
US, Kuwait continue 
mediation over Qatar 
crisis but resolution
to dispute is remote
Washington

A 

month after US Secretary 
of State Rex Tillerson 
failed to help resolve the 
Qatar dispute, the Unit-
ed States is trying a new 

round of shuttle diplomacy to end 
the bitter row between a Saudi-led 
Arab bloc and Qatar. Although Ku-
wait’s mediation efforts have shown 
signs of progress, Doha’s rivals seem 
determined not to lift the sanctions 
imposed on the tiny state before Qa-
tar addresses their demands.

Timothy Lenderking, US deputy 
assistant secretary of state for Gulf 
affairs, and retired US Marine Corps 
General Anthony Zinni began their 
mission August 7 with talks in Ku-
wait. They met with the Qatari lead-
ership in Doha on August 9 before 
travelling to the United Arab Emir-
ates, which is part of the bloc op-
posing Qatar.

Lenderking and Zinni, a former 
military commander in the region, 
were also scheduled to visit the oth-
er three countries in conflict with 
Qatar — Saudi Arabia, Bahrain and 
Egypt.

Qatar, a small country on a penin-
sula in the Gulf, is home to the larg-
est US military base in the Middle 
East while neighbouring Bahrain 
hosts the US Navy’s 5th Fleet.

In announcing the visit of the two 
envoys, Tillerson said it was impor-
tant to be in personal contact with 

officials involved as “there’s only 
so much you can do with telephone 
persuasion.”

During his visit in July, Tillerson 
signed an agreement with Qatar on 
preventing money flowing to terror-
ist groups. The step was designed to 
convince the Saudi-led quartet that 
progress was being made but the in-
itiative was rejected by Riyadh and 
the other countries involved.

Qatar denies that it is providing 
money and support for extremists, 
although it has played host to Mus-
lim Brotherhood figures as well as 
Hamas and Taliban leaders.

As the two sides in the dispute 
are not talking directly to each oth-
er, one of the main challenges for 
Lenderking and Zinni is to establish 
a line of communication. Kuwait 
has reportedly offered the Saudi-led 
bloc joint Kuwaiti-US guarantees 
about Qatar’s future conduct with 
regard to radical groups.

It was unclear whether that plan 
was part of the US envoys’ talking 
points. They “are in the Gulf region 
this week to engage with the parties 
involved and support the govern-
ment of Kuwait’s mediation efforts,” 
a State Department official said.

As the crisis seems likely to drag 
on for a while, Doha has sought 
ways to circumvent the sanctions 
it faces and to prepare for the long 
haul. Cut off from major supply 
lines by a boycott of the quartet, it 
has organised deliveries of food and 
other goods from Turkey and Iran. 
It intensified ties with Turkey, a re-
gional ally, and with the West. Qatar 
has participated in military exercis-
es with Turkey after doing so sepa-
rately with France and the United 
States since the start of the crisis in 
early June.

The exercises with Turkey re-
ceived particular attention. W. 
Robert Pearson, a former US ambas-
sador to Ankara, said Turkey’s de-
ployment of soldiers to the region 
reduced Ankara’s hopes of playing 
the role of mediator. “The Saudis 
don’t want the Turkish base in Qatar 
in any case, and Erdogan weakened 
his leverage by the timing of his ini-
tiatives,” Pearson said.

The Turkish military move seems 
motivated in part by ideology. “Er-
dogan sees Doha as a key Muslim 
Brotherhood ally and is ready to 
commit the Turkish state’s military 
and diplomatic resources to avoid 
losing one of its last remaining part-
ners in the Middle East,” said Aykan 
Erdemir, a former Turkish lawmak-
er who works for the Washington 
think-tank Foundation for Defense 
of Democracies.

In another attempt at overcoming 
its isolation, Qatar announced that 
people from 80 countries — only 
one Arab country (Lebanon) — no 

longer needed a visa before visit-
ing the country. Doha apparently 
hopes the new measures will help 
make up for the falling hotel occu-
pancy rates since the boycott be-
gan in June by Saudi and other Gulf 
countries, which usually provide 
about half of the visitors to Qatar. 
Air traffic with the four Arab coun-

tries opposed to Doha represented 
one-fourth of flights of state-owned 
Qatar Airways.

Thomas Seibert is a
Washington correspondent
for The Arab Weekly.

London

I 

ran’s Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps (IRGC) has been 
using Kuwait’s territorial wa-
ters to smuggle weapons and 
equipment to the Houthis in 

Yemen as part of its effort to arm 
the rebel group, media reports say. 
The Kuwaiti Foreign Ministry has 
denied the accusations.

Reuters earlier this month cited 
sources claiming the IRGC was us-
ing new routes to transport “covert 
arms shipments” to the Houthis, 
whom Tehran is backing in their 
two-and-half-year battle with forces 
loyal to the internationally recog-
nised government of President Abd 

Rabbo Mansour Hadi.
“For the last six months, the 

[IRGC] has been using waters fur-
ther up the Gulf between Kuwait 
and Iran as it looks for new ways to 
beat an embargo on arms shipments 
to fellow Shias in the Houthi move-
ment, Western and Iranian sources 
say,” Reuters reported.

“Parts of missiles, launchers and 
drugs are smuggled into Yemen via 
Kuwaiti waters,” a senior Iranian of-
ficial was quoted as telling the news 
agency. “The route sometimes is 
used for transferring cash as well.”

The official added that “what is 
especially smuggled recently, or to 

be precise in the past six months, 
are parts of missiles that cannot be 
produced in Yemen.”

Kuwait’s Foreign Ministry re-
sponded with a statement saying: 
“The State of Kuwait refuted news 
by the Reuters news agency regard-
ing Iran’s exploitation of Kuwaiti 
waters to deliver arms and military 
assistance to the Houthis in Yemen.”

The smuggling accusations came 
to light after it was reported that 
Kuwait was closing the Iranian cul-
tural mission and related offices 
in the country and had expelled a 
number of Iranian diplomats. The 
moves were related to the case of 
members of a group known as the 
Abdali cell who have been convicted 
on terrorism-related charges and 
were alleged to have ties to Iran and 
Hezbollah.

Reuters had also reported in 
March that Iran was shipping not 

only weapons to the Houthi mili-
tia but sending military advisers as 
well, “either directly to Yemen or via 
Somalia.”

Iran’s past support for the Houthi 
militia is well-documented and has 
complicated an already convoluted 
situation.

Kuwait has instituted several pre-
emptive security measures through 
its Interior Ministry, including the 
deployment of police patrols and 
several checkpoints to cover the 
country’s six governorates. Kuwaiti 
authorities also urged citizens “to 
cooperate with security people and 
carry… their IDs and personal docu-
ments.”

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

Iran involved in Kuwait plot, using 
new routes to aid Houthi rebels
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Iran’s past support for 
the Houthi militia is 
well-documented and 
has complicated an 
already convoluted 
situation.

As the crisis seems 
likely to drag on for a 
while, Doha has sought 
ways to circumvent the 
sanctions it faces.

Mohammed Alkhereiji

Regional role. People gesture a mural of Kuwaiti Emir Sheikh 
Sabah Ahmad al-Jaber al-Sabah presented as a gift from Qatar. (AFP)
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Washington

B 

y staging joint military 
exercises with Qatar, Tur-
key signalled that it val-
ues its partnership with 
Doha in the quarrel with 

other Gulf countries more than a 
possible mediating role in the dis-
pute.

The goal of the early-August drill, 
named Iron Shield, was to improve 
coordination between the naval 
forces of the two countries. Infan-
try and artillery forces took part 
in a joint land exercise at the same 
time.

Yasin Aktay, a senior member of 
Turkey’s ruling Justice and Devel-
opment Party (AKP), told Qatar’s 
Al Jazeera news channel the pres-
ence of Turkish soldiers in the Gulf 
country “creates a balance in the 
region.”

That is not the view of Saudi 
Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, 
Bahrain and Egypt, which have 
been locked in a bitter dispute with 
Qatar since early June. The quar-
tet accuses Doha of supporting 
extremism, partly because of its 
help for the Muslim Brotherhood, a 
movement with strong ideological 
ties to the government of Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan.

The Turkish leader has sided 
openly with Qatar and has been 
sending supplies to Doha to ease 
the effect of the quartet’s boycott of 
the country while calling on Saudi 
Arabia to end the dispute. A visit to 
the region by Erdogan last month, 
billed as a mediation effort by An-
kara, ended without progress.

The military exercise, coming 
two months after parliament in An-
kara rushed through a law allowing 
Turkish troops to be sent to a Turk-
ish base in Qatar, cemented the al-
liance between the two countries. 
At the same time, the action was in 
open defiance to Saudi Arabia. Ak-
tay said while Turkey was not tak-
ing sides in the crisis, its troop de-
ployment in Qatar made sure there 
would be no “potential mistakes.

Robert Pearson, a former US 
ambassador to Ankara, said Tur-
key’s deployment of soldiers to 
the region before trying to defuse 
the situation with Erdogan’s visit 
reduced Ankara’s hopes to play 
the role of a mediator. “The Saudis 
don’t want the Turkish base in Qa-
tar in any case and Erdogan weak-
ened his leverage by the timing of 

his initiatives,” Pearson wrote via 
e-mail.

In that sense, the naval drill 
could be a turning point. “The po-
litical and symbolic aspects of the 
joint exercise outweigh its mili-
tary one,” said Aykan Erdemir, a 
former Turkish lawmaker who 
works for the Washington think-
tank Foundation for Defense of 
Democracies. “Erdogan sees Doha 
as a key Muslim Brotherhood ally 
and is ready to commit the Turk-
ish state’s military and diplomatic 
resources to avoid losing one of its 
last remaining partners in the Mid-
dle East,” Erdemir said in an e-mail 
exchange.

There are other signs that Tur-
key sees the alliance with Qatar not 
as a tactical step that could easily 
be undone but as a long-term in-
vestment. Turkish Minister for 
the Economy Nihat Zeybekci was 
quoted as saying there were plans 
to build a highway from Turkey via 
Iran — another ally of Doha in the 
dispute — to the Persian Gulf coast 
near Qatar. Trilateral talks about 

the issue were under way, Zey-
bekci said, adding that a highway 
would make it much easier to send 
supplies from Turkey to Qatar.

Mohammed Mehdi al-Ahba-
bi, a board member of the Qatar 
Chamber of Commerce, said dur-
ing a visit to the western Turkish 
port city of Izmir that his country 
would like to redirect a large part 
of its $15 billion trade with the Sau-
di-led quartet to Turkey, Turkish 
news reports stated. The construc-
tion arm of Tekfen, a Turkish hold-
ing company, won a contract worth 
$200 million to build a highway in 
Qatar.

While deepening its economic 
ties with Qatar, Turkey, a country 
with a high demand for energy and 
capital, is also hoping to safeguard 
its trade relations with Doha’s foes. 
“I think Turkey is trying to see if it 
can have the best of both worlds,” 
Pearson said.

Whether Erdogan’s course is 
sustainable is another matter. Tur-
key’s stance in the Middle East is 
weakened by disputes with Syria, 

Iraq and Egypt. Erdogan has an-
gered other leaders by promoting 
himself as a tough-talking cham-
pion of Muslim causes who speaks 
out when others fall silent. His 
populist messages were on display 
during the crisis surrounding Isra-
el’s restrictions of access to al-Aqsa 
Mosque in Jerusalem.

Erdogan was “a high profile” on 
issues like that and it “will contin-
ue to gain him stature and prestige 
with Hamas, the Muslim Brother-
hood and the Arab street,” Pearson 
said. It will not, however, endear 
him to leaders in Riyadh or Cairo.

Erdemir said Erdogan’s course is 
bound to lead to further isolation. 
By mobilising Turkey’s military and 
diplomatic resources in support of 
Qatar, Erdogan strengthened his al-
liance with Doha, Erdemir said, but 
Ankara had also become “a party to 
intra-Gulf rivalries,” which did not 
bode well for the future.

“If the Qatar conflict escalates, 
Turkey could see a further erosion 
of its relations with Qatar’s adver-
saries,” he said.

Turkey follows Brotherhood affinities 
but faces risks in siding with Qatar
Thomas Seibert

By going international, Doha
avoids addressing the real issues

M 

easures taken 
by Egypt, Saudi 
Arabia, the Unit-
ed Arab Emir-
ates and Bahrain 
against Qatar 
were aimed at 

ensuring the best conditions for a 
high degree of security and stability 
in the region by ending the damage 
in the areas caused by Doha’s bad 
political choices.

The boycotting countries have 
kept the crisis within the circle of 
the Gulf and Arab countries with 
no intention of harming Qatar and 
its people. Doha, on the other 
hand, has tried right from the 
beginning to give the crisis an 
international dimension.

It requested the presence of 
Turkish forces on its soil and 
moved even closer to Iran, 

knowing very well that its close 
ties with Iran were one of the 
reasons behind the crisis. Doha 
also bragged about hosting the 
biggest US military base and 
basically adopted an overly 
defiant and self-confident 
attitude.

Qatari Minister of Foreign 
Affairs Mohammed bin Abdulrah-

man al-Thani has travelled all over 
the world and an international 
propaganda campaign has been 
orchestrated. Most of the 
impromptu declarations and 
staged news conferences were 
intended for international 
consumption and rarely 
addressed the  demands of the 
boycotting countries.

The plan was to take the crisis 
out of its regional context. By 
going international, Qatar was 
doing what it does best, namely 
“diluting crises” and escaping its 
responsibilities.

Qatar estimated that doing the 
right thing can be quite costly on 
more than one level. It would 

confine it to a position in which 
it would have to make great 
concessions to win back the 

trust of the boycotting coun-

tries. Instead, Qatar chose to make 
as much noise as possible to create 
the impression of a small state 
very much willing to cooperate 
but being bullied by its big 
enemies. It received ministers 
from the United States, Great 
Britain, France, Germany and the 
European Union and lured many 
other capitals to its side.

Qatar showed a great deal of 
skill in trying to win over interna-
tional public opinion essentially 
by distorting words and messages. 
Of the 13 conditions presented by 
the boycotting countries, Qatar 
chose to ignore the main reasons 
that led to the crisis and focused 
on a few expressions and sen-
tences that created the impression 
it was being bullied.                          

is an Egyptian writer.

By keeping to the 
international arena, 
Qatar has more 
freedom of 
movement than the 
four boycotting 
countries.

Mohamad 
Abou el-Fadel

Valued 
partnership. 
Turkey’s 
President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan 
(R) is greeted by 
the Emir of Qatar 
Sheikh Tamim 
bin Hamad 
al-Thani upon 
Erdogan’s arrival 
in Doha, last July.      
                            (AP)                     
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The Saudis don’t want 
the Turkish base in Qatar 
in any case and Erdogan 
weakened his leverage 
by the timing of his 
initiatives.

Robert Pearson, a former 
US ambassador to Ankara
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Cairo

T 

he diplomatic crisis with 
Doha has seen several 
Arab countries block Qa-
tari satellite channels, in-
cluding the popular beIN 

Sports network. Egypt’s free-to-air 
ONTV network, which recently ac-
quired exclusive rights to broadcast 
Egyptian Premier League and Egypt 
Cup football matches, said the time 
was ripe to expand and take over 
coverage of regional and interna-
tional sports.

“It is about time this monopoly 
[by beIN Sports] came to an end,” 
said Seif Zaher, a member of the 

ONTV board of directors. “I think 
some real steps are now being taken 
to end this monopoly.”

Doha-based beIN Sports, a succes-
sor to the Al Jazeera Sports network, 
has been a mainstay in the homes of 
many football-loving Arabs. Charg-
ing viewers $18 a month for a sub-
scription has allowed beIN to secure 
exclusive broadcasting rights in the 
Arab Middle East for major football 
leagues, including the English Pre-
mier League, the Spanish La Liga, 
the Italian Serie A and the German 
Bundesliga. This has secured the 
networks’ popularity.

However, the political dispute be-
tween Qatar and Egypt, Saudi Ara-
bia, the United Arab Emirates and 
Bahrain in June opened the door 
for other Arab networks to chal-
lenge beIN’s stranglehold on sports 
broadcasts. Doha, which stands ac-
cused of financing terrorism, paid 
hundreds of millions of dollars to 
acquire exclusive broadcast rights in 
the Middle East but, given the deci-
sion to block broadcasts from Qatar, 
subscribers in Egypt, Saudi Arabia, 
the UAE and Bahrain are unable to 
watch the games.

“I think the crisis over Qatar’s fi-
nancing of terrorism should moti-
vate other Arab countries into pre-
senting alternatives to beIN to end 
its domination,” said Egyptian sports 
commentator Essam Shaltout.

There are signs that Saudi, Egyp-
tian and Emirate broadcast net-
works are seeking to do just that.

Saudi Arabia blocked beIN on 
June 12. A few days later, Saudi Me-
dia City Chairman Muflih al-Hafatah 
released a plan for the launch of PBS 
Sports, which he said would be the 
“largest” sports TV network in the 

Arab world. He reassured viewers 
that PBS Sports would seek to be a 
free-to-air channel, not a paid sub-
scription service like beIN.

The new network would be oper-
ated by professionals from Saudi 
Arabia, the UAE, Egypt, Iraq, Bah-
rain, Algeria, Morocco and Libya, 
Hafatah said.

In the UAE, similar moves have 
been made to end Qatar’s strangle-
hold on sports broadcasting. Abu 
Dhabi is expected to demand broad-
cast rights of the FIFA Club World 
Cup matches in the Emirates in De-
cember, Emirati media reported.

It will also move to prevent the 
Qatari pay operator from purchasing 
broadcast rights to the AFC Asian 
Cup, to take place in 2019 in the UAE.

Egyptian officials have taken con-
crete action by snatching sports 
competitions’ broadcast rights from 
the Qataris. The owner of ONTV net-
work, steel production baron 
Ahmed Abu Hashima, pur-
chased 51% of a major me-
dia agency that will look 
to secure the rights to 
broadcast international 
sports events.

In September 2016, 
the agency, called 
Presentation Sports, 
allocated $750 mil-
lion and raised an-
other $450 million 
to purchase the 
broadcast rights 
of the African 
Cup of Nations 
through 2028.

However, the 
Confederation of 
African Football (CAF) 
selected French sports 

and entertainment agency La-
gardere Sports, which has previ-
ously sold the broadcast rights to 
beIN, but whose bid was $200 mil-
lion below the Egyptian company’s. 
Presentation Sports was considering 
legal proceedings against then-CAF 
President Issa Hayatou, alleging cor-
ruption for rejecting the Egyptian 
company’s higher bid.

Presentation Sports is expected 
later this year to seek broadcasting 
rights for Italy’s Serie A football, 
having already secured the broad-
cast rights to the Arab Club Cham-
pionship, which concluded August 
2 in the Egyptian coastal city of Al-
exandria.

The agency allocated the broad-
cast rights of the championship to 
ONTV Sport and Abu Dhabi Sports, 
both free-to-air channels. The two 
channels signed a cooperation 
agreement in November for the free 

exchange of programmes.
Zaher said the efforts 

by Egyptian, Saudi and 
Emirate networks were a 
promising start to ending 
beIN’s monopolisation of 
sports broadcasts in the 
Arab world.

“We know we will face 
tough challenges to end 

these monopolies but we 
are more than capable of 

doing this,” Zaher said. “One 
network cannot be left 
to be the only window 
through which hundreds 
of millions of people see 
sports events. This must 

end.”

Ibrahim Ouf is an Egyptian 
journalist in Cairo.

London

K 

uwaiti mediators, who 
appear to be making pro-
gress, increased diplo-
matic efforts to get both 
sides of the Qatar boy-

cott dispute to agree to face-to-face 
talks to resolve the row between 
Qatar and a group of Saudi-led Arab 
countries.

Gulf sources, speaking on con-
dition of anonymity, said Kuwaiti 
mediation efforts could lead to 
Qatar agreeing to direct talks with-
out the lifting of sanctions first, a 
precondition set by Qatari Foreign 
Minister Sheikh Mohammed bin 
Abdulrahman al-Thani.

This new flexibility was the re-
sult of shuttle diplomacy by Ku-
wait First Deputy Prime Minister 
Sheikh Sabah al-Khalid al-Sabah 
and Minister of State for Cabinet Af-
fairs and Acting Minister of Infor-
mation Sheikh Mohammad Abdul-
lah al-Mubarak, who visited all the 
countries involved in the dispute 
and Oman, another Gulf Coopera-
tion Council (GCC) member, which 
has remained neutral.

The sources said Saudi Arabia, 
the United Arab Emirates and 
Egypt want explicit Qatari guaran-
tees, not guarantees from Kuwait 
or the United States, which has ex-
pressed readiness to help. Bahrain, 
however, has shown more flexibil-
ity.

A Saudi official again called out 
Qatar for its alleged support for ex-
tremist groups. Chargé d’Affaires 
at the Saudi Embassy in Kabul 
Mishari Alharbi, in an interview on 
Afghan television, criticised Doha 
for supporting the Taliban.

“Qatar supports the terrorist 
groups and it is still providing sup-
port for terrorist groups. The Tali-
ban Qatar office is where [terrorist 
groups] contact their supporters 
and vice versa. The Taliban has 
been receiving supplies using the 
address,” Alharbi said.

He said Qatar was the Taliban’s 
main lifeline and expressed con-
cern for the deteriorating secu-
rity situation in Afghanistan while 
pledging Saudi Arabia’s continued 
support.

The International Civil Avia-
tion Organisation (ICAO) rejected 
Doha’s request to intervene in the 
dispute, saying the political dimen-
sions of the crisis were outside its 
domain.

Qatar had asked the ICAO to in-
tervene in June after its GCC neigh-
bours closed their airspace to Qatari 
flights as part of a sanctions regime.

Bahraini Transportation and 
Telecommunications Minister Ka-
mal bin Ahmed Mohammed said: 
“The decisions taken by the [ICAO] 
confirm the validity of the techni-
cal measures adopted by the four 
concerned countries and affirm the 
neutrality of the organisation and 
its adherence to the role for which 
it was established — to maintain 
the safety of civil aviation around 
the world.”

The ICAO’s decision followed re-
ports in the government-controlled 
Qatari media that the UN body 
convinced the UAE and Bahrain to 
open air routes to Qatari planes, re-
ports denied by both countries.

The UAE’s General Civil Aviation 
Authority said it allowed a Qatari 
aircraft to use airspace above in-
ternational waters managed by the 
UAE, not UAE airspace.

Bahrain’s Ministry of Transpor-

tation and Telecommunication 
said all media reports on Bahrain 
opening its airspace to Qatar Air-
ways were inaccurate, adding that 
air routes over international waters 
had been open for all types of air 
traffic since June 11.

The crisis broke out after state-
ments attributed to Qatari Emir 
Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani 
criticising US foreign policy and 
praising Iran were carried by the 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 boycotting 
countries said.

Kuwaiti mediation sees possible 
breakthrough in Qatar crisis

Arab countries move to tackle the 
Qatari monopoly of sports’ broadcast

The boycott became a siege, the 
terrorism Qatar supports turned 
into freedoms of belief and 
expression and the violence it 
condones turned into human 
rights.

By playing this game, Qatar 
grabbed the attention of many 
countries that either have signifi-
cant economic interests with 
Qatar or in which Qatar has 
established mechanisms for 
economic and media influence.

In this game of cat and mouse, 
Qatar enlisted the professional 
assistance of well-known public 
relations firms and experts. They 
advised it to keep playing the 
international card as much as 
possible and to avoid addressing 
the regional concerns in which the 
boycotting countries have clear 
advantages capable of destroying 
Qatar’s distorted logic.

By keeping to the international 
arena, Qatar has more freedom of 
movement than the four boycott-
ing countries and can thus quickly 
react and bog the crisis down with 
irrelevant issues.

From the beginning of the crisis, 
Qatar tried to dampen the initial 
blow of the boycott to divert from 
the main issues of the crisis by 
veering towards irrelevant side 
questions and endlessly pointless 
discussions. The aim, of course, 
was to tire the opposite side and 
gain time to mount a counter-
attack. Such was the extent of the 
surprise that Qatari Emir Sheikh 
Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani kept a 
deafening silence for 40 days 
before addressing his troops.

By contrast, the boycotting 
countries had the advantage of 
dealing the first blow. In the end, 
however, they needed more time 
to cooperate, gather information 
and coordinate their efforts and 
positions to come up with the 
appropriate common response.

This, of course, was and still is 
the right thing to do in the long 
run but in the short run, it might 
constitute a handicap in a fast-
evolving crisis. The situation 
required quick reactions because 
delays in consultation and 
coordination might be miscon-
strued. The four countries 
understood the stakes and 
harmonised the general guidelines 
for their reactions. A look at the 
performances of each individual 
country in politics, economics and 
media shows they are in line with 
the official recommendations of 
the coordination meetings.

Qatar finds no better strategy 
than to continue making a fuss 
internationally. There was a telling 
example in the legal complaint 
Qatar lodged with the World Trade 
Organisation against Saudi Arabia, 
the UAE and Bahrain, claiming 
that their trade and travel restric-
tions were “coercive attempts at 
economic isolation.” Qatar also 
complained to the International 
Civil Aviation Organisation but to 
no avail.

Qatar’s last attempt at embar-
rassing its opponents was when it 
complained to the UN Security 
Council that Egypt was taking 
advantage of heading the council’s 
Counter-Terrorism Committee to 
settle political scores with specific 
countries. Egypt responded by 
publishing proof of Qatar’s 
backing of terrorism.

So Qatar is back to square one 
with the proof that giving the 
crisis an international dimension 
is costlier than resolving it at a 
regional level.

Qatar showed a 
great deal of 
skill in trying to 
win over 
international 
public opinion 
essentially by 
distorting words 
and messages.

We know we will face 
tough challenges to end 
these monopolies but 
we are more than 
capable of doing this.

