
Pressure mounts 
on Qatar as Trump 
summons it to end 
funding of terrorism

Election over but UK still faces jihadist threat

The Arab Weekly correspondent

R 

eeling from the effects of 
sanctions imposed by its 
neighbours and Egypt, 
Qatar is faced with the 
realisation that it cannot 

rely on US intervention for a re-
prieve.

In a potential game changer, US 
President Donald Trump delivered 
a dramatic warning to Qatar over its 
suspected financing of terrorism.

“The nation of Qatar, unfortunate-
ly, has historically been a funder of 
terrorism, and at a very high level,” 
Trump said at a news conference 
June 9.

“They have to end that funding 
and its extremist ideology in terms 
of funding,” said Trump, adding 
that Qatar and other countries must 
“stop teaching people to kill other 
people.”

Trump’s remarks seemed to end a 
great part of the confusion created 
by conflicting signals out of Wash-
ington over the Qatar crisis. Trump 
initially expressed support for the 
Saudi-led campaign to isolate Doha 
while official statements from US 
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson 
called for the easing of the sanctions 
on Doha.

The US president’s most recent 
remarks dispelled most of the lin-
gering ambiguities, as they seemed 
to reflect an interdepartmental deci-
sion to confront Qatar over its poli-
cies.

“I decided, along with Secretary 
of State Rex Tillerson, our great gen-

erals and military people, the time 
had come to call on Qatar to end its 
funding,” Trump said.

Washington’s tough stance on Do-
ha’s alleged funding of terrorism is 
unprecedented and raises questions 
about future US military coopera-
tion with Qatar, which hosts a key 
US airbase with 10,000 US troops.

Trump’s position offered strong 
support to Saudi Arabia, the United 
Arab Emirates, Bahrain and Egypt, 
which called on Qatar to stop its 
support of extremism and terror.

After severing ties with Qatar 
on June 5, Saudi Arabia said it was 
committed to “decisive and swift ac-
tion to cut off all funding sources for 
terrorism,” according to an official 
source quoted in the state SPA news 
agency.

The United Arab Emirates, in a 
statement, praised Trump’s “leader-
ship in challenging Qatar’s troubling 
support for extremism.”

The UAE, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain 

and Egypt on June 9 released a “ter-
ror list” that named 12 organisations 
and 59 individuals. The list included 
high-ranking members of the Qatari 
ruling family, such as former Qa-
tari Interior Minister Abdullah bin 
Khalid al-Thani, as well as Qatar-
connected Muslim Brotherhood and 
jihadist leaders with a history of in-
volvement in conflict and upheaval 
in Egypt, Libya and Syria.

Trump’s warning coupled with 
the Gulf countries’ determination 
to sanction Qatar could mean more 
worries for the Doha rulers, who 
may find themselves directly affect-
ed by the fallout of any aggressive 
investigation on the funding of ter-
rorism.

Although Qatar is trying to display 
resilience in the face of sanctions, 
the continuation of the boycott 
measures could prove devastating 
for its economy, which is heavily re-
liant on the Gulf Cooperation Coun-
cil (GCC) for imports.

With no outside lifeline and mini-
mal support from the Arab world, 
Doha has sought backing from two 
non-Arab allies: Turkey and Iran. 
While Turkey has said it will in-
crease its military presence in Qatar 
and Iran has offered the use of its 
ports during the crisis, such meas-
ures are unlikely to prove sufficient 
in easing the pressure mounted on 
Qatar.

Seemingly taken aback by Trump’s 
initial remarks, Qatar turned down 
an offer to participate in media-
tion talks in Washington, saying its 
emir would not travel abroad while 
his country was blockaded. The US 
president’s June 9 remarks will be 
even less reassuring to Doha.

Few options seem available to Qa-
tar. Without a change in its policies, 
it is more likely than not to face es-
calating pressure.

Gulf countries are showing Doha 
the way out by defining the end-
game. “This is not about regime 
change. This is about change of pol-
icy, change of approach,” UAE State 
Minister for Foreign Affairs Anwar 
Gargash told Agence France-Presse.

He noted, however, that no one 
could ultimately control the “dy-
namic of a crisis.”

The “change of approach” that 
Gulf countries are seeking involves 

Qatar ending its support for Islamist 
extremism and clarifying its ambig-
uous relationship with Iran.

During the Riyadh summit in May, 
Trump made clear that he shared 
those concerns and found common 
cause with Saudi Arabia and its al-
lies on the need to thwart what is 
seen as Iran’s aggressive policies.

Stephen Quillen is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent. The Arab Weekly 
staff in London and Washington 
contributed to this report.

London

A 

cloud of uncertainty 
hangs over the United 
Kingdom after tight 
elections returned Con-
servative Party leader 

Theresa May to power, although 
without an overall parliamentary 
majority.

Britons voted June 8 amid tight-
ened security just five days after 
three terrorists attacked in central 
London, running down pedestri-
ans on London Bridge before in-
discriminately stabbing revellers in 
Borough Market. Eight people were 
killed.

The election campaign was dom-
inated by security and counterter-
rorism issues. Parties suspend-
ed national campaigning twice 
following the Manchester and  
London attacks. Reports that many 
of the attackers, including 22-year-
old Manchester Arena bomber Sal-
man Abedi, were known to police 

raised questions about Britain’s 
counterterrorism policies.

Officials raised the terror threat 
in the UK to “critical” after the May 
22 Manchester bombing, which 
killed 23, meaning that soldiers 

were deployed on the streets and 
an attack was imminent. The threat 
level was reduced to “severe” — an 
attack was “highly likely” — a few 
days later.

May, the prime minister, said that 

“enough is enough” following the 
London attack, pledging to clamp 
down on Islamist extremism. A few 
days later, the former home secre-
tary said she would be prepared to 
rip-up human rights laws that im-
peded more robust terror legisla-
tion.

It was a pledge she returned to 
after announcing her intention to 
form a government with the help 
of Northern Ireland’s Democratic 
Unionist Party. However, with a 
narrow parliamentary majority, a 
resurgent opposition Labour Party 
and criticism from her own back-
benchers, many questioned how 
May intends to push through her 
legislative agenda and how long she 
can remain at the head of a Con-
servative Party that is notorious for 

ridding itself of weak leaders.
Britain is facing an unprecedent-

ed jihadist threat, senior police of-
ficers acknowledged, requiring 
understaffed police and security of-
ficers to innovate.

“In nine weeks, we’ve had five 
plots foiled and three successful at-
tacks. This is completely different 
to anything we have seen for a long 
time,” London Metropolitan Police 
Assistant Commissioner Mark Row-
ley said after the London attacks.

A report by Britain’s Times news-
paper stated that intelligence au-
thorities have identified 23,000 
jihadist extremists in Britain as po-
tential terrorists. About 3,000 were 
considered direct threats and are 
either under investigation or being 
actively monitored. The remaining 
20,000 have featured in previous 
inquiries and are categorised a “re-
sidual risk” but not actively moni-
tored.

Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.
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Britain is facing 
an unprecedented 
jihadist threat 
requiring security 
officers to innovate.

The nation of Qatar, 
unfortunately, has 
historically been a 
funder of terrorism, 
and at a very high 
level.”

US President Donald Trump
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audi Arabia, the United 
Arab Emirates, Bahrain 
and Egypt have stepped up 
pressure on Qatar, accusing 
it of supporting terrorism to 

destabilise the region, a charge the 
Gulf state denies.

The four Arab countries on June 
5 announced they were cutting of 
diplomatic relations and closing of 
transport ties with Qatar in what 
is seen as their strongest measures 
yet against Doha. Qataris living in 
Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Bahrain 
were given two weeks to leave and 
the country’s diplomats had just 48 
hours to head home.

Qatari aeroplanes are banned 
from using Saudi and Egyptian air-
space and the country’s only land 
border — with Saudi Arabia through 
which it imports about 40% of its 
food — is shut. The moves are ex-
pected to hurt Qatar, despite its re-
assurances that everything is under 
control.

The three Gulf countries with-
drew their ambassadors from Qatar 
in 2014 for Doha’s alleged interfer-
ence in their internal affairs but re-
lations were restored nine months 
later. The Gulf states are now argu-
ing that Qatar failed to meet obliga-
tions that it agreed then and said 
that unless they see a change in Qa-
tari policies, ties will remain cut.

“This is not about regime change 
— this is about change of policy, 
change of approach,” Emirati State 
Minister for Foreign Affairs Anwar 
Gargash told Agence France-Presse 
(AFP). Gargash said the four Arab 
countries seek a “political com-
mitment (from Qatar) to change 
course” as Doha’s foreign policy 
“has gone wild.”

Gargash vowed stronger econom-
ic pressure against Qatar if it does 
not respond to their requests. “If 
this (current measure) doesn’t work 
then we will have to also escalate 
our economic steps,” he told France 
24 television.

Doha, however, remained defiant, 
with Qatari Foreign Minister Sheikh 
Mohammed bin Abdulrahman al-
Thani saying: “We are not ready to 
surrender and will never be ready to 
surrender the independence of our 
foreign policy.”

The United States, which has a 
major military base in Qatar that 
hosts 10,000 troops, appears to 
have given mixed signals. US Presi-
dent Donald Trump initially backed 
the measures against Qatar but later 
offered “to help the parties resolve 
their differences,” only to back them 
again by accusing Qatar of funding 
terrorism “at a very high level.” An 
hour earlier, US Secretary of State 
Rex Tillerson asked Qatar’s neigh-
bours to ease their measures against 
Doha, urging “calm and thoughtful 
dialogue.”

It remains unclear if the dispute 
would be resolved soon as previous 
Kuwaiti and Turkish mediation ef-
forts have yet to bear fruit. Turkey 
enjoys good ties with Saudi Arabia 
but is viewed as more allied to Qatar. 
Both Turkey and Qatar host Muslim 
Brotherhood members and support 
similar rebel groups in Syria.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan approved a bill by parlia-
ment allowing Turkish troops to be 
deployed in Qatar, where they also 
have a military base, in a move that 
is viewed as an attempt to break the 
isolation that Doha faces.

The Turkish announcement and 
an Iranian pledge to help Qatar with 
food supplies prompted Gargash to 
accuse Qatar of seeking the aid of 
Turkey and Iran in its dispute with 
the Gulf states.

“The great escalation from the 
confusing and confused brother 
country and the request for politi-
cal protection from two non-Arab 
countries and military protection 
from one of them could be a new 
tragic and comic chapter,” Gargash 
wrote on Twitter.

Sheikh Mohammed visited Mos-
cow to discuss the crisis with his 

Russian counterpart Sergei Lavrov. 
“We call for all contradictions to 
be resolved at the negotiation table 
through a mutually respectful dia-
logue,” Lavrov said.

Kuwait and Oman are the only 
two Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
members that have not cut ties with 
Qatar but they are likely to come 
under pressure from Riyadh not to 
veer too close to Doha.

The problem the four Arab states 
have with Qatar can be explained in 
a statement issued June 8, in which 
they branded 12 groups and 59 peo-
ple linked to Qatar as being involved 
in terrorism. Qatar dismissed the 
statement as “baseless allegations.”

The list included 26 Egyptian 
nationals, most notable of whom 
are Muslim Brotherhood-linked 
cleric Yusuf al-Qaradawi and Salafi 

preacher Wagdy Ghoneim. The 
Muslim Brotherhood is designated 
as a terrorist organisation by Egypt, 
the UAE and Saudi Arabia, and 
those countries want Doha to expel 
Brotherhood members as well as of-
ficials from the Palestinian move-
ment Hamas.

Five Libyans were named, includ-
ing former Islamist commander Ab-
delhakim Belhadj and other militia 
leaders opposed to Libyan Field 
Marshal Khalifa Haftar, who is sup-
ported by Egypt. Both the UAE and 
Egypt want Qatar to stop its alleged 
backing of militias opposed to Haf-
tar.

Iranian-linked Bahraini opposi-
tion groups were also included on 
the blacklist and Manama wants 
Doha to side clearly with the Bah-
raini government.

What is likely to be the most diffi-
cult part for Doha to stomach, how-
ever, is the list’s naming of 18 Qa-
taris, some of whom are members 
of the ruling family, politicians and 
businessmen. It includes names 
like Abdullah bin Khalid al-Thani, 
a member of the Qatari royal family 
who previously served as the coun-
try’s minister of the interior.

The Gulf countries also want Qa-
tar’s Al Jazeera television to change 
what they see as a pro-Islamist edi-
torial line.

Unlike the row in 2014, the three 
Gulf countries appear less inclined 
to settle for less than a real change 
of Qatar’s policies.

Mamoon Alabbasi is an Arab 
Weekly contributing editor in Lon-
don.

Showdown escalates over Doha’s policies
Mamoon Alabbasi

 The moves are 
expected to hurt 
Qatar, despite its 
reassurances that 
everything is under 
control.

Qatar crisis

T
he situation in the Gulf 
is the result of Qatar’s 
wrong decisions. Such 
decisions are likely the 
result of Doha’s failure 
to take into considera-

tion the Gulf’s recent changes.
In Saudi Arabia, the new 

kingdom has seen the light with 
the coronation of King Salman bin 
Abdulaziz Al Saud in 2015. In the 
United States, a new administra-
tion has taken over from that of 
Barack Obama, who reduced all 
the crises and problems of the 
Middle East to just the nuclear 
deal with Iran.

Furthermore, Qatar has 
misjudged and downplayed the 
strong relations between Saudi 
Arabia and the United Arab 
Emirates. It thought it could 
exploit potential differences in 
the two countries’ viewpoints on 
Yemen but forgot that both 
countries are willing and able to 
resolve their differences through 
negotiations. Operation Determi-
nation Storm is the perfect 
illustration of the solid relations 
between the two brotherly states.

Daring to tread where other 
Gulf countries do not, the tiny 
state of Qatar has wrongly 

assumed that it has free rein in 
the Gulf region. This was wrong 
because other countries can 
outdo Qatar by surpassing its 
schemes without making the sort 
of serious mistakes Doha has 
made, such as allowing its Al 
Jazeera news channel to give 
Osama bin Laden a wide 
audience after the 
September 11, 2001, 
attacks. Al Jazeera had 
exclusive access to bin 
Laden, whose taped 
messages praised terror-
ism and warped the minds 
of many young people in 
the Gulf and in the Arab 
world in general. Was 
this a coincidence?

It must be recog-
nised that, politically, 
Qatar is the land of 
paradoxes. On the one 
hand, it hosts a US air 
base in Al Udeid, 
south-west of Doha, and 
is quite open about its 
relations with Israel. On the 
other, it does not hesitate to 
serve as a mouthpiece for bin 
Laden, Hamas, the Muslim 
Brotherhood, Yusuf al-Qaradawi, 
Hezbollah, the Houthis and the 
Bashar Assad regime.

The Qatari rulers have always 
loved to play the game of para-
doxes, especially during the reign 
of Sheikh Hamad bin Khalifa 
al-Thani. They have done so to 
annoy Saudi Arabia.

They need to update their 
knowledge of the regional and 
international contexts. Nicolas 
Sarkozy is no longer in power in 
Europe and Obama has left the 

White House. Like Iran, 
Qatar benefited to a 

large extent from 
Obama’s Middle 
East policy or 

Qatar needs to realise there is a new game in town
rather the lack of it.

The Americans eliminated bin 
Laden all right but wrongly 
estimated the dangers of the kind 
of terrorism practised by Sunni 
extremist groups born from the 
womb of the Muslim Brother-
hood, as well as the type practised 
by Iranian-controlled sectarian 
militia in Syria and Iraq. The 
Qatari regime thought itself smart 
enough to buy the services of 
these terrorist organisations and 
use them to pressure or annoy 
those it perceives as enemies.

To survive in the current tough 
world reality, Qatar must perform 
a quick turnabout in its attitude 
and seize the opportunity offered 
by Kuwaiti Emir Sheikh Sabah 
Ahmad al-Jaber al-Sabah’s 
mediation.

There are harsher measures 
than just being politically 
ostracised. By refusing to become 
a dependable, serious partner in 
the war on terror, Qatar risks 
finding itself formally accused of 
supporting terror. It will 
consequently find its enormous 
investments frozen across the 
world.

There ought to be no room for 
stubbornness when it comes to 
saving Qatar and the Qatari 
people. Playing with terror and 
with terrorists has always been a 

double-edged sword.

Khairallah Khairallah 
is a Lebanese writer.

Khairallah 
Khairallah

View point
The Qatari 
rulers have 
always 
loved to 
play the 
game of 
paradoxes.

Qatar has misjudged and 
downplayed the strong relations 
between Saudi Arabia and the 
United Arab Emirates.

Diplomatic crisis in the Gulf

Source: World Bank (2015 figures
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T 

he roots of Qatar’s break-
down in relations with 
its Gulf partners Saudi 
Arabia, the United Arab 
Emirates and Bahrain 

date to the rule of former Emir 
Sheikh Hamad bin Khalifa al-Thani.

Sheikh Hamad became the emir 
of Qatar in June 1995 following a 
soft palace coup against his father. 
In June 2013, Sheikh Hamad abdi-
cated and passed power to his son, 
Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani.

The move was viewed as an at-
tempt by the father to ease ten-
sions with Qatar’s Gulf Coopera-
tion Council (GCC) neighbours by 
having a fresh start led by his son. 
“It’s time we open a new page in 
the march of our nation where the 
new generation takes responsibil-
ity using their infallible energy and 
creative thoughts,” Sheikh Hamad 
said at the time.

Observers, however, said the 

country’s foreign policy did not 
change much with the new ruler, 
who either took guidance from the 
former emir or preferred to walk in 
his father’s footsteps.

“Sheikh Tamim is his father’s son 
— and of Sheikha Moza, the glamor-
ous and equally nonconformist for-
mer first lady of Qatar,” wrote Rou-
la Khalaf in the Financial Times. 
“He inherited their unconventional 
spirit and their penchant for mis-
chief. It was always an illusion to 
believe he would chart a radically 
different course.”

In November 1996, Qatar 
launched Al Jazeera satellite tel-
evision, whose programmes and 
reporting have often been a thorn 
in the side of many GCC and Arab 
countries.

“For many years Al Jazeera has 

been a bone of contention for the 
Gulf states and Egypt, even before 
its heyday of rolling news cover-
age during the ‘Arab spring’,” wrote 
Emirati commentator Sultan Sooud 
al-Qassemi.

“In September 2002, Saudi Ara-
bia recalled its ambassador to Qa-
tar over what it regarded as critical 
coverage of the Saudi peace plan, 
which offered Israel the normalisa-
tion of ties in exchange for peace 
with the Palestinians,” he said. 
“In 2014, the very same three Gulf 
states withdrew their ambassadors 
from Qatar for ‘interfering in their 
internal affairs, jeopardising re-
gional security’ as well as support-
ing the Muslim Brotherhood.”

Doha’s critics accuse it of sup-
porting Islamist groups across the 
Middle East. Saudi Arabia and the 
UAE are demanding that Qatar 
make a clean break from its past 
policies.

“We had an agreement in 2014, 
on paper, signed by the emir of Qa-
tar, pledging that he would abide 
by the various grievances that 
were put in the agreement. They 

have not held to that agreement, so 
clearly there is a lack of trust,” An-
war bin Mohammed Gargash, UAE 
minister of state for foreign affairs, 
told CNN.

“Various countries — Saudi Ara-
bia, Bahrain, the UAE, Egypt and 
other countries — are fed up with 
this sort of duplicity that we’ve 
seen, that has been undermining 
the region… It is time for cooler 
heads, to restructure Qatar’s ap-
proach on foreign policy,” he said.

Riyadh accused Doha of backing 
Islamic extremism, a charge Qatar 
denied, and Saudi Foreign Minis-
ter Adel al-Jubeir demanded that 
Qatar end its support for the Pal-
estinian group Hamas and Egypt’s 
Muslim Brotherhood to restore ties 
with its neighbours.

Critics of Qatar say it has bene-
fited from hosting the region’s big-
gest US military base but Washing-
ton’s support may be coming to an 
end under the presidency of Don-
ald Trump who appears to have 
given his approval of the Saudi-led 
measures against Doha.

One incident that observers tout-
ed as being the cause of the latest 
crisis is Qatar’s alleged payment of 

$1 billion in April to radical groups 
to secure the release of members 
of the Qatari royal family held hos-
tage in southern Iraq.

“Commanders of militant groups 
and government officials in the re-
gion told the Financial Times that 
Doha spent the money in a transac-
tion that secured the release of 26 
members of a Qatari falconry party 
in southern Iraq and about 50 mili-
tants captured by jihadis in Syria,” 
the newspaper said. “By their tell-
ing, Qatar paid off two of the most 
frequently blacklisted forces of the 
Middle East in one fell swoop: An 
al-Qaeda affiliate fighting in Syria 
and Iranian security officials.” Qa-
tar denied the report’s allegations.

France called on Qatar to answer 
the questions its neighbours had 
asked. “Qatar must be completely 
transparent and answer precisely 
the questions that have been asked 
notably by its neighbours. That’s 
what France is asking for,” French 
government spokesman Chris-
tophe Castaner said.

Most of the points of contention 
between Qatar and its adversaries 
— which include alleged relations 
with Iran and its proxies — were 
inherited from the days of Sheikh 
Hamad. It is unclear whether 
Sheikh Tamim is willing or able to 
change them.

“We can shift any position if we 
believe that this is the wrong po-
sition and if the parties would sit 
with us and convince us that we 
are wrong,” Meshal bin Hamad al-
Thani, Qatar’s ambassador to the 
United States, told Al Jazeera.

London

F 

ormer Qatari Prime Minis-
ter Sheikh Hamad bin Jas-
sim bin Jaber al-Thani has 
been out of sight since he 
left power in 2013 but ob-

servers say the political legacy he 
left behind lingers on.

Since the latest crisis between Qa-
tar and its Gulf neighbours began, 
media interest in Sheikh Hamad 
has resurfaced. The Egyptian news 
website elyomnew.com said Sheikh 
Hamad is one of several candi-
dates expected to seek to lead Qa-
tar, should the rule of Emir Sheikh 
Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani collapse.

Sheikh Hamad, also a former for-
eign minister, lives in a luxurious 
apartment in the upmarket area of 
Knightsbridge in London because, 
some observers said, he did not 
want to be close to decision-making 
in Doha, lest the royal family sus-
pect him of meddling in the coun-
try’s affairs.

Bahrain’s pro-government Al Wa-
tan newspaper on June 7 accused 
Sheikh Hamad, then the prime 
minister, of involvement in the 2011 
protests in Pearl roundabout in Ma-
nama.

The newspaper alleged that 
Sheikh Hamad communicated with 
the “now-dissolved Iranian-backed 
Al Wefaq” opposition group to me-
diate with the Bahraini government 
with the aim of changing the Ma-
nama’s ruling system.

He “presented his vision to Al 
Wefaq society to launch a national 
dialogue as soon as possible to dis-
cuss its political demands provided 
that the protests would not end 
at the said roundabout until one 
month elapses from the beginning 
of such dialogue,” wrote Al Watan.

The Qatari proposal, which in-
cluded Al Wefaq’s participation 
in “Bahrain’s transitional govern-
ment,” was rejected by the govern-
ment.

The Saudi-funded Al Arabiya TV 
released audio recordings of the 
former prime minister as well as 
Sheikh Hamad bin Khalifa al-Tha-
ni, Qatar’s former emir, purport-
edly conspiring with former Libyan 
leader Muammar Qaddafi against 
Riyadh in 2003.

In the recording, whose authen-
ticity could not be independently 
verified, Sheikh Hamad bin Jas-
sim said Qatar’s ties with Israel are 
meant to secure US help to fend off 
pressure from Saudi Arabia.

“The region will be facing a vol-
cano, Saudi Arabia will be facing a 
revolution,” he is alleged to have 
said. Saudi Arabia will be divided 
into small states within 12 years, he 
predicted.

Sheikh Hamad bin Jassim was 
criticised following remarks in an 
interview with the Financial Times 
in April 2016.

“We [Arabs] didn’t demonstrate 

we are an ally [to the United States] 
you can rely on. We have to have 
an excellent relationship with the 
United States but the United States 
won’t come to the region like be-
fore,” he told the newspaper.

He angered Riyadh when he sug-
gested Iranians were better than 
the Saudis in the art of negotiation. 
“I have to admit one thing: They 
[the Iranians] are more clever than 
us and more patient than us and 
the best negotiators. Look at how 
many years they negotiated [with 
world powers]. Do you think an 

Arab country would negotiate for 
so long?”

Sheikh Hamad was said to be lob-
bying to be a candidate for the post 
of secretary of the League of Arab 
States but Qatar’s tensions with 
other Arab countries made that un-
likely.

He has reportedly made a contro-
versial investment of $9.4 billion in 
Barclays bank. The deal is the sub-
ject of an investigation in Britain.

Ali Ammar is an Arab Weekly 
contributor.

Qatar has for years been accused 
of being too lax with financial 
restrictions against extremists in 
the region. Here are some of the 
key accusations against Doha:

Muslim Brotherhood, 
Hamas, Taliban

Since Qatar’s rise in international 
politics in the late 1990s, the gas-
rich emirate has, directly and indi-
rectly, supported Islamist groups 
across the Arab world, including 
Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood and 
allies of the Brotherhood in Libya, 
Tunisia and other parts of the Arab 
world.

The kingdom was a key backer of 
Egypt’s former Islamist President 
Muhammad Morsi, sparking a 2014 
diplomatic dispute that led Saudi 
Arabia, the United Arab Emirates 
and Bahrain to recall their ambas-
sadors.

Qatar is home to several promi-
nent figures in the Muslim Broth-
erhood, which is classified a ter-
rorist organisation by Saudi Arabia 
and the UAE. Youssef al-Qaradawi, 
one of the Brotherhood’s spiritual 

leaders, is based in Qatar. Khaled 
Meshaal, a former leader of the Pal-
estinian Hamas, is based in Qatar. 
The Afghan Taliban has an office in 
Qatar.

Financing suspicions
Qatar is regularly accused of leni-

ency in the fight against the private 
financing of extremist groups, accu-
sations it firmly denies. A 2009 US 
diplomatic wire released by WikiLe-
aks slammed Qatar as uncoopera-
tive with Washington in cutting off 
funding for extremist groups.

In 2015, French politicians ques-
tioned Qatari diplomacy after 
the Charlie Hebdo attack. Qatar’s 
ambassador said it had become a 
“common assumption” that Doha 
would fund or otherwise support 
“terrorists and terrorism.” In 2016, 
the United States renewed its suspi-
cion around Qatar’s will and ability 
to enforce laws against the financ-
ing of groups it listed as terrorist 
organisations.

Leaked e-mails alleged that then-
presidential candidate Hillary Clin-
ton believed Qatar was “providing 

clandestine financial and logistical 
support” to the Islamic State (ISIS).

The rise of Al Jazeera
Founded more than 20 years ago 

by the government of Qatar, satel-
lite network Al Jazeera has nearly 
80 offices worldwide and emerged 
as the voice of the “Arab spring” in 
2011. However, critics of Al Jazeera 
have said its editorial line is too 
sympathetic to Islamists.

Al Jazeera has regularly been 
entangled in debates over its prox-
imity to extremists, with al-Qaeda 
leader Osama bin Laden turning to 
the channel to disseminate his au-
dio and video tapes to the world.

In April 2016, Iraqi authorities 
closed Al Jazeera’s office in Bagh-
dad over what they said was cover-
age favourable to ISIS and hostile to 
Iraq’s Shia majority. Also that year, 
Abu Muhammad al-Jolani, head 
of what was then al-Qaeda’s Syria 
branch, appeared on television for 
the first time in a video broadcast 
on Al Jazeera.

(Agence France-Presse)

Is Qatar paying the price
for its ‘Hamad Doctrine’?

