
Saudi leaders bestow legitimacy on 
potential contender to Qatari throne, 
show loss of confidence in Sheikh Tamim

Tunisian leader’s gender equality proposals
spark debate about religion and rights of women

Tunis

T 

unisian President Beji 
Caid Essebsi has sparked 
a heated debate not only 
about the rights of wom-
en but also about the 

margin of manoeuvre that a Mus-
lim leader has in matters related to 
religion and society.

Although Ennahda, Tunisia’s 
main Islamist party, refrained 
from taking a stand, religious con-
servatives rejected Caid Essebsi’s 
announcement August 13 that he 
would seek reforms towards insti-
tuting gender equality in matters of 
inheritance and allowing women to 
marry non-Muslims.

Tunisian political leaders since 

independence have considered the 
issues too religiously sensitive to 
try to address.

As expected, the debate did not 
stop at Tunisia’s borders.

Al-Azhar, the Cairo-based insti-
tution that is the most prominent 
authority on Sunni Islam, joined 
the fray, ruling against gender 
equality in inheritance. Without 
mentioning Tunisia, a statement 
by al-Azhar said the concept of 
equal inheritance was “against  
Islamic teachings.”

A more extreme reaction came 
from the President of Egypt’s Na-
tional Opposition Political Coun-
cil Adel al-Samouli, who appealed 
for Saudi Arabia to take an official 
stand against Tunisia. He specifi-
cally called for imposing sanctions 
against the North African country.

Some in Tunisia tried to contain 
reactions in the Arab world by bill-
ing Caid Essebsi’s move as a purely 
domestic initiative.

“Caid Essebsi’s proposals are 
of interest to the Tunisian people 
only,” said Borhen Bsaies, an offi-
cial from the ruling Nidaa Tounes 
party.

There was, however, no curtail-
ing of the ripple effects at home 
or in the region. In Morocco, the 
Tunisian president’s initiatives 
revived a debate among civil  
society groups on gender equality 

and inheritance.
The President of Morocco’s Fed-

eration of the Democratic League 
for Women’s Rights Fouzia Assouli 
said “experts agree on the outdated 
nature of the current inheritance 
laws.”

In Egypt, women’s organisations 
welcomed Caid Essebsi’s initiatives 
while highlighting the differences 
between the social contexts in Tu-
nisia and Egypt.

The moves of the Tunisian presi-
dent are “progressive and enlight-
ening but it is difficult to imple-
ment them in Egypt as the issue of 
inheritance remains quite contro-
versial,” said Ambassador Mervat 
Tallawy, director-general of the 
Arab Women’s Organisation.

Iman Zayat is the Managing Editor 
of The Arab Weekly.

London

S 

audi leaders have had high-
profile talks with a key 
member of a disgruntled 
wing of Qatar’s royal fam-
ily, signalling a loss of con-

fidence in Emir Sheikh Tamim bin 
Hamad al-Thani. The talks have also 
been interpreted as an attempt to 
bestow legitimacy on an alternative 
interlocutor to Qatari rulers.

Qatari Sheikh Abdullah bin Ali 
bin Abdullah bin Jassem al-Thani 
met with Saudi leaders in Jeddah 
and Tangier. Sheikh Abdullah is the 
brother of Sheikh Ahmed bin Ali 
al-Thani, who was overthrown in 
1972 by a cousin, Sheikh Khalifa bin 
Hamad al-Thani, the grandfather of 
Sheikh Tamim.

Initial talks between Sheikh Ab-
dullah and Saudi Crown Prince Mo-

hammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz 
in Jeddah were said to focus on en-
suring access for Qatari pilgrims to 
Muslim holy sites during the haj. 
Doha had alleged restrictions had 
been placed on citizens wishing to 
perform the pilgrimage, triggering 
speculation that it might be consid-
ering support for internationalisa-
tion of the annual pilgrimage.

Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-
Jubeir said any calls for internation-
alising the pilgrimage were tanta-
mount to a “declaration of war.”

The Jeddah talks led to a deci-
sion by King Salman bin Abdulaziz 
Al Saud to open the land border be-
tween Saudi Arabia and Qatar and 
send aeroplanes to Doha to pick up 
Qatari pilgrims and host them at his 
expense.

On August 16, a day after his 
meeting with the Saudi crown 
prince, Sheikh Abdullah travelled to 
Tangier to meet with King Salman, 
who is vacationing in Morocco.

In tweets following the meeting, 
Sheikh Abdullah thanked King Sal-
man for “accepting his mediation” 
on the haj issue and hinted at a wid-
er role he could continue to play in 
the future.

Based on a request, which he said 
he had made to the king, “an opera-
tions room staffed by Saudis will be 
created to take care of the Qataris’ 
affairs and will be under my own 
supervision considering the sever-
ing of ties,” he said.

Saudi media, which welcomed 
the role of Sheikh Abdullah, extolled 
the virtues of his branch of the Tha-
ni family, saying its members are 
“known for their good governance 
and administration of the coun-
try and good diplomatic relations 
with neighbouring countries in the 

last century.”
The talks between the Saudi 

leadership and the special role that 
Sheikh Abdullah is trying to take on 
— as a mediator on all issues of con-
cern to Qataris and not just as a haj 
facilitator — led official Gulf sources 
to describe the Saudi-Qatari con-
tacts outside the official realm as a 
turning point  in the stand-off be-
tween Doha and the Saudi-led Arab 
bloc of countries since the start of 
the boycott against Qatar in June.

The highly publicised meetings 
with Sheikh Abdullah fuelled spec-
ulation about the possibility that 
Saudi leaders are grooming the Qa-
tari royal figure for a role in a regime 
change scenario in Doha, especially 
given that Sheikh Abdullah’s branch 
of the Thani family considers itself 
better positioned and more entitled 
to rule Qatar than the branch of the 
current emir.

Gulf leaders have said they are 
promoting “policy change” and not 

“regime change.”
Considering traditional Gulf re-

gion dynamics, other Gulf capitals 
that are supportive of the Saudi-led 
boycott of Qatar are likely to pick up 
on Riyadh’s cue and possibly start 
dealing with Sheikh Abdullah as an 
alternative to Qatari rulers.

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

An operations room 
staffed by Saudis will be 
created to take care of 
the Qataris’ affairs and 
will be under my own 
supervision considering 
the severing of ties.
Qatari Sheikh Abdullah 
bin Ali bin Abdullah bin 
Jassem al-Thani
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K 

uwaiti authorities ar-
rested 13 members of 
the Hezbollah-affiliated 
Abdali cell who had 
been missing since July. 

The suspects were convicted, most 
in absentia, of weapons smuggling 
and spying for Iran’s Islamic Revo-
lutionary Guards Corps (IRGC)  
and Lebanon’s Hezbollah move-
ment to carry out “hostile acts” in 
Kuwait.

Kuwait’s Interior Ministry an-
nounced the capture of 12 suspect-
ed members of the cell in differ-
ent parts of the country. Security 
services arrested another person a 
day later and a search for two other 
individuals continued. A total of 25 
Kuwaiti nationals and an Iranian 
had been charged in the case.

Lebanese Prime Minister Saad 
Hariri, on an official visit to Ku-
wait, pledged his country’s sup-
port in countering the Hezbollah 
cell.

“We clearly said that we con-
demn what happened regarding 
Abdali cell and that Lebanon is 
prepared to cooperate, with all its 
apparatus, to end this issue.” Hariri 
said in a statement after meeting 

with Kuwaiti Emir Sheikh Sabah 
Ahmad al-Jaber al-Sabah.

“There is a great Kuwaiti resent-
ment towards it and they are right 
about it and we in Lebanon will co-
operate on this issue,” Hariri said.

Hariri’s Future Movement party, 
earlier in August, slammed Hez-
bollah for its involvement in the 
Abdali case, warning that it could 
compromise relations with Kuwait 
and other countries in the Gulf Co-
operation Council (GCC). In 2016, 
Kuwait and other GCC members 
expelled a significant number of 
Lebanese nationals over alleged 
links to Hezbollah.

“We are here to express our con-
demnation of the findings of the 
three-year trial of the Abdali cell, 
which proved that some ‘Hezbol-
lah’ members were part of it,” the 
Future Movement said in a state-
ment after its delegation met with 
Kuwait’s ambassador to Lebanon.

Lebanon’s Interior Ministry 
vowed to cooperate with Kuwaiti 
officials. Iran-sponsored Hezbol-
lah denied having any affiliation 
with the terror cell.

Kuwait logged an official com-
plaint in July with the Lebanese 
government, asking it to “assume 
its responsibilities towards irre-
sponsible practices by Hezbollah” 
and take measures to deter “hei-
nous” practices by the Iran-spon-

sored group.
Following a meeting with Hariri, 

Kuwaiti Deputy Foreign Minister 
Khaled al-Jarallah said Kuwaiti of-
ficials requested Beirut keep them 
informed on measures taken to 
fend off those trying to undermine 
Kuwait’s security and stability.

The Abdali case has also been a 
sore point in Kuwaiti-Iranian rela-
tions, despite Kuwait’s traditional 
role as a regional mediator and 
peace broker. On July 20, Kuwaiti 
officials closed Iran’s cultural mis-
sion and military offices and re-
quested the Iranian Embassy re-
duce its diplomatic mission from 

19 representatives to four.
Tehran blamed the diplomatic 

spat on an “American-Zionist” con-
spiracy.

Iran reacted harshly to recent 
developments in the Abdali case, 
with the Iranian Embassy in Kuwait 
filing an official complaint against a 
local publication for stating it was 
connected to the Abdali terror cell.

The Abdali cell was uncovered in 
August 2015 during a major security 
campaign to crack down on sleeper 
networks nationwide. The cam-
paign was initiated after a bombing 
attack on the Shia Imam as-Sadiq 
Mosque. Kuwaiti authorities found 

large quantities of weapons hidden 
on farmland linked to the group 
and in three other houses across 
the country, including 19 tonnes 
of ammunition, 14 kilograms of 
explosives, rocket-propelled gre-
nades, 204 grenades and electric 
detonators.

Kuwaiti investigators said the 
weapons were smuggled from Iran 
by sea. The cell’s ringleader was 
convicted of meeting with Iranian 
officials at their diplomatic mission 
in Kuwait, as well as with Iranian 
officials in Tehran, including IRGC 
representatives, to facilitate the 
smuggling of weapons.

London

Q 

atari statements char-
acterised as politicising 
the annual haj were neu-
tralised by Saudi Arabia 
after Riyadh opened its 

border crossing with Qatar to al-
low pilgrims the option of reaching 
Mecca by land.

In addition to opening the Salwa 
crossing, Saudi King Salman bin Ab-
dulaziz Al Saud directed the king-
dom to send aeroplanes to Qatar to 
transport Qatari pilgrims to the haj 
at the king’s expense.

King Salman acted after talks 
in Jeddah between Qatari Sheikh 
Abdullah bin Ali bin Abdullah bin 
Jassem al-Thani and Saudi Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz.

The Saudi-funded Al Arabiya sat-
ellite news channel reported that 
Sheikh Abdullah is the brother of 

Sheikh Ahmed bin Ali al-Thani, 
who was overthrown in 1972 by his 
cousin, Sheikh Khalifa bin Hamad 
al-Thani, grandfather of the current 
Emir Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad al-
Thani.

The profile said Sheikh Abdul-
lah’s branch of Thani family was 
“known for their good governance 
and administration of the country, 
and good diplomatic relations with 
neighbouring countries in the last 
century” and highlighted the fam-
ily’s domestic achievements and 
initiatives.

Whether the meeting and deci-
sion to open the border crossing are 
forms of endorsement by the Saudi 
government was unclear. However, 
official Gulf sources, speaking on 
the condition of anonymity, de-
scribed the meeting between Crown 
Prince Mohammed and Sheikh Ab-
dullah as a “turning point” in the 
stand-off between Doha and the 
quartet of countries that estab-
lished a boycott against Qatar.

The sources said the Saudis’ an-

nouncement regarding the opening 
of the border crossing and the king 
hosting Qatari pilgrims indicate Ri-
yadh’s lack of faith in Sheikh Tamim 
and its preference for Sheikh Abdul-
lah as their link to the Qatari people.

The sources added that the ac-
ceptance of Sheikh Abdullah as the 
mediator between Qatar and Saudi 
Arabia points to the “courageous 
nature” of the man, who is not re-
served about wishing to play a posi-
tive role in remedying the crisis.

A day after his meeting with the 
crown prince, Sheikh Abdullah trav-
elled to Tangier and met with King 
Salman, who is vacationing in Mo-
rocco, to personally thank him for 
hosting Qatari pilgrims.

The decision by Saudi Arabia to 
host them was extensively covered 
and lauded by the Saudi media and 
prominent Gulf officials.

King Salman’s decision is “some-
thing no other Muslim country 
received before, even in normal 
circumstances,” wrote Bahraini 
Foreign Minister Khalid bin Ahmed 

al-Khalifa on his official Twitter 
account. Emirati State Minister 
for Foreign Affairs Anwar Gargash 
praised Saudi Arabia in a tweet and 
said that “the noise Qatar is mak-
ing and its attempts to politicise haj 
should end after King Salman’s gen-
erous, patient initiative.”

Saudi Arabia has consistently re-
jected politicisation of the haj, the 
largest annual gathering of Muslims 
around the world.

The stand-off between Qatar and 
its Gulf neighbours began June 5 
when Saudi Arabia, the United Arab 
Emirates, Bahrain and Egypt cut 
diplomatic ties with Doha because 
of what they described as Qatar’s 
continued interference in their 
countries’ internal affairs and its 
support for radical groups such as 
Hamas, the Taliban and the Muslim 
Brotherhood, charges that Doha de-
nies.

A list of 13 demands issued by the 
quartet of countries must be met by 
Doha for negotiations to begin, the 
countries have said.

Kuwait arrests 13 fugitives in Iran-linked terror case

Saudis facilitate access to Qatari pilgrims, 
seem to endorse challenger to Tamim

Mohammed Alkhereiji

Changed game. Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz (R) meeting with Qatari envoy Sheikh Abdullah bin Ali bin Jassim al-Thani in Jeddah, on August 16. (SPA)

The Arab Weekly staff

Iranian connection. A handout picture shows 12 men arrested by Kuwaiti authorities.                        (AFP)

The noise Qatar is 
making and its attempts 
to politicise haj should 
end after King Salman’s 
generous, patient
initiative.

Emirati State Minister
for Foreign Affairs
Anwar Gargash
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R 

approchement efforts 
by Iraq and Gulf heavy-
weights Saudi Arabia and 
the United Arab Emir-
ates are gathering pace, 

with influential Iraqi Shia cleric 
Muqtada al-Sadr making a surprise 
visit to Abu Dhabi, and Riyadh and 
Baghdad announcing the launch of 
a joint trade commission.

The Emirati news agency said 
Sadr was hosted by Abu Dhabi 
Crown Prince Sheikh Mohammed 
bin Zayed al-Nahyan on August 
13. UAE officials stressed the im-
portance of the stability and pros-
perity of Iraq during the talks and 
discussed Sadr’s aspiration for Iraq 
to play its natural role in the Arab 
arena, the news agency reported.

“Experience has taught us to al-
ways call for what brings Arabs and 
Muslims together and to reject the 
advocates of division,” Sheikh Mo-
hammed said.

A day after Sadr’s meeting in 
Abu Dhabi, he met with Iraqi Sunni 
scholar Ahmad al-Kubaisi, who 
was exiled from Iraq in 1998 during 
the Saddam Hussein era. The two 
religious leaders discussed events 
in Iraq and stressed the importance 
of “Islamic and Arab unity” to com-
bat extremism, Abu Dhabi-based 
the National newspaper reported.

These developments are viewed 
as a significant Arab breakthrough 
regarding Iraq while Sadr’s new-
found openness to Saudi Arabia 
and the United Arab Emirates 
raised concerns in Tehran. The 
religious political parties in Iraq af-
filiated with the Islamic Republic 
are looking for ways to respond to 
Sadr’s unprecedented visits and are 
manoeuvring within parliament so 
as to block further rapprochement 
overtures, sources following the 
situation said.

The Qatar-based Al Jazeera net-
work reported that Iraqi Interior 
Minister Qasim al-Araji said Saudi 
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Sal-
man bin Abdulaziz had asked Iraq 
to mediate between Riyadh and 
Tehran. The news outlet reported 
Araji as saying:  “Mohammed bin 
Salman requested me officially for 
Iraq’s mediation between Iran and 
Saudi Arabia to reduce tensions.”

Both Saudi Arabia and the Iraqi 

government called the report a fab-
rication.

Araji also denied the remarks 
attributed to him. On Twitter, the 
hashtag “Iraq denies mediation” 
was trending in Qatar and Saudi 
Arabia, with many users express-
ing relief over the denial.

