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Tensions in Jerusalem

French president signals shift away
from Islamists in Libya mediation
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

F

rench
President
Emmanuel Macron seems
to have taken Libya by
storm, achieving in one
day what Arab countries
in the Maghreb and other European
states failed to reach for years: Diplomatic success.
Macron played host to Libya’s
two main actors: Fayez al-Sarraj,
head of the UN-brokered Government of National Accord (GNA) and
Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar, Sarraj’s rival in eastern Libya. During
the landmark meeting July 25 outside Paris, Macron urged the two
leaders to agree to a road map that
includes elections next year and a
conditional ceasefire.
In doing so, Macron became the
first Western leader to give Haftar
centre stage. European powers had
treated Haftar as a pariah in light of
his uncompromising stance against
Islamists and for what they perceived as authoritarian tendencies.
By agreeing to the ten-point blueprint, Sarraj can begin rallying support among allies in western Libya
for his own plan for elections in
March 2018 and extend his government’s tenure beyond its scheduled
end in December.
Macron has repeatedly said that
the stability of Libya was important for European security. Libyan
soil has served as a springboard for
waves of migrants to Italy, as well as
a destination for militants and traffickers travelling across the Sahara
from Africa’s Sahel region, where
France deploys its largest military
mission abroad.
Haftar, who was an ally of dictator Muammar Qaddafi before turning against him as a CIA-backed
dissident, has seen his profile grow
at home and abroad as his Libyan
National Army (LNA) has crushed
radical Islamists in battles since
the launch of his Karama (Dignity)
campaign in 2014.

Middle-man. French President Emmanuel Macron (C) stands between Libyan Prime Minister Fayez
al-Sarraj (L) and Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar, commander of the Libyan National Army (LNA), in La
Celle-Saint-Cloud near Paris, on July 25.
(AFP)
Haftar claimed victory over
al-Qaeda-affiliated extremists in
Benghazi, Libya’s second largest
city, on July 5. He has also taken
sides with the Saudi-led Arab
camp opposed to Qatar, whom he
has accused of collusion with Libya’s Islamist militias.
Sarraj and Haftar met with Emirati leaders in Abu Dhabi, last May.
Russian President Vladimir Putin also endorsed Haftar as an ally
in the fight against Islamism.
Macron hailed the “legitimacy”
of both Sarraj and Haftar through
which they can unify other factions and militias and reach a con-

sensus on “the road map of national reconciliation” agreed on in
France.
The mediation is the fruit of
French Foreign Minister Jean-Yves
Le Drian’s “pragmatic policy.” Le
Drian invested in Haftar at a time
when France and other Western
powers were embracing the region’s Islamists.
On July 20, 2016, when Le Drian
was defence minister, three French
special forces soldiers were killed
in a helicopter crash in eastern Libya. While former President François Hollande confirmed the troops
were carrying out “dangerous in-

Foreign Minister Jean-Yves Le Drian invested in
Haftar when France and other Western powers
were embracing the region’s Islamists.

telligence operations,” reports said
the troops were helping Haftar’s
forces defend an airbase from Islamists. An Islamist militia, Benghazi Defence Brigades, claimed to
have shot down the helicopter.
While Macron appears to have
swiftly and successfully mediated
the Libyan road map, it could rapidly unravel given the many actors
in Libya’s conflict.
“Haftar and Sarraj are not the
only players of the Libyan landscape,” said Sadek Sahrawi, an Algerian security specialist regarding
Libya. “Their meeting in France
could worsen the fragmentation of
the country.”
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis.
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British tourists eyeing return to Tunisia as UK restrictions scrapped
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

H

“

onestly, we would
have gone to Tunisia this summer if
we had known,” said
British holidaymaker
Sara Hellier, one day before she and
her family were to leave on her summer holidays.
“The kids loved Hammamet last
time and we would all love to go
again but we’ve already booked our
holidays to Spain.”
British officials changed their
travel advice regarding Tunisia,
announcing on July 26 that travel
to the North African country was
deemed safe. That, however, was
too late for the Helliers this year.
The United Kingdom had advised
against all but essential visits to
Tunisia in June 2015 following the
Sousse beach attack in which 38
people, including 30 British holidaymakers, were killed by an Islamic
State (ISIS) gunman.

The terrorist attack and the ensuing travel restrictions devastated
Tunisia’s tourism sector, a major
hard currency earner.
“This update reflects our latest
assessment that the risk to British
nationals in Tunisia has changed,”

Alistair Burt, minister for the Middle
East and North Africa, said. “This is
in part due to the security improvements that the Tunisian authorities and tourist industry have made
since the tragic terrorist attacks in
2015, with support from the UK and

international partners.”
The change of travel advice means
“travel companies can put in place
plans for holidays to Tunisia to restart, should they wish to do so,”
said Britain’s Association of Travel
Agents and Tour Operators (ABTA).

Approximately

425,000

Britons visited Tunisia
in 2014 and similar
figures are expected
next year.

Bouncing back. A British traveller getting ready to board his flight
for London at Tunis-Carthage International Airport.
(AFP)

Tour operators were caught unawares about the change and most
Britons have already booked their
summer holidays for this year.
Thomas Cook said the tour operator was “pleased” about the travel
advisory change but that it would
take time to organise future offerings.
“I suppose that we are going to
start during the winter season but

more towards the spring,” Thomas
Cook CEO Peter Fankhauser said.
Smaller specialist tour companies
are likely to secure deals with airlines and hotels for British tourists
wishing to visit Tunisia in the next
few months. Just Sunshine, a leading Tunisian specialist operator, said
it hoped to have holidays on sale by
the first week of August.
The Tunisian National Tourist Office said about 12,000 British travellers had visited the country in 2017.
Approximately 425,000 Britons
went to Tunisia in 2014, with similar
figures expected next year.
“We will be communicating with
all of our tour operators to see how
quickly we can get airlift reinstated. Meanwhile, Tunis Air [is] flying
daily from London Heathrow and
Gatwick to Tunis,” said Mounira Ben
Cherifa, director of the Tunisian National Tourist Office in the United
Kingdom.
Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in London.
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The Libyan conflict

Macron brings Libyan rivals together, ruffles feathers
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

F

rench President Emmanuel
Macron outflanked North
African countries and European powers competing
to mediate an end to Libya’s 6-year-old conflict and became
the first Western leader to nudge
Libya’s two key players into a political agreement.
Macron, who has worked since his
election three months ago to re-establish France as Europe’s main diplomatic power, offered Libya’s resurgent military chief Khalifa Haftar a
European stage to bolster his profile
and sign a ten-point accord with his
rival, UN-backed government leader
Fayez al-Sarraj.
While Sarraj has been a regular
guest of European leaders since his
return from exile as the leader of
the Government of National Accord
(GNA) in March 2016, Haftar’s official visits have mostly been limited
to Arab countries sharing his opposition to Islamists.

Macron’s move is
said to underline
France’s return to an
old diplomatic
strategy based on
mistrust of Islamists
in the Maghreb.
Haftar’s agreement with Sarraj in
Paris on July 25 allowed him to enjoy
the European limelight for the first
time since he launched his Karama
(Dignity) battle in 2014 to crush Islamists, whom he labelled terrorists.
Haftar’s trip to France came 20
days after he declared that the Libyan National Army (LNA) had defeated radical Islamists in Benghazi,
Libya’s second largest city, following
three years of battles that left the
town in ruins and claimed the lives
of 5,000 LNA soldiers.
Analysts in the Maghreb said Macron’s move to embrace Haftar, a
hard-line anti-Islamist who had previously been ostracised by Western
powers for what they deemed a lack
of democratic credentials, underlined France’s return to an old diplo-

matic strategy in the Maghreb based
on mistrust of Islamists.
Such a diplomatic shift would put
France on the same path as several
Arab powers, including the United
Arab Emirates, Egypt and Saudi Arabia, but could pit it against other regional powers, such as Algeria and
Italy. The two Mediterranean countries have invested a lot in Libya and
would likely resent being outfoxed
by Paris in a terrain they see as key
for their security as well as diplomatic and economic interests.
Analysts linked France’s change
of heart in Libya to the role of JeanYves Le Drian, a former French defence minister who was appointed
by Macron to head a newly created
Europe and Foreign Ministry.
Le Drian is thought to be heeding
the advice of France’s military intelligence agencies, which are said to
prioritise stability over democratic
experiments.
France’s chief diplomat has repeatedly argued that stability in
Libya is key to the Sahel region,
where France had deployed a costly
military mission — its largest in the
world since 2013 — with no clear horizon for an exit.
He and other French officials worry that Islamic State (ISIS) jihadists,
who were uprooted from Sirte last
December, and other radical Islamists could exploit the power vacuum
in Libya, analysts said. As a result,
they see a need to bring Haftar and
Sarraj together.
“When we scout the landscape
for genuine and trustworthy leaders
we find only two people: Sarraj and
Haftar, who enjoy popular support,
influence and recognition at home
and abroad,” argued Libyan political
writer Said Ramadane.
“Libyans hope France will work to
reconcile the two.”
Libyan analysts said Macron’s embrace of Haftar embodies Western
powers’ desire to get out of the Arab
quandary they fell into after betting
on resurgent Islamists to compromise and embrace stability and democracy in the Arab world.
“Arab powers like Saudi Arabia
and the UAE foiled the Islamist
strategy aimed at dominating the
region and France backed the Arab
anti-Islamists,” said Libyan political
scientist Salim Nasser. “The West is

Embracing a strongman. French President Emmanuel Macron (L) and commander of the Libyan
National Army (LNA) Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar in La Celle-Saint-Cloud, near Paris, on July 25. (AFP)
struggling to restore stability to the
region. [It wants] the region to be
more stable rather than more democratic.”
Prodded by Macron, Sarraj and
Haftar committed to a conditional
ceasefire and to work towards organising elections next year.
“There is political legitimacy. That
is in the hands of Mr al-Sarraj. There
is military legitimacy, that of commander Haftar. They have decided
to act together. This is a powerful
act,” Macron said after the two Libyan leaders shook hands, smiling, in
front of cameras.
The accord is similar to the agreement reached in Abu Dhabi on May
2, when Sarraj and Haftar met for
the first time in 16 months. It also
replicates a nine-point road map

unveiled by Sarraj on July 15 that
includes elections next March and a
ceasefire.
North African and Western governments pushed for Haftar to be
included in the country’s political
reconciliation after Sarraj’s Tripolibased government failed to unify
the state and build a national army
and police.
The stalemate persisted as Haftar ignored Sarraj’s government
and Sarraj insisted on barring Haftar from assuming the role of commander of the future national army.
Macron’s initiative has reportedly
angered Italy, which had taken the
lead in efforts to bring peace to its
former colony and borne the brunt
of waves of African migrants who
have crossed the Mediterranean

from Libya.
If Macron fails to receive cooperation from Libya’s neighbours, Italy
and other Arab powers involved in
the Libyan crisis, France’s mediation
efforts could end up like many previous attempts to resolve the crisis.
“With this mediation, France
seeks to make Libyans and others
forget its past wrongs and diplomatic mistakes,” said Sara Belhadj, a
Paris-based Algerian security expert
on Libya.
“However, it is unlikely that this
meeting could lead to tangible progress on the ground quickly because
of the nature of the antagonists in
the crisis. The GNA in Tripoli remains challenged by the parliament
in the east and it is struggling to unify various forces behind it.”

them so.”
Haftar, in an interview with the
French news channel France 24 a
day after making the ceasefire declaration, said: “There is a problem
in Tripoli because some of the militant groups in the city are affiliated
to al-Qaeda. Sarraj does not control
them.”
Libya has become a contentious
arena for rival regional and international players with Haftar naming
Qatar and Sudan as state backers of
terrorism inside the North African
country. Some countries, he said,
did not want the conflict in Libya to
end.
While Haftar spoke to the French
channel, the eastern Libya government shut the Sudanese consulate
in the south-eastern city of Kufra.
The Libyan Foreign Ministry accused Sudanese diplomats of “undermining the national security of
Libya.” It gave the Sudanese consulgeneral 72 hours to leave.
Qatar and Sudan are only a few
of the countries, analysts said, that
have a stake in Libya. The list includes Egypt, Algeria, the United
Arab Emirates, Italy, Russia, the
United States and France.
“So, when you talk about a settlement of the conflict, you need to get
all those countries to agree,” said
Abdel Basset bin Hamel, another
Libyan political analyst in Cairo.
“Otherwise, you will be wasting
your time.”

After declaring the deal, Sarraj
headed to Rome. Haftar waited for
Egyptian Foreign Minister Sameh
Shoukry, who travelled to the
French capital from Brussels where
he met with EU officials.
Haftar and Sarraj are total winners, whether the deal augurs a settlement or not, analysts said.
Until recently, Haftar was welcomed only in countries backing
him. In many European capitals,
however, he was viewed as a destabilising factor. The deal, analysts
said, bestows a political recognition

in Europe he badly needed.
The deal also extends Sarraj’s political life by bringing him closer to a
man who, after the early July liberation of the eastern city of Benghazi,
was considering invading Tripoli.
“So, this is a win-win deal, even
as its implementation will face difficulties on the ground,” bin Hamel
said. “This was why both Sarraj and
Haftar were enthusiastic to go to
Paris in the first place.”

Libya agreement welcomed
in Cairo but bumpy road expected
Amr Emam

Cairo

E

gypt welcomed a Libyan ceasefire declaration
brokered by France and
expressed hope that the
move signifies a step towards stability in its restive neighbour. Cairo pledged to work with
international partners to help Libya
in the process.
“Egypt has been harmed greatly
by unrest in Libya,” said Ahmed Abu
Zeid, spokesman for the Egyptian
Foreign Ministry. “We have hopes
that all parties can move ahead towards a settlement.”
An official declaration, even one
that reflected the goodwill of the
main Libyan players involved, however, might not easily translate to
peace on the ground, analysts said.
“True, those who made the declaration are the principal actors on
the Libyan stage but they are not
alone on this stage,” said Mohamed
Abu Ras al-Sharif, a Libyan political
analyst in Cairo. “Those who were
not part of the deal can torpedo it if
they are not included in the political
process.”
The declaration, made July 26
near Paris by Fayez al-Sarraj, the
prime minister of Libya’s UNbacked Government of National
Accord, and Khalifa Haftar, head

of the Libyan National Army, came
less than two months after the two
men met in Abu Dhabi and agreed
to work together to end the conflict
in Libya.
The deal, brokered by French
President Emmanuel Macron, calls
for parliamentary and presidential
elections, finding a negotiated solution to the conflict, initiating national reconciliation and the return
of those who fled the violence.

Analysts say that
Haftar and Sarraj are
total winners,
whether the deal
augurs a settlement
or not.
The ceasefire does not apply to
counterterrorism operations and
the defence of Libyan territories.
Here, Sharif said, lies the problem:
The list of groups labelled as “terrorist” by one side is not recognised by
the other. He said other players on
the Libyan stage included al-Qaeda,
a branch of the Islamic State (ISIS),
the Muslim Brotherhood, various
Islamist militias, other “revolutionary militias” and tribal groups.
“So how will both Haftar and
Sarraj deal with all these groups?”
Sharif asked. “Some of these groups
are not considered terrorist by one
party, even as the other considers

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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Egypt closes in on Muslim Brotherhood
Ibrahim Ouf

Cairo

T

he death of eight militants in late July in the
central province of Fayoum was the latest in a
series of military operations by Egyptian authorities to
eradicate the outlawed Muslim
Brotherhood and affiliated militant groups.
The militants were members of
the Hasm Movement, a mysterious militant group that appeared
in January 2014, six months after
the ouster of Muslim Brotherhood
President Muhammad Morsi.
Egypt is fighting a branch of
the Islamic State (ISIS) that established a stronghold in the Sinai
Peninsula but Hasm could be a
greater threat, given the Muslim
Brotherhood’s historic popularity
in Egypt.
“The other thing is that most of
these members do not have criminal records,” said Fouad Allam, a
retired police general. “This is why
tracking and arresting them, even
after they carry out operations, is
not an easy matter.”

Dozens of Hasm
members, including
key figures, were
rounded up or killed
in shoot-outs with
police.
Many militant groups emerged
following Morsi’s ouster in July
2013. Some were formed by disgruntled Muslim Brotherhood
members and sympathisers who
viewed the post-Morsi authorities
as putschists.
Hasm is believed to be the successor to the Muslim Brotherhood’s military wing, which
carried out attacks throughout

Egypt’s history, including assassinations.
In addition to killing a large
number of police and security officers, Hasm claimed responsibility for the attempted assassination
of former Mufti Ali Gomaa in August 2016 and Assistant Prosecutor-General Zakaria Abdel Aziz in
September 2016.

Hasm militants have
testified that they
received funding
from Brotherhood
leaders in Turkey.
Unlike ISIS, Hasm’s claims of
responsibility for attacks are rare
and it seems to prefer to operate in
the shadows. Not much is known
about where the group gets its
arms or funding or how many active members of Hasm are operating in Egypt but it is clear from
the operations it has claimed, or
is believed by authorities to be responsible for, that Hasm fighters
are well-armed and trained.
Authorities obtained concrete
information about the group in
September 2016 after arresting
Hasm member Magdi Shalash.
He reportedly gave valuable information about Hasm’s leaders,
including Mohamed Kamal, the
group’s main financier who was
killed in his flat in southern Cairo
on October 1. Egyptian security
apparatus portrayed that event as
a major blow to Hasm.
Documents in Kamal’s flat provided
significant
intelligence
about Hasm’s planning, including
a list of names of those with ties to
the group.
“The documents seized at Kamal’s flat decided the course of
police action against Hasm in the
following months,” said retired
police General Mamdouh al-Kidwani. “These documents were a
real treasure trove that helped po-

At a crossroads. Police stand guard outside a building in Maadi, a southern suburb of Cairo.
lice solve the two-and-a-half-year
puzzle represented by Hasm.”
Dozens of Hasm members, including key figures, were rounded
up or killed in shoot-outs with police. Hasm, Kidawni said, is capable of carrying out attacks, even
though it was significantly weakened.
Hasm’s elimination would not
signal an end to violent Muslim
Brotherhood groups in Egypt, Allam said, adding: “Those planning
this violence live outside Egypt
and are capable of raising huge

amounts of money to finance terrorist operations inside the country.”
Many Muslim Brotherhood leaders fled to Qatar, Turkey and Sudan
following Morsi’s ouster. Cairo has
prosecuted several cases in absentia but has generally been unsuccessful in securing extraditions.
Hasm militants have testified
that they received funding from
Brotherhood leaders in Turkey.
Some of the eight members killed
July 23 received training in Sudan,
security officials said.

(AFP)

“The success of security agencies cutting off the Brotherhood’s
violent arms one after another
opens the door for the movement’s
total abdication of violence,” said
Ahmed Ban, a former member of
the Brotherhood. “By all means,
this will open the door for more
stability but we also need to understand that violence is fuelled
by ideas and ideas do not die easily or quickly.”
Ibrahim Ouf is an Egyptian
journalist in Cairo.

Egypt’s Nile island plan runs into disgruntled residents
Amr Emam

Cairo

I

t was 10am on July 15 and
Youssri Fouad had just started
working his small farm. Suddenly, the 54-year-old Egyptian was confronted by hundreds of policemen. They raided
several houses close to his farm
and then brought in bulldozers and
other equipment to demolish them.
Subsequent clashes put Fouad at
the centre of violence that left one
resident of Warraq island in the Nile
dead and dozens of others injured.
Tensions between Warraq island
residents and the police continued
and government officials met with
residents to resolve the crisis.
“The authorities think we will
leave our island easily but they
are mistaken,” Fouad said. “They
should know that we have known
no other home to go to.”
Fouad and tens of thousands
of other Warraq residents are determined to resist government attempts to forcibly remove them.
Cairo said it was attempting to
demolish structures illegally built
on state land. The island residents
said authorities wanted to get rid of
them to turn the island into a major
tourist and business centre.
The issue goes beyond Warraq.
The hundreds of thousands of
people who live on dozens of other Nile islands are watching with
concerned interest. The islands,
considered prime Cairo real estate,
could be transformed into business
development projects and lavish
apartments. They are now overpopulated slum districts, something that will have to change if Nile
island development projects are to
go ahead.

A matter of time. Egyptians shout slogans against the government
as they stand near a police car in al-Warraq, on July 16.
(Reuters)
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah
al-Sisi in early June alluded to a project when he said that some islands
in the Nile should not be inhabited.
Three days later, a local newspaper quoted unnamed government
officials as saying that the presidency had asked the Housing Ministry
to revive a 2010 plan to develop the
islands.
The officials added that the presidency would have exclusive rights
to decide how the islands’ land
should be used.
Sisi, speaking July 24 at an Egyptian Youth Conference, said the
choice was for Warraq could remain
a slum or be transformed into a

model island.
“Some people say there is an investment company,” he said. “We
do not have a funding problem.
Your rights [the residents of Warraq] are reserved.
Economists confirmed that, if exploited properly, the islands could
be an economic lifeboat for Egypt,
potentially earning revenues equal
to the Suez Canal.
“The islands can turn into a huge
source of national income if best
exploited,” said Yumn al-Hamaqi,
an economics professor at Cairo
University. “They have what it
takes to be business centres.”
Cairo has sought to launch na-

tional projects to support the economy, including expanding the Suez
Canal and significant gas and oil exploration, in addition to announcing a new administrative capital.
There are approximately 80 islands in the Nile that support meagre agricultural and fishing output.
Increased illegal construction on
the islands in the past 30 years has
turned the islands into slums that
add sewage to the Nile.
To Fouad and other residents,
however, Warraq is their home.
He was born there, married and
supported a family, including two
daughters and a son, all of whom
live on the island. He can imagine
no other life.
“This is my home,” he said pointing to a two-storey building metres
from his farm. “I am ready to make
it my grave too if the government
insists on taking it.”
Approximately 525 hectares and
close to downtown Cairo, Warraq
could be prime real estate. Gezira
Island, which has the capital’s affluent Zamalek district, is home to the
famous Cairo Tower as well as the
Egyptian Opera House and Gezira
Sporting Club.
Many look at Warraq and other
Nile islands and see unfulfilled potential. Talk about turning the Nile
islands into investment hubs started in 2007 under President Hosni
Mubarak. In May 2007, Mubarak
asked Defence Minister Mohamed
Tantawi and Housing Minister Ibrahim Suleiman to prepare plans to
develop the islands.
The plans were released in 2010
but disappeared after the 2011 uprising. They have come to light
once more.
New development plans reportedly prepared by an Egyptian and
Emirati-Singaporean
companies
have appeared in local media, in-

cluding drawings showing villas
and high-rises depicting what Warraq island could look like in the future.
Although Egypt’s Ministry of
Housing denied the reports, many
Egyptians said it was only a matter of time before Warraq and other
Nile islands were developed.
“The government seems to have
already made deals with investors on the island but it is failing
to convince the public,” said Salah
al-Guindi, an economics professor
from Mansura University. “This is
bad and will have negative consequences.”

The islands,
considered prime
Cairo real estate,
could be transformed
into business
development
projects and lavish
apartments.
Ahmed Youssef Abdel Dayem,
who represents Warraq in parliament, said many residents would
support new development projects
and that it is only those residents
with homes built illegally on government lands that oppose it.
“They know that they will lose
their homes and will not be compensated,” Abdel Dayem said.
“These violators want things to remain as is.”
However, clashes with police indicate that Warraq’s residents do
not intend to simply bow to the inevitability of progress.
“This is our island and we will not
let anybody take it,” Fouad said. “If
the government wants to demolish
these homes, it can do this while
we are inside.”
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Qatar dispute continues despite
international mediation efforts
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

A

fter weeks of shuttle diplomacy from the United States, France, the
United Kingdom and
others, the Gulf crisis,
which has seen Saudi Arabia and
its allies sever ties with Qatar over
its alleged support for terrorism,
looks likely to continue. The latest
high-profile diplomatic attempt
to resolve the dispute, by Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan,
failed to yield results.
Erdogan, who has sided with
Doha from the onset of the dispute, referred to the sanctions on
Qatar as un-Islamic and likened
them to a “death penalty,” words
that were unlikely to endear him to
the governments opposing Qatar.
Factoring into Erdogan’s visit
was the fact that his government
is known for its affiliation with the
Muslim Brotherhood, which is one
of the chief components of the dispute.
The Saudi-led bloc issued 13
demands it said Doha must comply with for the sanctions to be
lifted. One of the demands was
the closure of a Turkish military
base in Qatar, which houses more
than 3,000 military personnel, including special operations units,
ground troops and military trainers.
Gulf media, which usually endorse the regional policy positions
of their governments, mostly welcomed Erdogan’s visit. Misgivings
about his role as a mediator, however, were expressed.
Saudi newspapers reported factually on Erdogan’s meeting with
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz
Al Saud although many editorials
stressed that the solution to the
crisis should be sought within the
region.
The lead editorial in the Saudi
daily Al Yaum, urged for the crisis to “be resolved within the Gulf
house.” The publication said: “The
Kingdom [of Saudi Arabia] continues to believe that the solution
to the crisis lies within the Gulf
House, not beyond it and that Doha
should not seek to internationalise
the crisis and enter it into a dark
tunnel that will only cause further
complications and bring the crisis
to an impasse and uncertain end.
This is something that the [Gulf
Cooperation Council] GCC countries do not want to see.”
A less diplomatic tone was taken in an editorial by prominent
Saudi journalist Jameel al-Thiyabi,
who, in the widely circulated Okaz
newspaper, warned about Turkey’s designs for the region.

Conflicting interests. Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud (L) shaking hands with Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan in Jeddah, on July 23.
“What does Turkey want from
Qatar?” asked Thiyabi. “It’s no
longer a question that needs to be
asked. After the diplomatic crisis
worsened following Qatar’s obstinacy, this question has become
relevant. Is Turkey hoping to realise its imperial designs in the Gulf
through the gates of Qatar?”