Sheikh Hamad bin Jassim bin Jaber al-Thani, 
former CEO of Qatar’s troubled project

The Arab Weekly staff

Roots of breakdown. A 2012 file picture shows Hamas Prime 
Minister Ismail Haniya (R) and the Emir of Qatar Sheikh Hamad 
bin Khalifa al-Thani in Khan Yunis in the southern Gaza Strip. (AFP)         

Most of the points of 
contention between 
Qatar and its 
adversaries were 
inherited from the 
days of Sheikh 
Hamad.

Roots of lingering accusations
about Qatar's ties to extremism

Lingering legacy. Qatar’s 
former Prime Minister 
Sheikh Hamad bin Jassim 
in Riyadh in 2015.     (AFP)

Ali Ammar

Qatar crisis

The country’s foreign 
policy did not change 
much with the new 
ruler.

Khaled Meshaal, a 
former leader of the 
Palestinian Hamas, is 
based in Qatar. The 
Afghan Taliban also 
has an office in Qatar.
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Cairo

A 

weakened and iso-
lated Qatar will have 
far-reaching effects on 
politics and security 
in Egypt, as well as the 

problems Cairo faces beyond its 
borders, experts said.

“Qatar has been waging an all-
out media war against the Egyptian 
state for several years, all with the 
aim of undermining this state,” 
said Tarek Fahmy, a political sci-
ence professor at Cairo University. 
“The isolation of Qatar will render 
it incapable of maintaining this 
war, even if only in the long run.”

Egypt followed Saudi Arabia, 
Bahrain and the United Arab Emir-
ates in cutting ties with Qatar on 
June 5 following accusations that 
Doha has been supporting terror-
ism, including the banned Muslim 
Brotherhood.

Qatar, which backed Muslim 
Brotherhood President Muham-
mad Morsi in Egypt before he was 
toppled in 2013, began a media war 
vilifying post-Morsi authorities in 
Egypt. Pro-Brotherhood media — 
mainly funded by Qatar — exagger-
ated the importance of the Islam-
ist movement on Egypt’s political 
scene and the popular following 
the Brotherhood had.

For almost two years after Mor-
si’s overthrow, demonstrations by 

Brotherhood followers dominated 
coverage by the Qatari news chan-
nel Al Jazeera and its Egyptian 
channel, Al Jazeera Mubasher Misr. 
Al Jazeera’s coverage misrepre-
sented conditions in Egypt, which 
affected negatively Cairo’s ability 
to attract investment and foreign 
tourists, economists said.

Cairo accused Doha of funding 
terrorist operations by groups af-
filiated with the Muslim Brother-
hood. Egyptian authorities said 
one of those groups assassinated 
Egyptian Prosecutor-General Hish-
am Barakat in a car bombing in 
June 2015.

Egypt called for a UN Security 
Council investigation into a ran-
som of up to $1 billion allegedly 
paid by Doha to a “terrorist group 
active in Iraq” to secure the release 
of kidnapped members of the Qa-
tari royal family.

“This violation of the Security 
Council resolutions, if proved cor-
rect, shall definitely have a negative 
bearing on counterterrorism efforts 
on the ground,” senior Egyptian 
UN diplomat Ihab Moustafa Awad 
told the Security Council. Security 
Council Resolution 2199 explicitly 
bans the payment of ransom to ter-
rorist groups “regardless of how or 
by whom the ransom is paid.”

Egyptian President Abdel Fat-
tah al-Sisi spoke with US President 
Donald Trump on June 9 to dis-
cuss the Qatar crisis. Both leaders 
emphasised the importance of all 
countries implementing agree-
ments to fight terrorism and com-
bat terrorism financing, a White 
House statement said.

Egypt’s decision to cut diplo-
matic ties with Qatar was widely 
praised by the Egyptian media.

“You cannot imagine the effect of 
negative media on a country’s im-
age and its ability to attract invest-
ments or convince foreign tourists 
that it is safe enough for them to 
visit it,” said Egyptian economist 
Wael al-Nahas.

“Investors do not put their 
money in a country that the me-
dia keeps portraying as unstable. 
Tourists cannot visit this country, 
either.”

Since Morsi’s overthrow, Egypt 
attracted little new foreign invest-
ment, negatively affecting the 
economy and creating a shortage 
of foreign currency reserves that 
led to last year’s currency flotation.

Egypt attracted $6 billion in for-
eign investment in 2016 but most 
of that capital was from companies 
already present in Egypt working 
on new projects and expansions. 
Cairo said it expects to attract $10 
billion in investment this year, 
compared to $11.4 billion in 2009.

For Egypt, the measures taken 
against Doha will limit Qatar’s abil-
ity to fund Islamist militias jock-
eying for control in Libya, where 
Egypt is backing the anti-Islamist 
forces of Libyan strongman Field 
Marshal Khalifa Haftar.

Cairo, which designated the 
Muslim Brotherhood as a terrorist 
group in 2013, ordered air strikes 
targeting terrorist training camps in 
Libya. The move, which represent-
ed a major expansion in Egypt’s 
war on terror, was in response to an 
Islamic State (ISIS) attack in which 
30 Coptic Christian pilgrims were 
killed May 26 in the central Minya 
region.

Egyptian authorities have said 
that weapons and ammunition that 
end up in the hands of ISIS fighting 
the army in Egypt’s Sinai Peninsula 
are smuggled in from Libya.

The government of eastern Lib-

ya, which is aligned with Haftar, 
also cut diplomatic ties with Qatar. 
Libyan National Army spokesman 
Colonel Ahmed al-Mesmari ac-
cused Qatar of sending arms and 
ammunition to Islamist militias in 
the country.

“This means that tightening the 
noose around Qatar and forcing it 
to suspend funding and support 
to terrorists will leave the Libya 
militias high and dry,” said Hes-
ham Halabi, a retired Egyptian gen-
eral and adviser at Nasser Military 
Academy.

“Apart from significantly contrib-
uting to Libya’s stabilisation and 
the ability of the national army to 
bring order back to the country, this 
will contribute to preventing arms 
smuggling into Egypt and conse-
quently weakening the ISIS terror-
ists spilling Egyptians’ blood.”

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

For Egypt, isolating 
Qatar has political, 
security advantages
Amr Emam

Deep distrust. A 2015 file picture shows Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi (C-R) walking 
alongside Qatar’s Emir Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani (C-L) upon the latter’s arrival at the Sharm 
el-Sheikh Red Sea resort ahead of the Arab League summit.                                                     (Egyptian presidency)

The measures taken 
against Doha will 
limit Qatar’s ability 
to fund Islamist 
militias jockeying for 
control in Libya.
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Syrian opposition wary of Qatar crisis fallouts

S
ince the outbreak of the 
Qatari-Saudi feud in 
mid-May, the Syrian 
opposition has been 
remarkably silent, 
refusing to take sides 

between two of their staunchest 
allies. This applies to civilian 
politicians and military com-
manders of the armed groups 
who have been recipients of 
Saudi and Qatari funds for more 
than six years.

Qatar put forth an estimated $3 
billion to bankroll the opposition 
in its early stages while there is no 
figure for the Saudis, who severed 
relations with Damascus in August 
2011 and formally adopted the 
Syrian opposition in the spring of 
2013.

Most Syrian politicians are 
anxiously waiting to see how 
this crisis unfolds and whether 
Qatari Emir Sheikh Tamim bin 
Hamad al-Thani will surrender to 
Saudi dictates, a move that would 
effectively strip his country of all 
its political tools and influence.

Among other things, this would 
mean distancing itself from Iran 
and expelling from Doha the 
Muslim Brotherhood, including its 
90-year-old chief ideologue Yusuf 
al-Qaradawi, an Egyptian cleric 

who has been residing in the tiny 
emirate since 1961. He has been 
vocally supportive of the National 
Coalition for Syrian Revolutionary 
and Opposition Forces, a Doha-
created political entity set up 
by the current emir’s father in 
November 2012.

Saudi Arabia is also expecting 
Qatar to sever ties with the 
Brotherhood’s Palestinian branch, 
Hamas, and to permanently 
terminate the popular Al Jazeera 
television network, which has 
been a powerful mouthpiece for 
the Syrian opposition. If closed, 
it would leave one popular 
television platform, the Saudi-
owned Al Arabiya TV. Unless they 
take sides early on, many Syrians 
would be denied access to the 
studios of Al Arabiya.

So far, however, no pressure has 
been applied on Syrian dissidents 
to take sides with either Saudi 
Arabia or Qatar. That could change 
soon, spreading fear in opposition 
circles.

For example, Riad Hijab, the 
defected former prime minister 
who now heads the Saudi-backed 
High Negotiations Committee 
(HNC), lives in Doha but conducts 
all his meetings in Riyadh. This 
will become technically difficult 
as all flights to and from Qatar 
have been terminated by Saudi 
Arabia and all land and sea 
borders have been closed.

Another prominent Syrian 
figure who resides in Doha and 
has been remarkably silent is 

Mustapha al-Sabbagh, the former 
secretary-general of the Syrian 
National Coalition, who is also on 
excellent terms with the Saudis. 
In 2013, the former Emir of Qatar 
Sheikh Hamad bin Khalifa al-
Thani handed the Syrian Embassy 
premises in Doha to the Syrian 
coalition and gave it Syria’s seat 
during the Arab League summit in 
March in Qatar.

With the notable exception of 
the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood, 
whose top leadership will stand 
by Qatar until the curtain falls, 
other figures are likely to slowly 
distance themselves and quietly 
shift into the Saudi orbit. This 
is where the rest of the Gulf 
Cooperation Council stands, after 
all, and where cash flow and arms 
will likely continue.

That, of course, is only if 
Qatar itself does not throw itself 
completely into the lap of Iran 
— the one regional heavyweight 
milking this crisis to death.

Qatar has shown no readiness to 
climb down, with Sheikh Tamim 
recently receiving Qaradawi after 
iftar and refusing to attend a 
reconciliation meeting with Saudi 
Arabia proposed in Washington by 
US President Donald Trump.

The Qataris are saying that 
they can weather the blockade 
imposed on their land and sea 
borders by Saudi Arabia, Bahrain 
and the United Arab Emirates, 
leaving them with one access 
route — Iran.

Saudi media estimated that, if 

the blockade continues, Qatar will 
lose no less than 80% of its Gulf 
imports but Tehran has offered to 
cover the loss and provide food 
and whatever else Qatar may need 
in the upcoming period. The two 
countries have always had a warm 
relationship, despite differences 
on Syria since 2011.

Shortly after the current crisis 
erupted, Sheikh Tamim called 
Iranian President Hassan Rohani, 
congratulating him on his re-
election, indicating again that he 
was unwilling to kneel to Saudi 
dictates.

The closer he draws to Iran the 
more difficult it will make life for 
Qatari-based Syrian activists — 
who would further damage their 
credibility at home if they are 
perceived as even remotely close 
or uncritical of Iran. If relations get 
warmer with Tehran, and possibly 
Damascus as well, they also run 
the high risk of being expelled. 
In the complex world of Arab 
politics, anything can happen.

Another possible outcome of the 
Gulf feud is if Doha and Riyadh 
decide to settle old scores on the 
Syrian battlefield, away from the 
Arabian Gulf. This could be fatal 
for the Syrian opposition if money 
and arms start pouring into Syria 
not to fight government troops 
but, rather, to tear their proxies to 
pieces at the gates of Damascus.

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

Sami 
Moubayed

View point
Qatar put 
forth an 
estimated 
$3 billion 
to bankroll 
the 
opposition 
in its early 
stages.

Since the outbreak of the
Qatari-Saudi feud in mid-May, 
the Syrian opposition has been 
remarkably silent.

Qatar has been 
waging an all-out 
media war against 
the Egyptian state 
for several years 
now.”Cairo University Professor 

Tarek Fahmy
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Tunis

T 

he diplomatic earthquake 
in the Arabian Peninsula 
over the Qatar issue sent 
political tremors across 
North Africa.

The interim government in east-
ern Libya swiftly cut diplomatic 
ties with Qatar and Mauritania fol-
lowed suit shortly thereafter. In 
other Maghreb countries, a range 
of reactions reflected an ideologi-
cal divide, with Islamists express-
ing varying degrees of concern 
about the growing isolation of a key 
source of support in the Arab world 
but officials essentially avoiding 
taking sides.

Mohammed al-Deri, foreign min-
ister of the Libyan interim govern-
ment, accused Doha of “harbouring 
terrorism” in a statement released 
to explain the severance of ties with 
Qatar.

The interim government, which 
is based in eastern Libya and 
aligned with military commander 
Khalifa Haftar, has frequently ac-
cused Doha of backing Islamist-
leaning factions, including the 
Muslim Brotherhood and more vio-
lent radical groups.

Libyan Army spokesman Colonel 
Ahmed al-Mesmari later revealed 
documents allegedly proving Qa-
tar’s meddling in the North African 
country. The documents suggest 
that Qatar has supported terrorist 
groups in Libya since 2012.

“Qatar’s destructive role in Libya 
will soon end,” Mesmari said at a 
news conference in Benghazi.

Mauritania, a member of the 
Arab Maghreb Union, a regional 
grouping that includes Morocco, 
Algeria, Tunisia and Libya, took a 
position clearly against Qatar. A 

statement from the Mauritanian 
Foreign Ministry accused Qatar of 
“promoting extremist thoughts 
and spreading chaos across many 
countries in the Arab region, re-
sulting in major humanitarian 
tragedies.”

Mauritania has traditionally 
maintained close military and eco-
nomic ties with Saudi Arabia, the 
regional powerhouse that has led 
the diplomatic move against Qatar.

Reactions across the Maghreb 
were predictably divided along ide-
ological lines, with many secular-
ists praising the Gulf states’ denun-
ciation of Qatar and many Islamists 
expressing sympathy for Doha.

Many secularists pointed to the 
support provided by Qatar to radi-
cal Islamists in the region and de-
scribed the move of Arab countries 
as a blow to Islamist groups, nota-
bly the Muslim Brotherhood.

Editor-in-Chief of the Tunisian 
Arabic-language daily Assahafa Al 
Yaoum Hechmi Nouira predicted 
huge fallouts on Islamists from the 
measures imposed on Qatar. “The 
Arab region is witnessing a real 
tsunami, which could potentially 
sweep Qatar’s allies throughout the 
Arab region,” he said.

“The game of political Islam is 
over,” said Nouira, expressing the 
view that “the world is entering a 
new era that promises to liberate 
politics from religious, ethnic and 
chauvinistic underpinnings.”

Tunisian left-wing MP Mongi Ra-
houi said: “On several occasions, 
we have warned that Qatar was 
supporting terrorism, being a coun-
try that has done everything in its 
power to divide the Arab nation in 
line with a Zionist agenda.”

Rahoui predicted that “the list of 
countries to sever ties with Qatar 
will grow even longer in the com-
ing days” and accused Doha and its 
Islamist allies in Tunisia of “serv-
ing foreign agendas.”

Despite its traditionally close ties 
with Qatar, the Islamist Ennahda 
party appeared to be cautiously 
reserved in its official stance, voic-
ing concern and urging all sides to 
avoid further escalation. It called 
on countries of the region “to ac-
tivate joint bodies” and “open 
diplomatic channels of communi-

cation,” while encouraging the Ku-
waiti mediation.

Outside Ennahda’s official bod-
ies, however, Islamist figures and 
their allies clearly sided with Qatar. 
Hamadi Jebali, former secretary-
general of Ennahda, described Qa-
tar as “a victim of a conspiracy.”

Former Tunisian President Mon-
cef Marzouki, who was often criti-
cised for his close relations with 
Doha, spoke of a “satanic plot” 
against Doha and called on the 
Tunisian people to actively sup-
port Qatar. His statements invited 
further attacks by critics who chas-
tised him over his “vassalage” to 
Qatar.

The Tunisian government stayed 
away from taking sides, toeing an 
official line of neutrality.

Tunisia “is following with con-
cern the situation in the Arab Gulf 
region,” said Minister of Foreign 
Affairs Khemaies Jhinaoui. “We 
hope that our brothers in the Arab 

Gulf countries reach a settlement 
that allows them to overcome their 
differences.”

Algeria took a similar stance, 
calling on the countries involved in 
the crisis to “adopt dialogue as the 
only way to settle differences.”

Algeria’s relations with Qatar 
have been rather bumpy since the 
“Arab spring,” with Algiers accus-
ing Doha of promoting a foreign 
agenda of destabilisation in the 
Arab world and of fuelling civil war 
in Syria. In late 2011, Qatari Foreign 
Minister Hamad bin Jassim al-Tha-
ni was quoted as telling Algerian 
Foreign Minister Mourad Medelci: 
“Stop defending Syria because 

your turn will come and maybe you 
will need us.”

The rift in the Gulf region has also 
affected Morocco, which has essen-
tially refrained from taking sides. 
Some Gulf countries are, however, 
close allies of Morocco, which is a 
member of the Saudi-led coalition 
fighting in Yemen against the Iran-
allied Houthi militia.

Moroccan airline Royal Air Ma-
roc on June 6 cancelled flights via 
Doha, apologising to its customers 
“for these inconveniences caused 
by a situation outside of its control.”

The Moroccan government of 
Saad Eddine El Othmani is led by 
the Islamist Justice and Develop-
ment party. In late 2016, the Gener-
al Secretary of the Unified Socialist 
Party Nabila Mounib accused mem-
bers of the PJD of receiving finan-
cial support from Qatar.

Iman Zayat is an Arab Weekly 
contributing editor in Tunis.

Qatar crisis reverberates across the Maghreb
Iman Zayat

Strong words. Libyan Army spokesman Colonel Ahmed al-Mesmari speaks during a news conference 
in the coastal city of Benghazi.                                                                                                                                             (AFP)

Reactions were 
predictably divided 
along ideological 
lines. 
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The game of 
political Islam is 
over.”Hechmi Nouira, chief editor

of Tunisia’s Assahafa al-Yawm

Qatar’s isolation deepens Turkey’s ‘regional solitude’

T
ime and again, the 
Middle East is pushing 
back to the Old Order, 
which has remained 
shattered since the 
2011 Arab uprisings. 

The radical shift in the US presi-
dency has triggered an anti-Iran 
dynamic and emboldened Saudi 
Arabia to forge ties with Egypt 
with the objective of annihilating 
everything connected to the name 
of Muslim Brotherhood in the 
region.

This line pushed by US President 
Donald Trump’s administration 
is bound to converge with the 
intensifying battle against jihadists 
in the area.

The sudden isolation of Qatar 
must be seen as part of this large 
context, with the aim of bringing 
the remaining at-large players into 
a line now to be defined by Riyadh. 
The message to Doha, wrote Martin 
Chulov in the Guardian, is that it 
must recognise the similar threats 
and disavow the same foes as 
with the rest of the peninsula and 
beyond.

“Doha knows it has little room to 
move,” he wrote. ”It cannot afford 
to leave the Gulf Cooperation 
Council, which offers collaborative 
security and a trade bloc. It cannot 
afford to be isolated but nor does 

it want to fold too quickly. Having 
spent decades building a brand as 
the state with a stake in everything, 
bowing to a master will starkly 
expose its limits.”

Reality has made it clear that no 
other power in the region is closer 
to Qatar than Turkey. Due to its 
fluctuating economy, the latter 
has become, to a great extent, 
dependent on Qatar, which has run 
to its rescue by injecting money 
whenever needed.

The two countries have 
relentlessly sought to expand 
their influence in the region and 
the Islamic sphere by supporting 
Islamist rebels in Libya and Syria, 
backing Muslim Brotherhood 
activities across MENA while 
constantly deepening military 
cooperation. The Turkish-Qatari 
Military Pact, in early 2015, sealed 
a strategic alliance that went as far 
as Turkey pledging to defend Qatar 
against external threats.

So close were the leaderships 
that, as Middle East Monitor 
reported: “Doha sent 150 elite 
members of its Special Forces to 
protect President (Recep Tayyip) 
Erdogan during the failed coup 
attempt on July 15 last year upon 
his request.”

So, the current crisis with 
Qatar at its epicentre will have 
an inevitable effect on Turkey, 
regardless of how primary Saudi-
Iran tension may appear to have 
led to it.

In a powerful essay in the 
National, Hassan Hassan correctly 
divided the post-Arab uprising 

countries in the region into two 
camps — “one that seeks to advance 
its foreign interests through the 
support of Islamists and one 
whose foreign policy is guided by 
opposition to the rise of Islamists.”

The chronology of events 
triggered by the Arab uprising — the 
sequences tying Libya, Tunisia, 
Egypt and those related to Hamas 
— should have told the Qatari and 
Turkish leaderships that their bet 
has turned into a lost one.

If Hassan’s description points to a 
deeper regional dynamic, Trump’s 
speech and meetings in Riyadh, 
which were aimed at “driving out 
the Islamist extremists” — as he 
expressed it — could spell a much 
more concerted regional action to 
wipe out or marginalise anything 
that is related to the Muslim 
Brotherhood phenomenon.

This is how the severing of 
ties with Qatar has been read by 
Erdogan: As a primal threat to what 
he sees as the role of his Justice 
and Development Party (AKP) 
as a leading force meant to unite 
Muslim Brotherhood movements 
across the region.

An anonymous Turkish source 
with links to the AKP told journalist 
Amberin Zaman that Erdogan and 
his team “see parallels between 
(former Egyptian President) 
Muhammad Morsi’s ouster and 
what’s happening to Qatar now. 
They see it as part of a concerted 
campaign orchestrated by Israel 
and the United States against the 
Muslim Brotherhood and its allies 
with whom they feel an ideological 

affinity and they are connecting the 
dots to the July 15 coup.”

The Turkish president’s offer 
of mediation must be seen as a 
result of this sort of perception 
but apparently Qatar decided to 
opt for Kuwait in that role instead, 
delivering another blow to Ankara, 
increasing its isolation. It adds to 
Erdogan’s remarkable absence in 
Riyadh, marking a rapidly opening 
gap as allies between the United 
States and Turkey.

No matter how long the current 
conflict lasts, it is the one in 
which Qatar will never have 
an upper hand. Doha will have 
to compromise and bow to the 
emboldened Saudi power, with 
Egypt lurking behind.

It will push Erdogan’s Turkey to a 
more delicate position than ever, on 
many levels.

As the crisis erupted, Turkish and 
German foreign ministers reached a 
rupture point, prompting Germany 
to move its troops from the Incirlik 
airbase in southern Turkey to 
Jordan — another blow to Turkey’s 
ties with the Western bloc.

Left with no leverage to halt the 
growing Kurdish role in Syria and 
regional power gravitating towards 
Saudi Arabia, the Qatari crisis 
leaves Turkey face to face with two 
historic arch-rivals: Russia and Iran. 
No matter what, it is not possible for 
Erdogan to turn this equation into a 
win-win.

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

Yavuz Baydar

View point
Reality has 
made it 
clear that 
no other 
power in 
the region 
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Qatar than 
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No matter how long the current 
conflict lasts, it is the one in 
which Qatar will never have an 
upper hand.
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T
he crisis over Qatar’s policies continues to unfold 
and it is in everyone’s interest for Doha to see the 
error of its ways and the risks they create.

Tiny though it is, Qatar has tried to play an 
outsized role in the Gulf, the wider region and, 
indeed, in the whole world.

It tried to do so through the baleful influence of 
the extremists it cultivated. Qatar has long provided sanctuary 
to many who preach an ideology and a course of action that are 
fuelling dangerous levels of tension and instability.

Doha is widely perceived as providing moral and material 
support to a long list of Islamist groups and playing host to key 
figures from the Muslim Brotherhood, the Palestinian group 
Hamas, Egypt’s Jamaat Islamiya, Algeria’s Islamic Salvation 
Front, Afghanistan’s Taliban and others.

Serious charges have been levelled at Qatar. On June 9, 
Bahrain, Egypt, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates put 
12 organisations and 59 individuals associated with Qatar on a 
terror sanctions list.

Egypt has asked the UN Security Council to investigate 
reports that Qatar paid terrorist organisations no less than $1 
billion to secure the release of Qatari dignitaries kidnapped in 
Iraq.

It serves no purpose for Qatar to simply dismiss its neigh-
bours’ concerns as baseless. It is no longer possible for the Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC) to tolerate such unjustifiable 
behaviour from a member state. It is not wise or desirable to 
allow regional stability to be endangered by Qatari ambivalence 
towards Iranian expansionism and Tehran’s use of destabilising 
proxies.

Qatar claimed it was committed to the GCC’s security and to 
the containment of Iran but its actions raised serious questions 
about the strength and depth of that commitment and its 
motivation in pursuing policies that could only harm its neigh-
bours.

Several Arab countries have expressed concern about Doha’s 
policy of interference in the affairs of other Arab countries. 
Doha’s dangerous positions became steadily more untenable 
when a new generation of Saudi leadership came to the fore.

It may have been hubris or just colossal misjudgement that 
caused Doha to fail to take note of the growing regional unease 
about its policies. It might have thought itself unassailable 
because the largest US air base in the region is on Qatari soil.

Perhaps it was so delusional that it failed to notice the 
changes in Washington after Donald Trump entered the White 
House. The new US president is less inclined to tolerate Iran’s 
regional meddling and, therefore, much less willing to ignore 
ambiguity towards Tehran.

GCC membership means rights as well as responsibilities. It is 
time that Qatar behaved in a way that shows, at the very 
minimum, some commitment to GCC stability and security and 
that of the wider region.

Media campaigns beamed out of Doha must cease. All coun-
tries have the legitimate right to project soft power but not to 
the detriment of their neighbours and that of regional peace 
and stability.

The crisis over 
Qatar’s policies

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Qatar’s behaviour can
no longer be tolerated

T
he diplomatic crisis 
between Qatar and 
several influential Arab 
countries is deepening. 
Qatari Emir Sheikh 
Tamim bin Hamad 

al-Thani could have chosen to 
contain it since he is the instigator 
of the crisis. Instead he opted to 
make it worse.

It would have been wiser for 
Sheikh Tamim, and by extension for 
his experienced father and advis-
ers, to initiate a genuine and frank 
reconciliation process. Had he done 
so, the heads of state of the other 
Arab countries would have been 
more than willing to close an eye on 
his declarations.

Unfortunately, it seems that 
Sheikh Tamim had no idea that the 
crisis could evolve beyond smear 
campaigns in the media. This time, 
the game being played is serious.

Qatari rulers are facing a tough 
choice: Either repair the situation 
or face grave measures. Within the 
current regional context, choosing 
to step out of the circle of the broth-
erly nations in the region would be 
equated to siding with the enemy. 
Sheikh Tamim’s choice to place his 
country in a different direction from 
that of its brotherly neighbours is 
seriously dangerous.

Qatar has a critically strategic 
position in the region and inside 
the Arab and Gulf communities and 
therefore could not be tolerated to 
rebel, especially under the current 
circumstances.

As Arab countries reacted to 
Sheikh Tamim’s declarations, Qatar 
could have taken quick corrective 
measures. The time to manoeuvre 
and play with paradoxes is forever 
gone. Doha must realise that it can 
no longer fool people or continue to 
export crises.

The role of Al Jazeera as a channel 
for premeditated media campaigns 
is about to come to an end. The 
Qatari regime had tried to mislead 
everybody into thinking that it is 
generously and heavily financing 
the news channel and its pro-
grammes for the noble purpose of 
consecrating the tradition of debate 
in the Arab world. We know that 
the main objective of the Al Jazeera 
project was to pester Saudi Arabia 
and vent Qatar’s frustration with 
the border incident between the two 
countries.

It would not be wise for a small 
country like Qatar to foment 
schemes and machinations against 
a much larger neighbour like Saudi 
Arabia. It was exactly because of 
the futility of this game that Sheikh 
Khalifa bin Hamad al-Thani, Sheikh 
Tamim’s grandfather, had over-
thrown his cousin, Sheikh Ahmad 
bin Ali al-Thani.