For the first time since relations 
were severed in the early 1990s, 
Saudi Arabia and Iraq plan on reo-
pening the Arar border crossing for 
trade. A joint trade commission be-
tween the two countries is also in 
the works. Iraqi Oil Minister Jabar 
Ali al-Luaibi called the moves sig-

nificant steps towards cementing 
and developing bilateral ties be-
tween the two fraternal states, the 
pan-Arab daily Asharq Al-Awsat re-
ported.

The drive to improve relations 
began to pick up in February 
when Saudi Foreign Minister Adel 
al-Jubeir made a surprise visit to 
Baghdad, the first by a major Saudi 
official since 1990 when relations 
soured with the Iraqi invasions of 
fellow Gulf Cooperation Council 
member Kuwait.

Jubeir’s visit was followed in 
June with a trip to Saudi Arabia 

by Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi, who hailed Iraqi-Saudi rap-
prochement during his time in Ri-
yadh.

Saudi Arabia had reopened its 
embassy in Baghdad in 2015. It had 
been shuttered for 25 years.

In another sign of efforts to im-
prove relations between the two 
countries, Iraqi Shia cleric Ammar 
al-Hakim is to visit Saudi Arabia in 
the near future.

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

London

T 

he governor of the Iraqi 
city of Basra fled to Iran 
following allegations 
of corruption levelled 
against him by the coun-

try’s anti-corruption body.
Local media reports were con-

flicted on the whereabouts of Majid 
al-Nasrawi after he resigned. Some 
speculated he travelled to Saudi Ara-
bia to perform the haj while others 
suggested that he went to Australia, 
as he holds Australian citizenship in 
addition to his Iraqi nationality.

Later reports, citing people close 
to Nasrawi and officials, said he was 
in Iran. Iraq’s Integrity Commission 
called on the Foreign Ministry to ask 
Tehran to repatriate Nasrawi. It re-
mains unclear whether Iraq will re-
quest the handing over of Nasrawi.

Judicial sources cited in the Iraqi 
media said there is no court order 
against Nasrawi but his son and pri-
vate secretary were banned from 
travel as there are arrest warrants 
against them regarding corruption 
allegations.

Local media reports speculated 
that Nasrawi’s son, Mohamed Baqer, 
also an Australian citizen, fled to 
Australia but there hasn’t been of-
ficial confirmation regarding his 
whereabouts.

“[Nasrawi] can travel wherever 
he likes as long as there are no legal 
obstacles,” a politician close to the 
former Basra governor, who did not 
wish to be identified, told Reuters. 
He dismissed the allegations against 
Nasrawi as being politically moti-
vated.

In his resignation speech, Nasrawi 
said he was stepping down to allow 
progress to take place in Basra be-
cause the campaign against him was 
harming the city.

“I will provide my support and 
advice to the newly elected figure 
(for the post of governor) until the 
construction projects for Basra are 
completed,” he told a gathering in 
the southern oil-rich city.

“I will be near the Iraqi judiciary, 
as a citizen and not as a governor, 
to facilitate its procedures and I 
will comply with any request made 
by it,” he said in the speech, which 
was recorded by mobile phone cam-
eras and shared on social media. 
Nasrawi has not appeared in public  

since that speech.
Iraq’s Integrity Commission called 

on the judiciary to issue an order 
banning Nasrawi from travel as they 
saw him as a flight risk but the inves-
tigating judge declined, citing lack 
of sufficient evidence against the 
former governor.

Nasrawi’s flight angered many 
Iraqis, who accuse Tehran of being 
behind many of Iraq’s woes. There 
have been attempts from within 
the government and by influen-
tial politicians to open more to the 
country’s Arab Gulf neighbours in 
an apparent bid to loosen Iran’s grip 
on Iraq.

Corruption allegations, however, 
are not levelled exclusively against 
Shia politicians linked to Iran. Sun-
ni and Kurdish figures have also  

been implicated.
There were reports of an arrest 

warrant being issued against Anbar 
province Governor Suhaib al-Rawi, 
a Sunni Arab, for failing to appear 
before a court hearing. Rawi was 
convicted of wasting public funds 
but he had asked for a pardon and 
promised to repay the wasted 
amount of money. His whereabouts 
remain unknown.

Iraq’s parliament, meanwhile, 
ended its interrogation of acting 
Trade Minister Salman al-Jumali 
— also a Sunni Arab — over corrup-
tion allegations, after 104 out of 202 
members voted that they were con-
vinced by Jumali’s answers.

Iraq’s northern Kurdistan region 
had witnessed mass demonstra-
tions against the alleged corruption 
of the Kurdish authorities who are 
in charge there.

Iraq ranks 166th out of 176 coun-
tries in Transparency Internation-
al’s “Corruption Perceptions Index.” 
Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi 
had promised to crack down on cor-
ruption but its ills appear too wide-
spread to be contained.

The head of Iraq’s Integrity Com-
mission Hassan al-Yasiri said the 
anti-corruption body has been mak-

ing a lot of progress in the past two 
years.

Since 2016, the commission in-
vestigated and passed on to the 
judiciary nearly 9,000 cases, Ya-
siri told Al-Hurra satellite television 
channel. “In the first half of 2017, 
we have had 880 arrest orders… 
(and during the same period) we 
have managed to stop the waste of 
1 trillion Iraqi dinars (approximately  
$857,000),” he said.

The country’s rampant corrup-
tion is among the reasons cited that 
led to the success of Islamic State 
(ISIS) militants in taking over Mo-
sul in 2014 before being ousted in a 
nine-month military campaign that 
cost the lives of 1,200 Iraqi forces 
and an unknown number of civil-
ians.

ISIS remains in control of several 
areas in Iraq, including Tal Afar in 
Nineveh province, whose capital 
is Mosul. Iraqi and US war planes 
launched air strikes against ISIS po-
sitions in Tal Afar ahead of a ground 
offensive, leading thousands of ci-
vilians to flee their homes.

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

Iraqi-Arab Gulf rapprochement makes headway

Fleeing from corruption investigation, 
the governor of Basra finds refuge in Iran

Mohammed Alkhereiji

Bridging the divide. Crown Prince of Abu Dhabi Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed al-Nahyan (R) meets with Iraqi Shia leader Muqtada
al-Sadr in Abu Dhabi.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           (WAM)

Experience has taught us 
to always call for what 
brings Arabs and Muslims 
together and to reject the 
advocates of division.
Abu Dhabi Crown Prince 
Sheikh Mohammed bin 
Zayed al-Nahyan

Nasrawi said that 
he was stepping 
down from his 
position to allow 
progress to take 
place in Basra.

Mamoon Alabbasi
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D 

uring the first week of 
August, Saudi Foreign 
Minister Adel al-Jubeir 
visited the offices of the 
High Negotiations Com-

mittee (HNC) in Riyadh, the largest 
Syrian opposition faction, which 
was created by Saudi Arabia in De-
cember 2015. He asked its members 
to prepare for a broad conference of 
dissidents, scheduled for the first 
week of October, officially coined 
“Riyadh II.”

The aim of the meeting is to ex-
pand the HNC to include members 
from the Russia- and Egypt-backed 
opposition. This is a concession 
that Saudi Arabia had previously 
refused to grant, insisting that the 
only true representatives of the Syr-
ian people were those being sup-
ported by Saudi Arabia.

Many of those opponents don’t 
see things eye-to-eye with Riyadh 
and have expressed willingness to 
reach a power-sharing formula with 
the regime, even if it means the sur-
vival of Syrian President Bashar As-
sad. Accepting to work with them 
is considered a notable concession 
from Russia, which previously 
wrote off the entire Saudi Arabia-
backed team as “terrorists.”

The second objective of the Ri-
yadh conference is to purge the Syr-
ian opposition of any Qatar-backed 
figures, due to the stand-off be-
tween Riyadh and Doha. All those 
who stood by Qatar or stood at arms 
length from the Gulf dispute are ex-
pected to part the scene by October.

During the meeting Jubeir told 
his Syrian allies that the world has 
changed vis-à-vis Assad, especially 
after the rise of the Islamic State 
(ISIS) and the official Russian in-
tervention in Syria, quickly adding, 
however, that Saudi Arabia remains 
committed to its official stance that 
Assad has no political future as Syr-
ian president.

It was reported that Riad Hijab, 
chairman of the HNC and a former 
Syrian prime minister who defected 
from Damascus in 2012, would be 

stepping down due to health prob-
lems. Earmarked to succeed him is 
Ahmad Jarba, a former president of 
the Syrian National Coalition who 
is from a prominent tribe that be-
strides Syria, Saudi Arabia and Iraq.

Until that happens, however, 
the HNC command, along with the 
Egypt and Russia-backed groups 
are to meet with UN Special Envoy 
Staffan de Mistura in Geneva on 
August 22, hoping to agree on a uni-
fied agenda ahead of UN-mandated 
talks in Switzerland, due to take 
place in the first week of Septem-
ber. Unifying the opposition has 
been a constant demand of both 
Moscow and the United States since 
2012.

One proposal floating has been 
put forth by Qadri Jamil, a Moscow-
based former Syrian deputy prime 
minister for economic affairs, who 
leads the Popular Front for Change 
and Liberation. A former commu-
nist and ranking economist, he 
quietly left office in October 2013, 
in what was seen as a soft defec-
tion. Since then, he has been based 
in Moscow, with open access to the 

Kremlin and the Russian Foreign 
Ministry and is generally believed 
to be a favourite of Sergei Lavrov, 
who is accepted, with reservations, 
by Damascus.

The proposal calls for the crea-
tion of a five-man presidential 
council to lead the transition pe-
riod, composed of five vice-presi-
dents to Assad — for defence, secu-
rity, foreign affairs, governance and 
judicial affairs. The council would 
be appointed by Assad and include 
two members of the opposition 
and two from the regime, with one 
independent whose voice — theo-
retically — would tip the balance on 
any vote within the council.

The transition period, earlier 
statements by Jamil indicated, 

means taking the country from 
one-party rule to a multiparty sys-
tem, from one constitution to an-
other and from war to peace. He has 
said he doesn’t think that it means a 
transition from the present regime 
into a new government composed 
exclusively from the opposition.

The new body would technically 
rule with Assad, rather than inde-
pendently of him, assuming full 
legislative, executive and judiciary 
powers during the transitional pe-
riod, which would start the minute 
an agreement is reached by all 
sides, within the framework of UN 
Security Council Resolution 2254. 
Each vice-president would appoint 
ten representatives, except for the 
vice-president for Government Af-
fairs, who would get to name 30. In 
total, the 70 officials would lead the 
transition period and form an in-
terim chamber to run state affairs.

The first stage would last six 
months and its legal reference 
would be the present constitution. 
That document keeps vast powers 
in the hands of the head of state, 
allowing him to run for two terms 

from the end of his present one, as 
of 2021. The council’s task would be 
to oversee implementation of the 
ceasefire agreements, the return of 
refugees to their towns and villages 
and uniting efforts of all players in 
the Syrian battlefield against ISIS 
and the group formerly known as 
al-Nusra Front, which was the al-
Qaeda branch in Syria.

The second phase would last 17 
months, during which the assem-
bly would oversee parliamentary 
and presidential elections, based 
on whatever constitution is agreed 
upon in transition period. The doc-
uments make no mention of Assad 
and say nothing regarding whether 
he would be allowed to run for 
a new term when the transition 
period ends, explaining why the 
HNC and Saudi Arabia are highly 
reserved about the Jamil proposal, 
which is expected to be officially 
debated at the Geneva talks in Sep-
tember.

Sami Moubayed is a Syrian 
historian and author of “Under the 
Black Flag” (IB Tauris, 2015).
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Syria’s transition scenarios for future rounds of talks
Sami Moubayed

Changing 
landscape. 
Russian Foreign 
Minister Sergei 
Lavrov (R) 
and his Saudi 
counterpart 
Adel al-Jubeir 
during a news 
conference in 
Moscow, last 
April.          (Reuters)           

Syria

An objective of the 
Riyadh conference 
is to purge the 
Syrian opposition 
of any Qatar-backed 
figures.

What is behind the Syrian regime’s push south-west of Raqqa?

F 

or the last four 
months, forces 
loyal to the regime 
of Syrian President 
Bashar Assad have 
been advancing in 
the region south-

west of Raqqa governorate, where 
the United States is supporting 
Syrian Kurdish forces to capture 
the governorate’s capital city 
from the Islamic State (ISIS).

In those advances, regime 
forces are noticeably backed by 
Iranian-funded militias on the 
ground and by Russian jets in 
the air. In June and July, regime 
forces captured from ISIS the 
historic city of Resafa and oil and 
gas fields in the area. The regime 
also regained control over south-
western parts of the strategic 
Ithriya-Raqqa Highway, which 
connects central Syria with 
northern Raqqa, that the regime 
lost control of in June 2016 to 
ISIS.

Regime troops started the 
operation in the southern Raqqa 
region from two sides: Kuweires 
Military Airbase in Aleppo 
governorate from the west and 
Homs governorate from the south. 
An unidentified regime military 
officer told Russia’s Sputnik news 
agency that its forces were 10km 
from the Euphrates River and 
30km from Raqqa city.

By moving this way and by 
increasing presence and control of 
terrain in the area, the regime is 

seemingly looking at achieving 
two long-term objectives: 

Opening a corridor towards the 

east and Deir ez-Zor governorate, 
where almost every player in 
the Syrian war is anticipating 
an epic battle; and staking out a 
possibility of gaining governance 
or services administration role in 
post-ISIS Raqqa.

The Assad regime’s incursion 
in south-western and southern 
Raqqa allows it to establish a 
consolidated control crescent 
in central Syria, on the 
administrative boundaries 
between Homs, Hama, Aleppo and 
Raqqa. The regime is expected to 
expand its geographical control to 
include Deir ez-Zor.

The Assad regime intends to 
gain access to more oil and gas 
fields of the governorate and to 
reclaim control of major parts 
of the Syria-Iraq border, which 
would secure its ally Tehran a 
strategic land route towards the 
Mediterranean. It would provide 
Damascus and its allies favourable 
leverage in political outcomes in a 
future settlement to the Syria war.

The importance of Deir ez-Zor 
has been evidenced by the will 
of Iranian-backed militias to risk 
confrontation with the United 
States in multiple front lines in 
eastern Syria and by Tehran’s 
recent unprecedented firing of 
seven cruise missiles into Deir 
ez-Zor in June.

As for Raqqa, the Assad 
regime likely seeks to reassert 
authority in areas controlled 
by Syrian Kurdish forces in 
northern Syria. Both Iran and 
Russia, Assad’s patrons, have 
an interest in enlarging their 

influence near Raqqa, aiming at 
taking advantage of the territorial 
disintegration of ISIS.

Since the regime started its 
deployment towards south-
western Raqqa, clashes erupted 
between the US-backed, Kurdish-
led Syrian Democratic Forces 
(SDF) and Assad forces. A US 
warplane shot down a Syrian 
Army SU-22 jet in the southern 
Raqqa countryside in June after 
the latter bombed areas near 
US-backed forces. This led to an 
escalation between the United 
States and Russia and Moscow 
decided it would treat any US-
led coalition plane or drone 
flying west of the Euphrates as a 
“target.”

The Assad regime’s goal, 
however, is to regain full control 
of Syrian territory. While this 
is unlikely at any point soon, 
the regime wants to project 
power in areas ISIS is losing. 
As the United States has yet to 
articulate a comprehensive plan 
for governance in Raqqa post-ISIS, 
the Assad regime seems to desire 
a role in administering the city, 
given that Kurdish forces would 
not be able to govern the city on 
their own and that the regime and 
the Kurds have, to some extent, 
an experience of precarious 
coexistence in Hasakah and 
Qamishli.

The relationship between 
the regime and the Kurdish 
Democratic Union Party 
(PYD), which rules Kurdish-
held northern Syria, is clear 
pragmatism. The Assad regime, 

as it moves near Raqqa, may 
offer concessions to the PYD 
in exchange to expand its 
administration to Raqqa. It is 
worth noting that the PYD has 
no stated interest in controlling 
Raqqa, given that the city is out of 
the Kurds’ historic territory and 
an Arab majority is inhabiting the 
area.

While the United States may not 
be in favour of Assad — and thus 
Iran and Russia — taking control 
in Raqqa, it could be interested 
in some minor role for the regime 
in governing the city, one that 
would likely focus on state 
institutions providing services 
such as electricity, water and 
telecommunications.

The Assad regime, shortly 
after the capture of Resafa, 
accompanied the military 
operation in the area with a 
“humanitarian operation” in 
which it established state services 
to support people fleeing Raqqa 
city. The regime’s governor of 
Raqqa, Abd Khalid al-Hamoud, 
moved to Resafa to lead that 
operation.

