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T

he appointment of Mohammed bin Salman bin
Abdulaziz as Saudi crown
prince seems a reflection
of changing times and a
harbinger of more changes to come
in the kingdom.
Hopes are pinned on the new
crown prince to carry on with his
reformist agenda. Since his appointment in 2015 as deputy crown
prince, Crown Prince Mohammed,
the architect of the Vision 2030 programme, has spearheaded efforts to
wean the Saudi economy from its
dependence on oil.
The aborted terror attack in Mecca
on June 23 served as a reminder that
the threat of the Islamic State (ISIS)
and al-Qaeda is still an issue Saudi
authorities must reckon with.
The Saudi leadership is expected
to continue its assertive foreign policies in addressing regional challenges, particularly as they pertain to the
war in Yemen, Iran’s destabilisation
activities and the crisis with Qatar.
Tehran, which already feels the
pressure from the common stances of Washington and Riyadh, has
reacted angrily to US Secretary of
State Rex Tillerson’s pledging “support of those elements inside of Iran
that would lead to a peaceful transition of that government.”
The more immediate challenge for
Riyadh, however, is the crisis stemming from Qatar’s refusal to change
policies that are seen by its neighbours as a threat to regional stability
and security.
Saudi Arabia, the United Arab
Emirates, Bahrain and Egypt on
June 5 severed diplomatic ties and
economic and travel links to Qatar,
saying there could be no normalisation until Doha stops its support of
Islamic extremists and interference
in the internal affairs of other countries.

A list of the grievances transmitted to Doha included demands that
it cut ties with the Muslim Brotherhood and other extremist groups,
stop funding terrorist organisations, shut down the Al Jazeera
network and withdraw funding of
other hostile media outlets, curb
ties with Iran and close a Turkish
military base in Qatar.
Doha, however, showed no interest in accommodating the demands
or in negotiating until sanctions
were lifted. With its ambassador in
Washington claiming his country’s
situation “is very comfortable,” despite the sanctions it faces, Qatar is
likely to face continued isolation for
some time.

Hopes are pinned
on the new crown
prince to carry on
with his reformist
agenda.
“The four countries can afford to
wait, but Qatar cannot,” Fawaz Gerges, a Middle East expert at the London School of Economics, told the
Associated Press “This crisis could
threaten the political stability of the
ruling family in Qatar in the long
term if it lasts.”
Qatar’s neighbours have expressed determination to continue
the sanctions for the long haul.
“The measures that have been taken are there to stay until there is a
long-term solution to the issue,”
said UAE Ambassador to the United
States Yousef al-Otaiba.
The Gulf countries and Egypt
hinted at tighter measures against
Qatar but in the envisioned sanctions, “there is no military element
to this whatsoever,” Otaiba said.
This would mean the increased
isolation of Qatar and its drifting
away from the Gulf Cooperation
Council while Doha seeks the sup-

Young leadership. Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman
bin Abdulaziz.
(AP)
port of Turkey and Iran and plays
on the ambiguities stemming from
Washington’s mixed signals. While
US President Donald Trump denounced Qatar’s role in financing
terrorism “at the highest level,” the
US State Department seemed more
ambivalent in the stand-off between Doha and its neighbours.
A lot will depend on how and
whether Qatar deals with the
mounting pressures. Despite assurances to the contrary, Doha is showing signs of stress. Government

institutions and oil companies are
cancelling leave and departure permits for employees.
“Certain government bodies cancelled leave so staff were present
to help with vital planning such as
chartering new shipping routes and
getting food into the country,” a Qatari official told Reuters.
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf
section editor of The Arab Weekly.
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Lone-wolf attacks raise concern about new trend in terror
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

A

series of lone-wolf attacks, both by radical Islamists and anti-Muslim
individuals in the West,
raised concerns that the
global war on terror is entering a dangerous new phase.
After incidents in London, Paris,
Brussels and Michigan, the risk of
similar low-tech, copycat attacks is
triggering alarm. This has been accompanied by an increase in rightwing anti-Muslim sentiment.
The number of people arrested
on suspicion of Islamist terrorism
in Europe rose in 2016 for the third
year in a row, a report by the European Union’s police agency Europol
confirmed. The report noted a rise
in violence attributed to right-wing
groups.
The report said that Europe’s farright was exploiting terrorist attacks
“to induce public opinion to adopt
its xenophobic and Islamophobic position.” In 2017, that exploitation had

led to right-wing terrorist attacks targeting Muslims, as seen in the Finsbury Park mosque attack in London.
“I want to kill all Muslims,” Darren
Osborne, 47, allegedly shouted after

driving a van into a group of Muslims. The attack bore similarities to
Islamic State (ISIS)-inspired attacks,
such as those carried out last year in
Nice and Berlin.

Far-right extremists and white supremacists, not just in Britain but
across Europe and the United States,
took to social media to call for similar attacks. ISIS also sought to exploit
Islamophobic attacks, calling on supporters to “wake up” and fight back.

After incidents
in London, Paris,
Brussels and
Michigan, the risk
of similar low-tech,
copycat attacks is
triggering alarm.

Test of unity. A sign is placed near flowers on a memorial for
victims in the London Bridge area of London.

(AP)

The addition of anti-Muslim
attacks to the cycle of terror is
worrying to observers who fear
copycat attacks. If sustained, the
cycle of anti-Western violence
and its mirror anti-Muslim crimes
could lead to a new wave of radicalisation and extremism.
Writing for the BBC, security correspondent Frank Gardner, a survivor

of a terrorist attack, warned that extremism breeds extremism.
“The one thing that far-right antiMuslim extremists and violent jihadists have in common is the belief
that peaceful coexistence between
Muslims and non-Muslims is impossible,” he said.
The only way to overcome such
extremism and terrorism is unity in
the face of all terrorist attacks. “The
unified prayers and solidarity across
communities that followed recent
terror attacks are anathema to them,”
Gardner said.
Speaking to Muslims and nonMuslims at a vigil outside the Finsbury Park mosque after the attack,
mosque chairman Mohammed Kozbar echoed those sentiments.
“These extremists, their aim is to
divide our communities… to spread
hatred, fear and division,” he said.
“These people can try to divide us
but we tell them that we will not let
you do that.”
Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in London.
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New crown prince widely welcomed in Saudi Arabia
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

I

n a surprise move, Saudi King
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud
appointed his son Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz as heir to the Saudi
throne and relieved Prince Mohammed bin Nayef bin Abdulaziz of his
positions as crown prince, deputy
prime minister and interior minister.
The Saudi royal court announced
the reshuffle June 21 with a statement that said Prince Mohammed bin Salman would take over
as deputy prime minister, remain
as defence minister and retain his
other posts.
The statement said the appointment was approved by 31 of the 34
members of the Saudi Allegiance
Council, which includes senior
members of the royal family who
determine succession in the kingdom.
On Twitter, Saudis preferred
method of social media interaction, numerous hashtags related
to the new crown prince trended
heavily, with many celebrating the
appointment and others pleading allegiance, bringing traditional
Saudi customs into a modern technological context.
“I pledge my allegiance to his
Royal Highness, Prince Mohammed bin Salman. May God protect
our country and preserve its glory,”
wrote Saudi user Fahd Alsaqabi.
Abdullah Alshehry wrote: “May
God help our new crown prince to
elevate our country economically,
politically and socially for the good
of its citizens.”

Domestically, the news was reported with a sense of optimism
and the reshuffle had a positive effect on the Saudi stock exchange,
the largest in the Middle East. The
Tadawul index increased more
than 5%, an indication of trader
confidence related to the appointment.
The choice of Prince Mohammed
bin Salman, 31, as crown prince
makes him the youngest heir to
the throne in Saudi history and
comes at a time of major changes in
the kingdom, known traditionally
for its measured pace in dealing
with matters related to domestic
policy. Several young princes were
appointed to high-profile government positions, ushering in a new
generation of power.

The news was
reported with a sense
of optimism and the
reshuffle had a
positive effect on the
Saudi stock
exchange.
Since entering the political spotlight in early 2015, Prince Mohammed has generated a reputation as
a hard-working, results-orientated
reformist, unafraid of making difficult decisions and with a clear vision of where he wants Saudi Arabia to be, domestically, regionally
and internationally.
One of the prince’s biggest
achievements has been the kingdom’s Vision 2030 economic and
social reform plan, described by
the Wall Street Journal as “the
most far-reaching and ambitious
programme for Saudi reform and

restructuring ever seriously proposed.”
The plan is designed to wean the
Saudi economy off its traditional
dependency on the energy sector,
while creating jobs, stimulating
the private sector and modernising
Saudi Arabia. A large component of
the plan is focused on issues related to the kingdom’s young people,
who are estimated to be more than
half of the country’s population.
The centrepiece of Vision 2030
and the National Transformation
Plan is to be the initial public offering of 1-5% interest in Saudi
Aramco, the world’s most valuable
company, valued at an estimated
$2 trillion. Prince Mohammed said
the measures would raise at least
$100 billion a year by 2020, tripling
non-oil income.
Another aspect of Vision 2030 is
the promotion of a kingdom-based
entertainment industry, with the
goal of bringing commerce and recreation together. In February, the
kingdom had its first Comic Con
exhibition, which attracted more
than 20,000 visitors, despite fears
of a backlash from the religious establishment.
In May 2016, the kingdom set
up the General Authority for Entertainment, tasked with putting
together an entertainment industry. One of its first endeavours was
signing a deal with the Six Flags
Entertainment Corporation for a
$500 million theme park to be built
outside of Riyadh.
General Authority for Entertainment Authority CEO Amr al-Madani said that, by 2020, there will be
more than 450 clubs providing a
variety of cultural activities and
events in Saudi Arabia, creating
100,000 jobs.

Rise of younger generation. Newly appointed Crown Prince
Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz (L) kisses the hand of
Prince Mohammed bin Nayef bin Abdulaziz in Mecca, Saudi
Arabia, on June 21.

(SPA)

Saudi Arabia recovers its initiative-taking spirit

View poi nt

Khairallah
Khairallah

T

here is only one
explanation for what
has been happening in
Saudi Arabia: The
kingdom has recovered its initiative-tak-

ing spirit.
Saudi Arabia needs a solid leader
who is capable of making bold decisions. That person is King Salman
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud. It also needs
someone who can implement
those decisions, which is precisely
the role of Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz.
Naming Mohammed bin Salman
as crown prince does not mean
that former Crown Prince Mohammed bin Nayef bin Abdulaziz has
not given his utmost attention to
achieving King Salman’s objectives.
On the contrary, Prince Mohammed bin Nayef carried out perfectly
the role assigned to him during a
specific phase, especially in the
domain of security, which was his
forte.
Today’s fast-changing environment, however, requires Saudi Arabia to alter its approach. It should
look to influence events rather
than wait to react. With more solid
internal stability, Saudi Arabia
must look to take on a wider role
regionally and internationally. This
explains the kingdom’s decision
to institute compulsory military
service for university graduates.
As deputy crown prince, Prince
Mohammed bin Salman has been
working tirelessly to respond to
the different challenges facing
the kingdom. Saudi Arabia can no
longer afford to make mistakes in
these fast-changing circumstances,
especially given that Iran has
not abandoned its expansionist
programme. Gone is the time for

With more solid internal
stability, Saudi Arabia must look
to take on a wider role regionally
and internationally.

blaming others and now is the time
for action.
There are real problems in the
kingdom that can no longer be
ignored. One of them is that some
Saudi citizens espouse extremist
ideologies and are working with
terrorist organisations. Since his
investiture as deputy crown prince
in 2015, Prince Mohammed bin
Salman has chosen to face these
realities rather than ignore them.
Saudi Arabia is engaged on
several war fronts. The international contexts for these wars are
different and constantly shifting.
Saudi Arabia is clearly targeted by
Iran and Qatar is following a policy
aimed at weakening the Gulf Cooperation Council.
The kingdom had no choice but
to react. It started by taking care of
its internal affairs. Vision 2030, an
initiative by Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman is an example of a
programme intended to give young
Saudis reasons to look forward to
a bright future rather than become
slaves to the culture of death.
Vision 2030 gave young Saudis an

opportunity to participate in fixing
the needs of Saudi society without
the limitations of extreme conservatism.
Slumping oil prices brought new
realities, such as the need for bold
reforms inside Saudi Arabia. Externally, the kingdom faced threats
that required long-term solutions
and a lot of perseverance and
patience. There was no room for
hesitation. Qatar had to be stopped
and Iran was a continuous threat.
Tehran is trying to absorb Iraq
and turn it into a base for terrorist
attacks in the Arabian Gulf. Above
all, the terrorist threat, both Sunni
and Shia, was ever present.
Saudi Arabia had to change
fundamentally and deal with the
various threats and challenges. So
it did.
Many initiatives were taken.
Naming Mohammed bin Salman
crown prince was one of them. The
recent summit in Riyadh with US
President Donald Trump in
attendance was another.
The Saudi political leadership has become more

coherent and more cohesive. It
surprised Iran in Yemen and halted
Unlike the
Tehran’s evil plan to surround
former
Saudi Arabia.
Soviet
The kingdom’s internal affairs
were fixed such that there were no
Union,
longer faults that could be used to
Saudi
weaken it from the inside. It has
Arabia
become clear who the country’s
king is and who will eventually
dared to
replace him.
make the
Saudi Arabia has a more comprechange at
hensive vision for the Gulf region
the right
and has decided to take actions
commensurate with its regional
time.
weight. The kingdom is a major
player in the Middle East and in the
Arabian Gulf and will assume that
role without fear or hesitation.
It seems that Saudi Arabia was
aware of the necessity of a fundamental change because it wanted
to avoid falling into the same trap
as the former Soviet Union. The
Soviet Union ceased to exist when
its leadership became too old and it
failed to make necessary changes.
Even though he was very old and
not in the best physical and mental
conditions, Leonid Brezhnev clung
to power. When he died, two old
men replaced him.
By the time Mikhail Gorbachev
was in power, it was too late for
change. The Soviet Union disintegrated and paid a heavy price
for fearing to implement needed
change at the right time.
The Saudi leadership was
aware of the need for change
but, unlike the former
Soviet Union, Saudi Arabia
dared to make the change
at the right time. With
Mohammed bin Salman as crown prince,
the kingdom is ready
for leadership roles
in the region and
Hopeful. People pray at
internationally.

an open-air makeshift
mosque in front of a
giant Saudi Flag in
Jeddah in Saudi Arabia,
on June 21.
(AP)

Khairallah
Khairallah is a
Lebanese writer
based in London.
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Saudi transition

Riyadh expected
to pursue assertive
regional policies
The Arab Weekly staff

London

C

rown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz’s promotion to
Saudi Arabia’s next-inline to the throne has
been widely welcomed by Arab
leaders and is seen as solidifying
the assertive style of Saudi foreign
policy on diplomatic, economic and
security matters.
However, the news did not go
down well with Iran, which described it as “a soft coup.” ProIranian Lebanese Hezbollah’s AlManar TV presented Crown Prince
Mohammed’s promotion as a “major event that has possible ramifications.”

We know we are a
main target of
Iran.

”

Crown Prince Mohammed
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz
After Crown Prince Mohammed
was named deputy crown prince
in January 2015, Tehran seemed
caught off-guard by the kingdom’s
new assertive regional policy after
decades of conservative and lowkey policies. Riyadh’s unwillingness to tolerate what it saw as Iran’s
subversive activities led to the war
in Yemen and Saudi Arabia severing
diplomatic ties with Iran in 2016.
However, with the latest reshuffle, analysts said they see mostly a
continuation of the regional policy

in place since 2015.
“Saudi Arabia is on a steady path
in dealing with its international
files,” Saudi analyst Ghazi al-Harthy
said. “There will be no change in
the kingdom’s strategy, especially
with regards to Iranian expansionist activities.
Harthy added this was the case
especially because there is no fundamental change in leadership in
the kingdom with Crown Prince
Mohammed’s promotion.
The new crown prince made his
views towards the government in
Tehran clear in an interview earlier this year on Al Arabiya satellite
news channel.
“How can I come to an understanding with someone or a regime
that has an anchoring belief built
on an extremist ideology?” Crown
Prince Mohammed asked in a reply
to a question about direct talks with
Tehran.
“Their stance is that the awaited
Mahdi will come and they need to
create a fertile environment for the
arrival of the awaited Mahdi and
they need to take over the Islamic
world,” he said, in reference to Tehran’s regional policy based on Shia
religious dogma, related to the return of al-Mahdi, a revered imam,
who in Shia doctrine disappeared
in the ninth century but will return
on judgment day to bring justice to
the world.
“We know we are a main target
of Iran,” Crown Prince Mohammed said, adding that the kingdom
would not wait for the battle to
reach its borders.
An important regional issue and
one of Crown Prince Mohammed’s
first tests has been the war in Yem-

en, where the kingdom led a coalition of Arab states that included the
United Arab Emirates and stopped
the Iran allied-Houthis from overrunning the country.
The war has been the subject of
criticism due to the deteriorating
humanitarian situation and civilian
casualties blamed on both sides of
the conflict.
Crown Prince Mohammed sees
Saudi Arabia as having been forced
to intervene in support of the Yemeni government against the Houthi
militia and forces loyal to former
Yemeni President Ali Abdullah
Saleh.
“When war began, there was
no other option for Saudi Arabia.
It was something we had to do or

the other scenario would be much
worse,” Crown Prince Mohammed
said in the Al Arabiya interview,
adding that the kingdom’s military
forces could neutralise the Houthis
“in a few days” but that casualties
to both Saudi troops and civilians
would be substantial.
In addition to being the architect
of the kingdom’s Vision 2030 economic reform plan, Crown Prince
Mohammed has assumed a supervisory role on vital economic programmes. He has had hands-on experience in Riyadh’s international
oil and investment policies and
during the last couple of years, the
kingdom has managed to develop
extensive ties with China and Russia.

The Saudi leadership expects to
find a different climate in Washington towards Iran after eight years
of accommodation of Iran by the
Obama administration.
Other regional challenges remain, especially the crisis with
Qatar, which has led to further
strengthening of Saudi-UAE relations, has also highlighted the widening schism between the interests
of the Saudi kingdom and the calculations by Iran and Turkey.
With the announcement of the
demands on Doha by Riyadh and
other Arab capitals, the crisis with
Qatar has entered a new phase
which will constitute one of the
priority challenges of the Saudi
leadership.

Time for change in Saudi Arabia has come but
the young crown prince must tread carefully

View poi nt

Ahmad
Abou Douh

S

audi Arabia, the
prototype for political
and religious conservatism in the Middle East,
is turning into an agent
of change. The appointment of Mohammed bin Salman
bin Abdulaziz as Saudi crown
prince is not only a revolution in
the traditional governing philosophy in the country but a historic
milestone in a context in which a
new vision is needed in the
region.
The traditional impression of
Saudi Arabia is forever gone. In
the past, traditional Arab circles
had a mixed and perplexed view
of Saudi Arabia. The dominant
impression was that it was time
for this naturally rich country to
change. It was time to end the
stifling social reality imposed by
extremely conservative religious
scholars that was oppressing
women and wasting an enormous
amount of resources on lost
causes.
With the appointment of a new
crown prince, power is being
handed to a younger generation
at a time when there is no room
for traditional thinking and slow
change. Decisions to wean the
Saudi economy from its dependence on oil, restrict the authority
of the Committee for the Promotion of Virtue and Prevention of

In a social context in which half
the population is young people,
Crown Prince Mohammed seems
to be in a race against time to
make up for lost opportunities.

Vice and reintroduce cinema,
theatre, culture and art into Saudi
society were overdue measures.
In a social context in which half
the population is young people,
Crown Prince Mohammed seems
to be in a race against time to
make up for lost opportunities. I
belong to that youthful half and I
perfectly sympathise with Crown
Prince Mohammed’s efforts and
enthusiasm. They will go a long
way in lifting the spirits of Saudi
youth.
Crown Prince Mohammed’s
appointment was like throwing a
stone in still waters. The ripples
are shaking Saudi society and this
is where caution is needed. We
are dealing with a paradox that
has, for a long time, characterised
relations between Saudis and
their rulers. Saudi society has
always been more adherent to
tradition and more conservative
than the ruling family. It is
important to consider this point
before embarking on profound
changes.
When Vision 2030 is implemented, Saudi society will have
taken giant leaps forward but if
this implementation is done in
haste there is the risk of equally
gigantic steps backward. This is
where input from Crown Prince
Mohammed’s inner circle of
advisers becomes crucial. Issues
related to family, women,
entertainment and separation of
the sexes are complex and thorny.
Conservative religious figures
who enjoy star status within
Saudi society might force the
government to revise its approach
to these issues.
Take the question of women

drivers. This issue has left a bitter
memory in Saudi liberal intellectuals. The issue is not restricted
to the question of whether to
allow women to sit behind the
wheel but has to do with women’s
independence from men and
their self-confirmation as an
essential productive element in
society.
Crown Prince Mohammed’s
approach to this controversial
question was rather intelligent.
Instead of coming head first
against the religious oligarchy, he
opted for a roundabout way. He
maintained the ban against
women drivers but allowed Saudi
females to head companies,
institutions, ministries and
national funds. In time, accepting
women in leadership roles will
chip away at denying them the
right to drive cars.
Social change in Saudi Arabia
must be given time to mature. To
prevent damaging counter
reactions, society must be given
the time to accept and absorb the
change. Otherwise, Crown Prince
Mohammed risks finding Saudi
society seriously behind in
accepting his vision.
Crown Prince Mohammed
belongs to my generation. Our
generation has not seen the
period of theatre and cinema
houses in Saudi Arabia. We came
in the 1980s, after the revolution
in Iran. We are the generation of
the cold war between Sunni
political Islam and Shia political
Islam.
There are two generations in
Saudi society. One has witnessed
the cultural openness of the 1970s
but does not wish to see it return.

Escalation
with
Iran and
dealing
with
terrorism
will unite
society
behind
the new
leadership.

The second generation has not
lived any period of cultural
openness and craves any form of
this openness.
In this context, Crown Prince
Mohammed’s mission boils down
to avoid worsening this social rift.
The late King Abdallah bin
Abdulaziz Al Saud was aware of
these risks when he started his
modernisation programme in
2005 but Crown Prince Mohammed seems determined to pull
Saudi society forward.
The real challenge facing the
Saudi crown prince is restructuring the historic relationship
between political power and the
religious establishment in Saudi
Arabia. It must be done so the
modernisation programme for
Saudi society does not escalate
into a serious confrontation,
which risks killing the project
altogether. It is going to be like
walking in a minefield. Social and
political stability in Saudi Arabia
are of paramount importance to
the Gulf region and to the Arab
world.
In addition, the regional and
international contexts legitimise
measures taken by Crown Prince
Mohammed. Escalation with Iran
and dealing with terrorism will
unite society behind the new
leadership. Mohammed bin
Salman’s appointment reflects, in
and of itself, the wish of Saudi
youth to eradicate extremist
Islamists and their social project.
The time for change in Saudi
Arabia has arrived but the young
prince must tread carefully.
Ahmad Abou Douh is an Egyptian
writer.
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Abadi walks on tightrope during Gulf tour
Mamoon Alabbasi

London

A

t a time when the Qatar
crisis loomed large, Iraqi
Prime Minister Haider alAbadi conducted a 3-day
tour of Saudi Arabia, Iran
and Kuwait, touted as part of an effort to coordinate with Iraq’s neighbours in the fight against terror as
well as to boost bilateral economic
ties, which should help with the
country’s reconstruction.
Iraqi officials said the regional
tour was delayed as Baghdad did
not want to be seen as taking sides
in a row between Qatar and its Gulf
neighbours. Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates and Bahrain, along
with Egypt, have accused Qatar of
supporting terrorism, a charge that
Doha denies.
Abadi’s trip came as Iraqi forces
edged closer to liberating Mosul
from Islamic State (ISIS) militants,
making the case for reconstructing
the city more urgent.
Prior to Abadi’s visit to Saudi Arabia, Iraqi Vice-President Iyad Allawi
said during a news conference in
Cairo that Qatar promoted a plan to
divide Iraq along sectarian lines.

