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Iranian threats ratchet
up tensions with US
Mark Habeeb

Washington

I

ranian President Hassan Rohani vowed to resist and retaliate against any economic
sanctions that US President
Donald Trump imposes on Iran
after the Trump administration announced sanctions against 18 Iranian individuals and companies.
The Trump administration had
already certified that Tehran had
met its obligations under the nuclear deal signed in 2015 after the International Atomic Energy Agency
confirmed Iran’s adherence to that
agreement.
The new sanctions, a White House
statement said, were imposed due
to Iran’s violation of “the spirit” of
the nuclear deal — presumably a
reference to Tehran’s development
of ballistic missile capabilities — as
well as Iran’s “malign activities”
that undercut the “positive contributions” of the nuclear deal.
Trump warned of “new and serious consequences” unless Tehran
returned Americans “unjustly detained” in Iran, the White House
said in a statement July 21. The
United States is seeking the return
of Robert Levinson, a former law
enforcement officer who disappeared more than ten years ago in
Iran, and demanded that Tehran release businessman Siamak Namazi
and his father, Baquer.
Rohani said: “We will stand up
to the United States” and that Iran
would have an “appropriate answer.” The Iranian parliament considered increasing funds for Iran’s
missile programme in response to
US sanctions.
Mohamed Ali Jafari, the head
of Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary
Guards Corps (IRGC) and who arguably is more powerful than Rohani,
responded to the new US sanctions
with a thinly veiled threat against

The face of interference. Commander of Iran’s al-Quds Force Qassem Soleimani in Tehran.
(Office of the Iranian Supreme Leader via AP)

US military facilities in the region.
The US government’s Radio Free
Europe/Radio Liberty, which monitors Iranian broadcasts, reported
Jafari as saying that if the United
States wants to pursue sanctions
against Iran’s defences and the IRGC,
“it has to move its regional bases to
a distance of about 1,000km around

Developments in
the region between
now and the
middle of October
will determine the
next phase of the
US-Iran cold war.

Iran and be aware that it would pay a
high price for any miscalculations.”
While a direct Iranian attack on a
US target in the region is unlikely,
Tehran could ratchet up its “malign
activities.” With the Islamic State’s
self-proclaimed caliphate on the
verge of collapse, the dynamics in
Iraq and Syria are changing. Iran has
a strong presence in both countries
and fears are growing in Washington that the ultimate victor would
be Tehran.
The Trump administration is navigating a thin line: It wants to keep
the 2015 nuclear agreement in place
while maintaining pressure on Tehran and assuring its regional allies —
principally Saudi Arabia and Israel
— that it is serious about containing
Iran’s ambitions.

As for Rohani, although he defeated his hard-line opponent by a
comfortable margin, he must signal
his determination to stand up to the
“Great Satan.” He knows Jafari is
looking over his shoulder.
The US State Department is legally
required to report to Congress every
90 days on Iranian compliance with
the nuclear agreement. Developments in the region by the middle
of October will determine the next
phase of the US-Iran cold war.
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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Asilah Moussem, an exuberant platform for artistic events
Saad Guerraoui

London

N

orthern
Morocco’s
most dynamic and
popular cultural festival took place in Asilah
with a rich schedule of
cultural and artistic activities. The
39th International Cultural Moussem of Asilah transformed the quiet “city of arts” into an exuberant
stage for poetry, music and artistic
events.
Asilah experienced an artistic
revolution in 1978 thanks to former Foreign Minister Mohamed
Benaissa and Mohamed Melehi,
an artist and curator. They were
behind the idea of asking local artists to paint on the old town’s worn
walls. Asilah has since become one
of the North African region’s cultural hubs and Morocco’s most visited arts festivals.
A mural painting workshop this
year brought together 17 Moroc-

can and foreign painters eager to
leave their mark in the old medina.
Tradition dictates that the murals
made during the workshop are exhibited for a year.

Eleven Moroccan and foreign
artists took part in an exhibition
at the gallery of the Centre International Hassan II in Asilah. The
exhibition “Rabiîyat” (“Spring”)

showcased their art focusing on different themes, such as landscape
and environment.
Spanish artist Marta De Pablos
chose recycled materials for her
piece to raise awareness of environmental protection.

Northern
Morocco’s most
dynamic and
popular cultural
festival had a
rich schedule
of cultural and
artistic activities.

Leading platform. An artist selling his paintings in a street of the
old medina.
(Saad Guerraoui)

Approximately 200 budding
painters, aged 5-15 years, participated in the “Children of the
Moussem” workshop at the Palace
of Culture to practise their painting skills and express their ideas
freely. The best works are to be
exhibited at the Palace of Culture’s

gallery throughout the year.
Driss El Maloumi, named the
“lute virtuoso,” delivered a brilliant performance that took the
audience back to the tales of “One
Thousand and One Nights.”
The
female
choir
Hadra
Chefchaounia led by Rhoum El
Bakkali at the opening of the 2017
Asilah Forum Foundation (AFF)
performed
beautiful
popular
songs depicting poetic texts of ancient Sufi heritage. This traditional
and authentic music is passed on
to generations of women of the
northern region of Chefchaouen.
The AFF, on the sidelines of the
International Cultural Moussem,
sponsored colloquiums on political and religious topics.
The AFF has become a leading
regional platform to tackle international issues and build bridges
between different civilisations
through debate.
Saad Guerraoui is a contributor
to The Arab Weekly on Maghreb
issues.
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US-Iran spat

Rising US-Iran tensions could lead to clashes
Gregory Aftandilian

Boston

A

reluctant US President Donald Trump
certified to the US
Congress that Iran
was complying with
the 2015 nuclear deal but soon after
slapped additional sanctions on Iranian individuals and entities. Iran issued harsh warnings to Washington
in response. These moves increase
the possibility of clashes between
the United States and Iran but neither side seems interested in a fullscale war.
Trump is legally required to report
to Congress every 90 days on whether Iran is complying with the terms
of the agreement between Tehran
and the P5+1 countries — the United
States, Britain, France, China, Russia and Germany — meant to limit
Iran’s development of a nuclear programme.

The Iranians, for all
their tough talk, know
their forces are no
match for the US
military.
During the 2016 US presidential
campaign, Trump denounced the
agreement and promised to scuttle
it if elected. Since becoming president, however, he has certified twice
that Iran was in compliance, implying that the United States will stick
with the deal — at least for now.
Trump has not had a change of
heart towards the Iranian regime.
Reports indicated that Trump remains deeply distrustful of Iran and
had to be persuaded by US Defence
Secretary James Mattis and Secretary of State Rex Tillerson to sign the
recent certification.

These two moderate voices in his
administration, while harbouring
misgivings themselves about Iran,
said that non-certification would
have isolated the United States in
the international community and
put the country on a slippery slope
towards confrontation with Tehran.
There was no hard evidence, other than a few minor violations that
were corrected by Iran, that Tehran
was not in compliance with the deal.
That said, some Trump aides accused Iran of not complying with
the “spirit” of the deal, a reference
to Iran’s ballistic missile programme
and its activities in Yemen, Syria,
Iraq and other areas. One Trump official told the Washington Post that
the nuclear deal is a “symptom, not
the disease” of Iran’s behaviour,
which he characterised as one of
“broader aggression” and said the
administration would be conducting a “strategic review” of the Iran
portfolio.
As a sign of a tougher stance towards Tehran, the administration
added 18 entities and individuals to
its sanctions list. These include two
Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps
(IRGC) organisations for engaging
in proliferation activities, five companies that support Iran’s military
procurement and three individuals
allegedly associated with an “Iranbased transnational criminal organisation.”
There is bipartisan support in
Congress for a tougher stand against
Iran. The US Senate voted nearly
unanimously on June 15 to impose
new sanctions on Iran over its missile programme, human rights
violations and support for terrorist
groups. In July, both the US House
and Senate passed amendments to
the defence authorisation bill that
call on the Pentagon to investigate
Iran’s use of commercial airliners to
transport weapons to other countries.

Thinly-veiled threats. Technicians of Iran’s Atomic Energy Organisation in a control room supervise
resumption of activities at the Uranium Conversion Facility in Isfahan.
(Reuters)
These amendments are likely
to block a proposed sale of Boeing
planes to Iran, a deal that the Obama
administration had encouraged.
Predictably, Washington’s harsh
words and the additional sanctions against Iran have elicited a
tough stance from Tehran. Mohammed Bagheri, chief of staff of Iran’s
armed forces, warned Washington
against putting the IRGC on the list
of terrorist groups, threatening it
would be a “big risk” for US forces
and bases in the region. IRGC commander Major-General Mohammad
Ali Jafari warned the United States
to disassemble its bases within
1,000km of Iran, which happens to
be the range of the country’s missiles.

Even the relatively moderate Iranian President Hassan Rohani, who
championed the nuclear deal, stated
that Iran would “resist these plans
and actions” of the United States.
Rohani, whose brother was arrested
under orders from Iran’s judiciary,
is under pressure from hardliners
to act tough against Washington.
The recent sentencing of an American graduate student to ten years in
prison on seemingly bogus espionage charges is symptomatic of the
hardliners’ power.
Does this mean a war between
the United States and Iran is likely?
Trump does not want to get bogged
down in another Middle Eastern
conflict and the Iranians, for all their
tough talk, know their forces are no

match for the US military.
That said, a more aggressive posture by both sides in the Gulf, where
naval vessels are in close proximity,
could lead to clashes. Trump could
use such incidents to refuse compliance certification to Congress the
next time around.
Given Trump’s unpredictability and the failures of his domestic
agenda, he may relish clashes with
Iran to boost his sagging poll numbers, especially since he knows that
the US public holds anti-Iran views.
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.

Can America roll back Iran?

View poi nt

Francis
Ghilès

O

n the presidential
campaign trail last
year, Donald Trump
vowed more than once
to “rip up” the Iran
nuclear deal signed in
2015 by the other UN Security
Council permanent members —
Britain, China, France and Russia
— and Germany.
Six months into office and despite
Trump’s personal misgivings, his
administration told Congress for a
second time that Iran complied with
the nuclear deal — it must certify
this to Congress every 90 days — and
can keep enjoying sanctions relief.
The Trump administration, however, insists that Tehran could face
consequences for breaching “the
spirit” of the deal.
This announcement is a pattern emerging in its treatment of
Iran. Even when it acknowledges
that Iran is doing something that it
wants, the White House looks for
other ways to increase pressure on
the Islamic Republic.
This latest recertification was
reluctantly agreed by the president,
whose foreign policy team — US
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson, US
Secretary of Defence James Mattis,
Joint Chiefs of Staff Chairman General Joseph Dunford and national security adviser H. R. McMaster — was
against it. Pessimists in Washington
say the president is unlikely to certify the deal in October. It looks very
much as if the ground is being laid
for a more aggressive policy.
This apparently cautious behaviour does not affect the organising

In Iraq and Syria, there is little the
US can do to counter Iran whose
Islamic Revolutionary Guards
Corps and proxy fighters are wellarmed and well-trained.

principle of the US administration
that Iran remains at the root of all
evil in the Middle East.
Before looking at where the
notion of rollback originates, it is
worth appreciating what the implications of a more aggressive policy
are. The first message it would send
is that the world cannot count on
the United States being committed
to its international undertakings.
The signal this sends to Iran, Russia,
Europe, let alone China and India,
would be disastrous in terms of
international stability. It would also
set the United States and Europe on
divergent paths on Iran.
The very notion of rollback harps
back to Cold War days when apocalyptic views of the threat represented by the Soviet Union in Europe
were defeated in favour of containment. After 1945, the Soviet Union
had an asymmetrical greater interest
in holding on to Eastern Europe — a
vital buffer after the German assault
that had killed tens of millions of
its soldiers and civilians. The policy
of containment devised by George
Kennan and which became the basis
of the Truman administration’s
foreign policy in 1946-47 avoided an
uncontrollable escalation between
the United States and the Soviet
Union in Europe.
The Saudi view of Iran, which
Trump and some of his key security
advisers share, is equally apocalyptic. Iran, in this view, wants land corridors to strengthen Hezbollah and
launch a second front against Israel.
In broader strategic terms, the
Shia threat to the Middle East is
equivalent to the fascist threat to
Europe in the 1930s. How much
the Americans, the Israelis and the
Saudis believe Iran is an existential
threat is anyone’s guess. What is not
is the sense of urgency this kind of
vocabulary conveys.
Iran’s behaviour in the region
has been constant since the Islamic

Revolution. In the 1980s, the Israeli
assault on Palestinian militants in
Lebanon encouraged the rise of
Hezbollah and opened the door to
Iranian influence in Lebanon. Syria’s
confrontation with Israel forged an
alliance of convenience between
Tehran and Damascus. The collapse
of Iraq after the US-led invasion
opened the door to the idea of a corridor between Iran and Lebanon.
The Obama administration
toughened multilateral sanctions,
cyberwar and sabotage against
Iran but decided to give diplomacy
another try after Hassan Rohani was
elected president. Assertiveness follows anxiety in a repeated cyclical
pattern of assertiveness and anxiety.
The 10-year nuclear deal with Iran
encouraged the Israelis and Saudis
to move the goalposts and link Iran’s
behaviour in Lebanon, Syria and
Yemen but their repeated calls for a
rollback beg the question of where
this policy ends. Do all these Iranian
threats outweigh that of a nucleararmed Iran?
Arguing that Tehran is “unquestionably in default of the spirit” of
the deal because of its interference
in neighbouring countries allows the
United States to impose non-nuclear
related sanctions on Iran but carries
the risk that Tehran could allege
that Washington is the one violating
the spirit of the deal and prompt its
ultimate unravelling.
Hawkish attitudes in Washington
did not stop the French company
Total from signing a major deal to
develop gas in the Pars field a few
weeks ago. Germany, Russia and
China have pressed the United
States not to tear up the deal and do
not share apocalyptic views of Iran.
Washington is faced with a
deepening crisis in the Gulf that pits
Qatar against Saudi Arabia and the
United Arab Emirates. Tillerson’s
shuttle diplomacy suggests that US
capacity to bring its weight to bear

A major
crisis with
Iran is not
in America’s
best interest,
which may
explain why
officials in
Washington
no longer
speak of
regime
change.

in favour of a diplomatic solution
to the crisis goes unheeded. The
virtual evisceration of the State
Department in Washington hardly
argues for an American role; too few
senior posts are occupied.
This stand-off is all the more dangerous as Turkey has troops based
in Qatar and says it will back its ally,
which hosts the biggest US military
base in the Gulf. Qatar has working
relations with Iran with whom it
shares the huge offshore Pars gas
field.
Both in Iraq and Syria, there is little the United States can do to counter Iran whose Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps and proxy fighters,
notably Hezbollah in Lebanon, are
well-armed and well-trained.
Turkey, a key player in the region
is going through a very unsettling
time, one year after the coup that
attempted to overthrow President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan.
A major crisis with Iran is not
in the United States’ best interest,
which may explain why officials
in Washington no longer speak of
regime change but of “looking for a
change in the regime’s behaviour.”
Whatever internal divisions there
may be in Iran, strong US rhetoric
against the Islamic Republic can
only unify its people. The same applies in Russia. Both these countries
have clear strategic and tactical aims
across the Middle East, which is not
the case with this US administration.
Barring a major upset, we can
expect the White House to certify
that Iran is in compliance with the
nuclear deal when it next has to
do so – in October. No major upset
in US policy towards Iran need be
feared — at least for the next few
months.
Francis Ghilès is an associate
fellow at the Barcelona Centre for
International Affairs.

3

July 23, 2017

Cover Story

Iraq and the US-Iran spat

Iran-US spat likely to have adverse effect on Iraq
Mamoon Alabbasi

London

I

ran’s spat with the United States
is likely to cast its shadow on
Iraq, a country that has effectively been under Tehran’s influence since the US-led invasion in 2003.
The Iranian parliament passed
a motion calling for an increase of
funds for the Islamic Revolutionary
Guards Corps’ al-Quds Force, which
is tasked with Tehran’s military interventions outside Iran’s borders,
and for the country’s missile programme.
Al-Quds Force, led by Major-General Qassem Soleimani, has a presence in several countries in the region, notably Iraq and Syria.
The motion offered an additional
$260 million to al-Quds Force and
the same amount to the development of the missile programme “to
confront terrorist and adventurist
actions by the United States in the
region.”
The move came as a response to
new, non-nuclear related US sanctions against Tehran over its ballistic missile programme and over
what the US State Department said
was “Iran’s malign activities across
the Middle East which undermine
regional stability, security, and prosperity.”
The US Department of Defence
previously expressed concern over
reported manoeuvres by Iranian
vessels around US warships in the
Gulf.

The Iraqi state is
supported by both
Washington and
Tehran.
“These sanctions target procurement of advanced military hardware, such as fast attack boats and
unmanned aerial vehicles, and send
a strong signal that the United States
cannot and will not tolerate Iran’s
provocative and destabilising behaviour,” said US Treasury Secretary
Steven Mnuchin.
Iran’s parliament Speaker Ali Larijani said his country would “resist
[the United States] with all its pow-

Dangerous games. Members of the Iranian Basij paramilitary force re-enact the January 2016 capture of US sailors by the Islamic
Revolutionary Guards Corps in the Persian Gulf, last February.
							
er” and Iranian President Hassan Rohani said Tehran would “stand up to
the United States.”
Iran imposed reciprocal sanctions
on several US companies and individuals but the measures are predominately symbolic. By “resisting”
or “standing up” to Washington,
Tehran mostly likely means it will
try to consolidate its influence in the
region.
Unlike in Syria — where the United
States, Iran and other international,
as well as regional, actors are competing for greater areas of influence
by backing rival Syrian sides — the
Iraqi government is supported by
both Washington and Tehran.
In the apparent US-Iranian race
towards winning Iraq, however, the
United States is viewed as having
lost Baghdad.
“Iran’s influence in Iraq is not just

ascendant but diverse, projecting
into military, political, economic and
cultural affairs,” wrote Tim Arango
in an article in the New York Times,
detailing the level of dominance that
Tehran has in Baghdad.
While successive US administrations have had different stated policies towards Iraq since 2003, many
Iraqis saw them as leading to the
same outcome: Handing over effective control of Iraq to Iran.
The Iranians and their clients in
Iraq have sought to present any Iraqi
who wishes to break from Tehran’s
orbit as part of a US — or even Zionist
— conspiracy to control Iraq.
Even the apparent attempt by
Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi to shake off Iranian influence
over his country — which includes
parliament, government, businesses, the media, the military and

militias — was portrayed as siding
with the Americans.
It is not uncommon to read in
Iraqi media outlets that the United
States was supporting the Islamic
State (ISIS) inside Iraq, and Iran was
the only side that is helping the Iraqi
government fight the militants.

The United States is
viewed as having lost
Baghdad.
There were instances in which
the US military presence in the campaign to dislodge ISIS from Mosul
was viewed as an American attempt
to save the militants.
While Iran undoubtedly helped
Iraq with weapons and training in its
fight against ISIS, Tehran’s aid was
inflated while its policies that helped

(AP)

the militants received no mention.
Such policies not only helped ensure a spike in sectarianism in Iraq
but it must be remembered that
when Iraq’s armed forces fled Mosul in the face of ISIS’s advance, the
commander-in-chief of those forces
and the prime minister at the time
was Nuri al-Maliki.
Maliki is one of the country’s vicepresidents and enjoys the strong
backing of Iran, making him a threat
to Abadi, even though both hail from
the pro-Tehran Dawa Party.
Demonising any independent
streak, no matter how weak, as being pro-American is expected to continue to help Iran maintain its influence in Iraq.
Mamoon Alabbasi is an Arab
Weekly contributing editor in
London.

Iraq’s Popular Mobilisation Forces, a state within the state

View poi nt

Ali Alfoneh

F

lanked by his senior
military leadership,
Iraqi Prime Minister
Haider al-Abadi
declared “total
victory” over the
Islamic State (ISIS) upon the Iraqi
government forces’ seizure of the
ruins of Mosul. Abadi’s exhilarated outburst is understandable:
ISIS declared a caliphate within
Iraq and the seizure of Mosul
demonstrates the Iraqi state’s
enforcement of sovereignty.
Victory however, comes at a
price: The rise of the Popular Mobilisation Forces (PMF), an umbrella
organisation composed mainly
of Shia militant groups, most of
which are not subjected to civilian
control but pursue their own interests. To the extent those groups
are subjected to civilian control,
they report to Tehran rather than
to Abadi or other Iraqi authorities.
This unhealthy mode of civilmilitary relations is likely to exacerbate Iraq’s political problems
and, in the PMF, Abadi may face
another formidable state within
the state.
The PMF’s own historiography
states that the umbrella group was

The Popular Mobilisation Forces
(PMF) report to Tehran rather
than to Abadi or other Iraqi
authorities.

shaped as a response to Grand
Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani’s religious
edict on June 13, 2014 calling for
defending Iraqi cities and participating in the counteroffensive
against ISIS. The narrative implies
the PMF recognised Sistani as its
source of emulation and highest
religious authority.
However, this author’s survey of
PMF martyrs listed on the holyfatwa.com website shows that the
first PMF fighter killed in combat
fell in Jurf al-Sakhar in Babil on
March 15, 2013, 15 months before
Sistani issued his edict. This is also
true of 44 other PMF fighters who

were killed in combat prior to the
edict.
In other words, rather than
answering the call of Sistani, the
Shia militias instrumentally used
the edict to legitimise their existence as paramilitary forces parallel
to the Iraqi military. The PMF
was not and is not subjected to
Sistani’s control.
Under whose control then if not
Sistani’s?
On April 7, 2015, Abadi, in his
capacity as commander-in-chief of
the armed forces, ordered that the
PMF be placed under the direct
command of the prime minister’s

What seems
to work for
Tehran is not
necessarily
good for
Iraqi leaders.

Doctrinal army. Members of Popular Mobilisation Forces (PMF) gesture from the
modern town of Hatra, south-west of the northern city of Mosul, last April.
(AFP)

office. The real chain of command
is more complicated and runs
through the leaders of militias that
formed the PMF and, ultimately,
Iranian Major-General Qassem
Soleimani, chief commander of the
extraterritorial operations al-Quds
Force of the Islamic Revolutionary
Guards Corps.
The latter has nurtured Shia Iraqi
opposition groups since the revolution of 1979 and the establishment
of the Islamic Republic in Iraq. It
has systematically helped its proxies to seize key position in post
Ba’athist Iraq.
Facing the formidable threat of
ISIS and real threat of the collapse
of Baghdad, on July 3, Abu Mahdi
al-Muhandis, PMF committee deputy chairman, in an interview with
Iran’s Al-Kawthar TV, declared:
“I’m honoured to be Haj Qassem
[Soleimani]’s soldier.”
What seems to work for Tehran is
not necessarily good for Iraqi leaders. Abadi and his successors will
soon discover that the very same
militias that helped them prevail in
the struggle against ISIS will prey
on the polity they are intended to
protect. They do so either because
of their resilience in the face of attempts at establishing Iraqi civilian
control over them or because of
their subordination to Tehran.
Ali Alfoneh is a non-resident
senior fellow at Rafik Hariri Centre
for the Middle East at the Atlantic
Council.
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Saudi Arabia and allies insist demands
non-negotiable as GCC crisis continues
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

S

audi Arabia restated that
the dispute with fellow
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) member Qatar
will continue and that the
measures taken by Riyadh and
its allies will remain in place until
Doha complies with their demands.
Saudi Arabia, the United Arab
Emirates, Bahrain and Egypt issued a joint statement reiterating
the four countries’ commitment
to ensuring “the current measures
would continue until the Qatari
authorities were committed to
complying with all demands that
guarantee fighting terrorism and
achieving stability and security in
the region.”

Qatar was accused of
disclosing information
about Yemen war to
al-Qaeda causing
injury of Emirati
troops.
There was confusion after Saudi UN Ambassador Abdallah alMouallimi urged Doha to adhere
to six principles to resolve the
dispute, a statement that was interpreted by foreign media as a softening of the initial 13 demands.
Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Bahrain
and Egypt issued 13 demands for
Qatar to comply with to have sanctions lifted. The list included Qatar
shutting down the Al Jazeera media network, cutting off ties with
radical groups and downgrading
those with Iran. Doha refused to
act on the demands.
The six principles mentioned by
Mouallimi during a question-andanswer session with journalists at
the United Nations included a commitment to combat extremism, ter-

Unfriendly fire. Emirati soldiers stand guard as military equipment is being unloaded from a military plane at the airport of Yemen’s
southern port city of Aden.
(Reuters)
rorism and its financing, the prohibition of all acts of incitement and a
commitment to refrain from interfering in the internal affairs of other countries. They had previously
been mentioned in a statement by
the four boycotting countries’ foreign ministers following a meeting
July 5 in Cairo.
Some media outlets quoted
Mouallimi as saying it “should be
easy for the Qataris to accept” the
six principles. Speaking to the Saudi-owned Al Arabiya network, he
denied making such statements,
adding that “Qatar has to imple-

ment all the demands” and that
“we are going to head to international forums, including the [UN]
Security Council, if Qatar does not
comply.”
The UAE Ambassador to Russia
Omar Saif Ghobash said Doha’s ties
to terrorist organisations had compromised the war in Yemen, where
a Saudi-led coalition is fighting in
support of the internationally recognised government against the
Iran-allied Houthi rebels.
In an interview with the BBC’s
“HARDtalk,” Ghobash said Qatar
informed al-Qaeda’s Yemen branch

of a pending military operation,
resulting in the terror network conducting a suicide bombing operation, injuring Emirati soldiers.
“Our Qatari allies informed alQaeda of our precise location and
what we were planning to do. We
then received four suicide bombers
at our door,” Ghobash said.
Ghobash said audio and video
evidence shows “known individuals in Qatar giving instructions to
known individuals whether it’s in
Yemen, Libya or in Syria on carrying out certain acts.”
The crisis broke out after state-

ments attributed to Qatari Emir
Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani
criticising US foreign policy and
praising Iran were carried by the
official Qatar News Agency. Saudi
Arabia, the UAE, Bahrain and Egypt
severed diplomatic ties with Doha
on June 5, saying that Qatar interferes in their countries’ internal
affairs and has supported radical
groups such as Hamas, the Taliban
and the Muslim Brotherhood.
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the
Gulf section editor of The Arab
Weekly.

