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Rare meeting between Libyan
rivals reflects changed dynamic

Tunis

T 

he United Arab Emirates 
has succeeded in bring-
ing together the heads of 
Libya’s rival camps in a 
remarkable confirmation 

of the shift of power and change of 
winds away from the Islamist resur-
gence of the Arab region.

In a display of growing regional 
influence, the UAE nudged Field 
Marshal Khalifa Haftar, Libya’s 
eastern military commander and 
Fayez al-Sarraj, the head of its UN-
backed government in Tripoli to 
backtrack from a political blind al-
ley and meet May 2 in Abu Dhabi. 
It was the first such meeting in 16 
months.

During the 2-hour meeting, the 
two leaders are said to have agreed 
to hold presidential and legislative 
elections no later than March 2018. 
Both sides are also said to have re-

committed to the Libyan Political 
Agreement (LPA) brokered by the 
United Nations in 2015.

A Twitter posting by Mattia Toal-
do, a Libya researcher at the Europe-
an Council on Foreign Relations, in-
dicated the Abu Dhabi talks “could 
be the beginning of a new strategy 
by Haftar based on ‘integration’ in 
LPA & running in elections.”

Such a meeting would have been 
unthinkable just a few weeks ago. 
Sarraj was widely seen in Libya as 
the head of a loose alliance domi-
nated by Islamist groups and mili-
tias and Haftar was perceived as an 
anti-Islamist military commander.

Libya’s powerful neighbours, 

Algeria and Egypt, as well as West-
ern powers have for months been 
pushing the two men to meet and 
commit to a political solution to 
ending Libya’s conflict. However, 
Haftar spurned proposals to meet 
Sarraj. Even Egypt, which is one of 
the main backers of Haftar, failed to 
push the two men together.

Haftar’s high profile on the world 
stage highlights the sea change that 
has taken place in the region since 
the “Arab spring,” when Haftar’s 
Islamist opponents enjoyed the fa-
vours of the US Obama administra-
tion, which regarded Haftar as an 
indicator of the region returning to 
strongman rule.

However, since Donald Trump be-
came US president and Russian in-
volvement increased across the re-
gion, Haftar’s forces have advanced 
in their campaign to free Benghazi, 
Libya’s second largest city, from Is-
lamists after years of assassinations 
and anarchy.

The United Arab Emirates voiced 
optimism that a political settlement 

could be reached in Libya after the 
meeting between Haftar and Sarraj 
and warned that foreign interfer-
ence would derail the process to-
wards ending the conflict.

European powers and Arab neigh-
bours of Libya shared the Emirates’ 
assessment of the outcome of the 
meeting.

The meeting “brings opti-
mism towards guaranteeing a 
political solution,” said the UAE  
Foreign Ministry.

It is an “important step to push 
forward the political process in Lib-
ya,” it added, in a statement carried 
by the official WAM news agency.

“The international community 
has the responsibility to avoid creat-
ing and amplifying divisions in Lib-
ya and to work instead to encourage 
the Libyans to come together and 
cooperate,” the ministry said.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

Unemployment and extremism top concerns of Arab youth

Tunis

W 

idespread unem-
ployment and ex-
tremism are per-
ceived to be the 
greatest obstacles 

to progress in the Middle East, a re-
cently released report has shown.

In the survey, which looked at 
attitudes among 18- to 24-year-
olds from 16 countries across the 
Middle East and North Africa, un-
employment and extremism were 
perceived to be greater threats to 
progress than what had typically 
been considered pan-Arab issues, 
such as the Israeli-Palestinian con-
flict and a lack of regional cohesion. 
Respondents from Iraq, Algeria, 
Bahrain, the Palestinian territories 
and Lebanon all reported concerns 
over unemployment ahead of other 
issues.

The survey was conducted be-
tween February 7 and March 7 
by Dubai-based ASDA’A Burson-
Marsteller and was the ninth such 

study in the series. Approximately 
3,500 young people, split equally 
between the sexes, were inter-
viewed face-to-face in 16 countries. 
The countries were then grouped 
into three areas — the Gulf Coop-
eration Council (GCC), North Africa 

and the Levant and Yemen.
Among other surprises, the results 

highlighted a potential shift from 
regional to individual concerns, 
with queries charting respondents’ 
relationship with government indi-
cating an overwhelming sense that 

the needs of youth were overlooked 
by policymakers.

Regional schisms were also pre-
sent, with 80% of respondents 
from the GCC reporting feeling 
confident their educations had 
equipped them for the modern 
workplace, compared to one-third 
of respondents from North Africa, 
the Levant and Yemen who were 
satisfied their education prepared 
them for jobs of the future.

However, the most dramatic di-
vide lay in young people’s attitudes 
towards the future, with only the 
six GCC countries reporting a clear 
majority of respondents who said 
they thought their best days were 
in front of them, ahead of North Af-
rica, the Levant and Yemen.

Also recorded was the increased 
sense of hostility towards the Unit-
ed States and, specifically, to Don-
ald Trump’s administration with 
the new president scoring the low-
est popularity rating of the three 
presidents elected since 2000, in-
cluding George W. Bush.

Some of the other conclusions 
drawn by the survey takers in-
cluded: The UAE being the country 

where most young Arabs would 
like to live or at least have their 
country emulate; the Islamic State 
has grown weaker over the last 
year; anti-American views have 
increased, with Russia now being 
seen as the region’s principal inter-
national ally.

Despite taking pride in the Arabic 
language, most young adults who 
participated in the survey said they 
were increasingly using English in 
their daily lives. Most respondents 
said Facebook was their principal 
source of daily news.

Simon Speakman Cordall is a 
section editor with The Arab 
Weekly.
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New phase. Libya’s UN-backed Prime Minister Fayez al-Sarraj (L) poses with 
Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar in Abu Dhabi, on May 2.                                               (AP)

Split views. A man walks past a graffiti painted on a wall in the 
Lebanese capital Beirut.                                                                           (AFP)
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A possible breakthrough for Libya

Rival Libyan 
leaders hold 
meeting in Abu 
Dhabi to discuss 
settlement

T
he two major parties 
to Libya’s conflict 
have met for talks in 
Abu Dhabi in an 
apparent break-
through. This was the 

first meeting between Fayez 
al-Sarraj, prime minister of the 
UN-backed Government of 
National Accord (GNA), and Field 
Marshal Khalifa Haftar, head of 
the Libyan National Army, since 
early 2016 following the signing 
of the Libyan Political Agree-
ment.

The talks come amid a growing 
international consensus that the 
agreement needs to be revised, 
even as Libya faces critical chal-
lenges, including fighting in the 
south, a worsening economic real-
ity and resurfacing tensions over 
control of the country’s oil assets. 
The meeting could be a first step 
in reaching a sustainable negoti-
ated agreement. However, such an 
outcome will require significant 
efforts to avoid any derailment of a 
possible peace deal.

Sarraj and Haftar, reports said, 
on May 2 discussed amendments 
to the political agreement and a 
path towards a new government. 
One of the most significant amend-
ments will need to focus on the 
article that requires civilian control 
over the military. This is a major 
sticking point for Haftar, who is not 
keen to bow to the authority of the 
Presidential Council and the GNA.

Media outlets close to Haftar 
reported that he and Sarraj agreed 
to cancel the provision and “form 
a restructured unity government.” 
Haftar’s role in such a government 
and what the relationship between 
a civilian authority and the mili-
tary would look like were not made 
clear.

The two men also reportedly 
discussed reducing the number 
of members in the Presidential 
Council from nine to three, which 
would contribute to overcoming 
the deadlock and inefficiencies 
from which the leading body of 
the UN-backed government has 
suffered. It was also reported that 
they agreed to have elections for a 
new government by March 2018.

Overall, reports were cautiously 
optimistic and the positive com-
munication between the two sides 
was significant.

The fact that the talks were 
hosted in Abu Dhabi by Crown 
Prince Sheikh Mohammed bin 
Zayed al-Nahyan was also posi-
tive. The United Arab Emirates has 
lent its support to Haftar, backing 
the strongman’s offensive against 
Islamists in the east. UAE air sup-
port was critical in helping Haftar 
retake control of key oil installa-
tions in the Gulf of Sidra in March.

While the UAE is unlikely to 
approve of any agreement that is 
seen as damaging the interests of 
Haftar, the Gulf country’s hosting 
of the meeting between rival lead-
ers could indicate a shift towards a 
role as a mediator.

Egypt had somewhat played 
that role. While it supports Haftar, 
Cairo recognises the need for a ne-
gotiated settlement and previously 

attempted to host the two sides for 
a face-to-face meeting. Egyptian 
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi flew 
to Abu Dhabi following the Haftar-
Sarraj meeting. It is critical that 
any settlement to Libya’s conflict 
have buy-in from key interested 
regional actors, including the UAE 
and Cairo.

Yet there are reasons to remain 
sceptical. While Haftar and Sarraj 
reportedly attempted to negoti-
ate a joint statement, each issued 
separate statements. Both state-
ments acknowledged the need to 
resolve political and economic dis-
putes and address the challenge of 
extremism. They also called for an 
end to violence in the south, which 
threatens to escalate the current 
conflict further.

There were also crucial differ-
ences. Haftar’s statement called 
for the “military establishment… 
to fully play its role in the fight 
against terrorism,” while the state-
ment by Sarraj’s GNA said the two 
sides agreed to establish a strategy 
to form a “unified Libyan Army.”

It is in Haftar’s interest that the 
national army’s offensive in the 
east is viewed as a fight against 
terrorism. The GNA is more 
concerned with bringing military 
forces under the control and over-
sight of a civilian government. The 
GNA statement also made no men-
tion of elections in 2018 but rather 
called for an expanded national 
dialogue and a peaceful transition 
of power.

Any agreement between Haftar 
and Sarraj will need the support 
of local groups and militias on 
the ground, which is no easy feat. 
Factions in the west opposed to 

Haftar are unlikely to support a 
deal viewed as making significant 
concessions or giving the strong-
man too much power.

Haftar’s intentions are also 
unclear. Given his refusal until 
now to negotiate, Haftar seemed 
to believe he could, with enough 
international support from Russia 
or even the United States, take 
control of the country by force. His 
agreement in principle to partici-
pate in elections could indicate 
a shift in strategy, whereby he 
would instead try to win authority 
through a political process. How-
ever, just as Haftar lacks support to 
seize control of the entire country, 
it is doubtful that he would emerge 
victorious in elections.

The international community 
should be wary of any plan to have 
elections before Libya is ready for a 
vote. The decision to rush into the 
2014 elections rather than pursue 
a national dialogue contributed to 
the polarisation that exists today. 
The infrastructure for elections 
in less than a year is also almost 
certainly lacking.

Libya is in desperate need of a 
settlement to the crisis. The Abu 
Dhabi meeting could be a step in 
the right direction if it is followed 
by continued efforts from regional 
stakeholders and the international 
community to broker an inclusive 
deal. However, developments 
on the ground could easily derail 
progress made on the international 
stage.

Elissa Miller is an assistant 
director at the Atlantic Council’s 
Rafik Hariri Centre for the Middle 
East.

Elissa Miller
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The Abu Dhabi meeting could be 
a step in the right direction if it is 
followed by continued efforts.

Tunis

T 

he United Arab Emir-
ates brought together 
the heads of Libya’s rival 
camps in a remarkable 
confirmation of the shift 

of power within the Arab region.
Under the auspices of the UAE, 

Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar, Libya’s 
eastern military commander, and 
Fayez al-Sarraj, the head of its UN-
backed government in Tripoli, met 
for the first time in Abu Dhabi after 
a 16-month diplomatic impasse.

No joint statement was issued af-
ter the meeting, allowing each party 
to issue separate statements that 
met the expectations of their rival 
camps. Each called for a resolution 
to Libya’s political and economic 
woes and for joining forces to fight 
extremist Islamist groups.

Haftar’s statement said the two 
sides had agreed to allow “the mili-
tary establishment… to fully play its 
role in the fight against terrorism.”

However, a leaked transcript of 
the meeting indicated that the two 
men agreed to have presidential and 
legislative elections no later than 

March 2018. The transcript also sug-
gested both parties recommitted to 
the Skhirat Agreement brokered by 
the United Nations in 2015.

The main hurdle for Sarraj is like-
ly to be the difficulty of breaking 
his dependence on the Islamists in 
Tripoli to meet Haftar and his back-
ers, especially Russia and Egypt, 
even halfway.

Mattia Toaldo, a senior policy 
fellow at the European Council 
on Foreign Relations, told Agence 
France-Presse that he doubts “any-
thing negotiated by Sarraj would be 
accepted peacefully by factions in 
western Libya if it is seen as giving 
Haftar too much of a prominent po-
sition within the security sector or 
the political system.”

A meeting between Haftar and 
Sarraj seemed unlikely just a few 
weeks ago. Sarraj has been widely 
regarded within Libya as leading a 
loose alliance of factions, supported 
by Islamist militias. Haftar has been 
seen as an Arab nationalist and anti-
Islamist military strongman.

Haftar has proven himself the 
principal opponent to the UN-
backed Government of National 
Accord (GNA). The rise of opposi-
tion, both political and military, in 
eastern Libya has helped hinder the 
GNA’s efforts to assert control over 
Tripoli. However, rival armed fac-
tions in western Libya have backed 
the UN government and vowed to 
fight Haftar.

Libya’s powerful neighbours Al-
geria and Egypt, as well as West-
ern powers, have for months been 
pushing the two men to meet and 
renew impetus to a 2015 UN-me-

diated agreement that led to the 
initial creation of the GNA with the 
aim of ending Libya`s conflict.

Haftar had spurned proposals 
to meet with Sarraj. Even Egypt, 
seen as one of Haftar’s main back-
ers, was unable to convince the two 
men to meet.

A meeting in Cairo planned for 
February failed to materialise. 
However, a road map for rival par-
liamentary factions in the country’s 
east and west was eventually en-
dorsed.

Tunisia also has played a role in 
reconciling the views of the two 
camps. However, its invitation for 
Haftar to visit Tunis has yet to be 
acted upon.

Many European powers shared 
the UAE’s optimism that the Abu 
Dhabi meeting was a step towards 
ending Libya’s chaos. A statement 
by the UAE Foreign Ministry stated 

that the meeting “brings optimism 
towards guaranteeing a political so-
lution.”

The meeting in Abu Dhabi mir-
rored the growing influence wielded 
by the UAE with close ties to US, Eu-
ropean and Russian powers.

It could also be viewed as a wider 
indication of the loss of steam by Is-
lamists in North Africa and the con-
viction of the West that attempts to 
marginalise Haftar have not helped 
Libya find a peaceful settlement to 
the conflict.

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi arrived in Abu Dhabi one day 
after the Libyan meeting, although 
it was not clear whether the visit 
and the talks were connected.

A further indication of the chang-
ing tides was given by Libyan po-
litical scientist Omar al-Dallal, who 
said: “All indications point towards 
Donald Trump opposing the previ-

ous American-British project aimed 
at supporting Islamists in the region. 
As a result, the positions towards 
the Libyan crisis have changed.”

“The big powers reached the con-
clusion that the main problem in 
Libya is the proliferation of militias 
in a country awash with weapons. 
Since there is no possibility for a for-
eign intervention, the states of the 
world agreed that backing the army 
to fight militias is the solution,” he 
said.

Ramdane Yassine, an Algerian se-
curity expert on Libya, argued that 
the acceptance of Haftar as a politi-
cal reality had become unavoidable 
even among his rivals.

“The circumstances on the 
ground show that Libya could not 
be indifferent to a military man like 
Haftar who enjoys a large consensus 
to restore order and stability,” he 
said.

Lamine Ghanmi

Many European 
powers shared the 
UAE’s optimism that 
the Abu Dhabi 
meeting was a step 
towards ending 
chaos.

Nudging rivals. Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed al-Nahyan, crown prince of Abu Dhabi and 
deputy supreme commander of the UAE Armed Forces, meeting with Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar, 
commander of the Libyan National Army, in Abu Dhabi, on April 10.                      (Crown Prince Court – Abu Dhabi)
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Cairo

T 

he visit by Roman Catho-
lic Pope Francis to Egypt 
assured Egypt’s Christian 
minority that it was not 
alone, just weeks after 

two bombings on Coptic churches.
“The pope’s visit and his words 

to us did a lot to make us stronger 
in the face of all challenges,” said 
Bishop Polis Halim, the official 
spokesman for the Egyptian Ortho-
dox Church. “It was a God-sent gift 
to us.”

Francis’s visit on April 28-29 came 
just 19 days after suicide bomb-
ers targeted two churches in the 
northern coastal city of Alexandria 
and the Nile Delta city of Tanta. At 
least 45 Egyptians were killed and 
many more wounded in the attacks, 
claimed by the Islamic State (ISIS).

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi declared a national state of 
emergency following the bombings.

The attacks came as Egypt’s Cop-
tic Christians, who make up about 
10% of the Egyptian population, 
celebrated Palm Sunday. Coptic 
Pope Tawadros II narrowly escaped 
the attack on St Mark’s Cathedral in 
Alexandria.

Francis visited the cathedral on 
the first day of his visit. He was 
greeted with photos of the victims 
of the attack at the entrance of the 
church, a grim reminder of the se-
curity realities facing the Coptic 
community.

“The Christians still grieve the 
death of those victims but the pres-
ence of Pope Francis in the very 
place that saw the victimisation of 
the Christians gives us the message 
that we are not alone,” said Halim, 
who was among senior church fig-
ures accompanying Francis during 
his visit.

Before the trip, Francis said he 
wanted the visit to be a witness of 
his “affection, comfort and encour-
agement for all the Christians of 
the Middle East.” Another purpose 
of the visit was to send “a message 
of brotherhood and reconciliation 
with all the children of Abraham, 
particularly the Muslim world,” he 
added.

A few hours after arriving in Cairo, 
Francis headed to al-Azhar — the 
highest religious body in Egypt — to 
meet with Grand Imam Ahmed el-
Tayeb. He then accompanied Tayeb 
to address an international confer-
ence on peace.

Francis made an impassioned plea 
against religious violence, calling for 
Christian and Muslim religious lead-
ers to work to build “a new civilisa-
tion of peace.”

“Peace alone… is holy and no act 
of violence can be perpetrated in the 
name of God, for it would profane 
his name,” Francis said in his ad-
dress.

“Peacemakers are what is needed, 
not fomenters of conflict; firefight-
ers, not arsonists; preachers of rec-
onciliation and not instigators of 
destruction.”

Following his speech, Francis and 
Tayeb embraced, creating an im-
age that trended on social media in 
Egypt and drew praise from Muslims 
and Christians.

“In such a scene, we have had the 
world’s top Islamic and Christian fig-
ures hugging each other and declar-
ing to everybody that hostility has 
no place to exist among the follow-
ers of God,” said Mahmoud Mehana, 
a senior scholar of al-Azhar. “This is 
enough to baffle all propaganda by 

the terrorists that non-Muslims are 
infidels that deserve to be killed.”

Francis’s visit was marked by 
heightened security, with Cairo de-
ploying close to 40,000 police and 
troops on the streets.

Security expert Samir Badawi said 
the success in providing security for 
the visit defied negative information 
about conditions in Egypt.

“The Vatican security team that 
came here two weeks before the 
pope arrived could have cancelled 
the visit if its members had any 
doubts about security conditions,” 
said Badawi, a retired army general.

Egyptian observers said they 
hoped that Francis’s visit would help 
revive Egypt’s ailing tourism sector. 
Several countries issued travel advi-
sories after the bombing of a Russian 
passenger jet over Sinai in late 2015.

“Hundreds of thousands of tour-
ists will surely reconsider their fears 
about visiting Egypt after seeing 
Pope Francis moving everywhere in 
Cairo without fear,” said Adel Abdel 
Razik, a member of the Egyptian 
Federation of Tourist Chambers, an 
independent guild of tour operators 
and investors.

The main message of Francis’s 
trip was solidarity and support 
for Egypt’s Christian community. 
Praying at the St Peter and St Paul 
Church in Cairo, where an attack 
killed 29 people in December 2016, 
he said: “Peaceful worshippers were 
killed here. Your pain is our pain. 
Your holy blood unites us.”

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

Pope Francis’s visit boosts morale of Egypt’s Christians
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Embracing dialogue. Pope Francis (R) hugs Sheikh Ahmed el-Tayeb, al-Azhar’s grand imam, at Cairo’s al-Azhar University, on April 28. (AP)
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Francis’s visit was 
marked by heightened 
security, with Cairo 
deploying close to 
40,000 police and 
troops on the streets.

Cairo

E 

gypt will start feeling ma-
jor effects from a multibil-
lion-dollar hydroelectric 
dam, which is nearing 
completion, when Ethio-

pia begins filling the Grand Ethiopi-
an Renaissance Dam reservoir with 
tens of billions of cubic metres of 
water, experts warned.

“The dam reservoir filling plan 
will bring total devastation to 
Egypt,” said Nader Nour al-Din, a 
professor of water resources at Cai-
ro University. “Tens of billions of 
cubic metres of water will be held 
back, which will cause massive 
farmland loss [in Egypt].”

Egypt, Ethiopia and Sudan signed 
a declaration of principles in March 
2015 in which all three countries 
pledged greater cooperation over 
Africa’s largest river and to “take 
all appropriate measures to prevent 
the causing of significant harm” to 
the others in their usage of the Nile.

Studies on the technical and en-
vironmental effects of the Renais-
sance Dam are ongoing and experts 
in Cairo said Addis Ababa should 
not have unilaterally made the de-

cision to fill the dam reservoir be-
fore the results were published.

However, Ethiopia is moving 
ahead with its $5 billion project, 
which will serve as a major source 
of electricity. Addis Ababa said the 
dam could generate more than 
6,000 megawatts of electricity an-
nually. The Ethiopian government 
said the project was indispensable 
for the country’s future.

Ethiopia also expects the sale of 
electricity generated by the dam to 
bring in close to $1 billion a year. 
Among the potential clients are Su-
dan, another downstream state like 
Egypt, but one that is backing the 
Renaissance dam project.

To generate electricity from the 
dam, Ethiopia must fill its reservoir 
with 75 billion cubic metres of wa-
ter. Addis Ababa wants to do this 
over a period of three years. Water 
flow to downstream countries such 
as Sudan and Egypt are expected 
to be significantly affected by the 
Renaissance dam, given that the 
Blue Nile — rising in Ethiopia — con-
tributes to an estimated 85% of the 
flow of the Nile downstream.

Egyptian experts said this could 
shatter economic development in 
Egypt and result in the massive loss 
of valuable farmland. There are 
fears that the Aswan High Dam, a 
hydroelectric power plant in south-
ern Egypt near the border with Su-
dan, would be unable to store as 
much water or generate as much 
electricity as before, significantly 
jeopardising Egypt’s food security.

Water shortages have started to 

be felt already. Farmers in the Nile 
Delta, which produces almost 60% 
of Egypt’s agricultural output, have 
protested water shortages. Annual 
water per person  rates are reach-
ing record low levels of 660 cubic 
metres, compared to 1,672 cubic 
metres in 1970, just after the Aswan 
High Dam’s completion.

Perhaps mindful of worries in 
Egypt over reservoir filling plans, 
Ethiopian Foreign Minister Work-
neh Gebeyehu visited Cairo in April 
and met with President Abdel Fat-
tah al-Sisi to assure him that the 

dam would cause no harm to Egypt.
“Ethiopia will not work against 

the interests of the Egyptian peo-
ple,” Gebeyehu said following his 
meeting with Sisi, “but Egyptians 
need to help us cash in on our re-
sources.”

Experts said it was impossible for 
the Renaissance Dam plans to go 
ahead in their current form with-
out this harming Egypt’s water us-
age.

“Water shortages will have seri-
ous impacts on Egypt’s internal 
political situation and may lead to 

massive unrest,” said Mohamed el-
Shazly, a retired diplomat who pre-
viously served as Egypt’s ambas-
sador to Sudan. “The two countries 
should sit down together to discuss 
how they can prevent fallout from 
the dam.”

Years of negotiations between 
Egypt and Ethiopia have produced 
nothing. It took Egypt, Ethiopia and 
Sudan almost two years to settle on 
which firms would carry out the 
studies on the technical and envi-
ronmental effects of the dam.

Nour al-Din said Ethiopia could 
easily prevent negative effects on 
Egypt by lengthening the duration 
of the reservoir filling ten years.

“If Ethiopia holds back 7.5 billion 
cubic metres of water every year for 
the reservoir filling, Egypt will feel 
no effects at all,” Nour al-Din said.

Egypt, whose population of 93 
million is expected to double within 
50 years, has started to adapt to wa-
ter shortages by developing seawa-
ter desalination plans, the Irrigation 
Ministry said.

“Apart from desalinating billions 
of cubic metres of seawater, we also 
started treating sewage to use it for 
agricultural purposes in a number 
of areas,” said Walid Haqiqi, the 
spokesman for the Irrigation Min-
istry. “Water shortages are becom-
ing a fact of life for us and we can-
not stand and watch while water 
resources keep decreasing and the 
population keeps growing.”

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

Egypt wary as Ethiopia prepares to fill dam reservoir
Amr Emam

Water threats. Ethiopia’s Grand Renaissance Dam seen under 
construction during a media tour in Benishangul Gumuz Region. 

(Reuters)

Addis Ababa said the 
dam can generate more 
than 6,000 megawatts 
of electricity annually.
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London

S 

audi Deputy Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman 
bin Abdulaziz has stated 
that no one in the kingdom 
is above the law.

In a wide-ranging interview 
broadcast on Arabic satellite chan-
nels, Prince Mohammed said the 
fight against corruption was a pri-
ority for the Saudi government. He 
said King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al 
Saud had made changes to the king-
dom’s Anti-Corruption Commis-
sion because of dissatisfaction with 
its performance.

“If you do not give priority to 
the fight against corruption, you 
will not succeed [in] whatever you 
do,” Prince Mohammed said. “I as-
sure you that any person involved 
in a corruption case, whether min-
ister, prince or whatever, will not 
escape.”

Prince Mohammed’s interview 
comes at a time of significant 
change in Saudi Arabia. The king-
dom’s Civil Service minister was 
fired in April after a complaint 
was filed with the anti-corruption 
commission over allegations of 
nepotism. Former minister Khalid 

al-Araj is under investigation and, 
if found guilty of abuse of power, 
could be sentenced to ten years in 
jail.

Prince Mohammed, who is the 
Saudi defence minister, also ad-
dressed concerns regarding Iran.

“How can I come to an under-
standing with someone, or a re-
gime, that has an anchoring belief 
built on an extremist ideology?” 
Prince Mohammed asked in a reply 
to a question about direct talks with 
Tehran.

The deputy crown prince said 
Iran’s designs for the region were 
based on Shia religious dogma, 
related to the return of al-Mahdi, 
a revered Shia imam, who in Shia 
doctrine disappeared in the ninth 
century but will return on judg-
ment day to bring justice to the 
world.

“Their stance is that the awaited 
Mahdi will come and they need to 
create a fertile environment for the 
arrival of the awaited Mahdi, and 
they need to take over the Islamic 
world,” Prince Mohammed said.

“We know we are a main target of 
Iran,” he said, adding that the king-
dom would not wait for the battle to 
reach its borders.

Prince Mohammed defended 
the Saudi stance on the conflict in 
Yemen, in which a Saudi-led coa-
lition is fighting in support of the 
Yemeni government against the 
Iran-supported Houthi militia and 
forces loyal to former President Ali 
Abdullah Saleh.

“When war began, there was no 
other option for Saudi Arabia. It was 
something we had to do or the oth-

er scenario would be much worse,” 
he said, adding that the kingdom’s 
military forces could neutralise the 
Houthis “in a few days” but that 
casualties to both Saudi troops and 
civilians would be substantial.