Baghdad did not
want to be seen as
taking sides in a row
between Qatar and
its Gulf neighbours.
“In Iraq, Qatar adopted a project
similar to that of Iran: To split Iraq
into a Sunni region in exchange for
a Shia region,” said Allawi, who was
on a visit to meet with Egyptian
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi. “It
is time we all spoke honestly and
made things clear (to the Qataris) so
we can reach some results.”
Abadi said Allawi’s statement is

“unacceptable” and he should not
make such remarks in his capacity
as vice-president, because it does
not reflect the policy of the government. “I think Allawi wanted to
please Sisi by criticising Qatar but
we do not want this to be mistaken
as Iraq’s position,” Abadi said.
Abadi said Baghdad should not
take sides in disputes among Gulf
countries and that he rejected pressure to be with or against Qatar. “We
don’t want to be part of any axis.”
Abadi said. “We want to coordinate
with these states to continue fighting terrorism.”
The Iraqi prime minister, however, criticised sanctions imposed on
Doha by its Gulf neighbours, arguing that they would hurt the people
of Qatar, not its government.
Abadi’s position on Qatar did not
prevent the Saudis from giving the
Iraqi delegation a warm welcome. In
a statement, Iraq and Saudi Arabia
expressed “their happiness over…
a qualitative leap in relations” and
stressed the need “to explore opportunities to support economic and
trade relations.”
“The countries agreed to establish
a coordination council to upgrade
relations to the hoped for strategic
level and open new horizons for cooperation in different fields,” said a
statement by the official Saudi Press
Agency.
The visit is seen as a political
breakthrough between the countries which have not enjoyed good
relations since the 1990 Iraqi invasion of Kuwait. Analysts pointed
to Washington as being behind the
warming of ties, in a bid to draw Iraq
out of the orbit of Iran.
Abadi’s press office quoted Saudi
King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud
as being “ready for mutual collaboration in the economy, trade, borders, private sector” and the fight
against terrorism.
It is unclear if such projects will
move ahead. Saudi Arabia previous-

Towing the line? (R-L) Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, Iraqi Prime Minister
Haider al-Abadi, Iranian Senior Vice-President Eshagh Jahangiri and Iraqi Foreign Minister Ibrahim
al-Jaafari in Tehran, on June 20.
(AP)
ly expressed concern about the role
of Iranian-backed Iraqi militias but,
during Abadi’s visit to Tehran, Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei warned against measures
that could weaken the predominately Shia militias.
“The Americans are against (Iranian-backed militias) because they
want Iraq to lose its main source of
strength,” Khamenei told Abadi. The
United States “and their regional allies (Saudi Arabia) have created ISIS
with their money and do not wish
to fully eliminate them” in Iraq, he
said.
It remains difficult for Abadi to
dispel the view that the Iraqi state is
under the heavy political influence
of Iran, albeit he has sought to por-

tray himself as more independent of
Tehran than his predecessor, former
Prime Minister and current VicePresident Nuri al-Maliki.
Maliki, who like Abadi belongs
to the pro-Iran Dawa Party, is very
influential in Iraq. He enjoys the
support of many members of parliament, militia leaders, media outlets
and more importantly, Tehran.
In fact, while Abadi was abroad
making diplomatic manoeuvres,
some commentators in Iraq sought
to damage the image of his tour. Aws
al-Khafaji, the head of the Abu alFadl al-Abbas Brigade, one of Iraq’s
Iranian-backed militias, told the
Russian state broadcaster RT that
Abadi “came (to Saudi Arabia) carrying the flag of victory.”

Khafaji claimed that Abadi’s message was: “Iraq, which you (Saudi
Arabia) and others have sought to
harm, regained its strength. Iraq
won against ISIS, whose thoughts
come from your (Saudi) environment or media finance.”
Such comments by a senior militia
leader in Iraq stand in stark contrast
to the letter and spirit of what Abadi
was saying and trying to achieve.
It further highlights how the Iraqi
state is divided, especially when
considering that Abadi is nominally
the head of all Iraq’s armed forces —
including its militias.
Mamoon Alabbasi is an Arab
Weekly contributing editor in
London.

With Qatar crisis, cracks grow
in Turkish-Saudi relations
Constanze Letsch
Istanbul

T

he diplomatic crisis in the
Gulf has left Turkey in a
delicate position and its
relationship with Saudi
Arabia unravelling over
the Ankara’s decision to throw its
full support behind Qatar.
Saudi Arabia, several other Gulf
countries and Egypt severed diplomatic ties and transportation links
with Qatar over Doha’s alleged
support for Islamic extremism and
criticism that it maintains an inappropriately close relationship with
Iran. Qatar dismissed the accusations as “unjustified.” Sanctions
included trade bans and the withdrawal of ambassadors.
Turkey has criticised the sanctions against Qatar and vowed its
support. The countries share a
close relationship, partly over their
backing of the Muslim Brotherhood, a group classified as a terrorist organisation by Saudi Arabia
and others, and similar goals in
Syria.
Tensions increased after Turkey
rejected the call to close its military
base in Qatar, a demand included in
a list compiled by Saudi Arabia, the
United Arab Emirates, Egypt and
Bahrain. The 13-point list included
a 10-day ultimatum for Qatar to
shut broadcaster Al Jazeera, scale
down ties with Iran and cease support for the Muslim Brotherhood.
Turkish Defence Minister Fikri
Isik said he was “aggrieved” by the
dispute in the Gulf but added that
Turkey would not renegotiate its
position on the military base in Qa-

tar. “The Turkish military base in
Qatar was established for the military training of Qatari soldiers and
for the security of Qatar and the region,” Isik told Turkish broadcaster
NTV. “Nobody should be disturbed
by this.”
Turkey’s Justice and Development Party (AKP) government has
shipped 5,000 tonnes of food to
Qatar and Turkish Economy Minister Nihat Zeybekci promised
at least 11,000 tonnes more. The
Turkish parliament fast-tracked
legislation allowing for the deployment of Turkish troops on Qatari
soil and 23 Turkish troops arrived
in Qatar on June 22.

Analysts warned that
Turkey needs to
abstain from
alienating the Saudis
if it did not want to
risk a foreign policy
fiasco.
While these agreements were
drawn up before the outbreak of
the crisis between Qatar and Turkey’s other Gulf allies, analysts
warned that the timing of the extraordinary session, which was
convened to push the bills through
parliament, gave the strong signal
that Turkey took sides against Qatar’s critics.
This has left Turkey in an increasingly precarious position visà-vis Saudi Arabia. The countries
stepped up economic and military
cooperation since 2015 after they
had frayed under King Salman bin
Abdulaziz Al Saud’s predecessor
over Turkey’s support for the Mus-

lim Brotherhood during the “Arab
spring” uprisings. Saudi Arabia is
an important investor in Turkey
and as many as 250,000 Saudis visited Turkey in 2016.
The risk of upsetting its other
Gulf ally is one of the reasons that
Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan’s tone has been unusually
mild but signs of strains in the recently mended Saudi-Turkish relationship are hard to ignore.
Erdogan, who criticised the sanctions against Qatar as “inhumane”
and “un-Islamic,” called on King
Salman to find a solution to the crisis. “We are talking about a country
for that something like the death
penalty has been decided,” Erdogan told AKP members. “As the leading figure in the Gulf, the king of
Saudi Arabia has to find a solution
to this problem and take the first
steps towards that end.”
Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu visited Saudi Arabia on June 16 to negotiate a way
out of the stalemate but returned
empty-handed. While throwing its
support behind Qatar, Ankara kept
its official posture of pushing for
stronger ties with the small Gulf
country’s opponents, setting itself
up for an almost impossible diplomatic mission.
Erdogan complicated matters by
making a surprising claim on television that the Saudi king had agreed
to consider the Turkish offer of setting up a military base in Saudi Arabia, alongside the one Turkey has
been building in Qatar since 2014.
The rejection of his claim from the
kingdom was swift: “Saudi Arabia
cannot allow Turkey to establish
military bases on its territory,” a
statement by the state Saudi Press

Ideological affinity. Turkish troops at their military base in Doha,
on June 23.
(Reuters)
Agency read. Saudi Arabia has “no
need for such a thing.”
In what can be seen as an additional slight against Turkey, two
journalists working for the Turkish
state broadcaster TRT World were
detained in Mecca while reporting
on Cavusoglu’s visit. The men were
released ten hours later after Cavusoglu intervened. Analysts warned
that Turkey needs to abstain from
alienating the Saudis if it did not
want to risk another foreign policy
fiasco and trigger further isolation
in the region.
Ankara’s ambiguous attitude in
the Qatari-Gulf crisis is fuelling
security-related concerns among
experts in Turkey. Retired Turkish
diplomat Oguz Demiralp criticised
the Turkish government’s claims of
“neutrality” in the Gulf crisis.
“Everybody is aware of the
strong ties between Turkey and
Qatar,” he wrote for the Turkish
news website T24. “We have to do
this without antagonising the Saudis and their supporters. We should
not allow Qatar to use us to show

that they are in the right.”
Referring to the decision to send
Turkish troops to Qatar, Demiralp asked: “So what if the Saudis
find a legal pretext to enter Qatar?
Will Turkish soldiers fight against
them?”
In a column written for the
pro-government Daily Sabah, Erdogan spokesman Ibrahim Kalin
dismissed claims of Turkey taking
sides against Saudi Arabia as the
work of “propagandists who seek
to take advantage of the crisis to
damage Turkish-Arab relations.”
There are high economic stakes
for Turkey. Economist Mustafa
Sonmez warned that Turkey does
not have the luxury of rupturing
ties with either Qatar or its other
partners in the Gulf. Pointing to
trade links and potential contracts
for Turkish businesses in Qatar and
its opponents in the crisis, Turkey,
he wrote, “has an equal number of
eggs in either basket.”
Constanze Letsch is a contributor
to The Arab Weekly in Istanbul.
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Saudi Arabia and allies make Qatar grievances official
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

S

audi Arabia and the United
Arab Emirates made their
grievances with fellow
Gulf Cooperation Council
(GCC) member Qatar offi-

cial.
Among the main demands in
the document is for Doha to sever
ties with the Muslim Brotherhood,
close the Al Jazeera media network, downgrade its ties with Iran
and shut the Turkish military base
in Qatar, a leaked copy of the list
indicated.
Kuwait, which has been mediating the crisis, has given Qatari
officials a list of demands from
Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Bahrain and
Egypt, with a 10-day grace period
for implementation.

Saudi Arabia and its
allies have given
Doha ten days to
comply with the
demands.
The demands are likely to irritate
the leadership in Doha because
most of them relate to Qatar’s regional policies, both undeclared
and public.
The demands call for Doha to
cease funding terrorism, cut ties
with extremist groups, including
the Muslim Brotherhood, the Islamic State (ISIS), al-Qaeda, Fatah
al-Sham and Hezbollah, and declare all such groups terrorist entities.
Qatar must reduce diplomatic
relations with Iran and limit commercial relations to what is permitted under international sanctions.
It must also deport any member
of Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary
Guards Corps.
The list also calls for the closure
of the Al Jazeera network and its affiliates. Doha has previously considered such demands a non-starter. Moreover, media outlets funded
directly or indirectly by Doha, such
as the London-based Al Araby Al
Jadeed and the Middle East Eye,
should also be shut down, the demands state.
Qatari officials did not imme-

Long-term showdown. People walk past the Qatar Airways office in Manama.
diately respond to the list of demands but Turkey was quick to
reject the call to move its military
base out of Qatar. Turkish Defence
Minister Fikri Isik said in an interview on Turkish television that his
country has no plans to review its
2014 agreement with Doha.
UAE State Minister for Foreign Affairs Anwar Gargash accused Doha
of leaking the demands and advised the Qatari leadership to take
its neighbours’ concerns seriously.
“Qatar leaking demands [and]
concerns of its neighbours and
Egypt [is] either attempt to undermine serious mediation or yet
another sign of callous policy,” Gargash wrote on his official Twitter
account.

He said the leak to the media
would prolong the crisis and undermine diplomatic efforts to resolve the conflict.
“It would be wiser that (Qatar)
deal seriously with the demands
and concerns of the neighbours or
a divorce will take place,” he added.
Saudi Arabia and its allies have
given Doha ten days to comply
with the demands. However, if Doha’s rhetoric before receiving the
demands is an indicator, positions
seem to be shifting further from a
negotiated resolution.
Qatar’s attorney general tried
earlier to pin the blame for the
statements attributed to the emir
of Qatar and which triggered the
crisis on the hacking of its news

agency by countries that have cut
off diplomatic relations with Doha.
“Qatar has evidence that certain
iPhones originating from countries
laying siege to Qatar were used in
the hack,” Qatari Attorney General
Ali Bin Fetais al-Marri said. Qatari
official comments came after Doha
initially blamed Americans for
the alleged hack, after which they
blamed Russian hackers.
The United Arab Emirates broadcast statements highlighting serious allegations of Qatari destabilisation activities within Emirati
borders. Abu Dhabi TV aired an interview with Qatari intelligence officer Second Lieutenant Hamad Ali
Mohammad Ali al-Hammadi, who
said he was tasked with creating

(Reuters)

fake social media accounts to attack the UAE, Gulf News reported.
Hammadi, who is serving a 10year prison sentence for espionage,
said he received his directives from
Qatari Intelligence’s Digital Department.
The crisis erupted after statements attributed to Qatari Emir
Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani
criticising US foreign policy and
praising Iran were carried by the
official Qatari News Agency. Saudi
Arabia, the UAE, Bahrain and Egypt
severed diplomatic ties with Doha
on June 5, saying that Qatar continued to interfere in their countries’
internal affairs and supports radical groups such as Hamas, the Taliban and the Muslim Brotherhood.

‘Al Jazeera on Trial’ by ex-journalists, academics in Washington
The Arab Weekly staff

Washington

T

wo former Al Jazeera
journalists have accused
the Qatari-owned media
network of breaching
journalistic ethics and
explicitly supporting terrorists.
The accusations were made
by former Al Jazeera employees
Mohamed Fahmy and Mohamed
Fawzy during a news conference
in Washington. They also announced the launch of website “Al
Jazeera on Trial,” which will document a multimillion-dollar lawsuit filed against the outlet.
“Just as we expect governments
to abide by basic human rights,
we also expect news outlets like
Al Jazeera to respect the ethics
of journalism, stop endangering
the lives of its staff and refrain
from sponsoring groups like the
Muslim Brotherhood and [Jabhat]
al-Nusra — an affiliate of al-Qaeda — and other terrorist groups,”
Fahmy said.
The former Al Jazeera English
Cairo bureau chief criticised the
channel’s decision to broadcast
a weekly programme featuring
Muslim Brotherhood ideologue
Yusuf al-Qaradawi, during which
the Egyptian cleric in exile explicitly supported terrorism.
Fahmy was convicted in 2014 of

collaborating with the outlawed
Muslim Brotherhood and fabricating news stories. He served 438
days in prison. Fawzy, a former
Al Jazeera cameraman, was convicted of the same charges in absentia.
During his prison term, Fahmy
said Muslim Brotherhood prisoners confirmed the extent of their
“unethical and illegal” relationship with Al Jazeera, including
Muslim Brotherhood activists
who sold footage to the network
that was broadcast without sourcing or vetting.
“This is not citizen journalism…
It’s taking sides in the conflict and
endangering the lives of your reporters,” Fahmy said.
David Pollock, a senior fellow
at the Washington Institute and
director of Project Fikra, said Al
Jazeera’s “popularity” and “credibility” had greatly diminished in
recent years.
Pollock, who is also a former US
State Department senior adviser
on the Middle East, said: “Al Jazeera transformed into the official
mouthpiece of Qatar and other extremist groups, most prominently
the Muslim Brotherhood.”
The panel discussed how Al Jazeera would publish articles and
reports in Arabic supporting the
Muslim Brotherhood, while reserving more neutral content for
their English-language media.
“English speakers cannot under-

Surprising times. David Pollock attending the National Press Club event in Washington, on June 22.
stand as a whole what Al Jazeera
is all about if all they do is watch
Al Jazeera English,” he said.
As for what happens next with

the Qatari crisis, Pollock said:
“There is still room for Qatar and
Al Jazeera to make adjustments
without making a fundamental

change… but I am not certain that
the countries that are isolating
Qatar will accept this. We are truly
living in surprising times.
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A smooth transition
in Saudi Arabia

T

his is a time of momentous change in Saudi Arabia. In
elevating 31-year-old Mohammed bin Salman bin
Abdulaziz to crown prince, King Salman bin Abdulaziz
Al Saud pressed reset on the power equation in the
kingdom. The country has demonstrated its capacity to
manage an orderly and smooth leadership transition
and perhaps balance the timeworn ways of the past with
a beckoning future that will not be denied.
This cannot but enthuse Saudi Arabia’s overwhelmingly young
population, 70% of which is under the age of 35. As Saudi academic
and newspaper columnist Khaled Batarfi told the Associated Press:
“The country needs new blood and a new generation because the
changes needed are big.”
Crown Prince Mohammed is expected to forge ahead with his
agenda of domestic reform. He has something of a head start in this
regard. As deputy crown prince, an appointment that came within
three months of his father succeeding King Abdullah bin Abdulaziz
Al Saud to the throne in January 2015, Crown Prince Mohammed
demonstrated his commitment to reform.
He was the key architect of Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030, a blueprint
for socio-economic transformation that would wean the country’s
economy off its dependence on oil, shift the focus from big government spending, reduce unemployment and improve overall economic efficiency. He has led the Council of Economic and Development Affairs, the country’s supreme economic body; supervised
Saudi Arabia’s top sovereign wealth fund; and has taken a more
direct role than usual among Saudi royals in the operation of the
energy industry.
Another aspect of Saudi Arabia’s modernisation is the promotion of
cultural diversity and openness as well as religious moderation, both
at home and beyond. The fight against ideological extremism will be
a key goal of Saudi leadership, especially after the Riyadh summit,
which launched an ambitious regional and global anti-radicalisation
drive.
At a time of great challenges in the region and beyond, the elevation of Crown Prince Mohammed confirms the emergence of a new
Saudi governing style. One that is not averse to taking risks to achieve
strategic objectives.
It helps that the new crown prince is perceived as being in tune
with Washington. He has a good working relationship with US
President Donald Trump, having first met him at the White House in
March and then in Riyadh in May. Good communication and, even
better, deep inter-personal links, can only help US-Saudi, and the
wider US-Arab relationship as the region confronts a wide variety of
issues fraught with danger.
At the top of such issues is Iran’s continuing defiance and regional
aggressiveness. In a remarkably abrasive display of mean-spiritedness, Tehran described Crown Prince Mohammed’s appointment as
crown prince as a “soft coup.” Among Riyadh’s priorities must be the
containment of Iran as it seeks to expand Tehran’s destabilising
influence in the region through proxies in Syria, Yemen and elsewhere. Another urgent task is management of the Qatar crisis. Doha
must agree to mend its ways, which was the reason the situation
became a crisis in the first place.
A full and testing agenda awaits Saudi Arabia’s leaders. The
successful transition at the very top augurs well for its capacity to
meet the challenges ahead.
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The region
is truly in
need of
rehabilitation
on more than
one level.

T

he appointment of
Mohammed bin
Salman bin Abdulaziz
as crown prince is an
important change for
Saudi Arabia and the
entire region.
It is rather easy to explain this
change by claiming that Saudi
Arabia needed to inject young
blood in its higher circles of
power. It is even easier to say that
this appointment is the solidification of the new rules for peaceful
power transmission to the next
generation in the Saudi royal family. What is not as easy is establishing connections between the
change in Saudi Arabia and the
current context and challenges in
the region.
This does not mean that the
regional context of Saudi Arabia
has always been easy. The difference is that the challenges this
time do not recognise borders and
are politically interconnected and
confusing, so much so that it is
difficult to distinguish friend from
foe.
The forces of political Islam
have turned the region upside
down and done away with traditional assumptions. The region is
truly in need of rehabilitation on
more than one level. The exceptional psychological, political
and material damage inflicted on
the region requires exceptional
leaderships capable of damming
this damage.
These leaders must possess a
political and social project to offer
as an alternative to a multitude
of competing models, the least of
which are the ones offered by both
versions of political Islam, the
Khomeini-inspired one and that
of the Muslim Brotherhood. The
scary demographic context and
the deteriorating economic conditions in the region simply add to
the arduousness of the task.
A special kind of leadership
is indeed needed in the region.
To say that the region needs real
hawks at the helm to stand against
Iran’s supremacist sectarian
project or Turkey’s neo-Ottoman
project is not sufficient. That necessity is taken for granted given
the dangerous nature of those
projects. What is also needed,
however, is leadership with visions for solutions to even greater
challenges likely to come.
The change introduced in the
power structure in Saudi Arabia is

commensurate with the challenges ahead. Saudi rulers are aware
of the successful development
experiments in neighbouring
countries with similar social and
economic conditions. They are
inspired by this success and are
willing to replicate their neighbours’ models.
Saudi Arabia is very aware of
being targeted by rising powers in
the region. Some of these powers,
such as Iran, are quite forward in
expressing their cupidity. Iran has
gone the extra mile by trying to
surround the kingdom with client
states or groups. Other powers,
such as Turkey, do not hesitate to
flex their military might. Taking
advantage of the Qatar dispute,
Turkey has dared to make a show
of its military power inside the
Gulf region. Such brazen threats
can only be met with escalation.

The change
introduced in the
power structure in
Saudi Arabia is
commensurate with
the challenges
ahead.
Crown Prince Mohammed
has spoken of the nature of the
challenges facing the kingdom
on more than one occasion.
He addressed the nature of the
responses needed and wondered
if there were previous solutions
and measures that can be relied
on now or whether the time for
change has come.
The 31-year-old prince seems
confident of his approach, perhaps because he feels that many
of Saudi Arabia’s young people
have rallied to his reform project
and want to be part of it. He also
seems determined not to let the
achievements resulting from a
century of stability in the kingdom be destroyed at the hands
of adverse political and regional
powers. He is finally comforted by
the faithful support and help of
neighbouring brotherly countries.
Crown Prince Mohammed does
indeed stand ready for the coming
changes and challenges.
Dr Haitham El-Zobaidi is the
Executive Editor of Al Arab Group.
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Geopolitical pot could quickly reach
a boiling point

Claude Salhani

An added
danger in today’s
explosive
situation is the
megalomaniacal
leaders of the
two countries
concerned:
Vladimir Putin
and Donald
Trump.

Salam Sarhan

Unfortunately,
the most
dangerous abuse
of religion in
politics is done
in the name of
Islam.

S

yrian President Bashar
Assad may well be
accused of being a
brutal, ruthless dictator
who has caused more
harm to Syria than any
other national leader or foreign
enemy. Assad has been accused
of surpassing his father Hafez’s
taste for violence and blood.
In his quest to remain on the
throne, so to speak, he has lied to
his people and to the international
community. However, amid all
the manipulation, juxtaposing for
dominance and lies, there was one
particular statement from Assad
early in the civil war on which he
has kept his word: Assad promised
the international community that
interference in the Syrian conflict
would drag them into hell.
The civil war, for which Assad
carries a good load of responsibility, has claimed more lives and
caused greater damage to Syria
than all the wars with Israel combined. It has created an unprecedented refugee crisis, affecting
not only the immediate region but
spreading around the Levant and
into Europe. Now it is pitting the
old Cold War enemies — Russia
and the United States — against
each other in what could amount
to a dangerous confrontation
between the two nuclear-armed
countries.
Wars have been started for
much less than what is at stake
here. An added danger in today’s
explosive situation is the megalomaniacal leaders of the two
countries concerned: Vladimir
Putin and Donald Trump.
In Putin, Russia has a powerful
president who has refurbished
his military and has been testing
its newly acquired armaments
in a real combat setting in Syria.
From 1950s-vintage AK-47 assault
rifle to the antiquated T-54/T-55
and T-62 battle tanks, Moscow
has replaced them with the more
modern AK-12 assault rifles and
the T-90 battle tank.
While the United States remains
a formidable power to contend
with, the country is in no way
ready for a major conflict in the

Unending war. A member of the Kurdish People’s Protection Units (YPG) carries a weapon in the
Syrian city of Raqa’s eastern al-Sinaa district, on June 21, during an offensive by US-backed fighters
to retake the Islamic State (ISIS) group bastion.
(AFP)
Middle East, especially a war that
would not be limited to a single
geographic theatre of operations
and could spread worldwide.
A highly volatile geopolitical pot
is simmering and the ingredients
needed to reach the boiling point
are being added day by day. It is
insanity to have the Russians support one side and the US support
another side in the Syrian civil
war and not expect the two forces
to clash. The major difference in
the danger level of a US-Russian
confrontation today and in the
days of the Cold War is due to
both countries having troops on
the ground and forces in the air,
whereas in the past the United
States and the Soviet Union offered support and armament to
their Middle East clients.
The shooting down of a Syrian
war plane by the United States

contributed to wedging the two
sides further apart and closer
to a direct confrontation. While
Washington and Moscow may be
wise enough to realise that there
would be no victor in a new world
war, one that would make Russia’s
Great Patriotic War appear tame
by comparison, it would not be all
that impossible for Assad, in his
continued scorched earth policy,
to push the Russians and the
Americans into a disastrous and
insane military misadventure.
This is not crying wolf. The
dangers of a direct conflagration
between nuclear-armed Russia and nuclear-armed United
States are all too possible. The
precariousness of the situation
is comparable to the one that
prevailed in Europe on the eve of
the first world war, when “the war
to end all wars” was ignited with

the assassination of Archduke
Franz Ferdinand by an anarchist
in Sarajevo.
Today, the stakes are far higher.
Syria, in its present state of general anarchy and sectarian divisions, is comparable to a Sarajevo
with nuclear weapons attached to
the archduke’s undercarriage. If
this conflict reaches this critical
level it will not be the war to end
all wars but more likely the war to
end the world as we know it.
No one imagined in 1914 the
disastrous effects and the consequences of that shot fired in
Sarajevo. Let us hope that history
does not repeat itself. Let us hope
that saner minds prevail. It is time
to put an end to this murderous
conflict in Syria.
Claude Salhani is a regular
columnist for The Arab Weekly.

Calling for an international treaty
to ban the use of religion in politics

H

ow soon will the
international
community realise
that the misuse of
religion in politics is
the most dangerous
threat the world faces? It has
fuelled and will continue to ignite
the worst of conflicts. It is likely
to be always used to prevent
finding solutions to chronic
disputes.
An international treaty to ban
the use of religion in politics would
be much more worthwhile. I would
argue that it would be more so
than even the Treaty on the NonProliferation of Nuclear Weapons,
as it would deal with a bigger threat
to peaceful coexistence on this
planet.
Such a treaty would be a step
towards more respect for human
rights by liberating millions from
religious repression, one of the major sources of human rights abuses.
The international community
has been obliged to commit huge
resources to deal with conflicts
caused by the abuse of religion, yet
it has made no effort to introduce
a framework and rules to deal with
the cause.
Western policies, especially in
the Middle East, have played into
the hands of sectarian and terrorist groups at the expense of civil
society.

