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Chronicle of a failed US
mediation in the Gulf foretold
Thomas Seibert

Washington

U

S Secretary of State Rex
Tillerson’s first Middle
East diplomatic foray
ended in failure and humiliation as his push for
an end of the dispute pitting Qatar
against four Arab countries led by
Saudi Arabia led nowhere and President Donald Trump continued to
undermine his top diplomat’s position in the crisis.
In a sign that the showdown is
likely to drag on much longer, Qatar reverted to boosting its alliance
with Turkey shortly after Tillerson
left the region.
Following several days of talks
in Qatar, Kuwait and Saudi Arabia,
Tillerson on July 13 conceded that
the United States had been unable
to get the different sides in the dispute any closer to the negotiation
table. “Right now, the parties are
not even talking to one another at
any level,” Tillerson said during his
flight back to the United States, the
New York Times reported.

In a phone call
with King Salman,
Trump “emphasised
the need to cut
all funding for
terrorism.”
With Qatar confronting a Saudiled quartet of countries in a bitter
dispute over terrorism issues and
regional politics, Tillerson’s mission — his first mediation abroad
since taking office — had been difficult from the start and was fur-

ther complicated by several factors.
That included the political process
in Washington. Tillerson, a former
CEO of oil giant Exxon Mobil, said
decision-making in the US government was “fragmented,” unlike in
his former career, in which he had
been “the ultimate decision-maker.”
Tillerson stressed the need for
compromises from all sides and
has called Qatar’s position “reasonable,” a description rejected by Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, the United Arab
Emirates and Egypt, which from
the start suspected Tillerson of a
pro-Qatar bias. The secretary’s attempts at resolving the crisis were
undercut by Trump, who continued to voice strong support for the
Saudi-led camp in the dispute.
Trump told the Christian Broadcasting Network that he and Tillerson had had “a little bit of a difference, only in terms of tone” on
the Qatar issue. Qatar was “known
as a funder of terrorism,” Trump
insisted, “and we said you can’t do
that.” He also said the United States
would have no problem giving up
a key military base in Qatar. “If we
ever had to leave, we would have
ten countries willing to build us another one,” he said, adding that he
wanted “a good relationship” with
the country despite the crisis.
In a move that could seal the
fate of US efforts to find a compromise solution after Tillerson’s
trip, Trump reiterated support for
the countries boycotting Qatar in
a phone call with Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud on July
14. The “president emphasised the
need to cut all funding for terrorism
and discredit extremist ideology,”
the White House said in a statement.
Another obstacle Tillerson could
not surmount was the two sides’
apparent lack of interest in com-

Deadlock. US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson (C-L) is welcomed by Saudi Foreign Minister Adel alJubeir upon his arrival in Jeddah, on July 12.
ing to a quick resolution. They instead seemed to be preparing for a
drawn-out confrontation.
For members of the Arab quartet opposing Qatar, Doha has been
less interested in considering the
demands of its Arab rivals than in
ensuring military protection from
outside the region and organising
alternative supply lines in response
to its adversaries cutting land, sea
and air connections.
Shortly after Tillerson’s visit, Qatari Foreign Minister Sheikh Mohammed bin Abdulrahman al-Tha-

ni visited Turkey and reaffirmed
Doha’s commitment to enhancing
military cooperation with Ankara.
Both Thani and his Turkish counterpart, Mevlut Cavusoglu, were
adamant on rejecting the Saudi-led
bloc’s demand that the Turkish military base in Qatar be shut down.
No third country “has the right”
to raise the issue, they both said in
quite similar terms.
The United Arab Emirates
warned it expected the dispute to
last a long time. “We are headed for
a long estrangement… we are very

(AP)

far from a political solution involving a change in Qatar’s course and,
in light of that, nothing will change
and we have to look for a different
format of relations,” UAE Minister
of State for Foreign Affairs Anwar
Gargash said. Gargash last month
said Qatar’s isolation could last
years.
Thomas Seibert is a Washington
correspondent for The Arab
Weekly.
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ISIS days over in Mosul but suffering of victims continues
Mamoon Alabbasi

London

T

he recapture of Mosul
from the Islamic State
(ISIS) has provided Iraq
with new opportunities
for national reconciliation
but the country faces other serious
challenges that could make matters
worse.
The announcement of “total
victory” in Mosul by Iraqi Prime
Minister Haider al-Abadi has restored some confidence in the
state following the humiliation that
plagued the government when ISIS
captured the city in 2014 but the
war against the militants is by no
means over.
ISIS controls the towns of Tal Afar
in Nineveh province; Hawijah in
Kirkuk; as well as Rawa, Anah and
al-Qaim in Anbar. ISIS continues
to attack government-held areas,
including in the Old City of Mosul.
The reported death of ISIS leader
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi is unlikely to
affect the militants’ operations.

In addition to recapturing these
areas, the Iraqi government needs
to swiftly bring a sense of normalcy
to the people who lived under ISIS
control. This does not only mean
providing urgent humanitarian attention but also ensuring the pro-

cess of reconstruction and of securing a dignified means of living for
them is a priority.
Victims of ISIS in those areas will
undoubtedly feel relieved after being freed from the ordeal of living
under the militants’ rule but, in or-

der for them to trust the state, they
are likely to want zero tolerance of
human rights violations, including
displacement, unlawful detention,
torture, rape and summary executions carried out by Iraqi forces,
predominately Shia militias or
Kurdish peshmerga.

The announcement
of “total victory”
in Mosul by Haider
al-Abadi restored
some confidence in
the state.

A glimmer of hope. Iraqi Federal Police celebrate in the Old City of
Mosul.
(Reuters)

Although residents in the Kurdish-majority north and the Shiamajority south have faced human
rights violations at the hands of
security forces, they see the abuses
as part of corruption of the authorities, as opposed to being driven by
sectarianism, because such acts
are carried out by members of their
own faith or ethnicity. Residents
of the Sunni-Arab community are
more likely to view such abuses

as sectarian, regardless of the true
motivation.
The national focus on the military campaign to dislodge ISIS from
Mosul has led the central government in Baghdad and the semiautonomous Kurdistan Regional
Government (KRG) in Erbil to set
aside most of their differences, albeit momentarily. Relations peaked
when Iraqi government forces were
allowed to enter KRG territory for
the first time since 1990.
The announcement by KRG President Masoud Barzani in April that
he intends to call a referendum on
the future of Kurdistan and other
disputed areas drew condemnation from the Iraqi government but
Baghdad did not escalate the row
with Erbil. How the two sides decide to handle the dispute as they
approach the September 25 election
could determine what Iraq’s next
major crisis is going to be.
Mamoon Alabbasi is an Arab
Weekly contributing editor in
London.
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Qatar crisis reflects
waning US influence
Thomas Seibert

Washington

F

ollowing the apparently
unsuccessful efforts by
US Secretary of State Rex
Tillerson to solve the Qatar crisis through shuttle
diplomacy, Washington is facing
a stark reality: Observers said the
Trump administration, riddled
with internal differences, does not
have enough credibility to mediate
the Qatari dispute.
While Tillerson was attempting
to mediate a solution to the crisis,
US President Donald Trump undercut him by reiterating previous
accusations of Qatar having a history of funding terrorism and by
raising the option of transferring
the United States’ Al Udeid military base out of Qatar.
The big picture is probably that
the Americans no longer wield
enough influence in the Middle
East to end the spat between its allies.
Tillerson spent several days
in meetings with officials in Qatar, Saudi Arabia and Kuwait but
headed home July 13 without success. “Hope to see you again under better circumstances,” Sheikh
Mohammad bin Hamad al-Thani,
the brother of Qatar’s Emir Sheikh
Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani, told
Tillerson as he boarded his plane
in Doha, Reuters reported.

In an interview with
CBN, Trump called
Qatar a “funder of
terrorism” that had
been told to “stop.”
Observers said there was no easy
way forward for the United States
in the conflict between Qatar and
Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, the United
Arab Emirates and Egypt. Qatar has
been under an embargo by them
since June 5 and has been relying
on help from Iran and Turkey as
well as on milk airlifted from Germany to circumvent the boycott.
Qatar said it would negotiate
with the four other countries only

if they lift their embargo, something the Saudi-led group is unwilling to do. Tillerson warned the
crisis is harming US business and
military interests in the region.
All parties to the conflict, which
revolves around Qatar’s alleged
support for extremist groups but
is seen by Doha as an assault on
its sovereignty, are US allies. The
United States has important military bases in Bahrain and Qatar.
Turkey, another important US
partner in the region, weighed in
on the crisis by siding with Qatar.
Ankara’s Muslim Brotherhood-affiliated government has enhanced
its military support to Doha since
the start of the conflict.
Washington is concerned that
the rift could push Qatar into closer cooperation with Iran, seen as a
dangerous and destabilising power
by both the United States and Saudi Arabia.
“I don’t see an awful lot of options” for the United States, said
Nathan Brown, director of the Institute for Middle East Studies at
George Washington University.
The countries involved in the conflict did not display any urgency
to arrive at a solution, while the
United States lacked the power to
push the five countries towards an
agreement, Brown said.
“US leverage has receded,”
Brown said. “The countries involved are far more assertive today
than they were in the 1990s” when
the United States held greater
sway, he added.
A reason for the decrease of
American clout was the “failed interventions” by Washington in Iraq
and Afghanistan after 2001, said
Gordon Adams, professor emeritus
at American University’s School of
International Service in Washington. The wars showed the “inability of the US to reach its aims” and
unleashed “centrifugal forces,” Adams said.
Even though Tillerson’s mission was officially limited to giving
support for mediation efforts by
Kuwait, the United States waded
further into trying to solve the conflict when Tillerson signed a memorandum with Qatar for the joint
fight against funding of terrorist

groups. The agreement was meant
as a signal to the Saudi-led bloc in
the dispute that a way out could be
found but, during a visit to Jeddah,
Tillerson was told by the boycotting group that the memorandum
did not go far enough. He returned
to Doha to brief Qatar’s leaders but
went back to Washington emptyhanded.

I don’t see an awful
lot of options
for the United
States.

”

Nathan Brown, director of the
Institute for Middle East
Studies

Adams said Tillerson acted as
though US power could bring the
two sides to an agreement. “He is
still behaving like America can direct traffic in the region but I am
afraid he will come up short,” he
said about Tillerson.
The lack of a unified position
within the Trump administration
adds to Tillerson’s problems. “Not
only is the region in turmoil, Washington is in continuous turmoil,”
Adams said. “Tillerson is just one
tweet away from being undermined.”
In the days after the Qatar crisis erupted, Tillerson called on all
sides to work for a solution, only
to be contradicted by Trump, who
came out very strongly in favour
of Saudi Arabia and condemned
Qatar as a “funder of terrorism at
a very high level.” Trump’s stance
means that Saudi Arabia, Bahrain,
the UAE and Egypt feel little need
to meet Qatar half way to end the
conflict.
The US president strengthened
that impression during and immediately after Tillerson’s trip. In
an interview with the Christian
Broadcasting Network, Trump
called Qatar a “funder of terrorism” that had been told to stop.
On July 14, one day after Tillerson
ended his mission, Trump told
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz
Al Saud in a phone call that countries in the region should “cut

Receding leverage. The Emir of Qatar Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad
al-Thani (L) welcomes US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson in Doha,
on July 11.
(AP)
all funding for terrorism and discredit extremist ideology,” a White
House statement said. The choice
of words echoed Trump’s earlier
criticism of Qatar.
Trump speculated about the
possibility of transferring the Al
Udaid Airbase — the largest US military base in the region — outside
of Qatar. He said there were no
problems regarding the base “but
if we ever needed another military
base, you have other countries that
would gladly build it. Believe me.”

A solution for the crisis will
have to come from the region itself, Brown said. The United States
could support regional mediation efforts, such as those by Kuwait, but inviting officials from all
countries involved to Washington
for talks — an idea suggested by
Trump in the early days of the spat
— seemed unrealistic, he said.
The crisis could drag on for
months, Adams said, adding:
“There will be a long period of instability in the region.”

Tillerson discovers Qatar situation is not ripe for resolution

View poi nt

Mark Habeeb

U

S Secretary of State
Rex Tillerson ended
an effort to bring
about a negotiated
resolution to the
crisis between Qatar
and its erstwhile Gulf and
regional allies. This was Tillerson’s first moment in the spotlight, his first opportunity to
demonstrate his diplomatic and
political skills. He found, however, that the crisis was not ripe
for resolution.
Until the past few weeks,
Tillerson had been largely
sidelined by the White Housecentric Trump administration and
at times has seemed frustrated by
his minimal role in policymaking.
A popular Washington guessing
game has been to predict when he
would resign.
At face value, US President
Donald Trump seems to have
given Tillerson full responsibility
for mediating the Gulf crisis. He
was also — at least on paper —
well-qualified to undertake the
mission: Beside his low-key
personality, Tillerson had developed good personal ties with
many Gulf region leaders during
his decades at Exxon Mobil.

Riyadh and its coalition have one
distinct advantage: Time.

Tillerson was, however,
perceived as pro-Qatar by
members of the pro-Saudi bloc, a
perception that prevented him
from having the full trust of all
parties involved — the first
requirement of any would-be
mediator.
A more serious challenge was
the lack of clear support from
Trump. On July 12, Trump, in an
interview with the Christian
Broadcasting Network (CBN),
mentioned his “differences” with
Tillerson and reiterated previous
pro-Saudi positions.
Beside these challenges,
Tillerson found the going hard for
one additional big reason: The
parties in the conflict are not
ready to resolve the situation.
The concept of “ripeness,” as it
applies to a negotiation or
mediation, was developed by
Richard Haass, a former senior US
diplomat and current president of
the Council on Foreign Relations.
Many conflicts remain unresolved, not because of a lack of
will by the parties involved or
lack of effort by mediators, but
because the conditions are not
ready for an agreement.
One of the key elements that
creates ripeness is what conflict
resolution scholar I. William
Zartman terms “a Mutually
Hurting Stalemate” — a situation

in which the two sides cannot
agree on a way out (hence, the
stalemate) and yet both sides are
suffering because of the conflict
(hence, mutually hurting).
Simply put, the GCC-Qatar
crisis is not a “mutually hurting
stalemate.” This does not mean
that it will not become one but, as
of now, neither Riyadh, its allies
nor Doha are hurting badly
enough to create the conditions
that would lead to concessions
and a solution.
The Saudis and their allies can
live without Qatar much better —
and for much longer — than Qatar
can live without them. The only
direct leverage Qatar has is over
the United Arab Emirates, to
which it provides natural gas, but
Doha has not threatened to cut
this off — most likely because it
needs the proceeds and does not
want (or cannot afford) to
exacerbate the crisis.
Qatar can, however, threaten
— through words or actions — to
side more closely with Turkey or
Iran. It is risky for Qatar to get too
close to Ankara or, especially,
Tehran: Neither is an Arab
country and Iran is viewed by
Riyadh and Washington as the
greatest threat to regional peace
and security.
Qatar could consider itself
wielding significant leverage over

It is no fun
living in
a pariah
state.

the mediator: Hosting Al Udeid
US military base. Interestingly it
is not Doha that is threatening to
close that base but Trump instead
who is suggesting (as he did in his
CBN interview) that an alternative site would be easy to secure.
At this point, Qatar and its
adversaries can survive the crisis
without too much disruption.
Riyadh and its coalition have one
distinct advantage: Time. They
are in this for the long haul and
their people are not suffering
because of the conflict.
Qatar, on the other hand, not
only must use its leverage
cautiously but risks having the
crisis escalate to a point that its
population — which so far has
supported the government —
becomes disgruntled. It is no fun
living in a pariah state.
For the time being, however,
the conflict is not ripe for resolution. The only option for Tillerson
is to keep talking to all sides, even
without great expectations.
Ultimately, the key for him may
be to find a way for Doha to save
face even as it concedes to most
of Riyadh’s demands.
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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2013 GCC documents shed light on current Qatar dispute
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

A

s Qatar projects itself as
a victim in the dispute
in the Gulf Cooperation
Council (GCC), Gulf officials, to clarify their position, leaked previously classified
agreements to shed light on Doha’s
alleged lack of commitment to GCC
security and the reasons behind the
biggest regional diplomatic spat in
decades.
The official text of the 2013 Riyadh agreement, first reported by
CNN International, was released
July 10 by Saudi officials.

The written
agreement was clear
on not supporting
movements such as
the Muslim
Brotherhood.
The accord, which has been the
subject of much speculation, called
on Doha to cease interference in
other Gulf countries’ affairs and
end support for the Muslim Brotherhood and other radical groups.
A statement by Saudi Arabia, the
United Arab Emirates, Bahrain and
Egypt said the declassified documents “confirm beyond any doubt
Qatar’s failure to meet its commitments and its full violation of its
pledges.”
Qatar questioned the timing of
the leak, saying it was aimed at
dampening mediation efforts by
the United States and fellow GCC
member Kuwait. However, Gulf
officials, who spoke to The Arab
Weekly on condition of anonymity,
said the disclosure was intended to
inform US Secretary of State Rex
Tillerson and other Western officials who have stepped in to mediate the dispute.
The sources said the intended
goal was to point out to well-meaning mediators that, despite Doha
trying to position itself as a victim,
Qatar reneged on pledges at the
highest level.

New equation. (From L-R) Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-Jubeir, UAE Foreign Minister Abdullah bin Zayed al-Nahyan, Egyptian Foreign
Minister Sameh Shoukry and Bahraini Foreign Minister Khalid bin Ahmed al-Khalifa during a meeting on the diplomatic situation with
Qatar, in Cairo, July 5.
(Reuters)
The sources stressed Qatar’s failure to follow up on the GCC security agreements was only part of
the many pieces of evidence — from
financing terrorism and sponsoring
militant groups — the four countries involved in the dispute have
on Doha.
The first agreement signed in November 2013 was handwritten, a
possible indication of last-minute
negotiations and changes.
The 2013 accord, signed by the
late King Abdullah bin Abdulaziz
Al Saud, the Emir of Kuwait Sheikh
Sabah Ahmad al-Sabah and the
Emir of Qatar Sheikh Tamim bin
Hamad al-Thani, was centred on
the concept of not interfering in the
internal affairs of other GCC coun-

tries. The agreement called for no
support for antagonistic media but
did not mention Al Jazeera directly.
The written agreement was clear on
not supporting movements such as
the Muslim Brotherhood.
On March 5, 2014, Saudi Arabia,
the UAE and Bahrain abruptly withdrew their ambassadors from Doha
over what was described as Qatar’s
failure to commit to a GCC security
agreement signed in 2013. A statement by the trio said the pledge that
GCC countries not back “anyone
threatening the security and stability of the GCC whether as groups
or individuals — via direct security
work or through political influence,
and not to support hostile media”
was not honoured by Qatar.

That dispute resulted in the signing of an agreement on November
16, 2014, which was headlined “Top
Secret” and came after months of
mediation by Kuwait and other
GCC allies. Unlike the 2013 document, this agreement mentioned Al
Jazeera by name.
The updated agreement added
more signatories, including Bahraini King Hamad bin Isa al-Khalifa
and Abu Dhabi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Zayed al-Nahyan. In
addition to the points of the previous agreement, it called for all
GCC members to support Egyptian
stability and to no longer support
media hostile to Egypt, “including
all the offences broadcast on Al Jazeera and Al Jazeera Mubasher Misr

and to work to stop all offences in
Egyptian media.”
The current GCC crisis broke out
June 5 when Saudi Arabia, the UAE,
Bahrain and Egypt severed diplomatic and transport ties with Doha
over its alleged links to extremist
groups and Iran. The four countries told Qatar to end its relationship with the Muslim Brotherhood
movement and downgrade ties
with Iran, among other demands.
This was followed by the four
countries giving Doha a list of 13
demands. A deadline to agree to
those demands passed without any
breakthroughs.
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf
section editor of The Arab Weekly.

Saudis and allies to likely ratchet up
pressure on Qatar as US mediation fails
The Arab Weekly staff

London

S

audi Arabia and its allies
were expected to continue
their isolation of and could
increase pressure on Qatar
after efforts by the United
States to defuse the tensions apparently faltered.
A week of shuttle diplomacy by
US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson,
in which he visited Qatar, Kuwait
and Saudi Arabia, showed no significant results.
The Saudi-led bloc’s stance received a strong boost in the wake
of Tillerson’s departure from the region as US President Donald Trump,
in Christian Broadcasting Network
(CBN) interview, reiterated his accusation of Qatar having a history
of financing terrorism. In a phone
call with Saudi King Salman bin
Abdulaziz Al Saud on July 14, he
seemed to be expressing support
for Saudi Arabia in the crisis. The
“president emphasised the need
to cut all funding for terrorism and
discredit extremist ideology,” the
White House said in a statement.
On July 12, a day after meeting
with Qatari officials in Doha, Tillerson was in Jeddah with his counterparts from Saudi Arabia, the United
Arab Emirates, Bahrain and Egypt.
Gulf officials said Tillerson was taken aback by the countries’ refusal

to make concessions to Qatar. The
sources said that, despite the Gulf
states welcoming Trump to the US
presidency and working to deepen
bilateral cooperation, they were
looking for partners, not masters.
Saudi media, which usually convey the government’s official stance
on issues, accused Tillerson of bias
towards Doha.
“When the US Secretary of State
Rex Tillerson meets with angry
ministers of the quartet — Egypt,
Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Bahrain
— he will find himself facing governments that have already made a
decision,” wrote former Al Arabiya
TV General Manager Abdulrahman
al-Rashed for the London-based
Asharq Al-Awsat newspaper.

We are headed for a
long estrangement…
we are very far from
a political solution
involving a change
in Qatar’s course.

”

Anwar Gargash, UAE minister
of state for foreign affairs

“What makes [the July 12] meeting in Jeddah difficult is that Tillerson has, since the beginning of the
crisis, appeared to be taking the Qatari side,” Rashed wrote, encouraging the US secretary of state to “save
Qatar from itself.”

Al-Hayat, another Saudi-owned
pan-Arab daily, quoted the Saudi
Shura Council Foreign Affairs Committee Chairman Zuhair al-Harthi
as saying the United States “was
among the first countries to point
out Qatar’s involvement in supporting terrorism.”
Regarding the recently agreed-to
US-Qatari accord to clamp down on
terror funding, Harthi said: “This
agreement provides evidence of
Qatar’s involvement in supporting
and funding terrorism. The United
States might think that Qatar needs
to make a firm commitment to stop
this support, so they forced them
through this agreement announced
in Doha.”
The agreement to curb terror financing is a new initiative, Tillerson
said, that “represents weeks of intensive discussions between experts
and reinvigorates the spirit of the
Riyadh summit.” However, a statement by the four countries involved
in the dispute with Qatar said the
memorandum of understanding did
not go far enough.
“The four nations value the efforts
being made by the United States to
counter terrorism and dry up sources of terror finance as well as honour
the full-fledged robust partnership
demonstrated in the Islamic-US
summit, which formed a decisive
international position against extremism and terrorism, regardless of
their sources and origin,” the statement by the UAE, Saudi Arabia, Bah-

Not looking in the right places. Members of the Qatari Navy (L) and
the US Navy look at a map inside a vessel during a joint military
exercise in Doha, last June.
(AFP)
rain and Egypt said.
“While the four nations believe
that the Memorandum of Understanding between the [United
States] and the Qatari authorities is
a result of repeated pressures and
demands over the past years to stop
supporting terrorism, they affirm
that such a step is not enough, and
they will closely monitor the seriousness of Qatar in combating all
forms of funding, supporting and
fostering of terrorism,” the statement added.
A further indicator that Tillerson’s trip failed to generate a breakthrough involved comments by UAE
Minister of State for Foreign Affairs
Anwar Gargash, who stated on social media that the dispute with Qatar appears to be a lengthy one, with
no quick solutions.

“We are headed for a long estrangement… we are very far from a
political solution involving a change
in Qatar’s course and in light of that
nothing will change and we have to
look for a different format of relations,” Gargash said on Twitter.
While saying Tillerson’s mediation attempt cannot be described
as a failure, Qatar’s foreign minister
admitted that the crisis “cannot be
solved in a day.”
The crisis broke out June 5 with
Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Bahrain
and Egypt severing diplomatic and
transport ties with Doha over its alleged links to extremist groups and
Iran. A list of 13 demands by the four
countries for Doha to meet to resolve the crisis is still on the table.
Gulf officials, however, said further
sanctions were possible.
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Iran’s ambitions
in Iraq threaten
victory over ISIS
Mamoon Alabbasi

London

A

mid the jubilation over
the defeat of the Islamic
State (ISIS) in Mosul by
US-backed Iraqi forces,
there are fears that Iranian designs in Iraq will rekindle
sentiments that gave rise to the
militants.
Many Iraqi Shia politicians and
militia leaders look to Tehran for
support and guidance, as Iran
backed or hosted many of those in
power when they were in exile.

There are fears that
sectarian-inspired
acts against Sunnis
will continue to go
unpunished.
The most recent of Iran’s suspected designs is the military corridor from Iraq to Lebanon through
Syria, whose regime Tehran has
supported since an anti-government uprising in 2011 morphed into
civil war.