Qatar and the curious case of Khalid Sheikh Mohammed
The Arab Weekly staff

London

M

uch has been said and
written about Qatar’s
ties to and support of
the Muslim Brotherhood
domestically
and abroad. Equally well-documented is the Gulf country’s lessthan-clandestine support for alQaeda and its offshoots before and
after the September 11, 2001, attacks
on the United States.
Doha’s alleged support for extremist groups was brought to the
forefront in its conflict with four
other Arab countries, a former US
counterterrorism official publicly
highlighted the severity of the country’s involvement.
In a recent column in the New
York Daily News, Richard Clarke,
who led the Counter-terrorism Security Group in the Clinton and
George H.W. Bush administrations,
gave a detailed account of Qatar’s
harbouring individuals the United
States and other countries have designated as terrorist supporters, including Khalid Sheikh Mohammed
(KSM), the alleged mastermind of
the 9/11 attacks.
Clarke said the accusations levied
at Qatar go back as many as 20 years.
KSM appeared on the US intelligence
community’s radar after the 1993 attack on the World Trade Centre and
the bombing of Philippine Airlines
Flight 434. Both operations were
supposedly financed by him and
perpetrated by his nephew Ramzi
Yousef and other co-conspirators.

In 1996, the US intelligence community “found (KSM) in Qatar,
where he had been given a patronage job in the Water Department,”
Clarke said.
Clarke wrote that, in a pre-9/11
world, counterterrorism operations
were difficult to get approval for,
so the option of an extraordinary
rendition mission — a governmentsponsored abduction from country
to country — was not possible.
“The Qataris had a history of terrorist sympathies and one cabinet
member in particular, a member
of the royal family, seemed to have
ties to groups like al-Qaeda and appeared to have sponsored KSM,”
wrote Clarke about the US government’s reservations in asking Doha
to hand him over.

The accusations
levied at Qatar go
back as many as 20
years.
Although not mentioned by
name by Clarke, the member of the
Qatari royal family in question was
former Qatari Minister of Religious
Affairs and Interior Minister Abdullah bin Khalid al-Thani, ABC News
reported. He is the uncle of Qatari
Emir Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad alThani.
With their options limited, US officials contacted the Qatari leadership directly regarding the matter.
Clarke said that “within hours of
the US ambassador’s meeting with
the emir, KSM had gone to ground.
In tiny Doha, no one was able to

find him. Later, the Qataris told us
that they believe he had left the
country. They never told us how.”
KSM allegedly was the mastermind behind the 9/11 attacks in
2001, the Bali bombings in 2002
and the killing of Wall Street Journal reporter Daniel Pearl. He was
captured in a raid in Pakistan in
2003 and has been a prisoner at
Guantanamo Bay since 2006.
The story of KSM’s ties to the
Qatari government does not end
there. In recent years, calls by the
United States and the United Nations for Doha to hand over a former Qatari Central Bank official for
supporting KSM and al-Qaeda have
been largely ignored.
In 2008, the US Treasury Department designated Khalifa Muhammad Turki al-Subaiy a terrorist
financier for “providing financial
and material support to al-Qaeda.”
After Subaiy was found guilty in absentia in a Bahraini court for terror
offences, he was sent to jail in Qatar
but was released six months later.
Despite being assured by Qatari officials that Subaiy was being
monitored and was under control,
Subaiy was implicated in terror financing for allegedly transferring
hundreds of thousands of dollars
to the Pakistani branch of al-Qaeda,
Wiki-Leaks said.
In 2014, US officials said Subaiy
was operating freely in Doha and
was funding terrorists in Iraq and
Syria. Recently, Saudi Arabia, the
United Arab Emirates, Bahrain and
Egypt included Subaiy on a list of 59
individuals, based in Qatar, wanted
for support and involvement in terrorism.

The mastermind. A picture purportedly showing al-Qaeda’s Khalid
Sheikh Mohammed, supposed mastermind of the September 11,
2001, attacks at the Guantanamo Bay detention camp.
(AFP)
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Egyptian workers return from Qatar
citing ‘hostile’ atmosphere in Doha
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

A

laa Mamdouh had not
planned to return to
Egypt from Qatar. Following a regional diplomatic crisis involving Qatar, the country in which he
worked, however, he said his return
became an inevitability.
“Conditions changed rapidly for
everybody after Egypt and other
countries cut off ties with Qatar,”
said Mamdouh, 26, from the southern province of Sohag. “Essential
supplies disappeared. Commodity
prices rose dramatically and the future became totally uncertain.”
The salary of approximately $407
Mamdouh received every month
selling electrical appliances at a
shopping mall in Doha was quickly
dwarfed by rising prices, making
day-to-day survival difficult.

The return of expat
workers would
deprive the national
economy of funds
they send to family
members in Egypt.
“Most importantly, the general
atmosphere became hostile towards foreign workers, especially
workers from Egypt,” Mamdouh
said.
Egypt joined Saudi Arabia, the
United Arab Emirates and Bahrain
in cutting diplomatic ties with Qatar on June 5, citing Doha’s alleged
support for radical extremism and
terrorism.
An estimated 300,000 Egyptians
work in the small super-rich Gulf
country, which is dependent on foreign workers who make up an estimated 1.6 million of Qatar’s total
population of 2.5 million. However,

many Egyptian expat workers have
made the risky decision to return to
their home countries following the
crisis.
Cairo announced it was ending
visa-free entry for Qatari nationals
— with some exceptions.
Observers said the sudden return
of hundreds of thousands of people
employed in Qatar — mainly in construction and service industries —
could have a detrimental effect on
Egypt’s flagging economy.
“The return of these workers will
present the government with a serious problem,” said Salah Eddin
Fahmy, a professor of economics at
al-Azhar University. “These workers will need to be given alternative
jobs, which is not easy now.”
Egypt has an official unemployment rate of 12.5% but independent
estimates put the number much
higher. The return of expat workers
will increase that.
Although Egypt has invested billions of dollars in construction projects, creating tens of thousands of
jobs, demand for labour is not high
as the industry was saturated.
The Qatari government has said
it would not move to deport expat
workers but Qatari news channels
recently aired reports focusing on
Egyptian workers and issues relating to failure to renew passports
and residency permits.
Egypt pulled its diplomatic mission from Qatar and Cairo is represented in Doha by Greece.
Despite official reassurances,
Mamdouh said he was concerned
about the Qatari media’s portrayal
of the situation, including articles
and reports that appeared to call for
Egyptian workers to be expelled.
Cairo has said it was ready to receive the workers if they wish to return but analysts said Egypt would
have a major problem accommodating them.
“If this were true, the government
would have been able to easily find
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Despite bias,
Erdogan to try
his hand at
mediation
The Arab Weekly staff

London

T
Fallout. The building of the Qatari embassy in the Egyptian
capital Cairo.
			
jobs for those currently living in
Egypt who are wasting away their
lives at coffee shops,” said Fatima
Ramadan, a member of Egypt’s independent Labour Union. “Returning workers will increase the number of the unemployed here.”
Regional unrest has increased
pressure on the local job market.
In the past six years, hundreds of
thousands of Egyptians who used
to work in Libya, Syria and Yemen returned home, exacerbating
Egypt’s employment situation.
In Libya, Egyptian workers were
targeted by radical groups believed
to be backed by Qatar. In 2015, Cairo
airlifted tens of thousands of workers from Libya after attacks against
Egyptian workers surged.
The return of expat workers
would deprive the national economy of funds they send to family
members in Egypt. Egyptian workers in Qatar sent an estimated $1.2
billion in remittances to Egypt every year. In 2016, remittances from

(AFP)

Egyptian workers abroad amounted
to $22 billion, which was important
to the struggling national economy.
It is unclear how many Egyptians
had returned from Qatar. Mamdouh
said he was aware of hundreds of
others who have made the journey
and of many more considering returning.
Although he started searching for
a job as soon as he returned, his efforts have proved fruitless. Sohag
is among several southern provinces with the highest unemployment
and poverty rates in Egypt.
Instead of staying home, Mamdouh started working with a relative at a mobile phone services
shop in his village.
“This will be temporary until I
find another permanent job,” Mamdouh said. “I know that finding this
job will not be easy but I will keep
trying.”
Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian
reporter in Cairo.

urkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan,
despite being a strong
supporter of Qatar in
its dispute against the
Saudi-led Arab quartet, intends to
try his hand at resolving the crisis
with a visit to the Gulf region.
“All our efforts are focused on
a solution that suits the laws of
brotherly relations,” said Turkish
Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu on July 14 in Ankara after meeting with his Qatari counterpart
Sheikh Mohammed bin Abdulrahman al-Thani following US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson’s failed
mediation in the Gulf region.
Cavusoglu said Erdogan was
planning a trip to the region soon.
The Turkish and Qatari ministers reiterated their rejection of
the Arab quartet’s demand that
Turkey’s military base in Qatar be
closed.
“No country has the right to
raise the issue of the Turkish base
or the military cooperation between Qatar and Turkey as long
as this cooperation respects international law,” Sheikh Mohammed
said.
The Turkish daily Hurriyet reported that Turkey has 150 troops
at the Qatar base, up from 80
soldiers who were sent after the
parliament approved the troop
deployment in June.
Erdogan pledged to “support
Qatar in every way, because we
share the same values.” The Turkish leader has close ties to the
Muslim Brotherhood. Qatar is accused of backing the Brotherhood
as well as other Islamist groups
and hosting some of their key figures in Doha.

The solution for Qatari crisis must come from within the GCC

View poi nt

Mohamad
Kawas

T

he crisis with Qatar
calls into question the
necessity and efficiency of the Gulf
Cooperation Council
(GCC). It also raises
questions about the future of this
regional body when the interests
of a member country do not align
with the interests of the other five
members.
Those who argue that the GCC
was born as a reaction to specific
circumstances and consequently
must disappear since those circumstances no longer exist are worth
considering. In 1981, the Gulf countries banded together in reaction
to what they perceived as threats
from regional agendas of Iran and
the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan. Now that these agendas are
outdated, the GCC has fulfilled its
purpose and must be retired, the
argument goes.
The reality is that, through its dynamic character, this Gulf experiment developed a new vision for
a regional entity based on mutual
interests and common policies. The
result has been a far cry from previous attempts to build Arab regional
entities on the basis of unproductive ideological beliefs.
Citizens of the Arab world, from
east to west, have likely never felt
the consequences of decisions by
the Arab League on their daily lives
or their futures. The GCC experi-

The crisis in the Gulf seems to
argue in favour of keeping and
reinforcing the GCC rather than
dismantling it.

ment, however, made an obvious difference in the lives of Gulf
citizens. It established a shared
culture and created political, legal
and administrative traditions that
can no longer be ignored as passing
fads.
It might be unwise for GCC members to use the argument that the
body is unnecessary as an excuse
to enact totally independent policies. It would be a major step backward just for the sake of insisting
on what has been a minor aspect of
the GCC for the past 36 years.
The Qatar crisis has shown that
the GCC has evolved from a body
focused on maintaining unity to
one that is paying the price for
merely remaining in place and
enduring. In other words, the GCC,
despite the crisis, has moved from
the period of biological compatibility based on tribal relations and
anthropological similarities to a
period in which unity is defined by
modern logical standards rather
than primitive blood and cultural
ties.
The dramatic aspect of the
Doha crisis is the tip of the
iceberg of a reality that GCC
members tried to hide for
three decades. The reality
is that individual interests
of the members are often
constructed on political
and social philosophies out
of sync with official GCC
discourse.
There are telling axioms
regarding Qatar worthy of
attention and analysis. The
first has to do with the strength
of bilateral interests between the
GCC members in comparison with

the strength of each member’s
interests with the rest of the world.
We need to find out the degree to
which GCC members see their own
security and stability dependent on
the collective entity’s security and
stability before they perceive them
dependent on the security and
agendas of non-GCC capitals.
The boycotting countries do not
appreciate Qatar’s unusual relations with Iran nor do they like its
supra-GCC relations with Turkey.
They also do not tolerate Qatar’s
unique relations with political
Islamist groups. These criticisms
are signs of structural failure in the
founding spirit of the GCC.
The GCC’s failure to find a purely
internal collective solution to the
crisis with Qatar does not necessarily erode its political and economic
importance for the region’s countries. Suffice it to note that some
world capitals were unable to come

The
dramatic
aspect of
the Doha
crisis is the
tip of the
iceberg of
a reality
that GCC
members
tried to
hide for
three
decades.

Disunited
council.
The Gulf
Cooperation
Council (GCC)
logo during
a meeting in
Manama, in April
2016.
(Reuters)

up with solutions to the crisis.
Even the major world powers could
not break the consensus of the
Gulf countries on their approach
to resolving the crisis. The Gulf
countries and the international
community are behind the Kuwaiti
mediation.
We are hearing voices from the
Gulf discreetly announcing the end
of the GCC. The political world,
however, has seemingly become
convinced of the necessity of
keeping the GCC alive and united
because it represents a strategic
necessity for security and peace in
the world.
The crisis in the Gulf seems to
argue in favour of keeping and
reinforcing the GCC rather than
dismantling it. It is important,
however, to keep in mind that the
problem is internal to the Gulf
countries and requires a solution
from inside the Gulf, a solution
that is in line with and protective of
the Gulf’s specificities and sensitivities. Imported solutions would
be useless.
The international reaction to the
Gulf crisis with Qatar has revealed
the limitations of the major powers
in imposing their own solutions to
international crises. These powers tried in vain to interfere in the
Gulf crisis. US Secretary of State
Rex Tillerson, for example, had
to settle for just the signing of a
memorandum of understanding
with Qatar on tracking the flow of
terrorist financing. The solution
to the problems must come from
inside the GCC.
Mohamed Kawas is a Lebanese
writer.
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Iran should cease its
provocative behaviour

T

here was general dismay over Iran’s response to new
sanctions imposed by the United States, which
targeted 18 individuals and entities linked to Iranian
missile development and weapons procurement.
Almost immediately after the sanctions were
announced, the Iranian parliament considered
authorising extra funding for Tehran’s ballistic missile
programme. It also discussed increasing the resources available to
the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps’ foreign operations wing,
al-Quds Force, which the United States and several Arab countries
accuse of implementing Iran’s expansionist designs in the region.
A senior member of the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps,
General Amir Ali Hajizadeh, darkly proposed “reciprocal actions
(against the United States) with a high cost.” Iran’s Foreign
Ministry went further. It threatened sanctions “against American
people and entities.”
Taken together, these were not the actions of a country that
seeks peaceful coexistence. With the defiant apportioning of more
money to al-Quds Force, Tehran is making its intentions plain.
Now, more than at any time in nearly 25 years, Iran is trying to
impose its diktat on countries in the region. Using a mix of soft
and hard power, Iran is extending its footprint in the service of its
sectarian-based strategic interests.
In Iraq, Iran has acquired enormous influence over the use of
local militias. Al-Quds Force is enmeshed in Iraq, too. The plans of
its leader, Qassem Soleimani, seem to include turning Iraq’s
national army into a “doctrinal” army.
Iran’s relentless attempts at transforming Iraq into a client state
of sorts are an increasing source of frustration for Iraqis who want
to preserve their country’s independence and protect its political
system from sectarianism and its companion affliction, corruption.
In Syria, foreign Shia militias of several nationalities, including
Lebanon’s Hezbollah, have been doing Iran’s bidding with an eye
on assuming a permanent presence there after the war.
In Yemen, by backing the Houthi rebels against the internationally recognised government of President Abd Rabbo Mansour
Hadi, Iran has ensured that that war-stricken country continues to
bleed.
In a statement denouncing Tehran, the US State, Treasury and
Justice departments said Iran was undermining “regional stability, security and prosperity.” Its activities were said to have
violated the “spirit” of the 2015 nuclear deal between Tehran and
six world powers.
Those were tough words and they were said by a US administration that has signalled a determination to act tough, too.
Tehran would do well to watch its step. It is squandering
resources on regional meddling. The new business opportunities
that opened after the international nuclear deal should not be
added to its war chest.
Iran’s show of defiance may be the wrong way to deal with US
President Donald Trump. The US president must certify Tehran’s
compliance with the nuclear deal every three months but Trump
seems in no mood to do so come the next deadline in October. By
then his administration’s review of Iran policy will be complete.
Who knows what will emerge?
It is in everyone’s interest, including Iran’s, to heed the portents.
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Abadi and
his team of
non-sectarian
politicians, be
they Shias or
Sunnis,
cannot afford
to fail in their
new mission.

M

inutes after the
celebrations of the
victory over the
Islamic State (ISIS)
in Mosul, signs of
sectarian manipulations in Iraq crept in. There were
reports of inhumane treatment of
Iraqi prisoners suspected of
belonging to ISIS as well as calls
for a settlement between Shia and
Sunni politicians.
For years, these same politicians
did nothing but carry out their own
sectarian political agendas and
projects. They squabbled over their
shares of power and loot in total
disregard for the interests and the
rights of the Iraqi people, be they
those who have suffered dislocation
and killings at the hands of ISIS or
the rest of the population, which
continues to endure the absence of
basic services of electricity, water,
health, education and security.
There is total confusion in Iraq
today. With weapons available
everywhere and out of official
control, political and sectarian
polarisation among the traditional
political parties will likely lead to
the creation of armed sectarian
factions. This unsuccessful political
class has made it part of its agenda
to maintain instability and sectarian stoking in the country because,
otherwise, its members would lose
their privileges. Sectarian politics is
based on continuously generating
crises, confusion and splits.
The sectarian forces want to hijack the Iraqi military victory, strip
it of its national character, turn it
into a sectarian victory and use it to
reinforce the dominance of political
Islam in both its Shia and Sunni
versions.
They are determined to perpetuate the conditions that produced
ISIS through the many failing measures and policies that piled up since
2003. These policies were based on
sectarian division, political marginalisation, spreading hatred and
vengeance and refusing any serious
attempts to bring back the spirit of
belonging to a single Iraqi nationality. We must be ready at the highest
political levels in the country to
courageously and seriously thwart
those plans of robbing the country
of a national victory over ISIS.
A military victory alone is not sufficient to put an end to the forces of
terror and extremism in Iraq. What
we need is for a team of elite political figures — Shias and Sunnis from
inside and outside the existing Iraqi
political circles — to lay the foundations for political victory. The team
could be led by Iraqi Prime Minister
Haider al-Abadi. Its creation would

not necessitate any new laws or
constitutional amendments.
This team must have a clear
nationalistic vision and a new political programme to do away with
the fundamental causes behind the
rise of ISIS and its quick occupation
of Iraq. This team must be able to
deliver what is needed for the new
era, namely many urgent administrative and political measures
capable of lifting the spirit of victory to slam the door on all projects
for renewing sectarian division. By
leading such a mission, Abadi could
bravely finish his national mission.
The new measures must begin
with irreversibly relinquishing
nefarious sectarian policies. They
were real and not just slogans. The
non-sectarian team must be armed
with the existing and significant
popular support waiting for new
political blood. It is time to put an
end to the looting and disastrous
policies of the previous era. It is
time to give the helm to responsible
Iraqis with clean hands and clean
minds.
A team of capable, unbiased
and virtuous figures armed with a
national programme would be able
to pressure the existing parties
from all sides to give up their petty
politicking, which is taking shape
in sectarian congresses, projects for
political settlements and attempts
by certain sects to take full credit
for liberating Mosul.
We have in Abadi’s decision
to have the central government
supervise clean-up operations in
Mosul a good example of constructive steps towards instilling Iraqi
nationalism. All through the battle
for Mosul, Abadi stuck by his own
slogan — “protecting citizens.”
A series of measures were taken
and it is indicative of the desired
transition. In Mosul, the central
government is overseeing operations to identify ISIS members and
their supporters and separate them
from civilians. It is also the central
government that is responsible for
bringing perpetrators of human
rights violations to justice and for
making sure that this new situation
is not exploited for stirring sectarian divisions.
Abadi and his team of nonsectarian politicians, be they Shias
or Sunnis, cannot afford to fail in
their new mission because, if they
do, Iraq will plunge into even more
severe and violent sectarian strife.
Such an outcome surely serves the
purposes of those projects aimed at
keeping Iraq disunited and weak to
divide the region.
Majed Sameraei is an Iraqi writer.
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The aspirational significance of baby names in restless times

Rashmee Roshan Lall

B

aby names are a
bellwether for the
way people experience politics:
Intensely. Madly.
Often times, precari-

ously.
So it was that in Canada, Justin
Trudeau recently met Justin
Trudeau. The first is a 2-monthold Syrian baby. The other is
prime minister of the country
that gave gracious refuge to the
infant’s parents, Muhammad and
Afraa Bilan from Damascus. For
all that he was asleep through
much of the momentous meeting,
the mini-Trudeau is part of the
inclusive conversation pursued by
his famous namesake.
In Germany, a mini-Angela
Merkel, about 18 months old, is
proof of the deep gratitude felt
by her parents, Mamon and Tema
al-Hamza, towards the country’s
chancellor. In autumn 2015, Merkel the German leader took in the
Hamzas and hundreds of thousands of other Syrian refugees
when no one else would. Reports

in the months after the refugees
surged into Germany stated that
many newborn Syrian babies were
named “Angela Merkel.”
Clearly, baby names are serious
business. Often, they are more
than a social trend. They can be
a lifeline, a meal ticket, a way to
show solidarity with a brutal regime. Why else would thousands
of Iraqis name their sons Saddam
Hussein from the 1970s to the
1990s?
The politics and symbolism of
baby names run deep in almost
every country. In Germany,
“Adolf Hitler” is not permitted. In
Belgium, “Jerusalem” is a no-no.
Portugal does not allow a baby to
be named “Africa.” Brazil forbids
‘”Saddam Hussein.” In China’s
Muslim-majority province of Xinjiang, “Islam,” “Quran,” “Mecca,”
“Jihad,” “Imam,” “Saddam,”
“Hajj” and “Medina” are among
dozens of religiously suspicious
baby names banned under the
Chinese Communist Party’s
“Naming Rules for Ethnic Minorities.”

Power of human connection. Canada’s Prime Minister Justin Trudeau helps a young Syrian refugee try
on a winter coat after she arrived with her family at the Toronto Pearson International Airport. (Reuters)

In our restless times, the Syrian Angela Merkels and Justin
Trudeaus stand apart from the
baby Beyonces, Brad Pitts and
Angelina Jolies scattered around
the world. Their names are not a
cultural whim, a reflection of the
changing fashions of the day, with
its rotating cast of celebrities.
Baby names are a marker of
the politics of their time. Consider the minor war of names that
erupted around the Qatar crisis a
few weeks ago. In a video posted
on Twitter, a Saudi man draped
his daughter in his country’s flag
and declared he was naming his
first-born Al Saudia. It was, he
said in “response to the Kuwaiti
citizen who named his daughter
Qatar.” Whatever happens in
that impasse, Baby Al Saudia and
Baby Qatar will always be a living
representation of an unedifying,
unusually bad-tempered public
battle of wills in the Gulf region.
Sometimes baby names can go
further than politics and become
culturally inflammatory. In
Britain, there is increasing debate
over the alleged statistical rise
of “Mohammed” as one of, if not
the most popular boys’ name in
England and Wales.
Late last year, data from the
British Office for National Statistics indicated that “Mohammed”
appeared with so many spelling
variations in 2015 it might have
edged out all the other typically
English and Welsh boys’ names.
The differently spelled versions
of “Mohammed” appeared 7,570
times on birth certificates, outstripping the 6,941 babies named
Oliver, which was the top English
and Welsh boy’s name.
To the Islamophobes and
the insular, the data suggested
an incipient cultural takeover
by Muslims. They argued that
Muslims were either breeding like
rabbits or entering Britain as immigrants in large enough numbers
to change the demographic ratio.
The Muslim community in England and Wales, however, remains
a piffling 5% of the population and
it’s entirely possible that Mohammed has become popular as a
baby name for other, less sinister,
reasons. These would include the
popularity of sports heroes such
as the late boxer Muhammad Ali
and Olympian Mohamed (Mo)
Farah.

That said, a survey by parenting forum ChannelMum.com
indicated a 6% rise in the use of
Muslim names by non-Muslim
families. Zane, Zahra, Farah and
Omar gained ground, said the survey. The name Mohammed wasn’t
mentioned. The only possible explanation is that the listed names
travel easily across countries and
cultures. Perhaps non-Muslim
British parents are of the opinion
such names give their children an
advantage in a globalising world.