The world is in desperate need
for an international treaty to ban
the use of religion in politics. The
proposed treaty would set up a
clear framework and definitions
for what constitutes an abuse of
religion in politics.
The treaty should emphasise the
aim of preventing the disrespect
of religions and encourage more
transparency in politics to prevent
any misunderstandings that could
be exploited by extremists. This
would strip fanatics of the opportunity to claim there is an agenda
against a certain religion, which
could be used to recruit frustrated
young people to terrorism.
Only a few countries would
hesitate to endorse such a treaty,
though they are likely to try to
deny using religion in politics. Such
accusations might even push them
to endorse such a treaty.
Endorsement of the treaty by
these countries would tip the
balance in favour of moderates,
bringing those states back to a
world consensus, similar to what
happened regarding the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights.
The effects of the treaty would
be more worthwhile than all efforts
to deal with raging conflicts, as it
would put in place new rules for
dealing with such situations.
Observing breaches of the treaty
by an internationally respected

NGO would be more effective in
refuting the allegations of extremists. The NGO would issue regular
reports on all breaches of its rules,
as well as issue immediate condemnation of major breaches.
Unfortunately, the most dangerous abuse of religion in politics is
done in the name of Islam, yet we
must acknowledge that the use of
any religion in politics could lead to
similar results. This has happened
throughout history.
Therefore, targeting the abuse of
all religions in politics is fundamental to refute terrorists’ claim
that they are defending Islam. This
will strip them of one of the main
tools by which they recruit naïve
people by alleging there is a war
against Islam.
The treaty would achieve a
breakthrough in the effort to quell
the most dangerous phenomena
threatening peaceful coexistence
in the world, which must be built
on justice, equality and the rule of
law.
The danger does not come only
from those using supposed divine
right to trample the rights of others, including those from the same
religion, but also from extreme
reactions to those fanatics.
The world has seen many examples, like the call by US President
Donald Trump to ban people from
certain Muslim countries from en-

tering the United States. There are
also the repeated attacks against
immigrants and minorities in several parts of the world, including in
Western countries and across the
Middle East.
Announcing such a treaty will
encourage world governments
to stop dealing with all factions
abusing religion. Western governments have committed the biggest
mistakes in recent history by
dealing with these factions and
strengthening them at the expense
of civil society in many countries,
especially in the Middle East.
The biggest example of which is
what the US government did in Iraq
after the 2003 invasion — handing
power to sectarian groups. That
mistake was the main reason for
the troubles that have followed in
the Middle East; from the raging
conflicts there to the recent attacks
in the heart of Europe.
The effort to establish such a
treaty will be nothing compared
with the rewards of putting in place
international rules for coexistence.
Now is the time to establish the
International Treaty to Ban the Use
of Religion in Politics, if we want a
better future.
Salam Sarhan is a writer on
Middle East politics. He is the
business editor at Arab Daily and a
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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Iraqi Kurdistan

Disunity casts doubts
about Iraqi Kurds’
independence dream

Tallha Abdulrazaq

Flag business. An Iraqi man sews a flag of Kurdistan, in Erbil, the capital of the autonomous Kurdish
region of northern Iraq.
(Reuters)

Iraqi Kurds’ insistence
on independence not
welcomed in region
Yunus Paksoy

Ankara

T

he decision by Kurdistan
Regional
Government
(KRG) President Masoud
Barzani, to have a referendum on the independence of the semi-autonomous
Kurdistan region and several disputed areas was met with national
and regional displeasure.
The Iraqi central government in
Baghdad was one of the first in the
region to blast the measure. “Any
decision concerning the future of
Iraq must take into account the
constitutional provisions. It is an
Iraqi decision and not one party
alone,” Iraqi Prime Minister Haidar
al-Abadi’s office said in a statement shortly after the KRG announcement.

The new state
of Kurdistan
would find itself
surrounded
by neighbours
that view it as a
threat.
The KRG’s northern neighbour
Turkey did not welcome the decision either. Ankara has been vocal
in slamming the Iraqi Kurds for
their decision to pursue independence, despite having good ties
with the KRG.
The worsening relations between the two sides could affect
the economy as well. Ankara has
a trade volume of about $11 billion
with Iraq, 85% of which is with the
KRG, but relations could be shattered with the referendum decision made by Erbil.
“Stepping on northern Iraq’s
independence is a threat to
Iraq’s territorial integrity and it
is wrong,” said Turkish President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan. Turkish
Prime Minister Binali Yildirim
called the referendum decision
“irresponsible” and the Turkish
Foreign Ministry labelled it as “a
grave mistake.”
Ankara was also critical of the
fact that the referendum, set for

September 25, would include a
vote on the annexation of several
disputed areas such as the Turkmen-populated Kirkuk. “Kirkuk’s
annexation is certainly unacceptable for Turkey,” Can Acun, a Middle East expert for the Foundation
for Political, Economic and Social
Research (SETA), told the Englishlanguage Turkish newspaper Daily
Sabah.
A senior official from Barzani’s
Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP)
said the KRG has every right to call
a referendum on its future. Pointing to the International Charter of
the United Nations, KDP Group
Deputy Chairman Tariq Gerdi said:
“The charter states that every ethnic group and human entity has
the right of self-determination.”
The Turkish government also
appears concerned with the message of cessation an independent
Kurdish state would give to the
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) in
Turkey and its Syria affiliate, the
People’s Protection Units (YPG) —
both enemies of Turkey.
The YPG has bad relations with
the KRG and Iraq’s Kurdish peshmerga forces have frequently
clashed with PKK militants, which
are supported by Iran, inside Iraq.
The weakening of the KRG’s ties
with Turkey would leave both
sides more exposed to PKK/YPG
threats.
The international community
is worried by the regional implications. The United Nations Assistance Mission in Iraq (UNAMI)
distanced itself from the KRG’s
bid and said in a statement that it
would not be “engaged in any way
or form” in the referendum process.
US State Department spokeswoman Heather Nauert said Washington favours “a unified, stable
and democratic Iraq.” Despite its
support for the KRG’s self-determination in principle, the Trump
administration did not openly
back the independence referendum.
British Ambassador to Baghdad
Frank Baker said the United Kingdom was not currently “supporting the idea to hold a referendum.”
German Foreign Minister Sigmar
Gabriel said Berlin “can only warn
against one-sided steps on this issue. The unity of Iraq is on the
line.”
The European Union was not

very welcoming of the independence idea. EU foreign ministers
said that “unilateral steps must
be avoided and that all open questions must be resolved through
consensual positions” based on
Iraq’s constitution.
Should a state of Kurdistan be
created, it would find itself surrounded by neighbours that view
it as a threat.
It would have a border with Iraq,
with which it presumably would
continue to have territorial disputes. Regardless of who controls
the Syrian border with the KRG —
whether it is Syrian rebels or the
YPG — Syria would be too unstable to be a reliable neighbour for Iraq’s Kurds.
Cetiner Cetin, an Ankarabased Kurdish journalist,
said the independent KRG
may lead to a war between
the Kurds. He contended
that the PKK has already been seeing
the KRG as an enemy. “It is about
who will form
an independent Kurdish
state
first.
If the KRG
achieves
it, the PKK
or the YPG
from Syria
may attack
the
independent
KRG,”
he
said.
The independent
KRG
would also have
borders
with
Iran and Turkey,
whose militants
are expected to
continue
using
KRG territory as a
base to attack their
home
countries.
This means that
from day one, Kurdistan would have
external and internal security problems
that would undermine
its independence and
self-determination.
Yunus Paksoy is a Turkish
journalist who reported on wars
in Syria and Iraq.

Kurds cannot
decide between
themselves who
should be leading
their bid for
independence.

T

he Kurdistan Regional
Government (KRG)
led by President
Masoud Barzani announced that it would
call a referendum
on independence in
September. In a little over three
months, the Kurds could be taking
the first steps towards their dream
of independence, creating a Kurdish state that may stand a chance
of outliving previous attempts at
statehood.
Many people routinely adopt the
discourse that Kurdish independence has been hampered by the
countries in which the Kurds live
as minorities — Syria, Turkey, Iran
and Iraq. While it is certainly true
that all four of these countries have stood in the
way of Kurdish ambitions
for independence, the
fact that Kurds cannot
decide among themselves
who should be leading
their bid for independence
is often neglected.
Previous attempts
at statehood have
led to further
Kurdish divisions
and bloodshed.
The republic
of Mahabad,
founded after
the second
world war,
was brutally
ended when
the Iranians
executed
its leadership in 1947.
However,
some of its
key ministers
and figures set
up shop in Iraq,
including Mullah
Mustafa Barzani and
Ibrahim Ahmad, a
Kurdish intellectual.
This is of immediate
relevance to the Iraqi
Kurdish question, as
the history of disputes and bloodshed
between the two
main rival Kurdish
clans — the Barzanis
and the Talabanis —
find their roots here.
Mustafa Barzani,
Masoud’s father, was
a conservative nationalist but Ahmad was a
leftist separatist.
This created a

schism in the Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) as the two could
not reconcile with each other on
an approach to take with Baghdad
after the Ba’athist coup in 1963
under Abd al-Salam Arif. While
Mustafa Barzani favoured talks,
the more radical leftists represented by Ahmad and his ally, a young
Jalal Talabani, considered this as
capitulation. After the leftists were
exiled, they created their own
organisation, the Patriotic Union of
Kurdistan (PUK).
In the popular Western consciousness, the Kurds are a unified
people with a shared aspiration
for freedom. There are, however,
several main factions and parties
that often disagree with each other
and violently so.
The KDP and PUK have had
stormy past, despite both being
Kurdish separatist movements
and sharing the goal of Kurdish
independence. The KDP and PUK
fought a Kurdish civil war from
1994-97, with the former seeking
Saddam Hussein’s support while
the latter relied on Iran — both
avowedly anti-separatist actors.
This showed Kurdish pragmatism
that undermined their own struggle.
Adding to the confusion, and
since the US-led invasion in 2003,
new movements have arisen.
Just as PUK developed as a leftist
offshoot of the KDP, the Gorran
Movement split off from Talabani’s
PUK in 2009. Led by Nawshirwan
Mustafa, who died last month,
Gorran was formed out of factions
that were disillusioned by the
KDP-PUK infighting that had failed
to bring about Kurdish independence.
However, Gorran expressed opposition to the plebiscite. This is
not because Gorran opposes independence, far from it. Gorran has
adopted the sensible position that
a referendum must be voted on by
the dormant Kurdish legislature
and not simply announced following a hastily cut deal between the
KDP and PUK.
The main contention between
Gorran and the traditional
Iraqi Kurdish parties, then, is the
primacy Gorran places on the
Kurdish parliament, which has not
convened since 2015. Given the
opposition to the referendum, and
the previous Kurd-on-Kurd bloodshed, one must wonder as to what
kind of democracy may emerge in
Iraqi Kurdistan.
Masoud Barzani’s 8-year term
as KRG president ended in 2013
and a parliamentary extension of
two years ended in 2015. Nevertheless, Barzani still clutches to
power after more than 12 years as
president.
Although the Talabani faction
may tolerate this to get a referendum, it is certain that it will not
tolerate a Barzani dictatorship.
This is not out of love for democracy — after all, Jalal Talabani has
been the head of his party even
after he fell victim to a stroke —
but because the PUK will covet
ultimate power for themselves at
the expense of its KDP rivals.
It is that independence will suffer from massive internal chaos,
as the various Kurdish parties vie
for power and influence in the new
state. This is quite apart from the
regional powers that will want to
continue their long-standing behaviour of influencing the Kurdish
factions for their own ends.
With odds such as these, it is
unlikely an independent Kurdistan will bring democracy. It will
instead herald conflict and war.
Tallha Abdulrazaq is a researcher
at the University of Exeter’s
Strategy and Security Institute in
England.
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Changing the mandate of UN forces in southern Syria
Sami Moubayed

Beirut

T

he UN Security Council is
expected to discuss a proposal put forth by Jordan
and signed off on by the
United States and Russia
that calls for amending the mandate
of the UN Disengagement Observer
Force (UNDOF) in Syria, giving its
troops the right to carry arms and
use them in defending territory in
southern Syria.
Since its deployment on the Syrian-Israeli border after the October War of 1973, UNDOF’s job was
to monitor the region and record
violations between Syria and Israel.
That is no longer enough, however,
as several non-state players such as
Hezbollah; Jabhat al-Nusra, al-Qaeda’s branch in Syria; and the Khaled
Ibn Al Walid Army, an affiliate of the
Islamic State (ISIS), are thriving on
the border area.

In exchange for
legitimising rebel
presence in the south,
the Russians hope to
get the city of Deir
ez-Zor in return.
The United Nations is becoming
increasingly concerned about the
lack of security in the border area,
topped off by the kidnapping of its
troops in autumn 2014. Most UNDOF troops have withdrawn to Israel
and only returned to the Syrian side
of the border last December.
The idea is to transform UNDOF’s
mission — without saying it bluntly
— from monitoring the Syrian-Israeli
border into policing it militarily with
firepower. Ultimately UNDOF would
be tasked with keeping al-Nusra,
ISIS and Hezbollah away from the
safe zone that the Americans want
to carve out on the Syrian borders.

This zone, recently signed off on
by Amman, Washington and Moscow, would be similar to the one
created by the Turks on the northern border last summer. The hope
is that it would protect the Jordanian side from non-state players
and be used to relocate more than
1.4 million Syrian refugees living in
Jordan since 2011.
Details on the zone’s size are being negotiated, with the United
States suggesting that it includes
all areas from the Daraa countryside up to and including Quneitra
and the vicinity of Sweida, capital
of the Druze Mountain, while the
Russians want it to encompass only
rebel-held pockets on the two sides
of the Damascus-Daraa Highway.
Moscow is insisting that Damascus raise the Syrian flag in the city
of Daraa and reopen both government police stations and schools
but refrain from sending tanks,
soldiers and warplanes into the
safe zone. The Nasib Border Crossing between Syria and Jordan,
which is vital for trade between the
two countries, would be reopened
and placed under authority of Damascus and Amman.
Co-administering the southern
front is the only option on the table. No cutting-edge victory will be
allowed to happen, neither by the
Americans or Russians. The final
details of such an agreement, however, including humanitarian aid
and the right of return of refugees
from Jordan, is to be discussed
at the upcoming session of the
Astana talks, scheduled for July
4-5, less than a week after the Security Council talks on the subject.
In exchange for legitimising the
rebel presence in the south, the
Russians hope to get the city of
Deir ez-Zor, currently in the hands
of ISIS. Such territorial swaps are
not new to the Syria war.
Last summer, Turkish President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan allowed
the Russians to take East Aleppo,

Different task? A peacekeeper of the UN Disengagement Observer Force (UNDOF) monitors the
border with Syria near the village of Majdal Shams in the Israeli-occupied sector of the Golan
Heights.										
turning a blind eye to the massive
military operation. In exchange,
the Russians let Erdogan’s proxies
in the Syrian battlefield overrun
the border cities of Jarabulus and
Azaz, creating the northern safe
zone.
The US-backed Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) were allowed
to take Manbij, 30km west of the
Euphrates, in exchange for letting
Turkish-backed militants take alBab, 40km north-east of Aleppo.
The problem with the southern
safe zone — the “fifth de-conflict
zone” — as being described, is the
question of who will man it and
where its geographic parameters
will fall. The Russians tried con-

(AFP)

vincing the United States that the
Syrian Army can do the job of policing the Syrian south but Israel
objected, saying that if government troops were restored to full
dominance, this would bring Hezbollah and Iran right to their borders.
Russian Foreign Minister Sergei
Lavrov has promised that Hezbollah would withdraw fully from the
southern front but this was clearly
not enough assurance for the Israelis and Jordanians, who in as
much as they feared Hezbollah,
were equally frightened by the rising presence of al-Nusra and ISIS.
The idea that is floating now is to
empower UNDOF to police the safe

zone, carrying arms to protect it
from dangerous elements from
both sides of the conflict.
If it passes, this could be very
dangerous and put the lives of foreigners in UNDOF in high danger.
They are strangers to these territories, after all, whereas the militants
and government troops are native
Syrians who know the terrain well.
In a showdown with UNDOF, they
would certainly win, whipping up
a huge death toll that neither the
United Nations nor the international community can shoulder.

Syria, the first time it has carried
out such an action. US intelligence
analysts concluded that Iran fired
the missiles mostly in retaliation for
ISIS attacks earlier in June on Iran’s
parliament building and the tomb of
the Islamic Republic’s founder.
A second US official said the use of
ballistic missiles may have been intended as a signal that Iran remains
committed to supporting Assad and
a reminder that US forces and bases
in the region were within reach of
Iranian missiles and ground forces.
As it tries to craft a Syria strategy,
the Trump administration is divided
between those who consider ISIS
the primary enemy and some officials who think the war in Syria is
part of an existential struggle be-

tween the United States and its Gulf
allies on the one hand and Iran on
the other, said a third US official,
who has participated in government
deliberations on Syria.
Some Trump appointees saw
Iran’s missile strike as an illustration of Tehran’s regional ambitions,
which they have argued make it an
existential enemy, the three US officials said.
These Iranian hawks, they said,
are pushing for a Syria strategy that
calls for concentrating first on defeating ISIS, then turning on Iran
and its allies, including Assad, Lebanon’s Hezbollah, Iraq’s Shia militias
and Houthi rebels in Yemen.

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

By keeping US focus on Islamic
State, Trump risks wider Syria war
Phil Stewart
and Jonathan Landay

Washington

U

S
President
Donald
Trump ordered steppedup military operations
against the Islamic State
(ISIS) and delegated
more authority to his generals but
without a comprehensive Syria
strategy his approach risks further
confrontation with Syria, Iran and
even Russia, US officials and analysts said.
While the US military’s shootdown of a Syrian jet on June 18 was
a rarity in modern warfare — the
first in 18 years — it was not an isolated incident. The United States
has taken a series of actions over the
past three months demonstrating
its willingness to carry out strikes,
mostly in self-defence, against Syrian government forces and their
backers, including Iran.

As it tries to craft a
Syria strategy, the
Trump administration
is divided.
In April, Trump ordered cruise
missile strikes against a Syrian airfield from which Washington said
a deadly chemical weapons attack
was launched. Since then, the United States has repeatedly struck Iranian-backed militias and shot down
a drone threatening US-led coalition
forces.
These incidents, however, are tactical, not part of any US strategy in
Syria, analysts said.

Both the administration of former US President Barack Obama
and Trump have focused exclusively on defeating ISIS but, with the
militants’ self-proclaimed caliphate
shrinking, US-backed and Syrianbacked forces appear to be competing for territory.
“There isn’t an overarching US
strategy driving this,” said Charles
Lister of the Middle East Institute.
“This is just the result of tactical
decisions by a commander on the
ground whose only focus is a specific theatre in Syria. He is acting to
protect his assets… This is purely a
series of tactical decisions that are
creating a series of very serious strategic consequences.”
Russia and Iran both support Syrian President Bashar Assad in Syria’s
civil war.
The larger problem, officials and
analysts said, is that Trump and his
national security team have not advanced a long-term political strategy for Syria’s future.
Like Obama, Trump has focused
on ISIS, leaving for later the question of Assad’s fate and the region’s
mangled alliances.
“We have never had a coherent
Syrian strategy,” said one US official,
speaking on condition of anonymity.
“We oppose Assad but our main enemy is ISIS, which also opposes Assad. Our most capable allies are the
(Kurdish) peshmerga but Turkey,
which is a NATO ally and host to an
airbase that is central to our efforts,
considers the Kurds enemies.”
Jennifer Cafarella, of the Institute
for the Study of War, said the US
strikes are unlikely to deter Assad
and his backers.
“The absence of a civilian-led US
strategy in Syria and the narrow US

military focus on ISIS will continue
to provide an open invite for the
pro-Assad regime coalition to extend and escalate,” Cafarella said.
A White House spokesman did
not respond to calls and an e-mail
seeking comment. A senior White
House official said: “The strategy
for Syria is to defeat ISIS and first
and foremost achievement of a deescalation of the conflict so we can
work towards a political resolution.
We’re not close to that but that’s the
strategy.”

The larger problem is
that Trump and his
national security
team have not
advanced a long-term
political strategy for
Syria’s future.
Russia reacted angrily to the United States shooting down the Syrian
jet, which the Pentagon said was
dropping bombs near the US-backed
Syrian Democratic Forces, a mixed
Kurdish-Arab militia fighting ISIS.
Moscow said it would treat US-led
coalition aircraft flying west of the
Euphrates River in Syria as potential
targets and track them with missile systems and military aircraft.
It stopped short of saying it would
shoot them down.
The White House said that coalition forces fighting ISIS militants in
Syria would retain the right to selfdefence and said the United States
would work to keep lines of communication open with Russia.
In another complication, Iran
on June 19 launched ballistic missile strikes at ISIS targets in eastern

(Reuters)
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Egypt, UAE look to solidify Qatar’s isolation
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

E

gypt and the United Arab
Emirates are working to
solidify Qatar’s isolation
by convincing other Arab
countries to join the boycott, analysts said.
Abu Dhabi Crown Prince Sheikh
Mohammed bin Zayed al-Nahyan
visited Cairo to meet with Egyptian
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi to confirm their priority of clamping down
on terrorism.
“Both sides stressed the importance of all Arab states and the international community fighting terrorism, especially stopping the funding
of terrorist groups and providing political and media cover,” a statement
from the Egyptian presidency said.
Analysts said official statements
from Egypt and the United Arab
Emirates, which stressed the importance of fighting terrorism but did
not mention Qatar, clearly revolved
around the regional diplomatic crisis
with Doha.
“There is an apparent effort by
the two countries to get other Arab
capitals involved in the Qatar boycott due to Doha’s intransigence,”
said Megahid al-Zayat, the former
head of Egypt’s National Centre for
Middle-East Studies thank-tank.
“Instead of realising its mistakes,
Qatar increases the gap between
it and other Arab countries by demanding support from rival regional
powers Iran and Turkey.”
Egypt followed Saudi Arabia, Bahrain and the UAE in severing ties
with Qatar on June 5 in protest of
Doha’s suspected support for terrorist groups, including the Muslim
Brotherhood.

Sheikh Mohammed arrived in
Cairo on June 19, accompanied by a
high-level delegation from the UAE.
Following the meeting, Egyptian
Foreign Ministry spokesman Ahmed
Abu Zeid revealed details of plans
Egypt and the UAE will pursue.
He said Cairo and Abu Dhabi,
along with Riyadh and Manama,
would participate in a campaign to
clarify the reasons behind their decision to cut diplomatic ties with
Qatar, including revealing specific
information about Doha’s alleged
funding of terrorism.

There is an
apparent effort by
the two countries
to get other Arab
capitals involved in
the Qatar boycott
due to Doha’s
intransigence.

”

Megahid al-Zayat, former
head of Egypt’s National
Centre for Middle-East
Studies think-tank.

“They will present proof of Qatar’s support for terrorist groups in
a number of countries,” Abu Zeid
said in a telephone interview. “The
four countries are in one camp and
their position is very clear in this respect.”
Egypt has often complained
about Doha’s support for the Muslim Brotherhood and insiders say
that Cairo was thrilled that regional
allies had come around to its position.
In comments carried by Egypt’s
state-owned Al-Ahram newspaper,
Moetaz Salama, director of the Gulf

Studies Unit at Al-Ahram Centre for
Political and Strategic Studies, said
the Qatar crisis was serving Egypt’s
political interests while burnishing
its ties with Gulf allies.
“Egypt’s
current
escalation
against Qatar comes in the framework of Egyptian policy and interests. If influential parties in the
region such as Saudi Arabia, the
UAE and Bahrain have come to the
conclusion that Egypt reached years
ago — that Qatar is a supporter of
terrorism — then this is a major strategic gain for Egypt,” he said.
Egypt, the UAE, Saudi Arabia and
Bahrain previously sent a joint delegation to the headquarters of the
International Civil Aviation Organisation in Canada to explain their
decision to close their airspace to
carriers owned or registered by Qatar. They cited UN Security Council
Resolution 1373 for their decision,
a counterterrorism measure that
was passed following the 9/11 attacks and which specifically seeks
to clamp down on terrorism-financing.
During the president’s public iftar
on June 20, Sisi reiterated that the
decision was due to Qatar’s funding of terrorism. “There is a lot of
money going to the financing of terrorism,” Sisi said. “This is why there
is a need for a real position against
this.”
The next day, Sisi told religious
scholars that some “sister countries” supported terrorism, dubbing
this “catastrophic.”
Cairo has complained about Qatar’s Al Jazeera media network,
which has been heavily critical of
the Egyptian government.
Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian
reporter in Cairo.