After weeks of
shuttle diplomacy
from the United
States, France, the
United Kingdom and
others, the Gulf crisis
endures.
Besides Saudi Arabia, Erdogan
visited Kuwait, which has played
the role of mediator, and Qatar.
Despite refraining from using
the same rhetoric as during his
visit to the Gulf, and endorsing
Kuwaiti mediation as the way forward, Erdogan’s attempts at di-

plomacy seem to have had the opposite effect: The day after he left
the region, Saudi Arabia, the UAE,
Bahrain and Egypt issued a blacklist of 18 groups and individuals alleged to have direct or indirect ties
to Doha.
The quartet had previously designated 59 individuals and 12 entities with alleged ties to Qatar on its
terrorism list.
In an interview on the US network PBS’s “Charlie Rose” programme, UAE Ambassador to the
United States Yousef al-Otaiba said
that one of the underlying issues
linked to the dispute was Doha’s
failure to fulfil its pledge as a party
to the 2014 Riyadh agreement.
“Unfortunately, everything that
has been signed into this agreement has been violated for the last
three years,” Otaiba said, adding
that the four countries’ frustration
had hit a new level.
The ambassador said the dispute
is over what kind of future GCC
countries want.

(AFP)

“If you ask UAE, Saudi, Jordan, Egypt, Bahrain, what
kind of Middle East they
want to see ten years
from now, it will be fundamentally opposed to
what I think Qatar wants to
see ten years from now,” Otaiba
said, adding that the UAE and its
allies want a more secular, stable,
prosperous and empowered region.
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 interfered in their countries’
internal affairs and supported radical groups such as Hamas, the Taliban and the Muslim Brotherhood.
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf
section editor of The Arab
Weekly.

Blacklisted
Qatar-connected
entities and
individuals

A

day after Turkish President
Recep
Tayyip
Erdogan’s trip to Gulf
Cooperation
Council
members in an effort to
resolve the crisis with Qatar ended,
Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain and Egypt released an
updated blacklist of 18 entities and
individuals with suspected ties to
the government in Doha.
The quartet blacklisted nine
charity and media organisations
in Yemen and Libya and nine individuals from Qatar, Kuwait, Yemen
and Libya with links to Qatari authorities” as “terrorists,” a statement carried by the Saudi Press
Agency said.
The Qataris on the list, along
with a Kuwaiti individual, were involved in fund-raising campaigns
to support al-Nusra Front and other terrorist militias in Syria, while
the three Yemeni individuals and
the three organisations in Yemen
provided support to al-Qaeda, the
statement said.
The statement stressed that the
two Libyan individuals and the
six Libyan terrorist entities on the
list were affiliated with terrorist
groups in Libya and had received
substantial financial support from
Qatari authorities while playing an
active role in the chaos and devastation in Libya.
“We expect Qatari authorities to
take the next step and prosecute
the terrorist groups and people,”
the statement said, adding: “The
four countries and their international partners will ensure that
Qatar has ceased its support and
funding of terrorism, has stopped
welcoming terrorists and has
stopped spreading extremist and
hate speech.”
The Central Bank of the UAE instructed financial institutions to
stop dealing with 18 additional individuals and entities with alleged
links to Qatar.
In a circular, the central bank
asked financial institutions to
“start the immediate search for
and freezing of all bank accounts,
investments and deposits that may
be held by any individual or entity” included on the list released
July 25.
The UAE central bank previously
ordered local banks to stop dealing with and freeze the assets of
59 individuals and 12 entities with
alleged links to Qatar. It also told
them to apply enhanced due diligence for any accounts they hold
with six Qatari banks.
Qatar has called the updated
blacklist a “disappointing surprise.”
The dispute began June 5 and
analysts have said it is the region’s
worst diplomatic crisis in years.
(The Arab Weekly)

Washington forum debates Qatari foreign policy adventurism
The Arab Weekly staff

Washington

Q

atar’s conflicting foreign
policy choices in several
areas have drawn the ire
of both Doha’s partners
within the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) and the Trump
government, an analyst at the Hudson Institute in Washington said
during a debate.
Panellists discussing the recent
isolation of Qatar spoke of how the
small country leveraged both its
relatively small population and high
GDP to secure a place on the world
stage with a limited risk of blowback.
Mohammed Khalid Alyahya, a nonresident fellow at the Rafik Hariri
Centre for the Middle East, described
how both combined to create circum-

stances in which Qatar’s leaders could
afford to take almost whatever foreign
position they liked without serious
risk of facing organised opposition
at home.
In this way, the Qatari government
enjoyed conditions in which there
was almost no internal conflict between
its decision to host both the 2022
World Cup and the US airbase at Al
Udeid, while providing a safe zone
in which financial and political adventurers could meet with backers of
extremist groups with relative impunity.
“The argument is, why would we
do that if we’re doing this?” asked
Michael Pregent, an adjunct fellow
at the Hudson Institute. “They’re in
a position where they’re being courted
and this (behaviour) is being incentivised.”
Alyahya ascribed much of the motivation for Qatar’s actions to what he

characterised as its search for relevance
on the global political stage.
“We’ve seen Qatar purchase Harrods in the United Kingdom, pumping more than [$52 million] into the
real estate market in England alone
and much more around Europe,” he

GCC countries
have to take care of
adventurists that
support al-Qaeda and
[Jabhat Fateh al-Sham]
and other groups.

”

Michael Pregent, an adjunct
fellow at the Hudson Institute

said. “You’ve seen Qatar buying 70%
of Volkswagen, so the idea of putting
Qatar on the map, of making Qatar
a known entity internationally has
been very much at the foundation
of Qatari policymaking.”
For Qatar, that search for relevance
carried little or no risk but Doha’s
adventurism carried considerable
peril for its neighbours, considering
the presence of hostile cells in Qatari
borders benefiting from Doha’s support.
The Obama administration and
much of Western Europe appeared
content to accept Qatar’s adventurist foreign policies, including its
relations with Iran and support for
the Muslim Brotherhood.
With a Hillary Clinton victory in
2016 looking assured, there appeared
to be little motivation to change tack
but with Donald Trump’s accession
to the presidency and his choice of

the destination of his first overseas
trip — Saudi Arabia — a volte-face in
the regional balance of power was
predictable.
However, by turning their fire on
the diminutive Gulf state, the other
GCC countries invited scrutiny of
their own policies. “They have to
take care of adventurists that support
al-Qaeda and [Jabhat Fateh al-Sham]
and other groups,” Pregent said.
US policies in the region, Pregent
added, remained consistent with the
aim of defeating ISIS and al-Qaeda
and curbing Iranian influence.
To that end, US Sunni allies within
the GCC generally proved helpful but
Qatar’s reluctance to fully engage
those aims, and not least its reluctance to act against suspected terrorists and its payment of ransom
money to Hezbollah affiliates in Iraq,
provided the United States with cause
for concern.
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Could a Turkish-Iranian axis develop after the Qatar crisis?
Sabahat Khan

Dubai

W

hen Saudi Arabia,
Egypt, the United
Arab Emirates and
Bahrain ran out
of patience with
Qatar’s contrarian foreign policy
and imposed punitive measures
in response to its alleged support
of terrorism, they hoped to isolate
Doha. While this may yet prove
successful, they also embarked on
a course of action that risks creating unanticipated regional alliances, as trade and the shared threat
of Kurdish separatism draw Tehran and Ankara into an unlikely, if
wary, detente.
Turkey and Iran provided a besieged Qatar decisive support,
which diminished the likelihood of
the worst-case scenarios many had
predicted in the face of its defiance
of the region’s most powerful Arab
countries. Qatar is just the latest
area of emerging common interests
between Turkey and Iran. They
have been growing since the US invasion of Iraq that toppled Saddam
Hussein and created chaos and
mayhem on the borders of Turkey
and Iran.

As long as Iran
remains an antistatus quo force and
Turkey a revisionist
power, the pursuit of
their regional
interests could
continue to
inadvertently place
them on the same
side.
Despite competition to draw
Baghdad into their own spheres
of strategic influence, Turkey and
Iran have maintained a common
interest in preventing the potential
territorial break-up of the country

and against the emergence of an
independent Kurdish state.
Both Turkey and Iran are home
to significant ethnic Kurdish minorities that could be emboldened
by a breakaway Kurdish state in
Iraq or at least see their loyalties
transformed. For decades, Turkey has almost been in a constant
state of war against the Kurdistan
Workers’ Party (PKK) and Iran has
been working to crush the Kurdistan Free Life Party (PJAK), which
opposes Tehran and seeks to court
the support that 7 million ethnic
Iranian Kurds could offer.

Turkey and Iran have
maintained a
common interest in
preventing the
potential territorial
break-up of Iraq.
While Turkey’s involvement in
Iraq was initially premised on preventing the country’s implosion, it
evolved towards more specific, and
arguably more ambitious, goals to
counter Iranian influence. Yet both
Turkey and Iran have limited their
rivalry to avoid the risk of open
hostilities or armed conflict.
What at first proved a narrow
but sufficiently strategic set of
core common interests in Iraq
highlighted the two actors’ stark
differences in Syria. Driven by the
need to contain Kurdish separatism and convinced that the “Arab
spring” represented a major turning point for Syria and its majority
Sunni population, Ankara threw its
weight behind Sunni rebels in Syria
fighting the Iranian-allied Assad
government.
Syria remains polarised, as do the
positions of its external stakeholders. However, though the mistrust
created between Ankara and Tehran’s competing agendas in Syria
may not be easily repairable, broader geopolitical developments have
reduced the potential of any major Turkish-Iranian confrontation.

Marriage of convenience? Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan (R) meets with Iranian Foreign
Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif in Ankara, last May.
(Reuters)
Russian intervention in Syria and
Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s growing friction with Western partners are part of the mix.
Now the problem of the Islamic State (ISIS) and long-standing
threats related to Kurdish separatism provide sufficient strategic
rationale for Turkish-Iranian cooperation. Against this backdrop,
Turkey and Iran have a growing
trade relationship. Although a preferential trade agreement between
Turkey and Iran in 2015 to boost
trade is failing to deliver its excessively ambitious $35 billion target
(trade is still less than $9 billion),
the potential for it to grow remains
substantial.
Iran is crucial to Turkish energy

security, satisfying 30% of Turkish
oil imports and representing the
third largest supplier of natural gas
after Russia and Iraq. From 200410, Turkey’s energy imports from
Iran increased from $1.9 billion to
$6.9 billion. There are plans for new
energy pipelines, building on the
existing Tabriz-Ankara pipeline, as
Turkey seeks to become an energy
gateway for Europe. Turkey’s staterun oil company, TPAO, has signed
an agreement with Iran to develop
three blocks of the South Pars natural gas field.
Ankara and Tehran’s relationship
fluctuates between strategic cooperation in some areas and intense
competition elsewhere. All things
considered, the lack of synergy be-

tween Iran’s Shia revolutionary core
and Turkey’s Sunni political revivalism makes the possibility of any
lasting Turkish-Iranian strategic
axis unrealistic.
However, as long as Iran remains
an anti-status quo force and Turkey
a revisionist power in the Middle
East, the pursuit of their regional interests could continue to inadvertently place them on the same side.
To that extent, as key Arab powers
strategically realign under the Saudi-Egyptian leadership, a carefully
managed rival Turkish-Iranian partnership could emerge.
Sabahat Khan is a senior analyst at
the Institute for Near East and Gulf
Military Analysis (INEGMA).

More than the Qatari crisis in Erdogan’s Gulf talks

View poi nt

Mohamad
Kawas

T

urkish President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan’s
recent visits to Saudi
Arabia, Kuwait and
Qatar can only be
understood as a
required first step to defusing
tensions with the Gulf countries
that was created by his rash
reactions to the Qatar crisis,
reactions unworthy of a major
power.
It is difficult to imagine that
Erdogan was personally making
the trip to the region to argue
Qatar’s case or to get a better
picture of the conflict with Doha.
The details of the crisis with
Qatar are public knowledge and
Turkish Minister of Foreign
Affairs Ahmet Davutoglu was
directly briefed by Saudi officials.
Erdogan chose to start with
Saudi Arabia, a key country in the
boycott against Qatar, in the hope
that his initiative would also be
welcomed by Egypt and the
United Arab Emirates, whose
relations with Turkey are openly
antagonistic.
It is obvious that Riyadh and
Ankara have gone to great lengths
to steer clear of open diplomatic
incidents. What’s intriguing is
that any potential Turkish
military force sent to Qatar would

The Qatari crisis does not seem
to be at the top of Ankara’s
agenda in terms of regional and
international issues and in
relation to Turkey’s own security
strategies.

be perceived by Saudi Arabia and
the Gulf countries as a provocation. This would escalate and
deepen the crisis with Qatar,
giving it a military dimension
that was absent from the
demands of the boycotting
countries.
From the start of the crisis,
Ankara adopted two approaches
in tandem. The first was to clearly
and publicly support the Qatari
camp politically, militarily and in
the media. The second approach
involved showing deference to
the Saudi position and declaring
Ankara’s reliance on the Saudi
monarch’s ability to find the best
way out of the crisis.
Saudi authorities have
refrained from verbally attacking
Ankara and have purposely
minimised Turkey’s position on
the crisis, treating it as secondary
in comparison to the positions of
the major powers and in light of
their foreign ministers’ shuttle
visits to the Gulf. Riyadh has kept
some distance from the Turkish
position, giving Ankara leeway to
reconsider its bias in what Riyadh
considers an internal Gulf affair.
Erdogan, whose tour of the Gulf
was portrayed as a mediation
mission, knows very well that
Turkey has no credibility as a
mediator given its blatant bias in
favour of Qatar. His visit to the
Gulf was undertaken with
different objectives in mind:
Mending Turkey’s relations with
the Gulf countries in general and
Saudi Arabia in particular.
Erdogan realised that Riyadh
and its regional allies are an
important regional pole with

significant international ramifications and that it would be wise
and beneficial for his country and
his political regime to maintain
good economic, political and
geostrategic relations with the
Gulf Cooperation Council
countries.
Erdogan is also quite weary of
Turkey’s shaky relations with
Moscow, Washington and the
European Union and fears that
his country’s influence in Iraq
and Syria will decline.
By contrast, Riyadh received
Erdogan with a great deal of
confidence. Within the context of
the crisis with Qatar, Riyadh and
the other boycotting capitals
present a unified front and resist
all attempts to thwart it. Furthermore, Saudi Arabia has adopted a
pragmatic approach to the
Turkish position in the crisis by
avoiding negative reactions and
by keeping communication
channels with Turkey open.
For the purposes of the Turkish
president’s quick tour of the Gulf,
the Qatari crisis does not seem to
be at the top of Ankara’s agenda
in terms of regional and international issues and in relation to
Turkey’s own security strategies.
For Turkey, ominous changes are
looming. With Iraqi Kurdistan’s
independence referendum
scheduled for September 25 and
the quasi-international agreement to protect the Kurdish units
inside the Syrian Democratic
Forces, fundamental strategic
changes projected in the region
will affect Turkey’s southern
borders.
The daily realities of the

Erdogan
knows very
well that
Turkey has
no credibility as a
mediator
given its
blatant bias
in favour of
Qatar.

conflicts in Syria and Iraq are
challenging Ankara’s and Tehran’s stubborn refusal to allow
the birth of Kurdish political
entities in the region. To push its
agenda, Turkey desperately
needs support from Arab countries, led by Saudi Arabia. The
Saudi media, however, recently
gave Kurdish leaders the opportunity to express their views.
Turkey seems to have picked up
on the message being sent.
It will be difficult for Erdogan
to garner Arab support for Turkey
on the Kurdish question as long
as the crisis with Qatar continues.
The entire Arab world is affected
by the crisis and, unless a suitable
solution is soon found, Turkey
cannot count on a unified Arab
position on the region’s strategic
security issues.
It would be safe to say that it is
in Turkey’s best interest for
Erdogan to pressure Qatar to
make concessions and come to a
quick resolution of the crisis.
These concessions may include
Qatar giving up its relations with
political Islam and with some
Islamist figures.
It would also be safe to say that
Turkey’s security, whether under
Erdogan and his party or under
any other leadership, cannot
remain contingent on the fate of
certain movements or groups or
figures. Erdogan might discuss
these points at length with Doha.
By insisting on Turkey’s convictions, Erdogan might cause
Qatar’s convictions to evolve.
Mohamad Kawas is a Lebanese
writer.
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Jerusalem remains
the crux of the
Palestinian-Israeli issue

E

ast Jerusalem is yet again the focus of simmering tension
after a new crisis erupted over Israel’s attempt to control
access to Haram al-Sharif, the Muslim holy site known to
Jews and Christians as the Temple Mount.
The restrictions were perceived by Palestinians as
another means of encroachment on their internationally
recognised territories and by Muslims as an impediment
to free access to a sacred site.
What triggered this crisis was Israel’s installation of new security
measures, including metal detectors near the entrances to Haram
al-Sharif, the site of al-Aqsa Mosque, Islam’s third holiest shrine, after
a July 14 attack by Arab-Israelis who killed two Israeli policemen
outside al-Aqsa Mosque.
Israeli authorities appeared surprised by the outcry provoked by the
new measures, which violated previously negotiated arrangements.
Since July 14, six Palestinian civilians have been killed and hundreds injured by Israeli forces during protests in the West Bank,
including Jerusalem. Three Jewish settlers were killed in the West
Bank on July 21.
Even after Israel dismantled its new security apparatus on July 27,
clashes continued and hundreds of Palestinians were injured when
Muslim worshippers re-entered the compound.
A senior Amnesty International official condemned the firing of
stun grenades, tear gas and sponge-tipped bullets as “a flagrant
violation of Israel’s obligation to uphold the rights of Palestinians to
peaceful assembly.”
The sad reality is that Israel seems to have learned nothing from
similar incidents in the past. In September 2015, violence broke out
when Palestinians protested Israeli interference within the Haram
al-Sharif complex. Just as in the current crisis, Israel restricted access
to al-Aqsa. At least 50 people died in the resulting protests, most of
them Palestinian.
Not without reason, Palestinians suspect Israeli leaders, especially
right-wing extremists, of trying to unilaterally impose their will over
Jerusalem’s holy sites, which are sacred to all three Abrahamic faiths.
Israeli hardliners, including some in the Israeli government, regard all
of Jerusalem, including the predominantly Arab east sector, which
Israel captured and annexed in 1967, as its “indivisible capital” but
this claim is rejected internationally.
It is dangerously irresponsible for Israel to seize on every opportunity to impose its own fait accompli in such a sensitive and contentious site.
Jerusalem’s status is a fraught issue that cannot be resolved by one
party’s diktats. To seek to pre-empt the outcome of the Jerusalem
issue before final status negotiations over the entire Palestinian issue
is wrong and the world should call Israel out on its behaviour.
Palestinians will continue to vent their frustrations over a brutal
occupation that seeks not just to deprive them of their holy sites but
of their homeland and of hope itself.
Days of rage and seasons of outrage are not the way forward. It falls
on Israel to resolve the crisis over al-Aqsa. As Jordanian Foreign
Minister Ayman Safadi warned: “Unless Israel acts responsibly, then
we’ll be facing another crisis that will push us all towards the abyss.”
Tensions over religious sites in Jerusalem will delay the prospects
of Palestinian-Israeli peace, inflame opinion in the Arab and Muslim
world and play into the hands of religious extremists. It is past time
for Israel to wake up to this reality and behave responsibly.
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Abadi knows
very well that
he cannot use
the victory at
Mosul as a
springboard
to jump over
the
tremendous
challenges
ahead.

I

raqi Prime Minister Haider
al-Abadi has started cashing
in politically on the victory
over the Islamic State (ISIS)
in Mosul even though he
knows very well, just as
everyone else does, that the
terrorist organisation is alive and
well in alternative forms and sizes
within Mosul’s flanks in Tal Afar
and in al-Hawija at Kirkuk and in
western Anbar.
As he sees members of his party
and friends from outside his party
frantically trying to benefit politically from the victory at Mosul, it
is perfectly legitimate for Abadi
to use all means at his disposal to
pursue the same objective. The
state has tremendous political,
military and security capabilities
that he can harness to convince
the Iraqi public that he is the right
man to lead the country after the
next elections.
Abadi, however, knows very well
that he cannot use the victory at
Mosul as a springboard to jump
over the tremendous challenges
ahead. These are many. Mosul’s
inhabitants have a tonne of demands. They want to retrieve their
children held under the suspicion
of belonging to ISIS in internment
camps very much like camps during the Nazi period. They want
to go back to their homes, even
though the homes are in ruins because of the bombardment by Iraqi
and coalition forces. They want
the government to account for the
40,000 dead and thousands of
injured from these bombardments.
Abadi must deal with accusations
of human rights violations committed by members of the Iraqi
armed forces and related militias
in Mosul and the other liberated
zones.
Abadi is under pressure while
leaders of the other Shia parties
have it easy. Fortunately, the Iraqi
military redeemed itself in Mosul
and recaptured the former glory
and fighting spirit of the Iraqi
soldier. Still, Abadi seems to think
that his party is his private hunting ground and that he is the best
qualified politically to lead Iraq.
The victory in Mosul is going to
have ground-shaking reverberations inside Iraq and in the region.
It is not surprising therefore to
witness the preparation frenzy
that has gripped the local political
forces. Some have skipped the current stage and jumped to the next.
For example, Ammar al-Hakim’s
initiative of forming a new political party was not enthusiastically

welcomed by Shia groups that have
seen their military might increase
in the last three years.
Not to be outdone, the Sunni
camp went, without great conviction, through the motions of
preparing for the post-ISIS phase.
They had meetings in Turkey and
Baghdad with circles from the Arab
world concerned about the fate of
the Sunni Arabs in Iraq.
Old habits die hard, however,
and the Sunni political forces
reverted to protecting their own
petty interests and had no solutions to offer to the myriad of
problems plaguing the Sunni community in Iraq.
The Shia political leadership
seems confident that the main
power principle giving full control
to the Shia circles will remain
intact. The fierce battle on the
horizon is for the leadership of the
“Shia Power.”
Abadi might see himself the
best fit for this role. The war
against ISIS is unfinished and, the
coalition leadership warned, will
require a long time. For this reason, Abadi said that the objective
of “military victory” should take
precedence over all other considerations, demands and political
needs. He goes as far as questioning the legitimacy of Iraqi circles
and individuals demanding an end
to all abuses and more protection
for the Sunnis.
Abadi seems more intent than
his colleagues on preserving sectarianism in Iraq. He seems to have
forgotten that he can no longer
postpone his responsibilities
towards the urgent problems of the
Iraqi people.
What does he intend to do about
the rampant dangerous criminality in Baghdad? Is he going to do
something to alleviate the frequent
power outages in Baghdad? Does
he have a project for stamping out
the real causes behind the rise of
ISIS?
The usual litany of blaming
everything on former members of
the Ba’ath Party simply will not do
anymore. What has Abadi done to
guard against ISIS’s return in other
forms?
The window of opportunity
is there for Abadi to assume the
role of a truly nationalistic leader
genuinely concerned about Iraq’s
future. Iraq needs fewer political auctions and settlements and
more sacrifices and non-sectarian
fairness.
Majed Sameraei is an Iraqi writer.
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Why the Dome of the Rock belongs to us all

Rashmee Roshan Lall

In some
ways, the
Dome of the
Rock may be
even more
unique than
al-Aqsa
Mosque.

A

fter a tense couple of
weeks, the centrist
Jerusalem Post
wearily turned to
understatement to
describe the complex known to Jews as Temple
Mount and to Muslims as Haram
al-Sharif. It is, the Post declared,
“the most sensitive piece of real
estate on the planet.”
Quite.
It is certainly one of, if not the
most contentious. More often
than not, the focus is on the
mosque, which has existed as a
house of prayer, albeit originally
a small one, from shortly after
Prophet Mohammad’s death. For
some Palestinians and Muslims,
there is a deep and abiding
fear that Israel will reclaim the
complex one day as the site of the
Temple of Solomon and Herod.
Jewish tradition states that it is
at Temple Mount that a third and
final temple will be built.
The complex, however, is
important for reasons other than
the tangled conflict between two
religions over land, legitimate
claim and lawful possession. The
complex contains the very first
monument of the Muslim faith,
one that changed the very nature
of art, perception and architecture
for the whole world.
The Dome of the Rock, which

was built within 90 years of
when, Islam teaches, the divine
revelations were delivered to
Prophet Mohammad by the
archangel Gabriel, literally
and figuratively created a new
grammar of aesthetics. It started
a new style, a visual culture that
was different from Christian
decorative expression in its
elevation of writing to one of the
highest forms of art.
And it laid the foundation for
the unique character — aniconism,
austerity and symmetry — of
Islamic art and architecture.
Overall, experts said, this helped
define a philosophy of the new
faith and to the development of
perspective art, which used the
geometry of light.
The Dome of the Rock was,
along with a change in coinage,
the first concrete sign that
a significant transition had
occurred in the Nile-to-Oxus
region. It was not just the
changeover from Byzantine rulers
to Muslim ones. It was that of
mindset, the sense that a whole
new way of seeing had been
found.
Consider this: The Dome of the
Rock was completed in 691 by
Caliph Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan
of Islam’s first ruling dynasty,
the Umayyads. Before the turn
of the eighth century, he became

the first Muslim caliph to replace
the traditional ruler’s portrait on
gold and silver coins with Arabic
inscriptions invoking the name
of God. The word of God had
become a decorative tool and the
coins inscribed with “ruler of the
orthodox” and “representative
of Allah” stressed the piety
and humility of Muslim rulers
compared to those of pre-Islamic
empires.
It was in the dome, an ambitious
project meant to symbolically
appropriate the territory taken
by Islam, that the new artistic
language had really been
formulated, however. Script ran
240 metres around the inner
arcade. Human figures were not to
be seen in the mosaic. The writing
included early datable Quranic
quotations, the profession of faith
and an exhortation for People of
the Book to tell the truth about
God.
Experts, not least Hans
Belting, professor of art history
at the Academy for Design in
Karlsruhe, Germany, said this
was enormously significant. “The
monumental textual inscription in
the Dome’s magnificent interior…
proclaims an agenda: The absence
of representational images has
become a programme,” he said.
Until then, the adornment
of Islam’s religious spaces had

largely adhered to Mediterranean
tradition, with a profusion of
images. As the first shrine of the
world’s youngest faith, the dome’s
use of script as decoration would
affect the way Muslims dealt
with spaces that had religious
significance.
Aniconism, however, was
not a licence for iconoclasm
and certainly not the barbaric
paroxysms of violence displayed
in recent years by the Taliban,
the Islamic State (ISIS) and other
perverted practitioners. The late
Richard Ettinghausen and Oleg
Grabar, both acclaimed Islamic
art historians, have stressed this
point. “It is incorrect,” they say
of the dome’s decoration “to talk
of a Muslim iconoclasm (even if
destruction of images did occur
later) but one should call the
Muslim attitude aniconic.”
This would have a revolutionary
effect on perspective and the use
of light in art and architecture
around the world. In some ways
then, the Dome of the Rock may
be even more unique than al-Aqsa
Mosque. It is the heritage of all of
humanity, not just Muslims.
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.