The politics and
symbolism of baby
names run deep in
almost every
country.
So, to the Syrian baby Trudeaus
and Merkels. There is something
deeply affecting about them. As
adults, they will represent one
of the truest and most human
of instincts. They are a symbol
of empathy with another — beyond kith and kin; beyond tribe,
community or country. Help was
offered to their parents, altruistically and in the spirit of humanity.
Their parents responded with the
highest honour they could afford.
To name your baby after
someone is an aspirational act. It
is a fervent wish, an honest hope
that your progeny grows up to be
like the child’s namesake. Which
brings me to the second bit of little
Angela Merkel al-Hamza’s story.
Right around the time of her first
birthday, the family was refused
permanent asylum in Germany,
though it retained the right to
renew its stay for a year at a time.
I have not seen subsequent accounts that the Hamzas changed
their daughter’s name in a fit
of pique. I rather suspect they
wouldn’t have. Her name, just
like the German chancellor’s act
of kindness, will probably stay
forever frozen in time and family
lore as a symbol of the power of
human connection.
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.

Standing together against what divides us

Aaqil Ahmed

Politicians
and
commentators
from the right
seem content
to ratchet up
the rhetoric
against all
Muslims.

I

attended London Mayor
Sadiq Khan’s Trafalgar
Square Eid event on July 2.
It was a gathering of
thousands of people of all
faiths to celebrate Eid
al-Fitr but it was also about
something else after the events
of the past few weeks.
Khan told the audience: “There
are some people who want to
divide our communities; there
are some people who want to fuel
division.” Then he asked: “Are we
going to let them?”
“No,” was the resounding reply.
Two weeks earlier, I attended
a More in Common event: A
multifaith iftar in south London
that brought British Muslims and
people of other faiths or no faith
together to break the Ramadan
fast. The event was designed to
honour the legacy of assassinated
Member of Parliament Jo Cox and
to reflect on what joins us together
rather than forces us apart.
Cox, a Labour Party MP for
Batley and Spen, died a year ago
after being shot and stabbed multiple times by far-right extremist
Thomas Muir.
Next to the iftar event was a
small carnival with bands and
people enjoying a beautiful
summer evening. A few revellers
popped into the iftar event to eat
and chat. Conversations were had
and people hugged as they made

their way home.
A few hours later somebody
broke the bonds of solidarity
and citizenship that had been on
display and drove a van into a
crowd of people near the Finsbury
Park mosque in London, killing
one person and maiming other
worshippers after prayers.
The suspect, who has been
charged with terrorism-related
murder, was reportedly heard saying: “I want to kill all Muslims.”
Across the Atlantic, Nabra Hussein, a 17-year-old girl was killed
in the US state of Virginia. Little
is known of the reason for this attack but the victim’s mother said:
“I think it had to do with the way
she was dressed and the fact that
she’s Muslim.”
These incidents are not connected in any coordinated way but
are the result of the barbaric terrorism of Islamic State (ISIS) and
the rhetoric of hate from far-right
commentators and politicians.
Groups such as ISIS want to
create a war between Muslims and
non-Muslims. When they attack a
pop concert and kill teenagers it’s
because they detest the thought
of people enjoying themselves in
what they would call a decadent
and un-Islamic manner.
The attacks in London, Paris
and Manchester were meant to
incite non-Muslims to demand
action against Muslims and

ultimately engage in acts of terror against them. Of course, ISIS
hopes that Muslims will see the
error of their ways and run into
the waiting arms of the caliphate.
For ISIS, the death of a 17-year-old
Muslim girl or a worshipper after
Taraweeh prayers is something to
be welcomed as much as the death
of those the militants call crusaders.
Politicians and commentators
from the right seem content to
ratchet up the rhetoric against
all Muslims. Playing exactly into
the ISIS game book, they accuse
Muslims of not doing enough to
denounce acts of terror and of failing to cooperate with authorities
to root out the terrorists who, it is
claimed, live among them freely
and with their acceptance.
The vacuum that exists because
of a lack of knowledge about people of faith, particularly Muslims,
in the West allows such simplistic
thoughts to be peddled. When
they are mixed with a right-wing
political and news agenda, these
thoughts do the job that ISIS
wants.
The rhetoric is nothing new. In
2011, former British government
minister Baroness Sayeeda Warsi
claimed that anti-Muslim hatred
had become Britain’s last socially
acceptable form of bigotry and
that prejudice against Muslims
had “passed the dinner table test.”

Islamophobic attacks on people and buildings have risen in
Britain and in the United States,
the Council on American-Islamic
Relations (CAIR) said. Acts of vandalism, violence and aggression
towards mosques have doubled
compared to 2016.
Poignantly, just 48 hours before
the attack near Finsbury Park
mosque, its general-secretary,
Mohammed Kozbar, made an impassioned plea for people to work
together to stop atrocities such as
the assassination of Cox and recent ISIS attacks in Britain. At the
More in Common event, he said:
“Both extremists do not represent
us, do not represent our communities, do not represent our faiths.
They are a tiny minority, a bunch
of murderers who only represent
hatred, division and racism.”
Now he and his congregation
are dealing with the consequences
of division. Perhaps the rationale
behind the More in Common initiative and the mayor of London’s
Eid celebrations are more important for everyone to heed. Let us
not give ISIS the division that it
craves so much.
Aaqil Ahmed, the former head of
Religion and Ethics for the BBC,
is a professor of media at Bolton
University and a consultant in
digital media, broadcasting and
leadership.
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Building from the ashes: MENA’s future beyond conflict
Simon Speakman Cordall

Tunis

W

ar has become the
new normal for
millions of people throughout the
Middle East and
North Africa. For years, conflicts in
Syria, Libya, Iraq and Yemen have
ground on relentlessly. The Red
Cross reported that nearly half of
all global civilian deaths from 201015 occurred in Syria, Iraq or Yemen.
Libya’s refineries burn and the undocumented migrants who leave its
shores by the thousands drown.
However, following the fall of
Mosul, the rout of jihadist militants
from Benghazi and the advance
of both peace talks and armies in
Syria, it is at least possible to take
stock of the havoc wreaked by war
and attempt to conceive of a future
beyond conflict.
Abdullah Dardari, deputy executive secretary of the UN Economic
and Social Commission for Western
Asia (ESCWA), last year said: “It is
never too early to start planning for
reconstruction. In fact, I think it is
already too late.”
“Wars will end. Countries will
have to be rebuilt. People will have
to live. Schools will have to be reconstructed… Life will resume,”
Dardari said.
In the meantime, the human and
financial cost of war continues to
mount. Any individual cessation of
conflict is no guarantor of lasting
peace. A study by Uppsala Conflict
Data Programme said that since the
second world war, the average time
between wars within the MENA region was less than ten years.
The work that lies ahead is daunting.
“The war in Syria is tearing apart
the social and economic fabric of
the country,” World Bank Vice-President for the Middle East and North
Africa Hafez Ghanem wrote in the
preface to a recent report on the
cost of the conflict. “The number of
casualties is devastating but the war

Casualty of conflict. A truck drives as smoke rises following a fire in an oil storage tank at the port of Es Sider in Libya’s Ras Lanuf. (Reuters)
is also destroying the institutions
and systems that societies need to
function and repairing them will be
a greater challenge than rebuilding
infrastructure — a challenge that
will only grow as the war continues.”

In the Maghreb, the
loss of Libya’s oil
output and economic
activity has been
devastating.
The report said Syria’s six bloody
years of conflict have cost its economy $226 billion. Even assuming a
relatively high annual growth rate
of 4.5%, it would take Syria 20 years
to regain its pre-conflict 2010 GDP
level. Syria has, in seven years, gone
from being a middle-income coun-

try to a place where six out of ten
civilians live in extreme poverty.
In 2016, a confidential report by
the World Bank, the United Nations,
the Islamic Development Bank and
the European Union estimated
the total cost of war to the Yemeni
economy was more than $14 billion.
That report said: “The conflict has
so far resulted in damage costs (still
partial and incomplete) of almost
$7 billion and economic losses (in
nominal terms) of over $7.3 billion
in relation to production and service delivery.”
A separate World Bank report
stated that more than 80% of the
country’s population — 20 million
out of 24 million people — are considered poor, an increase of 30%
since April 2015, when fighting escalated. The cost of reversing that
damage is almost incalculable.

In Baghdad, reconstruction costs
are expected to run to the trillions
of dollars. In December 2016, the
World Bank approved a $1.485 billion package to support reforms
and improve public service delivery
and transparency, stimulate private sector growth and support job
creation. Despite this, Iraq faces an
overwhelming humanitarian crisis
with 10 million people — more than
one-quarter of the population — estimated to be in need of assistance,
of which 3.4 million are internally
displaced people and 240,000 refugees.
In the Maghreb, the loss of Libya’s
oil output and economic activity
has been devastating. From 201316, the Tripoli based National Oil
Consortium estimated that Libya
had lost more than $68 billion in potential oil revenues. The cost of re-

storing the country’s infrastructure
was estimated by the group at $200
billion over the next ten years.
Adding the cost of bringing those
countries to where they were before
conflict are opportunities lost. In
2010, Syria had achieved a generally
lower middle-class income. Expectations that this would become an
upper middle-class average income
by 2025 seem farcical.
Compounding this is the future
human cost of MENA’s internecine conflicts and the generation
of young people who have rarely if
ever attended school or who have
never known their parents.
For the legions of the dead, no reconstruction will truly be possible.
Simon Speakman Cordall is a
section editor with The Arab
Weekly.

Major shifts underlie population’s return to Aleppo
Simon Kremer

Aleppo

D

uring the night, his
neighbourhood is like a
ghost town. Abu Adel’s
steps echo off the cobblestones and bulletriddled façades leading up the hill
to the citadel, where the flag of the
Syrian Army waves in the wind.
The sound of artillery can be
heard in the distance as Abu Adel
pulls down the rolling metal shutters of his shop door. He climbs
stairs two floors to where he lives
with his family and enjoys his new
home.
For a long time, Aleppo was the
epicentre of one of the 21st century’s most violent conflicts. Some
districts were wiped out and still
lie in ruins. However, six months
after the withdrawal of rebel forces,
people are returning and starting to
rebuild their city.
Some, though, question to what
degree the direction of that return
has been left to accident and how
much might be orchestrated by Damascus.
“The first days I was living here, I
felt like an animal,” Abu Adel said.
“Life was hard. We didn’t have any
water, electricity or bread. Now it is
getting much better.”
Abu Adel is not originally from
Aleppo. The house he moved into
was on the front line between the
rebels and the Syrian Army. Not far
from where he lives stood the city’s
historical market place and the
Umayyad mosque, both of which
are in ruins.

Abu Adel went to Aleppo when
the rebels took over the countryside
where he lived, he said. He talked
about how he was kidnapped three
times. To avoid a fourth, he said,
he and his family left their village
and moved to Aleppo. Not long after the “liberation” — as he calls the
withdrawal and defeat of the rebels
in eastern Aleppo — he opened the
kiosk he works in today.

The United Nations
said more than
200,000 people have
moved to eastern
Aleppo since the
rebels left.
Six months after the rebels left
eastern Aleppo, people are gradually returning to this formerly prosperous part of eastern Syria. Not a
single house along Aleppo’s former
front line is without bullet holes, if
the walls are standing at all. Complete streets appear to be nothing
but deserts of rubble, with only
concrete skeletons pointing to the
sky above.
The streets are filling with people again, however. The United Nations said more than 200,000 people have moved to eastern Aleppo
since the rebels left.
“When Aleppo doesn’t work,
the whole country doesn’t work,”
said lawmaker and President of the
Aleppo Chamber of Industry Fares
al-Shehabi, a fervent supporter
of Syrian President Bashar Assad.
“The biggest challenge,” he said, “is
to revitalise the city.”
He estimated it will take $30 billion-$40 billion to rebuild the city’s

industry. Government figures confirm that thousands of factories
across the country have been destroyed in the fighting.
In Aleppo, the city’s infrastructure has been all but destroyed. The
electricity supply is not consistent;
large generators sit in the streets.
Residents have tapped overhead
power lines, with big knots of cord
dangling from cables overhead.
During the night, most streets are
dark.
The water network is hardly better. Large red tanks have been installed throughout the city, where
residents can collect the water their
homes need.
During the hostilities, many in
rebel-held eastern Aleppo either
left the city or moved to the lessvolatile western region. After the
city fell to regime forces, the United
Nations estimated that 40,000 of
those remaining, many suspected
of being sympathetic to the rebels,
fled the city. Into the vacuum, others, such as Abu Adel, moved in.
However, researchers said, a larger shift is under way. They spoke
of “demographic engineering” and
of the deliberate reshaping and rebuilding of Syria’s war-ravaged cities upon sectarian lines.
“Through a strategy of siege,
starve, destroy and transfer, the
Syrian government — aided by its allies Russia and Iran — has displaced
hundreds of thousands of civilians
from rural and urban centres in
Damascus, Aleppo and Homs that
rebelled against the rule of Bashar
Assad,” said a study by Dutch NGO
PAX and the Washington-based
Syria Institute. The report concluded that, given a free hand, the

Life goes on. A Syrian boy sells sweets amid destroyed buildings
at Aleppo’s formerly rebel-held al-Shaar neighbourhood.
(AFP)
Syrian government would likely try
to manipulate the sectarian demographics of the country’s key cities.
Shehabi denied such plans, pointing out that even high-ranking military personnel have been removed
from occupied houses in Aleppo to
make way for their original inhabitants.
In any event, he has another
problem. Militias loyal to the regime have started to take the law
into their own hands, blackmailing residents at checkpoints. Two

people have been killed. “They are
acting like Mafia,” Shehabi said.
Russian military police patrol the
streets of Aleppo.
However, for now, Abu Adel is
happy. Few people have returned
to his neighbourhood “but they are
coming back,” he said, “and there
is the military, who are buying soft
drinks and sweets.”
Simon Kremer is a Middle
East correspondent, travelling
throughout the region from Tunis.
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The onerous cost of rebuilding the city of Mosul
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

I

raq has paid a very high price
for retaking Mosul from the Islamic State (ISIS) in an 8-month
battle that left the city in shambles. The cost of rebuilding the
country’s second largest city is likely to be much higher.
An initial assessment suggested
that billions of dollars would be
needed to restore basic infrastructure, rebuild razed neighbourhoods and repair medical facilities,
schools and cultural and religious
centres.
Approximately 40,000 people are
thought to have died in the fighting.
ISIS car bombs as well as air strikes
and artillery by the Iraqi military
and an international coalition backing it caused many of the fatalities.
More than 920,000 people — about
half Mosul’s pre-war population —
were displaced and live in crowded
camps outside the city and the adjacent Kurdish region.
“The extent of destruction is
massive, especially in the western
part that comprises the old city,
which was destroyed,” said Hussam Abbar, a council member of
Nineveh governorate. “More than
90% of the city’s infrastructure was
damaged in the military operations
and vandalism undertaken by [ISIS]
to slow the advance of the Iraqi
Army.”
Initial estimates from the Fund
for Iraq Reconstruction and the
United Nations for rebuilding the
city and its environs were $50 billion, Abbar said.
“The water network in the western side was destroyed as well as
the main power plant in al-Sahaji,
which supplied west Mosul and
parts of the eastern side with electricity. The cost of rehabilitating the
plant only amounts to $40 million,”
he said.
Economic activity and trade are
paralysed in the city’s main markets
of al-Corniche, Bab al-Taub, Farouk
Street and Sarj Khana, which were
90% damaged, Abbar said
“The extent of destruction of
schools is estimated at 25% and the
number of damaged and completely flattened private properties, including buildings and cars is in the
thousands. Huge amounts reaching
up to 700 billion dinars ($591 mil-

Daunting mission. Workers remove rubble of a building destroyed during fighting between Iraqi forces and Islamic State fighters in
eastern Mosul, Iraq, April 21, 2017.
(Reuters)
lion) will be needed to pay compensation only,” he said.
The science faculties and the library at Mosul’s University were
damaged, Abbar said, noting that
classes could resume in other faculties that were not as badly affected.
“Religious landmarks and archaeological sites in Mosul and
Nineveh province were not spared
ISIS’s wrath. On the contrary, they
were main targets for the jihadists
who considered ancient vestiges as
symbols of heresy and anti-Islam,”
Abbar said.
“They included the ancient city
of Nimrud and its famous winged
bull, the shrine mosque of Prophet
Jirjis, the tomb of Prophet Yunus
and al-Hadba minaret of al-Nuri
mosque, which dates back hundreds of years.”
He stressed that “the government’s efforts will be primarily centred on restoring basic services in
the city, considering security and

economic challenges.”
Humanitarian groups and the
government said they fear that, if
the rebuilding process in Mosul and
its outskirts were not swift, a more
serious humanitarian crisis could
envelop the region.

The initial estimate
for rebuilding Mosul
and its environs is
$50 billion.
The extent of damage was far
greater than expected and much
worse in the western half of the city
than in the east. UN officials estimate Mosul’s basic infrastructure
will cost more than $1 billion to repair and long-term reconstruction
would cost many billions of dollars
and take several years.
UN Humanitarian Coordinator for
Iraq Lise Grande was quoted as saying that initial assessments showed

that “stabilisation,” which includes
repairing water, sewage and electricity infrastructure and reopening
schools and hospitals, would cost
more than twice initial estimates.
“In western Mosul, what we’re
seeing is the worst damage of the
entire conflict,” she said. “In those
neighbourhoods where the fighting
has been the fiercest, we’re looking
at levels of damage incomparable to
anything else that has happened in
Iraq so far.”
The Iraqi government has devised
a 10-year plan to rebuild Mosul and
other provinces damaged in the
fight against ISIS.
“It is a two-phased plan,” said
spokesman for Ministry of Planning
Abdul Zahra al-Hindawi. “The first
phase is about stabilising the area
by restoring basic needs and services in one year. The second phase
would be implemented over ten
years and will consist of rebuilding
all liberated areas. The cost for it is

estimated at $100 billion.”
Hindawi said Kuwait offered to
host a donor conference for countries that Iraq hopes will chip in
generously through grants and soft
loans. “Iraq is reeling under a severe economic crisis due to falling
oil prices, and it needs regional and
international support for rebuilding
the cities liberated from the grip of
terrorism,” he said.
While Mosul suffered the greatest damage, other cities in northern
and western Iraq, including Falluja,
Ramadi, Tikrit, Howija, Heet and
Biji, were heavily damaged in the
war to dislodge ISIS.
Iraq declared victory in Mosul,
ISIS’s last stronghold in the country,
on July 10. The jihadists, however,
still controlled some areas in Iraq.
Oumayma Omar, based in Baghdad,
is a contributor to the Culture
and Society sections of The Arab
Weekly.

What’s next after Mosul and Raqqa?

View poi nt

Claude
Salhani

U

nits of the Iraqi
Army’s special
forces, trained and
supported by the
United States,
celebrated their
victory over the Islamic State
(ISIS) in the northern Iraqi city of
Mosul.
In the war against ISIS, Iraq has
the political backing of several European and Arab countries, including most of the Gulf Cooperation
Council (GCC) members.
Shortly after their defeat in
Mosul, ISIS jihadists will almost certainly be removed from the Syrian
city of Raqqa, the de facto capital
of the short-lived caliphate. Here, a
much-weakened ISIS will likely face
its last stand, this time against the
the Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic
Forces (SDF) and their allies.
While the war to defeat ISIS in
Iraq is quite clear — at least as clear
as the fog of war permits in the
complex and often murky world of
Middle Eastern politics — the fact is
that ISIS is fighting one coalition in
Iraq and another in Syria. This does

Both cities will have to be
rebuilt. Both cities are faced
with a refugee problem of
gigantic proportions.

not automatically make the two
anti-ISIS coalitions allies or even
friends.
The civil war in Syria complicates
matters even further.
The war against ISIS in Syria,
supported by Russia, Iran and the
Lebanese Hezbollah movement,
does not bring these factions any
closer. Despite Russia and the
United States both fighting to eradicate ISIS, this does not make the
two superpowers any friendlier to
one another, either. Instead, it risks
putting their political differences on
the front lines of the Syrian conflict,
as recently took place when the
United States shot down a Syrian
war plane.
The alliances created out of
military necessity have brought
together the United States, Russia,
Iran, Turkey, the GCC countries and
a scattering of European and Arab
countries.
ISIS’s imminent defeat on the
battlefield does not mean the end of
the Islamist threat, however.
Indeed, routing ISIS on the battlefield creates new problems that
must be addressed immediately.
Ignoring those issues would create
further chaos in the region and
beyond.
What comes next is not going to
be easy or simple to resolve.
Authorities will have to expe-

dite rebuilding population centres
destroyed in the fighting. Winter
is only a few months away and the
number of refugees is staggering.
They will want to ensure there are
adequate living conditions to house
refugees before cold weather sets
in.
Tonnes of rubble will need to
be cleared and financial investors
will need to be invited to rebuild
the cities and gradually fix the ugly
scars of war. The military will need
to start removing the thousands
of landmines and unexploded
ordnance.
An urgent refugee crisis requires
immediate attention, as many of
the millions of people displaced by
the fighting will head back to the
area.
The refugee crisis has not only
affected the countries involved in
the conflict but spilled into neighbouring countries in the Levant and
into Europe.
Syria, with the civil war continuing, faces a greater problem, as ISIS
was only one of the factions fighting the regime.
Additionally, military sources
have estimated that approximately
60,000 ISIS fighters were thrown
into the fight in Mosul, not all of
whom were killed or captured in
Iraq.
As the jihadists were being

Routing
ISIS on the
battlefield
creates new
problems
that must be
addressed
immediately.

pushed out of their last stronghold
in Iraq, many made their way to
Raqqa. Respite for the jihadists, if
any, will likely be brief before the
same scenario that took place in
Iraq unfolds in Syria. Thousands, if
not more, of experienced, combathardened and angry young men
will scatter across the Levant and
Europe. Both Iraq and Syria face
nearly insurmountable problems.
Syria, Iraq and the international
community will have little time to
celebrate before the reality of the
situation makes itself known.
Both cities will have to be rebuilt.
Both cities are faced with a refugee
problem of gigantic proportions. Of
the 60,000 or so Islamist fighters,
not all were killed or captured.
Many will filter back to their native
countries in Europe and the Arab
world.
Are the countries concerned prepared from a security and humanitarian point of view? Will Europe
step up to the plate, given how
the United States, with President
Donald Trump, is preoccupied with
domestic issues? The US president’s
tweeting addiction may leave him
watching from the sidelines. Or will
Russia, with its ambitious president, try to fill the void?
Claude Salhani is a regular
columnist for The Arab Weekly.
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Christians in Syria: An idealised image shaken by war
Simon Kremer

Mar Musa

W

“

e have always
waited for war
to come to us,”
Brother
Jihad
said.
The monk with short-cropped
hair sat on the broad terrace of Dar
Mar Musa al-Habashi — The Monastery of the Holy Moses of Abyssinia — about 80km north of Damascus. Clinging like a swallow’s
nest to the side of the Qalamoun
Mountains, the monastery overlooks a small cultivated plain,
which stretches along either side
of the 400 or so stone steps down
into the desert. In the background,
the sound of Brother Budrus rattling around the kitchen can be
heard as he prepares a lunch of
creamy lentil soup and homemade
cheese.

In contrast to many
of Syria’s church
leaders, Brother
Jihad said he can
understand why
many Christians left
the country.
Before the war, Christians made
up 11.2% of Syria’s population.
What that number might be now is
anyone’s guess. A recent survey by
Christian NGO Open Doors stated
that many Christians feel a pervading sense of hopelessness.
Since the outbreak of Syria’s war,
Christian villages occupied by jihadist militias have been routed
and their populations were killed,
enslaved or fled. In some quarters,
the attitude of the church has not
helped, with many Christian leaders
defending Syrian President Bashar
Assad’s claim to be the sole guardian of the country’s minorities.
While this may have brought
some comfort to Christians in Damascus, it increased the exposure

of those in Syria’s hinterland. For
many, the trauma of the last seven
years of civil war has been enough
for them to question if religious reconciliation will be possible.
In 1982, when Italian Jesuit priest
Paolo Dall’Oglio discovered the
sixth-century ruins at Mar Musa,
abandoned since the 19th century,
he was fascinated by the place. Nine
years later, he returned to resume
work at the centuries-old monastery.
“People love the silence around
here,” said Brother Jihad, a common name among Christians of the
region. The silence of the desert
and the emptiness of the landscape
have made Mar Musa a place of pilgrimage for Christians and Muslims
from all over the world. At the peak
of its popularity, almost 30,000
people visited Mar Musa every year.
The monastery was especially popular with backpackers and students.
Mar Musa was considered “Taizé
of the Orient.” Instead of giving money, guests would help in
the kitchen or in the fields or drag
stones from the Wadi behind the
monastery to help build an altar.
Now, only the occasional visitor
from a neighbouring village comes
by.
When the monastery was caught
between the rebels and the Syrian
Army in 2012-13, community members said they feared for their lives.
“We lived in fear. We wondered if
God really existed or not,” Brother
Jihad said.
The 39-year old monk said he
spent days alone in the monastery’s
chapel, watching as the candlelight
flickered over the scorched faces of
11th- and 12th-century frescoes. “If
you have had such an experience
yourself, you can understand the
needy much better,” he said.
In contrast to many Syrian church
leaders, Brother Jihad said he can
understand why many Christians
have left the country. It is believed
that more than half of Syria’s Christian population has emigrated.
“Before the war, there was this
image of Syria where all the peo-

Shattered by war. A Catholic priest inspects damage at Mar Elian monastery in al-Qaryatain in
central Syria.
									
ple (and religions) were part of a
mosaic of a united nation,” Brother
Jihad said. “The war has revealed
that this idealised image is not true.
Christians and Muslims in Syria really had very little to do with each
other.”
A small bell breaks the silence and
signals the call for prayer. Brother Jihad removed his shoes and slipped
through a low door into the chapel.
A light beam from a narrow window
revealed the carpets on the floor,
as in a mosque. “We know that we
receive a lot of support in prayers
from all over the world,” Brother Jihad said.
Financial support the community
receives from Europe is vital. Even
if you don’t need much for five peo-

ple, he said “it is good to know that
you’re not forgotten.”
The community clings to its connections with nearby villages. In
the neighbouring village of Al Nabak they speak of “our monks”
when they talk about Mar Musa, although there are just 300 Christians
in the town of 50,000. When the
city was destroyed during clashes,
the monks helped rebuild 70 houses
there.
When the war came near the
monastery, monks and nuns repeatedly asked themselves whether
they should stay. When Father Paolo
was kidnapped by the Islamic State
(ISIS) or when jihadists destroyed
the second monastery of the community near Homs with bulldozers

(AFP)

or when 13 nuns from the Christian
village of Maalula were kidnapped,
the same painful question was worried over. “But every night we decided to stay,” Brother Jihad said.
In Mar Musa, the people do not
want to give up the ideal of interfaith dialogue or building understanding between religions. “After the war we will have to build
bridges between the people,” said
Brother Jihad. “There has been a lot
of damage.”
He is waiting for the end of the
conflict. The front is far away these
days. Down in the valley a car approached. A Syrian family parked
and unloaded a picnic basket; 398
stone steps separated them from
the monastery.