Joint action. Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi (R) walks
with Abu Dhabi Crown Prince Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed
al-Nahyan after he arrives in Cairo International Airport,
June 19.
(Reuters)

Cairo’s pressures on Hamas paying off but sceptics wary
Amr Emam

Cairo

E

gyptian pressure on the
Palestinian
movement
Hamas appears to be paying off following a meeting between Egyptian intelligence chief Khaled Fawzy and
senior Hamas leader Yahya Sinwar
in Cairo.
Hamas has increased security
along the Sinai-Gaza border following accusations that arms
and militants were being smuggled into Egypt’s Sinai Peninsula via the group’s network of
tunnels. Isolating the Islamic
State (ISIS) in the Sinai Peninsula from resupply and reinforcement is a major
part of Cairo’s
strategy in its
campaign
against Sinai

Province, an ISIS-affiliated extremist group.
The move comes after Hamas
has reportedly seen a reduction
of aid and support from its main
backer Doha because of the diplomatic crisis with other Gulf countries and Egypt, prompting Hamas
to recalibrate its regional positions, particularly regarding Cairo.
“Relations with Egypt are going
well and have improved. There
is an Egyptian understanding of
the crisis in Gaza and there was a
readiness by Egypt to play an important role [in solving the crisis],”
deputy Hamas chief Khalil al-Haya
said June 18 after the meeting in
Cairo.
Haya’s conciliatory tone, along
with comments that securing
the Gaza-Sinai border represented a “joint interest” with Cairo,

could indicate a change in the Palestinian group’s position.
Analysts warned, however, that
Egypt must offer concessions as it
raises pressure on Hamas to avoid
overplaying its hand.
“This should not, however,
embolden Egypt into putting too
much pressure on Hamas and Gaza
because this pressure could backfire in the end,” said Egyptian military expert Mamdouh al-Kidwani.
“Depriving 2 million people living
in Gaza of necessities could create
an explosive situation that would
endanger Egypt’s security.”
Cairo has, since the meeting,
eased restrictions on the Gaza Strip
and provided relief for Gazans, including delivering diesel fuel to
the Palestinian enclave to counter
an electricity crisis.
Cairo opened the Rafah border
crossing on June 21 to allow shipments of fuel for Gaza’s power
plants to enter. Additional assistance is expected in the coming
weeks.

In return, Cairo has called for
Hamas to change its position on a
number of issues, including surrendering Muslim Brotherhood
fugitives believed to be hiding in
Gaza; severing ties with ISIS in
Sinai; handing over intelligence
about ISIS and demolishing tunnels between Gaza and the Sinai
Peninsula.
The view in Cairo is that Hamas’s
cooperation would help the Egyptian Army in its fight against Sinai
Province, part of a strategy that includes Bedouin tribes to fight the
group.
“This cooperation will help the
[Egyptian] Army better control
the situation in North Sinai where
the activities of ISIS militants are
concentrated,” said Tarek Fahmy, a
political science professor at Cairo
University. “Hamas can significantly improve the conditions of
Gaza residents if it demonstrates
signs of goodwill.”
Relations between Cairo and Hamas have historically been strained

Increased security. Hamas security forces deploy on the Palestinian side of the border with Egypt in Rafah.

(AP)

due to the Palestinian group’s ties
to the Muslim Brotherhood in
Egypt. After the ouster of Muslim
Brotherhood President Muhammad Morsi in July 2013, relations
between Cairo and Hamas deteriorated significantly, with reports
of Hamas fighters taking up arms
against Egyptian police and security forces in the Sinai Peninsula.

Cairo called on
Hamas to increase
border security and
hand over Muslim
Brotherhood
fugitives hiding in
Gaza.
Hamas’s new reality, shorn of
critical support from Doha, has
prompted a course correction.
However, improved Egyptian-Hamas relations comes with its own
issues, with reports that Hamas
fighters could quit the group to join
more radical jihadist organisations
that oppose the Egyptian government.
Many Egyptians are sceptical
about Hamas’s ability to change,
particularly regarding promises to
increase border security and halt
smuggling that secures it an estimated hundreds of millions of dollars every year.
“This is why I look with doubt
at pledges by Hamas to act against
the smuggling tunnels,” said Samir
Ghattas, a member of the Egyptian
parliament and a specialist in Palestinian affairs.
“These tunnels are the backbone
of Gaza’s economy, which means
that this economy will fall apart if
they are destroyed. This is why Hamas grits its teeth every time the
Egyptian Army discovers and destroys smuggling tunnels.”
Amr Emam is a Cairo-based
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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Mercenaries add to Libya’s security concerns
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

A

n arms race between
competing militias in
war-torn Libya is among
the many challenges facing Ghassan Salame, the
United Nations’ new envoy to the
country.
Salame, a former Lebanese culture minister, on June 20 was approved by the UN Security Council
to replace Martin Kobler in the position. Salame will take over at a time
of increased militarisation, with
Libyan factions strengthening air
power and bringing foreign mercenaries into the conflict.

Soldiers-for-hire
have been active in
Libya since the days
of former dictator
Muammar Qaddafi.
“Foreign interference in Libya
has taken a more direct form with
the increasing involvement of
Chadian and Sudanese mercenaries,” a recent UN report stated. It
added that such actions in the oil
crescent were a direct threat to the
security and economic stability of
Libya.
“The mercenaries are involved
in criminal activities, including
trafficking in persons and drugs,”
the report said. “Repeated attacks
against individuals and property by
foreign armed groups in the south
of Libya have increased communities’ sense of vulnerability and distrust towards LNA [Libyan National
Army] and the Misrata Third Force.”
Adding to the turmoil is an arms
race between Islamist militias from
Misrata and their adversaries in the
east, the report said, which makes
the Government of National Ac-

Increasing insecurity. Libyan fighters show weapons they said they captured during a battle in Sirte.
cord’s efforts to revitalise Libya’s
national army less likely to succeed.
Increased militarisation has led
to “actual and potential violations
of the arms embargo,” the report
noted, referencing 2011 UN sanctions against Libya that included an
open-ended embargo on the supply
of arms and military equipment.
“Armed groups from eastern
Libya and Misrata have multiplied
their air force capacity through
transfers of materiel, the refurbishment of previously unserviceable
aircraft and the expansion of military airbases,” the report said.
“The deployment and use of such
materiel in the Libyan context has

significantly increased insecurity
and has undoubtedly led to additional casualties,” the report added.
“This is notably the case for (armoured) vehicles and electronic
interception equipment.”
The UN report stated there is evidence that militias were using pickup trucks to barter for weapons and
ammunition and pay mercenaries,
most of whom are from nearby
countries such as Chad, Mali, Niger
and Sudan.
These soldiers-for-hire have been
active in Libya since the days of
former dictator Muammar Qaddafi
and became the centre of racial division during the 2011 revolution,

when they were reportedly paid up
to $1,000 a day to protect Qaddafi.
Estimates put their numbers today
at 6,000-30,000.
Stories of Qaddafi enlisting
“hordes of black mercenaries”
provoked a backlash against darkskinned Libyans, who were suspected of being mercenaries or
supporting the dictator because of
their skin colour.
That prejudice played out in the
town of Tawergha, 245km east of
Tripoli, in 2011, when Misratan militias uprooted the town’s mostly
dark-skinned inhabitants. Tawergha has been a ghost town since
the attack.

(Reuters)

Mercenaries have been paid in
cash and weapons, which often end
up fuelling conflicts in neighbouring countries.
Libya was thrown into chaos after
Qaddafi’s ouster in 2011. The Libyan
National Army, led by anti-Islamist
strongman Khalifa Haftar, is battling Islamist extremists backed by
Qatar and other Islamist-leaning
Middle Eastern powers.
Islamist militias are also aligned
with the UN-backed government in
Tripoli, led by Prime Minister Fayez
al-Sarraj.
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis.

Algerian intellectuals defy extremists, rally for anti-takfir law
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

A

lgerian writers and intellectuals showed support
for a proposed law that
would ban takfir — the
Muslim practice of excommunication — to protect free
inquiry and civil discourse.
The campaign comes after writer
Rachid Boudjedra was strong-armed
into disavowing his secular views on
a television programme broadcast
by Algeria’s Islamist-leaning An-Nahar channel.
Boudjedra, a professed atheist, was forced to declare himself a
“Muslim” and repudiate his communist views after being interrogated by journalists masquerading as
policemen. The incident was filmed
with hidden cameras.
“They were two horrible hours
for me,” Boudjedra said. “I got a
tremendous fright. I thought these
guys could be terrorists ordered to
assassinate me… I prepared myself
to die.”

Algeria has
experienced “a
resurgence of
political Islam
disguised as social
conservatism.
Algerian writer
H’mida Ayachi

”

Boudjedra was filmed telling his
captors “I’m a Muslim” before being forced to repeat the shahada, an
Islamic creed said to declare one’s
faith in God.
The scene shocked many Algeri-

ans, including Algerian President
Abdelaziz Bouteflika’s brother, Said
Bouteflika, who is widely seen as
the power behind the ailing Algerian
leader. Said Bouteflika joined protesters denouncing Islamist bigotry
and expressed his support for Boudjedra.

The televised
episode featuring
Boudjedra showed
how far Islamists had
gone in setting the
norms of society.
Boudjedra, who has been described as a “progressive, anti-Islamist writer and intellectual,” has
a controversial reputation. During the Islamist insurgency in the
1990s, when Islamists carried out
a “swords against pens” campaign,
killing dozens of singers, writers,
journalists and other intellectuals,
Boudjedra did what few secular intellectuals dared: He stayed in Algiers and walked the streets with an
assault rifle under his coat.
The author of “The Repudiation,”
Boudjedra joined Algeria’s war of independence in 1959 when he was 17.
He is one of the few Algerian intellectuals to declare himself an atheist.
“I’m not Muslim. I do not believe
in Mohammad as the prophet,” he
told a local television interviewer in
2015.
Boudjedra, who is from a wealthy
conservative family, is also a communist. He has written several
books and is the author of numerous
theatre and film scripts, including
“Chronique des Années de Braise”
(“Chronicle of the Years of Fire”).
For many intellectuals, the televised episode featuring Boudjedra

Resurgence. A file picture shows Algerian Islamists clashing with security forces during a protest in
the capital Algiers.
								
(AFP)
showed how far Islamists had gone
in setting the norms of society.
“I fear more censorship from the
people (than the government),” said
theatre producer Slimane Benaissa.
“People are harsher in their sanctions than the government. The government assails us for political issues and for being in the side of the
opposition. We can deflect that by
varying writing and creation styles.”
“What we go through now is
normal because we intellectuals
plunged into dormancy and withdrew into silence and indifference,”
said Boudjedra. “We got tired. We
had fought and struggled but we
asked for what result?
Others are desperate for an answer
to why Algeria defeated Islamists on
the battlefield decades ago only to
find them a dominant force in society years later. Algeria’s military

overcame a 15-year struggle against
Islamist extremists in the 1990s and
2000s that claimed the lives of an
estimated 200,000 people.
“There was a military victory
against terrorism but the cultural
front has not been freed,” said Algerian poet Achour Fenni. “Terrorist
discourse dominates the media and
the public space. We have come into
a new stage of terrorism. Only intellectuals can fight this kind of war.”
H’mida Ayachi, who has written
books about extremist Islam, said
the country has experienced “a resurgence of political Islam disguised
as social conservatism.”
“It is the conservatism that has
taken over the country’s politics
and is occupying the public space,”
Ayachi said,
Algerian novelist Amin Zaoui said:
“The street, the enterprise, the uni-

versity, the school, the media, the
language and the dress code are
almost totally Islamised,” he said
“This is a menace against any project that puts society on a path of
development, modernity diversity,
dream and optimism.”
“When I say ‘Islamised society,’
I mean that most ideas and values
embraced by people living in the
midst of this society have embraced
the Islamic State’s ideology,” Zaoui
added.
While the proposed anti-takfir law
is a step in combating Islamisation,
leftist intellectuals were careful
to point out that more needs to be
done to fight intolerance.
“A law banning takfir would be
useful only when it is perceived as
part of a deep critique of the whole
system of belief that justifies takfir,”
said writer Youcef Benzatat.
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Cutting of US foreign aid

News & Analysis

Cuts to US aid will affect support to Lebanese army
Nicholas Blanford

Beirut

T

he US State Department
is proposing drastic funding cuts to Lebanon in the
2018 foreign aid budget,
including a cessation of
military spending on the Lebanese
Army, a move that portends a tougher approach by the Trump administration towards Lebanon.
The cancellation of the Foreign
Military Financing (FMF) programme to Lebanon for 2018 signifies a sharp reversal of Washington’s
steady support for the Lebanese
Army since 2005 in which more
than $1.4 billion has been spent on
weapons, equipment and training.
Lebanon, per person, is the world’s
fifth largest recipient of US military
assistance.
The State Department’s proposed
financial aid to Lebanon is being
slashed from $213.4 million in 2016
to $103.8 million for 2018. The UN
Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL)
is also being hit by budget cuts, with
the US contribution to the peacekeeping force in southern Lebanon
falling from $222.8 million in 2016 to
$149 million for 2018.

Building up the
Lebanese Army was
in part intended to
serve as a counterweight to the
powerful Hezbollah.
Significantly, the budgets of other
UN missions in the Middle East remain much the same, suggesting
that UNIFIL has been singled out for
cuts. UNIFIL is often accused by Israel of failing to curb the alleged activities of Hezbollah in the southern
border district.
Analysts in Washington cautioned
that the draft budget is unlikely to be
adopted by Congress as it stands and
that substantial changes are probable. US President Donald Trump
has promised to cut overseas spending and the draft budget appears to

have been drawn up with that in
mind. However, even if the draft is
subsequently revised there are no
guarantees that it will include an
FMF allocation to Lebanon let alone
match the figure of previous years.
The FMF for Lebanon in 2016 stood
at $85.9 million.

The outcome could
indicate to an extent
just how hard the
Trump administration
intends to deal with
Lebanon.
The United States accelerated its
support for the Lebanese Army following Syria’s political disengagement from Lebanon in April 2005.
That support increased following
the 3-month battle in 2007 between
the army and the militant Fatah alIslam group in the Nahr al-Bared Palestinian refugee camp in northern
Lebanon. The battle displayed the
woeful shortcomings of the army in
terms of training and equipment.
The capabilities of the Lebanese
Army have greatly improved since
then with the acquisition of more
advanced weaponry and equipment. Two Super Tucano light attack aircraft are to arrive in Lebanon
in October with another four to be
delivered in 2018. The Lebanese
Army is to receive 32 Bradley Mk II
fighting vehicles in September, making Lebanon only the third country
other than the United States and
Saudi Arabia to field them. Funding
from the United States and United
Kingdom has led to the establishment, training and equipping of
four land border regiments that are
tasked with protecting Lebanon’s
porous frontier with Syria.
However, just to sustain the army’s capabilities, in terms of keeping vehicles and equipment in active
service, runs to $40 million a year,
said Aram Nerguizian, an expert
on the Lebanese Army and senior
fellow with the Arleigh A. Burke
Chair in Strategy at the Centre for
Strategic and International Studies
in Washington. The freezing of the

Tightening the screws. Lebanese army officer stands near a missile delivered by the United States
during a ceremony at the Rafik Hariri International Airport in Beirut, last December.
FMF package puts at risk the capability to maintain not only existing
equipment but also vehicles and aircraft that are to arrive in the coming
months.
The Pentagon is believed to be
supportive of continued US financial
backing of the Lebanese Army. US
Secretary of Defence James Mattis
is familiar with the Lebanese Army
from his time as commander of the
US military’s Central Command.
The Pentagon also has a $150 million programme to enhance border
security for Lebanon, Jordan, Egypt
and Tunisia that is expected to remain untouched but that cannot
compensate for the loss of the FMF
allocation.
There remain compelling reasons
to maintain fiscal support for the
Lebanese Army but the FMF budget
cut comes amid indications that the
Trump administration is looking to

tighten the screws on Lebanon as a
means of tackling Hezbollah. Building up the Lebanese Army was in
part intended to serve as a counterweight to the powerful Hezbollah.
Hezbollah has emerged strong than
ever in the past decade.
Politically, it is impossible for the
Lebanese Army to confront Hezbollah and no Lebanese government
would give such an order for fear
of tearing the country apart. However, in the Trump era, continuing
to fund the Lebanese Army could be
construed as throwing good money
after bad. Even the counterterrorism
justification for supporting the Lebanese Army could be eroded by the
imminent defeat of the Islamic State
in Syria and the enhanced stability
along the Lebanon-Syria border.
The US Congress is to soon unveil
a new Hezbollah anti-financing bill
that reportedly will significantly

(AP)

ramp up existing legislation and allow for sanctions to be imposed on
people and institutions that have
dealings with the Iran-backed party.
The move provoked jitters in the
Lebanese banking sector with fears
of capital flight from banks, a drawdown on monthly remittances from
Lebanese expatriates and possible
isolation from international money
markets.
Whether advocates of US support
for the Lebanese Army can reverse
the State Department’s FMF freeze
for Lebanon could indicate to an
extent just how hard the Trump
administration intends to deal with
Lebanon.
Nicholas Blanford is the author of
“Warriors of God: Inside Hezbollah’s
Thirty-Year Struggle Against Israel”
(Random House 2011). He lives in
Beirut.

US budget requests reflect disregard for foreign aid

View poi nt

Mark Habeeb

T

he Trump administration is not a big
believer in “soft
power” — the term
used to refer to a
country’s non-coercive
foreign policy tools, including
diplomacy and foreign aid. This is
most apparent in the president’s
proposed budget for fiscal year
(FY) 2018: The White House wants
to slash US foreign aid by more
than 30% from FY 2016 levels —
from $23.2 billion to $15.4 billion.
The administration proposed
cutting funding for the US State
Department’s diplomatic operations from $55 billion in 2016 to
$40 billion.
Most shocking — and perhaps
most revealing of US President
Donald Trump team’s disregard for
foreign aid — was the proposed reduction in US assistance to Tunisia,
a promising but still fragile success
story. If the White House gets its
way, Tunisia’s security assistance
would plunge from $82 million to
$15 million and economic assistance would drop by one-third.
Lebanon would face a similarly
large cut in security assistance
(82% reduction), as do Iraq and
Bahrain (each more than 80%).
Iraq, however, would receive an
increase in economic aid from $122
million to $300 million. The UNrecognised government in Libya is

Economic and military
assistance to Tunisia could be
drastically cut.

slated to receive more economic
aid. Jordan’s security and economic
aid are targeted for cuts of more
than 20%.
Israel’s aid remains steady, as
does Egypt’s security assistance.
However, the administration
proposes a reduction in Egypt’s
economic assistance from $143 million to $75 million.
The White House, however, will
not get its way. The US Congress
determines the final US budget
and sets spending levels for programmes via the annual appropriations bills and members of Congress from both parties have made
it clear that Trump’s proposed cuts
to foreign assistance are a nonstarter.
US Senator Bob Corker, a Tennessee Republican who is chairman
of the Senate Foreign Relations
Committee, announced during
a hearing that “the budget that’s
been presented is not going to be
the budget that we’re going to deal
with.” In a rebuke to the administration, Corker added that “it
would be a waste of time” to even
review the president’s proposals
“because it’s not what is going to
occur.”
US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson, who testified at the Senate
hearing, claimed that, despite the
reduction in funds, the United
States would “continue to be the
leader in international development, global health, democracy
and good governance initiatives
and humanitarian efforts.” Senators
from both parties voiced scepticism
about how the United States could

maintain global leadership on such
issues without dedicating funds to
the effort.
Senator Ben Cardin, a Democrat
from Maryland, said the White
House proposal in itself had a
“chilling impact” on diplomats
and foreign aid professionals and
sent the wrong message to the rest
of the world about US leadership.
“I am deeply concerned that your
administration’s approach does
not place America first but rather
leaves America alone,” Cardin
told Tillerson. He went on to say
that Congress would write its own
budget that would not be “remotely” close to the one proposed by
the White House.
Tillerson responded to the criticism by saying that “throughout
my career, I have never believed,
or experienced, that the level of
funding devoted to a goal is the
most important factor in achieving
it… Our budget will never determine our ability to be effective. Our
people will.”
The administration’s harshest
critic was Senator Lindsey Graham,
the South Carolina Republican who
has not hesitated to criticise Trump
on any number of issues. Graham,
who is chairman of the Senate
Appropriations Committee’s subcommittee on foreign operations,
lashed out at the administration
for nearly 15 minutes while his staff
presented numerous graphs and
quotes mounted on poster board to
show the effects of the administration’s proposed cuts.
“I want the country to know
that this budget request is radi-

Israel’s aid
remains
steady, as
does Egypt’s
security
assistance.

cal and reckless when it comes to
soft power,” Graham said. “This
account is hit hard not as a result
of scrutiny about how the State
Department works but [as a result
of] budget pressure.”
Given the bipartisan opposition
to the administration’s proposed
funding levels, it is highly likely
that Congress will increase the
levels when it passes the final
version of the foreign operations
appropriations bill. Less certain is
how any additional funds above
the administration’s request would
be allocated, although reductions
in aid to Israel are all but impossible to imagine.
The administration’s proposed
drastic reductions may simply
reflect the way Trump likes to
negotiate: Make outrageous
demands knowing that the final
agreement will be a compromise.
So, although Congress has flatly
rejected Trump’s opening position,
it is almost certain that the final
bill will contain cuts, in some cases
substantial.
Appropriations bills must be
passed and signed by the president no later than September 30
(FY 2018 begins October 1). If this
deadline is not met, Congress
may pass short-term “continuing
resolutions” that maintain funding
at current levels until a bill can be
passed into law.
Mark Habeeb is East-West editor
of The Arab Weekly and adjunct
professor of Global Politics and
Security at Georgetown University
in Washington.
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Terrorism in the UK

News & Analysis

After Finsbury
Park mosque
attack, Britain
unites against
extremism
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

T

he attack outside of
London’s Finsbury Park
mosque was one of the
first high-profile Islamophobic terrorist incidents
in the United Kingdom in recent
history.
After three radical Islamist terrorist attacks in Britain in three
months — Westminster, Manchester and London Bridge — the fourth
terrorist attack this year confirms
that extremism breeds extremism.
British Muslims welcomed government rhetoric that placed the
Finsbury Park mosque attack
alongside other terrorist attacks
and called for unity in the face of
extremism of all stripes.
“It is a reminder that terrorism,
extremism and hatred take many
forms and our determination to
tackle them must be the same whoever is responsible,” British Prime
Minister Theresa May said.
“Like all terrorism, in whatever
form, it shares the same fundamental goal. It seeks to drive us apart
and to break the precious bonds of
solidarity and citizenship that we
share in this country. We will not
let this happen.”
Muslim groups warned of a spike
of Islamophobic incidents after previous attacks. After the Manchester
arena attack, Tell MAMA, an organisation that tracks anti-Muslim inci-

dents, reported that the number
of Islamophobic attacks in the city
rose to 139 from 25 incidents the
week before.
“We saw that [increase] very
clearly after Manchester, a very
high peak. We saw that certainly
after London Bridge,” Tell MAMA
founder Fiyaz Mughal told the BBC.
Analysts warned that far-right
groups were using terrorist incidents to promote right-wing extremism.
British far-right figure Tommy
Robinson dubbed the Finsbury
Park incident as a “revenge attack”
and said he had warned for years
of a coming “situation.” His comments were widely praised by rightwing supporters on social media
but strongly condemned by news
outlets and ordinary people.
“These are two sides of the same
coin — twin extremes that feed off
and need each other. Extremists
from both sides will refer to material and action from the other to
‘prove’ their worldview, lumping
Muslims or non-Muslims into monolithic blocks,” Nick Ryan, spokes-

These are two
sides of the same
coin — twin
extremes that feed
off and need each
other.

”

Nick Ryan, spokesman for
HOPE not hate

United against hate. Britain’s Prince Charles (R) and Imam Mohammed Mahmoud visit floral tributes
near the scene of the Finsbury Park mosque attack, on June 21.
(AFP)
man for the UK-based anti-racism
campaign HOPE not hate, said in a
release.
“In fact, this is what the extremists want. They want the majority
mainstream to feel they have no
home except in their arms.”
The Finsbury Park attack saw
Cardiff resident Darren Osborne,
47, drive into Muslims outside the
central London mosque in a hired
van early June 19. The attack was
like recent radical Islamist terrorist
attacks in Britain, particularly the
Westminster and London Bridge
incidents in which hired vehicles
were driven into pedestrians.
Witnesses said Osborne shouted
“I want to kill all Muslims” after being pulled from the vehicle
and restrained by angry worshippers. Mosque Imam Mohammed

Mahmoud received widespread
praise for his role in calming the
mob and ensuring that Osborne
was handed over to police.
Right-wing extremists responded
to the incident by calling for more
attacks on Muslims, with the British government pledging to increase security around Britain’s
mosques and establish a commission for countering extremism in all
its forms.
“Extra police resources have already been deployed to reassure
communities and the police will continue to assess the security needs of
mosques and provide any additional
resources needed,” May said.
The Muslim Council of Britain
(MCB), the largest Muslim umbrella group in Britain, welcomed increased scrutiny on Islamophobic

crimes.
“Muslim
communities
have
been calling for increased action
to tackle the growth in hate crime
for many years and transformative
action must now be taken to tackle
not only this incident but the hugely worrying growth in Islamophobia,” MCB Secretary-General Harun
Khan said in a release.
As for whether there could be
further Islamophobic attacks, Ryan
said: “Sadly, there are usually hate
crime spikes against Muslims after
jihadi-inspired attacks. We don’t
want that to happen, in fact, we
say that anyone targeting innocent
people from any community is doing the terrorists’ job for them.”
Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in London.

