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Kuwait mediation fails to defuse 
GCC dispute over Qatar stands

London

E 

fforts by Qatar to defuse 
conflicts with fellow Gulf 
Arab countries through 
Kuwaiti mediation failed 
to materialise and media 

in the United Arab Emirates and 
Saudi Arabia continued to run criti-
cal coverage of Doha and its ties to 
Iran, the Muslim Brotherhood and 
other radical groups.

The crisis stems from statements 
attributed to Qatari Emir Sheikh 
Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani criticis-
ing US foreign policy and praising 
Iran carried on the official Qatari 
News Agency (QNA) less than a 
week after the Arab Islamic Ameri-
can summit, leading to outrage in 
the rest of the Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC).

“Iran represents a regional and 
Islamic power that cannot be ig-
nored and it is unwise to face up 
to it,” Sheikh Tamim was quoted as 
saying during a military graduation 
ceremony in Doha.

Although Doha claimed the QNA 

site had been hacked, analysts not-
ed the emir’s reported statements 
were in line with Qatar’s foreign 
policy.

Kuwait hosted Sheikh Tamim on 
May 21 in an attempt to resolve is-
sues between Riyadh and Abu Dha-
bi. However, a report in Al-Riyadh 
newspaper, which is known to re-
flect the official Saudi stance, gave 
signs that the trip was a failure and 
that members of the Qatari royal 
family were preparing for a coup 
due to the media campaign target-
ing Saudi Arabia.

The newspaper’s front page car-
ried a report that discussed “five 
coups in 46 years” in Qatar and pre-
dicted that the “next coup” would 
take place in the near future.

Observers said the brevity of 
Sheikh Tamim’s trip and Saudi 

newspaper comments were indica-
tions that talks in Kuwait did not 
achieve much. The Saudi leader-
ship is said to have been unyielding 
especially that Saudi King Salman 
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud viewed the 
pledge signed by Sheikh Tamim 
with the late Saudi King Abdullah 
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, in the pres-
ence of the emir of Kuwait, to re-
solve the 2014 dispute, as still bind-
ing.

Escalating matters was a cartoon 
carried on the Al Jazeera network 
website that depicted King Salman, 
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi and US President Trump in 
an unflattering light. This outraged 
many Saudis, leading to calls for 
the closure of the border with Qa-
tar.

The latest dispute sheds doubt on 
the efforts by the Trump adminis-
tration to shape a regional unified 
front against terrorism, despite the 
show of unity during the Arab Is-
lamic American summit, which was 
Donald Trump’s first official inter-
national trip as US president.

While Doha denies funding ex-
tremist groups, Western counter-
terrorism officials have stated that 

Qatar finances such groups as al-
Nusra Front in Syria, Hamas in Gaza 
and the Muslim Brotherhood move-
ment, which is banned in most of 
the GCC.

A White House aide told the 
Weekly Standard that the major 
achievement in the memorandum 
of understanding signed between 
the United States and the GCC 
in countering terrorism during 
Trump’s visit was getting Qatar on 
board.

The unidentified aide said: Qatar 
“is often the most recalcitrant on 
issues relating to terrorism financ-
ing. Qatar’s former Emir Hamad bin 
Khalifa al-Thani was notoriously 
negligent in cracking down on do-
mestic financiers of al-Qaeda in 
Syria. In particular Hamas, the Pal-
estinian terrorist organisation, has 
received financial support as well as 
safe haven from Qatar for years. Ha-
mas frequently holds meetings and 
conferences in the Qatari capital of 
Doha, including one [in May].”

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

Iran-backed militias near Iraq-Syria border ring alarms

London

T 

he approach of Iranian-
backed militias from 
inside Iraq and Syria to-
wards the borders of both 
countries has caused 

alarm for the United States and its 
allies in the area who are wary of 
the geographical connection of pro-
Tehran forces.

Iranian-backed Iraqi militias have 
captured several villages from the 
Islamic State (ISIS) west of Mosul 
and south of Sinjar in the province 
of Nineveh. The move drew con-
demnation from Iraq’s semi-auton-
omous Kurdistan Regional Govern-
ment (KRG), which is worried about 
the militias being stationed near 
peshmerga forces.

“This constitutes a threat to se-
curity and stability in the liberated 
areas of Nineveh province,” read a 

statement from the office of KRG’s 
President Masoud Barzani in Erbil.

The presence of predominately 
Shia militias in the border areas is 
viewed by some Sunni Arabs as an 

attempt to cut across their commu-
nity and prevent them from having 
geographical unity.

Iraqi militia leaders said control of 
the border areas would bolster the 

position of Syrian President Bashar 
Assad, whose regime is also backed 
by Tehran.

There are already Iraqi militiamen 
fighting alongside pro-Assad forces 
but militia leaders have promised 
more support to the Syrian regime 
once they secure the border areas.

At the same time in Syria, Iranian-
backed militias supporting Assad 
have moved towards the border 
with Iraq, drawing warnings from 
Washington, which saw their move-
ment as a threat to US-backed Syr-
ian forces fighting ISIS.

“We have increased our presence 
and our footprint (around the Syr-

ian town of al-Tanf) and prepared 
for any threat that is presented by 
the pro-(Assad) regime forces,” said 
US Army Colonel Ryan Dillon, a 
Baghdad-based spokesman for the 
anti-ISIS coalition. “We see that as a 
threat,” Dillon said.

The presence of US forces in al-
Tanf, which is on the Damascus-
Baghdad highway, is also aimed at 
stopping Iran-backed militias from 
having a corridor between Iraq and 
Syria, sources told Reuters.

Having the Iraq-Syria border ar-
eas under the control of pro-Iranian 
militias would give Tehran an addi-
tional strategic advantage militarily.

Al-Tanf is also close to the border 
with Jordan, which is also alarmed 
by the movement of Iranian-backed 
militias.

Mamoon Alabbasi is an Arab 
Weekly contributing editor in 
London.
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Smiles no more. A file picture shows Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud (R) meeting, in 2016, with the Emir of Kuwait Sheikh 
Sabah Ahmad al-Jaber al-Sabah (C) and Qatar’s Emir Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani.                                                                                                                         (Reuters)
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London

T 

he spat between Qatar 
and fellow Gulf Coopera-
tion Council (GCC) mem-
bers Saudi Arabia, the 
United Arab Emirates and 

Bahrain shows no signs of subsid-
ing, if the actions of media in the 
countries are any indication.

The crisis erupted after state-
ments attributed to Qatari Emir 
Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani 
criticising US foreign policy and 
praising Iran were carried on the 
official Qatari News Agency (QNA) 
less than a week after the show of 
solidarity in Riyadh during the Arab 
Islamic American summit. The 
comments led to outrage in the rest 
of the GCC.

The Qatari government issued a 
statement saying the news agency 
had been hacked and that there 
was no validity to the comments at-
tributed to Sheikh Tamim, despite 
state-controlled media initially 
reporting the news as a legitimate 
item.

Qatari Foreign Minister Moham-
med al-Thani blamed the hack on a 
wider hostile conspiracy involving 
the United States.

“It is surprising that during the 
past five weeks, there were 13 opin-

ion articles focused on Qatar” in US 
media, Sheikh Mohammed said at a 
news conference on the day of the 
alleged hacking.

Besides the Qatari foreign minis-
ter’s statements about QNA getting 
hacked, official acknowledgement 
of the crisis came via UAE Minister 
of State for Foreign Affairs Anwar 
Gargash who warned that the GCC 
was facing a major crisis.

“The Gulf Cooperation Council 
countries are passing through a 
new sharp crisis that carries within 
it a great danger,” Gargash wrote on 
his official Twitter account. “Fend-
ing off sedition lies in changing be-
haviour, building trust and regain-
ing credibility,” he said adding that 
patience “has its limits.”

Matters worsened after Sheikh 
Tamim called recently re-elected 
Iranian President Hassan Rohani 
and lauded the historic ties be-
tween the countries and expressed 
his willingness to strengthen re-
lations, Rohani’s official website 
stated. It added that Sheikh Tamim 
said: “We believe that there is no 
obstacle in the way of deepening 
Iran-Qatar relations.”

Escalating matters was a cartoon 
carried on the Al Jazeera network 
website that depicted Saudi King 
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, 
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi and US President Donald 
Trump in an unflattering light. This 
outraged many Saudis, leading to 
calls in the kingdom for the closure 
of the border with Qatar.

The hashtag calling for the border 
closure was started by Saudi writer 
Mohamed al-Othaim, who also 
tweeted: “Due to the strengthening 
of the Qatari-Iranian relations, clos-
ing the Saudi border [with Qatar] 
has become a national duty, to see 

how Iran will react.”
Emirati writer Hamad al-Mazroui 

threw his support behind Othaim’s 
suggestion, adding that the king-
dom was within its rights to do so 
with reasons of sovereignty.

Jeddah-based Okaz newspaper 
parodied both Sheikh Tamim and 
his father, previous Emir Sheikh 
Hamad al-Thani, publishing a doc-
tored photo merging their faces 
under the commentary of “political 
suicide.” The newspaper reported 
there was a “secret” meeting in 
Baghdad between the Qatari for-
eign minister and the head of Iran’s 
al-Quds Force Major-General Qas-
sem Soleimani, a despised figure in 
the GCC.

A report in Al-Ittihad daily in 
the UAE carried quotes from Saudi 
analysts accusing Doha of trying 
to control the region after the 2011 
Arab uprisings via its alliance with 
the Muslim Brotherhood and West-
ern think-tanks it had helped fund. 
The newspaper quoted Dubai Dep-
uty Chief of Police Dhahi Khalfan 
Tamim saying: “It is a political dis-
aster that Qatar prefers the Muslim 
Brotherhood and Iran to Saudi Ara-
bia, the UAE, Kuwait and Bahrain.”

The fallout from the latest con-
flict resulted in Saudi Arabia, the 
UAE and Bahrain blocking several 
Qatari-based online news sites, in-
cluding al-Raya newspaper and the 
Al Jazeera network’s official web-
site.

In March 2014, Saudi Arabia, the 
UAE and Bahrain recalled their am-
bassadors from Doha over regional 
security issues related to Qatar’s 
support for the Muslim Brother-
hood movement, specifically in 
Egypt, but the dispute was resolved 

after a pledge from Doha.
The current dispute attributed to 

Sheikh Tamim’s statements erupt-
ed days after Trump’s visit to the 
region to unify the Gulf countries 
on the war on terror and quarantin-
ing Iran.

GCC-Qatar spat showcased
in Gulf’s Arab media
Mohammed Alkhereiji

Crisis not subsiding. Okaz newspaper’s doctored photo, merging 
the faces of Qatar’s Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani and Sheikh 
Hamad al-Thani, dubbed online as “Like father, like son.”         (Okaz)
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Questioning Qatar’s choices

A look at the crisis 
raging between the 
Qatari government 
and the Gulf Coop-
eration Council (GCC) 
countries shows 

intriguing and even amusing 
paradoxes.

Doha’s wrongs risk getting worse 
if it continues to support the Mus-
lim Brotherhood and if its Iranian 
leanings turn out to be the expres-
sion of a strategic choice. One 
wonders if the positions expressed 
by the Qatari rulers were taken out 
of conviction or the reflection of 
specific goals and many misgivings 
with no vision or policy choices 
backing them.

It is obvious that the Qatari logic 
is steeped in a mixture of stub-
bornness, guile and mistrust. It is 
based on a painful heritage of years 
of uneasy relations with Qatar’s 
neighbours, which would probably 
explain its insistence on harbouring 
the Muslim Brotherhood and play-
ing nice with Iran.

This policy may turn out to be 
a careful chess manoeuvre on the 
regional power board and less of an 
endorsement of the Muslim Broth-
erhood’s methods and of Iran’s 
regional play. However, it is giving 
birth to measures and decisions 
harmful to neighbouring countries.

Let us suppose that the Qatari 
rulers are convinced that the Mus-
lim Brotherhood’s philosophy and 
goals are the right prescription for 
the ills of all human society. It is 
rather peculiar, then, that the Qatari 
rulers have not declared their alle-
giance to the Brotherhood or opted 
for its social and political model. 
Why not declare to the world that 

the Muslim Brotherhood has found 
a geopolitical space and is repre-
sented by a country with member-
ships in the United Nations, the 
Arab League and the Organisation 
of Islamic Cooperation?

Common sense says that the Qa-
tari leadership should experiment 
with the Muslim Brotherhood’s 
model in Qatar itself. Surely the 
experiment will not face any com-
plicated problems or unsolvable 
issues. It will certainly be different 
from the Brotherhood’s experiment 
in populous Gaza, where electricity 
supply is a daily problem and where 
the locals are not allowed to fish, 
not even for sardines.

It is true that the Brotherhood’s 
revised internal regulations will not 
allow Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad al-
Thani to become the organisation’s 
supreme leader. He’s not qualified 
academically, is underage and has 
not been an “active brother” for no 
less than 15 years. He also needs 

to be elected by the Brotherhood’s 
Shura Council.

Then, however, Sheikh Tamim 
could easily scold the Brother-
hood’s venerable leaders and 
remind them that the last revision 
of the rules dates to 1948; 70 years 
is enough time to reduce huge 
boulders to pebbles but apparently 
not enough time to make minor 
adjustments to the Brotherhood’s 
organisation.

It is paradoxical that Doha refuses 
to change the nature of the regime 
in Qatar, yet it is willing to brave all 
kinds of storms and to sacrifice life 
and limb in defence of the Mus-
lim Brothers. Perhaps it has other 
agendas.

If the Qatari rulers cannot 
espouse the Brotherhood’s power 
model, nor can they impose it on 
the harmonious peaceful Qatari 
society, why do they insist on 
presenting it as the miracle cure 
to other societies where diversity, 

modernity and democracy have 
become a way of life?

Qatar’s mere reluctance to 
express its concern about Iran’s 
expansionism in the Middle East is 
a huge step back from Qatar’s initial 
support for the revolution in Syria. 
In this context and in the final anal-
ysis, what the Qatari regime offered 
the Syrian revolution does not go 
beyond picks and axes to ruin it and 
ruin its image. So, why does Doha 
continue to back extremist militias 
in Syria and feed insurgency in 
other countries?

Countries everywhere are stand-
ing up to radicalism in a life-or-
death battle. The radical factions 
themselves are incapable of getting 
along with each other and are in the 
middle of internecine slaughtering. 
So what does Qatar hope to reap 
from its current policies?

Adly Sadeq is a Palestinian writer 
and political analyst.
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Words and choices. Qatari Foreign Minister Mohammed bin Abdulrahman al-Thani gives a news conference in Doha, 
on May 25.                                                                                                                                                                                                       (AFP)
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Beirut

A 

bitter dispute has erupt-
ed between two rich 
countries in the Arabian 
Peninsula, reminding 
the world that beneath 

layers of modernity and friendship, 
Qatar and Saudi Arabia are two very 
different — and conflicting — tribal 
entities that ought never be treated 
as equals in the complex world of 
Arab politics.

The Mufti of Saudi Arabia Sheikh 
Abdul-Aziz ibn Abdullah al-Sheikh 
co-signed a statement — along with 
200 members of his very influential 
family — stressing that there was no 
relationship whatsoever between 
them and the House of Thani in 
Doha, which has been ruling Qatar 
since the late 1800s.

Even before pre-Islamic times, 
genealogy has been vital for Ara-
bian tribes, explaining why such a 
statement struck a particularly raw 
nerve in Doha.

The al-Sheikh family famously 
traces its lineage directly to Muham-
mad Abdul Wahab, the founder of 
Wahhabism whose hard-line inter-
pretation of Islam laid the corner-
stone for the modern state of Saudi 
Arabia. In 2011, Qatar’s former Emir 
Hamad bin Khalifa al-Thani erected 
a mosque named for Muhammad 
Abdul Wahab in Doha, claiming 
they were descendants of the same 
family tree. In the world of tribes 
and history, this gave Qatar depth 
and importance in the Arab Gulf.

Not only were the Saudis now 
denying the lineage completely, 
they were also demanding that the 
mosque’s name be immediately 
changed. That statement gave Saudi 
politicians and media outlets — furi-
ous with Doha’s continued support 
for the Muslim Brotherhood and 
its warm relationship with Iran, a 

country with whom it shares mari-
time borders — a green light to come 
down hard on Qatar.

At no time since the establish-
ment of Qatar in 1787 have relations 
been so strained with Saudi Arabia. 
For starters, Saudi King Salman 
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud doesn’t like 
Sheikh Tamim or his father, seeing 
them as flamboyant and too overtly 
ambitious and liberal for his taste.

Since rising to power in 2013, 
Sheikh Tamim, 36, has tried to treat 
King Salman as a political equal, 
rather than an elderly and wise “un-
cle,” as Arab custom dictates. The 
king of Saudi Arabia is 45 years his 
senior and Sheikh Tamim reported-
ly refuses to take his advice on Iran 
and the Brotherhood, seeing him as 
too old and disconnected.

Sheikh Tamim also has little af-
fection for Salman’s son Moham-
mad bin Salman bin Abdulaziz, the 
deputy crown prince and defence 
minister, who is exactly his same 
age. In private, Sheikh Tamim said 
that Saudi Arabia will descend into 
chaos once King Salman dies, as his 
son struggles to wrestle the throne 
from Crown Prince Mohammed bin 
Nayef bin Abdulaziz.

Sheikh Tamim has repeatedly re-
fused a request by Saudi Arabia to 
expel Sheikh Yusuf al-Qaradawi, 
the ageing Egyptian ideologue of 
the Muslim Brotherhood who has 
been living in Qatar since 1961. De-
spite his vocal criticism of Saudi 
Arabia, Qaradawi is an all-time fa-
vourite at the Emir’s Palace in Doha 
and a regular speaker on Al Jazeera, 
the popular television network es-
tablished by Sheikh Tamim’s father 
in the 1990s.

The Saudi media unleashed a 
tirade of insults and accusations 
against Qatar, accusing it of being 
allied to al-Qaeda and a stooge of 
Iran. Saudi Arabia, Egypt and the 
United Arab Emirates have blocked 
Al Jazeera broadcasts in their coun-

tries and withdrawn their ambassa-
dors from Doha. Rumour has it that 
Qatar might get sanctioned — per-
haps expelled from the GCC — for 
its behaviour.

In 1992, two Qatari soldiers were 
killed after Saudi forces attacked a 
Qatari border post, shoving bilater-
al relations to an all-time low. The 
two countries broke off diplomatic 
relations in 2002 for six years over 
comments aired by Al Jazeera. They 
did it again in 2014, because of Qa-
tar’s support for the Brotherhood.

When Qatar gained its independ-
ence in 1971, Saudi Arabia was at the 
height of its oil wealth and political 
influence, prompting the Qataris 
to cuddle up to the powerful Saudi 
monarch, King Faisal bin Abdulaziz 
Al Saud. King Faisal showered them 
with political advice, money and 
advisers, helping set up the modern 

state of Qatar with Saudi funds.
In 1991 Qatar famously took part 

in the second Gulf War and helped 
liberate the Saudi city of Khafij 
from Iraqi occupation, endearing 
itself — albeit temporarily — to the 
House of Saud.

After the discovery of huge gas 
reserves in Qatar in the 1990s, rela-
tions gradually cooled. No longer in 
need of Saudi money, the Qataris 
started to chart their own course, 
often without consulting Riyadh, 
embarking on extravagant spend-
ing campaigns to project their 
country in the image of modernity, 
bidding for the FIFA World Cup in 
2022, for example, and establishing 
the Qatar Education Foundation, 
with Doha campuses for leading US 
universities, led by Sheikh Tamim’s 
mother.

The real problem remains in 

Qatar’s backing of the Brother-
hood, against Saudi Arabia’s will. 
Although the Saudis had hosted 
Brotherhood figures fleeing Egyp-
tian persecution in the 1950s and 
1960s, they soon had them ex-
pelled when Egyptian and Palestin-
ian clerics started voicing criticism 
of the Saudi government and then 
publicly condemned its support of 
the Americans in Operation Desert 
Storm.

Qatar picked them up — one after 
another — using the Brotherhood to 
increase its leverage in Arab politics 
and influence the internal affairs 
of far larger and better-established 
countries such as Syria, Egypt and 
Saudi Arabia.

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

Qatar bears brunt of its support to Muslim Brotherhood

Qatar’s regional power game has no future

I
t is no coincidence that, 
following the US occupation 
of Iraq, Qatar became a safe 
haven for the Sunni Iraqi 
armed resistance. Many 
resistance groups went to 

Doha, where they received 
money and weapons, but their 
anti-occupation operations were 
limited.

US and Iranian intelligence 
services kept a vigilant eye on 
those groups. Many people who 
had been recruited for anti-oc-
cupation operations vanished or 
were imprisoned. The Iraqi armed 
resistance was obviously infil-
trated, especially by Tehran and 
Washington.

All the political players for Iraq’s 
Sunni opposition had to secure 
Qatar’s blessing just to have a shot 
at the political game in Iraq. The 
Sunni Arabs in Iraq were betrayed 
twice — once by their leadership, 
which had acted as the middle-
man between them and Doha; 
then by extremist Shia politicians 
in Iraq.

Saudi support to Sunni Arabs in 
Iraq has been greatly exaggerated. 
The source for that misrepresen-
tation is Iran. The main backer 
of Sunni Arabs in Iraq was Qatar. 
It was given that role to feed its 

dreams of grandeur. Being smaller 
than Saudi Arabia, Qatar proved to 
be nimbler on the political scene 
and more willing to take risks. 
Saudi Arabia has always opted 
for a more prudent, traditional 
approach and had given in to 
American pressure to keep away 
from the Iraqi file.

To compensate for its small 
weight internationally, Qatar 
chose to invest heavily in mass 
media. In 1996, it established Al 
Jazeera, which, some Jordanian 
media sources said, had been 
slated by Israel to have its head-
quarters in Jordan. A short time 
after the launch of Al Jazeera, 
the same sources commented 
that “the small state of Qatar is 
now owner of a weapon of mass 
destruction.”

Qatar had decided to plunge it-
self in the domain of Arab media. 
In 1997, it financed an Iraqi jour-
nalist living in London opposed 
to Saddam Hussein’s regime. He 
was given loads of capital to start 
a daily newspaper but kept most 
of it for himself. He hired people 
within Iraqi opposition media and 
paid them pittances, despite the 
direct oversight of Qatari intel-
ligence inside the newspaper. His 
downfall came when the newspa-
per published news showing the 
wife of the former Qatari emir in 
a bad light. The case was settled 
amicably in the British courts.

As the battle for Mosul contin-
ues to unfold, the major parties 

in Iraq are fearing a profound 
shake-up of their sectarian domi-
nance of the Iraqi political scene, 
especially following US President 
Donald Trump’s threats against 
power centres of political Islam. 
Amid this feverish activity, Qatar 
has tried to advance the careers 
of some Sunni political midgets, 
after polishing their portraits of 
course. These novices sneaked 
in on the political scene via the 
finance channel.

Traditional political figures are 
refusing to step down despite 
their impressive record of failure. 
Qatar has sponsored meetings of 
Iraqi Sunni politicians in Ankara, 
Geneva and lately in Brussels un-
der the auspices of the European 
Institute of Peace. The old guard 
participating in these meetings 
excelled in the arts of turf protec-
tion and back-stabbing. No new 
blood was injected. The old guard 
wants to prove to the Americans 
that they are the only Sunni rep-
resentatives on the scene. Their 
main concern is the preservation 
of their privileges.

The international parties over-
seeing the Iraqi file have grown 
sick and tired of the corrupt 
political class in Iraq. They did 
not bother, however, to look for 
honest, clean and non-sectarian 
alternatives.

The Sunni political leadership in 
Iraq is living in a fantasy believ-
ing that the country’s political 
situation is being coordinated 

by representatives of the Trump 
administration. Consequently, the 
race is on to secure the coordina-
tors’ approval.

The fact of the matter, though, 
is that those coordinating the 
discussions belong to consultative 
entities working for the American 
government. Their recommen-
dations are not binding. What 
is more important is that the 
officials in charge of the Iraqi file 
have been replaced by people 
who subscribe to Trump’s rule 
regarding the Iraqi and Syrian 
files: “There is no room for Shia or 
Sunni political Islam in the new 
leaderships of Iraq and Syria.”

Despite an official Iraqi gov-
ernment denial, the US military 
presence in Iraq is significant. 
Consequently, the United States 
holds all the keys in Iraq. Other 
countries with vested interests 
in Iraq will have to take that into 
consideration and adjust their 
strategies accordingly.

The small capitals in the Arabi-
an Gulf looking for a regional role 
to play must realise that they have 
no future unless they stop Islamic 
extremism and blend in within 
their regional Arab environment. 
Iran is invited to live peaceably 
with its neighbours and keep its 
hands off Arab affairs. More often 
than not, the unrealistic dreams 
of the inexperienced end up being 
crushed by adult realities.

Majed Sameraei is an Iraqi writer.
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Questionable connections. Chairman of the International Union of Muslim Scholars Youssef
al-Qaradawi (R) speaks during a news conference in Doha, in 2014                                                          (Reuters)
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in 2013, Sheikh 
Tamim, 36, has tried 
to treat King Salman 
as a political equal.

Rumour has it that 
Qatar might get 
sanctioned — 
perhaps expelled 
from the GCC — for 
its behaviour.
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W
hile Iraqis do 
not know 
whether there 
will be local 
elections in 
September, the 

fat cats of the ruling Shia Islamist 
coalition are eyeing each other to 
see who might get the largest 
share of the vote. Whoever wins 
will seek to definitively force his 
adversary into the political 
wilderness.

Here, I am of course referring to 
former prime minister and 
current Vice-President Nuri 
al-Maliki and incumbent Prime 
Minister Haider al-Abadi. 
Although both hail from the 
pro-Tehran Dawa Party and were 
groomed within the same 
Iranian-created primordial soup 
of religious fanaticism, they have 
been at each other’s throats since 
Abadi replaced Maliki as prime 
minister in 2014.

Maliki resents Abadi, seeing 
him as a usurper who forced him 
out of office in what many deem 
to be an agreement between 
Washington and Tehran to replace 
the hyper-sectarian Shia Islamist 
Maliki. However, Maliki only has 
himself to blame for being 
sidelined by the United States and 
Iran in favour of a more “accept-
able” Shia Islamist face.

Maliki’s policies led to the 
marginalisation of Iraq’s Sunni 
Arabs, as well as a disproportion-

ate number of them being 
targeted for arrests, torture and 
assassination. That has been 
blamed for the rise of the Islamic 
State (ISIS). Actions such as those 
in Hawija, where Iraqi forces 
massacred dozens of unarmed 
protesters in 2013, made it very 
clear to all that Maliki was a 
sectarian tyrant.

Although he was removed from 
office, he maintained control over 
the influential State of Law 
coalition, a major component of 
the National Alliance bloc that 
controls the majority of seats in 
the Iraqi legislature. Maliki used 
his parliamentary influence to 
cripple the passage of any laws 
Abadi proposed, including 
anti-corruption reforms.

Knowing that Maliki was, in 
essence, a violent kleptocrat, 
Abadi attempted to pare back his 
power through anti-graft meas-

ures, only to be foiled by Maliki’s 
sheer voting power. The power 
structures of nepotism, corrup-
tion and embezzlement sustain 
the Iraqi government and its 
crumbling institutions. Near the 
centre of that web lies Maliki, 
taking his share of a multibillion-
dollar racket.

Now, the vice-president is 
insisting that local elections go 
ahead this September while 
others, including Abadi’s allies, 
attempt to stall the vote until the 
Independent High Electoral 
Commission can be changed. Shia 
cleric Muqtada al-Sadr has 
recently said he would back 
Abadi’s bid for another term in 
office and has been one of the 
main driving forces behind 
changing the commission, 
blaming it for committing voter 
fraud in favour of Maliki and 
groups aligned to him.

London

T 

he Islamic State (ISIS) 
carried out a series of at-
tacks that killed at least 
42 people as the militants 
continued to lose ground 

to Iraqi forces in Mosul.
The first ISIS-claimed car bomb-

ing struck an ice cream shop in 
Baghdad’s central Karrada district 
during Ramadan, when Iraqis of-
ten stay out late shopping or social-
ising after breaking their daily fast.

Images on social media showed 
the devastating effects of the sui-
cide attack, which left ice cream 
cups scattered on the blood-
stained ground. At least 16 people 
were killed.

The second attack claimed by the 
group targeted the country’s main 
pension office in Karkh district. 
The blast killed at least 11 people, 
officials said.

The third bombing was carried 
out at an army checkpoint in Hit, 
200km west of Baghdad, where 
15 people, including four soldiers 
and a journalist, were killed, Anas 
al-Ani, spokesman for the Depart-
ment of Health in Anbar province 
told Agence France-Presse (AFP).

Iraqi forces are more than seven 
months into a massive operation 
to recapture Mosul and have al-
ready taken back its whole eastern 
side and much of the west. Three 
neighbourhoods north of Mosul’s 
Old City — Al-Shifaa, Al-Saha and 
Al-Zinjili — are the targets of a 
broad assault by Iraqi soldiers, po-
lice and special forces.

ISIS is mainly relying on “snip-
ers and suicide bombers” to target 
Iraqi forces, as it is running low on 

mortar rounds and explosives after 
losing sites used to produce muni-
tions, Iraqi Brigadier-General Sha-
kir Kadhim Mohsen told AFP.

The United Nations warned that 
up to 200,000 civilians believed 
to remain in ISIS-held areas of the 
city are in grave danger and that 
large numbers could flee.