The Assad administration is 
capitalising on ISIS’s losses near 
Raqqa with objectives that would 
serve its international backers. 
The vagueness and uncertainty 
that illustrate US policy in Syria 
seem an encouragement to the 
Assad regime, Russia and Iran to 
pursue their agendas. It remains 
to be seen whether the United 
States would seek options to halt 
the regime’s advances towards 
Raqqa and Deir ez-Zor.

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

Abdulrahman al-Masri

The Assad 
administration is 
capitalising on 
ISIS’s losses near 
Raqqa with 
objectives that 
would serve its 
international 
backers.
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Amman

J 

ordan’s municipal elections 
were hailed by many as a posi-
tive step towards political re-
form but their aftermath was 
tarnished by deadly celebra-

tory gunfire. While some cheered 
the outcome of the elections, others 
mourned the death of two children 
killed by stray bullets from celebra-
tory gunfire.

The elections were marred by road 
blocks, riots and rallies in the streets 
of various governorates by support-
ers of losing candidates. Making 
matters worse, the Independent 
Election Commission’s (IEC) website 
crashed due to heavy traffic, with 
some attributing the breakdown to 
hackers’ attempts to manipulate the 
results.

Mayors, municipal council mem-
bers and governorate councils were 
elected for the first time under the 
Decentralisation Law, which gives a 
voice to the elected council in deter-
mining the governorate’s develop-
ment priorities.

The elections witnessed low turn-
out in major cities, registering 31.7% 
voter turnout rate among 4.1 million 
eligible voters.

Electoral violations were reported 
in Central Badia district, with four 
ballot boxes broken and one com-
puter damaged, leading the IEC to 
cancel elections in Al-Muwaqqar, a 
district in the Amman governorate. 
In 2016, parliamentary elections in 
the same area had a re-vote after 
eight ballot boxes “were stolen” and 
returned.

The final results were yet to be 
announced from the vote Au-
gust 15.

Madaba Governorate Council 
hopeful Samer Twal, who won 1,682 
votes, said the elections were a posi-
tive move and benefited the com-
munity in central Jordan.

“We are happy and satisfied with 
the elections as they show that citi-
zens are better in deciding what they 
need and their community needs. 
We will play a role in developing our 
governorate and society to build a 
better future,” the 51-year-old candi-
date said.

Others expressed a similar sense 
of optimism.

“The voting process was a suc-
cess and although several negative 
incidents were registered still the 
elections completed their mission 
with full integrity and hopes for a 
better future. The optimism can be 
felt everywhere and also criticism 
which is a normal aspect in any vot-
ing process,” said journalist Ayman 
el-Khateeb.

Although Mohammad Momani, 
minister of state for media affairs 
and government spokesman, said 
he considered the election to be free 
from vote buying, there were cases 
in which people claimed it hap-
pened.

“It is a typical practice in some ar-
eas where candidates’ delegates and 
representatives paid money directly 
to voters but at the municipality 

elections it was controlled 
in a very good way 

better than the parliamentary elec-
tions but still we heard of some cas-
es,” he said.

A report by the Rased Centre for 
Election Monitoring, an NGO based 
in Jordan, said about 5.8% of the 952 
violations recorded in last year’s par-
liamentary elections were related to 
vote buying.

Khateeb said the current tem-
porary election law punishes vote 
buying with a minimum sentence of 
three years in jail with hard labour. 
“The vote buying was also tackled 
by the General Iftaa’ Department, 
which released an Islamic religious 
edict or fatwa forbidding vote buy-
ing, which I believe worked well,” he 
said.

Ajloun, north of Amman, had the 
highest turnout at 60%; the turn-
out in Kerak in southern Jordan was 
58.5%; Ma’an and Tafileh each saw a 
50% turnout; Irbid 28.5% and Zarqa 
registered the lowest at 15%.

A total of 85% of governorate 
council members are elected and the 
others are appointed.

Women’s participation in the elec-
tions was high at 52%, which many 
saw as an encouraging step.

“In voting, women’s participation 
was very good but as candidates it 
was very modest and not as we ex-
pected which gives a negative view 
in this area,” said journalist Niveen 
Abdul Hadi.

Member of the Balqa governorate 
council Manar Abu Ruman said: 
“I think maybe we are living in a 
male-dominated society and when 
a woman succeeds while a man fails 
the issue will not be taken easily in 
this society.

“Being a member of the council 
means you need to work for the ben-
efit of your governorate and decide 
what is needed at a certain time, for 
example more schools or a hospital, 
and that is why we need to put our 
people in front of us.”

In a news conference after the 
elections, President of the Sister-
hood Is Global Institute/Jordan Asma 
Khader said that acclamation or no 
ballot played a big role for 66 women 
who won seats at the local councils 
due to the fact that no women ran in 
their respective councils.

“They were deprived their right in 
running for the governorate and mu-
nicipal councils because they were 
already selected to their local coun-
cils,” she said.

Roufan Nahhas is a journalist based 
in Jordan.

News & Analysis

The elections 
witnessed low turnout 
in major cities and 
registered a 31.7% 
voter turnout rate of 
some 4.1 million 
eligible voters.

L
ocal or municipal 
elections should, in 
theory, be a welcome 
part in any democ-
racy but in the Middle 
East and North Africa 
region, they come 

with their own challenges.
Ideally, local elections should 

free candidates from the ideologi-
cal restrictions of their political 
parties to focus on the specific 
needs of a particular area or re-
gion. They invite voters to have a 
say in what happens in their own 
backyard and see tangible change 
— or not — as opposed to focusing 
on the bigger picture of where the 
country, as a whole, is heading.

There is usually a link between 
local elections and national vot-
ing patterns, whether in parlia-
mentary or presidential races, 
that can help or hinder the demo-
cratic process of a country.

On the positive side, the voting 
results may give an indication of 
how the public views a govern-
ment’s performance, allowing 
it and the opposition to change 
course in line with the wishes of 
voters.

On the down side, the ills that 
plague the fairness of the voting 
process in national elections in 
parts of the Arab world would not 
spare local contests. At the end 
of the day, municipal elections 
in such cases can’t offer what the 
heads of state won’t allow.

For example, local elections in 
Jordan on August 15 were touted 
as enhancing the role of citizens 
in overseeing and participating in 
decision-making but Jordanians 
know too well that they don’t live 
in a democracy, as the king still 
makes the country’s key deci-
sions.

Any promises made during 
local election campaigns would 
need to be paid for by funds allo-
cated by the central government. 
The competition for funding may 
open doors to divisions, especial-
ly in areas that contain natural 
resources.

Having a democratic govern-
ment does not necessarily make 
the task any easier, as can be seen 
in Tunisia, which has yet to steer 
out many of the problems that it 
mostly inherited.

Ahead of its December mu-
nicipal elections, the country is 
already consumed with debates 
about the distribution of power 
between the central govern-
ment and local authorities, amid 
unprecedented calls by southern-
ers for their regions to receive a 
percentage of oil and phosphate 
revenues.

They see their regions as hav-
ing suffered from decades-old, 
unfair policies that led to de-
velopmental imbalances, which 
were to their disadvantage. How 
to address their grievances with-
out stirring tensions with other 
regions or further straining the 
central government budget is not 
going to be an easy task.

In countries where there is 
a concentration of people who 
share the same ethnicity or 
branch of faith in a given area, 
the problem is more serious as 
they may call for secession.

For example, the September 
25 referendum on the independ-
ence of Iraq’s Kurdistan region 
has stirred controversy in the rest 
of the country where Arab Iraqis 
— as well as Turkmen — demand 
the right to have a say on the 
future of their country.

At the opposite end, Arabs and 
Kurds in Iran have long com-
plained about marginalisation 
and discrimination levelled by 
the central government in Tehran 
against the regions they popu-
late.

The Ahwazi Arabs say that not 
only they have not benefited from 
their resource-rich region but 
they are less likely to secure jobs 
in their own areas in comparison 
to Persians from other cities.

The Kurds say they cannot 
fully practise their cultural rights 
in the areas in which they are a 
majority. Such government poli-
cies will undoubtedly inflame 
separatist tendencies as well as 
violence.

Too much power concentrated 
in the hands of central govern-
ment will most likely cause 
resentment but some unifying 
policies are needed to hold a 
country together. A country’s sta-
bility will hinge upon its ability 
to strike a balance between  
both factors.

Local politics in the 
MENA region comes 
with many challenges

Mamoon Alabbasi

Roufan Nahhas

Municipal elections in Jordan

Gaining ground. 
A Jordanian 
election 
campaign sign 
showing women 
candidates.

(Roufan Nahhas)

Grass-roots democracy? A Jordanian woman casts her ballot at 
a polling station for local and municipal elections in Amman, on 
August 15.                   (Reuters)

Jordan’s municipal 
elections marred 
by deaths, riots
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I
n a historic move that was largely 
ignored for days by Western media, 
Tunisian President Beji Caid Essebsi has 
created a bit of an unexpected socio-
political drama. On August 13, Women’s 
Day in Tunisia, Caid Essebsi took a stand 
that is unprecedented in the Sunni Arab 

world and has an enormous potential for 
controversy. He argued in favour of equal 
inheritance for both genders and for Muslim 
women to be allowed to marry non-Muslims.

The conservative pushback was predictable. 
Al-Azhar, the Sunni world’s oldest seat of 
learning, expressed its opposition to Caid 
Essebsi’s ideas. There are sure to be others in 
the region who take issue as well.

This is because any political initiative that 
involves religion is bound to be controversial 
in the Arab-Muslim world. Caid Essebsi’s is no 
exception. However, the Tunisian leader’s 
dramatic words can better be understood 
within the political and social context of his 
country.

Tunisia has had a tradition of pro-women 
activism since the early 20th century. Tahar 
Haddad, a sheikh in the Zeitouna mosque, 
advocated for women’s education and their 
full participation in society at a time when 
many Western universities were opposed to 
admitting female students. Haddad’s ideas 
paved the way for Tunisia’s  1957 Personal 
Status Code, which banned polygamy and 
repudiation of a wife outside court-mandated 
divorce.

It took courage and an immensely popular 
and visionary leader such as Tunisia’s first 
president, Habib Bourguiba, to get parliament 
to enact that legislation.

Caid Essebsi, who regards himself as 
Bourguiba’s disciple, probably wanted to 
build on his legacy. He has, in fact, delivered 
where Bourguiba couldn’t. Tunisia’s first 
president is believed to have found the issue 
of equal inheritance too difficult to push.

Caid Essebsi’s second proposal — for women 
to be able to legally marry non-Muslims — is 
likely to be, at least theoretically, less difficult 
to promote. The Quranic text on the issue is 
more open to interpretation; there is no law to 
abrogate, just an administrative decree dating 
to 1973. Even so, Caid Essebsi is taking on a 
rule that has long gone unchallenged despite 
its deleterious effects on Tunisian women, 
particularly expatriates in the West. Until 
now, they were unable to register weddings to 
non-Muslims in Tunisia.

So why these initiatives and why now? 
Some say it’s all about political calculus. That 
after three years of cohabiting with Islamists 
in government, Caid Essebsi may be trying to 
distance himself from Ennahda, the main 
Islamist party or even to push it into showing 
its true colours. Elections are due in 2019 and 
it is possible the Tunisian president is seeking 
to consolidate the sizeable female base that 
voted him into office in 2014.

It is also possible the 91-year-old president 
is seeking a place in the history books as a 
daring reformer.

Outside the boundaries of Tunisia, Caid 
Essebsi’s move could be seen as throwing a 
stone in an otherwise placid pond. For so long 
conservatism reigned supreme in the Arab-
Muslim world. Stale tradition has put a 
damper on any momentum for religious 
reform and established a yawning divide 
between Muslims and the rest of the world.

The lack of movement ironically worked in 
favour of the ultraconservatives and theoreti-
cians of religious extremism who have 
eventually managed to exert a strong influ-
ence on the marginalised fringes of their 
societies.

Religious institutions across the Arab world 
have been busy trying to co-opt Salafists only 
to end up all too often copying them. These 
bodies should be in the business of introduc-
ing serious doses of reform instead of system-
atically opposing all attempts at change.

Caid Essebsi’s suggested reforms were 
based on his perception of the needs of his 
society and its ability to absorb change. Other 
Arab Islamic leaders and enlightened thinkers 
should assess the needs of their own societies 
for today and tomorrow and keep their minds 
tuned to finding modern interpretations of 
the faith.

The only threat to Islam is stagnation and 
fear of progressive reform. That’s when 
extremists control the agenda.

The initiative 
of Caid Essebsi

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Lebanon will not 
be domesticated

L
ebanon’s public debt 
has reached $180 bil-
lion and the annual 
deficit is at 60% in a 
budget of no more 
than $17 billion. Even 
though tax rates have 

been hiked, financial resources are 
decreasing, making the risk of fi-
nancial meltdown ominous.

No matter how hard Prime 
Minister Saad Hariri and his 
national unity government try to 
promote the theory of separating 
economy from politics, indicators 
show the opposite. The country’s 
economy and its development 
rate are on a downward slope and 
it does not look like it will be 
possible to reverse the trend as 
long as there are persistent efforts 
towards changing Lebanon’s 
identity and its role in the region, 
the Arab world and internation-
ally.

In addition to the dire eco-
nomic conditions, Lebanon’s 
political forces, be they those 
revolving around Hezbollah and 
the Iranian project or those far 
removed from them, seem 
incapable of taking any measure 
that might give a glimmer of 
hope. On the contrary, the 
dominant discourse within the 
government and power circles 
shows a complete disregard for 
realities and a preference for 
having their heads in the sand 
rather than facing threats.

Everyone knows that public life 
in Lebanon has been plagued by 
favouritism and dubious deals 
but those now have reached 
unprecedented levels. During the 
past ten years, for example, there 
has been the largest spoliation of 
public land by political parties 
represented in the government 
today. These operations took 
place under the cover and 
protection of the illegally armed 
forces in the country.

Boasting and bravado have 
never been signs of self-confi-
dence; they simply show that the 
boaster feels he is on shaky 

ground. So the daily political, 
military and media fanfaronade 
by Hezbollah and its allies that 
they can at any time take com-
plete control of the country 
betrays their unease on land they 
claim to control.

Lebanon is crumbling under 
this pretend victory and the 
government is in danger of 
crumbling, also. It certainly 
cannot inspire confidence to the 
Lebanese citizens while Hezbol-
lah promises them endless wars.

Political life in Lebanon seems 
dominated by threats from 
Hezbollah every time a criticism 
of the party’s hegemony inside 
and outside of Lebanon is 
uttered. The Lebanese people are 
witnessing concentrated efforts 
to stifle diversity in Lebanon and 
limit it within pro-Hezbollah 
circles. Everything outside those 
circles is profane.

Hezbollah’s soft power in 
Lebanon is apparent in its 
domestication of the local media. 
It is also very much illustrated by 
death threats uttered by its 
cronies against anyone opposing 
the party’s projects, amid the 

deafening silence of judicial 
institutions. These same institu-
tions were quick to act, however, 
against a female Twitter user 
when she criticised Lebanese 
Foreign Affairs Minister Gebran 
Bassil. This is how Hezbollah and 
its allies intend to rule the 
country.

Yet a look at Lebanese history 
shows that none of the succes-
sive dictatorships nor colonising 
powers in the country was able to 
suppress or domesticate the 
country’s diversity or its spirit of 
freedom. These aspects are 
deeply rooted in Lebanon and are 
fundamental to its existence and 
its economy. When democracy 
and freedom in Lebanon are 
tinkered with, it shows in its 
economy.

Lebanon has no tolerance for 
totalitarian regimes and can 
never be severed from its Arab 
environment. Lebanon’s Arab 
roots are not for show; they are 
real. Every time a political force 
tried to uproot Lebanon from its 
Arab identity, the attempt 
exploded in its face.

This is why Hezbollah is irked 
by Lebanon. The country refuses 
to submit to efforts to enslave it. 
It rejects any attempt to play with 
its diversity.

Lebanon cannot survive 
without freedom, without 
opposition and without political 
and cultural vitality. Because it 
refuses to die, it ends up wearing 
out and even eliminating those 
who try to change it or shape it to 
their image.

The country’s economy is no 
exception to this rule. It will not 
accept totalitarianism and, like 
life in Lebanon, it will refuse 
being boxed in and restricted.

Lebanon is mightier than any 
populist ideology and definitely 
deeper than a passing notion that 
it can be domesticated. It will not 
be colonised by external or 
internal forces. Its fundamental 
spirit of freedom will be enough 
to sweep away all dictatorships.

