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Deeper US involvement in Syria,
closer alliance with Kurds
Thomas Seibert

Washington

E

nding years of a handsoff approach, the United
States is stepping up its
involvement in the deadly
conflict in Syria by supplying heavy weapons to Syrian Kurds
for an offensive against the Islamic
State (ISIS).
The move is provoking a crisis
in relations with NATO ally Turkey
just days before its president, Recep
Tayyip Erdogan, is to meet with US
President Donald Trump in Washington.
US military support, which includes heavy machine guns, mortars, anti-tank weapons and armoured vehicles, is designed to
boost the firepower of the People’s
Protection Units (YPG), a Kurdish
militia in Syria seen by Washington
as a close ally in the fight against
ISIS.
Trump has authorised the Department of Defence “to equip Kurdish
elements of the Syrian Democratic
Forces as necessary to ensure a clear
victory over ISIS” in Raqqa, seat of
the jihadists’ self-styled caliphate,
the Pentagon said. The US-backed
Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) is a
Kurdish-Arab fighting force that includes the YPG.
Since taking office nearly four
months ago, Trump has demonstrated a willingness to use military
power in the Middle East, ordering
a missile attack on a Syrian airbase
last month.
Arming the Kurds signals a
deeper US involvement in the conflict. Erdogan, who is to meet with
Trump on May 16, was incensed by
the move, which Ankara says would
strengthen a dangerous enemy. It
views the YPG as the Syrian arm of
the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK),
considered a terrorist organisation
by Turkey and the United States.
“It is unthinkable to have a decision in the Middle East taken with-

Cosying up. A US officer speaking with a fighter from the Kurdish People’s Protection Units (YPG)
near the north-eastern Syrian Kurdish town of Derik.
(AFP)
out Turkey,” Erdogan said the day
after Trump’s order to the Pentagon. “If somebody makes a decision
without asking Turkey’s opinion,
they will pay a heavy price,” Turkish media quoted Erdogan as saying. On May 10, Erdogan said at a
news conference in Ankara that “we
want to believe that our allies will
side with us, not with a terrorist organisation.”
Turkish Prime Minister Binali
Yildirim called Trump’s move “unacceptable” and Defence Minister
Fikri Isik spoke of a “crisis” between

his country and the United States.
Ozturk Yilmaz, a leading member
of Turkey’s opposition, called on
Erdogan to cancel his trip to Washington. He said Ankara should not
expect the YPG to return the US
weapons once ISIS was defeated.
Washington tried to calm the
situation while making it clear the
Trump administration had no intention of backing down. “We want
to reassure the people and the government of Turkey that the United
States is committed to preventing
additional security risks and pro-

US military support is designed to boost the
firepower of the People’s Protection Units (YPG)
in the fight against ISIS.

tecting our NATO ally,” Trump’s
spokesman Sean Spicer said. He
added that the SDF was “the only
force on the ground that can successfully seize Raqqa in the near
future.”
US Defence Secretary James Mattis also offered reassurances to Turkey. The United States agreed “100%
with Turkey’s concerns about PKK,”
Mattis said after meeting with
Yildirim in London. Reports said
Washington offered increased intelligence sharing to boost Turkey’s
fight against the PKK.
Thomas Seibert is a Washington
correspondent for The Arab
Weekly.
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Dismay in Egypt as al-Azhar reform fails to materialise
verberates loudly in Egypt with
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi calling for a “religious revolution” and
demanding al-Azhar undergo modernisation and reform.

Hassan Abdel Zaher

Cairo

E

fforts to reform al-Azhar,
Egypt’s highest seat of
Islamic learning, fail because those who control
the Sunni Islamic institution do not believe in reform, work
hard to hamper it and are unqualified to be part of it, critics said.
“Al-Azhar scholars are only good
at reviling those with different
views and calling them infidels,”
said Gaber Asfour, a former culture
minister who is a staunch critic of
al-Azhar. “They think reform will
be bad for their institution.”
Reforming al-Azhar, Egypt’s oldest and highest-ranking religious
body, has turned into a major issue in Egypt with the Arab country
waging its own fierce war against
Islamic extremism.
Debates on reforming the institution morphed into a draft bill in
parliament that would trim the authority of al-Azhar’s grand imam,

Efforts to reform
al-Azhar fail
because those
who control the
Sunni Islamic
institution do not
believe in reform,
critics said.
Looking backward? Muslim scholars wait for the meeting between
Pope Francis and Sheikh Ahmed el-Tayeb, al-Azhar’s grand imam,
in Cairo, last April.
(AP)
limiting his time in office and providing a mechanism to remove him
if he failed to lead the required reforms.
Nevertheless, any such reform ef-

fort is expected to be nipped in the
bud because of the lack of enthusiasm inside al-Azhar itself, experts
said.
The need to reform al-Azhar re-

Sisi has said he wants to turn the
religious establishment into a powerful tool in the fight against terrorism as Egypt battles the Islamic
State (ISIS) in Sinai. Sisi seems,
however, to be failing to convince
al-Azhar scholars to make changes,
analysts said.
Islamic
researcher
Youssef
Ziedan said reforming al-Azhar

cannot happen by presidential decree. “Reform will only come from
within,” Ziedan said. “It must happen as part of a religious and intellectual uprising inside al-Azhar
itself.”
Nevertheless, reforming al-Azhar
is imperative for the fight against
extremism, experts said, and this
institution cannot play an effective
role while it nourishes extremism,
they pointed out.
An al-Azhar scholar who hosts a
religious programme on local Mehwar TV has called on Christians to
convert to Islam and said their faith
is “incorrect.”
“Leaving al-Azhar as is can be
catastrophic,” said Khaled Montasser, a TV commentator. “The
conduct of such an important institution is enough to give terrorists
carte blanche to kill.”
Hassan Abdel Zaher is a
Cairo-based contributor to
The Arab Weekly.
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US intervention in Syria

US steps up its
war in Syria — and
maybe beyond
Ed Blanche

Beirut

U

S-backed Syrian forces
said they had completed the capture of the
strategic Euphrates River town of Tabqa, its airbase and the county’s largest dam
on May 10 after weeks of combat,
opening the way for a final assault
on Raqqa, the self-proclaimed capital of the shrinking Islamic State
(ISIS) caliphate spanning Syria and
Iraq.
With the inevitable fall of ISIS’s
last major urban stronghold in Syria
expected in the months ahead, the
United States will have achieved
one of its key objectives in the war
against the jihadists, which for
Washington takes priority over the
wider Syrian conflict.

Russia, which has a
combat air wing
based near Latakia, is
eyeing the US
operation warily.
However, by actively intervening
in the complex Syrian conflict, the
United States has also ensnared itself in the region’s deadly cobweb of
sectarian rivalries that it has sought
to avoid after disastrous American
military adventures in the Middle
East over three decades.
Turkey, a key NATO ally, will be
the main problem. Ankara bitterly
opposes the United States’ support
and arming of the 50,000-strong
Kurdish-dominated Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) to conquer
Raqqa, a predominantly Sunni Arab
city 40km east of Tabqa.

This underlines the shifting strategic equation across the entire
Middle East far beyond the Syrian carnage, particularly a looming
confrontation with expansionist
Iran that could determine the region’s future.
“Washington is focusing on tactical feel-good wins while ignoring
the messy day-after politics and
thus risking long-term losses,” observed analyst James Jeffrey of the
Washington Institute for Near East
Policy.
Now, he said, US President Donald Trump “faces a possible confrontation with NATO ally Turkey
— economically and militarily the
strongest state in the region and irreplaceable in any strategy to contain Iran.”
Turkey, which has ambitions
to expand its influence, fears the
emergence of a Syrian Kurdish
statelet on its southern border and
claims the Kurdish People’s Protection Units (YPG), the main component of the SDF, is an arm of the
outlawed Kurdistan Workers’ Party
(PKK) that has been waging a separatist insurgency in Anatolia since
1984.
Ankara launched air strikes
against the YPG in April, killing several dozen fighters, and has threatened tougher action that could conceivably thrust Turkey into open
conflict with US forces.
The US administration’s decision to provide the YPG with heavy
weapons and sensitive high-tech
equipment, reportedly including
120mm mortars, .50-calibre machine guns and Stryker armoured
vehicles, for the Raqqa operation
has incensed Turkey, which of late
has been aligning itself with other
outside powers engaged in Syria,
such as Russia and Iran.
Even with the additional weap-

Changes on the ground. US forces drive a Humvee as they patrol the roads surrounding the northern
Syrian city of Manbij, last March.
(AFP)
onry, the SDF faces a tough battle,
and possibly a long one, to retake
Raqqa. ISIS is well dug in and using mobile suicide squads, armed
drones and extensive tunnels and
minefields. The jihadists could hold
out for weeks at least.
Raqqa, however, is expected to
fall in the end, as is Mosul, ISIS’s
last major urban bastion in Iraq
— although such victories are not
likely to mean the end of ISIS or of
the upheavals in Syria or Iraq.
The US military presence in Syria
is officially limited to some 500
“advisers” but under the new and
largely untested US administration
of President Donald Trump, there
has been a steady buildup of American military personnel, including
more special forces teams, elite
Army Rangers and Marine Corps artillery units.
These, Washington maintains,
consist of about 500 personnel but
the number of US combatants is
likely to be substantially higher.
It does not include the groundbased personnel operating at least

five US airbases in northern Syria
and neighbouring Iraq, two of them
for Apache attack helicopters that
would be crucial against ISIS.
These bases include a large airfield at Kobane, 140km north of
Raqqa. It has been expanded by
the US Air Force with hardened
runways to take four-engine C-130
transports and even the giant C-17,
carrying equipment such as armoured vehicles and artillery or a
significant number of troops if the
crisis deteriorates.

Even with the
additional weaponry,
the SDF faces a tough
battle to retake
Raqqa.
Russia, which has a combat air
wing based near Latakia since Moscow’s armed intervention in September 2015, is eyeing the US operation warily.
The new air bases “will enable
the US to deploy twice as many war-

planes and helicopters in Syria as
the Russians currently maintain,”
observed analyst Andrei Akulov of
the Strategic Culture Foundation, a
Moscow think-tank.
There are wider, longer-term
perils looming once ISIS loses its
key citadels as the region’s warring
powers grab what they can “in the
larger carving up of the Levant following the Islamic State’s inevitable demise,” observed Jeffrey.
Turkey’s air strikes against the
YPG along with the threat of more
to come and recent Israeli air strikes
against Hezbollah arms depots outside Damascus are “chess moves in
the larger game,” he wrote in a May
9 assessment.
This involves “efforts by the
Turks, Israelis, Iraqi Kurds, the
region’s Sunni Arab majority and
(they all hope) the United States to
push back against an Iranian- and
Russian-led upheaval of the regional order,” Jeffrey said.
Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of
The Arab Weekly.

Trump and Erdogan face crisis in first meeting
Thomas Seibert

Washington

F

ar from being a celebration
of an alliance between
their countries that dates
back more than half a century, the first meeting between US President Donald Trump
and his Turkish counterpart, Recep
Tayyip Erdogan, looks more like it
will be an exercise in crisis management.
Erdogan, who is to meet with
Trump during a visit May 16 to
Washington, is expected to express
his anger at the US president’s decision to arm Kurdish fighters in
Syria in preparation for an attack
on Raqqa, the Syrian city serving
as the capital of the Islamic State
(ISIS).
Turkey is accusing Washington
of indirectly supporting terrorists,
because a Kurdish militia playing
a key role in the US-backed Syrian
Democratic Forces (SDF) is seen by
Ankara as an affiliate of Kurdish rebels fighting Ankara. Turkey’s government has also voiced frustration
over what it sees as Washington’s
foot-dragging in response to its
extradition request for a US-based
Turkish cleric blamed for last July’s
failed coup.
The United States and Turkey
have been NATO allies since 1952
and Turkey, which straddles the
geostrategically important juncture between Europe and Asia, has
served as a key base for the US military. The US military uses the Incirlik Air Base in southern Turkey for
attacks on ISIS positions in neighbouring Syria.

Complicated ties. Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan (R)
meets with US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson in Ankara,
last March.
(Reuters)
However, the strategic partnership between them has been
strained by conflicting priorities
in the Syrian war. Trump wants to
see a quick-and-decisive military
defeat of ISIS, a goal that makes the
Syrian Kurdish People’s Protection
Units (YPG) a precious US partner
on the ground. The YPG is the main
component of the SDF.
Ankara is concerned that the
Syrian Kurds are plotting to create
their own state in Syria along the
Turkish border and says the YPG
is the Syrian arm of the Kurdistan
Workers’ Party (PKK), a separatist
rebel group that has been fighting

the Turkish state since 1984.
The spat over Syria represents the
deepest crisis in bilateral ties since
Ankara denied Washington permission to deploy US troops to attack
Iraq from Turkish soil in 2003. Although the United States is keenly
aware of Turkey’s significance as
a regional player and of the risk of
closer Turkish cooperation with
Russia, it shows no sign of backing down from the move to arm the
YPG. Analysts doubt that Trump
and Erdogan can come to an agreement during their talks at the White
House.
“The question now is what the

US can do to limit the damage to its
relations with Turkey and how far
the Turks will go in demonstrating
their displeasure,” said Howard Eissenstat, an associate professor at St
Lawrence University in New York.
It was unclear whether Erdogan
would be mollified by US offers to
compensate for Ankara’s acceptance of the YPG role in the battle
for Raqqa. News reports said Washington could provide Turkey with
better intelligence sharing to boost
Ankara’s fight against the PKK.
Other reports said Trump could
give Erdogan free rein for Turkish
attacks against the PKK in Iraq.
In Turkey, opposition politicians
and some media called on Erdogan
to cancel his visit to the United
States, increasing pressure on the
Turkish president.
“Erdogan has very few cards to
play,” says Emre Uslu, a Turkish
journalist who fled his country in
2014 and has been teaching at Virginia International University in
Fairfax, Virginia, near Washington.
Uslu said he expected Erdogan to
present Trump with a plan for a
Turkish role in the Raqqa area
once the fighting there was over, to
prevent a re-emergence of ISIS and
to keep the Kurds from expanding
their territory to the west of the
Euphrates River.
Erdogan sent several senior officials, including his military and
intelligence chiefs, to Washington
for preparatory talks but the Turkish delegation failed to prevent the
US administration’s decision to directly arm the YPG. Reports said
Erdogan’s aides were told by US officials about the decision on May
8, one day before the move was
made public.

Turkish Justice Minister Bekir
Bozdag voiced disappointment
about what Turkey sees as the US
reluctance to extradite Fethullah
Gulen, a Pennsylvania-based cleric
accused by Erdogan of being the
mastermind of last year’s coup attempt. Bozdag reportedly told US
Attorney General Jeff Sessions that
Turkey would no longer respond
to US extradition requests if the
administration regarded evidence
against Gulen presented by Turkey
as insufficient.

In Turkey, opposition
politicians and some
media called on
Erdogan to cancel his
visit to the United
States.
Turkish dissidents in the United
States say they do not expect a
breakthrough for Erdogan’s extradition demand during his visit
with Trump. The absence of credible evidence to back up Ankara’s
charge that Gulen was involved in
the coup meant that the extradition process could not start, said
Adem Yavuz Arslan, a Turkish
journalist who fled to the United
States in 2014. Arslan is portrayed
by pro-Erdogan media in Turkey
as a high-ranking Gulen follower,
something he denies.
Even if Ankara could get US
courts to act, a quick decision in
the Gulen case was unlikely, Arslan
said via e-mail. The US judicial system “will take years to arrive [at]
any result given the fact that Gulen
is protected under US laws as a permanent legal resident,” he said.
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De-escalation zones offer hope for Syria
Simon Speakman Cordall

Tunis

T

he ultimate success of
the Syrian de-escalation
zones agreed to by Turkey,
Iran and Russia in Astana,
Kazakhstan, remains uncertain without the support of the
United States, which was discussed
in Washington by Russian Foreign
Minister Sergei Lavrov and US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson.
The de-escalation zones negotiated during the fourth round of the
Astana peace process build on a
ceasefire agreement signed December 30 following Syrian forces retaking Aleppo.
Under the terms of the agreement,
all military activity would be prohibited within the agreed areas and the
entry of humanitarian aid, including
the resumption of electricity and water supplies where required, would
be guaranteed. Only Russian aircraft
would be allowed access to patrol
the skies above the zones and they
would be prohibited from undertaking strikes.
The four de-escalation zones,
which mostly lie in opposition-held
territory, are understood to include
the Islamist-held territory around
Idlib in north-western Syria; Ghouta,
to the east of Damascus; the RastanTalbiseh area, to the north of Homs;
and the rebel-controlled territory
around the Houran and Golan regions near the Jordanian border.
Precluded from the agreement are
Islamic State (ISIS) and al-Qaeda-affiliated groups, the latter of which is
said to dominate most of the zones,
raising fears that Syrian President
Bashar Assad’s forces could continue to use their presence within the
zones to target broader rebel-held
areas. Earlier attempts to halt the
bloodshed in the conflict, now in its
seventh year, collapsed after Russian
and regime aircraft purportedly used
the presence of al-Qaeda affiliates to
target civilian areas.
Writing for the IRIN humanitarian news agency, Syria analyst Aron
Lund said: “This leaves (former alQaeda affiliate Jabhat al-Nusra) Tahrir al-Sham with every reason to rally
opposition to the Astana deal and
to torpedo it through bombings and
other provocations… It also seems

Russian investment. The signing of a memorandum on creating safe zones in Syria during the fourth round of Syria peace talks in
Astana, on May 4.
													
likely to provoke clashes between
the jihadis and those rebels who intend to abide by the Astana plan,
which could, in turn, tempt the alAssad government to seize new opportunities for advancement.”
Iran’s involvement with the deal
has also proved problematic, with
the Russian news agency TASS reporting the signing ceremony was
interrupted by a shout of “Iran is a
criminal. It has no right to be among
the guarantor countries” before opposition delegates removed their
headphones and marched out.
Uncertainty also exists over the extent of Syrian regime support for the
Russian-sponsored initiative, with
Syrian Foreign Minister Walid Muallem on May 8 rejecting Russian suggestions that outside forces could be
deployed to monitor the ceasefire.
“We do not accept a role for the

United Nations or international
forces to monitor the agreement,”
Muallem said.
In the case of violations, Muallem
said, in comments unlikely to sooth
opposition concerns, “the Syrian
Army will be prepared to respond in
a decisive manner.”

Iran’s involvement
with the deal has
proved problematic.
Writing on the Washington-based
Middle East Institute’s website,
Charles Lister said: “Moscow has invested all of its cards in the Astana
process… However, the de-escalation memorandum signed by Russia, Iran and Turkey on May 4 raised
more questions than answers and
the US State Department is far from

convinced of the deal’s durability.”
Lister continued: “Russia has a
great deal to lose should this initiative fall apart, which makes acquiring a more committed US statement
of support extremely important.”
Lavrov is the highest-ranking Russian official to have visited Washington since US President Donald
Trump was inaugurated in January.
“At the current stage, we agree
on the concept and even on practical steps concerning the geography of the de-escalation zones,”
TASS quoted Lavrov as saying. “The
memorandum signed in Astana outlines further steps that would help
the stakeholders come to terms
on who… will ensure the safety
areas surrounding the de-escalation
zones” and how this will be done.
Relations between the two powers
have been low since the US bombing

(AFP)

of the Syrian airfield thought to have
been the location for the launching of
an April 4 chemical weapons attack
against civilians in Khan Sheikhoun
and accusations of Russian tampering in the US elections.
However, despite his country’s
misgivings, US Defence Secretary
James Mattis appeared to offer
guarded approval for the deal.
“All wars eventually come to an
end and we’ve been looking for a
long time how to bring this one to
an end. So, we’ll look at the proposal
and see if it can work,” Mattis said
during a visit to Denmark. Whatever
approval he gave though came with
a caveat: “The devil’s always in the
details, right? So, we’ve got to look at
the details.”
Simon Speakman Cordall is a
section editor with The Arab Weekly.

Misjudging Assad at the expense of Syrians

View poi nt

Bernd
Debusmann

“

I

t is clear to all of us that
the reign of the Assad
family is coming to an
end.”
That is what US President Donald Trump’s
secretary of state, Rex Tillerson,
said at a meeting of foreign ministers in Rome in April. The assertion
echoed a confident prediction in
2011 by former US President Barack
Obama’s top Syria expert, Frederic
Hof: “Our view is that this regime
is the equivalent of a dead man
walking. I do not see this regime
surviving.”
The two statements, five years
and four months apart, highlight
the key role of wishful thinking and
flawed assumptions in the United
States’ policy on Syria and its ironfisted leader, Bashar Assad. As it
turned out, the “dead man walking” outlasted Obama in power and
his continued reign is a testimony
to the limits of US influence on the
bloodletting in Syria.
In the period between the “dead
man walking” and the family reign
“coming to an end,” more than
450,000 Syrians were killed, half

While the US has had little
success in finding a way to deal
with the Syrian conflict, Russia
emerged as a leading power
broker.

the population was driven from
their homes and the war morphed
from a local conflict to a geopolitical nightmare of overlapping proxy
fights stoked by outside forces, including Russia, Iran, Turkey, Saudi
Arabia, Qatar and the United States.
Ever since Assad assumed the
presidency on the death of his
father, Hafez Assad, in 2000,
American politicians have underestimated the Syrian leader’s political skill, ability to keep powerful
foreign backers on his side in the
conflict and, last not least, his utter
ruthlessness — a trait inherited
from his father.
Under Obama, the official line
on Syria was that there could be no
solution to the war and the huge
humanitarian crisis it caused as
long as Assad held power. Obama
repeatedly termed Assad a leader
who had lost legitimacy and should
step down but as the conflict
dragged on, that gave way to
tacit recognition, never spelled out
openly, that his government would
have to be involved in efforts to end
the carnage.
In April, the Trump
administration moved a step
further. Senior aides, including
Tillerson, said dealing with the
Syrian crisis required accepting
Assad as a “political reality.” It is
a matter of debate whether those
statements encouraged the Syrian
strongman to launch a gas attack
a few days later on a village in the

north-western province of Idlib.
More than 70 people died,
including at least 11 children.
Horrific video of children gasping
for breath in the throes of death
prompted Trump to say that his attitude towards Syria and Assad had
“changed very much.” Sixty-three
hours after the gas attack, 59 Tomahawk cruise missiles fired from
the aircraft carrier USS Carl Vinson
struck al-Shayrat airfield, from
where the aircraft carrying sarin gas
had allegedly taken off.
It was the first direct US attack
on an Assad regime target, meant
as punishment for the use of a
chemical weapon prohibited under
international law — not as a change
of policy from waging aerial war on
the Islamic State in Syria to making
war on the Syrian government. As
Trump’s chief spokesman, Sean
Spicer, put it in response to a question about ending Assad’s reign:
“We would look… rather silly in not
acknowledging the political realities that exist in Syria.”
Those realities include the role of
the main players in the geopolitical
contest for influence now playing
out. While Washington has had little success in finding a way to deal
with what some officials call “the
problem from hell,” Russia emerged
as the leading power broker in Syria
after it dispatched combat aircraft
in September 2015 to turn the balance of military power in favour of
the Assad government.

Firmly
backed by
Russia,
Iran and
to a lesser
extent
China,
Assad
looks more
secure
now than
he did as a
“dead man
walking.”

In May, representatives of Russia,
Iran and Turkey met in Kazakhstan
to agree on a Russian plan to create
“de-escalation zones” intended to
stop fighting between government
forces and rebels in four specific
areas.
The plan went into effect on May
6 and stipulates the beginning of
a 6-month ceasefire and an end to
Syrian government flights over the
safe zones — Idlib province in the
north, Homs province in the centre,
East Ghouta outside Damascus and
southern Syria along the border with
Jordan.
The deal followed three rounds of
talks in Kazakhstan since December
and a telephone call between Trump
and Russian President Vladimir
Putin early in May when he outlined
the plan. Trump sent an observer to
Astana but the United States was not
involved in the discussions.
Unlike in five years of stuttering
UN-brokered negotiations on Syria
in Geneva, the question of Assad’s
future — often a sticking point — did
not come up in Kazakhstan.
Firmly backed by Russia, Iran and
to a lesser extent China, Assad looks
more secure now than he did as a
dead man walking. An end to Assad
family rule, now in its 46th year, is
probably not nearly as near as Western policymakers wish it to be. Pity
the people of Syria.
Bernd Debusmann is a writer on
foreign affairs based in Washington.
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Proposed bill to reform Egypt’s al-Azhar rejected
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

T

he speaker of the Egyptian parliament has rejected a proposed bill
to reform the country’s
highest Islamic authority — before it was formally introduced — showing the challenges
facing calls for religious reform in
the country.
Member of Parliament Mohamed Abu Hamid proposed a bill
that would limit the powers of the
grand imam of al-Azhar, including
his tenure to two 6-year terms. The
proposal called for the establishment of a process that could see
the grand imam sanctioned or impeached, for four female scholars
to be appointed to al-Azhar’s Committee of Senior Scholars and for alAzhar University to separate its religious and non-religious faculties.
Abu Hamid is a strong supporter
of Egyptian President Abdel Fattah
al-Sisi, who has called on al-Azhar
to lead a process of religious reform
in Egypt and who has lately indicated impatience over the pace of
those changes.

Sheikh Ahmed el-Tayeb
is viewed as a reformist
by his supporters but
critics say he needs to
go much further.
“This renewal of religious discourse must be conscious and
preserve the values of true Islam,
eliminating sectarian polarisation
and addressing extremism and militancy,” Sisi said in a January 2015
speech.
A few months later, he said he
was unhappy with the pace of reforms, a theme he has often returned to, particularly after terror-

ist attacks targeting Egypt’s Coptic
Christian minority.
“We need to move more quickly
and efficiently because the effects
of terrorism are becoming more evident all over the world,” Sisi said.