“We are deeply concerned that 
right now, in the last final stages of 
the campaign to retake Mosul, that 
the civilians… in (ISIS) areas are 
probably at graver risk now than at 
any other stage of the campaign,” 
Lise Grande, the UN humanitarian 
coordinator for Iraq, told AFP.

The World Food Programme said 
that it “has identified worrying signs 
of an increase in the rate of malnu-
trition among newly displaced chil-
dren from western Mosul.”

Many are expressing concern 
about how Iraqi forces, bolstered 
by the US-led coalition, will lever-
age their influence and arms once 
ISIS is vanquished. Numerous 
Iraqi groups that benefited from 
US training and arms have been ac-
cused of human rights violations.

Germany’s Der Spiegel magazine 
detailed allegations of torture, 
rape and killings of ISIS suspects at 
the hands of Iraq’s Emergency Re-
sponse Division, an Interior Minis-
try unit that has played a leading 
role in the coalition-aided opera-
tion to retake Mosul.

Iraqi soldiers, Kurdish forces and 
local police have been accused of 
mass extrajudicial detentions of 
men and boys fleeing military op-
erations against ISIS, reports by 
Human Rights Watch said.

Iraq’s Kurdish forces known as 
the peshmerga, who have received 
some of the most extensive sup-
port from the coalition, including 
training, arms and air support, 
have been accused of destroying 
Arab property and forcing Arab 
residents out of dozens of villages 
retaken from ISIS.

Iraq’s mostly Shia paramilitary 
forces, who do not receive direct 
US assistance, have been accused 

of much more widespread hu-
man rights abuses than the forces 
backed by the coalition.

While Iraq’s conventional mili-
tary has been slowly clearing ISIS 
from inside Mosul’s complex urban 
terrain, Iraq’s Iran-backed Shia par-
amilitary forces have been working 
their way through less glamorous 
territory: Vast deserts west and 
south of the city that run along and 
across Iraq’s border with Syria.

One division of the Iraqi gov-
ernment-sanctioned paramilitary 
group reached Iraq’s border with 
Syria after securing a string of small 
villages west of Mosul and south of 
Sinjar, according to Ahmed al-As-

adi, the group’s spokesman. “This 
will be the first step to the libera-
tion of the entire border,” he told 
the Associated Press.

The Nineveh foothold would 
give the paramilitary forces con-
siderable leverage politically and 
militarily in Iraq after the fight 
against ISIS is concluded, said 
Maria Fantappie, the senior Iraq 
researcher for the International 
Crisis Group, a non-governmental 
research firm.

A senior commander of Iran’s Is-
lamic Revolutionary Guards Corps 
(IRGC) was killed while fighting 
ISIS west of Mosul, the Tehran-
based Tasnim news agency re-

ported. Commander Shaaban Nas-
siri was killed near Baaj, one of the 
last cities that remain under ISIS 
control, near the Syrian border, 
Mashregh, an Iranian news web-
site, reported.

Separately Turkish warplanes 
killed 13 members of the militant 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) in 
air strikes on the Avasin-Basyan re-
gion of northern Iraq, the Turkish 
military said in a statement. The 
PKK militants were preparing for 
an attack against Turkey, the state-
ment added.

The Arab Weekly staff and news 
agencies.

Losing Mosul, ISIS turns on Baghdad civilians
The Arab Weekly staff

News & Analysis

One division of the 
Iraq’s paramilitary 
group reached the 
border with Syria.

Death and destruction. Iraqis gather at the site of a deadly bomb attack near a pension office in Karkh 
district in Baghdad, on May 30.                              (AP)

Zero-sum-game. A 2014 file picture of Iraqi Vice-President Nuri al-
Maliki (L) and Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi in Baghdad.     (Reuters)

Iraq

Maliki and Abadi squabble over who will rule Iraq
Meanwhile, Maliki has joined 

forces with the factions that 
comprise the Popular Mobilisa-
tion Forces (PMF) and the 
electoral commission has 
declared that it had validated the 
infamously sectarian Asaib Ahl 
al-Haq (AAH) militia — and a key 
component of the PMF — to 
contest elections as a formal 
political party.

While AAH is seen as being 
close to Maliki, which should 
cause concern for Abadi, the 
prime minister has been making 
moves to curry favour with the 
Shia jihadists. Abadi has given the 
PMF a freer hand in how it 
operates west of Mosul and the 
militants have been moving on 
areas close to the Syrian border on 
Iranian orders. A report by the 
British newspaper the Guardian 
stated this is so that Iran can 
develop its land bridge from 
Tehran to Latakia in Syria.

It is unsurprising that Maliki 
would seek favour with extremist 
groups close to Iran. However, 
what is surprising to many — but 
certainly not to keen Iraq observ-
ers — is that Abadi is adopting 
much the same tactics just to 
counter his adversary.

Whoever wins this personal 
power struggle, the result will be 
the same — an extension and 
furtherance of Shia fundamental-
ism in Iraq and yet another step 
towards the country becoming 
something akin to Iran’s theoc-
racy.

Tallha Abdulrazaq is a researcher 
at the University of Exeter’s 
Strategy and Security Institute in 
England.

Tallha
Abdulrazaq

View point
It is 
unsurprising 
that Maliki 
would seek 
favour with 
extremist 
groups close 
to Iran.

Maliki used his parliamentary 
influence to cripple the 
passage of any laws Abadi 
proposed.
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Washington

D 

uring the 2016 US presi-
dential campaign, can-
didate Donald Trump 
espoused two seemingly 
contradictory policies 

vis-à-vis the Middle East — avoiding 
military entanglements and defeat-
ing the Islamic State (ISIS).

The first position was related to 
his denunciation of the Iraq war 
of 2003, which he called a “dumb” 
war that should have never been 
fought. The second position was 
related to his pledge to protect the 
US homeland from ISIS and ISIS-
inspired terrorists.

Today, after a relentless assault 
by Iraqi government troops, Shia 
militias and Kurdish peshmerga — 
aided by US advisers and air strikes 
— ISIS is on the verge of losing Mo-
sul, its last stronghold in Iraq. One 
would think Trump, as US presi-
dent, would be eager to bring US 
troops home once Mosul falls and 
ISIS is defeated in Syria.

There are reports, however, that 
suggest that the Trump administra-
tion will likely keep several thou-
sand US troops in Iraq post-ISIS. 
That decision is probably due to 
the assessment of US Defence Sec-
retary James Mattis, who has been 
given significant leeway by Trump 
to chart US security policy in the 
region.

As a former combat commander 
in Iraq, Mattis understands the sec-
tarian and ethnic dynamics in the 

country and may believe that the 
withdrawal of US troops from Iraq 
under the Obama administration 
was a mistake because it created a 
power vacuum that ISIS took ad-
vantage of.

An Associated Press report, citing 
an unidentified US Defence Depart-
ment official, said Mattis has been 
in discussions with Iraqi officials on 
“what the long-term US presence 
would look like.” The official said 
US forces would be stationed in ex-
isting Iraqi military bases in the Mo-
sul area and along the border with 
Syria.

The number of US troops, the 
source said, would be the same lev-
el as currently exists — about 7,000 
— and “maybe a little more.”

There seems to be bipartisan sup-
port in the US Congress for a con-
tinued US military presence to help 
stabilise Iraq post-ISIS. In March, 
prominent US senators, including 
the chairman and ranking mem-
ber of the Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee and the ranking mem-
ber of the Armed Services Commit-
tee, sent a letter to Trump urging 
him to help rebuild Iraq. Although 
the letter did not specifically men-
tion US troops, it called on Trump 
to “continue supporting Iraq’s se-
curity forces so that they can part-
ner with US forces on counterter-
rorism.”

In addition, some US think-tanks 
have backed a continued US troop 
presence in Iraq. A report by the 
Centre for Strategic and Budgetary 
Assessments called for the pres-
ence of 5,000-20,000 US troops in 
Iraq post-ISIS to ensure that an-
other ISIS-like insurgency does not 
emerge.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi is said to be in favour of a 
continued US military presence 
but is likely to opt for an executive 
agreement with the United States as 
opposed to submitting a formal Sta-
tus of Forces Agreement (SOFA) to 
the Iraqi Parliament where it would 

probably fail because of nationalis-
tic opposition.

Haider probably has the sup-
port of some of his Shia allies, Iraqi 
Kurds and moderate Sunnis for such 
an agreement. However, Iraqi Shia 
groups allied with Iran have voiced 
opposition to US troops remaining 
in the country.

Although US troops would be of-
ficially designated as “advisers” 
under such an agreement, the pres-
ence of foreign forces in Iraq has 
historically been a lightning rod. 
The British military presence in Iraq 
after 1932 (the year Iraq achieved 
nominal independence) was a sore 
point with Iraqi nationalists, as was 

the ill-fated Treaty of Portsmouth in 
1948 that tried to formalise a con-
tinual British military presence in 
the country.

Thus, it is not certain that Abadi 
can count on those Iraqis who are 
now supposedly in favour of US 
troops to stick with him.

If a renewed insurgency in Iraq 
were to emerge post-ISIS and lead 
to the death of US military advisers, 
the bipartisan consensus in Con-
gress would likely dissipate.

Trump thus faces real risks: With-
drawing US troops before Iraqi gov-
ernment troops are ready to secure 
the country and prevent another in-
surgent group from forming would 

put him in the same position as 
former US President Barack Obama 
in 2014 when ISIS was ascendant. 
However, keeping troops in Iraq has 
the potential to spur opposition and 
put those troops in harm’s way.

For the time being, Trump and 
Mattis seem to be betting that a US 
military presence in post-ISIS Iraq 
would help stabilise the country 
and not become a lightning rod for 
opposition.

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.

US likely to keep thousands of troops in Iraq post-ISIS
Gregory Aftandilian

There seems to be 
bipartisan support  
for a continued US 
military presence to 
help stabilise Iraq 
post-ISIS.

Lightning rod. US soldiers moving through Qayara West Coalition base in Qayara, 50km south 
of Mosul.                  (AP)

Scepticism surrounds America’s designs in Iraq after Mosul

T
he operation to 
dislodge the Islamic 
State (ISIS) from Mosul 
has proven to be a 
lengthy and fierce 
fight. After the city is 

won back, Iraqi security forces 
and allied militia must control 
areas within the upper Euphrates 
basin: Ana, Rawa, al-Qaim and 
Badia as well as towns straddling 
the Iraqi-Syrian border.

Behind scenes of devastation 
and needless civilian losses is an 
ever-more disquieting reality: The 
steady expansion of US military 
bases and personnel.

During a speech in May, Iraqi 
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi 
affirmed that “we only have US 
advisers and military trainers. 
There are no military bases or 
armoured vehicles. Those you 
see may be those seen along the 
Turkish-Syrian border.”

However, Abadi’s false 
reassurances that “in Mosul, 
no Americans are fighting” are 
recurring themes often at odds 
with remarks of renewed military 
commitment on Iraqi soil by 
Pentagon officials.

Iraqi Shia politician Mowaffak 
al-Rubaie conceded that the 
United States has 20,000 troops 
and six military bases rooted 
in Iraq. “Anyone who claims 
otherwise can talk to me,” he 
said. “It is impossible to predict 
what America wants” since the 
Trump administration has proven 
“temperamental” with no clear 
vision, said Rubaie.

Matthew Hoh, tasked with 
reconstruction in several Iraqi 
provinces during the American 
occupation, said “we have no 
reliable figures” to determine 
the true size of stationed combat 
forces. “The American military is 
not even giving specific numbers. 
They’re giving more whole or 
approximate figures,” Hoh said.

Throwing greater light on the 
United States’ game plan is an Iraqi 
contractor who drew a map to 
explain the expansion of US bases 
around contested north-western 
territories. The fringe of Iraq’s 
western border — that stretches 
from Erbil to Trebil — as he 

depicted, is sealed off by US bases. 
The aim of which, he said, was to 
secure “the biggest prize of all: The 
Baghdad-Amman highway,” cutting 
through Iraq’s Sunni heartland, 
through Ramadi and Falluja.

The road has been the site of 
unforgiving attacks on civilian 
trucks, borne out by the United 
States’ failure to distinguish 
between those carrying 
commercial cargoes and those used 
by insurgents.

US plans to privatise the 
highway are under way. The Iraqi 
government has locked itself into a 
25-year contract with Olive Group, 
the sole sponsor of what will 

become Iraq’s first toll road. The 
private security firm will handle 
toll road authority, collecting 
charges to cover debts incurred by 
the redevelopment project.

Abadi heralds the move an 
investment, alluding to efforts 
intended to tame bandits and 
militia outfits policing highways 
and extorting cash from highway 
travellers.

The reinsertion of private 
security firms in Iraq, in the minds 
of many, will be recognised as 
another occupation, mirroring 
the flood of security contractors 
invited to perform national 
security functions in 2003.

As a supply chain through which 
reconstruction materials and funds 
will pass, highway protection is 
vital to US interests. The risk felt by 
anti-American militias in Iraq is the 
reassertion of US political control 
in Sunni provinces as brokers 
of power rewarding allies and 
punishing rivals.

The expansion of US bases and 
the deployment of contractors to 
secure military bases will hardly 
ward off terrorists or insurgent 
factions. Above all else, renewed 
military commitment signals 
occupation: Phase II, and, as Hoh 
puts it, communicates to Iraqis 
“that Americans are really fine with 
no reconciliation.”

“You’re going to continue to see 
billions of dollars in arms sales to 
the Iraqi governmen,” Hoh said. 
“Bases will go forward… We’ll see 
false promises to rebuild, but no 
real money behind it — nothing real 
or significant.”

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

Nazli Tarzi

View point
The 
expansion 
of US bases 
will hardly 
ward off 
terrorists.

The reinsertion of private 
security firms in Iraq, in the 
minds of many, will be recognised 
as another occupation.

Not going anywhere. US Army soldiers take position in the Iraqi town of Bartella 
in eastern Mosul, last December.                                                                                     (Reuters)
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T
he 50th anniversary of the start of the 1967 Arab-
Israeli war, on June 5, is a suitable moment to take 
stock of the state of affairs in the region. What a 
half-century it has been. The map has changed since 
June 1967, when war broke out between Israel and its 
Arab neighbours for the third time since the Jewish 
state was founded. Israel has since annexed the Golan 

Heights and East Jerusalem and continues to occupy the West 
Bank.

The Arab world too has changed. The collective defeat of Arab 
armies following illusory promises before the war of quick victo-
ries has been morale-sapping for the Arab world. It has, also, 
irreversibly shaken confidence in Arab political leaders.

Israel itself has altered, coarsening and hardening in the past 50 
years. It has brutalised its occupation of Palestinian lands, dehu-
manising the people and elevating the building of illegal settle-
ments to a state doctrine.

In the past few days, Israel has provocatively and humiliatingly 
celebrated the capture of East Jerusalem as the “unification” of its 
eternal capital even though the city’s status formally remains in 
dispute.

Even so, perhaps the next half-century may be less dismal than 
the last. Certainly, Israel received a rude shock at the hands of US 
President Donald Trump, whose surprise election victory was 
cheered in Tel Aviv last November. Here, Israelis said at the time, is 
an American president who will offer unconditional support to 
Israel, without the usual caveats about settlements building and 
human rights for Palestinians.

That was then. Trump has followed his predecessors in signing 
the 6-month waiver that suspends the 1995 Jerusalem Embassy Act 
requiring the US embassy to move to the city. The White House has 
stressed that the president is not reneging on his campaign pledge 
on Jerusalem but merely postponing the inevitable in the interests 
of future peace talks. Whatever the calculations, it was a wise 
decision to keep the US embassy in Tel Aviv.

After three years without a peace process or any prospect for 
restarting negotiations, the time to talk has come. This will not be 
easy. The Arab Peace Initiative endorsed at the Beirut summit of 
2002 offers a solid starting base for serious negotiations. What 
other chance is there for hope but to work towards a two-state 
solution?

The Oslo process was supposed to have reached a final status 
agreement by 1998. Nineteen years past that goal, there is still no 
denying the basic principles upon which it rested — ensuring the 
right of Palestinians to self-determination and that of Israelis to 
security within internationally recognised borders. Neither party 
can alter the history of this destructive conflict but both have a 
chance to build a better future for all peoples.

A sliver of hope for better things came at the start of Ramadan 
when hundreds of Palestinians on hunger strike in prison ended 
one of the longest such protests in the occupied territories in 50 
years.

Israelis are capable of concessions and the Palestinians are still 
able to defend their cause even when everything seems to point to 
their cause’s marginalisation.

The 50th anniversary
of the 1967 war

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

In Lebanon, political 
void is not an option

D
espite the election of 
a president last 
October, Lebanon’s 
tumultuous political 
and constitutional 
crisis remains.

Lebanon’s parliamentary 
elections, delayed twice on the 
grounds of security, might be 
postponed again as political 
differences over changes to the 
country’s electoral laws prove too 
great an impasse to the democratic 
process. To Lebanon’s political 
parties, changes to the electoral 
laws override all else as they 
redraw the political scene and 
specify the weights each of them 
will be afforded in any ballot.

The most recent national 
elections were in June 2009. 
Lebanon has traditionally relied 
upon majoritarian elections in 
which the list of candidates that 
earns 51% of the votes wins all the 
seats in the electoral district. That 
system has been criticised by civil 
society and independent observers 
as unable to properly represent the 
range of political opinion in the 
country.

Much of Lebanon’s political 
conversation recently has centred 
on the introduction of an electoral 
system built on proportional 
representation.

The term of the current 
parliament expires on June 20. 
Lebanese President Michel Aoun 
has stated that the inability of 
the country’s political factions to 
agree on a new electoral law before 
that date will lead to elections 
under the strictures of the current 
statute, generally referred to as the 
1960 law (though amended in the 
Doha Accord in 2008).

This position, which is in 
line with the constitution, runs 
counter to Aoun’s former stance, in 
which he seemed ready to accept 

a political vacuum rather than 
proceed on the basis of the 1960 
law. Aoun’s apparent U-turn is seen 
as in keeping with the position 
of his principal ally, Hezbollah, 
which firmly opposed any vacuum. 
Mohammad Raad, president of 
Hezbollah’s parliamentary bloc, 
clearly stated that a vacuum in the 
legislative body would paralyse 
the cabinet and, eventually, the 
presidency.

As time grows tighter, options 
become increasingly limited. 
A vacuum no longer appears 
to be a possibility — and is 
unconstitutional — while the 
chances of reaching agreement on 
a new law are just as likely to fail as 
they are to succeed.

Some groups are calling for a new 
law to be voted in the streamlined 
council of ministers, an option 
that was categorically refused by 
Hezbollah, as well as by Speaker 
of Parliament Nabih Berri and 
Progressive Socialist Party leader 
Walid Jumblatt.

The political consensus that has 
all but defined previous decision-
making processes, especially 
after the Doha Accord of 2008, 
has practically granted each of the 
country’s constituents the power of 
veto, irrespective of their political 
position. Not being one to let any 
opportunity slip, it’s a veto that’s 
been exercised every time a faction 
felt its interests were in jeopardy.

Perhaps the most enthusiastic 
adherent of this legal quirk was 
Aoun’s Free Patriotic Movement 
(FPM). The FPM, along with its 
ally, Hezbollah, refrained from 
participating in 42 presidential 
election sessions in the parliament 
before it secured the success of its 
candidate — Aoun.

The country is at a crossroads. 
Either its political forces will 
succeed in generating a new 
electoral law before the end of the 
parliamentary term or a so-called 
technical extension for a few 
months, expected before the end of 
2017, will be used to have elections 
later, according to Doha law.

In both cases, little change 
is expected in any election 
regardless of the law. The deep-
rooted political system based 
on clientelism, nepotism, 
sectarianism and confessionalism 
will be hard to drive out in one 
electoral round.

In the past, this system and its 
political symbols have proved on 
several occasions to destroy and 
degrade any real efforts to enact 
reform. It will continue to resist it.

Rami Rayess is a Lebanese writer 
and journalist. Follow him on 
Twitter: @RamiRayess.
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Opinion

Lebanon’s 
parliamentary 
elections, 
delayed 
twice, 
might be 
postponed 
again.
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Terror blowback from Middle East wars continues

Can football players help break stereotypes about Islam?

Opinion

I
s there a link between a 
country’s foreign policy and 
the terrorist threat it faces? 
The United States hardly 
ever asks itself that search-
ing question, probably for 

fear of the answers. The issue 
does come up in Britain occasion-
ally before it is speedily fumi-
gated from the national con-
sciousness.

This time though, the fateful 
connection between foreign policy 
and terrorism hangs heavier and 
more malodorous over Britain.

The link was made just days 
after the May 22 suicide attack 
in Manchester and in the mid-
dle of the British general election 
campaign. It was Jeremy Corbyn, 
leader of Britain’s main opposition 
Labour Party and long-time op-
ponent of most Western military 
interventions of modern times, 
who suggested the attack required 
a reappraisal of the failing “war on 
terror.”

Neither Britain nor the West is 
safer after waging multiple wars 
and toppling regimes after 9/11, 
Corbyn pointed out. Nor did it 
make strategic sense to intervene, 
topple regimes and leave “large 
areas without any effective gov-
ernment,” he added. Libya today, 
Corbyn said, was in such chaos 
that it could “become a breeding 
ground for enormous danger for 
all of us.”

Corbyn, an old-fashioned leftie 
spoke from the heart but even 
he did not spell out the whole 

truth. Six years after Britain and 
other Western countries used the 
principle of muscular human in-
tervention to meddle in Libya, the 
country is not a potential source 
of terrorism; it is breeding it.

Libya — leaderless, rudderless, 
wracked by a nearly 3-year-old civ-
il war — represents a twin threat to 
Europe. It continues to be a con-
duit across the Mediterranean for 
thousands of illegal immigrants 
from Africa and elsewhere. Jihadis 
find space in Libya’s lawless lands 
to cultivate a particularly virulent, 
self-propagating species of the 
anti-Western crusader.

Such fighters — not just in Libya 
but in Iraq, Syria, Egypt, Afghani-
stan, Pakistan, the Philippines 
and elsewhere — are driven by 
contempt for the West’s claim to 
the moral high ground. They point 
to the unjust wars, the hundreds 
of thousands killed, the self-serv-
ing weapons sales to autocratic 
regimes and the drone strikes that 
result in “collateral damage.”

It is, of course, complicated. 
There was Western interference 
in Iraq and Libya but no regime 
toppling in Syria. The West is criti-
cised for both.

The September 2001 attack on 
the United States preceded the Af-
ghan and Iraq wars but their exe-
cution has added to the perception 
of Western cynical callousness. 
For some young Muslims in the 
West, their governments’ policies 
towards co-religionists prompt 
disillusionment and alienation.

This may have been a key driver 
for Manchester suicide bomber 
Salman Abedi, at least according 
to his sister. She has said Abedi 
“saw children — Muslim children 
— dying everywhere and wanted 
revenge. He saw the explosives 
America drops on children in Syria 
and he wanted revenge.”

There we have it once again. 
The connection between Western 
foreign policy and terrorism. Not 
as justification — nothing can ex-
cuse terrorism — but as part of the 
explanation for acts of terror.

Corbyn was careful to insist 
that discerning the link between 
Britain’s wars and the escalating 
security threat does not absolve 
terrorists, who must “forever be 
reviled and held to account for 
their actions.” His political oppo-
nents still sought to paint him as 
unpatriotic, almost a closet jihad-
ist for calling out the emperor’s 
lack of clothes, which is to say the 
West’s refusal to acknowledge its 
self-righteous and wrong-headed 
policies towards the Muslim 
world.

In the 16 years since 9/11, most 
Western politicians have stuck to 
the script and refused to admit 
any connection between ghastly 
acts of terrorist violence and 
grievances about Western wars. 
This, despite British intelligence 
agencies consistent pronounce-
ments on the impact of British 
participation in Middle Eastern 
wars.

Just before the Iraq invasion in 

2003, for instance, Britain’s Joint 
Intelligence Committee warned 
“the threat from al-Qaeda will in-
crease at the onset of any military 
action… They will target coalition 
forces and other Western interests 
in the Middle East. Attacks against 
Western interests elsewhere are 
also likely, especially in the United 
States and United Kingdom, for 
maximum impact. The worldwide 
threat from other Islamist groups 
and individuals will increase 
significantly.”

Yet few politicians dare to 
question the Iraq war, which was 
controversial at the time it began, 
calamitous at its height and a 
catastrophe that would continue 
long after it officially ended.

The closest that Tony Blair, who 
led Britain into that war, ever 
came to admitting any link with 
terrorism was in his May 2007 
resignation speech. He said that 
removing Saddam Hussein in 
Iraq and the Taliban in Afghani-
stan had resulted in “blowback 
from global terrorism and those 
elements that support it.” The 
blowback, he admitted, had 
been “fierce and unrelenting and 
costly.”

It was an apology for an apol-
ogy. Manchester shows that the 
“blowback” continues.

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.

P
aul Pogba is the world’s 
most expensive 
footballer and now 
possibly the sport’s 
most famous Muslim. 
He shared pictures of 

his umrah from Mecca with 
millions of people around the 
world, even tweeting “Ramadan 
Kareem.”

His social media offerings high-
lighted the role that sports person-
alities, particularly footballers, can 
play in breaking down barriers and 
helping deliver religious literacy at 
a time when it is needed most.

Across the football leagues of 
Europe, hundreds of Muslim play-
ers ply their trade, exciting fans 
of all faiths. Their involvement in 
the English Premier League has 
arguably changed it forever as the 
influx of players mixed with world-
wide commercial growth means a 
fan of Chelsea is as likely to come 
from Lahore as he or she is to be 
from London.

Premier teams such as Arsenal 
send out messages wishing their 
fans “Eid Mubarak” and its Muslim 
star players such as Mesut Ozil 
start each game with a Muslim 
prayer. Fans are even joining in.

When Newcastle United signed 
striker Demba Ba, he couldn’t 
score a goal for love or money 
and his fasting during Ramadan 
became an issue. He then went on 
a fantastic run, eventually scoring 
16 goals. There’s not a huge Muslim 
population in Newcastle but the 
fans of the team soon had a terrace 
chant in Ba’s honour. To the tune 
of Depeche Mode’s 1980s-era pop 
classic “Just Can’t Get Enough,” 
they shoehorned Ramadan and 
fasting into an homage to their star 
striker.

Ba would go into the sajda prayer 
position after scoring a goal, 
something many Muslim players 
do. Gary Lineker, the former Eng-
land player and commentator, on 
seeing two other players do this, 
commented that they were “eat-
ing grass.” He apologised for not 
knowing what they were actually 
doing but such is the effect of Mus-
lim players on the sport that most 
commentators and fans know that 
the act is religious and Muslim.

This is also seen in sports such 
as athletics. Mo Farrah, arguably 
the best athlete in the world, is 

famous not just for his Mobot pose 
but also for prostrating in the sajda 
position after each race. Boxer 
Amir Khan regularly thanks God 
in his post-match interviews and 
who can forget the iconic image of 
sabre fencer Ibtihaj Muhammad 
becoming the first hijab-wearing 
athlete to compete for the United 
States in the Olympics and the 
first female American 
Muslim to win an Olympic 
medal.

These sports personalities 
are important in breaking 
down stereotypes and nor-
malising Muslims to fans, com-
mentators and their colleagues.

It’s in the relationship with 

their teammates and club col-
leagues, however, that they show 
the rest of us we can learn from 
sport, particularly football, about 
how religious literacy can change 
how we think and help us better 
understand the “other” in our 
midst.

After several Muslim English 
Premier League players de-
clined to accept their “Man of 
the Match” champagne bottles, 
the sponsors decided to replace 
champagne with a trophy so 
each player was equally reward-
ed.

This awareness also permeates 
throughout many of the clubs 
with Muslims on their books. 

From prayer spaces, halal food and 
faith awareness classes, clubs have 
embraced the needs of the grow-
ing number of Muslims players. 
As former England Manager Sam 
Allardyce said, it’s important that 
everyone is integrated in the club.

This understanding of creating a 
respectful and integrated work-
place is key to delivering better 
results on the pitch as a happy 
player will be a more productive 
one but it’s more than that.

If you embark on this journey 
of understanding and tweaking 
your environment and practices to 
embrace difference, then it perme-
ates throughout and before long 
becomes second nature.

Zafar Iqbal, the club doctor at 
Crystal Palace, was formerly in 
the same role at Liverpool foot-
ball club. When the team won the 
English football league trophy at 
Wembley Stadium, the players 
approached the practising Muslim 
with a question. They told him 
that they would be celebrating 
the win in the dressing room and 
asked whether spraying cham-
pagne around would make him 
uncomfortable. He was told it 
would be over in 20 minutes.

He returned to the chang-
ing room after the champagne 
celebrations to find his suit, shoes 
and bag hanging outside the room 
so that they wouldn’t be covered 
in champagne.

What better example of religious 
literacy and social cohesion is 
there than this? Football players 
with enough knowledge to know 
that alcohol would be an issue 
for their Muslim colleague and 
enough common sense to come to 
an amicable solution that allows 
an age-old celebratory tradition 
to continue and their colleague to 
feel respected.

It’s a strange thought but, yes, 
we can look to football to learn 
how we can live together and 
understand each other a bit better 
to make our societies more reli-
giously literate and by nature more 
tolerant.

Aaqil Ahmed, the former head of 
Religion and Ethics for the BBC, 
is a professor of media at Bolton 
University and a consultant in 
digital media, broadcasting and 
leadership.

Neither 
Britain nor 
the West is 
safer after 
waging 
multiple 
wars and 
toppling 
regimes
after 9/11.

Sports 
personalities 
are important 
in breaking 
down 
stereotypes 
and 
normalising 
Muslims to 
fans.