The deputy crown prince dis-
missed notions of a dispute between 
Riyadh and Cairo, blaming such 
rumours on media outlets sympa-
thetic to the Muslim Brotherhood, a 
group outlawed in most of the Gulf 
Cooperation Council and Egypt.

“The media criticising Saudi 
Arabia or the Saudi-Egyptian re-
lationship is the same criticising 
[Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi],” Prince Mohammed said.

“Without a doubt, the enemies of 
Saudi Arabia and Egypt will try to 
create rumours in one form or an-
other, whether from Iranian propa-
ganda or Brotherhood propaganda 
to cause a rift in the Saudi-Egyptian 
relationship and the leadership of 

the two countries does not pay at-
tention to these polemics and trivi-
alities.”

The prince spoke about the eco-
nomic reform drive in Saudi Arabia. 
Saudi Vision 2030, a plan to diver-
sify the Saudi economy and move 
Riyadh away from its traditional re-
liance on revenues from the energy 
sector, is the brainchild of Prince 
Mohammed.

He said the steps taken by the 
kingdom have slowed growth but 
averted an economic recession.

“Although our prices dipped to 
as low as $27 [per barrel of oil] for 
more than one year, the govern-
ment managed to shield economic 

indicators from the negative im-
pact,” Prince Mohammed said.

“Gross domestic product is still 
growing — not at global rates, true, 
but it is not going into deflation.”

Riyadh has reversed some aus-
terity measures, restoring bonuses 
and allowances to state workers 
and military personnel. The rein-
statement of government perks was 
attributed to increased revenue and 
a decline in the kingdom’s budget 
deficit, which Prince Mohammed 
confirmed, dismissing that public 
pressure was a motivation.

“The deficit fell 44% below our 
projections. Why? Because of aus-
terity measures,” he said, adding 
that they were temporary and re-
viewed periodically and would be 
reinstated in the event of an eco-
nomic crisis.

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

London

T 

he FIFA bribery scandal 
claimed another casu-
alty in Kuwait’s powerful 
Sheikh Ahmad al-Fahad 
al-Sabah, considered 

one of the world’s most influential 
sports officials.

The resignation of Sheikh Ahmad, 
who remains head of the Olympic 
Council of Asia, is tied to one of the 
football world’s biggest corruption 
investigations, stemming from al-
legations in a US federal court that 
the sheikh bribed FIFA voters.

During court hearings April 27 in 
New York, FIFA Audit Committee 
member Richard Lai, a US citizen 
from Guam, pleaded guilty to ac-
cepting nearly $1 million in bribes. 
Court proceedings indicated that 
figure includes $850,000 from Ku-
waiti officials, which Lai said was 
intended to buy influence and re-
cruit other Asian football officials 
to also accept bribes.

Court documents did not name 
Sheikh Ahmad but clearly de-
scribed his official position.

“Co-Conspirator #2 was a high-
ranking official of FIFA, the Kuwait 
Football Association (KFA) and the 
Olympic Council of Asia (OCA),” a 
recently released US Department of 
Justice document said.

The same document stated: “One 

of the functions the defendant 
Richard Lai performed for Co-Con-
spirator #2 and Co-Conspirator #3 
in exchange for the funds they sent 
him was to advise them on who 
was supporting which candidates 
in AFC and FIFA matters, including 
elections, and who Co-Conspirator 
#2 and Co-Conspirator #3 should 
recruit to support their chosen can-
didates.”

Lai received at least $770,000 
from 2009-14 in “wire transfers 
from accounts in Kuwait controlled 
by Co-Conspirator #3 or his assis-
tants at the OCA,” the documents 
claim.

Co-Conspirator #3 is believed to 
be Husain al-Musallam, first vice-
president of FINA, the international 
swimming federation, and Sheikh 
Ahmad’s right-hand man, it was re-
ported.

Sheikh Ahmad denied the allega-
tions but stepped down from his 
position eight days before voting 
for the Asian election for FIFA seats 
was to take place.

“I do not want these allegations 
to create divisions or distract atten-
tion from the upcoming AFC (Asian 
Football Confederation) and FIFA 
Congresses,” Sheikh Ahmad said in 
a statement. “Therefore, after care-
ful consideration, I have decided it 
is in the best interests of FIFA and 
the AFC for me to withdraw my 
candidacy for the FIFA Council and 
resign from my current football po-
sitions.”

Kuwaiti sources said Sheikh Ah-
mad expressed privately that US 
and British officials investigating 
the bribery case were not focusing 
on him specifically but rather on 
how Qatar was chosen to host the 
2022 World Cup.

During court testimony, Lai said 
that he accepted $100,000 from the 

then-Asian Football Conference’s 
head, who was eventfully banned 
from football, a reference to for-
mer AFC President Mohammed Bin 
Hammam, from Qatar.

Bin Hammam, a former can-
didate for FIFA president, was 
banned for life by FIFA a few days 
after resigning over allegations he 
bribed members of the Caribbean 
Football Union.

Bin Hammam testified that he 
first contacted Lai in 2011 over sup-

port for his run for the FIFA presi-
dency. Lai told the court that he did 
not do any work for the funds he 
received.

Lai said he began to receive funds 
from Kuwaiti officials in 2009 when 
the president of the Kuwait Foot-
ball Association asked for his help 
in limiting Bin Hammam’s influ-
ence, an admission by the former 
FIFA official of playing both sides.

Kuwaiti media were very cau-
tious in their coverage of the scan-

dal; however members of the Ku-
waiti National Assembly demanded 
an investigation.

Sheikh Ahmad is a leading fig-
ure in Kuwaiti sports, along with 
his younger brother, Sheikh Talal, 
other brothers and supporters who 
control most Kuwaiti sports clubs 
and federations. He is considered a 
possible choice to be the next crown 
prince; however it remains to be 
seen how much the latest scandal 
has derailed that possibility.

Tough words from 
Saudi deputy 
crown prince in 
times of change

Powerful Kuwaiti official resigns over FIFA bribery scandal

Mohammed Alkhereiji

The Arab Weekly staff

Time of significant change. A picture shows Saudi Deputy Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz in Riyadh, on April 11.                                                                   (Reuters)

Questions. Former President of the Olympic Council of Asia Sheikh Ahmad al-Fahad al-Sabah 
speaking during a news conference.                                                              (AP)
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Deputy crown prince 
said Iran’s designs 
for the region were 
based on Shia 
religious dogma.

Court documents did 
not name Sheikh 
Ahmad but clearly 
described his official 
position.

Steps taken by the 
kingdom have slowed 
growth but averted an 
economic recession.
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U 

S President Donald 
Trump’s plan to make 
his first official state 
visit to Saudi Arabia this 
month likely means the 

conflict in Yemen will factor heavily 
in talks with Saudi King Salman bin 
Abdulaziz Al Saud as will the battle 
against the Islamic State (ISIS) and 
other terrorist groups in the Middle 
East.

The White House announced 
that Trump plans to visit Israel and 
Rome along with Saudi Arabia be-
fore attending a NATO session in 
Brussels and a Group of Seven sum-
mit in Sicily.

Trump’s engagement in the Mid-
dle East and upcoming visit to Saudi 
Arabia have come as a relief to many 
Gulf leaders, who view his adminis-
tration as more sympathetic to their 
grievances than the Obama admin-
istration was.

“Saudi Arabia is the custodian of 
the two holiest sites in Islam and it is 
there that we will begin to construct 
a new foundation of cooperation 
and support with our Muslim allies 
to combat extremism, terrorism and 
violence and to embrace a more just 
and hopeful future for young Mus-
lims in their countries,” Trump said.

A Saudi-led Arab coalition, sup-
ported by the United States and 
Britain, began in March 2015 an air 
campaign against Houthi rebels who 
had overrun much of Yemen. The 
conflict is well into its second year. 
The role of Iran, which has backed 
the rebels, has become transpar-
ently clear for many US and Gulf ob-
servers.

It is that perceived threat from 
Iran and its proxies across the Mid-
dle East and the fight against groups 
such as ISIS and al-Qaeda in the 
Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) that have 

pushed relations between the Unit-
ed States and many Gulf Arab coun-
tries.

US Defence Secretary James Mat-
tis, while on a plane to Saudi Arabia 
in April, said: “Our main objective 
[in Yemen]… is to reach negotiations 
sponsored by the United Nations to 
find a political solution as soon as 
possible.”

“We’ll have to overcome Iran’s 
efforts to destabilise yet another 
country and create another militia 
in their image of Lebanese Hezbol-
lah,” Mattis said, referring to the 
conflict in Yemen.

A retired Marine general, Mattis 
commanded US troops during the 
2003 invasion of Iraq. He is familiar 
with the geopolitical dynamics of 
the region and is known for being a 
brazen critic of Iran, a stance he un-
derscored on the Riyadh visit.

Before arriving in Saudi Arabia, 

Mattis said that Iran’s arming of the 
Houthis needed to be “brought to an 
end” and that the United States was 
looking at broadening the relation-
ship with Saudi Arabia in mind.

In January, a Houthi remote-con-
trolled boat laden with explosives 
rammed a Saudi frigate, the first 
known attack by a drone vessel in 
the Yemeni conflict.

“These weapons didn’t exist… 
before the war. There was no explo-
sive boat that existed in the Yemeni 
inventory,” US Navy Vice-Admiral 
Kevin Donegan told Reuters.

Donegan, commander of US Naval 
Forces Central Command, also said 
that ballistic missiles fired into Sau-
di Arabia were more sophisticated 
than those in the country before the 
conflict began.

“When you have a non-nation-
state with nation-state-like weap-
ons that can reach into the maritime 

(area), it has my attention,” Donegan 
said.

A report by the UK-based trans-
parency group Conflict Armament 
Research (CAR) strongly backs 
claims by US and Gulf officials that 
Iran is supplying Houthi rebels in 
Yemen with drones.

A CAR investigation stated: “The 
presence of Iranian-designed and 
manufactured UAVs [unmanned 
aerial vehicles] in Yemen, not only 
confirms Iran’s materiel support to 
Houthi and Salah-aligned forces but 
also its role in enabling the groups to 

conduct increasingly sophisticated 
asymmetric operations.”

Besides the acknowledgement 
of Iran’s involvement in support-
ing and arming the Houthis and the 
need to counter that, the long-stand-
ing cooperation between Washing-
ton and its Gulf allies against AQAP 
is also set to be increased.

A senior coalition military com-
mander told Reuters that “UAE-
backed forces have captured al-Qae-
da operatives and, while a January 
raid in Yemen was Trump’s first 
since he took office, UAE-trained lo-
cal Yemeni forces have carried out 
more than 250 raids in and around 
Aden.”

“We are encouraged by US sup-
port and the change from a drone 
policy to greater engagement. We 
can’t really defeat and dislodge al-
Qaeda with a drone policy,” the UAE 
official said.

Yemen will likely be the focus of Trump’s Saudi visit
Mohammed Alkhereiji

Tehran’s smoke and fires. A controlled explosion by Yemeni experts to destroy explosives laid by Houthis in Aden.           (AFP)
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The role of Iran has 
become 
transparently clear 
for many US and 
Gulf observers.

The long-standing 
cooperation between 
Washington and its 
Gulf allies against 
AQAP is also set to be 
increased.

T
he Trump administra-
tion’s Yemen policy is 
murky but some 
trends are becoming 
discernable.

It seems that US 
Defence Secretary James Mattis is 
in charge of formulating the 
policy. He has become the most 
influential voice in the Trump 
administration on national 
security issues. Although he has 
reportedly developed a good 
working relationship with US 
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson, 
it is clear that Mattis is the one 
who calls the shots.

US President Donald Trump is 
enamoured by strong military 
leaders and Mattis, as a former 
Marine Corps general with 
extensive combat experience and 
former US Central Command 
commander, fits the bill. Trump 
has reportedly given Mattis wide 
berth to formulate and carry out 
strategy without checking in with 
the White House on every detail.

Thus, to figure out US policy on 
Yemen, one must understand the 
mindset of Mattis.

Mattis has stated very strong 
anti-Iran views stemming from 
his time as a military officer in 
Iraq more than a decade ago 
when Iran-supported Iraqi Shia 

militias targeted US forces under 
his command. This period in Iraq 
is said to have left an indelible 
impression on him. He may also 
have an even longer view of Iran’s 
militant opposition to the United 
States, holding Tehran responsi-
ble for the suicide bombing of the 
US Marine Corps’ barracks in 
Beirut in 1983, carried out by 
militant Lebanese Shias.

On his trip to Saudi Arabia in 
April, Mattis said: “Everywhere 
you look, if there is trouble in the 
region, you find Iran.” This 
statement was not just meant to 
please his Saudi hosts but 
appears to be his genuine 
assessment of the situation in the 
region.

This assessment is in contrast 
to the ideas of former US Presi-
dent Barack Obama, who stated 
in an interview in 2015 that Saudi 
Arabia and Iran needed to find a 
way to “share the neighbour-
hood.” Mattis was reportedly 
forced out as CENTCOM com-
mander during the Obama 
administration because his 
hawkish views on Iran were not 
in sync with the president’s.

Given extensive reports that 
Iran has stepped up its military 
support for the Houthi rebels, it is 
also not surprising that Mattis 
sees Yemen as a place to take a 
stand against Iran.

Although the Obama adminis-
tration lent support to the 
Saudi-led anti-Houthi coalition 
with intelligence sharing, 

logistics and air refuelling, it 
came to view the Saudi-led 
campaign as a liability because of 
extensive civilian casualties. In 
the last half of 2016, the Obama 
administration reduced the 
number of US personnel at a 
“Joint Combined Planning Cell” 
in Saudi Arabia that was helping 
the Saudis coordinate the air 
campaign. It later put on hold 
plans to provide Riyadh with 
$390 million worth of precision 
munitions guidance systems.

By contrast, the Trump admin-
istration, undoubtedly under 
Mattis’s influence, plans to go 
forward with that munitions sale 
and be more aggressive in 
stopping Iranian shipments of 
arms to the Houthis.

Such policies fit the adminis-
tration’s approach of both 
shoring up relations with Saudi 
Arabia and other Sunni states and 
attempting to curtail Iran’s 
influence in the region.

But Mattis, as a military man, 
seems to have made an equally 
important assessment of the 
Yemen situation. He apparently 
has come to believe that the 
Saudi-led war against the 
entrenched Houthis, who are 
backed by forces loyal to former 
Yemeni President Ali Abdullah 
Saleh, is unwinnable militarily 
and that the longer the war goes 
on the more al-Qaeda and the 
Islamic State (ISIS) will be able to 
use Yemen as a base of opera-
tions.

Despite a tougher stand towards Iran on Yemen, US favours a political solution
This explains Mattis’s comment 

at a news conference during his 
Saudi visit: “Our goal is to push 
this conflict into UN-brokered 
negotiations to make sure it is 
ended as soon as possible.”

Getting to this point will take 
some time, however. In the short 
term, it is likely that the United 
States will assist the Saudi-led 
coalition as much as possible 
— short of sending in US ground 
troops. The United States might 
assist a Saudi bombing campaign 
against the northern Yemeni port 
of Hudaydah, which is under 
Houthi control.

Such assistance would have the 
dual role of checking Iranian influ-
ence and improving the negotiat-
ing position of the Saudis and 
their Yemeni allies in the event 
UN-sponsored peace talks resume. 
On the downside, it may exacer-
bate the humanitarian crisis in the 
country because many food 
shipments arrive at that port.

Mattis knows from his military 
experiences that chaotic civil wars 
provide an ideal situation for 
terrorists to operate and, even 
though he sees Iran as a serious 
threat, he has his eye on areas 
south-east of the Houthi-con-
trolled areas of Yemen where 
al-Qaeda and ISIS have footholds.

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

Gregory 
Aftandilian

View point
It is likely 
that the 
United 
States will 
assist the 
Saudi-led 
coalition 
as much as 
possible.

It is not surprising that Mattis 
sees Yemen as a place to take a 
stand against Iran.
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Y
oung Arabs see the cup of life according to where 
they are. In the six wealthy Gulf Cooperation Coun-
cil countries, 85% of 18- to 24-year-old respondents 
say they are optimistic, even exuberant, about 
national prospects over the next five years. How-
ever, in the Levant and Yemen, the same percentage 
of young people is despondent about their coun-

tries’ direction.
What is interesting, however, is that in North Africa, a region 

that has its share of woes, the majority still say “their best days 
are ahead of them.”

This extraordinary portrait of Arabs united by their youth and 
geographically divided with respect to their hopes and dreams 
has emerged from a survey by Dubai-based public relations 
company ASDA’A Burson-Marsteller.

The region is overwhelmingly young — 60% of the population 
is under the age of 30 — so it is enormously important to under-
stand the preoccupations and aspirations of Arab youth.

The survey’s findings help build a picture. Overall, it is a 
heartening one. Young Arabs care deeply about getting a good 
education and decent jobs. They are worried about the threat of 
terrorism, which they see as a problem that is as consequential 
as unemployment. They are savvy enough, however, to note 
that the Islamic State is weakening. They are angry and con-
cerned about US President Donald Trump’s attitude towards 
Muslims.

Arab young people acknowledge that most of their news 
comes from Facebook. This highlights the pressing need for 
social media to be integrated into the region’s educational 
system. It is already shaping the way young people think and 
behave.

Young Arabs are above all focused on improving their own 
lives and issues that will affect them directly. They want to 
learn and to earn. They want their governments to provide them 
with the tools to achieve their goals.

How else to read young people’s emphasis on education, its 
quality and the extent to which it prepares them for the job 
market?

Barring the Gulf states, where 80% of those asked said they 
have an education that fits them for jobs of the future, young 
people across the region seem to feel the need to be better-
skilled. This is a matter of concern. The region’s youth bulge, 
which is potentially an asset for growth, could all too easily 
become a liability.

The survey also revealed another key youthful concern. The 
overwhelming majority of respondents — 81% — said they want 
regional governments to better address youth needs. This 
suggests that rumours about the death of the state in the region 
are greatly exaggerated.

Young Arabs still look to their governments to provide the 
structure within which to live and work as high-functioning 
contributors to the public good but it remains to be seen how 
attentive Arab governments will be to the hopes and needs of 
the young. Youth surveys serve an important function in 
helping understand social trends.

Sometimes they set off alarms by identifying problems just in 
time for them to be addressed but they can also give hope, much 
beyond what the region’s newsmakers may have come
to expect.

Arab youth
surveys are useful

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Hamas will never learn 
from its mistakes

I
n discussing the recent 
document issued by 
Hamas, one cannot help 
thinking of the approach-
ing anniversary of the Arab 
defeat in the Arab-Israeli 

war of 1967.
It was, first and foremost, a 

defeat for the Arab genius. By 
creating an “Islamic Emirate” in 
Gaza and by waging wars against 
Israel, Hamas seems to have 
acquired enough experience in 
running state affairs in extremely 
difficult conditions. Why doesn’t 
it transfer its expertise to the 
West Bank by resorting to legiti-
mate means and an internation-
ally sanctioned programme?

Hamas’s programme included 
abandoning the idea of destroy-
ing the state of Israel and accept-
ing the idea of a Palestinian state 
within the 1967 borders.

Hamas also had a comfort-
ing gesture towards Egypt and 
announced that it was break-
ing relations with the Muslim 
Brotherhood. Everybody knows 
that this is not true or possible be-
cause inside each Hamas member 
is a small Muslim Brother expert  
at disguising himself behind an 
expensive business suit and a 
pseudo-elegant tie, pretending 
to be in favour of an open, civil 
state.

Egypt did not swallow the bait 
and has given its relations with 
Hamas a precise frame, that of co-
operating in intelligence work. For 
Egypt, then, relations with Hamas 
are limited to security issues.

Hamas is trying to project a new 
image and has used influential 
European connections to bring its 
programme to the attention of the 
Trump administration but what 
Hamas desires most ardently is 
power. There is no surprise there 
because the Muslim Brotherhood 
and its offspring organisations 
crave power.

To be convinced of Hamas’s 
hunger for power, look at its prac-
tices in Gaza. Hamas took control 
of Gaza by force in June 2007 in 
a blatant breach of all its accords 
with Fatah, including the Mak-
kah Accords. In ten years, Hamas 
accomplished one thing only: 
Hogging power.

Hamas’s goal in Gaza was not to 
put an end to Israeli occupation. 
The real goal was to change the 
character of Palestinian society.

By imposing an embargo on 
Gaza, Israel did Hamas a great fa-
vour. It gave the organisation the 
excuse and the means to maintain 
its grip on the life of every Pales-
tinian in the district.

Hamas returned the favour by 
launching pitiful and ridiculous 
rockets across the border and 
giving Ariel Sharon and his suc-
cessors, including Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu, 
the precious chance to claim that 
there is no Palestinian to negoti-
ate with.

I guess that, following ten years 
of valuable services to Israel, it is 
time for Hamas to present its cre-
dentials to Netanyahu in the West 
Bank. Israel would welcome the 
move since it has always insisted 
on requiring the opposite side to 
recognise Israel’s right to exist.

Still, it is intriguing that Hamas 
brought up the subject of negotia-
tions with Israel. Perhaps Hamas 
wants a long ceasefire with Israel, 
which is exactly what Israel wants 
so it can focus on building more 
colonies in the West Bank and on 
besieging East Jerusalem.

Hamas could have easily 
declared that it wants to control 
the Palestine Liberation Organi-
sation (PLO) and the West Bank. 
To say that the movement’s new 
document is a step forward for 
Palestinians and the region is 
hogwash.

Let’s not forget that Yasser Ara-
fat had to fight long and hard to 
gain acceptance for the Palestin-
ian National Charter on the basis 
of which the Oslo Accords were 
negotiated and that had opened 
for him the gates of the White 
House.

Arafat navigated a long and 
arduous journey of negotiations 
with the United States, then with 
Israel. The goal of Arafat and the 
Palestinian leadership, however, 
was not to exercise power under 
conditions of occupation. It was 
to establish an independent Pales-
tinian state.

Let Hamas say frankly to the 
Palestinians that it wants to con-
trol the West Bank. Israel would  
not object as it would much like 
the type of social order that Ha-
mas is diligent to create in Gaza to 
replace the image of an open-
minded Palestinian society.

Half a century down the road 
from the 1967 defeat, the Arab 
genius is facing another defeat. 
Some people insist on repeating 
mistakes. In 2000, Bill Clinton 
proposed a solution that could 
have worked. Hamas chose then 
to militarise the Palestinian inti-
fada and is choosing now to walk 
down the same losing path. Some 
people will never learn.

Khairallah Khairallah is a 
Lebanese writer.
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Khairallah Khairallah

To be 
convinced 
of Hamas’s 
hunger for 
power, look 
at its 
practices in 
Gaza.
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Opinion

W
hat will it take to 
awaken the 
leaders in the 
Arab world who 
continue to 
believe that 

their will can be imposed on their 
people regardless of the cost in 
material damages and human 
lives?

How many more cities in the 
Arab world need to be destroyed 
and how many more innocent 
people must die before these lead-
ers realise the absolute madness of 
such violence?

And how many more millions of 
Arabs must become refugees before 
those responsible for the carnage 
accept the fact that changes in a 
modern society must come through 
the ballot and not by the bullet?

How many more years of death 
and destruction will it take for 
Bashar Assad and others like him to 
figure out that they have over-
stayed their welcome?

These leaders, blinded by their 
beliefs in the need to impose a 
political and sectarian diktat, have 
caused untold misery and bear the 

responsibility for millions of deaths 
and injuries and the physical and 
psychological scarring of future 
generations. They stood by as thou-
sands of children were orphaned 
and thousands of parents rendered 
childless.

They have sanctioned the killing 
and torture of countless numbers 
of people simply because they disa-
gree with them. They have starved 
and gassed their opponents. They 
continue to lie about the use of 
banned weapons of mass destruc-
tion, such as chemical bombs.

Yet the rest of the world stands 
by. What is happening in Syria and 
Iraq today is a blemish on all of 
humanity.

Yesterday it was Hama, then 
Homs and then Aleppo. Today it is 
Mosul and Raqqa.

What of tomorrow?
Will the lunatics who believe that 

their god is greater than the god of 
their neighbours feel the need to 
destroy more Arab cities?

Will they not be content before 
bringing ruin to the entire Middle 
East?

How many more cities in the 

region need to suffer before the 
instigators of death and destruction 
realise that there are alternatives to 
dictatorship?

Will they bring their carnage to 
other great cities of the region? 
Will they be satisfied to see the 
apocalyptic shape in which they 
left Mosul is repeated in other great 
cities of the region?

New images for CNN by Gabriel 
Chaim, a Brazilian photojournalist 
using a camera mounted on a small 
drone, gives us insight into the 
scope of destruction and devas-
tation that befell what was once 
Iraq’s second largest city as govern-
ment forces backed by the United 
States fought for control of what 
remains of this martyred city.

Mosul now takes its place 
alongside Homs, Hama and many 
other Arab cities that have suf-
fered incalculable losses. From a 
prewar population of more than 
1.6 million, Mosul’s population has 
been cut to about one-third of that. 
Those who remain in the belea-
guered city struggle to find food 
and water to survive.

Islamic State (ISIS) militants 

are regrouping around Raqqa, the 
expected site of the next ma-
jor offensive. There, US-backed 
military units are preparing for a 
final showdown with ISIS. That 
battle for control of the Islamists’ 
stronghold in Syria is expected to 
be even more violent with Russian 
Air Force planes participating in the 
fight against ISIS.

In Syria, President Bashar Assad 
hardly merits the title of president, 
given that he hardly controls about 
one-third of his country and is 
entirely dependent on the military 
assistance of Iran, Iraq, Lebanon’s 
Hezbollah and the Russian Air 
Force. Without their help, Assad 
would probably have been history 
long ago.

Some of these Arab leaders are 
ignorant of the past. History is the 
best indication of what the future 
might bring and history has shown 
us that even the mightiest of dicta-
tors are eventually taken out in the 
most humiliating manner. It is only 
a matter of time.

Claude Salhani is a regular Arab 
Weekly contributor.

W
ith the 20th 
century came 
many new wars 
and the destruc-
tive mentalities 
of fascism and 

communism. The deception of the 
so-called lower races and the 
ridiculous claim they did not have 
a right to live were popularised. As 
these twisted ideologies were 
infused into people, it became 
easier for some to kill others. This 
mentality spelled disaster and the 
20th century witnessed two 
horrible world wars.

The use of chemical weapons 
was one of the foulest legacies 
humans left behind in this era. 
Certain politicians deeply admired 
during war times, such as Winston 
Churchill, openly advocated the use 
of chemical weapons. Prisoners of 
war became test subjects for chemi-
cal weapons and the first world war 
resulted in the death of more than 
100,000 soldiers from chemical 
weapons.

During that war, 124,000 tonnes 
of chemical gas were used. In 1919, 
the British Royal Air Force deployed 
chemical bombs against Bolshevik 
revolutionaries during the Rus-

sian civil war and again against the 
Kurds in the region of Mosul, Iraq. 
During the same period, fascist Italy 
also used chemical weapons. As a 
result, more than 100,000 Abyssin-
ians lost their lives.

During the second world war, 
it was the Japanese who resorted 
to using chemical weapons the 
most, carrying out chemical attacks 
against other Asian countries, par-
ticularly the ones they regarded as 
lower races.

In 1988, the Iraqi regime un-
leashed a chemical attack on the 
Kurdish population of Halabja, kill-
ing 5,000 people within minutes.

As the production of chemi-
cal weapons went on, wars and 
skirmishes around the world 
continued with the relentless and 
ever-increasing use of conventional 
weapons, including napalm and 
barrel bombs.

