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atar is at risk of being hit
with US economic sanctions over its alleged support for Hamas and other
offshoots of the Muslim
Brotherhood.
Ed Royce, chairman of the Foreign Affairs Committee of the US
House of Representatives, on May 23
said he would introduce legislation
threatening sanctions against countries that provide support for “terrorist elements of the Muslim Brotherhood” and Hamas in particular.
Qatar has long been accused by
other Gulf countries of providing
funds and political support to Muslim Brotherhood groups, an allegation the Doha government denies.
“We do not, will not and have not
supported the Muslim Brotherhood,” Qatari Foreign Minister Mohammed bin Abdulrahman al-Thani
told Arab News.
Royce and other participants to
the conference on Qatar and the
Muslim Brotherhood’s global affiliates said there was overwhelming
evidence to the contrary. Robert
Gates, a former US defence secretary and CIA director, spoke at the
event, organised by the Foundation
for Defense of Democracies (FDD),
a Washington think-tank, of a “long
history of Qatar welcoming the Muslim Brotherhood.”
Gates said that, while the Muslim
Brotherhood was behaving like “science fiction shape-shifters,” there
could be no doubt that it was still a
movement committed to the re-establishment of an Islamic caliphate
and the introduction of sharia. “If
it looks like a duck and walks like a
duck, then it probably is a duck,” he
said in answer to a question whether
the Brotherhood should be regarded as a group with radical Islamist
goals.
Royce, a Republican, insisted that
the threat of sanctions could con-

Unprecedented risks. US House Foreign Affairs Committee Chairman Ed Royce (C) and the
committee’s ranking Democratic member Representative Eliot Engel (2nd R) are seen with staff
members at a committee meeting in Washington.
vince Doha to end its support for
the Brotherhood. “We need to see a
change in behaviour immediately,”
he said about Qatar. Royce did not
give details of the draft measure
he has been working on with Brian
Mast, another Republican in the
House of Representatives, but said
the United States had to act fol-

Robert Gates, a
former US defence
secretary and CIA
director, spoke of a
“long history of Qatar
welcoming the Muslim
Brotherhood.”

lowing broken promises by Qatar
to crack down on radical Islamist
groups.
“If we are talking about moving
legislation… that focuses on sanctioning those who support Hamas
and if Qatar is supporting Hamas,
then we are talking about sanctions
against Qatar,” Royce said. “There
comes a time when you have to
move forward decisively.”
The Qatari Embassy in Washington did not immediately respond to
a request for comment.
Moving against Qatar is not a
straightforward enterprise for the
United States, however. Qatar is
home to the biggest US military base
in the Middle East and is an important military ally for Washington
in the region. Relocating the Qatar

(AP)

base to another place in the Middle
East to put pressure on Doha would
not be easy, Gates said at the conference. “I don’t think anybody should
underestimate how complicated
that would be,” he said.
Gates said Washington should
confront Qatar with a list of requests
and concerns and tell the government in Doha that the United States
expected a change in behaviour. “If
you are unwilling to change these
things, then we will begin to change
the nature of this relationship”
should be the US message to Qatar,
he said.
Thomas Seibert is a Washington
correspondent for The Arab Weekly.
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Copts anguished after terror attack, Egypt retaliates in Libya
rorists are trained.”
This was the fourth attack on
Egypt’s Christians in less than
five months. In December, a Cairo
chapel was bombed, killing 29 people. Four months later, churches in
the coastal city of Alexandria and
the Nile Delta city of Tanta were
attacked and more than 90 Christians killed.

Ibrahim Ouf

Cairo

A

nger and fear gripped
Egypt’s Coptic Christians after masked gunmen killed more than
two dozen Christian villagers and workmen travelling to a
southern desert monastery.
“We cannot fall silent while we
are being targeted every day,” said
Naguib Gabriel, a Christian activist and a long-time lawyer of the
Coptic Orthodox Church. “Security
agencies do not take enough measures to secure Christians, which
raises many questions.”
Gunmen opened fire on two
buses carrying children and their
families on the morning of May 26
as they travelled from a village in
the central province of Beni Suef to
Saint Samuel the Confessor Monastery, in Minya province, around
280km south of Cairo.
When one of the gunmen’s vehicles got a flat tyre, they stopped a
truck carrying Christian workers,
shot them and took the truck. A to-

The terrorist
incident that took
place today will not
pass unnoticed.

”

Grief and anger. A man burns incense by a coffin as relatives of killed
Coptic Christians gather during the funeral at Abu Garnous Cathedral
in the Minya town of Maghagha, on May 26.
(AFP)
tal of 24 other people were wounded in the attacks.
Bishop Makarios of the Coptic
Orthodox Church in Minya told the
New York Times that many of the
victims in the bus attack were shot
at close range.
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah

al-Sisi ordered air strikes on what
he called terrorist camps in eastern
Libya, which he said had produced
the attackers.
“The terrorist incident that took
place today will not pass unnoticed,” Sisi said. “We are currently
targeting the camps where the ter-

Egyptian President
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi
The latest attack came hours before the start of Ramadan, spoiling the national festive mood
that normally greets the coming
of Islam’s holy month of fasting.

Egypt’s Islamic religious authorities cancelled the annual Ramadan
Eve celebration in solidarity with
Christians.
There was no claim of responsibility but authorities accused
the Islamic State (ISIS) of being
behind the killings. ISIS claimed
it was responsible for the previous attacks against Copts and has
repeatedly threatened to target the
minority, which makes up around
10% of Egypt’s population of 93
million.
The state of fear has led to calls
from the Coptic Orthodox Church
for authorities to work harder to
protect its congregation.
“We are hopeful that some extra
effort would be made to prevent
such attacks in the future,” the
Reverend Polis Halim, the official
spokesman for the church, told
The Arab Weekly. “We know that
policemen do their best but the
success of each new attack gives
the Copts the impression that they
are not a priority for security agencies in their country.”
Ibrahim Ouf is an Egyptian
journalist in Cairo.
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Qatar under pressure

Interview

Qatar faces threat of
punitive legislation
as US officials decry
Brotherhood ties
Thomas Seibert

Q
Washington

atar, a key ally
of the United
States in the
Middle East, is
facing accusations in Washington that it
has been
playing a double game: Showing
a friendly face to the United
States while supporting the
Muslim Brotherhood and radical
offshoots of the Islamist movement, such as Hamas.
“There are many countries in
the Middle East that are engaging in double-dealing but I think
the Qataris are really exceptional
at it,” Jonathan Schanzer, senior
vice-president of the Foundation
for Defense of Democracies (FDD),
a think-tank in Washington, said
May 23 during a panel discussion organised by the institution.
“They take it to an art form and
this is ultimately the problem.”
Schanzer and others decried
what they see as an effort by Qatar
to remain on good terms with the
United States while continuing
to help Brotherhood-affiliated
groups.
US President Donald Trump’s
administration looked into declaring the Brotherhood a terrorist
organisation but experts warned
against such a step. Several US
allies in the Middle East, including
Egypt, Bahrain, the United Arab
Emirates and Saudi Arabia, have
outlawed the Brotherhood, which
has millions of followers and
whose ideology is considered a
threat to Middle East monarchies.
In 2014, Qatar’s alleged support
for the Brotherhood led to a crisis
in diplomatic relations between
Doha and other Gulf Arab countries.
The rift continues. Qatar’s official news agency reported that
Emir Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad
al-Thani expressed understand-

ing for Hezbollah and Hamas.
The government in Doha claimed
the story was a hoax created by
hackers who gained access to the
news agency but state-run media
in several other Gulf countries,
including Qatar TV, ran the story
anyway.
Many in Washington are
convinced that the Brotherhood
remains a source of a dangerous
militant ideology, even if several
groups spawned by the movement
have become part of the non-violent mainstream.
Robert Gates, a former US defence secretary and CIA director,
told the FDD panel the Brotherhood’s main aim was to “re-establish the caliphate and practise sharia law. That is not what I would
call a modest set of goals.”
Gates spoke of a “long history”
of Qatar welcoming the Muslim
Brotherhood. He said other countries in the region also “played
both sides of the street” by publicly professing a determination
to move against the Brotherhood
and groups linked to the movement, without doing so in practice. Those countries, however,
changed their stance once they
were hit by terrorist attacks. He
said Qatar should make a similar
change, adding: “That’s what we
need to see from Qatar.”
Gates said there were strategic
considerations behind the stance
of the government in Doha. “Qatar
wants an important place on the
world stage and [it wants] an
important place in the region,” he
said. That led to an effort to be on
good terms with all players, from
Iran and Syria to the other Gulf
states and the United States.
“They want to have a relationship with everybody so that they
can manoeuvre and, I think, play
this role on the world stage that is
in contrast dramatically with the
size of their country,” he said.
That position was seen by the
royal family in Doha as the best
way to guarantee the long-term
survival of the regime, Gates said.
Experts and officials at the FDD
conference voiced frustration with

Talking to Mark Dubowitz
FDD CEO Mark Dubowitz, on the
sidelines of the conference, said
he welcomed Royce’s draft measure threatening sanctions against
Qatar.
“I think it’s always important
that there be legislation to make it
very clear that there are profound
consequences” of a behaviour like
the one displayed by Qatar and
other countries with regards to
the alleged support for the Mus-

lim Brotherhood, he said. “It is a
wake-up call to Qatar and Turkey
and other countries. We hold their
feet to the fire,” Dubowitz said.
He stressed that the United
States had made numerous appeals to Qatar to cut its help for
the Brotherhood and other groups
but that the support had been
continuing. “At some point, you
have to stop démarching and start
operationalising,” Dubowitz said.

With the Trump administration
and politicians in Congress expressing “frustration” after fruitless efforts to make Qatar change
its ways, the time to act had
come. “There need to be sanctions to effect change,” Dubowitz
said. “The administration will
be in favour and will use the
new legislation as leverage”
to pressure the government in
Doha.”

Royce said
Congress was ready
to consider moving
US military base
in Qatar elsewhere
in the Middle East
if Doha did not
change its ways.

what they see as a tendency by
Qatar to promise to clamp down
on radical groups but then ignoring those pledges.
“Qatar hosts Hamas and helps
support it, as it does other Muslim Brotherhood organisations
throughout the Middle East,” said
FDD President Clifford May. Qatar
denies that it is assisting the Muslim Brotherhood, despite its hosting of leaders affiliated with the
Brotherhood and the International
Federation of Muslim Scholars, an
organisation widely believed to
oversee the worldwide activities
of the Muslim Brotherhood.
Mary Beth Long, a former US
assistant secretary of defence, said
US officials in Qatar and regional
executives had told her there appeared to be “really substantial
progress” in Qatar’s response to
US concerns about financing terrorist groups. She cited changes in
Qatar’s banking bureaucracy and
arrests that had been made. Her

interlocutors had praised “initial
but substantive progress made by
the Qataris.”
Long added she agreed with
Gates that the United States
should keep up the pressure on
the Doha government.
The progress cited by Long does
not convince all Washington officials. Ed Royce, chairman of the
Foreign Affairs Committee in the
US House of Representatives, used
the FDD panel to announce draft
legislation that would put Qatar at
risk of coming under US sanctions
because of the alleged support for
the Brotherhood and organisations such as Hamas.
“It is a country that is… from
which financiers have helped
finance al-Qaeda, ISIS, the Muslim
Brotherhood, Hamas and other
similar organisations, including
the Taliban,” he said about Qatar.
“I can’t for the life of me figure out
why Qatar wants to give a platform to the Taliban.”
Royce said Congress was ready
to consider moving an important
US military base in Qatar elsewhere in the Middle East if Doha
did not change its ways.
“I think if behaviours didn’t
change there would absolutely be
a willingness to look at other options for basing,” he said.
Gates warned that moving a key
base, such as the one in Qatar,
with about 10,000 US soldiers
would not be easy. The Al Udeid
base south of Doha is home to a
forward headquarters of the US
Central Command, an ultra-modern command centre that oversees
operations in the Middle East and
Central Asia, including air strikes
in Syria and other places.
Gates conceded that using an
airbase in Qatar while the Qatari
government was being accused of
helping organisations that were
being attacked by US jets deployed
from that very base was a strange
situation.
“We know that we’re using an
air base that again is targeting
groups that the host country is
supporting,” he said. Gates also
pointed out that Qatar was the
only country in the region that allowed the United States to deploy
strategic B-52 bombers. Washington’s problem with Qatar, he
insisted, was “outside the military
relationship.”

Matter of controversy. A US Air Force B-52 Stratofortress bomber arrives at Al Udeid airbase, Qatar.

(Reuters)
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Friend or foe? Qatar hosts
critical US base while
funding extremists
Mark Habeeb

Washington

Q

“

atar wants to have
it both ways — have
a US base and fund
the Muslim Brotherhood,” former US
Ambassador Dennis Ross wrote in
USA Today. Over the past 25 years,
Ross has advised three US presidents on US Middle East policy.
He currently is a distinguished fel-

Qatar wants to
have it both
ways — have a
US base and
fund the Muslim
Brotherhood.
Former US Ambassador
Dennis Ross

”

low at the Washington Institute for
Near East Policy.
Despite Qatar hosting a huge US
airbase and paying some of the
costs associated with its operation,
Ross concludes that “Qatar is most
definitely not an ally.” The reason:
“Few countries have done more
to promote the Muslim Brotherhood,” Ross claims.
He is not referring simply to the
fact that Qatar provides a safe haven for Islamist leaders and preachers but to tangible support, as well,
in the form of money and arms to
radical Islamists in Syria and Libya.
“When I was in the Obama administration in 2011 and we sought
to get the Qataris to coordinate
with us and to be transparent
about where and to whom they
were sending arms in Libya, we
rarely got straight answers,” Ross
wrote. “Consistently, we found
that they sent weapons to the Islamist forces, the very militias we
were opposed to getting arms. The
same pattern has been followed in
Syria.”
Ross spoke about the positions
expressed in his column and how
US policymakers should respond
in light of US President Donald
Trump’s trip to Riyadh during
which he tried to rally Arab regimes to join in fighting extremist
groups in the region.
“It is not clear at this point how
focused [the Trump administration] is on the Qataris and their approach to the Muslim Brotherhood
and other Islamists,” Ross said.
Trump met with Qatar’s Emir
Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani
during the Arab summit hosted by
Saudi Arabia but it is not known if
he raised the issue of Qatari support for extremist groups. After the

meeting, Trump described Qatar
as a “strategic partner” in the war
against terrorism.
For years, many have argued that
Qatar can be useful as an intermediary between Islamist groups and
Arab governments and could serve
to moderate the extremists’ views.
Ross does not buy this argument.

Al Udeid houses
thousands of US
military personnel
and operates under a
1991 bilateral
defence cooperation
agreement.
“I have seen precious little
evidence of the Qataris influencing the behaviour of the Muslim
Brotherhood or Hamas,” Ross said.
“The argument that they have provided a useful back channel to the
Muslim Brotherhood was never
one that would have appealed to
this administration.”
The issue of the US airbase in
Qatar poses a problem for US policymakers. Al Udeid Airbase houses
thousands of US military personnel
and operates under a 1991 bilateral
defence cooperation agreement
that was expanded and renewed
in 2013. In 2003, the US Combat
Air Operations Centre for the Middle East was relocated to Al Udeid
from Saudi Arabia.
Al Udeid is the logistics, command and basing hub for the US
Central Command — CENTCOM —
and US and coalition air operations
from Afghanistan to Syria are conducted out of the base.
Ross acknowledged the importance of Al Udeid, calling it “a

critical base for protecting our national security interests in the Middle East,” but he said the benefits
gained from the base should not
blind US policymakers to Qatar’s
less supportive actions in the region.
“Qatar needs to know it cannot have it both ways, supporting
those who challenge our interests
and our friends but effectively
buying us off with basing rights,”
Ross said.
Alternatives to Al Udeid do exist,
including in the United Arab Emirates, although Ross admitted that
a move would be expensive. Qatar
paid much of the costs of building
the base and subsidises its operations.
The answer may be for Trump to

do what he claims to do best: Make
a deal. The Qataris certainly do not
want the United States to withdraw
from Al Udeid. After all, Qatar is
a tiny, rich country with powerful
neighbours. Its royal family must
sleep more soundly at night knowing that the world’s superpower is
present. A threat to move the base
may be enough to alter Qatari behaviour.
At a minimum, Ross and others
say the subject of Qatar’s relationship with the United States should
be on the agenda in Washington.
Mark Habeeb is East-West editor
of The Arab Weekly and adjunct
professor of Global Politics and
Security at Georgetown University
in Washington.

Qatari news agency report sparks GCC tensions
The Arab Weekly staff

London

S

tatements attributed to Qatari Emir Sheikh Tamim bin
Hamad al-Thani criticising
US foreign policy and praising Iran have led to outrage
in other Gulf Cooperation Council
(GCC) countries.
In the comments carried on the
official Qatari News Agency (QNA)
less than a week after the show of
solidarity in Riyadh during US President Donald Trump’s visit to participate in Arab Islamic American
summit, Sheikh Tamim supposedly
said: “Iran represents a regional
and Islamic power that cannot be
ignored and it is unwise to face up
against it.” He also was said to call
it a stabilising power in the region.

Statements
attributed to the
emir of Qatar led to a
severe backlash in
other GCC countries.
The Qatari emir, speaking at a
graduation ceremony at a Qatari
military academy, also reportedly
criticised the Trump administration, saying that it would not last
long due to problems domestically,
and praised the Muslim Brotherhood-affiliated Hamas movement
and the Iran-allied Hezbollah militia, QNA said.
An earlier report attributed to
QNA and quoting Foreign Minister
Sheikh Mohammed bin Abdulrahman al-Thani said Doha had withdrawn its ambassadors from Saudi
Arabia, Egypt, Kuwait, Bahrain and
the United Arab Emirates.

This and the statements attributed to the emir led to a severe
backlash in all of the countries mentioned, with some calling the alThanis traitors on social media.
The controversy led to Qatar issuing a statement saying that QNA
had been hacked and that there was
no validity to the comments attributed to Sheikh Mohammed, despite
state-controlled media reporting
the news item as legitimate.
Even with the denial, media in
the GCC continued reporting the
QNA statements as genuine. Consequently, Qatari based Al Jazeera was
highly critical of the Saudi-owned
Al Arabiya and the UAE-based Sky
News Arabia for continued coverage
of the disputed statements.
Official Gulf sources, who spoke
on the condition of anonymity, said
that despite the chaos in Qatari media institutions and their carrying
of statements attributed to Sheikh
Tamim, the reported statements do
not conflict with current Qatari foreign policy, whether regarding regional issues or Qatar’s position on
various Islamic organisations.
Gulf analysts said Doha expected the hacking story would save it
from its predicament but no one
seemed to believe it. They added
that many of the policies endorsed
by Qatar are not in line with the rest
of the GCC, despite other Gulf countries’ attempts to bring Qatar into
the fold.
Saudi Arabia and other Gulf Arab
countries have worked to diffuse
tensions between Egypt and Qatar, asking Cairo not to engage in
a media and diplomatic war with
Doha despite the Qatari campaigns
against Egypt and its efforts to impose the banned Muslim Brotherhood movement on the Egyptian
people.

Backlash. Qatari Foreign Minister Mohammed bin Abdulrahman al-Thani at a news conference in
Doha, on May 25.
Exasperating an already tense
situation, statements by Doha’s foreign minister appear to point to a
larger conspiracy, while indirectly
blaming the United States for the
current state of affairs.
“It is surprising that during the
past five weeks, there were 13 opinion articles focused on Qatar” in the
US media, Sheikh Mohammed said
at a news conference.
He said that on the day QNA was
hacked “a conference on Qatar convened without us attending while
the authors of those articles were
there.” He said that the alleged
hacking took place the same even-

ing as the conference, asking at the
news conference: “Is this a coincidence?”
The conference he referenced
was organised by the Foundation
for the Defense of Democracies and
called “Qatar and the Muslim Brotherhood’s Global Affiliates: New US
Administration Considers New Policies.”
One of the panellists, Ed Royce,
chairman of the US House of Representatives Committee on Foreign Affairs, said during the session that, if
Doha was sponsoring Hamas, “then
we are talking about sanctions
against Qatar.”

(AFP)

A Gulf official told Reuters that
Kuwaiti Emir Sheikh Sabah al-Ahmad al-Sabah offered during a conversation with Sheikh Tamim to
mediate and host talks to ensure the
feud does not escalate.
The dispute has led to the blocking of several Qatari news sites in
Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Egypt.
In March 2014, Saudi Arabia, the
UAE and Bahrain recalled their ambassadors from Doha over regional
security issues related to Qatar’s
support for the Muslim Brotherhood movement, specifically in
Egypt, but the dispute was resolved
the following month.
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Saudi-US initiative targets terrorist financial networks
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

A

new Saudi-US initiative
is designed to tackle
terror financing and cut
off the lifeline terror organisations depend on
to carry out deadly operations.
During US President Donald
Trump’s visit to Riyadh, a memorandum of understanding, signed
by Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Nayef bin Abdulaziz and
US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson,
will involve the United States and
Saudi Arabia collaborating with
other Gulf Cooperation Council
(GCC) members to create the Terrorist Financing Targeting Centre
(TFTC).

The United States
has been working
with GCC members
for more than a
decade on curbing
terror financing.
“This new [TFTC] will enhance
existing tools and cooperation with
partners in the Gulf to forcefully address evolving threats,” US Treasury Secretary Steven Mnuchin said
in a statement.
“Treasury will offer the vast expertise of our Office of Terrorism
and Financial Intelligence to this
creative new effort. We will cochair the TFTC with Saudi Arabia
and will work collaboratively with
the countries of the [GCC] to counter these global terror networks.”

The US Treasury Department
said the initiative aims to “identify,
track and share information regarding terrorist financial networks.”
The United States has been
working with GCC members for
more than a decade on curbing
terror financing and that effort
has stemmed some of the terrorist organisations’ revenue streams.
However, the latest initiative formalises, codifies and plans to intensify efforts between the GCC and
Washington.
Tackling terrorism was a prominent theme during Trump’s visit to
the region to participate in the Arab
Is
lamic American Summit, with
the call for joint action against terror organisations featuring heavily
in his speech to Muslim leaders in
Riyadh.
“As we deny terrorist organisations control of territory and populations, we must also strip them of
their access to funds,” Trump said.
“We must cut off the financial channels that let ISIS [the Islamic State]
sell oil, let extremists pay their
fighters and help terrorists smuggle
their reinforcements.”
Trump applauded the GCC countries for “blocking funders from
using their countries as a financial
base for terror and designating Hezbollah as a terrorist organisation
last year.”
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz
Al Saud, in a speech at the summit, said that “we confirm our determination to wipe out [ISIS] …
and other terrorist organisations,
regardless of their religion, sect or
thought.
“This is why we have formed the
Islamic Military Alliance to Fight
Terrorism, considered a pioneering

A step ahead. US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson (L) exchanges a memorandum of understanding on
countering the financing of terrorism with Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Nayef bin Abdulaziz
in Riyadh, on May 21.
(AFP)
step to besiege terrorism.”
A report in January by the Washington-based Foundation for the
Defense of Democracies highlighted that, on the anniversary of 9/11
terror attacks in the United States,
Qatar in 2014 signed a communiqué
pledging to counter the financing
of ISIS and other violent extremist
groups.
The declaration included a vow
to end impunity and bring culprits

to justice. However, the report said,
less than a month later US- and
UN-designated terror financiers in
the Gulf state “have not been acted against,” adding that financiers
“continue to enjoy such impunity
in Qatar.”
Kuwaiti officials last October conceded that they needed to do more
to stop ISIS from obtaining funding
from within Kuwait’s borders
With the new anti-financing initi-

ative, the GCC and the United States
plan to work to neutralise “new
and evolving terrorist networks including ISIS, al-Qaeda, Hezbollah,
Lashkar-e-Taiba, the Taliban and
the Haqqani Network,” as well as
threats emanating from “Iran, the
Assad regime and the situation in
Yemen.”
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf
section editor of The Arab Weekly.