Is a new Palestinian intifada on the way?

Claude Salhani

The reality
is that there
is no
alternative
to reaching
a lasting
solution to
the
problem.

T

he UN Security Council
convened in an
emergency session to
address the violence
that flared up once
again in the Holy Land
as Israelis and Palestinians
exchanged bullets, tear gas and
knife stabbings and hurled rocks
and accusations at each other.
At least seven people were
killed and dozens injured. The
Palestinian Authority said Israeli
security forces arrested more
than 900 protesters. Palestinian
President Mahmoud Abbas
said the Palestinian Authority
suspended all communication
and cooperation with Israel. The
violence spread to neighbouring
Jordan when an attacker struck at
the Israeli Embassy in Amman.
Sadly, it’s a safe bet that any
resolution adopted by the United
Nations regarding ending the
Palestinian-Israeli conflict will
amount to the equivalent of
applying Band-Aids to a patient
requiring major surgery.
The reality is that there is no
alternative to reaching a lasting
solution to the problem — the
creation of a Palestinian state that
can coexist peacefully alongside
the state of Israel. Given the
political realities in the region, that
would require nothing short of a
miracle.
If those attempting to bring
peace to the troubled Middle East
bothered to consult history books,
they would quickly learn that,
short of settling the 7-decadeold dispute in Palestine once
and for all, periodic violence will
inevitably continue to haunt the
region.
Applying interim and temporary
ceasefires and short-term peace
accords only serves to fuel the
animosity and general frustration
that each actor in this neverending drama collects and
ultimately harbours for the other
side. When that pent-up energy is
released, it does so with renewed
vigour, climbing to worsening
levels of violence.
As for UN resolutions, suffice
to look at previous ones passed
by the Security Council, such
as Resolution 242, adopted
unanimously on November 22,
1967, after the June 1967 SixDay War. Long considered a
cornerstone for future negotiations
on the Israeli-Palestinian problem,
it has yet to be implemented.

Flying off the handle. A Palestinian uses a slingshot against Israeli soldiers during clashes in the
West Bank city of Bethlehem, on July 21.
The recent violence erupted
after Israeli security installed
metal detectors at the entrance to
the Dome of the Rock, considered
Islam’s third holiest site after
Mecca and Medina. Muslims
believe the Prophet Mohammad
ascended to heaven on his winged
horse, Buraq, from the site
where al-Aqsa Mosque sits today.
Palestinians see this latest Israeli
move as an attempt to control
access to the holy site.
There is a very good reason
why the United Nations did not
waste time in calling for the
Security Council meeting, hoping
to suppress the violence before it

expanded. Similarly, Washington
was quick to dispatch an envoy
to the region hoping to quell the
unrest.
Indeed, the United States and
Russia saw the clear danger from
an escalation of violence between
Palestinians and Israelis. With
large areas of the Middle East in
turmoil as the Islamic State’s socalled caliphate is pushed out of
Iraq and Syria, the last thing the
region or the major powers want is
a new active front.
But, if miracles are no longer
common occurrence in the Holy
Land, changes in attitude and
political stances do happen.

(AP)

Indeed, after saying that the
metal detectors at the Dome of
the Rock would remain in place,
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin
Netanyahu agreed, even if
reluctantly, to remove them. As
pressure mounted, the Israel
security cabinet agreed to replace
them with other systems.
Netanyahu’s decision to remove
the metal detectors and back down
in the face of Palestinian demands
is itself a major change in Israel's
policy, but is unlikely to be the last
word regarding this issue.
Claude Salhani is a regular
columnist for The Arab Weekly.
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Mosul yet to begin a long process of recovery
Mamoon Alabbasi

London

I

raq’s capture of Mosul from Islamic State (ISIS) control ended
a 3-year period of torment for
the city’s residents but the process of recovery has yet to start.
Many residents are looking for
loved ones, suspected to be buried under rubble that has yet to be
cleared. Workers at morgues, whose
refrigerated sections are filled with
bodies, struggle to identify and
bury the dead.
An estimated 90% of western Mosul’s infrastructure was destroyed
during the campaign to dislodge
ISIS. Only one bridge remains to allow people to travel between western Mosul and the better-off eastern
side. Approximately 70% of private
property in the western side was reportedly destroyed.
Iraqi officials have yet to clear the
numerous booby traps left by ISIS
in western Mosul’s houses, schools
and mosques. Many residents are
not holding their breath as normalcy has failed to return to other areas
of Iraq that were cleared of ISIS and
the militants’ hidden bombs.
Among the most pressing needs
of Mosul’s residents are shelter,
food and medical attention. There
is a need to resume vital services
and begin the costly process of reconstructing the city.

An estimated 90% of
western Mosul’s
infrastructure was
destroyed during the
campaign to dislodge
ISIS.
Dealing with the immense level of
psychological trauma inflicted upon
citizens is also important but has yet
to be taken into consideration. The
brutal rule of ISIS is responsible for
much of the trauma but the military
campaign to oust the militants also
resulted in many civilian casualties
and considerable mental agony.

There are also concerns that abuses may have been carried out by Iraqi forces against people suspected
to be linked to ISIS. The Iraqi government promised to investigate
such abuse allegations, describing
them as “individual acts,” but rights
observers said they were not assured.

Calming Sunni-Shia
tensions is not the
only challenge that
Iraq faces amid
sharpening divisions
among the country’s
politicians.
“Despite repeated promises to
investigate wrongdoing by security
forces, Prime Minister Haider alAbadi has yet to demonstrate that
Iraqi authorities have held a single
soldier accountable for murdering,
torturing, and abusing Iraqis in this
conflict,” read a statement by Human Rights Watch (HRW).
Iraqi officers, speaking on condition of anonymity to the Associated
Press (AP), acknowledged that their
troops killed unarmed ISIS suspects
in acts of revenge but argued that
international law should not be
applied in the war against the militants.
Indeed, many suspected militants have been detained and
sometimes killed without being
convicted of terrorism in Iraqi
courts. Some Iraqis justified the
extrajudicial killings by arguing
that Iraqi courts were corrupt and
that suspects could be freed by
paying bribes.
There are fears, however, that
punishing suspects who have not
been convicted of wrongdoing
could further incite sectarian strife,
which spiked in the country following the 2003 US-led invasion.
If such abuses continue, “all
you’re going to see is (that) young
Sunni Arab men are going to want
to join whatever the next extremist
group looks like,” Belkis Wille, Iraq
researcher with HRW, told the AP.
Social media are awash with

The search goes on. Iraqi civil defence workers search for the bodies of victims in the rubble of
buildings in western Mosul’s Zanjili district, on July 26.
videos purporting to show abuses
committed by both ISIS and rogue
Iraqi forces but, to keep the peace,
the Shia-dominated government
would be pressed to show that it
treats all citizens equally.
“Such footage, which seemingly
hypocritically showcases Iraqi soldiers using this battle to not only
continue to abuse the civilian
population but also stoop to ISIS’s
level when doing so, only further
inflames the tensions ISIS thrives
in,” wrote Wille in an opinion piece
in the Huffington Post.
Calming Sunni-Shia tensions,
however, is not the only challenge Iraq faces amid sharpening divisions among the country’s
politicians.

Ammar al-Hakim, the leader of
the Supreme Council for the Islamic Revolution in Iraq (SCIRI),
announced he was stepping down
from his leadership role in the major Shia political party, following a
long-standing dispute with some
of its members. Three senior members of SCIRI have left the party
over the past year following reported disagreements with Hakim on
the direction of the party.
Hakim said he will form a new
party, called the National Wisdom
Movement, which he said would
be more inclusive of Iraq’s other
components. “We need a new
movement to present national projects,” Hakim said in a televised
statement.

(AFP)

The move is viewed as an attempt by Hakim to attract votes for
his new party in April’s parliamentary elections because many Iraqis
have expressed discontent with the
SCIRI’s pro-Iran stances.
Hakim, who enjoys good ties
with Kurdish politicians, also expressed strong opposition to the
referendum on the future of Iraq’s
semi-autonomous Kurdistan region. An independence referendum
is to be called by Kurdish authorities on September 25. The move has
been rejected by the whole region,
except for Israel, he said.
Mamoon Alabbasi is an Arab
Weekly contributing editor in
London.

Ammar al-Hakim’s attempt at rebranding not totally convincing
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Sami
Moubayed

V

eteran Iraqi Shia
leader Ammar
al-Hakim, a long-time
protégé of Iran, has
stepped down from
the hereditary
leadership of the Supreme Council
for the Islamic Revolution in Iraq
(SCIRI), setting up a new party, the
National Wisdom Movement, that
revolves around his personality
cult.
The new party seems to distance
itself — on paper at least — from
everything Hakim stood for since
the start of his political career after
the downfall of Saddam Hussein
in 2003. It shuns the “militarisation of Iraqi society” although for
the past 14 years, Hakim’s partyaffiliated militia, the Badr Brigade,
was a prime pillar of militia rule and
sectarian conflict in Iraq.
His new party aims at making Iraq
“a bridge of understanding rather
than a battlefield for conflict,”
although Hakim’s men famously
dragged Iraq into sectarian warfare, striking at other Shia parties
and traditional enemies in the
Sunni community, punishing them
collectively for having produced
Saddam. Finally, Hakim claims that
the Wisdom Movement is not an allShia party, welcoming membership
from Iraqi Sunnis, Christians and
ethnic Kurds.
Interestingly, sources close to

Some argue that the move is
merely a stunt by Hakim in full
coordination with the mullahs of
Tehran.

the 46-year-old politician are trying to portray his departure from
the council and establishment of
the Wisdom Party as something
of a soft defection from Iran. This
is a line that even the Saudi daily
al-Hayat is buying, claiming that
Hakim’s associates are rebranding him within the Arab world as a
moderate cleric who is becoming
acceptable within the Sunni world,
hinting that he has burned his
bridges with Tehran.
Anybody familiar with Hakim’s
history takes that argument with a
pinch of salt. Born in Najaf, widely
considered the holiest city in Shia
Islam, he is a member of the third
generation of the powerful Hakim
family, which claims its lineage to
the Prophet Mohammad.
His grandfather Grand Ayatollah
Muhsin al-Hakim was a renowned
scholar and leading authority in the
Shia community from 1961 until
his death in 1970. Six of his sons
were killed at the orders of Saddam.
One of them, Mohammad Baqir
al-Hakim, fled to Iran in 1980, one
year after the Iranian Revolution.
With Iranian funds and manpower,
he helped found SCIRI to fight the
Iraqi Army during the 1980-88
Iran-Iraq War. It openly called for
the overthrow of Saddam and for
installing a Shia theocracy in Baghdad, a dream that became possible
with the 2003 US invasion.
Muhammad Baqir was assassinated in Najaf the same year and
leadership went to Ammar’s father,
Abdul-Aziz, who followed the same
line until 2009, when he died from
lung cancer at a Tehran hospital.
Abdul-Aziz briefly served as

president of the post-Saddam
US-appointed Governing Council.
During his tenure, SCIRI controlled
the Iraqi Ministry of Interior, setting
up death squads that roamed the
streets of Baghdad, spreading terror
among Sunnis and rival Iraqi Shias.
John Pace, then the UN human
rights chief, said hundreds of Iraqis
died under torture in Abdul-Aziz’s
dungeons or were executed by Iraqi
police at the orders of the Hakim
family.
Ammar al-Hakim grew up with
that family baggage and tried hard
to measure up to his ancestors. He
was raised in Tehran and speaks
flawless Persian, having studied at
private Iranian schools and graduated from the Islamic Arab University in Qom, where he went on to
teach Arabic, logic, philosophy and
Islamic jurisprudence for many
years.
He was never trained as a cleric
but put on Islamic garb when he
assumed leadership of his family in
2009, running by the honorific Shia
title of “Sayyed.” He was never a
marja (or source) as his grandfather
had been, nor an ayatollah — meaning he never had the authority to
issue religious decrees or speak on
matters of sharia.
Hakim commands a parliamentary bloc, although he is not a
member of parliament, and several
important seats in the cabinet of
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi
such as the ministries of interior, oil
and human rights. The bloc had the
majority of MPs until 2010.
Over the past eight years, Hakim
has steadily tried to retire ranking
Shia figures in SCIRI, namely associ-

Hakim
claims that
the Wisdom
Movement
is not an
all-Shia
party,
welcoming
membership
from Iraqi
Sunnis,
Christians
and ethnic
Kurds.

ates of his father and uncle, replacing them with a younger generation
who owed him direct allegiance.
Three of them decided to complain, travelling to Tehran to take
up the matter with Iranian Supreme
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei.
They were former MP Jalal al-Din
al-Saghir, ex-Immigration Minister
Mohammad Jassem Khodayyir and
Bayan Jabr, the famed interior minister accused of sectarian killings in
2005-06.
Weeks later, Hakim walked out
on the entire party, setting up the
Wisdom Movement, which many
say is a clear break with his Iranian
past, aimed at rebranding himself
as an independent pan-Iraqi leader.
Others argue that the move is
merely a stunt by Hakim in full
coordination with the mullahs
of Tehran, aimed at giving him a
facelift ahead of the elections next
April.
Hakim went too far in cuddling
up with the Iranians, winning many
allies among more mainstream Shia
leaders such as Muqtada al-Sadr,
a traditional enemy of the Hakim
family, and among Muslim Sunnis,
who never forgave him or his men
for taking up arms against Iraqi
soldiers during the Iran-Iraq War.
Many viewed him as more Iranian
than Iraqi and constantly wrote him
off as a stooge of Khamenei, something that ruined Hakim domestically and that he has systematically
been trying to change to look and
sound more Iraqi.
Sami Moubayed is a Syrian
historian and author of “Under the
Black Flag” (IB Tauris, 2015).
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Corruption in Iraq

Iraq’s Provision Portion Programme fuels corruption
Hussain Abdul-Hussain

Washington

E

“

verywhere I go, Iraqis are telling me that
money simply isn’t
getting to them. Not
to their ministries after we’ve made allocations, not
to provinces, not to anyone,” Paul
Bremer, the first American administrator charged with overseeing Iraq,
wrote in 2003.
In his book “My Year in Iraq,” cowritten with Malcolm McConnell,
Bremer argued that, under former Iraqi President Saddam Hussein, the Iraqi Finance Ministry
controlled only 8% of the national
budget. Consequentially, as US administrators sought to channel the
entire national budget through the
relatively small ministry, staff and
systems became overwhelmed.
Today, many American observers
agree that the United States’ management of post-Saddam Iraq was
one of the worst instances of postconflict governance in history.

Under pressure from
international
organisations,
Baghdad moved to cut
PPP’s annual budget
from $5.5 billion in
2015 to $2 billion in
2016.
Overestimating the power of
market forces, Iraq’s American rulers threw oil-generated wealth on
Iraqis with the idea that would automatically lead to the birth of a
robust capitalistic democracy. This
proved not to be the case.
Prior to the American invasion,
Iraq had been under the rule of the
Arab Socialist Ba’ath Party for decades. True, the Ba’ath was not as
socialist as it claimed to be, administrating an economy largely based
on oil rent and clientelism. Socialist or not, however, Iraqis expected
their government, president or even

their local tribal chief to take care of
them, especially in hard times.
The Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in
1990, the ensuing international
embargo and a devastating war in
2003, which effectively destroyed
the country’s infrastructure, resulted in hyperinflation, widespread
poverty and the marked deterioration of essentially all other government services.
To alleviate the suffering, Baghdad used its meagre resources
to instate the Provision Portion
Programme (PPP), a scheme like
Britain’s 1942 Food Rationing Programme. The Iraqi government
issued PPP cards that, due to the
importance of the programme, became identification documents in
official business, the same way Social Security numbers in the United
States became an essential identification feature for US citizens.
Iraq’s American administrators
were rarely interested in grasping
the intricacies of Iraq’s government. They were mostly focused on
politics rather than policies. After
some interruption, and by the time
the American civil administration
“handed over sovereignty to Iraqis,” PPP had become the principal
means of economic exchange and,
like everything in Iraq, had simultaneously became one of the principal
yardsticks of governmental corruption.
In 2016, Iraq lingered near the
bottom of Transparency International’s “Corruption Perceptions Index,” ranking 166th of 176.
With PPP, officials often procured
and distributed rotten rice, one
of the 15 basic staples covered in
the monthly ration, leaving a huge
markup for officials. Not to be outdone by the corruption of their accounting peers, PPP distribution
officials often issued cards for deceased or imaginary citizens.
In 2012, the Director of Planning
Haidar Jabr said his office issued
34 million PPP cards. The World
Bank estimated the population of
Iraq stood at 32.9 million during the
same period, meaning the Iraqi government issued more than 1 million
PPP cards that year to the imagined

Victims of inefficiency. A 2016 file picture shows demonstrators shouting slogans during a protest
against government corruption at Tahrir Square in Baghdad.
(Reuters)
and the dead. With the monthly
cost of $12 per individual, whoever
controlled the excess PPP cards in
the Iraqi government pocketed $144
million in 2012.
Under pressure from international organisations, Baghdad moved to
cut PPP’s annual budget from $5.5
billion in 2015 to $2 billion in 2016.
However, saving on programmes
that are designed to help the poor
often comes with a high political
price. Some reports said the Iraqi
government kept PPP’s spending at
its highest levels throughout 2016,

often by approving extra funds on
an ad hoc basis.
For this year, the Iraqi government again announced lower
spending levels for the PPP but if
Baghdad continues to fund the programme from outside the approved
budget, PPP will consume 7% of total Iraqi expenditures, estimated at
$85.2 billion in 2017.
For many, Iraq’s PPP remains a
relic from the country’s socialist
past. Disbanding the programme
or replacing it with a more efficient
one designed to feed the poorest

requires political capital and oversight. With Iraqi leaders unable or
unwilling to lift their country’s rank
on the international indices of corruption, the inefficient PPP will
continue to linger outside official
books, while sucking a considerable
amount of resources from both the
nation’s annual expenses and, ultimately, its future.
Hussain Abdul-Hussain is a
Washington-based specialist in
Middle Eastern affairs. Follow him
on Twitter: @hahussain.

From top to bottom, Iraq reeks of corruption
View poi nt

Tallha
Abdulrazaq

I

t is amazing that, in the
modern information age,
people are surprised when I
provide them with hard
evidence of the pervasive
and destructive corruption
that has festered in Iraq since
democracy was rammed down
Iraqis’ throats in 2003. People are
so caught up with the threat of the
Islamic State (ISIS) that they are
prone to turn a blind eye to the
conditions that contributed to the
rise of ISIS and Shia jihadist gangs.
What Iraqis received at the barrel
of US tanks was not democracy
but a Frankenstein’s monster of
a democracy that would have
more in common with a bad joke
if it were not so devastating to the
lives of normal Iraqis. In modern
Iraq, Saddam Hussein’s Ba’athist
dictatorship was replaced with an
illusory democracy that has nearly
enough of the same faces and the
same names circulating positions
of power, pilfering from Iraq’s
riches as the people starve and
suffer.
A case in point is Foreign Minister Ibrahim al-Jaafari. In June,
Jaafari revoked the diplomatic
status of 40 experienced Iraqi
diplomats and ordered them back
to Baghdad before sacking them.
While it has been suggested that
they were mostly Sunni Arabs, the

What Iraqis received at the
barrel of US tanks was not
democracy but a Frankenstein’s
monster of a democracy.

key common ground among them
was that they had no affiliation to
the ruling coalition led by the Shia
Islamist Dawa Party of Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi and sectarian
pro-Tehran figures such as VicePresident Nuri al-Maliki.
The Iraqi Forces Alliance, a
mostly pro-government coalition of
Sunnis, issued a news release condemning the move and saying the
allegations against the diplomats
were unrelated to their professionalism. They said that the Foreign
Ministry was being purged of civil
servants, alongside the intelligence
services, national security coun-

cil and other key ministries and
institutions.
In effect, what is happening in
these key institutions of the state
is a “Dawafication” process, in
which nepotism leads to unqualified people being appointed to key
positions. This Dawafication of
Iraq’s power structures appears to
be the inverse of the US-instituted
and Baghdad-executed deBa’athification process, in which
hundreds of thousands of Iraqis
were stripped of their jobs and
pensions usually on trumped-up
charges of being part of the former
ruling regime.

People are
so caught
up with ISIS
that they
are prone
to turning a
blind eye to
conditions
that
contributed
to its rise.

Dawafication. Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi (C), flanked by Iraqi Foreign
Minister Ibrahim al-Jaafari (L) and Iraqi President Fuad Masum, attending
a meeting of ambassadors in Baghdad.
(AFP)

One can talk about a Dawafication process but must also bear
in mind that Iraq’s woes extend
far beyond the Dawa Party.
Among its chief allies is the Badr
Organisation, led by known Shia
jihadists such as Hadi al-Amiri.
His men have not only infiltrated
the Federal Police, including the
Emergency Response Division
whose atrocities were exposed
by Der Spiegel in May, under the
Interior Ministry’s command but
Interior Minister Qasim al-Araji
is a card-carrying member of the
jihadist group.
Ironically, the Dawa Party and
its allies are revealing themselves
to be the new dictators of Iraq,
despite claiming to have been at
the spearhead of Iraq’s so-called
liberation in 2003.
The removal of Saddam’s regime
was touted as a kind of rebirth for
Iraqis but the reality has shown
that things have not improved.
The situation in Iraq has become
so unbearable, some people look
back on the days of the Ba’athists
with rose-tinted glasses.
As Kadhim al-Jubouri, a Shia
Iraqi famed for taking a sledgehammer to Saddam’s statue in
2003, told the BBC in July 2016:
“Saddam is gone but in his place
there are 1,000 Saddams.”
If there were ever an indictment
of the post-2003 corrupt political
order, it is this man’s words.
Tallha Abdulrazaq is a researcher
at the University of Exeter’s
Strategy and Security Institute in
England.
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Syrian militants establish enclave to fuel ‘global jihad’
Simon Speakman Cordall

Tunis

A

s the world’s rival armies
compete for occupancy
of Syria’s blood-stained
soil, one of the country’s
major jihadist groups has
turned on its erstwhile partners in
Idlib, vanquishing rivals and inviting possible regime retribution on
the inhabitants of the north-western province.
Idlib fell to a coalition of rebel
militias in 2015. Since then, Turkish-sponsored Ahrar al-Sham has
shared territory with an array of
other groups, such as the Chinaoriginated Turkistan Islamic Party,
the recently defunded Free Syrian Army and the dominant militia
within the region, the shifting iterations of Jabhat al-Nusra.

While Turkish
recognition may be a
goal for the HTS
leadership, it was
overt Turkish
influence within
Ahrar al-Sham that
likely prompted
recent hostilities.
From publicly severing relations
with patrons, al-Qaeda, and renaming itself Jabhat Fateh al-Sham in
2016, to assuming a lead role in the
jihadist coalition Hay’at Tahrir alSham (HTS) in January, the group
has proven a defining presence
within Idlib. Though the group has
tried to distance itself from its former sponsors, fealty to past masters
is widely thought to remain.

Following a week of heavy fighting between HTS and Ahrar al-Sham, which, UK-based Syrian Observatory of Human Rights said,
claimed more than 90 lives, including 15 civilians, Idlib and the province surrounding it fell to HTS on
July 21, essentially giving the group
a stronghold upon Turkey’s southern border.
In Idlib, directly on the retreating
heels of Ahrar al-Sham, the Syrian
Network for Human Rights reported
a car bomb killing 11 HTS members
and two civilians.
The non-combatant casualties are
reminders of the risks to 1.5 million
civilians, plus the tens of thousands
of displaced individuals and families from Aleppo and elsewhere in
war-torn Syria living at Idlib’s Taiba
refugee camp and other informal
camps along the Turkish Syria border.
HTS’s victory in Idlib not only
swelled its ranks, it also secured
control of the province’s two lucrative border crossings. A senior Ahrar
al-Sham official, speaking on condition of anonymity to the Washington Post, said one of the crossings
previously brought the jihadist
group more than $1 million in revenues a month. The group will have
to share the revenues with HTS after forfeiting its monopoly to a “civilian administration.”
With HTS dominance of Idlib assured, the province will present a
tempting target for the Assad regime. However, its ability to strike
to the heart of HTS is limited.
“It’s really a question of manpower,” Nicholas Heras, a fellow
at the Centre for a New American
Security, said in a telephone interview. “They can bomb it, they can
reduce it to the desert but they can’t

Lucrative business. Members of the jihadist coalition Jaysh al-Fateh, also known as the Army of
Conquest, man a checkpoint in Idlib city, on July 18.
occupy it and hold it.”
Moreover, with control of the
border crossings wrested from its
former allies and current rivals, the
Turkish government must deal with
the jihadist confederation as an established fact within the province,
Heras said.
While Turkish recognition may
be a goal for the HTS leadership, it
was overt Turkish influence within
Ahrar al-Sham that likely prompted
recent hostilities.
“You’ve got to remember, Hay’at

Tahrir al-Sham [militants] are fighting for what they see as the goals of
the revolution,” Heras said. “They
want to make Syria a better state
and, for them, that’s a sharia state.
Ahrar al-Sham aren’t fighting to that
end. They’re fighting for whatever
Turkey’s ends are.”
With the US-led coalition focused on routing the Islamic State
(ISIS) from its enclaves and the regime and its allies unable to control the province for the foreseeable future, HTS’s new stronghold

(AP)

appears to be a fact.
“Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham’s ultimate
goal is to co-opt as many of the extreme elements of Syria’s armed
groups as possible and subordinate
them to their control,” Heras said.
“This is about creating a social political dynamic within Idlib that’s
self-sustaining and is going to fuel
the global jihad.”
Simon Speakman Cordall is a
section editor with The Arab
Weekly.