Seif Zaher, ONTV board
of directors member

Qatar crisisCover Story

Increased efforts. The Emir of Kuwait Sheikh Sabah Ahmad al-Jaber al-Sabah (R) is received by UAE 
Vice-President, Prime Minister and Ruler of Dubai Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid al-Maktoum before 
talks about Qatar, last June.                                                                                                                                                   (WAM) 
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E 

ver since the ascend-
ance of Ayatollah 
Ruhollah Khomeini 
to power in 1979, the 
Islamic Republic of 
Iran has been accused 
in the West, as well 

as in the Arab world, of instigating 
trouble and exporting its heterodox 
brand of political Islam. Iran waved 
off the allegations as Western impe-
rialist propaganda geared towards 
subjugating the area and its oil.

However, over the past few 
decades, Iran’s record and its 
actions and those of its proxies 
confirmed the allegations. Its 
involvement in terrorist activities 
in Kuwait indicates that this kind 
of disruptive temperament is 
getting worse. The Kuwaiti 
judiciary concluded the final stage 
of prosecuting members of the 
Abdali cell who were arrested in 
August 2015 for allegedly plotting 
terrorist acts on behalf of the 
Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps (IRGC) and storing a cache 
of weapons and explosives.

This incident might not seem 
that surprising given how Iran and 
its proxies have been implicated in 
hundreds of similar incidents. 
However, that this took place in 
Kuwait, a traditionally permissive 
country when it comes to Iran’s 
transgressions, was unusual. This 
incident says much about the 
extent Iran is willing to go in 
pursuit of its goals, even at the 
expense of antagonising its friends 
before its foes.

Despite Iran’s attempts to 
undermine its sovereignty and 
national security, Kuwait has 
maintained a publicly cordial 
relationship with Tehran, espe-
cially compared to other Gulf 
countries.

Shortly after the rise of Hezbol-
lah in Lebanon in 1982, Kuwait 
was targeted by a series of terror 
attacks that ranged from bomb-
ings and aeroplane hijackings to 
an assassination attempt against 
the former emir. The 17 individu-
als involved in those activities 
worked under orders from the 
IRGC. They were senior members 
of Hezbollah and the Islamic Dawa 
Party and included the shadowy 
Mustafa Badreddine, Hezbollah’s 
head of military operations in 
Syria who was later killed in a cagy 
incident while fighting in 2016.

While death sentences were 
handed out by the courts to some 
of the convicts, Emir Jaber 
al-Ahmad al-Sabah — the target of 
the plot — refused to sign the 
execution orders and kept them 
incarcerated until they were freed 
by the Iraqi Army during the 
invasion of Kuwait in 1990.

This Kuwaiti forbearance 
towards Iran and its proxies 
includes financial assistance ($185 
million) to Hezbollah-dominated 
areas damaged in the Israeli war 
on Lebanon in the summer of 
2006. Following the 2015 Islamic 
State (ISIS) suicide attack on the 
Imam al-Sadiq Mosque, fre-

quented by the Shia community in 
Kuwait City, the emir and his 
government took a firm stand 
against sectarian attempts at 
demonising the Shias and declared 
that “the victims of [the] heinous 
acts are sons of mine.”

While this humane attitude was 
recognised publicly by Hezbollah 
Secretary-General Hassan Nasral-
lah, the party found it convenient 
to train and equip the 25 Kuwaiti 
members of the Abdali cell.

The alarming revelation after 
two years of hearings is that this 
cell was tasked with storing 
weapons to be used against targets 
in Bahrain and other parts of the 
region in case the Iranian nuclear 
deal fell through. Hezbollah 
denied the allegations, assuring 
the Kuwaiti authorities that cell 
members approached them for 
help but that the requests were 
rejected. This denial, however, 
was proven wrong by the confes-
sions of the Abdali terrorists.

The Abdali affair is an additional 
reminder of Iran’s and Hezbollah’s 
nefarious activities. Their propa-
ganda efforts to claim the moral 
high ground in fighting injustice 
and defending Lebanon and its 
population against Israel and 
jihadi extremist groups are hardly 
advanced by the goals pursued by 
the Abdali cell.

What the Abdali cell did do was 
add credence to the arguments for 
containing Iran and its attempts to 
stir instability and chaos in the 
region. This is at the heart of the 
dispute between the Saudi-led 
Arab bloc and Qatar. When Kuwait 
chose neutrality and tried to 
mediate between the two rival 
sides, it was predictably accused 
of being soft on Iran and was 
implicitly asked to join the fold of 
the Arab consensus.

Kuwait can no longer afford 
complacency with Iran and its 
proxies. The expulsion measures 
Kuwait took against some of Iran’s 
diplomats and the severe letter it 
has addressed to the Lebanese 
government requesting it curb 
Hezbollah’s actions could be only 
the beginning.

Lebanese Prime Minster Saad 
al-Hariri planned to visit Kuwait to 
appease the Kuwaiti government, 
which regards Beirut’s inaction as 
complicity with the group.

Hariri cannot repeat the line he 
used during his latest visit to 
Washington. Dismissing Hezbol-
lah as a regional problem and 
claiming that the Lebanese 
government has no say in the 
matter while at the same time 
allowing two of Hezbollah’s 
ministers to sit across him in 

cabinet meetings, is unlikely to 
be received well in Kuwait.
Furthermore, it’s doubtful if 

the Kuwaiti government will be 
satisfied with anything less than 
Hariri’s official condemnation of 
Hezbollah and practical measures 
to curb their power, matters 
neither he nor his government can 
realistically deliver.

More importantly, the Abdali 
affair and all else that Iran will 
muster are stark reminders that, 
while Hezbollah and Iran are 
declaring divine victories in 
defending the cause of the 
oppressed, the sad truth is that 
their activities add to tensions in 
the region. Their misdeeds will 
bring about additional schisms 
and conflicts and discourage any 
voices of moderation.

London

T 

he Iran-backed cyber-es-
pionage group CopyKit-
tens has increased activi-
ties, launching attacks on 
governments, defence 

companies and academic institu-
tions in support of Tehran’s politi-
cal agenda, a report said.

An investigative study by Israeli 
firm ClearSky Cybersecurity and 
Trend Micro called Operation Wilted 
Tulip traced CopyKittens’ activities 
to 2013, shedding light on its work 
patterns and possible motivations.

The report revealed that CopyKit-
tens’ activities mostly centred 
on espionage of strategic targets, 
particularly Saudi Arabia, Jordan, 
Turkey, Israel, Germany and the 
United States.

The group extracted informa-
tion from government organi-
sations, academic institutions, 
online news sites and NGOs with 
the objective of gathering “as 
much information and data from 
target organisations as possible,” 
the report said.

CopyKittens used rudimen-
tary techniques, such as phish-
ing, malicious e-mail attach-
ments and, more recently, 
watering hole attacks to gather 
information.

“It’s more that the methods 
they are using are efficient. 
They are getting out the data 
that they need to,” said Robert 
McArdle, director of research 
at Trend Micro, adding that the 
group’s lack of refinement makes 
it relatively easy to track CopyKit-
tens’ activities compared to more 
sophisticated campaigns that could 
go on for years without being detected.

McArdle said CopyKittens’ meth-
ods are of the more traditional vari-
ety, using exploits to take advantage 
of out-of-date systems, so if the user 
is missing updates or patches, an 

automatic infection is more likely. 
A lot of the group’s attacks go after 
the most vulnerable parts of any 
organisation — humans.

“In any computer network secu-
rity chain, the weakest link in always 
the human element,” said Iyad 
Barakat, a London-based digital 
analyst.

“Groups more sophisticated than 
CopyKittens will try to target the 
human element in the chain, using 
techniques like a watering hole 
attack to simply extract passwords 
because these methods 
save them time, effort 
and usually have a higher success 
rate than the more sophisticated 
ones.”

McArdle said an effective method 
to gain the human element’s trust 
is a social engineering campaign, 
which uses a number of psycho-
logical tricks to get the information 
needed to access a computer net-
work.

“Social engineering is relatively 
quick and easy to do in terms of 
setting up fake e-mail accounts or 
fake Facebook accounts or which-
ever social networking profile you 
are going with,” McArdle said, add-
ing that effort is required to manage 
these resources and accounts.

Social engineering can’t be stopped 
with traditional protection methods, 
said David Emm, principal security 
researcher at Kaspersky Lab.

“Social engineering works and 
even if businesses have the right 

protection, without the 
right staff education they 
can fall victim,” Emm 

said. “Awareness is low 
in the Middle East as 
generally Western 
businesses have had 
longer to grapple with 

such issues.”
One effective trick that 

CopyKittens used, McArdle 
said, is reaching important tar-

gets through other compromised 
accounts. Once CopyKittens 
gained access to an e-mail 

account in an organisation, it 
would not immediately try to 

take over higher-level targets in the 
company but log on and wait for a 
natural conversation to start between 
the person whose account it controls 
and the target. It might then reply 
to an e-mail thread, saying: “You 
might want to open this link.”

During the Gulf Information Secu-
rity Expo and Conference in May 
in Dubai, experts urged for more 
cybersecurity cooperation between 
countries in the Gulf Cooperation 
Council. The Middle East cyber-
security market is projected to grow 
to $22.14 billion by 2022, with Saudi 
Arabia expected to contribute the 
largest share.
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Kuwait stands up
to Iran and Hezbollah

Investigation uncovers Iran-
backed cyber-espionage
group in MENA region

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.”
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Debate Iranian threat in MENA 

Rohani plays the army against the 
Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps

Iran, Israel pose greatest threats 
to stability in southern Syria

A 

s Iranian President 
Hassan Rohani pre-
sented his new largely 
technocratic cabinet 
to the parliament, his 
candidate for the De-

fence and Armed Forces Logistics 
Ministry was the greatest surprise: 
If Brigadier-General Amir Hatami 
gains a parliamentary vote of con-
fidence, he will be the first regular 
military officer to serve in a cabinet 
position, which since 1993 has been 
the privilege of officers of the Is-
lamic Revolutionary Guards Corps 
(IRGC).

By offering the Defence Minis-
try to the regular military, Rohani 
is raising the stakes in his struggle 
against the IRGC. The president’s 
relations with the IRGC deterio-
rated in the run-up to and after his 
re-election, in which he defeated 
Ebrahim Raeisi, the main chal-
lenger widely believed to have 
been the IRGC and Supreme 
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei’s 
favourite not only as president but 
also as a potential supreme leader.

Since the election, both parties 
have tried to establish more 
correct relations and on July 24, 
the IRGC’s top leadership met 
with Rohani to express belated 
congratulations on his re-election. 
However, an editorial in the 
influential Iranian newspaper 
Kayhan suggested the tone was 
anything but congratulatory.

Major-General Mohammad Ali 
Jafari, IRGC chief commander; 
Major-General Qassem Soleimani, 
IRGC Quds Force chief; Gholam-
hossein Gheibparvar, Basij chief; 
and others present allegedly 
“criticised the performance and 
positions of the government 
concerning the security of the 
regime and the fundamental 
values of the revolution.”

Kayhan’s editorial remarkably 
dismissed “reports” on “composi-
tion of Rohani’s cabinet” being 
on the agenda. Kayhan’s 
dismissal may have 
been directed at par-
liamentarian Elias 
Hazrati, who, in a 
tweet, for the first 
time raised Rohani’s 
intentions to appoint 
an army officer as 
his defence minis-

ter. This indicates that the 
question of the cabinet composi-
tion was raised by senior IRGC 
leaders at the meeting with 
Rohani.

The appointment of Hatami 
reflects much more than Rohani’s 
preference for the regular military 
and indicates the president is 
attempting to take advantage of 
the rivalry between the main 

branches of the armed forces.
This rivalry is in part due to the 

early history of conflicts between 
the army and the IRGC but also 
relates to the overlapping respon-
sibilities of the two military 
organisations enshrined in the 
constitution, doctrinal differ-
ences and the civilian leadership’s 
apparent desire to keep the two 
military organisations in a 

permanent state of rivalry. The 
political leadership’s desire is 
reflected in uneven access of the 
two forces to the political leader-
ship, unequal access to funding, 
recruitment opportunities and 
materiel and different levels of 
subjective civilian control and 
prestige.

While the IRGC has superior 
access to the political leadership, 
a higher budget — including vast 
economic resources beyond the 
military budget — prestige, enjoys 
access to the best recruits and is 
subjected to a lower degree of 
subjective control mechanisms of 
the civilian leadership, the army 
has — with the exception of the 
nuclear programme — access to 
fairly sophisticated military 
hardware.

Since the 1979 revolution, Iran 
had two competing defence 
ministries: The Defence Ministry, 
which, with two exceptions (one 
civilian and one irregular warfare 
partisan), was led by army 
officers. The Defence Ministry 
was countered by a competing 
Ministry of the Islamic Revolu-
tionary Guards Corps, at the helm 
of which IRGC officers served. By 
1993, the two ministries were 
merged into the Defence and 
Armed Forces Logistics Ministry, 
which has since had ministers 
from the ranks of IRGC officers.

Rohani appointing a defence 
minister from the regular military 
not only breaks with that tradition 
but signals the president’s 
attempt at playing the army card 
to neutralise the IRGC. This 
should be no surprise to those 
familiar with Rohani’s character: 
As a regime insider who enjoys 
enough popular support to get 

re-elected despite systematic 
obstructions against him, 

Rohani is better posi-
tioned to take the 

fight against the 
IRGC than all his 
predecessors. He 
fights an uphill 

battle and badly 
needs a parliamen-

tary vote of confi-
dence to his candi-
date for the Defence 

Ministry as a first step 
to sidelining the IRGC.

W 

hile the situation 
in Syria seems 
stable at the mo-
ment — at least 
as stable things 
can be in what 

the conflict in Syria has wrought — 
prospects for continued calm are 
not promising.

The ceasefire agreement 
reached by the United States, 
Russia and Jordan in July could 
serve as a de-escalation frame-
work for a larger agreement after 
the fall of Raqqa and the Islamic 
State (ISIS). US President Donald 
Trump and Russian President 
Vladimir Putin are eager to make 
the current agreement stick and 
show that they can work together 
in a productive capacity, in part so 
they can thumb their noses at the 
US Congress and recent legislation 
that restricted Trump’s ability to 
ease sanctions on Russia.

The long-term success of any 
such agreement is in doubt, 
however, because of how the two 
countries’ proxies in the region — 
Iran and Israel — could respond  
to it.

Ultimately whether the agree-
ment works boils down to how 
large the Iranian presence will be 
in southern Syria. Iran has no 
intention of leaving Syria once 
ISIS is defeated and the rebellion 
against Syrian President Bashar 
Assad is crushed. The idea that 
southern Syria might turn into a 
clone of southern Lebanon deeply 
concerns the Israelis.

Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu has voiced opposition 
to the Amman deal but this was 
likely an attempt to get the United 
States and Russia to pay attention 
to Israel’s concerns.

Netanyahu is in a tough 
situation. Domestically he has 
backed himself into a corner with 
his statements about southern 
Syria. Playing hardball on the 
issue may help him distract the 
Israeli public from his problems 
with a corruption investigation 
that could lead to Netanyahu 
being charged with bribery and 
fraud.

Yet he can only go so far in 
undermining any potential 
agreement because of Trump’s 

position in favour of it. Unlike his 
relationship with former US 
President Barack Obama, whom 
Netanyahu seemed to delight in 
annoying, the Israeli prime 
minister cannot afford to alienate 
Trump. As Netanyahu has 
probably noticed, Trump does not 
like it when people disagree with 
him and is so unpredictable it’s 
hard to tell what he might do in 
retaliation.

The shotgun marriage between 
Russia and Iran is tentative. 
Neither side really trusts the 
other but each party knows that 
they must work together for their 
long-term plans to succeed. Iran 
was incensed when Russia agreed 
to US and Israeli demands that it 
be left out of the negotiations that 
led to the Amman agreement. 
Russia’s willingness to allow 
Israeli warplanes to attack 
Hezbollah encampments in Syria 
has added to this distrust.

Russia is suspicious of Iranian 
plans in the Levant but, as noted 
above, the current marriage of 
convenience helps more than 
hurts Russia’s own plans.

Israel would probably be happy 
if US troops were placed in 
southern Syria as part of any 
agreement to create a buffer zone 
against Iranian and Hezbollah 
forces but this is highly unlikely 
to happen. The Trump adminis-
tration has shown no desire to 
expand its footprint in Syria and 
Russia probably would not agree 
to such a stipulation in the first 
place. Once ISIS is defeated, the 
United States will probably not 
want a continued presence in 
Syria.

If the deal that comes after the 
fall of Raqqa can continue the 
de-escalation created by the 
current agreement, there is a 
chance that long-term stability 
can be created. If it fails, how-
ever, you can count on Iranian 
forces flooding into southern 
Syria, which will create a situa-
tion that Israel cannot afford to 
ignore.

In the end, any long-term plans 
that Trump and Putin might have 
for Syria could go up in smoke 
because of the potential for 
conflict between Israel and Iran.

is a non-resident senior fellow at 
Rafik Hariri Centre for the Middle 
East at the Atlantic Council.

is a regular contributor to The 
Arab Weekly and a columnist at 
factsandopinion.com.
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I 

n this newest rift — the one between 
Iran and its neighbours — lies the 
story of the Gulf. Even Kuwait, a 
traditional peace broker commit-
ted to coexistence with all in the re-
gion, has been targeted by Iran.

Kuwait has reacted to the 
confirmation by its courts of the 
involvement of Iran and its 
Lebanese proxy, Hezbollah, in a 

plot to commit acts of terrorism on its soil, 
by ordering the expulsion of 15 Iranian 
diplomats and shutting down Tehran’s 
cultural and military missions.

The case goes back to 2015. Huge arms 
caches were discovered in Kuwait near the 
Iraqi border. Twenty-six people, all 
Kuwaiti Shias except for one Iranian, were 
charged with spying for Iran and Hezbol-
lah and with conspiring to commit acts of 
terrorism in Kuwait. The “terror and 
spying cell” is known as the “Abdali cell.”

Members of the cell were accused of 
smuggling explosives from Iran with the 
complicity of Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps (IRGC) and Hezbollah.

At the end of July, Kuwait delivered a 
memo of protest to the Lebanese govern-
ment over the training allegedly provided 
by Hezbollah to operatives of the Abdali 
cell.

The memo, quoted by the Kuwait news 
agency KUNA, called on the Lebanese 
government, which includes representa-
tives of Hezbollah, to “curb the disgrace-
ful practices” of the Iran-supported 
Lebanese radical group. It also accused 
Hezbollah of involvement in “intelligence, 
coordination of meetings, payment of 
funds and provision of weapons and 
training on Lebanese territory… with the 
aim of destroying the basic infrastructure 
of the state of Kuwait.”

Unsurprisingly, the case added Kuwait 
to the list of countries that want nothing 
to do with Iran. Last year, Saudi Arabia 
severed ties with Tehran over attacks by 
Iranian demonstrators on its diplomatic 
missions.

For all Iran’s protestations of innocence 
when confronted with evidence of inter-
ference in its neighbours’ affairs, the 
reprehensible decades-old pattern of 
behaviour continues. Iran still violates UN 
embargoes on arming its proxies in 
Lebanon and Yemen. It continues to 
foment mischief in Iraq and elsewhere.

Then, there are reports from a multitude 
of sources, both regional and Western, of 
Iran finding ingenious ways to funnel 
arms shipments to Yemen’s Houthis. This 
is considered to be the handiwork of the 
IRGC, as confirmed by an Iranian official 
to Reuters. “No activity goes ahead in the 
Gulf without the IRGC being involved,” he 
boasted.

Despite protestations to the contrary, 
Iran is seeking to implement a radical 
sectarian, political and strategic agenda in 
the region. Radical forces within Iran have 
a huge stake in that and the state’s mate-
rial and ideological investment in it is too 
substantial to be dismissed as mere 
propaganda. It is clear that Iran will brook 
no bounds — of neighbourliness, good 
faith or high principle — in pursuit of its 
agenda. This goes some way towards 
explaining the Gulf states’ and Egypt’s 
insistence that Qatar reassess its impru-
dent cosiness with Iran.

Iran needs to find another course if 
there is to be peace in the region. As the 
trial in Kuwait of the Abdali cell shows, 
Iran is testing its neighbours’ patience a 
bit too much.

The Abdali cell 
case in Kuwait 
reveals Iran’s
true colours

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Everyone in Yemen
is in a state of denial

P 

olitical deadlock pre-
vails in Yemen and is 
likely to continue as 
none of the warring 
parties seem to have 
realised that a military 
solution to the conflict 

is virtually impossible. All previous 
power equations in Yemen have 
shifted and, what is worse, most 
Yemenis live in the fantasy world 
of old times.

Why is a political solution 
virtually impossible in Yemen 
and what makes the prevailing 
situation very likely to continue?

First, the Houthis do not seem 
to be willing to make concessions 
and accept that they are just one 
of the political forces on the 
scene. Houthi members appar-
ently believe that they are the 
strongest and that they enjoy a 
revolutionary form of legitimacy 
in Yemen.

This kind of legitimacy, how-
ever, is pure fantasy. Starting 
from Saada in 2014, the Houthis 
expanded their control to 
neighbouring districts. In Amran, 
they kicked out the al-Ahmar clan 
with ease while Yemen’s interim 
President Abd Rabbo Mansour 
Hadi watched. From there, they 
marched on Sana’a and took it 
after defeating the Yemen Army’s 
Brigade 310.

The defeat of Brigade 310 was 
abominable for the Muslim 
Brotherhood in Yemen. The latter 
had considered that unit and the 
1st Brigade as symbols of their 
military might in Yemen. Briga-
dier-General Hameed al-
Qushaibi, commander of Brigade 
310, was loyal to the Muslim 
Brotherhood. He was hunted 
down and killed by the Houthis.

Backed by Iran, the Houthis 
could have accepted a settlement 
by surrendering control of the 
port of Al Hudaydah to a neutral 
party. That port is crucial to 
supplying the Houthis. They 
refused to give up control 
because they do not accept the 

idea that they are just one 
element of the political map in 
Yemen and that they can be 
represented in any future 
government. They apparently 
believe they can spread their 
control to other areas in Yemen 
despite their daily losses.

The Houthis in Sana’a are living 
in a fantasy reality of their own. 
They could not care less about 
Yemen or Yemenis. Their only 
concern is Iran’s expansionist 
plan. They cling to slogans such 
as “Death to America,” “Death to 
Israel,” “Damnation to the Jews.” 
Even Iran abandoned these 
slogans but the Houthis find 
them useful to maintain their 
grip on Sana’a’s inhabitants.

What is really unfortunate is 
that the Houthis are gaining 
strength in Sana’a. The counter-
balancing presence in Sana’a is 
Ali Abdullah Saleh’s camp. He 
draws his strength from a 
network of relations with forces 
from Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary 

Guards Corps and tribal leaders. 
A lack of funds, however, has 
weakened that network.

Time is not on the side of a 
political settlement in Yemen, 
unless there is a miraculous 
military victory leading to the 
fall of Sana’a. In the immediate 
future, this eventuality is 
impossible.

The Arab coalition involved in 
Operation Decisive Storm said it 
has achieved its first objective of 
eliminating Iran’s expansionist 
scheme in the region but the 
situation remains complex and 
desperate because there are no 
figures with enough credibility 
and “legitimacy” to play a 
unifying role in Yemen. Southern 
Yemen has split and the situation 
in Taiz and central Yemen is 
stagnating.

Will Yemen remain hostage of 
the Houthis, a fanatical group 
with no political project for 
Yemen? Will it remain hostage of 
a legitimate group that can’t even 
protect itself in Aden? Will it 
remain hostage of southern 
leaders who do not believe in 
unification?

Placing Al Hudaydah port 
under the control of a neutral 
side can logically be a starting 
point for a more comprehensive 
political settlement in Yemen. 
Logic, however, is the missing 
ingredient in the Yemeni stew.

Everyone refuses to admit that 
the old Yemen is gone. The 
Houthis say they have a divine 
mission to go back to the era of 
Imamat — divine appointment 
— while supporters of the 
legitimate government say they 
can go back to the experiment 
started by Saleh that was irrevo-
cably stopped by the Muslim 
Brotherhood.

There are even those who 
envisage a Yemeni federation of 
some micro states. The piece 
missing from the picture is a 
unified Yemen. Is there anyone in 
Yemen ready to accept reality?

Editorial

Opinion

Khairallah Khairallah
is a Lebanese writer based in London.

The defeat
of Brigade 
310 was 
abominable 
for the 
Muslim
Brotherhood 
in Yemen. 

Placing Al Hudaydah port under the control of a neutral side can logically 
be a starting point for a more comprehensive political settlement in Yemen. 
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Barzani and Erdogan won’t 
let a vote rock their boats

Trump or not, Americans
would nuke an Iranian city

W 

hen Turkish 
President Re-
cep Tayyip Er-
dogan raised 
the decibels 
of his rheto-
ric against 

the Syrian Kurdish movement, he 
had his eye on an approaching date. 
The Kurdish Regional Government 
(KRG) has made its intention seri-
ous to have a referendum on inde-
pendence. How Ankara will stand 
regarding the results of the vote is 
in question.

Erdogan has said the referen-
dum “would imperil the territo-
rial integrity of Iraq” and the 
Turkish Foreign Ministry has 
described the prospect as “dam-
aging the regional stability.”

Repeated statements from the 
United States, the United King-
dom and Germany have said that, 
if the referendum ends with a 
resounding yes, which is foreseen 
as almost certain, independence 
of the Kurdish state would not be 
recognised.

Kurdish Regional Government 
(KRG) President Masoud Barzani 

has not blinked. In an interview 
with Al-Hayat newspaper, he said 
the decision to call the vote for 
September 25 was definite “with 
no return.”

“I am asking,” he added, “when 
will the proper time arrive for the 
referendum? If we wait for 
others, such a time will never 
come. It is only the people of 
Kurdistan who can decide the 
date.”

In an interview with Foreign 
Policy, Barzani was evasive when 
asked about how he sees Turkey’s 
reaction.

”We would prefer to die of 
starvation than to live under the 
oppression and occupation of 
others,” he said. “If this decision 
is made by referendum and the 
reaction is to isolate us, let our 
people die. That will be a ‘glory’ 
for the world that they have killed 
our people by starvation just 
because those people wanted to 
express their destiny through 
democratic means.”

