
Foreign militaries widen 
footprint in Middle East

Controversy about haj presents
a new twist in the Qatari crisis
London

A 

s the annual haj draws 
near, it seemed Qatar 
was trying to politicise 
the event to get back at 
Saudi Arabia amid an 

ongoing row pitting Doha against a 
group of Saudi-led Arab countries.

Tensions over the haj, one of the 
main pillars of Islam, erupted af-
ter Qatar’s government-financed 
media reported that Qatari nation-
als were not welcome this year be-
cause of the diplomatic crisis be-
tween Doha and Riyadh.

The reports in Qatari media and 
international media outlets funded 
or subsidised by Doha began circu-
lating in early June, shortly after 
the Saudi-led boycott against Qatar 
began. They claimed that Qatari na-

tionals were being banned from en-
tering the Grand Mosque in Mecca, 
a claim dismissed by Riyadh, which 
said authorities don’t check the na-
tionalities of individuals entering 
Islam’s holiest sites.

This was followed in late July 
by Doha filing an official complaint 
with the United Nations, claiming 
that Saudi Arabia was hindering 
Qatari nationals from performing 
the pilgrimage.

Saudi Director-General of Pass-
ports Major-General Sulaiman al-
Yahya dismissed the allegations 

and said people of all nationalities 
were welcome to perform the haj 
and that all services would be avail-
able to Qatari pilgrims during the 
haj.

The only change in policy that 
Riyadh has introduced relates to 
travel: Qatari pilgrims can no longer 
travel to Mecca by land but need to 
arrive in airports at Medina or the 
Red Sea coastal town of Jeddah on 
any airline other than Qatar’s na-
tional carrier Qatar Airways, which 
is denied entry to Saudi Arabia be-
cause of ongoing sanctions.

Riyadh has vehemently rejected 
attempts to politicise the haj, in-
cluding calls to allow for interna-
tional interference in organising 
the event. Saudi Foreign Minister 
Adel al-Jubeir compared such calls 
to a “declaration of war.”

Iranian nationals are returning 
to the pilgrimage this year after 
months of negotiations between 

Saudi and Iranian officials. The 
Iranian government banned them 
from attending the haj last year.

Riyadh severed diplomatic rela-
tions with Tehran after its embassy 
was attacked by an angry mob in 
January 2016. One of the points ne-
gotiated is that the haj not be used 
for political activities. However, 
Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah 
Ali Khamenei has urged pilgrims 
to have their voices heard over 
the “mischievous” presence of the 
United States in the region during 
the pilgrimage to Mecca.

“Where is the best place to talk 
about the mischievous presence of 
America in the region? The haj is 
the best place,” Khamenei said on 
his official website on July 30.

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf 
section editor of The Arab Weekly.
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R 

ussia and the United 
States are expanding 
their foothold in the Mid-
dle East by increasing the 
number of their military 

bases and upgrading existing facili-
ties in the region.

Russian President Vladimir Putin 
has ratified a deal with the Syrian 
government that allows Russia to 
keep its Hmeimim Airbase in Syria’s 
Latakia province for 49 years, with 
the option of extending the arrange-
ment for another 25 years.

The agreement is part of Russian 
military measures to support Syr-
ian President Bashar Assad against 
rebels opposing his rule and it al-
lows Moscow to have a presence 
in Syria until the year 2066 — long 
after 51-year-old Assad’s tenure is 
expected to have ended.

Although Russia has been a long-
time ally of the Syrian regime, its 
military presence has become more 
visible in recent weeks. Russia 
marked its annual Navy Day with 
military parades July 30 that, for the 
first time, extended to Syria. Russia 
displayed its naval hardware at its 
base in Syria’s coastal city of Tartus 
and its submarines in Syrian waters.

In the central Syrian city of Homs, 
Russian military police set up 
checkpoints to monitor a ceasefire 
between the Syrian regime and op-
position forces.

Russian fatalities have report-
edly increased in the past months. 
Reuters estimated that at least 40 
Russian servicemen and private 
contractors have been killed while 
fighting in Syria in 2017.

“That tally over seven months ex-
ceeds the 36 Russian armed person-
nel and contractors estimated by 
Reuters to have been killed in Syria 

over the previous 15 months, indi-
cating a significant rise in the rate 
of battlefield losses as the country’s 
involvement deepens,” said a Reu-
ters report.

The US government is asking 
Congress for permission to build 

new, albeit temporary, facilities in 
Iraq and Syria to be used in the fight 
against the Islamic State (ISIS).

“As the campaign to defeat ISIS 
transitions beyond the liberation of 
Mosul and Raqqa, operational com-
manders will need the requested 
authority to build temporary inter-
mediate staging facilities, ammu-
nition supply points and tactical 
assembly areas that have adequate 
force protection,” read a policy 
statement released by the White 
House.

“These facilities, supply points, 
and assembly areas will enable the 
pursuit of ISIS into the Euphrates 
River Valley and help improve the 

security of Iraq’s borders.”
There are more than 5,000 US 

troops in Iraq and the United States 
and the Iraqi government are dis-
cussing the possibility of a long-
term US military presence.

Regional power Iran stated last 
November that Tehran is consider-
ing setting up naval bases in Syria 
and Yemen and recent reports sug-
gested that Assad has given the Ira-
nians permission to install them. US 
officials said that Iran has a drone 
base in Syria.

Mamoon Alabbasi is an Arab 
Weekly contributing editor in 
London.
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A 

t the time that it contin-
ues to show no interest 
in addressing the accu-
sations levelled at it by 
the Saudi-led Arab bloc, 

including charges of terror financ-
ing and support to extremists, Qatar 
has been focused on international 
moves aimed at burnishing its im-
age and getting outside support to 
its stances in the ongoing row.

Doha has lodged a complaint 
with the United Nations over Saudi 
Arabia’s haj preparations, widen-
ing the international scope of the 
dispute between Qatar and Saudi 
Arabia that has centred on Doha’s 
suspected financing of terrorism.

Qatar’s National Human Rights 
Committee filed a complaint with 
the UN Special Rapporteur on Free-
dom of Religion or Belief over what 
it described as “obstacles” Saudi 
Arabia had implemented that could 
hinder Qatari nationals from per-
forming the annual haj.

Qatari Emir Sheikh Tamim bin 
Hamad al-Thani announced in his 
only speech since the dispute be-
gan that he intended to turn to 
“sources of soft power at the inter-
national level.”

In what some described as a dis-

tracting public relations ploy, the 
Qatar-owned Paris Saint-Germain 
football club signed Brazilian star 
forward Neymar from FC Barcelona 
for a record $256 million.

“The announcement of Ney-
mar’s transfer to PSG was piloted 
among the high ranks in Qatar as 
a sort of communications strategy 
that would overshadow the debate 
around all other considerations, 
namely terrorism,” Mathieu Gui-
dere, an expert in Arab world geo-
politics told Agence France-Presse.

Reports by Qatari media that Qa-
tari nationals travelling to Saudi 
Arabia to perform the haj would 
be denied entry were dismissed by 
Saudi officials, who claimed Doha 
was politicising the annual Islamic 
event.

Saudi Director-General of Pass-
ports Major-General Sulaiman 
al-Yahya told the pan-Arab daily 
Asharq Al-Awsat that all nation-
alities going to Saudi Arabia for the 
haj were welcome. He said anyone 
doubting that Qataris would receive 
all services available to pilgrims 
should visit the King Abdulaziz 
International Airport to see provi-
sions for pilgrims, “including those 
coming from Qatar.”

“Currently, there are still Qatari 
brothers entering Saudi territory, 
not for the purpose of haj or umrah, 
but because they have family ties 
inside [the country],” Yahya said.

The move by Doha to politicise 
the pilgrimage drew comparisons 
to actions by Iran, which has called 
for the internationalisation of Mus-
lim holy sites and whose nationals 
have staged political demonstra-
tions during the haj.

Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-
Jubeir told the Saudi-owned Al-
Arabiya news channel that “any 
call to internationalise (the man-

agement of) haj is an aggressive act 
and a declaration of war.”

He said the kingdom reserves 
“the right to respond to anyone 
who tries to turn the issue of the haj 
into an international issue.”

Gulf sources told The Arab Week-
ly that efforts by Qatar to politicise 
the pilgrimage were part of Doha’s 
strategy to create a new crisis to 
avoid addressing issues related to 
sanctions levied by the Arab Gulf, 
which allege Qatar has supported 
terrorist groups.

The Gulf sources said Saudi Ara-
bia, the United Arab Emirates, 
Bahrain and Egypt considered the 
Qatari Foreign Minister Sheikh 
Mohammed bin Abdulrahman al-
Thani’s comments to the United 
Nations, in which he complained 
about haj preparations, an attempt 
to divert attention from the de-
mands issued by the quartet to re-
solve the crisis.

Doha also went to the World 
Trade Organisation (WTO), claim-
ing that the sanctions imposed by 
Saudi Arabia and its allies were in 
violation of international law. Reu-
ters reported that Qatar’s complaint 
cites “coercive attempts at econom-

ic isolation” and details how the 
boycott is allegedly impeding the 
tiny Gulf country’s right to trade in 
goods and services and intellectual 
property.

A UAE official said WTO members 
were within their rights to “impose 
economic measures if they felt 
their national security was being 
threatened.”

UAE Assistant Under-Secretary 
for Foreign Trade Affairs Juma Mo-
hammed al-Kait noted in an official 
statement that WTO agreements 
permitted the suspension of privi-
leges of a member country in spe-
cific cases and those cases had been 
proven against Qatar.

Kait said sanctions imposed by 
the UAE, Saudi Arabia and Bahrain 
were in line with Article 21 and Arti-

cle 14 of the General Agreement on 
Trade in Services.

The dispute broke out after state-
ments attributed to Sheikh Tamim 
criticising US foreign policy and 
praising Iran were carried by the of-
ficial 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 radi-
cal groups such as Hamas, the Tali-
ban and the Muslim Brotherhood. 
A list of 13 demands issued by the 
quartet must be met for talks with 
Doha to commence, the countries’ 
foreign ministers said.

“The four countries are ready for 
dialogue with Qatar with the con-
dition that it announces its sincere 
willingness to stop funding terror-
ism and extremism and its commit-
ment to not interfere in other coun-
tries’ foreign affairs and respond to 
the 13 demands,” Bahraini Foreign 
Minister Sheikh Khalid bin Ahmed 
al-Khalifa said after meeting July 30 
in Manama.

“These demands are not nego-
tiable. We cannot shrink [the list] 
down,” Jubeir added.

Qatar opts for 
‘circumvention’ 
tactics as 
dispute remains 
unresolved
Mohammed Alkhereiji

Political games. Brazilian superstar Neymar (R) shakes hands with Paris Saint-Germain’s (PSG) Qatari 
Chairman and CEO Nasser Al-Khelaifi during a news conference at the Parc des Princes stadium, on 
August 4.                                                                                                                                                                           (AFP)
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public relations ploy, 
the Qatar-owned PSG 
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forward Neymar for a 
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The military option in the Qatar crisis

Q atar is doing its best 
to push the boycott-
ing countries to 
choose options that 
had previously 
remained out of the 

question. Talk of building a 
military base on Bahrain’s Hawar 
Islands is a forceful threat while a 
range of diplomatic solutions are 
still available to the boycotting 
countries.

Then again, bringing up this op-
tion could serve as a wake-up call to 
Qatar to bring it back to its senses.

For Qatar, the main problem 
with the military base would be the 
identity of those who control it. The 
thought that Egypt might be the 
major partner in the construction of 
the Hawar military base would give 
Qatar unbearable nightmares. Why?

If the Qatari regime dared to 
threaten Egypt’s stability, it would 
be because it thought it was 
protected due to the geographical 
distance, the security umbrella of 
the Gulf countries and the Ameri-
can base in Al Udeid. So, bringing 
Egyptian military might close to 
Qatar would be a scary option for 
Qatar.

There is a compelling reason as to 
why the possibility of an Egyptian 

military presence in the Gulf is 
concerning to the Qataris. When the 
crisis broke out, Qatar ran to Turkey 
for protection. Turkey, however, is 
not a Gulf country. So, Qatar had 
militarised the crisis and allowed 
a non-Gulf Islamic force to have a 
military presence in a strategically 
important region.

While Egypt is also not a Gulf 
state, it enjoys a level of legitimacy 
by being an Arab country, unlike 
Turkey. For the Gulf people, Egypt 
is like an older brother with an 
imposing presence from the point 
of view of history, cultural heritage 
and military might.

For the Egyptians, a military pres-
ence near Qatar would be a dream 
come true. Many Egyptians say 
the time has come to teach Qatar a 
lesson.

Egypt could have meted out 
some punishment on Qatar if it 
were not for two reasons: The 
strategic importance of its relations 
with the Gulf countries and the lack 
of any Egyptian naval presence in 
the Gulf. With the crisis with Qatar, 
both impediments are gone. Now 
Egypt’s political influence can 
reach beyond the Red Sea and this 
political influence would have to be 
backed up militarily.

Historically, Egyptian expansion 
in the Gulf region has not been wel-
comed, especially by Saudi Arabia. 
During the time of Muhammad 
Ali Pasha, the Egyptian presence 
in the Arabian Peninsula delayed 
the creation of a Saudi state but it 

would go on to compete with Egypt 
for leadership of the Arab region 
and, during the 1960s, Saudi Arabia 
fought Egypt’s presence in the Yem-
eni war tooth and nail.

Today, however, things are differ-
ent. Saudi Arabia is militarily ca-
pable of defending its own internal 
stability and Egypt is no longer a 
threat to its influence in the Arabian 
Peninsula. On the contrary, each 
country sees the other as a vital 
ally.

Today, an Egyptian military pres-
ence in the Gulf would no longer be 
seen as a threat but rather as a reas-
suring security factor. Perhaps an 
Egyptian military presence nearby 
might push Qatar to reconsider 
its role in the region. Al Jazeera 
would change its tune and halt its 
non-stop media campaign against 
the boycotting countries. Even 
the Qatari Foreign Affairs Ministry 
would revise its discourse. The 
Qataris would have to think twice 
before donating one cent to terror-
ist organisations.

What about Turkey’s military 
presence in Qatar? Frankly, I don’t 
think the Turkish brigade in Qatar 
would amount to any advantage in 
the show of muscle flexing we’re 
talking about. If Turkey can send 
3,000 soldiers, the boycotting 
countries would have no difficulty 
sending many times more troops. 
There would be no need to engage 
the Turkish forces.

The one real problem in the 
scenario outlined above would 

be the Americans. Washington is 
not very keen on having the Gulf 
region placed under the protection 
of an Arab military coalition. In the 
American mind, that task can only 
be devolved to the West. They seem 
to think they are the legitimate 
heirs of the British colonisation in 
the Gulf. The United States is not 
ready to share its hunting ground 
with the Arabs. The Americans 
want to share in the costs but not in 
the forces.

Still, convincing the Americans to 
accept an Arab military presence in 
the Gulf would not be impossible. 
All that must be done is convince 
them that their interests in the Gulf 
would be safe and that the Arab 
military force would be temporary. 
They must understand that punish-
ing Qatar presents no risk to their 
interests.

An Arab military base on the 
Hawar Islands would take the 
boycotting countries from reaction 
to action. Qatar did not expect this 
scenario because the four boycott-
ing countries are always talking 
about dialogue and nothing else. 
Dialogue, however, is not enough to 
bring Qatar to better sentiments.

The Qatari regime would start 
paying attention when it learns that 
“all options are open.” That’s what 
the Americans keep saying to Iran 
and that is the only way to deal 
with rogue states.

Ahmad Abou Douh is an Egyptian 
writer.

Ahmad 
Abou Douh

View point
For the 
Egyptians, 
a military 
presence 
near Qatar 
would be 
a dream 
come true.

Convincing the Americans to 
accept an Arab military presence 
in the Gulf would not be 
impossible.
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I 

raqi Shia cleric Muqtada al-
Sadr’s visit to Saudi Arabia drew 
mixed reactions in Iraq, adding 
another layer to the complex 
relationship between Baghdad 

and Riyadh.
Inside Iraq, Sadr’s visit was 

viewed as an attempt by the influen-
tial cleric to distance himself from 
his former patron Iran before the 
April 2018 parliamentary elections.

Sadr has attempted to present 
himself as a nationalist leader whose 
decision-making is independent 
from Tehran. His parliamentary bloc 
is likely to attract the votes of Sun-
nis as well as Shias who do not want 
their country controlled by Iran.

Sadr’s visit was strongly criticised 
by pro-Iran politicians in Iraq, in-
cluding Shia cleric Watheq al-Battat, 
who branded him as “Muqtada Al 
Saud, not al-Sadr,” suggesting that 
he had parted ways from his fam-
ily’s tradition and became a follower 
of the Saudi royal family.

Sadr’s supporters, however, saw 
the visit as an attempt to empha-
sise Iraq’s Arabic roots, regardless of 
faith or confession, while advocat-
ing neighbourly relations.

Reactions were also mixed inside 
Iraq’s Sunni community. Some Sun-
nis say Sadr is genuine in his claim 
of being a nationalist leader but oth-
ers accuse him of sectarianism.

The first militia he formed, the 
Mahdi Army, was accused of atro-
cious acts against Sunnis, leading 
Sadr to dismantle it, saying that 
some of its members were no longer 
acting on his behalf.

Sadr formed the Saraya al-Salam 
(Peace Brigades) militia in 2014 to 
combat the threat of Islamic State 
militants but some of those militia-
men faced accusations of killing and 
torturing Sunni civilians.

Sadr arrived in Saudi Arabia on 
July 30 and met with Saudi Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz and other top Saudi offi-
cials to discuss issues of common in-
terest, Saudi state news agency SPA 
reported.

Ties between Baghdad and Ri-
yadh were cut following the Iraqi 
invasion of Kuwait during the rule 
of Iraq’s former President Saddam 
Hussein.

Although Saddam was toppled by 
the 2003 US-led invasion of Iraq and 
replaced by a pro-American govern-
ment, ties between Baghdad and Ri-
yadh remained icy.

Pressure by the United States on 
Iraq and Saudi Arabia failed to thaw 
relations due to Baghdad’s close ties 
to Tehran, which is Riyadh’s arch-
foe in the region.

Since 2015, however, there has 
been a gradual — and sometimes 
stumbling — improvement of ties 
after what Saudi officials said was a 
push by Riyadh for rapprochement 
with a number of countries in the 
region.

In June, Iraqi Prime Minister 
Haider al-Abadi and several senior 
officials, including Interior Minis-
ter Qasim Mohammad Jalal al-Araji, 
who is known for his strong ties to 
Iran, visited Saudi Arabia and met 
with King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al 
Saud.

The visit was hailed as a “quan-
titative leap” in relations with Iraq 
and Saudi Arabia announced the 
countries were setting up a coordi-
nation council to upgrade ties.

Despite Sadr’s anti-American 
rhetoric, the United States wel-
comed the Shia cleric’s visit to Sau-
di Arabia. “Both Saudi Arabia and 
Iraq are solid partners of the United 
States,” an unnamed US State De-
partment official told the Abu-Dha-
bi-based National newspaper. “We 
welcome strong relations between 
the two countries and continue to 
support their efforts and outreach in 
this regard.”

Although Sadr is not part of the 
Iraqi government, he is an influ-
ential member of Iraq’s post-2003 
ruling class and has a bloc in parlia-
ment. He was sometimes viewed as 
the country’s kingmaker following 
general elections.

“The Saudis have long been inter-
ested in exploring Shia options in 
Iraq,” Neil Partrick, editor of Saudi 

Arabian Foreign Policy: Conflict 
and Cooperation, told the Financial 
Times.

Andrew Bernard wrote on the 
website the American Interest: “The 
Saudi meeting with Sadr should be 
a reminder that the Sunni-Shia split 
doesn’t always determine regional 
politics.”

In addition to Sadr, Saudi Arabia is 
also expected to receive prominent 
Iraqi political leader and Shia cleric 
Ammar al-Hakim, Al-Hayat daily re-
ported.

Hakim recently resigned as presi-
dent of the Islamic Supreme Coun-
cil of Iraq, one of the most influ-
ential pro-Iran parties in Iraq and  
which he founded. After leaving 
that party, he established the Na-
tional Wisdom Movement, which he 
said was meant to serve as a party 

for all Iraqis.
Like Sadr, Hakim is viewed to be 

presenting himself as a candidate 
who is independent from Iranian in-
fluence. Regardless of the intentions 
of the Iraqi leaders, the Iranians ap-
peared wary.

“While the Iranian government 
and media outlets affiliated with the 
Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps 
largely refrained from commenting 
on Sadr’s trip and his meeting with 
Saudi Arabia’s Crown Prince Mo-
hammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz, 
some conservative newspapers and 
Iranian analysts cautioned that the 
Saudi government is attempting to 
court Iraqi Shia leaders to influence 
Iraqi politics at the expense of Iran’s 
interests,” wrote Ahmad Majidyar 
on the website of the Middle East 
Institute.

London

T 

he Islamic State (ISIS) is 
on the back foot after its 
defeat in the Iraqi city of 
Mosul and smaller losses 
in Syria but questions re-

main over eradicating the group’s 
leadership.

There have been persistent ru-
mours that ISIS leader Abu Bakr al-
Baghdadi had been killed. These, 
however, have not been confirmed 
and should be treated sceptically.

What is certain is that ISIS’s lead-
ership structure has been declining 
following the death of leading fig-
ures who have not been replaced 
due to a sustained campaign of US-
led air strikes.

The anti-ISIS military campaign 
has led to the decline in ISIS prop-
aganda, which can be measured 
qualitatively. Charlie Winter, an 
academic who follows ISIS output, 
tweeted that “[ISIS] media notice-
ably dropped off in early June.” He 
attributed the fall to international 
coalition and Iraqi government op-
erations “having [a] serious impact 
on its ability to get propaganda from 
A to B.”

Nevertheless, ISIS has demon-

strated that it is resourceful and has 
a history of coping with military 
defeats. The line of succession of 
Baghdadi is unclear and although 
his death may mean the end of the 
self-proclaimed caliphate, it does 
not spell the end of ISIS in opera-
tional terms.

As al-Qaeda did in Iraq, ISIS sur-
vived long periods of mounting in-
surgent campaigns in the very ter-
ritory to which it is soon expected 
to be reduced. Its leaders have been 
killed before and it has endured.

Analysts said that ISIS militants 
have retreated to what the group 
calls Wilayat al-Furat (Euphrates 
province), which covers several 
Iraqi and Syrian towns. Hassan Has-
san, an analyst with the Tahrir In-
stitute for Middle East Policy, said 
Baghdadi was there.

Kyle Orton, a research fellow at 
the Henry Jackson Society’s Centre 
for the Response to Radicalisation 
and Terrorism, said: “Wilayat al-Fu-
rat is and will be the final redoubt of 
the Islamic State, a base in difficult 
terrain that it will be difficult for any 
outside force to clear [ISIS fighters]
from.”

He explained that “It was in this 
zone, on the Iraqi side of the border, 
that [their predecessor, the Islamic 
State of Iraq] rode out defeat and 
from which they spread back across 
Iraq in 2008.”

Orton said that, in addition to 
Iraqi territory, ISIS has “the Syrian 
side of the border, too, and a much 
more hospitable political and mili-
tary environment.” The survival of 
the Bashar Assad regime in Syria, 
a cause of great instability and in-

ternecine hatred, is a boon to ISIS, 
both now and in the future, argued 
Orton.

As well as these ungoverned 
spaces, ISIS can count on favourable 
conditions in other parts of Iraq and 
Syria. ISIS appears to have planned 
for its defeat in Mosul for months. 
Defending those cities was merely 
one stage of a multiphase plan.

Michael Pregent, a former intelli-
gence officer and fellow at the Hud-
son Institute, said that in Iraq “ISIS 
cells will continue to operate in cit-
ies where Iraqi Shia militias and Ira-
qi Security Forces have relaxed their 
security postures.”

In the same way, forces fighting 
ISIS must be prepared to operate a 
similarly staged strategy. “Phase I: 
Take away territory. Phase II: Fight 
ISIS as it moves to the al-Qaeda 
model,” Pregent said. The third 
phase, he said, may include a “se-
curity backslide in liberated areas.”

Pregent noted that the future of 
ISIS rested on Sunni communities, 
many of which were distrustful 
of what they perceived to be Shia 
domination of Iraq’s government.

There was a real fear that, among 
government circles and worldwide, 

“there is no interest in protecting 
the population, let alone empow-
ering the Sunni population to fight 
back against the next iteration of 
ISIS,” said Pregent.

Iraqi Sunnis are both the basis of 
ISIS’s support and the most impor-
tant opponents of its worldview. 
They have fought back against its 
predecessor organisations but need 
support — moral and military — to 
do so.

Pregent said the manner in which 
cities have been captured from ISIS 
would provide propaganda mate-
rial for a wide range of rejectionist 
groups in opposition to the Iraqi 
government.

Conditions exist in both Iraq and 
Syria for the survival ISIS, which 
can be expected to exploit political 
weakness and sectarian division 
and make use of ungoverned space 
in the region. This presents numer-
ous options for the group, even af-
ter the certain loss of major urban 
areas. Some form of ISIS will exist 
for years.

Sustaining ISIS’s defeat and alter-
ing the conditions that would allow 
it to grow once more remain a chal-
lenge that faces policymakers and 
leaders, in Iraq, Syria and across the 
world.

James Snell is a British journalist.

What’s behind Muqtada al-Sadr’s visit to Saudi Arabia?

Questions remain with ISIS 
leaders down but not yet out

The Arab Weekly staff
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Mixed reactions. Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz (R) meets with Iraqi Shia 
leader Muqtada al-Sadr in Jeddah, on July 30.                                                                                    (Saudi Royal Court)

Now what? Members of the Iraqi special forces celebrate the 
victory over the Islamic State (ISIS) outside the destroyed Great 
Mosque of al-Nuri in the Old City of Mosul, in June.               (AFP)

News & Analysis Iraq

Sadr’s supporters saw 
the visit as an attempt 
to emphasise Iraq’s 
Arabic roots, 
regardless of faith or 
confession.

ISIS demonstrated 
that it was 
resourceful, with a 
history of coping with 
military defeats.

In addition to Sadr, 
Saudi Arabia is 
expected to receive 
prominent Iraqi 
political leader and 
Shia cleric Ammar 
al-Hakim.

The future of ISIS 
rests on Sunni 
communities, many 
of which are 
distrustful of what 
they perceive to be 
Shia domination of 
Iraq’s government.
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Tunis

T 

he Maghreb has largely 
succeeded in deterring 
home-grown jihadists 
from returning to the re-
gion but it must prepare 

for a wave of fighters as the Islamic 
State loses territory and key leaders 
in Syria and Iraq, a report by the In-
ternational Crisis Group said.

“The Islamic State (ISIS) is in 
sharp decline but in its rout lie 
important lessons and lingering 
threats. This is true for… Algeria, 
Libya, Morocco and Tunisia, which 
constitute a microcosm of ISIS’s 
identity, trajectory and shifting 
fortunes to date,” said the report 
titled “How the Islamic State Rose, 
Fell and Could Rise Again in the 
Maghreb.”

The report noted that the four 
Maghreb countries “possess two 
unwanted claims to fame: As a sig-
nificant pool of ISIS foreign fighters 
and, in the case of Libya, as the site 
of ISIS’s first successful territorial 
conquest outside of Iraq and Syria.”

“The pool is drying up, to a point, 
and the caliphate’s Libyan prov-
ince is no more but many factors 
that enabled ISIS’s ascent persist,” 
the report added.

Despite being pushed out of ter-
ritory they once held in Libya, ji-
hadists have been resilient. Libyan 
Defence Ministry spokesman Brig-
adier-General Mohammed al-Gho-
sari, who led the charge to defeat 
ISIS from Sirte stronghold in De-
cember, said that ISIS fighters were 
preparing to storm Sirte again.

“Al-Bunyan al-Marsous forces 
have been put on high alert in an-
ticipation of an imminent ISIS at-
tack on Sirte,” said Ghosari, who 
added that an armed convoy of 20 

vehicles in Sabah district, west of 
Sirte had been deployed and that 
checkpoints were set up at the en-
trances to the city. Ghosari noted 
that forces were expecting attacks 
on Sirte from the south and east 
side of the city.

Tunisian Prime Minister Youssef 
Chahed, in an interview July 20, 
voiced his concerns that ISIS was 
looking to regain a foothold in 
Libya. “It looks like (ISIS) is setting 
up a new base in Libya to direct ter-
ror in North Africa and in Europe,” 
Chahed said. “I think this is the 
main threat in the region. I’ve also 
heard from a commander in Africa 
who said instability in North Africa 
and ISIS in Libya are probably the 
nearest-term threats to the United 
States and US-interests in the re-
gion.”

The Algerian Defence Minis-
try, on July 31, said that its troops 
had killed six suspected terrorists 
described as “dangerous” in the 
Gouraya forest in the coastal Ti-
paza area, west of Algiers.

Jihadists in Algeria have split into 
factions, including Takfir wal Hijra, 
the Islamic Salvation Army, the 
armed wing of the banned Islamic 
Salvation Front and al-Qaeda in the 
Islamic Maghreb, which is compet-
ing with ISIS-affiliate Jund al Khali-
fa for recruits and resources.