Making Syrian refugees feel unwelcome in Lebanon
Sami Moubayed

Beirut

H

ezbollah is on a collision
course with Lebanese
Prime Minister Saad
Hariri, surprisingly, over
the fate of the 1.5 million
Syrian refugees who have been living in Lebanon since 2011.
The Shia party argues that many
of the refugees are secret affiliates
of radical jihadis Jabhat al-Nusra
and the Islamic State (ISIS) and sees
them as a security threat to Lebanon.
Hezbollah claims that at least
43% of the refugees are from Syrian
towns and cities that are now safe,
as they are included in the de-conflict zones that were agreed upon at
the latest round of ceasefire talks in
Astana. Hariri insists on keeping the
refugees in Lebanon on humanitarian grounds, arguing that arrest or
death awaits them if they cross the
border, as many fall broadly within
the anti-regime camp in Syria or are
related to the armed opposition.
A series of unfortunate and reportedly deliberate events disrupted the
ruined lives of the Syrian refugees in
Lebanon, making them feel very unwanted. In early July, back-to-back
fires broke out at a refugee camp in
the Bekaa Valley, destroying more
than 20 tents and killing one child.
Many Syrians said the fire was sabotage by Lebanese associates of the
Damascus regime.
Simultaneously, the Lebanese
Army raided the town of Arsal in
north-eastern Lebanon, a hub for
Syrian refugees. Four Syrians set off
explosives, killing themselves, during battles with the Lebanese Army

and four others were arrested. On
July 4, the Lebanese military issued
a statement saying that all of the
Syrians involved had died in custody due to “poor health conditions.”
On July 14, Human Rights Watch
claimed that a fifth Syrian detainee
had died in prison.
The following day, the Lebanese
Army said that 356 Syrians were in
custody, 56 for prosecution and 257
for lack of proper residency papers.
Photos went viral on social media
of Syrian refugees squatting with
hands behind their heads and backs,
being maltreated by Lebanese military personnel.

Hezbollah wants
refugees out because
it doesn’t see them as
1.5 million souls but,
rather, as “1.5 million
Sunnis.”
Angry Syrian refugees teamed up,
preparing to stage a loud demonstration against the Lebanese Army,
a protest halted by Interior Minister
Nihad Machnouk. This infuriated
Lebanese public opinion. Activists accused the Syrians wanting to
demonstrate of being ungrateful
and of insulting the official military
institution of the Lebanese republic.
Some Syrians condemned the move,
saying that, as guests, it was not
their right to criticise any form of official Lebanon.
A similar situation emerged in
Egypt in 2013 when Syrians took to
the streets in support of the toppled
regime of President Muhammad
Morsi, prompting Egyptian authorities to have them locked up and deported.
Speaking to MTV Lebanon, Minis-

ter of State for Refugee Affairs Muin
al-Murebi said: “Syrian intelligence
are behind the suspicious call for a
demonstration against the Lebanese
Army.”
On July 18, a video depicting two
Lebanese beating a Syrian refugee and cursing him for wanting to
demonstrate against the Lebanese
Army went viral. The Lebanese are
shown insulting the refugee, accusing him of being an agent for the Islamic State (ISIS). The video further
enflamed emotions on both sides of
the spectrum.
All this went hand in hand with
a systematic online campaign in
the Beirut media, especially in proHezbollah outlets, accusing refugees of draining the economy and
of “stealing food from the mouth
of the Lebanese.” Lengthy articles
were published showing how much
of a security threat the refugees had
become and how depleted the Lebanese economy was becoming, as it
provided Syrian refugees with shelter, schools, water and electricity.
Hezbollah figures accused the
Hariri team of lobbying for the refugees’ stay because they attract huge
economic assistance from abroad,
money that is often illegally pocketed by profiteers and merchants of
the Syrian refugee crisis.
Earlier in the year, for example,
Lebanon officially requested $11.5
billion-$13.8 billion from the European Union for humanitarian assistance for Syrian refugees. The European Union has already allocated
$634.6 million.
Hezbollah claims that very little of
that money ended up in the Syrian
camps. The influential Beirut daily
An-Nahar reported that the Syrian
refugees have become “the goose
that has the golden egg,” unleashing

Under watchful eyes. Hezbollah members escort a convoy of
Syrian refugees at the border town of Arsal, on July.
a “fountain of corruption” in Lebanon.
Members of the Saudi-backed
Hariri camp argue that Hezbollah
wants them out because it doesn’t
see them as 1.5 million souls but,
rather, as “1.5 million Sunnis” who
challenge Hezbollah’s demographic superiority in Lebanon. They
strongly deny accusations of profiteering at the expense of the Syrian
refugees.
Hezbollah has been trying to push
the Syrians back into Syria at least
since early 2015. Strict regulations
were imposed by the Hezbollahbacked Directorate of General Security, forcing refugees to obtain a residency permit that cost up to $1,000,
which is more than what ordinary
refugee households can afford. Only
21% of them stayed behind and paid
the amount, compared to 58% in
2015-16.
Additionally, many were insulted

(Reuters)

and maltreated on the borders, and
measures were imposed preventing the arrival of new refugees. Any
Syrian wanting to cross the SyrianLebanese border under Hezbollah’s
watchful eye had to prove financial
independence by presenting authorities with a valid hotel reservation or plane ticket, proving that
he was a tourist or passer-by rather
than a refugee-in-the-making, and
to show a valid bank account or
$1,000 in cash.
If these measures are not enough
to convince the refugees to pack up
and leave, then more intimidation is
likely to follow, ranging from arrests
and curfews on Syrians to expelling them from schools and making
them feel more and more unwelcome in Lebanon.
Sami Moubayed is a Syrian
historian and author of “Under the
Black Flag” (IB Tauris, 2015).
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Harvard study says Muslim
Brotherhood will never be
a viable political force
Mark Habeeb

Washington

A

s “an ideology bent on
inserting more religion — including sharia
— into politics and the
legal system,” the Muslim Brotherhood could not gain acceptability by the majority in Arab
countries, Nawaf Obaid said.
Obaid, a visiting fellow for Intelligence and Defence Projects at the
Belfer Centre for Science and International Affairs at Harvard University, is the author of “The Muslim
Brotherhood: A Failure in Political
Evolution,” released this month.
The Muslim Brotherhood began as an opposition movement,
as have many political parties
throughout history. In the case of
the Brotherhood, it was opposition
to Westernisation characterised
by post-independence secular regimes in the Middle East. Brotherhood opposition, however, was
based on an ideology determined
to insert religion into politics and
the legal system, Obaid wrote.

While most people
in the Arab world are
religious, they do
not view Islam as “a
comprehensive
system of values and
governance.”
This, he said, has made it unacceptable to the majority in most
Arab countries that “have grown

increasingly inimical to such insertion.”
While most people in the Arab
world are religious, they do not
view Islam as “a comprehensive
system of values and governance,”
Obaid said the Brotherhood’s vision renders it fundamentally obstructive to democratic norms,
tolerant societies and political systems that reflect a wide range of
viewpoints.
Compounding the Brotherhood’s
problem, Obaid said, has been its
inability “to keep its members in
step” on issues and political strategies. No doubt this is due to the
Brotherhood consisting of disparate, loosely connected organisations spread across the Arab and
Muslim worlds, each standing in
opposition to a different government. The effect is that the Brotherhood sends profoundly mixed
signals about the imposition of
sharia and, more critically, about
terrorism and jihadism.
For every positive or constructive
comment by a Brotherhood leader,
one can easily find an equally negative and destructive comment from
another one.
Obaid, who formerly served as
special adviser to Prince Turki alFaisal when he was the Saudi ambassador to Britain and later to the
United States, wrote: “(A)s an oppositionist movement that has had
a difficult time keeping its members
united and that also has myriad
links to terrorism and/or a failure to
address terrorism, the MB [Muslim
Brotherhood] has struggled to gain
legitimacy as a viable form of governance.”

Obaid’s argument was reinforced
by the recent examples of Brotherhood political success: The brief
terms in office of Egypt’s President
Muhammad Morsi and Tunisia’s
Ennahda Party.

Obaid said that
parties of the
Brotherhood will
never succeed in
achieving lasting
political success.
Morsi governed in an overbearing manner and enacted laws that
seemed to be dictated by unelected
Brotherhood ideologists, despite
his resigning as a Brotherhood
member on his election as president. Egypt’s powerful deep state
did not try to make things easy for
Morsi but his errors in office and
a mixed message on terrorism accounted for the popular protests
that led to his ouster and the subsequent suppression of the Brotherhood.
In Tunisia, Ennahda became the
governing party after the ouster of
former President Zine el-Abidine
Ben Ali but proved slow to react
in the face of terror attacks and
the creation of jihadist cells along
Tunisia’s border with Algeria, raising suspicions about its true intentions. Perhaps viewing Morsi’s fate
as a warning, Ennahda relinquished
power to maintain its status as a
legitimate political player and prevent suffering the fate of the Egyptian Brotherhood. Obaid called Tunisia “a bit of a success story for the
MB.”

Dissection of riddled history. Nawaf Obaid, author of “The
Muslim Brotherhood: A Failure in Political Evolution.” (Nawaf Obaid)
Jordan and Morocco, Obaid suggested, are similar partial success
stories although in both cases
Brotherhood parties have been accommodating to the government
and, in the case of Jordan, has used
“a gentle, non-radical terminology.”
While Tunisia, Morocco and Jordan are examples of Brotherhood
parties that learned to adjust to being “legitimate opposition,” they
have not eliminated concerns over
hidden agendas and a serious commitment to separating religious life

from political life. Obaid suggested
that these concerns will hinder the
Brotherhood in its efforts to achieve
political power, at least via the ballot box.
Obaid concluded that parties of
the Brotherhood will never succeed in achieving lasting political
success because “its history is far
too riddled with infighting, violence and resistance to give way
to a cohesive organisation that will
ever gain widespread support as a
source of respectable political leadership in the Arab world.”

Egypt’s al-Gama’a al Islamiya facing uncertain future
Amr Emam

Cairo

M

ajor divisions within
Egypt’s al-Gama’a al
Islamiya threaten to
disband its Building
and
Development
Party and deal another blow to political Islam in the country.
“This is particularly the case after
the Muslim Brotherhood totally got
out of politics,” said Kamal Habib,
an Islamist leader and an expert
in Islamist movements. “Current
conflicts within al-Gama’a al Islamiya will have far-reaching repercussions on the future of political
Islam as a whole.”
Best described as a generational
divide, polarisation within alGama’a al Islamiya showed after the
re-election of controversial figure
Tarek al-Zomor as secretary-general of the Building and Development
Party, which he helped establish.

Analysts equated
the dissolution of
the Building and
Development
Party with the end
of political Islam
in Egypt.
Zomor, 56, was implicated in the
assassination of Egyptian President
Anwar Sadat in October 1981 and
spent nearly three decades in jail.
He was released in March 2011.
He fled to Qatar in July 2013 after the Egyptian Army backed a
popular uprising against President
Muhammad Morsi, a long-time
member of the Muslim Brotherhood, and subsequent crackdown
against the group and its supporters, including senior Building and

Development Party figures. Zomor
was tried and convicted in absentia
of several crimes, including inciting
violence.
The diplomatic crisis between
Qatar and fellow Arab countries
Egypt, Saudi Arabia, the United
Arab Emirates and Bahrain has put
Zomor back in the spotlight. On
June 8, the four countries issued
a list of 59 terror suspects, including Zomor, whom they accuse Qatar of abetting. Cairo is demanding
that Doha hand over Zomor, along
with other Egyptian Islamists in the
country.
Zomor’s re-election in May as
head of the Building and Development Party, with 52% of the vote,
fuelled conflict between the party’s
old guard, which wants to keep
faith with Zomor, and younger
members, who are looking ahead
to an increasingly uncertain future.
“Young party members want to
break away from the policies of
the party leadership,” said Nageh
Ibrahim, am al-Gama’a al Islamiya
leader known to be the ideologue
behind the movement’s mid-1990s
renunciation of violence. “The
young members want to save the
party, put an end to the alliance
with the Muslim Brotherhood and
be part of Egypt’s political life.”
Al-Gama’a al Islamiya backed the
Muslim Brotherhood after the June
30 uprising, refusing to recognise
the post-Morsi government, landing thousands of the group’s supporters and members in jail.
Although the Building and Development Party has avoided being formally disbanded, it is facing
court challenges. The re-election of
a person with Zomor’s record as its
leader is not helping matters.
It is a major fall after the party
won the second highest share of
the vote (28%) in the 2011-12 elections as part of an Islamist alliance
with the Salafist Al-Nour Party. The

Undemocratic politics. An Egyptian demonstrator uses a stick to beat a graffiti portraying an armed
Islamist in Luxor.
(AFP)
Building and Development Party
boycotted the 2015 parliamentary
elections and it appears increasingly likely it will not see another
election.
On July 17, the Parties Affairs
Commission, the state-run body
that regulates political parties,
said it was investigating 11 Islamist parties, including al-Gama’a al
Islamiya. Commission Chairman
Adel el-Shorbagy said the Building
and Development Party violated
the constitution, given that it was
explicitly based on religion, adding that investigations were looking
into the alleged funding of terrorism. Al-Gama’a al Islamiya was des-

ignated a foreign terrorist organisation by the US State Department in
1997.
While al-Gama’a al Islamiya continues to have a strong following,
particularly in southern Egypt, analysts equated the dissolution of the
Building and Development Party
with the end of political Islam in
Egypt.
“Look at this political stage now
and you will find no influential Islamist parties on it,” said Hani Abdullah, a researcher on political
Islam. “This means that political
Islam might be in for tough times in
the years to come, at least in Egypt.”
Egypt’s Salafists, as represented

by the Al-Nour party, would become the sole sanctioned representative of political Islam. Al-Nour
backed the popular uprising against
the Muslim Brotherhood and supported successive military-backed
governments, even campaigning
for President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi
during Egypt’s 2014 presidential
election. This, however, coincided
with the group’s dwindling popularity. Al-Nour won just 11 seats in
the latest parliamentary elections,
compared to 111 seats in the 2011-12
vote.
Amr Emam is a Cairo-based
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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Christian volunteers
to boost security around
Egypt’s churches
Ibrahim Ouf

Cairo

E

gyptian officials are recruiting Christian volunteers to increase security
around churches in the
country following attacks
by the Islamic State (ISIS) targeting
Coptic Christians.
The move, observers said, was
an indication of the size of the
challenge of securing the country’s churches but it has polarised
Egypt’s Christian community and
raised suspicions that protecting
churches from attack was not a priority for the government.
“Protecting the churches is the
job of the security agencies, not of
Christian civilians,” Christian activist Kamal Zakhir said. “A move
such as this will lead to more evil
than good.”
The plan includes the Egyptian
Interior Ministry training Christian civilians to provide security
around churches, including on how
to conduct searches and liaise with
local security authorities. Egypt’s
churches often post volunteer security guards alongside armed police officers on holy days and celebrations.
The Christian volunteers would
not be given firearms but would
screen those entering the church
to ensure they were not carrying
weapons or explosives. The plan
was unveiled by Bishop Marcos of
the Shoubra al-Khema Diocese in

Cairo and a former spokesman of
the Coptic Orthodox Church.
Bishop Marcos said Christian
volunteers were receiving security
training. Given that security volunteers would already be part of the
local congregation, they would be
best equipped to recognise suspicious figures entering the church.
Opponents said, however, that
— apart from opening the door to
accusations from Egypt’s powerful Islamist movements that the
churches are starting to have their
own “armed militias” to defend
them — the plan would pit church
volunteers against attackers.
“It is as if the government is telling us that we have to confront the
radicals who attack our churches
ourselves,” Zakhir said.

The Christian
volunteers would not
be given firearms but
would screen those
entering the church.
Egypt’s Christians, approximately 10% of the Egyptian population,
have been caught in the country’s
fight against terrorism. ISIS, in particular, has sought to target Christians to spread sectarian strife.
ISIS claimed responsibility for
several attacks on Egyptian churches in Cairo, Alexandria and the Nile
Delta city of Tanta, as well as on a
bus carrying Christian worshippers
in May.
Coptic Christians in Egypt’s res-

tive Sinai Peninsula, where an
entrenched ISIS is facing off with
Egyptian troops backed by Bedouin
fighters, fled their homes following
repeated ISIS attacks and threats.
The strategy appeared to pay off
when a man, hiding a knife in a
bag, tried to enter a church in Alexandria. Another man in civilian
clothes, apparently a security volunteer, prevented the person from
going into the church and alerted
security officers.
The attacker used the knife to
slash at the guard’s neck before
being overpowered by churchgoers and other volunteer security
guards.
Given the increased threats facing Egypt’s churches, not just in
terms of coordinated attacks by
ISIS but also low-level knife attacks
inspired by the terrorist group,
many are welcoming any measure
that provides greater security and
safety.
“The Christians are full of fear
because of repeated attacks against
their churches,” said Naguib Gabriel, a lawyer for the Coptic Orthodox Church. “The authorities are
doing whatever they can to secure
the churches but the presence of
additional support from Christian
volunteers will help a lot in this regard.”
The Coptic Orthodox Church has
instructed Christian worshippers
to cancel church visits and avoid
leaving churches in groups. Father
Polis Halim, the official spokesman
of the church, said the instructions
were issued because of “current se-

Major challenge. Security forces stand outside the Tanta Coptic
church that was bombed last April.
(Reuters)
curity conditions.”
The church cancelled seminars,
gatherings and events scheduled
in July at churches. It is not clear
whether usual activities at Egypt’s
2,900 churches will return in August with trained Christian volunteers boosting security efforts.
“Christian volunteers, especially
those familiar with those who attend to the churches for masses,

will help a lot in preventing strangers from entering the churches,”
said security expert Khaled Okasha. “This does not mean that the
state is shirking its responsibility
for protecting the churches. Church
protection is the job of everybody
in this country.”
Ibrahim Ouf is an Egyptian
journalist based in Cairo.

Cairo counts on Benghazi outcome being a game changer
Amr Emam

Cairo

T

he announcement of the
liberation of Benghazi by
Libyan National Army
(LNA) commander Field
Marshal Khalifa Haftar
could be a turning point for the
North African country, Egyptian
experts said.
“This finally gives hope that one
party can end the conflict in Libya
in its favour,” said Zyad Akl, a researcher at Egypt’s Al-Ahram Centre for Political and Strategic Studies. “Benghazi’s liberation can be
a model for similar military successes in other areas in the future.”
The second largest city in Libya,
Benghazi was historically Libya’s
economic capital. The north-eastern city was declared free of Islamist militias on July 5. “After a continuous struggle against terrorism
and its agents that lasted more
than three years… we announce
to you the liberation of Benghazi,”
Haftar said.

Growing
international support
for Haftar,
particularly from
neighbouring Egypt,
could decide the
future of Libya.
Together with neighbouring
Tobruk, Benghazi can form the
nucleus of what Haftar and politicians aligned with him call “Free
Libya.” The aim is to push Islamist
militias, including those aligned
with al-Qaeda and the Islamic
State (ISIS), towards the south and
west.
Even after Haftar’s declaration
of victory, fighting continued in
the eastern city as pockets of fight-

ers refused to surrender. The remaining resistance is expected to
be easily brushed aside but demonstrates the scale of the challenge faced by Haftar and the LNA.
“One of the challenges is for
Haftar and his army to fill in the
void left by the Islamist militias
in Benghazi,” said Libyan political analyst Ezzedine Akil. “There
is also uncertainty about whether
Haftar will use this victory as a
morale-boosting force for his army
to extend its control to other cities.”
LNA spokesman Colonel Ahmed
al-Mesmari said Benghazi would
serve as a starting point to gain
control over 80% of Libyan territory.
In his speech announcing the
“liberation” of Benghazi, Haftar
said residents of the north-eastern
city could start enjoying a new future of peace and security.
This, experts said, was easier
said than done.
Benghazi is a sprawling city,
twice the size of Baghdad, inhabited by 500,000 Libyans who have
experienced severe conditions
since the 2011 revolution. Subsequent conflict in the city between
Haftar’s forces and Islamist militias resulted in damages that will
require major work to repair.
Even after Haftar’s success in
Benghazi, the fight to liberate the
rest of Libya remains.
“True, Haftar is building a professional army with officers and
pilots receiving training in Egypt
and other countries but he has
other rivals,” Akil said. “These rivals will make his push into other
parts of Libya, including Tripoli,
very difficult.”
Haftar in March alluded to his
plans to make Tripoli his next target. He said his army would help
the capital’s residents, warning
militias controlling the capital
against staying.
He said his victory in Beng-

Sinai perspective. Members of the self-styled Libyan National Army, loyal to the country’s eastern
strongman Khalifa Haftar, ride on a tank in the eastern city of Benghazi, on July 5.
(AFP)
hazi did not mean that his battle
against what he called “terrorism”
had come to an end. “The battle
will not end before we root this
terrorism out of all Libyan territories,” Haftar told the Russian news
agency Sputnik.
The road to Tripoli is difficult,
with the presence of ISIS in a number of cities, including Sabratha,
Derna and Msallata, along the way.
“The troops of the internationally recognised Fayez al-Sarraj
government are also present in —
apart from Tripoli — areas outside
the capital and will prevent Haftar
and his army from reaching it,”
Akil said. “Islamist militias are also
present and strong in Misrata.”

Growing
international
support for Haftar, particularly from
neighbouring Egypt, could decide
the future of Libya.
Egypt, the United Arab Emirates and Russia invested heavily in
Haftar and his army, despite a 2011
UN arms embargo.
Libya’s unrest has deeply affected the security situation in Egypt.
Authorities said most of the arms
that fall into the hands of militants
fighting the army in the Sinai Peninsula were from Libya.
Egyptian air strikes in May targeted ISIS and al-Qaeda positions
in several Libyan cities, including Derna, after militants killed
28 Egyptian Christians as they

travelled to a monastery in southwestern Egypt.
Egypt’s military said that it
foiled dozens of infiltration attempts from Libya every month
but that the border with Libya is
expected to pose less of a security
risk as more of eastern Libya falls
under Haftar’s control.
“Most of the arms and explosives used by ISIS militants in Sinai
and other parts of Egypt against
the army come from Libya,” said
political analyst Saeed al-Lawindy.
“With most of eastern Libya coming under Haftar’s control, Libya
will gradually stop being a direct national security menace to
Egypt.”
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Where Afghanistan is heading and what it means for the Arab Gulf
Sabahat Khan

Dubai

A

fghanistan is one of the
most intense areas of international instability in
the world, affecting the
dangerous rivalry between nuclear-armed neighbours
India and Pakistan and extending
its strategic significance to the Middle East.
The rise of the Islamic State (ISIS)
has increased terror levels around
the world and redrawn much of the
map of the Middle East. However,
as its affiliates seek to establish a
foothold in Afghanistan, they could
imbue the country’s long-standing
internal conflict with new and more
pressing strategic significance.
Consequently, the establishment of
ISIS operations in Afghanistan will
force a revision of policy positions
and priorities inside the country as
well as among its various international stakeholders.
The most credible counter to ISIS
expansion within Afghanistan is
not the country’s troubled government but its Sunni insurgent group,
the Taliban. Since 2001, the Taliban
has proven resilient in the face of
overwhelming allied military firepower and still seems as unlikely
as ever to fizzle out of existence.
The Taliban has more money, more
fighters and more territory now
than it has had at any time since the
US-led invasion. It is showing no
sign of halting its activities.

Given their
dramatically opposed
religious views, the
development of
Iran-Taliban ties
seems unthinkable.
However, as ISIS emerges it does
so at the expense of the Taliban, a
group that has declined to ally with
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi’s fabled caliphate. As the only serious check on

ISIS expansion in central Asia, it is
the Taliban rather than the embattled government of Afghan President Ashraf Ghani that many view
as a potential ally.

