — onethird of global seaborne-traded oil
passes through the Strait of Hormuz, which Iranian commanders
have often threatened to close.
Iran’s naval security here rests with
the Islamic Revolutionary Guards
Corps, which has a strong ideological commitment.
But is there a strategy on either
side? Does Trump see a means to
make Iran change course, with or
without an agreement? How far
might he go?
Military pressure on Iran is a
“fool’s errand,” said Sam Gardiner, a
former US Air Force officer who has
taught at the US Naval War College.
“We saw George Bush attempting
to pressure Iran for two terms,” he
said. “Has Iran changed behaviour
because of Israeli military pressure?
No. Did Iran agree to nuclear negotiations because of military pressure? Not likely. Maybe economics
and sanctions but not military pressure.”
Analysts have long argued that
closing Hormuz benefits no one.
Gardiner warns that the Trump administration may not appreciate
this.
“It’s in everyone’s interest to
keep open the Gulf but this doesn’t
mean everyone is able to see this,”
he said. “I can envision the administration concluding that since the
US has become mostly energy independent it isn’t necessary.”
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Abbas latest Arab leader to visit Trump White House
Mark Habeeb

Washington

P

alestinian Authority President Mahmoud Abbas will
become the latest Arab
leader to visit the White
House when he meets
with US President Donald Trump
on May 3. Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi and Jordan’s King
Abdullah II have already met with
Trump, as have Saudi Arabian Deputy Crown Prince Mohammed bin
Salman bin Abdulaziz and Israeli
Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu.
In announcing the Abbas visit,
White House spokesman Sean
Spicer said Trump and the Palestinian leader would reaffirm their
commitment to “pursuing and ultimately concluding a conflict-ending settlement” to the PalestinianIsraeli dispute.

No Palestinian
leader today has a
democratic
mandate to
represent the
Palestinian
people.

”

Omar Barghouti, co-founder
of BDS movement
Abbas in recent weeks met with
Mike Pompeo, director of the US
Central Intelligence Agency, and
Jason Greenblatt, Trump’s special
representative for international negotiations, in Ramallah.
The flurry of Middle East-related
activity in Trump’s first few months
in office may give the impression
that the new US administration is
about to launch a vigorous peace
process initiative but there is no
sign that such a move is imminent.
Rather, it appears that Trump and
his closest advisers are trying to
get the lay of the land to determine
what is possible after eight years of
frustrated peace efforts under former President Barack Obama.
The environment has been complicated by the fact that Trump —
during the election campaign, the
transition and his first 100 days
in office — has made controversial
comments and actions, such as his
pledge to move the US embassy
to Jerusalem, his nomination of
his pro-Israeli settler friend David Friedman to be ambassador to

Expectations. Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas (R) meeting with US President Donald Trump’s Middle East envoy Jason Greenblatt
in Ramallah, last March.
(Reuters)
Israel and his suggestion during
Netanyahu’s visit that he could accept either a one-state or two-state
solution to the Israeli-Palestinian
question.
Spicer’s comments spoke of a
“conflict-ending settlement,” and
not a “two-state solution” as has
been the common framing by the
United States since the George W.
Bush administration.
In this uncertain environment, it
is most likely that Abbas will simply make the Palestinian case for
two states based on the 1967 borders without expecting much, if
anything, in return.
“Abbas will likely have the same
core strategic demands: A halt
to Israeli settlements in the West
Bank, an acknowledgement that
the negotiations will be based on
the 1967 lines, and the release of
high-level Palestinian political

prisoners,” Hady Amr, the deputy
special envoy for Israeli-Palestinian negotiations in the later part of
the Obama administration, said.
“It will be difficult for Trump to
deliver any of these.” Amr said the
Trump team is still in a learning
process. “As with many other issues,” he said, “Trump’s team has
learned quickly. Talk of moving the
US embassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem has vanished. Jason Greenblatt, who has been appointed to
deal with this issue from the White
House, has pursued discussions
with seriousness and pragmatism.”
One area in which Abbas may see
some progress is in economic support for the Palestinian Authority,
something that Netanyahu would
be unlikely to oppose.
“During the Obama administration,” Amr said, “we helped curate
a series of Israeli-Palestinian agree-

ments from bringing 3G technology to the West Bank to a better
Israeli-Palestinian arrangement on
the provision of electricity, water
and health… even postal services.
I would expect that the Trump administration would offer to finalise
these arrangements.”
Of all the recent visitors from the
Arab world to the White House, Abbas is coming as perhaps the weakest, not only in terms of the Palestinians’ relationship with Israel,
but within Palestinian political dynamics as well. His ongoing power
struggle with Hamas is no secret
and his government has faced protests and demonstrations in the
West Bank amid charges of corruption and incompetence.
Palestinian activist Omar Barghouti, co-founder of the Boycott,
Divestment and Sanctions (BDS)
movement against Israel, was on a

US speaking tour preceding Abbas’s
visit. Speaking at Columbia University in New York, Barghouti predicted that nothing useful would
come from the visit because “the
Israeli government is drunk with
power and impunity, particularly
since Trump’s rise to power.”
At the Palestine Centre in Washington, Barghouti said he had “no
expectations” for the visit and that
Abbas had little choice but to “follow orders [from Trump].”
The real problem, Barghouti
said, is that “no Palestinian leader
today has a democratic mandate to
represent the Palestinian people or
compromise on Palestinian rights.”
Mark Habeeb is East-West editor
of The Arab Weekly and adjunct
professor of Global Politics and
Security at Georgetown University
in Washington.

Palestinians must rise to the challenge

View poi nt
Khairallah
Khairallah

M

ore than ever, it
has become
necessary for the
Palestinian
Authority to bear
the cross of the
Palestinian cause. It has started to
closely resemble Arab regimes in
which the ruler and his entourage
care only about how to remain in
power.
The Palestinians have no choice
but to clean up their act so that
they rise to the challenge the
decisions of last Arab summit in
Amman. They can no longer
afford to behave as if all Palestinian objectives have been reached.
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin
Netanyahu is trying to turn
occupation into an irrevocable
fact. He even wrote to the US
president asking him to close an
eye on new settlements so that
Israeli leader can keep his

Hamas has given Israel the
miraculous opportunity to
remove the word “peace” from
its dictionary.

cabinet together.
The Palestinian Authority is in
shambles. There are no significant Palestinian figures surrounding President Mahmoud Abbas.
None of the Palestinian ambassadors around the world is worth
mentioning.
Who knows that there is a
prime minister? Who knows the
name of the prime minister who
took over from Salam Fayyad?
Fayyad was fired because he was
guilty of reforming the Palestinian administration and laying the
groundwork for a real Palestinian
state.
An independent Palestinian
state will one day see the light. It
is normal, then, that the Palestinians must prove to the world and
to their donors that they are
capable of running the affairs of a
state even when they are still
under occupation.
The Palestinian Fatah movement needs to regain its health. It
must quickly return to its role as a
serious counterweight to the
Hamas movement, which is
sabotaging the Palestinian
national project. After Yasser

Arafat’s death, Fatah was unable
to renew itself and regain its
momentum. A lot can be said
about Arafat’s mistakes but no
one can deny that the Palestinians’ iconic figure knew how to
attract and surround himself with
talented people from all kinds of
political currents.
None of Fatah’s current
leadership possesses the charisma or vision to carve a significant niche for the Palestinian
cause in an important country
somewhere.
The Oslo accords behind the
creation of the Palestinian
Authority were negotiated and
signed by the Palestinian Liberation Organisation (PLO). Where is
the PLO now? At the same time,
we cannot ignore the negative
role played by Hamas even
though the movement is trying to
distance itself from the international network of the Muslim
Brotherhood in preparation for
the eventuality of taking over
from Abbas.
The problem with Hamas is not
just that it is an integral part of
the Muslim Brotherhood and its

The
Palestinian
Authority is
in shambles.

backward mentality. It is worse in
that it has turned Gaza into an
Islamic emirate, à la the Taliban.
By doing so, it has given the world
a different image of the Palestinian people.
Historically, Palestinians have
been open to all civilisations.
With Hamas, weapons, masked
fighters, oppressing females and
launching rockets have become
typically associated with Palestinians in Gaza. Hamas has given
Israel the miraculous opportunity
to remove the word “peace” from
its dictionary, to continue
dividing the Palestinians and to
perpetuate its ugly siege of the
Gaza Strip.
It is undoubtedly important
that Arab countries continue to
defend the Palestinian cause. It is
much more important, however,
that the Palestinians themselves
take their destiny in hand. They
must convince the United States
and Israel of their determination
to have their own independent
state. They must regroup and
give no one other than themselves the opportunity to reap the
fruits of their struggle.
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Uncertainties
in the Middle East
after Trump’s first
100 days in office
Thomas Seibert

Washington

U

S
President
Donald
Trump has used his first
100 days in office to reassure partners in the Middle East about Washington’s renewed commitment to that
part of the world but he has done
little to offer substantial policies to
tackle the numerous problems the
region is facing.
In a sign of Trump’s increased attention to Middle East partners after the policies of his predecessor,
Barack Obama, left some US allies
feeling abandoned by Washington,
the new administration has hosted a
series of key players from the region
since it took over in January.
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin
Netanyahu, Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi, Jordanian King
Abdullah II and Saudi Deputy Crown
Prince Mohammed bin Salman
bin Abdulaziz have been among
Trump’s guests at the White House.