Trump’s unpredictability factor in the Middle East

View poi nt

Hussein Ibish

F

or a young presidency
beset by endless
controversy, self-created crises and failures,
Donald Trump’s recent
Middle East trip was a
welcome respite from domestic
woes and a highlight of his
administration thus far. But how
close are we to seeing the emergence of a coherent, distinctive
Trump policy in the region?
Several core themes have certainly emerged that distinguish
Trump’s Middle East approach
from that of his predecessor,
Barack Obama, while continuing
and somewhat intensifying existing
policies on, say, counterterrorism.
The most obvious is his emphasis
on rebuilding ties with traditional
regional partners, especially Gulf
Arab countries and Israel. Both had
become alienated by Obama’s risk
aversion and outreach to Iran and
both are now clearly hoping that
Trump’s policies will strengthen
their hands, as he is essentially
promising.
Key to rebuilding ties with both
is Trump’s emphasis on opposing
Iran’s regional ambitions. Trump
has clearly made Washington’s
tone towards Tehran more confrontational. He is maintaining the
nuclear agreement, albeit with new
non-nuclear sanctions, but, at least
rhetorically, taking a much harder
line than Obama.
He also appears to be much more
willing to use military force, particularly in Syria where US forces
struck regime targets three times in
six weeks, including in support of
rebel groups on the ground. Strikes
in Yemen have greatly increased as
well.
Trump is determined to reengage in Israeli-Palestinian peace
efforts, taking a level of personal
ownership of the issue Washington
has not seen since early in Obama’s

The level of policy incoherence
remains overwhelming.

first term. Trump’s idea to add an
outside-in Arab regional component to the peace process mix tries
to build on Washington’s restored
regional relations to find a way
forward between Israel and the
Palestinians.
Finally, the administration’s
calculated downplaying of human
rights, insistence that Washington
will no longer lecture its partners
and that there will be little criticism
of their internal policies changes
the optics, if not the substance, of
Washington’s traditional stance on
American values on the international stage.
The Trump administration prides
itself on being transactional, not
judgmental, and it claims that
behind-the-scenes, quiet diplomacy will get more results, at
least for detained Americans, than
public pressure, especially when
decoupled from any real policy
consequences.
So there are clearly emerging
themes that are distinctive to
Trump’s Middle East policies but
do they add up to a new or coherent approach? A number of core

problems suggests not, or at least
not yet.
None of this really adds up and
most of it is still rhetorical. The
level of policy incoherence remains
overwhelming. Trump administration officials — particularly US
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson and
UN Ambassador Nikki Haley — have
contradicted themselves and each
other so often it is dizzying.
In the space of a few weeks the
administration flipped from allowing that Syrian President Bashar
Assad was a “political reality” in
Syria they must accept to insisting
that he must, after all, be removed.
That is an improvement but also a
whipsaw.
There is also a real danger that
the administration’s “tough talk”
could box it into avoidable conflicts
by raising the stakes beyond what is
needed or intended.
The claim that military actions
in one theatre, such as Syria or
Afghanistan, signal a credible threat
to, or intimidate, different adversaries in another theatre — North Korea
or Iran — is far-fetched, although
they might hearten allies.

Trump’s
approaches
can be
interpreted
as reflecting
a lack of
American
leadership
more than a
reassertion
of it.

Caveats. US President Donald Trump speaks during the Arab Islamic American
Summit in Riyadh, on May 21.
(AFP)

Transactional, realistic and
America-first approaches may look
hard-nosed, nationalistic and tough
but they can also be interpreted as
reflecting a lack of American leadership more than a reassertion of it.
There is a strong argument they
amount to a capitulation to existing
regional realities without any effort
to push back against or reshape
them, resulting in an American
approach that is shallow, opportunistic and, in its own way, effectively
passive.
Washington remains deeply
hampered, if not in some ways
crippled, by the institutional and
administrative weaknesses of this
administration, particularly the lack
of second- and third-tier leadership
in key institutions, and extreme
demoralisation, particularly at the
State Department.
Finally, Trump has introduced,
perhaps deliberately, an unheard-of
level of unpredictability in American
policy in the Middle East. He is said
to value unpredictability and he
clearly revels in chaos. That is nice
for him but the United States seeks
to serve as the quintessential status
quo power and guarantor of regional
security and stability in the Middle
East.
Unpredictability might create certain unexpected opportunities and
keep adversaries on their toes, but,
very quickly, diminishing returns
set in. Very quickly unpredictability
destroys any agenda of maintaining
order.
Unpredictability can work for
disruptive, anti-status quo powers
such as Iran or North Korea but it
is devastatingly self-defeating for
status quo powers.
Unless Washington completely
redefines its role in the Middle East,
Trump’s personal, political and
policy unpredictability will continue
to undermine, if not sabotage, the
American regional agenda.
Hussein Ibish is a senior resident
scholar at the Arab Gulf States
Institute in Washington.
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Trump’s Saudi trip yields mutual financial rewards
Jareer Elass

Washington

M

uch of the attention
surrounding US President Donald Trump’s
visit to Saudi Arabia
focused on his speech
addressing the need for Muslim
countries to more fully commit
to combating Islamist extremism.
Equally important, however, is that
Saudi officials signed deals with US
companies worth hundreds of billions of dollars, a move with important political and economic implications for both countries.
Saudi Foreign Minister Adel
al-Jubeir said the value of all the
agreements signed between the
Saudis and US firms would total
more than $380 billion over ten
years, including a $110 billion arms
package signed by Trump and Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al
Saud that helps bolster a flagging
US defence industry while providing Riyadh with enhanced regional
military security.
As part of the flurry of deal signing, state oil giant Saudi Aramco
announced that it reached $50 billion worth of agreements with US
companies.

Some of the deals
had been previously
announced while
others are MOUs
with details to be
fleshed out.
The reality is that some of the
deals had been previously announced while others are memorandums of understanding (MOUs)
with details and numbers yet to be
fleshed out. They were orchestrated
to highlight the reset of the bilateral
relationship following the Obama
administration’s eight years in office. The agreements help satisfy
key elements of both governments’
political and financial agendas.

For the Saudis, investment in the
kingdom by US companies will foster development of non-oil sector
businesses and generate privatesector jobs for Saudi nationals, two
critical goals of Saudi Vision 2030,
the fiscal programme created and
overseen by King Salman’s son,
Deputy Crown Prince Mohammed
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz.

The influx of US
investment in the
economy is a badly
needed political
triumph for the
Saudi government.
An important aspect of the deals
signed during Trump’s visit was the
emphasis on local content so the
kingdom can manufacture goods
previously imported while building
domestic labour expertise.
The influx of US investment in
the economy is a badly needed political triumph for the Saudi government, which has largely pinned
the success of Saudi Vision 2030 on
the much-anticipated initial public
offering (IPO) of Saudi Aramco. The
IPO, expected in the second half of
2018, will involve selling up to 5%
of the state-owned energy giant.
By committing to invest in the
United States, Riyadh is helping
Trump score political points as he
tries to expand domestic job creation, a key focus of his presidential
campaign.
Saudi Aramco signed 16 deals
with 12 US firms on May 20, primarily MOUs and joint venture agreements that emphasised local content. Houston-based oil services
company McDermott International
signed an MOU with the Saudi
state oil firm valued at $2.8 billion
that will involve the US company
moving its ship fabrication facilities from Dubai to a new shipbuilding complex that Saudi Aramco is
to open in the kingdom. The deal
will create up to 2,000 jobs, with
McDermott committed to boosting
the number of Saudi nationals in its

Dividends. US President Donald Trump and first lady Melania Trump leave Riyadh aboard Air Force
One on, May 22.
(AFP)
Middle East workforce to 40% by
2030.
Dallas-based Jacobs Engineering reached agreement with Saudi
Aramco to form a Saudi-based
joint venture company to provide
professional programme and construction management services
for social infrastructure projects in
the kingdom and across the MENA
region. Jacobs Chairman and CEO
Steve Demetriou said the venture
would include projects associated
with the kingdom’s Public Investment Fund (PIF), the sovereign
wealth fund that, as part of Vision
2030, is intended to diversify the
Saudi economy away from reliance
on oil revenue.
US technology and engineering
giant General Electric signed $15

billion worth of commercial agreements with the Saudi government,
including projects to make Saudi
power generation more efficient
and provide digital technology to
Saudi Aramco’s operations.
The Saudi government was intent on showing its own earnestness in strengthening its economic
connection with the United States.
The PIF and US private equity firm
Blackstone announced that it was
studying a proposal to establish a
$40 billion vehicle to invest in infrastructure projects, primarily in
the United States. Trump proposed
in his recently released budget plan
spending $200 billion over the next
decade to generate $1 trillion in
new investments in ailing US infrastructure.

That announcement coincided
with news from the world’s largest
private equity fund, Softbank Vision Fund — established by Japan’s
Softbank Group and the PIF with
backers including Apple Inc and
Abu Dhabi’s Mubadala Investment
— that it had raised more than $93
billion to invest in technology sectors such as artificial intelligence
and robotics. Much of the fund’s
money is expected to be invested
in the United States, with the Saudi
government undoubtedly gaining
access to critical new technology
that will help diversify its economy.
Jareer Elass reports on energy
issues for The Arab Weekly. He is
based in Washington.

Riyadh summit a watershed moment in regional landscape

View poi nt
Sabahat Khan

Z

ero-sum conflicts in
Iraq, Syria and Yemen
have pitted Saudi
interests together with
those of the United
States, the United Arab
Emirates, Qatar and Turkey
against Iran. Iran has, over the
years, exploited and even
cultivated instability around the
periphery of the Arab Gulf to
deepen its regional influence.
Iran has overseen the transformation of Lebanese Hezbollah into
a regional actor from a national
one, built ties with Houthi rebels
that will likely be long-lasting
and organised Shia militias from
recruits from the Middle East,
Central Asia and South Asia in
extremely effective ways.
Arab Gulf countries, Bahrain and
Saudi Arabia in particular, are infuriated by Iranian interference in
their affairs, especially its support
of Shia communities that tend to
represent growing opposition.
Until now, Iran has been able to
spread its influence by crossing
red lines with relative impunity. It
achieved these gains while concurrently improving relations with the
West following the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA)
regarding its nuclear programme
that lifted crippling economic
sanctions.
Iran’s strategic relationship with
Russia has also been helped by
realpolitik as the Kremlin decided
to intervene militarily in Syria to

Iran has been able to spread its
influence by crossing red lines
with relative impunity.

change the momentum in a gridlocked civil war that most regional
countries thought was becoming
an unsustainable burden on Iran.
Iranian strategists will likely
feel satisfied but, unsurprisingly
from the Saudi perspective, Iran
has grown to unprecedented levels
— and an effective response to
contain and reverse these developments has become highly urgent.
As such, the Arab Islamic American Summit in Riyadh hosted by
King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al
Saud was a watershed moment
in Saudi efforts to respond to the
unfavourably developing strategic
landscape.
Saudi Arabia is aiming to create
a military coalition of about 40
Islamic countries to fight terrorism. Iran, though, will not be
invited to join or participate. This
Islamic coalition will be Sunnidominated and take on the likes of
the Islamic State (ISIS), al-Qaeda,
their offshoots and similar terrorist networks but also — Riyadh
expects — establish an effective
counterbalancing Sunni bulwark
against Shia Iran.
Saudi leaders have been indiscrete about charging Iran with
being a dangerous and destabilising force as well as being a threat
to Arab countries. At the summit,
King Salman declared: “[T]he
Iranian regime has been the spearhead of global terrorism since the
Khomeini revolt and until today.”
Days earlier, Saudi Deputy Crown
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin
Abdulaziz ruled out any possibility
of Iran’s participation in the coalition, citing Tehran’s revolutionary
objective of controlling the Muslim
world.

As Saudi Arabia steps up efforts
to counter Iran, Iranian rhetoric
has intensified because it is anxious that Saudi Arabia, the wealthiest Muslim country and custodian
of the two holy mosques, has
several advantages over Iran with
its leadership credentials.
Practically, while any Islamic
coalition may only be able to posit
an indirect check on Iran, it could
prove a decisive one. Hezbollah,
the Houthi rebels and the collection of Shia militias Iran have been
able to assemble, for example, all
fall under a definition of terrorist
groups Saudi Arabia wants adopted
by its Islamic coalition partners.
Saudi Arabia will ensure the
focus of the Islamic coalition is not
limited to ISIS, al-Qaeda and other
Sunni extremist groups.
Inevitably, Saudi Arabia’s ultimatum to its coalition partners
will be “you are with us or against
us” — but being too aggressive may
jeopardise the initiative altogether.
Riyadh is driving its plans for the
Islamic coalition forward and will
make investments into realising it.
Most Muslim countries — and
almost all Asian and African
ones — would like a Saudi-Iranian
rapprochement but many of these
countries remain oblivious to the
extent of Sunni-Shia polarisation
and the intensity of the Iranian
threat as it is viewed by Saudi
Arabia and its key Gulf allies. There
is a sentiment that any Saudi
dialogue with Iran may end up
endorsing Iranian gains rather than
reversing them, so Riyadh and its
partners must first win back lost
ground.
As far as the Saudis are concerned, neutrality between Riyadh

Saudi
Arabia
aims to
create a
military
coalition
of about
40 Islamic
countries
to fight
terrorism.

and Tehran is not the core question. It is whether the likes of
Hezbollah, the Houthis and so on
can be tolerated when they represent threats to Arab and Muslim
countries in some ways just as ISIS
or al-Qaeda do.
Still, though the Iranian factor
will undoubtedly be an impediment for Muslim countries such as
Pakistan, Oman and others, Riyadh
sees these challenges as manageable — and Tehran is worried this
may well be the case.
Timelines, soft power projection
and the benefits of participation
offered from Saudi Arabia and
its core allies will determine the
future of the Islamic coalition, as,
of course, will competitive diplomatic coercion from Iran.
Time will tell how well the Saudis, from the inside, and Iranians,
from the outside, can restrain
one another from influencing the
direction of this Saudi initiative —
and, ironically, both may end up
with an outcome not ideal to their
agendas.
To make matters worse for
Tehran, Western countries that in
other circumstances could have
viewed the idea of a Saudi-led military coalition of Islamic countries
with scepticism look supportive.
As such, if Riyadh pulls this off
as it intends, it may finally have a
plan for placing a solid check on
Iran and uprooting the gains it has
made with its regional influence
and Tehran sees this.
Sabahat Khan is based in Dubai
and maintains a cross-disciplinary
focus in international security,
defence policy and strategic
issues.
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Terrorists wage a war
on life, everywhere

O

n May 26, masked gunmen lay in wait for buses
carrying Coptic Christians south of the Egyptian capital, then opened fire and killed 24
people. It was the third attack since December
on Egypt’s Copts, the Middle East’s largest and
increasingly embattled religious minority.
And it was a grim reminder, if any were
needed, that for jihadist groups such as the Islamic State
(ISIS), al-Qaeda and others, Islam’s holy month of Ramadan
is not meant for piety but for carnage.
Barely a week ago, the Riyadh summit placed the fight
against terrorism at the top of the global and regional
agenda. A day later, a suicide bomber struck at the northern
English city of Manchester, killing at least 22 people, including children. And then came the attack on the Copts in the
Minya governorate.
The jihadists are waging war — on plurality and peaceful
coexistence; on any and everyone who does not share their
perverse view of Islam, of faith, of free will. It is a perpetual
war on cultural and religious diversity and not a war
between cultures. It is a senseless war on life itself.
The murdered children of Minya and Manchester have in
common their innocence in the face of their assassins’
savagery.
This blood-soaked week amplified the message of the
Riyadh summit. There is an urgent need for international
resolve to fight terrorism. It cannot be left to the Arab and
Muslim world alone. The problem is global, its effects are felt
worldwide and playing the blame game is no solution. The
battle will be long and the lessons from recent incidents
underline the hard reality of the task.
Terrorism is no longer constrained by borders. This past
week it was Egypt and the United Kingdom. Not too long ago,
it was Arish in Egypt, Kirkuk in Iraq and Cross River State in
Nigeria. Paris, Berlin, Brussels, Orlando, San Bernardino…
The list of cities where terrorism has caused much blood and
tears to be shed is long. Even so, as US President Donald
Trump pointed out in Riyadh, Arabs and Muslims remain the
main victims of terrorism.
The work of the new Global Centre for Combating Extremist Ideology, which is examined in this issue on page8,
becomes even more important. The centre was inaugurated
by Trump and King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud in Riyadh
but it can only succeed if it is replicated, perhaps even
duplicated, around the world. One of its most important
tasks is to uncover the roots of youth radicalisation and
devise strategies to deactivate the rallying call of extremist
recruiters.
While all of this continues apace, it is important not to lose
hope. Despite the jihadists’ atrocities, for the vast majority
of Muslims, Ramadan will remain a month of prayer and
worship and of solidarity and empathy with the poor, the
dispossessed and the disinherited. It will be a month of
serenity and peace even as war is waged against the foot
soldiers of evil.
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Nothing will
change in Iran
until
Khamenei is
no more.

S

o, Hassan Rohani won
the presidential
election in Iran. Will
that change Iran’s
behaviour? Nothing
will change since the
presidency in Iran is a mere
façade while the centre of power
is elsewhere.
Still, we can see in Rohani’s
victory over his ultra-conservative opponent a real desire by
the Iranian population to get rid
of a regime dominated by the
religious establishment. It apparently believes that Iran can dominate the region by resorting to
three strategies: Stir up sectarian
hate; start sectarian strife in Arab
societies where sectarian militias
already exist; and take advantage
of US gullibility most of the time.
Gullibility is perhaps not the
appropriate term for a classical
US policy in which the entire
region is kept in constant fear of
the Iranian threat. This threat is
real to a large extent and can be
seen in Iran’s implication in the
crises in Iraq, Syria, Lebanon and
Yemen. Iranian officials arrogantly boast about being in control of
four Arab capitals and about the
Iranian presence in the Mediterranean Sea.
By all accounts, Rohani failed
in his first term as president. His
only achievement was striking a
nuclear deal with the five world
powers plus one in the summer
of 2015. In reality, it was more of a
deal with Barack Obama’s United
States than with the international
community. The deal gave Iran
a free hand in the region. The
Obama administration closed its
eyes on the direct involvement
of Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary
Guards Corps in atrocities against
the Syrian people.
While Iranian Foreign Minister
Mohammad Javad Zarif and his
team were exchanging smiles and
jokes with former US Secretary of
State John Kerry, Iranian extremists led by Supreme Leader Ali
Khamenei were the real winners
of the situation. Rohani, who had
been elected in 2013 on promises
to improve conditions for Iranians once international sanctions
against Iran were lifted, failed to
deliver on these promises.
The Obama administration
used different excuses to pump
money into the Iranian regime
but nothing has changed fundamentally, except perhaps that
Iranians are aware of the true
nature of their government. They

have realised that the regime in
place is incapable of solving their
problems and even more incapable of turning Iran into a normal
state within its region.
Facts are eloquent. Statistics
show that poverty is on the rise
in Iran. In other words, the current regime in Iran has nothing
to offer Iranians and the region
but hollow slogans, sectarian animosity, misery and ignorance in a
technologically advanced world.
The world has taken giant leaps
forward but Iran has remained
prisoner of oil and gas prices.
It is this failure to catch up with
the rest of the world that made
Iranians hedge their bets for the
second time on a loser called
Hassan Rohani. He is incapable
of travelling to Iran’s neighbours
and the world at large on a mission to reverse Iran’s aggressive
regional policies and promote
mutual benefits.
For four decades following the
shah’s overthrow, none of the
promises made by the founder
of the Islamic Republic of Iran,
Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini,
has seen the light of day. Iran has
failed to diversify its economy
despite its diversified resources.
During the latest elections, Iranians had to choose between bad
and worse.
Nothing will change in Iran
until Khamenei is no more. In
the meantime, it is possible to
detect the beginning of a regression in Iran’s role in the region.
This regression is due mainly
to two factors. First, the Arab
regimes are more than ever aware
of Iran’s expansionist plans and
are reacting. Second, and despite
US President Donald Trump’s
idiosyncrasies, his administration knows that playing the
Iranian threat card has achieved
its goals and it is now time for
more serious policies. They know
that it is time to reverse the huge
imbalance of power created in
the region since George W. Bush
had offered Iraq to Iran on a silver
platter in 2003.
The Arab regimes have perfectly understood the Iranian
challenge. They cleverly avoided
the trap set by Iran when it tried
to appropriate the Palestinian
cause. With or without Rohani as
president, the question remains:
When will Iran become a normal
state?
Khairallah Khairallah is a
Lebanese writer.
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Manchester bombing and radicalisation of 1.5 generation

Rashmee Roshan Lall

Are young
Britons like
Abedi not
British
enough to
resist the
siren calls of
extremist
recruiters?

Claude Salhani

Middle East
governments
should also
see the
benefits of
moving on.

A

telling detail about
the Manchester
suicide attack is the
way much of the
British and US
media described the
perpetrator. Salman Abedi, they
said, was “a British national of
Libyan descent.” That seemed a
strange way to sum up a British
born-and-bred man. Abedi may
have been of Libyan ethnicity but
he drew his first breath in the
north-western English city of
Manchester. He appears to have
spent most of his 22 years in the
United Kingdom.
So why call him a “British
national” rather than “British”?
It was an obvious attempt to put
some distance between Britain
and Abedi. To disown a mass
murderer as foreign and sinister
and to indicate the un-Britishness
of his callous actions. For Abedi
should, by rights, have regarded
the community of concert-goers
he attacked as his own folk. His innocent victims were young Britons
just like him. The majority was,
like him, from northern England.
But was Abedi really and truly
from northern England? Did he
feel homesick when he was away
from Manchester for too long?
These are troubling questions
and not easily answered. The
mere fact that we ask them at all
of a Mancunian born-and-bred
man leads to even more difficult
questions. Was there something in
Abedi’s cultural upbringing that
alienated him from Britain? Was
he a radicalised second-generation
immigrant to the West or really a
1.5-er?
The 1.5 generation is a technical term generally used for
individuals who immigrate to
a new country before or during
their early teens. It was coined by
Cuban-American sociology professor Rubén Rumbaut, who arrived
in the United States as a child.
Rumbaut realised that he bore
the cultural markings of the
country of his birth, which was
not unusual considering he left
Cuba at the age of 12. He examined
the idea that 1.5-ers like him were
different from second-generation
migrants with respect to “transnational” attachments. The second
generation, he thought, should
feel an instinctive affinity with
their country because of “birth
connections.”
By that token, Abedi should
have been strongly second-generation and strongly British. But
was he ever? While not strictly a
1.5-er, having been born in Britain,
was Abedi ever really able to be
properly part of the country of his
birth? Do young Muslims like him
find it hard to identify with the
soil on which they were born and

Generation issues. Visitors read information boards during an open day at Finsbury Park Mosque
in London.
with the people among whom they
live? Are young Britons like Abedi
not British enough to resist the
siren calls of extremist recruiters
and the lure of travelling to foreign
battlefields in Syria?
This is a disturbing thought, not
least because British-born descendants of ethnic minority immigrants represent an increasing
share of the ethnic minority population in Britain. In 2009, 36.6% of
ethnic minority individuals were
British-born, the Labour Force
Survey, the largest household
study in the United Kingdom, said.
It is dispiriting to think that these
UK-born people feel no particular
loyalty or love for Britain and that
some of them feel so alienated
they want to harm their country.
More than 850 British citizens
are said to have travelled to fight
for the Islamic State (ISIS) and
other jihadist groups in Syria and
Iraq. About half are thought to

have returned. It is not known
how many of the ISIS members are
second-generation migrants or 1.5ers. Chances are that a substantial
proportion of the 3,000 people on
the British security service MI5’s
watch list of people of concern is
British-born but of foreign ethnicity.
The question, of course, is why a
second-generation British migrant
should behave more like a 1.5-er or
even like a foreigner with malign
intentions?
That there is a distance between
some young British Muslims and
their country is undeniable. That it
is largely self-imposed, needless,
hurtful and, sometimes, has lethal
consequences is a painful reality.
Abedi may have been an exception in the largely flourishing and
well-integrated 30,000-strong
British Libyan community but his
real cohort may be the 7/7 bombers. Four of the five young men

(AFP)

who killed themselves during
coordinated attacks on London in
July 2007 were UK-born and from
the north of England.
In October, seven months
before he was elected president of
France, Emmanuel Macron made
a speech in the southern city of
Montpellier, which is home to
sizeable communities of ethnic
Algerians and Moroccans. He said
he hoped for a time when “French
people of the Muslim faith (will
be) always more proud of being
French than of being Muslim…”
That is a reasonable expectation.
The fact that it needs to be articulated should be a matter of urgent
concern to Muslim migrants
everywhere.
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.

