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In Saudi visit, Trump seeks to 
build bridges with Arabs, Muslims

Tunisia readies for war against red palm weevil

Tunis

T 

unisian government 
ministers, activists and 
international academ-
ics gathered for a confer-
ence in Tunis this month. 

The purpose of the conference was 
clear: To formulate a response to an 
insect infestation whose spread is 
said to pose an existential risk to the 
country’s vital date export industry.

“The red palm weevil came to 
Tunisia around six years ago,” said 
Jose Romeno Faleiro, an entomolo-
gist from Goa, India. “It started in 
northern Tunis and has spread out-
ward from there. So far, it hasn’t 
reached the palmeries in the south, 
but it needs to be contained and 
stopped before it does.”

The Ministry of Agriculture said 
Tunisia has some 5.4 million palm 
trees, all of which are at risk of in-
festation. Red palm weevils infect 
healthy trees, laying eggs inside. 

The larvae devour the trunk from 
the inside, making early detection 
difficult. Once they are grown, wee-
vils move to nearby trees, exponen-

tially expanding the infestation.
In Tunisia, evidence of the in-

sect’s devastation can be seen on 
many of the capital’s streets, where 

stumps of infected palm trees are 
rife. In northern Tunisia, the infes-
tation presents little more than an 
eyesore. However, should it spread 
south and infect Tunisia’s vital date 
crop, its presence could prove dev-
astating.

Tunisian officials were candid 
about failures to check the insects’ 
spread. Tunisian Minister of Agri-
culture, Water Resources and Fish-
eries Samir Bettaieb said during the 
conference that the weevil’s spread 
from central Tunis to Nabeul in the 
south and to Bizerte in the north 
was evidence of the government’s 
inability to stop the insect.

“Tunisia’s date exports this year 

are around 400 million dinars ($165 
million),” State Secretary of Sci-
entific Research Khalil Amiri said. 
“Date exports are very important.” 
He went on to stress the critical role 
of all exports in stabilising Tunisia’s 
sliding currency.

Tunisia has tried many approach-
es to contain the weevil threat and, 
though ministry officials claim 
some success in limiting their 
spread, the government is reluctant 
to gamble on the future.

The situation is far from hopeless. 
An infestation in Mauritania has 
been all but eradicated and weevil 
outbreaks at Laguna Beach in Cali-
fornia and the Canary Islands were 
checked permanently. 

Conference organisers SOS BIAA 
intend  to pilot techniques dis-
cussed at the conference in infested 
trees in southern Tunis, while the 
government mulls a nationwide 
strategy.

Simon Speakman Cordall is a 
section editor with The Arab 
Weekly.

London

U 

S President Donald 
Trump kicked off his 
first international trip 
since taking office with a 
visit to Saudi Arabia, the 

opening leg of an ambitious Middle 
East tour.

Trump’s discussions in the region 
were to focus on fighting terror-
ism, thwarting Iranian ambitions 
and searching for Palestinian-Israeli 
peace.

On Trump’s agenda, an Arab-Is-
lamic-US summit attended by more 
than 50 Arab and Muslim countries 
for the pupose of developing a unit-
ed international front against terror-
ism. Both sides hope the gathering 
will establish bridges between the 
United States and Muslim world.

“Great to be in Riyadh, Saudi Ara-
bia,” Trump wrote on his official 
Twitter account upon arrival in the 
Saudi capital.

“Mr President, your visit will 
strengthen our strategic coopera-
tion, lead to global security and sta-
bility,” Saudi King Salman bin Ab-
dulaziz Al Saud wrote on his.

Bilateral meetings between 
Trump and King Salman and high-
ranking Saudi officials began May 
20. The meetings were said by the 
Riyadh side as having focused on 
“strengthening the close political, 
economic, security and cultural 
bonds between the two countries.”

Saudi leaders spared no effort 
to display a warm welcome. King 
Salman presented Trump with the 
Order of King Abdulaziz, the king-
dom’s top civilian honour, during a 
ceremony at the Royal Court attend-
ed by Saudi and US officials, includ-
ing Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed 
bin Nayef bin Abdulaziz and Deputy 
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Sal-
man bin Abdulaziz, as well as first 
lady Melania Trump and US Secre-
tary of State Rex Tillerson.

Trump was also to attend the in-
auguration of the Global Centre for 

Combating Extremist Ideology (GC-
CEI), launched by Riyadh as part of 
a new initiative aimed at countering 
and preventing the spread of ex-
tremist ideologies.

Embroiled in a series of scandals 
at home, Trump could use a politi-
cal victory abroad. The US president 
has set an ambitious agenda for his 
first foreign trip, with a goal to lay 
the groundwork for a new security 
structure in the Middle East and to 
bring Israelis and Palestinians clos-
er together.

The summit in Saudi Arabia 
comes amid efforts from Wash-
ington and Riyadh to improve and 
solidify relations, strained during 
eight years of US President Barack 
Obama’s administration.

During that time, Saudi Arabia 
and its fellow Gulf Arab neighbours 
viewed Obama’s lack of engage-
ment in the region, coupled with 
the nuclear deal 
signed with 
arch-rival 
Iran, as a stab 

in the back, feeling that the deal 
compromised regional security 
and empowered the Islamic Repub-
lic to continue its destabilising ac-
tivities.

“We believe that a reduced US 
presence in the world, and in the 
region, results in the vacuum being 
filled by the forces of evil,” said Sau-
di Foreign Minister Adel al-Jubeir.

“The legacy of this summit is a 
pivotal moment in opening a new 
dialogue between east and west, 
promoting tolerance and isolat-
ing those who claim that there is 
animosity between Islam and the 
world.”

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

Erdogan’s inconclusive 
visit to Washington

World Bank chief 
economist for the 
MENA region
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Existential risk to vital industry. Palm trees infected with red 
palm weevils are seen on the outskirts of Tunis.                                         (AFP)
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Fighting extremism. US President Donald Trump (2nd-R) and First Lady Melania Trump (C) and 
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud (R) arriving at the Saudi Royal Court in Riyadh.                 (AFP)

of the Tunisian 
economy, directly and 
indirectly, is derived 
from date production.

Approximately 12%

P2,6

Mohammed Alkhereiji

The legacy of this summit is
a pivotal moment in opening
a new dialogue between east 
and west.”Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-Jubeir
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he United Arab Emirates 
and the United States 
signed a defence coop-
eration deal ahead of the 
Arab-Islamic-US summit 

in Riyadh.
Abu Dhabi Crown Prince Moham-

med bin Zayed al-Nahyan on May 15 
met in Washington with US Presi-
dent Donald Trump. The two lead-
ers reiterated the close strategic 
relations shared by their countries 
and pledged to deepen ties.

Trump called Sheikh Mohammed 
a “very special person” who loves 
his country and the United States. 
The Abu Dhabi crown prince un-
derscored the United States’ role in 
“strengthening regional stability,” 
particularly with Trump’s efforts to 
explore paths to resolving the Arab-
Israeli conflict and the fight against 
global terrorism.

They also discussed “mutual 
concerns and responses” to Iran’s 
destabilising regional activities. 
Sheikh Mohammed stressed the 
need for greater efforts to bring 
“peace and stability” to Syria, Yem-
en and Libya and the humanitarian 
challenges that have arisen in those 
countries.

Sheikh Mohammed, who is also 
deputy supreme commander of the 
UAE Armed Forces, met with US 
Secretary of Defence James Mattis 
and signed a defence cooperation 
agreement. Discussions centred on 
joint operations against al-Qaeda in 
Yemen, al-Shabab terror network in 
Africa and the Islamic State.

Mattis said the defence agree-
ment would involve the two 
countries closely collaborating on 
wide-ranging threats over a 15-year 
period.

“The agreement marks a new 
chapter in our partnership and re-
flects the breadth and depth of our 
on-going cooperation, which is un-
derpinned by the mutual respect 
we share for the professionalism 
and efficacy of our armed forces,” 
Mattis said in a statement.

A few days before the crown 
prince’s meeting with Trump, the 
US State Department approved the 
potential sale of $2 billion in Patriot 
missile systems to the UAE.

The Defence Security Coopera-
tion Agency said the UAE govern-
ment requested 60 Patriot Ad-
vanced Capability 3 missiles and 
100 Patriot Guidance Enhanced 
Missile-Tactical missiles. The state-
ment added that the sale would 
cover missile canisters, tools, test 
equipment, support equipment, 
publications, technical documenta-
tion and spare and repair parts and 
programme-support services and 
would require the deployment of 
additional contractor representa-
tives to the UAE.

The defence agreement replaces 
a 1994 accord and better reflects 
“the broad range of military-to-
military cooperation that the UAE 
and US enjoy today,” Pentagon 
spokesman Christopher Sherwood 
said, adding that it “provides the 
US military with the ability to more 
seamlessly respond to a range of 
scenarios in and around the UAE, if 
necessary.”

The United Arab Emirates is one 
of Washington’s most important re-
gional allies with security, defence 

and economic ties dating back 
decades. The United States views 
the UAE as a reliable and effective 
military partner. In 2014, Mattis 
nicknamed the UAE “Little Sparta” 
in tribute to its military’s achieve-
ments.

The Emirates is the United States’ 
largest regional export market, 
with exports reaching $22 billion 
in 2016. Besides the UAE being a 
large investor in the United States 
for more than 30 years, there are 
more than 1,500 US firms operating 
in the UAE, with many designating 
the Emirates as their regional head-
quarters.

Sheikh Mohammed had sepa-
rate meetings with US Secretary of 
State Rex Tillerson, House Speaker 

Paul Ryan, Chairman Bob Corker 
and other members of the Senate 
Foreign Relations Committee and 
Senate Majority Leader Mitch Mc-
Connell.

The Arab-Islamic-US summit is 
viewed as an opportunity by the 
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
and the United States to reaffirm 
long-standing ties that were tested 
during the Obama administration. 
Gulf Arab leaders then viewed the 
United States pivoting towards 
Iran, particularly after Washington 
signed a nuclear deal with Teh-
ran, which GCC leaders said would 
compromise regional security and 
empowered the Islamic Republic to 
continue destabilising activities in 
the Gulf and beyond.

Increased military assistance by 
the United States to its allies in the 
Middle East, who felt abandoned by 
the hands-off policy of former US 
President Barack Obama, is a key 
element of the White House plan.

Saudi Deputy Crown Prince Mo-
hammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz 
met with Trump in Washington 
in March and news reports before 
Trump’s visit to Saudi Arabia said 
the countries were working on a se-
ries of US arms sales to the kingdom 
that run to more than $100 billion. 
Saudi Arabia might spend $300 bil-
lion on US weaponry in the coming 
decade, the reports said.

Thomas Seibert in Washington 
contributed to this report.

UAE, US sign defence accord ahead of Riyadh summit
Mohammed Alkhereiji

Strategic relations. US President Donald Trump (R) speaks with Abu Dhabi’s Crown Prince Sheikh 
Mohammed bin Zayed al-Nahyan at the White House, on May 15.           (AP)

They discussed 
“mutual concerns 
and responses” to 
Iran’s destabilising 
regional activities.

The Emirates is the 
United States’ largest 
regional export 
market, with exports 
reaching $22 billion 
in 2016.

Trump’s style is at the heart of closer US-Saudi relations

M
uch has been 
written about how 
the US-Saudi 
relationship 
soured during 
Barack Obama’s 

tenure as US president but has 
improved under Donald Trump’s.

After all, the thinking goes, 
Trump made Saudi Arabia the first 
stop in his first trip overseas as pres-
ident and both governments view 
Iran as the main regional threat and 
are eager to prevent Tehran’s med-
dling in the Arab world.

Gone is the lingering effect of 
Obama’s comment, made in an 
interview in 2015, that Saudi Arabia 
and Iran must find a way to “share 
the neighbourhood.”

Moreover, Trump and his team 
have gone to great lengths to not 
concern themselves with the inter-
nal affairs of countries. US Secretary 
of State Rex Tillerson, in a recent 
speech at the State Department, 
said: “If you condition our national 
security efforts on someone adopt-
ing our values, we probably can’t 
achieve our national security goals.”

Although Obama did not push 
democratisation and human rights 
very hard, he did say publicly that 
the main challenge facing countries 
such as Saudi Arabia is “internal.”

On closer look, there is conti-
nuity in US-Saudi relations that 
transcends the different styles of 
US presidents and shows that this 
relationship remains a strategic one 
regardless of who is in charge in 
Washington and Riyadh.

During the nuclear negotiations in 
2014-15 that led to the signing of an 
accord between the P5+1 countries 
and Iran, the Obama administration 
repeatedly tried to assure the Saudis 
and other Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) members that the United 
States would continue to support 
them.

The Obama administration ap-
proved billions of dollars of arms 
sales to the Saudis and maintained 
its significant naval presence in the 
Gulf. For all the talk of the “pivot to 
Asia,” the Obama administration, 
contrary to widespread belief, did 
not relinquish its security role in the 
Gulf region.

In addition, the feared rapproche-
ment (in the eyes of the Saudis) 
between Washington and Tehran 
that was supposed to follow the 
signing of the nuclear deal never 
materialised. Although most sanc-
tions against Iran were lifted, the 
United States and Iran remained at 
loggerheads over regional issues.

The Obama administration also 
supported Saudi efforts against the 
Houthi rebels in Yemen by way of 
intelligence, logistical support and 
air refuelling. Former Secretary of 

State John Kerry even took time 
out of the Iran nuclear negotia-
tions in 2015 to publicly criticise 
Iran for providing military aid to 
the Houthis. When Houthi forces 
fired at a US Navy destroyer off the 
Yemeni coast in October 2016, the 
United States responded with cruise 
missile strikes on three coastal radar 
sites.

Obama did express increasing 
concern about the civilian death toll 
in Yemen, caused in part by Saudi 
air strikes, and consequently drew 
down personnel at a Joint Com-
bined Planning Cell in Saudi Arabia. 
The Obama administration also held 
up a $300 million sale to the Saudis 
of precision-guided missiles.

That decision has reportedly been 
reversed by the Trump administra-
tion, which may step up support for 
the Saudi-led military campaign in 

Yemen over the short term. However, 
James Mattis, Trump’s secretary of 
defence, having assessed the military 
situation in Yemen, has publicly 
called for a “political solution” to the 
Yemeni crisis, something the Obama 
administration also pursued.

So, if the basic, strategic param-
eters of the US-Saudi relationship are 
essentially the same and have not 
substantively changed between US 
administrations, why are the Saudis 
so enthusiastic about the Trump 
administration?

First is Trump’s style. He eschews 
nuance in foreign affairs, unlike 
Obama. If he sees Iran as a problem 
that needs to be confronted, he is 
not shy about saying so. Nor is he 
ambiguous about authoritarian lead-
ers whom he likes, such as Egyptian 
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi.

Second is the fact that Trump’s 
priorities are easily understood: To 
him, US foreign and national security 
policy is transactional. The world is 
made up of partners (the Saudis) and 
adversaries (Iran) and if partners can 
agree on priorities there should be a 
way to share the costs.

For example, reports have sur-
faced that the Saudis might agree to 
$100 billion in US arms sales during 
Trump’s visit. Other reports men-
tioned Saudi plans to invest $30 bil-
lion in US infrastructure projects.

If that is the price to keep Trump 
happy and supportive of the king-
dom, so be it. At least in the minds 
of the Saudi leadership, there would 
be no concern of a US turn towards 
Tehran or a lecture about “sharing 
the neighbourhood.”

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

 Gregory 
Aftandilian

View point
On closer 
look, 
there is 
continuity 
in US-Saudi 
relations 
that 
transcends 
the 
different 
styles of US 
presidents.

Trump’s priorities are easily 
understood: To him, US foreign 
and national security policy is 
transactional. New take-off? A US Navy fighter jet takes off from the deck of the USS Dwight 

D. Eisenhower aircraft carrier.                                                                                               (AP)
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D 

espite having its calls for 
secession rejected by the 
Gulf Cooperation Coun-
cil (GCC) and the Arab 
League, Yemen’s South-

ern Mobility Movement pledged to 
support the Arab coalition at war 
with the Houthis.

However, major reservations re-
garding the government of Yem-
eni President Abd Rabbo Mansour 
Hadi, which the coalition is backing, 
remain.

Former Aden Governor Aidarous 
al-Zubaidi, an ally of the United 
Arab Emirates, announced the for-
mation of a political council to gov-
ern southern Yemen, with the aim 
of eventually seceding. Zubaidi said 
the 26-member council was willing 
to continue working with the Saudi-
led coalition in the war against the 
Houthi militia and its allies.

The internationally recognised 
Yemeni government rejected the 
formation of the council, saying 
that it “targets the country’s inter-
ests, its future and social fabric.”

Hadi fired Zubaidi as governor a 
week before the announcement of 
the council, which resulted in an-
gering southern separatists, who 
had a rally in Aden on May 4 calling 
for secession.

Yemeni sources said the conflict 
between Hadi and Zubaidi relates 
to Hadi’s alliance with the Mus-
lim Brotherhood-affiliated Al-Islah 
Party, which could open the door 
for militant organisations affiliated 
with it to seize control of cities in 
southern Yemen.

This could also lead to another 
conflict between Al-Islah and its af-
filiates and the southerners after 
the expulsion of the Houthis from 
Yemen.

This was an issue of contention 
in February when Hadi travelled to 
reassure UAE officials there that ef-
forts by the Muslim Brotherhood 
and its affiliates to take over control 
of liberated areas in Yemen would 
not be tolerated.

Hadi’s visit was after reports 
that elements of Yemen’s govern-
ment and members of the Yemeni 
branches of the Muslim Brother-

hood and al-Qaeda had been work-
ing to undermine UAE efforts to sta-
bilise southern Yemen.

Yemeni sources said that a high-
ranking military figure in the south 
expressed a lack of confidence in 
Hadi and the Muslim Brotherhood. 
He said the latter would not abide 
by agreements or guarantees pro-
vided by the Arab coalition related 
to the administration of Yemen af-
ter the war ends.

“The new council would be eager 
to open channels of communication 
with representatives of the Arab alli-
ance to present to it the background 
to the council’s establishment and 
its objectives, as well as to confirm 
the Southern Mobility Movement’s 
continued support during the war 
and on the ground alongside the 
coalition forces and that it will not 
change its alliances in the war be-
cause of differences with parties 

from the Transitional Authority,” a 
council statement said

Although Saudi Arabia and the 
UAE arm and finance the southern 
forces in the war, they do not sup-
port secession and say they are 
fighting for a united Yemen.

A military source said Zubaidi’s 
decision to put together the council 
was a natural reaction to the Hadi 
government’s inability to alleviate 
the suffering of citizens as well as an 
attempt to play a political role and 
engage in conflicts that far exceed 
its capabilities and effectiveness.

Secretary-General of the GCC 

Abdul Latif al-Zayani said the GCC 
countries urged Yemenis to reject 
the calls of division and secession 
and to back Hadi’s government.

Arab League Secretary-General 
Ahmed Aboul -Gheit said he was 
“disturbed” by developments in 
Yemen and called for unity among 
feuding factions. In a statement, 
Aboul- Gheit said: “All Yemeni  
forces should work together and get 
united at this critical time to fend 
off the perils of splits and divisions.”

He urged continued support for 
the legitimate government “until 
it imposes its full control over all 
Yemeni territories, and restores sta-
bility.”

The call for secession in southern 
Yemen has been an issue since 1994, 
due to southerners feeling exploit-
ed by leaders in the north, mainly 
former President Ali Abdullah Saleh 
and his associates. The anti-Saleh 

sentiment led to the formation of 
the Southern Mobility Movement 
in 2007, which has the re-establish-
ment of South Yemen as an inde-
pendent state as its main goal.

The conflict in Yemen began when 
the Houthi rebels took control of 
Sana’a in September 2014 and then 
seized most of the country, leading 
the internationally recognised gov-
ernment to flee to Riyadh.

A Saudi-led Arab coalition, sup-
ported by the United States and 
Britain, began an air campaign 
against the rebels in March 2015. 
Arab coalition ground troops later 
entered the fight. Recent develop-
ments, particularly calls for seces-
sion, could further complicate a war 
that has claimed more than 10,000 
lives.

Saleh Baidhani is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Sana’a.

GCC and Arab League call for Yemen unity
Saleh Baidhani

Ghosts of secessionism. Aidarous al-Zubaidi (R), the dismissed governor of the southern Yemeni port city of Aden, waves to supporters 
of the separatist Southern Mobility Movement.                                                                                                                                                                    (Reuters)

Calls for secession 
could further 
complicate a war that 
has claimed more 
than 10,000 lives.

Searching for a new formula in Yemen

N
o reasonable person 
can deny that the 
Yemeni unification 
27 years ago was the 
best solution for 
both North Yemen 

and South Yemen at the time.
A few months preceding the 

unification announcement of May 
22, 1990, there was no other choice 
available to both former entities of 
the Yemen Arab Republic and the 
People’s Democratic Republic of 
Yemen but to carry out reunifica-
tion. Even then, leading figures in 
South Yemen warned against mov-
ing too fast with unification.

Can we now, 27 years later, say 
the unification programme was 
disastrous to all parties involved 
and that it is time to rescind the 
merger? Is it really that easy, as 
some people are saying, to rescind 
unification?

The answers to those questions 
are not simple. The experiment 
of an independent state in South 
Yemen was a colossal failure. It was 
a series of bloody coups and had 
to be stopped one way or another. 
The Republic of South Yemen was a 

by-product of the Cold War and had 
to go when the Soviet Union disin-
tegrated. The People’s Democratic 
Republic of Yemen was anything 
but democratic. It was a single-
party rule and dissent was not pos-
sible, a far cry from the proverbial 
Happy Yemen.

There were important benefits 
of unifying both sides of Yemen. 
Unification put an end to sporadic 
wars between the North and the 
South and to the continuous ten-
sions along the border.

Without unification, it would not 
have been possible to negotiate and 
fix the Yemeni-Omani borders and 
the Yemeni-Saudi borders. Even 
the civil war of the summer of 1994 
and its nefarious consequences 
on the south did not wipe out the 
hope of being able to fix things 
from the capital, Sana’a, in the 
north.

In this respect, one should insist 
that former Yemeni President Ali 
Abdullah Saleh and his entourage 
were not solely responsible for the 
misery in South Yemen. Extremist 
Islamists took part in the war of 
1994 and they believed that their 
mission was to change the secular 
nature of society in the south. They 
succeeded to a large extent to make 
life miserable for everyone.

Today, only the spirit of a unified 
Yemen has survived and it must be 
preserved despite calls to the con-
trary. A unified Yemen is part of the 
regional structure and changing it 

will affect the structure as a whole.
Still, innovative solutions for 

Yemen must be found for we can 
no longer go back to the power-
sharing formula that existed before 
the Muslim Brotherhood took it 
upon itself to remove Saleh from 
power.

The old power formula is gone 
and the Houthis took Sana’a in 
September 2014. What’s next? Just 
as in 1990, when the unification 
option was clearly the only viable 
path, the only way ahead now is to 
limit the action zone of the Houthis 
and their ally for the occasion: 
Saleh supporters.

Operation Decisive Storm — the 

Saudi-led Arab effort to support 
the internationally recognised 
government — curtailed Iranian 
expansionism in the area. Now the 
shoreline north of Mocha and up 
to Hudaydah and Midi must also 
be secured. Great efforts must be 
expended to rehabilitate areas 
recaptured from the Houthis and 
urgent remedies must be found for 
long-standing urban problems in 
major cities such as Taiz.

It is necessary for Yemen to 
remain unified; but how?

There is a need for a new vision 
for Yemen. The country must be 
reconstituted, keeping in mind the 
recommendations of the National 
Dialogue Conference of 2013-14, 
which agreed on a federal structure 
for the new Yemen. Then again, 
did any of the proposed six regions 
give a possible model for what a 
region in the new Yemen would be 
like?

Let’s be frank; did any type of 
legitimate authority in Yemen give 
a single model for what a safe zone 
in Yemen would look like? Did any 
of them come up with a new and 
feasible idea instead of the usual 
general and vague discourse?

It is high time we took a new look 
at Yemen’s future because previous 
models of power structures and old 
formulas are no longer valid for a 
new Yemen.

Khairallah Khairallah is a Lebanese 
writer.

Khairallah 
Khairallah

View point
Today, only 
the spirit 
of a unified 
Yemen has 
survived 
and it 
must be 
preserved 
despite 
calls to the 
contrary.

It is high time we took a new look 
at Yemen’s future because 
previous models of power 
structures and old formulas are 
no longer valid.
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M 

any do not speak Ara-
bic and their role in 
Syria is little known 
to the outside world 
but the Chinese fight-

ers of the Turkistan Islamic Party in 
Syria are organised, battled-hard-
ened and have been instrumental 
in ground offensives against Syrian 
President Bashar Assad’s forces in 
the country’s northern regions.

Thousands of Chinese jihadists 
have travelled to Syria since the 
country’s civil war began in March 
2011 to fight against government 
forces and their allies. Some have 
joined al-Qaeda’s branch previously 
known as al-Nusra Front. Others 
paid allegiance to the Islamic State 
(ISIS) and a smaller number joined 
factions such as the ultraconserva-
tive Ahrar al-Sham.

Most of the Chinese jihadists are 
with the Turkistan Islamic Party 
(TIP) in Syria, whose vast majority 
are Chinese Muslims, particularly 
those from the Turkic-speaking Ui-
ghur majority native to Xinjiang in 
north-western China. Their growing 
role in Syria has led to increased co-
operation between Syrian and Chi-
nese intelligence agencies that fear 
those jihadists could one day return 
to China and cause trouble.

TIP is also known as the East 
Turkistan Islamic Movement that 
considers China’s Xinjiang to be 
East Turkistan.

Like most jihadist groups in Syr-
ia, their aim is to remove Assad’s 
secular government from power 
and replace it with strict Islamic 
rule. Their participation in the 
war, which has left nearly 400,000 
people dead, counters the Chinese 
government, which is one of As-
sad’s strongest international back-
ers. Along with Russia, China has 

used its veto power at the UN Secu-
rity Council on several occasions to 
prevent the imposition of sanctions 
against its Arab ally.

Beijing has blamed violence at 
home and against Chinese tar-
gets around the world on Islamic 
militants with foreign connections 
seeking an independent state in 
Xinjiang. The government said 
some of them are fleeing the coun-
try to join the jihad, although critics 
say the Uighurs are discriminated 
against and economically margin-
alised in their homeland and are 
merely seeking to escape repressive 
rule by the majority Han Chinese.

Abu Dardaa al-Shami, a member 
of the defunct extremist Jund al-
Aqsa group, said TIP has the best 
Inghemasiyoun — Arabic for “those 
who immerse themselves.” The In-
ghemasiyoun have been used by 
extremist groups such as ISIS and 
al-Qaeda’s affiliate known as Jabhat 
Fatah al-Sham. Their role is to infil-
trate their targets, unleash mayhem 
and fight to the death before a major 
ground offensive begins.

“They are the lions of ground of-
fensives,” said Shami, who said he 
fought on several occasions along-
side TIP fighters in northern Syria.

Xie Xiaoyuan, China’s envoy to 
Syria, in November said that the two 
countries have had normal military 
exchanges focused on humanitari-
an issues, although Chinese officials 
have repeatedly rejected the possi-
bility of sending troops or weapons.

In the last year, however, Chinese 
and Syrian officials have instituted 
once-a-month, high-level meetings 
to share intelligence on militant 
movements in Syria, a person famil-
iar with the matter said. He spoke 
on condition of anonymity because 
he was not allowed to reveal mili-
tary information.