Officials from governments in 
the Maghreb had yet to comment 
on the report but security forces 
were put on alert because of threat 
of  jihadist returnees. Intelligence 
sources said Morocco set a “war 
room” with Spain and France to 
watch for renewed jihadist threats.

Algerian security expert Omar 
bin Jana, who has access to the se-
curity apparatus said: “The danger 
of the return of ISIS fighters to the 
Maghreb is real and  Algeria has 
deployed the required intelligence 
and military forces to face this 
menace but the problem lies on the 
belt of instability and insecurity on 
its borders with Libya, Niger and 
Mali. He added that those countries 
were fragile and returning jihadists 
could establish support systems 
and be able to strike Algeria.

While the four Maghreb coun-

tries face varying degrees of risk 
from jihadist movements, they 
each have conditions that can fa-
cilitate the groups’ rise.

Paradoxically, the countries that 
have allowed self-described “mod-
erate Islamists” to participate in 
elections have seen jihadists use 
their presence as a recruitment 
tool. In Tunisia, “moderate Islam-
ists” failed to introduce a societal 
model that appealed to marginal-
ised youth and were seen by radi-
cals as straying from their goal of 
bringing religion and state togeth-
er.

The International Crisis Group 
report said: “(ISIS)’s ability to re-
cruit in these countries suggests a 
series of factors that gave rise to a 
more conducive environment: A 
demand for a quasi-revolutionary, 
anti-establishment discourse and 
practice, especially among young 
people who blame their relative 
deprivation on structural injustice 
(chiefly Tunisia).”

Their report noted that “a secu-
rity apparatus in disarray (Libya 
and Tunisia); the ascent and subse-
quent reining in of a more political, 
pragmatic form of Islamism (Tuni-
sia); the presence of pre-existing 
networks of a jihadist or militant 
variety (Libya, Tunisia and Mo-
rocco); and either lack of regional 
or international coordination or, 
worse, regional actors backing rival 
groups (Libya),” contributed to the 
region’s predicament.

Since last year when Libyan forc-
es defeated ISIS in Sirte and Tuni-
sian security services repelled hun-
dreds of ISIS fighters attempting to 
establish a caliphate in the south-
ern border town of Ben Guerdane, 
the Maghreb has staved off ISIS and 

improved security, particularly be-
tween Algiers and Tunis.

The Algerian Army played a lead-
ing role in anti-terror operations, 
deploying thousands of troops and 
significant military resources to the 
Libyan border.

While the International Crisis 
Group acknowledged that “pro-
gress has been made to address 
several of these matters,” it said 
considerable efforts were needed 
to resolve the issue in a sustainable 
manner.

“Ending Libya’s anarchy and 
fragmentation” and “improving 
states’ capacities to channel anger 
at elites’ predatory behaviour and 
provide responsive governance” 
were key steps, the report said.

“Treading carefully when seek-
ing to regiment religious discourse 
and improving regional and inter-
national counterterrorism coopera-
tion would go a long way towards 

ensuring that success against ISIS 
is more than a fleeting moment.”

As the region makes headway 
in countering terrorism, “the in-
centives for extremists to conduct 
‘shock-and-awe’ attacks in the 
West and guerrilla pinpoint attacks 
in Libya are likely to grow as a way 
to maintain momentum and drive 
recruitment,” the report said.

“The Maghreb has shown that 
it has, for the most part, resilient 
state capacity but also persistent 
tensions within societies and their 
elites, as well as between them,” 
the report said. “It is also surround-
ed by fragile states to the south. 
Vigilance about avoiding a next 
wave requires more focus on ap-
peasing and channelling these ten-
sions away from violence, not just 
post facto security approaches.”

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

Report warns of looming jihadist threat in Maghreb
Lamine Ghanmi

Tough terrain. Tunisian Army special forces near the Libyan 
border.                                                                                                            (AFP)

Despite being pushed 
out of territory they 
once held in Libya, 
jihadists have been 
resilient.

While Maghreb 
countries face 
varying degrees of 
risk from jihadist 
movements, they 
each have conditions 
that can facilitate the 
groups’ rise.
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A
lmost two weeks 
after French Presi-
dent Emmanuel 
Macron hosted the 
two major players in 
Libya’s conflict, the 

situation in the country indicates 
that its crisis is no closer to a 
resolution.

During the meeting outside 
Paris, Prime Minister of Libya’s 
UN-backed government Fayez 
al-Sarraj and Field Marshal 
Khalifa Haftar agreed to a 
ceasefire and to work through a 
political process to have presi-
dential and parliamentary 
elections as soon as possible.

However, it quickly became 
clear that the plan outlined in the 
agreement is unlikely to come to 
fruition. Haftar appeared dis-
missive of elections and, given 
that the ceasefire does not apply 
to counterterrorism operations, 
Haftar, who views his enemies as 
terrorists, is unlikely to cease his 
military campaign to take the 
country by force.

The recent approval of a new 
draft constitution by the Consti-
tutional Drafting Assembly (CDA) 
further complicates the situation. 
The CDA was formed in 2014 with 
an 18-month mandate and tasked 
with drafting a constitution for 
Libya. However, the assembly 
faced difficulties due to political 

unrest and security threats. The 
recently approved constitution is 
therefore long overdue and its 
path forward is anything but 
clear.

The approval of a new constitu-
tion faces challenges that are tied 
not just to technical and capacity 
problems but to the struggle for 
power in Libya. The first chal-
lenge is its legitimacy given the 
way it was passed by the CDA. 
Only 44 of the 60 members in the 
assembly attended the session to 
vote on the constitution, indicat-
ing little consensus within the 
drafting body itself.

The United Nations praised the 
CDA for the vote, calling it “the 
first milestone” on the path 
towards a national referendum to 
approve the constitution. In 
reality, acclaim for the 43-1 vote 
in favour of the draft ignores a 
worrying lack of consensus 
among the drafting body.

The vote was not seamless. 
Armed protesters stormed the 
committee’s session in Bayda and 
forced the CDA to issue a revised 
draft constitution, reportedly to 
remove any stipulations that 
would prevent Haftar from 
running for president in future 
elections.

Yet before any election, the 
constitutional draft must be put 
to a referendum, which cannot 
happen without approval from 
the eastern-based House of 
Representatives (HoR). The High 
National Election Commission 
(HNEC) needs the HoR to pass a 
law to organise a referendum, 

which, in theory, should happen 
within 30 days of the CDA’s 
approval of a new draft constitu-
tion.

However, the HoR has little 
incentive to approve the draft and 
issue a law allowing for the organ-
isation of a referendum. HoR 
President Aguila Saleh supports 
Haftar and his forces in the east 
and would rather buy time for 
Haftar to continue his push 
towards Tripoli.

After emerging victorious in the 
long fight to take the city of 
Benghazi, Haftar is setting his 
sights on Derna as he works to 
solidify control over eastern 
Libya. Haftar’s Libyan National 
Army has also begun pushing into 
the western town of Sabratha.

By refusing to vote on the CDA’s 
draft and not passing a law that 
would allow the referendum, the 
HoR can give Haftar time to 
expand his military operations 
and consolidate authority by 
force rather than hold himself to a 
political process.

The HNEC is plagued by 
technical barriers. In interviews 
after the CDA vote, HNEC indi-
cated eagerness to move forward 
with a referendum, although the 
head of the electoral body noted 
that it lacks the funds to do so.

HNEC Chairman Emad al-Sayeh 
said HNEC does not have the 
budget to evaluate polling 
stations across Libya, provide 
necessary materials in voting 
locations, fully register all 
Libyans or ensure security in 
unstable areas. HNEC also said 

Libya’s draft constitution and the stalled political process
that it required more than the 
prescribed 30 days to organise a 
referendum.

Sayeh said HNEC would need at 
least four months to organise 
elections and conduct the 
necessary voter education to 
ensure a nominal level of partici-
pation. HNEC cannot begin these 
steps until the HoR passes a law 
allowing the referendum to move 
forward.

It remains to be seen whether 
the meeting in France will have 
positive effects in Libya and how 
the CDA’s approval of a new draft 
constitution will affect the 
political process as it barely 
inches forward.

Haftar and his camp have little 
reason to get behind the CDA and 
the HNEC. He has garnered 
significant international legiti-
macy because of the meeting in 
France without making any real 
concessions to Sarraj or the 
UN-backed negotiation process.

Should Haftar decide he wants 
to participate in elections, he will 
likely do so outside of a constitu-
tional framework, preferring to 
emerge victorious in elections 
before putting a revised draft 
preferable to his interests to vote.

The fragmented political 
process in Libya will continue to 
limp on but it is unlikely, at least 
in the near term, to deliver any 
consensus or progress.

Elissa Miller is a non-resident 
fellow at the Atlantic Council’s 
Rafik Hariri Centre for the 
Middle East.

Elissa Miller

View point
It is unlikely, 
at least in 
the near 
term, for the 
fragmented 
Libyan 
political 
process to 
deliver any 
consensus or 
progress.

It remains to be seen whether 
the meeting in France will have 
positive effects in Libya.
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M 

oroccan King Moham-
med VI’s criticism of 
the country’s politi-
cal parties for failing 
to contain the crisis 

in the Rif region and not meeting 
Moroccans’ economic and politi-
cal aspirations led political analyst 
Mohammed Afry to say the king 
had stripped them of any remaining 
credibility.

“I wonder if the civil society asso-
ciations can play the role of political 
parties and fill the void,” Afry said 
after the July 29 speech by King Mo-
hammed VI to mark the 18th anni-
versary of his ascension the throne.

“Note that the majority of these 
political parties have not gained for 
a long time the confidence of all citi-
zens, especially after the legislative 
elections, which produced a gov-
ernment of ministers who remain 
highly controversial because of their 
failure to manage the affairs of their 
own parties and their failure in some 
of their governmental responsibili-
ties,” Afry said

King Mohammed VI slammed 
politicians and government officials 
who “vie for the spotlight to derive 
benefits from the achievements 
made, both politically and in terms 
of media exposure.”

“Vying for media exposure and 
political wins has led parties and 
politicians to forget their primary 
mission in serving the public,” he 

said. “The desire to seek the lime-
light is contrasted with a completely 
different behaviour when things go 
wrong. In this case, officials and pol-
iticians hide behind the Royal Palace 
and ascribe everything to it.

“As a result, citizens turn to the 
monarchy because politicians can-
not get things done nor respond to 
people’s demands,” the king said.

The king lashed out for the first 
time at political parties for failing to 
contain the crisis in the Al Hoceima 
region.

“The fact that political parties and 
their representatives refrain from 
performing their mission — some-
times deliberately, and sometimes 
out of a lack of credibility or patriot-
ism — has further compounded the 
situation,” King Mohammed VI said.

The restive Rif region has been a 
scene of eight months of protests 
since the gruesome death of fish-
monger Mouhcine Fikri, who was 
crushed inside a rubbish truck Oc-
tober 28, 2016, in Al Hoceima while 
apparently protesting the seizure 
and destruction of hundreds of kilo-
grams of swordfish, which are not 
allowed to be caught in autumn.

Fikri’s death sparked the emer-
gence of a grass-roots movement 
called Al-Hirak al-Shaabi — Popular 
Movement — demanding improve-
ment in social justice, jobs and 
health care.

Yahya Ahrepou, a car salesman 
from the Rif region, said it was about 
time the king reprimanded the po-
litical parties.  “Overall, I’m happy 
with the content of the speech. Al-
Hoceima citizens are now more op-
timistic. The king talked the talk but 
we want to see the government walk 
the walk,” Ahrepou said.

Afry said that after Moroccan 
King Mohammed VI’s speech, there 
would be no room for the slightest 
initiative of any political party to-
wards the Rif crisis except within a 
governmental framework.

“The speech ended the role of 
the parties towards these events, 

especially those that failed to man-
age the protests issued a statement 
in which they branded protesters as 
separatists, before the government 
calmed the situation by issuing a 
counter-statement saying that the 
protests were legitimate,” he said.

Property developer Khalid Amry 
said the king’s speech must be put 
into practice.

“The administration must wake 
up and update itself to translate the 
speech into action. That way we will 
feel that our investments are safe in 
Morocco,” he said. “Many investors 
are facing bureaucratic hurdles for 
their projects and unlawful compe-
tition, which is hampering the eco-
nomic activity in our country.”

In June, King Mohammed VI criti-
cised the government for failing to 
implement the 2015 development 
programme in the Rif region to im-
prove the region’s infrastructure.

Protesters are still taking to the 

streets, although to a much lesser 
extent, to denounce corruption and 
marginalisation despite the govern-
ment’s relaunch of the programme.

In his July 29 speech, the king crit-
icised the public sector, particularly 
the civil service, for its poor govern-
ance and weak performance.

“One of the problems which 
impede Morocco’s progress is the 
weakness of the civil service, be it 
in terms of governance, efficiency or 
the quality of the services provided 
to citizens,” he said

The king warned those in posi-
tions of power to either do their 
jobs properly or quit.

“To all those concerned I 
say: ‘Enough is enough!’ 
Fear God in what you are 
perpetrating against your 
homeland,” he said. “Either 
discharge your obligations fully 
or withdraw from public life.”

Amry said that any politician or 
civil servant must be held into ac-
count for their wrongdoings and in-
competence.

“By doing so, Morocco will gain 
the trust of both its citizens and in-
vestors,” he said.

Saad Guerraoui is a contributor 
to The Arab Weekly on Maghreb 
issues.

The Islamist Justice and Devel-
opment Party (PJD) won Morocco’s 
parliamentary elections on Oc-
tober 7. Abdelilah Benkirane was 
tasked by Moroccan King Moham-
med VI to form a coalition govern-
ment because the PJD failed to win 
an absolute majority.

The death of fishmonger Mouh-
cine Fikri October 28 in El Hocei-
ma sparked a grass-roots move-
ment calling for improved social 
justice, jobs and health care in the 
Rif region.

Morocco has been through a 
political deadlock after Benkirane 
was unable to form a government 
and the neglected Rif region has 
been embroiled in regular pro-
tests.

King Mohammed VI replaced 
Benkirane in March with Saad Ed-
dine El Othmani, who managed to 
form a majority government but 
the change did not quell unrest in 
the Rif region.

(The Arab Weekly)

Moroccan king 
blasts political 
parties for failure 
to contain crisis
Saad Guerraoui

Royal anger. Morocco’s King Mohammed VI (C) delivering a speech to mark the anniversary of his 
accession to the throne, beside his brother Prince Moulay Rachid (R) and son Hassan III in Tetouan, 
on July 29.                                            (AFP)

News & Analysis Morocco

Political analyst 
Mohammed Afry said 
the king had stripped 
the country’s 
political parties of 
any remaining 
credibility.

Protesters are still 
taking to the streets, 
although to a much 
lesser extent, to 
denounce 
corruption and 
marginalisation.

J
uly 29 was no ordinary day 
in Morocco. Millions of 
Moroccans waited 
impatiently for the king’s 
Throne Day speech. For 
nine months, the country 

had been gripped by a social and 
political crisis symbolised by 
demonstrations in the Rif region 
and they hoped the speech would 
provide a resolution.

During that time, Morocco’s 
political class engaged in territo-
rial wars and finger-pointing. The 
people had lost hope in the 
political class and expected the 
king to give the last word on the 
situation.

This was the second time the 
people of Morocco had eagerly 
anticipated the king’s speech. The 
first time was March 9, 2011, 
during the height of the “Arab 
spring.” On that day, the Moroc-
can monarch announced a major 
constitutional amendment that 
expanded the prerogative of the 
head of government and person-
ally guaranteed his commitment 
to transparent democratic 
elections.

It was the most comprehensive 
constitutional amendment since 
1962. Morocco’s new constitution 
granted greater rights and 
advantages to minorities and 
focused on human rights, eco-
nomic development, social justice 
and freedom of expression.

Constitutions, however, do not 
create the political class nor 
generate new mentalities. They 
simply create the right context for 
political, economic and cultural 
work. If the existing political class 
is incapable of absorbing the 
constitutional changes and 
responding to the higher expecta-
tions of the state, then new 
constitutional advantages are 
worth no more than the paper 
they’re written on. They would 
simply remain hollow slogans 
because the political class would 
be unable to rise to the higher 
standards set by the constitution.

King Mohammed VI understood 
that the process he started six 
years ago was not leading to the 
expected results, which explains 
the severe tone of the monarch’s 
speech on July 29. He was 
attempting to turn the country 
back on the right track.

King Mohammed VI’s speech 
marked the first time he had 
publicly and severely criticised 
the Moroccan political class. The 
monarch expressed his loss of 

faith in the political class and 
wondered aloud about the benefit 
of institutions, elections, political 
parties and governments if the 
country were to revert to square 
one.

The king’s sentiments and 
words echoed those of the 
citizens. For the average citizen, 
the political class considers 
political work not as a means to 
serve the higher interests of the 
citizen but as a quick way to get 
rich and powerful. In his speech, 
the king was definitely on the side 
of the average citizen.

The king was very critical of 
government officials who hide 
behind the royal palace when 
they fail their missions and thus 
place the royal institution in 
direct conflict with the citizens. 
He called on those officials to 
resign their posts and give the 
chance to other citizens because 
Morocco is rich with competent 
men and women. He said that not 
upholding one’s responsibilities 
was a form of betrayal.

It was obvious that King 
Mohammed VI had become very 
dissatisfied with how public 
affairs were being managed in the 
country.

Slightly deviating from tradi-
tion, the king devoted almost his 
entire speech to internal affairs. 
The Western Sahara dispute was 

King Mohammed VI launches new political contract
brought up briefly towards the 
end of his speech.

The king has been steadfast in 
backing reforms in Morocco. This 
time, however, he was unwaver-
ing and insisted on applying the 
second clause of the constitution, 
which ties public office with 
accountability. When government 
officials lose sight of accountabil-
ity, they become too complacent 
and ignore systematic deficien-
cies.

It is expected that concrete 
punitive measures will be 
considered against some govern-
ment officials, especially consid-
ering the expected conclusions of 
the investigations launched a 
month ago into the blocked 
development projects in the Rif 
region.

In his speech, the king was 
clear. “We are in a new phase 
where there is no difference in 
citizenship rights and responsi-
bilities between a state official 
and a citizen,” he said. “There will 
be no escaping from responsibil-
ity or punishment.”

The king has sealed a new 
political contract between the 
state and the citizens and 
between the political class and 
the citizens.

Driss el-Ganbouri is a Moroccan 
writer.

Driss 
el-Ganbouri

View point
The king 
understood 
that the 
process he 
started six 
years ago 
was not 
leading to 
the expected 
results.

Slightly deviating from 
tradition, the king devoted 
almost his entire speech to 
internal affairs.

The Rif crisis 
and Morocco’s 
political deadlock
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T
he lives of women in some parts of the Middle East and 
North Africa region just got better — at least in terms of 
the law.

The Tunisian parliament outlawed all forms of 
violence and abuse — physical, psychological and even 
economic discrimination — against women. It has done 
away with the so-called marry-your-rapist legal 

provision.
Jordan soon followed suit and scrapped its own law that lets rapists 

off the hook if they marry their victims. Jordanian legislators also 
amended an article of the penal code that allowed “severe anger” as a 
mitigating circumstance for men who kill female relatives in the 
name of “family honour.”

Tunisia and Jordan’s legislative steps to protect victims of rape 
allow them to join Morocco and Egypt, which previously cancelled 
similar laws.

These are signs of welcome change and may have a domino effect. 
Already, Lebanon is considering repealing the marry-your-rapist 
provision in its law.

Other battles are being waged on the legal front. In Jordan, regula-
tions were introduced to curb child marriages. However, the new 
measure is considered ambiguous and probably of limited use in a 
country where 13.5% of women wed before the age of 18, thereby 
perpetrating a cycle of poverty, illiteracy and emotional hardship. A 
young, poorly educated mother cannot serve as a strong role model 
for her daughter, especially when, as in Jordan, most early marriages 
end in divorce, physical abuse or even murder.

In Tunisia, too, legal measures don’t fully address the challenges. 
Its sweeping legislation to protect women from violence may require 
political will to allocate additional funding for shelters and other 
institutions that would provide refuge.

In May, a survey of Egypt, Lebanon, Morocco and the Palestinian 
territories by the United Nations and advocacy group Promundo 
reflected the extent of the problem. Between 10% and 45% of men 
who were ever married admitted to having beaten their wives. 
Between 31% and 64% confided to having harassed women in the 
street.

There is much still to do, of course. There is a huge case to be made 
against gender discrimination in the workplace. Almost half of young 
Arab women looking for jobs are unable to find them, a shocking 
statistic compared to the global average of 16%.

The fight for the rights of women must be waged by society as a 
whole because the resistance to reform often stems from an undis-
cerning perception of tradition and faith.

There is no reason, however, for tradition or faith to be used to 
legitimise gender bias. Even in a deeply conservative society such as 
Saudi Arabia, the cabinet just appointed three women to the newly 
formed Family Affairs Council. This comes at a time when the private 
sector has seen a significant jump in female employment — 130% in 
the last four years, the Saudi Ministry of Labour said.

Women in the Arab world still have a long way to go but there is 
reason for cautious optimism.

Positive steps towards 
protecting the rights of 
women in the Arab world

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Language discrimination,  
another blow at Jewish-
Arab equality in Israel

T
he Israeli Ministerial 
Committee on 
Legislation recently 
approved a draft bill 
that would end 
Arabic’s status as an 

official language of the country, 
despite an Arabic-speaking 
population that includes 20% of 
the state’s citizens.

This would have significant 
practical and moral implica-
tions for Israel’s Palestinian Arab 
citizens and Palestinians in Je-
rusalem who are not citizens but 
whom Israel labels “residents.”

It would be a further blow to 
their fight for equality and to 
remain in their homeland regard-
less of what state exists on it. It 
will add to their insecurity as 
citizens who may be transferred 
to a future Palestinian state 
either politically or physically or 
stripped of their citizenship to 
fulfil extremist Israeli politicians’ 
desire to make the country a 
purely Jewish state.

Arabic is used when certain 
services are provided and when 
Palestinians are required to com-
plete official forms applying for 
official documents or services.

Israel has been replacing Arabic 
road names, particularly in East 
Jerusalem, with the Hebrew 
names that appear on signs in 
both Hebrew and Arabic, includ-
ing “Al Quds” being listed as 
“Yerushalayim” in Arabic.

This, Israel hopes, will be im-
planted in the minds of Palestin-
ians and visitors who will become 
accustomed to the Hebrew names 
rendering the Arabic version as 
part of some distant history.

It is worth remembering that Is-
raeli Arabs are a minority only be-
cause of the expulsion of 700,000 
Palestinians from the area when 
Israel was created in 1948. The 
discrimination and insecurity felt 
by Palestinian citizens of Israel is 
palpable.

The Centre for Arab Minor-
ity Rights in Israel (Adalah) said 
Israel has enacted more than 50 
laws that discriminate against 
Palestinian citizens of the state. 
They include a “citizenship law” 
that bars Palestinian citizens 
from marrying Palestinians from 
the occupied Palestinian terri-
tories and taking them to live in 
Israel.

Israeli society itself discrimi-
nates against them through 
“admissions committees,” which 
Jewish communities can use to 

bar Palestinian citizens from liv-
ing among them.

As for Bedouin citizens of Israel, 
the situation is dire. Israel has 
not recognised 45 villages they 
inhabit, depriving the areas of es-
sential services. It has embarked 
on a plan to transfer them to a 
smaller number of locations and, 
in some cases, to build settle-
ments for Jews only on sites they 
inhabited.

Even the Muslim call for prayer 
has been under attack and the 
government moved to silence its 
projection outside mosques be-
cause it “disturbs” illegal settlers 
who moved into predominantly 
Muslim areas.

Contrast this with Canada 
where French is the mother 
tongue of 22% of the population 
but when Canadian Prime Minis-
ter Justin Trudeau addresses news 
conferences abroad, he repeats his 
remarks in French, recognising 
the minority speaking part of his 
fellow Canadians.

Israel, on the other hand, is 
moving ahead with a “nation-state 
bill” that gives primacy to Jewish 
citizens. Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu claims that 
“there is no contradiction at all 
between this bill and equal rights 
for all citizens of Israel.”

Any rational and fair-minded 
observer would reject that as-
sertion and see this bill and the 
stripping of Arabic of its status 
as an official language as further 
proof, if any was needed, of Israeli 
policies that discriminate against 
a sizeable minority of its citizens 
and one that erodes visible signs 
of the historic Palestine’s Arab 
heritage.

A famous Arab song says: “The 
land speaks Arabic,” which people 
in historic Palestine still do but 
Israel wants them to only speak 
Hebrew. Rather than enrich Israel, 
it would be the poorer for the ac-
tions of an extremist exclusionary 
government.

Kamel Hawwash is a Britain-based 
Palestinian university professor 
and writer.
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Search for justice in Iraq may not be totally futile

Opinion

R
ealism, rather than 
cynicism, is the most 
appropriate response 
to the British High 
Court ruling that 
former British Prime 

Minister Tony Blair should not 
face prosecution for his role in the 
2003 Iraq war.

First, there is no crime of aggres-
sion in English law under which 
the former prime minister could 
be charged. The British parliament 
could add such legislation to the 
statute books but has demonstrat-
ed no inclination to do so.

Second, Iraq has neither signed 
nor ratified the Rome Statute, 
which created the International 
Criminal Court, so the ICC does 
not have automatic jurisdiction for 
crimes committed on Iraqi terri-
tory.

Third, there is the question of 
international appetite for a trial. To 
prosecute Blair would mean former 
US President George W. Bush must 
also be tried, for it was he who led 
the main perpetrator, the United 
States, into the war.

So, too, Jose Maria Aznar, Spain’s 
former prime minister, a promi-
nent backer of Bush’s war. Spain 
was elected to a non-permanent 
seat on the UN Security Council 
two months before the March 2003 

invasion and, together with the 
United States and Britain, pro-
posed a draft resolution to secure 
international endorsement for war.

Given the above, it is realistic to 
accept there is no chance of Bush, 
Blair or Aznar being tried on any 
of the counts set out in the 1945 
Nuremberg war trial indictment, 
which arguably established an 
international standard for crimes 
against peace. Nuremberg brought 
Nazi high officials to justice in 
a courtroom and in the court of 
world opinion, using the legal 
traditions and practices of four 
countries. The Nuremberg indict-
ment counts relevant to Iraq are 
as follows: War crimes, crimes 
against peace and conspiracy (“to 
embrace the commission of crimes 
against peace”).

After the second world war, 
there was a yearning to secure 
justice for the systematic, state-
sponsored killing of some 6 million 
European Jews along with mil-
lions of non-Jews. A similar sort of 
yearning — for justice, rather than 
revenge — repeatedly comes up in 
relation to the Iraq invasion. The 
lawyer for Abdul-Wahid al-Rabbat, 
the former Iraqi general who tried 
to bring a private war crimes 
prosecution against Blair, laid out 
the case the former prime minister 

should answer. He painted a tragic 
picture: Hundreds of thousands 
dead, more than 4 million dis-
placed and a decimated country 
left in a state of chronic instability.

Faced with this reality, cynicism 
flourishes. Lina Khatib, head of 
the Middle East and North Africa 
Programme at the Chatham House 
think-tank, captured the depths of 
hopelessness in the region. “The 
Arab world long gave up on any 
repercussions for any US and UK 
leader on Iraq,” she said. Chris 
Doyle, director of the Council for 
Arab-British Understanding, said 
the British High Court ruling “re-
inforces the view that exists in the 
Middle East that Western leaders, 
be they from the [United Kingdom 
or United States], are never held to 
account.”

It is true that in the 14 years 
since the ICC was established, it 
has only brought charges against 
Africans. This has led to allega-
tions the court is unduly, even un-
justly, focused on citizens of poor 
and relatively powerless countries.

A new reality could be fashioned, 
however. One way for the ICC to be 
more effective and acquire a bigger 
footprint is for countries that seek 
justice to sign up to the court. ICC 
prosecutors can only begin an 
investigation if a case is referred 

either by the UN Security Council 
or by a ratifying state.

Iraq is not a ratifying state. When 
Saddam Hussein was in charge, 
Iraq was one of seven countries 
that voted against the establish-
ment of the court. It was in fine, if 
unsurprising, company. The others 
were Libya, Israel, Qatar, Yemen, 
the United States and China.

The Palestinian territories did 
become party to the Rome Stat-
ute of the ICC, with the result 
that the court is investigating the 
2014 Gaza conflict for alleged war 
crimes by the Israeli military.

Afghanistan also ratified the 
statute, which is why the ICC is 
investigating suspected crimes 
against humanity and war crimes 
on Afghan soil by foreign forces. 
If that inquiry gathered steam, it 
would be the first international tri-
bunal to investigate US nationals.

Realistically speaking, that 
would not result in arrests of US 
officials because their country has 
not ratified the statute but it would 
be a reason to be less cynical about 
the way the wheels of justice turn.