If ceasing all the scheming against 
Saudi Arabia is not a sign of faithful-
ness to Sheikh Khalifa’s intentions, 
let it be then a sign of understanding 
once and for all that Saudi Arabia is 
a vast country with a stable regime 
and that small Qatar cannot in any 
way destabilise it.

We can now understand the in-
fatuation of the Qatari regime with 
all types and hues of political Islam. 
To sneak up on a regime devoted to 
the service of Islam, religion must 
be the best channel. Qatar’s sudden 
religious fervour is far from being 
motivated by a genuine concern for 
Muslims and Islam. The purpose 
was to propagate the idea that Saudi 
Arabia is failing its religious duties 
towards Islam and especially its ji-
hadist duties. It was hoped that such 
a message would fall on sympathetic 
ears inside Saudi society.

Just like Iran, Qatar used the Pal-
estinian cause to advance its project 
and appear in a leading jihadist role. 
However, to be on the safe side with 
the United States, Qatar hurried 
to establish a complex network of 
secret and open relations with Israel. 
There were no geopolitical or eco-
nomic necessities for these relations. 
Still, this obvious fact did not stop 
Hamas from being completely taken 
in by Qatar’s comedy.

Looking at the twist and turns in 
Qatar’s declarations and actions, 
and at the risk of going out on a 
limb, I would say that Sheikh Tamim 
and his father had somehow reached 
the conclusion that the so-called 
jihadist Salafism in the Gulf region is 
taking its last breaths.

The jihadist terror groups are dis-
appearing and, although Qatar does 
not dare declare openly its support 
for these groups, it will nevertheless 
seek to replace them and will try 
this time to appeal to other groups 
confessing Shia fundamentalism. 
We all know who is behind this type 
of extremist group.

Luckily for Sheikh Tamim and his 
father, the new scarecrow they will 
be waving to scare Qatar’s regional 
brothers is already known thanks to 
Iran’s incessant efforts in threaten-
ing security in the Gulf region and 
the Middle East.

By saying what he said, Sheikh 
Tamim was launching a test balloon 
to check the strength of relations 
between the Gulf countries. The 
strong reactions stunned him, so he 
pretended that his words were taken 
out of context.

Still, he has chosen to escalate the 
crisis and camped on his dangerous 
positions. The other Arab countries 
had no choice but to start the pro-
cess of stopping him for good.

Adly Sadeq is a Palestinian writer 
and political analyst.
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The many factors behind the London tragedy

What is it about Muslims in the West
that Trump finds so discomfiting?

Opinion

T
he terrorist attacks in 
Manchester and 
London have brought 
to light many points in 
the war to defeat a sick 
and cowardly ideology 

led by maniacal men who feel no 
remorse in attacking defenceless 
girls. Where is the honour or 
valour in committing such 
barbarous acts?

Truth will always prevail over 
falsehoods and good will always 
triumph over evil. Look at history 
as a guideline. Every nefarious 
philosophy that adopted evil as its 
road map, be it from the far right, 
the far left or from a ruthless dic-
tatorship, has ultimately been de-
feated. At times, it may have taken 
a few more years but, in the end, 
good, truth and justice emerge vic-
torious over oppressive regimes, be 
they religious or secular.

Communism, fascism, jihadism 
— to name but a few — were predi-
cated on lies, hatred and evil. Just 
how two-faced these groups are 
is apparent in their interpretation 
of Islam and the way they cherry-
pick what suits them, passing over 
the rest. They supposedly reject 
modernity and its tools, yet turn 
to the most modern of Western 
advances — the internet to commu-
nicate, recruit and communicate 
between themselves and their 
agents in the West.

Their propaganda is pure fiction. 
It preys on the vulnerability of 
marginalised youth with a shallow 
understanding of the faith and 
instils dangerously distorted and 
bellicose versions of Islam. The 
programme put forward by the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) is based on a plat-
form of hate, lies and unadulter-
ated evil. It convinces brainwashed 
youth of Muslim backgrounds 
that their neighbours and fellow 
citizens are their enemies.

Those who ordered or sanc-
tioned the June 3 attacks in Lon-
don committed a horrible, horrible 
sin, not only against innocent 
bystanders whom they considered 
to be their enemy but also against 
their own coreligionists.

The ISIS narrative promises 
jihadist operatives that their heav-
enly reward for their ultimate 
“martyrdom” would be multiplied 
tenfold because they are perform-
ing those acts during the holy 
month of Ramadan.

God — no matter what you call 
him — does not condone the killing 
of innocents and there is nothing 

in the teachings of the Prophet Mo-
hammad — not in the Quran, nor 
in the Hadith — to suggest that the 
faithful need to go on a rampage 
during the very month they are 
meant to cleanse themselves and 
rise to a higher level of spirituality.

In their sick minds the terror-
ists may consider this latest attack 
a victory. Indeed, they may have 
scored points with their followers 
but ultimately this is a war they 
cannot win.

This is the last stop in a treach-
erous road of ideological perver-
sion spanning various gradations. 
Misguided followers can graduate 
from the supposedly traditional-
ist Islamist doctrine to the most 
extreme forms of aggressive 
Salafism. Sometimes there is no 
evolution. New recruits just get 
dragged into the bloodiest forms of 
radicalism overnight.

The latest London incident 
raised many security and intel-
ligence questions. There is clearly 

a long and difficult road ahead for 
Britain’s security forces as made 
evident by their apparent inability 
to identify the dangerous elements 
among Islamists or to heed warn-
ings about them. British security 
had received several warnings 
about the individuals involved in 
the London Bridge attack but had 
not considered those individuals 
dangerous.

This is likely to be a mixture of 
faulty intelligence and a propen-
sity to underestimate the danger 
as such individuals are examined 
through the distorting prism of 
communitarianism: They are pre-
sumed to just be different.

Still, the challenge can be daunt-
ing.

British Prime Minister Theresa 
May revealed that no fewer than 
five terror attempts had been 
thwarted in recent days. Security 
services are refining their strate-
gies. The response time between 
the moment the alarm was first 

raised and security forces arrived 
on the scene was eight minutes. 
Eight minutes in a city as large and 
as congested as London is simply 
outstanding.

As security forces continue to 
penetrate and pre-empt terror 
attacks on the home front while 
confronting the groups on their 
own home turf, defeating them 
militarily, there remain two areas 
security services need to address 
aggressively: The internet and 
social media.

In the meantime, we may find 
that some of our civil liberties may 
be constrained as the war to oust 
the jihadists from Britain intensi-
fies.

“Enough is enough,” said the 
British prime minister. That is a 
phrase the resident of No 10 Down-
ing Street should have uttered well 
before June 5, 2017.

Claude Salhani is a regular 
columnist for The Arab Weekly.

I
f you are a man named 
Khan, Donald Trump 
probably has it in for you. 
How else to read the US 
president’s savage verbal 
assault on London Mayor 

Sadiq Khan within hours of an 
audacious terrorist attack on the 
British capital?

It is hard to imagine any other 
occupant of the White House be-
having with such bad taste and in-
sensitivity as to upbraid London’s 
highest elected official at a time of 
great distress. Trump, however, 
had no compunction about tweet-
punching Khan within hours of 
the heinous attacks on the city.

Whatever happened to the 
Anglo-American special relation-
ship, one might wonder? Where 
did empathy and sympathy go? 
How about some old-fashioned 
courtesy?

Good questions but they do not 
really apply to Trump, who is like 
no other American president. He is 
a brawler who acts on his own pe-
culiar bias. From his track record, 
the bias appears to be against the 
Khans who cross his path. For 
“Khan” read Muslims who live and 
flourish in the West and who dare 
to call Trump out on Islamophobic 
words and deeds.

Consider this: Eleven months 
ago, candidate Trump shamelessly 
assailed another Khan, Khizr, 
father of a Muslim US Army officer 
who died serving his country in 
Iraq. The bereaved father, an 
American-Pakistani, criticised 
Trump’s “smears” on Muslims in a 
powerful speech at the Democratic 
Party convention.

As is customary, Khizr Khan 
was listened to with great respect. 
As the surviving family members 
of an American who died in war, 
Khizr and his wife Ghazala were 
treated with gentle awe by much 
of the United States. Not so Donald 
Trump. He belittled them, darkly 
insinuating that they belonged to 
a backward strain of Islam that op-
pressed women. He even trivial-
ised the Khans’ loss of their son by 
comparing that ultimate sacrifice 
to his own, which he described as 
working hard to create “thousands 
of jobs.”

Such tastelessness is hardly 
unusual in Trump’s interactions 
with people named Khan. Go a bit 
further back in time and Trump 
is found to be engaged in a war of 
words with Sadiq Khan, the newly 
elected mayor of London. Khan re-
fused Trump’s sultan-like offer to 
exempt London’s mayor from his 

proposed “complete shutdown” on 
Muslim entry to the United States. 
The mayor said with high-minded 
disapproval: “I don’t want to be 
the exception to be allowed to go 
to America. It’s not about me. It’s 
about my friends, family and oth-
ers from all around the world.”

Later, he described Trump as 
“ignorant” about Islam, a com-
ment that appeared to goad 
the narcissistic, famously thin-
skinned former TV reality star into 
paroxysms of rage.

Trump and his family continued 
to attack Sadiq Khan. In March, 
soon after the Westminster Bridge 
attack, Trump’s eldest son falsely 
accused the London mayor of 
being lax about terrorism. This 
month, the US president himself 
implied that the mayor was indif-
ferent to terrorist atrocities, pos-
sibly because of his faith.

Trump’s personal antipathy to 
Khizr and Ghazala Khan in the 
United States and Sadiq Khan in 
the United Kingdom is not the only 
issue. His dislike for those who 
criticise him is the thread that runs 
through all of Trump’s public feuds 
but there is something darker that 
lies deep below the roiled waters 
of every argument between Trump 
and a Muslim in the West.

Trump seems nonplussed by 
Western Muslims who are believ-
ers and well-integrated, are of 
some consequence and are over 
here, which is to say Europe of the 
United States. This suggests an 
orientalism so old-fashioned as to 
be best summed up by Rudyard Ki-
pling’s 1889 poem “The Ballad of 
East and West,” which starts with 
the assertion that “East is East and 
West is West and never the twain 
shall meet.”

What is it about Muslims in the 
West that Trump finds so discom-
fiting? Does he resent their right to 
question him as equals, to correct, 
to look him in the eye and to reject 
the base stereotyping of a whole 
faith community?

Both Khizr Khan and Sadiq 
Khan trained as lawyers and are 
able to see and call out Trump’s 
contempt for the law and the prin-
ciples of natural justice.

So do many other people, to 
Trump’s chagrin, but he just 
seems to get a great deal angrier if 
their name is Khan.

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.

New 
recruits 
just get 
dragged 
into the 
bloodiest 
forms of 
radicalism 
overnight.

Tastelessness 
is hardly 
unusual in 
Trump’s 
interactions 
with people 
named Khan.

Claude Salhani

Rashmee Roshan Lall

Difficult road ahead. Flowers placed on the south side of London Bridge near Borough Market in 
London, on June 5.             (Reuters)
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T 

he United States fired off 
a series of contradictory 
statements on the Qatar 
crisis that have left coun-
tries in the Middle East 

guessing whether Washington is 
strongly siding with Saudi Arabia or 
calling for compromise.

In the first serious test for US 
President Donald Trump’s govern-
ment in the Middle East, the ad-
ministration is facing a complicated 
conflict that mixes rivalries among 
Sunni Arab countries with US mili-
tary interests, the fight against Is-
lamist extremists and efforts to box 
in Shia power Iran. Formulating 
a comprehensive strategy to deal 
with that situation would be diffi-
cult for any administration but the 
Trump government’s lack of inter-
nal coordination in the absence of a 
clear list of priorities has made the 
task more formidable.

The president himself sowed 
confusion with several tweets and 
telephone calls that displayed sup-
port for Riyadh but also suggested a 
mediating role for the United States 
before telling a news conference in 
Washington that he was behind the 

Saudi-led action against Doha and 
that Qatar should stop funding radi-
cal groups.

Saudi Arabia, the United Arab 
Emirates, Bahrain and Egypt broke 
off diplomatic relations with Qa-
tar and closed their borders to the 
country on June 5, accusing Qatar, 
which has been supporting groups 
such as the Muslim Brotherhood, 
of strengthening extremist move-
ments, a charge Doha denies.

“The nation of Qatar, unfor-
tunately, has historically been a 
funder of terrorism and at a very 
high level,” Trump said. He added 
that “nations came to me and want-
ed to speak to me about confront-
ing Qatar over its behaviour” after 
meeting with leaders from dozens 
of Muslim countries in Riyadh last 
month. “So we had a decision to 
make,” Trump said. “Do we take 
the easy road or do we finally take a 
hard but necessary action? We have 
to stop the funding of terrorism.”

He also said there were other 
countries that could come under 
pressure. “I won’t name other coun-
tries but we are not done solving the 
problem but we will solve that prob-
lem,” Trump said.

Less than an hour before the 
president spoke, US Secretary of 

State Rex Tillerson offered com-
ments that stood in marked con-
trast to Trump’s statements, calling 
on Saudi Arabia to ease the block-
ade against Qatar. He said the ac-
tion against Doha was disturbing US 
commercial interests in the region 
as well as “hindering US military 
actions by the US and the campaign 
against [the Islamic State]”. Tiller-
son said Washington supported me-
diation efforts by Kuwait. It was not 
immediately known whether the 
secretary had cleared his remarks 
with the White House.

Like Tillerson, other US officials 
also took a much softer line on Qa-
tar than Trump. US Ambassador to 
Qatar Dana Shell Smith re-tweeted 
posts from last October in which 
she praised Qatar for a “great part-
nership, real progress to counter 
terrorist financing.”

Trump presented his June 9 re-
marks as reflecting the collective 
thinking of the Pentagon and the 
State Department, overriding Tiller-
son’s reservations. “I decided, along 
with Secretary of State Rex Tiller-
son, our great generals and military 
people, the time had come to call on 
Qatar to end its funding,” the presi-
dent declared.

US Defence Department spokes-
man US Navy Captain Jeff Davis 
thanked the Qataris “for their long-
standing support for our presence 
and their enduring commitment to 
regional security.” He was referring 
to the Al Udeid base south of Doha, 
home to a forward headquarters of 
the US Central Command, an ul-
tra-modern command centre with 
10,000 US soldiers that oversees op-
erations in the Middle East, North 
Africa and Central Asia, including 
air strikes in Syria and other places.

David Weinberg, an analyst at the 
Foundation for Defense of Democ-
racies, a Washington think-tank, 
pointed out that Trump himself 
had called Qatar, a member of the 

Saudi-dominated Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC), a strategic partner 
only last month. “There does ap-
pear to be a variety of messages 
coming from Washington on this is-
sue,” Weinberg wrote via e-mail.

Trump’s statements June 9 came 
after he had chosen a more concil-
iatory tone in telephone calls with 
leaders in the region. In a call June 
6, Trump and Saudi King Salman 
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud discussed 
“preventing the financing of ter-
rorist organisations and eliminat-
ing the promotion of extremism by 
any nation in the region,” the White 
House said in a release. Trump also 
stressed “that a united Gulf Cooper-
ation Council is critical to defeating 
terrorism and promoting regional 
stability.”

In a call with Qatari Emir Sheikh 
Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani a day 
later, Trump repeated the message 
of unity and underlined “the impor-
tance of all countries in the region 
working together to prevent the fi-
nancing of terrorist organisations 
and stop the promotion of extrem-
ist ideology.” Trump suggested a 
mediation role for the United States, 
“including through a meeting at the 
White House if necessary.”

Alex Vatanka, an analyst at the 
Middle East Institute in Wash-
ington, said Trump could use the 
United States’ special role in the re-
gion to defuse the crisis. “The USA 
remains the external guarantor of 
security for all GCC states,” Vatanka 
said.

In that capacity, Washington 
“should not be too quick to take 
sides,” Vatanka warned. A continu-
ing isolation of Qatar in the region 
and a withdrawal of US support 
from the country could result in 
Doha seeking closer ties with Iran, 
which would be against US inter-
ests.

Any mediation effort would have 
to address internal imbalances of 
the GCC, where smaller members 
such as Qatar, Kuwait and Oman 
were not always happy with poli-
cies put forward by heavyweights 
Saudi Arabia and the UAE, Vatanka 
said. Another issue was Qatar’s ef-
forts to position itself as a power 
with good relations with Iran as 
well as the United States.

“The Qatari decision to be in bed 
with everyone has been a high-risk 
strategy” that now appeared to 
“bite” the rulers in Doha, Vatanka 
said.

Some US observers said Trump’s 
encouragement for Saudi Arabia, 
on display during his visit to the 
region, might have been a factor in 
triggering the spat.

“Trump’s embrace of the Saudi-
UAE vision during his Middle East 
trip looked dangerous at the time,” 
Marc Lynch, director of the Project 
on Middle East Political Science 
at George Washington University 
wrote in the Washington Post. “The 
unfolding implications over the last 
two weeks suggest that those risks 
may have been understated.”

Thomas Seibert is a
Washington correspondent
for The Arab Weekly.

T 

he diplomatic crisis over 
Qatar is shining a spotlight 
on a facility that few Qa-
taris have ever visited — 
the Al Udeid Airbase, the 

United States’ largest in the Middle 
East.

A 45-minute drive south-west of 
Doha, the base is central to the emir-
ate’s foreign policy. Home to some 
10,000 US troops, it is a crucial hub 
for US military activities in the Mid-
dle East. It is the headquarters of the 
US Central Command, which over-
sees operations in the Middle East, 
North Africa and Central Asia.

That is why some were surprised 
that US President Donald Trump 
publicly sided with Saudi Arabia, 
the United Arab Emirates and other 
Gulf countries in their dramatic de-
cision to break off ties with Qatar.

“Al Udeid is part of the strategic 
value that Qatar provides to the US,” 
Kristian Ulrichsen, a Gulf analyst 
with the Baker Institute at the US-
based Rice University, told Agence 
France-Presse (AFP).

Among the advantages it provides 
to the United States is allowing the 
US Air Force to land B-52 bombers 
used in air strikes on Syria on the 
base’s 3,750-metre runways.

“Al Udeid is a massive base that is 
instrumental with all of (the United 
States’) different campaigns,” An-
dreas Krieg of the Defence Studies 
Department at King’s College Lon-
don and a former adviser to the 
Qatari military, said to AFP. “It’s 
involved in operations against [the 
Islamic State] ISIS, Syria, Somalia.”

The base provides Qatar a sense of 
security from regional rivals and an 
insurance policy for US support.

The diplomatic crisis around Qa-
tar raises the question of whether 
the United States could relocate op-
erations that use Al Udeid to bases 
outside Qatar. According to a num-
ber of US experts, that option may 
be too complex for the United States 
to resort to, at least for now.

The Arab Weekly staff, with Agence 
France-Presse

In Washington, 
tough position 
on Qatar despite 
confused signals
Thomas Seibert

The Trump factor. US President Donald Trump during a news conference in the Rose Garden of the 
White House in Washington, on June 9.                                                                                                                    (AP)

Qatar crisis

There does appear 
to be a variety of 
messages coming 
from Washington 
on this issue.”

David Weinberg, analyst at 
the Foundation for Defense 
of Democracies

T
he Qataris are learning 
that the Trump 
administration is not 
interested in nuanced 
foreign policy posi-
tions. When US 

President Donald Trump visited 
Riyadh to meet with Sunni Arab 
leaders he made very clear his 
opinion that the regional bad 
guys are terrorist groups such as 
the Islamic State (ISIS) and the 
government of Iran.

The Saudis got the message and 
interpreted it as a sign that 
Trump would not oppose a 
diplomatic and economic 
offensive on Qatar, a country that 

Trump’s message during Riyadh summit
has been supporting Sunni 
extremism and cosying up to Shia 
Iran. It is highly unlikely that 
Riyadh shared its intentions with 
Trump — the Saudis are far too 
savvy to have revealed their plans 
to a man who cannot keep secrets 
— but they correctly assessed that 
Trump would support their 
actions.

Qatar, which hosts an important 
US military base, must have 
assumed that this would continue 
to give it immunity from US 
criticism, as it had in the past. 
Moreover, Trump had recently 
indicated that he would abide by 
the nuclear deal with Iran, so 
Qatar may have thought that its 
friendly relations with Tehran 
were not a problem with Washing-
ton.

One can imagine the surprise in 
Doha when the Saudis and their 
allies acted so swiftly and so 
harshly and when Trump — after 
initial silence — tweeted his 
support (and, as he is wont to do, 
took credit for something that he 
most likely knew absolutely 
nothing about until it happened).

While Trump was tweeting his 
support for Riyadh and claiming 
credit, the Pentagon was express-
ing its appreciation for Qatar’s 
support in the fight against ISIS 
and the importance of the military 
base in Qatar.

Talk about mixed signals.
Trump has offered to play a 

mediating role to resolve the crisis 
but this is not a New York real 
estate transaction. It is a long-
running feud that pits a Qatari 

government that has sought for 
years to have influence with all 
sides against a Saudi leadership 
that is saying “it’s time to choose 
sides.” Riyadh will not accept 
promises or cosmetic changes.

Trump’s role — intentional or 
not — was to make it clear during 
his trip to Riyadh who the bad 
guys are. He cannot back down 
now, especially after taking credit 
for the whole thing. Even if he 
does end up mediating a solution, 
it will be on the Saudis’ terms.

In short, Riyadh played Trump 
like a fiddle.

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

Mark Habeeb

View point
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Making distinctions. A boy walks past soldiers from the Saudi-led coalition 
patrolling a street in Yemen’s southern port city of Aden.                         (Reuters)

News & Analysis Gulf  Yemen   

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 
implement the peace plan cham-
pioned 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 differ-
ences 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 
Cooperation Council (GCC) resi-
dence permit holders and students. 
The Omani side pledged its “readi-
ness to offer more facilities for Yem-
enis 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 
party, 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 continuing 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 Ministry 
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 
from hospitals in the Abyan gover-
norate as part of its Kuwait Beside 
You programme. In a statement, Dr 
Emad Abdulrahim, a campaign of-
ficial, said the initiative was keen 
on helping Yemeni people stop the 
spread of the deadly disease, adding 
that medical supplies comprise nec-
essary 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.

B
ritain’s Conservative 
government has, in 
recent years, been on 
the receiving end of 
heavy criticism in the 
media for the sale of 

arms to Saudi Arabia used to 
bomb Yemen.

The leader of the opposition, 
Jeremy Corbyn of the Labour 
Party, has branded Saudi Arabia’s 
actions as deplorable and, when 
his own historical dealings with 
people connected to the Provi-
sional Irish Republican Army 
(IRA) are brought into the 
political discourse surrounding 
the British general election, his 
supporters have shrugged off 
criticism by pointing out Con-
servative dealings with Saudi 
royals.

This is an extraordinary 
comparison to make — to com-
pare one’s association with a 
violent military organisation 
carrying out acts of violence on 
mainland Britain with having a 
special diplomatic relationship 
with the head of state of the 
largest oil producer and one of 
the largest charitable donors 
worldwide.

Saudi Arabia is not perfect. Its 
rule is seen by many as the 
strictest form of Islam. It is 
granted that there are issues with 
women’s rights and several other 
human rights issues.

However, let us examine the 

issue of Yemen that has blighted 
the Saudis’ reputation over the 
last two years. There are ample 
references in the British media to 
Saudi Arabia’s bombing of Yemen 
and the killing of women and 
children. Of course, there have 
been civilian casualties but the 
legal and political context of this 
conflict in Yemen is rarely — if at 
all — provided in the mainstream 
British media.

In 2015, a rebel group called the 
Houthis grew stronger in north-
ern Yemen. Soon, they captured 
the capital of Yemen, Sana’a. In 
March 2015, Yemeni President 
Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi and 
members of his government fled 
the country and established a 

government-in-exile in Saudi 
Arabia. Hadi’s government is 
internationally recognised and 
was forced out by the Houthis.

On fleeing, Hadi invoked 
Article 51 of the UN Charter, 
which provides for the right of 
countries to engage in self-
defence, including collective self-
defence, against an armed attack. 
The government of Yemen 
requested Saudi intervention to 
use force to remove the Houthis 
and that was communicated to 
the United Nations.

Saudi Arabia, therefore, is not 
invading or bombing Yemen 
unilaterally. It is using military 
force on the explicit legal author-
ity and invitation of the president 

In defence of Saudi Arabia’s role in Yemen
of Yemen who has been ousted by 
rebels. It is bombing Yemen at the 
invitation of Yemen.

The UN Security Council passed 
Resolution 2216 in April 2015 in 
which it “reaffirmed its support 
for the legitimacy of the presi-
dent of Yemen.” A coalition of 
Arab countries was formed, led 
by Saudi Arabia.

Of course, when military force 
is used, the force must be 
proportional. One must follow 
international humanitarian law 
by keeping civilian casualties to a 
minimum and avoid targets such 
as schools, hospitals, etc. There 
are questions as to whether the 
Saudi-led coalition is being too 
rough or aggressive.

However, a distinction must be 
made — which is not being made 
in most if not all centre-left 
British media — between lawful 
military force where there are 
questions on the intensity of the 
military force and military force, 
which, irrespective of intensity, is 
unlawful in the first place. Saudi 
Arabia falls into the former 
category in that its intervention is 
legal.

Yet the British public is seem-
ingly unaware, given that 
perverse comparisons to dealings 
with the IRA are seen as akin to 
relations with Saudi Arabia, that 
Saudi Arabia and its coalition are 
actually on the right side of the 
Yemen war, notwithstanding any 
unsettled issues on the intensity 
of the military force which, of 
course, need to be addressed.

Fadi Farhat is a lawyer based in 
Britain.

Fadi Farhat

View point
Saudi 
Arabia is not 
invading or 
bombing 
Yemen 
unilaterally.

The legal and political context 
of the conflict in Yemen is 
rarely provided.
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A 

ctivists with the Raqqa 
is Being Slaughtered Si-
lently (RBSS) Facebook 
page told of the besieged 
Syrian city — The de fac-

to capital of the Islamic State (ISIS) 
— being targeted: “The average 
number of air strikes on Raqqa has 
reached about 20 strikes by manned 
and unmanned military aircraft 
a day. A further 100 mortar shells 
have also landed at neighbourhoods 
around the city.”

RBSS, in messages to The Arab 
Weekly, also said more than 421 
civilians were killed during fight-
ing in May. Forces belonging to the 
US-backed and Kurdish-dominated 
militia alliance, the Syrian Demo-
cratic Forces (SDF) were reportedly 
clashing with ISIS fighters on the 
outskirts of the city.

SDF and coalition forces, which 
had been steadily massing out-
side the city, began their assault on 
Raqqa, the latest chapter in Opera-
tion Wrath of the Euphrates. Esti-
mates of how long the campaign 
may last vary but, after protracted 
battles against entrenched ISIS po-
sitions at Sirte in Libya and Mosul 
in Iraq, few expect the campaign to 
take Raqqa to be quick.

SDF spokesman Talal Silo on June 
6 announced the beginning of the as-
sault on the city, saying: “We declare 
today the beginning of the great bat-
tle to liberate the city of Raqqa, the 
alleged capital of terrorism and ter-
rorists. Morale is high and military 
readiness to implement the military 
plan is complete, in coordination 
with the US-led coalition.”

Few positions are as entrenched 
as that of ISIS at Raqqa. The jihadists 
sought to establish the Syrian city as 
a model for life in their caliphate, 
making it a magnet for foreign fight-
ers and a key strategic planning 

centre for terror attacks around the 
world.