“These people not only fight 
alongside international terrorist 
forces in Syria but also they will pos-
sibly return to China posing threat 
to China’s national security,” said Li 
Wei, terrorism expert at China Insti-

tutes of Contemporary Internation-
al Relations (CICIR) and director of 
the CICIR Institute of Security and 
Arms Control Studies.

Rami Abdurrahman who heads 
the Syrian Observatory for Hu-
man Rights in Britain, said there 
were about 5,000 Chinese fight-
ers in Syria, most of them with TIP 
in northern Syria who, along with 
their families, make about 20,000. 
Li said Abdurrahman’s numbers are 
too high. He said there are about 
300 Chinese fighters in Syria who 
brought with them about 700 fam-
ily members.

“As the control of the passage 
along the borders between Turkey 
and Syria is being tightened, it is 
becoming more difficult for them to 
smuggle into Syria,” Li said.

Syrian opposition activists and 
pro-government media outlets say 
dozens of TIP fighters have carried 
out suicide attacks against govern-
ment forces and their allies and have 
led battles, mostly in northern Syria.

The suicide attackers include one 
known as Shahid Allah al-Turk-
istani. He was shown in a video 
released by TIP taken from a drone 
of an attack in which he set off ex-
plosives in a vehicle he was driving 
near Aleppo late last year, allegedly 
killing dozens of pro-government 
gunmen.

In 2015, members of the group 
spearheaded an attack on the 
north-western province of Idlib and 
captured the strategic town of Jisr 
al-Shughour on the edge of Assad’s 
stronghold of Latakia region. They 
reportedly damaged a church in the 
town and raised their black flag on 
top of it.

In late 2016, TIP was a main force 
to break a government siege on 
the rebel-held eastern parts of the 
northern city of Aleppo.

The role of the Chinese jihadis 
in Syria was a topic that Assad 
spoke about in March in an inter-
view with Chinese PHOENIX TV, 
saying: “They know your country 

more than the others, so they can 
do more harm in your country than 
others.”

Unlike other rebel groups, TIP 
is very secretive and its members 
live among themselves, activists 
in northern Syria said. They are ac-
tive in parts of Idlib and in Jisr al-
Shughour, as well as the Kurdish 
Mountains in the western province 
of Latakia.

Abdul-Hakim Ramadan, a doctor 
who was active in Idlib province, 
said one of his teams was trying 
to enter a north-western village to 
vaccinate children when TIP fight-
ers prevented them from entering, 
saying only Chinese could go into 
the area.

Ramadan said, unlike other fight-
ers who have come to Syria, the 
Chinese have not merged into lo-
cal communities and language has 
been a major barrier.

The Associated Press. Gerry Shih 
reported from Beijing.

Chinese jihadists’ rise in Syria stirs concerns at home
Bassem Mroue
and Gerry Shih

Battled-hardened. A video grab shows a fighter from the Turkistan Islamic Party preparing to fire a 
missile in Aleppo.                (AP)

Unlike other rebel 
groups, the Turkistan 
Islamic Party is very 
secretive and its 
members live among 
themselves.

The Syrian Observatory 
for Human Rights in 
Britain says there are 
about 5,000 Chinese 
fighters in Syria.

H
aving lived in Syria 
for four years prior 
to the outbreak of 
the 2011 uprising, 
neither I nor the 
Syrians I interacted 

with every day expected Bashar 
Assad’s government to react 
with such violence. Torture, 
mass starvation, chemical 
attacks and the slaughter of 
civilians are everyday experi-
ences for many who live in areas 
registering opposition to the 
Syrian president and his forces.

Five years in Syria gave me an 
unforgettable insight into the 
depths of the regime’s cruelty. 
One of the lasting experiences, 
however, was to witness how 
many Syrians simply stood by or 
contributed to the violence 
against their fellow citizens. In 
the years since leaving Syria, I’ve 
spent countless hours pondering 
why they did so, speculating 
whether or how the violence 
used by the regime may reflect 
on Syrians’ own mindsets.

Whereas the regime’s motiva-
tion is clear — to stay in power at 
any cost — that of the man on the 
Syrian street is much less so. The 

sectarian make-up of society 
certainly accounts for some of 
the fear that made people do or 
turn a blind eye to horrific things 
but it does not explain the 
individual acts that, collectively, 
have worked in the regime’s 
favour.

Can that be accounted for by 
the promise of professional or 
personal advancement?

A sense of national duty?
An overriding fear of punish-

ment?
Or does Syrians’ destruction of 

their fellow countrymen and 
women fall into something we 
may call the ethics of survival 
— kill now, ignore the security 
forces’ raids and torture around 
you or run the risk of something 
similar happening to you later?

To what extent, if any, have the 
malcontents of society created 
the Assad regime?

Regime propaganda painting 
all opposition as terrorists has 
made it easier for regular Syrians 
to ignore the horrors the govern-
ment bestowed on civilians in 
eastern Aleppo and elsewhere.

Early on during the revolution, 
many Syrians decided, in their 
minds, whether they supported 
the tenets of the revolution or 
not. For the majority — and they 
are a majority — who decided not 
to actively back the uprising and 
saw the peaceful protests morph 
into car bomb attacks, an armed 

opposition and the rise of Islamic 
State (ISIS), their support for the 
regime strengthened over time 
and, with it, a disassociation 
from citizens in opposition 
areas.

History, too, presents us with 
several possible answers to why 
Syrians in government-con-
trolled areas have turned a blind 
eye. Carved up by imperialist 
powers a century ago, Syria 
existed as a country before the 
faintest concept of a Syrian 
national identity was realisti-
cally proposed.

On top of the fact that state-
hood was and remains, to a 
degree, a foreign construction 
ungrounded in centuries-old 
tribal and ethno-religious 
relations, the idea of all Syrians 
being equal doesn’t apply as it 
would to citizens in, for exam-
ple, Western countries that have 
existed more or less territorially 
intact since the Thirty Years’ War 
of the 1600s.

When Hafez Assad took control 
of Syrian politics, the country did 
little to engender a sense of 
ground-up civic duty that would 
have forged a lasting national 
identity. The Assad family has, of 
course, forced the idea of Arab 
nationalism — via the Ba’ath 
Party — down people’s throats 
but that has been interpreted as 
something Syrians must accept, 
not a facet of respect that the 

Ethics of survival rule the day in Syria
majority wanted to embrace. If 
Syria embraced a national 
identity it was because the police 
state forcibly made it so.

That means when Syrians 
today are massacred in Idlib, 
Deir ez-Zor or in the Damascus 
suburbs, people in other parts of 
the country don’t feel affected in 
the same way that, say, the entire 
country of France was following 
the November 2015 attacks.

The final critical reason that 
may explain why many Syrians 
have stood by an authoritarian 
political leadership is because it 
mirrors the patriarchy that exists 
in their own family structures. 
With fathers and brothers from 
government-controlled territo-
ries going to the front, in hiding 
or dodging conscription, the 
regime has stepped in to fill this 
missing authoritarian gap. A 
patriarchal society minus its 
patriarchs is arguably more 
susceptible to accepting the rule 
of the strong, in their case the 
regime.

For many barely surviving 
under the regime’s rule, it is 
easier to survive by staying 
silent, turning the other cheek. 
With the country in ruins and 
perhaps half a million dead, can 
we blame them?

Stephen Starr is a journalist and 
author who has lived in Syria and 
Turkey since 2007.

Stephen Starr

View point
Regime 
propaganda 
painting all 
opposition 
as terrorists 
has made 
it easier 
for regular 
Syrians to 
ignore the 
horrors.

For many barely surviving 
under the regime’s rule, it is 
easier to survive by staying 
silent, turning the other cheek.
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Debate
Progress but questions remain after Washington and Astana 

‘De-escalation zones’ are first steps towards Syria’s partition

U
S President 
Donald 
Trump said 
the latest 
talks in 
Washington 
between 
Russian 
Foreign 

Minister Sergei Lavrov and the US 
administration were “very, very 
good.”

After hosting his Russian guest 
at the Oval Office, Trump added 
that he and Russia were deter-
mined to stop the slaughter in 
Syria.

For the first time in more than 
six years that might be a real 
possibility. However, much 
depends upon the relationship 
between Russian President 
Vladimir Putin and Trump and 
whether the two leaders are able 
and willing to put their full weight 
behind the “de-escalation zones” 
agreed at talks in early May in 
Astana, Kazakhstan.

The deal hammered out in 
Astana partially reflects Trump’s 
long-standing demand for the 
establishment of Syrian safe 
zones, though with a linguistic 
twist designed to garner support 
in Damascus.

The agreement was signed off 
by the Big Three — Russia, Turkey 
and Iran — and was discussed by 
Putin and Trump during a 
telephone conversation May 2.

In its capacity as one of the 
guarantors of the agreement, 
Moscow would assume responsi-
bility for ensuring that no Syrian 
warplanes and tanks access four 
agreed-to zones. The first of these 
would be the city of Daraa in 
southern Syria, followed by Idlib 
in north-western Syria. The 
de-escalation zones also apply to 
the northern region of Homs and 
the countryside to the east of 
Damascus, held by Saudi-backed 
rebels since 2012.

Exempted from the ceasefire in 
all four districts are Jabhat 
al-Nusra (al-Qaeda’s branch in 
Syria) and the Islamic State (ISIS). 
Government troops and Turkish-
backed rebels would be expected 
to unite in eradicating both 
groups from the Syrian battle-
field.

Russia’s second responsibility 
would be to ensure Damascus 
restores basic services, such as 
water and electricity, to areas 
within the zones where supplies 

have been stopped. Damascus 
would also be required to reopen 
schools, hospitals, clinics and 
police stations where required.

Should the ceasefire hold, it 
would be incorporated within a 
UN resolution, allowing millions 
of refugees scattered worldwide 
to return home. Local militias 
would be required to surrender 
their heavy arms and military 
equipment — a task that Turkey 
has said it would oversee, promis-
ing the armed opposition the 
opportunity to administer its 
cities and towns under the 
auspices of Damascus, with any 
weaponry being restricted to light 
arms.

If successful, the de-escalation 
zones would provide a model that 
could be expanded to the eastern 
countryside of Aleppo, which 
Damascus and Moscow retook last 
December, followed by the 
villages surrounding the port city 
of Latakia.

However, for that to happen, 
many things must occur. All sides 
need to agree upon the identity of 
the peacekeeping observers to 
police the ceasefire. Currently, 
suggested peacekeepers are 
limited to “non-controversial 
countries” such as Egypt and 
Algeria or members countries of 
BRICS — Brazil, Russia, India, 
China and South Africa.

In a break with what many 
assumed to have been an official 
policy of resisting the deployment 
of peacekeeping troops upon its 
territory, Damascus has not 
torpedoed the suggestion. 
However, no indication has been 
given as to who would fund the 
peacekeeping mission to Syria or 
precisely what the troops’ 
mandate would be and when it 
would end.

Questions also remain over the 
future of pardoned rebels present 
within the territories and the 
freedom of movement extended 
to them. Likewise, the issue of 
how any potential conflict 
between the regime and the 
militias they will be required to 
work with might be resolved.

Ambiguities also exist over who 
might be responsible for guaran-
teeing the safety of returning 
refugees. Additionally, the Astana 
agreement says nothing about 
how the Big Three would respond 
to any breach of the ceasefire and 
does not specify what the moni-
toring mechanism would be.

Though it represents a serious 
compromise in their war aims, 
both Damascus and the opposition 
have approved the agreement as it 
stands. It is also certain that 
elements in both camps would 
stand to benefit should the 
agreement fail.

However, the only chance of 
that happening is if the Big Three 
disagree among themselves over 
who gets what in the Syrian 
battlefield or if concrete steps are 
not taken to transform the Astana 
agreement into a workable 
framework document, through a 
new election law and a new 
constitution.

Overall, there is the need to 
recognise that the political and 
administrative hegemony of 
Damascus cannot continue into 
post-war Syria. Different towns 
and cities need a new form of local 
governance — the right to appoint 
their own municipality and local 
chambers or parliaments — the 
right to get a share of their own 
natural wealth and to appoint 
their governors. Ultimately this 
would give them greater auton-
omy but stop short of independ-
ence. They would remain part of 
the Syrian Republic.

The only legal document that 
has ventured close to this is the 
Russian-authored constitution. If 
the Syrians decide to stick with 
their old form of government, 
then Astana will fail, just like the 
tens of similar ceasefire agree-
ments reached since 2011.

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

T
he Astana peace 
talks added four 
new points to 
the Syrian issue. 
The purpose, 
however, was 
not to find 
permanent 
solutions in 

Syria to stop the bloodshed and 
end the war; rather, it was to give 
the international powers 
involved in the Syrian conflict 
some respite to put order in their 
plans and give proof of good faith 
in dealing with each other.

Their plan is to divide Syria 
into four “de-escalation zones.” 
One would be in Idlib province, 
another north of Homs, a third in 
East Ghouta and the fourth in 
southern Syria. The international 
powers apparently believe their 
interests will be secured and 
border zones between the four 
areas will be placed under 
international supervision.

Of course, the Syrian sides will 
have to approve the agreements 
but they have no choice or 
influence on how things are 
evolving.

Creating de-escalation zones 
and moving forward with the 
guardians’ agendas are the first 
steps towards Syria’s partition 
through the creation of areas of 
real influence from both local 
and external forces. This is 

particularly true in Idlib and 
southern Syria, along the borders 
with Turkey to the north and 
with Jordan to the south.

As we move away from these 
zones, however, partition 
becomes more complex and less 
likely. Several complications due 
to geography arise in East Ghouta 
and the northern region of Homs 
province. These areas share no 
international borders and, while 
controlled by the Syrian opposi-
tion forces, they are besieged by 
the Syrian Army.

There are also areas that have 
been purposely left out of the 
de-escalation zones, such as 
places north of the Euphrates, 
which are under the influence of 
the United States, which is 
supporting Kurdish armed units, 
and Turkey, which is providing 
support for the Free Syrian Army 
militia and anti-Kurdish Islamic 
factions. Let’s also not forget 
areas controlled by the Islamic 
State (ISIS) and al-Nusra forces.

The northern area is vitally 
important if one wishes to cut off 
the geographical continuation 
between Iran on the one hand 
and Iraq, Syria  and Lebanon on 
the other and thus weaken 
Hezbollah and safeguard Israel’s 
security. If the partition plan 
comes to pass, it will create 
another protracted conflict zone. 
Tehran will not easily acquiesce 

to any project between its 
Russian ally and its American foe 
that can result in Iran’s isolation.

We know that the Americans 
are insisting on removing Iranian 
and Hezbollah forces from Syria. 
It is also noteworthy that the 
areas of greater Damascus and 
the Syrian-Lebanese border 
where Iran’s and Hezbollah’s 
influences are strongest have 
been excluded from the partition 
scheme.

This geographical imbroglio is 
made worse by the warring 
parties’ refusal to make land 
concessions. Both the Syrian 
regime and its allies and the 
various opposition forces and 
their allies want to keep the 
status quo on the terrain. They 
know that any changes will lead 
to the creation of new conflict 
zones between new entities that 
would be difficult to control.

The Syrian conflict has had 
unprecedented political and 
human consequences and yet 
attempts to arrive at adequate 
solutions are still at the termino-
logical level. A couple of years 
ago, we started hearing about 
“safe zones,” then we heard 
about “quiet zones” and now we 
hear about “de-escalation 
zones.”

With this last product from the 
Astana negotiations, interna-
tional stakeholders in the Syrian 

conflict, particularly Russia, 
want to move to the phase of 
reaping the benefits of their 
involvement. The United States 
will get areas that are crucial to 
the security of its allies, namely 
Israel, Jordan and the Kurds. 
There are hints that Iran, which is 
deeply involved in Syria through 
a number of investments and 
projects, would be banned from 
making further investments in 
Syria.

“De-escalation zones” is just 
another name for a truce in the 
war against the Syrian people by 
the international stakeholders in 
Syria. It will be another brittle 
truce like the one decided 
between Russia and Turkey last 
December.

These “zones” have never been 
part of a peace plan for Syria. 
They are useless schemes for 
partitioning Syria into occupa-
tion and perpetual conflict 
zones. The blood-shedding 
machinery in Syria is intact and 
the Syrian population has no say 
in these pseudo-peace agree-
ments.

Despite years of brutal war, 
those speaking in the name of the 
Syrian people have failed to 
adopt a clearly nationalistic 
Syrian vision for Syria.

Houzan Khaddaj is a Syrian 
writer.

Sami Moubayed

Houzan Khaddaj

The blood-
shedding 
machinery in 
Syria is intact 
and the Syrian 
population has 
no say in these 
pseudo-peace 
agreements.

The political and 
administrative 
hegemony of 
Damascus cannot 
continue into 
post-war Syria.

Syria after Astana

Geopolitical player. Senior Russian military commander Sergei Rudskoi at a news briefing on Syria, 
on May 5.                                                          (AP)
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T
here are many reasons to welcome the prospect of 
the summit meetings scheduled in Riyadh between 
US President Donald Trump and the Saudi and Gulf 
Cooperation Council leaderships as well as the heads 
of other Arab and Muslim countries. It is significant 
that the Saudi capital was chosen to be the first 
overseas stop of the new US president. It is reason-

able to see it as an indicator of the importance America’s 45th 
president gives to relations with the Arab and Muslim world.

The fight against terrorism and the Islamic State (ISIS) is 
expected to loom large at the summit. Discussions could help to 
refocus attention on the problem of radicalisation and on the way 
to fight perverted interpretations of religion. It is time to reverse 
the trend towards extremism by agreeing to an adequate anti-
radicalisation strategy. There is also a need for consensus on the 
shaping of a credible counter-narrative that challenges the 
dangerous distortion of Islam. Any progress, at least now, will 
bear the seal of legitimacy conferred by the collective will of 
more than 50 Arab and Muslim leaders.

Through the large Riyadh gathering, Trump should gain a fuller 
picture of the hopes and frustrations of Arabs and Muslims. The 
summit will present him with a precious opportunity to deflect 
the accusations of Islamophobia that have swirled around him, 
both as candidate and as president. He provoked intense criti-
cism for calling for a ban on Muslim entry into the United States. 
When in office, he tried to restrict travel from Muslim majority 
countries. From his discussions in Riyadh, Trump can hopefully 
see that Arabs and Muslims are as much victims of extremism 
and terror as any other people.

The sense of America working closely with Arab countries is 
especially important in the context of Iran’s aggressive policies in 
the region. Arab leaders, especially those of the Gulf Cooperation 
Council, expect the United States to push back harder against 
Tehran’s destabilising agenda, not least its sectarian proxy wars.

They will also hope that Trump would factor the Arab perspec-
tive into his view of the Palestinian-Israeli issue. After the Riyadh 
meetings, the US president visits Tel Aviv and then meets with 
Palestinian Authority President Mahmoud Abbas in Bethlehem.

It is to be hoped that Trump will realise the need for a fair and 
lasting solution to a long and anguished conflict. In this respect, 
his administration has shown encouraging restraint in refusing to 
heed the Israeli prime minister’s call for the United States to 
move its embassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem.

The two main parties at the summit — the Saudi leadership and 
the Trump administration — are striving to build a whole new 
partnership. Most Arab and Muslim leaders want the same thing. 
Let the new partnerships go beyond military and security coop-
eration, crucial though it may be. Let it embrace Arab and US 
cooperation in technology transfer and the promotion of science 
and innovation. Let the partnership be geared towards long-term 
socio-economic progress and sustainable development.

Let it go beyond mutual stereotypes that have lasted all too 
long.

Could the Riyadh summit 
be a turning point?

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Fatwas against 
Christians jeopardise 
Egypt’s unity

F
atwas and declarations 
by al-Azhar scholars 
treating Christians as 
apostates have brought 
to the surface a hidden 
dimension in the 

relationship between Muslims 
and Copts in Egypt.

The Egyptian government is, of 
course, opposed to such prac-
tices and al-Azhar University has 
initiated legal procedures against 
its members who accused oth-
ers of apostasy, be they Christian 
or Muslim researchers. For the 
general public, however, the issue 
remains unsettled.

Salafists of all tendencies still 
have no qualms about publicly 
declaring Christians apostates and 
legitimising killing Christians and 
confiscating their properties and 
women. The Egyptian government 
may have taken severe measures 
against those people but for many 
Copts it was not enough.

Because of the latest anti-Copt 
declarations, the Egyptian govern-
ment has no choice but to open the 
thorny file of Muslim-Christian 
relations and deal with it in com-
plete transparency and without 
equivocation.  It is a potential 
threat to Egyptian national unity 
and, if left unchecked, it will in-
fect Egypt with one of the tough-
est viruses in circulation in the 
region — that of sectarian strife.

Egyptian Copts are placing their 
trust in President Abdel Fattah al-
Sisi but some of them had hoped 
for a speedier solution to Islamic 
extremism in Egypt. Sisi’s govern-
ment has failed to uproot it and 
some young Copts view the presi-
dent as a general with his hands 
tied rather than a people’s hero.

The Copts, in general, appreci-
ate Sisi’s tough stance against 
terrorism. They also admire his 
great sympathy with the victims’ 
families and are grateful for his 
role in repairing and maintaining 
the bombed churches. However, 
they regret that he has not gone 
the full length in dealing with the 
Salafists and Al-Nour Party, which 
is giving the Salafists a voice in the 
Egyptian Parliament.

Many of the of the Copts say the 
government is not doing enough to 
limit the Salafists’ influence. They 
see in the government’s silence 
towards certain leading Salafists 
as tacit approval of the latter’s 
subversive discourse. They cite 
the cases of Sheikh Salem Abdul 
Galil and Sheikh Abdallah Roshdi, 
who would not have dared accuse 
Christians of disbelief if they did 

not find a favourable context for 
that type of religious and social 
impertinence. In turn, some Copts 
are coming forward and publicly 
declaring Muslims as infidels.

When a Coptic priest was asked 
about the church’s view of Mus-
lims, he said without quibbling: “I 
wouldn’t be a Christian if I didn’t 
consider Muslims as infidels.”

The social turmoil ignited by 
the apostasy fatwas will not be 
stopped just by bringing to justice 
one or more individuals here and 
there. It will need a comprehen-
sive approach. Selective targeting 
can only result in having other 
currents and interests fish for sup-
porters by exploiting the popular 
appeal of these issues. What the 
government needs is a package of 
adequate measures against apos-
tasy fatwas.

The first step is to hold account-
able anyone who transgresses the 
constitution’s basic principles. 
The constitution recognises the 
importance of national unity and 
forbids abasement of any religion, 
which begs the question of why 
the law is brought to bear on those 
who show contempt for Islam but 
not those who show contempt for 
Christianity.

The second step is to clean up 
school curricula of ideas, con-
cepts or formulations that might 
influence the child’s sensitivi-
ties towards the other. I and the 
other children of my generation 
grew up not feeling any difference 
between Muslims and Christians. 
Removing from the curriculum 
any possible source for the current 
schizophrenia should be enough 
to stop this social haemorrhage.

Third, citizenship must be trans-
formed into a concrete daily prac-
tice rather than brandished as a 
slogan whenever foreign eyes turn 
to Egypt. It must be ingrained in 
the soul of the society if we want 
to dam social strife.

Mohamad Abou el-Fadel is an 
Egyptian writer.
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Mohamad Abou el-Fadel

Salafists of all 
tendencies 
have no 
qualms about 
publicly 
declaring 
Christians 
apostates.

 If left unchecked, 
the problem will 
infect Egypt with 
one of the toughest 
viruses in 
circulation in the 
region — that of 
sectarian strife.
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Trump’s value-free foreign policy

Can Middle East intelligence services trust the White House?

Opinion

J
ust about three years ago, 
an American president 
stood before the cadets 
graduating from the US 
Military Academy at West 
Point, N.Y., and offered a 

new foreign policy direction. It 
was important, he said, for the 
United States to distinguish 
between its “core interests” and 
“crises that stir our conscience.”

The first might require, indeed 
necessitate, military action. The 
second would not, or at least not 
in the first instance. Instead, the 
United States would broaden its 
tools “to include diplomacy and 
development, sanctions and isola-
tion, appeals to international law, 
and, if just, necessary and effec-
tive, multilateral military action.”

That president was Barack 
Obama and his words drew severe 
criticism from across the Ameri-
can foreign policy establishment. 
Obama’s stance repudiated dec-
ades of bipartisan foreign policy, 
screeched the critics, because it 
appeared to take a value-free ap-
proach to the world.

Pundits and policymakers 
raged against the immorality of 
the United States turning its back 
on the principles that guided 
its interaction with the world 
for much of the 20th century. 
The United States must always 

have the will to threaten force to 
protect the values that define it, 
they said.

That was then.
In the age of President Donald 

Trump, Obama’s words seem ide-
alistic rather than immoral. They 
took a principled but pragmatic 
understanding of the United 
States’ role in the world, a decade 
after the catastrophic and unpro-
voked invasion of Iraq. They did 
not delink America’s commitment 
to human rights from foreign 
policy, as Trump’s Secretary of 
State Rex Tillerson recently sig-
nalled in a speech. As value-free 
foreign policies go, the Trump 
administration’s is probably the 
most unwavering and despicable 
of them all.

Even before Trump set off 
for the Middle East on his first 
foreign tour as president, the con-
sequences of his administration’s 
laissez-faire approach to core 
American values such as democ-
racy, human rights and free trade 
were becoming obvious.

No autocrat or authoritarian-
minded regional leader — Egypt’s 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, Turkey’s 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan — was de-
nied the chance to meet and greet 
the US president. Each received 
fulsome praise and no criticism 
whatsoever of the treatment of 

journalists and civil society activ-
ists.

Trump met the Saudi deputy 
crown prince, architect of the 
bloody Yemen war now in its third 
year, but is not known to have ex-
pressed concern about its seeming 
futility and inexorableness.

When Palestinian Authority 
President Mahmoud Abbas came 
calling, Trump unfairly and inac-
curately laid a lot of the blame 
for the unresolved conflict on the 
Palestinians’ alleged pay-for-slay 
policy.

Then, as Trump embarked on 
his overseas trip, White House 
officials started to indicate his 
plans for the forthcoming in-
teractions with Arab and Israeli 
leaders. Unlike Obama, Trump 
would neither lecture nor chastise 
on human rights, press freedom, 
religious tolerance and democra-
cy. Instead, he would prefer to do 
deals in areas of common interest.

When Trump’s national secu-
rity adviser, H.R. McMaster, spelt 
out the three core purposes of 
the overseas tour, which started 
in Riyadh and continues through 
Tel Aviv and the Vatican, it was a 
brusque list that swapped uplift-
ing brotherhood-of-man ideals 
for reciprocal recognition among 
Sunni Islam, Judaism and Catholi-
cism.

As Natan Sachs, director of the 
Centre for Middle East Policy at 
the Brookings Institution put it, 
the Trump approach seemed to 
underline to the Arabs and Israelis 
that “we are not the UN. We are 
not Sweden. We are the US and we 
are your ally.”

Some might say this is realpo-
litik rather than anything else. 
“The US isn’t an NGO,” Condoleez-
za Rice, who was George W. Bush’s 
secretary of state, recently said, in 
a reference to non-governmental 
organisations’ high-minded ide-
als. Sometimes, she said, it needs 
to deal with people who might 
“assault” its values.

But Rice, who also defended the 
Iraq invasion as an improvement 
on Saddam Hussein’s rule, admit-
ted that the United States had to 
remember its values when dealing 
with the Middle East. It does not 
need to engage in “democracy 
promotion” but should “stand up 
for those who just want to have 
the same basic values that we 
have.”

Unfortunately, Trump’s America 
doesn’t seem interested in either.