Law No. 103/1961,
which regulates
al-Azhar, allows for
the grand imam to
serve for life.
However, Abu Hamid’s bill was
declared dead on arrival with
Egyptian Speaker of Parliament Ali
Abdul Aal saying it was unconstitutional. Abu Hamid said the bill
could not be withdrawn or rejected
because it had not been formally
proposed.
“This is not about the grand
imam of al-Azhar because I do not
bear him any personal grudge, but
about the need to reform this very
important institution,” he said.
“Everybody wants al-Azhar to be
strong.”
Law No. 103/1961, which regulates al-Azhar, allows for the grand
imam to serve for life. It provides
the mechanism for the appointment of the next grand imam, who
is chosen by the Islamic Research
Academy and the Senior Scholars’
Authority, decision-making bodies
inside al-Azhar.
Abu Hamid’s bill called on the
two bodies to nominate three
members, then choose one of them
to head al-Azhar. Crucially, the final
nominee would be subject to presidential approval, something that
opponents of the bill say would
represent unprecedented political
interference in the independence
of the religious body.
“Such a bill overlooks the importance of al-Azhar as an international centre of learning,” said Mohamed Manna, an adviser of the grand
imam of al-Azhar, Sheikh Ahmed

Distinguished institution. General view of al-Azhar University in Cairo, Egypt.
el-Tayeb. “It only wants to put alAzhar under state control.”
Supporters of the measure say
there is nothing wrong with more
government oversight at a time
when Egypt is facing unprecedented threats from Islamist extremists
and terrorists, including an Islamic
State (ISIS) affiliate in the Sinai
Peninsula.
Sisi called for a “religious revolution” when he first got to office,
tasking al-Azhar with taking the
lead in stamping out what he said
was “radicalised thinking” tearing
the Islamic world apart. Sisi has
made repeated calls for the religious body to “modernise” Islam
and combat religious extremism,

with critics of al-Azhar saying it has
failed to meet the challenges of the
day.
Last year, an attempt by Egypt’s
Ministry of Religious Endowments
to unify and provide oversight of
Friday prayer sermons was rejected
by al-Azhar scholars.
Khaled Montasser, an anti-Islamist campaigner, said al-Azhar’s
grand imam should not be beyond
oversight. “He is a human being
like us all and he must be brought
to account if he commits a mistake,” Montasser said.
Tayeb is viewed as a reformist by
his supporters. Critics, however,
say he needs to go much further.
An attempt by the Egyptian gov-

(Reuters)

ernment this year to end verbal divorce — a Muslim may divorce his
wife by saying “I divorce you” three
times — was rejected by Tayeb.
“Can’t we issue a law saying that
no divorce should take place, except before a court,” Sisi asked during a speech in which he directly
addressed Tayeb. “What do you
think, grand sheikh? You are giving
me a hard time.”
Abu Hamid has not said when he
would formally submit the bill but
said it enjoys support in Egypt’s
parliament, despite the speaker’s
rejection.
Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian
reporter in Cairo.

Sisi’s recent tour seeks to refresh Egyptian-Gulf ties
The Arab Weekly staff

London

E

gyptian President Abdel
Fattah al-Sisi recently
completed visits to several
Arab Gulf countries, part
of efforts by the Egyptian
leader to strengthen regional support at a time of perceived Egyptian-Gulf tensions.
Sisi had high-level meetings with
leaders of four of the six Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries —
Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Kuwait and Bahrain — during
a 15-day tour. The aim of the visits
was to stress Egyptian bilateral ties
with the Gulf states and the GCC in
general.
Sisi and Gulf leaders focused on
regional crises such as Syria, Libya
and Yemen, as well as combating
foreign interference in the region,
namely from Iran.

Sisi’s Gulf tour came
weeks before US
President Donald
Trump was to visit
the region.
The Egyptian president began his
tour April 23 in Saudi Arabia. Egyptian state media said Sisi’s meeting
with Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud represented a new
beginning in bilateral relations between the two countries.
Relations between Riyadh and
Cairo had been strained over Sisi’s
support for Syrian President Bashar
Assad and the attempted transfer
of Red Sea islands to Saudi Arabia, which remains tied up in the
Egyptian court system. Despite

both sides claiming that relations
remained good, Riyadh halted
oil shipments to Egypt — part of
billions of dollars’ worth of aid
pledged by the kingdom to Cairo —
in October 2016 without citing any
reason. Shipments resumed in April
ahead of Sisi’s visit.
“It’s no secret that Egypt and
Saudi Arabia have different visions
regarding some affairs,” the general
manager of the Saudi-owned Al Arabiya News channel, Turki Aldakhil,
wrote in an opinion piece.
Aldakhil said differences of opinion do not necessarily mean division and that Saudi-Egyptian ties
were solid overall.
“Having different points of view
regarding an affair or two does not
mean abandoning cooperation on
100 other issues that they agree on,”
he said.
“The meeting was a reflection of
the political will to build on ties,”
Egyptian Foreign Ministry spokesman Ahmed Abu Zeid said.
Sisi visited the United Arab Emirates on May 3-4, meeting with Abu
Dhabi Crown Prince Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed al-Nahyan. In addition to discussing bilateral ties,
the two leaders pledged to increase
inter-Arab coordination and consultation to address regional crises and
foreign interference in the region.
“The current situation in this region requires inter-Arab cooperation and solidarity that can enable
the Arab nation to safeguard the
security and stability of Arab states
and counter existing common challenges, the most important of which
is the growing danger of terrorism,
extremism and foreign interference,” said Sheikh Mohammed.
Sisi then headed to Kuwait where
security remained a key theme.
“The security of the Gulf states is

Solidarity. Abu Dhabi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Zayed al-Nahyan (R) bids farewell to Egyptian
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi following their meeting in Abu Dhabi, on May 4.
(AFP)
the security of Egypt,” Sisi assured
Kuwaiti Emir Sabah Ahmad al-Jaber
al-Sabah.
He added that Egypt would not allow foreign countries to undermine
the security of its “brother countries” in the Arabian Gulf, in what
many observers deemed an implicit
reference to tensions between GCC
countries and Iran.
The Egyptian president visited
Bahrain on May 8 where he once
again pledged Egyptian support for
a Gulf country. Sisi said Egypt would

support Bahrain in confronting any
“regional or foreign threats,” in what
analysts said was another reference
to Iranian regional interference.
The visit had a clear “political dimension” by drawing attention to
Egypt’s role “in supporting the stability of the Arab Gulf region and
preserving [Egypt’s] brotherly relations with the Gulf States,” Egyptian
Ambassador to Bahrain Suha Ibrahim al-Far said.
Sisi’s Gulf tour came weeks before
US President Donald Trump was to

visit the region, where he will attend a US-Arab and Islamic summit
in Riyadh. That meeting’s agenda
includes discussions on security
and the fight against terrorism, as
well as Arab Gulf concerns about
Iran.
It was not clear whether Sisi
would attend the summit. Riyadh
has not announced whether it had
invited Sisi, even as other Arab and
Islamic leaders said they had received invitations and would be attending.
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Arab-Islamic-US summit touted as ‘historic event’
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

A

n Arab-Islamic-US summit to be attended by
US President Donald
Trump in Saudi Arabia
is being anticipated as
a “historic event” that could shape
the future of the Middle East.
Heads of state from the United
Arab Emirates, Jordan, Pakistan,
Algeria, Morocco, Turkey, Iraq and
Tunisia, among other Arab and
Muslim leaders, received invitations to the summit scheduled for
May 20-21. It will be the first time
a US president will visit a Muslim
Arab country during his first trip
abroad after his inauguration.
Saudi diplomatic sources said
the summit aimed to establish a
unified vision in the Arab and Islamic worlds to combat extremism
and terrorism and to create stability, consistency and understanding
in line with the global community.
An example of this would be the
invitation of Iraqi Prime Minister
Haider al-Abadi. The sources said
the invitation reflected a new approach in Saudi Arabia to lead Arab
action without excluding any party. Saudi Arabia and Abadi’s government have been working to normalise relations, following a visit to
Iraq by Saudi Foreign Minister Adel
al-Jubeir in February.

The Saudi sovereign
wealth fund is to
announce its intent
to invest as much as
$40 billion in US
infrastructure.
Jubeir, speaking May 4 in Washington, said that, besides a meeting
with King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al
Saud, a summit with Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) leaders was to
take place as well as meetings in-

volving leaders of Arab and Islamic
countries during the gathering in
Riyadh.
“This visit will enhance, we believe, cooperation between the
United States and Arab and Islamic
countries in combating terrorism
and extremism.” Jubeir said, according to the Saudi press agency.

The summit comes
amid efforts from
Washington and
Riyadh to improve
and solidify longstanding relations.
Jubeir pointed out that Saudi
Arabia was the United States’ first
partner in combating terrorism and
was at the forefront of countries
addressing Iran’s interference in regional affairs.
“This is an important issue for
the United States. Therefore, the
partnership with the kingdom is
very important.” he said.
The summit comes amid efforts
from Washington and Riyadh to
improve and solidify long-standing
relations, strained during the eight
years of the Obama administration.
During that time, Saudi Arabia
and its fellow Gulf Arab neighbours viewed US President Barack
Obama’s lack of engagement in the
region, coupled with the nuclear
deal signed with Iran, as a stab in
the back, feeling that the deal compromised regional security and
empowered the Islamic Republic
to continue what Riyadh says are
Tehran’s destabilising activities in
the Gulf and beyond.
Saudi Arabia also saw the United
States scale back support in the
conflict with Iran-allied Houthi rebels in Yemen. This was capped by
the Obama administration’s decision to halt a $300 million sale of
precision-guided missiles, a move
unfrozen by Trump.
Efforts to reaffirm ties began
after Trump’s election and were

Partnership. US President Donald Trump (L) shakes hands with Saudi Defence Minister and Deputy
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz in the State Dining Room of the White House,
last March.
(AP)
capped with a meeting at the White
House between the newly elected
president and Saudi Deputy Crown
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin
Abdulaziz, Trump’s first meeting
with a Gulf Arab official.
A senior adviser to Prince Mohammed described the meeting as
a “historic turning point in relations,” adding that it had “restored
issues to their right path and form
a big change in relations between
both countries in political, military,
security and economic issues.”

The first trip of Trump to the
Middle East highly symbolic but
shows no clear strategy
Thomas Seibert

Washington

I

n a highly symbolic move, US
President Donald Trump has
chosen a visit to Saudi Arabia
and a meeting with leaders of
Muslim countries to kick off
his first foreign trip since taking office about four months ago.
But as Trump is signalling the
United States’ return to efforts to
help sort out Middle East issues,
observers said it is far from certain
that the president’s tour will result
in substantial progress.

Trump is opting for a
grand gesture
designed to show his
determination to
re-establish
American leadership
in the Middle East.
Breaking with a tradition in
which a new US president visits
one of his country’s neighbours
— Canada or Mexico — on his first
foreign trip, Trump is opting for a
grand gesture designed to show
his determination to re-establish
American leadership in the Middle
East. Starting May 19, Trump will
go to Riyadh first, where he will
meet with Saudi officials and take
part in separate meetings with Gulf
states and with leaders from Arab
and Muslim countries, including
Niger and Pakistan.

The president will then head to
Israel and to Rome, completing
a tour of the spiritual centres of
the three major monotheistic religions. Trump is to attend a NATO
summit in Brussels on May 25 and
a Group of Seven meeting in Italy
on May 26.
Trump’s predecessor, Barack
Obama, also put a Middle East
trip high on his agenda when he
became president in 2009 but his
first visit to the region, which included a speech in Cairo announcing a “new beginning” in ties between the United States and the
Muslim world as its centrepiece,
did not include Israel.
Obama later angered Arabs and
Israel alike by agreeing to a nuclear
deal with Iran and further rattled
US partners by refusing to use
military power against Syria even
after Damascus crossed his declared “red line” by using chemical weapons.
Trump is trying to show allies
that the days of Obama’s policies
are over. In Saudi Arabia, one of his
aims is to reassure Sunni countries
that the United States is determined to take a tough line against
Iran and to defeat the Islamic State
(ISIS) in Syria and Iraq.
Another likely goal is to ask
for Arab support of an effort to
breathe new life into the IsraeliPalestinian peace process. Trump,
who has met with about half a
dozen Middle Eastern leaders in
Washington in separate talks in
recent months, is ready to “take
it one step up,” said Dan Arbell, a

Middle East analyst at the Brookings Institution in Washington.
Under a plan called the “outsidein” approach, the United States
wants Arab countries to put pressure on the Palestinians to make
peace with Israel.
The US president has said he
wanted to be the one to close a
peace deal for the Middle East. In
February, Trump floated an idea to
bring Israel and Arabs together in
a grand bargain that would build
on joint interests in fighting Iranian influence and jihadism and
could open the door to an IsraeliPalestinian peace agreement. Such
an accord would include “many,
many countries and it would cover
a very large territory,” Trump said.
The problem is that there is no
consensus on who will move first
to build trust. “Israel wants Arab
support but the Arabs want Israel
to do something before they extend that support,” Arbell said.
Now Trump was trying to square
that circle. “He has got his work
cut out for him. I am sceptical”
about Trump’s chances for success, Arbell said.
One reason analysts are cautious
about Trump’s efforts is due to his
administration not yet presenting a coherent plan for the Middle East. “There is only a vague
indication of a strategy,” Nathan
Brown, director of the Institute
for Middle East Studies at George
Washington
University,
said.
Trump’s approach was “not quite
clear,” he said.
The forthcoming trip could pro-

US Defence Secretary James
Mattis visited Riyadh in April and
it was announced by the White
House that it would be reviewing
the Iran nuclear deal.
As preparations for the US president’s visit continue, the Saudi
sovereign wealth fund was to announce its intent to invest as much
as $40 billion in US infrastructure,
sources told Bloomberg News, adding that the announcement might
be made just before or coincide
with Trump’s visit.

A White House official confirmed
to Bloomberg the plans for the
deal, adding that the president’s
son-in-law and chief adviser, Jared
Kushner, had a significant role in
the talks.
Besides the kingdom, Trump is
to visit Israel and the Vatican before attending NATO and Group of
Seven meetings on his first official
foreign tour.
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf
section editor of The Arab Weekly.

Arab-Muslim role. Jordanian King Abdullah II (2-R) speaks
with Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud (2-L) as Tunisian
President Beji Caid Essebsi (R) stands in the background, at the
Arab summit in Jordan, last March.
(AFP)
vide some hints as to what Trump
wants to achieve. During his visit
to Israel and the Palestinian territories on May 22, the US president
is expected to push for new peace
talks between the two sides. The
London-based Al-Hayat newspaper reported that Trump is planning to announce the resumption
of direct negotiations between Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu and Palestinian President
Mahmoud Abbas and a trilateral
summit with the two leaders.

Trump is trying to
show allies that the
days of Obama’s
policies are over.
To give his new peace effort a
chance, Trump will probably have
to put his high-profile campaign
pledge to move the US Embassy in
Israel from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem
on the back-burner. The relocation

would anger Palestinians and Arabs and could erode the very trust
that Trump is trying to build. “I
think that he got the message from
Arab leaders” that moving the embassy would not be a good idea at
the moment, Arbell said.
The president’s own anti-Muslim rhetoric during last year’s election campaign and his efforts to
ban citizens of several Muslim nations from travelling to the United States present another set of
challenges for Trump’s first Middle East visit. So far, his hosts are
prepared to give him the benefit of
the doubt. Saudi Foreign Minister
Adel al-Jubeir said during a recent
visit to Washington that the president’s decision to travel to Riyadh
was proof he was not anti-Muslim.
“It’s a clear and powerful message that the US harbours no ill
will,” Jubeir said, according to
news reports. The upcoming visit
“lays to rest the notion that America is anti-Muslim.”
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Addressing the root
causes of illegal
migration is key

I

llegal migration will be on the agenda of forthcoming meetings
of the world’s major powers. The Group of Seven will discuss it
in late May in Sicily, as will the Group of 20 in July in Hamburg.
The term has now come to refer chiefly to the ceaseless flow
of migrants headed for Europe through Libya.
The situation continues its tragic relentless course while the
Mediterranean becomes a vast unmarked grave for thousands.
Wave after wave of people — many of them economic migrants —
continue to find a channel through lawless Libya’s 1,100-mile
coastline.
They dream of a prosperous and peaceful life happily remade in
Europe but the majority of the unaccompanied minors, young men
and women and vulnerable families do not get to Europe. Armed
gangs and smugglers often detain hapless travellers in Libya, all the
better to enslave them and extort money from them or their families.
When and if the migrants do manage to procure an expensive
passage on inadequate dinghies, they are more likely to die at sea
than reach Italy and successfully claim asylum.
By the third week of April, the UN refugee agency had recorded
more than 1,000 people dead or feared drowned this year in the
Mediterranean, en route from Libya to Italy. It is a grim record,
achieved more than a month earlier than in 2016. Last year, this
tragic benchmark was not reached until the end of May.
The migration business has become a sunshine sector for Libya,
albeit one that is shamefully stained with blood. Fifteen months
after the Aegean passage closed as a result of the European Union’s
deal with Turkey, Libya has become the premier back route to
Europe. Nothing suggests that Libya will lose its dreadful lure
anytime soon. It has multiple governments and militias and so
effectively offers an unpoliced open border.
The courses of action offered until now have focused on saving
migrants from drowning and on securing Europe’s borders but
neither of these addresses the core of the problem, that is to say food
insecurity, conflict and poor governance in the countries these
people are fleeing.
The flood of migrants through Libya is likely to continue with
famine looming in South Sudan and Yemen and conflicts in parts of
the Middle East and North Africa region. As a new UN study puts it,
the number of people fleeing a country increases by 1.9% for each
percentage point increase in food insecurity and refugee outflows
increase 0.4% for each additional year of war in a country.
Add to that the desperation of sub-Saharan Africans fleeing their
governments’ draconian diktats and trying to escape armed conflict
and it is clear that, especially in good weather, the Libyan back route
will continue to be tragically popular.
It is also a fact, however, that Europe is neither an island nor a
viable fortress. The North African shore is not separate from the rest
of the continent nor can it operate as a drawbridge for fortress
Europe.
The international community cannot escape the need to help
Africa, the Middle East and North Africa improve conditions at
home, offer better prospects and the chance of peace there. That
would go beyond short-term expediency.
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Serious
work
begins by
admitting
that
everything
has
changed
in Yemen.

I

n dealing with the case of
Yemen, we have got to be
serious from time to time. I
mean we cannot make serious
proposals when the legitimate government is really not
legitimate and continues to behave
as if nothing has happened since
2011.
First, let’s not even engage in the
exercise of comparing Ali Abdullah Saleh, who served as president
of North Yemen from 1978-90 and
president of Yemen from 1990-2012,
to President Abd Rabbo Mansour
Hadi, who took over in February
2012 and whose mandate was supposed to last two years only. The
two men are oceans apart.
Saleh made some serious errors
in judgment, particularly after his
victory in the secession war of 1994,
but he was not alone in making
errors. His allies and partners in victory bear some of the responsibility.
On the top of the list is General Ali
Mohsen Saleh al-Ahmar, the current
vice-president of Yemen. He was a
top army officer and one of the leaders of the Yemeni Congregation for
Reform (Al-Islah), an Islamist party
that had its own militia and used
it to control Aden and other cities.
Wherever Al-Islah’s militia went,
civil life and openness on the world
took leave.
Numerous blunders were made
in southern Yemen. Houses and
lands, including the home of former
Vice-President Ali Salem al-Beidh in
Aden, were confiscated by Muslim
Brotherhood figures, army officers
and businessmen close to Saleh.
The southern Yemenis felt persecuted and developed allergic reactions
to anything related to North Yemen.
It is a new reality in South Yemen
and the “legitimate” authorities
must understand that but Hadi continues to make the same mistake
of trying to fill Saleh’s shoes. He
believes that Aden is the same city
he had known before the bloody
events of January 13, 1986, which
ended with the toppling of Ali
Nasir Muhammad. The latter was
the secretary-general of the ruling
Socialist Party and accumulated the
roles of president and prime minister of South Yemen. Hadi was one of
his loyalists.
The 1986 events were just a
struggle for power that had taken
regional dimensions. They are
now forgotten and the situation in
Yemen has evolved. In the north, a
new social reality developed. The
Houthis came onto the scene and
the complex power-sharing scheme
in place collapsed. Naturally, the
changes reverberated all the way
to South Yemen where the social tis-

sue also shifted.
Neither Hadi nor anyone else
in Yemen can afford to ignore the
presence of new forces on the field
any longer. Former Aden Governor
Aidarus al-Zubaidi is one of them.
He recently demonstrated his power
to mobilise people.
I do not wish to defend Zubaidi
here for he is perfectly capable of
defending himself but we need to
recognise some plain realities. In
the battle for liberating Aden from
the claws of the Houthis and Saleh
loyalists, Emirati land forces spearheaded operations and gave many
martyrs.
So the interim government cannot just pretend nothing happened
in Aden and go back to business as
usual by laying hands on Aden’s
airport and offering it as a source of
income for this high official or the
other. Some profound reforms are
needed to avoid repeating mistakes.
Certain aspects of power cannot
be treated with a cavalier attitude
because they may affect the whole
of Yemen. You cannot, for example,
appoint a new governor of Aden just
because he has connections.
A quick glimpse at the résumé of
Abdel Aziz al-Muflihi, Aden’s new
governor, gives the impression that
he is a flighty person. He was born
in 1957 and began his political activism in 1965, in other words at the
tender age of 8. He claimed that he
was sentenced to death in 1974, in
other words when he was 17, when
he ran afoul with the government of
South Yemen.
Let’s be serious now. We are
dealing with someone who became
politically active at the age of 8
and quickly turned into a staunch
government enemy at the age of 17.
Who would believe that, especially
when we are dealing with a near unknown who thinks of himself as one
of the 500 most influential people in
the world?
This is no time for jokes in Yemen.
This is the time for serious hard
work and serious work begins by
admitting that everything has
changed in Yemen.
There is a pressing need to recognise that the real successes on the
ground in Yemen had occurred in
Aden, Mukallah and Mocha. If we
want to lay a solid foundation for
a better Yemen, there is no shame
in accepting who was behind the
recent achievements. It is time for
Hadi to realise that Aden has fundamentally changed since the 1980s
and that he can no longer wear Ali
Abdullah Saleh’s shoes.
Khairallah Khairallah
is a Lebanese writer.
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Trump’s shiny new monotheistic narrative

Rashmee Roshan Lall

Trump’s
increasing
reliance on
religion as a
positive
force sits
oddly with
his record as
a politician.

Ahmad Abou Douh

It took
Muslim
extremists
decades to
infiltrate
al-Azhar; it
might very
well take
decades
more to
dislodge
them.

F

or a patently irreligious man, Donald
Trump is pressing God
into service a lot. As he
embarks on his first
overseas trip as US
president, his itinerary appears
to be conspicuously constructed
around the concept of monotheism.
The thread that links Trump’s
first three foreign destinations —
Saudi Arabia, Israel and Vatican
City — is their status as the centres
of Islam, Judaism and Christianity, respectively. Trump has sanctimoniously cast this package tour
of the home of three Abrahamic
religious traditions as a pitch for
“tolerance… the cornerstone of
peace.”
The sentiment would not have
been out of place in a papal statement. Or Jimmy Carter’s White
House. The 39th US president
had a deep and abiding personal
faith. It caused him to be called
America’s most famous Sunday
school teacher with all the boring
wholesomeness that implied. And
then there was the darker manifestation of presidential religiosity in George W. Bush. He claimed
divine consultation before invading Iraq.
Trump is nowhere near that
point but he appears to have had
a religious conversion of sorts, at
least in terms of rhetoric. Since
early April, he has used the phrase
“children of God” twice, possibly
to create the halo effect of a US
president guided by just principles.
Trump mentioned “children
of God” as the reason for lobbing Tomahawk cruise missiles
at a Syrian airfield on April 7.
Barely a month later, he repeated
the phrase standing alongside
Palestinian Authority President
Mahmoud Abbas but this time
it was a verbal missile aimed
at the Palestinian people. “All

children of God must be taught
to value and respect human life
and condemn all of those who
target the innocent,” Trump said,
in rebuke to what he described as
the “hatred” and “incitement for
violence” among Palestinians.
Finally, of course, there is
Trump’s impending obeisance
to the idea of religious tolerance
through successive trips to Riyadh, Tel Aviv and the Vatican.
Trump’s increasing reliance
on religion as a positive force
sits oddly with his record as a
politician. On the campaign trail,
Trump used, nay abused religion,
or at least one particular faith,
Islam. He repeatedly miscategorised its tenets and the motivations of its followers. As president,
one of his first actions was to
target a clutch of mainly Muslim
countries with a controversial and
arbitrary entry ban.
He has displayed similar
cynicism about the value of the
Christian faith. As a candidate,
Trump shamelessly wooed and
won evangelical Christians, who
account for about 25% of the
American electorate. Despite his
obvious disinterest in the theological virtues of faith, hope and
charity, Trump presented himself
as a president who would literally empower Christian values. It
worked.
Evangelical voters disregarded
Trump’s evident ignorance of the
Bible and norms of church-going
behaviour. They ignored Trump’s
brazen admission that he saw no
reason to seek divine forgiveness
for anything. And they appeared
not to notice his comically brief,
vague and unconvincing remarks
about divine concepts, notably in
response to the Christian Broadcasting Network’s question “Who
is God to you?” Trump replied
with an inanity (“God is the
ultimate”) before changing the
subject to a great golf course deal.