Rashmee Roshan Lall

Aaqil Ahmed

Thanking Allah. Manchester United’s French midfielder Paul 
Pogba (C) celebrates with teammates after scoring during the 2017 
UEFA Europa League Final, on May 24.                          (AFP)
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W 

ith fighting be-
tween the Islamic 
State (ISIS) and the 
Kurdish-dominated 
Syrian Democratic 

Forces (SDF) said to be within 4km 
of ISIS’s self-proclaimed capital of 
Raqqa, what looks to be the most 
significant battle in the long war 
against the jihadist group appears 
imminent.

That the US-backed SDF will ul-
timately prove successful against 
the 4,000 or so militants within the 
city seems inevitable. Ahead of the 
group’s expected summer assault 
on Raqqa, the SDF called on ISIS 
members in Raqqa to surrender. 
Raqqa Is Being Slaughtered Silently, 
a group of independent journal-
ists tracking human rights abuses 
by ISIS and other forces, instructed 
civilians in the city on how best to 
withstand a protracted siege.

Beyond the immediate fighting, 
however, a further problem faces 
the SDF, namely that of a secular 
Kurdish group administering a Sun-

ni Arab-dominated city.
The SDF was founded in October 

2015, with the title initially serving 
to provide diplomatic breathing 
space between Washington and the 
Kurdish People’s Protection Units, 
(YPG), which is designated a ter-
rorist organisation by the United 
States’ NATO allies in Ankara.

However, the brand has proven a 
powerful recruiting tool. US officials 
said 23,000-25,000 of the SDF’s 
45,000 or so multi-ethnic fighters 
are described as Syrian Arabs, as-
sembled along with Turkmen and 
Caucasians under the broad banner 
of a Kurdish leadership and frame-
work.

Speculating on Raqqa’s future un-
der SDF control during a telephone 
briefing in late March, the com-
manding officer of the US-led coali-
tion, US Army Lieutenant-General 
Stephen Townsend, said: “I don’t 
see a Kurdish state. I see a multi-
cultural, multiparty, multi-ethnic, 
multi-sectarian Syrian region being 
liberated from ISIS.”

However, though the SDF may 
have grown in accordance with the 
United States’ aspirations for the re-
gion, for observers such as the Crisis 
Group, it remains wholly subservi-

ent to the YPG command structure 
and entirely reliant upon the far-left 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party’s trained 
fighters who administer its every 
action.

YPG domination of the SDF was all 
but accepted by the United States, 
when the White House agreed to 
ship arms directly to Kurdish fight-
ers, despite their internal politics 
and Turkish objections. A statement 
from the White House described 
the group as “the only force on the 
ground that can successfully seize 
Raqqa in the near future.”

However, like their opponents 
within Raqqa, much of the YPG’s 
military success has been fuelled 
by an ideology that has both served 
to propel the group across northern 
Syria and provided the model for 
the consolidation of its territorial 
gains.

A Crisis Group paper said that 
SDF officials, trained by the PKK, 
are typically appointed to key posi-
tions within the “Democratic Self-
Administration.” Though ostensibly 
designed to foster broad political in-
clusion within captured territory, it 
is “best understood as mechanisms 
that co-opt locals through access to 
services.”

Despite much local chaos and 
complaints, within Kurdish terri-
tory, the model has proven success-
ful, with the report acknowledging: 
“YPG-held areas are far safer and 
better administered than those con-
trolled by opposition factions and 
the security services are much less 
brutal than those of the regime and 
ISIS.”

However, outside of the Kurd-
ish-majority territory, the model 
appears less secure. Despite the 
influx of Arabs, the SDF remains 
determinably secular, something 
that within Arab-dominated areas, 
runs counter to local norms. Arabs 
participating within the Democratic 
Self-Administration are left to enjoy 
grand titles but little actual power. 
Ultimate power, the report notes, 
continues to rest with the PKK.

While victory in Raqqa likely re-
mains some way off, some indica-
tion of SDF intentions towards the 
traditionally Sunni-dominated city 
was gained in April with the ap-

pointment of the SDF’s Raqqa civil-
ian council, co-led by Kurdish femi-
nist Layla Mohammed.

“The civilian council of Raqqa 
will be charged with administering 
Raqqa and the surrounding prov-
ince after liberation,” the Syrian 
Democratic Forces’ General Com-
mand said in a statement.

That the SDF is ready to attack 
and likely to occupy Raqqa is cer-
tain. That Raqqa is ready to be oc-
cupied by the SDF is perhaps less so.

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

Beirut

T 

he Iranian media recently 
raised a red flag, saying 
that the United States 
was preparing to over-
run what remains of the 

599km Syrian-Iraqi border, with 
the help of troops from Great Brit-
ain and Jordan.

This was largely in response to 
an early May military drill by the 
US and Jordanian militaries called 
“Eager Lion.” Although annually 
practised since 2010, the troop 
build-up raised eyebrows in Iran, 
where generals saw it as a prelude 
to a massive operation by the 
Jordanian Army, aimed at carving a 
safe zone out of southern Syria and 
taking the remainder of the Syrian-
Iraqi border.

More than half of it is in the hands 
of US-backed Kurdish forces while 
the strategic frontier city of Abu 
Kamal is occupied by the Islamic 
State (ISIS). Iranians worried that, 
if the Americans manage to take 
what was left through their proxies, 
this would sever the Damascus-
Baghdad Highway, which is the 
only route for Hezbollah arms and 
money transported by land from 
Iran to Lebanon, first through Iraq 
and then via Syria.

In response the Syrian Army 
announced Operation Grand Dawn, 
officially aimed at liberating the 
eastern desert from ISIS. It is a 
multifaceted operation involving 
Syrian government troops, the Iraqi 
Popular Mobilisation Forces (PMF) 
and Hezbollah — with Russian air 
cover, of course.

It aims to retake three strategic 
cities in the clutches of ISIS:  Abu 
Kamal, Deir ez-Zor and Raqqa, all 
on the shores of the Euphrates.

Racing against time to reach 

Abu Kamal first are the US backed 
rebels, currently known as the  
Maghawir al-Thawra (Commandos 
of the Revolution). This group, 
formerly known as the New Syrian 
Army, attempted to take Abu Kamal 
in 2016 from their bases in Jordan,  
parachuting fighters into the ISIS 
held city but who were quickly 
rounded up and defeated.

It was one of the worst US-
backed operations in the conflict, 
prompting fighters with the New 
Syrian Army to lie low, before 
regrouping and re launching 
themselves as Maghawir al-Thawra 
for a second round in Abu Kamal 
earmarked for this summer.

Maghaweer al-Thawra fighters 
hold the desert hills from the border 
city of al-Tanf to the countryside of 
Deir ez-Zor. They transformed al-
Tanf into a hub for US-backed Syrian 
fighters, using it as a springboard 
for the battle of Deir ez-Zor. If they 
manage to take the oil-rich city 
and Abu Kamal, these troops hope 
to create a shadow buffer between 
Deir ez-Zor and the city of Homs, 
preventing its penetration by either 
ISIS or Hezbollah.

This strategy is based on how 
far the Americans are willing to 
support them — and to pick a 
fight on Syrian territory with both 
Russia and Iran. Apart from lip 
service and a ceremonial strike 
on Syrian weaponry west of al-
Tanf, the Americans have shown 
no signal that they are willing to 
walk the extra mile to wrestle the 
border from Moscow, Tehran and 
Damascus.

They have also shown no reaction 
to the launch of Operation Grand 
Dawn, which is being billed as the 
largest in the 7-year conflict, against 
ISIS. Government troops have 
retaken more than 1,300 sq.km of 
area in the Syrian Desert, between 
the ancient city of Palmyra and the 

eastern Kalamoon district. They 
have also reclaimed the Palmyra-
Damascus Highway and are heading 
for al-Tanf, hoping to secure the 
triangle of the Syrian-Jordanian-
Iraqi borders. The Trump White 
House has done nothing to stop 
them.

In Damascus, the feeling is that 
the Americans will not lift a finger 
to help their proxies, being satisfied 
with securing their share of the 
Syrian patchwork, which covers 
everything east of the Euphrates 
River and includes pockets of 
Kurdish self-rule areas, now held 
by the Syrian Democratic Forces 
(SDF), the only militia on the Syrian 
battlefield still receiving heavy US 
arms and military assistance.

Seemingly, the Turks are not 
as unhappy as they seem with 
Operation Grand Dawn since they 

are furious with the Trump White 
House for refusing to end its support 
for Kurdish militias, especially the 
SDF. During his trip to Washington, 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan tried — with little luck — 
to talk US President Donald Trump 
into abandoning the Kurds. Trump 
sees them as vital partners in the 
war on terror and, not only did he 
turn down Erdogan’s request, he 
seems determined to empower the 
militias further.

To obstruct the project, Erdogan 
put his full weight behind the 
four “de-conflict zones” that were 
agreed upon at ceasefire talks in 
Astana. That agreement, co-signed 
by Iran and Russia, agreed to end 
hostilities east of Damascus, north 
of Homs, south of Daraa and in Idlib 
in north-western Syria, basically the 
four remaining battlefields in Syria.

Relieved from fighting in those 
four territories, the Syrian Army 
has regrouped and marched with 
full weight towards the Iraqi border, 
seemingly assured by the Turks, via 
Russia, that they won’t get attacked 
on other fronts while doing so.

It was Erdogan’s way of telling the 
Americans: “If the Kurdish project 
does not end, I can and will create 
havoc for the Americans elsewhere 
in the Syrian battlefield, even if it 
means letting the regime secure a 
victory on the border.”

He wouldn’t mind it, only if it 
would help limit Kurdish ambitions 
to the Syrian north-east. What 
matters to him is that the Kurds 
are kept away from his borders and 
denied the honours of expelling ISIS 
from Deir ez-Zor, Abu Kamal and, 
certainly, their de facto capital of 
Raqqa.

The Kurds’ greatest challenge may still lie ahead

Conflicting strategies on the way to Raqqa

Simon Speakman Cordall

Sami Moubayed

Issues ahead. Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) fighters ride on a 
vehicle in the north of Raqqa city.             (Reuters)

Regrouping. A file picture shows soldiers from the Syrian Army carrying a rocket as they prepare to 
fire at ISIS positions in the province of Raqqa.              (AP)

News & Analysis Syria

SDF officials, trained 
by the PKK, are 
typically appointed to 
key positions within 
the “Democratic 
Self-Administration.”

In Damascus, the 
feeling is that the 
Americans will not 
lift a finger to help 
their proxies.

Racing against time 
to reach Abu Kamal 
first are the US 
backed rebels, 
currently known as 
the  Maghawir 
al-Thawra.

The SDF remains 
determinably 
secular, something 
that within Arab-
dominated areas, 
runs counter to local 
norms.
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Casablanca

T 

he arrest of the leader of 
a protest movement that 
has gripped Morocco’s 
northern Rif region for 
seven months has divided 

Moroccans.
A prosecutor ordered the arrest 

of Nasser Zefzafi after he allegedly 
“obstructed, in the company of a 
group of individuals,” a preach-
er’s sermon at the Mohammed VI 
mosque during Friday prayers.

Zefzafi, the leader of the emerg-
ing al-Hirak al-Shaabi — Popular 
Movement — and four of his friends 
were arrested on May 29 in Al Ho-
ceima and sent to Casablanca for 
questioning.

Officials said 40 people had been 
arrested as of late May in connec-
tion with disturbances in Al Hocei-
ma, Imzouren and Beni Bouayach. 
The prosecutor said in a statement 
that those arrested would be inves-
tigated for allegedly “undermining 
the security of the state and other 
criminal acts.”

“Have we entered into new years 
of lead, a new reign version?” Mo-

roccan writer Jaouad Mdidech 
wrote on Facebook. “Anger against 
injustice is not treated by repres-
sion, torture and political imprison-
ment. The past has shown it. This 
anger must be treated by listening 
and dialogue, by deep reforms.”

However, others on Facebook 
accused protest leaders of seeking 
independence for the region after 
some protesters were seen hold-
ing up the flag of the Rif republic, 
which existed from 1921-26.

“Zefzafi is a great racist. If he 
wants to defend Moroccans’ rights, 
he only has to raise the Moroccan 
flag. Why is he satisfied with the Rif 
flag?” wrote Naima Berrada. “He 
seeks to separate us. He seeks to 
destroy Morocco and wants to turn 
it into the situation of Syria or Iraq.”

Prior to his arrest, Zefzafi insisted 
that “they’re not separatists.”

“Our demands are social and 
economic. It has never been about 
creating an independent state,” he 
said.

Authorities accused the protest 
leaders of receiving money and 
other support from abroad “to car-
ry out propaganda activities.”

The restive Rif region has been 
a scene of regular protests since 
the death of fishmonger Mouhcine 
Fikri, who was crushed in a rubbish 
truck last October in Al Hoceima as 
he apparently tried to protest the 
seizure and destruction of hun-
dreds of kilogrammes of swordfish, 
which are not allowed to be caught 
in autumn.

Fikri’s death sparked a grass-
roots movement demanding social 

justice, jobs and health care.
A large government delegation, 

headed by Moroccan Interior Minis-
ter Abdelouafi Laftit, visited Al Ho-
ceima province in late May to quell 
the protests.

The delegation’s mission was to 
evaluate projects in the province 
and consult with local officials. It 
sought to renew the dialogue and 
accelerate the development pro-
jects, one of the main demands of 
the popular movement.

Agriculture and Fisheries Minis-
ter Aziz Akhannouch said during 
the visit that “there are solutions 
to all the problems,” reaffirming the 
government’s support for local fish-
ermen.

First Vice-President of the Brus-
sels Parliament Fouad Ahidar, who 
is originally from the Rif region, 

called for dialogue between the 
government and protest move-
ment.

Ahidar, who was one of the last 
people to meet with Zefzafi be-
fore his arrest, told Medias24 that 
“Zefzafi insisted that people were 
not going to listen to the govern-
ment’s proposals because these 
same people have designated him 
as responsible for al-Hirak al-Shaa-
bi.”

“If today we want to find concrete 
solutions to this problem, we will 

sooner or later sit down with these 
people and discuss with them,” said 
Ahidar.

Thirteen intellectuals and activ-
ists released a statement in sup-
port for “satisfying the legitimate 
demands of the inhabitants of the 
Rif,” citing the need to find “radical 
solutions” to the issues raised by 
the demonstrators.

The signatories listed seven 
conditions for the success of this 
dialogue, including the recogni-
tion of the legitimacy of the social, 
economic and cultural demands of 
the Rif and breaking with all the ac-
cusations of treason directed at the 
protest movement.

Saad Guerraoui is a frequent 
contributor to The Arab Weekly on 
Maghreb issues.

Tunis

A 

lgerian President Ab-
delaziz Bouteflika, in 
an attempt to maintain 
social stability, has ap-
pointed veteran min-

ister Abdelmadjid Tebboune as 
prime minister. Tebboune, who 
previously served as housing min-
ister, will have the position during 
the remaining 31 months of Boutef-
lika’s fourth term as president 
when political infighting over who 
might replace the ailing leader is 
expected to intensify.

In forming the new government, 
Bouteflika selected several min-
isters outside the domain of the 
main political parties, including 
the National Liberation Front (FLN) 
which he leads and Tebboune is a 
member, and the Democratic Na-
tional Rally led by his Chief of Staff 
Ahmed Ouyahia, apparently to free 
the administration of any political 
liability stemming from the May 4 
parliamentary elections.

Veteran Foreign Minister Ram-
tane Lamamra, who was viewed 
unfavourably in Morocco for his 
hard-line postures, lost his job in 
the political shuffle. Abdelkader 
Messahel, who previously served 
as head of the Foreign Ministry 
department for Maghreb and Arab 
affairs, was confirmed as Algeria’s 
chief of diplomatic affairs.

One of Algeria’s greatest chal-
lenges is housing, which analysts 
said is the impetus behind repeat-
ed street protests and the public’s 
chronic discontent. This is likely 
why Bouteflika chose Tebboune, 71, 
who previously served as interior 

minister and housing minister and 
headed Bouteflika’s AADL hous-
ing project, to replace Abdelmalek 
Sellal as prime minister. The AADL 
programme is one of the most am-
bitious of its kind in North Africa, 
which is experiencing rapid popu-
lation growth and growing urbani-
sation problems.

About 80% of Algeria’s 40 mil-
lion inhabitants live in cities along 
the northern coastal sliver of land, 
many of them in slums or in dense-
ly packed tenements rife with drugs 
and crime.

The government has built more 
than 2 million housing units since 
2008 and aims to build as many 
more by 2019, a recent government 
report stated. The cost of the pro-

gramme was not disclosed but is es-
timated to be several billion dollars.

Without significant government 
subsidies, most Algerians would 
lack access to decent housing. The 
housing programme amounts to a 
huge transfer of money to ordinary 
people.

Algeria’s construction pro-
gramme, meanwhile, could sig-
nificantly reduce joblessness and 
help diversify the economy from its 
dependency on the oil sector. This 
assumes that industry jobs are not 
outsourced to Chinese, Turkish and 
Egyptian firms, which often use 
their citizens as guest workers.

Tebboune gained prominence 
last year when Bouteflika selected 
him among a handful of top offi-

cials to be awarded the Algerian 
National Order of Merit, the high-
est civilian award in the country. 
Since then, Tebboune has been one 
of Bouteflika’s most trusted confi-
dantes, analysts said.

“Given his curriculum vitae and 
his skills to manage public affairs, 
Tebboune is well-positioned to suc-
ceed in his task as prime minister,” 
said Mohamed Taibi, a sociology re-
searcher at Algiers University.

“The absence of officials from the 
political parties, including the FLN 
and [the National Rally for Democ-
racy] RND, in the government line-
up is a slap in the face to the whole 
political class and an irrevocable 
rejection by Bouteflika of the moral 
aspect of the latest parliamentary 
elections,” said Algerian political 
analyst Ridha Mahmoudi.

Algeria’s elections in May were 
met with popular disillusionment 
and a record low participation. 
Algerian Interior Ministry data in-
dicate the number of spoiled and 
blank ballots in the elections was 
equal to the com bined vote total of 
both the FLN and RND, which to-
gether won 264 of the 462 available 
seats. Voter turnout was 35%, com-
pared to 43% in the 2012 elections.

Trailing the FLN and RND in the 
election was an Is lamist alliance led 
by the Muslim Brotherhood’s local 
branch, the Movement for the Soci-
ety of Peace, which gained 33 seats. 
More than 30 opposition groups 
and alliances shared the rest of the 
seats, with main secular parties, the 
Socialist Forc es Front and the Rally 
for Culture and Democracy, win-
ning 14 and nine seats, respectively.

Tebboune said the government 
will not freeze social programmes, 
such as housing and food subsidies, 
reversing the policy of his predeces-

sor who launched extensive auster-
ity reforms to address the country’s 
budget problems.

“For us, Tebboune’s government 
is a glimmer of hope and a small but 
good start. If there was no change 
in the government there would be 
an eruption of social unrest,” said 
far-left Workers Party leader Louisa 
Hanoune.

Political analyst Benyahia Ali, 
quoting a minister familiar with the 
thinking of Bouteflika and his inner 
circle, said: “There is no economic 
policy that is planned and thought 
out by the prime minister, nor are 
there planned reforms. The order 
of the day given to the government 
is to sustain social stability. It must 
prevent a social conflagration at 
any cost.”

Meanwhile, political parties are 
engaging in lively debate in par-
liament over Bouteflika’s govern-
ment, as long as the political order 
is not disturbed.

“Bouteflika wants the parliament 
to be noisy where the parties will 
have the stage for infighting and 
confrontations to channel part of 
the political contest. That would 
give the impression of vivid de-
mocracy,” said political writer Abed 
Charef.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

Arrest of protest 
movement 
leader divides 
Moroccans on 
social media

Algeria’s Bouteflika ignores political parties in post-vote cabinet line-up

Saad Guerraoui

Lamine Ghanmi

Dialogue to come. Protesters take part in a demonstration in Al Hoceima, on May 30.                          (AFP)

Challenges ahead. New Algerian Prime Minister Abdelmadjid 
Tebboune during a meeting in Algiers.                                               (AFP)

News & Analysis Maghreb

One of Algeria’s 
greatest challenges is 
the housing crisis, 
which analysts said 
is the root of chronic 
discontent.

Prior to his arrest, 
the leader of al-Hirak 
al-Shaabi insisted 
that “they’re not 
separatists.”

There are solutions 
to all the 
problems.”Agriculture and Fisheries 

Minister Aziz Akhannouch
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gypt’s military retaliation 
against training camps in 
Libya following a terror-
ist attack against Coptic 
Christians could result in 

further domestic and regional insta-
bility, experts warned.

“Opening new fronts outside na-
tional borders within the war on 
terrorism will necessarily be risky,” 
said Samir Badawi, a former Egyp-
tian assistant defence minister. 
“The terrorist groups that are tar-
geted will seek retaliation.”

Egypt outlined its new anti-ter-
rorism strategy after at least 28 Cop-
tic Christians were killed May 26 as 
they travelled to a desert monastery 
in the central province of Minya. 
The Islamic State (ISIS), which has a 
presence in Libya and Egypt’s Sinai 
Peninsula, claimed responsibility 
for the attack.

After the attack, 60 fighter jets, 
including newly acquired French-
built Rafales, attacked training 
camps affiliated with ISIS and al-
Qaeda in the north-eastern Libyan 
city of Derna.

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi, in a televised address, said 
the gunmen who carried out the at-
tack near Minya received training 
in Libyan terrorist camps. Analysts 
speculated that the arms and equip-
ment used in the attack could have 
been smuggled from Libya.

“Egypt will never hesitate to 
strike terror camps anywhere… If 
it plans attacking Egypt whether 
inside or outside the country,” Sisi 
said in an announcement that sig-
nalled a shift in Egypt’s defence 
policy.

Egypt continued air strikes on 
Libya in coordination with the Lib-
yan National Army, which is led by 
Libyan Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar 
and opposes the UN-backed Gov-
ernment of National Accord. Haftar, 
however, is an ally of Cairo.

“Anyone sponsoring terrorism 
will be punished no matter where 
they are. We have not announced 
the cessation of military operations 
against terrorist training camps,” 
military spokesman Colonel Tamer 
al-Refaei told Egypt’s state-owned 
Al-Ahram newspaper.

Libyan militia commanders con-
firmed that strikes targeted two 
groups affiliated with al-Qaeda, not 
ISIS. Explaining targeting terrorist 
groups linked to both al-Qaeda and 
ISIS, Refaei said that Cairo makes no 
distinction between the two in the 
wider fight against terrorism.

“The realisation strategists in 
Cairo are reaching is that they can-
not cut off only one head of the 
hydra that is terrorism and leave 
other heads moving freely in other 
places,” said political analyst Abdel 
Momen Halawa.

“To eradicate terrorism, Egypt 
must have a comprehensive strat-
egy to bring it to an end inside and 
around it once and for all,” he add-
ed.

Western experts warned that fo-

cusing on the fight against ISIS in 
Libya could leave Egyptian security 
and military forces stretched in the 
fight against the terror group in Si-
nai. ISIS in Sinai — known as Sinai 
Province — has strengthened its 
presence in the northern Sinai Pen-
insula.

Attempts to enlist local Bedouin 
tribes in the fight against ISIS have 
borne some fruit but experts warn 
that Egypt’s military could find it-
self fighting a war on two fronts.

“Militias targeted by the air strikes 
will inevitably react, either directly 
or indirectly, both inside and out-

side Egypt,” Badawi warned.
In 2015, ISIS killed 21 Egyptian 

Copts in Libya, apparently in re-
taliation for Egypt’s crackdown on 
Sinai Province and its support for 
Haftar.

There are fears that Egypt’s reac-
tion to the latest attacks on Copts 
will set off a new cycle of vengeance 
affecting Egyptian interests inside 
and outside the country.

The Interior Ministry placed all 
security directorates on high alert 
and sacked security chiefs in 14 
provinces amid preparations for a 
new security plan to protect Coptic 

Christian sites.
There are expectations that fu-

ture military strikes could include a 
wider bombardment of tunnels be-
tween the Gaza Strip and Sinai and 
even air strikes in Sudan.

“The Egyptian leadership is 
mindful that there will be reper-
cussions to military action abroad,” 
said retired army General Hossam 
Sweilam. “This action will neces-
sarily be coupled with measures to 
prevent any backlash.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter in Cairo.

Egypt prepares for backlash after Libya retaliation
Ahmed Megahid

War on two fronts. An Egyptian fighter jet takes off from an undisclosed location in Egypt to strike 
militant hideouts in the Libyan city of Derna, on May 26.                                                                                 (AP)

There are fears that 
Egypt’s retaliation 
will set off a new 
cycle of vengeance 
affecting the 
country’s interests.

Libyan militia 
commanders 
confirmed that strikes 
targeted two groups 
affiliated with 
al-Qaeda, not ISIS.

Egypt’s bolder approach in the war on terror

F
or Egyptian President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, the 
possibility that terrorist 
attacks in Egypt were 
connected to poles 
outside Egypt was 

always present. The Egyptian 
authorities, however, were 
helpless against them lest they 
would be accused of infringing on 
the sovereignty of another 
country.

In early 2015, following the 
slaughter of 21 Egyptian Copts in 
Sirte, Libya, at the hands of Islamic 
State (ISIS) elements, the Egyptian 
Air Force conducted air strikes 
against them in Libya and Egypt 
was criticised for transgressing 
international law.

Egyptian authorities have 
revealed that it had conducted 
several air strikes against training 
camps belonging to the Shura 
Council of Mujahideen in Derna in 
eastern Libya. The strikes came as 
a response to the attack on buses 
in Minya in central Egypt that had 
killed at least 28 Copts and injured 
many others.

This time, there was no criticism 
levied against Egyptian authorities, 
who seemed satisfied with the 
air strikes and threatened that it 
would continue to pursue terrorists 
outside Egypt.

Such a bold step taken by Egypt 
was long overdue. It had not 
been possible previously because 
influential countries protected 
extremist groups in the region 
because these countries think that 
their interests are best served by 
these groups.

That spell has been lifted. 

Interested parties are realising 
that too much extremism and 
terrorism in the Middle East is 
a threat to Western countries. 
Terrorist attacks, such as the one 
in Manchester, England, recently 
and others before it in France, 
Belgium and Germany, tipped the 
scales against extremist groups. 
With Donald Trump in the White 
House, the war on terror will target 
countries providing financial 
backing or safe haven for terrorist 
groups.

In his speech at the Riyadh 
summit, Sisi clearly and frankly 
indicated that the best way to 
eradicate terrorism is by dealing 
with its sources first. Saudi Arabia 
and the United Arab Emirates had 
taken a very critical stand of Qatar’s 
lenient policies towards extremist 
Islamist movements. Speaking at 
the Twitter forum in Riyadh, UAE 
Foreign Minister Abdullah bin 
Zayed al-Nahyan and Saudi Foreign 
Minister Adel al-Jubeir made 
explicit references to countries 
sponsoring terrorism and insisted 
that cutting off that support was the 
first step in eradicating terrorism.

Egyptian authorities must have 
had those considerations in mind 
when they ordered the air strikes 
against extremist groups in Derna. 
Their action marks the start of a 
new phase in the war on terror. The 
2015 operation in Sirte was hastily 
put together as a quick reaction 
to take revenge for the massacre 
and to send a reassuring message 
to Coptic Egyptians but the Derna 
strikes could set a precedent for 
further actions.

Cairo had secretly backed Libyan 
Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar and 
the Libyan Army in eastern Libya. 
There is no need for secrecy 
anymore and coordination efforts 
with Haftar are readily visible. 
Previous warnings against getting 

directly involved in the Libyan 
crisis have died out as support 
from abroad for extremist groups in 
Libya has waned.

Thanks to the tremendous 
progress by Egyptian security 
forces in their battle against 
terror cells in Egypt, the country’s 
authorities can turn their attention 
to outside sources of terror. During 
the last two years, the Egyptian 
government has signed weapons 
deals with countries in the East and 
in the West. While still concerned 

about support coming to terrorist 
groups in Egypt from rogue zones 
in neighbouring Libya and Sudan, 
the authorities have nevertheless 
succeeded in equipping Egyptian 
security forces with the latest 
weapons and equipment needed 
to track down and pursue terror 
groups.

In dealing with its enemies, be 
they other countries or terrorist 
groups, Egypt seems to have 
freed itself of the traditional 
prudent approach where external 
reactions seem to weigh a lot. It 
is now taking a bolder approach 
and will continue to take the 
initiative. The older approach 
was bogged down in a myriad of 
internal considerations that had 
given Egypt’s enemies the chance 
to continue undermining the 
country’s security while thinking 
that the state is incapable of 
controlling the situation.

By changing its strategies in the 
war on extremist groups, Egypt 
will confuse its enemies. They 
have always opted for violence 
knowing that the government’s 
reaction would not go beyond the 
usual statements of condemnation. 
But now, Egypt is part of a wider 
understanding among the major 
powers of the urgency of the war on 
terror and is likely to widen its anti-
terror operations to include zones 
beyond its borders with Libya.

To succeed in its new strategy, 
the Egyptian government must 
first ensure public support for its 
choices by working towards easing 
up the economic and social crises. 
It must also decisively win its 
war on terror groups in Sinai and, 
finally, ensure international support 
for its anti-terror operations beyond 
Egypt’s borders.

Mohamad Abou el-Fadel is an 
Egyptian writer.

Mohamad 
Abou el-Fadel

View point
Such a bold 
step taken 
by Egypt 
was long 
overdue.