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.

I
n this scandal-every-day 
world of Washington, it is 
hard to stay focused on any 
one revelation for longer 
than a 24-hour news cycle. 
Some stories, however, have 

reverberations that last long past 
their appearance on the front 
page of US newspapers and as the 
main topic of discussion on cable 
news networks.

The revelation that US President 
Donald Trump shared classified 
information about the Islamic 
State (ISIS) with two top Russian 
diplomats at a recent White House 
meeting is one such example.

On the surface, it may seem 
more of a tempest in a teapot than 
a full-blown scandal. As president, 
Trump can declassify any intel-
ligence he wants at any time he 
wants to do so. And, while the 
United States and Russia are not 
friends, they are partners in the 
fight against ISIS. Others at the 
meeting, such as H.R. McMaster, 
the US national security adviser, 
downplayed the incident, saying 
Trump was only trying to encour-
age the Russians to make greater 
efforts against ISIS.

Upon closer inspection, several 
serious problems emerge.

First, while the president is free 
to declassify any top secret he 
wants, he is not as free to disclose 
it when it has come to the United 
States from an ally. Normally, the 
United States contacts the ally 
in advance to find out if it is OK 
to divulge the sensitive informa-
tion to another country. Then the 
president works with his national 
security team to ensure that only 
the pertinent facts are exposed. In 
this case, none of these protocols 
were followed and Trump appears 
to have just made up his own 
mind to share the information.

The allies in question in this 
case appear to be Israel and prob-
ably Jordan. Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu, who has 
excused other anti-Jewish state-
ments and actions by Trump, 
seems intent to ignore this one as 
well. A spokesman for his govern-
ment directed all inquiries to the 
Israeli Embassy in Washington.

As for Jordan, Trump made 
what some said was an unsched-
uled call to King Abdullah II the 
day following the story in the 

Washington Post. Some media 
outlets speculated it was to deal 
with fallout from disclosing the 
information to the Russians.

The question then becomes how 
much does this affect the United 
States’ relationship with intelli-
gence services in Middle East. One 
bit of very sensitive information 
the president reportedly shared 
was the city inside ISIS territory 
where the plot to use computer 
laptops to blow up aeroplanes was 
located. While the Russians are 
partners with the United States 
against ISIS, they have other 
interests in the region and other 
partners who are anti-US, such as 
Iran, that might find it interesting 
to know that such an intelligence 
asset exists in Syria.

Now that ISIS is likely aware 
that an Israeli or Jordanian spy is 
in their midst, it will do its best to 
root out such an individual. As we 
have learned, ISIS doesn’t par-
ticularly care if it kills numerous 
innocent people while it hunts for 
the mole.

In January, Obama administra-
tion officials warned Israel to be 
careful about what sensitive infor-

mation it shared with the Trump 
administration because they were 
concerned it could be leaked to 
the Russians. Well, this sensitive 
information wasn’t leaked. It was 
given away in a very out-in-the-
open manner.

After this incident, US intelli-
gence experts are publicly saying 
that Middle East countries will be 
very reluctant to share important, 
sensitive information about ISIS 
with the United States, for fear 
Trump will repeat what he did 
with the Russians and endanger 
their intelligence assets in Syria.

Their fears are likely well-
founded. If the United States and 
the world have learned anything 
from the first few months of 
Trump’s term in office, it is that he 
will do and say anything with-
out any apparent logic, rhyme or 
reason.

Tom Regan, a columnist at 
factsandopinion.com, previously 
worked for the Christian Science 
Monitor, National Public 
Radio, the Boston Globe and 
the Canadian Broadcasting 
Corporation.

Rashmee Roshan Lall
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Who governs Libya?

W
ho governs 
Libya? The 
question 
baffles most, if 
not all, Libya 
observers and 

continues to baffle Libyans 
themselves. Even the governed 
do not know who governs them.

Ask that question inside or 
outside Libya and you will get as 
many answers as there are politi-
cal orientations at play. They all 
seem to agree on one thing: Libya 
is not one entity; it is a smorgas-
bord of many cantons and mini-
states, each with its own ruler and 
regime.

No ruler can claim authority 
beyond limits that have been es-
tablished by force. Even inside the 
same city in Libya, you might find 
that each neighbourhood has its 
own ruler and its own militia.

Those claiming to have a de-
tached view of the Libyan situa-
tion will tell you that the real ruler 
of Libya is not Libyan. The destiny 
of Libya is not in the hands of its 
citizens. Practically all the names 
of neighbouring countries have 
been advanced as the culprit with-

in the framework of this theory.
African-American civil rights 

leader Martin Luther King Jr is 
credited as having said: “A man 
can’t ride you unless your back 
is bent.” We Libyans are the ones 
who allowed others to ride our 
backs. We are the ones who have 
created a multitude of leaders and 
pseudo-leaders. We are the ones 
who have cheered illegitimacy, 
welcomed false pride and con-
doned lawlessness in exchange for 
false hopes.

When we applauded the new 
constitution, we were, in fact, 
sanctifying the law of the victor 
because only the victors were al-
lowed to design the new constitu-
tion. We did not stand up for the 
equal right of all Libyans to live in 
dignity. Our fight was not against 
each other as much as it should 
have been for the goal of founding 
a state for all Libyans.

Instead, we stood by and 
cheered the logic of victorious 
cities versus defeated cities. We 
cheered exclusion and the sweep-
ing aside of entire cities. We justi-
fied unnecessary and illegal col-
lective punishment and excelled 

in the art of dividing ourselves 
into old regime cronies versus 
new rats, Islamists versus secular-
ists, victors versus losers, original 
Libyans versus new Libyans and a 
minority versus a majority.

It is very easy to see and touch 
ignorance in the Libyan context. 
I am using ignorance here not as 
the opposite of education but rath-
er as a descriptor for those who 
have chosen the option of hurt-
ing themselves and their people 
instead of using their God-given 
talents to transcend adversity. 
They have let pride, resentment 
and envy guide their steps and 
are headed for perdition, bringing 
down with their fall thousands 
upon thousands.

Yes, this is our sorry state. We 
know very well that we cannot 
fix it unless we let go of our petty 
differences, which, with time, 
turned out to be unfounded and 
motivated only by greed. We 
should have looked at Libya as our 
home country but instead we saw 
it as a beckoning cake. To satisfy 
our selfish gluttony, we were 
prepared to bargain with the devil 
himself.

What really governs Libya is 
our greed and voracity. It is our 
immoral willingness and readi-
ness to destroy our own home and 
bring it down on our own people. 
We bemoan our time and our lot 
but fail to see that the only defect 
of our time is us.

I believe that the only con-
spiracies against us are of our own 
making.

How many times did we con-
spire to bring down an employee 
or official just because he is rigor-
ous in his job and upholds the law?

How many times did we falsify 
documents just to get money that 
was not ours?

How many times did we mock 
an honest employee or a police-
man or soldier, calling him a 
“loser” for not spoiling himself or 
his relatives and simply treated 
him as a social outcast?

And, finally, just how many 
times did we lick the boots of 
a powerful thief just to lay our 
hands on some scraps of his 
booty?

Fethi Benessa is a Libyan
writer.
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D
uring the Vietnam 
War a US officer told 
the Associated Press 
that in an offensive 
against the town of 
Bên Tre it “became 

necessary to destroy the town to 
save it.” As the battle for the Iraqi 
city of Mosul reaches its denoue-
ment, the cost to civilians is 
spiking, leading to serious 
scrutiny of an operation originally 
designed to protect and liberate 
the civilian population but that 
has seemingly become overly 
focused on destroying the Islamic 
State (ISIS), regardless of the cost 
to the city and its inhabitants.

Winning a city by destroying it 
would be a hollow victory and 
leave more significant challenges 
for reconciliation in Iraq. Indeed, 
as the final push on the oldest 
and most densely populated part 
of Mosul goes ahead, I would 
argue that air strikes should not 
be used at all. An estimated 
100,000-200,000 civilians are 
trapped in this deadly urban 
pocket as Iraqi government-led 
forces continue to advance.

The cost that the beleaguered 
city has had to pay has been 
intolerably high after almost 
three years of ISIS occupation 

and a battle that is more than 
seven months long. Hundreds of 
homes have been destroyed and 
such is the intensity of fighting 
that more than 400,000 people 
have been displaced in the last 
eight weeks.

With 4,500-5,000 leaving the 
city each day, some 600,000 
people have been displaced. 
Hundreds have been killed. The 
true figure will only be realised 
once the fighting has stopped and 
the rubble reveals the full scale of 
the carnage.

The monitor group Action on 
Armed Violence estimates that 
when explosive weapons are 
used in populated areas about 
92% of casualties are civilian. The 
United Nations said 12,000 

civilians have been injured, 
including 625 who have lost an 
arm or a leg, in Mosul.

Groups such as ISIS define 
themselves by a rejection of the 
laws and norms of war and use 
civilians as shields. In Mosul, the 
Iraqi-led coalition has accused 
the group of effectively calling in 
coalition air strikes by having 
their fighters operate from the 
roofs of civilian buildings. ISIS 
tactics include suicide car bombs, 
booby traps and snipers, which 
sap morale and steadily build up 
the casualty cost to the invading 
forces.

This attrition has led to the 
continued use of stand-off 
weaponry such as air strikes and 
artillery to grind down ISIS 

High cost. Iraqi children sit amid the rubble of a street in Mosul’s 
Nablus neighbourhood in front of a billboard bearing an ISIS logo, 
last March.                    (AFP)

London

T 

he Iraqi government is 
pushing to declare vic-
tory against the Islamic 
State (ISIS) in Mosul by 
the holy month of Rama-

dan — expected to begin May 27 — 
even if pockets of resistance remain 
in the Old City, military command-
ers said.

“If we advance this quickly we 
can finish it in days,” First-Lieuten-
ant Nawfal al-Dhari told Reuters at 
a temporary base in the western 
Islah al-Ziraie district. “These are 
their dying breaths. They are com-
pletely surrounded.”

Iraqi forces have recaptured 
nearly 90% of western Mosul from 
ISIS and militants in the city are on 
the “brink of total defeat,” officers 
said.

Iraqi forces launched the massive 
operation to retake Mosul from ISIS 
nearly seven months ago, fighting 
their way to the city, retaking its 
eastern side and attacking the west.

Brigadier-General Yahya Rasool, 
spokesman for Iraq’s Joint Op-
erations Command, said at a news 
conference in Baghdad that ISIS 
has been dislodged from all but 12 
sq.km of Mosul by Iraqi forces.

Rasool said that 16,467 ISIS mili-
tants had been killed in the opera-
tion to retake Mosul. Nearly 400 
others had been taken prisoner.

Staff Lieutenant-General Abdul-
wahab al-Saadi, a senior Iraqi spe-
cial forces commander, and US Air 
Force Colonel John Dorrian, the 
spokesman for the US-led interna-
tional coalition against ISIS, said 
the end was near for jihadists in 
Mosul.

“They have two options: Die and 
go to hell or raise the white flag. 
They have no third option,” Saadi 
told Agence France-Presse (AFP) at 
his headquarters in Mosul.

“The enemy is completely sur-
rounded,” Dorrian said at the news 
conference in Baghdad. “The en-
emy is on the brink of total defeat 
in Mosul.”

The drive to retake Mosul has 
been supported by coalition air 
strikes in and around the city. Dor-

rian said those attacks destroyed 
more than 300 explosives-rigged 
vehicles in Mosul and around 200 
ISIS tunnels and 1,000 militant 
fighting positions.

Brett McGurk, special US presi-
dential envoy for the global coali-
tion to counter ISIS, told the Asso-
ciated Press (AP) that the operation 
against ISIS in Mosul was approach-
ing its “final stages.”

“The world is now seeing that 
(Iraqi) soldiers are completely de-
stroying Daesh,” McGurk said, us-
ing the Arabic acronym for ISIS.

Western Mosul’s narrow streets 
and closely spaced buildings make 
it difficult for federal forces to take 
on the militants, requiring them to 
fight on foot instead of from vehi-
cles as they have previously done.

Some 500,000 have been dis-
placed because of the battle for 
Mosul and 250,000 civilians are 

estimated to be trapped inside the 
city’s western neighbourhoods. 
The presence of a large civilian 
population, which either chose not 
to leave or was prevented from do-
ing so by ISIS, complicates any final 
assault to seal victory in Mosul.

While coalition air strikes aided 
the advance of Iraqi forces, they 
also reportedly caused hundreds of 
civilian casualties. Human shields 
have become a central feature of 
the militants’ defences and ISIS has 
stopped at nothing to deter people 
from escape, including killing those 
who seek to flee.

Trapped residents reached by 
AFP inside ISIS-held areas warned 
that hunger was starting to kill 
more people than the fighting.

In eastern Mosul, life returned 
to a semblance of normality fairly 
quickly after Iraqi forces drove the 
militants back neighbourhood by 
neighbourhood until the area was 
fully recaptured earlier this year.

ISIS holds other territory in Nin-
eveh province, of which Mosul is 
the capital, as well as in Kirkuk and 
Anbar, while Syria’s Raqqa — ISIS’s 
proclaimed capital — is also con-

trolled by militants.
Iraq continues to struggle with 

an economic crisis and the central 
government has called on the in-
ternational community to provide 
funding.

Nuraddin Qablan, the deputy 
president of the Nineveh provincial 
council told the AP that an estimat-
ed $100 billion would be needed to 
“put the city of Mosul back on its 
feet again.”

US contributions to Iraqi recon-
struction are unlikely to meet the 
country’s needs. US Secretary of 
State Rex Tillerson has emphasised 
the limited role the United States 
will play in the reconstruction of 
Iraq and Syria.

“As a coalition, we are not in the 
business of nation-building or re-
construction,” Tillerson said at a 
foreign ministers meeting in Wash-
ington in March. Instead, he said 
the United States would equip “war 
torn communities to take the lead 
in rebuilding their institutions and 
returning to stability.”

The Arab Weekly staff and news 
agencies.

Iraq anticipates final days of ISIS in Mosul
The Arab Weekly staff

News & Analysis Iraq

Iraqi forces have 
recaptured nearly 
90% of western 
Mosul from ISIS.

Mosul’s zero-sum conflict
positions. The Guardian newspa-
per’s Ghaith Abdul-Ahad was 
recently embedded with Iraqi 
forces fighting in the city and 
recounted an officer calling in an 
air strike but then flagging that 
there were civilians in the house. 
The response from an Iraqi 
general; “Operation is a go…. If 
there’s one [ISIS] fighter in the 
house, then it’s a go.”

CNN reported that, since the 
start of 2017, there has been a 
change in how Iraqi-led forces 
have conducted the operation. In 
March, more than 100 civilians 
were killed in a single airstrike 
and suddenly the debate about 
tactics in Mosul became front-
page news.

We should be clear that the final 
moments of the battle for Mosul 
are the most dangerous for 
civilians and that the burden of 
risk must be shouldered by Iraqi 
soldiers, not civilians when it 
comes to a choice of tactics.

Refraining from air strikes on 
the old city will likely mean fewer 
civilian casualties and less 
damage to the urban infrastruc-
ture of the city.

It will also reflect a genuine 
priority to protect the civilians of 
Mosul rather than solely destroy-
ing ISIS, which will be a marker 
for reconciliation efforts ahead.

James Denselow is a writer on 
Middle East politics and security 
issues and a research associate at 
the Foreign Policy Centre.

James
Denselow

View point
Winning 
a city by 
destroying 
it would be 
a hollow 
victory.

Such is the intensity of fighting 
that more than 400,000 people 
have been displaced in the last 
eight weeks.

No third option. A member of 
the Iraqi Counter-Terrorism 
Services (CTS) holds a 
position as CTS forces 
advance in western Mosul, 
on May 16.                                         (AFP)
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Cairo

T 

he Egyptian Air Force’s 
destruction of 15 vehicles 
loaded with arms and ex-
plosives that crossed into 
Egypt from Libya in a re-

cent 48-hour period underscores 
the challenges Cairo is facing in se-
curing its western border, security 
experts said.

“Securing the joint border with 
Libya has turned into a heavy 
mission for the army,” said Fouad 
Allam, a former senior official in 
Egypt’s Homeland Security Agen-
cy. “This border is becoming even 
more dangerous than the Sinai 
Peninsula, where a branch of the 
Islamic State is active.”

The vehicles tried to cross into 
Egypt on May 7-8, said Egyptian 
Army spokesman Colonel Tamer 
Rifai, who posted footage on the 
army’s Facebook page of Egyptian 
F-16 fighter jets and Apache heli-
copters taking off from an airbase 
in western Egypt and bombing the 
vehicles.

Rifai did not say who was respon-
sible for the smuggling attempt, 
although security and military ex-
perts speculated the vehicles most 
likely belonged to Islamic State 
(ISIS) affiliates in Libya.

Retired Air Force General Hes-

ham al-Halabi said the military’s 
success in destroying major smug-
gling tunnels between Sinai and 
the Gaza Strip had forced ISIS in 
Sinai to look to its sister branch in 
Libya for resupply.

Huge arms stockpiles have fallen 
into the hands of various militias, 
including groups with ties to al-
Qaeda and ISIS, since the regime of 
Libyan leader Muammar Qaddafi 
was overthrown in 2011. Egyptian 
security experts said a large propor-
tion of the arms that found their 
way to militants in the Sinai Penin-
sula came from Libya.

Egypt has been fighting an in-
creasingly heated insurgency 
against an ISIS-affiliate in the Sinai 
Peninsula. Hundreds of Egyptian 
soldiers have been killed. ISIS has 
also carried out terrorist attacks 
across the country, particularly tar-
geting Egypt’s Coptic Christian mi-
nority, killing 45 people in April in 
attacks at churches in Alexandria 
and Tanta.

Over the past six years, the 1,150-
km Egyptian-Libyan border has 
seen major smuggling operations 
despite attempts by Egyptian au-
thorities to stop the activities. Given 
the length of the border and the un-
rest in Libya, Egyptian officials said 
it would be virtually impossible to 
guarantee border security.

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi has often complained of the 
difficulty of policing the vast bor-

der and the cost to Egypt’s flagging 
economy. Sisi has ordered Egypt’s 
military and security agencies to 
increase efforts and cooperation to 
limit border smuggling.

“A lot was done in the past few 
years to make the western border 
more secure,” said former Egyptian 
Deputy Interior Minister Mohamed 
Nour Eddin. “Militants trying to 
cross into Egypt from Libya have 
seen that for themselves.”

Cairo has deployed tens of thou-
sands of troops to the western de-

sert and military helicopters and 
fighter jets patrol the skies. Egypt 
has also reportedly deployed land-
mines in many areas along the bor-
der.

Cairo has been backing Field Mar-
shal Khalifa Haftar in Libya against 
the UN-backed Government of Na-
tional Accord. Haftar’s forces are 
concentrated in eastern Libya, with 
Cairo prioritising border security 
and the fight against Islamist mili-
tias in its relations with the Libyan 
military chief.

“This alliance,” said Hossam 
Sweillam, a former Egyptian assis-
tant defence minister, “is critical 
for keeping the militants away from 
Egypt’s border.”

“Nevertheless, this does not 
mean that it always works, especial-
ly when the militants use smuggling 
points not fully under the control of 
Haftar’s troops. Ultimately, Egypt 
is facing a challenging mission and 
that makes it necessary for its bor-
der guards to be on the alert 24/7, 
which is both painful and costly.”

For Egypt, Libya border remains major security challenge
Ahmed Megahid

‘Heavy mission’. Members of Libyan forces loyal to eastern commander Khalifa Haftar stand next to a 
sign that reads “Egypt” at the Libyan-Egyptian border near Kufra.     (Reuters)

Over the past six 
years, the 1,150-km 
Egyptian-Libyan 
border has seen major 
smuggling operations.

Egyptian officials 
say it will be 
virtually impossible 
to guarantee border 
security.

News & Analysis Egypt

Cairo

T 

he crisis between Egypt’s 
judges and President Ab-
del Fattah al-Sisi threat-
ened to intensify after 
the State Council, one of 

the three pillars of Egypt’s judicial 
system, nominated its most senior 
judge to replace the outgoing head.

For decades, Egypt’s three main 
judicial bodies — the State Council, 
the Supreme Constitutional Court 
and the Court of Cassation — were 
headed by their most senior judg-
es, according to the law.  However, 
amendments introduced by par-
liament and approved by Sisi give 
the president the right to select the 
heads of judicial bodies.

The amendments require gener-
al assembly members of the three 
judicial bodies to nominate three 
of their colleagues to succeed out-
going heads. The president then 
has the right to select one of the 
three to head each body, regardless 
of seniority.

“This does away with the inde-
pendence of the judiciary,” said 
Samir al-Bahi, a senior judge on the 
State Council. “The amendments 
were hurriedly [put] through par-
liament without consulting the 
judges.”

The constitution requires par-
liament to consult judicial bodies 
before passing laws that regulate 
their work. The amendments are 
another example of Sisi seeking to 

control the judiciary and stifle its 
independence, critics said.

A recent decision to acquit dual 
Egyptian-American national Aya 
Hijazi, an NGO worker who had 
been jailed on charges of human 
trafficking, just days after Sisi met 
with US President Donald Trump 
in Washington was viewed by 
many observers with suspicion.

Trump denied that Hijazi was 
released as part of any deal. “No. 
No deal. He [Sisi] was here… [and] 
I said: ‘I really would appreciate it 
if you would look into this and let 
her out,’” Trump told the Associ-
ated Press.

Egypt’s judiciary has strongly 
opposed presidential decrees, in-
cluding revoking an agreement 
signed by Sisi with Saudi Arabia 
in April 2016 to transfer the Red 
Sea islands of Tiran and Sanafir to 
Saudi control. The failure of the 
agreement strained ties between 
Sisi and Riyadh.

Egypt’s State Council, a judicial 
body that oversees legal disputes 
between citizens and the state, is-
sued the verdict against the Red 
Sea islands deal on April 2. The 
presiding judge was Yehia al-Dak-
roury.

On May 13, and in contraven-
tion of the new amendments, 500 
members of the State Council’s 
general assembly nominated Dak-
roury, who was the most senior 
judge, to be the new head of the 
State Council.

Apart from being a violation of 
the new amendments of the judi-
cial authority law, the move put 
Sisi in a major bind. If he approves 

Dakroury’s nomination, it would 
be seen as a public come down. If 
he selects another judge to preside 
over the State Council, he risks ju-
dicial revolt.

“The amendments are a new vic-
tory for the executive against the 

judiciary,” said Ahmed Suleiman, a 
former justice minister.

Egyptian judges said they would 
not allow this challenge to their in-
dependence and promised to work 
against the president’s interfer-
ence in their affairs.

“If the president appoints any-
body else, we will appeal his deci-
sion,” Bahi said. “We have a wide 
range of options to choose from in 
case our will is taken lightly.”

The role of Egypt’s approximate-
ly 17,000 judges cannot be under-
estimated as Sisi looks to rebuild 
the country’s political system and 
institutions after the turmoil fol-
lowing the 2011 revolution.

Relations between the judiciary 
and Egyptian regimes have always 
been tense. They opposed elec-
tion fraud under Hosni Mubarak 
for years. When Islamist President 
Muhammad Morsi took over in 
mid-2012, the judges challenged 
his attempts to control them.

Tarek Fahmi, head of the Po-
litical and Strategic Unit at Egypt’s 
National Centre for Middle East 
Studies, expressed hopes that the 
showdown between the judges 
and the president would not esca-
late.

“The president was in no need to 
control the judiciary,” Fahmi said. 
“The president will cause a new 
cycle of unending enmity between 
him and the judges to unfold if he 
rejects Dakroury’s nomination.”

Some said the judicial crisis 
could be a major turning point in 
Egypt and that a victory for the 
state would mean a less independ-
ent judiciary that could fail to stand 
up against presidential overreach.

Those who supported the 
amendments say the judges are 
kicking up a fuss about a small 
change and that the independence 
of the judiciary is not seriously at 
risk.

“The amendments are far from 
allowing the executive branch to 
control the judiciary,” said Abla al-
Hawari, a member of the pro-Sisi 
parliamentary majority that cham-
pioned the amendments. “They 
only organise the selection of judi-
cial body heads.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter in Cairo.

Looming showdown between Egypt’s president, judges
Ahmed Megahid

Crisis ahead. A file picture shows Egyptian President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi greeting members of the Supreme Judiciary Council 
at the main headquarters of the Supreme Court in Cairo.        (Reuters)

Amendments 
introduced by 
parliament and 
approved by Sisi give 
the president the right 
to select the heads of 
judicial bodies.

The amendments 
are a new victory 
for the executive 
against the 
judiciary.”Ahmed Suleiman, 

a former justice minister
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ctivists voiced sup-
port for a hunger strike 
launched in mid-April 
by Palestinian prisoners 
in Israeli jails after an 

attempt to mock the strike’s leader.
The hunger strike, led by Fatah 

leader Marwan Barghouti, who is 
serving five life sentences for his 
role in the 2000-05 uprising known 
as the second intifada, is demand-
ing better conditions for prisoners.

Palestinians said that more than 
1,000 Palestinian prisoners have 
kept up the hunger strike that be-
gan April 17 but the Israeli authori-
ties said 843 have refused to eat. 
Israel has refused to negotiate with 
the prisoners.

In an apparent bid to demoralise 
the hunger strikers, Israel’s Prison 
Services released a video purport-
ing to show Barghouti secretly eat-
ing. The video, which was featured 
on Israeli TV channels, was blasted 
as a fabrication by the Palestinians.

A still image of the video was 
then used in an advertisement 
on the Facebook page of Pizza 
Hut’s Israeli branch, which photo-
shopped a pizza box and a slice of 
pizza into Barghouti’s prison cell. 
Superimposed on the image was a 
message asking whether Barghouti 
would have rather broken his hun-
ger strike with a pizza.

The ad, which was subsequently 
deleted, led to an online campaign 
to boycott the restaurant chain, 
with the hashtag #Boycott_Pizza-
Hut trending on Twitter. Pizza Hut 
apologised for the “completely in-
appropriate” post and fired the ad-
vertising firm responsible for the 
ad.

Barghouti denied the authentic-
ity of the video, his lawyer Khader 
Shkirat said, after meeting with his 
client on May 14 — their first meet-
ing since the hunger strike began. 
Barghouti’s weight loss “is clear on 
his face and his body,” Shkirat told 
the Associated Press (AP). The law-
yer said Barghouti said he planned 
“to escalate my hunger strike soon. 
I will stop drinking water.”

Israeli officials insisted that the 

video was authentic. In an opinion 
article published in Haaretz, Iris 
Leal wrote: “Barghouti betrayed 
the people who trusted him.” She 
added: “His surrender to the al-
mond-flavored object of his desire 
arouses doubt as to whether he is 
made of the right stuff.”

The Israeli claims appear to have 
backfired amid a Palestinian out-
rage at what they see as an attempt 
to discredit Bargouthi and other 
the hunger strikers.

“The fabricated video shows the 
defeat of the occupation before 
the prisoners’ steadfastness,” said 
Fadwa Barghouti, Marwan’s wife 
at a news conference. “We expect-
ed nothing else but psychological 
warfare.”

The original Israeli video drew 
condemnation from Human Rights 
Watch (HRW).

HRW Regional Director Sari 

Bashi told the AP that the video 
“raises questions about the viola-
tion of the right to privacy.” She 
added that it was problematic to 
“make an allegation against some-
body who is in your custody and 
then hold him incommunicado so 
he cannot respond to that allega-
tion.”

The International Committee of 
the Red Cross (ICRC) visited the 
hunger strikers but declined to 
discuss their specific conditions in 
public.