Reassuring US allies
has been a
“significant change”
under Trump after
the Obama years.
King Abdullah met with Trump
twice. Palestinian leader Mahmoud
Abbas is expected in Washington
soon and a visit by Turkish President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan is scheduled
for mid-May.
Trump’s meetings with Middle
Eastern leaders were accompanied
by vows to defeat the Islamic State
(ISIS) in Syria and Iraq and by harsh
words against Iran, seen by Washington as the biggest troublemaker

in the region. At the same time,
Trump signalled that his administration was less concerned with human rights issues than Obama. The
most obvious sign was Trump’s decision to invite Sisi to Washington, a
gesture Obama avoided because of
alleged rights violations in Egypt.
As Trump marked his 100th day in
office on April 29, a symbolic marker
used to measure successes and failures of a new administration in US
politics, the record on Middle East
issues is mixed.
Reassuring US allies has been a
“significant change” under Trump
after the Obama years, said David
Mack, a former deputy assistant secretary of state for Near East Affairs
and former US ambassador to the
United Arab Emirates who works for
the Middle East Institute in Washington.
That reassurance has not been
followed up by new visions for the
region. Trump has been following
many policies pursued by Obama,
despite Trump’s fiery campaign
rhetoric that promised big changes.
“So far, he hasn’t kept any of his
promises,” Mack said.
The Trump administration is
sticking to the international nuclear
agreement with Iran, even though
the president said he would tear it
up. The United States has not moved
its embassy in Israel from Tel Aviv to
Jerusalem, despite Trump’s pledge
to do that. The policy to confront
ISIS still relies on US air strikes and
limited support for local forces on
the ground, a strategy largely unchanged from the one under Obama.
Even Trump’s missile attack on a
Syrian airbase in response to the reported use of chemical weapons by
Syrian government forces was not
much of a departure from Obama’s
line, Mack said. “Obama would
have done the same thing if they
had tested him again. They thought
they could get away with it under

Mixed signals. US President Donald Trump poses for a portrait in the Oval Office in Washington, on
April 21.
							
(AP)
Trump,” he said about the Syrians.
Some observers said Trump’s often undiplomatic style and Twitter
outbursts can hide the fact that his
administration is not straying far
from the beaten path. Trump has
kept close “to the policies of his
Democratic predecessor and the Republican establishment,” despite his
“unsettling personal style, impulsiveness and bracing tweets,” Aaron
David Miller of the Woodrow Wilson
International Centre for Scholars
and Richard Sokolsky of the Carnegie Endowment for International
Peace wrote in Politico, a Washington publication.
Top Trump aides in Middle East
matters, such as national security
adviser H.R. McMaster or Defence
Secretary James Mattis, are representatives of the traditional US policy in the region and have helped to
push the administration’s approach
to the centre. That move was made
easier by the fact that “Trump is
not fixed on specific policies,” said
David Mednicoff, director of Middle
Eastern studies at the University of

Massachusetts-Amherst.
A newcomer to the world of
foreign policy, the president has
adapted to realities in his first 100
days and has found it relatively easy
to jettison some of his more radical campaign pledges, Mednicoff
argued. “We have actually learned
that Trump can change,” he said.
He added that the Trump administration was more flexible on Middle
East issues than other new governments because it did not come into
office with a fixed set of ideas on
what to do in the region.
As the president and his team
feel their way forward, that lack
of strategy can lead to confusion.
“US Ambassador to the [United Nations] Nikki Haley declared that
peace in Syria would require [Syrian
President Bashar] Assad’s departure
while [Secretary of State Rex Tillerson] stated that Assad’s fate was up
to the Syrian people to decide,” Miller and Sokolsky wrote. “The mixed
signals sow further confusion and
doubt about who’s speaking for the
administration on foreign policy.”

Even when Trump is speaking,
things are not always clear. In February, he suggested that the United
States was no longer backing a twostate solution to solve the IsraeliPalestinian conflict but Haley stated
only a day later that Washington remained committed to the two-state
model.
There is even less clarity when it
comes to the future of the region.
No US vision for Syria beyond the
aim of defeating ISIS is known.
Mack said the Trump administration would probably be reluctant to
pay for the reconstruction of wartorn Syria once a political solution
became possible. The president has
expressed his objection to nationbuilding in other parts of the world.
As with the Israeli-Palestinian issue,
the way forward is unclear.
“I don’t think Trump himself
knows,” Mack said. “He is kind of
making those things up as he goes.
We simply don’t know.”
Thomas Seibert is a Washington
correspondent for The Arab Weekly.

Translating Trump: ‘It’s hell’

View poi nt

Mahmud
el-Shafey

T

rump knows words.
Trump has the best
words. At least,
according to Trump. As
for translators across
the world, they have
the difficult task of translating his
words with the knowledge that
this is a president unlike any
other. For Arabic translators, that
task is even more difficult owing
to the peculiarities of the Arabic
language.
Arabic is a language with two
different forms. Ammiyah, or colloquial Arabic, which is spoken every
day and has dozens of regional
dialects, and fus’ha, or classical
Arabic, which is the standardised
written form of the language used
in news reports. Trump speaks and
tweets in a simple English colloquial vernacular but must be translated into a more complex literary
form of Arabic.
“The challenge is to stick to the
surface and not to fall into attempts
of interpretation or projecting your
own conclusion,” said Egyptian
translator Rawan Gharib. “I believe
the best way to accomplish the
perfect translation of a politician’s
speech is through a live translation so there is zero chance to get
involved with the content.”
A Carnegie Mellon University
Language Technologies Institute

Trump provides a particular
challenge for translators over
and above other political leaders.

“readability analysis” of Trump’s
campaign speeches found he had
the lowest “lexical complexity” of
all his Republican candidate rivals.
Putting Trump’s speeches through
the Flesh-Kincaid readability test
— used throughout the US education system — found that Trump’s
answers during the US Republican
debates scored at the fourth-grade
reading level (or the average for a
9- or 10-year-old).
The president has become
infamous for his overuse of simple
words — “huge,” “great” and
“tremendous” — and is known for
his penchant for repetition; he also
tends to jump from topic to topic
in a way that is not always easy
to follow. This is not to mention
the Trumpisms: The “swatches of
land”, the “bad hombres” and “bad
dudes”. The “unpresidented” acts.
All of this makes translating Trump
a particular challenge.
For Arabic translator Al-Mustafa
Najjar, the Flesh-Kincaid readability test perhaps overestimates
Trump’s lexicon. “Translating
Donald Trump is like translating a
5-year-old. It’s easy and challenging
at the same time. It is easy in the
sense that the lexical and grammatical simplicity of his language
means less work for me as a translator. However, the challenge lies
in the ability to follow the thread of
his random and disorderly style.”
Gharib, who works as a translation editor at Global Voices, said
Trump provides a challenge for
translators over and above other
political leaders.

“The content must be comprehensible and the problem with
Trump’s speeches is that he himself
sometimes seems not to have any
sense of awareness of where he’s
going next or the point he’s trying
to make,” Gharib said. “It’s usually
hard to follow him (as a listener)
because there isn’t any logical
sequence of thoughts, so imagine
how hard it would be as a translator. And that’s not to mention
the limited, poor vocabulary and
the vicious boring circles [of his
speeches].”
Najjar, however, said he finds
many parallels between Trump’s
speeches and those of Arab politicians. “I don’t see why an Arabic
translator should find translating
Trump so difficult. Trump’s linguistic style has so many similarities
to the style of Arab politicians,” he
said.
“Like Trump, many Arab politicians tend to use linguistic devices aimed at winning people’s
hearts rather than minds, such as
the excessive use of superlatives,
hyperbole, personal anecdotes and
repetitions.”
Translators and editors also face
the difficult question of whether
and how to edit Trump. Does
editing Trump’s statements to be
more comprehensible in translation
make him sound more coherent
and logical than he really is?
“One part of me would surely go
in for editing and that is the part
that considers translating something unclear to be a failure as a
translator. The other part would

The US
president
is known
for his
penchant
for
repetition,
he also
tends to
jump from
topic to
topic.

endlessly fight to stick to the
speaker’s style and tone, accurately
reflecting him as much as possible.
It’s hell,” Gharib said.
This is a problem that goes
beyond Arabic. French translator
Bérengère Viennot spoke about the
difficulty of translating Trump in a
January report for the Los Angeles
Review of Books.
“His vocabulary is limited, his
syntax is broken; he repeats the
same phrases over and over, forcing the translator to follow suit,”
she said.
“Trump seems to go from point A
(the question) to point B (himself,
most of the time) with no real logic.
It’s as if he had thematic clouds in
his head that he would pick from
with no need of a logical threat to
link them,” Viennot wrote.
Japanese translators are facing the same problem. “He rarely
speaks logically and he only emphasises one side of things as if it
were the absolute truth,” interpreter Chikako Tsuruta told the Japan
Times.
“He is so overconfident and yet
so logically unconvincing that my
interpreter friends and I often joke
that if we translated his words as
they are, we would end up making ourselves sound stupid,” said
Tsuruta, a Tokyo University professor of interpreting and translation
studies.
Translating Trump, whether into
Arabic or any other language, is a
special challenge. “If it’s up to me,
I would never go for translating
Trump,” Gharib said.
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Turning the Suez Canal Economic Zone into a magnet
Hassan Abdel Zaher