Muslims must weld themselves to wider
communities in the face of Islamophobia

View poi nt

Rashmee
Roshan Lall

T

he only certainty after
the attack on worshippers near London’s
Finsbury Park mosque
is that there will be
more of the same.
More attacks, whether copycat or
retaliatory, by Islamist extremists
or by those who hate Muslims.
Sometimes, as at Finsbury Park,
a visually distinct group of Muslims
may be the obvious target. More
often than not, though, Muslims
will, like everyone else, be randomly caught in the terrifying cycle of
violence.
They may have been taking a
train from Brussels’ Central Station at the very moment a man of
Moroccan ethnicity tried to set off
a bomb. Their children were, like
other British teen fans of pop star
Ariana Grande, in the Manchester
Arena when a bomb was set off.
They were, like other Londoners,
part of the cityscape when the London Bridge attack occurred.
Just as much as in Finsbury Park,
Muslims, too, were targeted by the
perpetrators of these atrocities.
It is important to hold that
thought. Finsbury Park has come
at a delicate moment in the fraught
Western debate about Muslims and
with them. At one extreme there
is the hideous rise in the number
and frequency of terrorist attacks
perpetrated by those who claim to

If Islamophobia must be
discussed at all it should be in
strictly clinical terms.

be Muslim. At the other end is the
ignominious situation of several
million Muslims in Britain, France,
Belgium, Germany, Denmark, Sweden, Switzerland and across the
water in the United States, too.
Every time there is an Islamist
terrorist attack, they feel conspicuous, defensive and panicky. For
more than a year, there has been
a decided uptick in anti-Muslim
crimes in the British capital, in Germany and in the United States.
Should the Finsbury Park
incident — a real, verifiable, highprofile attempt to kill people just
because they were Muslim — be
used to turn up the volume on cries
of Islamophobia?
That would be profoundly unwise. Even though Finsbury Park
solidifies some of the anecdotal evidence of Islamophobia from over
the years, Western Muslims should
focus less on the anti-Muslim nature of the attack and more on the
perpetrator’s intention, which was
to terrorise a whole community.
The broader shared threat of
terrorist attack is the same for
everyone, Muslim or not. It was the
same for all who were in or near
Brussels’ Central Station on June
20; for spectators and participants
of a US Republican Party baseball
practice in Virginia on June 14; for
those enjoying a warm summer
evening near London Bridge on
June 6; for young music-lovers in
the Manchester Arena on May 22.
Each venue was hit by a hate crime
of one sort or the other, driven by
extremism.
It makes strategic good sense for

Muslims to focus on that common
threat rather than on any particular
peril faced by their community.
They should condemn all terrorism — in any form, whatever the
target, whomever the perpetrator
— loudly, roundly, unequivocally.
If Islamophobia must be discussed
at all it should be in strictly clinical
terms.
A phobia is medically defined
as a persistent, irrational, intense
fear of a specific object, activity
or situation. Islamophobia means
the phobic stimulus for irrational
fear is provided by sight, sound
and perhaps even the thought of
Muslims or Islam. A phobia is an
anxiety disorder. As such, it is not
greatly threatening and certainly
nothing like the spectre of terrorism that can strike blindly, brutally
and bloodily anywhere.
To see Islamophobia as a greater
threat than any other hate-fuelled
terrorist act would be divisive and

Hate crimes in the West

1,264

Anti-Muslim crimes in
London, March 2016-April 2017,
Metropolitan Police statistics

208

Anti-Muslim crimes in
Germany, January-April 2017

206

Anti-Muslim crimes in the
United States, 2016, US Muslim
organisation CAIR reports

Finsbury
Park has
come at a
delicate
moment in
the fraught
Western
debate
about
Muslims
and with
them.

polarising. It would add to the
angry, tone-deaf argument that
has gone on for too long about the
separate lives lived by Europe’s
Muslims.
The debate has focused on the
face-covering veil and the distance it creates between a Muslim
woman and the European community around which she lives. It has
taken in the burqini, the demure
female bathing suit, and categorised the garment as incompatible
with the values of France. It has
knit instances such as a couple
of schoolboys’ refusal to shake
hands with their female teachers in
Switzerland into a larger narrative
— that Muslims are misfits and in
Europe and want to wall themselves off from society.
The mental and physical segregation is seen to be especially pronounced in the restive banlieues
around Paris; the ghettos of London, Birmingham, Manchester and
elsewhere in the United Kingdom,
and in Brussels’ poor, crime-ridden
locality of Molenbeek.
Then, Finsbury Park happens.
It affords a tragic opportunity for
Muslims. It offers them the chance
to be recognised as part of a wider
community that suffers from terrorist atrocities. Muslims should
weld themselves to it rather than
separating themselves out as exceptional victims.
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.
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Debate

Have Turkey’s security failings turned a corner?

Stephen Starr

Turkey is
undeniably
a more
authoritarian
state than 12
months or two
years ago.

N

ot so long ago
headlines
depicted Turkey
as a country
buffeted by
terrorist attacks
and political
unrest but Turkey may have
turned a corner in its fight against
terrorism that has seen hundreds
of civilians and police officers
killed in attacks.
Over the past several months
and as recently as this month,
dozens of Islamic State (ISIS) cells
in Istanbul and elsewhere in the
country have been broken up.
Crucial intelligence has been
recovered. The border with Syria,
once an open door for anyone
who wished to pass through, has
never been as secure. Major
attacks, such as those seen in
Istanbul, Ankara and Gaziantep,
have all but vanished.
Many will say this has come too
little, too late. Attacks on activists in Suruc and Ankara in July
and October 2015, at Ataturk
airport last summer and at the
Reina nightclub on New Year’s
Eve have shaken the country and
damaged Turkey’s economy.
Some claim that Ankara’s backing
of Syrian rebel groups in 2012 and
2013, groups that in the years
since have advocated a more
extreme world view, allowed
terrorists to covertly move across
the border to Syria. Slack border
monitoring several years ago
allowed hundreds of civilians to
flee Syrian government air strikes
and killings. It also, however,
allowed radicalised young men to
return to their homes around Turkey from where they carried out
many of the above-mentioned
atrocities.
The past six months have seen
the violence, which marked 2016
as a year that reached the depths
of unrest, dry up. The ongoing
conflict with the Kurdistan
Workers’ Party (PKK) continues
to take the lives of soldiers and,
occasionally civilians, almost
every day. Devastating and tragic
as that is, it is happening in
isolated and often rural districts
of the south-east, not in major

Squeezed by the police state. A boy passes under a police fence at the Sur historical district in
Diyarbakir, on June 14. 		
				
centres of commerce and tourism
as was the case last year.
With international visits to the
country way up on 2016’s numbers and new economic deals
with Russia and Israel in the
works, the signs suggest that
Turkey may have gotten over its
security dilemmas.
Much of that may be down to
the success of the ruling Justice
and Development Party (AKP)
and President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan. In April, a referendum
to change the constitution
enacting a presidential system of
governance passed by a narrow
margin, emboldening the president and his backers. Recently in
Turkey, when the president’s
authority has been challenged, as
it was when the AKP lost its
parliamentary majority in the
June 2015 election, enemies real
and perceived have been dealt
with mercilessly.

Last July’s failed coup also
allowed the government to go to
war against any and all threats.
The result has been the near-total
elimination of independent and
opposition elements — and
relative peace.
The European Union and
broader international community
may be scathing in their criticism
of the erosion of civil rights under
the AKP in recent years but for
many Turks the decline in attacks
and safer streets is more important than Turkey’s stop-start EU
accession negotiations. There are
thousands of state employees
without jobs and more than 100
journalists imprisoned but the
economy continues to grow and
financial credit remains easily
accessible for many.
Turkey is undeniably a more
authoritarian state today than it
was 12 months or two years ago.
Perhaps that is the price it must

(AFP)

pay for the sins of its policies in
Syria and for living in such a
volatile neighbourhood.
However, with tourists trickling
back into the country and the
Turkish lira’s slide against
international currencies slowed,
there is a feeling that Turkey,
further under the grip of a single
man, is a little more stable.
Perhaps that tells us that
Turkey’s democratic experiment
under the AKP has failed but in a
country racked by decades of
instability and low-level conflict
throughout the 1970s, ‘80s and
‘90s, this recent calm is welcomed by many, whatever the
long-term consequences it may
have for the country’s democratic
aspirations.
Stephen Starr is the author of
“Revolt in Syria: Eye-Witness to
the Uprising” and has lived in
Syria and Turkey since 2007.

Did Erdogan foresee a coup? The opposition says ‘yes’

Yavuz Baydar

Officers asked
if the coup
trials were so
important, why
they were not
broadcast to the
nation.

W

ho was
behind last
July’s coup
attempt in
Turkey?
Who pushed
the button?
Was it possible to stop the coup
before it spilt onto the streets?
A month before the first
anniversary of the coup, these
questions remain as puzzling as
ever for Turks as well as for the
rest of the world. Now, Turkey, a
member of NATO, is facing vast
repercussions, with a state
apparatus in turmoil due to
purges and an army with almost
half of its top brass in prison and
its combat capabilities crippled.
A parliamentary commission
set up by four political parties to
look into the coup was abruptly
disbanded early this year shortly
after Turkish President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan publicly called
for its members to “end the
activity,” although he had no
official authority to intervene.
The writing of its report was, the
opposition said, done in secrecy
without consultation. When the
draft report was made public, it
was widely regarded as stillborn.
The questions asked since the
day after the uprising remain the
same.
Some would say, there are
more questions than before. It
became clear recently when the
opposition parties, which had
objected to the report, published
bulky dissenting opinions. Theirs
is a chilling read, raising strong
suspicion of a massive cover-up.

The Nationalist Movement
Party (MHP), the smallest
opposition party, for example,
stated that it had asked that two
key officials — Armed Forces
Chief of Staff Hulusi Akar and
Director of the Secret Service
Hakan Fidan — be called to
testify. “The chairman (of the
commission) assured us that our
demand would be met but we
learned via his TV statement
after the publication of the report
that he had not even bothered to
write to them,” the MHP said.
“Thus, the night of the coup is
left entirely in the dark.”
The minority report of the
secular main opposition party,
the Republican People’s Party
(CHP), was far more dramatic.
More than 300 pages long, it
argues point after point that
Turkey was subjected to what it
calls a “controlled coup”; that top
Turkish authorities knew about
the coup plans.
“The treacherous and bloody
coup attempt was an unexpected, shocking and appalling
development for the innocent
citizens of the country,” the CHP
report said. “However, there
were some who knew that (it)
would take place and those who
waited for it.”
Akar and Fidan met alone for
more than six hours on the
afternoon of July 14 — the day
before the coup attempt. It
became known at 2.20pm that
there was a serious threat, the
report stated, adding: “The chief
of staff sent orders to all the
wings at 6.29pm that reached

them 7.26pm. Yet many commanders attended weddings, to
be arrested then. This remains
inexplicable.”
The pro-Kurdish People’s
Democratic Party (HDP), the
third largest party, calling the
coup attempt “a pretext for a
counter-coup,” questioned why
Akar and Fidan failed to inform
Erdogan, the prime minister or
relevant ministers.
While the three minority
reports unite in claims that what
happened last July amounted to a
“hijack” of the system, by way of
a hastily declared state of
emergency, there was more to
add to the questions.
Speaking to Vocal Europe, a
Brussels website operating as a
public newsletter service to EU
circles, five senior Turkish
officers who defected to NATO
countries, gave details on what
may have taken place that night.
“Frankly, the coup was shocking for all of us, as we never
expected it,” said one officer.
”Most of those arrested we know
would have never thought of
organising a coup against the
country’s political authority.
“It should be said as well that
there was a massive resentment
among the public and the armed
forces against President Erdogan
due to the failing of the Kurdish
peace process and particularly
due to the developments that
happened afterward. Those
purged generals and officers had
liberal visions to solve the
long-awaited Kurdish issue, they
believed in democratic ways for

solving this issue rather than
using military might.”
“Two weeks before the coup,
some social media accounts that
are now gone were referring to a
coup in the making. It is very
clear that the coup was not
known to us but it was certainly
known to President Erdogan’s
close circles,” said another
officer.
Officers asked if the coup trials
were so important, why they
were not broadcast to the nation.
”President Erdogan does not
want the realities of July 15 to
come up to the surface and to be
acknowledged by public opinion,” said a third officer.
They said they were concerned
by what they see as the dismantling of a key institution which
could be infiltrated by Islamists
and warned that “if the current
setting continues, we think that
NATO will have, in two or four
years, a member army full of
extremists and Salafists.”
Such additional data, published by the opposition and fugitive officers are certainly useful
in the broader context. Yet, what
we know is scarce. All the input
strengthens the views that it was
an uprising that involved Gulenists as well as pro-NATO flanks,
that the forces who pushed the
button remain in the dark and,
evidence is deeper that the coup
attempt was foreseen, with
countermeasures ready.
Yavuz Baydar is a Turkish
journalist and occasional
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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Is a US-Iran confrontation under Trump inevitable?
Sabahat Khan

Dubai

D

uring the US presidential elections in 2016,
the issue of Iran was predictably a key theme in
foreign policy debates
among candidates. Donald Trump,
out of all his rivals, was arguably
the toughest on Iran, going further
than charging it as the world’s leading sponsor of terror by promising
to dismantle the “disastrous” nuclear agreement and telling voters
he would “stand up” to Iran.
Under US President Barack
Obama, Iran grew its regional influence without facing a significant
strategic cost. Iran effectively used
the Joint Comprehensive Plan of
Action (JCPOA) — the nuclear agreement between Tehran and world
powers — to deflect US pressure to
other strategic areas of disagreement, arguably achieving a net strategic gain.
While the United States was not
a net loser with the JCPOA per se,
time and regional trajectories favoured Iran, especially given the
low probability of any US-Iranian
rapprochement progressing beyond
JCPOA, which constituted a tentative step given Iran’s regional strategy and goals.
As a result, the JCPOA survived
the full course of the Obama presidency but so did multiple unresolved strategic US-Iran disputes,
which were inherited by the White
House’s following administration.
The most significant threats to
American strategic interests in the
Middle East have undeniably emanated from Iran for many years and
the United States has struggled to
find a comprehensive policy to convincingly address such challenges.
Under Obama, much of the Arab
street — especially in the Gulf — was
convinced that an American-Iranian
conspiracy was under way against
Sunni Arabs. It was that difficult
for Arab leaderships to understand
why the world’s only military superpower was unable to wrestle
a much smaller power to protect
its regional interests or those of its
partners. Confidence in the United
States’ ability to reliably dispense
the functions of a regional security
guarantor is only now being rebuilt.
The election of Trump provided
a much-desired break from the
policies and approach of the Obama
administration towards Iran for
American partners in the Middle
East. Iran is a challenge that Trump

Recipe for confrontation. Iraqi Shia Muslims from Popular Mobilisation Forces hold portraits of Iran’s late leader Ayatollah Ruhollah
Khomeini (C), Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei (L) and Iraq’s top Shia cleric Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani during a parade in
Baghdad, on June 23.
(Reuters)
needed a strategy for sooner or later
but his strategy is unlikely to resemble the type of scattered approach
employed by Obama.
Trump was quick to fire warning
shots at Iran over the JCPOA and its
ballistic missile programme after
taking office before Iran seemingly
became a backburner issue. The
FBI investigation into the Trump
campaign’s contacts with Russian
officials and the deteriorating security environment on the Korean
Peninsula shifted the United States’
focus away from Iran. However, the
tough-line rhetoric on Iran was sustained and while the United States
under Trump has not abandoned
the JCPOA, it has left much room
open for renewed economic sanctions that relate to issues other than
Iran’s nuclear programme.
The Trump administration has
taken longer than usual to settle into office. However, as Trump
works through the process of filling
key posts, especially in the US State
Department, positions relevant to
the new US policy towards Iran are
largely being filled by individuals
far more hawkish on Iran.
US Secretary of Defence James
Mattis is a highly qualified expert on

Iran and will have strong views on
the level of urgency and US military
means necessary to counter Iran.
Having served as commander of US
Central Command, which oversees
an area of responsibility covering
the entire Middle East, during the
height of US operations in Iraq, Mattis has seen Iran’s regional footprint
go deeper into Syria and Yemen.
Mattis has retained relationships
with regional leaders and is keen to
cap Iranian influence by reversing
its regional gains and supporting
the development of a regional counterbalancing force.

Although Trump’s
policy on Iran is not a
finished package, it
is becoming clearer.
Perhaps a recent turning point was
the Arab Islamic American Summit
hosted by Saudi King Salman bin
Abdulaziz Al Saud in Riyadh, which
provided an international forum for
Trump to share his new approach
towards Iran and religious extremists. Trump met Riyadh’s expectations, once again calling out Iran as
the leading sponsor of terrorism in

the world and reiterating his ultimatum to Iran to change its behaviour.
Trump’s rhetoric is slowly taking real shape. Since the summit,
Riyadh has gotten to work on driving a new, proactive approach to
regional developments as it looks
to win back lost ground from Iran.
Its break-off from Qatar, though not
entirely motivated by the Iranian
factor, demonstrates how serious
Riyadh is about building strategic
momentum for confronting Iran.
American partners in the Middle
East, Saudi Arabia and the United
Arab Emirates, especially, may well
find greater success in influencing
US regional policy vis-à-vis Iran
than ever before.
US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson told the US House of Representatives Foreign Affairs Committee about the administration’s
“support” to “elements inside of
Iran that would lead to a peaceful
transition of that government.” The
comments, suggesting the United
States has not dropped its pursuit
of regime change in Iran, drew the
ire of Tehran. Tillerson also spoke
about designating the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps as a terrorist organisation, a move that would

significantly raise the geopolitical
stakes.
Although Trump’s policy on Iran
is not a finished package, it is becoming clearer. In the meantime,
intensifying anti-US rhetoric from
Iran is more than tit-for-tat and
points to Iran’s growing unease at
the prospect that Trump, despite
his business instincts, may not be
looking to cut deals with Tehran the
way his predecessor did. Given the
extent of US-Iran disputes and the
stark divergence in views on which
way the region should move in the
future, Trump has little incentive to
engage with Iran.
On the contrary, Trump and his
core team are likely to find that there
are far greater political gains to be
made by taking on Iran in ways the
United States has been reluctant to
in the past. Though a military confrontation is not in the cards, broadened economic sanctions are and
the United States is likely to seek opportunities to punish Iran indirectly,
possibly targeting its proxies more
strongly than previously.
Sabahat Khan is a senior analyst at
the Institute for Near East and Gulf
Military Analysis (INEGMA).

Iran shows off missile might, adds to tensions

View poi nt

Tom Regan

I

ran has fired its equivalent
of the shot heard ’round the
world.
Ostensibly, the reason
Iran fired several mediumrange ballistic missiles at
Islamic State (ISIS) positions in
Deir ez-Zor, Syria, was to retaliate against the terrorist organisation’s attacks on the parliament
building and on the tomb of
Ayatollah Khomeini in Tehran.
Iran had vowed revenge for the
attacks and Iranian state TV
showed the firing of the Shahab-3
missiles into the night sky.
Iran’s decision to fire the
missiles complicates the situation in an already complicated
Syria.
Is this a one-time act by Iran or
is this the beginning of a new
phase of warfare against ISIS? If
Iran continues to fire ballistic
missiles at ISIS positions in or

It has been 30 years since Iran
fired missiles in a conflict
situation and that was during
the Iran-Iraq war.

near Raqqa, it could endanger
the lives of Syrian Kurdish
fighters and their American
support staff who are fighting to
retake the town.
The launching of the missile
adds another unknown element
to the crowded airspace above
Syria. When the US military
downed a Syrian warplane on
June 18, Russia threatened to
target aircraft flown by the
United States and its allies west
of the Euphrates.
Yet while Iran’s immediate goal
was retaliation, its long-term
goal was to send a message to the
United States, Israel and, perhaps
most important, Saudi Arabia.
There has been speculation
about what will happen after ISIS
is defeated in Syria and Iraq.
Three times in recent weeks there
have been clashes between US
forces and Iranian-backed forces
in Syria. As ISIS-held territory
shrinks and opposing forces rush
to take over those areas, even
more clashes are likely. There
may be a point at which US forces
and Iranian forces are in direct
conflict with each other.

US President Donald Trump cut
high-level contacts between
Washington and Tehran that
were developed by his predecessor Barack Obama and increased
the level of rhetoric against Iran
in the region. Firing the missiles
against ISIS allowed Iran to signal
Washington that if it wants a
fight, it will get one. Firing a
missile across the Gulf at American bases in Bahrain or Qatar or
at American military and merchant shipping in the Gulf of
Hormuz is a lot easier than trying
to target an ISIS position in Syria.
The missiles served the same
purposes for Israel and Saudi
Arabia. It has been 30 years since
Iran fired missiles in a conflict
situation and that was during the
Iran-Iraq war. No doubt outside
military experts may have had
doubts about the Iranian missile
capabilities after such a long
silence. That doubt has been
removed.
Iran showed Israel, which has
been sabre-rattling about possible
attacks on Iranian nuclear
facilities for years, that such an
attack will come with a price.

The
launching of
the missile
adds another
unknown
element to
the crowded
airspace
above Syria.

As for Saudi Arabia, tensions in
the region increased recently as
several Gulf nations have faced
off against each other over
questions of support for Islamic
terrorism on the one hand and
Iran on the other. The recent visit
by Trump to Saudi Arabia
showcased his support for the
Sunni kingdom and his denunciation of the Shia regime in Tehran
and served to strengthen Saudi
Arabia’s determination to limit
Iranian influence in the region.
The missile launches serve to
put a check on that determination. Iran is basically telling
Saudi Arabia: “If you attack us,
we can retaliate and we will.”
Like any other deliberate show
of force, Iran’s actions serve as a
cautionary warning to its
opponents. How those opponents will react to the warning
after the threat of ISIS is removed
from the region remains to be
seen.
Tom Regan is a regular
contributor to The Arab Weekly
and a columnist at
factsandopinion.com.
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Saudi transition to strengthen
US bonds but other factors at play
Thomas Seibert

Washington

T

he elevation of Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz to the position of
crown prince and successor to Saudi King Salman
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud is a mixed
blessing for the United States.
The promotion of MBS, as the new
crown prince is sometimes called,
is likely to strengthen ties between
the kingdom and the Trump administration that envisions a central role
for Riyadh in the region. However,
US experts said the Saudi prince
should not overestimate the extent
of US support for Saudi positions
in conflicts in the region, whether
involving Qatar, Yemen or even
Iran.
Richard LeBaron, a former US
diplomat who dealt with Middle East matters in the region
and in Washington, said Saudi
Arabia’s priority was to
“dominate” the course of
events in the Middle East.
“But that can’t be the only
thing that defines US policies” in the region, added
LeBaron, who now works
for the Atlantic Council.
The United States and
Saudi Arabia share a long
list of joint interests, ranging from securing energy
supply corridors in the
Middle East to checking Iran’s
influence in the region. US President
Donald Trump has worked to assure
leaders in Riyadh, rattled by what
they saw as a dangerously soft line
on regional rival Iran taken by former US President Barack Obama,
that Washington is on their side.
“They found in President Trump
an interlocutor who sought their
support, welcomed their investment in the United States’ economy and offered not only
continuation of the long-

standing security cooperation with
the United States but firmly pledged
to be a staunch ally in opposing Iranian activities in the region,” said
Richard Murphy, a former US ambassador to Saudi Arabia who works for
the Middle East Institute in Washington.
Riyadh had felt at odds with Obama,
“some even said the kingdom had
been ‘betrayed’” by the previous
administration, Murphy wrote in
e-mailed remarks.
Riyadh’s sympathies for Trump
are matched by Washington’s enthusiasm for Crown Prince Mohammed,
said Michael Rubin, a former Pentagon official who works for the American Enterprise Institute, a Washington think-tank. “There’s a great deal

of optimism in Washington about
MBS and about the move to a new,
less sclerotic generation” in Riyadh,
Rubin said via e-mail.
Trump has thrown his weight as
US president behind the boycott by
Saudi Arabia and other Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) members against
Qatar in protest of Doha’s alleged
support for radical groups. The US
president called MBS on the day of
his elevation to the position of crown

prince to congratulate him.
The harmony between Crown Prince
Mohammed and Washington is not
perfect. For one, the US State Department's position towards the Qatar
crisis remains unclear despite Trump’s
public support of Saudi Arabia.The
internal differences in the US government highlight a potential problem
for MBS: He cannot be sure that
Washington will always be as supportive as Trump’s public statements

Trump reaches out to
new Saudi crown prince

U

S President Donald
Trump is signalling
his
administration’s
determination to develop close ties with
Saudi Arabia’s new crown prince,
Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz, who was elevated to first
in line for the throne in Riyadh.
Trump called the prince on June
21, shortly after he was promoted,
to congratulate him. The two leaders “committed to close cooperation to advance our shared goals
of security, stability, and prosperity across the Middle East and
beyond,” the White House said
in a statement.
They also “discussed the
priority of cutting off all support for terrorists and extremists, as well as how to resolve
the ongoing dispute with
Qatar,” the statement added
in reference to moves by Gulf
countries to isolate the government in Doha. Crown Prince
Mohammed, known as MBS,
was among several Middle
Eastern leaders welcomed to
the White House since Trump
took office in January. The US
president has been keen to
reassure Saudi Arabia of a
strong US partnership after years
of cooler relations under Barack
Obama. Trump sees his visit

to Saudi Arabia last month, his first
foreign trip as president, as a success that produced a commitment
by regional players to fight extremism.
A developing personal bond between
the prince, 31, and Trump’s son-in
law Jared Kushner, who is 36, plays
an important role. “Kushner and
MBS are close,” a high-ranking Western diplomat in Washington said
As Saudi Arabia’s defence minister, Crown Prince Mohammed also
met with US Defence Secretary James
Mattis. Last month, the United States
and Saudi Arabia signed a $110 billion deal to supply the kingdom with
state-of-the art US military hardware,
including tanks and fighter jets.
The crown prince’s task to prepare
Saudi Arabia, the world’s biggest oil
producer, for the future in an era of
increasing importance of renewable
energy sources is another factor that
makes him a key interlocutor for
Washington.
In an important policy overlap,
the man in line to become ruler of
Saudi Arabia after his father, King
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, who
is 81, also shares the Trump administration’s hawkish stance on Iran.
Trump sees Tehran, Saudi Arabia’s
bitter rival, as the biggest security
threat in the Middle East and as a
dangerous state sponsor of terrorism.

or tweets suggest.
“The Saudis and their friends need
to be careful about their assumptions
concerning US support,” LeBaron
said. “Perhaps there was a misinterpretation that they had a free hand.”
He said Washington had been surprised
by Riyadh’s move against Qatar. The
same was true for the war in Yemen,
where a Saudi-led coalition has been
fighting Iran-backed Houthis.
Even in the case of Iran, the positions of the United States and Saudi
Arabia might be less congruent than
the new crown prince, a hawk on Iran
issues, assumes. Despite the harsh
anti-Iranian rhetoric by Trump and
other administration officials, the
US president is sticking with the
international agreement to limit Iran’s
nuclear programme to civilian purposes. In April, the Trump administration told Congress that Iran was
complying with the terms of the deal.
The United States did not want “to
be drawn into an adventure in Iran,”
LeBaron said. In case of an escalation
of Saudi-Iranian tensions, Washington was likely to take a very close
look at the situation to find out whether
it posed a direct threat to US interests
or was more a regional rift not requiring US involvement, he added.
Ties between the United States and
Crown Prince Mohammed could be
tested by challenges for the young
prince at home. By taking on more
responsibility in Riyadh, he is likely
to come under pressure to deliver,
Rubin predicts.
The crown prince has launched a
number of initiatives and has to come
up with results, Rubin wrote in reference to the war in Yemen, which
shows no sign of ending, and domestic reform projects in Saudi Arabia.
“The public is no longer going to
blame miscalculations in Yemen or
with regard to budgetary issues upon
anyone else,” Rubin pointed out. “For
better or worse, the buck stops with
him.”
Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Washington.