It is apparent that Barzani is 
keen on gambling, possibly 
calculating the administrations of 

US President Donald Trump and 
French President Emmanuel 
Macron would seek a balance in 
that part of the region where 
Russia and Iran are expanding 
their influence.

Over the last few years, the 
relationship between Ankara and 
Erbil has been intensely focused 
on economic and commercial 
interests. The KRG has had no 
option other than collaborating 
with Turkey to export Kurdish oil 
through Kirkuk-Iskenderun 
pipelines and is dependent, to a 
large scale, on Turkish invest-
ments.

For Erdogan and his family, 
especially his son-in-law Energy 
Minister Berat Albayrak, the 
business has been very personal. 
For many Turkish investors, who 
have seen heavy losses in markets 
such as Egypt, Iraqi Kurdistan is a 
backyard Ankara cannot afford to 
lose.

There begin the complications 
that Erdogan knows will test his 
pragmatism against the decades-
long Turkish foreign policy 
position to block Kurdish self-rule 

that would lead to international 
recognition.

Erdogan’s domestic political 
ally, the Nationalist Movement 
Party (MHP), has based its 
existence largely on the demands 
of the Turkmen minority, and a 
big part of the Turkish media has 
positioned itself against Barzani’s 
declaration, claiming that it is yet 
another Western conspiracy to 
weaken Turkey.

How, then, will Erdogan juggle 
the Kurdish independence vote? 
His low-key approach points to a 
calculation that a Kurdish “yes” 
will cause sharp friction with 
Baghdad and that Barzani may ask 
for Turkish help.

Further on, knowing that the 
result will be non-binding could 
give Erdogan leverage to engage 
KRG to alienate the Syrian 
Democratic Union Party (PYD) in 
return for more powerful eco-
nomic and even military coopera-
tion between Ankara and Erbil.

This could mean that Erdogan, 
who has weakened the pro-Kurd-
ish party in Turkey, the Peoples’ 
Democratic Party (HDP), through 

oppressive measures, may 
calculate to operate easily to 
increase the gap between Bar-
zani’s KRG and the Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party (PKK), pushing for 
a battle between them. “Divide 
and rule” is an Ottoman legacy 
and this is where the Turkish 
president hopes to appease the 
hardliner nationalist vote at 
home.

There are many more balls to 
juggle, however. For both Russia 
and the United States, the Kurdish 
presence has dimensions that are 
aimed at limiting Turkey’s 
manoeuvring space. As long as 
Erdogan plays hardball with 
Turkey’s Kurds, it may not cause a 
friction with any of them but, if he 
hardens his stance on the Iraqi 
Kurds, he will face tougher 
choices and higher risks.

So, from their vantage points, 
both Barzani and Erdogan would 
possibly play for time. After all, 
the heart of the matter is that they 
both desperately seek ways to 
consolidate their one-man rule 
and they won’t let a vote rock 
their boats.

A 

nyone who shakes 
their head over the 
insanity of US Presi-
dent Donald Trump’s 
threatened “fire and 
fury” against nu-
clear-armed North 

Korea might want to take a look at 
a rather dry paper in the Massachu-
setts Institute Technology journal 
International Security.

The paper is titled “Revisiting 
Hiroshima in Iran.” Academics 
Scott Sagan and Benjamin Valen-
tino examine the United States’ 
so-called nuclear taboo, which is 
supposed to have created an 
ethical norm for the use of nuclear 
weapons after the horrors of 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki. They 
address the strength of the taboo 
and the supposed rise of a humani-
tarian spirit that makes Americans 
squeamish about killing large 
numbers of non-combatant 
foreigners. They look at the 
proclivities of 21st-century 
Americans using a hypothetical 
scenario that revolves around a 
war started by non-nuclear-armed 
Iran.

The results of the survey 
experiments can only be described 
as chilling. When a representative 
sample of the US public was asked 
about a situation that approxi-
mately replicated 1945 and 
substituted Iran for Japan, “a clear 
majority of Americans (56%) 
would approve of using nuclear 
weapons first against the civilian 
population of a non-nuclear-
armed adversary, killing 2 million 
Iranian civilians, if they believed 
that such use would save the lives 
of 20,000 US soldiers.”

So Trump is not the only 
American willing to rain “fire and 
fury” — vague intimation of a 
nuclear holocaust — on a foreign 
land. The findings cannot be 
attributed to the Trump effect, 
some sort of public coarsening as 
the result of being led for six 
months by a man given to provoca-
tive brawler statements, because 
the Sagan-Valentino survey was 
conducted two years ago. At the 
time, a Pew poll indicated that 76% 
of American respondents said they 
held very or somewhat unfavour-
able opinions of Iran.

While this is just one study, 
there are three reasons to take it 
seriously: Who conducted it? How? 
Where did the analysis appear?

Working backward, the analysis 
appeared in a publication that is 
among the world’s most definitive 
peer-reviewed journals on US 
national security policy and 
international affairs.

How the survey experiments 
were conducted is essential to the 
strength of the conclusions. The 
researchers did not use random 
sampling and telephone polling 
but a relatively new, more accu-
rate academic survey method, 
which was administered by the 
polling firm YouGov. The design of 
the survey experiments was 
meant to ascertain the response to 
potential first use of nuclear 
weapons against a country about 
which Americans had negative 
feelings.

Respondents were given mock 
news articles that laid out the 
escalating conflict — severe US 
sanctions on Iran because it had 
violated terms of the 2015 nuclear 

deal; an Iranian attack on a US 
aircraft carrier killing 2,403 
military personnel (the same 
number as in the Pearl Harbour 
attack, though that was not 
mentioned in the story); retalia-
tory US air strikes that destroyed 
Iran’s nuclear infrastructure, air 
defences and planes; Iran’s refusal 
to surrender and the resulting US 
ground invasion, which sees 
10,000 US military fatalities after 
several months of fighting.

Respondents were offered the 
two options available to the US 
president to end the war: Fight on 
and capture Tehran or drop a 
nuclear weapon on Mashhad, 
Iran’s second-largest city.

That the respondents chose the 
latter led the researchers to 
conclude “there has been rela-
tively little change in US public 
opinion about using nuclear 
weapons or killing non-combat-
ants since 1945.”

The study has been well-
received by experts, including 
King’s College War Studies’ 
Emeritus Professor Lawrence 
Freedman and Stephen Schwartz 
of the Middlebury Institute of 
International Studies. This is 
mostly on account of the research-
ers’ credentials. Sagan, a professor 
at Stanford, is an acknowledged 
expert on nuclear proliferation 
and weapons’ safety. Valentino, 
who coordinates the war and 
peace studies programme at 
Dartmouth, specialises in geno-
cide and foreign policy.

Their conclusions are inescap-
able. Unlike post-second world 
war Germany, post-Hiroshima 
America doesn’t seem to care too 

much about the tragic lessons of 
the past. Once upon a time, 
successive polls appeared to show 
Americans as rather sickened by 
the knowledge their country had 
dropped atomic bombs on a 
faraway land. For 70 years after 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the 
prevailing consensus revolved 
around an American moral 
repulsion to the bomb.

In fact, Thomas Schelling, the 
late US Nobel economics laureate 
who is credited with creating the 
concept of a Cold War peace, 
celebrated the “nearly universal 
revulsion against nuclear weap-
ons” in a 2005 speech.

But Sagan and Valentino have 
demonstrated this is not the case 
at all. They have shown that a 
21st-century rerun of the 1945 
countdown to bombing foreign 
cities would elicit broad American 
public approval.

Existing polls did not ask 
Americans to choose between 
foreign civilians and US troops and 
to do so with nuclear weapons as 
the game changer. This survey did 
and it ascertained that Americans 
picked their own side to save. This 
is probably not unusual for any 
people, except for the high cost of 
using nuclear weapons. Shouldn’t 
the United States, the world’s 
most powerful country, be more 
mindful of the ethical limits of its 
power? In an international crisis, 
shouldn’t the world expect the 
American people to serve, in 
Sagan and Valentino’s words, as a 
“constraint” rather than a “goad” 
to nuclear weapons’ use?

The dismal answer is there for 
all to reflect on.
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Beirut

E 

xplosions ripped through 
the skies of Damascus, all 
coming from the Ghouta 
countryside. State media 
reported the blasts re-

sulted from “heavy missiles” land-
ing on the neighbourhood of Jobar, 
approximately 2km from the Old 
City of Damascus, and the nearby 
village of Ayn Tarma.

The ceasefire that was agreed 
upon for Ghouta by the Russians 
in July in Cairo clearly states that it 
does not apply to the Islamic State 
(ISIS) or to Jabhat Fateh al-Sham, 
the former al-Qaeda branch in Syr-
ia, which the Syrian Army claims 
to have targeted in the raid August 
7-8.

Civilians in Ghouta, the histori-
cal agricultural belt surrounding 
Damascus, were preparing for the 
ceasefire, worn out by five years of 
siege and daily attacks by Russians 
and government forces.

In 2012, the military command-
ers of Ghouta had promised a swift 
victory, telling followers that, with 
Saudi and Qatari assistance, they 
would easily march on Damascus 
and unseat the regime — a dream 
that became all the more unat-

tainable after Russia troops joined 
the Syrian battlefield in September 
2015.

Three months later, on Christ-
mas day, a joint Russian-regime op-
eration killed Zahran Alloush, the 
most celebrated military leader in 
Ghouta. He had commanded Jaysh 
al-Islam in Duma, a strategic rebel-
held city north-east of Damascus. 
His death dealt a heavy blow to the 
fighting morale of the rebels.

A paralysing siege that prevented 
the influx of more arms, money and 
medicine into Ghouta pitched them 
into an uphill battle with the Rus-
sian Army. The rebels often retali-
ated with indiscriminate attacks on 
central Damascus, raining the city 
with mortar shells that only killed 
civilians, failing to even scratch the 
regime, let alone force it to submis-
sion.

Last July, Alloush’s cousin and 
successor, Mohammad Alloush, 
signed off on the ceasefire for  
Ghouta, agreeing to lay down 
his arms and settle for a compro-
mise with Damascus. Government 
troops would lift the siege of Gh-
outa and, in return, his men would 
refrain from attacking the capital or 
calling for the downfall of the re-
gime. Assad's regime would allow 
humanitarian aid into the towns 
and villages, helping evacuate the 
elderly and wounded to hospitals 

in Damascus, without arresting or 
harassing the militants or their fam-
ilies. The regime would also refrain 
from sending soldiers, tanks and 
warplanes into Ghouta, restoring 
government rule through a civilian 
authority, which broadly means po-
lice and security forces only.

Mohammad Alloush agreed to 
settle for a future role in co-admin-
istering Ghouta through municipal 
elections and local councils, which 
would elect their own governors 
and get a share of their territory’s 
resources. Alloush also agreed to 
cooperate with government troops 
in the fight against ISIS and al-
Nusra Front, thus explaining his 
silence over the August 7-8 attacks.

What Alloush refused to accept 
was granting Iran any role in the 
future administration of Ghouta, 
drowning a suggestion to send Ira-
nian peacekeepers to the Damascus 

countryside. Instead, he agreed to 
let the Russians do the job, facili-
tating the deployment of 150 Rus-
sian military police in Ghouta. 
They are manning checkpoints and 
overseeing the transfer of civilians 
to and from Damascus.

Soon, they will regulate the safe 
passage of economic life to Ghouta, 
which feeds off the agricultural 
produce that it sells to Damascus 
daily. The Russian force will likely 
be increased to 600 troops, equal to 
the number of military police sent 
to Aleppo earlier this year after the 
northern city was retaken by the 
Syrian Army in December. A simi-
lar number of forces has been de-
ployed throughout the countryside 
of Daraa in southern Syria, not far 
from the Syrian-Jordanian border.

Alloush has requested the Egyp-
tian government provide observers 
in order to give the peacekeepers 
an Arab identity, but Cairo remains 
hesitant about committing such a 
force, fearing for the lives of its sol-
diers, who are engaged in a vicious 
war with ISIS in the Sinai Penin-
sula.

Ghouta has long been a battle-
field in times of social unrest and 
conflict. Ninety-two years ago, 
hundreds of residents took up arms 
against colonial France, joining a 
military uprising launched from 
the Druze Mountain.

In October 1925, 400 rebels 
from Ghouta marched on Damas-
cus, planning to arrest the French 
High Commissioner Maurice Sar-
rail, whom they hoped to find at 
the historic Azm Palace, a splendid 
18th-century residence of Ottoman 
governors. They were led into a 
trap, however, and French troops 
sealed off the entrances of the Old 
City, slaughtering the rebels at the 
palace and in the adjacent Bzurieh 
Market.

Much of the palace was destroyed 
and more than 500 Syrians were 
killed in 48 hours of non-stop bom-
bardment. Entire villages in Gh-
outa were razed and local leaders 
in the Damascus countryside were 
rounded up and shot or hanged in 
public.

By 1927, the insurgency in Ghou-
ta had come to an end, fizzling out 
pretty much like what is happen-
ing today. After signing off on the 
ceasefire agreement in Cairo last 
July, Mohammad Alloush tweeted 
what read like a quasi-obituary for 
his troops, saying that Ghouta had 
been the “heart and climax of the 
revolution,” adding: “After four 
years and four months, it is time for 
this siege to be lifted.”

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

Syria’s Ghouta prepares for uncertain peace
Sami Moubayed

News & Analysis

Is Syria safe enough for refugees to return home?

A 

ndrej Mahecic, 
spokesman of the 
UN High Commis-
sioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR), said that 
approximately 
500,000 Syrians 

have returned to their homes since 
the start of 2017. He added that 
the agency was seeing a “notable 
trend of spontaneous returns” to 
and within Syria.

Mahecic noted that most of 
the returnees went to Hama, 
Homs and Damascus, all of which 
were controlled by the regime of 
President Bashar Assad. Mahecic 
expressed that the conditions 
for refugees to return in safety 
and dignity were not yet in place; 
however, the UN announcement, 
made at the end of June, was 
received with optimism that 
some level of security had been 
restored following advances made 
by Syrian regime forces.

The announcement is 
problematic in that it implies that 
some parts of Syria have become 
safe again, suggesting that the 
causes of the refugee crisis, 
notably the reported brutality 
of the Syrian regime, have 

diminished.
UNHCR stated that close to 

31,000 refugees had returned 

to Syria from neighbouring 
countries this year, in addition 
to more than 440,000 internally 
displaced people moving home. 
Since the war in Syria erupted 
in 2011, more than 5.5 million 
Syrians have fled to neighbouring 
countries and Europe. Another 6.3 
million were internally displaced 
within Syria.

Fabrice Balanche, a visiting 
fellow at the Washington 
Institute for Near East Policy, 
reported, however, that a closer 
examination of the refugee crisis 
shows that far more refugees were 
leaving Syria than were returning 
home, citing a lack of security as 
the major obstacle to their return.

Balanche, citing UNHCR data, 
wrote that, from January through 
May, the number of registered 
Syrian refugees increased from 
4.9 million to 5.1 million. The 
only declining figure, he noted, 
was the number of internally 
displaced.

“Anyone assessing such 
trajectories must be extremely 
careful to account for 
manipulation of data for political 
purposes,” Balanche wrote, 
explaining that the definition 
of internally displaced people is 
broader than that of refugees and 
entails anyone who has left home 

— for short or long distances. In 
the case of Syria, this means if a 
Syrian left his or her home for one 
reason and was able to return for 
another, that does not necessarily 
suggest a return to safety.

In UNHCR’s recent survey, only 
6% of Syrian refugees polled said 
they would return home in the 
near future.

In a 2015 poll, conducted by the 
WZB Berlin Social Science Centre, 
70% of Syrian refugees surveyed 
said they fled Syria because of 
the Assad regime bombardment 
and 32% blamed the Islamic State 
(ISIS).

However, as the balance of 
military dynamics in Syria shifts 
in favour of the Assad regime 
forces, the near future has very 
little to offer to Syrians hoping to 
return home.

Fear of bombardment, 
kidnapping, detention and 
persecution are among the many 
reasons Syrian refugees are not 
returning. Syrians displaced 
to neighbouring countries are 
facing increasing pressure in their 
host countries, in light of the 
decline in international aid and 
growing resentment among local 
communities.

Syrian refugees in Lebanon 
and Jordan, for instance, are 

largely unable to obtain work 
permits and residency status. 
These challenges may push some 
Syrians to return to parts of Syria, 
where they will be faced with a 
new set of challenges at home.

Recent agreements among 
international powers, including 
Russia, Iran and Turkey, call 
for the establishment of de-
escalation zones in Syria, which 
could become safe havens for 
refugees. In the aftermath of 
these agreements, UN Special 
Envoy for Syria Staffan de Mistura 
said that, although violence has 
decreased in some parts of the 
country, it has not in others.

UN High Commissioner for 
Refugees Filippo Grandi said he 
does not believe that the situation 
in Syria allows for the creation of 
safe zones, citing that areas that 
appear safe today could come 
under attack tomorrow. “Let’s not 
waste time planning safe zones 
that will be set up because they 
will not be safe enough for people 
to go back,” he said.

As witnessed in Syria, 
mass atrocities lead to mass 
displacements. There has been no 
international ability or will to find 
protection for the unprecedented 
numbers of refugees who have 
fled the country since 2011.

Syria

reports on politics and news in the 
Middle East and Syria in particular. 
He can be followed on Twitter:
@AbdulrhmanMasri.

Abdulrahman al-Masri

In 2012, the military 
commanders of 
Ghouta had 
promised a swift 
victory.

Long history
of unrest.
A Syrian rebel 
fighter fires a 
weapon in Ain 
Tarma in the 
eastern Ghouta 
area, last July.                           
                                   (AFP)   

There has been no 
international ability 
or will to find 
protection for the 
unprecedented 
numbers of refugees 
who have fled 
the country 
since 2011.
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T 

here is an increas-
ingly disturbing trend 
in the media to indi-
rectly whitewash the 
disastrous Western 
military intervention-
ism that led to the 

destruction of Iraq as a function-
ing country. Rather than come to 
terms with the undeniable fact that 
the US-led invasion in 2003 was 
ethically, morally and even stra-
tegically wrong, there has been a 
concerted attempt to paint the Iraqi 
Ba’athist regime as an Arab ana-
logue to the Nazis.

After the second world war, 
there was something of a Nazi 
resistance in Germany for a 
short time. Participants of the 
movement, rather theatrically 
known as the Werewolves, 
were primarily used as tools of 
propaganda. Fanatical citizens 
enamoured by Nazi ideology would 
continue the fight behind enemy 
lines as the Allies dismantled the 
Third Reich.

In Iraq’s case, the resistance 
against US occupation has been 
variously mischaracterised as 
either Ba’athist in nature or based 
on extremist Sunni ideologies, 
such as those espoused by 
terrorist groups, including al-
Qaeda. These mischaracterisations 
have adopted a whole new trend 
and have created an Iraqi version 
of the Werewolves — the Islamic 
State (ISIS).

A common, almost rehearsed 
refrain repeated by many pundits 
and analysts is that the Ba’athist 
regime, once degraded and forced 
from power, decided to form 
a dark alliance with extremist 
Sunnis from al-Qaeda and the 
result of this unholy marriage was 
ISIS.

The story goes that figures from 
the Saddam Hussein regime fell on 
hard times and sought to reassert 
power by any means necessary. 
After fleeing to Syria, ruled by a 
competing branch of the Ba’ath 
Party, the Iraqi Ba’athists were 
put in touch with radical jihadists 
and formed the nucleus of the ISIS 
we know today. If true, this 
would be damning evidence 
that the Ba’athists were hardly 
different from the Nazis who 
seized power to launch a genocidal 
utopia.

Isn’t it too simplistic, however, 
to lay the blame for ISIS on 
power-hungry, angry and 
genocidal Ba’athists? Is it not too 
easy to accuse a near voiceless 
political party of being behind 
the genesis of one of the most 
mortifying terrorist threats the 
world has seen? After all, if the 
Iraqi Ba’athists were inclined to 
the kind of horrifying violence 
ISIS has unleashed over the past 
few years, why did we not see 
any signs of this during the many 
decades that they ruled?

To be certain, the Ba’athists 
under Saddam were responsible 
for numerous crimes. They 
targeted and killed Kurds 
ruthlessly as draconian collective 
punishment for separatist Kurdish 

terrorism. They repressed and 
suppressed dissenting voices, 
casting thousands into prisons 
and torture dungeons and forcing 
many Iraqis to flee their homes 
as political refugees all over the 
world.

However, there has never been 
any proven link between the 
Iraqi Ba’ath Party and radical 
religious organisations. Those 
intelligence officers who fled 
to Syria and began associating 
with the likes of al-Qaeda are not 
necessarily representative of the 
Ba’athist political movement. This 
reductionism conveniently leaves 
out the fact that, after the fall of 
Saddam’s regime, the Ba’athists 
splintered into different groups.

There are now Ba’athists in 
Iraq, across the Arab world and 
even in the West. Many of these 
splinter groups disagree with one 
another and almost no Ba’athist 
has come out and adopted ISIS’s 
ideology. Also, if the Ba’athists 
were behind ISIS, then why was 
the Ba’athist Jaysh Rijal al-Tariqa 
al-Naqshabandiya attacked by ISIS 
in 2014? The group known as JRTN 
is, of course, led by former senior 
Saddam aide and Ba’ath Party 
veteran Izzat Ibrahim al-Douri. 
Anyone who knows Douri’s history 
will know that he’s hardly Abu 
Bakr al-Baghdadi.

While there are undoubtedly 
former Ba’athists involved in ISIS 
on an organisational level, this 
unhealthy focus on the Ba’ath 
Party being responsible for ISIS 
is a falsehood. To understand the 
origins of ISIS, one need only look 
to the extremism that the US-led 
invasion allowed to enter Iraq by 
creating chaos, unleashing Iranian 
sectarianism in the country and 
failing to create a national polity 
that Iraqis could get behind after 
their country was shattered in 
2003.

London

C 

ontroversy over Iraqi Shia 
militias fighting inside 
Syria resurfaced follow-
ing allegations by one of 
the armed groups that 

dozens of its fighters were killed by 
US artillery fire, a charge the United 
Sates denied.

The Iran-backed Kata’ib Sayyid 
al-Shuhada militia said approxi-
mately 40 of its fighters near Al-
Tanf in Syria were killed by US 
artillery fire from Iraq. The group 
vowed to hold the US Army respon-
sible.

The group said several of Iran’s Is-
lamic Revolutionary Guards Corps 
members were killed in the attack, 
which wounded 75 Iraqi fighters. 
“This act will not pass without pun-
ishment,” the group said.

Kata’ib Sayyid al-Shuhada is 
among Iraq’s numerous predomi-
nately Shia militias grouped under 
the umbrella of the state-sanc-
tioned Popular Mobilisation Forces 
(PMF) fighting the Islamic State 
(ISIS).

ISIS claimed responsibility for the 
attack in an online statement, say-
ing that it had killed more than 60 
Shia militiamen in Syria.

US Army Colonel Ryan Dillon, 
spokesman for the anti-ISIS coali-
tion, said on Twitter that the Iraqi 
militia allegations were “inaccu-
rate” and denied US military in-
volvement in the area at the time.

The United States had attacked 
Iranian-backed militias in Syria on 
two occasions, arguing that it had 
warned the groups not to approach 
US bases that housed anti-ISIS Syr-
ian forces.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi said an initial investiga-
tion pointed to ISIS carrying out 
“a breach using artillery and car 
bombs” inside Syria.

In a statement on its Facebook 
page, the US Embassy in Baghdad 
said it “confirms what the govern-
ment of Iraq and other spokespeo-
ple have already said clearly. There 

was no US or coalition involvement 
in any attack on PMF forces.”

One day following the incident, 
the US Embassy posted on its Fa-
cebook page that it “is aware of re-
ports of threats to target US govern-
ment officials and other civilians 
for kidnapping. In response, the US 
Embassy has temporarily restricted 
movement of its employees outside 
of the international zone in Bagh-
dad, as well as outside of US Con-
sulate Basra.”

Abu Ala Welayi, leader of Kata’ib 
Sayyid al-Shuhada, and his deputy 
Ahmed al-Maksousi suggested on 
two separate occasions that the 
United States and ISIS coordinat-
ed attacks against the Shia group. 
Similar allegations have frequently 
been made by Iraqi militia leaders.

The group boasted that, before 
its founding, some of its members 
were involved in attacks against 
the US military in Iraq prior to 2011. 
Since 2013, the militia had been 
heavily involved in the fighting in 
Syria’s civil war, supporting Syrian 
President Bashar Assad. The militia 
is accused of carrying out sectarian 
killings against Sunni civilians in 
Iraq and Syria.

In October 2014, the group 
threatened to attack Saudi Arabia 
after Riyadh executed dissident 
cleric Nimr al-Nimr. “Kata’ib Sayyid 
al-Shuhada considers anything of 
Saudi origin on the level of build-
ing or person a target for it and will 
not hold back capability in burning 
or destroying anything tied to this 

tyrannical kingdom if these au-
thorities do not review this unjust 
execution decision,” the group said.

The presence of such groups as 
part of the PMF has caused embar-
rassment to the Iraqi government, 
which is looking for further US sup-
port in the fight against ISIS. There 
are five Iraqi towns still under the 
control of ISIS, which has access to 
desert areas in Anbar province.

Iraqi forces, with help of the PMF, 
are poised to attack the ISIS-held 
town of Tal Afar near Mosul in Nin-
eveh province. An Iraqi official said 
US military reinforcement is on its 
way to help Iraqi forces recapture 
Tal Afar.

The PMF previously benefit-
ed from US air cover in the fight 
against ISIS and American-supplied 
weapons have made their way to 
the umbrella group via the Iraqi 
government, which appears to be 
struggling to maintain control of 
the militias.

In a news conference, Abadi 
stressed that the militias’ activities 
outside Iraq are not carried out un-
der the PMF banner. “We have no 
PMF outside Iraq, so let us be clear. 
The PMF is an official body (when it 
is) inside Iraq. If it goes out of Iraq 
then it is no longer (considered as) 
PMF,” he said.