With or without Trump, Arabs need reform

C

onservative rulers in
the Arab world should
not look at US President Donald Trump’s
Riyadh speech as just
payback to the
previous US administration’s
approach in the region.
In Trump’s address, there was
a big departure from the way the
Obama administration did things
in the Middle East. Former US
President Barack Obama did not
shy away from accusing both Iran
and the Gulf states of supporting
extremist groups. To the dismay
of Arab Gulf rulers, he even saw
potential in Iran. All that is gone.
In Riyadh, Trump joined his
Saudi host, King Salman bin
Abdulaziz Al Saud, in pinning the
blame on the Iranian regime for
promoting terrorism and engaging
in destabilising activities in the
region.
King Salman said that the Gulf
region had lived peacefully for the
past 700-800 years. He pointed
out that it wasn’t until Ayatollah

Ruhollah Khomeini installed the
Islamic Republic that Iran started
to promote terrorism. “For decades, Iran has fuelled the fires of
sectarian conflict and terror,” King
Salman said.
Saudi Arabia, as the centre of
Sunni Islam, considers Iran a real
threat and is fighting it by proxy
in Yemen, Lebanon and Syria. The
Saudis have a lingering fear of the
Persians’ desire to expand their
influence across the region.
In his Riyadh speech, Trump
delivered the final nail in the coffin of the “Arab spring” narrative,
which had been long cherished by
Obama.
“Our partnerships will advance
security through stability, not
through radical disruption,”
Trump said.
Washington, he promised,
would not attempt to impose the
US way of life on the Arabs. “The
nations of the Middle East will
have to decide what kind of future
they want for themselves, for their
countries and for their children,”

he said. “It is a choice between
two futures — and it is a choice
America cannot make for you.”
Trump called for “reform”
instead of the previous interventionist agendas, which were
aimed at radical regime change
in the region but contributed to a
lot of the death and destruction
since 2011. Considering the tragic
fate that has befallen many of the
Syrians, Libyans and others it was
supposed to enfranchise, such
activism did not produce much
reason to celebrate.
Trump pledged that the United
States would, in the future, “seek
gradual reforms, not sudden intervention.”
Many of the Arab countries have
serious reforms to engage. Without
them, their young people might
not have a chance at liberty, prosperity and hope. In these turbulent
days, reform takes a particular
urgency but reform is not synonymous with sitting on one’s hands
and singing the praises of the past.
Four years from now, Trump may

or may not be in the White House.
The young and restless Arab populations will still be there.
Middle East governments should
be accountable to no one but their
own citizens. They should also
see the benefits of moving on. Not
catching up with the world is not
an option.
The Trump address to the Muslim world was also very different
in tone from the Trump we heard
on the campaign trail. The belligerence he carried throughout his
presidential run against Muslims
was gone. It was replaced by a
more moderate discourse. This
time, rather than talk about banning Muslims from landing at US
airports, Trump sought partnerships and alliances with Muslim
leaders.
A laudable development,
provided that his moderate tone
continues even in Washington and
is not just a transactional pitch.
Claude Salhani is a regular
columnist for The Arab Weekly.
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US faces risks as Trump misreads the Middle East

Francis Ghilès

Militarising
the region
further and
taking sides in a
recently
concocted
sectarian
conflict will
likely end
in tears.

T

he foreign policy
milestones of the first
months of the Trump
administration are
chalked up in the
terms of successive
reversals of positions taken by
Donald Trump during his campaign. Trump used to say NATO
was obsolete; now he does not.
He was a cheerleader for Brexit;
German Chancellor Angela
Merkel persuaded him that the
European Union was here to stay.
For a man who claimed on the
campaign trail last year that “Islam
hates us” and who twice attempted to introduce a ban on certain
Muslim visitors to the United
States, having three Islamic summits organised for him — with the
Saudi royals, the Gulf Cooperation
Council and the leaders of more
than 40 Muslim-majority countries
— was a triumph against the odds.
In Riyadh, he stayed on script,
sparing his hosts the daily flipflops that have been his hallmark
in foreign policy.
Urging those who listened to
him to drive out the scourge of
Islamic extremism is the easy
part. Calling on a putative Sunni
coalition to unite against Shia Iran
is quite another matter. Choosing
one side in a spiral of sectarian
warfare is, of course, the exact opposite of Barack Obama’s policy.
The 2015 nuclear accord the
United States and five world powers signed with Iran to restrain its
nuclear programme was dismissed
by candidate Trump as the “worst
deal ever.” Yet, lacking any realistic
alternative, as president, Trump is
reluctant to tear it up.
Tehran has used Shia Arab
proxies to build a power base
in Iraq and Lebanon but Saudi
Arabia spends billions every year
exporting its brand of Wahhabi
Islam and bigotry towards Shias
and all other religious minorities.
The kingdom has, for decades,
done all in its power to destroy
Sufi traditions. In Europe, it funds
mosques in France, Belgium and
the United Kingdom where bigotry
is the daily fare of preachers. The
terrorists who strike European
cities regularly hail from a Sunni
background. The hand of Iran is
nowhere to be found.

Militarising the region. A file picture shows special operation
forces from Sunni countries and the United States participating in
a military exercise on the Jordan-Saudi Arabia border.
(AFP)
This may explain why Germany
and France are extremely reluctant
to bring NATO into the Saudi-led
coalition against the Islamic State
(ISIS) as Trump is urging them to.
Europe bears the brunt of terrorism linked to Middle Eastern
affairs.
Its leaders also sense that offering Iranian voters, who have
just defied the theocratic establishment by giving a big majority
to Hassan Rohani, the centrist
president behind the nuclear deal,
a renewed pariahdom, may not be
the wisest course to follow. Iranians want to engage with the world,
which is what Obama gambled on
two years ago. The Saudis are just
buttressing their autocracy.

However much they applauded
him in Riyadh, the Saudis and
their Sunni allies, not all of which,
such as Kuwait, share the kingdom’s hard-line stance on Iran,
will probably be disappointed by
how far Washington will go to
push back Iran’s influence in the
region. Deterring Iran is one thing;
rolling back its positions in Syria
and Iraq is a different matter.
As it is, the Iranians are supporting the US-backed government of
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi in
Baghdad while the United States
is not considering any move to
oust Iranian ally, Syrian President
Bashar Assad. Some Sunni countries have been more forceful in intervening in Yemen but the result

has been a political and a humanitarian disaster. The 34-member
Islamic Military Alliance Against
Terrorism is full of fissures as its
members just do not seem to be on
the same page.
Trump put ISIS and Iran on the
same footing, evils that must be
eradicated. The contradiction
that Iran is ISIS’s greatest enemy
seemed lost on American leaders. The America First policy the
president proclaims will have been
comforted by the $380 billion
worth of trade and investment
deals, including $110 billion in US
arms sales, signed during the visit.
Does any observer in the region
believe that, by piling in even
more sophisticated killing machines, some of which Saudi nationals are not capable of manning
themselves, peace can be brought
to bloodied, often chaotic states?
Obama extended the drone war
indefinitely, Trump is using ever
more special forces, granting them
a freedom of action that could one
day cause a major upset, unforeseen in Washington, to which
every decision to move no longer
has to be referred.
Militarising the region further
and taking sides in a recently concocted sectarian conflict will likely
end in tears.
America has adopted the Israeli
and Saudi position — that Iran’s
enmity to the United States is immutable but what benefit can the
United States possibly derive from
an unwinnable war in Yemen?
Does it not understand that a unified Sunni coalition of countries
means nothing in North Africa,
from Egypt to Morocco, where
there are no significant Shia populations and Iran is of little concern?
In October 2013, the distinguished British Conservative
politician Michael Ancram delivered a lecture at the Centre for the
Study of Diplomacy at Georgetown
University in Washington. It was
titled “How the West lost the Middle East” over the past century.
Trump’s visit will ensure the
United States does not regain that
region anytime soon.
Francis Ghilès is an associate
fellow at the Barcelona Centre for
International Affairs.

Trump’s visit to Saudi Arabia shines spotlight
on multifaceted relations between two countries

Fahad Nazer

Trump’s
remarks had a
tone of urgency
but they still
stressed the
importance of
international
cooperation.

P

rominent political
philosophers have long
argued that, in politics,
the winner takes all.
They theorised that
international relations
is a zero-sum game in which a
party can benefit or advance its
interests only at the expense of
another. However, there have
been just as many critics who
posit there is ample evidence that
relations between countries can
be mutually beneficial.
Contemporary examples are
many but recently the international spotlight was on relations
between the United States and
Saudi Arabia. Ties that can be
traced back to the 1930s were
thrust onto the international stage
as US President Donald Trump
visited the kingdom, participated
in three summits and signed a strategic vision declaration aimed at
deepening economic development,
trade and diplomacy between the
two countries.
Trump’s decision to make Saudi
Arabia the first country he visited
on his first trip overseas spoke
volumes about the importance he
accords Riyadh. The two leaderships appear to have reached a
proverbial meeting of the minds
in the sense that they both believe
that the keys to stability to the
Middle East are clear and assertive
policies and close cooperation with

allies in the region and beyond are
needed.
The Arab Islamic American
Summit brought together leaders
of more than 50 countries across
the Arab and Islamic worlds as
they sought to adopt a united front
to confront some of the political,
economic and social challenges facing people in the Islamic and Arab
worlds, especially violent extremism.
Trump has consistently maintained that defeating the Islamic
State (ISIS) is his top foreign policy
priority. In that sense, it made
perfect sense that he would choose
Saudi Arabia, the birthplace of
Islam and the location of Islam’s
two holiest sites to reach out to the
Islamic and Arab worlds by delivering a message.
The message was direct and
clear: What the international community is confronting is not a war
between religions or civilisations
but an assault from a small minority of criminals that pays lip service
to religion but whose heinous acts
are the furthest things from God.
Trump’s remarks had a tone of
urgency but they still stressed the
importance of international cooperation on all levels and what people
and countries have in common, not
their differences.
While much of Trump’s speech
stressed the importance of international cooperation, he did single

out Iran for its decades-long legacy
of violating international norms of
good neighbourliness. The president condemned Iran’s support for
militant groups, terrorist operations and its sectarian policies.
Nevertheless, he left the door open
for Iran to end its international isolation by eschewing those policies
and acting like a responsible member of the international community.
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz
Al Saud, in remarks opening the
summit, stressed the importance
of Trump’s visit and the international community’s collective
effort to rid the world of ISIS and
other terrorist groups.
Trump attended the inauguration of the Global Centre for
Combating Extremist Ideology
in Riyadh, one of several Saudi
institutions dedicated to countering the threat from violent extremists by discrediting their narrative,
exposing their brutality and lies
and disrupting their recruitment
efforts.
The billions of dollars’ worth
of military sales that were signed
during the visit will assist Saudi
Arabia to bolster its defences along
its borders, shores and skies. The
agreements could create thousands
of jobs both in the United States
and Saudi Arabia. There was also
a meeting of US and Saudi CEOs
aimed at fostering trade and investment. There were deals related

to energy, health care and education.
However, there is an intangible
aspect to the visit that should not
be overlooked.
There are now more than 60,000
Saudi students studying in the
United States. Some estimate that
as many as 20,000 Americans live
and work in Saudi Arabia, in addition to thousands of others who
visit every year. This people-topeople aspect of the relationship
has been one of the keys to building the trust and comfort level
between Americans and Saudis,
helping sustain this relationship
over many decades. Trump, first
lady Melania Trump, his daughter
Ivanka and US Secretary of Commerce Wilbur Ross spoke fondly of
the warm reception they received
and how much they appreciated
the famous Arabian hospitality.
Establishing good personal relations between political leaderships
can indeed be a tremendous asset
in managing international relations. The Saudi and American
leaderships are aware of that and
have cultivated good and close relations at very senior levels. All of
this bodes very well for the future
of US-Saudi relations.
Fahad Nazer is an international
affairs fellow with the National
Council on US-Arab Relations and
an adviser to Gulf State Analytics.

May 28, 2017

News & Analysis

Syria

9

US risks further clashes as Syrian boot print broadens
Simon Speakman Cordall

Tunis

C

ondemnation,
criticism
and, inevitably, escalation
have quickly followed a US
air strike against an apparently Iranian-backed militia convoy near Syria’s border with
Jordan and Iraq.
The clash has, at least, provided
analysts with some indication of
American aspirations in Syria and,
as the United States increases its
military commitment in the area,
some indication of the risks it runs
of banging heads with other international actors active on Syria’s battlescarred ground.

Fars reported,
“thousands of
Hezbollah troops were
sent to al-Tanf
passageway at IraqSyria bordering areas.”
US commanders said the convoy
of Iranian-supported militia ignored
numerous calls for it to halt as it
moved towards coalition positions
at al-Tanf, justifying the strike that
destroyed a number of vehicles and
killed several militiamen.
However, for Iran and its allies in
Moscow and Damascus, the strike
marked an aerial “aggression” by
the US-led coalition and provided
evidence of the West’s neo-colonial
ambitions within Syria.
News of the militia’s encroachment on the coalition forces training
base at al-Tanf was not new. Four
days prior to the strike, Britain’s Daily Telegraph ran a report confirming
that pro-regime troops were within
about 24km of the British- and USoperated training hub.
As Western military visibility in
Syria grows, so, too, does the suspicion that it provokes. On the same
day as the air strike, while making no mention of the attack itself,
the semi-official Iranian Fars news

Not without risks. A US-backed Syrian fighter stands on a vehicle with heavy automatic machine gun (L) next to an American soldier
who stands on an armoured vehicle at the Syrian-Iraqi crossing border point of al-Tanf.
agency, referred to a British, Jordanian and US plot to create a buffer
zone in the area, like that at the Golan Heights and leading ultimately to
the potential invasion of Syria under
the pretext of a war against ISIS.
In response, Fars reported, “thousands of Hezbollah troops were sent
to al-Tanf passageway at Iraq-Syria
bordering areas to prepare the Syrian army and its allies for thwarting
the US plots.”
Despite the stakes involved, the
decision to fire on the Iranian militia
looks to have been a local one. “The
war in Syria is much less micromanaged from the White House than it
used to be, and there is a weak interagency process as is,” said Faysal
Itani, resident senior fellow at the
Atlantic Council. “What this means

is the military is much more likely
to improvise and this decision to hit
the regime may have been taken at
the lower levels. In fact, I believe it
was.”
While the reasons to call the strike
on the advancing column appear to
be in keeping with US military objectives on the ground, the diplomatic
fallout has been far-reaching. The
day after the strike, Russian Deputy
Foreign Minister Gennady Gatilov
slammed the action as “totally unacceptable” and a “violation of Syrian
sovereignty.”
However, as US numbers and Iranian suspicions in Syria increase, so,
too, does the likelihood of confrontations. In March, the Washington
Post reported the deployment of a
task force of regular forces in addi-

tion to the “several hundred” special
operations troops present near ISIS’s
de facto capital of Raqqa, gathering
ahead of the much-anticipated attack against the city.
Analysts cautioned against conflating the hostility in al-Tanf with
US support for the Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) in
Raqqa. “I would treat separately the
matter of arming the Kurds directly,”
Itani said. “I think this move is fully
in line with their pre-existing strategy of fighting ISIS through the SDF.”
Irrespective of where responsibility for the clash at al-Tanf may lie,
the US presence in Syria looks to
continue to grow in assertiveness.
Nicholas Heras, a fellow at the Centre for a New American Security,
said: “What we are seeing now, with

(AP)

the US decision to directly arm the
Kurds and to conduct the air strike
against Hezbollah forces threatening
America’s Arab armed opposition
partners near al-Tanf, is the Trump
administration sending the strong
signal that the United States will do
what must be done to beat ISIS, on
American terms.”
US support for its partners in Syria
appears to be unequivocal. “The
Trump administration has decided
to double down on expanding the
US role in Syria and that will mean
an American military investment on
the ground inside of Syria for years
to come,” Heras said.
Simon Speakman Cordall is
a section editor with The Arab
Weekly.

Erdogan’s Ottoman visions in Syria

View poi nt

Sami
Moubayed

P

alestinian President
Mahmoud Abbas could
hardly hold back his
astonishment when
visiting Turkey in 2015
at the dramatic reception in his honour at the presidential palace, a 1,150-room mansion
constructed in Ottoman spirit and
splendour, with all its iconography and calligraphy, at a cost of no
less than $500 million.
Decorating the royal staircase
were 16 spear-carrying warriors in
golden helmets, standing around
their megalomaniac president, or
“Sultan,” Recep Tayyip Erdogan, a
man famed for his obsession with
his country’s Ottoman past.
Months earlier, Erdogan had
toyed with the idea of reinstituting
Ottoman Turkish at state-run
schools and once said that, by
2030, his country would reach
the influence and power of the
Ottoman Empire during its heyday.
An ambitious project, no doubt,
but Erdogan has gone by the book
in trying to achieve that ambition,
turning a deaf ear to all criticism.
He has taken giant steps, ranging
from military adventures in Syria
and Iran to symbolic ones such
as ordering the Turkish national
anthem to be played on modified
drums and brass instruments,
making it sound royal rather than

The last powerful sultan — Abdul
Hamid II, a long-time inspiration
of the Turkish president — had a
particularly soft spot for
Damascus.

presidential, coming straight out of
the Ottoman past.
He has often lamented his
country’s borders, imposed after
the Ottoman Empire’s defeat at
the end of the first world war, and
worked hard at challenging them.
At its apex, the Ottoman
Empire included parts of Eastern
Europe, the Balkans, Crimea and
the Caucasus, bestriding three
continents with a population
of approximately 25 million. As
the empire eroded, it lost Serbia,
Montenegro, Romania, Bosnia,
Herzegovina, Cyprus and Egypt.
The collapse of order in Syria
in 2011 gave Erdogan a golden
opportunity to achieve his
ambition, especially in a lost
symbolic city such as Damascus,
which the Ottomans once called
“Sham Sherif” — “Damascus the
Noble.”
The last powerful sultan — Abdul
Hamid II, a long-time inspiration
of the Turkish president — had a
particularly soft spot for Damascus.
Ten years ago, at Erdogan’s request,
a mega-production was filmed in
Egypt, starring front-line Syrian
actors, about the life of Abdul
Hamid II.
Unlike Erdogan, who was a
frequent guest of Damascus
before the outbreak of the present
conflict, Abdul Hamid had never
visited Damascus but relied heavily
on an assortment of Damascene
advisers, ministers and cooks
during an eventful era that started
in 1876 and lasted until 1909.
Because of its importance as
the point of departure for one
of the two great haj caravans to
Mecca, Damascus was treated

with more attention by the
Ottoman government than its size
might have warranted. It was the
most culturally advanced and
historically important Arab city in
the Ottoman state, where Islam
created its first empire under the
Umayyad dynasty in 661.
The Umayyads had a modern
navy, a police force, their own
currency and exported the Muslim
faith to Europe and China. The
Umayyads built the Umayyad
Mosque, one of the oldest
existing mosque in the world,
and many of the Prophet’s wives
and companions are buried at a
cemetery south-west of the Grand
Umayyad, which Erdogan visited
often before 2011.
On the south-western side of
the Takiyeh Sulaimaniya complex
in central Damascus, facing the
present Four Seasons Hotel, lies a
famous mosque with the graves
of seven children of Abdul Hamid
II. Also buried at the site are two
children of Sultan Abdulmejid I,
and three of Sultan Murad V, in
addition to a number of relatives,
bringing the number of Ottoman
figures to a total of 18.
The last person buried at this
cemetery was Bader el-Din Effendi,
the youngest son of Abdul Hamid
II and who died in 1980. The 36th
and last Ottoman sultan, Mehmet
VI, was buried there in 1926, after
dying in exile in Italy four years
after he was dethroned. The
graves also include Arif Hikmat
Pasha, Abdul Hamid’s son-in-law
and a former Ottoman minister of
education and an Islamic scholar.
All of these Ottoman figures died
after the empire’s collapse in 1922

Had
Erdogan’s
regimechange
policy
worked, he
would have
loved to
march into
Damascus
to reclaim
the highly
symbolic
graves.

and had to be buried in Damascus
since returning to Turkey was
prohibited by the Kemalists.
The mosque was built by Sultan
Selim II, with arcaded cells now
used to sell Damascene crafts and
memorabilia. The Turks tried —
and failed — to buy or rent out the
place prior to 2011.
Had Erdogan’s regime-change
policy worked, he would have
loved to march into Damascus
to reclaim these highly symbolic
graves.
In February 2015, he had ordered
his troops to march into the Syrian
north to dig up the remains of
Suleiman Shah, the grandfather of
Osman I, founder of the Ottoman
Dynasty. According to Ottoman
legend, he drowned in 1236 near his
burial site and had been interred at
Qalaat Jabar in Raqqa governorate
only to be moved 85km north in
1973, due to potential floods at the
original location. The tombstone
was built at Abdul Hamid II’s
orders, explaining Erdogan’s
additional interest in the matter.
According to the 1923 Treaty
of Lausanne, his grave is in 100%
Turkish territory, part of an official
and internationally recognised
enclave within Syria, where visitors
had to provide passports to enter. It
was guarded by 40 Turkish soldiers
until the operation was carried out
in 2015, ostensibly to save it from
the clutches of the Islamic State. It
has now been relocated to Turkishcontrolled territory within Syria,
east of the Euphrates River.
Sami Moubayed is a Syrian
historian and author of “Under
the Black Flag” (IB Taurus, 2015).
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US urged to keep track of its Iraq arms supply
Mamoon Alabbasi

London

A

mnesty
International
has called on the United
States to keep track of the
weapons it supplied to
Iraq following confirmation by Washington that it could not
account for $1 billion worth of arms
and other military equipment handed to Baghdad.
The revelation came after the
rights group obtained a declassified
US Department of Defence audit
from September 2016 via a Freedom
of Information request.
In its report, Amnesty International said the United States “did not
have accurate, up-to-date records
on the quantity and location” of
arms pouring into Kuwait and Iraq
destined for use by the Iraqi Army,
Shia militias and Kurdish peshmerga
forces in the fight against the Islamic
State (ISIS).
“[This audit] makes for especially
sobering reading given the long history of leakage of US arms to multiple
armed groups committing atrocities
in Iraq, including the armed group
calling itself the Islamic State,” Patrick Wilcken, Amnesty International’s arms control and human rights
researcher, said in a statement.
The arms transfers include tens of
thousands of assault rifles, hundreds
of mortar rounds and hundreds of
Humvee armoured vehicles, the
rights group said.
“This should be an urgent wakeup call for the United States and all
countries supplying arms to Iraq to
urgently shore up checks and controls. Sending millions of dollars’
worth of arms into a black hole and
hoping for the best is not a viable
counterterrorism strategy; it is just
reckless,” said Wilcken.
“Any state selling arms to Iraq
must show that there are strict measures in place to make sure the weapons will not be used to violate rights.
Without these safeguards, no transfer should take place,” he added.
In a January report, Amnesty
International accused Iraq’s Shia
militias of “using arms from Iraqi
military stockpiles, provided by the
United States, Europe, Russia and

Where have all the weapons gone? Iraqi Army soldiers with new US-made weapons taking combat positions in an eastern suburb of
Ramadi. 														
Iran, to commit war crimes, revenge
attacks and other atrocities.”
Observers said the rights violations mar the campaign to destroy
ISIS, which is gradually losing
ground in the city of Mosul and other areas in Iraq.
Germany’s Der Spiegel magazine
recently reported that Iraqi forces
were involved in the killing, torture
and rape of ISIS suspects. The allegations were made by an Iraqi photographer who said he witnessed
the abuses while embedded with an
Iraqi police unit in Mosul.
Photographs published by Der
Spiegel prompted Iraq’s Interior
Ministry to begin an investigation
into human rights violations allegations. “Legal measures will be applied… against wrongdoers,” ministry spokesman Brigadier-General
Saad Maan told the Associated Press
(AP).
Brett McGurk, US envoy for the
global coalition against ISIS, praised
Iraqi security forces for having
“bravely placed civilian protection

as top priority” in Mosul but added
to the AP that “individuals or units
failing to uphold that standard…
must be investigated and held accountable.”

The United States
could not account for
$1 billion worth of
military equipment
sent to Iraq.
Iraqi forces are gearing up for the
final assault to dislodge ISIS from
the small territory it still holds in
the western half of Mosul. Iraqi officials say the days of ISIS in Mosul are
numbered as the militants control
just 8% of western Mosul, which includes the Old City.
The US-backed military campaign
was launched in October and the
city’s eastern half was declared liberated in January but the advance
in the west was frequently slowed
by ISIS’s resilience and the group’s
holding of hundreds of thousands of

civilians as human shields.
About 500,000 civilians have reportedly fled western Mosul since
February, with reports surfacing on
the horrors of life under ISIS. The
United Nations warned another
200,000 may be forced to flee.
In the rest of Iraq, a series of ISIS
bombings in Baghdad and Basra
killed at least 27 people. Troubles in
Iraq, however, are not confined to
ISIS.
“Once ISIS is defeated in Mosul,
the greatest challenge to the Iraqi
government is to reconcile the differences between the Shia-dominated government, the Sunnis out
west and the Kurds to the north,” US
Marine Corps Lieutenant-General
Vincent Stewart, the head of the US
Defence Intelligence Agency, said at
a US Senate hearing.
Iraq’s Kurdish authorities said
they planned to have a referendum
in October on whether the semi-autonomous Kurdistan region would
remain part of Iraq. “Kurdish independence is on a trajectory where

(AP)

it is probably not if but when and it
will complicate the situation unless
there’s an agreement in Baghdad,”
Stewart said.
“Failure to address those challenges, coming up with a political solution will ultimately result in conflict
among all of the parties to resolve
this and going back to what could
devolve into a civil strife in Iraq,” he
added.
The Kurdish-majority region,
whose parliament has not convened
since October 2015, is itself embroiled in a power struggle by rival
political groups and protests against
corruption.
Masoud Barzani, president of the
Kurdistan Regional Government
since 2005, has remained in his post
even after his second term ended in
2013 and was subsequently extended by parliament until August 2015.
Mamoon Alabbasi is an Arab Weekly contributing editor in London.
Information from wire reports was
used in this article.