Adapting Arab Gulf
positions on
Afghanistan may
prove helpful in
allowing the United
States to focus more
fully on Iran.
Iran is adapting its approach to
Afghanistan. Having recognised
the utility of the Taliban as an antiISIS bulwark, Iran is developing low
levels of engagement with Taliban
field commanders. Given their dramatically opposed religious views,
the development of Iran-Taliban
ties seems unthinkable. Iran had
supported the American toppling of
the Taliban as well as the establishment of Afghanistan’s post-conflict
administration.
However, Tehran has adopted a
more pragmatic line. First, by developing ties to the Taliban, the Iranians may exert influence over the
direction of the Taliban’s attention
and add another lever by which to
challenge or deter US interests.
Second, a key Iranian priority has
been to ensure ISIS does not gain a
foothold anywhere near its borders,
especially the one it shares with
Afghanistan. To that end, cooperation with the Taliban is beneficial to
both sides.
Third, Tehran has accepted the
prospect of the Taliban outliving
the diminishing military campaign
directed against it. Consequently,
it makes sense for Iranians to improve ties with the insurgent group
and preserve options for the future.
In addition to reaching out to the
Taliban, Tehran is supporting the
Kabul government, strengthening
its influence beyond the Shia Afghan communities it supports and
limiting its potential political exposure in the event of a major change.
Consequently, Iran’s evolving position is moving it closer to the ap-

Iranian influence. Afghan security forces patrol in Nad Ali district of Helmand province in
Afghanistan.
proach of Pakistan, Afghanistan’s
most influential external stakeholder.
The last two years have seen
Moscow shift its policy in Afghanistan, especially with regards to the
Taliban, fearing ISIS’s international
agenda will generate instability
from extremists in the Caucasus
and Central Asian countries. Beijing
is also stepping-up efforts to facilitate a peace process in Afghanistan
as it constructs its Silk Road trade
corridors, so Tehran’s moves are
not in isolation from key regional
stakeholders.
At a time when Riyadh is seeking
to include Islamabad in its anti-Iran
camp, such growing Iranian convergence with Pakistan on Afghan
policy is unhelpful to the Saudis,
even if it is coincidental. Afghanistan will remain the most important strategic issue for Pakistan for

some time, especially considering
the nature of its intense rivalry with
India.
Arab Gulf countries will need to
manoeuvre soon if they are to contain Iranian influence in Afghanistan, with the Taliban and Tehran’s
growing convergence with Pakistan
on Afghan policy. One option for
the Arab Gulf might be to establish
diplomatic momentum towards
supporting a serious peace process
between Kabul and the Taliban.
This was an option previously, if
unsuccessfully, explored by Qatar. However, Doha’s role probably
needs to shift elsewhere.
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab
Emirates, together with Pakistan,
were the first countries to recognise the Taliban government when
it took Kabul in 1996. Though all
three later supported the US-led
invasion, this does not need to be a

(AP)

fundamental obstacle to progress.
With al-Qaeda crippled years ago,
providing ISIS a strategic opportunity by failing to work out a political road map for Afghanistan that
addresses the Taliban’s future role
may be unwise.
Aside from countering Iranian
influence, adapting Arab Gulf positions on Afghanistan may prove
helpful in allowing the United
States to focus more fully on Iran.
Crucially also, by helping force
a breakthrough in Afghanistan
through a national reconciliation
effort, the Arab Gulf countries can
ensure Afghanistan does not return
to the days when al-Qaeda operated out of its territories without
restraint.
Sabahat Khan is a senior analyst at
the Institute for Near East and Gulf
Military Analysis (INEGMA).

Riyadh and Cairo actively move to shore up Abadi
The Arab Weekly staff

London

R

egional
heavyweights
Saudi Arabia and Egypt
are actively supporting Iraqi Prime Minister
Haider al-Abadi to help
return Baghdad to the Arab fold.
High-ranking officials from all
three countries have exchanged
visits, signed agreements and set
up councils in what are considered
significant indicators of thawing relations.
Egyptian Foreign Minister Sameh
Shoukry travelled to Baghdad July
19 for meetings with Iraqi officials,
including President Fuad Masum
and Foreign Minister Ibrahim alJaafari.

Efforts by Saudi
Arabia to re-engage
Iraq started when
Saudi Foreign
Minister Adel
al-Jubeir made a
surprise visit in
February to Baghdad.
Jaafari called for more collaboration with Egypt in combating terrorism. “It is necessary to
strengthen intelligence cooperation between Iraq and Egypt to undermine Daesh,” Jaafari said, using
an Arabic acronym for the Islamic
State (ISIS). He said Iraq was “ready
to back Egypt in the face of terrorism the same way Egypt supported
Iraq’s stability and security.”

The pledges to cooperate against
ISIS come after a gruelling 9-month
battle between Iraqi forces and the
extremists in Mosul, with Abadi declaring victory July 10.
“Cooperation between Iraq and
Egypt is necessary to defeat Daesh,”
Shoukry said.
The liberation of Mosul was a
major victory for Baghdad both
domestically and regionally and
reinvigorated the Iraqi leadership.
Iraqi political analyst Hisham alHashimi said the events in Mosul
restored “confidence of Arab countries in Iraq and its efforts in the
fight against terrorism.”
“Neighbouring countries and
other Arab countries, such as
Egypt, have alliances in counterterrorism and programmes in that
regard in Syria and Libya and partly
in Iraq,” Hashimi said, adding that
Iraq could provide help in those efforts.
Iraqi Interior Minister Qassim alAraji and a delegation of Iraqi officials went to Saudi Arabia and met
with the Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz
and newly appointed Interior Minister Prince Abdulaziz bin Saud bin
Nayef.
In a statement, Iraqi Interior Ministry adviser Wahhab al-Tai said
Crown Prince Mohammed stressed
the kingdom’s support for the
Iraqi people and government and
expressed readiness to cooperate
with Iraq in all fields.
The Iraqi Ambassador to Riyadh
Mahmoud al-Ani said discussions
centred on the Iraqi community in
the kingdom, the reopening of borders and the resumption of direct
flights between Riyadh and Bagh-

Re-engagement. Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud (C-R) greeting Iraqi Prime Minister Haidar
al-Abadi (C-L) in the holy city of Mecca, last June.
(AFP)
dad, the London-based Asharq AlAwsat reported.
Observers said Araji is likely to
survive any domestic fallout from
the visit due to his ties to Tehran
and his high-ranking position in the
Badr Organisation.
Efforts by Saudi Arabia to re-engage Iraq started when Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-Jubeir made
a surprise visit in February to Bagh-

dad, the first by a high-ranking Saudi official since 2003. In June, Abadi
met with Saudi King Salman bin
Abdulaziz Al Saud in Jeddah, Saudi
Arabia.
“The countries agreed to establish a coordination council to upgrade relations to the hoped for
strategic level and open new horizons for cooperation in different
fields,” a statement carried by the

official Saudi Press Agency said.
Saudi-Iraqi relations deteriorated
under Saddam Hussein after the
invasion of Kuwait in 1990 and the
subsequent war. Relations worsened following the 2003 war in
which Saddam was removed from
power. This resulted in the empowerment of the country’s Shia majority and the marginalisation and persecution of Iraq’s Sunni minority.
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Maghreb future is tied to resolving Western Sahara conflict
Saad Guerraoui

London

T

he World Economic Forum
(WEF) slammed the Arab
Maghreb Union (AMU) for
failing to ensure the free
movement of goods in a
free trade area that would span the
wide North African region that includes Morocco, Mauritania, Algeria, Tunisia and Libya.
“It is crazy that goods need to
transit between these neighbours
via the French port of Marseilles
when they could simply cross over
by land,” wrote Wadia Ait Hamza,
head of Social Engagement — The
Americas, in a paper posted on the
World Economic Forum website.
Founded in 1989, the AMU is a
pact seeking to establish economic
and political integration between
member countries.

The political crisis in
Libya is also
hampering its ties
with neighbouring
countries.
The last planned summit originally scheduled for May 26, 2005,
was postponed indefinitely because
of Morocco’s refusal to take part in
it due to Algeria’s vocal support for
Sahrawi independence. Analysts
said that longstanding political disagreements between Morocco and
Algeria regarding the Western Sahara conflict besides the political crisis
in war-torn Libya were hampering
the union’s economic progress.
Morocco annexed Western Sahara
in 1975 and maintains it is an integral part of the kingdom. Algerianbacked Polisario Front separatists
began an armed conflict with Morocco for an independent state that
lasted until the United Nations brokered a ceasefire in 1991.
Rabat has proposed a form of
autonomy under Moroccan sovereignty for the territory. The proposal

was rejected by the Polisario Front,
which insists on the right of the Sahrawi people to self-determination in
a UN-monitored vote.
Algeria denies involvement in the
Western Sahara issue although its
leaders are suspected of playing a
key role in it.
In February, Moroccan King Mohammed VI warned that the AMU
would crumble if its incapacity to
live up to the ambitions of the 1989
agreement continued.
“Today, we regret to see that the
Arab Maghreb Union is the least integrated region in the African continent, if not in the whole world.
Intra-regional trade has reached
10% between ECOWAS [Economic
Community of West African States]
countries and 19% between SADC
[Southern African Development
Community] countries, while it is
still stagnating at less than 3% between Maghreb countries,” King
Mohammed VI said.
Trade within the AMU is the lowest of any region in the world, averaging $200 million per year between
the five countries. This accounts
for 3% of the bloc’s total trade. The
European Union accounts for more
than 60% of the bloc’s total trade.
Mohamed Amine Mansouri Idrissi, the general manager of Afrique Strategie in Morocco, said it
is “heartbreaking” that two neighbouring countries trade through a
third party.
“Why do we have to make someone else, who doesn’t create any
added value, benefit from trade between Morocco and Algeria?” asked
Idrissi, adding that the third party
could make much higher profits
than Moroccan exporters, a policy
that harms Algerian consumers.
Ali Bahaijoub, director of the Centre for Euro-Mediterranean and African Studies, said that the AMU crisis
was mainly due to the political stalemate between Morocco and Algeria
over Western Sahara.
“As long as the army rules in Algeria, the crisis between the two countries will not be resolved,” Bahaijoub
said.

“There is a political vacuum in Algeria that is jeopardising the future
of the region.
“It is better for Morocco to trade
with other economic zones rather
than wait for Algeria to open its borders, which have been closed since
1994,” he added.
Algeria closed its land border with
Morocco in 1994 after Rabat instituted visa regulations on Algerian
tourists following a terrorist attack
on the Atlas Asni Hotel in Marrakech that killed two Spanish tourists.
Morocco accused Algeria of being
involved in the attack.
The political crisis in Libya is also
hampering its ties with neighbouring countries. Huwaida Elfnayesh,
a professor at Tripoli University’s
School of Law, said “recent events
in the Arab countries, represented
by the ‘Arab spring’ revolutions,
contributed to widening the gap
between the union countries, especially in terms of security.”
“Each country tries to secure
its borders from the infiltration of
‘extremist fighters’ as well as the
absence of a government in Libya.
All these things have brought the
union back to the scratch,” said Elfnayesh.
“The problem of the Moroccan
Sahara is still between Algeria and
Morocco. Moreover, the collapse of
the state in Libya and its civil war
directly affects the countries of the
union given that common borders
with Tunisia and Algeria and the
geographical location of Libya in the
heart of the union, where Morocco
has hosted the negotiations of the
Libyan parties in the so-called ‘Skhirat’ under the auspices of the United
Nations, but the peace process is
still long, which is reflected negatively on any attempt to revive the
Union.”
The WEF called for the opening of
borders between AMU members to
ensure the free movement of goods
and people.
Economic analyst Atman Dkhissi
said the WEF’s statement about the
AMU is not something new.
“AMU members need to put aside

Paralysis. Foreign Ministers from the Arab Maghreb Union (AMU)
attend the 34th Council of the organisation in Tunis, in May last
year. 							
(AFP)
their political problems to enhance
trade between them that would
boost employment in the region,”
said Dkhissi, echoing Bahaijoub’s remark that the AMU’s future is tied to
resolving the Western Sahara issue.
“Before the border closure, eastern Morocco’s economy greatly depended on Algerian tourists’ spending,” said Dkhissi.
Ali Hamza highlighted the
Maghreb countries’ complementary
economic conditions. While Tunisia
and Morocco specialise in services
and agriculture, Libya and Algeria
have significant natural resources.
AMU Secretary-General Taieb
Baccouche told Jeune Afrique magazine on the sidelines of the African
Union summit in Addis Ababa “the
fact that I have not yet had discussions with these two heads of state
(Moroccan and Algerian leaders)
since taking up my duties does not
refer to any official position with
regard to the AMU or with regard to
myself.”
He said he was waiting for the

AMU foreign ministers’ summit later this year to present a new strategy
before presenting it to various countries’ leaders.
As for the political crisis between
Morocco and Algeria, Baccouche expressed his optimism about an improvement in the future.
“I think reconciliation will come.
We should not give up,” he said.
Elfnayesh was less than hopeful
about the project’s future.
“Despite the great ambition of the
Maghreb integration project, the
reality proved its failure in all respects, as all the economic, political
and security indicators show,” she
said.
“Unfortunately, there are no quick
solutions that could push the union
ahead, with the many problems that
surfaced on a daily basis — including the Libyan crisis — which led to
the almost permanent closure of the
border between most of its countries after the ‘Arab spring’ and the
anxiety of terrorism has dominated
the governments of the region.”

Arab Maghreb Union: A big idea that has gone nowhere

View poi nt

Lamine
Ghanmi

T

he Arab Maghreb
Union (AMU) inspired
high hopes at its
inception in 1989. The
landmark agreement,
signed by Algeria,
Libya, Mauritania, Morocco and
Tunisia, promised to foster
political and economic unity
between the Maghreb countries
with a combined population of
approximately 100 million people.
Leaders, businessmen and
regular citizens hoped to benefit
from being at the crossroads of the
Arab League, which speaks for the
interests of 300 million, and of the
African Union grouping of more
than 1 billion.
It was an optimistic vision,
offering growth and empowerment for a region emerging from
centuries of colonialism.
Leaders and elites said the AMU
would help the Maghreb use its
position between the Atlantic and
Mediterranean to function as a
trade hub. It could help utilise
what were thought to be vast
potential reserves of oil, gas,
uranium and water to jump-start
an economic boom.
The experience of the Maghreb
might be another example of a big
idea struggling to live up to its
potential, however.
“This region is one of the

Each Maghreb country is
struggling with a lack
of job opportunities, a problem
directly related to slow
economic growth.

lowest-performing trading blocs
in the world,” Wadia Ait Hamza,
head of Social Engagement, The
Americas at the World Economic
Forum said in a report.
Hamza pointed out that UN
Economic Commission for Africa
data indicated that trade between
the Maghreb countries represents
just 4.8% of their trade volume.
This is a far cry from what
Maghreb leaders envisioned. At
the outset, they spoke of the
union’s strategic value in weathering the challenges of globalisation, combating threats, such as
radical Islamic violence or climate
change and driving economic
growth. The World Bank said,
successful Maghrebi integration
would have allowed each AMU
member to achieve at least a 5%
rise in its GDP.
Twenty-eight years after its
founding, however, the AMU has
made little progress towards those
ends. Instead, each Maghreb
country is struggling with a lack of
job opportunities for its young, a
problem directly related to slow
economic growth.
The origins of the AMU can be
traced to 1958, when the Maghreb
was emerging from colonialism.
In that year, national leaders met
in Tangier to discuss collectively
rebuilding the region.
Thirty-one years later, leaders
from the region’s five independent countries met in Marrakech to
carve out a stronger framework
for the initial expression of a
union. The signed accord outlined
principles of a text peppered with
heartening words such as “fraternity,” “progress,” “peace” and

“free movement” of goods and
people.
In the years following the
agreement, however, the Maghreb
faced many obstacles that
prompted members to shift
visions.
Due to internal political
dynamics, Libyan dictator
Muammar Qaddafi put more focus
on strengthening ties with
sub-Saharan Africa, Algerian
President Abdelaziz Bouteflika
advocated more links with the
rest of the Arab world and the
leaders of Morocco and Tunisia
turned their attention to the
European Union.
Still, the AMU served as a
symbolic point of connection for
the Maghreb countries.
Intellectuals from the region,
however, said the AMU would
only succeed when the masses in
each country demanded more
rights and a say in governmental
policies. They were proven partly
right. In 2011, the “Arab spring”
swept through the Maghreb and
set off a torrent of political
transformation.
Libya plunged into chaos in the
absence of Qaddafi or a central
government; Tunisia was left
grasping for a new political order
after the overthrow of former
president Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali
and Algeria struggled to shelter
itself from the fallout.
Mauritania has been on high
alert over a perceived threat of
regime change backed by some of
its neighbours. It joined a Francebacked G5 military bloc of West
African nations that focuses on
the fight against Islamist extrem-

Many of
the five
North
African
countries
are looking
for greener
pastures
outside the
Maghreb.

ism — another telltale mark of the
symbolic and physical failings of
the AMU.
The region’s borders have
turned into a wasteland of wires
and trenches guarding against
terrorism and smuggling.
The “Arab spring” encouraged
the political aspirations of
Islamist movements, despite their
having for decades been a source
of upheaval in the region. The
concept of a Maghreb union never
impressed the Islamists, who
were more drawn to pan-Islamic
visions than regional ones. A
more serious hindrance has been
their focus on ideology over
economics, with the relative
exception of Morocco.
The result has been each
country withdrawing within its
borders at a level unprecedented
since Morocco and Algeria closed
their land borders 23 years ago.
Many of the North African
counties are looking for greener
pastures outside the Maghreb.
Morocco and Tunisia turned to
Africa across the Sahara to boost
trade and investment. Tunisia in
November will become a member
of the Common Market for Eastern
and Southern Africa (Comesa),
which has a combined population
of 625 million and GDPs totalling
$1 trillion.
Algeria is speeding up completion of the African Unity highway
to connect Algiers with Lagos in
Nigeria by the end of 2017 to foster
trade with land-locked countries
in the sub-Saharan Sahel.
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis.
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Deep-seated divisions block Libyan road map
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

L

ibya’s UN-backed leader
has proposed a road map
for a peaceful transition
of power in the war-ravaged country but a legacy
of strife between vying militias
and military factions may prove
impossible to surmount.
“We are all in this together,” said
Libyan Prime Minister Fayez alSarraj in a televised address July
15. “The time has come for unity to
save our motherland.”
The speech, five months before
Sarraj’s 2-year mandate was to end,
outlined several proposals relating
to the country’s prospective March
2018 elections.
A visibly exhausted Sarraj
stressed the importance of stopping all military activities in areas
unaffected by terrorism and reactivating state bodies charged with
overseeing the electoral process.
His nine-point plan was delivered
under the slogan “Libya, together
towards Reconciliation and Construction.”
The proposals raised hopes
among some Libyans that the
country could overcome fierce ideological divisions to secure a functional state but were dismissed by
others as little more than a pipe
dream.

Some Libyan
politicians view the
plan as a scheme by
Muslim Brotherhood
officials and radical
Islamists to buy time
for Sarraj.
One promising sign has been
Libya’s increased oil output. Production has gone from 150,000

barrels per day (bpd) early this year
to 1 million bpd in late June, an indication that rival militias agreed
to safeguard critical oil reserves
during the conflict.
As per Sarraj’s road map, the
Government of National Accord
(GNA) would remain in power until
the next head of state names a successor. The successor would have
power for a maximum of three
years until a referendum on a constitution.

Even supporters of
Sarraj’s plan
acknowledged its
implementation
would be difficult.
Some Libyan politicians viewed
the plan as a scheme by Muslim
Brotherhood officials and radical
Islamists to buy time for Sarraj,
who has support from various Islamist camps in western Libya.
The Islamists’ main Arab backer,
Qatar, has faced renewed scrutiny from the United States and is
locked in a struggle for survival
with its Gulf Cooperation Council
neighbours.
Saudi Arabia, the United Arab
Emirates, Egypt and Bahrain severed diplomatic ties and cut air,
land and sea ties with Doha in
early June over Doha’s alleged support for extremism in the region,
including in Libya — a charge Qatar
dismissed.
Neither side has shown signs of
backing down, raising concerns
that the spat could spill into outside confrontations, perhaps even
in Libya.
Sarraj’s announcement came
after Libya’s eastern strongman,
Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar, who
commands the Libyan National
Army (LNA), on July 5 declared
Benghazi liberated from Islamists.
Haftar later flew to the United Arab
Emirates to express support for the

No room to manoeuvre. Libyan Prime Minister Fayez al-Sarraj during a meeting, last March.
Arab quartet’s efforts to roll back
Qatari influence in the region.
Haftar maintains backing from
the UAE and Egypt and his recent
statements against Qatari-backed
Islamists further aligned him with
the Saudi-led Arab coalition in its
efforts to counter Qatar’s 20-year
campaign to expand the influence
of radical Islamism.
Haftar’s spokesman Ahmed Mismari on July 8 told politicians in
Tripoli that, if they fail to end Libya’s trials by December, LNA forces
would sideline them in the capital,
over which they have nominal control.
“Our battle against terrorism is

not yet over until it is uprooted
from the entire Libyan territory,”
Haftar told the Russian news agency, Sputnik, after Sarraj made his
plan public.
Haftar’s backers immediately rejected Sarraj’s proposals.
Ali al-Gotrani, a boycotting
member of Sarraj’s Presidential
Council, criticised the road map as
a “Muslim Brotherhood gimmick”
to prolong its control of Tripoli.
Even supporters of Sarraj’s plan
acknowledged its implementation
would be difficult. Among their
concerns was how the country
could ensure the security of voters
during an election.

(AFP)

Chairman of the High National
Elections Commission Emad alSayeh said the body should start
preparing in August but that it
would not be possible “because
there are many laws missing in
the electoral process including the
elections law that regulates the
whole operation.”
Professor and civil society activist Naji Jomaa Barakat said “elections in March could be a good and
important achievement” but questioned the plan’s practicality.
“Who can disarm the militias
and ensure that the new leaders
will be allowed to be candidates for
the elections?” he asked.

The Gulf crisis is complicating the state of play in Libya

View poi nt

Elissa Miller

T

he diplomatic crisis in
the Gulf is complicating the state of play in
Libya. The rift between
Qatar and a Saudi-led
bloc threatens to
harden opposing factions that are
engaged in a worsening proxy
conflict.
The outcome of the Gulf dispute
will have major implications for
the Libyan crisis, as the country
has become an arena for competing regional and international
interests.
I released a report with Karim
Mezran at the Atlantic Council
titled, “Libya: From Intervention
to Proxy War,” which examines
how regional and international
actors have driven the conflict in
Libya by pursuing competing
self-interests. The Gulf rift
demonstrates the effect of
regional conflict in exacerbating
and prolonging instability in
Libya.
Libya’s UN-backed Government
of National Accord (GNA), led by
Prime Minister Fayez al-Sarraj,
has struggled to impose its
authority throughout Libya, to say
nothing of its precarious hold on
the capital of Tripoli. The GNA has
secured recent successes, most
importantly a surge in oil production to more than 1 million barrels
per day. While maintaining that
level of production is not certain,
this is an important symbolic
victory for the GNA and Libya’s
severely weakened economy.
Sarraj also released a road map
for Libya to end the conflict and

Libya has become an arena for
competing regional and
international interests.

have parliamentary and presidential elections in March 2018. It
remains unclear whether the road
map can be achieved but it is an
important move by Sarraj and
should be recognised as such by
the international community.
However, the Gulf crisis
threatens to disrupt the GNA’s
progress and prevent Sarraj from
initiating the proposed road map.
While both the Saudi-led bloc —
Saudi Arabia, the United Arab
Emirates, Bahrain and Egypt —
and Qatar formally recognise the
Libyan Political Agreement that
established the GNA, the two
sides’ support for opposing Libyan
factions threatens to eclipse the
GNA and further curtail its authority.
Qatar has lent support to a
competing rump government led
by former Libyan Prime Minister
Khalifa Ghweil and pro-Islamist
forces in the country. The UAE and
Egypt have been critical supporters of eastern strongman Khalifa
Haftar, who opposes the GNA and
has led a self-styled battle against
Islamists primarily in eastern
Libya.
Haftar has declared victory
against Islamist forces in Benghazi and reports circulated that
suggest his Libyan National Army
is planning alliances with factions
in Tripoli and will move towards
the capital.
Haftar may be emboldened by
the way the rift in the Gulf has
played out. The Saudi-bloc likely
anticipated a quick capitulation
by Qatar in the face of heavy
sanctions. However, Doha has
staunchly refused to acquiesce.
As the crisis worsens — it has
expanded as Qatar deepens ties
with Turkey and Iran — Haftar
could seek to move on Tripoli to

push forward the anti-Islamist
campaign in Libya and gain
further support from the UAE and
Egypt. An attempt by Haftar to
take Tripoli would be disastrous
and would plunge Libya into
perpetual instability.
US diplomatic efforts have
proven ineffective at resolving
the Gulf crisis. Mixed messages
from the Trump administration
contributed to hardening the
stances of the two camps.
In his initial rhetoric following

Haftar
may be
emboldened
by the way
the rift in
the Gulf has
played out.

Unclear prospects. Members of the Libyan
National Army fire mortar shells during
clashes with militants in Benghazi’s central
Akhribish district, on July 19.
(AFP)

the split, US President Donald
Trump expressed support for
Saudi and Emirati accusations
levelled against Qatar for funding
terrorism. Weeks later, after his
failed bout of shuttle diplomacy,
US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson publicly signed a memorandum of understanding with Qatar
aimed at countering terrorist
financing. The optics of the
Trump administration’s engagement in the conflict certainly
appear to be doing little to ease
the tension between the Saudi-led
bloc and Doha.
Yet strong, responsible and
consistent US leadership is more
important now than ever considering the Gulf conflict and its
effect on the Middle East and
North Africa.
As Mezran and I explain in the
Atlantic Council report, the
United States is the only country
capable of leveraging sufficient
diplomatic weight to bring
regional and international actors
engaged in Libya and their proxies
to the negotiating table in good
faith. The stability of Libya is a
crucial issue of national security
for the United States and it cannot
be separated from the larger
context of regional developments.
Rather than address these
regional conflicts at an arm’s
length or in a piecemeal manner,
it is critical that the United States
acknowledge the significant
threat that the continuation of the
Gulf crisis poses to the stability of
the region and Western security
interests.
Elissa Miller is an assistant
director at the Atlantic Council’s
Rafik Hariri Centre for the Middle
East.
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Falling celebratory
bullets are a
danger Lebanon
must deal with
Makram Rabah

Beirut

T

here seem to be a million and one ways to die
in Lebanon and many
zealous individuals seem
keen to help.
Death for the Lebanese can come
from sectarian conflict, a roadside
bomb intended for a politician,
disease that is rampant due to the
country’s failure to manage waste
or the occasional stray bullet that
descends from the skies like lethal
rainfall after celebratory gunfire.