Evangelicals have continued
to support Trump’s controversial
actions as president, not least the
ban on Muslim entry and apparent hostility towards non-white,
non-Christian immigration to the
United States.
So what is with the upcoming
multifaith tour then?
Symbolically, Trump will pay
homage to something his controversial chief strategist Steve
Bannon plugs as “Judeo-Christian
values.”
How does Riyadh fit into this
world view?
“Transactionally” is the short
answer. The Saudi capital will
serve as a handy backdrop for
a propaganda exercise that is
meant to counter the impression
of raging Islamophobia within the
Trump administration.
Scheduled meetings with King
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, the
Gulf Cooperation Council officials
and other Arab leaders will feed
into a shiny new narrative, one
that Trump recently described as
constructive cooperation “with
our Muslim allies to combat extremism, terrorism and violence.”
This will convey the impression
of tensile strength in dealing with
terrorism. It is likely to play well to
the American public back home.
Israel will provide an opportunity for Trump to appear engaged
in brokering a peace deal with the
Palestinians.
Meeting Pope Francis will give
a soft-focus impression of humility and grace and continue the
nearly 100-year-old tradition of
interaction between pontiffs and
American presidents.
All of this will make for compelling theatre but it is hard to take it
as anything more.
The eager Arab interlocutors
gathered in Riyadh may praise
Trump as “a true friend of Muslims,” words used by Saudi Arabia’s deputy crown prince when

he visited Washington. But the
hosannas will be realpolitik, an
appreciation of Trump’s hard line
on Iran and softness on human
rights issues.
It is a moot point whether the
Arab leaders can even be said to
wholly speak for their people,
especially the young. A recent
survey of 18-to-24-year-olds
across 16 Arab countries revealed
profound disgust with the Trump
administration’s attitude towards
the Muslim world. It is unlikely
that young Arabs would describe
Trump as a “true friend of Muslims.”

It is unlikely that
young Arabs would
describe Trump as a
“true friend of
Muslims.”
Trump’s Israeli-Palestinian
deal-making will also be a shadow
play, so long as his administration
offers no road map, no promise
of a two-state solution and no
guarantee that the US embassy
will not suddenly be moved from
Tel Aviv to Jerusalem.
As for the pope, candidate
Trump denounced the head of the
Catholic church as “disgraceful,”
an act of disrespect for which he
has never apologised. It is hard
to see what, if anything, this
bombastic and divisive politician
shares with a simple Jesuit priest
who espouses progressive values.
The monotheism tour may end
up as no more than another episode of the Trump reality show.
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.

It might take decades to reform al-Azhar

T

he Egyptian Constitution of 2014 gave
al-Azhar, the country’s top Islamic seat
of learning, complete
independence from
the state. The venerable institution lost nothing of its traditional
theological role and religious
influence in the country.
It was feared that al-Azhar
would fall under the total control
of the Muslim Brotherhood, which
had infiltrated the institution’s
highest authority, the Council of
Senior Scholars.
The grand imam of al-Azhar,
Ahmed el-Tayeb, however, was
apprehensive of the rising career
of President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi
while in his previous role as minister of defence. Tayeb was aware
that, if the general took power,
al-Azhar would revert to its role
as an analyst of the government’s
policies, a role it has assumed
since the time of President Gamal
Abdel Nasser.
Nasser was the first president
to thrust al-Azhar into politics
in modern Egypt, hoping that it
would help in the transition to a
socialist regime. During the coronation of King Farouk I in 1936,
the prime minister at that time,
Moustafa el-Nahas Pasha, refused
to let the 16-year-old regent take
the oath of allegiance before alAzhar’s senior scholars; he had
him take it before the parliament
as a gesture marking the beginning of the secular state.
Nasser needed the backing of alAzhar to give religious legitimacy
to the government’s new policies,
which were questioned and opposed by political Islamists, especially the Muslim Brotherhood.
Sisi also appealed to al-Azhar for
support when he overthrew Muhammad Morsi in July 2013. Today,
it looks as if Sisi is determined to
disturb the murky waters of al-

Azhar knowing the risks involved.
Ahmed Hosny, the president of
al-Azhar University, during a televised appearance in May, blatantly
accused researcher and journalist Islam Behery of apostasy. On
the same programme, Hosny said
al-Azhar “cannot declare members of [ISIS] as apostates because
the organisation is committing
individual acts but, in the end,
they are Unitarians.” These declarations cost Hosny his position
following a general outcry in the
country and returned the issue of
religious extremism at al-Azhar to
the forefront.
It seems that the eternal power
struggle in religious affairs in
Egypt is still raging between extremist Salafists and the so-called
moderates. In 2014, Abd Dayim
Nasir, adviser to the imam of alAzhar, declared that “the Salafists
want to turn al-Azhar into a political instrument. We’re against that
because we do not want to have
the law subjugated to a religious
power which decides what is right
and what is wrong.”
Three years later, it looks as
if Nasir was far from reality. It
seems that al-Azhar is once again
victim of the full religious powers
and independence granted to it by
the constitution. It is facing a mini
intellectual rebellion.
Journalist Ahmed al-Khatib said
12 members of al-Azhar’s Council
of Senior Scholars belong to the
Muslim Brotherhood and Islamic
Jihad Organisation. Khatib is facing imprisonment for publishing
articles critical of al-Azhar.
For Rifaat al-Said from the National Progressive Unionist Party,
“al-Azhar’s problem is that it got
used to extremist thinking which
produces only extremists… and
that causes al-Azhar to regress
even further.”
“Al-Azhar has a difficult and
complex structure,” he said. “The

grand imam is an open-minded
person but he is in charge of a
curriculum in which some courses
are extremist, which, of course,
will produce similar thinking. He
also heads the Council of Senior
Scholars, which must be restructured to bring in enlightened
personalities and which must
abandon the frozen mindsets
controlling it.”

Some Egyptian
diplomats fear that
the conflict
between the
government and
al-Azhar may be
turned into an
attack on Islam.
Al-Azhar continues to resist
calls for reform. Some conservative religious figures are trying to
turn it into a Vatican for Muslims.
“Extremists are explaining those
calls for reforming al-Azhar and
presenting them to Muslims as
part of a colonialist scheme to destroy Islam. This is why they are
staunchly resisting them,” said
Amine Shelby from the Egyptian
Council for Foreign Affairs.
One of the severest critics of
al-Azhar is Member of Parliament Mohamed Abou Hamed.
He introduced a bill that directly
threatens Tayeb’s position. “Both
Salafist and Muslim Brotherhood
ideologies exist inside al-Azhar
and nobody can deny that fact.
This represents a real handicap on
the path to reform,” Abou Hamed
has said.
“There are leading administrative and teaching figures who
espouse delinquent ideas. Even

the Council of Senior Scholars
includes Brotherhood figures and
this despite the law which classifies the Muslim Brotherhood
as a terrorist organisation. In its
current composition, the council
is breaking the law.”
Still, Abou Hamed’s bill was
withdrawn.
The battle for al-Azhar has
regional reverberations. Some
powerful countries in the region
are carefully monitoring the conflict. The “Arab spring” brought
the issues of the role of religion in
society and of who has the authority to determine that role to the
forefront.
Some Arab regimes that had
welcomed the removal of the Muslim Brotherhood from power are
concerned about al-Azhar turning into a force confronting the
secular governmental system in
Egypt. Others are apprehensive of
the influence of the controversial
scholar Yusuf al-Qaradawi, who is
an al-Azhar alumnus whose ideas
have become a staple of Brotherhood ideology.
Many Arab officials are aware of
the influence of al-Azhar University not only in the Arab world but
also in the wider Muslim world
and especially among the Muslim
minorities in Europe and elsewhere. Hundreds of thousands of
Muslim students travel to al-Azhar
to study religion.
Some Egyptian diplomats fear
that the conflict between the
government and al-Azhar may be
turned into an attack on Islam.
They say that Sisi must tread very
carefully and handle reforming
al-Azhar with patience. After all,
it took the Muslim extremists decades to infiltrate al-Azhar; it might
very well take decades more to
dislodge them.
Ahmad Abou Douh is an Egyptian
writer.
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Minorities caught in the middle
Oussama Romdhani

Will the
Macron victory
in France stem
the currents
of xenophobic
populism?
Unlikely.

Francis Ghilès

As far as the
Middle East goes,
Macron has not
expressed strong
views.

A

few moments
before the
victorious
Emmanuel
Macron went
on stage in
front of the
Pyramid near
the Louvre
Palace to talk to his supporters, a
particular type of music blared.
The organisers played “Sidi
Abdelkader,” an old Raï music hit
by Algerian performers Cheb
Khaled, Rachid Taha and Faudel.
It was not the type of music
that would have celebrated an
electoral triumph of the extreme
right-wing camp of Marine Le
Pen. This was as much a celebration of its defeat as it was an
illustration of the reconfirmed
legitimacy of inclusiveness and
ethnic and religious diversity in
France after the May 7 vote.
After decades of strong — even
if complex — cultural ties
between France and its former
colonies in Africa and the
Maghreb, it was strange that
Algerian Raï music could have
ever sounded like a threat to
French identity. During the last
few weeks of France’s electoral
campaign, Le Pen’s culturally
purist narrative started to sow
doubts in the minds of France
watchers. That was part of the
negative package offered by the
National Front to French voters.
Macron, a pro-NATO and
pro-EU politician and advocate of
preserving France’s traditional
policies in Africa and the Middle
East, won on a collective reflex of
rejection of the risks associated
with the far right rather than on
his own promises. He was elected
because the French wanted a
smooth reformist at the helm and
to avoid the abrupt turbulence
advocated by his rival’s advocacy
of a French version of Brexit.
Nearly 60% of Macron’s voters,
a Harris Interactive poll indicated, picked him just to stop Le
Pen from becoming France’s
president. If the ratio of polls
conducted in the first election
round is any indication, Muslims

Sigh of relief. Supporters of French President-elect Emmanuel
Macron outside the Louvre Museum in Paris, on May 7.
are likely to have voted in much
higher numbers than that for
Macron, again primarily out of
wariness about Le Pen.
Her world, which divided
French citizens “between
patriots and globalists,” was
custom-made to poke the fears of
all things “foreign,” be they
migrants, Eurocrats or even
French nationals of Muslim faith.
Her anti-immigration and
protectionist planks appealed to
those of low-income, the unemployed and the disgruntled of
rural France. The banner of
socio-economic nationalism and
protection of French identity had
a definite appeal to her constituencies. Within the public at large,
Le Pen herself became the
subject of fear when she suggested that France leave the
eurozone. That prospect seems

(AP)

to have been her undoing.
But Macron knows that the
anguish of an important segment
of the French electorate is still
simmering. “I know the anger,
the anxiety, the doubts that very
many of you have also expressed.
It’s my responsibility to hear
them,” he said in his victory
speech.
Will the Macron victory in
France stem the currents of xenophobic populism in France or in
Europe? Unlikely.
Despite losing, the supporters
of France’s far right are likely to
feel a boost by the results of this
election. With 34% of the ballots
cast in her favour, Le Pen
achieved the National Front’s
best score in 44 years.
Other figures drive the point.
An M6 television poll showed
that 56% of those who said they

voted for Le Pen said they felt she
embodied their preoccupations
very well, compared to 21%
among Macron’s voters who said
they felt the same about their
candidate. The turmoil Le Pen
created within the ranks of voters
and politicians is to blame for the
more than 34% abstentionist and
blank votes.
Suspicions of Islam and
Muslims will not go away that
easily. Even in the minds of
moderate centrists such as
Macron, there is apprehension
about possible conflict between
acting as a French citizen and
being a Muslim. Last October, in
Montpellier, the new French
president had expressed his
“hope” that French Muslims
show themselves to be “always
more proud of being French than
of being Muslim.”
There is no way the poor
electoral performance of populists in Europe following Britain’s
Brexit vote in June and Donald
Trump’s upset victory in November in the United States can be
described as a definitive rejection of the populist agendas by
Western voters. Norbert Hofer of
the Freedom Party of Austria lost
the presidential race last December narrowly. The Party of
Freedom of Dutch anti-Islam MP
Geert Wilders came in second in
the legislative elections.
Minorities of Muslim faith and
Arab stock are today caught in
the middle. They will remain the
populists’ favourite alibi for the
woes of the West at the same
time that jihadists want them to
serve as the foot soldiers in a
doomsday scenario of clash of
civilisations.
These minorities know their
welfare rides on the success of
mainstream European leaders in
winning elections and, after they
do, in spurring economic growth
and thwarting terror attacks.
Their only defence is to act as
fully fledged citizens of their
adoptive countries.
Oussama Romdhani is Editor-inChief of The Arab Weekly.

Too early to predict Macron’s foreign
policy despite boldness on Algeria

T

he priorities of
France’s new
president,
Emmanuel
Macron, are
domestic and
political.
Parliamentary
elections are to
be in June and, unless Macron
secures a majority, he will find it
even more difficult to enact bold
reforms that many of his countrymen are in any case reluctant to
accept.
The second focus of the next
few weeks will be Germany and
more broadly the European
Union, of which Macron is a
staunch defender, albeit in a
much-reformed cast.
Predicting what his policy
might be on the Mediterranean
and in the Middle East is a hazardous exercise that is rather pointless. That said, a few pointers are
worth noting. One of the few
foreign countries the candidate
for his recently founded En
Marche movement visited during
the presidential campaign was
Algeria, where he dared recognise
that France had, during the
colonial period (1830-1962),
committed crimes against
humanity.
This provoked an uproar in
France but it is worth noting that
Macron also mentioned the
harkis, the French native troops
during the war of liberation of
Algeria (1954-62) who were

treated harshly by the new rulers
of Algeria after 1962 and killed by
the thousands.
Such behaviour speaks of
boldness and a willingness to
confront the blemishes of
colonial history that France
shares with the United Kingdom,
Spain, Germany, Italy and others.
Algeria is in many ways the
black box of French history. The
far-right National Front candidate
Marine Le Pen, who faced Macron
in the May 7 run-off election, is
the daughter of a man who
tortured Algerian nationalists
with his own hands when he
volunteered to fight in the French
Foreign Legion in Algeria in the
late 1950s. Symbols do matter and
not just in France.
As far as the Middle East goes,
Macron has not expressed strong
views, which is hardly surprising
given that his speciality is
finance, economic affairs and
Europe.
The presidential campaign was
very much focused on domestic
affairs and how to revive the
economy but the new president
did make it clear May 3 during a
very nasty debate during which
he confronted Le Pen that
condemning terrorists, particularly French-born ones, was fine
but that understanding what led
them to commit such acts was
also critical.
He refused to give any sweeping
condemnation of Islam, unlike
former Prime Minister Manuel

Valls, conservative candidate
François Fillon and Le Pen. In a
country as deeply fractured as
France, refusing to pander to the
lowest common denominator is a
good sign. That will not in itself
stop the wave of populism but for
the republican monarch, which is
what the president of France is,
symbols matter.
A further point is worth making. Macron’s adviser on Middle
East affairs is none other than
Jean-Claude Cousseran. Former
director-general of external
security, ambassador to Iraq,
Tehran, director of strategy at the
Ministry of Defence and director
of Middle East and North Africa at
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
Cousseran, who has roots in
Jewish Cairo, is a diplomat’s
diplomat. A consummate negotiator, he was a key player in the
negotiations that helped release
French hostages in Beirut in
1985-86.
Macron’s campaign headquarters were the target of hacking
from US right-wing groups and
Russia. That is being investigated
by the French government’s
cyber-security agency ANSSI. His
position on Russia was tougher
than either Fillon’s or Le Pen’s,
whose campaign was financed by
Russian bank loans.
To that extent, the new president offers a line of continuity
from his predecessor but, short of
a major international crisis before
the June elections, there is little

reason to expect any major
pronouncement. Macron will
attend the NATO and Group of
Seven summits before those
elections but his focus remains
firmly domestic and European.
He understands better than
many French politicians that
France must improve its economic performance, contain its
foreign debt and reduce unemployment if it wishes to pull its
weight in Europe and rebuild
strong relations with Germany.
That is the sine qua non of
regaining any serious influence in
world affairs.
As to the Mediterranean and the
Middle East, Macron is too wise
not to understand that he has
nothing to gain by shooting his
mouth off — he is no Donald
Trump. His key advisers are of the
highest order and the region we
are talking about is a minefield.
Were any terrorist attack to
occur in France, Macron could
rely on Jean-Michel Fauvergue,
who heads RAID, an elite law
enforcement unit of the French
National Police. When the new
government is appointed, the
personality of the foreign minister might tell us more about the
president’s foreign policy but
only time will tell. Domestic and
economic issues, more than ever
before, top the agenda.
Francis Ghilès is an associate
fellow at the Barcelona Centre for
International Affairs.
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Iraqi forces edge closer to Mosul’s Old City
The Arab Weekly staff

London

U

S-backed Iraqi forces
are moving to surround
Mosul’s Old City after
launching a new push to
drive Islamic State (ISIS)
militants from the area.
Iraqi special forces LieutenantGeneral Sami al-Arathi was quoted
by the Associated Press as saying
battle plans had changed and a
northern advance began recently
after Iraqi forces struggled to push
into the Old City from the south.
US-led coalition spokesman US
Air Force Colonel John Dorrian
said Iraqi forces have retaken more
than 30 sq.km of terrain from ISIS.
Dorrian said while ISIS defences in
Mosul were “degraded” each day, it
was impossible to predict how long
the operation would take.
Iraqi forces also began a broad
operation to root out ISIS fighters
from hideouts in Iraq’s western Anbar province.
“The security forces are advancing from an area called ‘Kilometre 160,’ west of Ramadi, towards
Nukhaib,” an unnamed officer stationed in Rutba, an outpost in the
west of Anbar, told Agence FrancePresse (AFP).

Kurdish authorities
in Kirkuk are forcing
internally displaced
Sunni Turkmen to
leave the city.
Major-General Mahmud al-Falahi, the head of Anbar Operations
Command, told AFP the goal of
the operation was to flush out ISIS
fighters in the desert and secure
Rutba.
About 30 members of the security forces have been killed in attacks
and ambushes by ISIS in the Rutba

area over the past three weeks.
The operation to retake Mosul
began in October. The eastern half
of the city was retaken earlier this
year but the battle for the more
densely populated western half of
Mosul, including the Old City, has
been slower.

The International
Committee of the
Red Cross said at
least 625 people from
Mosul have lost an
arm or a leg.
Mosul fell to ISIS nearly three
years ago when the militant group
moved into Iraq from neighbouring
Syria and took nearly one-third of
the country under its control. Western Mosul is the last significant urban terrain ISIS holds in Iraq.
The United Nations estimated
that 350,000 people remained in
ISIS-held parts of western Mosul.
More than 11,000 civilians have fled
recently.
The International Committee of
the Red Cross said at least 625 people from Mosul have lost an arm or
a leg in the nearly 7-month battle
for the city.
The United Nations said more
than 12,000 Mosul civilians have
been wounded, a count that only
includes those who have made it
to hospitals outside the city to receive treatment.
Separately, Human Rights Watch
said in a report that Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) authorities in Kirkuk were forcing internally displaced Sunni Turkmen to
leave the city.
“All Iraqis have the right to live in
safety, and forcing displaced Turkmen families out of their homes
to parts of the country where they
would be in danger is particularly
egregious,” said Lama Fakih, deputy Middle East director at Human

Rights Watch. “KRG forces should
cease harassing Turkmen and unlawfully forcing them to leave
Kirkuk.”
A KRG spokesman denied displaced people were being given a
deadline to leave Kirkuk. He told
HRW that based on a decision by
local authorities, displaced people
“whose areas have been liberated
months or a year ago are assisted
to return to their original areas of
residence.”
International human rights and
humanitarian law prohibits forced
displacement because of a person’s
religion or ethnicity and gives those
individuals the right to seek safety
in another part of the country.

“Turkmen families, like any
other Iraqis, have the right to live
in Kirkuk without fear of having
their papers taken or being forcibly evicted,” Fakih said.
Authorities in the semi-autonomous Kurdish region also came
under fire for alleged violations
against journalists. The Metro
Centre for Journalists’ Rights and
Advocacy, in Iraq’s Kurdistan region, said that it had recorded 90
violations against 70 journalists
in the area since the beginning of
2017.
“Here in the Kurdistan region,
in the imitation of undemocratic
and freedom oppressing countries, media freedom and the free

media have been sanctioned, and
constrained,” Diyari Mohamad,
the centre’s deputy head said in a
statement.
Iraq is “one of the world’s most
dangerous countries for journalists,” Reporters Without Borders
said. The Iraqi Observatory for
Press Freedoms reported that 21
journalists had been killed in the
country in the past year.
Meanwhile in Baghdad, the
Iraqi parliament passed a law banning politicians from taking part
in conferences abroad without the
prior consent of the government.
The Arab Weekly staff and news
agencies.

Why can’t Iraq keep a date with ISIS?

View poi nt

Tallha
Abdulrazaq

O

n April 30, Iraqi
Army Chief of Staff
Lieutenant-General
Othman al-Ghanmi
told the state-run
newspaper al-Sabah
that fighting in Mosul against
Islamic State (ISIS) militants
should end “in a maximum of
three weeks.” That means that
Mosul, ISIS’s last major urban
stronghold in Iraq, should be
completely recaptured by May 21.
Though the end of military
operations in Iraq’s second city
will certainly be welcome to
many, not least Mosul’s inhabitants, we should not be overly
optimistic. After all, Iraq has a
long record of making promises it
could not fulfil and setting dates
that it simply could not keep
regarding ISIS.
In March 2015, Karim al-Nuri, a
top commander with the Badr
Organisation, one of the main
contingents of the Shia-dominated Popular Mobilisation
Forces (PMF), said the fighting to
retake Tikrit would take no more
than “72 hours.” Instead of three
days, it took the army and the
Shia fighters more than a month
to recapture a city far smaller in
size and population than Mosul
in the north.
Before the operation to recapture Mosul began in earnest on
October 17, 2016, Iraqi Prime
Minister Haider al-Abadi promised the city would be back under
government control by New

Abadi promised that Mosul
would be back under
government control by New
Year’s Day.

Year’s Day. While fireworks were
colouring the skies around the
world in celebration of the new
year, the only things detonating
in Mosul were Iraqi Army vehicles, ISIS car bombs and Abadi’s
massively exaggerated promises.
By the beginning of the year,
Iraqi forces, including the
state-sanctioned, pro-Iran PMF,
had failed to secure the eastern
bank of the Tigris River, which
bisects the city from north to
south. They had a long way to go

before they breached the western
half of the city, which is far older
and far more problematic for
modern fighting vehicles to
access due to its ageing infrastructure.
The Iraqi government’s failure
to secure Mosul within Abadi’s
deadline led Lieutenant-General
Talib Shaghati, the head of Iraq’s
special forces, to state in an
interview with the Associated
Press in January that the operation to retake the city could be

ISIS has
inflicted
massive
force
attrition on
the already
weak Iraqi
military.

Flashing signs. A member of Iraq’s Counter-Terrorism Services (CTS) flashes the
sign for victory as CTS fighters advance in western Mosul’s al-Islah al-Zaraye
neighbourhood on May 11, during their offensive to retake the area from ISIS.
(AFP)

completed in three months or
less. That would have meant that
the city would have been recaptured by mid-April at the latest.
Shaghati’s opinion and optimism seemed to have been
shared by Masrour Barzani, the
head of the Kurdistan Regional
Government’s Security Council,
who said days earlier on Twitter
that ISIS was “on the verge of
collapse.” If one were to believe
what Iraqi officials were saying,
he would be completely at ease in
the misplaced belief that victory
was near.
Again, however, ISIS was still
standing and still inflicting
devastating losses on Iraqi forces.
Late in April, Al Jazeera reported
that an Iraqi government source
had confirmed that about 8,000
soldiers had been killed since the
Mosul operation began and that
figure did not include PMF Shia
militants. No casualty figure was
quoted but the wounded are
expected to equal or exceed the
number of the dead, meaning ISIS
has inflicted massive force
attrition on the already weak
Iraqi military.
Considering Iraq’s record of
catastrophically underestimating
ISIS and massively miscalculating
how long it takes to defeat the
militant group, it would be wise
to take claims that the fighting
will be over in a week with a
fistful of salt. Abadi has never
managed to keep a date with ISIS
so far and there is little to suggest
that he or the Iraqi armed forces
will be able to do so this time.
Tallha Abdulrazaq is a researcher
at the University of Exeter’s
Strategy and Security Institute
in England.
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Tunisia’s president orders army to guard energy installations
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

T

unisian President Beji
Caid Essebsi ordered the
military to protect the
country’s oil and gas fields
and other energy and
phosphate facilities after protests
threatened to disrupt production.
“It is a serious decision but it is
necessary because the main, fundamental condition for democracy is a
state of law and a just and fair state
for all its citizens,” Caid Essebsi said
during a nationally televised address May 10.
The speech seemed intended to
reassure the population and foreign
companies operating in Tunisia that
measures would be taken to enforce
government authority throughout
the country, even while democratic
expression is safeguarded.
Tunisia lost more than $2 billion
in potential phosphate exports from
2011-16 because protests blocked
production and transport of the
mineral, which is a key foreign currency earner.
Political leaders have balked at
the idea of sending the army to liberate phosphate production sites
occupied by protesters who are demanding hundreds of jobs and more
financial resources to develop the
region.

The army’s role seems
to be a last resort by a
government intent on
preserving newfound
economic momentum.
It is the first time that Tunisian
troops have been deployed to protect industrial installations key to
Tunisia’s economic output. The
army’s role seems to be a last resort
by a government intent on preserving newfound economic momentum after social unrest and jihadist
attacks caused a serious economic
downturn in the country.
About 1,000 protesters in the
southern
Tataouine
province,

where Italy’s ENI and Austrian firm
OMV carry out gas operations, have
since mid-April been demanding
employment opportunities for the
region’s young people and an increased share in revenue from the
area’s natural resources.