Editorial

Ali al-Amin
is a Lebanese writer.

Lebanon 
cannot 
survive 
without 
freedom, 
without 
opposition 
and without 
political and 
cultural 
vitality. 

In addition to the dire economic conditions, Lebanon’s political forces seem 
incapable of taking any measure that might give a glimmer of hope.

Shaky ground. Security forces encircle Lebanese 
Prime Minister Saad Hariri (C) as he addresses 
demonstrators during a protest against the 
government in Beirut, last March.                         (AFP)



7August 20, 2017

Iraq is a militant theocracy, 
not a secular democracy

President Donald Trump’s 
abdication of moral leadership

D
emocracy. The great 
promise made to Ira-
qis before the 2003 
US-led invasion that 
plunged them into a 
vision of hell. Iraqis 
did not get the de-

mocracy they were prom-
ised but instead 
received 
tyranny, 
civil war, 
sectarian violence, Iran-
backed Shia jihadists and mur-
derous savages such as the Islamic 
State (ISIS).

Even the trappings of democracy 
are slowly being eroded by those 
whom the world thinks were 
elected to high office but were in 
fact installed through backroom 
deals between interventionist 
powers.

Of course, I am referring to Iraqi 
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi, 
who has never won an election but 
was installed in office after a deal 
between the United States and Iran 
to find a more palatable candidate 
than then-Prime Minister Nuri 
al-Maliki.

A known sectarian Shia Islamist 
politician who comes from the 
same Dawa Party as his successor, 
Maliki was blamed for the slaugh-
ter of Sunni Arabs that triggered a 
military confrontation between 
Arab tribes and the central govern-
ment in Baghdad that ISIS 
exploited in 2014.

The reality is more complicated 

than that. While there can be no 
doubt that Maliki is a violent, 
sectarian politician who has much 

to answer for, the problems 
with Iraq’s political and 

religious sectarianism are 
institutionalised and 

pervasive at every 
level of the state.

How else can one 
explain how Abadi — an 

apparent moderate to 
Maliki’s extremist — can use 
religious justifications to keep a 
highly politicised, highly sectarian 
militia from disbandment?

On August 5, in response to a call 
by Shia cleric Muqtada al-Sadr for 
militias to be disarmed, Abadi said 
the Popular Mobilisation Forces 
(PMF) would not be disbanded but 
would remain “under the authority 
of the state and the marja’iyyah” 
— Shia clerical authorities.

This is not only extremely 
incendiary but dangerous. Abadi’s 
remarks show that a military unit 
such as the PMF, a force legally 
recognised by the Iraqi parliament 
as part of the country’s armed 
forces, was not a national force 
fighting out of patriotic duty but 
one that had a religious role.

Similar to some medieval 
military orders, the PMF would 
fight for the country, which was 
guided by the religious authorities 
who — similar to Abadi — were 
unelected. Unlike Abadi, however, 
they cannot be held accountable 
by laymen.

Entire Iraqi ministries are 
controlled by such zealots, who 
derive their authority not from the 
will and consent of the people but 
through clergymen who lend them 
their legitimacy through their 
political ties to regional power-
house Iran. Take the Interior 
Ministry, for example, which has 
been controlled by the Tehran-
linked Badr Organisation for the 
better part of two decades.

Abadi’s announcement placing 
the PMF under the direct authority 
of ayatollahs and radical clerics 
means that the institution is slowly 
being formalised into the Iraqi 
version of Iran’s Islamic Revolu-
tionary Guards Corps. The latter is 
a parallel force to the regular army, 
committed to ensuring the Iranian 
theocracy stays in power and 
destroying internal and external 
subversive elements that could 
derail the power of the mullahs.

Now that the PMF has received 
political and religious assent to act 
as the guardian of Iraq’s ever-
encroaching theocracy, the 
democratic promise made to Iraqis 
seems ever more distant and 
beyond reach. Once the transfor-
mation of Iraq into a theocracy is 
complete and the grip of the 
ayatollahs on executive, judicial 
and legislative powers of the state 
becomes uncompromising, it will 
take nothing short of a miracle to 
save Iraq from decades of repres-
sion, intolerance, sectarianism and 
violence.

T
here’s only one thing to 
say when an American 
president equates anti-
racism activists with 
neo-Nazis and white 
supremacists: It’s Don-
ald Trump.

In the end, with the Trump 
presidency as with any other, it’s 
all about statements and silences. 
Both speak volumes. Remember 
Trump’s election campaign, full of 
bigotry, racism and Islamophobia? 
Remember his outrageous call for 
a “complete shutdown” on Muslim 
entry to the United States? 
Remember Trump’s mean (and 
meaningless) feud with Khizr 
Khan, father of a Muslim US Army 
officer who died serving his 
country in Iraq? Remember his 
attack on London Mayor Sadiq 
Khan?

More recently, please note 
Trump’s studied silence since the 
August 5 bomb attack on Dar 
Al-Farooq Islamic Centre in 
Minnesota. Note, too, his inability 
to denounce as terrorism the 
August 12 incident in Virginia 
when a white American man drove 
a car into a crowd just like jihadists 
in disparate European cities.

Trump’s explicit statements 
matter only because they fill the 
gaps until his ominous silences. 
They underline the extent to 
which an American president can 
thoroughly abdicate moral 
leadership.

So, it was shocking but not 
surprising Trump defended the 
white supremacists who incited 
bloody demonstrations in Virginia. 
It didn’t change anything that he 
unambiguously equated the 
neo-Nazis’ actions with those of 
the “very, very violent alt-left”? 
The narrative is already set. There 
is no longer much doubt about the 
reality of Trump — on show or off 
it. America’s elected leader 
appears to be a racist Islamophobe 
and, yes, there is reason to be 
afraid.

As US commander-in-chief, 
Trump has nuclear weapons, an 
array of bombs, a huge army and 
the mighty dollar at his disposal. 
He also has the massive mega-
phone that goes with the job. That 
may be the greater danger.

Trumpism is proving to be a bit 
like America’s traditional cultural 
and commercial exports. Just as 
Hollywood movies, VJs, rap 
music, Coca-Cola, Levi’s jeans, 
baseball caps worn backward and 
Facebook affected world culture, 
so is Trumpism today. It is corrod-
ing the conventions by which we 
eschew racial slurs and jokes that 
mock people for their culture, 
religion, skin colour and sexual 
orientation. Racism, bigotry and 
Islamophobia are becoming 
mainstream and the Trump White 
House is leading the charge.

Consider recent events. Trump 
failed to denounce as a “terrorist” 

James Alex Fields Jr, a 20-year-old 
reported Nazi sympathiser from 
Ohio who was charged with 
ploughing a car into a crowd of 
anti-racism protesters in Char-
lottesville, Virginia, killing a 
woman named Heather Heyer.

Jihadists have frequently used 
vehicles as a terrorist tool and it’s 
noteworthy that candidate Trump 
had more to say about the 2016 
Bastille Day truck attack in Nice, 
France, than he did as president 
about Charlottesville 2017. “This 
has to be dealt with very harshly,” 
he said of Nice and the Tunisian 
perpetrator 13 months ago. He was 
unsure if Fields was a “murderer 
or terrorist.”

Soon after, in Poland, activists 
bearing white roses and photos of 
Heyer strove mightily to prevent 
newly visible and energised 
far-right activists from marching 
in Warsaw. In Britain, unnamed 
police intelligence sources told a 
media outlet they were investigat-
ing several dozen neo-Nazis plots 
to attack Muslims. Coincidentally 
(or not), a column in Britain’s 
biggest-selling newspaper, The 
Sun, asked “What will we do about 
The Muslim Problem?”

Eighty years ago, when National 
Socialism rose to prominence in 
Germany, it was the Jews who 
were the problem. Now, it is 
Muslims, too. The ideology that 
serves as an umbrella for several 
different schools of exclusivist 

thought, including ultra-national-
ism, racism and xenophobia is 
back but with two crucial differ-
ences. To anti-Semitism has been 
added Islamophobia and the 
president of the United States will 
be no impediment as this gro-
tesque movement marches 
forward in its steel toecap shoes, 
fists clenched.

In all fairness, the United States 
and parts of the Western world 
had been heading down this path 
before Trump’s rise to promi-
nence. Remember the rampant 
suspicion stoked by American 
Islamophobes towards President 
Barack Obama because his middle 
name was “Hussein”?

Then there were the anti-sharia 
law campaigns in several US states 
starting in 2010. They were 
pointless because sharia was 
never likely to be a force in the US 
legal system but ignorance fed 
fear, which stoked a burning 
hatred of Muslims. In Britain, 
sections of the media and far-right 
politicians have been promoting 
revulsion towards Muslims and 
migrants for the better part of two 
decades.

Trumpism has taken it all 
further. By espousing a moral 
equivalence between those who 
manifest hate and those who 
oppose it, Trumpism has caused 
American leadership of the world 
of ideas to mutate into a mon-
strous thing.
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Cairo

T 

here is a district in 6th of 
October, a satellite city in 
the south-western part of 
Cairo, that has become a 
new Syria.

The names of the shops, the food 
sold in the restaurants, the Arabic 
dialect spoken and the people — not 
to mention the memories — are all 
Syrian.

After fleeing civil war in their 
home country, tens of thousands 
of Syrians arrived at 6th of Octo-
ber but did not go alone. They took 
their entire culture with them, from 
culinary traditions to social prac-
tices to memories of better days for 
Syria.

“True, we don’t physically live in 
our country but we still live in it in 
our hearts,” said Zakaria Abul Kheir, 
a Syrian community leader in 6th of 
October. “With every passing day, 
we miss our country even more.”

This wistful affiliation with Syria 
motivated the refugees to recreate 
their own country in Egypt.

When violence erupted in Syria 
in 2011, Egypt was among many 
countries that received Syrian na-
tionals. As the violence increased, 
so too did the number of Syrians in 
Egypt.

Government figures indicate that 
approximately 500,000 Syrian na-
tionals are in Egypt, although the 

real number is likely much greater.
Unlike in other countries, Syrian 

refugees were allowed into Egyp-
tian cities and, for the most part, 
enjoy the same freedoms and op-
portunities as Egyptian nationals. 
Syrian refugees can receive health 
care at state-run hospitals and Syr-
ian children and students enrolled 
in state-run schools and universi-
ties.

Syrian restaurants and shops 
opened across Cairo as Syrians 
looked to use their own skills and 
acumen to start a new life.

In 6th of October, about 32km 
south-west of downtown Cairo, ap-
proximately 80,000 Syrians have 
created their own “Little Syria.” 
They have bought up almost all the 
shops. Entering the commercial 
district is like entering a Damascus 
market. The herbs are Syrian, the 
kitchen tools are Syrian and even 
the falafel is made the Syrian way.

Apart from creating successful 
business models and recreating their 
own country, the Syrians are chang-
ing Egypt’s culinary traditions.

When Youssef al-Dimashqi, a Syr-
ian in his mid-30s, opened a pita 
bread shop four years ago, few Egyp-
tians frequented it.

“Now, I cannot cope up with rising 
demand for the bread,” Dimashqi 
said. “Egyptians — more than Syr-
ians — have loved the bread’s flavour 
and become addicted to it.”

Many other Syrian dishes are cap-
tivating Egyptians.

Syrian beef 
and chicken 
shawarma has 
become an 
Egyptian fa-
vourite, as has 
Syrian kubbeh — a 
cooked mixture of bul-
gur and minced lamb. Syrian ke-
bab shops have sprung up in many 
neighbourhoods, competing with 
— and sometimes surpassing — their 
Egyptian peers. This is not to men-
tion Syrian desserts such as kanafeh, 
basbuseh and nabulsiyyeh,

Egypt has not benefited as much 
at the national level as it could have 
from Syrian expat businessmen, 
economists said.

Most of Syria’s business tycoons 
did not go to Egypt, opting for Tur-
key and Jordan. Most of the Syrians 
who went to Egypt arrived with just 
their talent and their wits, some-
thing they are making impressive 
use of.

“This is why they have to work 
very hard to prove themselves and 
create economic opportunities,” 
said Rashad Abdo, an economics 

professor at Egypt’s Helwan Univer-
sity. “The problem is that most of 
those Syrians are not part of the for-
mal economy.”

Estimates put the amount that 
Syrians invested in Egypt since the 
Syrian civil war started at nearly 
$500 million.

Many Syrians had a tough time 
in Egypt after the ouster of Islam-
ist President Muhammad Morsi in 
mid-2013, facing accusations of sup-
porting the Muslim Brotherhood. 
While some Syrians did support the 
Islamist-led protests that erupted af-
ter Morsi’s ouster, most steered clear 
of politics.

For Syrians who remain in Egypt, 
it is a mixed blessing. “We wish we 
could go back to Syria but how can 
we while the civil war is turning our 
country into rubble,” said Emad Ous-
sama, a Syrian grocery store worker 
in his early 50s. “Egypt will continue 
to be our home until we can go back 
to our country.”

To others, there is no going 
back anytime soon and Egypt 

has become a new home 
that does not diminish 
their love for their old one. 

Many Syrians have married 
Egyptians and the change 

that the Syrians have wrought 
on Egypt’s food industry appears 
here to stay.

“Our coming to Egypt is like a 
marriage of cultures,” Abul Kheir 
said. “We are showing our Egyptian 
brothers and sisters that our food is 
good, too.”

Cairo

E 

gyptian President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi’s tour of four 
African countries sought 
to rebuild Cairo’s ties with 
African states and protect 

national water and security inter-
ests.

“We are keen on pushing our re-
lations with sister countries in the 
continent more forward,” said For-
eign Ministry spokesman Ahmed 
Abu Zeid. “African states are so im-
portant to Egypt when it comes to 
the Nile River or the economic and 
business relations Egypt wants to 
have with these countries.”

Sisi started his four-day tour Au-
gust 14 at Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, 
a Nile Basin country. He also visited 
Rwanda, Gabon and Chad.

Official statements following the 
Egyptian president’s meetings with 
the four other African countries’ 
leaders highlighted economic ties 
and trade.

Trade exchange between Egypt 
and the four African countries 
stands at $75 million, a figure Cairo 
said it intends to increase.

Trade was one of many areas in 
which Egypt is losing because of a 
perceived neglect of ties with Af-
rican countries. Egypt’s absence 
from the African continent allowed 
regional rivals such as Israel, Tur-
key, Qatar and Iran to fill the void, 
experts said.

“By losing its place to regional 
rivals, Egypt willingly sacrificed its 
interests in the region and lost its 
influence,” said Gamal Bayoumi, a 
former assistant foreign minister. 
“So, during times of need, Egypt 
found few backers in the conti-
nent.”

It was Egypt’s weak presence that 
allowed Ethiopia to move ahead 
with construction of a multibillion-
dollar hydroelectric dam on the 
Nile that could greatly harm Egyp-
tian water security.

Egypt’s attempts to halt or stall 

the project, with the support of Nile 
Basin countries, were frustrated be-
cause of Cairo’s neglect of Africa.

“This is why it is very important 
for Egypt to rebuild trust with sis-
ter states in the continent,” Bayou-
mi said. “This is a matter of life or 
death for us.”

Since becoming president in 
2014, Sisi has sought to boost  
Cairo’s ties with African countries 
and he has made several official 
state visits to African states.

The deterioration in relations 
between Cairo and other African 
capitals began in 1995 following 
an assassination attempt on then-
President Hosni Mubarak in Addis 
Ababa en route to an African Union 
summit.

Although Mubarak escaped the 
attack unharmed, he refused to 
attend many African Union meet-
ings over the next 16 years, which 

dampened relations with other Af-
rican countries.

In the years following the “Arab 
spring,” Egypt was largely preoc-
cupied with domestic affairs, with 
Cairo only returning attention to 
its southern neighbours after Sisi’s 
election.

One of his first foreign trip as 
president was to Malabo, the capi-
tal of Equatorial Guinea, to attend 
the African Union summit in 2013, a 
move that sought to confirm Cairo’s 
commitment to the African Union.

Cairo’s renewed commitment 
to African affairs could be part of 
Egypt’s larger national security 
concerns, amid fears of growing 
collaboration between terrorist 
groups. Egypt is fighting a branch 
of the Islamic State (ISIS) in the Si-
nai Peninsula and is providing sup-
port to the Libyan National Army 
to uproot the radical organisation 

from Libyan cities.
Chad, visited by Sisi at the end 

of his tour, is believed to be one of 
the routes used by al-Shabab and 
Boko Haram militants to join ISIS 
in Libya. During his meeting with 
Chadian President Idriss Deby, Sisi 
stressed the importance of security 
and fighting terrorism.

In March 2016, Egypt hosted a 
meeting of the Sahel and Sahara 
defence ministers to coordinate 
tactics against terrorism.