A

Cairo

few years ago,
thousands of
kilometres of
land around the
Suez Canal
were mostly
desert. Sailors
on ships
transiting the canal could see
nothing but a barren landscape.
There is a great change now,
driven by Egypt’s plan to turn the
area into one of the world’s most
important economic zones and the
engine of the country’s economy.
“The Suez Canal Economic Zone
has whatever it takes to turn it
into a top international economic
zone,” said Ahmed Darwish,
chairman of the zone authority.
“Its location puts it in the middle
of the world and at the entrance
of markets containing 1.2 billion
consumers.”
Darwish, a former cabinet
minister who worked to automate
services offered at government
offices, has made his office a
mecca for investors. He travels the
world carrying brochures, plans,
pictures and statistics that explain
to investors the need to reserve a
place at the Suez economic zone.
He said economic activities of
all types would have a place in the
zone.
“Each area in the economic
zone has its own distinct nature,”
Darwish said. “Some areas fit
labour-intensive industries and
others fit electronic industries.”
Darwish, 58, is eloquent and
soft-spoken with a doctorate in
computer engineering from the
University of California. He is the
man on whom hopes are pinned to
build Egypt’s new economy.
Months before Darwish was
appointed chairman of Suez
Canal Economic Zone Authority,
in November 2015, Egypt dug a
parallel channel to the Suez Canal
to allow two-way transits.
The parallel channel cost
cash-strapped Egypt close to $8

billion, money that came from the
pockets of ordinary Egyptians who
invested in government-backed
investment bonds.
Egypt is building a multibilliondollar new capital, between the
Suez Canal and Cairo. Apart
from aspiring to be Egypt’s new
financial and administrative nerve
centre, the new capital is expected
to be the administrative centre for
investments in the Suez economic
zone.
Egypt, economists said, has
focused its attention on making
the Suez Canal region the main
driver of the economy.
“The Suez Canal region is
best placed to compete with top
economic zones in the world,”
said Hala Abou-Ali, an economics
professor at Cairo University.
“We only need to stay focused,
complete the general design of the
region according to schedule and
not let economic hardships sap
our determination or hamper our
plans.”
Divided into four zones with
two of them having their own
ports, the Suez Canal Economic
Zone is 461,000 sq. kilometres.
Darwish said the zone does
not seek to rival other economic
zones but to complement
them. His authority has hired
an international consultancy to
market opportunities in the Suez
Canal region.
The economic zone has secured
investment contracts worth $15
billion. A US pharmaceutical
company plans to establish a large
factory in the region. The Chinese
are planning to build a major
industrial zone in the area as are
the Russians.
“Those investing in the
economic zone stand to benefit
from trade deals between Egypt
and other countries,” Darwish
said. “Some of the agreements
eliminate customs duties for
imports from Egypt.”
Darwish said infrastructure
work in the four areas of the Suez
Canal Economic Zone should be
completed within 15 years.
Equally enthusiastic are
economists closely watching the
man trying to attract investments
to the zone. They said, however,

Conducive system. Ahmed Darwish, the head of the Suez Canal Economic Zone Authority, speaking
during an interview with The Arab Weekly at his office in Cairo.
(Hassan Abdel Zaher)

The economic
zone has secured
investment
contracts valued
at $15 billion.

Darwish’s dream can evaporate
just like his dream for automating
operations in government offices
did, if his authority does not
simplify investment procedures.
“This will be the only guarantee
that investors will be encouraged
to come,” said economist Mostafa
Badra. “Investors do not need to
spend ages to finalise investment
paperwork and set up their
projects.”
Investment procedures in the
Suez Canal Economic Zone are a
model of simplicity, Darwish said.
His authority has the right to make
decisions independently from

Cairo. This, he said, ensures that
decisions on investment projects
are made quickly and without
administrative complications.
“Our authority follows the onestop store system, which means
that investors will finalise all
procedures at one and the same
place,” Darwish said. “We only
work to create an environment in
the economic zone conducive to
real business and I think we are
succeeding in this.”
Hassan Abdel Zaher is a
Cairo-based contributor to
The Arab Weekly.

Simmering tensions between US, Gulf airlines over restrictions
The Arab Weekly staff

Tunis

T

ensions continue to simmer between US and Gulf
based airlines following
implementation of restrictions on hand luggage on flights to the United States
and accusations by US carriers of
unfair competition from their Gulf
rivals.
US officials have banned passengers on US-bound flights from certain Middle Eastern countries and
Turkey from carrying electronic
equipment larger than a cell phone
in the passenger cabin.
US carriers Delta, United and
American Airlines have called on
US President Donald Trump to
act against Qatar Airways, Dubai’s
Emirates and Abu Dhabi’s Etihad,
which they claim are using government subsidies to unfairly expand
their networks.
Qatar Airways CEO Akbar alBaker dismissed the allegations as
“bullying.”
Emirates CEO Sheikh Ahmed bin
Saeed al-Maktoum, asked about
the hand luggage restrictions, told
the Associated Press that he “can’t
dig into somebody’s mind.”
Emirates, the Middle East’s
largest carrier, said it was reducing flights to the United States in
response to “weakened travel demand” and was considering so-

called premium economy seats
among other measures. Sheikh
Ahmed hinted that Emirates might
develop a closer partnership with
budget carrier FlyDubai, another
government-backed airline.
Baker, whose airline is offering
free use of airline-provided laptop
computers to premium passengers
in response to the electronics ban,
said the commercial effect of the
restrictions had been minimal.
“There was some decline. Some-

thing manageable. We did not have
massive declines,” he said at the
Arabia travel market in Dubai. “We
still have robust business in the
United States… and we will continue our expansion.”
Baker announced San Francisco would be opened early next
year as a new destination, in addition to the ten US destinations
currently served by Qatar Airways. A route to Las Vegas will be
launched in the second quarter of

Stiff competition. President of the Department of Civil Aviation,
CEO and Chairman of The Emirates Group Sheikh Ahmed bin
Saeed al-Maktoum talks with journalists during the Arabian
Travel Market Exhibition in Dubai, on April 25.
(AP)

2018, he said.
Despite the recent lull in demand, many Gulf carriers have
turned their home airports into
major international aviation hubs,
capturing a large volume of the
travel between the West and Asia
and Australasia.
Responding to charges of unfair competition from their US
rivals, both CEOs affirmed their
confidence in Washington, with
Baker saying: “President Trump is
a wise individual and a very good
businessman and I don’t think he
will buy into bullying by the three
American carriers.”
The feud between Gulf and US
carriers broke out in January when
Emirates announced the opening
of non-stop flights from Athens to
Newark, New Jersey, a move Delta,
United and American Airlines said
contravened the United States’
Open Skies policy, which restricts
flights to the United States to each
carrier’s home country.
“By flagrantly violating its Open
Skies agreement with the United
States at the start of the Trump
administration, Emirates is throwing down the gauntlet,” Jill Zuckman, chief spokeswoman for the
Partnership for Open & Fair Skies,
a trade group representing United,
Delta and American, said in a statement at the time.
Critics of the call for US government intervention into the dispute
have pointed out that US passenger airlines do not rely on the Open

Skies agreements with Qatar and
the United Arab Emirates, as none
of the carriers mentioned, unlike a
variety of US cargo carriers, fly to
those countries.
Seizing on recent problems experienced by United, which suffered a public relations nightmare
after a bloodied passenger was
hauled off one of its flights, Sheikh
Ahmed said: “Those people who
dealt with it, they should be more
professional. That is something
that should not be acceptable.”

Emirates said it was
reducing flights to
the United States in
response to
“weakened travel
demand.”
The incident has proved a disaster for United, wiping — at least
in the short term — $1 billion off
its share price and inviting widespread condemnation and mockery of its customer service practices.
US restrictions on hand luggage
went into effect March 25, affecting nine airlines from Turkey, Morocco, Jordan, Egypt, Qatar, Saudi
Arabia, Kuwait and the United
Arab Emirates.
Britain followed with a similar ban from five countries from
the Middle East, North Africa and
Turkey.
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Tunisia adjusts interest rate to stabilise currency
Stephen Quillen

Palestinian
economy growth
seen as stagnating

Tunis

T

unisia has taken measures
to stabilise its currency after the dinar dropped to
historic lows in April, losing more than 8% of its
value in less than a week.
The Central Bank of Tunisia raised
its key interest rate to 4.75% on April
26, up 50 basis points, while raising
the minimum rate for savings to 4%
and injecting $100 million into the
market.
Central Bank Governor Chedly
Ayari said the move was likely “to
strengthen the dinar… improve the
exchange rate against foreign currencies and make the national currency
more attractive in terms of investment and savings.”
The dinar’s sharp decline came after Tunisian Finance Minister Lamia
Zribi predicted a gradual drop in the
dinar’s value, setting off alarms in the
private sector.
Zribi on April 18 said the central
bank would implement policies to
gradually reduce the dinar’s value to
avoid “a brutal devaluation like that
in Egypt.”

We should focus on
exporting more,
which is the
hardest thing to do.
Tunisian economist
Hafedh Zaafrane
Some experts speculated that the
dinar, which traded at 2.38 to the
US dollar as of April 26, could drop
to as low as 2.84 to the dollar this
year, others cautioned against being
“overly dramatic.”
“Turning this into a huge scandal
is baseless,” said Tunisian economist
Hafedh Zaafrane. “While the (decrease in value) may have been accelerated in the past week, the overall
rate at which the dinar is decreasing

Boosting the dinar. The Central Bank in Tunis.
is similar to last year.”
Zribi, in clarifying remarks on
April 25, said “the dinar would soon
stabilise.”
Tunisian Prime Minister Youssef
Chahed has pointed to the country’s
growing trade deficit as the source of
the dinar’s fluctuation, saying that
restricting some imports could help
address the financial shortfall.
“The fall of the dinar reflects this
enormous trade deficit but there is
no need to panic,” Chahed told local
media in Sfax. “We will take some
decisions… We will limit some random imports. We have a lot of unnecessary imports.”
However, with the country’s high
rate of unemployment, struggling
tourism industry and illegal imports
escaping millions in taxes, many fear
that recovery could be a long way off.
“To be honest, I’m not optimistic,”
said Mohamed Ali Touati, managing
director of a company in Sousse who
attended the Tunisia 2020 international investment conference in November.
“While we got a lot of investments
from the conference, which is really
good, we are also seeing an increased

presence of foreign producers operating and selling in Tunisia… We are
now even importing juice from Turkey. Do you not think we have juice
from Tunisia?”
Some, however, questioned the
benefit of cutting imports at a time
when the economy is underperforming.
“Halting imports makes no sense,”
said Zaafrane. “We should focus on
exporting more, which is the hardest
thing to do.”
“Tunisia cannot afford to be an
isolationist country right now,” said
Josh Richardson, country manager
at the Tunisia division of Harvest
Group, an international consulting
firm. “It needs to open up its influence and continue to do business
with Europe and the rest of Africa.”
While the dinar’s dip has been favourable to foreign businesses operating in Tunisia, as well as Tunisian
exporters and recipients of overseas
remittances, many are concerned
that regular consumers will bear the
cost and the overall economy will suffer.
“Purchasing power will obviously
take a hit,” said Zaafrane, “but things