Iran’s influence in Iraq and — as
some Iranian officials have boasted
— Syria, Lebanon and Yemen was
not limited to military outreach.
Maintaining influence in those
countries grants Iran leverage in
diplomatic negotiations, most notably with world powers.
Such influence, however, is predominately exerted on political
or military powers that are, to one
extent or another, ideologically
aligned with the Iranian regime.
This could lead or add to internal
friction in those countries.
Despite the presence of sectarian
rhetoric and acts during the Iraqi
campaign to dislodge ISIS from
Mosul, Iraqi Prime Minister Haider
al-Abadi has been keen to present
the military offensive as a united
and national effort against the militants.
To a large extent, Abadi has succeeded in showing that he is different from his predecessor, former
Prime Minister and current VicePresident Nuri al-Maliki, who had
come to be viewed as a symbol of
sectarianism. Al-Qaeda, ISIS and
other such groups hid among and
recruited members of Iraq’s Sunni
Arab community, who welcomed

Key dates in the battle for Mosul
— June 2014: The Islamic State
(ISIS) seizes Iraq’s second largest
city of Mosul.
— October 17, 2016: Tens of
thousands of Iraqi forces launch
an offensive to recapture Mosul,
with air and ground support from
a US-led coalition. Kurdish forces
take part in operations north and
east of the city.
— November 1: The Iraqi Army
says it has entered Mosul city for
the first time since 2014.
— November 23: Shia-dominated paramilitary units say they cut
ISIS supply lines between Mosul
and Syria.
— December 29: Government
troops end a two-week pause and
launch the second phase of their
assault on eastern Mosul.

— January 24, 2017: Iraq says the
east has been “fully liberated.”
— February 19: Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi announces
the start of the battle for western
Mosul.
— February 24: Iraqi forces seize
full control of Mosul airport and
enter their first west Mosul neighbourhood.
— May 4: Iraqi forces launch
a second front in north-western
Mosul to further seal the siege on
the Old City.
— June 18: Iraqi forces launch an
assault to retake the Old City.
— July 9: Abadi declares victory
in the “liberated” city during a
visit to Mosul.
(Agence France-Presse)

Exploiting sectarianism. Iraqi militiamen hold a poster bearing a portrait of Iran’s Supreme Leader
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei as they take part in a parade marking al-Quds (Jerusalem) Day in Baghdad,
last year. 										
(AFP)
any saviour promising to protect
them from the real or perceived
abuses of the Shia-dominated government and militias.
This explains why Abadi was determined to prevent the Shia-majority Popular Mobilisation Forces
(PMF) from having any role inside
Mosul, tasking the militia fighters
instead with the role of capturing
neighbouring villages and cutting off the route that ISIS fighters
could take towards Syria.
The PMF is also besieging the
town of Tal Afar, which is under
ISIS control. The Shia militiamen have yet to move on Tal Afar
amid fears that the town’s Turkmen population will face sectarian
backlashes.
Turkey has been vocal in expressing concern about the fate of
Turkmen and Sunni Arab civilians
in Tal Afar and the Iraqi government appears to have listened to
Ankara’s concerns, to the ire of
militia leaders. It remains unclear

whether Abadi will be able to prevent sectarian attacks once attention shifts from Iraq after the liberation of Mosul.

The most recent of
Iran’s suspected
designs is ensuring a
military corridor from
Iraq to Lebanon,
passing through Syria.
Despite ISIS’s sectarian acts and
rhetoric against Shias and other
communities, Sunni Arabs have
been the first of many to be victimised by the militants. Despite
professing to be of the Sunni domination of Islam, ISIS’s view of what
truly constitutes a Muslim has left
many Sunnis outside that definition.
The brutal rule of ISIS in Mosul
over the past three years will undoubtedly lead most of the city’s

residents to welcome any liberator.
This should allow for a fresh start
between Mosul’s residents, the
majority of whom are Sunni Arabs,
and the Shia-led government.
However, there are fears that
sectarian-inspired acts of torture,
rape and summary executions
against the Sunni Arab community
at the hands of rogue governmentsanctioned, Iran-backed militias
will continue to go unpunished.
The perception is that ISIS has been
obliterated for doing the same, so
why not others?
The high civilian death toll in Mosul resulting from the US-backed
Iraqi military campaign, as well as
the numerous Shia fighters killed to
liberate the city, means that sectarian sensitivities will remain high.
The visible presence of Iranian
military figures and Iraqi militiamen openly declaring allegiance to
Tehran further risks exacerbating
tensions in predominately Sunni
Arab areas.

Why defeating ISIS in Mosul took so long

View poi nt

James Snell

L

ast October, the Iraqi
government and the
international coalition
fighting the Islamic
State (ISIS) declared
confidently that the
battle to recapture Mosul would
soon be over but it wasn’t until
July that they managed to defeat
the militants in the city.
The prelude to the battle to
retake Mosul filled observers
with confidence. An attack from
all sides by different anti-ISIS
factions — Iraqi government
troops, Iran-backed Shia militias
and Kurdish peshmerga forces —
overran ISIS-controlled villages
with speed and assurance.
Once the fighting reached the
city and was limited to Iraqi
government forces to lessen
possible sectarian consequences,
the offensive ran into difficulty,
even though ISIS fighters were
heavily outnumbered.
Gareth Browne, who reported
extensively on the battle for
Mosul, said: “The offensive has
taken far longer than the Iraqi
government had expected and
was prepared for, more than

ISIS will retreat into the desert,
adopting the tactics of its
predecessor, al-Qaeda in Iraq.

twice the length it had initially
claimed it would take.”
Browne offered numerous
reasons for this setback, including a deficit of planning and a
lack of tactical sense. “Initially,
Iraqi tactics were naïve,” he said.
“They focused their efforts and
elite forces on one single axis of
advance. This made defensive
positions far easier to hold for
the Islamic State, even with such
a numerical disadvantage.”
The crushing advantage in
personnel did not translate into a
swift victory. ISIS fighters made
use of the terrain. They created
smokescreens and constructed
barricades and other defences.
The caliphate defended itself
with deadly effect. Those
fighters were left behind with
instructions to inflict maximum
casualties on Iraqi forces.
Browne said the government
has had significant losses — up to
50% in some cases — in some of
its most capable fighting units.
Faced with these conditions
and the prospect of the offensive
stalling, the Iraqi government
adapted its tactics. “As the
fighting entered its second or
third month, we began to see
Iraqi forces advancing on
multiple fronts simultaneously,
notably from the east and
south-east. This certainly helped

overcome ISIS’s defensive
capabilities,” said Browne.
At the same time, however,
came a tactical decision with
far-reaching consequences: As
elite counterterrorism units such
as the Golden Division began to
take heavy casualties, Iraqi
forces began to rely more heavily
on air strikes by the US-led
coalition.
Though these strikes were
highly effective at killing ISIS
fighters and destroying obstacles
in front of the Iraqi advance, they
could not do everything. Public
buildings such as Mosul’s
university were heavily
defended. ISIS fighters fortified
themselves inside and put up
stiff resistance.
The air strikes were criticised
for causing an increase in
civilian casualties. This was only
exacerbated when the fighting
entered the narrower streets of
west Mosul and the medieval Old
City.
Nonetheless, Iraqi forces
gradually extended their control
over the city, though it is not
entirely secure.
Reconciliation, however, is not
going to be easy. “The
prospects for transitional justice
in Mosul are bleak, there are
already widespread claims of
war crimes against Iraqi forces,”

Iraq has to
throw off the
spectre of its
failures in
the face of
ISIS’s initial
advance in
2014.

said Browne.
These crimes will sour any
attempts to foster pan-Iraqi
unity and hurt the formation of a
new, post-ISIS national identity.
At the same time, the challenge of ISIS remains. It may
have been deprived of its de
facto Iraqi capital but its strength
endures in the border region
with Syria, where its leadership
is likely to be gathering.
ISIS will retreat into the desert,
adopting the tactics its predecessor, al-Qaeda in Iraq, used so
effectively after it was rolled up
by US-allied tribes in Anbar province and elsewhere.
There is a genuine military
threat to be faced. Iraq must
throw off the spectre of its
failures in the face of ISIS’s
initial advance in 2014 and the
difficulties engendered in the
caliphate’s defeat.
It would be too easy to allow
Iran-backed forces to do the
heavy lifting but the consequences of this could be disastrous.
“If it is to prosper, the country
needs to rebuild its security
capabilities quickly, but mustn’t
compromise on quality or
sectarian grounds,” Browne said.
James Snell is a British
journalist.
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Uncertain future of Iraq’s
splintered landscape

Iraq
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Abu Bakr
al-Baghdadi
► 1971: Born in Samarra in
northern Iraq.
► 2003: Joins insurrection after
the US invasion.
► 2005: Pronounced dead by
Washington.
► 2010: Emerges as head of
Islamic State in Iraq group, an
al-Qaeda off-shoot.
► 2011: US places $10 million
bounty on his head.
► 2013: Forms the Islamic State
of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL).
► June 2014: Proclaims a “caliphate.” ISIL becomes the Islamic
State (ISIS) group.
► July 2014: Delivers a speech in
Mosul calling on all Muslims to
obey him.

Hopes revived. Members of the Iraqi forces celebrate in the Old City of Mosul after the government’s announcement of the liberation of
the embattled city, on July 10.
(AFP)

Samia Nakhoul
Erbil

A

fter almost nine months
of fierce fighting, the
campaign to recapture
Mosul from the Islamic
State (ISIS) is drawing to
a bitter end in the ruins of the city’s
historic quarter but the struggle for
Iraq’s future is far from over.
Aside from Mosul, across the border in Syria a battle is raging to dislodge ISIS from Raqqa, the capital
of its self-declared caliphate. Fighting will push down the Euphrates
Valley to Deir ez-Zor, the jihadists’
last big urban stronghold.
The fall of Mosul exposes ethnic
and sectarian fractures that have
plagued Iraq for more than a decade.
The victory risks triggering new
violence between Arabs and Kurds
over disputed territories or between Sunnis and Shias over claims
to power, egged on by outside powers that have shaped Iraq’s future
since the 2003 US-led invasion
toppled Saddam Hussein’s Sunni
minority-rule and brought the Iranbacked Shia majority to power.
For Iraq, stunned by the blitz on
Mosul by ISIS in 2014 and the collapse of its army, victory could thus
turn out to be as big a problem as
defeat.

Now that the group
faces military defeat,
the unity that held
Iraq together is
starting to come apart.
The federal model devised under the Anglo-American occupation and built on a power-sharing
agreement between Sunnis, Shias
and Kurds collapsed into ethnosectarian carnage spawned by the
al-Qaeda precursors of ISIS.
In the three years since the jihadists swept across the border from
Syria where they had regrouped in
the chaos of the rebellion against
Syrian President Bashar Assad’s
rule, ISIS was the rallying point
uniting a fractured Iraq.
Now that the group faces military

defeat, the unity that held Iraq together is starting to come apart.
One challenge is the future of
Mosul itself, a city traumatised
by ISIS’s brutal rule and shattered
by the latest US-backed offensive,
with thousands dead and nearly 1
million people displaced.
Western, Iraqi and Kurdish officials said they are astonished that
Iraqi authorities neglected to prepare a post-battle plan for governance and security.
A high-level committee formed
by the Kurdish region, the Baghdad
government and a US-led military
coalition to help Mosul leaders rebuild the city had never convened,
they said.
“[Iraqi] Prime Minister [Haider]
al-Abadi kept dragging his heels.
Every time we raised this issue
with him, he said, ‘Let’s wait until
military operations are over’,” said
Hoshyar Zebari, an internationally
respected former finance and foreign minister.
“A whole city is being decimated.
Look how much the government is
contributing, as if they don’t care.”
The first indication of possible future conflict came when Masoud
Barzani, president of Iraq’s autonomous Kurdish region, set a September 25 date for a referendum for an
independent state.
Another omen was a push by
Iran-backed Shia militias, grouped
under the government-run Popular
Mobilisation Forces (PMF), to deploy alongside Kurdish areas and
advance towards the Syrian border,
motivated by Iran’s desire to join
Iraq and Syria and establish a corridor from Tehran to Beirut.
“Today the highway of resistance
starts in Tehran and reaches Mosul,
Damascus and Beirut,” Ali Akbar
Velayati, the top adviser to Iran’s
supreme leader, said recently.
All this comes against a backdrop
of simmering rivalries between regional powers Iran and Turkey, and
above all declining US influence
and Iran’s vigorous attempts to
consolidate its control in Iraq.
While the administration of US
President Donald Trump regards
Syria and Iraq purely in terms of the
military campaign to destroy ISIS,
local jihadi fighters will likely melt
into the population and could regroup in a new insurgency.

Sunni and Kurdish leaders in and
around Mosul largely agree with
this grim prognosis, alarmed that
Abadi has refused even to discuss
the future governance of Mosul and
suspecting that Iran is calling the
shots.
The disputed territories stretch
along an ethnically mixed ribbon
of land dividing the autonomous
Kurdish area in the north of Iraq
from the Arab-majority part in the
south — more a minefield than a
mosaic — at a time when both the
Kurds and Sunni Arabs are giving
up on Shia rule in Baghdad.

The fall of Mosul
exposes ethnic and
sectarian fractures that
have plagued Iraq for
more than a decade.
Atheel al-Nujaifi, who was Nineveh governor when the provincial
capital, Mosul, was captured in
2014, said: “We are back to where
we were before Mosul fell, (because) there is an idea among the
hard-line Shia leadership to keep
the liberated areas as loose areas,
with no (local) political leadership
or security organisations so they
can control them”.
Moderate Shia leaders, among
whom he counts Abadi, are wary
of a winner-take-all logic of victory,
fearing this “could lead to the creation of radicalism again and they
know this would destroy not only
Iraq but the Shias.”
The problem, he said, is that Iraqi
Shias were badly fractured, helping
Iran control almost all its factions.
The former governor, a Sunni
who has at his command an armed
force trained by Turkey, said he was
bowing out of office but not politics. He acknowledged there was a
lack of mainstream Sunni leaders
but blamed Baghdad for making
sure none emerged.
Talk of Kurdish secession sparked
discussion of whether Sunni Arabs should set up a separate state,
though officials said this was not
practical because Sunni territory
lacks the oil base the Shias and
Kurds have, the experience of ISIS
would hover like a spectre over any
new entity and Sunnis were too intermingled across Iraq.

Some Sunni and Kurdish leaders said one solution was to make
Mosul a self-governing region
like Kurdistan, with smaller units
of self-rule to accommodate the
plethora of minorities, which they
said was permitted by the constitution.
“Before, the Sunnis were very
sensitive to believing (devolution)
would lead to secession, to the
breakup of Iraq but now they’re
coming to terms with it,” Zebari
said.
The Sunnis are not the only ones
who repudiate Baghdad’s Shiadominated government. The northern Kurdish region has called a
referendum to move from autonomous self-rule to an independent
state.
Barzani said the timing for independence after the vote was “flexible but not open-ended.”
There is growing concern the
real purpose of the referendum is
not immediate secession but to
strengthen Kurdish claims over the
disputed territories, such as the
oil-rich region and city of Kirkuk,
whose future has been in play for
over a decade.
Zebari, a senior official in
Barzani’s Kurdish Democratic Party who devoted over
a decade in Baghdad trying to make power-sharing
work, said the time was ripe
for independence.
“We lost hope and faith in the
new Iraq that we had built. The
government has failed us on each
and every constitutional provision
and article to establish a new country with equal citizenship, with no
discrimination, with partnership.
All those dreams have evaporated,”
he said.
The problem, he said, was that
senior Iranian officials have left no
doubt their priority — a corridor
for Shia forces carved through the
north and policed by Shia recruits —
trumps everything else.
“They are breathing down our
neck all along the Kurdish front line
from Sinjar to Khanaqin,” he said.
“So far, we have been accommodating, patient, coordinating to prevent skirmishes or flashes but this
is building up.”
(Reuters)

► October 2016: International
coalition launches offensive to
oust ISIS from Mosul.
► June 16, 2017: Moscow says
probably killed by a Russian
air strike in May near Raqqa.
International coalition unable to
confirm.

?

Is Baghdadi
dead or alive
Baghdad

T

he United States is looking into reports that Islamic State (ISIS) leader
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi is
dead but said it cannot
confirm the information.
The latest report on Baghdadi’s
death was made by the Britishbased Syrian Observatory for
Human Rights based on its monitoring of statements from ISIS
commanders in Syria’s Deir ezZor province.
The report came after Iraqi
forces recaptured from ISIS the
city of Mosul, where there were
no reported signs of Baghdadi.
Russia claimed Baghdadi was
killed in an air strike in late May
in Syria but Western officials said
that could not be confirmed.
The 46-year-old Iraqi-born
leader of ISIS, nicknamed “The
Ghost,” has not been seen in public since he proclaimed himself
“caliph” in the Iraqi city of Mosul
three years ago.
The world’s most-wanted man
has been rumoured wounded or
killed several times. The last sign
of life he gave was in November
last year when, in an audio recording, he urged his men to defend Mosul to the bitter end.
The man who in 2014 became
the overlord of a jihadist state ruling over millions of inhabitants
was born Ibrahim Awad al-Badri
to a modest family in Samarra,
north of Baghdad.
He was arrested in February
2004 and detained at the Camp
Bucca facility, where he became
radicalised and started showing
signs of leadership. He was released at the end of 2004 for lack
of evidence. Iraqi security services arrested him in 2007 and 2012
but let him go because they did
not know who he was.
(Agence France-Presse)

6

July 16, 2017

Opinion
Editorial

The cost of war in Syria

T

here could have been no better reminder of the
urgency of the Syria peace talks in Geneva than the
World Bank’s sober assessment of the toll of war.
The report was released the very day that the UN
envoy to Syria opened the seventh round of indirect talks between Syrian government representatives and opposition leaders to try to wind down
the 6-year civil war.
For all the entrenched disagreements between the two sides,
there can be no dispute over the great and terrible cost of
bloody conflict — to the Syrian state, its people and to the
diminishing prospects for future generations. As the World
Bank put it: “Conflicts destroy tangible and intangible assets
and leave deep marks on a country’s social fabric, culture and
collective memories.”
The numbers offered by the report are stark enough and they
do not even pretend to tell the whole story. Overall, the World
Bank estimates that Syria’s gross domestic product suffered a
cumulative loss of $226 billion from 2011-16. That means every
year war has ravaged the country, the average decline in the
value of goods and services was $50 billion. Syria’s housing
stock — the total number of houses and flats available — stands
depleted with 7% destroyed and 20% damaged.
These losses are especially severe in Deir ez-Zor, Palmyra
and Aleppo but Homs, Damascus and many other cities and
towns, too, have suffered the loss of roads, bridges, water
resources, grain silos and other economically significant
assets. Half the medical facilities and more than half the
schools and colleges across the eight governorates covered by
the report were damaged. And 16% of hospitals and 10% of
schools have been destroyed. Syria’s once-thriving and lucrative hydrocarbons sector has also been hit hard. Oil GDP
declined 93% from 2011.
This is a tragic snapshot of the consequences of a prolonged
conflict, which is not yet over. Syria has become the theatre of
a tangled conflict in which many foreign forces, not least Iran,
have disparate and dangerous roles. And Bashar Assad’s
regime is not projecting a credible vision of the future.
It can only be hoped that good sense and goodwill triumph
as the world contemplates the immense task of helping to
rebuild a Syria shattered by war. The damage goes much
beyond the World Bank’s estimates. There is the lost opportunity for millions of Syrians — the chance to get an education or
a job, raise a family and strengthen community and country.
There are the hundreds of thousands forcibly displaced. They
have lost homes and opportunities to build their future. What
about the psychological cost of trauma on the children who
lived through this war?
No one can ever total up those cumulative costs but it is fair
to say that, for millions of Syrians, there is no turning back the
clock. They cannot recover the future they never had.
Syrians must be given a chance to rebuild their country and
they need the world’s steadfast help.
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Qatar seems
to have
forgotten
that the Gulf
Cooperation
Council was
created as a
protective
umbrella
against the
Iranian
threat.

I

t has been more than a month
since Saudi Arabia, the United
Arab Emirates, Bahrain and
Egypt cut ties with Qatar. A
statement after the latest
meeting between the four
countries’ foreign ministers threatened further retaliation, highlighting Qatar’s “destructive role” and its
“negative” response to the Arab
quartet’s demands and insisting on
Qatar’s “ties to terrorism.”
What is more important than all of
that is that the quartet has retracted
the deal made with Qatar.
The Cairo meeting’s official communiqué praised Kuwaiti Emir Sheikh
Sabah Ahmad al-Jaber al-Sabah’s
efforts to mediate, which have had
international backing. US Secretary
of State Rex Tillerson had a telephone
conversation with Sheikh Sabah on
the crisis with Qatar and visited
Qatar, Saudi Arabia and Kuwait.
UAE Foreign Affairs Minister Sheikh
Abdullah bin Zayed al-Nahyan was
clear and straightforward when he
said that Qatar cares more about
extremism and terrorism than it
does about its neighbours. He added
that Qatar must “switch paths from
destruction to construction or risk
remaining isolated.”
Sheikh Abdullah’s crisp speech
contrasts with the convoluted declarations of Qatar’s Foreign Affairs
Minister Sheikh Mohammed bin Abdulrahman al-Thani. The latter keeps
running in circles and reverting to
excuses, such as wanting to prevent
other countries from “meddling in
Qatar’s affairs” or interfering with
“Qatar’s sovereignty.” It would have
been best to go straight to the heart of
the matter rather than waste time on
pointless arguments.
Qatar has resorted to these delaying tactics because there is no real
willingness to seriously confront the
tiny state. Those who, in the past,
allowed Qatar to do what it did find
themselves lacking the courage to end
Qatar’s evil game. Changes, however,
are on the way.
All concerned parties must understand there is a new kingdom of Saudi
Arabia. It is true that signs of change
in traditional Saudi policy have appeared since 2011, when Saudi troops
entered Bahrain to stop an alleged
coup that the government accused
Iran of orchestrating. It is, however,
under the leadership of King Salman
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud that these
changes will reveal their full dimensions.
Qatar was wrong to believe that it
could bide its time in the era of King
Salman and Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz. The
Saudi kingdom went beyond its decision in 2013 to confront the Muslim
Brotherhood in Egypt.
We must admit that when Sheikh
Hamad bin Khalifa al-Thani seized

power from his own father in 1995, he
changed Qatar. He also upset the balance of power in the Gulf and beyond,
reaching as far as Lebanon, Egypt and
Libya.
Sheikh Hamad was daring. In 2006,
for example, he backed Hezbollah
in its war against Israel, a war that
brought only suffering and destruction to Lebanon but allowed Syrian
President Bashar Assad to refer to the
other Gulf leaders as “ghosts of men.”
Through that gesture, Qatar’s goal
was to embarrass Saudi Arabia.
We must also admit that Qatar has
no particular or private interests with
Iran. Still, it turned a blind eye to
Iran’s expansionist plan in the Gulf
and seemed to overlook that this
plan was steeped in a deep hatred
for anything Arab and was based on
engulfing the region in destructive,
sectarian strife. Qatar supported Iran
when it tried to cover up its involvement in the assassination of former
Lebanese Prime Minister Rafik Hariri
by instigating a war between Lebanon
and Israel. As usual, it was Lebanon
and the Lebanese who paid the price
of that war.
Once again, the rules of the game
in the Gulf region are changing. Once
again, the region is saying enough
to the Qatari Al Jazeera channel. For
some years, Doha has relied on the
Muslim Brotherhood network to meddle in Arab affairs. That network has
lost its punch.
It is useless for Qatar to wave the
Iranian card in its possession. That
card is double-edged. Iran is going
through a deep economic recession
coupled with an internal power struggle. It is constantly trying to cover
up that sinister reality by engaging
in foreign adventures. Does Qatar
wish to become enslaved by such a
country? Qatar seems to have forgotten that the Gulf Cooperation Council
was created as a protective umbrella
against the Iranian threat.
The Turkish card is no better that
the Iranian one. What will Recep
Tayyip Erdogan demand as his price
for continuing to support Qatar?
Turkey has an insatiable appetite for
foreign aid and investment. During
his recent visit to Kuwait, the Turkish
president discussed with his Kuwaiti
hosts only specific projects in which
opportunities exist for Turkish companies.
The rules of the game in the Gulf
region are indeed changing. Qatar
also changed when Sheikh Tamim
bin Hamad al-Thani took over from
his father. We still wonder if the men
responsible for these changes realise
that the price for escalating the confrontation with the Arab quartet is
much higher than the price of agreeing to their demands.
Khairallah Khairallah is a Lebanese
writer based in London.
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Iran’s post-ISIS blues

Mohamed Kawas

These
days, the
American
agenda in
the region
does not go
well with
Iran’s mood.