“So, this is not only about the 
Nile or about business interests,” 
said Mai Mahmud, a member of the 
Egyptian parliament’s African Af-
fairs Committee. “It is about Egyp-
tian national security of which all 
these African states are becoming 
an inseparable part.”

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

In Egypt, Syrian refugees recreate Syria

In African tour, Sisi seeks to rebuild ties, 
address security and water concerns

Amr Emam

Amr Emam

Close and yet 
so far. Egyptian 
President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi 
inspects a guard 
of honour upon 
arriving at the 
Julius Nyerere 
International 
Airport in Dar 
es Salaam, on 
August 14. (Reuters)       

Home away from home. 
A Syrian baker making his 
bread in Cairo.                     (Saeed Sahat)

 Estimates put the 
amount that 
Syrians invested 
in Egypt since the 
Syrian civil war 
started at nearly 
$500 million.

During times of need, 
Egypt found few backers 
in the continent.

Gamal Bayoumi, a former 
assistant foreign minister
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Tunis

A 

lgerian President Ab-
delaziz Bouteflika has 
fired Prime Minister 
Abdelmajid Tebboune, 
making him the coun-

try’s shortest-tenured premier in 55 
years.

Tebboune, who was appointed 
to the post less than three months 
ago, was replaced as prime minister 
on August 15 by Ahmed Ouyahia, a 
career diplomat who held the posi-
tion three times previously.

Tebboune’s fall from grace came 
after a power struggle with Said 
Bouteflika, the president’s brother 
and adviser, culminated in a pub-
lic spat over Algerian businessman 
Ali Haddad, who has been accused 
of using business links to influence 
the political process.

Tebboune, who launched a cam-
paign against corruption and cor-
porate influence in politics, took 
public aim at Haddad, dismissing 
him as persona non grata from an 
inauguration ceremony on July 15.

Haddad, president of the pow-
erful Algerian Business Leaders’ 
Forum (FCE) and a close friend 
of Said Bouteflika, was hit with 
government notices urging him 
to speed up work on 26 high-level 
government projects contracted to 
his construction company, ETRHB 
Haddad.

Tebboune’s salvo against Haddad 
was supported by Algeria’s political 
class, which expressed hope that 
the move signified a lasting change 
in policy.

“Mr Tebboune, your stand has 
earned you the support of the pub-
lic and a margin of goodwill and 
trust. Please do not let the people 
down. If you were to back down, 
you would harvest unrest and re-
bellion,” Sofiene Jilani, who leads 
the main centrist New Generation 
Party, said in a statement.

“If the defenders of the status 
quo win and the government loses, 
the country will likely plunge into 
chaos and a popular rebellion.”

Other opposition politicians 
voiced support for Tebboune’s 
campaign, although analysts 
doubted whether someone from 
the regime would have the freedom 
to face down a key part of the same 
regime.

“In this kind of fight in Algeria, 
the survival of one camp depends 

on the destruction of the opposite 
side,” political analyst Rabia Said 
said.

Tebboune’s move had at least 
one prominent detractor — Said 
Bouteflika — and Tebboune`s sub-
sequent removal hammered home 
the message that Said Bouteflika 
carries the most influence with the 
ailing president.

During a ceremony July 30 hon-
ouring former Prime Minister Red-
ha Malek, who died the day before, 
Said Bouteflika made a public show 
of support for Haddad, greeting 
him with a long embrace in front 
of the cameras. The gesture was in-
terpreted as a rebuke of Abdelaziz 
Bouteflika’s anti-corruption efforts.

The event marked the first time 
that Said Bouteflika, who usually 
works behind the scenes, publicly 
involved himself in governmental 
politics.

“July 30 will remain as the day 
when Said Bouteflika buried the 
ambition and dreams of Tebboune 
to separate money from poli-
tics,” said political analyst Lounes 
Guemache. “It is a slap in the face 
to the premier.”

“Said Bouteflika emerges from 
the shadow once and for all,” added 
political analyst Achira Mammeri.

The political infighting comes 
amid speculation over Abdelaziz 
Bouteflika, whose term as presi-
dent is to end in 2019.

A fact-finding mission by mem-
bers of the French upper parlia-
mentary house stated that Boutef-
lika “enjoys a genuine legitimacy 
he earned namely at the end of the 
black decade.”

“The possibility of his candidacy 
for a fifth mandate in 2019 seems 
furthermore not rto be uled out,” 
the report added.

Bouteflika, 80, gained popular-
ity after putting an end in 2002 to 
an Islamist insurgency that claimed 
the lives of an estimated 200,000 
people. However, his policies to 
liberalise the economy allowed 
the expansion of crony capitalism, 
which Algerians blame for limiting 
economic progress to the hands of 
a few.

“In the 1960s, the army selected 
the president and in the 1990s the 
intelligence apparatus decided 
who would be president but under 
Bouteflika, the contaminated mon-
ey has become a power to contend 
with,” said political commentator 
Bouokba Saad.

Former Finance Minister Abdel-
latif Benachenou described the 
country’s crony capitalists as “pil-
lagers.”

“Suddenly, the world’s biggest 
capitals, with their jewellery stores, 
real estate and all the rest are regu-
larly being visited by newly rich Al-
gerians with pockets full of foreign 
currencies smuggled out of Alge-
ria,” he said.

“The disorderly opening of the 
economy has handed over the 
country to pillagers who enjoy con-
nections within the political sys-
tem.”

Haddad is at the centre of such 
criticism. Government documents 
leaked to the media indicated he 
won billions of dollars in govern-
ment contracts and then out-
sourced the work to foreign firms 
for additional profit.

Haddad was the first among the 
country’s politicians and business-
men to congratulate Ouyahia, call-
ing him “a dear friend” after his 
showdown with Tebboune.

Ouyahia, like Haddad, is from the 
restive Berber-speaking Kabylie re-
gion, which has been a bastion of 
secularist opposition to successive 
presidents since Algeria’s inde-
pendence in 1962.

Since his first appointment as 
prime minister in 1995, Ouyahia has 
skilfully handled several crises and 
adapted his posture to the priorities 
of the sitting president.

A Berber speaker, Ouyahia is 
credited with expanding Arabic lan-
guage use across the country. He 
also mediated a deal with Islamist 
insurgents to end a civil war that 
raged from 1992-2003.

In 2008, Ouyahia oversaw an 
amendment to the constitution that 
effectively extended Bouteflika’s 
stay in power before spearheading 
a legal manoeuvre to reinstate the 
two-term limit on the presidency in 
2016.

Algerian analysts said the ap-
pointment of Ouyahia, who is con-
sidered an aspiring successor to 
Bouteflika, was aimed at stabilising 
the regime.

“The decisions by Tebboune had 
instilled hope among broad sections 
of the society that positive regime 
change amid serenity could be pos-
sible,” said Louisa Hanoune, leader 
of the leftist Socialist Party, “but it 
is important to recognise that the 
strange replacement of the prime 
minister showed once again that 
this regime is incapable of change.”

Political analyst Ali Idir said Teb-
boune lost the power struggle but 

had rallied support among the 
people despite his short ten-

ure.
“It is clear that Teb-

boune had gained 
further traction with 
the population as the 

campaigns to back him 
on social media showed. 

For a broad section of the pub-
lic opinion, he is perceived as 

the man who sought to battle the 
powers of money,” Idir said.

Tebboune, as he left the gov-
ernment’s headquarters, said that 
“every mission had an end.” He did 
not say what he planned to do in the 
future. Some former prime minis-
ters have formed political parties to 
influence regime change from out-
side the establishment.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

The president’s man. Ahmed Ouyahia gives a speech during a 
parliamentary election campaign in Algiers, last April.           (Reuters) 

Ripple effects. A Moroccan woman flashes the V sign for victory 
during a protest calling for gender equality in Rabat.                    (AFP)

Casablanca

T 

he call for gender equality 
in inheritance resurfaced 
in Morocco following Tu-
nisian President Beji Caid 
Essebsi’s move to amend 

the law on inheritance to guarantee 
equality between men and women 
in his country.

If the parliament passes the 
measure and it is enacted, Tunisia 
would be the first Arab country and 
fourth Muslim country to adopt 
equal inheritance.

In a speech that coincided with 
National Women’s Day, Caid Es-
sebsi announced the formation of a 
committee to study applying equal-
ity between men and women in all 
fields.

Saida Idrissi, president of the 
Democratic Association of Moroc-
can Women (ADFM), hailed the 
move as a major human rights vic-
tory for Tunisian women.

“With a conservative govern-
ment we have in Morocco, the road 
will be very long before we emulate 
Tunisia on women’s rights,” Idrissi 
said.

In 2016, a legislative initiative to 
change the inheritance system was 
submitted by 27 Tunisian members 
of parliament but was met with 
fierce opposition.

In Morocco, there has been a long 
debate about the issue, with activ-
ists and religious figures calling 
for equal inheritance. Sharia law 
dictates that women inherit half of 
what their brothers do.

Preacher Mohamed Abdelouahab 
Rafiki, known as Abu Hafs, said that 
what happened in Tunisia was a 
bold step that should be considered 
in Morocco.

“I think it is not surprising in a 
country like Tunisia, which was the 
forerunner of several initiatives in 
this section (women’s rights),” said 
Abou Hafs, who received death 
threats after calling for the amend-
ment of the inheritance law in April 
on television.

“The dynamism of civil society 
besides the interaction of the Board 
of Muftis, which encouraged the 
call contrary to what we see from 
the official institutions’ opposition 

in the rest of Muslim countries, 
should be hailed,” he said

“Morocco is better than other 
countries although it still needs 
more effort on this subject (equal 
inheritance). The debate on it has 
become more powerful. It is no 
longer a taboo as it was before and 
there are official institutions that 
interacted positively with the sub-
ject, such as the National Council 
for Human Rights. Overall, I see 
that the situation will soon devel-
op.”

Idrissi said Morocco’s 2011 Con-
stitution stipulates gender equal-
ity in all fields, including economic 
rights that “enclose inheritance.”

“Given that inheritance is a very 
important economic issue, men 
do not want to share this wealth 
to which women have contributed 
but men always bring the argument 
that the sacredness of inheritance 
should not be touched while there 
are many things that are more sa-
cred, such as the illegality of usury,” 
she said.

Opponents of equal inheritance 
argue that the law must be kept as 
it is because God’s words are divine 
and not subject to any interpreta-
tion.

Nasser Rennaj, a 49-year-old en-
trepreneur, insists that the current 
inheritance law cannot be changed 
“because God knows better than 
anyone else the reasons of dividing 
inheritance between the two gen-
ders.”

Abou Hafs denied that the call for 
equal inheritance was in opposition 
to Islam and the Quran.

“As I understand, the verses in 
the Quran dealt with a particular 
situation and chose the best laws 
that existed at the time, as a begin-
ning to achieve equality, which is 
a noble value that Islam can only 
come to and call for,” he said

“There are Quranic verses on ji-
had and punishments that are not 
applied today and have been sub-
ject to the logic of human develop-
ment. Texts of inheritance should 
be similarly dealt with,”

Idrissi said: “We will launch the 
battle for equality in inheritance 
and claim our rights.”

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

Algerian president 
removes prime minister in 
a peculiar power struggle
Lamine Ghanmi

Saad Guerraoui
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Tebboune’s fall from 
grace came after a 
power struggle with 
Said Bouteflika, the 
president’s brother 
and adviser.

The debate on gender 
equality in inheritance 
resurfaces in Morocco
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Beirut

A 

fter being the proxy bat-
tleground of the Middle 
East for several decades, 
southern Lebanon is 
experiencing one of its 

quietest and most stable periods 
in recent history. Eleven years of 
peace and stability on the volatile 
Lebanese-Israeli border area are 
largely due to a combination of in-
ternational political interests and 
international peacekeeping.

The UN Interim Force in Lebanon 
(UNIFIL), one of the longest serving 
peacekeeping missions, has been in 
southern Lebanon for almost four 
decades. First deployed in 1978 fol-
lowing an Israeli incursion against 
Palestinian guerrillas using south-
ern Lebanon to launch attacks on 
Israel, it was significantly strength-
ened in August 2006 under UN Se-
curity Council Resolution 1701 to 
monitor the cessation of hostilities 
between Israel and Lebanon involv-
ing the Iranian-backed Hezbollah.

“Being able to maintain peace and 
to have a stable south (for that long) 
is unprecedented,” said UNIFIL 
spokesman Andrea Tenenti. “The 
south is becoming one of the quiet-
est [areas] in the region. That’s not 
only because of UNIFIL but also be-

cause we have the strong will of the 
parties (to the conflict) not to start a 
new war and to preserve the stabil-
ity they have been enjoying in the 
last 11 years.”

UNIFIL’s mandate, due for rou-
tine renewal at the end of August, 
includes marking the “Blue Line” 
along the Lebanese-Israeli border, 
supporting the Lebanese Army and 
helping restore state authority in 
the south.

What is commonly referred to as 
UNIFIL II deploys more than 10,500 
peacekeepers in its zone of opera-
tion south of the Litani River. It in-
cludes troops from 41 countries, 
with the main contingents from 
Spain, Italy, France, Indonesia, In-
dia, Malaysia and Ghana. It has also 
a maritime task force of seven ships 
monitoring Lebanese territorial wa-
ters against weapons smuggling.

A key advantage of UNIFIL II, 
compared to the original force, is 
that it has been operating in close 
coordination with the Lebanese 
Army. The latter was redeployed in 
the south in 2006 after being absent 
for more than 30 years. UNIFIL-
sponsored tripartite meetings 
grouping Lebanese Army officers 
and representatives from the Israeli 
Defence Forces (IDF) have been in-
strumental in defusing tensions.

“These meetings are the most im-
portant confidence-building mech-
anism that we have,” Tenenti said. 

“We had more than 100 meetings in 
the last ten years and no one ever 
walked out. There were animated 
discussions but everyone stayed 
in the room until things were re-
solved. If UNIFIL was not there 
things would have been different.”

Tenenti downplayed Israeli ac-
cusations that UNIFIL is “white-
washing” Hezbollah’s activity on 
the Blue Line in violation of Reso-
lution 1701. “We haven’t seen any 
evidence of rearming in the south 

of Lebanon,” he said. “We have 
more than 400 patrols a day by all 
contingents, including foot, vehi-
cle and helicopter patrols night and 
day, which is pretty intense in such 
a small area.”

Analysts agreed that UNIFIL is 
maintained today for political inter-
ests rather than to resolve the com-
plex and long-standing Arab-Israeli 
conflict.

“We need to build up on that 
peace,” Tenenti stressed. “UNIFIL 
is opening a window of opportuni-
ties for the parties to move from a 
state of cessation of hostilities to a 
permanent ceasefire.”

Although Hezbollah and the Shia 
Amal Movement are deeply en-
trenched in its zone of operation, 
UNIFIL’s coordination is limited to 
the Lebanese Army.

“We have relations with mayors 
from different villages who belong 
to Amal and Hezbollah and we do 
relate to them our activities but 
whenever we see evidence of weap-
ons or presence of militias we call 
in the Lebanese Army. They are in 
charge of the legality and security 
of the south and they intervene,” 
Tenenti explained.

Having been there for almost 40 
years, UNIFIL has become an in-
tegral part of southern Lebanon’s 
landscape. Despite occasional inci-
dents in the course of the mission, 
the multinational force is largely 

accepted by the local population.
“With such a large number of 

troops you would think that we 
would have more friction but we 
really had very few incidents,” 
Tenenti said. “We never left the 
south even during wars and oc-
cupation. We have lost more than 
300 peacekeepers (since 1978) and 
the people of the south are aware of 
that.”

In parallel to its military tasks, 
UNIFIL provides humanitarian as-
sistance, including health care and 
veterinary support, reconstruction 
of war-devastated infrastructure 
and social activities, such as lan-
guage classes, yoga sessions by the 
Indian contingent or taekwondo 
classes by the South Koreans.

Years of peace and stability have 
encouraged investments and de-
velopment projects in the south, 
which only a decade ago was a no-
go area for civilians. Resorts have 
been built, historic landmarks re-
stored and visitors are coming back.

“It is a totally different south from 
the south I saw in 2006,” Tenenti 
said. “The dividends of peace are 
remarkable and the people can re-
ally be addicted to peace, making 
it difficult to look back to war. We 
need to cherish this and preserve it, 
as well as build on it.”

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society sections editor.

Beirut

A 

convoy of 34 buses carry-
ing approximately 3,500 
of the Free Syrian Army-
affiliated Saraya Ahl al-
Sham militia and family 

members, as well as refugees, left 
under Hezbollah’s watchful gaze to 
Al-Ruhaybah following several days 
of what local sources have often de-
scribed as “logistical delays.” Leba-
nese Red Cross and Lebanese Gen-
eral Security vehicles accompanied 
the convoy until they reached Syr-
ian territory. The militants were also 
able to keep light arms with them, 
according to the deal.