Abadi said the PMF is “funded by 
the Iraqi treasury, linked to the gen-
eral commander (of the armed forc-
es), its work is inside Iraq and it is 
committed to Iraqi law,” which bans 
Iraqi militias from fighting outside 
the country’s borders.

It is unlikely, however, that Abadi 
can control the PMF’s actions. “In-
side Syria, I call on all Iraqi sides… 
that they don’t involve Iraqi issues 
and don’t involve the PMF in a mat-
ter that the [Iraqi authorities] have 
not permitted,” said Abadi.

“Our decision is not to be involved 
in the Syria dossier altogether, nor 
any other dossier outside Iraq. This 
is Iraq’s final decision, and we call 
on all sides not to involve Iraq in is-
sues outside its borders.”

Mamoon Alabbasi is Deputy
Managing Editor and Online
Editor of The Arab Weekly.

Iraq struggling
to contain its militia
activity in Syria

News & Analysis Iraq

Just how close are
the Ba’athists and ISIS?

Erratic connection. 
An Iraqi boy holds up the Iraqi 
f lag used during the Ba'ath 
Party’s rule as he takes part in 
a protest in the city of Kirkuk.             
                                                    (AFP)

Tallha Abdulrazaq
is a researcher at the University of Exeter’s Strategy and Security Institute 
in England.

Kata’ib Sayyid 
al-Shuhada militia 
said approximately 
40 of its fighters 
near Al-Tanf in Syria 
were killed by US 
artillery fire from 
Iraq. 

Double-edged sword. Members of the Iran-backed Iraqi militia Kata'ib Sayyid al-Shuhada near 
Falluja.                                                                                                                                                                           (Reuters)

Mamoon Alabbasi

The unhealthy focus 
on the Ba’ath Party 
being responsible 
for ISIS is a 
falsehood.
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Cairo

E 

gypt’s nascent attempts 
to mediate a solution to 
the conflict in Syria must 
address hurdles in east-
ern Ghouta and northern 

Homs.
Egyptian mediation efforts suc-

ceeded in late July and early Au-
gust to de-escalate fighting in the 
two regions, capitalising on Cairo’s 
good terms with both Russia, which 
is backing the Assad regime, and re-
bel groups fighting the Syrian Army.

However, the de-escalation ap-
pears to be colliding with the plans 
of Qatar and Turkey, which are 
backing rival forces in Syria.

“Both countries will not allow 
Egypt to have a presence on the 
Syrian stage,” said Firas al-Khalidi, 
a representative for the Cairo group 
of the Syrian opposition. “The roots 
of the positions of the two coun-
tries can be traced to regional rival-
ries and in the huge gap between 
Egypt’s vision for solving the con-
flict in Syria and their vision for the 
same.”

Cairo relied on Syria’s Tomorrow 
Movement, an opposition political 
party founded in Cairo in 2016, to 
convince groups active in the two 
regions to agree to a ceasefire.

Syria’s Tomorrow Movement 

leader Ahmad Jarba, a former presi-
dent of the Western-backed Syrian 
National Coalition, confirmed that 
Cairo was a viable broker because it 
was not directly backing any party 
in the conflict.

“Egypt was not implicated in the 
shedding of Syrian blood either,” 
Jarba said at a news briefing in Cai-
ro. “Cairo’s strong ties with Moscow 
played a central role in turning the 
aspired deal into a reality.”

However, absent from the signing 
of the ceasefire in Cairo were sev-

eral groups active in both regions, 
including al-Rahman Legion, a coa-
lition of Islamist militias backed by 
Turkey and Qatar. The group said 
it would not agree to any ceasefire 
deal sponsored by Egypt or agreed 
to in Cairo and instead called for 
future ceasefire talks to be in Doha.

Egypt had hoped the eastern 
Ghouta and northern Homs cease-
fire deals would serve as models 
for other regions of the embattled 
country.

“The hope was for these two 

ceasefires to be emulated in other 
areas so those fighting against each 
other in Syria could have the chance 
to sit down and find a negotiated 
solution,” said Mohamed Orabi, a 
former Egyptian foreign minister 
and now a member of the country’s 
parliamentary Foreign Affairs Com-
mittee. “Egypt believes that there 
can be no military solution to this 
conflict, which is why it works hard 
to convince all parties to solve their 
problems at the negotiating table.”

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi differs from regional allies 
such as Saudi Arabia that insist Syr-
ian President Bashar Assad must 
step down. Cairo’s desire to broker 
a solution to the Syrian conflict is 
based on the fear that, if the coun-
try fragments, it could fall further 
into the hands of Islamist groups 
such as al-Qaeda or the Islamic 
State (ISIS).

The eastern Ghouta ceasefire is 
holding but there have been reports 
of flare-ups in a number of suburbs, 
controlled by the al-Rahman Le-
gion and allied militias, Jarba said.

He called on al-Rahman to join 
the ceasefire, holding it responsi-
ble for violence in suburbs it has 
controlled since the signing of the 
ceasefire July 22 in Cairo.

Al-Rahman has denied being be-
hind the violence. “Those holding 
us responsible for the crimes com-
mitted by Assad [in these suburbs] 
equate the victim and the victim-

iser,” an al-Rahman Legion state-
ment said.

To those in Cairo closely follow-
ing Egypt’s mediation efforts in 
Syria, the exchange of blame means 
that the prospects of future me-
diation efforts are far from certain. 
However, such mediation could 
work in areas in Idlib, Hama and 
Latakia, where groups financed by 
Turkey or Qatar are not in control.

“These areas, at least, can form a 
good basis for the calm both Egypt 
and Russia aspire to achieve in 
Syria to open the door for negotia-
tions,” said Tarek Fahmy, a political 
science professor at Cairo Univer-
sity. “As for other areas, I think 
Egypt will need assistance from 
other parties to bring about this 
de-escalation, including the United 
States, which can influence rival 
countries.”

Hassan Abdel Zaher is a Cairo-
based contributor to The Arab 
Weekly.

Cairo

E 

gyptian President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi has signed 
into law a bill stipulating 
the formation of a National 
Election Commission, set-

ting off preparations for next April’s 
presidential elections.

The commission has a huge task, 
including preparing the electoral 
register, deciding the location of 
polling stations and completing 
logistical preparations for the elec-
tion, said Refaat Komsan, election 
affairs adviser to Egypt’s prime min-
ister.

“We are talking about 60 million 
eligible voters here,” Komsan said. 
“So preparing the electoral roll will 
be a challenging matter, indeed.”

The vote in April marks Egypt’s 
third presidential election since the 
revolution against long-standing 
President Hosni Mubarak in 2011 
and the second since the ouster 
of Islamist President Muhammad 
Morsi in 2012. Sisi won the election 
in 2014 with nearly 97% of the more 
than 24 million ballots cast.

The commission must secure 
finances needed for the electoral 
process, a cost estimated at tens of 
millions of dollars. While the judges 
who will lead the commission must 
have credibility and be trusted by 
political forces and parties, political 
experts said.

Egypt’s five judicial authorities 
will nominate two of their members 
each to join the board of the Nation-
al Election Commission, an inde-
pendent agency that will have an in-
dependent budget. The ten judges, 
who must be less than 54 years old, 
will not be allowed to maintain their 
positions in the judiciary.

The next presidential poll comes, 
experts said, at a time when Egypt 
will have likely overcome many of 
the political, economic and security 
uncertainties that marred the 2014 
elections.

“The political, economic and se-
curity settings are totally different 
this time,” said Tarek Fahmy, a po-
litical science professor from Cairo 
University. “In 2014, Egypt was 
struggling on all fronts.”

Fahmy said the vote in 2014 was 
overshadowed by Egypt’s flailing 
economic and massive national se-
curity uncertainty, issues that have 
seen improvement in the past four 
years.

“These threats have either to-
tally disappeared now or are less 
intense,” Fahmy said. “There is real 
progress.”

Even if Egypt is not facing as dour 
an outlook in 2018, that does not 
mean that economic and security is-
sues will not dominate the election 
season.

Egypt’s foreign currency reserves 
have reached $36.3 billion, the high-
est since 2011, and exports are on 
the rise, thanks to Cairo’s economic 
reforms. The same reforms, particu-
larly the flotation of the national cur-
rency and the significant slashing of 
fuel, electricity and water subsidies, 
have resulted in commodity price 

hikes that angered many Egyptians.
Egypt’s military has progressed in 

its fight against Islamic State (ISIS) 
militants. The recent killing of four 
Egyptian policemen in North Sinai 
demonstrates that the group has not 
been defanged, however.

Sisi has not said whether he will 
seek a second four-year term in of-
fice. However, Yasser Rizq, a for-
mer editor-in-chief of state-owned 
Al-Akhbar newspaper who is known 
to have close ties to the presidency, 
wrote that he believed Sisi would 
run in the next elections.

Sisi, when asked in July whether 
he intended to run, said the most 
important thing was that Egyptians 
participate in the elections.

With many political figures and 
parties, such as the Free Egyptians 
Party, the largest party in parlia-
ment, already announcing support 
for a Sisi second term, many say the 
Egyptian president is concerned 
that nobody will step forward to 
challenge him in next year’s elec-
tions.

“So, why should anybody run in 
the election against him?” asked 

Gamal Eid, a human rights advocate 
and vocal critic of Sisi. “I think no-
body will run against him because 
— apart from the fact that the results 
of the elections will be known be-
forehand — few people will trust the 
whole electoral process.”

With the elections eight months 
away, no opposition figure has ex-
pressed an intent to run against Sisi.

Nasserist candidate Hamdeen Sa-
bahi, who was Sisi’s only challenger 
in 2014 and secured less than 4% of 
the vote, has called on Egypt’s left-
ists to unite to run against the presi-
dent.

However, given current divisions, 
few say this is possible and, even if 
it were, this would not constitute a 
serious electoral challenge to Sisi. 
Many say there is a strong likelihood 
that Sisi could stand unopposed.

“If this happens [the absence of 
multiple candidates in the election], 
the whole process will turn into a 
referendum, which will bring us 
many, many years back,” Rizq said.

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

Egypt mediation hopes in Syria facing uncertainty

Wary Egyptians start preparing 
for 2018 presidential elections

Hassan Abdel Zaher

Having a presence. Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov (L) 
meets with his Egyptian counterpart Sameh Shoukry at Tahrir 
Palace in Cairo.                                                                                           (AP)

News & Analysis Egypt

The de-escalation 
appears to be 
colliding with the 
plans of Qatar and 
Turkey, which are 
backing rival 
forces in Syria.

Call for unity. 
A file picture 
shows Nasserist 
figure Hamdeen 
Sabahi in Cairo.                                                                                                                                           
                       (Reuters)                          

Amr Emam

We are talking about 
60 million eligible 
voters.

Refaat Komsan, election 
affairs adviser to Egypt’s 
prime minister
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Spotlight Roots of radicalisation

United Nations

A 

UN study of 43 people 
who left their coun-
tries to become “for-
eign terrorist fighters” 
in Syria concluded that 

most were from disadvantaged 
backgrounds, lacked good educa-
tion and decent jobs and saw their 
Muslim religion “in terms of jus-
tice and injustice rather than in 
terms of piety and spirituality.”

The study for the UN Counter-
Terrorism Centre said that, based 
on interviews with the 42 men and 
one woman, a typical “foreign ter-
rorist fighter” (FTF) is most likely 
to be young, male and feel “their 
life lacked meaning.”

Professor Hamed el-Said of Man-
chester Metropolitan University 
and British terrorism expert Rich-
ard Barrett, who conducted the 
study, said beyond that it’s diffi-
cult to generalise why the extrem-
ists wanted to go to Syria.

They cited “a mix of factors,” 
saying “social networks often 
seem to play a key role” and 
“equally important is the role and 
identity of the recruiters, who are 
not necessarily members of armed 
groups” but are more likely to be 
sympathisers.

Almost 40% of the sample group 
said they were motivated to go to 
Syria by “an obligation to defend 
their fellow Sunnis from the Syr-
ian government and its allies by 
force,” the report said. “This con-
firms that many Muslim youth, re-
gardless of where they come from, 
perceive the conflict in Syria in 
community more than in religious 
terms.”

The authors said this perception 
of a duty to defend their group 

during a war “is an important ele-
ment in understanding what may 
motivate an individual to become 
an FTF.”

Other responses confirmed “the 
lack of ideology” as a motivating 
factor, they said, noting for exam-
ple that “very few of this sample 
believe in the idea of an Islamic 
State or of establishing a caliphate 
in the Levant.”

A UN estimate in March 2015 
stated there were more than 
25,000 FTFs from more than 100 
countries.

The authors said that while the 
issue of FTFs has risen on the po-
litical agenda in many countries, 
there is a lack of detailed knowl-
edge about why people choose to 
join terrorist organisations and 
why some return home.

The authors stressed that their 
study is not a random sample but 
they said it was one of the largest 
samples of face-to-face interviews 
conducted with FTFs and there-
fore they believe the report “adds 
significantly to current research.”

The 43 people interviewed rep-
resented 12 nationalities and 33 
reached Syria but subsequently de-

cided to leave, the report said. The 
other ten were either intercepted 
by authorities in their home coun-
try or stopped en route to Syria by 
authorities in a transit country.

The authors said 26 of the sub-
jects were interviewed in prison 
and the remaining 17 in official 
premises or public places arranged 
by security officials from the host 
country, though generally not in 
their presence.

Despite an appeal to all UN mem-
bers, the authors expressed regret 
that only seven countries — three 
from the European Union and four 
from the Middle East and North 
Africa — agreed to participate in 
the study.

The report said the participants 
“claimed they did not go to Syria 
with the intention of becoming a 
terrorist nor did they return with 
that purpose in mind.” In Syria, 
most said the only military expe-
rience they received was a simple 
course on how to shoot with no 
bullets “as shooting draws the at-
tention of the enemy.” Five of the 
43 admitted to participating in 
fighting in Syria, the report said.

The authors said families had “a 
powerful influence” in convincing 
those interviewed to leave Syria, 
as well as their own “disillusion-
ment” and “disappointment.”

Said and Barrett expressed hope 
that the study “will assist member 
states to design and implement 
policies and programmes that dis-
courage those who are about to 
or are thinking of going to Syria, 
and reintegrate those who have 
already returned, or who are about 
to do so” with minimum risk to 
public safety.

On the Web: http://www.un.org/
en/counterterrorism/assets/img/
Report_Final_20170727.pdf.

(The Associated Press)

UN study: Extremist 
fighters lack good 
education and jobs
Edith M. Lederer

Different trajectories. A female jihadist walks with her daughter at Reform and Rehabilitation 
Foundation in Mitiga in Tripoli.                                                                                                                                             (Reuters)                          

No single pattern 
in radicalisation 
of foreign 
fighters, says 
Tunisian study

T 

he territorial con-
traction of the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) and 
the dispersal of its 
fighters create a par-
ticularly dangerous 
situation for Tunisia, 

whose foreign fighter population is 
surprisingly high.

This has led to a wariness about 
a possible surge in fighters return-
ing to carry out attacks or facilitate 
financial and recruitment activity 
in Tunisia. New flows of foreign 
fighters to nearby hotspots, such 
as Libya, could add to that coun-
try’s chaos and increase the risk 
of its being used as a springboard 
towards Tunisia.

It is within this context that the 
Tunisian Institute for Strategic 
Studies conducted a study titled 
“Assessing the Threat Posed by 
Tunisian Foreign Fighters” to 
profile Tunisian foreign fighters, 
provide an understanding of the 
root causes of the phenomenon 
and help authorities come to grips 
with the complexity of radicalisa-
tion as they seek viable counter-
measures.

The study relied on interviews 
with 83 individuals — 80 men 
and three women — convicted of 
terrorism-related offences. Among 
them were 58 people who either 
travelled, attempted to travel, 
expressed their intention to travel 
or were prevented from travelling 
to conflict zones. Some of them 
perpetrated terrorist attacks in 
Tunisia in the 2011-16 period.

A systematic identification of 
convicted foreign fighters was con-
ducted in all high-security prisons 
where they were being held. All 
were subjected to face-to-face 
interviews. They participated in 18 
focus groups and were given the 
opportunity to interact with one 
another. The research team asked 
about the subjects’ family, com-
munity and institutions, the cul-
tural and social context in which 
they were raised and the values 
and events they internalised.

The research team concluded 
there was no identifiable 
pattern: They found as many 
life trajectories as the number 
of interviewees. Nevertheless, 

there was a consensus among all 
interviewees that one or more of 
the following factors were decisive 
in their radicalisation:

— A strong feeling of injustice: 
Rights have become dreams and 
even dreams are either dashed or 
unattainable. Interviewees cited 
bad governance and corruption as 
being responsible for the lack of 
economic opportunities and high 
rate of unemployment, especially 
among college graduates.

— A deep-seated feeling of 
hatred towards police and secu-
rity forces. Most of the subjects 
recalled instances of injustice and 
abuse perpetrated by authorities, 
not poverty, as the driving force 
behind embracing ISIS’s vision of 
rights and justice.

— Frustration with political 
authorities, mainly during the 
Islamist-led government’s troika 
period (2011-13). Most interviewees 
named specific political par-
ties and figures that encouraged 
them to travel to Syria, which was 
portrayed to them as an act of 
inward solidarity that is neither 
unethical nor illegal. Most claimed 
they were unaware that fighting in 
foreign wars or that liking or shar-
ing a terror group’s Facebook page 
was a crime.

— A conflictual relationship with 
their home-country. In prioritis-
ing their belonging to an entity or 
group, very few mentioned Tuni-
sia in the first place or at all.

— The failure of the educational 
system, which, the interviewees 
said, obfuscates religious educa-
tion and history, devalues the indi-
vidual’s effort and downplays soft 
skills, such as critical thinking.

— Domestic violence is domi-
nant among radicalised women.

— Hatred of and lack of trust in 
the West: Western intervention 
in the MENA region is a primary 
source of anger and grievance 
for the interviewees. They all 
mentioned the perceived double 
standards of the Western pow-
ers — mainly the United States as 
being the evil power. For all of 

them, the continued occupation 
of the Palestinian territories and 

the impunity of Israel remain 
festering wounds that make ISIS 
look like a viable alternative to 
regaining “the greatness of Islamic 
civilisation.”

It’s worth noting that the 
overwhelming majority of foreign 
fighters interviewed seemed to 
enjoy the active support of their 
families, who pay them regular 
visits and back them morally and 
financially inside the prisons, and 
the sympathetic feelings of their 
friends and neighbours. This dem-
onstrates that the radical milieu 
that sympathises with terrorist 
groups is a sizeable one and rep-
resents a real challenge, and that 
the foreign-fighter phenomenon 
is only the tip of a much larger 
iceberg.

Emna Ben Arab
teaches at the University of Sfax, Tunisia. She is a non-resident fellow at 
the Tunisian Institute for Strategic Studies.

of the sample
group said they
were motivated 
to go to Syria by “an 
obligation to defend 
their fellow Sunnis.”

Almost 

40%

The majority of 
foreign fighters 
interviewed seemed 
to enjoy the active 
support of their 
families, who pay 
them regular visits 
and back them 
morally and 
financially inside 
the prisons.
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Tunis

M 

ore than 18,000 hec-
tares of the Maghreb’s 
forest cover have 
been lost in about 
1,700 fire outbreaks 

in recent weeks, when extreme 
weather fanned blazes and forced 
hundreds of people to flee homes 
and farms at the edge of forests.

Farmers have lost hundreds of 
fruit trees and parts of their herds 
to the fires, some of which were de-
liberately set, officials said.

Two shepherds, aged 44 and 45, 
died August 8 while trying to save 
their herds trapped by fire in Bou 
Shaba forest in north-eastern Alge-
ria, the Interior Ministry said.

Temperatures of more than 47 
degrees Celsius were recorded 
across the Maghreb, amplifying the 
effects of an extended drought in 
some areas.

Tunisian emergency department 
services official Salah Korbi said 
that, as of July 29, there had been 
94 forest fires across eight prov-
inces. Tunisian Secretary of State 

for Agricultural Production Omar El 
Béhi said nearly 2,000 hectares of 
forest had been lost to fires.

Algerian Agriculture Minister 
Abdelkader Bouazgui told farmers 
during a meeting in the eastern re-
gion of Jijel that 1,600 fires were re-
ported since early July, causing the 
loss of more than 15,000 hectares of 
forest across northern Algeria.

He said an unknown number 
of fruit and olive trees, herds and 
honey bee hives had been lost by 
farmers across the country because 
of the fires.

Algerian Interior Minister 
Noureddine Badaoui said farmers 
could receive government compen-
sation for damages but only after 
investigations had been conducted.

Authorities in Algeria and Tunisia 
said they suspected some fires had 
been deliberately set. Investigators’ 
suspicions were raised by the rapid 
spread of fires and relatively high 
number of incidents compared to 
those in similar areas in previous 
years.

Officials in Algiers blamed a 
“charcoal mafia” for staging most 
of the fire outbreaks. In Tunisia, 
authorities arrested more than 17 
people, most of them suspected of 

instigating the fires in the hope of 
drawing benefits from the arson.

“A charcoal mafia had caused the 
fires to collect the wood they would 
sell as charcoal during the Eid al-
Adha feasts,” said Algerian Direc-
tor General of Forests Azzedine 
Sekrane.

He said the fires amounted to 
“the highest number of blazes in 
Algeria’s history.”

Colonel Major Khalifa Chibani, 
spokesman of the Tunisian Na-
tional Guard, said at a news brief-
ing that authorities had opened 26 
investigations of suspected arson 
perpetrators.

“Investigations proved that some 
former forest temporary workers 
had staged fires under the assump-

tion that the government would 
call them back to work to help put 
out the fires,” he said.

Chibani did not comment on a 
report by the Al Chourouk daily, 
which quoted “security sources” 
as saying “the outbreak of the doz-
ens of fires at the same time in the 
north-western forest strip in Tu-
nisia is linked to a plot by terrorist 
groups based in Libya.”

“The terrorists plotted to stage a 
huge attack throughout the border 
at a time when military and police 
forces were to be deployed to help 
put out the fires,” the newspaper 
reported, adding that “top security 
officials were rushed from Tunis to 
check reinforced security measures 
at the border to ward off the plot.”

An ominous signal for the region 
about the effects of the heat wave 
came from the Sahara Desert, north 
of Mauritania, where at least ten 
camels died because of extreme 
weather. Camels have long been 
a symbol of resistance to extreme 
heat in the region.

Scientists in the Maghreb warned 
that forest fires and scorching 
weather were giving the region 
a taste of the effects of climate 
change in the coming decades.

Algerian climatologist Kadi 
Lamine said: “Indeed, hot weather 
is the beginning of a long period 
of heat wave because of climate 
change.

“The impact of that change 
would be swift and brutal. We will 
experience extreme weather condi-
tions during summer and winter. 
The region will switch from period 
of heavy rains to severe drought 
without passing by moderate sea-
sons of spring and autumn.”

Tunisian researchers Sahla 
Mezghani and Yadh Labbene, mod-
elling studies about climate change, 
said that “the heat waves will in-
crease, adding to the conditions 
that help spark forest fires.”

They urged Tunisian officials to 
prepare a “national strategy that 
would adapt farming, water re-
sources and the ecosystem to cli-
mate change.”

Moroccan climatologist Moham-
med-Said Karrouk also predicted 
rising cycles of drought, a high 
frequency of heat waves and rare 
instance of rainfall in Morocco and 
the region in the coming decades.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

Heat wave, raging fires take toll across Maghreb
Lamine Ghanmi

Massive loss. A blaze spreading 
through the hills of a national park 
north of Tunis.                                (AFP)

Ecological balance at stake. A Tunisian man walks 
in the snow in the town of Maktar in Tunisia's 
central Siliana region, last January.                         (AFP)

Maghreb

Scientists warn 
that forest fires 
and scorching 
weather are 
giving the region 
a taste of the 
effects of climate 
change in the 
coming decades.

R 

ecent scenes of fires 
blazing across hec-
tares of parched 
grassland and cork 
oak forests in Tu-
nisia bring to mind 
the chilling open-

ing lines of Robert Frost’s famous 
poem “Fire and Ice.”

“Some say the world will end in 
fire,

“Some say in ice,” Frost wrote in 
a poem first published in 1920.

Disastrous episodes have oc-
curred in Tunisia’s north-western 
districts of Ain Draham and Fer-
nana and in the north-central area 
of Jebel Bargou. Later, Sejnane, a 
town and commune in the gover-
norate of Bizerte, was also hit by 
blazes.

About 2,000 hectares of forest 
burned over the course of five 
days, Tunisian authorities said. 
While most of the outbreaks 
were attributed to a severe 
heatwave engulfing the 
country, an investigation was 
launched into suspected cases 
of arson.

Environmental experts said 
wildfires are not strange phe-

nomena in themselves. They 
occur naturally for a number 

of reasons: A lightning strike in 

the dry and hot season of summer 
or even a sparkle of sunlight that 
glistens through a dew drop, can, 
like a magnifying glass, trigger a 
fire that quickly spreads.

However, when fire spreads 
fast and in many different areas, 
human involvement is considered 
likely. In both Tunisia and Algeria, 
officials confirmed that arsonists 
had set some of the wildfires.

Regardless of how the fires 
started, citizens of the Maghreb 
should consider it their collective 
responsibility to prevent such 
incidents.

In the midst of the unusual heat-
wave that has seen temperatures 
exceed 47 degrees Celsius, authori-

ties should raise the level of alert 
and prepare for the worst.

In Tunisia and neighbouring 
Algeria, which has lost more than 
15,000 hectares of forest to this 
summer’s fires, there is need to 
improve fire control methods and 
response strategies.

Houses in rural areas need to be 
kept free of surrounding shrubs 
and small trees. Controlled fires 
should be set when underbrush 
can be burned. Outbreaks should 
be swiftly controlled to stop their 
spread, which can be exacerbated 
by heat and wind.

Ultimately, countries in the 
Maghreb need to be better pre-
pared to fend off recurring fires. 
One of the most pressing needs is 
more equipment since the gear on 
hand is stretched thin. They espe-
cially need protective gear, water 
hoses and fire-fighting aircraft, all 
of which are crucial for stopping 
fires in remote and mountainous 
areas.