I

ran reaped major benefits by
cooperating with the United
States and the international
coalition in the post-September 11 invasions of
Afghanistan and Iraq. The
purely American agenda in the
region eliminated in one blow
two strategic enemies to Iran:
The Taliban in power to the east
and Saddam Hussein’s regime to
the west.
These days, however, the
American agenda in the region
does not go well with Iran’s
mood. Something has changed
in Washington and it is irking
the regime in Tehran. It was very
happy when Kabul and Baghdad
fell to American hands in 2001 and
2003, respectively, but it certainly
was not comforted by American
military presence on its eastern
and western borders.
The Taliban and Saddam regimes represented regional threats
to Iran but with the US presence in
the region, it is the very existence
of the revolution regime that is at
stake.
Tehran and Moscow had covertly agreed to aid the Taliban
resistance against the American
invasion. The United States knew
that the level of armament and of
intelligence in the hands of the
Afghan jihadist movement was
far superior to the movement’s
limited resources.
While the Russians remained
discrete about their role in Afghanistan, the Iranian regime did
not try hard enough to hide its
own role in the affair. In recent
years, Iranian officials publicly
met in Tehran with leaders in the
Afghan movement and the Iranian
media regularly reported the
movement’s news.
Iraq was a different story. Iran
was clearly opposed to the US
presence in Iraq. Its position was
visible in the actions of the Iraqi
national opposition and in the
anti-coalition stance of Muqtada
al-Sadr’s movement. Let’s not even
talk about Iran’s role in the reincarnation of al-Qaeda under the
leadership of Abu Musab al-Zarqawi and its different subsequent
versions that led to the appearance
of the Islamic State (ISIS) headed
by Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi.
All these anti-American presence workshops can be traced to
two major geographical sources:
Tehran and Damascus.
In Syria, the Iranian regime had
enough clout to influence security
decisions. This is how the Syr-

Shifting mood. A US armoured fighting vehicle returns to a base near West Mosul, last June.
ian security apparatus followed
strictly the Iranian agenda in the
area by facilitating the crossing
of jihadists to Iraq. It also closely
collaborated with Iranian agents
to maintain communication channels with all the jihadist movements, including the Sunni ones,
in the area.
Former al-Qaeda members
revealed that its chief, Ayman
al-Zawahiri, had instructed alQaeda-related movements not to
target Iranian interests in recognition of Tehran’s support and aid.
These ties between a Shia regime
and anti-Shia organisations
might seem deeply paradoxical
but, in fact, are in keeping with
the Iranian regime’s Machiavellian approach to its security and
interests.
We have in the “Irangate”
scandal of 1985 a perfect illustration of this stance. At that time,
the Iranian regime used American
agents to purchase 3,000 TOW
missiles from Israel to be used in
the Iran-Iraq war. For its survival,
ideological principles are of no use
to the Iranian regime.
The mystery behind the appearance of ISIS must be found within
the framework of the traditional
collusion between Iranian and
Syrian intelligence services and, in

the case of ISIS, the Iraqi intelligence services as well.
Logically, this collusion is made
possible only because of Iran’s
dominance of the political regimes
in Iraq and Syria. During the US
occupation of Iraq, the Iranian and
Syrian regimes actively collaborated to nurture and sustain armed
resistance groups opposed to the
US presence.
In a surrealistic repeat of
circumstances, Baghdad and Damascus simultaneously released
imprisoned jihadist leaders who
quite naturally regrouped in alQaeda and ISIS. The two organisations have not always seen eye
to eye. ISIS, under the leadership
of Baghdadi, ended up founding
the “Islamic State” in what was
essentially Iraq, while the Nusra
pseudo-state was created in Syria
under Abu Muhammad al-Jolani.
It might be unfair to blame the
Iranian regime for the entire terrorist phenomenon in the region.
What is, however, fair to say is
that this regime has collaborated
with just about all of the terrorist
organisations in the region and
has benefited from their activities.
The political Islamist movements
seemingly had access to Iranian
political, media, military and
financial support, some of it covert

(Reuters)

and some overt.
Therefore, the unprecedented
international determination to
fight terrorism must not stop at
the technical and tactical aspects
but must reach all the way to the
behind-the-scene sources that
continue to finance it or facilitate
it.
The Iranian regime is perfectly
aware of this shift in international
strategy and knows that the elimination of ISIS spells bad news for
it. This time, the Americans are no
longer unwittingly doing the Iranian regime a favour. By eliminating
ISIS, the Americans are depriving
Tehran of its network inside the
region and preparing to isolate it
internationally.
The international mood has
shifted. With US President Donald
Trump insisting since the Riyadh
summit on the necessity of putting an end to the financing of
terrorist organisations, Iran will
no longer be able to get away with
the claim that has long served its
interest, namely that terrorism is
a legitimate political tool. For the
first time since the Islamic revolution, Iran is experiencing the
revolution’s decline.
Mohamed Kawas is a Lebanese
writer.

The region does not need another crisis

Rashmee Roshan Lall

As Ronald
Reagan once
put it, peace
is not the
absence of
conflict but
the ability
to handle
conflict by
peaceful
means.

I

t is tragic that the Middle
East is faced with a new
crisis in 2017. Old conflicts
remain troublingly live and
yet the region has added
another altercation to the list
— the row between Qatar and the
Saudi-led bloc.
Whatever anyone’s political
sympathies, it is hard to seriously
argue that disharmony is a productive state of being — for people or
for countries. The Saudis and their
allies seem to think US President
Donald Trump has their back. This,
despite the US administration’s
constant flow of mixed messages,
which are as head spinning as
Trump’s contradictory Twitter
feed.
Three uncomfortable points
emerge from the ongoing dispute
and they offer little succour to anyone involved, including the United
States.
First, the region really cannot
afford more discord. The oldest conflict of them all — the one
between the Israelis and Palestinians — is neither settled nor being
addressed. The Palestinians’ plight
remains piteous even as they are
patronised, pummelled or pilloried.
Then there is the Syrian civil
war. It is not over by any means.

In fact, the recently announced,
territorially limited ceasefire is the
fifth attempt at making peace in six
years.
As for Yemen — a relatively young
conflict in that it is just 2 years
old — no one any longer even
expresses hope for an end to war.
The situation is so dire the United
Nations recently called off its
planned preventive vaccination
effort against cholera, judging that
it would be useless.
Iraq remains a dangerously
sectarian minefield for all that its
government has been trumpeting
victory over the Islamic State (ISIS)
in Mosul. It is true that was a happy
event and only two Iraqi towns —
Hawija and Tal Afar — remain under control of the extremist group
but there is little time for delirious
celebration. The long and hard
work of nation-building lies ahead
and the Iraqi government must
manage expectations and, more to
the point, scarce resources.
Finally, there is Libya, which
remains a country in chaos.
Considering all the suffering,
the broken lives and death and
destruction in the region, it may
be a tad self-indulgent to have a
hissy fit over Doha. And for Trump
to cheerlead acts of belligerence
among neighbours is as cynical

as it is foolhardy. In any case, the
complete and utter humiliation of
Qatar, were it even to be achieved,
could prove dangerous.
Historians offer valuable hindsight on the role played by the 1919
Treaty of Versailles in the rise of
Adolf Hitler and the outbreak of
another world war.
Qatar is too small to reprise
Germany’s role but, never forget, it
has influential and some might say
faintly malevolent friends.
The second o
 f the three uncomfortable truths to emerge from the
crisis is as follows. It is mendacious
to categorise the dispute as a battle
between good and evil. Neither
party is blameless, and one may
be rather better placed to win the
propaganda war.
The battle of narratives pits
Qatar’s maverick foreign policy and
all those accusations of its unsavoury connections, against the
legacy of Saudi Arabia’s worldwide
drive to promote Wahhabism. The
truth is that, for all Saudi Crown
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin
Abdulaziz’s Vision 2030 and other
stated plans for reform, the kingdom’s image remains at odds with
the 21st century.
Third, it does not serve
American interests to take sides.
The crisis, credit for which was

speedily claimed by Trump, devalues American security guarantees,
especially in relation to small,
vulnerable countries.
The likely state of mind in
Singapore, Kuwait, Bahrain, South
Korea, Kosovo, Greece and Djibouti
— all small countries and all either
hosting US military bases or under
the Americans’ security umbrella
— can only be imagined. They are
likely to be alarmed by the US president’s cavalier approach towards
a country that hosts the Middle
East’s largest American base.
As Tyler Cowen, economics professor at George Mason University,
recently noted, after Qatar, American security guarantees and bases
seem to be a commodity unworthy
of investment. If doubt takes hold,
many of these small countries may
seek to build closer and deeper
relationships with their local or
regional hegemons, thereby changing the larger geopolitical picture.
This row is in no one’s interest. As Ronald Reagan once put it,
peace is not the absence of conflict
but the ability to handle conflict by
peaceful means.
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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Latest Syria agreement sparks fears of partition
Sami Moubayed

Beirut

T

he resolutions of the
Trump-Putin meeting in
Hamburg took the Syrian
political elite by storm,
although the handwriting had been on the wall for weeks.
The two presidents settled what
had been postponed at the July 4-5
round of Astana talks — the creation of a de-conflict zone in southern Syria, encompassing the cities
of Daraa and al-Quneitra and the
countryside of Sweida in the Druze
Mountain. Although not part of the
Astana talks, the Hamburg Agreement certainly complemented what
Syrian negotiators failed to agree
upon in Kazakhstan.
The new zone is the latest territorial arrangement agreed upon in
Astana by Russia, Turkey and Iran.
Four de-conflict zones will now see
the light: North of Homs, east of Damascus, in Idlib in north-western
Syrian and in southern Syrian.

Everybody, including
Donald Trump and the
Syrian opposition,
seems to accept Russian
boots on the ground.
Syrians from both sides of the
conflict are terrified by the latest
agreement, seeing it as a soft partition of the country, establishing
long-term pockets of regional and
international influence that will be
difficult to dismantle in upcoming
years.
The Iranians are demanding that
they get to help police and man all
four de-conflict zones, something
that has been fiercely vetoed by all
other stakeholders in the conflict,
including the Syrian opposition.
Jordan and Israel refuse to accept
any Iranian influence on the SyrianJordanian and Syrian-Israeli bor-

ders, insisting that Hezbollah gets
pushed away by 55km into the Syrian heartland. For the past two years,
the Israeli Army has been bombing
truckloads of Hezbollah arms entering the Golan Heights and targeting
Hezbollah figures hovering dangerously close to the borders.
Iran will be forced out of the border area and left to reign in its existing pockets of influence in Syria,
namely in the Qalamoun Mountains
overlooking Lebanon, the Damascus-Beirut Highway and at the Shia
shrines in Damascus.
Instead of the Iranians, the Russians will be mandated to control
the southern zone through military
police from Chechnya, Kazakhstan
and Kyrgyzstan, similar to the 600
Russian troops deployed to Aleppo
last December. Everybody, including US President Donald Trump and
the Syrian opposition, seems to accept Russian boots on the ground.
The Turks are asking that they
get their share of the divides, running the city of Idlib with Moscow, which fell to an assortment of
Turkey-backed Islamic rebels in
2015. Damascus has firmly objected
to the suggestion, although the Russians are seemingly not too upset
with it, seeing that Turkish troops
are very capable of reigning among
military groups who have been on
Ankara’s payroll since 2011.
Russian President Vladimir Putin and Turkish President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan have been cutting
very successful deals over Syria for
the past year. Last August, Putin
allowed his Turkish counterpart to
invade and occupy the border cities
of Jarabulus and Azaz, then let the
Turks march on the city of al-Bab,
40km north-east of Aleppo.
The Russians signed off a Turkish safe zone in northern Syria,
aimed at freeing the border area
from Kurdish and Islamic State
(ISIS) presence, hoping that once it
is 100% secure, millions of Syrian
refugees could be resettled in the
three cities and what lies between

Seeking new formula. Bashar al-Ja’afari, Syrian chief negotiator and ambassador of the Permanent
Representative Mission of Syria to the United Nations, speaks to the media, during the Intra Syria
talks, in Geneva, on July 11. 									
(AP)
them. In exchange, Putin was given
a green light to retake Aleppo in
December. Erdogan looked away as
his Syrian proxies on the battlefield
were expelled from Aleppo by the
Russian Army.
In June, Putin surrendered the
Kurdish city of Afrin, west of the
Euphrates River, to Turkish ambitions, letting Erdogan bomb Kurdish military positions and eradicate
the presence of militias that Ankara
regards as “terrorist organisations.”
Details on who will control what
are to be outlined by the big three in
August. It has been mutually agreed
that Russia will patrol southern
Syria, while the United States will
control its skies, something that the
Syrians also do not like but are in no
position to halt.
For the four de-conflict zones
to see the light, a new formula of
governance needs to be reached by
Syrian negotiators at the UN-man-

dated Geneva talks. Running them
through the centralised authority of
Damascus will no longer work. The
Russians are proposing giving the
four districts greater self-rule, while
keeping them within the Syrian political and geographic framework.
According to a Russian-authored
charter, the new four zones elect
their municipality leaders with their
own governors, without waiting for
appointment or endorsement from
Damascus. They will also get a share
of their region’s wealth and will be
given the right of voting for their
own members of local parliaments,
which would rule side by side with a
central one in Damascus.
The Russian Army is to make
sure that these four zones are demilitarised and made off-limits to
government troops, tanks and warplanes. Damascus will get to reopen schools, police stations and the
border crossings with Jordan and

Iraq, which remain in the hands of
the Syrian Army. They will also get
to raise the official flag of the Syrian government but would have to
share local authority with the rebels
and coordinate efforts to fight Jabhat al-Nusra, the al-Qaeda branch in
Syria, and Khalid ibn al-Walid Army,
the ISIS branch in the countryside
of Daraa.
The four zones will not succeed if
not backed by a new constitution,
explaining why this was the only
pressing topic at the Geneva talks.
All previously urgent issues have
therefore been put on hold, ranging
from the creation of a transitional
government, on to early presidential and parliamentary elections, including the fate of the Syrian president.
Sami Moubayed is a Syrian
historian and author of “Under the
Black Flag” (IB Tauris, 2015).

Syria’s peacekeeping force may include Kazakh, Kyrgyz contingents

View poi nt

John C.K.
Daly

R

ecent weeks have
proved momentous for
the long-suffering
populations of Iraq and
Syria. In the former,
Iraqi Prime Minister
Haider al-Abadi visited Mosul and
proclaimed the city liberated from
Islamic State (ISIS) jihadists. At the
G20 summit in Hamburg, US
President Donald Trump and
Russian President Vladimir Putin
agreed to a ceasefire in southern
Syria.
This follows US Secretary of State
Rex Tillerson telling UN SecretaryGeneral Antonio Guterres that the
fate of Syrian leader Bashar Assad
lies in Russia’s hands. What is
Moscow planning? It is pondering a
post-conflict peacekeeping force in
Syria, which would include Russian
forces possibly alongside contingents from Kazakhstan and
Kyrgyzstan.
Kazakhstan has a temporary UN
Security Council seat and a
president who has strongly
supported other peacemaking
initiatives, including in Ukraine,
and Kyrgyzstan is the sole postSoviet country to house a Russian
military base. What would be the
implications?
In a clear indication that Russia’s
deployment plans are progressing,
Russia’s chief negotiator at the
Astana Syrian peace talks and the
Russian president’s envoy for
Syria, Alexander Lavrentiev, said

Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan are
both Muslim countries, which
would provide a higher level of
acceptance by Syrians than
other foreign troops.

the Russian military police may be
deployed in buffer security zones
in Syria after the relevant documents were signed with the Syrian
government.
In the multifaceted Syrian war, it
is significant that the only foreign
forces invited by the Syrian
government are Russian. While
Russia has a significant Muslim
minority, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan are both Muslim countries
that would provide a higher level of
acceptance by Syrians than other
foreign troops.
The deployment of peacekeepers
from the post-Soviet space is
bolstered by their government’s
fears that their citizens will travel
to the war zones and gather combat
experience before eventually
returning home to commit terrorist
acts; accordingly, neutralising
them in the Middle East is a wise
prophylactic measure.
Putin has stated that 4,0005,000 Russian citizens were
fighting with ISIS; Kazakhstan’s
intelligence agency has estimated
that there are around 300 Kazakh
nationals fighting with ISIS in Iraq
and Syria, while the Kyrgyz
government estimates 200 to 500
of its citizens have travelled to
Syria and Iraq to join the battle.
All three countries, along with
Armenia, Belarus and Tajikistan,
are members of the Collective
Security Treaty Organisation, a
post-Soviet defence pact that
places a high emphasis on combating terrorism.
Bolstering the appeal of the
proposal to the Syrian government
is the fact that no similar countermeasures have been put forth by
various international organisations, from the United Nations to
the European Union and NATO.

Part of the reason for that inaction
is that there is no common postconflict vision of the Syrian
government. Given that Trump is
ensnared in numerous policy
disputes, it is most unlikely that he
would propose boots on the ground
for Syria. Accordingly, it seems
likely that Putin would move
quickly to reinforce Moscow’s
position there.
The impasse created by this lack
of vision extends to individual
countries involving themselves in
combating the ISIS presence in
Syria and Iraq, including the United
States, which initially saw the
outbreak of the Syrian civil war as
an element in the “Arab spring”
and sought to use the occasion to
remove Assad from power while
promoting regional democracy.
Russia saw the “Arab spring” and
its antecedents quite differently.
Beginning with the US invasion of
Iraq in 2003, which removed
Saddam Hussein from power, and
continuing through the NATObacked overthrow of Muammar
Qaddafi in Libya in 2011, the
Kremlin has seen authoritarian
governments overthrown, only to
be succeeded by a power vacuum,
chaos and civil war in which
numerous factions, including
terrorists, vie for power.
As these destabilised Middle
Eastern countries descend into
armed conflict, they draw terrorists
from around the world eagerly
seeking combat experience, which
gives foreign countries a vested
interest in quelling the unrest.
Syrian-trained Central Asian
militants have been behind
terrorist attacks far afield from
Syria and their home countries.
These include bombings in
Istanbul of areas frequented by

There are
about 300
Kazakh
nationals
fighting
with ISIS
in Iraq and
Syria and
Kyrgyzstan
estimates
200-500 of
its citizens
have
travelled to
Syria and
Iraq to join
the battle.

tourists as well as Istanbul Ataturk
Airport, the St Petersburg metro,
truck and car attacks in Paris and
Stockholm and a foiled bomb plot
in New York.
Above and beyond this altruistic
component of Russian foreign
policy stabilising Assad’s government while thwarting international
terrorism are potential diplomatic
and economic benefits of assisting
the Assad government. Earlier this
year, the Syrian government
concluded a 49-year lease with the
Russian government to use its
Mediterranean Tartus naval base,
providing the Russian Navy with its
first continuous Mediterranean
port since the Cold War.
The economic prize awaiting
Syria’s allies is the rebuilding of the
country’s battered oil industry.
Syria’s oil sector produced 385,000
barrels per day (bpd) before the
conflict began in March 2011. Since
then Syrian crude oil production
dropped to 8,000 bpd. Russia, one
of the world’s leading oil producers, is the perfect partner to restore
this vital industry.
With the imminent capture of
ISIS’s self-proclaimed capital
Raqqa, the Syrian civil war is
nearing its end game. As the United
States has effectively abandoned
its regime change goals there, it
seems obvious that Assad will
remain in power. In the long
struggle to foil his removal, Assad
has had no more stalwart an ally
than Russia. The only question
remaining is how handsomely he
will reward his loyal patron, as
Washington has apparently
green-lighted Moscow’s initiatives.
John C.K. Daly is a Washingtonbased specialist on Russian and
post-Soviet affairs.
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Libya’s Haftar eyes Tripoli after control of Benghazi
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

E

astern Libya military
commander Khalifa Haftar has pledged to forge
ahead to Tripoli after defeating extremist groups
in Benghazi, Libya’s second largest
city.
“Your armed forces convey to
you the good news of the total and
undeniable liberation of Benghazi
from terrorism and inform you of
the victory of the national army in
its battle against terrorism,” Haftar
said early this month.
The 3-year-old war against Islamist factions in Benghazi claimed the
lives of 5,000 Libyan National Army
(LNA) soldiers and left much of the
city in ruins.
Days after announcing victory,
Haftar flew to the United Arab
Emirates to display support for the
coalition of Arab countries working
to thwart alleged Qatari-funded extremism.

Many Libyans fault
Islamists for
preventing the
country from
rebuilding the army
and ensuring a fair
transition of power.
While supporting UN Government of National Accord (GNA) led
by Fayez al-Sarraj, the US administration of President Donald Trump,
which prioritises the fight against
radical Islamists, began contacts
with Haftar even before his victory
against extremists.

Haftar maintains support from
the UAE and Egypt and his recent
statements against Qatari-backed
Islamists aligned him with Saudiled Arab bloc opposing Doha’s policies in the region.
By positioning himself within
the broader anti-Qatar drive, Haftar
likely expects to firm up his backing from Arab powers in the Middle East and to tap into the growing
well of resentment at home against
Islamists and Qatar, which many
Libyans blame for trampling on the
country’s sovereignty after the toppling of Muammar Qaddafi.
Many Libyans fault Islamists
for preventing the country from
rebuilding the army, developing
sound policies and ensuring a fair
transition of power after the 2014
elections in which Islamists won
only about 2% of the vote.
Anti-Islamist figures allege that
Qatar was among the sources of
this instability. Not only did the
tiny Gulf state encourage Islamists
to forcibly take control of state institutions in 2014, they claim, Doha
funnelled financial and military
support to Islamists, making them
a disproportionately formidable
force throughout the country.
Libya devolved into chaos. Islamists with significant military and
financial means spread lawlessness
and crime, including assassinating
army officers and other security officials.
Amid the turmoil, Haftar gained
a reputation as a military leader
who could restore law and order.
After initially failing to take power
in Tripoli, Haftar moved to eastern
Libya, where he was received as a
hero for his anti-Islamist stance despite being from the western Libyan Ferjan tribe.
Haftar met with Abu Dhabi Crown

Prince Sheikh Mohamed bin Zayed
al-Nahyan and the country’s armed
forces deputy-chief, Major-General
Eisa Saif al-Mazrouei, in Abu Dhabi
on July 8.
Sheikh Mohammed congratulated Haftar for his victory and wished
him “good luck” in “(liberating) all
of Libya from these destructive
menaces,” a statement carried by
state media said.

The fight against
radical Islamists in
Tripoli could unite
the armed forces of
Sarraj and Haftar,
both of whom are
aligned against
Qatar-backed
Islamists.
Statements from Algeria, France
and the United Kingdom hailed
Haftar’s victory in Benghazi as a
step towards restoring “peace” and
“security” across Libya.
Such
far-reaching
support
prompted fears among Islamists
and their allies in western Libya
that Haftar, whom they consider
an aspiring dictator, would pursue
power in Tripoli.
Following the announcement
of the military victory in Benghazi, Haftar’s spokesman, Colonel
Ahmed Mismari, warned political factions and militias that “they
have to come up with a programme
for the salvation of Libya and its
citizens within six months. Otherwise, the army will talk in time.”
Libyan political commentators
interpreted the warning as a precursor to Haftar’s plan to take control of Tripoli by December, when
the UN-backed political accord sup-

porting the GNA expires.
Haftar and Sarraj, meeting in May
in Abu Dhabi, agreed to fight terrorism and have presidential elections.
“If Haftar and his forces have a
solution to ending the sufferings of
the Libyan people, why have they
failed to come forward with such
a solution?” asked Libyan political
analyst Alaa Farouk.
“Such talks are part of the increasing pressure on the civilian
government.”
Said Ramadane, a Libyan political
writer, said the fight against radical
Islamists in Tripoli could unite the

armed forces of Sarraj and Haftar,
both of whom are aligned against
Qatar-backed Islamists.
“It is not reasonable that the Libyan Army headed by Haftar remains
on the sidelines (in Tripoli),” said
Ramadane. “Haftar’s army must
unite its forces with the forces under the command of Sarraj to protect Tripoli from the extremists.”
Haftar vowed to “free Tripoli”
but gave no specific timetable or
details about his military strategy.
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis.

Algerian official sparks outrage with
derogatory remarks about migrants
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

A

top Algerian government official came under fire after he made
derogatory comments
about sub-Saharan migrants, statements that added to
a growing wave of anti-migrant
sentiment.
Ahmed Ouyahia, chief of staff
to Algerian President Abdelaziz
Bouteflika, said “foreigners who
are illegally in Algeria are the
source of crime, drugs and many
more social ills.”
Ouyahia’s remarks came after a
cyber-campaign to “cleanse” Algeria of African migrants, whom
many accuse of committing
crimes and bringing disease to the
country.
While Bouteflika has pushed
back on the “racist” rhetoric, saying that Algeria has a “moral and
human duty” to help those fleeing war and poverty, members of
his staff have supported a populist
narrative.
In December, Bouteflika’s top
human rights adviser, Farouk
Ksentini, accused African migrants of exposing Algerians “to
the spread of AIDS and other diseases.” On July 10, Algerian Foreign Minister Abdelkader Messahel said: “Organised criminal
networks (operating) behind the
exodus of migrants (have) become
a menace to national security.”
“It is our duty as a government
and Algerians to defend the sovereignty of our nation and the security of Algeria,” Messahel said.
Some Algerians defended the
politicians, saying the country’s
growing migrant population creates serious concerns.

“One can criticise Ouyahia for
many domestic issues but in his
statement about migrants he expressed the worries and fears of
millions of Algerians,” said Mehdaoui Zouiwesh, an Algerian
writer. “Indeed, police, without
making it public, have handled
thousands of cases related to
drugs, crimes and prostitution in
which these ‘migrants’ were involved.”
Despite the surge in anti-migrant sentiment in Algeria, subSaharan migrants seemingly fare
no better in neighbouring Libya.
Returning from Tripoli, Mohammed Abdiker, director of
Operations and Emergencies for
the International Organisation of
Migration (IOM), said reports of
abuse among migrants “are truly horrifying” and that “reports
of ‘slave markets’ for migrants
can be added to a long list of
outrages.”