While chemical bombs killed 
people in horrible ways, conven-
tional weapons were just as bad. 
They destroyed people’s houses and 
blew their bodies to pieces. Just like 
chemical weapons, conventional 
weapons and bombs, which are also 
massacre machines, were used with 
insidiousness and perfidy, again 

mostly affecting civilians. Today, 
civilian casualties from convention-
al weapons have reached dramatic 
proportions.

The  international community’s 
strong condemnation of the use of 
chemical weapons is praiseworthy. 
However, the reason many private 
and non-governmental organisa-
tions remain silent when it comes 
to conventional weapons should be 
questioned.

We all saw how strongly the me-
dia reacted to the recent chemical 
attack in Syria, with headlines nam-
ing it a “crime against humanity.” 
Earlier, however, when civilians 
were killed in Damascus, Daraa and 
Idlib with conventional weapons, 
the world did not show the same 
indignation.  While the UN Security 
Council quickly convened after 
the chemical attack, it did not take 
any action for the attacks that took 
place one week before.

It is certainly wrong to consider 
the loss of innocent lives to con-
ventional weapons acceptable and 
dismiss it as “collateral damage.” If 
bloodshed–particularly the drop-
ping of bombs on innocent people–
is considered normal, should we not 
worry about the reign of such un-

scrupulous people? Regarding kill-
ing people with bombs and machine 
guns as acceptable while condemn-
ing chemical weapons might pave 
the way for a major disaster.

Yet, sadly, that path has already 
been paved. The silence we witness 
while such a terrifying amount 
of blood is being shed is alarm-
ing. This is a form of subliminal 
reconstruction imposed on society 
by certain war profiteers. It leads to 
people getting used to things they 
would have never otherwise got-
ten used to and advocating things 
they would have never otherwise 
advocated. It is up to all of us to put 
an end to such an insidious percep-
tion.

The struggle we face is to avert 
any ideology that deems people 
worthless and war reasonable. Wars 
are cultivated by twisted ideologies; 
those same ideologies foster ruth-
lessness. It falls upon us to thwart 
the schemes of those who present 
weapons of mass destruction as a 
lesser crime in their own ways and 
to refute the mentality of those who 
consider war a necessity.

Harun Yahya is a Turkish writer on 
science and faith.

Claude Salhani

Harun Yahya

What is 
happening 
in Syria and 
Iraq today 
is a blemish 
on all of 
humanity.

While 
options for 
influencing 
Assad are 
admittedly 
limited, 
some 
actions 
could be 
undertaken.

The silence 
we witness 
while such 
a terrifying 
amount of 
blood is 
being shed 
is alarming.

What will it take to stop the current destruction?

Much like chemical weapons, conventional arms kill innocent civilians

L
ast month the world 
watched in horror as 
innocent Syrian 
civilians were brutally 
attacked by chemical 
weapons. France 

recently joined the United States, 
Britain, Turkey and the Organisa-
tion for the Prohibition of Chemi-
cal Weapons in assigning blame 
for the April 5 attack to the Syrian 
government and President Bashar 
Assad.

In a sense, the French announce-
ment comes as no surprise given 
the incontrovertible evidence un-
covered by the other investigations. 
The chemical used was sarin — a 
powerful nerve agent. The chemi-
cal formulas match those of known 
Syrian stocks and the aircraft that 
conducted the attack came from a 
Syrian Air Force base. Hard to argue 
with such facts.

What has been a surprise is the 
tepid global response. Russia con-
tinues to defend the Assad regime, 
accusing Syrian opposition forces 
of staging the attack “to draw the 
United States into the nation’s 
6-year civil war.” With every state-
ment from President Vladimir Pu-
tin or the Russian government, the 
indifference towards the Chemical 
Weapons Convention and rule of 
law becomes more evident.

After an initial salvo of cruise 
missiles by the United States on the 

airbase from which the chemical at-
tacks were launched, follow-up ac-
tions have been modest and slow in 
coming. The Trump administration 
announced sanctions on 271 em-
ployees of the Syrian government 
agency responsible for producing 
the chemical weapons and ballistic 
missiles. The cruise missiles and 
sanctions are a start. However, a 
broader discussion of a strategy for 
Syria is needed to halt the further 
use of chemical weapons.

After an emergency meeting and 
an initial flurry of condemnations 
at the United Nations, no tangible 
action has occurred. Not surprising-
ly, Russia vetoed the UN resolution 
condemning the killings and calling 
on Syria to assist in the investiga-
tion. Meanwhile, the norms against 
the use of these horrific weapons 
continue to be threatened by the 
lack of broader action.

Perhaps most surprising has been 
the deafening silence on the issue 
by countries in the region. These 
countries are the ones most likely 
to be affected by the continuing vio-
lence and use of chemical weapons.

Rather than (more) righteous 
indignation or continued (unsuc-
cessful) calls for Assad’s ouster, 
countries in the region and sup-
porting powers should do some-
thing to tighten border controls and 
those over precursor chemicals.

While options for influencing 

Assad are admittedly limited, some 
actions could be undertaken to de-
ter future use of chemical weapons. 
First and foremost, regional leaders 
could continue to apply pressure 
on the Assad regime to drive home 
the message that the use of these 
weapons will not be tolerated.

Borders with Syria could be 
sealed to prevent any of the re-
maining stocks from leaving the 
country. This would likely require 
a mix of military, law enforcement 
and border police to ensure that 
any illicit crossings are immediate-
ly halted. In the event that chemi-
cal weapons do breach the Syrian 
border, response forces should be 
prepared to stop suspect ship-
ments, conduct searches of cargo 
and have appropriate protection to 
avoid becoming casualties them-
selves.

Despite global efforts to elimi-
nate Syria’s chemical munitions 
stocks in 2014, it has become clear 
they were not fully successful and 
that Syria as a new member of the 
Chemical Weapons Convention  is 
in violation of the treaty.

To eliminate any remaining 
stocks of chemical weapons, a 
second international effort could 
be undertaken to account for all of 
Assad’s stocks, transport the muni-
tions to a safe location and destroy 
them.

On the disposition of Assad, 

regional leaders could make clear 
that the future of Syria does not 
include him. They could call for 
the International Criminal Court 
to indict Assad for war crimes. The 
Chemical Weapons Convention 
is not the only treaty countering 
weapons of mass destruction Assad 
has violated. Others include the 
nuclear non-proliferation treaty 
as Assad has failed to provide a 
full accounting of Syria’s nuclear 
programme, the ballistic missile 
regime and the Biological Weapons 
Convention where concerns remain 
about past activities.

Over the past 15 years, the norms 
against the use of chemical weap-
ons have continued to be threat-
ened, with increasing state and 
non-state actor use. Most of these 
attacks have occurred in the Middle 
East. This trend cannot be allowed 
to continue. Nations in the region 
are in the bullseye and should act 
now to prevent further chemical 
attacks and put a halt to this abhor-
rent form of warfare.

Daniel M. Gerstein is a senior 
policy researcher at the RAND 
Corporation and an adjunct 
professor at American University. 
He was the undersecretary (acting) 
and deputy undersecretary in 
the Science and Technology 
Directorate of the Department of 
Homeland Security from 2011-14.

Daniel M. Gerstein

Regional action needed to prevent Syrian chemical attacks
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Beirut

T 

he long-anticipated final 
assault on Raqqa, de fac-
to capital of the steadily 
crumbling Islamic State 
(ISIS) caliphate, is loom-

ing as US-backed forces steadily 
isolate it and prepare to storm the 
heavily fortified city.

The main battle will likely be 
fierce and costly in a city that Syr-
ian rebels captured in March 2013 
and proclaimed the first “liberated” 
provincial capital. ISIS took control 
of Raqqa in January 2014 and began 
its reign of terror.

There are an estimated 3,500 
militants in Raqqa, along with a 
shrunken civilian population of 
about 200,000 held hostage by the 
jihadists.

Since the first moves to attack 
Raqqa began in the autumn of 2016, 
the city has been hammered by 
US-led air strikes. Raqqa has been 
gradually cut off by US-led Kurd-
ish and Arab fighters of the Syrian 
Democratic Forces (SDF), the Amer-
icans’ main proxy, that now num-
bers 50,000 fighters. They have sev-
ered most main roads into the city, 
blocking food supplies.

The Britain-based Syrian Obser-
vatory for Human Rights, which 
monitors the conflict through a net-
work of activists throughout Syria, 
and sources inside Raqqa says hun-
ger is becoming acute. Much of the 

city is in ruins, primarily because of 
the air strikes that began in Septem-
ber 2014.

By April, the SDF, backed by US 
special forces with US Marine Corps 
artillery units and US Army Rang-
ers, had encircled Raqqa on three 
sides and was within a few kilome-
tres of the outskirts.

As its citadels in Syria and Iraq 
have been stormed one after the 
other over the last two years ISIS 
has shown that it fights to the death 
and gives no quarter. Air strikes 
and artillery fire have reduced large 
tracts of those cities to ruins.

The Iraqi military’s battle to re-
take Mosul is instructive. It has 
dragged on into its seventh month 
and about half the city is still in 
ISIS’s hands. Iraqi losses have been 
heavy — an estimated 6,000 dead 
or wounded — and much of the city 
has been destroyed.

Raqqa is much smaller than Mo-
sul but ISIS’s dogged defence of 
the Tigris River city suggests that 
casualties on both sides in Raqqa 
are likely to be heavy. There is little 
doubt that Raqqa, like Mosul, will 
eventually fall, driving ISIS from its 
last urban strongholds in Syria and 
Iraq.

The big winner in all of this is like-
ly to be the Assad regime, which, af-
ter its victory in driving rebels out 
of Aleppo in December, courtesy of 
Russia and Iran, controls all of Syr-
ia’s major cities.

Whether the Americans will hand 
control of a reconquered Raqqa to 
the regime or leave it in the hands of 
the Kurds, who seek eventual inde-
pendence from Damascus, remains 
unclear.

US President Donald Trump may 
find it difficult not to deliver the city 
into Syrian President Bashar Assad’s 
hands rather than trigger a Kurdish-
Turkish war in northern Syria that 

would likely be the harbinger of 
Syria’s disappearance as a unitary 
state.

According to IHS Jane’s Terror-
ism and Insurgency Centre, it is As-
sad’s forces rather than US-backed 
ones that are doing most of the 
fighting against ISIS. The London-
based publication reports that 
about 43% of ISIS’s clashes were 
against Assad’s forces, while only 
17% involved American-supported 
groups.

Jane’s concludes that if Assad is 
ousted, the big winner would be 
ISIS, effectively nullifying jihadists’ 
looming loss of Mosul and Raqqa.

Columb Strack, senior Middle 
East analyst with IHS, observed: “It 
is an inconvenient reality that any 
US action to weaken the Syrian gov-
ernment will inadvertently benefit 
the Islamic State and other jihadist 
groups.

“The Syrian government is essen-
tially the anvil to the US-led coali-
tion’s hammer. While US-backed 

forces surround Raqqa, the Islamic 
State is engaged in intense fighting 
with the Syrian government around 
Palmyra and in other parts of Homs 
and Deir ez-Zor provinces.”

As the noose tightens on Raqqa, 
the biggest wild card in the arcane 
Syrian war is Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan, who, now 
that he has been handed immense 
power in Turkey’s April 16 consti-
tutional referendum, might feel 
emboldened to take military action 
to prevent Raqqa falling into Kurd-
ish hands. If Syria’s Kurds captured 
Raqqa, Erdogan would see that as 
a step towards eventual Kurdish 
statehood.

Preparations for the final assault 
on Raqqa suffered a potentially seri-
ous setback April 25 when Erdogan 
launched air strikes against Kurdish 
fighters of the US-backed People’s 
Protection Units (YPG), the main 
component of the SDF, in north-
eastern Syria, killing at least 20 
men. Ankara said the attacks were 

aimed at cutting off supply lines to 
Turkey’s outlawed Kurdistan Work-
ers’ Party (PKK), which has waged a 
separatist insurgency since 1984.

But the strikes were widely seen 
as Erdogan venting his anger against 
the YPG, which Turkey sees as the 
PKK’s Syrian arm.

Turkey opposes the United States 
using the YPG to spearhead the as-
sault on Raqqa, whose population is 
predominantly Arab, but the Ameri-
cans consider the Kurdish fighters 
to be the most capable and reliable 
ally they have in Syria and refuse to 
allow Turkey to pursue its own stra-
tegic objectives.

Erdogan has warned there may be 
more air strikes, indicating a pos-
sible clash between the NATO al-
lies in yet another of the dangerous 
twists and ever-shifting alliances 
for which this war has become no-
torious.

Ed Blanche is the Analysis editor of 
The Arab Weekly.

Final battle for 
ISIS’s ‘capital’ 
looms but won’t 
end the carnage
Ed Blanche

Battled-hardened. A Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) fighter poses near the Euphrates River, north of 
Raqqa city, last March.                                                                                                                        (Reuters)   
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As the noose tightens 
on Raqqa, the biggest 
wild card in the 
arcane Syrian war is 
Erdogan.
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M 

ore than any other 
battlefield agreement 
since the Syrian war 
erupted six years 
ago, the multilayered 

“four cities deal” is causing a demo-
graphic upheaval in a devastated 
land, shattering forever the lives of 
at least 30,000 people, maybe dou-
ble that, who are being driven from 
their homes and changing the sec-
tarian make-up of Syria.

The deal, brokered by Iran and 
Qatar, involves transferring mili-
tants and civilians in the Damas-
cus countryside towns of Zabadani 
and Madaya to rebel-held Idlib in 
the north-west while emptying the 
Shia towns of Kefraya and Foua in 
that province and dumping their 
populations on the periphery of the 
capital.

The agreement includes the re-
lease of 500 prisoners from Syrian 
jails, an exchange of the bodies of 
dead soldiers and similar popula-
tion transfers between the Yarmouk 
Palestinian camp in Damascus and 
the besieged village of Boukein near 
the capital.

Both have been held by Syrian re-
bels since 2012 and their militants 

will also be shipped to Idlib.
Zabadani was the first town in 

the Damascus countryside to fall to 
Syrian rebels in January 2012. It was 
briefly retaken by government forc-
es a month later before collapsing 
into a maelstrom of fighting that re-
sulted in the Syrian Army and Hez-
bollah besieging the town in 2015.

Before the war started, Zabadani 
was a prime destination for Arab 
tourists and a favourite summer va-
cation spot for Damascenes because 
of its cool weather and scenery.

Although predominantly Sunni, 
the town was strategically impor-
tant to Hezbollah as it lies on a key 
highway to Lebanon. Hezbollah 
maintained a base there for ferry-
ing Iranian arms into Lebanon, the 
Party of God’s military lifeline.

The transfers have caused much 
bitterness. One former Zabadani 
resident, Mohammad Abdulsalam 
al-Hajj, a retired waiter now living 
in Damascus, said members of his 
family have been totally uprooted.

“My nephew took up arms five 
years ago,” he said. “They told him 
that he could stay behind, surren-
der his weapons and make use of a 
presidential pardon but he refused.

“He has been transformed from 
an outlaw into a besieged person 
and finally into a refugee inside his 
own country.”

The same applies to many people 
in nearby Madaya, 40km north-
west of Damascus, which has been 
besieged by Hezbollah since July 
2015.

In addition to uprooting civilians, 
the deal has squeezed out about 
400 fighters, with their light arms, 

some belonging to the al-Qaeda-
affiliated Jabhat Fateh al-Sham.

Amer Elias, a Ba’athist writer and 
analyst, said: “Let’s not forget that 
these are militants being moved 
out; the civilian population of these 
cities was evacuated a long time 
ago.

“Also, if we’re talking demograph-
ic reshuffles, aren’t the residents of 
Kefraya and Foua being moved out 
of their homes? Isn’t that also a de-
mographic reshuffle?”

Others argue that resettling some 
10,000 Shias in a “belt” around Da-
mascus, which stretches from the 
capital to the Lebanese border, is 
a long-term scheme that has Iran’s 
fingerprints all over it.

One of the reasons why Iran’s pre-

2011 influence was always minimal 
was the lack of Shia proxies willing 
to carry arms for the Islamic Repub-
lic.

Damascene Shias, who together 
with Alawites — an offshoot of Shia 
Islam — form no more than 12% 
of Syria’s population, always saw 
themselves as Damascenes first and 
Shias second, and, as Arabs, they 
never had much affection for Per-
sian Shias either.

Iran failed to buy them off or pull 
them into its orbit as it did with 
Lebanon’s Shias, Hezbollah’s bed-
rock and a vital strategic asset for 
Tehran.

Given that political parties and 
paramilitary groups were not per-
mitted in Iran, the Tehran regime 

was unable to form proxies in Syria 
like the Mehdi Army in Iraq and 
Hezbollah in Lebanon.

That changed dramatically when 
Syria’s war broke out in 2011.

Iran and Hezbollah have ultimate 
influence in regions such as the 
Qalamoun Mountains overlooking 
Lebanon and the Shia shrines in Da-
mascus itself.

If 10,000 Shias from Kefraya and 
Foua were injected into the capital, 
this would provide fertile territory 
for Hezbollah to recruit, arm and 
control, just as it did in the southern 
suburbs of Beirut.

These days, the residents of the 
northern city of Raqqa, the Islamic 
State’s de facto capital, are pre-
paring for a similar exodus as US-
backed Kurdish forces close in.

Once liberated from the Islamic 
State (ISIS), the overwhelmingly 
Sunni Arab inhabitants of Raqqa 
fear that they, too, will be chased 
out and replaced by Syrian Kurds as 
the outside powers entangled in the 
conflict vie for control of areas they 
deem vital.

The “four cities agreement” is 
the first time, however, that entire 
populations have been ushered into 
regime-held territory rather than 
booted out.

It is also the first time that demo-
graphic change has been manipu-
lated so completely, making Sunni 
towns completely Shia and trans-
forming long-time Shia villages into 
Sunni strongholds.

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

Syria’s population transfers cause sectarian upheaval
Sami Moubayed

Demographic balance. A convoy of buses carrying Sunni rebels 
and civilians, who were evacuated from Zabadani and Madaya, 
travels towards rebel-held Idlib, last April.                                   (Reuters)

Damascene Shias 
always saw themselves 
as Damascenes first 
and Shias second.
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I 

slamic State (ISIS) militants 
have refocused their efforts 
in Iraq’s western province of 
Anbar as they gradually lose 
ground to Iraqi forces in the 

country’s northern city of Mosul.
ISIS militants killed at least ten 

soldiers in the remote outpost of 
Rutba on May 2 in their latest at-
tack on security forces in the area, 
officers said.  “We had ten soldiers 
killed and six wounded in an at-
tack by Daesh early this morning,” 
an army lieutenant-colonel told 
Agence France-Presse (AFP), using 
an Arabic acronym for ISIS.

Rutba is about 390km west of 
Baghdad in the vast province of 
Anbar and is the last sizeable town 
before the border with Jordan.

Anbar is a sprawling desert prov-
ince traversed by the Euphrates 
River. It borders Syria, Jordan and 
Saudi Arabia and has long been an 
insurgent stronghold. ISIS already 
controlled parts of it when it swept 
through Iraq in 2014 and took over 
approximately one-third of the 
country.

Pro-government forces have 
since retaken most towns and cit-
ies in Anbar but ISIS militants con-
trol areas near the Syrian border 
and have desert hideouts from 
which they harass federal forces.

Figures provided to AFP by An-
bar officials indicate that at least 26 
Iraqi personnel — including mem-
bers of the border guard, the army 
and the police — have been killed 
in the area since April 23.

Military officials said ISIS was 
trying to breach the defences of 
Rutba, whose small size belies its 
strategic importance and create 
diversions to ease the pressure on 
its fighters in Mosul, AFP reported.

ISIS had carried out diversionary 
attacks in the country, including on 
Rutba, but the group is apparently 
stretched too thin to fight on many 
fronts. The attacks were aimed “at 
opening gaps in the security set-up 
around Rutba to prepare for an at-
tempt to recapture it,” a local po-
lice colonel told AFP.

“The Daesh organisation is also 
trying to ease the pressure on its 
fighters in Mosul by opening other 
fronts with the Iraqi security forc-
es, especially in Anbar,” he said.

A brigadier-general in the Iraqi 
Army estimated that ISIS controls 
about 30% of Anbar province, 
AFP said. Iraqi forces estimate the 
number of ISIS members in Mo-
sul at 200-300, mostly foreigners, 
down from nearly 6,000 when the 
offensive started. The total num-
ber of fighters aligned against ISIS 
in Mosul exceeds 100,000.

An Iraqi commander reportedly 
said he expected ISIS to be dis-
lodged from Mosul in May despite 
resistance from militants in the 
densely populated Old City dis-
trict.

The battle should be completed 
“in a maximum of three weeks,” 
the army’s chief of staff, Lieuten-
ant-General Othman al-Ghanmi, 
was quoted as saying by state-run 
newspaper al-Sabah.

A Federal Police brigade com-
mander and 18 other members of 
the Interior Ministry force were 
killed in attacks by ISIS on two po-
sitions at the edge of the Old City, 
military sources told Reuters.

The United Nations said up to 
500,000 people remain in the area, 
400,000 of whom are in the Old 
City with little food, water and 
medicine.

In an investigation by the Associ-
ated Press, survivors and witness-
es of an American air strike that 
killed more than 100 Iraqi civilians 
in the western part of Mosul on 
March 17 said ISIS did not booby-
trap the bombed building that was 
housing civilians.

Their accounts underscore how 
increased use of bombardments 
has made the fight for Mosul’s 
western sector, which began in 
mid-February, dramatically more 
destructive than the battle for its 
eastern half.

More than 1,590 residential 
buildings have been destroyed in 
western Mosul, based on analysis 
of satellite imagery and informa-
tion from local researchers, the 
United Nations said.

Air strikes killed 1,117 people in 
western Mosul in March and April 
alone, said Iraq Body Count, an in-
dependent group that documents 
casualties in the war, cross-check-
ing media reports with informa-
tion from hospitals, officials and 
other sources.

In comparison, an estimated 
1,600 civilians were killed or 
wounded from all causes during 
the 100-day campaign to recapture 
Mosul’s less densely populated 
eastern half, which began in mid-

October and ended in mid-January.
Separately, Turkey announced 

that its special forces carried out a 
military operation in Iraq’s city of 
Erbil to capture a man wanted by 
Ankara for terrorism offenses.

“Hacı Turmak, who is the mas-
termind of 59 bloody attacks in 
Turkey’s urban areas, was cap-
tured,” wrote the pro-government 
newspaper Daily Sabah.

The move marked a new devel-
opment since late April when Tur-
key launched air strikes against 
militant bases of the Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party (PKK) in northern 
Iraq.

Ali Ammar  is an Arab Weekly 
contributor (With news agencies).

ISIS turns to Anbar as it loses grip of Mosul
Ali Ammar

Still on alert. A member of the Iraqi Federal Police during clashes in western Mosul, on May 2.  (Reuters)
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At least 26 Iraqi 
security forces were 
killed by ISIS in 
Rutba in recent days.

Iraqi brigadier-
general estimates 
that ISIS controls 
30% of Anbar 
province.

Can mishandling reconstruction fuel a fresh Iraqi insurgency?

“I
raq after ISIS” is the 
catchphrase of the day in 
political and media 
circles. It assumes a new 
phase in Iraqi history, for 
which no terms have 

been agreed, offering no vision or 
guarantees that terrorism will not 
reappear.

Before Iraq can rebuild newly 
liberated provinces levelled during 
the fight against the Islamic State 
(ISIS), it must return inhabitants to 
their neighbourhoods and establish 
and safely guard the rule of law.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi’s government has amplified 
promises of grand reconstruction 
plans but, in a pattern consistent 
with the past, it has under-deliv-
ered.

Najiba Najib, a member of Iraq’s 
Parliamentary Investment Commit-
tee, has stated that foreign inves-
tors would assist the government 
by granting loans to fund invest-
ment plans and housing projects. 
The foreign firms Najib mentioned 
have not been named publicly. This 
lack of detail suggests that either 
no plan exists or its goals are unat-
tainable.

Iraq’s prime minister has singled 
out one man for the task — Mustafa 
al-Hiti, a Sunni member of parlia-
ment from Anbar province, receiv-
ing in one hand Gulf reconstruction 
dollars and a friendly pat on the 
shoulder from Abadi.

Before entering politics, Hiti co-
operated with US forces as a Sahwa 
member in 2005, fighting al-Qaeda 

targets. Al-Qaeda was expunged 
from Iraq’s western territories but 
those who secured the victory were 
betrayed. Promises by the United 
States and former Iraqi Prime 
Minister Nuri al-Maliki faded and 
only a few were compensated with 
positions in power.

Hiti, a tribal chieftain from Hit, 
north-west of Ramadi, is consid-
ered the newest hope for Iraq, 
recently chosen to restore areas 
that no longer resemble cities. He 
is in a position to satisfy the desire 
of displacing Iraqis aching to return 
home but he lacks the experience 
needed to mend Iraq’s disintegrat-
ed north-western provinces.

A member of parliament from 
Ramadi, who spoke on condition of 
anonymity, said Hiti had received 
initial funding of $250 million. As 
of now there is no publicly accessi-
ble trail to indicate whether or how 
the money has been spent.

Also, no official executive body 
has been named to oversee the 
reconstruction phase.

The same MP sounded the alarm 
about new cycles of kidnappings 
and extortion. Hiti and those em-
ployed to assist in the effort “may 
either pocket the money or be tar-
geted and forced to use reconstruc-
tion dollars to pay off ransoms,” he 
said.

Despite slow moves towards 
reconstruction, the politician said 
he believed Iraq after ISIS would 
step up the scramble for wealth 
and power. The government may 
well seize its moment and usher 
more Sunni businessmen into the 
political process to repair the image 
of the disintegrating state.

New US bases will slowly come 
into sight around liberated areas, as 
is emerging close to Rutba, which 

occupies a strategic corridor linking 
Amman to Baghdad.

As long as the likelihood of terror 
remains high, however, many view 
back-channel discussions of Iraq 
after ISIS as a trap door, behind 
which they will plead innocent 
when blamed for the rise of a new 
terrorist outfit.

Other than ingrained corrup-
tion, the twin obstacles of militia-

men, united under the Popular 
Mobilisation Forces umbrella, and 
the status of territories seized by 
Kurdish forces may eclipse hopes 
for rebuilding provinces.

Many militias view themselves 
as the custodians of the Iraqi state, 
as liberators. Despite their having 
wrested control from terrorists, 
most feared is the type of power 
they will exercise while policing 
cities. The greatest fear, with less 
than a year until Iraq’s presiden-
tial elections, is the political seats 
many believe will be granted to 
gun-wielding militias.

“Abadi has been quiet this far,” 
said Ahmad al-Mahmoud from 
the Iraqi opposition group For-
eign Relations Bureau of Iraq. “He 
just wants to survive the election 
phase, to step down from his posi-
tion as the head of state.”

Mahmoud spoke of multiple 
wars occurring under the roof of 
one country. “It’s difficult to guar-
antee the end, which war exactly? 
The nation is fighting multiple and 
at times parallel battles. Islamic 
State is part and not the entire 
problem,” Mahmoud said in an 
interview.

Until the establishment can cure 
itself of these problems, Mosul’s 
political and religious fabric cannot 
be repaired, new schools cannot 
emerge nor can the feeling of safe-
ty. Those languishing in crumbling 
encampments on the outskirts of 
Mosul and elsewhere are unsure if 
anything will be different this time 
around.

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

Nazli Tarzi

View point
Mosul’s 
political 
and 
religious 
fabric 
cannot be 
repaired.

Iraq’s prime minister singled
out Mustafa al-Hiti for the 
reconstruction task.