By changing its strategies in the 
war on extremist groups, Egypt 
will confuse its enemies.

New phase. Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi gives an address after the attack on 
Christians in Minya, on May 26.                  (Reuters)
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Tunis

E 

gyptian air attacks against 
radical Islamist targets in 
Libya have Algerian lead-
ers bristling over Cairo’s 
expanding scope of action 

in North Africa. Egypt’s strikes have 
also raised fears among Libyans 
about a new regional game of influ-
ence that could leave their country 
cut up by neighbours and foreign 
powers.

After Egyptian jet fighters 
bombed bases held by radical Is-
lamists, in retaliation for the May 
26 massacre of Egyptian Christians, 
the Algerian Foreign Ministry an-
nounced that the diplomatic gath-
ering in June would “assess the 
situation in Libya in the light of the 
recent developments at the politi-
cal and security levels.”

The killing of 29 Christian Copts 
in Egypt and the massacre of 22 
people at a pop concert in Eng-
land in the same week by a suicide 
bomber with ties to radical Islam-
ists in Libya refocused attention on 
Libya as a springboard for jihadists.

Nowhere is this concern felt more 
acutely than in Egypt, where per-
petrators of previous attacks have 
been identified mostly as locals. 
Cairo has, however, expressed great 
anxiety over extremists entering 
Egyptian territory from Libya.

The jihadists who attacked 
Egypt’s Christians had trained in 
Libyan Islamist militant camps, 
Egyptian Foreign Minister Sameh 
Shoukry told US Secretary of State 
Rex Tillerson.

Libya, which has been mired 
in conflict and lawlessness since 
the ouster of dictator Muammar 
Qaddafi in 2011, has proven an easy 

location for the Islamic State (ISIS) 
and various radical Islamist fac-
tions to establish bases. Their pres-
ence has brought frightening impli-
cations for Libya and heightened 
fears among its neighbours.

Tunisian jihadists trained in 
camps in Libya before sneaking into 
their home country to carry out at-
tacks in 2015, including the killing 
of 38 tourists at a Tunisian beach.

While Libya has received lim-
ited foreign assistance to stem the 
expansion of radical Islamists, it 
has transformed into a crowded 
field of foreign protagonists that 
are backing, through intelligence 
assistance, money, weapons or air 
strikes, one or more of the vari-
ous militias and political forces in-
volved in the conflict.

In 2016, various foreign powers 
were engaged in a battle between 
ISIS fighters and Libyan forces in 
Sirte. The United States conducted 
air strikes, Britain provided intelli-
gence and logistical support and It-
aly helped with medical assistance.

The United States also sent jet 
fighters to strike an ISIS base in Sa-
bratha in 2016, killing an estimated 
40 operatives.

Egypt’s recent moves added a 
dimension to the web of foreign 
intervention and triggered specu-
lation that Cairo’s ally in eastern 
Libya, Field Marshal Khalifa Haf-
tar, who leads anti-Islamist forces, 
could gain support.

Security observers pointed out 
that Egypt had yet to announce the 
end of its air campaign, which tar-
geted Islamist bases that Haftar had 
been trying to take over for months.

The head of Libya’s Government 
of National Accord (GNA), Fayez al-
Sarraj, and his backers feared the 
raids could embolden Haftar to join 
militias vying for control in Tripoli.

Such a development would draw 
other countries to side with rival 

forces in western and southern 
Libya, effectively turning Libya 
into another battlefield in the war 
against “Islamist extremism.”

Military experts said that Libya’s 
geography, Arab rivalries and divi-
sion between the United States and 
Europe in the West make any mili-
tary solution to the Libyan conflict 
unlikely.

Libya’s GNA, especially, was re-
portedly angered by Egypt’s strikes.

Diplomats in the Maghreb speak-
ing on condition of anonymity said 
Sarraj called Algerian President Ab-
delaziz Bouteflika’s Chief of Staff 
Ahmed Ouyahia in the middle of 
the night to ask Algiers to plead 
with Egyptian President Abdel Fat-
tah al-Sisi to stop the air strikes

“The air strikes in Libya will not 
solve the security issues of Egypt,” 

Bouteflika told Sisi in a written 
message, two diplomats in the re-
gion said.

Algerian security analysts said 
Sisi was using the attack on Egyp-
tian Christians to turn Egypt into 
a “night vigil state” in the Middle 
East and North Africa.

“The Egyptian president, whose 
country badly needs US aid, has 
clearly accepted to be the military 
subcontractor of the Americans,” 
Algerian security analyst Sadek 
Sahraoui said. “The attack against 
the Copts appeared to have given 
the pretext for the Egyptians to 
endorse the policy to be the police-
men in the region.”

Alilat Yazid, another security an-
alyst, said the Egyptian air strikes 
prompted Algeria to call for the 
June meeting.

Diplomats from Algeria, Egypt 
and Tunisia have been trying to 
broker a solution to the Libyan con-
flict and have convened multiple 
times in recent years. The three 
countries’ foreign ministers met in 
Tunis early this year to urge Libya’s 
military and political factions to-
wards reconciliation. However, the 
foreign ministers of Egypt and Tu-
nisia did not show at a ministerial 
meeting on Libya hosted by Algiers 
in May.

“Libya has reached a crossroads. 
It faces the danger of fragmenta-
tion or the spectre of colonisation 
or domination by neighbouring 
countries whether they are Arab or 
African of parts of Libya under the 
pretence of fighting terrorism and 
securing their borders with Libya,” 
said Libyan writer Wafa al-Baraki.

Algerian anxiety about Egyptian strikes in Libya
Lamine Ghanmi

Reservations. Algeria’s Minister for African and Maghreb Affairs Abdelkader Messahel (C) attends 
the meeting of Libya’s neighbouring countries in Algiers, on May 8.                                                       (Reuters)

Egypt’s recent moves 
added a dimension to 
the web of foreign 
intervention.

Algerian analysts say 
Sisi is using the 
attack on Egyptian 
Christians to turn 
Egypt into a “night 
vigil state.”

F
ollowing an attack on 
Egyptian Coptic 
Christians in Minya for 
which the Islamic 
State (ISIS) claimed 
responsibility, Cairo 

began a campaign of air strikes 
against militants in Libya. Egypt 
said the strikes on Derna in 
eastern Libya and Jufra in the 
south were self-defence against 
militant training camps that pose 
a direct threat to Egyptian 
national security.

However, the strikes, which 
were coordinated with Field 
Marshal Khalifa Haftar’s Libyan 
National Army (LNA), will 
complicate efforts to achieve a 
peaceful settlement in the 
conflict in Libya.

ISIS has a presence in Egypt 
and has carried out several 
attacks in the country. ISIS has 
recently targeted Coptic Chris-
tians, exacerbating sectarian 
tensions.

Cairo has had limited success 
against the militant insurgency 
within its borders and experts 
noted that the strikes in Libya 
were likely part of a domestic 
effort to present a strong reaction 
in response to the Minya attack. 
Despite Egypt’s claims, the 

strikes in Libya appeared not to 
target those responsible for the 
Minya attack.

The strikes in the east targeted 
the Shura Council of Mujahideen 
in Derna, which denied attacking 
inside Egypt. The group’s 
activities have been largely 
limited to the city of Derna, 
where it has been fighting forces 
loyal to Haftar.

In the south, the LNA has been 
fighting militia forces linked to 
the UN-backed Government of 
National Accord (GNA) in Tripoli. 
Fighting escalated in southern 
Libya when militias aligned with 
the GNA attacked Haftar’s forces 
at the Brak al-Shati airbase.

While a show of strength 
domestically was certainly part 
of the equation, Egypt’s motiva-
tions for the air strikes are more 
complex. Egypt has rhetorically 
expressed support for the 
UN-backed process and the GNA 
while simultaneously providing 
support to Haftar in his fight 
against Islamists throughout the 
country.

Some suggested that Egypt’s 
coordination with the LNA 
indicated that the strikes were 
planned before the Minya attack 
to bolster Haftar’s position. The 
air strikes in effect killed two 
birds with one stone by allowing 
Egypt to claim a strong response 
to the Minya attack while dealing 
a blow to Haftar’s enemies.

Critically, Egypt’s actions could 
hinder recent, albeit limited, 
progress made towards reaching 
a deal between Haftar and GNA 

Prime Minister Fayez al-Sarraj 
after the two met in Abu Dhabi 
on May 2. Following on the Brak 
al-Shati escalation, Egypt’s 
attacks could provide Haftar with 
a pretext to continue his military 
campaign in Libya. Cairo’s clear 
decision to coordinate directly 
with Haftar displayed a purpose-
ful sidestepping of the GNA, 
which rejected the attacks as a 
breach of Libya’s sovereignty.

Egypt had appeared to be 
adopting a policy more in line 
with that of the international 
community by hosting Sarraj in 
Cairo and engaging in regional 
efforts to reach a peaceful 
settlement in Libya. Yet the 
strikes demonstrate that Cairo’s 
commitment to a negotiated 
effort in line with the UN-led 
process is by no means defini-
tive.

Egypt is seeking to benefit 
from an ultimate settlement to 
the Libyan conflict that would 
preferably be made on Cairo’s 
terms. The strikes allow Egypt to 
reassert its influence in Libya 
and strengthen its ties with 
Haftar over that of the United 
Arab Emirates. This is unlikely to 
be the last time domestic 
Egyptian interests coincide with 
an opportunity to strengthen 
Haftar’s position.

Finally, Egypt’s efforts to 
bolster ties with US President 
Donald Trump played an impor-
tant role. Egyptian President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi immediately 
called on Trump to support the 
strikes following the Minya 

Egyptian strikes in Libya reflect entrenched interests
attack. Cairo is likely attempting 
to play to the administration’s 
focus on counterterrorism and its 
rhetoric in support of the 
Christian minority in the Middle 
East to solidify what it views as a 
much more advantageous 
relationship with the United 
States than that under the Obama 
administration. This spells, even 
more, complications for efforts 
to find a solution in Libya.

The United States is unlikely to 
condemn Egypt’s strikes. Rather, 
the strikes by the strong US ally 
play well to Trump’s stated goal 
of defeating Islamist extremists 
in Libya and his reluctance to 
take up a role there beyond the 
realm of counterterrorism. The 
United States has failed to call 
out Egypt’s failed counterterror 
efforts within its borders and the 
Trump administration is likely to 
view Egypt’s strikes as a positive 
counterterror effort.

It is unclear how Egypt’s strikes 
in Libya will affect efforts to 
reach a negotiated settlement in 
Libya. The GNA has been 
strengthened by defeating rivals 
in Tripoli and consolidating its 
hold over the city, which could 
put Sarraj in a stronger position 
to negotiate with Haftar. How-
ever, the Egyptian strikes make 
clear that Cairo’s domestic and 
international interests are firmly 
entrenched in Libya.

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

Elissa Miller

View point
The Trump 
adminis-
tration is 
likely to 
view Egypt’s 
strikes as 
a positive 
counterter-
ror effort.

The air strikes allowed Egypt to 
claim a strong response to the 
Minya attack while dealing a 
blow the enemies of its Libyan 
ally Haftar.
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I
srael and Hezbollah are no 
strangers to mutual threats. 
In February, the latter’s boast 
that its rockets could reach 
the Negev Nuclear Research 
Centre in southern Israel led 

to the Israeli government’s threat 
to “hit all of Lebanon.”

The war of words took a turn to 
the absurd recently when Hezbol-
lah Secretary-General Hassan Nas-
rallah said a future conflict could 
take place inside Israel.

Since firing rockets into Israel 
would not be a new tactic for 
Hezbollah, the implication was 
that Nasrallah was threatening a 
ground assault. This would be 
preposterous even if Hezbollah 
was not already mired in the 
conflict in Syria. It simply does 
not have the military size or 
strength to carry out such a threat 
against the most advanced armed 
force in the region.

Hezbollah forced an end to 
Israel’s occupation of south 
Lebanon in 2000 and arguably 
fought it to a stalemate in 2006 
because the movement was 
fighting on its own familiar turf 
and among its support base. 
Taking the fight into Israel would 
give the Israelis a huge home 
advantage, not least because 
Hezbollah has no air force with 
which to support ground forces.

Furthermore, there is no 

appetite in Lebanon for another 
Israeli onslaught. Memories are 
fresh of the nationwide devasta-
tion Israel inflicted in 2006, not 
least because Tel Aviv keeps 
threatening to do the same in any 
future conflict with Hezbollah.

There is lingering resentment 
among many Lebanese about the 
price they collectively paid for 
Hezbollah’s kidnapping of Israeli 
soldiers — something Nasrallah 
admitted he “absolutely” would 
not have ordered had he known it 
would lead to war.

Factoring in Hezbollah’s 
intervention in Syria lessens its 
ability to fight Israel even on its 
own turf. As the leading ground 
force in support of the Assad 
regime, Hezbollah has seen its 
financial, military and manpower 
resources depleted since its entry 
into the conflict in 2012 and its 
increasing involvement since. It 
cannot wage war on two fronts.

Nor can it afford to divert 
significant resources from Syria to 
fight Israel because the Assad 
regime’s position is precarious 
regardless of its battlefield 
successes since Russia’s interven-
tion in 2015 and despite the allies’ 
optimistic assessments about the 
war. The regime controls a 
minority of the country and has 
proven itself incapable of taking 
and holding territory without 
foreign backing, in which Hezbol-
lah plays a key part.

Hezbollah and Iran have shown 
that their priority is not resisting 
Israel — not that Iran has ever 
resisted it — but ensuring the 
Syrian regime’s survival, so they 
will not jeopardise their primary 
goal by picking a fight with Israel.

Nor does Israel need to pick a 
fight with Hezbollah. Since 2012, 
it has been able to sit back and 
watch Hezbollah get bogged down 
in Syria, a conflict with no end in 

Beirut

T 

he United States is plan-
ning to tighten sanctions 
on Hezbollah in Lebanon 
as part of the Trump ad-
ministration’s stated de-

termination to roll back Iranian in-
fluence across the region, a policy 
that was given a further boost by 
the US president’s recent whirlwind 
tour of Saudi Arabia and Israel, the 
Islamic Republic’s bitter regional 
foes.

The widely expected imposition 
of new measures against Hezbollah 
and its support base could have sig-
nificant repercussions on Lebanon’s 
economy and financial stability and 
threaten the traditionally buoyant 
banking sector, which will find itself 
in the cross hairs of the US Treasury 
Department’s scrutiny. It could also 
greatly complicate efforts by Leba-
nese Prime Minister Saad Hariri to 
pursue his goal of attracting $10 bil-
lion-$12 billion in investments to be 
spent on Lebanon’s dilapidated in-
frastructure that is under additional 
strain from the presence of 1.5 mil-
lion Syrian refugees.

“We have demanded that Leba-
non’s interest be taken into consid-
eration as it faces the challenges of 
fighting terrorism and the displaced 
Syrians,” Yassine Jaber, a Leba-
nese MP and part of a delegation 
in Washington in May said. “Leba-

non faces a complicated financial 
and economic situation and can no 
more tolerate any further pressure.”

The United States introduced the 
Hezbollah financing prevention 
act, known by the acronym HIFPA, 
in December 2015 during Presi-
dent Barack Obama’s administra-
tion. It threatens sanctions against 
anyone that has financial dealings 
with Hezbollah. However, critics of 
Obama say the act was not applied 
with sufficient force and they are 
seeking to tighten HIFPA.

The measures being drawn up re-
portedly could include political al-
lies of Hezbollah, such as members 
of the Amal Movement and the Free 
Patriotic Movement of Lebanese 
President Michel Aoun. Hezbollah, 
which has had years to find ways 
of bypassing and minimising the ef-
fects of sanctions, may suffer less 
than other individuals and entities 
that may have only fleeting rela-
tions with the party.

A year ago, the United States is-
sued a list of some 100 names to 
the Lebanese Central Bank, call-
ing for their accounts to be frozen, 
a demand with which the Bank of 
Lebanon had little choice but to 
comply. Next time, however, the 
United States may not bother to is-
sue a list of names but will require 
banks to increase their own due dil-
igence measures for their custom-
ers, according to a Lebanese politi-
cian closely involved with the issue. 
Such a demand would be almost 
impossible to achieve in full.

“Imagine someone opens a bank 
account and he has no dealings 
with Hezbollah,” the politician said. 
“What happens if his brother two 
years later joins Hezbollah and the 
account holder lends him money? 
How is a bank supposed to be aware 
of that?”

The risk to Lebanese banks is 
that if they are caught handling 
funds that are in some way con-
nected to Hezbollah, they will be 
fined and shut out of the US finan-
cial system. Many Lebanese banks 
have correspondent banks in the 
United States to allow them to fa-
cilitate business where they have 
no branches but correspondent 
banks themselves can be at risk of 
sanctions if their Lebanese clients 
are found guilty of handling funds 
related to Hezbollah.

The concern among banking 
circles is that some American cor-
respondent banks may conclude 
that Lebanese banks carry too high 
a risk to continue doing business 
with them. Furthermore, if Leba-
nese banks are no longer seen as 
safe repositories for funds, it could 
lead to a downturn in the flow of 
remittances from expatriate Leba-
nese, a mainstay of the Lebanese 
economy, as well as encourage the 
flight of capital from the Lebanese 
banking system.

While the United States classi-
fies Hezbollah as a terrorist organi-
sation, in Lebanon, Hezbollah is 
deeply enmeshed within political, 
social and economic society, mak-
ing it often difficult for Lebanese 
groups to treat it separately.

The American University of Bei-

rut inadvertently found itself a 
victim of this complication when 
it was fined $700,000 for provid-
ing “material support” to Hezbol-
lah. A civil lawsuit filed against the 
university, one of the most prestig-
ious in the Middle East, accused it 
of breaching US law by providing 
media training in 2007-09 to jour-
nalists affiliated with Al-Nour Ra-
dio and Al-Manar television, both 
Hezbollah media organs and under 
US sanctions.

The implications of tightened 
financial measures against Hezbol-
lah led the Lebanese government 
to send a delegation to Washing-
ton. Included in that group were 
Jaber and Mohammed Qabbani 
along with Ali Hamdan, an adviser 
to Lebanese Parliament Speaker 
Nabih Berri, and Antoine Chedid, 
a former Lebanese ambassador 
to the United States. Another del-
egation of banking officials was in 
Washington at the same time. Both 
delegations met with a host of con-
gressmen, senators and adminis-
tration officials to press Lebanon’s 
case that too harsh a sanctions re-
gime could backfire on a country 
struggling with a teetering econo-
my.

“I believe that the proposals 
made by some US congressmen to 
tighten sanctions on Hezbollah will 

at least be amended to ensure no 
harm befalls Lebanon and its bank-
ing system,” said Joseph Torbey, 
the president of the Association of 
Banks in Lebanon, in upbeat com-
ments following his trip to Wash-
ington.

Hariri is a staunch political op-
ponent of Hezbollah. Several mem-
bers of the organisation are on trial 
in absentia in the Netherlands on 
charges of assassinating his father, 
Rafik, in 2005. Hariri was Leba-
non’s representative at the recent 
Arab summit in Riyadh attended 
by US President Donald Trump in 
which Iran was in the firing line for 
what Saudi Foreign Minister Adel 
al-Jubeir said was “interven[ing] 
and meddl[ing] in the affairs of 
Arab countries like Iraq, Syria, 
Lebanon and Yemen” and creating 
“the world’s foremost terrorist or-
ganisation, Hezbollah.”

Nevertheless, Hariri has set aside 
his personal differences with Hez-
bollah in recognition that Lebanese 
financial stability could face a con-
siderable challenge in the months 
ahead.

Nicholas Blanford is the author 
of “Warriors of God: Inside 
Hezbollah’s Thirty-Year Struggle 
Against Israel” (Random House 
2011). He lives in Beirut.

US sanctions 
on Hezbollah 
cause fallout on 
Lebanon’s economy
Nicholas Blanford

Threat of isolation. A woman walks outside Lebanon’s Central Bank building in Beirut, last January.
 (Reuters)

Bluster. Hezbollah leader Sayyed Hassan Nasrallah addresses 
supporters via video screen during a rally in southern Lebanon, 
last February.                (Reuters)
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December 2015.

Hezbollah’s threats against Israel: From hollow to absurd
sight. Meanwhile, Israel has been 
able to target Hezbollah’s weapons 
and personnel in Syria from time 
to time without retaliation. It has 
done so twice in recent weeks. In 
effect, it has a free hand against 
Hezbollah in Syria.  So why spoil a 
good thing?

Nasrallah’s threats against Israel 
are pure bluster serving two main 
purposes: To dissuade it from 
considering military action 
against Hezbollah at a time when 
the movement is stretched and to 
shore up the party’s domestic and 
regional popularity, which has 
nosedived due to its involvement 
in Syria. Israel is happy to oblige in 
the war of words because it plays 
well at home.

The problem for Nasrallah is 
that too much tough talk without 
follow-through smacks of weak-
ness and that has characterised 
Hezbollah’s posture towards Israel 
since its involvement in Syria. 
This is particularly risky for a 
leader who garnered a reputation 
for putting his money where his 
mouth is.

This highlights the strategic 
blunder of Hezbollah’s interven-
tion in Syria by a man who used to 
be considered a master tactician. 
The movement is unable to fulfil 
its raison d’être of resisting Israeli 
aggression — the source of its past 
regional popularity — because for 
the last several years it has been 
too busy killing Syrians in support 
of a brutal dictator.

Sharif Nashashibi is a journalist 
and analyst on Arab affairs.

Sharif 
Nashashibi

View point
Hezbollah 
and Iran 
have shown 
that their 
priority is 
not resisting 
Israel.

Israel is happy to oblige in the 
war of words against Hezbollah 
because it plays well at home.
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Jerusalem

I 

sraelis and Palestinians mark 50 
years since the Six Day War as 
the gap between them further 
widens, with both sides deeply 
scarred by years of violence, 

failed negotiations and broken 
promises.

The 1967 conflict that greatly em-
powered Israel but began its con-
tinuing occupation of Palestinian 
land is seen from starkly different 
viewpoints.

For Israelis, the war meant the 
culmination of the Jewish people’s 
2,000-year quest to return to Jeru-
salem. Palestinians see the theft of 
their land and a gradual effort by 
hard-line Israelis to extend their 
country from the Jordan River to the 
Mediterranean, leaving no room for 
a Palestinian state.

A significant number of Israelis, 
including members of Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu’s 
government, openly agree that they 
want to end the idea of Palestinian 
statehood. Some argue that Pales-
tinians who want to live in a Jewish 
state could be allowed but others 
should move elsewhere.

“We want to try and maybe give 
them compensation,” said Michael 
Lafair, a 43-year-old Israeli lawyer 
who, along with his children, was 
in Jerusalem for events marking Is-
rael’s victory in 1967.

Steps away at the Damascus Gate 
entrance to Jerusalem’s Old City, 
captured by Israel from Jordan in 
1967, there was pride but little hope 
among Palestinians.

“We tell them we are staying 
here,” Mohammed Castiro, 51, said 
at the coffee stand his family has run 

since 1965. “This is our land and we 
don’t leave it.”

The divisions and signs of conflict 
are easily found, from the disputes 
over holy sites in Jerusalem to the Is-
raeli separation wall lining the West 
Bank, not to mention the blockade 
of the war-weary Gaza Strip.

At the same time, Israel has turned 
itself into the Middle East’s premier 
military power and the self-pro-
claimed “start-up nation,” its high-
tech industry gaining global influ-
ence — a remarkable achievement 
following the country’s 1948 found-
ing in the wake of the Holocaust.

There are, however, warnings Is-
rael could find itself on a suicide mis-
sion, risking an apartheid state if it 
heeds calls from the right to abandon 
the two-state solution and annex 
most of the West Bank.

Still, for the international com-
munity, an independent Palestinian 
state alongside Israel remains the 
only viable option.

“We don’t know if the two-state 
solution is dead or not but it is cer-
tainly getting harder to achieve with 
each passing year,” said Dan Shapiro, 
US ambassador to Israel under US 
President Barack Obama and a senior 
fellow at Tel Aviv’s Institute for Na-
tional Security Studies.

“There may even be a tipping point 
and the thing about tipping points is 
you sometimes don’t know you’re 
past them until you’re well past it.”

The 1967 war was a triumph for 
Israel, which defeated Egypt, Jordan 
and Syria in fighting that lasted from 
June 5-10. In doing so, it captured 
East Jerusalem, the West Bank, the 
Gaza Strip, the Sinai Peninsula and 
the Golan Heights.

Israel would later sign historic 
peace agreements with Egypt and 
Jordan but its conflict with the Pal-
estinians who populated East Jeru-
salem, the West Bank and the Gaza 
Strip would worsen.

A first intifada erupted in 1987 and 
lasted until 1993. It was followed by 
the Oslo Accords and a handshake 
between Palestinian leader Yasser 
Arafat and Israeli Prime Minister 

Yitzhak Rabin, leading to the peace 
process and enormous hope.

But Rabin was assassinated by a 
Jewish extremist in 1995 and anoth-
er, far more violent, intifada broke 
out in 2000.

Netanyahu’s current government 
is considered the most right-wing in 
Israel’s history and the influence of 
the country’s pro-peace camp has se-
verely waned.

On the Palestinian side, President 
Mahmoud Abbas is 82 and unpopu-
lar. Abbas’s rival Hamas has sought 
to soften its image but remains firm 
in its position that it will not recog-
nise Israel.

Peace efforts have gone nowhere 
since a US-led initiative collapsed in 
April 2014.

Aliza Lavie, an Israeli parliament 
member from the centrist Yesh Atid 
party, said she supports a two-state 
solution but her country must be re-
alistic.

It must not sacrifice its security, 
said the 52-year-old who calls the 
disputed city of Jerusalem “our capi-
tal, our heart.”

“We should come back to the table 
and find a solution,” she said, “but 
we have to do it with understanding 
that we need to protect ourselves.”

Hanan Ashrawi, a senior Palestine 

Liberation Organisation member 
born in the West Bank city of Nablus, 
was studying in Beirut in 1967 and 
returned home six years later “face 
to face with the occupation.”

She called the war the start of “the 
most painful chapter of my life.”

“This is not something abstract 
or 3,000 years ago,” the 70-year-old 
said, “and to see that not only was a 
state created on your own land, but 
now, not only is it expanding, but it 
is also holding you captive. It is also 
depriving you of your most basic 
rights.”

(Agence France-Presse)

Israeli-Palestinian divide widens 50 years after Six Day War
Mike Smith
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T
his month represents 
the 50th anniversary of 
the Six Day War 
between Israel and its 
Arab neighbours. This is 
the war that shaped the 

Middle East after the Arabs 
suffered a calamitous loss and a 
massive dent to national pride.

In sections of the Arab media and 
academia, the war is known as 
an-Naksah (the Setback) but such a 
timid word typically denotes a 
state of temporariness. The 1967 
war has not proven to be a tempo-
rary setback but a permanent loss 
and the sense of helplessness has 
since run very deep into the Arab 
subconscious, resulting in a state 
of collective paralysis.

Such was the extent of this loss 
that any mainstream advocacy for 
a two-state solution to the Arab-
Israeli conflict refers to a solution 
amounting to a reversion to the 
borders immediately before the 
1967 war. The Arab loss had been so 
emphatic that it has confined any 
talk of an independent Palestine to 
territory much less than what was 
originally offered with the creation 
of Israel in 1948.

Within six days, the outcome of 
the war had meant that Israel had 
trebled in size, much to the joy of 
its own population. While Gaza and 
the Sinai desert may have since 
been returned, the West Bank and 
the Golan Heights remain in Israeli 
control. The initial capture of Gaza, 

despite the physical evacuation 
from the strip in 2007, has since 
formed the basis of the current air, 
sea and land blockade.

That this war has shaped the 
Middle East is an understatement. 
Since 1967, more than 500,000 
Israelis have moved into the West 
Bank and created major settle-
ments. These settlements are 
expanding.

Just four days after the war, 
then-US Secretary of State Dean 
Rusk said the Palestinians would 
spend the rest of the century trying 
to get back the West Bank if Israeli 
held on to it. He was both right and 
wrong.

He was right that the Palestin-
ians spent the rest of the century 
trying to get the West Bank back. 
However, his words implied there 
would be a measure of success by 
the end of that century. Instead, 
not only was the rest of the century 
spent trying to get back the West 
Bank but, by June 10, 2017, the 
Palestinians will have spent half a 
century — and counting — trying to 
get it back.

There are other more subtle and 
nuanced aspects of the 1967 war 
that are arguably more important 
than the obvious consequences of 
loss of land and the raw numbers 
of the military loss.

That loss of the 1967 war meant 
that the failure of Arab nationalism 
contributed to the early develop-
ment of political Islam.

While Israel was and remains a 
creation fuelled by religious 
conviction in some interpreted 
form, the Arabs’ reaction and early 
response to Israel was not fuelled 
by religion but by a sense of 
nationalism and a common 

linguistic and cultural heritage. 
After the Arab loss in 1967, the 
development of political/militant 
Islam, which is a misnomer 
unconnected to the true form of 
Islam, commenced in a more direct 
fashion. Certain mosques began to 
provide the answers, whether 
incorrectly or otherwise, to the 
questions that the secular hench-
men of the Arab world could not 
provide and had failed to provide

The failures of pan-Arab nation-
alism — repeated in the 1973 
October war — coupled by the 

1967, the year that shaped the Middle East
onward successes of a spiritually 
united and resolute mujahideen in 
Afghanistan from 1979-89 against a 
much larger enemy in the Soviet 
Union had provided ample 
evidence that the solution did not 
lie in any form of nationalism. This 
has provided fertile ground for 
religious extremism in the Middle 
East.