Most Lebanese cannot
comprehend that many
of the rules and
regulations that govern
modern life are there to
protect rather than
punish them.
Despite the dangers and official warnings, falling bullets have
claimed the lives of hundreds of
men, women and children as Lebanon’s laws take second place in the
minds of many to the country’s ingrained system of patronage and
the lawlessness such clientelism
inevitably fosters.
To outsiders, the time-honoured
Lebanese tradition of firing weapons into the sky in celebration must
appear utterly alien. However,
most Lebanese will admit to feeling
obliged to fire the occasional bullet
to either celebrate, mourn or sim-

ply express solidarity or frustration
over any global or local affair.
The only snag in this archaic
practice is that, with Newtonian
predictability, what goes up must
come down. Given the increasingly
crowded conditions on streets below, falling bullets risk killing those
standing in their path.
Instances of celebratory gunfire
increase every year with the July
announcement of the school examination results, when proud parents celebrate either with fireworks
or by ripping apart the tranquillity
of the streets with celebratory gunfire. Despite endless official warnings, this year tens of people have
been seriously wounded, including a 7-year-old girl who has since
slipped into a coma.
Successful prosecutions of gunfiring incidents are rare. Farouk alMoghrabi, a Lebanese barrister and
adviser to the minister of state for
human rights, said the country’s
law on firearms and ammunition
clearly penalises anyone “who discharges their firearms in public and
in a crowded space and is punishable by jail time ranging from three
months to three years or a fine or
both and the confiscation of their
weapon.”
However, this law, which was
amended in 2016 to curb this favourite Lebanese pastime, has
found itself foundering due to ingrained patronage systems that frequently run counter to legal norms.
It has “failed to act as a legal or even
moral deterrent,” Moghrabi said.
“These stray bullets have further
exposed the government’s powerlessness to protect its people.”

Added concerns. A file picture shows a Lebanese man firing into the air as people celebrate in the
streets of the coastal city of Batroun the election of Michel Aoun as president.
(AFP)
While patronage systems and
the interference they breed thrive
across Lebanon’s religious spectrum, concerns over opening sectarian wounds have deterred commentators from pointing out that
the majority of those detained by
the security services are typically
Muslim and living in areas controlled by Hezbollah, to which they
owe their patronage.
As often as not, the more powerful the sponsor, the less the respect
those living under its control extend to the state and its systems of
governance. In Lebanon, few were
surprised to hear about a civil defence unit being forcibly prevented
from entering a burning building in
the southern village of Qana or that
a Red Cross emergency response
team was attacked in the town of
Choueifat while on duty.
Volunteer first responder Kareem Issa Zreik said he experienc-

es events such as these regularly.
“Living here is risky enough and so
I think we have a right to walk freely on our streets without having
to also worry about bullets raining down upon us. It’s insane we
even have to make such a point,”
he said.

Successful
prosecutions of
gun-firing incidents
are rare.
“EMTs
(Emergency
Medical
Technicians) and firefighters, most
of whom receive no pay, are public
servants. Our only job is to make
a bona fide attempt to make people’s lives easier in any way that we
can. We are here to help. The job is
already dangerous enough. With
limited resources, it only becomes

more dangerous. When we, first responders, become the victims ourselves, who will be left to help you
and your loved ones?”
While celebratory gunfire and
assaults on firefighters might appear unrelated, the underlying lack
of logic closely ties the two. Most
Lebanese cannot comprehend that
many of the rules and regulations
that govern modern life are there
to protect rather than punish them.
If pleading with people not to fire
guns because it might kill their
neighbour or that assaulting a firefighter whose only wish is to protect them from harm is legitimate,
then nothing beyond that point can
make sense.
Makram Rabah is a lecturer at
the American University of Beirut
and author of “A Campus at War:
Student Politics at the American
University of Beirut, 1967-1975.”

Lebanon feels the brunt of rising regional tensions
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Rami Rayess

W

hen relations
between
leading Arab
countries grow
stormy, few feel
the gusts as
sharply as the Lebanese. Given its
unique make-up, many of Beirut’s
domestic players rely upon the
patronage of at least one regional
power and splits between them
rarely augur well for Lebanon’s
internal harmony.
The reality is that Lebanon’s
political identity and its oftenconflicted relationship with the
region have long been a source of
tension. During the 1950s,
culminating in the 1956 Suez
Crisis, Lebanon’s political
factions were forced to weather
the ideological storms of Nasserism. Inevitably, political crisis
and, in 1958, armed conflict
followed. During the 1970s, the
Palestinian involvement in
Lebanon, along with the
increased militancy of the
country’s parties convulsed the
domestic political scene, again
resulting in protracted civil strife.
The increasing tensions
between Saudi Arabia and
Hezbollah sponsor Iran, on the
one hand, and the inter-Gulf crisis
on the other have revived heated
discussions among the Lebanese
regarding what official position
their state should assume with
regard to its regional partners.
Hezbollah, one of the strongest

Additional external pressure
comes on Lebanon over its
relations with its closest
historical neighbour, Syria.

factions in Lebanon, is deeply
affiliated with Tehran. It has
fiercely criticised Saudi Arabia,
which is regarded by numerous
Lebanese parties, including that
of Prime Minister Saad Hariri, as a
staunch supporter of Lebanon.
Curiously enough, during the
latest political storm to engulf the
Gulf, Hezbollah, in line with its
Iranian sponsors, elected to
defend Qatar after years of
bitterly accusing it of supporting
the opposition groups the Army
of God is engaged against in Syria.
Similarly, Turkey, which in Syria
has been at odds with Iran, Russia
and the Damascus regime, has
been at pains to distance itself
from Riyadh and support Doha.
Needless to say, the balance of
power throughout
the region

is undergoing an unprecedented
period of flux, as alliances that
will likely define the nature of
relations and conflicts in the near
future are experiencing dramatic
change.
However, for Lebanon, the
dilemma is more immediate. As
the Gulf rift continues, the
country’s freedom to shift and
adapt its foreign policy according
to circumstances, long a mainstay
of Lebanon’s survival, is being
squeezed by the intransigence of
its warring regional neighbours.
Moreover, should the rift
between Qatar and its rivals
continue unaddressed, an empty
space within the oil rich countries
will lie open, one that the Gulf’s
own powerful rivals, Iran and
Turkey, would be happy to fill.
Unfortunately, there is no reason

Two faces of the same coin. A Hezbollah supporter carries a
picture of Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei at an
event marking Resistance and Liberation Day in the Bekaa Valley
in Lebanon, last May. 					
(Reuters)

The balance
of power
throughout
the region is
undergoing
an unprecedented
period of
flux.

to suppose that reconciliation
may occur soon.
Since the Arab League was
formed in 1945, unity on a variety
of issues has proved elusive.
There has never been any consensus reached on how to tackle the
imposition of Israel on Palestinian
territory. Neither have many of
the Arab League members
established lasting economic ties
with each other.
Additional external pressure
comes on Lebanon over its
relations with its closest historical
neighbour, Syria. For years,
Lebanon has been home to 1.5
million of Syria’s refugees, yet it
has failed to reach any kind of
consensus as to what it should do
with them or what its relations
should be with their country of
origin. The presence of such a
large number of refugees among
an indigenous population of 4
million has placed incredible
strains on its economy and
infrastructure. However, despite
urgent calls to engage with the
regime in Damascus, relations
remain frozen and Lebanon’s
open-door policy remains as it has
been since the outbreak of
hostilities in 2011.
Lebanon has set out impressive
ambitions for itself, ones apparently encapsulated within its
adoption of a new system of
proportional representation.
However, as long as it continues
to be mired within the present
concerns of its neighbours and
sponsors, its future remains
uncertain.
Rami Rayess is a Lebanese writer
and journalist. Follow him on
Twitter: @RamiRayess.
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New face. The new leader of Israel’s main opposition Labour Party Avi Gabbay gives a speech in Tel Aviv on July 10. 		

(AFP)

Israel’s new Labour leader brings new ‘hope’ to party
The Arab Weekly staff

London

I

srael’s main opposition Labour Party elected as its new
leader a former businessman
who only joined the party a
few months ago, hoping a fresh
approach can topple Israeli Prime
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu.
Avi Gabbay, 50, the former head
of one of Israel’s largest telecommunications companies, is far from
the typical leader of the party that
once dominated the country’s politics.
Gabbay defeated Amir Peretz, a
former party leader and defence
minister, by a small margin in a runoff vote.
“This is the day hope won,” Gabbay said in his victory speech outside his home in Tel Aviv. “The day
of returning to our senses. The day
of returning to our values.”
He added: “Our task now is to
embark on a journey that will fulfil
these hopes for Israeli citizens.”

Gabbay grew up in Jerusalem
in a working-class family that had
emigrated from Morocco and has a
reputation of having succeeded on
his own efforts. Gabbay stressed his
humble beginnings as the seventh
of eight children.
He has never been a member of
Israel’s Knesset and joined Labour
in December before mounting what
was once seen as a long-shot bid to
become its leader.

It is unlikely that
the Labour Party
will form a coalition
with the Arab
parties’ Joint List.
Gabbay served a brief stint as
environment minister under Netanyahu’s right-wing coalition but
resigned in protest last year when
Netanyahu ousted Defence Minister Moshe Ya’alon in favour of nationalist Avigdor Lieberman.
“His victory stunned Israeli political analysts, who compared him
to (French President Emmanuel)

Macron, (British opposition leader)
Jeremy Corbyn and (US President)
Donald Trump — all outsiders who
rode a wave of energy and enthusiasm to rise to the top tier of politics in their country,” wrote Raf
Sanchez in the British newspaper
the Telegraph.
Gabbay repeatedly talked of injecting new life into Labour, perceived by many as having grown
stagnant, but he faces a difficult
task to win back voters at a time
when Israeli politics has shifted to
the right, with Netanyahu’s Likud
in power since 2009.
Analysts pointed to Gabbay’s
background as a Mizrahi — Jews of
Middle Eastern or North African
origin — as an asset.
“The question now is whether
Gabbay can attract the support of
working-class Mizrahi voters who
Netanyahu and his Likud party
have long counted on to stay in office,” wrote Peter Beaumont in the
Guardian.
Labour has been viewed as a
party of elites run by the Ashkenazi — Jews of European origin

traditionally seen as the establishment in Israel. The party’s early
leaders took a paternalistic attitude
towards Jewish immigrants from
Arabic-speaking countries. Many
of those immigrants were sent to
shantytown transit camps and
largely sidelined.
A poll indicated Israel’s Labour
Party received a big boost from
Gabbay’s election. The Midgam
survey commissioned by Channel 2
TV had the opposition’s Gabbay-led
Zionist Union bloc second after Netanyahu’s Likud.
Likud would win 25 of parliament’s 120 seats and Gabbay’s
bloc would get 20. Previous polls
showed the bloc fourth or fifth. The
poll surveyed 500 Israelis and had
a margin of error of 3.6 percentage
points.
“The party, which has been down
for the count for a long time, has
woken up and, with the last of its
strength, given itself a vital tank of
oxygen, at least in the near term,”
wrote Yossi Verter in Haaretz.
Observers, however, said that the
Labour Party may not have what it

takes to be in government.
Mazal Mualem wrote in Al-Monitor that there were about 31,000
people voting in the Labour Party
race for a new leader, with 16,080
choosing Gabbay. “This skimpy
electorate says something about the
party’s sad state. It shows how unattractive it has become,” he added.

Analysts pointed to
Gabbay’s background
as a Mizrahi as a key
asset.
It is unlikely the Labour Party
could form a coalition with the Arab
parties’ Joint List, composed mainly of Israeli citizens of Palestinian
origin.
“The Joint List’s composition includes anti-Zionist elements like
[Haneen] Zoabi and [Jamal] Zahalka, so we can’t cooperate with this
composition,” Gabbay told Haaretz
before his election.
The Arab Weekly staff and news
agencies.

What can Israel’s Labour leader offer Palestinians?
View poi nt

Ben White

A

vi Gabbay was
elected leader of
Israel’s Labour Party,
seeing off the trade
union-backed Amir
Peretz in a run-off.
Outgoing leader Isaac Herzog
went out in the first round.
Gabbay’s win marked an
extraordinary political journey
for the former CEO of telecommunications company Bezeq,
who had only joined Labour six
months earlier. Indeed, it was
barely a year ago that Gabbay —
then part of Kulanu — resigned
his ministerial position in Israeli
Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu’s government.
The combination of Gabbay’s
outsider image — as well as being
a newcomer to Labour, he is a
Mizrahi — his relative young age
(50, 17 years younger than
Netanyahu) and business
background, prompted some to
compare him to French President
Emmanuel Macron. Others say
that Gabbay will revive the
fortunes of the Labour Party,
which has not won an election
since 1999.

The occupation and comatose
peace process were not a central
part of Gabbay’s campaign.

Such hopes were boosted when
the Labour-dominated Zionist
Camp opposition bloc showed an
immediate rise in polls following
Gabbay’s leadership election on
July 10. Yet the high end of
Zionist Camp’s predicted haul —
20-24 seats — would only match
its showing in the 2015 election.
Gabbay faces an uphill battle to
become Israel’s prime minister.
Labour/Zionist Camp may gain at
the expense of Yair Lapid’s Yesh
Atid but most of the Israeli
electorate’s recent movement has
been within, rather than across,
right-wing and centrist blocs.
Netanyahu remains well ahead of
his rivals with respect to whom
Israelis see as most suited to be
prime minister.
What does this mean for the
Palestinians? The occupation and
comatose peace process were not
a central part of Gabbay’s campaign but there are clues. He has
backed transferring areas of occupied East Jerusalem annexed by
Israel to Palestinian Authority
control. “These are isolated areas
and villages that can be returned
without hurting security,” he
said.
At the same time, Gabbay
insisted: “Jerusalem will remain
united in any scenario. There can
be no negotiations over that.”
In a post-victory interview,

Gabbay described Palestinian
President Mahmoud Abbas as
“definitely a partner.” However,
in May he told the Jerusalem Post
that, while Israel must initiate
negotiations with the Palestinians unilaterally, he doubted
whether it would be possible to
achieve a final status deal with
Abbas. “I don’t want the world to
see us as the side that is refusing
to reach an agreement,” he said.
Gabbay has said he would cut
off funding for more isolated
settlements in the West Bank
while asserting that the “Jordan
Valley must be part of the
country’s eastern security belt in
any deal.” On his website, Gabbay
wrote that the conflict with the
Palestinians “is solvable” but
would need “courageous and
determined leadership,” a
comment, which is, of course,
rather vague.
While his resignation last year,
in protest at the removal of
Moshe Ya’alon as defence
minister and the entry into the
coalition of Avigdor Lieberman’s
Yisrael Beitenu, seems to suggest
a man of principle, it has been
noted that Gabbay did not
publicly object, ahead of the 2015
elections, to the surplus-vote
agreement made between his
Kulanu party and Yisrael Beitenu.
When he resigned in May 2016,

Gabbay
insisted that
“Jerusalem
will remain
united in any
scenario.”

Gabbay said Israel “has the right
to have a right-wing government
but I do not think it is right to
form an extremist government.”
Furthermore, as i24 News
pointed out, “during Netanyahu’s
coalition, he had no problem
being part of a coalition expanding settlements and opposing the
peace process.”
Overall, Gabbay’s position on
the Palestinian question seems
more or less consistent with the
platform endorsed by the Labour
Party last year, which effectively
booted the two-state solution
into the long grass and endorsed
Herzog’s proposal for unilateral
“separation.”
A Palestine Liberation Organisation official reportedly declared
Gabby “an honest man of peace.”
This says more about the Ramallah leadership’s desperation than
it does about the new Labour
leader’s likely impact, given the
Palestinians’ current choice of
the status quo, annexation or
Bantustan-style separation.
Gabbay may have excited
Labour voters but for Palestinians
experiencing Israeli occupation
and apartheid first-hand, it all
seems wearingly familiar.
Ben White is a freelance journalist specialising in the Palestinian
territories and Israel.
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Erdogan is exploiting Turkey’s divisions

Stephen Starr

Because ethnic
and religious
identities have
for decades been
suppressed,
opening that can
of worms could
lead to serious
civil strife.

Yavuz Baydar

Allies and
friends of
Turkey in the
West seem to
have let go of
the benevolent
anchor.

M

eeting
with
Kurdish
residents
in
eastern
Turkey,
there was
a definite
feeling that discrimination is on
the rise. Many Kurdish politicians
must sign at police stations
weekly. The infrastructure boom
that reflects life under the ruling
Justice and Development Party
(AKP) elsewhere in Turkey is
absent. As the results of recent
elections and a referendum in
April illustrate, Turkey is very
much a country divided.
The very creation of Turkey
almost a century ago depended
on the conformity of all members
of society. Those from different
ethnic backgrounds were forced
to accept the common Turkish
identity. Hundreds of thousands
were slaughtered from 1916-18 in
large part because they did not fit
the mould of being “Turkish.”
The children of Armenian and
Assyrian families were kidnapped, adopted and raised as
Sunni Turks, never to know their
real heritage.
The reality, of course, is that
Turkey is a diverse country of
Turks, Assyrians, Kurds, Alevis,
Alawites, Laz, Greeks and others
who have coexisted uneasily for
decades under the immense
shadow of the state.
What has become clear in recent
years is that Turkish President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan is exploiting long-standing cleavages within
Turkish society for his benefit.
Erdogan is using long-standing
fears rooted in the past to divide
and conquer so as to ensure his
political reign continues.
As recently as 2013, Ankara
embarked on a mission to return
property taken by the state
decades ago to religious minority
groups as part of its “democratisa-

tion package” that would bring it
closer to the European Union.
Today, however, some churches
and other places of worship are
being put up for sale by private
owners, creating conflict between
minorities and mainstream Sunni
Turks.
The decades-old war with
Kurdish separatists came within a
whisker of ending in 2013 but
when the Kurdish-rooted Peoples’ Democratic Party (HDP)
entered parliament and took
away the AKP’s parliamentary
majority, Turkey went back to
war with the Kurds.
The HDP was formed as a
political party in 2012 on a
platform to represent all members of society. It appealed to
those on the fringes: Women,
religious and ethnic minorities,
and the poor. To a degree, it
succeeded. Its MPs Erol Dora and
Garo Paylan, for example, are of
Assyrian and Armenian background, respectively.
The HDP challenged the very
archaic concept that Turkey was
built on in the 1920s — that there
are people in Turkey who do not
follow the standard political
convention but do, critically,
want political representation.
As unfortunate as it is, the
reason Turkish society tolerates
the persecution of the HDP and
other opposition party members
is because the deep-seated notion
that Turkey is a homogeneous
country remains strong. It is a
comfort blanket to many unable
or unwilling to look into the
annals of history and recognise
that their country was built on
the mass murder of thousands.
Pro-government media help
perpetuate this sentiment: At
7pm every day, the headline news
invariably depicts families of
soldiers killed by Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) separatists
wailing over their sons’ coffins.
The war on the PKK has never
been as popular among main-

Inflammable cleavages. Kurdish people wave a Kurdistan
Workers’ Party (PKK) flag in front of a police water cannon vehicle
in Diyarbakir.
(AFP)
stream Turks and Erdogan knows
this well.
The president has managed to
implant in people’s minds the
idea that criticism of himself is
tantamount to criticism of the
Turkish state — a charge that
carries a lengthy prison sentence.
A wave of recent court cases
clearly points to this.
There is nothing innovative in
pitching one enemy against
another to advance one’s own
goals but what is dangerous in
Turkey’s case is that because
individual ethnic and religious
identities have for decades been
suppressed by both the state and
society, opening that can of

worms could lead to serious civil
strife.
Look at Syria: Before the war, it
was viewed as an “oasis of peace”
in a deeply troubled neighbourhood. It took a very short time for
its various ethnic and religious
communities to become sectarianised and now there are perhaps
half a million dead. The Syrian
regime pitted Syrian against
Syrian to stay in power. Let us
hope the Turkish authorities have
not set a similar train in motion.
Stephen Starr is the author of
“Revolt in Syria: Eye-Witness to
the Uprising” and has lived in
Syria and Turkey since 2007.

Opposition remaining weak,
Erdogan’s only foe is Erdogan

I

f “Quo vadis?” has been
the question used most
frequently in the context
of Turkey over the past two
decades, it is for a good
reason. Despite the relative
economic stability, its
political system has
remained corrosive and its
complex society has never been
liberated from turmoil.
Now, under an extremely visible
authoritarianism promoted by
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan,
the very existential essence of the
republic is in trouble, a harbinger
of an even more profound crisis
ahead.
Given Erdogan’s unshakable
determination to reconstruct
Turkey as a country run singlehandedly, under a model that has
the blend of ingredients imported
from Ba’athism and deeply
dictatorial Central Asian republics, this seems inevitable. On the
political, legal and social levels,
screws are tightening at an
accelerated pace.
Fiercely defying the March for
Justice by the secular main
opposition Republican People’s
Party (CHP), which had assembled
hundreds of thousands in Istanbul, Erdogan’s Justice and Development Party (AKP) and its de
facto ally, the extreme-right
Nationalist Movement Party
(MHP), voted for changing the
44-year-old regulations of
parliament.
The right to voice dissenting
views as well as steps for accountability will be severely restricted
when the changes are in force.
Far more radically, the steps

mean that freedom of speech will
be put under a yoke. The use of
terms such as “Kurdish provinces,” “Kurdistan” or “Armenian
Genocide” would be punishable
by large fines and suspension from
parliamentary activities of
deputies. Criticism of “high
dignitaries of the state” — for
example the president — would be
an equally high-risk adventure.
This move leaves parliament
devoid of political weight. One
CHP deputy described it as the
“last nail in the coffin of democracy.”
There is more. Erdogan has
subordinated the judiciary to his
palace. The most recent arbitrary
arrests of human rights defenders
— without proof — are by far the
strongest sign of another ingredient in his political architecture
under way: Putinism.
Socially, society is more polarised than ever, with Erdogan
responding to the CHP-led March
for Justice with a mass rally to
celebrate the rescue of democracy
a year ago, when a small group of
officers attempted a takeover by a
limited uprising.
In many ways bitterly reminiscent of similar ones in 1930’s
Europe, the assemblies in Istanbul
and Ankara were pumped up by
speeches filled with threats to
domestic opposition and severe
accusations to Turkey’s allies. CHP
leader Kemal Kilicdaroglu refused
to attend events on the anniversary of the failed coup events
because his speech was cancelled
on orders from Erdogan.
To underline Erdogan’s resolve
to take full control of Turkey, the

ruling AKP, backed by the MHP,
extended emergency rule another
three months. Optimists were
shocked to hear the president say,
once more, that it would be
extended “as long as we want it to
be,” that Turkey without such
limitations was inviting anarchy
and chaos.
Allies and friends of Turkey in
the West seem to have let go of the
benevolent anchor and are
preparing for a country that to
their eyes is no different than
Egypt, Pakistan or Malaysia.
“The president’s ideas for
recasting Turkey are worrying for
all sorts of reasons — not least
because they are premised on an
act of collective vengeance,”
British newspaper the Guardian
said in an editorial.
The essence of the debate
thickens: Does Erdogan’s hiking
tenacity point to strength or
weakness? Critics at home see his
raised acrimony as a sign he was
frightened by the March for
Justice and that his party is losing
at the polls. This view, however,
may be an illusion.
As far as his seizure of control of
key state institutions and the way
he has surrounded himself with
hard-line cadres of bureaucracy
are concerned, this is just the
opposite. The fact is, as the
Guardian pointed out: “His
opponents are scattered. In
politics, they remain divided
between Kurdish, nationalist and
leftist groups.”
Erdogan may have been seeing
pockets of dissent within the
army’s leadership — his emphasis
on “purging out all subversive

elements” was very loud lately
— and decided to go full blast
towards a meeting of the Supreme
Military Council in August that will
put final touches on reshaping the
army to serve his political vision.
Once he passes that threshold,
his attention will turn to tightening “loose screws” in his party
and, his real challenge, the
economy.
The latter means, clearly, that if
Erdogan eventually has to leave
power, it will be because of
himself; not due to the opposition.
The signs are telling of a “Turkish
bubble.”
“Fears for the Turkish economy
in international decision-making
centres are running very high and
it’s only considered a matter of
time now before the bubble
bursts,” wrote Alexis Papahelas,
executive editor of Kathimerini.
“The fact that the Erdogan system
issues its own loans outside the
institutional banking framework
speaks volumes.”
Unemployment is rising — as is
the budget deficit — and is three
times higher than a year ago.
Turkey has expanded state
guarantees to pump in $14 billion
loans to almost 300,000 firms.
Nobody knows how these loans
are spent. Approximately $200
billion of assets have been injected
into a wealth fund.
Another Venezuela? Maybe. No
matter what, one will have to
follow the money to answer the
question “Quo vadis, Turkey?”
Yavuz Baydar is a Turkish journalist and occasional contributor to
The Arab Weekly.
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The West and Palestine

Macron should avoid Israeli propaganda traps

Omar Karmi

Macron’s
recent
assertion
equating antiZionism with
anti-Semitism
is a significant
victory for
these Israeli
efforts.