Iraq may soon top Ankara’s counterterrorism agenda

View poi nt

Yunus Paksoy

I

raq dominates a significant
place on Turkey’s counterterrorism agenda but Ankara’s
attention on the subject may
increase even further in the
coming months.
The Qandil Mountains, in
northern Iraq, have been a safe
haven used as headquarters by the
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK),
which is recognised as a terrorist
organisation by Turkey, the United
States and the European Union.
The PKK’s Qandil base has been
a bleeding wound for Turkey. It is
from there that terror attacks
against Turkey were reportedly
planned.
Despite cross-border operations
and air strikes for many years,
Ankara has been unable to
eliminate PKK forces in northern
Iraq.
Another concern surfaced
recently for the Turkish government about the PKK’s dominance
in the Sinjar region of northern
Iraq.
The PKK-affiliated Sinjar
Resistance Units (YBS) took
control of Sinjar from the Islamic
State (ISIS) in late 2015. The PKK’s
Yazidi offshoot has been in the
area since then. The YBS influence

One should not be astonished
at an all-around Turkish
offensive inside Iraq in the
approaching months.

in Sinjar is equal to the PKK’s
command, which greatly troubles
the Turkish government.
Ankara is adamant about
preventing the PKK from spreading its influence in the region
through its Syrian offshoot
Democratic Union Party (PYD) and
the YBS. To that end, the Turkish
government has repeatedly
stressed that Sinjar would not be
left in the hands of the PKK.
Turkey sought ways to join
forces with the Kurdistan Regional
Government (KRG) to defeat their
common enemy — the PKK. KRG
President Masoud Barzani has
failed to achieve that alone.
As the PKK in Iraq is backed by

Iran, Iraq’s central government,
which is heavily influenced by
Tehran, is unlikely to help Turkey
in its war on terror.
Ankara’s stern warnings turned
into action on April 25 when
Turkish warplanes hit PKK bases
in Iraq’s Sinjar. The next day, PKK
positions in Iraq’s Zab region were
hit.
News of the air strikes landed
like a bombshell in the region and
overseas. The United States was
not pleased. Baghdad condemned
Turkey for its breach of Iraqi
sovereignty.
However, Turkish President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan responded
by saying that Turkish troops may

Multiple targets. A funeral ceremony in Ankara last year for
Turkish military personnel killed in clashes with PKK militants in
Hakkari province at the border with Iraq. 			
(AP)

The PKK’s
Qandil
base in Iraq
has been
a bleeding
wound for
Turkey.

launch cross-border attacks
against the PKK “overnight.”
Diplomatic sources said the air
strikes in Sinjar were aimed at
conveying the message to the
United States that Ankara is
determined to go all the way — and
alone — if need be.
“The Turkish government
showed that it is willing to do
whatever is necessary to not allow
the PKK and the YPG to operate
along its borders,” one source said
on condition of anonymity.
Unless Iraq’s central government or the Kurdish regional
authorities cleanse the country’s
north from terror groups that
attack Turkey, Ankara will have no
option but to increase its strikes
against the PKK.
Abdullah Agar, a former Turkish
military officer and a security
expert, said there was a military
build-up at the Turkish border
town of Silopi.
In light of all this, one should
not be astonished by an all-around
Turkish offensive against terrorist
elements inside Iraq in the coming
months.
Iraq appears on its way to getting
rid of the ISIS threat, which is
welcome news. However, unless it
gets rid of all terror threats on its
territories, instability is likely to
continue in that part of the region.
Yunus Paksoy is an Istanbul-based
Turkish journalist who covered
the wars in Syria and Iraq.
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Tribes to the rescue. Egyptian tribesmen head towards an area where ISIS militants are believed to be hiding. 				

(Facebook page of the Sinai Tribes Federation)

In Sinai, Tarabin Bedouins seek to unite tribes against ISIS
Ibrahim Ouf

Cairo

A

major tribe is seeking to
form a tribal coalition to
fight against the Islamic
State (ISIS) in Egypt’s
Sinai Peninsula.
The Tarabin Bedouins, one of
the largest tribes in the area with as
many as 40,000 members, would
urge the alliance’s participants to
cease offering refuge to ISIS fighters and suspend cooperation with
the group, with the objective of
driving it out of its North Sinai
stronghold.
“We have embarked on forming
a coalition of all tribes in Sinai to
kick this venomous organisation
totally out,” said Sheikh Ibrahim
al-Ergani, a Tarabin chieftain. “All
tribes are now ready to fight ISIS
side by side with us.”
Fighting between Tarabin and
ISIS was sparked in April by the
killing of a tribal elder by ISIS

militants. Tarabin reciprocated by
lynching an ISIS militant. ISIS attacked a Tarabin checkpoint with a
booby-trapped car, killing six tribe
members.
Tarabin has taken several ISIS
militants hostage and killed others. The tribe has posted recordings of its interrogation of ISIS
militants on social media, with the
ISIS fighters purportedly revealing
information about their Sinai Province leaders.
Efforts by Tarabin to unite Sinai
tribes against ISIS, Ergani said,
have included meetings with tribal
leaders, the formation of a unified
stance against the group and coordination of battlefield operations
against it.
“So far, we have struck deals
with more than 50 tribes to fight
ISIS,” Ergani said. “Some tribes
have joined us, even without publicly declaring this, lest their members should be targeted by this takfirist group.
Animosity between Tarabin
and ISIS could be good news for

the Egyptian Army, which has
been trying to obtain cooperation
from Sinai tribes in the state’s war
against the militant group.
Sinai tribes refused to cooperate with the army, experts said,
for reasons including fear of retaliation and the presence of shared
business interests between ISIS
and some tribes, particularly
smuggling networks between Sinai
and the Gaza Strip.

Tribesmen are acting
as scouts and guides
for the Egyptian Army,
providing intelligence
about ISIS positions
and bases.
Sinai’s tribes have also generally been ambivalent towards the
Egyptian government. Tribesmen
have felt neglected by successive Egyptian governments, while
Egyptian officials have traditionally viewed the Bedouin, who have

cross-border ties with tribes in Israel, Jordan and Saudi Arabia, with
suspicion.
ISIS has become an existential
threat to Sinai’s tribes, seeking to
silence some and threatening the
business interests of others. ISIS
has killed hundreds of Egyptian
troops and policemen, driven most
of North Sinai’s Christian families
out and is trying to push outside
Sinai, carrying out operations in
Cairo and Alexandria.
Egypt’s powerful military has
found it difficult to deal with ISIS’s
hit-and-run tactics in the mountainous Sinai region. The Sinai
Peninsula is largely unknown to
Egyptian Army troops, who were
barred from entering some areas
in the peninsula following the 1978
Camp David Accords.
This, security experts said, outlines the need for cooperation between the army and local tribes in
fighting ISIS in the Sinai Province.
Sheikh Issa al-Kharafin, a chieftain of the Rumailat tribe, one of
the other major tribes in the Sinai

Province, confirmed that his group
has united with Tarabin in fighting
ISIS. He also confirmed that Tarabin tribesmen are acting as scouts
and guides for the Egyptian Army
in the Sinai Peninsula, providing
intelligence about ISIS positions
and bases.
“We know exactly where these
militants hide,” Kharafin said. “We
share information in this regard
with the army and coordinate attacks against the militants with it.”
Cooperation between Sinai tribes
and the army would represent a
major turning point in Egypt’s fight
against terrorism and the military
group that has turned some parts
of North Sinai into virtual no-go
areas for Egyptian troops.
“This cooperation will surely
end the ongoing war in favour of
the army,” said Gamal Abu Zekri,
the former assistant interior minister. “In fact, the success of the
army in arresting a large number
of ISIS leaders and militants in the
past weeks boils down to this cooperation.”

Egypt’s left-wing parties start searching for Sisi competitor
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

F

ive Egyptian political parties have joined forces
to try to unseat Egyptian
President Abdel Fattah
al-Sisi in next year’s presidential elections.
“There must be an alternative to
the incumbent president, who is
performing poorly,” said Hamdeen
Sabahi, the leader of the leftist Popular Current Party, one of the parties
in the agreement. Sabahi, who bills
himself as a Nasserist, was the sole
candidate against Sisi in Egypt’s
2014 presidential election, but took
less than 5% of the vote.

A number of Mubarakera officials are
expected to try to
make political
comebacks in the 2018
presidential election.
“Political parties have ideas on
how best this country can get out
of the deteriorating conditions in
which Sisi has mired the nation,”
Sabahi said.

The agreement was signed in May
by five broadly left-wing parties: the
Popular Current, the Constitution
Party, the Freedom Party, the Egyptian Social Democratic Party and the
Justice Party. The five parties were
all formed after the 2011 revolution,
although many have ties to longerstanding political movements.
“Our initiative is peaceful and
aims to put an end to poverty and
bring about justice for all Egyptians,” said Khaled Dawoud, head of
the Constitution Party. “We want to
convince Egyptians that there can
be an alternative to Sisi who can
solve their problems.”
Prospective candidates include
Sabahi, Egyptian-American space
scientist and former presidential
adviser Essam Heggy and former
head of Egypt’s Central Auditing
Organisation Hisham Geneina, who
was removed from office by Sisi.
Although Egypt’s presidential
elections are not due until mid2018, there has been considerate
media speculation after Sisi, in late
April, said: “I swear by God that I
will not stay in office for a second
(more) if the people do not want me
to.”
“I swore an oath to respect the
constitution,” he said during an
Egyptian youth conference.
Egypt’s constitution limits a

Prospective candidate. Former presidential candidate Hamdeen
Sabahi attends a protest in Cairo against restrictions on the media,
on May 4.					
(Reuters)
presidency to two 4-year terms. A
pro-Sisi member of parliament in
February submitted a constitutional
amendment to increase presidential
terms to six years. That move was
quickly dropped under public pressure but served as an indication of
the growing division that surrounds
Sisi, who previously enjoyed huge
public support.

Several officials from President
Hosni Mubarak’s government, overthrown in 2011, are expected to try
to make political comebacks in the
2018 presidential election. Among
them could be Ahmed Shafiq, civil
aviation minister under Mubarak
who stood against Muslim Brotherhood candidate Muhammad Morsi
in Egypt’s 2012 presidential elec-

tions, observers said. There have
been rumblings that former Egyptian Army chief Sami Anan could
also stand for president.
Despite worsening day-to-day
conditions for average Egyptians
following the flotation of the national currency and the slashing of
subsidies, few expect Sisi to face
any real challenge in next year’s
elections.
“Like all other parties in this
country, the parties that made the
deal have no actual presence on the
streets,” said Tarek Fahmi, a political science professor at Cairo University. “Polls are not only about
the economy. Sisi knows that his
popularity is no longer as high as
it was four years ago but he made
achievements that will speak loudly
for him.”
Sisi cites the launch of infrastructure projects worth billions of dollars, including a new capital on the
outskirts of Cairo and the Suez Canal project as accomplishments that
will boost the economy. The popular former army chief also points
to the presence of the Islamic State
(ISIS) in the Sinai Peninsula as reasons to retain him as the country’s
leader.
Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian
reporter in Cairo.
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US stands with Tripoli government after military base massacre
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

T

he United States is supporting the embattled
leader of the UN-backed
government in Tripoli
after an attack by suspected Islamists killed as many as
141 people, including 70 soldiers, in
southern Libya, escalating the conflict and breaking up an alliance between government factions.
The attack was carried out by the
Islamist Third Force militia, a group
of Islamists that was previously loyal to the UN-backed Government of
National Accord (GNA).
US Marine Corps General Thomas
Waldhauser, chief of US forces in
Africa, and US Ambassador to Libya
Peter Bodde flew to an airbase in
Tripoli on May 23 for a news conference with the GNA leader Fayez alSarraj. He announced the country
was entering a “decisive stage” to
ending the 6-year civil war.

Sarraj’s remarks
reflected a shift in
the military and
political alignments
of various factions
following the May 18
massacre.
“We reached the stage of decisiveness and we will not waver in cracking down on those who stir conflict
and hamper stability and fail the
hopes and desires of our people in
reconciliation and entente,” Sarraj
said.
Bodde said the visit “demonstrates the continued commitment
of the United States to the government of National Accord and to political reconciliation in Libya.”
Sarraj singled out “those who are
building up forces to threaten the
security of Libya’s capital.”

“We will not sit on our hands to
face those who threaten the security and safety of the civilians,” said
Sarraj, whose brief speech was released on social media by the government.
His remarks reflected a shift in the
military and political alignments of
various factions following the May
18 massacre at the Brak al-Shati military base, 650km south of Tripoli.
There was no independent word
on casualties in the assault on the
Brak al-Shati base.
Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar’s
spokesman said the massacre took
place when the militia stormed a
base used by Haftar’s Libyan National Army (LNA). Victims included
civilians who worked at the airbase
or were in the area. LNA spokesman
Ahmad al-Mesmari said in a statement that summary executions also
took place.
The GNA said in a statement that
a commission had been set up to investigate the raid and that Defence
Minister Mahdi al-Barghati had
been suspended.
UN envoy Martin Kobler expressed anger over the massacre in
a statement.
“I am outraged by reports of significant numbers of fatalities, including civilians and by reports
that summary executions may have
taken place,” he said.
Libyan analysts agreed that the
massacre was an attempt to derail moves towards de-escalation,
sparked by a rare meeting May 2
between Sarraj and Haftar in Abu
Dhabi.
During the meeting, the two leaders agreed to sustain a truce in the
south, which has been tormented
by violent clashes between Haftar’s
forces and militias aligned with Sarraj’s government over the control of
bases there.
The recent massacre, however, is
putting the truce to the test.
“The assailants came in high
number and exploited the relaxed

Violent spiral. US Ambassador to Libya Peter Bodde speaks during a news conference in Tripoli,
on May 23.
(Reuters)
environment at the base that was
linked to the truce in the region,”
LNA Air Force spokesman Sherif
al-Awami told a Libyan television
interviewer. “If there is no truce the
assault could not have taken place
the way it occurred.”
Not only did the attack breach
the truce agreement reached in Abu
Dhabi, it changed the arrangement
of forces in the GNA’s Islamist-dominated camp.
That camp, comprised of various
militias, had been united in opposition to Haftar’s group in the east,
which is widely seen by Tripoli and
western regions as anti-Islamist.
Haftar’s forces are backed by antiIslamists Arab governments in
Egypt and United Arab Emirates.
The massacre and Sarraj’s subsequent condemnation caused a split

between factions supportive of the
GNA, with more radical Islamists,
such as the 613 Brigade and the
powerful Misrata Revolutionaries
voicing support for the assailants
and urging a continuation of the
fight against Haftar.
Leaders of the Misrata Military
Council and military officers from
the GNA-aligned al-Bunyan al-Marsus coalition, which fought against
the Islamic State (ISIS) in Sirte last
year, gathered May 21 in Misrata to
declare that they no longer recognise the GNA.
Ali Saidi, a member of the internationally recognised parliament,
blamed the GNA for the attack.
“The GNA gave the legal recognition of the militias that staged the
attack. The GNA is to blame for the
massacre. The GNA had no force,”

he said. “The militias and other
forces of the same mind that are
providing security for the GNA.”
Mohamed Baayou, a writer in
Misrata, said: “The massacre in the
south is an extension of the conflict
in other regions in Libya. What is
needed is a strong truce that every
force remains in the area where it is
now to give a chance for de-escalation and peace.”
Sarraj, who met with US President
Donald Trump briefly on the sidelines of a summit in Riyadh, said
the government would ask the United Nations to lift its arms embargo
on Libya with the apparent aim of
fighting extremist Islamists embedded within his allies.
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis.

The perils of mounting escalation in Libya
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Elissa Miller

L

ibya has been prominent in the international media over the
past month. Many in
the West were quick to
call the early May
meeting in Abu Dhabi between
Fayez al-Sarraj, prime minister of
the UN-backed Government of
National Accord (GNA), and Field
Marshal Khalifa Haftar, head of
the Libyan National Army (LNA), a
breakthrough in Libya’s conflict.
While pro-Haftar media
reported that a deal had been
reached, it soon became clear that
Haftar’s positions were falsely
presented as points of agreement
between him and Sarraj.
It is worth raising the Abu Dhabi
meeting considering the May 17
attack on Haftar’s LNA forces at
the Brak al-Shati Airbase in
southern Libya. The attack by
GNA-allied militias, in which as
many as 140 people died, illustrates the fragile nature of any
so-called political deal between
Libya’s rival parties. Developments on the ground, rather than
meetings in foreign capitals, drive
the trajectory of the conflict.
Yet, after the attack on the
airbase, the international community continues to parrot support
for a negotiated political settlement between Sarraj and Haftar
and cite the meeting in Abu Dhabi
as an indication of progress.
Only two weeks after the Abu
Dhabi meeting, the Brak al-Shati
attack was a major blow to the

The continued emphasis on
political reconciliation is
utterly meaningless in light of
continued escalations.

prospects for peaceful political
reconciliation. Misrata’s Third
Force militia, which is allied with
the GNA, and with support from
others, including the Benghazi
Defence Brigades (BDB), attacked
the LNA-controlled base. Reports
circulated of summary executions
and of numerous civilian casualties at the hands of the GNAlinked militias.
Third Force commander Jamal
al-Triki took responsibility for the
attack and claimed it was based on
GNA instructions, which the unity
government denied. The Defence
Ministry blamed Haftar’s forces,
which in April bombed the
Tamenhint airbase controlled by
the Third Force, for the escalation
in the south.
Sarraj suspended both Triki and
Defence Minister Mahdi alBarghathi pending an investigation to determine the party
responsible for breaking a
ceasefire in the south, although
Triki denied that a ceasefire had
been in place. In response to the
attack, the LNA struck targets in
Jufra, south of Misrata-controlled
Sirte, resulting in further casualties. The LNA is likely to continue
to target Jufra, as well as Sebha
and Tamenhint, in retaliation.
It is notable that a shared
acknowledgement by Sarraj and
Haftar in Abu Dhabi regarding the
need to reduce violence in the
south is being presented as a
ceasefire that was violated. This
gives Haftar’s forces pretext to
engage militarily against the GNA
and its aligned militias, as well as
other rival groups such as the BDB
with possible links to the GNA.
More critically, the incident
demonstrates Sarraj’s weakness.
Following his meeting with Haftar

in early May, some militias in
Tripoli and Misrata distanced
themselves from the so-called
deal reached with the LNA
commander. The Brak al-Shati
attack further demonstrates that
for some hard-line groups in
western Libya, a deal with Haftar
is unacceptable.
Sarraj is left with two unpalatable choices: Side with these
groups to preserve their support
for the GNA or attempt to de-escalate the situation by engaging with
Haftar. The former risks further
escalation and the abandonment
of hope for a peaceful settlement,
while the latter risks further
empowering Haftar and condemning Sarraj’s own leadership and
the GNA. His authority will
continue to erode even as he tries
to manage the fallout from the
attack.
The European Union, the
African Union, the League of Arab
States and the United Nations met
in Brussels on May 23 regarding
Libya. A subsequent communiqué
condemned the violence at Brak
al-Shati. However, it largely
focused on encouraging efforts to
reach a political resolution,
highlighting the Sarraj-Haftar
meeting, and reiterated support
for the UN process.
The same day, US Ambassador
to Libya Peter Bodde visited Libya
with AFRICOM head US Marine
Corps General Thomas Waldhauser and expressed “the
continued commitment of the
United States to the GNA and to
political reconciliation in Libya.”
Bodde welcomed Libyan efforts to
have elections in 2018, one of
Haftar’s negotiating points from
Abu Dhabi that was presented as
part of the phantom agreement

Sarraj’s
position
continues to
grow more
precarious.

reached with Sarraj.
The international community’s
continued emphasis on political
reconciliation between Sarraj and
Haftar, and more recently discussion of elections, is utterly
meaningless considering continued major escalations in Libya.
Haftar is clearly not interested in a
deal with the GNA, especially if he
believes he can militarily defeat
his enemies.
Sarraj’s position grows more
precarious. Expressions of
international support for progress
on constitutional drafting,
meetings between the State
Council and the House of Representatives and talks between
Haftar and Sarraj — all of this
rhetoric is meaningless if there is
escalation on the ground.
UN special envoy Martin Kobler
remarked during the quartet news
conference that the Brak al-Shati
attack showed the political
vacuum that has been left in
Libya. That vacuum is not new but
Kobler’s effort to reiterate the
“clear interrelation between the
political track and military
escalation” is important. Stale
rhetoric in support of a failing
process amid violence on the
ground will do nothing to address
the crisis in Libya.
No matter how positive the
optics surrounding international
meetings such as the ones
between Haftar and Sarraj,
escalation on the ground will
further calcify grievances and
divisions, making the prospects
for settlement even dimmer.
Elissa Miller is an assistant
director at the Atlantic Council’s
Rafik Hariri Centre for the Middle
East.
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Controversy over
apartheid charges
continues after
50 years of Israeli
occupation
Karin Laub

Amman

L

abelling Israel’s treatment
of Palestinians as “apartheid” is like flinging a burning match into spilled gasoline so combustible are the
passions on both sides.
Rima Khalaf did just that when
a report commissioned by her UN
agency at the request of 18 Arab
members accused Israel of having
established an apartheid regime designed to dominate the Palestinian
people as a whole.
In a swift outcry, Israel slammed
the 65-page document as anti-Semitic. The United States demanded
its removal and UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres ordered it taken off the agency’s website, saying it
did not reflect his views.

Israel is outraged
at comparisons to
apartheid-era
South Africa.
Rather than comply, Khalaf resigned as head of the UN Economic
and Social Commission for West
Asia (ESCWA), a Beirut-based agency, one of several UN regional bodies dealing with economic and social
issues.
More than a month later, Khalaf
said she has no regrets. The report’s
charge of apartheid — a “crime
against humanity” in the eyes of the

International Criminal Court (ICC) —
deserves serious examination, she
said.
“We are not here for defamation,”
Khalaf said. “We are here for solving the problem.” The former UN
undersecretary-general said the international community has failed
the Palestinians and must sanction
Israel if it wants to regain credibility.
Israeli government official Michael Oren disputed the apartheid
charge as a “big lie,” portraying the
report as the latest attempt to “apply a completely unique standard
to Israel which by definition is antiSemitic.”
Israel and its supporters are outraged at comparisons to apartheidera South Africa, pointing to the
many differences: Unlike disenfranchised blacks in segregated South
Africa, Israel’s Arab citizens, about
20% of the population, can vote, are
represented in parliament and on
the Supreme Court and easily mingle with Jewish Israelis in daily life.
“There are no separate bathrooms; there is no apartheid here,”
said Oren, a deputy minister of diplomacy. “It’s not just deeply offensive to Israelis. It is deeply offensive
to the real victims of apartheid.”
The report said apartheid is more
than an exact replica of conditions
in pre-1994 South Africa. It notes
that international conventions and
the ICC define it more broadly as
“inhumane acts” committed in the
context of institutionalised and
systematic oppression of one racial
group by another, with the intention
of maintaining that regime.

Confiscated rights. A file picture shows Israeli soldiers standing guard as Palestinians protest against
Israel’s separation barrier in the West Bank village of Maasarah near Bethlehem.
(AFP)
Such expanded parameters could
conceivably apply at least in some
of the Israeli-controlled territories,
critics of Israeli policy said.
In the West Bank, military rule
has sharply curtailed the Palestinian
movement, trade and access to resources, while Jewish settlers in the
same territory enjoy full rights of Israeli citizens. Jews and Arabs in the
West Bank live under different legal
systems, with Jews having far more
protections.
A Palestinian state carved from
the West Bank, Gaza Strip and East
Jerusalem, captured by Israel in
1967, has been touted as the redress
but, 50 years on, a partition deal appears distant.
The report goes well beyond past
warnings by some, including former
US Secretary of State John Kerry,
that an apartheid-like situation
could emerge unless a two-state
solution is reached. It suggests that
beyond the question of the occupied
areas, Israel itself must eliminate
laws that discriminate among Jewish and Arab citizens.