Intellectuals
accused Islamists
and their political
adversaries, such
as Ouyahia, of
attempting to
“destroy secular
values of
solidarity.”
“The more the IOM engages inside Libya, the more we learn that
it is a vale of tears for many migrants,” he said.
Libyan writer Abderazzak alDahesh said African migrants
were kidnapped and sold in broad
daylight. He added that migrants
are sold at prices based on their
nationality, with Bangladeshis
sold at the highest price — 10,000
Libyan dinars ($7,350).
Algerian Prime Minister Abdel-

madjid Tebboune has sided with
migrant’s rights activists in calling for better protection and assistance.
“We are not racists. We are Africans, Maghrebis
and Mediterraneans,”
Tebboune
said
to
parliament in reaction to the antimigrant comments. “We won’t
allow any NGO or individual to
tarnish the image of our country.”
Rights activists took particular
issue with Ouyahia’s anti-migrant
remarks.
“We must react and show the
people who make such comments
that they do not reflect the whole
of Algerian society,” said Hasina
Oussedik, head of Amnesty International’s Algiers office. “We are
an African country and we have
fellow Algerians with dark skin.”
Noureddine Benissad, president of the Algerian Human
Rights League said: “Some parties in Algeria are borrowing from
the discourse of political parties
in Europe, which argue that migrants are a danger for their countries.
“These parties in Algeria said
that the country is being invaded
by migrants carrying diseases.
This is totally untrue.”
Ouyahia, who also heads the
parliament’s second largest political party, the National Democratic
Rally, stressed the importance of
protecting the country’s sovereignty.
“There are great powers who
are planning to build a wall to
separate them from their neighbours and Europe is seeking to
transform Algeria and the north
into camps to stop migrants from

In struggle for acceptance. A migrant from Guinea working at a
construction site in Algiers.
(Reuters)
Africa,” Ouyahia said.
Activist Sidali Kouidri Filali said
it was important to recognise the
connection between all Africans.
“I’m Algerian and African,” Filali
said. “I share with this continent
the land, the future, the torments
of history and abjection of colonialism.”
Intellectuals accused Islamists,
who exert significant influence
in society, and their political adversaries, such as Ouyahia, of attempting to “destroy secular values of solidarity.”

“The willingness to destroy the
fundamental values of the Algerian people reflects a strategy by
those in government like Ouyahia.
That value is the readiness to help
others and show fraternity and
camaraderie,” said Algerian writer
Youcef Benzatat.
El Watan, Algeria’s main daily
newspaper, reported that citizens
and refugee advocates have taken
food, clothes and money to the
Oued Karma refugee camp outside Algiers, which hosts about
1,600 refugees.
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Egypt wary as ISIS shows battle for Sinai not over
Amr Emam

Cairo

A

n Islamic State (ISIS) attack on a military checkpoint in the Sinai Peninsula in which at least
23 Egyptians were killed
raised fears the terrorist group is
showing renewed strength after a
perceived lull in violence.
“By all measures, this was the most
violent attack against army troops in
Sinai in months,” said retired army
general Hamdi Abu Hashema. “The
scale and the strength of the attack
are really worrying.”
On July 7, ISIS fighters in 24 SUVs
charged a checkpoint in the remote
village of el-Barth, south-west of the
border town of Rafah. In addition to
the 23 Egyptian soldiers killed, 40
attackers died. Surviving militants
looted the checkpoint of weapons
and ammunition.

In general terms,
Egypt seems to be
winning the fight
against ISIS.
Cairo appeared to be making
gains against ISIS in Sinai in recent
months, including securing agreements with Bedouin fighters to try
to remove ISIS from the territory.
The el-Barth attack shows the setbacks have not hindered ISIS’s ability to coordinate large-scale attacks
in the Sinai Peninsula.
Egyptian forces retaliated by attacking an ISIS training camp in
Egypt’s eastern province of Ismailia
on July 8, killing 14 ISIS militants.
Funerals for the Egyptian soldiers
killed in the el-Barth attack were the
same day and many Egyptians expressed anger about the assault.
Despite the setback, Egypt seems
to be winning the fight against ISIS.
In the first half of 2017, there were
fewer terrorist attacks across Egypt
than in previous years, including
fewer attacks on Egyptian military
targets in the Sinai Peninsula.
Military experts attributed the

Still deadly. Egyptian soldiers carry the coffin of a soldier who was killed in the Sinai Peninsula, on July 8.
drop in terrorist operations in Sinai to a multilevel military strategy
that has significantly weakened ISIS
in Egypt. While ISIS has executed
headline-grabbing attacks, such
as the el-Barth assault or actions
targeting Egypt’s Coptic Christian
minority, its day-to-day operations
have been significantly disrupted.
“Apart from alienating ISIS militants in most of Sinai, the army
killed a large number of the group’s
leaders and cut off the militants
from supply routes,” said Reda Yacoub, another retired army general.
“Unrelenting army raids, the
demolition of hundreds of smuggling tunnels along the border with
Gaza and winning Sinai tribes to the

army’s side were all measures that
paid off.”
The objective of the el-Barth attack was not just to send a message
to Cairo, analysts said, but also to
hinder rapprochement between the
Egyptian government and Hamas.
Egyptian media said some of the
ISIS gunmen who took part in the
attack were former members of Hamas.
Following the attack, Hamas Deputy Interior Minister Tawfiq Abu
Naim said the group would further
increase security along the border
“to prevent any cases of wanted
fugitives attempting to sneak into
Gaza from Egypt.”
“If anything, this means that Ha-

mas is not in full control of the Palestinian territory,” Egyptian security analyst and ex-military official
Samir Badawi said.

With increased
security along the
EgyptianPalestinian border,
ISIS supply lines are
being squeezed
from both sides.
The el-Barth attack came after victories by the Libyan National Army
against Islamist militias, including

(AFP)

ISIS, in the north-eastern Libyan
city of Benghazi after almost three
years of fighting.
Although ISIS continues to have
a presence in other Libyan cities, its
defeat in eastern Libya is significant
and will cut off ISIS in Egypt from
one of its major supply routes. With
increased security along the Egyptian-Gaza border, ISIS supply lines
are being squeezed from both sides.
“ISIS wants to say that although
it is losing territories, it is far from
dead,” Badawi said. “The attack
aimed to present living proof of its
strength.”
Amr Emam is an Egyptian reporter
based in Cairo.

Egypt short on options as Ethiopia dam nears completion
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

E

gypt is short on options
to halt or circumvent the
construction of Ethiopia’s
Grand Renaissance Dam,
which experts said will
have negative effects on Egyptian
access to Nile waters.
“Time is running out and the dam
is about to become a fact on the
ground. Egypt cannot stop it,” said
Talaat Musallam, a retired army
general and strategic analyst.
He ruled out the prospect of a
military solution to the issue, saying that, given that Ethiopia intends
to start filling the dam this year, Cairo’s room for manoeuvre is limited.
“The
remaining
diplomatic
and legal options are inadequate
because the project has already
reached the point of no return,” he
said.
Ethiopia hopes to fill the dam in
five years but Cairo hopes to extend
that period to seven years or more.
Legal experts suggested Cairo
take the issue to the UN Security
Council to seek a temporary halt
in the construction of the multibillion-dollar hydroelectric project
until further technical studies can
be completed. Egyptian political
experts also recommend mediation
from international players, such as
the United States, China or Russia.
Ethiopia’s Grand Renaissance
Dam is expected to reduce Egypt’s
annual water quota from the Nile
from 55 billion cubic metres to 40

billion cubic metres, which would
severely aggravate existing water
shortages. Egypt, with a rapidly
growing population, has a water
deficit of 20 billion cubic metres.

Egypt will have to
adapt to acute water
poverty while
working to alleviate
that as much as
possible.
The loss of an additional 15 billion
cubic metres a year would have a
debilitating effect on Egyptian agriculture, including the potential loss
of 400,000 hectares of farmland.

Lower agricultural production
would require more food imports
for Egypt, the world’s largest wheat
importer with 12 million tonnes annually. Lower production would
pressure the national budget, already showing deficit of almost
30%.
“These are all catastrophic scenarios for our country,” said water
and irrigation expert Ahmed Nour
Abdel Monem. “Ethiopia is moving
ahead with the project, although it
is fully aware of the enormous harm
it will cause to Egypt.”
The view in Addis Ababa is that
the dam will cause no harm to
downstream countries such as
Egypt and Sudan.

Shortfall. People line up with empty containers and bottles as
they wait to collect filtered water in Toukh, Qalyubia governorate,
north-east of Cairo.
(Reuters)

In March 2015, Egypt, Ethiopia
and Sudan signed a declaration of
principles that included a pledge of
cooperation based on “common understanding” and “mutual benefit”
and to “take all appropriate measures to prevent the causing of significant harm in utilising the Nile.”
The three countries had earlier
hired an international firm to conduct technical and environmental
studies on the dam but the results
of the studies have yet to be published, even as construction of the
dam nears completion.
The mood in Cairo regarding the
dam is gloomy, with general calls
for Egyptian authorities to take action but little hope that anything
can be done.
A leaked recording purportedly
of former President Hosni Mubarak
emerged in June and revealed his
preparedness to bomb the planned
dam. Muslim Brotherhood leader
and former Egyptian President Muhammad Morsi, in a 2013 strategy
session with key advisers that was
unknowingly broadcast live, appeared to consider throwing support to Ethiopian rebels to pressure
Addis Ababa.
With the dam almost complete
and a new political reality for Cairo,
scenarios such as this are unlikely to
play out.
“The current Egyptian administration has built bridges of trust
with Ethiopia and will not resort to
any violent scenario to resolve the
issue,” Musallam said.
Egypt will have to adapt to acute
water poverty while working to alleviate that as much as possible.

Cairo has begun implementing an
ambitious national water desalination and treatment strategy, which
is expected to cost $50 billion in the
coming decade.
The strategy, which includes the
construction of sea-water desalination and sewage treatment plants,
aims to make up for the expected
drop in Egypt’s water resources.

Time is running
out and the dam is
about to become a
fact on the ground.
Egypt cannot stop
it.

”

Retired army general
Talaat Musallam

Irrigation Minister Mohamed Abdel Aty said Egypt would need 114
billion cubic metres of water every
year to meet the needs of its growing population and move ahead
with agricultural expansion and
food production plans.
“Adaptation will prove very costly
but it is the only way ahead for us to
avoid the destructive consequences
of the construction of this dam,”
said Fawzi Diab, a researcher at the
Egyptian state-run Desert Research
Centre. “We must depend on desalinating seawater, treating and reusing sewage and upgrading irrigation
methods to save water to be able to
survive.”
Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian reporter in Cairo.
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Religious reform in Egypt

Spotlight

Quranic schools are Egypt’s newest weapon against radicals
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

T

he traditional single-class
schools teaching children
to read, write and memorise the Quran have been
transformed into Egypt’s
latest weapon in the fight against
extremism.
Known as “kotab,” from the Arabic word to “write,” these small
schools had often been the only
source of education for Egypt’s rural poor at a time when there were
no government-run schools nearby.
Cairo warned that many schools
had fallen under the sway of extremist groups, including the
outlawed Muslim Brotherhood,
prompting a decision to regulate
the industry.

The new classes are
among measures to
revolutionise Egyptian
education, renew
religious discourse
and keep radicals out
of the mosques.
“This was why we had to act to
end control over this important
teaching tool by radical groups,”
said Sheikh Gaber Taye, a senior official of the Religious Endowments
Ministry, which supervises Egypt’s
mosques.
With the emergence of political
Islam, Islamist movements sought
to control the classes to spread
their ideology. Western analysts
have compared Egypt’s kotab to
Pakistan’s madrassas, which have
been criticised as jihadist breeding
grounds.
“Kotab produced tens of thousands of children who were not
taught the moderate teachings of
the Quran but the radical views of
the groups that established them,”
said Nabil Na’eem, an expert on Islamist movements. “In a way, they
were a breeding ground for extremism.”
Egypt’s Religious Endowments
Ministry moved to crack down on
hundreds of kotab that operate
across Egypt with little ministerial
oversight. The move includes clos-

One step on a long road. Students study for a Quran recital exam in one of al-Azhar institutes in Cairo.
ing classes run by Brotherhoodaffiliated charities and Salafist
groups.
To provide an alternative, the
ministry established Quranic classes with a vetted curriculum at many
mosques and appointed al-Azhartrained sheikhs to teach a more
moderate interpretation of Islam.
Taye said the new schools teach
manners and tolerance.
“They aim to create a new generation of enlightened and moderate Muslims,” Taye said of the new
classes. “So, they take the children
away from venomous radical groups
that give them incorrect knowledge
about religion.”
The new classes are among measures to revolutionise Egyptian

education, renew religious discourse and keep radicals out of the
mosques. The measures included
a change in Egypt’s academic curriculum and tightening regulations
on mosques, including rules ensuring that only graduates of Egypt’s
al-Azhar University can become
imams.
The drive comes amid a worsening fight against terrorism. The
Egyptian Army continues to confront a branch of the Islamic State
(ISIS) in the Sinai Peninsula. The
Muslim Brotherhood has been accused of orchestrating domestic terrorist attacks and seeking to spread
chaos domestically and beyond.
In a move to make the classes
more attractive, the Religious En-

dowments Ministry struck a deal
with the Ministry of Social Solidarity to give a monthly allowance to
cover transportation fees for children attending the schools.
Analysts praised the new measures but many also warned that
more needs to be done. “You cannot
teach moderation in these [schools]
and leave mosques in the hands of
radicals,” said Fatma al-Maadoul,
the head of the children’s section
at the Ministry of Culture. “Some of
our mosques are still controlled by
extremists and the authorities need
to take action.”
The Religious Endowments Ministry controls more than 100,000
mosques in Egypt but many small
unauthorised mosques in poor

(Reuters)

districts and rural areas operate
outside of ministry control. In a
country where Friday prayers often
spread from inside the mosques and
onto the streets, it is hard to control
every mosque.
Taye acknowledged that the new
schools were one step on a long road
to fight Islamist extremism and promote a moderate understanding of
Islam.
“We are working day and night
to ensure that extremists will not
shape the thinking of the new generation,” Taye said. “It took extremist ideologies decades to prevail
here and we do not expect to replace them with a moderate interpretation of Islam in a matter of
days or even months.”

The will to reform religious discourse in Egypt is lacking

View poi nt

Mohamad
al-Hamamsi

C

alls to renovate
religious discourse in
Egypt have emanated
from the political,
cultural and intellectual elite and are
repeated whenever events make
it necessary. A political void in
general and among youth in
particular has made it possible
for violent extremist ideologies
to take root and spawn terrorism
and other destructive beliefs, all
under the cover of conservative
religious discourse, which is
stagnant and resistant to critical
inquiry.
The task of revising religious
discourse has fallen to relevant
institutions but they have done
nothing more than produce
boring sermons and hollow
scholarship. They have relied
on high-flying speeches and
rhetorical decorations, as well
as questionable and obscure
references.
Plans to revise religious
discourse lack proper vision and
training. Non-qualified people
have jumped on the bandwagon
and done more harm than good.
They have brought back to life
religious stories and events proven

The call to reform religious
discourse unwittingly inflicted
further disasters and tragedies.

false by most Muslim scholars.
They have given their two cents’
worth on how to interpret sacred
text.
These people are completely
off the mark because they lack
the qualifications to engage in
interpretation. They have shown
an abysmal lack of competence
in language and jurisprudence, as
well as ignorance of longstanding
traditions in the science of Quranic
interpretation. Instead of guiding
people, they confuse them.
For the sake of fame and
fortune, these charlatans have
not hesitated to denigrate
companions of the Prophet and
a host of other significant figures
in Islamic tradition. Perhaps
the recent phenomenon of
youthful proselytising is a typical
embodiment of the shortcomings
described above.
To seriously revise political
discussion, the institution
responsible for the preservation
and reproduction of traditional
religious discourse — al-Azhar
mosque and its numerous
schools — must undergo reforms
that include rehabilitation and
retraining of its scholars.
The rehabilitation campaign
must include scholars working
for Egypt’s Ministry of Religious
Endowments, who are responsible
for overseeing Friday sermons
across Egypt, as well as the
teaching staffs of al-Azhar

elementary and secondary
schools. These people have been
schooled to favour memorisation
and reproduction in their religious
approach and are hopeless when it
comes to critical thinking.
Those people are charged with
revising and innovating religious
discourse but we know they have
not been trained to do that. They
are the ones who rejected calls for
innovation in religious thinking
and discourse when it was issued
in the 1980s. They refused to see
the call as a much-needed national
project to free people and open
their minds.
People have had enough of the
bland, non-innovative and purely
traditionalist discourse spewing
from al-Azhar and the ministry’s
mosques. There is nothing new
in this discourse just as there
is no innovation in religious
scholarship.
I am convinced that the call
to reform religious discourse
unwittingly inflicted further
disasters and tragedies. Those
directly tasked with reforming
religious discourse are simply not
qualified to do it. Worse, they do
not wish it and refuse to do it.
They relish wallowing in tradition,
imitation and mystification.
Let’s not forget that they are
the ones who, since the 1970s,
have thrown the floodgates open
to the systematic invasion by
fundamentalist and extremist

Plans to
revise
religious
discourse
lack proper
vision and
training.

groups belonging to political
Islam.
They have turned Egypt
into a virtual playground for
fundamentalists from India,
Afghanistan, Sudan, the Arabian
Peninsula and North Africa. They
have allowed millions of copies
of books preaching extremist
ideologies to be sold cheaply or
even given away. The result is that
those books exist all over Egypt
and extremist ideologies are alive
and well in the minds of average
Egyptians.
To reform religious discourse
in Egypt, all institutions
involved in the reproduction and
dissemination of traditionalist
rhetoric must be renovated and
rehabilitated. The same applies
to connected institutions and
systems, such as education. To
my knowledge, the Ministry
of Education has no plans to
eradicate rote learning and to
ingrain critical thinking in school
curricula. The same can be said of
the Ministry of Culture.
When there is the will to reform
religious discourse, there will be
concerted action in that direction
but this will is sadly absent. What
we have are simple attempts by
officials to clear their names in
case they are asked to account for
their actions.
Mohamad al-Hamamsi is an
Egyptian writer.
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Lebanon’s looming showdown in Arsal
Nicholas Blanford

Beirut

T

he defeat of the Islamic
State (ISIS) in Mosul and
its imminent expulsion
from its self-declared
capital in Raqqa in eastern Syria leave the extremist group
clinging to only a few patches of
ground in the Middle East.
One of them is among the barren mountains of the Qalamoun
region that straddles Lebanon’s
north-eastern border with Syria
where several hundred ISIS fighters
are holed up, along with hundreds
more from Tahrir al-Sham and
Saraya Ahl ash-Sham, a Free Syrian
Army coalition.
Lately, there has been intense
speculation that the Lebanese
Army or Hezbollah will mount a
final offensive to crush the militants, drive them out of Lebanon
and restore to full state authority in
the isolated border town of Arsal.
The Sunni-populated town, which
is surrounded by refugee encampments, has been out of state control since August 2014 when it was
stormed by 700 militants from ISIS
and Tahrir al-Sham.
Several Syrian air strikes in the
border region and indications of
mobilisation of Hezbollah forces
suggest that the offensive is imminent but a question remains
over who will — and who should —
mount the offensive, Hezbollah or
the Lebanese Army.

The Lebanese Army
routinely shells ISIS
positions and
Hezbollah
occasionally stages
anti-tank missile
ambushes.
Hezbollah waged campaigns in
the western Qalamoun region in
2014 and 2015, winning back territory on the Syrian side of the border
and herding the surviving militants
into a 145 sq.km expanse of rugged
and desolate mountains and val-

leys filled with apricot and cherry
orchards.
The militants are essentially
hemmed in by a line of outposts
and watchtowers manned by the
Lebanese Army to the west and
Hezbollah positions dotting hilltops along the north and south
flanks. The Lebanese Army routinely shells ISIS positions and Hezbollah occasionally stages anti-tank
missile ambushes.

The routes into Arsal
are manned by
fortified checkpoints
and the Lebanese
Army has a good
overview of the
surrounding area.
Earlier in the year, Hezbollah
entered negotiations to secure the
evacuation of refugees and some
militants to Syria. The move was
intended to resolve the Arsal problem peacefully or at least to reduce
the number of militants ahead of
a final push to regain the area. In
June, several dozen families returned to Syrian Qalamoun but
there has been little indication that
any fighters are willing to cut a deal
that could see them relocated to the
Idlib province in northern Syria.
Since early May, signs of a final
showdown in the Arsal area have
increased. In a speech that month,
Hassan Nasrallah, Hezbollah’s leader, called on militants to leave the
Arsal area, saying that they had no
future if they stayed.
In late May, heavy clashes broke
out in the Arsal area between militant groups in what appeared to be
an attempt by ISIS to secure better
ground in anticipation of a Lebanese Army or Hezbollah assault. On
June 30, five suicide bombers set off
explosives during an army raid on
two refugee camps on the outskirts
of Arsal, wounding seven soldiers
and killing a girl. Several days later,
two improvised explosive devices
targeted soldiers in Arsal without
causing casualties. Sources inside
Arsal said militants and civilians
alike are preparing for a showdown.
“Everyone knows it’s coming, we

‘Ring of steel’. A convoy of Lebanese soldiers drives at the entrance of the border town of Arsal in
eastern Bekaa Valley.								
(Reuters)
just don’t know exactly when,” said
one resident.
Nasrallah said the time had
come to remove the militants from
around Arsal.
“The threat still exists on [Arsal’s]
outskirts and this matter needs a
solution,” he said in a speech July
11. “This matter might be a divisive
one. Let the government shoulder
its responsibility and we will support you and back you up. If you
want us to stay at home, we will. If
you want us to join you, we will. But
I think the situation has reached its
final point.”
While Hezbollah’s battle-hardened fighters are well-suited to
carrying out such an operation,
it could risk backfiring by stirring
Sunni-Shia tensions in the country and undermining the integrity
of the Lebanese Army if it is left
watching the fighting from the sidelines.
It is understood that the army
has prepared battle plans for an of-

fensive against the militants and,
in the past two-and-a-half years,
has significantly strengthened its
deployment in the area. However,
the army requires an order from the
government before attacking the
militants and it is unclear whether
Lebanese Prime Minister Saad Hariri is prepared to give the necessary
authorisation.
The United States and Britain for
years have been robust backers of
the Lebanese Army, respectively
supplying weapons and equipment
and helping build new regiments
for border protection. An army-led
offensive against ISIS would help
justify the hundreds of millions
of dollars spent to boost its capabilities especially at a time when
Washington is looking to dial down
its foreign aid spending.
An additional danger lies in the
possibility that ISIS will seek to enter Arsal at the onset of an attack to
mingle with the civilian population
and hugely complicate an effort to

Fears over civil liberties
in Lebanon after allegations
of military abuse
Lizzie Porter

Beirut

A

lleged attacks on protesters and refugees in
Lebanon raised questions about civil freedoms in Lebanon, with
human rights observers saying
they are concerned that official investigations into the incidents may
fail to punish abuses of power.
The Lebanese military has denied allegations of torture after
four Syrian refugees died in army
custody following a raid at a refugee camp near the north-eastern
city of Arsal. The military said the
men died of “chronic health problems that were activated as a result
of weather conditions.”
A few weeks previously, demonstrators protesting a third extension to the parliamentary session
claimed to have been beaten and
verbally abused by armed guards
during at least three incidents near
the municipality building in Beirut.
Both instances sparked official
investigations.
Civil society groups said they
feared the incidents would discourage the Lebanese public from
voicing anger and frustration over

perceived official mismanagement. In recent months, Lebanon
has seen tensions rise over the delayed elections, widespread rubbish dumping, pollution and building on the capital’s few remaining
public spaces. During the summer
of 2015, rubber bullets, tear gas
and water cannons were deployed
against demonstrators protesting
the rubbish crisis that saw refuse
mount in stinking piles on streets
throughout the capital.

Rights groups have
expressed concern over
a lack of transparency
in previous
investigations into
alleged abuse by the
security forces.
During the recent clashes in Beirut, video footage produced by
demonstrators showed approximately five heavily armed men
in green fatigues beating protesters lying on the ground. Georges
Abou Fadel, one of those injured in
the attack, said: “They were beating the hell out of us. There was
a shower of hits coming down on
me. I could hear it but couldn’t feel
anything except my legs.” Fadel
claimed he was dragged by his hair
for approximately 15 metres before

he seized the leg of his attacker.
In a report by Lebanon’s state
news agency, Parliamentary Police
accused the protesters of attempting to break through a security barrier, assault guards and take a gun
from an officer. However, no video
or photo evidence shows physical
injury to guards and the protesters
denied police claims.
Official investigations have been
ordered into both the alleged attacks on protesters and the death
of the Syrian refugees. In comments to Human Rights Watch, the
Lebanese Army distanced itself
from the officers involved, claiming they followed the orders of
the parliamentary police and only
have an “administrative” link to
the armed forces. They confirmed
that military police were cooperating with the investigation.
Last year, Lebanon’s Interior
Minister warned police that they
would face disciplinary action if
they were found to be abusing
their powers while dealing with
Syrian refugees, after photos of
alleged ill-treatment during a raid
appeared online.
Human rights groups have expressed concern over a lack of
transparency in previous investigations into alleged abuse by
the security forces. “We are in a
country where the authorities are

crush the group. The routes into
Arsal are manned by fortified checkpoints and the Lebanese Army has
a good overview of the surrounding
area, allowing for warnings if ISIS
forces are spotted mobilising for an
assault on the town.
However, if the militants breach
the army’s “ring of steel,” it would
turn the battle from one fought in
unpopulated barren mountains to
one waged in a cramped urban environment with the risk of incurring significant civilian casualties
and widespread destruction. It is
likely that if Hezbollah does spearhead an assault against the militants, it will stay well clear of Arsal
itself to avoid reawakening sectarian animosities in Lebanon, which
of late have calmed down.
Nicholas Blanford is the author
of “Warriors of God: Inside
Hezbollah’s Thirty-Year Struggle
Against Israel” (Random House
2011). He lives in Beirut.