(Reuters)

are not as catastrophic as some are
making it out to be.”
If the currency continues to slide,
consumers are likely to invest in hard
goods, such as housing, vehicles and
electronics, said Richardson, who
noted that the upturn in demand can
be healthy but risks driving consumer inflation.
Concern over the declining value
of Tunisia’s currency is not new.
The dinar has been steadily declining since Tunisia’s 2011 uprising and
a series of terrorist incidents that
damaged the once booming tourism
industry.
While officials announced a 5-year
development plan in November
that detailed ways to secure a target growth rate of 4% per year, implement dozens of education and
infrastructure projects and create
400,000 jobs, objectives are yet to
be met.
On April 17, the International Monetary Fund agreed to release a delayed $320 instalment of Tunisia’s
$3.2 billion in loans.
Stephen Quillen is an Arab Weekly
correspondent based in Tunis.

Bombs and political upheaval take their toll on Turkey tourism
The Arab Weekly staff

London

B

omb attacks, a failed coup,
political upheaval and the
war in next-door Syria
have all hurt Turkey’s economically important tourism sector. Ankara is hoping that
renewed stability and rock-bottom
prices will tempt holidaymakers
back and fill empty resorts and hotels.
Tourism makes up 13% of Turkey’s
economy and helps support 8% of
jobs, according to official statistics.
The sector played a large part in Turkey’s economic surge following a
financial crash in 2001 that saw the
currency dip to 1.5 million lira to the
dollar.
The number of tourists visiting
Turkey in 2002 was 13 million and
rose to 40 million in 2015 while earnings from tourism went from $12.5
billion to $31.5 billion in the same period, Culture and Tourism Minister
Nabi Avci said.
However, the fallout from the war
in neighbouring Syria began to hurt
tourism in the second half of 2015
with the first of a string of major
suicide bombings, the resumption of
the conflict with Kurdish rebels and
a diplomatic dispute with Moscow
over the downing of a Russian warplane.
Moscow responded in November
2015 by cancelling charter flights to
Turkey, a favourite destination for
sun-seeking Russians. The number
of Russians visiting Turkey dropped
to 866,000 in 2016 from 3.65 million
in 2015 and 4.5 million in 2014.
A failed coup attempt in July 2016,
blamed by Turkey on followers of
US-based Muslim preacher Fethul-

Briefs

lah Gulen, also had a large effect on
tourist arrivals with numbers declining sharply in the aftermath.
The 2017 World Economic Forum
“Travel and Tourism Competitiveness Report” ranked Turkey 116th
out of 136 countries for safety and
security, just above the Democratic
Republic of Congo.
Overall, the number of tourists
visiting Turkey fell 24% in 2016 compared to 2015, a drop of about 10 million visitors. Revenues in the same
period fell 29% to $22 billion, the
Turkey Statistics Foundation said.
The tourism slump has weighed
heavily on the Turkish economy.
Economic growth in 2016 stood at
2.9%, a figure hailed by ministers but
questioned by many economists due
to a new method of calculation that
revised the number upward dramatically.
Government critics point to an
unemployment rate that rose 10%
in 2016 to 12.7% by the
end of the year.
The number of
empty shops has
risen in Istanbul’s
Grand Bazaar, one
of the world’s

most visited tourist attractions.
Carpet seller Erol Avci has worked
in the bazaar for 39 years. “I started
working here aged 18 and this is the
worst it’s ever been,” the BBC quoted him as saying. “We’re down by
80% and are not making any profit,
so I’m not drawing a salary.”

Tourism makes up
13% of Turkey’s
economy and helps
support 8% of jobs.
While Turkey and Russia back opposing sides in Syria’s civil war, the
two countries have repaired their
diplomatic relations and Russian
charter flights to Turkey resumed
in August 2016. Arrivals from Russia were 95% higher in February this
year compared to the same month
in 2016.
There have been recent indications of an upturn in visitors from
Europe, traditionally one of Turkey’s biggest markets, with operators cutting prices to remain competitive.
“After a slow start to
the sea-

Big blow. Tourists enter the Byzantine-era monument of Hagia
Sophia as they pass by an armoured police vehicle in the Old City
of Istanbul.
(Reuters)

son and a tough year in 2016, we’re
seeing early signs that customers
are beginning to go back to Turkey,”
Peter Fankhauser, chief executive of
Thomas Cook, one of Europe’s biggest travel companies, was quoted
as saying by the Daily Telegraph
newspaper.
TUI, Europe’s largest travel company, said its business to Turkey
dropped 50% in 2016 but the decline
appeared to have stopped.
“In normal years we had 2 million
visitors to Turkey,” German public
broadcaster Deutsche Welle quoted
company spokesman Kuzey Alexander Esener as saying. “We still have
a million customers for Turkey. It remains one of our top destinations.”
Turkey is also seeking to diversify
its tourism sector away from the
traditional “sun, sea and sand” holidays and encourage travel for sport,
the outdoors and health.
Some 750,000 health tourists visited Turkey in 2016, the Hurriyet
newspaper quoted Turkey Health
Tourism Development Council
Chairman Emin Cakmak as saying.
About 60,000 of those, he said,
come for hair transplants, a field in
which Turkey has become a leading
destination with cut-prices and allinclusive package deals.
A government employment campaign begun in February offers
incentives to tourism sector employers that could help half of the
300,000 employees who would be
laid off at the end of the summer
season stay in their jobs, Hurriyet
said.
“Unfortunately, the problems in
tourism have mostly hit employment in the sector,” the newspaper
quoted Turkey Hoteliers’ Union
Chairman Timur Bayindir as saying.
“Since 2015 there has been a 40%
loss of personnel…”

Economic growth in the Gaza
Strip, driven by construction activity, was estimated to be 7.4% in
2016 while the West Bank notched
growth of 3.4%, the World Bank said
in a release.
The World Bank said overall economic growth for the Palestinian
economy in 2017 was expected to
be 3.5%, with the Gaza Strip seeing
5.5% increase in real GDP with a figure of 2.7% being posted by the West
Bank.
“This sluggish growth implies
near stagnation in real per capita income and an increase in unemployment,” the World Bank said.
Economic prospects for the Palestinian territories were termed
“unfavourable” and growth “insufficient to improve living standards”
because increases tied to Gaza construction are not sustainable unless
“external restrictions” — meaning
the Israeli blockade — are eased, the
release stated.
The World Bank forecast a financing gap of $700 million for the Palestinian territories unless donor aid is
“significantly stepped up.”
(The Arab Weekly staff)

Iraq says Kuwait
approves $100
million grant
Kuwait has approved a $100 million grant for Iraq to support humanitarian and reconstruction projects in areas retaken from Islamic
State (ISIS) militants, an Iraqi official
said.
The grant is the first Kuwaiti financial assistance to Iraq since
Baghdad’s occupation of the emirate from August 1990 to February
1991.
Officials from the two countries
signed the grant agreement in Kuwait, a spokeswoman for Iraq’s Reconstruction Fund for Areas Affected by Terrorist Operations said.
“The grant agreement signed today is an encouraging start for further future cooperation between
Iraq and Kuwait,” the reconstruction
fund chief, Mustafa al-Hiti, said in a
statement.
The fund aims to rebuild cities and
territories recaptured from the ISIS,
the ultra-hard-line jihadist group.
The war with Islamic State escalated
as crude prices tumbled, curtailing
the Iraqi government budget as it
relies almost exclusively on oil sales.
(Reuters)

Solar-powered
gas station opens
in Dubai
A government oil company in the
United Arab Emirates said it has
opened the country’s first solarpowered gas station in Dubai.
The Dubai-owned Emirates National Oil Company said the service
station on the city’s main Sheikh
Zayed Road thoroughfare was covered with solar panels that can generate up to 120 kilowatt hours.
ENOC said that was about 30%
more energy than the station needs.
The excess power is directed into
the city’s electric grid.
Although it is OPEC’s fourth biggest oil producer, the UAE has made
a push to turn itself into a hub for renewable energy. It is building multiple solar farms and hosts the global
headquarters of the International
Renewable Energy Agency.
(The Associated Press)
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Sandy Seeds
to set pace for
mindful ecological
education in UAE
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Dubai

S

andy Seeds, the UAE’s first
mindful ecological education programme, is a grassroots initiative offering a
universally recognised curriculum that focuses on food education and technology, eco awareness
and mindfulness.
Sandy Seeds, founded by Justine
Bain, includes community workshops, research education and food
technology programmes along with
the design and implementation of
gardens at schools in addition to
teacher training in edible gardening
and mindfulness.