Trump ending support to Syrian opposition may be short-sighted
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Abdulrahman
al-Masri

U

S officials told the
Washington Post
that US President
Donald Trump has
decided to end the
CIA’s programme
aiding Syrian nationalist-oriented
rebels in their struggle against the
regime of Syrian President Bashar
Assad.
Undoubtedly, the Free Syrian
Army groups supported by the CIA
were alarmed that the US leadership may no longer be interested in
the fight against the Assad dictatorship. Yet, what is likely of more
concern for these groups, which often fight on multiple fronts against
different actors (Assad, the Islamic
State (ISIS) and al-Qaeda-linked
forces) — is where they will have to
go next for support.
The CIA covert programme
started in 2013 under US President
Barack Obama’s administration to
provide training and assistance to
what the US government labelled
moderate Syrian opposition factions. The aim of the programme
is to undermine Assad’s military
capabilities to a level that forces
him to the negotiating table.
The programme failed to achieve
its goal, thanks to the Russian and
Iranian military support that has
kept the Assad regime in place. The
CIA programme has also been seen
as ineffective for many reasons,
including the lack of efficient, advanced weapons and the conflicting agendas of regional powers.
Still, it kept the nationalistoriented, non-extremist rebels
alive in many parts of Syria. With
this programme ending, the Syrian
mainstream opposition is left in
limbo with very few options.

Pushing nationalist groups
towards extremism or Islamism
would in no way serve the
interests of the United States or
its regional allies.

Once Russia entered the Syrian
war with military force in 2015,
the question of reaching a settlement to the war that guarantees a
transition of power started to fade,
as did the prospects of the CIA programme. While Moscow provided
substantial military support to the
Assad regime, the opposition was
at a point where it could no longer
militarily challenge Damascus nor
be able to drive the regime towards
meaningful negotiations.
The CIA-run programme, therefore, was a test as to whether the
United States — under the Obama
administration at that time —
would enlarge it to maintain American leverage and sustain the opposition’s resistance. Obama chose
to not escalate the programme,
fearing a confrontation with Russia
and Iran.
Aside from whether a RussianAmerican agreement led to the
end of the CIA programme, signs
of what the future entails for CIAsupported Free Syrian Army groups

suggest a dramatic change to the
dynamics of the war in Syria.
In the north, the rebels are
already overwhelmed, with jihadist
and extremist groups dominating the scene. With these groups
no longer receiving funding, their
options no longer relate to their
nationalist cause. The fighters of
these groups would need to decide
whether to face persecution by
extremists or join a jihadist or
Islamist group.
Turkey may offer support to
these groups but that would require them to be part of the overall
Turkish agenda in the north, which
may not serve their national interests. Various metrics point to rebelheld northern Syria being much
easier to conquer for Assad and his
allies than ever before. The future
of Syria’s rebel-held north will be
largely dependent on what the Russians and the Turks agree upon.
As for the south, where Free
Syrian groups are in much stronger
positions, the future remains

Signs of
what the
future
entails
for Free
Syrian Army
groups
suggest a
dramatic
change
to the
dynamics of
the war.

Where next? Free Syrian Army fighters carry their weapons as they walk on the
outskirts of the northern Syrian town of al-Bab.
(Reuters)

vague. Russia recently reached an
agreement with the United States
and Jordan on establishing a deescalation zone where the fight
between the Assad regime and the
opposition would freeze. Jordan
will push the southern front forces
to only counter ISIS.
It is uncertain whether another
funding channel will emerge from
the United States, Jordan or any
other ally so that the rebels can
take the fight to ISIS and tighten
their positions.
Islamist groups in the south
could reorganise and bolster their
influence among dissatisfied,
abandoned nationalists. Given
the south’s strategic location near
regime-held Damascus and its significance as the area that initially
sparked the 2011 revolution, Assad
forces would likely move to destabilise the southern front, despite
the de-escalation agreement.
The CIA covert programme has
long been ineffective but at least it
sustained Free Syrian Army rebels
enough to survive throughout
the years of war. The goal of the
CIA programme may have needed
to change from fighting Assad to
force him to negotiate, to one that
signifies the importance of nationalist rebels and the need to sustain
their existence.
The Trump administration may
think that halting the programme
may make the Russians more
cooperative but pushing nationalist groups towards extremism or
Islamism would in no way serve
the interests of the United States
or its regional allies. Continuing
Obama’s short-sighted doctrine
of avoiding escalation would only
cause the United States to lose
more leverage with Syria and the
region sliding towards never ending instability.
Abdulrahman al-Masri reports on
politics and news in the Middle
East and Syria in particular.
He can be followed on
Twitter:@AbdulrhmanMasri.
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Spotlight
EU curbs
rubber dinghy
sales to
Libya to stop
migrants

T

he European Union
has adopted limits on
the export of inflatable
boats and outboard motors to Libya in a bid to
make it harder for smugglers to
send migrants to Europe.
The decision by the foreign
ministers of the 28 EU members
is the latest to help a chaotic and
violence-torn Libya stem the flow
of migrants to Italy, now the main
route to the European Union.
“We took a decision to introduce restrictions from today onward on the export and supply to
Libya of the inflatable boats and
motors,” EU foreign policy chief
Federica Mogherini said.
“These devices are used by traffickers for smuggling activities.
This decision we have taken on
the European Union level will
help make their businesses and
lives even more complicated.”
An EU statement said there
would be a legal basis to block the
supply of dinghies and outboard
motors to Libya if there were
“reasonable grounds” to suspect
they would be used by people
smugglers and human traffickers.
The restrictions also apply to
such goods if they are transiting
through the European Union to
Libya, a move that would, in theory, affect China where many of
the items are manufactured.
Fishermen and others who
have legitimate reasons to use
the dinghies and motors would
still be able to import them, the
council said.
In practice, EU countries could
deny licenses to import-export
businesses suspected of supplying smugglers, EU sources said.
Italian authorities registered
85,000 arrivals on the country’s
coasts the first six months of the
year.
(Agence France-Presse)
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Migration crisis
Failed EU migration policy produces a perfect storm
View poi nt

Francis
Ghilès

O

ne damning report
follows another:
Amnesty International and the British
House of Lords have
issued studies
pointing to the European Union’s
utter failure to stem the flow of
refugees from Libya to Europe in
recent years. Indeed, some EU
policies have made the situation
worse.
The situation in Libya is unlikely
to improve soon but few European
politicians dare tell their voters
the truth: That there is no quick
fix to the crisis and more long term
thinking about the root causes of
the problem is critical.
Leaving sinking refugees to die
at sea is a ruthless tactic of
deterrence that has been endorsed
de facto by many European
leaders but it does not work and
the sooner this is admitted, the
better the chance of reducing the
number of casualties. In 2016, the
number of drownings in the
central Mediterranean totalled
more than 4,500 people, compared with 3,175 in 2015. The
numbers continue to rise.
The Amnesty International
report argued that, instead of
trying to prevent further loss of
life by deploying more ships for
rescue operations near Libyan
territorial waters, the European
Union has focused on preventing
refugees and migrants from
departing Libya to keep the
number of arrivals down.
The bare statistics show the
magnitude of the problem. Italy’s
Interior Ministry recorded 170,000
arrivals in 2014, 153,800 in 2015,
181,400 last year and 73,380 in
2017, a 14% increase over the same
period in 2016. Most of the
migrants are from sub-Saharan
Africa, with Nigeria being the
most common country of origin,
followed by Guinea, Côte d’Ivoire,

The situation in Libya is unlikely
to improve soon but few
European politicians dare tell
their voters the truth.

Gambia, Senegal and Mali; 44% of
those requesting asylum were
entitled to some form of protection in Italy in the first half of 2017.
Enhanced border controls with
some of Europe’s neighbours, such
as Turkey, have driven some
groups, notably from Bangladesh,
to attempt the more perilous
Libyan route. The report said: “It is
a measure of refugees’ and
migrants’ despair and determination that tens of thousands of them
continue to choose a route that,
even before embarking on an
extremely perilous sea crossing
exposes them to violence, rape,
beatings and other abuses during
the crossing of the desert, and
once again in Libya.”
Deaths in the desert crossing, a
result of violence, exhaustion or
abandonment by smugglers, go
largely unaccounted for. Civil wars
in Côte d’Ivoire and northern
Nigeria have forced many people
to flee.
The UNHCR report, “Forced
Displacement in 2016,” points out
that, by the end of that year, 65.6
million individuals were displaced, double that of 20 years ago.
Meanwhile, conflicts in Afghanistan, Syria and many African
countries, such as Sudan, show
little sign of ending.
Regarding the central Mediterranean, the House of Lords’
inquiry concluded that the EU
naval mission’s ways of confronting people-smuggling increased
the number of deaths at sea. The
report, from the external affairs
sub-committee, concluded that
the naval operation mandate
should not be renewed because it
has had little effect on the flow of
irregular migrants.
Operation Sophia should,
however, continue its search-andrescue work as it has been a
humanitarian success but it should
use non-military vessels.
Indeed, the report’s findings are
not alone in pointing out that the
destruction of 452 boats used in
smuggling operations led to a
change in the smugglers’ “business model.” They are no longer
sending larger boats that can carry

Some EU
policies
have
made the
situation
worse.

up to 600 people but inflatables
that can pick up refugees 20km off
the Libyan coast. These dinghies
account for 70% of all boats
leaving the Libyan shores,
inevitably increasing the risk of
death at sea.
This is a story of unintended
consequences, as was the military
operation backed by France,
Britain and the United States in
2011 that began as an effort to
protect the inhabitants of Benghazi who had risen against Libyan
leader Muammar Qaddafi and
ended up ousting the dictator.
Neither country nor the European Union nor NATO thought
through the consequences of a
collapsing Libya. We are living
with the consequences today,
which include chaos in Libya and
increased refugees in Tunisia,
which has been made more fragile
by the huge increase in smuggling,
notably of weapons, across its
southern border.
From the Mare Nostrum
programme that began in late
2013, through Triton and now to
Sophia, the European Union has
failed to break up the smuggling
networks. No European country is
willing to lead the effort and NGOs
have filled the gap.
The European Union recently
began providing support to the
Libyan Coast Guard but whether
the latter can operate as a legitimate national force is doubtful.
Not only are there numerous
allegations that it colludes with
smugglers, the way Libya and its
mafias treat Africans is appalling.
This has been the case for decades.
To blame rescuers for acting as a
pull factor ignores the bleak
reality that the number of people
fleeing Africa is increasing. The
push factor trumps the pull one.
Until Europeans — be they
xenophobes, politicians trying to
bury their head in the sand or
humanitarians — reach an understanding, devising a more responsible policy will be impossible.
Francis Ghilès is an associate
fellow at the Barcelona Centre
for International Affairs.

Is the UK doing enough to help child refugees?
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

T

he United Kingdom has
not accepted a single unaccompanied child refugee from Europe under
the Dubs amendment this
year. This shocking revelation that
the British government is failing
to fulfil even the bare minimum it
promised for the most vulnerable
child refugees raises major questions about the country’s moral obligations.
The Dubs amendment was passed
in April 2016, part of a campaign to
accept 3,000 unaccompanied refugee children in camps in Europe into
Britain. British authorities initially
said they would accept 350 unaccompanied minors but increased
the figure to 480. Yet, only 200 unaccompanied refugee children have
been transferred to the United Kingdom — none in 2017.
A parliamentary vote in February effectively scrapped the Dubs
scheme, although the remaining
150 places were to be filled, particularly as many child refugees had
been accepted. It looks increasingly
likely that the government intends
to renege on its meagre commitments.
British Prime Minister Theresa
May’s beleaguered government has
tried to defend its record on refugees by saying that it has granted
asylum or some form of leave to
more than 8,000 children in 2016.
That leaves tens of thousands of
child refugees stranded in camps

across Europe.
This shocking lack of action was
revealed following an urgent parliamentary question from outgoing
Liberal Democrat leader Tim Farron. Proof of the government’s recent inaction on child refugees was
met with cross-party criticism, with
MPs and activists calling on the government to do more.
“I have visited the camps in
Greece and elsewhere, something
neither the home secretary nor the
prime minister have done. I have
met these children who, through
no fault of their own, find their lives
paused as ministers have chosen to
ignore them,” Farron said.

After a regressive
Brexit vote last year,
it seems that the
United Kingdom is
retreating into itself.
Farron said some child refugees
accepted under the scheme had
been waiting for more than a year to
be transferred. “The horrific truth
is that the longer this goes on, the
more likely these children will go
missing and fall into the evil hands
of traffickers. Will the government
step up or continue to ignore the
plight of these desperate children?”
he asked.
UNICEF — the world’s leading organisation working for children in
danger — also slammed the British
government for its lack of action.
“It’s unacceptable that we have
seen no children brought under the
Dubs scheme this year. As a nation
we showed our compassions, and

our principles when we helped refugee children stranded in Calais but
we were told this was not the end of
the story,” UNICEF UK Deputy Executive Director Lily Caprani said in
a release.
“We are seeing too many children
still having to make dangerous journeys to reach safety. It’s time for a
sustainable solution.”
There needs to be a sustainable
and expanded solution to this crisis.
The scant assistance that the British
government has offered refugees
from countries that have been directly harmed by UK foreign policy
— and occasionally British bombs —
is not good enough. That is doubly
the case for the most vulnerable unaccompanied child refugees.
The Dubs amendment, championed by Labour peer Lord Alfred
Dubs, who reached the United Kingdom from Czechoslovakia as a child
refugee fleeing the Nazis during the
second world war, was a uniquely
humanitarian piece of legislation.
At a time when things seem to be going from bad to worse in the United
Kingdom, such legislation must be
fulfilled and, indeed, resurrected.
After a regressive Brexit vote last
year that was overshadowed by immigration fears, it seems that the
United Kingdom is retreating into
itself. This is an impulse that must
be fought against and one in which
May’s ailing Conservative government must not indulge. Britain is a
part of the world. When it fails to
provide care to the most vulnerable of all refugees, this is a moral
failure.
That is a sentiment that Lord Dubs
himself echoed, writing for Britain’s

Show of solidarity. Children hold a box of signed petitions to urge
the British government to consult with local authorities on their
ability to accommodate vulnerable refugee children from Europe,
last February.
(AFP)
Independent newspaper.
“When we look at any child and
think of them as too much of a
stranger to care for them, we lost
the battle against the forces that
forced them to leave their homes
and families behind,” he said.
“The British public now have

shown immense support for the
protection of child refugees from
Africa and the Middle East seeking
protection on our soil, yet our government has gone back on its promises, its laws and its moral obligations. It is now up to us to change
their path.”
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Hezbollah seizing territory along Lebanon’s north-eastern border
Nicholas Blanford

Beirut

A

long-awaited
assault
against extremist militants holed up in mountains along Lebanon’s
north-eastern
border
with Syria is under way with Hezbollah spearheading the attack and
swiftly seizing territory.
The offensive began July 21 as
Hezbollah units moved north from
their hilltop posts south-east of the
town of Arsal into terrain controlled
by Jabhat Fateh al-Sham (JFS), formerly known as al-Nusra Front.
In just a few days, Hezbollah had
seized most of the ground held by
JFS and was poised to turn its attention to the Islamic State (ISIS),
which dominates the ground northeast of Arsal.
The Lebanese Army, which has a
strong defensive perimeter around
Arsal and a line of fortified observation towers along the western flank
of the battleground, used artillery
fire against groups of militants who
tried to infiltrate the town during
the fighting.

It is unclear how long
ISIS will be able to
hold on when
Hezbollah has
finished with JFS and
turns its attention to
the extremists.
As this battle is fought in the rugged mountains of north-east Lebanon, 32km to the south, the Lebanese state is establishing a renewed
presence along part of the traditionally neglected eastern frontier
with Syria. The Lebanese Army’s
4th Land Border Regiment is building a line of fortified observation
posts that gives sweeping views
over the mountainous terrain and a
large expanse of Syria near the isolated Lebanese village of Tufail.
The project of establishing land

border regiments arose in 2011
when Syria was descending into
civil war. The idea was to strengthen Lebanon’s ability to secure its
porous and largely unmarked border with Syria.
With the assistance of the United
Kingdom, the first Land Border
Regiment deployed in early 2013
along the northern border. Since
then, two other regiments have
been established and arrayed along
the eastern border as far south as
the slopes of Mount Hermon. The
4th Land Border Regiment plugs
a sensitive gap from just south of
Arsal to the town of Masnaa on the
Beirut-Damascus highway. Hezbollah has a presence along this stretch
of the border. There are also three
camps manned by a pro-Damascus
Palestinian faction.
In early 2014, Hezbollah began
building a series of compounds
on mountain tops in this area to
defend villages in the Bekaa Valley from militants infiltrating from
Syria. At the time, Syria-based militants frequently fired rockets into
the Bekaa. In September 2014, an
al-Nusra Front militant set off a
bomb in a suicide attack at a Hezbollah checkpoint near Khreibe
village, wounding three Hezbollah fighters. The following month,
al-Nusra fighters briefly overran a
Hezbollah compound near the village of Brital, killing at least four
fighters.
Since then, the security situation in the area has calmed down as
the fighting in Syria shifted further
from the border with Lebanon.
The calm in the area allowed for
the Lebanese Army’s newly formed
4th Land Border Regiment to deploy into the Tufail area, replacing
the Hezbollah fighters who abandoned their positions. It was a typically Lebanese display of pragmatism: Hezbollah freed up its fighters
from watching a now-quiet stretch
of the border for duties elsewhere
and the Lebanese state stamped its
authority on the remote location
for the first time in decades.
The army moved swiftly to build
imposing fortified compounds of

Tough terrain. Lebanese Army troops en route to the newly constructed Nimrod military base near
Tufayl on Lebanon’s eastern border with Syria, on July 14.
(Nicholas Blanford)
5.5-metre-high, rock-filled Hesco
blast barriers that dominate the
ground to the north, east and south
in the Tufail Peninsula, a fingerlike extension of Lebanese territory
poking into Syria.
From the armour-plated watchtower, embellished with the Lebanese flag on all four sides and
named after the remains of a small
Roman temple nearby, soldiers enjoy extensive views east and south
into Syria. They say they are confident that they can observe and intercept any attempts to penetrate
this section of the border.
The recently abandoned Hezbollah outposts consisting of earthfilled oil drums and porta-cabins
look frail alongside the army’s new
structures. Hezbollah is still in the
area but on the Syrian side of the
border where they share some posi-

tions with the Syrian Army.
At an altitude of 2,300 metres,
the terrain in the barren mountains
is harsh. New tracks slash through
the limestone landscape and thick
white dust billows from beneath
the wheels of army vehicles as they
grind up the hills. In winter, the
mountains are blanketed with deep
snow, posing another logistical difficulty for troops manning the
lofty outposts.
The fighting further north along
the border near Arsal has preceded
at a speedy pace. It is unclear how
long ISIS will be able to hold on when
Hezbollah has finished with JFS and
turns its attention to the extremists
but the outcome will almost certainly spell defeat for the militants at
which point Hezbollah is expected to
leave the Lebanese side of the border
and deploy elsewhere.

That would allow the 4th Land
Border Regiment to complete its
deployment by moving into the
area south of Arsal and build new
outposts adjacent to those manned
by the 2nd Land Border Regiment.
Once that deployment is complete,
the Lebanese state will have a full
presence along the entirety of Lebanon’s border with Syria for the
first time since independence in
1943.
The next step, it is hoped, is to
establish 5th and 6th Land Border
Regiments, which would eventually deploy along Lebanon’s southern
border with Israel.
Nicholas Blanford is the author
of “Warriors of God: Inside
Hezbollah’s Thirty-Year Struggle
Against Israel” (Random House
2011). He lives in Beirut.

Lebanon’s surrender to Hezbollah

View poi nt

Ali al-Amin

H

undreds of Islamic
State (ISIS) and
Jabhat Fateh
al-Sham fighters are
camping on the
Lebanese-Syrian
border in an area known on the
Lebanese side as Juroud Arsal and
on the Syrian side as the Western
Qalamoun Mountains. The
presence of both militia organisations goes back several years and
there have been skirmishes
between the two groups.
ISIS occupies the northern areas
of the barren lands while Jabhat
Fateh al-Sham, formerly known as
al-Nusra Front, controls the southern end. There is also a faction of
the Syrian Free Army in the area.
Recently, the Lebanese Hezbollah and the Syrian Army tried to remove all other military positions in
the area. A huge media campaign
was launched inside Lebanon
resulting in a palpable increase in
anti-Syrian refugee sentiments.
The refugees have become the
scapegoat for all of Lebanon’s ills.
The military campaign covered
all 400 sq.km of the tough terrain
of Juroud Arsal, giving Hezbollah
and the Syrian Army almost complete control of the area. Whatever
armed militias were in the area

The government’s complete
surrender to Hezbollah’s agenda
shows the extent to which it has
lost any capacity to reverse the
militant group from hijacking its
sovereignty.

were virtually under siege.
Analysts pointed out that Hezbollah could have ended the presence of those terrorist groups in
the area any time since 2015. Most
of the fighters were from Qalamoun Mountain villages and towns
that had fallen under Hezbollah’s military control at that year.
Hezbollah had used the presence
of terrorist groups in the area as a
weapon to fend off criticism of its
Syrian adventure. The strategy was
to show the Lebanese that terrorist
groups on Lebanese soil in Juroud
Arsal were ready to attack were it
not for the protective presence of
Hezbollah militias.
One of the clauses of the recent
US-Russia ceasefire agreement
in southern Syria, prepared in
coordination with Jordan and
Israel, forbids the presence of Iranian forces or their proxy militias
within 40km of the Syrian border
with Israel in the occupied Golan
Heights and the Syrian borders
with Jordan. The Syrian regime
accepted the agreement and Iran
quickly removed its forces from
the area without a whisper of
protest. Tehran knew that challenging both superpowers would
be futile; it would be best to take
it on the chin and make up for the
loss elsewhere.
Hezbollah’s military campaign
in Arsal is an Iranian initiative.
The objective is to gain control of
the land corridor from Damascus
to Lebanon via Homs. Arsal lies
smack in the middle of that line. It
looks like Tehran has decided that
the presence of terrorist organisations along that line is no longer

needed for full control of the area.
It seems that the battle for
Juroud Arsal had two major objectives. The first was to seal Iran’s
direct and indirect control of the
area on the Syrian side and the
second was to complete the plan to
gain full control of Lebanon. Shedding light on Hezbollah’s strategy
to achieve the second objective is
in order.
Since Hezbollah’s incursion
in the Syrian crisis, the party’s
leadership has made a mockery
of all opposition in Lebanon to its
decision. It purposely ignored calls
for withdrawing the party’s militia
from Syria and counter-attacked
with a campaign to silence all
political forces in Lebanon.
By completing its military campaign in Juroud Arsal, the party
wants to show that the Lebanese
people, and especially its political
partners, not only side with its Syrian adventure but also support its
role in combating terrorist organisations on Lebanese soil.
What’s incredible is that everyone knows that the reason for the
presence of the terrorist groups in
Qalamoun’s villages and towns was
Hezbollah’s invasion of those villages and towns in the first place.
Knowingly or unknowingly, the
groups served an Iranian agenda.
The military operations in Arsal
coincided with Lebanese Prime
Minister Saad Hariri’s visit to
Washington. He asked US President
Donald Trump not to escalate the
financial sanctions against Hezbollah, arguing that the sanctions
would hurt all Lebanese. He asked
for military aid but most of all he

Analysts
pointed
out that
Hezbollah
could have
ended the
presence
of those
terrorist
groups in
the area any
time since
2015.

wanted to use the campaign in
Juroud Arsal to insist on Lebanon’s
determination to fight terrorism.
It must be pointed out that the
Lebanese Army did not take part in
the military operations in Juroud
Arsal. The Lebanese government
and the army, however, are dealing
with Hezbollah’s campaign as if it
were a legitimate war. There was
no sign of an official embarrassment from the fact that a war is
taking place on Lebanese territory
without the direct supervision and
control of the government and the
army.
The government’s complete
surrender to Hezbollah’s agenda
shows the extent to which it has
lost any capacity to reverse the
militant group from hijacking its
sovereignty. It is possible to say
that Lebanon is officially within
the sphere of Iranian influence.
When the battle at Arsal is over,
Hezbollah and, of course, Iran behind it will be able to repeat to the
Lebanese the same discourse that
followed the liberation of Lebanon’s southern border in 2000. On
that occasion, Hezbollah claimed it
had single-handedly liberated the
southern border, sweeping aside
the enormous sacrifices of thousands of Lebanese and Palestinian
martyrs since 1982.
Once the operations in Arsal are
over, the head of Hezbollah will
tell the Lebanese people that he
has liberated them from Israeli
occupation and from terrorism and
they must now hand over their fate
to him.
Ali al-Amin is a Lebanese writer.
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Jerusalem tensions put Palestinian-Israeli issue under spotlight
Mamoon Alabbasi

London

T

ensions between Palestinians and Israel over
new — now cancelled
— security measures
at Jerusalem’s al-Aqsa
Mosque compound have shed light
on the sensitive nature of control
over the site.
Palestinian
worshippers
resumed prayers in al-Aqsa after
Israel removed metal detectors
and surveillance cameras, ending
a boycott of prayers in the compound. For nearly two weeks, worshippers conducted prayers in the
streets of East Jerusalem, amid
mass protests and clashes with Israeli security forces.
Israel said the newly implemented measures were in response to
the killing of two Israeli police officers on July 14 by three Palestinian assailants who allegedly smuggled weapons into the compound
and attacked before being shot
dead. Palestinians said the Israeli
move is another attempt to consolidate control of the site, which
is considered holy to both Muslims
and Jews.

Saudi Arabia, which
is among the Arab
countries that Israel
wants to normalise
ties with, “stressed
the need for the
return of calm.”
Israel began occupying East Jerusalem in 1967 and has declared the
city as its undivided and eternal
capital, a move rejected by international law. The United Nations
views East Jerusalem as occupied territory and has said its fate
should be decided in a peace settlement between Palestinians and
Israel. Palestinians see East Jerusalem as the capital of their future
independent state.
At the height of the tensions, Israeli forces killed six Palestinians
and a Palestinian man killed three
Israelis in the occupied West Bank.

Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin
Netanyahu called for the death
penalty for the Palestinian, who
was captured after the attack in
Halamish settlement.
In neighbouring Jordan, King
Abdullah II called on Netanyahu
to ensure that an Israeli security
guard who killed two Jordanians
at the Israeli Embassy in Amman
faces trial. Israel said the guard was
protected by diplomatic immunity
and acted in self-defence after a
16-year-old Jordanian attacked him
with a screwdriver.
Palestinians inside East Jerusalem, who have long complained of
Israeli discrimination, celebrated
what they viewed as a victory after
Israel backed down on its plans to
enforce new security measures.
“Israel’s removal of its new security measures at al-Aqsa Mosque
can be considered as a small victory for the Palestinians of occupied
East Jerusalem,” said Iyad Barakat,
a Palestinian writer in London.
“It’s a win that shouldn’t be undermined. Of course, it’s far from the
end of Israeli occupation but it remains a step in the right direction.
It gives Palestinians hope.”
Clashes and protests, however,
continued after Israel announced
it would ban men under the age of
50 from Friday prayers at al-Aqsa
Mosque and sent extra police to
the site. Thousands of Palestinians massed for prayers inside and
outside al-Aqsa Mosque. The compound area was largely calm following Friday prayers July 28 but
clashes between Palestinian protesters and Israeli forces occurred
in several areas in the occupied
West Bank.
Inside Israel, Netanyahu was
criticised over the lack of clarity in
his decision-making and for giving
in to right-wing pressure.
“Given his responsible conduct
in the first hours following the attack, it’s puzzling how 24 hours later he committed such a grave error
in the rushed decision last Saturday to install metal detectors at all
the entrances to the compound,”
wrote Barak Ravid in Haaretz. “After 24 hours in which he seemingly
prevented an escalation, that decision reversed the trend and greatly
exacerbated tensions, leading to

Wrong target. Israeli police officers aim their weapons as Palestinians protest outside Jerusalem’s
Old City, on July 28.
the explosion which erupted over
the weekend.”
Netanyahu’s backtracking was
also denounced by right-wing
members of his coalition government. “Every time the state of Israel folds in a strategic way we get hit
with an intifada,” Naftali Bennett,
leader of the Jewish Home party,
told Israel’s Army Radio.
Netanyahu’s call for the execution of the Palestinian attacker who
killed three Israelis in the West
Bank was viewed as an attempt to
fend off criticism of weakness. The
death penalty has been carried out
only twice in Israel’s history, the
last time in 1962.
The Israeli prime minister, however, is facing regional and inter-

national pressure, including from
some allies, as his policies on Jerusalem inflamed public opinion in
the region. The high level of sensitivity surrounding the holy sites
prompted Israel’s foes and friends
to distance themselves from Netanyahu’s new security measures.
UN Middle East envoy Nikolay
Mladenov warned that the crisis
risked “dragging both sides into the
vortex of violence with the rest of
the region.”
Turkey, which has diplomatic
ties with Tel Aviv, accused Israel of
“harming Jerusalem’s Islamic character.” Jordan, which has a peace
treaty with Israel and is the official
custodian of Muslim holy sites in
Jerusalem, has been vocal in urging

(AP)

an end to Israel’s security measures
on the al-Aqsa compound.
Saudi Arabia, which is among the
Arab countries that Israel wants to
normalise ties with, “stressed the
need for the return of calm.” Its
state news agency, SPA, reported
that King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al
Saud contacted the US government
to persuade Israel to reverse its decision on the mosque.
Under immense public pressure,
Palestinian Authority President
Mahmoud Abbas suspended security coordination with Israel until
tensions over al-Aqsa Mosque relent. The episode has put the Palestinian-Israeli conflict back under
the spotlight, highlighting the need
to find a peaceful resolution.

Trump team helps defuse Jerusalem crisis but broader deal is far off
View poi nt

Gregory
Aftandilian

T

he violence in Jerusalem after Israeli Prime
Minister Binyamin
Netanyahu’s government placed metal
detectors at entrances
to the revered al-Aqsa Mosque
compelled US President Donald
Trump and his team to intervene.
Trump sent Jason Greenblatt, his
peace process envoy, to the region
and the president’s son-in-law,
Jared Kushner, worked the phones
from Washington. US ambassador to Israel David Friedman was
involved in discussions with the
Israeli government and US consul
general in Jerusalem Donald Blome
talked with Palestinian leaders.
Jordanian King Abdullah II, who
technically has custodianship
over the Haram al-Sharif (Temple
Mount) where al-Aqsa Mosque is
located, sided with the Palestinians in opposing the metal detectors.
Israeli-Jordanian relations
became even more tense during
the crisis after a confrontation
between a Jordanian and Israeli
security guards at the Israeli Embassy in Amman. Reportedly, in a

It is not apparent, at least
publicly, how the Trump team is
going to move the Netanyahu
government to make substantial
concessions.

dispute over furniture delivery to
the embassy, a Jordanian worker
stabbed an Israeli security guard
with a screwdriver and guards fired
at the assailant, killing him and a
Jordanian by-stander.
Netanyahu wanted the security
guards returned to Israel immediately, citing diplomatic immunity,
but Jordanian authorities wanted
to detain them for questioning.
The Middle East Monitor reported that when Netanyahu failed
to reach the king by telephone
shortly after the attack on July 23,
he appealed to the United States to
intervene. Kushner, after speaking
with several Jordanian officials,
eventually spoke directly with
the king and requested that he
expedite the return of the security
guards to Israel.
The following day, Greenblatt
met with Netanyahu and Netanyahu spoke by phone with King
Abdullah. On the morning of July
25, Netanyahu agreed to remove
the metal detectors.
Although all sides denied that
there was a quid pro quo, it appears that there may have been a
deal in which Netanyahu relented
on the metal detectors and the
king conceded on the detention
of the Israeli embassy security
guards. Removal of the metal
detectors may have been the result
of internal discussions within the
Israeli security establishment, with
the Israeli military, which had opposed the metal detectors, winning

out over the Israeli police.
While the US position on the
metal detectors was not revealed
publicly, Friedman congratulated
all parties for “defusing the crisis
without a lot of noise and fanfare.”
Although tensions in East Jerusalem remain high and another crisis
could erupt, Friday prayers on July
28 took place without violence at
al-Aqsa Mosque.
Netanyahu said in a statement: “I thank President Trump
for directing Jared Kushner and
dispatching Jason Greenblatt to
help with our efforts to bring the
Israeli Embassy staff home quickly.
I thank King Abdullah as well for
our close cooperation.”
The episode reveals that Trump’s
peace process team is capable
of easing tensions and facilitating some degree of cooperation
between the parties. Earlier in July,
for example, Greenblatt helped
broker a deal that had been under
discussion for some time between
the Palestinians and Israelis in
which Israel would sell 33 million
cubic metres of water to the Palestinian Authority each year.
However, on the broader goal
of achieving an Israeli-Palestinian
peace deal, they are a long way off.
Yossi Alpher, a former Israeli Mossad official, recently remarked that
Kushner, Greenblatt and Friedman
were all “avid” supporters of Israeli
settlements in the West Bank in
their previous positions, implying
that they may not have changed

Removal of
the metal
detectors
may have
been the
result of
internal
discussions
within the
Israeli
security
establishment.

their outlooks.
How such a team will be effective as honest brokers in the peace
process between the Netanyahu
government, which is also strongly
supportive of the settlements, and
the Palestinians, who see the settlements as illegal and an impediment to a peace deal, is an open
question.
It is not apparent, at least publicly, how the Trump team is going to
move the Netanyahu government
to make substantial concessions
necessary to strike the ultimate
deal. Alpher said Netanyahu
recently told French President
Emmanuel Macron that he wants
a parallel peace track with Arab
countries, suggesting he wants
them to recognise and make peace
with Israel first and only then will
he engage with the Palestinians.
Such a sequence will not work as
the Arab countries are unlikely to
give Israel what it wants without
prior movement on the Palestinian
track.
So, while the Trump team deserves praise for helping to quiet
the recent crisis, the core issues
remain, including the ultimate
disposition of Jerusalem, which
may be the most difficult of all to
resolve.
Gregory Aftandilian is a lecturer
in the Pardee School of Global
Studies at Boston University and
is a former US State Department
Middle East analyst.
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Ankara fears
economic effects
of crisis with
Germany
Constanze Letsch

Istanbul

A

fter more than a year of
rocky diplomacy, the
relationship
between
NATO allies and major
trade partners Turkey
and Germany has come to a head
over the arrest of IT consultant and
German citizen Peter Steudtner.
He was taken into custody during a crackdown on a human rights
workshop on an island off Istanbul.
Ankara fingered Steudtner, who
was jailed with seven others pending trial, for links to unspecified terrorist groups, an accusation seen as
“incomprehensible” in Berlin.
German Foreign Minister Sigmar
Gabriel reacted to the arrest by saying: “We can’t continue as we have
done until now.”

So far, Germany has
not made good on its
threats, and Ankara,
until now, chose to
wait and see.
“We need to be clearer than we
have been until now so those responsible in Ankara understand
that such policies are not without
consequences,” he said, warning
German citizens to “exercise extreme caution” when travelling to
Turkey as “arrests could target anyone.”
German Finance Minister Wolfgang Schauble has drawn parallels
between the situation in Turkey
and the repression in former East
Germany and Justice Minister Heiko Maas said anyone travelling to
the country would “unfortunately
not spend their holiday in a state of
law.”
In a rare show of cross-party unity,
German politicians across the spec-

trum supported a harsher stance
against Turkey, with some, including Social Democratic Party (SPD)
chancellor candidate Martin Schulz
and Horst Seehofer, the leader of
Bavaria’s right-wing Christian Social Union (CSU), demanding an end
to financial aid to Turkey. German
President Frank-Walter Steinmeier
suggested tougher measures and a
strong message for Ankara were “a
question of self-respect.”
Tensions between the two countries have been running high over
Germany’s decision to recognise the
Armenian genocide in a June 2016
resolution, the arrest of TurkishGerman correspondent Deniz Yucel
on terrorism-related charges and
Ankara’s refusal to allow German
MPs to visit German soldiers at two
airbases in Turkey.
While Berlin relied on de-escalation, Turkey stepped up the rhetoric. When several German cities
banned Turkish ministers and MPs
from having election rallies ahead
of the referendum in April, Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
accused German Chancellor Angela
Merkel of “Nazi methods.”
Turkey also accused Germany
of harbouring members of the outlawed Kurdistan Workers’ Party
(PKK), a listed terrorist organisation
in the European Union, and followers of US-based cleric Fethullah Gulen, whom Ankara blames for the
2016 coup attempt.
Ankara has sought to limit the
fallout of the latest crisis. The Turkish government has withdrawn a
blacklist of several hundred German companies it accused of links
to the Gulen network and several
high-ranking government officials
hurried to guarantee that no German company would face investigations or other difficulties in the
country.
Turkey’s worry that this time
the spat might hit the economy is
all but unfounded. As part of Ger-

Not really talking. Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu (R) meets with his German
counterpart Sigmar Gabriel in Berlin, last March.
many’s hardening stance, Gabriel
threatened to end corporate investment guarantees, a step that could
halt German business ventures in
Turkey. The Association of German
Chambers of Commerce and Industry (DIHK) said the current environment made investing in Turkey
hard to imagine.
A scholar of international relations, who wished to remain anonymous because of his affiliation with
a Turkish university, said such a
measure would be “very detrimental” to Turkey’s shaky economy.
“The economy is on the verge of
crisis. Ankara cannot afford to risk
it. This is why Turkey is not going to
escalate this dispute,” he said.
Germany has not made good on
its threats and Ankara has chosen
to wait and see, though Erdogan
slammed Germany’s hardened
rhetoric as “blackmail” and railed
that those who “scare Turkey with
embargoes… must first be ready for
much bigger consequences.”
The upcoming election in Germany and Erdogan’s need to rally
nationalist support — and votes —
until 2019, however, could fuel the
dispute as part of both sides’ elec-

tion campaigns.
The academic underlined that
economic and political sanctions
against Turkey would hurt those
that oppose the Turkish government at home. “Half the country
does not support AK party policies,”
he said, referring to Erdogan’s ruling Justice and Development Party
(AKP). “The main problem is that
such sanctions are always a form of
collective punishment.”
While some EU members, led by
Austria, have been demanding an
end to Turkey’s EU accession talks,
critics said such a step would harm
those who dare to oppose repression and increasing authoritarianism in the country.
“Talks should never be cut off,”
the scholar of international relations said, adding that the opposition depended on communication
channels remaining open. “It is the
content of talks that need to be revised. European countries have not
been consistent in their reactions to
what happened in Turkey. They did
not put the necessary pressure on
the government when they should
have.”
Human rights activists have long

(Reuters)

criticised the European Union, and
especially Germany, for turning a
blind eye to the worsening situation
in Turkey while trying to complete
the contentious EU-Turkey refugee
deal.
“If the European Union had not
made that dirty refugee deal with
Turkey, the situation would not
have deteriorated this badly,” said
one academic who was forced to
leave the country in the beginning
of this year.
The EU-Turkey deal, struck in
March 2016, involved Turkey accepting the return of all irregular
migrants from Greece in exchange
for billions of dollars in aid money
and the prospect of visa liberalisation for Turkish nationals. The
agreement, however, has been
slammed by numerous critics for
violating international refugee law
and handing Turkey de facto carte
blanche to suspend human rights in
the country. “Germany was happy
to look away as long as Turkey kept
the refugees out,” the exiled academic said.
Constanze Letsch is a contributor
to The Arab Weekly in Istanbul.

What is Erdogan’s endgame?

View poi nt

Yavuz Baydar

T

urkish President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan
recently called his
cabinet and all the
deputies of his Justice
and Development Party
(AKP) to an urgent meeting. In his
usual blunt language, he said:
“The only target of the attacks
from inside and outside is the
AKP” and called on “whoever is
weary, to step aside.”
The chain of events enveloping
Turkey shows that signs of isolation
have become stronger. The Qatari
crisis caught Erdogan in a position
that resembles political paralysis.
His recent visit to Saudi Arabia and
the Gulf did very little, if any, to
convince the hosts about the Turkish position.
His intervention in another crisis,
one regarding Jerusalem’s holy
sites, unleashed a harsh response
from Israel, postponing the easing
of tensions he had for long hoped
for.
The escalating rift between Berlin
and Ankara, on the basis of the
severe erosion of human rights in
Turkey, threatens a contagion of financial measures from other members of the European Union, which
has signalled that it has shelved

The chain of events enveloping
Turkey shows that signs of
isolation have become stronger.

negotiations about visa-free travel
for Turkish citizens on EU soil.
Until recently, Turkey’s ironwilled leader had felt relatively safe
at home. His steady challenges to
Western governments, coloured
with threats, increased after the
referendum in Turkey. A survey
done in 26 provinces by Kadir Has
University on Turkish foreign policy
indicated that Erdogan’s approach
gained appeal as 38.5% of the
respondents said they consider Turkey’s foreign policy successful, an
increase of 4.5%, when compared
to the 2016 survey.
The percentage of those who
said that “Turkey has allies”
decreased from 23.1% to 17.2% in
2017. Countries perceived to present
the biggest threat to Turkey were
the United States (66.5%), Israel
(37.4%) and EU members (24%). The
European Union’s perception as a
threat more than doubled since the
2016 poll, one of the most striking
conclusions of the research. Threat
perception towards Russia, on the
other hand, fell to 18.5% in 2017
from 34.9% in 2016.
Erdogan has three imminent challenges. The first involves amending the by-laws of parliament. The
essence of the changes, supported
by his de facto ally in politics, the
National Movement Party (MHP),
means severe limitations of the
activities of the opposition in the
legislature meaning that Erdogan
will seize nearly full control over

the legislation.
Second, Erdogan must move to
complete the purge that began in
the once-mighty Turkish Army.
Reports suggest that a massive
redesign of its top echelons is under
way. The Turkish armed forces,
however, will continue to operate
with an institutional DNA, which
may stand sympathetic to political
Islam and its derivatives.
The third challenge, which has to
do with Erdogan’s July 20 call to his
cabinet and AKP deputies, seems
the hardest one. Unconfirmed
reports from within the party indicate growing discontent with the
constant tension politics Erdogan
implements abroad, in particular
because of his confrontations with
Germany.
Erdogan knows that any loosening of his hard-line authority over
the party would likely cause an extremely dangerous chain reaction:
Not only would it trigger a new dynamic within the Turkish right but
also among nationalist-militarist
forces that seem to be positioned at
the trenches.
The road map is utterly clear
from Erdogan’s perspective: There
is no way to stay in power without
the full control not only over the
judiciary, media and legislature but
also over the military and the party.
Consequently, Erdogan only has to
play hardball at every level at home.
”If anything, the world ought
not be surprised if it continues to

► Countries
perceived
to present
the biggest
threat to
Turkey are
the United
States
(66,5%), Israel (37,4%)
and EU
members
(24%).
► The inner
logic of his
road map
says Erdogan only
must play
hardball at
every level
at home.
► The harder
Erdogan is
challenged
from abroad,
the deeper
the Turkish
crisis will be.

detain and sentence foreigners as
Iran does” wrote Henri Barkey, a
professor of international relations
at Lehigh University, about the
Erdogan administration in a recent
analysis in the Atlantic magazine.
“Erdogan is intent on reshaping the Turkish system into one
anchored by his personality… In
order to succeed, however, he must
quash rival narratives — hence his
obsession with jailing academics,
journalists, think-tankers and intellectuals,” Barkey wrote.
The harder Erdogan is challenged
from abroad, the deeper the Turkish crisis will be.
”There are only two factors the
government cannot completely
control: Economics and events in
neighbouring countries, Barkey
said. “Ultimately, what happens in
these domains and a much-diminished decision-making apparatus
in Ankara, whose talents have been
depleted by purges, will determine whether Erdogan’s reign will
endure.”
The drama is that Erdogan, by
his resolute steps, may have passed
the point of no return for Turkey.
Will Western leadership consent to
a dictatorial format in the name of
perceived containment and stability? This is Erdogan’s endgame and
he can win.
Yavuz Baydar is a Turkish
journalist and occasional
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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Iran blames tensions with Kuwait on US and Israel
The Arab Weekly staff

London

D

uring a Friday sermon
in Tehran, hard-line
Iranian cleric Ayatollah
Ahmad Khatami blamed
the United States and Israel for allegations from Kuwait that
Iran was linked to the Shia al-Abdali
terror cell, claims that resulted in
Kuwaiti officials downgrading diplomatic ties to Iran.
Kuwaiti security forces were reportedly searching for 14 Kuwaiti
nationals and an Iranian tied to the
cell who were convicted of espionage and other crimes against the
state.

Kuwait is generally
considered a regional
diplomatic broker
and the expulsion of
Iranian diplomats is
one of its most
severe reactions to
Iranian interference
in recent history.
“As for the game that Kuwait has
started with the Islamic Republic, I
would like to say something that is
clear to everyone: It is crystal clear
that the American-Zionist lobby is
doing all it can to ruin the Islamic
Republic of Iran’s relations with its
neighbours,” Khatami said in a sermon broadcast on Radio Tehran.
Iran’s cultural mission and its
military office were closed July 20
by Kuwaiti officials. Kuwait stopped
short of expelling Iran’s ambassador
but the Iranian Embassy was requested to downsize its diplomatic
mission from 19 to four representatives within 45 days.

Kuwaiti officials, who spoke to
The Arab Weekly on condition of
anonymity, said the measures taken
by the government were aimed at
sending a “strong warning” message to Iran without cutting ties
with it.
The sources said the Kuwaiti
moves reflected concerns that Iran
would take advantage of the expulsion of the Islamic State (ISIS) from
Mosul to direct Shia militias to Saudi and Kuwaiti borders to pressure
the two countries from within Iraqi
territory.
The Kuwaiti Foreign Ministry
summoned Iranian Ambassador
Ali-Reza Enayati to inform him of
the government’s decision to downgrade diplomatic ties. In response,
officials in Iran summoned the Kuwaiti Embassy’s chargé d’affaires
and logged a complaint, claiming
the accusations were “baseless.”
A day after announcing the downgrading of ties with Iran, Kuwait
made an official complaint with the
government of Lebanon.
In a strongly worded letter, Kuwaiti Ambassador to Lebanon Abdelaal al-Qenaei urged the Lebanese government to “assume its
responsibilities towards irresponsible practices by Hezbollah.” He also
called on Beirut to take measures to
deter such “heinous” practices by
the Iran-sponsored group.
Kuwait and Hezbollah share a
tragic history dating to 1983, when
Hezbollah operatives and members
of the Iraqi Dawa affiliated with Iran
carried out bombings that resulted
in the death of six people. Coordinated attacks targeted Western embassies, the Kuwait airport and an
oil rig belonging to the Kuwait National Petroleum Company, among
other targets.
Over the decades the Kuwaiti government said it has uncovered sev-

Iran connection. An official from Kuwait’s Interior Ministry puts up a poster showing fugitive
convicts at a Citizen Service Centre in Kuwait City, on July 20.
eral cells affiliated with the group
and Iran and as recently as last year
deported 60 Lebanese nationals for
alleged links to Hezbollah.
Kuwaiti Member of Parliament
Waleed al-Tabtabai submitted draft
legislation mandating prison sentences of up to 20 years for supporters and members of the Hezbollah
movement and proposing to label
the group a “terrorist organisation.”
Members of al-Abdali were arrest-

ed in 2015 on a farm on the KuwaitIraq border. The Kuwaiti Interior
Ministry said police found 56 rocket-propelled grenades and other
types of ammunition. The ministry
said weapons and various explosive
materials were discovered in the
homes of two other suspects in a different location.
Authorities found the cache of
weapons and explosives after members of the group confessed to be-

(AFP)

longing to a terrorist organisation
and led authorities to the arsenal.
Kuwait is generally considered a
regional diplomatic broker and the
expulsion of Iranian diplomats is
one of its most severe reactions to
Iranian interference in recent history. It is trying to mediate in the Gulf
Cooperation Council crisis involving Saudi Arabia and its allies and
Qatar, due to Doha’s suspected support for terrorism and ties to Iran.

Iran’s self-inflicted sectarian wound

View poi nt

Ali Alfoneh

T

he Iranian government
has learned the wrong
lessons from the June
7 terrorist attacks in
Tehran claimed by the
Islamic State (ISIS):
Accusations against Saudi Arabia
and the United States, increased
policing and repression in the
Sunni populated areas, firing
missiles against ISIS targets in
Syria and personnel changes
within the Islamic Revolutionary
Guards Corps (IRGC) are not likely
to solve Iran’s problem with
political sectarian radicalism and
political violence.
The government needs to
provide services and opportunities to Iranians — Shias and
Sunnis — in its periphery regions.
Seventeen people were killed
and 52 were injured as gunmen
and suicide bombers attacked
Iran’s parliament and the mausoleum of Grand Ayatollah Ruhollah
Khomeini, the founder of the
Islamic Republic. ISIS claimed
responsibility through the Amaq
News Agency while the 4-hour
siege inside parliament was
unfolding and released footage of
the attack to document its
symbolic victory: The first
successful attacks at the heart of
the Iranian regime.
Iran’s state controlled media
were fast to blame Saudi Arabia
and the United States for the
attacks but did their utmost to
minimise release of information
about the perpetrators. So much
is known that they all were
Iranian citizens from the midst of
Iran’s predominantly Sunni
Kurdish community. Iran’s

No amount of anti-Saudi or
anti-US propaganda are likely to
solve Iran’s problems with
sectarian radicalism.

Supreme National Security
Council has disclosed that the
Intelligence Ministry foiled “58
similar attacks” in recent years.
Responding to the attacks, Iran
increased policing and repression
in Iran’s Kurdistan and Kermanshah provinces and launched
Shahab 3 missiles into Syria’s Deir
ez-Zor province. The IRGC is also
in the process of shuffling its
personnel: On July 1, Mohammad
Esmaeil Kowsari, a veteran both
of the IRGC and parliament,
was appointed IRGC Tehran
Sarallah Base deputy to
oversee crisis management in the
Iranian capital. On July 4,
Brigadier-General MohammadReza Yazdi, who previously
served as IRGC Legal and Parliamentary Affairs chief, was
appointed Greater Tehran IRGC
chief. More changes are expected.

However, no amount of antiSaudi or anti-US propaganda or
these measures are likely to solve
Iran’s problems with sectarian
radicalism and political violence,
because they ignore the root
causes of sectarian radicalism and
political violence in Iran.
Those root causes were abundantly clear in a December 3, 2014,
report published by the Kurdistan
Democratic Party’s (KDP) website.
The report “concerning the
general and security situation in
Paveh and Ouramanat” ominously
warned of propaganda activities
of a certain Seryas Sadeqhi and
others who were spreading ISIS
propaganda among the local
population in the mountain
villages. Sadeqhi was one of the
perpetrators of the June 7 attack.
The KDP reported the water
undrinkable in Paveh and Ouram-

The
government
needs
to provide
services and
opportunities
to Iranians
— Shias and
Sunnis — in
its periphery
regions.

Investing in sectarianism. Members of the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps
secure an area outside parliament during an attack on the complex in Tehran,
last June.
(AFP)

anat. Roads are in disrepair, which
makes transportation extremely
difficult and rationing of gasoline
further limits the mobility. Cut off
from the rest of Iran, the locals are
forced to pay higher than average
prices for basic foodstuffs, which
they can’t afford because of
abnormal unemployment rates:
Youth unemployment is 80%.
That leaves trafficking and
smuggling between Iraq and Iran
the sole means of survival.
Cultural poverty compounds
economic underdevelopment:
There is a library, which only
contains regime propaganda. The
internet is, most of the time,
unbearably slow and at times
non-existent. Social gatherings of
poets and literate people are
monitored by the security
services. Attendants are often
summoned by police for interrogation.
Remarkably, no such monitoring regime is in place to prevent
drug abuse: Paveh’s only park is a
drug dealer’s den that attracts the
unemployed youth abusing
methamphetamine and crack
cocaine.
On the surface, the people of
Paveh and Ouramanat are
resigned in the face of poverty
and underdevelopment but the
other side of the fatalist coin is
growing radicalism and, in the
shadows, ISIS propagandists like
Sadeqhi incite the public.
Iran’s sectarian wound is
self-inflicted. Had the regime
offered Iranians — Shias and
Sunnis — in the country’s vast
periphery regions a dignified life,
the blind rage could have been
avoided.
Ali Alfoneh is an independent
Iranian analyst based in
Washington who specialises in
the Islamic Revolutionary Guards
Corps.
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Lifting of UK
travel warning
provides needed
boost to Tunisian
tourism
Stephen Quillen

Tunis

T

he UK Foreign Office lifted
its travel warning on most
areas of Tunisia, including
Tunis and the major tourist destinations, a move
likely to draw British holidaymakers to the country and bring muchneeded foreign currency into Tunisia’s economy.
The policy change comes two
years after terrorist attacks at Tunis’s Bardo National Museum and
the resort of Sousse killed dozens of
British tourists, leading the UK government to advise against “all but
essential travel” to Tunisia.
In a statement July 26, the Foreign
Office said the update was made
due to “security improvements” by
Tunisian authorities and the tourism industry.
The announcement was welcomed in Tunisia, which saw its
once booming tourism sector struggle to stay afloat after the 2015 incidents.