Caid Essebsi said that
having early
elections would be
reckless, given the
country’s concerns.
Tunisian Prime Minister Youssef
Chahed was booed when he travelled to the province April 27 to address the protesters’ demands and
announce development and jobcreation projects.
The unrest spread to nearby Kebili, as well as Kasserine, a western
province, and M’saken, in the east,
where protesters attempted to occupy gas and oil facilities.
“Our democratic path has become
threatened and the law must be applied but we will respect freedoms
and provide protection for organised protests,” Caid Essebsi added.
In Tataouine’s Kamour area, demonstrators have been camping for
several weeks in the desert, threatening to blockade roads used by oil
and gas companies unless they see
more jobs and receive a share of the
region’s energy riches.
The protesters refused to back
down May 8 and dismissed claims
by the authorities that development
opportunities were lacking because
of insufficient resources.
“Anyone willing to demonstrate
and protest has to respect the law
and the state guarantees such a
right and provides the protection of
that right,” said Caid Essebsi, “but
if these demonstration cause stoppages in production of phosphates,
oil and gas, agriculture and tourism,
then the state is required to protect
the resources of the people.”
Energy
Minister
Hela
Cheikhrouhou said at a news conference May 8 that the Tataouine
protests stopped a number of foreign companies from producing oil.
Tunisia is a relatively minor producer of oil and gas, generating

Message of reassurance. Tunisian President Beji Caid Essebsi delivers a speech in Tunis, on May 10.
											
(Reuters)
about 44,000 barrels per day (bpd).
The protests come at a sensitive time for the country, whose
leaders are attempting to convey
a sense of stability and economic
openness to foreign investors. The
country is also seeking to build off
of last November’s Tunisia 2020 international investment conference,
during which foreign investors and
international financial institutions
pledged a total of $34 billion in investments over the next few years.
Cheikhrouhou said oil production
had declined from 100,000 bpd in
2010 to 44,000 bpd because of protests, social unrest, low investment
and poor energy legislation. Oil revenue fell from $1.24 billion in 2010
to $1 billion in 2016, she said.
The protests are among the most
serious challenges to Chahed’s
government, which is the country’s seventh in less than six years.
Critics have called for his removal,
claiming his government has failed

to address economic and social
problems.
Caid Essebsi dismissed such calls,
saying that having parliamentary or
presidential elections early would
be reckless, given the country’s economic and security concerns.
“What kind of responsibility does
it show to demand early elections?
Do not count on me to back this kind
of approach,” said Caid Essebsi.
He urged politicians to “respect
the rules of the democratic game”
with losers and winners respecting
the rights of each other.
“Elections in the future will be
held in time and they must prepare
for them,” he added.
Caid Essebsi attempted to bolster Tunisians’ sense of pride at a
time when many are disappointed
by the lack of economic and social
progress.
He urged Tunisians to safeguard
the country’s reputation as the
rare successful democratic experi-

ment after the “Arab spring” ripped
through the Arab region early in
2011.
“All influential states across the
world welcomed this achievement
and expressed sympathy and readiness to support Tunisia to pursue its
path of development and progress,”
he said, citing Tunisia’s attendance and invitations to major world
gatherings, including the upcoming
Group of Seven meeting in Italy. He
also cited Tunisia’s participation in
the upcoming Arab-Islamic meeting
with US President Donald Trump in
Saudi Arabia.
Disturbances in southern Tunisia are linked to grievances about
development imbalances, accumulated since the country’s independence in 1956, between the relatively
rich coastal areas and the rest of the
country.
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis.

Moroccan ship seizure triggers
crisis between Rabat and Pretoria
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

T

he seizure of the Moroccan ship loaded with
phosphate in a South
African port may be part
of an effort by South Africa’s scandal-hit President Jacob
Zuma to save his political career,
analysts said.
South Africa confiscated the
ship carrying 50,000 tonnes of
phosphate bound for New Zealand following a complaint from
the Polisario Front that the vessel
unlawfully transported cargo from
the disputed territory of Western
Sahara in the latest diplomatic tussle between the Algerian-backed

Analysts said that
South Africa’s stance
on the tussle was more
political than legal.
Sahrawi separatist movement and
Rabat.
Morocco’s OCP Group — the Office Chérifien des Phosphates —
the world’s largest phosphate exporter, said a civil maritime court
order caused the Marshall Islandsflagged vessel NM Cherry Blossom, carrying phosphate from the
south-western city of Laayoune in
Western Sahara, to be held up in

Port Elizabeth, South Africa.
Andre Bowley, Polisario’s lawyer,
told Reuters: “We will be seeking
a final order saying that the cargo
will remain interdicted from leaving the jurisdiction of the court
until such time as my client’s court
case for the return of the property
is heard.”
Rabat said it did not expect the
Polisario’s legal challenge to succeed.
“There have been failed attempts
to undermine Morocco’s territorial
integrity in the past and future attempts will fail again,” said government spokesman Mustapha elKhalfi.
Morocco annexed Western Sahara, a former Spanish colony, in 1975
and maintains that it is an integral
part of the kingdom. The Polisario
Front started an armed conflict
with Morocco for an independent
state that lasted until a UN-brokered ceasefire in 1991.
Tensions flared in April in the
buffer zone near the Mauritania
border, prompting the United Nations to demand the Polisario forces’ immediate withdrawal from
the Guerguerat area.
Analysts said South Africa’s
stance in the dispute was more political than legal.
Political analyst Lahcen Laassibi
blamed Zuma for trying to draw
South Africans’ attention from the
political crisis that has gripped the
country by responding to Polisario’s complaint.

Zuma has repeatedly been accused of corruption by the opposition, which has called for him to
resign well before the next election
in 2019. Zuma is expected to step
down as leader of the African National Congress party (ANC) in December and as South Africa’s president in two years.

Rabat downplayed
the incident, saying
it did not expect the
Polisario’s legal
challenge to succeed.
Last year, a court ruled that
Zuma should face corruption
charges over a 1999 arms procurement deal. He is challenging the
ruling.
Mountacir Zian, director-general
of the Mediterranean Company of
Analysis and Strategic Intelligence
in Rabat, said Zuma was playing
his “last card to show that he’s still
a strong leader despite the political
crisis gripping his nation.”
Laassibi said South Africa was
the “only country” that answered
the Polisario’s call to stop products
and goods originating from the disputed territory.
“Zuma’s South Africa is well
aware that Morocco is now penetrating many countries in the world
diplomatically and economically,
especially the Anglophone African
countries. It seized the cargo to
curb Morocco’s diplomatic push in

Diplomatic tussle. Mustapha el-Khalfi, the Moroccan government
spokesman,talking to journalists during a news conference.
(AFP)
the African continent and trigger a
crisis with Rabat,” Laassibi added.
Morocco joined the African Union in January, despite strong resistance from Algeria and South
Africa, after a 33-year absence
from the regional body, which had
recognised the self-proclaimed
Sahrawi Arab Democratic Republic
(SADR).
Morocco has also signed a series
of bilateral agreements with many
African countries in the last year,
including with countries that support SADR.
OCP legal counsel Othmane Bennani Smires told Reuters: “The order issued in South Africa regard-

ing the cargo of the NM Cherry
Blossom is a standard temporary
measure made on the basis of only
one party’s allegations.” He expressed confidence that a favourable resolution would be reached
once the facts of the case are presented to the South African court.
Bennani Smires said OCP’s Phosboucraa subsidiary and its activities are in full compliance with the
UN framework and relevant international legal norms and standards.
Saad Guerraoui is a frequent
contributor to The Arab Weekly
on Maghreb issues.
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Spoiled ballots reflect
loss of confidence
in Algerian regime,
politicians
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

A

lgerian voters jolted the
predictable routine of
the country’s parliamentary elections by disfiguring ballots or casting
blank votes in record numbers, exposing discontent with the status
quo amid anxieties over the leadership transition from ailing President Abdelaziz Bouteflika.
Algerian Interior Ministry figures
for the May 4 elections indicated
that the number of spoiled and
blank ballots equalled the combined vote total received by the two
ruling parties — the National Liberation Front (FLN), led by Bouteflika,
who has rarely been seen in public
since a 2013 stroke, and the Democratic National Rally, led by Bouteflika’s top aide, Ahmed Ouyahia.
A total of 8,624,199 ballots were
cast with 2,109,917 spoiled or blank
papers, official figures showed.

The elections
showed the regime
has ruined its own
legitimacy.

”

Algerian political
commentator Saad Okba
The turnout was 35% of eligible
voters compared to 43% in the 2012
election.
The FLN and the Rally together
won 264 of the 462 parliamentary
seats. They were trailed by an Islamist alliance led by the Muslim
Brotherhood’s local branch, Movement for the Society of Peace, with
33 seats.

More than 30 opposition groups
and alliances shared the rest with
main secular parties, Socialist Forces Front and Rally for Culture and
Democracy (RCD), winning 14 and
nine seats, respectively.
Voters wrote on ballots their
grievances about unemployment,
corruption and the rigidity of a regime that has remained fundamentally the same since the country’s
independence in 1962. Many also
took issue with the opposition,
which they branded as tame and
docile, local media reported.
“The elections showed the regime has ruined its own legitimacy,” said Algerian political commentator Saad Okba. “The spoiled
ballots have nullified the legitimacy of the upcoming parliament and
the government is to blame for this
disaster.”
“The government threatened
youth that they would lose all social
benefits from the state if they failed
to vote and the youth spoiled the
ballots to punish the government,”
he said.
The government had hoped for a
high turnout to claim a victory after it secured the participation of
opposition parties from all political
hues for the first time in decades.
“The leaders of ruling parties and
of this government of misery do
not understand and care about the
meaning of legitimacy. That’s why
they undertook such actions that
severed the core trunk of their legitimacy,” said Okba.
“A large majority of Algerians had
perfectly expressed this view during the May 4 polls. For them, the
parliament, like other bodies, does
not represent their interests and
even less so defend them,” political
scientist Chadly Benguesmia said.
“That is why the divorce is con-

Low turnout. Algerian women cast their votes at a polling station in Algiers, on May 4.
summated between the population
and both politicians and politics.”
Opposition Jil Jadid (New Generation) leader Soufiane Djilali said:
“The massive abstention is a total
rejection of the regime.”
Other politicians slammed the
government for the outcome of the
vote. Far-left Socialist Party chief
Louisa Hanoune called the results
a “hold-up.”
Parliament will play a key role
in sustaining Algeria’s social and
political stability for the next five
years at a time when leadership is
searching for a way to manage the
transition from Bouteflika’s 20-year
rule, if his health permits him to
complete his mandate in 2019.
Bouteflika, 80, was wheeled in
a chair to vote but was unable to
physically cast his ballot; one of his
nephews did it for him. He also had
trouble with the fingerprinting afterward.
“The after-vote government will
be squeezed between a deficit of
legitimacy as the unpopularity of

those who manage the country
had come out beyond worse forecasts and the necessity to make
painful economic and financial adjustments,” said Algerian political
analyst Rabia Said.

A total of 8,624,199
ballots were cast with
2,109,917 spoiled or
blank papers, official
figures showed.
“And in politics there is a rule
of thumb that had not changed:
No demands of sacrifices from the
people in times when there is a
shortage of legitimacy,” he added.
Analysts said there were no political challenges to the government from organised opposition
but feared popular discontent
could fuel jihadism decades after
Algeria emerged from a civil war
that shook the country between
1992 and the early 2000s.

(AFP)

Sociologist Mohamed Taibi from
Algiers University said: “Algeria’s
opposition is conventional and
formalistic. It is focused on shortterm tactics. It has no strategy and
the absence of a charismatic opposition leader further deepens the
crisis.”
Algerian officials shrugged off
criticism of the elections and the
pessimistic conclusions drawn by
analysts about the low participation, insisting that the country will
remain stable.
They said Algerians enjoy fundamental rights in a multiparty
system with 72 registered political
groups.
Algerian Foreign Minister Ramtane Lamamra cited the “peaceful
and fair elections” of May 4 as an
example of what he called the “significant progress of democracy.”
“Democracy in Algeria is neither
a campaign slogan nor a caprice of
intellectuals. It is rather a day-today reality experienced by the Algerian people,” he said.

Parliamentary elections in Algeria where
everybody lost, except women

View poi nt

Khaled Omar
Ben Guiga

T

he results of the
parliamentary elections in Algeria were
quite different from
what the participating
parties, especially the
Islamist ones, had expected.
While the outcome offered
surprises, there had been a clear
conflict discernable on four levels
during the campaigns.
First, there was an obvious
generational gap between the old
guard from the days of the
Algerian revolution and independence and a younger generation not convinced of the prevailing traditional political discourse.
Second, the competing institutions fought a particularly fierce
campaign relying greatly on social
media.
Third, the conflict between
political parties and the public. By
not voting it sent the parties a
resounding message of disapproval. The voter abstention rate
was 61% and 10% of the cast votes
were annulled.
The fourth aspect of conflict
was, of course, the ruthless
competition between the parties
themselves. The elections
revealed the relative political
importance of each party and
particularly exposed the utter

The biggest losers in the 2017
elections were the Islamists.

failure of the Islamist parties.
The reactions to the results of
the May 4 vote were as expected.
The old parties either played down
the significance of them or
doubted their transparency.
Secretary-General of the National
Front Djamel Ould Abbas claimed
the elections had only a minor
impact on the political scene,
while Abderrazak Mokri from the
Islamist Movement of Society for
Peace (MSP) and Louisa Hanoune
from the Workers’ Party simply
described the elections as rigged.
The truth, however, is not found
in their explanations. There are
new realities in Algeria that
cannot be ignored.
Here are some of them:
Fifty-seven parties took part in
the elections but most of the
electorate stayed away. This
means that, except for parties that
boycotted the elections, all of the
others were lumped in the same
camp. There were no opposition
parties.
The government’s alarmist
campaign had failed. The authorities wanted the public to believe
that abstaining or boycotting the
elections would plunge the
country into chaos. That has not
happened and the majority of the
people showed they no longer
trust the state’s institutions,
especially the parliament. Still,
the social explosion is coming, no
doubt.
The party that made the most

improvement in terms of results
was the National Democratic Rally
(NDR), led by Ahmed Ouyahia,
with 97 seats won, an increase of
29 from the 2012 elections. The
NDR represents 21% of the new
parliament.
Although still leading the
election results with 164 seats, the
National Liberation Front lost 44
seats from the 2012 polls.
The biggest losers in the 2017
elections were the Islamists. They
had been confident of a sweeping
victory. However, the total
number of seats mustered by all
the Islamist parties did not exceed
67 seats — 14.5% of the parliament
seats. This result could hardly be
useful to the Islamists even in case
they are joined in a political bloc
by the independent candidates,
who totalled 28 seats.
The Islamists entered the
elections represented by two
poles. The first was an alliance
between MSP and the Front for
Change. They represent the
Muslim Brotherhood and won 33
seats, a drop of 15 seats from 2012.
The second Islamist pole was an
alliance between three parties: the
Ennahda Movement, the El-Bina
Movement and the Justice and
Development Front. The alliance
won 15 seats.
Leftist and socialist parties also
regressed. The oldest opposition
party in Algeria, the Socialist
Forces Front, won 14 seats. In the
2012 elections, the Front won 27.

139 seats
— 30% — of
the new
parliament
will go to
women.

The Workers’ Party did no better.
It has won 11 seats this time, a
significant drop from the 24 seats
won in 2012.
All the major political forces in
Algeria have regressed in the
polls, especially the Islamist
parties. In previous elections,
these parties had found a place on
the political map thanks in part to
their alliances with the government. One indirect factor behind
the overall regression of the major
parties is the participation of
small parties, which have been
able each to lay hands on a seat
here and there.
The major losers in the 2017
parliamentary polls remain the
Algerian people. The Algerian Parliament is going to be composed
mostly of members who have not
won the public’s trust. The same
goes for the state’s institutions
and the government in general,
led by President Abdelaziz
Bouteflika. The government
simply keeps postponing dealing
with the country’s problems.
One positive result in the
elections was the rise in the
number of women elected to the
parliament: 139 seats — 30% — of
the new parliament will go to
women, mainly as a result of
enforcing election laws and
observing international standards.
Khaled Omar Ben Guigua is an
Algerian writer and journalist.
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Fears grow that Israel might risk surprise strike to cripple Hezbollah
Nicholas Blanford

Beirut

F

or more than a decade,
the assessment that another war between Israel
and Hezbollah would be
massively destructive to
both sides has helped create a mutual balance of terror resulting in
a cautious calm along Lebanon’s
southern border with the Jewish
state.
But mounting tensions between
these long-time foes have given
rise to a belief among some diplomats in the region that Israel may
be mulling a pre-emptive strike
against Hezbollah on the premise
that a conflict with the Iran-backed
Party of God is inevitable and that
Israel would gain much by striking
the first blow despite the expected
heavy retaliation against its cities.
Given a constant build-up of
Iranian arms by Hezbollah, its experience in fighting conventional
battles in the Syrian war and its apparent moves to control territory
in the Syrian-held sector of the
war-divided Golan Heights overlooking northern Galilee, some
Israeli officials appear to consider
that a short, sharp offensive to degrade Hezbollah’s military assets
and reduce the threat it poses in
the short to medium term is entirely feasible.

There has been a
notable increase of
Israeli air strikes
against suspected
arms shipments bound
for Hezbollah.
“The thinking in Israel about a
pre-emptive attack appears to be
changing,” a Western diplomat
said. “It seems they’re taking this
possibility seriously.”
Similar views were heard recently from other diplomats in Beirut,
both resident and visiting.
In April, an analysis in the Jerusalem Post claimed that some Israeli officials were “openly speaking about a pre-emptive war under
which Israel would strike first to

significantly degrade Hezbollah’s
capabilities before they could be
used in a full-fledged conflict.”
There has been a notable increase in recent weeks of Israeli
air strikes against suspected arms
shipments, including advanced
weapons, inside Syria bound for
Hezbollah, underlining Israeli
leaders’ view that stronger preemptive action is required.

An Israeli strike
would undoubtedly
inflict widespread
destruction and
large loss of life
in Lebanon.
“These weapons have promoted
a distinct sense of alarm inside
Israel’s Kirya, their Pentagon,”
analyst Jonathan Schanzer of the
Washington-based Foundation for
Defence of Democracies observed
on April 29.
“Officials say the hardware
would reduce the Israeli edge
significantly when the next war
erupts.”
Nevertheless, while the option
of a pre-emptive strike may be under discussion in Israel, it is hard
to visualise the government there
risking a unilateral attack against
Hezbollah in Lebanon.
The Israelis would have to eliminate a wide range of targets from
the outset to inflict as much damage as possible before Hezbollah
could retaliate with a missile arsenal Israelis claim totals some
150,000 weapons, including longrange precision systems capable of
reaching virtually everywhere in
the Jewish state.
Israel did just that in the 2006
war against Hezbollah. In the first
two days of fighting, its air force
destroyed some of the longerrange missiles among the 13,000
the party had then but it failed to
eliminate Hezbollah’s firepower
completely. And these days, its arsenal is reportedly ten times greater than in 2006.
An Israeli strike would undoubtedly inflict widespread destruction
and large loss of life in Lebanon,
drawing swift international con-

On watch. An Israeli soldier looks through binoculars as he monitors the southern Lebanese village of
Kfar Kila. 							
(AFP)
demnation and straining the ability of Israel’s allies to support the
surprise offensive.
It is widely understood that Israel favours a short war — a week
or so — to wreak as much destruction as possible to force the Beirut
government to push for a ceasefire
while driving to eliminate the Party of God as a threat.
Such assessments, however, fail
to appreciate that the Lebanese
government, which includes Hezbollah, has little real influence over
the party, which is more powerful
than the Lebanese Army, or comprehend the party’s determination
to prolong the fighting for as long
as possible.
Hezbollah knows that the longer
a war lasts, the greater the domestic
and international pressure on Israel
from which Hezbollah could leverage a more favourable outcome.

Even if Israeli military officials
can make a case for a pre-emptive
strike, the political and diplomatic
consequences could be disastrous
for the Israeli government.
However, Israeli security analysis Alex Fishman wrote in the Jerusalem Post on April 30: “The
Iranian takeover of Syria… is no
longer just Israel’s problem. There
is a feeling in Jerusalem that if and
when Israel is forced to put an end
to the Iranian crawl into the Golan Heights, it will receive strong
American backing.”
If a broader pre-emptive assault
against Hezbollah in Lebanon appears unlikely, Israel could attack
Hezbollah and its allies if they begin to deploy opposite Israeli lines
in the Golan Heights, two-thirds of
which Israel has held since 1967.
Conversations with sources
close to Hezbollah over the past

two years, along with several unclaimed small-scale attacks against
Israeli troops in the Golan since
late 2013 that bore the stamp of
Hezbollah, leave little doubt that
Iran and its Lebanese ally seek to
establish some form of bridgehead
on the contested strategic plateau.
The problem potentially facing
Israel is whether to risk launching a
broad offensive against Hezbollah
in the Golan in the hope of shattering its enemy’s ambitions, which
could risk triggering all-out war, or
to continue with isolated tactical
strikes to try to slow an inevitable
build-up of Hezbollah forces along
Israel’s north-eastern corner.
Nicholas Blanford is the author
of “Warriors of God: Inside
Hezbollah’s Thirty-Year Struggle
Against Israel” (Random House
2011). He lives in Beirut.

Where does Lebanon stand six months after Aoun’s accession?

View poi nt

Rami Rayess

S

ix months after presidential elections,
Lebanon seems to be
turning in a vicious
circle. The momentum
that was on the rise at
the onset of the new presidential
term has been squandered amid
the tensions and divisions
regarding the long-awaited
electoral law.
The populist slogans that were
exploited by the Free Patriotic
Movement (FPM) before electing
Michel Aoun president on October
31, especially those that dealt with
combating corruption, transparency and the rule of law, proved to
be mere propaganda for popular
consumption.
The speedy approval by the
council of ministers of oil and gas
tenders worth billions of dollars
and the suspicions looming
around the electricity plan
dramatically increased public
fears that there were enormous
under-the-table deals done prior
to presidential elections without
necessarily abiding by laws and
regulations.
The dispute over the electoral
law continues. Seen by many
major players in Lebanon as an
extremely important law as it
redefines the political lines

Aoun seems to be squeezed
to find a way to compromise
his alliance with Hezbollah
and his official obligations.

between the various forces and
specifies the weight of each, there
is a countdown as to whether the
continued endeavours to reach a
new law will succeed before the
extended term of the parliament
ends June 20.
Undoubtedly, the traditional
division of power into two
competing camps known as March
8 and March 14 eroded prior to
presidential elections when
contradictory forces met on the
nomination of Aoun and elected
him as a local and regional
compromise
With Lebanese Prime Minister
Saad Hariri situating himself
closer and closer to Aoun and
adopting the electoral suggestions
proposed by the FPM, a nonannounced rapprochement is
taking place between Hezbollah,

Lebanese Forces, Parliament
Speaker Nabih Berri and Progressive Socialist Party Leader Walid
Jumblatt, though that might seem
quite illogical and contradictory.
However, regardless of the
internal reshuffling of political
cards, Aoun seems to be squeezed
to find a way to compromise his
11-year alliance with Hezbollah
and his official obligations as a
president, especially regarding
the anticipated alleviation of
sanctions against Lebanese
individuals and probably institutions from the Trump administration.
This is a repetition of the
scenario that had happened when
Hezbollah expressed discontent
with the Gulf states prior to
Aoun’s first formal visit to Saudi
Arabia. This recurrent duality of

Turning in a vicious circle. People walk outside the parliament
building in downtown Beirut, on May 11.
(Reuters)

The electoral
law is seen
as extremely
important as
it redefines
the political
lines
between
the various
forces.

the Lebanon’s official position and
that of Hezbollah is not the first of
its kind. During Tammam Salam’s
interim cabinet, Lebanon was
unanimously boycotted by the
Gulf states and a travel ban was
issued that left negative ramifications on the ailing Lebanese
economy.
The president’s ability to
balance between American
interests and requirements from
Lebanon and Hezbollah, which is
deeply involved in the Syrian civil
war, will be hardly manageable if
the United States develops its
strategy in the region to become
less lenient with Tehran.
To be clearer, if the United
States considers that an Israeli
strike on Iran’s ally, Hezbollah, in
Lebanon would send a firm
message of determination against
Iranian regional plots, this would
transform Lebanon once more
into the battlefield of proxy wars,
as it was during its long civil strife
(1975-90).
Reverting the Western-Iranian
nuclear deal is one thing and
launching wars against Iran’s
regional allies is something else.
Lebanon must locate diplomatic
methods to transmit to the Trump
administration that it cannot —
and should not — pay the price
again of international and regional
differences. This lies way beyond
its capacities.
Rami Rayess is a Lebanese writer
and journalist. Follow him on
Twitter: @RamiRayess.
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69 years on, al-Nakba is history and Iran is the Arabs’ enemy
Sami Moubayed

Beirut

S

ixty-nine years ago, on May
14, the state of Israel was
proclaimed by its founding
prime minister, David Ben
Gurion. A few hours later,
the armies of Egypt, Iraq, Syria and
Lebanon invaded Palestine, under
the auspices of the recently established League of Arab States, promising to annihilate the Zionists by
Christmas 1948.
The league’s secretary-general,
Abdul Rahman Azzam Pasha, famously vowed: “It doesn’t matter
how many Jews there are, we will
sweep them into the sea.”
They didn’t. Some 6,000 Jews
were killed in the fighting along
with nearly 5,000 Arabs. More than
400 Arab villages were razed and
Palestine disappeared from the
map of the world.
The Arabs had been woefully
unprepared for war. And as events
would show with a terrible clarity,
they were equally unprepared for
the crushing defeat by a heavily
outnumbered foe that followed.