Rashmee Roshan Lall is a 
columnist for The Arab Weekly. 
Her blog can be found at
www.rashmee.com and she is on
Twitter: @rashmeerl.
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Rashmee Roshan Lall

Moscow and Egypt’s changed calculus

E
gypt and Russia are 
good examples when it 
comes to changing 
policies in reaction to 
context. Both coun-
tries are aspiring to 

recover influence in the military 
conflicts and political deals in the 
region and preserve their strate-
gic interests.

Russia and Egypt have followed 
different orientations and ap-
proaches and instruments depend-
ing on the case being dealt with 
and the degree of priority assigned 
to the case.

Russia adopted a gradual ap-
proach depending on the internal 
and external challenges it was 
facing. It took advantage of the 
opportunities it found to reaffirm 
its role as a major international 
power. The Ukrainian crisis and 
the civil war in Syria were the first 
contexts for the rise of Russia as 
an influential power in the region. 
Russia, of course, took advantage 
of the apparent atrophy in the US 
foreign policy in the region during 
US President Barack Obama’s term 
in office.

In Egypt, the change of regime 
after the protests of 2013 and the 
subsequent success in revitalising 
relations with countries in the Mid-
dle East and in the West gave Cairo 
the impetus to strive to recover 
its regional influence. Cairo is dis-
cretely involving itself in some of 
the hot issues in the region while 
being very careful not to directly 
antagonise the existing powers 
— except for Qatar and terrorist 
organisations.

Given the similarities in foreign 
policy goals between Russia and 
Egypt, the two countries have 
adopted similar stances with 
respect to security and political 
issues and have strengthened 
their bilateral cooperation. While 
Moscow wishes to win over Egypt 
totally to its camp, Cairo is not 
willing to lose its good relations 
with the United States.

The hesitation shown by Egypt 
led Moscow to bide its time in deal-
ing with Cairo. Russian-Egyptian 
relations were seriously shaken 
when a Russian passenger plane 
crashed in Sinai in October 2015, 
killing all 240 Russian citizens on 
board. Moscow halted flights and 
tourism with Egypt and thus ful-
filled the objective of those — the 
Islamic State (ISIS) claimed to plant 
a bomb on the plane — behind the 
crash.

Russia did not hesitate to use 
the incident to pressure Cairo. On 

the surface, Moscow dealt with 
the incident in a highly profes-
sional manner. In reality, Moscow 
jumped on the opportunity to 
make sure Egypt would side with it 
on some regional issues. It refused 
to resume Russian flights to Egypt 
and dragged its feet in the nuclear 
power plant project on the Medi-
terranean coast. It also showed no 
enthusiasm to sell Egypt weapons 
or import Egyptian crops.

Russia seemed unwilling to get 
over the Egyptian change of heart 
of the 1970s. During the 1950s 
and 1960s, Russia was Egypt’s top 
strategic partner. In 1972, however, 
Egyptian President Anwar Sadat 
decided unilaterally to expel Rus-
sian military experts in Egypt. By 
so doing, he dealt a major blow to 
Russian-Egyptian relations and 
many Russian politicians do not 
seem to have gotten over it. Egypt 
had definitively switched to the 
American camp.

In the past few years, Moscow 
has seen a second opportunity to 
win Egypt back to its side. Cairo, 
however, seemed hesitant and its 
relations with Moscow seemed 
contingent on the degree of ten-
sion in Cairo’s relations with the 
United States. Realising this, Rus-
sia seemed to keep a distance in 

its relations with Egypt and thus 
denied it the excuse through which 
it would sneak into Washington’s 
heart.

It seems that the Russian leader-
ship needs to realise that Egypt’s 
strategic interests have changed. 
Egypt’s foreign relations previ-
ously obeyed the simple logic of 
choosing one’s camp. Even the so-
called non-alignment movement of 
the 1950s, of which Egypt was one 
of the founders, was in many ways 
and issues aligned.

Today, however, international 
issues and crises have become so 
complex that a country like Egypt 
can no longer afford the luxury 
and comfort of making simple and 
clear-cut decisions. Egypt is quite 
close to Russia and not far away 
from Washington.

Egypt enjoys a good degree 
of internal stability and a clear 
improvement in relations with 
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab 
Emirates. This gives it a larger 
comfort zone to move on a regional 
level and go beyond the immedi-
ate horizon of its national security 
requirements. Cairo is beginning 
to be strongly involved in the 
Libyan situation and has plans to 
be involved in Iraq and Syria.

Russia knows that Egypt can be 

an influential partner in the Syr-
ian file. Egypt has kept relations 
with the Bashar Assad regime and 
at the same time maintains close 
relations with influential parties in 
the Syrian opposition. It is allied 
with Saudi Arabia and the UAE, has 
access to Washington and is not in 
conflict with Iran.

For those reasons, Moscow might 
want to befriend Cairo again and 
hint at a resumption of its flights to 
Egypt. Of course, Cairo will have 
to be willing to side with Russia in 
the Syrian file.

The recent visit to Cairo by a 
Russian delegation and the latter’s 
words of praise about the security 
measures at Cairo International 
Airport can be seen as a step in the 
direction of the scenario outlined 
above. This is further strengthened 
by Russia providing necessary 
cover for Egypt’s mediation in the 
recent ceasefire at Eastern Ghouta 
in Syria. Perhaps this came about 
because Moscow believes that 
Egypt can play an important role 
in realising Russian objectives in 
Syria and stop Iranian influence 
there without antagonising various 
parties in the crisis.

Mohamad Abou el-Fadel is an 
Egyptian writer.

Russia knows 
that Egypt 
can be an 
influential 
partner in 
the Syrian 
file. 

Mohamad Abou el-Fadel

Different approaches. Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov (L) meets with his Egyptian 
counterpart Sameh Shoukry at Tahrir Palace in Cairo, last May.                                                                      (AP)
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Cairo

T 

he threat from unrest in 
neighbouring Libya, the 
planned construction of 
a nuclear power plant and 
huge off-shore natural gas 

reserves are behind Egypt’s mas-
sive military build-up in the west-
ern desert, experts said.

“There is a persistent desire from 
those pulling the strings in Libya 
to move the violence to the bor-
der with Egypt,” said Sameh Abu 
Hashima, a retired Egyptian Army 
general and an adviser at Nasser 
Military Academy. “This makes it 
necessary for us to move our troops 
close to the border with the restive 
neighbouring country.”

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi opened a major base in El-
Hamam in the western desert on 
July 22. The Mohamed Naguib Mili-
tary Base, named after Egypt’s first 
president, has been billed as the 
largest such facility in Africa and 
the Middle East.

The base, which took two years to 
build, can accommodate more than 
20,000 troops and includes 1,155 
“vital facilities”along with 72km of 
roads.

Although eastern Libya has fallen 
more firmly under the control of 
Libyan Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar 
— an Egyptian ally — and his Libyan 
National Army, Cairo is concerned 
about arms smuggling and infiltra-
tion from Libya.

There have been daily attempts 
by smugglers and Islamist militants 
to cross into Egypt. Cairo said the 
new base would be an important 
part of its border strategy.

“Libya is a real threat to Egypt’s 
national security, especially with 
militant groups affiliated to al-Qae-
da and ISIS controlling some parts 
of the country,” Abu Hashima said. 
“This is why the presence of a mili-
tary base that large near the border 
with Libya is a prerequisite for pro-

tecting Egypt.”
The scale of the Mohamed Na-

guib facility, along with the military 
equipment that Egypt can bring to 
bear from there, was clear from the 
parade that signalled the official 
opening of the base. Hundreds of 
tanks, advanced multifunction Ra-
fale fighter jets, Apache helicopters, 
Chinook helicopters and armoured 
vehicles passed before Sisi and Arab 
dignitaries, including United Arab 
Emirates Crown Prince Sheikh Mo-
hammed bin Zayed al-Nahyan, who 
is also deputy supreme commander 
of the UAE armed services, to mark 
the occasion.

Situated about 60km west of the 
Alexandria and less than 100km 
from the Mediterranean, the Mo-
hamed Naguib base is on a site of 
immense strategic value in western 
Egypt. This is just kilometres from 
the site of a nuclear power plant to 
be built at al-Dabaa, a coastal city in 

Matrouh province. It will have four 
reactors, the first of which is to be-
come operational in 2022.

The initial deal for the power 
plant was agreed between Mos-
cow and Cairo in 2015, with Russia 
agreeing to give Egypt a $25 billion 
loan to build the plant. When fully 
operational, the four reactors are 
expected to generate 4,800 mega-
watts of power every year, a little 
less than 20% of Egypt’s annual 
electrical power production.

“The plant is necessary to satisfy 
the electricity needs of the popula-
tion, expected to be 117 million in 
2030, from 93.3 million now,” said 
Ibrahim al-Asiri, a nuclear energy 
expert.

“The lack of sufficient protection 
for the plant could be devastating 
to tens of millions of people,” he 
said.

A military base in the western de-
sert and near the Mediterranean is 

also of paramount importance for 
Egypt to protect its massive natural 
gas discoveries. In August 2015, an 
Italian company exploring off the 
coastal city of Damietta found what 
has been described as the southern 
Mediterranean’s largest natural gas 
field.

The Zohr field has confirmed re-
serves of 850 billion cubic metres 
of gas, almost doubling Egypt’s 
overall reserves. Production from 
the field is expected to go online by 
the end of this year and reach full 
capacity by the end of 2018, when it 
is expected to produce 76.5 million 

cubic metres of gas per day.
Egypt’s off-shore gas reserves 

lack adequate security because 
there are no maritime border de-
marcation agreements with Turkey 
or Israel. Egypt agreed to maritime 
demarcation deals with Greece and 
Cyprus in late 2015. The lack of sim-
ilar agreements with Tel Aviv and 
Ankara is a concern in Cairo, with 
many viewing the military base to 
oversee Egyptian claims as para-
mount.

“This is particularly so after the 
discovery of Zohr and in light of 
forecasts about the presence of 
huge gas reserves in the area,” said 
Ibrahim Zahran, a former petro-
leum executive. “These reserves 
open the door wide for tension, 
which means that a strong military 
presence is needed.”

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

Egypt opens new military base with many objectives in mind
Amr Emam

Many concerns. Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi (C) rides a vehicle with Arab leaders at the opening of the Mohamed Naguib 
military base in Marsa Matrouh, on July 22.                  (Reuters)
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Cairo

E 

gypt is trying to save 
hundreds of millions of 
dollars a year on wheat 
imports by encouraging 
citizens to reduce con-

sumption of bread.
Egypt’s Ministry of Supply and 

Internal Trade is offering the 81 
million Egyptians registered with 
the national food rationing system 
incentives to eat less bread. The 
popular government subsidised 
flatbread is a mainstay of the Egyp-
tian diet, eaten with practically 
every meal.

“If everyone within the system 
reduces bread consumption by one 
loaf every day, we will end up sav-
ing 81 million loaves per day and 
2.4 billion loaves per month,” Sup-
ply Ministry spokesman Mohamed 
Suwaid said. “This will translate 
into hundreds of millions of dollars 
in saved expenditure every year.”

Egypt is the world’s largest wheat 

importer due to the dependence on 
bread. It has imported 12 million 
tonnes of wheat this year, the UN 
Food and Agriculture Organisation 
(FAO) said. Wheat imports for 2016-
17 are more than 1.3 million tonnes 
higher than the previous five years’ 
annual average, the FAO said. Egypt 
consumes 20 million tonnes of 
wheat every year, with that figure 
expected to increase

The Egyptian government speci-
fied $2.7 billion for wheat imports 
in the 2016-17 budget in addition to 
$2.5 billion to provide subsidised 
bread for Egyptians registered as 
part of the food ration programme. 
Each participant in the plan has the 
right to five loaves of bread every 
day, with ration card holders paying 
10% of the full-price and the gov-
ernment subsidising the remaining 
90%.

This bread subsidy policy has 
been in place for decades but is 
proving devastating to the national 
budget, the government said. Bread 
subsidies represent more than 60% 
of all food subsidies.

Attempts to change the system 
have been met with massive re-
sistance. The 1977 “bread riots” in 
Egypt, which forced former Presi-
dent Anwar Sadat to reinstitute 
subsidies after nationwide protests, 
represent a defining point in Egyp-
tian history and cemented the idea 
of subsidised bread as an inalien-
able right.

Egypt’s Supply Ministry an-

nounced it was implementing a 
new system to subsidise bread by 
the loaf, rather than flour and flour 
mills. However, the policy would 
not change the price of bread at 
5 piastres (about 1.5 US cents) at 
public bakeries or alter how much 
subsidised bread those with ration 
cards could purchase.

The government has sought to 
cut back on bread subsidies by of-
fering citizens free groceries. The 
policy, Suweid said, would signifi-
cantly help Egypt reduce wheat im-
ports, saving hundreds of millions 

of dollars every year, and stimulat-
ing the local economy given that 
most fruit and vegetables are pro-
duced locally.

Many Egyptians are suspicious 
about the move, however.

“This needs a radical change 
of dietary habits,” said Abdullah 
Ghorab, head of Egypt’s Bakeries’ 
Association, which represents more 
than 25,000 privately run bakeries. 
“Bread is probably the most indis-
pensable item on the table of al-
most all Egyptians.”

Protests broke out a few months 

ago in several provinces when the 
Supply Ministry was rumoured 
to be planning a reduction in the 
number of loaves per day that the 
rationing system could accommo-
date. Most of those making deci-
sions in Egypt today were in their 
30s or younger when violent riots 
erupted in 1977 because President 
Anwar Sadat raised the price of 
bread 50%.

Addressing the issue of bread 
subsidies at a briefing on July 29, 
Supply Minister Ali Moselhi cau-
tiously hinted at Cairo’s desire to 
reduce bread consumption.

Moselhi said that one-third of 
subscribers in the national food ra-
tioning system were under 10 years 
old and another third of those sub-
scribers were over 50. “Each one in 
these two categories cannot eat five 
loaves of bread every day,” he said.

Despite the obvious problems in 
the system, few Egyptians seem 
inclined to accept change to bread 
subsidies.

“Some people are so poor that 
they cannot buy anything other 
than the bread to eat and these are 
in the millions,” said Mahmoud 
el-Askalany, a consumer rights ad-
vocate. “A decision to reduce the 
number of bread loaves for those 
in the food rationing system is very 
risky because it will open the door 
for massive violence.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter in Cairo.

Egypt’s bid to reduce wheat imports hampered by bread obsession
Ahmed Megahid

Essential commodity. People buy bread at a bakery in Cairo. 
(Reuters)

One-third of 
subscribers in the 
national food rationing 
system are under 10 
years old and another 
third of subscribers are 
over 50.
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London

C 

hina has been consolidat-
ing its economic, military 
and political foothold in 
Africa just as the United 
States delayed a decision 

on whether to permanently lift eco-
nomic sanctions on Sudan.

China’s first permanent overseas 
military deployment in almost six 
decades has set sail for Djibouti, 
marking the first time a long-term 
garrison of the People’s Liberation 
Army was established beyond Chi-
na’s borders since its withdrawal 
from North Korea in 1958.

This follows the Chinese Navy’s 
anti-piracy patrols in the Gulf of 
Aden in 2012 and China’s foreign 
deployment of combat troops in 

2015 as part of a UN peacekeeping 
mission to South Sudan. Analysts 
said Beijing is using the South Su-
dan mission as a testing ground as 
it stretches its formal policy of non-
intervention in the affairs of other 
countries.

The Trump administration de-
layed a decision for at least three 
months on whether to permanently 
revoke sanctions on Khartoum, 
disappointing many Sudanese who 
hoped for greater leeway in doing 
business with the West.

Further complicating the picture 
is the Qatar crisis, with reports sug-
gesting that Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, 
United Arab Emirates and Egypt 
asked Washington to delay the lift-
ing of sanctions on Sudan to pres-
sure Khartoum to sever relations 
with Doha. The four countries ac-
cuse Qatar of supporting Islamist 
terrorist groups and Iran.

Sudanese Foreign Minister Ibra-
him Ghandour dismissed the re-
ports, saying Khartoum backed Ku-
wait’s attempt to mediate a solution 
to the Qatar crisis.

Beijing has abstained from tak-
ing sides in the Qatar dispute. Saudi 
Arabia is China’s top trade partner 
in the Middle East and the UAE is 
the largest market in the region for 
Chinese goods.

The absence of US businesses 
in Sudan allows China a dominant 
position. Sudan was the first coun-
try to recognise China in 1959 and 
Beijing is the biggest investor there 
while expanding its footprint across 
Africa. Sudan signed an oil develop-
ment deal with China in 1995, soon 
after US sanctions were imposed 
because of Khartoum’s previous ties 
with terrorists such as Osama bin 
Laden. China controls an estimated 
75% of Sudan’s oil industry.

It has not been clear sailing for 
Beijing, which has failed to see the 
return on large loans it provided to 
Sudan.

“What is important to note about 
Chinese loans to Sudan is that they 
were contracted during the decade 
of the oil boom of 1999-2011, when 
Sudan earned an estimated $60 

billion to $70 billion while at the 
same time borrowing billions from 
China,” said Suliman Baldo, a senior 
adviser at the Enough Project, a US-
based human rights group.

“It’s important to know also that 
many of the projects for which the 
loans were contracted didn’t mate-
rialise. Sudan has reportedly fallen 
behind in repayment of instalments 
that came for payment, causing Chi-
na to suspend new loans. The main 
reason for these anomalies is grand 
corruption and mismanagement of 
development projects.”

The independence of South Su-
dan in 2011 forced Beijing to recali-
brate its policy, given much of the 
region’s oil was in the world’s new-
est country, which was soon mired 
in civil conflict.

“Sudan was the Chinese oil in-
dustry’s first overseas success and 
retains symbolic importance. It was 
there that China’s oil corporation 
and its subsidiaries cut their teeth 
on international operations, proved 
their mettle and gained operational 
experience,” said a report titled 
“China’s Foreign Policy Experiment 
in South Sudan” by the Internation-
al Crisis Group.

“When South Sudan’s civil war 
broke out in late 2013, Chinese ad-
vocates of a more flexible interpre-
tation of the non-intervention pol-
icy saw an opportunity to try new 
approaches to protect their nation’s 
interests,” the report said.

Luke Patey, senior researcher at 
the Danish Institute for Interna-
tional Studies, said Beijing’s policy 
of dealing only with Khartoum 
backfired. “Oil revenues in Sudan 
reinforced longstanding practices 
of economic mismanagement, po-
litical patronage, militarisation and 

corruption of the Sudanese elite 
in Khartoum and oil companies 
became the targets for disenfran-
chised groups,” he argues in a forth-
coming article, the Financial Times 
reported.

Beijing’s base in Djibouti, which 
opened the same week that China’s 
first aircraft carrier, the Liaoning, 
made its first port of call outside of 
mainland China with a voyage to 
Hong Kong, has important regional 
implications, not least the scope for 
future conflict.

Djibouti already hosts US and 
French military forces and Saudi 
Arabia is to open a base there. The 

UAE has a base in Eritrea and is 
planning another in Somaliland.

“All these parties within a stretch 
of coast a few hundred kilometres 
long… don’t need to rub up against 
each other at the moment but 
you could easily see a situation in 
which these parties get a lot more 
antagonistic towards each other,” 
Edward Paice, director of the Africa 
Research Institute, told the Cipher 
Brief, an online security news site.

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

Chinese maintain influence in Sudan as US delays lifting of sanctions

Sharmila Devi

A testing ground. A South Sudanese soldier stands next to the 
infrastructure of an oil field processing facility in Unity State.    (AFP)
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The absence of US 
businesses in 
Sudan allows 
China a dominant 
position. 

U
nlike conflicts in the 
Middle East and 
parts of Africa that 
grab the spotlight 
and make front-
page news in the 

world’s leading media outlets, 
the armed conflicts that have 
plagued Sudan since its inde-
pendence have a hard time 
getting the world’s attention.

Sudan, a predominately Arab 
country in northern Africa, is one 
of the poorest places in the world. 
Its infrastructure and public 
services leave much to be desired 
and the country ranks among the 
world’s lowest in key domains 
such as human rights, economy 
and education.

While the conflict in Sudan is 
very real and murderous, it at 
times appears to belong more in 
an Evelyn Waugh novel.

After gaining its independence 
from Great Britain and Egypt in 
1956, Sudan had decades of civil 
conflict, with the people voting 
to allow the south to secede in 
2011. This split Sudan, then 
Africa’s largest country, into two 
sovereign states: Sudan and 
South Sudan. Three times the 
size of France, Sudan claims to 
have a road network of some 
17,000km but only 200km are 
paved.

The referendum in January 
2011 indicated overwhelming 
support for the south’s independ-
ence. South Sudan officially 
gained independence on July 9, 
2011. Sudan and South Sudan 
have yet to fully implement 
security and economic agree-
ments signed in September 2012 
to normalise relations. The final 
disposition of the contested 
Abyei region has also yet to be 
decided.

The underlying causes of 
Sudan’s multiple wars are many. 
There is the religious war 
between the Christian south and 
the Muslim north. The north is 
mostly Arab and Muslim, 
whereas the south is Christian 
and Animist. Despite having 
some of Africa’s largest oil 
reserves, South Sudan is poorer 
than Sudan. Second, there are 
wars between various tribes and 
militias, such as the Janjaweed, 
which operates in western Sudan 
and eastern Chad.

Following South Sudan’s 
independence, fighting broke out 
between the government forces 
and the Sudan People’s Libera-
tion Movement-North, which is 
active in Southern Kordofan and 
the Blue Nile (together known as 
the Two Areas). The clashes 
resulted in the death of tens of 
thousands of people and created 
a refugee crisis, displacing nearly 
1.1 million people.

In 2003, Janjaweed went on a 
killing spree in the western 
Sudanese region of Darfur, 
displacing nearly 2 million people 
and claiming thousands of more 
lives. While fighting between 

government and opposition 
forces has largely subsided in 
both regions, civilians are 
threatened by low-level violence, 
including inter-tribal conflicts 
and crime, which is largely a 
result of the weak rule of law.

For all intents and purposes, 
Sudan is a failed state incapable 
of providing security for its 
citizens. Efforts to quell the 
violence by the United Nations 
and the African Union have not 
succeeded. Peacekeeping forces 
from the United Nations and the 
African Union have been dis-
patched to Darfur.

Already weighed down by 
massive social and economic 
problems, including the provi-
sion of housing for millions of 
refugees from its own country, 
Sudan is further troubled by an 
influx of refugees from neigh-
bouring countries, primarily 
Ethiopia, Eritrea, Chad, Central 
African Republic and South 
Sudan. Armed conflict, poor 
transportation and the inability 
of the central government to offer 
any tangible solutions to the 
country’s problems have contrib-
uted to Sudan’s dire condition.

In the past, Khartoum was 
accused of aiding and abetting 
terrorism. Former al-Qaeda 
leader Osama bin Laden sought 
refuge in Sudan until, under 
international pressure, he fled to 
Afghanistan.

While bin Laden may have been 
forced out of the country, a state 
of anarchy persists in Sudan, 
making it an ideal haven for 
terrorists.

The US Department of State has 

Sudan: The Arab world’s and Africa’s forgotten conflict
warned US citizens not to travel to 
Sudan:

 “US citizens should avoid all 
travel to the Darfur region, Blue 
Nile and Southern Kordofan 
states and consider carefully 
before planning travel to other 
areas of Sudan due to the risks of 
terrorism, armed conflict and 
violent crime,” reads the agency’s 
travel warning.

“The US embassy’s ability to 
provide services outside of 
Khartoum is extremely limited. 
Terrorist groups are active in 
Sudan and have stated their 
intent to harm Westerners and 
Western interests through suicide 
operations, bombings, shootings 
and kidnappings. Violent crime 
targeting Westerners, including 
kidnappings, armed robberies, 
home invasions and carjackings 
occur everywhere in Sudan but 
are particularly prevalent in the 
Darfur region.”

“Despite numerous ceasefires 
declared by the government of 
Sudan and opposition forces, 
tensions in the Darfur region…  
remain high and violence contin-
ues. In addition to risking injury 
or death, US citizens who go to 
these areas without the permis-
sion of the Sudanese government 
may be detained by security 
forces,” the travel warning stated.

These embassy warnings may 
well be the only media coverage 
that the tragic story in Sudan 
receives. There is no end in sight 
for the country, its conflicts and 
its many problems.

Claude Salhani is a regular 
columnist for The Arab Weekly.

Claude Salhani

View point
While bin 
Laden may 
have been 
forced out of 
the country, 
a state of 
anarchy 
persists 
in Sudan, 
making it 
an ideal 
haven for 
terrorists.

Already weighed down by 
massive social and economic 
problems, Sudan is further 
troubled by an influx of refugees 
from neighbouring countries.

China’s Djibouti base
 ► The base will be used for 
military exercises, main-
taining seaway security 
and evacuating overseas 
Chinese in emergencies, 
Xinhua reported, as well 
as humanitarian aid and 
peacekeeping in Africa and 
western Asia.
► More than 10,000 Chi-
nese companies are be-
lieved to be operating 
across Africa.
► In April 2015, the Chi-
nese Navy evacuated more 
than 500 nationals from 
Yemen. It also helped more 
than 200 others, includ-
ing people from Europe, 
Pakistan and Singapore, 
escape to safety. That same 
year it deployed troops on 
a peacekeeping mission in 
South Sudan where two 
Chinese peacekeepers were 
killed last year.
(The Arab Weekly)



10 August 6, 2017

Beirut

T 

urning off Lebanon’s 
coastal road near Saida 
and heading inland, the 
air falls still. Beyond the 
long, curving roads, past 

the small, nondescript town of 
Nabatieh, lie the sprawling olive 
groves and the arid hills of southern 
Lebanon.

The scene is beautiful. However, 
scars of war remain.

It is 11 years since the July War be-
tween Israel and Hezbollah, the po-
litical party and Iranian-sponsored 
militia. During 34 days of fighting, 
1,100 Lebanese and 150 Israelis 
were killed. Damage to Lebanon’s 
agriculture, fishing and forestry 
has been estimated at $280 million 
by the UN Food and Agriculture Or-
ganisation. Unexploded ordnance 
continues to maim and kill.

The village of Khiam, between 
Nabatieh and the Israeli border, is a 
microcosm of the destruction. Until 
2000, the South Lebanon Army, an 
Israeli proxy militia, used a former 
French Army barracks on the out-
skirts of the village as a detention 
and torture centre. Human Rights 
Watch said Israeli involvement was 
explicit.

Hasib Abdulhamid, 47, was im-
prisoned for three-and-a-half years 
at Khiam until 1991, often forced 
to go months without sunlight or 
washing. “The torture was physical 
and mental. We didn’t know what 
was going on in the outside world. 
Family visits were banned,” he said 
in a telephone interview.

He moved to Beirut after his re-
lease but has returned to the south. 
He said Israel destroyed Khiam to 
obliterate evidence of its actions. 
“This was proof of what they did 
and they wanted to destroy it but 
we will not forget it,” Abdulhamid 
said.

In the summer of 2006, Israeli 
planes destroyed the village and the 
detention centre, which had come 
to serve as a memorial. The site is 
firmly in Hezbollah territory. Visi-
tors are greeted by a large poster of 
Hezbollah Secretary-General Has-
san Nasrallah and the group’s yel-
low flags fly above the ruined build-
ings. Khiam has been rebuilt. The 

detention centre has not.
Israel’s strategy in the 2006 war 

differed from previous conflicts, 
during which its targeting of vil-
lages and infrastructure backfired 
and drove Lebanese citizens into 
Hezbollah’s arms. In 2006, “Israel 
wasn’t trying to make civilians suf-
fer any more but its strategy was 
still highly destructive in targeted 
areas, with similar social and eco-
nomic effects as the previous op-
erations, but on a larger scale,” said 
David Daoud, research analyst on 
Hezbollah and Lebanon at United 
Against Nuclear Iran, a US-based 
non-profit advocacy group.

Approximately 4 million cluster 
munitions were dropped during the 
last days of the 2006 war, the Leba-
non Mine Action Centre said. An 
estimated 1 million did not explode. 
About half that number have been 
cleared but the other 500,000 re-
main and continue to claim civilian 
lives and leave farm land unusable.

The shelling was not one-sided. 

Hezbollah’s rocket barrages dam-
aged northern Israel. Attacks with 
Katyusha rockets prompted civil-
ians to flee south and the ensuing 
fires burned more than 3,600 hec-
tares of Israeli land.

In Lebanon, as people fled the 
Israeli strikes, hundreds of thou-
sands of Shia Hezbollah and Amal 
Movement supporters flooded areas 
traditionally dominated by Sunni 
political parties, raising sectarian 
tensions and leading to widespread 
economic hardship.

“Saida became a UN sanctuary for 
refugees,” said Firas, a bank worker 
from the city who volunteered with 
relief efforts. “Tensions were high, 
especially because Saida was spared 

from bombardment while neigh-
bouring villages were all hit.”

Eleven years after the ceasefire, 
Hezbollah’s support in southern 
Lebanon remains firm, in part be-
cause it portrays itself as a defence 
against Israel rather than as a bel-
ligerent in a bilateral conflict. Many 
in the south welcomed the speed of 
Hezbollah’s reconstruction efforts 
after 2006.

Ruba, a teenager from the south-
ern city of Tyre, said she wanted, 
“to become a doctor to help Hez-
bollah.” For Ruba, the Party of God 
strengthened embattled south Leb-
anon, “after all the disasters” that 
had afflicted her home city.