Coalition forces estimate the 
number of ISIS fighters in Raqqa at 
3,000-4,000 but the SDF says the 
number is less. It is suspected that 
the battle-hardened core of the ji-
hadists has retreated east, 140km 
along the Euphrates to established 
positions at Deir ez-Zor.

It is also difficult to know how 
many civilians remain in the city 
after three years of ISIS occupation. 
However, the International Rescue 
Committee said there were as many 
as 200,000 in Raqqa. There are fears 
civilians who try to flee the city will 
be killed by ISIS fighters, who are 
also known to use inhabitants as hu-
man shields. SDF commanders said 

electricity has been cut off and in-
ternet cafés shut.

Coalition forces have been mass-
ing outside the city. In March, sev-
eral hundred US special operations 
troops supporting the estimated 
55,000 SDF fighters were joined by 
units from the 11th Marine Expedi-
tionary Unit. Attack helicopters and 
other special operations forces are 
expected, the Washington Post re-
ported.

Nicholas Heras, a fellow at the 
Centre for a New American Security, 
said the battle is at Phase One, with 
whatever awaits within the city cen-
tre an unknown.

Moreover, while many of the 
Kurdish People’s Protection Units 
(YPG) within the SDF are veterans 

of battles at Kobane, Tabqa and 
Manbij, others within the militia 
alliance, such as the Syrian Arab 
Coalition, are new to the battlefield. 
That lack of experience could prove 
important in determining not only 
who takes the Sunni-dominated city 
but who eventually holds it.

“The conflict will probably oper-
ate along the Manbij model,” Heras 
said. “That is, an alliance of differ-
ent militias trained by the United 

States call in air strikes and artillery 
fire on enemy positions.”

While that model has previously 
been successful, how effective it 
may be against the entrenched op-
position at Raqqa is uncertain and 
few doubt the ferocity of the battle 
to come.

“ISIS has been prepping Raqqa 
as if it’s the second battle of Fal-
luja,” Heras said, “The SDF may be 
facing booby traps, [improvised ex-
plosive devices], fire boxes, what-
ever. Whatever it is, it’s going to be 
intense. The question is how drawn 
out it will be.”

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

Tunis

S 

even years into Syria’s 
civil war, the government 
of Bashar Assad remains 
steadfastly at the wheel of 
the Damascene political 

machine.
Throughout the conflict, As-

sad has positioned himself as the 
moderate guardian of the country’s 
endangered minorities and the 
stalwart defender of the country’s 
newly liberated economic elite. It’s 
a public message that, given the 
barbarity of the regime’s jihadist 
opposition, appears more persua-
sive by the day.

Furthermore, Assad, along with 
his Russian and Iranian backers, 
claims an electoral legitimacy de-
nied to those who seek to displace 
it. In the 2014 elections, Assad and 
the Ba’ath Party he leads were re-
turned for their third successive 
term with 88.7% of the vote, which 
seems at face value, like an impres-
sive achievement for a government 
denounced around the world for its 
barbarity and cruelty.

However, with conditions for 
electoral fairness abysmally lack-
ing and with voting restricted to 
the approximately 40% of Syrian 
territory under government con-
trol, the results were hardly a ring-
ing endorsement of Assad’s suc-
cess. The European Union branded 
the results “illegitimate” and for-
mer US Secretary of State John 

Kerry dismissed them as a “great 
big zero.”

All the same, despite the intense-
ly divisive nature of his regime, 
Assad’s government remains in 
power. Traffic runs in the streets of 
Damascus, taxes are paid, the army 
remains loyal to his command and 
the government civil service ad-
ministers his government’s edicts.

However, public acquiescence to 
Assad’s rule should not be conflat-
ed with public support for Bashar 
Assad so much as the regime 
forged by his father, which many 

urban Syrians regard as a bulwark 
against the anarchy and coups that 
preceded it.

The collective scar left by those 
years, allied to Assad’s much pub-
licised early liberalisation of the 
economy, have created a section of 
Syrian society that has come to re-
gard its own future as firmly vested 
in that of the regime’s.

Much of that economic strata 
exists within and around the As-
sad family. In 2011, the Middle East 
Institute estimated that ownership 
of major telecommunications, en-

ergy and construction industries 
remained within the hands of no 
more than 200 individuals. The 
same year, the Financial Times 
suggested Assad’s cousin, Rami 
Makhlouf, might indirectly control 
up to as much as 60% of the nation-
al economy.

“The Assad regime and the elites 
that support the Syrian Arab Re-
public exist in a symbiotic relation-
ship that has mostly endured over 
the course of the civil war,” Nicho-
las A. Heras, a Bacevich Fellow at 
the Centre for a New American Se-
curity, said in e-mailed comments. 
“For many of these elites, they are 
investing their support in the As-
sad regime in the expectation of its 
eventual victory,” rather than out 
of any overwhelming loyalty to its 
leadership.

However, beneath this super 
elite, lies a deeper foundation of 
small and medium-sized business 
owners, who likely want nothing 
more than to continue enjoying an 
improved standard of living with-
out the disruption of widespread 
political upheaval.

Many of these, Heras said, “are 
urban and near suburban, middle-
class Sunni Arabs who make up the 
business and administrative strata 
of the state and lower-middle-class 
and working-class Sunni Arabs that 
continue to fight in the Syrian Arab 
Army or in adjutant militias. With-
out a Sunni Arab foundation of 
support in urban areas, the Syrian 
Arab Republic that houses the As-
sad regime could not stand.”

However, with the hawks circling 
the skies over Damascus, questions 
over how long the regime may con-
tinue to enjoy the support of a base 
with little personal loyalty to its 
leader are growing more pressing. 
What is likely of more immediate 
concern to the regime’s backers is 
what might happen to them should 
it ever tumble.

For Heras, any sudden attempt to 
topple the Damascus regime would 
be to risk opening even wider the 
Pandora’s box that has spilled so 
many evils onto Syria’s soil.

“The Alawi core of the Syrian 
Arab Republic’s intelligence and se-
curity services would withdraw as 
much military hardware as it could 
to western coastal provinces…,” he 
said, “and the Iranian-backed Shia 
militia forces that fight with the 
Syrian Arab Army would viciously 
contest rebel forces.

“Damascus would likely not be 
completely under the control of the 
armed opposition, and there would 
be pockets of either Assad forces or 
Iranian-backed Shia militias in the 
city. It would be a mess that would 
dwarf Tripoli, Libya or Mogadishu, 
Somalia in terms of militia conflict 
and bloodshed.”

US-backed alliance begins Raqqa assault

Assad maintains base of support despite international condemnation

Simon Speakman Cordall

Simon Speakman Cordall

Long battle lies ahead. Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) fighters on their way to Raqqa, on June 6.            (Reuters)

Preserving his support base. Syrian girls stand next to a poster of 
Syrian President Bashar Assad in the old city of Damascus, on 
May 25.                                                 (AFP)
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Public acquiescence to 
Assad’s rule should not 
be conflated with 
public support for 
Bashar Assad.

 Coalition forces 
estimate the 
number of ISIS 
fighters in Raqqa 
at 3,000-4,000.

It is difficult to know 
how many civilians 
remain in the city 
after three years of 
ISIS occupation.
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C 

ivilians from the north-
ern Iraq city of Mosul are 
facing many threats as 
Iraqi forces draw closer 
to recapturing the west-

ern part of the city from the Islamic 
State (ISIS).

The UN human rights office said 
it believes ISIS has killed more than 
230 civilians trying to flee the last 
stronghold of the militants in west-
ern Mosul since May 26.

“Shooting children as they try 
to run to safety with their fami-
lies — there are no words of con-
demnation strong enough for such 
despicable acts,” UN High Commis-
sioner for Human Rights Zeid Ra’ad 
al-Hussein said in a statement.

“The murder of civilians, as well 
as the intentional directing of an at-
tack against civilians who are not 
directly taking part in hostilities, 
are war crimes,” it said.

ISIS militants are known for us-
ing civilians as human shields as 
well as shooting those who try to 
escape.

There are an estimated 200,000 
civilians — about half of them chil-
dren — in Mosul’s Old City and sur-
rounding areas. “Some (children) 
were reportedly killed as they des-
perately tried to flee the fighting 
which is intensifying by the hour,” 
UNICEF said.

The UN rights office statement 
said it is investigating the death of 
as many as 80 civilians reportedly 
killed May 31 during an air strike by 
the US-led coalition against ISIS in 
Mosul’s Zanjili neighbourhood.

The UN statement called on the 
anti-ISIS coalition “to ensure that 
their operations comply fully with 
international humanitarian law and 
that all possible measures are taken 
to avoid the loss of civilian lives.”

Human Rights Watch (HRW), 
Amnesty International and other 
rights groups warned against us-
ing large air-dropped bombs. “Iraqi 

and coalition forces should recog-
nise that in the crowded Old City, 
using explosive weapons with wide 
area effects puts civilians at exces-
sive risk,” HRW Middle East Deputy 
Director Lama Fakih said in a news 
release.

Iraqi authorities said they were 
investigating reports that their 
forces used white phosphorus in 
western Mosul. Residents in the 
city are also reportedly suffering 
from serious shortages of food and 
medicine.

Those who have fled ISIS-held 
areas, however, face other troubles.

“[At least 26] bodies of bound and 
blindfolded men are being found 
one after the other in and around 
Mosul and in the Tigris River, rais-
ing serious concerns about extraju-

dicial killings by government forc-
es,” Fakih said in a statement. “The 
lack of any apparent government 
action to investigate these deaths 
undermines the government’s 
statements on protecting detainee 
rights.”

“If Iraqi authorities want civilians 
who spent over two years living un-
der ISIS to feel safe and protected, 
they need to ensure that anyone re-

sponsible for murdering prisoners 
is brought to justice,” Fakih said.

The Iraqi Shia militia of Imam Ali 
Brigades criticised the actions of 
one of its commanders after a video 
surfaced purportedly showing him 
burning the body of a suspected 
ISIS fighter.

It was not the first time that the 
commander, Ayyub Faleh Hassan 
al-Rubaie — whose nom de guerre is 
Abu Azrael (“Angel of Death”), has 
appeared in videos depicting grue-
some acts but he apparently has not 
been punished by the government.

Rubaie dismissed reports that his 
militia had disowned him, saying 
that the Imam Ali Brigades con-
demned his actions in the video 
but he still serves with them near 
Mosul.

Kurdish authorities in Iraq’s semi-
autonomous Kurdistan region, 
which will have a referendum on 
its independence on September 25, 
were dealing with controversy.

“New cases have emerged of 
Kurdistan Regional Government 
(KRG) authorities detaining men 
and boys fleeing Mosul on suspicion 
of affiliation with the Islamic State,” 
said HRW. “Family members report-
ed that after Kurdish authorities 
took their relatives into custody, the 
families had no contact with the de-
tainees for as long as four months.”

Kurdish authorities denied the 
HRW allegations, insisting that 
only suspects are arrested and they 
are provided access to lawyers and 
their families are aware that they 
are detained.

Mosul civilians bear brunt of battle with ISIS
Mamoon Alabbasi

Between a rock and hard place. Displaced residents walk to a safer area following fighting between Iraqi forces and ISIS in western 
Mosul’s Zanjili district on June 7.                                    (Reuters)
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The UN rights office 
is investigating the 
death of up to 80 
civilians reportedly 
killed during an air 
strike against ISIS.

T
he release of seven 
anti-graft activists by 
unidentified captors 
marked civil society’s 
fledgling attempts at 
rebirth in Iraq. The 

freeing of the male university 
students held for two days in April 
by militiamen was a welcome 
victory for Iraq’s grass-roots 
community.

Jubilant crowds greeted the 
men as heroes on their arrival at 
Al-Andalus Square in Baghdad at 
2.30am April 10.

Civil society movements have 
not been entirely dormant after 
the 2003 US-led invasion of Iraq. 
Manpower had been mobilised 
and civil activism had been 
revived but largely co-opted in 
service of Islamist parties.

In a statement signed by Interior 
Ministry adviser Wahab al-Taei, 
the activists were said to have 
been released “unharmed” — 
words belied by signs of physical 
abuse that marked some of the 
returning men.

They are known players in the 
domestic civil rights scene. They 
are involved in student politics 
and have an unforgiving stance on 
corrupt officials.

Their release operation was 
executed with the help of official 
sides, a member of the Students’ 
Union said in a conversation over 
Viber. “Not anyone can pass 

through official checkpoints 
unchallenged. You must obtain 
official access. The operation was 
no doubt linked to agents of politi-
cal parties,” the person said.

The government, in typical 
fashion, promised further 
investigations into the matter but 
failed to divulge information 
regarding the men’s disappear-
ance or their kidnappers’ identi-
ties.

More than ever before, civil 
society is refusing to cower, while 
kidnappings and raids remain a 
cost of testing the promise of free 
speech in Iraq.

The release of the activists — 
though a minor victory — signals 
an important shift in the balance 
of local power. Militias and 
political parties have been 
resorting to violence to intimidate 
opponents into silence.

Religion no longer holds the 
same sway it did under the 
schematic reign of Prime Minister 
Nuri al-Maliki. Dissenting voices 
are growing louder but civil 
society has struggled to shift the 
power to its side.

In a recent news conference, 
Iraqi Member of Parliament Faiq 
al-Sheikh Ali denounced the 
kidnappings, stating that “this 
will not be the first or the last time 
civil society dissenters will be 
kidnapped for demonstrating and 
protesting against Iraqi govern-
ment corruption.”

In today’s Iraq, to question the 
actions of political figureheads or 
militia formations is almost 
tantamount to blasphemy. This 
line of thinking was recently 
reflected in a draft law involving 
freedom of speech. One of its 
clauses advocated the imprison-

Is now a redefining moment for Iraq’s civil society?
ment of any person who debases 
religious symbols, figures or 
rhetoric. A parliamentary vote on 
the measure was postponed.

The postponement comes as an 
extension to delay a decision to 
dissolve the Iraqi Independent 
High Electoral Commission — a 
postponement reportedly sealed 
by a secret handshake between 
Shia cleric Muqtada al-Sadr and 
members of the National Iraqi 
Alliance.

Months of tireless protests in 
Iraq’s Tahrir Square have 
amounted to very little as Sadr 
backpedals on the promise to 
change Iraq’s electoral law. This 
has led sceptics to question the 
purpose of the protests, with 
some describing them as decoys to 
distract from bigger issues.

This would not be the first time 
in which unrealistic promises 
voiced by political figureheads 
have gone unmet. Sadr’s efforts to 
purge the Independent High 
Electoral Commission of Dawa 
Party elements who effectively 
pull the governmental body’s 
strings are a mere reflection of his 
political ambitions.

Following the agreement to 
postpone the commission’s fate, 
new hands — most likely of Sadrist 
ilk — could take charge.

The limitations civil society 
faces remain but continuing 
initiatives are a testimony to the 
existence of Iraqi civil society.

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

Nazli Tarzi

View point
Civil 
activism has 
been revived 
but largely 
co-opted 
in service 
of Islamist 
parties.

Civil society is refusing to 
cower, while kidnappings and 
raids remain a cost of testing the 
promise of free speech in Iraq. Resolute. Protesters in Baghdad demand the release of kidnapped 

civil society activists, last May.                     (Social media)
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T 

he killing of 28 Christian 
pilgrims on a desert road 
in the central province of 
Minya raised fears about 
the growth of the Islamic 

State (ISIS) beyond the Sinai Pen-
insula and into southern Egypt.

Buoyed by ISIS’s survival and its 
ability to attack across the country, 
ISIS’s extremist ideology is finding 
additional adherents, particularly 
in southern Egypt.

“ISIS has succeeded in creat-
ing its own cells in the southern 
provinces,” said Khaled Okasha, 
an Egyptian security expert. “This 
means that security agencies need 
to open their eyes and intensify 
their presence in these provinces.”

An ISIS presence in the southern 
provinces would increase difficul-
ties for security strategists in Cairo 
as Egypt’s security and military 
agencies are already confronting 
the group in the Sinai Peninsula 
and neighbouring Libya.

Radical Islamist groups have 
been present in southern Egypt 
before but ISIS represents a dis-
tinct threat. Divided into Islam-
ist power centres, Egypt’s ultra-
orthodox Salafists have a strong 
historical presence in the north-
ern coastal city of Alexandria and 
among Egypt’s Bedouin in the 
Western Desert.

The outlawed Muslim Brother-

hood has traditionally enjoyed 
strong support in the Nile Delta 
and Cairo.

The Islamist group Al-Gama’a 
Al-Islamiyya historically oper-
ated in the central and southern 

provinces of Minya, Asyut, Qena 
and Sohag. The group renounced 
terrorism and formed a political 
party after the 2011 revolution but 
offshoots announced an alliance 
with al-Qaeda in 2006.

“According to their religious and 
social makeup, Egyptians in the 
south are more inclined to follow a 
strict interpretation of the Islamic 
religion,” Okasha said. “This is 
why these provinces can be fertile 
ground for the growth of radical 
Islamist organisations.”

The May 26 attack against the 
two buses carrying the Christian 
pilgrims was not the first in cen-
tral Egypt. In July 2014, gunmen 
attacked a checkpoint manned by 
border guards in the south-west-
ern New Valley province and killed 
more than 20 officers and con-
scripts. Security experts said the 
attack fit ISIS’s modus operandi.

In January 2017, an army officer 
and seven conscripts were killed 
and four others injured when gun-
men attacked another checkpoint 
in the province.

The suicide bombers who car-
ried out attacks on churches in Al-
exandria and the Nile Delta city of 
Tanta in April also originated from 
Egypt’s southern provinces.

This, analysts said, should have 
led to Egyptian security forces tak-
ing a closer look at what was hap-
pening in southern Egypt.

“It is necessary for the authori-
ties to now start addressing the 
reasons why Egyptians in the south 
are falling prey to such extrem-
ist views,” said Ahmed Abdullah 
Zayed, a sociology professor at Cai-
ro University. “Poverty is rampant, 
unemployment is high and state in-
stitutions are totally absent in these  
southern provinces.”

Most economic development 
has been concentrated in Cairo 
and the coastal cities for decades, 
a trend President Abdel Fattah al-
Sisi is trying to reverse.

Sisi has designated a large por-
tion of the state budget to projects 
in southern Egypt. Egypt’s new 
investment law offers incentives 
to investors who want to start in-
dustrial projects in the southern 
provinces.

However, until the govern-
ment’s projects bear fruit and im-
prove living conditions for those 
in the south, Egypt must deal with 
the ramifications of its previous 
neglect of the southern provinces.

“The lack of development in 
these provinces for a long time 
in the past has affected the qual-
ity of life there,” said Farag Abdel 
Fattah, an economics professor at 
Cairo University. “This has turned 
these provinces into a magnet 
for radical thinking and radical 
groups.”

Ibrahim Ouf is an Egyptian 
journalist in Cairo.

ISIS growing beyond Sinai and into southern Egypt
Ibrahim Ouf

On alert. A policeman stands guard near the Cathedral Road in 
Minya, on May 26.                    (AP )

Some progress. Head of the National Council for Human Rights Mohamed Fayek speaking to The 
Arab Weekly at his office in Cairo.          (The Arab Weekly)
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Cairo had been in 
Riyadh’s “bad 
books” because 
of Sisi’s refusal to 
send the 
Egyptian Army to 
Yemen among 
other issues.

Egyptian human 
rights chief 
outlines challenges

Cairo

T
he fight against 
terrorism, a lack of 
will from the 
government and 
scant cooperation 
from state institu-
tions hinder efforts 
to improve human 

rights in Egypt, said Mohamed 
Fayek, the head of the country’s 
rights watchdog.

“These are problems that make it 
difficult for human rights condi-
tions to improve,” said Fayek, who 
heads the semi-governmental 
National Council for Human Rights 
(NCHR), “but it must be known to 
everybody that the fight against 
terrorism, for example, cannot 
justify human rights violations.”

Egypt’s military has been 
fighting against a branch of the 
Islamic State (ISIS) in the Sinai 
Peninsula while police and 
security forces have taken steps to 
clamp down on radical Islamists, 
such as designating the Muslim 
Brotherhood a terrorist organisa-
tion.

However, local rights group said 
authorities are relying on illegiti-
mate measures, particularly 
temporary detention, that contra-
vene human rights. Egyptian 
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi 
announced a 3-month state of 
emergency in April after ISIS 
attacks on two Coptic churches 
killed 44 people. The emergency 
laws give police expanded powers 
of arrest and surveillance.

“When you put an innocent 
person in temporary detention, 
you punish him for a crime he did 
not commit,” Fayek said. “Our next 
move will be to submit to parlia-
ment a bill to limit temporary 

detentions.”
Observers said the number of 

Egyptian citizens being arrested 
but not referred to prosecution as 
stipulated by the constitution is 
rising under Sisi. A 2016 Amnesty 
International report said that 
hundreds of students, political 
activists and protesters had been 
forcibly disappeared.

Asked about human rights 
conditions in Egypt, Sisi conceded 
that the state has made “mistakes” 
but asserted that they are unavoid-
able as the government works to 
combat terrorism.

Sisi’s critics, however, say that 
citing the fight against terrorism is 
an easy way to wave away human 
rights abuses.

“The authorities keep violating 
the constitution by putting 
innocent people in temporary 
detentions,” said human rights 
advocate Negad el-Borai. “The 
enforced disappearance of citizens 
is on the rise and nobody is acting 
against it.”

Fayek said countries that strike a 
balance between combating 
terrorism and protecting human 
rights were best able to protect 
their citizens.

The NCHR has said it has 
received little cooperation from 
Egyptian state institutions to 
address human rights issues.

“Although some progress has 
happened in this country, includ-
ing the drafting in 2014 of a 
constitution that stresses human 
rights, the elimination of the 
emergency laws that [were] 
enforced for three decades under 
ex-President Hosni Mubarak and 
the end of extraordinary trials, his 
council still has a long way to go to 
improve human rights conditions,” 
Fayek said.

“The fact is that we are not fully 
satisfied with this progress. We try 
to raise awareness about the 
importance of protecting human 

rights, which is a difficult mis-
sion.”

Founded in 2003 as the country’s 
national rights agency, the NCHR 
works to promote human rights 
and investigates alleged violations. 
The organisation produces an 
annual report about the state of 
human rights in Egypt.

The 2016 report, published 
earlier this year, cited the enforced 
disappearance of dozens of 
citizens, instances of torture inside 
police custody and the death of 
some prisoners. The report called 
on the Interior Ministry to improve 
prison conditions and cooperate in 
revealing the whereabouts of 
citizens reported by their relatives 
to have disappeared.

At the same time, the NCHR 
faces criticism from those who say 
it does not go far enough to take 
the government to task and 
overlooks many human rights 
violations.

“This is a council that only cares 
about giving a good impression 
about the government,” said Gamal 

Eid, head of the Arabic Network for 
Human Rights Information. 
“Prisoners die inside prison cells 
because of systematic torture, 
which makes it necessary for some 
policemen to be taken to court. 
The NCHR rarely mentions this 
information or talks to the authori-
ties about it.”

Fayek, however, asserted that 
allegations of torture cannot be 
described as “systematic.” He 
acknowledged that there were 
“individual cases” of police and 
prison officers allegedly commit-
ting violations but these are 
investigated by the Interior 
Ministry when the council reports 
them.

“We are not saying everything is 
perfect but also do not like to look 
at the negatives only,” Fayek said. 
“We still have a long way to go 
because protecting human rights 
always needs a lot of work and we 
are doing it, despite challenges.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter in Cairo.

I n t e r v i e w

Ahmed Megahid

Asked about 
human rights 
conditions in 
his country, Sisi 
conceded that 
the state has 
made “mistakes.”
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audi Arabia’s invitation to 
Sudanese President Omar 
al-Bashir to attend a sum-
mit in Riyadh alongside US 
President Donald Trump 

last month indicates how much rela-
tions have improved between Khar-
toum and Riyadh.

Al-Bashir declined to attend the 
summit after the United States sig-
nalled it was unhappy about his 
attendance — he remains under in-
dictment by the International Crimi-
nal Court for war crimes. Washing-
ton, under Saudi pressure, however, 
is slowly easing Khartoum’s re-entry 
into the international fold with the 
lifting of some economic sanctions.

The improvement in Saudi-Sudan 
ties follows a low point less than five 
years ago when Khartoum allowed 
three Iranian ships to dock and Ri-
yadh prevented al-Bashir’s plane 
from using its airspace. Since then, 
Sudan has moved out of Iran’s or-
bit and committed to the Saudi-led 
coalition fighting in Yemen. Saudi 
investment in Sudan is expected to 
go beyond the current $3.5 billion.

The growing relationship has 
caused disquiet in the region, par-
ticularly in Egypt, which has long 
presented itself as the Arab world’s 
gateway to Africa. Egypt’s ties with 
Sudan and Saudi have been strained, 
leading analysts to speculate about 
Riyadh’s scope to manoeuvre be-
tween Cairo and Khartoum as Ri-

yadh pursues its regional interests.
Cairo had been in Riyadh’s “bad 

books” because of Egyptian Presi-
dent Abdel Fattah al-Sisi’s refusal to 
send the Egyptian Army to Yemen 
among other issues, said Suliman 
Baldo, senior adviser at the Enough 
Project, a US-based human rights 
group.

“Riyadh can and will play off 
Cairo and Khartoum,” he said. “The 
Saudis will support Sisi because of 
his opposition to the Muslim Broth-
erhood but the Saudis’ joint military 
exercises with Sudan and their help 
to the country are unprecedented.”

He also pointed to Egyptian-Suda-
nese tensions over a border dispute 
in the Halayeb Triangle, an area ad-
ministered by Egypt and claimed by 
Sudan. The “Egyptian occupation” 
was a stab in the back, al-Bashir told 
the Qatari newspaper Al-Sharq.

Saudi-Egyptian ties have im-
proved, with Riyadh resuming cru-
cial oil exports to Cairo in March, 
six months after abruptly halting 
the shipments following divisions 
over Syria and delays in an Egyptian 
handover of two Red Sea islands to 
Saudi Arabia.

“Saudi Arabia and Egypt are per-
ennial rivals but there is also a strong 
sense that they need each other and 
there is no chance that Sudan could 
replace Egypt in importance,” said 
Hussein Ibish, senior resident schol-
ar at the Arab Gulf States Institute in 
Washington.

“Sudan can offer its strategic loca-
tion on the Red Sea but has its own 
baggage with al-Bashir under indict-
ment for war crimes. Sudan was an 
important and real achievement for 
Saudi diplomacy as it marshals a big 
Sunni tent against Iran but Sudan is 
not in a position to replace Egypt.”

Al-Bashir did visit Saudi Arabia 
immediately after then-US Presi-
dent Barack Obama lifted some 

financial sanctions on January 13 
and Sudan has acknowledged the 
role played by Riyadh in persuading 
Khartoum to move away from Iran’s 
orbit and to commit to the Yemen 
conflict with boots on the ground.

“We have enjoyed Saudi support 
in this regard, and [Saudi] King 
Salman bin Abdulaziz [Al Saud] 
pledged to President al-Bashir to 
continue his efforts to lift all the 
sanctions imposed on Sudan and 
remove the country from the list of 
state sponsors of terrorism,” Suda-
nese Ambassador to Saudi Arabia, 
Abdul Basit Badawi al-Sanosi told 
Al-Monitor.

US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson 
is to report to Trump on the lifting of 
further sanctions by July 12. “It’s not 
clear what will be decided following 
a 6-month review of progress that’s 

supposed to be made on various 
tracks by Khartoum,” said Prince-
ton Lyman, a former US ambassador 
who served as US special envoy for 
Sudan and South Sudan.