Dr Zeratzion Hishal, an Eritrean-

Dutch doctor working with ICRC 
who visited the hunger strikers, 
spoke to Agence France-Presse 
about the typical condition of 
hunger strikers, saying: “[After a 
period of 50 days,] we expect se-
rious complications such as organ 
failure and even death.”

Israeli prison authorities said 
several dozen hunger-strikers had 
been moved to areas where they 
can receive additional medical su-
pervision.

Activists supporting the Pal-
estinian hunger strikers have 
launched an online campaign to 
highlight the plight of prisoners 
by posting videos of themselves 
drinking saltwater, leading to 
the hashtag #SaltWaterChallenge 
trending on Twitter.

“Saltwater is symbolic of prison-
er hunger strikes because in these 
protests the detainees generally 

abstain from food but consume 
saltwater as a means of steadying 
their health,” wrote Leila Diab on 
the website ArabAmerica.com.

Support for the hunger strikes 
has not been confined to virtual 
reality. Palestinian protesters also 
took to the streets in a show of soli-
darity with the prisoners.

The Palestinian Health Ministry 
said a 20-year-old man was killed 
May 12 by Israeli gunfire during 
clashes near Ramallah in the West 
Bank. Six other protesters were re-
portedly wounded.

There are an estimated 6,500 
Palestinians jailed by Israel for se-
curity reasons, several hundred 
of whom are being held without 
charges or trial.

Mamoon Alabbasi is an Arab 
Weekly contributing editor in 
London.

Palestinian hunger strike row draws solidarity, controversy
Mamoon Alabbasi

Experiencing deprivation. Arab League representatives drink water and salt during a solidarity event for Palestinian prisoners at the 
Arab League headquarters in Cairo, on May 4.                                                                                                                                                                          (Reuters)
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more than 1,000 
Palestinian prisoners 
have kept up the 
hunger strike that 
began April 17.
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alestinian Authority Presi-
dent Mahmoud Abbas’s 
ruling Fatah party received 
much less support than it 
had hoped for in munici-

pal elections across the West Bank, 
even though the rival Islamic Ha-
mas movement stayed out of the 
race.

The vote reflected public dis-
content with Abbas and his Fatah 
movement, whose popularity has 
dropped due to a weak economy, 
nepotism in its ranks and its failure 
to lead Palestinians closer to inde-
pendence.

The vote gave Palestinians a rare 
chance to cast ballots after more 
than a decade without presiden-
tial or legislative elections. Abbas’s 
embattled party ran virtually unop-
posed and the election was consid-
ered a litmus test of Fatah’s popu-
larity.

The results indicated lacklustre 
support for the party, which has 
dominated Palestinian politics for 
half a century.

Just 53% of eligible voters cast 
ballots in the May 13 election. The 
turnout was nearly the same as it 
was for local elections in the West 
Bank in 2012, Elections Commission 
chief, Hanna Nasser, said.

Fatah had hoped for a higher turn-
out. “We need to increase the voting 
percentage to tell the world that we 

have democracy in Palestine,” Fatah 
candidate Maher Kanawati, told Eu-
ronews ahead of the elections.

Abbas is more than a decade into 
what was supposed to be a 4-year 
term that was meant to end in 2009 
but he has remained in office with 
no elections organised.

In Hebron, the West Bank’s larg-
est city and a Hamas stronghold, 
Fatah won just seven of the 15 seats.

“The result wasn’t great for us,” 
Tayseer Abu Sneineh, the head of 
Fatah’s list in the city, told the As-
sociated Press.

In Nablus, another major city, Fa-
tah won 11 of 15 seats but only after 
forming an alliance with Islamist 
candidates. Turnout in Nablus was 
21%.

Fatah only won clear victories in 
two major cities, Jenin and Jericho. 
In several cities, Fatah could not 
piece together enough candidates 
to field a campaign list, leaving lo-
cal Fatah politicians to run as inde-
pendents.

For many of those who did vote, 
the message was not political. “Peo-
ple here are casting ballots to be 
represented in terms of local servic-

es, road building, building permits,” 
wrote Harry Fawcett on Al Jazeera 
English’s website, branding the poll 
as “a one-party election” due to the 
absence of candidates from rival 
parties.

Some commentators, however, 
saw the voting as a positive measure 
despite the low turnout.

“While student councils and mu-
nicipal elections cannot be used an-
ymore as political barometers of po-
litical tendencies in Palestine, they 
are still seen as important features 
in the continuity and sustainability 
of daily life, irrespective of politi-
cal progress or lack thereof,” wrote 
Palestinian political commentator 
Daoud Kuttab in the website Arab-
news.com.

About 2.2 million Palestinians 
live in the West Bank, with about 
787,000 of them eligible to vote. 
East Jerusalem’s 300,000 residents 
did not take part in the elections.

The Palestinians have been di-
vided between rival governments 
since Hamas defeated Fatah in the 
2006 legislative elections and drove 
the latter out of the Gaza Strip the 
following year, leaving Abbas in 
control only of the Palestinian Au-
thority government in parts of the 
West Bank.

Fatah and Hamas were supposed 
to compete in elections last year in 
both the West Bank and Gaza but 
with the rival factions disqualifying 
each other’s candidates, Fatah went 
forward with the elections in the 
West Bank alone in a bid to renew 

its legitimacy.
While Hamas did not field candi-

dates under its party name, the left-
ist Popular Front for the Liberation 
of Palestine called for a boycott. It 
said it would refuse to participate 
in an election while hundreds of 
Palestinians in Israeli jails were on a 
hunger strike. The prisoners began 
the hunger strike on April 17, de-
manding better conditions.

The move was echoed by the 
committee of Palestinian prison-
ers’ families in the Nablus district, 
which also called for Palestinians to 

boycott the municipal elections in 
solidarity with the hunger-striking 
prisoners.

“For the Palestinian president, 
having local elections, whether at 
universities or for municipal coun-
cils, is proof of the democratic na-
ture of the Palestinian leadership, 
in contrast with the undemocratic 
tendencies of the Hamas movement 
in Gaza, which has not allowed any 
sort of elections,” Kuttab said.

The Arab Weekly staff and news 
agencies.

Disappointing results for Fatah in Palestinian elections
The Arab Weekly staff

Rare chance. A Palestinian woman casts her ballot during the 
municipal elections in the West Bank city of Ramallah, on
May 13.                                                                                                           (AFP)

While Hamas did not 
field candidates under 
its party name, the 
leftist Popular Front 
for the Liberation of 
Palestine called for a 
boycott.
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hmad Dawoud recalled 
the day ten years ago 
when a Lebanese soldier 
asked to search his taxi. 
Then 17, the Palestinian 

did not wait for the soldier to find 
the weapons hidden in the trunk.

He jumped from the car and fled 
into a nearby Palestinian refugee 
camp, where the Lebanese Army 
had no authority.

It was not long afterward that 
Dawoud, who once admired radi-
cal groups that had sprouted in the 
camps in Lebanon, decided he was 
tired of running. He surrendered 
to authorities and spent 14 hard 
months in jail.

Although he was released with-
out a conviction, he could not erase 
the biggest strike against him: As a 
Palestinian in Lebanon, he is a state-
less, second-class resident in the 
only country he has ever lived in.

Palestinians on May 15 marked 69 
years since hundreds of thousands 
of them were forced from their 
homes during the 1948 war that led 
to the creation of Israel. Many set-
tled in the neighbouring West Bank, 
Gaza, Jordan, Syria and Lebanon.

As refugees, various UN charters 
entitle them and their descendants 
to the right to work and a dignified 
living until they can return to their 
homes or such settlement is reached 
but Palestinians in Lebanon suffer 
discrimination in nearly every as-
pect of daily life, feeding a despera-
tion that is tearing their community 
apart.

Many live in settlements officially 
recognised as refugee camps but 
better described as concrete ghettos 
ringed by checkpoints and, in some 
cases, blast walls and barbed wire. 
The United Nations runs schools 
and subsidises health care inside.

In Lebanon, there are 450,000 ref-

ugees registered in 12 camps, where 
Lebanese authorities have no juris-
diction.

“Our lot is less than zero,” Dawoud 
said recently outside Ein el-Hilweh, 
the crowded camp in Sidon that is 
one of the most volatile.

On peaceful days, children play in 
the damp alleys and merchants park 
carts of produce along the camp’s 
main streets.

The place, however, feels hope-
lessly divided along factional and 
militant lines and there are frequent 
fights between Palestinian security 
forces and militants or gangs that 
capitalise on the general despair.

Ten people died in a flare-up in 
April that drove out thousands of 
the camp’s estimated population of 
75,000.

Palestinians are prohibited from 
working in most professions, from 
medicine to transportation. Because 
of restrictions on ownership, what 
little property they have is bought 
under Lebanese names, leaving 
them vulnerable to embezzlement 
and expropriation.

They pay into Lebanon’s social se-
curity fund but receive no benefits. 
Medical costs are crippling. There is 
little hope for remediation from the 
Lebanese courts.

Palestinian doctors are prohib-
ited from working in the Lebanese 
market, so they find work only 
in the camps or agree to work for 
Lebanese clinics off the books and 
sign prescriptions under Lebanese 
doctors’ names. That leaves them 
open to employer abuse, a condition 
normally associated with low-skill 
work.

“If a young boy gets in trouble be-
cause he is Palestinian, the prosecu-
tor writes in his note to the judge, 
‘He is Palestinian,’ meaning: ‘Do 
what you wish to him. Be cruel to 
him. Forget about his rights,’” said 
Sheikh Mohammad Muwad, a Pales-
tinian imam in Sidon.

The crush of war refugees from 
Syria has made it even harder for 
Palestinians to find work. Nearly 
60% of those under age 25 are un-
employed, the United Nations’ Pal-
estinian relief agency UNRWA said, 
and two-thirds of all Palestinians in 
Lebanon live below the poverty line.

UNRWA country director Claudio 
Cordone said they felt trapped in po-
litical limbo and saw an “almost to-
tal lack of meaningful political pros-

pects of a solution” to their original 
displacement from Palestine.

Lebanese politicians say that as-
similating Palestinians into society 
would undermine their right to re-
turn but Palestinians said they are 
not asking for assimilation or na-
tionality, just civil rights.

“They starve us, so that we go 
back to Palestine. They deprive us, 
so that we go back to Palestine. Well, 
go ahead, send us back to Palestine! 
Let us go to the border and we will 
march back into Palestine, no matter 
how many martyrs we must give,” 
Muwad said.

For those in the camps, the line 
between hustling and criminality 
is often blurred. Unemployed and 
feeling abandoned by the authori-
ties, many turn to gangs for work.

Adding to this is a widely shared 
disaffection with the Palestine Lib-
eration Organisation (PLO), which 
many Palestinians see as having 
sold out their rights with the failed 
Oslo Accords of 1994.

This has helped fuel the rise of 
radical Islam, a shift in the occupied 
Palestinian territories that is reflect-
ed by Hamas’s rising popularity, and 
one outside the territories in the me-

teoric trajectory of militant groups 
such as Fatah al-Islam in the volatile 
and deprived Nahr al-Bared camp.

Growing up in Nahr al-Bared, a 
camp much like Ein el-Hilweh, Da-
woud said he felt a strong affiliation 
for Fatah al-Islam, his gateway to 
radical extremism.

“They were the only ones who 
seemed honest,” he said. “Of 
course, later I figured out they were 
just like everyone else, too.”

In 2007, the Lebanese Army razed 
most of Nahr al-Bared to crush Fa-
tah al-Islam.

By that time, Dawoud was in Ein 
el-Hilweh and his arrest was the be-
ginning of a slow falling out with the 
gangs that once sheltered him and 
treated him like a brother. After his 
stint in prison, they said they could 
not trust him and he was chased out 
of Ein el-Hilweh in 2013. Now, he 
can only enter the parts of the set-
tlement firmly under PLO control.

With no job, no prospects and 
little money, Dawoud runs er-
rands for others in his white 
1980s-era BMW — all done under 
the table, of course. Palestinians 
cannot apply for the red licence 
plates that identify taxis and other  

commercial vehicles.
“I don’t even think about mar-

rying and getting into those situa-
tions,” he said, waving off starting a 
family at age 27. His ambition now is 
to apply for a visa to leave Lebanon 
but first he needs a travel document 
and for that he needs to be on good 
terms with the Lebanese authori-
ties.

Not all Palestinians live in camps 
but even the most privileged among 
them endure discrimination.

At a panel on Palestinian labour 
rights at the American University of 
Beirut, Muhammad Hussein asked 
a Lebanese Labour Ministry official 
why he was denied work even in 
sectors that were formally open to 
Palestinian employment.

The 22-year-old graduate showed 
the official an e-mail he received 
from a marketing firm in Dubai re-
fusing his job application on the 
grounds that the Lebanese office 
had to give priority to Lebanese 
workers.

“The problem isn’t finding vacan-
cies,” Hussein said. “It’s getting the 
job.”

(The Associated Press)

For Palestinians in Lebanon, 69 years of despair
Philip Issa

No shortage of suffering. A boy walks by graffiti of the Palestinian flags with Arabic text that reads: 
“The flag is four colours that shine on the face of the sun,” in the Bourj el-Barajneh Palestinian 
refugee camp in Beirut, Lebanon.                                                                                                                               (AP)
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In Lebanon, there are 
450,000 refugees 
registered in 12 
camps, where 
Lebanese authorities 
have no jurisdiction.

I
srael’s celebration of its 
69th year of independence 
remains a stark reminder to 
Palestinians of the Nakba — 
catastrophe.

Between 750,000 and 
900,000 Palestinians were 
forcefully displaced and exiled 
from their lands in 1948, leaving 
their homes, lives and dreams 
while unintentionally allowing 
approximately 500 Palestinian 
villages to be taken over, thereby 
creating a Jewish homeland.

It is common knowledge that 
where cactus, fig and pomegran-
ate trees grow, there once was a 
Palestinian village. The land-
scape of present-day Israel is 
covered with these telltale signs.

Between the trees, under the 
cover of man-made forests, one 
can see stone walls, parts of 
demolished Palestinian homes. 
The broken walls still hold the 
hearts and souls of their former 
owners, a constant reminder of a 
people who refuse to be forgotten 
and whose existence cannot be 
denied.

The tragedy is that not only 
were lives and futures destroyed 

in 1948 but generations of 
Palestinians scattered around the 
world are still paying the price. 
The BADIL Resource Centre for 
Palestinian Residency and 
Refugee Rights said that, of the 
12.1 million Palestinians world-
wide, 66% — nearly 8 million 
people — were forcibly displaced 
or the descendants of those who 
were.

How many Israelis fully 
understand what befell their 
Palestinian neighbours in 1948? 
How many realise that the land 
that they live on, the land that 
they call their own, used to 
belong to Palestinian families — 
land that heard the laughter and 
witnessed the problems and joys 
of everyday life? How many 
realise that so that they can be 
free, others were forced to give 
up their freedom?

Zochrot — “remembering” in 
Hebrew — is an Israeli organisa-
tion that “promotes acknowl-
edgement and accountability for 
the ongoing injustices of the 
Nakba, the Palestinian catastro-
phe of 1948 and the reconceptu-
alisation of the return as the 
imperative redress of the Nakba 
and a chance for a better life for 
all the country’s inhabitants.”

Umar al-Ghubari, a guide with 
Zochrot, takes Israelis to the 
former villages. As they listen to 
the stories of those who were 

expelled, do the Israelis really 
understand? Can they?

How many realise that the 
tragedy of the Nakba never 
stopped and that within Israel 
itself, the Arab citizens of Israel, 
who number 1.7 million, are still 
facing a Nakba?

How many know that thou-
sands of homes in Arab cities in 
Israel are up for demolition, that 
only 4.6% of Arabs are granted 
building permits and those who 
are not among the lucky few are 
between a rock and a hard place. 
Do they know that the Bedouin 
villages in the Negev, which 
remain unrecognised by the 
government, are subject to 
demolition at any time?

Are they aware that more than 
90% of the land was owned by 
Palestinians and that this figure 
has dropped to less than 3%?

Do they know that on the other 
side of the internationally 
recognised border, which is lined 
with checkpoints, barbed wire 
and the infamous separation 
barrier — known to some as the 
apartheid wall — the Nakba 
continues 69 years later?

Israel is still confiscating 
Palestinian land so that 500,000 
Jewish settlers can live there 
protected by walls and Israeli 
soldiers although international 
law has declared the settlements 
illegal.

The Nakba never stopped
How many know about the 

hardships that the checkpoints 
and the wall cause for Palestin-
ians going to work, school, 
hospital or visiting family 
members? Do they know how 
many women have given birth at 
the checkpoints because they 
have been denied the right to 
pass? Do they know that it is 
these very checkpoints that serve 
as a protection for the settlers 
— the settlers who live illegally on 
Palestinian land and destroy their 
olive trees, their livelihoods? Do 
they know that there are roads on 
Palestinian land, called apartheid 
roads, that Palestinians are not 
permitted access to?

How many are concerned and 
aware that there are approxi-
mately 6,300 Palestinians in 
Israeli prisons, 500 of whom are 
administrative detainees (impris-
oned without charges) and 300 
are children under the age of 18? 
Do they know that 1,500 Palestin-
ians in Israeli jails have been on 
hunger strike for one month 
protesting their lack of basic 
rights?

The Nakba never stopped.
Do they know that? Do they 

even know what the Nakba is?
[http://www.zochrot.org/en]

Noreen Sadik is a Palestinian-
American journalist based in 
Israel.

Noreen Sadik

View point
Israel is still 
confiscating 
Palestinian 
land so that 
500,000 
Jewish 
settlers can 
live there 
protected 
by walls 
and Israeli 
soldiers.

More than 90% of the land 
was owned by Palestinians 
and that figure has dropped 
to less than 3%.
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lgeria’s leaders have 
turned to factious Islam-
ists to form a coalition 
government, even after 
the election results in-

dicated the Islamists’ participation 
was not needed.

In theory, Algerian President Ab-
delaziz Bouteflika should have be-
gun the coalition-building process 
by selecting a prime minister, who 
would consult with leaders from 
other parties to form a government. 
Current Prime Minister Abdelmalek 
Sellal should have been confined to 
his role as caretaker of the govern-
ment, as stipulated by the constitu-
tion.

However, Abderrazak Makri, 
general secretary of the Movement 
for the Society of Peace (MSP), an-
nounced on Facebook that Sellal, 
acting as an emissary of Bouteflika, 
had proposed including the Islamist 
MSP in the next government.

The Bouteflika-led National Lib-
eration Front (FLN) and the Demo-
cratic National Rally, headed by 
presidential Chief of Staff Ahmed 
Ouyahia, won a combined 264 of 
the 462 parliamentary seats in the 
May 4 election.

Makri’s group, which is the Alge-
rian branch of the Muslim Brother-
hood, took 33 seats. Some 30 oppo-
sition parties and coalition groups 
shared the rest, with the leading 
secular parties, Socialist Forc es 
Front (FFS) claiming 14 seats, and 
Rally for Culture and Democracy 
(RCD) winning nine.

Analysts interpreted Bouteflika’s 
move as a continuation of the politi-
cal status quo and to broaden pop-

ular support for the government. 
They said they expected the gov-
ernment to extend Sellal’s tenure 
and endorse his plan to diversify 
the economy from its reliance on 
oil and gas, which account for more 
than 95% of Algeria’s total export 
sales.

They said reaching out to the MSP 
appeared to be Bouteflika’s only vi-
able option to form a government. 
The principle of “entryism,” a key 
part of the MSP’s ideology, has mo-
tivated its leaders to pursue a place 
in government.

The participation of Islamists 
would broaden the Algerian govern-
ment’s base following a historically 
low voter turnout — 35% compared 
to 43% who voted in the 2012 elec-
tion. Algerians further registered 
their discontent by spoiling their 
ballots as part of a mass protest. Out 
of the country’s 8.6 million voters, 
2.1 million spoiled their ballots or 
returned the papers blank.

“The regime, when its back was 
to the wall, resorted to honey jars in 
the face of a legitimacy crisis, with 
the awareness that most of the po-
litical class have an excessive taste 
for government positions and other 
privileges,” wrote El Watan newspa-
per commentator Omar Berbiche.

“They (the leaders) showed no 
embarrassment with their ap-
proach, even when they trespassed 
the constitution to pass the pill of 
the parliamentary elections and 
push away the spectre of a political 
crisis,” he added.

“The need of a government of cri-
sis and new political blood to face 
the challenges looming ahead for 
the country would have to wait, as 
usual.”

MSP leaders were divided on 
whether to take part in the gov-
ernment, with Makri opposed and 
Abou Jarra Soltani, another party 
leader, in favour.

“Entryism is fundamental to the 
party doctrine,” Algerian political 
analyst Adlene Meddi said of the 
MSP. “It is in its DNA and that DNA 
prevents its leaders from show-
ing their opposition to the state in 
Algeria, where there is confusion 
between the state and the political 
government of the moment.”

The secularist FFS said the move 
was an indication that the regime 
was seeking “to bring the opposi-
tion into jointly managing the trag-

edy of the elections after it has mo-
nopolised all the political leverage 
and imposed its economic choices.”

“The top three parties — FLN, 
Rally and MPS — will certainly ob-
tain ministerial positions in the new 
government to be led by Sellal, who 
wants to be above partisan politick-
ing,” said political analyst Bouali 
Karim. “That is why the president 
renews his trust in him and keeps 
him to implement his programmes 
until the next presidential elections 
in 2019.”

Analysts said the other contender 
to be prime minister was Ouyahia, 
who held the office from 2008-12, 
but his chances were limited after 

he signalled his willingness to re-
place Bouteflika, a risky political 
position.

“Yes, I think that Ouyahia wants 
to be president and that is not a 
fault or vice per se,” said FLN Sec-
retary-General Djamel Ould Abbes 
during an interview May 15. “How-
ever, there is an important detail 
here regarding this issue. Algeria is 
presided over by Abdelaziz Boutef-
lika and, since the latter is the 
president, the one who aspires to 
be president must put the brakes on 
his ambitions.”

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

Islamists to join Algeria cabinet despite poor results

‘Entryism.’ Abdelmadjid Menasra (L) leader of the Algerian Front for Change (FC) party and 
Abderrazak Makri,  general secretary of the Movement for the Society for Peace (MSP), at a news 
conference in Algiers, on May 6.                                                                                                                                (AFP)
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Lamine Ghanmi

The National 
Liberation Front 
(FLN) and the 
Democratic National 
Rally won a 
combined 264 of the 
462 parliamentary 
seats in the May 4 
election.

Tunis

W 

ith the defeat of the 
Islamic State (ISIS) 
in the Syrian city of 
Tabqa, the eventual 
liberation of Raqqa 

and the dislodging of militants 
from western Mosul, the apoca-
lyptic fantasies of the radicals are 
crumbling. The decline of ISIS, 
however, does not mean a defeat of 
extremism.

Indeed, paranoia is running deep 
with the emergence of the immi-
nent threat of returning jihadists.

Experts said that many foreign 
fighters have returned to their 
home countries and, in view of re-
cent developments, the returns are 
expected to pick up pace.

Tunisian Interior Minister Hedi 
Majdoub declared in April that 
“almost 3,000 Tunisian nationals 
are in hot spots, with 60% in Syria 
and 30% in Libya.” That estimation 
stirred new controversy with crit-
ics referring to previous UN esti-
mates that had put the number of 
Tunisian foreign fighters at 5,500.

Ludovico Carlino, a senior ana-
lyst with IHS Conflict Monitor, said 
it is “extremely difficult to have a 
definitive figure.”

“A figure between 3,000 and 
5,000 would be the most realistic 
estimate, although it is impossi-
ble to ascertain exactly how many 
fighters have been killed in conflict 
zones,” he said.

Tunisia has been evasive on the 
policies that should be adopted 

towards returning militants. Last 
December, Tunisian President Beji 
Caid Essebsi said that those who 
return would be processed accord-
ing to the provisions of the 2015 
counterterrorism law. However, 
critics of this approach argue that 
the law is too focused on security 
and fails to address the root causes 
of the phenomenon.

Tunisia is also facing a logisti-
cal problem, with few facilities to 
accommodate new prisoners. An-
other serious concern is that pris-

ons might turn into radicalisation 
incubators.

“The treatment of cases related to 
terrorism is a strenuous process for 
the lawyers and the judiciary sys-
tem,” said Fadoua Braham, a lawyer 
who has been representing retun-
ing jihadists. “The anti-terrorism 
pole, which involves eight inves-
tigating magistrates, is specialised 
in addressing this phenomenon in 
terms of intervention, security, in-
vestigation and intelligence.”

“One single case can involve up 

to 90 suspects at a time, which 
renders the process quite complex 
and wearing. After the investiga-
tion, the cases are submitted to the 
indictment chamber, which can 
return them to the anti-terrorism 
pole or refer them to the court,” 
Braham said.

She said the obstacles facing the 
judicial system are multiple.

“Today we know that 800 jihad-
ists have returned. In the absence 
of witnesses and evidence, the 
suspects face generally two main 
charges, either that of joining a ter-
rorist group or that of pledging alle-
giance to a terrorist group,” Braham 
said.

She insisted that the real crimi-
nals, notably recruiters and those 
who participated in battles, were 
slipping through the system.

“Senior members of terrorist 
groups have the financial and logis-
tical means to acquire fake identity 
documents. The few who are facing 
trial are young people with no alter-
native than to come back and face 
justice,” Braham said.

She noted that the families were 
in denial, with most of them ar-
guing that their “naïve” sons and 
daughters had been manipulated 
into joining terrorist groups.

“Most of the families are turn-
ing a blind eye to the facts. In some 
cases, a jihadist would return to 
Tunisia then leave again to Syria. 
This means that his return is not an 
act of repentance as some families 
would like us to believe,” Braham 
said.

She drew a bleak picture of the 
situation.

“Some of my clients who come 

from popular neighbourhoods told 
me that they returned to a hero’s 
welcome, with their friends and 
neighbours commending their ac-
tions.

“These returning jihadists have 
been exposed to a myriad of war 
atrocities and some of them have 
admitted to the use of psychedelic 
drugs. Most of them would only 
confess to participation in training 
exercises,” Braham said.

She deplored the absence of a 
de-radicalisation programme, not-
ing that “the integration of these 
returning jihadists remains a far-off 
prospect.”

Some optimistic experts argued 
that foreign fighters can serve as 
valuable sources of intelligence 
and information, provided they re-
nounce jihadist ideology.

Carlino agreed but insisted that 
Tunisia needs to create “a sound 
and comprehensive strategy of de-
radicalisation.”

Braham said that such an expec-
tation is far-fetched and not viable 
under current provisions.

“In accordance with the Tunisian 
law, an accused cannot expect any 
deal if he testifies against others. 
By doing so, he only runs the risk of 
facing the charge of forming a crim-
inal organisation,” Braham said.

Iman Zayat is an Arab Weekly 
contributing editor in Tunis.

How is Tunisia dealing with the threat of returning jihadists?
Iman Zayat

High vigilance. A Tunisian gendarme stands guard as a journalist 
leaves a house where two suspected jihadists were killed in Ariana 
province, last year.                          (AFP)

In view of recent 
developments, the 
returns are expected 
to pick up pace.

The MSP, which is 
the Algerian branch 
of the Muslim 
Brotherhood, won 
only 33 seats.
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Beirut

T 

he annual report by the 
investigative board of 
Lebanon’s Central Bank 
revealed that 470 cases of 
money laundering were 

recorded last year, with 77% of them 
tied to foreign parties. Sources fa-
miliar with the board’s activities 
said 399 cases had been completed 
and 71 remained under investiga-
tion. The board requested the lifting 
of banking secrecy in 42 cases.