Hezbollah’s support is not uni-
versal, however, and Firas said Hez-
bollah’s rebuilding was limited to 
partisans and close allies. “Ordinary 
citizens had to wait for the govern-
ment’s help and it was tricky to get 
as it required proper documenta-
tion,” he continued.

Though hostilities may have end-

ed, a permanent ceasefire has yet to 
be reached. Neither side is adhering 
to its obligations under a UN Securi-
ty Council resolution that ended the 
violence and accusations of espio-
nage are commonplace. Hezbollah 
is accused of stockpiling weapons 
in southern Lebanon, rather than 
disarming. Israel is still occupying 
the village of Ghajar.

Daoud said Hezbollah is likely 
monitoring Israel’s border build-up 
to find weaknesses in its defences 
and Israel conducts nearly daily re-
connaissance flights over southern 
Lebanon and sometimes beyond.

“The Israelis are likely monitoring 
Hezbollah’s build-up in those areas, 
where weapons are being trans-
ferred and located [to determine] 
what kinds of weapons, what kinds 
of defences Hezbollah is building up 
in the case of a future invasion.”

Lizzie Porter is a Beirut-based 
freelance journalist focusing on the 
Middle East.

South Lebanon still feels effects of July 2006 war
Lizzie Porter

Scars of war. A 2016 picture shows youth walking past Hezbollah’s mock rockets at the former Israeli-run prison of Khiam that was 
destroyed in the 2006 war.                                                                                                                            (AFP)
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Approximately 
4 million cluster 
munitions were 
dropped during the last 
days of the 2006 war.

I
n extreme times, human 
logic often looks towards 
military operations to 
achieve political ends. 
However, in the case of 
Hezbollah and its continu-

ous involvement in the Syrian 
war and the region, military 
actions are the ultimate aim for 
Iran’s militia on the Mediterra-
nean.

Take the recent Hezbollah 
military campaign on the out-
skirts of the border town of Arsal 
in eastern Lebanon against the 
combined force of the al-Qaeda 
linked Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham and 
a small contingent of the Free 
Syrian Army.

Ostensibly, Hezbollah’s 
objective was to liberate occu-
pied Lebanese territory strug-
gling under the jihadist yoke. 
However, the underlying motiva-
tion behind Hezbollah’s patriotic 
zeal lay not so much in freeing 
occupied Lebanon as in establish-
ing a critical staging post in Iran’s 
long-standing plan to establish a 
land route stretching from 
Tehran to the Mediterranean.

Forging such a route would give 
Iran a free hand in moving 
weapons, men and militias across 
Iraq, Syria and Lebanon and 
establishing Tehran as a virtually 
unassailable power within the 
region.

There is little that is new or 
unexpected about this. Iran’s 
allies in Iraq, Syria and Lebanon 
have all invested money and lives 
to keep the dream of Iran’s land 
corridor to the Mediterranean 
alive and each has shifted 
strategies to serve that end.

Hezbollah’s Arsal adventure 
came a few weeks after the 
pro-Iranian Iraqi government 
announced the liberation of 
Mosul from the Islamic State 
(ISIS), which had threatened this 
precious land route. Conse-
quently, following Mosul’s 
liberation, Hezbollah was 
expected to do its part and secure 
the Syrian-Lebanese portion of 
the corridor, which had led to the 
Syrian port city of Latakia, deep 
in the heart of Bashar Assad’s 
Alawite turf.

Jad Yateem, a Lebanese 
political analyst who follows 
Syria closely, said Hezbollah’s 
Arsal operation was intended 
solely “to secure for Iran a 
backward base adjacent to the 
Lebanese border while giving it 
access both to the Beqaa, (east of 
Lebanon) as well as the Lebanese 
south without having to clash or 

confront their so-called Russian 
allies.”

Contrary to what many 
believed, Hezbollah’s military 
parade in November 2016 in 
Homs was intended solely to 
send a message of Hezbollah 
strength to Russian eyes and, 
Yateem said, signalled its plan to 
secure control of Syria’s Qalam-
oun Mountains, overlooking the 
Lebanese border.

Occupying the range would 
allow Hezbollah “to move its 
main arsenal into Syria where it 
will be able to avoid provoking a 
war with Israel while still having 
the operational capacity to strike 
when needed,” Yateem said.

In pursuing this goal, Hezbol-
lah consciously sidestepped 
ISIS’s much smaller contingent, 
bunkered to the west of Arsal, 
which posed no significant risk to 
Hezbollah and Iran’s potential 
land route. ISIS did, however, 
make an excellent bogeyman 
with which to cow the area’s 
Lebanese population and rally 
the Sunni population of the area 
to the Hezbollah cause. Many of 
these are to be found in predomi-
nantly Sunni Arsal itself, as well 
among the 100,000 or so Syrian 
refugees scattered in and around 
it.

Fidaa Itani, a Lebanese journal-
ist who reported extensively 
from the Qalamoun Mountains at 
the start of the Syrian war, said 

Hezbollah and the politics of the revolving corridors
Arsal was the “sectarian excep-
tion within a largely universally 
Shia area.”

Assuming, therefore, that 
Hezbollah can win the hearts and 
minds of Arsal’s Sunni inhabit-
ants, it would “consolidate the 
whole area within its overall plan 
and establish ‘Hezbollah Land,’ 
essentially, Iran’s share of any 
future international settlement 
on Syria,” Itani said.

Throughout the course of the 
battle of Arsal, Hezbollah never 
lost sight of its twin goals of 
securing the Qalamoun Moun-
tains and portraying itself as an 
indigenous resistance movement 
aiming to defend Lebanon and its 
people from alien aggression. On 
many of the videos circulated by 
Hezbollah media, militia fighters 
can be seen patriotically return-
ing Lebanese flags to Lebanon’s 
liberated territory.

However, just as wearing a 
football star’s jersey does not 
make one a star player, carrying a 
Lebanese flag does not make one 
a patriot, especially if actions 
and, more importantly, history 
prove otherwise.

Makram Rabah is a lecturer at the 
American University of Beirut 
and the Lebanese American 
University and author of “A 
Campus at War: Student Politics 
at the American University of 
Beirut, 1967-1975.”

Makram Rabah

View point
Iran’s allies 
have all 
invested 
money and 
lives to keep 
the dream of 
Iran’s land 
corridor to 
the Mediter-
ranean alive.

Carrying a Lebanese flag does 
not make one a patriot, 
especially if actions and, more 
importantly, history prove 
otherwise.
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Cairo

M 

any see the finger-
prints of former senior 
Fatah official Moham-
med Dahlan in the 
signs of rapproche-

ment between Cairo and Hamas.
Dahlan brought the Egyptians 

and the new Hamas leadership to-
gether in June when they agreed 
on several issues, including border 
security. The border between the 
Gaza Strip, which is controlled by 
Hamas, and Egypt’s Sinai Penin-
sula has long been a problem point. 
The resolution of the long-standing 
issue would bolster Egypt’s fight 
against terrorism.

Dahlan’s role in the meeting re-
turned the Palestinian strongman 
to the political arena in Gaza. A 
long-standing rival to Palestinian 
President Mahmoud Abbas, Dahlan 
threatens to change things through 
his arrangement with Cairo.

Analysts said that while there 

were short-term positives to the 
Cairo-Hamas rapprochement, the 
overall situation could strain Egyp-
tian ties with Abbas’s Palestinian 
Authority, widen the political gap 
between the Gaza Strip and the 
West Bank and create new divisions 
within Gaza itself.

“True, Dahlan is exploiting his 
close ties with the Egyptian leader-
ship and the new Hamas leadership 
in bringing Cairo and Gaza together 
but there are many problems here,” 
said analyst Abdelmonem Halawa. 
“Those ruling in Ramallah, includ-
ing Abbas, are closely watching 
what is happening and gritting their 
teeth in anger because, to them, 
Dahlan is an unwanted figure.”

Dahlan, 55, is the former security 
chief in Gaza. He was sacked from 
Fatah in 2011 after being accused 
of embezzlement and cooperating 
with Israel against some Palestinian 
leaders, including allegations that 
he assassinated former Palestinian 
leader Yasser Arafat. He denied the 
claims, saying that he was the vic-
tim of a purge by Abbas due to his 
growing popularity among young 
Palestinians in both the West Bank 
and Gaza Strip.

Dahlan has been trying to unite 
opposition to Abbas using his close 
links with decision-makers in other 
countries, including Egypt and the 
United Arab Emirates, where he 
lives in exile.

In August 2016, Dahlan tried to 
bring his backers within Fatah to-
gether in Cairo and discuss opposi-

tion to Abbas. The conference was 
foiled by Abbas, who reportedly 
threatened to punish Fatah mem-
bers if they attended it.

Dahlan has said that he did not 
want to take over the Palestinian 
Authority but his growing presence 
in the Gaza Strip and his improved 
ties with Cairo appear to be ringing 
alarms in Ramallah.

Abbas met with Egyptian Presi-
dent Abdel Fattah al-Sisi July 9 in 
Cairo to discuss several issues, in-
cluding Dahlan. Sisi reportedly as-
sured Abbas that Dahlan’s influence 
in Gaza would not affect Cairo’s 
links with the Palestinian Authority. 

There was no mention of Dahlan in 
the Palestinian or Egyptian official 
statements.

Rather than representing a change 
in Cairo’s dealings with Fatah, the 
upheavals represent a change in 
Cairo’s dealings with Hamas, ana-
lysts said.

Despite recent signs of reconcilia-
tion, Cairo has little trust in Hamas 
— an offshoot of the outlawed Mus-
lim Brotherhood — which is why 
Dahlan is acting as guarantor.

Fatah has sought to play down 
concerns over Dahlan’s emergence 
as a driving force behind the de-
veloping rapprochement between 

Cairo and Hamas.
Fatah Revolutionary Council 

member Hazem Abu Shanab said all 
Palestinians have the right to dream 
of leading Fatah or the Palestinian 
Authority. “It is important to know 
whether those dreaming of leading 
the movement are qualified to do 
this,” Abu Shanab said. “We will re-
veal this at the right time.”

Dahlan’s polarising effect may 
create divisions within Hamas, an-
alysts warned. Cairo has accused 
Hamas’s military wing, the Izz ad-
Din al-Qassam Brigades, of aiding 
the Islamic State (ISIS) in Egypt’s 
Sinai Peninsula. Three al-Qassam 
Brigades’ members reportedly par-
ticipated in a July 7 attack in Rafah, 
near the border with Gaza, that left 
23 Egyptian troops dead.

Hamas’s military wing evidently 
opposes rapprochement with Cairo 
and Dahlan’s role in this. The for-
mer Fatah senior member has been 
accused of being complicit in the 
killing of al-Qassam fighters and, 
while al-Qassam has not officially 
commented on Dahlan’s return to 
politics in Gaza, it would not be 
surprising if it sought to settle old 
scores.

“It is not clear how the al-Qassam 
Brigades will act to sabotage grow-
ing amity between the new Hamas 
leadership and Dahlan,” said Samir 
Ghattas, the head of Egypt’s Middle 
East Forum for Strategic Studies and 
National Security. “The sure thing 
is that the brigades will not accept 
Dahlan to play a major role in Gaza.”

Dahlan’s return to Gaza politics carries risks, dividends
Ahmed Megahid

Polarising figure. Palestinian youth hold a framed portrait of 
Mohammed Dahlan in Gaza City, on June 29.                                                    (AFP)
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Despite recent signs of 
reconciliation, Cairo 
has little trust in 
Hamas — an offshoot 
of the outlawed 
Muslim Brotherhood 
— which is why Dahlan 
is acting as guarantor.

London

T 

he decision by Israeli 
Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu to backtrack 
from his government’s 
new security measures in 

Jerusalem’s al-Aqsa Mosque com-
pound raises questions on what 
brought about the U-turn.

In a poll of Israeli Jews, 77% of 
respondents said they thought Ne-
tanyahu’s decision to withdraw re-
cently installed metal detectors and 
security cameras at the holy site 
amounted to “capitulation.”

Members of his right-wing 
coalition, as well as media com-
mentators who normally support 
Netanyahu, said the move was sur-
rendering to the Palestinians.

“There is a strong sense of humil-
iation, especially among the (Israe-
li) right wing,” Ofer Zalzberg of the 
International Crisis Group think-
tank told Agence France-Presse.

The Israeli climb-down was 
viewed by Palestinians as a “small 
victory in the long battle for free-
dom,” in the words of Palestinian 
Foreign Minister Riyad al-Malki at 
an extraordinary meeting at the Or-
ganisation of Islamic Cooperation 
in Istanbul.

There were no visible signs of 
pressure from Israel’s closest ally, 
the United States, to scrap the new 
measures, despite claims by Jor-
dan that the Trump administration 
played a “key role” in defusing the 
latest crisis.

US State Department spokes-
woman Heather Nauert said Is-
rael’s decision to remove the se-
curity equipment was entirely its 
own. “Israel’s security is among 
our top priorities. We would nev-
er pressure Israel into making 
a security decision for political  

purposes,” said Nauert.
In a leaked conversation he had 

with congressional interns, Jared 
Kushner, son-in-law and senior 
adviser to US President Donald 
Trump, defended Israel’s instal-
ment of metal detectors as “not an 
irrational thing to do” and accused 
the Palestinians of incitement.

Criticism from the Israeli centre-
left or from Tel Aviv’s regional foes 
is unlikely to lead Netanyahu to 
reverse his decision, certainly not 
at the expense of making him look 
weak and unpopular. The same can 
be said of the calls for calm made 
by allies in the region. So why did 
the Israeli prime minister change 
his mind?

Netanyahu defended the deci-
sion by saying that, despite its un-
popularity, it was in the best inter-
est of Israel’s security. Israeli media 
reported that Israel’s intelligence 
agencies weren’t consulted before 
the metal detectors were installed.

“I listen to the sensitivities of the 
public, I understand their feelings, 
I know that the decision we took is 
not an easy one,” Netanyahu said. 
“At the same time, as prime minis-
ter of Israel, as the one who carries 
the burden of Israel’s security on 
his shoulders, I am obliged to take 
decisions in a calm and considered 
way. I do that with a view to the big 
picture.”

Israel enacted the new security 
measures after Palestinian gun-
men killed three Israeli policemen 
on July 14. Three Israeli settlers in 
the occupied West Bank were later 
killed by a Palestinian knife-attack-
er, who was apprehended. Seven 
Palestinians were killed by Israeli 
forces.

Higher death tolls from both sides 
had not forced Israeli officials to 
reverse their decisions in previous 
conflicts or during clashes with the 
Palestinians but the Jerusalem ten-
sions appeared to be the start of 
something bigger.

The mass protests of Palestinian 
Jerusalemites, as well as the boy-
cott of Muslim worshippers from 
praying inside the holy site, did not 
appear to be changing after 14 days.

Although all Palestinian factions 
vocally supported the protests, 
no political leadership was calling 
the shots. The protesters turned to 
members of Jerusalem’s religious 

community for guidance on how to 
respond to the Israeli measures.

“East Jerusalem’s 350,000 resi-
dents have for years been leader-
less, as Israel prevents the Pales-
tinian leadership in Ramallah from 
having any serious engagement 
with them,” wrote Daoud Kuttab in 
Al-Monitor. This makes any Israeli 
pressure on the Palestinian Author-
ity over Jerusalem futile.

Due to the sensitive nature of the 
holy sites, Israel’s security meas-
ures drew widespread condemna-
tion from people in the region who 
have been preoccupied with their 
own national problems. “History 

books will also credit (Netanyahu) 
with the singular achievement 
of unifying the Arab and Muslim 
worlds against Israel and the Jew-
ish people,” wrote Akiva Eldar in 
Al-Monitor.

“For years, the Palestinians have 
been trying with very limited suc-
cess to unify the Arab and Muslim 
worlds around their struggle for the 
right to self-determination,” said 
Eldar. It appears that, for at least 14 
days, Netanyahu had changed that.

Widespread public anger at the 
security measures in Jerusalem 
led some of Israel’s allies to either 
harden their rhetoric or speak out 

against Tel Aviv. This could have 
threatened Israel’s regional secu-
rity.

“If relations with the Gulf, Jor-
dan, Egypt and even further afield 
are a key to Israeli security in the 
long term, then every iota of calm-
ing tensions in Jerusalem has to be 
an equal key to not upsetting those 
relations,” wrote Seth J. Frantzman 
in the Jerusalem Post.

“Many countries in the region 
may not see Israel as their enemy, 
but they see instability in Jerusalem 
as closely tied to their own citizens 
who care deeply about the Haram 
al-Sharif.”

Why Netanyahu blinked first during Jerusalem showdown
Mamoon Alabbasi

Sensitivities. A Palestinian man walks past Israeli policemen in Jerusalem’s Old City, on July 28.  (AFP)

77% of  Israeli
Jews think Netanyahu’s 
decision to withdraw 
metal detectors 
and security 
cameras amounts to 
“capitulation.”



12 August 6, 2017

London

I 

raqi Vice-President Nuri al-Ma-
liki called for“Russia’s visible 
presence” in his country fol-
lowing a visit to Moscow that 
drew controversy in Baghdad.

“We are grateful to you for the 
role Russia is playing in the region 
and we have big hopes for you in 
maintaining the security in the re-
gion,” Maliki told Russian Foreign 
Minister Sergei Lavrov, lauding his 
host’s fight against terrorism, TASS 
reported.

The former Iraqi prime minister 
expressed fears that Iraq might “be 
subjected to new challenges in the 
political sphere and this is linked 
with interference from outside into 
the region’s internal affairs,” in an 
apparent reference to the United 
States, a one-time backer that no 
longer views Maliki favourably.

“Our interest is that friendly Rus-
sia should be present in Iraq, thus 
creating political balance,” Maliki 
said. “We need Russia’s more ac-
tive participation in Iraqi affairs.” 
Lavrov said that Russia’s “aim is to 
develop further the cooperation.”

Following a meeting with Val-
entina Matviyenko, the speaker of 
Russia’s upper house of parliament, 
Maliki said: “We want bigger open-
ness and closer friendship with 
Russia.” He added: “Historically, 
Russia has close relations with 
Iraq. That is why we would like to 
see Russia’s visible presence in our 
country, both in terms of politics 
and defence.”

Maliki also met with Russian 
President Vladimir Putin in St Pe-
tersburg.

“Russia has made a tremendous 
contribution, in particular in Syria 
and Iraq, to prevent the disinte-
gration of the region. We sincere-

ly thank you,” Maliki told Putin. 
“Were it not for your role, the map 
of the region would have changed 
now and negatively for us.”

Maliki, who is viewed by many 
Iraqis as an Iran-backed sectar-
ian but influential politician, had 
frequently expressed opposition 
to the US presence in Iraq. He was 
reportedly pressured by the United 
States to leave office after the fall of 
Mosul to Islamic State (ISIS) mili-
tants in 2014 took place under his 
watch. He was replaced by Prime 
Minister Haider al-Abadi.

“Now that ISIS has been declared 
defeated by the Iraqi government, 
US officials have campaigned for a 
prolonged presence in the war-torn 
nation, something that officials 
like Maliki are deeply critical of,” 
Tom O’Connor wrote in Newsweek. 
“Maliki has instead praised the ef-
forts of the US’s primary interna-
tional rival, Russia.”

Dmitry Shugaev, Russia’s Fed-
eral Service for Military Technical 
Cooperation, said Putin and Ma-
liki discussed possible supplies of 
Russian-made tanks to Iraq but the 
talks focused on the “implementa-
tion of the existing contracts,” TASS 
reported.

The Kremlin announced in July 
that Iraq would buy a “large batch” 
of advanced T-90 tanks in a deal es-
timated at more than $1 billion.

Baghdad had long relied on im-
porting Soviet- and later Russian-
made weapons. Although more 
American-produced arms entered 
Iraq after the 2003 US-led invasion, 
the country remained in need of 
Russian weapons as Iraqis were ac-
customed to their use and mainte-
nance.

The arms deal appears to be unre-
lated to Maliki’s call for greater Rus-
sian involvement in Iraq because 
his statements do not reflect the of-
ficial view of the Iraqi government.

Maliki’s critics in Baghdad said 
his trip to Moscow was an attempt 
to draw Russian support for a possi-
ble future candidacy for Iraq’s pre-

miership following the country’s 
April 2018 parliamentary elections.

“Tehran leaders know that the 
vast majority of Iraqis resent the 
emergence of Iran as arbiter of their 
destiny. Russia, however, is seen as 
remote enough not to pose a direct 
threat to the internal balance of 
power in Iraq,” wrote Amir Taheri 
in Asharq Al-Awsat. “Yet, because 
Russia has no local support base in 
Iraq, it would have to rely on Irani-
an guidance and goodwill to play a 
leading role there.”

It is unclear whether Maliki 
would be able to return to the prime 
minister’s office, at least officially, 
in Iraq but that hasn’t stopped 
some Russian media outlets from 
interpreting his statements in Mos-

cow as a reflection of Iraq’s foreign 
policy.

“Given the fact the United States 
uses oil as a political weapon in the 
energy war against Russia, one shall 
assume that Iraq’s move to join the 
Moscow-Tehran-Damascus axis 
may thus challenge the geopolitical 
role of the US in the Persian Gulf,” 
wrote Aydin Mehdiyev in the pro-
Kremlin website Pravda.ru.

“Baghdad and Moscow have been 
developing cooperation in the field 
of defence for several years. This 
factor indicates that Iraq is no long-
er a loyal military ally of the United 
States in the region, like Saudi Ara-
bia and Kuwait,” he added.

In 2012, when Maliki was prime 
minister, Iraq and Russia signed a 

$4.2 billion arms contract but the 
deal was put on hold by Baghdad 
following a corruption scandal that 
involved senior Iraqi defence offi-
cials.

The deal was resumed in 2013 but 
other obstacles may face the new 
Iraq-Russia contract.

“The veteran journalist reaction 
to any Russian arms deal announce-
ment is to note that many deals in 
the past have taken a long time, if 
ever, to become reality, especially in 
large numbers of new-build items,” 
Michael Knights, a Lafer Fellow at 
the Washington Institute for Near 
East Policy, told Rudaw English. 
“So I would say that such a deal will 
only be a reality when tanks are de-
livered and money changes hands.”

Iraq’s Maliki wants to bring Moscow back from the cold
Mamoon Alabbasi

Geopolitical challenge. Russian President Vladimir Putin (L) shakes hands with Iraqi Vice-President 
Nuri al-Maliki during their meeting in St Petersburg, on July 25.                                                             (Kremlin)
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by Baghdad.

Iran and Russia cooperate amid suspicion

I
ranian and Russian interests 
have clashed many times 
over the past two centuries. 
Tsarist Russia captured 
territory from the Persian 
Empire and intervened 

militarily inside Iran. Soviet 
Russia occupied northern Iran 
during the second world war, 
promoted secession in north-
western Iran after both world wars 
and supported Saddam Hussein 
during the gruelling 1980-88 
Iran-Iraq war.

The Islamic Republic’s first 
leader, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomei-
ni, was hostile towards the Soviet 
Union, describing it as the “Lesser 
Satan” alongside the United States 
as the “Great Satan.” Even Rus-
sian sources acknowledge that the 
Iranian public views Russian inten-
tions towards Iran as unfriendly.

Despite this legacy, the Russian 
and Iranian governments became 
close partners in recent years. 
Some even see them as allies. 
Several common interests have 
led to this. Most dramatically, Iran 
and Russia have both sent forces to 
Syria to protect the Assad regime 
from its opponents backed by the 
United States and several US allies.

More generally, Russia and Iran 
both seek to prevent American 
influence from expanding in the 
Middle East and to reduce it if they 
can. The authoritarian regimes in 
Moscow and Tehran also fear the 
rise of an internal democratic op-
position and both are certain that 
instances of this occurring were 
orchestrated by Washington during 
the Green Revolution in Iran in 
2009 and the anti-Putin demon-
strations in Russia in 2011-12. Both 
Iran and Russia see Sunni jihadists, 
such as al-Qaeda and the Islamic 
State, as a common threat.

Even though their common 
interests have resulted in closer 
Russian-Iranian cooperation, each 
remains wary of the other for many 
reasons, including differences over 
Israel and Saudi Arabia. Iran views 
both countries as opponents but 
Russia sees them as partners. The 
demarcation of the Caspian Sea, 
which has remained unresolved 
since the breakup of the Soviet 
Union in 1991, also divides the two 
countries as does Bahrain, where 
Tehran sympathises with the Shia 
opposition while Moscow backs the 
Sunni monarchy.

What worries Moscow and 
Tehran about each other the most, 
though, is the fear the other is 
going to cut a deal with the United 
States at its own expense. Iranian 
media commentary about Russia 
routinely expresses the fear that, 
even when Moscow supports Teh-

ran, it will stop doing so if it can get 
Washington to pay a high enough 
price to induce Moscow to betray 
Tehran.

Similarly, Russian observers 
have long expressed the fear that if 
Iranian-US relations ever improve, 
Tehran will have far less need of 
Moscow than it does now and that 
Tehran would need Washington’s 
support in its many disagreements 
with Moscow.

Moscow was especially fearful 
that the Obama administration’s 
pursuit of the Iranian nuclear 
accord would lead to a broader 
Iranian-US rapprochement but it 
eventually supported the process. 
Fortunately for Moscow, Iranian-
US differences over Syria, which 
Russia did much to encourage, 
prevented broader Iranian-US rap-
prochement.

With Tehran fearing improved 
Russian-US relations and Moscow 
fearing better Iranian-US relations, 
it would seem Washington could 
gain advantage over either by 
improving relations with the other. 
Indeed, when the Trump adminis-
tration came into office, it sought 
to improve ties with Russia in the 
hope of working with it against 
Iran.

Despite Russian and Iranian 
fears, though, differences between 
the United States and either of 
them are so great that an improve-
ment in Washington’s relations 
with either is most unlikely. The 

Trump administration’s increas-
ing hostility towards Iran is espe-
cially reassuring to Moscow.

There are other possibilities, 
though, for a deterioration in 
Russian-Iranian ties. One is that 
if they both think that they have 
prevailed over the United States 
and its allies in Syria, Moscow 
and Tehran may have less need 
of each other and start pursuing 
competing interests there.

Russian-Iranian relations are 
also likely to deteriorate if Israel 
continues its attacks on Iranian 
and Hezbollah positions in Syria 
and if Russia, wanting to preserve 
its cooperative security and eco-
nomic ties to Israel, continues to 
tolerate those attacks.

Improved Russian ties with 
Saudi Arabia and other Gulf Arab 
states, which Moscow has long 
sought, would also displease 
Iran, as would continued Russian 
support for the Kurds in Syria and 
Iraq, something that Turkey also 
disapproves of.

Thus, while Russian-Iranian ties 
are close, there are many issues 
that could lead to their deteriora-
tion even if the Trump adminis-
tration does nothing to encourage 
this.

Mark N. Katz, a professor of 
government and politics at George 
Mason University, is a visiting 
senior fellow at the Finnish 
Institute of International Affairs.

Mark N. Katz

View point
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East.

Russian-Iranian relations are also 
likely to deteriorate if Israel 
continues its attacks on Iranian 
and Hezbollah positions in Syria.
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s friction between Tur-
key and its ostensible 
allies in the West grows, 
numerous reports cite 
Turkish and Russian of-

ficials suggesting that Ankara is 
close to finalising a nearly $2.5 bil-
lion deal to acquire Russia’s S-400 
air- and missile-defence system. 
This would mark a sharp pivot from 
Turkey’s traditional axis and the 
clearest indicator yet of Ankara’s 
thinking.

In 2015, it looked as if Turkey 
had selected the Chinese-manufac-
tured FD-2000 system. However, 
after what was thought to be sig-
nificant pressure from the United 
States, Ankara was persuaded to re-
start the process. The possibility of 
more competitive proposals from 

Turkey’s US and European sup-
pliers likely sweetened that 

particular pill.
Simultaneous to this 

process has been grow-
ing rift between Europe and 

Russia. In the last few years, 
NATO has been establishing a 

ballistic missile shield using US and 
European systems to counter the 
growing threat of missile prolif-
eration from countries such as Iran 
and North Korea.

Such moves have been greeted 
with suspicion in Moscow. For the 
Kremlin, NATO’s plans appear to be 
focused primarily on Russia and, 
as such, pose a threat to the estab-
lished balance of power. Russia is 
working on developing weapons 
it claims will effectively negate 
NATO’s missile defence plans in 
Europe.

At a time of such mistrust be-
tween NATO and Moscow, which 
may have contributed to Russian 
military intervention in Ukraine 
and Syria, Ankara’s growing align-
ment with Moscow takes on new 
and significant implications.

For the United States, Turkey’s 
selection of the Chinese FD-2000 
was bad enough. However, Tur-
key’s shift to Russia as its technol-
ogy partner in air- and missile- de-
fence is far more worrying.

The S-400 will have no interoper-
ability with US and European sys-
tems used by NATO. Key alliance 
members would hardly tolerate a 
Russian system being integrated 
into their network, even if it was 
technically possible. Russia has de-
ployed the S-400 in Syria and sold 
a less-advanced variant to Iran fol-
lowing the lifting of international 
sanctions against it regarding the 
nuclear deal.