Tom Regan

If Trump is
going to be the
man who finds
a solution to
the 50-yearold stand-off,
it is not going
to be based
on wishful
thinking.

T

he US Department of Defence
recently
published a
report warning
of the end of US
global primacy
and the unravelling of the
post-second world war international order.
It is a fascinating and depressing insight into US military
strategies in which the proposed
remedy — mainly more military
spending — includes a prescription for greater “strategic
manipulation of perceptions.”
Propaganda is an old weapon,
of course. In Israel, the effort is
known as “hasbara” and is seen
as crucial to dominating the
narrative around the PalestinianIsraeli conflict. In recent years,
that narrative has been fundamentally challenged.
This is partly a reflection of the
reality of the situation. Israel’s
never-ending settlement-building programme in occupied
territory has eloquently countered its attempts to blame
Palestinian intransigence for the
failure of the 1993 Oslo Accords.
The use of massive Israeli
military force, particularly over
three deadly offensives on Gaza
— in 2008-09, 2012 and 2014 —
resulting in thousands of fatalities, has showcased Israel’s vast

military superiority, significantly
undermining its portrayal of
itself as the victim of Palestinian
aggression.
A global Boycott, Divestment
and Sanctions (BDS) campaign —
consciously modelled on the
South African Anti-Apartheid
Movement — has been gaining
traction to such an extent that
the Israeli government has set up
its own department, the Ministry
of Strategic Affairs, to combat the
efforts.
This battle is partly reactive. In
the United States, it is being
played out in state legislatures
across the country with anti-BDS
legislation introduced that would
blacklist individuals, organisations and companies that boycott
Israel.
A more sinister plank of Israeli
hasbara efforts is to undermine
serious discussion from the
outset. To do so, one of the
strategies deployed is to suggest
that criticism of Israel, including
the call to BDS, amounts to
anti-Semitism.
French President Emmanuel
Macron’s recent assertion
equating anti-Zionism with
anti-Semitism is a significant
victory for these Israeli efforts.
“We will never surrender to the
messages of hate,” he said,
speaking at the 75th commemoration of the deportation of more
than 13,000 French Jews to Nazi

concentration camps. “We will
not surrender to anti-Zionism
because it is a reinvention of
anti-Semitism.”
These are dangerous words,
belied by their apparent simplistic appeal. Superficially — and
this is how supporters of Israel
promote it — Zionism is simply
Jewish nationalism. If, as is
enshrined in international law,
people have a right of self-determination, anti-Zionism denies
this right to Jews. Hence the
racism charge.
That ignores the evolution of
Zionism as it has transpired,
however. To want a Jewish state
is one thing. To build it on land
belonging to another people at
their expense is quite another.
Thus — and ignoring the people
without a land for a land without
a people foundational myth of
previous hasbara efforts — the
argument that anti-Zionism is
anti-Semitism is not straightforward.
Once the deliberations — long
laid bare by the so-called new
Israeli historians — underpinning
the practices of pre-state Zionist
militias in Palestine are considered, the argument falls away. It
is clear that a deliberate policy of
population transfer, a crime
against humanity as defined in
the Rome statute that created the
International Criminal Court,
was discussed and carried out in

the years leading up to and
including the fighting in 1947-48
and the advent of Israel.
About 750,000 Palestinians
became refugees in 1948 when
they fled or were forced — at
gunpoint with buses provided
— to flee their homes and lands,
the United Nations has said. They
were never allowed to return.
Instead, legal mechanisms, such
as the 1950 Law of Absentee
Property, were enacted enabling
the nascent state to confiscate
their lands and properties.
Today that refugee population
totals 5 million and its fate is
crucial to any settlement of the
conflict. However, if raising the
question of refugees’ right of
return — a right enshrined in
international law — is seen as
undermining Israel “as a Jewish
state” (in the new favoured
definition of Israeli officials) and
that is considered anti-Semitism,
constructive discussion around
this can never be raised.
If Macron, or any political
leader, wishes to positively affect
Palestinian-Israeli peacemaking,
he would be wise to avoid such
traps. These only seek to limit
room for manoeuvre. Such
moves are, transparently, a
“strategic manipulation of
perceptions.”
Omar Karmi is a London-based
journalist.

Trump v reality in Palestinian-Israeli conflict

W

hen
Donald
Trump
was
running
for
president in 2016, he bragged he could
easily solve the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict. After all, he was a man
famous for real estate deals and
he was just the man to make the
“ultimate” real estate deal
happen and solve the stalemate.
Six months into his term as US
president, however, Trump is
learning that there is a difference
between his opinion of his ability
to make peace between Palestinians and Israelis and reality.
After a honeymoon period in
which there was public optimism
from both sides about Trump’s
efforts, the situation has returned
to its normal state of obstinate
inaction. Trump is learning the
lesson about peace in the Middle
East that he is being taught about
health care reform: It is a lot
harder than it looks.
A good chunk of Trump’s
inability to broker an agreement
is his own fault.
His administration is once again
sending mixed signals about
where the United States stands on
an important international issue.
While Trump has never committed publicly to the two-state
solution, which has been official
US policy for many years, and the
idea of a separate Palestinian
state, Nikki Haley, his ambassador to the United Nations, has
endorsed it.
Trump also underestimated the
support he would get from Israel
for a deal. While he may be the
most outspoken supporter of
Israel in the White House in years,
that makes little difference to the
Israeli government in terms of its
position on negotiations.
When Trump visited Israel this
year, Israeli Prime Minister
Binyamin Netanyahu skilfully
tweaked Trump’s easily manipulated emotions by showing him a
very negative video about
Palestinian President Mahmoud
Abbas. When Trump met with the
Palestinian leader, he apparently
screamed at Abbas that he had

Reality check. US President Donald Trump (L) and Israel’s Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu
shake hands after Trump delivered a speech at the Israel Museum in Jerusalem, last May.
“tricked” him, which led to a
stilted and wooden Abbas
“praising” Trump’s peace efforts.
Trump is learning that Netanyahu has no interest in any kind
of peace deal. He made the point
again to the Trump administration when Trump’s son-in-law
and chief negotiator Jared
Kushner visited Israel in June by
starting construction on another
settlement in the occupied West
Bank.
Then there is the issue of
Kushner himself. Kushner seems
to have a genuine desire to create
a new deal between the Israelis
and Palestinians but has zero
experience as either a politician
or a negotiator. There is also the
issue of his role in financing some
of the West Bank settlements,
which are considered illegal
under US policy. Not to mention
his role as peacemaker-wannabe

has been seriously hindered by
his mounting problems with the
investigation into Russia’s alleged
meddling in the general election
in the United States.
Reports stated that his meeting
with Abbas in June did not go
well. Palestinian officials accused
Kushner of “carrying water” for
the Netanyahu government by
presenting Abbas with a list of
demands that could have come
directly from the Israeli government itself.
If Trump is going to be the man
who finds a solution to the
50-year-old stand-off, it is not
going to be based on wishful
thinking and braggadocio. He
apparently thinks the problem is
easily solved. He joked that
getting health care reform passed
in the US Congress was more
difficult that solving the IsraeliPalestinian conflict.

(AFP)

On a positive note, his envoy to
the region, Jason Greenblatt,
helped negotiate a water treat
between Israel and the Palestinian Authority. This is progress,
however, it is “low hanging fruit”
— as one Israeli activist described
it — in the overall picture. The
reality is that nothing of substance has changed.
The situation was best summed
up this year in a comment by
Aaron David Miller, an experienced negotiator for both Democratic and Republican administrations.
“Never in decades of involvement [in the Middle East peace
process] have I heard a US
president more confident with
less prospect,” he said in a tweet.
Tom Regan is a regular contributor
to The Arab Weekly and a columnist at factsandopinion.com.
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Beirut, the upcoming start-up hub in MENA region
Timothy Kinahan Maloy

Beirut

S

tart-up
accelerator
Speed@BDD hosted a
graduation Demo Day
for its “Batch IV” group,
whose members range
from enterprises and apps that encompass digital shopping, artificial
intelligence, financial assistance,
electronic music, children’s books,
gaming and educational applications.
Start-ups are big business in Lebanon. First Vice-Governor of the
Banque Du Liban Raed Charafeddine recently highlighted results
seen since the launch in 2013 of the
Banque du Liban 331 initiative to
support the country’s knowledge
economy. Charafeddine said there
are approximately 800 start-ups in
Lebanon providing 6,000 jobs and
contributing $1 billion to the Leba-

Driving much of Lebanese start-up growth is
the well-known Banque
Du Liban’s Circular 331,
which starting in 2013
provided a $400 million stimulus package
for ICT sector start-ups.
It has worked, with the
caveat that there is still
several hundred million
dollars unspent in the
pipeline, while banks,
investment funds and
accelerators look for
viable start-ups. Not
every nascent enterprise has put together a
business plan, let alone
developed a product beyond the concept stage.

nese Treasury.
Charafeddine added that the
knowledge economy in Lebanon
is growing 7-9% a year, ranking
Lebanon as third in the region during 2015-16.
At Speed@BDD’s graduation
ceremonies, officials with games
start-up Groovy Antoid gave a
rousing pitch for the company’s
Fat Bunny game, which will soon
enter the multibillion-dollar gaming industry in search of the potential millions of users who might
download the game. The audience
applauded and laughed uproariously at Fat Bunny and other game
characters devised by the nascent
firm.
Groovy Antoid’s debut was
among the nine start-ups graduating from Speed@BDD, which led
the entrepreneurs through three
months of intensive business
training.
The live pitch in late June, to an
audience of several hundred investment bankers, venture capital
funds and politicians interested
in Lebanon’s growing information
and technology sector and start-up
scene and young tech aficionados,
was the final part of the training
programme.
“In three months’ time, our
start-ups grew their teams from
21 to 34 entrepreneurs. This is our
biggest batch and an exceptionally promising one. We always
highlight how important it is for
entrepreneurs to be hard-working
and coachable and the founders of
Cycle IV start-ups embodied these
qualities literally,” said Sami Abou
Saab, Speed@BDD’s CEO. “One
main proof is that two of our nine
start-ups received investments by
Demo Day already.”
“We’re at a time when we can say
that Lebanon is on the global entrepreneurship map and Beirut is
being internationally highlighted
as the upcoming start-up hub in
the MENA region,” Saab said.
In addition to Groovy Antoid,
eight other potential new enterprises were out to make their mark

On the global map. A picture from the graduation Demo Day IV in Beirut.
at the event. Presentations covered everything from Living Book,
a programme for creative people to
collaboratively create, publish and
sell personalised interactive and
printed children’s books, to Neotic,
a platform that allows stock traders to test strategies and leverage
artificial intelligence to receive
trading recommendations.
With the completion of Speed’s
fourth acceleration programme,
the enterprise’s founders said they
are ready to begin a drive to secure
more investments.
“As game developers, Speed@
BDD was the right push we needed to turn our passion into a more
solid, data-driven business,” said
Groovy Antoid co-founder George
el-Habr. “Learning how to pitch
and answer questions that investors might ask us drove us to re-

search and develop proper business plans and strategies that
make sense. We walk away from
the experience a more robust studio and a more viable business.”

There are
approximately 800
start-ups in Lebanon
providing 6,000 jobs
and contributing $1
billion to the
Lebanese Treasury.
The success of Speed and other
similar tech accelerators and incubators in Lebanon has been reshaping a vital part the economy
towards a skill set that is more
marketable in the larger MENA region and the bigger world.

(Speed@BDD)

A short list of training programmes — sometimes combination accelerator and incubator —
includes Berytech; the UK Lebanon
Tech Hub; Maria Goeppert-Mayer
Incubator/Accelerator
(MGMI),
an initiative of the German government; Smart ESA, incubator/
accelerator, part of the ESA Business School in Beirut and created
by an initiative of the French government; and the AltCity start-up
Bootcamp.
There are many start-ups in
Lebanon that have on their own
created, developed and marketed
products with funding from their
own pockets and angel investors.
Timothy Kinahan Maloy is a contributor to The Arab Weekly and
deputy editor and correspondent
at An-Nahar English.

Agreement with Total boosts Iran’s potential

View poi nt

Gareth Smyth

T

he killing of two
civilians, allegedly by
a terrorist team, on
Iran’s eastern border
with Pakistan, as
reported by the
Islamic Revolutionary Guards
Corps, is the latest bloody
incident in a running conflict
between Iranian security forces
and Baluchi militants.
Jaish al-Adl, the newest
incarnation of insurgent groups
inspired by ethnic separatism and
Sunni Islamism, was blamed for
an attack in April that killed ten
Iranian border guards.
Sistan-Baluchestan province,
which runs along part of the
Afghan border as well as all the
Pakistani one, is rife with armed
gangs smuggling opium, creating
a dangerous environment for a
pipeline to supply gas to Pakistan.
The Iranian 900km leg is finished
but the Pakistani 700km section,
despite the country’s chronic
electricity shortages, is held up by
US pressure on Islamabad and
wrangles over price.
Pipelines offer inviting targets
and are by nature inflexible.
Hence, Iran has long coveted the
technology and facilities that
could convert its largely untapped
reserves of natural gas, the

With cooperation from the
majors, Iranian officials said
they can supply 25 billion-30
billion cubic metres of gas a
year to Europe.

world’s largest at 33.5 trillion
cubic metres, 18% of the global
total. into liquefied natural gas
(LNG). It can be exported in
purpose-built tankers and sent
anywhere.
Iran’s $5 billion agreement with
a consortium led by the French
major oil and gas company Total
for Phase 11 of the South Pars gas
field was a major step for Tehran
in securing international involvement for developing its reserves.
Total delayed signing after a
Heads of Agreement in November
2016, seeking assurances it would
face punitive action from the
United States.
In the face of US sanctions,
Iran’s progress in developing
South Pars has been far slower
than Qatar’s in North Field, its
contiguous field. With sanctions
easing after Iran’s 2015 nuclear
agreement with world powers,
Iranian officials are keen to
acquire technology from the
majors and to meet investment
needs that officials put at $185
billion.
However, reports suggest the
Total deal will produce gas for
domestic consumption, going
against an original plan to
designate phases upward of ten of
South Pars’ 30 for export.
Total is to employ offshore
compression facilities, a first for
South Pars but nevertheless an
alternative to conversion into
LNG.
Total is in separate talks over a
multibillion-dollar stake in the
partly built Iran LNG facility,
suggesting the French company,

wary of Washington, has separated the LNG component to
calibrate its involvement. Its
caution over LNG reflects likely
US opposition.
Acquiring technology for LNG
would be a breakthrough for Iran.
While the country consumes
domestically nearly all its annual
production of 202 billion cubic
metres, Qatar has used LNG to
expand exports to 124 billion
cubic metres.
The markets exist. Many
European countries are constructing LNG terminals for imports
from North Africa and the Gulf.
The Paris-based International
Energy Agency forecast the share
of natural gas in the world energy
market will grow from 21% in 2010
to 25% in 2035 (the only fossil fuel
whose share is increasing).
It said demand for LNG will rise
even faster. Even if European
demand tails off after 2025, as
was recently predicted by
industry research group Cedigaz,
demand is likely to increase 28%
in China and 24% in the Middle
East by 2035.
With cooperation from the
majors, Iranian officials said they
can supply 25 billion-30 billion
cubic metres of gas a year to
Europe and have a target for gas
exports, including LNG, of 80
billion cubic metres per year by
2021.
LNG is a possible component in
Iran’s talks with an Indian
consortium led by state owned
ONGC (Oil and Natural Gas
Corporation) on the Farzad-B
field, which ONGC discovered in

Iran’s
progress in
developing
South Pars
has been far
slower than
Qatar’s in
North Field.

2008 and which contains about
19.5 trillion cubic metres of gas.
A deal could involve $11 billion
of investment and include a LNG
facility. Delays, which have led to
India cutting back oil imports
from Tehran, seem to reflect
disagreement on terms but it is
worth noting that India is the
world’s fourth largest LNG buyer.
In welcoming the agreement
with Total, Iranian President
Hassan Rohani stressed the
significance of Iran acquiring
advanced technology. This
showed his characteristic optimism, as the omission of the LNG
component, even if expected,
must have been a disappointment.
So opens a crucial period. Iran
will continue to expand gas
production unless there is a major
upset but LNG could make it a
major exporter. Speaking to
parliament, Oil Minister Bijan
Namdar Zangeneh claimed Iran
would, by 2021, be exporting 365
million cubic metres of gas a day,
higher than Qatar’s current
exports.
Echoing Rohani’s optimism,
Zangeneh said the Total agreement was “a very good indication” that the international oil
companies believed “the return of
sanctions is very unlikely, if not
impossible.”
Time will tell if he is right.
Gareth Smyth is a regular
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
He was chief correspondent in
Iran for the Financial Times in
2003-07.
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Economy
Algeria’s domestic auto industry plans hit serious snags

Briefs
Germany vows
economic steps
against Turkey

Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

T

he Algerian government
has promised for almost
two years to expand the
domestic auto industry
and make the vehicles produced available to the public, a plan
it said is aimed at trimming imports,
providing jobs and diversifying the
economy away from oil-and-gas reliance. Allegations of corruption and
mismanagement, however, have
put the ambitious programme under
scrutiny.
A few weeks before an Algerian
Volkswagen affiliate was to deliver
new car models, Algerian Minister
of Industry and Mining Mahjoub
Bedda denounced the programme
as a corrupt scheme to disguise the
importation of foreign cars.
“They almost made us believe in
the miracle that (home-made) cars
would be criss-crossing the country’s roads,” said Algerian economist
Ali Bahmane, referring to the government’s promises.
Under the programme, foreign
carmakers in partnership with local investors are eligible for a wide
range of state incentives, including
tax exemptions and foreign currency transfer waivers to pay for the imported parts to be assembled in local
plants. The incentives were meant
to encourage the growth of Algeria’s
car industry and reduce the outflow
of foreign currency by cutting vehicle imports.
Some auto investors, however,
have been accused of inflating import bills to bypass currency transfer
restrictions.
“The assessment of what occurred in the automobile industry
showed there are disguised imports
rather than locally assembled cars,”
said Bedda. “The level of integration
in the local economy failed to reach
its target.”
Bedda said a preliminary review
of the government programme
found that several terms had been
breached. “The cars have been sold
at higher prices than in the previous
period while the state has lost tax
revenue,” he said, adding that jobs
have not been created as planned.
As a result, the government postponed the programme while officials look into ways to address the
loopholes, the minister said.
“The situation calls for revising
the framework and regulations re-

Germany vowed stinging measures against tourism and investment
in Turkey and a full “overhaul” of
their troubled relations, signalling
its patience had snapped after Ankara’s arrests of human rights activists.
The government stepped up its
travel advisory for the NATO ally as
German Foreign Minister Sigmar Gabriel warned the country could no
longer guarantee its citizens’ safety
in Turkey in the face of “arbitrary”
mass arrests, a step set to hit a sector
crucial to Turkey’s ailing economy.
(Agence France-Presse)

Domestic demand. Cars drive on a road in the Algerian capital Algiers.
lated to this industry to encourage
the creation of small and middlesize enterprises and services linked
to car manufacturing industry,” he
said.
“This assessment does not mean
we have abandoned this industry,
which remains an important business. We are conducting a review
to come up with a new vision that
makes it sustainable and more accessible to automotive equipment
manufacturers and other related
services and businesses.”
It is not known how authorities
plan to deal with the foreign projects
already under way, such as those by
Renault and Volkswagen.
On paper, Algeria is arguably the
best place in the Maghreb to develop an auto industry. Its high demand for vehicles and low energy
costs give it a comparative advantage over other countries in the region. In 2014, Algeria ranked as the
Maghreb’s largest market for cars,
importing about 40,000 per year.
In the 15 years leading up to 2016,
Algeria imported 4 million cars,
spending $25 billion, industry and
customs figures indicated. Industry
experts estimated that increased
wages and population growth could
soon drive demand to 2.5 million
new cars a year.
Fuel subsidies also help keep energy costs low relative to Morocco,
Algeria’s main competitor. Algeria’s
total energy subsidies are estimated

at about $45 billion annually by the
International Monetary Fund.
The main barrier to foreign investment is the country’s shareholder
regulations, which require local
partners to own 51% of any project.
To establish a healthy industrial
sector, Algeria must compete with
Morocco, where French automobile
manu
facturing firm Renault produces up to 400,000 units annually.
Morocco used a plant in Tangiers
as a platform to export cars through
Tangier Med port, whose location on the Moroccan coast nearest to the Iberian Peninsula makes
it a springboard for maritime trade
routes to Europe, the Americas and
Africa.
To compete, Algeria is using its
huge domestic market to convince
foreign car manufacturers to open
local plants.
In 2014, Renault began operating a plant in Algeria’s western city
of Oran, where it plans to produce
75,000 vehicles annually. German
automaker Volkswagen is planning
to start producing this month at its
assembly plant in the western Relizane province.
Over the past two years, government officials have touted the
domestic auto programme as a potential source of thousands of new
jobs.
Why previous officials failed to
address the programme’s major
flaws is unclear.

(AFP)

“We will never know the truth,
at least officially, because, as usual,
we are only given pieces of information or complete silence from top
authorities,” Bahmane said. “If the
crime lies in the bogus domestic car
industry programme itself, it also
lies in the official silence that wraps
it up.”

It is not known how
authorities plan to
deal with the foreign
projects already
under way, such as
those by Renault
and Volkswagen.
He and other experts wondered
why state bodies tasked with
watching over such projects failed
to sound the alarm about the plan’s
flaws.
“Will such bodies like the Finance
Ministry, the judiciary, the parliament and others react now that the
scandal blew up in plain sight?”
asked Bahmane, who likened the
embattled car project to previous
corruption cases involving stateowned energy companies Sonatrach
and East-West Highway.
Algeria’s East West-Highway,
originally a $6 billion project covering 1,100km, cost the state more
than $15 billion because of rampant
corruption, making it the most expensive road in the world.

Fair sheds light on Jordan’s food industry, leading players
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

J

ordanians were treated to
the goodies of the country’s
food sector at the Jordan
Food Fair, a leading trade
show for the food industry designed to promote national
products locally and globally.
The fair was organised by the
International Promoters Company
(IPCO), in cooperation with Amman Chamber of Industry, the Islamic International Arab Bank and
Giant Industrial Group. Also involved were leading food industry
players, importers, traders, manufacturers and owners of hypermarkets and shopping malls.
Approximately 65 food industry
companies and 50 Jordanian food
packaging factories took part in
the exhibition July 5-10. This year’s
Jordan Food Fair attracted more
than 100,000 visitors, up from
75,000 in 2016.
“It is the largest food exhibition
in Jordan displaying Jordanianmade and imported food products
with special focus on the packaging sector, which is growing in a
very positive way,” IPCO General
Manager Raed Abu Saadeh said.
“We have noticed that this year

people are interested in learning
more about the quality of the local
food products, which is encouraging and really great.”
Abu Saadeh said he hoped the
fair would spread awareness about
the high standards of locally produced food items, which were
available at lower prices than imported goods.

A total of 65
Jordanian food
companies and 50
packaging factories
took part in the fair.
“The show presents unique opportunities for traders and citizens to establish direct contact
with food producers whether to do
business or to have information on
the products,” he said. “The food
industry in Jordan is huge and very
developed but it needs a lot of support through spreading awareness
in local, regional and global events.
“The importance of the Jordanian food industry lies in the fact
that it is employing thousands of
Jordanians and contributes positively to the GDP and the economic
situation of families,” he said.
Mohamad Khalil, representing
Tahouneh Poultry, said: “We are
happy to be part of the fair where

people can check the quality of
our products and the high level in
breeding poultry and our careful
packaging process as we care about
health more than anything.”
Jordan’s food industry is valued
at an estimated $5.5 billion with
approximately 2,500 food facilities and factories. There have been
nearly 4,500 new job opportunities created since 2015 in the food,
beverage and tobacco industries in
Jordan, a recent study by the National Centre for Human Resources
Development stated.
“It was a very informative expo
and I am happy to see that this vital
sector is growing and developing
to match the global products. For
some time, we lacked confidence
in the local products but recently
we have faith that this sector has a
future and will contribute positively to the economy,” said Ahmed
Atieh, 38, a government employee.
“Of course, I care about the packaging and how it looks because I
believe that the modern packaging
sector has evolved rapidly and, if
we want to take pride in our industry, we need also to develop the
packaging, including the quality,
colours and design,” he added.
Najah Jarbee, a housewife who
said that a few years ago “only two
or three Jordanian brands” were
popular among consumers. “To-

day we can see that many companies had entered the market with
new quality brands, which means
that our food sector is developing
but I think we still have an issue
with the packaging, which is the
first thing that attracts the eye,”
she said.
However, a recent food scandal
involving a famous poultry brand
run by a local giant company shook
the industry. The brand was suspended and several people arrested
after 70 tonnes of expired poultry
were discovered in their storage.
Supermarket owner Abdullah
Fathi argued that some traders take
advantage of Ramadan to make
profits by stockpiling goods in
warehouses to sell them at higher
prices as demand sharply increases
during the fasting month.
“I thank God that the authorities
discovered the expired chicken before any damage could have happened,” Fathi said.
In 2016, the Jordan Food and
Drug Administration (JFDA) closed
and referred 501 foodstuff entities
to court and suspended 158 establishments for a month, for uncleanliness, insect infestation and
failing to meet storage and transportation conditions.
Roufan Nahhas is a journalist
based in Jordan.