Mission impossible? An Iraqi worker removes 
rubble at a destroyed building in eastern 
Mosul, on April 21.                                            (Reuters)
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I 

n trying to understand the 
overall picture of the Shia 
community in Lebanon, most 
analysts claim that Lebanon’s 
two major Shia parties — Amal 

and Hezbollah — are totally domi-
nant and do not face any real op-
position. Lebanese researcher 
Hareth Sleiman, however, refutes 
this conclusion, insisting that “the 
Shia resistance to Hezbollah has 
never waned.”

“The main problem is finding 
an alternative to Hezbollah,” said 
Sleiman, who is a member of the 
executive committee of the Demo-
cratic Renewal Movement and a 
professor of political science at the 
Lebanese University.

“Many Lebanese Shias oppose 
Hezbollah and constantly disagree 
with its choices. They never miss a 
chance to express their opposition 
without endangering themselves,” 
Sleiman says.

Sleiman pointed out that Hez-
bollah’s propaganda machine has 
always denied the existence of any 
Shia opposition to its movement 
in Lebanon. This is, in part, why 
many people are unaware of the 
opposition. Even media outlets 
that pretend to oppose Hezbollah 
usually dismiss Shia opposition to 
the organisation as minor and inef-
ficient.

In the final analysis, political 
players in Lebanon find it useful to 
reduce all Lebanese Shias to Hez-
bollah. This allows them to contin-
ually extend the mandate of Nabih 
Berri as speaker of the Parliament. 
In the end, Berri, who heads the 
Amal Movement, simply repre-
sents a softer version of Hezbollah.

Sleiman spoke of many exam-
ples of Shia opposition to Hezbol-
lah. Not only were most of the 

participants in demonstrations 
against Hezbollah Shias, he said, 
the results of Lebanon’s recent 
municipal elections revealed 
strong political opposition to Hez-
bollah.

That opposition was highlighted 
by an event at the Saudi ambassa-
dor’s residence honouring Imam 
Musa al-Sadr, a former Lebanese-
Iranian Shia leader who disap-
peared in Libya in 1971. Various 
members of Lebanon’s Shia elite 
were in attendance, including 
Sadr’s daughter, Rabeb, and her 
family.

Sleiman also insisted that Hez-
bollah lacks the ability to convinc-
ingly express its views or explain 
its conduct to the Shia community 
and political elite. He interprets 
Hezbollah’s efforts to delay elec-
tions inside the Supreme Shia 
Council as indicative of strong Shia 
opposition to Hezbollah.

Commenting on the widespread 
discussions in Lebanon concern-
ing the upcoming elections and the 
new elections laws, Sleiman noted 
the absence of these discussions in 
Shia-populated areas. While some 
have attributed this to Hezbollah’s 
and Amal’s overwhelming popu-
larity in these areas, Sleiman said 
it has more to do with the lack of 
any “real” elections in majority 
Shia areas. Hezbollah and Amal do 
not allow their opponents to moni-
tor elections in these areas and the 
government has always assumed 
the role of spectator there.

Even if the new election law is 
passed, Sleiman said, there will 
never be any real elections in ma-
jority Shia areas as long as these 
elections continue to escape gov-
ernment control and are carried 
out without international moni-
toring.

Hezbollah and Amal militias 
must be prevented, by force if 
necessary, from meddling in these 
elections. Otherwise, elections 

in Shia areas will remain nothing 
more than a referendum, a term 
often used by Hezbollah and Amal 
to refer to elections.

With Donald Trump’s election as 
US president, Iran is facing some 
tough opposition. Trump often 
spoke about the necessity of con-

taining Iran’s influence in the Mid-
dle East and reviewing the United 
States’ nuclear deal with the coun-
try. Sleiman said Iran will resort 
to using Hezbollah to counteract 
American pressure by creating 
tension along the Lebanese bor-
ders with Israel.

Sleiman said that Iran and Hez-
bollah’s strategic choices lacked log-
ic and common sense. He accused 
them of readily sacrificing the fate 
of all Lebanese people — the Shia 
Lebanese in particular — to improve 
Iran’s leverage in negotiations. Slei-
man said he was certain Hezbollah 
will not hesitate to create tension 
with Israel at Iran’s request.

For Hezbollah, obeying orders 
from the Iranian Supreme Guide 
takes precedence over the interests 
of the Lebanese people, including 
the Shias.

With respect to the crisis in Syria, 
Sleiman said the popular view that 
the end is near is flawed. For him, 
the overall situation in Syria is far 
from being settled and future de-
velopments are difficult to predict. 
Syria President Bashar Assad, the 
Russians and the Iranians had been 
under the impression that the situ-
ation in Syria was evolving in their 
favour but then came the US missile 
strikes and the cards were reshuf-
fled.

The strikes also revealed that 
eliminating the Islamic State (ISIS) 
and removing Assad from power 
were among Trump’s priorities in 
the region.

In the same context, Sleiman said 
that whatever solution was adopt-
ed for the crisis in Syria, it will not 
bring an immediate end to the prob-
lems of Syrian refugees. It might be 
possible to stop all armed confron-
tations within a year but this will 
not ensure the return of refugees to 
Syria. Their return does not depend 
simply on ending hostilities but on 
effective reconstruction efforts, 
which will require an enormous 
amount of funds and at least five 
years to complete.

For Sleiman, the presence of Syr-
ian refugees is putting Lebanon 
through a tough test. There is tre-
mendous pressure on the country’s 
infrastructure and labour market 
and the state does not seem ready 
to manage the situation in the long 
term.

What matter so far are security is-
sues and preventing refugees from 
slipping into Europe. To protect the 
West, Lebanon is being transformed 
into an enormous refugee camp.

Shadi Alaa Eddine is a Lebanese 
writer.

Murky future for Hezbollah and Lebanon?
Shadi Alaa Eddine

An issue of loyalty. Lebanon’s Hezbollah members (not pictured) 
carry the movement’s f lags in Doueir village near Nabatieh in 
southern Lebanon.               (Reuters)
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Researcher Hareth 
Sleiman said that 
Iran will resort to 
using Hezbollah to 
counteract 
American pressure.

Hezbollah’s 
propaganda machine 
has always denied 
the existence of any 
Shia opposition to its 
movement. 

T
he Lebanese boast that 
their country stands 
out from the wider 
Arab region going as 
far, in a few circles, to 
deny their Arab 

lineage, tracing it back to a 
hodgepodge of ancient Semitic 
people who, according to legend, 
had a functioning democracy in 
2500BC. This false sense of 
entitlement, however, is chal-
lenged by the modern-day reality 
that the Lebanese have not gone 
to the polls to elect a new parlia-
ment since the summer of 2009.

The Lebanese political elite, 
having failed to elect a president, 
saw it appropriate to extend their 
mandate until they all agree on 
how to divide the resources of the 
state as well as settle on a new 
electoral law. The election of 
Michel Aoun as president did not 
change much of this stand-off as 
the political parties still cannot 
reach an agreeable law.

The Free Patriotic Movement, 
under the direction of Gebran 
Bassil, Aoun’s son-in-law and 
political successor, put forward 
several far-fetched electoral 
proposals that further polarised 

the sectarian divide. The two-
stage law proposed by Bassil 
essentially dictates each sect to 
vote for its legislators and thus 
would allow the Christian parties 
to elect their own members of 
parliament without recourse to 
their Muslim counterparts. Bassil 
also proposed a return of the 
Lebanese Senate.

Originally part of the 1926 
constitution, the Senate was 
suspended a year later by the 
French mandatory authorities 
and merged with the parliament 
for allegedly impeding the 
democratic process. Simply put, 
in this bicameral system, the 
Senate represents the various 
sectarian groups each repre-
sented by a senator, while the 
parliament membership is secular 
and free from any religious 
restraint.

As innocent and constructive as 
this proposal might appear, the 
timing and the manner in which 
Bassil has introduced it is perhaps 
a red herring. By introducing the 
Senate as an item for discussion 
so close to the May 15 constitu-
tional deadline for announcing 
elections, Bassil was, in fact, 
nipping this initiative in the bud.

Reactivating the Senate would 
virtually be a first step towards 
abolishing political sectarianism, 
as stipulated (Article 95) in the 
Taif Accord, which ended the 15 
years of civil war.

However, it is no secret that 
Aoun and Bassil by extension 
have never recognised Taif. They 
view it as disenfranchising to the 
Christians and that it, therefore, 
should be rescinded.

More importantly, to put forth 
such a drastic amendment to the 
Lebanese governance structure 
requires amendments to the 
constitution, something requiring 
local consensus or regional and 
international resolve, which are 
both lacking.

If Bassil truly wants to abolish 
sectarianism as he claims, he 
ought to start by proposing a 
modern electoral law instead of 
the current exclusionist and 
alienating law he is peddling.

Upon proper examination, 
Bassil or anyone keen for the 
Senate can have recourse to the 
pre-existing table of dialogue, 
which was created in 2006 and 
includes representatives, or 
virtually senators, of all the 
sectarian groups. This quasi-sen-
ate does not require constitu-
tional amendments but merely an 
open invitation from Aoun, who 
would subsequently lead it.

The underlining constitutional 
premise of the Senate, an assem-
bly of wise people, is to monitor 
and reassess the work of the lower 
house and in the case of Lebanon 
potentially serve to abolish 
political sectarianism. Successful 
reform, however, does not only 

Searching for the Lebanese Senate
require action but rather good 
intentions, as these moral 
undertones are an essential 
element for the Lebanese factions 
to shed their fears and come 
together if they truly hope to 
break the current deadlock.

At the Free Patriotic Movement 
headquarters in Beirut, the main 
meeting room is adorned by a 
quote from Michel Chiha, the 
father of the constitution and a 
patron of Lebanon’s so-called 
Phoenician legacy “to eliminate a 
sect in Lebanon is trying to 
eliminate Lebanon.” Conse-
quently, it might be wise, or 
perhaps pressing, that Bassil 
practises what he preaches and 
goes ahead with a consensual 
electoral law that would ensure 
timely elections and set the stage 
for constitutional reform in the 
not-so-distant future.

Anything beyond the aforemen-
tioned would be a reckless act 
that would make Lebanon’s 
democratic legacy a thing of the 
past, as of May 15, the date of the 
next parliament session, all sides 
involved should exhibit wisdom 
and foresight or face a bleaker 
future that no senate would 
salvage.

Makram Rabah is a lecturer at the 
American University of Beirut and 
author of “A Campus at War: 
Student Politics at the American 
University of Beirut, 1967-1975”.

Makram 
Rabah

View point
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All sides involved should 
exhibit wisdom and foresight 
or face a bleaker future that no 
senate would salvage. 
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Amman

J 

ordan is grappling with its 
refugee crisis, mulling what 
to do with the large number 
of people who continue to 
flee the war in Syria, which 

started more than six years ago.
Convened under the theme “Hu-

man Security: International Com-
munity Obligations and Hosting 
Communities’ Role,” the Second In-
ternational Conference for Refugees 
in the Middle East met in Amman.

Organised by the Refugees, Dis-
placed Persons and Forced Migra-
tion Studies Centre at northern Jor-
dan’s Yarmouk University, which 
conducts research and studies on 
issues related to refugees and dis-
placed persons, the conference fo-
cused on the need to continue sup-
port for Jordan as it carries on with 
its humanitarian mission of hosting 
refugees.

Jordanian Minister of Planning 
and International Cooperation 
Imad Fakhoury opened the event 
by stressing that the refugees’ cri-
sis has been a critical issue for six 
years.

“Jordan’s population is 9.5 mil-
lion, in which 6.6 million are Jor-
danians,” he said. “The kingdom’s 
population grew tenfold in the last 
55 years and the last six years put 
a lot of pressure on the various key 
sectors in Jordan due to the refu-
gees’ crisis, as hosting them costs 
25% of the total budget of Jordan.”

Fakhoury said there were approx-
imately 1.3 million Syrian refugees 
in Jordan, which also hosts Pales-
tinian and Iraqi refugees.

Data indicate that 657,000 Syrian 
refugees are registered with the UN 
refugee agency. About 177,070 are in 
Amman, 158,585 in Mafraq, 108,826 
in Zarqa and 135,535 in Irbid.

Yarmouk University President Re-
fat al-Faouri said Jordan was doing 
what it can despite the country’s 
small size and limited resources.

“As part of the Yarmouk Univer-
sity social responsibility we have 
signed an agreement with the UN-
ESCO to cover the education of 175 
Syrian refugee students,” he said.

Fawaz Momani, director of the 
Refugees, Displaced Persons and 
Forced Migration Studies Centre, 
said: “The convening of this con-
ference came as a warning sign at a 
time when the number of refugees 
in the world reached 65 million, 
who were forced to leave their coun-
tries due to persecution, torture and 
abuse.”

“Europe receives 6% of them, 
while 86% are still in low-income 
countries, which is an indication of 
the fragility of the global system in 
dealing with asylum issues and their 
consequences,” Momani added.

He stated that the centre recently 
completed three pilot projects to 
improve the quality of life for Syrian 
refugees in Jordan.

“We have the smart electronic 
platforms that employ e-guidance 
that will provide social and mental 
health services to refugees through 
smart phones, e-learning and the 
third related to the launch of the Sa-
hel Horan FM radio station for Syr-
ian refugees,” he said.

Maram Ababneh, from Jordan’s 
Ministry of Awqaf Islamic Affairs 
and Holy Places, said conferences 
give hope to a humanitarian issue 
that has been troubling the region, 
especially Jordan, for a long time.

“For years now, government and 
public have been involved in such 
a huge issue, and most of us have 
been contributing time and effort 
based on ‘helping each other’ be-
cause we cannot watch the crisis 
and just stand still,” said Ababneh, 
who led a charity campaign in her 
hometown of Irbid.

“We have assisted around 30 Syr-

ian families who escaped the atroci-
ties and killings in their country and 
provided them with blankets, food, 
heaters and necessary items and we 
at the ministry have been involved 
in teaching and training refugees for 
such a long time,” she added.

The UNHCR said that, of the total 
number of registered Syrian refu-
gees who live outside camps, about 
49% are aged 18-59. Those aged 5-11 
years total about 19% of those reg-
istered Syrians. About 80 children 
are born in the Zaatari, the oldest of 
the Jordan-based camps, each week, 
and 57% of the population is under 
the age of 18.

Among those attending the con-
ference were Jordanians who were 
not happy with the presence of refu-
gees in their country.

“We don’t want financial support. 
We want the refugees to leave the 
country,” said Abu Khaled, who re-
fused to give his full name.

Roufan Nahhas is a journalist based 
in Jordan.

Jordan looks for new answers to refugee crisis
Roufan Nahhas

Destination unknown.  Young 
Syrian refugees are seen at 
Jordan’s Zaatari camp, last 
month.                                     (AFP)
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Syrian refugees 
represent almost 
20% of Jordan’s total 
population.

London

J 

ordan appears to be taking 
steps in support of women’s 
rights following protests 
against its policies but crit-
ics say the new moves are not 

enough.
The Jordanian government 

scraped a law that allows rapists to 
marry their victims to avoid being 
sentenced to prison.

“This is a great achievement that 
came following thorough delibera-
tions by legal experts and activists 
for over a year,” Jordanian Justice 
Minister Bassam Talhouni told the 
Jordan Times.

Jordan’s women’s rights advoca-
cy group Tadhamun welcomed the 
changes to Article 308 of the penal 
code. The move was viewed as an 
achievement by civil society, which 
has pressured the government.

Critics, however, called for scrap-
ping the entire provision, which in-
cludes a clause suspending criminal 
prosecution if the sexual activity 

with females aged 15-18 was con-
sensual.

Talhouni said: “We kept this 
clause to protect the victim, espe-
cially since it is consensual and she 
willingly accepted to get married.”

In another significant develop-
ment for women’s rights, Jordan’s 
Cassation Court toughened sen-
tences by a criminal court against 
two men convicted of killing their 
sister in a so-called honour killing.

The initial sentences were seven-
and-a-half years for one brother 
and ten years in prison for the other 
but they were changed to 15 and 20 
years, respectively.

“What the defendants did vio-
lates religious teachings that forbid 
taking the life of any human being,” 
the Cassation Court ruled.

The move was an explicit mes-
sage that the court would be taking 
tougher measures against similar 
crimes.

“We want to send a strong mes-
sage to the people that killing wom-
en in the name of family honour will 
no longer be tolerated by our court,” 
Judge Mohammad Tarawneh, one 
of the five justices at the Cassation 
Court, told the Jordan Times.

The ruling “will set a precedent 
and will become the rule in line of 
which other verdicts in similar cir-
cumstances will be handled in the 
future,” he added.

Rothna Begum, a researcher in 

Women’s Rights Division at Human 
Rights Watch (HRW), said the ruling 
was “a hugely important move for 
fighting impunity for ‘honour’ kill-
ings.”

Begum urged more action: “Jor-
danian authorities should work 
with activists, local women’s rights 
organisations, religious and com-
munity leaders, police officials, so-
cial workers, teachers and health 
workers to protect potential victims 
and to help combat discriminatory 
attitudes.”

“The Jordanian authorities 
should follow through on penal 
code reforms, provide victim-cen-
tred protection including shelter 
for those at risk, and combat harm-
ful norms and gender discrimi-
nation that drive such violence 
through education and public 
awareness,” she said in a statement 
from HRW.

Rights activists have stepped up 
campaigns against “honour kill-
ings,” increasing pressure on the 
government.

Last September, a petition ini-
tiated by the Jordanian National 
Commission for Women (JNCW) 
to “stop murder crimes commit-
ted against women and girls” 
called for the revision of the pe-
nal code that allows judges to 
reduce sentences for “honour” 
crimes.

Last December, Jordan’s Iftaa 
Department issued a fatwa stat-
ing that “honour killings” are 
against Islamic law.

“Anyone who kills his relative 
claiming that he wants to cleanse 
the [family] honour is committing 
an act against sharia and should 
be held accountable,” it said.

“There should be no reduced 
sentences for a relative [who 
commits the crime] or if he based 
his actions on suspicions… be-
cause the judiciary is the only 
authority that is entitled to issue 
verdicts and enact them.”

In February, around 25-30 pro-
testers gathered in front of the 
Jordanian Parliament to call for 
the repeal of the article of the 
Jordanian Penal Code that allows 
for perpetrators of “‘honour kill-
ings” to benefit from mitigation, 
Nora Baksh wrote on the website 
GlobalVoices.org.

Mamoon Alabbasi is an Arab 
Weekly contributing editor in 
London.

Critics see new steps on rape, ‘honour killings’ in Jordan as ‘not enough’
Mamoon Alabbasi

‘Not enough’. Jordanian women take part in a demonstration in 
Amman to press for reforms.                   (AFP)

Local and international 
rights activists have 
stepped up their 
campaigns against 
“honour killings.”
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H 

amas has softened its 
stance on israel but the 
palestinian movement, 
which runs the gaza 
strip, must do more to 

convince the world to end its isola-
tion, analysts said.

The islamist movement unveiled 
a policy document that they said 
was an attempt to ease tensions 
with regional allies and assuage 
hostilities with global powers.

The 5-page programme, a result of 
four years of internal deliberations, 
was presented may 1 at a news con-
ference in doha, qatar, by khaled 
meshaal, the hamas leader in exile.

While still attacking israel, the 
document accepts for the first time 
pre-1967 armistice lines as a matter 
of “national consensus” — in what 
many interpreted as implicitly ac-
cepting the existence of israel.

“Hamas is willing to negotiate a 
sovereign and independent state 
with jerusalem as its capital” me-
shaal said. Hamas officials, howev-
er, said that it did not amount to a 
recognition of israel.

The document also says hamas’s 
struggle is not against jews because 
of their religion but against israel 
as an occupier, with hamas officials 
stressing it was a shift.

“Hamas’s struggle is not with 
jews or their faith, but is a strug-
gle against zionism and its aggres-
sions.” Meshaal said.

The document reflects a “reason-
able hamas that is serious about 
dealing with the reality and the re-
gional and international surround-
ings, while still representing the 
cause of its people,” said meshaal.

Another hamas leader, ahmed 
yousef, told agence france-presse 
(afp) the updated charter was “more 

moderate, more measured and 
would help protect us against ac-
cusations of racism, anti-semitism 
and breaches of international law.”

However, the islamist movement 
will not negotiate directly with isra-
el and the original 1988 charter will 
not be dropped, just supplemented, 
in a move analysts see as a way of 
maintaining the backing of hardlin-
ers.

“It is a piece of paper. We will see 
if there is a real shift or if it is win-
dow dressing,” one unidentified 
western diplomat told afp.

Israel rejected the document, 
with prime minister binyamin ne-
tanyahu’s spokesman accusing 
hamas of “attempting to fool the 
world.”

The document made no refer-
ence to the muslim brotherhood, of 
which hamas was a splinter move-
ment.

“Hamas has been isolated re-
gionally and internationally since 
the outbreak of the so-called ‘arab 
spring’ and the exclusion of the 
muslim brotherhood in egypt,” 
mukhaimer abu saada, a political 
analyst in gaza, told afp.

“It is about assuring egypt and 
the other arab states there is no re-
lationship between hamas (and the 
brotherhood),” added abu saada.

It is not clear if the changes will be 
enough to improve relations with 
egypt, which, along with israel, has 
been enforcing a crippling border 
blockade against the hamas-ruled 
gaza strip since the group seized the 
territory in 2007.

Us congressman ed royce, chair-
man of the house foreign affairs 
committee, offered a rare reaction, 
downplaying the document’s sig-
nificance.

“Until hamas recognises israel’s 
right to exist, its words are mean-
ingless. I will see to it that hamas 
remains designated a terrorist or-
ganisation as long as it continues to 
launch rocket attacks against israeli 
civilians,” he said in a statement.

The group reaffirmed that it would 
not recognise israel, renounce vio-
lence or recognise previous interim 
israeli-palestinian peace deals — the 
west’s long-standing conditions for 
dealing with hamas.

The new platform seemed to 
cement the ideological divide be-
tween hamas and its main political 
rival, the fatah movement of west-
ern-backed palestinian president 
mahmoud abbas.

Hamas drove out forces loyal to 
abbas in its 2007 takeover of gaza, 
a year after defeating fatah in pales-
tinian parliament elections. Recon-
ciliation efforts have failed.

The hamas manifesto was re-
leased at a time of escalating ten-
sions between the two sides. In re-
cent weeks, abbas has threatened to 
exert financial pressure, including 
cutting wage payments and aid to 
gaza, as a way of forcing hamas to 
cede ground.

“There shall be no recognition of 
the legitimacy of the zionist entity,” 
the document says.

The palestine liberation organisa-
tion, now led by abbas, exchanged 
letters of mutual recognition with 
israel in 1993.

The hamas document said it con-
sidered armed resistance against 
occupation as a strategic choice and 
that the group “rejects any attempt 
to undermine the resistance and its 
arms.”

Abbas has been an outspoken op-
ponent of violence, saying it under-
cuts palestinian interests.

Hamas said meshaal’s replace-
ment was to be named this month 
after secret leadership elections. 
Two contenders for the no. 1 Spot 
are former hamas leader moussa 
abu marzouk and a former hamas 
official ismail haniyeh.

The document was welcomed by 
the popular front for the liberation 

of palestine (pflp), a small marxist–
leninist palestinian group. Kayed 
al-ghul, a member of the pflp’s po-
litical bureau, said the new position 
of hamas is now closer to that of his 
group, especially with regards to 
the focus on palestinian rights.

Reactions to the document in the 
arab media were mixed. The qatari 
al-watan newspaper said the move 
displayed “political maturity” by 
hamas while lebanon’s pro-hezbol-
lah newspaper portrayed the move 
as selling out palestinian rights.  A 
number of egyptian newspapers 
focused on the fact that the docu-
ment does not mention the muslim 
brotherhood, which cairo consid-
ers a terrorist group, without much 
commentary.

(With news agencies).

Hamas ‘window dressing’ unlikely to end its isolation
Ali Ammar

Mixed reactions. Hamas leader Khaled Meshaal talks in Doha, on May 1.    (Reuters)
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Analysts see the move 
as an attempt by Hamas 
to ease tensions with 
regional allies.
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Silencing critics will only reinforce image of Israel as a bully

I 

n recent years Israel has 
been developing approaches 
to combat the criticism it 
receives, both for the lack of 
progress towards peace with 
the Palestinians and 

increasingly for policies it 
develops and implements.

This can be traced to a signifi-
cant 2010 report, produced by the 
Reut Institute, that claimed: “Is-
rael has been subjected to increas-
ingly harsh criticism around the 
world, resulting in an erosion of 
its international image and exact-
ing a tangible strategic price.”

It identified what it calls “the 
Delegitimisation Network” and 
claimed that it “tarnishes Israel’s 
reputation, constrains its military 
capabilities and advances the One-
State Solution.”

The Reut report diagnosed 
Israel’s predicament as facing “a 
systemic, systematic and in-
creasingly effective assault on its 
political and economic model.” It 
suggested that “faced with a po-
tentially existential threat, Israel 
must treat it as such by focusing 
its intelligence agencies on this 
challenge; allocating appropriate 
resources; developing new knowl-
edge, designing a strategy, execut-
ing it; and debriefing itself.”

The report suggested that, to 
combat the “delegitimisers,” Israel 

should adopt “relationship-based 
diplomacy with elites;” “engage 
the critics;” “isolate the delegiti-
misers;” “NGOs to engage with 
NGOs;” “mobilise Jewish and Is-
raeli diaspora communities;” “let 
the local pro-Israel community 
lead the effort and reorganisation 
of the foreign affairs establish-
ment.”

Since the publication of the 
report, it would appear Israel has 
taken its recommendations on 
board. It has certainly strength-
ened its relationship-based 
diplomacy with elite figures and 
institutions, most significantly 
perhaps in the United States and 
Britain.

All major US presidential candi-
dates in 2016 except Bernie Sand-
ers addressed the conference of 
the American Israel Public Affairs 
Committee (AIPAC) — the main Is-
rael lobby group — affirming their 
unequivocal support for Israel. In 
Britain, Prime Minister Theresa 
May addressed the Conservative 
Friends of Israel expressing her 
unshakeable commitment to the 
country.

Israel has attempted to draw a 
distinction between “legitimate 
criticism”’ and ”demonisation 
and delegitimisation” by trying to 
establish a line of criticism that, if 
crossed, moves into demonisation 
and criticism.

Here, too, Britain and the United 
States have moved to support this 
and indeed to accuse the United 
Nations and some of its agen-
cies, including the Human Rights 

Council (UNHRC) and UNESCO, as 
having crossed it. Britain put the 
UNHRC “on notice” for its focus 
on Israel and the United States re-
cently moved to shift the focus of 
the UN Security Council’s security 
concerns in the region to Iran.

A special focus of Israel’s efforts 
to distinguish between “critics” 
and “deligitimisers” has been the 
Boycott, Divestment and Sanc-
tions (BDS) movement. While 
on the one hand dismissing its 
effectiveness, it has identified it 
as an “existential threat.” It set up 
a task force, initially funded with 
$25 million, under the Strategic 
Affairs Ministry led by Gilad Erdan 
to target the BDS movement.

In February 2016, during the 
Global Coalition for Israel confer-
ence in Jerusalem, Erdan outlined 
Israel’s strategies for combating 
the movement that has gained 
momentum in recent years. Erdan 
said he hoped that the meeting 
would signify a turning point in 
the fight against delegitimisa-
tion. “BDS is spreading to more 
and more countries and fields” he 
said. His colleague Yisrael Katz, 
minister for transportation went 
further, saying: “Israel must carry 
out targeted civil thwarting of the 
leadership [of BDS].”

Erdan concluded by stating that 
Jewish communities around the 
world play a crucial role. Telling 
them “you are on the ground and 
know what is going on.” “I can’t 
do it alone. We are all on the front 
line together,” he said.