With the region in
flames and ferment,
the 69th anniversary of
al-Nakba is attracting
little attention.
Celebrated Syrian philosopher
Constantine Zureik, then president
of the American University of Beirut, declared what he called “al-Nakba” — “the Disaster” — a description that, seven decades later, has
come to encapsulate the Palestinian catastrophe.
Despite much lip service to the
cause of liberating Palestine and
crushing the Jewish state, Arab rulers have done little of any practical
use in pursuit of that objective.
They have, by and large, used
the Palestinian cause for their own
ends, exploiting it to justify authoritarianism, militarisation of society, massive arms expenditures and
one-party rule.

The 1948-49 war triggered coups
in Damascus and Cairo, brought
down the democratically elected government of Lebanon and
sparked a bloody revolution that
overthrew the Hashemite dynasty
in Baghdad in 1958.
Military officers seized power
in one Arab capital after another,
all promising to liberate Palestine
from the Zionists — a distracting
call to arms that was eventually
picked up by Ayatollah Ruhollah
Khomeini in Iran after his Islamic
Revolution overthrew the Peacock
Throne in 1979.
He closed the Israeli Embassy in
Tehran and presented it to Yasser
Arafat, who had helped train the
ayatollah’s revolutionaries.
Khomeini’s
inflammatory
speeches, distributed on cassette
throughout the region, translated
from Persian into Arabic, spoke of
all the injustices done to the Palestinians since al-Nakba of 1948-49.
But few paid heed because, by
the time Khomeini had joined the
struggle for Palestine, the Arabs
were already deeply divided.
At the time, Palestine had been
gone for 31 years. The war of
1948-49 seemed like a minor skirmish compared to the disaster of
1967, when Israel single-handedly
crushed the armies of Egypt, Syria,
and Jordan and occupied the Sinai
Peninsula, the West Bank, East Jerusalem and most of Syria’s Golan
Heights.
Then came Anwar Sadat’s historic visit to occupied Jerusalem in
1977 followed by the Camp David
accords, the first peace treaty between Israel and an Arab state. Arafat made peace with Israel in 1993.
The new generation of Arab
youth began to abandon any hope
of one day defeating Israel and reclaiming Palestine. Although briefly galvanised by the first Palestinian uprising in 1987 and another
in 2001, young Arabs were clearly
distracted by the US occupation
of Iraq, followed by the collapse of
governments in Egypt, Syria, Yemen and Libya during the upheaval
of the “Arab spring.”
On the 69th anniversary of al-Nakba, none of the pre-2011 manifes-

Still, at the barrel of a gun. A Palestinian protester moves the gun of an Israeli soldier out of his face
during a demonstration on Road 60, which links Jerusalem and Hebron. 		
(AFP)
tations of Arab nationalism prevail
in capitals such as Damascus and
Baghdad.
Gone, too, are the public rallies
on May 14, followed by inflammatory speeches and front page editorials in the Arab media. The Arabs
are too busy burying their dead and
fighting off the new occupation of
the Islamic State (ISIS) to remember — let alone commit — to the Palestinians.
The only state that still claimed
to be totally committed is non-Arab
Iran, with its proxy militia in Lebanon, the army of Hezbollah.
But if the Arab masses were sceptical in 1979 about the emergence
of the Islamic Republic and its exhortations to reclaim Palestine,
they are now totally alienated from

Iran and its drive to dominate its
Arab neighbours, its confrontation
with Saudi Arabia and its open involvement in the Syrian carnage.
Many in the Sunni-dominated
Arabian Gulf see Shia Iran as more
of a threat to their national security than Israel and have even set
up secret channels with the Jewish
state, hoping that it would one day
smash Hezbollah and rid them of
Iranian influence in the Levant.
Iran’s track record in Iraq since
2003 has not helped. It was accused of destroying the country’s
Sunni elite and replacing it with
Iranian proxies such as Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi.
Then the Syrian war erupted in
March 2011, destroying whatever
residual trust mainstream Arabs

may have had in Iran. Saudi Arabia’s deputy intelligence chief,
Ahmed Asiri, has even said that the
kingdom shares concerns with Israel about Iran.
The biggest losers in all this are
the Palestinians themselves. With
the region in flames and ferment,
the 69th anniversary of al-Nakba is
attracting little attention.
Few — if any — offer anything
but lip service to the Palestinian
cause while Iranian expansionism
gathers momentum and may even
ignite a war far more destructive
than the one that brought Israel
into being.
Sami Moubayed is a Syrian
historian and author of “Under
the Black Flag” (IB Taurus 2015)

Palestinian leaders excel in political humiliation

View poi nt

Ramona Wadi

R

eading through the
litanies spouted by
Saeb Erekat, secretary-general of the
Palestine Liberation
Organisation (PLO), it
is difficult to find an instance in
which the rhetoric does not evoke
contradictions.
Erekat, who was part of a
delegation travelling to Washington ahead of Palestinian Authority
President Mahmoud Abbas’s
meeting with his US counterpart,
Donald Trump, managed to
consolidate the fragmentation of
the Palestinian territories using a
simple formula characterising the
international diplomatic agenda.
Three aspects are normally
invoked: Israeli settlement
expansion, the two-state paradigm and purported US efforts to
renew negotiations. A recent
variation uttered by Erekat
accuses Israel of “sabotaging US
efforts to renew the peace
process.” To affirm the duplicity,
Erekat condemned the Israeli
imposition of “the colonial
enterprise” while invoking
adherence to the two-state
illusion.
Palestinians are completely
misrepresented by their internationally recognised leaders, who
speak of absolutes — international

Palestinian leaders failed to
seize the opportunity to declare
an alternative agenda to the
two-state solution.

legal recourse, UN resolutions and
documenting of Israeli international law violations. They grovel
while Israel receives assurances
that its settler expansion can
continue undeterred and the
international community can
indulge in human rights rhetoric
without enforcing implementation. The result is unbridled
impunity.
Without any doubt, Israel and
the United States have perfected
the safeguarding of impunity
through political power. However,
legitimising impunity from the
echelons of the Palestinian
Authority bequeaths Israel and
the United States with additional
leverage. Erekat has erroneously
articulated a purported difference
between Israeli and US perspectives by stating that the latter is
partial to a solution.
Evidence illustrates the opposite. Israel is the largest recipient
of US military aid. It ensured the
subjugation of the Palestinian
Authority to Israel through
security coordination, which has
jeopardised the lives of Palestinian families due to widespread
incarceration. There has also been
a constant refusal to acknowledge
the illegality of settlements,
preferring instead to rely upon
euphemisms such as “new
realities on the ground,” which
was coined by former US President George W. Bush, and seeking
to focus on disapproval rather
than legality.
The current political framework
with Trump at the helm also

conveys how Palestinians have
been rendered collateral damage.
Appointing a pro-settlement
ambassador to Israel and the backand-forth haranguing about
moving the US Embassy to
Jerusalem show how the United
States is interested in Israel
retaining its political hegemony.
There is no possible scenario,
therefore, in which Erekat can
claim that Israel is jeopardising US
efforts towards renewing negotiations. On the contrary, there have
been several instances in which
Palestinian rights could have been
asserted, yet these possibilities
were perpetually annihilated by
the Palestinian Authority.
When the Middle East Quartet
belatedly declared that the
two-state paradigm was obsolete,

Palestinian
officials have
invented
a new
narrative
in which
the United
States dons
the guise of a
fictional ally.

Walking a tightrope? Senior Palestinian
official Saeb Erekat walks from the West Wing
to speak to reporters at the White House, on
May 3. 				
(AFP)

Palestinian leaders failed to seize
the opportunity to declare an
alternative agenda. Like Abbas,
Erekat has repeatedly elevated
compromised negotiation and
recognition of Israel over Palestinian liberation.
Hence, dissociation has
occurred on several fronts. By
alluding to a purported difference
between Israeli and US policy,
Palestinian officials have invented
a new narrative in which the
United States dons the guise of a
fictional ally. By insisting upon
recognition of Israel, criticism of
Israeli policies is nullified because
there is no acknowledgement of
the historical colonial process that
led to the expansionist frenzy.
The result is an immense
political humiliation inflicted on
the Palestinian population that
embodies the potential to fragment the Palestinian territories
permanently. While Israel is
actively seeking to ensure
complete domination over them,
Palestinian leaders emulate the
international community and
indulge in catchphrases that
illustrate the divide between the
people and political charades.
There is always an opportunity
to alter the political narrative by
embracing the collective struggle.
Palestinian Authority leaders have
instead affirmed their partiality to
the exploitation of their population.
Ramona Wadi is a
researcher specialising in the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict.
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Trump unlikely to find much Turkish delight in talks with Erdogan
Harvey Morris

London

T

urkish President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan had said
he was looking forward to
turning a new page in USTurkish relations now that
Donald Trump is in charge in Washington, but, as relations have nosedived, the meeting between the two
presidents may be more about closing the book.
Erdogan’s remarks, made at the
annual Istanbul summit of the Atlantic Council think-tank at the end
of April, came the same week that
Turkish warplanes targeted forces
of the Kurdish People’s Protection Units (YPG) militia, the United
States’ most effective ally in northern Syria against the jihadists of the
Islamic State (ISIS).
The attack, which killed 20 YPG
fighters, was condemned by Washington, as was a raid against an area
of northern Iraq the same week in
which five Iraqi Kurdish peshmerga
were unintended victims.

The Turkish leader
may have been looking
forward to a more solid
engagement from
Trump.
On May 10, Erdogan threatened to
escalate military action against US
allies in Syria after the Trump administration’s decision to provide
the YPG with heavy weapons and
high-tech equipment for an escalating offensive against Raqqa, the ISIS
capital in Syria, despite Ankara’s
protests at arming what it considers
to be a terrorist organisation.
The US State Department said the
incidents had been raised at the
highest level with the Turkish government. Not only were the raids
not fully coordinated with the antiISIS coalition — or not coordinated
at all — they had put US soldiers on
the ground at risk, the State Depart-

ment said.
The Syrian Kurds are demanding
US-enforced no-fly zones to protect
them from Turkish attacks, while
threatening to halt their advance
on Raqqa if the Turkish strikes continue.
The diplomatic spat over the
raids provides the unpromising
backdrop to Erdogan’s first meeting
with Trump in Washington in midMay.
Using his Istanbul speech to set
out the agenda for his talks with the
US president, Erdogan called on the
United States to halt its support for
the YPG and its political wing, the
Democratic Union Party (PYD).
“Under the pretext of the fight
against [ISIS], we will not be tolerating any cooperation with another
terrorist organisation,” Erdogan
said. Saying that such cooperation
undermined good US-Turkish relations, he added: “We cannot be
holding hands with a terrorist organisation to defeat another terrorist organisation.”
Erdogan said he planned to tell
Trump that focusing the fight only
on ISIS would be a mistake.
The dispute has given rise to the
phenomenon of US special forces
deploying on the ground to act as a
buffer between the Kurdish fighters
and the forces of a NATO ally, Turkey.
US-Turkish relations cooled during the Obama administration because of the reluctance of the former president to take action against
the regime of Bashar Assad in Syria
as well as the continuing presence
in the United States of cleric Fethullah Gulen, accused by Turkey of
being behind the failed 2016 coup
against Erdogan.
The Turkish leader may have
been looking forward to a more
solid engagement from Trump,
particularly after the US president’s
order launching missile strikes in
retaliation for Assad’s alleged use
of chemical weapons on April 4.
Erdogan may even have hoped
he could exploit Trump’s apparent
preference for one-on-one deal-

Threatening escalation. Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan gestures as he gives a speech
during the Atlantic Council summit in Istanbul, last April.
making with other world leaders to
sway US policies.
Trump controversially called to
congratulate Erdogan on winning
the recent national referendum
that greatly expanded his presidential powers, a sentiment that did
not appear to be shared elsewhere
in the US administration.
So, the Washington visit may
prove to be more confrontational
than conciliatory.
While Erdogan is in the US capital, the State and Defence departments are likely to try to block the
White House from making statements or taking initiatives that
would weaken the US-Kurdish alliance.
The broader US administration
and its military chiefs are relying on
the US-backed Syrian Democratic
Forces (SDF), dominated by the
YPG, to spearhead the final assault

to oust ISIS from Raqqa.
Erdogan argues, however, that if
the United States and Turkey joined
forces they could turn Raqqa into
the graveyard of ISIS.
The reality on the ground is
that Turkey — focused on its fight
against the YPG and its own Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) rebels — is
proving more of a hindrance than a
help.
The US-backed SDF, an alliance
of Kurdish and Arab militias, announced on May 10 that it had captured Tabqa, a strategic strongpoint
40km from Raqqa. That advance
was only made possible with the
active support of the Americans.
For the time being, the Americans are standing up to the Turkish bluster and pressuring Erdogan
to suspend further threatened air
strikes against the YPG.
Erdogan, for his part, has ex-

(AFP)

pressed “sadness” at television
footage showing US forces operating alongside the Kurds. Ankara has
since threatened more air strikes
unless the United States backs
down.
Erdogan’s pitch to Trump will
be that the United States would be
better off relying on its Turkish ally
than on a doubtful alliance with terrorists. He may also portray the US
policy of backing the YPG as part of
a failed Obama strategy that Trump
should now overturn.
How Trump responds to Erdogan’s blandishments and his increasingly aggressive behaviour is, as
ever, anybody’s guess.
Harvey Morris has written
several books on the Middle East,
including “No Friends but the
Mountains: The Tragic History
of the Kurds.”

A game changer to unveil known unknowns

View poi nt

Yavuz Baydar

“

Y

ou’re simply not
going to be able to
seize Raqqa
anytime soon
without arming
the Kurds with
more powerful weapons than the
ones they have now. In Iraq, we
armed the Iraqis to the teeth
before we sent them into Mosul.
In Syria, we need to do something
similar — albeit on a smaller scale
— in order to go to Raqqa. Donald
Trump wants to defeat the Islamic
State. So Donald Trump is going to
arm the Kurds.”
So summarised Andrew Exum, a
US deputy assistant secretary of
defence for Middle East policy in
the Obama administration.
History has taught us that, at
many critical junctures, the
simpler the decision is, the more
complicated its consequences
may be. Trump’s decision recalls
Alexander the Great’s solution to
the Gordian knot — an impulsive
approach to dealing with an
intractable problem. No matter
how justified in comparison,
arming the Kurds is a game
changer.
That US President Donald
Trump did not wait longer for the
Turks to get on board is telling in
some aspects. The decision had
been delayed by his predecessor,
whose wobbly approach in Syria
has gone down in history as an

Despite warnings, Turkish
President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan had nothing creative or
credible to offer Trump.

example of how no decision is the
worst decision.
Trump, however, deliberately
did not hurry because he was
advised that any earlier move to
arm the Kurds would be seen as an
intervention into the critical
referendum in Turkey.
Yet, despite warnings, Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
had nothing creative or credible to
offer Trump and the more he
voiced Turkish rejections regarding the Syrian Kurds, the faster
American patience ran out.
Following Michael Flynn’s ouster
as national security adviser,
Trump’s team of (ex) officers won
against the diplomats.
It is a delicate decision. It
declares an alliance with an armed
group that has not directed any
hostile attack towards Turkey, a
US partner in NATO but there is
little room to doubt its links to the
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK),
which has been fighting for
self-rule in south-eastern Turkey
for more than 30 years. It will,
therefore, alienate Turkey
severely. It may also embolden the
other major player in the theatre,
Russia. If so, that means a de facto
American retreat from the
strategic goal of toppling President Bashar Assad’s regime.
These points will be debated in
the US Congress and there is little
doubt that Trump will face a
backlash there. He has 30 days
before the arms implementation
starts and it all points to a summer
offensive to Raqqa, probably by
mid-July.
The biggest known unknown, to
use the language former US

Defence Secretary Donald
Rumsfeld, will be how Ankara will
react, especially before the action
starts. ”In both Syria and Iraq,
Turkey cannot get its way but that
doesn’t mean it cannot play
spoiler, making everyone’s lives
miserable in the process. It also
doesn’t mean that this decision
will not cast a shadow over
US-Turkish relations for decades
to come,” Exum wrote in the
Atlantic.
At first, alarmists — those who
oppose arming the Kurds — may
sound reasonable, yet they are
unable to provide any argument
that Turkey could be a reliable
partner as long as it refuses to cut
off its ties with some jihadist
groups across its border and as
long as it continues its violent,
anti-Kurdish campaign both at
home and in northern Syria.
Turkey is also deeply frustrated
with its failure to change the
Syrian regime in favour of Sunni
supremacy.
There are also military aspects.
Turkish armed forces have been
damaged due to last summer’s
botched coup, its top echelons are
clearly showing fatigue both due
to Erdogan’s unclear strategic
thinking and casualties on the
ground in Syria. The People’s
Protection Units (YPG), the
backbone of the Syrian Defence
Forces, is the strongest armed
structure, with more than 85,000
Kurdish militia forces. It offers a
matchless alternative.
Yet, this decision will leave the
eastern front of NATO more
fractured than ever. It will also
have a spillover effect in Turkey’s

It is the
Kurds of
Iraq and
Syria who
represent
a new
dynamic and
it is clearly
an antijihadist one.

already pressurised social texture,
by the escalation of oppressive
measures against the pro-Kurdish
People’s Democratic Party (HDP),
seen as the political wing of the
PKK.
Problematic as it is, the decision
is not a wrong one if the postRaqqa situation will have been
dealt with strategically.
First, under pressure from his
annoyed generals, Erdogan will
not be able to respond impulsively
to shatter Turkey’s relations with
NATO because, even for a farsighted leader like him, its
consequences are hard to predict.
Some in Ankara may be tempted to
send Turkish boots to Syrian soil
but they know that it will cause
only counter military measures.
Turkey’s possible withdrawal of
permission for US warplanes to
use its Incirlik Air Base to fly
missions over Syria may come up
when Erdogan meets with Trump
but it must be a given that US
Defence Secretary James Mattis
and his team have already done
their calculations on it.
Second, this decision reveals a
new opportunity for Russia and
the United States to prepare for a
strategic agreement and hand over
(semi) independence to a largely
secular ethnic group — the Kurds
— in northern Syria, which in the
long run may be beneficial for the
region. Keep in mind that it is the
Kurds of Iraq and Syria who
represent a new dynamic and it is
clearly an anti-jihadist one.
Yavuz Baydar is a Turkish
journalist and occasional
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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Despite Iran’s history of election surprises, Rohani could triumph

Gareth Smyth

A Rohani
win will not
change Iran’s
foreign and
regional
policies.

P

ast presidential
election surprises
in Iran — Mohammed Khatami in
1997, Mahmoud
Ahmadinejad in
2005 — caution
against believing
that Hassan
Rohani is heading for victory on
May 19. Recent shocks elsewhere,
with Britain’s June 2016 Brexit
vote and Americans electing
Donald Trump in November, add
to a sense that Rohani is vulnerable as he seeks a second term.
As in the United States and
Britain, social media counts.
Candidates utilise Telegram and
Instagram, which are generally
not blocked and voters can follow
on the faster speeds of G3 and G4.
But Saeid Golkar, visiting
fellow at the Chicago Council on
Global Affairs, said most Iranians
were sceptical about pledges of
cash handouts and higher
subsidies from Rohani’s main
challengers.
“Iran had its wave of populism
ten years earlier (than the West),
and the people were affected
badly,” Golkar said. “The big
cities, the youth just don’t
believe these promises.”
In 2005, Ahmadinejad won in a
landslide promising to restore
national greatness and make
ordinary Iranians better off but
he left office in 2013 with 40%
inflation, banks weighed down
with non-performing loans and
relations strained with Iran’s
neighbours and the West.
Even the uncertainty over
foreign investment fostered by
Trump’s threats to torpedo the
2015 nuclear agreement with
world powers or introduce new
sanctions does not seem to have
destroyed many Iranians’ belief
that there is no serious alternative to Rohani’s course.
“Ahmadinejad talked about
self-reliance and resistance but
what we got was higher prices
and factories closing,” a Tehran
professional said. “Yes, we want
Iran strong internationally but
we also want good relations with
the outside world. People aren’t
enthusiastic about the election
but most will vote.”
As expected, Rohani’s main
challengers in a field of six, are
two principlists. Ebrahim Raeisi,
chairman of the Imam Reza
shrine in Mashhad, and Tehran
Mayor Mohammad Bagher
Ghalibaf focus their appeals on
poorer Iranians. A campaign

Uncertainty. Iran’s President Hassan Rohani speaks during a visit to Azadshahr in Golestan province.
(Reuters)

video for Raeisi highlighted
contrasting images of street
children and mansions with
swimming pools.
“It had a strong emotional
appeal,” said Golkar. “In showing
the wealth gap, it subtly blames
Rohani as an oligarch who
doesn’t care about the poor.”
There has been no sign that
either Raeisi or Ghalibaf will
withdraw in the other’s favour.
While this does not rule out one
of them facing Rohani in a
run-off ballot, needed if no one
wins a majority on May 19,
having two competing principlists blunts their message.
Polling is unreliable — it is
either conducted by phone from
outside Iran or done inside the
country by vested interests — and
therefore cannot clearly indicate
which principlist is best placed to
beat Rohani.
“Polling inside Iran is part of
someone’s psychological operation,” said Golkar. “The media
related to the [Islamic] Revolutionary Guards [Corps] (IRGC) is
tending to support Raeisi, and the
media closer to the Basij [the 4
million-strong volunteer group
linked to the IRGC] is more
pro-Ghalibaf. Fars News is more
for Ghalibaf, Tasnim more for
Raeisi.”

The campaign confirms a
realignment in Iranian politics
with the 2015 nuclear accord. The
reformists, slowly re-emerging
since sidelined after street
protests at Ahmadinejad’s
disputed 2009 re-election, again
back Rohani because of the
nuclear deal, his cautious
relaxation of social restrictions
and his programme of economic
reform.
Eshaq Jahangiri, a fourth
candidate, who served in
Khatami’s reformist government
and is Rohani’s first vice-president, has been talked up by some
principlists, probably to take
votes from Rohani but Jahangiri
is widely expected to drop out in
favour of Rohani, who has also
received Khatami’s support.
Rohani, essentially a pragmatic
conservative, has also been
endorsed by Parliament Speaker
Ali Larijani and by Ali Akbar
Nateqh-Nouri, senior adviser to
Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei. Larijani and NateqhNouri are — to coin a phrase —
“moderate principlists” who
support the nuclear deal and
Rohani’s government.
But victory for Rohani would
be a defeat for populism and the
hard-line principlists and it
would not shift the political

centre of gravity from conservatives to reformists. Nor would it
change Iran’s foreign and
regional policies.
It also would not end Raeisi’s
likely ambition to succeed
Khamenei as leader. After this
presidential campaign, Raeisi
will be better known. The
decision about who follows
Khamenei, 78 this year and who
had prostate surgery in 2014, lies
with the 88 clerics of the Assembly of Experts.
For Ghalibaf, who has run for
president twice before, this
election may end his political
career, especially if he loses the
Tehran mayoralty with defeat in
council elections on the same day.
“In [the presidential poll of]
2005 Ghalibaf focused on the
middle class, then in 2013
portrayed himself as a revolutionary,” said Golkar. “Now he
talks about poor people,
although his glasses are a
designer brand. On social media,
they satirise him as a chameleon,
someone who copies others to
achieve power.”
Gareth Smyth is a regular
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
He was chief correspondent in
Iran for the Financial Times in
2003-07.

For Iran’s ethnic minorities, whoever wins the election they lose

Rahim Hamid

The outside
appearance
of democracy
gives enough
semblance of
electoral choice
to please Western
countries.

W

ith
Iran’s
presidential
election
soon
taking
place,
media in the country are constantly reporting on tensions
between Iranian hardliners and
so-called reformists as contenders
are vying for the leadership.
Whatever the outcome of the
election, however, Iranian people
are well aware that it is essentially
a cosmetic exercise. In essence,
the election is a contest to become
the highest-ranking servant to the
supreme leader. No candidate will
be brave enough to address the
injustices against the country’s
ethnic minorities, which would be
political suicide under the current
regime.
Regardless of whether the
candidate is a nominal reformist
or hardliner, he would not be
allowed to stand for election, let
alone make leadership decisions
once elected, without first
obtaining Supreme Leader Ali
Khamenei’s approval. The
Guardian Council, whose members are also appointed by the

supreme leader, vets all candidates’ applications.
The outside appearance of
democracy, through a choice of
different candidates, gives
enough semblance of electoral
choice to please Western countries.
In its census, taken every ten
years, Iranian governments have
avoided recording ethnicities to
keep non-Persian communities in
the dark about their true sizes,
allowing the state to downplay
their significance. Available
figures are pretty much guesswork but estimates are: Up to 8
million Arabs, 10 million Kurds,
20 million Azeris and 40 million
Persians. Smaller ethnic groups
make up the rest of Iran’s population, which is estimated to be
more than 80 million.
For Iran’s Ahwazi Arabs, as well
as for other minorities, the choice
is even more farcical. Elections in
Iran, like the doctrine that shapes
the country’s constitution, are
based on a mixture of theocracy
and Persian supremacy, with
policy issues second to sect and
ethnicity.
Kamil Alboshoka, a prominent
Ahwazi rights activist asked:
“How can Ahwazi people pin any
hope on this election while

they’re considered worthless by
the [Iranian] regime, their
language is banned, their identity
denied and their environmental
wealth destroyed and stolen?”
Reza Fathollanejad, an IranianKurdish journalist, voiced similar
scepticism about the value of the
election.
“If you look at all of the past
presidential elections, the
Kurdish people have always
chosen two options. The first is
voting for the candidate who is
said not to be the leader’s favourite and the second is to boycott
the election,” he explained. “The
boycott choice has always been a
significant option in Kurdistan
compared to the other regions of
Iran based on the official statistics
and, even then, Kurds have said
that the level of participation is
far lower than the level shown by
the government.”
Babek Chalabiyanli, the spokesman of the Azerbaijan National
Resistance Organisation, was also
contemptuous, calling the
election a “sham.” Chalabiyanli
said the regime’s brutal repression
and imprisonment of Turkish
Azeri human rights activists mean
that the wisest course is to
boycott the election rather than
taking part in an undemocratic,

predetermined vote.
With no possible benefit from
voting, particularly for Ahwazis or
other minority groups in Iran,
there is a persuasive argument
that the best way for ethnic
minority voters to register their
unhappiness about this farcical
situation and lack of choice is to
simply refuse to vote. A widespread lack of public participation
is a safe way for minorities to
express their frustration at a
system that marginalises and
oppresses them.
Under the current grim reality
in Iran, ethnic minorities suffer
systematic oppression and denial
of their most basic human rights
under a fundamentalist theocracy
whose sole concern is maintaining
its own power.
The election in Iran is a public
relations exercise, a piece of
political theatre that has nothing
to do with Iranians’ lives but that
sends a message to the rest of the
world promoting the regime’s
favourite lie that it has acquired
the characteristics of democracy
and moderation.
Rahim Hamid is co-founder of
Ahwaz Monitor, a website that
focuses on Iran’s Arab
community.
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Abbas-Trump meeting brings little hope for Palestinians
Kamel Hawwash

London

P

alestinian Authority President Mahmoud Abbas finally had his day at the
Trump White House.
The US president, standing in front of the Palestinian flag
at their news conference on May 3,
lauded Abbas for his role as signatory to the 1993 Oslo peace accords
with Israel, his commitment to
fighting “terrorism” and for security cooperation with Israel. Trump
described how the two sides worked
“unbelievably well together… They
work together beautifully.”