Turkey’s longer-term commit-
ment to NATO is another important 
issue. There is a growing percep-
tion that Turkey’s trust in NATO 
has been hit hard. Some Turks say 
NATO’s support was below ex-
pectations as its southern borders 
were affected by the Syrian civil 
war. Western voices were similarly 
muted during the related stand-off 
between Turkey and Russia after-
ward, though that has since been 
resolved.

Separately, Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan and his rul-
ing party lashed out at what they 
saw as slow and weak condemna-
tion by NATO allies of an attempted 
military coup last year. Greece and 
Germany have been accused of 
granting asylum to Turkish military 
personnel wanted by Ankara for 
involvement in the coup plot, fuel-
ling suspicions of Western backing 
or support to topple the Turkish 
government. Possibly as a result, 
Ankara has downsized its represen-

tation at NATO headquarters.
European goodwill towards An-

kara has similarly cooled follow-
ing what many see as an excessive 
crackdown on political opposition 
within Turkey. The barring of en-
try by Germany and Netherlands 
to Turkish politicians seeking to 
participate in public rallies for ex-
patriate Turks created a sour at-
mosphere and illustrated a growing 
mutual dislike.

Ultimately, not only have Turkish 
aspirations of EU membership been 
called into question, many wonder 
whether Turkey will preserve its 
longer-term alliance with the West 
through its membership of NATO. 
In the middle is the United States, 
which has struggled to mediate be-
tween the two increasingly belliger-
ent sides.

Still, nothing is definite yet. Pro-
curing the S-400 system will, An-
kara claimed, provide it with the 
kind of technology transfer that US 

and European allies have proven 
unwilling to trust Ankara with.

In theory, the door remains open 
for Turkey to procure US or Eu-
ropean systems, to be operated 
separately. Alternatively, Turkey 
could choose to play a prominent 
role in the NATO missile-defence 
programme in exchange for the al-
liance funding a deployment of sys-
tems in Turkey.

Ankara may genuinely not want 
to abandon its traditional strategic 
alliance with the West but its grow-
ing tendency to venture out further 
is likely indicative of its longer-
term ambitions and outlook. Either 
way, the acquisition of the S-400 
adds to the increasingly strategic 
dimensions of a renewing Turkish-
Russian partnership.

Sabahat Khan is a senior
analyst at the Institute for Near 
East and Gulf Military Analysis 
(INEGMA).

Making sense of Turkey selecting 
Russia’s S-400 air-defence system
Sabahat Khan

Long-standing prowess. Russian S-400 Triumph medium-range 
and long-range surface-to-air missile systems ride through Red 
Square, last May.                                                                                         (AFP)

Reports suggest 
Ankara is close to 
finalising a $2.5 billion 
deal to acquire 
Russia’s S-400 air- and 
missile-defence 
system.

Russian military leases in Syria potential regional game changer

R
ussian President 
Vladimir Putin has 
signed a law estab-
lishing two Russian 
military bases in 
Syria possibly until 

2066.
The agreement between 

Moscow and Damascus provides 
for a Russian airbase in Hmeimim 
in Latakia province as well as 
formalises the Russian Navy’s use 
of Syria’s Tartus Mediterranean 
port for 49 years.

Hmeimim has been the key 
military element in Russia’s Syrian 
operation since Moscow inter-
vened in the conflict in September 
2015, the result of which has been 
helping turn the tide in favour of 
embattled Syrian President Bashar 
Assad, one of Russia’s closest Mid-
dle East allies.

Russia and Syria signed the 
original agreement in Damascus 
on January 18. The protocol said 
the agreement will be in force for 
49 years and “automatically” be 
renewed for 25-year periods there-
after. Under its generous terms, 
the agreement grants Russia free 
use of the airfield and port.

The agreement formalises Rus-
sia’s return as a diplomatic and 
military power in the Middle East, 
which many Arab governments 

see as injecting an element of sta-
bility even as European Mediter-
ranean countries and NATO, along 
with the United States, perceive it 
as a provocative foreign element 
adding uncertainty to an extreme-
ly volatile situation.

Beyond Syria, other Middle 
Eastern countries heartened by 
the development include Egypt 
and Iran, though for different 
reasons. Before a terrorist attack 
in 2015 in the Sinai Peninsula that 
brought down a Russian passen-
ger jet, Egypt had been a leading 
vacation destination for Russian 
tourists. Egypt is a major export 
market for Russian wheat and 
armaments.

Russia and Iran also have signifi-
cant relations; some of these, such 
as Russia’s construction of Iran’s 
sole operating nuclear power plant 
at Bushehr, have unsettled the 
international community. Both 
countries have sought to increase 
bilateral trade, especially consid-
ering that both are subjected to 
international sanctions.

As neighbours across the 
Caspian, Russia and Iran have 
had joint maritime exercises; the 
most recent ended July 15. In that 
drill, a detachment from Russia’s 
Caspian Flotilla visited the Iranian 
port of Anzali, the fifth such visit 
in the past decade. For Iran, Rus-
sian diplomatic, economic and 
military cooperation presents a 
significant upgrade of its strength 
and an added asset in its existen-
tial struggle with Saudi Arabia 
across the Persian Gulf.

Russia’s improvement in its re-
gional relations extends to NATO’s 

easternmost member, Turkey. De-
spite various Western sanctions, 
Russia and Turkey are going ahead 
with Moscow building a natural 
gas pipeline under the Black Sea 
to help alleviate Ankara’s chronic 
energy shortages.

Of greater interest to NATO is 
that Turkey and Russia are ap-
parently concluding a contract 
for Ankara to purchase an S-400 
anti-aircraft missile system, a 
development with the potential to 
unsettle the alliance, as all NATO 
military equipment must be inter-
operable between the various 
members.

Energy forms the basis for 
Russian relations with regional 
hydrocarbon superpower Saudi 
Arabia. To shore up sagging global 
oil prices, the world’s top two 
oil exporters — Russia and Saudi 
Arabia — recently agreed to mod-
est production cuts, Russia not 
being a member of OPEC and a 
direct Saudi rival in the global oil 
market.

Putin, interested in political 
stability, is less a fan of democracy 
than upholding Middle Eastern 
authoritarian regimes and protect-
ing them from colour revolutions 
underwritten by Washington and 
Europe. Putin has viewed the 
seemingly endless political chaos 
and violence roiling the Middle 
East and concluded that strong-
arm regimes there are prefer-
able to the removal of central 
governments, as their downfall, 
as evidenced by Iraq and Libya, 
results in a political environment 
in which extremism and terrorism 
flourish, the latter an increasingly 

international threat.
For Putin, Syria has proven the 

crucible in which all these tenden-
cies have emerged. This is the 
rationale behind Putin’s military 
assistance to Assad. In Syria and 
neighbouring Iraq, a lawless bat-
tlefield has emerged where jihad-
ists from around the world can ac-
quire combat skills that they could 
utilise upon their return to their 
home countries, resulting in rising 
terrorist attacks as evidenced by 
incidents in Europe.

The Russian government has es-
timated that more than 5,000 Rus-
sian citizens are fighting in Syria 
and Iraq, mostly for the Islamic 
State (ISIS), and Putin has drawn 
the conclusion that it is better to 
battle them there than to wait for 
them to return home and produce 
carnage.

Above and beyond rising West-
ern political concern about Russia 
deepening its footprint in the Mid-
dle East, interest in combating ter-
rorism remains a common thread 
uniting the Middle East, Russia, 
Europe and the United States. The 
only question is whether Europe 
and the United States can over-
look their political differences 
with Moscow to accomplish this 
common goal.

As Russian military forces will 
seemingly be stationed in the 
Middle East for the next 50 years, 
this is a question that Europe and 
the United States should consider 
sooner rather than later.

John C.K. Daly is a
Washington-based specialist on 
Russian and post-Soviet affairs.

John C.K. 
Daly
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► Late 1980s — Start of devel-
opment of the S-400 system

► January 1993 — Announce-
ment of the system by the 
Russian Air Force

► February 12, 1999 — First 
reportedly successful tests

► April 2004 — Successful in-
terception of a ballistic missile

► 2007 — Approval of the sys-
tem for service

► February 8, 2008 — An-
nouncement of the replace-
ment of the S-300 system 
with the more technologically 
advanced S-400

► 2009 — Turkish interest 
in buying the system was 
expressed at the International 
Defence Industry Fair in Is-
tanbul

► March 2014 — Authorisation 
to sell the S-400 system to 
China

► November 2015 — Reported 
deployment of the S-400 sys-
tem in Syria

► October 15, 2016 – Signing 
of an agreement with India 
for the supply of five S-400 
systems

► February 2017 — Reported 
interest of Egypt in the S-400 
system

► July 2017 — Signing of a deal 
by Turkey to co-produce the 
S-400 system with Russia
(The Arab Weekly)

The history 
of the S-400 
anti-aircraft 
weapon system

Russia in the Middle EastSpecial Focus
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News & AnalysisDebate US-Tunisian relations

Jason Isaacson

Mark Habeeb

As it seeks to 
fulfil its citizens’ 
aspirations, fight 
common enemies 
and defend 
common values, 
Tunisia deserves 
consistent US 
engagement and 
support.

Tunisia is the one 
“Arab spring” 
success story but 
a fragile one.

I
n Washington, the issue of 
American leadership 
— much in the news after 
US President Donald 
Trump’s interactions with 
counterparts in Europe 
and the Middle East — has 
a distinctly abstract air. 
However, 4,500 miles 

away in Tunisia, where the 
preservation of security and 
democracy are urgent concerns, 
the issue is anything but abstract.

The United States is needed in 
Tunisia. The Americans’ economic 
assistance, military equipment 
and know-how and most of all 
their consistent partnership as 
this pioneer country of the Arab 
upheaval, six-and-a-half years 
after ousting its last dictator, seeks 
to make irreversible its embrace of 
representative government.

American global leadership, a 
guarantor of stability, security and 
peace for the country and its allies 
since the end of the second world 
war, is the opposite of a fixed 
asset. Squandered or abandoned, 
leadership diminishes over time. 
It requires continuous assertion 
— and continuous investment.

It hardly needs repeating that 
the benefits of this expensive 
investment are nearly incalcula-
ble. US investment in NATO 
enabled Europe to enjoy decades 
of freedom and growth, protected 
from Soviet expansionism.

Forceful American advocacy of 
democracy and universal human 
rights; generous US support for 

global economic development, 
entrepreneurship and disease 
prevention; strategic American 
recruitment of many of the 
world’s best and brightest stu-
dents and rising political leaders; 
the United States’ steady shatter-
ing of scientific boundaries and 
US-led humanitarian intervention 
in response to natural disasters 
— these and other pursuits and 
commitments, none of them 
cheap, have saved lives, bolstered 
American political influence and 
affirmed the United States’ 
indispensable role in the interna-
tional order.

Robust and bipartisan American 
commitment to military superior-
ity has backstopped and enforced 
US global leadership and must 
never be neglected but strength is 
an ingredient of leadership, not a 
substitute or a synonym for it.

It is in this context of necessary 
investment in US global leader-
ship and of the definition of 
leadership that one must view the 
debate over Trump’s proposed 
international affairs budget and 
congressional moves to reshape it.

In setting forth the US State 
Department’s spending blueprint 
for fiscal year 2018, Secretary of 
State Rex Tillerson asserted that it 
“addresses the challenges to 
American leadership abroad and 
the importance of defending our 
national security interests,” 
 while recognising that “US 
diplomacy engagement and aid 
programmes must be more 

efficient and more effective.”
Efficiency and effectiveness in 

the expenditure of tax dollars — on 
an international aid and diplo-
matic architecture that consumes 
approximately 1% of the federal 
budget — must always be a 
management priority but when a 
new administration proposes a 
32% cut in international affairs 
spending, as the president’s 
blueprint outlined, it suggests that 
the priority is not efficiency but 
withdrawal: Withdrawal from 
active diplomatic engagement in 
the world’s trouble spots and 
future trouble spots, withdrawal 
from a seat at the table in interna-
tional negotiations, withdrawal 
from the day-to-day demands not 
only of US leadership in a complex 
and unpredictable world, but even 
of American global citizenship, 
withdrawal from support for good 
friends in need.

Congress may reverse this 
backward-looking budget plan. 
The House Appropriations 
Committee is poised to discard 
much of its disinvestment in 
international affairs and rum-
blings in the Senate suggest it may 
be on a similar path.

In the president’s proposed 
budget, US economic and military 
assistance to Tunisia, a country 
that bravely established and has 
steadfastly defended democracy 
for more than six years, while 
fighting off Islamic State (ISIS) 
terrorists and confronting chaos 
on its Libyan border, would be cut 

from $177 million in fiscal year 
2016, the last full programme year, 
to $55 million in fiscal 2018. 
Military aid would shift from 
grants to loans, loans the cash-
strapped Tunisian treasury can ill 
afford. The US-Middle East 
Partnership Initiative, which, 
among other projects, provides US 
scholarships for a cadre of the 
next generation of Tunisian 
leaders, would be slashed by more 
than 60%.

Tunisia is imperfect. Its democ-
racy is not fully developed, one of 
its major parties bears the biases 
and dangers of the Muslim 
Brotherhood and endemic 
corruption — a target of the 
determined new prime minister 
— is a drag on the economy and 
good governance. Its foreign 
policy would benefit from fresh 
thinking about the Arab-Israeli 
conflict.

Tunisia has been a friend of the 
United States for more than two 
centuries and, as it seeks to fulfil 
its citizens’ aspirations, fight 
common enemies and defend 
common values, it deserves 
consistent US engagement and 
support. Whether it and other 
needy friends get that support will 
be another in this season’s tests of 
US global leadership.

Jason Isaacson is the American 
Jewish Committee’s associate 
executive director for policy. This 
article was first published at 
www.thehill.com.

W ashing-
ton’s 
policy 
towards 
Tunisia 
is a 
small 
litmus 

test of whether the United States 
wants to remain a great power.

A “great power” is a country that 
has important interests beyond its 
borders and the wherewithal and 
willingness to defend them. This is 
why Finland, for all of its impres-
sive economic and social success, is 
not a great power. This is why 
French leaders sought so hard in 
the decades following the second 
world war to maintain influence 
and a security presence in West 
Africa: France was determined to 
preserve at least the trappings of 
“great power” status.

That the United States has 
important interests overseas is not 
in doubt. Neither is the fact that the 
United States has the wherewithal 
— militarily, economically, diplo-
matically — to defend those 
interests. The question, and for 
many the concern, is whether the 
United States has the willingness to 
defend those interests.

The administration of President 
George W. Bush certainly had the 
willingness to partake in foreign 
ventures, ostensibly to defend US 
interests. The problem is that it did 
so recklessly and even delusion-
ally, believing it could impose US 
values and systems on others. The 
result is that US interests were not 
defended. In fact, by shattering and 

fragmenting Iraq, the United States 
enhanced Iran’s regional influence.

The Obama administration 
responded to the costly reckless-
ness of its predecessor by pivoting 
away from the Middle East and 
seeking to protect US interests 
elsewhere through multilateralism 
and sweeping trade deals. Barack 
Obama’s hands-off approach to 
Syria, even after Moscow directly 
intervened, epitomised the new 
policy.

Now it’s US President Donald 
Trump’s turn to shape US policy. 
Trump knows that the United 

States has interests overseas but he 
sees the defence of these interests 
in immediate and narrow transac-
tional terms: What’s in it for the 
United States today? If we spend 
money, will we get more in return?

This is where Tunisia serves as a 
litmus test of whether the United 
States can 1) recognise long-term 
overseas interests and 2) is willing 
to defend these interests. Tunisia is 
the one “Arab spring” success story 
but a fragile one. Tunisians on their 
own have created the kind of 
society and government that Bush 
tried to install at gunpoint. If the 

entire Middle East were like 
Tunisia… well, we can only dream.

Trump’s proposal to dramatically 
cut US aid to Tunisia is, in its own 
way, as reckless as Bush’s military 
escapade. It is hard to think of a 
cheaper and less dangerous way to 
defend US interests than by helping 
Tunisians succeed in their demo-
cratic experiment.

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

From abstract to urgent, a test of US global leadership

Tunisia as litmus test for US policies

Ellen Laipson

Safeguarding Tunisia’s success highlights US Congress’s foreign policy role

T
unisia is a para-
dox. It is the “Arab 
spring’s” one 
fragile success 
story, still 
committed to a 
democratic path. 
It is also the 
largest recruiting 

ground for Islamist terrorist 
groups, revealing deep fault lines 
in the country’s efforts to provide 
its citizens with more political and 
economic opportunity.

The Trump administration is 

sending mixed signals in terms 
of its approach to the country, 
highlighting the key role the US 
Congress can play in ensuring a 
balanced and productive policy.

Tunisia — small, relatively 
homogeneous and endowed 
with strong human development 
indicators rather than natural 
resources — is the last “Arab spring” 
country standing. It has run truly 
contested elections, finding a way 
to integrate moderate Islamists into 
the historically secular  
political elites.

Its struggles abound, however. 
The economy has weakened since 
dictator Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali 
fell from power in 2011, dropping 
Tunisia from the World Bank 
designation as an upper-middle-
income country to lower-middle-
income status. Terrorism and 
corruption have dominated policy 
debates. 

The parliament is considering 
measures that, in theory, would 
help restore the economy and 
empower security forces to deal 
more effectively with internal 

threats but are deeply worrying for 
Tunisia’s democratic future.

To continue reading: 
http://www.worldpoliticsreview.

com/articles/22789/safeguarding-
tunisia-s-success-highlights-
congress-s-critical-foreign-policy-
role

Ellen Laipson is president emeritus 
and a distinguished fellow at the 
Stimson Centre, a non-partisan 
think-tank in Washington. This 
article was previously published by 
World Politics Review.

Higher interest. US House Foreign Affairs Committee Chairman Ed Royce (R) and Tunisian Prime 
Minister Youssef Chahed during their meeting on Capitol Hill in Washington, last July.                        (AP)
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S 

yrian and Iraqi Kurds have 
marked a handful of im-
portant dates that would 
put them closer than ever 
before to independence 

from the central governments of 
Damascus and Baghdad.

Iraqi Kurds are to have a long-
delayed referendum on September 
25, cementing the quasi-independ-
ence of Iraqi Kurdistan, which has 
been a de facto reality since 1991. 
Their brethren in Syria are to vote 
for their local communes on Sep-
tember 22.

Local council elections in Kurd-
ish territories of Syria are to follow 
on November 3. Broad elections for 
the three Kurdish-led districts ear-
marked for the federal government 
of northern Syria are scheduled 
for January 19, 2018. They would 
be accompanied by a conference 
for all major players in that part of 
the war-torn county organised by 
Kurdish parties and to be attended 
by 300 delegates with the blessing 
of Moscow and the United States.

The ground-breaking resolution 
was reached on July 31 by 156 Kurd-
ish delegates who met in Rmelan in 
the northern Kurdish province of 
Hasakah, passing their own elec-
tion law without consulting with 
or taking orders from Damascus. 
The Russians, however, who have 
been cutting deals with the Kurds 

in northern Syria, did not seem to 
mind the new manoeuvres, urging 
the Kurds to set up their own gov-
ernment while remaining part of 
Syria.

A Russian-authored constitution 
for Syria, presented to negotiators 
at the UN-mandated Geneva talks 
earlier this year, specifically called 
for adopting the Kurdish language 
next to Arabic and mandated local 
parliaments with broad powers, 
such as voting for their own mu-
nicipalities, electing their own gov-
ernors and getting a share of their 
region’s wealth. Previously that 
wealth went to Damascus and very 
little of it reached its places of ori-
gin, resulting in poverty through-
out the Syrian north, while all po-
litical and administrative decisions 
were imposed on these territories 
from the faraway capital of Syria.

The newly proposed charter, 
which is still being debated in 
Switzerland, states all this would 
become a thing of the past and 
the federal laws would apply to all 
parts of Syria, including the four 
de-conflict zones that were recent-
ly agreed upon by Moscow, Tehran 
and Ankara; north of Homs, east 
of Damascus, in Idlib in the Syr-
ian north-west and throughout the 
Syrian south alongside the Syrian-
Jordanian borders.

New laws written recently in 
Rmelan said that members of the 
federal assembly would be elected 
by universal suffrage for 2-year 
terms and municipality elections 
would take place every four years.

The Kurdish delegates of Rmelan 
came short of calling for a breaka-
way state in Syria, settling for uni-
fication of three Kurdish provinces 
within a broad federal government, 
encompassing both Arabs and 
Kurds.

The first Kurdish canton would 
be in Hasakah province and it 
would include the Kurdish cities of 
Hasakah and Qamishli, both east 
of the Euphrates River in territory 

generally regarded as part of the 
United States’ fiefdom in Syria.

The second canton would be in 
Aleppo province, including the 
Kurdish towns of Kobane, immedi-
ately south of the border with Tur-
key, and Tal Abyad, within Raqqa 
governorate.

Third would be the canton of Af-
rin, west of the Euphrates River. 
It would take in the city of Afrin, 
which is in the hands of the Rus-
sians, and Shahba in the country-
side of Aleppo.

Many of these cities and what 
lies between them are not fully 
Kurdish and are still occupied by 
an Arab majority.

The strategic city of Raqqa, the 
former self-proclaimed capital of 
the Islamic State (ISIS), is in the 

process of being liberated by the 
Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF). 
Its council is to decide by Septem-
ber on whether it wants to join the 
Kurdish-led federal project. The 
same applies to the oil-rich city 
of Deir ez-Zor on the Euphrates, 
which is being contested by gov-
ernment troops, ISIS and the SDF.

The new arrangements would 
undoubtedly take the region by 
storm, infuriating Turkish Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Erdogan, who 
would likely work hard to obstruct 
the project through any possible 
means, because it would automati-
cally trigger the ambitions of the 
15 million Kurds living in his coun-
try, many of whom have long sup-
ported a separatist movement led 
by the Kurdistan Workers’ Party. 

(PKK), which hopes to carve 50% 
of historic Kurdistan from the mod-
ern Turkish Republic.

Other Kurds, including the 6 mil-
lion in Iran and approximately 5 
million-6 million living in the dias-
pora, would certainly be inspired 
by the elections but Tehran will not 
like the idea and nor will Damas-
cus, perhaps giving the two allies 
and Turkey enough reason to set 
aside their differences and work 
together to abort the project alto-
gether or try to manipulate and in-
fluence its voting outcome, coming 
up with regime-friendly delegates 
and MPs in Syrian Kurdistan.

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

Unlike Russia, regional powers reserved about Kurdish vote
Sami Moubayed

Divisive ambitions. A man sewing an Iraqi Kurdish flag bearing a portrait of Iraqi Kurdistan Regional 
Government President Masoud Barzani in Erbil.           (AFP)

News & Analysis The future of the Kurds

The new 
arrangements would 
infuriate Turkish 
President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan, who 
would likely work 
hard to obstruct the 
project.

I crossed into Iraqi Kurdistan 
in February 2003 as the US 
invasion loomed against 
Saddam Hussein. In a hotel 
in Dohuk, I requested coffee 
in basic Arabic but the young 

man at reception understood not 
one word of what had been the 
official language before Kurdish 
de facto autonomy in 1991.

Months later, with fighting 
persisting in the city, I went into 
Mosul with Hoshyar Zebari, who 
pointed out where he’d been 
swimming in the Tigris as a boy, 
before his two brothers were 
killed by Ba’athist security and he 
fled Iraq on a donkey.

A generation apart, the recep-
tionist and Zebari, later Iraqi 
foreign minister and finance 
minister, each had reasons not to 
want to be part of Iraq. Older 
Kurds experienced Saddam’s 
repression, including chemical 
weapons. Younger Kurds — today 
half of Iraqi Kurdistan’s 5.2 
million people are under 20 
— view Baghdad as a distant, 
hostile place. There is every 
reason, then, for the independ-
ence referendum scheduled for 
September 25 by the Kurds’ 
leaders to yield an overwhelming 
“yes” vote.

But what do the Iraqi Kurdish 
leaders seek and what effect will 
the referendum have? The Kurds 
had a similar vote in 2005 and 
today their leaders seem set either 

on distracting attention from 
other problems or strengthening 
their hand in talks with Baghdad 
over oil revenue and control over 
Kirkuk.

Squabbling between the two 
main parties — the Kurdistan 
Democratic Party (KDP) and 
Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK) 
— goes back to the PUK’s birth in 
1975. Promises of a unified 
Kurdistan Regional Government 
(KRG) and army have foundered 
and the Kurdish parliament in 
Erbil hasn’t met for two years.

Baghdad argues the referendum 
upends the 2005 constitution, 
based on Iraq’s territorial integrity 
with a Kurdish federal entity. The 
Shia-led government wants to 
keep Kirkuk, the oil city absorbed 
by the Kurds during the crisis over 
the Islamic State (ISIS), while 
Iraq’s Sunni Arabs fear a Kurd-less 
Iraq would be 75% Shia. Without 
compromise, Iraq is heading for 
more conflict and ethnic cleans-
ing.

Baghdad is only part of the 
opposition to Kurdish independ-
ence. Neighbours rattled by 
Syria’s collapse into fiefdoms are 
disinclined to treat the referen-
dum as a tactical ploy. Turkey has 
called it a “grave mistake.” Ankara 
was alarmed by the Kurdish 
Democratic Union Party (PYD) 
running territory in Syria and 
boosting its parent Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party (PKK), whose 
resumed armed struggle in Turkey 
has led to more than 2,000 deaths 
since 2015.

Iran is just as riled. It was there 
that Kurds in 1946 established the 
short-lived Mahabad Republic and 
Iran’s 8 million Kurds are probably 

a majority in three provinces 
— Kurdistan, Kermanshah and 
Ilam. Buoyed by the example of 
Iraqi Kurdistan, the Kurdistan 
Democratic Party of Iran (KDPI) 
wants federalism and is vying for 
influence with the PKK-allied 
Kurdistan Free Life Party (PJAK).

Nazim Dabagh, a KRG repre-
sentative in Tehran, has tried to 
give reassurance. He recently told 
Agence France-Presse: “For now, 
we do not have the intention of 
separating… We don’t feel that 

Kurdish push for independence likely to unleash 
new cycle of violence in an already volatile region

Iraq accepts us. For this reason, 
we seek to use appropriate 
opportunities… to demand our 
rights.”

Zebari has been franker, 
warning that Tehran wants a 
security corridor to Syria through 
northern Iraq policed by Shia 
militias. “They are breathing 
down our neck all along the 
Kurdish front line from Sinjar to 
Khanaqin,” Zebari told Reuters. 
“So far, we have been accommo-
dating, patient, coordinating to 
prevent skirmishes or flashes but 
this is building up.”

As if to confirm his claim, Ali 
Akbar Velayati, president of Iran’s 
Expediency Council and close to 
Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah 
Ali Khamenei and President 
Hassan Rohani, spoke of a 
“resistance highway” from 
Tehran through Mosul to Beirut. 
This precludes an independent 
Kurdistan. After meeting with 
senior PUK official Kosrat Rasul 
Ali, Iran’s top security official Ali 
Shamkhani called the referendum 
a plot by “colonialising” powers.

The Iraqi Kurds will look for 
help to Washington, which has 
5,000 troops in Iraq, but Donald 
Trump is an erratic president and 
US plans for a post-Saddam 
federal Iraq, not to mention $60 
billion in reconstruction, have 
gone up in smoke. It is hard to see 
how a Kurdish push for independ-
ence will not unleash a further 
cycle of violence.

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

Gareth Smyth

View point
Without 
compromise, 
Iraq is 
heading for 
more conflict 
and ethnic 
cleansing.

The Iraqi Kurds will look for 
help to Washington, which has 
5,000 troops in Iraq, but Donald 
Trump is an erratic president.

1946 — Short-lived 
Kurdish Republic in 
Mahabad, Iran

1991 — Iraqi Kurds 
establish de facto 
autonomy under 
Western air cover

2003 — US-led invasion 
topples Saddam 
Hussein

2005 — Kurdish federal 
entity recognised in 
new Iraqi constitution

2017 — September 25 
planned referendum 
on Kurdish 
independence
(The Arab Weekly)

Chronology
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Francis Ghilès

Yavuz Baydar

Erdogan, who 
backed the 
Muslim Brothers 
from Egypt to 
Libya via Tunisia, 
flip-flopped on 
foreign alliances 
with Israel and 
Russia.

Because of the 
vacuum at the 
top echelons, 
an unusually 
high number of 
colonels were 
promoted to 
general.

I
n what appears to be a 
critical move to intervene 
in the DNA of the Turkish 
military, Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
moved closer to full-scale 
control over the military 
bureaucracy, which he had 
seen as the most formida-

ble threat to his power.
“Restructuring,” as it was hailed 

by the pro-government media, 
took place at a Supreme Military 
Council during its regular in 
early-August meeting. The 
significance it carried had to do 
with the July 2016 coup attempt — 
a patchy and disarrayed mutiny 
that brought vast institutional 
damage — as it occurred while 
large numbers of officers facing 
trial on charges of high crimes.