In 2002, the Lebanese govern-
ment enacted laws and regulations 
to establish a banking oversight sys-
tem. Because of those regulations, 
Lebanon was removed from the list 
of countries without an anti-money 
laundering mechanism.

A report by the Lebanese Credit 
Bank stated that the largest pro-
portion of money-laundering cases 
involves theft, followed by forgery 
and terrorism. The United States’ 
latest anti-Hezbollah sanctions 
have created a tense and anxious at-
mosphere in banking and financial 
circles in Lebanon, especially when 
it was revealed that the measures 
would not be limited to individuals 
but will include associations and in-
stitutions.

Economic expert Jassem Ajaka 
said money-laundering cases re-
vealed by the Central Bank’s inves-
tigation fit the definition of targeted 
cases by the American anti-Hezbol-
lah sanctions. He said the sanctions 
consider injecting laundered money 
into the Lebanese banking system, 
violations that must be stopped. He 
also said that most likely the major-
ity of those being pursued by the 
Lebanese investigative board were 
already on American sanctions list.

Analyses of the situation in Leb-
anon favoured the view that the 
United States would not push for 
the maximum application of the 
law, given the political situation in 
Lebanon and the country’s current 

difficulties. Ajaka, however, said 
the Americans “do not care about 
the likely impact of the sanctions 
on Lebanon and clearly favour a 
firm and rigorous approach to the 
matter.”

“Any bank suspected by the Unit-
ed States will face an uncertain fu-
ture and no one in Lebanon or from 
outside Lebanon can do anything to 
save it,” Ajaka said.

He pointed out that the United 

States has imposed sanctions on 
international heavyweights such as 
Russia. So, “does anyone really ex-
pect the United States to be scared 
of Lebanon, for example?” Ajaka 
asked.

He said the current anxiety-filled 
atmosphere in Lebanon will lead to 
Lebanese Central Bank Governor 
Riad Salameh, being reappointed, 
given his high credibility with the 
United States.

Salameh seems to be the only one 
capable of managing the crisis and 
steering out of it with minimum 
damage. Ajax said the sanctions 
hastened the process of reaching a 
political consensus for another term 
for Salameh as central bank gover-
nor.

Salameh has left it up to individ-

ual banks to appraise their internal 
situations and decide on their own 
whether they needed to close cer-
tain accounts regarding last year’s 
sanctions. Ajaka said Salameh will 
take a different approach this year, 
with the Central Bank intervening 
directly in suspicious accounts and 
transactions.

Economist Ghaleb Bou Mosleh 
said he believes the United States is 
using the subject of money launder-
ing to apply political pressure and 
blackmail since the biggest money-
laundering hubs are in New York 
and London.

He explained that targeting Leba-
nese banks is overdoing it because 
most Lebanese banks “are actu-
ally managing the spoliation of the 
country’s wealth for the benefit of 

the Americans. Most investment 
capitals are foreign so it’s really not 
possible that the United States will 
dare punish the Lebanese banking 
sector that hosts its investments 
and fortune.”

Bou Mosleh added that Washing-
ton was keen on protecting the Leb-
anese economy and would not push 
for its destruction as some alarm-
ist analyses suggested. Destroying 
the Lebanese economy “entails the 
downfall of the entire political class 
in Lebanon which happens to be 
in control of all the economic tools 
in the country and which is natu-
rally gravitating around the United 
States,” Bou Mosleh added.

Shadi Alaa Eddine is a Lebanese 
writer.

US anti-laundering measures cause worry in Lebanon
Shadi Alaa Eddine

Ripple effects. A file picture shows people leaving Lebanon’s Central Bank in Beirut.             (Reuters)
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The United States is 
using the subject of 
money laundering to 
apply political 
pressure.

A
nyone remotely 
familiar with Leba-
non and its unique 
political infrastruc-
ture will be aware of 
the sectarian nature 

of the sporadic violence that has 
tarnished its recent history. About 
nine years ago, the Lebanese 
people bore witness to an out-
break of sectarian violence that 
almost pushed the country to the 
brink of civil war, later referred to 
simply as the May 7 events.

Ostensibly, the violence was 
sparked by the apparently 
straightforward decision of the 
government of Prime Minister 
Fouad Siniora to dismantle 
Hezbollah’s private communica-
tion network and suspend Beirut 
airport’s head of security, a 
Shia-Lebanese army officer. 
Irrespective of government 
intentions, the outcome was an 
assault against pro-government 
factions throughout the area, 
resulting in the occupation of 
West Beirut by Hezbollah and its 
allies.

Hezbollah’s 2008 military push 
was ultimately curtailed. How-
ever, its half-finished coup left 
Lebanon’s Sunni population with 
a lingering sense of defeat and the 
already volatile relationship 
between Sunni and Shia Muslims 
on a knife’s edge.

What tensions remained were 
apparently forgotten after the 
belligerents attended a confer-

ence in Doha. They hammered out 
a deal that led to the election of 
Michel Suleiman as president and 
agreed upon on an electoral law 
that would seem to benefit all 
parties.

As expedient as the Doha 
Accord was, its legacy has been to 
paper over, rather than resolve, 
Lebanon’s sectarian divide, which 
continues to hinder progress 
towards a political solution in the 
country.

While the representatives of the 
Sunni/Shia divide, the Future 
Movement and Hezbollah, have 
agreed on a truce and conduct 
regular dialogue sessions, these 
meetings rarely extend beyond the 
cosmetic. Behind the façade, the 
embers of sectarianism smoulder, 
erupting into flames every time 
Lebanon’s political system is 
tested.

Much of the debate surrounding 
the long-awaited and long-delayed 

parliamentary elections has been 
accompanied by a rise in sectarian 
rhetoric, both within the political 
class and the Lebanese commu-
nity at large, especially on social 
media. However, all of this takes 
place under the shadow of the 
anniversary of 2008’s violence, an 
ominous reminder of what is at 
stake for Lebanon’s parties.

Lebanon’s sectarian tensions 
extend to the newly emerging 
schism between the Christian 
Maronites and Shias, particularly 
over forthcoming revisions to 
election law. Despite being 
ostensible allies, neither Hezbol-
lah nor the Free Patriotic Move-
ment (FPM), Lebanon’s largest 
Christian faction, seems able to 
agree on how to proceed with 
electoral reform.

Hezbollah has proven itself a 
staunch supporter of proportional 
representation, which would allow 
for the Shias and their allies to 

Lebanese politicians should refrain from feeding the sectarian hydra
control virtually one-third of the 
parliament. Ironically, the FPM, 
which had championed propor-
tional representation, now appears 
to find it a disadvantage after its 
former leader, Michel Aoun, was 
elected president and has since 
tried to step back from champion-
ing a law that would widen the 
existing gap between the Chris-
tians and their Muslim counter-
parts.

The real challenge for the 
Lebanese political class goes 
further than reaching consensus 
over electoral reform. It lies in 
coming to terms with the reality 
that sectarianism in Lebanon is a 
double-edged sword that once 
drawn will not easily go back to its 
scabbard. With Lebanon’s historic 
patrons, Qatar and Saudi Arabia, 
occupied with affairs closer to 
their respective homes, no 
benevolent intervention, such as 
that of 2008, is likely to be 
forthcoming in the event of 
renewed violence.

What is critical for all parties to 
understand is that any outbreak of 
sectarian tension is unlikely to be 
restricted to their immediate 
groups but will act like the 
mythological hydra, growing two 
heads for every one that is 
severed. In Lebanon, the only way 
to slay this beast is to refrain from 
feeding it the public sentiments of 
hatred for the sake of a few 
parliamentary seats, which will 
not count for much if violence ever 
erupts again.

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

Makram Rabah

View point
The real 
challenge for 
the Lebanese 
political 
class goes 
further than 
reaching 
consensus 
over 
electoral 
reform.

The legacy of the Doha accord 
has been to paper over, rather 
than resolve, Lebanon’s 
remaining sectarian divide. Slaying the beast. Lebanese demonstrators protesting against 

sectarian politicians at Martyrs’ Square in downtown Beirut. (Reuters)
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Washington

T 

urkey has reluctantly ac-
cepted a decision by the 
United States to supply 
heavy weapons to Syrian 
Kurds for the fight against 

the Islamic State (ISIS) but trouble 
could be brewing as the two coun-
tries stick to their conflicting agen-
das in the Syrian war.

After meeting with US President 
Donald Trump in the White House 
on May 16, Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan said the Americans 
were sticking to their plan to de-
liver machine guns and mortars to 
the People’s Protection Units (YPG), 
a Kurdish militia, in northern Syria.

Turkey says the YPG is the Syr-
ian outfit of the Kurdistan Work-
ers’ Party (PKK), a rebel group seen 
as a terrorist organisation by both 
Ankara and Washington. That con-
nection means that the YPG is a ter-
rorist group as well, Turkey argues.

Before his visit to Washington, 
Erdogan warned that US support 
for the Kurds would be unaccepta-
ble. However, following his White 
House meeting, the Turkish presi-
dent conceded that he failed to con-
vince Trump.

“We said, leave those terror or-
ganisations, let’s fight terror togeth-
er,” Erdogan said after his meeting 
with Trump. “Unfortunately, they 
did not agree.”

A senior Western official with 
knowledge of the White House talks 
confirmed that Turkey accepted the 
US plan. “They said yes at the end,” 
the official said speaking on condi-
tion of anonymity.

The outcome is a boost for 
Trump’s plan to attack the city of 
Raqqa, the capital of the self-styled 

caliphate erected by ISIS in parts of 
Iraq and Syria. The United States 
plans to use a local force made up 
of tens of thousands of fighters and 
dominated by the YPG.

A decisive military defeat for ISIS 
is Trump’s main goal in Syria. Anka-
ra is concerned that the Kurds could 
turn the US weapons on Turkey and 
expand their territory in northern 
Syria, with the aim of creating an 
independent Kurdish state.

“The United States has taken its 
decision concerning Raqqa,” Er-
dogan said. “We told them that we 
could not be with them on that.” 
The course taken by the Americans 
was wrong, he said, adding: “I think 
they will come knocking on our 
door when it comes to Syria.”

Erdogan insisted that his military 
would act without any consultation 
with the United States should the 
Syrian Kurds pose a threat to Anka-
ra. The Turkish Air Force attacked 
Kurdish positions in northern Syria 
and Iraq in April, triggering criti-
cism by Washington. Last year, Er-
dogan sent troops and tanks over 
the border into Syria to fight ISIS 
and stop the YPG’s advance west of 
the Euphrates River.

Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut 
Cavusoglu told the Turkish NTV 
news channel the Trump adminis-
tration had promised Turkey that 
control over Raqqa would be hand-
ed to Sunni Arabs and not to the 
Kurds once ISIS was defeated there. 
“If allies give their word, they stick 
to it,” Cavusoglu said.

However, Turkey felt the need to 
act “with caution,” given the expe-
rience of other places in northern 
Syria where the YPG had increased 
its territory despite US assurances 

that the Kurds would withdraw af-
ter a battle.

Erdogan’s delegation also failed 
to make headway in Turkey’s extra-
dition request for Fethullah Gulen, 
a Pennsylvania-based cleric who 
is accused by the Erdogan govern-
ment of being the mastermind be-
hind last year’s coup attempt. The 
Turkish president said there was a 
“different atmosphere” under the 
Trump administration in compari-
son to the government of Barack 
Obama, when Turkey’s request 
went nowhere. Still, there was no 
concrete result for Erdogan to take 
home.

Despite their differences, Trump 
and Erdogan praised the alliance 
between their countries. “We sup-
port Turkey in the first fight against 
terror and terror groups like ISIS 
and the PKK and ensure they have 
no safe quarter,” Trump said while 

alongside Erdogan after their meet-
ing. The Turkish leader called 
Trump a “dear friend” and congrat-
ulated him on his “historic victory” 
in the presidential election last year.

Human rights activists criticised 
Trump for not mentioning the situ-
ation in Turkey, where a purge by 
Erdogan after last year’s coup at-
tempt has seen more than 100,000 
public sector workers fired, tens 
of thousands of suspected Gulen 
supporters jailed and 120 journal-
ists imprisoned. “This should have 
been a chance to shine a spotlight 
on the repression in Turkey,” said 
Andrew Gardner, Turkey research-
er for the rights group Amnesty In-
ternational.

While Trump did not mention 
Turkey’s human rights record pub-
licly, a brawl in front of the Turkish 
ambassador’s residence in Washing-
ton during Erdogan’s visit, in which 

Turkish presidential bodyguards 
were filmed kicking and hitting pro-
testers, was seen as a reminder of a 
growing authoritarian trend in Tur-
key. US Senator John McCain, an Ar-
izona Republican, accused Turkish 
authorities of “thuggish behaviour” 
and tweeted: “This is the United 
States of America. We do not do this 
here.” McCain told the MSNBC cable 
television that he would “throw the 
Turkish ambassador out” after the 
violence.

The Turkish Embassy blamed PKK 
supporters who had “began aggres-
sively provoking Turkish-American 
citizens.” Pro-government media in 
Turkey said Erdogan’s bodyguards 
stepped in when the local police 
failed to contain the protesters.

Thomas Seibert is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.

Turkey grudgingly accepts Trump’s support for Syrian Kurds
Thomas Seibert

A lot in common. US President Donald Trump (L) with Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
following their meeting at the White House, on May 16.            (AP)
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A brawl in front of the 
Turkish ambassador’s 
residence in 
Washington was seen 
as a reminder of a 
growing authoritarian 
trend in Turkey.

T
he much-anticipated 
meeting between US 
President Donald 
Trump and Turkish 
President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan 

ended as it began, a mere blip.
It was the Turkish president 

who raised expectations when 
he described the agenda by 
saying “our talks will no longer 
be about commas but with full 
stops.” The allusion was to the 
idea that, what he could not 
achieve with former US Presi-
dent Barack Obama, he would 
seek to conclude with his 
successor.

The meeting took no longer 
than 22 minutes but, even with a 
working lunch with the delega-
tions added, there were question 
marks about full stops. Nothing 
of that sort emerged from the 
talks. Ankara is only left with an 
anticlimax.

In many ways, Erdogan went 
to Washington with a mission 
impossible: There was no way to 
make Trump revoke his decision, 
prompted resolutely by the 
Pentagon, to arm the Syrian 
Kurds. All he could do was 
grumble in a news conference 
about it, in subtly threatening 
terms.

At times Trump grinned 

nervously and many took it for 
granted that his mind was much 
more on the controversy of 
leaking sensitive intelligence to 
Russian Foreign Minister Sergei 
Lavrov than feeling sympathy 
for his Turkish counterpart. It 
appeared that the talks were 
rather devoid of meaning.

Erdogan was certainly aware 
how tightly squeezed he was. For 
months he had protested about 
the role of the Syrian Defence 
Forces (SDF) and the Kurdish 
People’s Protection Units (YPG) 
in the fight against the Islamic 
State (ISIS) and Trump’s decision 
had pre-empted much of 
Erdogan’s expectations.

On his way to Washington, 
Erdogan met with Russian 
President Vladimir Putin in 
Sochi and in Beijing. The Russian 
president inflicted even more 
wounds. As Erdogan stepped 
onto the plane heading for the 
United States, Putin said the 
Syrian Kurds had his country’s 
full support, no matter what.

It was clear that this double 
blow paralysed Erdogan’s 
arguments and offers. This also 
showed how Turkey’s erratic 
policies in Syria helped some-
what align the regional policies 
of Moscow and Washington, 
specifically on the extermina-
tion of ISIS and other jihadist 
forces as the highest priority.

Erdogan knew perfectly well 
that the extradition of Fethullah 
Gulen, whom he blames for 
inciting the attempted coup in 

Turkey last July, from the United 
States was a half-hearted 
demand. He likely believes the 
cleric, his formidable foe, better 
remain in the United States for 
political reasons. The contro-
versy will help Erdogan conduct 
as fierce a campaign in 2019 to 
cement his autocracy. Erdogan 
bets on the prospect that the 
process of extradition will take 
years.

The US federal court case of 
the Iranian-Turkish gold trader 
Reza Zarrab, which implicates 
Erdogan’s family and close 
circles in organised crime 
allegations in bypassing an 
Iranian embargo is really Erdog-
an’s main headache but even 
there he knows that he has 
enough time to try to have the 
case watered down.

There was debate among 
Turkey analysts, after Trump’s 
decision to prefer Kurdish militia 
to Turkish armed forces, about 
why Erdogan did not postpone 
his visit to the White House. 
Some argued that by doing so 
Ankara would have sent the 
message to the Americans that 
these Turks must have a reason 
to keep tensions high.

Erdogan, though, did not turn 
a hair. This explains why, after 
all, his visit was a success from 
his vantage point. This may also 
explain what he meant by “full 
stop.” Soon after his highly 
debated referendum victory, 
marked as “shady” in the official 
reports by the Organisation for 

Much ado about one thing
Security and Co-operation in 
Europe (OSCE), Erdogan deliber-
ately launched a global tour 
simply aimed at the legitimacy of 
the result. He went to Russia, 
India and China, meeting with 
top leaders.

Erdogan was emboldened by a 
congratulatory phone call from 
Trump the day after the vote and 
the visit to Washington was 
simply payback and a crowning 
moment that he, after all, was to 
be seen as a recognised leader to 
do business with. So, the photo-
op in the White House was added 
to those from Russia, India and 
China.

If there is any dimension of 
success, this is it. All those 
analysts who claimed much ado 
about nothing may be missing a 
point: It was much ado about one 
thing — a continuity of a leader-
ship, despite high criticism.

The tour for legitimacy will 
come — to use again the term of 
Erdogan’s — to its full stop when 
he reaches his final destination: 
To meet with leaders at the NATO 
summit as well as the top figures 
of the European Union. It will be 
all about mutually polite smiles, 
however false, and weak hand-
shakes, frozen in snapshots.

For the moment, Erdogan 
seems satisfied. When it comes 
to Turkey and its interests, well, 
that’s an entirely different story.

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

Yavuz Baydar

View point
In many 
ways, 
Erdogan 
went to 
Washington 
with a 
mission 
impossible.

The tour for legitimacy will come 
to its full stop when Erdogan 
reaches his final destination.

We said, leave 
those terror 
organisations, let’s 
fight terror 
together. 
Unfortunately, 
they did not 
agree.”Recep Tayyip Erdogan
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B 

y re-electing President 
Hassan Rohani, Irani-
ans yearning for more 
freedom at home and 
less isolation abroad are 

throwing down a challenge to the 
conservative clergy that still holds 
ultimate sway.

State television congratulated Ro-
hani on his victory. The architect of 
Iran’s still-fragile detente with the 
West, he led with 58.6% of the vote, 
compared with 39.8% for his main 
challenger, hard-line judge Ebrahim 
Raeisi, according to near-complete 
results broadcast the day after the 
May 19 election.

Although the powers of the elect-
ed president are limited by those 
of unelected Supreme Leader Aya-
tollah Ali Khamenei who outranks 
him, the scale of Rohani’s victory 
gives the pro-reform camp a strong 
mandate.

Raeisi was a protégé of Khamenei, 
tipped in Iranian media as a poten-
tial successor for the 77-year-old 
supreme leader who has been in 
power since 1989.

The re-election is likely to safe-
guard the nuclear agreement Ro-
hani’s government reached with 
global powers in 2015, under which 
most international economic sanc-

tions have been lifted in return for 
Iran curbing its nuclear programme.

It also delivers a setback to the Is-
lamic Revolutionary Guards Corps 
(IRGC), the powerful security force 
that controls a vast industrial em-
pire in Iran. The IRGC had thrown 
its support behind Raeisi to safe-
guard its interests.

Rohani, 68, still faces the same re-
strictions on his ability to transform 
Iran that prevented him from deliv-
ering substantial social change in 
his first term and thwarted reform 
efforts by one of his predecessors, 
Mohammad Khatami.

The supreme leader has veto 
power over all policies and ultimate 
control of the security forces. Ro-
hani has been unable to secure the 
release of reformist leaders from 
house arrest and media are barred 
from publishing the words or im-
ages of his reformist predecessor 
Khatami.

“The last two decades of presi-
dential elections have been short 
days of euphoria followed by long 
years of disillusionment,” said Ka-
rim Sadjadpour, senior fellow at the 
Carnegie Endowment who focuses 
on Iran.

“Democracy in Iran is allowed 
to bloom only a few days every 
four years, while autocracy is ever-
green.”

The re-elected president will 
have to navigate a tricky relation-
ship with Washington, which ap-
pears at best ambivalent about the 
nuclear accord signed by former US 
President Barack Obama. President 
Donald Trump, Obama’s successor, 
has repeatedly described it as “one 
of the worst deals ever signed,” al-
though his administration has re-
authorised waivers from sanctions.

The Saudis, who are alarmed by 

Iran’s regional ambitions, deplore 
the nuclear deal.

Rohani, known for decades as 
a mild-mannered member of the 
establishment, campaigned as an 
ardent reformist to stir up the pas-
sions of young, urban voters yearn-
ing for change. He crossed tradi-
tional rhetorical boundaries, openly 
attacking the human rights record 
of the security forces and the judi-
ciary.

During one rally, he referred to 
hardliners as “those who cut out 
tongues and sewed mouths shut.” 
In a pre-election debate, he accused 
Raeisi of seeking to “abuse religion 
for power.”

The big turnout — estimated at 
70% of eligible votes — appeared to 

have favoured Rohani, whose back-
ers’ main concern had been apathy 
among reformist-leaning voters 
disappointed with the slow pace of 
change.

Many voters were particularly de-
termined to block the rise of Raeisi, 
one of four judges who sentenced 
thousands of political prisoners to 
death in the 1980s, regarded by re-
formers as a symbol of the security 
state at its most fearsome.

“The wide mobilisation of the 
hard-line groups and the real pros-
pect of Raeisi winning scared many 
people into coming out to vote,” 
said Nasser, a 52-year-old journalist.

“We had a bet among friends and 
I said Raeisi would win and I think 
that encouraged a few of my friends 

who might not have voted to come 
out and vote.”

The election was important “for 
Iran’s future role in the region and 
the world,” Rohani said Friday after 
voting.

Raeisi, 56, had accused Rohani of 
mismanaging the economy, travel-
ling to poor areas and staging rallies 
in which he promised additional 
welfare benefits and jobs.

Despite the removal of nuclear-
related sanctions in 2016, lingering 
unilateral US sanctions that target 
Iran’s record on human rights and 
terrorism have kept foreign compa-
nies wary of investing, limiting the 
economic benefits.

(Reuters)

Re-elected Rohani faces limits in country where ‘autocracy is evergreen’

Parisa Hafezi 
and Babak Dehghanpisheh

Emphatic victory. An Iranian woman walks past portraits of President Hassan Rohani outside his 
campaign headquarters in Tehran, on May 20.                                                                                                      (AFP)

Khamenei has veto 
power over all 
policies and ultimate 
control of the 
security forces.

The last two 
decades of 
presidential 
elections have 
been short days of 
euphoria followed 
by long years of 
disillusionment.”Karim Sadjadpour, senior 

fellow at the Carnegie 
Endowment

Democracy in Iran is about consolidating the supreme leader’s authority

I
ran’s project to export its 
revolution to its Arab 
neighbours is history. The 
revolution by the religious 
establishment turned out to 
be a failure inside Iran and 

was unable to entice young people 
in Arab countries to adopt it and 
fight for it.

Observers of Iranian politics can 
easily see that the Iranian Revolu-
tion has morphed into a huge soul-
less bureaucratic machine that has 
trampled on the dreams of millions 
of Iranians.

Nothing more than hollow prom-
ises and slogans came out of that 
revolution and, with each passing 
year, Iranians have found them-
selves facing more crises and more 
despair.

Iranians do not see a light at the 
end of the tunnel appearing in the 
foreseeable future. The religious 
and political leadership in Iran is 
not looking for solutions to ease the 
economic and social crises in Iran.

Even the lifting of international 
sanctions against Iran did not af-
fect people’s lives. The leadership 
thought it best to invest revenues 
collected from the lifting of sanc-
tions in expanding and financing 
Iran’s presence in the Middle East 
by buying weapons and paying pro-
Iranian parties and organisations in 
Bahrain, Lebanon, Yemen, Iraq and 
other countries.

One would have hoped that 
the Iranian Revolution would be 
a model for social and economic 
well-being that could be felt and 

experienced by each citizen. 
Instead, the all-dominating and 
authoritarian supreme leader’s 
institution seems bent on present-
ing the revolution as the antipode 
of stability.

Here the supreme leader’s vision 
is not much different from that of 
leaders of Sunni political Islamist 
movements who say a decent living 
on Earth should be the monopoly 
of the religious establishment 
while for everyone else it should be 
reported to the hereafter.

By saying the above, we are not 
simply being rhetorical. A digging 
into the assets of the institution 
of the supreme leader in Iran will 
reveal that it does indeed hold and 

manage projects worth billions of 
dollars whose proceedings go in 
the service of the religious estab-
lishment to guarantee its complete 
control of Iran.

A good portion of the revenues 
go to buying the loyalty of clerics 
and other members of the religious 
establishment to ensure that Ira-
nian society remains loyal to and in 
the service of the supreme leader. 
This power grip, however, is begin-
ning to come undone, especially 
among Iran’s young.

It is ironic to find Arab intellectu-
als who admire Iranian democracy. 
The truth is that democracy in Iran 
is just rhetorical and limited only to 
election times.

Can we really talk about democra-
cy when social justice and political 
and ideological diversity are absent?

Is it really democracy when the 
whole process is controlled by the 
institution of the supreme leader?

In this respect, Iran’s democracy 
is like the one espoused by Sunni 
Islamist movements. Only unim-
portant issues are allowed to be 
discussed.

It is worth noting that in the early 
days of the 1979 Iranian Revolution 
commandeered by Ayatollah Ruhol-
lah Khomeini, dissenting views, 
even from within the Islamist para-
digm, were suppressed. Ali Shariati, 
for example, had presented a model 
in which social justice was the goal 
of the political process and there 
were no intermediaries between 
men and God. He was, of course, 
silenced.

As long as Islamists continue to 
insist on reverting to sharia, as is 
the case with Sunni Islamists, or 
give priority to the dominance of 
the supreme leader, as is the case 
with Iran, there cannot be any real 
democracy.

If, in the democratic process, 
Islamists choose to let go of the 
religious text and accept the real 
rules of democracy then they will 
join other liberal civil movements 
and will no longer have the right 
to argue in the name of Allah and 
religion. This means, however, that 
they will lose a valuable source of 
easy votes in elections.

Yes, Hassan Rohani has won a 
second term as Iran’s president but 
Iran remains a religious state and 
for many Iranians dreams of a better 
life will remain just dreams.

Mokhtar Dabbabi is a Tunisian 
writer.

Mokhtar 
Dabbabi

View point
Iran 
remains
a religious 
state and 
for many 
Iranians 
dreams
of a better 
life will 
remain just 
dreams.

As long as Islamists continue to 
insist on reverting to sharia, there 
cannot be any real democracy. Power of the Guide. Two men are seen standing as Iranian women prepare to cast 

their votes in municipal and presidential elections in the city of Qom, on May 19. (AFP)
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East and South Mediterranean will get little 
attention at G7 and G20

Arabs should get their act together to be taken 
seriously by the world

T he turmoil, 
not to say 
chaos and 
uncertainty 
that bedevil 
southern and 
eastern 
Mediterranean 
countries will 

not top the agenda at the Group of 
Seven (G7) meeting of the world’s 
largest trading powers, scheduled 
for this month in Sicily; indeed, it 
will likely not even be mentioned.