Trump tweeted
about meeting Abbas
but the tweet was
inexplicably
removed.
Trump urged the Palestinian president to work against incitement
and reiterated that a peace agreement could not be imposed on the
Israelis and Palestinians but that the
United States would “do whatever
is necessary” to help the two sides
reach such an agreement.
Trump held back on publicly demanding the Palestinian Authority
end payments to families of prisoners or those killed during attacks
on Israelis, something Israeli Prime
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu had
pushed for prior to the meeting.
Abbas cited the Arab peace initiative, which calls for two states with
East Jerusalem as the capital of a
Palestinian state and a fair solution
for the refugee issue. The Palestinian president praised Trump’s “courageous stewardship” and “great negotiating ability.”
Trump tweeted about the meeting, saying: “It was a great honour
to welcome President Abbas to the
White House today. We’re hoping
for a great agreement between the
Palestinians and Israel that allows
both peoples to live in safety and in
peace.” The tweet was later inexpli-

No breakthroughs. US President Donald Trump (R) meets with Palestinian Authority President Mahmoud Abbas in the Oval Office of the
White House, on May 3.
										
(AP)
cably removed.
Reaction to the meeting was
mixed. A headline in the pro-Hamas
website Al-Resaleh read: “Abbas applauds himself alone in Washington” and characterised the situation
as Abbas “alone in the wrestling
ring” with Trump and completely
powerless.
The Jerusalem daily Al-Quds signalled approval of the meeting with
the headline: “Trump: I welcome
President Abbas in the White House
as a peacemaker.” While Al-Ayyam,
a news site sympathetic to the Palestinian Authority, said the compromise Abbas was offering Trump was
in “Israel’s interest” but that the extreme Israeli right-wing would reject
it anyway.
Nasser Laham, editor-in-chief

of Bethlehem-based Ma’an News
Agency, wrote that Abbas did not
take anything new to the White
House in terms of demands and
warned that any kind of “honeymoon” between Trump and the
Arab world would be over quickly if
the United States moved its embassy
to Jerusalem.
Writing on the web site of Al Jazeera, Palestinian lawyer and analyst Diana Buttu said the Trump-Abbas meeting was, for Palestinians, as
expected “useless.” She characterised the emphasis on “process” as
a perusal of “the same failed strategy pursued by three US presidents,
spanning six administrations and 24
years.”
Hani al-Masri, director general of
Masarat, a Palestinian organisation

focused on formulating strategic
policies and studies, acknowledged
that by meeting Abbas and calling
him “president,” Trump endowed
legitimacy on Abbas, which may
counter what seems to be an attempt to regionalise the Palestinian
issue.
Masri noted that, in his address,
Abbas failed to mention the daily
struggles of the Palestinians and
the impact of the continued settlements, home demolitions, evictions
and the prisoner hunger strike. Masri warned that focusing again on the
role of the United States, important
though it is, ignores to some extent
the changing voting pattern of some
key countries as was seen in a recent
UNESCO resolution on Jerusalem.
Trump is planning to visit the

Holy Land, possibly emphasising
his commitment to securing the ultimate deal. But he has yet to provide a foundation for this deal that
would assure Palestinians it would
be based on international law or
meet the minimum requirements
for justice that they expect.
While talk of the peace process
kicks into life once again, Israel appears to continue breathing a sigh
of relief that there is nothing to fear
from the Trump administration. On
the contrary, it will feel emboldened
to build and expand while the Palestinians once again pin their hopes
on others.
Kamel Hawwash is a Britain-based
Palestinian university professor and
writer.

US Congress could be an impediment to an Israeli-Palestinian deal
Gregory Aftandilian

U

S
President
Donald
Trump seems optimistic
that he will be the one to
finally broker an IsraeliPalestinian peace deal.
Although many experts say
Trump is living in a dream world
given the distance between the parties, the possibility exists (albeit remote) that he may be able to bring a
deal to fruition. A wild card in this
scenario is the US Congress, which
could play a spoiler role.
Congress has always been among
the most pro-Israel US institutions,
often serving as a check on US presidents who have had disagreements
with Israel’s policies. In recent
years, however, uncritical support
for Israel has become a more partisan endeavour in the United States,
as Republicans have emerged as Israel’s staunchest allies, particularly
for right-wing Israeli governments.

AIPAC remains the
pre-eminent lobby
on Israeli-Palestinian
issues on Capitol
Hill.
It was the Republican-controlled
Congress, without the Obama administration’s blessing, that invited
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu in 2015 to give a major address (and a scathing indictment) of
the then-unfolding Iranian nuclear
deal.
Israel still enjoys support among

Democrats and it was the Obama
administration that negotiated a 10year, $38 billion aid package with
Israel in 2016. Democrats, though,
have increasingly become more
even-handed in their approach to
the Israeli-Palestinian issue.
For example, polling data at the
end of 2016 conducted by the University of Maryland indicated that
close to two-thirds of Democrats
oppose settlements in the West
Bank and more than half support an
independent Palestinian state.
During the 2016 US presidential
campaign, it was none other than
Bernie Sanders, the independent
senator from Vermont who ran as
a Democrat and is Jewish, who expressed the most sympathy for the
Palestinians. Sanders conveniently
skipped the American Israel Public
Affairs Committee’s (AIPAC) annual
meeting in 2016, professing scheduling conflicts but probably knowing that his more even-handed
views were out of sync with AIPAC’s
uncritical positions.
This is a reflection of more diverse opinions emerging within
the American Jewish community in
recent years as it faces — and often
disagrees with — right-wing governments in Israel. The emergence
of the J Street lobby group, which
touts itself as pro-Israel and propeace and supports a two-state solution, is indicative of this trend.
However, AIPAC remains the
pre-eminent lobby on Israeli-Palestinian issues on Capitol Hill and,
coupled with the strong support of
Christian fundamentalist groups towards Israel, it is not surprising that
legislation reflecting the Netanyahu

Spoiler role. Speaker of the US House of Representatives Paul
Ryan speaks to the American Israel Public Affairs Committee
(AIPAC) policy conference, last March.
(Reuters)
government’s positions is gaining
traction with the Republican majority in Congress.
For example, several prominent
Republicans, such as Senator Lindsey Graham of South Carolina, have
introduced legislation called the
Taylor Force Act named after a US
military veteran who was stabbed
to death by a Palestinian while on
a visit to Israel. The legislation calls
for a cut off of all US aid to the Palestinian Authority (PA) if it does not
stop making payments to families
of Palestinians killed in violence
against Israel. Interestingly, reflect-

ing the partisanship in American
politics, none of the bill’s co-sponsors are Democrats.
Graham and other co-sponsors
of the legislation have underscored
that the amount of US aid given to
the PA — more than $300 million a
year — is equivalent to what the PA
pays out to such Palestinian families.
This legislation is supported by
the Israeli government, whose ambassador to the UN recently said: “I
think nobody, no Israeli or no American, would be happy to know that
his taxpayer money is being used to

be paid for families of terrorism.”
And Netanyahu himself said:
“The payment of money to terrorists on a sliding scale — the more
you kill the more you get — that’s
the opposite of peace.”
However, pro-Israel Democratic
senators say such legislation could
hurt efforts at peace by weakening
the PA. Senator Ben Cardin of Maryland said Congress “should not take
steps to jeopardise the security of
the West Bank’s economic development, which is critically important.”
As for the Palestinians, they have
said the payments are necessary for
the support of widows and orphans
but Palestinian official Jibril Rajoub
told the New York Times recently
that the PA would discuss the issue
with an “open mind” as part of a
broader Israeli-Palestinian negotiation.
The problem for the peace process is that the Netanyahu government — if it sees the Trump administration putting too much pressure
on it to strike a deal with the Palestinians — may activate its support
among Republicans in Congress to
put a brake on the process, such as
pushing for passage of the Taylor
Force Act and similar legislation.
Without substantial US aid to the
Palestinians, it is hard to envision
a peace deal succeeding and it is
unclear how much political capital
Trump would be willing to use to
force Republicans to back down.
Gregory Aftandilian is a lecturer in
the Pardee School of Global Studies
at Boston University and is a former
US State Department Middle East
analyst.
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News & Analysis
For Muslim
comedians in
the US, Trump
is a mixed blessing
Thomas Seibert

Washington

C

omedian Hasan Minhaj
has a keen sense of irony,
so he was quick to remark
on the fact that he, as a
Muslim, was chosen to
poke fun at US President Donald
Trump at a high-profile get-together in Washington.
“No one wanted to do this, so, of
course, it falls in the hands of an
immigrant,” the 31-year-old, who is
of Indian descent, said at the White
House Correspondents’ dinner in
Washington last month.
Minhaj and other Muslim comedians in the United States are
trying to come to terms with the
mixed blessing of a populist president who gives joke writers plenty
of material but is seen by many as
a dangerous politician who targets
minorities and wants to ban Muslims from America.

The Muslim Funny
Fest, a 3-day
comedy festival in
New York
scheduled for
mid-July, is
expected to take a
tough line.
“Trump is already the worst
president in my lifetime,” said Dean
Obeidallah, a comedian with Palestinian and Italian roots. “Trump
used hate to win the White House
especially directed against Latinos
and Muslims. He’s truly a danger to
the fabric of our nation,” Obeidallah wrote in an e-mail in response
to questions.

Political comedy has acquired
a sharper edge under Trump. Television comedian Stephen Colbert
faced demands to step down after
he attacked Trump with a lewd remark during his “Late Show” on the
CBS network.
The White House Correspondents’ dinner provided another opportunity to crack jokes about the
head of state.
“Only in America can a first-generation, Indian-American Muslim
kid get on this stage and make fun of
the president,” Minhaj told the televised event on April 29. He also said
he could not resist adding a reference to a political climate marked by
a sharp polarisation between supporters and foes of the president.
“My name is Hasan Minhaj, or, as I
will be known in a few weeks, Number 830287,” he said.
With Trump skipping the traditional dinner, the first US president
to stay away since the 1980s, Minhaj got plenty of laughs with a joke
about the commander-in-chief and
his tanned look. “I get why Donald
Trump didn’t want to be roasted tonight,” he said. “By the looks of him,
he has been roasting non-stop for
the past 70 years.”
Conservative commentators accused Minhaj of spreading insults.
Ben Stein, an economist speaking on
Fox News, a channel that is generally
supportive of Trump, criticised the
comedian for “throwing up, spitting
on, dumping on the president of the
United States.” Stein called Minhaj
a “tenth-grade comedian” who had
delivered comments that could be
considered defamatory.
Comments on Twitter went further. “Another racist trash Muslim
bashing America and white people,”
read one tweet about Minhaj.
Trump and the controversies he
stirs have heightened interest in

Sharper edge. Hasan Minhaj (R) of Comedy Central walks past veteran Washington Post journalist
Bob Woodward (C) and Reuters Editor-in-Chief Steve Adler as he takes the lectern to perform at the
White House Correspondents’ Association dinner in Washington.				
(Reuters)
comedy. Obeidallah said his show
on SiriusXM satellite radio was expanding from one to three hours
every weekday and moving to a
more popular section. Satirical television shows such as “Saturday
Night Live” have also seen a boom.
“There is a reason why ‘Saturday Night Live’ is seeing its highest ratings in decades and Stephen
Colbert’s ratings are skyrocketing,”
Obeidallah wrote. “People are looking to political comedy to learn
about issues and for a cathartic release from the stress.”
There are also negative side effects to the Trump boom on comedy stages. “I have seen Trump
supporters heckle comedians who
mock Trump,” Obeidallah recounted. “I have not been heckled myself
but I can see the anger in the faces
of the Trump supporters when I tell
jokes about him.”
Maysoon Zayid, a comedian of
Palestinian descent, said she has felt
the change personally. “It is no pic-

nic being a Muslim in America right
now,” she wrote via e-mail. “The
amount of hate I’ve received online
has multiplied exponentially since
Trump began his ill-fated run. The
Muslim ban is proof he wasn’t just
spewing bigotry to get elected, he is
actually a dangerous bigot.”

Trump and the
controversies he stirs
have heightened
interest in comedy.
Zayid said her stage routine reflected the changed political atmosphere since Trump’s election last
November. “The one thing that has
changed in my comedy is that I am
a lot more angry and a lot more political,” she wrote. “I don’t feel like
telling jokes about my cat while my
country is being destroyed.”
That feeling is echoed by Zahra
Noorbakhsh, a Muslim comedian
of Iranian descent who said she and

her colleagues should “illuminate
for everyone what is a moment of
crisis” instead of trying to reassure
non-Muslim Americans with tame
jokes.
Writing in the New York Times,
Noorbakhsh supported Minhaj’s
sharp attacks on bigotry at the
White House Correspondents’ dinner. “The idea that jokes will stop
the tide of fear, hate and misunderstanding about people who practise
Islam is seductive,” she wrote. “As
a comedian, though, I’m not convinced. We have tried this before.”
The Muslim Funny Fest, a 3-day
comedy festival in New York scheduled for mid-July and co-produced
by Zayid and Obeidallah, is expected to take a tough line. “Amid
a political culture dominated by
fear-mongering, xenophobia and
rampant racism, some of America’s top Muslim stand-up comedians test the limits of free speech,”
said a statement on the festival’s
website.

Arab leaders should be wary of bromance with Trump

View poi nt

Mark Habeeb

W

hen US
President
Donald Trump
travels to Saudi
Arabia this
month he
likely will meet with many
regional leaders in addition to
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz
Al Saud. The Saudi government
has invited heads of state from
several Arab and Muslim countries to join him and Trump in the
Saudi capital.
Although he has been in office
less than four months, Trump
already has met with the leaders
of Egypt, Jordan and the Palestinian Authority, as well as with the
very influential Saudi deputy
crown prince. Each of these
meetings was spun as a great
success by both parties, with
Trump and his guest heaping
personal praise on each other.
Trump likes receiving praise
— and returning it (as long as he
receives it first). Arab leaders,
understandably frustrated after
eight years of an Obama administration that was intent on
pivoting away from the Middle
East while lecturing about human
rights, are delighted to have a
president who talks tough on Iran
and has no desire to tell them

No one knows yet where
Trump truly stands on any
issue, Middle East-related or
otherwise.

how to run their countries.
However, these leaders should
be wary of being seen as too close
to Trump, too aligned with his
world view, whatever that is, and
too enamoured of him. My
warning to Arab leaders is: Do not
be perceived as having a bromance with Trump.
First, remember that if you
were not a head of state, this
president probably would have
tried to have immigration
officials deny you a visa to visit
the United States because of your
religion — a religion that Trump
has often disparaged.
Second, while the Trump
administration is willing to sell
you armaments, it also plans to
slash the US foreign aid budget
and has no interest in helping
build economies or societies in
the Middle East. Similarly,
Trump talks about pursuing
bilateral trade deals but he
means those in which the United
States comes out on top. Trump
is not interested in win-win
relationships; he is interested in
we-win-you-lose relationships.
Third, no one knows yet where
Trump truly stands on any issue,
Middle East-related or otherwise. He praises the last person
who praised him; he listens to
the last person who had his ear;
he flips and flops on issues like a
fish on land. Consider North
Korea, where one day he threatened war and the next he praised
that country’s leader, Kim
Jong-un, as “a smart cookie.”

Here is the main reason Arab
leaders should be wary of
cuddling too closely with Trump:
His presidency is in free fall and
the odds are growing by the day
that he will be ejected from office
in the 2020 elections and possibly sooner. Trump’s approval
rating stood at 36% in the most
recent Quinnipiac Poll and 56%
of respondents said they disapproved of his job as president.
And this poll was conducted
before Trump fired FBI Director
James Comey, who was investigating the Trump campaign’s
connections to Russia. Comey’s
firing has caused outrage not
only among Democrats but
among many Republican leaders
as well.
On the international stage,
Trump has embittered Mexico;
alienated German Chancellor
Angela Merkel, Europe’s most
powerful leader; saw his
favoured French candidate,
Marine Le Pen, lose in a landslide; and now must deal with a
South Korean president who
opposes his stance towards
Pyongyang.
David Rothkopf, editor of
Foreign Policy, wrote on May 10:
“Trump is a laughingstock in the
best of circumstances, a disgrace
based on his known behaviour to
date and a threat to global order
and security with each action he
takes. He discredits the office he
holds and the government he
leads.”
The Cook Political Report

Trump likes
receiving
praise — and
returning it
(as long as
he receives it
first).

recently increased the odds that
Democrats would seize control of
both houses of Congress in the
2018 elections. If this happens,
expect the impeachment process
to begin almost immediately.
Clearly, Arab leaders, like other
countries’ leaders, must deal
with the American president they
have, not the one they want and
they are right to try to develop a
good working relationship with
him, to be gracious and cordial in
meetings and to seek common
understandings on shared issues.
But Arab leaders need to play
the long game. The current US
president is increasingly unpopular with the American public and
hated by Democrats and by most
establishment Republicans, even
if they do not all say so publicly.
Arab countries need to build
institutional relationships with
the United States, not only with
government agencies, many of
whose bureaucrats and experts
will stay in place regardless of
who is president, but also with
the private sector, civil society
organisations and educational
institutions.
A bromance with a mercurial
president may produce shortterm benefits but it is not the way
to have a relationship with the
United States.
Mark Habeeb is East-West editor
of The Arab Weekly and adjunct
professor of Global Politics and
Security at Georgetown
University in Washington.
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Egypt looks to the future with renewable energy plan
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

T

he vista in the central
province of Minya is as
empty as far as the eye
can see except for rows
and rows of solar panels
and the blue sky above.
The panels are helping Amr alSaad’s 8-month-old power station address the worsening issue
of brownouts and blackouts in the
area.
“A few years ago, power supply
was intermittent, which made the
life of the residents of the province
very tough,” he said. “That is why
I decided to establish my project
where it is most needed.”
After
generating
electricity,
Saad’s station feeds it into the national grid where it is used to power
houses, farms and workshops in
Minya’s villages.
Saad’s project, which cost
$100,000 and produces 650 kilowatts of electricity each month, is
part of a national drive to reduce
Egypt’s dependence on fossil fuels
by shifting to renewable energy.
Egypt plans to produce 20% of its
electricity from renewable sources
by 2022 and 37% by 2035. It is an
ambitious plan given that just 3%
of electricity produced annually
in Egypt today is from renewable
sources.

Egypt plans to
produce 20% of its
electricity from
renewable sources by
2022.
The Egyptian government is
investing billions of dollars into
new renewable energy projects
and looking to establish wind
farms and solar power plants in

around the country.
Several projects are slated for
the Western Desert, on the northern coast and near the Suez Canal,
where tens of thousands of wind
turbines and solar panels dot the
once-empty desert.

Incentives in Egypt’s
renewable energy
law seek to attract
investors.
“Utilising renewable energy is
part of a national plan to diversify
electricity generation sources to
meet growing demand and secure
the continuity of the electricity supply,” said Ayman Hamza, spokesman for the Ministry of Electricity.
“Egypt has a great, untapped potential to turn into an international
renewable energy hub.”
Egypt’s climate gives it massive
wind and solar energy potential.
The North African country experiences high sunshine duration
of from 3,300 hours a year in the
north to 4,000 hours in the interior. Egypt’s coastal zones have high
wind energy potential, particularly
along the Red Sea coast, which experiences average wind speeds of
7-12 metres per second.
“Exploiting renewable energy
isn’t a matter of choice for this
country,” said renewable energy
expert Wael el-Nashar. “Fossil fuels
will start running out in a matter of
a decade or two, which means that
we should start dependence on renewable sources today, not tomorrow.”
Egypt is part of the “sun belt”,
which includes the rest of North Africa and the Arabian Peninsula, Nashar said. This geographic position
means Egypt can become a major
solar energy producer.
Renewable energy projects are
getting state support, easy and
long-term loans from banks and a

Diversifying resources. Wind turbines are seen on the Zafarana Wind Farm, near Ain Sokhna port in
Suez, 140km east of Cairo.
(Reuters)
long list of clients, including government agencies, ready to buy the
electricity produced.
The government is considering a
mechanism to allow the feed-in tariff (the price of electricity fed into
the national grid) to rise when the
price of electricity produced from
fossil fuel rises. The Electricity Ministry said the aim would be to ensure that renewable energy producers can profit from their projects.
Nine government agencies have
signed contracts to buy electricity produced by renewable energy
plants in different parts of the

country.
Incentives in Egypt’s new renewable energy law seek to attract investors, Hamza said.
“One of the incentives is that the
government is committed to buying all the electricity produced by
renewable energy plants,” Hamza
said. “Apart from free plots of land
and free infrastructure, the feed-in
tariff ensures that investors make
enough profits to keep their projects
running and ensure expansion.”
The same feed-in tariff is also
drawing in a growing number of ordinary Egyptians to participate in

the renewable energy field. Some of
those living in Cairo and other urban areas are installing solar power
plants on their rooftops, producing
enough electricity to power their
homes. Some sell surpluses of electricity to the national grid.
Saad said he expects to recoup
half of his initial investment in his
power station in Minya in about
four months.
“This means that I will collect
my investments in a matter of two
years,” Saad said. “This continuous
flow of cash will help me expand my
project in the future.”

Lebanon set to have its first wind farm as it faces shortages
Samar Kadi

Beirut

L

ebanon has long suffered
from chronic power shortages due to a decaying infrastructure and limited
supply produced by its
poorly maintained, fuel-powered
power plants. This situation may
begin to change as the country’s first
wind farm project is expected to materialise soon.
Hawa Akkar, a private company
developing the first utility-scale
project in northern Lebanon’s Akkar
region, is planning to harness green
wind energy sufficient to power
some 60,000 households a year.
In a country that has no oil or gas
and lacks sufficient water resources
to generate hydro energy, investing
in renewable wind and solar energy is a winning bet to Hawa Akkar
Chairman Albert Khoury.
“To develop the production of
electricity you have to see what
natural resources you have,” Khoury
said. “If you are Canada, you do hydro. If you are Qatar, you do gas. If
you are Saudi Arabia, you do oil. In
Lebanon, we don’t have water, we
don’t have oil and gas but we have
fabulous wind resources and fabulous solar resources.

Hawa Akkar will
have 20 wind
turbines with a
production capacity
of 60 megawatts
generating power for
60,000 households.
“The resources are there. We do
not need to import them. We cannot
build something in the hope that the
resource will come, inshallah, as it

happened with gas.”
Lebanon built two power plants
in Deir Ammar and in Zahrani in the
1990s based on a technology that
uses gas, which was supposed to be
channelled through pipelines. However, more than 15 years later, the
gas has not arrived. The plants that
were devised to work on natural gas
are functioning on gas oil.

The Hawa Akkar
project would reduce
power rationing,
preserve the
environment and
create employment.
The wind farm project took its
first steps in 2008 when Khoury
led an experienced team in a study
on wind currents in Lebanon. The
group determined that the best areas to establish wind farms were concentrated in Akkar, where exists the
principal passage of air between Syrian land and Lebanon’s Bekaa plains
on one side and the Mediterranean
on the other.
“We conducted a measurement
campaign of the wind in that area of
Akkar and we got the confirmation
that the wind patterns in Lebanon
are fabulous. Wind power in that
specific spot is more than 7 metres
per second,” Khoury said.
The Lebanese government estimated the energy potential of
Akkar’s wind to be around 2,000
megawatts of renewable energy,
requiring about $3 billion of investments in one of the most neglected,
underprivileged and poorest regions
in the country.
While Hawa Akkar is an environmentally friendly project, it has a
huge socio-economic dimension for
the Akkar region, which lacks proper infrastructure and services.