One theory about the failed coup 
that is gaining ground is that 
Erdogan used it as a pretext to 
round up officers he saw as a threat 
to his power. Immediately after 
the uprising, Erdogan sacked 149 
generals and admirals and other 
high-ranking officers placed in 
NATO offices abroad. A total of 167 
generals, as well as thousands of 
mid-rank army staff, remain in 
pre-trial detention.

This has led to assessments that 
NATO’s second largest force has 
lost much of its combat capabilities 
and its contacts with the forces of 
Turkey’s allies is at a minimum.

Erdogan’s warming up to Russia 
led to profound mistrust of Ankara 
within NATO, including the United 
States, making intelligence 
exchange and military coordina-
tion extremely sensitive issues.

Nevertheless, the Supreme 
Military Council meeting signified 
a continuity in what Erdogan has 
as an objective to one-man rule. 
Heads rolled at highest levels, 
confirming predictions that a 
cleansing of dissenting elements 
would take place.

Before the gathering, Erdogan 
engaged his close circle — Prime 
Minister Binali Yildirim, Defence 
Minister Nurettin Canikli and 
General Hulusi Akar — for more 

than six hours during which they 
reportedly carefully drew a map of 
appointments and dismissals.

That he kept Akar at the lead of 
the army was a slight surprise. 
There had been speculation that 
Akar was unsure whether to 
support the putschists during the 
coup.

All three force commanders were 
let go. The commander of the navy 
had reportedly disappeared for 
nine hours during the uprising. 
The leader of the air force was at a 
wedding. The commander of land 
forces, though he had been in 
liaison with Akar, apparently 
negotiating with rebel officers to 
terminate the mutiny, was sent to 
retirement despite speculation he 
would stay.

Among the newcomers, one 
particularly stands out. General 
Yaşar Guler, former commander of 

the gendarmerie who was moved 
to lead the land forces. He is 
known for his fierce opposition to 
Fethullah Gulen, a reclusive cleric 
based in the United States and 
accused of masterminding the 
coup, and his political loyalty to 
Erdogan.

Guler is a staunch defender of 
Turkish military intervention into 
Syria and anti-Democratic Union 
Party (PYD) policies that keep 
Turkey out of sync with the US 
Defence Department. While 
commanding the gendarmerie, 
Guler gained the full confidence of 
Suleyman Soylu, the hard-line 
minister of interior known for a 
severe anti-Kurd crackdown in 
Turkey.

Two other changes are notewor-
thy, which lead to the conclusion 
that the army’s backbone will 
stiffen further in favour of Erdog-

an’s visibly anti-Western policies. 
Because of the vacuum at the top 
echelons, an unusually high 
number of colonels were promoted 
to general. A few of the 61 new 
appointees were among those who 
had been in prison because of 
coup-related military trials. 
Almost all the colonels who had 
served as brigadier commanders in 
anti-terror operations in mainly 
Kurdish south-eastern provinces 
of Turkey are now wearing stars on 
their shoulders.

Erdogan has inserted his will 
more decisively on the military 
structures. How the restructuring 
will play out in Turkey’s relations 
with NATO and its stand vis-à-vis 
Syria remain open.

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

Erdogan restructures the army to bring it closer to him

Turkey’s ‘new sultan’ who wants to fill Ataturk’s shoes

T
urkish President 
Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan has fully 
recast himself as 
the 21st-century 
model of the man 
who founded the 
Turkish republic a 
century ago 

following the collapse of the 
Ottoman Empire after the first 
world war.

He has used Mustafa Kemal 
Ataturk’s very methods — state 
institutions and top-down social 
engineering — to dismantle the 
legacy of the man who, in the 1920s 
and 1930s shaped Turkey in the 
image of a Western society and 
relegated religion to the private 
sphere. Erdogan, by contrast, is 
imposing a very conservative form 
of Islam on the country, splitting 
Turkish society down the middle 
by locking up dissidents and 
taking steps towards what seems 
to be the end of democracy.

Since last July’s failed coup 
attempt, nearly one-quarter of 
Turkey’s judiciary has been 
dismissed or detained in what 
looks suspiciously like a system-
atic effort to reshape the country’s 
judicial system. An estimated 
150,000 civil servants and teach-
ers, police officers and magistrates 
have been dismissed from their 
jobs, their salaries stopped and 
their passports confiscated. An 
estimated 40,000 of them are 
under lock and key.

Hundreds of thousands of Turks, 
led by the leader of the opposition 
Republican People’s Party (CHP) 
Kemal Kilicdaroglu, rallied in 
Istanbul, following a 450km 
“justice march” from Ankara to a 
city on the Bosporus. This may be 

the biggest march against Erdog-
an’s rule since 2013 demonstra-
tions sparked by the planned 
redevelopment of Gezi Park in the 
city but the autocrat has a tin ear. 
More journalists are behind bars in 
Turkey than in any other country 
in the world.

The pivot towards Erdogan’s big 
push to dismantle Ataturk’s state 
came in 2015 when successive 
general elections on June 7 and 
November 1 saw a new party of 
Kurdish origin, the People’s 
Democratic Party (HDP) gain 
success and challenge the hegem-
ony of the president’s Justice and 
Development (AKP) party.

By embracing a moderate and 
modernist platform, its young 
leader, Selahattin Demirtas, not 
only deprived the AKP of a major-
ity in June but attracted many 
votes outside the Kurdish areas of 
the south-east. Demirtas’s success 
infuriated the Kurdistan Workers’ 
Party (PKK), which is classified as 
a terrorist group in Europe and the 
United States and has been locked 
in a bloody confrontation with the 
Turkish Army for decades.

Both the PKK’s old guard and 
Erdogan’s AKP conspired to 
smother the new moderate force 
that so rudely erupted on the 
parliamentary scene. The PKK 
launched attacks in south-eastern 
Turkey and the AKP broke off what 
seemed to have been promising 
negotiations with the group. 
Erdogan proceeded to get rid of the 
old AKP guard and speak of 
Turkey’s future in apocalyptic 
terms.

Demirtas soon found himself 
stripped of his parliamentary 
immunity and sentenced to prison 
after a trial that reflected the 

deteriorating state of law and order 
in Turkey.

The renewed fighting in the 
Kurdish region of Turkey has, to 
the dismay of many, led to the 
razing of the historic centres of the 
Kurdish cities of Diyarbakir, 
Nusaybin and Cizre.

Erdogan also shifted from 
Ataturk’s foreign policy vision by 
moving away from Europe and 
pivoting towards the Middle East. 
His policy here has proven to be a 
disaster.

Having backed the ousting of his 
former friend, Syrian leader 
Bashar Assad, he proceeded to 
provide weapons and safe haven to 
groups close to the Islamic State 
(ISIS) in their fight to topple Assad. 
Like most Western leaders, he 
underestimated Assad’s ability to 
maintain control.

In the course of a foreign policy 
that backed the Muslim Brothers 
from Egypt to Libya via Tunisia, 
Erdogan flip-flopped on foreign 
alliances with Israel and Russia. 
This upset many army officers and 
helps explain why so many were 
involved in the failed plot last 
year. They felt that Ataturk’s 
golden rule of non-intervention 
abroad had been upended, to the 
detriment of Turkey’s security. 
Just like French officers felt 
betrayed by their political leaders 
because of their stance on Algeria 
in 1961, many Turkish officers 
refused to accept a foreign policy 
they viewed as adventurous.

Meanwhile, Turkey said it wants 
to build its own helicopters, 
fighter jets, tanks and aircraft 
carriers. Being a member of NATO 
does not mean being servile to 
Europe or the United States, but 
dreaming of building your own 

weapons is somewhat pharaonic.
Many Turkish officers posted in 

European capitals and NATO 
headquarters have sought asylum 
in Western Europe. This infuriated 
Erdogan and increased tensions 
between Turkey and its NATO 
allies — Turkey has been a valued 
member of NATO since 1952 and 
always pledged to uphold the rule 
of law and individual liberty.

Turkey remains a crucial 
strategic ally for the West but its 
international relations are in 
disarray, complicating efforts in 
the international fight against ISIS 
and efforts to control the Mediter-
ranean migration crisis. Germany 
is particularly affected as it hosts 
the largest Turkish diaspora 
outside the mother country by far.

The West should be worried 
about Turkey’s drift from democ-
racy. Unfortunately, despite the 
country’s considerable ethnic, 
religious and political diversity, its 
democracy has operated along 
crude majoritarian lines. Whoever 
wins the majority in parliament 
— or now the all-powerful presi-
dency — may do what he pleases.

For decades, AKP supporters 
were on the receiving end of CHP 
oppression. “Rights belong to me, 
not to you,” sums up the attitude 
of most Turkish politicians. As the 
tide of conservatism and intoler-
ance rises, encouraged by the 
crude anti-Western rhetoric of the 
man some dub “the new sultan,” 
Western policy-makers are deeply 
concerned. They know that the 
upheaval in Turkey cannot easily 
be contained.

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

Turkey

Falling in line. Turkey’s Prime Minister Binali Yildirim (C) poses with members of the Turkish 
Supreme Military Council (YAS) before their meeting in Ankara, on August 2.         (AFP)



17August 6, 2017

Spotlight Iran

T
he Green Movement 
was the most wide-
spread expression of 
opposition to the 
Islamic Republic of 
Iran since its inception 

but it failed. What ensued during 
20 months in 2009-10 that the 
movement persisted is a lesson in 
the Islamic Republic’s vulnerabil-
ity and its capacity.

The movement shook Iran’s 
foundations. Supreme Leader 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei admitted 
“the sedition was a great chal-
lenge” and blamed the move-
ment’s leaders for taking the 
system to the “edge of the cliff.”

Major-General Mohammad Ali 
Jafari, commander of the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps 
(IRGC) declared: “The Islamic 
system went nearly to the border 
of overthrow.”

The rapid mobilisation, scale of 
protests and swift radicalisation 
of protesters undermined the 
regime’s ability to mount a single 
pro-government demonstration 
for nearly seven months.

The movement arose from 
several factors. The revolution’s 
leadership betrayed its promises 
to provide political freedom and 
improve people’s living condi-
tions. Instead, the leaders 
imposed a theocracy and 
restricted social and cultural 
freedoms enjoyed by Iranians 

before the revolution.
Additionally, widespread 

corruption by Shia clergy, coupled 
with rising inequalities, belied the 
leaders’ promises. The rulers 
seized vast political and economic 
resources but, instead of benefit-
ing the populace, they controlled 
the assets in their own interests.

The movement was triggered by 
the presidential election in 2009. 
Initially, protests focused on the 
vote’s outcome. Despite pre-elec-
tion threats from the IRGC to 
avoid a velvet revolution, 3 
million people protested on June 
15, 2009, asking: “What happened 
to my vote?”

A week after the elections, 
Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei admonished the 
opposition to stay off the streets 
or risk violence. He warned that 
opposition leaders would be held 
responsible for bloodshed and 
chaos if they did not stop the 
demonstrations.

In response, protesters were 
radicalised, shouting slogans such 
as “Death to the dictator,” “Death 
to Khamenei,” “Khamenei is a 
murderer; his leadership is 
revoked” and “We didn’t give our 
lives to compromise and won’t 
praise the murderous.”

Others targeted Khamenei’s son: 
“Die, Mojtaba, so you don’t 
become the supreme leader.”

Faced with radicalised protest-
ers and massive repression, the 
movement’s leaders halted calls 
for additional demonstrations. 
However, protesters found 
opportunities during anniversa-
ries and official celebrations. 
Approximately 2 million people 

demonstrated in Tehran on Quds 
day (September 18). Eschewing 
the official slogans (“Death to 
America,” “Death to Israel”), 
participants shouted “Death to 
Russia” and “Death to China.”

The regime intensified its 
crackdown. In the 50 days 
following the presidential elec-
tion, authorities executed 115 
people without announcing their 
crimes. They fined protesters for 
shouting “Allahu Akbar.” Some 
universities banned the display of 
green objects.

Khamenei declared that 
questioning the election was “the 
biggest crime.” Ayatollah Ahmad 
Jannati concurred: “The Quran, 
Islam and the leader must be 
preserved. We should have no 
mercy towards those who commit 
evil. Despite having Islamic 
kindness, Imam Ali killed thou-
sands in one of the wars.”

Intense repression weakened 
the opposition and curtailed 
protests. However, the eruption of 
democratisation movements in 
the region created an opening for 
the Green Movement to re-
emerge. Movement leaders 
denounced the Islamic regime as 
another monarchical system and 
called for a march in solidarity 
with regional movements.

Initially, the Islamic regime 
hailed the region’s movements as 
anti-American but moved to 
repress the Green Movement 
decisively.

Mir-Hossein Mousavi, Zahra 
Rahnavard and Mehdi Karroubi 
were confined under house arrest. 
Khamenei dissolved the two 
reformist parties. Political 

What happened to Iran’s Green Movement?
repression put an end to protests 
in February 2011.

The Green Movement revealed a 
near-fatal rift within the Islamic 
regime. During the conflicts, 
portions of the IRGC refused to 
support the country’s leaders and 
the regime was forced to rely on 
the paramilitary Basij to repress 
the movement. Jafari admitted: 
“Had the Basij not existed, we 
don’t know what might have 
happened and it is possible that 
the seditionists might have 
achieved their goals.”

However, the movement failed 
to alter the nature of the Islamic 
regime due to leaders who were 
reluctant to alter the existing 
institutions; a disjunction 
between the leaders’ goals and 
those of protesters who demanded 
fundamental changes; and the 
failure to forge a broad coalition 
that included workers and bazaar 
merchants.

Nevertheless, the movement 
polarised the Iranian state and 
society more than ever before. The 
regime’s demands to comply with 
theocratic rules have been met 
with widespread passive resist-
ance in all areas of religious, social 
and cultural life — the very 
foundation of the theocracy. The 
regime has responded with 
endless repression, setting the 
stage for a further round of 
conflicts.

Misagh Parsa is a professor of 
sociology at Dartmouth College. 
His most recent book, “Democracy 
in Iran: Why It Failed and How It 
Might Succeed,” was published by 
Harvard University Press.
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N
ew US sanctions 
against Iran will have 
less of an effect on its 
leaders than leaked 
news of just how 
close US President 

Donald Trump came to upending 
the 2015 agreement — the Joint 
Comprehensive Plan of Action 
(JCPOA) — limiting Tehran’s 
nuclear programme in return for 
eased international economic 
sanctions.

Trump was dissuaded by other 
US officials at the last minute from 
declaring Iran in breach of the deal 
only by a formula allowing the 
United States to let it continue 
without clearly confirming 
Tehran’s compliance. The admin-
istration slapped sanctions on 18 
Iranian individuals and groups 
linked to Iran’s military, including 
a Turkey-based naval equipment 
supplier and a China-based 
electronics procurer.

In response, Iranian President 
Hassan Rohani and Foreign 
Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif 
gave holding replies. Rohani said 
Iran would “stand up to” the 
United States and Zarif accused 
Washington of “trying to poison 
the international atmosphere” 
while violating the “spirit” and 
perhaps “the letter” of the deal.

Even Mohammad Ali Jafari, the 
Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps (IRGC) commander, said 
little new in advising Washington 
to remove its military bases within 
1,000km of Iran.

Trump, under a congressional 
requirement, is next scheduled to 
certify Iranian compliance with 
the JCPOA in October. Iran’s 
leadership will likely discuss its 
response and an interim strategy 
should Trump abandon the deal.

Rohani will argue Iran should 
deepen relations with the other 
JCPOA signatories — Britain, 

China, France, Germany and 
Russia — to stick to the deal. This 
approach was evident July 21 at 
the quarterly meeting of JCPOA 
signatories in Austria.

“In Vienna, Iran complained 
publicly to set the stage in case 
Trump decides to walk away,” said 
Farideh Farhi, of the University of 
Hawaii, “but Iran didn’t lodge an 
official complaint to the joint 
committee, whose communiqué 
acknowledged the economic 
benefits of the agreement to Iran 
‘despite challenges.’”

Some in Tehran will argue Iran 
should expand its nuclear pro-
gramme if the United States 
introduces further sanctions or 
effectively abandons the JCPOA. 
There is a precedent of resuming 
frozen nuclear work. In 2005, Iran 
began nuclear enrichment after 
two years of suspension during 
talks with the European Union.

Iranian domestic politics are in a 
different balance to 2005, how-
ever, when faltering reformist 
President Mohammad Khatami 
had seen overtures to the United 
States rebuffed by President 
George W. Bush. Shortly after 
enrichment resumed, fundamen-
talist Mahmoud Ahmadinejad won 
a landslide victory in the presiden-
tial election.

Today, the pragmatists are 
stronger. Rohani comfortably won 
a second term in May. With Trump 
in the White House, Tehran has 
clear scope to court the other 
JCPOA signatories, which agree 
the nuclear agreement works. 
Rohani’s critics present little 
alternative to the JCPOA, even if 
the United States walks away.

Europe, Russia and China are 
expanding economic links. Total’s 
$5 billion deal for the South Pars 
gas field was followed by fellow 
French company Alstom agreeing 
to a 60% share in a $1.3 billion 
venture with Iranian companies to 
make 1,000 subway cars.

Iran can respond in other ways 
to US pressures. New sanctions 
make it more likely Tehran will 
hold its line over Syria, Qatar and 

Dangers in US-Iran relations over nuclear deal
other regional issues. The security 
services are more likely to arrest 
dual nationals and the IRGC to 
challenge the US Navy in the Gulf.

A more dangerous response 
would be to step up testing 
ballistic missiles, defying the US 
argument that this violates the 
JCPOA. “Given the US difficulty in 
walking away from the agreement, 
in the case of more sanctions, Iran 
can react by remaining in the 
agreement but reciprocating in 
other areas,” said Farhi. “For 
instance, if the United States 
imposes further sanctions on 
Iran’s missiles programme, Iran 
will quicken the pace of that 
programme or at least pretend to 
publicly.”

This may already be happening. 
Days after new US sanctions were 
announced, Iran proclaimed a 
fresh production line for the 
Sayyad 3 missile, which it said can 
climb 27km, travel 120km and 
target planes, drones and cruise 
missiles. “Iran may feel such a 
strategy worked over the nuclear 
issue itself,” said Farhi. “It 
introduced more centrifuges [for 
enriching uranium] and enriched 
to higher levels in response to 
sanctions. I assume it will try this 
again.”

A military agreement with Iraq 
signed July 23 in Tehran came with 
Iranian Defence Minister Hossein 
Dehghan denouncing US efforts to 
“destabilise the region.”

Alongside defiance, there is a 
weary tone in Tehran. Zarif has 
bemoaned that his developing 
relationship with John Kerry, 
President Barack Obama’s secre-
tary of state, was replaced by a 
lack of even telephone contact 
with Rex Tillerson, Trump’s 
secretary of state.

The absence of communication 
makes any provocation — even if 
carefully calibrated as a response 
to the United States or to make 
clear to Trump the costs of any 
military attack — dangerous. With 
no contact, much less confidence, 
between the two sides, any action 
runs the risk of being misread.

Iran’s 
leadership 
will likely 
discuss its 
response 
and an 
interim 
strategy 
should 
Trump 
abandon 
the deal.

The absence of communication 
makes any provocation 
dangerous.

I 

ran’s missile programme, 
which it has accelerated in 
defiance of US and Western 
criticism, is at the centre of 
the Islamic Republic’s mili-

tary arsenal.

Range and types
Its short- and medium-range 

missiles can fly up to 2,000km, 
putting arch-foe Israel and US 
military bases in the region within 
range.

The most powerful of its 40 dif-
ferent types of missiles are the 
Ghadr-F and Sejil-2 — both 17 
metres in length with a 2,000km 
range — and Ghadr-H and Imad, 
which can travel 1,700km.

The Imad was the first missile 
tested after Iran’s nuclear deal 
with world powers in July 2015. 
Tehran’s testing of that missile led 
to new US sanctions imposed on 
January 17, 2016.

Russian S-300 and Iran’s     
Bavar-373 

Iran’s advanced S-300 air de-
fence system, delivered by Rus-
sia following the nuclear deal af-
ter several years of delay, finally 
became operational in March. A 
domestically manufactured air 
defence system, Bavar-373, which 
Iranian officials say is “more ad-
vanced than the S-300,” is due to 
be tested soon.

Sanctions 
Tehran’s missile programme 

has long been the target of West-
ern sanctions and controversy. A 
UN Security Council resolution 
endorsing the nuclear deal states: 
“Iran is called upon not to under-
take any activity related to ballis-
tic missiles designed to be capable 
of delivering nuclear weapons.”

Iran, which denies the pursuit 
of an atomic programme for mili-
tary purposes, insists none of its 
missiles are “designed to carry a 
nuclear warhead,” leaving them 
outside the scope of the 2015 deal.

(Agence France-Presse)

Iran’s missile 
programme
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U 

S Muslims said they 
have experienced 
widespread suspicion 
about their faith in the 
first months of Don-

ald Trump’s presidency but also 
received more support from in-
dividual Americans and remain 
hopeful they can be fully accepted 
in American society, a new survey 
indicated.

Nearly three-quarters of US Mus-
lims asked said they view Trump as 
unfriendly to them, a Pew Research 
Centre report stated. Approximate-
ly 62% of respondents said Ameri-
cans do not view Islam as part of 
the mainstream after a presidential 
election that saw a surge in hostility 
towards Muslims and immigrants.

At the same time, nearly half of 
Muslims polled said they received 
expressions of encouragement 
from non-Muslims in the past year, 
an increase over past polls. Mus-
lims said they remain optimistic 
about their future: 70% of those 
asked said they believe hard work 
can bring success in America, a fig-
ure largely unchanged for a decade.

“There’s a sense among the 
American-Muslim population that 
others are beginning to understand 
them and beginning to sympathise 
with them,” said Amaney Jamal, a 
Princeton University political sci-

entist and adviser to Pew research-
ers. Prejudice against Muslims has 
“pushed the average American to 
say: ‘This is really not fair. I’m going 
to knock on my neighbour’s door to 
see if they’re all right,’” Jamal said.

The Pew survey is the centre’s 
third on American Muslims since 
2007 and its first since Trump took 
office January 20. He promised to 
fight terrorism through “extreme 
vetting” of refugees and had a plan 
to temporarily ban travellers from 
six Muslim-majority countries.

The latest poll of 1,001 adults was 
conducted by phone, both landline 
and cell phones, from January 23-
May 2, in English, Arabic, Farsi and 
Urdu and has a margin of error of 
5.8 percentage points.

The last several months have 
seen an uptick in reports of anti-
Muslim harassment, including ar-
son and vandalism at mosques and 
bullying at schools. In the Pew sur-
vey, nearly half of US Muslims said 
they faced some discrimination in 
the last year, such as being treated 
with distrust, threatened or called 

an offensive name. That percentage 
is a slight increase over previous 
surveys.

However, the figure is much 
higher for respondents who said 
they were more visibly identified 
as Muslim, for example by a hijab 
for women. Nearly two-thirds of 
respondents with a more distinct 
Muslim identity said they had re-
cently faced some type of discrimi-
nation.

The survey reported evidence of 
a growing sense of Muslim belong-
ing in the United States. While 89% 
said they were proud to be both 
Muslim and American, nearly two-
thirds said there was no conflict be-
tween Islam and democracy.

A larger share of American Mus-
lims told Pew they had registered 
to vote and actually voted. About 
44% of Muslims eligible to vote 
said they cast ballots in last year’s 
presidential election, compared 
to 37% reported in a poll in 2007. 
Those numbers on Muslim voting 

are compared to 60% of eligible 
voters overall who cast ballots in 
2016.

American-Muslim leaders, 
alarmed by anti-Muslim rhetoric 
in the campaign, made an unprec-
edented push to register voters in 
mosques and at community events. 
Turnout overall was higher after the 
highly contested 2016 campaign.

Muslims overwhelmingly backed 
Democratic nominee Hillary Clin-
ton, who drew 78% of their vote 
compared to 8% for Trump.

Following a trend found in other 
American faith groups, a slight ma-
jority of US Muslims polled said 
they now accept homosexuality, 
a dramatic reversal from a decade 
ago when 61% said same-sex rela-
tionships should be discouraged.

Pew researchers estimate the 
number of US Muslims has been 
growing by 100,000 per year, reach-
ing 3.35 million, or 1% of the Ameri-
can population. Just more than half 
of US Muslims identify as Sunni and 

16% say they are Shia. Nearly 60% 
adult American Muslims were born 
outside the United States.

The largest share of immigrants 
was from South Asian countries, 
such as Pakistan, India and Bang-
ladesh. Others were from Iraq, 
Iran, sub-Saharan Africa and Eu-
rope. American-born blacks com-
prise about 13% of all Muslims in 
the United States but their share is 
shrinking. Overall, 80% are US citi-
zens, the survey indicated.

Eight-in-ten American-Muslim 
poll respondents said they were 
concerned about Islamic extrem-
ism and more than 70% said they 
were very or somewhat concerned 
about Islamic extremism in the 
United States. However, three-of-
ten said most of those arrested re-
cently on suspicion of planning a 
terrorist attack had been tricked by 
law enforcement authorities and 
did not represent a real threat.

(The Associated Press)

US Muslims 
see friendly 
neighbours but 
wary about Trump
Rachel Zoll

About 80%
of American 
Muslims polled 
expressed concern 
about Islamic 
extremism.

W
hen Omar 
Khadr was 11, 
his extremist 
father took 
him from his 
home in 

Alberta, Canada, to fight for 
al-Qaeda in Afghanistan. In 
2002, when he was 15, Khadr was 
part of a firefight with US troops 
who invaded Afghanistan after 
9/11.

By the time the shooting was 
over, Khadr was wounded and 
the only al-Qaeda member alive 
in the area. During the fight, a US 
Army medic named Christopher 
Speer was killed.

As the only al-Qaeda member 
left alive, and despite the 
absence of evidence he was the 
one responsible, Khadr was 
blamed for Speer’s death and 
sent to the US military prison in 
Guantanamo Bay, Cuba.

Under international law, Khadr 
should have been treated as a 
child soldier and separated from 
the adult prisoners. In those 
days, however, the Bush admin-
istration really didn’t care much 
about following international 
law. During his years in captivity, 
Khadr alleges he was tortured 
and coerced into signing a 
confession. Khadr became the 
only child soldier prosecuted for 
war crimes in the years since the 
protections against just such a 
prosecution were put in place.

And that’s where the problems 
for the Canadian government 
started.

A group of lawyers in Canada 
heard about Khadr’s situation 

and started legal proceedings on 
his behalf. In 2008, the Supreme 
Court of Canada ruled that 
Khadr’s rights under the Cana-
dian Charter of Rights and 
Freedoms had been severely 
violated. The conservative 
Canadian government of Prime 
Minister Stephen Harper, 
however, ignored the ruling and 
let Khadr stay in the prison in 
Cuba.

When Khadr’s lawyers peti-
tioned to have him returned to 
serve his sentence in Canada, in 
2010 the Supreme Court again 
ruled that his rights as a Cana-
dian had been seriously violated. 
Again, the Canadian government 
did nothing until 2012 when he 
was repatriated to Alberta.

Because the US Supreme Court 
had twice ruled that the military 
trials at Guantanamo Bay were 
illegal under US and interna-
tional law, Khadr’s Canadian 
lawyers appealed his conviction. 
The judge in the case could see 
the writing on the wall and 
released him on bail. (That 
appeal is proceeding.) Khadr 
then sued the Canadian govern-
ment for violating his rights.

Which brings us to July 4 of 
this year. Current Canadian 
Prime Minister Justin Trudeau 
announced that the government 
had settled the suit with Khadr 
for $10.5 million. Trudeau also 
officially apologised to him.

That’s when the fireworks 
started.

Many Canadians were out-
raged at the settlement and 
apology. Conservative politi-
cians argued that the Canadian 
government had paid millions of 
dollars to an admitted terrorist. 
They said it showed that 
Trudeau was soft on terrorism. 
Other Canadians, who were not 

so outraged, pointed out that the 
facts of the case meant that the 
government had no choice but to 
settle.

Trudeau made just that 
argument. He said he under-
stood why people were upset 
but, if the Canadian government 
had fought Khadr’s suit, it could 
have resulted in $30 million-$40 
million in legal fees and court 
costs alone and probably a much 
larger settlement. Conservatives 
argued that the government 
might have won the case if it had 
stayed the course but almost 
every prominent lawyer inter-
viewed by Canadian media said 
Khadr had the law on his side 

Omar Khadr’s long journey to freedom divides Canadians
and that Trudeau made the right 
decision.

As we have learned, however, 
facts often don’t matter. Emo-
tions rule the day. Many Canadi-
ans, furious with Trudeau’s 
actions, donated to a US fund to 
support Speer’s family and the 
family of another US soldier 
blinded during the same attack 
who had tried — unsuccessfully 
— to have Khadr’s settlement 
frozen. (A Utah court had already 
awarded the families $134 
million in a wrongful death suit 
against Khadr.)

The Conservatives’ all-out 
attack on Trudeau and Khadr-
seems to have misfired. Two 
polls taken towards the end of 
July, well after the Khadr 
settlement was made public, 
indicated that Trudeau’s Liberals 
had gained support and that the 
Conservatives had lost it. This 
might signal that the Conserva-
tives and much of the main-
stream media misread what a 
majority of Canadians thought 
bout the Khadr matter.