A thin red line. Lebanese demonstrators scuffle with riot police
during a protest in downtown Beirut, last March.
(AFP)
very interested in opening investigations but less interested in finishing them or publishing the results,” Bassam Khawaja, Lebanon
researcher at Human Rights Watch
(HRW), said. “Maybe behind
closed doors, people are being held
accountable but, if that is the case,
why not be transparent and publish the results of investigations?”
HRW said more individuals are
being punished for critical speech.
While Lebanon’s constitution protects freedom of assembly, it is illegal to defame or criticise the president, army and public officials. In
March, activist Ahmad Amhaz was
arrested and imprisoned for nine
days and had to pay $331,236 bail
for a Facebook post comparing
the president, prime minister and

speaker of the parliament to various animals.
“It is difficult to say all of this is
getting worse because there are no
statistics or numbers but HRW is
documenting an increase in cases
of arrests for critical speech,” Khawaja said.
“This [violence against protesters] will probably happen again
because that is Lebanon,” said
Tarek Serhan, one of the protesters. “What was the purpose of using such force against us? It was
to make us afraid, to make us not
do this again, but we are not afraid
and we will not stop protesting.”
Lizzie Porter is a Beirut-based
freelance journalist focusing on
the Middle East.
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Trump, his
son-in-law and
the elusive
Israeli-Palestinian
peace deal
Gregory Aftandilian

Boston

U

S President Donald
Trump is relying heavily on his son-in-law,
Jared Kushner, to restart the moribund
Israeli-Palestinian peace track but,
like the health care issue in the
United States, it is much more complicated and difficult than either of
them imagined.
In addition to handling the peace
process portfolio, Kushner has been
charged with heading the newly
created Office of American Innovation, which is tasked with making
the US government bureaucracy
more efficient.

Trump may have been
advised by Kushner to
level his mild criticism
of Israeli settlement
building.
To couple those domestic duties
with overseeing the Israeli-Palestinian peace process is daunting, to
say the least, especially for someone as young as Kushner, 36, who
has no government or diplomatic
experience.
Although one could argue that
efforts by professional US diplomats to solve the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict have come to naught and,
therefore, a fresh approach may
be needed, Kushner has already
run into roadblocks that have been

around for some time.
First is the issue of Israeli settlement expansion in the West Bank
and East Jerusalem. As real estate
businessmen, Trump and Kushner
understand both land and buildings. Trump seemed to grasp this
problem when he received Israeli
Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu at the White House in February,
requesting publicly that the Israeli
leader halt settlement building for
“a bit.”
Trump may have been advised by
Kushner to level this mild criticism
of Israeli settlement building to entice the Palestinians to enter peace
talks.
Regardless, Netanyahu continued settlement construction and,
in a posting on Twitter, said “there
won’t be a government better for
the settlements than our government.” On July 5, the municipality of Jerusalem, with the tacit
approval of the Netanyahu government, announced plans to build
800 units in the Jewish-populated
areas of East Jerusalem and 114
units for Israeli Jews in Arab neighbourhoods of the city.
Whether Kushner and his colleague, Jason Greenblatt, an international trade negotiator whom
Trump has also tapped to work
on the Israeli-Palestinian peace effort, have made an issue of such
settlement building to Netanyahu
is not known but he and Kushner
do know that Palestinian Authority President Mahmoud Abbas has
sharply criticised the continuation
of such settlement construction.
Greenblatt travelled to Israel the

Daunting task. Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas (R) meets with White House Senior Adviser
Jared Kushner in the West Bank City of Ramallah, last June. 				
(Reuters)
week of July 10 for another round
of meetings.
When Kushner and Greenblatt
met with Abbas in May in Ramallah, media reports said, the meeting became contentious over the
issue of Palestinian Authority payments to families whose relatives
have been convicted of terrorism.
Abbas accused the two Americans
of taking Israel’s side.
The other major hurdle is the
issue of incitement to violence,
which the Israelis have made a major issue. Reportedly, Netanyahu
showed Trump a video of Abbas’s
statements before Trump’s meeting with Abbas in Ramallah, making his meeting with the Palestinian leader problematic.
As if these issues were not tough
enough, the Israeli state prosecutor on July 6 filed a lawsuit against
the estate of a Palestinian resident
of East Jerusalem who rammed his
car into a group of Israelis, killing

four of them. Such a lawsuit could
invite Palestinians who hold dual
citizenship to file their own lawsuits in foreign courts against Israelis who have killed Palestinians.
How Trump and Kushner try to
get the peace process restarted in
this atmosphere is anyone’s guess
but, for the time being, just getting
the two sides to talk face-to-face is
a huge challenge.
Trump had expressed optimism
that he would be the president
who would clinch the “ultimate”
deal and stated publicly in front
of Abbas at the White House that
“there is no reason there’s not
peace between Israel and the Palestinians — none whatsoever.”
He, Kushner and Greenblatt are
quickly finding out that there are
plenty of reasons why it has not
come about.
Part of Kushner’s plan seems
to be to use his contacts with the
Saudis, especially with Crown

Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin
Abdulaziz with whom he has cultivated a friendship, to lean on the
Palestinians to be more flexible,
while Trump uses the same approach with his new friend, Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi.
However, without firm US pressure on Israel to stop settlement
construction it will be hard for any
Arab leader to pressure the Palestinians to make concessions.
During the presidential campaign, Kushner convinced his
father-in-law that he could bring
about a peace deal. Reality has
come uncomfortably to the forefront. The ultimate Israeli-Palestinian deal remains as elusive as
ever.
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.

Israel’s double standards about boycotts do not advance peace
View poi nt

Kamel
Hawwash

T

he movement to
pressure Israel to end
its occupation of Arab
land, to treat all its
citizens equally
regardless of race,
religion or creed and to implement UN Resolution 194 allowing
the Palestinian refugees to return
home is 12 years old.
It was called by more than 150
Palestinian civil society organisations to achieve these demands
using a campaign of Boycott,
Divestment and Sanctions (BDS)
targeting Israel.
The movement, its website
states, “works to end international support for Israel’s oppression of Palestinians and pressure
Israel to comply with international law.” Its call for freedom,
justice and equality is moral and
legal. The movement drew on the
lessons learnt from the effort to
boycott South Africa until it
dismantled its apartheid regime.
Since its launch in 2005, the
BDS movement has raised
awareness about the plight of the
Palestinians and placed pressure
on companies and individuals to
review their relationship with
Israel as an occupying power and
to question their role either in its
continuation or smoothing its
image.

It is quite hypocritical for Israel
to reject BDS while boycotting
others for taking legal and
moral positions in support of
the Palestinians.

The BDS movement can point
to major successes. European
companies Veolia, Orange and
CRH have withdrawn from Israel.
Significant artists, including
Elvis Costello, Gil Scott-Heron,
Lauryn Hill, Faithless, Marianah,
U2, Bjork, Zakir Hussain, JeanLuc Godard, Snoop Dogg, Cat
Power and Vanessa Paradis,
cancelled performances in Israel
or declined to perform there.
Institutional investors including the Presbyterian Church USA
and the United Methodist
Church, the Dutch pension fund
manager PGGM and the Norwegian, Luxembourg and New
Zealand governments have
divested from companies over
their role in Israeli violations of
international law.

Initially, Israel dismissed BDS
as a failure and labelled its effects
as insignificant but that approach
recently changed. It appointed a
minister and ministry to combat
those effects and supported the
effort to the tune of $50 million.
It labelled the movement an
anti-Semitic movement and its
supporters in the West, particularly in the United States, have
sought to legislate against
companies or organisations that
participated in the campaign.
Israel recently passed a law that
bans supporters of the BDS
movement from entering the
country, even if their effort is
directed at the illegal settlements.
Israel’s vigorous opposition to
boycotts as a means of achieving

Peaceful expression. An Egyptian man shouts anti-Israeli slogans
in front of banners with the Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions
(BDS) logo at the Journalists’ Syndicate in Cairo.
(AP)

The BDS
movement
can point
to major
successes:
European
companies
Veolia,
Orange and
CRH have
withdrawn
from Israel.

political change could be understood if it was consistent in this
view when it came to exerting
political pressure on others. That
is not the case, however. Israel
regularly imposes sanctions by
withholding funds due to the
Palestinian Authority (PA) from
taxes Israel collects on the PA’s
behalf to signal disapproval of
actions such as joining UN
agencies, including UNESCO.
The minister responsible for
combating the BDS movement,
Gilad Erdan, boycotted a visiting
German delegation because its
members refused to meet him in
occupied East Jerusalem. Israeli
Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu boycotted the German
Foreign Minister Sigmar Gabriel
for meeting with Israeli NGOs he
disapproves of. Swedish Foreign
Minister Margot Wallstrom has
been boycotted for her views on
Israeli policies.
It is quite hypocritical for Israel
to reject BDS as a peaceful means
of exerting pressure on it to end
its illegal policies while boycotting others for taking legal and
moral positions in support of the
Palestinians and the pursuit of
peace. As the saying goes:
“What’s good for the goose is
good for the gander.”
If Israel put as much energy and
effort into meeting the moral and
legal demands of the BDS movement as it does opposing it, peace
would be much closer than it is
now.
Kamel Hawwash is a Britainbased Palestinian university
professor and writer.
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After failed coup in Turkey

Failed coup takes toll on Turkey’s foreign policy
Stuart Williams

Istanbul

T

he consequences of the
failed coup in Turkey increased Ankara’s international isolation, exposing
shortcomings in the government’s sometimes overambitious
foreign policy, analysts said.
NATO member and EU hopeful
Turkey had expected an outpouring of solidarity after the coup attempt one year ago aimed at ousting
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan and
which Ankara blames on the USbased Turkish preacher Fethullah
Gulen.
Ties with Brussels, however, were
bruised and Turkey’s long-running
EU membership bid set back as the
European Union reacted with alarm
to the post-coup purge that has seen
tens of thousands of people arrested.
US President Donald Trump’s
administration has given no sign
that Turkey has seen the end of the
rancour that marked ties between
Washington and Ankara under President Barack Obama.

Turkey is increasingly
banking on a close
relationship with
Russia and has made
much of a multipolar
foreign policy.
Add to this the fact that the diplomatic crisis in the Gulf risks wrecking Turkey’s efforts to keep a tight
strategic alliance with Qatar without
upsetting Saudi Arabia.
“Turkey has been somewhat isolated diplomatically since the July
2016 failed coup, both because
NATO partners were taken by surprise and because the subsequent
purge went far beyond anything
that could be expected,” said Marc
Pierini, a visiting scholar at Carnegie
Europe.
“The crisis between Saudi Arabia
and its allies and Qatar only adds to
the host of problems Turkey is facing on the diplomatic front.”

Ankara’s precarious position is a
far cry from what it enjoyed a decade ago, when Erdogan was considered an essential mediator in almost
every crisis and was courted by both
the European Union and the United
States.
For former Prime Minister Ahmet
Davutoglu, Turkey was a centre of
the Islamic world and deserved influence from Bosnia to Arabia in
lands Istanbul controlled under the
Ottoman Empire.
Turkey had high hopes that the
“Arab spring” uprisings would bring
into power Sunni Muslim governments that would be under Turkish influence but the ousting of the
Muslim Brotherhood’s Egyptian
President Muhammad Morsi and
failure to unseat Syria’s Bashar Assad put paid to these goals.
“The picture today is a very different one,” said Kemal Kirisci of the
Brookings Institution, a Washington think-tank. “It is characterised
by the ever-increasing disputes that
Turkey is having with countries in
its neighbourhood and beyond.”
Turkey has sought to join the European Union and its predecessor
for the last half century, in an agonisingly slow process in which Ankara watched on enviously as postCommunist states joined the bloc
with far less fuss.
Erdogan has sometimes made
Brussels seem like a strategic enemy
rather than partner, with attacks
bubbling with venom in the run-up
to an April 16 referendum on enhancing his powers.
Victory in that referendum handed Erdogan powers that critics fear
will create one-man rule and take
Ankara inexorably away from European values.
“The bases for a deeper political
alliance through EU membership
remain as they have always been.
It will be up to Turkey’s leaders, at
some point in the future, to return to
their earlier ambitions,” said Pierini,
a former EU ambassador to Ankara.
Despite the controversies surrounding Trump’s anti-Muslim
rhetoric, Turkish officials fell over
themselves to welcome the business tycoon as US leader, predicting

Mutual calculations. Russian President Vladimir Putin (L) and his Turkish counterpart Recep Tayyip
Erdogan shake hands prior to their talks in Putin’s residence in Sochi, last May.
(AP)
a new page in relations.
However, no progress materialised
on the vexed issue of Turkey’s desire
to secure the extradition of Gulen,
who denies any link to the coup, or
US support for a Kurdish militia in
Syria that Ankara sees as terrorists.
A much-touted visit by Erdogan
to Washington to iron out these issues was overshadowed by a fracas
involving his bodyguards that led to
arrest warrants for 12 members of
his security detail.
“While Ankara was very optimistic about the Trump presidency,
none of Turkey’s expectations from
the new US administration were
even partially fulfilled,” said Ozgur
Unluhisarcikli, director of the Ankara office of the German Marshall
Fund of the United States.

In this context, the Saudi-led
move to isolate Qatar over its alleged
support for terrorism — claims that
both Doha and Ankara reject — was
the last thing Turkey needed.
Turkey had to some extent repaired ties with Saudi Arabia after
a downturn in relations following
Riyadh’s support for the ousting of
the pro-Ankara Morsi in Egypt. Now
it finds itself dealing with a new environment in the Gulf, especially after the surprise elevation of Crown
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin
Abdulaziz as next in line for the Saudi throne.
Qatar has emerged as possibly
Turkey’s number one ally, with Ankara even setting up a military base
in the emirate and Erdogan building a strong bond with Emir Sheikh

Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani.
Kirisci said the crisis was “deeply
disturbing for Turkey,” with Riyadh
snubbing Ankara’s efforts at mediation.
Turkey is increasingly banking
on a close relationship with Russia
and has made much of a multipolar
foreign policy, vastly expanding its
diplomatic presence in Africa. Moscow, however, could prove a rickety
crutch on which to rest Turkey’s foreign policy.
“Turkish foreign policy is undergoing a severe test,” said a European
diplomatic source. “Things are going better with Russia but this is not
a relationship that is founded on
confidence.”
(Agence France-Presse)

One year after the coup attempt: Turkey hijacked

View poi nt

Yavuz Baydar

M

ore than a year
after a patchy military uprising,
Turkey is entangled in its deepest
systemic crisis
ever. The coup attempt that began
about 10pm on July 15, 2016, was
an amateurish move to topple the
elected government but seemingly
an act of collective suicide. The
institution that secular Turks had
for long seen as the guarantor of
its safety — the army — joined the
fray.
The state and the rule of law
were vulnerable to undemocratic
interventions and the coup
attempt exposed how divided,
fragile and inefficient the disarrayed opposition was. No wonder
that Turkish President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan, the day after,
called it “God’s gift” and set out on
an unchallengeable effort to
transform Turkey into a republic
whose course and fate are tied to
his words and moods.
It was really a freak uprising
about which all the key questions
have been repeatedly asked
without any convincing answers
or proof provided. Almost everything about the build-up, background and choreography of the
coup attempt remains a mystery.
The information available is
limited. It helps understand that

Turkey’s crisis will be longlasting, because Erdogan’s
opponents will not let go quietly.

the attempt was reported by an
officer in the national intelligence
service (MIT) at 2.30pm July 15,
2016, but the rest is blurred. The
chief of staff was alarmed but the
top general, Hulusi Akar, did not
react properly. Neither he nor the
director of MIT, Hakan Fidan,
seemed to reach Erdogan, Prime
Minister Binali Yildirim or
members of the cabinet.
They were acting as everything
was normal that night. Contacted
at the weddings they were
attending they were told no one
had any idea about what was
happening, though Akar was
aware of what was going on.
The uprising was disorganised
and doomed to fail. It was, as it
were, designed to end so. Official
data stated that only 1.5% of the
army took part in the attempt. The
reaction of the ruling Justice and
Development Party (AKP) also
seemed suspicious. It took a very
short time to organise people on
the streets, to alert AKP municipalities to set in motion trucks to
block the tanks and the mosques
to broadcast prayers to call for
resistance.
While the shackled media had
only the official version to report,
unable to investigate shady
corners of the story, the only hope
was that a parliamentary commission would scrutinise the questions that remained unanswered.
It turned out to be a farce. Its
chairman had fooled the opposition, it was revealed later, by
failing to call four key witnesses of
the night for testimony. Neither

Erdogan, nor Yildirim, nor Fidan,
nor Akar appeared.
After a bumpy start, it took only
days to disband the commission
after Erdogan unlawfully declared
it had done its job and the report it
was expected to produce was
declared null and void by the two
opposition parties, the Republican
People’s Party (CHP) and the
People’s Democratic Party (HDP),
which published dissenting
reports. Both called the uprising a
move to seize control because it
would be crucial for Erdogan to
launch his counter-coup.
Several fiercely pro-Erdogan
pundits called it a “hybrid coup,”
involving pro-NATO officers, those
loyal to the secular ideals of the
founder of the Republic of Turkey,
Mustafa Kemal Ataturk, and
followers of US-based Turkish
Islamist preacher Fethullah Gulen.
Two pundits wrote that they had
been told by the prominent
politicians of the AKP in Ankara
days after the uprising that the
coup attempt was the work of
various commanders but for the
sake of national unity the entire
blame would be put on a group
that is an object of hate in Turkey
— the Gulenists.
Nobody questioned who had
truly pushed the buttons and
joined in wholeheartedly. To this
day, none of the observers of
Turkey with sound reason deny
that Gulenists were behind the
coup to a large extent but nobody
can demonstrate with proof who
led whom that night.
After the failed coup, an

The coup
attempt
exposed
how divided,
fragile and
inefficient
the
disarrayed
opposition
was.

unprecedented witch-hunt was
launched in public service,
academia, media, the security
apparatus and the army. About
160,000 people were fired from
their jobs, 50,000 were arrested,
160 journalists imprisoned and
academia was cleansed.
It is symbolic that Kemal
Kilicdaroglu, leader of the main
opposition CHP, walked 420km
from Ankara to Istanbul in a march
for justice, signalling that that
Turkey’s crisis will be long-lasting,
because Erdogan’s opponents will
not let go quietly.
Their adversary is more powerful
than ever, however. Erdogan had a
head start and he is determined to
maintain the best tool he has a grip
on. On July 12, he said emergency
rule would continue “as long as we
see necessary.” In plain words, that
means at least until the end of
2019, the year of presidential
elections and the change to a
political system of one-man rule.
The rule of law has collapsed in
Turkey and the judiciary is an
extension of Erdogan’s palace. The
parliament has been stripped of its
powers of scrutiny and the media
are probably more than 90% under
the AKP’s control.
Turkey from its allies’ and
friends’ perspective is lost. The
consequences will be far more
costly in terms of democratic
values and human dignity than
ever imagined.
Yavuz Baydar is a Turkish
journalist and occasional
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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Iran’s control of Iraq-Syria border unlikely for now
Mamoon Alabbasi

London

T

here were fears at the end
of May that large parts of
the Iraqi-Syrian border
would fall under the control of Iran-backed militias from Iraq and Syria but such a
scenario now appears unlikely.
Iran-backed Iraqi militias captured several villages from the Islamic State (ISIS) west of Mosul and
south of Sinjar in Nineveh province. At the same time, Iran-backed
militias in Syria, which support the
regime of Syrian President Bashar
Assad, moved towards the country’s border with Iraq.
“The new land route will allow
the Iranian regime to resupply its
allies in Syria by land instead of air,
which is both easier and cheaper,”
wrote Dexter Filkins in the New
Yorker.
Iraqi militiamen were upbeat
about the prospect of this trend
continuing, vowing to increase
their presence inside Syria alongside other forces supporting the Assad regime. This pledge, however,
has come into doubt as Iraqi Prime
Minister Haider al-Abadi said the
fighting of Iraqi forces outside the
country’s borders was “unconstitutional.” His statement reiterates the
official government line that the
Iraqi forces are only there to cut off
the ISIS route to Syria.
It remains unclear whether Abadi will be able to enforce this as
Iraqi militiamen have already been
involved in the war in Syria. Still,
the rhetoric of going into Syria has
been toned down.
Abu Mahdi al-Muhandis, the
deputy commander of the Iraq’s
Shia-majority Popular Mobilisation
Forces (PMF), told al-Ahad TV that
Iraqi militiamen who went to defend Syria’s holy places are “resistance fighters” who did their duties
but they are not there under the official capacity of PMF. “The PMF is
an Iraqi security and military institution that works now within Iraq’s
borders and it requires permission
from the Iraqi government to go

Shifting interests. Iran-backed Iraqi militiamen are seen on Iraq’s border with Syria, west of Mosul.
outside the Iraqi borders,” said Muhandis.
Despite the blow ISIS suffered
inside Mosul recently, the militants
control small areas in Anbar and
Kirkuk provinces. This means that
the war on ISIS inside Iraq is not
over.
On the Syrian side of the border,
there are several rival forces looking to capture or hold territories
currently or previously controlled
by ISIS. These include: Iran-backed
militias and their allied Russianbacked Syrian Army forces; USbacked Kurdish-led forces known
as the Syrian Democratic Forces
(SDF); US-backed Syrian rebels;
and Turkish-backed Syrian forces.
The United States has warned
and fired at Iran-backed militias
who moved too close to positions
held by US-backed anti-ISIS forces.
This prevented the Iran-backed militias in Syria from having the control they originally sought on the
border with Iraq.

“The viability of linking up
across the border, it’s still somewhat off,” Aymenn al-Tamimi, a
research fellow at the US-based
think-tank Middle East Forum, told
the website Syria Deeply. “A real
link-up would require much more
substantial gains for the (Syrian)
regime and its allies pushing east.”

The shifting alliances
and interests in Syria
and Iraq remain
unpredictable.
Washington has been uncomfortable allowing Iran to have control of access to strategic positions
that would threaten US-backed
forces but it is unclear how long
the Trump administration will be
committed to that policy.
“It is hard to imagine that Washington would want to commit to
holding a rebel enclave on the
Syrian-Iraqi border indefinitely,

against [ISIS], Syrian regime, Iranian, Iraqi and possibly also Russian
resistance,” Aron Lund said on the
website irinnews.org. “It would be
precisely the kind of open-ended
policing of a Middle Eastern shatter belt that the current US administration has sworn to avoid and
which most Americans seem to
abhor.”
The Iran-backed Assad regime
has the advantage of time and areas liberated from ISIS at the hands
of SDF could end up under Syrian
government control.
“The Syrian leader may hope
that the weak long-term US commitment to the Syrian Kurds will
make them agree to a powersharing deal that could eventually,
when American influence recedes,
force them back into Assad’s embrace,” wrote Lund.
The SDF is led by militiamen
originally from the People’s Protection Units (YPG), which have
previously made deals with the

(Reuters)

Assad regime. “While the SDF has
become the [United States’] main
ally against ISIS in Syria, the group
remains relatively neutral towards
the conflict between Assad and
Syrian rebels and has at times assisted Syrian Army operations,”
wrote Tom O’Connor in Newsweek.
The shifting alliances and interests in Syria and Iraq, however,
remain unpredictable and some
elements within the SDF are wary
of a strong Iranian influence in the
region.
“For real control of the border,
Iran’s proxies will need to establish permanent bases and logistical arrangements to sustain their
forces, on both sides of the border,
astride the key trade routes,” wrote
Michael Knights on thecipherbrief.
com. “This will not be an easy task
in the face of competition from the
Iraqi government [as opposed to
the militias], Syrian Sunni oppositionists and the Syrian Kurds.”