Also urgent is the need to fund 
and train more skilled fire-fighting 
crews, including community 
volunteers who can act quickly if 
similar disasters take place.

During recent outbreaks in 
Jendouba, witnesses reported 

seeing an Algerian aircraft 

rescuing locals and battling fires. 
However, Colonel Mounir Riabi, 
the regional director of the Civil 
Defence denied Algerian involve-
ment, saying they were busy extin-
guishing fires that were spreading 
in their own territory.

If the two countries were better 
prepared, however, they could 
have coordinated efforts and lim-
ited the damage that took place.

While the fires are now extin-
guished, the threat is far from over. 
As the effects of climate change 
are further felt, the Maghreb is 
projected to experience a new 
threshold of extreme weather, 
which will magnify the risk of 
disasters, experts said.

It is not just fire to be concerned 
about. In the winter, ice and snow, 
are a menace.  Tunisia’s memories 
of heavy snowfall last January 
are still as vivid as ever: Scenes of 
blocked roads, trapped motorists 
and suffering locals demonstrated 
just how bitter the reality of un-
checked snowfall can be.

Whether fire or ice, it is time for 
the Maghreb and the world to con-
sider how to deal with the threat 
of extreme weather and reduce 
the effects of climate change. The 
ecological balance and quality of 
life in the Maghreb is at stake.

News & Analysis

is the Managing Editor
of The Arab Weekly.

Iman Zayat

Fire prevention strategy key to Maghreb’s future

As the effects of 
climate change 
are further felt, 
the Maghreb is 
projected to 
experience a 
new threshold 
of extreme 
weather.
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A 

fatwa in Libya labelling 
members of the minor-
ity Ibadi sect as “infidels 
without dignity” raised 
concerns that sectarian 

violence could break out in neigh-
bouring Tunisia and Algeria, where 
many of the group’s followers live.

Libya’s Supreme Fatwa Commit-
tee, the religious arm of the Bayda-
based government in the east, ruled 
that “Ibadiyya is a misguided and 
aberrant group” and that “its follow-
ers are Kharijites with secret beliefs 
and infidels without dignity.”

Ibadiyya is an early denomination 
of Islam whose followers hold sev-
eral views contrary to the Sunni and 
Shia sects. Ibadi Muslims have been 
accused of links to the Kharijites, 
Muslim dissidents who opposed the 
authority of the caliphate in the ear-
ly years of Islam.

The fatwa, issued in response 
to public concern over whether it 
was suitable for Muslims to be led 
in prayer by an Ibadi preacher, was 
criticised by Libyan intellectuals 
and rights activists, who expressed 
concern that the statement could 
unleash religious discord in a coun-
try reeling from years of tribal, re-
gional and political division.

It also builds on a long history 
of religious oppression and exclu-
sion in Libya. Since the overthrow 
of Libyan leader Muammar Qaddafi 
in October 2011, extremist Islamists 
have attacked members of religious 
minorities and their religious sites. 
In February 2015, the Islamic State 
(ISIS) took responsibility for kill-
ing 21 Egyptian Copts in Sirte. The 
group also destroyed Sufi shrines 
and landmarks in Misrata, Tripoli 
and Zliten.

The committee behind the fatwa 
is part of the religious authority of 
Libya’s eastern government, which 
is one of three bodies vying for con-
trol of Libya.

Ibadiyya, which predates the ma-
jor Sunni and Shia branches of Is-

lam, has long been viewed as a third 
way. Its followers are relatively few 
and live predominately in Oman, as 
well as in eastern Africa’s Zanzibar 
Island and various regions in the 
Maghreb.

In the Maghreb, the Ibadis’ pres-
ence has for centuries been char-
acterised by peace, tolerance and 
prosperity.

In Libya, most Ibadis live in the 
mountainous Nafusa region and 
in Zawiya. In Tunisia, the Ibadis’ 
presence on the island of Djerba 
has been credited with preserving a 
peaceful coexistence with the area’s 
Jewish population.

Approximately 500,000 Ibadis 
live in Algeria’s M’zab Valley, near 
the southern town of Ghardaia. 
The valley was one of the few areas 
spared during Algeria’s devastating 
civil war in the 1990s.

However, in March 2014, violence 
broke out between Ibadis and Sun-
nis after a Salafist preacher read an 
anti-Ibadi fatwa on television. Doz-
ens of people were killed before the 
Algerian Army ended the strife.

In Libya, where key institutions 
such as a national army, law enforce-
ment and judiciary, are dysfunc-
tional or hobbled by rival militias 
and political factions, the fallout of 
sectarian violence could be worse.

“Salafist takfir of the Ibadiyya 
and incitement against its followers 
could force the latter to resort to the 
takfir as well and this will plunge 
our society into a vicious cycle of 
takfir and fanaticism,” said Libyan 
writer Omar al-Koukli.

“Fanaticism is the threshold of 
extremism and terrorism. That is 
why such takfir fatwas must be 
banned by law [because] they incite 
killing.”

Watchdog group Human Rights 
Watch urged Libya’s interim gov-
ernment to “stop pandering to ex-
tremists by castigating minorities in 
incendiary language.”

The government, however, de-
fended the committee as a body 
committed to upholding values of 
“moderate Islam.” It did not spe-
cifically address the edict against 
Ibadiyya that caused an uproar from 

Libyan activists, academics and pol-
iticians, who warned in a joint state-
ment against the “risk of inflaming 
sectarian violence” and compared 
the committee to a “terrorist group.”

“We perceive the genuine victory 
against terrorism comes by oppos-
ing all kinds of hatred and violence 
and strengthening the foundations 
of dialogue, pluralism, democracy, 
civic activism and by pursuing the 
path of the democratic process that 
terrorists are fighting with weap-
ons,” the statement stated.

Extremist Salafists have become 
an increasingly strong social influ-
ence in eastern Libya following the 
Libyan National Army’s fight against 
the Muslim Brotherhood and Islam-
ist jihadists.

The committee caused concerned 
after it urged authorities to enforce 
the draft fundamental law, which 
specifies that Islam is the source 
of legislation, and ignore calls by 
activists that the text enshrines re-
spect of freedoms, including free-
dom of conscience. “The committee 
controlled by the Salafists wants a 
[ISIS-styled] state in Libya, a state 
that turns its back to the future and 
plunges into the past,” said Libyan 
writer Omar al-Kukali.

“A constitution that does not in-
clude ‘freedom of conscience’ is a le-
galisation of intellectual terrorism,” 
said Libyan rights activist Salem al-
Oukali.

The Salafists’ alliance with Libyan 
Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar’s forces 
emboldened Salafists in eastern Lib-
ya to claim more power and demand 
more of a say in social life. They 
pushed for limitations on women’s 
rights and freedom of expression 
and criticised intellectuals and civil 
society activists.

Fatwa against Ibadi Muslims in 
Libya risks igniting sectarian strife
Lamine Ghanmi

Peaceful presence. Men from a minority group which adheres to 
the Ibadi faith.                                                                                           (AFP)

Spotlight Islam and society

Al-Azhar looks to broaden appeal with Cairo Metro booths

Cairo

R 

etired civil servant 
Mahmoud Hassan tapped 
his foot and anxiously 
checked his watch every 
few minutes as he waited 

his turn to visit al-Azhar scholars.
He was not, however, in one of 

the labyrinthine rooms of al-Azhar 
University in Cairo, the oldest re-
ligious institute in the country. He 
was in a queue outside of a small 
booth inside al-Shohadaa, Cairo’s 
busiest metro station.

When it was his turn, Hassan, 
who is in his mid-60s, entered the 
booth and conferred with three al-
Azhar scholars, all wearing the red 
imama. When he emerged, Hassan 
looked vastly relieved.

“I wanted to ask the sheikhs about 
whether my marriage was still valid 
after I swore an oath to divorce my 
wife,” Hassan said. “I swore the 
oath a few days ago after we quar-
relled but the sheikhs told me that 
the marriage is still valid.”

Marriage and divorce are among 
the topics the hundreds of people 
who go to the booth every day raise 
with the al-Azhar scholars. Their 
aim is to provide all Egyptians with 
access to learned religious opinions, 
away from the domineering vistas 
of al-Azhar University and the over-

the-top views of religious television 
personalities.

The goal, also, is to promote a tol-
erant and moderate understanding 
of Islam at a time when religious 
extremism and terrorism represent 
a major threat to Egyptian security.

The initiative has some of the 
brightest minds at al-Azhar to ad-
dress the public directly, whether 
regarding day-to-day issues or loft-
ier concerns.

The fatwa booth proved so pop-
ular that six al-Azhar sheikhs are 
working shifts to meet public de-
mand, with a panel of three al-Azhar 
scholars available from 8am-8pm 
every day. Egyptians from all back-
grounds visit the booth, whether 
they made the journey specifically 
to speak with an al-Azhar scholar 
or were commuters with a few mo-
ments to spare.

“We go to where we can find the 
people to answer their queries and 
clarify religion to them,” said Saeed 
Amir, a senior al-Azhar official re-
sponsible for the booth. “If we do 
not go to these people, they can 
seek advice from radicals, which 

will pose a danger to society.”
This is a danger that Egypt is 

seeking to fight on several fronts, 
whether directly against the Islamic 
State (ISIS) in the Sinai Peninsula 
or against extremist views that fuel 
them from mosque pulpits and 
metro stations.

Al-Azhar has faced criticism for 
proving resistant to government 
calls to reform religious discourse, 
including calls by President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi to end verbal divorce.

Some people criticised the new 
fatwa booth, accusing al-Azhar of 
seeking to “Islamise” society. “I 
think we are gradually turning into 
a religious state,” said Khaled Mon-
tasser, a TV commentator and an 
outspoken critic of al-Azhar.

About 3 million commuters use 
the Cairo Metro every day and al-
Shohadaa is by far the most crowd-
ed of the 55 Cairo Metro stations.

Inside the see-through fatwa 
booths, sheikhs are always busy 
listening to visitors. Those visiting 
have queries about marriage, di-
vorce, inheritance, financial deal-
ings, sexual relationships, bank 
interest rates and, most impor-
tant, religious edicts by notorious 
preachers who appear on satellite 
television sanctioning jihad in Syria 
and Iraq.

“We are here to make people 
know that such edicts have nothing 
to do with Islam, which never calls 
for either killing or destruction,” 

said Tawfiq Abdel Azeem, one of six 
sheikhs working in the booth. “We 
do our best to help people give up 
radical ideas mistakenly believed to 
be Islamic.”

Some of those who visited the 
booth asked about operations car-
ried out by ISIS against Egyptian 
troops in Sinai, Abdel Azeem said. 
Others asked how Muslims should 
treat non-Muslims.

Beside the desk, where Abdel 
Azeem and his five colleagues sit, 

there is a small library where al-
Azhar’s publications about extrem-
ism are on the shelves for visitors. 
One of the books available is “Ter-
rorism: A Danger to World Peace” 
and another is titled “Islam: A Reli-
gion for Mankind.”

Before moving out of the booth, 
Hassan, the retired civil servant, 
took one of the free books. He 
looked at its cover, nodded in agree-
ment and rushed off to catch his 
train.

Hassan Abdel Zaher

The fatwa booth has 
proved so popular that 
six al-Azhar sheikhs 
are working shifts to 
meet public demand.

Ibadiyya is an early 
denomination of Islam 
whose followers hold 
several views contrary 
to the Sunni and Shia 
sects. 

All ears. A man consulting with al-Azhar scholars at a fatwa booth 
in Cairo.                                                                                             (Saeed Shahat)
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L 

ebanon is bracing for the 
imminent launch of a sec-
ond phase of a military 
campaign to drive sev-
eral hundred Islamic State 

(ISIS) militants from their moun-
tain stronghold in north-eastern 
Lebanon.

The first phase of the campaign 
saw fighters from the Iran-backed 
Hezbollah wage a six-day offen-
sive in July against militants from 
Jabhat Fateh al-Sham (JFS), for-
merly known as al-Nusra Front, al-
Qaeda’s affiliate in Syria. Hezbollah 
made swift headway against JFS, 
killing more than 150 of its fighters 
and corralling the survivors into a 
narrow pocket near the Lebanese 
town of Arsal.

The fighting ended with the JFS 
militants and their families agree-
ing to leave Lebanon for Idlib in 
northern Syria.

Hezbollah’s successful military 
assault was matched by a slick in-
formation operations campaign 
with party-affiliated outlets pub-
lishing footage of fighters storming 
JFS positions and planting flags on 
captured ramparts. The swift man-
ner in which Hezbollah dispatched 
JFS has essentially dealt a challenge 
to the Lebanese Army to see if it is 
capable of an equally successful 
outcome against an estimated 400-
500 members of ISIS.

The Lebanese Army has recently 
been preparing for an assault on 
ISIS, which occupies an area of ap-
proximately 300 sq.km straddling 
Lebanese and Syrian territories 
north of the area previously held by 
JFS. ISIS posts to the east of Qaa and 
Ras Baalbek villages in the northern 
Bekaa Valley have been pounded 
with artillery and struck from the 
air by missile-firing Cessna aircraft.

This will be the Lebanese Army’s 
first major combat test since the 
three-month battle in summer of 
2007 to oust an al-Qaeda-inspired 

group from the Nahr al-Bared Pal-
estinian refugee camp in northern 
Lebanon. The army eventually tri-
umphed in that struggle but 168 
soldiers were killed and most of the 
camp was destroyed.

Since 2007, the Lebanese Army’s 
capabilities have greatly increased 
due to enhanced foreign assistance, 
particularly from the United States 
and Great Britain. Lebanese troops 
have received improved training, 
new equipment and weapons and 
several new military units have 
been raised specifically to guard the 
border with Syria.

However, the administration of 
US President Donald Trump is sig-
nalling that it intends to slash its 11-
year military assistance programme 
to Lebanon amid accusations that 
the Lebanese Army colludes with 
Hezbollah, classified by Washing-
ton as a terrorist organisation. The 
support programme was, in part, an 
attempt to undermine Hezbollah’s 
argument that only it has the suf-
ficient military strength to defend 
Lebanon.

Hezbollah’s offensive against JFS 

offered particularly ill-timed op-
tics for Lebanese Prime Minister 
Saad Hariri, who was on a visit to 
Washington to persuade a doubt-
ful Trump administration not to 
abandon the support programme. 
Even as Hariri was making his case 
in Washington, back in Lebanon, 
it was Hezbollah that was seen 
defending the country against ex-
tremists while the Lebanese Army 
stood on the sidelines.

Lebanese Army sources said they 
can wage a successful campaign 
against ISIS. The army has been de-
ployed in strength west of ISIS lines 
for nearly three years and uses an 
array of surveillance systems, such 

as pilotless reconnaissance drones, 
Cessna aircraft, observation bal-
loons and fortified watchtowers, to 
monitor the positions and move-
ments of the militants.

Nevertheless, ISIS, although few-
er in number than JFS, may prove a 
more rugged opponent. Unlike JFS, 
ISIS has shown no willingness to ne-
gotiate a resolution with Lebanon. 
The group has been holding nine 
Lebanese soldiers since August 
2014, when they were captured in 
a raid on Arsal. Their fate remains 
unknown but the fact that ISIS has 
rejected repeated pleas to negotiate 
their release suggests that they may 
no longer be alive.

JFS had the option to move to 
Idlib but the ISIS fighters have no-
where safe to go. The so-called ca-
liphate of ISIS is crumbling, which 
essentially means the militants 
holed up along Lebanon’s north-
eastern border have a stark choice 
of surrendering or dying fighting. 
While the Lebanese Army should 
prevail, it could be a bloody strug-
gle.

A second problem is what role 

Hezbollah intends to play in this 
second phase. On August 5, Hez-
bollah Secretary-General Hassan 
Nasrallah said that his men would 
fight ISIS on the Syrian side of the 
border and would be prepared to 
fight inside Lebanon if requested 
by the Lebanese Army. Hezbollah 
mans a string of mountaintop out-
posts that straddle the border north 
of the ISIS lines

From a practical perspective, it 
would be difficult for the Lebanese 
Army and Hezbollah, and possibly 
the Syrian Army and Air Force, to 
fight the same enemy at the same 
time in the same theatre without 
tactical coordination. A further 
complication is the fact that the 
path of the Lebanon-Syria bor-
der is disputed in this area, which 
increases the risk of incidents in 
which friendly forces fire on each 
other by accident.

On the other hand, if the Leba-
nese Army is seen coordinating 
with Hezbollah and the Syrian mili-
tary, it will play into the hands of 
hardliners in Washington who ar-
gue that there is no point in sending 
good money after bad by continu-
ing the support programme when 
the recipients are working along-
side a terrorist organisation.

This will be an important test for 
the Lebanese Army. If it concludes 
a successful campaign against ISIS 
with minimal casualties, it will 
counterbalance and, given the gen-
eral national goodwill for the mili-
tary in Lebanon, possibly overshad-
ow Hezbollah’s earlier effort as well 
as bolstering the case for continued 
international support.

If, however, the battle becomes 
prolonged and the army takes 
heavy casualties and Hezbollah is 
seen openly participating, the pres-
tige of the army will take a hit along 
with efforts to encourage contin-
ued US support.

Nicholas Blanford is the author 
of “Warriors of God: Inside 
Hezbollah’s Thirty-Year Struggle 
Against Israel” (Random House 
2011). He lives in Beirut.

Lebanese Army readies for
second phase of border campaign

Nicholas Blanford

Important test. Lebanese Army soldiers patrol a street in Labwe at the entrance of the border town of Arsal in eastern Bekaa Valley.                                                                     (Reuters)
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Prestige at stake. Lebanese Army soldiers take part in a parade at a military academy marking the 
72nd Army Day in Fayadyeh near Beirut, on August 1.                                                                                  (Reuters)

ISIS posts to the east
of Qaa and Ras Baalbek 
villages have been 
pounded with
artillery and struck by 
missile-firing Cessna 
aircraft.
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ordanian King Abdullah II’s 
visit to the occupied West 
Bank may be intended more 
as a message for his coun-
trymen, who are infuriated 

with Israel, than a show of solidar-
ity with the Palestinian Authority 
leadership.

King Abdullah II travelled by 
helicopter to the West Bank and 
met with Palestinian President 
Mahmoud Abbas and Palestinian 
Foreign Minister Riyad Maliki. He 
returned to Jordan without stop-
ping in Israel.

The talks focused on “the need 
for preserving the historic and le-
gal status quo in noble Jerusalem,” 
the Jordanian news agency Petra 
said.

Israel installed metal detectors 
and security cameras at the gates 
of Jerusalem’s al-Aqsa Mosque 
compound, sparking protests in 
the city and Muslim worshippers 
boycotted the holy site.

Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu backtracked on the de-
cision, citing security reasons, but 
several countries, including Jor-
dan, said they had been involved 
in defusing the tensions.

“President Abbas praised the 
role of Jordan and the king in reo-
pening the mosque and remov-
ing the recent crisis and said that 
Hashemite sponsorship over Is-
lamic and Christian holy sites is 
very important to protect them,” 
said Petra.

Ahead of the visit, King Abdul-
lah told Jordanian lawmakers that 
“without the Hashemite custodi-
anship and the steadfastness of the 
Jerusalemites, the holy sites would 
have been lost many years ago.”

The Israeli moves had angered 
many people in the region but 
Jordanians had more reason than 
others to be upset. More than 
half of Jordan’s population is of  

Palestinian origin.
Adding fuel to fire, an Israeli 

guard at the Israeli Embassy in 
Amman killed two Jordanians af-
ter a 16-year-old attacked him with 
a screwdriver. Jordan allowed the 
guard to return to Israel where he 
received a hero’s welcome from 
Netanyahu, further inflaming Jor-
danian public opinion.

The Jordanian media portrayed 
the visit as showcasing Amman’s 
uniqueness in defending the Pales-
tinian cause at a time where other 
parties have abandoned it.

“Jordan [is left] alone to act and 
to continue to shoulder a huge re-
sponsibility regarding the Palestin-
ian situation,” wrote Hasan Abu 
Nimah in the Jordan Times. “The 
king’s visit to Ramallah comes as 
part of an ongoing, but unique, 
Jordanian commitment to the Pal-
estinian cause since the very be-
ginning of the historic conflict.”

The Jordan Times, in an edito-
rial, reiterated the same message, 
even though many countries and 
organisations have expressed sup-
port for the Palestinians.

King Abdullah “has often ap-
peared to be the lone Arab voice 
in focusing consistently on this is-
sue,” read the editorial. “The king’s 
visit to the West Bank, therefore, 
sends a clear message to Israel and 
the rest of the international com-
munity that the Palestinians are 
not alone in their struggle for free-
dom and that Jordan stands shoul-
der to shoulder with them in their 
quest to establish their own inde-
pendent state on Palestinian soil.”

In an opinion article in Israel’s 

daily Haaretz, Amman-based Pal-
estinian journalist Daoud Kuttab 
noted that public outrage over the 
killing of the two Jordanians was 
on the mind of King Abdullah, 
even though the incident was not 
mentioned as being behind his trip 
to the West Bank.

“The pressures from Israel and 
the White House’s Jared Kushner 
to quickly release the Israeli se-
curity guard — despite his alleged 
criminal actions — have become 
public knowledge in the kingdom, 
leaving [King] Abdullah vulnerable 
in the eyes of his people,” wrote 
Kuttab. “The beloved King Abdul-
lah is facing a level of public anger 
he has never encountered in his 17-
year rule.”

Kuttab said the visit also sent a 
message to Israel: “The king want-
ed [the Israelis] to know that Jor-
dan supports the Palestinians and 
that the rapprochement with Israel 
that has made Israeli-Jordanian 
peace a warm one is in real danger 
— not only because of al-Aqsa but 
also in the way the embassy issue 
was handled and due to continued 
Israeli obstacles to the two-state 
solution.”

Israeli commentators pointed 
out that Netanyahu’s warm recep-
tion of the Israeli guard was embar-
rassing for King Abdullah.

“Abdullah hopes his visit to Ra-
mallah and show of support for the 
Palestinians will give him a boost at 
home where many Jordanians disa-
greed with his decision to allow an 
Israeli Embassy guard who fatally 
shot two Jordanians last month 
to return to Israel,” Ben Lynfield 
wrote in the Jerusalem Post.

Former Israeli Ambassador to 
Egypt Yitzhak Levanon said the 
visit had various messages in-
tended for different audiences, 
including support for Abbas, who 
appears to have been sidelined 
in the Jerusalem crisis. “By go-
ing to Ramallah, [King] Abdullah 
was bringing Abu Mazen (Abbas) 
back into the game,” he told the  
Jerusalem Post.

Casablanca

I 

sraelis of Moroccan Jewish ori-
gin have often been the centre 
of media attention in legisla-
tive elections due to their num-
bers in the Jewish state. The  

1 million Moroccan Jews constitute 
the second largest Jewish commu-
nity in Israel and one of their own is 
expected to seek to become prime 
minister in 2019.

Avi Gabbay, the leader of the main 
opposition Labour Party, is the sev-
enth of eight children born in the 
North African kingdom to Moroc-
can Jewish parents who emigrated 
to Israel. He is expected to challenge 
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Ne-
tanyahu in the next elections.

Gabbay, a 50-year-old former 
head of one of Israel’s largest tel-
ecommunications companies who 
also served in a prestigious military 
intelligence unit, will be looking 
for his community’s support in the 
2019 elections.

The Labour Party long domi-
nated Israeli politics but has not 
held power since 2001 because, 
analysts said, it shifted from its so-
cialist roots, becoming a party of 
elites seemingly less committed to  

social equality.
Morocco’s Jewish population ex-

ceeded 260,000 in the 1940s. After 
the creation of the state of Israel in 
1948, approximately 90,000 Jews 
left Morocco to seek a new life 
there. The Moroccan Jewish com-
munity has been reduced through-

out the years to fewer than 3,000 
but is still the largest in the Middle 
East and North Africa.

Nini Alfasa is one of the many 
Israeli Jews of Middle Eastern or 
North African origin, known as Miz-
rahim, who said he will not be vot-
ing Labour this time. The 37-year-

old artist, who lives in Tel Aviv, said 
he “does not trust Labour at all,” 
even if it is led by a Mizrahi.

“Nobody wants to be ruled by 
people (Labour leaders) dealing 
with hate. Everybody supports Bibi 
(Netanyahu’s nickname) because of 
the left’s hatred towards him,” said 
Alfasa.

Mizrahi strongly supported Ne-
tanyahu in the 2015 elections as 
they felt closer to Likud’s populism 
and most of the Ashkenazi, Jews of 
European origin, voted for the op-
position Zionist Union.

Mizrahi Jews have long com-
plained of discrimination in a Jew-
ish state dominated by the white 
elite of Ashkenazi origin in all major 
sectors. After the creation of Israel 
in 1948, many Mizrahi Jews lived in 
shantytowns in poor conditions.

Amir Hetsroni, professor of mass 
communication at Koc University 
in Istanbul, denied there was dis-
crimination against Jews of any ori-
gin in Israel.

“For example, in medical schools, 
there are special tracks for students 
who originate from “economically 
inferior background,” which often 
translates into Jews of Moroccan 
origin.

“Nonetheless Moroccan Jews of-
ten claim that they have been his-
torically devalued,” said Hetsroni, 
an Ashkenazi.

Jewish intellectuals of Moroccan 
origin have been demanding recog-
nition of their Mizrahi culture and 
identity. Last year, they called on 
the education minister to include 
the history of Arab-Mizrahi Jews in 
the curriculum.

“The Moroccan clan is very con-
servative and religious. Therefore, 
their leaders often blend moderate 
religiosity with social conserva-
tism. More or less, they will bring 
us back to the Middle Ages but they 
have their crowd,” said Hetsroni.

“In my opinion, Sephardic cul-
ture is an inferior culture. That is 
to say that their mark on global cul-
ture has been very limited. Shmuel 
Yosef Agnon won the Nobel Prize in 
literature. Show me one Moroccan 
author who even comes close to 
that,” he added.