The truth is that no one really 
knows what role Khadr may have 
played in the death of Speer. 
There is no disputing the facts, 
however, that he was convicted 
as a child soldier despite prohibi-
tions in international law and 
that he was tortured during his 
time at Guantanamo Bay.

If previous Canadian govern-
ments had fulfilled their legal 
obligations at the time, the 
chances are Omar Khadr would 
have been back in Canada much 
sooner and the lawsuit that so 
divided Canadians might never 
have happened.

Tom Regan is a regular 
contributor to The Arab Weekly 
and a columnist at 
factsandopinion.com.

Tom Regan

View point
Conservative 
politicians 
argued that 
the Cana-
dian govern-
ment had 
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an admitted 
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The truth is that no one really 
knows what role Khadr may 
have played in the death of 
Speer.

Ruled by emotions. Former Guantanamo 
Bay prisoner Omar Khadr seen at a home in 
Mississauga, Ontario, on July 6.                       (AP)
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Tunisia wrestles with budget 
pressures amid political manoeuvring

Solar revolution in 
Lebanon could offer 
meanigful alternative 
to power blackouts
Timothy Kinahan Maloy

Beirut

F 

or Jil Amine, Lebanon is 
experiencing a “solar revo-
lution.”
“The growth of the tech-
nology has been expo-

nential,” said Amine, the United 
Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP) Project Manager for the 
Small Decentralised Renewable En-
ergy Power Generation (DREG) Pro-
ject. “The trend that we see going 
forward over the next half-decade 
should continue the high percent-
age growth rate.”

For nearly the entire year — other 
than the rainy winter months — 
Lebanon is a sun-kissed salient, a 
resource being harnessed at a rapid 
rate to provide electricity for com-
mercial and residential consumers.

As technology drives prices down, 
and government subsidies and loans 
become readily available, solar pow-
er is providing a meaningful alterna-
tive to the endemic power blackouts 
that occur throughout Lebanon.

From the large-scale Beirut Riv-
er Solar Snake — a 9,750 sq. me-
tre solar farm suspended over the  
river — to the roofs of the American 
University of Beirut (AUB) engineer-

ing school, solar energy installations 
have increased among municipali-
ties and residential users.

A recent plan to expand solar us-
age by state-owned Electricité du 
Liban drew 265 proposals from lo-
cal and international companies 
to develop solar farms in Lebanon. 
The Ministry of the Environment is 
seeking to produce 180 megawatts 
(MW) of solar power throughout the 
country with approximately 12 solar 
farms.

A survey released at the end of 
last year reported that the local 
photovoltaic solar energy market 
saw a triple-digit percentage in-
crease from 2014-15, with the rate of 
growth year over year forecast to be 
even faster.

The “Solar PV (Photovoltaic) Sta-
tus Report for Lebanon 2015″ report 
stated that there are robust solar us-
age trends across all sectors of the 
economy. The study was conducted 
by the Small Decentralised Renew-
able Energy Power Generation Pro-
ject, a joint endeavour of UNDP 
Lebanon and the Ministry of Energy 
and Water.

The survey reported that, in 
terms of usage, the top four sectors 
in the solar PV market are the com-
mercial sector with 2 megawatts 
peak (MWp) at 22%, the residential 
and agricultural sectors with 1.7 
MWp at 18% each and the industrial 
sector with 1.6 MWp at 17%.

The industrial sector is showing 
the most rapid growth in conver-
sion to solar energy.

“Private investors are growing 
more comfortable with the busi-

ness,” Amine said.
Kamel Rajeh, the managing 

partner of Al Nahda Trading and 
Industry Company in Baakleen, 
south-east of Beirut, reported that 
converting to solar power two years 
ago has made a large cost differen-
tial in running the company’s stone 
business.

“It’s great in terms of cost efficien-
cy if you are using electricity during 
the day. If you need to store power 
for the night, it becomes a whole dif-
ferent equation. The batteries are 
very expensive and their lifetime is 
only seven years,” he said.

While the upfront cost for power-
ing an entire factory was large, Ra-
jeh said the system ultimately cov-
ers its cost.

“The system cost us $84,000 but 
has a payback period of only eight 
years,” he said. “It generates the 
equivalent of 39 [kilowatt hours] 
per day. The cost is covered by sav-
ings from not paying electricity bills 
and by the subsidies we receive 
from the government.”

The cost to install and operate 
PV systems has been steadily drop-
ping. The average cost of installing 

has dropped from $7.20 per watt of 
electrical power generation in 2010 
to $2.70 per watt in 2015, represent-
ing a marked drop of 63% during the 
period.

Amine noted the important role 
Lebanon’s National Energy Effi-
ciency and Renewable Energy Ac-
tion (NEEREA) plan played in the 
growth of solar power since its in-
troduction in 2010. With the help of 
soft loans provided under NEEREA, 
Lebanon’s cumulative investments 
in solar power grew from $2.3 mil-
lion in 2010 to $9.4 million in 2013 
and $30.5 million by the end of 2015.

The growth is expected to con-
tinue in a virtuous upward spiral 
over the near term as residences, 
municipalities, factories and retail 
operations find the lowering cost 
attractive and become more famil-
iar with the technology.

“The growth year-over-year is ex-
pected to continue at an exponen-
tial rate,” said Amine.

Timothy Kinahan Maloy is a 
contributor to The Arab Weekly and 
deputy editor and correspondent at 
An-Nahar English.

Robust trends. Photovoltaic panels are seen above the Beirut 
River.                                                                                                               (AFP)

The industrial sector is 
showing the most rapid 
growth in conversion 
to solar energy.

Qatar Airways 
reverses decision 
to buy into 
American Airlines

Iraq in market to 
raise $1 billion, 
first standalone 
bond in over 
decade

Egypt’s Suez Canal 
revenues fall to 
$427.2 million in 
June

Saudi Arabia 
initiates Red Sea 
resort projects

Qatar Airways will not proceed 
with its proposed financial invest-
ment in American Airlines Group 
Incorporated, reversing a decision 
to build a stake of up to 4.75% in the 
US carrier.

“Further review of the proposed 
financial investment, taking into 
account the latest public disclosure 
of American Airlines, has dem-
onstrated that the investment no 
longer meets our objectives,” Qatar 
Airways said in a statement.

The statement did not elaborate 
but in its most recent financial dis-
closure American Airlines posted 
profit and revenue that exceeded 
analysts’ expectations.

(Reuters)

Iraq is marketing $1 billion in 
bonds, its first international debt is-
suance as a standalone credit since 
2006 and an attempt to put decades 
of turmoil behind it.

With huge oil reserves supporting 
it, the bond was seeking to tempt 
emerging market investors with al-
luring profits — necessary to offset 
concerns over a history of war and 
the recent rise of the Islamic State 
militant group.

(Reuters)

Egypt’s Suez Canal revenues 
fell to $427.2 million in June from 
$439.8 million in May, a cabinet 
statement said.

The canal is the fastest shipping 
route between Europe and Asia and 
one of the Egyptian government’s 
main sources of foreign currency. 
Egypt has been struggling to revive 
its economy since a 2011 uprising 
scared away tourists and foreign 
investors, key earners of hard cur-
rency.

(Reuters)

Saudi Arabia announced the be-
ginning of a massive tourism pro-
ject that will turn 50 islands and a 
string of sites on the Red Sea coast 
into luxury resorts.

The plan is part of efforts to di-
versify the kingdom’s oil-depend-
ent economy following a slump in 
energy prices. It covers more than 
180km on Saudi Arabia’s western 
coastline, stretching from Umm 
Lajj to Al-Wajh.

Initial investments will be pro-
vided by the Public Investment 
Fund before the project is opened 
to international investors, state 
news agency SPA reported.

(Agence France-Presse)
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Tunis

T 

unisian Development, 
Investment and Interna-
tional Cooperation Min-
ister Fadhel Abdelkefi 
warned parliament that, 

if progress was not made in revi-
talising the economy, the country 
would be heading to a financial 
crisis that would put government 
workers’ salaries at risk.

Abdelkefi, who is also interim fi-
nance minister, held up a copy of 
the treasury current account of the 
Central Bank during his July 27 ad-
dress.

“This document had never been 
looked at by any economy or fi-
nance minister since the independ-
ence of the country 60 years ago,” 
said Abdelkefi during the address. 
“This sheet of paper has become 
the most important document in 
the Finance Ministry now.”

The treasury current account is a 
metric that tracks how much cash 
is available for government spend-
ing, including funds used for public 
salaries.

Abdelkefi has been rallying sup-
port from parliament to request a 
loan from the European Union to 
go towards paying public salaries 
for August and September.

“We are in a dangerous zone and 
it is time to stand up for Tunisia,” 

Abdelkefi said. “Tunisia’s business 
model cannot continue the way it 
is.”

In the five years leading up to 
2016, state spending in Tunisia 
grew 50% but economic growth 
inched up only 1% per year. This 
caused the country’s debt-to-GDP 
ratio to jump to 75%, as much of 
the government’s borrowed money 
went to paying salaries and import-
ing consumer goods.

Resistance inside and outside 
parliament to the government’s 
efforts to improve growth, fight 
graft and ensure security and social 
stability is being fuelled by appre-
hension among some politicians. 
They are wary of any successes that 
could bolster Tunisian Prime Min-
ister Youssef Chahed’s popularity 
and help him upstage rival politi-
cians.

Tunisia’s failure to capitalise on 
its economic potential underlines 
the challenges ahead: From 2011-16, 
worker productivity dropped 20% 
and administrative productivity fell 
50%, the government-run National 
Institute of Statistics stated. In Mo-
rocco, administrative productivity 
jumped 12% in the same period.

There are some signs of progress, 
analysts noted.

“While the situation related to 
public finances is not bright, the 
part of the economy in which pri-
vate sector performance is good, 
with men and women working hard 
and innovating, is rebounding,” 
said Abdelkefi, noting that private-
sector tourism and the phosphate 
sector were growing.

“The growth for (this year’s) first 
quarter is promising,” he added.

Chahed acknowledged that Tuni-
sia has struggled but he said he re-
mained hopeful.

“For 2017, we anticipate 2.5% 

growth, which is not enough but 
coming from 1% last year and 0.7% 
in 2015, it’s good progress,” he said 
in an interview with Time maga-
zine.

“And tourism is back. Almost all 
of the European countries have lift-
ed their travel ban on Tunisia so lots 
of tourists are coming from France 
and from Europe. This is very posi-
tive for a country like Tunisia where 
tourism is 7% or 8% of GDP.”

Analysts said a major threat to 
economic growth is political in-
fighting, which is likely to inten-
sify ahead of the country’s elec-
tions in 2019. Rached Ghannouchi, 
head of the country’s main Islamist 
party, Ennahda, recently criticised 
Chahed over what he speculated 
were his political ambitions.

“The fear is that Chahed will eye 
the presidential elections in 2019,” 
Ghannouchi said in an August 1 tel-

evision interview, suggesting that 
Chahed should be forced to choose 
between continuing as prime min-
ister or planning to run for presi-
dent.

Opinion polls rank Chahed as the 
most popular politician in Tunisia, 
mainly due to his war on corruption 
that has cracked down on dozens of 
powerful business figures suspect-
ed of graft.

Chahed’s popularity prompted 
concerns from political rivals who 
worry about being upstaged by 
the young prime minister, analysts 
said.

“Only manoeuvring and plotting 
for preparations for the post-Beji 
Caid Essebsi period dominate the 
minds and attention of politicians 
whether they are in the opposi-
tion or the government,” said Al 
Chourouk daily editorialist Khaled 
Haddad.

Rising popularity. Tunisian Prime Minister Youssef Chahed 
addresses the parliament on the country’s anti-corruption fight, 
last July.                                                                                                        (AFP)

Chahed has 
acknowledged that 
Tunisia has struggled 
but he remained 
hopeful about the 
years ahead.
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Setting up a model school in al-Qaeda-run Syrian enclave
Sarah el-Deeb

Istanbul

R 

unning a school in the en-
clave controlled by Syria’s 
al-Qaeda affiliate, Hayat 
Tahrir al-Sham, Syrian-
American Rania Kisar has 

become skilled in getting her way, 
either by negotiating with militants 
or by pushing back against them.

When she was preparing for the 
students’ graduation, a militant 
group sent an inspector who told 
her not to play music at the ceremo-
ny. She argued back. Then on gradu-
ation day, she invited the group.

The ceremony started with a nod 
to tradition with a Quranic recital 
in line with the inspector’s wishes 
but then, as the students filed out in 
front of an audience of relatives and 
local officials, as well as representa-
tives from the militant group, Kisar 
played “Pomp and Circumstance” — 
the anthem used at graduations in 
the United States.

It was a calculated gamble: She 
was betting the militants would not 
make a scene.

“It was matter-of-fact. They did 
nothing,” she said.

She knew why they had inter-
vened in the first place. “If they 
don’t interfere, they won’t be con-
sidered powerful,” she said.

Idlib province in north-western 
Syria is the last major stronghold 
of the rebellion that erupted in 2011 
against Syrian President Bashar As-
sad. Al-Qaeda’s branch is the strong-
est force in the territory: It leads an 
alliance of factions known as Hayat 
Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) and domi-

nates the administration set up by 
the opposition to run the province.

The group must tread carefully, 
balancing between its aim to con-
trol and its wariness of triggering a 
backlash from residents and other 
factions. So far, it has stayed rela-
tively pragmatic: It takes every op-
portunity to show it is in charge but 
has shown no interest in a wide-
scale imposition of an extremist vi-
sion of Islamic law.

They halted public killings of 
criminals; there are no religious 
police patrolling streets, arresting 
or beating people and they haven’t 
forced women to wear the niqab 
face veil.

That is a sharp contrast to the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) in the stretches of 
Syria and Iraq where the rival mili-
tant group has ruled for three years.

Instead, al-Qaeda administrators 
and fighters try to enforce rules on 
a smaller scale and avoid heavy-
handed confrontation and present-
ing themselves as the champions of 
Syria’s “revolution” against Presi-
dent Bashar Assad.

Idlib stands in a tenuous posi-
tion among the international and 
regional powers that are effectively 
carving up Syria.

Assad’s military had threatened 
an offensive on Idlib but is focused 
elsewhere, against ISIS militants to 
the east. Turkish troops and their 
Syrian allies who control parts of 
neighbouring Aleppo province were 
reportedly mobilising to move into 
Idlib — prompting sharp warnings 
from HTS against any attempt to do 
so. The United States is focused on 
its own campaign against ISIS with 
the assault on Raqqa and it is un-
clear how it and Assad’s ally Russia 
want to deal with Idlib.

Idlib, swelling with more than 
900,000 Syrians displaced from 
other parts of the country, is the 
refuge of an opposition movement 
that hoped to create a new Syria and 
only a few years earlier appeared to 
have the momentum in the conflict.

Now Kisar and others like her are 
trying to keep al-Qaeda’s influence 
at bay.

“Everyone sold us out,” she said 
in an interview in her office in Is-
tanbul, where she regularly travels.

Kisar said the international com-
munity’s fear of radical Islamists 
taking over Syria is exaggerated 
and reflects a lack of understand-
ing of the Syrian opposition. She 
and others argue that the militants 
are needed, they provide services 
and infrastructure as well as skilled 
fighters for now but will not have 
support later.

From the start, Kisar has been a 
true believer in the uprising. After 
the revolt began in 2011, she left her 
administrative job at a Dallas uni-
versity and joined the opposition.

She travelled with fighters on the 
front lines, helping displaced peo-
ple. She organised services in op-
position territories. Along the way, 
she survived an air strike and lost 
a colleague who was kidnapped 
by ISIS militants and was believed 
killed.

Finally, she settled in Maaret al-
Nu’man, Idlib’s second largest city. 
It was one of the few strongholds 
of the moderate Free Syrian Army 
(FSA), the umbrella group for the 
internationally backed opposition 
factions. Radical factions such as 
al-Qaeda have grown in influence 
and gained a foothold but Maaret 
al-Nu’man’s residents largely con-
tinued to support the FSA. They 
repeatedly staged protests when-
ever al-Qaeda fighters went too far, 
arresting journalists or cracking 
down on opponents.

In 2015, Kisar launched the Syr-
ian Humanitarian Institute for Na-
tional Empowerment (SHINE).

It provides classes for adults in 
computers, programming and web 
design. Registered in Dallas and 
funded by donations from Turkey 
and private citizens in the United 
States and elsewhere, the founda-
tion has graduated 237 students.

Kisar takes great pride in the re-
sult: A “geek squad” of tech-savvy 
men and women who can fix smart 
phones and computers. That is vi-
tal in opposition-held areas, where 
there are no telephone lines and the 

population relies on satellite inter-
net for communication.

“There are no private institutes, 
no universities, there are no hos-
pitals,” she said. “It is us, a bunch 
of locals, volunteers, stepping for-
ward and saying, OK, I am going to 
clean the street, I am going to go 
volunteer in a hospital and I am go-
ing to build a school. … This is my 
part. This is my honour.”

Her first brush with the militants 
came when she had to explain her 
work to gain accreditation from the 
bureaucracy they control.

She bickered with one official, ar-
guing that armed groups should not 
control civilian affairs. He wouldn’t 
look her in the eye because she’s a 
woman but “when he heard I am 
from America, he said: ‘We have 
every honour that an American 
Muslim is here and wants to be 
here’,” she recalled.

Even in heated debates with the 
militants, she said, she has kept a 
respectful tone, something that has 
helped keep her operating.

It also helps that she is a woman. 
“I can get away with a lot of things,” 
she said with her characteristic gig-
gle. “There is a lot more leniency to-
wards me because I am a woman.”

The ultraconservative militants 
were concerned that SHINE pro-
vides classes for men and women. 
So she negotiated to keep it going 
by segregating the space — men on 
the bottom floor, women on the 
top. When air strikes hit the top 
floor, she set up separate areas on 
the ground floor.

The militants sent inspectors to 
ensure classes observed their in-

terpretation of Islamic laws. The 
strictly computer-focused pro-
gramme had nothing that would of-
fend them, she said. “They want to 
interfere in everything,” she added.

HTS is increasingly intervening 
in day-to-day affairs in Idlib and 
in civil society groups, confiscat-
ing goods and taking control of ex-
change bureaus, said Sam Heller, a 
Syria fellow at the Century Founda-
tion, a US think-tank. Its attempts 
to seize a role in provision of relief 
aid have alarmed the aid commu-
nity, he said.

At the same time, it is struggling 
between its identity as a hard-line 
jihadist movement and its ambition 
to lead the rebellion with its vari-
ety of factions, wrote another Syria 
watcher, Mona Alami, in a recent 
Atlantic Council article.

When that balancing act breaks 
down, violence can explode.

In June, Maaret al-Nu’man was 
shaken when pitched street battles 
erupted between al-Qaeda mili-
tants and the FSA, bringing grue-
some revenge killings and leav-
ing at least six civilians dead. HTS 
fighters fired on residents protest-
ing against the militants’ presence 
in the streets.

For a moment, the chaos seemed 
to shatter Kisar’s spirit. “It is going 
to break loose,” she said over the 
phone at the time. “Everybody is 
fighting everybody.”

She left the town for several days 
to “breathe.”

Eventually, calm was restored 
with a shaky reconciliation, though 
one that increased the militants’ 
influence: The FSA faction running 
the town had to leave their offices, 
replaced by an agency linked to al-
Qaeda.

Kisar resumed her work — and 
her own balancing act. This time, 
she was preparing festivities for 
local children to celebrate a major 
Muslim holiday.

“You must check out the videos,” 
she said, giggling. “It is like Disney-
land. It is SHINEland. It is majestic.”

(The Associated Press)

Syrian-American 
Rania Kisar believes 
that the international 
community’s fear of 
radical Islamists 
taking over Syria is 
exaggerated.

Lebanon’s youth bearing the brunt of unemployment, regional instability

Beirut

L
ebanon is plagued 
by one of its worst 
unemployment 
crises in history, 
compounded by 
domestic and 
regional political 
instability and a 

massive influx of refugees fleeing 
war in neighbouring Syria. As in 
most parts of the world, Leba-
non’s youth bear the brunt of the 
country’s economic woes.

The overall unemployment rate 
in Lebanon stands at 25%, with 
unemployment among those 
under 25 at 37%, Lebanese Labour 
Minister Mohammad Kabbara 
said.

“We have approximately 
30,000-35,000 young people who 
graduate from university every 
year and only 5,000 jobs are 
offered annually, which leaves 
some 30,000 without jobs,” he 
said.

“The majority of young gradu-
ates used to find work in the Gulf 
countries but we all know what 
the situation is like at present. In 
fact, many Lebanese expatriates 
are returning home because of 
shrinking opportunities.”

With the drop in oil prices and 
rising security concerns, employ-
ment opportunities in the 
traditional external markets — in 
the Gulf, in African countries and 
in the West — have considerably 
decreased for Lebanon’s labour 

force. Some counties have sought 
to apply tougher entry regula-
tions that further limit employ-
ment possibilities, increasingly 
blocking the outlets that tradi-
tionally helped ease Lebanese 
unemployment.

“This is seriously impacting the 
national economy, which relies 
largely on the remittances of 
expatriates,” Kabbara said. “The 
situation in Lebanon is extremely 
difficult now, and this is due to 
regional crises, especially in the 
Gulf region, and because of the 
war in Syria.”

Considering such a dramatic 
situation, there is an urgent need 
to create jobs within Lebanon’s 
borders by adapting the educa-
tional curricula to future labour 
market needs, the minister 
stressed.

“There should be a comprehen-
sive national labour study of the 
market. We have a saturation of 
engineers, medical doctors and 
business and finance profession-
als, whereas there are other 
professions which Lebanon needs 
and is in short of,” Kabbara 
said.

“Vocational and technical 
education is very important but 
still untapped. We need to guide 
the youth towards fields that 
offer job opportunities, such as 
vocational training, which 
produces specialised skilled 
workers.”

The “massive and unorgan-
ised” influx of Syrian refugees, he 
said, aggravated Lebanon’s 
unemployment problem. Ten-
sions increased in recent years as 
refugees competed with Leba-

nese for jobs and strained the 
country’s basic services and 
infrastructure, especially in the 
poorest areas, where refugees are 
mostly highly concentrated.

“The competition by cheap 
Syrian labour is real and very 
true,” Kabbara said. “There are 
many illegal non-Lebanese 
(Syrian) businesses. They do not 
abide by the labour laws, evade 
taxes and lack mandatory 
requirements, constituting the 
biggest danger to our national 
economy.”

“Moreover, you have big local 
institutions in Beirut employing 
Syrians because they pay them 
lower wages. I am not only 
talking about unskilled labour 
but also computer technicians, IT 
engineers and other jobs that 
should be for the Lebanese.”

Kabbara said the ministry was 
reinforcing inspections to crack 
down on illegal Syrian employ-
ment and businesses.

“The problem is that we have a 
small number of inspectors who 
cannot properly cover all areas. 
We are mainly focusing on areas 
where you have high refugee 
concentration, namely in the 
north and the Bekaa Valley, and 
we have already closed down 
tens of illegal trades and fined 
Lebanese firms hiring non-Leba-
nese illegally.”

Also, child labour, which was 
an issue in Lebanon before the 
Syrian crisis, has multiplied since 
the arrival of refugees in 2011. 
Some Lebanese employers prefer 
to hire children, finding them 
cheaper and more compliant 
than adults. The Labour Ministry 

estimates their number is no less 
than 250,000, with the over-
whelming majority Syrians. 
Some NGOs say that 60-70% of 
refugee children work.

Almost all refugee children in 
Lebanon’s eastern Bekaa Valley 
work in fields, many exposed to 
dangerous pesticides and 
fertilizers. In towns and cities, 
they work on the streets, beg-
ging, selling flowers or shining 
shoes. They also work in mar-
kets, factories, shops and 
construction sites and run 
deliveries.

Lebanon hosts 1.1 million 
registered Syrian refugees, 
one-quarter of its population but 
officials said the number was at 
least 1.5 million.

Kabbara said Lebanon was 
expected to benefit tremendously 
from Syria’s eventual reconstruc-
tion. “For instance, the Chinese 
are very interested in Lebanon (as 
a base) for Syria reconstruction. 
This will definitely create 
thousands of job opportunities 
for the Lebanese,” he said.

In the longer term, the oil and 
gas sector is bound to create 
considerable and sustainable 
employment opportunities at all 
levels.

However, the economic 
situation in Lebanon remains 
tightly linked to other regional 
issues, including the war in Syria 
and the Gulf crisis. “All this is 
impacting us and we are paying a 
high price, especially our youth,” 
Kabbara said.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly Travel 
and Society sections editor.

I n t e r v i e w

Samar Kadi

Lebanese Labour Minister 
Mohammad Kabbara. 
                           (Provided by Samar Kadi)

The unemployment 
rate in Lebanon 
stands at 25% with 
unemployment 
among those under 
25 at 37%.

The Syrian 
Humanitarian 
Institute for National 
Empowerment 
(SHINE) provides 
classes for adults in 
computers, 
programming and 
web design.
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t was noon on March 5, 2007, 
and Mutanabbi Street in Bagh-
dad was crowded with pedes-
trians. Some huddled around 
bookstands, others watched 

poets recite to their friends when a 
powerful car bomb exploded, kill-
ing at least 20 people and wound-
ing more than 65. Smoke billowed 
above the ornate buildings, books 
burned and the smell of death 
spread to every corner of the street. 
It was a cultural massacre.

Ten years later Mutanabbi Street 
is again full of life. It regained its 
dazzling glory and became the in-
tellectual oasis of Baghdad once 
more. Its narrow, rutted lane is 
lined with booksellers stacking vol-
umes on the ground and in their 
stores.

Tucked among the plethora of 
bookshops is a store run by Baraa 
al-Bayati, a 28-year-old charismatic 
Iraqi. She has carved her own place 
in Iraq’s publishing scene as the 
first female bookseller and publish-
er on Mutanabbi Street.

Bayati struggled to find employ-
ment in her field after graduating 
from university as an engineer. 
With only a dream and determina-

tion, Bayati embarked on her liter-
ary journey.

“Since my childhood, the literary 
scene fascinated me,” she said in 
interviews conducted via internet-
based media, including Skype. “My 
love for reading and my dream of 
being a bookseller and a publisher 
drove me along this path. So I de-
cided to try to fulfil my dream to be 
a bookseller.

“It was a decision that I made by 
myself and I had the backing of my 
parents and friends. What surprised 
me most was the backing and sup-
port I had from other booksellers.”

The plight of women in Iraq is 
largely ignored, both within Iraqi 
society and by the international 
community. Many women face 
multiple challenges: Caring for 
their families, earning an income, 
taking part in their communities 
and forging a professional life.

“Sometimes I hear a lot of hurt-
ful and virulent remarks spoken to 
me that stem from immature atti-
tudes and from people who refuse 
to recognise that a woman is an in-
dependent person with the right to 
work and earn a living,” Bayati said.

“Women always face negative 
things in their jobs, which demo-
tivate them. There is scepticism 
and more misogynist behaviour to-
wards them in their jobs, especial-
ly successful and strong women. 
Despite this, I look at the positive 
things more than the negative and 
overcome barriers that can hold 

back my entrepreneurial growth 
and progress.”

Bayati said she is determined to 
make her own contributions to the 
Iraqi book industry.

“I want to highlight the impor-
tance of reading within the Iraqi 
literary and cultural scene. Iraq’s 
writers display incredible literary 
virtuosity and versatility and I want 

to support them by making their 
work available to readers in Iraq 
and globally,” she said.

Managing the day-to-day buying 
and selling of books is part and par-
cel of her operation. She not only 
chooses books that will be obvi-
ous big sellers but also subtle titles 
that would delight customers when 
they browse her store.

Bayati’s day starts with the sound 
of Lebanese diva Fairuz and the 
smell of coffee. “I organise the 
bookshop and sort out delivery or-
ders, as I offer a delivery service for 
those with difficulty getting to my 
bookshop. I also read some manu-
scripts submitted to me for publish-
ing,” she said.

Bayati also works as a reporter for 
the online magazine Iraqi Celebri-
ties and has a TV programme dedi-
cated to highlighting new publica-
tions and titles in the book market.

Her customers vary considerably 
but she said she favours children, 
whom she sees as the foundation 
of a new Iraqi society. “I encourage 
and motivate the children to read 
and I try to provide them with the 
appropriate books,” Bayati said. “I 
believe that they carry the future 
of Iraq on their shoulders and that 
they will build a modern and ad-
vanced Iraq to compete with the 
rest of the world.”

Bayati said she appreciates peo-
ple coming a long way to buy from 
her bookshop. “I get a lot of letters 
of support from all over the Arab 
world. These things make me hap-
py and make me forget the negative 
things,” she said.

“Despite all the obstacles I have 
faced and will face, I aspire to be-
come known internationally as the 
first Iraqi woman to own a book-
shop and a printing press in Mutan-
abbi Street.

“For me, the biggest challenge is 
proving wrong all those who bet on 
my failure. The future is unknown 
but I feel it is connected with my 
ambitions and there are no limita-
tions on my ambitions.”

Robert Ewan is a British-Iraqi 
freelance journalist and author with 
a particular interest in Iraqi affairs.