The drop in tourism,
which accounted for
8% of the Tunisian
economy, was
devastating for
industry workers.
From January to September 2016,
Tunisia hosted 4.3 million foreign
travellers, down from 5.8 million
during the same period in 2014. The
decline was even more pronounced
among Britons: Only 20,000 visited
last year, a decline from 400,000 in
previous years.
The drop in tourism, which accounted for 8% of the Tunisian

economy, was devastating for
industry workers. Dozens of hotels and restaurants downsized or
closed, leaving hundreds of people
unemployed in a sluggish economic
environment.
The UK officials’ decision to lift
the travel warning on much of the
country will likely mark a significant change of course.

Since the attacks in
2015, Tunisia has
taken extensive
measures to enhance
security.
“It is a very important decision
that opens new horizons for Tunisian tourism to come back again
and a message to the world that Tunisia is now safe,” Tunisian Tourism Minister Salma Elloumi Rekik
told Reuters.
The move is considered a credit to
Tunisia’s security services, which
have made progress in countering
extremism and staving off militant
activity near the Libyan and Algerian borders.
Since the attacks in 2015, Tunisia
has taken extensive measures to
enhance security, adding police and
patrols to touristic areas, receiving
counterterrorism training from the
United Kingdom and constructing
barriers on the border to deter illegal migration.
“Tourists can trust Tunisian security officials to keep them safe,”
said former Defence Ministry
spokesman Mokhtar Ben Nasser.
“Security now is stable, our forces
are working hard, border areas are
on high alert and there are serious
efforts to counter terrorism.”
“The decision (travel warning on
Tunisia) was wrong from the start,”
he added, saying that Tunisia has a

Fuelling optimism. Foreign tourists walk in Sidi Bou Said, an attractive tourist destination near
Tunis, in mid-July.
(Reuters)
better safety record than many European countries.
No attacks targeting tourists have
taken place since June 2015.
Matt Gordner, a Canadian lecturer in politics and history at Tunis’s
Mediterranean School of Business,
said: “The conception that people
have of (Tunisia as) a country with
a security problem is very unfortunate for the country.”
“Tunisia is at a critical juncture
in terms of its ability to consolidate
its democratic transition, and the
economy is one of the most pressing issues for people who are critical of this process,” said Gordner,
who has been visiting the country
since 2012 and living in it since
2015.

“I encourage friends and family
to visit because Tunisia is a wonderful country in terms of its vast
historical importance, the different
areas — desert, sea, etc.”
With the British travel warning revised, many are likely to take his advice. On June 26, the day the policy
was announced, major British travel
agency Thomas Cook released a
statement saying it was looking forward to putting the “once-popular
destination back on sale.”
The cancellation of package deals
from major British travel agencies in
2015 was the impetus for the sudden
drop in British visitors and forced
many Tunisia tourism operators to
shift their attention to the Russian,
Libyan and Algerian markets.

Many Britons on social media said
they were excited about the opportunity to travel to Tunisia. “(I’ve)
been going to Tunisia for 25 years
and can’t wait to get back,” read one
comment.
While Tunisian tourism workers
were reassured by the news, they
said they were unlikely to feel the
effect until next year.
“I’m optimistic but only for next
year’s season,” said Houssem Bettaieb, the regional manager of a
Tunisian tourism agency. “It is too
late for this one because we have to
prepare for a season six months in
advance.”
Stephen Quillen is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis.

Rumours of Tillerson’s departure raise deeper
questions about US policymaking in the Middle East
Mark Habeeb

Washington

C

able news outlet CNN and
The Hill, a publication
widely read in Washington
policy circles, reported
that US Secretary of State
Rex Tillerson was considering leaving the cabinet of US President Donald Trump.
The Hill, whose reporters said
they spoke with unidentified friends
of Tillerson’s, said the secretary’s
“doubts about President Trump are
growing.”
The US State Department denied
the reports and Tillerson said at a
State Department briefing: “I’m not
going anywhere.”
It really does not matter whether
the rumours of Tillerson’s departure
are true; more important is that they
are believable. Most likely, Tillerson
is unsure how long he wants to remain in the job but the reasons for
his unhappiness are no mystery and
reflect the often-confusing and contradictory foreign policy messages
from the Trump administration.
It is easy to imagine Tillerson’s
grievances. In the early weeks of
the administration he was sidelined from foreign policy decisions
and was conspicuously absent from
several meetings the president had

with foreign leaders. US diplomacy
related to Israeli-Palestinian peace
was handed to Trump’s son-in-law
and a former bankruptcy attorney
with no evident role by the State Department, although Tillerson may
secretly be happy not to have this
futile portfolio.
Tillerson has had difficulty securing White House approval for
his choices to fill critical State Department positions. Most recently,
Susan Thornton, a career diplomat

and fluent Mandarin-speaker who
was Tillerson’s choice for US envoy
to Asia, was vetoed by the White
House. Politico reported that the decision led to an explosive outburst
from Tillerson during a White House
meeting.
The Near East Bureau of the State
Department is headed by a holdover from the Obama administration
who serves in an interim capacity.
The conflict that erupted between
Qatar and its erstwhile Gulf Coop-

Rexit? US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson arrives at the Capitol in
Washington, on July 20.
(AFP)

eration Council partners offered
Tillerson an opportunity to shine
when Trump sent him to the region
to mediate. However, his shuttle diplomacy led nowhere and, while the
secretary was in the region, Trump
issued statements that contradicted
his positions.
Tillerson returned from the Gulf
to face a fight over certifying Iranian
compliance with the nuclear deal.
Tillerson opposes escalating the
conflict with Iran but had to fight
against White House hardliners to
get Trump to agree to certification,
which the International Atomic Energy Agency already had confirmed.
Foreign Policy reported that the exchange between Trump and Tillerson was “contentious.”
That fight is expected to resume
in October and Trump has signalled
that he was likely to decertify Iran
at that point. Foreign Policy reported that the president established
a White House task force to advise
on the decision, sidelining the State
Department and perhaps laying the
ground for Tillerson’s resignation.
The fact that the rumours of Tillerson’s early departure are so believable is one more factor, along with
the president’s comments and actions, undermining the credibility of
US foreign policy. Trump clearly has
little respect for diplomats or diplomacy, preferring the advice of “my
generals,” as he refers to Secretary

of Defence James Mattis, national
security adviser H.R. McMaster and
other members of the administration with military background.
Ordinarily, US ambassadors and
diplomats speak with the authority
of the administration in representing US foreign policy. Under Trump,
it would be understandable if foreign leaders were baffled over what
and who to believe.

Trump clearly has
little respect for
diplomats or
diplomacy,
preferring to follow
the advice of “my
generals.”
Further
uncertainty
about
Trump’s Middle East policy was
created on July 27 when the White
House announced the departure of
Derek Harvey, the Middle East director on the National Security Council.
Several Washington media outlets
reported that Harvey, considered
hawkish on Iran, was fired by McMaster.
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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The US has responsibilities in Iraq and Syria post-ISIS

Wa’el Alzayat

Syria is more
complicated
because
Washington
lacks the
freedom to
operate there
as it does in
Iraq.

A

fter the defeat
of the Islamic
State (ISIS) in
Mosul and
likely collapse
in Raqqa, the
looming
question in
both countries
is what will happen in areas
liberated by US-backed forces.
This question is critical for the
United States, given the leading role
it assumed when it formed the 60plus country Counter-ISIS Coalition
following the fall of Mosul in 2014.
Since entering office, US President Donald Trump has pursued a
strikingly similar approach to his
predecessor’s by narrowly focusing
on dislodging ISIS while minimising
the US military commitment.
As the so-called caliphate comes
to an end, Trump’s policy choices
will affect the fate of liberated areas
and perhaps the entire region. Just
as the decision to disband the Iraqi
Army and other missteps following
the invasion of Iraq haunted postwar efforts, so will the decisions
on how to govern and stabilise key
Sunni areas in Iraq and Syria.
To its credit, the United States
sought to forge a consensus or at
least an understanding among major stakeholders — the Iraqi central
government, the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) and the
Popular Mobilisation Forces (PMF)
— ahead of the Mosul campaign.
The United States coordinated
with the United Nations to develop
a comprehensive humanitarian
response plan in anticipation of a
massive outflow of civilians from
Mosul.
Nevertheless, Mosul is utterly
devastated and it will require a
herculean effort to bring back any
semblance of normalcy. With other
key Sunni towns such as Ramadi
and Falluja also in ruins, the United
States must mobilise European,
Arab and Asian countries for reconstruction efforts and check the
excesses of local stakeholders who
may have axes to grind with local
Sunnis.
It is imperative that the governance bodies established in liberated
areas are viewed as legitimate by
locals. This will require a transparent selection process for political
representatives and the ability to
deliver basic security and essential
services. Failure at either could
quickly drive a wedge between the

Challenges ahead. US President Donald Trump (L) greets Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi at the
White House in Washington, last March.
(Reuters)
authorities and desperate locals,
who may turn to warlords or terrorist organisations.
To avoid this scenario, the United
States should transform the Counter-ISIS Coalition into a long-term
reconstruction and governance programme in coordination with local
governance entities and the central
government (and the KRG when
needed). This would require that
Baghdad and Washington formalise
the US military presence in Iraq so
that US forces can continue advising
the Iraqi Security Forces (ISF) and
provide critical assistance should
there be a security relapse. Key to
this is negotiating a Status of Forces
Agreement (SOFA).
A SOFA and transforming the
coalition would have the added benefit of not ceding Iraq to Iran or its
surrogates, as happened when the
United States withdrew in 2011. The
number of US military personnel in
Iraq — now approximately 5,000 —
probably could be reduced by half
after ISIS has been expelled, which
would still be sufficient to provide
technical and capacity-building
support to the ISF as well as send a
strong signal to Iran that there must
be accommodation by all parties if
Iraq is to be stabilised.
Syria is more complicated because
Washington lacks the freedom to
operate there as it does in Iraq.
There, too, however, the United
States should remain engaged and
supportive of local actors to prevent

a resurgence of terrorist groups and
keep Iran from dominating the terrain. Although Iran has a stronger
hand in Syria, the United States has
enabled local allies to secure strategic territory in northern, central
and southern regions of the country
that can be leveraged to push for a
de-escalation of the conflict.
While no one seriously believes
that Syrian President Bashar Assad
will agree to any settlement that
strips his powers, one can imagine
a prolonged ceasefire while political talks lumber along. The United
States could start by expanding
the limited ceasefire agreement
with Russia to cover other areas
currently under the control of US-,
Jordanian- and Turkish-supported
groups.
Although less than ideal, a longterm ceasefire may slow and perhaps reverse Syria’s haemorrhaging
of civilians (now close to 6 million)
and allow those internally displaced
(another 6 million) to return to secure areas. It could encourage donor
countries to invest in reconstruction
projects that would incentivise all
parties to respect the ceasefire.
The Trump administration must
invest in Arab partners in places
such as Raqqa given that the People’s Protection Units (YPG) will
almost certainly be viewed as occupiers by the largely Arab population.
It also must do what the Obama
administration never did: Establish
deterrence against the regime and

its allies. Just as it did following the
regime’s chemical weapons attack
in April, the United States can signal
that it will respond militarily should
the regime or its allies attack opposition-held areas and communicate
clearly that the purpose of such a
policy is to de-escalate the conflict
and ensure that hard-won gains
against ISIS are not short lived.
The United States must make
it clear that it will not support offensive operations from those areas
against regime targets as long as the
ceasefire is upheld.
The Russians will complain but
they will learn to live with the arrangement just as they did after the
United States struck regime targets
in April. As in Iraq, the United States
would maintain a relatively small
number of military personnel and
assets to signal to its adversaries its
seriousness in preserving security
while alleviating humanitarian
conditions.
Committing US diplomatic, economic and military resources to this
phase in Iraq and Syria is a lot to ask
of this administration and the US
public but it is necessary to create
stability post-ISIS and check Iranian
and Russian ambitions in the region.
Wa’el Alzayat is CEO of Emgage
Foundation. He previously was
a senior policy adviser to US
Ambassador to the United Nations
Samantha Power and a US State
Department official.

US loves Kurdish fighters but not Kurdish independence

Gregory Aftandilian

Iraqi Kurds
are planning a
referendum on
independence
despite
opposition from
the Iraqi and US
governments
as well as from
Turkey and Iran.

I

n the classic 1970 movie
“Kelly’s Heroes,” a US
Army general in France
during the second world
war hears on a military
radio that a group of
soldiers appears to be
pressing ahead with an
offensive against the
Germans. His staff of officers
knows nothing of the offensive
because it is an unauthorised
rogue operation to steal gold from
a bank behind German lines.
When he then hears that the
rogue soldiers are pressing ahead
despite encountering heavy
German fire, the general bellows
to his lethargic staff: “That’s the
type of fighting spirit that I’m
talking about.” He then gets in his
jeep and heads to the front.
Although the movie is fictional,
it underscores a truism: US
military leaders like those who
like to fight.
This is why the United States
has armed and advised the Kurds
in Syria and Iraq in the fight
against the Islamic State (ISIS).
The Kurds have proven to be
tough fighters who are eager to go
up against their enemies. In Syria,
they are the main group in the
US-supported Syrian Democratic
Forces leading the military
campaign against Raqqa. In Iraq,
the Kurdish peshmerga — “those
who face death” — have been US
allies since the early 1990s and

helped to secure areas of northern Iraq that fell to ISIS in 2014.
US support for the Kurds brings
political complications, however.
Turkey strongly opposes the
Syrian Kurds, particularly the
Democratic Union Party (PYD)
because of its links to the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) in
Turkey, which Ankara considers a
terrorist organisation. Turkey
wants to preclude the PYD from
carving out an independent state
in northern and eastern Syria
since it is thought that would
strengthen the PKK in Turkey.
Although the United States also
considers the PKK a terrorist
organisation, it has differentiated
the PYD from the PKK and
supports the PYD’s military wing
— the People’s Protection Units
(YPG) — because of its prowess
against ISIS.
The situation in Iraq is more
complicated because the United
States has supported both the
national government of Prime
Minister Haider al-Abadi and the
Kurdish Regional Government
(KRG), which has effectively been
operating on its own since 1991.
The Iraqi Kurds are planning a
referendum on independence in
September, despite opposition
from the Iraqi and US governments as well as from Turkey and
Iran. Although Turkey has
developed close economic
relations with the KRG, it fears a

spillover effect of the referendum
on its own Kurdish population.
Iran fears the referendum would
weaken the Shia-led government
in Baghdad and perhaps encourage its own Kurdish minority to
press for autonomy.
In a recent opinion article in
the New York Times, Iraqi
Kurdish official Aziz Ahmad said
the vote would give the Iraqi
Kurds a “mandate to pursue a
negotiated settlement with Mr
Abadi — and political recognition
from his government is paramount.”
Ahmad chronicled Kurdish
suffering at the hands of past
Iraqi governments and sharply
criticised the Abadi government
for withholding supplies to
Kurdish areas. He denied that the
Kurdish “popular will” for
independence would destabilise
Iraq and the region and charged
that the “privileged position” of
the Shia leadership would
continue to keep minorities such
as the Kurds marginalised.
The Kurds are expected to vote
overwhelmingly for independence but their leaders may use
this to extract concessions from
Baghdad rather than breaking
away. In 2014, during the ISIS
offensive, the Kurds seized the
ethnically mixed city of Kirkuk,
just outside the boundary of the
KRG and they don’t want to
relinquish it. They may offer to

disavow independence in
exchange for Baghdad’s recognition of Kirkuk, which has considerable oil resources, as part of the
KRG.
Brett McGurk, the US envoy for
the anti-ISIS coalition, has
praised the role of the Iraqi
special forces and the Kurdish
peshmerga in defeating ISIS in
the Mosul operation but has also
criticised the planned referendum and called on the KRG to
reconsider the decision.
McGurk added that, under the
Iraqi Constitution, “there’s an
important process of dialogue
that has to take place and having
a referendum on such a fast
timeline, particularly in disputed
areas, would be… significantly
destabilising.”
The United States has invested
substantial resources to shore up
the Iraqi central government and
rebuild its national army under
Abadi and hopes that a post-ISIS
Iraq will stay unified and incorporate Iraq’s main groups into a
stable governing structure. US
officials view the Kurdish
referendum as doing just the
opposite.
So, despite appreciation for the
Kurds’ fighting spirit, Washington is likely to favour the central
government over the regional
one, as it has done in the past,
disappointing Kurdish nationalists once again.
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ADNOC seeks to reduce costs, explore joint ventures
Jareer Elass

Washington

I

n a bid to generate revenue
and create domestic jobs for
nationals, Abu Dhabi’s state
energy firm announced plans
to work with international investors on joint ventures and possibly sell minority stakes in related
businesses. One major subsidiary
of Abu Dhabi National Oil Company
(ADNOC) is poised for an initial public offering (IPO) on Abu Dhabi’s
stock exchange by year’s end.
This is a further indication of how
the low oil prices battering Gulf Arab
economies are prompting governments to find traditional and creative ways to cut expenses, such as
reducing energy-related subsidies
and generating new taxes. At the
same time, they are seeking to open
opportunities for foreign investors in
local economies and disposing of interests in valuable state entities.

In this new energy
era, we need more
creative strategies
and more flexible
business models to
capture growth.

”

UAE Minister of State and
ADNOC group director and
CEO, Sultan Ahmed al-Jaber

ADNOC has emphasised that, unlike Saudi Aramco’s IPO slated for
late next year that will sell off as
much as 5% of the oil giant, shares
in ADNOC itself will not be floated.
Rather, ADNOC will focus on selling
minority stakes in the firm’s service
businesses. There are suggestions
that ADNOC could spin off some
downstream operations — refining

and petrochemicals — through privatisation.
ADNOC is wasting little time in
identifying prospects within its operations for a limited IPO, with reports
that a listing of ADNOC Distribution,
the energy firm’s leading retail business, will occur by the end of 2017.
ADNOC Distribution, which markets,
distributes, stores and transports petroleum products, manages 460 petrol stations and convenience stores
across the United Arab Emirates.
ADNOC said it expects the valuation of its retail subsidiary to be $14
billion with proceeds from the share
sales potentially pulling in as much
as $1.5 billion-$2 billion for Abu Dhabi’s state coffers. ADNOC has reportedly hired local bank First Abu Dhabi
Bank and three foreign financial institutions — HSBC, Bank of America
Merrill Lynch and Citigroup — to play
lead roles in the IPO, with Rothschild
serving an advisory role. It is unclear
how much of ADNOC Distribution
will be sold.
ADNOC announced that “at the
heart” of its expanded partnership approach is “a range of new
and compelling partnership and
co-investment opportunities in the
oil, gas, refining and petrochemical
space.” As part of this partnership focus, ADNOC is considering developing a regional fully integrated drilling company, creating an “energy
infrastructure venture” that would
bundle select ADNOC assets — such
as oil, gas and refined products pipeline and storage facilities — and providing partnership and investment
opportunities for foreign players in
its refining and petrochemical operations.
UAE Minister of State Sultan Ahmed al-Jaber, who also is
ADNOC group director and CEO, said:
“Shifting global trends are creating a
new energy landscape in which new
rules of engagement are required. In
this new energy era, we need more
creative strategies and more flexible

New opportunities.
ADNOC CEO Ahmed
al-Jaber, also a
minister of state of
the UAE government,
speaks at Gastech, the
world’s biggest expo
for the gas industry
in Chiba in Japan, last
April.
(Reuters)
business models to capture growth.”
Jaber was named ADNOC’s director general and CEO by government
decree in February 2016. The change
in leadership was designed to reorganise and streamline the state oil
firm to make it more efficient and
competitive. Jaber is also the chairman of Abu Dhabi’s renewable energy firm Masdar, chairman of Abu
Dhabi Ports and serves on the Abu
Dhabi Supreme Petroleum Council.
Within months of assuming the
helm of ADNOC, Jaber replaced six
directors of key divisions and named
six new heads of operating units. In
a significant cost-savings move, ADNOC announced in October 2016 that
it would merge its two large offshore
firms, Abu Dhabi Marine Operating
Company and Zakum Development

Company, by early 2018.
ADNOC also disclosed that it
would merge three of its shipping
and port services operations — Abu
Dhabi National Tanker Company, Petroleum Services Company and Abu
Dhabi Petroleum Ports Operating
Company — into a single entity by the
end of 2017. In a sign of the economic
pressures it is facing from depressed
oil prices, ADNOC made a bold move
last year by trimming its 55,000-person workforce by 5,000 jobs.
ADNOC is said to be exploring an
opportunity to bring in additional
revenue by establishing a unit to
trade oil and products, either on its
own or in partnership with an international oil major or large trading house. That would follow in the
steps of some of its state-owned Gulf

counterparts: Oman Oil Company
entered into a 50/50 trading joint
venture with Swiss-based trading
house Vitol in 2006 but Vitol’s interest was subsequently bought out by
the Omani government in 2015.
In 2012, Saudi Aramco established
Saudi Aramco Products Trading
Company for trading refined products. In May of this year, Iraq’s State
Oil Marketing Organisation (SOMO)
joined forces with Litasco, the marketing subsidiary of Russian oil giant
Lukoil, in a Dubai-based joint venture trading firm named LIMA Energy to trade Iraqi, Russian and other
crude grades.
Jareer Elass reports on energy
issues for The Arab Weekly. He is
based in Washington.

Iraq’s chronic mismatch between education, employment
Hussain Abdul-Hussain

Washington

T

he celebration of many Iraqi university graduates after obtaining their degrees
is likely to be dampened
by the uncertainty of their
career prospects amid a mismatch
between the country’s labour force
and its job market.
The problem begins before their
enrolments into universities. Officials are blaming the Iraqi Ministry
of Education for failing to adapt
to major fundamental shifts in the
country’s demographic make-up
and for what they describe as its “lax

Education in Iraq
► Education is free for everyone and at all levels.
► Education is compulsory
through the six years of primary education.
► The overall literacy rate is
nearly 80%.
► The language of instruction
is Arabic but English is used
in medicine and engineering
faculties and Kurdish is used in
the Iraqi Kurdistan region.
► Iraq has 80 public and private
universities.
► An estimated 40% (approximately 7 million people) of
Iraq’s workforce are employed
by the state.
(The Arab Weekly)

policy” in accepting students into
colleges.
Iraq has 80 public and private universities. Acceptances, especially
into public colleges, are strictly dependent on scores on official exams,
known as the Tests of General Secondary Education. Top scorers get to
pick their fields, with most of them
going into medicine. Second best
scorers often choose engineering.
Lowest scorers get “the institute,”
Iraqi jargon for vocational education.
Historically, the state played a
dominant role in educating young
Iraqis and placing them in jobs. The
international embargo that Iraq suffered from 1990-2003, after its invasion of Kuwait, made Iraqis even
more dependent on their state.
Despite hyperinflation and the
government’s dwindling resources,
medical students were locked in
competition over appointments at
state hospitals. The ones with high
marks completed their required
residency programmes at hospitals
of their choice, usually the more
prestigious ones in big cities. Medical students with lower marks were
assigned to hospitals in the villages
and the countryside.
Baghdad appointed top engineers
to positions at its oil companies, infrastructure authority or even at its
weapons-production facilities. Top
scoring students in humanities were
accepted to higher education programmes and, once they acquired
their PhDs, were appointed professors at state universities. The state
bureaucracy and law enforcement
agencies absorbed the rest of the labour force.
The over-involvement of the Iraqi
state in educating citizens and giving them jobs worked as long as the
population was not as urbanised.
However, with a population boom
and urbanisation, Baghdad was

overwhelmed. No resources — oil
revenue or otherwise — could sustain the old culture of educating and
employing Iraqis. The US Agency for
International Development report
for 2012 stated: “The government
and public sector employs 40% of
those employed.” The Washington
Post reported last year that there
were there were 7 million people on
the Iraqi public payroll.
Iraqi government agencies seem
aware of the problem of its unsustainable public sector. In its “National Development Plan 2013-2017,” the
Ministry of Planning argued that the
country’s “transformation to a market economy faced a troubled environment,” including a “delay [in] legislation such as
the privatisation law.” The
ministry complained of a
failure in the “restructuring of the public sector and
public institutions and the
absence of the institutional
environment supporting
the private sector.”
Despite acknowledging that the private sector should play a bigger
role, the same 2013-17
plan said that it “aimed
at attaining the adequate
level of economic participation based on… guaranteeing
compatibility between workforce supply and demand,” an
argument that suggests Baghdad believes it has a role in
making the education sector
and the labour market match.
Governments in free market
economies, such as in Germany
and the United States, are usually aware of recurring mismatches between the labour force and
the job market. New technologies
leave the unskilled and semi-skilled
behind.
To realise the full potential of

workers, governments offer free
training programmes to upgrade
skills and reintegrate workers. Still,
Western governments do not perceive themselves as regulating the
labour market, at least not by controlling the supply side, even when
giving workers a chance for selfimprovement. In free economies,
students can go to whatever college that accepts them and major in
whatever domain they want, assuming they pass the needed tests.
Transforming Iraq from social-

ism to a free market requires rehabilitating the Iraqi government from
its addiction to oil revenue. Iraqi
economist Muhammed Ali Zainy
said: “Patronage, made possible by
oil, undermines the private sector.”
Entrepreneurship is not as attractive when Iraqis can make money
easier by tapping into government
resources.
Iraq is one of the most corrupt
countries in the world, ranking
166th out of 176 countries on Transparency International’s “Corruption
Perceptions Index.”
“The only solution comes through
uprooting the whole system and replacing it with bureaucrats appointed based on merit, rather than on
political or tribal affiliations,” Zainy
said.
Harith Hasan al-Qarawee, a fellow
at the Central European University,
blamed the nature of the Iraqi economy. “Iraq is a rentier state with
95% of its budget coming from oil
revenue,” he said. “While the oil
sector itself is not sizeable, its
contribution to the GDP is estimated to be as high as 65%.”
This dependence continued
even after Iraq was no longer a
socialist economy, Qarawee said,
arguing that the current Iraqi configuration “seems to be independent
of ideological differences in political
economy.” The Iraqi scholar said
that dependence on oil was “similar
in Baghdad as in Erbil and similar in
Baghdad today as it was in Baghdad
30 years ago.”
Qarawee concluded: “The irony is
that if Iraq was to move from a command economy to a less regulated
and market-oriented one, the role of
the state will continue to be crucial
in ‘commanding’ such a transition.”