A combination of mobilising 

the elite and what are claimed to 
be “jewish community” organisa-
tions, which are in fact pro-israel 
organisations, has seen a marked 
rise in the silencing or at least the 
attempted silencing of israel’s 
critics. This has targeted “centres 
for delegitimisation,” identified by 
the reut report — namely london, 
paris, toronto, madrid, brussels 
and the san francisco bay area.

Attempts to silence critics 
have included the conflation of 
anti-semitism and anti-zionism 
through the creation and promo-
tion of a definition of the former 
to encompass criticism of israel 
and labelling bds as anti-semitic. 
Venues that are booked to host 
pro-palestinian events have been 
targeted and warned that they are 
hosting “anti-semitic” events or 
allowing platforms to anti-semites 
and “promoters of terror.”

Recently, the israeli knesset 
passed a law banning proponents 
of bds from entering israel, even if 
they promote a boycott of illegal 
settlements. If fully implemented, 
the law, which was heavily criti-
cised even by jewish organisations 
in the west, would also deny entry 
to jews who promote boycotts.

Observers said the attempts to 
silence critics were not working 
but were reinforcing israel’s im-
age of a bully that claims to be a 
democracy but then silences free 
speech, a key democratic value.

Kamel hawwash is a britain-based 
palestinian university professor 
and writer.
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A 

s battles waged by Iraqi 
forces against Islamic 
State (ISIS) militants in 
Mosul appear to be head-
ing to an end, politicians 

in the war-torn country are turning 
their rhetorical guns on each other 
on various online platforms.

With general and local elections 
scheduled for 2018, politicians are 
already using what they sometimes 
refer to as “electronic armies” to 
promote themselves or have a dig 
at their competitors on social me-
dia.

Sometimes the members of these 
electronic armies use their real so-
cial media accounts but at other 
times it is assumed they hide be-
hind fake identities. There have 
been a number of pages and groups 
set up to support one political 
group or another.

“They are electronic militias, not 
armies,” said Hiwa Othman, a mem-
ber of the Iraqi Media Net Trustees 
Board. “These electronic militias do 
nothing but attack each other.”

Alya Mahdy, a political research-
er who monitors online accounts, 
said the phenomenon began during 
the 2010 general elections but that 
it was not so extreme.

“Every leading politician has 
his own [electronic army], trying 
to win the war against whom he 
thinks are his foes,” Mahdy said. 
“They are competing for bigger 
roles in the political arena post-ISIS 
and over coming elections. For this 
end, they are ready to do anything.”

Mahdy said the most active ac-
counts are those that belong to sup-
porters of former Prime Minister 
and current Vice-President Nuri 
al-Maliki, followed by the accounts 
of supporters of Prime Minister  
Haider al-Abadi.

Several high-profile parliamen-
tarians enjoy significant support 
from dedicated online activists, 
said Mahdy, adding that in many 
cases the electronic armies receive 

salaries from the politicians.
Mahdy said some of the groups 

engage in sectarian rhetoric as they 
promote Shia or Sunni politicians. 
“They are pouring the oil on the 
sectarian fire as they try to guaran-
tee the votes for the coming elec-
tions,” she said.

Political analyst Raheem Shim-
mary warned that sometimes these 
electronic armies were involved in 
spreading false information, which 
means the public is likely to be mis-
led as the online posts are not sub-
jected to fact-checking.

There are reportedly 14 million 
Iraqi users of Facebook, which 
Shimmary said was fertile ground 
for political rumours and fighting 
in Iraq. These users sometimes “en-
gage in political conflicts that draw 
their attention away from real cor-
ruption scandals,” he said.

Shimmary also pointed to Maliki 

as the Iraqi politician who has the 
biggest electronic army while at the 
same time issuing statements that 
criticise social media pages that are 
allegedly fabricating news and pub-
lishing rumours.

A recently leaked video, purport-
edly showing six young men work-
ing as members of Maliki’s electron-
ic army, has been frequently shared 
on Facebook. Local media reports 
alleged that thousands of dollars 
are being paid monthly to activists 
to praise one politician and attack 
another.

There are other occasions of irony 
in which high-profile politicians 
who have electronic armies of their 
own criticise rival politicians for us-
ing their electronic armies. In one 
instance, Member of Parliament 
Hanan al-Fatlawi lashed out against 
the prime minister’s electronic 
army for allegedly fabricating ru-
mours against her on social media.

She wrote on her official Face-
book page: “It appears that Abadi’s 
electronic army has gone complete-
ly bankrupt…it is living in a state of 
hysteria and didn’t find anything 
better to do other than fabricating 
and say cheap lies.”

Fatlawi also took aim at the 
source of funding for these pages: 
“They spread [lies] using their 
pages which are financed by money 
from poor people, not from the in-
heritance of Abadi and his family.”

Her attack on the prime minister 

drew condemnation from commen-
tators on Facebook, including Mem-
ber of Parliament Ebtisam al-Hilali, 
who said that Abadi’s online sup-
porters are Iraqis who defend his re-
cord in office and are not paid. Aba-
di’s electronic armies exist only “in 
the mind of losers,” charged Hilali.

Husam Ali, an Iraqi observer, said 
the online wars were confusing 
public opinion and not allowing for 
accurate debate on important topics 
to take place.

“Social media became the newest 
political platform in Iraq,” Ali said. 
“The cyberwars are helping the cur-
rent political status quo, as well as 
corruption, to continue.”

Iraqi social media users should be 
protected by law from such misin-
formation, Ali said.

Nermeen Mufti is an Iraqi 
journalist based in Baghdad.

In war-torn Iraq, political rivals wage battles online
Nermeen Mufti

Wars online. A file picture shows an Iraqi man looking at the official website of Iraqi Vice-President Nuri al-Maliki after it was hacked.   (AFP)                                  
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B
ritish parliamentar-
ians have taken a stern 
view of social media 
companies’ behav-
iour. They are too lax, 
the lawmakers say, 

towards content that promotes 
communal hatred, spurs extrem-
ist thoughts and deeds and gener-
ally lessens the love. This may 
make for good politics but is 
rather shaky policy, if indeed 
such fulminations can be called 
policy.

Consider the parliamentarians’ 
view of unlawful online content. 
“What is illegal offline should be 
illegal — and enforced — online,” 
thundered the report issued by 
the House of Commons Home 
Affairs Committee. That is an 
unexceptionable idea. No one 
would disagree with Britain 
requiring the prompt removal of 
illegal online content, going by 
the principle of holding the 
virtual world to the same stand-
ards as the real world.

They expect stringent self-
regulation but the real world does 
not rely on this to enforce the 
law. So why bang the drum for 
social media self-regulation? 
Why require Google, Facebook, 
Twitter and others to police 
themselves? They have not done 
it so far, according to the lawmak-
ers, so why go with hope over 
experience? Instead, why not 

advise the British government to 
devote resources to online 
policing in the same way as it 
pays for a police force to patrol 
the streets, stand guard at 
airports, railway stations and 
government buildings and to 
record and investigate public 
complaints?

Obviously, an online police 
force would create its own 
problems, not least how to 
safeguard individual privacy and 
personal freedoms, but it may not 
be too outrageous to consider 
online search warrants for social 
media accounts, similar perhaps 
to those required by offline police 
to enter someone’s home.

The Metropolitan Police’s 
Counter Terrorism Internet 
Referral Unit monitors social 
media content for extremist 
material. This is fine for big-
ticket investigations but hardly 
enough to prevent the sort of 
mass online breaking of laws that 
British members of parliament 
seem so exercised about.

Social media networks cannot 
really be compared to the British 
press so the case for self-regula-
tion should not really apply to 
Google, Facebook, Twitter and 
others. Though both social media 
and the British press are run as 
commercial ventures — more 
eyeballs means greater profit and 
a better balance sheet — the 
British press has traditionally 
responded rather well to self-
regulation. The phone-hacking 
scandal that came to light in 2011 
revolved around the illegal 
news-gathering practices of a 
popular tabloid owned by media 

tycoon Rupert Murdoch. It was 
the exception, not the rule.

After the scandal, there were 
attempts to improve the setting 
and enforcing of press standards 
without heavy-handed govern-
ment regulation. Amid much 
recent ferment over regulatory 
bodies, Britain now has two — the 
3-year-old Independent Press 
Standards Organisation, which 
oversees the majority of newspa-
pers, magazines and news 
websites, and its year-old rival, 
the officially recognised Impress.

Both have their detractors and 
British media regulation and 
redress in cases of abuse are 
certainly not perfect but the UK 
press, which is subject to con-
stant government and public 
scrutiny, knows that the stakes 
are high. Except for a few repeat 
offenders, the media generally 
behave with propriety and are 
anxious to demonstrate probity. 
It is worth noting that a media 
outlet is assumed to be in control 
of its content, something that 
social media platforms are not.

This brings us back to the 
question of errant social media 
and the issue of self-regulation. 
There is little evidence of it, other 
than the fact that each platform 
pays content moderators to 
maintain order, even if only 
minimally. One of the chief 
complaints of British MPs is that 
social media companies are quick 
to crack down on copyright 
infringement, because it poses 
commercial risks, but are more 
relaxed about content that could 
imperil public safety.

Additionally, in December, 

An online Interpol to crack down on social media criminality?
Google, Facebook, Twitter and 
Microsoft pledged to create a 
shared database of unique digital 
fingerprints to identify images 
and videos that promote terror-
ism.

Clearly, neither of these 
measures is judged to be working 
well enough by Britain’s lawmak-
ers. They want more.

And they can have it but only if 
they are willing to pay for it. The 
British government would have 
to agree to devote resources to 
treating online criminality the 
same as offline.

As a thought experiment, this 
leads us into uncharted waters. 
Should online policing have its 
own version of Interpol, the 
nearly 100-year-old International 
Criminal Police Organisation that 
shares information across its 190 
member countries?

In December, Interpol Secre-
tary-General Jurgen Stock told a 
meeting of MENA  law enforce-
ment officials in Algiers that the 
region was a “linchpin” in the 
organisation’s fight against 
terrorism, cyber-crime and 
organised crime. Interpol tackles 
transnational criminality. An 
internet-focused Interpol would 
deal with the same sort of 
troubling issues — terrorism, hate 
speech, child pornography — that 
bloom and flourish on social 
media platforms, which of course 
know no borders.

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

ven though Turkish Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Erdog-
an has accused European 
leaders of behaving like 
Nazis and the European 

Union has effectively frozen Tur-
key’s membership negotiations, nei-
ther side wants to be the first to end 
Ankara’s decades-old bid to join the 
bloc.

Ever since the European Union 
formally recognised Turkey as a 
candidate to join the expanding 
group of countries in 1999, there 
has been a pretence on both sides, 
diplomats said: Turkey pretended 
it wanted to join and the European 
Union pretended it wanted to have 
Turkey as a member.

The European Union aimed to 
bind Turkey to its values enshrined 
in the Copenhagen criteria for mem-
bership; adherence to democracy 
and respect for human rights within 
a fully functioning market economy.

Turkey hoped for better access 
to lucrative EU markets, economic 
growth and prosperity. Turkish 
companies have thrived under the 
EU customs union Turkey joined in 
1995, helping propel it to become 
the world’s 17th biggest economy.

Erdogan’s Justice and Develop-
ment Party (AKP), which emerged 
from a string of banned Islamist 
parties to come to power in 2002, 
also saw value in a number of EU 
demands, not least its insistence on 
civilian control over the military. 

Turkey’s secularist generals had car-
ried out three coups since 1960 and 
toppled the country’s first Islamist-
led government in 1997.

Then a rising star within Turkey’s 
growing Islamist movement and 
mayor of Istanbul, Turkey’s biggest 
city and economic hub, Erdogan set 
out his views on democracy. “Ac-
cording to us, democracy can never 
be an aim, democracy is a vehicle,” 
he said in a 1997 speech. A year later, 
he told an interviewer: “Democracy 
is a tram. Once we reach our destina-
tion, we get off.”

Turkish opposition leaders argue 
that Erdogan has remained true to 
his words after a narrow victory in 
an April 16 referendum giving the 
presidency wide-ranging executive 
powers and weakening parliamen-
tary oversight. If he wins the next 
presidential election in 2019, Erdog-
an could rule almost outright when 
all the changes go into effect.

The European Parliament’s rap-
porteur on Turkey Kati Piri called 
for Ankara’s bid to join the union to 
be suspended.

April 16, she said, was “a sad day 
for all democrats because it is clear 
that, with such a constitution, Tur-
key cannot become a member of 
the EU… the EU should officially 
suspend the accession process if the 
constitutional changes are imple-
mented unchanged.”

Ankara’s accession efforts should 
not be scrapped for good and Turkey 
should remain a candidate country 
as an “anchor for reforms,” Piri said.

“In Turkey, changes are possible 
in the future and I continue to be-
lieve in a joint future for Turkey and 
the EU but I am also realistic and 
acknowledge that this is unlikely to 
happen under the current political 
leadership in Turkey,” she told the 
European Parliament.

Her words provoked an angry re-
sponse from Erdogan, who said the 
European Union had to open talks 
on the chapters — policy areas — in 
which candidate countries must 
comply to join the bloc. Since the 

EU accession process began in 2005, 
talks on 16 of the 35 chapters have 
been opened but have concluded on 
just one.

“There is no option other than 
opening chapters that you have not 
opened until now,” Erdogan said. “If 
you open, then great. If you don’t 
open, then goodbye.”

EU foreign policy chief Federica 
Mogherini clarified the union’s posi-
tion on Turkey’s accession process. 
“It is not suspended, nor ended but, 
as you might know, we are currently 
not working on opening any new ne-
gotiation chapter,” she said at an EU 
foreign ministers’ meeting in Malta 
at the end of April.

That, in effect, means that Tur-
key’s EU bid is frozen but not dead. 

EU countries are reluctant to fully 
end the accession process fearing 
Erdogan might carry out his threat 
to abandon a deal to stop the 3 mil-
lion Syrian refugees in Turkey from 
heading to Europe.

“How can we ignore Turkey? We 
have to fight terrorism; we want 
Turkey to respect the migration deal 
we have,” French Foreign Minister 
Jean-Marc Ayrault said in Malta. 
“Nobody wants a break-up with Tur-
key. It is up to them to say what they 
want.”

Erdogan repeated his threat to 
have a referendum on whether to 
pursue Turkey’s EU bid but has 
stopped short of taking steps to 
bring it about or pulling out of the 
process without a national vote, 

which he and his majority in parlia-
ment have the power to do.

That would endanger Turkey’s 
profitable customs union with the 
Euroepean Union. Apart from An-
dorra and San Marino, Turkey is the 
only non-member country to have a 
customs union with the European 
Union.

Dismissing Austrian calls for for-
mally suspending Turkey’s acces-
sion talks right away, German For-
eign Minister Sigmar Gabriel held 
out the possibility of enhancing the 
customs union with Turkey.

“It does not improve things by 
cancelling something before we 
have something new to offer,” Gabri-
el said in Malta. “We can try to open 
new channels for negotiations.”

EU and Turkey reluctant to end entry talks
The Arab Weekly staff

Uneasy talks. Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu (L) talks with High Representative of the 
European Union for Foreign Affairs Federica Mogherini before a meeting with EU foreign ministers in 
Valletta in Malta, last April.                                                     (Reuters)

Shattered lives. Relatives of suspects accused 
of involvement in last year’s failed coup in 
Turkey sit in front of the Sincan Prison in 
Ankara, last February.                                          (AFP)
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O
ptimists predicted 
that once Turkish 
President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan had 
won the referendum 
giving his office 

more power, he would start 
showing signs of softening. How 
wrong they were. The opposite 
happened.

Following the April 16 referen-
dum, party membership was 
once more possible for Erdogan. 
He was keen on being approved 
in a ceremony and has delivered 
a speech as a member of the 
Justice and Development Party 
(AKP).

It was the same rhetoric, as 
loud as ever. Talking about those 
affected by the purge, Erdogan 
said: “There could be those who 
would meet you, shedding tears. 
Don’t ever show mercy for those 
whining. If we show mercy, we 
turn into those to be shown 
mercy.”

Meanwhile, decrees keep 
landing. Two new ones meant 
that nearly 4,000 more people 
were sacked. Among them were 
484 academicians, which 
brought the number of cleansed 
scholars to more than 8,000 
since the coup attempt in July 
2016. In total, nearly 150,000 
people have been removed from 
their jobs.

This has taken a heavy toll. A 
report by the main opposition 
party, the Republican People’s 

Party (CHP), said that since July 
20, the date of the implementa-
tion of emergency rule, at least 
37 people have committed 
suicide, most of them civil 
servants. After the latest decrees 
were issued, two police officers 
ended their lives, using, like 
many others, pistols provided to 
them by the state.

The BBC reported that a senior 
teacher, Ergul Yildiz,  killed 
himself on Teachers’ Day last 
November soon after being 
purged. His brother said Yildiz 
was unable to get over being 
sacked. He changed completely, 
the brother said, and “what upset 
him most of all was that people 
were turning their faces away 
whenever they saw him on the 
street. People he knew had 
stopped talking to him.”

The family felt the humiliation, 
too.

Then, there are those who 
seem to be doomed to an exist-
ence in the twilight zone. 
Excommunicated, in contempla-
tion over whether the life that 
they have been forced into is 
worth living any longer.

One of them was public 
prosecutor Seyfullah Cakmak, 
who has been kept in solitary 
confinement for 275 days. 
Accused of being part of the 
Gulen Movement, which Erdogan 
considers a terrorist organisation 
that was behind the coup 
attempt, Cakmak had been 
sacked from his job, his salary 
terminated.

It was his wife who brought his 
case forward. In a letter to a 
human rights activist, who made 
it public, she wrote that she was 
left with three children, two of 

whom were disabled, confined to 
beds since their birth. Hers was a 
scream of help: Alone at home, 
with no income, she desperately 
sought financial assistance for 
her children, in vain. Authorities 
asked that she be cut off from her 
children by having them sent to 
some form of protective care.

As for her husband, she wrote 
that, being impeccable and loved 
at his work, there was no evi-
dence pointing to any affiliation 
other than his work.

Having spent more than nine 
months in a cell, the prosecutor 
has been diagnosed with depres-
sion but calls for him being 
placed in a ward were rejected.

This is only one case among 
thousands. The conditions of 
others, such as Kurds affiliated 
with the pro-Kurdish Peoples’ 
Democratic Party (HDP), are not 
different. Maltreatment has 

Turkey’s purge takes a heavy toll
become a matching word with 
the AKP rule under the state of 
emergency. There should be no 
surprise if further suicides occur.

In a broader context, the 
large-scale indiscriminate 
incarceration of the opposition 
segments may trigger discontent 
against Erdogan. The punitive 
measures and the arbitrary purge 
en masse have resulted in nearly 
50,000 people — Gulenists, 
Kurds, judges, prosecutors, 
officers, soldiers, police officers, 
public servants, academicians 
and journalists — being detained. 
Add them to the 150,000 purged 
plus the more than 500,000 
displaced Kurds and estimates 
indicate that more than 2.5 
million people have been directly 
or indirectly affected by Erdog-
an’s crackdown.

Under the current conditions 
there is no authority these people 
can turn to with a hope of having 
any effect. Those in jail have 
been systematically refused in 
their demands to be tried on free 
foot, while the government’s 
pledge to establish a commission 
to handle the complaints of those 
sacked has failed.

The narrow margin by which 
Erdogan won the critical referen-
dum that gave him more power 
may be changed in his disfavour 
if the number of those doomed to 
be underdogs increases, which 
would be as predicted. The 
question is whether the presi-
dential and parliamentary 
elections in 2019 will therefore 
mark his fall.

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

Yavuz Baydar

View point
Under the 
current 
conditions 
there is no 
authority 
people can 
turn to with 
a hope of 
having any 
effect.

Since the implementation of 
emergency rule, at least 37 
people have committed suicide, 
most of them civil servants.

Erdogan might carry 
out his threat to 
abandon a deal to 
stop the 3 million 
Syrian refugees in 
Turkey from heading 
to Europe.
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n the first televised debate 
featuring Iran’s six presiden-
tial election candidates, Ebra-
him Raeisi promised to triple 
subsidies going to the poorest 

Iranians and argued Iran had a ris-
ing Gini coefficient, a measure of 
income and wealth distribution.

Raeisi, a cleric who leads the vast 
foundation managing the Imam 
Reza shrine in Mashhad, hoped to 
present himself as a savvy techno-
crat as well as a humble man of the 
people.

Tehran Mayor Mohammad Bagh-
er Ghalibaf likewise described him-
self as the candidate of the “96% 
against the 4%,” promising month-
ly cash handouts of 2.5 million rials 
— $77 — for any unemployed Iranian 
aged 18 or older.

Both Raeisi and Ghalibaf — the 
two main challengers to Iranian 
President Hassan Rohani from 
the principlist, or fundamentalist, 
camp — seek to tap into dissatisfac-
tion at the limited bounce in the 
economy since international sanc-
tions eased after Iran’s 2015 deal 
with US-led world powers limiting 
its nuclear programme.

Of course, Iran is not unique in 
having a gap between rich and poor. 

Earlier this year, a report from the 
World Economic Forum, collating 
views from 700 “experts,” identi-
fied rising inequality in income and 
wealth as the main factor — along 
with climate change — likely to 
shape the world in the next decade.

Widening disparities, the re-
port argued, had not only fuelled 
populist politics such as the United 
Kingdom’s vote to leave the Euro-
pean Union and Donald Trump’s US 
presidential victory but also posed 
a risk to the world economic order.

Iranians’ attitude to wealth and 
inequality are shaped, firstly, by 
Iran’s possession of the world’s 
largest combined hydrocarbon re-
serves — 158 billion barrels of oil 
and 34 trillion cubic metres of natu-
ral gas. This gives them a strong 
sense they are living in an affluent 
country.

Secondly, the Islamic Republic 
took egalitarianism from Ayatollah 
Ruhollah Khomeini, leader of Iran’s 
1979 revolution, who pitted the mo-
stazafin (“dispossessed”) against 
the mostakberin (“oppressors”) and 
even the zagheh-neshinha (“slum-
dwellers”) against the kakh-neshin-
ha (“palace-dwellers”). Hence the 
republic has widened educational 
opportunities and improved rural 
development.

But this has encouraged politi-
cians to pander to Iranians’ sense 
that wealth is somehow tainted, 
as seen in Raeisi calling himself a 
“mazloom.” “Being a mazloom, or 
victim, echoes Imam Khomeini’s 
words,” said Elham Gheytanchi, 
professor of sociology at Santa 
Monica College. “You can lead a 
revolutionary nation only if you are 
a victim yourself.”

In an Iranpoll survey in April, 42% 
of respondents cited unemploy-
ment as the most important issue in 
the election, which is scheduled for 
May 19. Officially, Iran has 11% un-
employment but many economists 
say it is higher.

“The main issue is the economy, 
specifically unemployment, and its 
management,” said Farideh Farhi of 
the University of Hawaii.

“International relations will fac-
tor with the charge against Rohani 
that he relies too much on foreign 
investment and isn’t doing enough 
for the ‘resistance economy.’ Re-
gional turmoil and instability will 
also factor, with Rohani emphasis-
ing the need for continuity, stability 
and prudent diplomacy.”

The principlist camp has long criti-
cised high salaries of technocrats 
close to rohani’s government. Both 
ghalibaf and raeisi well remember 
mahmoud ahmadinejad’s 2005 presi-
dential election victory on the slogan 
of “putting the oil wealth on the sof-
reh,” a reference to the mat that the 
poorer iranians sit on to eat dinner.

Not that offering inducements to 
voters has been confined to the prin-
ciplists. In the 2005 election, reform-
ist mehdi karrubi promised a monthly 
cash handout of 500,000 rials — then 
about $77 — to all iranians aged 15 or 
over. The political class scoffed but 
karrubi came in third, ahead of the 
main reformist candidate who was 
promising social freedom and politi-
cal reform.

Hence successive governments 
and parliaments have diverted ener-
gy revenues into popular short-term 
palliatives, like subsidising medi-
cines and fuel, rather than into the 
productive investment that would 
produce sustainable long-term 
growth.

The unpalatable truth is that 
any iranian president needs to 
make unpopular choices — defer-
ring short-term gain for longer term  
prosperity — even if these are hard to 
present to voters.

Iranians may like the idea of the 
self-sufficient “resistance economy” 
beloved by supreme leader ayatollah 
ali khamenei but iran needs foreign 
investment and imported technolo-
gy to develop its energy reserves and 
provide the 8% economic growth 
that would provide jobs for record 
numbers entering the labour market.

Rohani has chosen this course and 
the iranpoll suggests he has made 
headway, despite bellicose noises 
from the trump administration: iran-
poll found 55% of those asked said 
they thought rohani was the candi-
date most likely to “improve foreign 
relations,” a percentage way ahead of 
his rivals.

But to win a second term, rohani 
must communicate this message 
rather than just argue with other can-
didates over who would be the best 
manager or compete with them in 
making promises to the poor.

Rohani will lose if the election be-
comes a populist contest rallying 
slum-dwellers against palace-dwell-
ers.

Gareth smyth was chief 
correspondent in iran for the 
financial times from 2003-07.
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S officials are eyeing 
a crackdown on Ira-
nian airlines that alleg-
edly supply arms and 
equipment to Tehran’s 

allies. The main focus of such a 
measure would be the air bridge 
between Iran and Syria that fun-
nels weapons and military equip-
ment to President Bashar Assad’s 
military and its Iranian allies, such 
as Lebanon’s Hezbollah, Shia mi-
litias in Iraq and Houthi rebels in 
Yemen.

Hezbollah and the Shia militias 
have been instrumental in keep-
ing Assad, a long-time Iranian ally, 
in power almost from the moment 
the Syrian war began in March 
2011. Without these airlifts, most 
of them through Iraqi air space or 
overland through Turkey and Iraq, 
Assad’s armed forces and the mili-
tias would have had a much harder 
time surviving.

US President Donald Trump’s 
decision to unleash cruise missiles 
against one of Assad’s air bases on 
April 7 was the first direct US mili-
tary intervention against Assad 
since the war erupted. By Ameri-
can count, the Tomahawk missiles 
destroyed “one-fifth of the Syrian 
Air Force’s operational aircraft,” 
which Western officials estimat-
ed at the time stood at about 260 
combat aircraft and helicopters.

That claim has not been sub-
stantiated but the unprecedented 
US operation in Syria does not 
seem to have amounted to a dev-
astating blow to the regime’s mili-
tary capabilities to wage a savage 
campaign, which accounts for the 
overwhelming majority of Syria’s 
400,000 war dead.

The missile strikes “helped re-
store America’s credibility in the 
region after years of retreat,” ob-
served Emanuele Ottolenghi, an 
Iran expert with the Washington-
based Foundation for Defence of 
Democracies.

“But if the president wants to 
really hurt Assad, he should push 
back against Iran, the strongman’s 
chief protector,” Ottolenghi said 
in an April article for The Hill, a 
Washington publication. “Disrupt-
ing Iran’s airlifts to Syria by re-
sanctioning its civil aviation sector 
would be a good place to start.”

Iran’s badly debilitated aviation 
sector was included in US sanctions 
imposed on Iran over its conten-
tious nuclear programme. Many of 
the aviation restrictions were lifted 
under the July 2015 nuclear agree-
ment between the Islamic Republic 
and US-led global powers with the 
proviso that airline services be re-
stricted to “commercial passenger 
aviation.”

But Ottolenghi and other West-
ern analysts insist the Tehran re-
gime and particularly its Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) 
have not only continued to cov-
ertly airlift troops and weapons to 
Syria but intensified these opera-
tions in recent months.

By Western count there are at 
least five Iranian and two Syrian 

airlines involved in “regular mili-
tary airlifts to Syria,” Ottolenghi 
noted.