Sourcing an
education that
offers children a
chance to thrive
on a social and
emotional level is
just as important
as academia.
Justine Bain,
founder of Sandy Seeds
Bain and her partners Jennifer
Small and Kamelia Bin Zaal said
they hoped the initiative will have
positive effects on the younger generation. The project aims to address
childhood obesity, mental health issues and food education.
“When my first born started
school, I was already aware of the
global statistics and that stress and
diet-related diseases were massively on the rise, mental health disorders were reaching an all-time high
in our younger generations and this
made me feel very uneasy for my

own child’s future, so I decided to
act,” Bain said.
She began a 21-month pilot study
in the Dubai English Speaking
School (DESS).
“The response from the school,
the parents and the children was
truly outstanding,” she said. “That
prompted me to take it to the next
level and build a strong team that
could help me reach out to other
schools and the community at
large.”
Small has a background in business administration and education
and advises on daily operations. Bin
Zaal is an award-winning Emirati
garden designer committed to protecting and enhancing the environment.
As the Sandy Seeds team look to
launch its programme in September,
their curriculum would be offered to
both English- and Arabic-speaking
schools. They said they hoped to
generate interest from all curriculums.
“We first advise the schools to
take on our resources,” Bain said. “If
the school does not yet have a garden or an area for cooking or practising mindfulness, then we can help
them with this.
“The next recommended stage is
training. It is very important for the
sustainability and the success of the
project that faculty is armed with
the expertise to carry out the initiative and make it a whole-school approach. We also like bringing in the
wider community and the parents,
so everyone is speaking the same
language,” Bain said.
“Bringing the produce to the table
is just one aspect of the programme,
albeit an exciting one for all involved. It does vary from school to
school depending on budget, space
and how prepared they are.”
Sandy Seeds has grown in alignment with the government’s establishment of wellbeing initiatives
“as it works in unison with schools

Mindful education. A picture shows young girls, with Sandy Seeds, the UAE’s first mindful ecological
education programme, watering plants.
(Sandy Seeds)
to ensure wellbeing is top priority among all educators alike,” Bain
said.
“Sourcing an education that offers
all our children a chance to thrive on
a social and emotional level is just as
important as academia.
“Aside from creating calmer learning environments for our children,
mindful education encourages us to
look at the positive cognitive benefits of greater focus, attention and
improved grades for the students.”
“From a social and emotional perspective, we see greater emotional
regulation and compassion and,
from an overall wellbeing view, we

see a decline in obesity, anxiety, depression and stress. It truly is a life
skill that should be offered to all,”
Bain added.
Bin Zaal said: “It’s really as creative as each school wants it to be.
The children themselves can get involved and help design planters that
are made out of recycled materials
such as plastic bottles or old tires.
“However, we offer more than
just edible gardens. As a landscape
designer, I can help the children
and teachers get the most out of
the spaces they have available and
hopefully within a budget that is
feasible. It is about trying to get the

children involved as much as possible from the start. It’s a group effort.”
About incorporating “mindfulness” in classrooms, Small said:
“Our trainer engages with faculty
and addresses any concerns they
may have prior, or during the training process. As a result, we find the
teachers reciprocate the adoption
process with their own students,
which supports a smooth transition.”
N.P. Krishna Kumar is a
Dubai-based contributor to
The Arab Weekly.

Fewer illicit organ transplants in MENA, problem persists in Egypt

View poi nt

Campbell
Fraser

T

he international media
frequently present
provocative and
sensational stories on
the trade of human
kidneys in the MENA
region, a charge to which doctors
and government officials in those
countries vehemently deny. So
why do these stories appear and
how much of what is claimed is
based on hard, unequivocal
evidence?
As an investigator of human
organ trafficking, I have come to
know many individuals and
organisations involved in this
lurid trade. I regularly come into
contact not only with the buyers
and sellers of human organs but
also the fixers and middlemen
who broker the deals, the doctors
who perform the transplant
surgery and the hospital officials
who provide facilities and nursing
support.
I should acknowledge first that
many countries in the MENA
region have been at the forefront
of the international effort to
combat global human organ
trafficking. As an example,
representatives from Saudi Arabia

Overall, there are major
improvements taking place in
ethical organ donation
throughout the MENA region.

and Kuwait have taken leadership
roles within the Declaration of
Istanbul Custodian Group, the
principal organisation recognised
by the World Health Organisation
for monitoring and reporting
global organ trafficking. These
representatives have enforced
some of the strictest measures
against human organ trafficking
within their own countries.
In the MENA region, however,
Egypt stands out as the country in
which illegal and unethical
kidney transplants are performed, in large numbers, with
impunity. As such, Egypt has
become an international hub of
human organ trafficking. With the
effective closure of organ markets
in the Philippines and China to
foreigners, Egypt is likely to be
the most popular destination for
transplant tourists from overseas.
From 2008-17, I made contact
with more than 250 people who
purchased a kidney in Cairo and,
given that I am only able to reach
out to a fraction of the total, the
true number is likely several
times that I have discovered.
While Egypt is the only country
in the MENA region that appears
to have a systemic problem with
illicit organ transplantation,
other countries have become
complicit in the migration
towards Egypt of those who
become victim to the Egyptian
organ trade. The kidney sellers

are rarely Egyptian citizens and
most often originate from nearby
MENA countries. I have discovered Syrian victims who were
recruited by brokers in Lebanon
and Sudanese, Eritrean and
Somali victims who were
recruited by brokers in Libya.
Unlike the myths perpetuated
by some commentators, these
victims are not physically forced
into having a kidney removed.
They are individuals who find
themselves in dire financial
circumstances who decide to sell
a kidney to raise urgently needed
funds. Recently I encountered
Syrian victims who each sold a
kidney so they could pay a people
smuggler to transport their
families to the European Union
via Turkey.
Organ buyers descend on Egypt
from all over the world. I have
met brokers in Cairo who specialise in specific buyer nationalities.
These buyers will typically pay as
much as $100,000 for a kidney
purchased from a seller for less
than $5,000. A massive profit
indeed.
Added to this, the clinical
outcomes for both buyer and
seller are generally very poor and
many die from infection and
other complications following
these clandestine procedures.
Sellers are routinely underpaid
and buyers are typically required
to make additional payments well

The clinical
outcomes for
both buyer
and seller
are generally
very poor
and many
die from
infection.

in excess of the originally agreed
sum. It is just bad news all
around.
The solution to the problem can
be found on both the demand and
supply side of the equation. If
more countries would develop
and administer a robust deceased
organ donation system, then
demand for organs on the black
market would decrease. If
countries in the MENA region
developed more rigorous border
control and cooperation, then
perhaps the continuous flow of
organ sellers into Egypt could be
reduced and limit the extent of
organ trading.
Overall, there are major
improvements taking place in
ethical organ donation throughout the MENA region. However,
the apparent unwillingness of
Egypt to engage with the international transplant community and
take urgent and appropriate
action will inevitably lead to the
international media continuing to
unfairly brand the MENA region
as a centre of human organ
trafficking.
Dr Campbell Fraser, from the
Griffith Business School, Griffith
University, Brisbane, Australia,
has spent eight years investigating the global organ trade and
works with health authorities and
law enforcement agencies to
combat human trafficking.
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In Egypt, polygamy has its apologists and nemeses
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Cairo

R

ania Hashem is seen as
an enemy to many of
Egypt’s married women.
She is, however, an increasingly popular figure
among many of the country’s men.
Hashem, a writer in her mid-30s,
encourages men to be married to
more than one woman at a time.
She said polygamy, as sanctioned
by the Islamic religion, offers a good
solution to many social problems.
“There are millions of women
who are past the marriage age and
have not got married yet,” Hashem
said. “Many married men also want
to get married again but are afraid
of their wives.”
This is the kind of talk that brings
Hashem the wrath of many married
women. She said that a woman recently phoned her and called her
names. Another sent her a text
message full of insults.
The issue, however, is not a joking
matter but an expression of a larger
problem in Egypt, sociologists said.
Calls encouraging polygamy in
Egypt seem to be bucking the trend
in the Arab world, especially in the
Maghreb, where laws restrict if not
outright ban polygamy.
The right for Muslim men to marry more than one woman is linked
to very specific conditions, according to the Quran. Islamic law allows
a man to have up to four wives at
one time, provided he treats them
all fairly. The Quran, however, advises men to marry only one wife if
the men think they cannot treat the
women they marry fairly. It warns
men they will be unable to ensure
such a fair treatment.
The problem in Egypt, sociologists said, is that the number of
women who have not married is
growing. There are approximately 9
million women who have not married, with many older than 35, independent estimates state.
This is not happening for the
lack of men. The CIA’s “World
Factbook” states that almost onethird of Egypt’s population are men

Old traditions, new problems. Egyptian women attend a wedding in the Egyptian Nile Delta province of Monufia.
15-54 years of age.
“This is a problem that needs to
be addressed,” said Hanan Salem,
a sociology professor at Ain Shams
University. “Several social and economic factors, including rampant
poverty, unemployment and the
rise in marriage costs, stand behind
the presence of this growing number of spinsters.”
This is why Hashem dedicates
her time to encouraging polygamy.
Salem said that a “normal man”
needed to get married to more than
one woman at one time.
“Women should not get angry at
this reality,” Hashem said. “A wife
does not even have the right to object when her husband seeks a second or a third wife.”
Hashem has written a book titled
“Polygamy a Religious Right,” in
which she argues that, by allowing

their husbands to get other wives,
women will be applying the rules of
the Islamic religion. She organises
seminars and appears on television
to promote her idea.