Local media reported that the 
majority who left were non-com-
batants, with sources reporting that 
only 350 of those who fled were 
militants.

The evacuation August 14 was part 
of a ceasefire agreement reached 
July 27 that halted fighting between 
factions near the Lebanese border 
town Arsal. Now, as Hezbollah, the 
Lebanese Army and militant groups 
take stock, the fate of thousands of 
refugees is in the balance.

Arsal and its outskirts have been 
a Lebanese security concern since 
2014, when militant groups from 
neighbouring Syria established posi-
tions along the frontier. Both the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) and former al-Qae-
da-affiliate Jabhat Fateh al-Sham 
(JFS) established strongholds and, 

in August 2014, kidnapped 37 Leba-
nese soldiers and police officers.

The Lebanese Army regularly 
shells militants along the border to 
keep them at bay but has not made a 
meaningful effort to eradicate them.

The July assertion of Lebanon’s 
border sovereignty began with an 
attack by Hezbollah on militant po-
sitions along the frontier. Syrian jets 
attacked targets on both sides of the 
border. Supporting Hezbollah was 

the Lebanese Army, which shielded 
Arsal from retreating fighters look-
ing for refuge.

Following the ceasefire and a 
subsequent exchange of bodies, all 
sides in the conflict and the tens 
of thousands of refugees who took 
shelter in the mountains must con-
template a fundamentally altered 
future.

The Arsal situation pushed the 
refugee returns issue to the fore. 

While Shia Hezbollah’s argument 
for the repatriation of Arsal’s pre-
dominantly Sunni refugees is prag-
matic, the issue continues to divide 
the Lebanese government and other 
international bodies.

Arsal and its outskirts host ap-
proximately 70,000 Syrian refugees, 
the International Committee of the 
Red Cross (ICRC) said. Lebanon’s 
state-run National News Agency re-
ported that about 10,700 identified 
militants and civilians expressed 
interest in leaving the area’s refugee 
camps. 

However, Khaled Raad, a member 
of the refugees’ committee in Arsal, 
said that many of those with no rela-
tion to the militants were being co-
erced from the camps.

“To be honest, Syrian refugees 
are in a dilemma,” Raad said. “Some 
are opting to leave, fearing another 
military raid on their encampments 
where they could get detained or 
(find themselves) in a worse situa-
tion, especially as some don’t have 
their papers.”

He said JFS militants and their 
relatives left for Idlib, which was 
seized by the group just weeks ago. 
Saraya Ahl al-Sham militants and 
their relatives opted to travel to Al-

Ruhaybah, 50km north of Damas-
cus.

A source in Arsal, who spoke on 
condition of anonymity, said Al-
Ruhaybah is partially controlled 
by the FSA and partially by the As-
sad government. Those “civilians 
who chose to leave have opted for 
either,” Raad said, adding that the 

number leaving to Idlib and Al-Ru-
haybah surpassed 12,000.

The deals taking place on both 
sides of the border indicate that a 
priority for the Syrian and Lebanese 
governments, as well as Hezbollah, 
is to secure their respective borders 
from different armed and militant 
groups.

Concerns have been raised about 
the safety of the refugees and the 
fate that awaits them in Syria. Some 
Syrians in Arsal said they were con-
cerned about safety in Idlib.

Georges Ghali, programmes man-
ager of the Lebanese rights group 
ALEF, said that the Lebanese gov-
ernment needs to “look closely” at 
refugee returns.

“Lebanon is bound to the abso-
lute prohibition of refoulement (the 
forcible return of refugees),” Ghali 
said. “Expelling anyone to a loca-
tion where persecution or torture 
could take place is in violation to the 
principle of non-refoulement under 
Article 3 of the UNCAT [UN Conven-
tion against Torture] that Lebanon 
has ratified.”

Kareem Chehayeb is a political 
analyst in Lebanon. His website is 
www.kareemchehayeb.com and he 
can be followed on Twitter at 
@chehayebk.

UNIFIL after four decades of peacekeeping in Lebanon

After border battle, Lebanon’s mountain refugees are facing an uncertain future

Samar Kadi

Kareem Chehayeb

A different south. 
Peacekeepers of the UN Interim 
Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL) 
stand near their vehicles in the 
Lebanese village of Labbouneh.           
                                            (Reuters)

It is a totally different 
south from the south
I saw in 2006.

UNIFIL spokesman
Andrea Tenenti

Arsal and its outskirts 
host approximately 
70,000 Syrian refugees, 
the ICRC said.

A fate in the balance. A member of the Lebanese Army helps a 
Syrian refugee woman at the Lebanese town of Arsal, last July 24. 

(Media Office of the Lebanese Army)
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London

I 

srael has come under fire over 
allegations that it is discrimi-
nating against Palestinian resi-
dents of East Jerusalem as well 
as its own Arab citizens inside 

the country’s internationally recog-
nised borders.

Israel has been accused of main-
taining a “two-tiered” residency 
policy in Jerusalem where the city’s 
Palestinian residents face forced 
evictions while Israeli citizens are 
transferred from other areas to 
populate it, moves that run contra-
ry to international law.

“Israel’s revocations of the resi-
dency status of thousands of Pal-
estinians from East Jerusalem over 
the years illustrate the two-tiered 
system Israel maintains in the city,” 
Human Rights Watch (HRW) said in 
a statement.

HRW, citing Israeli Interior Minis-
try figures, said Israel revoked the 
status of at least 14,595 Palestinians 
from occupied East Jerusalem from 
1967-2016.

“Israel claims to treat Jerusalem 
as a unified city, but the reality is ef-
fectively one set of rules for Jews 
and another for Palestinians,” Sarah 
Leah Whitson, HRW’s Middle East 
director, said in a release.

Israel’s occupation of East Jeru-
salem in 1967 and subsequent an-
nexation were rejected by the in-
ternational community. There are 
more than 300,000 Palestinians 
who have permanent residency sta-
tus in the city.

“Residency revocations often ef-
fectively force Palestinians from 
East Jerusalem, who are protected 
by virtue of Israel’s occupation un-
der the Fourth Geneva Convention, 
to leave the territory they live in,” 
the HRW report said. “Deportation 
or forced transfers of any part of the 
population of an occupied territory 
could amount to war crimes.”

The rights group also criticised 
Israel’s attempt to change the pop-
ulation make-up of the city. Since 
1967, Israel has “transferred thou-
sands of its own Jewish citizens to 
East Jerusalem, a war crime under 

international law,” HRW said.
The rights watchdog accused Is-

rael of acting to make Palestinians 
a minority in Jerusalem by denying 
them house-building permits and 
demolishing structures built with-
out Israeli approval. The United Na-
tions estimated that approximately 
90,000 Palestinians live in homes 
built in East Jerusalem without 
permits.

“Municipal planning documents 
have had the stated goal of ensur-
ing that Palestinians are a minority 
in the city,” HRW said in May.

Israel has accused HRW of having 
an anti-Israel bias and of spreading 
pro-Palestinian propaganda.

“The issue has nothing to do 
with religion or ethnicity. Rather, 
the key distinction is whether the 
individual is an Israeli citizen or 
not,” wrote the pro-Israel website 
NGO-Monitor. “Many of the ‘dis-
criminatory’ policies falsely alleged 
by… HRW actually result from the 
failure of [Palestinian residents in 
Jerusalem] to exercise their right 
to vote and elect municipal leaders 
who will implement their desired 
policy outcomes.”

In July, Israeli anti-occupation 
group Peace Now reported that a 
Palestinian family was given an 
eviction order from their East Je-
rusalem home, in which they had 
lived more than 50 years.

“This eviction is a part of a larger 
process the government is under-
taking, of establishing settlements 
in Sheikh Jarrah,” Peace Now wrote 
on its website.

Israel has come under frequent 
criticism for its policies in occupied 
East Jerusalem.

“From the first days of the Is-
raeli occupation of East Jerusalem, 
every effort was made to achieve 
this demographic dominance,” 
wrote Efrat Cohen-Bar in the pro-
Palestinian website 972mag.com. 
“Since then, for the past 50 years, 
urban planning in Jerusalem has 
been used as a tool in the service of 
maintaining demographic levels.”

Accusations levelled against Is-
rael of changing the demographic 
profile of areas extend to Israel 
proper as well.

In an editorial on August 9, the Is-
raeli daily Haaretz blasted the gov-
ernment for evacuating and demol-
ishing the homes of the Bedouin 
community of Umm al-Hiran to 
“make way for a new Jewish town 
called Hiran,” where only Orthodox 
Jews would be welcome.

“Israel has never ceased to dem-
onstrate creativity when it comes to 
discriminating against Arab citizens 
of the state,” the editorial stated.

Separately, an Israeli court 
stripped an Israeli national of Pal-
estinian origin of his citizenship 
— the first ruling of its kind — after 
he was convicted on four counts of 
attempted murder. Alla Zayud was 
sentenced to 25 years in jail for driv-
ing a car into a group of Israeli sol-
diers and stabbing civilians in 2015.

The decision to revoke Zayud’s 
nationality “would render him 
stateless, in violation of Israel’s 
obligations under international 
human rights law,” Omar Shakir, 
HRW’s director for Israel and the 
Palestinian territories, told Agence 
France-Presse.

The revoking of citizenship was 
made possible by a 2008 Israeli 
law that grants courts such powers 
against people accused of “breach 
of loyalty.”

In his ruling, the judge cited “the 
significant and important commit-
ment to maintain loyalty to the 
state, which is given expression 
also in the commitment to not carry 
out terror acts to harm its residents 
and their security.”

Palestinian and Israeli civil rights 
campaigners said they intended to 
appeal the court’s decision, arguing 
that it was against international law 
and was intended to be used only 
against the country’s Arab citizens.

Israel under fire over 
‘two-tiered’ policies

The Arab Weekly staff

Reshaping demographics. Israeli border police check Palestinians’ identification cards at a 
checkpoint as they exit the Arab neighbourhood of Issawiyeh in Jerusalem.                                                        (AP) 

Human Rights 
Watch accused 
Israel of seeking 
to make 
Palestinians a 
minority in 
Jerusalem.

T
he last serious, sus-
tained effort to bro-
ker a deal between 
the Israelis and the 
Palestinians was 
made during the 
Obama administra-

tion by then-US Secretary of State 
John Kerry. He tried over nine 
months to advance peace talks but 
his efforts met with failure and 
the breakout of the 50-day war on 
Gaza in 2014.

In his final speech before leav-
ing office, Kerry laid most of the 
blame for the talks’ failures on the 
Israelis. He claimed that while Is-
raeli Prime Minister Binyamin Ne-
tanyahu publicly supports a two-
state solution, his coalition “is the 
most right-wing in Israeli history, 
with an agenda driven by its most 
extreme elements,” which are 
“more committed to settlements 
than any in Israel’s history.”

Kerry then presented his princi-
ples for a future final status agree-
ment: An Israeli and a Palestinian 
state based on the 1967 lines; full 
rights for all citizens; a solution 
to the Palestinian refugee issue; 
Jerusalem as the capital of both 
countries; an end to the occupa-
tion, while satisfying Israel’s se-
curity needs, with a demilitarised 
Palestinian state; and end to all 
claims by both sides.

Just before the end of the Obama 
administration’s term, France 
called a conference of stakehold-
ers to discuss a possible way for-
ward but that too failed to move 
matters. Some, including British 
representatives, thought it odd 
that the two parties to the conflict 
were deliberately not invited.

US President Donald Trump’s 
senior adviser on the Middle East, 
his son-in-law Jared Kushner, is 
leading attempts to broker the 
“ultimate deal.” He has expressed 
uncertainty about the United 
States’ ability to broker a peace 
deal between Israel and the Pales-
tinians and told a recent gathering 
“there may be no solution.”

On August 1, China issued its 
own four-point plan to move the 
matter forward: Advancing the 
two-state solution based on 1967 
borders with East Jerusalem as 
the capital of a new Palestinian 
state, upholding “the concept of 
common, comprehensive, coop-

erative and sustainable security,” 
immediately ending Israeli set-
tlement building, taking immedi-
ate measures to prevent violence 
against civilians and calling for an 
early resumption of peace talks, 
coordinating international efforts 
to put forward “peace-promoting 
measures that entail joint par-
ticipation at an early date” and 
promoting peace through devel-
opment and cooperation between 
the Palestinians and Israel. None 
of the main parties have reacted 
to the plan.

There is, therefore, no short-
age of initiatives from the inter-
national community. The most 
serious one to come out of the 
Middle East was the Arab Peace 
Initiative, which was announced 
by then-Crown Prince Abdullah 
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud of Saudi 
Arabia during a meeting in Bei-
rut in 2002. The initiative calls 
for normalising relations between 
the Arab region and Israel, in ex-
change for a full withdrawal by 
Israel from occupied territories 
(including East Jerusalem) and a 
“just settlement” of the Palestin-
ian refugee problem based on UN 
General Assembly Resolution 194.

The initiative was met with en-
thusiasm by former US President 
George W. Bush and generally sup-
ported by former President Barack 
Obama. Trump has referred to it 
as a basis for the “ultimate deal.” 
He has said he is in favour of what-
ever the two parties agree upon, 
whether one state or two.

Israel’s reaction from the outset 
was lukewarm. Its position can be 
summarised as recognising some 
of the initiative’s positive ele-
ments while insisting that there 
are issues it would not compro-
mise on, including the return of 
Palestinian refugees, the status 
of Jerusalem and complete with-
drawal from occupied Arab land.

Netanyahu rejected the ini-
tiative in 2007, when he was the 
leader of the opposition. He told 
visiting Arab foreign ministers 
that “the withdrawal from Gaza 
two years ago proved that any Is-
raeli withdrawal — particularly a 
unilateral one — does not advance 
peace but rather establishes a ter-
ror base for radical Islam.”

In 2015, he stated “there are pos-
itive aspects and negative aspects 
to it.” While noting that the situ-
ation has changed in the 13 years 
since the deal was proposed, Ne-
tanyahu asserted that “the gen-
eral idea — to try and reach un-
derstandings with leading Arab 
countries — is a good idea.”

Israel probably believes that 
some Arab countries see it as a 
potential ally against Iran and are 
therefore more likely to offer it 
more concessions on the final out-
come of a deal with the Palestin-
ians. The recent tensions in and 
over Jerusalem showed that was 
unlikely but Israel still did not feel 
the need to accept the Arab Peace 
Initiative.

What better offer does 
Israel have than the 
Arab Peace Initiative?

Kamel Hawwash
is a Britain-based Palestinian university professor and writer.
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There may be no 
solution.

Trump’s senior adviser 
on the Middle East 
Jared Kushner

Israel believes 
that some Arab 
countries are 
more likely to 
offer it more 
concessions. 
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Tunis

O 

n National Women’s Day, 
Tunisian President Beji 
Caid Essebsi kicked off 
a heated debate on the 
sensitive issue of equal-

ity between the sexes in inheritance 
and marriage to non-Muslims.

In a ground-breaking speech, Caid 
Essebsi called on the prime minister 
and minister of justice to review a 
1973 ministerial decree that bans 
Tunisian women from marrying 
non-Muslims. He insisted that the 
Tunisian Constitution “cannot be 
violated” by decrees and unconsti-
tutional legislation.

Article 6 of the Constitution 
“guarantees freedom of conscience 
and belief” and charges that the 
state is responsible for protecting 
those rights. “In the Constitution 
of 2014, there are binding articles,” 
Caid Essebsi said.

He announced the formation of a 
committee to review constitutional 
reforms related to freedoms and 
equality, which will push for debate 
on gender equality in inheritance.

The new committee is led by Tuni-
sian lawmaker Bochra Belhaj Hmida 
and includes professor and expert in 
civilisation and Islamic thought Ab-
delmajid Charfi, Professor of Consti-
tutional Law Slim Laghmani, writer 
and activist Slaheddine Jourchi, 

Professor Salwa Hamrouni, film 
producer Dorra Bouchoucha, Pro-
fessor Malek Ghazouani, Professor 
Ikbal Gharbi and journalist Kerim 
Bouzouita.

Following Caid Esssebsi’s speech 
August 13, most of the controversy 
centred on gender equality in inher-
itance, which has long been an ex-
tremely sensitive subject in Tunisia.

In 2016, Mehdi Ben Gharbia, then 
a member of the legislature and 
now a minister overseeing relations 
with constitutional bodies and civil 
society, presented a bill support-
ing equality in inheritance. Mufti of 
the Republic Othman Battikh soon 
issued a statement opposing the 
measure.