Iraq’s first woman publisher, bookseller defies prejudices
Robert Ewan

Managing the day-to-
day buying and 
selling of books is 
part and parcel of 
Bayati’s operation.

More than books. A view of bookshelves at Baraa al-Bayati’s 
bookshop in Baghdad.                                                  (Provided by Robert Ewan)

The biggest 
challenge is 
proving wrong all 
those who bet on 
my failure.”Iraq’s first female bookseller 

and publisher Baraa al-Bayati

Amman

J 

ordan recently introduced 
regulations to curb early 
marriages, a tradition that is 
widespread in a country that 
has one of the highest di-

vorce rates in the region.
Under the new rules, girls can 

marry at the age of 15 if certain con-
ditions are met beforehand. Those 
include the husband not having 
been married before, the girl being 
allowed to continue her education 
after marriage and an age difference 
of less than 15 years.

Couples are required to attend a 
workshop on marriage organised by 
the Iftaa’ Department, which over-
sees Islamic edicts in Jordan, and 
present a certificate of attendance 
before they are married.

The move was harshly rebuked by 
human rights groups.

“No individual should be allowed 
to get married at an early age be-
cause it is simply having children 
parenting other children and it is 
against children’s rights and all 
conventions that talk about hu-
man rights,” said Rana Husseini, an 
award-winning journalist and rights 
activist.

“I do not believe that such mar-
riages should happen because most 
of these marriages end up in divorce 
or murder or even cases of abuse. 
There should be no exceptions.”

With approximately 22,000 di-
vorce cases in 2016 — up from 1,000 
in 2011, Jordan has one of the high-
est divorce rates in the region, the 
Department of Statistics said.

In 2002, Jordan amended its Per-
sonal Status Law, raising the legal 
age of marriage to 18. However, the 
amendment allowed for exceptions, 
which were mostly the rule. In cer-
tain instances, girls as young as 12 
were married by clerics who alleg-
edly accepted bribes in return for 
signing the marriage contract.

“Many people consider the new 
regulation a step backward though 
it attempts to regulate early mar-
riages by imposing some restric-
tions… still exceptions can easily 
find their way,” Husseini said. “The 
brides are children thrown in diffi-
cult situations which they simply 
cannot handle.”

Former Minister of Culture Asma 
Khader described the new marriage 
regulation as ambiguous and con-
fusing.

“It lacks clarity as it does not 
specify how a judge or a religious 
leader can ensure that requirements 
for young girls to marry are met,” 
Khader said. “Also, it does not say 
what are the penalties that should 
be imposed on those who don’t fol-
low regulations.”

Khader stressed that parents 
should be held accountable for mar-
riages that go wrong as they are re-
sponsible for decisions made on be-
half of their underage children.

“The regulations should be clear-
er and they should be applied to 
cases where there is no doubt that 
marriage will work. What guaran-
tees can the groom give to allow his 
child bride to continue studying? 
There are none. The percentage of 
early marriage in Jordan is around 
13% and this is very high,” she add-
ed.

The Higher Population Council, 
the government department re-
sponsible for population policies, 

said approximately 13.5% of mar-
ried women in Jordan wed before 
the age of 18 and the majority were 
educated only up to primary school.

Many Jordanians said the regula-
tions allowed for the “rape of child-
hood under the provision of the 
law.”

“How can it be possible that you 
can marry and have children at the 
age of 15, while you are not allowed 
to vote or drive?” asked Tareq Zagh-
mot, 33.

“This is rape of childhood. How 

can a girl who is 15 be responsible 
to start a family while she is a child? 
We are living in the Stone Age and 
this should not be allowed at all,” 
said Laila Zou’bi, 25.

“Poverty could be a reason where 
families ‘sell’ their girls under the 
cover of marriage to someone who 
has money thinking that it will save 
their financial situation and these 
cases are quite common among Syr-
ian refugees,” Zou’bi said.

Planning and International Co-
operation Minister Imad Fakhoury 

condemned the government’s new 
regulation during the introduction 
of a study — on the “Marriage of Mi-
nors in Jordan” — stating that “child 
marriage is (merely) a reproduction 
of poverty, ignorance and disease.”

An annual report by the Depart-
ment of Statistics stated that cas-
es of early marriage increased to 
10,907 in 2016 from 10,866 cases in 
2015.

Roufan Nahhas is a journalist based 
in Jordan.

Rules set to curb child marriages in Jordan
Roufan Nahhas

New early marriage 
rules allow girls to 
continue their 
education and limit 
the age difference to 
15 years.

About 13.5% of 
married women in 
Jordan wed before 
the age of 18.

Irreversible damage. A young girl protests during an event organised by Amnesty International to 
denounce child marriage.                                                                                                                                            (AFP)
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Washington

T 

o Emirati artist Ebtisam 
Abdulaziz, whose art is 
on view at the Arab Gulf 
States Institute in Wash-
ington (AGSIW), the 

concept comes first. Whether she 
draws in coloured pencil, paints or 
performs, Abdulaziz addresses be-
longing and identity. Usually, she 
employs geometry and mathemat-
ics. Much of her work is autobio-
graphical.

A native of Sharjah, Abdulaziz 
arrived in the United States in 2015 
after finding success as a working 
artist in the United Arab Emirates. 
“We have to push things,” she said. 
“When I first came here, I was like, 
wow, I am so free. You can talk 
about politics, religion, stuff we 
never get the chance to talk about 
because it’s forbidden. The first 
year, I couldn’t even make art.”

Before moving to Washington, 
Abdulaziz exhibited her art in Eu-
rope, Japan and the UAE and par-
ticipated in international biennials. 
Deutsche Bank opened a floor for 
her art at its Frankfurt headquarters 
in 2011. At AGSIW, recent paintings, 
drawings and stills from her perfor-
mance pieces, some of which are 
online, are on view.

One of six children, Abdulaziz 
said she drew inspiration from her 
father, who cherished his cameras 
and showed movies to his children 
on weekends. “I knew since day 
one that I wanted to be an artist,” 
she said. Her parents, however, 
wanted her to choose a practical 

major in college. To safeguard her 
inner artist, she spent hours deco-
rating her math homework with 
pencil drawings.

Abdulaziz said she still loved 
math and geometry, which she 
studied at Al Ain University of Sci-
ence and Technology in Abu Dhabi. 
“I’m very sharp and honest. I love 
straight lines. I hate curves. I think 
math was part of my personality,” 
she said.

When asked about the relation-
ship between numbers and shapes, 
she explained that, to her, a trian-
gle represents the number one. The 
number two is a triangle with a line 
attached and so forth to infinity. 
Numbers and shapes have no direct 
relationship to colours. She said she 
was falling in love with Arabic let-
ters and appreciated the influence 
of Islamic art on her two-dimen-
sional work.

When she moved to the United 
States, numerical street addresses 
fascinated Abdulaziz. She said she 
memorised them by forming equa-
tions she developed into a coded 
diary. The result, on display at AG-
SIW, is a playful field of domino- or 
dice-like squares. It is reminiscent 
of an earlier piece she did based on 
vehicle licence plates.

Even more intriguing are the 
maps she painted of Washington 
neighbourhoods. They highlight 
the negative spaces in red, blue, 
orange, pink and yellow acrylic on 
white canvas and include the mark-
ings that indicate underground 
electric, water, communications 
and gas lines.

Also on display are several pieces 
from her autobiographical series of 
200 grid papers, whose squares she 
pencilled in with colours that re-
flected her moods. Although spon-
taneous, the pages are nonethe-
less disciplined in their angularity. 
None of them looks alike.

Her current favourite medium is 
performance art. “Whenever I’m 
performing I feel like I’m doing 
something big because it’s differ-

ent when your body becomes the 
art piece,” she said. “You have to 
be brave and smart to express your 
concept and not cross the line and 
do something against your religion 
or culture.”

In one clip, a figure in a black 
jumpsuit was barely visible as she 
silently wrote the English word 
“unashamed” on her body in or-
ange fluorescent paint. “Sometimes 
you do a very personal piece to heal 
yourself,” Abdulaziz said. “I suf-
fered a lot being a female Muslim 
artist living in the Arab world using 
her body to perform. During the 
performance, I was almost crying.”

In “Society Structure,” another 
orange-on-black performance in 

an ultraviolet light, Abdulaziz ex-
plored the tension between free-
dom and instability. She impris-
oned herself as she built a wooden 
cube and connected the edges with 
glow-in-the-dark tape. At the end 
of the piece, she destroyed the box 
— the bounds of convention. Sud-
denly, there was the sound of wood 
and tape being ripped apart. “Dark 
is the time for crime, when people 
break systems,” she said.

Abdulaziz plans everything, ex-
cept the viewer’s response. For a 
recent piece, she spliced together 
the English word “terrorist” from 
news feeds. She stood dressed in 
white before her canvas, a pane like 
those found in interrogation rooms. 

Each time the word “terrorist” was 
heard, she defended herself by 
writing the English word “Muslim” 
on the glass with a black marker.

The recordings and her efforts 
gain in momentum and become un-
recognisable, somehow more vio-
lent. Although her intention was to 
address Islamophobia, an Egyptian 
friend said there was a worry that 
some Americans would conflate the 
two words more, not less.

Such is the risk of language and 
the dynamism of art. “Artists are 
like journalists,” Abdulaziz said. 
“We write the history of our times.”

Mary Sebold is a Washington-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

Geometry and mathematics inspire Emirati artist
Mary Sebold

Emirati artist 
Ebtisam Abdulaziz 
plans everything, 
except the viewer’s 
response. Intriguing art. “Islamophobia 2017” by Emirati artist Ebtisam Abdulaziz.                   (Courtesy of Ebtisam Abdulaziz)

Sharjah Biennial’s off-site 
project focuses on Palestine
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Sharjah

S 

harjah Biennial 13 (SB13), 
curated by Christine 
Tohme, is to release its 
third instalment, an offsite 
project in the West Bank 

city of Ramallah titled “Shifting 
Ground.”

SB13’s overarching theme 
“Tamawuj” — meaning “wavy,” 
“fluctuating” or “undulating” — and 
its conceptual framework based on 
“Water,” “Crops,” “Earth” and “Cu-
linary” form the foundations of so-
cial interaction and exchange.

Using Sharjah as a starting point, 
Tohme reached out to the Mid-
dle East to foster cooperation and 
bring the event to Dakar, Istanbul, 
Ramallah and Beirut. The Ramallah 
project is scheduled for August 10-
14 and relates to projects focusing 
on the word “Earth.”

Major themes highlighted by 
SB13 in Sharjah, such as the mean-
ing of nature, decay, power struc-
tures, oppression and violence, will 
be more focused as the project un-
folds in Ramallah.

Lara Khalidi, a curator in Jerusa-
lem, is the interlocutor for “Shifting 
Ground” in Ramallah and is tasked 

with researching and facilitating di-
alogue on “Earth.” She is a kindred 
spirit to Tohme, having curated ex-
hibitions around the world, includ-
ing in the Palestinian territories, 
and organised seminars and confer-
ences in the region.

She teaches art history and the-
ory at the International Academy 
of Art Palestine and has taught at 
Dar Al-Kalima University College of 
Arts and Culture in Bethlehem.

The programme Khalidi organ-
ised includes newly commissioned 
publications, a symposium and 
performances. The symposium is 
to provide an opportunity for pre-
senters to interact with the audi-
ence and offers different styles of 
presentations, such as artist perfor-
mances and academic papers.

The artists’ publications are to 
highlight research on issues related 
to “Earth” and experiment with the 
book as an art form.

A structure by AAU Anastas has 
been designed to respond to the 
theme of “Earth.”

The Palestinian territories were 
highlighted at the opening of SB13, 
with architect Khalil Rabah explor-
ing the relationship between art 
and institutions in “Palestine after 
Palestine: New Sites for the Pales-
tinian Museum of Natural History 
and Humankind Departments.” 
Rabah draws attention to the occu-
pation of his homeland and to the 
resilience of sites and symbols that 
exist despite their contested state 
of being.

Noor Abuarafeh’s novel, “‘The 
Earth Doesn’t Tell Its Secrets’ — His 
father once said” (2017), which fo-
cuses on museums in the Palestin-

ian territories, debuted at Sharjah. 
Its Arabic translation is to be re-
leased in Ramallah.

Sharjah Art Foundation’s news 
release highlighted some of the 
other events and participants.

Samir Harb and Mimi Cabell’s 
publication investigates the his-
tory of the infrastructure of author-
ity, tracing the literal and symbolic 
history of the Tegart forts through 
multiple systems of design, the re-
lease said. Buried stories are also 
showcased, with the work of art-
ist Inas Halabi looking at invisible, 
buried chemical waste and radia-
tion in the southern West Bank.

Work from the Ma’touq collec-
tive attempts to rewrite and rein-
sert Palestinian insurgents from 
the 1920s into present narratives. 
“Subversive Film” (by Reem Shilleh 
and Mohannad Ya’qubi) addresses 
a syllabus for filming during the 
Palestinian revolution from the ar-
chive of filmmaker and co-founder 
of Fatah’s Palestine Film Unit, Hani 
Jawhariyyeh, the release stated.

Yara Saqfalhait considers emerg-
ing sinkholes around the Dead Sea 
in relation to a history of unreal-
ised infrastructure projects in the 
area to investigate the relationship 
between systems of prediction and 
the reality they help materialise 
and Benji Boyadjian presents ma-
terial on the history of the ancient 
aqueduct network in Jerusalem 
and the complexities that occurred 
once the network became clogged.

Many of the publications were 
created during workshops in which 
participants collaborated with the 
artists.

The symposium “Shifting 

Ground,” curated by Khalidi in col-
laboration with Rana Anani and 
Yara Saqfalhait, is scheduled for 
five days. Scholars Keller Easter-
ling, Suhad Daher Nashif, Abdul 
Rahim Al-Shaikh, Sophia Stamato-
poulou-Robbins, Chiara De Cesari 
and Doreen Mende as well as art-
ists working on the publications 
are to discuss the themes of burial 
grounds in Palestine, the earth as a 
medium and various museum mod-
els that reflect the colonial context, 
the foundation release said.

The symposium is to bring to-
gether local and international art-
ists such as Jumana Emil Abboud, 

Filipa César, Noor Abu Arafeh, 
Khaled Hourani, Khalil Rabah and 
Nasser Soumi and will present per-
formances, non-academic lectures 
and lecture performances.

Christine Khoury, Rasha Salti, 
Lawrence Abu Hamdan and Rabih 
Mroué are expected to participate 
remotely, as they cannot enter the 
occupied Palestinian territories. 
Palestinian poet Asma’a Azaizeh, 
who was trained by Mroué in Ber-
lin, is to give three lectures.

N.P. Krishna Kumar is a 
Dubai-based contributor to 
The Arab Weekly.

Kindred spirit. Lara Khaldi, interlocutor of the Sharjah Biennale 
13 offsite project in Ramallah.                                                  (Alaa Abu Asaad)

The programme 
includes newly 
commissioned 
publications, a 
symposium and 
performances.
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North African designers shine 
at the London Arabia Art
and Fashion Week
Saad Guerraoui

London

L 

ondon Arabia Art and 
Fashion Week served as a 
bridge between cultures 
by showcasing artwork 
and designs from the Unit-

ed Kingdom and the Arab world, 
sending a message of cultural un-
derstanding following the recent 
terror attacks in the British capital.

Festival organiser Omar Bdour 
said at the opening ceremony that 
he was proud to showcase Arab cul-
ture and heritage alongside British 
talents and to convey a message of 
love, unity and hope.

“Such intercultural dialogue 
through proactive engagement is 
imperative to break down the bar-
riers,” said Bdour.

“We will celebrate everything 
the terrorists hate. They will never 
stop our collaboration,” he added 
in reference to the London Bridge 
and Finsbury Park mosque terror 
attacks.

Lord Jeremy Purvis, a member of 
the House of Lords, told the guests: 
“I know how the creativity and cul-
ture of textiles and design can cross 
borders. I have made 20 visits to the 
MENA region this year, including 
areas afflicted by great tension and 
conflict; I have seen the best and 

worst of humanity. Tonight we are 
celebrating the best of humanity 
through art, design and literature.”

Ten artists and designers from 
the Arab world took part in the fes-
tival, which included a book fair as 
part of the four-day programme. 
North African fashion designers 
shone at the well-attended opening 
ceremony.

The fashion event showcased tra-
ditional garb with a Western touch 
designed by Albert Oiknine and 
Safae Ibrahimi from Morocco and 
Hanan Heidari Ben Chamekh from 
Tunisia, as well as British designer 
Corrie Nielsen’s latest collection.

Jack Pudney, festival events and 
marketing officer, said the inclu-
sion of Nielsen and British artist 
Mark Coreth was meant “to bridge 
cultures and promote cultural un-
derstanding.”

Ben Chamekh wowed the guests 
with beautifully handmade outfits 
inspired by her Tunisian heritage.

“My goal is to show the whole 
world my latest designs of our Tu-
nisian garb,” said Ben Chamekh, 
whose eight garments featured 
a royal theme.

“This is my second partici-
pation in a fashion show in 
London. I love the city and 
its multicultural aspect,” 
she said.

Ibrahimi said she sought to target 
a different category of clients and 
show a Middle Eastern style that is 
close to the evening gown.

“My style is a mix of the tradition-
al caftan and the evening gown. My 
motto is exclusivity. Every woman 
who wears my dress is unique,” 
said Ibrahimi.

Saudi Arabia’s Faris al-Shehri, the 
creator of the fashion show, said 
the London show was a rare union 
of Arab and Western fashion styles.

“Fashion designers showed 
us how creative this indus-
try is from both sides of the 
world besides the language 
they want to express through 
their designs,” said Shehri, who is 
also the founder of the Saudi Fash-
ion Council.

The art exhibition featured the 
work of Kuwaiti May al-Saad, 
Saudi Princess Lamia Mohammad 
al-Sabhan, Qatari artists Amal al-
Aathem, Ali Hassan and Ahmad 
al-Musaifri, Oman’s Alia al-Farsi, 

Bahrain’s Tariq Saeed and Jordan’s  
Jehad al-Ameri.

Saad’s paintings depict Kuwaiti 
folklore as a sign of her attachment 
to the country’s Bedouin culture, 
while Musaifri’s artwork touched 
on sensitive subjects, such as the 
hardship of women and war-time 
suffering in a stressful world.

The festival’s book fair included 
best-selling Algerian author Ahlam 
Mosteghanemi, who had a book-
signing session. Lebanese author, 
journalist and human rights activ-
ist Joumana Haddad, Palestinian 
novelist Huzama Habayeb and Syr-
ian novelist Ghalia Qabbani also 
took part in the fair.

The festival’s book 
fair included best-
selling Algerian 
author Ahlam 
Mosteghanemi, who 
had a book-signing 
session.

Rare union 
of styles. 
Dresses by 
Tunisian 
designer 
Hanan 
Heidari Ben 
Chamekh.                    
(Saad Guerraoui)

Tunis

H 

eld in a spacious am-
phitheatre in the mid-
dle of a vast garden of 
jasmine and trees, the 
Hammamet Interna-

tional Festival is one of Tunisia’s 
oldest cultural events.

Dating to 1964, the popular an-
nual festival consistently draws 
a talented pool of artists and has 
become a gathering place for Tuni-
sia’s subculture and underground 
art culture.

This year’s event, the 53rd edi-
tion of the festival, focused on 

making high-quality cultural per-
formances accessible to all citizens 
by having them in public, outdoor 
areas.

“We are always building on the 
history of the festival as it has a 
rich history that makes it one of 
the highlights of the cultural centre 
and it is specific thanks to its loca-
tion,” said Moez Mrabet, director 
of the festival, scheduled for July 
8-August 26. “The town of Hamma-
met is a touristic town that attracts 
Tunisians and tourists and the ar-
chitecture of the place is stunning.”

The festival opened with a the-
atrical performance but has shows 
scheduled from a variety of artis-
tic disciplines, including music, 
theatre and contemporary dance. 

The diverse arrangement of perfor-
mances showcases the festival’s vi-
sion for high-calibre art.

“My interest is in being more 
open to the town of Hammamet,” 
said Mrabet. “The festival has been 
restricted to the amphitheatre in 
the past years. People would come 
to the cultural centre to attend the 
shows but there was a distance be-
tween people of the town and the 
festival. The idea now is that the 
festival becomes more and more 
present inside the town.”

He added: “Last year we started 
the outdoor section, which is a 
programme of free shows at the 
fort. This year we kicked off the 
festival with the outdoor sessions 
and it is an eclectic programme 

open to music, dance.”
“We don’t encourage commercial 

shows,” Mrabet said. “The Interna-
tional Festival of Hammamet as-
pires to be a representation of the 
Tunisian cultural scene. We always 
work on a programme that is of 
high artistic and creative quality.”

“It showcases Tunisian creativity 
in all its forms,” said Mrabet, add-
ing that “it is also open to the inter-
national scene.”

Cultural activity is not “a luxury,” 
Mrabet said, but vital to a commu-
nity.

“One of our convictions is that 
Tunisians have the right to access 
art,” he said. “Unfortunately, a 
part of Tunisian youth fell victim 
to extremism because there was a 
marginalisation of culture. Culture 
is not a luxury. When we think of 
the festival, we must consider its 
cultural, social, economic and na-
tional impact. It is all interrelated 
and it must be articulated in our 
programme.”

While Hammamet International 
Festival has attracted many inter-
national stars, such as Tina Are-
na and Cesaria Evora, it has also 
gained a reputation as an avant-
garde event focusing on urban cul-
ture.

“The festival is open to all dis-
ciplines of art: Dance, theatre and 
music,” said Mrabet. “Music, of 
course, has the major part but we 
are practically the one festival that 
always programmes contemporary 
dance in the festival.  The pro-
gramme is diverse and it is open 
to many forms of creative perfor-
mances and expression.

“In addition to the classical arts, 
we have acts which now take place 
in the garden of the centre, where 
non-conventional performances and 

arts are hosted. This is all to break 
the traditional cycle of the festival.”

Mrabet also said that a new part 
of the festival, called “Festwave,” 
includes art shows for the villages 
near Hammamet so the villagers 
can “benefit from the festival, too.”

Besides art, this year’s festival 
included one of the event’s oldest 
traditions in “Majaless El Hamma-
met,” which are intellectual and 
cultural debates organised on is-
sues of art and culture.

“It is a revival of a tradition of 
the festival that dates to the ‘70s,” 
Mrabet said. “There is a growing in-
terest in debating and reflecting on 
these issues.”

“I believe that not only com-
mercial art can fill the theatres and 
make a festival a success. When we 
propose to people artistic shows 
that could defend its value, Tu-
nisians will come to attend the 
shows,” Mrabet said.

“It is a risk to take but last year 
we had so many sold-outs and even 
this year, so far, shows are going 
great. Our aim is to diffuse culture 
and propose things of great quality 
to help promote the image of the 
country and the town of Hamma-
met not only as a touristic pole but 
also as a cultural hub.”

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and 
Culture contributor to The Arab 
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

Roua Khlifi

Creative expression. A scene from the concert of Ghoula at the Hammamet International Festival.         
(The Hammamet International Festival)

Hammamet festival showcases Tunisia’s underground art scene

 The festival opened 
with a theatrical 
performance but has 
shows scheduled 
from a variety of 
artistic disciplines.
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Amman

F 

rom Petra to Wadi Rum 
and the Dead Sea, Jordan 
boasts some of the world’s 
most spiritual and mysti-
cal sites but young tourism 

professionals are seeking to expand 
the menu of the kingdom’s attrac-
tions to include the new trend of 
“meditation tourism.”

Meditation tourism was intro-
duced in Jordan in 2014 by the Jor-
dan Meditation Club (JMC), whose 
founder Nyazi Shaaban is a medita-
tion and yoga adept.

“I always had this dream of mak-
ing Jordan one of the world’s medi-
tation tourism spots,” Shaaban said. 
“In 2007, I was practising medita-
tion and started working on placing 
Jordan on the (global) meditation 
map… so far it is working well and 
people are joining with full positive 
energy.”

“Jordan has many locations that 
can be spiritual. Meditation is all 
about positive energy, spiritual-
ism and maintaining balance in our 
lives and thus Jordan is the right 
place for meditators to be, especial-
ly in places such as the Dead Sea, 
Petra and Wadi Rum.”

The JMC founder and his team 
are tourism professionals with ex-
tensive practical expertise. “We 
work with certified meditation and 
yoga practitioners and soul healers 
gifted with a passion for enriching 
human souls,” he said.

Shabaan said Jordan was ready 
to embrace meditation as a tourism 
product. His club started organis-
ing meditation tours more than two 
years ago.

“We had thousands of Jordanians 
joining our first classes and trips. In 
the beginning, we made it compli-

mentary to spread awareness about 
this type of tourism but now it is all 
paid for with special programmes. 
So far, we also had more than 500 
foreigners joining us, mostly fe-
males,” he said.

Explaining why meditation 
adepts in Jordan are mostly women 
Shaaban said: “Our Arab culture 
stands as an obstacle for men be-
cause we are not accustomed to 
expressing ourselves, while medi-
tation is all about letting it all out, 
expressing your feelings and even 
crying… in our culture men don’t 
usually cry or at least are shy to do 
so.”

A maximum of 50 people are ac-
cepted per class and programmes 
are offered spanning a day or two in 
March, April, May, September, Oc-
tober and November.

“In September, we will launch 
the Jordan meditation camp with 
the participation of many yoga 
adepts and meditation clubs from 
all over the world. We hope that 
this will constitute a positive con-
tribution to tourism in Jordan,” 
Shaaban added.

Nabeeh Reyal, a businessman 
who has been practising yoga and 
meditation abroad, said he was 
happy to have the chance to enroll 
in his favourite activity at home.

“I am passionate about medita-
tion since I had the chance to try it 
in India and Thailand. The Jordan 
Meditation Club provides a good 
opportunity for those who are in-
terested in this practice, which 
brings overwhelming feelings of 

joy and happiness to our inner self,” 
Reyal said.

More effort should be made by 
the authorities to market medita-
tion tourism, he said.

“Marketing such a product means 
marketing the country itself,” he 
said. “The authorities should invest 
more in spreading awareness about 
meditation tourism inside and 
outside Jordan and I am sure tour-
ists will be more attracted to come 
here.”

A day trip to the Dead Sea or Pe-
tra, including transportation and a 
2-hour meditation class costs about 
$150.

“This is relatively cheap when 
you think of the joy and beautiful 
scenery in addition to experiencing 
meditation at sunset; the feeling is 
really amazing,” he said.

Lina Yousef is also passionate 
about yoga and has participated in 
JMC’s classes.

“I practise yoga on a weekly ba-
sis. It helps me clear my mind about 
the things I need in life and I am 
sure there are many who would 
like to try it and experience it but 
don’t know where to go,” Yousef 
said. “More marketing should be 
considered when something new is 
offered such as a meditation club.”

Tourism in Jordan picked up in 
2016 and in the first quarter of 2017, 
with 48,724 tourist groups visiting 
the country in the first two months 
this year compared to 26,500 groups 
in the same period last year.

In 2016, 465,000 tourists visited 
Petra, 235km south of Amman, 
compared to about 400,000 visi-
tors in 2015 while 105,000 tourists 
visited Wadi Rum, 328km south of 
Amman, a 60% increase from 2015.

With its many sites perfect for 
meditation and yoga, Jordan offers 
an opportunity to be in touch with 
the elements of nature and oneself. 
Petra, Wadi Rum and the Dead Sea, 
the stage for many of history’s most 
momentous dramas, can become 
among the best meditation tourism 
destinations.

‘Meditation tourism’ 
a new trend in Jordan
Roufan Nahhas

Tourists practising meditation at Wadi Rum in southern Jordan.                                                                 (Provided by Roufan Nahhas)

Tourists meditate at Wadi Rum in southern Jordan.                         (Provided by Roufan Nahhas)

A meditation session in the capital of the Nabatean Kingdom Petra organised by the Jordan 
Meditation Club.                            (Provided by Roufan Nahhas)

A day trip to the Dead 
Sea or Petra, including 
a 2-hour class of 
meditation, costs $150.

Agenda

We welcome submissions of 
calendar items related to 
cultural events of interest to 
travellers in the Middle East 
and North Africa.

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

El Jem:
Through August 12

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

Beiteddine:
Through August 12

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

Dubai:
Through August 15

New York-based Moroccan artist 
Lalla Essaydi presents her first 
solo exhibition in the Middle 
East at Dubai’s Leila Heller Gal-
lery. The exhibition, titled “Still 
in Progress,” features the artist’s 
major bodies of work from 2003-
13. Essaydi’s image-making forms 
include painting, calligraphy, 
interior design, costume design, 
stage directing and photography.

Baalbek:
Through August 15

Set in the Roman ruins in the 
city of Baalbek in eastern Leba-
non, the Baalbek International 
Festival stages opera, classical 
music, pop and jazz concerts 
and modern and classical dance 
performed by international and 
Lebanese artists. This year’s fes-
tival welcomes trumpeter Ibra-
him Maalouf and singer Samira 
Said among other performers.

Jounieh:
Through August 15

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 Festi-
val 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 sev-
eral 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-the-art, 
custom-built theatre. The show 
takes place at Al Habtoor City.