Transition to green economy. Albert Khoury, chairman of Hawa
Akkar, presenting his project in Beirut.
(Hawa Akkar)
“You need everything there,”
Khoury said. “Better infrastructure
and better roads to transport the
huge wind turbines, better services
and accommodations for the engineers and workers who will be on
the site. The project is expected to
bring in much-needed development
and economic activity in a longneglected area, especially in the
first period of construction with the
creation of hundreds of jobs for the

local population.”
“The benefits of the project are
huge. You will be producing electricity without polluting the environment, reducing power rationing
in the country and creating employment opportunities,” Khoury added.
The farm will use an area of 3
million square metres, will have 20
wind turbines with a production capacity of 60 megawatts, enough to
generate power for 60,000 house-

holds. The cost, estimated at $107
million, is to be financed by private
local and international investors.
Hawa Akkar said wind energy was competitive when compared with traditional forms of
power generation in the country, and where the average cost
per kilowatt-hour (kwh) is about
17.14 US cents.
“We would be selling electricity to
the government much cheaper than
the cost they are incurring now to
produce power and we will finance
100% of the project,” Khoury said.
“There should not be any obstacle to
the project as it will be beneficial for
both the state and the people.”
While the initial cost of building
renewable energy projects could be
higher than fuel-based energy ones,
the cost of operation is much less
and it is not harmful to the environment.
“With renewable sources of energy, be it wind or solar, the cost
of production is relatively steady,
whereas in fuel energy the cost of
production cannot be projected in
the long term as it is linked to the
fluctuating oil prices. This is among
the many advantages of renewable
resources,” Khoury explained.
Hawa Akkar expects to produce
green wind power within 18 months,
once agreements with the government are signed.
After nine years of effort, Lebanon is expected to have its first
wind farm up and running. The official procedure is under way and
the required laws that will enable
the company to start the production process have been approved,
Khoury said.
“We are 95% there,” he said. “The
signing could happen any time in
the next few weeks.”
Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly
Travel and Society sections editor.
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Qatar lifts North Field gas development
moratorium, increasing LNG output

Briefs
Egypt’s urban
consumer price
inflation at 31.5%

Walid Khadduri

Beirut

Q

atar Petroleum (QP) has
lifted a 12-year moratorium on the development of the world’s largest offshore gas field, its
CEO Sa’ad Sherida al-Ka’abi said.
The move will raise Qatar’s production capacity of liquefied natural gas
(LNG) by 2 billion cubic feet daily in
about ten years, when it is projected
the transient soft Asian gas market
would revive.
Qatar sources its gas mainly from
the offshore North Field, which
straddles Iran’s marine border. Natural gas — mainly LNG — is the main
revenue earner for Qatar. Qatar is
the world’s largest LNG exporter. QP
declared the moratorium in 2005,
aiming to study the field’s performance to adopt appropriate policies
for its development.
There was no deadline set for the
moratorium and the government
annually extended it. QP has one
LNG development project in the
North Field — the Barzan project,
which was sanctioned prior to 2005
with an expected production of 1.4
billion cubic feet daily, intended
mainly for the domestic market.
Consumption of natural gas is
rising faster than any other hydrocarbon fuel globally. Gas is rapidly
becoming the fuel of choice to generate electricity, both because of its
relative cost advantage over oil and
because it is more environmentally
friendly. Gas has also been replacing
coal in power stations.
Sustainable sources of energy —
solar and wind, as well as nuclear
power — are competing with gas

Main revenue earner. A general view of the North Field in Qatar.
as the fuel of choice in Western industrialised countries, particularly
in Europe. Sustainable energy constitutes less than 10% of the global
energy market and it is expected to
be a long time before it constitutes a
serious challenge to gas.
QP’s development project plans to
boost capacity by about 2 billion cubic feet daily of raw gas and increase
the country’s LNG production capacity of 20 billion cubic feet daily
by approximately 10%.
Production from the North Field’s
wet gas will include condensates
and LPG, important revenue earners
for the country. The new production
will be sourced from the southern
area of the North Field not from the
northern part near Iranian waters.
Qatar expanded its LNG production
capacity at the turn of the century.
It was planned that much of the new
production capacity would be destined for the US market but the advent of US shale gas has obliged QP
to find a new market.

Europe was also not a viable alternative at the time with European
LNG demand down in 2009 due to
the financial crisis. QP diverted supplies to Asian markets, particularly
to Japan following the Fukushima
nuclear disaster in March 2010. QP
provided LNG to substitute the nuclear feed to dual-fuel power plants
there.

The new supplies
from Australia and
the United States
encroached on Qatar
Petroleum’s market
share.
Meanwhile, new LNG capacity was being built in Australia and
plans were under way to export US
shale gas to global markets. Russia,
the country with the world’s largest gas reserves started exporting
gas through long-distance pipelines

(AFP)

to China. The new supplies from
Australia and the United States encroached on QP’s market share,
particularly in its traditional Asian
markets.
LNG suppliers have experienced
a period of soft prices for several
reasons, including the 2004-06 oil
price crisis that lowered gas prices
from around $16-$18 per million
British thermal units (Btu) to as low
as $4-$5 per million Btu; more suppliers to the market; LNG markets
are becoming more flexible with
spot-term contracts replacing the
traditional long-term deals of 20-25
years and due to demand from consumer countries for different price
formulas.
QP has moved its surplus supplies
to Japan after Fukushima and the
increase in US shale gas production
and is awaiting the recovery of prices and markets.
Walid Khadduri is a Beirut-based
Iraqi writer on energy affairs.

Smartphone apps find
success in Iraq despite
economic crisis
Sinan Salaheddin

Baghdad

I

t did not take long for Ahmed
Subhi and his friends to figure
out the best project to launch
amid Iraq’s acute economic
crisis. They just looked at their
phones.
Subhi became the co-founder of
Baghdad’s popular food ordering
and delivery app called Wajbety —
“My Meal.”
“When we were mulling business
ideas to be introduced in Iraq, mobile apps came first to our minds,
given the wide access to internet
and smartphones by Iraqis and the
absence of such business,” Subhi,
40, said in an interview in his office in Baghdad’s affluent Mansour neighbourhood. As he spoke,
employees wearing headsets typed
away on laptops, processing orders
for restaurants.
Iraq’s young, tech-savvy entrepreneurs are finding business opportunities in mobile apps at a time
the government is strapped for
cash and looking to the private sector to create jobs.
They have seen the success
abroad of businesses such as food
ordering, ride hailing and online
shopping and are adapting them
for Iraq, where years of conflict
and economic hardship have taken
their toll.
Oil revenues make up nearly 95%
of Iraq’s budget but the country has
been reeling under an economic
crisis since 2014, when prices began falling from a high of more than
$100 a barrel.
The seizure of Iraqi territory by

the Islamic State (ISIS) in 2014 worsened the situation. Badly needed
resources were diverted from productive investment to fight a long
and costly insurgency. Growth has
been stunted, with poverty and unemployment on the rise.
Iraq has one of the most youthful populations in the world, with
about 60% of its estimated 37 million people under the age of 25, the
United Nations said.
Decades of war, government mismanagement and the failure to encourage private-sector initiatives,
however, have made many in Iraq
look only to the public sector as a
place for jobs that provide incentives and pensions.

The Wajbety app was
born in April 2014.
The unemployment rate in 2016
was 16%, up from nearly 15.5% in
2015 and 14.9% in 2014, the World
Bank said.
“Iraqis have long linked their life
to the government and its budget,
and therefore we don’t have the
business mentality mainly among
youths,” said Mahmoud Daghir,
general director of the Financial
Operations Department at the Central Bank of Iraq.
“The youths have developed an
idea that a university degree automatically leads to a comfortable
public-sector job,” he said.
That sector, however, is hugely
bloated, with about 5 million employees, in addition to the security
forces. The Iraqi government has
stopped hiring, except in health
care, where there is an acute lack of
professionals and those with high-

Thriving. Entrepreneur Ali al-Khateeb, the company manager of
Ujra, directs his taxis in Baghdad.
(AP)
level degrees.
In a bid to create up to 250,000
private-sector jobs, the government last year started a $5 billion
initiative for small, medium and
large projects called Tamwil — “Finance” — which is run by the Central Bank, Daghir said. The loans
run for five years with an interest
rate of no more than 4.5%.
Subhi decided not to seek a public sector job. In 2009, he and three
friends established his Baghdadbased IT Training House Company,
which offered IT services, education and products mainly to the
government.
When government resources
dried up in 2014, Subhi’s business
slowed down.
“As contracts with government
agencies were not available any
more, we had to find an exit,” he
said. “Then, we decided to introduce app business to Iraq.”
The Wajbety app was born in
April 2014. At first, it attracted only
a lukewarm response from the public and faced unexpected problems:
Motorcycles carrying food orders
were sometimes confiscated by
authorities in Baghdad neighbourhoods where they were not allowed
for security reasons. Many Iraqis
do not have access to e-mail. Some
restaurant owners refused to pay

the 5% fee per bill that Subhi requested. There were fake orders.
The company found solutions,
such as using cars as well as motorcycles, taking orders via phone or
social media and using a verification process for big orders.
Now, his business is worth more
than $100,000, has eight employees and averages 50 orders per day.
A fellow Baghdad entrepreneur,
Ali al-Khateeb, also turned to a
successful foreign business model,
the ride-hailing company Uber. In
February, Khateeb launched an app
called Ujra — “Fare.”
The company has nine employees and deals with 250 drivers who
pay it a percentage of the fare from
each trip. He plans to hire another
50 or so employees by the end of
the year and expand beyond Baghdad.
Khateeb, a 32-year-old father of
two, promises to make Iraqis’ taxi
experience simple, safe and enjoyable.
“They don’t have to stand in the
street in the very hot summer or
rainy winter anymore waiting for a
taxi and they don’t need to worry
about their security and safety, as
all our drivers are verified and have
modern cars,” he said.
(The Associated Press)

Egypt’s annual urban consumerprice inflation hit a three-decade
high in April, adding pressure on the
government to lower prices before
the holy month of Ramadan begins
May 27.
Food demand usually grows during Ramadan because of heavy consumption following the dawn-todusk fasting.
Annual urban inflation rose in
April to 31.5% from 30.9% in March,
the official statistics agency CAPMAS said. The figure is the highest
since June 30, 1986, when it reached
35.1%.
Egypt abandoned its currency peg
to the US dollar in November and
since then the currency has depreciated by approximately half, causing
prices of goods to soar.
Jihad Azour, the new head of the
International Monetary Fund’s Middle East department, has said that
lowering inflation is key to keeping Egypt’s economic reform programme on track.
Egypt’s central bank raised interest rates 3% when it floated the
pound to fight price pressures but
inflation is expected to keep rising
as the government institutes more
economic reforms.
(Reuters)

Iraq, Algeria
support extension
of oil production
cuts
Iraq and Algeria said they support
the extension of oil production cuts
by OPEC and non-OPEC producers
through the end of the year to try to
boost prices.
In a news conference in Baghdad
by the oil ministers of the two countries, Iraqi Oil Minister Jabar Ali alLuaibi said “there might be new
ideas to be presented” at an OPEC
meeting May 25. He did not provide
details.
Iraq, OPEC’s second-largest producer, committed to reduce daily
production by 210,000 barrels to
4.351 million barrels as part of a December agreement among major oil
producers. That agreement stipulated a total reduction of 1.8 million barrels per day in the first six
months of 2017.
Iraq relies on oil revenues for
nearly 95% of its budget.
(The Associated Press)

Germany, Turkey
look to bolster
business and
trade ties
Germany and Turkey discussed
ways to revive business ties after a
period of strain when Ankara accused Berlin of “Nazi methods” for
barring its leaders from campaigning among German Turks for a referendum.
Turkish Economy Minister Nihat
Zeybekci, speaking after meeting
her German counterpart, Brigitte
Zypries, said bilateral trade volume
could double to $76 billion a year.
Given the current trade volume
and investments totalling $13 billion, Zypries said Germany was Turkey’s most important trading partner and Berlin was keen to expand
business ties.
(Reuters)
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Debate

Architecture and the Arab city

The urban tragedies of Arab cities
Haitham El-Zobaidi

Arab cities today
are like abstract
paintings. You
have to stare
very hard to even
begin to make
sense of them.

Iman Zayat

Every city
should play an
important role in
the valorisation
of its heritage
and architectural
character.

A

n architect
has a
greater
impact on
our lives
than does
an artist.
Through his
or her
capacity to project life inside a
building, the architect structures
lives. He or she must take into
consideration a myriad of details,
least of which are details of
beauty and elegance. Specifics
such as spatial orientation,
functionality, privacy, flow of
movement and corners are just as
important as the traditional
elements of architectural beauty.
The true art of the architect is to
be able to fit in all of life’s necessities within the confines of the
available space. A painter or a
sculptor is not so constrained.
What’s important to them is the
degree to which a spectator can
interact with their work.
Perhaps even more impactful on
people’s lives than architects are
urban planners and designers.
Designing neighbourhoods and
successfully meshing architectural elegance with the functionality requirements of life in a city
is a daunting task.
Furthermore, giving licences for
new buildings is by no means an
easy decision. A building architect
can draw a plan for a building that
is elegant in and by itself but place
it in an urban context and it can
turn into a sore sight. An urban
engineer must pay attention to
these details and more because
urban beauty and practicality are
not the result of arbitrary decisions.
The appeal of a city lies to a
great extent in the sensations of
calm and harmony it exudes. Such
sensations come from coordinating buildings and avoiding sharp
contrasts. A skyscraper is out of
place and hurts the eye in a
neighbourhood of two-storey
villas even if that skyscraper is

Tremendous pressure. The Big Ben Aden clock tower in the southern city of Aden.
highly stylised and impressive.
Above the urban planner in
importance, we find the town
council. When it comes to buildings and neighbourhoods, the
town council is the guardian and
custodian of the city’s urban
history. The council must guard
the city’s urban soul from the
whims and interests that are likely
to pop up at certain points in a
city’s life. It must stand up to
attempts by the rich to deface the
urban landscape under the guise
of beautifying it just as strongly as
it would refuse to turn the city
into a shantytown under the guise
of poverty. The city council must
not allow corruption to find its
way to the city’s overall urban
plan at any cost.
To ensure the best outcome, the
architect, urban planner and city
council must work in harmony
but also share high standards of
taste. When one of them shows
signs of poor taste, he or she must
be replaced. People with little or
no artistic taste do not belong to
the domain of architecture and
urban planning. Most cities in the

Arab world are living in neverending urban nightmares. Lack of
technical expertise, absence of
aesthetical sense and ignorance
about the importance of urban life
are behind these disasters.
Today, Arab cities are not just
crumbling under the tremendous
pressure of urban migration and
population explosion, they are
also being raped architecturally.
Their souls and characters have
been corrupted. To realise the
extent of the urban tragedies in
Arab cities, take a look at pictures
of Aden during the 1960s and
Aden now. Aden’s Big Ben Square
of yore is a far cry from the
miserable place it has become.
Look at reels of Cairo during the
1950s and of Cairo now and you
will be shocked. Cairo’s cemeteries look more harmonious than
the city’s current mishmash of
haphazard buildings and bridges.
Alexandria’s ex-mayor could
not think of a better location for
the city’s expressway than its
famous corniche. Compare the
smooth flow of the end of the
Corniche at Qaitbey Fort with the

(Reuters)

eyesore of the expressway. A
ruthless urban jungle has eaten up
one of the city’s oldest urban
features. Everywhere else in the
world, people build corniches to
be pleasant parks; in Alexandria,
they are buried under tons of
concrete.
In Baghdad, whatever is left of
the wide sidewalks is being
mercilessly covered by ridiculous
kiosks. The once opulent gardens
surrounding private homes are
being turned into an ugly collection of ghastly small houses or
apartments. In Tripoli, the once
elegant Italian buildings were first
turned into labs for experiments
with mob rule under Muammar
Qaddafi, then into bloody arenas
between fighting militias. And so
on and so forth.
Arab cities today are like
abstract paintings. You have to
stare very hard and everywhere to
even begin to make sense of them.
Dr Haitham El-Zobaidi is
publisher of The Arab Weekly.
He is also the Executive Editor of
Al Arab Group in London.

Wild urbanisation should be stopped

T

he Greater
Tunis District
has been
acclaimed as
the top
metropolitan
area where
tourists and
visitors can
explore architectural legacies,
whether ancient or modern. In this
area, as in others in Tunisia,
residents take pride in a unique
historical heritage, valuable
monuments, old medinas and
ancient souks.
“Carthage was the capital of one
the greatest empires that dominated the Mediterranean Basin,”
some locals would trumpet. They
would speak about the Roman
remains on the Byrsa Hill, the
renowned Saint Louis Cathedral
and the fascinating Punic ports.
The pride-filled representations
can hardly conceal the serious
problem of crawling urbanisation
that can consume the distinctive
aesthetics of any city.
UNESCO said unrestrained urban
sprawl that took place during the
first half of the 20th century
altered the integrity of Carthage. In
recent years, the Punic ports have
been entrusted to boat owners,
triggering condemnation and
sparking fear that such a permissive posture could cause irremediable damage to the ancient city.
The urban sprawl that affected
Carthage has not spared other parts
of the Tunis district. In the capital,
the old medina, which is home to
some 700 monuments dating to the
Almohad and the Hafsid periods, is
nearly surrounded by concrete and
asphalt.
In Ariana, which borders the
governorate of Tunis, ancient
buildings, which have deterio-

Booming beyond recognition. A general view shows part of the
capital Tunis.
(Reuters)
rated, may be pulled down. The
“City of Roses,” as locals love to
call it, has frenziedly evolved into
an industrial and commercial hub,
witnessing a chaotic urbanisation
that the authorities have been
struggling to restrain.
In effect, most Tunisian cities
have boomed beyond recognition
over the past few decades. Despite
the goodwill and motivation of
some citizens, state institutions
and associations, the cities, as we
used to know them, have started to
lose their lustre and fade in the
midst of new buildings and
concrete structures.
Now more than ever before, it
appears that urban planning has
turned into a mere commercial
operation of real estate development. In their design and planning,
new districts do not allow for a
distinctive architectural character.
Whose fault is it? Should we
blame the lack of concern on the
part of citizens or the inefficiency
of archaically structured local
governments?
The responsibility for the erosion

of the unique character of some
Arab cities is one that we all share,
without exception: citizens,
legislators, urban planners,
architects and all those who are
playing the card of uncontrolled
urbanisation for the sake of profit.
Even in places where wars are not
to blame, human greed and
lawlessness have ravaged the
landescape.
The situation of the Tunis
district, which is on the verge of
becoming irreversible, is in
outright contrast to the urban
thinking that prevailed about a
century ago. In 1920, Victor
Valensi, a grand figure of neoMoorish architecture, developed a
plan for the city.
In this plan, Valensi defined the
old medina as an “indivisible
whole” and dealt with major
questions about the significance of
art and heritage in the process of
urban planning. Valensi’s
contribution was an excellent
example of an attempt to develop
modern cities while reconciling
rapid expansion and the

preservation of ancestral heritage.
Now, almost a century after the
Valensi plan, we are told that political and social upheavals of recent
years are supposed to create a
favourable environment for
reconciling urban expansion with
the protection of heritage. Yet, it
seems that the Tunisian uprising of
2011 and the new social and
political contexts that came in its
wake have failed to initiate such a
new dynamic.
Haphazard construction has
increased dramatically, with
people building without permits
and turning a blind eye to the
effects of unregulated urbanisation. The brazen violation of the
law has triggered a recent reaction
by local authorities of the Tunis
and Ariana provinces but it is too
early to tell if that reaction will
become the rule.
Is it too late to save our cities and
preserve their distinctive features?
The first step is awareness and
the move can become a giant leap if
each of us starts to believe that the
cities are mirrors of their dwellers.
The citizens, legislators, urban
planners and architects should all
get involved in a process of
regulated and wise urbanisation.
We must be aware that every city
should play an important role in
the valorisation of its heritage and
architectural character. Accordingly, each city should begin with
identifying its heritage resources,
which will certainly help in the
designation of its future actions.
Certainly, this cannot be a
one-man or one-city mission. Such
a noble responsibility falls upon
each individual, concerned
authorities and society as a whole.
Iman Zayat is an Arab Weekly
contributing editor in Tunis.
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Online campaign aims to refill Mosul’s ravaged libraries
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

L

“

et us read and let
us dance; these two
amusements
will
never do any harm to
the world.” The quote
by French philosopher Voltaire is
the motto of an Iraqi activist, who
identifies himself as “Mosul Eye,”
in his quest to revive Mosul’s Central Library. It was destroyed by the
Islamic State (ISIS) for harbouring
blasphemous books.
“The best answer to terrorism
is to rebuild libraries and fill them
back with books. This will also help
reconnect Mosul, through culture
and sciences, with the world around
it, which we hope will contribute
to the rebirth of its libraries,” said
the activist, who recently launched
an online book donation campaign
called “Let it be a Book, Rising from
the Ashes.”
“International participation in restoring libraries is a unique opportunity to arouse the world’s interest
in rebuilding Mosul civilly but the
most important thing is for residents
to be aware that there is a book from
every corner of the world inside
their city, making it once again an
example of the cultural pluralism
that ISIS sought to destroy.”
Mosul Eye, who spoke on condition of anonymity because of fears
of reprisals from ISIS, which is still
entrenched in the western part of
the embattled city, said that ISIS targeted Mosul’s libraries with a clear
message: “Any type of knowledge
and sciences and the idea of diversity of cultures are forbidden.”
“They tried to impose their unilateral culture by banning people from
accessing books or practising any
kind of cultural activities,” Mosul
Eye said.
The city’s libraries housed a treasure trove of UNESCO-registered rare
books and precious manuscripts. In
2015, eight months after invading
the city, ISIS ransacked the Central
Library and burned more than 8,000
print copies and rare historical manuscripts for being blasphemous.
Mosul Eye’s initiative hopes to

Stamping out culture. General view of the library of the University of Mosul burned by the Islamic State in Mosul, last January.
collect more than 200,000 books
and all types of printed material
— magazines, periodicals, newspapers, references, archives, and the
like — in all disciplines and various
languages.
“The idea is to have writers donate one of their books to Mosul. It
will be so beautiful to have works of
authors from around the world sitting in Mosul, which resisted deadly
terrorism,” the activist said.

ISIS destroyed more
than 8,000 rare
historical
manuscripts for
being blasphemous.
“We want to open wide the doors
of our city to the outside world and
help Mosul return to the international fold through culture and science… Our message to all is that
we are not the inventors of terrorism but terrorism was incidental

and hung over our necks without
mercy.”
The destruction of Mosul’s knowledge and culture was “devastating” for the whole country as many
valuable manuscripts may never be
recovered, Mosul Eye said, adding:
“I believe that ISIS was aware of the
value of the documents and stole
the most precious from the Central Library before the building was
burned down.”
Among the documents that ISIS
was believed to have stolen was
Mussolini’s paper “Comments of the
Year 1924 on ‘The Prince’ of Machiavelli.” Others, including archives of
Iraqi newspapers dating to the early
20th century and books printed under the Ottoman rule, have been destroyed.
But Mosul Eye is adamant: “The
best way to react to this carnage is by
bringing back Shakespeare, Voltaire,
Flaubert, Aristo, Plato, Descartes,
Jane Austen and other writers and
philosophers to Mosul.”
The book donation campaign re-

ceived a wide response from the international community but the Arab
response was relatively poor. Nonetheless, Mosul Eye said there are
hopes Arab publishing houses and
academic institutions will not fall
short of restocking Mosul’s libraries.
About 200 books have been donated but many more are expected
after a French association in Marseille pledged to dispatch 20 tonnes
of books to Iraq.
The books are being collected in
the relatively secure Iraqi city of Irbil, where they are sorted, labelled
and prepared for a more peaceful
time when the libraries can be rebuilt.
Iraqi writer Abdel Amir al-Majar
said the destruction of Mosul libraries was another tragedy added to the
calamity of erasing Iraq’s ancient
and archaeological sites.
“It was bound to happen under
ISIS’s obscurantist and radical approach which counters civilisation
and modernism and seeks to eliminate the others by controlling their

(Reuters)

minds and lives,” he said.
“Iraq has lost a lot as a result of
this extremist thinking which rejects life itself,” Majar said, calling
on the international community
and Arab countries to help reinstate
cultural life in the country.
Mosul Eye admitted that people
in his city have pressing concerns
to deal with, such as food and shelter. “However,” he said, “there is
an overwhelming desire among
the people to reinvent the future
of their city and create a good and
comfortable environment through
culture, music, modern science
and literature.”
“ISIS has failed to destroy an enemy who is unusual for them… The
others’ minds.”
To donate publications to the
campaign, contact Mosul Eye via email at: mosul.eye@gmail.com.
Oumayma Omar, based in
Baghdad, is a contributor to the
Culture and Society sections of
The Arab Weekly.

Model UN programme promotes peaceful society in Lebanon
Samar Kadi

Beirut

A

yad Masri was a firsttime delegate in the
Model United Nations
(MUN) programme at 14.
Today, six years later, he
is an enthusiastic advocate of education as a means to build peaceful
societies.
“I am who I am because I enrolled
in this programme. It allowed me to
see how education is the most important element that has the ability
to change our attitude and mindset to give rise to a more peaceful
world,” Masri said.
The programme was introduced
in Lebanon 12 years ago by the Lebanese American University (LAU).
It brings UN culture to high school
and middle school students through
simulation of member states in the
different UN agencies and committees.
Each year, students from across
Lebanon participate in five training
sessions at LAU campuses during
which they learn about the UN mission and role, diplomacy, negotiation, conflict resolution and public
speaking. A closing 2-day conference has the students representing
different countries on specific UN
bodies or agencies, including the
Security Council, the General Assembly, the World Health Organisation and the International Labour
Organisation.
“The purpose of the conference is
to debate and go into details of the

topics that are being simulated and
come up with a resolution at the
end of the conference,” Masri said.
“The draft is very similar to a real
UN resolution in terms of format
and content.”
It is Masri’s sixth year in the programme. Now an LAU student and
MUN trainer, he has won the programme’s diplomacy award, which
earned him a scholarship at LAU.

More than
20,000 students from
200 private and state
Lebanese schools
enrolled in MUN.