The Quran advises
men to have one
wife, if they think
they will not be fair
to additional wives.
She is beginning to develop a following among Egyptian women,
even if a majority of women grit
their teeth when they see or hear
her.
Mona Abu Shanab, a television producer in her mid-40s, has
turned into a staunch polygamy
campaigner. She claims that polyg-

amy is the way out of many of the
problems facing Egyptian society.
She said that “98% of married
men want to have a second and
even a third wife but it is society
that opposes a right given men by
God. “We should not have our
heads under the sand.”
She also appears on television
and has developed her own initiative to encourage men to marry
more than one woman.
Abu Shanab said negative social
attitudes towards polygamy stand
behind the rise in adultery, the
number of street children and divorce.
In 2015, there were 250,000 divorces in Egypt, the national statistics agency, the Central Agency for
Public Mobilisation and Statistics
said. There are also more than 1 million children living on the streets,

(AFP)

independent estimates said. Rising
divorce rates have alarmed Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi,
who has called for restricting men’s
ability to divorce their wives.
“There are also millions of women out there who want to get married but cannot find suitors,” Abu
Shanab said.
Polygamy, feminists say, demeans women and will exacerbate
Egypt’s social problems.
“In believing that polygamy will
end the problem of street children, help unmarried women get
married and reduce divorce, some
people are totally mistaken,” said
Nehad Abul Komsan, chairwoman
of the Egyptian Centre for Women’s
Rights. “Such problems will actually increase when men are encouraged to have more than one wife at
one time.”

Windmills of polygamy turn counterclockwise
View poi nt

Iman Zayat

A

s Arab society is
facing ambient
confusion, it is no
surprise that many
of its key segments,
including women,
are tempted by false solutions to
real problems. Even archaic
formulas are offered as responses
to current crises.
The wars in the region have
produced many widows, with
limited choices in security and
financial solutions. With the
pursuit of higher education and
professional careers, more
women are getting married later
— if marrying at all.
In the face of this reality, many
societies remain unfair to women
who find themselves not only in
a fight for survival but also in a
constant conflict with their
communities. These women are
often struggling alone in a hostile
environment that provides them
with little support but with
mounting calls to accept polygamy.
In March, Jamila al-Obeidi, an
Iraqi female member of parliament, put forward a proposal to
encourage polygamy in the
country.
Under a 1959 law, polygamy in
Iraq is legal but Obeidi wants

Women are not objects or tools
who can be used to cover for the
failures of the Islamist
government in Sudan.

more. She wants the Iraqi
government to encourage the
practice by providing financial
incentives for men who marry
more than one bride.
We may presume from such
logic that all the problems of
Iraq, including a financial crisis,
terrorism, sectarianism, proxy
wars and corruption have been
fixed, with only one problem
remaining to address — that of
increasing spinsterhood.
Obeidi argues that the reason
behind her proposal is the
mounting rate of divorce, which
puts women in “financially
dangerous positions.”
Speaking of “financially
dangerous positions,” aren’t
there any practical solutions to
the problem?
What women in the Arab world
need is better education, more
opportunities and widespread
support. Through creating a
suitable environment for women
to become active agents in their
societies, countries in the region
can improve the quality of life for
whole families and communities.
In this regard, education
constitutes the first step on a
long path that requires the
establishment of equal opportunities and promises to create a
long-term solution to the
problem of “financially dangerous positions.” Such an endeavour should be accompanied by an
effort to change outdated
mentalities. Single women are
not a burden, neither are they

witches to be harassed at every
turn.
Contrary to misleading claims,
polygamy cannot slow the
mounting rate of divorce. In a
home environment in which
poverty prevails, disagreements
proliferate, leading to painful
breakups that could be much
more distressing with the
presence of children.
Obeidi’s proposal is chiefly
shocking because it comes from a
woman who lives in a country
that has been fighting jihadists
and their outdated thoughts and
practices.
The proposed bill is an insult to
the dignity of Iraqi women and a
form of support for a jihadist-like
design for society.
Beyond doubt, the Iraqi MP has
missed a key point: If the enlightened world is rallying behind
Iraq in its fight against the
Islamic State, it is, in effect,
rallying against a form of obscurantism that caters to polygamy,
underage marriages, sexual
enslavement and all forms of
abuse against both women and
men.
Regrettably, for all the freethinking minds in the region,
Obeidi was not alone in making
such a call. The Sudan Scholars
Commission — the state-controlled clergy — has issued a
similar appeal to support
polygamy.
More revolting than the call
itself was the twisted reasoning
behind it with commission

Contrary
to misleading claims,
polygamy
cannot slow
the mounting rate of
divorce.

President Mohammad Othman
Saleh saying: “The high prevalence of unemployment among
young people may open the door
to social problems such as
behavioural deviations.”
It appears from this statement
that the Muslim scholars were
offering a bogus solution to a real
problem: A youth unemployment
rate that stands at 22%, the Mo
Ibrahim Foundation said.
In this case, maybe the Sudan
Scholars Commission should be
reminded that women are not
objects or tools who can be used
to cover for the failures of the
Islamist government in Sudan.
Polygamy is not a solution to
the region’s problems and the
recent shocking calls for its
support are but the tip of the
iceberg. The seeping of dogmatism and sexism into MENA
societies has generated favourable ground for the transformation of a complex reality into an
idiotic one.
Some of the real problems that
the Arab world is facing include
unemployment, poverty, inflation, insecurity, instability, bad
governance, insufficiency of
public services as well as corruption.
It is more than clear that MENA
societies are in no need for
political juggleries. In these
tough times, the Arab region
desperately needs and deserves
qualified people, practical
solutions and wide-ranging
reforms.
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‘A Small Death’
by Saudi writer
Mohamed Hasan
Alwan wins
IPAF Prize
“A Small Death,” published by
Dar Al Saqi, is a fictional account of
the life of Muhyiddin Ibn Arabi, a
Abu Dhabi
Sufi Muslim scholar born in Muslim
Spain in the 12th century. The novel
he winner of the 2017 Infollows Ibn Arabi’s life through his
ternational Prize for Aratravels in Azerbaijan, North Africa,
bic Fiction (IPAF) is Saudi
the Hijaz in the Arabian Peninsula,
writer Mohammed Hasan
Iraq, Turkey and finally to DamasAlwan for his novel “A
cus, where he died. Throughout
Small Death” (“Mawtun Saghir”).
Ibn Arabi’s odyssey he encounters
The announcement was made at
a seemingly endless variety of peothe Abu Dhabi International Book
ple and events, through which he
Fair.
comes to deepen and broaden his
In addition to having his work
understanding of the human spirit
translated into English and proand the world.
moted internationally,
After being shortAlwan received a
listed for the prize,
prize of $50,000.
Alwan talked about
Six shortlisted writhis work in a docuers each received
mentary
produced
$10,000.
for IPAF. He said:
Novelist
Sahar
“It might seem odd
Khalifeh, who was
to choose to write
chairman
of
the
a novel about Ibn
judging panel, said
Arabi with all those
Alwan’s novel was seextreme
Eastern
lected from among 159
concepts,
while
books from 18 Arab
residing in this discountries.
Professor
tant cold corner of
Yasir Suleiman, chairthe world in Canman of the IPAF board
ada. I often think
of trustees, in a release,
about this. So, at
said the winning enfirst, I directly
try “captivates through
linked it to me
the power of empathy,
feeling nostalgic,
unadorned love and the
then I realcrystal clarity of its gaze Cover of Mohammed Hasan
ised that beAlwan’s novel “A Small Death.” ing exposed
into the human soul.”

Mohamad al-Hamamsi

T

Prestigious award. Saudi writer Mohammed Hasan Alwan speaks after receiving the 2017
International Prize for Arabic Fiction (IPAF) in Abu Dhabi.
(Kheridine Mabrouk)
to what is seemingly foreign or different is what drives me to reconnect with myself, as well as with my
heritage and old culture.”
Alwan was born in Riyadh in 1979
and lives in Toronto. Before “A Small
Death”, Alwan published four other
novels: “The Ceiling of Sufficiency”
(2002), “Sophia” (2004), “The Collar
of Purity” (2007) and “The Beaver”
(2011). “The Beaver” (“Al-Qundus”)
was shortlisted for the IPAF Prize
in 2013. The French version of the

novel was awarded in 2015 the Paris
Arab Institute prize for best novel
translated into French from Arabic.
In 2014, Alwan published a nonfiction book in Arabic, “Migration:
Theory and Key Factors.” In 2010,
he was selected as one of the best
39 Arab authors under the age of 40
and his name was included in the
“Beirut 39″ anthology.
The six novels shortlisted for the
2017 prize were by Ismail Fahd Ismail from Kuwait, Najwa Binshat-

wan from Libya, Elias Khoury from
Lebanon, Saad Mohammed Raheem
from Iraq, Mohammed Abdel Nabi
from Egypt and Alwan.
The 2017 IPAF Prize judging panel
included Khalifeh, Syrian translator
Saleh Almani, Egyptian novelist Sahar El Mougy, Libyan academic and
critic Fatma Salem Al Haji and British researcher Sophia Vasalou.

scheduled in Sharjah with artist
Kader Attia, curators Lara Khaldi
and Zeynep Oz and the Lebanese
Association for Plastic Arts, Ashkal
Alwan.
Because of the way the theme
has been structured, Tohme said
“the artworks, which include 30
new commissions, can be seen to
be conversing with each other.”
Qasimi notes that the works displayed “offer new possibilities for
understanding our role within the
context of great uncertainty in the
world today.”
Taiwanese duo Rain Wu and
Eric Chen’s impressive site-specific
installation “Collectivism 2016,”
comprising 640 police shields, is
displayed in the Art Square. The
piece, inspired by the confrontation
between students and police in Taiwan, was first displayed at the Taipei Biennial. “It examines what it
is to have a mass as well as ordered

resistance,” Wu said.
In Sharjah, the structure encloses a small garden and features
a wooden platform enabling and
inviting the public to walk through
it despite the formidable outer core
or one can peep through the view
holes of the shields into the organic
form of the small garden.
South African artist Dineo Seshee Bopape’s mixed media installation, “+/- 1791 (monument
to the Haitian revolution 1791)”
examines the healing and destructive power of materials and how
social change has a personal and
spiritual dimension apart from
socio-historical processes.
A stunning work comes from
Lawrence Abu Hamdan, whose
“Saydnaya (the missing 19db)” is a
sound installation that is part of a
larger acoustic probe into the notorious Syrian prison 25km north of
Damascus. This investigation documents the chilling disappearance
of voices and the transformation of
the prison into a death camp.
Also staged during the opening
week at SB13 was Abu Hamdan’s
“Bird Watching,” an acoustic investigation into the Saydnaya prison
examining the politics of listening
and the importance of the ear witness.
Palestinian architect Khalil Rabah’s “Palestine after Palestine:
New Sites for the Palestinian Museum of Natural History and Humankind Departments” explores
the relationship between art and
institutions. Rabah draws attention
to the occupation of the Palestinian
territories and to the resilience of
sites and symbols that exist in spite
of their contested states of being.
Iranian artist Abbas Akhavan,
who lives in Toronto, is presenting
three interrelated works at SB13 that
explore gestures of aerial projec-

tion and perspective. “Envelope” is
a decommissioned hot air balloon
that is occasionally inflated and is a
symbol of the recurring process of
rise and fall — a view of civilisation
as well as the cycle of breath.
His work “Kids, Cats and 1 Dog” is
a text work installed on the Gallery
1 rooftop and a call for rescue of the
subjects from destructive developments and from an Earth at tipping
point.