He said he saw Khartoum’s lead-
ership as divided into two camps 
— one saw a need for change to 
improve relations with the inter-
national community and another 
wanted to keep its grip on the levers 
of power and wealth. “Progress be-
tween the US and Sudan requires a 
long and steady dialogue to enable 
step-by-step progress,” Lyman said.

The conflict in South Sudan, 
which became independent of Su-
dan in 2011 and is mired in civil war, 
was complicating the region and 
Egypt’s role within it, he said.

“Egypt tried to become part of the 
[UN] rapid deployment force [for 

South Sudan] as a foothold to use 
against Ethiopia because of their 
dispute over dams on the River 
Nile,” he said. “This made Ethiopia 
react by working with [South Suda-
nese President Salva] Kiir. The lack 
of unity means the region will pay a 
big price.”

Egypt reacted angrily after a high-
level Saudi delegation visit to the 
Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam 
last December. Perceived Saudi 
sympathy for Ethiopia was making 
Egypt nervous, said Gerald Feier-
stein, former US ambassador to 
Yemen and now senior fellow at the 
Middle East Institute in Washington.

Sharmila Devi is a former British 
correspondent in the Middle East 
and writes extensively on political 
and social issues in the region.

Saudi-Sudanese 
ties improve as 
Khartoum moves 
out of Iranian orbit
Sharmila Devi

Inching closer. Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud (R) meets with Sudanese President Omar 
al-Bashir in Riyadh, last January.              (AFP)

Deadlock. Sudanese Foreign Minister Ibrahim Ghandour (R) 
speaks with his Egyptian counterpart Sameh Shoukry following a 
news conference in Khartoum, last April.                (AFP)
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Saudi investment in 
Sudan is expected to 
go beyond the 
current $3.5 billion.

 Cairo’s expanded 
counterterrorist 
policy has fuelled 
tensions between 
Egypt and Sudan.

Cairo

T 

ensions between Cairo 
and Khartoum remained 
high following a meeting 
in Cairo between Egyp-
tian Foreign Minister 

Sameh Shoukry and his Sudanese 
counterpart Ibrahim Ghandour. Al-
though both officials highlighted 
bilateral ties between the countries 
and praised the “frank” and “trans-
parent” talks, there was no indica-
tion of any solution to the sources 
of dispute.

Sovereignty of the disputed Ha-
layeb Triangle remains a major 
sticking point between Khartoum 
and Cairo. Egypt has also expressed 
anger over recent comments by Su-
danese President Omar al-Bashir.

“There are deeply entrenched 
relations capable of overcoming 
whatever is inflicted upon them. 
We are working towards a frank 
dialogue capable of removing mis-
understandings and confusions,” 
Shoukry said.

Cairo has reacted particularly an-
grily to Sudanese accusations that 
Egypt is backing armed opposition 
groups in its restive Darfur region. 
Al-Bashir accused Cairo of con-
spiring against Sudan and backing 

armed groups in Darfur after Suda-
nese troops foiled an opposition at-
tack on May 21 and captured what 
he described as Egyptian armoured 
vehicles.

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi vehemently refuted the claim 
and said Cairo followed an “honest” 
foreign policy and did not interfere 
in the internal affairs of other coun-
tries. Sisi, however, later threatened 
to strike training camps of militants 
who attack Egypt, regardless of 
where they are. Egypt attacked sus-
pected Islamic State (ISIS) targets 
in north-western Libya after the 
extreme jihadist group claimed re-
sponsibility for a massacre of Coptic 
Christians.

Analysts said Egypt could target 
terrorist camps in Sudan but such 
a unilateral move would exacerbate 
tensions between Cairo and Khar-
toum.

“Egypt is angry at unrelent-
ing harassment by the Sudanese 
president who seeks to pick a ver-
bal fight with his country’s north-
ern neighbour whenever there is 
an internal problem in Sudan,” 
said Tarek Fahmi, a political sci-
ence professor at Cairo University. 
“Egypt has more than enough rea-
sons to view Sudan and its leader 
with suspicion.”

Those reasons include Sudan’s 
support for a massive dam being 
constructed by Ethiopia on the 
Nile. Egyptian officials have ex-
pressed concern that Ethiopia’s Re-
naissance Dam would lessen its Nile 
water supply and create dangerous 
water shortages in the country. In 
addition to Khartoum’s recent deci-

sion — citing health issues — to ban 
agricultural and animal products 
from Egypt, something that Cairo 
has denied and said was a political 
decision.

Another reason, Fahmi said, is al-
Bashir’s claim that Egypt is illegally 
occupying a border territory known 
as the Halayeb Triangle. Khartoum 
said it would seek international ar-
bitration to repatriate the 20,580 
sq.km territory.

Although Sisi did not mention 
Sudan explicitly, Cairo’s expanded 
counterterrorist policy has fuelled 
tensions between Egypt and Sudan. 
Media reports in Cairo said Suda-

nese officials demanded clarifica-
tion defining the new policy.

“We have information that 
Egyptian arms are in the hands of 
militants in Darfur,” said Abdul-
Mahmoud Abdul-Halim, Sudan’s 
ambassador in Cairo. “We have 
seized some of these arms already 
and we will try to understand the 
matter from Egypt.”

He defended his country’s posi-
tion on the Renaissance Dam, say-
ing Sudan had the right to serve its 
national interests by backing pro-
jects that would benefit the country.

“Sudan was hoping to turn the 
Nile River into a source of coop-

eration among its basin member 
states, not a source of tension,” 
Abdul-Halim said.

Cairo, however, said accusations 
that it is backing the Sudanese 
opposition are false and that its 
foreign policy is based on non-in-
terference and respect for the sov-
ereignty of other countries.

“This is particularly so in our re-
lations with countries with which 
we have special brotherly ties like 
Sudan,” said Egyptian Foreign Min-
istry spokesman Ahmed Abu Zeid.

Egypt is part of the UN peace-
keeping mission in Darfur and has 
peacekeeping troops in the western 
Sudanese region.

Cairo appears alarmed at the 
quick rise in animosity towards it in 
Sudan. Al-Bashir said Sudan would 
practise restraint towards Egypt’s 
occupation of the Halayeb Triangle.

The Sudanese government 
banned Egyptian imports on May 
24 but Egyptian Agriculture Min-
istry spokesman Hamed Abdel 
Dayem said Egyptian agricultural 
products had been denied entry 
into Sudan for months.

These are all measures, Egyptian 
political analysts said, that reflect-
ed Khartoum’s insistence on escala-
tion.

“The thing the Sudanese leader-
ship does not want to understand 
is that Sudan’s stability is very im-
portant to Egypt’s national secu-
rity,” said Hani Rasalan, an Egyp-
tian writer on Egyptian-African 
relations. “This is why, if it acts to 
destabilise Sudan, Egypt will be 
harming its own security first and 
foremost.”

Egypt-Sudan tensions rise as each side sticks to its guns
Ahmed Megahid
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Tunis

T 

unisian Prime Minister 
Youssef Chahed has ap-
peared to struggle to meet 
the country’s socio-eco-
nomic challenges since he 

took office 11 months ago and be-
came the country’s youngest head 
of government in decades.

As head of a national unity gov-
ernment, Chahed, 41, was supposed 
to be backed by four important po-
litical groups that have a majority 
in parliament as well as two leading 
social organisations. That support 
was only lukewarm as the prime 
minister was confronted by a tense 
social climate and a sceptical public.

At least twice his office had to is-
sue statements to scotch rumours 
that he was stepping down.

Chahed appeared isolated in the 
face of protesting youths clamour-
ing for jobs and more state funding 
for development in the southern 
region of Tataouine. The protest-
ers moved to El Kamour area where 
the main oil pipelines in Tunisia lie. 
They attempted to choke the flow 
of oil on May 22, triggering alarm 
in Tunis where security officials 
presented evidence on television 
for what they described as the col-
lusion of shadowy businesspeople 
with the protesters.

Chahed huddled with his top se-
curity aides on May 23 to discuss de-
tails of a plan to arrest businessman 
Chafik Jarraya, suspected of sub-

sidising the unrest in the Tunisian 
south and of maintaining ties with 
radical Libyan Islamists.

The arrest by an elite police unit 
was followed by the detention of 
seven other businessmen suspected 
of graft and smuggling. The move 
transformed Chahed’s political 
fortunes and boosted his standing 
in the eyes of many Tunisians. An 
opinion poll showed public support 
for the arrests at more than 90%.

Wealthy women rubbed shoul-
ders with activists from working-
class districts to chant “Chahed, son 
of the Tunisian people” in a rally on  
May 26 near his office in the Kasbah 
district of Tunis. They waved plac-
ards and banners stating “Chahed 
= Courage of the State” or “Sweep,” 
a reference to his promised war on 
corruption.

Sceptics argued that Chahed or-
dered the arrests of Jarraya and 
others in a bid to conceal his gov-
ernment’s failure to jump-start 
economic growth, tackle regional 
marginalisation and address mas-
sive unemployment and rampant 
corruption and nepotism.

“The assessment we made eight 
months ago is that there is a clear 
connection between terrorism, 
smuggling and financial and tax 
corruption,” Chahed told a local 
newspaper on June 4. “The growth 

rate is tied to the fight against cor-
ruption and the state budget rev-
enues are also tied to the same fight 
against corruption.”

Following the overthrow of Presi-
dent Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali in 
2011 at the beginning of the “Arab 
spring,” Tunisia won praise abroad 
for its transition to democracy.

However, key socio-economic 
challenges are still to be addressed 
and the government must manage 
the frustrations of ordinary Tuni-
sians. Mindful that it was poverty 
and lack of economic opportunity 
that led to the fall of the previous 
regime, the government has to heed 
the recommendations of interna-
tional financial backers to launch 
bold reforms that are likely to fuel 
popular unrest.

Beyond the political benefits that 
Chahed could reap from the fight 
against corruption, tackling corrup-
tion is crucial for Tunisia’s social 
and political stability.

“While Prime Minister Youssef 
Chahed’s national unity govern-
ment has expressed its strong de-
termination to fight corruption and 
reinvigorate the economy, it has 
repeatedly run into roadblocks,” 
said an International Crisis Group  
report on May 10.

The report quoted a former prime 
minister’s adviser as saying: “Dur-

ing the 2011-15 period we knew that 
the networks of business people 
were strong but we knew that we 
were on top of them.”

“It is not the case today. A busi-
nessman with plenty of cash is able 
now to blow a political party up. 
The result is a feeling that the state 
is functioning ‘in a mafia manner’ 
that is widespread among the popu-
lation and the confidence of Youssef 
Chahed’s government of national 
unity has been in constant decline,” 
the adviser was quoted as adding.

The report added that “while 
macro-economic indicators are de-
teriorating, struggles are intensify-
ing among businesspeople whose 
hidden influence on the political 
scene and protest movements con-
tinues to grow.”

It cited an expert as saying: “Be-
fore 2011, there was, on one hand, 
the state and its honest representa-
tives who enjoyed respect and, on 
the other hand, there were the ma-
fiosis, namely the Trabelsi family 
who were hated. Today, the state 
itself is perceived as a mafia. There 
is no distinction between the state 
and the mafia.”

Chahed’s campaign has received 
wide public support. “It is too early 
to pass judgment on the campaign 
against corruption but it is a break-
through in the political life as it is 

giving back trust and hope to the 
citizens who had lost hope that the 
government could arrest, jail and 
seize the assets of the symbols of 
corruption,” wrote Nouri al-Sal, a 
columnist with the Arabic-language 
daily Al-Chourouk.

Politicians from all sides ap-
plauded and voiced support. Some 
linked Chahed’s battle against cor-
ruption to his political survival in-
stincts.

“Failure in the war against cor-
ruption will be followed by his res-
ignation from the position of prime 
minister,” said Mohamed Abbou, a 
former minister who leads the left-
ist Democratic Current party.

Mongi Rahoui, a leftist parlia-
ment member, said: “The war 
against corruption has begun and 
the government does not have the 
right to recoil.”

Chahed promised Tunisians his 
efforts would bear fruits in 2019 — 
year of the next presidential elec-
tions.

“When 2019 dawns upon us, we 
will have put Tunisia on the path 
of growth, definitely won the war 
against terrorism and done the 
same with corruption,” Chahed told 
Essabah daily.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

Tunisia’s PM upstages critics and launches war on graft
Lamine Ghanmi

Wide support. Tunisians hold flags during a demonstration in solidarity with Prime Minister Youssef Chahed in his fight against 
corruption, on May 26.                                                                                (AFP)

Libya’s neighbours reaffirm 
commitment to mediation efforts
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

D 

espite sharp divisions 
between Algeria and 
Egypt, foreign ministers 
from Libya’s three North 
African neighbours dis-

played diplomatic unity following 
a meeting in Algiers, affirming the 
“significance of the mechanism of 
Libya’s neighbours and their ap-
proach to resolving the Libyan cri-
sis.”

There was concern that the dip-
lomatic spat between Qatar and 
Arab powers would derail the 
North African countries’ mediation 
efforts but the ministers pledged to 
prioritise “the preservation of ter-
ritorial integrity, sovereignty and 
unity of Libya.”

The Gulf crisis has further polar-
ised Libya, with leading factions in 
the east siding with Saudi Arabia 
and Egypt and main rivals in Tripo-
li following Algeria’s neutral stance 
in the dispute.

Diplomats from Algeria, Egypt 
and Tunisia said they were com-
mitted to a political solution in Lib-
ya as “the only way to resolve the 
crisis is through inclusive dialogue 
[and] the rejection of interference 
and military options,” said a state-

ment released by Algerian state 
media after the June 5-6 meetings.

“After they praised the efforts of 
Algeria, Egypt and Tunisia in rec-
onciling the viewpoints among Lib-
yan parties and bringing all actors 
towards expanding [their informal 
alliance], the ministers of the three 
countries reiterated their full com-
mitment to supporting Libya and 
accompanying it in the process of 
achieving a political settlement,” 
the statement said.

Earlier this year, the three coun-
tries suggested they were under 
pressure to mediate a solution to 
the Libyan conflict to avoid “for-
eign military intervention.”

Algiers, Cairo and Tunis pledged 
to urge their allies and contacts in 
Libya to reach a political settle-
ment. Their efforts included a Feb-
ruary meeting of the three foreign 
ministers in Tunis, during which 
they adopted what has become 
known as the Tunis Declaration.

The Tunis Declaration was not 
mentioned in the most recent 
statement but the latest meeting 
reportedly represented more of a 
“diplomatic entente” between Al-
geria and Egypt than three-state-
mediation.

Algeria, which has had concerns 
about Cairo’s interference in Lib-
ya since the 1970s, is said to have 
deployed intelligence resources 

inside Libya and built up military 
forces across the border.

Egyptian Ambassador to Alge-
ria Omar Abu Eich was quoted by 
Algerian newspapers ahead of the 
ministerial meeting as saying that 
“Egypt`s military intervention will 
remain within the eastern parts of 
Libya, far away from the borders 
with Algeria.”

Cairo has yet to announce an end 
to its air strikes on Islamists’ camps 
in eastern Libya. That campaign 
began May 26 in retaliation for the 
massacre of 29 Christian Copts in-
side Egypt.

Security experts said the strikes 
would help Libyan forces loyal to 
eastern-based Field Marshal Khal-
ifa Haftar, who is seeking to ex-
pand his power across the country 
and ultimately control the capital 
Tripoli.

Haftar consolidated control of 
the strategic Jufra military base on 
June 3 after rival factions pulled 
out. Jufra is 500km south-west of 
Benghazi and about the same dis-
tance south-east of Tripoli.

Haftar met with the head of the 
UN-backed Government of Nation-
al Accord (GNA) early in May in Abu 
Dhabi and pledged to calm ten-
sions in southern Libya and renew 
hopes of a political deal that could 
end the violence in the country.

Two weeks after the break-

through meeting, however, vio-
lence escalated in Jufra and Sabha 
after dozens of fighters loyal to 
Haftar were killed by Islamists in a 
raid on Brak El-Shati Airbase near 
Sabha.

A force operating under Libya’s 
UN-brokered government, led by 
Fayez al-Sarraj, secured Tripoli’s 
main airport, which has been closed 
since it was damaged in fighting in 
2014. It was under the control of a 
rival faction until June 1.

Reacting to the violence in Libya, 
the foreign ministers of Algeria, 
Tunisia and Egypt called on all of 
Libya’s factions to “embrace dia-

logue, reject foreign meddling and 
avoid violence.”

Haftar and his allies lashed out at 
Qatar for backing Islamists in Libya 
only a few days before the erup-
tion of the Gulf crisis, while Libya’s 
eastern government aligned with 
Haftar and based in the city of To-
bruk announced it had severed ties 
with Qatar.

“In doing so, the government in 
Tobruk staged a coup d’état against 
Fayez al-Sarraj’s government and 
obviously took the risk of widen-
ing the fracture between east and 
west,” said Sadek Sahraoui, an Al-
gerian analyst.

Common concern. Algerian Minister of North African Affairs 
Abdelkader Messahel (L), Tunisian Foreign Minister Khemaies 
Jhinaoui (C) and Egyptian Foreign Minister Sameh Shoukry before 
a meeting in Tunis on the Libyan conflict, last February.            (AFP)

The growth rate is 
tied to the fight 
against corruption 
and the state 
budget revenues 
are also tied to the 
fight against 
corruption.”

Tunisian Prime Minister 
Youssef Chahed
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Jerusalem

W 

ithin days of captur-
ing East Jerusalem 
and the West Bank 
in the 1967 Middle 
East war, Israel was 

examining options about the areas’ 
future ranging from Jewish settle-
ment-building to the creation of a 
Palestinian state.

Recently unearthed documents 
detailing the post-war legal and dip-
lomatic debate have a familiar ring 
and stress how little progress has 
been made towards resolving the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

Akevot, an Israeli NGO research-
ing the conflict, has spent thou-
sands of hours gaining access to 
declassified, often dog-eared, docu-
ments and building a digital record 
of them.

The group’s aim in obtaining the 
files, at a time when the Israel State 
Archives has restricted access to 
its resources as it conducts its own 
digitisation project, is to ensure 
that primary sources of conflict de-
cision-making remain accessible to 
researchers, diplomats, journalists 
and the public.

“One of the things we realised 
early on was that so many of the 
policies related to current day Is-
raeli government activities in the 
Occupied Territories have roots go-
ing back to the very first year of oc-
cupation,” said Lior Yavne, founder 
and director of Akevot.

“Policies that were envisaged 
very early on, 1967 or 1968, serve 
government policies to this day.”

In six days of war, Israel’s army 
seized 5,900 sq.km of the West 
Bank, the walled Old City of Jerusa-
lem and more than two dozen Arab 
villages on the city’s eastern flank.

For the Israeli prime minister’s 
office, the Foreign Ministry and as-
sorted legal advisers, the thorni-
est questions surrounded how to 
handle the unexpected seizure of 
the West Bank and East Jerusalem 
and the 660,000 Palestinians living 
there.

A little more than a month after 
the war ended on June 10, 1967, 
senior Foreign Ministry officials had 
drafted a set of seven possibilities of 
what to do with the West Bank and 
Gaza. They considered everything 
from establishing an independent, 
demilitarised Palestinian state with 
its capital as close as possible to Je-
rusalem, to annexing the entire area 
to Israel or handing most of it over 
to Jordan.

The authors explained the need 
to move rapidly because “interna-
tionally, the impression that Israel 
maintains colonial rule over these 
occupied territories may arise in the 
interim.”

While the document analyses in 
detail the idea of an independent 
Palestinian state, it presents most 
positively the case for annexation, 
while also making clear its “inher-
ent dangers.”

Option four, listed as “the gradu-
ated solution,” is the one perhaps 
closest to what exists to this day: A 
plan to establish a Palestinian state 
only once there is a peace agree-
ment between Israel and Arab coun-
tries.

Perhaps the trickiest and most 
legally nuanced discussions were 
considering Israel’s responsibilities 
under international law and wheth-
er it could build settlements.

After the 1967 war, Israel annexed 
East Jerusalem and considered all 
of Jerusalem as its “indivisible and 
eternal capital,” a status that has 
not won international recognition. 
Palestinians want East Jerusalem as 
the capital of a future Palestine.

Theodor Meron, one of the 
world’s leading jurists who was 
then legal adviser to the Foreign 
Ministry, wrote several memos in 
late 1967 and early 1968 laying out 
his position on settlements. In a 
covering letter to one secret memo 
sent to the prime minister’s political 
secretary, Meron said: “My conclu-
sion is that civilian settlement in 
the administered territories con-
travenes explicit provisions of the 
Fourth Geneva Convention.”

Meron, who now lives in the 
United States, set his arguments out 
over several pages but they boiled 
down to the fact that Israel was a 
signatory to the Geneva Conven-
tion, which prohibits transferring 
citizens of an occupying state onto 
occupied land.

“Any legal arguments that we 
shall try to find will not counteract 
the heavy international pressure 

that will be exerted upon us even by 
friendly countries which will base 
themselves on the Fourth Geneva 
Convention,” he wrote.

The only way he could see settle-
ments being legally justified — and, 
even then, he made clear he did not 
favour the argument — was if they 
were in temporary camps and “car-
ried out by military and not civilian 
entities.”

While in the early years settle-
ments were militaristic and often 
temporary, the enterprise now has 
full government backing, houses 
some 350,000 civilians in the West 
Bank and has all the hallmarks of 
permanence.

Immediately after the war, almost 
no element of Israel’s land seizure 
went unexamined, whether by the 
military, the prime minister’s office, 
the Foreign Ministry, naming com-
mittees or religious authorities.

In a memo on June 22, 1967, Mi-
chael Comay, political adviser to the 
Foreign Ministry, wrote to the min-
istry’s deputy director-general say-
ing they needed to be careful about 
using phrases like “occupied territo-
ries” or “occupying power” because 
they supported the International 
Committee of the Red Cross’s view 
that the local population should 
have rights under the Fourth Ge-
neva Convention.

“There are two alternatives: Us-
ing the term TERRITORIES OF THE 
MILITARY GOVERNMENT or TER-
RITORIES UNDER ISRAEL CON-
TROL,” he wrote. “Externally, I pre-
fer the second option.”

Even now, the Israeli government 
avoids talking about occupation, in-
stead suggesting that the West Bank 
is “disputed territory.”

(Reuters)

Declassified Israeli documents outline post-war debate
Luke Baker

The blueprint for occupation. An Israeli researcher scans declassified documents for Akevot NGO in 
Jerusalem on May 10.           (Reuters)
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Israeli NGO gains 
access to once-
classified 
government papers.

Israeli documents 
from the days after the 
war have a familiar 
ring 50 years on.

D
uring his recent trip 
to Israel and the 
occupied Palestinian 
territories, US 
President Donald 
Trump expressed his 

desire to bring peace to the 
region, achieving what he has 
repeatedly named the “ultimate 
deal.”

At a meeting with Palestinian 
President Mahmoud Abbas, 
Trump said: “We want to create 
peace between Israel and the 
Palestinians,” promising: “We will 
get it done. We will be working so 
hard to get it done.”

While there were calls from 
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu for Trump to demand 
that  the Palestinian Authority 
stop payments to families of 
prisoners and those whom 
Palestinians consider martyrs, 
Trump did not do this publicly.

Trump spent a day in Israel 
meeting with its leaders and 
minutes in Bethlehem meeting 
with Abbas. Initial reports 
indicated positive meetings in 
both areas but recent revelations 
about Trump’s meeting with 
Abbas suggested that he yelled at 
the Palestinian leader, accusing 
Abbas of “deceiving” him about 
the Palestinian Authority’s role in 
inciting violence against Israel.

Public statements did not 

indicate such a rift. Speaking at 
the Israel Museum, Trump said: “I 
had a meeting this morning with 
President Abbas and can tell you 
that the Palestinians are ready to 
reach for peace.” He then said: “In 
my meeting with my very good 
friend Binyamin, I can tell you 
also that he is reaching for peace. 
He wants peace.”

However, for that to happen, 
Trump needs to be provided with 
advice that represents the conflict 
in a balanced manner. His Middle 
East adviser during his campaign 
was Walid Phares who is of 
Christian Maronite Lebanese 
heritage and well-known for his 
pro-Israel stance. Trump had no 
adviser on his team who could 
provide a pro-Palestinian view.

Since his election, Trump has 
surrounded himself with advisers 

on the Middle East who were 
likely to hold views closer to the 
Israeli position. His senior adviser 
on the Middle East is his Jewish 
Orthodox son-in-law, Jared 
Kushner. The son of holocaust 
survivors, the real estate mogul’s 
family has donated tens of 
thousands of dollars to the illegal 
West Bank settlement of Bet El.

Trump’s special representative 
for international negotiations is 
Jason Greenblatt, his company 
lawyer from New York who is an 
orthodox Jew. He does not see 
Israeli settlements as an obstacle 
to peace and does not think the 
United States or any other party 
should try and impose an agree-
ment on Israel.

Trump’s pick as ambassador to 
Israel is David Friedman, an 
orthodox Jew and bankruptcy 

Trump should appoint pro-Palestinian advisers
lawyer, who is committed to the 
settlement enterprise and 
advocates moving the US 
Embassy to Jerusalem. He, too, 
does not believe the settlements 
are an impediment to peace or 
that annexing the West Bank 
would compromise Israel’s Jewish 
or democratic character.

When it came to the United 
Nations, Trump picked Nikki 
Haley, a staunch supporter of 
Israel who has criticised the 
international body for overly criti-
cising Israel. She recently prom-
ised the American Israel Public 
Affairs Committee (AIPAC) — a 
key lobby group for Israel — that 
“the days of Israel bashing are 
over.”

She recently threatened that the 
United States may pull out of the 
UN Human Rights Council over its 
“chronic anti-Israel bias.”

An assessment of Trump’s team 
reveals that his senior advisers 
and ambassadors hold pro-Israel 
views with no counter view 
seemingly present.

It can be argued that the lack of 
one or more pro-Palestinian 
advisers or even ones with no 
record of supporting Israel is a 
handicap to the US president and 
goes against the principles of 
serious deal making.

If Trump is serious about 
finding “the ultimate deal,” he 
should insert an alternative view 
into his senior team or he likely 
faces failure.

Kamel Hawwash is a Britain-
based Palestinian university 
professor and writer.

Kamel 
Hawwash

View point
Trump 
spent a day 
in Israel 
meeting 
with its 
leaders and 
minutes in 
Bethlehem 
meeting 
with Abbas.

Trump’s senior advisers and 
ambassadors hold pro-Israel 
views with no counter view 
seemingly present.

Diversity needed. Israel’s Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu (R)
and US President Donald Trump (L) chat as White House senior 
adviser Jared Kushner is seen in between them, during their 
meeting at the King David Hotel in Jerusalem, on May 22.      (Reuters)
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Tunis

T 

he gruesome killing of 
a Tunisian shepherd, 18 
months after his 16-year-
old brother was kidnapped 
and killed by the same 

group, has rekindled concerns over 
the country’s anti-terror strategy.

On June 3, the body of Khalifa Sol-
tani, 33, was found by an army pa-
trol in Mount Mghila, a rugged area 
in central Tunisia where various 
militant groups are known to be ac-
tive. The Islamic State (ISIS) claimed 
responsibility for Soltani’s killing, 
saying he was a spy for Tunisian in-
telligence services.

Khalifa’s 16-year old brother, Ma-
brouk Soltani, was abducted and 
beheaded by jihadists in November 
2015 after being accused of spying 
for the army. His killers ordered a 
14-year-old cousin, who was shep-
herding the flock with Mabrouk 
Soltani, to take the victim’s head 
wrapped in a plastic bag to his fam-
ily’s home in the village of Slatniya.