The Iranian companies are Iran 
Air, the Islamic Republic’s national 
carrier; Mahan Air, the country’s 
second largest airline, which is 
operated by ex-IRGC officers; Saha 
Air, linked to the Iranian Air Force, 
and Qeshm Fars Air and Pouya Air, 
which are considered to be con-
trolled by the IRGC.

The Syrian carriers are Syrian 
Air, the national carrier, and Cham 
Wings, a private airline that flies be-
tween Damascus and Tehran.

All these airlines have been fly-
ing Iranian arms to Syria, largely 
through Iraqi airspace, since 2011 
when the war began, said Farzin Na-
dimi, an Arabian Gulf security ana-

lyst with the Washington Institute 
for Near East Policy.

Like Mahan Air, the majority of 
private Iranian airlines are linked 
to one degree or other to the IRGC, 
the most powerful military force in 
Iran. It runs its own vast economic 
empire that funds the airlift.

US intelligence officials call Mahan 
“Quds Air” after the elite al-Quds 
Force, the corps’ special operations 
wing. It spearheads operations in 
Syria and other more covert under-
takings across the region.

With the easing of economic sanc-
tions on the Islamic Republic, Iran 
Air and the other Iranian airlines 
have been seeking new aircraft to 
boost their airlift capacity.

Iran Air finalised a $16.6 billion 
deal with Boeing to buy 80 aircraft 
in December 2016 and later signed a 
$25 billion agreement to buy 118 jet-
liners from Airbus.

Iranian authorities estimate that 
the Islamic Republic will need 400 
new aircraft over the next decade.

The Trump administration said 
on April 5 it was launching a critical 
review of the sale of Boeing aircraft 

to Iran, citing the covert military air-
lifts to Syria and armed Iranian prox-
ies across the Middle East.

If sanctions against Iran were re-
imposed because of pressure from 
the US administration, the Boeing 
and Airbus deals could be nullified. 
Boeing announced in early April it 
would sell 30 B737 aircraft to Iran 
Aseman Airlines, a state-owned en-
terprise and the third largest airline 
in Iran, under a $3 billion deal.

Another Iran Air deal, worth $536 
million, with European aircraft mak-
er ATR based in Toulouse, France, 
for 20 72-600 twin propeller aircraft 
for internal routes, could also be in 
jeopardy.

The Aseman sale apparently is 
allowed under the 2015 agreement 
but it could founder because Ase-
man’s chief executive is Hossein Al-
aei, a veteran IRGC commander who 
fought in the 1980-88 war against 
Iraq and is still closely tied to the 
corps. He was chief of the IRGC’s 
naval wing when it clashed with the 
US Navy during the so-called Tank-
er War in the Gulf when US-owned 
ships were targeted.

Iranian airlines under US scrutiny for Syria arms flights
Ed Blanche

‘Syrian Express’. An Iranian Mahan Air passenger plane takes off as a plane of Iran’s national air carrier, Iran Air, is parked at Mehrabad 
International Airport in Tehran.                                              (AP)

Populist politics. Iranian conservative presidential candidate 
Mohammad Bagher Ghalibaf delivers a speech during a campaign 
rally in Tehran, on May 2.                                                                                  (AFP)
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Like Mahan Air, the 
majority of private 
Iranian airlines are 
linked to one degree 
or other to the IRGC.

In Iran’s election, the battle is between rich and poor
Gareth Smyth

Both Raeisi and 
Ghalibaf seek to tap 
into dissatisfaction at 
the limited bounce in 
the economy.
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S President Donald 
Trump hosted Pal-
estinian President 
Mahmoud Abbas at the 
White House, the first 

meeting between the two lead-
ers and the latest in a succession 
of meetings Trump has had with 
Middle East leaders. Abbas con-
ferred with two of those leaders 
— Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi and Jordan’s King Abdullah 
II — immediately prior to his arrival 
in Washington.

Trump met Abbas at the White 
House entrance on May 3 and, 
before escorting him inside, ex-
pressed hope that “something ter-
rific” could happen between the 
Palestinians and Israel. “I think 
there is a very, very good chance,” 
Trump said.

Neither leader revealed de-
tails of their conversation in the 
post-meeting news conference 
but Trump said that an agree-
ment could not be imposed by the 
United States. Rather, peace would 
have to be negotiated “directly” 
between the two sides. Trump did, 
however, pledge that the United 
States would “do whatever is nec-
essary” to help the two sides reach 
an agreement.

Trump praised Abbas for fighting 
terrorism and said he was pleased 
to learn that Israeli and Palestinian 
security forces work “unbelievably 
well together… They work togeth-
er beautifully.” He called on the 
Palestinian leader to work against 
incitement — sources say that Is-
raeli Prime Minister Binyamin Net-

anyahu lobbied Trump to focus on 
this issue with Abbas — but quickly 
added that “hopefully there won’t 
be such hatred for very long.” Pre-
sumably, Trump was referring to 
an imminent peace accord.

Trump also noted with admira-
tion Abbas’s role in the Oslo Peace 
Accords of 1993, an agreement that 
most Palestinians said was a fail-
ure and that Israel had consistently 
violated.

While Trump mentioned no 
details for how peace would be 
achieved — or what a peace deal 
would look like — Abbas went 
straight to the point, saying that it 
is time for Israel “to end the occu-
pation of our people.”

Abbas advocated for a two-state 
solution as the only viable option 
and said the peace process should 
be based on the 2002 Arab Peace 
Initiative, in which every Arab 
country offered peace to Israel af-
ter the establishment of a Palestin-
ian state with East Jerusalem as its 
capital. The initiative was recon-
firmed at the recent Arab League 
summit.

In closing, Abbas turned to 
Trump and said: “With you, Mr 
President, we now have hope.” 
He praised Trump’s “courageous 
stewardship” and “great negotiat-
ing ability.” Trump replied that he 
had been warned that Palestinian-
Israeli peace “was the toughest 
deal to make.” Turning to Abbas, 
he said: “Let’s prove them wrong.”

Trump earlier said that bringing 
about peace is “something that I 
think is, frankly, maybe not as dif-
ficult as people have thought over 
the years.” He did not mention, or 
was not aware of the fact, that the 
three US presidents before him had 
committed substantial energy and 
resources to achieving peace with-
out success.

Trump and Abbas then had lunch 
with Vice-President Mike Pence, 
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson, 
national security adviser H.R. Mc-
Master and Trump’s son-in-law 
Jared Kushner, who has been des-
ignated to oversee the US role in 

peace talks. Abbas was joined by 
chief Palestinian negotiator Saeb 
Erekat and other aides.

At the daily White House brief-
ing, Trump’s spokesman Sean 
Spicer said the two leaders had dis-
cussed ways in which the United 
States could assist the Palestin-
ian economy and that Trump had 
asked Abbas to “resolve” the issue 
of Palestinian Authority payments 
to the families of Palestinians 
jailed by Israel — another Netanya-
hu demand. Because Israel regards 
all jailed Palestinians as “terror-
ists,” Netanyahu views such pay-
ments as Palestinian support for 
terrorism and has tried for years to 
pressure Abbas to end them.

Despite the positive language 
and mutual flattery, nothing sub-
stantial appears to have come from 
the Trump-Abbas meeting: There 

was no indication by either side 
that a new peace process is about 
to be launched.

Trump seems to view ending 
nearly 70 years of Palestinian-Is-
raeli conflict as being akin to nego-
tiating a real estate deal in which 
the two actors do the bargaining 
and he is called in as needed.

For Abbas, the priority appears 
to be to avoid alienating the US 
president and preventing more ex-
tremist voices in his camp — such 
as US Ambassador to Israel David 
Friedman — from winning the in-
ternal debate. It was also impor-

tant for Abbas to publicly reiterate 
the Palestinians’ demand for a vi-
able two-state solution.

Abbas will return home to a pow-
er struggle with Hamas, which just 
days before the Washington meet-
ing revised its charter to accept the 
1967 borders, if not the state of Is-
rael; a hunger strike by Palestinian 
prisoners in Israel; and continuing 
displeasure over his leadership by 
many in the West Bank.

Trump will return to his domes-
tic agenda, on which he is yet to 
register a major success after 100 
days in office, and to more pressing 
crises such as North Korea.

Mark Habeeb is East-West editor 
of The Arab Weekly and adjunct 
professor of Global Politics and 
Security at Georgetown University 
in Washington.

Trump-Abbas meeting: Positive words but no plan in sight
Mark Habeeb

Mutual flattery. US President Donald Trump (R) reaches to shake hands with Palestinian leader
Mahmoud Abbas at the White House in Washington, on May 3.                                                                       (AP)

Trump seems to view 
ending nearly 70 years 
of Palestinian-Israeli 
conflict as being akin 
to negotiating a real 
estate deal.

Abbas advocated for 
a two-state solution 
as the only viable 
option.

A reset in US-Turkish relations proving elusive
Thomas Seibert

Washington

A 

new start in US-Turkish 
relations under US Presi-
dent Donald Trump is 
proving elusive as the 
two countries clash over 

Syria and as Ankara’s relations with 
the Muslim Brotherhood and Ha-
mas continue to irk Washington.

Trump has reached out to lead-
ers of friendly Muslim countries 
in the Middle East to rebuild trust 
that eroded during the presiden-
cy of Barack Obama. Observers, 
however, said it will be difficult to 
bridge US-Turkish differences dur-
ing an upcoming Washington visit 
by Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan.

“Chances are not great,” said W. 
Robert Pearson, a former US ambas-
sador to Turkey who is a scholar at 
the Middle East Institute in Wash-
ington. Pearson said relations could 
be improved if Turkey accepted 
that defeating the Islamic State 
(ISIS) was the top priority in Syria, 
the United States recognised Tur-
key’s security concerns at its border 
with Syria and Washington pledged 
to give Turkey a post-battle role in 
places where ISIS is on the defen-
sive.

Efforts by the United States to 
bring Turkey into line had been in 
vain, Pearson added. Trump was 
taking a “calculated gamble” by 
inviting Erdogan for meetings May 
16-17 but chances of success were 
slim, Pearson said.

Other analysts paint an even 
gloomier picture. “Erdogan is be-
coming more a liability than an 

asset for the US efforts against the 
Islamic State,” said Aykan Erdemir, 
a former Turkish lawmaker who 
works for the Foundation for De-
fence of Democracies, a Washing-
ton think-tank. Both Erdogan and 
Trump have supported creating 
safe zones for civilians inside Syria 
but it remains unclear which forces 
would police such zones.

The fight against ISIS is Trump’s 
priority in Syria, where the US 
military has been assembling a pre-
dominantly Kurdish fighting force 
to attack the jihadists’ headquar-
ters in Raqqa. Turkey sees the main 
Syrian Kurd faction as terrorists 
and is calling on the United States 
to end cooperation with the group. 
Turkish air strikes on Syrian Kurds 
in April sparked an angry response 
from Washington. Erdogan said ad-

ditional attacks were possible and 
announced he would raise the issue 
of US support for the Syrian Kurds 
during his Washington visit.

“Since Trump is in urgent need of 
a success story, it is doubtful that he 
will continue to tolerate Erdogan’s 
attempts to derail the anti-IS coali-
tion,” Erdemir said via e-mail, using 
another acronym for ISIS. “It is not 
easy for Trump and Erdogan to set-
tle their differences and find a mo-
dus vivendi during their upcoming 
Washington meeting.”

The only Muslim-majority mem-
ber of NATO and a direct neighbour 
of Syria, Turkey is a valued ally for 
the United States. Trump congratu-
lated Erdogan on his victory in the 
April 16 constitutional referen-
dum giving him more power, even 
though the opposition in Ankara 

said the vote was rigged.
Unlike the Obama administra-

tion, the Trump government has 
not placed human rights high on 
its international agenda. US me-
dia have portrayed Trump as a 
president who likes strong and 
sometimes autocratic leaders but 
those alleged sympathies have not 
stopped other US government agen-
cies from pointing out rights issues. 
In a marked contrast to Trump, 
the US State Department warned 
Turkey after the referendum “to 
protect the fundamental rights and 
freedoms of all its citizens.”

Kemal Kirisci, a Turkey expert at 
the Brookings Institution in Wash-
ington, said Ankara should expect 
US warnings about human rights to 
continue. “The institutions of the 
United States will keep stressing 
the importance of the rule of law,” 
Kirisci said. “The news from Turkey 
does not appear to suggest that Tur-
key is a cradle of the rule of law.”

Washington also frowns on the 
Erdogan government’s close rela-
tions with the Muslim Brother-
hood and the anti-Israel Hamas 
group. “Erdogan’s Islamist policies 
at home and abroad are on a colli-
sion course with Trump’s commit-
ment to fight Islamism. Erdogan is 
unlikely to cut his ties either to the 
Muslim Brotherhood or Hamas,” 
said Erdemir.

Another source of friction is Er-
dogan’s demand that the United 
States extradite Fethullah Gulen, a 
Turkish Muslim cleric who lives in 
Pennsylvania and is accused by An-
kara of masterminding last year’s 
coup attempt in Turkey. When 
Trump took office in January, hopes 
were high in Turkey that Washing-
ton might move swiftly on the case, 

following perceived foot-dragging 
under Obama.

Kirisci, however, said Ankara’s 
hopes could be frustrated. “I don’t 
see any immediate movement on 
the Gulen issue,” he said. “Whatev-
er was valid under the Obama gov-
ernment will remain true: This is a 
decision to be taken by the courts.”

Turkey’s efforts may have been 
complicated by news reports about 
pro-Turkish lobbying work by 
Trump’s former national security 
adviser Michael Flynn. US media 
have also reported that Rudy Gi-
uliani, a former Trump adviser, met 
with Erdogan in his capacity as a 
lawyer for Reza Zarrab, a Turkish-
Iranian businessman held in New 
York on charges of violating sanc-
tions against Iran.

The Flynn and Zarrab incidents 
have created an impression with 
some Americans that Turkey is 
trying to meddle in US domestic 
affairs. “The media coverage is al-
most putting Turkey in the same 
league as Russia,” Kirisci said. This 
could make it harder for Trump to 
act in the Gulen case, he added.

Thomas Seibert is a
Washington correspondent
for The Arab Weekly.

A liability. Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan reviewing
a guard of honour during a ceremony at the Presidential Palace
in Ankara.                                                                                                   (Reuters)

Erdogan is 
becoming more a 
liability than an 
asset for the US 
efforts against the 
Islamic State.

Aykan Erdemir, a former 
Turkish lawmaker
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T 

he US ban on air travellers 
from ten Middle Eastern 
countries carrying elec-
tronic devices such as 
laptop computers, iPads 

and game consoles with them in 
passenger cabins appears to be di-
rectly linked to US President Don-
ald Trump’s sharp escalation of the 
war against jihadist terrorism.

US officials said when the laptop 
ban was announced in March that 
it was not in response to new intel-
ligence. Britain and Australia also 
launched crackdowns on electron-
ic devices in passenger cabins of 
planes from certain Middle Eastern 
countries.

But it is becoming clear that the 
US ban and earlier travel restric-
tions the Trump administration 
tried to impose on travellers from 
Muslim countries point to a height-
ened threat and concerns over tech-
nological advances in bombmaking 
techniques developed by jihadist 
groups.

Middle Eastern security sources 
have said that among the factors 
behind the US action was the dis-
covery of explosives hidden in a 
fake iPad. They gave no details of 
the plot or who was suspected of 
being behind it.

If the reports are true, it means 
that terrorists have found a new 
way to get explosives into airline 
cabins, where a bomb can be placed 
to have the most destructive effect, 
as opposed to being haphazardly 
buried in piles of luggage in the 
baggage hold.

Yemen-based al-Qaeda in the 
Arabian Peninsula (AQAP), is be-
ing singled out by the Americans 
for an unprecedented assault by 
air strikes and special forces raids. 
The group includes top bombmak-
ers who have developed new tech-
niques that are difficult to detect.

Adding to the tension are defeats 
suffered by the Islamic State (ISIS) 
at the hands of the United States 
and its allies in Syria, Iraq and 
Libya and the deepening concerns 
that this organisation is desper-
ately seeking to outdo the carnage 
Osama bin Laden’s jihadist trail-
blazers achieved on 9/11 with their 
airborne suicide assault on Fortress 
America.

Thomas Joscelyn, a terrorism 
specialist with the Washington-
based Foundation for Defence of 
Democracies, observed in the Long 
War Journal, which tracks global 
terrorism, that “more than 15 years 
after the September 11 hijackings, 
the US government has issued yet 
another warning about airline se-
curity,” underlining how the terror-
ists’ air war shows no sign of slack-
ening.

Scott Stewart, a security special-
ist with the US-based global intel-
ligence consultancy Stratfor, ob-
served that this never-ending battle 
of wits was part of “an evolutionary 
arms race” that “transcends ideolo-
gies,” with jihadists particularly fix-
ated on destroying airliners.

One of the principal drivers, he 
said, “is the massive media atten-
tion that attacks against aircraft 
have generated and how that me-
dia coverage has served as a terror 
magnifier.”

AQAP has been linked to an at-
tempt to blow up an Airbus A-321 of 
Daallo Airlines en route to Djibouti 
City with a laptop bomb on Febru-
ary 2, 2016.

The bomb carried by a presumed 
suicide bomber, a 55-year-old pas-
senger travelling under the name 
of Abdullah Abdisalam Borleh, ex-
ploded 15 minutes after take-off 
from Mogadishu, capital of war-
ravaged Somalia, when the jetliner 
had reached 3,350 metres.

The bomb, apparently carried by 
Borleh in a laptop, blew a hole in 
the Airbus’s fuselage just above the 
right wing root. Borleh was sucked 
out of the aircraft but pilots were 
able to make an emergency landing 
in Mogadishu.

Had the bomb detonated a few 
minutes later when the aircraft 
had reached cruising altitude, the 
decompression caused by the ex-
plosion would almost certainly 
have killed the 73 other passengers 
aboard along with the crew.

No group claimed responsibil-
ity but security investigators sus-
pect it was the work of al-Shabab, 
a Somali jihadist group which has 
particularly close links with AQAP 
in Yemen across the Gulf of Aden. 
Western security services said that 
AQAP’s Ibrahim Hassan al-Asiri, the 
group’s bomb-maker-in-chief, may 
have trained Somalis to make his 
deadly bombs.

Joscelyn observed in a March 22 
analysis that the Daallo bombing 
may have been a test run for one 
of al-Qaeda’s “newest inventions, a 
lightweight explosive designed as a 
laptop that is difficult to detect with 
normal security procedures.”

The recent attacks on airliners 
underline the critical lack of securi-
ty at some Middle Eastern airports, 
which may have been a factor in the 
flights the US and Britain targeted 
in their latest crackdown.

What makes the Daallo attack of 
particular note in connection with 
the US-British laptop ban is that 
security cameras at Mogadishu 
airport filmed a ground services 
employee handing what looks like 
a laptop computer to Borleh just 
before he boarded the flight from 
Mogadishu.

In March 2016, less than a month 
after the Daallo bombing, al-Shabab 
attempted to smuggle two bombs — 
one hidden in a laptop, the other in 
a printer and both containing high-
ly explosive Pentaerythritol tetran-
itrate (PETN), aboard aircraft at a 
Somali regional airport at Beledw-
eyne, 325km north of Mogadishu.

The printer was found and de-
fused but the bomb in the lap-
top exploded prematurely on the 
ground, wounding six people.

“These incidents could have been 
part of a test to gauge the devices’ 
effectiveness,” observed Stratfor in 
a March 22 report. “And because the 
war in Yemen has stopped all flights 
from AQAP’s main operating area, it 
follows that the group might have 
coordinated with al-Shabab to test 
its laptop explosive devices.”

The Daallo operation bore simi-
larities to the ISIS bombing of a 
Russian Metrojet charter flight, also 
an Airbus 321, shortly after take-off 
from the Egyptian Red Sea resort of 
Sharm el-Sheikh over the Sinai de-
sert on October 31, 2015.

That jetliner crashed, killing all 
224 people aboard, mostly Rus-

sian vacationers homebound to St 
Petersburg. The bombing of Flight 
9268 was Russia’s deadliest air dis-
aster.

The attack was claimed by ISIS, 
its first operation against an air-
liner. Russia’s Federal Security 
Service said the bomb contained 
1kg of TNT. Investigators found it 
had been put aboard the Metrojet 
Airbus by an airport employee who 
evaded security checks.

Trump’s strategy of ramping up 
the war against terror swiftly led to 
a special forces raid on a suspected 
al-Qaeda command centre in Yem-
en in January, in which dozens of 
civilians were killed or wounded, 
and to loosening regulations on 
air strikes against ISIS in Iraq and 
Syria.

ISIS is seen as a major threat 
because it is expected to retaliate 
for the steady collapse of its self-
proclaimed caliphate in Syria and 
Iraq in the face of major US-backed 
offensives in both countries against 
its last strongholds in Mosul and 
Raqqa.

Primary targets have been jihad-
ist groups in Syria affiliated with 
al-Qaeda, which in recent years 
has established a top-level cadre 
of veteran jihadists known as the 
Khorasan Group, which US intel-
ligence says has been transplanted 
from Pakistan, Afghanistan and 
Iran to establish an al-Qaeda emir-
ate from which to unleash attacks 
on the West.

Since the start of the year, US 
and British forces have sharply es-
calated their counterterrorism op-
erations against AQAP. One of the 
key targets is Asiri, the son a Saudi 
Arabian military officer. Asiri is a 
trained chemist who was radical-
ised when the United States invad-
ed Iraq in 2003.

He turned to making bombs 
when he joined an al-Qaeda cell in 
Saudi Arabia that was plotting at-
tacks on the kingdom’s oil industry 
and the ruling House of Saud and 
was placed on Riyadh’s most-want-
ed list.

Asiri is notorious for inventing 
all-plastic or liquid bombs, which 
are almost impossible to detect, 
that have been placed in US airlin-
ers, usually hidden in laptops or 
printer cartridges and often involv-
ing liquids. Three that he planted 
were only found because Saudi 
agents had infiltrated AQAP.

Asiri is “highly determined and 
fully committed to attack Ameri-
ca” said Mustafa Alani, director of 
defence and security at the Gulf 
Research Centre in Jeddah. “For 
al-Qaeda, an attack inside the US 
is worth a dozen attacks outside. It 
has become their obsession.”

In August 2009, four months 
before AQAP’s failure to destroy 
the Northwest Airlines Airbus over 
Detroit, another of Asiri’s designer 
bombs was used in an elaborate 
plot to assassinate a Saudi leader, 
Prince Mohammed bin Nayef bin 
Abdulaziz, now the Saudi crown 
prince but then the kingdom’s dep-
uty interior minister and the mas-
termind behind a counterterrorism 
campaign that defeated al-Qaeda.

Asiri’s commitment to the jihad-
ist cause was such that he used 
his younger brother Abdullah to 
carry the bomb — half a kilogram of 
PETN, a white powdery explosive, 
planted in his rectum to avoid de-
tection — and get close enough to 
the Saudi royal to kill him.

Abdullah had set up an audience 
with the prince by pretending to be 
a repentant jihadist who wished 
to surrender and participate in the 
kingdom’s much-touted terrorist 
rehabilitation programme. When 
he was presented to the prince at 
a Ramadan gathering in Saudi Ara-
bia on August 27 as an important 
defector, he detonated the bomb 
— possibly using a cellphone — 
and killed himself. The prince was 
slightly wounded.

Western intelligence services 
said Asiri has been training a select 
band of jihadists in his dark and 
deadly arts so that if he is killed — 
and US special forces have tried at 
least twice to do that — his skills 
will not perish with him.

The jetliner bomb threats behind Trump’s laptop ban
Ed Blanche

Lingering concerns. A passenger using a laptop on a plane.                                                                                                                                     (AP)

Yemen-based 
al-Qaeda in the 
Arabian Peninsula 
(AQAP) is being 
singled out by the 
Americans.

One of the 
principal drivers 
“is the massive 
media attention 
that attacks against 
aircraft have 
generated.”

Scott Stewart, a security 
specialist
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Casablanca

M 

orocco’s Islamist-led 
government is mull-
ing whether to con-
tinue reforming the 
compensation fund 

by gradually lifting subsidies on 
flour, sugar and butane gas amid 
an outcry from working-class Mo-
roccans.

“The government has presented 
in its programme an important 
orientation aimed at reinforcing 
social cohesion and fighting pov-
erty and precariousness besides 
supporting the buying power of 
the targeted social fringes through 
the management of the various re-
sources including those after the 
reform of the compensation fund,” 
a government statement said.

“The government has not yet 
decided on the scenario of this re-
form and that it presented the re-
alities and the precise data on this 
subject at the appropriate time.”

However, the government ap-
pears likely to make product sub-
sidy cuts that were delayed by the 
previous administration, which 
held off plans to implement the 
cuts in 2016 because of legislative 
elections.

Moroccan Prime Minister Saad 
Eddine El Othmani, speaking April 
19 to parliament, said the govern-
ment would gradually lift subsi-
dies on flour, sugar and butane gas 
but gave no details of the plan.

Rachid Aourraz, a researcher at 
the Arab Centre for Scientific Re-
search and Humane Studies, said 
the move could have serious reper-
cussions on poor and middle-class 
families in Morocco.

“The short-term economic re-
percussions on lifting subsidies on 
these essential products in Moroc-
can households can have a bad im-
pact on these social layers because 

it will affect their buying power,” 
Aourraz said.

“Moroccans’ trust in the gov-
ernment may also hit rock bottom 
after this decision, especially after 
no major change in the political 
scene after the 6-month blockage.”

Civil servant Abdellatif, who de-
clined to give his last name, said 
the move was bad news for hard-
working Moroccans who are strug-
gling to cope with the rising costs 
of living in big cities.

“We only have to thank the Is-
lamists for making our life worse 
by raising the retirement age,” said 
Abdellatif. “Now they want to hit 
our pockets by lifting subsidies on 
products we heavily depend on 

while our salaries are stagnant. 
Isn’t it unjust?”

Housemaid Farida Belkadi 
lashed out at the government’s 
lack of concern for the poor, 
whom, she said, “are getting 
punched very hard” every time Is-
lamists win the elections.

“They (Islamists) always say 
they care for the poor but keep do-
ing the opposite,” Belkadi said.

Aourraz said the move could 
have a positive effect on state 
funds because it would alleviate 
the burden of subsidies.

“The money saved from the 
compensation fund can be used 
for various sectors to improve 
the country’s infrastructure if it is 

managed efficiently,” he said.
Aourraz called on the govern-

ment to control prices once the 
lifting comes into effect and fight 
“the lobbies” that control the mar-
ket.

The working class celebrated 
Labour Day on May 1 by focusing 
on the poor record of the previous 

government. They slammed “un-
just decisions” that have affected 
rights and acquisitions, such as 
the absence of a social dialogue, 
the levies on strikers’ wages, the 
freezing of salaries as well as lift-
ing of subsidies from the compen-
sation fund on basic consumer 
products.

Secretary-General of the Moroc-
can Workers’ Union Miloudi Mouk-
harik called on the government to 
implement a real social policy to 
improve living and working condi-
tions for the working class.

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

Working-class Moroccans wary of subsidy cuts
Saad Guerraoui

Increasing burdens. A Moroccan man shops for vegetables at a market in Asni, a small town in the High Atlas region, near Marrakech. (AP)

 The working class 
celebrated Labour 
Day by focusing on 
the poor record of 
the previous 
government.
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Algeria expands efforts to draw investments in agriculture
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

A 

lgeria’s agricultural sec-
tor, which has struggled 
to recover from dec-
ades of French coloni-
alism and Soviet-style 

management, is gaining strength 
thanks to foreign investment.

“Without this production, $30 
billion would go to pay for food 
imports ever year,” Minister of Ag-
riculture, Rural Development and 
Fisheries Abdessalam Chelghoum 
said in April.