The Trump administration’s mixed voices on the Middle East
View poi nt

Gregory
Aftandilian

A

lthough US President
Donald Trump has
yet to fill many
foreign policy
positions, his
advisers on the
Middle East are a diverse group
with often conflicting views.
US Secretary of State Rex
Tillerson, the former CEO of
Exxon Mobil, has extensive
Middle East experience but
seemed to be out of the loop
during the first few months of the
administration. Whether this was
because Trump wanted to steer
his own course or because his
inner circle in the White House
did not trust Tillerson, who was
not involved in Trump’s presidential campaign, is not clear.
This started after the June 5
move by Saudi Arabia and several
other governments to break ties
with Qatar because of allegations
that the latter was too close to
Iran and was funding extremist
Sunni groups. Tillerson weighed
in with Trump — who took credit
for the Saudi-led action — but
advised him to stop tweeting
about his alleged role because it
was inflaming tensions.
Various sources said Tillerson
has been working to “lower the
temperature,” understanding
that the United States has vital

Mattis shares Trump’s antipathy
towards Iran and wants to roll
back Iran’s meddling in much of
the Arab world.

interests in both Saudi Arabia and
Qatar, including the Al Udeid
Airbase south of Doha. Tillerson
stated publicly that he had been
dealing with the Qatari leadership “for more than 15 years, so
we know each other quite well.”
Surprisingly, given Trump’s
close embrace of Egyptian
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi,
Tillerson recently criticised
Egypt. During an appearance
June 14 before the US House of
Representatives Committee on
Appropriations, Tillerson said the
United States had “a lot of work
to do with Egypt on improving
the human rights situation” and
that he was “extremely disappointed” over Egypt’s new law
restricting NGOs’ operations.
Whether such comments were
planned by the administration —
with Tillerson playing the bad
cop to Trump’s good cop on Egypt
— is not known but it was a break
from Trump’s stance of not
criticising Sisi publicly. Tillerson
may have coordinated this
position with Dina Powell,
Trump’s new deputy national
security adviser, who worked on
Middle East affairs during the
George W. Bush administration
and is of Egyptian Coptic Christian background. Powell may
have come to believe that the
policy of indulging Sisi has not
had the desired effect of making
him more accepting of civil
society.
On other Middle East matters,
it appears that US Defence
Secretary James Mattis has the

lead on Iran, Syria and Yemen.
Mattis shares Trump’s antipathy
towards Iran and wants to roll
back Iran’s meddling in much of
the Arab world. Mattis was
probably behind the move to
reverse the Obama administration’s decision to hold up about
$500 million in precision-guided
munitions to Saudi Arabia
because of concerns that the
Saudi air campaign has caused
too many civilian casualties in
Yemen. Mattis has also ordered
the targeting of Iran-backed Shia
militias in Syria who have been
trying to open a corridor to Iraq
that would facilitate Iran’s aid to
the Assad regime and Hezbollah.
Mattis, however, appears more
measured than Trump on Yemen.
In April, Mattis said publicly in
Riyadh that the Yemen conflict
needs a “political solution.” He
may be willing to indulge the
Saudis militarily up to a point but
he seems to have made an
assessment that the Saudi-led
military campaign against the
Iran-backed Houthis is not going
to soon succeed. For this reason,
the Pentagon has convinced the
Saudis to undertake an extensive
training programme to help
prevent civilian casualties, the
New York Times reported.
On the Israeli-Palestinian issue,
Trump’s closest advisers — sonin-law Jared Kushner and
international trade negotiator
Jason Greenblatt — were known
to favour Israeli Prime Minister
Binyamin Netanyahu, though
Kushner and Greenblatt also

Tillerson
has been
working
to “lower
the temperature,”
understanding that the
US has vital
interests in
both Saudi
Arabia and
Qatar.

worked closely to facilitate the
visit of Palestinian Authority
President Mahmoud Abbas to the
White House.
Although Trump, under the
influence of national security
adviser H.R. McMaster, Tillerson
and Mattis, has backtracked from
the position of moving the US
Embassy from Tel Aviv to
Jerusalem — for which his
ambassador to Israel, David
Friedman and his White House
policy adviser, Steve Bannon, had
advocated — he still is pinning his
hopes on Kushner and Greenblatt
brokering a peace deal.
Trump has sent the duo to the
region to try to get peace talks
started again but it is unknown if
they have anything new up their
sleeves. Netanyahu and Abbas
might enter into talks simply
because they do not want to
alienate Trump but such talks
will fail if this Trump team is
bereft of realistic ideas.
Kushner’s new friendship with
Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz seems
designed to persuade the Saudis
to lean on the Palestinians to
make concessions. However,
while the Saudis like Trump’s
tough stand on Iran, they may not
share Kushner’s ideas on the
more sensitive Israeli-Palestinian
issue.
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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Europe after elections
Francis Ghilès explores future scenarios in the United
Kingdom and France after recent elections:

Britain cannot have its cake and eat it, too

B

ritain is an
economy on the
brink. Brexitology,
which is a new
form of astrology,
suggests a soft
version of Brexit
will be kinder to
the economy than the hard
version. Electors, however,
deserve better than the wishful
thinking they were happy to
indulge in when British Foreign
Minister Boris Johnson told them
a year ago that they could have
their cake and eat it, too.
Hard facts show that the Brexit
process is built on an enormous
lie. The idea that Britain could
take back control from the European Union was always an illusion.
What is not is the damage that
Brexit could inflict on the economy of London, to the detriment of
the rest of the kingdom.
London raises one-third of Britain’s tax revenue. Were it a nationstate it would have a budget
surplus of 7% of gross domestic
product. By contrast, Scotland,
Wales and Northern Ireland would
have budget deficits greater than
10% of their national incomes.
In other words, were it not for
London, they would have to go
hand in cap to the International

Most Brexiters
want to bring
back control over
immigration
but some
professions want
exceptions.

Monetary Fund. The south-east
region transfers more than $60
billion a year to the rest of the
country. Every million dollars that
is reduced by Brexit is a million
off the National Health Service
(NHS), a million more austerity
for Scotland, the north of England
and Wales.
That the economic opportunities London offers and the cultural
vibrancy it displays should be
under attack from the majority
of Britain’s political class is odd
insofar as it is the cash cow that
allows governments of all colour
to promise high-quality public
services, not least the NHS, which
all regions want and expect.
Conservatives are even more
hostile to London than Labour,
with its recent manifesto calling
for arts funding to be redistributed
from the capital and many civil
servants to be relocated by force.
Such economic frivolity borders
on economic madness. Surely the
challenge is to improve the performance of the regions — Manchester’s recent success shows it can
be done — not penalise London.
About 40% of London’s workforce is from abroad; in the
hospitality sector that percentage
is much higher. A Brexit clamp on
migration of 100,000 people a year
would impose economic sanctions
on London. Slamming shut the
door on the most cosmopolitan
city in the world would be an
act of self-mutilation. It is
senseless.
Members of parliament
from London should provide
some sanity to Prime Minister
Theresa May’s government. As
Ulster MPs demand guarantees
of an open border with the Republic of Ireland to join in the coali-

tion, so London should demand
guarantees of open borders with
Brussels, Paris and Berlin.
Most Brexiters want to bring
back control over immigration but
farmers want an exception for fruit
pickers, builders for bricklayers,
universities for foreign students
and hospitals for nurses. London
Mayor Sadiq Khan should do like
California, which refuses to bow
to US President Donald Trump’s
proposed migrant expulsions.
Soft Brexit means leaving the
European Union while staying in
the single market and customs
union. That would not allow
Britain to start trade negotiations
with other countries. It will mean
continuing to pay large sums of
money into the EU budget while
having no access to structural
funds that are so vital to Wales,
which voted to leave last year.
In no way would it prevent the
European Court of Justice from
having full jurisdiction over British matters to do with the single
market. Britain would have no say
over regulations that govern financial services, social legislation and
safety standards. It would not be
able to limit immigration from EU
members but British citizens living
in countries of the union would
lose EU citizenship rights.
Finally, Britain must foot a bill
of more than $125 billion to stay
in the single market. Contrary to
what May and Brexiters have said,
this is a very good deal for the
European Union and an absolutely
catastrophic one for Britain.
Many Europeans are thanking the British for their madness
because two wilful Conservative
Party decisions have vaccinated
Europe against populism. Support for the European Union has

ism of respect for Islam at a time of
frequent terrorist attacks in Europe
but relations with the Maghreb will
not figure among Macron’s immediate priorities — these are exclusively domestic due to his heavy
calendar of reforms.
The leaders of the two extreme
parties — Marine Le Pen for the
National Front (with eight deputies)
and Jean-Luc Mélenchon for La
France insoumise (LFI), (which has
17 deputies) — in the new assembly have argued that fewer voters
mean less legitimacy for the new
head of state and his government.
Soul searching awaits the National Front, which fell short of
the 15-seat threshold needed to
be recognised as a parliamentary group and
get speaking time
and additional resources. The voice
of the LFI leader
will be heard
loudly in parliament and on
the streets. He
argues that the
president has
“no legitimacy
to perpetrate a
social coup.”
The forces
ranged against
the president
in parliament
are meagre,
which feeds,
in Mélenchon’s
mind, the hope
that opposition to
the labour laws will come
from being opposed in
the street.
A note of caution is in
order because, for the first

time since its creation a century
ago, the French Democratic Confederation of Labour (CFDT) supplanted the more hard-line General
Confederation of Labour (CGT) as
France’s biggest union by winning
the largest share of worker representatives in the private sector last
winter. This has put CFDT leader
Laurent Berger, who said his union’s momentum provides a historic
chance to overhaul France’s often
conflict-ridden labour relations and move it closer
to the more collaborative
German model, in the
spotlight.
The five key reforms
that will make or break
the presidency include
reforming the labour
code, unemployment benefits
and job training,
pensions and
labour charges,
making Europe
great again and
making the state
of emergency
permanent.
The key
new labour
legislation
would mean an
unprecedented
decentralisation of labour
relations to
enable companies to
react more easily to
economic fluctuations
and give employers
more freedom to negotiate on working hours,
overtime and wages
with their employees
rather than comply with

Lingering bitterness. Demonstrators from pro-EU group Open
Britain protest outside of the Houses of Parliament in central
London, last March.

(AFP)

surged across the continent since
the Brexit referendum in London,
even in the other parts of the kingdom. There are many Eurosceptics
in the European Union, not least
of all in France. They now have
the leisure of contemplating their
dreams shattering the brick wall of
reality.
How long will it be before the
British realise that they have been
taken for a ride by the most frivolous group of politicians that ever
graced (if that is the right word)

the halls of Westminster? How
long will it take for Conservatives
to recover their sanity and understand that an assault on the wealth
and vibrancy of London could
destroy the United Kingdom, politically and economically?
Is it not time London held the
House of Commons for ransom
for the greater good of the United
Kingdom and receive a helping
hand from Conservative MPs from
London and Scotland and Labour
MPs encouraged by Khan?

sector-based rules. Lay-offs would
be eased and damages that judges
can impose on employers in case
of wrongful decisions would be
capped.
Macron wants the government
to wrest back control over a benefit
system co-managed by unions and
business representatives, whose
crass mismanagement has put it $37
billion in debt. Further reforms on
pensions and labour charges could
fuel strong opposition.
The street’s view is: The status
quo is terrible but must never
change. Immobilisme, as the French
call it, is, therefore, not an accident;
it is the system. Will Macron break
out of this self-perpetuating cycle?
The failure of the past three presidents does not condemn him to fail.
Despite their small number of
deputies, both extreme parties,
maybe with the help of the CGT,
will put up a fight. The National
Front has seen its vote halved
between the presidential and the
legislative elections. Its two bastions remain the northern rust
belt of France and the south. The
disappointment of its militants are
hard to disguise. The National Front
knows that its message of rejection
of the European Union has fallen on
stony ground. It remains a protest movement on the margins of
French political life but, if Macron

fails, its leaders could opt for la politique du pire.
The Socialist Party, with 44 deputies, has been mauled and will have
to reinvent itself. Caught between
those in its ranks, including former
ministers from François Hollande’s
government who have moved to
Macron’s movement and the harsh
criticism of Mélenchon, that will be
no easy matter.
The conservative Republicans
fared better but their 137 deputies
are divided between those who
want to work, à la carte so to speak,
with Macron and those who feel
more comfortable hugging Le Pen’s
more overtly racist, anti-European
and pessimistic vision. The three
left-wing parties strongly dislike Macron’s intention of writing
powers that come with the state of
emergency into regular law.
As for his ambitious plans to reform the European Union and push
for more integration among its core
members, they will have to wait
until after the German elections
next September. Before that, the
new president has to show his mettle on domestic reform. That will be
the acid test of his presidency.
Comparing Macron to Louis XIV
is wide off the mark. It is true that
the modern Parisian elite has the
size and density of the old royal
court and that its outer moat is the
Boulevard Périphérique ring road
but the victory of this rookie politician, however much he may
belong to that elite, suggests
that Immobilisme is not necessarily inscribed in France’s
DNA.

Domestic reform agenda is Macron’s priority
“

H

e’s a cat. You
throw him
through the
window and
he manages
to fall on his
feet.”
That is how
Alain Minc, an old acquaintance,
describes the most modern coming
of age in modern French politics.
Emmanuel Macron, the youngest
president of France in more than
150 years, has seized control of parliament after his recently created
party En Marche! won a majority of
seats in the legislative elections.
The 350 En Marche! deputies include a higher proportion than previous governments of women and
professionals who had never before
stood in an election. However, the
57% rate of abstention suggests that
many electors are bored with a long
drawn-out electoral process. Some
observers said it was evidence of a
dormant hostility towards the new
president and his reforms.
France’s strong links with the
Maghreb are symbolised by the
youngest member of the government, a self-taught digital guru
from a poor immigrant family
from Morocco. Mounir Mahjoubi
stemmed a vast cyber-attack, believed to have originated in Russia,
against the En Marche! website during the presidential campaign.
The new minister of public affairs
and public accounts, Gérald Darmanin is of mixed Algerian-Maltese
background. Several new deputies
are of North African origin, all of
which confirms that political integration in France is far from dead.
The president’s visit to break
the Ramadan fast with the king of
Morocco offered positive symbol-

Relations with
the Maghreb
will not figure
among Macron’s
immediate
priorities.

Francis Ghilès is an associate
fellow at the Barcelona Centre for
International Affairs.
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GCC construction outlook to improve with oil
prices recovery and implementation of reforms
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Dubai

D

espite spending cuts and
a 33% decline in project
contract awards in 2016,
the construction market in Gulf Cooperation
Council (GCC) countries is expected to improve in 2017, Middle East
business intelligence service MEED
stated.
A MEED report, “Outlook for GCC
Construction 2017,” noted that the
region offers significant opportunities for construction companies
despite the slowdown in project
spending. The recovery in oil prices
and the implementation of reforms
indicate that things will improve
this year.

The Kuwait airport
expansion recorded
an all-time high of
$12.2 billion of
project contract
awards in 2016.
The report warned, however,
that fewer opportunities, less certainty about project timelines and
increased competition could cause
the construction market to harden.
It said the region’s strongest markets over the past 12 months were
Dubai, Kuwait and Bahrain. The
latter saw its second-best year for
awards since 2007, thanks to the
financial support of its GCC partners through the Gulf Development
Fund.
The approval of a major contract award to expand Kuwait’s
airport took the country’s market
to an all-time high in 2016, when

it registered $12.2 billion in project
contract awards. The United Arab
Emirates registered an increase
in awards in 2016, thanks to work
leading up to Expo 2020 in Dubai.
Projects in Dubai accounted for
72% of all construction and transport deals in the country. Project
spending fell sharply in Abu Dhabi.
Elsewhere in the region, the fall
in oil prices since mid-2014 has
had a profoundly negative effect
on markets. With government revenues halved, ministries and other
client bodies imposed strict limitations on capital spending. The most
affected countries as seen from
contract awards were Saudi Arabia,
Qatar and Oman.
Richard Thompson, editorial
director of MEED, said the partial
recovery of oil prices eased some
financial pressure on governments
but was not expected to trigger a
significant pick-up in construction
activity in 2017.
“I expect to see a strong pick-up
in GCC construction activity in 2018
as governments increase spending to stimulate growth and as we
begin to see some of the privatisation and public private partnership (PPP) initiatives taking hold,”
Thompson said.
He said that all Gulf countries are
considering PPP to finance major
projects and government services
but each was at a different stage of
readiness to implement the model.
“I am looking at Saudi Arabia for
the biggest rise in PPP opportunities. It is by far the biggest market
with the biggest needs but, through
its Vision 2030 programme, Riyadh
has made a huge public commitment to delivering privatisation
and PPP in the kingdom. It has
been very aggressive in setting up
new structures to deliver these reforms,” Thompson said.

Significant opportunities. Al Baleed Resort Salalah by Anantara in Oman.
“As ever, Dubai will be very bold
in using new financing mechanisms
and I think Bahrain and Kuwait will
also see progress in housing and
utilities through PPP projects.”
Thompson contended that Riyadh wants to manage spending
carefully to ensure that it is getting
value for money from its investments. “By establishing a National
Programme Management Office
(NPMO) it set up the frameworks
and systems across the entire Saudi
government to plan, manage and
deliver major projects. It is a mammoth task to roll out such wideranging civil service reform that
could take three years to set up,” he
said.
“Riyadh has a tricky juggling act
to perform to allow some projects

to proceed in advance of the reforms being completed and holding
back projects to wait for the new
systems to be in place.”
The construction market in 201617 was not as satisfactory as the industry players had expected it to be.
Several construction companies,
including big ones, experienced a
tough time due to increased competition.
However, the China State Construction Engineering Corporation
(CSCEC), LLC Middle East, a multinational active in the region, was
among those not badly affected,
having been awarded five building
projects and one infrastructure project totalling $1.2 billion in value.
CSCEC President Yu Tao said that,
while tight budgets and depressed

(MEED)

market conditions due to low oil
prices were among challenges facing the sector, prospects were good.
“We believe that the coming
Expo 2020 and expanding tourism
can bring more opportunities to
construction, including residential,
hospitality, retail, health care, offices, infrastructure facilities, etc,”
he said.
CSCEC Middle East has completed several projects for clients on
schedule this year, including Viceroy Palm Jumeirah Dubai, Al Amal
Psychiatric Hospital, Dubai Water
Canal and Dubai Park Flyover, Tao
said.
N.P. Krishna Kumar is a
Dubai-based contributor to The
Arab Weekly.

Malak Harb

UK fraud regulator
charges Barclays over
Qatar fundraising

Dubai

London

Crisis sees air travel hub
Qatar cut off from local routes

S

itting on an aeroplane from
Qatar trying to get home to
Dubai, I could only watch
frustrated as a scrolling map
showed my flight pass overhead of my skyscraper-studded city
and continue east.
It’s typically an hour flight between Dubai in the United Arab
Emirates and Doha, the capital of
Qatar, cities that are home to two
of the world’s biggest long-haul airlines. My trip would end up taking
five-and-a-half hours.
The reason? It was the same one
that got me on one of the last direct
flights leaving Dubai on June 5. The
UAE, along with Bahrain, Egypt and
Saudi Arabia, cut diplomatic ties to
Qatar and would soon shut down
transportation links between them
and the small, energy-rich nation.

Doha’s new airport,
which cost more than
$15 billion to build,
was quiet that Friday
afternoon when I set
out to return home.
Suddenly, the air route between
the two cities that typically saw dozens of daily flights had none. As I finished up my reporting on the crisis,
I suddenly had a new challenge in
trying to figure out how to get home.
I ended up deciding to try to fly
to Muscat, Oman, and catch a connecting flight to Dubai. To my surprise, most flights were fully booked.
Agents offered me a sole remain-

B
Exceptionally quiet. Passengers wait at the Hamad International
Airport in Doha, on June 12.
(AFP)
ing one-way business-class ticket
at $1,090. That shocked me. Flights
between Doha and Dubai used to be
under $100 and direct.
Options on other airlines had me
travelling more than ten hours. That
was too much. However, I got lucky
when a last-minute cancellation got
me on an Oman Air flight to Muscat.
That flight and another to Dubai cost
$490. It still was a lot but I was happy
to get a ticket. The airline has since
increased the frequency of its flights
to Doha.
Doha’s new Hamad International
Airport, which cost more than $15
billion to build, was quiet that Friday afternoon when I set out to return home but the line at the Oman
Air counters moved slowly. Workers
there said most catching flights were
those trying to go to Dubai. Typically, business travellers and those
working in the region routinely shuttle between cities with relative ease.
My flight to Muscat, No. WY664 on

a Boeing 737, was full as we passed
far above the world’s tallest building and the other wonders of Dubai.
When we landed in Muscat, I was
surprised to find my connecting
flight to Dubai had more than half
its seats empty. I was among 33
people on flight No. WY611, another Boeing 737.
I had no issues with passport control in Doha and
Muscat but I had worried
about problems arriving in
Dubai. Qatari citizens were
given 14 days to leave the
UAE. Anyone carrying a Qatari residency visa in their
passport also is no longer allowed to get a visa on arrival in
Dubai. I had no problems, however, and I was glad to be home.
Malak Harb is an Associated Press
videojournalist based in Dubai. She
has worked as a journalist in the
region for nearly ten years.

ritish regulators have
charged Barclays bank
and four former executives, including the chief
executive officer, with
conspiracy to commit fraud when
they sought investment from Qatar
in 2008.
Barclays turned to Qatar to bolster its finances and avoid a government bailout at the height of
the global financial crisis. Qatari
investors pumped $7.7 billion into
Barclays during two fundraisings in
June and October 2008.
Other banks, such as the Royal
Bank of Scotland and Lloyds, survived
the
crisis but only
with government
help.

Barclays, Barclays former CEO
John Varley, former investment
banking chief Roger Jenkins,
Thomas Kalaris, who headed the
bank’s wealth management division, and Richard Boath, head of
the European financial institutions
group, were charged with conspiracy to commit fraud by false representation in relation to the first
round of investment in June 2008.
Barclays, Varley and Jenkins were
charged with another count regarding the second round of financing
in October 2008. Barclays, Varley
and Jenkins were also charged with
providing unlawful financial assistance.
The charges by the Serious Fraud
Office (SFO) are the first in Britain
against a bank and former executives for activities during the 2008
financial crisis. The four are to
appear at Westminster Magistrates’ Court on July 3, together with a representative
of the bank.
Barclays responded that
it “awaits further details
of the charges from the
SFO.”
The charges come as
another blow to current
Barclays CEO Jes Staley,
who is facing a regulatory
investigation into his own
conduct after he attempted
to identify a whistle-blower.
(Associated Press)
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Libya’s cash crisis worsens three years into civil war
Stephen Quillen

Tunis

T

here is a joke in Libya that
if you write your name on
a banknote and spend it,
it is likely to come back to
you within a week. Such
is the extent of the country’s cash
crisis, which has gone from bad to
worse in the once oil-rich state.
The liquidity shortfall, attributed
to a lack of stable oil revenue, unregulated market activity and increased public expenditures, has
hit regular citizens the hardest.
Those who once enjoyed generous government benefits and public resources under former leader
Muammar Qaddafi now line up for
hours to withdraw small sums from
banks. Some struggle to buy food
and basic goods.
“People are unable to get money
from their accounts,” Anas Almansuri, a Libyan software engineer in
Benghazi said in a telephone conversation. “Even if they have plenty
of money, the bank won’t give it to
them. There’s simply not enough.”