Each incident, as well as jihadist 
raids in rural areas from the north-
ern regions of El Kef to the central 
areas of Kasserine and Sidi Bouzid, 
have revived the question: “Why 
have terrorists been left to roam 
these regions for almost four years 
while the government has deployed 
more consequential efforts to pro-
tecting coastal and main cities?”

Tunisian Defence Minister Farhat 
Horchani led an official delegation of 
ministers and local officials at Khali-
fa Soltani’s funeral on June 4, facing 
the anger of villagers. The govern-
ment and local authorities offered 
the Soltani family around $50,000 
in financial aid after Mabrouk’s kill-
ing. After Khalifa’s death, the gov-
ernment promised additional aid for 
the entire village, including cultural 
facilities for the area’s young people.

The killing of the second shep-
herd was a blow to the government’s 
efforts to gain popular support and 
showed the challenges it faces to 
protect similar regions while it 

fights corruption and smuggling, 
two problems the authorities see as 
intertwined with jihadism and ter-
rorism, analysts said.

“After the killing of the shepherd, 
(Tunisian Prime Minister Youssef) 
Chahed would not be able to recover 
the trust, contentment and support 
of the people unless he stages im-
mediately an operation that would 
shake up the ground under the feet 
of the terrorists,” wrote Adel Ouni in 
an editorial in Alchourouk daily.

To offset the unlikely possibility 
of deploying security forces in each 
village, the government must de-
velop a policy to win the hearts and 
minds of residents before others are 
enticed to join the jihadists.

The Mghila jihadists, who likely 
had support in villages and towns, 
are said to “go into nearby towns 

and stay for long periods without 
being discovered,” the Alchourouk 
newspaper reported.

“The task of these terrorists is to 
provide food and other logistical as-
sistance to those who remain in the 
mountain,” it added, quoting a secu-
rity official.

Security forces in April captured 
a terrorist leader who had often de-
scended from the Chaambi Moun-
tains to spend nights in Kasserine. 
Police found him after his former 

girlfriend informed the authorities 
about him.

Retired army General Ahmed 
Chabir, in a local radio interview, 
said the slaying of Khalifa Soltani 
“is evidence that the terrorists have 
some intelligence capacity and…
have information about the move-
ments and positions of armed and 
security forces.”

“The best proof about that is the 
fact they carried out the operation 
without being spotted in time,” he 
said.

Other analysts said promises by 
previous governments to clear the 
mountains of jihadists by flooding 
the area with soldiers have made 
people impatient with the current 
leadership about the jihadist pres-
ence in the area.

Former Tunisian President 

Moncef Marzouki vowed in the sum-
mer of 2014 to “turn the Chaambi 
Mountains into a national park open 
for free to Tunisian and foreign visi-
tors.” However, that year, jihadists 
staged an ambush during Ramadan, 
killing 17 soldiers and wounding 20 
others before returning to their base 
unchallenged.

Since then, analysts and media 
have questioned the government’s 
strategy to overcome terrorism.

Algeria’s experience with terror-
ism could provide guidance for Tu-
nisia, even if the political and mili-
tary contexts in the two countries 
are different. Like Tunisia, Algeria 
was forced to protect its strategic 
national interests from terrorists. As 
the state strengthened and terror-
ists weakened, its influence progres-
sively spread.

Living among jihadists tests Tunisia’s anti-terror strategy
Lamine Ghanmi

Twice victims. Dhiba Soltani, 42, a Tunisian female herder and cousin of Khalifa Soltani, watches her flock on Mount Mghila between 
Kasserine and the central town of Sidi Bouzid.                                         (AFP)
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 Algeria’s experience 
with terrorism could 
provide guidance for 
Tunisia, even if the 
political and military 
contexts are different.

Washington

A 

s forces of an interna-
tional coalition squeeze 
the Islamic State (ISIS) 
in Iraq and Syria, West-
ern officials said they 

are bracing for a heightened terror 
threat by battle-hardened foreign 
fighters returning home amid the 
demolition of the ISIS caliphate.

Robert Gates, a former US de-
fence secretary, said he expects 
ISIS to “metastasise” and become 
“more active and more aggressive 
in a variety of places in the West.”

Three years after racing through 
Syria and Iraq, ISIS is on the de-
fensive. Iraqi officials said the area 
under ISIS control has shrunk from 
40% of the country to about 7%. 
A major offensive by Iraqi troops 
is under way against ISIS in the 
northern Iraqi city of Mosul and 
US-backed forces in neighbouring 
Syria are preparing for an attack on 
the jihadist headquarters in the city 
of Raqqa.

Close to 70,000 ISIS fighters have 
been killed in recent years, US of-
ficials said. US Army Lieutenant-
General Michael Nagata of the US 
National Counterterrorism Cen-
tre, as part of a panel convened in 
April by the Centre for Strategic 
and International Studies (CSIS) in 
Washington said about 40,000 for-
eign ISIS fighters from at least 120 
countries had been identified. He 
spoke of “the largest foreign terror-
ist fighter challenge the world has 
seen in the modern age.”

Gates said that while a defeat of 
ISIS in Mosul and Raqqa was im-
portant, it would be wrong to talk 
about an overall victory because 
“people leave, scurry away from 
those sites” to hatch terror plots 
elsewhere.

“Just as we have seen al-Qaeda 
metastasise subsequent to the kill-
ing of Osama bin Laden back in 2011 
to Africa and North Africa and else-
where in the Middle East, I think 
you will see ISIS become more ac-
tive and more aggressive in a varie-
ty of places in the West, having lost 
the caliphate and these cities like 
Raqqa and Mosul,” Gates said at the 
Foundation for Defense of Democ-
racies think-tank in Washington.

He said the attack of a suicide 
bomber in Manchester, in which 22 
people were killed at a pop concert, 
could be a harbinger. A setback for 
ISIS on Middle Eastern battlefields 
“doesn’t mean they’re defeated 
individually or that they’ve lost 

their commitment to attacking the 
crusaders, or whatever they want 
to call them. It just means they’ll 
change their tactics,” Gates said.

The “metastasising” may have 
started already in some parts of the 
world. Philippines President Rodri-
go Duterte warned that ISIS fighters 
driven from the Middle East could 
end up in his country. Authori-
ties said a rebellion by ISIS-related 
fighters in the southern Philippines 
is fuelled in part by militants from 
Indonesia and Singapore. Several 
militants involved in the Paris at-
tacks in which 130 people died in 
2015 are thought to have travelled 
to Syria.

An improved exchange of infor-
mation about who is travelling to 
and from ISIS areas in Syria and 
Iraq is crucial, Nagata said. Turkey, 
which shares 1,300km of border 
with Syria and Iraq, said it has put 
almost 40,000 people suspected of 
being potential foreign fighters on a 
no-entry list. Ankara has deported 
more than 3,000 suspected foreign 
fighters since the war in Syria began 
in 2011.

Efforts to prevent the spread of 
foreign fighters from Syria and Iraq 
to other countries highlight the im-
portance of Turkey, which has tak-
en in nearly 3 million refugees from 
Syria, in the West’s counterterror-
ism strategies. Critics inside and 
outside Turkey said Ankara gave 
foreign fighters free rein to reach 
extremist groups in Syria in the first 

years of the war, an accusation re-
jected by Turkish officials.

As pressure on ISIS mounts, Tur-
key’s cooperation in tackling the 
foreign fighter problem was crucial, 
a Western official, speaking on con-
dition of anonymity, said in refer-
ence to the country’s geographical 
situation and refugee community. 
“For that reason alone, America 
does not want to lose Turkey,” the 
official said.

Relations between Washington 
and Turkey entered a rough patch 
after Ankara failed to convince the 
US government not to arm Kurdish 
fighters in Syria. US politicians have 
condemned the conduct of body-
guards of Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan who were filmed 
kicking and beating protesters in 
Washington during a recent visit by 
Erdogan.

Nagata argued that, while the 

broadest possible international 
cooperation is the best way to 
stop foreign fighters, quick results 
should not be expected. “We are 
not going to end this threat this 
year,” he said at CSIS. “It will take 
years to solve this problem.”

Even though Western officials 
agreed on the threat posed by for-
eign fighters fleeing ISIS areas in 
the Middle East, some said home-
grown extremists in the West are 
more dangerous.

A senior European security of-
ficial said during a recent visit to 
Washington that he had provided 
his US counterparts with evidence 
showing that “lone wolf” attacks by 
people radicalised by ISIS-inspired 
messages of violence at home were 
far more numerous than attacks by 
returning foreign fighters. “That 
came as a surprise to the Ameri-
cans,” the official said.

As pressure on ISIS grows, 
Western officials see continued 
‘metastasising’ of terror threat
Thomas Seibert

Danger ahead. French policemen secure the area at the Paris Orly 
Airport following the shooting of a man by French security forces, 
last March.                                                                                            (AFP)

An improved exchange 
of information about 
who is travelling to and 
from ISIS areas in Syria 
and Iraq is crucial.
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London

A 

fter three terrorist at-
tacks in three months, 
British Prime Minister 
Theresa May declared 
“enough is enough” and 

promised new anti-terrorism and 
anti-extremism legislation. How-
ever, after the shock election re-
sults left Britain’s political scene 
in chaos, many expressed concern 
that changes to Britain’s counterter-
rorism policy could fall through the 
cracks.

The latest terrorist attack in Brit-
ain involved a van being driven 
over pedestrians on London Bridge 
on June 3 before three Islamist ter-
rorists, wearing fake suicide vests, 
attacked revellers in the nearby 
Borough Market with knives. Eight 
people were killed by the attackers, 
who were killed by police.

London Metropolitan Police As-
sistant Commissioner Mark Rowley 
acknowledged that a new kind of 
policing was required to address a 
new kind of terror threat.

“In nine weeks, we’ve had five 
plots foiled and three successful at-
tacks. That is completely different 
to anything we have seen for a long 
time. As the prime minister has in-
dicated, we’re going to need to do 
some things differently,” he said at 
a news conference.

“We’re going to have to think 
again about the next iteration of our 
police and security service model, 
which has constantly had to inno-
vate over many decades.”

Speaking immediately after the 
attack, May said: “There is, to be 
frank, far too much tolerance of 
extremism in our country.” She 
vowed to clamp down on online 
extremism and review the govern-
ment’s broader counterterrorism 
strategy.

The attack changed the tenor of 
the election with issues of security 
and counterterrorism coming to the 
fore. The Labour Party criticised 
May’s time as home secretary dur-
ing which she presided a reduction 
of the police force by 20,000 offic-
ers. The Conservatives accused 

Labour leader Jeremy Corbyn of 
being soft on terror considering his 
contacts with Irish Republicans and 
groups such as Hamas and Hezbol-
lah.

Corbyn said there was “deep an-
ger” at cuts in police funding and 
implicitly endorsed a call for May to 
resign over security failures on her 
watch.

“There is an election, everybody 
has a choice. A lot of people are very 
angry and would have wanted her 
to resign were she still home sec-
retary… The choice is going to be 
made on Thursday by the people of 
this country,” Corbyn said.

Thirty-six hours before voters 
headed to the polls June 8, May said 
she was prepared to go even further, 
including ripping up human rights 
laws to impose greater restrictions 
on terror suspects.

“By that, I mean longer prison 
sentences for people convicted of 
terrorist offences. I mean making it 
easier for the authorities to deport 
foreign terror suspects to their own 

countries. And I mean doing more to 
restrict the freedom and the move-
ments of terrorist suspects when we 
have enough evidence to know they 
present a threat but not enough evi-
dence to prosecute them,” she told 
supporters to cheers.

However, May was only able to be 
elected as part of a minority Con-
servative government allied with 
Northern Ireland’s Democratic Un-
ionist Party (DUP), meaning any 
move to push through divisive leg-
islation will be difficult and could 
cost significant political capital.

Speaking outside 10 Downing 
Street after announcing the deal 
with the DUP, May pledged to deliv-
er the changes that she set out fol-

lowing the Manchester and London 
attacks, including “cracking down 
on the ideology of Islamist extrem-
ism and all those who support it and 
giving the police and authorities the 
powers they need to keep our coun-
try safe.”

Corbyn secured an unexpected 
strong showing in the snap general 
election, winning the largest share 
of votes for Labour since Tony Blair 
in 2005. He said the party would not 
support any move to curtail human 
rights.

“We won’t defeat terrorism by 
ripping up our basic rights and our 
democracy. We defeat terrorism by 
our communities, by our vigilance 
and by police action to isolate and 
detain those who could wish us 
harm,” he told the BBC. “The issue 
is police numbers and police secu-
rity.”

Labour had pledged to put 10,000 
additional police officers on Brit-
ain’s streets in its party manifesto 
and increase security and intelli-
gence staff. Corbyn remains head 

of a re-energised opposition party, 
with a stronger hand to push May’s 
weakened government on several 
issues, particularly Brexit and pub-
lic service funding, including police 
and security officers.

The terrorist attack on London 
Bridge and Borough Market was 
a few weeks after the Manchester 
bombing and just more than two 
months after the Westminster at-
tack. More questions were raised 
about the state of British intelli-
gence and counterterrorism after 
it emerged that the three attack-
ers — 22-year-old Moroccan-Italian 
Youssef Zaghba, 30-year-old Mo-
roccan-born Rachid Redouane and 
27-year-old Pakistani-born Khuram 
Shazad Butt — were known to au-
thorities.

“We know that Muslim communi-
ties have been reporting wrongdo-
ing that have led to arrests. We will 
continue to give our full support to 
the police and authorities,” Muslim 
Council of Britain Secretary-Gener-
al Harun Khan said in a release.

UK facing counterterrorism policy questions after London attack
Mahmud el-Shafey

Few options. People near the scene of the recent attack observe a minute’s silence in tribute to the victims of the attack at London Bridge 
and Borough Market in London, on June 6.                                                                                                                                                                                         (Reuters)
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The London attack 
changed the tenor of 
the election with 
issues of security and 
counterterrorism 
coming to the fore.

K
huram Shazad Butt, 
one of three attackers 
who on June 3 killed 
seven people on 
London Bridge and in 
Borough Market, was 

included in “The Jihadis Next 
Door,” a 2016 documentary by 
Channel 4. Butt was well-known 
to police and MI5 and an associ-
ate of Anjem Choudary, long-
time leader of al-Muhajiroun, a 
militant group that emerged in 
the 1990s and was radicalised 
further after al-Qaeda’s 2001 
attacks on the United States.

Butt, a father of two living in 
east London, was a former 
London Underground worker 
once thrown out of the Jabir Bin 
Zayid Islamic Centre, east 
London, for interrupting a 
sermon. Mohammed Shafiq, 
chief executive of the Ramadhan 
Foundation, has tweeted that 
Butt denounced him as “murtad” 
(apostate), after he confronted 
Choudary near parliament a day 
after soldier Lee Rigby was killed 
in south-east London in 2013.

Shafiq has said he was “not 
surprised that Khuram Butt 
carried out the terrorist attack” 
and that “many of us in the 
British Muslim community have 

been demanding action against 
these extremists to no avail.”

As well as appearing on 
Channel 4, Butt was well-known 
to CNN reporter Sandi Sidhu, 
who met him several times in 
Britain in the 2014-16 period and 
who has reported contacts 
between Butt and Abu Rumayah, 
a British man who possibly 
featured in a January 2016 
Islamic State (ISIS) execution 
video after he skipped bail on 
charges of al-Muhajiroun 
membership.

Choudary, born in Britain of 
Pakistani descent, is serving five 
years in prison after he was 
convicted last year for calling on 
Muslims to support ISIS. He had 
long been shunned by Muslim 
community groups in London 
and barred from many mosques 
but he was never short of 
publicity.

In 2010, after al-Muhajiroun 
was proscribed under British 
anti-terrorism legislation, the 
flagship BBC programme “News-
night” pitted Choudary against 
Maajid Nawaz, founding chair-
man of Quilliam, a government-
funded counter-extremism 
think-tank, who exposed 
Choudary’s faulty knowledge of 
Arabic and Islam. CNN also gave 
air-time to Choudary, which he 
used to praise “sheikh Osama bin 
Laden.”

Fox News was particularly fond 
of Choudary, interviewing him 
many times and describing him 

as a “London imam.” In January 
2015, Fox News presenter Sean 
Hannity talked to Choudary for 
more than 15 minutes after the 
killing of 12 people at the French 
satirical magazine Charlie 
Hebdo. 

In May 2015, Hannity inter-
viewed Choudary regarding 
alleged death threats against 
Pamela Geller, a right-wing US 
activist who had organised a 
competition for cartoons about 
the Prophet Mohammad. 
Hannity suggested “a fatwa” had 
been issued — by whom he did 
not say — for Geller to be exe-
cuted and pressed Choudary, 
billed as “former leader of Islam 
for the UK,” to say he supported 
this.

Choudary was always happy to 
breathe the oxygen of publicity 
offered by right-wing channels 
and websites. In 2014, he did a 
long interview with Canadian 
conservative Ezra Levant for Sun 
News, which is available on 
Levant’s YouTube Channel Rebel 
Media.

Choudary’s appearances, just 
as much as his street speeches, 
have been widely relayed around 
social media — YouTube, Face-
book and others — both by radical 
Islamists and far-rightists. The 
common motivation lies in a 
shared agenda of fomenting 
conflict between “the West” and 
Islam.

Each side needs the other. The 
far right argues that Choudary, 

Islamist extremists and the far right need each other
ISIS and al-Qaeda are the authen-
tic expression of Islam, continu-
ing a centuries-old Muslim threat 
to the West and the wider 
non-Muslim world. Never mind 
that those fighting ISIS street-to-
street in Mosul are overwhelm-
ingly Muslims.

For Islamist extremists, the far 
right shows the true face of a 
West that will never tolerate 
Islam nor stop its violence against 
Muslim countries. Never mind 
that the vast majority of Muslims 
in Britain live peacefully under its 
laws as they practise their faith.

The far right and Islamic 
extremists both detest London as 
a multicultural, multifaith city. 
Shockingly, US President Donald 
Trump’s erroneous claim on 
Twitter that London Mayor Sadiq 
Khan had downplayed the threat 
was not far from claims from 
far-right commentators that Khan 
cannot be trusted because he is a 
Muslim.

To her credit, British Prime 
Minister Theresa May defended 
the mayor, realising it is very 
unlikely London Bridge was the 
last such atrocity. 

The Irish poet William Butler 
Yeats wrote: “Things fall apart, 
the centre cannot hold.” It needs 
to hold now.

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

Gareth Smyth

View point
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For Islamist extremists, the far 
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West that will never tolerate 
Islam.
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London

A 

fter a bruising elec-
tion campaign Theresa 
May remained Britain’s 
prime minister but with 
fewer seats in parlia-

ment and only with the help of an 
alliance with Northern Ireland’s 
Democratic Unionist Party (DUP).

“What the country needs more 
than ever is certainty and having 
secured the largest number of votes 
and the greatest number of seats in 
the general election, it is clear that 
only the Conservative and Unionist 
Party has the legitimacy and ability 
to provide that certainty,” May said 
on June 9.

British voters delivered a hung 
parliament, reflecting the uncer-
tainty that has governed the politi-
cal scene since the Brexit vote last 
June. May ran an indifferent elec-
tion campaign and Labour Party 
leader Jeremy Corbyn made an un-
expectedly strong challenge.

The final tally was 318 seats for 
the Conservatives (down 12), 262 
for Labour (up 29), 35 for the Scot-
tish National Party (down 21), 12 for 
the Liberal Democrats (up four), 
ten for the DUP (up two) and 13 
seats shared among the Green Par-
ty, Plaid Cymru in Wales and Sinn 
Féin.

May’s deal with the DUP gives her 
a narrow parliamentary majority of 
328 seats — just a two-seat cushion 
compared to her previous 17-seat 
majority, which she deemed insuf-
ficient to deliver Brexit.

“This is an election where every 
single vote counts and every single 

vote for me and Conservative can-
didates will be a vote that strength-
ens my hand in the negotiations 
for Brexit,” May told supporters in 
Bridgend, Wales, during the first 
week of campaigning.

It was a message that she repeat-
ed throughout the campaign, dis-
paraging Corbyn’s leadership and 
asserting that only she could deliv-
er the Brexit demanded by Britain.

“If I lose just six seats, I will lose 
this election and Jeremy Corbyn 
will be sitting down to negotiate 
with Europe,” May tweeted on May 
20.

Although May remains prime 
minister, she is a vastly diminished 
figure and some Conservative MPs 
have called for her resignation. Af-

ter a campaign that saw her pledge 
to reverse the fox hunting ban and 
perform a U-turn over proposed 
changes to social care, May saw her 
personal popularity plummet.

Security and counterterrorism 
were a major focus during the cam-
paign after the Manchester and 
London attacks. Questions were 
raised about May’s more than six 
years as home secretary during 
which she presided over major 
cuts to Britain’s police and security 
forces.

Under Conservative Party rules, 
15% of MPs — which translates into 
48 seats — can trigger a leadership 
contest by calling for a vote of “no 
confidence.”

Even if May surmounts any lead-

ership challenge, many analysts 
expect another election to be called 
before the end of the year, owing to 
the inherent unsustainability of a 
minority government.

Conservative former Education 
Secretary Nicky Morgan, who held 
on to her seat in Loughborough but 
with a significantly reduced major-
ity, said “the buck stops at the top.”

“I think there’s real fury against 
the campaign… I think she [May] 
should stay for now but I think she 
won’t fight another election and I 
think eventually, whether it takes 
weeks or months, we will have to 
look at the leadership,” she told 
Britain’s Guardian newspaper.

Amid the historic chaos following 
the June 8 general election, other 

records were also broken. This will 
be the most ethnically diverse Brit-
ish parliament in history with a re-
cord 51 ethnic minority MPs in the 
new House of Commons,  integra-
tion think-tank British Future said.

“The 2017 parliament will be the 
most diverse ever, with ten new 
ethnic minority MPs taking the to-
tal of non-white parliamentarians 
to 51. Thirty years on, that tells a 
positive story about integration 
since the breakthrough election of 
1986,” British Future Director Sun-
der Katwala said.

Britain also elected a record 201 
female MPs, with the previous re-
cord of 191 elected in 2015, a num-
ber that increased to 196 in by-elec-
tions.

May remains PM but faces tough task ahead
Mahmud el-Shafey

Election blunder. British Prime Minister Theresa May addresses the country from 10 Downing Street, on June 9.                                                     (Reuters)
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Although May remains 
prime minister, she is 
a vastly diminished 
figure and some 
Conservative MPs 
called for her 
resignation.

B
ritish Prime Minister 
Theresa May implied 
recently that British 
cooperation with her 
European peers on 
security would be 

conditional on good exit terms 
from the European Union and she 
accused continental leaders in all 
but name of subverting the British 
snap election. Such threats hardly 
look serious after the appalling 
terrorist attacks the United 
Kingdom suffered during the 
election campaign.

The prime minister has been 
stung by criticism of police cuts 
made on her watch as home 
secretary from 2010-16 and hit 
back by portraying Labour Party 
leader Jeremy Corbyn as soft on 
terrorism because of his past 
associations with Hamas and Sinn 
Féin, the Irish political party 
associated with the Provisional 
Irish Republican Army (IRA).

May’s failure to address the cost 
of Brexit mirrored her failure to 
engage in a serious debate about 
terrorism. The United Kingdom is 
threatened as never before by a 
small group of its own citizens 
who no longer hesitate to kill and 
by the chaos that has engulfed the 
Middle East and North Africa.

British electors deserve better 
than the deceitful debate on 
terrorism they are being offered 
by the Conservative and Labour 

parties. US President Donald 
Trump, meanwhile, demeans his 
office by tweeting insults about 
London Mayor Sadiq Khan, 
forcing May to defend a leading 
Labour politician.

The refusal by the two leading 
party leaders to engage in a 
serious conversation with the 
electorate extended to Brexit. As 
a former, lukewarm “Remainer,” 
May lacks the credibility to make 
compromises but her attempts at 
playing rough with European 
leaders will fail for three reasons.

The first is that German 
Chancellor Angela Merkel and 
French President Emmanuel 
Macron see eye to eye on the 
matter and are determined to 
strengthen the European Union. 
Neither politician will respond to 
the blustering of British Foreign 
Secretary Boris Johnson nor to 
the insults hurled at the European 
Union every day by the right-wing 
Tory media.

May simply refused to discuss 
how Britain will face up to the 
need to renegotiate 759 treaties 
after Brexit. The country does not 
have the number of front-line 
negotiators to cope, said UK Trade 
Policy Observatory, an independ-
ent think-tank.

Corbyn’s views on the European 
Union are ambiguous but he has 
called for the rights of EU nation-
als in Britain to be guaranteed, 
unilaterally and immediately, 
something the Conservative Party 
has refused to do.

The huge younger vote in 
favour of Labour shows that those 
under 30 feel last year’s Brexit 
amounts to a coup d’état of the 

older generation against their 
hopes of a future in Europe.

Voters may be tempted to avoid 
the hard choices that terrorism 
and Brexit confront them with. It 
is time politicians had the 
courage to open a real debate on 
both issues.

The claim of counterterrorism 
on public resources is growing. It 
engages many branches of the 
state and poses difficult ques-
tions of what balance to strike 
between freedom and order.

May could argue that a harder 
line needs to be taken against 
non-violent extremism though 
there was no hint of such 
thoughts during the six years she 
was home secretary. Corbyn has 
refused to vote for all measures 
against terrorism. He has cast 
himself in the mould of a 1960s 
pacifist. That said, his arguments 
against austerity, now in its 
seventh year, paid off hand-
somely.

Four decades of analysis on 
terrorism and radicalisation were 
published in a special issue of the 
journal American Psychologist. 
Its conclusions are sobering. 
Academics are no closer to 
comprehending why some 
individuals are spurred to turn 
radical through murderous deeds. 
Many questions regarding how to 
predict and prevent such acts 
remain unanswered.

Any debate about principles 
and trade-offs must take into 
account these findings. Protect-
ing the security of its citizens is 
the prime role of any country, 
counterterror being an essential 
cog in that wheel. Yet it is usually 

This British election based on deceit
wrapped in a thick veil of secrecy.

Corbyn has sought to frame the 
debate about terrorism in the 
broader context of Britain’s 
Middle East policy, which is fine. 
How many electors appreciate 
that Britain has helped light fires 
in Iraq and Libya, which have 
huge blow-back effects? How 
many appreciate that British 
policy in the Middle East — nota-
bly its economic closeness to 
Saudi Arabia and Qatar — poses 
huge problems of security as 
private sources in both countries 
spend billions of dollars support-
ing a bigoted form of Islam, 
Wahhabism or the Muslim 
Brotherhood. Britain sups with 
the devil and complains of the 
consequences.

May was bruised by a campaign 
in which her party minders 
focused on a simple message: 
Trust the boss. As luck had it, a 
majority of voters did not. So far, 
the economic effects of the phony 
war that followed the vote to 
leave the European Union have 
been benign but electors were 
kept in the dark about how they 
will be affected when Britain 
leaves the richest single market in 
the world and reapplies for access 
on much less favourable terms.

This deceitful campaign 
destroyed Theresa May, produced 
a hung parliament and put off the 
start of negotiations on Brexit. It 
has weakened Britain internation-
ally and exposed a country that 
has few cards to play with Europe.

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

Francis 
Ghilès

View point
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of the conse-
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May’s failure to address the cost 
of Brexit mirrored her failure to 
engage in a serious debate about 
terrorism.



19June 11, 2017

News & Analysis

Milan

T 

he influx of thousands of 
migrants and refugees to 
Italy has sparked a pro-
liferation of conspiracy 
theories about collusion 

between human rights NGOs and 
human traffickers.

Carmelo Zuccaro, a public pros-
ecutor in Sicily, said on Italian ra-
dio in May that international NGOs 
“are in contact with human traffick-
ers” and “some of them could be fi-
nanced” by human smugglers. Zuc-
caro claimed “the destabilisation of 
the Italian economy” was the goal 
for both parties.