“We are now at a new stage of 
our farming development,” said 
Chelghoum. “We are encouraging 
and backing in our plans, greater 
concessions and the development 
of big farms.”

Algeria’s influential daily El Wa-
tan dubbed 2016 “the year of big 
concessions” due to the number 
of agricultural permits granted 
to foreign investors, particularly 
from the United States, China and 
France. Those investments had 
begun taking root in 2015 in Alge-
ria’s southern and central highland 
areas, where there is a relative 
abundance of large, state-owned 
farm land and irrigable water.

To encourage investment, the 
state is offering considerable tax 
incentives, including free long-
term leases for farmland, to foreign 
investors and their local counter-
parts. In return, the government 

expects increased domestic har-
vest production to reduce the need 
for food imports.

As part of the efforts, the gov-
ernment plans to double grain out-
put to 7 million tonnes by 2019 and 
make the country self-reliant on 
durum wheat.

One joint project between the 
American International Agricul-
tural Group and Lacheb Group, a 
private Algerian agricultural firm, 
is planned for El Bayadh, 520km 
south-west of Algiers, where 1,500 
hectares of land will be developed 
to produce wheat and fodder.

Cows will also be bred for milk 
and meat.

Chelghoum said the El Baydah 
project was “huge,” adding that 
there are “other similar farms spe-
cialised in fodder, grain and olive 
oil in Saida and Mascara regions.”

“Today, we have a new version 
of agriculture. It is agribusiness 
with integrated projects and high 
added value that will help Algeria 
resolve the issue of dependency 
on imports for certain products,” 
Chelghoum said.

Without expanding its big farm 
model, Algeria’s agricultural sec-
tor is likely to continue yielding 
low results.

The current ratio of farmed land 
is 0.2 hectare per person and fre-
quent periods of drought threaten 
the country’s grain production. Up 
to 70% of the areas where grain is 
grown receive only 450 millime-
tres of annual rainfall, resulting in 
a relatively low yield of 700-1,500 
kilograms per hectare.

Government officials and ex-
perts said climate change has ex-
acerbated the problem.

“It is possible to cover three-
quarters of domestic needs of 
grain by cutting lands farmed in 
grain by 50% while investing more 

and better in big farms to increase 
performance to reach a yielding 
of more than [500 kilograms] per 
hectare,” said Akli Moussouni, an 
Algerian agronomist.

In Algeria, private companies 
play a bigger role in the agricul-
tural sector than in other major 
industries, which are mostly con-
trolled by the state. Agriculture 
has also grown more quickly than 
other industries in recent years, 
even with fewer subsidies from 
the state.

“Today, farming is more than 99% 
controlled by the private sector, ei-
ther on lands owned by individuals 
or families or state lands under the 
terms of concessions,” said former 
agriculture minister rachid benaissa, 
who is a farming expert by training.

The industry accounts for 10% of 
the country’s gdp and grew at an av-
erage rate of 13.7% From 2009-16, of-
ficial figures indicated.

“Agriculture is benefiting from 
stable support, which is bolstering 
its potential by giving it the legal 

framework and a clear strategy up to 
2020,” benaissa said.

The recent surge in agricultural 
activity is a big step forward for al-
geria, which saw farmers uprooted 
from their land mainly during 1957-
61 when french colonisers attempt-
ed to isolate independence fighters 
from the population in the country-
side.

After achieving independence, 
authorities seized most of the coun-
try’s farmland and embraced a sovi-
et-socialist management style in the 
agricultural sector.

In the early 1980s, algeria tried to 
remedy the failures of the command 
economy by turning most of its land 
over to the private sector. However, 
in 1992, civil war between the army 
and radical islamists caused a mass 
exodus from algeria’s rural to urban 
areas, devastating the agricultural 
industry.

While efforts to improve the farm-
ing sector have been made in the 
past 15 years, algeria is still unable to 
feed its growing population without 
foreign investment.

Indeed, the estimated value of 
algeria’s food imports sky-rocketed 
during this period, jumping from $2 
billion in the early 2000s to $10 bil-
lion in the five years leading up to 
2016.

Algeria is one of the few coun-
tries in the middle east and north 
africa with a growing birth rate. Its 
average birth rate per woman of 
childbearing age rose to 3.1 Children 
in the last 15 years from 1.9 In the 
two decades before 1999 after the 
country shelved its family planning 
programme under the pressures of 
islamists who were part of the coali-
tion government at the time.

Algeria’s population is expect-
ed to increase from 40 million to 
50 million by 2025 if this trend  
continues.

Gaining strength. A farmer harvests cauliflower at a field in 
Tipaza in western Algiers.                                                                    (Reuters)

The government 
plans to double grain 
output to 7 million 
tonnes by 2019.
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Libyan oil
production more 
than 760,000 bpd

Iraq calls for bids 
for new oil 
refinery in Basra

Merkel sees EU, 
Gulf states making 
progress on free 
trade deal

Libya’s oil production, the coun-
try’s main source of revenue, is re-
ported at more than 760,000 barrels 
per day (bpd) for the first time since 
2014, the National Oil Corporation 
said.

NOC Chairman Mustafa Sanalla 
said: “The NOC is determined to 
continue its plan to increase produc-
tion as this is the only way to ensure 
growth in government revenues and 
thus save the national economy.”

The statement said the Court of 
Auditors in 2016 recorded the worst 
deficit “in the modern history of 
Libya”.

“Revenues did not exceed 8.6 
billion dinars ($6.1 billion) while 
expenses were of the order of 30 
billion dinars ($21 billion)… drawn 
from Central Bank reserves since 
2013,” Sanalla said.

He said NOC set an objective of 1.1 
million bpd by August.

(Agence France-Presse)

Iraq’s Oil Ministry asked foreign 
companies and investors to bid 
on a project to build and operate 
a 300,000 barrel-per-day, export-
oriented refinery in Fao, near the 
southern city of Basra.

Bidding documents provide for 
two investment models — build-
own-operate and build-operate-
transfer, said the ministry in a state-
ment. They will be available until 
May 31 and the bidding will close on 
August 1.

OPEC’s second-largest oil pro-
ducer after Saudi Arabia, Iraq’s re-
fining capacity was curtailed when 
the Islamic State overran its largest 
oil processing plant in Baiji, north of 
Baghdad, in 2014.

Iraqi forces recaptured it in 2015 
but it sustained heavy damage in 
the fighting.

The country relies on the Doura 
refinery in Baghdad and the Shuaiba 
in Basra.

Reuters

German Chancellor Angela Merkel 
said she hoped the European Union 
and the six Gulf Cooperation Coun-
cil (GCC) countries can complete a 
free trade agreement.

Germany, which relies on foreign 
trade for half its gross domestic 
product, fears that the protection-
ism backed by US President Donald 
Trump and the fallout from Britain’s 
vote to leave the European Union 
posed global economic risks.

“The issue at hand is how to in-
tensify the economic relations be-
tween the two regions,” Merkel said.

On a trip to Saudi Arabia and Abu 
Dhabi, Merkel said economic rela-
tions between the two regions need-
ed to be strengthened.

Trade between the European Un-
ion and the GCC amounted to $151 
billion in 2016, EU data indicate. Ex-
ports from EU countries to the GCC 
were worth $109 billion and imports 
to the European Union were worth 
$41.5 billion. Two-way trade has 
been growing steadily.

Reuters

Briefs

Dubai

T 

he Arabian Travel Market 
(ATM) 2017, the Middle 
East’s largest travel trade 
event, focused on “expe-
riential travel” in its 24th 

edition at the Dubai World Trade 
Centre.

The late April event featured 
more than 2,600 participants, in-
cluding 100 exhibitors who made 
their ATM debut, and 35 seminar 
and technology theatre sessions. 
More than 150 countries were rep-
resented, with 65 national pavil-
ions.

Simon Press, ATM’s senior exhi-
bition director, said: “The one big 
trend we are currently witnessing 
throughout the industry is that of 
experiential travel, with people 
around the world demonstrating 
an increasing desire to experience 
a destination by connecting to its 
history, people and culture.

“So it is perfectly fitting that this 
year’s Arabian Travel Market has 
been designed along that theme, 
with experiential travel integrat-
ed across all show verticals and 
planned activities.”

“We also wanted to create aware-
ness of how to convert concepts 
into viable commercial realities, 
to broaden the appeal of Middle 
East destinations, increase visitor 
numbers and revenues, which can 
support sustainable economic de-
velopment,” he added.

The Middle East has an abun-
dance of authentic local experi-
ences to offer — from overnight 
stays in a stone house in remote 
Omani villages to Old Dubai walk-
ing tours that search out the best 
street food.

The tourism industry, while in-
novative in many ways, is a service 
provider meeting the demands of 
travellers, Press said.

“People no longer want to be 
bystanders when they travel,” he 
said. “Rather, they want to associ-
ate themselves with a destination 
and learn about its people, its cul-
ture and its traditions. Thanks to 
technology, people can connect 
with each other all over the world 

through a variety of platforms. 
Put in that context, it’s an obvious 
travel trend really.”

With 2017 being the Internation-
al Year of Sustainable Tourism for 
Development, the Middle East has 
experienced huge changes since 
the UN World Tourism Organisa-
tion Ministers’ Forum at the ATM 
two years ago, Press said.

“This year will reflect the pace 
and level of that development, 
uniting more than 20 ministers 
with industry leaders in the MENA 
region to consider methods of 
capitalising on tourism growth and 
building a sustainable ecosystem 
for the sector,” he said.

Specific areas of focus will in-
clude gross domestic product 
growth and economic diversifica-
tion, innovation, entrepreneurship 
and productivity, job creation, hu-
man capital and infrastructure de-
velopment, investment and export 
promotion.

Two major upcoming events are 
expected to boost the travel sector 
in the gulf: expo 2020 in dubai and 
fifa world cup 2022 in doha.

“Clearly, expo 2020 is driving 
growth in the uae, in particular 
dubai, as the emirate aims to com-
plete 160,000 hotel rooms in time 
to welcome an additional 5 mil-

lion visitors over the course of the 
event,” press said.

“There will be a series of semi-
nars that will look at the role expo 
2020 will play in delivering the uae 
government’s long-term vision for 
economic diversification.”

While events such as the qatar 
fifa world cup 2022 and the fina 
world aquatics championships in 
2023 in doha will attract leisure and 
sports travellers to qatar, “this may 
also attract a younger and more ac-
tive demographic profile of tourists 
looking for contemporary accom-
modation and trendy [food and 
beverage] options,” press said.

“The [gulf cooperation council] 
gcc countries are looking towards 
tourism as a way of diversifying 
their economies away from their 
reliance on hydrocarbon receipts.”

As in other markets, gulf coun-
tries must respond to develop-
ments such as peer-to-peer accom-
modation sharing sites like airbnb 

and the demand for authentic des-
tination experiences.

“Travellers are increasingly look-
ing beyond conventional leisure 
programmes and itineraries to ac-
tively seek out atypical experienc-
es that deliver a true taste of local 
culture,” press said. “Experiential 
travel encompasses the adventure, 
culture, heritage, wellness and 
spa and cruise tourism segments, 
which are currently trending glob-
ally.

“Today we see brands and tour-
ism industry stakeholders offer-
ing their guests intangible and 
emotional experiences, immersing 
them in local culture, and tradition-
al ways of life. It is an appeal that 
can be successfully transferred to 
backpackers and billionaires alike.”

Press said the growing trend is 
on the radar of the region’s tourism 
chiefs.

“The middle east has an abun-
dance of authentic local experienc-
es,” he said. “Atm 2017 focused on 
converting these concepts into via-
ble commercial realities to broaden 
the appeal of middle east destina-
tions.”

N.P. Krishna Kumar is a 
Dubai-based contributor to The 
Arab Weekly.

Connecting to history, people and 
culture dominates Gulf travel trends
N.P. Krishna Kumar

The event featured 
more than 2,600 
participants, 
including 100 new 
exhibitors.

Qatar’s tumultuous 
journey to the 2022 
World Cup continues
The Arab Weekly staff

London

Q 

atar’s turbulent road to 
hosting the 2022 FIFA 
World Cup is moving 
forward with the ex-
pected completion of 

one of the stadiums renovated and 
expanded especially for the inter-
national football tournament.

Organisers said the 7,800 sq. me-
tre Khalifa International Stadium 
in the Al Waab settlement will be 
ready in May. They boasted that 
the stadium’s pitch was laid out in 
record time of less than 14 hours.

The 40,000-seat stadium, which 
will host matches up to the World 
Cup quarterfinals, was supposed to 
have been completed late last year. 
However, organisers announced 
in the fourth quarter of 2016 that 
the stadium would not be ready on 

schedule but gave no reason for the 
setback. They set a new expected 
completion of the first quarter of 
2017. They said the “delay will, of 
course, bear no impact on the FIFA  
tournament.”

Qatar’s government-controlled 
media hailed the completion of the 
Khalifa International Stadium, la-
belling it an achievement and a vic-
tory but the question remains as to 
whether Doha can complete other 
venues, which are being built from 
scratch, in time for the 2022 event.

As declining oil prices have tak-
en their toll on Doha and the rest 
of the region, the Qatari govern-
ment announced in April that it 
intended to slash its budget for 
hosting the World Cup by 40-50%, 
said Hassan al-Thawadi, secretary-
general of the Qatar 2022 Supreme 
Committee for Delivery and Lega-
cy (SCDL).

“We wanted to ensure there is 
financial responsibility in rela-
tion to the infrastructure relating 
to the World Cup,” Thawadi told  
CNNMoney.

“That’s why we had set an initial 
budget early on and made a com-
mitment towards reducing it as the 

market became clearer, as the pro-
ject became clearer, as we define 
the scope.”

He said the cost of hosting the 
World Cup would be $8 billion-$10 
billion, adding that the initial pro-
posal for 12 stadiums would likely 
be reduced to eight.

“FIFA has not yet agreed on the 
final number and we are in dis-
cussions with them to finalise the 
final number of stadiums that will 
fit the operating model of Qatar 
2022,” Thawadi said.

“We are moving ahead with 
eight stadiums and in case discus-
sions go on there might be an extra 
stadium to be developed.”

The treatment of the migrant 

workers building of the World Cup 
facilities has faced increased scru-
tiny and criticism. In March, the 
International Labour Organisation, 
a UN agency, gave Qatar an addi-
tional eight months to improve its 
treatment of the workers or face 
sanctions.

A report commissioned by the 
SCDL stated that some labourers 
working on the World Cup stadi-
ums were putting in 18-hour days, 
more than twice what is permitted 
by law. Ten contracting compa-
nies surveyed for the report failed 
to give their employees any days 
off during the week, with some 
labourers working as many as 148 
consecutive days.

Moving ahead. Construction at the Khalifa International Stadium 
in Doha.                                                                                                          (AFP)

The cost of hosting the 
World Cup would be 
$8 billion-$10 billion.

Innovative industry. A view of visitors at the Arabian Travel Market 2017 at the Dubai World Trade 
Centre.                                                                    (Courtesy of Arabian Travel Market)
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F 

our months ago, the 6,000 
Egyptian pounds — ap-
proximately $333 — retired 
civil servant Mohamed Ali 
had saved were enough 

for him to travel to Saudi Arabia to 
perform umrah, the minor pilgrim-
age done by Muslims any time of 
the year to holy sites in Mecca and 
Medina.

That amount now, however, is 
hardly enough for the sexagenarian 
to perform the ritual, the cheapest 
redemption option for Muslims in 
Egypt, compared to the much more 
expensive haj.

“I had really hoped to perform 
the umrah after months of saving,” 
Ali said. “Perhaps I can do it next 
year.”

The roots of Ali’s inability to 
achieve his dream of visiting holy 
sites in Mecca and Medina this year 
can be found in last November’s de-
cision by the Central Bank to free-
float the Egyptian pound to eradi-
cate a rampant foreign currency 
parallel market and boost foreign 
currency reserves.

By leaving its decades-old con-
trolled foreign currency exchange 
rate regime, Egypt caused its na-
tional currency to lose more than 
50% of its value.

There are advantages to the 
move. Egypt has turned into a su-
per-cheap destination for foreign 
tourists and its products have an 
unprecedented competitive edge 
in terms of price in foreign markets.

Exports, including agricultural 
crops, construction materials and 
textiles, more than doubled after 
the pound flotation. Construction 
materials exports, for example, 
were up 470% in January, com-
pared to January 2016, said Walid 
Gamal Eddin, the head of the Con-
struction Materials’ Export Coun-
cil, a section of the national Federa-
tion of Chambers of Commerce.

There are drawbacks, too, and 
the unprecedented rise in travel 
costs for Egyptians is one of them. 
This is most clear when it comes to 
umrah and haj. The umrah season 
usually starts two months before 
the Muslim fasting month of Ram-
adan, which this year begins near 
the end of May, and lasts for about 
five months. This is the time of the 
year when hundreds of thousands 
of Egyptians travel to Saudi Arabia 
to perform the less costly ritual.

Last year, 1.3 million Egyptians 
performed it but this year only 
400,000 people have registered to 
travel to Saudi Arabia for umrah, 
said Basel al-Sisi, the head of the 
Religious Tourism Section at the 
Federation of Chambers of Com-
merce.

“This amounts to less than one-
third of the number of people 

who travelled last year,” Sisi said. 
“Travel companies organising 
umrah are in for unprecedented 
losses.”

About 2,200 companies work 
in umrah and haj organisations 
in Egypt. The companies employ 
thousands of workers.

Nasser Turk, the owner of one of 
the companies, said some workers 
in the sector would be laid off as 
the economic recession continues.

“True, umrah is an important 
ritual but, as prices shoot up, 
people will have other priorities,” 
Turk said. “Everybody is going 
down to satisfying basic needs, 
even as these needs become diffi-
cult to satisfy day after day.”

Turk said he was laying off 
almost one-third of his com-
pany’s workforce of 50. He said 
he planned to shift his business 

from a focus on umrah and haj to 
domestic tours, especially to the 
southern provinces of Luxor and 
Aswan and the Red Sea resort of 
Sharm el-Sheikh.

Even here he has a problem be-
cause fewer Egyptians are contem-
plating travel inside the country as 
they struggle to make ends meet.

Before the pound flotation, a 
Saudi riyal equalled 2.4 Egyp-
tian pounds. Now, the same riyal 
equals 5 pounds.

Egyptians have been spending 
$1.1 billion on umrah and haj every 
year, a huge amount of money for 
an economically struggling coun-
try. Although almost one-third of 
those who travelled for umrah in 
2016 will travel this year, the um-
rah bill is expected to remain near 
the same level.

Ali said he was still hoping to 
make the journey, believing it 
would have contributed to his as-
pired redemption but said the cost 
was becoming far higher than he 
can afford.

“I had always dreamed of visit-
ing the holy sites in Mecca and 
Medina but it seems that umrah is 
no longer for the poor,” he said.

Umrah no longer affordable for Egypt’s poor
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Lucky few. Egyptian pilgrims at Cairo Airport preparing to leave for Saudi Arabia as the minor pilgrimage season starts.                 (Saeed Shahat)

Travel is becoming 
too expensive for 
Egyptians because of 
the effects of the 
pound flotation.

Women-led mosque opens doors to both sexes in California
Lisa Fernandez

Berkeley

T 

he second mosque in the 
United States led solely by 
women recently had its 
inaugural service in Cali-
fornia but, unlike a Los 

Angeles congregation that opened 
two years ago, the new female-led 
Muslim house of worship in Berke-
ley is open to both sexes.

The Qal’bu Maryam Women’s 
Mosque “is a place for women to 
worship in the sanctuary, to not 
be hidden away in dark rooms,” 
said Rabi’a Keeble, founder of the 
Berkeley mosque, whose name 
means “Heart of Mary” in Arabic.

Many mosques admit both 
men and women but most segre-
gate them by sex. At the Women’s 
Mosque of America in Los Angeles, 
male worshippers over the age of 

12 are excluded, making the new 
Berkeley mosque the first of its 
kind in the United States.

“We uplift the female and, just as 
the Prophet loved women, we must 
follow in his footsteps and love our-
selves and each other,” she said.

Keeble is a 40-something convert 
from Christianity with a master’s 
degree in religious leadership from 
the Starr King School of Ministry, a 
seminary affiliated with the Univer-
sity of California, Berkeley, which 
donated space for the mosque.

At Qal’bu Maryam, there is no 
imam, as the cleric who conducts 
worship at a mosque is called. Rath-
er, female lay leaders will rotate in 
leading prayers and talks.

About 50 women and men, in-
cluding Muslims, Christians and 
Jews, attended the traditional Fri-
day service on April 14, listening 
to prayer leader Crystal Keshawarz 
chant “Allahu Akbar” — “God is 
great.”

Some Islamic scholars say the 
Prophet Mohammad gave permis-
sion to women to lead any kind of 
prayer; others say that he meant to 
restrict women to leading prayer 
at home. Still, many traditionalists 

do not believe a man should hear a 
woman’s voice in prayer.

“Men are conditioned to believe 
that women’s voices are seducing 
and if they hear [a woman’s] voice 
they are pushed into an adulteress 
area,” Keeble said. “Men should 
think better of themselves. They 
are not animals.”

Mohammad Sarodi, former chair-
man of the Muslim Community As-
sociation in Santa Clara, California, 
said he would not attend prayers 
led by women.

“If women are leading prayers for 
women, fine, but if they are lead-
ing prayers for men, then that is 
not something I have been raised 
with,” said Sarodi, 70. “I have never 
heard from the scholars that this is 
acceptable.

“Women are certainly not infe-
rior but this is not how it’s done.”

Though Islam is not the only 
religion with a tradition of male 
leadership, its religious tradition is 
described by many non-Muslims, 
and even some within the faith, as 
restrictive towards women.

“It’s simply time” for change, 
Keeble said, both to bring more 
women into the faith and to alter 
perceptions of those who say Islam 
is oppressive to females.

“I think this is the only way that 
reputation can be addressed — by 
empowering women,” Keeble said.

(Reuters)
Altering perceptions. Rabi’a Keeble, the lay leader at the Qal’bu 
Maryam Women’s Mosque, on April 14.                                           (Reuters)

Islam is not the only 
religion with a 
tradition of male 
leadership.

I had really hoped 
to perform the 
umrah after 
months of saving. 
Perhaps I can do it 
next year.”

Mohamed Ali, 
a retired civil servant

“I have never heard 
from the scholars 
that this is 
acceptable.”

Mohammad Sarodi, former 
chairman of the Muslim 
Community Association in 
Santa Clara



21May 7, 2017

Society Jews in the Arab world

L 

ebanon’s jews were part 
of lebanon’s social mosaic 
and even had a minor-
ity seat in parliament but 
have been erased from the 

collective memory of the country. 
Many, especially younger lebanese, 
know little about lebanon’s jews, 
who were once a thriving commu-
nity in the country.

“That is exactly why i wanted 
to do a documentary about them. 
While growing up in lebanon i have 
never met lebanese jews but i was 
aware that they existed,” said rola 
khayyat, a new york-based visual 
artist whose first documentary, 
“from brooklyn to beirut,” sheds 
light on the lebanese jewish dias-
pora of brooklyn.

Before moving to new york for 
graduate studies at columbia uni-
versity, the closest contact khayyat 
had to the lebanese jewish com-
munity were physical remnants 
around beirut. These include the 
magen abraham synagogue in wadi 
abu jamil, later known as the jewish 
neighbourhood of the city, and the 

jewish cemetery in sodeco.
“My father used to tell stories of 

jewish neighbours who were very 
close to them. When i came to new 
york i found out that the largest di-
aspora of lebanese and syrian jews 
is here,” khayyat said in a skype in-
terview.

She sought out her jewish com-
patriots, including raymond sasson 
and rabbi elie abadie, the two main 
interviewees in her 30-minute doc-
umentary.

“I was surprised to find out that 
they speak better arabic than i do, 
cook lebanese food, listen to arabic 
songs… they have preserved leba-
nese culture in its highest form,” 
khayyat said.

“Today, with the interference of 
politics and after the wars with is-
rael, it has become a common un-
derstanding that what is jewish is 
equated with zionism but many in 
the community are apolitical and 
they don’t really side with either 
side. After all, jews have existed in 
the middle east since biblical times.”

Lebanon’s jews, a relatively small 
community that numbered as many 
as 15,000 in the mid-1950s, mostly 
migrated or fled the country after 
the outbreak of the civil war in 1975. 
Those who still live in lebanon are 
estimated to be fewer than 200. 
Many have changed their papers, 
married outside the jewish faith 
and kept a low profile. In 2010, the 
lebanese government renovated 
the magen abraham synagogue in 
beirut, which was abandoned in the 
war.

Khayyat noted that the lebanese 
and syrian jewish communities are 
quite distinctive from other minori-
ties in the united states as they were 

essentially against fully assimilating 
and were adamant about preserv-
ing their middle eastern identities. 
They established their own clearly 
defined infrastructure, notably in 
brooklyn, in the ocean parkway 
area.

“When you walk in the street 
there you have middle eastern bak-
eries and roasters, you hear arabic 
and you see arabic written on signs. 
It looks very familiar,” khayyat said.

“They identify as lebanese and 
in terms of religion they identify as 
jews and they don’t really feel that 
there is a contradiction between the 
two.”

Sasson, whose family migrated 
to the united states when he was a 
child in 1971, has returned several 
times to lebanon since 2008.

“Although i was raised in the 
states, we were always reminisc-
ing about our life in lebanon,” sas-
son said by e-mail. “My parents and 
relatives always spoke positively 
about their life in lebanon. I am very 
connected to lebanon that i try to 
visit every few years.”

Sasson defines himself as leba-
nese foremost. “I’m jewish by faith 
and lebanese by culture. Why do i 
have to choose between one and the 
other?” He asked.

“I have many lebanese friends of 
all faiths and i follow lebanese poli-
tics and culture,” he said.

Sasson’s family, like many leba-
nese jewish families, chose to leave 
the country because of political in-
stability and a feeling of insecurity 
as members of the jewish commu-
nity, especially after of the arab-
israeli 1967 war, which changed 
the country’s political landscape. 
A large number of palestinian refu-
gees entered the country then and 
palestinian armed groups frequent-
ly launched attacks from lebanon 
against israel.

“We were not persecuted,” sasson 
said, “but there were tensions with 
regard to israel.”

Most lebanese jews have settled 
in the united states or europe. The 
few who did go to israel eventually 
relocated somewhere else, khayyat 
pointed out.

“They did not want to leave. 
They tried to stay until the very last 
moment, even when they left, they 
tried to come back,” she said.

“Raymond’s mother, for in-
stance, does not feel at home in 
america. She says lebanon will al-
ways be my homeland. She is 85 
years now and she still feels that 
way.”

“The documentary explores the 
idea of home and belonging and 
how the identity of jews has been 
changed after the creation of israel, 
after the interference of politics 
and after zionism came into the 
scene,” khayyat added.

For many, “lebanese jewish” is 
too remote a concept but the truth 
is that jews in lebanon once lived 
side by side with the country’s 
christian and muslim populations.

“From brooklyn to beirut” is to 
be released in september. A screen-
ing in beirut is scheduled for octo-
ber.

Samar kadi is the arab weekly 
travel and society sections editor.

Documentary sheds 
light on Lebanese 
Jewish diaspora 
in Brooklyn
Samar Kadi

Part of social mosaic. A picture shows the entrance to the Magen Abraham synagogue in the 
Lebanese capital Beirut.                                                                                                                                                (AFP)

I’m Jewish by faith 
and Lebanese by 
culture. Why do I 
have to choose 
between one and 
the other?

Raymond Sasson, 
a Lebanese Jew

Egypt’s tiny Jewish community clings to heritage
Emmanuel Parisse

Cairo

O 

nce a flourishing com-
munity, only a handful 
of Egyptian Jews, mostly 
elderly women, remain 
in the Arab world’s most 

populous country, aiming at least to 
preserve their heritage.