Financial restrictions
are not limited to any
one area of Libya,
which is embroiled
in a fierce conflict.
“The maximum you can withdraw is around 300 dinars ($212),”
said Libyan journalist Ala Drissi,
who was also reached in Benghazi
by telephone. “Sometimes it’s even
less and with food prices skyrocketing — a gallon of milk now costs 10
dinars ($7) — you can imagine how
long this lasts.”
For Libyan university student
Ibrahim Albadri, the crisis might
cost him his education. Albadri, a
junior at Kent State University in
the United States, has been unable

to pay his college tuition for a year
after the government failed to approve his international monetary
transactions. If the issue is not resolved, Albadri’s student visa will
be revoked and he will be forced
back to his hometown of Tripoli.
“The idea of having the money
but I can’t reach it kills me,” Alabdri
said to kentwired.com.
Such financial restrictions are not
limited to any one area of Libya,
which is embroiled in a fierce conflict between an array of competing
factions and militias. Cash reserves
have dried up in both Tripoli and
Benghazi, where frantic customers can be seen clustering around
banks for hours. “Some even sleep
in the streets,” Drissi said.
“What’s happening in Libya is not
unique,” Drissi explained. “Cash
crises have happened in every
country that has undergone a similar conflict. The first thing people
do is get their money back from the
banks, which causes a lack of cash.
“The problem is that banks cannot print new cash.”
As a result, Libya’s financial institutions have begun printing and
importing currency from overseas,
principally from the United Kingdom.
In 2016, however, Libya’s eastern government in Tobruk, loyal
to Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar,
brought in billions in currency from
Russia. The notes, which had distinct serial numbers, security details and watermarks, were accepted “without objection in Tripoli,”
the Libya Herald reported, despite
the Central Bank’s insistence they
were not valid and the United States
regarding them as “counterfeit.”
The country’s financial shortfall
has taken a particular toll on local businesses, which struggle to
operate with minimal cash. Some
of them have resorted to using epayment services that allow customers to complete purchases with

Tunis

M

ention truffles and
many people think of
Italy and France and
of truffle hunters accompanied by dogs
trained to sniff the delicacies out
from underground. People also associate truffles with sky-high prices. Along with caviar and saffron,
truffles can be one of the most expensive foods. A single 15-gram
black truffle can cost up to $55.
People are unlikely to associate
truffles with Finland, which has a
climate much colder than Italy or
France. Yet Finland is moving onto
the global truffle map thanks to the
work of one Libyan.
Salem Shamekh got into the truffle business almost by accident. In
Tripoli, he studied food technology
at university in the 1980s. Later he
became head of the technology department at the technology institute in Brak Al-Shatti in southern
Libya.
He wanted to continue his studies so, in 1996, he enrolled in what
was then the Helsinki University
of Technology (now part of Aalto
University) and earned a doctorate
in applied food biochemistry. He
took an unpaid research and teaching position. After three months, he
was hired as a full-time staff member.
In 2005, Shamekh applied for
grants for projects on strawberry
culture and the use of light-emitting
diode (LED) to increase vegetable
crop production in greenhouses.
Not getting the grants at first was
traumatic, he said.
“I thought our future in Finland
was ended,” Shamekh said. “I told
my wife that but she told me not

to be so foolish. She told me that I
should find a place and pray and
say Hamdullah (‘Thanks be to God’)
and maybe God would open a new
door.”
Shamekh did as his wife suggested. He started working on an idea he
had earlier put aside: Mushrooms
and truffles. Soon he was considering truffles and how they could be
cultivated in Finland.
The idea was triggered by a conference on the European black truffle in Uppsala, Sweden, where they
were being grown.
“It was the first time I’d seen them
but I thought if they can be grown in
Sweden, they can be grown in Finland,” he said.
Shamekh and five colleagues
started producing black truffle mycelium in a university laboratory.
The roots of oak tree saplings are
inoculated with the mycelium and,
about seven years later, decentsized truffles can be harvested.
It seemed a promising venture so
Shamekh’s team started looking for
funding for the research and a place
where they could grow truffles in
field experiments. The city of Juva,
270km north-east of Helsinki, offered about $110,000 for the project.
Local farmers expressed interest
in the potential new crop and, in
2006, the first truffle farm was established in Juva. By the end of the
year, there were ten truffle farms in
the area, each with about 200 inoculated trees.
“People said that it was too
cold for the saplings, which came
from France, that they would die,”
Shamekh said, “but in April 2007
we saw the first buds coming out.
In September that year, we checked
the roots and the mycelium was still
there. I was the happiest man in the
world. Many said it could not work,
that it was a waste of money but

Libya

Briefs
Algeria’s
government
planning Islamic
finance options,
welfare reforms

Everyday hardship. People queue to withdraw money at a bank in
Tripoli.
(Reuters)
wire transfers. This has become
a popular method of payment for
cash-strapped citizens but is not a
sustainable option for most small
or medium-sized enterprises.
For Libya’s well-connected, foreign currency can be traded on
the black market where the value
of dollars and euros is far above
prices on the international trading
market. Last April, the Libyan dinar
traded at 8.3 to the US dollar on the
parallel market, compared to 1.4 to
the dollar on the official market.
The official exchange rate has
been criticised by foreign leaders
and international financial institutions, who have been urging Libya’s
UN-backed government in Tripoli
to devalue its currency. While Tripoli’s central bank has thus far held
off, the pressure is likely to mount
as long as the conflict continues
and oil revenue fails to make gains.
“Libya will have to undergo a
devaluation of its currency eventually; the question is when and under what political circumstances,”

wrote Jason Pack in Al-Monitor.
While Pack noted that “daily life
under devaluation would be skyhigh prices, continued lines outside banks and looting,” it would
be implemented to “keep the oil
revenues and currency reserves
stable and hence combat the liquidity crunch of the public sector,” he
said.
For now, however, the measure
remains unpopular in Libya, where
many are still holding out hope for
a political settlement.
“The situation is bad,” said Drissi,
“but it’s not Somalia yet.”
Libya has been ensnared in a
fierce civil conflict since 2014, with
the internationally recognised government in Tripoli, led by Fayez alSarraj, battling the renegade General National Congress (GNC) for
control of territory in the west, and
the Tobruk government, allied with
Haftar, making gains in the east.
Stephen Quillen is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis.

Finland’s Libyan King of Truffles
Michel Cousins
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they were wrong.”
There are now 33 truffle farms in
the district, with more than 20,000
inoculated trees, making Juva the
truffle capital of Finland.
In 2010, recognising the significance of the project and its value to
farmers, then Finnish President Tarja Halonen asked Shamekh to plant
inoculated oaks at the president’s official summer residence. Last year,
he was asked to return to the estate
with a dog to hunt for the truffles.
“A dog is an important colleague
in the business,” Shamekh said.
“Without a dog, you cannot succeed.”
The Lagotto Romagnolo breed
from Italy is considered the best truffle finder but the dogs do not come
cheap. A puppy can cost more than
$1,400 but with farmers in Finland
getting about $330 a kilo — and
sometimes more — for black truffles,
it is not only a necessary investment, it is a relatively inconsequential one as well.
Apart from providing farmers
with the oak trees and the knowledge, Shamekh and his team test
the soil and help choose the best
land for planting. There is a nursery
in Juva growing saplings, which last
year produced 5,000 young oaks.
The news about Shamekh’s work
has spread. Farmers across the Baltic in Latvia contacted Shamekh and
truffle farms were established there.
There are two farms in Lithuania
where Shamekh was welcomed by
the country’s president for helping
sustainable agricultural development. Another farm is to start in Estonia this June.
There are inquiries from Russia
and Arab countries.
The first European truffle orchard
in Qatar has been planted, with 350
oaks from Finland. A nursery has
been established. “It’s a major challenge,” admitted Shamekh, referring

to the heat in the Arab country.
The saplings were planted outdoors in March 2016 in Al Khor.
They survived the summer, when
temperatures of more than 50 degrees Celsius were recorded. This
spring, new leaves appeared.
There are plans to introduce truffle farms in Tunisia and establish
a nursery “and hopefully soon in
Libya as well,” although that ultimately will be up to the politicians,
Shamekh said.
He said he dreams of truffle woods
in eastern Libya’s Green Mountains.
Libya and Tunisia have great potential, he said, because “the climate is
much better than Finland or Qatar.”
There is another truffle — the
white desert truffle — found in Tunisia, Libya and elsewhere in North
Africa and the Middle East. It is an
altogether different fungus. However, it has stirred Shamekh’s interest.
He said he plans to publish the gene
map of the three Libyan truffle species that have never been analysed.
In Finland, black truffles are not
just a new cash crop for farmers.
They are also making money in another way: Truffle safaris. Fascinated Finns and others are paying to
become truffle hunters for the day.
It is, as one Libyan political figure
put it, “a beautiful story.”
Shamekh is investigating other uses for the truffle, not just as
something that can turn a humble
omelette or a simple pasta into a
dish fit for a king.
“Our new research shows that the
polysaccharides of the truffle can
act as an anti-diabetic agent, which
will be developed as a product. We
are also working on the sterols that
we found in truffles to use them in a
new biotechnology product for human fertility treatment,” he said.
Michel Cousins is the editor-inchief of the Libya Herald.

Algeria’s new government is
preparing the legal framework for
Islamic finance and new Islamic
bonds and will make changes to its
welfare system, largely unchanged
for decades, to offset lower oil prices, an official document stated.
The document gave the first indications of policy for Prime Minister
Abdelmadjid Tebboune along with
new ministers in the key portfolios
of finance, commerce and energy.
He was appointed by Algerian President Abdelaziz Bouteflika in May.
The North African OPEC member
has seen its energy revenues, which
account for 60% of the budget, more
than halved due to the slide in crude
oil prices, forcing the government to
cut spending, look for new revenue
and announce economic reforms.
(Reuters)

Egypt sends fuel
to power-starved
Gaza, undercuts
Abbas
Officials say Egypt has begun
trucking 1 million litres of cheap
diesel fuel to Gaza’s power plant, in
a rare delivery meant to ease a crippling electricity crisis in the Hamasruled enclave.
The shipment appears to undercut Palestinian President Mahmoud
Abbas, who has stepped up financial
pressure on Gaza to force the militant Hamas to cede ground there.
Hamas seized Gaza in 2007.
(The Associated Press)

Etihad to open
lounges to
economy-class
passengers for
a fee
Etihad Airways is to open its
lounges to economy-class passengers for a fee and will start charging
for chauffeur services that had been
complimentary as it joins rivals in
looking for ways to boost revenues.
The changes come amid a strategy review at the Abu Dhabi carrier as once rapidly expanding Gulf
airlines face tighter profit margins
amid overcapacity in the market and
tighter corporate travel budgets.
The fee for economy passengers
to access the business-class lounge
at Abu Dhabi International Airport
will start from $101 and will depend
on how much time is spent in the
lounge, an Etihad spokesman said.
It will also offer economy-class passengers paid access to its lounges at
other airports around the world.
The changes, effective July 3,
would allow business-class passengers to pay to use the first-class
lounges, while a previously complimentary chauffeur for business- and
first-class passengers will become
a paid for service outside of Abu
Dhabi.
(Reuters)
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Moments of joy. Young Egyptians look up as balloons are released from the rooftop of a mosque at the end of prayers on the first day of Eid al-Fitr, in 2016.

(AFP)

Celebrating Eid al-Fitr, even if worries abound
Samar Kadi

Beirut

A

s the holy month of
Ramadan drew to a
close, Muslims around
the world celebrated
Eid al-Fitr, a festival
marking the end of the month-long
fast. In the Middle East, where a
3-day holiday was observed, people looked forward to enjoying the
Eid, despite the crises, conflicts and
economic strains facing the region.
Attending early morning prayers
at the mosque on the first day of
Eid, gathering with family for the
Eid meal, enjoying food and sweets,
exchanging visits and well wishes
and visiting the graves of deceased
relatives are common traditions in
the Arab world.
In Iraq, the prospect of the Islamic State’s defeat is a source of
content, though apprehension of
terror attacks during Eid festivities
remains.
“We are used to welcoming Eid
with joy and hope, despite the
gloom in which we have been liv-

ing for years. My siblings and I have
been preparing for Eid for the past
ten days, buying new clothes and
preparing sweets, especially the
Kulleija, which is a deep-rooted tradition in Iraq,” said university student Meiss Ahmad.
Sami Abdallah, the father of
three, is more cautious.
“I believe most Iraqi families will
be vigilant. Terrorists make no difference between children, families
or adults. We are all targets for them
especially in such occasions but
this will not stop me from meeting
my kids’ wishes for Eid,” Abdallah
said, hoping that the Islamic State
and terror would be part of Iraq’s
“painful past” come Eid next year.
For Egyptians, Eid is synonymous with new clothes, good food,
outings, travel and even marriage.
Nonetheless, inflation and hikes in
commodity prices stopped millions
from indulging in many traditions.
Some defied discouragement by
resorting to second-hand clothing
markets, sticking to the basics or reducing amounts, especially when it
came to food and special Eid cookies.
“Clothes prices are very expen-

sive,” said housewife Fayza Salem.
“They are almost double last year’s
prices. The problem is that as commodity prices keep increasing, salaries remain the same.”
Nonetheless, the feast was special in Egypt, which is more politically stable this year despite economic hardships.

For Egyptians, Eid is
synonymous with
new clothes, good
food, outings, travel
and even marriage.
The Nile River is a magnet for
hundreds of thousands of people
nationwide. Felucca rides out into
the serene waters of the Nile and
dancing to the tune of Arabic and
pop music are among people’s favourite activities.
Street decorations and ornaments adorning shops and houses
propagate a sense of joy and optimism heralding the upcoming festivities in Amman. But for many
Jordanians, the meaning of Eid
entails much more than having fun
and indulging in sweets and special

food.
“Eid al-Fitr has always been a
wonderful time to enjoy but we
should not forget that there are
thousands of Muslim refugees who
are missing out on Eid in their own
countries and I believe that we, as
Jordanians, have a responsibility
towards them,” said businessman
Tareq Absi.
“As a family, we have been doing
our part in helping Syrian families
who have become our friends now
and we thank God that we are able
to bring some joy and smiles to
their kids,” he added.
Visiting cemeteries to pray for
deceased family members is a tradition on the first day of Eid in
Jordan. Absi said: “Eid should be
for the living and for remembering
the good memories of those who
passed away.”
Emirati banker Nabila Abdulla
said Eid is “the time to be grateful
to God for the strength given for
fasting with patience and discipline, a time for forgiveness.”
“It is also a time for all families to
get close and children to dress up.
In the UAE and Gulf in particular,
children visit their grandparents

after the morning prayer to get
their blessings and line up together
in front of all parents, uncles and
aunts for their ‘Eidia’ (a token sum
of money as well as gifts),” Abdulla
added.
Special
entertainment
programmes are organised for Eid, including traditional dances and music concerts by famous Arab artists
and activities for children in malls
and amusement parks.
Beirut’s normally traffic-jammed
streets were almost deserted during Eid, as many flocked to their native villages to celebrate with family and friends. Others sought the
freshness of mountain retreats or
beach resorts.
Many concerts and festivals in
Lebanon kicked off on the second
day of the Eid holiday to celebrate
the end of the fast and the beginning of summer.
Samar Kadi, The Arab Weekly’s
Travel and Society sections editor,
compiled this report with contributions from Amr Emam in Cairo,
Roufan Nahas in Amman, Oumayma Omar in Baghdad and N.P.
Krishna Kumar in Dubai.

Eid revives Tunisian tradition of pastry making
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

I

med Riahi, the owner of a traditional pastry shop in Tunis’s
medina, slices cake into small
pieces, then fills boxes with
ka’ak warqa and baklava. Behind a display of Tunisian traditional sweets, he chats with customers,
inviting them to try the delicacies
and bargaining the prices.
In the last days before Eid al-Fitr,
pastry shops are always crowded
with customers. Sweets vary by region and the Eid feast celebrates the
richness of Tunisia’s culinary culture.
It also reveals the difficulties facing the pastry sector, which is struggling to stay alive in the tough economic climate.
“I have been working for years as
part of the family business. Since
I am originally from Nabeul, our
shop is famous for my hometown’s
sweets, such as jwajem. A lot of our
customers come here just for that,”
Riahi said.

Tunisian bakers are
modernising their
industry while
preserving tradition.
For Riahi, pastries are not just a
delicious treat to be enjoyed with
coffee on Eid, but a crucial part of
his family’s heritage that spans four
generations.
“We have been doing this for generations and, even now, we continue
the tradition as it is a part of who we

are. We don’t want these culinary
traditions to disappear. Even my
wife today learnt the recipes for the
traditional sweets that we offer at
our shop,” Riahi said.
While Riahi said keeping his
family traditions alive is a priority, Mohamed Zarrouk, manager
at Tunisia’s famed Pâtisserie Madame Zarrouk and a member of the
National Union Chamber of Pastry
Shops, stressed that a pastry shop is
not only a profitable business but a
place to preserve culinary traditions
and heritage.
“In the 1960’s Hamouda Haddad,
the then head of the Office des Céréales, was wondering how it would
be possible to preserve traditions
that are typically Tunisian. He decided to start a training centre for
traditional pastries and he appointed Madame Zarrouk as the head of
the centre,” Zarrouk said.
“They had generations of people
who trained in making traditional
pastries. Tunisian bakeries were
popular. People who trained there
opened their own pastry shops and
so did Madame Zarrouk. That is how
the business started and bakeries
spread in many Tunisian towns.”
Traditional pastries are made
with dough sheets called malsouka
baked with a special recipe. Zarrouk
said the pastry shop committed to
using the homemade recipe to preserve the authenticity of sweets.
“We want to keep the traditional
aspect of Tunisian pastries. The
brik [dough] sheets are made the
old way. You can see the difference
between the original recipe and the
new one,” Zarrouk said.
“This would be the goal as a mem-

Culinary tradition. A vendor displays traditional sweets in Tunis.
					

ber of the National Union Chamber
of Pastry Shops. We need to promote Tunisian pastries that reflect
our culture. Even the decoration of
the pastry boxes should display the
influence of Tunisian culture.”
Yet amid the revival of tradition
and the celebratory aspects of Eid
al-Fitr, Zarrouk spoke of hardships
facing the sector.
“The acquisition of the primary

(Reuters)

ingredients of good quality can be
frustrating for shop owners. In the
‘70s, butter was monopolised by
certain companies and so was flour.
Now things are better. For instance,
in the past months there were issues
with nuts and almonds,” Zarrouk
said.
“With the wave of recent arrest of
smugglers, the availability of products was affected but we are work-

ing on having this legally sorted.
Smuggling these products is not
good for the economy.”
Zarrouk and Riahi said they have
noticed the effect of economic hardships on consumers who limited
their purchases due to rising prices.
“Over the past years people have
had less [to spend] and people cannot make pastries at home anymore
because it is not profitable,” Zarrouk
said.
Riahi said: “They do not buy as
much as they used to because everything is getting more expensive.”
Tunisian bakers are modernising
their industry while preserving tradition, offering a variety of Tunisian
sweets that are decorated in creative
ways.
“There is the artistic side but that
should not come at the expense of
culinary taste. We are trying to revolutionise pastries and the Tunisian
culinary art. We have so many good
dishes but no one is making use of
them or decorating them to make
them more popular.”
Despite the difficulties and issues,
Zarrouk said Tunisian pastries exemplify the richness of the country
as well as its culinary history, which
has elements of many different civilisations.
“Our traditional pastries have
many origins. Some pastries are
Turkish. Other came from Andalusia like ka’ak warqa and many were a
creation of Tunisians. What matters
the most is to keep this tradition,”
Zarrouk said.
Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and
Culture contributor to The Arab
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.
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De-mining in the Arab World

Decontaminating mine-infested Iraq — a war far from over
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

A

hmad al-Kabissi was
helping displaced residents of his native Anbar
province, west of Baghdad, to return home after liberation from the Islamic State
(ISIS) when he lost his two legs in
a landmine explosion. He considers himself lucky. Three of his colleagues were killed on the spot.
Kabissi, 27, was part of a demining team operating in Ramadi after
undergoing one month of training.
“We were asked to dismantle bombs
in one of the many booby-trapped
houses left by ISIS in the city. One
of us must have stepped on an explosive device. The explosion cut
through us. They died. I survived,”
Kabissi said.
“I liked the idea of removing the
explosives scattered all over the
place and helping families recover
their homes after they have been
cleared.”

An estimated $100
million is needed to
clear Iraq of
unexploded
ordnance.
Kabissi, who now uses a wheelchair, is waiting for government support to provide him with prostheses
to be able to walk again. “After all
these sacrifices, I was left without
care or compensation to continue in
my life, which I fear I will spend on a
wheelchair,” he said.
With an estimated 26 million
landmines and other unexploded
ordnance (UXO) scattered across
the country, Iraq is among the most
severely contaminated countries in
the world due to decades of conflict. While most of the landmines
date from the 1980-88 Iran-Iraq
War, more accumulated during the
1990-91 conflict and the 2003 US-led
coalition invasion of Iraq. ISIS and

others continue to add to the mine
count today.
Official Iraqi reports state that one
in every five Iraqis is at risk of being
injured by landmines and unexploded ordnance.

Some 26 million
landmines and other
unexploded pieces of
ordnance are
scattered across Iraq.
In Anbar, there is no approximate
number of the unexploded devices being cleared by international
and local demining organisations,
provincial council member Rajee’
Barakat said. “A large amount of
ordnance has been removed but the
process of clearing explosive remnants of wars takes a very long time.
It is even worse here in view of the
huge number of bombs that were
planted by ISIS all over the place,”
he said.
Demining efforts by international
organisations are concentrated on
clearing main intersections and
streets, government buildings and
public facilities, Barakat said, adding that the “sensitive task of removing UXO from private houses
and agricultural fields is handled by
explosive experts in the army and
the federal police.”
The UN Mine Action Service (UNMAS) has cleared nearly 400 “priority” sites in Falluja and Ramadi since
2015, disabling more than 2,600 explosives in areas recaptured from
ISIS. The cost of clearing Iraq, initially estimated at $50 million, has
doubled because of the battle of
Mosul.
UNMAS Programme Management
Officer Paul Heslop said in a statement the “large contamination of
Mosul” required additional demining costs of $50 million. He said the
removal of explosive devices from
buildings was more dangerous than
clearing minefields and necessitated
more technical expertise and sophisticated equipment. “Once the
area is completely liberated (from
ISIS) we will be able to have a better

Sensitive task. An Iraqi unit searches for mines and bombs near the site of an explosion in Mosul, last
March.
(Reuters)
assessment of the extent of contamination,” he said.
Khaled Rashed, general director
of the Directorate of Mine Action in
Iraq, acknowledged the explosive
hazard problem in Iraq is complex,
unprecedented and required a national and international response.
“Iraq is among countries of the
world that have been contaminated
for several decades,” he said. “The
destruction of explosives remaining
from the Iraq-Iran war in the ‘80s of
the last century is not completed.
The Gulf war (1990-91), in which all
types of weapons were used, further
complicated the issue also causing
environmental hazards and damage
to agriculture.”
During the ISIS occupation, many
booby traps, as well as improvised
explosive devices (IEDs), were

planted. Around Mosul, since operations began in October 2016, nearly
1,700 people have been killed or
wounded by explosive hazards, UNMAS said.
There are no official counts of victims of UXO in Iraq but unofficial
figures estimate more than 14,000
people have been killed or wounded
by landmines since 1991, most of
them civilians.
Rashed acknowledged a lack of
funds had delayed demining work.
“The directorate’s limited (financial)
capacity is impeding the work which
requires huge funding and strong international support,” he said.
Poor funding has restricted assistance to mine victims such as
Kabissi, Barakat said. “The central
government is not responding to our
demands to allocate monthly sala-

ries to those who suffered impairment,” he said. “Also, the Ministry
of Health has turned a blind eye to
our request for treatment and prostheses for the war disabled.”
In 2007, Iraq signed the Ottawa
Convention banning anti-personnel
mines. Under the convention, Iraq
committed to free the country of
landmines by 2018, an impossible
task.
The problem of terrorism might
end one day in Iraq but it will take
decades of action and stronger advocacy to get rid of the legacy of
mines and explosive remnants of
wars.
Oumayma Omar, based in Baghdad,
is a contributor to the Culture
and Society sections of The Arab
Weekly.

Lebanon’s mine-clearing effort described as ‘success story’
Samar Kadi

Beirut

T

he bomb that exploded
on a sunny morning in
May ripped off the legs
and one hand of the Syrian boy. The incident did
not occur in war-torn Syria but
in southern Lebanon where the
14-year-old was helping his refugee
family in a tobacco field when the
remnant from Lebanon’s past wars
went off.
Lebanon has been plagued by
landmines since its 1975-90 civil
war and subsequent Israeli occupation. It faced unprecedented

contamination levels from cluster
munitions when Israel dropped an
estimated 4 million bomblets in
the final hours of the 34-day war
against Lebanon in July 2006.
Many years after the guns had
fallen silent, however, unexploded
remnants of war still kill and maim
people, mostly civilians.
The Lebanon Mine Action Centre
(LMAC) has been carrying out and
coordinating the painstaking task
of demining and clearing Lebanon
of unexploded ordinance (UXO)
since 1998. It has cleared and destroyed up to 70% of the munitions
but the risk would remain even after a UXO-free Lebanon is achieved.
“The dangers posed by UXO
stay forever,” said LMAC Direc-

Reliable method. Astra Joan, a mine detection dog from Lebanon,
sniffs inert samples of various mines, during a demonstration. (AFP)

tor Brigadier-General Ziad Nasr.
“They are discovering unexploded
bombs from the second world war
in Europe. In Jezzine (southern
Lebanon) we found a bomb from
the second world war, which we
detonated. We should always deal
carefully with bombs because they
all explode, even if they have been
sitting there for ages.”
Different types of UXO, including anti-personnel and anti-tank
mines, mortars, tank shells and
cluster bombs, contaminate Lebanon but there is no accurate count
of the number of such devices, Nasr
said.
“The lack of accurate mapping of
landmines, which were planted by
the different warring parties, rendered the task of demining much
more complicated,” he said. “Also,
erosion and mud movement displaced many landmines over the
years, adding to the problem. Some
of those planted along the Blue Line
are charted.”
Nasr explained that the Lebanese
Army has completed a “non-technical survey” of the national territory to identify contaminated areas. “I can say confidently that we
now know by 90% — if not 100% —
where the minefields are,” he said.
Lebanon, a signatory of the
Convention on Cluster Munitions
(CCM), which bans the use, production and stockpiling of cluster
bombs and calls for destruction of
existing stocks, hopes to become
cluster-free by 2021.
Southern Lebanon is the area
most contaminated with cluster bombs. At least 25% of the
munitions do not explode on impact and pose a threat for decades

after they have been dropped. An
estimated 908 people have been
killed and 2,842 wounded by UXO
in Lebanon since 1975, LMAC figures state.
Mine clearance is painstakingly
slow and dangerous work. Deminers must abide by strict regulations
and are flanked by ambulances and
medics. LMAC has been working in
mine clearance with several international demining organisations,
including Britain’s Mines Advisory
Group, the Norwegian People’s
Aid, France’s Handicap International and DanChurchAid and local
demining organisations Peace Generations Organisation for Demining
and Lebanese Association for Mine
and Natural Disaster Action.