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

Jordan’s king eyes 
home audience in 
trip to West Bank

Will Moroccan Jews in Israel vote Labour in 2019 elections?

Mamoon Alabbasi

Message to home. Jordanian King Abdullah II (R) speaks with 
Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas on his arrival in the West 
Bank city of Ramallah, on August 7.                                                     (AFP)
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Looking for support. Former businessman Avi Gabbay gives a 
speech after being voted the leader of Israel’s main opposition 
Labour Party in Tel Aviv, last July.                                                       (AFP)

Saad Guerraoui

The 1 million Moroccan 
Jews constitute the 
second largest Jewish 
community in Israel.

The Jordanian media 
portrayed the visit as 
showcasing Amman’s 
uniqueness in 
defending Palestinian 
cause.
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Washington

A 

fter he was sworn in 
as secretary of state, 
Rex Tillerson pledged 
a major management 
overhaul of the US 

State Department. Combined with 
US President Donald Trump’s pro-
posal to reduce the department’s 
funding by more than 30%, this 
seemed to signal that the new ad-
ministration was not deeply com-
mitted to diplomacy.

Rumours have since swirled that 
Tillerson planned to reduce his 
department’s staff by more than 
2,000 and do away with several 
bureaus and departments. On Au-
gust 8, Deputy Secretary of State 
John Sullivan conducted a meet-
ing and teleconference for all State 
Department employees to ease 
their concerns. Sullivan, however, 
did not deny that changes were 
coming.

One of those changes could 
bring about a major shift in US for-
eign policy priorities. On August 1, 
the Washington Post obtained an 
internal State Department e-mail 
that discussed a new “mission 
statement” for the department. 
The new wording was essentially 
identical to the department’s ex-
isting mission statement except 
for one detail: In describing the 
objectives of US foreign policy and 
the State Department’s work, it 
made no reference to the promo-
tion of democracy.

Elliott Abrams, who served un-
der former President George W. 
Bush as deputy national security 
adviser, told the Post: “We used to 
want a just and democratic world 
and now apparently we don’t.”

Tom Malinowski, who served as 
assistant secretary of state for de-
mocracy, human rights and labour 
during the Obama administration, 
said: “It’s a worldview similar to 
that of Putin, who also thinks that 
great powers should focus exclu-
sively on self-protection and en-
richment, rather than promoting 
democracy.”

Washington-based NGOs that 
support democracy promotion, 
such as the Project on Middle 
East Democracy (POMED), raised 
alarms about the reported change. 

POMED Executive Director Ste-
phen McInerney issued a state-
ment saying: “Changing policy in 
that way would not only be anti-
thetical to basic American ideals 
but would also benefit autocratic 
regimes and jeopardise US secu-
rity… we urge [the State Depart-
ment] to retain and reaffirm US 
commitments to justice and de-
mocracy.”

The simplest explanation for 
why Tillerson would propose re-
moving of democracy as an ob-
jective of US foreign policy is that 
it reflects the Trump adminis-
tration’s overall “America first” 
agenda and, more specifically, the 
agenda of the administration’s 
ideological guru, White House 
adviser Stephen Bannon. He was 
the driving force behind Trump’s 
proposed “travel ban” that tar-
geted Muslims and Arabs and de-
scribed French politician Marion 
Maréchal-Le Pen as “the new ris-
ing star.”

The simplest explanation, 
however, is not always the most 
thorough. If indeed the State De-
partment is preparing to discard 
democracy promotion as one of its 
missions, one can point to several 
possible explanations. Foremost 
among them is that in recent years 
the policy of democracy promo-
tion led to some of the worst ex-
cesses in US foreign policy history.

Abrams, who as noted above 
is critical of Tillerson’s proposed 
change, was one of the loudest 
advocates for the 2003 US inva-
sion of Iraq, along with other 
prominent democracy promoters 
in the Bush administration. Their 
democracy-at-the-point-of-a-gun 
policy proved disastrous on mul-
tiple levels: It depleted the US 
Treasury, shattered Iraq, encour-
aged terrorism and empowered 
Iran. About the only thing it did 
not accomplish was the spread of 
democracy.

In 2008, then-Senator Barack 
Obama upset then-Senator Hillary 
Clinton for the Democratic Par-
ty’s presidential nomination in 
large part because he constantly 
reminded voters that Clinton 
had supported the Iraq war. As 
president, Obama spoke glow-
ingly of democracy and civil liber-
ties — witness his Cairo speech in  
2009 — but was loath to commit sig-
nificant US resources to the effort.

As a result, many democracy ad-
vocates were furious when Obama 
sat out Iran’s 2009 Green Revolu-
tion, was slow to pressure Egypt’s 
Hosni Mubarak to step down and 
took a hands-off approach in Syria 
to what began as an anti-authori-
tarianism, pro-democracy upris-
ing.

Obama was simply reflecting 
the mood of the US electorate, 
who chose him again in 2012. In 
many ways, Trump’s isolation-
ist tendencies and “America first” 
philosophy build on the policies of 
the Obama administration. The dif-
ference is that the Trump team is 
deleting the rhetoric.

The roots of this issue go even 
deeper in US history. Since the ear-
ly 20th century, the clash between 
ideals and self-interest has been 
the defining characteristic of US 
foreign policy. After the first world 
war, President Woodrow Wilson 
committed to supporting the new 
democratic countries of Europe 
and the League of Nations, only to 
see Congress and the US public re-

ject such an activist foreign policy.
After the fall of the Soviet Un-

ion, the United States once again 
made democracy promotion a 
key element of its foreign policy 
and appeared to score successes 
in Eastern and Central Europe, 
although most of those countries 
had democratic roots that pre-
dated their inclusion in the Soviet 
orbit. The Middle East and much 
of Asia have proven to be more 
of a challenge and the costly and 
self-defeating strategy followed 
by Bush had a traumatising effect.

Pressure from NGOs and Demo-
crats in Congress probably will 
cause Tillerson to back down  
and include that word — democ-
racy — somewhere in the State De-
partment’s mission statement. For 
now, though, that’s all it will be: A 
word.

Mark Habeeb is East-West editor 
of The Arab Weekly and adjunct 
professor of Global Politics and 
Security at Georgetown University 
in Washington.
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Tillerson proposed 
removing democracy 
as a US foreign policy 
objective because that 
reflects the Trump’s 
“America first” agenda.

Redefining mission. US President Donald Trump (R) listens to US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson during 
a meeting, last May.                                               (AFP)                                                                                                                  

Promoting democracy in Middle East,
a thing of the past in Washington

I 

t appears the United States 
is getting out of the democ-
racy-spreading business 
— at least while the current 
president remains in the 
White House. The Washing-
ton Post reported that US 

Secretary of State Rex Tillerson 
ordered the US State Department 
to redefine its mission and issue a 
new statement of purpose.

The Post report stated that 
draft statements under review 
were similar to the old mission 
statement, except for one thing: 
Any mention of promoting 
democracy was being elimi-
nated.

This reversal of recent policy 
could herald bad news in the 
Middle East, where democracy is 
either unavailable or attainable 
only in limited quantities. On the 
other hand, not many will regret 
Washington’s abandonment of 

democracy promotion in the 
region.
Democracy promotion under 

President George W. Bush 
involved an agenda that did not 
exclude the use of military force 
and did not care whether people 
in the region were ready for it. 
The Bush administration’s policy 
was to export democracy as if 
Jeffersonian democracy was a 
one-size-fits-all, off-the-shelf 
item.

It was an agenda that favoured 
the indiscriminate ascent of civil 
society and the atrophy of the 
state, even at the expense of 
disorder and strife. It was an 
agenda premised on the partici-
pation of Islamists even when 
they were not ready to govern or 
play a leading role in the demo-
cratic process.

The results were often 
increased chaos and violence.

Washington believed it could 
treat the Middle East as a 
homogenous zone and failed to 
understand that, despite Arab 
societies’ many uniting similari-
ties — such as language, religion, 

culture and history — there are 
also vast differences between 
them.

The administration of US 
President Donald Trump is 
following a very different foreign 
policy than previous US adminis-
trations, particularly regarding 
the promotion of democracy in 
the Middle East.

Trump does not seem to place 
the same importance on promot-
ing democracy as Bush did when 
he ordered the invasion of Iraq, 
overthrew the dictatorship of 
Saddam Hussein and acted as 
though the United States could 
export Western democracy to 
Middle Eastern countries.

A newcomer to politics, Trump 
apparently thought he could 
apply his business experience to 
the cut-throat world of interna-
tional politics. Nothing could be 
further from reality. The presi-
dent’s behaviour is unorthodox 
when it comes to diplomacy, to 
say the least.

While campaigning, Trump 
lashed out at his predecessor, 
accusing Barack Obama of failing 
to act on several foreign policy 
issues, including the Middle 
East. Now Trump is starting to 
realise that diplomacy, geopoli-
tics and business are very 
different animals.

Although the United States’ 
desire to bring democratic 
reforms to the region remains on 
its agenda, it does so today at a 
much less urgent pace. Indeed, 
some may regret Washington’s 
loss of immediate interest in 
seeing much-needed democratic 
reforms take place in the greater 
Middle East. Nevertheless, the 
Arab region’s abandonment by 
official Washington will not be 
regretted by others.

Without the United States’ 
activist posture, the Middle East 
might be able to realise on its 
own that it needs democracy and 
build one from within regardless 
of what Trump might think.

is a regular columnist for The Arab 
Weekly.

Claude Salhani

Trump does not seem 
to place the same 
importance on 
promoting democracy 
as Bush did.

Democracy promotion may no longer be a 
US objective under Trump administration
Mark Habeeb
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D 

eteriorating relations 
between the United 
States and Russia are 
likely to complicate 
whatever coopera-
tion existed between 
the two countries in 

the Middle East.
Despite US President Donald 

Trump’s professed desire for better 
relations with Russia, the relation-
ship between the two countries has 
worsened since his election. The 
US Congress, upset over alleged 
Russian meddling in the 2016 US 
presidential election and Moscow’s 
behaviour in Crimea and Syria, 
included Russia along with Iran 
and North Korea in comprehen-
sive sanctions legislation. The bill 
passed overwhelmingly in Con-
gress, prompting Russian President 
Vladimir Putin to order the expul-
sion of hundreds of US diplomatic 
staff from his country.

Trump was opposed to the sanc-
tions bill partly because he believed 
it treaded on presidential pow-
ers and partly because he did not 
want to make relations with Russia 
more difficult than they already 
were. Nonetheless, he signed the 
bill, which he labelled “seriously 
flawed” and “unconstitutional,” 
because he knew that Congress 
would have enough votes to over-
ride a veto. That would have further 
embarrassed Trump after a series of 
White House foibles.

Earlier this year, Trump declared 
that it would be “great” if the Unit-
ed States and Russia cooperated 
in Syria to defeat the Islamic State 
(ISIS). Although the United States 
and Russia have cooperated in Syria 
on some matters — such as bringing 
about a ceasefire in south-western 
Syria and pursuing “de-confliction” 
between US and Russian militaries 
to avoid clashes — the deterioration 
of relations is likely to complicate 
policy in Syria and other parts of 
the Middle East.

The Russians, by backing Iran and 
Syria, do not have good relations 
with much of the Arab world except 
for Egypt. Many Sunni Arab coun-
tries, led by Saudi Arabia, see 
Iran as engaging in destabilis-
ing proxy wars in the region 
and fomenting trouble among 
Shia populations. Because the 
Russians are strong backers 
of the Assad regime, which 
the Saudis want removed 
sooner rather than later, 
Moscow continues to 
be viewed suspi-
ciously by Riyadh 
and others.

Nonetheless, 
Putin has vari-
ous cards he can 
play to put the 
United States in 
an increasingly 
difficult position in 
the Middle East. He 
can deepen relations 
with Iran and provide 
Tehran with more 
sophisticated military 
hardware, for example. 
While Iran and Russia 
historically have had 

troubled relations, Ayatollah Ruhol-
lah Khomeini often referred to the 
Soviet Union as the “Little Satan” 
but the two countries have tempo-
rarily put aside these differences in 
their desire to obstruct US policies.

On Syria, Putin is not likely to 
provoke the United States into a 
military clash but he may resist co-
operation with it on political issues. 
He may facilitate an even more 
substantial Iranian role in Syria and 
not use his influence to change the 
Assad government as the Syrian 
opposition is demanding and that 
would be necessary for a political 
solution to the Syrian crisis.

Concern about Russia’s ties with 
Iran and Syria were underscored by 
Trump’s national security adviser, 
H.R. McMaster, who, in an inter-
view August 6, criticised Moscow’s 
role in the Syrian civil war and its 
support for Iranian objectives in the 
region.

Commentators have said that 
Putin was not particularly wed-
ded to Syrian President Bashar 
Assad and that Putin’s goal was to 
maintain Russia’s important naval 
base in the Syrian port of Tartus on 
the Mediterranean and a friendly 
relationship with the government 
in Damascus.

Putin may put aside thoughts 
about a political solution for Syria 
and more fully back Assad in his 
desire to retake more of the country 
from the rebels, which would likely 
compound the misery the Syrian 
people are facing.

Both Trump and US Secretary of 
State Rex Tillerson have indicated 
that they would like to cooperate 
with Russia. Trump, in a statement 

issued immediately after the 
signing of the sanctions bill, said 

he hoped there would be “coopera-
tion between our two countries on 
major global issues” so that such 
sanctions would no longer be nec-
essary. Tillerson, speaking at the 
State Department, said he believed 
Russia and the United States “still 
can cooperate on Syria and coun-
terterrorism.” After meeting with 
Russian Foreign Secretary Sergei 
Lavrov on the sidelines of a confer-
ence in the Philippines, Tillerson 
said: “We want to work with them 
[the Russians] on areas that are of 
serious national security to us.”

However, there seems to be a 
reassessment of Trump within the 
Russian political hierarchy. Russian 
Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev, 

in a Facebook post, said that 
any hope by Russia for 

improved relations with 
the United States had 
“ended.”

Medvedev described 
the Trump administra-
tion as showing “its total 

weakness” by signing 
the sanctions bill. This 

latter comment is 
especially troubling 
because Russia may 
now be more will-
ing to take risks in 
the Middle East, 
believing that 

a politically 
weakened 

Trump may 
not be in 
a strong 
enough 

position to 
check Russian 

activities. That, 
indeed, is a trou-
bling thought in an 
unstable region.

News & Analysis Russia and the Middle East

New Cold War will 
hinder US-Russian
cooperation in Middle East

Marooned in jihad:
Russian fighters blocked
from returning home
Simon Speakman Cordall

Tunis

M 

akhachkala, Dag-
estan’s capital on the 
shores of the Caspian 
Sea, at first sight, is 
indistinguishable 

from any other provincial capital in 
Russia’s southern hinterlands. Cars 
nose through traffic, nudging along 
crowded streets outside the rectan-
gular State Theatre or sit at lights in 
front of the city’s imposing Grand 
Mosque.

However, throughout the city 
stand the heavily armed police and 
Federal Security Service (FSB) offic-
ers of the Russian state, clear indi-
cators of a city under occupation.

The rich fields that cover this 
small, mountainous country seem 
to belong in a different world to 
the killing fields of Syria and Iraq. 
However, legions of young men 
and their families from Dagestan 
and throughout the former Soviet 
Union have gone to the Middle East 
to build the Islamic State (ISIS) ca-
liphate. Now, in the face of military 
defeat and conscious of the brutal 
welcome awaiting them at home, 
they are considering a future un-
tethered to the geographical con-
fines of their caliphate.

The most recent figures from the 
Russian Civic Chamber estimated 
that approximately 2,500 Russian 
nationals and 7,000 others from 
post-Soviet republics were engaged 
with ISIS in Syria and Iraq. Interpol 
said in 2015 that Russian passport 
holders made up about 8% of ISIS’s 
total.

“Caucasian Muslims left for the 
Islamic State because they shared 
its ideas and ideology,” Alexey 
Malashenko, chief researcher at the 
Dialogue of Civilisations Research 
Centre, said in e-mailed comments. 
“They wanted to continue to fight 
because their struggle in the Cau-

casus became senseless. They were 
almost defeated. In the Middle East, 
they received more opportunity for 
self-realisation.”

Russia has been fighting a grow-
ing Islamic insurgency along its 
southern border since separatist 
nationalist rebellions of the North 
Caucasus morphed into a move-
ment dominated by jihadist dogma. 
This growing religiosity found ex-
pression with the proclamation of 
the Caucasus Emirate in 2007 and 
ISIS’s thriving Wilayah Caucasus, 
which spreads the word of jihad 
through southern Russia.

In the build-up to the 2014 Win-
ter Olympics in Sochi, Moscow un-
leashed the full fury of its security 
apparatus upon its volatile south in 
response to attacks thought to have 
originated there.

“It was quite tough. They closed 
mosques. They would detain 50, 
80, 100 people in a single security 
sweep and these were not suspect-
ed fighters but non-violent Salafis,” 
former Crisis Group analyst Ekat-
erina Sokirianskaia said during a 
telephone interview.

“In parallel frequent security 
operations against Caucasus Emir-
ate essentially paralysed it. They 
couldn’t do anything.”

The emirate’s incapacity quickly 
turned to ISIS’s advantage, with its 
slick propaganda machine deriding 
their domestic rivals and calling to 
Russia’s frustrated jihadists often 
in their own language, citing their 
own grievances and enticing them 
to join “the five-star jihad” in Syria 
and Iraq.

Russian-born fighters soon rose to 

prominence in ISIS’s ranks. An eth-
nic Chechen from Georgia, Tarkhan 
Batirashvili, with the nom de guerre 
Abu Omar al-Shishani, was appar-
ently ISIS’s minister of defence be-
fore being killed in July 2016. Siberi-
an-born Anatoly Zemlyanka gained 
notoriety when he was shown be-
heading a fellow Russian in a 2015 
execution video.

Those fighters’ reach exceeded 
the boundaries of their adopted 
homeland. In June 2016, an ISIS at-
tack on Istanbul Ataturk Airport in 
Turkey, in which 44 people were 
killed, was thought to be carried 
out by three former Soviet nation-
als and orchestrated by a Chechen, 
Akhmed Chatayev.

“They’re known to be fearless, 
especially the Chechens,” Sokiri-
anskaia said. “They’re very visible 
within ISIS and have reputations as 
good fighters.”

Following the collapse of much of 
ISIS’s caliphate, many of those fight-
ers and the families who travelled 
with them are considering a future 
beyond Syria and Iraq. “Not many 
will go home. They know what’s 
waiting for them there. Torture is 
widespread and jail sentences are 
long,” Sokirianskaia said.

Like thousands of others left in 
the vacuum of ISIS leader Abu Bakr 
al-Baghdadi’s diminishing promised 
land, Russia’s lost sons and daugh-
ters are weighing their options.

“Some will try and get to Turkey, 
though staying there is getting very 
difficult. Some will try and get to 
Ukraine. Most will stay in Syria to 
fight and die,” Sokirianskaia said. 
“They can join ISIS operations else-
where. A Chechen was recently 
killed in the Philippines.”

Denied everything but the belief 
system that drew them to Syria’s 
civil war, Russia’s orphaned jihad-
ists fight on.

Simon Speakman Cordall is Syria 
and Lebanon Sections Editor with 
The Arab Weekly.

Denied everything but 
the belief system that 
drew them to Syria’s 
civil war, Russia’s 
orphaned jihadists 
fight on.

Gregory Aftandilian
is a lecturer in the Pardee School of Global Studies at Boston University and 
is a former US State Department Middle East analyst.

On alert. 
A Mi-35MS 
helicopter 
lands on 
Russia’s 
Federal 
Security 
Service (FSB) 
headquarters 
in Moscow.       
                           (AFP)

Russia may now be 
more willing to take 
risks in the Middle 
East.
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Saudi billionaire 
to invest in 
Egyptian tourism

Production at 
Libya’s largest oil 
field returns to 
normal

Iran signs its 
biggest car deal 
with Renault

Egypt curtails 
access to 
subsidised food 

Saudi billionaire Prince Al-Waleed 
bin Talal is to invest more than $800 
million in hotels in Egypt, the Egyp-
tian Ministry of Investment and In-
ternational Cooperation said.

The investment would include 
transforming the Four Seasons re-
sort in Sharm el-Sheikh into “the 
biggest resort in the world,” the min-
istry said. The plan also calls for ho-
tels to be built in the Mediterranean 
town of El Alamein and in Madinaty 
east of Cairo.

The bin Talal investment is “ex-
pected to surpass about $800 mil-
lion” and the projects would be car-
ried out with Egyptian real estate 
developer Talaat Moustafa Group.

(Agence France-Presse)

Production from Libya’s largest 
oil field was returning to normal 
after being disrupted by protesters 
who broke into a control room in the 
coastal city of Zawiya, the National 
Oil Corporation (NOC) said.

Libya’s Sharara field has been pro-
ducing about 270,000 barrels a day 
(bpd), accounting for about one-
quarter of the country’s output. It 
has been key to a revival in Libya’s 
oil production, which climbed to 
more than 1 million bpd in late June 
from just more than 200,000 bpd a 
year ago.

The NOC gave no reason for the 
protest in Zawiya, which began Au-
gust 6.

(Reuters)

Iran signed the country’s biggest 
car deal to build tens of thousands 
of cars annually under a joint ven-
ture with French automobile manu-
facturer Groupe Renault.

Renault and other European com-
panies are looking to rebuild their 
presence in Iran. Renault said that, 
in the first half of 2017, its sales in 
Iran more than doubled to 68,365 
vehicles — a nearly 10% market 
share.

The deal will see Renault produce 
150,000 vehicles a year in Iran at a 
plant 120km outside Tehran. The 
plant will produce Duster and Sym-
bol cars starting in 2018.

(The Associated Press)

Egypt is curtailing access to ra-
tion cards used by three-quarters of 
the country’s 93 million people to 
buy subsidised food items, the lat-
est move in the government’s ambi-
tious economic reform plan.

A government decree, which went 
into effect August 9, denies access 
to the cards to people earning more 
than $84 a month. It also limits ben-
eficiaries to families of up to four 
members. It’s unclear what happens 
to impoverished families with five 
or more members.

The decree doesn’t affect current 
card holders.

(The Associated Press)

Briefs

Egypt foreign exchange reserves on the rise
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Cairo

T 

he recent increase in 
Egypt’s foreign currency 
reserves is expected to 
improve the country’s 
credit rating, resulting in 

a boost in investors’ and interna-
tional financial institutions’ confi-
dence in the economy and helping 
the country meet the needs of its 
people, analysts said.

“The presence of enough foreign 
currency reserves at the central 
bank means that our country is ca-
pable of honouring its financial ob-
ligations,” said economist Ali al-Id-
risi. “This automatically raises the 
national credit rating and increases 
the confidence of international fi-
nancial institutions.”

By the end of July, foreign cur-
rency reserves totalled $36.3 bil-
lion, the highest since 2011. A few 
days before the 2011 uprising that 
ended the rule of autocrat Hosni 
Mubarak, Egypt’s foreign currency 
reserves were nearly $37 billion.

The reserves started to drop, 
however, as revenues from tourism 
and exports fell due to the unrest. 
Reserves totalled less than $12 bil-
lion by the time Islamist President 

Muhammad Morsi was ousted  
in July 2013.

This was catastrophic for import-
dependent Egypt. Cairo needed 
more than double the amount of its 
foreign currency reserves to secure 
the needs of its people for at least 
six months, including to provide 
wheat necessary for making tens 
of millions of loaves of bread eaten 
every day.

Finance Minister Amr el-Garhy 
attributed the recent increase in 
reserves to economic reforms the 
government has initiated since last 
November 2016.

“The reforms have been effec-
tive in addressing problems in the 
economy and gaining international 
applause,” Garhy said. “The rise in 
the reserves is a sign of improving 
economic conditions and this im-
provement will translate into high-
er economic growth in the future.”

The reforms included the flota-
tion of the Egyptian pound, a sig-
nificant slashing of fuel, water and 
electricity subsidies and raising 
taxes on non-essential imports.

The flotation of the pound, made 
to eradicate a rampant foreign cur-
rency parallel market, caused the 
national currency to lose most of its 
value, leading to an unprecedented 
surge in commodity prices.

Cutting fuel subsidies raised the 

cost of transport and consequently 
the price of commodities in the 
market. These decisions prompted 
a backlash from the public but the 
rise in foreign currency reserves 
shows the measures paid off.

The slashing of the subsidies and 
the pound flotation reduced the 
budget deficit 10.9% by the end of 
the 2016-17 fiscal year, which ended 
in June, compared to 12.5% in the 
previous fiscal year, state figures 
indicated.

The economic growth rate rose to 
4.9%, compared to 4.5% in the cor-
responding period of the previous 
fiscal year.

Egypt’s exports rose 8% in the 
first half of 2017, reaching $11.1 bil-
lion, compared to $10.3 billion in 
the first half of 2016, Foreign Trade 
Minister Tarek Qabil said. Imports 
fell 30% in the first half of 2017, 
reaching $24 billion, he said.

Those improvements boosted 
confidence in the economy, espe-
cially among entrepreneurs and 
businessmen looking for invest-
ment opportunities.

“Improving economic indica-
tors will inevitably reflect on the 
total volume of investments,” said 
Sherine el-Shawarby, a former as-
sistant finance minister and a pro-
fessor of economics at Cairo Uni-
versity. “Countries with strong and 

promising economies are the ones 
investors always look for.”

Egypt has revamped its invest-
ment laws with an eye on procuring 
investments from other countries, 
especially oil-rich Gulf states with 
whom the Egyptian leadership en-
joys strong ties.

In the 2016-17 fiscal year, Egypt 
received $8.7 billion in foreign di-
rect investments compared to $6.9 
billion in the previous fiscal year, 
the Investment Ministry said. In-
vestment Minister Sahar Nasr said 
she expected Egypt to receive $10 
billion in foreign direct investments 
in the fiscal year that began July 1.

Egypt still needs to translate 
those indicators into better stand-
ards of living for its people, econo-
mists said. This can only be done 
by reining in runaway commodity 
prices and bringing inflation down.