Mohamad al-Hamamsi is an
Egyptian writer.

Environment takes centre stage at Sharjah Biennial
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Sharjah

T

he 13th Sharjah Biennial
(SB13), with the theme
“Tamawuj”, Arabic for
“rising and falling waves,”
is an attempt at deconstructing the concept of the biennial itself. It involves an education
programme for “supporting the
artistic and cultural landscape of
the region,” said Hoor al-Qasimi,
president of the Sharjah Art Foundation (SAF), which is organising
the event.
Tamawuj, which can also be interpreted as a flowing, swelling,
surging or fluctuating and undulating appearance, revolves around
the key words of water, crops,
earth and culinary, which form
the basis of the displayed artwork

by 70 international artists.
As is evident in the conceptual
framework of SB13, the themes revolving around environment and
strategies of survival take centre
stage. Survival also needs resistance methodologies to cope with
the overwhelming contemporary
uncertainties that societies and cultures worldwide face. These concerns are often accentuated in the
Middle East.
SB13 used six SAF venues
— Al Mureijah Square, Calligraphy Square, Arts Square, the
newly opened Al Hamriyah Studios, the Flying Saucer and Old
Sharjah Planetarium.
Act I of SB13 takes place in Sharjah through June 12 while Act II
and the closing event will be in the
hometown of the event’s curator,
Beirut-based Christine Tohme, in
October.
An extended conversation is

Survival topics. A view of the art works in Gallery 3 at Al Mureijah Square.

(Sharjah Art Foundation)

Tamawuj, Arabic for
rising and falling
waves, was the
theme of the 13th
Sharjah Biennial.
Akhavan’s “Variations on a Garden” is an expression of another
intense human desire to know and
to be known by those who exist beyond our immediate surroundings.
The large photograph references
the plaques carried on NASA’s Pioneer 10 and 11 spacecraft launched
in 1972 and 1973, respectively.
Jennifer Allora and Guillermo
Calzadilla’s “The Great Silence” is
profoundly moving, juxtaposing
the Arecibo Observatory in Esperanza, Puerto Rico, and the surrounding Riyo Abajo forest, home
to the last wild population of endangered Amazona vittata parrots.
The three-channel, high-definition video’s script is written from
the parrots’ perspective, chronicling humankind’s quest to find intelligent life by listening to signals
from outer space. It is a tragic-comic viewpoint as the parrot species
extends its love and admiration to
humankind, which, on the other
hand, is oblivious to them, their
language and ecosystem, which is
facing destruction.
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From the grave, Qabbani’s poems lay bare Syria’s agony
Sami Moubayed

Beirut

D

uring Lebanon’s civil
war, local radio stations affiliated with the
various feuding militias
would broadcast endless
hours of sectarian vitriol through
the night, calling young men to
arms, only to then collectively
switch to the music of Fairuz to
start the day with songs for an hour
before the main morning news bulletin.
The Lebanese were willing to
brand each other as traitors and tear
their country to pieces for 15 years
but they were not willing to give
up one voice that seemed to unite
them during their long, bitter conflict — Fairuz, the iconic Lebanese
chanteuse whose haunting songs so
reflected the hopes and fears of the
entire country.
In the war that is now destroying
Syria, Nizar Qabbani, the legendary poet who died April 30, 1998,
in London has come to be the voice
of his tormented nation, the everyman transcending rival loyalties to
lay bare the country’s agony and its
soul.

The Syrian
government only laid
claim to Qabbani
after his death,
allowing his burial in
Damascus.
During a prolific career that began
in the early 1940s, Qabbani took the
Arab world by storm. He produced
tomes of romantic verse peppered
with sexual overtones, breaking taboos and shocking Muslim society
out of is stuffy mores.
After the withering Arab defeat in
the six-day war of 1967, he turned
to political poetry denouncing Arab
dictators, the United States and Israel.

In the late 1980s, Qabbani famously conducted a recital in Damascus, which was to be his last,
with a scathing political poem titled
“The Journal of an Arab Executioner.”

Qabbani never
reconciled with the
Ba’athists and saw
them as the cause of
all Syria’s woes.
This indictment of authoritarian Arab regimes was immediately
banned throughout the Arab world.
The poem declared:
“O people; I have become your
sultan
So break your idols and worship
me.”
“Thank God for his grace
For he has sent me to make history…”
“O people; I own you like I own
my horses and slaves;
And I tread upon you like I walk
on the carpets of my palace.”
Qabbani inspired four generations
of Arab lovers and revolutionaries
alike and famously refused to praise
a single Arab king or president, except for Gamal Abdel Nasser — but
only after the Egyptian leader’s
death in 1970 when he eulogised
Nasser in “The Fourth Pyramid.”
Qabbani trashed Anwar Sadat,
Nasser’s successor, by name after
the 1978 Camp David peace accords,
saying that he was a “madman” who
had “drugged and raped” Egypt.
Qabbani also denounced Yasser
Arafat in a poem after the US-brokered 1993 Oslo Accords, which
the Palestinian leader hailed as the
“peace of the brave.” Qabbani called
it a “peace of the cowards.”
Qabbani wrote: “America is a god
and a thousand cowards kneel at its
feet.”
His romantic verse was often
transformed into popular music
and performed by prominent artists
such as Fairuz, Iraqi crooner Kazem

Poetic legacy. Nizar Qabbani and his Iraqi wife Balqis al-Rawi, who was killed in the bombing of the
Iraqi Embassy in Beirut in December 1981.
(www.syrianhistory.com)
al-Saher, Lebanese singer Majida elRoumi and Egyptian legends Abdel
Halim Hafez and Um Kalthoum.
A scion of Damascene notability,
Qabbani was born in 1923 during the
years of French Mandate rule. His
father was one of the leaders of the
anti-French movement. The young
Qabbani began writing nationalistic
verse while a student at Damascus
University.
He joined the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs during Syria’s democratic
years, drifting through diplomatic
posts in Madrid, Cairo, Ankara and
London, where he was greatly influenced by European theatre, art and
life.
Qabbani quit government service
after the Ba’ath Party seized power
in 1963 and moved first to Beirut and
then to London after the 1975 outbreak of the Lebanese war. He died
there at the age of 75.
He never reconciled with the

Ba’athists and saw them as the cause
of all Syria’s woes.
The Syrian government only laid
claim to Qabbani after his death,
naming a street in his honour and
allowing his burial in Damascus.
His funeral became a massive event
with thousands of young men joining the procession carrying his casket, draped in the Syrian flag.
He was laid to rest in Damascus, a city that Qabbani cherished
throughout his life. He called it “the
city of jasmine.”
Since then the anniversary of his
death has brought together Syrians
of all religious and ideological faiths.
In the bitter aftermath of the
uprisings against autocratic Arab
regimes that began in Tunisia in
December 2010 and the dashed
expectations of a new era of open
government, young people across
the Arab world have turned to Qabbani’s political poetry and his bitter

stanzas against authoritarian regimes.
When Syria too was caught up in
the ferment in March 2011, young
protesters found inspiration in Qabbani’s poetic verse, often repeating his famed: “When will you go
away?”
“The theatre has collapsed over
your heads
And the audience is cursing and
spitting on you.
Thanks to you our boundaries
have become paper borders;
When will you go away?”
Even the Damascus government
has taken to using Qabbani’s writings, seeking to cloak its actions
with his imprimatur. Large photos
of him are plastered on the walls of
the capital along with stanzas from
his poems, invoked in countless
government speeches and public
rallies and even cited by Syria’s mission at the United Nations.