Washington’s mixed messages over Iran’s role in Syria
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Gregory
Aftandilian

T

he Trump administration has acted, in
recent weeks, more
aggressively against
Iran’s presence in
Syria, including
attacking pro-Iranian militias.
However, the US Defence
Department spokesman in Iraq
seemed to suggest that the
United States might not object to
Syrian forces battling the Islamic
State (ISIS) if there is “de-confliction” with US and US-supported
forces, suggesting that the
United States is not eager to have
a major confrontation with Iran
despite reports to the contrary.
One of the goals of the Assad
regime is to take the Deir ez-Zor
region of eastern Syria where the
country’s main oil resources are.
The regime hopes that the
weakening of ISIS in Syria will
allow its forces and those allied
with it, such as Iran-supported
Shia militias, to capture Deir
ez-Zor.
Syrian President Bashar
Assad’s goal has run up against
US plans to have the Syrian
Democratic Forces, made up
mostly of Syrian Kurds and
Syrian Arab tribesmen who have
been advised and armed by the
United States, to spearhead the

The stronger Iran is in Syria, the
greater the potential of Tehran to
disrupt Washington’s anti-ISIS
campaign.

fight against ISIS.
There also appears to be an
effort by the US-supported Free
Syrian Army, based near the town
of Al-Tanf close to Syria’s borders
with Iraq and Jordan, to move
north and attack ISIS positions in
eastern Syria.
Part of the Iranian calculation,
in the opinion of one unnamed
White House official who spoke
to the Washington Post, is to
“block us from doing what our
commanders and planners have
judged all along is necessary to
complete the ISIS campaign.”
The stronger Iran is in Syria, this
official said, the greater the
potential of Tehran to disrupt
Washington’s anti-ISIS campaign
and bring about “political
reconciliation” in Syria.
Iran remains strongly opposed
to ISIS but is equally opposed to
the United States being seen as
the victor in Syria.
Although it is not clear what
the Trump administration has in
mind for political reconciliation
in Syria post-ISIS, it is not
advocating for immediate regime
change, as was evident during
the meeting between US President Donald Trump and Russian
President Vladimir Putin.
While there have been a couple
of US shoot downs of Syrian
planes and drones, along with US
attacks on pro-Iran militias, the
US Marines General Joseph
Dunford, chairman of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff, told a congressional committee that actions

against pro-regime forces by the
United States “have been in
self-defence.”
This comment was followed by
the Pentagon’s spokesman in Iraq
saying the United States had
“absolutely no problem” with the
Syrian regime and “others”
wanting to “fight ISIS and defeat
them.” He added that as those
forces move east towards Deir
ez-Zor to confront ISIS, the
United States would be happy as
long as “we can de-conflict,”
meaning not get in each other’s
way militarily.
It is hard to believe that these
comments were made without
clearance from Washington,
suggesting that the Trump
administration is unsure about
what to do about Iran’s role in
Syria.
Iran’s other major goal is to
create a contiguous land corridor
through Syria and Iraq that would
allow Tehran to supply the Syrian
government and its Hezbollah
allies in Lebanon. Syrian military
and Iran-supported militias in
Syria have sought to control a
small area along the Iraq border
between Al-Tanf and Bukamal to
link up with pro-Iranian Iraqi
militias. Indeed, reports suggest
that some Iraqi militiamen from
the Popular Mobilisation Forces
have joined with their allies
across the Syrian border.
The United States, however,
has not attacked these Iraqi
militias because the Iraqi government, a US ally, has found them

Iran remains
strongly
opposed
to ISIS but
is equally
opposed to
the United
States being
seen as the
victor in
Syria.

useful in the anti-ISIS fight.
Nonetheless, a long-term US
goal is to rebuild the Iraqi Army
as a strong national force that
would diminish the need for and
the role of the pro-Iran militias.
Although the Trump administration seems to understand that
the Shia-dominated government
of Iraq is going to have a relationship with Iran, it hopes that
Iraqi Prime Minister Haider
al-Abadi will have the strength
to weaken, if not disband, these
militias once ISIS is defeated.
Part of the US strategy to
maintain several thousand
advisers in Iraq post-ISIS is
probably designed to help Abadi
in this endeavour.
Indeed, Abadi is deploying
national army troops and special
forces in the fight to retake
Mosul, almost completely in
government hands, to show the
Iraqi public that these forces can
protect the country instead of
the militias.
What accounts for these mixed
messages? It is possible that
Trump and some of his advisers
have allowed US Defence
Secretary James Mattis to
pursue an aggressive posture
against Iran-supported militias
in Syria but, then realising that
such actions could draw the
United States into the kind of
quagmire Trump has long railed
against, decided to ease up on
such military actions. All of this
points to the lack of a coherent
policy.
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US lawmakers move to block
Trump’s efforts to cut aid for Tunisia
Thomas Seibert

Washington

L

awmakers in Washington
have moved to reverse
plans by US President
Donald Trump’s administration to slash aid for

Tunisia.
Trump’s budget proposal for
2018 includes a drastic reduction of
funds for the US State Department,
in part to pay for a planned increase
in defence spending. Foreign aid
is to be slimmed down considerably across the board, with Tunisia
scheduled to receive $55 million in
2018, after getting about $140 million in the current fiscal year.
However, the US House of Representatives’ Appropriations Committee on July 12 released a bill that
seeks cuts in foreign aid that are
less severe than those planned by
the administration. Under the bill,
Tunisia would receive “no less”

than $165.4 million.
Overall, the House is proposing
to cut US foreign aid by $10 billion,
less than the $17 billion sought by
the administration, with military
assistance remaining at high levels. “The bill continues strong support for Foreign Military Financing
programmes for Ukraine, Georgia,
Egypt, Jordan, Morocco and Tunisia — at or above current levels,”
the committee said in a statement.
The bill upholds loan guarantees
for Tunisia, Jordan, Iraq, Egypt and
Ukraine.
The bill was released as senior
members of Congress vowed to prevent deep reductions in aid. “I can
assure you that the Congress of the
United States, both Republican and
Democrat, will not allow those cuts
to take place,” US Senator John McCain said July 11 during a Heritage
Foundation panel discussion that
included Tunisian Prime Minister
Youssef Chahed.
Separately, Ed Royce, another
Republican and chairman of the

Congressional leaders voice
support for Tunisia
Mark Habeeb

Washington

D

emocrats and Republicans in the US Congress do not agree on
much but the Republican chairwoman of the
House Foreign Affairs Committee’s
subcommittee on the Middle East
and North Africa and her Democratic counterpart both expressed
dismay at the Trump administration’s proposed cuts to US foreign
aid to Tunisia.
US Representative Ileana RosLehtinen, a Republican from Florida, said at a hearing July 13 that

she was “disappointed” by the proposed cuts to Tunisia, calling the
country “one of the very few positive developments in the Middle
East in recent years.”
“This is not the time to cut and
run. It is time to double down on
Tunisia,” said Ros-Lehtinen, the
subcommittee chairwoman, adding
that “Tunisia’s security and stability are vital” to the United States.
Representative Ted Deutch, the
ranking Democrat on the subcommittee and who also represents
parts of Florida, agreed with RosLehtinen. “I can’t understand why
we would pull critical security assistance from countries that are
desperately in need of it, like Tunisia,” he said.

House Foreign Affairs Committee,
said in a statement after meeting
with Chahed that Tunisia was facing the challenge of Islamist extremists who had fought in Libya
and Syria and were returning to
their home countries.
“It is in the [United States’] national security interests to continue
helping Tunisia combat these returning terrorists by maintaining
foreign assistance levels,” Royce’s
statement said. An estimated 6,000
Tunisians have joined the Islamic
State (ISIS), making the North African country the single biggest
source of foreign ISIS fighters.
Chahed told the Heritage Foundation panel that Tunisia needed
continued support by Washington
to ensure economic growth and to
be equipped for the fight against
radical groups. “Any discontinuation will send the wrong message to
those terrorist groups,” he said.
Tunisia has received more than
$865 million in US aid since 2011,
the US Embassy in Tunis said.
Washington has given economic
support, human rights assistance
and help in counterterrorism efforts.
Gordon Brown, a former State
Department official familiar with
Tunisia, said while US aid was not
an economic necessity for Tunisia,
it constituted a “very important
symbolic figure.” American loan
guarantees and other steps are significant because they signal that
Washington has confidence in Tunis, Brown said.
“The cuts would be seen as a lack
of confidence and a slap in the face
of moderates in the Middle East,”
he said.
McCain argued it would be shortsighted to slash support for Tunisia
and similar countries because that
could destabilise governments and
result in foreign policy and security problems for the United States.
“Haven’t we learned the lesson of
Libya?” he asked.
Tunisia’s eastern neighbour descended into anarchy after the

Strong commitment. US Defence Secretary James Mattis (L)
welcomes Tunisian Prime Minister Youssef Chahed at the
Pentagon, on July 10. 		
overthrow of strongman Muammar Qaddafi in 2011. Tunisia, on
the other hand, has been hailed as a
success story because, despite setbacks, the country has built democratic institutions since long-time
ruler Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali was
ousted in the same year. “Tunisia
is struggling but winning,” McCain
said.
Critics said Trump’s proposed
budget cuts do not fit the president’s overall aim of cementing the
United States’ role as the leading
power in the Middle East.
“If the United States wants to lead,
we cannot do that by withdrawing,”
said Hady Amr, a senior fellow at
the Brookings Institution in Washington and a former US government
official dealing with aid for the Middle East under Trump’s predecessor
Barack Obama. “The Trump administration should absolutely be doing
everything they can to stabilise the
economy of Tunisia.”

(AP)

Even key members of Trump’s
cabinet appear reluctant to promote foreign aid cuts. In his
meeting with Chahed, US Defence
Secretary James Mattis “affirmed
the strong US commitment for continued support to Tunisia,” Pentagon spokeswoman Dana White
said.
Infighting and conflicting messages have hounded the Trump
administration since it took office
in January. “They seem to be a bit
unprepared and there appears to
be little coordination between the
White House and various departments,” Amr said. As a result, “the
Trump administration has been
less cohesive in its messaging than
other administrations”.
McCain was adamant that the
White House would not be able to
ram its planned cuts through Congress. “I’m telling you: That will
not happen, that will not happen,
that will not happen,” he said.

Trump’s attitude at G20 symbolises US disengagement
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ever have the
influence of nationalist White House
advisers, such as
chief strategist Steve
Bannon and senior
policy adviser Stephen Miller, and
the effects of US President Donald
Trump’s gut instincts been on
clearer display than it was during
the G20 summit in Germany.
The inability of national
security adviser H.R. McMaster,
chief economic adviser Gary
Cohn, Defence Secretary James
Mattis and Secretary of State Rex
Tillerson to hold the president to
America’s traditional alliances
was there for all to see.
The Wall Street Journal noted
that Trump had “shocked Washington,” suggesting that he had
“finally offered the core of what
could become a governing
philosophy,” one that celebrated
tight border controls and strong
national and cultural identity and
a “determined and affirmative
defence of the Western tradition.”
Beyond pointing out Trump’s
erratic behaviour, many observers
failed to acknowledge that the
United States has been pulling in
its horns for some time now.
Only time will tell whether
Trump’s belief that the United

Trump’s emphasis that the
primary question of our time is
the will of the West to survive
hardly plays well in China, India
or the Arab world.

States should go it alone will make
the country stronger or render it
weaker, more isolated and less
capable of dealing with international challenges.
In the meantime, Russian
President Vladimir Putin can only
delight at a US president who
openly scorns traditional US allies
in Europe, diminishes the power
of the country that has been the
anchor of the international system
since 1945 and flip-flops on key
issues. He can only delight at the
friction between Trump and
America’s European allies on
trade, the European Union, NATO
and climate change.
Many in the US Congress had
been nervous that Trump would
adopt a softer stance on Russia
because of his reluctance during
last year’s presidential campaign
to criticise Putin. Although he
called upon Russia to halt its
“destabilising activities” in
Ukraine and sent Tillerson to Kiev
to reassure the Ukrainians that
they could count on continued US
support the day after the G20
meetings, that was one of the rare
occasions that he has said
anything negative about Russia.
Standing next to Ukrainian
President Petro Poroshenko,
Tillerson made a series of very
tough statements, blaming Russia
for stonewalling efforts to bring
peace to east Ukraine, where more
than 10,000 people have died as
government forces continue three
years on to battle Russia-backed
separatists. The question is
whether his words carry any
weight.

Putin was happy to have
“established a personal rapport”
with Trump, who said he had
agreed to work with Russia to
create a cyber-security unit. This
announcement provoked a fierce
backlash on Capitol Hill.
Senior Republican Senator Lindsey Graham, from South Carolina,
described the Putin meeting as
“disastrous” and said Trump was
hurting his presidency by not
“embracing the fact that Putin is a
bad guy.” Marco Rubio, a Republican senator from Florida, called
the mooted agreement “akin to
partnering with [Syrian President
Bashar] Assad on a chemical
weapons unit,” a reference to the
gas attack that the Syrian regime
conducted in March. Influential
US Senator John McCain, an
Arizona Republican, said Putin
could be of enormous assistance
“since he is doing the hacking.”
Trump, just hours before
meeting with Putin, cast doubts
on the US intelligence community’s judgment on Russia’s
alleged interference in the 2016
US elections. As a former KGB
officer, Putin was trained to make
people feel good and coerce them
into his way of thinking. Trump,
helped by his narcissism, was a
walkover.
This was the second summit
Trump has attended and it is clear
that his actions will match his
words. The United States is
isolated on climate change and
how to deal with its long-term
threat. He has forced the G20 to
back away from its long-standing
commitment to reject protection-

Disengagement
started
after 9/11.
Trump’s
belittling
of the G20
symbolises
this disengagement.

ism and to remain mute on
international migration when
refugee issues are more intractable than at any time since the
years immediately after the
second world war.
The president’s pre-summit
speech in Poland played well to
his domestic conservative
audience. It delighted the
conservative Polish government
but, by encouraging division in
Europe, it hardly played well with
German Chancellor Angela Merkel
who was forced to acknowledge
that the G20 summit had achieved
nothing. Trump’s emphasis in
Warsaw that the primary question
of our time is the will of the West
to survive hardly plays well in
China, India or the Arab world but
this Manichean rhetoric suits
Putin well.
The “axis of evil” conjured by
former US President George W.
Bush after 9/11 played straight
into the hands of al-Qaeda and
Iran. More and more European
leaders wonder what is left of half
a century of American leadership
as they come to realise that
Trump’s behaviour, as erratic as it
may be, mirrors what many
Americans believe.
Disengagement started after
9/11. Trump’s belittling of the G20
symbolises this disengagement,
albeit with flip-flops his two
immediate predecessors would
have considered ill-judged. The
world has a bumpy ride ahead.
Francis Ghilès is an associate fellow
at the Barcelona Centre for International
Affairs.
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Standing up to division. (From L-R) Rabbi Laura Janner-Klausner, Imam Qari Asim, 7/7 survivor Gill Hicks and the Reverend Bertrand Olivier during an event to promote
religious unity in central London. 																	 (AFP)

‘Missing Muslims’ report looks to British-born imams

Mahmud el-Shafey

London

T

o promote the integration of British Muslims,
mosque imams should
ideally be British-born,
fluent in English, knowledgeable of British culture and
more forceful in condemning religious hatred, an independent report said.
The report — “The Missing Muslims: Unlocking British Muslim Potential for the Benefit of All” — was
published by the Citizens Commission on Islam, Participation and
Public Life, led by Conservative MP
Dominic Grieve after an 18-month
study.
“It is of great importance that
British-born imams, who have a
good understanding of British culture and who fluently speak English, are encouraged and appointed
in preference to overseas alternatives,” the report advised.
It explicitly called on British
mosques to “invest” in British-born
imams, who should be “equipped

with pastoral skills so they are able
to deal with the challenges facing
British Muslims.” The report said
mosque management committees
should “better understand, and respond to, modern British life.”
The report recommended British universities forge ties with Islamic seminaries to put forward
an accreditation plan for imams so
preachers receive an educational
qualification alongside religious
qualifications.
After four terrorist attacks in
Britain so far in 2017 — three radical Islamist attacks and one Islamophobic hate crime — and increased
fears about radicalisation, the call
for mosque imams who understand
and empathise with the struggle
young British Muslims face regarding identity and radicalisation
makes sense.
“It is hard to disagree with the
recommendations that mosques
must invest in British-born imams,
pay them a decent living wage and
equip them with pastoral skills so
they are able to deal with the challenges facing British Muslims,”
said Qari Muhammad Asim, senior
imam at Leeds’s Makkah Mosque.

“Many of my colleague imams
have opted to become a chaplain
in a hospital or prison due to lack
of an appropriate salary package offered by a mosque,” he said.

city compared to the small village
in Darfur he fled from when it was
burned to the ground by militias.
Then a letter arrived from a British woman Anneke Elwes, inviting
him on a walk through London’s
Hampstead Heath park. The pair
were introduced through a befriending service run by British
charity Freedom from Torture.
As the mother of two sons who
are of a similar age to Haron, Elwes,
55, said the young man quickly became part of the family, even celebrating Christmas for the first time
with a traditional lunch and an eggand-spoon race a few years ago.

“When you have
someone in your life,
who even just speaks to
you on the phone, it gives
you confidence. You’re not
alone. It’s a big difference,” he
said.
Meeting Haron inspired Elwes to found HostNation, a website that matches adult refugees
with volunteer befrienders in their
neighbourhood.
“For a lot of refugees and asylum
seekers the only English people
they actually get to meet are officials,” she said.
A sense of loneliness and isolation is common among asylum
seekers and refugees due to language barriers, poverty and a lack
of social support, charities say.
“We know that refugees and
asylum seekers experience isolation. It’s a massive problem,” said
Mariam Kemple Hardy, campaigns
manager at Refugee Action. “Being
unable to speak to your neighbour,
let alone make friends beyond that,
can be extremely isolating for these
people who come to the UK to rebuild their lives.”
Travel can also be difficult for
refugees and asylum seekers be-

While “Missing
Muslims”
recommendations were
cautiously welcomed
by prominent Muslims
and Islamic groups,
questions remain.
It is very important that sermons
in mosques be conducted in English, Asim wrote on Imams Online.
“The English language is a common
denominator and a strong enabler
for young people to understand the
rich traditions of their faith, count
and be proud of their British Muslim identity,” he said.
Many
foreign-born
mosque
imams, perhaps with limited English language skills, faced difficulties connecting with young worshippers, the report said.
“Second- and third-generation
Muslims benefit less from a nonnative speaker who may not ap-

preciate the subtlety of the English
language and sometimes cultural
sensitivities,” it said.
“Islamic seminaries provide Islamic studies but not with the
additional services to meet the
expectations of the community,”
acknowledged one trainee imam
in the East Midlands quoted in the
report. He said he had sought leadership and counselling courses to
better connect with worshippers.
Other recommendations in the
report included an independent
review of the government’s controversial anti-terrorism Prevent
programme, advice for media reporting on issues relating to Islam
and adoption of a legal definition of
anti-Muslim prejudice.
While “Missing Muslims” recommendations were cautiously welcomed by prominent Muslims and
Islamic groups, questions remain.
“It is very much a top-down approach, rather than a genuine bottoms-up one,” said Jahangir Mohammed, director of the Centre for
Muslim Affairs.
“While the report touches on

many issues that are relevant, it is
a shame the way discussions have
been framed avoids the much
tougher questions that I hear being raised in the Muslim community on a regular basis, that are the
true barriers for Muslims achieving
their potential in society,” he added, writing for online Muslim site
Islam21c.
Grieve, the government’s top
lawyer from 2010-14, said the report was part of continued efforts
to support integration.
“The shocking terrorist attacks in
Westminster, Manchester, London
Bridge and Finsbury Park demonstrate the terrible impact extremism has on innocent citizens,”
Grieve said.
“The response to those attacks
with communities coming together
in unity and defiance demonstrates
why the recommendations in this
report should be actioned as a matter of priority, so the UK can build
on the positive work already happening.”

cause many cannot afford public
transport and often walk for hours
to access services or to meet friends
and families.
The British Red Cross said it
helped more than 14,000 homeless and destitute asylum seekers
in 2016 who relied on an asylum allowance of about $46 a week.
There are plenty of families in
London who would like to help and
ensure new arrivals “see a more
positive side to English life,” said
Elwes.
After launching HostNation in
March, she is starting to match refugees with befrienders across Lon-

don, a lengthy process that requires
referrals from refugee agencies,
rigorous screening and reference
checks.
“We want other people to benefit
and have a rewarding relationship
like we’ve had,” said Elwes, as she
and Haron smile over the first letters they exchanged six years ago.
“Things, like being invited into
someone’s home or meeting their
family can be really special. It can
be quite transformative.”

Befriending refugees
in the United Kingdom
Lin Taylor

London

W

hen Sudanese refugee Abu Haron arrived in England in
2010, after clinging
to the underside of
a school bus from Calais in northern
France, the teenager found himself
at a police station surrounded by
people speaking a strange language.
He was 16, alone and unable to
speak English. Haron said he was
terrified British authorities would
deport him to his home in Sudan’s
Darfur region where war had broken out.
“I felt scared and lonely and lost
because I was just sitting there waiting for an interview,” said Haron.
“I didn’t know anything about
English. People (were) passing
around me and speaking. I didn’t
know what was going on, what they
were saying,” he said.
Though Haron spent the next
year studying English and socialising by playing football, he said
he had nobody to rely on when he
got to London, an overwhelming

A sense of loneliness
and isolation is
common among
asylum seekers and
refugees.
“All the family they welcomed
me like their son and I’m glad I
have a mum in England. So many of
the migrants, they don’t have this
chance,” said Haron, sitting next to
his “UK mum” at her home in north
London.

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

(Distributed by the Thomson
Reuters Foundation, the charitable
arm of Thomson Reuters.)
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Egypt’s energy
future is ‘bright,’
says head of
parliamentary
committee
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Cairo

E

gypt’s energy sector is on
the rise, said Talaat elSewedi, the head of the
Energy and Environment
Committee in the Egyptian
parliament.
“Look at what is happening on the
ground,” Sewedi said. “Major finds
are made and these will alter the
future, not only of the energy sector
but of this country as a whole,” he
said in an interview.
Egypt’s Energy Committee expressed confidence in the energy
sector and, given huge natural gas
discoveries made off the coast of
Egypt and in the Nile Delta, that is
certainly understandable.
Egypt suspended natural gas exports following the 2011 revolution,
with the country facing a major energy crisis resulting in regular blackouts and brownouts. Egypt produces 5.2 billion cubic feet of natural gas
every day but this covers just 70% of
its energy needs, resulting in $220
million in gas imports every month.
Egypt also produces less than 60%
of its needed oil, necessitating $800
million in oil imports each month.
Cairo also pays $600 million to buy
petroleum from local wells operated
by foreign companies with concessions in Egypt.
This pressures the national budg-

et, which is heavily reliant on international aid and borrowing, and is
something authorities have pledged
to address.
A radical change seems to be in
the offing. In August 2015, Italian
energy company Eni discovered a
massive natural gas field off Egypt’s
Mediterranean coast. The Zohr field
is estimated to hold 30 trillion cubic
feet of gas — equal to all of Egypt’s
other gas reserves.
“The field is a real game changer
because it will make Egypt self-sufficient and send Egyptian gas to international markets again,” Sewedi
said. “This will have far-reaching
consequences for economic and financial conditions in Egypt.”

Cairo pays $600
million to buy
petroleum from local
wells operated by
foreign companies
with concessions in
Egypt.
Production from the field is expected to come online by the end of
the year. Production is estimated to
be in full swing by the end of 2018
when the Zohr field is expected to
produce 2.7 billion cubic feet of gas
every day, almost half of Egypt’s
overall daily production.
“Energy is a principal factor for
the investment climate in any coun-

Optimistic outlook. Talaat el-Sewedi, head of the Energy and Environment Committee in the
Egyptian parliament.
(Provided by Hassan Abdel Zaher)
try, which means that Egypt’s image
as an investment magnet will totally
and positively change when it has
enough energy [resources] for all
economic activities in it,” said Ramadan Abul Ela, a professor of petroleum engineering at Alexandria
University. “Self-sufficiency, investments and gas exports will create
totally different economic realities
and these realities will start to show
in a few years.”
Zohr is only one of many production areas expected to be online in
the next few months. Over the past
two years, Egypt signed nearly 75 oil
exploration deals with international
companies, with many expecting
new oil and gas field discoveries to
be announced soon.
Sewedi said this means Egypt
could be a regional energy hub.
“Our view is that oil produced in
the region can come here, be refined
or liquefied and then resupplied to
other countries where there is demand,” Sewedi said. “This will bring

in revenues, make the best use of
Egypt’s location as a middle point
between petroleum producers and
consumers and utilise our sprawling
petroleum facilities.”
Egypt’s Energy and Environment
Committee in parliament has had
dozens of meetings while working
on a plan to reform the country’s
energy sector. The committee is
developing a bill to regulate gas exploration in the country to attract
investors.
Prior to 2010, Egypt spent billions
of dollars to build massive gas liquefaction plants in the northern coastal city of Damietta and in the northern Nile Delta. It is now constructing
huge oil refineries to receive crude
oil produced in the Gulf, refine it
and export it on behalf of producers.
“The fact is our country has whatever it takes to become a regional
energy hub,” said Medhat Youssef,
the former deputy head of the Petroleum Authority, the executive agency of the Petroleum Ministry. “It has

the location, the infrastructure and
the expertise.”
This infrastructure includes a
pipeline that can carry oil from
production centres in the Gulf to
markets in Europe and Asia. Called
Sumed, the pipeline, which opened
in 1977, provides an alternative to
the Suez Canal for moving oil from
the Gulf to the Mediterranean.
This infrastructure, along with
recent developments on the ground
and planned reforms, means that
many are optimistic that Egypt’s energy sector is on the cusp of positive
change.
“True, our country suffers economically now but it is rising and
will manage to change its realities in
a few short years,” Sewedi said. “We
have a great future ahead, which
means that we can develop our
country and make it great again.”
Hassan Abdel Zaher is a Cairobased contributor to The Arab
Weekly.

Riyadh faces challenges in preparing for Saudi Aramco IPO
Jareer Elass

T

he government of Saudi
Arabia has taken substantive steps to entice
potential investors to
participate in the muchanticipated initial public offering
(IPO) of state crown jewel Saudi Aramco. At the same time, Riyadh is
being told that it must be far more
transparent in opening its books
and governance policies in advance
of the limited sale of Saudi Aramco
shares and warned that the kingdom’s larger economic reform plan
was likely to fail to meet its ambitious objectives.
Questions remain about the exact
valuation of Saudi Aramco, which
will have a profound effect on how
much the kingdom realises from
its proposed sale of up to 5% of the
company in 2018. The Saudi government has put Saudi Aramco’s
valuation at $2 trillion, which theo-

retically would generate as much as
$100 billion for the kingdom.
However, estimates by industry
analysts vary widely: Energy consultancy Wood Mackenzie suggested a valuation of $400 billion and
other estimates range from $800
billion-$1.5 trillion.

The Saudi
government has put
Saudi Aramco’s
valuation at $2
trillion.
Saudi Aramco has pledged to
provide investors with 2015 and
2016 financial statements as well
as preliminary 2017 data ahead of
the IPO. The Saudi government is
working to separate key aspects of
Saudi Aramco’s finances from the
government by assuming some liabilities that the state energy giant
has been carrying on its books for
years.