Libya oil output to
reach 1.25 million
barrels per day
The head of Libya’s National Oil
Company (NOC) announced that oil
production was expected to reach
1.25 million barrels per day (bpd) by
the end of 2017.
NOC President Mustafa Sanalla
said, however, that “despite a surge
of more than 1 million bpd” oil production would fluctuate “in the absence of a budgetary law.”
Sanalla was in the eastern city
of Benghazi for talks with oil company leaders on reuniting the sector, which like other institutions has
been hard hit by divisions in Libya.
(Agence France-Presse)

Saudi Arabia
empties domestic
crude tanks
Saudi Arabia’s domestic crude
stocks declined in 16 of the 19
months between from November
2015 through May 2017, government
figures, reported to the Joint Organisations Data Initiative, indicated.
Domestic stocks were 259 million
barrels at the end of May 2017, which
was the lowest level since January
2012, recently released updated figures indicated. Stocks were down 30
million barrels compared with the
same month a year earlier and are
down 71 million barrels from their
peak in October 2015.
(Reuters)

Cyprus vows to
explore for energy
despite Turkey
‘challenge’
Cyprus said it will proceed with
exploratory drilling for untapped
oil and gas reserves off its southern
shores despite Turkish demands for
it to cease operations.
Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut
Cavusoglu earlier said that Ankara
would take measures against gas
exploration by the Greek Cypriot
authorities. He did not elaborate.
Ankara argues that Turkish Cypriots
in breakaway northern Cyprus,
where Ankara has stationed tens of
thousands of troops, have rights to
any reserves discovered and called
the Nicosia government’s move
“unilateral.”
(Agence France-Presse)

22

July 23, 2017

Scars of war

Society

Ouzville reclaims Beirut landmark long associated with war
Samar Kadi

Beirut

O

uzai is an overcrowded slum with a tough
reputation. Ouzville is
a clean and colourful
neighbourhood
displaying beautiful murals by local
and international street artists.
In less than a year, Ouzai-turnedOuzville has become a public attraction and a must-visit thanks
to the initiative of Ayad Nasser, an
entrepreneur with a self-declared
mission of “beautifying the country and reuniting its people.”
South-west of Beirut adjacent to
the airport, the Ouzai area offers
the first glimpse of the city for travellers arriving in Lebanon. From a
spacious stretch of sandy beach on
the onset of the Lebanese civil war
in 1975, Ouzai turned into a shantytown of illegally built dwellings
harbouring squatters and people
displaced by war from southern
Lebanon.
The Ouzville initiative is not
merely about beautifying the façade of Ouzai.

Nasser chose Ouzai,
one of the most
marginalised areas
of Lebanon, to be
the location of his
pilot project.
“It’s about unifying the citizens
and breaking stereotypes. It is initiating every citizen to take care of
his own future and stop counting
on others,” Nasser said.
Nasser chose Ouzai, one of the
most neglected and marginalised
areas of Lebanon, as the location of
a project he hopes will be copied in
other parts of the country. “For 40
years, no government, politicians,
political parties or even the local
people and the 4 million Lebanese
looked at it,” he said. “I said I had
to fix it. It is also the façade of Lebanon, the first thing you see every
time you land at Beirut airport.”

Inhabited by Shias with strong
allegiances to Hezbollah, the area
was perceived as lawless and associated with crime. “I wanted
to encourage Lebanese to start
changing what they do not like
in their country without waiting
upon anyone to do it, to cultivate
a sense of good citizenship among
each other, to break stereotypes
and change perceptions. In brief to
lead by example,” Nasser said.
The entrepreneur’s initial idea,
triggered by Lebanon’s trash crisis
of 2015, was to get international
artists to create art from rubbish,
a plan that collapsed when the
trash in question was eventually
cleared.
Undeterred, he formed a new
plan: “I thought why not paint
on the walls of areas that are neglected areas that we consider as
garbage and no one wants to go
there.”
He sought the support of the
local authorities who are mostly
members and partisans of Hezbollah. “I told them all of you pray and
fast and worship God but you cannot go to paradise unless you fix
the paradise that God gave us. We
have to clean our country, respect
each other and open up,” Nasser
said.
The 46-year-old began his mission in December. He enlisted the
help of residents and volunteers
to clean the shores and the neighbourhood’s derelict and narrow
alleys. At the same time Lebanese
and international graffiti artists,
assisted by local youngsters, crafted creative murals on the walls and
spread a positive spirit across the
streets.
Artists have come from as far as
the United States, Brazil and Russia, with renowned Lebanese graffiti group Ashekman also contributing to the effort.
Some Lebanese artists had never
set foot in Ouzai before the Ouzville project due to preconceptions
and stereotypes. Mary-Joe Ayoub,
who worked with local children to
create a big, colourful work of art,
confessed that it was her first time
in Ouzai even though she lived
only 15 minutes away.

Staying creative. Local children participating in the project of beautifying Ouzville, south-west of
Beirut.
										
(Ayad Nasser)
She said she had not expected to
be able to communicate with the
people in Ouzai but found “they
were very similar” and had the
same aspirations for Lebanon and
“all sought happiness at the end of
the day.”
Young and old from the area are
taking part too, with many welcoming the change. “We’re grateful for the efforts you’ve exerted
here in our region… go ahead and
continue your astonishing creations,” commented Fatima on Ouzville’s Facebook page.
Repainting and decorating the

seaside area cost $120,000, which
Nasser paid out of his own pocket.
“After one month, we will start
crowdfunding to complete the
beautification of the inner part,”
he said. “The people in Ouzai are
very committed. There is Ali, who
is eight years old, who told me,
‘Ammo (uncle,) Ayad don’t leave
us. I am going to put aside one dollar every day to contribute in buying paint’… I thought he is hope;
the kids are going to fix the country.”
Ashekman artists, in the meantime, will be painting the word

“Salam” (Arabic for “peace”) in
gigantic Arabic calligraphy on
rooftops of Ouzville that will be
viewed from space, with the aim
of showing the world that Lebanon
is a country of diversity, tolerance
and peace.
“You don’t see garbage in Ouzai anymore. Now when you look
from the plane you see Ouzville.
Pilots mention it saying, ‘This is
Ouzville, the united colours of
Lebanon’,” Nasser said.
Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly
Travel and Society sections editor.

War-trauma and torture victims from Syria, Iraq seek rehab in Lebanon
Samar Kadi

Beirut

S

alman Daoud, an Iraqi
Christian, and his 10-yearold son waited anxiously
for their turn to see the
psychologist at the Restart
Centre for the Rehabilitation of Victims of Violence, Torture in Beirut.
Since fleeing Iraq seven months
ago, they have been going regularly
for psychological treatment to help
them overcome war trauma.
“They are treating us with the
help of psychologists and psychiatrists. My son has a depression. He
is haunted by the traumatic incidents we’ve been through in Iraq
and talks about it with the professionals,” Daoud said.
Daoud and his family are among
hundreds of Iraqi and Syrian victims of physical and psychological
torture, rape and war trauma, who
have been referred by the UNHCR
to Restart, an NGO established in
1996 to help torture and trauma
survivors in Lebanon.
“At present, most of our beneficiaries are Syrian and Iraqi victims
of torture and their families in
addition to inmates in prisons in
Lebanon,” said Restart Executive
Director Suzanne Jabbour. “With
the many wars raging in the region,
thousands of people have been exposed to torture or traumatised by
the horrors they have witnessed.”
Since the Syria crisis and the influx of refugees into Lebanon, Restart has been treating more than
3,000 people annually. They are

handled by a team of 100 professionals, including psychologists,
psychiatrists,
psychotherapists,
social workers, neurologists and
physiotherapists. A team of speech
therapists, psychometricians and
special educators works with children diagnosed with severe depression.
“Torture has been widely used
as a tool to extract confessions. It
does not only break the body of
the victim but seeks to annihilate
the victim’s personality and inherent human dignity,” Jabbour said.
“That is why rehab is very important and crucial. Victims cannot
fully recover without the adequate,
effective and comprehensive rehabilitation.”

“The Optional Protocol to the
Convention Against Torture (OPCAT) clearly mentions and details
the states’ obligations in guaranteeing the rehabilitation and compensation of victims of torture,”
she added.
Restart has been working inside
Tripoli prisons in northern Lebanon for more than 12 years, providing mental health assistance and
physical rehabilitation to inmates.
The appalling conditions inside
Lebanese prisons and detention
facilities further deteriorated with
the refugee crisis in Lebanon, Jabbour said.
“We are aware that there are big
needs, especially with the refugee
population. More than 40% of the

Big needs. A woman, who was wounded in Syria, rests inside a
hospital in Tripoli. 					
(Reuters)

inmates are refugees and foreigners.
This placed lot of pressure on security agencies and people working inside the jail as well as professionals.
“When you put 70 inmates in a
space that fits only 20, of course
the conditions will be horrible. Just
being in such conditions amounts
to ill treatment and torture. It is the
responsibility of the government
to do something about it because
police do with what they have and
they also suffer from that situation. If the government continues
to turn a blind eye, the worst is yet
to come,” Jabbour said.
Torture in Lebanese prisons is
common and takes place systematically, the Lebanese Centre for
Human Rights (CLDH) said. It said
that from 2009-15, approximately
60% of those arrested in Lebanon were subject to some form of
torture or serious ill-treatment in
detention, notably during interrogation. Violations were allegedly
perpetrated on a general level by
General Security, the Internal Security Forces and Military Intelligence.
The death of four Syrian terror
suspects in military custody in
July touched off calls by human
rights activists for an independent investigation into the incident.
The CLDH accused the Lebanese
Army of torture that led to the
men’s death and demanded that
those responsible be held accountable. However, Lebanese officials
and many citizens rallied around
the army, praising its sacrifices in
fighting terrorism.
“The problem is that fear from
terrorism makes people more tol-

erable of torture exercised against
suspected terrorists,” Jabbour said.
“They say if torture protects us,
why not use it.
“I say in all wars around the
world mistakes are committed by
individuals or armies. What is important is not to be in denial. The
army has a responsibility to be
transparent. We cannot tolerate
the use of torture by an institution
which is responsible for our security and protection.”

Restart has been
treating more than
3,000 victims of
torture and war
trauma each year
since the Syria crisis.
Torture is forbidden by Lebanese law but still commonly
employed. Lebanon has ratified
OPCAT, under which it has the
obligation to set up an independent national body to monitor and
investigate torture and ill-treatment. That panel has yet to see
the light.
“There are 140 countries around
the world practising torture, according to Amnesty International,” Jabbour said. “Victims of
torture remain in pain even after
rehab. Sometimes we cannot really treat all the symptoms but we
help the person to become functional again and to be reintegrated
into normal life.
“We need politicians and decision-makers to understand that
the use of torture will only generate more violence.”
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Jordan launches first opera festival
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

J

ordan began its first opera
festival in July, showcasing
“La Traviata” by Giuseppe
Verdi at the ideal venue of
the Roman Amphitheatre in
Amman.
The world-renowned show, part
of the first Amman Opera Festival,
featured 155 singers and dancers
from ten nationalities, including
two Jordanian sopranos in leading
roles.
Organisers said they wanted
to build bridges and cultural exchange through music. “La Traviata” — “The Fallen Woman”
— was first performed in 1853 at
the Teatro La Fenice in Venice.
The 2017 telling in Amman took
the audience on a journey filled
with true love, deep emotions,
revenge, sorrow and suffering in
the life of Lady Violetta, the main
character who knew that her life
would end soon.
“The production was the first
of its kind in Jordan and the Arab
world. It was staged in an open-air
Roman amphitheatre filled with
opera passionate,” said Zeina Barhoum, a Jordanian soprano and
founder of the festival.
Barhoum, 33, played Violetta
alongside Peruvian tenor Andrés
Veramendi as Alfredo, Slovak
singer Simon Svitok as Germont
and Jordanian tenor Ady Naber as
Gastone. They were accompanied
by the Sichuan Philharmonic Orchestra featuring musicians from
La Scala as well as musicians from
Jordan and a choir from the Batumi Opera House in Georgia led by

conductor Lorenzo Tazzieri.
“The festival is just the first step
towards a series of cultural events
which will build a base for a passionate opera society in addition
to planting the seeds for the opera
culture that might eventually lead
to the construction of an opera
house in Jordan,” said Barhoum,
who has performed in Italy, Dubai
and Lebanon and other venues.
“Opera is an art genre for all
people and what we need here is
to create a community of opera
fans who will enjoy and let the
next generation enjoy it too,” she
said.

The Amman Opera
Festival featured “La
Traviata” with 155
artists from ten
nationalities.
Performances of “La Traviata”
were among various cultural
events in Jordan during the summer. The desert kingdom recorded a 6.8% increase in the number
of tourists so far in 2017, including
350,000 visitors coming in June
compared to 328,000 in the same
period last year, the Jordan Central Bank said.
Tourism income rose 14.5%
to approximately $2.1 billion in
the first half of 2017 compared to
around $1.8 billion for the same
period in 2016.
Jordanian Minister of Tourism
Lina Annab said that organising
an opera festival enriched the cultural scene in Jordan, which has
witnessed several events, including the Jerash Festival.
“Definitely, the festival played a
big role in attracting more tourists

to Jordan as there are thousands
of opera enthusiasts who enjoyed
watching and listening to ‘La Traviata’ at one of the oldest theatres
in the world,” Barhoum said.
Organisers said a considerable
number of visitors from the Gulf
area attended the show.
“It is all about diversity and the
festival had the right combination
of talents from around the world
who placed a lot of effort in producing one of the most famous
operas in the world, ‘La Traviata,’
and made it a must-see event,”
said Barhoum.
Culture critic Majdi Tell applauded the introduction of an
opera festival in Jordan saying:
“It is a successful venture. People
are appreciating such events and
would like to see more of them
here. The show should also be
played in other cities (than Amman).
“This event will open the
way for more cultural proceedings. Already, this summer we have many activities that appeal to the
general audience.”
Barhoum started her musical career
in 1997
and received
an
award for
“best soloist”
in the Eisteddfod
competition
at a young age. Mixing
the rich aspects of classical opera
and Arabic and Western songs,
she released her first album, “Alcantara,” in 2014. In 2015, she
performed in a concert in Dubai,

accompanied by the
Naples Philharmonic
Orchestra, directed by
Michelangelo Galeati.
“I believe my
music embodies
the idea of bridging cultures and
communicating
through a common universal
language. Mine
being the arts
and specifically
music
and

performing arts,” she said.
“My aim is to continue bringing
opera to Jordan and to opera lovers who appreciate this wonderful
music.”

Unique talent. Jordanian
soprano Zeina Barhoum, who
played the lead role in “La
Traviata” at the Amman Opera
Festival. (Provided by Roufan Nahhas)

Jewish comedian withstands boycott calls in his native Tunisia
Iman Zayat

Tunis

“

A

performance
of
shame,”
shouted
some 50 protesters
outside the tightly
guarded
Carthage
Museum. “Tunisia for all,” others
retorted in support of the event’s
host, Tunisian-born French comedian Michel Boujenah.
Boujenah, one of the thousands
of native Tunisians with Jewish
origins, became a controversial
figure in his homeland after making statements in support of Israel. When it was announced that
Boujenah would perform at the
International Festival of Carthage
this year, the event drew an unprecedented level of controversy
and many called for it to be boycotted.
The show, titled “Ma vie Rêvée”
(“My Dream Life”), ended up selling out, with many Tunisians rallying around the comedian’s right
to express himself freely. Despite
the presence of protesters outside
the venue, Boujenah’s performance July 19 proceeded with few
disturbances.
“I love you,” Boujenah said to
the crowd near the end of his
performance. “Tunisia is a small
country without oil resources but
it is a big nation with its people.”
Centred on the idea of “imagined life,” much of Boujenah’s
performance focused on his childhood in Tunisia. He reminisced
about the honey pies of La Goulette, Tunisia’s warm sun and
his pleasant memories of Kheireddine. Boujenah’s jokes filled
the room with laughter but also
conveyed a message of love and
peace.
“I do not want to die. I do not
like what happened at the Bataclan and what happened on the
beach in Sousse,” Boujenah said.
“I love peace. I love to laugh with

everyone and at all things. I do not
want to leave the stage. I love Tunisia from all my heart and I come
here to look for the little Michel
who lived in this country, in La
Goulette and in Gammarth.”
More than 600 people attended
the show. Some introduced themselves to The Arab Weekly as devoted fans of the stand-up comic.
Others said they came to honour
Boujenah and show their solidarity.
Not everything was peaceful
and heartening. Regardless of the
attendees’ intentions, they were
subjected to a barrage of insults
from dozens of angry protesters
outside the venue.

“Zionists! Traitors,” demonstrators shouted as police tried to
keep them at a distance.
The protest was expected. Since
it was announced that Boujenah
would perform at the festival, several Tunisian forces united and
called for its cancellation. Among
those calling for Boujenah’s performance to be cancelled were the
Tunisian General Labour Union,
various political parties and civil
society groups.
Jilani Hammami, a deputy of
the leftist Popular Front alliance
argued that Boujenah’s performance was “a concealed attempt
to normalise ties with Israel. Despite being of Tunisian origin,

Sold-out. Tunisianborn French comedian
Michel Boujenah
performing in the
International Festival
of Carthage, on July 19.
(International Festival
of Carthage)

Michel Boujenah is known for his
support of Israeli practices against
Palestinians.”
Even the centrist liberal Republican Party (
Al-Hizb Al-Jumhuri)
issued a statement calling on the
Ministry of Culture to cancel the
show.
“Neither the Tunisian origin of
Boujenah, nor his Jewish faith can
induce us into tolerating his support for the Israeli occupation and
the crimes committed against the
Palestinian people,” the statement
said.
Boujenah, who is not a citizen
of Israel, has often expressed support for the Jewish state.
During a 2009 interview, he
said: “We diaspora Jews have no
qualms about declaring our admiration for Israel. A justified admiration, as the people to whom I
belong want peace more than anything.”
Such comments were enough
to mobilise a protest July 13 in
front of Tunisia’s Ministry of Culture. A second protest took place
in Carthage the day of the performance, July 19.
The boycott campaign was
not without its critics, however.
Prominent politicians, academics and cultural figures called on
the public to separate the artist’s
political views from the art he
presents to the world. Some said
Boujenah ought to be officially
honoured in his native country,
which he has always defended
and promoted.
The Tunisian Ministry of Culture steered clear of the controversy, leaving Tunisians to decide
for themselves whether to attend
the show. The Court of First Instance in Tunis rejected a motion
to enforce a cancellation of the
show.
“The programming of the show
is a decision issued by an administrative body at the Ministry of Culture. The judicial authorities are
not entitled to annul administrative decisions nor to impede the

work of the administration and
the continuity of public services,”
said Sofiene Sliti, spokesman for
the Tunis Court of First Instance.
In a statement to the media on
July 19, Boujenah reiterated his
unconditional love for his native
country.
“The first time I played in Tunisia was in 1980 at the open-air
theatre at the Belvedere,” he said.
“I have a lot of admiration for the
Tunisian people.”

Centred on the idea
of “imagined life,”
much of Boujenah’s
performance focused
on his childhood in
Tunisia.
The show was attended by
prominent figures and celebrities,
including French Ambassador to
Tunisia Olivier Poivre-d’Arvor;
René Trabelsi, a Tunisian businessman of Jewish faith; Tunisian
actor Lotfi Abdelli; and film-maker Ibrahim Letaief.
“It is a nice show that was quite
stirring, especially towards the
end. Democracy gives everyone
the right to come here and express
himself,” said Letaief.
There have been growing calls
to boycott or ban works by Jewish or Israeli artists in Tunisia
in recent years. On July 14, the
summer blockbuster film “Wonder Woman” was banned in Tunisian cinemas because of the
background of its lead actress, Gal
Gadot, who served in the Israeli
Defence Forces (IDF).
In 2014, Bernard-Henri Lévy, a
French Jewish philosopher and
vocal supporter of Israel, was met
at the Carthage International Airport by protesters who shouted:
“No to the Zionist power in Tunisia.”
Iman Zayat is an Arab Weekly
contributing editor in Tunis.
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Agenda
Dubai:
Through July 27
“Modernist Women of Egypt,”
an exhibit of work by Egyptian
female artists, takes place
at the Green Art Gallery on
Alserkal Avenue in Dubai. The
works on display date from
1950-70 and show the evolution of styles that shape the
Egyptian identity of today and
reflect the direct and emotional effects of political unrest in
Egypt and the rest of the world
at the time.
Tabarka:
Through July 29

A tourist rides a camel after disembarking from a cruise liner at La Goulette on the northern edge of Tunis.

(AFP)

La Goulette, a Tunisian seaside
resort and haven of tolerance
Roua Khlifi

La Goulette

T

he Lake of Tunis sparkles
under the scorching sun,
as the summer breeze
finds its way into the
northern-bound
train.
The train’s first stop is the Tunisian
port town of La Goulette, which
rests peacefully at the beginning of
a string of beautiful beaches to the
north.
Only ten minutes from downtown Tunis by train, La Goulette
is Tunisia’s portal to the Mediterranean and has played a significant
role in trade and commerce over
the centuries. It is known as a haven for religious tolerance and as
beautiful site. The town served as
an inspiration for many artists, including Tunisian film director Ferid
Boughedir, whose movie “Summer
in La Goulette,” explored the town’s
diverse cultural landscape in the
1960s.
“The town’s name is derived
from the channel where the city is
located,” said Ali Bouras, a La Goulette municipality official. “The Arabic name translates to the ‘throat’
of the river as it is on a channel that
connects the Lake of Tunis to the
gulf, making the placement of the
town strategic.
Due to its strategic location, La
Goulette was the site of numerous battles between civilisations.
Today, the Fortress or El-Karaka,
a stone-walled monument marking the ancient power struggle
between the Spanish and Turks,
stands as a testament to the
bygone era. The 16th-century
landmark, which was constructed as a tower by Ottoman leader Hayreddin
Barbarossa and restored by
Spanish King Charles V in
1535, greets visitors as the
centre of the town.
“The fortress was destroyed again, as the war
between the Ottomans

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.
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.
Jerash:
Through 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.
El Jem:
Through August 12

Docked boats at La Goulette port near Tunis.
and the Spanish continued in 1574
by the Ottomans. It wasn’t fully
restored until 1965 and today, the
monument requires some restoration work,” Bouras said.
The fortress offers a breathtaking view of Tunis’s coastal shores.
It also has served as a theatre for
summer festivals in La Goulette.
“The annual festival of La Goulette is a celebration of music and
arts. The Spanish fort is a beautiful
place. It has a theatre that can host
a stage and the audience but the
problem is that it has a limited
number,” Bouras said.
While La Goulette’s population was originally composed
mostly of Moors and Turks, it
drew in a range of nationalities
due to its flourishing maritime
commerce. By the early 20th
century, La Goulette was wellknown as a cosmopolitan

hub for Italians and Maltese, who,
together with Tunisian Jews and
Muslims, gave the town a diverse
religious and cultural makeup.

La Goulette is a
popular destination
for Tunisians
throughout the year.
“It was in 1830 that Tunisia
signed a convention with the Italians and the Maltese enabling the
latter to immigrate to Tunisia to
work in fishing and maritime activities. The number of families soon
rose in 1852 making the town’s
population cosmopolitan,” said
Bouras, adding that it is also known
for its “religious tolerance.”
“Religious occasions for different
religions are still celebrated. In one

A general view shows the Church of Saint Augustine Fishermen repair nets at La Goulette port near
and Saint Fidèle in La Goulette.
(AFP)
Tunis. 					
(Reuters)

(Zied ben Miled)

town, you can witness the Jewish
ritual celebrations, the festival of
Madonna and the ritual to the Sufi
saint of La Goulette.”
In addition to beautiful beaches,
a serene aura and rich culture, La
Goulette also boasts delicious seafood cuisine. On just one street,
more than 40 restaurants offer a
variety of savoury seafood platters.
There is an annual fish festival in
August, which Bouras described
as “an annual feast for people and
visitors to enjoy food at reasonable
prices.”
La Goulette is a popular destination for Tunisians throughout the
year. In the summer, thousands of
visitors enjoy the beaches and food.
Abdessalem Khirat, who owns a
restaurant in La Goulette, stressed
the role of the town’s annual fish
festival.
“The fish festival is a celebration
of the town’s wealth of fish and of
its long tradition as a maritime centre. People come to celebrate, to
have fun and to savour the fish and
the dishes we offer,” Khirat said.
“It has a carnivalesque feel as the
streets are reserved for pedestrians
only and there is an area with music
and dance shows while restaurants
open the doors and showcase their
culinary arts.”
With cafés stretching along the
beach and a historical fortress overlooking the coast, La Goulette is an
iconic Tunisian town full of beauty
and meaning.
Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and
Culture contributor to The Arab
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

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.
Baalbek:
Through August 15
Set in the Roman ruins in
the city of Baalbek in eastern
Lebanon, the Baalbek International Festival stages opera,
classical music, pop and jazz
concerts and modern and
classical dance performed by
international and Lebanese
artists. This year’s festival
welcomes trumpeter Ibrahim
Maalouf and singer Samira
Said among other performers.
Carthage:
Through August 19
The Carthage International
Festival is one of the most
compelling arts and cultural
events in North Africa, drawing a mix of local and international performers to Tunisia
over a period of several weeks.
It takes place at the Carthage
Amphitheatre.
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