The other consequence of the 
1967 war that is often ignored is the 
effect on the collective Israeli 
psyche. At that time, Israel, as a 
political entity, was 19 years old. 
Israel was outnumbered and 
outflanked militarily both in the air 
and on the ground. It was clear that 
the consequences of a loss would 
mean the overall cessation of Israel 
as a political entity.

Following its victory, Israel 
realised that it could not put itself 
in a situation to face an imminent 
existential threat. Israel realised 
that, militarily, its 1948 borders 
were too narrow and confined to 
maintain any form of sustainable 
defence. It needed a buffer and this 
belief remains etched and woven 
into the national psyche.

For that reason, while the world 
speaks of a two-state solution 
reverting to pre-conflict 1967 
borders, it remains the unspoken 
and hushed-up position that Israel 
will never support or endorse such 
a reversion.

The 1967 war has not just shaped 
the Middle East, it has caused a 
permanent deadlock so that any 
future solution remains as distant 
as the long 50 years that have since 
passed.

Fadi Farhat is a lawyer based in 
Britain.

The 1967 
war has not 
proven to be 
a temporary 
setback but 
a permanent 
loss.

After the Arab loss in 1967, the 
development of political/
militant Islam commenced in a 
more direct fashion.

Fadi Farhat



14 June 4, 2017

London

G 

ermany is leading 18 EU 
countries and Canada in 
a bid to stop the Turkish 
government hosting next 
year’s NATO summit, the 

latest shot in a diplomatic dispute 
over human rights, stalled EU mem-
bership talks and Ankara’s refusal 
to allow German members of parlia-
ment to visit their troops stationed 
in southern Turkey.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan offered during the 2016 
NATO summit to host the 2018 an-
nual meeting of the 28-member 
organisation. NATO members infor-
mally accepted the invitation but, 
Die Welt newspaper in Germany re-
ported, a group of European coun-
tries led by Germany, France, the 
Netherlands and Denmark “vehe-
mently” oppose having the summit 
in Turkey and are pushing for it to 
be in Belgium instead.

“We do not want to enhance Tur-
key’s international credentials,” an 
unidentified senior NATO diplomat 
told Die Welt. We want to “avoid the 
impression that NATO supports the 
Turkish government’s internal poli-
cy,” the diplomat said.

NATO spokesman Piers Cazalet 
said the next summit might be at 
NATO’s new headquarters in Brus-
sels but that did not mean Turkey 
would not host it one day.

“Turkey announced at [the] 
NATO summit it was ready to host 
the next one but that invite was 
not only concerning next year’s  
summit,” he said.

Turkey’s disputes with Germany 
and other European countries have 
multiplied as Erdogan ramped up 
anti-Western rhetoric and, frustrat-

ed by US and European support for 
Syrian Kurdish forces battling the 
Islamic State (ISIS), courted closer 
ties with Russia.

Erdogan caused particular of-
fence when he accused German 
and Dutch leaders of behaving like 
“Nazis” for banning Turkish pro-
government rallies in Germany and 
the Netherlands before the April 
constitutional referendum in which 
the presidency was granted sweep-
ing new powers.

Alongside doubts over the fair-
ness of the referendum and con-
cerns over the lack of checks and 
balances in the new constitution, EU 
countries have expressed dismay at 
the wide-ranging crackdown that 
has followed July’s failed coup in 
Turkey. Nearly 50,000 people have 
been arrested over alleged links to 
the plot and 150,000 state employ-
ees  were suspended or sacked.

Turkish leaders are also infuri-
ated by Germany’s acceptance of 
asylum applications by at least 450 
Turkish diplomats, soldiers and 
other officials, plus their family 
members, since the coup attempt. 
There was a 228% jump in Turkish 
asylum applications to EU countries 
in the last quarter of 2016 compared 
to the same period in 2015, EU sta-
tistics indicate.

Turkey responded by blocking 
German parliamentarians from vis-
iting the Incirlik airbase in southern 
Turkey. About 270 German troops 
are stationed at Incirlik, where they 
operate a squadron of Tornado re-
connaissance aircraft and a refuel-
ling jet as part of the US-led coali-
tion carrying out air strikes against 
ISIS in Syria and Iraq. Oversight of 
the German military is carried out 

by the parliament, not government.
In response, Germany said it was 

considering pulling its troops out 
from Incirlik, a move that would 
complicate its operations with the 
United States and other NATO al-
lies also using the base. German 
Chancellor Angela Merkel said Jor-
dan was one of the countries under 
consideration, a statement repeated 
by German Defence Minister Ursula 
von der Leyen on a visit to the coun-
try in May. Germany is to decide on 
the issue by mid-June, a German 
Foreign Ministry official told Reu-
ters.

German Foreign Minister Sigmar 
Gabriel was due to visit Turkey for 
talks with his Turkish counterpart 
Mevlut Cavusoglu in what German 

broadcaster Deutsche Welle quoted 
officials as saying was a last-ditch ef-
fort to defuse the dispute.

Failure to resolve the row would 
have repercussions for Turkey 
in many areas, the officials said, 
including progress on renewing 
Turkey’s customs union with the 
European Union and on economic 
cooperation and tourism.

“Turkey would lose a supporter 
in the EU and international arenas. 
There will be no progress in areas 
where Turkey has expectations,” 
Deutsche Welle quoted one of the 
officials as saying.

Germany has long been Turkey’s 
biggest trading partner, with trade 
between the two reaching more 
than $35 billion in 2016, Turkish 

official statistics state. German of-
ficial figures indicate that Turkey 
is Germany’s 17th largest trading 
partner.

The signs from Turkey do not 
point to an early resolution of the 
dispute.

“Germany has negative views on 
Turkey,” Turkish media quoted Ca-
vusoglu as saying. “Whatever there 
is against Turkey, we see Germany 
supporting it… We told Mrs Merkel 
with the utmost clarity. Germany 
must understand. ‘I will do whatev-
er I want against Turkey’ and then 
‘I will get what I want from Turkey.’ 
There can be no such thing. Under 
these conditions opening Incirlik 
to German parliamentarians is not 
possible.”

EU countries seek to block Turkey hosting NATO summit
The Arab Weekly staff

Not that united. (L-R) Turkey’s President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, Britain’s Prime Minister Theresa 
May and US President Donald Trump look on as NATO Secretary-General Jens Stoltenberg prepares to 
speak during a working dinner meeting at the NATO headquarters in Brussels, on May 25.       (AFP)
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R
egardless of the 
controversy his 
managerial approach 
has caused at home 
and abroad, there 
seems to be no 

slowing down by Turkish Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Erdogan in 
trying to accomplish his grand 
plan.

Having robustly claimed 
victory in the constitutional 
referendum, whose vote count 
was found dubious by interna-
tional observers, he emerged as 
equally successful in sealing 
legitimacy by most world leaders.

Next, he sought to return as 
chairman of the Justice and 
Development Party (AKP). To do 
that, he did not even work up a 
sweat. In the party congress May 
21, he was, as expected, the only 
candidate for the position and 
won by nearly unanimous vote. 
Crowds cheered in delirium when 
he began his speech with a brief 
question: “Where were we?”

The botched coup of last July 
gave Erdogan a chance to control 
the military, which he nearly did. 
The referendum on April 16 
handed him extraordinary powers 
to steer the legislature and the 
judiciary as he wishes. On May 21, 
he regained full grip over the AKP. 
In terms of the construction of a 
perfect autocracy, the race is as 
much as complete. Erdogan proves 
over and over what an impregna-

ble long-distance runner he is.
Observers and opposition 

figures in Turkey who voiced 
optimism that Erdogan would 
soften now that he had accumu-
lated absolute power have also 
been proven wrong. Days before 
he was officially re-elected as 
party leader, top figures of the 
largest business organisation in 
Turkey, the Turkish Industry and 
Business Association (TUSIAD), 
pleaded with him in cautiously 
selected words to abolish the state 
of emergency.

“I don’t understand what harm 
it has done to you businesspeo-
ple,” Erdogan responded reso-
lutely. “We maintain the state of 
emergency to keep everything on 
track and will not lift it till we 
achieve calm.”

He repeated this much more 
powerfully when addressing the 
crowd after the party congress. 
“They ask me when it will be 
lifted,” he said. “How dare you ask 
me this? It will not be lifted! Why 
should it be?”

The fact of the matter is, as 
some observers note, the more 
power he assembles, the more 
relentless Erdogan becomes. It 
leaves even the most prominent 
members of the AKP concerned 
that the purge sweeping over the 
country will penetrate their party 
and that a cleansing is under way.

They may be right. To consoli-
date absolute power, Erdogan’s 
next step will likely be to chase 
away past and present foes in the 
party he deems the sharpest tool 
to cut the upcoming political 
knots.

A little farther ahead, in a 

regular meeting of the Supreme 
Military Council in early August, 
lies the military redesign. As 
Erdogan prepares for a series of 
removals and appointments in 
the top echelons of the military, 
as unquestionable commander-
in-chief, he faces no obstacles to 
doing so. This carries a potential 
for recurring tensions, or even a 
new mutiny, making August, 
when the key meetings for 
restructuring under Erdogan’s 
chairmanship are to take place, 
hot in more than a weather 
sense.

But is the path to autocratic 
rule without any mines? Is the 
ongoing shift sustainable? There 
are serious signs of rapidly 
accumulating anger. Tourism, a 
key sector for Turkey, is down 
70%. More than 37,000 small 
shop owners stopped doing 
business between January and 
April. These are signs of a 
slow-motion crisis whose effects 
may be dramatic from the 
autumn on.

The most serious issue involves 
the continuing mass dismissal of 
public sector employees. Justice 
Minister Bekir Bozdag said the 
purge was responsible for nearly 
150,000 people being fired, with 
48,000 of them thrown in prison. 
This is, a recent report by 
Amnesty International claims, 
what turns Turkey into a slow-
burning powder keg.

Calling the sanctions “arbi-
trary,” Amnesty International 
said that it has had a catastrophic 
impact on the lives of the families 
of those dismissed and damaged 
their livelihoods. Titled “No end 

More empowered, Erdogan to test patience of Turkish society
in sight: Purged public sector 
workers denied a future in 
Turkey,” the report said that tens 
of thousands of people, including 
doctors, police officers, teachers, 
academics and soldiers, have 
been branded as terrorists and 
banned from work even outside 
the public sector and are strug-
gling to make ends meet. One 
observer called it “professional 
annihilation.”

One of the victims interviewed, 
said: “They don’t allow us to 
leave the country. They don’t 
allow us to work… What do they 
want me to do?”

“Under a system like this, many 
of the country’s problems would 
fester,” the report said. “Many of 
the trends observed in the 
lead-up and aftermath of the 
presidential referendum point to 
the possibility of a much darker 
future, one in which Erdogan 
does, in fact, resort to draconian 
tactics to block opposition from 
rival fronts and, in doing so, 
pushes the country into chaos.”

President, party leader and 
commander-in-chief who rules 
de facto over parliament, the 
judiciary and the business, 
engineering much more reso-
lutely the lifestyles of his people 
by testing the patience of the 
nation, Erdogan looks more 
determined for an iron rule than 
ever before. However, questions 
about the sustainability of his 
project become bolder by the 
day.

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

Yavuz Baydar

View point
There are 
some 
serious 
signs of 
rapidly 
accumula-
ting anger.

The most serious issue involves 
the continuing mass dismissal 
of public sector employees.

We do not want to 
enhance Turkey’s 
international 
credentials.”An unidentified senior NATO 

diplomat to Die Welt

The signs from 
Turkey do not point 
to an early resolution 
of the dispute.
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I 

n his first news conference 
after re-election with 57% of 
the votes, Iranian President 
Hassan Rohani hinted at the 
possibility of talks with Wash-

ington to ease remaining economic 
sanctions. This reflects a view not 
uncommon in Tehran that the ad-
ministration of US President Don-
ald Trump will, sooner or later, 
seek engagement.

In his first term, Rohani facilitat-
ed and delivered the 2015 nuclear 
agreement, maintained broad sup-
port within the system — including 
parliament and Supreme Leader 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei — and re-
stored economic growth. With a 
stronger popular mandate, he is 
now in a better position to push 
for foreign investment and renew 
efforts in international diplomacy.

Could that involve talks with the 
United States? “Don’t rule it out,” an 
Iranian academic said. “Ayatollah 
Khamenei has spoken of Trump in a 
surprisingly respectful way, certain-
ly better than how he spoke about 
[former President Barack] Obama.”

The notion of tightening sanc-
tions as a step towards talks has 
been floated in Washington, fa-
mously by Ali Vaez in Foreign Af-
fairs magazine in January. The US 
goal is seen variously as curbing 
Iran’s regional role or redrawing the 
2015 nuclear agreement, described 
by Trump in his election campaign 
as the “worst deal ever.”

The administration has its Iran 
policy under “review” and has in-
troduced sanctions against Iranian 
and Chinese companies over Teh-
ran’s ballistic missile programme 
or links to Syrian President Bashar 
Assad.

However, nearly six months into 
Trump’s presidency, the nuclear 
deal, known as the Joint Compre-
hensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), 
looks relatively solid. Iran’s compli-
ance has been verified not just by 
the United Nations’ International 
Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) but 
by the US State Department.

Support for the JCPOA was re-
flected in the welcome given to 
Rohani’s re-election by Federica 
Mogherini, the European Union’s 
foreign affairs high representative, 
Russian President Vladimir Putin 
and Chinese President Xi Jinping. 
Saudi Arabia’s response seemed to 
come in an arms deal with Washing-
ton — put at up to $350 billion over 
ten years — and talk of an Arab ver-
sion of NATO but neither an arms 
build-up nor steamy rhetoric pre-
clude talks.

What might US-Iran engagement 
include? US Secretary of State Rex 
Tillerson, accompanying Trump to 
Saudi Arabia, said Rohani needed to 
stop Iran’s missile programme, end 
its “network of terror” and restore 
“the rights of Iranians to freedom of 
speech, to freedom of organisation, 
so that Iranians can live the life they 
deserve.”

Along similar lines, Saudi Foreign 
Minister Adel al-Jubeir demanded 
“that Iran adhere to the letter by 
the agreement made between it and 
the P5+1 countries; that Iran cease 
its support for terrorism, adhere to 
the UN Security Council resolutions 
concerning ballistic missiles and 
cease its human rights violations.”

Iran is under limited pressure 
over these issues. Russia, China 
and, less clearly, Europe have said 
they do not regard the missile pro-
gramme as contravening UN Reso-
lution 2231, agreed by the Security 
Council in July 2015, which banned 
missiles “designed” to carry nuclear 
weapons.

The “network of terror” is usu-
ally taken to refer to Iran’s relations 
with Hezbollah, militant Palestinian 
groups and Houthi rebels in Yemen 
but other than Palestinian threats 
to Israel these are not of deep con-

cern to Washington and the United 
States is in a de facto alliance with 
Iran in Iraq against the Islamic State 
(ISIS).

Baqer Moin, former head of the 
BBC Persian service, ruled out early 
progress with Saudi Arabia but said 
the case with Washington might be 
different.

“Rohani is a pragmatist, in line 
with former President Akbar Hashe-
mi Rafsanjani, who wanted better 
relations with the outside world 
while Iran develops its economy 
and industry,” said Moin. “The US 
secretary of state has said they’ll 
talk to Iran at some stage. At the 
moment, the Americans are happy 
to sell as many arms to the Saudis 

and others as possible but I’m sure 
Mr Trump is going to keep the nu-
clear agreement with Iran, which is 
not only with America but Europe, 
Russia and China.

“They will, however, put more 
pressure on Iran, so Iran will make 
some compromises over the rec-
ognition of Israel, over Syria pos-
sibly, over Lebanon and Hezbollah. 
But we have to wait. Mr Trump has 
changed many things, he’s going to 
accept Iran as an important country 
and negotiate. For the moment, he’s 
happy to sell as many arms as pos-
sible to quiet the people at home in 
America because he has much big-
ger problems there, including his 
relationship with Russia.”

The timescale is unclear but im-
portant. Tehran awaits a keynote 
decision from the French major oil 
company Total, which is seeking 
clarification from Washington be-
fore deciding whether to go ahead 
with a multibillion-dollar project 
to develop liquid natural gas from 
phase 11 of Iran’s vast South Pars 
gas field. After meeting with Total 
CEO Patrick Pouyanne in Vienna on 
May 26, Iranian Oil Minister Bijan 
Zanganeh said he expected a deci-
sion “within a month.”

Gareth Smyth is a regular 
contributor to The Arab Weekly. He 
was chief correspondent in Iran for 
the Financial Times in 2003-07.

Tehran expects US engagement but no clear timetable
Gareth Smyth

Seeking engagement. Iranian President Hassan Rohani speaking at a news conference in Tehran, on 
May 22.                               (AFP)

Show of might. A 2016 file picture shows an Iranian long-range S-200 
missile being fired in a military drill in the port city of Bushehr.      (ISNA)
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The US administration 
has its Iran policy 
under “review.”

T
here is nothing 
preventing Iran from 
erecting a third or 
fourth or fifth missile 
plant under or above 
ground. The real 

questions will always be: What 
need is there for these missiles 
and why talk about them right 
after the re-election of President 
Hassan Rohani? What possible 
project could these missiles be 
serving and will they somehow 
provide relief for Iranian citizens?

The only uses for Iranian-made 
missiles have been either to 
systematically destroy certain 
Arab cities (see for example the 
destructive Iran-Iraq war of 
1980-88), to provoke Israel in 
southern Lebanon and the Gaza 
Strip or, more recently, to launch 
attacks on Saudi Arabia from 
Yemen. Most of the missiles fired 
towards Saudi Arabia by the 
Houthis are Iranian-made and this 
sits very well with Iran’s desire to 
show off its might in the Gulf 
region.

In the Iraq-Iran war, Iran was 
theoretically the victim of Iraqi 
hegemony, however, one cannot 
deny that Saddam Hussein’s 
regime in Iraq felt seriously 
threatened by Iranian policies and 
resorted to a pre-emptive war 
with Iran. That war was disastrous 
on all levels for Iraq, Iran and the 
entire Arabian Gulf.

History will tell whether 
Saddam had any other choice but 
to embark on that crazy war. At 
that time, the Khomeini regime in 
Iran had done everything to 
provoke that war and Saddam, 
who lacked finesse in understand-
ing regional and international 
power plays, had failed to see 
Tehran’s hidden objectives.

The war with Iraq served the 
Khomeini regime very well. First, 
it gave Supreme Leader Ayatollah 
Ruhollah Khomeini and his 
cohorts the opportunity to 
“cleanse” the Iranian Army by 
sending troops whose loyalty to 
the regime was in question to the 
battle front and away from Tehran 
and other major cities. Second, it 
was the perfect context for 
nurturing nationalistic, albeit 
ethnic, feelings. Those were 
essentially feelings of Persian 
pride, which made Iranians look 
down on Arabs in general, 
including Shia Arabs.

When it comes to Iran’s expan-
sionist plans, whether Rohani is a 
reformist becomes irrelevant. Iran 
will continue to use its missiles in 
the service of its hegemonic plans. 
The news of a third underground 
missile facility was perfectly timed 
as a response to the three summits 
in Riyadh. The United States had 
reacted firmly to a recent test run 
of an Iranian ballistic missile. Iran 
must have decided to probe the 
reaction of the new US administra-
tion, especially following US 
President Donald Trump’s cam-
paign promises to review his 
predecessor’s nuclear deal with 
Iran.

The Iranian regime needed to 
test the Trump administration’s 
reaction once again because, in its 
eyes, what happened during 
Trump’s visit to Riyadh was a real 
coup. The Arab countries demon-
strated their willingness to go 
along with the United States within 
the context of a real partnership. A 

Iran’s missile comedy
new era of privileged US-Arab 
relations has dawned. These 
relations are no longer contingent 
on a peaceful resolution to the 
conflict in the Middle East nor do 
they use Palestinians and their 
cause as a bargaining chip. That 
role was left to Iran and its cronies.

The Trump administration has 
demonstrated its willingness to 
find an even-handed solution to 
the Palestinian cause. After 
Riyadh, Trump stopped in Israel 
and the Palestinian territories. It is 
true that Trump does not have a 
plan to deal with the settlements 
but his ability to strike deals and 
come up with mutually advanta-
geous solutions is undeniable.

The news of a third missile plant 
in Iran is kind of trivial because 
everybody knows that Iran is using 
North Korean technology in its 
missiles, which makes them quite 
unreliable. What Iran really wants 
is to appear as an unavoidable 
power player regionally. It is time 
for Iran to accept the premise that 
it can be a regional player but not a 
dominant one. With Trump and his 
team, the rules of the game have 
changed.

As long as Iran continues to 
depend on oil revenues, the 
missile game is pointless. The 
Iranian regime needs to learn from 
the experience of the former Soviet 
Union. Simply put, the regime in 
Iran does not have a winning 
model to propose to the region’s 
populations and Iran’s economic 
base cannot sustain the proxy 
sectarian wars it is waging.

Khairallah Khairallah is a 
Lebanese writer.

Khairallah 
Khairallah

View point
History will 
tell whether 
Saddam had 
any other 
choice but to 
embark on 
that crazy 
war.

It is time for Iran to accept 
the premise that it can be a 
regional player but not a 
dominant one.
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T 

he police investigation 
into Manchester bomber 
Salman Abedi and the 
loose jihadist network 
that surrounded him con-

tinues. More than a dozen arrests 
have been made, more than 600 
pieces of potential evidence have 
been processed and 3,000 lines of 
inquiry remain open.

However, persistent questions 
remain: How did he slip through 
the net? How can this be stopped 
from happening again?

Abedi was born in Manchester to 
Libyan parents. His father has links 
with the Libyan Islamic Fighting 
Group, an Islamist militia with ties 
to al-Qaeda, the US State Depart-
ment said. A university drop-out 
who had ties to local criminal gangs 
and was known to drink alcohol and 
smoke cannabis, Abedi was not par-
ticularly known for his piety during 
his early youth, media said.

However, after becoming radical-
ised a few years ago, Abedi became 
withdrawn, spending a lot of time 
in Libya and expanding his circle 
of acquaintances among jihadists 
in Manchester and beyond. So far, 
very typical.

At a time when there have been 
calls for Britain’s Muslim communi-
ties to take responsibility for radi-

cals in their midst, though, it has 
emerged that Abedi was reported to 
the authorities for his radical views 
on multiple occasions by the local 
community, mosque and even fam-
ily members.

Does this mean that the Man-
chester Arena attack was the result 
of an intelligence failure?

“It’s easy, with the benefit of 
hindsight, to argue that these warn-
ings were opportunities to stop the 
bomber. However, it’s also possible 
that these warnings were followed 
up, surveillance was conducted, 
and nothing was discovered,” Brit-
ish media quoted Shashank Joshi of 
the Royal United Services Institute 
as saying.

“Authorities cannot keep moni-
toring a suspect indefinitely, given 
limited resources,” he added.

MI5 is conducting urgent investi-
gations into how it missed the dan-
ger posed by Abedi, with observers 
anxiously waiting for the results 
and hoping for more government 
funding for Britain’s beleaguered 
police and security apparatus.

British Home Secretary Amber 
Rudd acknowledged that Abedi 
was known to the authorities “up 
to a point.” He was one of potential-
ly thousands of former “subjects 
of interest” whose risk remained 
“subject to review.”

It is also true that security au-
thorities’ successes are never as 
widely reported as their failures. 
Eighteen terrorist plots have been 
foiled since 2013, including five 
since the Westminster attack in 
March, officials said. MI5 says it is 
managing about 500 active investi-
gations.

If anything, the Manchester at-
tack shows the difficulty in pre-
dicting how and when non-violent 
extremism switches into violent 

terrorism. There are probably tens 
of thousands of young British Mus-
lims who broadly share Abedi’s 
background, few of whom will ever 
graduate to mass murder.

However, after Westminster and 
Manchester, and worsening terror-
ist atrocities on the European main-
land, things cannot go on as they 
are.

“Calls for unity and calm are 
needed but we must also call at 
this time for things not to return 
to normal. If normal means regular 

unpredictable attacks by suspected 
jihadist terrorists against our chil-
dren and youth at the dawn of their 
lives, then ‘normal’ must not be 
allowed to continue,” Haras Rafiq, 
chief executive of the counter-ex-
tremism think-tank Quilliam, said 
in a news release.

Writing for the Conservation 
news website, University of Man-
chester Sociology Professor Hilary 
Pilkington called for a new dis-
course about radicalisation: “In 
the aftermath of the Manchester 

attack, we face difficult conversa-
tions. Just how do we marry the 
need for our young people to be 
safe with their right to live freely? 
How do we prevent violent ex-
tremism but avoid labelling and 
discriminating against communi-
ties who share those same aims? 
The answers are far from obvious. 
But silence is not an adequate re-
sponse. It is time to talk.”

Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.

After Manchester bombing, radicalisation questions remain
Mahmud el-Shafey

 After becoming 
radicalised a few years 
ago, Abedi became 
withdrawn, spending 
a lot of time in Libya.

Across shores. Hashim Ramadan Abedi, a brother of Salman Abedi, appears inside the Tripoli-based 
Special Deterrent anti-terrorism force unit after his arrest, on May 24.                                                         (AP)

Blowback. British police stand guard outside a residential property in Manchester 
following a raid, on May 26.                                                                                                      (AFP)

Manchester bombing shows  overlooked global threat in Libya

M 

I5, the British 
domestic intelli-
gence and security 
agency, is conduct-
ing an inquiry into 
its assessment 

over the past decade of the largest 
community of Libyan exiles in 
Europe.

Manchester, in northern England, 
was a magnet for opponents of 
Libyan leader Muammar Qaddafi, 
such as the Abedi family. Ramadan, 
the father of Salman, the bomber 
who killed 22 people in a terrorist 
attack in Manchester, was exfiltrat-
ed from Libya by MI6, the agency 
dealing with international security. 
He was an officer in the Libyan 
Army and known for his links to 
Islamist groups in the 1980s when 
there were attempts to overthrow 
the Libyan dictator.

British intelligence had long-
standing dealings with the commu-
nity, including its Islamist contin-
gent. MI5 facilitated the travel of 
many Islamist Mancunians to Libya 
after 2011 — they were reckoned to 
be “good fighters.”

Tunisian and Algerian security 
officials acquainted with Libya said 
such a policy was reckless. Tunisian 
officials had to cope with the fallout 
of Qaddafi’s fall on their own coun-
try. The gunman who killed 38 tour-
ists on the beachfront in Sousse two 
years ago was reportedly trained at 
an Islamic State (ISIS) basis in west-
ern Libya near the Tunisian border.

The 32 militants who attacked the 
Algerian gas field of Tigantourine, 
killing 40 people, in January 2013, 
crossed from the nearby Libyan 
border. This was the most fero-
cious attack against a gas field of its 
kind and, had the Algerian security 
forces not intervened brutally, Ti-
gantourine would have been turned 

into a ball of fire.
Security officials in both coun-

tries had a far more sophisticated 
understanding of Libyan tribal 
politics than their Western counter-
parts.

British intelligence officers well 
understand the dangerous dynam-
ics the Syrian crisis has unleashed: 
Young Britons who will be brutal-
ised by the conflict, skilled in the 
tools and trade of war, well-con-
nected to transnational networks of 
fellow fighters by powerful bonds of 
kinship. The same applies to young 
Frenchmen.

What the British and French seem 
to have overlooked was that the 
civil war in Libya was nurturing 
the same dynamics. France gave 
refuge to few Libyans but not so 
Britain. Manchester gave refuge to 
thousands of Libyans but the city is 
not responsible for how grievances 
festered. As the former director of 
global counter-terrorism opera-
tions at MI6 has pointed out: “It’s 
the ability of groups like ISIS to 
wrap up your individual and local 
anxieties and grievances into this 

huge overall picture — to make you 
somebody.”

Fingers are being pointed at the 
state whose collapse after the fall 
of Qaddafi allowed radicalisation 
to become entrenched. In 2015-16, 
ISIS fighters took control of the 
former Qaddafi stronghold of Sirte, 
from where they were later ejected 
by fighters from Misrata. As it lost 
ground in Iraq and Syria, the ISIS 
leadership saw Libya as a fallback 
zone and, with its oil resources, 
a fount of financing. With youth 
unemployment close to 40%, ISIS 
finds it easy to recruit young Liby-
ans to its ranks.

The United Nations authorised 
a limited intervention to save the 
inhabitants of Benghazi from being 
slaughtered in keeping with the 
doctrine of the Responsibility to 
Protect (R2P), which requires UN 
Security Council authority for any 
such intervention. There was no UN 
authority for Western forces to stay 
on after achieving that objective or 
to be used to assist in the overthrow 
of Qaddafi.

The abuse of the UN charter had 

dire consequences on the West’s 
relations with China and Russia and 
inhibited its policy towards Syria. As 
the regime collapsed, US President 
Barack Obama realised Libya was a 
“shit show” that had less to do with 
“the incompetence and passivity of 
America’s key allies French Presi-
dent Nicolas Sarkozy and British 
Prime Minister David Cameron. The 
faith Obama had in the Europeans, 
given Libya’s proximity, being inter-
ested in following up after Qaddafi’s 
death turned out to be misguided.

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi, who has enthusiastically en-
dorsed US President Donald Trump’s 
fight against “radical Islamic ter-
rorism,” was quick to bomb alleged 
ISIS training camps in eastern Libya 
after the latest attack against Copts 
complicated matters.