Israel “can be a Jewish state” provided all citizens enjoy equal rights,
according to Khalaf, who is of Palestinian origin. “If this is the case,
then the label really doesn’t matter,”
she said.
Detailing the most controversial
charge of apartheid in Israel itself,
the report argues that voting rights
of Arab citizens lose significance because Israel’s Basic Law bars any political parties that deny Israel’s identity as both Jewish and democratic.
This prevents Arab citizens from
“challenging laws that perpetuate
inequality,” it said.
Arab politicians in Israel appear
divided on the issue.
Some avoid using seemingly provocative terms such as apartheid.
They prefer to work within the system to try to alleviate what has been
widely acknowledged as longstanding official discrimination, such as
preferential state spending on Jewish communities.
Others, like parliament member
Jamal Zahalka of the Joint List, an
alliance of four Arab-dominated par-

ties, said Israel has created a version
of apartheid, including discriminatory rules on immigration and land
use, even if it differs from the former
South African system.
He noted that Jews from anywhere in the world can claim Israeli
citizenship while Arab citizens are
barred from bringing Palestinian
spouses from the occupied territories to live with them in Israel.
Many Israelis feel singled out
because only their country has suffered the apartheid allegations, despite many cases of discrimination
elsewhere, including in the Arab
world.
Legally, the crime of apartheid is
largely uncharted territory, said Sari
Bashi, the Israel/Palestine advocacy
director of Human Rights Watch.
Also, the ICC has not made such a
charge and evidence of racial discrimination is not sufficient to make
the case.
Khalaf said she hoped the debate
started by the report will continue.
(The Associated Press)

Are potential successors to Abbas making their bids?
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Kamel
Hawwash

M

ahmoud Abbas
holds all four of
the top political
positions in the
Palestinian
leadership. He is
the president of the state of
Palestine, president of the Palestinian National Authority (PNA),
head of the Fatah movement and
chairman of the Palestine Liberation Organisation’s executive
committee.
Once he is unable to discharge
these duties either through death
or illness, the Palestinian people
have been wondering who would
take any of or all four roles. After
all, Abbas is 82 years old.
The starting position, since they
were all held by Yasser Arafat, is
that they would be taken by one
person and it is reasonable to
assume it would be a man. Until
the seventh Fatah congress at the
end of 2016, Abbas had refused to
name a deputy, choosing to rely on
the Palestinian Constitution in the
event of a successor needing to be
found.
Article 37 of the 2003 amended
Basic Law states that the speaker
of the Palestinian Legislative
Council (PLC) would take over and
elections would be called within
60 days.
There was much speculation
about whether Abbas would
appoint a deputy and if the
position would go to Marwan

Possible candidates to
succeed Abbas include Nasser
al-Kidwa, a nephew of the
revered Yasser Arafat.

Barghouti, a long-term political
prisoner in Israeli jails who some
see as the Palestinian Nelson
Mandela.
Abbas chose a deputy but it was
not Barghouti. Instead, he picked
Mahmoud al-Aloul, former Nablus
governor and labour minister in
the PNA. While this is a strong
indication Abbas would see Aloul
as his successor as leader of Fatah,
he did not appoint him to be
deputy president of the PNA. This,
intentionally or otherwise, leaves
the door open to other hopefuls
who aspire to fill one, if not all,
other three key positions in the
Palestinian leadership.
The popular Barghouti has been
leading a hunger strike, now in its
second month, by more than 1,000
political prisoners trying to secure
basic rights in Israeli prisons. Israel
accused him of instigating the
hunger strike to position himself as

the strongest candidate to replace
Abbas.
The same accusation of leadership aspirations through confronting Israel has been levelled at
another senior Fatah figure. Israel
has accused Jibril Rajoub, president of the Palestinian Football
Association, of repeatedly pursuing the sanctioning or expulsion of
Israel from FIFA, both for its
alleged mistreatment of Palestinian football players and for
allowing teams in settlements to
play in its leagues, against FIFA
regulations. Rajoub is a member of
Fatah’s Central Committee,
president of the Palestinian
Olympics Committee and former
head of the Preventive Security
Force in the West Bank.
Abbas made sure that another
political rival and critic was
excluded from Fatah’s seventh
congress — Mohammed Dahlan,

Who will replace Abbas? Protesters carry pictures of Palestinian
President Mahmoud Abbas in the West Bank city of Ramallah, on
May 3. 				
(AP)

Mahmoud
Abbas holds
all four top
political
positions
in the
Palestinian
leadership.

former head of the Preventive
Security Force who was ousted
when Hamas took control of Gaza
in 2007. He now lives in the United
Arab Emirates.
Just prior to the congress, the
Palestinian Constitutional Court
gave Abbas “full authority to
cancel the immunity of any
parliament member, when the
legislative council is not convened,” a statement published by
official Palestinian news agency,
WAFA, said. That would have
applied to Dahlan had he decided
to enter the West Bank to attend
the Congress.
Other possible candidates to
succeed Abbas include Nasser
al-Kidwa, a nephew of the revered
Arafat and a former foreign
minister and Palestinian representative to the United Nations;
Majid Faraj, the current intelligence chief; and Salam Fayyad, a
former prime minister and finance
minister.
With Israel’s emphasis on the
security role of the PNA going
forward, it is perhaps safe to
assume that it would want to see a
security-minded candidate emerge
as a potential leader to succeed
Abbas rather than necessarily the
one who is most qualified politically or has the widest possible
appeal to Palestinians.
It is also unlikely that anyone
from the new generation of
possible leaders will break through
this time. Expect someone from
the old guard to win when Abbas is
no longer president.
Kamel Hawwash is a Britain-based
Palestinian university professor
and writer.
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US-Turkish relations go from bad to worse
Thomas Seibert

Washington

U

S-Turkish relations, under strain because of differences in Syria, took
another plunge after
bodyguards of Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
beat and kicked protesters, including American citizens, during his
recent visit in Washington.
Both governments summoned
the other’s ambassadors to issue
protests over the May 16 incident
outside the residence of the Turkish envoy in Washington. Paul
Ryan, the speaker of the US House
of Representatives, said the Turkish bodyguards’ actions were “completely indefensible” and demanded an apology.

The suspicion that
Turkey may have tried
to steer US policy by
giving money to
Trump advisers is
another blow to
Turkey’s image.
The House Foreign Affairs Committee passed a resolution accusing the Turkish security guards of
violating the rights of free speech
and assembly and saying that the
Turkish officials involved should
be brought to justice. Committee Chairman Ed Royce said the
United States should start efforts
in Turkey to counter the “indoctrination” of Turks by the Erdogan
government.
That sort of tension is highly unusual between NATO allies and two
countries that regard each other as
strategic partners. The row erupts
when Turkey is becoming a political hot potato in Washington, with
reports that a former adviser to US
President Donald Trump worked
as a paid lobbyist for Ankara and
blocked an offensive against the

Islamic State (ISIS) in Syria because
Erdogan opposed the plans.
The suspicion that Turkey may
have tried to steer US policy by
giving money to Trump advisers
is another blow to Turkey’s image
in Washington following the video
clips of the melee outside the Turkish ambassador’s residence. In one
clip, Erdogan is seen looking at the
melee from a distance; some Turkish critics of the authoritarian leader said the Turkish president might
have ordered his guards to attack
the protesters.
An editorial in the Washington
Post spoke of “sickening images of
protesters being chased, kicked and
bloodied by black-suited members
of Mr Erdogan’s security detail.” It
added a piece of advice to the Turkish leader: “Mr Erdogan and his
thugs can stay home.”
District of Columbia Police Chief
Peter Newsham condemned the
“brutal” attack and had two members of Erdogan’s security detail detained. They were released under
international diplomatic rules. The
US State Department summoned
Turkish Ambassador Serdar Kilic to
protest the behaviour of the bodyguards.
Turkey countered by summoning
the US envoy John Bass to the Foreign Ministry in Ankara to tell him
about “aggressive and unprofessional actions” by US police officers
against Erdogan’s entourage. Turkey said the bodyguards stepped
in when efforts by local police to
contain the anti-Erdogan protesters
failed and pro-Erdogan demonstrators were injured.
That is not the way the United
States sees it. A subcommittee of
the House Foreign Affairs Committee had a hearing May 25 during which witnesses told of being beaten by Erdogan’s security
guards. A resolution adopted by the
full committee that same day said:
“Turkish security forces acted in an
un-professional and brutal manner,
reflecting poorly on President Erdogan and the government of Turkey.”

Raw violence. Protesters testify before the House Foreign Affairs Europe, Eurasia and Emerging
Threats Subcommittee about the attack on demonstrators by members of Turkish President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan’s security detail, on Capitol Hill in Washington, on May 25.
(Reuters)
It also said: “The United States
should take steps to strengthen
freedoms for the press and civil society in countries such as Turkey,
and combat efforts by foreign leaders to suppress free and peaceful
protest in their own countries.”
Royce told a panel in Washington
on May 23 that the United States
should establish “platforms” on social media as well as on radio and
television to bring pro-democracy
messages to Turkey, as Erdogan,
who is accused by critics of suppressing dissent, had made a free
debate in Turkey impossible.
“I think we have not been as

forthright and strong an advocate
for freedom in Turkey as we should
have been,” Royce said. “We need
something that will assist people
in Turkey to at least be able to listen to Turks who want to explain
why freedom of religion, freedom
of speech, freedom of assembly are
important.”
Royce said a “process of slow indoctrination” by the Erdogan government was going on in Turkey.
In his May 16 meeting at the White
House, Erdogan failed to convince
Trump to stop American support for
Kurds in Syria, seen as enemies by
Ankara. Trump’s Syria policy calls

for a local rebel force, led by Syrian
Kurds, to attack the ISIS’s self-proclaimed capital of Raqqa.
According to the McClatchy news
service in Washington, Trump’s former national security adviser Michael Flynn in January halted a plan
by the administration of former
President Barack Obama for an attack on Raqqa. It was not disclosed
at the time that Flynn had been paid
more than $500,000 to represent
Turkey in Washington, the report
said. Flynn is also a key figure in the
scandal surrounding alleged contacts between Trump’s campaign
team and Russia.

Shaping an undemocratic image of Turkey
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D

uring his recent trip
to Washington,
Turkish President
Recep Tayyip
Erdogan no doubt
had high hopes for a
successful visit. After all, US
President Donald Trump had told
everyone in the media how
pleased he was that Erdogan had
called to congratulate him after
his electoral victory.
No doubt he had high hopes
that Trump, who had praised
Erdogan’s leadership in the past,
would see clearly how important
it was to clear the way for the
extradition of Erdogan’s longtime adversary Fethullah Gulen to
stand trial for the alleged role he
played in last year’s attempted
coup in Turkey.
Instead, Erdogan left a threetime loser: He failed to convince
the Trump administration not to
arm and support the Syrian Kurds
in their battle against the Islamic
State. He really made no headway
in convincing Trump to help him
speed up the extradition of Gulen.
And the brawl between his
security team and protesters
outside the Turkish ambassador’s
residence in Washington created
an embarrassing moment for
Turkey.
Court documents describe what

Turkish media presented a
different version of the events,
saying the DC police failed to
adequately protect the
ambassador’s residence.

happened: A “peaceful” demonstration consisting of about two
dozen Turkish and Kurdish
demonstrators were protesting
outside the Turkish ambassador’s
residence in Washington, which
you are allowed to do in the
United States. In front of the
residence were members of
Erdogan’s security detail and from
the embassy. Between the
protesters and the security men
was a small contingent of local
police, deployed to keep the two
groups apart because during
Erdogan’s previous visit to
Washington there had been a
brawl in which his supporters
attacked another group of
protesters.
What then happened was
captured on video by two separate
sources. Erdogan is seen in the
back of a car, watching the
protesters. He then speaks to an
aide, who talks to another man.
Voice of America enhanced a
recording made of the scene and
played it for several Turkish
experts, who agreed that one of
the security team says something
like “he says attack.” The Turkish
Embassy denied that this is what
happened.
The security team charged past
the local police and began beating
the protesters. The police tried to
intervene but several people,
including protesters, a policeman
and a pro-Erdogan supporter,
were injured. The video included
footage of three security men
repeatedly kicking a woman in the
head.
All official Turkish personnel
who had been detained were

released “under a globally
recognised custom under which
nations don’t arrest or detain
visiting heads of state and
members of their delegations,”
one US official told the media.
Condemnation was swift and
damning. US Senator John McCain
said: “This isn’t Turkey. This isn’t
a third-world country” and that
the United States “should throw
the Turkish ambassador the hell
out of the country.” The US State
Department called in the Turkish
ambassador to register a complaint about the incident. House
Foreign Affairs Committee
Chairman Edward R. Royce said:
“Agents of foreign governments
should never be immune from
prosecution for felonious behaviour.” The District of Columbia’s
police chief said the incident
“appeared to be a brutal attack on
peaceful protesters.”
Media condemnation was just
as tough. MSNBC cable news host
Andrea Mitchell specifically
referred to Erdogan as a “thug,”
based on this incident and the
way he treats members of the
media, the courts and other
institutions in Turkey.
Then the US House of Representatives passed a non-binding
resolution condemning the attack
by the Turkish security detail and
called for the prosecution of those
involved. House Speaker Paul
Ryan called what the incident
“completely indefensible” and
demanded that Turkey condemn
the violence and apologise. He
said the response from the
Erdogan government was “wholly
inadequate.”

US
journalist
Andrea
Mitchell
specifically
referred to
Erdogan as
a “thug.”

In 2016, Erdogan’s security team
was accused of attacking protesters in Quito, Ecuador, and broke
the nose of an Ecuadorian lawmaker.
Unsurprisingly, official Turkish
media presented a different
version of the events saying the
local police failed to adequately
protect the ambassador’s residence from violent protesters. A
claim that is totally unsupported
by video of the event.
Then, the Turkish Foreign
Ministry, to complete the charade,
lodged a formal complaint with
the US ambassador in Ankara over
what it said were “lapses of
security” during Erdogan’s visit.
After the non-binding resolution
in the US House, Turkey reiterated
that it had no reason to apologise.
Under the Trump administration, concerns for human rights
have been put on the back burner,
particularly in the Middle East and
in countries such as Turkey.
However, when Erdogan brings
that lack of respect for human and
civil rights to the United States, he
just cements his image as an
autocrat and one who is not
particularly welcome in the
country.
He also creates an image of
Turkey as an undemocratic
country that many Americans will
not want to visit.
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.
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Trump to maintain hard-line position against Iran
Gregory Aftandilian

Washington

T

he re-election of Hassan
Rohani as Iran’s president
has done little to change
US
President
Donald
Trump’s views towards

Tehran.
Rohani’s impressive re-election
— he won about 57% of the vote —
might have given US officials an opportunity for a possible reset with
Iran, especially given that Rohani
campaigned on the need for Iran to
continue to improve relations with
the rest of the world.
The Trump administration, however, seems keen on rolling back
Iran’s influence in the Middle East
and working with its Arab allies to
confront Iranian activities.
Trump did not comment on
Rohani’s re-election. Instead, he
used the occasion of his May 21
speech in Riyadh — the day after
Tehran announced the election results — to denounce Iran’s policies
in the region. “From Lebanon to
Iraq to Yemen,” Trump said, “Iran
funds, arms and trains terrorists,
militia and other extremist groups
that spread destruction and chaos
across the region.”

Many of the demands
the United States and
other countries have
made on Iran are
outside Rohani’s
control.
Trump seemed to preclude any
rapprochement with Iran as long
as its theocratic regime remains in
power, saying: “Until the Iranian
regime is willing to be a partner
for peace, all nations of conscience
must work together to isolate Iran,
deny it funding for terrorism and
pray for the day when the Iranian
people have the just and righteous
government they deserve.”

US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson, at a news conference with the
Saudi foreign minister on May 20,
held out a slight olive branch. He
said he hoped Rohani would use
the election victory to “dismantle
Iran’s network for terrorism,” its
logistical support for the “destabilising forces” in the region and end
its ballistic missile testing as well
as give Iranians the right to free
speech and assembly.

The Trump
administration
seems keen on
trying to roll back
Iran’s influence in
the Middle East.
Tillerson said he would be willing to speak with Iranian Foreign
Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif
at some point but had “no plans to
call.”
Some Iran experts in the United
States have noted that many of the
demands the United States and
other countries have made on Iran
are outside Rohani’s control, being
in the purview of Iranian Supreme
Leader Ali Khamenei and the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps.
They point out that Iran’s support
for Syrian President Bashar Assad
and the Houthi rebels in Yemen occurred during Rohani’s first term
and thus they have little confidence
that Rohani would be able to alter
such policies during his second
term even if he wanted to.
This explains in part why the
Trump administration was mute
on Rohani’s re-election. The other
reason is that any sign of softening
towards Iran would work against
Trump’s strategy of cultivating
closer ties with the Sunni Arab governments he conferred with in Riyadh.
For example, while meeting in Riyadh with Bahraini King Hamad bin
Isa al-Khalifa, Trump said that there
would no longer be any “strains”
in the US-Bahraini relationship as

Targeting the missiles. Iranian-made Emad missile is displayed during a ceremony in Tehran.
under the previous US administration — the implication being that
the United States no longer would
place human rights conditions on
arms sales to Bahrain because of its
treatment of Shias.
Despite his hawkish stance towards Iran, however, Trump and
his team seem to be compartmentalising certain aspects of the Iran
portfolio. Although Trump declared during the US presidential
campaign that the Iran nuclear deal
was “the worst deal” every negotiated, it appears that he is going to
stick with it.
Trump’s advisers have reportedly
told him that, because Iran is adhering to the deal, scuttling it would be

a violation of a UN Security Council
resolution and give Iran an excuse
to restart its nuclear programme.
The Trump administration has thus
maintained sanctions relief for Iran
as part of the nuclear deal package.
However, just before Trump’s trip
to Saudi Arabia, his administration
placed sanctions on seven Iranian
individuals and entities involved
in Iran’s missile programme, which
is outside of the jurisdiction of the
nuclear deal, prompting Rohani to
say Iran would continue its missile
programme regardless of how the
United States responded.
US policy towards Iran under the
Trump administration seems to be
coalescing as follows: Sticking to

(Reuters)

the nuclear deal as long as Iran is
adhering to it but pressuring Tehran over its missile programme and
challenging Iranian military and intelligence activities in the region in
partnership with Arab Sunni Muslim allies
Although such policies will earn
the United States points with Sunni
allies and with Israel, they keep the
idea of a true rapprochement with
Tehran, for better or worse, a far
distant event.
Gregory Aftandilian is a lecturer
in the Pardee School of Global
Studies at Boston University and
is a former US State Department
Middle East analyst.

Calling Iran’s Rohani a ‘moderate’ is a misnomer

View poi nt

Abdulrahman
al-Masri

I

t seems that there is a
consensus among Western
media outlets to call Iran’s
re-elected President Hassan
Rohani a “moderate.” The
problem with this appellation is that the term remains
almost completely undefined: It
can only be viewed in relative
terms, making any categorisation
ambiguous.
The labelling of Rohani is often
accompanied with inexplicable
optimism that the Iranian
president will offer positive
change to the Iranian people and
bring Tehran closer to the West
and other regional powers.
Whether intentional or not, this
mainstream branding of Rohani
as “moderate” is misleading.
It should be clear that those
known as moderates and those
known as hardliners in Iranian
politics are close to each other on
the political spectrum. Rohani
being a “‘moderate” in the Iranian
sense would not enable him to
implement any meaningful
political or economic reforms.
Rohani is a conservative, like
most of the theologian leaders of
Iran since 1979. What may
distinguish him from others is,
perhaps, the fact that he acts with
more pragmatism, especially
when it comes to foreign affairs
and trade.
In any case, regardless of who
occupies the presidency, the final

The IRGC, at the behest of
Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei,
plays a key role in Iran’s
expansionist agenda.

say on all matters of state falls to
the supreme leader, currently
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. The
president in Iran is subordinate to
the supreme leader.
Iran is a country that underwent significant changes in the
late 20th century. The core
problem in Iran is the structure
and nature of the state and its
various political and military
apparatuses constructed after the
Islamic Revolution of 1979.
Supreme clergy dominated
leadership is the cornerstone of
the state in Iran, irrespective of
whether the political leadership is
“moderate” or “hard-line.”
Despite the constantly shifting
factional quarrels from administration to another (all with
conservatism Islamist orientations) throughout recent years,
the country remains economically isolated from the international community and has yet to
change its destabilising profile in
the Middle East.
The Iranian governing system is
protected by the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC), an
armed force founded after the
revolution and tasked with
protecting the Islamic nature of
Iran. The IRGC is involved in all
matters of the state, in the
factional feuds, the economy and
in foreign and security policies.
The Iranian Constitution
considers the Shia clergy —
guarded by the IRGC — as the
highest authority in the country
regardless of the composition of
the presidency and parliament.
Western estimates are that IRGC’s
holdings range from one-third to
nearly two-thirds of Iran’s gross

domestic product. IRGC economic
reach includes activities in the
defence industries as well as the
energy and telecommunications
sectors. The revolutionary force is
also in control of Iran’s borders
and airports.
The IRGC, at the behest of
Khamenei, plays a key role in
Iran’s expansionist agenda. Over
the last two decades, Tehran has
been one of the forces driving
conflict and war in the Middle
East.
Iran substantially intervenes in
regional affairs by funding its
proxy Lebanese force Hezbollah,
aiding the Assad dictatorship in
Syria and supporting sectarian
militias in Iraq and Yemen.
Iran’s state structure and the
unelected theocratic leadership
are things that Rohani and all
factional leaders in Iran subscribe
to. That is the system that defines
Iran. There should not be expectations of any significant changes
in Iran’s foreign and domestic
policies following Rohani’s
re-election.
During his previous term, the
“moderate” Rohani continued his
country’s confrontational
behaviour in the region, contributing to growing destabilisation
in the Middle East and increasing
sectarian tensions.
Rohani’s record regarding
human rights speaks for his
domestic policies. He did not
deliver on campaign promises on
civil and political rights during
his first term as security forces
detained hundreds of activists,
human rights advocates, journalists and minorities.
Rohani is credited by Iranians

Rohani is
a conservative, like
most of the
theologian
leaders of
Iran since
1979.

for lifting the international
economic sanctions on Tehran as
part of the nuclear deal, promising that the agreement would
open doors for the Islamic
Republic in the international
market and stoke foreign investments. Yet, reforms to the
state-centric economy are
nowhere to be seen. The potential
of both the Iranian population
and market has not been realised
despite emerging from a sanctions-related battering.
Whatever Rohani is, he is
unable to overcome the supreme
leader and the IRGC, particularly
on matters of foreign and security
policy. The supreme leader
controls the armed forces as well
as the security and intelligence
services. Thus, the impact of
whoever occupies the presidential seat is severely limited.
Understandably, some say that
any change in Iran should be
gradual and generational, and
thus, having Rohani, who is
somewhat removed from the Qom
hardliners, is a step in the right
direction.
However, any such change will
not come anytime soon, nor
should there be any expectation
for change during Rohani’s
second term. The Iranian state’s
control runs deep.
Celebrating Rohani’s presidency as a win for moderation
and reform is a baffling overstatement.
Abdulrahman al-Masri reports
on politics and news in the Middle
East and Syria in particular.
He can be followed on
Twitter: @AbdulrhmanMasri.
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Picture emerges of
‘network’ behind
Manchester
bomber
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

I

mmediately after the Manchester Arena suicide bombing,
there was speculation the attacker would turn out to be another “lone wolf” but it quickly
became apparent that 22-year-old
Salman Abedi fit a different profile.
Greater Manchester Police said it
was “very clear” that Abedi was a
member of a wider cell. “This is a
network we are investigating,” said
Greater Manchester Police Chief
Constable Ian Hopkins.
British Home Secretary Amber
Rudd agreed that it was very likely
that Abedi did not act alone. “It
was a devastating occasion. It was
more sophisticated than some of
the attacks we’ve seen before and,
it seems likely, possible, that he
wasn’t doing this on his own,” she
said.