Surprisingly, Diwan al-Ifta, the 
authority still headed by Battikh, 
issued a statement the day after 
the president’s speech in support 
of Caid Essebsi’s call for a debate on 
inheritance.

Caid Essebsi’s “proposals in the 
support of women’s status come as 
a reinforcement of the Islamic prin-
ciple of equality between men and 
women in rights and duties,” Diwan 
al-Ifta said.

Secular parties welcomed Caid 
Essebsi’s speech, saying that the 
president’s proposals are “positive 
steps” towards achieving equality 
between men and women.

“The promotion of the culture of 
equality will contribute to the de-
velopment of societal attitudes and 
the protection of individual rights,” 
the Social Democratic Path (Al Mas-
sar), a centre-left secularist party, 
said in a statement.

The ruling Nidaa Tounes party 
expressed full support for Caid Es-
sebsi’s declarations. The party “will 
mobilise to guarantee the success of 
the debate,” Nidaa Tounes said in a 
statement.

Raja Ben Slama, a professor of 
psychoanalysis at the University of 
Manouba, said she considered the 
issue of equality in inheritance re-
lated to development and economy.

“There are 800,000 women work-
ing in the agricultural sector” in Tu-
nisia, Ben Slama said, noting that 
“these women are working on a land 
that they do not own.”

Parties with religious or conserva-
tive leanings, however, condemned 
Caid Essebsi’s speech, pledging to 
resist any attempt to change current 
law.

Mohamed Hechmi Hamdi, leader 
of Tayar el-Mahaba, presented a pe-
tition calling for the withdrawal of 

confidence from the president. The 
Forces of January 14 party called for 
an end to “haphazard decisions that 
do not take into consideration the 
feelings, willpower and interests of 
the Tunisian people.”

Former Interim President Moncef 
Marzouki labelled Caid Essebsi’s 
initiative “a political manoeuvre par 
excellence.” Other political figures 
agreed with Marzouki, saying that 
the president’s speech put Ennah-
da, an Islamist political party, in an 
awkward situation.

“Caid Essebsi wants to draw the Is-
lamist party Ennahda into revealing 
[its] conservative face when dealing 
with this delicate issue,” said law-
maker Mustapha Ben Ahmed, head 
of the National Bloc. “The aim is to 
distance the female electorate from 
the Islamist party, two years before 
the presidential election in 2019.”

Ennahda leader Rached Ghan-
nouchi issued no statement on the 
issue. His office only confirmed 
that the Islamist party would “par-
ticipate in the debate” but En-
nahda lawmaker Abdellatif Mekki 
described Caid Essebsi’s speech as 
“dangerous.”

“This speech could drag the coun-
try into political squabbles as Tuni-
sia continues its struggle to develop 
and revive its battered economy,” 
Mekki said.

Abdelfattah Mourou, deputy 
speaker of Tunisian parliament 
and co-founder of Ennahda, said a 
broader debate could take place.

Caid Essebsi’s speech stirred con-
troversy outside the country, with 
al-Azhar, the Cairo-based university 
that is the world’s most prominent 
authority on Sunni Islam, ruling 
against gender equality in inherit-
ance. Without mentioning Tunisia, 
a statement by al-Azhar said the 
concept of equal inheritance was 
“against Islamic teachings.”

The concern of al-Azhar was ag-
gravated by the fact that, in Egypt 
and other Arab countries, women 
are clamouring for rights.

Saida Guarrach, a Tunisian law-
yer, feminist activist and adviser to 
the President of the Republic, said: 
“The matter is not that of religion or 
timing. It is rather a matter of eco-
nomic independence and whoever 
has the money has control over the 
family and society.

“You can either stand with inde-
pendence, emancipation, equality 
and dignity or persist in the defence 
of subordination, injustice and dis-
crimination.”

Tunisian president 
triggers debate after call 
for gender equality in 
inheritance, marriage
Iman Zayat

Breaking taboos. Tunisian President Beji Caid Essebsi delivering a speech on National Women’s Day at 
the Presidential palace in Carthage.                            (Tunisian Presidency)

Tunisia’s Islamists 
in Catch-22 over 
inheritance issue

Lamine Ghanmi

L 

eaders of Tunisia’s Is-
lamist Ennahda party 
have often outma-
noeuvred their op-
ponents and avoided 
becoming embroiled 
in the heated debate 

over women’s rights, which would 
put their conservative narrative at 
odds with that of modernity.

Most Ennahda supporters, who 
generally adhere to more conserv-
ative interpretations of Islam, have 
traditionally been concentrated 
in the country’s rural areas and 
working-class urban belts around 
the main cities.

Trying to expand their support 
base to urban environments and 
elite constituencies, especially 
during the 2011 and 2014 elections, 
they made sure to pay lip service to 
women’s rights, working under the 
assumption that support for such 
rights was a prerequisite to main-
stream support in the Tunisian 
political scene.

The tactic eventually led Ennah-
da to voice support for Tunisia’s 
Code of Personal Status, which, 
in 1957, abolished polygamy and 
required the mutual consent of 
spouses for marriage to be per-
formed.

Ironically, challenging this 
legislation and the modernist 
culture underpinning it used to 
be a key element of the Islamist 
movement’s narrative. The argu-
ment was key to the recruitment of 
successive generations of followers 
over the past decades. Recently, 
Ennahda leaders and lawmakers 
endorsed a new law to eliminate 
violence against women.

Though many Islamists and 
Muslim conservatives took to so-
cial media to assail President Beji 
Caid Essebsi’s remarks in which 
he expressed support for equal 
inheritance and marriage rights for 
women, Ennahda’s leaders seemed 
to push back by diverting attention 
to other, less problematic social 
and economic issues.

Party leaders have been stress-
ing to their membership that 
multiparty democracy has allowed 
them to be the main faction in 
parliament and a key partner in 
the government. They have argued 
that laws to ensure women’s rights 
and related initiatives they have 
backed are compatible with their 
views of Islam. This includes the 
constitutional provision ensur-

ing freedom of conscience and 
religious freedom.

However, trying to alter the 
religiously enshrined statutes on 
the issue of inheritance will be an-
other matter. Since the country’s 
independence, such a position 
has been rejected by Islamists and 
traditionalists.

If push comes to shove, Ennahda 
could find itself in a Catch-22 situ-
ation: Either abandon its conserva-
tive core or reject the modernist 
narrative.

Regardless of its leaders’ at-
tempts to masterfully spin the 
issue, the party could be forced to 
pay a price one way or the other: 
It will have to accept equality 
between men and women in terms 
of inheritance and thus lose a big 
chunk of its supporters or oppose 
Caid Essebsi’s initiative and shed 
their veneer of a Muslim democ-
racy.

The latter option would be 
particularly painful at a time when 
Ennahda leader Rached Ghan-
nouchi has recently taken to wear-
ing a tie to display his modernity.

“President Beji Caid Essebsi has 
pushed the Ennahda party into an-
other battle it has not readied itself 
for. Ennahda had always planned 
its next battles well ahead,” wrote 
Hafedh Ghribi, the editor of Tuni-
sia’s daily Essabah in an editorial.

“He (Caid Essebsi) returned En-
nahda to square one of the civic 
state. The party had struggled very 
hard to avoid this kind of situation 
only to discover that the entente it 
had with secularists has probably 
come to an end.”

It is not clear whether Ennahda, 
at this sensitive juncture, can af-
ford the steep price it might have 
to pay if it loses its alliance with 
Caid Essebsi-led secularists over 
the inheritance issue.

The party’s leaders seem to con-
sider their entente with secularist 
formations a hedge against the 
opposition from various constitu-
encies that are wary of Islamist 
encroachment. They are also cau-
tious about the rest of the world 
sees it at a time when the global 
tide is turning against politi-
cal Islam. This all-the-more true 
since the election of US President 
Donald Trump and the campaign 
waged by the Saudi Arabia-led 
Arab quartet against Qatar’s sup-
port for the Muslim Brotherhood 
and radical Islam.

Tunisian gender equality initiativeSpecial Focus

The matter is not that of 
religion or timing. It is 
rather a matter of econo-
mic independence.

Saida Guarrach, 
adviser to the President 
of the Republic 

In a bind. Tunisian islamist Ennahda deputies at the parliament in 
Tunis.                                                                                                              (AFP)
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New steps. Tunisian Minister of Women, Family and Children Naziha Labidi.            (Office of the Tunisian minister)

Law banning violence against women
is ‘dream come true,’ minister says

Tunisian gender equality initiativeSpecial Focus

Tunis

M
ore than 60 
years after 
the enact-
ment of the 
Code of 
Personal 
Status, 
Tunisia is 

pressing ahead with the consoli-
dation of women’s status and 
rights despite challenges posed 
by conservative forces in the 
country.

“August 13 is an important date 
in the history of Tunisia and an oc-
casion to celebrate the enactment 
of the Code of Personal Status, 
which came to build balanced re-
lations within the family, the basic 
unit of society,” Tunisian Minister 
of Women, Family and Children 
Naziha Labidi said in an interview.

“Over the years, the Code of Per-
sonal Status has developed in line 
with social changes and it remains 
important to remind the younger 
generations of the major achieve-
ments in the fields of family legis-
lation and women’s rights.”

Tunisians on August 13 marked 
the 61st anniversary of the Code 
of Personal Status, 15 days after 
the approval of a landmark law on 
violence against women. The law 
abolished Article 227 (a) of the Tu-
nisian Criminal Code that allowed 
rapists to escape punishment if 
they married their victims.

The new law defines violence 
against women as “any physi-
cal, moral, sexual or economic 
aggression against women based 
on discrimination between the 
two sexes and resulting in damage 
or physical, sexual, psychologi-
cal or economic suffering to the 
woman.” It includes all the key 
elements of the definition of do-
mestic violence recommended in 
the UN “Handbook for Legislation 

on Violence against Women.”
“With the help of civil society, 

the Ministry of Social Affairs, the 
Ministry of Justice, the Ministry of 
Interior and the Ministry of Public 
Health, a dream has come true,” 
Labidi said.

“On July 26, the law was unani-
mously approved by the different 
blocs at parliament. In Tunisia, we 
can have our political differences 
but eventually, we all give prior-
ity to the higher interests of the 
country.”

Tunisian women face significant 
rates of violence, with nearly 50% 
of women being a victim at some 
point in their lives.

“The situation of women in our 
country could have been worse in 
the absence of legislation,” Labidi 
said.

“All laws in Tunisia are binding,” 
the minister added, detailing pre-
ventive measures, requirements, 
criminal provisions and penalties 
included in the law.

Tunisia has five shelters for vic-
tims of violence distributed across 
different regions of the country, 
Labidi said.

“We have recently inaugurated 
a new centre for counselling in the 
city of Mahdia and we are plan-
ning on inaugurating more centres 
and shelters across the country,” 
she said.

“The new law does not only 
protect women but also ensures 
protection for all family members, 
including children, whether boys 
or girls. Today, no one can escape 
punishment.”

Tunisia is the first Arab country 
to adopt the comprehensive law 
on violence. Similar laws exist in 
only three countries in Europe and 
15 countries in Latin America.

The law has been hailed by 
international rights groups as a 
landmark step that consolidates 
Tunisia’s pioneering model in 
women’s rights. However, Human 
Rights Watch called for interna-
tional aid to assist with the effec-

tive implementation of the law, 
which is to go into force in 2018.

In the last five years, Tuni-
sia’s economic growth rate has 
slumped to 1%, data from the 
National Institute of Statistics 
showed. Recent figures from the 
Ministry of Finance indicate that 
the country’s economic growth is 
expected to reach 2.5% this year, 
compared with 0.8% in 2015.

Experts agree that Tunisia needs 
all the help it can get as it presses 
ahead with a democratic transi-
tion and broad reforms that have 
proven successful over the years.

The adoption of the law on vio-
lence had its critics in Tunisia and 
the Arab world, with conserva-
tives and some Islamist groups 
claiming that the country was 
creating a façade to conceal the 
real problems and distract people 
from main issues.

“Tunisia remains honest in 
dealing with all issues, including 
the economy, politics and others,” 
Labidi said.

“As the tradition has been in our 
country, we are brave enough to 
call problems by their names and 
work together to solve them.”

I n t e r v i e w

Iman Zayat

Celebrate progress on women’s rights in Tunisia 
but recognise all the challenges that remain

T
unisia recently made 
important strides to-
wards gender equal-
ity and women’s 
rights. In July, the 
Tunisian parliament 
passed a landmark 

bill that aims to end violence and 
discrimination against women. On 
National Women’s Day in Tunisia, 
President Beji Caid Essebsi an-
nounced the formation of a com-
mittee to review constitutional 
reforms to ensure gender equal-
ity, including establishing equal-
ity between men and women sur-
rounding the issue of inheritance 
and allowing Tunisian women to 
marry non-Muslims.

While these are critical steps, 
their implementation is by no 
means guaranteed and other 
controversial draft laws threaten 
to disrupt Tunisia’s democratic 
transition.

Tunisia’s law criminalising vio-
lence against women is to go into 
force in 2018. It defines violence 
against women as “any physical, 
moral, sexual or economic aggres-
sion” against women and draws 
from international standards for 
the protection of women’s rights.

The inclusion of “economic ag-
gression” in the draft law was cru-
cial. Tunisia’s Truth and Dignity 

Commission catalogued count-
less human rights violations 

that women suffered under the 

Bourguiba and Ben Ali regimes. 
A key effort of rights groups and 
civil society organisations in 
recording abuses was to connect 
violations of human rights with 
violations of economic and social 
rights and losses of opportuni-
ties for women. The law takes an 
important step towards protecting 
women’s rights in Tunisia.

It remains unclear how Tunisia 
will fully implement the ambi-
tious law and fund the policies it 
outlines, such as the provision of 
shelters for women in need. Plans 
to introduce programmes for med-
ical staff to competently address 
issues of violence against women 
would require sustained politi-
cal will and funding for adequate 
training. New legal procedures 
to protect women from violence 
would need to be clearly estab-
lished and enumerated to ensure 
their effectiveness.

Tunisia’s anaemic growth rate 
and a massive fiscal deficit will 
make such efforts more difficult, 
although they remain necessary 
for the country to move forward 
and for the government to fulfil its 
promises to Tunisian women.

Caid Essebsi followed this 
positive step to protect women 
with his announcement August 
13 on gender equality. “The state 
is obliged to achieve full equality 
between women and men and to 
ensure equal opportunities for 

all,” he said.
Tunisia’s 2014 constitution 

guarantees equal rights to all 
citizens, whether male or female. 
Still, in practice, more needs to 
be done to guarantee equal rights 
regardless of gender and Caid Es-
sebsi’s announcement is a move 
towards that goal.

Diwan al-Ifta, Tunisia’s highest 
religious establishment, notably 
welcomed Caid Essebsi’s call for 
gender equality in inheritance 
and the right of women to marry 
non-Muslims. Other Islamic in-
stitutions, though, were quick 
to condemn Caid Essebsi’s an-
nouncement.

Egypt’s al-Azhar said gender 
equality in inheritance violates 
the principles of sharia law and 
criticised the marriage of Muslim 
women to non-Muslim men. Some 
Tunisians pushed back against al-
Azhar, calling for non-interference 
in Tunisia’s internal affairs and 
asserting the right to a civil debate 
on the issues. Egyptian women’s 
groups praised Caid Essebsi’s an-
nouncement as progressive.

The Islamist party Ennahda 
praised Caid Essebsi’s call for 
gender equality and emphasised 
recent gains for Tunisian women’s 
rights. Ennahda has increasingly 
sought to separate itself as a po-
litical party from the conservative 
religious establishment, as exem-
plified by its decision in 2016 to 

separate the political party from 
religion. Yet the absence of En-
nahda leader Rached Ghannouchi 
from the proceedings on August 13 
did not go unnoticed and Ennah-
da’s praise for the announcement 
appeared, at least initially, to be 
more in principle than practice.

These as-yet largely symbolic 
steps towards female empower-
ment in Tunisia should not drown 
out concern over other controver-
sial legislation that threatens to 
scale back democratic progress. 
Tunisia’s parliament has delayed 
voting on a bill that would provide 
amnesty to former public officials 
accused of corruption during the 
Ben Ali era. The bill, which is to be 
voted on in September, provoked 
widespread protests since it was 
introduced by Caid Essebsi in 
2015.

Another draft law up for debate 
in parliament would criminalise 
criticism of Tunisia’s armed forces 
and police and threaten to lawful-
ly enshrine impunity for security 
forces and imperil the principle of 
accountability.

Moves by Caid Essebsi to bring 
these sensitive issues to the fore 
and into public debate are major 
steps forward in Tunisia’s demo-
cratic transition. Yet the issues 
of gender equality raised by Caid 
Essebsi were couched in the lan-
guage of exploration rather than 
enactment.