Commodity prices have risen al-
most 200% since the pound flota-
tion in November and core inflation 
was 31.95% in June, compared to 
30.6% a month earlier.

“This very high inflation rate 
eats away at people’s income and 
makes most of them incapable of 
satisfying their basic needs,” Idrisi 
said. “This opens the door for an 
increase in the number of the poor, 
which can have serious social and 
security implications.”

Gulf finance sector 
catching up with the 
fintech revolution

Dubai

W 

ith new financial 
technology (fintech) 
start-ups promising 
cheaper and faster 
options for financial 

institutions and private customers, 
the Gulf region is trying to catch up 
with the trend, with the UAE and 
Bahrain in the lead.

Suvo Sarkar of Dubai-based Emir-
ates NBD said the fintech move-
ment, which comes with “a perfect 
storm of rising customer expecta-
tions, expanding venture capital 
funding and an increased pace of 
technological evolution,” is going 
to affect traditional banking and fi-
nance players.

“Fintechs usually focus on either 
the first or last mile of the bank-cli-
ent interaction and provide digital 
alternatives that are more efficient, 
less expensive or offering a better 
user experience,” he said.

“However, most struggle with 
gaining traction on growing their 
customer base as well as scaling up 
their business model quickly. On 
the other hand, banks continue to 
own strong customer relationships 
and lead on factors like security, 
trust and transparency.”

Sarkar said banks and fintechs 
are “increasingly getting the best of 
both worlds by developing a para-
digm of collaborating with each 
other and jointly providing supe-
rior solutions to customers.”

He explained that Emirates NBD, 
with a connect, collaborate and cre-
ate philosophy that is central to its 
innovation process, engages with 
entrepreneurs and disruptors in 
search of ideas that will elevate the 
banking experience for their cus-
tomers.

“Last year, we launched the 

Emirates NBD Fintech Challenge 
and invited fintech experts, start-
ups and individual developers and 
innovators from across the world to 
present their ideas and prototypes,” 
Sarkar said. “We also launched the 
Emirates NBD Future LabTM, an 
incubator with a start-up ethos that 
engages with teams internally and 
externally to enhance services.”

Financial regulators in the Gulf 
Cooperation Council are taking the 
lead in establishing fintech leader-
ship and financial services hubs in 
the region, creating an eco-system 
for start-ups and supporting bud-
ding entrepreneurs in the sector.

Abu Dhabi Global Market (ADGM) 
was the first in the MENA region to 
have a live fintech regulatory re-
gime and first regulatory laboratory 
(Reglab) in 2016. In the first half of 
2017, Dubai International Financial 
Centre (DIFC) launched its acceler-
ator FinTech Hive to help facilitate 
collaboration between cutting-edge 
technology companies and the 
leading regional and international 
financial institutions. In June, the 
Central Bank of Bahrain (CBB) an-
nounced new regulations to create 
a regulatory sandbox that would 
allow start-ups and fintech firms to 
test and experiment their banking 
ideas and solutions.

Chris Kiew-Smith, head of fintech 
strategy at ADGM, remarked that 
“regional cooperation among regu-
lators across the Gulf and the Mid-
dle East will be crucial to establish-
ing a vibrant fintech ecosystem.”

“We are already seeing large es-
tablished banks [work together] 
with digital offerings, such as the 
Abu Dhabi Investment Bank-Fidor 
partnership. Financial institutions 
are beginning to see the massive 
benefits to increasing market share, 
reducing costs and helping make 
the Gulf and the Middle East a lead-
ing global centre of cutting-edge fi-
nancial services,” Kiew-Smith said.

He said ADGM established a 
streamlined venture capital frame-
work to ensure sustainable fund-
ing for entrepreneurs and “make it 
easier for venture capital firms to 
set up in ADGM.”

David Parker, executive director-
financial services at the Bahrain 

Economic Development Board 
(EDB), said venture capital funding 
and support is getting better “but 
there’s much more we can do.”

Bahrain has introduced several 
reforms, such as the new invest-
ment limited partnership law, that 
would help make it easier to estab-
lish venture capital funds in the 
country and is looking to introduce 
a central fund to help support en-
trepreneurs.

“The regulatory sandbox in Bah-
rain makes it easier for entrepre-
neurs and established businesses 
to innovate and Fintech Bay, the 
physical space that we expect to 
launch later this year, will help to 
boost the emerging fintech com-
munity here, bringing together 
people from different areas,” Park-
er said.

“Of course, one of the things that 
make this space so exciting is that 
you can’t predict exactly how the 
sector will evolve in a few years. 
However, I think the general direc-

tion is that fintech innovation — 
whether driven by entrepreneurs 
or existing players in the sector — is 
going to create new products and 
services that can meet the chang-
ing needs of consumers.”

In Bahrain, the fintech front is 
growing and looking to expand 
to serve the region. Some of the 
more promising start-ups include 
Paytabs, which offers payment 
solutions for business to business 
operations; Eazy Financial Ser-
vices, offering technologies and in-
novative solutions to the financial 
sector; and Sadad, which provides 
online express payment solutions.

“I think it’s fair to say that the re-
gion has been a bit of a late starter 
in fintech but we’re catching up 
very quickly and learning from the 
experience of others around the 
world,” Parker said.

N.P. Krishna Kumar is a 
Dubai-based contributor to 
The Arab Weekly.

N.P. Krishna Kumar

Banks and fintechs are 
collaborating to 
provide superior 
solutions to customers.

Elevating 
experiences. 
Men walk 
past the head 
office of 
Emirates NBD 
in Dubai.            
                       (Reuters)          
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L 

ebanon’s first public 
budget in 12 years is 
expected to see the 
light of day in the 
coming weeks. Af-
ter years of political 
deadlock, the pass-

ing of the budget would mark a 
significant step forward.

However, encumbered by 
seemingly insurmountable levels 
of debt, a refugee population the 
country cannot turn its back on 
and few financial resources avail-
able for additional investment, 
passing a budget is unlikely to do 
much to address the country’s 
structural economic shortfall.

Historically, Lebanon has 
done little to help itself. Over-
looking the repeated failures to 
meet constitutionally mandated 
deadlines to agree a budget, 
Lebanon’s government figures 
show almost crippling levels of 
expenditure. Approximately one-
third of spending is allocated for 
salaries and wages while 30% 
services the public debt and 
9% goes towards the electricity 
sector.

In total, 72% of Lebanon’s total 
expenditure is already fixed. 
Consequently, the government’s 
ability to initiate fundamental 
developmental projects or to 
indulge in serious reform is ham-
strung before it even starts and 
that is unlikely to improve.

Indicators predict public debt 
is expected to exceed $80 billion 
by the end of this year, equal to 
146% of Lebanon’s gross domes-
tic product.

This is not to say that the gov-
ernment is unwilling to make a 
bad situation worse. Pre-empting 
the passage of the budget was 
the decision in July to issue a 
draft law offering the country’s 
civil servants their first notable 
wage increase since 1997. Few 
would argue that it’s not de-
served.

However, once the president’s 
signature renders the law a fact, 
the additional expenditure is 
going to increase the strain on 

the country’s stretched finances, 
a fact acknowledged by Lebanese 
President Michel Aoun, who 
intimated that the budget should 
have been agreed first.

Should the president refuse to 
sign the draft law, discussion on 
the topic will have to start over, 
achieving nothing and pleasing 
no one.

Adding to the country’s eco-
nomic woes are the 1.5 million 
Syrians who have sought refuge 
within their neighbour’s borders 
and whose presence exerts pres-
sure on the country’s groaning 
infrastructure. True, much of 
the country’s internal infrastruc-
ture was overhauled entirely 
during the 1990s. However, no 
amount of renovation could have 
anticipated the strain placed on 
Lebanon’s internal structures and 
the cost of maintaining them.

There is little that is new in 
this. Historically, Lebanon’s 
political class has proven itself 
consistently incapable of separat-
ing economic questions from the 
political issues that continue to 
obsess it. Except for one full-
fledged developmental plan 
based on an extensive economic 
study from the 1960s, the coun-
try’s economy has rarely been 
given the chance to experience 
any period of real recovery based 
on any kind of pragmatic fact-
based basis.

The political community in 
Lebanon, itself based on an in-

grained system of clientelism, 
cannot help but constantly in-

terfere in the drafting of econom-
ic plans, attempting to increase 
its political, geographical and 
electoral advantages, irrespective 
of the actual needs of the various 
sectors and regions.

Much of this political med-
dling has gone without any 
serious comment. Discussions 
on economic policy have always 
been shelved as soon as political 
tensions, of whatever hue, arise, 
meaning that no sustained dis-
cussion on the country’s shared 
national economic future has yet 
to take place.

All told, Lebanon is facing the 
perfect economic storm. Looking 
at the spiralling challenges posed 
by the refugee crisis, allied with 
the pressures from the antici-
pated US sanctions on Hezbol-
lah and its allies, unmanageable 
debt and the administration’s 
hardwired inability to face the 
challenges ahead of it, it is hard 
to avoid the conclusion that the 
Lebanese economy is on the 
point of collapse.

Lebanon’s 
economy on the 
verge of collapse

Rami Rayess
is a Lebanese writer and journalist. Follow him on  Twitter: @RamiRayess.

Spiralling challenges. Lebanon’s Finance Minister Ali Hassan 
Khalil speaking during a news conference in Beirut.                        (Reuters)

Lebanon

Syria's war highlights 
economic fragility
in Lebanon

Beirut

T 

he conflict in Syria has 
had an increasingly pro-
found effect on Leba-
non’s economy, dragging 
down tourism revenues, 

hitting the upscale retail sector and 
squeezing real estate prices. While 
the outcome may be indisputable, 
to lay blame for the cause entirely 
at the door of the war in Syria may 
be too easy an interpretation.

True, the start of the Syrian con-
flict scared off both rich Gulf tour-
ists and Lebanese expatriates. The 
subsequent drop in the numbers of 
wealthy shoppers depressed high-
priced retail and deterred foreign 
investment in property, resulting 
in an economic slowdown that led 
to wage stagnation.

The situation was very differ-
ent a few years ago. In early 2012, 
most people thought the summer’s 
tourist season would resolve the 
country’s economic woes. By the 
time the summer of 2012 arrived, 
however, the situation in Syria was 
growing more violent and it be-
came clear that Lebanon’s econo-
my was facing serious challenges.

Lebanon’s economy has tradi-
tionally relied upon a combination 
of property investment and tour-
ism to fuel growth. Much of that 
came from wealthy Gulf Arabs who 
regularly made their way to Leba-
non before war in neighbouring 
Syria caused them to reconsider 
their portfolios.

Another large segment of the 
tourism and property investment 

sector was the 15 million expatri-
ate Lebanese, who also abruptly 
stopped visiting in large numbers 
after the outbreak of hostilities in 
Syria.

In the case of Gulf tourists, there 
have been several attempts to lure 
them back, including large dis-
counts on airfares and hotels. For 
most of the tourists from the Gulf 
countries, however, price was not 
as much of an issue as security con-
cerns, real or imagined.

While the Lebanese diaspora are 
beginning to return in significant 
numbers, sometimes even invest-
ing, overall levels of tourism and 
real estate sales have yet to re-
bound to pre-war highs, nor are 
they expected to anytime soon.

Nassib Ghobril, chief economist 
and head of the economic research 
and analysis department at the By-
blos Bank Group, noted the stages 
of war that have roiled the Lebanon 
economy: “It affected consumer 
confidence at first, because our 
politicians helped to import the is-
sue (instead of keeping a political 
distance from Syria’s warring fac-
tions). Then we began to see attri-
tion in Gulf tourism: 200,000 per 
year came through Syria on the 
land route, which ceased immedi-
ately.”

He added: “Export transporta-
tion through Syria began to be af-
fected because of both risk and 
rising cost, eventually closing Leb-
anon’s land export routes to the 
majority of MENA.”

The effect on consumer confi-
dence has been dramatic. Accord-
ing to the bank's recent consumer 
confidence index, the average 
monthly score during the first quar-
ter of 2017 was 44.8%, startlingly 
lower than the peak registered 
in the fourth quarter of 2008 of 
105.8%.

The effect of Syria’s civil war 
extended beyond consumer confi-
dence. In 2010, GDP stood at more 
than 8%, with healthy growth 
in both real estate and tourism. 
However, just the following year, 
growth plummeted to less than 1% 
and has fluctuated near a baseline 
of 2% since. During 2016, GDP grew 
1.8%. It is forecast to grow 2.2% for 

the current year, the World Bank 
projected.

Part of the Lebanese economy’s 
collapse can be attributed to the ar-
tificial inflation of certain sectors, 
particularly property. Once the ef-
fects of the Syrian war spilled over, 
the outcome was assured.

Ghobril noted the effect of a se-
ries of domestic political shocks on 
the economy, such as the forced 
resignation of Prime Minister Saad 
Hariri in January 2011, which dealt 
body blows to the country’s finan-
cial health. (Hariri regained his po-
sition as prime minister in Decem-
ber 2016.)

It would also be wrong to assume 
that Lebanon’s infrastructure and 
social structures were thriving pri-
or to hostilities in Syria. Further to 
its over-reliance on a few economic 
sectors, were the country’s weak 
public finances, a broken down 
state-run power company, subpar 
telecoms and internet quality and a 
lack of rubbish collection.

“All these problems existed be-
fore the Syrian war but the struc-
tural imbalance of the Lebanese 
economy made for a situation in 
which deepening local economic 
problems became inevitable from 
the crisis next door,” said Ghobril.

A variety of key economic indica-
tors, such as consumer confidence, 
the Purchasing Managers Index 
and housing and apartment sales, 
remain weak in Lebanon. There is 
no indication of an upturn soon or 
any realistic expectation that the 
Syrian war will come to a sudden 
and peaceful halt and ease the eco-
nomic pressure on the Levant.

Timothy Kinahan Maloy is a
contributor to The Arab Weekly and 
deputy editor and correspondent at 
An-Nahar English.

Deepening problems. A street hosting banks and financial institutions, known as Banks Street in 
Beirut central district.                                                                                                                                              (Reuters)

A variety of key 
economic indicators, 
such as consumer 
confidence and 
housing and apartment 
sales, remain weak in 
Lebanon. 

Lebanon’s economy 
has traditionally relied 
upon a combination of 
property investment 
and tourism to fuel 
growth. 

Timothy Kinahan Maloy
Once the law 
becomes fact, the 
additional 
expenditure is going 
to increase the 
strain on Lebanon’s 
stretched finances.
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Egypt struggles to curb rampant population growth

Divorces rising to 
record high in Jordan

Cairo

E 

gypt has begun an effort 
to convince citizens to 
have smaller families, 
as rampant population 
growth in the country of 

93 million is projected to reach 128 
million by 2030.

“This is very dangerous because 
the population can reach a stage 
that would see the government 
failing to satisfy the needs of the 
people,” warned Deputy Health 
Minister Maysa Shawky, who is 
responsible for national family 
planning policies. “Reducing the 
population growth is not optional 
anymore.”

The National Population Council, 
an agency within Egypt’s Health 
Ministry, launched the programme 
August 1, with a target of married 
couples limiting their number of 
children to two. That is no easy feat 
in a country where many families, 
especially poorer households, tend 
to have a large number of children.

The council is offering free con-
traceptives, including birth control 
pills, and fertility-lowering medi-
cations at almost 6,000 state-run 
clinics. The programme will cost 
Cairo $7.5 million and analysts said 
that, if it reduces predicted popula-
tion growth, it will be worth every 
penny.

The campaign will involve health 
specialists travelling to Egypt’s 
countryside to talk about reducing 
population growth.

“This is a comprehensive cam-

paign that will reach citizens eve-
rywhere,” Shawky said. “Every-
body must cooperate in achieving 
the goals of the campaign if we re-
ally want a better future.”

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi last May said: “Population 
growth is a big issue and is a chal-
lenge no less dangerous than the 
challenge of terrorism.”

Egypt’s economy is growing at 
less than 4% a year and analysts 
said this is insufficient to keep pace 
with projected population growth.

“Population growth is turning 

into an impediment to economic 
development,” warned Amr Has-
sanein, an economics professor 
at Cairo University. “Economic 
growth aims primarily to achieve 
economic welfare for the people 
but this welfare will never be real-
ised in a country that struggles to 
feed its population.”

The government is enlisting the 
help of Egypt’s religious estab-
lishment, with a new centralised 
Friday-sermon system in which 
imams across the country on Au-
gust 4 dedicated their Friday ser-

mon to discussing population 
growth.

Religious Endowments Minister 
Sheikh Mohamed Mokhtar Gomaa, 
whose ministry dictates the topics 
of the sermons, told those pray-
ing at a mosque in Cairo that fam-
ily planning had become a “neces-
sity.”

“The strength of countries is 
not measured by the number of 
their population but by the health 
standards, education and the wel-
fare of this population,” Gomaa 
said.

Birth control and family planning 
as concepts have often brushed 
aside as irreligious by some reli-
gious leaders and scholars.

“These are real impediments 
on the road of the success of any 
family planning campaigns in the 
future,” said Hatem Hassan, a fam-
ily planning consultant at the Na-
tional Population Council. “The 
success of these campaigns will 
primarily be achieved by address-
ing misconceptions about birth 
control and shattering the religious 
stigma in this regard.”

Amman

R 

ula, now 23, lived a love 
story that led to marriage 
with the usual vows to 
love and cherish each 
other for life, build a 

family and grow old together. The  
couple’s happiness together was 
short-lived, however. They di-
vorced one year later, joining the 
growing number of divorced people 
in Jordan.

The number of divorces in Jordan 
has rocketed with about 22,000 cas-
es registered in 2016, up from 1,000 
in 2011, a record high, Jordan’s De-
partment of Statistics (DoS) said.

Being labelled as a divorcee or a 
single mother in a patriarchal and 
conservative society, such as Jor-
dan’s and many other Arab coun-
tries’, is a heavy burden. Despite 
being alienated, many women, in-
cluding Rula, eventually appreciate 
their freedom over staying in an un-
happy marriage.

“First, I could not face the fact 
that I am divorced and I had very 
sad moments when I regretted even 
having met him (her former hus-
band) but it happened and I could 
not live with him anymore because 
he became a different person, a 
stranger and a monster with an ap-
petite to control,” Rula said.

“I knew how our society thinks 
and I did not care but I suffered 
and still suffer from the way people 
around me looked at me.”

DoS figures indicated that wom-
en aged 21-25 had the highest num-
ber of divorces in 2016 in Jordan 
with 6,213 cases, followed by ages 
30-40 with 4,970 cases and 3,584 
for women aged 26-29. DoS statis-
tics also showed that one out of 
four marriages broke up after one 
year in 2015.

“Of course, we have a big problem 
in the marriage institution starting 
with choosing the wrong partner 
and basing your life on dreams and 
illusions. Couples need to be real-
istic and aware that life is not easy 
and that joining two different peo-
ple under one roof has its implica-
tions,” said Lubna Tawil, a lawyer.

“As long as the couples under-
stand their duties towards building 
a family then everything can work 
smoothly; each has his/her respon-
sibilities and it is common knowl-
edge now that life is becoming re-
ally hard and both should work to 
secure a good living for themselves 
and their kids, which means shar-
ing duties and work at home as 
well… Problems start when there is 
no understanding of shared respon-
sibilities,” she added.

Bad financial situations, physi-
cal and verbal abuse, extramarital 
affairs, extended family [members] 
meddling in the couple’s lives and 
incompatibility are among the com-
mon causes cited for divorce in Jor-
dan, as they tend to be elsewhere.

“In one case, a man divorced 
his wife during Ramadan be-
cause he simply did not like what 
she cooked. In another a woman 
asked for divorce after discovering 

that her husband is very active on  
Facebook with his female friends,” 
Tawil said.

Incompatibly and different inter-
ests between couples can be a seri-
ous problem, divorced business-
man Ammar Sanoqrot points out.

“I found it hard to have a clever 
conversation with my ex-wife as 
her knowledge about certain things 
that interest me was almost zero. I 
could not believe that underneath 
this beauty there is someone who 
only cares about spending money 
and going out,” he said.

“Problems started to appear and 
got worse. So, we decided that di-
vorce was the only solution and 
thank God we ended everything 
before having any children,” the 
38-year-old added.

Marriage counselling is not com-
mon in Jordan as families tend to 
intervene to try to mend fences

Mohammad, a pseudonym as he 
did not want his real name used, 
said he paid a heavy price for his 
tumultuous divorce.

“The court decided that I can see 
my son at the police station, so you 

can imagine the impact of this on a 
6-year-old kid. I had to comply for 
years to such a condition because 
my ex-wife wanted to take revenge 
after divorce,” said Mohammad, 
who has married again and has ad-
ditional children.

While divorce cases increased, 
there were more weddings as well. 
In 2016, there were 82,000 mar-
riages in Jordan up from 65,000 in 
2011.

Roufan Nahhas is a journalist 
based in Jordan.

Amr Emam

Roufan Nahhas

Few options. 
Egyptian 4-year-
old quintuplets and 
their 7-year-old 
sister at their home 
in Madinet el-Salam 
on the outskirts of 
Cairo.                     (AP)

Jordanian women aged 
21-25 had the highest 
number of divorces in 
2016 with 6,213 cases.

Difficult way out. The Sharia Court in Amman where most divorce cases are pronounced.  (Roufan Nahhas)

Demographics

The country of 93 
million is projected 
to reach 128 million 
by 2030.



21August 13, 2017

Baghdad

A 

bdallah, Mariam and 
Rahma are younger 
than 1 year old and their 
identities are unknown. 
They were rescued from 

the rubble as Iraqi forces battled 
to wrest control of Mosul’s old city 
from Islamic State (ISIS) militants. 
The three toddlers were given 
names at the orphanage where tens 
of children left orphaned by the 
9-month-long war to end ISIS’s con-
trol of Iraq’s second largest city are 
harboured.

“Scores of children have lost their 
parents in the intense bombard-
ment or in booby traps and suicide 
bombings perpetrated by ISIS. We 
have given them names to facilitate 
sorting them out until we can estab-
lish their identity and trace their kin 
to hand them over,” said Sukaina 
Mohamad Ali, the head of the Office 
of Women and Children in Nineveh 
province.

Ali, who also runs the biggest or-
phanage in Mosul, said the organi-
sation received children found by 
Iraqi forces in the debris and near 

dead bodies. “Most of them had no 
ID, so we don’t know who they are,” 
she said. “They were in a very pre-
carious state suffering from malnu-
trition and thirst.”

Among Mosul’s orphans, many 
are the children of foreign and lo-
cal ISIS fighters killed in battle. “We 
don’t know their exact number be-
cause they are dispersed in several 
refugee camps but there are at least 
600 of them staying in Hammam al 
Alil camp,” Ali said.

“We received 20 boys who ISIS 
kidnapped from their families to 
recruit in their children’s unit, the 
Fetiyen al Jinneh. They are aged 
8-11 and we were able to iden-
tify them and reunite them with  

their families.”
Some of the children at the or-

phanage were Yazidis held by ISIS. 
Others were Chechen or from dif-
ferent Arab nationalities and were 
taken to Baghdad. The orphanage is 
expecting 1,700 additional orphans 
in the next stage.

In addition, some 1,500 women 
married to slain ISIS fighters, in-
cluding ten who are pregnant, shel-
tered in al-Jadaa refugee camp, fear-
ing reprisals from locals, Ali said.

“The scale of social problems fac-
ing Iraq in post-ISIS areas is over-
whelming. Revenge acts can be ex-
pected by families who suffered at 
the hands of the militants no matter 
how much the government tries to 
prevent such acts,” she said.

While there is no government 
plan to deal with the problem, at-
tempts have been made to identify 
the children by posting photos on 
social media. “We used all possible 
means and we succeeded in iden-
tifying many, especially those aged 
between 6 and 8,” Ali said.

The children are sometimes har-
boured in private homes by fami-
lies, volunteer workers and individ-
uals such as Iraqi soldier Mohamad 
Saleh.

“While we were battling in the old 

city we discovered many children 
alone near the corpses of women. I 
took home a 3-year-old boy called 
Ahmad while his 1-year-old brother 
was transferred to a hospital in Er-
bil,” Saleh said.

“I posted Ahmad’s photo on so-
cial media, which allowed his un-
cles to identify him. They took him 
away after showing me papers prov-
ing their relationship.”

The near total absence of psy-
chological or psychiatric services 
that could treat the myriad traumas 
of war will make Iraq’s children an 
even more vulnerable generation.

Hamida Ramadhani, UNICEF’s 
deputy representative in Iraq, said 
the “children’s deep physical and 
mental scars” would take years and 
strong efforts to heal.

“Some 650,000 boys and girls, 
who have lived through the night-
mare of violence in Mosul, have 
paid a terrible price and endured 
many horrors over the past three 
years. The needs and the future of 
these children must remain a top 
priority in the weeks and months to 
come,” Ramadhani stated.

She said UNICEF has seen a con-
siderable increase in the number of 
extremely vulnerable unaccompa-
nied children arriving at medical of-

fices and reception areas. They are 
referred immediately to humanitar-
ian organisations so they can be as-
sisted and where possible reunified 
with their families.

Abir al-Jalabi, director of child-
care at the Ministry of Labour and 
Social Affairs, said the government 
does not have statistics on or-
phaned children in Mosul because 
of persisting unstable security in 
the city.

“We know for sure that the num-
ber is very big. The ministry has an-
ticipated the needs and equipped 
several orphanages in the city but 
we need to set up new facilities in 
view of the large numbers,” Jalabi 
said.

Khalaf al-Hadidi, a member of 
Mosul’s municipal council, ac-
knowledged that the issue of or-
phans is a complex matter that re-
quires local and international effort. 
“We need to learn from the experi-
ences of other countries that faced 
the same challenge. This necessi-
tates lots of resources, both finan-
cial and human, which Iraq is short 
of,” he said.

Oumayma Omar, based in Baghdad, 
is a contributor to the Culture and 
Society sections of The Arab Weekly.

Baghdad

I 

raqi officials are taking steps 
to stop sectarian writings from 
appearing in state-sponsored 
media outlets to bridge the 
country’s Sunni-Shia divide.