The summit is the stage for US 
President Donald Trump’s first big 
international meeting with 
European and Asian leaders. 
Southern rim Mediterranean 
leaders, with the exception of 
Tunisian President Beji Caid 
Essebsi and the prime minister of 
Morocco, will not even have a 
walk-on part in the meeting. For 
the Group of 20 (G20), which is set 
for early July in Hamburg, 
Germany,  the king of Saudi Arabia 
is the only Arab leader to be 
invited.

For Tunisia, North Africa’s 
smallest country and the only 
Arab democracy, it will be impor-
tant to impress those in Europe, 
Washington, the International 
Monetary Fund and the World 
Bank that it is making progress on 
the road of economic reform, if 
only because they hold the purse 
strings of the ever-larger sums 
Tunisia is borrowing. Support for 
Tunisia should be reaffirmed as 
leaders from Trump to newly 
elected French President Emma-
nuel Macron continue their 
commitment to fighting terrorism, 
a factor that certainly helps 
explain Tunisia’s slow pace in 
instilling economic reforms.

All the participants at the 
meeting in Sicily will be hoping 
for a breakthrough in economic 
diplomacy after financial officials 
from the world’s largest economic 
powers recently reached a 
deadlock in talks in the southern 
Italian city of Bari. Bank governors 
have watered down their promise 
to promote free trade as they face 
the US administration’s continued 
reluctance to commit to a full-
throated defence of global trade.

“Working to strengthen the 
contribution of trade to our 
economies” offers a much weaker 
pledge than reached by G20 
leaders last year, who promised to 
avoid protectionism in all its 
forms. The United States’ 
subsequent reluctance to 
condemn protectionism has 

thrown a major spanner into the 
works of global diplomacy.

Trump’s campaign platform 
included promises to boost 
exports and impose sanctions on 
some importers and the adminis-
tration’s first trade negotiation 
with China belies recent fiery 
rhetoric. Billed as “Herculean” 
and “gigantic” by the administra-
tion, it marked a major de-escala-
tion from the president’s bellicose 
campaign speeches.

Fears of a trade war have 
receded, although US Treasury 
Secretary Steven Mnuchin is 
reluctant to sign off on a policy 
domain that he says is the respon-
sibility of the head of state. 
Business executives and former US 
officials who know China say the 
deal reached with China was a 
poor one. In their view, it raises 
questions about the Trump 
administration’s strategic where-
withal as well as the very negotiat-
ing muscle of which the president 
has so often boasted.

Meanwhile, the man chosen to 
be the undersecretary of the 
treasury, David Malpass, has yet to 
have his appointment confirmed. 

He would probably articulate a 
clearer policy on foreign trade 
than either the president or 
Mnuchin.

The pressure many in Europe 
and Asia put on Trump appears to 
be paying off. Unless, that is, the 
threats of trade wars were never 
intended to be real but simply to 
garner votes, which they certainly 
did in last November’s US election.

The Sicily meeting will be 
important because it follows on 
the heels of the first NATO summit 
Trump will attend in Brussels the 
day before and comes before the 
G20 but its importance has been 
declining in recent years.

By July, the leading trading 
countries in Europe, Asia and 
beyond will have become more 
accustomed to the ways of the new 
president. They might be in a 
better position to distinguish 
between endless boasts — a 
hallmark of the new US president 
— and real policy usually left to 
people such as Mnuchin.

Or they might not. Indeed, the 
monetary consequences of the 
looming largely unfunded mega 
tax-cutting package will trump all 

other issues in the months to 
come. As Europe maintains very 
low-interest rates and Japan a 0% 
long-term interest rate, econo-
mists are at a loss for what the 
world will look like a year from 
now.

Trump’s inconsistencies on free 
trade, protectionism and tax cuts 
make the future for investors even 
more cloudy than usual. The 
uncertainty this creates deters 
investment, especially in coun-
tries in the southern Mediterra-
nean, which are hardly prized 
regions for foreign investment 
anyway.

The only reasonable conclusion 
leaders from such countries can 
draw from the current state of 
international economics and trade 
policy is that they should focus as 
much as possible on reforming 
their own economies and be 
mindful of the fact that very low 
interest rates are a form of 
currency manipulation that could 
lead to grief.

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

A
rab countries 
of the 
southern 
Mediterra-
nean are, for 
the most 
part, in dire 
straits 
economically 

and politically. They are also often 
well behind when it comes to 
women’s rights and human rights.

Their relationship with the West 
is strained at best, with Europe 
and the United States tightening 
immigration restrictions and 
demanding progress in enacting 
democratic reforms. The West 
wants to see more on the eco-
nomic front in return for direct 
support.

Adding to the problem is the 
realisation that long gone are the 
salad days when the West could 
devote much of its time and effort 
in assisting southern Mediterra-
nean countries by bailing them 
out financially and opening their 

borders to their young people. 
Here, again, the West has reached 
a saturation point and can no 
longer sustain nor justify the 
financial strains, especially when 
they get nothing to show for it.

On the immigration front, 
recent terror activities have 
negatively affected Arab commu-
nities. Greater travel restrictions 
on Arabs and Muslims have been 
enforced by some European 
countries. US President Donald 
Trump tried to prevent citizens 
from various Arab countries from 
travelling to the United States but 
the courts have blocked the 
attempt.

Another major concern is that 
the Arabs have squandered 
decades of gushing oil revenues 
when they could have built solid 
economies and stable societies. 
The United Arab Emirates has had 
the right idea but is the exception 
rather than the rule. Other Arab 
countries with large oil revenues, 
such as Algeria and Iraq, have 

wasted billions upon billions of 
dollars on weapons or appeasing 
their populations without 
building the basis for sustainable 
development.

Looking at the world today, 
many Arab countries are among 
the few still fighting internal wars. 
Just look at the region: Algeria, 
Egypt, Lebanon, Libya, Somalia, 
Syria, Sudan, Yemen — their 
conditions stand in stark contrast 
to the Baltic states or countries of 
Central and Eastern Europe that 
were once part of the Soviet 
Union. These nations have 
endeavoured to improve the 
quality of life of their citizens, 
whereas parts of the Arab world 
remain almost locked in a time 
warp.

What have the flailing Arab 
states accomplished that is worthy 
of note in the last several decades? 
Ah, yes, Syrian President Bashar 
Assad has reportedly built a huge 
crematorium so as to exterminate 
his enemies faster and in a manner 

that would leave no trace of them 
whatsoever.

Isn’t it time for Arabs to get their 
act together? Isn’t it about time 
they stop their wars and conflicts 
and instead concentrate on 
rebuilding their countries? Don’t 
many of these egocentric leaders 
feel shame that the Arab world, 
despite all its richness, remains 
virtually excluded from any major 
role in important international 
conferences such as the Group of 
Seven? In the case of the 
expanded Group of 20, only Saudi 
Arabia from the 22 countries of the 
Arab League gets a seat.

I have no doubt that the people 
of Syria, for example, would much 
rather be told of their president 
building a new school or hospital 
than a method of exterminating 
his enemies that brings back 
memories of one of the darkest 
moments in human history.

Claude Salhani is a regular 
columnist for The Arab Weekly.

Francis Ghilès

Claude Salhani

In the case of the 
expanded Group 
of 20, only Saudi 
Arabia from the 
22 countries of 
the Arab League 
gets a seat.

All the 
participants at 
the meeting in 
Taormina will 
be hoping for a 
breakthrough 
in economic 
diplomacy.

The Arab world at G7

Few tickets. A 2015 file picture shows German Chancellor Angela Merkel (R) talking with Iraqi Prime 
Minister Haider al-Abadi (C) and Tunisian President Beji Caid Essebsi prior to the second working 
session of a G7 summit at the Elmau Castle in southern Germany.                        (AFP)
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Ottawa

T 

he Canadian Army’s con-
tribution to the US-led 
coalition fighting the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) has been 
extended until June 30. 

Canadian Defence Minister Harjit 
Sajjan said Canada’s armed forces 
would continue operations sup-
porting coalition partners, which 
include training and advising local 
forces in northern Iraq.

“This extension provides the 
government of Canada the time re-
quired to assess the evolving nature 
of the fight,” Sajjan said in a news 
release. He noted that the mission 
would remain the same but “with a 
few adjustments.”

Canada joined the US-led inter-
national coalition in October 2014 
with six CF-18 jets bombing ISIS tar-
gets in Iraq. In March 2015, the mis-
sion was extended for 12 months 
and expanded to include targets in 
Syria.

The new Liberal government, led 
by Prime Minister Justin Trudeau, 
ceased air strike operations over 
Iraq and Syria in February 2016 and 

changed Canada’s overall anti-ISIS 
contribution. The updated mission 
concentrated on training and Ot-
tawa tripled the number of its mili-
tary advisers and trainers in Iraq.

This non-combat mission, known 
as Operation IMPACT, consists of 
four main areas: Training, advising 
and assisting Kurdish peshmerga 
troops; air-to-air refuelling of coa-
lition aircraft; surveillance and 
intelligence collection; and a ca-
pacity-building initiative aimed at 
enhancing the security capabilities 
of regional allies countering violent 
extremism.

The Department of National De-
fence said Canada allocated ap-
proximately $224.5 million towards 
this refocused mission since Febru-
ary 2016.

The Canadian government is ex-
pected to review and evaluate the 
mission by the end of June.

Given the non-combat nature of 
the Canadian mission, military ad-
justments to the operation may be 
minimal. However, many in Ottawa 
are predicting an increased Cana-
dian involvement.

Canadian Chief of the Defence 
Staff General Jonathan Vance said 
the mission may change as the situ-
ation evolves, given the progress 
made in the campaign against ISIS 
in Mosul. “Canadians should ex-
pect further adjustments as the 
situation warrants,” he said in a re-
lease.

Any further involvement remains 
largely dependent on the defence 
policy review. The Canadian Broad-
casting Corporation (CBC) reported 
that the long-awaited review would 

be made public after Trudeau 
meets with allies at the NATO sum-
mit May 25.

Programmes for countering vio-
lent extremism in the Middle East 
and for operating closely with re-
gional allies to address the issue of 
returning ISIS jihadists to Europe 
and North America will likely see 
increased Canadian support.

One problematic aspect of the Ca-
nadian contribution is Ottawa’s fo-
cus on only training Kurdish forces. 
Some argue that solely supporting 
the Kurds and providing them with 
equipment and weapons could de-
velop into assisting them in estab-

lishing an independent state, some-
thing that could lead to further 
conflict in the already fractured 
region. Changes to the approach 
of this training and equipping pro-
gramme are, however, less likely.

The possibilities for Canada’s fur-
ther engagement in the coalition 
are essentially linked to US plans 
for the anti-ISIS campaign.

Some in Ottawa have voiced con-
cerns over the way the United States 
is leading the coalition, especially 
since Donald Trump became presi-
dent. Concerns over his leadership 
highlight long-standing dynamics 
in US-led coalitions, namely that 

the United States forms coalitions 
to ensure legitimacy, not out of any 
logistical or capacity shortages.

The threat of Trump forging 
ahead alone is very real, with coa-
lition partners essentially forced 
to tag along or otherwise excuse 
themselves from joint operations if 
they feel their concerns are not be-
ing given sufficient attention.

The Trump administration has 
noticeably escalated the fight 
against ISIS positions in Iraq and 
is leading a side campaign with lo-
cal Kurdish forces in Syria. How-
ever, some groups considered the 
Trump administration’s escalation 
as sloppy, resulting in considerable 
civilian causalities. In March, US-
led coalition air strikes resulted in 
killing 1,200 civilians, said Airwars, 
an organisation monitoring air op-
erations in the region.

The Trump administration’s un-
predictability and its seeming lack 
of leadership are raising worries 
among Canadian decision-makers. 
This may lead Canada to align it-
self closer with other European 
and NATO allies to address security 
matters.

Canadian efforts to counter ISIS 
will remain part of the interna-
tional coalition and any changes 
to Ottawa’s mission would need to 
be made in concert with the overall 
campaign planning headed by the 
United States.

Abdulrahman al-Masri reports 
on politics and news in the Middle 
East and Syria in particular. He can 
be followed on Twitter: 
@AbdulrhmanMasri.

Changes expected to Canada’s anti-ISIS mission
Abdulrahman al-Masri

Concern about neighbour. A Canadian Forces Griffon 
helicopter lands near the Mosul dam in northern Iraq, last 
February.                 (AP)One problematic 

aspect of the 
Canadian 
contribution is 
Ottawa’s focus on 
only training Kurdish 
forces.

Germany mulls moving its troops from Turkey as tensions rise

London

G 

ermany is considering 
moving hundreds of its 
troops out of Turkey, 
where they are helping 
US-led operations against 

the Islamic State (ISIS), due to a se-
ries of rows between the two coun-
tries, which are closely tied by trade 
and the presence of some 3 million 
ethnic Turks living in Germany.

Some 270 German troops are 
stationed at the Incirlik Airbase in 
southern Turkey, from where they 
operate a squadron of Tornado re-
connaissance aircraft and a refuel-
ling jet as part of the US-led coalition 
carrying out air strikes against ISIS 
in Syria and Iraq.

Incirlik, built by the US military 
in the 1950s, was a cornerstone of 
NATO’s south-eastern defence dur-
ing the Cold War. The base is home 
to about 1,500 US military personnel 
operating A-10 close support aircraft 
and F-15 and F-16 tactical fighters in 
the mission to defeat ISIS in Syria 
and Iraq.

German Chancellor Angela Merkel 
said she would consider moving the 
German troops out of Incirlik after 
Turkish authorities refused to allow 
German members of parliament to 
visit the base. Germany’s military is 
overseen by parliament.

“We will continue to talk with 
Turkey but in parallel we will have 
to explore other ways of fulfilling 
our mandate,” Merkel said on May 
16. “That means looking at alterna-
tives to Incirlik and one alternative 
among others is Jordan.”

Turkey refused to allow the visit 
due to Germany’s decision to grant 
asylum to Turkish soldiers accused 
by Ankara of taking part in last July’s 
failed coup.

At least 450 Turkish diplomats, 

soldiers, other officials and fam-
ily members have sought asylum 
in Germany, German officials said. 
About 7,700 Turkish citizens are 
currently applying for asylum in 
Germany. There was a 228% jump 
in Turkish asylum applications to 
EU countries in the last quarter of 
2016 compared to the same period 
in 2015, EU statistics indicate.

Turkish Prime Minister Binali 
Yildirim on May 16 said Germany’s 
decision to accept the asylum appli-
cations was a “significant develop-
ment in the regression of our rela-
tions again.”

Later that day, two Turkish gener-
als asked for asylum after arriving at 
Frankfurt airport.

German Foreign Minister Sigmar 
Gabriel told the German newspa-
per Neue Osnabrücker Zeitung that 
if “the German parliament is to be 
blackmailed, then the limit of toler-
ance has been reached.” He called on 
the Turkish government to change 
its mind. “Otherwise, the German 
parliament will certainly not leave 
soldiers in Turkey.”

Moving German forces out of In-
cirlik would not be without issues, 
German military analysts said, due 
to the loss of the close support and 
cooperation with US, British and 
other NATO troops there. Options 
such as Cyprus and Kuwait were 
under consideration, though Jordan 
topped the list, German news maga-
zine Der Spiegel said.

German Defence Minister Ursula 
von der Leyen is to inspect an alter-
native site in Jordan in the coming 
days, the magazine said.

“If they want to leave, that is up 
to them,” Turkish Foreign Minister 
Mevlut Cavusoglu said May 18 in 
an interview with broadcaster NTV. 
“We are not going to beg. They were 
the ones who wanted to come and 
we helped them. If they want to go, 
we would say ‘Goodbye’.”

Cavusoglu said Germany should 
change its attitude towards Turkey.

“You can’t treat Turkey as you 
wish anymore,” he said. “If you 
want to get closer to Turkey, treat it 
like a friend, don’t act like a boss.”

The spat with Germany is the lat-
est dispute in which Turkey has be-
come embroiled, mostly because of 

its involvement in the Syrian civil 
war where it has backed the Free 
Syrian Army coalition of nationalist 
and Islamist groups fighting Presi-
dent Bashar Assad. As a result, Tur-
key has come up against Russia and 
Iran, which back Assad, but is also at 
odds with the United States due to 
US support for Syrian Kurds against 
ISIS.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan angered European leaders 
by threatening to throw open the 
borders and allow 3 million Syrian 
refugees in Turkey to head west.

Erdogan’s bellicose rhetoric has 
played well domestically but his ac-
cusations, such as saying German 
leaders were behaving like Nazis for 
not allowing rallies in Germany for 
the Turkish April referendum, have 
not endeared him to European po-
litical leaders.

Turkey has potentially more to 
lose from any escalation of the feud 
with Germany, which has long been 
its biggest trading partner. Trade 
between the two countries totalled 

more than $35 billion in 2016, Turk-
ish official statistics stated. German 
official figures, however, show that 
Turkey is Germany’s 17th biggest 
trading partner.

Germany has long struggled to in-
tegrate the approximately 3 million 
people of Turkish descent, mostly 
the descendants of the guest work-
ers who filled labour shortages from 
the 1950s onward. More than 63% 
of Turkish citizens in Germany who 
voted in Turkey’s April referendum 
approved Erdogan’s bid to extend 
the powers of the presidency, lead-
ing to soul-searching among tradi-
tionally liberal Germans.

The head of Germany’s Green Par-
ty Cem Ozdemir, the son of Turkish 
immigrants, said the result showed 
there was a long way to go in terms 
of integration.

“We must fully accept the values 
and constitution of our country if 
we want to be here in the long run,” 
he said.

German officials have balked at al-
lowing Turkish citizens in Germany 

to vote in a referendum Erdogan has 
said would call on reinstating the 
death penalty.

“It is politically inconceivable 
that we would agree to such a vote 
in Germany on a measure that 
clearly contradicts our constitution 
and European values,” government 
spokesman Steffen Seibert said at a 
news conference. “I assume that we 
would use all legal means to prevent 
something like this.”

Add to that Turkey’s ongoing de-
tention without trial of two German 
journalists and it appears unlikely 
there will be an immediate end to 
tensions between the two countries, 
analysts said.

The standoff, Ian Lesser, direc-
tor of the German Marshall Fund’s 
Brussels office, told Deutsche Welle, 
reflects a “general crisis of confi-
dence and cooperation in Turkey’s 
foreign policy relationship with 
Western partners.”

The Arab Weekly staff and media 
reports.

Moving to Jordan? German soldier at the Incirlik Airbase.                                                                              (AFP)

The Arab Weekly staff
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Senior World Bank 
official expects little 
‘resistance’ in MENA 
to subsidy cuts

Tunisia's 2.1% GDP growth marks economic upturn
Stephen Quillen

Tunis

T 

unisia’s economy grew 
2.1% in the first quarter 
of 2017, with significant 
gains in agriculture, tour-
ism and market services, 

the government-run National Insti-
tute of Statistics (INS) said.

The upturn marks Tunisia’s larg-
est quarterly growth rate in more 
than two years but is less than the 
government’s intended growth rate 
of 3.7% per year.

The economic data comes amid 
concern over the country’s soaring 
trade deficit, which grew 57% in the 
same quarter, and fluctuations in the 
currency, which dropped to historic 
lows in late April before rebounding 
slightly. Recovery efforts have been 
dogged by inflation and the security 
of oil, gas and phosphate output.

An April report by the World Bank 
noted strategic sectors of Tunisia’s 
economy were improving but at a 
much slower pace than anticipated.

“Tunisia has made great strides 
to advance its political transition 
but tangible economic dividends 
are taking longer than expected 
with growth too low to significantly 
make a dent in unemployment amid 
widening fiscal and current account 
deficits,” the report said.

The growth rate, the report noted, 
is projected to accelerate to 2.3% 
overall in 2017, 2.8% in 2018 and 
3.2% in 2019.

Tunisian economist Hafedh Ben 

Abdennebi, who specialises in eco-
nomic development, attributed the 
improving growth rate to industries 
such as mining and tourism, which 
saw a surprise hike recently and 
helped bring in foreign revenue. He 
also noted that “a trimester’s eco-
nomic growth is not representative 
enough” on which to base long-term 
projections.

Tunisia’s inflation rate was 5% in 
April and is expected to hit 6% by 
2020. Central Bank Governor Chedly 
Ayari called the dangers of excessive 
inflation “extremely worrying.”

High inflation could be of particu-
lar concern to Tunisia’s poor and 
middle class. Tunisian economist 
Habib Zitouna said several meas-

ures, such as increased salaries and 
lower taxes, had been made to help 
address this concern.

Ben Abdennebi, as well, cautioned 
against being too pessimistic, saying 
that it is vital to “reassure manufac-
turers and foreign investors to con-
firm their investment promises.”

In November 2016, the interna-
tional investment conference Tuni-
sia 2020 drew billions of dollars in 
investment pledges for infrastruc-
ture and development projects. 
Whether investors follow through 
on their pledges, however, remains 
to be seen and depends largely on 
whether and to what extent the 
market recuperates.

Modest gains in the country’s 

gross domestic product have not al-
layed concerns of much of the pub-
lic, which still faces high unemploy-
ment and poverty rates, particularly 
in rural areas.

In late April and early May, about 
1,000 protesters demanding better 
access to employment and a share 
of the government’s energy revenue 
demonstrated in Tataouine. The 
protests, some of which blocked 
access to production facilities, dis-
rupted oil and gas production for 
weeks, prompting Tunisian Presi-
dent Beji Caid Essebsi to deploy the 
army to the region.

Weeks earlier, Prime Minister 
Youssef Chahed, during a visit to 
Tataouine, was heckled as he spoke 
on improving development efforts.

“Our young people have just two 
choices: Drown in the sea or set 
themselves on fire!” one woman 
reportedly shouted during his re-
marks.

Adding to the debate is Tunisia’s 
reliance on foreign goods, with 
many arguing that the country 
should trim imports and prioritise 
the production and consumption of 
Tunisian goods.

Ben Abdennebi, however, said re-
stricting imports is out of the ques-
tion.

“Government partnerships with 
other parties must be respected and 
upheld…,” he said. “The govern-
ment doesn’t have a choice… but 
Tunisian consumers do and it’s up 
to the civic community to encour-
age citizens to consume Tunisian 
goods.”

“Tunisians buy more than they 

produce,” added Zitouna, “and 
some of the imports are quite essen-
tial such as oil, cereal and transport 
equipment.”

Zitouna said that, by relying more 
on investment than loans, Tunisia 
can mitigate the damage of a large 
trade deficit.

Tunisia’s economic hardships are 
reflective of the experience of the 
MENA region.

“With an expected average 
growth rate of 3% in 2016, the short-
term economic outlook for the Mid-
dle East and North Africa (MENA) 
region remains ‘cautiously pessi-
mistic,’” reads a recent report from 
the World Bank’s MENA Economic 
Monitor.

“Since 2013, MENA has not been 
able to escape the spiral of slow 
growth for a number of reasons: Pro-
longed cheap oil, with the market 
settling into a ‘new normal’ of low 
oil prices for several years; civil wars 
that have severely damaged the 
economies of Syria, Libya, Yemen 
and Iraq; and the impact of forced 
displacements on the economies of 
Lebanon, Jordan and elsewhere in 
the region.”

Stephen Quillen is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

Slow recovery. A woman buys vegetables from a vendor at a market 
in Tunis.                  (Reuters)

By relying more on 
investment than 
loans, Tunisia can 
mitigate the damage 
of a large trade 
deficit.

Tunis

T
he economic costs 
borne by the 
Middle East and 
North Africa 
countries because 
of wars and the 
related refugee 
problem have been 

“astronomical,” said Shantayanan 
Devarajan, the chief economist 
for the World Bank’s MENA 
region.

A former professor at Harvard 
University’s John F. Kennedy 
School of Government, Devarajan 
is the author or co-author of more 
than 100 publications. He has been 
the chief economist for the World 
Bank’s MENA region since 2013.

He noted that the war in Syria 
and neighbouring countries had 
caused “a slowdown in trade, tour-
ism and investment” and triggered 
the displacement of a large number 
of people, with refugees account-
ing for up to 30% of Lebanon’s 
population.

There are more than 1 mil-
lion Syrian refugees registered in 
Lebanon and more than 500,000 
in Jordan. Lebanese Prime Minister 
Saad Hariri, speaking in April, said 
his country was close to a “break-
ing point.” Hariri urged the inter-
national community to increase 
their expenditure per refugee to 
the equivalent of $10,000-$12,000 
for the next five to seven years, 
compared to the $1,000-$1,200 
currently spent on each, Reuters 
reported.

While praising the “very gener-
ous” attitude of the international 
community in providing Jordan 

and Lebanon with nearly $1 billion 
in concessional loans, Devarajan 
said the assistance given by the 
body “doesn’t come close to meet-
ing the needs of refugees and host 
communities in these two coun-
tries, let alone the other countries 
hosting refugees.”

Youth unemployment is another 
thorny issue in the MENA region. 
Devarajan called on the nations of 
North Africa and the Middle East 
to introduce necessary reforms in 
their business environments and 
educational systems to address the 
problem.

Considering the disproportion-
ate number of 15- to 24-year-olds 
across the region, MENA countries 
face an explosive “youth bulge,” 
which remains a source of instabil-
ity and potential upheaval.

The rate of unemployment, 
which nears the 30% mark, is 
unmatched by any other part of the 
world. The dearth of jobs is even 
worse for young women and uni-
versity graduates, with unemploy-
ment rates estimated at more than 
40% in many MENA countries.

To create more job opportuni-
ties for the region’s young, MENA 
countries, cautioned Devarajan, 
cannot rely on public spending 
alone. “The private sector is the 
engine of job-creating growth,” he 
said. Governments, he said, should 
concentrate on removing “the dis-
tortions in the business environ-
ment so that the private sector can 
grow and create jobs,” especially 
“regulations that prevent small and 
medium enterprises from grow-
ing.”

Among the many obstacles 
hindering business in the region, 
international reports single out red 
tape, including delays in the grant-
ing of permits, access to electricity, 
availability of bank financing, cor-

ruption and insecurity.
Touching on the need for 

educational reform in tackling 
the mismatch between academic 
training and the marketplace in the 
region, Devarajan highlighted the 
need to “improve the skills of the 
young people, including the uni-
versity graduates, so that they are 
more employable in the modern, 
globalised, private sector.”

Devarajan said it might be “the 
right time to start trimming and 
reforming the system of subsidies.”

Despite the occasional manifes-
tations of social discontent about 
price hikes in the Arab world, he 
said he was not overly concerned 
by possible adverse reactions in the 
MENA region to subsidy cuts. “The 
countries that have introduced 
economic reforms, such as cuts 
in subsidies, have met relatively 
little resistance from the public,” 
Devarajan said.

“One reason,” he explained 
“could be that world oil prices are 
so low that the domestic price did 
not rise very much but another 
reason is that the public realises 
that these subsidies were counter-
productive. They went dispropor-
tionately to the rich. They drained 

the government budget and they 
contributed to traffic congestion, 
air pollution and water depletion.”

According to a 2017 paper by 
the Houston-based Centre for 
Energy Studies, 61% of gasoline 
subsidies went to the top 20% of 
earners. The bottom 20% of earn-
ers received as little as 3% of the 
subsidies.

Although Devarajan admitted 
“there are limits” to how much 
subsidy reform citizens in oil-pro-
ducing nations would “tolerate,” 
he said the introduced reforms, 
including the reduction of fuel sub-
sidies, “will stabilise their econo-
mies and leave them in a good 
position to resume growth.”