There has been a series of large-
scale attacks on the Egypt’s Coptic 
Christian minority in recent months. 
Meanwhile, international peace-
keepers describe the fighting in Sinai 
as beginning to resemble the conflict 
in Afghanistan. Human rights 
groups estimate that 40,000-60,000 
political prisoners are in Egyptian 
jails. They include members of the 
Muslim Brotherhood but also secu-
lar pro-democracy activists.

How will the European Union 
react if the arc of instability facing 
its southern shores rim spreads from 
Libya into Egypt? Will the southern 
region of Tunisia, which has close 
ties with neighbouring Libya and 
is in open revolt against the richer 
north, add to the growing confu-
sion?

One can only hope an ill-tempered 
Brexit will not discourage close se-
curity cooperation between Britain 
and its European neighbours. The 
blowback of reckless policies in 
North Africa since 2011 have come 
to haunt Britain and the European 
Union.

Francis Ghilès is an associate 
fellow at the Barcelona Centre for 
International Affairs.
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View point
British 
intelligence 
had
long-
standing 
dealings 
with Libyan 
exiles, not 
least its 
Islamist 
contingent.

MI5 facilitated the travel
of many Islamist Mancunians
to Libya after 2011.
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B 

ritons head to the polls 
June 8 in a post-Brexit 
and post-Manchester cli-
mate of tension and un-
certainty.

Since British Prime Minister The-
resa May called for a snap election 
on April 18, it has been a campaign 
dominated by Brexit and the econ-
omy. After the Manchester Arena 
bombing on May 22, security and 
terrorism also came to the fore.

The Conservative Party, led by 
May, and the opposition Labour 
Party, led by Jeremy Corbyn, have 
put forward wildly contrasting eco-
nomic and social visions for Brit-
ain. Despite being a general elec-
tion — meaning that the electorate 
does not actually vote directly for 
either leader — the campaigning 
has been focused on issues of lead-
ership.

The Conservatives have looked 
to bank on the image of May, a for-
mer home secretary, as a “strong 
and stable” leader capable of ne-
gotiating Brexit. “You can only de-
liver Brexit if you believe in Brexit. 
You can only fight for Britain if you 
believe in Britain. You can only 
deliver for Britain if you have the 
strength, the plan and the deter-
mination to see it through,” May 
said to voters in the north-east 
on June 2.

“What we know in this election is 
that the only other person that can 
be prime minister… is simply not 
up to the job. He [Corbyn] doesn’t 
believe in Britain. He doesn’t have 
a plan. He doesn’t have what it 
takes,” she said.

However, Corbyn’s populist left-
wing policies, including a major 
hike in corporate tax to pay for 
greater investment in the National 
Health Service and education, has 
won plaudits.

Early in the campaign, the elec-
tion was not expected to be close. 
Corbyn — having survived an over-
whelming vote of no confidence 
from his own members of parlia-
ment last year — was viewed as an 
easy target and May’s decision to 
call an election as a strategic mas-
ter stroke.

Analysts speculated that May’s 
“strong and stable” brand of Con-
servatism would win in an unprec-
edented landslide. As campaigning 
entered the final week, however, 
a YouGov poll said that lead had 
shrunk to 3 percentage points — 
potentially meaning a hung parlia-
ment. Other polls have the Conserv-
ative lead at 15 percentage points.

Corbyn, who has historically 
been on the left of the Labour Party, 
has always been a strong campaign-
er. A populist left-wing message has 
found support, particularly among 
young Britons. “The Conservatives 
want a mandate for their Brexit 
plan; a plan that puts jobs and liv-
ing standards at risk and threatens 
to turn out country into a low-wage 
offshore tax haven,” Corbyn said in 
an election message.

“The party that closed down 
huge chunks of British industry 
under Margaret Thatcher and now 
pays for tax handouts for the rich-
est with cuts to vital public services 
hasn’t changed its spots,” Corbyn 

warned, pledging to lead a new 
government “for the many, not the 
few.”

Unlike Marine Le Pen’s National 
Front in France, there is no far-right 
party that can expect to win a signif-
icant share of the vote. The UK In-
dependence Party (UKIP) has made 
similar arguments to Le Pen’s, in-
cluding leader Paul Nuttall suggest-
ing that potential extremists should 
be locked up indefinitely in intern-
ment camps, but UKIP is competi-
tive in only a few marginal seats.

There is no clear “Muslim vote” 

in the United Kingdom, as there is 
in some other European countries. 
Muslims in Britain split their vote 
along ethnic, regional and class 
lines, Runnymede Trust’s 2012 
Ethnic Minority British Election 
study stated. However, the Mus-
lim Council of Britain, the largest 
Muslim umbrella group in Britain, 
compiled a list of 40 parliamentary 
seats in which Muslims going to the 
polls could be decisive.

Writing for Britain’s Independent 
newspaper, Leeds Mosque Imam 
Qari Asim called on British Mus-

lims to participate in the democrat-
ic process.

“As a Muslim citizen, I strongly 
believe in the right to vote and that 
we should exercise that right, not 
least because we have a duty to 
make our society better, not just for 
Muslims but for all of us,” he said.

“The votes of British Muslims 
will count in more constituencies 
than ever before this year, yet the 
mainstream political parties have 
largely either ignored this ethnic 
group or not courted its votes in an 
effective way,” he said.

British voters head to the polls in snap general election
Mahmud el-Shafey

 There is no clear 
“Muslim vote” in the 
United Kingdom, as 
there is in some other 
European countries.

Africa, Arab world are heard at G7 but are not a priority
The Arab Weekly staff

Tunis

D 

ays after a suicide bomb-
ing killed 22 people in 
northern England, lead-
ers of the seven world’s 
largest economies con-

vened for discussions on terrorism, 
economy, climate change and mi-
gration.

The annual summit, meeting on 
Italy’s island of Sicily, 225km from 
the northern tip of Africa, planned 
to focus on migration but was over-
shadowed by the terror attack in 
England and friction between the 
United States and its European allies 
over free trade and the Paris climate 
accords.

A major point of contention dur-
ing the conference was how to bal-
ance national security and migra-
tion policy concerns. The presence 
of a few Arab and African leaders at 
the summit did not change much of 
the focus, although it provided a dif-
ferent perspective to that of the ma-
jor industrialised countries.

Italy, which has taken in hundreds 
of thousands of migrants in recent 
years, had hoped to convince its 
counterparts to open legal channels 
of migrants to stem the flow of risky 
sea crossings from Libya. However, 
there was pushback from the Ameri-
cans and British.

“There was very strong opposi-
tion by the Americans and British 
who wanted to refocus on security 
and water down the expansive lan-
guage on freedom of movement,” a 

European diplomat, who declined 
to be identified, told Reuters.

The final G7 statement recognised 
the need to help refugees fleeing 
war and poverty but also to “reaf-
firm the sovereign rights of states 
to control their own borders and set 
clear limits on net migration levels.”

G7 representatives were joined by 
the leaders of Tunisia, Kenya, Ethio-
pia, Niger and Nigeria, as well as 
the heads of the African Union, the 
United Nations, the International 
Monetary Fund and the World Bank.

“Perhaps the choice (to be in) 
Taormina and Sicily says much 
about how important our relations 
are with Africa,” Italian Prime Min-
ister Paolo Gentiloni said in opening 
remarks.

Tunisian President Beji Caid Es-
sebsi noted that geographic proxim-
ity creates bonds of common inter-
est between his country and Europe. 
“I have made it here in only 35 min-
utes,” he said alluding to the time of 
his flight from Tunis.

He drew the attention of Western 
leaders to the budget predicament 
Tunisia faces as it faces the threat of 
terrorism, especially the challenge 
of securing Tunisia’s Libyan border 
from jihadists. “We have reallocated 
some of our development resources 
to fighting terrorism,” he said, not-
ing that the country grapples with 
a “big youth problem,” as its young 
people are frustrated by the lack of 
opportunities.

The conflict in Libya has implica-
tions for the broader Sahel’s fight 
against terror, Niger President Ma-
hamadou Issoufou noted. He called 
on the leaders of the G7 countries to 
take urgent measures to end the Lib-
yan crisis and derided them for not 
keeping promises of aid to fight pov-
erty in West Africa’s poorest regions.

While the world’s most powerful 
democracies have called for “inclu-
sive political dialogue and national 
reconciliation” in Libya, a concrete 
plan on how to resolve the crisis is 
yet to emerge.

Lawlessness in Libya has facilitat-
ed the transit of hundreds of thou-
sands of African migrants embark-
ing on perilous voyages across the 
Mediterranean. It is now directly 
implicated in European terrorism 
after a Briton of Libyan descent in 
a suicide attack set off a bomb at a 
Manchester concert, killing 22 peo-
ple, including several children.

During the G7 summit, British 
Prime Minister Theresa May said the 
Manchester bomber’s links to Libya 
“undoubtedly shine a spotlight on 
this largely ungoverned space on the 
edge of Europe.”

“So we must redouble our support 
for a UN-led effort that brings all the 
parties to the negotiating table and 
reduces the threat of terror from 
that region,” she said.

In a meeting with French Presi-
dent Emmanuel Macron, Caid Es-
sebsi stressed the need for collec-
tive action on Libya. The security 
challenge, in particular dealing with 
the proliferation of armed groups, 
would take “long months to stabi-
lise,” Caid Essebsi said, a French of-
ficial told Agence France-Presse.

US President Donald Trump, who 
clashed with European leaders on 
trade and climate issues, pointed 
to immigration as the central factor 
contributing to terrorism.

“Terrorism must be stopped in its 
tracks or the horror you saw in Man-
chester and so many other places 
will continue forever,” he said in 
a speech at NATO headquarters in 
Brussels. “You have thousands and 
thousands of people pouring into 

our various countries and spreading 
throughout, and in many cases, we 
have no idea who they are.”

The G7’s final statement recog-
nised that “the ongoing large-scale 
movement of migrants and refugees 
is a global trend that, given its im-
plications for security and human 
rights, calls for coordinated efforts 
at the national and international 
level.”

“We recognise that the manage-
ment and control of migrant flows 
— while taking into account the dis-
tinction between refugees and mi-
grants — requires both an emergen-
cy approach and a long-term one,” 
the statement read.

The Arab Weekly staff with 
information from news agencies.

A seat at the table. Tunisian President Beji Caid Essebsi (C) speaks with US President Donald Trump (R) 
as German Chancellor Angela Merkel (L) looks on at the G7 summit expanded session in Sicily, on
May 27.            (Reuters)

Focus on leadership. Britain’s Prime Minister Theresa May speaks at an election campaign event at 
Pride Park Stadium in Derby, on June 1.                                                                                                               (Reuters)

 Caid Essebsi noted 
that geographic 
proximity creates 
bonds of common 
interest between 
Tunisia and Europe.
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Cairo targets illegal land-grabbers amid economic unrest

Economy

Cairo

E 

gyptian President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi is seeking 
to retrieve state land ille-
gally acquired by private 
investors in a move he 

hopes could salvage the country’s 
foundering economy.

“The reclaiming of illegally ac-
quired plots of land was hampered 
in the past by the [political] influ-
ence of those who acquired them,” 
said Farouk Megrahi, a retired po-
lice general. “This is a tough mis-
sion that makes it necessary for all 
state agencies to join hands.”

The return of such plots acquired 
under previous governments is the 
biggest move that Sisi has made in 
the fight against corruption, which 
is estimated to cost Egypt tens of 
billions of dollars a year.

“No one is above the law and its 
legitimacy. I assure the Egyptian 
people that they will be able to re-
cover their land,” Sisi said in Dami-
etta on May 23.

“This is the land of Egypt and 
whoever takes it without due pro-
cess is a thief, whoever he is.”

Sisi ordered security forces to 
restore hundreds of thousands 
of hectares of state land unlaw-
fully acquired by people, including 
members of previous cabinets.

Many warned that, while Sisi’s 
decision would prove popular with 
ordinary Egyptians, it would anger 
the powerful business community 
when Cairo is trying to establish 
Egypt as a regional centre for in-
vestment.

Such fears should not be taken 
lightly, Megrahi and other security 
experts said. Egypt’s powerful busi-
ness community has traditionally 
played a major role in domestic poli-
tics, with many businessmen serv-
ing as parliamentarians.

The turmoil Egypt experienced 
for three years after the ousting 
of longstanding President Hosni 
Mubarak in 2011 was largely blamed 
on pro-Mubarak business tycoons 
whose interests were threatened by 
the revolution.

Sisi said those who had illegally 
acquired land had to either surren-

der it or pay market price for the 
property. Cairo estimates that land, 
including plots in the fertile Nile 
Delta and coastland, valued at $500 
billion has been illegally acquired 
over the years.

Tens of thousands of army troops 
and policemen began reclaiming 
plots from those occupying and 
who could not prove legal own-
ership. The process included the 
demolition of many buildings con-
structed illegally on farmland and 
areas overlooking the Nile.

A previous commission, headed 
by former Prime Minister Ibrahim 

Mahlab, tasked with the same mis-
sion reclaimed $55 million worth of 
land over the past months, commis-
sion spokesman Ahmed Ayoub said.

“Recovering all the plots of land 
taken illegally in the past years 
requires a lot of time and effort,” 
Ayoub said. “Some of these plots of 
land are totally unknown to the au-
thorities.”

Sisi has given the army and police 
two weeks to return a record of re-
covered plots of land. By late May, 
land worth $2.1 billion had been re-
covered.

Economists said that the money 

raised from the reclamations could 
prove vital to Egypt’s flagging econ-
omy and could help the government 
bridge the budget deficit, which is 
expected to reach $16 billion by the 
end of the current fiscal year.

“This money will come at an op-
portune time,” said Yasser Omar, 
a member of the Egyptian Parlia-
ment’s Budget and Planning Com-
mittee. “It will do a lot to reduce 
pressure on millions of poor Egyp-
tians who need support.”

Amr Emam is an Egyptian reporter 
in Cairo.

London

N 

early 3,400 business 
owners attended Going 
Global Live, a confer-
ence in London that 
shows attendees how to 

take their businesses overseas or in-
crease presence in the international 
marketplace. Many businesses that 
were at the May event are active in 
the Middle East.

One company in attendance was 
Arthur J. Gallagher and Company, 
an international risk management 
and insurance brokerage firm that 
helps small and medium-sized en-
terprises go global.

“Regulatory environments are 
different in every country so we ad-
vise them on what they need,” said 
Wayne Grinsted, the company’s re-
gional managing director.

“The Middle East is challenging 
from a regulatory perspective and 
political perspective. It is unique 
because of the ‘Arab spring’. We 

need to revise very carefully to en-
sure their interests are protected 
but, nonetheless, there is no pro-
hibition from that perspective,” he 
added.

Also represented was the Kuwait 
Direct Investment Promotion Au-
thority (KDIPA), whose core goal is 
to attract inbound investments to 
Kuwait. They focus mainly on the 
IT sector, health care and educa-
tion.

“We have worked with huge com-
panies such as IBM and General 
Electric. Every year we come up 
with new sectors to work in. We do 
all our research around the world. 
We try to see it from every angle, so 
politically, geographically and eco-
nomically and we see which sectors 
are booming,” said Farah AlAjeel, 
who works in the company’s pro-
motional activities department.

“General Electric just opened 
its first branch outside the United 
States and it was in Kuwait. It is a 
training centre. The reason they 
chose Kuwait is because it is strate-
gically located in the Middle East,” 
she said.

“If you choose to invest through 
KDIPA, you get incentives. Previ-
ously you couldn’t invest solely on 
your own, you needed a local part-
ner, but through us you have 100% 
ownership of your company. You 
get exemptions from taxes, includ-
ing custom duty taxes. Also, we 
transfer earnings free of charge. We 
will also treat your company as a 

Kuwaiti company so you can invest 
in other parts of the [Gulf Coopera-
tion Council].”

Translation companies also at-
tended the event. The company 
101Translations has many clients 
who work with the Arab region.

“We work with a network of trans-
lators who have a lot of expertise. 
Many European companies need to 
communicate with the Arab region. 
We have done translations for busi-
ness proposals, interactive systems, 
software and medical question-
naires. We also have a point and re-
ward system,” 101Translations Man-
aging Director Giovanni Giusti said.

“A lot of our customers for Ara-
bic are design firms and marketing 
firms. Arabic is written from right 
to left so that affects the layout of 
books. We have professionals who 
work with Arabic layout because if 

we send Arabic text to our British 
customers, they will not be able to 
come up with a properly formatted 
text. Another popular service we of-
fer is double-sided business cards 
where one side is in English and the 
other is in Arabic.”

A British barrister registered in 
Malta spoke about how the country 
helps Middle East companies trade 
in Europe.

“Malta is the most southern 
country in Europe. Its neighbouring 
countries are Sicily at one end and 
Libya at the other. It has strategic 
shipping routes into Europe and 
the Middle East. We set up Maltese 
companies because it is a tax-effi-
cient jurisdiction. The effective cor-
porate tax rate after tax refunds is 
5%. As Malta is a European jurisdic-
tion, it will be a European company 
with a VAT number so that allows 

Middle Eastern companies to trade 
in Europe so they can claim back 
VAT,” said Geraldine Noel, a partner 
of Acumum.

“Malta also offers a number of 
residency programmes. We have 
clients from the Middle East enjoy-
ing the benefits of that. Malta is a 
member of the Schengen visa-free 
travel zone so it provides for visa-
free travel as well. The residency is 
a one-time payment of 30,000 euros 
($33,642), which includes grandpar-
ents, yourself and your children,” 
she added.

The next Going Global Live event is 
scheduled for November 16-17 at Olympia 
in London. If interested in exhibiting, con-
tact Simon Chicken at 0117 907 3520 or 
simon.chicken@prysmgroup.co.uk.

Dunia El-Zobaidi is a regular Arab 
Weekly contributor in London.

Thousands attend 
Going Global Live
to learn about taking 
business overseas
Dunia El-Zobaidi

A British barrister 
registered in Malta 
spoke about how 
Malta helps Middle 
East companies trade 
in Europe.

Leading business show. A picture taken at Going Global Live, May 2017.                                  (Going Global Live)

While Sisi’s decision 
would prove popular 
with ordinary 
Egyptians, it would 
anger the powerful 
business community.

Bold move. Authorities raze buildings constructed on land that was acquired illegally in Egypt.                                                               (Saeed Shahat)

Amr Emam
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Kuwaiti company 
to pay $95 million 
in fraud case

Iraq appoints 
new deputy for 
upstream 
operations

Saudi 
Aramco-Hyundai 
in $5.2 billion 
shipyard deal

A Kuwaiti logistics company ac-
cused of inflating prices and de-
frauding the US government for 
contracts to feed American troops 
has settled a lawsuit.

The US Justice Department said 
Agility Public Warehousing agreed 
to pay $95 million and plead guilty 
to misdemeanour theft of govern-
ment funds.

Federal prosecutors said in an 
indictment that Agility manipu-
lated a complex funding formula 
to defraud the government of at 
least $68 million. The indictment 
said the company provided false 
invoices and statements to a lo-
gistics centre, bought high-priced 
food items and knowingly inflated 
prices.

Agility has been suspended from 
US government contracting since 
its indictment in 2009. It provided 
food for US troops in Iraq, Kuwait 
and Jordan.

(The Associated Press)

Iraqi Oil Minister Jabar Ali al-
Luaibi appointed a new deputy 
for upstream operations as part of 
an overhaul meant to bolster the 
OPEC member’s ability to boost 
crude output capacity, a ministry 
spokesman said.

Kareem Hattab, who will oversee 
exploration and production, previ-
ously served as director-general of 
the state-owned Iraqi Oil Explora-
tion Company, spokesman Asim 
Jihad said.

The position has been vacant 
since late last year when Luaibi re-
shuffled the ministry’s top officials.

(Reuters)

Saudi Aramco is to build the re-
gion’s biggest shipyard in a $5.2 
billion joint venture with South 
Korea’s Hyundai Heavy Industries 
and others, the partners said.

The yard, to be constructed on 
the kingdom’s Gulf coast, will have 
the capacity to produce four off-
shore rigs and 40 vessels, includ-
ing three supertankers, a year, 
the state-owned oil giant said in a 
statement.

Lamprell, a UAE-based provider 
of services to the energy industry, 
and Bahri, the National Shipping 
Company of Saudi Arabia, have 
also signed on to the venture.

“The integrated maritime yard 
will be the largest in the region in 
terms of production capacity and 
scale,” Saudi Aramco said.

The yard, in the new industrial 
port city of Ras al-Khair, will also 
provide maintenance services for 
rigs and vessels.

“Major production operations 
are expected to commence in 
2019,” with full capacity reached by 
2022, Aramco said.

In a separate statement, Lam-
prell PLC said the yard will cost an 
estimated $5.2 billion to build, of 
which about $3.5 billion is to come 
from the Saudi government. The 
rest will be funded by the joint ven-
ture.

(Agence France-Presse)

BriefsPetrofac resumes production in Tunisia
The Arab Weekly staff

Tunis

E 

mbattled British energy 
firm Petrofac has re-
sumed production at its 
gas plant in Tunisia after 
a stoppage that lasted 

several months, the company and a 
trade union said.

The positive news is likely very 
welcome by the beleaguered en-
ergy firm, which is under inves-
tigation by British authorities for 
alleged corruption, bribery and 
money laundering.

Abdelhadi Ben Jemaa, secretary-
general of the Tunisian General 
Labour Union (UGTT) trade union 
in Sfax, told Agence France-Presse 
that, as of May 26, gas was flowing 
by pipeline to Sfax from the Cher-
gui field operated by Petrofac.

The company confirmed that 
work had resumed at the Chergui 
gas field concession on the Kerken-
nah Islands in south-eastern Tuni-
sia.

In September, Tunisia’s govern-
ment said Petrofac was pulling out 
of the North African country be-
cause of a labour dispute that had 
paralysed its operations since the 
start of 2016.

Days later the government said 
a deal had been worked out but at 
the end of 2016 the company de-
clared its “technical shutdown,” 
following further protests by dem-
onstrators calling for permanent 
jobs. The protesters, who also de-
manded development projects for 
the region, blocked roads used by 
company trucks.

The unrest began at the start of 
2016 after the end of a programme, 
largely financed by Petrofac, that 
was created after Tunisia’s 2011 up-

rising to get unemployed graduates 
into work, although often without 
permanent contracts or benefits.

Petrofac said it could no longer 
fund the programme and called on 
Tunisian officials to take over.

Ben Jemaa said Petrofac re-
sumed operations after work was 
undertaken to develop the small 
port of Sidi Fraj in Kerkennah. That 
would allow trucks to avoid the 
Sidi Youssef port, which was on the 
road that protesters had previously 
blocked.

“It is too soon to say if this new 
solution (will work)… but it is posi-
tive,” he added.

Petrofac has a 45% stake in the 
Chergui facility, with Tunisia’s 
national oil company holding the 
rest.

Tunisia’s revenues from oil and 
gas extraction have been stead-
ily shrinking, with social unrest 
and technical failures limiting the 
country’s energy output. A Feb-
ruary report by Tunisia’s central 

bank stated that production from 
the oil and gas extraction sector 
decreased 10.1% in 2016 compared 
to the previous year.

Taken on its own, gas produc-
tion dropped 11% during the same 
period (down from a 3.9% fall off 
in 2015 and an 8.5% reduction in 
2014). Crude oil production for 
2016 fell 6.2% after declines of 
9.6% in 2015 and 10.6% in 2014.

The resumption of production at 
Kerkennah should come as some 
comfort to the Tunisian govern-
ment, which recently deployed the 
army to safeguard the country’s in-
dustrial sites disrupted by general 
strikes and protests over poverty.

News of resumption of produc-
tion at Kerkennah will also pro-
vide Petrofac with a sorely needed 
boost after its share price crashed 
following the release of details of a 
fraud investigation into its interna-
tional operations.

The company has confirmed that 
Chief Operations Officer Marwan 

Chedid and CEO Ayman Asfari had 
been questioned under caution by 
Britain’s Serious Fraud Office re-
garding allegations of bribery, cor-
ruption and money laundering.

Chedid has since been suspend-
ed and resigned from the board. 
Asfari is to continue as CEO but has 
recused himself from matters re-
lating to the investigation.

Shares slumped as much as 29%, 
wiping more than $640 million off 
the company’s market capitalisa-
tion. The British newspaper the 
Daily Telegraph reported that the 
company could lose as much as 
$2.56 billion in market value and 
faces a possible $800 million fine 
because of the scandal.

Back to business. A 2016 file picture shows a general view of the facilities at the Chergui gas field of 
Petrofac on the Tunisian island of Kerkennah.                                       (Reuters)

Resumption of 
Petrofac operations 
comes after work 
was undertaken to 
develop the small 
port of Sidi Fraj in 
Kerkennah.

Dim prospects for Lebanon’s economy

L 

ebanon has never 
enjoyed a strong 
economy and the 
current tranche of 
political manoeuvring 
looks unlikely to mark 

any serious reversal of decades of 
neglect and political infighting.

Lebanon’s economy has never 
really lived up to its reputation for 
vibrancy. Even in the supposedly 
halcyon days of the 1960s and ‘70s, 
there were significant concerns the 
economy was too reliant on tourism 
and commercial services rather 
than developing and strengthening 
other sectors, specifically industry 
and agriculture that might provide 
a long-term base for the future 
economy.

What economic development 
was undertaken was haphazard and 
distributed unevenly, producing lit-
tle but high poverty levels and the 
concentration of power and wealth 
within  
established elites.

The destruction wrought by the 
years of civil strife from 1975-90 
also left its mark on the economy. 
The staggering costs of reconstruc-
tion and the corruption that have 
followed pushed public debt to the 
point where it now eclipses GDP by 
140% — the third highest interna-

tionally after Japan and Greece.
Following the election of a 

president last October and the 
subsequent appointment of a new 
cabinet, hopes were high that the 
economy would be given priority. 
However, the seemingly rushed ap-
provals granted to the long-awaited 
oil and gas decrees have only 
served to increases public fears of 
increased corruption and a further 
deterioration in economic transpar-
ency. Subsequent government deals 
relating to the provision of electric-
ity and telecoms have reinforced 
those fears.

Beyond the country’s historic and 
largely self-inflicted woes, are pres-
sures affecting the fragile Lebanese 
economy: The influx of Syrian 
refugees, estimated at more than 
1.5 million; the American sanctions 
whose targets seem to fall wider 
than simply Hezbollah and its 
institutions; the negative effect of 
the long-term political and consti-
tutional turmoil the country has en-
dured and the high unemployment 
and the low development rates that 
exist across Lebanon.

It’s also worth remembering the 
400,000 or so Palestinian refugees 
who have been resident in, and de-
pendent upon, Lebanon since 1948.

Given the severity of those chal-
lenges, plus the chaos that has 
come to characterise the electoral 
law reforms, expectations that seri-
ous economic reform may be under 
way soon are low.

However, the government esti-
mates that 96 trillion cubic metres 

of gas and 865 million barrels of 
oil lie beneath unexplored areas 
off the country’s coast. After being 
stalled since 2013, exploration 
rights for those fields are open for 
tender and, if successful, promise 
returns of more than three times 
the country’s national debt.

Despite the IMF’s apparent ap-
proval of the process, delays in 
establishing the Lebanese National 
Oil Company have increased public 
scepticism over the government’s 
ability and willingness to carry 
out continued reform with the 
transparency many have hoped 
for. Moreover, delays in the crea-
tion of the sovereign fund have 
heightened concerns over possible 
corruption.

The international financial sup-
port that Lebanon called for has 
fallen far short of what is required 
and many promises by potential 
donors have not been kept. True, 
there is increased awareness from 
the part of the international com-
munity of the enormous pressure 
the Syrian refugees exert on the 
Lebanese economy, particularly as 
many are expecting a prolonged 
stay in the country.

However you look at it, the pros-
pects for the Lebanese economy 
are dim. Political factions have 
unanimously failed to construct 
a common approach for resolving 
economic issues separately from 
their political differences.

Ultimately, all will face the final 
verdict of the electorate at the bal-
lot box.

Rami Rayess

View point
The 
international 
financial 
support that 
Lebanon 
called for 
has fallen far 
short of what 
is required.

Beyond the country’s historic 
and largely self-inflicted woes, 
are pressures affecting the 
fragile Lebanese economy.

Petrofac has a 45% 
stake in the Chergui 
facility, with Tunisia’s 
national oil company 
holding the rest.
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Tunis

W 

alking around the 
Municipal Market in 
Ariana in north-east-
ern Tunisia, Ahmed 
Mattousi, a 34-year-

old banker, stared at vegetables and 
fruit on display. Now and then, he 
stopped to ask the sellers about the 
price of bell peppers, parsley or to-
matoes.

For Mattousi, along with most 
other Tunisians, the holy month of 
Ramadan is an occasion for spiritual 
development and family get-togeth-
ers.

“It is the third day of Ramadan 
and I feel blessed for being able to 
experience the true spirit of the holy 
month,” he said. “In the company 
of the larger family, I usually break 
my fast with dates and water. Then, 
we have soup, salad, breek (a popu-
lar stuffed pastry in Tunisia), other 
appetisers and, finally, the main 
course. After iftar, we fancy fruits 
like watermelon and peaches and 
later in the evening we enjoy a vari-
ety of traditional sweets.”

Leila Barakat, a 42-year-old 
housewife told of another impor-
tant part of a Ramadan day: Suhur, 
the pre-dawn meal.

“The suhur is essential and it has 
grown into a very important tradi-
tion. The most popular meal is the 
Tunisian masfouf yet it has regret-
tably become quite unaffordable. 
To prepare masfouf you need cous-
cous, dry raisins, nuts, sugar and 
butter,” Barakat said.