Abedi fits a profile of
many secondgeneration terrorists in
the West who struggle
with issues of identity.
Greater Manchester Police confirmed that eight men, including
Abedi’s older brother, were in custody in connection with the investigation. Abedi’s younger brother and
father were arrested in Tripoli by a
local militia, the Special Deterrence

Forces, which is affiliated with the
UN-backed Government of National
Accord.
Abedi’s father, Ramadan, is said
to have links to the Libyan Islamic
Fighting Group, an al-Qaeda affiliate.
In a Facebook post, the militia
claimed that Abedi’s younger brother Hashem was a member of the
Islamic State (ISIS), had ties to the
Manchester plot and had been planning an attack in Tripoli. The Special Deterrence Forces claim could
not be immediately verified.
Britain raised its terror threat
level to critical, meaning that an
attack is considered “imminent,”
leading observers to speculate that
remnants of Abedi’s cell could try to
carry out another attack.
Intelligence sources said they
considered it unlikely that Abedi
had constructed the bomb himself
as it included materials that are
hard to obtain in Britain and he carried out the attack a few days after
returning from Tripoli. The fast
pace of police raids possibly indicated the search for a bomb maker.
“They don’t waste bomb makers.
The reason we have gone to critical
is because he is still out there and
there and the fear is that he will
strike again before they get caught,”
a police source told Manchester
Evening News.
Since the Manchester Arena
bombing, it has become increasingly clear that Abedi was no lone wolf.
Given the sophistication of the attack and the acknowledgement that

Keeping the faith. A Jewish woman named Renee Rachel Black (R) and a Muslim man named Sadiq
Patel pray next to floral tributes in Albert Square in Manchester, on May 24.		
(Reuters)
Abedi was “known” to the police
and intelligence services, many are
questioning how he slipped through
the net. After confirmation that his
college, mosque and some family
members had warned police, such
questions have only become louder.
The Manchester-born son of
Libyan parents, Abedi is a secondgeneration immigrant who split his
time between Britain and Libya.
Those who knew him said Abedi
drank, took drugs and had links to
local criminal gangs before dropping out of university and becoming radicalised. This fits a profile of
many second-generation terrorists
in the West who struggle with issues
of identity.
Abedi’s time in Libya, including
reports that he took up arms during
the 2011 Libyan revolution, could
also point to a risk of radicalisation.
French Interior Minister Gérard

Collomb said it was believed that
Abedi had travelled to Syria and had
“proven” links with ISIS.
Returning jihadists are an increasing problem for all of Europe. With
ISIS facing defeat in Iraq and retreat
in Syria, analysts have warned of the
threat of an estimated 3,000 battlehardened European jihadists bringing the war to continental cities.
“I think it will be a generationlong struggle that we face to absorb
the return of thousands of foreign
fighters, particularly to Western Europe,” Europol Director Rob Wainwright told the Wall Street Journal.
Local media reported that Abedi
had ties to other jihadists, including Raphael Hostey, an ISIS recruiter
known as Abu Qaqa al-Britani, who
fought in Syria. A family friend
confirmed that Abedi was in contact with Abdal Raouf Abdallah,
a 24-year-old British-Libyan from

Manchester who took part in the
2011 Libyan uprising and was convicted in 2016 of preparing acts of
terrorism.
“The key element in any radicalisation is usually exposure to extremist activities and ideas through
peers, not ‘brainwashing’ by a distant operative,” wrote security expert Jason Burke in the Guardian
newspaper.
“Not only are there almost no
true ‘lone wolves’ but there are few
examples of individuals who have
succeeded in making a lethal explosive device by themselves,” he said.
As the picture continues to
emerge and more arrests are made,
it is clear that Abedi was not a lone
wolf; he fits a more dangerous profile.
Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in London.

Dear Manchester, your attacker fits a lone-actor profile

View poi nt

Mahmoud
Zaki

S

ince 2014 the Islamic
State (ISIS) has claimed
responsibility for
hundreds of attacks in
more than 32 countries.
Those attacks were
varied — killing civilians in the
streets, bombing airports,
stadiums, museums, mosques,
churches and transit stations. The
terrorist attacks have been carried
out almost weekly, taking 12,000
lives annually.
Terrorism ideology continues to
spread. Not only have more than
27,000 foreign fighters travelled
to Iraq and Syria in the last three
years but numerous sleeper cells
have been created in Europe and
elsewhere.
Europe has been under attack
for almost three years, with the
latest being the attack in Manchester, England, that killed more
than 20 people.
Every time an attack takes place
in Europe, authorities announce
that their major concern is
whether the attack is planned by
an individual attacker or a
terrorist network. Police forces in
Germany, France, Britain or any
other European countries after
most attacks expose terrorist cells
and detain a large number of
suspects. A few weeks later,
another attack is committed.
A 2016 study by the Royal
United Services Institute for
Defence and Security Studies
(RUSI) said there were three types
of lone radicalised actors in
Europe who plan attacks on behalf

The Manchester attack shares
circumstances and features
with the Ansbach, Germany,
attack in July 2016.

of ISIS.
First, the inspired lone-actor
terrorist who is an extremist
inspired by ISIS propaganda
spread through social media but
does not receive personal direction or instruction from the group.
The second is the remotely
directed single actor. He is the
same as the inspired attacker
except he receives personal
instruction from ISIS. Those
attacks can be directed through
end-to-end encrypted messaging
or published video on social
media platforms.
The last type is remotely
directed and facilitated singleactor terrorist who receives
direction and remotely orchestrated logistical support from
ISIS.
The only way to differentiate
between the three types is
analysing their behaviour and
attitude. Each category presents
diverse tactics and identities. For
instance, the threat posed by
inspired lone-actor terrorists is
identified with their dependency
upon their choice of weapon.
Thus, this would be the reason
that vehicles and knives are used
for the first time as a weapon in a
terrorist attack.
The Westminster attacker is one
of those cases. He was influenced
by the radical Islamic ideology
but security investigations
determined he was an extremist
but not a terrorist. No one
suspected that he would drive a
car into pedestrians on Westminster Bridge in April, killing three
people and then stabbing a police
officer.
The most prominent example
for lone attackers directed and
facilitated by ISIS is Said Ahmed
Ghlam, who was arrested in April

2015 by French police after he was
found with a car containing
firearms, ammunition and
tactical vests. News reports
revealed that the suspect did not
meet with any ISIS member.
However, he was orchestrated
remotely and backed up logistically with a vehicle full of
weapons.
The investigation points
towards a terrorist network in the
United Kingdom that engaged
with the Manchester attacker. Ten
people were arrested, including
the attacker’s father and brother.
Two were later released. We are
still a long way from knowing the
truth.
Similarly, the Manchester
attack shares circumstances and
features with the Ansbach,
Germany, attack in July 2016,
when a 27-year-old man detonated a suicide bomb near a music
festival, killing himself and
injuring 15 other people, four of
them seriously. He had tried to
enter the festival but was stopped
by concert security personnel,
which, I can guess, is what
happened in Manchester when
the bomb was set off outside the
Manchester Arena, near the ticket
office.
Following the Ansbach attack,
ISIS released a video of the
attacker pledging allegiance to
the group and threatening new
attacks. Once again, the story is
repeated; ISIS claimed the
Manchester attack and warned of
new horrifying events, particularly in the United States after US
President Donald Trump pledged
to accelerate the fight against ISIS
in Iraq and Syria during his
meeting with more than 50
Islamic leaders.
Before both attacks, guided

There are
three types
of lone
radicalised
actors in
Europe who
plan attacks
on behalf of
ISIS.

videos about manufacturing
bombs were posted on social
media.
It can be argued that the 1990s
terrorism classical cells are
illogical and unreasonable after
what ISIS has achieved in building
a media empire via the internet.
In other words, what would make
terrorists take the risk and gather
in one place or even one city if
they can communicate through a
dozen of social media outlets.
Out of the three types identified, there are two similarities.
First, all of them rely on the
internet. Second, they share the
same ideology against the West
based on the radical Islamists’
philosophy.
As the writings of the godfather
of Islamism, the Egyptian Sayyid
Qutb, reveal, the war between
Islam and the West, which is
referred in ISIS’s discourse as the
clash of civilisations between the
caliphate’s army and crusaderZionist enemy, would never end
because of the ideological
conflict. His ideas fed the theory
of the notion of a transnational
caliphate and the comprehensive
application of jihad.
The world in general and
Europe in particular are facing the
hazardous rise of lone wolves.
ISIS is losing its battle in Mosul
and under siege in Syria by US-led
air strikes.
If ISIS continues to lose ground,
radical attackers will not find a
way to demonstrate their extreme
behaviour except by increasing
their small-scale attacks by single
actors receiving online direction.
Mahmoud Zaki is a journalist and
media researcher in Islamic
radical movements at the
University of Westminster.
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Is the Maghreb too conservative to be swayed
by the model of France’s Macron?
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

T

he new political model
emerging in France since
the election of 39-yearold Emmanuel Macron as
president has not gone unnoticed in the Maghreb where societies tend to take cultural and political cues from their former colonial
power.
They seem too conservative,
however, to follow the new French
model, despite the countries’ young
people clearly yearning to break
economic stagnation and rigid political and social hierarchies.
France is the main exporter of
goods and ideas to the Maghreb despite the fierce and relatively new
competition from the Middle East’s
religious, cultural and political influences.
Macron, a former investment
banker who had never held elected
office, won presidential elections
based on a pragmatic left-to-centre
platform. The political consequences of his victory are still being felt
as the previously ruling Socialists
were left fighting for relevance and
their rival right-wing Republicans
are eager to become the main political force in parliament after the June
elections.

France is the main
exporter of goods
and ideas to the
Maghreb.
Macron’s La République en
Marche (Republic on the Move)
party presented new faces as candidates for the parliament — men and
women who are mostly newcomers
on the political scene.
Macron’s ascendency to the
French presidency spawned dreams
and comparisons in the region’s elite

salons and popular cafés in Casablanca, Algiers and Tunis.
However, unlike past French political waves that had been quickly
embraced by Maghreb’s youth, from
communism in the 1920s to May
1968 youth protests to the women’s rights movement, the Maghreb
mindset appears politically too
traditionalist to adopt the Macron
model.
“Between Macron and Ould Abbes, the comparison goes beyond
the issue of age. Macron moves on
the right direction of history while,
with the latter, history is frozen,” Algerian writer Abed Charef said about
the new French leader and the longtime Algerian politician.
Djamel Ould Abbes, 83, led Algeria’s National Liberation Front (FLN)
campaign in the May 4 parliamentary elections. The FLN, which is led
by President Abdelaziz Bouteflika,
80, took the most seats in the legislative elections, described by opposition groups as a “vote hold-up”
because of alleged wide-scale fraud.
Ould Abbes argued during the
campaign that: “The FLN of Bouteflika will always win elections without staging campaigns. The FLN will
remain the winner of polls for another century.”
“This freshness and youth of
Macron reverberated with peculiar
strength in a country like Algeria
where stereotypes and conservatism run deep in contrast with a reality dominated by the yearnings of
a population where more than half
are 20 years old or less,” said Charef.
Algerian officials broke with tradition and openly backed Macron
during the French presidential campaign, calling him “Algeria’s friend”
based on the diplomatic calculus
that Macron could give a new impetus to bilateral relations if elected.
From
another
perspective,
though, the stunning emergence of
Macron in French politics reminded many in Algeria that the bright
pages of their country’s history had

Soft power. Emmanuel Macron, head of the political movement En Marche! (Onwards!) and then
candidate for the 2017 French presidential election visits the Basilique Notre Dame d’Afrique in
Algiers, last February. 									
(Reuters)
been written by young men.
“The six leaders who staged the
liberation war against French colonial rule had an average age of 31
on November 1, 1954. The veteran
among them was Mostefa Ben-Boulaïd, aged the same as Macron today,” said Charef.
“They were not only young. They
had a new political project of innovation and freedom.”
In Morocco, the landscape outside the royal palace where reformminded King Mohammed VI has put
the country on a path to prosperity
and development is not likely to follow the Macron example despite the
huge interest in the country raised
by his success.
“The resurgence of a new leadership from outside the current political structures is a very difficult and
thorny exercise in Morocco because

of the stifling conservative political
environment making the formation
of elites follow and obey to a rigid
hierarchy,” said Rabat University political scientist Hassan Tareq.
“Macron created a new political
movement in 12 months and succeeded in convincing the French
with his new project because the
French enjoy a particular political
culture that is not strong in Morocco.”
“A phenomenon like Macron`s
cannot be imagined happening in
Morocco. Big families, business interests and conservative standards
command tightly the process of
elites here,” he added.
In Tunisia, which is widely recognised for its 2011 youthful uprising
that toppled the authoritarian regime of Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali, the
comparison with the Macron model

has highlighted the country’s deep
conservatism.
“The renewal of politics in France
had given birth to a radical transformation of political and ideological concepts. Meanwhile, Tunisia, a
country that is rich with innovative
youth, is basking in the most noxious forms of conservatism,” former
Tunisian diplomat Farhat Othman
said
The country’s young democratic
experience has been to a large extent dwarfed by unemploymentrelated social unrest.
Dominant secular elites are also
wondering whether the resurgence
of Islamists in Tunisia since 2011
would harm the chances of transforming the country into a more
modern and prosperous state, pushing it to another form of political
conservatism.

Turkey’s Erdogan might be strong
at home but is isolated in the West
The Arab Weekly staff

London

F

resh from a referendum
victory granting the Turkish presidency sweeping new powers, Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan is stronger than ever at home
but abroad, in meetings with NATO
allies and EU leaders, he remains
isolated with US President Donald
Trump ignoring his entreaties to halt
US support for Syrian Kurds fighting
the Islamic State (ISIS).
With the second biggest armed
forces in NATO and borders with
Syria, Iraq and Iran, Turkey is an important member of the 28-country
alliance with airbases from which
the US-led coalition warplanes carry
out air strikes on ISIS in their campaign to drive the extreme jihadists
from the cities of Raqqa and Mosul.
Turkey, however, has exasperated NATO by its diplomatic flirtation with Russia and its blocking of
cooperation with 41 non-member
countries due to Austria’s opposition to Ankara’s decades-old bid to
join the European Union. Ankara
has also become embroiled in a spat
with Germany after stopping German members of parliament visiting
German troops in Turkey.
EU leaders have accused Turkey
of not respecting human rights and
cracking down on the opposition.
Nearly 50,000 people have been
arrested over alleged links to last
July’s failed coup and 150,000 state

employees suspended or sacked.
EU countries were deeply angered
by Erdogan accusing Dutch and German leaders of behaving like Nazis
for refusing to allow Turkish referendum rallies in their cities. The
reintroduction of the death penalty
in Turkey, which Erdogan said he
would support, is a red line for the
European Union and would mean
an immediate end to Ankara’s bid to
join the bloc.
Erdogan has accused the European Union of not holding up its part of
a deal to open talks on new chapters
on Turkey’s accession process in return for Ankara’s stopping the millions of Syrian refugees it hosts from
heading to Europe.

Few are left within the
ruling party who have
the stature or will to
stand up to Erdogan.
“We are not trying to break away
from the European Union but the
bloc should fulfil its responsibilities,” Erdogan said at a news conference before leaving for Brussels and
the NATO summit. The European
Union should not see his country
“like a beggar,” he said.
“What we will be discussing with
them is: What do you want? Why are
you still waiting? It’s been 54 years,”
he said, referring to the time since
Ankara first tried to join what was
then the European Economic Community.
While encouraged by the election
of fellow populist Trump, Erdogan

has not fared much better with the
United States. Earlier in May, on his
first visit to Washington since Trump
became president, Erdogan failed in
his stated goals of persuading the US
leader to drop American support for
Kurdish-led groups fighting ISIS in
Syria, speeding up the extradition
of Turkish cleric Fethullah Gulen,
blamed for July’s failed coup, and
securing the release from a New
York jail of a Turkish-Iranian businessman charged with violating US
sanctions against Iran.
The visit was instead overshadowed by video footage of Erdogan’s
bodyguards attacking and kicking
pro-Kurdish demonstrators outside
the Turkish ambassador’s Washington residence.
Erdogan has more fully taken over
the reins of Turkish foreign policy
in the last two years, sidelining
other influential figures in the ruling party such as former Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoglu and former
President Abdullah Gul. Few are left
within the party who have the stature or will to stand up to Erdogan,
analysts said.
Erdogan’s irascible rhetorical style
has endeared him to the masses in
Turkey but his repeated taunts that
foreign leaders should “know their
place” have had the opposite effect
abroad.
Erdogan’s visit to Washington and
his broader foreign policy were like
watching a train crash in slow motion, wrote Ilhan Tanir, a US-based
Turkish journalist who works for
the staunchly secularist Cumhuriyet newspaper, which has seen sev-

Cold shoulder. Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan (L),
British Prime Minister Theresa May (C) and US President Donald
Trump attend a working dinner meeting during the NATO summit
in Brussels, on May 25. 				
(AP)
eral of its editors jailed on charges of
supporting terrorism.
“The train crash is happening before our very eyes,” Tanir wrote on
the ozguruz.org website. “No one is
there to say stop, there are just those
pouring more petrol on the flames…
and competing to tell the world to
“know its place.”
After meeting Erdogan on the
sidelines of the NATO summit, European Council President Donald
Tusk tweeted: “We discussed the
need to cooperate. I put the question of human rights at the centre of
our discussions.”
Since Turkey became a candidate
for full membership of the European Union in 1999, European leaders
have seen the accession process as
a way of binding Ankara into democratic values and respect for human
rights. The union applauded as Erdogan in his early years in power
stripped the military, which had carried out three coups since 1960, of

political influence.
However, with just one of the 35
EU negotiating chapters concluded
in the 12 years since the accession
process began, Turkey’s progress
towards EU membership remains
stalled, though neither side appears
to be the one to walk away.
Erdogan’s meetings with EU leaders in Brussels were “not a signal
that we are coming back to business
as usual,” Reuters quoted a senior
EU official as saying. “It’s a sign that
we want to continue talking.”
Erdogan has threatened to call a
referendum to ask the Turkish people whether they want to keep trying to join the European Union but
has not yet done anything to bring
such a vote about.
“The EU seems to be in a mood as
if waiting for Turkey to pull out and
we say: If there is such a situation
then you make this decision and we
will not make it difficult for you,” he
said.

18

May 28, 2017

Economy

Fighting Corruption

Egypt faces uphill battle against corruption
Maram Mazen

Cairo

W

hen Egyptian real estate developer Hassan tried building
an apartment block
without
paying
bribes, officials stalled the project,
going so far as to suggest there were
ancient relics beneath the lot.
Hassan buckled and found a middleman to disperse the bribes.
Bribery and corruption have been
rife in Egypt, where a traffic policeman can look past a violation if a
crumpled bill finds its way into his
pocket.
The government of President
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi has decided to
crack down, with each month bringing news of stings ensnaring a corrupt official.
Corruption “breaks people’s morale and gives them a feeling that
there is no hope,” Sisi has said. It
was one of the main causes of the
2011 uprising that toppled longtime
ruler Hosni Mubarak.
Critics, however, say that despite
the crackdown, more work has to be
done to fight corruption.
“The only thing that changed is
the faces,” said Hassan, a pseudonym.
Since 2015, the Administrative
Control Authority (ACA) has prosecuted several high-profile cases,
including an agriculture minister
forced to resign and later sentenced
to ten years in prison for taking
bribes.
In January, a senior judge hanged
himself in custody a day after his arrest for alleged corruption.
“The ACA’s efforts were very fruitful and there is a noticeable decline
in corruption incidents” reported in
the media and in government statements, said Walaa Gad al-Karim,
Partners for Transparency’s general
manager.
The ACA declined several interview requests.
Analysts said high-profile stings
alone cannot end corruption. A legal overhaul is needed, they said,
including guarantees of freedom
of information, protections for
whistleblowers and autonomy for
agencies tasked with battling corruption.
“There is a very strong anti-corruption political discourse as the

Broken morale. A man walks past graffiti depicting poverty and homelessness in downtown Cairo.
president is always talking about
fighting corruption, but we need
this to be translated into legislation
faster,” said Gad al-Karim.
Egypt scored 34 on Transparency
International’s 2016 Corruption
Perceptions Index, dropping two
points from the previous year. A
score of zero is highly corrupt while
100 is very clean.
The decline was partly because
of “restrictions on civil society and
public scrutiny over corruption,”
said Kinda Hattar, Transparency International regional adviser for the
Middle East and North Africa.
Hisham Geneina, the former head
of the Central Auditing Authority
(CAA), has become a cautionary tale
for officials who are too outspoken
on corruption. He was fired and
sentenced to jail after publicising a

study based on 2012-15 reports that
calculated the cost of corruption at
about $33 billion. His sentence was
suspended on appeal.

Corruption costs the
country a lot of
money and
occasionally lives.
“Geneina crossed an important
red line, which stipulates that the
independence provided to the CAA
has always been conditional on the
confidentiality of their data,” said
Osama Diab, an anti-corruption researcher with the Egyptian Initiative for Personal Rights (EIPR).
A July 2015 decree in which Sisi
gave himself the right to sack oversight institutions’ heads and mem-

				

bers “adds to their direct subordination to the executive authority,” the
EIPR said in a 2016 report.
Corruption costs the country a lot
of money and occasionally lives.
Losses to state coffers from selling state land at below-market
prices translate into losses in state
services, said Gad al-Karim.
“Egypt is known for buildings
that collapse on its residents where
buildings weren’t done in accordance with proper specifications,”
said Hattar.
The low salaries of civil servants and policemen contribute to
the phenomenon. Many of Egypt’s
civil servants make 1,200 pounds
— about $66 — monthly, the public
sector’s minimum wage. The average low-ranking policeman, the sort
Egyptians are more likely to inter-

(Reuters)

act with on a daily basis, makes less
than $165, an officer said, although
Egyptian media have reported higher salaries for them.
“Three-quarters of my colleagues
have problems in their homes because their wives believe the media,” said the officer, who requested
anonymity.
When Danya, also a pseudonym,
was pulled over with an expired
driver’s licence and paid a fine of
500 pounds ($27.50), a police officer
told her: “If you had paid the policeman back there 50 pounds, you
wouldn’t have had to pay the 500.”
Hassan said he would pay higher
fees to compensate underpaid officials “if this money will actually go
to the government.”
(Agence France-Presse)

Failure of Lebanon’s political class causes surge in corruption
Makram Rabah

Beirut

M

uch of the myth that
surrounds Lebanon
anchors its past in
the resilience of its
people and their pioneering role in finance and banking. Some have even gone so far as
to refer to this small republic as the
“Switzerland of the Middle East.”
However, this isn’t quite the full
picture. Transparency International placed Switzerland fifth on
its Corruption Perceptions Index;
Lebanon is No. 136 out of the 175
countries included.

One issue that
remains far from
simple is the
electricity crisis,
which exemplifies
the absence of proper
planning.
While corruption is by no means
new to the Lebanese political
landscape, its recent surge has
largely been due to the failure of
the political class to agree on key
issues, primarily electoral reform,
waste management and the everelusive electricity crisis. Govern-

ments since the end of the civil
war in 1990 have failed to resolve
the country’s wide-ranging infrastructure challenges, with rationing still a reality across the country.
One issue that remains far from
simple is the electricity crisis,
which exemplifies the absence of
common sense and proper planning by all sides. For most of Lebanon’s political actors, the electricity sector is a cash cow that gives
them unmitigated access to muchneeded funds to run their clientelist system. This sector accounts
for half of the Lebanese national
debt, which stands at a staggering
$64 billion, a number that could
increase under recent proposals by
the government of Prime Minister
Saad Hariri to address the issue.
In a short-sighted and perhaps
reckless move, Hariri agreed to endorse a plan proposed by his new
allies, the Free Patriotic Movement
(FPM), that suggests leasing three
additional Turkish power-generating ships to replace the two now
operating at a ridiculous expense
of almost $1.2 billion. Hariri’s zeal
for this flawed proposal stems
from his recent reconciliation with
the FPM, resulting in the election
of President Michel Aoun.
Previously bitter enemies, Hariri
and the FPM leader Gebran Bassil,
dismissed the suggestion of their

alliance being drawn from financial necessity. Instead, they chose
to frame it as one with progressive
developmental
cross-sectarian
aims.
However, many of the rumours
surrounding this deal, as well
as similar proposals, have been
fuelled by a blatant disregard for
transparency and the proper procedures that govern government
tenders, especially ones that come
with a hefty price.
That notwithstanding, opposition to the leasing of the ships

did not come from the FPM’s traditional political rivals but rather
from their main Christian ally,
the Lebanese Forces (LF), which
has echoed the concerns of other
factions over the way this deal is
being conducted. Instead of developing its own power plants and a
sustainable electricity plan, the
government is planning to spend
almost $1.2 billion, with more than
$800 million either unaccounted
for or unwisely dispensed.
The crux of the Turkish ships
fiasco is that this wheeling and

Gridlock. Power cables erected in a chaotic way at a residential
area of Sibline village, in the Chouf area, Mount Lebanon.

dealing has proven enough to essentially sever one of the FPM’s
key alliances, its relationship with
the LF.
Over the last few months, the
FPM and the LF have demonstrated completely different philosophies to governance and to public
office. While the latter has been
accused of irregularities in their
ministerial portfolios over the last
decade, the LF has refused to rubber stamp any project without due
diligence. Yet their sectarian alliance has kept both Christian parties joined at the hip, maintaining
a unified front and ensuring their
communities’ so-called rights.
It might be conceivable to most
of the Lebanese population to condone this. However, the depths
of corruption plumbed so far may
present a new low, even for Lebanon.
If the Lebanese political elite refuses to acknowledge this, perhaps
the taxpayers might. After all, it is
they who are funding these reckless projects, which will only ensure that the electricity sector, as
well as the whole country, is dead
in the water.
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.”
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Economic challenges
loom in Rohani’s
second term
Djavad Salehi-Isfahani

Virginia

D

espite its flaws, the May
19 presidential election
offered Iranian voters a
real choice between the
moderate
incumbent
President Hassan Rohani and a
hard-line rival, Ayatollah Ebrahim
Raeisi. Rohani’s decisive win with
57% of the vote, combined with a
sweep by reformist candidates in
the city council elections in Tehran
and several other major cities, gives
him a strong mandate to move forward with his programme of economic reform.
Rohani implemented two key
parts of this programme during his
first term: Macroeconomic stability at home and greater integration
with the outside world. He brought
inflation down from 35% in 2013
to less than 10% this year and stabilised Iran’s currency, which had
lost two-thirds of its value in 2012.
Rohani achieved a milestone in 2015
when he concluded a nuclear deal
with world powers, which resulted
in the removal of the UN sanctions
against Iran.