Addressing the situation in 
Libya, Devarajan said that despite 
continuing insecurity and violence, 
“the increase in oil production to 
about 800,000 barrels a day will 
give the country much-needed 
breathing room to manage its 
finances.”

Oussama Romdhani 
is Editor-in-Chief of The Arab 
Weekly. Simon Speakman Cordall, 
an Arab Weekly section editor, 
contributed to this report.

I n t e r v i e w

Oussama Romdhani

Shantayanan 
Devarajan said 
it might be “the 
right time to 
start trimming 
and reforming 
the system of 
subsidies.”
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Libya’s NOC chief 
defiant in dispute 
with Tripoli 
government

Dubai firm may 
harvest icebergs for 
water

Saudi Arabia 
launches military 
industries company

The head of Libya’s National Oil 
Corporation (NOC) said he was de-
termined to fend off an attempt by 
the UN-backed government to ap-
propriate energy sector powers and 
said settling a dispute with Germa-
ny’s Wintershall over a contract was 
a “top priority.”

NOC Chairman Mustafa Sanalla 
said output from NOC subsidiary 
Waha Oil Co could rise by 80,000 
barrels per day (bpd) in the coming 
weeks and that staff had returned to 
parts of the Sirte basin for the first 
time in more than two years.

NOC pledged to work with the 
UN-backed Government of National 
Accord (GNA) but relations soured 
over NOC budget disputes and after 
the GNA issued a decree granting 
itself powers over energy contracts.

(Reuters)

Dubai’s The National Adviser Bu-
reau Limited has drawn up plans to 
harvest icebergs in the southern In-
dian Ocean and tow them 9,200km 
to the Gulf, where they could be 
melted for fresh water and marketed 
as a tourist attraction.

“The icebergs are just floating in 
the Indian Ocean. They are up for 
grabs to whoever can take them,” 
Managing Director Abdullah al-She-
hi said. He hopes to begin harvest-
ing them by 2019.

The firm would send ships to 
Heard Island, an Australian na-
ture reserve in the southern Indian 
Ocean, where they would find truck-
sized chunks of ice. Workers would 
secure them to the boats with nets 
and embark on a year-long cruise to 
the United Arab Emirates.

The company said that, since most 
of the icebergs’ mass is underwater, 
they would not melt significantly 
during the voyage. Shehi said each 
iceberg would hold about 76 billion 
litres of fresh water that could be 
harvested without costly desalina-
tion, which currently provides near-
ly all the Gulf region’s water.

(The Associated Press)

Saudi Arabia’s Public Investment 
Fund (PIF) announced the launch 
of a state-owned military industrial 
company aimed at contributing 
more than $3.7 billion to the king-
dom’s gross domestic product by 
2030.

The new Saudi Arabian Military 
Industries will seek to provide more 
than 40,000 jobs by 2030, the PIF 
said in a statement.

“The company will seek to be a 
key catalyst… to localise 50% of to-
tal government military spending in 
the kingdom by the year 2030,” up 
from 2% now, Saudi Deputy Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz was quoted as saying by 
state news agency SPA.

“It will lead the military indus-
tries sector to increase local content, 
increase exports and bring foreign 
investment to the kingdom by en-
tering into joint ventures with major 
international military industry com-
panies,” he added.

(Reuters)

Briefs

Cairo

A 

recommendation by the 
International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) calls on 
Egypt to raise interest 
rates to rein in runaway 

inflation, a condition that poses an 
economic problem for Cairo, econo-
mists said.

“We either raise the interest rate 
or risk keeping the inflation as is,” 
said Rashad Abdo, an economics 
professor at Cairo’s Helwan Univer-
sity. “This is an intricate situation 
that needs creative solutions.”

Egypt’s consumer price inflation 
peaked at 32.5% in March — the 
highest since the mid-1980s — af-
ter officials ended the decades-long 
controlled foreign exchange rate 
regime in November 2016. That was 
done to eradicate a rampant for-
eign currency parallel market and 
qualify for a $12 billion loan from 
the IMF.

Foreign currency reserves stood 
at $19 billion at the time of the flo-
tation but jumped to more than $23 
billion just one month later. The fig-
ure now stands at $28.6 billion with 
economists agreeing that the move 
dismantled the parallel foreign cur-
rency market.

However, the move also resulted 
in a massive devaluation of the 
Egyptian pound, which has hit con-
sumers hard.

Rising prices means that every-
day goods are becoming increasing-
ly unaffordable. Red meat, which 
before the flotation sold for $4.40 
a kilo, costs $8.30 a kilo. The ex-

change rate of the US dollar is 18.15 
pounds, up from 8.8 pounds before 
the flotation. For import-dependent 
Egypt, such a weak national curren-
cy is disastrous, economists said.

To deal with inflation, the IMF ad-
vised Egypt to raise the basic inter-
est rate to encourage Egyptians to 
deposit their savings. Interest rates 
were “the right tool” to curb infla-
tion, IMF Middle East Director Jihad 
Azour said.

The Egyptian Finance Ministry 
said it would consider the IMF rec-
ommendation, although it was not 
thought that receipt of the IMF loan 
was contingent on implementing 
the recommendations.

“Everything is subject to discus-
sion with the IMF,” Deputy Finance 
Minister Mohamed Moiet said.  “We 
are also still considering all options 
to bring this high inflation rate 
down.”

Egypt received the first $2.75 
billion of the 3-year IMF loan on 

November 12. The second tranche 
— $1.25 billion — is to be delivered 
in the second half of June, the IMF 
announced during a recent visit to 
Cairo.

Economists said raising interest 
rates could create more harm than 
good because reduced demand 
would impede economic growth, 
raise the cost of borrowing and in-
crease unemployment.

“These consequences must be 
taken into account by monetary and 
financial planners before applying 
the IMF recommendation,” Abdo 
said. “The people are suffering al-
ready and they cannot accept any 
more pressures on their budgets.”

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi expressed concern over the 
prospect of Egypt having to raise 
interest rates. In a May 1 phone 
conversation with local channel 
ONTV, he said such a move would 
put further pressure on the nation’s 
banks and would raise commercial  

interest rates.
To absorb liquidity following the 

pound flotation, Egyptian banks 
raised savings interest rates to 15% 
and 20%, from 7% and 8% before 
the flotation, attracting tens of bil-
lions of pounds. Egyptians’ de-
posits in the country’s banks have 
exceeded $150 billion, Moiet said. 
That also, however, put pressure on 
the banks’ budgets.

A new investment law, passed re-
cently despite delays, aims to bring 
foreign investment back to the 
country by streamlining bureau-
cratic procedures. The law includes 
incentives such as a 50% tax dis-
count on investments in underde-
veloped areas and government sup-
port for new projects.

Government figures indicate that 
direct foreign investment jumped 
39% in the first half of the current 
fiscal year to $4.3 billion, with even 
more investment expected in the 
second half of the year.

However, raising interest rates 
could threaten this by slowing eco-
nomic growth and increasing un-
employment. Egyptian economists 
said that the IMF recommenda-
tions, while working on paper, often 
failed to account for local realities in 
Egypt.

“This is why we need to think of 
other solutions to this problem,” 
said economist Wael el-Nahas. “In-
stead of raising the interest rate, we 
can increase production, something 
that will create more supply, which 
will reduce prices at the end and 
create jobs for the nation’s unem-
ployed workers.”

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

Cairo

E 

gypt is hoping that a long-
awaited investment law 
will remove hurdles to 
the flow of foreign capital 
and simplify investment 

procedures but economists said it 
would take more than new legisla-
tion to attract investors.

“The law is a good step, which re-
flects the government’s keenness on 
improving the investment climate 
here but other things are needed 
for investors to come,” said econo-
mist Amr Hassanein. “For investors 
to come, they need infrastructure, 
transparency and a sound monetary 
system.”

It is hoped that Egypt’s invest-
ment law, approved by parliament 
on May 7 after more than two years 
in the legislative process, will stimu-
late economic growth.

The legislation offers investors 
unprecedented tax and customs 
exemptions, price breaks on land in 
some areas and paid-for infrastruc-
ture development. Investors placing 
industrial projects in investment-
deprived areas, including southern 
Egypt, would be repaid half the 
amount they paid for land used by 
the projects if they start production 
within two years after getting the 
land.

The government would pay 
for technical training of work-
ers in industrial projects and in-
vestors would be allowed to hire 
foreigners for up to 20% of their  

total workforce.
By Egyptian standards, the in-

centives are revolutionary. Invest-
ment and International Cooperation 
Minister Sahar Nasr said the entice-
ments were designed to turn Egypt 
into a foreign investment magnet.

The new law sought to simplify 
investment procedures, boost trans-
parency, accelerate the resolution of 
investment disputes and boost gov-
ernance, she said in a statement.

However, some local economists 
faulted the measure for giving away 
too much.

Egypt, which has received tens of 
billions of dollars in aid from the oil-
rich Gulf states over the past three 
years, is seeking to generate new 
investment at a time when aid is de-
clining.

Egypt has a poverty rate that is 
on the rise (27.8%), a high unem-
ployment rate (12.5%) and high in-
flation (32.5%). New investment is 
indispensable to addressing these 
problems and boosting economic 
growth, economists said.

“You cannot make the economy 
grow, create jobs or reduce poverty 
without investment,” said Bassant 
Fahmi, a member of parliament’s 
Economic Committee. “Invest-
ments are a matter of life or death 
for our country.”

Egypt’s economy grew 3.9% in the 
2016-17 fiscal year, which will end in 
July, up from 3.6% growth the pre-
vious fiscal year. The government 
hopes the economy will grow 5% 
during the 2017-18 fiscal year and in-
vestment represents a central pillar 
of its growth plan.

In the first half of the current fis-
cal year, foreign direct investment 
stood at $4.3 billion, representing a 
39% rise compared to the same pe-
riod of the previous financial year.

To reduce poverty and unemploy-
ment and hit economic growth tar-
gets, Egypt needs to attract foreign 
investment of up to $15 billion in the 
2017-18 fiscal year, Finance Minister 

Amr al-Garhi said.
However, it is very possible that 

Egypt will meet these targets, econ-
omists said, given its untapped in-
vestment potential.

“Look at the economic map and 
you will get to know those vast 
opportunities are available here,” 
Fahmi said. “Egypt is a huge market 
and has a location that makes it an 
important link between Africa, the 
Arab region and Europe.”

Egypt also wants to invite inves-
tors’ attention to what it describes 
as the drivers of its economic devel-
opment.

The Egyptian government is par-
ticularly touting the Suez Canal 
project as an investment magnet. It 
aspires to attract billions of dollars 
in investment in shipbuilding, ship 
maintenance, industrialisation and 
logistics.

Oil and gas are also promising 
fields with recent natural gas dis-
coveries expected to bridge the gap 
between production and consump-
tion when they come online this 
year and later produce enough to be 
exported.

Egypt is also inviting internation-
al mining companies to explore its 
eastern desert amid expectations 
that gold is present in relatively 
large amounts.

Nonetheless, economists said in-
vestors would not turn to Egypt un-
less the country also takes steps to 
address administrative corruption 
and improve transparency.

Egypt was ranked 116th out of 140 
countries in the 2015-16 Global Com-
petitiveness Report produced by the 
World Economic Forum. It came in 
122nd in ease of doing business in 
the World Bank’s Doing Business 
Report 2016.

“Laws are not everything but 
when it comes to actual practice, 
investors need easy administrative 
procedures, a transparent legal sys-
tem and local administrations free 
of corruption,” Hassanein said. “So, 
it is necessary that our government 
addresses problems in these sectors 
to make the law more effective.”

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

For Egypt, no easy solution to high inflation

Egypt’s investment 
hopes clash with 
harsh realities

Amr Emam

Hassan Abdel Zaher

Cherished commodity. Egyptian man selects flatbread at a market 
in Cairo.                                                      (Reuters)

‘Good step.’ Headquarters of the National Bank of Egypt (NBE) in Cairo.

Egypt’s new 
investment law, 
approved by 
parliament on May 7, 
was more than two 
years in the making

Egypt
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unisian Prime Minister 
Youssef Chahed became 
the first Tunisian head of 
government to join thou-
sands of Jewish pilgrims 

at the annual journey to El Ghriba 
synagogue, which is considered Af-
rica’s oldest Jewish shrine.

Chahed’s surprise attendance at 
the event May 14 was aimed at un-
derscoring Tunisia’s attachment to 
the values of tolerance and open-
ness and its rejection of the wave 
of bigoted extremism facing the re-
gion.

Tunisian officials announced 
the government’s intention to seek 
UNESCO World Heritage status for 
the island of Djerba, the home of 
El Ghriba synagogue and a popular 
tourism site on the country’s Medi-
terranean coast.

About 3,000 pilgrims, mostly 
from Europe but including a num-
ber from Israel, reaffirmed the 
traditional image of the island of 
Djerba as an “oasis of peace” against 
a background of religious and sec-
tarian strife in the Middle East and 
North Africa.

The symbolism of Chahed’s visit 
to El Ghriba synagogue was most 
apparent when he sang the national 
anthem with visiting Tunisian Jews 
to highlight the bonds between Tu-
nisians of all faiths, including Juda-
ism.

Chahed was accompanied by the 
ministers of the interior, culture, 
religious affairs and tourism — the 
largest number of Tunisian cabinet 
members to attend the Jewish festi-
val in recent history.

Many Tunisians see a link be-
tween the prosperity of the coun-
try and the fortunes of their Jewish 
community.

Tumult during the first years of 
Tunisia’s independence in 1956 and 
repercussions of wars and violence 
in the Middle East led to a decline in 
the number of Tunisian Jews from 
an estimated 100,000 before 1956 to 
about 2,000 currently. Most of them 
reside in Djerba or Tunis.

Jews, like most other Tunisians, 
have weathered the uncomfortable 
political and social climate since the 
“Arab spring” protests, which oust-
ed former Tunisian President Zine 
el-Abidine Ben Ali in 2011.

Radical Islamist Salafists dese-
crated Jewish gravestones in 2013 in 
a wave of attacks against Tunisia’s 
Sufi shrines and cultural events, in-
cluding art exhibits and films.

Since the election of secularist 
President Beji Caid Essebsi at the 
end of 2014 and the subsequent leg-
islative elections in which his Nidaa 
Tounes party came first, Salafist-in-
spired incidents have ceased.

“We want to be present at this 
pilgrimage to highlight two mes-
sages: Tunisia is an open country, 
a tolerant country reconciled with 
its identity of religious diversity. We 
are all Tunisians. We have no prob-
lems with religions. We put Tunisia 

above all issues,” Chahed said while 
standing in the midst of Jewish pil-
grims.

Culture Minister Mohamed Zine 
el-Abidine said the country was ap-
plying to UNESCO for World Her-
itage status to Djerba because of 
its “cultural and religious unique-
ness.”

He was quoted by Agence France-
Presse (AFP) saying the application 
would highlight the rich religious 
heritage of the island, which is 
home to centuries-old mosques, 
churches and synagogues.

UNESCO has registered eight Tu-

nisian landmarks as World Heritage 
sites, including Carthage, the capi-
tal of the Phoenician Empire on the 
western Mediterranean.

Tunisian Jews make the annual 
pilgrimage to El Ghriba synagogue 
on Djerba to commemorate the 
death of Shimon Bar Yochai, a sec-
ond-century kabbalistic rabbi who 
is famous for his religious book 
known as the “Zohar.”

Before the 2011 upheaval, the 
Hiloula Jewish spiritual journey to 
El Ghriba was attended by as many 
as 10,000 Jews from around the 
world. The number of Jewish par-
ticipants eventually fell to a few 
hundred in 2013-15 but rebounded 
to 1,500 last year.

Tunisian leaders are showing 
keen interest to promote the Djerba 
pilgrimage to keep bridges open 
with Tunisian Jews living in Eu-
rope, Israel and the United States.

Tunisians tend to see the level of 
attendance at the Jewish festival 
as a barometer for the forthcoming 
tourist season. Tunisia was one of 
the main tourism destinations in 
Africa before 2011, despite a suicide 
bombing at El Ghriba synagogue in 
2002.

Much more damaging to the tour-
ism industry were two jihadist at-
tacks in 2015, in which more than 
50 foreign tourists were killed.

Government officials have said 
there has been a 34% rebound in 
tourist arrivals from Europe in the 
first three months of this year com-
pared to the same period in 2016.

Tunisia deployed thousands of 
armed soldiers and police to guard 
the 3-day Djerba pilgrimage, which 
was incident free. Israel had warned 
against attending the event, citing 
what it called the threat of jihadist 
attacks.

Prime minister joins Jewish pilgrims as Tunisia 
seeks World Heritage status for Djerba island
Lamine Ghanmi

‘Oasis of peace’. Tunisian Prime Minister Youssef Chahed (C-L) is greeted by El Ghriba Synagogue President Perez Trabelsi (C) and Chief 
Rabbi Haim Bitten (C-R) outside the synagogue on the Tunisian island of Djerba, on May 14.                                 (AFP)

About 3,000 pilgrims 
reaffirmed the 
traditional image of 
the island of Djerba as 
an “oasis of peace.”

Jews in the Maghreb

T he essential respect 
for the rights of 
minorities is a 
fundamental prereq-
uisite for the develop-
ment of enlightened 

and prosperous societies. In 
today’s changing world, the 
elements of religious diversity 
and cultural plurality are known 
to function as generators of 
dynamic scenes for the achieve-
ment of social opulence.

It is widely recognised that the 
Maghreb is an incredibly diverse 
region that boasts vibrant 
traditions of different back-
grounds. For this reality to be 
sustained, efforts to ensure 
equality, inclusion and cohesion 
should continue unabated.

Tunisia recently hosted the Lag 
B’Omer pilgrimage to El Ghriba 
synagogue on the Mediterranean 
island of Djerba. The Jewish 
festival, which was closely 
followed by Tunisians from all 
regions, took place under heavy 
security but without incident.

It is no secret that Tunisia has 
witnessed an unprecedented 
energising of radical groups, 

particularly after the 2011 
uprisings. In view of this situa-
tion, tightening security meas-
ures has become an essential 
requirement for major events.

Along with many other coun-
tries, Tunisia has borne the brunt 
of terrorist violence, which 
presented a threat to all Tunisians 
without exception.

In 2015, a shooting in the 
coastal city of Sousse constituted 
a turning point that led to 
intensified security efforts. 
Today, after more than five years 
of turbulence, the Tunisian 
military and police forces have 
gained the essential expertise to 
confront the terrorist threat.

And so we can say that the 
tasteless warning from Israel 
about the Djerba pilgrimage 
confirmed only two facts: Israel’s 
ongoing attempt to belittle the 
Tunisian security services’ 
commendable efforts and its 
decision to uphold  a fearmonger-
ing policy aimed at sowing seeds 
of division.

Israel, however, is missing the 
point on Maghrebi Jews, who are 
as Maghrebi as the rest of 
Maghreb nationals.

When El Ghriba festivities 
started May 12, pilgrims waved 
Tunisian flags and sang the 
national anthem, confirming once 
again their love and loyalty to the 
land and its people. They cel-

ebrated their festival with 
Tunisian songs and shared 
moments of joy with the visiting 
Muslims.

The undisputed success of El 
Ghriba pilgrimage has allowed 
Tunisian Jews to effectively grant 
the country and the world a 
unique scene of unity and 
tolerance at a time when others 
are pushing for division and 
furthering resentment.

Jews have lived in Tunisia and 
other parts of the Maghreb for 
centuries and the presence of the 
oldest communities can be traced 
to Roman times and possibly to 
the period of ancient Carthage.

When the Sephardi Jews were 
expelled from Spain in 1492 and 
from Portugal in 1496, they found 
a refuge in North Africa and were 
even welcomed by the Ottoman 
Empire.

Today, out of a population of 
34.1 million, Morocco has a 
Jewish minority of 2,300 — less 
than 0.01% of the total popula-
tion. In Tunisia, slightly more 
than 1,000 Jews remain in what 
was once a flourishing commu-
nity.

What happened?
History tells us of a period of 

great economic prosperity for 
Jews under the reign of the 
Fatimid Caliphate in North Africa. 
History also tells us that the city 
of Kairouan in Tunisia was a 

The Maghreb needs its Jewish community
world centre of Jewish culture 
and scholarship for at least three 
generations.

In Morocco, we know that the 
Jewish community thrived 
spiritually and intellectually 
under the rule of the Idrisids. We 
also know that Jews formed a 
stable community in Fez, witness-
ing a golden age that lasted for 
about 300 years.

As history has its ups and 
downs, there were also unfortu-
nate incidents and regrettable 
events that involved discrimina-
tory legislations, sporadic 
violence and religious intoler-
ance. Yet the gloomiest period for 
both Jews and Muslims in North 
Africa was recorded under the 
French occupation that exploited 
existing differences to divide and 
conquer.

The right to citizenship was 
granted to Jews in Algeria along 
with preferential treatment to 
other Jewish communities in the 
Maghreb. At that time, the French 
occupation knew these poisonous 
gifts would serve as instigators of 
distrust and suspicion in the 
North African colonies.

History can be a good guide. As 
a region that aspires to preserve 
its unity, the Maghreb should 
learn from history and embrace 
all of its sons and daughters, 
regardless of race, language or 
religion.

Iman Zayat

View point
Israel is 
missing the 
point on 
Maghrebi 
Jews, who 
are as 
Maghrebi 
as the rest 
of Maghreb 
nationals.

The Maghreb should learn from 
history and embrace all of its 
sons and daughters, regardless 
of race, language or religion.
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London

W 

omen in Saudi Ara-
bia  celebrated a 
royal decree eas-
ing aspects of the 
kingdom’s male 

guardianship system, granting 
them independent access to gov-
ernment services, jobs, education 
and health care.

Directives from King Salman 
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud stated that 
women in the kingdom no longer 
need a male guardian’s consent to 
access public services “unless there 
is a legal basis for this request, in 
accordance with the provisions of 
Islamic sharia.”

Government agencies are re-
quired to reflect the new changes 
on their official websites and have 
three months to restructure and 
implement the new orders while 
providing officials with a list of 
services that might require guard-
ian approval for consideration. The 
agencies are also tasked with rais-

ing awareness of women’s rights in 
Saudi Arabia.

Before the changes, Saudi wom-
en needed a mahram (male guard-
ian) — usually a father, brother or 
husband — to accompany them or 
give written consent to access jobs, 
school or health care.

Maha Akeel, of the Jeddah-based 
Organisation of Islamic Coopera-
tion, said the changes deliver an 
opportunity to re-evaluate the en-
tire system.

“Now at least it opens the door 
for discussion on the guardian 
system,” Akeel told the Thomson 
Reuters Foundation. “Women are 
independent and can take care of 
themselves.”

The royal decrees stop short of 
giving women the right to travel 
without a guardian’s consent or the 
complete dissolution of the guardi-
anship system, which activists 
have called for.

However, many called it a signifi-
cant move. “We are one step ahead, 
this is good news,” wrote UK-based 
Saudi student Rawan al-Rayes on 
her Twitter account. Online Saudi 
activist Maha Saad  said the devel-
opments were the “start of some-
thing great; Freedom Will Win At 
The End.”

The movement to drop the male 
guardianship system in Saudi Ara-
bia has been going on for almost six 
years but has only generated signif-
icant results in the last few years.

The online grass-roots move-
ment celebrated several small vic-
tories during that period, starting 
with the late King Abdullah bin Ab-

dulaziz Al Saud allowing women to 
join the kingdom’s advisory Shura 
Council in 2011, followed by the 
first participation of Saudi women 
at the Olympics. In 2013, the king-
dom pledged for the second time to 
the United Nations that it would re-
view and nullify the guardianship 
system.

Last September, a petition signed 
by nearly 15,000 Saudi women urg-
ing King Salman to end the coun-
try’s male guardianship system 
was posted to the government. 
This came after an unsuccessful 
attempt by Riyadh-based women’s 
activist Aziza al-Yousef to deliver it 
personally to the royal court.

At that time, the Arabic hashtag 
“Saudi women want to abolish 
the guardianship system” trended 
on social media for months, par-
ticularly on Twitter, which has 
an estimated 2.4 million active 
Saudi users, the highest number 
of any country in the region. The 
latest events have led to the same 

hashtag trending again.
The royal decrees specified that 

government agencies should force 
employers to provide transporta-
tion for female employees, an as-
pect that pro-women Saudi activi-
ties might construe as a setback to 
their campaign to lift the ban on 
women driving in the kingdom.

A scheduled session of the Shura 
Council aimed at discussing an In-
terior Ministry report’s recommen-
dation on the women’s driving ini-
tiative was postponed.

The Riyadh-based Okaz news-
paper said members of the council 
were informed 48 hours before the 
session of the postponement, with 

the possibility of having the dis-
cussion before the start of the holy 
month of Ramadan.

Sources told Okaz that the coun-
cil’s Security Committee failed to 
draft coherent recommendations 
regarding the women’s driving 
initiative, describing what was pre-
sented as “weak” and “unfeasible” 
and saying it was rejected at a Gen-
eral Assembly meeting in April.

Commenting on the delay on 
Twitter, Yousef wrote: “I don’t 
know why the women’s driving 
dossier has become one of the 
most difficult files to pass, bearing 
in mind that more complex issues 
have passed through the bottle-
neck smoothly.”

Saudi Arabia is implementing its 
Vision 2030 social and economic 
reform plan, designed to diversify 
its economy away from the energy 
sector. Creating opportunities and 
improving living standards for the 
kingdom’s female populace factor 
heavily in its plans.

Saudi women 
celebrate easing 
of guardianship 
system, call for 
more freedoms
The Arab Weekly staff

Steps forward. Saudi women walk on a street during Saudi National Day in Riyadh.         (Reuters)

Women in the 
kingdom no longer 
need a male 
guardian’s consent to 
access public services.

Last September, a 
petition was signed 
by nearly 15,000 
Saudi women urging 
King Salman to end 
the male 
guardianship 
system.

Baghdad

W 

hen Iraqi govern-
ment troops began 
their operation to 
retake Mosul six 
months ago, more 

than 1 million people were esti-
mated to be living in the city, Iraq’s 
second largest.

More than 300,000 people have 
been displaced by the fighting and 
the United Nations estimates about 
400,000 are trapped in ISIS-held 
neighbourhoods in western Mosul.

Mosul citizens Mostapha Khatib, 
Mohamad Bassel and Abdallah Ab-
del Aziz anticipated the massive 
humanitarian crisis the operation 
would cause. They set up Faz3a to 
mobilise young volunteers from 
the embattled city to help refugees 
seeking shelter in camps near Mo-
sul.

“Our organisation was the first 
to enter the eastern part of Mosul 
during the ongoing battles,” Khatib 
said in a telephone conversation. 
“We worked in coordination with 
Mosul District Council and with the 
support of residents who devoted 
human and material resources.”

Faz3a volunteers provided front-
line emergency aid, including food, 
toiletries, heaters, blankets and 
medical care, in recently liberated 
communities in and around Mosul. 
Their assistance helped save hun-
dreds of refugees who had to flee 
the fighting.

Faz3a operates solely on private 
donations offered mainly by Mo-
sul’s inhabitants.

“The situation is very tragic. It 
is actually beyond imagination. 
It is even worse for those who are 
still under the grip of ISIS. Hunger 
and a shortage of drinking water 
and medication caused the death 
of tens of people. Those who have 
tried to escape were exposed to 
sniper fire from ISIS positions,” 
Khatib said.

More than 750 volunteers — all 
young people from Mosul — have 
swelled the ranks of Faz3a in recent 
months.