Lawmaker Haider al-Mawla, a 
member of the Culture and Media 
Committee in the Iraqi Parliament, 
asked the semi-official al-Sabah dai-
ly newspaper to stop commission-
ing authors with a sectarian agenda. 
The newspaper is part of Iraqi Me-
dia Net (IMN), which receives state 
funding.

A parliamentary committee has 
also asked that IMN deal with all Ira-
qis in the same manner, regardless 
of their faith or ethnic background. 
The committee requested that dif-
ferent political blocs and parties 

not interfere in IMN’s policies.
The moves are considered part of 

an effort to curb sectarianism that 
has plagued the country since the 
2003 US-led invasion but the timing 
is meant to capitalise on the mili-
tary victory over the Islamic State 
(ISIS) in Mosul. Many Iraqis fear 
that sectarian rhetoric from Sunnis 
or Shias gives ISIS ammunition that 
it needs to survive.

Some Shia writers called for Sun-
ni-majority Mosul to be governed 
locally by a Shia military governor, 
saying Sunni civilian officials are not 
trustworthy. Sunni writers claimed 
that Mosul’s landmark 12th-century 
Great Mosque of al-Nuri and its al-
Hadba (hunchback) minaret were 
deliberately destroyed up by the 
Shia-led Iraqi Army, not ISIS, as was 
reported.

Jumaa al-Hilfy, the editor of al-
Shabaka al-Iraqiya magazine, con-
fronted fellow Shia writers over 

their extremist views on social 
media. “Sectarianism is the most 
dangerous threat that Iraq faces,” 
Hilfy said. “We should confront it 
by legislating laws that criminalise 
sectarianism.”

Hilfy said a nationwide campaign 
against sectarianism was needed, 

one that had the support from the 
media and the clergy. “Sectarianism 
is more dangerous than Daesh,” he 
said, using an Arabic acronym for 
ISIS “because the latter declares 
its aims while sectarianism hides 
them.”

Journalist Nazik al-Arachi said 
she was sceptical that a law stamp-
ing out sectarianism in media plat-
forms would be enacted. “After 
April 2003, Iraqis lost their national 
identity so everybody began look-
ing for another identity, be it con-
fession, religion or tribe,” she said.

The task of combating sectarian-
ism might become even more diffi-
cult if candidates use the sectarian 
card to better their chances in the 
April 2018 election, Arachi said.

Nuha Omer, a Sunni journal-
ist who confronted extreme Sunni 
writers and bloggers online, said the 
problem is widespread. “Iraqi me-
dia outlets have become platforms 

for political and sectarian marketing 
and propaganda,” she said. “Writers 
and the journalists are also using 
social media platforms because of 
their strong effects on people.”

Fadhl Farajallah, a member of 
IMN board of trustees, said sectari-
anism is not widespread in the gov-
ernment-sanctioned body.

“We have no sectarian problems 
in the TV channels and the maga-
zine of IMN,” he said. “There were 
a few extreme sectarian writers and 
journalists who write in al-Sabah 
daily: They published sectarian 
posts on social media and we solved 
this problem by expelling them.”

He said the IMN “should work 
through a national medium to be a 
model in front of other media out-
lets, which are either owned by po-
litical parties or the private sector.”

Nermeen Mufti is an Iraqi journalist 
based in Baghdad.

Oumayma Omar

Precarious state. Iraqi children sit in a vehicle in Mosul’s western industrial district, on July 8.                                                                                                                                                    (AFP)                                   

Mosul’s orphans facing unknown fate

Iraq moves to curb sectarianism in the media

boys and girls lived 
through violence 
in Mosul over three 
years.

Some 
650,000

Society

Nermeen Mufti

Iraqi media outlets
have become platforms 
for political and sectarian 
marketing and 
propaganda.
Nuha Omer, a Sunni
journalist

Iraq
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R 

ising Palestinian stars Nai 
Barghouti and Mohamed 
Najem and Friends en-
chanted audiences across 
Britain with a blend of 

Arabic and jazz music during a tour 
that took them to North London’s 
historic Union Chapel, a live enter-
tainment venue and charity drop-
in centre for the homeless.

Using traditional Arab instru-
ments accompanied by the piano 
to produce a unique musical lan-
guage, the performers highlighted 
the Palestinians’ suffering under 
Israeli occupation in many of the 
songs. Part of their fee was donated 
to assist UNICEF’s work in Syria.

The double bill in London’s his-
toric Union Chapel began with a 
performance by Najem and Friends. 
Formed in 2016, the quartet — Na-
jem on clarinet and ney, Clément 
Prioul on piano, Thomas Julienne 
on bass and Baptiste Castets on 
drums — is popular in the Paris jazz 
scene and has appeared in festivals 
across France and in Gabon.

Najem described his first piece, 
“Instant Love,” composed in 2011, 
as a reflection of his feelings to-
wards the audience.

“From Bethlehem to Angers” 
and “Floor No. 4″ were said to re-
flect Najem’s personal experiences, 

which had deeply moved the sing-
er. Convinced that most people in 
the audience have never heard of 
Angers, a city in western France 
where he studied, Najem described 
its old town with timbered houses 
that were built in the 14th century. 
He said the smells of the old town 
reminded him of Bethlehem, his 
home town.

“Floor No. 4″ referred to Na-
jem’s time in Ramallah, where he 
lived for a year. In the evening, he 
could see the lights of Jaffa, a city 
close to the village of Al-Musheer, 
which was destroyed in 1948. “I got 
permission to go [to Al-Musheer] 
but I did not go as I wanted to re-
member it as my grandfather, who 
died three years ago, described it,” 
Najem said.

Barghouti thrilled the audience 
with a combination of her original 
compositions and new arrange-
ments of some of the best-known 
Palestinian and Arabic songs.

Barghouti, with flowing black 
hair, looked stunning in a long 
black dress. She was forceful, 
proud, dignified and defiant as she 
introduced her songs, which in-
cluded one about Palestinian refu-
gees yearning to return home and a 
song dedicated to every child in the 
world deprived of childhood due to 
war.

Her song “Pulse,” written a few 
months ago, was an experiment in 
using the voice as an instrument. 
“Stages of Love” was a tribute to 
her family, who accompanied her 
on her British tour.

Barghouti said she hoped to con-
vey the struggle of Palestinians liv-
ing under occupation and send a 
message that racism can never stop 
them from trying to reach their 
dreams.

“We have talent, we have beauty, 
we have art and we have strength,” 
she said. “No one can take that 

away from us, not even a wall of 
segregation. We are here today not 
only because our rights are being 
violated but also because of our 
music, [which is] our way of resist-
ance.”

Regarding the challenges fac-
ing musicians in the Palestinian 
territories, Barghouti said: “I was 
born and raised in Palestine but I 
am currently pursuing my jazz per-
formance studies in Amsterdam. I 
experienced living in Palestine as a 
musician and living abroad as one. 
The struggle is real (at home)!”

“The idea of not having to worry 
about checkpoints and being able to 
move freely between cities or even 
countries has become a dream rath-
er than a reality or a basic human 
right,” she said. “When planning 
certain activities in Palestine such 
as concerts, rehearsals or any other 
appointments, I always needed to 
be ready for a sudden checkpoint 
that might pop up somewhere on 
the road or some gas bombs that 
might be thrown at civilians or a 
stubborn, racist soldier who might 
refuse to let me pass through.

“I have been denied entry to Je-
rusalem, my city of birth, but thou-
sands of Palestinian refugees have 
been denied entry to Palestine as a 
whole, so who am I to complain?”

Barghouti performed in Britain 
last year with the Palestine Youth 
Orchestra, selling out at venues 
from Glasgow to London.  This 
year she returned with an all-star 
band that included musicians who 
performed with some of the most 
popular young Palestinian bands, 
including members of the Awan 
Quartet, Al Raseef and the Moham-
med Assaf Band, as well as her Am-
sterdam-based band with roots in 
Nigeria, South Korea and Tunisia.

Karen Dabrowska is an Arab 
Weekly contributor in London.

Rising Palestinian music stars 
delight London audience
Karen Dabrowska

C 

hina boasts of a few 
and so does Rus-
sia. Now, Iran has 
one as well: A state-
sponsored rap art-
ist to counter what 
the regime in Tehran 

perceives not only as a Western 
“cultural onslaught” against Iran’s 
traditional culture and values but 
as a Western plot to mobilise Iran’s 
youth against the regime.

The Islamic Republic may skil-
fully use rap music and Western 
culture to deflect attention from 
social problems in Iran but propa-
ganda alone is not likely to defuse 
the time bomb of youth dissatisfac-
tion against the regime in Tehran.

As Fars News Agency celebrated 
the anniversary of the establish-
ment of its subsidiary Fars Plus, a 
certain Amir-Hossein Maghsoud-
loo was the news agency’s guest of 
honour.

Fars News is no regular news 
agency: For all practical purposes, 
it serves as the mouthpiece of 
the Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps (IRGC). Nor is Maghsoudloo 
a regular guest of honour in Iran’s 
official media circles. Better known 
as Tataloo, he is a rap artist covered 
in tattoos, served two prison terms 
and boasts more than 4 million fol-
lowers on Instagram.

Tataloo, 33, began his career as 
an underground musician. Con-
certs and distribution of music in 
Iran require official permits from 
the Ministry of Culture and Islamic 
Guidance but, as with most musi-
cians of his kind, the regime toler-
ated Tataloo’s work.

However, as Radio Farda, the 
Persian-language branch of Radio 
Free Europe/Radio Liberty and Los 
Angeles-based Persian language 
media began broadcasting his 
music videos to Iran, the Justice 
Administration of Tehran charged 
Tataloo with “encouraging [moral] 
corruption” — Islamic Republic 
officialese for unspecified social 
activities disliked by the regime — 
and he served prison terms in 2013 
and 2016.

Within that period, Tataloo 
and the regime found each other. 
Perhaps to get a licence to give 

public concerts and distribute his 
music on the Iranian home market, 
Tataloo began producing music 
videos with nationalist and reli-
gious themes.

Famously, during Iran’s nuclear 
negotiations with the P5+1, Tataloo 
produced a music video — shot 
aboard Jamaran, an Iranian Navy 
destroyer — titled: “An Armed 
Persian Gulf is our Inalienable 
Right.” The video was released July 
13, 2015, the day before the parties 
reached the nuclear deal, and the 
title played on the regime’s mantra 
of “peaceful nuclear energy” being 
Iran’s “inalienable right.”

By that time, the regime — at 
least in public — tried to keep its 
distance from Tataloo. Admiral 
Habibollah Sayyari, the Iranian 
Navy chief, who had authorised 
filming of the music video aboard 
its destroyer, claimed ignorance 
of Tataloo’s “criminal record.” 
Tataloo for a few months avoided 
overt endorsement of the regime 
to preserve his street credibility as 
a rebellious rap artist who happens 
to be patriotic.

That approach did not work 
for long. Tataloo soon endorsed 
candidates Mohammad-Baqer 

Qalibaf and later Ebrahim Raeisi 
before the presidential election 
last May.
However, with angry fans disil-

lusioned with his being involved in 
partisan politics, on April 21 Tata-
loo released an audio message on 
his Telegram channel disclosing: “I 
don’t have good political insights… 
what I say about politics is inspired 
by what I hear from a good friend 
of mine who works at the IRGC 
intelligence [organisation] whose 
political insight is beneficial to me 
and others.” The audio message has 
been removed from Tataloo’s ac-
count but is available on YouTube.

The marriage of convenience 
between Tataloo and the regime or, 
in less generous terms, the IRGC 
taking advantage of a rap artist for 
propaganda purposes, is a clever 
move by the regime. The IRGC is ef-
fectively turning rap music, which 
it had perceived as a threat, into a 
propaganda tool.

There are limits to what propa-
ganda can do. In Iran, the real 
problems are youth unemploy-
ment, narcotics abuse, poverty, 
broken or dysfunctional families, 
prostitution, a corrupt political and 
economic culture and brain drain 
as talented young Iranians flee the 
country in pursuit of a better life.

These are the social ills for which 
the Islamic Republic must be held 
responsible and no amount of 
propaganda can deflect attention 
from it.

Iran regime 
using rap music
as propaganda tool

Ali Alfoneh

Concealing the 
face. Iranian rap 
artist Tataloo.       
                        (Instagram)

Original compositions. Palestinian artist Nai Barghouti.                                                                (Nini Productions)

The artists highlighted 
Palestinians’ suffering 
under Israeli 
occupation in many 
songs and musical 
compositions.

Music

The marriage of 
convenience 
between rap artist 
Tataloo and the 
regime is a clever 
move. 
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Beirut

A 

craze of summer festi-
vals is sweeping Leba-
non. From Beirut to By-
blos, Tyre, Beiteddine 
and Baalbek, diverse 

music events, dance performances 
and concerts kept the schedule of 
residents and visitors busy July 
through September.

In addition to the traditional 
international festivals featuring 
world-renowned artists, tens of 
smaller events were organised 
with the help of municipalities in 
towns and villages, on beaches 
and in mountain venues.

The highlight of this summer 
was UNITE with Tomorrowland, 
a premiere in Lebanon on July 29 
on the beach of Blatt near Byblos. 
Lebanon was chosen as one of 
among eight countries to “unite” 
with the Tomorrowland concert in 
a live broadcast of festivities from 
Belgium, where the event is at-
tended by hundreds of thousands 
of enthusiasts.

“Tomorrowland was a major 
cultural event that linked coun-
tries from different parts of the 
world offering great animation for 
the youth,” said Louis Daher, a mu-
nicipal council member of Blatt.

“Thousands of young people 
packed the place, including Arab 
youth from Jordan and the Gulf 
countries. They were dancing all 
night. It’s a great image for the 
country, especially given how tre-
mendous the platform of Tomor-
rowland is. It’s a great opportunity 
for those who can’t travel to Bel-
gium to enjoy the festival itself,” 
Daher said.

The event in Lebanon took 
place on a 600-metre-long beach 
set up with a large stage and a gi-
ant screen for the synchronised 
transmission in various locations 
— including Dubai, Spain, Malta, 
Germany, South Korea, Israel and 
Taiwan — united with Tomorrow-
land.

Thousands of fans packed into 
the big festivals’ venues, such as 
the Roman Temple of Bacchus in 
Baalbek near the Syrian border, 
undeterred by security operations 
to dislodge Syrian militants from 
Arsal further to the north.

The oldest music festival in the 
region, which this year celebrated 
the 60th anniversary of its “Leba-
nese Nights” concert, featured a 
wide array of Lebanese and global 
artists for six nights at its historic 
venue among Roman ruins in the 
Bekaa Valley.

“The ambiance and the attend-
ance have been generally good, 
even with the trouble in Arsal,” ob-
served festival committee member 
Elga Trad. “Many Lebanese expats 
planned their vacation in Leba-
non to coincide with the festival’s 
schedule.”

The festival, which has previ-
ously hosted music icons such 
as American jazz vocalist Ella 
Fitzgerald and British singer Sting, 
still attracts big names, including 

three-time Grammy award winner 
Angélique Kidjo, world-renowned 
trumpeter and composer Ibrahim 
Maalouf and French pianist group 
Trio Wanderer.

“They responded directly to our 
request,” Trad said. “The good 
reputation of the festival makes it 
easier to contract international art-
ists because they know what to ex-
pect when they come to Baalbek.

“We had a wide choice this 
year, which suited the taste of 
the young and older generations. 
However, we did not always have a 
full house because there are many 
festivals going on at the same time 
and the people cannot be every-
where, they had to choose. None-
theless, it was good.”

The Byblos International Festi-
val, which has taken place in the 
ancient Phoenician city of Byblos 
since 1998, is gaining as much pop-
ularity as more established festi-
vals in Baalbek and Beiteddine.

After a full-house opening by 
pop singer Sean Paul, the festival 
featured German alternative rock 
darlings Milky Chance, Lebanese-
born Spanish violin virtuoso Ara 
Malikian and French singer M. 
Pokora as part of his “My Way 
Tour” in tribute to the late French 
legend Claude François.

A special night was dedicated 
to celebrating the life and mas-
terpieces of performer Nasri 
Shamseddine and composer Phile-
mon Wehbe, two champions of the 
Lebanese folklore golden age.

“The festival is becoming very 
popular among all age groups and 
both francophone and anglophone 
audiences,” said Latifa Lakkis, 
head of the Byblos festival com-
mittee. “Each event has a special 
audience because every artist has 
his own identity and own public.”

Besides its famous festivals, 
Lebanon has an array of lesser 
known, small events in villages 
or on beaches or mountain camps 
that cater to different tastes.

Wickerpark Music Festival in the 
coastal town of Batroun in north-
ern Lebanon combines promising 
Lebanese talents with more estab-

lished and experienced bands and 
often features both local artists 
and foreign guests.

Lebanon started tuning to the 
beat on June 21 with Fête de la 
Musique, which, for 17 years, has 
kick-started Lebanon’s summer 
music festival schedule.

Beirut was the first foreign city 
to adopt the event, which was 
launched in France on June 21, 
1982. Organised and 
coordinated by the 
French Embassy’s 
Cultural Institute, 
Fête de la Musique sets 
up stages and concerts 
in parks and squares of 
the capital city. Fifteen 
other cities across the coun-
try joined in this year.

“The youth consider the fes-
tivals as a cultural heritage 
that is transmitted through 
generations and that they 
should continue. For them, 
Baalbek Festival should 
always exist because 
Baalbek is after all an 
emblem of Lebanon,” 
Trad said.

Samar Kadi is The 
Arab Weekly 
Travel and Soci-
ety sections 
editor.

Summer music festivals 
draw youth in Lebanon
Samar Kadi

Unite with 
Tomorrowland concert 
in Belgium, a premiere 
in Lebanon, was a 
highlight of the festival 
season.

The summer festivals in 
Lebanon catered to all tastes 
with opera, theatre, cinema 
and music ranging from clas-
sical to modern.  A series of 
diverse cultural events have 
succeeded in introducing and 
hosting a number of distin-
guished artists.

1- The audience at the 
Beiteddine International Art 
Festival were introduced to  
the beautiful voice of Pales-
tinian singer Omar Kamal (C) 
on July 1.  From the eternal 
repertoire of Frank Sinatra 
to the emotional hits of Arab 
legends, Kamal peformed a 
variety of genres in a number 
of languages and was accom-
panied by his Big Band and the 
Lebanese Orchestra.            (AFP)

2 - Pop legend Sean Paul ope-
ned the Byblos Festival on July 
3 with a blend of high-energy 
dance music and R&B hits. (AFP) 

3 - World-renowned trum-
peter and composer Ibrahim 
Maalouf performed on July 22 
at the Baalbek International 
Festival in Lebanon's eastern 
Bekaa Valley.                       (AFP)

4- Spanish tenor Jose Carreras 
performed a live concert at the 
Zahle International Festival 
in the eastern Bekaa valley on 
July 15. Carreras is known for 
his skill in performing the ope-
ras of Verdi and Puccini.      (AP)

5 - On July 9, Pakistani star 
Mahira Khan received the 

International Recognition 
Award for her contribution 

to the Pakistani enter-
tainment industry at 

the Beirut Internatio-
nal Awards Festi-

val (BIAF). The  
actress also 

won the Best 
Dressed 

Award.     
     (AFP)

World 
stars shine 
in Lebanon

1 2

3 4

5
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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

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 Tuni-
sia over a period of several weeks. 
It takes place at the Carthage 
Amphitheatre.

Hammamet: 
Through August 26

Hammamet, a Tunisian town 
on the northern edge of the Gulf 
of Hammamet, is the site of the 
53rd Hammamet International 
Festival. Concerts and plays are 
scheduled for more than a month.

Abu Dhabi: 
Through August 27

“The Lest We Forget Exhibi-
tion” presents a rich exploration 
of Emirati identity as conveyed 
through modes of adornment. 
The highly interactive art exhibi-
tion welcomes visitor contribu-
tion of objects, memories and 
reflections pertaining to Emirati 
adornment.

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.

Khouribga: 
September 9-16

Up to 14 feature films from 14 
countries will compete for the 
prestigious Grand Prix Sembene 
Ousmane of the African Cinema 
Festival. Launched in 1977, the 
Khouribga African Film Festival is 
one of the oldest film festivals in 
Morocco. The festival promotes 
film-making in Africa, highlights 
the art’s potential and strength-
ens exchange and cooperation 
between African producers.

Tangier: 
September 14-17

The 18th Tangier’s Jazz Festival 
features international and local 
jazz artists at one of Morocco’s 
premier cultural events. Over 
four days, visitors can attend free 
street performances, free dance 
courses and jazz concerts.

Manama: 
September 14-23

Alayam Cultural Fair is a suc-
cessful book sale event with 
the participation of celebrated 
publishing houses from the Arab 
region and other countries from 
around the world. The fair is 
accompanied by many exciting 
cultural activities.

Kelibia

A hill-top fortress, vis-
ible from afar, tow-
ers majestically over 
scattered buildings 
in Kelibia, beckon-

ing visitors to enjoy the wealth of 
nature and history in the beautiful 
coastal town. Only an hour’s drive 
east from Tunis, Kelibia is a peace-
ful fishing village with luscious, 
white, sandy beaches and a vibrant 
cultural life.

The town has a lot to offer visitors, 
particularly those looking to avoid 
crowded tourist areas elsewhere. Its 
well-preserved, natural beaches are 
perfect for a quiet getaway.

It is also an ideal spot for fresh 
seafood. Walking down the streets, 
visitors are sure to see an array of 
small motorbikes with yellow boxes 
on the back transporting the daily 
catch of fish from the port to restau-
rants. Early in the morning at the 
port, fishermen prepare their nets 
and boats set off to sea.

Situated near the tip of Tunisia’s 
north-eastern Cap Bon Peninsula, 
the town boasts of a history that 
dates to prehistoric times and in-
cludes Punic, Byzantine and Roman 
epochs.

“The town of Kelibia has wit-
nessed the alternation of many 
civilisations,” said Habib ben Bou-
baker, a professor of history and ge-
ography and a member of the Asso-
ciation of Safeguarding the Medina 
and Heritage of Kelibia. “There are 
even prehistoric ruins in the sur-
roundings of Kelibia. This is to say 
that the origins of the town are an-
cient, as it was the cradle for many 
civilisations.”

Much of the town’s history has 
yet to be discovered and excava-
tions continue to uncover more in-
formation on the area’s ancient civi-

lisations. Among the sites that have 
been discovered and preserved are 
churches that date to the Roman 
period.

In 2007, during construction to 
expand a youth hostel, a synagogue 
with a still-intact mosaic dating to 
the seventh century was discov-
ered, ben Boubaker said.

Another hallmark of Kelibia is 
the fortress. Built on a 150-metre 
rock formation, the fort dominates 
the Gulf of Cap Bon. Its oldest parts 
contain Roman elements, while 
the bulk of the fortress dates to the 
sixth century.

“The symbol of Kelibia is the fort 
that played an important role in 
both war and peace times. The fort 
was originally a military castle and 
has many other important ruins. 
There is so much that remains un-
discovered in the fort’s surrounding 
as it is still today a digging site for 
ruins,” said ben Boubaker.

“There were even the ruins of an 
entire village at the foot of the for-
tress that is still being studied and 
examined.”

Made up of square towers and 
accessible by a gate at the front, 
the fort contains characteristics of 
many civilisations, including Ro-
man military vestiges, a Byzantine 
church and Ottoman basins. Marked 
by a beautiful lighthouse, the fort 
provides a panoramic scene of the 
town. There are places on the fort 
where the Italian Island of Pantel-
leria, 70km from the northernmost 
tip of Kelibia, is visible.

Kelibia also offers clear waters 
and beautiful beaches that draw 
visitors from all over.

“The beautiful beaches, the scen-
ery and the relaxing atmosphere 
are all reasons that make Kelibia 
an attraction,” said Omar Jenhani, 
a founding member of the Cultural 
and Environmental Association of 
Kelibia.

“The beaches are one of the finest 
in the whole world. There is also a 

certain aspect of freedom that the 
town offers to its visitors.”

“The town is alive and active at 
night, which helps people enjoy 
their time and walk around feeling 
safe,” Jenhani added. “There are 
so many beautiful and undiscov-
ered places in Kelibia where one 
can enjoy the serenity of the beach 
with a view of the forest in the back-
ground.”

The town is renowned for an 
abundance of fish and its prominent 
fishing port. Kelibia is home to Tu-
nisia’s National Fishing School.

Cultural events are also part of 
Kelibia life. The International Film 
Festival of Kelibia marked its 32nd 
edition in August. The festival, or-
ganised by the Tunisian Federa-
tion of Amateur Film-makers, cel-
ebrates national and international 
alternative cinema with films from 
22 countries entered in the interna-
tional competition. The festival pro-
motes films tackling social, political 

and economic issues.
“Kelibia has a vibrant cultural 

scene with the International Ama-
teur Film Festival,” said ben Bou-
baker, adding that prominent 
cultural figures visit the town 
throughout the year.

“Kelibia was the capital of ma-
louf music and has one of the oldest 
musical groups that play this tradi-
tional music type,” he said. “This 
also made the town famous for its 
cultural role.”

Wherever one wanders in Keli-
bia, beauty and serenity are appar-
ent. Visitors can swim in the town’s 
world-renowned waters, savour 
fresh seafood and sip coffee in one 
of the many scattered beach cafés. 
It is a beautiful and relaxing desti-
nation that has maintained cultural 
and historical authenticity.

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and 
Culture contributor to The Arab 
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

Tunisia’s Kelibia, 
a peaceful fishing
town that offers 
perfect getaway
Roua Khlifi

Beach cafés in the coastal town of Kelibia.                                                                                                                                                     (The Tunisian Ministry of Tourism)

A historic site in the coastal town of Kelibia. 
                                                                                   (The Tunisian Ministry of Tourism)

A view of the coastal town of Kelibia.           (The Tunisian Ministry of Tourism)

A view of the Kelibia Fort by night.                                                    (The Tunisian Ministry of Tourism)A view of the coastal town from the site of the Kelibia Fort.      (The Tunisian Ministry of Tourism)