“The programme has really
opened up the horizon for me and
made me see the world in a completely different way… I became
aware that there are issues bigger
than our little issues that we face
every day and that there are bigger
causes to fight for,” he said.
The programme enlists the extracurricular work of about 200 LAU
students, who act as the UN secretariat and trainers.
More than 20,000 students from
200 private and state Lebanese
schools have been trained under
the MUN programme, Director Elie
Samia said.
“Our university’s mission statement is forming leaders in a diverse
world. How can you form leaders in
a diverse world better than by stepping into the shoes of the whole
world?” Samia said.

“Role playing and simulation is
also an exercise of objectivity. For
example, if I represent Iran, and
I personally disapprove of Iran, I
want to defend Iran’s point of view
because I want to win an award at
the end of the day…
“It is a game of intellectual and
psychological preparation. Students
need to know everything about the
countries they are simulating, including the type of government,
human development, trading partners, etc. They become advocates of
good causes.”
Topics scrutinised under the programme range from actual conflicts
to globalisation, environment, human development, human rights
and poverty. Several students later
attend international MUN conferences in New York and elsewhere.
In view of the success of the MUN
programme, LAU introduced the
Model Arab League programme six
years ago and the Model European
Union last year, Samia said.
The Arab-Israeli conflict, Palestinian issues, Islamophobia, human rights and gender equality are
among the topics debated in the
Model Arab League. Although the
concept is the same as MUN, the
Model Arab League programme
is not exactly a simulation but
an aspirational model to create a
framework of how the Arab League
should be.
“Here we are highlighting real
problems and challenges and dealing with them in an aspirational
way,” Samia said.
Saeed is in the seventh grade. He
just turned 13 but he has already

Opening up horizons. High school students participating in
the Model United Nations programme pose at the end of the
conference at LAU campus in Beirut.
(Courtesy of LAU)
attended three MUN conferences,
including two international ones,
in which he represented different
countries — India, Jordan and South
Africa — in the General Assembly,
the human rights committee and
the political committee.
“When you do MUN you get opportunities to research deeply two
to three topics per conference,”
Saeed said. “I learnt different points
of view on very controversial issues, how to represent a point of
view that might not be mine but
someone else’s and how to present
it in a way to influence other people
to follow that perspective.”
Besides giving him knowledge
on global issues MUN improved

Saeed’s leadership and speaking
skills. “When you start travelling for
MUN, you present to an audience
of over 150 people, and you need to
improvise on the spot using formal
language,” he said.
“It really boosts one’s self-confidence, so when you go back to
school it is much easier to present
your thoughts in a clear way without looking nervous.”
MUN experience will come to an
end for Masri, who will be graduating from LAU this year but the lessons and skills he acquired will endure.
“It has given me the techniques,
the skills and a way of thinking that
will stay with me forever,” he said.
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Maghreb’s culture and heritage
celebrated through pop art
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

W

hether it is a portrait of Tunisian
poet Aboul-Qacem
Echebbi
sporting
hipster glasses or the
Moroccan Sahara as the backdrop
of Hollywood blockbuster movies,
pop art seems to be thriving in the
Maghreb. Tunisian and Moroccan
pop art painters have been earning
praise and attention nationally and
internationally.
Artists in the Maghreb have chosen this form of art to bridge the gap
between the West and North Africa.
Maghrebian pop art is where those
two worlds collide and emerge as a
unified artistic piece.
These paradoxes and more are at
the core of the work of Tunisian humorist and painter Sara Ezzina and
Moroccan artist Mouad Aboulhana,
whose work comments on Western
influence and boasts North African
culture and heritage.

Each of Ezzina’s
portraits focuses on a
personal detail and
carries a short
biography.
Ezzina’s latest collection, “The
Memory of Tunisia,” revisited the
history of the country’s culture
through pop art. Utilising wellknown figures of culture, politics
and music, her show invites visitors
to explore history through the modern touch of pop art, a mixture that
Ezzina described as a “happy and
lively depiction of Tunisian culture.”
Through the pop art style, Ezzina
uses a modern perspective to explore Tunisia’s rich cultural history, which makes her work appealing to both older and younger
generations. In addition to depicting iconic figures, her work revisits
post-revolutionary events that have

affected Tunisians.
One painting denotes the attack
on the Bardo National Museum,
depicting heads of statutes wearing
chechias — traditional hats — the
colour of blood. Others humorously
tackle problems Tunisians faced
following the revolution with the
mushrooming of the number of political parties.
“These are portraits of persons
who had an impact on Tunisian society. For instance, look at Moncef
Bey,” Ezzina explained. “Many ask
why this Bey in particular? I chose
him because he was a nationalist. I
wanted to emphasise that.” Moncef
Bey, also known as Mohamed VII
el-Moncef, ruled Tunisia from June
1942-May 1943.
While Ezzina perceives her art as
a positive portrayal of Tunisian culture, Aboulhana classifies his as authentic pop art highlighting the richness of Moroccan culture. His work
celebrates the mix of cultures of
which he is a product. His paintings
tend to reinforce the Arabisation of
Western products and culture. US
actor Morgan Freeman appears in
one painting wearing a traditional
Moroccan hat.
“My work is pure Moroccan. Morocco is in fact a large melting pot of
many cultures and traditions from
the Berber, the Arabs and modernity. There are also many subcultures
throughout Morocco,” Aboulhana
said.
“This style allows me to display
the mixture of all these beautiful
influences. I draw my inspirations
from elements I see when walking in
the streets of the medina of Tangier,
from the original Berber carpets and
even people I meet on these walks.”
Aboulhana said he believes pop
art can help artists in North Africa
express their original and authentic
heritage.
“Through my career, I have always felt that pop art is the artistic
movement that expressed best my
identity. In the beginning, I rarely
found fascinating elements in my
culture, but through pop art, I start-

ed to see the elements of beauty in
my culture and started to mix it with
other cultures,” Aboulhana said.
“Pop art is an alive art in the north
of Africa. This art helps expose the
beauty of our cultures… Pop art,
with its colours and shapes, makes
people happy and optimistic and
this is what we want in the north of
Africa.”

Aboulhana believes
pop art can help
artists in North
Africa express their
original and
authentic heritage.
Ezzina says pop art is a style that
brings joy and inspiration to people
through the themes it portrays and
characters it depicts. Each of her
portraits focuses on a personal detail and carries a short biography.
“I wanted to avoid errors. That is
why I studied the history of these
characters. I love them and spent
so much time with them,” she said.
“When I look at the paintings I have
the impression that I lived with
these people. They are inspiring,
each in a different way, and I wanted
the public to experience the same
thing and be inspired.”
Colourful and joyful, Ezzina’s
work is not without controversy.
Many visitors expressed surprise
at seeing portraits of Tunisia’s first
president, Habib Bourguiba, and Tunisian militant Lazhar Chraiti in the
same exhibition.
“Many people stop at Lazhar
Chraiti’s portrait. It is complicated
because he was executed by President Bourguiba after being accused
of plotting against him. I don’t want
to be a judge. I wanted to put an emphasis on the rich legacy of these
characters. They all played important roles in our history, which is to
be recognised,” Ezzina said.
Ezzina’s work was featured in a
March 2016 exhibition in New York
organised by the United Nations to

Mixture of influences. Mouad Aboulhana putting final touches on
the “Tarbouch Kid” painting.
(Courtesy of Mouad Aboulhana)
mark the 60th anniversary of the
Commission on the Status of Women.
“It was an opportunity to pay
homage to Tunisia and Tunisian
women. It was interesting how people were intrigued by female figures
that were typically Tunisian. They
asked about the history of female
singers like Habiba Msika, who was
a feminist icon, Naama and others,”
she said.
Having exhibited his work in
Spain and Portugal, Aboulhana will
be joining Ezzina at an exhibition for

pop art at the Arab World Institute in
London in September.
“When exhibiting abroad, you notice people’s reaction to the elements
of Moroccan culture in pop art. They
are fascinated. People smile, admire
and ask questions about those elements that come from my culture. It
is touching to have that. After all, it
is about reading the history and living art,” Aboulhana said.
Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and
Culture contributor to The Arab
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

Creative Space Beirut: Where only talent matters
Samar Kadi

Beirut

Y

oung men and women
concentrating on manipulating scissors cutting
fabric or drawing patterns
on parchment paper can
hardly believe that they are achieving a dream that was so far-fetched a
short while ago.
Najah Ghrayeb is among nine students seeking to fulfil their aspirations at Creative Space Beirut (CSB),
a free fashion design school in Lebanon.
“Since I was a child I dreamed
about fashion design but I was resigned that it was not possible for
me to do fashion studies because
the tuition is exorbitant. So I studied
biochemistry at the Lebanese University instead, but my heart was
always with fashion design,” said
Ghrayeb, 22, who joined the 3-year
programme last October.
Ghrayeb’s talents and those of her
classmates are being fostered thanks
to the initiative of Sarah Hermez, a
Lebanese-American fashion designer and co-founder of CSB, who aims
to empower Lebanon’s underprivileged youth through fashion.
“At CSB, we believe in free education and the importance of fostering
talent,” Hermez said. “We look for
individuals from across Lebanon
who have the passion and the talent but could not for some reason
or another pursue fashion design
studies.
“There are so many talented people and they deserve a chance. This

Fostering talents. Model displaying the design of a graduate of
Creative Space Beirut at a fashion show, last December.
(Carl Halal)
is their only chance to become fashion designers, and they are so hungry for it, really dedicating all their
time and energy.”
CSB, founded in 2011 by Hermez
and Caroline Simonelli, her professor at New York’s Parsons School
of Design, combined Hermez’s passions for creativity and humanitarian work.
“I always felt that it was very unfair that just because I come from a
more privileged background I was
allowed the opportunity to go to

New York and pursue my passion
while there are so many people who
are more talented than me and do
not get that chance and they end up
working in supermarkets or doing
other things,” Hermez said.
CSB graduated its first four students in December after three years
of intensive work that culminated
with the school’s first fashion show
featuring the students’ collections.
“One of our graduates was accepted in a university in Milan
through the portfolio she built here

and found a sponsor. Another got
accepted to Starch, which is a (local)
platform that launches young designers’ brands through their boutiques,” Hermez said.
Although the school is not accredited and its diploma not recognised officially, students follow a
comprehensive and diverse curriculum taught by mostly volunteer instructors, including Simonelli, from
leading schools.
“We collaborate with different designers and teach different courses
internationally and locally,” Hermez
said. “At the end of the day the paper doesn’t mean much. What is really important is the portfolio they
build and the connections and networking they make while they are
here.”
Hermez hopes to expand the project, attracting sponsorships and
developing a reputation as a design
school and label. She said she also
hoped the programme could generate revenues by selling the students’
designs, with a percentage going to
the student designers.
“We have developed an in-house
brand — CSB Ready to Wear — and
hope to start selling in different
places in Lebanon and even around
the world. We also started a brand
called Second Street. Our goal is to
sustain the fashion programme,”
she said.
CSB students come from different backgrounds and nationalities
and include Palestinian and Syrian
refugees.
“Creativity and talent is the criteria here,” said fashion design
teacher Misak Hadjabekian, who
has been teaching at CSB since it

opened in 2011.
“They (students) are amazing
kids, who are here to learn and to
prove themselves. It is not because
they can afford it but because they
have the talent and the passion for
it,” added Hadjabekian, who also
teaches at the Lebanese American University’s fashion design
school set up in collaboration with
renowned Lebanese designer Elie
Saab.

CSB students include
Palestinian and
Syrian refugees.
For Ahmad Amer, who will be
graduating at the end of the year,
being accepted at CSB was a turning
point. He turned his back on interior
architecture studies he was following at the Lebanese University to
pursue his passion. “Being here was
a starting point for what I’ve always
wanted since I was a kid. I love to
design clothes, especially evening
ready-to-wear dresses,” said Amer
as he drew dress forms.
Ghrayeb said she was grateful for
the opportunity that CSB gave her
to make “a dream comes true”.
“Here, I am part of something
that is very noble,” she said. “It is all
for free, it is so selfless, and I hope
that if, God willing, I can achieve
something I want to give back.”
CSB’s concept reflects the convictions and beliefs of its founders.
“We believe in equal opportunity,” Hermez said. “That’s why we
search for talents no matter what
background they come from.”
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Independent platform. Visitors attending the 3 Minutes 3 Days Film Festival in Baghdad. 									

(Oumayma Omar)

Private initiative keeps Iraqi film industry alive
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

F

ilm production in Iraq had
hit rock bottom following
decades of international
sanctions and wars and violence that left most of the
country’s industries in shambles.
However, private cultural institutions and film production houses
have been trying to pick up the
pieces by organising film festivals
relying on private donations in the
absence of government support.
3 Minutes 3 Days Film Festival,
hosted by Art City for Cinema and
Television in Baghdad, provided an
independent and rare platform for
young Iraqi directors to showcase
their talents in the production of
short movies.
“Artists cannot concede to a government ideology or directives.
The private production institutions
played a constructive role in encouraging artists to present their
work and enhance independent
movie industry in the country,” said
Mejd Hameed, winner of the festi-

val’s first prize for his short movie
“Baghdad Photographer.”
“The private film festivals are
very suitable for artists in a country
reeling under the policies of conservative religious parties which
control everything, including culture and arts.”
“While private initiatives should
not be an alternative to governments’ financial and logistic support, they provide the largest platform for expression and free choice
of movie topics, reflecting the situation in Iraq, which the government
tries to conceal and evade,” Hameed
added.
“Baghdad Photographer” depicts
the hardships of an Iraqi family who
lost its breadwinners — the father
and eldest son — to violence in Iraq.
“The photographer in the film tries
to document the life of this broken
family and the injustices it suffered
due to dysfunctional governments
and wrong policies,” Hameed said.
Iraqi performing artists work in
difficult conditions, their efforts
compounded by damaged infrastructure, electricity shortages and
limited educational opportunities.
Many feel the constraints of reli-

gious conservatism in post-2003
Iraq, with Islamist parties and militias trying to impose radical views
of Islam on the arts.
Director of Art City for Cinema
and Television Hikmat al-Baydani
said he hopes that the 3 Minutes 3
Days Film Festival will help revive
the local film industry, which during the 24-year rule of Saddam Hussein mainly served as a propaganda
tool for his Ba’athist party.

The film industry
was hit hard by
decades of UN
sanctions and wars.
“In Iraq, we have lost the tradition of organising festivals,” Baydani said. “Through this simple
experience, I am trying to set an
example, which I hope will be followed by others. I have included
what I learned and witnessed in festivals abroad and proved that we are
able to organise events of international standards despite our limited
resources.”
The number, 3, has characterised
the 3 Minutes 3 Days Film Festi-

val. It occurred in March, the third
month of the year, lasted three days,
had a three-member jury, competing short films were 3 minutes long
and three winners were announced.
“The festival seeks to enhance
young talents in the film production business, giving them the opportunity as well as the challenge
to produce short films that simulate
what the country is experiencing,”
Baydani said.
Al-Nahj International Film Festival, in cooperation with Karbala
Satellite TV, in the central Iraq governorate of Karbala is another example of private efforts to stimulate
film production in Iraq. The festival
features short films that could be
fiction, documentaries or animation.
“The festivals are organised with
personal efforts and private donations,” says cinema critic and member of Al-Nahj Festival jury Salem
Chadhan. “Government funding
would have provided the jumpstart the industry needed but this
has not been a government priority.”
Chadhan blamed the absence of
government support on rampant

corruption and lack of professionalism in public institutions. “The
state and the officials in charge of
cultural life in the country are the
least interested. All they want is to
make profit from the handful of festivals they deign to hold,” Chadhan
said.
Iraqi cinema dates to the 1950s,
although production did not exceed more than a few films a year
even then. The government’s cinema department was established in
1959 but the heyday of the industry
came in the 1970s, when the government established its first theatre, allocated more funds for feature-length movies and attracted
Arab film-makers to help.
After the US-led invasion of Iraq
in 2003, movie archives and equipment were looted and later sectarian violence drained the country of
artistic talent.
Independent film production
houses struggled on their own, with
some notable successes such as the
privately funded war film “Son of
Babylon,” which won a number of
international awards and was selected as Iraq’s official entry for the
2011 Academy Awards.

‘Revolution for Dummies’: Bassem Youssef laughs through the ‘Arab spring’

Book s

Dunia
El-Zobaidi

Youssef’s
sarcasm is
hilarious
throughout
but funniest
and most
biting when
he mocks
Islamists.

W

hen people try
to understand
the Middle
East, they
usually start by
reading
non-fiction books to figure out
who is involved and why. Bassem
Youssef, an Egyptian satirist,
argues in his book “Revolution for
Dummies“ that, even after all the
“expert” analysis, the crisis
remains: “If you think you are ever
going to truly understand what is
happening in the Middle East…
stop!”
Youssef, known as the “Jon
Stewart of Egypt,” was a heart
surgeon who filmed YouTube
skits at home during the Egyptian
revolution. He later hosted his own
television show, “Al Bernameg,”
which became the most popular TV
programme in Egypt.
Youssef’s satire, however, got
him into trouble. He was arrested
for insulting the Egyptian presidency and Islam. Even though his
case was dismissed, his television
show was cancelled and he had to

flee Egypt to save his life.
In “Revolution for Dummies,”
Youssef occasionally throws jabs at
US hypocrisy in criticising Middle
Eastern regimes while spending
more than $5 billion in the past
election to choose a president for
four years. To Youssef, that is like
“throwing a massive new wedding
for your spoiled-brat daughter
every four years because she keeps
marrying and divorcing ratschmucks like Ted Cruz and Chris
Christie.”
One American Youssef does
admire is Stewart, former host
of the Comedy Channel’s “The
Daily Show.” Since Youssef had no
experience in television, he needed
Stewart and decided to insert his
name in all his interviews with foreign newspapers: “Who was your
inspiration?” “Jon Stewart.” “What
is your biggest dream?” “To have
a show like Jon Stewart’s.” “How
often do you have bowel movements?” “Well, three times a day
after watching reruns of ‘The Daily
Show with Jon Stewart.”’
The plan worked and Stewart

invited Youssef to his office for a
chat and later to be a guest on
his show. They have remained
friends since.
Youssef also mocks dictatorships in his book. Dictators
had gained so much power
in many places, he said,
that elections had become
ridiculous. “Until 2005,
we didn’t have elections,”
Youssef wrote. “We had
referendums with yes-orno votes where there was
only one candidate. During
Nasser, the results of these
referendums were 99.5%
yes. I kid you not. There
was one human being
who said no to Nasser.
That was the reason he
was split in half.”
Youssef’s sarcasm is
hilarious throughout the book
but funniest and most biting when
he mocks Islamists. For example, a
sheikh said the reason the Titanic
sank was because Kate Winslet
posed nude for Leonardo DiCaprio,
so a fictional nude portrait session

Cover of
Bassem
Youssef’s
“Revolution
for Dummies.”

caused the rage of God to sink the
actual ship.
At one point, Islamists had a
75% majority in the Egyptian parliament. On the
first day of the parliament,
people usually stand for
the national anthem. Many
Islamists did not stand and
their leader said: “We only
stand for Allah. The national
anthem is a Western tradition.”
However, a few years later
this same leader stood next to
military officers as the national
anthem played. Youssef added:
“He would also sit, fetch and roll
over whenever the military asked
him to do so.”
“Revolution for Dummies” is
a laugh-out-loud commentary
on the ridiculousness of Egypt
and the United States. Youssef
simplifies the overly complicated
situation in the Middle East into
one conclusion: The Arab world will
always be a mess.
Dunia El-Zobaidi is a regular Arab
Weekly contributor in London.
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Agenda
Palestinian territories:
Through May 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:
Through May 20
The ninth Dubai Tango
Festival is scheduled for the
Meydan Hotel and includes
tango workshops, milongas
along with famous tango dancers and singers.

An exterior view of Jumeirah Dar Al Masyaf with the iconic Burj Al Arab at a distance. 			

Rabat:
Through May 20
(Courtesy of Jumeirah Group)

Dar Al Masyaf:An
Arabian getaway
that offers sun,
sea and seclusion
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Dubai

F

or those seeking an exclusive retreat and intimate summer hideaway
in Dubai, Jumeirah Dar Al
Masyaf will certainly meet
expectations.
The resort boasts 29 two-storey
traditional Arabian villas organised
in clusters of three with a swimming pool for each cluster and 24/7
butler service. Eight of the villas
face the sea as well as offering superb views of the iconic Burj Al
Arab hotel.
Jumeirah Dar Al Masyaf is part of
the Jumeirah Group, the Emirate’s
hospitality industry leader. It is in
the vicinity of the group’s flagship
properties — Burj Al Arab and Madinat Jumeirah.
“Nestled within Madinat Jumeirah’s winding waterways and lush
landscaped gardens and inspired
by traditional Arabian courtyard
summer houses, Jumeirah Dar Al
Masyaf offers a special exclusivity
for discerning travellers in search
of sun, sea and seclusion,” said
Azar Saliba, general manager of Dar
Al Masyaf.
“What Dar Al Masyaf adds to the

mix is an exclusive atmosphere of
tranquillity and high-end seclusion
offering guests a haven of privacy
and luxury.”
The group’s other luxury boutique hotels — Jumeirah Al Qasr,
Jumeirah Mina A’Salam and the recently opened Jumeirah Al Naseem
— are nearby. The waterway recreates the ambiance of the Dubai
Creek heritage area and connects
Dar Al Masyaf to other properties in
the Madinat Jumeirah resort.

With its 29 Arabianthemed villas,
Jumeirah Dar Al
Masyaf offers luxury
and privacy.
Guests do not have to travel far to
reach the city centre and enjoy the
many retail and entertainment options in the city.
“With the facilities of Madinat
Jumeirah being accessible via a
walk through verdant gardens, using the new fleet of 100 high-end
buggies or a ride aboard 40 abras
(traditional boats) along the quiet
canals, everything guests could
need is right on the doorstep of
their own secluded oasis,” said
Saliba.

Courtyard of Jumeirah Dar Al Masyaf.

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 alZoghbi and Demi Lovato, are
on the programme.
Doha:
Through May 21

One of the deluxe rooms of the Arabian Summer House at Jumeirah
Dar Al Masyaf. 				
(Courtesy of Jumeirah Group)
Spacious and with a unique Arabian-themed design, each villa has
a courtyard or majlis and comprises ten to 11 luxuriously furnished
rooms and suites, large bathrooms
and spacious balconies. A typical
room can easily accommodate three
adults or a couple along with two
children below the age of 12. Couples
have the option of booking just one
room in a villa.
For families with children, roundthe-clock babysitting services are
available.
The summer houses feature a private swimming pool per cluster of
three villas to cool off in the warm
months, while the ocean villas offer
direct views and access to the beach.
Guests of Jumeirah Dar Al Masyaf
can enjoy the resort’s 2km pristine
private beach, more than 50 restaurants and bars and free access to
Talise Fitness, Talise Spa, Wild Wadi
Waterpark and the Kids’ Club.
While at the beach, they can cool
down from summer heat with water
sprays, face towels and ice lollies at
regular intervals.
Another special touch is the com-

					

(Courtesy of Jumeirah Group)

plimentary happy hour offered 6pm8pm each day. Snacks and drinks are
served in the courtyard.
Room rates depend on space and
season, Saliba noted. “We have different prices for different seasons
throughout the year. Our room rates
can start from $224 per night up to
$994,” he said.
In terms of occupancy, Saliba said:
“We have a good mix of guests travelling from Russia, the UK as well
as the [Gulf Cooperation Council]
and other nationalities. Our largest
regional market outside the UAE is
Saudi Arabia followed by Qatar and
then Kuwait.”
Guest stays at Dar Al Masyaf vary
depending on the time of the year.
“We generally see either short stays
of two nights or longer stays of up to
14 nights.” Saliba said. “We experience healthy occupancies of around
80% all year round, with September
to April being our busiest months. “
Jumeirah Dar Al Masyaf has
proved popular among guests, with
a strong 9.2 rating on booking.com,
just 0.1 point behind Dubai’s highest-rated property, Burj Al Arab.
Saliba said, “The villas are ideal
for couples looking for a private
getaway, for big families or those in
large parties who want to stay together. Our guests seek privacy, a
unique offering and butler service to
cater to their every need.”
The resort also features seven
royal villas or the Malakiya Villas.
These have two to three bedrooms, a
private swimming pool each, private
entrance and 24/7 private butler service. “Created for ultimate luxury
and exclusivity, the Malakiya Villas
are the resort’s true hidden gems
and where we have hosted international royalty and Hollywood celebrities,” said Saliba.
Guests at Dar Al Masyaf can also
avail themselves of special offers.
Jumeirah Flavours is one of the
best-selling choices as it includes
daily complimentary breakfast and
a choice of lunch or dinner in more
than 70 Jumeirah restaurants across
Dubai as well as an array of other
benefits.
N.P. Krishna Kumar is a
Dubai-based contributor to
The Arab Weekly.

Picasso-Giacometti is an
exhibition that begins at the
Fire Station Artist in Residence
centre in Doha. The exhibition includes more than 80
works from collections of the
Musée National Picasso and
the Foundation Giacometti
in Paris, including “The She
Goat” (1950) by Pablo Picasso
and Alberto Giacometti’s “Tall
Woman” (1960).
Algeria:
Through May 24
The 18th European Cultural
Festival in Algeria brings together artists from more than
a dozen countries to perform
traditional rhythms, jazz and
flamenco. It takes place in
Algiers, Tlemcen and Constantine.
Dubai:
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 anything in her bag. The production involves the audience in
adventures through fantastic
effects and choreography.
Beirut:
Through December 28
Events associated with Sursock Museum Late Nights take
place noon-9pm each Thursday at the Sursock Museum.
The events include exhibitions, collection displays, latenight talks, performances and
screenings.
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.

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