One such measure involves
moving long-standing debts Saudi
Aramco holds from foreign governments such as Jordan and Iraq onto
the government’s books, while the
Saudi Finance Ministry will assume
payments owed to Saudi Aramco
from other state enterprises, including Saudia Airlines and Saudi
Electricity.
The government plans to establish a mechanism by which Saudi
Aramco would receive compensation through tax deductions for the
financial burden it bears in subsidising domestic fuels. In March,
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz
Al Saud issued a decree cutting the
corporate tax rate for the state oil
firm from 85% to 50%, a significant
step in boosting Saudi Aramco’s
market value and generating higher
dividends to future shareholders.
The stakes for a successful limited sale of Saudi Aramco are particularly high for newly minted
Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed

High stakes. Logo of Saudi Aramco is seen at the 20th Middle East Oil & Gas Show and Conference
(MOES 2017) in Manama, last March.
(Reuters)

bin Salman bin Abdulaziz, who
has made the IPO the linchpin of
the kingdom’s economic restructuring and his Saudi Vision 2030
blueprint. Proceeds from the sale
are to be fed into the kingdom’s
sovereign wealth fund — the Public Investment Fund (PIF) — and
invested in non-oil sectors at home
and abroad, including public infrastructure, manufacturing and technology ventures.
London-based consultancy Capital Economics (CE) reported in
June that expectations for Vision
2030 to fundamentally transform
Saudi Arabia’s economy should be
tempered, based on implementation challenges and because the
government will not be addressing important factors, including
non-oil exports, a radical reform in
Saudi education and narrowing the
wage gap between Saudi nationals
and migrant workers. “The result
is that Vision 2030 is likely to fall
short of its lofty intentions,” CE
stated.
The consultancy also noted that
while Crown Prince Mohammed’s
recent elevation to next in line for
the Saudi throne would help advance some economic reforms, the
Saudi government will face resistance from other members of the
royal family with vested interests,
as well as from the religious establishment, the civil service community and influential merchant
families.
On another front, a New Yorkbased non-profit organisation, the
National Resource Governance
Institute (NRGI), recommended
that Saudi Aramco disclose key financial and operational data that
have traditionally been kept under
wraps. NRGI said: “One weakness
is its [Saudi Aramco’s] opacity — if
authorities in Saudi Arabia wish to

sell shares of the company in equity markets, greater transparency
may be necessary.”
In a June 28 NRGI study of 74
extractive sector state-owned enterprises examined for the quality
of their disclosures and corporate
governance, Saudi Aramco was
one of 14 firms deemed to have
“failing” governance.
“Valuation of the share offering
would be better informed if Saudi
Aramco increased the transparency of its finances and operations,”
NRGI said. “The company does not
publish annual reports with comprehensive financial statements or
information about rules and practices governing its oil sales; the
Saudi royal family is deeply intertwined with management of the
company.”

Questions remain
about the exact
valuation of Saudi
Aramco.
Crown Prince Mohammed said
on state television in May that decisions about Saudi oil and gas production and investments would
stay firmly in the hands of the government after the IPO. Saudi Aramco is having a rare independent
audit conducted of its oil reserves
— a crucial component in the analysis of the company’s valuation —
though the firm declared in March
that its recoverable crude oil and
condensate reserves totalled 260.8
billion barrels at the end of 2016,
largely unchanged from 2015’s
261.1 billion barrels.
Jareer Elass reports on energy
issues for The Arab Weekly. He is
based in Washington.
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Morocco delays currency reform amid speculation
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

M

orocco’s long-awaited first phase of liberalising its currency
was postponed following speculation
on its fall prompted a drop in the
country’s foreign reserves.
The government delayed moving to a flexible exchange rate, a
key International Monetary Fundbacked reform to liberalise Morocco’s economy, a spokesman said on
July 7, citing the need for further
studies.
During a news conference in late
June with the central bank governor and finance minister, the
central bank invited journalists to
attend the announcement. Later it
delayed the announcement a “few
days,” without saying why.

Banks speculated on
the fall of the dirham’s
value, triggering a $4.4
billion drop in foreign
currency reserves in
two months.
“The delay can have many explanations. First of all, we are in a situation in which there is doubt about
the political and economic climate
that is affecting the investment
sentiment,” analyst Rachid Aourraz
said in reference to political unrest
in the Rif region.
The Rif region has been the scene
of protests since last October when
fishmonger Mouhcine Fikri was
crushed inside a rubbish truck in Al
Hoceima as he apparently tried to
protest the seizure and destruction

View poi nt

Tom Regan

of hundreds of kilograms of swordfish, which are not allowed to be
caught in autumn.
Fikri’s death sparked the emergence of a grass-roots movement
called Al-Hirak al-Shaabi, led by
Nasser Zefzafi, demanding social
justice, jobs and health care for Al
Hoceima.
The government’s response to
the Rif crisis was slow, prompting Moroccan King Mohammed VI
to assign the interior and finance
ministers to conduct investigations
into the state’s failure to execute a
development programme, signed
in October 2015, aimed at developing various sectors in the region.
Authorities since 2007 have been
mulling a switch to a floating exchange rate regime, which would
involve several steps.
The central bank said it would
implement a gradual and orderly
transition to a more flexible exchange rate regime in the second
half of 2017, allowing the various
market participants to effectively
adapt to the change.
In April 2015, the central bank
moved towards a more flexible dirham by reducing the euro’s weighting in the currency basket to 60%
from 80% and raising the US dollar’s weighting to 40% from 20%.
That peg is to be eased to allow
the dirham to trade in a narrow
range. The peg would be gradually
expanded until it is fully removed
within a few years, depending on
market response.
However, pessimistic economic
operators cited Turkey and Egypt
in warning of the risks that may
arise during the transition.
Moroccan banks speculated on
the fall of the dirham’s value ahead
of the announcement, causing a
$4.4 billion drop in foreign currency reserves in two months. Finance

Briefs
Turkey to take
measures against
Greek Cypriot oil
or gas exploration
Turkey will take measures
against Greek Cypriot exploration
for oil or gas around Cyprus, Turkey’s foreign minister said, adding
that Turkish Cypriots had rights on
those reserves.
Turkey’s energy and foreign
ministries are working on moves
against the Greek side’s “unilateral” steps, Turkish Foreign Minister
Mevlut Cavusoglu said, adding that
sending a drilling vessel showed
Greek side’s “insincerity” about reunification talks.
(Reuters)

Ready for reform. Morocco’s Central Bank Governor Abdellatif
Jouahri speaking to the media in Rabat.
(Reuters)
Minister Mohamed Boussaid said
the country still has six months of
reserves.
Central Bank Governor Abdellatif
Jouahri blamed financial operators
and banks for using the reform to
speculate against the dirham.
“I had the presidents of banks on
the phone. I told them that I am not
happy because my word was questioned while I worked in a transparent way,” an angry Jouahri said.
“I think Moroccan banks invested in the main foreign currencies
(euro and US dollar) because they
simply saw they were going to
make profits behind the dirham’s
fall following its liberalisation and
do not trust the current economic
climate,” said Aourraz, a researcher
at the Arab Centre for Scientific Re-

search and Human Studies.
To stem the panic in the market,
the central bank stopped serving
banks with foreign exchanges.
Jouahri said $4.4 billion had
been drained from foreign currency reserves “without necessarily
any economic justification.”
“Moroccans will feel the pinch
once the dirham falls against the
dollar and euro because our imports will be dearer, which will in
turn push up inflation,” said Aourraz. “The mishandling of this transition process will definitely have a
negative impact on investor sentiment and major stakeholders.”
Saad Guerraoui is a frequent
contributor to The Arab Weekly on
Maghreb issues.

Iraq plans to offer
new exploration
rights for oil, gas
Iraq said it would offer new oil
and gas exploration rights as it
looks to boost energy revenues
to fund its war against the Islamic
State and shore up its finances amid
low oil prices.
Iraqi Oil Minister Jabar Ali alLuaibi said the ministry planned to
put nine border exploration blocks
up for bid by international energy
companies. Five are shared with
Iran, three with Kuwait and one is
in the Persian Gulf.
He did not provide a timetable.
(The Associated Press)

Erdogan’s crackdown hurting
Turkey’s investment opportunities

UAE’s main state
oil company eyes
partnerships,
share float

hen Turkish
President
Recep Tayyip
Erdogan rose
to address the
World Petroleum Congress meeting in
Istanbul, he wanted to present an
image of Turkey as the new “Silk
Road” of energy. He said Turkey
was a “natural bridge” between
energy producers and consumers.
While not a country rich in
energy resources, Erdogan
wanted to sell delegates, who
gathered in early July, the idea of
Turkey as an energy hub and an
important crossroads of key
supply routes.
Erdogan cited his country’s
stability as one reason investors
should support oil and gas
projects linked to Turkey. He
added that the security of energy
resources is connected to the
elimination of terrorist organisations.
Perhaps Erdogan should have
quit while he was ahead. The idea
of Turkey as a new Silk Road of
energy is interesting. Turkey’s
location makes it a natural bridge
between Europe, the Eastern
Mediterranean region and Africa.
Turkey is not the first country,
however, that comes to mind
when one thinks of political
stability. Erdogan seems to label
every domestic opponent a
terrorist. Just recently, for

The United Arab Emirates’ main
state oil company said it was seeking to create joint ventures with
international investors and was
considering floating shares in some
of its businesses to raise billions of
dollars and create more jobs locally.
The Abu Dhabi National Oil Company said it was considering an
initial public offering for minority stakes in some related services
businesses. However, it ruled out
floating shares in the overall company, which is owned by the Abu
Dhabi government.
The company said plans include
creating a regional drilling company, a new “energy infrastructure
venture” that bundles select assets
and further opening its refinery and
petrochemical operations to outside investors.
(The Associated Press)

W

If Erdogan really wants to make
Turkey the new Silk Road of
energy, he needs to restore
democratic institutions and
ideals.

example, the chair and director of
Amnesty International Turkey
and seven other activists were
arrested and accused of being
members of a terrorist group. It is
difficult to discern Erdogan’s
views on who is a terrorist and
who is a political opponent he
just wants to silence.
Turkey is a potentially attractive market for oil and gas funds.
Investors, however, appreciate
stability more than anything else.
Erdogan’s aggressive, bombastic
and harsh stance towards any
opponent — real or imagined,
domestic or international — has
led many investors in Turkey to
shy away from putting funds into
the country. The March for
Justice demonstration and rally
July 9 in Istanbul by more than 1
million Turks opposed to Erdogan’s policies was a dramatic
example of the continuing
upheaval in Turkish politics after
the coup attempt of 2016.
The result is that most investors are staying put and hoping
that the situation does not
damage investments they already
made. It is extremely unlikely
that they can be cajoled into
investing in new projects until
after the Turkish presidential
elections in 2019.
Investors have an even greater
concern. They fear that if they do
come into conflict with the
Turkish government over
investment projects, they will not
get a fair shake from Turkish
courts. Once known for its
independent nature, the judicial
system in Turkey has been
reshaped by Erdogan into a mere
extension of his regime. Judges
who have tried to remain independent have faced enormous
pressures from the government

While not
a country
rich in
energy
resources,
Erdogan
wanted to
sell delegates the
idea of
Turkey as
an energy
hub.

to toe the administration’s line.
In a situation of political
instability when investors cannot
be sure of what will happen, it is
unlikely they can be convinced to
make large long-term investments
in Turkey.
The thinly veiled threat in
Erdogan’s speech to the World
Petroleum Congress that he made
against any oil or natural gas
company that would work with
the Greek Cypriots on Cyprus
probably did not help his cause.
After peace talks between
Turkish and Greek Cypriots broke
down this month, the island’s
internationally recognised Greek
Cypriot government said it was
going to go ahead with oil and gas
exploration off its southern coast.
Several large international firms
have indicated they are interested
in pursuing this option and
spokesmen for the companies
indicated little concern about the
Turkish stance.
If Erdogan really wants to make
Turkey the new Silk Road of
energy, he needs to restore
democratic institutions and
ideals, not smother them. Oil and
gas companies are not saints.
They have long histories of
working with autocratic regimes
or dictatorships. For them, it is all
about the money.
Turkey, however, is a country
with a history of democratic and
sectarian ideals, such as a free
press and an independent
judiciary. Erdogan’s plans for
one-man rule promise more
protests, continued upheaval and
fewer investors in the long run.
Tom Regan is a regular
contributor to The Arab Weekly
and a columnist at
factsandopinion.com.

Turkish energy
minister ‘to visit
Israel for gas
pipeline deal’
Turkish Energy Minister Berat Albayrak is to visit Israel by the end of
this year to conclude an agreement
for building a natural gas pipeline
from the Jewish state to Turkey, the
Israeli energy minister said.
A visit by Albayrak, son-in-law
of Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan and a key member of Erdogan’s inner circle, would be a significant diplomatic move by Ankara
after a rapprochement deal last year
between the two countries mended
a long-standing rift.
(Agence France-Presse)
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Summer in MENA region

Surviving the Mideast’s midsummer heat
The Arab Weekly staff

Beirut

T

he Middle East is baking
in extreme temperatures
that have soared to more
than 50 degrees Celsius
at the beginning of summer. Climate change has no better
illustration that the recurring heat
waves engulfing the mostly arid region.
Iraq is bearing the biggest brunt
with temperatures averaging 43-49
degrees, coupled with sharp water shortages and persistent power
cuts. In Basra, in southern Iraq, the
thermometer hit 51 degrees, creating a particularly intolerable climate in an area notorious for hot
summers.
“It is becoming absolutely unbearable. We are living in an inferno with no electricity and no water.
In Iraq people are resorting to the
old ways that our ancestors used
to survive the summer heat,” said
Baghdad resident Ahmad Saadoun.
He said he sleeps with his family on
the roof of his house and uses wet
sheets and mattresses to keep cool
at night.

Iraq temperatures
averaged 43-49
degrees, coupled with
sharp water shortages
and persistent power
cuts.
Students who had to sit for official exams at the end of June reported a drop in their performance.
“There was no air conditioning in
exam halls. It was hot and stuffy
and many could not concentrate
properly,” said Abdallah Nazem,
who studied for his exams at cafés
and mosques that were air conditioned and supplied with power
generators.
For the estimated 3.2 million
displaced Iraqis, life in the plastic
tents is nearly as harsh as living

under the tyranny of the Islamic
State (ISIS). Hajj Zanoun Mohamad,
who fled the battles in Mosul with
his ten-member family, said his
children were suffering from dehydration and gastric illnesses due
to scorching heat, bad conditions
in refugee camps and scarce clean
drinking water.
“If we continue living in such
conditions our lives will be as endangered, if not more, as under ISIS
siege,” he said.
In Beirut, where temperatures
were in the 30s and humidity levels
crossed 70%, increasingly frequent
power cuts combined to leave residents sweltering. Those who can afford it cool off at the city’s private
beaches and swimming pools or
seek respite in mountain resorts
and villages. The less fortunate
cram Beirut’s only public beach at
Ramlet al-Baida.
Many prefer to stay indoors to
avoid both the heat and exacerbating traffic congestion aggravated by
the influx of Lebanese expatriates
and foreign visitors for the summer.
“I try not to step out of home during the day unless I have to. When
I can, I prefer to do my work from
home. I try to organise my meetings in the afternoon to avoid midday heat and peak hours but still I
am always stuck in traffic,” said Rania Halawi, an art consultant.
For Halawi, even the beach is a
place to avoid when it is very hot.
“I usually go there in the afternoon
when the temperature is milder.
During the day, the sun is too strong
to handle,” she said.
Considering the array of problems the Lebanese face, including
political and economic strains, security issues, the refugee crisis and
faltering public services, many say
that heat “is the least worry” they
have to deal with.
Jordan endured multiple heat
waves with temperatures reaching
40 degrees in Amman and 45 degrees in Aqaba on the Red Sea.
Residents of Amman reported
several people improvised to ease
the hot weather by spraying pe-

Refreshing respite. Boys find respite from summer heat in a portable swimming pool at Manshiyet
Nasser in eastern Cairo.
(Reuters)
destrians with water from tanks,
which became a hit on social media networks. The Jordan Meteorological Department warned citizens
about direct exposure to the sun,
especially at peak hours, and not to
leave children alone in closed vehicles.
“Definitely, heat waves are making our lives miserable especially
with the traffic jams and crowded
streets due to tourists from the Gulf
region. We usually escape to the
mountain areas but it is useless,
even hilly areas are witnessing hot
conditions,” said Amman resident
Akram Hamayel.
Demand for drinking water soared
across Jordan with shops struggling
to provide bottled water. In Amman, Public Security Department
members distributed water bottles
to labourers, taxi drivers and others
whose jobs require being outside
In Egypt, there is mass migration to the Mediterranean and Red
Sea coasts from the cities when the
summer heat peaks in July and August. Millions of Egyptians pack up

and head to the beaches, taking a
brief break from the sizzling summer heat.
Rising prices and economic
strains are having their toll on the
ability of many people to travel to
resorts to escape the heat.
Temperatures in Cairo hovered
around 40 degrees, very high by
Egyptian standards. Officials at the
Meteorological Authority are out
every day to warn citizens against
body dehydration and direct exposure to the sun.
“The heat is reaching very high
levels, which makes it necessary for
citizens to avoid direct exposure,”
said Ahmed Abdel A’al, an official
at the Meteorological Authority.
“Even those on the beach should
avoid exposure to the heat between
noon and 3.”
The notoriously sizzling Gulf
states recorded extremely hot
weather, especially in Kuwait, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates. While many expatriate and
Emirati families go abroad coinciding with their children’s summer

school holidays, other residents
stay to enjoy activities specially laid
for this season.
Special summer promotions and
activities extend from July to September offering discounts of 2050% and raffle draws with fabulous
prizes.
Shopping malls and indoor game
parks, water parks, night swimming
at beach venues that are open are
popular places during the summer.
In Dubai, the major malls and
shopping centres participating in
the summer promotional campaign
“Dubai Summer Surprises” offer
a range of activities for the family,
including shopping, cinemas, ice
rinks, skiing and summer camps for
children.
Compiled by Samar Kadi, The
Arab Weekly Travel and Society
sections editor. Oumayma Omar
in Baghdad, Roufan Nahhas in
Amman, Amr Emam in
Cairo and N.P. Krishna Kumar
in Dubai contributed to
this article.

MENA countries particularly
vulnerable to climate change
Ibraheem Juburi

London

S

cientists said Middle Eastern and North African
(MENA) countries are particularly vulnerable to the
adverse effects of climate
change, with one study predicting a
mass exodus this century as conditions in the region become uninhabitable.
A report titled “Climate-exodus
Expected in the Middle East and
North Africa” by the Max Planck
Institute for Chemistry and the Cyprus institute in Nicosia included
predictions of a ten-fold increase in
heatwaves across the region by the
end of the century, and night temperatures of more than 30 degrees
Celsius.

MENA governments
are acutely aware of
the threats that
climate change poses
but a collaborative
strategy is necessary
to avoid disaster.
Jos Lelieveld, director of the Max
Planck Institute and professor at the
Cyprus Institute, said other studies
project similar outcomes.
“All climate models are in agreement, being consistent with observations, that heat extremes
will further increase in the Middle
East during summer,” Lelieveld

wrote via e-mail.
“It is clear that the frequency of
very hot summers is already increasing and recently temperature
records are broken almost every
year.”
From 1986-2005, it was “unusually hot” for an average period of
16 days per year in the Middle East.
Lelieveld’s study projected this figure to reach 80 days by mid-century
and up to 118 by its end.
Benjamin Cook, NASA scientist
at the Goddard Institute for Space
Studies, explained why the MENA
region is particularly vulnerable.
“The Middle East sits in a region
that 1) already suffers from water
scarcity and extreme heat and 2)
both of these things are expected
to get worse with climate change.
Higher temperatures mean, of
course, more frequent and intense
heat extremes and heat waves but
also increased evaporation from the
surface, which will exacerbate water
deficits,” he said.
“Because the Middle East is dry
and already hot in summer, temperature extremes have more impact.
Moreover, the dryness prevents
cooling
by
evapotranspiration,
which is typical for many other environments,” Lelieveld said.
A report published in June by British think-tank Chatham House said
climate hazards pose serious risks to
MENA food imports.
The Turkish Straits, the Suez Canal, the Strait of Hormuz and the
Bab el Mandeb are traversed by
exceptional volumes of trade and
are under increasing threat from
climate change-induced variables,

such as storms, floods and weatherrelated damage to infrastructure.
MENA countries, the report said,
were the world’s most dependent
on food imports and would likely
suffer greatly from disruptions to
the system.
“Climate change will exacerbate
already poor [crop] growing conditions, increasing the region’s reliance on international trade to meet
basic food demand,” said Laura
Wellesley, research associate and
co-author of the Chatham House report. “This renders the MENA region
exposed to climate-driven food supply shocks elsewhere in the world.”
Jordan, Israel, Libya, Lebanon, Algeria, Iraq and Tunisia join the Gulf
Cooperation Council (GCC) on a list
of the 20 countries most exposed
to maritime choke point disruption
worldwide, the study said.
Just more than one-third of grain
imports into the region pass through
at least one maritime choke point
for which there is no alternative and
exports are dependent on the functionality of the Turkish Straits.
Evidence suggests rising sea levels
caused by climate change are likely
to cause more severe and frequent
storms and “may bring cyclone activity to the Strait of Hormuz,” the
study said. That could be a disaster
for the GCC, which depends on the
strait for nearly all wheat imports.
The results of regular climate disruptions to these junctures could
be particularly damaging for poor
countries such as Yemen.
“A big concern for import-dependent countries, like those in the
MENA region, is the growing likeli-

Dousing the heat. An Iraqi man uses an open-air shower to cool
off from the summer heat in Baghdad.
(AP)
hood of coincident extreme weather
events that disrupt food production or trade in multiple parts of the
world, risking supply shortages and
price spikes on a scale we haven’t
seen before,” Wellesley said.
Cook was reluctant to back any
particular solutions to climate issues but stressed that addressing
the threat of drought was a priority.
“Certainly, anything that increases resilience to drought (e.g. improved irrigation efficiency, reductions in water waste) will help,” he
said.
Lelieveld backs innovative design: “[We should] help prevent increasing carbon dioxide emissions
and better prepare cities, which are
also subject to the ‘urban heat island effect,’ to high-temperature ex-

tremes. This involves city planning
as well as buildings.”
When it comes to food security,
collaboration is key, Wellesley said.
“Collaborative approaches to
managing the challenges of climate
change and choke point risk will be
important for the MENA region. One
option is to agree on regional storage arrangements through which
countries may spread both the costs
and risks of strategic stocks,” she
said.
MENA governments are acutely
aware of the threats that climate
change poses but, as studies indicate, a collaborative strategy is necessary to avoid disaster.
Ibraheem Juburi is a London-based
correspondent of The Arab Weekly.
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Domestic violence in MENA

Despite initiatives,
Tunisia’s domestic
violence persists
Iman Zayat

Tunis

D

“

omestic violence is a
bitter reality that has
always been around.
The only difference
is that we hear a lot
more about it now, thanks to the
liberation of the media from political control,” said Zohra Touati, a
46-year-old philosophy teacher at
a Tunis high school and a victim of
domestic violence.

Prevalence of violence
against women in Tunisia
Financial abuse:
Confiscation of salary or
financial income, prevention
from work, unequal pay.
Sexual abuse: Rape,
molestation, marital rape,
sexual harassment.
Emotional abuse: Moral
harassment, denigration
of phyical appearance and
intellectual capacity, social
isolation, restriction of
freedoms, insults.
Physical violence: Blows,
slaps, burns, bodily
injuries, broken bones,
trauma.

7.1%
15%

31.7%

28.9%

Source: The report of
the National Survey on
Violence Against Women
(National Office for Family
and Population – Spanish
Agency for International
Development Cooperation)
(The Arab Weekly)

For more than 20 years of marriage, Touati suffered different
forms of abuse, including physical
violence, economic control and
emotional abuse at the hands of her
husband.
“In the first years of our marriage,
he used to seize my salary and beat
me for no reason at all. Everything
I used to do was wrong to him; the
way I do the laundry, how I talk to
his mother, the way I cook and so
on,” she said, letting out a long sigh.
“I should have stopped him and
asked for a divorce before he took
the violence out on the children. It
was the day that he hit my youngest son in the face that I decided to
report the incident to the authorities.”
Without a partner, Touati lives
with her three children and struggles to make ends meet. She has
not heard from her husband since
he was arrested but the idea of him
being freed frightens her.
“It is a relief at this point but the
damage will take time to recede,”
she said, sitting in the waiting room
of a therapist’s office.
In Tunisia, women remain sceptical of the justice system. Only
17% of domestic violence victims
report attacks and 73% said they do
not expect anything from the institutions and services in place.
The government-affiliated Centre for Research, Studies, Documentation and Information on
Women (CREDIF) conducted studies in 2010 and 2016, polling 3,873
women between the ages of 18 and
64. The results indicated that the
rate of violence against women
rose from 20% in 2010 to 75% in
2016. The rate of domestic abuse
surged from 47% in 2010 to 60% in
2016.
Surveys carried out every four
years by the Ministry of Women,
Family and Children have shown
that more than 90% of children are
victims of domestic violence in Tunisia.
Reports by the ministry detail different forms of child abuse, ranging from verbal and physical violence (in and outside the home) to
sexual assault and neglect.
Minister of Women, Family and
Children Naziha Laabidi said during a workshop titled “Women,
Peace and Security in Tunisia” that
there was a comprehensive strat-

Tough battle ahead. Tunisians hold signs during a protest calling for the respect of women’s rights. (AFP)
egy to combat violence against
vulnerable groups from different
demographic categories.
“Counselling centres and shelters have been created for victims
of abuse, notably women. We have
also launched a toll-free number,
1899, for vulnerable people. Currently, we are working to train the
personnel so as to provide the callers with the required assistance on
a daily basis,” she said.
The minister said the toll-free
number was “destined to serve all
vulnerable categories, including
children, women and old people.”
“Human dignity has no date and
no limit,” Laabidi said.
CREDIF
Director
Dalenda
Largueche said the care centres, notably the Sidi Dhrif
Centre, had been created for

psychological treatment.
“At CREDIF, we have organised
awareness campaigns in the different regions to promote the current
legislation and reassure women
that they are not alone,” Largueche
said. “Many women are not aware
of their rights, the laws and the different mechanisms in place to ensure their protection.”
In Tunisia, many actors are involved in advocating on behalf of
vulnerable groups. However, government bodies and civil society
groups face major resistance from
traditional society and other forces
of conservatism, especially Islamists.
“It is a vicious circle,” Largueche
warned. “Children who have been
raised in an environment of abuse
are more inclined to reproduce

this model.”
With the help of international
organisations, Tunisia is testing different ways to prevent domestic
violence. Awareness campaigns
are focused on schools and universities. The country is also relying
on culture as a field through which
to raise awareness on the issue of
domestic violence.
Cooperation between the different ministries is also picking up
steam and national bodies and independent institutions are redoubling efforts to guarantee the rule
of law.
“Do not be mistaken,” Largueche
cautioned, “the fight against domestic violence will take decades.”
Iman Zayat is an Arab Weekly
contributing editor in Tunis.