Egypt has about a dozen syna-
gogues but, like many of the 
country’s monuments, they need 
restoration. Part of the roof of a syn-
agogue in the Mediterranean city of 
Alexandria caved in last year.

In Cairo, a bustling street lined 
with old hotels and shops leads to 
an imposing stone building mod-
elled after an ancient Egyptian tem-
ple: The Sha’ar Hashamayim syna-
gogue, built around 1900.

Inside, Magda Haroun carefully 
unrolls Torah scrolls kept in the 
synagogue’s ark.

The synagogue is mostly empty 
these days but Haroun, 65, said she 
remembers when its benches were 
filled with worshippers, including 
her late father Shehata Haroun, a 
celebrated lawyer.

Haroun carries the title of presi-
dent of Cairo’s Jewish commu-
nity — six elderly women, includ-
ing herself and her mother — and 
says her task is to preserve a  
centuries-old heritage.

“It’s my duty, for future genera-
tions,” she says.

Her mother Marcelle Haroun, 91, 
cries when she discusses her com-
munity’s fading past.

“According to the stories, Jews 
lived in Egypt since the pharaohs. 
Do you want to make centuries of 
history vanish?” she says.

There were 80,000-120,000 
Jews in Egypt up until the  
mid-20th century.

They had an impact that far ex-
ceeded their numbers in trade and 
even cinema, with actress and 
singer Leila Murad dominating the 
silver screen in the 1940s and 1950s.

The Arab-Israeli war of 1948 led 
to the disintegration of the commu-
nity, with many leaving Egypt or be-
ing forced out under the regime of 
president Gamal Abdel Nasser.

Today, the Jews of Egypt are esti-
mated to number 18, with 12 of them 
in the coastal city of Alexandria.

Magda Haroun’s dream is for Jew-
ish artefacts to be seen by the pub-
lic, perhaps in a planned museum of 
Egyptian civilisation.

Officially, the government now 
makes no distinction between 
Pharaonic, Islamic, Coptic and 
Jewish heritage and the Antiqui-
ties Ministry has come up with the 
funds to fix the roof of Alexandria’s 
synagogue.

“The (Antiquities) minister prom-
ised me that a museum of civilisa-
tions will open, representing all the 
civilisations of Egypt,” said Magda 
Haroun.

The Egyptian civilisation muse-
um opened in February with a small 
exhibition but there are no definite 
plans for displaying Jewish arte-
facts in it.

However, Minister of Antiquities 
Khaled el-Enany said that in early 
2016 he set up a committee to list 
“all the Jewish monuments and 
Jewish collections that are in the 
synagogues”.

On a public level, many Egyptians 
still have a mixed view of their Jew-
ish compatriots.

“It remains a complicated ques-
tion,” says Amir Ramses, who made 

a 2013 documentary, “The Jews of 
Egypt,” on the community’s history.

“Mentioning the Jews in Egypt 
was a taboo,” he said.

Just screening the film in Cairo 
cinemas was a struggle before he 
eventually obtained clearance. 
When it was shown, the Culture 
Ministry requested that it be intro-
duced as a work of the director’s 
“imagination” rather than a docu-
mentary.

Although the tiny community has 
been spared recent attacks by jihad-
ists targeting Christians, the Sha’ar 
Hashamayim synagogue was at-

tacked in 2010. An assailant hurled 
a suitcase containing a homemade 
bomb at the synagogue’s entrance, 
causing no damage.

Some in the community prefer to 
keep a low profile.

The head of Alexandria’s Jewish 
community, Youssef Gaon, want-
ed to be quoted as little as possi-
ble when interviewed by Agence 
France-Presse.

Gaon simply said he “trusts” the 
Egyptian government will help re-
store the country’s Jewish heritage.

(Agence France-Presse)

Fading past. President of the Egyptian Jewish Community Magda Shehata Haroun stands at the 
Sha’ar Hashamayim Synagogue in Cairo.                                                                                                           (AFP) 

There were 80,000-
120,000 Jews in 
Egypt up until the 
mid-20th century.

The Jews of Egypt 
are estimated to 
number 18, with 12 of 
them in the coastal 
city of Alexandria.
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Amman

A 

n inspiring visual art 
exhibition narrating the 
timeless and thought-
provoking contribution 
of female Arab artists 

opened at Amman’s National Gal-
lery of Fine Arts in the old and 
winding streets of Jabal Weibdeh 
district.

I AM, a peace-building exhibi-
tion, which includes works from 
31 acclaimed female artists from 
Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Iran, Yemen, 
Bahrain, Lebanon, Egypt, Tunisia, 
Iraq, Morocco, the United Arab 
Emirates and the Palestinian terri-
tories, showcases the women’s vi-
sion for a peaceful and harmonious 
future.

Organised by CARAVAN, an in-
ternational NGO that works to 
build bridges between the creeds 
and cultures of the Middle East and 
West through art, the exhibition 
celebrates the ingenuity of Mid-
dle Eastern women. After its May 
3-June 14 exhibition in Amman, 
CARAVAN plans to take the exhibi-
tion to London and Washington.

The Reverend Paul-Gordon 
Chandler, founder and president of 
CARAVAN, said the exhibition was 
aimed at highlighting the contribu-
tions of women.

“It originated from a desire to 
creatively and positively build 
on the message of the highly ac-
claimed book written by former 

US President Jimmy Carter, who is 
much loved and respected in the 
Middle East, titled ‘A Call to Action: 
Women, Religion, Violence and 
Power,’” Chandler said in a podcast 
posted on the the artist next level 
web site.

“In this regard, the I AM exhibi-
tion focuses not on what women 
are missing and often do not have 
(such as equal rights) but rather on 
what they inherently do have and 
how fundamentally essential their 
contribution is in freeing our world 
from sectarian strife of any kind,” 
Chandler said.

Chandler said the simple depic-
tion of the words I AM signals so 
much.

“I AM, as the title implies, shows 
the uniqueness of the individual, 
as well as one’s identity within the 
community and the world,” he said 
on the podcast. “It thus expresses 
the tension between the unique 
and the shared — unique beliefs, 
values and methods of worship 
paired with shared goals and de-
sires for oneself, one’s community 
and the world.”

Bahraini artist Nabeela al-Khay-
er brought her work to life after 
receiving guidance from Bah-
rain’s rich heritage which dates to 
3000BC.

“I am a painter; I love the im-
pressionist style and love to have 
women as the main subject in most 
of my paintings. The presence and 

role of Bahraini women in our soci-
ety played a big part in my work,” 
Khayer said.

The use of fabrics to highlight the 
colours and impressionist style, in 
addition to acrylic and watercol-
ours, makes Khayer’s work unique.

Using gouache and ink, Helen 
Zughaib, an Arab American based 
in Washington, said she took inspi-
ration from the strength and resil-
ience of women.

“It was very important to me to 
take part in this exhibition as an 

Arab-American woman, living in 
America, to be able to show soli-
darity with many women in the 
Arab world,” the Beirut-born artist 
said.

“Much of my work promotes 
the beauty and strength of Arab 
women and women in general. It is 
meant to express the solidarity and 
compassion I feel for women and 
children, especially those facing 
hardship of any kind. To let them 
know I am thinking of them, I am 
trying through my work to let their 

voices be heard,” said Zughaib, 
who has exhibited her work in New 
York, Paris and Washington.

The exhibition features Janet 
Rady, a specialist in contemporary 
Middle Eastern art with more than 
25 years of experience of the Inter-
national Art Market, as guest cura-
tor.

With issues of women’s rights 
coming to the forefront around the 
world, Chandler said the time is 
right for I AM to showcase the in-
sights and experiences of Middle 
Eastern women as they confront is-
sues of culture, religion and society 
in “a rapidly changing world, both 
in the Middle East and the West.”

“We really believe it couldn’t be 
timelier for this strategic East-West 
artistic peace building initiative,” 
Chandler said on the podcast.

“The I AM exhibition celebrates 
the unique voice of women in 
shaping a harmonious world. 
While hundreds of governmental 
and non-governmental entities are 
strategically addressing the chal-
lenges women face around the 
world, this initiative highlights 
what women contribute towards 
healing our world, because of their 
inherent connection to the sanctity 
of life, and their ability to nurture 
and protect it, thereby inspiring a 
legacy of harmony.”

“The exhibition also aims to ad-
dress stereotypes and challenge 
misconceptions of the ‘other’,” he 
added.

The exhibition, shown in Am-
man under the patronage of Jor-
danian Queen Rania Abdullah 
from May 3-June 14, is scheduled 
to move to St Martin-in-the-Fields 
in London from July 3-August 20 
before premiering in Washing-
ton on September 5 at the Katzen  
Arts Centre at the American  
University.

I AM, an exhibition by Arab women artists
Roufan Nahhas

Celebrating ingenuity. One of the paintings by Manal Deeb of 
the Palestinian territories in the I AM exhibition at the National 
Gallery of Fine Arts in Amman.                         (CARAVAN)

The exhibition 
showcases the 
experiences of Arab 
women as they 
confront issues of 
culture, religion and 
social reality.

After Amman, the 
I AM exhibition is to 
travel to London and 
Washington.

Hundreds of publishers attend Abu Dhabi Book Fair
The Arab Weekly staff

London

T 

he 2017 Abu Dhabi In-
ternational Book Fair 
(ADIBF) brought together 
publishers and authors 
from across the globe 

in what has become one of the re-
gion’s premier cultural events.

The 27th edition of the fair fea-
tured 1,320 exhibitors from 65 
countries as prominent novelists, 
poets, graphic designers, essayists 
and social leaders from the Middle 
East, Europe, Asia, North Africa 
and North America participated. 
More than 500,000 titles were on 
display, written in more than 30 
languages.

China, this year’s special guest, 
was celebrated with cultural pro-
grammes and talks. Eugene Yun, 
one of China’s most prominent lit-
erary voices; Cao Wenxuan, best 
known for his children’s literature 
and as vice-president of the Beijing 
Writers Association; and Xu Zech-
en, deputy editor of the Chinese 
People’s Literature magazine, were 
among the participants.

An agreement was signed to 
establish the first joint UAE-Chi-
nese publishing house, aiming to 
“bridge between Arab and Chinese 
cultures and… facilitate a flourish-
ing cooperative relationship be-
tween China and the UAE,” a state-
ment said.

Abu Dhabi Crown Prince Sheikh 
Mohammed bin Zayed al-Nahyan 
said the United Arab Emirates pro-
vides “great support for culture, 
literature, science and knowledge, 

placing them among its priorities 
while encouraging authors and cul-
tured people from Arab countries 
and all over the world.”

Sheikh Mohammed said that 
“culture and intellect will contin-
ue to be the primary standard for 
measuring the advancement of na-
tions and their civilisations and the 
extent of their ability to develop.”

Mohammed al-Masoudi, the di-
rector of cultural affairs at the Saudi 
Embassy in the UAE, said the king-
dom “aims to benefit through its 

participation in the book fair from 
the international cultural demon-
stration presented by the UAE.”

The Sheikh Zayed Book Award 
named Moroccan historian and 
scholar Abdallah Laroui as the Cul-
tural Personality of the Year.

Lebanese author Abbas Beydoun, 
72, won The Literature Award for 
“Khareef al Bara’a” (“The Autumn 
of Innocence”), and the Contribu-
tion to the Development of Nations 
Award went to Syria’s Mohammad 
Chahrour for “Al Islam wal Insan” 

(“Islam and the Human Being”).
The Sheikh Zayed Book Award 

was launched in 2007 to promote 
creativity in Arab culture. The win-
ners received cash prizes totalling 
close to $2 million.

Film-making was also celebrated 
at the event with Emirati filmmak-
er Nawaf al-Janahi’s Black Box Cin-
ema project showcasing a diverse 
selection of Emirati and Arabic 
short films.

Fifteen films from the UAE, Qa-
tar, Jordan, the Palestinian territo-

ries, Tunisia, Lebanon and Egypt 
were featured. The films, which 
ranged from 9 minutes to 26 min-
utes in length, showcased interna-
tional collaborative efforts, includ-
ing a Qatari-Lebanese-Canadian 
production “Turtles Are Always 
Home,” which tackles the meaning 
of home.

A Jordanian/Palestinian short 
film called “Five Boys and a Wheel,” 
an Arabic-language adaptation of 
Raymond Carver’s “Bicycles, Mus-
cles, Cigarettes,” also premiered.

Books, films and cultural events. Visitors look at books at the Abu Dhabi International Book Fair in the Emirati capital.                 (ADIBF 2017)

An agreement was 
signed to establish 
the first joint UAE-
Chinese publishing 
house.



23May 7, 2017

Tunis

M 

ohamed Talbi, known 
for his staunch op-
position to political 
Islam and religious 
obscurantism and as a 

prolific writer whose ideas often be-
came the centre of controversy, has 
died in Tunis at the age of 95.

The Tunisian Ministry of Culture 
called Talbi, who died May 1, “one of 
the pillars of intellectual activity in 
Tunisia” and said that he “belonged 
to the founding generation of the 
modern Tunisian university.”

“For six decades, the late Mo-
hamed Talbi wrote no less than 30 
books, a testament to his academic 
career and intellectual prolificacy,” 
the ministry said.

Throughout his career, Talbi ar-
gued that more emphasis should be 
put on the intended meaning of the 
Quranic text rather than laws and 
strictures that he argued were spe-
cific to certain historical periods.

During a 2015 conference, Talbi 
explained that a reader of the Quran 
“must pay attention to the intended 
meanings of the Holy Book and the 
aims of sharia rather than the lit-
eral rulings therein.” This allows the 
reader to make judgments about the 
meaning of the text, he said, thereby 
“[exercising] his right to understand 
and interpret.”

Having established the right to en-
gage in free enquiry in Islam, Talbi 
assailed the theories and ideas of 
Sayyid Qutb, the founder of holy 
violence in the Islamic movement 
of the 20th century. Talbi argued 
that Qutb had done great damage 
to Islam by meshing the Quran with 
a mode of thought that produced 
terrorism. By “separating faith and 
religion,” Talbi said, Qutb created 
an intellectual crisis, leading his fol-
lowers into transgression.

Talbi said Qutb “had completely 
stripped Islam of its spiritual and 
social dimensions and turned it into 
a politico-religious instrument, de-
tached from people’s convictions 

and imposed on them,” for the 
purpose of laying the foundations 
of what Talbi termed “a religious 
state… a state of darkness.”

Talbi said that any modernist pro-
ject in the Muslim world must begin 
by revising and reviewing religious 
thought. Muslim thinkers “must 
frankly face their heritage and past. 
There were errors made in our his-
tory and we have to expose them 
before moving on,” Talbi said.

Deeply religious, Talbi waged a 
fierce battle against extremism and 
what he considered antiquated Is-
lamic ideas for more than half a 
century. He exercised an innova-
tive approach, having the courage to 
question postulates and offer daring 
ideas.

In an interview with French news-
paper Le Monde in 2006, Talbi said 

sharia was a “human production” 
and “has nothing to do” necessarily 
with Islam. He argued that “religion, 
any religion cannot be imposed or 
forced on people.” “I will never tire 
of repeating that Islam gives us free-
dom,” he added.

In a more recent interview with 
weekly magazine Jeune Afrique, 
Talbi pointed out that “the Quran 
was the only [holy text] that in-
cludes the very clear and very secu-
lar expression: There is no compul-
sion in religion.”

Talbi was a fierce opponent of 
Salafist thought, referring to it as 
“anti-Islamic.” He opposed and 
warned against “the threat of Is-
lamophobia nourished by some 
Christian tendencies.” In the Jeune 
Afrique interview, he said: “These 
people think that Prophet Moham-
mad brought only bad and inhuman 
things.”

Talbi was born in 1921 in Tunis 
and studied at the well-known Sadi-
ki College in Tunis. He received his 
bachelor’s of arts in Arabic and stud-
ied at the Sorbonne University in 
Paris, where he completed a doctor-
ate in history.

Talbi is known as one of the found-
ers of the modern Tunisian universi-
ty and served as the first dean of the 
Faculty of Letters in 1955. During 
the 1980s, he was appointed head 

of the National Cultural Committee 
and was director of Beit al-Hikma at 
Carthage in 2011.

Talbi, who described himself as a 
“Quranic Muslim”, in 2012 founded 
the International Association of 
Quranic Muslims.

Talbi wrote 30 books and pub-
lished hundreds of articles in Arabic 
and French. He received numerous 
awards, including many cultural 
and honorary honours from Tuni-
sia, France, Spain, Italy, Germany 
and Sweden.

Among his best-known works in 
Arabic are: “Iyal Allah” (1992), “Um-
mat al-Wasat” (1996), “Murafa’a 
min ajli Islamin Mu’asir” (1998), 
“Al-Islam: Hurriyatun wa Hiwar” 
(1999), “Kawniyat al-Quran” (2002), 
“Li Yatma’inna Qalbi” (2010), and 
“Al-hurriyatu dini” (2011).

Culture

O b i t u a r y

Tunisian Islamic scholar Mohamed Talbi,
a fierce opponent of fundamentalism
The Arab Weekly staff

Free thinker. A file photo shows Tunisian writer and intellectual Mohamed Talbi speaking during a news conference in Tunis.              (AFP)

 Talbi wrote 30 books 
and published 
hundreds of articles 
in Arabic and French.

Deeply religious, 
Talbi waged a fierce 
battle against 
extremism.

Looking at ‘Investigative Journalism in the Arab World’

I
nvestigative journalism in 
the Arab world needs 
reform, especially with the 
newfound freedoms the 
media has secured after the 
“Arab spring.” This is one of 

the main points of Saba Bebawi’s 
new book, “Investigative Journal-
ism in the Arab World: Issues and 
Challenges.”

Bebawi’s book is based on her 
experiences working for Radio 
Jordan English, CNN and Dubai TV. 
When she addresses hindrances 
to such reform, it comes from 
time spent on the front lines of 
the media’s battles for access to 
information.

Bebawi’s book deals with the is-
sues and challenges facing investi-
gative reporting in the Arab world 
in great depth. She provides illu-
minating case studies, such as how 
job advertisements in Jordanian 
newspapers lure women for sexual 
purposes, as well as the story of 
a Syrian refugee trying to regain 
her daughter’s identity documents 
from Jordanian authorities, whom 
she accused of trying to make 
money out of refugees.

Although finding funding for 
investigative journalism is a problem 
everywhere it is of particular concern 
in the arab world. Bebawi makes the 
case that arab media should make 
more of an effort to find sponsors to 
fund costly investigative projects, 
similar to what propublica does in 
the united states.

Saad hattar, an editorial consultant 
for arab reporters for investigative 
journalism (arij), a non-profit organi-
sation established in 2005 to promote 
investigative journalism, said in 
the book that the arab world lacked 
sustainable journalism training for 
students living in the internet age, 
and that current university courses 
were “stagnant and old.”

Bebawi pointed out that while 
large media operations such as al 
jazeera and al arabiya have budgets 
to launch training ventures and long-
term projects, newsrooms on state 
and local levels need financial aid to 
break from the traditional report-
ing cycle. She said that when young 
journalists receive training in inves-
tigative reporting, old-school editors 
rarely allow them the opportunity to 
implement their skills.

Another problem in arab 
media, bebawi said, is journal-
ists’ inability to distinguish 
between truth-telling and 
activist-driven writing that 
is based in political opinions 
and emotion. This point is 
stressed by training coaches 
at arij, who said arab 
journalists tend to base an 
investigation on hearsay 
rather than evidence.

Access to information 
in the arab world is also a 
problem, with state media 
often functioning as 
government mouthpiec-
es. News archives are 
limited and laws on free-
dom of information are 
sometimes restricted.

However, arij executive direc-
tor rana sabbagh notes in bebawi’s 
book that the “arab spring” “broke 
the wall of fear” and the media 
became polarised, either supporting 
or opposing various regimes. This 
posed a problem for new independ-
ent media, which found hardly any 
space to provide alternative coverage 
of events.

Sabbagh said she 
noticed that students 

often graduated without 
knowing the difference 

between investigative 
journalism and daily 

reporting. Her organisa-
tion invited professors to 

its annual conference but 
learned they were resistant 
to teaching investigative 

reporting methods. Many of 
the professors taught in gov-

ernment-owned institutions 
and said they would be unable 
to protect their students in 

their probing as they were not 
professionals.

Hattar also explained that 
online platforms, such as social 

media, pose a threat to the gov-
ernment since state institutions 

cannot control them. This has 
created a turbulent environment, 
Bebawi said, with some platforms 
sometimes being shut down 
overnight, making it harder to do 
investigative reporting.

Dunia El-Zobaidi is a regular Arab 
Weekly contributor in London.

Dunia
El-Zobaidi

Books

State control 
over media is 
an obstacle 
to Arab 
investigative 
journalism.

Cover of Saba 
Bebawi’s book, 
“Investigative 
Journalism in 
the Arab World: 
Issues and 
Challenges.”
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Agenda

We welcome submissions of 
calendar items related to 
cultural events of interest to 
travellers in the Middle East 
and North Africa.

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

Dubai:
Through May 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 any-
thing in her bag. The produc-
tion involves the audience in 
adventures through fantastic 
effects and choreography.

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.

Algeria:
May 10-24               

The 18th European Cultural 
Festival in Algeria brings to-
gether artists from more than 
a dozen countries to perform 
traditional rhythms, jazz and 
flamenco. It takes place in 
Algiers, Tlemcen and Constan-
tine.

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.

Dubai:
May 17-20

The ninth Dubai Tango Festi-
val is scheduled for the Mey-
dan Hotel and includes tango 
workshops, milongas along 
with famous tango dancers 
and singers.

Amman:
During June 

Starting on the third night of 
Ramadan, Amman each year 
celebrates traditional Arab 
culture with the Citadel Nights 
Festival. The city comes to life 
each night of Ramadan with 
concerts, recitals of classical 
Arab music, traditional dishes 
and authentic souks.

Marrakech:
July 1-31

The annual Marrakech 
Festival of Popular Arts and 
Folklore showcases Moroccan 
traditions, music, dance and 
costumes through the ages. 
Visitors attend concerts, ex-
hibitions and Moroccan street 
troupe performances.

Beirut

“F
eeling at home” is the 
idea behind L’Hôte Li-
banais — the Lebanese 
Host — 15 guesthouses 
and boutique hotels 

carefully selected to give guests 
genuine insight into traditional 
Lebanese living.

Nestled in quiet village quarters, 
centuries-old buildings hidden in 
the mountains or artsy apartments 
tucked in the heart of Beirut, the 
guesthouses are scattered across 
Lebanon, with each having its own 
cachet and characteristics.

L’Hôte Libanais introduced 
guesthouses to Lebanon 15 years 
ago, guided by a belief that “the 
best way to experience a country 
is to share its food and to mingle 
with the local people,” said group 
founder Orphée Haddad.

“Although the Lebanese people 
are very hospitable, the tourism 
industry in Lebanon for years was 
mainly based on hotels in Beirut, 
from where tourists would go on 
day trips to visit historical sites,” 
Haddad said. “Those who did not 
know anyone in Lebanon were 
stuck in places mainly dedicated to 
tourists and did not have a chance 
to experience what real Lebanese 
life is.”

The gist of the endeavour is to 
have the Lebanese people open 
their houses to foreigners looking 
to better understand Lebanon and 
gain first-hand experience of Leba-
nese hospitality.

“This is how L’Hôte Libanais 
started. I went from neighbour-
hood to neighbourhood and from 
village to village knocking on doors 
and sharing my idea,” Haddad said.

The first guest houses of L’Hôte 
Libanais started operating in 2005-
06, receiving both foreign guests 
and the Lebanese who wanted to 
explore their country.

“This is how global travelling is 
moving now,” Haddad said. “Today 
people are looking for something 
more genuine. The old tourism 
with impersonal large hotels has 
probably changed into something 
that is more focused on the expe-
rience. It is an experience with the 
food and the area itself.”

L’Hôte Libanais members are 
carefully selected through strict 
criteria that combine the physi-
cal with the flavour and feel of the 
place.

“Architecture is one of them but 
the building should not necessar-
ily be old,” Haddad said. “The place 
should have something to tell about 
Lebanese history, about the coun-
try and its traditions but the most 
important criterion is to show a dif-
ferent Lebanon than the Lebanon 
that was shown for years to tour-
ists.”

Just walking distance from the 
Beirut nightlife hub of Gemayze, the 
Sursock Museum and downtown 
is Jamil Azar’s guesthouse, Dar Al 
Achrafieh, in one of the Lebanese 
capital’s mythical neighbourhoods.

“It is my family house where I was 
born. It has two rooms for guests 
and has been part of the L’Hôte Li-

banais family since 2005,” Azar said 
of his 90-year-old house with its art 
deco furnishings and painted ceil-
ings.

“It is special because, first of all, 
guests are staying in a traditional 
Lebanese house and with a Leba-
nese host. They feel that they are 
really in Lebanon. I welcome them 
personally, give them directions 
to places to visit, to museums and 
restaurants. These are small things 
that they appreciate and make them 
feel at home.”

For those who want to experience 
Lebanon’s traditional village life, 
L’Hôte Libanais offers a selection of 
guesthouses nestled in high moun-
tains or in the heart of olive groves, 
such as Rola Bazerji’s Bouyouti in 
the Chouf Mountains.

When Bazerji and her husband 
decided to build a summer home 
under the olive trees, they had no 

intention of turning the place into a 
boutique hostel.

“There was a small stone house 
on the land, so we decided to build 
a bigger one for us. Then we built 
another small house for our friends 
and guests, then another and an-
other. Now we have 12 houses scat-
tered in the olive orchard, which 
we later turned into guesthouses,” 
Bazerji said.

The houses differ in size but they 
all have a small terrace and a kitch-
enette. Some have two bedrooms 
and a living area and the place is 
equipped with a swimming pool, a 
bar and a restaurant under the olive 
trees.

“The place has become our baby. 
In every house there is everything 
the guests need to make them feel 
at home,” Bazerji said. “The area is 
very popular with foreigners and 
Lebanese alike, with its touristic 
sites, like Deir el Qamar, Beiteddine 
Palace and the Cedars’ Reserve of 
Barouk.  We are located in the mid-
dle of an open museum.”

All guesthouses of L’Hôte Liba-
nais operate on a bed-and-break-
fast concept. Jacqueline Helwanji’s 
breakfast at Dar Qadisha is an exam-
ple of genuine traditional food.

Breakfast includes homemade 
jams from fruit that Helwanji grows 
in the garden of her 100-year-old 
house in the village of Hasroun 
overlooking the famous Qadisha 
Valley, mankoushe, known as the 
Lebanese pizza, with fresh zaatar 
(thyme), local goat cheeses, organic 
eggs and labneh (strained yoghurt).

With prices ranging $80-$250 for 
a double bedroom per night, L’Hôte 
Libanais offers individuals of all 
budgets the opportunity to dis-
cover and fall in love with Lebanon, 
Haddad said.

“L’Hôte Libanais’s experience is 
about a coming together of people, 
place, aesthetics, and tastes,” he 
said.

http://www.hotelibanais.com/
bed-and-breakfast/hotels/.

Guest houses offer a welcoming 
way of discovering Lebanon
Samar Kadi

Dar Alma in the coastal city of Tyre in southern Lebanon.                   (Courtesy of L’Hôte Libanais)

Dar Al Achrafieh, an old guesthouse of L’Hôte Libanais tucked in 
the heart of Beirut’s neighbourhood of Achrafieh.

 (Courtesy of L’Hôte Libanais)

A view from Bouyouti, a boutique hotel in the heart of the Chouf Mountain.               (Courtesy of L’Hôte Libanais)

The gist of the 
endeavour is to have 
the Lebanese people 
open their houses to 
foreigners.