“They are all educated youths 
who were keen on having a human-
itarian role since the very first days 
of the operation. They enrolled in 
big numbers and made sure that as-
sistance is distributed equally to all 
refugees and those in need for it,” 

Khatib said.
He said at least 23 volunteers 

have been killed or wounded, 
mostly by ISIS militants with mor-
tars and booby-trapped drones, 
while assisting the refugees.

“We incurred human losses 
though from the very beginning of 
military operations, we have been 
working closely with the Iraqi forc-
es to ensure the safety of our work-
ers,” Khatib said.

“However, the risks and chal-
lenges reinforced our determina-
tion to restore life inside the lib-
erated areas of Mosul regardless 
of the sacrifices. Most volunteers 
feel they have an obligation and a 
duty towards the city in which they 
were born and grew up.”

Khatib pointed out that Faz3a 

had helped rehabilitate schools 
and government institutions, no-
tably medical facilities to ensure 
the continuation of services to the 
population.

“Assisting refugee families, espe-
cially those who are still within ISIS 
territory, necessitates international 
as well as local efforts. Internation-
al support is also needed to rebuild 
Mosul and breathe new life into it,” 
he said.

Iraqi forces began the assault on 
ISIS-held Mosul in October, after 
months of preparation and build-
up. In January, Iraq declared the 
eastern half of Mosul — the Tigris 
River divides the city into eastern 
and western sectors — “fully liber-
ated.” Iraqi government forces are 
battling to take the city’s western 
half.

Humanitarian groups have re-
peatedly warned of increased ci-
vilian casualties in western Mosul 
due to the higher density of the 
population there and the increased 
reliance on air strikes and artillery. 
Faced with their toughest fight 
against ISIS yet, Iraqi and coalition 
forces have increasingly turned to 
air strikes and artillery to clear and 
hold territory in Mosul’s west.

Mosul District Council Mem-
ber Maan al-Rashidi commended 
Faz3a’s work, which he described 
as “outstanding” and “beyond ex-
pectations.”

“What this organisation has been 
able to offer for the refugees of Mo-
sul is amazing,” Rashidi said. “It is a 
novice young group, relying solely 
on personal efforts. They are not 
backed by any party or faction and 
they do not propagate any political 
ideas; nonetheless, they were able 

to make a big difference for a large 
number of people in a record time.”

Rashidi complained about the 
“extremely poor” support extend-
ed by the federal government to 
the beleaguered city. “It is insig-
nificant compared to the scope of 
destruction. We had to resort to 
local humanitarian groups, includ-
ing Faz3a, who heeded our appeal 
without hesitation or any claim in 
return,” he said.

The official contended, however, 
that voluntary work cannot replace 
or substitute the state in rebuilding 
and rehabilitating devastated are-
as. He said those needed concerted 
efforts from international organisa-
tions.

Khatib also criticised the govern-
ment, which he blasted for “leav-
ing the refugees out in the wild” 
without help.

“Conditions in refugee camps are 
appalling,” he said. “These people 
lack the minimum living require-
ments. Dealing with the humani-
tarian crisis requires international 
efforts and the urgent intervention 
of both the local and federal au-
thorities.”

Oumayma Omar, based in 
Baghdad, is a contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of 
The Arab Weekly. 

Faz3a, a local NGO mobilising young people to help Mosul refugees
Oumayma Omar

Big difference in record time. Faz3a volunteers preparing 
assistance for distribution to Mosul refugees.                  (Courtesy of Faz3a)

Faz3a volunteers 
provided front-line 
emergency aid in 
recently liberated 
communities in and 
around Mosul.



22 May 21, 2017

Culture

Tunis

F 

rom the façade of the 
Municipal Theatre of Tu-
nis, the Olympian deity 
Apollo, surrounded by the 
muses of drama and po-

etry, oversees people walking along 
Habib Bourguiba Avenue. Located 
at the heart of downtown Tunis, 
the theatre reopened on April 26 af-
ter being closed for renovation for 
more than a year.

For years, the Municipal Theatre, 
one of Tunis’s few remaining gems 
of colonial architecture, provided 
visitors with a variety of cultural 
programmes.

Created by French architect 
Jean-Emile Resplandy, the theatre 
follows the 19th-century Art Nou-
veau style. It was inaugurated on 
November 20, 1902, and was called 
the Municipal Casino of Tunis. 
“Manon,” an opéra comique by Ju-
les Massenet, was presented on the 
opening night and attracted a large 
audience.

“This architectural masterpiece 
has marked the lives of Tunisian 
people since the beginning of the 
20th century,” said Zoubeir Mouhli, 
the president of the Association for 
the Safeguarding of the Medina of 
Tunis. He noted that the theatre 
was the only one to have survived 
from the capital’s original three.

“After the recent renovation, the 
theatre remained identical to its 
original model, which is unique,” 
Mouhli said.

The building’s interior is deco-
rated with gold and red colours. In 
1909, the theatre was rebuilt to ac-
commodate more than 1,300 spec-
tators. Covering more than 1,500 sq. 
metres, the Municipal Theatre has 
four levels. The main stage, which 
is 12 metres deep and 20.75 metres 
long, was designed to ensure better 
sight lines for spectators. The ceil-
ing is in the form of a dome and is 
marked with multiple ornaments.

The theatre’s recent renovation 
was made possible by the Munici-
pality of Tunis, the Association for 
the Safeguarding of the Medina 
of Tunis and other private institu-
tions.

“We tried to reverse the damages 
of time and restore the splendour 
of the monument,” said Amel Ben 
Meddeb, a Tunisian architect and 
member of the Association for the 
Safeguarding of the Medina of Tu-
nis.

The façade, which displays or-
naments of plants and flowers as 
well as a sculpted representation 
of Apollo, was created by French 
sculptor Jean-Baptiste Belloc.

“Everything, from the basement 
to the balcony was renovated,” said 
actor and theatre director Zouhair 
Raies, who added that walls and 
sculptures were repainted in the 
original colours.

In addition to sculpted repre-
sentations of angels, the stage fea-
tures a replica of the Sidi Mehrez 
mosque.

“Many of the details were high-
lighted during the renovation pro-
cess. The representations lost their 
lustre with time and some of the 
colours faded. We wanted to bring 
these elements to light and remind 
our visitors of this monument’s 

beauty,” Raies said.
The theatre has hosted many 

international conferences and per-
formances by national theatrical 
companies.

Soon after its inauguration, the 
theatre hosted operas by Wag-
ner, Verdi, Massenet and Charles 
Lecoq.  French tragedies and com-
edies, such as Victorien Sardou’s 
“Madame Sans-Gêne” were show-
cased.

After independence, well-
known musical acts performed 
on the theatre’s stage, including 
Youssef Wahbi, Paul Meurisse and 
Georges Abiadh.

The stage of the theatre turned 
out to be a launching pad for many 
famous careers.

“A lot of nostalgia can be felt 
when I speak about the Munici-
pal Theatre,” said Raies. “In 1986 
when I was a student, I performed 
for the first time in the play titled 
‘Dangerous Report.’”

In the 1980s, the Municipal 
Theatre was at risk of being de-
molished because of a commercial 
centre that opened next door but 
the public mobilised in opposition

“People united to save the last 
remaining theatre in downtown 
Tunis,” Mouhli said. “That was one 

of the few moments when people 
joined efforts to conserve a monu-
ment.”

Raies described the effort as 
“unprecedented” and “heroic.”

“Actors, intellectuals and Tu-
nisians from all walks of life pro-
tested against the likely demoli-
tion and they didn’t yield until the 
theatre was preserved,” Raies said.

The Municipal Theatre of Tunis 
is used for cultural events, such as 
the Carthage Theatre Days and the 
Festival of the Medina during Ram-
adan. The Tunisian Symphonic Or-
chestra inaugurated a new cultural 
season soon after the theatre’s reo-
pening.

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and 
Culture contributor to The Arab 
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

The Municipal Theatre of Tunis regains former lustre

A remaining gem of colonial architecture. A file picture shows Tunisians posing for a selfie in front of the Municipal Theatre of Tunis.  (AFP) 

The stage of  the 
Municipal Theatre 
of Tunis 
functioned as a 
launching pad for 
many careers.

Face à Picasso: Best of legendary artist exhibited in Rabat
Saad Guerraoui

Rabat

M 

ore than 100 works 
of legendary Spanish 
artist Pablo Picasso 
are featured in the 
Face à Picasso — Fac-

ing Picasso — exhibition at the Mo-
hammed VI Museum of Modern and 
Contemporary Art in Rabat (MMVI).

The programme was to begin 
April 19 but the success of the Af-
rique en Capitale exhibition led to 
a delay in the opening until May 15 
when it was inaugurated by Prin-
cess Lalla Salma. Face à Picasso will 
run through July 31.

Mehdi Qotbi, president of the Na-
tional Museums Foundation said 
the Picasso exhibition was off to a 
great start.

“As we speak, more than 400 visi-
tors came this morning with three 
to four schools per day asking to 
visit the museum in the near fu-
ture. Imagine how it will be like on 
the weekend,” said Qotbi.

The 115 pieces on display depict 
some of Picasso’s best, from his 
teen years until his last self-por-
traits.

Picasso is one of the most iconic 
artists of all time and known for 
co-founding the Cubist movement. 
Painter, printmaker, ceramicist, 
sculptor, stage designer, poet and 
playwright, Picasso created more 
than 60,000 works of art before 
he died in 1973 at the age of 91 in 
France, where he spent most of his 
adult life.

Laurent Le Bon, president of the 
Picasso Museum in Paris, said the 
best of Picasso was being exhibited 
in Rabat.

“I think if you want to discover 
the diversity, the genius of Picasso, 
you must come to Mohammed VI 
Museum,” Le Bon said.

The exhibition opens with a 
painting that Picasso finished at the 

age of 14 (“The Barefoot Girl” 1895) 
and finishes with one of his last art-
works (“The Young Painter,” 1972).

Others exhibited works from the 
collections of the Picasso-Paris Mu-
seum include “The Kitchen” (1948), 
“Les Demoiselles d’Avignon” (1906-
07), “Woman with Clasped Hands” 
(1907), “Seated Nude” (1909), 
“Reading” (1932), “Pregnant Wom-
an” (1959), sculptures, photographs 
and ceramics.

“There is a real chronological 
representation of Picasso’s artistic 
career throughout all his life,” Qotbi 
said.

The $20 million Mohammed VI 
Museum opened in October 2014 as 
part of King Mohammed VI’s desire 
to promote culture as a catalyst for 
human, social and economic devel-
opment as well as his determina-
tion to provide Morocco with top-
notch cultural facilities that foster 
creativity.

Last year, the museum hosted a 
retrospective of Swiss artist Alberto 
Giacometti’s sculptures, paintings 
and drawings. Giacometti is consid-
ered one of the most talented art-
ists of the 20th century.

Qotbi pointed to the king’s sup-
port in making the best of art avail-
able in Morocco.

“The country’s development is 
measured by its cultures and exhi-
bitions in its museums. When we 
see today Morocco is capable of ex-
hibiting Picasso and Giacometti, I 
will let you conclude,” he said.

Jack Lang, president of the Arab 
World Institute in Paris, who at-
tended the May 15 opening, said 
the Mohammed VI Museum has be-
come a shining institution thanks 
to exhibitions that “have been re-
markable.”

Qotbi said the museum would 
display a collection of contempo-
rary art from the Pompidou Centre 
in Paris next year.

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

Off to a great start. Women look at a painting by Spanish artist 
Pablo Picasso ahead of an exhibition in the Museum of Modern 
and Contemporary Art in Rabat, on April 12.                                     (AFP)

There is a real 
chronological 
representation of 
Picasso’s artistic 
career.”Mehdi Qotbi, 

president of the National 
Museums Foundation

Roua Khlifi
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Cairo

R 

eading books and maga-
zines has been a normal 
activity for children eve-
rywhere but sometimes it 
is a luxury, particularly in 

Egypt’s deprived and remote areas 
where child labour is common.

Haytham Abderabo, an Egyptian 
novelist and English teacher, has 
been trying to provide needy chil-
dren with books, playing the role of 
Santa Claus mainly in Ash Sharqia 
Province in northern Egypt.

Using his car, which children call 
Arabiyet el-Hawadeet — the Tales’ 
Car — Abderabo roamed the vil-
lages of Ash Sharqia to disseminate 
knowledge to the children in the 
countryside.

In about three years, the Tales’ 
Car has visited more than 60 vil-
lages and other areas, distributing 
more than 30,000 books for free in 
Ash Sharqia and other provinces.

The project depends on dona-
tions of books and magazines from 
individuals and enterprises

The project began by mere coin-
cidence.

“I was once waiting for my father 
in the car while surfing a children’s 
magazine I bought for my daughter 
when a child approached me asking 
about what I was holding. I was as-
tonished to find a child in primary 
four who does not know about mag-
azines,” Abderabo said.

“I told her that was a magazine 
that entailed picture stories and 
tales. She was so excited to hear the 
word ‘tales.’ I gave it to her but she 
said she can’t read on her own so I 
told her to find somebody older to 
read it with her. It was surprising 
that a child her age could not read 
on her own,” he added.

“Several other children ap-
proached the car asking for maga-
zines but I didn’t have anymore.”

Since that encounter, Abderabo 
collected children’s books and 
magazines until he had about 900. 
He then decided to distribute them 
during the Muslim holy month of 
Ramadan.

“When I wrote a post on Face-
book saying that I would distribute 
books during Ramadan, I faced sar-
castic comments such as I should 
give away food instead,” he said.

Abderabo, however, did not give 
up.

“I’m known to the people in my 
village as a teacher,” he said. “So I 
started knocking on their doors ask-
ing about their children. I gave each 
child I met a book and promised to 
give him or her another if [he or she] 
reads it.”

News spread from village to vil-
lage about a teacher named Hay-
tham who carries books and maga-

zines for children in his car.
“People started to stop me on the 

way asking me for books for their 
children,” he recalled.

Some of Abderabo’s former stu-
dents who had graduated from uni-
versity volunteered to help him in 
the project. One started document-
ing the project, while another cre-
ated a page on Facebook for the pro-
ject and a friend of his joined them 
as a storyteller.

Children have been excited about 
the project.

“The Tales’ Car is a great initia-
tive. I learned immense knowledge 
and information through reading 
the books Mr Haytham provided 
that I had never known about be-
fore,” said Rawan Hisham, 11.

Storytelling workshops were add-
ed to the activities that Abderabo 
and his group offered.

“The components of the work-
shops are so simple. We find a place 
to sit like an area full of grass and 

give children a piece of our hearts,” 
Abderabo said.

“We choose a story that fits the 
environment where children live, 
then we encourage them to add to 
it. We ask them to add characters 
and change the course of events and 
the ending,” he said.

“Storytelling derived surprises 
like children who can write stories.”

Abderabo’s team faced an un-
pleasant surprise when they visited 
an Upper Egyptian village.

“We were surprised to know when 
we held a storytelling workshop for 
300 children there that only two of 

them continued their education till 
secondary school. All the others 
dropped out in primary five or six 
to work and support their families,” 
Abderabo sadly said.

“This world is full of ugliness and 
we are trying to beautify it as much 
as we can,” he added.

Abderabo said he hoped his pro-
ject will make a difference in chil-
dren’s lives.

“Culture is a process of transfer-
ring knowledge into a behaviour. 
When a child reads about love, 
beauty and peace, that will be his 
or her behaviour and [he or she], in 
turn, will reject violence and terror-
ism and learn about accepting the 
other,” he said.

“Reading, books and culture 
represent the first line of defence 
against whatever is ugly in this 
world.”

Marwa al-A’sar is a Cairo-based 
journalist.

‘Tales’ Car’ roams Egypt’s countryside to offer children free books
Marwa al-A’sar

From the Middle East to Mount Everest

M
any Muslims in 
the West suffer an 
identity crisis at 
some point. Their 
disillusionment 
may turn into 

hate, which Mostafa Salameh, a 
Jordanian-British mountaineer of 
Palestinian decent, tries to tackle 
in his book “Dreams of a Refugee: 
From the Middle East to Mount 
Everest.”

The book recounts Salameh’s 
extraordinary experience that 
changed the course of his life, 
leading him to renew his faith and 
preach a tolerant Islam, after reli-
gion had previously played a very 
small part in his life.

Born in Kuwait, a chance meet-
ing led Salameh to London then 
Edinburgh where he partied exces-
sively. One night he had a dream 
in which he was standing on the 
highest mountain on Earth reciting 
the call to prayer. He decided to 
climb Mount Everest though he 
had no mountaineering experi-
ence.

At first, Salameh described what 
seemed to be random encounters, 
including a clash with the Jorda-
nian ambassador in London.

Later, his writing felt like it had 
more relevance. He referred to 
Khalil Gibran’s “The Prophet” 
when Gibran wrote of death: 

“When you have reached the 
mountaintop, then you shall begin 
to climb. And when the earth shall 
claim your limbs, then shall you 
truly dance.”

He referred to Paulo Coelho’s 
“The Alchemist” and the message 
that Allah knows the future but Al-
lah is not telling him how to live his 
life. He wrote: “The way I see it, Al-
lah provides opportunities and puts 
people in my path but everything 
depends on my intention and my 
intention has always been to help 
my family and parents and brothers 
and sister, and to be kind and loving 
to those I encounter.”

While in Edinburgh, Salameh 
said he felt the need to reacquaint 
himself with God, which led him to 
explore India.

Hindu and Buddhist teachings 
spoke to Salameh and he was 
particularly influenced by a quote 
of Siddhartha: “No one saves us but 
ourselves… No one can and no one 
may. We ourselves must walk the 
path. Work out your own salvation. 
Do not depend on others.”

In his book, Salameh spoke 
highly of the Jordanian king, who 
encouraged him to climb Mount 
Everest and to provide inspiration 
for young people.

He also spoke of the people he 
met during his climb, such as Su-
hail, a sports champion represent-

ing Jordan in the next Paralympics.
However, one of Salameh’s 

finest memories of the climb 
was meeting a team of Iranian 
mountaineers. He said they 
got on very well and there was 
mutual respect, despite him 
being a Sunni and they Shias. 
He said: “On Everest we were 
just Muslims and human 
beings.”

Salameh presented easily 
digestible summaries of the 
Palestinian conflict, the rise 
of the Islamic State (ISIS) 
and the causes of radicali-
sation. He quoted British 
journalist Robert Fisk’s 
prediction “if the West 
causes trouble in the 
Middle East, it will come 
back to haunt them.”

Salameh blamed 
some European coun-
tries for making it difficult 
for young people to be pious 
Muslims. They support mosques 
that centre on one or another na-
tional group instead of supporting 
ethnic minorities to enable them to 
receive Islamic education in their 
local language. He reckoned that 
tackling identity crisis requires 
mixing with people from all back-
grounds.

Salameh complained that the 
Middle East is deeply fragmented, 

noting that “travelling from one 
Arab country to another is much 
easier if you are the holder of an 

American or European passport 
than an Arabic one. Even if, 
for example, I visit Dubai 

on a Jordanian passport, 
the visa application takes 

a long time compared with 
the rapid speed when I travel 

with my British passport.”
Salameh is committed to 

spreading the message of tol-
erant Islam. He is a motivation-
al speaker and activist, trying 

to turn young people away from 
radicalisation. He said: “If you 

want to be a good Muslim, don’t 
fight unless you are attacked 
or you have to save your family 

or country. Be kind and honest. 
Respect other religions. We all 

worship the same God. There’s no 
need to convert or change anyone. 
Just accept everyone.”

After two failed attempts, 
Salameh reached the top of Mount 
Everest in 2008. He became the first 
Jordanian to reach the North Pole 
and to scale the Seven Summits — 
the highest mountain on each of 
the seven continents. In 2016, he 
reached the South Pole, the first 
Muslim to do so.

Dunia El-Zobaidi is a regular Arab 
Weekly contributor in London.

Dunia
El-Zobaidi

Books

‘Dreams of 
a Refugee’ 
recounts 
the author’s 
extraordinary 
experience 
that led him 
to preach 
tolerant 
Islam.

Cover of 
Mostafa 
Salameh’s 
“Dreams of a 
Refugee: From 
the Middle 
East to Mount 
Everest.”

Unique initiative. Children pose with books that they received from the Tales’ Car.              (Courtesy of Haytham Abderabo)

In about three years, 
the Tales’ Car visited 
more than 60 villages 
and areas and 
distributed more 
than 30,000 books 
for free.

Reading, books and 
culture represent 
the first line of 
defence against 
whatever is ugly in 
this world.”Haytham Abderabo, 

Egyptian novelist and 
English teacher

Books
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Agenda

We welcome submissions of 
calendar items related to 
cultural events of interest to 
travellers in the Middle East 
and North Africa.

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

Algeria:
Through May 24               

The 18th European Cultural Fes-
tival in Algeria brings together 
artists from more than a dozen 
countries to perform traditional 
rhythms, jazz and flamenco. It 
takes place in Algiers, Tlemcen 
and Constantine.

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 um-
brella and can find anything in 
her bag. The production involves 
the audience in adventures 
through fantastic effects and 
choreography.

Beirut:
Through June 1

Souk El Tayeb is a weekly market 
that hosts more than 60 produc-
ers from across Lebanon with 
food products as well as tradi-
tional and handmade crafts. 
Souk El Tayeb is open 10am-4pm 
each Thursday at the Village 
Dbayeh.

Beirut:
Through December 28

Events associated with Sursock 
Museum Late Nights take place 
noon-9pm each Thursday at the 
Sursock Museum. The events 
include exhibitions, collection 
displays, late-night talks, perfor-
mances and screenings.

Dubai:
May 22- July 27

Modernist Women of Egypt, 
an exhibit of work by Egyptian 
female artists, takes place at the 
Green Art Gallery on Alserkal 
Avenue in Dubai. The works on 
display are dated from 1950-70, 
showing the evolution of styles 
that shape the Egyptian identity 
of today and reflect the direct 
and emotional effects of political 
unrest in Egypt and the rest of 
the world at the time.

Tunis:
May 30-June 17

The 35th Tunis Medina Festival 
is set for the Municipal Theatre 
of Tunis, Dar Lasram, Dar Hus-
sein and Tahar Haddad Club. 
The festival includes concerts by 
Salatine el-Tarab from Syria, Zied 
Gharsa from Tunisia and others. 
Tunisian singer Leila Hjaiej is to 
perform the opening evening of 
the festival. More than a dozen 
artistic performances will take 
place in the streets of the Old 
Medina and downtown Tunis.

Amman:
During June 

Starting on the third night of 
Ramadan, Amman each year cel-
ebrates traditional Arab culture 
with the Citadel Nights Festi-
val. The city comes to life each 
night of Ramadan with concerts, 
recitals of classical Arab music, 
traditional dishes and authentic 
souks.

Marrakech:
July 1-31

The annual Marrakech Festival 
of Popular Arts and Folklore 
showcases Moroccan traditions, 
music, dance and costumes 
through the ages. Visitors attend 
concerts, exhibitions and Moroc-
can street troupe performances.

London
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alled the “Bride of the 
North” and the “Pearl 
of the North,” Tangier 
is Morocco’s gateway to 
Europe on both the At-

lantic and the Mediterranean.
Vast redevelopment projects 

have been carried out in the city 
since King Mohammed VI as-
cended to the throne in 1999 after 
Tangier was seen to have been ne-
glected during the reign of his fa-
ther, King Hassan II.

Tangier, which is one of Moroc-
co’s major tourist destinations, is 
preparing to welcome tourists and 
Moroccan expatriates, who are ex-
pected to arrive in the city by the 
tens of thousands this summer.

Abundant green spaces adorn 
the city’s entrance while the 
3km corniche is undergoing a  
makeover, with greenery, large es-
planades and sports areas replac-
ing demolished nightclubs, bars 
and restaurants, which are to be 

relocated under the pedestrian 
walkway to give way to an unfet-
tered view of the Mediterranean.

A few metres from the ancient 
medina, a state-of-the-art facility, 
Tanja Marina Bay International, is 
being completed.

On the other side of the cor-
niche is a modern, upscale district 
harbouring hotels such as Farah 
Tanger, Royal Tulip, Movenpick 
and the soon-to-be operational 
Hilton, giving high-end tourists a 
wide choice of luxury options.

However, the most fascinating 
part of Tangier is its ancient medi-
na, which was built on a series of 
hills. It is also undergoing a major 
restoration.

Renowned international art-
ists have been captivated by the 
devilish charm of the medina. 
Henri Matisse, Oscar Wilde, Paul 
Bowles, Tennessee Williams, Eu-
gene Delacroix, Emilio Sivilla 
Torres, James McBey and Wil-
liam Burroughs are among the 
well-known people who put the 
Pearl of the North on the map of 
the world’s famed tourist destina-
tions for iconic figures of art and 
literature.

Matisse dubbed Tangier “the 
painters’ paradise” and McBey 
was so in love with the city that he 
was buried on his land there. His 
grave overlooks the Strait of Gi-
braltar and includes an engraved 
inscription in Arabic that reads: 
“He loved Morocco.”

On the way to the Grand Socco, 
a large plaza known as the gate-

way to the medina, the historic El 
Minzah Hotel is a reminder of the 
architecture of Morocco’s colonial 
past. The hotel was built in the 
1930s in the style of a Moroccan 
palace by Scottish nobleman Lord 
Bute.

Entering the old town through 
Bab el Fahs unveils a vibrant at-
mosphere. Fabrics, spices, fruit 
and vegetables adorn the shops. 
Streets narrow in the medina, 
making walking difficult because 
of the cars squeezing past street 
vendors. Old women selling veg-
etables and fresh mint in their tra-
ditional northern Moroccan attire 
are scenes that are increasingly 

rare.
The architecture is a fascinating 

mixture of Andalusian, Moorish, 
colonial and Moroccan styles, each 
of which depicts a time in history.

The Tangier American Legation 
Museum is in the southern part 
of the medina. The breathtaking, 
five-storey mansion houses paint-
ings and three rooms dedicated to 
the American writer Paul Bowles.

The museum also offers a 
glimpse of the history of the rela-
tionship between the United States 
and Morocco, which was the first 
country to recognise American in-
dependence.

North of the medina lies the 
Mendoub Palace, which was built 
in 1929 and was bought by Ameri-
can publishing tycoon Malcolm 
Forbes in 1970 from which to pub-
lish an Arabic language version of 
Forbes magazine. Forbes hosted 
extravagant social events in the 
palace, including his 70th birthday 
party.

After Forbes’ death in 1990, it 
was used to house King Hassan II’s 
personal guests, before being con-
verted into a museum. It has been 
reverted to a house for royal and 
state guests.

The Kasbah Museum, off Place 
du Mechouar, is a must see. It 
houses a large collection of arte-
facts tracing Morocco’s history 
from the Stone Age to the 20th 
century.

Outside the Kasbah is Café Hafa, 
Tangier’s most famous café. Close 
to the necropolis and the Phoeni-
cian tombs, Café Hafa is the per-
fect spot to end a tour of the city 
with freshly made mint tea while 
enjoying a perfect view of the 
Mediterranean.

Tangier is a mesmerising city be-
cause it allows visitors to travel to 
several countries in different eras 
in one place. No wonder it is called 
the Pearl of the North.

Tangier, Morocco’s gateway to Europe
Saad Guerraoui

A view of modern Tangier.                         (Saad Guerraoui)

Andalusian-style buildings in the northern Moroccan city of 
Tangier.                                  (Saad Guerraoui)

Well-preserved old doors are seen in the northern Moroccan city of Tangier.                            (Saad Guerraoui)

Called the “Bride of 
the North” and the 
“Pearl of the North,” 
Tangier is situated on 
both the Atlantic and 
the Mediterranean.