Mattousi and Barakat agreed that 
the prices of many food products 
“skyrocketed” after the 2011 upris-
ing and the ensuing economic crisis.

A few weeks ahead of Ramadan, 
the National Consumer Institute 
(INC) launched a major campaign 
to warn against the detriment of 
consumer frenzy. In line with the 
campaign, Tunisians were reassured 
that all food products would remain 
available and in abundance, with 
the Ministry of Industry and Trade 
assuring it had taken necessary 
measures to ensure a regular market 
supply.

“Two days ago, I received a text 
message from the INC, saying that 
900,000 loaves of bread are wasted 
every day in Tunisia,” Mattousi said, 
noting that he had consulted with 
his wife before going to the market.

A recent survey on food waste 
stated that about two-thirds of Tu-
nisian families waste lots of money 
by throwing away enormous quanti-
ties of food.

The INC pollsters randomly sam-
pled 2,004 families from differ-
ent regions of Tunisia. The results 
showed that Tunisians waste bread 
(46%), fruit (32%), pastries (20%), 
meat (19%), milk and its derivatives 
(18%), vegetables (14%) and bever-
ages (13%).

Family spending increases 30% 
during Ramadan compared to the 
rest of the year, the survey showed.

There is also an increase in the 

consumption of soft drinks (155%), 
fresh milk (119%), fruit (101%), bread 
(52%), meat (45%), derivatives of 
milk and egg (31%), fish (29%), min-
eral water (23%) and pastries (21%).

“The spike in food waste dur-
ing Ramadan is attributable to the 
preparation of lavish meals that far 
exceed the needs of families,” said 
INC Director Tarek Ben Jazia.

The INC, which operates under 
the Tunisian Ministry of Industry 
and Trade, was created in 2008 to 
provide technical assistance and in-
formation on the consumer culture 

in the country.
The problem of food waste during 

Ramadan is not exclusive to Tuni-
sia. Overspending peaks in many 
Muslim countries during the holy 
month.

“The build-up to iftar is marked by 
people thinking of the perfect menu 
and overspending on food purchas-
es. Such a trend boosts the demand 
for certain food products. On the 
trade front, businesses respond to 
the increased demand with a wide 
range of marketing strategies,” said 
Mohammed Ali Shamsi, who works 
at a supermarket in Algiers.

In the United Arab Emirates, the 
Ministry of Environment and Cli-
mate Change reported that “food 
waste doubles during Ramadan and 
contributes to an estimated $4 bil-
lion in yearly food waste.”

In Bahrain, recent figures show 

that food waste exceeds 400 tonnes 
per day during the holy month and 
in Qatar almost 50% of the food pre-
pared during Ramadan is dumped 
into waste bins.

“Ramadan is neither a food festi-
val nor an occasion to display lav-
ishness and exaggeration. A tour 
around some restaurants in down-
town Beirut would reveal to the visi-
tor that public iftars are no longer 
affordable for the poor,” said Imad 
Nasser, a 52-year-old Lebanese who 
recently returned from umrah.

“We surely need to contemplate 
the meaning of the holy month. It 
is a month of blessings and a time 
when people give generously to 
charity and devote themselves to 
prayer and good acts,” he added.

Iman Zayat is an Arab Weekly 
contributing editor in Tunis.

Arab countries face problem of food waste during Ramadan
Iman Zayat

In Bahrain, recent 
figures show that food 
waste exceeds 400 
tonnes per day during 
the holy month.

Overconsumption. People buy vegetables on the first day of Ramadan at a market in Tunis, on May 27.                           (Reuters)

Ramadan banquet 
rules leave Egypt’s 
poor high and dry
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

E 

gypt’s rich have long 
funded iftar meals for the 
poor during Ramadan but 
rising food prices follow-
ing a currency flotation 

and new bureaucratic rules are rad-
ically reducing the number of free 
iftar banquets.

“Food prices have risen almost 
threefold, which is why many of 
those who had the banquets in the 
past do not do the same this year,” 
said Rashad Abdo, director of the 
Egyptian Forum for Economic and 
Strategic Studies think-tank.

Hundreds of thousands of free if-
tar meals have been offered during 
Ramadan in recent years. This year, 

however, economists said there are 
fewer free banquets even as the 
poor are more in need.

Inflation hit a 30-year high in 
April following a November 2016 
decision to float Egypt’s currency 
in line with International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) demands ahead of al-
lowing Cairo a $12 billion loan.

There used to be free iftar ban-
quets in almost every neighbour-
hood. Poor families would race to 
reserve places ahead of the sunset 
call to prayer, which signalled the 
end of the day’s fasting.

Businessman Ibrahim Hashem 
said many poor people from the lo-
cal community would attend.

“They are the doormen working 
here in the neighbourhood, poor 
market workers and motorists who 
cannot go home for their iftar,” 
Hashem said.

It cost Hashem $9,500 to host 
a banquet for 250 people during 
Ramadan last year. This year, he 
calculated it would be closer to 
$30,000 because of price increases.

He decided to continue the 
Ramadan tradition but had to en-
list friends and family members to 
contribute money.

“Otherwise, I would not have 
it because I simply cannot pay all 
this amount of money,” Hashem 
said.

Other businessmen and commu-

nity leaders who usually hosted 
iftar banquets could not meet the 
cost. The Economic Research Fo-
rum estimated there may be only 
half as many charity banquets this 
year.

“The price hikes have affected 
the ability of the rich to offer free 
food to the poor,” Abdo said. “This 
is so bad, given rising poverty.”

Egypt’s poverty rate has risen to 
almost one-third of the population 
of 92 million and the government’s 
economic reforms are expected to 
increase short-term poverty.

Making things even harder are 
new rules by the authorities gov-
erning charity work, even the host-

ing of free iftar banquets.
The rules include requiring ban-

quet organisers to get licences 
from local municipalities, ensure 
that the banquets are far from 
main roads, public buildings and 
schools, get approval from the civil 
defence to ensure that banquet 
guests will be safe and organise 
cleaning up after the banquet is 
over. Banquet organisers must also 
accept government supervision on 
food offered to guests.

“I have given instructions for 
speeding up licensing for those 
who apply,” Local Development 
Minister Hesham al-Sharif said.

The rules, however, have scared 

many of the usual banquet organ-
isers away from having banquets.

“I know people who had can-
celled the idea of having the ban-
quets because of these rules,” 
Hashem said. “The authorities 
want to ensure that nobody will 
have the banquets. This has noth-
ing to do with traffic or safety.”

Responding to the criticism, 
al-Sharif warned that the holding 
mass iftar banquets cause a surge 
in demand for food, which raises 
the price of food during Ramadan.

“Those organising the banquets 
buy huge amounts of food but this 
affects supply and consequently 
food prices,” Hashem said.

Price hikes have 
affected the ability 
of the rich to offer 
free food to the 
poor.”Rashad Abdo, 

director of the Egyptian 
Forum for Economic and 
Strategic Studies

Ramadan tradition. Egyptians break their fast at a charity banquet in Cairo.                                (Saeed Shahat)
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Dubai

T 

he Dubai Press Club (DPC) 
is working with Twitter to 
offer a year-long course to 
help journalists and media 
students develop report-

ing and storytelling skills through 
the popular social networking site.

Due to begin in September, the 
programme, with sessions in Eng-
lish and Arabic, will initially be 
available in the United Arab Emir-
ates but there are plans to extend it 
across the Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) next year.

DPC Director Alia al-Theeb said 
the goal was to support learning 
and the growth of digital journal-
ism because social media tools such 
as Twitter lead to dramatic shifts in 
the way news content is produced, 
distributed and consumed.

“The initiative, developed in part-
nership with Twitter, forms part 
of our ongoing efforts to empower 
journalists in the region,” she said 
during the announcement of the 
programme at the 16th Arab Media 
Forum in Dubai.

“The programme will build stu-
dents’ skills and competencies so 
they can develop into tomorrow’s 
leading journalists. Twitter has 
quickly gained a widespread follow-
ing among the young generation as 
a news source and is at the forefront 
of the trend for people gaining con-
trol of news consumption through 
social media,” Theeb said.

Kinda Ibrahim, director of me-
dia partnerships at Twitter in the 

MENA region, said: “As a real-time 
information network whose role is 
to keep people informed about the 
world, Twitter has proved to be an 
essential tool for the modern-day 
journalist.

“Such a partnership will allow 
students in the region to gain an of-
ficial training, which enables them 
to both source and break news 
through the platform. We see this 
as a much-needed programme that 
will equip journalists with the right 
skills to progress their careers in to-
day’s new media landscape.”

Faisal al-Yafai, a columnist for 
the National newspaper in Abu 
Dhabi and who has a strong Twitter 
following, described the move as 
“very necessary and indeed over-
due.”

“Twitter has increasingly be-
come not only a go-to place to dis-
cover pieces of news but a platform 

in which journalists can actually 
break news and tell news stories 
in a different, innovative way,” he 
said.

“Young journalists today, and 
particularly Arab journalists who 
are operating in a region that uses 
at least three major languages — Ar-
abic, English and French — need to 
be able to access what is being said 
in every part of the region and the 
world rapidly.”

Hassan Hassan, a senior fellow at 
the Tahrir Institute for Middle East 
Policy in Washington and a contrib-
uting writer to the Guardian, For-
eign Policy and other publications, 
also spoke of the opportune nature 
of the online tutoring course.

“The training course in Dubai is 
both timely and critical,” he said. 
“The UAE and the Gulf region have 
a growing internet usage penetra-
tion and some of the highest num-

ber of Twitter and social media us-
ers per capita.”

Hassan, co-author of “ISIS: In-
side the Army of Terror” and whose 
work focuses on Syria, Iraq and the 
Gulf states, highlighted another 
benefit of the Twitter course.

“Training about how to maximise 
reach and be conscious of the dan-
gers that usually come with the use 
of social media is incredibly useful 
for young people and students,” he 
said. “Extremist groups, for exam-
ple, are avid users of social media 
and the Gulf populations are among 
their top targets and so educated 
youth should be similarly savvy in 
the way they use such media.”

Abu Dhabi-based Tierra Smith, 
24, a recent master’s degree gradu-
ate from Louisiana State University, 
has written a thesis about the role 
of female journalists in the UAE.

“This is big for the UAE. There is 

a need to develop and mentor the 
next generation of young journal-
ists,” she said. “They must have a 
hungry appetite for news but also 
understand how to use tools such 
as social media and mobile journal-
ism to their advantage. This will 
give many college students and 
young professionals an hands-on 
approach to an exciting and re-
warding industry.

“Once a young journalist gets a 
taste of fast-paced field, it is addict-
ing. They will create captivating 
work that will advance the country 
and the GCC as a whole.”

More information on the pro-
gramme can be obtained through 
the Dubai Press Club at info@dpc.
org.ae.

Jennifer Bell is an Arab Weekly 
contributor based in the United 
Arab Emirates.

Twitter launching journalism training in Dubai
Jennifer Bell

Widespread following. A 3D-printed logo for Twitter.                                                                                                                                                   (Reuters)

There are plans to 
extend the programme 
across the Gulf 
Cooperation Council 
(GCC) next year.

London

G 

oogle “social media” and 
“terrorism” and the re-
sults deliver more than 
95 million hits, many of 
which are tales of vul-

nerable young people being self-
radicalised online via sites such as 
YouTube and Twitter.

The British Parliament has pub-
lished an extremely critical re-
port outlining the large amount of 
extremist and offensive content 
shared on social media platforms 
and made recommendations about 
how companies should tackle this 
dangerous phenomenon.

“Social media companies’ fail-

ure to deal with illegal and danger-
ous material online is a disgrace,” 
said Member of Parliament Yvette 
Cooper, who heads the parliament’s 
Home Affairs Committee, which 
drafted the report.

“They have been asked repeat-
edly to come up with better systems 
to remove illegal material such as 
terrorism recruitment… Yet repeat-
edly, they have failed to do so. It is 
shameful,” Cooper said.

MPs said it was not acceptable 
that social media companies rely on 
users to report offensive content, 
saying they were ostensibly “out-
sourcing” the problem “at zero ex-
pense.”

The report was particularly criti-
cal of YouTube, which is owned by 
Google, pointing to the huge num-
ber of videos posted by extremist 

and terrorist groups such as the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) and al-Qaeda but 
also by far-right groups.

The parliamentary report was 
published a few months after news 
that videos promoting ISIS were 
monetised, meaning that YouTube 
and the original poster were receiv-
ing money from advertising on vid-
eos that contained illegal content.

One ad from Mercedes was auto-
matically paired with a pro-ISIS vid-
eo that garnered more than 115,000 
views, British media reports said. A 
YouTube advert usually earns about 
$7.70 per 1,000 views, meaning that 
the advert in question could have 
earned the video creators more 
than $900.

Following the news, L’Oreal, 
McDonald’s, Starbucks and other 
major brands pulled their advertis-

ing from YouTube, sparking what 
has been called the “adpocalypse” 
among YouTubers. Several govern-
ments and government agencies, 
including the British government, 
pulled adverts from the video-
sharing website, fearing a public 
relations disaster if taxpayer money 
was found to be funding terrorism.

“It is shocking that Google failed 
to perform basic due diligence re-
garding advertising on YouTube… 
which appeared alongside videos 
containing inappropriate and un-
acceptable content, some of which 
were created by terrorist organisa-
tions,” the report said.

“We note that Google can act 
quickly to remove videos from You-
Tube when they are found to in-
fringe copyright rules but that the 
same prompt action is not taken 
when the material involves hateful 
or illegal content,” the report added.

For a video-sharing platform with 
more than 1.3 billion users, with 
more than 300 hours of video up-
loaded every minute and almost 5 
billion videos watched every day, 
that is a difficult challenge.

In a statement, Google’s UK and 
Ireland Managing Director Ronan 
Harris said the company had strict 
guidelines on content and spent 
“millions of dollars every year” to 
enforce standard practices. How-
ever, he said: “We don’t always get 
it right.”

“In a very small percentage of 
cases, ads appear against content 
that violates our monetisation poli-
cies. We promptly remove the ads in 
those instances but we know we can 
and must do more,” he said.

Britain’s parliamentary commit-
tee said that would not be enough 
and recommended that an entirely 
new system be put in place to guard 
against online extremism.

The report called on ministers to 

consult on requiring social media 
companies to contribute to the cost 
of the Metropolitan Police Counter 
Terrorism Internal Referral Unit, 
which was set up in 2010 with a 
brief to remove unlawful terrorist 
material from the internet. The re-
port suggested imposing multimil-
lion-pound fines for social media 
firms that fail to remove illegal con-
tent within a strict time frame.

“The social media companies 
have been shirking their responsi-
bilities even when there has been 
illegal material on their platforms. 
Even when informed, they have tak-
en no action and this is not accept-
able anymore,” said Fiyaz Mughal, 
founder of Tell MAMA, a national 
project that records and measures 
anti-Muslim incidents in Britain.

Mughal, who testified before the 
cross-party Home Affairs Select 
Committee, said social media need-
ed to be regulated, just like other 
media, to counter the spread of ex-
tremism and hate speech.

“They believed that they were im-
mune to public criticism. The Home 
Affairs Select Committee has shown 
that they are not immune from pub-
lic pressure and this must continue 
to get them to act responsibly. Lives 
have been damaged because of the 
inaction of social media companies 
on illegal material and this simply 
cannot continue,” he added.

UK report denounces proliferation of terrorism videos on YouTube
Mahmud el-Shafey

Difficult challenge. Signage inside the YouTube Space LA offices in Los Angeles.                                   (AP)

Even when 
informed, social 
media companies 
have taken no 
action.”

Fiyaz Mughal, 
founder of Tell MAMA
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Tunis

T 

unisian actor Majd Mas-
toura was chosen Best 
Arab Actor at the Arab 
Critics’ Awards during 
the Cannes Film Festival 

for his performance in Mohamed 
Ben Attia’s breakout film “Inhebek 
Hedi.”

Chosen by a jury of 24 film critics 
from 15 countries, the Arab Critics’ 
Award aims to encourage and pro-
mote Arab cinema.

“I could not be happier to receive 
this award. I am also more and more 
grateful to those who contributed to 
making this film a successful expe-
rience, especially Mohamed Ben At-
tia,” Mastoura said.

Mastoura plays the role of Hedi, a 
man torn between conservative so-
ciety’s expectations and his dreams 
and ambitions. The movie, set 
against the backdrop of post-revo-
lution Tunisia, explores the effects 
of political and economic changes 
on the lives of characters who navi-
gate daily problems.

Praised for his portrayal of the 
character’s inner turmoil, Mastoura 
won a Silver Bear for Best Actor at 
the Berlin International Film Festi-

val in February 2016. Ben Attia won 
the Best First Feature Award at the 
festival.

“Winning the Silver Bear showed 
me that I have a place in the act-
ing world and that I need to work 
harder on establishing this,” Mas-
toura said. “I don’t think we can 
talk about Tunisian cinema without 
enough movies to be the substance 
for a cinematographic experience 
that has its features and audience.”

Although acting is a relatively 
new passion for the 27-year-old, 
Mastoura recalled how his interest 
in the profession dates to when he 
joined a theatre club at the age of 11. 
While it lasted only three years due 
to his family’s travelling around the 
country, the experience had a last-
ing impact on Mastoura.

“When I was a child, I dreamt of 
being an actor. I also dreamt of be-
coming an astronaut, a lawyer and a 
writer. Growing up, I gave up acting 
because of my studies and thought 
I was not fit for acting anymore,” 
Mastoura said.

Mastoura said he was influ-
enced by films he watched during 
his childhood. As an adult, he was 
friends with members of Tunisia’s 
leading cinema associations. It was 
with those connections that Mas-
toura helped create a film festival in 
his hometown of Bizerte in 2013.

He did not begin seriously acting, 
however, until a friend, director 
Jilani Saadi, suggested he partici-
pate in his long feature “Bidoun 2.” 
“It was with this experience that I 
became more interested in pursuing 
acting,” Mastoura said.

Mastoura’s roles often depict the 

concerns of Tunisia’s younger gen-
erations amid the political and so-
cial turmoil of the region. This was 
the case in “Bidoun 2″ and “Inhebek 
Hedi.”

“Hedi is a calm man as his name 
would suggest,” Mastoura said. “He 
is not the kind of person to express 
himself and defend his ideas but he 
is sensitive and he holds in all the 
pressure he is subdued to, which 
soon explodes when he meets Rim.”

“We are different from each oth-
er,” Mastoura said of the character. 
“So different, in fact. I defend and 
fight for my ideas and opinions but 
we have in common the fact we are 
both young Tunisian men who are 
looking for themselves in a nation 
that is also looking for itself.”

Mastoura does not define himself 
solely as an actor. Before acting, 
he was part of a literary collective 
Street Poetry, which encouraged 
writing in the Tunisian dialect 
through staging public readings in 

the streets.
“It wasn’t always my dream to 

become an actor,” he said. “Even 
now, I do not consider myself just 
an actor but rather someone who 
is passionate about acting, some-
one whose career is acting. I want 
to keep acting until the last day of 
my life but I do not think you can re-
strict a person to one activity.

“Till now, to be honest, I am more 
passionate about writing than act-
ing.”

He said street poetry helped re-
shape the relationship with writing 
in the Tunisian dialect and connect-
ed youth with art on the street.

While Mastoura noted that Tuni-
sian cinema faces many obstacles, 
he said that recent productions 
have displayed promising “artistic 
vision.”

“The problem is that acting can-
not be a career in Tunisia and I am 
not talking about the few actors that 
can earn a living by acting. There is 

no social security or fixed working 
hours or state subsidised contracts 
for in between shows for actors like 
in France,” said Mastoura, adding 
that “the state of Arab cinema is a 
controversial topic.”

He added: “Where are the movie 
theatres? Where is cinema in the 
cultural politics of these countries? 
Do these countries have cultural 
politics in the first place? The good 
news is that they created an Arab 
Cinema Centre, which is going to be 
of great importance for Arabic cin-
emas in addition to the network of 
Arab television.”

Mastoura is embarking on a new 
artistic adventure: A dance perfor-
mance with Tunisian choreogra-
pher Radhouane el-Meddeb. The 
performance is to premiere in July 
in France at the Avignon Festival.

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and 
Culture contributor to The Arab 
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

Tunisian Majd 
Mastoura named 
Best Arab Actor at 
Cannes Film Festival
Roua Khlifi

Mastoura’s roles 
often depict the 
concerns of Tunisia’s 
younger generations.

New adventure. Tunisian actor Majd Mastoura poses during a photo session at a hotel in Paris.       (AFP)

Cinema

Cannes

A 

movie by an Iranian 
who was arrested for 
his work in Iran won the 
Certain Regard competi-
tion at the Cannes Film 

Festival, bolstering the country’s 
film-makers’ reputation for defy-
ing the censors to make high-qual-
ity films.

“Lerd” (“A Man of Integrity”), 
filmed in Iran but unlikely ever to 
be shown there due to censorship, 
is a tense drama about a man per-
secuted by powerful economic and 
political forces who refuses to bribe 
his way out of trouble.

Writer-director Mohammad Ra-
soulof, 45, was arrested alongside 
acclaimed director Jafar Panahi in 
2010 and sentenced to jail. He is 
free on bail and has continued to 
make films that explore political 
and moral corruption.

The Certain Regard award, intro-
duced in 1998, is given to encour-
age innovative and daring works. 
Clutching the scroll he had just 
been awarded on May 27, Rasou-
lof said he hoped the prize would 
make things easier for him to make 
films in Iran.

“I love Iran but it’s like an alco-
holic father, sometimes it hits me,” 
he said.

Rasoulof’s win comes three 
months after Asghar Farhadi won 
the Best Foreign Language Film 

Academy Award for “The Sales-
man,” also shot in Iran, and recog-
nises him as a major force in inter-
national cinema.

“International support has really 
helped all film-makers and espe-
cially me by stopping the pressure 
they were putting on us,” Rasoulof 
said earlier in the festival.

Rasoulof said Iranian authorities 
had given him a permit to shoot 
“A Man of Integrity” only after he 
signed a paper promising not to 
make it “too dark.” He has not been 

granted permission to screen the 
film in Iran so, like his previous five 
features, it is unlikely to be seen 
there except via unauthorised cop-
ies.

Variety called “A Man of Integ-
rity” “a tense, enraging drama 
about corruption and injustice… a 
scathing critique of contemporary 
Iranian society… (that) manages to 
resonate on both specific and uni-
versal levels.”

(Reuters)

Persecuted Iranian director wins award in Cannes

Robin Pomeroy

Increased support. Iranian director Mohammad Rasoulof (2nd L) and cast members (L-R) Soudabeh Beizae, Nasim Adabi and Mohammad Akhlaghirad from “Lerd” 
(“A Man of Integrity”) are seen before the film won the Certain Regard award at the 70th Cannes Film Festival, on May 19.                             (Reuters)
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Alita, Lebanon

P 

erched on a green hill over-
looking the Mediterranean 
and flanked by the legend-
ary Adonis Valley stands 
a large factory compound 

that has been turned into a dynam-
ic cultural hub. Featuring nearly a 
century of sculpting in Lebanon, 
the Modern and Contemporary Art 
Museum — MACAM — is dedicated 
to preserving and promoting Leba-
non’s cultural and artistic heritage.

In addition to a permanent exhi-
bition, “Panorama of Sculpture,” 
displaying more than 300 sculp-
tures by 115 artists, MACAM is a 
treasure-trove of art history with its 
archives library containing 550 files 
about Lebanese artists.

“We are an educational museum 
and an art research centre,” said 
MACAM’s Founder and Director Ce-
sar Nammour. “We are open to the 
public only three days per week. 
The rest of the week we host entire 
school classes as well as architec-
ture, design and art students. We 
give them a tour of the museum 
and initiate them to art through lec-
tures and workshops.”

In the absence of a Lebanese na-
tional gallery, the factory-turned-
museum provides local artists in 
media — ranging from stone and 
metal to ceramics and wood and 
also installation art — with a plat-
form to showcase their work.

Inaugurated in 2013, MACAM is 
the brainchild of Nammour, an art 
critic and the author of 25 books on 
Lebanese art. He said the idea came 

about when he felt the need to pre-
serve installation art.

“Usually when installation art 
exhibitions are over, the works are 
dismantled. I wanted to conserve 
these pieces and was ready to keep 
them and take care of them,” he 
said.

Nammour soon realised that 
it was necessary to exhibit these 
artworks and as the project took 
shape, the scope was broadened to 
include modern and contemporary 
art, providing a unique opportunity 
to appreciate the significant output 
of modern and contemporary local 
sculptors, ceramicists and installa-
tion artists.

The site in Alita, north of Beirut, 
consists of two huge spaces that 
have kept their industrial feel. Hall 
1 contains installations and Hall 2 
showcases sculptures.

“It is the first museum of con-
temporary art in Lebanon. When 
people come here, I hear ‘WAW’ all 
the time,” he said.

The museum showcases the 
works of reputable artists, including 
the first Lebanese sculptor Youssef 
Houeik, the Basbous Brothers — 
Michel, Youssef and Alfred Bas-
bous — Hussein Madi, Wajih Nahle, 
Zaven Hadichian who is a master 
bronze sculptor, Dorothy Salhab 
Kazemi, the first modern woman 
ceramist in the region, Moazzaz 
Rawda, who started sculpting at 50, 
Ginane Bacho and Boulos Richa, a 
blacksmith who became an expert 
in iron sculpturing. Installation art-
ists Nada Sehnaoui and Adnan Hak-
kani are also featured.

Many of the displayed pieces 
were donated to the museum such 
as the sculptures by Houeik, Mady 
and the Basbous Brothers.

“We receive a lot of donations 
but we also have artists who give us 
their pieces for keeping and conser-
vation,” Nammour said. “We do not 
really care about possessing the art-
works, as long as they are displayed 
and the public can appreciate them. 

Some artists retrieve their works 
and others place them back.”

Sculptures by Houeik, Lebanon’s 
first academic sculptor, and the 
Basbous Brothers, the pioneers of 
modern sculpture in Lebanon, take 
centre stage in Hall 2.

“Here we explain to visitors the 
difference between academic or 
realistic art and modern art,” Nam-
mour said. “In academic art, the 
more you are exact in your repro-
duction the more the work is valid, 
while in modern art we don’t care 
about appearance, it is the psychol-
ogy and the idea of the artist that 
matters.”

Bacho’s “cedars,” sculptured 
out of shrapnel, speaks about the 
physical and psychological dam-

age of the Lebanese war. “Here we 
explain that art does not have to be 
necessarily beautiful; it can be ugly. 
It depends on what the artist wants 
to say,” Nammour said.

For his installation, Hakkani col-
lected soil from 50 villages across 
Lebanon providing a rich palette 
of all tonalities in earthen colours 
from red to blue, green, grey and 
white for his paintings. His works 
break with the academic concep-
tion of colour and reaches out for 
the spiritual, philosophical and ex-
istential dimension in demonstrat-
ing the beauty of soil.

Made with 420 brooms, 
Sehnaoui’s installation “To Sweep” 
reflects the simple daily sweeping 
of one’s home to the more painful 

sweeping after bombardment and 
wars and the sweeping of all sorts 
of bad things such as terrorism, 
poverty and hatred.

To promote art appreciation 
MACAM organises temporary retro-
spective exhibitions that highlight 
prominent local artists. In parallel, 
artists are invited to participate in 
competitions on specific themes 
and prizes are awarded.

MACAM is an absolute treat for 
adults and children alike. The en-
trance fee is $10 per person and 
an additional $13 is charged for a 
guide.
http://www.macamlebanon.org.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society sections editor.

MACAM, Lebanon’s first contemporary art museum
Samar Kadi

More than 300 
sculptures by 115 
artists are displayed 
permanently at 
MACAM.

Treasure-trove. Metal artwork by Boulos Richa displayed at MACAM museum.                            (Randa Kadi)

Qishla’s conversion from military base to cultural space
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

T 

en-year-old Hamza Ka-
zem’s eyes sparkled with 
excitement as the boat 
crossing the Tigris in 
the heart of Baghdad ap-

proached the river’s opposite bank 
where the imposing Qishla build-
ing and its landmark clock tower 
stood majestically.

The boy’s interest in Qishla, the 
Ottoman garrison turned into a 
public cultural space, delighted his 
father.

“I have always been keen on 
teaching my children about Iraq’s 
history and heritage. It is not ac-
ceptable that they grow up without 
knowing and appreciating their 
country’s historical places, which 
are unfortunately falling apart be-
cause of neglect and lack of resto-
ration,” said Ribih Kazem, Hamza’s 
father, a university professor.

Qishla, built by the Ottomans in 
1861, was partially restored and 
opened to the public in 2012 pav-
ing the way for the selection of 
Baghdad as the capital of Arab cul-
ture for 2013 by the Arab League. 
The two-storey building was con-
structed to serve as the headquar-
ters of Ottoman forces. In 1868, a 
high tower adorned with a large 
clock was erected in the middle 
of the yard to serve as an alarm to 
wake the soldiers.

During the British mandate in 
the early 20th century, the site 
housed British officers and in 1921 
it held the coronation of King Fais-
al I, the first monarch of modern-
day Iraq. Qishla — Turkish for “bar-
racks” — was later transformed 
into a serail, housing government  
offices. Now, it is known as the 

“old Green Zone,” a reference to 
the Green Zone in Baghdad where 
many government facilities are lo-
cated.

The old garrison turned cultural 
space includes several spacious 
halls that are used for art exhibi-
tions, concerts, theatres, poetry 
readings and cultural debates.