Carthage Music Festival keeps pace with changing art scene
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

T

he Carthage Music Festival, an annual event that
showcases Arab and African music, this year featured artists from Egypt,
Morocco, Tunisia and other African
countries in a variety of performances across Tunisia.
The festival celebrated its fourth
edition in April under the slogan
“Plug in the Music.” Spectators enjoyed 12 concerts in the official competition in Tunis, as well as 16 performances in other parts of Tunisia.
The Carthage Music Festival is a
reinvented version of previous musical events. It was founded in 2009,
replacing the Festival of the Song,
which ran from 1986-2004. The organising committee and the Culture
Ministry said they felt they needed
to rethink the festival to match the
changing cultural scene of Tunisia
and the region.
“After it was interrupted in 2010,
I was asked to direct the festival. I
wanted the festival to voice the idea
that the musical scene has been experiencing new freedoms in light of
the recent political changes,” said
festival Director Hamdi Makhlouf,
an acclaimed oud player, vocalist
and a musicologist who works in
jazz and contemporary Arabic music.
“The [Carthage Music Festival]
should reflect the vitality and plurality of both national and regional
scenes and not restrain itself to a
traditional overview of local music,” he said. “The festival now is
inclusive of all genres from traditional expressions, to reggae and

New expressions. Aywa, a band from Morocco, performing at the
Carthage Music Festival in Tunis.
(JMC press team)
electronic music.”
The new format of the festival won
approval from artists and audiences
and attracted younger people. In
addition to musical performances,
the festival addressed issues such as
training music managers and manufacturing of musical instruments.
“The festival now has other sections than musical performances,
including a competition for children, a fair for musical instruments
and workshops to train artistic managers. The festival attracted many
young artists, which rejuvenated its
spirit,” Makhlouf said.
“The state of the musical scene
has changed over the past years.
That required a new festival and a
new vision that answers to the demands and weaknesses of the sector. Having workshops to train man-

agers of artists is a concern that is
new to the Tunisian scene.”
The Carthage Music Festival encourages and promotes young musicians organising concerts. Street
performances have been among the
highlights of the festival. Hundreds
of Tunisians followed the performances of N3rdistan from Morocco,
the rap collective El Banda from Tunisia, Fayrouz Karawya from Egypt
and many others.
“Festivals are a great opportunity
for musicians in the Arab world to
open up, expose their music to each
other, profit from the diversity of
soundscapes in different regions of
the Arab world… I hope authorities
stop putting obstacles around organising public events in the streets
and closed theatres,” Karawya said.
She said the Carthage Music Festi-

val provided an opportunity to meet
a wide range of artists to go along
with performances of established
artists. “The presence of all these
parties, in addition to cultural managers and media coverage, is where
a music scene starts,” Karawya says.
Many musicians use the festival to
share their experiences and skills towards building exposure for artists
in the region. The festival’s concerts
provided spaces for such exchanges
and the fair of musical instruments
created an opportunity for musicians and instrument-makers to exchange expertise.
Tunisian Minister of Culture Mohamed Zine el-Abidine expressed
hopes that the festival becomes a
regional forum.
“One of the most important aspects of the fair is the meeting of
Tunisian, Arab and African cultural agents. If we establish an African and Maghrebian music market through these initiatives, this
would allow our creators, artists and
scholars to export our expertise and
our musical instruments,” Zine elAbidine said.
This latest festival scheduled a
heavy metal band as its main event
in a bold move that surprised many.
Myrath, from Tunisia, has gained
acclaim in the international metal
community opening concerts for
big-name groups such as Epica and
Symphony X.
Makhlouf, defending the choice of
Myrath, said the band’s music was
inspired by Tunisian culture.
“The music of the festival ranges from Arabic music to rock and
metal,” he said. “The mega concert
will encourage people to watch and
discover and explore other musical
genres.”
Malek Bouchoucha, Myrath’s key-

board player, said the band’s music
was Tunisian at heart because the
lyrics were Tunisian and the music
echoes traditional Tunisian music
with a touch of metal. The band’s
name, Myrath — Heritage — pays
homage to Tunisian heritage and
culture.
“The thing is, our language and
heritage are rich. Our Tunisian dialect is a mixture of many languages.
For many of our international fans,
the Tunisian influences are intriguing and musically beautiful,” Bouchoucha said.

Many musicians use
the festival to share
their experiences
and skills towards
building exposure for
artists in the region.
“We want everyone to come and
see and judge for themselves. It is
easy to say we are not this or that
but I want them to come and enjoy
our music.”
The Carthage Music Festival concluded with the Golden Tanit being
presented to Moroccan band Aywa
and its leader Adil Smaili. The Silver Tanit was awarded to soul singer
Emma Lamadji from central Africa.
The Bronze Tanit went to Tunisian
pianist Wajdi Riahi for his piece
“North Africa.”
“We hope that the festival becomes an international one that attracts other artists from different
places. That way it will showcase
Arab and African talents as well,”
Makhlouf said.
Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and
Culture contributor to The Arab
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

24

April 30, 2017

Travel

w w w. t h e a r a b w e e k l y. c o m

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
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.

A Jordanian boat sails close to tourists cruising in the waters of the Red Sea in the Jordanian coastal city of Aqaba. 		

(AFP)

Aqaba — Jordan’s ‘Bride of the Red Sea’
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

N

icknamed the “Bride
of the Red Sea” and
envied for its strategic
location between Asia
and Africa, Aqaba in
southern Jordan forms, with the
Red Rose City of Petra and Wadi
Rum, the Hashemite Kingdom’s
golden triangle of tourism.
Situated in the Gulf of Aqaba
330km south of Amman, the country’s only coastal city is bracing to
become a major tourism hub with
its many sun-baked beach resorts
offering a large choice of water
sports and activities.
Home to hundreds of types of
coral and sponges and a wealth of
brilliantly coloured fish, Aqaba is a
prime destination for scuba divers
with notable dive sites such as the
Yamanieh coral reef in the Aqaba
Marine Park, south of the city.

Aqaba was the first
Islamic city outside
the Arabian Peninsula
and has the world’s
oldest church.
Despite a slowdown in Jordan’s
tourism sector caused by regional
turmoil and instability, Aqaba, also
home to the Islamic-era Aqaba Fort
and the adjacent Aqaba Archaeological Museum, is wooing an increasing number of tourists.
“I loved the place,” Sylvia Beamish of Ireland said. “It has an intimate, friendly and very distinct feel
about it.
It
was
authentically

Arabic but also very warm and
welcoming.”
Beamish’s 17-year-old son, Joseph, was enthusiastic about his
first diving adventure in the Red
Sea. “I received my certification in
scuba diving from a school in one
of the local resorts. The shipwreck
and underwater tank in the dive
site were just amazing,” he said.
Local businesses say tourist activity has picked up — slowly but
steadily — with the port city being
included on the itinerary of cruise
ships.
“It is a good sign,” said Mohammed Attar, manager of a food store.
“We depend mainly on Jordanians
and some tourists from the Gulf
but we hope to see some good activity in the summer holiday.”
The Aqaba Special Economic
Zone Authority (ASEZA) said three
cruise ships carrying about 6,000
European tourists have docked in
Aqaba port since the beginning of
the year. The location is expected
to receive up to 50,000 tourists
as part of the cruise ships’ programme by the end of 2017.
In the first half of 2016, Aqaba
received 278,423 visitors with
April being the busiest month with
89,176 tourists, ASEZA said. Russian tourists made up the largest
number of visitors (23,788) followed by Saudis (5,884), Americans (5,320), Britons (4,302) and
Germans (3,912).
“I believe that the situation
around us presented a unique opportunity to Aqaba to become a
favoured destination for tourists
from the Gulf and Europe, especially Russians,” said Ahmad alAmeer, a shop owner in Aqaba.
“It is well known that
Russians travel to Egypt
mainly to stay on the
beach but following
security incidents
in which tour-

A young boy jumps into the sea in the port of Jordanian city of Aqaba.

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.
Algeria:
During May

Tourists in Aqaba are entertained by local musicians playing
traditional tunes.					 (www.aqaba.jo)
ists were targeted they stopped going there, so Aqaba was the next
choice for them,” he added.
In October 2015, Russia and Britain suspended flights to Egyptian
Red Sea resorts after a Russian
plane carrying 224 passengers exploded over Sinai en route from
Sharm el-Sheikh to St Petersburg.
The explosion was reportedly
caused by a bomb on board, raising questions about security at
Egyptian airports.
Aqaba, a city of nearly 190,000,
is also seeking to develop sports
tourism through the construction
of a modern sports city, which it
hopes to turn into a centre for regional and international tournaments and sports camps.
The sports city, set up for several
types of sports, will be built within
the borders of the Aqaba Special
Economic Zone, 12km from the
city centre, over 255,000 sq. metres.
“It will be a prime destination

(Reuters)

for sportsmen and sportswomen,”
said sports journalist Ayman Khateeb. “Having a sports city in Aqaba is a great idea as it will become a
training facility for all teams locally, regionally and globally, taking
advantage of its moderate weather
all year around.”
The sports city will have a football pitch with a capacity for 5,000
spectators, a running track, several
outdoor courts for basketball, volleyball and handball and a fitness
centre in addition to other facilities.
Visitors of Aqaba will likely be
thrilled to see the ruins of Ayla,
the first Islamic city outside the
Arabian Peninsula built around
650AD, and the world’s oldest
church, Aqaba Church, dating to
the late third century AD, slightly
older than Jerusalem’s Church of
the Holy Sepulchre and the Church
of the Nativity in Bethlehem.
Being Jordan’s only seaside outlet, the city is particularly popular
with the residents of the country’s
inland capital.
“Nothing beats going to the
beach and watching the kids playing and swimming. Aqaba will
always have a place in our heart
and it is true we have seen many
seaside cities around the world
but still there is something about
Aqaba that evokes your senses and
I call it a sense of belonging,” said
Ibtisam Awadat, a resident of Amman.
Whether tourists are looking
for a rush of adrenaline below the
water surface, a trip back in time
through the ancient ruins or to enjoy a shisha at one of the various
public beaches, Aqaba has it all.
Roufan Nahhas is a journalist
based in Jordan.

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 a nanny
who flies around with her
umbrella and can find anything
in her bag. The production
involves the audience in adventures through fantastic effects
and choreography.
Rabat:
May 12-20
The 16th annual Mawazine
Festival takes place in Rabat
featuring international and
local performers. This year
international artists and bands
including Charles Aznavour,
Anoushka Shankar, Lauryn Hill,
Najwa Karam, Nawal al-Zoghbi
and Demi Lovato are on the
programme.
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.
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