For people aged 15-24,
unemployment rose
from 24% to 29%
during Rohani’s first
term.
Despite these gains, during the
campaign, Rohani’s economic record came under heavy criticism for
failing to lower unemployment and
take care of the poor.
Unemployment, which had hovered in the 10-11% range for several years, increased to 12.1%. The
economy added 1.5 million jobs but

a rapid increase in the number of
job seekers pushed up the unemployment rate, especially for people
aged 15-24, whose unemployment
rate rose from 24% to 29% during
Rohani’s first term.
Another major weakness of his
record was an increase in the poverty rate. As my own research has
shown, poverty rates, which declined during the presidency of
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad — thanks
to cash handouts — increased in
2014 and 2015. There were 1 million
more people considered in poverty
in 2015 than in 2013. Rohani’s fourth
year in office, 2016, when the economy grew 6.6% according to the
International Monetary Fund, may
have turned this around but the
numbers for that year are not out.
Evidently most voters valued his
accomplishments more, so these
criticisms failed to stick. After all,
the nuclear deal has been in operation only since January 2016, so giving Rohani the benefit of the doubt
and four more years seemed warranted.
Given this mandate, if Rohani fails
to deliver on these two objectives in
the next four years he will not lose
another election because he cannot
run for a third consecutive term but
the reform movement that he firmly
leads would lose credibility.
Success in the second term is by
no means guaranteed, especially
since all previous Iranian presidents
have fared worse in their second
terms and Rohani faces especially
difficult challenges.
Some sanctions that have been
lifted are still hampering Iran’s
banking and trade. Iran’s banking
system remains isolated because it
does not comply with regulations to
fight terrorism financing and money
laundering. Foreign investors who
competed frantically to sign deals
with Iran last year are hesitating to

Briefs
OPEC extends oil
productions cuts

Persisting hardships. Iranians walk through Tajrish bazaar in
northern Tehran.
				
put actual money behind the ink for
fear of running afoul of US-imposed
sanctions should the Trump administration try to punish those who
deal with Iran.
There are important domestic
challenges as well. Foreign direct
investment (FDI) goes where there
is a welcoming business environment. Iran’s hardliners campaigned
strongly against Rohani’s pro-Western stance and can jeopardise FDI
by scaring it away.
On the positive side, Rohani
should be able to count on the support of Iranian Supreme Leader
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, who has
welcomed FDI as long as it creates
jobs and transfers technology to
Iran.
A more daunting domestic challenge is economic. Iran’s banking
system is buried under the weight
of bad assets it accumulated following the real estate crash five years

(AP)

ago. Rohani has yet to find a way to
jump-start the housing sector, to lift
the banks from de facto bankruptcy
and into the business of lending.
The current extremely tight credit
situation, with real interest rates of
more than 10%, does not allow local
businesses to play a positive role in
economic recovery.
Getting economic growth under
way soon and making sure that it
is inclusive are necessary if the reformists are to prevent a populist
backlash in 2021, similar to 2005
that put Ahmadinejad in power
after eight years of the reformist
Khatami administrations.
Djavad Salehi-Isfahani is a
professor of economics at Virginia
Tech University and visiting scholar
at the Middle East Initiative and
Iran Project, the Belfer Centre for
Science and International Affairs,
Harvard Kennedy School.

World Economic Forum addresses regional challenges
The Arab Weekly staff

London

T

he World Economic Forum’s regional gathering
in Jordan looked at how to
encourage entrepreneurship and technological
innovation to create private sector
jobs in the Middle East and North
Africa, where there is 30% youth
unemployment.
More than 1,100 politicians and
business people discussed ways
to transform the stagnant economies of the region. Among them
were CEOs from the region and the
founders of 100 start-ups from the
Arab world.
“Entrepreneurs from several
countries in the region, including
Libya, Lebanon, [the Palestinian
territories], Yemen and Jordan, engaged in dynamic discussions with
country leaders and senior officials,” Philipp Rosler, a member of
the World Economic Forum’s managing board, told the Jordan Times.

Founders of 100
start-ups from the
Arab world attended.
Some participants said the region’s governments and institutions
must provide a nurturing environment for entrepreneurs, including
access to financing.
Khaled Biyari, CEO of the Saudi
Telecom Company, said the region’s
young population could drive the
transformation. Moving to a digital economy “can allow the region
and the countries in this region to
leapfrog,” the Associated Press (AP)

quoted Biyari as saying. “They don’t
have to go back and do what other
developed nations have (done).”
For entrepreneurs from countries
in conflict, the challenges of doing
business are much more basic.
Hussein Ahmed, one of the startup founders attending the conference, is exporting coffee from
Yemen to the United States but his
efforts are complicated by frequent
power outages in his war-torn
homeland.
“To process the coffee, you need
machines and machines work with
electricity,” the AP quoted him as
saying. “Can you imagine running a
business without electricity?”
Two days of sessions also looked
at the wars in the Middle East and
the fallout from a refugee crisis that
has uprooted millions of people.
Iraqi President Fuad Masum
called on investors to help with reconstruction efforts, particularly in
the northern city of Mosul, which
was overrun by Islamic State militants in 2014.
Since autumn, Iraqi forces backed
by a US-led coalition have slowly
advanced in the city, pushing back
the militants. Masum said he hoped
Mosul would be liberated “in the
next few days,” adding that “our
country is open to all investors.”
The Syria refugee crisis highlighted the link between aid and
security. Hundreds of thousands
of refugees have migrated to Europe after facing increasingly difficult conditions in regional host
countries, where cash-strapped aid
agencies have struggled to provide
basic support.
At the forum, EU foreign policy
chief Federica Mogherini warned
that threatened US cuts in funding to UN agencies “would create a

OPEC has extended cuts in oil
output through March 2018 as the
group battles a global glut of crude
after seeing prices halve and revenues drop sharply in the past three
years.
The extended reductions are
likely to be carried out once again
in tandem with a dozen non-OPEC
members, led by top oil producer
Russia.
OPEC’s cuts helped push oil to
more than $50 a barrel, giving a
fiscal boost to producers, many of
which rely heavily on energy revenues.
In December, OPEC agreed its first
production cuts in a decade and the
first joint cuts with non-OPEC producer countries in 15 years. The two
sides removed about 1.8 million barrels per day (bpd) from the market —
about 2% of global production.
OPEC agreed to keep its cuts of
around 1.2 million bpd in place for
nine months, Kuwaiti Oil Minister
Essam al-Marzouq said.
(Reuters)

Lebanon renews
Central Bank
governor’s term
amid turbulence
The Lebanese government has reappointed Lebanon’s long-serving
Central Bank governor for another
6-year term.
The renewal of Riad Salameh’s
term sends a positive signal to international investors at a time of
regional turbulence when Lebanese
banks are increasingly under scrutiny from the US Treasury.
The United States is considering
imposing new financial sanctions
on Lebanese banks that knowingly
do business with the militant group
Hezbollah.
Salameh, 66, assumed office in
1993, a few years after the country’s
15-year civil war ended. He is credited with stabilising the Lebanese
pound through years of regional
upheaval and is widely regarded as
a guarantor of financial stability in
the fragile country.
Information Minister Melhem
Riachy said the decision to renew
Salameh’s term was unanimous.
(The Associated Press)

Algerian
energy, finance
ministers replaced
in reshuffle
Pointing to the future. Jordan’s King Abdullah (L) and his wife
Queen Rania attending the opening session of the World Economic
Forum in the Dead Sea resort of Shuneh, on May 20.
(AFP)
major security issue worldwide, including in Europe.”
David Beasley, the new executive director of the World Food
Programme (WFP), told the AP he
would use his Washington connections to defend the cash-strapped
UN agency. Beasley spoke in Amman after visiting the kingdom’s
largest camp for Syrian refugees
and a military airport from where
WFP food shipments are flown to
Syria.
US Ambassador to the United
Nations Nikki Haley pledged additional support for Syrian refugees
in Jordan. She said she would press
countries to provide funds directly

to Jordan rather than funnelling
them through aid organisations.
The US State Department said it
had donated $6.5 billion in aid since
the Syrian conflict began. The UN
refugee agency has registered more
than 680,000 Syrian refugees in
Jordan, and Amman says it is struggling to cope.
“Jordan has reached the limit of
its capacity to cope with the burden
of hosting Syrian refugees,” Planning Minister Imad al-Fakhoury
said in a statement after meeting
with Haley.
The Arab Weekly staff and news
agencies.

Algerian President Abdelaziz Bouteflika selected a new cabinet, replacing the energy minister, finance
minister and a long-serving foreign
minister, state news agency APS said.
Energy Minister Noureddine
Bouterfa, who has been pushing
for oil output cuts and was in Vienna for an OPEC meeting when
the announcement was made, was
replaced with state gas agency chief
Mustapha Guitouni, the agency
said.
Finance Minister Hadji Baba
Ammi was replaced by Abderahmane Raouia, the tax department director at the finance ministry. Longserving Foreign Minister Ramtane
Lamamra was removed from the
cabinet with Minister for Maghreb
and African Affairs Abdelkader Messahel taking over the post.
(Reuters)
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In Egypt, row over mosque
loudspeakers in Ramadan
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

E

gypt’s Religious Endowments Ministry, which
oversees the country’s
mosques, is coming under
fire for ordering mosques
to unplug their loudspeakers during
night prayers through the holy fasting month of Ramadan.
Detractors warned that the decision would lead to public anger,
dampen the Ramadan spirit and
deprive millions of Muslims living
near the mosques of hearing imams
melodiously reading verses from
the Quran during night prayers.

Religious
Endowments
Ministry ordered
mosques to unplug
their loudspeakers
during the night
prayers.
“I totally reject this decision
because it turns Ramadan into a
month like all others, although it
is not,” said Mohamed Mazroua,
a professor of jurisprudence at alAzhar University. “Egypt is an Islamic country and everybody is
used to hearing Quran recitation
coming from all places all the time
during this month.”
Reading and hearing the holy
book is of special importance to
Muslims during Ramadan, the
month that, tradition has it, the
Quran was revealed to the Prophet
Mohammad.

The night prayers — known as
Tarawih — start after Muslims perform the fifth and last prayer of the
day. They sometimes extend for
hours, taking a musical reading of
the Quran as its basic element.
The
Endowments
Ministry,
however, said loudspeakers cause
problems for people living near the
mosques and turn the prayer time
into a dissonant experience.
“We have received many complaints against mosques that cause
noise to those living around them
all night long,” Religious Endowments Minister Mohamed Mokhtar
Gomaa said. “We will not allow the
abuse of the prayer and Quran recitation by turning them into a tormenting experience for those outside the mosques.”
More than 100,000 mosques using loudspeakers to be heard reading the Quran at the same time can
be disconcerting, the ministry said.
The resultant cacophony, the ministry said, distorts the sanctity of
Ramadan and causes more harm
than good.
Enforcing such a decision can be
difficult, observers said, given the
number of mosques and the fact
that some mosques are not controlled by the Endowments Ministry
but are run by Islamist movements,
including ultraorthodox Salafists.
Some people expect the decision
to begin debates between the ministry and Islamist movements and
perhaps stoke religious extremism.
“This is the problem,” said Abdul
Karim Zakaria, a member of parliament’s Religious Affairs Committee.
“Some extremists can use decisions
like this one to incite anger against
the government, which is very dangerous.”

The committee plans to summon
Gomaa to parliament soon to, as
Zakaria put it, “grill” him over the
decision.
Egypt has been struggling to
control religious extremism, taking a series of measures, including
changing school curricula and renewing religious discourse. Egypt
is the birthplace of some of the
world’s most important Islamist
movements, including the Muslim
Brotherhood.

Observers say
enforcing the
decision can be
extremely difficult.
Although Gomaa is not the first
endowments minister to issue a decision for unplugging mosque loudspeakers during Tarawih prayers
— a similar decision was made ten
years ago — some people accused
him of acting against Islam.
Mazroua described the decision
as a “war against Islam,” accusing
Gomaa of seeking to only satisfy
secularists and those who want Islam confined to mosques.
“Can the minister prevent loud
wedding parties organised on the
streets?” Mazroua asked. “This is
not actually about noise but about
the desire to eliminate this country’s Islamic identity.”
The ministry said that it is mindful that some people would turn
the decision, which is “an organisational measure” related to the work
of the mosques, into “a political issue.”
It added that it had instructed its
offices to oversee the implementation of the decision and investi-

Recitation sounds. Egyptians walk near Cairo’s Sayeda Zeinab
mosque on May 24, ahead of the start of the Muslim holy fasting
month of Ramadan.
gate complaints against violators.
Disciplinary action, the ministry
said, would be taken against ministry-appointed imams running the
mosques who violate the decision.
“We will not heed campaigns
launched by radicals and ones

(AFP)

that aim to vilify us,” said Abdullah Taye, the spokesman for the
Religious Endowments Ministry.
“Some people want to turn the decision into a political issue but we
will not allow them to drag us to
this area.”

Jordan gearing up for another Ramadan with refugees
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

L

ast year, Khairi Abu Hameedah joined friends
and enlisted the support
of hotels and restaurants
in Amman to provide food
for refugees and poor Jordanians
during the Muslim fasting month
of Ramadan. He said he intends to
repeat this initiative this year with
the hope of reaching a larger number of people.
Ramadan, the ninth month of
the Islamic calendar, is observed
by Muslims as a period of fasting to
commemorate the revelation of the
Quran to the Prophet Mohammad.
“Ramadan is about families getting together to eat after a day of
fasting. Our thoughts and feelings
are with the refugees here who
might not have food at their tables
and are stuck with memories of
what they had during Ramadan before the war,” Abu Hameedah said.
“Last Ramadan, we managed to
provide food to refugees in cooperation with hotels and restaurants
and hopefully we will do the same
this year. Hotels generously donated extra food from their kitchen
which we could distribute to the
families.”

Munificent buffets
during Ramadan
result in extra food,
which is distributed
to refugees.
Diverse menus and buffets are
commonly offered in hotels and
restaurants for iftar, the evening
meal when Muslims break their
day-long fast, often resulting in
large amounts of extra food.
“We saw a need to provide assistance to deprived families whether

they are Jordanians, Iraqis or Syrians,” Abu Hameedah said. “We
started with ten families at the beginning of Ramadan last year but
the number later grew to around 25
families and we even managed to
bring toys to their kids.

Jordanians are
preparing for
Ramadan amid calls
for rationing and
avoiding wasteful
iftars.
“It was the team effort involving
two hotels, several restaurants and
my friends who made it possible.
This year we are aiming for more
families and we are working on it.”
Jordan topped an Amnesty International list of countries that
host more than half of the world’s
refugees. More than 2.7 million
refugees from 40 countries, mainly Iraqis and Syrians, have placed
enormous pressure on the economic and social infrastructure in
Jordan.
Most Jordanians sympathise
with refugees who fled their countries with the hope that they would
return in a short while. However,
months have turned into years
without a chance to go home.
“We have never planned to stay
here that long. We thought it will
be for a few months but now we
are in our third year. Even my little daughter was born here,” said
Abdullah Salim, a Syrian refugee
in Azraq refugee camp, east of Amman.
“I have a small family and for us
Ramadan is all about gathering the
families at one table and sharing
food and laughs but, since we left
Syria, things are just about surviving,” Salim said.
Built in 2014, the Azraq camp
hosts more than 35,449 Syrian refugees, 58% of whom are children.
Refugees receive around $28 per

Striving to maintain traditions. Refugees having iftar at one of the temporary restaurants that open
exclusively during Ramadan. 								
(Nader Daoud)
month per person from the World
Food Programme in the form of
electronic vouchers that can be
used to buy food from the camp’s
market.
“Our neighbour has a family of
eight and I think he will have big
issue feeding them. Everything is
so expensive and Ramadan will
be a sad occasion for many,” Salim
added.
Rana, a 23-year-old Syrian refugee, roams the streets of Amman
begging for money to help her family of eight. During Ramadan, she
sits near bakeries and mosques
with the hope of receiving bread
and other food.
“It is true we left our country and

it is true we are poor but this is not
a reason to deprive my little brothers and sisters from enjoying a decent Ramadan,” said Rana, whose
father was killed in Syria.
“For us, Ramadan used to be an
occasion to see all the family during iftar and enjoy a feast of various
meals the same way Jordanians do,
but now it is a different story. We
try to save and eat the leftovers
and pray that things will just get
better.”
This year Jordanians are preparing for Ramadan amid calls for rationing and avoiding wasteful iftars
and to be more spiritual instead.
“We are losing the true meaning
of fasting Ramadan by becoming

more of a consumer society rather
than getting closer to God and family during this time of the year;
when we get invited to iftar and
see all this food wasted, we have
to think about the others,” said
Haitham Najjar, 48, a car dealer.
Markets in Jordan are being
stocked to meet the increase in demand for food during the fasting
month.
Abu Hameedah said he is confident Jordanians will be able to provide iftar meals for their families
and assist refugees and the poor
despite the increase in food prices.
Roufan Nahhas is a journalist
based in Jordan.
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Salah Methnani’s reporting
on migration and war
Stephen Quillen

U
Tunis

S writer Paul
Bowles
described the
difference
between a
“tourist” and a
“traveller” as
one of purpose: “Whereas the tourist
generally hurries back home at
the end of a few weeks or
months,” he said, “the traveller…
moves slowly over periods of
years, from one part of the Earth
to another.”
Bowles’ quote, however, fails to
capture the experience of another
type of person on a journey: The
immigrant.
“An immigrant is a stranger.
In exile. In difficulties. Away
from home.” said Tunisian writer
and journalist Salah Methnani,
to whom Bowles was an early
influence. “The experience of the
traveller cannot be compared to
that of the immigrant”
At the age of 24, Methnani
set off for Italy, a land that had
captured his imagination since
childhood. The trip would
become the first of many for
Methnani, who went on to report
from Libya, Egypt, Turkey, Syria
and elsewhere. Italy, however,
which Methnani now calls present
home, was the impetus behind
the enduring theme of immigration in his work.
A student of literature and
linguistics, Methnani moved
abroad in 1987, eager to interact
with the different perspectives,
ideologies and cultures Italy had
to offer. The adventure of travelling also brought hardships. Like
many North African migrants,
who, in the 1980s, were mostly
poor, undocumented and outcast,
Methnani experienced racism
and prejudice. In Milan, he said
he was detained and beaten by
police.
“All of a sudden, I find out I am

totally and completely a North African immigrant,” Methnani wrote
in “Immigrato,” a travel diary
published with Mario Fortunato
about his experience. “Without
a job, without a home, an illegal.
An individual of 27 years old who
came here confused, the myth of
the West, of well-being, of a form
of freedom. All words that are beginning to be carved in my head.”
While Methnani said he “became a reporter by accident,” his
skillset makes him a natural for
the job. Not only does he speak
five languages — Italian, Arabic,
English, French and some Russian — he has a gift for writing, an
eye for detail and, perhaps most
important, “intuition” or what he
refers to as “the flare.”
“You have to know where you
are and what you have to do,”
Methnani said. “You have to be
humble and you have to have
your head on your shoulders. This
is something you cannot learn at
school or university. This is what
makes a good reporter.”
Methnani’s career as a writer
took off in 1990, when an Italian
newspaper commissioned him
to write a report on the growing
wave of migration in Italy. As he
travelled from city to city, speaking to immigrant communities
from the Maghreb, the Palestinian territories, Senegal and
elsewhere, Methnani disguised
himself as a migrant.
“I would never call myself as
a reporter,” he said, “I would
introduce myself as a worker or a
student and get to know communities and their way of life.”
“I was able to see them in their
own reality,” he added. “With me
they were natural.”
His inspiration for this type of
reporting, Methnani said, was
German undercover journalist
Gunter Wallraff, who spent years
posing as a guest worker in Turkish mines to write about their
mistreatment and abuse.
While the ethics surrounding
undercover journalism is questionable, Methnani viewed the
tactic as a way to empathise and
get at the truth.

“I don’t feel like I betrayed
them,” he said of his subjects.
“They told about their stories
and I wrote them… I can tell it
because I had to see it from their
side, too.”
“I didn’t do anything except report on things that were happening in front of me,” he added, “I
didn’t give judgments and people
who read my work can decide
whether or not this is true.”
When he arrived in each new
city, Methnani would follow a
similar routine.
“The railway station in the late
’80s and ’90s was a gathering
place,” he explained. “I would go
there and start walking. When I
would see a group, I would start
talking to them. I would ask them
for help or advice, invite them out
for drinks, make connections with
them.”
This led him to come in contact
with heroin dealers, smugglers
and prostitutes. In Sicily, Methnani had a gun pulled on him by a
drug dealer.
“But for the most part I was
safe,” he said. “I was part of the
group so I was protected.”
Methnani’s love of storytelling
led him to Cairo’s Tahrir Square
during the 2011 protests against
the rule of Hosni Mubarak. When
conflict heated up in Libya, he
went to Benghazi and later to Misrata. When protests were under
way in Tunis, he returned to his
native Tunisia.
Methnani has also reported
from war zones in Syria, one of
the few journalists to have made
it into besieged Aleppo. In Libya,
he interviewed Mansour Dhao,
a chief guard in toppled dictator
Muammar Qaddafi’s army.
In 2015, Methnani went back
undercover, this time as a Syrian
refugee. After obtaining a Syrian
ID, he went to Istanbul to embark
on a trip to Europe. There he met
a young Kurdish lady. Together
they crossed the Aegean Sea and
travelled to Greece, Macedonia,
Serbia, Croatia, Hungary, Austria
and finally Germany. The trip was
filmed with a hidden camera and
later released under the title “In

Tunisian writer and reporter Salah Methnani.

While Methnani
said he “became
a reporter by
accident,” his
skillset makes
him a natural for
the job.

(Courtesy of Salah Methnani)

Viaggio con Zozan” (“Travelling
with Zozan”).
While Methnani recognised he
has often put himself in intense
danger — “I could have been
kidnapped, killed, anything. In
Aleppo, there was shelling over
my head” — he said he doesn’t
have any regrets.
“Maybe I am a fool but the passion, the love of this kind of job is
what drives me… The only thing
I wish is that I would have spent
more time,” he said.
In 2012, Methnani won the
Maria Grazia Cutuli Award for war
correspondents. He also received
an honourable mention at the
Mediterranean journalist festival
Terra di Bari — “Land of Bari” —
for his reporting in Aleppo. Today,
he works and writes in Italy.
Stephen Quillen is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis.

Photo exhibit documents horrors of human trafficking in Libya
Justin Salhani

Milan

N

arciso Contreras’s collection of photographs,
made over three trips to
Libya in 2016, contains
the haunting image of
a topless woman with a mental illness. Dark-skinned, she looks fiercely towards the camera. Her stomach
reveals a scar from an abortion, interviews and reports said. She has
been in a detention centre for migrants for two years and a doctor
said she may have become pregnant
in custody.
“[The photograph] gave me
goosebumps,” said Patrick Baz, a
former war correspondent with
Agence France-Presse and the logistics coordinator for Contreras’s trips
on behalf of the Paris-based Fondation Carmignac. “It’s amazing. She
talks to you and you freak out at the
savagery.”
Contreras was the recipient of the
2016 Carmignac Photojournalism
Award for his series on Libya. He
won a Pulitzer Prize in 2013 for his
work in Syria.
Contreras’s photos from Libya
were exhibited in May in Milan. He
documented how local militias and
some Libyan authorities profited
from human trafficking.
His photographs show predomi-

nantly sub-Saharan African migrants and refugees in putrid detention facilities. Packed into small
cells like sardines, the migrants are
at the mercy of their captors. They
plead for water, food, cigarettes and
their release but many never attain
freedom or reach Europe. Instead,
they are sold into slavery.
“Stepping into a detention centre
is like passing through into a parallel world,” Contreras said, as documented at the exhibition. “It was
like looking at the dead, as if these
women no longer had a soul.”