On the fence. Iraqi students chat
at the University of Mosul as they
arrive to take their exams.
(AFP)
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Informal economy
presents Tunisia
with thorny issue
Stephen Quillen

Tunis

A

s Tunisian Prime Minister Youssef Chahed continues his war on corruption, renewed attention
is being paid to the parallel economy, which officials estimated costs the country $2 billion
per year.
“This phenomenon has become
very serious,” said former trade
minister Mohsen Hassan during a
party forum in June. “If we look
at the share of small enterprises in
the parallel economy, the losses of
the state from only the value added
tax are equivalent to 3 billion dinars
($1.2 billion).”
“Parallel economy” refers to economic activity outside the bounds
of law. This includes unlicensed
business ventures and the trade in
illicit — often smuggled — goods.

Almost 30% of the
goods traded in
(Tunisia’s)
domestic market…
are imported
illegally.

”

Tunisian economist
Chokri Jlassi

In Tunisia, such activities make
up a significant — and growing —
part of the economy. From 2011-15
the number of people employed in
the informal sector jumped from
28% to more than 32%, topping 1
million workers in 2015, a study
by the Research and Social Studies
Centre (CRES) and the African Development Bank (AfDB) stated. In
2013, the parallel economy accounted for as much as 38% of Tunisia’s
GDP.
The effects of such activity are
twofold: It drives economic activity
from the formal sector and takes a
significant toll on the state purse,
Tunisian economist Chokri Jlassi
noted.
“The parallel economy in Tunisia is structured around three
axes: informal trade, tax fraud and
unlicensed work,” Jlassi said. “All

of this deprives the state coffers of
important tax revenue,” including
“income tax on corporations (tax
evasion), tax receipts on wages (informal employment), VAT receipts
(goods without invoices), customs
revenue (smuggling and fraud),
consumption rights (tobacco and oil
products).”
Beyond the financial effects, the
parallel economy puts workers and
employers in precarious situations,
experts noted.
In a 2014 study, Tunisian economist Karim Trabelsi said informal
economy workers often lack standard legal protection and medical
care while facing high levels of risk
at the workplace, particularly in agricultural and construction. Despite
the risks, workers reported a relatively high rate of satisfaction with
their income and often resisted
moving to the formal sector, where
job security is much better. Red
tape is another impediment to the
integration of informal activities in
the formal economy.
Smuggling is a large component
of the informal economy (27.5% of
informal economy workers rely on
smuggled goods) and serves as a
major source of profit for barons operating on the Libyan and Algerian
borders.
The surge in smuggling and other
black-market activities “is mainly
due to the large difference between
prices of some commodities in Tunisia, Algeria and Libya,” Trabelsi
said. “This is particularly true for
fuel, as smuggled diesel represents
20% of fuel used by the national
economy, according to the Tunisian
Oil Activities Company (ETAP).”
Significant government subsidies
on petroleum in Libya and gasoline
in Algeria, which put the cost of fuel
far below the market value in Tunisia, drive demand. In Algeria, fuel is
sold for $0.32 per litre, less than half
the price in neighbouring Tunisia.
Exacerbating the problem are Tunisia’s high import taxes, ill-adapted regulations and corrupt customs
officials, which deter businessmen
from complying with official trade
and currency exchange laws. This
contributes to the extremely low
level of formal trade between countries in the Maghreb. In 2013, intraMaghreb trade made up only 4.5%
of the countries’ export volume and

Briefs
EU warns Turkish
economy at risk in
Germany row

Open air trafficking. Tunisian smugglers offer currency exchange
and jerrycans of oil illegally imported from Libya, some 40km
west of the Tunisian-Libyan border.
(AFP)
6.6% of import volume, a study by
the Centre for Transportation Studies for the Western Mediterranean
(CETMO) stated.
Garments, tech products, plastic
goods and other commodities produced cheaply overseas — often in
East Asian sweatshops — make their
way to street vendors in Tunisia
through Libya or Algeria.
“Almost 30% of the goods traded
in (Tunisia’s) domestic market… are
imported illegally,” Jlassi said, with
lower-income citizens being particularly drawn to untaxed products
such as tobacco, gasoline, clothes
and appliances.
Not only does this strip the government of significant tax revenue,
it creates unfair competition for local businesses and provides further
incentive for workers to move to the
informal sector.
The smuggling business is especially rampant in Tunisia’s southern border town of Ben Guerdane,
where an estimated 20% of the
population works in the trade. Everything from oil to electronics to
hard currency to video games can
be bought and sold there, with the
profits navigating a vast web of
global business dealings. There is
also suspicion of drugs and weapons smuggling, though that type of
trafficking is less conspicuous because of the increased vigilance of
security forces.
Some of the gatekeepers of this
industry, long viewed as invulnerable in Tunisian society, may finally
face justice in court, however.
On May 23, Tunisian businessman Chafik Jarraya was arrested not
just for suspicion of trafficking, but
on charges of high treason and suspicion of intelligence links with a

neighbouring country. Jarraya, who
was a “subcontractor” for the inlaws of former Tunisian President
Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali, is suspected of managing a smuggling network between Tunisia and Libya,
maintaining ties with radical Islamists in Libya and influencing social
unrest in the south of the country.
Nearly a dozen other business
officials have been detained or arrested on suspicion of corruption
and smuggling in recent months
and Chahed has pledged more are
to come.
“We are persuaded there is a link
between smuggling, terrorism financing, cross-border activities and
capital flight…,” Chahed said. “Our
aim is to dissect the systems of trafficking, to break the smuggling networks and to reveal the financing
and sites of this phenomenon.”
Lasting reform will likely require
an upturn in employment opportunities. The latest figures indicate
that Tunisia’s unemployment rate
is at a high 15.3%, with rural and
youth unemployment significantly
higher.
“The government can do a lot (to
crack down on the parallel economy),” Jlassi said, “but it must develop a well-defined strategy with
quantified priorities and targets.
“Concerning informal employment, there must be a strategy and
serious discussions with the employers’ union to combat illegal
work and severely punish companies that resort to it. On the other
hand, it is necessary to carry out a
public awareness campaign to convince workers of the importance of
employment contracts and what
they offer in terms of legal and social protection.”

Illegal trade of plastic bags still rife in Morocco
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

A

s the world observed International Plastic Bag
Free Day, Morocco was
making considerable efforts to eradicate plastic
shopping bags a year after introducing a ban on the bags but illegal
trade is rife.
Plastic bags are visible in local
markets despite the risk of hefty
fines and imprisonment mandated
by the ban.
Morocco, which is one the largest
consumers of plastic bags with
26 billion units — 800 bags per
person — each year, prohibited
the manufacture, import, export,
marketing and use of plastic bags
with a measure adopted July 1, 2016.
The Ministry of Industry said in
a statement that 57 companies produce alternative solutions with an
annual capacity of 1 billion woven
bags, 1.8 billion non-woven bags, 8
billion paper bags and 1,000 tonnes
of thermoforming products.
“The increase in the need for alternative solutions has been accompanied by the emergence of new
channels,” the ministry said, add-

ing that 24 companies affected by
the plastic bag ban have benefited
from a fund of $20 million set up
to support them. The ministry said
the companies not only kept their
workforce but added a total of 640
jobs
Morocco launched an awareness
operation called “Zero Mika,” urging people to use alternative solutions, such as shopping carts and
paper bags. “Zero Mika” was the result of a process that started in 1997
and was bolstered in 2009-10 with
the banning of black plastic bags.
Trade on plastic bags is rampant
on the black market, however.
Abdelaziz Lazrak, president of
the Moroccan association of producers of non-wovens, warned
about an “underground” market
that is threatening producers of alternative bags.
“The Ministry of Industry is doing a great job but it will not win the
war on plastic bags in the short run
because there are many loopholes
in (the bag ban law),” Lazrak said.
“Many companies that used to
make plastic bags have made huge
investments
into
alternatives,
which they now see as not credible
due to a flourishing underground
market that is putting their future in
jeopardy,” he said, calling on the In-

terior Ministry to reinforce inspections in markets across the country.
The bustling Bab Marrakech district of Casablanca’s ancient medina
is awash with plastic bags sold by
street vendors. Fruit and vegetable
sellers offer plastic bags to their customers despite the ban.

Morocco is one the
largest consumers of
plastic bags with
26 billion units — 800
bags per person —
each year.
“We are paying 40 dirhams ($4)
for a kilogram of plastic bags on the
black market instead of 15 dirhams
prior to the ban. I have no choice
but to provide bags for my customers otherwise I will lose them,” said
Mohammed, a fruit vendor.
Street vendors say the cost of alternative bags is too high and they
are not practical.
“Paper bags are expensive and
unmanageable,” said Mohammed.
Sandwich bar owner Rachid Baloul said: “It will take years to eradicate the culture of plastic bag use
in Morocco because the law is not
being properly enforced besides the
lack of an awareness campaign in

busy local markets.”
“For takeaways, I give my customers paper bags, which cost me a
lot more than plastic bags. I have to
abide by the law or risk a fine,” said
Baloul.
Nearly 80,000 smugglers are reported to be active and some plastic
bag producers have resumed their
activities informally, the Moroccan
Coalition for Climate Justice (CMJC)
said in a report.
Nearly 2,500 inspections have
been carried out at the level of
industrial units and more than
430,000 awareness and control operations have been carried out at
points of sale, the Ministry of Industry said. It said 11,142 offences were
reported and 1,800 had been sent to
the public prosecutor’s office. Operations resulted in the seizure of 456
tonnes of banned bags.
More than 53 tonnes of contraband bags were confiscated at border posts and on some roads and
a total of 562 verdicts were issued
with fines of nearly $460,000, said
the ministry, which urged Moroccans to take responsibility for the
environment.
Saad Guerraoui is a frequent
contributor to The Arab Weekly on
Maghreb issues.

The European Union warned
that the Turkish economy could be
harmed if growing tensions with the
bloc, and especially with Germany,
get out of hand.
EU Enlargement Commissioner
Johannes Hahn said Turkey, which
is a candidate to join the bloc, is
“slipping away from European values.”
“I am always concerned if there
is an increase of tension between
one of our member states or some
member states with neighbouring
countries. I think Turkey should
understand the reasons for that and
address it,” Hahn said.
“We are in the middle of the tourism season. This is certainly not
conducive to invite people to come
and go there.”
(Agence France-Presse)

Dubai bans
business website
over ‘false news’
Authorities in the United Arab
Emirates have banned a leading
business website and magazine for
one month for allegedly publishing
“false news” on failed real estate
projects in Dubai.
Arabian Business has withdrawn
the report, entitled “51 Dubai projects under liquidation process,”
and posted an apology stating “the
information published related to
projects dating from 2010 and as
such is now outdated.”
Dubai's media regulation office
released a statement saying: “The
magazine committed violation of
the rules and regulations of Dubai
Creative Clusters Authority (DCCA)
by publishing false news that was
based on inaccurate information.”
(Agence France-Presse)

Libya output helps
lift Repsol’s profits
Spanish oil giant Repsol posted a
jump in quarterly net profit, lifted
by lower restructuring costs, recovering oil prices and the resumption
of production in Libya.
The company said its net profit in
the April-June period stood at $428
million, a 79% increase over the
same year-ago period but below the
$506 million predicted by analysts
polled by financial data firm Factset.
Production decreased to 677,000
barrels of oil equivalent a day during the quarter, down from 697,000
a year ago due to asset sales in Indonesia and Trinidad and Tobago
as well as the decommissioning of
a field in Norway, Repsol said in a
statement.
(Agence France-Presse)

UAE airline Etihad
announces $1.87
billion loss for 2016
The United Arab Emirates’ flagship carrier Etihad said it lost $1.87
billion in 2016, blaming “one-off impairment charges and fuel-hedging
losses” for the massive loss.
The Abu Dhabi-based airline’s loss
comes during a tough time for the
Gulf’s long-haul carriers as a diplomatic crisis with Qatar upended
regional air routes and the Trump
administration’s travel ban on six
majority Muslim countries hurt
their business.
Etihad’s loss also comes as it reevaluates its business plans following the January departure of CEO
James Hogan.
(The Associated Press)
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Demographic growth in Algeria
increases pressures on government
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

A

lgeria’s population totalled 11.6 million when
the country won its independence in 1962 after a war against French
colonial occupation. Morocco’s
population was 13.1 million the
same year.
By January 2017, Algeria’s population was 41.3 million and Morocco’s, at 35.1 million, had grown
much less.
Algeria has added almost 1 million inhabitants each year over
the past three years, causing its
population to grow at an average
of 2.2% per year, figures released
by the state-run National Statistics
Office stated. The Moroccan population has grown at an annual rate
of 1.37%.
Official statistics predicted Algeria’s population to expand to 42.2
million by next January and swell
to 51 million by 2030.
Such human potential bolsters
Algeria’s ambitions to play a bigger
leadership role in Africa. Algeria
boasts the second most powerful
army on the continent, according
to Global Firepower, which ranks
nations’ militaries based on more
than 50 factors. The CIA ranked
Algeria eighth in the world in the
percentage of its GDP that was allocated to the military.

Algeria’s young
people are bearing
the brunt of the
effects of
demographic growth
that led to shortages
of housing and jobs.
Algeria also has Africa’s largest
land mass — nearly 2.4 million sq.
km. However, its rising population
is weighing heavily on Algeria’s attempts to resolve a chronic housing
shortage and massive unemployment, which have fuelled discontent among an increasingly restive
populace.

Uncertain future. Boys play football in Algiers.
The latest political warning came
during last May’s elections, when
65% of the eligible voters stayed
away from the polls.
Some voters bucked the predictable electoral routine by casting
blank votes or spoiling ballots — between them, nearly one-quarter of
cast ballots — with protest messages, revealing discontent with the
political class and adding a layer of
uncertainty to the blurred transition of power from ailing Algerian
President Abdelaziz Bouteflika.
Voter turnout was extremely low,
with 35% of eligible citizens voting,
compared to 43% in the 2012 election.
Algeria has for decades struggled
to address a housing shortage, as
its natural demographic expansion coincided with a rural exodus
towards more urban areas offering
better job opportunities and living
conditions.
Research by Professor Tahar
Bellal from Algeria’s Setif University stated that population growth
trends are likely to exacerbate the
housing shortage. The country is
estimated to need 2 million housing units by 2025, despite a $65

(Reuters)

billion government housing programme that ends in 2019.
In the 1960s, Algeria echoed China and the former Soviet Union’s
position of advocating rapid population growth.
The North African country based
its prestige on competing for leadership of the third world.
As a result, the government ignored the view that controlling
population growth is a precondition for balanced development.
Algeria’s neighbours — Tunisia and
Morocco — sided with South Korea,
Taiwan and Singapore in the view
that family planning helps sustain
economic development and further
the rights of women.
Algeria adopted family planning
later in the 1980s when control of
fertility became one of many factors affecting population growth.
Zahia Ouadah Bedidi, who studies demographic changes in Algeria, argued that “the effectiveness
of family planning depends closely
on policies directed at encouraging
other social changes favourable to
controlling fertility: Improvements
in health, development of education, improved status for women,

women’s access to gainful employment and economic and social responsibility.”
She and other experts said Algeria’s young people were bearing the
brunt of the effects of demographic
growth that led to shortages of
housing and jobs.
“Unable to marry, they (young
Algerians) are suffocated by the social norms and taboos that forbid
any sexual relations outside marriage,” Bedidi said.
It was an average 25.22% from
2010-15, reaching an all-time high
of 29.9% in 2015 and a record low of
21.5% in 2010, official data indicated.
Algerian Health Minister Mokhtar Hasbellaoui
was quoted as saying
that “many families
are resorting to fertility control once they
already have many children.”
“Family planning must
involve several social and
economic sectors to be an
effective and integrated approach that includes empowerment of the families,”
he said.
Former Prime Minister
Ahmed Benbitour warned
that “a sober analysis of
the economic, social and
political situation shows
that an imminent danger
looms over the future of
the nation which could
render the probability of
a social explosion quite
likely.”
He cited Algeria’s ranking as 108th in the Global
Innovation Index, 111th
in stability and political
security, 124th in getting a
bank loan and 106th in ease
of starting a business.
“Indeed, the nation is in
a situation that is more in
the way of an aircraft that
has lost its pilot in flight and
will inevitably crash. We
do not only know who will
pick the debris,” he said in
an opinion piece published
July 19.

Unemployment
indicators in
Algeria

T

he
unemployment
rate in Algeria has
been on the rise.
Figures from the National Office of Statistics indicate that the unemployment rate reached 10.5% in
September 2016, compared to
9.9% in April of the same year.
In September 2016, the labour force included 12,117 million people, compared to 12,092
million people in April 2016.
At the same time, the active population in the country
was estimated at 10.845 million people in September 2016,
compared to 10.895 million
people in April.
As for the unemployed population, it was estimated at 1.272
million in September, compared to 1.198 million in April,
with a total of 792,000 men (as
compared to 790,000 in April
2016) and 479,000 women (as
compared to 408,000 in April
2016).
Women in Algeria have
a higher unemployment
rate (20%) than men
(8.1%).
The
unemployment
rate for young people
aged 16-24 rose to 26.7% in
September 2016 from
24.7% in April 2016.
(The Arab Weekly)

Cairo population set to grow by 500,000 people in 2017
Arwa Gaballa

Cairo

C

airo’s population is set to
grow by 500,000 people
this year, more than any
other city in the world,
adding to the pressure on
an Egyptian economy struggling to
recover from six years of political
turmoil.
Greater Cairo, a metropolitan
area including the cities of Cairo,
Giza and Qalyubia, is home to
about 22.8 million people and will
gain another half a million in 2017,
a Euromonitor International report
showed.

Egypt’s population is
expected to reach
160 million-180 million
in 40 years.
That represents one-quarter of
Egypt’s 92 million. The national
natural population growth of 2.4%
per year is double the average of
other developing countries, said
Mohamed Abdelgalil, adviser to official statistics agency CAPMAS.
Stinging poverty in southern
Egypt leads many families to have
several children in the hope the
children can become sources of
income. Those children eventually migrate to larger cities for

job opportunities scarce in their
home towns.
“In rural areas, and in the south in
particular, poor families have many
children because they see these
children as a safety net,” said Maysa
Shawky, the head of the National
Population Council.
“Also, many of them have daughters until they have sons,” she added. “They want to produce breadwinners. Instead of hiring a worker,
they could have their children help
them.”
Shawky said awareness campaigns at universities and schools
have begun as part of a national
population strategy.
Internal migration is one of the
main causes of overpopulation in
Cairo. Egypt lists 351 slums as unsafe, most of them in the sprawling
capital where the poorest have built
ramshackle homes that lack basic
amenities such as sewage and water
services. About 850,000 people are
believed to live in such dangerous
slums.
“For the average citizen to not
be affected by hikes in the prices of
goods and services, the economic
growth rate must be double the
natural population increase rate,”
Abdelgalil said.
Egypt’s economic growth was
4.3% in 2015-16, not enough to
achieve that. The International
Monetary Fund expects it to be
about 4% this year.
A new administrative capital, an-

More pressure. Pedestrians walk along a street in Cairo, on March 9.
nounced in March 2015, is intended
partly to reduce the crowding in
Cairo. About 45km to the east, it
would be home to government ministries, housing and an airport.
People are to start moving to
the as yet-unnamed city in 2018,

said Khaled Abbas, assistant to the
Housing minister for technical affairs. Work on 17,000-18,000 residential units is nearing completion
and they are to be put up for sale in
April.
“Egypt’s population is expected

(Reuters)

to reach 160 million-180 million in
40 years. Where will all these people go?” said Abbas. “We’re also
working on developing areas in
northern and southern Egypt.”
(Reuters)
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Jerusalem’s Palestinian youth face bleak future
Kamel Hawwash

London

T

he results of the tawjihi
— General Secondary
Education
Certificate
Examination — were recently announced across
the Palestinian territories to great
cheers and celebration in some
households and deep disappointment in others.
Palestinians see education as a
vital asset to their development
both as individuals and as a society
under occupation.
The next step for those who excelled in the tawjihi is to find a
place at university. Medicine and
engineering continue to be the
most sought-after studies for those
with a score of 90% or higher.
However, hope that a university
education will help Palestinians secure a job and go on to build a family is a pipe dream for most. “Hope”
is the operative word here, and is a
commodity that is in short supply
for Palestinians, particularly the
young.

Only 41%
of Palestinian
children are
enrolled in
municipal schools.
The number of unemployed Palestinians totalled 361,000 in 2016,
the Palestinian Central Bureau for
Statistics said, rising from 21.7% in
2007 to 26.9% in 2016.
The International Labour Organisation (ILO) said the unemployment rate for Palestinian youth has
reached 40%. The unemployment
rate in Gaza is more than 40% and

youth unemployment is more than
60% and 85% among young women. Gaza, of course, has suffered
from a 10-year siege that has exacerbated the situation. The unemployment rate among men in East
Jerusalem is reported to be 12.3%
and 26.8% among women.

Even if Palestinian
families own land and
have the means to
extend their homes to
accommodate
offspring, Israel
generally denies
building permits.
Palestinians recently marked Israel’s 50-year occupation of East
Jerusalem, which means anyone
born after 1967 has grown up under Israeli military rule. The occupation has not been a static affair.
Israel annexed East Jerusalem
shortly after its occupation, claiming it as its united eternal capital. It
has also actively pursued the construction of illegal settlements in
the Palestinian areas, for Jews only,
in a deliberate attempt to change its
demographic makeup or, as the Palestinians see it, to Judaise it.
Some 300,000 Palestinians live
in East Jerusalem. Their official
status is “resident.” They are neither Israeli citizens nor holders of
a Palestinian Authority passport. In
2014, the Israeli Ministry of Interior
revoked the permanent residency
status of 107 Palestinian residents
of Jerusalem, including 56 women
and 12 minors. Since 1967, the residency status of 14,416 Palestinian
residents of Jerusalem has been
revoked. In practice, this prevents
them from returning to live in their
place of birth.
In 2012, the Association for Civil
Rights in Israel (ACRI) reported that
78% of Palestinians, including 84%
of children, in the district of Jeru-

The future isn’t what it used to be. Palestinian children chat outside a school in the East Jerusalem
neighbourhood of Jabel Mukhaber.
(Reuters)
salem live below the poverty line.
There are no official statistics collected by Israel as to the rate of unemployment among Palestinians.
However, the Statistical Yearbook
of Jerusalem, put out by the Jerusalem Institute for Israel Studies, said
40% of males and 85% of females
do not participate in the workforce.
Only 41% of Palestinian children
are enrolled in municipal schools.
There is a shortage of 1,000 classrooms in the official municipal
education system; 194 classrooms
were added in these schools from
2009-14 and an additional 211 are
planned. More than 40% of classrooms in the official municipal system are considered inadequate.
A particularly important statistic
is that of school dropout rate. This
stands at 26% in 11th grade and 33%
in 12th grade; the national average
stands at just a few percent. Those

who drop out face a bleak future in
terms of employment. Opportunities for employment are extremely
limited. The jobs that do exist are
low-pay and in many cases shortterm.
Where youngsters hope to join a
family business, particularly in the
old city, they see a short, strained
attempt by Israel to force them out
of business through excessive taxation and other demands.
Many end up working part-time
for low wages inside Israel with
little hope of saving for a house,
rent or to start a family. This forces
many to continue living with their
parents, resulting in overcrowded
conditions.
Even if Palestinian families own
land and have the means to extend their homes to accommodate
offspring, Israel generally denies
building permits. Such permits are

not denied for their Jewish neighbours. As a result, some Palestinians end up working in the West
Bank, putting their residency status
in Jerusalem at risk.
The occupation also affects their
lives by subjecting young Palestinians to regular arrests, sometimes
for being suspected of throwing
stones or being involved in carrying out what they see as acts of
resistance. Cases of young Palestinians being mistreated in custody,
such as being asked to sign confessions in Hebrew, which they do not
speak, are well documented.
Young Palestinians have expressed a general sense of humiliation and do not see their status quo
changing for years to come.
Kamel Hawwash is a British-based
Palestinian university professor and
writer.