Italy’s location along the Mediter-
ranean has it on the front lines in 
dealing with migrants and refugees 
from the Middle East and Africa.

For decades, immigration to Italy 
was minimal, even as France, Ger-
many and the United Kingdom wel-
comed thousands of immigrants, 
many from former colonies or over-
seas territories.

That changed when thousands of 
immigrants from as far as Peru, Ni-
geria and Bangladesh and as close as 
Romania arrived and formed com-
munities in Italian cities and towns. 
The rapid change shocked the coun-
try, which some experts say was 
built on cultural and material rac-
ism, including internal discrimina-
tion towards southern Italians by 
those in the more prosperous north.

Zuccaro’s claim that human smug-
glers colluded with NGOs — includ-
ing Doctors Without Borders and 
Save the Children — quickly spread. 
Luigi Di Maio, a prominent parlia-
mentarian with the Movimento 
Cinque Stelle (Five Star Movement), 
Italy’s insurgent populist and most 

popular political party, was quick to 
echo the sentiment. Matteo Salvini, 
who leads the Eurosceptic, anti-im-
migrant Liga Nord (LN) party, said 
NGO workers should be arrested 
and rescue boats sunk.

In 2016, the European Union’s 
border agency, Frontex, said there 
were “clear indications before de-
parture on the precise direction 
to be followed to reach the NGOs’ 
boats,” the Washington Post report-
ed. The Financial Times wrote that 
Frontex had accused charities of 
colluding with smugglers but Fron-
tex denied the report.

Zuccaro admitted he had no evi-
dence to support his claim but he 
and a host of other figures continue 
to spread it. Experts said Zuccaro’s 
charge is built on racist sentiment 
against Arabs and Africans that is 
pervasive in Italy.

“Italian society is built on rac-
ism,” said Miguel Mellino, professor 
of postcolonial studies at the Uni-
versita Orientale in Naples. “The 
first racial law was in 1937 and was 
a form of Italian apartheid in Ethio-
pia and Somalia.”

Racism in Italy historically was 
based on the north/south divide. 
The more economically prosperous 
north looks down on the “crimi-
nal” south, whose residents often 
flocked north for work or a better 
life. The animus towards southern-
ers was reflected in the country’s 
prisons. “In the ‘50s and before, 
people in jail were almost entirely 
from the south and now they are 
migrants,” Melino said. “It’s how 
the Italian system manages migra-
tion.”

A common claim in Italy is that 
the new immigrants bring crime. 
“I used to be able to leave my 
door open but now I can’t let my 
wife walk to church alone,” said 
Alberto, an Italian man from out-
side Milan who is married to an 

 Ivorian immigrant.
Such claims are regularly re-

peated for political currency. The 
LN has historically led the way in 
espousing the most blatantly racist 
rhetoric. Mario Borghezio, a Euro-
pean parliamentarian representing 
the LN, was recently ordered to pay 
$55,690 by a Milan court for making 
repeated racist slurs against Italy’s 
first black minister, Cécile Kyenge. 
In a 2013 radio interview, Borghezio 
claimed that Kyenge wanted to 
“bring her tribal traditions to Italy.”

The Movimento Cinque Stelle 
does not use the same sort of ex-
plicitly racist or white supremacist 
language expressed by the LN, pre-
ferring instead what experts term 
“dog whistles” — inferences that re-

call racist stereotypes without ex-
plicitly using racial epitaphs. Party 
leader Beppe Grillo was accused in 
2015 of comparing immigrants to 
rats.

“The Movimento Cinque Stelle 
is often silent or has no active role 
in solidarity,” said Camilla Haw-
thorne, a doctoral candidate at the 
University of California, Berkeley 
who researches racist attitudes in 
the United States and Italy. “They 
try to appeal to the nebulous cat-
egory of people that they are ‘real 
Italians’ and are against ‘foreign in-
cursions’.”

Despite such claims, the Movi-
mento Cinque Stelle is Italy’s most 
supported political party, polling 
at around 30%. To understand how 

it can maintain such high-level 
support while using inflamma-
tory language against migrants and 
refugees, one must consult Italian 
history.

“The history of northern Italy 
[in particular] is one of widespread 
prejudice,” said Marcello Maneri, a 
professor of sociology at the Uni-
versity of Milano-Bicocca. “Rac-
ism towards southern Italy was 
replaced in the late ‘80s and early 
‘90s with racism towards those 
outside the European Union. One 
result has been reactions marked 
by prejudice, discrimination and 
fear from people abroad.”

Justin Salhani is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Milan, Italy.

The racist roots of Italy’s anti-immigrant movement
Justin Salhani

A common claim in 
Italy is that the new 
immigrants bring 
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based on the north/
south divide.

Unfounded allegations. Carmelo Zuccaro, the chief prosecutor of the Sicilian port city of Catania, at 
the Senate defence committee in Rome, on May 3.                     (Reuters)

East   West

T
here is still a scholarly 
debate about whether 
the United States gave 
Israel the “green light” 
to launch the 1967 war.

US President Lyndon 
Johnson, bogged down in the 
costly Vietnam War but seeing 
Egypt’s Gamal Abdel Nasser as a 
pro-Soviet threat to the region, 
supposedly urged caution to the 
Israelis. He told Israeli Foreign 
Minister Abba Eban, who was 
visiting the White House in late 
May 1967, not to fire the first shot 
and he (Johnson) would do all he 
could to get the Gulf of Aqaba 
(which Nasser had closed) open to 
Israeli shipping, but if war were to 
take place, Israel would easily 
defeat the Egyptians.

On the other hand, when the 
head of Israel’s Mossad spy 
agency, Meir Amit, went to the 
Pentagon in the first days of June 
and told US Defence Secretary 
Robert McNamara that he was 
going to recommend war to the 
Israeli government, McNamara 
only asked about the number of 
expected Israeli casualties and 
the duration of the war, Amit 
stated in a 2002 interview with 
Jeremy Bowen of the BBC. 
McNamara reportedly stated in 
response: “I read you loud and 
clear.”

Regardless, the outcome is well 

known. Israel defeated Egypt, 
Jordan and Syria in six days in 
early June 1967 and greatly 
expanded its territory. It took 
possession of the Gaza Strip, the 
Sinai Peninsula, East Jerusalem 
and the West Bank and the Golan 
Heights.

Many Arab countries, believing 
the United States colluded with 
Israel, broke diplomatic relations 
with Washington for several 
years.

However, this war — a great 
victory for the Israelis and a 
humiliating defeat for the Arabs 
— has complicated the achieve-
ment of a regional peace ever 
since. Even Johnson, who was 
very pro-Israel, warned that by 
the time the United States was 
finished with the fallout from this 
war, it was “going to wish the war 
never happened.”

After the war, Johnson set out 
parameters for US policy that the 
scholar William Quandt has noted 
has been remarkably consistent in 
terms of US policy: 1) there should 
be land for peace; 2) the status of 
East Jerusalem to be settled in 
peace negotiations; 3) settle-
ments in the West Bank are 
obstacles to peace; 4) whatever 
outcome for the Palestinians 
should not include unrestricted 
return to homes within the 1967 
lines and; 5) the United States 
would support Israel’s qualitative 
military edge over its neighbours.

Although the Egyptian-Israeli 
peace treaty of 1979 achieved 
“land for peace” for one section of 
the conflict — restoring the Sinai 
to Egyptian control in exchange 

for diplomatic relations between 
Egypt and Israel, the issues of the 
West Bank and East Jerusalem, 
along with settlement building in 
the West Bank, continue to 
preclude an Israeli-Palestinian 
peace deal.

All US administrations since 
Johnson’s have struggled with 
these issues and all have come up 
short. The popular perception in 
the Arab world is that the strong 
support the United States gives 
Israel encourages Israeli leaders 
to build settlements with impu-
nity and ignore Palestinian 
national aspirations.

Although strong support for 
Israel has continued unabated 
under US administrations, it is 
misleading to think that the 
United States can simply dictate 
policy to Israel and the Israeli 
government will comply.

When the United States has 
applied strong pressure on Israel 
on settlements — such as in 2009 
during former US President 
Barack Obama’s first year in office 
— the most Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu was willing 
to do was to freeze settlement 
construction for ten months and 
with caveats — such as exemp-
tions for settlement construction 
in East Jerusalem and “natural 
growth” within existing settle-
ments.

The United States can indeed 
support leaders interested in 
peace. President Jimmy Carter’s 
mediation in the Camp David 
Accords in 1978 between Egyptian 
President Anwar Sadat and Israeli 
Prime Minister Menachem Begin 

The United States and the legacy of the 1967 war
was crucial to achieving an 
agreement but US presidents 
cannot “force” a deal.

The large number of settle-
ments that have been constructed 
in the West Bank since the 1967 
war do indeed pose a problem for 
a lasting peace between the 
Israelis and the Palestinians. Less 
land for the Palestinians means a 
less viable Palestinian state.

Ultimately, Israeli and Palestin-
ian leaders have to agree on clear 
steps forward. Israel needs 
another Yitzhak Rabin who, as a 
hawk for most of his career, came 
to the realisation that indefinite 
control of the West Bank would 
not only dilute the Jewish 
character of the Israeli state but 
would make Israel a perpetual 
occupying power. His assassina-
tion was a severe blow to the 
peace process.

As for the Palestinians, as the 
weaker party, they also need a 
leader who has the courage to 
strike a deal that involves conces-
sions but will ultimately lead to 
an independent state.

One legacy of the 1967 war is 
that the occupation of the West 
Bank has made the achievement 
of an Israeli-Palestinian peace 
that much harder to achieve and 
the United States is seen as the 
indispensable party to break the 
logjam whether or not it can 
actually do so.

Gregory Aftandilian is a lecturer 
in the Pardee School of Global 
Studies at Boston University and 
is a former US State Department 
Middle East analyst.
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United States can simply dictate 
policy to Israel and the Israeli 
government will comply.
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French justice minister says Qatar tax breaks must end

Economy

Paris

F 

rench Justice Minister 
François Bayrou said 
France should end tax 
breaks on property deals 
granted to countries, in-

cluding Qatar, a day after several 
Arab countries severed ties with the 
Gulf Arab state.

Former French President Nicolas 
Sarkozy in 2008 granted Qatari in-
vestors exemptions from taxes on 
profits from the sale of properties 
in France. Sarkozy is said to have 
hoped the tax advantages would 
coax Qatar into substantial mili-
tary purchases from France, an end 
that was not filled although Qatar’s 
royal family has built a portfolio 
of assets that includes a Champs-
Elysées shopping mall and the Lido 
cabaret.

“Under the responsibility of 
Nicolas Sarkozy, France gave Qatar 
an incredible tax advantage,” Bay-
rou told BFM television. “Can this 
situation continue? I don’t think so. 
I think it’s very important that in 
France we have tax fairness.”

During this year’s French election 

campaign, French President Em-
manuel Macron said he wanted to 
end Qatar’s tax concessions.

Saudi Arabia, Egypt, the United 
Arab Emirates and Bahrain cut ties 
with Qatar, which denounced the 
move as based on lies about its sup-
port of Islamist militants.

“I will be extremely demanding 
with regard to Qatar and Saudi Ara-
bia in terms of foreign affairs and to 
have full transparency in the role 
they play in the financing or ac-
tions that they could lead with re-
gard to terrorist groups that are our 
enemies,” Macron said during the 
campaign.

Macron had blamed the “unfair 
advantages” extended to Qatar on 
“the lax attitude” of the Sarkozy 
administration. He also raised the 
issue of the Qatar tax agreement as 
part of his pledge to seek “clarifica-
tions” from Gulf countries about 
the financing of extremist groups.

Macron’s and Bayrou’s criticism 
of Sarkozy’s Qatari tax deal took 
place against a backdrop of mount-
ing criticism of Doha’s “undue” in-
fluence in France’s society, econo-
my and sports.

(The Arab Weekly staff, with 
Reuters)

End of the road. France’s Justice Minster François Bayrou (L) and Interior Minister Gérard Collomb 
speak before the start of the weekly Defence Council meeting in Paris, on May 31.                      (AFP)

Washington

A 

lthough the severing of 
diplomatic, trade and 
transportation ties with 
Qatar by Saudi Arabia, 
the United Arab Emir-

ates and Egypt is not dampening 
Doha’s primary exports of lique-
fied natural gas and crude oil in the 
short term, Qatar is quickly feeling 
the effects of what is effectively an 
economic blockade in ways that di-
rectly affect the Gulf emirate, key 
industries and its citizens.

Qatar has an estimated $335 bil-
lion of assets in its sovereign wealth 
fund and its merchandise trade 
with other Gulf Cooperation Coun-
cil (GCC) members is minimal, as is 
the amount of trading that the GCC 
countries typically do on the Qatari 
stock exchange. This means that 
Doha is not facing an immediate 
financial collapse but the dispute 
could have severe short-term, as 
well as long-term, economic impli-
cations for the Qatari government.

Despite its financial assets, Qatar 
has been borrowing heavily both 
domestically and abroad to help 
finance $200 billion in major in-
frastructure spending in anticipa-
tion of hosting the 2022 FIFA World 
Cup. It may find that borrowing 
will become more expensive if Qa-
tari bond prices continue to dip as 
they did on news of the Saudi-led 
break in diplomatic and trade ties 
with Doha on June 5.

Alluding to the severing of ties, 
S&P Global Ratings cut Qatar’s 
credit rating one notch to AA- and 
placed it on “credit watch nega-
tive,” implying another downgrade 
could occur soon.

Qatari banks and currency are 
feeling the heat from the severing 
of trade links as some banks from 
GCC countries delayed letters of 
credit and are moving forward 
with other deals with their Qatari 
counterparts. The Saudi central 
bank advised banks in the kingdom 
not to trade with Qatari banks in  

Qatari riyals.
The central banks from the three 

GCC members that have cut ties 
with Doha reportedly requested 
banks under their supervision to 
report their exposures to Qatari 
banks. Two of Qatar’s largest banks 
— Doha Bank and Qatar Islamic 
Bank (QIB) — rely to a healthy de-
gree on loans and deposits from 
GCC countries, with QIB garnering 
around 25% of its deposits from 
those states.

With regional players cutting 
land, maritime and air transport 
links with Doha, Qatari citizens are 
facing travel nightmares regionally 
and elsewhere, the potential for in-
creased costs of food and other es-
sentials and a rise in inflation.

That does not include the per-
sonal financial losses that will af-
fect citizens from most of the 
countries involved in being able to 
travel to Qatar, live there or pass 
through there. Egypt has not re-
quested that its estimated 200,000 
citizens living in Qatar leave and 

is hoping that Doha does not ex-
pel them, as this could have seri-
ous ramifications for Cairo’s fragile 
economy. Egypt has also not called 
on its banks to stop doing business 
with Qatari banks, although some 
Egyptian banks halted dealings 
with Qatari banks on their own.

State-owned Qatar Airways, 
responding to the suspension of 
flights to and from Doha by region-
al carriers including Saudi Arabian 
Airlines, Emirates, Etihad Airways 
and Egypt Air halted its flights to 
those countries “until further no-
tice.” The Qatari airline will lose 
more than 50 flights a day. Flights 
to and from Saudi Arabia, the Unit-
ed Arab Emirates and Egypt ac-
count for approximately 18% of the 
airline’s seating capacity.

With critical regional airspace 
closed to Qatar Airways, the belea-
guered airline must employ longer, 
alternative routes to European and 
North American destinations, re-
sulting in higher fuel costs that will 
translate into increases in ticket 

prices. The state airline has begun 
routing European-bound flights 
over Iranian and Turkish airspace.

Because Qatar imports around 
90% of its food from regional sup-
pliers — with 40% delivered over its 
single land border — Saudi Arabia’s 
decision to close that shared bor-
der resulted in trucks carrying food 
stranded on the Saudi side and Qa-
tari citizens raiding supermarket 
aisles. Dairy, meat and vegetable 
prices are expected to spike and 
the Qatari regime might be forced 
to fly in fresh foods from Asia or 
Europe, although Iran has report-
edly suggested it could ship food to 
Qatar to make up for lost imports.

Doha could face even higher 

costs associated with its massive 
World Cup spending as most of the 
materials needed for infrastructure 
and construction projects are im-
ported — delivered by ship but also 
over the closed Saudi border.

The maritime ban imposed on 
Doha halted one of Qatar’s major 
export businesses. Qatalum — a 50-
50 aluminium joint venture owned 
by Qatari state energy firm Qatar 
Petroleum and Norway’s Norsk 
Hydro — reported it was unable 
to export its product because Qa-
tari ships carrying the aluminium 
no longer had access to the UAE’s 
Jebel Ali port, where the metal is 
normally transferred onto larger 
vessels for transport to Asia, Eu-
rope and the United States. The 
joint venture is reportedly looking 
at either shipping directly from Qa-
tar or using an alternative regional 
hub.

Jareer Elass reports on energy 
issues for The Arab Weekly. He is 
based in Washington.

Qatar’s row with neighbours carries economic cost
Jareer Elass

Dairy, meat and 
vegetable prices are 
expected to spike 
and the Qatari 
regime might have to 
fly in fresh foods 
from Asia or Europe.

Shortages. Shoppers stock up on supplies at a supermarket in Doha, on June 5.                                                                                               (AP)

Qatar crisis

The Arab Weekly staff

S&P Global Ratings 
cut Qatar’s credit 
rating by one notch 
to AA- and placed it 
on “credit watch 
negative.”
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T 

he Saudi government 
is making good on its 
pledge to introduce solar 
and wind power into the 
kingdom’s energy mix so 

that renewable energy becomes a 
growing part of the feedstock for 
the country’s electricity genera-
tion. This will free up more of the 
Gulf country’s crude products and 
natural gas for export sales.

In April, Riyadh announced the 
names of 51 companies, primarily 
foreign, that have been shortlisted 
for two renewable energy projects: 
27 firms were selected to bid on a 
300 megawatt (MW) solar project to 
be developed in the northern part 
of the kingdom and 24 firms were 
chosen to vie for a 400 MW wind 
farm project in the country’s north-
west.

The projects are the first of up 
to 30 ventures the Saudi govern-
ment is planning as part of a $30 
billion-$50 billion investment in 
renewable energy by 2023, the 
year by which Riyadh intends to 
produce around 10 gigawatts (GW) 
of electricity from solar, wind and 
geothermal power.

Speaking at the start of the Saudi 
Arabia Renewable Energy Invest-
ment Forum in April, Saudi Oil Min-
ister Khalid al-Falih said 10% of the 
kingdom’s total electricity genera-
tion will be from renewable energy 
by 2023.

Falih noted: “The market re-
sponse to the kingdom’s invita-
tion to its first renewable energy 

projects has been overwhelmingly 
positive, demonstrating market 
confidence in our vast renewable 
energy potential and investment 
environment.”

The Saudi government must be 
feeling confident about the level of 
interest from domestic and inter-
national firms in its solar and wind 
power plans because it has substan-
tially raised its target goal for 2023. 
Last June, when Riyadh unveiled 
its 5-year National Transformation 
Programme as part of Saudi Vision 
2030, the programme established a 
renewable energy target of 3.45 GW 
by 2023, the equivalent of 4% of to-
tal power consumption. The target 
of 3.45 GW has since been pushed 
ahead to 2020 with 10 GW of power 
generated from renewables expect-
ed by 2023.

Falih has said the projects will 
be financed and operated by pri-
vate investors with international 
financial institutions expected to 
participate. He stressed that the 
kingdom’s energy sector is being 
restructured to include an autono-
mous board of regulators as well as 
privatised power generation capac-
ity, both part of the move to priva-
tise portions of the energy sector, 
which includes the highly antici-
pated initial public offering of up to 
5% of state oil giant Saudi Aramco.

The government plans to sell off 
stakes in the partially privatised 
Saudi Electricity Company’s (SEC) 
power generation units, with addi-
tional restructuring to occur so that 
transmission and distribution units 
can operate independently.

In February, the Saudi Energy 
Ministry announced it had formed 
a new division to oversee and im-
plement the kingdom’s renewable 
energy programme, the Renewable 
Energy Project Development Of-
fice (REPDO), which is led by rep-
resentatives from the kingdom’s 
major energy players, including 
Saudi Aramco, SEC, Electricity and 
Cogeneration Regulatory Authority 

and King Abdullah City for Atomic 
and Renewable Energy.

REPDO’s first order of business 
was to process applications from 
firms wishing to participate in a 300 
MW solar plant in the Al Jawf area 
in northern Saudi Arabia and the 
400 MW wind plant in Tabuk in the 
north-west. REPDO has announced 
the list of firms qualified to move 
forward in the bidding process for 
the two projects, with those chosen 
delineated as managing members, 
technical members or both. The 
projects are expected to be award-
ed in September.

Among the 27 firms shortlisted 
for the solar project are: France’s 
EDF Energies Nouvelles; Spain’s 
ACCIONA Energia Global S.L.; It-
aly’s Green Power S.p.A.; Japan’s 
Marubeni Corporation and Mitsui & 
Company; and Saudi ACWA Power. 
Among the 24 firms shortlisted for 

the kingdom’s first wind project 
are: Abu Dhabi Future Energy Com-
pany (MASDAR); General Electric; 
Spain’s Cobra Instalaciones y Ser-
vicios, S.A.; Saudi ACWA Power; 
Korean Electric Power Corporation; 
and Japan’s JGC Corporation.

Falih said a second wind power 
project would be open for bids in 
the fourth quarter of this year fol-
lowed by more solar projects. The 
Saudi government has suggested 
that its plans for renewable energy 
development in the kingdom in-
clude exporting electricity as well 
as technology and equipment, such 
as solar panels.

It is telling that Saudi Aramco 
recently signed memorandums of 
understanding with Abu Dhabi Na-
tional Oil Company and MASDAR, 
which could provide the kingdom 
with additional renewable energy 
expertise.

Saudis accelerate plans for renewable energy
Jareer Elass

A second wind power 
project would be 
open for bids in the 
fourth quarter of this 
year followed by 
more solar projects.

Ambitious goals. Saudi Minister of Energy, Industry and Mineral 
Resources Khalid al-Falih speaks during the Saudi Arabia 
Renewable Energy Investment Forum (SAREIF) in Riyadh, last 
April.                                                                                                             (AFP)

Gas reserves bring Lebanese-Israeli maritime border 
issue into focus, alternative option proposed
Nicholas Blanford

It is difficult to see 
the Lebanese 
government happily 
hosting an Israeli gas 
pipeline in its 
territorial waters.

The anticipated 
existence of 
substantial gas 
reserves stretch across 
the undemarcated 
jurisdictions of both 
countries.

Egypt inflation 
eases for first time 
in seven months

Etihad breaks 
off leisure airline 
talks with TUI

Aramco warned on 
New York IPO 
litigation risks

Inflation in Egypt eased in May 
for the first time since the coun-
try let its currency float free last 
year but remained at nearly 30%, 
a number that is unlikely to ease 
pressure on the government of 
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi.

In November, Egypt abandoned 
its currency peg of 8.8 pounds 
per US dollar, which led to both 
the pound halving in value and 
to inflation shooting up. It was at 
a year-on-year high of 30.5% in 
April.

The official Central Agency for 
Public Mobilisation and Statistics 
said annual urban inflation fell to 
29.7% in May. Over the same pe-
riod, core inflation eased to 30.57% 
year on year in May from 32.06% in 
April, the central bank said.

(Reuters)

United Arab Emirates carrier 
Etihad has broken off talks with 
German travel group TUI, ending 
negotiations that would have cre-
ated a leisure airline, both compa-
nies said.

Abu Dhabi-based Etihad and 
troubled Air Berlin, of which 
Etihad is a majority owner, an-
nounced plans last October to form 
a new low-cost airline by merging 
Air Berlin’s Austrian subsidiary 
Niki with TUI subsidiary TUI fly.

TUI confirmed the collapse of 
joint venture talks in a statement 
in which it added that it generally 
“remains open to a partnership or 
the creation of joint ventures.”

Etihad Aviation Group con-
firmed it had “terminated negotia-
tions with TUI AG in relation to a 
potential joint venture involving 
the leisure operations of Air Ber-
lin Group and the German TUI fly 
company.”

(Agence France-Presse)

The legal firm working on Saudi 
Aramco’s flotation has advised the 
kingdom that a New York listing 
poses the greatest litigation risk 
of any jurisdiction, the Financial 
Times reported, citing sources.

White & Case and others offering 
informal counsel have briefed top 
oil executives and the kingdom’s 
highest authorities, emphasising a 
litigious culture in the United States, 
the Financial Times said.

Legal risks arising from a New 
York listing include US legislation 
that could allow families of the vic-
tims of the 9/11 attacks of 2001 to sue 
Saudi Arabia, the report said.

Aramco could also face class-ac-
tion suits if it did not comply with 
US regulators’ rules on disclosing 
reserves and data for oil companies, 
while aggressive shareholder lobby 
groups in the United States are also 
seen as a threat.

(Reuters)

Briefs

Beirut

B 

order disputes between 
Lebanon and Israel, on 
both land and sea, have 
bedevilled international 
mediators since the crea-

tion of the Jewish state 70 years ago.
A failure in early 2000 to agree 

on the sovereignty of the Shebaa 
Farms region, a mountainside of 
some 28 sq.km on Lebanon’s south-
eastern border, led to a 6-year 
campaign of periodic attacks by 
Hezbollah against Israeli troops oc-
cupying ridge-top outposts. Hezbol-
lah called those attacks “reminder 
operations,” warning that the Leba-
nese group remains a threat and 
that the Shebaa Farms is unfinished 
business.

More recently, the maritime 
boundary between Lebanon and 
Israel has come into focus because 
of the anticipated existence of sub-
stantial gas reserves, potentially 
worth tens of billions of dollars, 
which span the undemarcated ju-
risdictions of both countries.

Competing interpretations of 
where Lebanon and Israel believe 
their Exclusive Economic Zones lie 
have resulted in an overlap of 854 
sq.km. In January, the Lebanese 
government moved forward after a 

3-year delay on the licensing bid for 
five of the ten exploration blocks in 
Lebanese territorial waters. Howev-
er, large portions of three of the five 
blocks — blocks eight, nine and ten 
— lie within the disputed triangle of 
water.

Israel reacted by lobbying Wash-
ington to pressure Lebanon into re-
versing its decision and announced 
in late March that it was submitting 
a bill to the Knesset to formally an-
nex the disputed zone. In turn, Na-
bih Berri, the Lebanese speaker of 
parliament and a vocal proponent 
of pushing forward with gas explo-
ration bids, warned the decision 
was “tantamount to a war by Israel.”

Experts on the borders of the Mid-
dle East at the US State Department 
have for years been attempting to 
mediate a solution to the maritime 
crisis but have been unable to per-
suade Lebanon and Israel to reach a 
compromise.

However, Reed Clark, an Ameri-
can expert on energy engineering 
who lives in Beirut, has proposed 
what on paper could be a win-win 
solution to the dispute that takes 
advantage of a future pipeline that 
would ferry Israeli gas to Turkey.

Israel and Turkey are said to be 
close to reaching an agreement on 
the export of Israeli gas to Turkey 
with much focus on the route an 
underwater pipeline would take. 
The current mooted route would 
pass through Cypriot waters, which 
poses a political quandary as Nico-
sia is at odds with Ankara over the 
existence since 1983 of the Turkish 
Republic of Northern Cyprus in the 
northern half of the island.

Furthermore, a pipeline running 
to Turkey via Cyprus would pass 
through the ultra deep waters of the 

eastern Mediterranean, depths of 
1,500-2,000 metres. The engineer-
ing logistics and high cost of laying 
a deep-water pipeline are formida-
ble given the water pressure at such 
depths and the risks of accidents or 
sabotage.