The Lebanese Army’s
Mine Action Centre
has cleared 70% of
unexploded
munitions in
Lebanon.
Demining is only one of the
humanitarian tasks assumed by
LMAC. “Our work is based on five
pillars,” Nasr said. “In addition to
clearing mines, the other pillars are
mine risk education, mine victim
assistance, advocacy and destruction of stockpiles.”
While Lebanon has no cluster
bomb stockpile to destroy, LMAC
has been active with civil society in
raising awareness about mine risks,
Nasr said. “This is done through
awareness campaigns for civilians,
in the schools and universities,
about precautions that should be

taken to avoid contaminated areas,
how to alert the army, etc…,” he
said.
Victim assistance and rehabilitation is another important task
assumed by LMAC in cooperation
with civil society organisations.
“We help victims reintegrate in
the society through providing prosthesis, helping them find jobs and
vocational training and securing
financial support for them to start
businesses. We have 12 local NGOs
some of them are national centres
for rehabilitation across the country working with mine victims,”
Nasr said.
Lebanon’s mine-clearing endeavour “is definitely a success story,”
he stressed. “We are taken as a good
example for demining internationally.”
An Arab Regional cooperation
programme managed by LMAC
works to improve knowledge,
exchange experiences and promote better mine action practices
throughout the Arabic-speaking
world.
Training on how to handle unexploded remnants of war is being
set up in a Lebanese Army base
outside Beirut. “We will be conducting training in three languages
but the programme will be mainly
dedicated to Arab countries. We
have already prepared the training
curricula, the lessons and course
material,” Nasr said. The centre is
expected to open in September offering training for military personnel and civilians.
With 17 out of 22 Arab countries
contaminated with landmines and
other unexploded munition, the effort could not be more timely.
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Rachana, Lebanon’s open-air sculpture museum
Samar Kadi

Rachana

A

towering
sculpture
greets visitors at the
entrance of Rachana,
a small village overlooking the Mediterranean in northern Lebanon’s
Batroun district. As visitors move
inside, tens of stone sculptures of
different sizes line the walkways
and others decorate gardens and the
church yard.
The legacy of the Basbous brothers, the pioneers of Lebanese modern sculpture, is present everywhere, earning Rachana its fame as
the country’s open-air art museum.
The Basbous brothers — Michel,
Alfred and Youssef — turned their
native village into a cultural hub
through artworks robust enough to
be displayed outdoors year-round.
The works of Michel and Alfred
Basbous are also displayed in indoor museums, properties of the
Michel Basbous (1921-81) and Alfred
Basbous (1924-2006) foundations,
which are run by their sons, Anachar
and Fadi, respectively.
“The idea of transforming Rachana into an open-air museum came
after Michel had returned from Paris
where he studied fine arts in 1954,”
said Anachar, whose name is “Rachana” spelt backward. “He decided
to settle in Rachana, not in Beirut,
and thought: ‘I should transform
this beautiful village into a sculpture museum’.”

In 1997, the UNESCO
titled Rachana a
“Global Village of
Outdoor Sculpture.”
“Rachana reached its climax in
the 1960s as it was a hub for the Lebanese cultural renaissance. In fact,
Michel Basbous placed Rachana in
the heart of the cultural movement
in Lebanon,” Anachar said.
Students and art lovers come to
see the brothers’ sculptures in the

place they created 60 years ago. The
three brothers introduced a modern
and abstract vision of sculpture at
a time when Middle Eastern sculptures were mainly classical portraits.
More than 40 monumental marble and granite sculptures are exhibited in the garden of Michel Basbous’s home alongside his free-form
house-atelier. The inner museum
gathers smaller sculptures in granite, bronze and wood, along with a
few charcoal drawings.

More than 70 famous
Arab and foreign
sculptors have
participated in the
Rachana symposium
over 11 years.
“The garden was his atelier for the
big sculptures that are still standing in the same place where he had
sculpted them. He has produced a
lot. It is a big heritage that we are
trying to preserve by personal effort
without any support from the Ministry of Culture,” said Anachar, who is
also a sculptor.
Michel Basbous’s artworks are
displayed in many museums around
the world, including the Musée d’Art
Moderne de Paris, Hakone OpenAir Museum in Japan, where he has
two sculptures sitting next to works
by artists such as Henry Moore and
Pablo Picasso. The British Museum
lately acquired four Michel Basbous
drawings in black and white and the
Guggenheim Museum in New York
is interested in acquiring some of his
pieces.
Michel Basbous is credited for initiating his two younger brothers to
the art of carving the stone, metal
and wood, making the trio a reference in the sculptural world.
The nearby Alfred Basbous Foundation is filled with sculptures.
Granite, marble, wood and bronze
pieces are placed in a spacious welllit, white room. Although some of
his early sculptures depicted animals, Alfred Basbous was passionate in the forms of the human body,
especially feminine curves.

Hub of cultural renaissance. The garden in Michel Basbous’s house where his large works of art still
stand in Rachana in northern Lebanon.
(Samar Kadi)
“A lot of his sculptures portrayed
the woman — the mother, the lover,
the sensual and voluptuous. He represented the woman with minimum
details. He was an avant-garde in
minimalistic abstraction,” said Alfred Basbous’s son Fadi.
The monumental works of Alfred
Basbous are in public areas in Beirut and many other Lebanese cities. When Michel Basbous died in
1981, Alfred Basbous collaborated
with Youssef to promote Rachana
and cultivate the family heritage.
From 1994-2005, they organised the
International Symposium of Sculpture during which famous sculptors
from around the world were invited
to create, sculpt and exhibit their
works with those of the Basbous

brothers at the sight of tourists and
art lovers.
More than 70 well-known Arab
and foreign sculptors participated
in the Rachana symposium over 11
years. Their works are displayed
permanently in the village’s International Park of Sculpture, which
earned Rachana the UNESCO title
of “Global Village of Outdoor Sculpture” in 1997.
“The artists used to spend three
weeks in Rachana where they did
their sculptures. Alfred wanted to
gather the world’s artists in this
small village… He wanted to place
Rachana on the international art
map,” Fadi said.
Both Anachar and Fadi said they
hope to instil a new dynamism to

boost the cultural movement created by their fathers in Rachana decades ago. While the latter is setting
up a delineated outdoor space to exhibit the art works of his father and
international artists, the former is
organising a land art festival.
“From July 1-8, groups of students
from several universities will be
working on art projects and installations, using materials that exist
on site,” Anachar said. “Each chose
a spot in the village where they will
implement their project. It could be
in the valley, in the wood or on the
hill.”
“It will be the first time that such
a concept is implemented in the region. Here the plus to art will be nature and the ecology.”

US exhibition of Saudi art aims
to share ideas, test perceptions
Jeff Karoub

Detroit

A

Big score. Ayman Yossri Daydban, the current artist in residence
at the Arab American National Museum poses for a photo, on
June 14.
(Arab American National Museum)

US exhibition featuring the works of about
40 Saudi artists aims to
share their expressions,
foster conversations and
challenge conceptions of life in the
conservative Islamic country.
Epicenter X: Saudi Contemporary Art is to open July 8, with an
expected run of approximately
three months, at the Arab American National Museum in Dearborn,
Michigan. It features photographic
and video installations as well as
murals exploring themes of urbanisation, globalisation, religion and
the effect of US culture on a restrictive Saudi society that has loosened
somewhat in the areas of arts and
entertainment.
It is among the first and largest
US exhibitions featuring contemporary Saudi artists, some of whom
have had their work shown at the
Smithsonian Institution, Los Angeles County Museum of Art and
elsewhere. It is also a big score for
the Smithsonian-affiliated Arab
museum in a Detroit suburb that
can lay claim to being the capital of
Arab America.
“I think there’s a lot changing in
Saudi Arabia right now,” museum
Director Devon Akmon said. “What
I find really interesting is obviously
the role of the artists in society, regardless of where they are. They are
chroniclers of our time. They bear

witness. They reflect. They speak
about contemporary issues. That’s
exactly what many of the artists in
this show are doing.”
Themes explored in the exhibit
include urbanisation and changing
landscapes in cities and the effect
of religion on society. Akmon said
many Americans are neither “attuned to” those issues in Saudi Arabia nor aware that artists are “giving voice to these discussions.”

Artist Ayman Yossri
Daydban will have
three photographic
works in the exhibit
and will be staging
two solo shows.
Akmon said he and his colleagues
worked on the exhibit with the
Saudi-based King Abdulaziz Centre
for World Culture, known as Ithra.
He said museum officials were clear
in conversations that they would
be curating the exhibit and had “a
message to share that could not be
interfered with.” The museum expressed its desire to display a wide
array of art representing a diversity
of artists, including women.
“It was a very collaborative process. They were very open to how
we wanted to portray this,” he said.
Among the pieces that will be on
display is “Digital Spirituality” by
Amr Alngmah, which places the
cube-shaped Kaaba in Mecca — Islam’s most sacred site — in the middle of a circuit board. Akmon calls it

a commentary on “how technology
is becoming a religion in our lives.”
Another artist involved in the
exhibition is Ayman Yossri Daydban, who is the museum’s artist in
residence. He will have three photographic works in the exhibit and
will be staging two solo shows. Daydban, whose last name is Arabic for
“watchman”, has been encouraged
to use the museum’s exhibits and
archives and surrounding communities as his “studio,” as he creates
or collaborates on numerous multimedia projects.
“I have had many residencies, including in Dubai, Berlin and Paris,”
Daydban said with the help of an
interpreter. “This is the first time
when I feel like I am becoming
younger and I find it very refreshing. This residency makes me feel
brave to ask questions.”
Although Saudi restrictions on
freedom and ban on women driving
often grab headlines, Akmon said
his visit to the kingdom opened his
eyes to the burgeoning, expressive
art scene in Jeddah featuring men
and women. He said he hopes that
visitors to the exhibit experience
that as well.
“It was essentially discovery, getting an introduction to some of the
ideas of the Saudi people that was
unfiltered, so to speak,” he said.
“That’s exactly what people will
see when they come to the gallery,
a range of ideas and philosophies
emerging.”
(The Associated Press)
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Illicit antiquities trade threatening cultural heritage
Stephen Quillen

Tunis

B

esides the illicit trade
of weapons and drugs,
smugglers in the Middle East and North Africa
have found a lucrative
business in trafficking antiquities.
The smuggling of ancient artefacts to wealthy clients around the
world has spiked in the last decade,
with experts warning that the region’s archaeological heritage is in
peril.
“The problem has dramatically
increased since the outbreak of
conflict,” said Michael Danti, principal investigator and academic
director at the American Schools of
Oriental Research’s Cultural Heritage Initiatives. “We are seeing the
full range of antiquities.”
Danti noted that “looting is worst
in Syria,” where the Islamic State
(ISIS) has systematically plundered
or destroyed many of the 4,500 archaeological sites that contain historical treasures.
While such looting long preceded
the civil war, the conflict “helped
to create conditions ripe for widespread, systematic exploitation of
artefacts,” wrote Morag Kersel and
Fiona Rose-Greenland for the University of Chicago’s Oriental Institute. “International market interests, a general breakdown in border
controls and competition among insurgent groups for revenue streams
all played their part.”
Despite the conditions, Syrian
archaeologists have gone to great
lengths to preserve the country’s
artefacts, in some cases evacuating
or hiding them.
On August 18, 2015, Khaled alAsaad, an 81-year-old Syrian archaeologist and head of antiquities
for the city of Palmyra, was publicly
beheaded by ISIS after he refused
to reveal the location of the city’s
hidden artefacts. UNESCO Director-General Irina Bokova called his
death “a deplorable act, made all
the more senseless that it was the
result of an attack on the museum
and ancient citadel.”
“They killed him because he
would not betray his deep commit-

Lost treasures. A fragment of an Assyrian-era relief is seen at the ancient site of Nimrud that was destroyed by the Islamic State fighters
near Mosul.
(AFP)
ment to Palmyra,” Bokova said.
By 2016, all six of Syria’s UNESCO
World Heritage sites were reportedly damaged or destroyed. Up to
100,000 Syrian cultural artefacts
were reportedly under ISIS control.
There have been similar reports
in Libya and Iraq.

The amount of
money ISIS is taking
in is estimated at
$150 million-$200
million per year.
Italian newspaper La Stampa reported in 2016 that Italian organised crime networks were selling
weapons to ISIS in exchange for
stolen antiquities, which were then
sold in Russia and Asia.
An Interpol database that tracks
stolen works of art listed dozens of
missing antiquities from museums
and sites in the region. “A total of
94 items of invaluable cultural her-

itage were stolen from the Mosul
Museum in Iraq” in 2014-15, the
database read. “Many other objects
were destroyed.”
While it is impossible to gauge
how devastating ISIS’s campaign
of destruction has been on the region’s cultural heritage — particularly in Iraq, Syria and Libya — the
amount of money the extremist
group is taking in is estimated at
$150 million-$200 million per year.
ISIS is not the only culprit. Rival
militant factions, organised gangs
and ordinary citizens seeking a
big payout have tapped into the
market. This is particularly true in
Jordan, Israel and the Palestinian
territories, where the prevalence
of historical artefacts and religious
relics fuels demand among collectors and traders, but the practice
extends to the Gulf and North Africa.
In March 2016, Tunisian authorities stopped a trafficking network
from smuggling a rare, 15th-century

Torah out of the country. The scroll,
which authorities described as “a
one-of-a-kind historic artefact”
made of ox skin, was reportedly being transported to an unidentified
source in Europe.
In all cases, the trafficking apparatus is composed of looters, dealers and collectors who navigate a
complex process that can span decades.
“Not all antiquities are sold immediately,” said Danti, who added
that the end buyers are not well
known. “Many will be transferred
back and forth or sit in secret caches for years or even decades.”
“Some antiquities are used for
barter exchanges or as criminal collateral in other illegal activities,”
he added, saying that “immediate
laundering onto the legal market
and sale is the only route.”
“Lower-value and mid-value material is being sold using the internet. Higher-end material is more difficult to trace because professional

smuggling and dealing networks
handle such material. They make
use of private sales and the freeport
system to protect themselves.”
Much has been done to crack
down on the illicit trade of antiquities. In December 2015, the International Council of Museums (ICOM)
published an “emergency red list”
of cultural objects at risk of being
stolen from Libya. The ICOM maintains similar lists for Syria and Iraq.
To more effectively deal with
the problem, Danti suggested a
number of government measures:
“Better monitoring of the freeport
system. Stiffer penalties for dealers
and purchasers of antiquities. More
methods for tracking material… Bilateral agreements between countries to develop and enforce cultural property laws and more law
enforcement dedicated to cultural
property crime.
“In the end, we need peace in the
Middle East. The criminals are exploiting instability and poverty.”

Syrian conflict in spotlight at London’s Imperial War Museum
Karen Dabrowska

London

T

he Syria: A Conflict Explored
exhibition
is
rightly an “exploration”
by London’s Imperial
War Museum (IWM) into
the narratives of the sides competing to tell their version about the
Syrian conflict, which has developed into an international proxy
war.
Divided into three parts, the
exhibition’s first section features
a museum-like display of objects
that tell the story of the tragic
events in Syria. A child’s abandoned orange life jacket found on
the Greek Island of Chios refers to
the more than 4 million Syrians
who have fled the fighting and are
living as refugees in Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan and Europe.
Also displayed are souvenir
mugs and plates with photos of
Syrian President Bashar Assad and
Russian President Vladimir Putin, which are on sale in the port
of Tartus, Russia’s Mediterranean
naval base; cartoons from Syria’s
most famous political cartoonist
Ali Ferzat; a helmet worn by the
White Helmets Organisation recognised for rescuing civilians in
opposition-held areas; and a replica of a barrel bomb used by both
sides in the conflict are among the
offerings.
The second section consists of
an installation film on two framed

Rare insight. Syrian refugees tell their story.
screens giving the visual effect of
shattered glass. Produced by Liminal Films in collaboration with the
IWM, the film tells the story of the
conflict. It begins with a historical
background to Syria and introduces the parties in the conflict. The
film ends with a poignant quote
from Lakhdar Brahimi, the veteran
Algerian diplomat who was the UN
and Arab League Special Envoy to
Syria from 2012-14: “Everybody
had their agenda and the interests

(Karen Dabrowska)

of the Syrian people came second,
third or not at all.”
The final section of the exhibition gives a voice to Syrians — the
refugees, the civilians who stayed
as well as the internally displaced.
In captions under black-and-white
photos they tell their story.
“The situation in Syria is complex, live and evolving and we
know that viewpoints may change
in two years, two months, two
days or two hours,” said Gill Web-

ber, executive director of Content and Programmes at the IWM.
“We want to help our visitors cut
through the complexity and enable a deeper understanding of the
causes, course and consequences
of what is happening in Syria today.
“A Conflict Explored reflects a
multitude of perspectives and positions and also questions and challenges the information we have
available right here and now.”
A Lens on Syria, another retrospective about the Syrian conflict,
is displayed on the same floor of
the IWM. It is the first British exhibition of 60 photographs of awardwinning Russian documentary
photographer Sergey Ponomarev.
The Assad’s Syria series offers a
rare insight into what life was like
for people living in governmentcontrolled areas in 2013-14.
Ponomarev was one of the few
photographers allowed access to
Syria. In a statement accompanying his photographs, he said: “For
Assad’s Syria I was trying to document life inside one of the most
tightly controlled states in the
world. In this environment photographers and journalists were
caught between what we saw and
what the government wanted to
show us. How do you distinguish
between reality and propaganda?
But it is vital to remain objective.
Just because people are in government-controlled areas does not
mean they are living well or safely
or that they necessarily support the
government.”
The Exodus series of photo-

graphs, which ends the exhibition,
is a collection of images taken at
the height of the European refugee and migrant crisis from June
2015-March 2016. The images
capture the disillusionment and
extinction of hope against a background of changing seasons, harsh
weather, deprivation, violence and
border closures.

Syria: A Conflict
Explored reflects a
multitude of
perspectives and
positions about the
Syrian civil war.
The exhibition features many
contrasting photographs: worshippers at the Shia mausoleum of
Sitt Zeinab and Christians attending mass at the Greek Orthodox
Church of the Holy Cross. A photo
of Homs in March 2014 in which
a family relaxes over drinks at a
café in the government-controlled
Gouta district, where living conditions form a stark contrast with
those in the opposition-controlled
sector of the city then under siege
3km away. In another photograph,
children play in the ruins of Homs
after opposition forces have left.
Syria: Conflict Explored and A
Lens on Syria are on display at the
Imperial War Museum in London
through September 3.
Karen Dabrowska is an Arab
Weekly contributor in London.
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Agenda
Dubai:
Through July 27
Modernist Women of Egypt,
an exhibit of work by Egyptian
female artists, takes place
at the Green Art Gallery on
Alserkal Avenue in Dubai. The
works on display date from
1950-70 and show the evolution of styles that shape the
Egyptian identity of today
and reflect the direct and
emotional effects of political
unrest in Egypt and the rest of
the world at the time.
Jounieh:
Through August 15

A view from inside al-Azhar Mosque. 											

(Saeed Shahat)

Cairo’s Islamic quarter provides
glimpse into Fatimid Egypt

The Jounieh Summer Festival,
set near Jounieh Bay north of
Beirut, includes performances
from international artists such
as Michael Bolton.
Marrakech:
July 1-31
The Marrakech Festival of
Popular Arts and Folklore
showcases 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 Mountains, includes a variety of
performances from opera
and concerts to theatre and
art exhibitions. The festival
welcomes more than 50,000
visitors as well as numerous star performers. Majida
el-Roumi, Pink Martini and
Kadim al-Sahir are to perform
at this year’s festival.

Tourists sitting outside a shop.				

Amr Emam

Cairo

A

visit to Cairo is not complete without a tour of
the city’s historic Islamic quarter.
Located at the centre
of the Egyptian capital, the Islamic quarter functioned for years as
Egypt’s centre of culture and religion and the focal point of its rule
and politics.
“Egypt’s Islamic history was first
made in this area but this area is
not only important for Islam. It is
important for every main economic
and political activity that has taken place in Egypt for hundreds of
years,” said Islamic antiquities expert Ahmed al-Sawy.
Al-Hussein Mosque takes centre
stage in Islamic Cairo. The mosque,
built 863 years ago, was named for
a grandson of Prophet Mohammad
— Al-Hussein ibn Ali ibn Abi Talib.
The surrounding area took its name

(Saeed Shahat)

for the mosque.
The mosque has been the epicentre of religious activities in Cairo for
hundreds of years. It is also a symbol of religious coherence between
Egypt’s majority Sunni population
and its Shia minority, whose members revere Al-Hussein as the third
Imam.
Al-Hussein’s head is believed by
many to have been buried inside
the mosque, making it a site of holy
pilgrimage for Shias from across the
world. The mosque also contains
the oldest complete manuscript of
the Quran.
Egypt’s famous al-Azhar Mosque
is opposite al-Hussein Mosque, separated only by a highway leading to
Cairo’s southern neighbourhoods
on one side and the downtown area
on the other.
Built in 970, al-Azhar, a mosque
and a school that has morphed
over time into one of the Islamic
world’s most important universities, is a symbol of the rule of the
Fatimids — a Shia Islamic caliphate
that ruled Egypt from 969-1171 and

Tourists looking at wares displayed outside a shop at the Khan
al-Khalili bazaar. 					
(Saeed Shahat)
founded Cairo.
Founded as a Shia institution,
al-Azhar is a symbol of how Islam’s
two main sects intertwined and cooperated to build Egypt’s Islamic
character. The mosque is the centre of religion in Egypt, a gathering
point for the country’s top religious
scholars.

Stepping into the
bazaar and its
intricate alleyways
and old shops is like
stepping into the past.
“This mosque has been at the
centre of Egyptians’ religious and
political life for hundreds of years
now, being the centre of learning
and the one institution to which
Egypt looks when it needs guidance,” said Sabri Saeed, a Culture
Ministry official who oversees cultural programmes to suit the Islamic parts of Cairo.
“Strangely enough, this mosque

Tourists haggling souvenir prices with sellers at the bazaar. 				

(Saeed Shahat)

still matters and, I think, it will continue to be important for hundreds
of years to come,” Saeed said.
Between both mosques, there is
a whole world of fascinating attraction, centred on shopping and tourist activities. The Khan al-Khalili
bazaar has been at the heart of this
world for decades, offering tourists
a wealth of memorable souvenirs to
take home with them.
Stepping into the bazaar and its
intricate alleyways and old shops
is like stepping into the past, as
shopkeepers hawk their goods to
curious tourists in a cacophony of
different languages.
The scent of oriental perfumes
mixes with the irresistible smell
of Egyptian herbs and street food,
providing a feast for the senses.
The Khan al-Khalili bazaar, once
overflowing with tourists, is an accurate barometer of Egypt’s tourism sector. Although tourism has
picked up in Egypt — particularly
Cairo — it has not reached pre-revolution levels. Today, Western tourists are outnumbered by Egyptians
and Arabs who find in the market
and its ubiquitous coffee shops the
incomparable spirit of the Islamic
fasting month of Ramadan.
Thousands of people visit the
historic cafés in Islamic Cairo every
day, staying up until the early hours
of the morning. They chat, laugh
and sip black tea and Turkish coffee, smoking shisha and playing
dominoes and backgammon — an
authentic Khan al-Khalili experience.
This is where schoolteacher
Ahmed Yunis, 42, spends most of
his leisure time, even though he
lives miles away in eastern Cairo.
“You never feel lonely here, even
if you visit it alone,” Yunis said. “Although the journey from any part of
Cairo to the bazaar area costs nothing, it gives visitors a super-rich
experience and memorable times
among the most friendly people
you can meet.”

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.
Carthage:
July 13-August 19
The Carthage International
Festival is one of the most
compelling arts and cultural
events in North Africa, drawing a mix of local and international performers to Tunisia
over a period of several weeks.
It takes place at the Carthage
Amphitheatre.
Jerash:
July 20- August 5
The Jerash Festival of Culture
and Arts, first organised in
1980, transforms the ancient
Jordanian city of Jerash into
one of the world’s liveliest
cultural events. With singers,
poetry readings, ballet performances, symphony orchestras
and art shows, the Jerash
Festival showcases Jordanian
culture in many different
arenas.

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