“The place is increasingly be-
coming a popular destination for 
Iraqi families, especially on Fri-
days with more than 3,000 visitors 
from different parts of Iraq. It is 
particularly attractive for intellec-
tuals and lovers of music and po-
etry,” said Qishla’s director Haidar 
Jawad.

“In addition to the cultural at-
tractions, Qishla is popular be-
cause of its historical importance. 
The place has witnessed key events 
that affected past generations and 
it is a source of inspiration for the 
young generation trying to revive 

their heritage through cul-

tural and artistic events,” Jawad 
added.

Taking a tour of the site, one 
comes across artists and intellec-
tuals who are regular visitors of 
Qishla.

“The place is of particular inter-
est for intellectuals for two main 
reasons. First it is close to al-Mu-
tanabbi Street — Baghdad’s re-
nowned historic book-selling hub. 
Second, its gardens hosted many 
demonstrations by Iraqi activists 
and scholars,” said Iraqi cartoonist 
Khudair al-Humairi.

Humairi said he welcomed 
Qishla’s “remake,” which, he said, 
“bestowed” a sociocultural 
dimension that it did 

not have previously.
“The place has a new function 

different from any of the func-
tions it had in the past one and a 
half centuries when it shifted from 
being a garrison for the Ottoman 
troops to a station for British offic-
ers and then a seat of government 
offices,” he said.

“In my capacity as a frequent 
visitor of Qishla, I believe that its 
latest function is the most dis-
tinguished. Its spacious gardens 
provide a unique and free space 
for artists, both professionals and 
amateurs alike, to demonstrate 
their talents,” Humairi said, noting 
that the location was the site of a 
landmark exhibition by the Iraqi 
Cartoon Association on combating 
corruption.

A corner of the garden has 
been allocated for 
“free 

drawing” by amateur artists. It is 
near areas used for art exhibitions 
and cultural performances, includ-
ing singing and folk dance.

Qishla’s restoration project, 
however, has not been fully com-
pleted due to budget restraints. 
MP Faleh Hassan, a member of 
parliament’s tourism committee, 
said more than 300 historic sites 
within Baghdad’s governorate 
need maintenance and restoration 
work.

“The financial crisis that has 
gripped the country since the dra-
matic drop in oil prices has affect-
ed a large number of projects, in-
cluding the restoration of historic 
and ancient sites in the country, 
among them Qishla,” Hassan said.

Former Governor of Baghdad 
Salah Abdul Razzaq said the ini-
tial project previewed transform-
ing some of the Qishla buildings 
into an antique market featuring 
traditional items, paintings and 
rugs, along with Turkish, Iranian, 
Moroccan, Lebanese and Egyptian 
restaurants.

Hamza Kazem said he was hap-
py to visit Qishla in the company 
of his family despite the site’s par-
tial restoration.

“I am dealing with my son the 
same way my father did with me, 
basically introducing him to Bagh-
dad’s heritage through informative 
visits of old quarters and historic 
sites,” Ribih Kazem explained.

“Historical sites should be reha-
bilitated because they constitute 
part of the treasures and culture 
of this country. This is very impor-
tant to the history of Iraq and its 
future as well,” he added.

Oumayma Omar, based in 
Baghdad, is a contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of 
The Arab Weekly.New function. A view of Qishla cultural centre in Baghdad.          (Oumayma Omar)

Qishla was built in 
1861 to serve as the 
headquarters of 
Ottoman forces.
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We welcome submissions of 
calendar items related to 
cultural events of interest to 
travellers in the Middle East 
and North Africa.

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

Amman:
During June 

Starting on the third night of 
Ramadan, Amman each year cel-
ebrates traditional Arab culture 
with the Citadel Nights Festi-
val. The city comes to life each 
night of Ramadan with concerts, 
recitals of classical Arab music, 
traditional dishes and authentic 
souks.

Tunis:
Through June 17

The 35th Tunis Medina Festival 
is set for the Municipal Theatre 
of Tunis, Dar Lasram, Dar Hus-
sein and Tahar Haddad Club. 
The festival includes concerts by 
Salatine el-Tarab from Syria, Zied 
Gharsa from Tunisia and oth-
ers. More than a dozen artistic 
performances will take place in 
the streets of the Old Medina and 
downtown Tunis.

Dubai:
Through July 27

Modernist Women of Egypt, 
an exhibit of work by Egyptian 
female artists, takes place at the 
Green Art Gallery on Alserkal 
Avenue in Dubai. The works on 
display date 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.

Jounieh:
June 24-August 15

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

Marrakech:
July 1-31

The annual Marrakech Festival 
of Popular Arts and Folklore 
showcases Moroccan traditions, 
music, dance and costumes 
through the ages. Visitors attend 
concerts, exhibitions and Moroc-
can street troupe performances.

Beiteddine:
July 1-August 12

The annual Beiteddine Art Festi-
val, situated in Lebanon’s Chouf 
Mountains, includes a variety of 
performances from opera and 
concerts to theatre and art exhi-
bitions. The festival welcomes 
more than 50,000 visitors, as 
well as numerous star perform-
ers. Majida el-Roumi, Pink 
Martini and Kadim al-Sahir are to 
perform at this year’s festival.

Zouk Mikael:
July 4-6

Set in a renovated Lebanese souk 
in a town 14km north of Beirut, 
the annual Zouk Mikael Interna-
tional Summer Festival features 
Arab and international artists.

Carthage:
July 13-August 19  

The Carthage International Festi-
val is one of the most compelling 
arts and cultural events in North 
Africa, drawing a mix of local 
and international performers to 
Tunisia over a period of sev-
eral weeks. It takes place at the 
Carthage amphitheatre.

Sharjah

S 

harjah International Air-
port has been a major fac-
tor in supporting and pro-
moting tourism and trade 
in the UAE. It has also 

played a crucial role as the hub in 
the expansion of the regional budg-
et airline Air Arabia.

The first airfield in Sharjah was 
built in 1932 at Al Mahatta as a stop-
over for Imperial Airways flights to 
India and Australia. Sharjah Inter-
national Airport opened in 1977, 
with its striking three-domed ar-
chitectural profile.

The airport has undergone many 
changes, including the establish-
ment of a freight centre in 1979 and 
an expansion in 1999. In 2008, the 
passenger terminal building was 
enlarged and, in 2014, a 4,060-me-
tre runway — one of the longest in 
the region — was put into service.

However, the most significant 
event took place in 2003 when Air 
Arabia, the MENA region’s first 
low-cost carrier, made its inaugural 
flight from Sharjah International 
Airport, its home base. Fourteen 
years later, the airline operates 
47 Airbus A320 aircraft flying 126 

routes across the Middle East, Af-
rica, Asia and Europe.

A $400 million expansion of 
Sharjah International Airport is on 
track. The project management 
rights were granted to Parsons 
Overseas Limited, said Ali Salim al-
Midfa, chairman of Sharjah Airport 
Authority.

“It includes the phases of prepa-
ration before design, as well as the 
design proper, supervision and the 
handover of the first phase,” Midfa 
said in a release.

The project aims at upgrading 
existing facilities, including an ex-
pansion of the passengers’ build-
ing, to increase the airport’s han-
dling capacity to 25 million in 2027.

A release from the airport stated 
that the expansion would be car-
ried out over a series of phases, the 
most important being the expan-
sion of roads serving the airport.

“The new expansion project is 
an important addition to Sharjah 
International Airport and it will 
serve an increasing number of pas-

sengers every year,” Midfa said in 
the release. “It will be an important 
stop for airlines and shipping due 
to the airport’s strategic location 
and the special services and facili-
ties offered to companies on the 
main lines of navigation and air 
transport that link important loca-
tions in a few hours.”

Sharjah International Airport 
has a significant Indian connection 
with Air India Express, Jet Airways 
and now IndiGo Airlines operating 
flights from there.

The airport handled more than 11 
million passengers in 2016, a 10% 
increase from 2015. The first quar-
ter of 2017 witnessed a 2% increase 
in passenger traffic. The number of 
passengers climbed to 2.74 million, 
from 2.69 million during the corre-
sponding period in 2016.

Sharjah aviation authorities at-
tribute the growth to increased 

passenger satisfaction in the qual-
ity of services provided by the air-
port.

The tourism development strat-
egy of the emirate aims to attract 
more than 10 million tourists to 
Sharjah by 2021. Promoting family 
tourism and an emphasis on cul-
tural activities and related infra-
structure projects have set Sharjah 
apart from other destinations in the 
region.

“The expansion will dramatically 
improve the current travel options 
to and from Sharjah as well as pro-
mote economic growth and job 
creation within the emirate,” said 
Parsons Overseas Limited Presi-
dent Gary Adams.

Saj Ahmad, chief analyst at Stra-
tegic Aero Research, a London-
based aviation consultancy, con-
tended that “Sharjah has always 
been one of the key and oldest 
gateways in and around the GCC 
(Gulf Cooperation Council).”

While Sharjah’s operations were 
modest compared to Dubai and 
Abu Dhabi, “it is still home to an 
expanding Air Arabia,” Ahmad said. 
“We’re seeing more airlines flying 
to the city largely because it is not 
as congested as the airports in the 
other two emirates.

“Recently, we’ve seen Indian air-
lines coming into the market and 
they too see Sharjah Airport as an 
untapped gateway. This will give 
customers additional connection 
and pricing options.”

Ahmad said: “Air Arabia has lev-
eraged the strength of Sharjah’s 
close location to Dubai and has 
managed to successfully grow its 
operations around this facet and 
has become a key money-spinner 
for the local economy.”

“Sharjah can do a lot more to 
convince people that a renaissance 
is back in the cards as it was in the 
late ‘70s and ‘80s when the airport 
and city was the main transit point 
in the region,” he added.

N.P. Krishna Kumar is a Dubai-
based contributor to The Arab 
Weekly.

Sharjah airport 
expansion opens 
wider travel and 
tourism prospects
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Planes parked at Sharjah International Airport.                  (Courtesy of Sharjah International Airport)

A passenger is seen at a duty-free shop at Sharjah International Airport.  (Courtesy of Sharjah International Airport)

Passengers are seen at Sharjah International Airport. 
                                                           (Courtesy of Sharjah International Airport)                

Sharjah authorities 
aim to attract more 
than 10 million 
tourists by 2021.
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F 

aced with the prospect of 
long-term diminishing oil 
revenues, Saudi Arabia, 
traditionally one of the 
world’s biggest importers 

of defence supplies, must consider 
whether its domestic arms output 
can assume a key role in its rulers’ 
vision for a diversified economic fu-
ture.

Saudi Arabia is the world’s third 
largest defence spender after the 
United States and China. The In-
ternational Institute for Strategic 
Studies said the Saudis spent $82 
billion on defence in 2016, a figure 
that does not include specific mili-
tary operations, such as the Yemen 
intervention.

Taking into account ongoing op-
erations, Saudi defence spending 
may be more than $100 billion a 
year, which is the combined British 
and French annual defence expen-
ditures.

With defence accounting for 
about one-eighth of the Saudi gov-
ernment’s annual expenditures, it 
has been able to source only 2% of 
requirements domestically. Hence 
its accolade as the biggest importer 
of defence systems.

Prince Mohammed bin Salman 
bin Abdulaziz, Saudi Arabia’s youth-
ful deputy crown prince and min-
ister of defence, last year released 
a much-needed road map. Vision 
2030 is an ambitious if vague blue-
print to reconfigure the national 
economy through industrialisation, 
new manufacturing, energy gen-
eration, modern infrastructure and 
tourism, among others.

Defence is a focus area for Vision 
2030. Government spending is dif-
ficult to cut due to the emerging 
threat environment but it could be a 
vehicle to create thousands of jobs.

By 2030, Saudi Arabia needs to 
create 6 million jobs for new en-
trants into the labour market. The 
unemployment rate is about 12% to-
day officially and the challenge has 
been described a “looming spectre” 
by Saudi Labour Minister Mufrej al-
Haqbani.

Vision 2030 aims to ensure 50% of 
Saudi defence sourcing is done do-
mestically to retain money within 
the economy. This would represent 
more than $50 billion more circulat-
ing in the economy if current spend-
ing trends continue. The effect of 
successful Saudi defence industri-
alisation to its labour market and 
trade balance would be massive.

The Saudi fiscal deficit is expected 
to be around 10% of GDP this year, 
so Riyadh will raise $15 billion from 
international markets. Its first bond 
sale raised $17.5 billion last year. 
Saudi Arabia has a very low debt-
to-GDP ratio but borrowing will be-
come more expensive if oil prices 
remain depressed and if results of 
government spending do not follow 
as expected.

With commitments of $110 bil-
lion for defence deals with US 
companies over the next decade 
announced during US President 
Donald Trump’s Riyadh visit for the 
Arab Islamic American Summit, the 
Saudis are staying American for de-
fence.

Together, these commitments 
(tentatively) represent the biggest 
defence deals ever. In part, they 
may have been a Saudi response 
to Trump’s criticism of the United 
States’ partners not paying their fair 
share for security but the Saudis also 
want to change the paradigm of how 
defence spending is transacted.

More security burden sharing 
with the United States must neces-
sarily result in more profit sharing 
with American defence contractors 
to redistribute the financial benefits 
of their winning contracts in the 
world’s most lucrative defence ex-

port market to support Saudi Vision 
2030.

Trump spoke of the “tremen-
dous” deals translating into “jobs, 
jobs, jobs” as the United States tack-
les a go-slow economy. Riyadh will 
be hoping for economic windfalls of 
its own with job creation at home. 
At face value, it’s a win-win situ-
ation. Riyadh wants its American 
industry partners to help localise 
defence supply chains as far as pos-
sible and to work with Saudi firms to 
develop capacities in return for be-
ing awarded massive contracts.

The Centre for Strategic and Inter-
national Studies’ Anthony Cordes-
man, a leading American authority 
on Gulf security, and other experts 
voiced scepticism about the feasi-
bility of Saudi defence industriali-
sation. Cordesman said that efforts 
to develop a fully fledged defence 
industry lack sound economic logic 
and that the Saudi model cannot 

succeed. Manufacturing defence 
system components in one place — 
such as the United States — and as-
sembling them in another — in Saudi 
Arabia, for example — add supply 
chain costs, complexity and risk to 
the extent that commercial viability 
breaks down.

At best, Riyadh can only force US 
suppliers to assemble in the king-
dom. Manufacturing is many years 
out of the question but support 
services is an area the kingdom will 
need to target and the country does 
have a nascent defence industry 
on which to build a foundation. Its 
three leading players — the Military 
Industries Corporation (MIC), Ad-
vanced Electronic Company (AEC) 
and Alsalam Aircraft Company — 
will soon be joined by the recently 
announced Saudi Arabian Military 
Industries (SAMI) company.

The Saudi challenge for develop-
ing a defence industrial base boils 

down whether it is possible non-or-
ganically by importing expertise or 
forcing partners to help build local 
capacities, developing and aligning 
supporting infrastructure and get-
ting the right people trained in the 
right way in such short timeframes.

The case for Saudi defence indus-
trialisation is economically persua-
sive and logical but is Riyadh aim-
ing for too much too quickly or is it 
a case of too little too late given its 
inability until now to achieve any 
meaningful self-reliance?

Saudi ambition may still need to 
demonstrate its defence industri-
alisation strategy can be facilitated, 
not hindered, by commercial prin-
ciples such as return on investment 
and efficiency.

Sabahat Khan is based in Dubai and 
maintains a cross-disciplinary focus 
in international security, defence 
policy and strategic issues.

The prospects of cultivating a Saudi defence industry
Sabahat Khan

Too much too quickly or too little too late? A file picture shows workers at the fuselage assembly 
areas for the F-35 Joint Strike Fighter at Lockheed Martin Corporations factory in Fort Worth, Texas.

 (Reuters)
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Taking into account 
ongoing operations, 
Saudi defence 
spending may be 
more than $100 
billion a year.

Sana’a

W 

ith the humanitar-
ian situation dete-
riorating and fight-
ing between warring 
factions raging on, 

diplomatic efforts led by Oman to 
end the war in Yemen have begun.

Muscat is mediating between the 
internationally recognised govern-
ment of Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi 
and Iran-allied Houthi rebels to im-
plement the peace plan championed 
by UN Special Envoy Ismail Ould 
Cheikh Ahmed.

Yemeni Minister of Foreign Affairs 
Abdulmalik al-Makhlafi met with 
General Sultan bin Mohammed al-
Nuamani, minister of the Royal Of-
fice and Omani Minister of Foreign 
Affairs Yousuf bin Alawi, in Muscat 
to “discuss ways to bridge differenc-
es with the Houthis,” based on the 
UN envoy’s latest initiative.

Yemen’s SABA news agency re-

ported that the officials discussed 
facilitating transit of Yemenis 
through Oman, particularly Gulf Co-
operation Council (GCC) residence 
permit holders and students. The 
Omani side pledged its “readiness to 
offer more facilities for Yemenis in 
these harsh circumstances.”

Ould Cheikh Ahmed has been in-
volved in shuttle diplomacy to gen-
erate support for the plan. However, 
during an update to the UN Security 
Council, he said a breakthrough was 
far away.

“We are not close,” Ould Cheikh 
Ahmed said. “The reluctance of the 
key parties to embrace the conces-
sions needed for peace or even dis-
cuss them remains extremely trou-
bling.”

Confidence-building measures 
suggested by the United Nations 
include turning the strategic port of 
Hodeida over to a neutral third par-
ty, paying civil servants’ salaries and 
opening Sana’a airport.

It remains to be seen whether the 
Hadi government would accept such 
concessions due to fears of Iran con-
tinuing to arm the Houthi militia.

Fighting continued in several im-
portant locations, with government 
forces reportedly making gains in 
Taiz, Yemen’s third largest city

Dubai-based Al Arabiya reported 
that fighting between forces loyal 

to Hadi and the Houthi rebels over 
control of the Republican Palace 
continued, with the militia barely 
holding on.

Gaining control of Taiz is impor-
tant to government forces’ plans, 
said political analyst Faris al-Bel, 
who added: “The liberation of im-
portant areas in Taiz and the pro-
gress of the army there, albeit slow, 
is a significant shift in the conflict 
due to the strategic geographical 
importance of Taiz in liberating the 
entire west coast of Yemen.”

The London-based pan-Arab dai-
ly Asharq Al-Awsat reported that 
troops loyal to Hadi were preparing 
for offensives on several rebel-held 
parts of the country, including the 
Red Sea port of Hodeida.

Yemeni Army Chief of Staff Major-
General Mohammed al-Makdishi 
said: “The armed forces have put in 

place plans to liberate the remain-
ing cities” controlled by the Houthi 
rebels and troops loyal to former 
President Ali Abdullah Saleh.

Several Gulf states made efforts 
to combat the growing cholera 
outbreak in Yemen. The first wave 
spread in September 2016, with 
about 23,425 suspected cases. An 
estimated 301 new cases were reg-
istered from April 27-May 18, World 
Health Organisation (WHO) statis-
tics indicate.

The Emirates Red Crescent (ERC) 
delivered urgent medical assistance 
to contain the cholera outbreak, 
particularly in southern Yemen. The 
ERC, WHO and the Yemeni Minis-
try of Health worked to contain the 
latest wave of cholera, which has 
spread across 18 Yemeni governo-
rates.

A Saudi agency was the first to re-

spond to the UN appeal for help with 
regards to the cholera outbreak, do-
nating $274 million and setting up 
an urgent response team to deliver 
rapid intervention programmes, di-
agnosis of the epidemic, treatment 
and control and work on prevention 
while cooperating with UAE Minis-
try of Health.

Kuwait rushed medical supplies 
hospitals in the Abyan governorate 
as part of its Kuwait Beside You pro-
gramme. In a statement, Dr Emad 
Abdulrahim, a campaign official, 
said the initiative was keen on help-
ing Yemeni people stop the spread 
of the deadly disease, adding that 
medical supplies comprise neces-
sary medications and equipment to 
deal with the cholera spread.

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

Oman works to 
relaunch Yemen 
diplomatic talks as 
fighting continues
Saleh Baidhani

Sights of war. A Yemeni fighter loyal to the internationally recognised government holds a rocket 
launcher on his shoulder in a mountainous region north-west of Taiz.                                      (AFP)

 It remains to be seen 
whether the Hadi 
government would 
accept concessions.
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T 

he Trump administration 
has announced its inten-
tion to “annihilate” the 
forces of the Islamic State 
(ISIS) in what is described 

as a tactical shift in the campaign to 
oust the jihadists from their shrink-
ing territory in Iraq and Syria.

US Defence Secretary James Mat-
tis revealed the new policy in mid-
May and spelled it out again ten 
days later after the Pentagon admit-
ted that more than 100 civilians had 
died in a US air strike on Mosul in 
March.

Mattis said such casualties were 
“a fact of life” in such conflicts, 
which will be no consolation to the 
thousands trapped in the Iraqi city 
between its ISIS occupiers and ad-
vancing Iraqi government forces.

In his formal presentation of the 
new strategy on May 19, Mattis said 
US President Donald Trump had 
ordered an accelerated campaign 
against ISIS that would include a 
shift in existing tactics.

He inevitably raised the ques-
tion of whether the White House 
was planning to escalate US in-
volvement in the conflict and 
what the consequences of such  

action might be.
First, Mattis said, the military hi-

erarchy would be given a freer hand 
in conducting the campaign. That 
implied a relaxation of the tight ex-
ecutive control of anti-ISIS opera-
tions exercised by the Obama White 
House.

Second, he revealed, the United 
States would seek to annihilate ISIS 
by surrounding and killing its forc-
es rather than simply chasing them 
out of territory they control.

The expressed rationale for wip-
ing out the jihadists was to prevent 
the foreign fighters among them es-
caping the battlefield and returning 
to their home countries to carry out 
attacks.

The US defence secretary elabo-
rated on the strategy at the end of 
May when he told the CBS News’ 
“Face the Nation:” “Our intention 
is that the foreign fighters do not 
survive the fight to return home to 
North Africa, to Europe, to Ameri-
ca, to Asia, to Africa.

“We’re not going to allow them to 
do so,” Mattis said. “We’re going to 
stop them there and take apart the 
caliphate.”

Those comments came days after 
a suicide bomber killed 22 people at 
a concert hall in Manchester, Eng-
land. The bomber was identified as 
a man born in Britain to Libyan par-
ents and whom British authorities 
said may have been in Syria at some 
stage. ISIS claimed responsibility 
for the attack.

None of the United States’ al-
lies in the Middle East and beyond 
would disagree with the ultimate 
objective of removing the ISIS 
scourge but some are resistant to 
being bulldozed into backing the 
accelerated and more aggressive 
strategy emanating from the Trump 
administration.

Ahead of a NATO summit attend-
ed by Trump in late May, several 

European countries were reported 
to be sceptical about bowing to the 
US president’s demands that the 
28-member alliance should formal-
ly enter the international coalition 
against ISIS.

Member countries are individu-
ally part of the coalition but France 
and Germany were among those 
said to be reluctant to see opera-
tions in Syria and Iraq turning into 
a NATO war.

The Brussels summit agreed that 
NATO would become a full mem-
ber of the international coalition, 
although that announcement was 
somewhat eclipsed by Trump’s ha-
rangue of fellow members for not 
spending enough on defence.

NATO Secretary-General Jens 
Stoltenberg stressed that joining 
the coalition did not mean that the 
alliance would engage in combat 
against ISIS.

He emphasised NATO support in 
terms of aerial surveillance, infor-

mation sharing, intelligence and 
training of Iraqi troops, thereby as-
suaging concerns of alliance mem-
bers about being dragged deeper 
into the conflict by a newly aggres-
sive White House.

Although the United States’ allies 
have had to confront the challenges 
of dealing with a new president who 
has proved capricious on many for-
eign policy issues, the new Wash-
ington strategy does not automati-
cally signal a major escalation in the 
scale of the anti-ISIS campaign or 
the resources dedicated to it.

It was unveiled after the US Con-
gress said it would hold up billions 
of dollars of supplementary military 
spending unless the administration 
provided it with a formal strategy to 
defeat ISIS.

Shortly before the strategy was 
delivered, Mattis said the adminis-
tration planned to focus on defeat-
ing ISIS without getting more deep-
ly involved in Syria’s civil war.

Despite an increase in the small 
number of US and allied soldiers 
on the ground, the war in both Iraq 
and Syria is likely to continue to 
be fought overwhelmingly by local 
forces.

And, despite the more aggressive 
rhetoric coming out of the White 
House and the Pentagon, even 
“Mad Dog” Mattis — he earned the 
nickname as a US Marine Corps gen-
eral — has been cautious about pre-
dicting that the new strategy will 
bring a speedy end to ISIS.

He told CBS it would be “a long 
fight” and would involve not only 
beating the group on the ground 
in Iraq and Syria but also defeating 
what he called the “virtual cali-
phate” existing on the internet.

Harvey Morris has written 
several books on the Middle East, 
including “No Friends but the 
Mountains: The Tragic History of 
the Kurds.”

In tactical shift, US 
announces intent 
to ‘annihilate’ ISIS
Harvey Morris

Freer hand. US Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Marine Corps General Joseph F. Dunford (R), 
US Secretary of Defence James Mattis (C) and Special Presidential Envoy for the Global Coalition to 
Counter ISIS Brett McGurk (L) answer questions during a Pentagon briefing, on May 19.        (AFP)
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Our intention is 
that the foreign 
fighters do not 
survive the fight to 
return home to 
North Africa, to 
Europe …”US Defence Secretary 

James Mattis

I 
t may be unthinkable to 
many but the degrees of 
separation that divide 
Western values and Islamic 
State jihadists may not be as 
dramatic as they are thought 

to be.
Two features made the Islamic 

State (ISIS) stand out when it 
appeared in northern Syria four 
years ago. First, a ruthless 
savagery saw it purge rival 
factions from large areas of 
territory; its second, more 
consequential, move was, 
remarkably, to market itself in a 
way that attracted thousands of 
young Muslim men and women 
from around the world to a 
dilapidated war zone in Syria — an 
advertising feat political candi-
dates and leaders of the capitalist 
world would love to duplicate.

ISIS rose to global notoriety 
because it works hard to place its 
shock footage in front of as many 
eyeballs as possible. Moved by the 
grisly and creative nature of its 
killings, journalists wanted to 
know more about who and what 
this ultraviolent organisation 
stood for to be able to tell the 
world what the uprising in Syria 
had spawned.

The idea that modernity and 
ISIS share anything may be 
antithetical. It says it wants to 

restore a medieval system of 
governance and its actions — 
caged drownings, decapitations 
and mass executions — suggest 
that indeed may be the case. 
Despite the violence, however, its 
real goal, to simply endure, can 
only succeed through modern 
methods of communication.

“There’s nothing medieval 
about this mix of ruthless business 
enterprise, well-publicised 
savagery and transnational 
organised crime,” writes political 
philosopher John Gray. “Though 
they’d hate to hear it, these violent 
jihadists owe the way they 
organise themselves and their 
utopian goals to the modern 
West.”

The cinematic detail of its shock 
footage only tells part of its 
success story. Testimonies from 
returning foreign ISIS fighters 
never reference a desire to take 
part in its violence as the compel-
ling reason to travel from France 

or Britain to Raqqa. It is the smart 
use of modern technology — the 
ability to seek out and engage 
disaffected young Muslims in the 
West — that has made it such a 
terrible and terribly successful 
force.

With it on the back foot from 
Syrian Defence Forces advances in 
Syria and an Iraqi forces’ offensive 
in Mosul, for it to stay relevant 
ISIS must increasingly turn to 
modern technology. The degree to 
which it will rely on Western-
made, 21st-century technology 
will grow in the coming years 
through a thoroughly modern form 
of communication that is open and 
liberal — not repressive — in nature.

Whether the terrorists who 
committed the massacre at a 
Florida nightclub last June or in 
Manchester last month were, in 
fact, ISIS soldiers — and the 
likelihood is that they were not — is 
no longer the point. What matters 
is that there are young Muslim 

Islamic State has more in common with the West than we think 
men, some of whom have never 
traveled to the so-called cali-
phate, in their last moments of life 
who decide to declare allegiance 
to ISIS. A large part of this is down 
to their desire to be remembered 
forever as an affiliate of the group 
and not be forgotten, cast aside as 
just another unbalanced individ-
ual with easy access to powerful  
weapons.

The reality is that due to its 
massive loss of territory in Syria 
and Iraq, ISIS will increasingly 
only really exist as an idea. It will 
depend more and more on the 
online world, a world built by 
Western technologists. As its 
so-called caliphate shrinks, the 
internet will become the only 
venue with which to maintain its 
profile, recruit and thus, claim 
relevance as a terrorist force.

The young men and women in 
Silicon Valley responsible for 
giving the world Twitter, Kik and 
Telegram — some of the messaging 
applications favoured by jihadists 
— are individuals whose ideas are 
thoroughly at the forefront of 
modernity. ISIS is a fundamentally 
modern organisation rooted to 
surviving in a 21st century, 
Western-built online world.

Perhaps the sooner we begin 
seeing it as less a mindless cult 
and more as successful opportun-
ists shaped by our capitalist 
ideology, the closer we will be to 
finding lasting solutions that bring 
about its demise.

Stephen Starr is the author of 
“Revolt in Syria: Eye-Witness to 
the Uprising” and has lived in 
Syria and Turkey since 2007.
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View point
The 
cinematic 
detail of 
ISIS shock 
footage 
only tells 
part of its 
success 
story.

The reality is that due to its 
massive loss of territory in 
Syria and Iraq, ISIS will 
increasingly only really exist 
as an idea.

Cinematic detail. An image grab from a 2015 video shows  
Ethiopian Christians captured in Libya kneeling on the ground in 
front of masked ISIS militants before their execution.                  (AFP)