Domestic violence in Iraq on the rise in the absence of protective laws
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

L

ama was lucky to get a divorce after years of beatings, harassment and
humiliation at the hands
of her husband, who also
tried to abuse their teenage daughter. Her case is among hundreds
of similar circumstances lodged
in Iraqi courts, which often fail to
prosecute and punish perpetrators.
“We are usually unsuccessful
when it comes to inflicting punishment on abusive husbands because
of deep-rooted customs and traditions in our patriarchal society
where women are denied the capacity to claim their rights and fear
scandal and shame,” said lawyer
and activist Alia Husseini.
“Lama’s (not her real name) is
one of the many cases that we come
across in court. Awareness and exposure of domestic abuse will help
stem such cases, especially with
the existence of laws that protect
vulnerable members of the family
and end impunity,” Husseini added.
While domestic violence is a
global phenomenon, it is a particularly serious problem in Iraq. The

lack of laws protecting victims of
domestic abuse, compounded with
insecurity, political instability and
an economic crisis, resulted in the
rise of domestic violence.
The Iraqi parliament is reviewing a draft anti-domestic violence
law, which was introduced in 2015.
Some members of parliament have
voiced concerns that the bill might
run counter to Islamic principles.

Domestic violence is a
global phenomenon
but it remains a serious
problem in Iraq.
The measure includes mechanisms for the protection of victims,
such as the creation of shelters,
the provision of necessary care
and rehabilitation and measures to
prosecute and more harshly penalise abusers. It provides for the establishment of a cross-ministerial
committee to combat domestic violence.
Activist Rasha Khaled, who began
the initiative “We Protect our Family” with the help of the Norwegian
People’s Aid in 2015, is seeking to
amend discriminatory legislation
against women that contradicts the
principle of gender equality guar-

anteed by international declarations and conventions ratified by
Iraq.
She is adamant that tough laws
should be enacted to protect Iraqi
women from abuse and to save
their lives.
“We have registered cases in
Baghdad and other governorates
in which women were beaten to
death. In one instance, the victim
was disfigured by her husband,
who hit her with a hammer on her
head,” Khaled said.
“We are continuously pressuring
parliament to speed up the enactment of the anti-domestic abuse
laws, stressing the urgency to curtail the increasing number of incidents across the country, especially
in the aftermath of the Islamic
State’s occupation of large parts of
Iraq in the past three years,” she
added.
Khaled’s initiative offers battered
women free legal services, enabling
them to build court cases to file for
divorce and custody of their young
children. Victims are provided financial assistance to start microbusinesses helping them secure a
dignified living.
Many Iraqi women face domestic violence on a regular basis and
many commit suicide because of it,

the United Nations said.
The most recent statistics by the
Iraqi Ministry of Interior showed
that the highest percentage of domestic violence cases in 2016 occurred in the southern governorate
of Najaf, followed by Baghdad governorate and Maysan governorate,
south of Baghdad.

The anti-domestic
violence bill
introduced in 2015 is
yet to be passed by
parliament.
In Najaf, more than 59% of domestic violence cases involved
women being abused by husbands,
while 15% involved fathers abusing their children. In Baghdad, 56%
of cases involved men battering
their wives and 14% abusing their
children. In Maysan, 29% of cases
involved young people harassing
their fathers and 55% of cases involved husbands battering their
wives.
Major Hadi Nayef of the Ministry of Interior noted that statistics
showed a “constant increase” in
cases of domestic violence from
2010-16.

Women’s rights groups in Iraq
have campaigned for years for legislation on domestic violence. The
Iraqi Constitution prohibits “all
forms of violence and abuse in the
family” but only Iraqi Kurdistan has
a law on domestic violence.
Iraq has international human
rights obligations to prevent and
respond to these abuses. Several international treaty bodies, including
the Committee on the Elimination
of Discrimination against Women,
which oversees the Convention
on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) treaty, have called for countries to pass legislation to prevent
violence against women. Iraq ratified the treaty in 1986.
Khaled said she sometimes feel
discouragement but is determined
to keep up the fight.
“In spite of the campaigns carried out by civil society groups and
women’s organisations since 2011,
and the recommendations of the
ministries of interior and social affairs, the bill is still sitting in the
parliament’s drawers,” Khaled said.
Oumayma Omar, based in
Baghdad, is a contributor to the
Culture and Society sections of
The Arab Weekly.

22

July 16, 2017

Culture
Comic Con Tunisia draws thousands of pop culture fans
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

R

oaming the aisles of the
Kram Exhibition and International Trade Centre,
visitors passed a variety
of characters, including
Spider-Man from Marvel Comics,
Monkey D. Luffy from One Piece
and the Joker and Harley Quinn
from DC Comics. In addition to
cosplay participants, there were
gamers, comic enthusiasts and pop
culture fans at Comic Con Tunisia.
The event, which ran July 7-9,
featured various activities, including competitions and panel discussions with guests from Tunisia,
Egypt, Indonesia and the United
States. The only pop culture convention in Africa, Comic Con Tunisia this year attracted thousands of
people.
“The first edition last year was a
challenge on the level of organisation and sponsoring,” said Mariem
Oueslati, a member of the event’s
organising committee, “but it is
paying off since this year’s edition
proved to be a great success. We
had thousands of visitors and this
will give us a push for the next edition.”

In addition to
cosplay and online
gaming, the Tunis
convention featured
artists from different
parts of the world.
Oueslati said: “Comic Con Tunisia has a specific message, which is
to produce our own culture of comics instead of consuming, to network and to have a market for these
creations.”
Comic Con Tunisia looks to become a regional hub for pop culture fans and a forum for Tunisian
audiovisual artists to showcase

their work. It creates an interactive
platform for fans of cosplay, comic
books and online gaming, Oueslati
said.
“This culture remained underground for years as the fans never
had the platform here in Tunisia,”
said Oueslati, noting that online
gamers rarely have an opportunity
to meet in person.

Comic Con Tunisia
looks to become a
regional hub for pop
culture fans and a
forum for Tunisian
audiovisual artists.
Here they got to meet in real life
and the connection can lead to career opportunities. It is not just a
show,” she said.
In addition to cosplay and online
gaming, the Tunis convention featured artists from different parts of
the world.
Amr Hussein, an Egyptian comic
book artist, emphasised the importance of promoting Arabic comic
books given their relative lack of
exposure.
“You look at these comics and
you get a lot about what the medium is,” he said. “We need to use the
Arab culture in the same medium.
“Everyone knows about American communities and Asian values
through comics. It is time to put
some Arab thought in the comics
and push it. The basic idea is to
have the technology to boost crosscultural integration. Comic books
can do that. I think this generation
is the generation that will create
more for the community.”
Tunisian artists Chakib Daoud
and Seifeddine Nechi, who founded one of Tunisia’s leading comic
magazines, Lab 619, shared Hussein’s vision.
“A lot of people here think it is too
hard to make comic books. Creating
a comic book is easy but it is about
storytelling and how to communi-

Interactive platform. Tunisian youth attend the closing of the second edition of Comic Con Tunisia
in the town of Le Kram, on July 9.
			
(AFP)
cate the message. It is about getting
inspired by the world around and
retelling its story using your own
perspective using illustrations,”
Daoud said.
Nechi stressed the importance of
collaboration between artists in the
Arab world in the evolution of the
Arabic comic-book market.
“The important thing is to keep
producing and not wait months to
read a Tunisian comic book,” he
said. “In the Arab world, we are all
interconnected. We are working
on evolving this art in our regional
dialects such as Tok Tok in Egyptian and Lab 619 in the Tunisian
dialect and others in the Moroccan
dialect.”
“As far as Arabic comic books are
concerned, we need to reach the

next level, which is the industrialisation of comics to be able to produce more and reach more people,”
Nechi said.
Lab 619 won the award for “Best
Comics Magazine” at Cairo Comics
in 2015. Its founders were finalists
for the Mahmoud Kahil Award in
Lebanon, an honour that promotes
comics and editorial cartoons in the
Arab world.
Hussein pointed out the importance of conventions such as Comic
Con in showcasing the work of Arab
comic artists and inspiring other
artists.
“It is important to have these
conventions, to bring these young
people together, to have all cultures
of comics and anime and have the
artists’ alley to meet the Tunisian

artists. This is an amazing step to
promote the art of the region,” Hussein said.
“This will take years but it is a
good beginning and we are following the lead of other successful institutions to look at their history
and to begin where they end.”
“I am here because I am a fan of
comics and this is great,” said Rania
Karmous, a 21-year-old attendee.
“We can attend panels and today
we got to talk about Tunisian comics and Tunisian anime. It would
be great if more people knew about
how amazing Tunisian comics can
be.”
Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and
Culture contributor to The Arab
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

Casablanca makes
spectacular comeback
to international festival scene
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

M

orocco’s
economic
capital, Casablanca,
has returned to the
international festival
scene in a spectacu-

lar way.
Ten arts were honoured throughout Casa Festival, which ran for
ten days in July, during which national and international artists
performed. Dance, readings, film
screenings, children’s shows and
street art took place in Casablanca’s
16 boroughs.
Festival organisers said the new
concept was to make Casa Festival
free for the people of Casablanca.
“The objective behind the festival is to promote Casablanca’s attractiveness, both nationally and
internationally, draw tourists and
reconcile the city with its inhabitants,” said Mohamed Jouahri, general manager of Casa Events and
Animation.
Casablanca, Morocco’s biggest
city with more than 5 million inhabitants, has been without an
international festival for decades.
The Casa Festival is expected to revive the city’s cultural and leisure
scene.
Entertainers who took part in
this year’s festival included Gloria
Gaynor, Five Star, French Montana,
Dizzy Dros and Maher Zain in addition to Moroccan artists such as

Nass El Ghiwane and Jil Jilala.
Gaynor, the American singer
whose songs have marked generations, dazzled the crowd with her
signature song “I will survive.”
“I’m very pleased to be here. It’s
my third time in Morocco and it’s
always been wonderful. I love coming here,” said Gaynor.
Morocco-born French Montana,
whose real name is Karim Kharbouch, drew a record-breaking
crowd July 8 at the Toro Space for
his first concert in his homeland.
“I can’t believe I’m watching
French Montana live in Casablanca
and for free. It’s a dream come true.
At last we can say that Casablanca
has a real international festival,”
said Jihane, a 22-year-old student
who attended with her sisters and
friends.

Dance, readings, film
screenings,
children’s shows and
street art took place
in Casablanca’s 16
boroughs.
French Montana is a well-known
American rapper. He has dozens of
hits and has collaborated with the
biggest names in the US rap scene,
including Puff Diddy, Drake, Nicki
Minaj and Snoop Dogg.
Montana took to social media to
share his favourite moments with
his fans during his visit in Casablanca.

“Used to stay up all night telling
my aunt my dreams, until I had to
leave Morocco and not see her for
15 years. Last night she watched
my dreams come to life. A picture
worth a thousand words,” Montana
wrote on Instagram on his first encounter with his aunt after 15 years.
The festival opening ceremony
included a parade by street artists
depicting the daily life in Casablanca. An electro parade filled
Casablanca’s streets with tribal and
hypnotic rhythms.
Lebanese singer Maher Zain,
who is married to a Moroccan, interacted with the crowd with his
religious songs.
Film enthusiasts flocked to Sidi
Bernoussi beach to watch movies
in the open air.
Urban art creation was enhanced by “CasaMouja” in partnership with graffiti and painting artists as the city’s walls
were adorned with a second
wave of colours to make
them more lively, welcoming and unique.
Street art was celebrated
with national and international participants in street
theatre, circus and tales in
all the major public squares of
Casablanca.
At the same time as Casa
Festival, the first “Shop in Casablanca” festival was organised
to revive the city’s shopping districts, such as the long-neglected
Boulevard Prince Moulay Abdellah
shopping area.

New concept. Swedish R&B singer, songwriter and music producer
Maher Zain performing on the stage of Casa Festival.
(Saad Guerraoui)
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Alexandria tomb reflects cultural blend
Ahmed Megahid

Alexandria

S

ituated very deep beneath
the surface, the Catacombs of Kom el-Shoqafa
in Egypt’s northern coastal
city of Alexandria are probably the most representative site of
the culture, civilisation and history
of the city founded by Alexander
the Great in the fourth century BC.
Believed to have been built in the
second century AD, the structure
of the catacombs, the way their
niches are ordered and the decorations on their walls, demonstrate
a blend of influences from the ancient Egyptian, Greek and Roman
civilisations.
“This can only be noticed by
those who have knowledge of
these civilisations and are aware
of the architectural peculiarities of
each of them,” said Gladys Haddad,
a tour guide from Alexandria. “This
mixture of cultures, civilisations
and architectural norms is probably why this catacomb, in my view,
is one of the most important sites,
not only in Alexandria but in Egypt
as a whole.”

The catacombs are
believed to have been
part of a larger
necropolis in the
western part of
Alexandria.
The catacombs got their name
from the piles of broken pottery
found above the site when it was
discovered more than 100 years
ago. Kom el-Shoqafa means “pile
of shards.”
The discovery of the site was comic and bizarre. Tradition has it that a
donkey, hauling a cart loaded with
stones, made a misstep and disappeared into a hole in the ground.
That hole turned out to be the entrance to the catacombs, which was
one of the most astounding discoveries in archaeological history: A
set of rock-cut tombs with features
unlike that of any other catacomb
in the ancient world.
“It was unbelievable to everybody at the time that what would
have taken months of excavation
would be discovered that easily by

Manifest beauty. A catacombs niche with an ancient Egyptian and Greek sculpture on the walls.
a simple and uneducated cart driver,” said Khaled Gharib, a GrecoRoman professor at Cairo University. “After inspection, specialists
confirmed that what the cart driver
had found was a site of matchless
value.”
The catacombs are believed to
have been part of a larger necropolis in the western part of Alexandria.
A round shaft, 6 metres wide, descends into the underground site.
Around the outside of the shaft
but separated by a wall is a spiral
staircase with windows into the
shaft that allows light from the surface to illuminate the stairs. Seats
were carved into the stones at the
junction of the uppermost underground level and the stairs of the
catacombs.
Near the seats is the hall of the

catacomb and another shaft that
leads to the lower levels of the site.
The main part of the tomb is on
the middle level, which resembles
a Greek temple. This part leads
down to the porch of the temple,
which is between two columns.
The temple is an intricate combination of paths, each of which leads
to a burial niche. Additional niches
are in the lowest level of the tomb.
The beauty of the catacombs is
most manifest in the middle level
where unique sculpture and art
are displayed marvellously. There
are statues of a man and a woman
sculpted beautifully after ancient
Egyptian models. However, the
head of the man is carved in a
Greek fashion and the woman’s in
a Roman fashion.
Many of the sarcophagi in the
tomb were prepared for the place-

ment of mummies in an ancient
Egyptian manner. However, many
niches contain the remains of those
who were cremated in the Greek
and Roman styles.

Catacombs of Kom
el-Shoqafa
demonstrate a blend
of ancient Egyptian,
Greek and Roman
civilisations.
The catacombs are only a short
ride from the centre of Alexandria. “The city is full of places that
are worth visiting,” Haddad said.
“Apart from its very nice beaches,
restaurants and hotels, there is in
Alexandria a host of ancient palaces that need to be visited.”
Built by Alexander the Great in

(Ahmed Megahid)

332BC, the coastal city was once
the capital of Egypt. In 31BC, Romans conquered it and put an end
to Greek rule. Successive dynasties
turned Alexandria into a melting
pot of cultures and civilisations.
This is apparent in the buildings,
the streets and names of the shops.
Wael Idriss, a 37-year-old civil
servant living in Cairo, said he
is addicted to Alexandria, which
he visits at least once every two
months.
His visits also took him numerous times to the Catacombs of Kom
el-Shoqafa.
“The site is exquisite,” Idriss said.
“Once inside, one cannot believe
the extent of the beauty present.
True, the catacombs are a burial
site but they reflect the mastery of
its builders and the level of artistry
they reached.”

Ghost churches near Jordan River
baptism site await reclamation
Ori Lewis

Qasr al-Yahud

G

host churches on the
western bank of the Jordan River, near where
Jesus is believed to have
been baptised, could be
reopened to pilgrims as part of a
project to remove booby traps and
landmines.
The river banks, once a war zone
between Israel and Jordan, were
littered with thousands of mines
and unexploded ordnance. The
two neighbours made peace in
1994 but it took many years before
mine-clearing efforts began.

Qasr al-Yahud is near
the Palestinian town
of Jericho.
Both claim that the site where
John the Baptist and Jesus met is
on their side of the river. The Gospel of John refers to “Bethany beyond the Jordan” without further
details.
In 2002, Jordan opened its
site, showing remains of ancient
churches and writings of pilgrims
down the centuries to bolster its

claim. UNESCO declared it a World
Heritage Site in 2015.
The site in the Israeli-occupied
West Bank, opened in 2011, has
stairs for pilgrims to descend into
the muddy river. It has more visitors than the Jordanian site but its
churches, mostly built in the 1930s,
have remained strictly off-limits.
The Halo Trust, a Scottish-based
charity that has cleared minefields
worldwide and was once sponsored by the late Princess Diana, is
looking to raise $4 million to make
the western site safe.
It said it would need two years
to clear the small churches along
100 hectares of land that belongs
to the Roman Catholic and Eastern
Orthodox churches and that Israeli,
Jordanian and Palestinian authorities support the endeavour.
The mined area is about 1km
from the cleared area at Qasr al-Yahud where Christian pilgrims flock
to be baptised.
“More than 450,000 tourists
from all over the world come to
visit this site every year and Halo
believes that after (the church area)
is cleared and rebuilt, the local
economy will benefit,” Halo’s West
Bank project manager Ronen Shimoni said.
Christians are also baptised on

the Jordanian side, where several
churches from different denominations have been built in recent
years to welcome pilgrims.
Qasr al-Yahud is near the Palestinian town of Jericho and about a
30-minute drive from Jerusalem.

UNESCO declared
the site a World
Heritage Site in 2015.
Halo said some of the seven
abandoned church buildings were
booby-trapped by Israel after it captured the West Bank in a 1967 war,
making the work for the group’s
team of about three dozen sappers,
mainly from Georgia, more complex. Israel planted the explosives
to help secure its frontier against
infiltration from Jordan.
“We are expecting to find around
4,500 targets. Most are anti-tank
mines but there are also anti-personnel mines and a few hundred
unexploded ordnances, abandoned explosives and improvised
devices inside the churches,” said
Michael Heiman of Israel’s Defence
Ministry.
(Reuters)

Unique site. A wall painting is seen through a hole blown in the
side of an abandoned Romanian church located in an area near
Qasr al-Yahud.
			
(Reuters)
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Agenda
Marrakech:
Through July 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.
El Jem:
Through August 12

A corner in one of the fields where tourists enjoy serene times and traditional Egyptian food. 		

Egypt’s pottery-making village
an attraction for tourists

(Mohamed Abu Shanab)

Mohamed Abu Shanab

Fayoum Oasis

N

othing
around
the
small village of Tunis in Egypt’s Fayoum
Oasis, 100km southwest of Cairo, suggests
the charm awaiting inside. Tunis,
named after the Tunisian capital for
its geography and architecture, has
long established a reputation as a
hub of art and culture known particularly for its handmade pottery.
“Part of the charm of the village is that most of the houses are
much like those in Tunisia: Painted
white with their windows painted
blue. The landscape as well looks
a lot like that of Tunisia, including hills, greenery and the desert,”
said Ashraf Ramadan, a Cairo-based
tourist guide who organises visits to
the village.
The village’s charm is far deeper
than the colour of its homes or its
geography. It is the residents who
are at the heart of its appeal.
Approximately 4,000 people live
in Tunis. Some are farmers and others are fishermen but most of the
population works in pottery, turning the traditional craft into an art.

The village of Tunis
offers several guest
houses and home stays
as well as a wide range
of activities, including
bird watching and
horseback riding.
“The residents of Tunis have
made the reputation of their village
from this art,” Ramadan said. “This
reputation has reached some of the
farthest corners of the globe.”
Residents have turned their
homes into pottery workshops.
Some use pottery wheels and others simple jiggering machines to
make beautifully designed ceramics
that are displayed in the village gal-

El Jem Roman Amphitheatre,
about 160km south of Tunis,
hosts classical musicians
from all over the world for
the International Festival of
Symphony Music of El Jem. In
its 32nd year, the festival programme includes symphonic
and orchestral music from
Ukraine, Italy, Austria, China
and Tunisia.
Beiteddine:
Through 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.
Jounieh:
Through August 15
The Jounieh Summer Festival,
set near Jounieh Bay north of
Beirut, includes performances
from international artists such
as Michael Bolton.
Hammamet:
Through August 26
Hammamet, a Tunisian town
on the northern edge of the
Gulf of Hammamet, is the site
of the 53rd Hammamet International Festival. Concerts and
plays are scheduled for more
than a month.

Fayoum’s waterfalls, a major tourist attraction
A guest space outside a home in Tunis village.
near Tunis village.
(Mohamed Abu Shanab)
(Mohamed Abu Shanab)
leries and pottery showrooms.
Visitors are always keen on taking
back colourful glazed potteries, including pots, vessels and decorative
items that are sold much cheaper
locally than in the shops in Cairo.
Items sold outside Tunis for tens
of US dollars, sell in the village for
tens of Egyptian pounds — a bargain
at a time when the exchange rate is
18 pounds to the dollar.
“True, most of the residents of
the village earn a living by working in pottery but this is not about
money,” said Hani Mahmud, a village resident and potter. “It is about
the love of art and the desire to do
something unusual.”
The transformation of Tunis into
an art hub for pottery started in
the 1980s, when Evelyne Porret,
a potter from Switzerland, moved
there and built a pottery studio. She
was the first potter in the village

and trained many local children in
the craft. Several of her students
opened pottery studios.
The village now boasts a pottery
school, several pottery studios and
an art centre. It also is the site of an
annual pottery festival.
Tunis is not listed on Egypt’s
tourist map. Neither is it part of the
packages of most travel companies
because it has no beaches, no luxurious hotels or branches of international restaurants. It does, however,
have its special rural charm and the
very kind nature of its people.
Apart from touring the pottery
galleries and showrooms, visitors
can enjoy the serenity of the landscape of cultivated fields overlooking branches of the Nile River. Tunis offers several guest houses and
home stays as well as a wide range
of activities, including bird watching and horseback riding.

A potter working on a new object in Tunis
A pottery showroom in Tunis village.
village. 		
(Mohamed Abu Shanab)

(Mohamed Abu Shanab)

Some residents have turned the
roofs of their simple mud-and-brick
homes into guest centres where
they receive tourists, offer authentic and delicious Egyptian food and
traditional Egyptian drinks for a
small amount — $5-$10 for breakfast
and $10-$20 for lunch.
“There are also some nice small
hotels in the village but Tunis’s
beauty lies in the open where visitors can be in direct contact with
nature and people,” Ramadan said.
Tunis is only a step away from
a rich treat of historic sites, all
of which are present within the
boundaries of Fayoum.
They include the Pyramid of Hawara built by Amenemhat III, the
sixth pharaoh of the 12th Dynasty of
ancient Egypt, and Dimeh al-Siba,
which contains the ruins of a city
believed to be founded by Ptolemy
II in the third century BC.
Hamada Hussein, an accountant
in his mid-40s from Giza province,
said he first visited Tunis village
with his family several months ago.
“I was taken by the scenery in the
village and its natural beauty,” Hussein said. “The serenity of the area,
its residents, the gifts one can take
back home and the beautiful sites
surrounding it make Tunis a place
worthy of visiting more than one
time.”
Tunis is increasingly becoming a
destination for both Egyptians and
foreigners looking to enjoy a unique
mixture of culture and nature away
from the bustle of Cairo.
Mohamed Abu Shanab is an
Egyptian travel writer.

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 areas.
Tabarka:
July 21-29
The Tabarka Jazz Festival in
Tunisia returns with renowned international and
local jazz artists such as Beth
Hart, Roberto Fonseca, Stanley
Jordan and Oum. Concerts
take place at La Basilique of
Tabarka. Guests also may attend free street performances.
Dubai:
August 31-December 31
“La Perle” features 65 artists
performing amazing stunts
and aerial antics above an
on-stage pool filled with 2.7
million litres of water in a
state-of-the-art, custom-built
theatre. The show takes place
at Al Habtoor City.

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