Children are the first victims of occupation

View poi nt

Jehan Alfarra

I

t is a sad reality that Palestinian children have suffered
half a century of abuses
living under Israeli occupation.
Many Palestinians have
experienced traumatic childhoods since Israel defeated the
combined Arab armies of Egypt,
Syria and Jordan in the Six-Day
War in 1967 and occupied vast
stretches of already shrunken
Palestinian territories. Over the
decades, those children have
grown into adults, carrying
atrocious scars throughout their
lives, which brings with it
immense health implications.
Since before 1967 and before
the establishment of the state of
Israel in 1948, Palestinian
children were exposed to deeply
traumatising experiences.
Children were forcibly expelled
from their ancestral homes along
with their families by armed
Zionist gangs who would later be
formalised as the Israeli Defence
Forces. These religious militant
groups, such as the Haganah and
the Stern Gang, were considered
terrorist organisations by the
British mandate authorities,
though largely for their militant
attacks against the British rather
than for crimes committed
against Palestinians.
Unfortunately, Israeli abuses of
children have not dissipated even
as Israel realised most of its

Since before the establishment
of the state of Israel in 1948,
Palestinian children were
exposed to deeply traumatising
experiences.

territorial ambitions. Instead,
they have become more pervasive, systematised and deliberately geared towards crippling the
hopes and dreams of future
generations. Israeli abuses are not
going unnoticed by global
activists for peace and human
rights organisations, as well as
increasingly receiving attention
from governments around the
world.
Representatives of Human
Rights Watch, Defence for
Children International and other
human rights organisations gave
a briefing in Washington on June
11 to highlight the plight of
Palestinian children under Israeli
occupation. Speaking to staff
members from congressional
offices, Defence for Children
International’s Brad Parker said:
“Another generation of Palestinian children are growing up under
the shadow of military detention,
repeated military offensives and

systemic discrimination.”
Parker’s comments come on the
heels of British parliamentary
efforts to highlight Israeli abuses
against Palestinian children. In
2010, parliament debated Israeli
violations, which was followed up
by a Foreign and Commonwealth
Office-funded investigation by
nine British lawyers led by former
attorney general Baroness
Patricia Scotland in 2012.
The results of that report,
“Children in Military Custody,”
found that Israel’s treatment of
child detainees was a breach of
Article 76 of the Fourth Geneva
Convention, as well as a breach of
the UN Convention on the Rights
of the Child. The report’s findings
and other efforts to highlight
children’s rights in the Palestinian
territories led to the House of
Commons and the House of Lords
debating the issue of Israeli
violations of children’s rights
twice in 2016.

No glimpse of hope. Palestinian children look through a shattered
window at Israeli soldiers conducting searches in the Palestinian
al-Fawwar refugee camp in the West Bank.
(AFP)

Israeli
abuses
committed
against
children
have not
dissipated
even as
Israel
realised the
majority of
its territorial
ambitions.

Sarah Champion, Labour MP for
Rotherham, highlighted several
disturbing issues that British
officials had raised with their
Israeli counterparts to act on the
2012 report. Palestinian children
were restrained using “painful”
plastic ties and were arrested by
Israeli authorities in what she
described as “terrifying” night
raids. There were also increased
incidences from 2013 of children
being beaten by Israeli security
personnel.
This is all primarily a result of
Israel’s use of dual legal systems
in the occupied Palestinian
territories, under which Israeli
settlers are not subjected to
military law as Palestinians are
but are prosecuted under Israeli
civil law. Palestinian children
often do not have access to legal
representation or even to their
parents during interrogations and
often sign confessions written in
Hebrew, a language many of them
do not understand.
Conservative MP Bob Stewart
said last year: “If you are an Israeli
child, you are treated better than
a Palestinian [child]… This must
stop. If it does not, people like me
who actually are big supporters of
Israel will lose the urge to be
supporters.”
Considering the illegal occupation of Palestinian territories has
not ended and that Palestinian
children remain the primary
victims of such brutality and
oppression, it is time lawmakers
around the world call for an end
to Israel’s abuse of children whose
only crime is to be born Palestinian.
Jehan Alfarra is a London-based
Palestinian writer.
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Painters from Sinai fight terrorism with art
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Cairo

P

ainters from Sinai are becoming part of Egypt’s
war against terrorism in
the north-eastern Egyptian
peninsula.
Their
strategy is to fight the terrorists
with their art, confident that painting and colours can be as strong as
arms and ammunitions.
“Art can even be more forceful than arms,” said artist Mustafa
Bekir. “While arms can kill a terrorist or force him to hide, art can
eradicate terrorism as an idea and
give hope for a better future.”
Bekir and other artists have exhibited many paintings at the Cairo
Opera House.
They said they are aware that
many terrorists hate art and decided to fight them with the weapon
they most loathe and even dread.
The artists’ paintings are full of
resolve and hope but also reflect
rampant violence in parts of Sinai
that afflicted residents of the peninsula, which borders Israel and
the Palestinian Gaza Strip.

Everybody in Sinai’s
hotspots suffers but
suffering the most
are the artists.
One of the paintings shows a
woman whose headgear seems to
have just been taken off. Her untidy hair falling on her shoulders
and the tears dripping from her left
eye denote the enormity of the suffering and fear she has sustained.
These feelings cannot, however,
eclipse the determination her right
eye shows.
Another painting depicts a woman totally dressed in black, carrying
a baby and running to safety. The

woman uses her teeth to hold her
headscarf, reflecting extreme keenness not to show her hair.
Many paintings show the hope,
unity and harmony that Sinai residents enjoy, even as Islamic State
(ISIS) militants make life difficult.

Sinai artists’
paintings are full of
resolve and hope but
also reflect rampant
violence.
One of the paintings displays a
church and a mosque standing side
by side. The crescent and the cross
on top of two buildings seem to be
hugging each other, even as they
are not so close. Behind the two
houses of worship, there is greenery and above them there are the
three colours of the Egyptian flag:
red, white and black.
Another canvas pictures a woman standing outside her home, refusing to leave it despite surrounding destruction.
The artists said the paintings illustrate life in Sinai under terrorism, bombings and fighting.
“The people of Sinai live in danger and know that they are at the
front line of Egypt’s war against
terrorism,” said artist Mahmud alBiblawi. “Nonetheless, they refuse
to leave their homes and are ready
to die to defend these homes.”
Terrorism and counterterrorism
operations have turned parts of
North Sinai into no-go areas for civilians. However, some are caught
in the middle of the battles pitting
the Egyptian Army against ISIS
militants.
Egypt has been fighting militancy in Sinai for almost three years.
ISIS-affiliated militants have carried out major attacks against the
army, including the recent killing
of 23 troops at an army outpost in
Rafah, near the border with the

More forceful than weapons. A visitor viewing a painting showing a woman carrying her baby and
running for safety exhibited in the Sinai fair in Cairo.
(Provided by Hassan Abdel Zaher)
Gaza Strip.
Everybody in Sinai’s hotspots suffers but suffering the most are the
artists.
“The terrorists hate artists because they know that with their
brush and a few colours they can
create a totally different world,
one full of hope,” Bekir said. “The
terrorists do not want hope to be
present at all, which is why they
destroy all good things and spill the
blood of the innocent.”
The Sinai Artists’ Fair, which
took place in Cairo for 11 days in
July, was inaugurated by Egyptian
Minister of Culture Helmy al-Namnam. The exhibition is to tour other

parts of Egypt.
“The aim is for Egyptians in
provinces outside Cairo to see that
art can be an effective weapon in
the war against terrorism,” said
Nagat Farouk, the head of the
Ministry of Culture department
responsible for the organisation of
art fairs nationwide. “The artists
coming here only have their brush
and some colours and they are using them to alleviate the suffering
of those affected by terrorism and
give them hope that there are good
days ahead.”
Visitors expressed admiration of
Sinai’s artists’ courage in the face of
the militants. They said they were

particularly touched by Biblawi’s
painting of the woman trying to
hide with her baby.
The artists, standing next to their
paintings, explained the circumstances that inspired them.
“These drawings are the bullets
we shoot in the heart of terrorism
and ignorance,” Biblawi said. “Although we want to capture what
is going on, we also want to give
people hope that ongoing violence
will come to an end. There will be a
happy ending sooner or later.”
Hassan Abdel Zaher is
a Cairo-based contributor to
The Arab Weekly.

Swedish museum displays the personal stories of a lost Syria
The Arab Weekly staff

London

P

ersonal belongings carry
stories and memories. The
exhibition “Stories from
Syria” at the Museum of
Mediterranean and Near
Eastern Antiquities in Stockholm,
Sweden, features objects belonging
to people born in Syria.
Some individuals who contributed objects and stories have lived
in Sweden a long time but others arrived as refugees during the current
war. “It’s not so much about the ob-

ject we’re showcasing, as the stories
behind them,” a museum spokesman said.
“Imagine a girl who collects Barbies and suddenly she has to choose
one or a family that has a collection
of paintings of, for instance, angels.
They need to select just one that
they’re going to take with them that
they feel will give them strength.
These are their stories.”
A museum news release stated
that joy and sorrow permeate the
stories and objects on display. They
tell of a love for Syria but also the
sorrow of losing one’s home and
one’s true self. The stories illustrate
a longing for a missing place and a

lost way of life, as well as the safety
of old habits. They describe in detail
the rich flavours, smells and language of a land left behind.
The museum’s website features
testimonies that accompany some
of the items. Khouzama, 45, from
Damascus went to Sweden in 2014.
Khouzama donated a jar — now
empty — of skin cream her mother
had given her.
“When I see the Kamill jar in the
bottom of my makeup bag, I remember Syria. I remember my local mall, the Syrian money… and
how I used my makeup,” she said.
“I remember many everyday chores
and the fatigue I sometimes felt.

But I also remember how those
worries vanished when I rubbed
my hands together.
“Today, when I open my makeup
bag, I’m afraid of losing my cream
jar. How can you be so attached to an
empty jar? Just by looking at it, I relive the grief and pain of my lost Damascus, my lost identity. Now I have
to start all over again, as a newborn
in a new world, with a new identity,
new worries and new cream.”
Other donations are even more
personal. Omar, 32, from Idlib travelled to Sweden in 2014 after working in Lebanon. He donated a letter
his wife had written to him as they
were expecting their first child. “In

the letter, she writes to ask how I
feel. She is worried, it (the birth) is
only a few weeks away and that she
longs to hear my voice. She asks me
to call. She also says that it is the season for green lentils at home in Idlib
and that she has picked a handful for
me and put them in the letter.”
Omar’s wife has yet to join him
in Sweden but he carries the letter,
folded neatly and placed carefully
in his wallet; his “ticket back to the
past, to a happier time,” he said.
“For those living in exile, the objects one brings from home are of
utmost importance. No object is
too ordinary as it represents all the
magic of the past,” said Elna Nord,
project manager of the exhibition.
“Through the exhibition, we want
visitors to get a picture of Syria beyond newspaper headlines and to
gain a historical perspective of the
area. We hope the museum will become a place for meetings, memories and new acquaintances.”

The museum’s
website features
testimonies that
accompany some of
the items.

Beyond headlines. Opening of the exhibition at Medelhavsmuseet, on May 20.

(Tony Sandin, The Museum of Mediterranean and Near Eastern Antiquities)

As well as the tokens of lives in exile are other exhibits of the Museum
of Mediterranean and Near Eastern
Antiquities. Displaying contemporary and ancient objects, such as the
two ancient tomb sculptures from
Palmyra, side by side, the exhibition
gives visitors an insight into Syria’s
deep-rooted and rich cultural history, as well as the area’s role as a
meeting ground for people and cultures.
“Stories from Syria” at the Museum of Mediterranean and Near Eastern Antiquities, Stockholm is to run
until spring 2018.

July 30, 2017

23

Arab festivals

Culture

Jerash festival
transforms Amman
into a centre of
global culture
Roufan Nahhas

Jerash

T

he 32nd Jerash Festival
for Culture and Arts, a
unique gathering of local,
regional and international talents, delivered on its
promise to transform the ancient
Greco-Roman city north of Amman
into a centre for global culture.
More than 25 local, Arab and international singers, ten folklore and
traditional dance troupes and a host
of local and Arab writers and poets
figured into this year’s programme.
Despite the earlier than usual
late-July start, which led to criticism from tour guides over alleged
disruption of tourist movements in
parts of the city, and the scorching
heat, thousands of fans converged
on Jerash to enjoy a richer and more
varied programme that appealed to
different tastes.

The festival features a
variety of
entertainment
activities that fits
everyone in the family.
Jordanian Minister of Tourism
Lina Annab commended the efforts
in making this year’s event a success and unique in its diverse presentations.

“The Jerash festival has always
been one of the leading cultural
events in Jordan and over the years
it has gained many followers and
dedicated fans that come to Jordan
from all over the world to enjoy its
various activities,” Annab said.
“I can easily say that the festival has contributed to placing the
kingdom on the global tourist map
due to its colourful and enjoyable
events that encompass local, regional and international talents in
singing, dancing and poetry,” she
said, stressing that “the festival
sends a message that Jordan is a
safe place to visit despite the regional turmoil.”
The Jerash festival attracted
more than 100,000 visitors from
the region and beyond in 2016, festival officials said.
The traditional torch lighting ceremony announcing the start of the
festival was attended by thousands
of locals and tourists who gathered
at the heart of the ancient city.
The first week of the festival included concerts by Jordanian singer
Omar Abdallat and Lebanese singer
Wael Kfoury, who sang to a full
house at the Southern Theatre.
The festival included a seminar
titled “Jerusalem in the hearts of
Jordanians” to celebrate Amman’s
status as the Capital of Islamic Culture 2017. The Jordanian capital
was selected by the Islamic Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (ISESCO) for its rich heritage and contributions to Islamic

A gathering of talents. Dancers performing a traditional Jordanian dance during the 32nd Jerash
Festival for Culture and Arts.
(Provided by Roufan Nahhas)
culture.
Circassian culture was clearly
visible in this year’s festival with
traditional and folklore songs and
dances.
“As a Circassian, I feel very proud
that I am able to present my traditions and folklore history at such
an event and the best thing is that I
am receiving positive reviews with
people coming and asking questions about the meaning of dances
or songs,” said Toujan Qayet, a
member of the International Circassian Cultural Academy.
“Today, there are more than
100,000 Circassians living in Jordan
and we need to preserve our identity, traditions and customs and let
the people know more about our
history and this Festival plays a big
role in that regard.”
Basil Shatara, 33, a Jordanian living in Australia, said he travelled

to Jerash almost every year to enjoy the festival and walk the city’s
street of columns or the “Cardo.”
“There are a variety of entertainment activities that fits everyone
in the family,” he said. “Where else
can you enjoy such a combination
of singing, dancing and homemade
activities in one place? I feel that
this year a lot of effort went into ensuring everything goes smoothly.”
Performances by Lebanese singers Nancy Ajram, Walid Tawfiq,
Ragheb Alama and Fares Karam
in addition to dance troupes from
China, Argentina, Armenia, Egypt,
Saudi Arabia and India were on the
2017 festival schedule.
“Part of the idea of visiting the
festival is that you have a variety of activities that fall under the
concept of pure art and culture
and I am interested in everything
related to culture, such as Chinese

Liwa Date Festival
celebrates best of
Emirati heritage
Faith Salama

Al Dhafra

T

“

his is a magic place.
What we have here is a
charming festival that
can pride itself on different colours and singular tastes,” said Anna, a 46-yearold British national.
She said that her yearning for a different experience led her to “the
fabulous city of Liwa at the fringe
of the Empty Quarter” in the United
Arab Emirates.
Anna was one of thousands of
tourists and visitors who gathered
for the Liwa Date Festival to experience the excitement and enjoy Emirati heritage at its best.
The annual festival, which celebrates the status of palm trees in
Emirati culture, was organised by
the Cultural Programmes and Heritage Festivals Committee — Abu
Dhabi. During ten days of non-stop
activities, it became an ideal occasion to learn about the cultivation
and preservation of palm trees.

The products at the
Traditional Market
provided an insight
into the traditions of
Emiratis.
The season of al ratab — half-ripe
dates — begins in summer. After
growing the dates, farmers harvest
and store their crops in accordance
with time-tested methods. Before
harvest season ends in autumn,
celebrations and festivals occur
throughout the country.

“The Liwa Date Festival is one of
the most famous of festivals in the
country but we also have Al-Dhaid
Dates Festival and the Liwa Ajman
Dates Festival,” said Mohammed alAmeri, a young Emirati visitor.
“In our country, people love to
celebrate the dates season and they
regard the palm tree as a symbol of
culture and history.”
In its 13th edition, the Liwa Date
Festival featured various competitions, including the Mazayna — contests for the best dates, including
several varieties — the Model Farm
Award and the Best Heritage Model
competition.
The varieties of the Mazayna include: Dabbas, Khallas, Bou Maan,
Farth, Kunaizi, Al Dhafra’s Nukhba,
Liwa’s Nukhba, Biggest Etheg, and
this edition’s newcomer, the shishi.
An estimated 2,500 farmers competed for a total of $1.4 million in
prizes, with more than 60,000 dates
in six varieties placed before the
judging panel, according to the Cultural Programmes and Heritage Festivals Committee.
The festival is not just about dates,
which has been cultivated in the
country for more than 5,000 years.
There are competitions for the best
mangoes and lemons as well as the
Fruits of the House competition.
Associated activities included the
organisation of the Traditional Market, with the participation of more
than 200 Emirati families, the Children’s Village, the Dates’ Market,
awareness programmes and exhibitions by businesses.
The products at the Traditional
Market provided an insight into the
traditions of Emiratis. On display
were Al Surood, a round mat made
of palm leaves; Al Mukhrafa, a bas-

culture,” said university student
Mireille Abasi.
“This year, the festival is featuring big names in the art scene, especially the ones who we believe can
make an impact and watching Lebanese singer Wael Kfoury perform
to a full house is really something
big and we are very happy.”
Jerash festival activities were
July 20-30 at the Greco-Roman city.
The festival was to continue July
31-August 6 in Amman.
The Jerash Festival was founded
in 1981 by Jordanian Queen Noor. It
was cancelled on several occasions
due to regional conflicts, including
the Israeli invasion of Lebanon in
1982 and the war between Hezbollah and Israel in 2006. It resumed
in 2011.
Roufan Nahhas is a journalist
based in Jordan.

The city of Liwa

T
Colourful celebration. Emirati check dates displayed in baskets at
the Liwa Date Festival in Al Dhafra.
(AFP)
ket made of palm leaves; Al Jahfeer,
another type of basket; floor mats;
Al Meshab, a table-mat; Al Yrab,
a large bag used to conserve dry
dates. Visitors had an opportunity
to taste pastries made of dates and
date sauce in addition to different
varieties of al ratab.
The cultural programme was
marked by seminars and specialised workshops. The activities were
aimed at promoting the best methods to improve production without
resorting to chemical fertilisers.
Participants in the seminars and
workshops also learned about categories and varieties of dates.
Emirati Rashed Abdulla won the
prize for the heaviest branch at the
festival. Now, he prides himself on
being the number one farmer in
the country. According to the jury,
the branch presented by Abdullah
weighed about 106 kilograms.
In most competitions, the jury
may take hours to decide on a
winner. The appearance and presentation are not the only factors.
The jury classifies dates by quality and dedicates 30% of the grade
to the status of the farm, including the standards of hygiene and

quality of maintenance.
As the UAE is moving to brand its
dates internationally, a growing emphasis has been placed on organic
farming and sustainable irrigation.
In recent years, farmers
have noticed that dates
were ripening earlier than
average and they attributed
this phenomenon to climate
change and intense heat in the
region. To cope with the problem,
many of the farmers turned to the
cultivation of some varieties that
require less irrigation.
In 2014, UN figures indicated that
the UAE has planted about 130 million trees, including 22 million palm
trees that constitute 20% of the total
number of palm trees in the world.
The UAE also occupies a
leading
position,
among more than
40
countries,
in production
capacity and
export volume.
Faith Salama
is a Lebanese
journalist.

he city of Liwa is famed
for flourishing agricultural activity, fertile pastures, abundant oases
and the excellent quality of dates produced at its local
farms. The city was chosen as the
site for the Liwa Date Festival because of its diverse environmental
and geographical features.
The city is also celebrated as the
Gate of the Empty Quarter and the
biggest oasis of its kind in the Arabian Peninsula.
Liwa is one of the top destinations for visitors who seek calm
and serenity at the heart of nature. Offering a harmonious blend
of present and past, Liwa is home
to some of the highest sand dunes
in the world as well as historic fortresses and castles.
The various resources gathered
by historians and researchers
point that the city of Liwa constituted a safe haven for the people
of Abu Dhabi, preventing the access of hostile strangers to their
land.
In recent years, Liwa was transformed into a comprehensive
modern destination that supplies
all required services. The efforts of
the Abu Dhabi government turned
the city into a major hub for tourist and agricultural activity in the
region and the world. Liwa has
thrived economically, with its
booming farms that produce diverse varieties and categories of
vegetables, fruits and dates.
(The Arab Weekly)
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Agenda
Marrakech:
Through July 31
The Marrakech Festival of Popular Arts and Folklore showcases Moroccan traditions, music,
dance and costumes through
the ages. There are concerts,
exhibitions and Moroccan
street troupe performances.
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.

A couple enjoys the view at Dhayah Fort in Ras al-Khaimah. 					

(Ras al-Khaimah Tourism Development Authority)

Ras al-Khaimah’s new facilities
attract adventure tourists
N.P. Krishna Kumar

R

A multi-purpose
observation deck near
the Jebel Jais summit
at an elevation of 1,227
metres above sea level
is to open in October.
Haitham Mattar, CEO of Ras alKhaimah Tourism Development
Authority (RAKTDA), stressed the
growing popularity of the emirate
is resulting in “weekend pressure.”
“While having more hotels would
be one way to solve the problem
and encourage repeat travel, which
is important in terms of boosting
revenue, we also need to find ways
to encourage domestic visitors to

Kayaking in Ras al-Khaimah.

El Jem Roman Amphitheatre,
160km south of Tunis, hosts
classical musicians from all
over the world for the International Festival of Symphony
Music of El Jem. In its 32nd
year, the festival programme
includes symphonic and
orchestral music from Ukraine,
Italy, Austria, China and Tunisia.
Beiteddine:
Through August 12

Dubai

as al-Khaimah, the northernmost emirate in the
United Arab Emirates
and the region’s fastestgrowing tourism destination, is upping the ante in its quest
to be the Middle East’s adventure
tourism capital.
With a 7,000-year history, the
emirate is blessed with an incredibly diverse landscape comprising
64 kilometres of pristine beaches,
golden desert, mangroves, abundant wildlife, nature and mountains that are 10 degrees cooler than
the rest of the emirate.
Jebel Jais, the highest peak in the
country at 1,934 metres above sea
level, is most inviting to mountain
hikers, motorists, adventure seekers and those wanting to explore
the flora and fauna of the Al Hajar
Mountains bordering Oman.

El Jem:
Through August 12

The Beiteddine Art Festival, in
Lebanon’s Chouf Mountains,
includes a variety of performances from opera and concerts to theatre and art exhibitions. The festival welcomes
more than 50,000 visitors, as
well as numerous star performers. Majida el-Roumi, Pink
Martini and Kadim al-Sahir
are to perform at this year’s
festival.
Jounieh:
Through August 15

A family camping in Ras al-Khaimah.
book in advance,” he said.
For many families in Abu Dhabi
and Dubai, getting out during the
weekend has meant a drive to Ras
al-Khaimah and booking a relaxing weekend and an ideal getaway
from everyday life.
The adventure-minded and outdoor enthusiasts also head to Ras
al-Khaimah, whether it is for desert
camping, sailing and water sports,
golf, kayaking, mountain hiking,
cycling or motoring to the summit
of Jebel Jais.
For those seeking to explore culture, heritage and natural history
there are wadis in the mountains
or the Dhayah Fort — the only hilltop fort in the UAE that was the last
point of resistance to British forces.
Ras al-Khaimah’s tourism strategy is largely based on highlighting
nature and adventure, the emirate’s
strengths, Mattar said at the Arabian Travel Market. The emirate also

(Ras al-Khaimah Tourism Development Authority)

worked with travel and tourism
partners, conservation and cultural
organisations to showcase its history and heritage.
The number of visitors to Ras
al-Khaimah reached 390,499 from
January through June 2017, an increase of 6.5% in arrivals compared
to last year. Hotel guest nights and
lengths of stay also went up. Hotels
reported their best summer performance with a 27% year-on-year increase in June guest arrivals.
Officials said they were confident
the emirate was on course to reach
900,000 visitor arrivals this year,
being “in a solid position to optimise the traditional peak season of
late summer and the fourth quarter.”
In April, RAKTDA launched a
dedicated summer campaign called
“Feel Free this Summer,” which
runs through September, leveraging the emirate as an ideal summer
holiday destination.
The UAE remains the most significant source market for Ras alKhaimah with more than one-third
of visitors being domestic.
“Our ‘Feel Free’ push plugs into
everything that is great about Ras
al-Khaimah as a multifaceted tourism destination,” Mattar said. “In
addition to offering fantastic value
for money, we have focused on promoting our amazing landscapes.”
Recently, Thomas Cook announced plans to open its first
own-brand hotel in the UAE in Ras
al-Khaimah in November. It is to
feature 253 chalets, a private beach,
three pools, a spa and dining outlets. In a marketing agreement with
RAKTDA, Thomas Cook will promote the emirate as a year-round

(Ras al-Khaimah Tourism Development Authority)

leisure destination for European
tourists.
Internationally, Ras al-Khaimah’s
four largest source markets remain
Germany, Russia, Britain and India.
Russia is ahead of Britain as the
emirate’s second largest international source market. Britain and
India rank third and fourth, with
gains of 21% and 22%, respectively,
year-on-year.
The half-year figures showed a
significant increase in tourist arrivals from other emerging destinations: Kazakhstan, up 16%; Poland,
up 224%; and the Czech Republic,
up 81%.
As part of its emerging attractions, the emirate launched Jebel
Jais Via Ferrata (Iron Path) — a cross
between rock climbing and mountaineering — in December 2016. The
inaugural season of the kilometrelong path had a successful run and
has been a hit with sporting enthusiasts from the Gulf and Europe.
A multi-purpose observation
deck and event area near the Jebel
Jais summit at an elevation of approximately 1,227 metres above sea
level is to open in October.
Official cycling and hiking routes
across the emirate — with a focus
on Jebel Jais — are also in development.
Ras al-Khaimah is targeting 1 million visitors by next year and, judging by the attractions and facilities
being put in place that appeal to
a wide range of visitors, the optimism of tourism officials seems
well-founded.
N.P. Krishna Kumar is a
Dubai-based contributor to
The Arab Weekly.

The Jounieh Summer Festival,
set near Jounieh Bay north of
Beirut, includes performances
from international artists such
as Michael Bolton.
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.
Hammamet:
Through August 26
Hammamet, a Tunisian town
on the northern edge of the
Gulf of Hammamet, is the site
of the 53rd Hammamet International Festival. Concerts and
plays are scheduled for more
than a month.
Dubai:
August 31-December 31
“La Perle” features 65 artists
performing amazing stunts and
aerial antics above an on-stage
pool filled with 2.7 million
litres of water in a state-of-theart, custom-built theatre. The
show takes place at Al Habtoor
City.

We welcome submissions of
calendar items related to
cultural events of interest to
travellers in the Middle East
and North Africa.
Please send tips to:
editor@thearabweekly.com