Libya has been in a state of civil
conflict for more than six years.
After the collapse of the regime of
Muammar Qaddafi, rival militias
carved Libya into sectors in which
they exert more influence than the
largely powerless central government. Many former military officers
work for militias that operate human trafficking operations for massive profits.
“The EU has previously seen Libya as a transit zone, a place where
migrants gathered before making
the perilous journey,” a text accom-

More than a picture. Illegal migrants are seen after being sold by
a Libyan militia that runs the detention centre in Sorman, 55km
west of Tripoli.
(Narciso Contreras for the Carmignac Foundation)

panying the exhibit reads. “This is
true but only partially; in reality Libya has become a slave market run by
militias and privately armed groups
with links to international mafia
networks in Africa and Europe.”
Contreras gained intimate access
to the detention centres and several
militias. At first, Baz said, Contreras
was documenting the story through
the prism of a photographer but after relating what he was seeing, Baz
encouraged Contreras to take his reporting a step further.
“I told him you are alone and
this story is more than pictures,”
Baz said, advising Contreras to take
video and write articles about what
he was seeing. “What you are seeing is huge, so bring the maximum
amount of information.”
In one photo, bodies, baking under the afternoon sun, lay motionless on a beach. In another, a man
suffering from stomach cancer
writhes from pain on the ground as
he tries to avoid being transferred to
another facility. The cancer-stricken
man, named Ibrahim Mussa, was
not receiving treatment and would
likely die.
Detention centres in Libya are
billed as places where refugees or
migrants can be registered. Contreras discovered that they are really hubs where people are sold
and distributed to organised crime
networks. About 3 million foreign
nationals are estimated to reside

in Libya and many fear that a militia will pick them up off the street,
at a checkpoint or even from their
homes and sell them into slavery.

Stepping into a
detention centre is
like passing
through into a
parallel world.

”

Narciso Contreras,
recipient of the 2016
Carmignac Photojournalism
Award

This threat has not deterred migrants and refugees from trying to
enter Libya and cross the Mediterranean. In June 2016, the bodies of 236
migrants, asylum seekers and refugees washed up on the shores of Zuwara and Sabratha in western Libya.
“It was everything that was emblematic of the trafficking situation
in Libya,” Contreras said after meeting a trafficker at Sabratha while attempting to photograph migrants
headed out to sea. “To see this with
your own eyes, to see militias leaving the dead on the beach, the deflated boat. It was as if, in that moment, I had reached the point of no
return.”
Justin Salhani is an Arab Weekly
contributor in Milan, Italy.
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Amman to celebrate status as ‘capital of Islamic culture’
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

A

combination of modernity and rich Islamic
heritage has earned
Amman the title of the
capital of Islamic culture
for 2017, succeeding Kuwait, the
Islamic Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organisation (ISESCO) announced.
“It is a modern city that is full of
knowledge and science and at the
same time it has a unique cultural
and historical significance. The
selection criteria require that the
capital be of rich cultural and historic heritage, enjoying the ability
to provide distinguished contributions to the Islamic culture and humanity in general,” ISESCO Director
General Abdulaziz Twaijri stated.
“The capital of Jordan has this
unique harmony between people
from various backgrounds and beliefs. It is another point of significance with regard to the cultural
status of the city.”

Amman has a host of
cultural sites and
boasts Islamic
intellectuals and
scientists who have
contributed widely
to the Islamic
civilisation.
ISESCO and the Jordanian Ministry of Culture will implement
a year-long cultural programme
aimed at reinforcing pan-Islamic
cultural action. Activities including
art exhibitions, theatrical and art
performances are expected.
Jordanian Minister of Culture
Nabih Shuqum applauded the selection, which, he said, was in ap-

preciation of the kingdom’s contributions to the region and its
universal call for peace and dialogue.
“The wrongdoings of some
groups in the name of Islam have
burdened Muslims and shifted
their responsibilities from spreading the peaceful message of Islam
to defending the religion in the face
of accusations. Islam is a religion of
mercy and ethics,” Shuqum said.

A combination of
modernity and
Islamic heritage were
key to Amman’s
selection.
He recalled that, since its founding, the Hashemite kingdom has
played “a major Islamic role” including the restoration of Jerusalem’s al-Aqsa Mosque and the
Dome of the Rock, which started in
the 1920s.
Amman has a host of cultural
sites and boasts Islamic intellectuals and scientists who have contributed widely to Islamic civilisation;
two key requirements for the selection, said Majdi Tal, a journalist
who specialises in cultural issues.
“It has many Islamic landmarks
such as Ashab al-Kahf — the Cave
of the Seven Sleepers — which is a
popular attraction and was mentioned in the Holy Quran in a verse
named al-Kahf (the Cave). It is outside the village of Al-Raqim, 10km
east of Amman,” Tal said.
“There is also the tomb of the
venerable companion Abd al-Rahman ibn Awf al-Zuhri, one of the
Blessed Ten, to whom Prophet Mohammad promised paradise, in a
suburb in Amman and the tombs
of the martyrs of Mutah Battle (between the Prophet’s followers and
the Byzantine Empire), in addition
to many more,” Tal added.
He said the peaceful inter-cultur-

Unique harmony. A view of the King Hussein Bin Talal Mosque in Jordan.
al features of Amman played in its
favour.
“Amman is honoured to be selected as the capital of Islamic culture
for 2017 because it is well known
for its harmonious living between
Muslims and Christians and this is
an example that many countries
should follow. The king has always
been a supporter of peaceful living among nations and this is what
makes this country great,” Tal said.
More than 92% of Jordanians are
Sunni Muslims and approximately
6% are Christians.
What does such a designation
mean to the citizens of Amman?
“Of course, it makes us proud

that our city has been recognised
but, for us, Amman deserves much
more because it is a good city that
has been through a lot of crises lately, especially the influx of refugees
(from Iraq and Syria) and had to
adapt itself to hosting such a huge
number of people running away
from their countries,” said Bashar
Arkan, a 27-year-old employee.
“Amman has been hosting people from different backgrounds and
they all live in harmony.”
The city has some important Islamic attractions, including the citadel, a historic site at the centre of
Amman that hosts various cultural
activities in addition to the Jordan

(Roufan Nahhas)

Archaeological Museum; the Grand
Husseini Mosque built by the late
King Abdullah in 1924; and King
Abdullah Mosque built in the 1980s
and famous for its beautiful blue
mosaic dome.
An exhibition that showcases
photos from around the Islamic
world opened to the public after
the announcement of Amman’s selection.
ISESCO selects an Islamic cultural
capital in three regions of the world
each year. For 2017, in addition to
Amman representing the Arab region, Mashhad, Iran, was selected
for Asia and Kampala, Uganda, for
Africa.

Putting on stage the
‘Occupational Hazards’
of administering Iraq
Karen Dabrowska

London

T

he Arab saying that
“sometimes things are so
bad you have to laugh”
sums up the situation of
a young, idealistic British
adventurer put in charge of southern Iraq’s Maysan province in 2003
by the Coalition Provisional Authority.
The man was then-30-year-old
Rory Stewart, who once spent 20
months walking 9,700km across
Iran and Afghanistan, as well as
through Nepal, India and Pakistan,
from 2000-02. He wrote about his
2003-04 tenure as governorate coordinator in the award-winning memoir “Occupational Hazards: My Time
Governing in Iraq,” which his friend
of 30 years, Stephen Brown, turned
into a 110-minute play with ten characters.

The play exposes
political
confrontations, blood
feuds and deeply held
feelings in Iraq.
Unlike previous Western plays on
Iraq, which have been about being
a soldier in the country, Stewart’s
story goes into the nitty-gritty of the
political confrontations in Iraq after
the 2003 US-led invasion, exposing
blood feuds and deeply held feelings. It is very comic and absurd and

there is a lot of misunderstanding
in it.
The play charts Stewart’s attempts
to organise local elections, introduce democracy and create a local
council to reconcile the followers of
Karim Mahood, a tribal sheikh, and
Seyyed Hassan, a radical Islamic
cleric. Steward arrives in Maysan
and is introduced to the province
with a PowerPoint presentation,
which bombards him with a torrent
of information that both he and the
audience find difficult to digest.
All the scenes take place in Amarah, a mostly modern city of about
300,000 people and are played
against the backdrop of oppressive
sliding concrete walls and frazzling
fluorescent tubes that reflect the
grim realities of the occupation and
local politics.
The characters are stereotypes
rather than individuals.
Stewart is an archetype of a young
foreign governor: Innocent and wellintentioned, doing an impossible
job in difficult circumstances. Karim
is very much the picture-book tribal
sheikh, dressed in a Bedouin robe
with gold trim and neat headdress.
Rana symbolises the educated, selfpossessed Iraqi woman determined
to serve her country. Abu Rashid
is a policeman, sometimes jovial,
sometimes serious as the situation
demands. Seyyed Hassan, in a woollen cloak and black turban, is the
shrewd, manipulative Islamic cleric
who makes excellent use of his religious credentials to further his political ambitions.
Throughout his time as governorate coordinator, Stewart never for-

Documentary drama. Scene from “Occupational Hazards” in which Rory Stewart tries to reason
with Karim.
								
		
(The Independent)
gets what his father told him: “Stop
making decisions and you’re dead.”
He is never indecisive and acts with
confidence and determination.
However, the British values of teaand-marmalade diplomacy cannot
resolve deep-seated local conflicts
and hatred and do little to reconcile
foes Karim and Seyyed Hassan, who
are both determined to emerge as
top dog from the elections.
In the end, Stewart states with a
tone of resignation: “It’s democracy.
Everyone is equally unhappy. It’s
the defining feature of the system.”
The play can best be described
as documentary drama and clearly
illustrates that politics in Iraq is a
form of theatre. The audience is involved. Stewart shakes hands with
those seated in the front row and
welcomes them as if they were prospective members of the governing
council he is trying to set up.
At first, Stewart takes two steps
forward and one step back in his democracy-building mission. Then the

backward steps increase and arriving at a representative council is like
working out a seating plan at a wedding attended by enemies. At the
end of the play, the council-building
is destroyed by radical Islamists,
who have recently killed six British
policemen. Stewart rants and raves
as it becomes clear he is not able to
assert his authority.
“Don’t you dare turn your back
on me!” he says to Seyyed Hassan.
“I am the senior man here and you
will listen to me! You gave me your
word as a Muslim.” The plea falls on
deaf ears.
The play ends in April 2017 with
Stewart standing among the 400
trees he planted in Scotland when
he returned home, reflecting on
his term as governorate coordinator: “I’m 44 years old. Middle-aged.
What do we know? What can we do?
What do we have the right to do? We
arrive, thinking we are superheroes.
We leave…”
“Occupational Hazards” recreates

actual events on stage and forces
members of the audience to answer
questions for themselves, such as
whether the occupation and its democracy-building attempts did Iraq
any good, what moral authority the
West has to engage in nation-building and whether the fiasco in Iraq
means there should be no future
Western intervention in the Middle
East.
An Iraqi expatriate living in London was adamant he would never
see the play. “A lover who tragically loses his heartthrob killed by
a drunken driver could not be interested in watching a dramatisation
of his loss or enjoy it,” said the man,
who asked not to be named.
“Occupational Hazards” is to run
through June 3 at the Hampstead
Theatre in West London.
Karen Dabrowska is a
London-based contributor to the
Culture and Society section of The
Arab Weekly.

May 28, 2017

Culture

23

Egypt

Museum keeps Egypt’s threatened Nubian civilisation alive
Mohamed Abu Shanab

Aswan

A

t a time when Egypt’s
Nubian minority is calling for greater cultural
conservation, Aswan’s
Nubia Museum is one
of the few places where Nubian
culture is being showcased and celebrated.
The Nubians, an ethno-linguistic
group indigenous to a region comprising southern Egypt and northern Sudan, make up one of Egypt’s
forgotten minorities. Nubian language, history and culture are not
taught in Egyptian schools and
many people warn that future generations of Nubians could lose their
native culture.
Nubians in Egypt faced several
waves of displacement in the 20th
century: The building of the Aswan
Dam by the British in 1902, development projects in 1912 and 1933,
and the construction of the Aswan
High Dam in 1964 and the creation
of Lake Nasser.

There are more than
5,000 artefacts in the
museum, spanning
pre-historic times to
Christian Nubia and
Islamic Nubia.
However, the Nubia Museum,
in Egypt’s southernmost province
of Aswan, is a treasure-trove of
Nubian history. The three-storey
building houses some of the most
important artefacts of Nubian civilisation.
“The Nubia Museum is an important place because it keeps the civilisation of the Nubians, which has

been threatened since their relocation from southern Egypt, alive,”
said museum Director Osama Abdel Wareth. “Its contents are the
best evidence of the greatness of
these people.”

Nubians in Egypt
faced several waves
of displacement in
the 20th century.
The museum was opened in 1997
and won the 2001 Aga Khan Award
for architecture. Built on grounds
totalling 50,000 sq. metres, the
museum itself, 7,000 sq. metres,
sits atop a steep cliff overlooking
the Nile River. The building’s narrow windows provide a natural
coolness compared to the stifling
heat outside.
The museum exhibits rare pieces
from ancient and modern Nubia.
It is divided into 17 sections, each
of which showcases a phase of Nubian history.
“The museum is the Nubians’
window into their own history,”
said Awad Hassan, a researcher
into Nubian history. “It collects
some artefacts that would have
been [scattered] in different places
now, at best, and totally lost, at
worst.”
There are more than 5,000 artefacts in the museum, spanning
pre-historic times to the Kingdom
of Kush to Christian Nubia and Islamic Nubia.
The museum houses what is believed to be the oldest solar calendar, which dates back more than
13,000 years. There is also ancient
jewellery, pottery, statues, mummies and a host of Islamic and Coptic artefacts.
The basement of the museum is
a beehive of activity, with antiquity

Treasure-trove. Visitors look at the sandstone statue of Ramses II (1279-1213BC) at the entrance to
the Nubia Museum in Aswan.
			
(Reuters)
students and restoration experts
repairing and restoring ancient artefacts. Visiting researchers are a
common sight as academics from
across the world work in the museum documenting Nubian history.
The museum library takes a
place of pride on the ground floor.
It contains ancient manuscripts
from throughout Egypt’s history.
Not far outside the library, the museum exhibits different types of
rock-hewn tombs, a form of burial
chamber common in Nubia.
Many of the artefacts were recov-

ered from Lake Nasser and suffered
water damage during years of being
submerged. International antiquities teams dispatched by UNESCO
trawled the High Dam reservoir to
recover artefacts from ancient temples and historical sites.
Few of those who lived in the
ancient Nubian villages in southern Egypt before the construction
of the High Dam are alive but their
children and grandchildren are
turning the museum into their own
mecca, coming to see the artistry of
their ancestors.

Enas Gamal, a Nubian housewife
in her early 40s from Cairo, said she
was thrilled to visit the museum.
“I first heard about this museum
from a group of friends who visited
it as part of a tour in Aswan a few
years ago but when I came here
myself, I discovered that all the
beautiful words my friends said
about the place were an understatement compared to the beauty
I saw inside,” Gamal said.
Mohamed Abu Shanab is an
Egyptian reporter based in Aswan.

Egyptian initiative aims to support young writers
Marwa al-A’sar

Cairo

I

t is every writer’s dream to get
published but the dream often vanishes when the writer
does not gain recognition. The
1,000-Writer Initiative aims to
change that perspective by supporting hundreds of Egyptian and Arab
writers.
The project was initiated by
Mahmoud Haggag, the head of the
Free Media Syndicate in Egypt, to
help Arab writers market their manuscripts and turn some of them into
films, television series or theatrical
performances.
It provides writers with media
exposure and attempts to complete
deals with publishing houses to help

writers get their works published.
“So far, 250 writers have joined
the initiative; 65 of them were introduced during the Cairo International Book Fair (earlier this year),
while the rest have recently joined
the initiative,” Haggag said.

The 1,000-Writer
Initiative aims to
support hundreds of
Egyptian and Arab
writers.
The initiative’s idea was derived
from the problems writers face with
publishing houses.
“I noticed that some really distinguished publications appear in
the dark and fade away in the dark
without being known to people.
The writer in this case gets almost

nothing. So I thought of launching
an initiative that helps change this
concept,” Haggag said.
Writers in Egypt and in the Arab
world face several problems getting
published.
“The first obstacle ahead of writers is funding,” Haggag said. “Major
publishing houses do not produce
books from unknown writers. Even
if the writer manages to publish his
or her book, the publishing house
afterward has all the rights.
“The writer, in some cases, especially in Egypt, only gets about 20
copies of his or her book and then
the publishing house gets all the
financial outcome. In many cases
the publishing house does not offer
a contract that protects his or her
rights.”
Haggag said a writer needs two
things to succeed: Legal protection

Overcoming hardships. Mahmoud Haggag (R), a local radio announcer (C) and an initiative writer
pose following a local radio show.						
(Courtesy of Mahmoud Haggag)

and media exposure.
Haggag said he hoped for the
support of the Egyptian Ministries
of Culture and Youth to help with
organising events and publishing
books.
Al-Rawy is among the publishing
houses in Egypt that have joined the
initiative.
“The principles on which the initiative is based are the same ones
that led me to open a publishing
house. Every diligent writer should
find a chance to publish his or her
work and get his or her rights such
as good publicity and distribution,”
said Enas Nasser, al-Rawy co-owner.
Nasser says another obstacle facing writers is the relation between
publishing houses and bookstores.
“Bookstores, especially major
ones, only seek profit. So they just
care about well-known names written on covers of books in order to be
able to sell,” Nasser said.
Nasser said he was optimistic
about the initiative.
“If the initiative succeeds, it will
cause a quantum leap in the literary
scene in Egypt and the Arab world,”
Nasser said.
Egyptian novelist Mervat el-Beltagy is among the writers in the initiative who said she has faced problems with publishing houses.
“One publishing house published
a novel I wrote and they tried to give
me my money in the form of copies
of my book,” Beltagy said.
“The initiative will introduce me
as a writer to people. Fame nowadays does not depend on writing or
talent. Rather, it depends on how
he or she manages to gather people
around him or her or the number of
his or her followers on Facebook,”
she said.
The initiative has a legal unit that
helps writers address issues of exploitation and violations by publishing houses.
“The legal unit is composed of
civil society organisations and in-

dependent lawyers. The main purpose of the unit is to protect writers
against the exploitation of publishing houses and to maintain intellectual property rights,” Haggag explained.
“We are also planning to communicate with parliament members to
convince them to pass a law that
protects the rights of writers and
manages the relation between them
and publishing houses.”
Lawyer Walid al-Haddad of al-Adl
human rights organisation said that
“among the initiative’s mechanisms
is preserving the rights of the writer
as well as the legal intervention between the writer and the publishing
house when needed.”

250 writers have
joined the
initiative.”
Mahmoud Haggag,
head of the Free Media
Syndicate in Egypt
Writers younger than 35 years of
age from Tunisia, Morocco, the Palestinian territories, Algeria, Yemen,
Kuwait and the United Arab Emirates have joined the initiative.
About 85% of the books that have
been produced so far are literary
works.
“After the number of writers we
have reaches 1,000, we will select
the best 100 of them and support
them. Every six months, we will select another 100 and add 100 new
ones to the remaining 900 so that
the number remains 1,000 and in
turn the initiative keeps going,”
Haggag said.
“I expect that within four months
we will reach the target number of
1,000 writers,” he concluded.
Marwa al-A’sar is a Cairo-based
journalist.
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Agenda
Beirut:
Through June 1
Souk El Tayeb is a weekly
market that hosts more than
60 producers from across
Lebanon with food products
as well as traditional and
handmade crafts. Souk El
Tayeb is open 10am-4pm
each Thursday at the Village
Dbayeh.
Dubai:
Through July 27

The Grand Mosque of Testour. 											

Testour, Tunisia’s symbol
of religious coexistence
Roua Khlifi

Testour

F

ew places in Tunisia display religious coexistence
the way Testour does. The
town was a refuge for thousands of Muslims and Jews
fleeing religious persecution in the
17th century and its monuments
bear elements of all the religions
that contributed to its history.
Perched on hills overlooking the
Medjerda River and surrounded by a
vast green tapestry of fields and rivers, the town was originally named
Tichilla — meaning “green grass” —
by Berber tribes in the region. It retained the name until the arrival of
the Muslims and Jews from Spain in
the 17th century.

The town was a refuge
for thousands of
Muslims and Jews
fleeing religious
persecution in the
17th century.
“It (Testour) is built on a hill surrounded by mountains and nearing
three rivers,” said Rachid Soussi,
president of the Association of the
Protection of the Medina of Testour.
“Tribes fought over the town between the 13th and 14th centuries.
Eventually, it became a capital for
these tribes.”
When wandering the streets of
Testour, one notices the unique
structure of the city that resembles
the architectural style of the Moors.

“The town of Testour exhibits
the influence of Andalusian architecture as many of its inhabitants
came from Spain,” said Soussi.
“They brought architectural traditions from Spain. Built from
scratch, all the roofs are decorated
with brickwork that is unique to
Spanish houses.”
The heart of Testour consists of a
peaceful, Western-like plaza, with
blue and white on the sides of its
main street. Its Arabic style is displayed through arches, ornate tiles
and doorways.
Soussi said the town was established as a home for religious communities that were expelled under
Spanish King Phillip III in 1609. “For
decades, they only spoke Spanish
with each other and practised Spanish traditions,” he said, adding that
they instilled Andalusian culture
and architecture in the area.
The old town of Testour dates to
the 17th century, making it one of
the oldest towns in Tunisia. A walk
down its streets takes visitors into
the world of Andalusia. Past the alleys of the old city lays the Grand
Mosque, which exhibits a complex
combination of architectural styles
and serves as a symbol of religious
tolerance.
The 17th-century mosque, built
by Spanish immigrant Mohamed
Tagharinu, is known for its lack of
windows, elaborate domes, semicircle arches and wealth of decorative inscriptions. It also has a
22.5-metre-high minaret.
“The mosque was built using Roman rocks to create the court of
the mosque as well as pillars,” said
Soussi. “All these are built using
Roman pieces. Inside the mosque,
we have Andalusian arches. It has

A Tunisian vendor arranges pomegranates during the
Pomegranate Festival in the small town of Testour.

(AFP)

(Courtesy of Abdel Halim Koundi)

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 and show 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 Hussein and Tahar
Haddad Club. The festival includes concerts by Salatine elTarab 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 celebrates traditional
Arab culture with the Citadel Nights Festival. The city
comes to life each night of
Ramadan with concerts, recitals of classical Arab music,
traditional dishes and authentic souks.

A florist prepares jasmine bouquets in the centre of Testour. (Reuters)

Jounieh:
June 24-August 15

no windows. The roof is decorated
in different shapes that do not resemble any other. You could spend
hours contemplating the ceiling.”
For many, the mosque is an emblem of religious tolerance, as its
minaret incorporates an unusual
combination of Islamic styles from
different Muslim sects and a Star of
David on the top, acknowledging
the Jewish community that helped
build the city.
Soussi said the mosque’s message of tolerance was unlike any
others built during its period.
It was meant to communicate
that all were “welcome in the
mosque,” said Soussi. “That it is a
mosque for everyone. The dome is
also known for having the Star of
David on two sides, which dates to
400 years ago.”
The Grand Mosque of Testour has
several interesting features, including the typically Spanish rubble
stone façade surrounded by rectangular bricks. Yet its most impressive
feature is an ornate clock resting on
the south-western side of the minaret.
The numbers on the minaret
clock are symbolically placed backward. It is one of only four functioning clocks in the world with
such features. The clock, famous
for running counterclockwise, was
restored in 2014 through the efforts
of Abdel Halim Koundi, an engineer
whose ancestors were among the
Andalusian families who sought
refuge in Testour.
“This clock is the only one on a
mosque in the world,” Koundi said.
“The Andalusians brought the idea
back maybe to combine the aspects

The Jounieh Summer Festival, set near the Jounieh Bay
north of Beirut, kicks off with
a spectacular fireworks show
on the beach. The festival
includes performances from
international artists such as
Michael Bolton.

that reminded them of their hometowns in Spain.
“The second important thing is
that this clock is counterclockwise.
“There are three [other such] clocks
— one in Florence, Prague and the
third one in Germany.”
The Testour clock is unique in
that its numbers face the centre
and runs counterclockwise. Some
say it was crafted this way to have
the numbers point west and remind
locals of their heritage. Others say it
was set backward to express their
wish to go back in time to the days
of Andalusia.
“The numbers are all facing the
centre of the clock. Six would be
read as if it were nine…At the time,
the clocks all were directed towards
the centre. The other three clocks
use roman numbers but the one
in Testour has Arabic numerals,”
Koundi said.
“Our ancestors believed that the
clock points to the west so that they
are reminded of their hometowns
in Spain whenever they look at it
for time.”
In addition to the town’s beautiful scenery, consisting of vast green
fields, Testour is known for the Malouf Festival, a musical event that,
every June, celebrates the town’s
Andalusian and Moorish heritage.
“Visiting Testour sometimes
feels like a trip back in time to the
world of Andalusia. It is not just the
architecture but the traditions and
the music that throw us always to
that time of history,” Koundi said.
Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and
Culture contributor to The Arab
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

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 Moroccan street
troupe performances.
Beiteddine:
July 1-August 12
The annual Beiteddine Art
Festival, situated in Lebanon’s
Chouf Mountains, includes
a variety of performances
from opera and concerts to
theatre and art exhibitions.
The festival welcomes more
than 50,000 visitors, as well
as numerous star performers.
Majida el-Roumi, Pink Martini
and Kadim al-Sahir are to perform at this year’s festival.
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