Clark proposed switching the path 
of the pipeline from Cyprus to shal-
low Lebanese coastal waters, where 
the depths range 80-100 metres, 
saving Israel a considerable sum. In 
exchange, Lebanon would acquire 
sovereignty over the disputed 854 
sq.km, benefit from Israel-Turkey 
pipeline transfer fees and have the 
ability to tap into the pipeline for its 
own future gas exports.

“In the end, Lebanon will have 
gained immensely, sacrificed noth-
ing and can sheath one of the rat-
tling sabres,” Clark wrote in his pro-
posal.

Security for the pipeline could 
be provided by the UNIFIL peace-
keeping force in southern Lebanon, 
which includes a maritime com-
ponent of naval vessels patrolling 
Lebanese waters. The Maritime 
Task Force’s mandate is to prevent 
the smuggling of arms to Lebanon 
but it could be adjusted to include 
overseeing pipeline protection.

While the proposal appears to 
be an elegant mutually beneficial 
agreement, the devil may lie in the 
details. The pipeline would have to 

swing north-east from Lebanon’s 
northern border into deeper reach-
es of the Mediterranean to avoid 
passing through Syrian waters. Giv-
en the war in Syria and sanctions 
against the Syrian regime, running 
the pipeline in Syrian coastal terri-
tory could be an unwanted compli-
cation.

Furthermore, Israel may well 
conclude that the cost of laying a 
deep-water pipeline via Cyprus is 
preferable to giving Lebanon the 
854 sq.km zone that is believed to 
contain some of the largest gas de-
posits of Lebanon’s ten exploration 
blocks.

Then there are the sensitivities 
in Lebanon of being seen conduct-
ing any kind of agreement with the 
Jewish state. The Lebanese govern-
ment has banned the movie “Won-
der Woman” from being shown in 
Lebanon because the lead actress is 
an Israeli citizen. It is therefore dif-
ficult to see the Lebanese govern-
ment happily hosting an Israeli gas 
pipeline in its territorial waters, one 
that brings additional revenue to 
the Israeli treasury, even if Lebanon 
also benefits financially from the 
deal.

“Can you really see an Israeli 
pipeline running from Ashdod [in 
Israel] to Tyre [in Lebanon]?” asked 
one Lebanese MP familiar with the 
proposal.

On the other hand, in the absence 
of alternative ideas to resolve the 
maritime dispute, it might be worth 
a shot.

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

R 

amadan began with a 
bitter taste for residents 
of Libya’s capital, as 
a cash shortage bites, 
prices rise and deadly 

clashes return to Tripoli.
Dawn queues outside banks just 

to withdraw a few tens of dinars 
have become routine for most Lib-
yans, whose chaos-plagued North 
African country faces a persistent 
liquidity shortfall.

Despite the difficulty of get-
ting by on a daily basis, the small 
Tomzini grocery store was crowd-
ed on the eve of Ramadan. How-
ever, shoppers were extra-careful 
about their purchases, with cut-
backs the order of the day.

During Ramadan, Muslims are 
supposed to abstain from eating, 
drinking, smoking and having sex 
from dawn to dusk. They break the 
fast with a meal known as iftar and 
before dawn they have a second 
opportunity to eat and drink dur-
ing suhur.

“Instead of buying 3 kilos of al-
monds, I’m buying 3 dinars’ ($2.10) 
worth, just for decoration,” said 
Mariem, a young mother whose lit-
tle girl gazed imploringly at large 
baskets of multicoloured sweet 
treats.

Prices have multiplied three or 
four times this year in Libya, in-
cluding at Tomzini, which is famed 

for its fresh spices.
Most Libyans these days are 

trying to adapt and change their 
spending habits so they are still 
solvent by the end of the month. 
People no longer buy in the large 
quantities of the past.

“I have to be careful. I’m not 
sure I can replace every dinar that 
leaves my pocket,” civil servant 
Moftah al-Barrani, 59, said.

“We haven’t been paid for 
months and, even if I still have 
money in the bank, I can’t get at it 
because there is no cash.”

He added that people still want-
ed to do their shopping in case 
prices rose even further because of 
high demand during Ramadan.

Retired teacher and mother of 
three Halima, 54, counts her cash 
carefully to ensure she does not 
have to go shopping again during 
the first week of Ramadan.

In a market in Tajoura, an east-
ern suburb of Tripoli, Sabri al-
Bouechi who lives on his salary as 
an official, said he recognises that 
“living conditions are below zero.”

“I’m just an ordinary guy like 
those who queue up outside the 
bank,” he said, adding: “Officials 
should have pity on people.”

Because of the cash shortage, the 
businesses that do best are those 
that accept cards and cheques.

“Do you take the Commerce and 
Development Bank card?” asked 
one customer in a supermarket.

In addition to economic may-
hem, Libyans have had to cope 
with a country in chaos after the 
2011 revolution that ousted strong-
man Muammar Qaddafi.

Fierce clashes on May 26 in the 
capital between forces loyal to the 
UN-backed Government of Na-
tional Accord (GNA) and rival mi-
litias killed at least 28 people and 
wounded 130, the Health Ministry 
said.

The fighting broke out in the 
south of the city after several 

months of relative calm in Tripoli, 
with even heavy weapons being 
used in residential areas.

“This is their gift to the people 
for the month of Ramadan,” a GNA 
statement said of the month gener-
ally marked by sacrifice and piety.

With such lofty ideals in mind, 
Tripoli residents have been help-
ing others to cope with a country in 
crisis. Throughout the city and on 
social networks, associations have 
mobilised to collect food supplies 
for needy families.

“There’s no point in praying and 
fasting when a neighbour goes 
hungry,” said Samer Fayyadh, who 
runs a fast-food restaurant in Trip-
oli.

To counter the effects of the 
economic crisis, the central bank 
decided to spend more than $550 
million on food imports for Rama-
dan. This is despite the constant 
risk of subsidised products being 
diverted by unscrupulous traders.

(Agence France-Presse)

Ramadan in Libya: Cash shortage and deadly clashes
Rim Tahar

Most Libyans are 
changing their 
spending habits so 
they are still solvent 
by the end of the 
month.

Tripoli residents 
have been helping 
others to cope with a 
country in crisis.

Extra careful. Libyans shop for olives and pickles for Ramadan meals at a market in the centre of the 
capital Tripoli.               (AFP)

For millions of Iraqis another Ramadan in displacement
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

W 

ith some 700,000 
Iraqis fleeing bat-
tles between gov-
ernment forces and 
Islamic State (ISIS) 

militants in Mosul, the number of 
refugees in poorly equipped camps 
near the embattled city has swol-
len dramatically in recent months. 
Lack of food and water, as well as 
high temperatures, are some of 
the problems they encounter as 
they fast during Ramadan, the holy 
month for all Muslims.

When Mohamad Yassin and his 
family of nine fled their home in 
the eastern Mosul neighbourhood 
of Badoush, fasting during Rama-

dan was the least of his worries. 
Now the 71-year-old finds himself 
in Jamkour camp in neighbouring 
Erbil, a place packed with the city’s 
residents and short of basics, strug-
gling to do his religious duty to fast 
during daylight in Iraq’s scorching 
weather.

“Despite the lack of electricity 
and cooling equipment in the camp 
we are determined to fast during 
Ramadan,” Yassin insisted. He said 
he does not have enough money to 
buy ice to cool water and has been 
selling part of the assistance he re-
ceived from humanitarian agencies 

to secure other basic needs.
“For instance, our suhour (pre-

dawn meal before fasting starts) for 
today will merely consist of tea and 
bread. I hope we will receive addi-
tional food aid to be able to com-
plete the fasting month,” he said.

Not all refugees are as deter-
mined as Yassin. “I am not sure that 
I will be able to fast during Rama-
dan this year. Life at the camp is 
very difficult; conditions are dra-
matic and inhuman. It makes fast-
ing harsher and more problematic 
especially for the elderly and the 
ill,” says 35-year-old Jassem Diab.

He contends that many Iraqi 
families will skip fasting due to dis-
placement, poverty and poor food 
assistance that prevented them 
from preparing well for Ramadan. 
Difficult though that was before 
Ramadan, it has been made all the 

worse because after enduring an 
entire day in the heat, they are left 
with only hot water to drink af-
ter sunset, leaving their thirst un-
quenched.

“On normal days, we suffer to se-
cure our basic needs. During Rama-
dan, it is even worse amid scorching 
heat and up to 15 hours of fasting a 
day,” Diab added.

Diab and his family have been at 
al-Khalidiyah camp in Anbar prov-
ince for almost a year since flee-
ing his hometown of Falluja. His 
house and all his belongings were 
destroyed in the battles that ended 
the ISIS occupation of the city.

“Responsibility lies primarily 
on the local government,” he said. 
“They have been unable to help us 
return to our homes or give us any 
kind of compensation. We have lost 
everything to the war.”

Hundreds of thousands of peo-
ple have fled their homes because 
of the unrest in Iraq this year. Most 
had little time to leave and set off 
for Iraq’s autonomous Kurdish re-
gion, which buttresses many of the 
areas occupied by ISIS. More than 
3 million Iraqis live in camps in dif-
ferent parts of the country, relying 
on aid provided by local, Arab and 
international humanitarian organi-
sations.

Razkar Obeid, the official in 
charge of refugee camps near Erbil, 
concedes that the lack of electric-
ity is the biggest problem facing 
refugees fasting during Ramadan 
in tents baking in searing tempera-
tures.

“We have undertaken big prepa-
rations during the holy month 
through the distribution of large 
food portions to the refugees whose 
number exceeded 77,000 in camps 
in Erbil alone,” Obeid said.

An estimated 700,000 people 
have been displaced from Mosul 
since the offensive to recapture 
the city from ISIS began in Octo-
ber. They include 176,000 refugees 
from eastern Mosul and 525,000 
from the western part of the city, 

which is cut through by the Tigris 
River, said Seif Sabah, spokesman 
for Iraq’s Ministry of Immigration 
and Refugees.

“Many have been resettled in sev-
eral camps set up by the Ministry in 
Erbil, Sulaimaniya and al-Kyara,” 
Sabah said. “With the beginning of 
Ramadan, the ministry launched 
the ‘summer cladding’ programme 
under which the refugees will re-
ceive special food baskets.”

The internally displaced popu-
lation of Iraq wishes to return to 
their homes and cities and recover 
a normal life, which they have been 
missing since ISIS overran a large 
part of the country more than two 
years ago.

“They lack the most basic ser-
vices and conditions of living. Aid 
organisations are making contribu-
tions but the sheer number of dis-
placed over such a short period has 
been overwhelming,” noted Asma 
Abaid, the volunteers’ team leader 
of Iraq TV and Broadcasters Union.

“The assistance provided is not 
sufficient, but disproportionate 
with the large number of displaced. 
For them Ramadan is as harsh as 
the rest of the year. They just want 
to return to a normal life.”

For Ahmad Mohamad, a 25-year-
old worker from Mosul, it is an-
other Ramadan spent in hardship 
and displacement. “For more than 
two years we have been missing the 
true feel and joy of Ramadan,” he 
said. “Life at the camp is unbeara-
ble. We struggle to secure our most 
basic needs.”

Oumayma Omar, based in 
Baghdad, is a contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of 
The Arab Weekly.

Short of basics. A family breaks fast on the first day of the Muslim holy month of Ramadan at
al-Khazir camp, on May 27.                                       (AFP)

The displaced 
endure lack of food 
and water and high 
temperatures as they 
fast during Ramadan.

Many will skip 
fasting this year due 
to displacement and 
poor assistance.

Ramadan in the Arab world
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gyptian puppeteer Esraa 
el-Sawy said she is look-
ing to launch a psychi-
atric revolution in Egypt 
through the power of 

puppetry. Or, at least through the 
power of one specific puppet, Al-
Khala Wedad — Aunt Wedad.

Al-Khala Wedad is a marionette 
that looks like a kindly old woman. 
The puppet is the star of a modest 
YouTube channel called Hakawy 
al-Khala Wedad (The Tales of Aunt 
Wedad) through which Sawy, 28, 
promotes mental health by telling 
stories about everyday problems 
and issues.

“The idea came to me about one 
year ago when I worked as a human 
development trainer. I did not real-
ly like my job and I prayed to God to 
help me find a new idea and he an-
swered my prayers and inspired me 
with Al-Khala Wedad,” Sawy said.

Al-Khala Wedad, bespectacled 
and wearing a conservative but 

fashionable hijab, was envisioned 
as a cartoon before Sawy hit on the 
idea of turning the idea into a pup-
pet.

“Afterward, I got to know an art-
ist named Youhana Habashy, who 
produces puppets. I gave him the 
design of Al-Khala Wedad that I 
made to look like me but older and 
he made me the puppet in no time,” 
she said.

The Al-Khala Wedad puppet 
looks like the archetype of a wise 
Egyptian auntie and that is pre-
cisely the image Sawy would like to 
promote. In a country where men-
tal health can be viewed by some 
as a taboo subject, Al-Khala Wedad 
represents a bold creation.

“I am trying to offer my view-
ers counselling and psychotherapy 
through Al-Khala Wedad,” Sawy 
said. “Listening to a puppet is much 
more comfortable for some people 
than listening to a therapist.”

“I am currently studying a grad-
uate preliminary year in mental 
health at an Egyptian university 
and I am planning for Al-Khala 
Wedad to be the subject of the the-
sis of my master’s degree” she said.

Al-Khala Wedad’s YouTube chan-
nel has had moderate success, with 
videos averaging a few hundred 
hits but the puppet has found more 
mainstream success on Egyptian 
television, including interviews on 
national and privately owned chan-
nels to discuss mental health.

Al-Khala Wedad also makes ap-

pearances at workshops in training 
and cultural centres in the Egyptian 
province of Sohag where Sawy lives 
with her husband. “I participate in 
workshops through which Al-Khala 
Wedad appears for 15 minutes then 
I myself continue the rest of the 
session, Sawy said.

“The workshops are quite suc-
cessful. The audience’s turnout is 

usually high and there is typically 
very positive response to the pup-
pet,” Khaled Ismail, head of the 
state-run Sohag cultural centre 
said.

Sawy’s project is the first in the 
Arab world to bring puppetry and 
therapy together.

“I secured patent rights on the 
puppets and on my show last year 

from the Egyptian Ministry of 
Culture to protect my intellectual 
property,” Sawy said.

Even though Sawy uses a pup-
pet to deliver her points, she said 
that the idea was not just to address 
children but adults, as well. “Adults 
need to be psychologically sound 
for their children to be stable,” 
Sawy said.

“When I address children, I do so 
through Al-Khala Wedad’s grand-
daughter, a puppet named Kokky,” 
she added.

In the shows, Al-Khala Wedad of-
fers tips on how to lead a fruitful 
life and how to deal with common 
problems, whether it is dealing 
with teenagers or extremism.

“I derive the subjects of my 
shows from real life stories and 
experiences and the psychologi-
cal problems people usually suffer 
from,” Sawy said.

“Thank you for your videos. I 
benefited a lot from your show,” 
one viewer said in a comment on an 
episode of Hakawy al-Khala Wedad.

Sawy said she hopes her YouTube 
show can turn into a TV programme 
to reach the largest number of peo-
ple, especially those who do not 
use the internet.

“As long as you truly believe in 
your idea, God will open the doors 
of success for you that you have 
never imagined,” she said.

Marwa al-A’sar is a Cairo-based 
journalist.

Aunt Wedad: Egyptian puppet promotes mental health
Marwa al-A’sar

Al-Khala Wedad was 
envisioned as a cartoon 
before Sawy hit on the 
idea of turning it into a 
puppet.

Bold creation. Al-Khala Wedad with the puppet’s creator Esraa
el-Sawy.                                                                             (Courtesy of Esraa el-Sawy)

Beirut
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amadan is traditionally 
peak season for television 
viewing across the Arab 
world with stations offer-
ing a large variety of new 

productions, mainly comedies and 
romantic series. This year, however, 
large audiences are hooked on a no-
easy-viewing drama — “Al Ghara-
beeb Al Soud” (“Black Crows”), de-
picting the life of women under the 
Islamic State (ISIS).

Based on accounts of ISIS survi-
vors, the 30-episode programme on 
Saudi-owned Middle East Broad-
casting Centre (MBC) has been 
hailed as an attempt to hit back at 
terrorists’ networks that have honed 
propaganda skills and media out-
reach to spread ISIS’s deadly agenda 
and to entice the gullible into their 
ranks.

“The series does a wonderful job 
of revealing life inside ISIS recruit-
ment camps and the ways the radi-
cal organisation follows in bringing 
in recruits from all corners of the 
world,” said Egyptian cinema critic 
Tarek el-Shenawy.

“In doing this, it shows view-
ers the realities of such extremist 
groups, which eventually scares 
viewers away from these groups. It 
is so convincing that some of the he-
roes and heroines of the series were 
threatened by ISIS.”

In Iraq, where ISIS is fighting to 
keep its last main stronghold of Mo-
sul, the series sparked controversy, 
including accusations that it de-
famed Sunni Muslims and encour-
aged people to turn to secularism.

“The series distorts the image of 
Islam. It draws people away from 
religion. I believe there is a blunt 
attempt to promote liberalism and 

secularism in Arab societies,” ar-
gued translator Walid Khaled.

Government employee Omar Mo-
hamad criticised the series for de-
picting Muslim women as a “cheap 
commodity” consumed by greedy 
extremists.

“Showing this series is an insult to 
Sunni Muslims as it defames a par-
ticular sect that is accused of sup-
porting the ideology of this criminal 
group who has no relation whatso-
ever with Islamic religion,” Moham-
ad said, adding that he and his fam-
ily have stopped watching the show.

The series, which started on May 
28, coinciding with the beginning 
of Ramadan, was expected to elicit 
strong and visceral reactions from 
audiences but MBC Group TV Direc-
tor Ali Jaber said “it was not meant 
to be that hard-hitting and contro-
versial.”

“MBC as a media organisation 
wants to stay relevant to the con-
versation in the societies where 
our audiences are,” he said. “There 
is no point in burying our heads in 
the sand while this conversation is 

happening in every country, every 
home.”

“MBC represents the voice of 
moderation in the region,” Jaber 
added. “We need to tackle this issue 
in the way we believe in — with a bet-
ter message, more progressive and 
compelling. ISIS is not just a terror-
ist organisation. There is a narrative 
and an ideology behind it. The only 
way to counter this was by putting 
out our own narrative and exposing 
ISIS for the evil it represents.”

Jaber said it took two years of 
planning and hard work to prepare 
the series, which was filmed in Leb-
anon, Egypt and Saudi Arabia with 
three prominent directors involved 
and some of the top actors from the 
region in featured roles.

This is not the first time MBC has 
addressed the rise of extremism in 
its productions. The Saudi satirical 
show “Selfie,” which was popular 
during Ramadan for several years, 
used dark humour to mock the 
militant group in sketches featuring 
characters played by Saudi come-
dian Nasser al-Qasabi. He and MBC 

received death threats from ISIS be-
cause of the skits.

“Black Crows” actors have not 
been spared from ISIS’s wrath, ei-
ther.

“We have all received threats, 
which we take seriously,” said Syrian 
actor Ahmad al-Ahmad who plays 
ISIS Emir Abu Talhat al Yakouti. 
“The whole region is in danger. The 
existence of human being is threat-
ened by such extremists and we are 
part of this place and this region.”

“We had to do something about it. 
That is why our objective as actors 
is to convey a message through our 
work. Drama is sometimes a tool to 
confront danger, just like the weap-
on in the combat field. The series 
shows that ISIS champions system-
atic terrorism that is annihilating 
and destroying the whole region,” 
Ahmad said in a telephone inter-
view.

Although he played down the ef-
fect of the programme in shifting 
deep-rooted beliefs, Ahmad said he 
hoped “it might strengthen immu-
nity (to extremism) and clarify ideas 

and misconceptions.”
Judging by the reactions — both 

supporting and attacking “Black 
Crows” — the series is proving to be 
very effective.

Ahmed Sayed, an Egyptian civil 
servant is among the keen audience. 
“I like it because it is based on the 
actual experiences of some of the 
women who joined ISIS and man-
aged to escape. The events show 
that such radical organisations have 
nothing to do with Islam but are 
there to destroy every place they set 
their foot in,” he said.

Iraqi housewife Balkis Kazem said 
she preferred to watch comedy and 
entertainment shows. “Watching 
‘Black Crows’ is an additional tor-
ture for Iraqis as we try to switch 
from bloody events and violence,” 
she said.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society sections editor. 
N.P. Krishna Kumar in Dubai, 
Oumayma Omar in Baghdad and 
Amr Emam in Cairo contributed to 
this report.

Ramadan TV drama on ISIS stirs mixed reactions
Samar Kadi

Realities of extremism. A scene from the “Black Crows” TV drama shows Lebanese actors Joe Trad and Samar Allam.   (MBC Group)

The series does a 
wonderful job of 
revealing life 
inside ISIS 
recruitment 
camps.”Egyptian cinema critic 

Tarek el-Shenawy
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l-Muizz Street, at the 
centre of Cairo, is a living 
symbol of the city’s an-
cient glory and becomes 
the heart of Egypt’s cul-

tural and religious life in the Islamic 
fasting month of Ramadan.

A walk along the street is enough 
to take visitors back hundreds of 
years to the time of the Islamic con-
quest of the country, Fatimid and 
Mamluk rulers and the founders of 
modern Egypt.

The street was named after Al-
Muizz Li-Din Allah al-Fatimi, the 
fourth caliph of the Fatimid Dy-
nasty, who ruled Egypt for 22 years 
from 953. It was during his reign that 
Cairo was founded and the centre of 
Arab Fatimid Dynasty power moved 
from Tunisia to Egypt.

Nothing left behind by the Fatim-
ids is more intact and beautiful than 
the buildings from that era on this 
street.

“The buildings that proudly take 
their places on both sides of the 
street bear witness to the greatness 
of their builders as well as their art-
istry,” said Hazem Gaber, an Antiqui-
ties Ministry inspector whose job is 
to ensure that Al-Muizz Street build-
ings remain in good shape. “Each of 
these buildings has its distinctive 
story that tells of the richness of the 
history of this country.”

This year, Egyptian authorities 
want to make this street the pulsat-
ing heart of Egypt’s cultural life dur-
ing Ramadan. As the Islamic fasting 
month started, scores of cultural 
activities began, all with the aim of 
bringing culture to where it belongs: 
Islamic Cairo’s most notable street.

The activities, Culture Minister 
Helmy al-Namnam said, bring to-
gether musical troupes, handicrafts 
artists, dancers, singers, painters, 
poets and readers of the Quran.

“All these people will be present-
ing their art to audiences who visit 
the street every night during Rama-
dan,” Namnam said. “They will bring 
life to a street whose walls speak 
nothing but historical greatness.”

The kilometre-long street is an 
open-air museum but one whose 
contents are in their places by the 
force of history, politics and the 
artistry of their makers. The street 
contains by far the largest number 
of medieval architectural treasures 
in Egypt.

Its treasures include centuries-old 
mosques, homes of Egyptian digni-
taries of different historical eras and 
the residences of the country’s most 
noted merchants and government of-
ficials hundreds of years ago.

The street extends from Bab al-
Futuh south to Bab Zuweila, two of 
three remaining gates in the walls 
of Old Cairo. The towering gates 
protected medieval Islamic Cairo 
against enemy attacks. Made of 
wood and steel, they need a mighty 
force to open and close. They reflect 
the military intelligence and unique-
ness of the Fatimids who built them.

The walls are only the outer de-
fensive layer of a rich treat of history 
along the street itself. Each of the 
great buildings that fill both sides of 
the street leads to another of more 
greatness.

One of these buildings is al-Hakim 
Mosque, which was built 1,004 
years ago. The mosque is named af-
ter al-Hakim bi-Amr Allah, the sixth 
Fatimid caliph. It consists of a spec-
tacular rectangle with four arcades 
surrounding its courtyard. It has a 
monumental entrance with a stone 
porch. The mosque is south of Bab 
al-Futuh.

Another great building in the 
street is also the Abu Bakr Mazhar 
Mosque, which is 537 years old. This 
mosque was built by noted religious 
scholar Zain al-Deen Abu Bakr ibn 
Mazhar al-Ansari. The mosque’s 
central door is a piece of art. It has 
geometrically shaped and star-
carved bronze ornaments. The pul-
pit, the ablution area and the aisles 
of the mosque are so admirable that 
a visitor would need to tour these 
areas several times to appreciate the 
extent of their beauty.

“Although we talk about a mere 
street, a one-day tour is never 
enough for visitors to see everything 
and enjoy every detail of the build-
ings here,” Gaber said. “Every single 
building is a study in the period in 
which it was built.”

Al-Muizz Street suffered from ne-
glect for years as its historical build-

ings were left to decay and tourists 
deserted it. At the end of the 1990s, 
however, authorities launched a lav-
ish renovation process.

After renovation, entry into Al-
Muizz Street was limited to pedes-
trians and that revolutionised com-
mercial activities in the area. Some 
of the supermarkets that used to sell 
cheese, biscuits and fruits turned 
into bazaars. Shops that used to 
sell traditional Egyptian food, such 
as falafel and beans, turned to sell-
ing handmade carpets and rugs as 
residents prepared for the return of 
tourists.

The renovation brought life back 
to the street and tourists are return-
ing but Egyptians are also rediscov-
ering the place.

The street has turned into an un-
matched place of rest and contem-
plation for Egyptian civil servant 
Tamer Maghrabi.

“A visit to this place takes you 
on a tour into the depths of Islamic 
history,” said Maghrabi, 40. “With 
no entrance ticket, no costly trans-
port to it and very affordable drinks 
at one of its many cafés, this street 
gives visitors an eye-opening expe-
rience that is better than reading a 
thousand history books.”
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Agenda

We welcome submissions of 
calendar items related to 
cultural events of interest to 
travellers in the Middle East 
and North Africa.

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

Amman:
During June 

Starting on the third night of 
Ramadan, Amman celebrates 
traditional Arab culture with 
the Citadel Nights Festival. The 
city comes to life each night 
of Ramadan with concerts, 
recitals of classical Arab music, 
traditional dishes and authen-
tic 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 
others. 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 fe-
male 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 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 Marrakech Festival of Pop-
ular Arts and Folklore showcas-
es Moroccan traditions, music, 
dance and costumes through 
the ages. There are concerts, 
exhibitions and Moroccan 
street troupe performances.

Beiteddine:
July 1-August 12

The Beiteddine Art Festival, 
in Lebanon’s Chouf Moun-
tains, includes a variety of 
performances from opera 
and concerts, to theatre and 
art exhibitions. The festival 
welcomes more than 50,000 
visitors, as well as numerous 
star performers. Majida el-
Roumi, Pink Martini and Kadim 
al-Sahir are to perform at this 
year’s festival.

Zouk Mikael:
July 4-6

Set in a renovated Lebanese 
souk 14km north of Beirut, 
the Zouk Mikael International 
Summer Festival features Arab 
and international artists.

Hammamet:
July 8-August 26

Hammamet, a Tunisian town 
on the northern edge of the 
Gulf of Hammamet, hosts the 
53rd Hammamet International 
Festival. Concerts and plays 
are scheduled for more than a 
month.

Cairo’s Al-Muizz Street showcases 
ancient glory, modern culture
Amr Emam

A view of the medieval building of Sabil of Muhammad (R) and Sultan Qalawun Complex (L), two important landmarks of Al-Muizz 
Street.                              (Saeed Shahat)

Egyptians and foreigners enjoying tours at Al-Muizz Street.
                       (Saeed Shahat)

A view of Al-Muizz Street by night.     (Saeed Shahat)

The kilometre-long 
street is an open-air 
museum.