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

Elissa Miller

The issues of gender 
equality raised by 
Caid Essebsi were 
couched in the 
language of 
exploration rather 
than enactment.

“The situation of 
women in our country 
could have been worse 
in the absence of 
legislation. 
Tunisian Minister 
of Women, Family and 
Children Naziha Labidi
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The last summer of 
Turkey’s Hasankeyf

Heritage being uprooting. A 600-year-old tomb is moved on a large wheeled platform to make way 
for a hydroelectric dam in a village of Hasankeyf, last May.                         (AP)

A
s the clock ticks to-
wards the referen-
dum on Iraqi Kurdis-
tan’s independence, 
tensions mount rap-
idly in neighbouring 
countries. Both Teh-

ran and Ankara will do their utmost 
to have the September vote blocked, 
annulled or at least postponed in-
definitely.

This joint stand became clear dur-
ing a top-level Iranian military visit 
to Ankara by the chief of the general 
staff of the Iranian armed forces, 
General Mohammad Bagheri, es-
corted by the commanders of the 
Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps 
and the Border Protection Troops. 
It was the first time since 1979 that 
an Iranian top general visited Tur-
key. The meeting exemplified how 
significantly the regional balances 
have been rattled.

”If such a thing happens, it will 
trigger a new tension and will affect 
the neighbouring countries nega-
tively” Bagheri said about the up-
coming Kurdish vote. ”Therefore, 
the two countries insist that it shall 
not be possible and should not be 
conducted.”

He added that Ankara and Tehran 
had agreed on joint operations and 
intelligence sharing. This is very 
bad news, not only for Kurdistan Re-
gional Government (KRG) President 
Masoud Barzani, who is banking on 
the referendum securing his future, 
but also for the Patriotic Union of 
Kurdistan (PUK), the second most 
powerful player on the Iraqi Kurd-
ish stage after Barzani’s Kurdistan 
Democratic Party (KDP), which is 
the engine behind the referendum. 
Reports have circulated that the 
Iranian military warned the KRG 
about severe consequences should 
the vote go on.

Barzani in June announced plans 
for a referendum on independence 
on September 25 with voting ex-
pected in Kirkuk and three other 
areas. Kurdish officials have said 
the vote wouldn’t lead to an auto-
matic declaration of independence 
but would improve the Kurds’ posi-
tion in talks with the government in 
Baghdad regarding self-determina-
tion.

It is apparent that Tehran is on 
the same page as Ankara about the 
anxiety of a declaration of Kurdish 
independence. Both countries have 

large Kurdish populations: There 
are about 8 million Kurds in Iran 
and more than 14 million in Tur-
key. Both groups have, throughout 
decades, acted to carve a path to in-
dependence or secession and have 
been watching with intense atten-
tion how their brethren in Iraq and 
Syria push for what they have been 
dreaming of.

Both Ankara and Tehran see 
Kurdish self-rule as a threat to their 
foreign policy. Ankara is also con-
cerned that a yes vote would trig-
ger a new independence/secession 
push among its own Kurds. Tehran, 
however, might have even more to 
worry about. It was obviously irked 
by the Israeli government’s support 
for the Iraqi Kurdish intentions. 
A partition of Iraq through a vote 
would weaken its hand by a dimin-
ished Baghdad and demolish a new 
regional policy architecture it had 
built as the Syrian crisis deepened.

What can happen if Barzani does 
not blink? His administration made 
it clear to Iranians that the vote was 
decided collectively by the major 
political forces in Iraqi Kurdistan. 
There was only the exception of the 
Gorran Movement, which argued 
that the referendum must have a 
mandate from parliament, and Bar-
zani can take new steps to put it 
in play, which could cause further 
trouble if the PUK were to pull out 
of the decision.

Turkey, on the other hand, may be 
happy to build on the Iranian frus-
trations and wait a little more before 
intervening to call Barzani to post-
pone the vote. This would leave Bar-
zani to persuade Ankara and Tehran 
that the result is non-binding and 
they both need a strong leader like 
him with the promise that he would 
not take any drastic steps against 
their basic national interests.

The more dramatic scenario 
is that Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan goes along with 
“severe measures” — as Iranians 
expressed it to Iraqi KRG — simply 
because Kurdish advances in gen-
eral in the region pose a much more 
serious threat to his political aims 
than keeping a distance from Syr-
ian President Bashar Assad. Iran 
will continue to back him no matter 
what.

There will be a lot of interesting 
manoeuvring related to the Kurdish 
referendum in the coming weeks.

Istanbul

T 

urkey has begun to col-
lapse cliff faces around 
the ruins of the Hasan-
keyf Citadel, marking 
another step bringing the 

12,000-year-old settlement closer 
to being flooded out of existence 
by a Tigris River dam about 80km 
downstream.

Local authorities announced that 
rocks were broken off the honey-
coloured walls “for safety reasons” 
and that 210 caves — a fraction of 
thousands of man-made caves in 
the area — would be filled in ahead 
of the town’s inundation to prevent 
erosion.

A Hasankeyf resident, who did 
not want to be named for fear of re-
percussions, said demolitions had 
been under way for more than two 
weeks. “There were explosions. 
It impacts on people who live and 
work close to the rocks. There is a 
lot of noise, a lot of dust,” he said, 
adding: “This is the last summer 
for us in Hasankeyf. I am really 
heartbroken to have to watch this.”

The Ilisu Dam, part of the South-
eastern Anatolia Project, one of 
Turkey’s largest hydroelectric pro-
jects, has been mired in controver-
sy since it was first drafted in 1954. 
The dam will raise the level of the 
Tigris by 60 metres, submerging 
80% of Hasankeyf, numerous sur-
rounding villages and more than 
300 unexplored historical sites.

Architectural elements of other 
buildings have been scheduled for 
removal to a cultural park north of 
Hasankeyf.

The 15th-century tomb of war-
rior Zeynel Bey, with its Kufic tiles 
of glazed turquoise, was moved 
on a special wheeled platform to a 
new location in May. Preparations 
to move other monuments, includ-
ing the minaret of El Rizk Mosque, 
built by the Ayyubids in 1409, as 
well as Imam Abdullah’s tomb and 
the Artikel Bath, were reportedly 
under way.

Zeynep Ahunbay, a Turkish 
scholar of architectural history and 
preservation, criticised the plan, 
saying: “To transfer monuments 
and arrange them in a new setting 

is not a good way of saving heritage 
according to international conser-
vation principles.”

Germany, Austria and Switzer-
land withdrew financial support 
for the Ilisu Dam in July 2009, cit-
ing concerns about the social, cul-
tural and environmental effects but 
the Turkish government secured 
domestic financing for the $1.1 bil-
lion project. Arguing that the dam 
would help produce much-needed 
energy and bring investors to the 
predominantly Kurdish area, Tur-
key pushed ahead with the project 
despite a pending decision from 
the European Court of Human 
Rights.

Preservation experts, activists 
and opposition politicians have 
harshly criticised the government’s 
collapsing of cliff faces with dyna-
mite, while the Batman governo-
rate insisted that all the rocks were 
broken up manually.

Local experts pointed out that 
damage was caused by rocks falling 
on artefacts below. Ferhat Demir, 
head of the Batman Chamber of 
Civil Engineers, told Turkish news 
organisation Bianet: “The caves 
and ancient wine cellars we have 
inspected have been damaged. 
The caves have been blocked. They 
should at least have used steel nets 
to protect the area below.” It is said 
that remains of ancient churches 
have also been damaged.

Ahunbay called the destruction 
“criminal” and warned that the 
collapsing of cliffs would also seri-
ously damage the natural environ-
ment, itself “the result of millions 
of years’ erosion by the Tigris.”

Damming the river would dra-
matically change the fragile eco-
system of the area and the effect 
is expected to be “catastrophic” 
on neighbouring Iraq, said Ercan 
Ayboga of the Initiative to Keep 
Hasankeyf Alive. “The Ilisu Dam 
will further decrease the flow 
downstream and the Mesopotami-
an Marshes in Iraq will completely 
dry up,” Ayboga said.

The Turkish government said it 
expects to relocate 15,000 people 
but Ayboga said the real number is 
closer to 80,000. He said that 199 
villages are expected to be sub-
merged, “their homes and liveli-
hoods will be destroyed; 40,000 
people will lose their lands and will 
have to leave.  Then there are about 
3,000 nomadic families who are 
not registered anywhere who will 
be affected.”

Ayboga said that, despite contro-
versies surrounding the construc-
tion of the Ilisu Dam, all protests 
and public meetings were banned 
under the state of emergency de-
clared more than a year ago. “There 
has always been a serious lack of 
transparency and accountability,” 
he said, “but now the Turkish gov-
ernment uses the conflict in the 
region and the state of emergency 
to speed up the project and to si-
lence all opposition. Many locals 
are scared to protest now.”

The anonymous Hasankeyf resi-
dent said he did not want to live in 
New Hasankeyf, the satellite settle-
ment built on the opposite bank of 
the Tigris to house those displaced 
by the rising water levels. “It’s aw-
ful,” he said. “I really don’t like it. 
It’s nothing but concrete.”

He said members of the town’s 
older population found the new 
homes “more comfortable.” How-
ever, the current houses of resi-
dents have been valued at much 
lower prices than the houses and 
apartments at the new site, leaving 
many of those who will move there 
in considerable debt.

The resident added that he did 
not know where his family would 
go once Hasankeyf is flooded. “We 
cannot afford to move to a big city, 
either. It’s even harder with chil-
dren. I really don’t know what to 
do,” he said.

Constanze Letsch is a contributor 
to The Arab Weekly in Istanbul.

Kurdish independence 
prospect cements a 
Turkish-Iranian alliance

Yavuz Baydar
is a Turkish regular columnist for The Arab Weekly.

Constanze Letsch

Damming the river 
would 
dramatically 
change the fragile 
ecosystem of the 
area and the effect 
is expected to be 
“catastrophic” 
on neighbouring 
Iraq.
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Iran’s provocations may prove costly

Rohani makes empty threats 
while committed to nuclear deal

I
ran has threatened to resume 
its nuclear programme and its 
Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps (IRGC) has continued 
to provoke the US Navy in the 
Arabian Gulf, putting into 
question an international ac-

cord formulated under the Obama 
administration,

US President Donald Trump has 
accused the Iranians of violating 
the spirit of the Joint Comprehen-
sive Plan of Action (JCPOA), the 
agreement between Tehran and 
world powers regarding Iran’s nu-
clear programme.

Following pointed Twitter ex-
changes between Trump and North 
Korean leader Kim Jong-un, who 
threatened the well-being of the 
US territory of Guam and possibly 
Hawaii after Trump warned of “fire 
and fury,” there is potential for a 
new nuclear-oriented conflict.

This time the fight is with Iran. 
This crisis has the potential of 
developing into a far more serious 
dispute than the one with North 
Korea. The reason is quite simple.

Apart from the heavily policed 

demilitarised zone separating the 
two Koreas, there is no possibility 
of US forces coming into contact 
with the North Koreans. In the 
Gulf, however, the Iranians seem 
intent on provoking the Americans 
into an international conflict.

As in all aspects of foreign policy, 
there are two schools of thought 
on Iran and its nuclear capabilities. 
Actually, better make that three 
diverse schools of thought.

First, there are the optimists who 
believe they can talk the Iranians 
out of any given situation if they 
are given enough time. Then there 
are the pessimists who believe that 
the only way Iran will give up its 
weapons is if the West flexes some 
muscle.

The third group — the realists — 
understands why the West fears a 
nuclear-armed Iran and why the 
Iranians are so intent on obtaining 
nuclear weapons.

To understand the reasons that 
propel Iran to pursue its nuclear 
dreams, examine two major events 
that will shape Iran’s foreign policy 
for years to come.

The first is the eight-year war be-
tween Iran and its neighbour Iraq, 
during which about 1 million peo-
ple were killed. Iran came close to 
capitulation at one point during the 
war and suffered severe punish-
ment from Saddam Hussein’s Iraq 
in the form of chemical weapons 
deployed on the front lines.

It was at that point that the 
ayatollahs vowed never to allow the 
country to fall into such a vulner-
able position again. The key to that 
problem, the Iranian leadership 
decided, was to be found in nuclear 
weapons.

The second event was the US 
invasion of Iraq. Tehran concluded 
that it may well be vulnerable to an 
American invasion and determined 
that the only sure deterrence was in 
acquiring nuclear weapons.

The US Navy has accused the Ira-
nians of flying drones dangerously 
close to one of its aircraft carriers in 
the Gulf, while the IRGC defended 
its right to carry out air patrol mis-
sions in the area.

The US Naval Forces Central 
Command said that an Iranian 

drone had come within 300 metres 
of a US Navy aircraft carrier while 
it was in international waters in the 
Gulf conducting flight operations. 
A spokesman for the US 5th Fleet 
said the Iranian drone “conducted 
an unsafe and unprofessional 
approach” as it passed by the USS 
Nimitz without navigation lights 
late August 13.

The IRGC said in a statement 
published on Tasnim News Agency 
that “it carries out air patrol mis-
sions in Iran’s air defence identi-
fication zone every day and in ac-
cordance with current regulations.”

“The Revolutionary Guards 
drones are equipped with standard 
navigation systems and are con-
trolled professionally,” it added.

The IRGC accused the United 
States, which claims Iran has insti-
gated about a dozen such incidents, 
of not having “capable identifica-
tion and reconnaissance systems.”

With Trump’s John Wayne-like 
outlook on some foreign policy 
issues, continued provocations 
by the Iranians may prove to be a 
costly way to conduct business.

A 

s Iranian President 
Hassan Rohani 
presented his cabi-
net ministers to 
parliament, he is-
sued a direct threat 

to Washington, warning that if 
the United States continued its 
“threats and sanctions” against 
Iran, Tehran could restart its nu-
clear programme within hours.

It is difficult to view Rohani’s 
statements as anything but 
empty threats. Rohani, who 
was elected president by 
promising to peacefully resolve 
the crisis over Iran’s nuclear 
programme, would be the 
greatest loser if the Islamic 
Republic walks away from the 
nuclear agreement, also known 
as the Joint Comprehensive 
Plan of Action (JCPOA), 
between it and world powers.

Rohani, however, cannot 
afford to remain silent in the 
face of US President Donald 
Trump’s statements calling the 
agreement “the worst deal 
ever” and accusing Iran of not 
complying with it.

A careful reading of Rohani’s 
August 15 address clearly 
shows his preference for 
keeping the nuclear agreement 
alive while simultaneously 
answering Trump.

“Those who in recent months 
have talked of shredding the 
JCPOA, based upon counsel 
from advisers who believe such 
an act will isolate the United 
States in the international 
community are now accusing 
Iran of violating the spirit of 
the JCPOA,” Rohani said.

Such accusations, Rohani 
emphasised, are in stark 
contrast to “seven reports from 
the International Atomic 
Energy Agency (IAEA), con-
firming Iran’s complete compli-
ance with the JCPOA.”

Directly addressing the US 
government, Rohani said: 
“They should know that the 
failed experience of threats and 
sanctions in the end led 
previous [US] administrations 
to come to the negotiation 
table. Should they be inclined 
to repeat past experiences, Iran 
certainly will, in a short time, 
not in weeks and months but 
within hours and days, reach a 
state much more [technologi-
cally] advanced than the time 

Iran began the negotiations.”
Rohani stressed that Iran’s 

preference is to keep the JCPOA 
in place, adding “this was and 
is not the sole option of this 
country.”

The nuclear deal, however, is 
Rohani’s sole option. He and 
his able foreign minister, 
Mohammad Javad Zarif, are the 
least likely to walk away from 
the nuclear agreement as their 
legitimacy is rooted in having 
reached it. Both can be 
expected to fight a bitter legal 
battle against real or alleged US 
breaches of the JCPOA, in 
particular instituting addi-
tional US sanctions against 
Iran.

However, the question 
remains: Do Supreme Leader 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei and the 
Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps (IRGC) have the patience 
for Rohani’s legalist approach?

While Rohani and his cabinet 
ministers must attend to the 
day-to-day affairs of govern-
ment, Khamenei perceives 
himself as the custodian of the 
revolution. How are continued 
US sanctions against Iran likely 
to affect his prestige as a 
revolutionary leader and his 
self-proclaimed role as the 
“vali-ye amr-e Moslemin,” the 
leader of all Muslims?

The IRGC is likely to be just 
as sensitive. The IRGC did not 
really oppose the nuclear 
agreement because it expected 
to benefit financially from it. 
The United States’ release of 
frozen Iranian assets abroad 
has, indeed, helped the IRGC 
but additional US sanctions 
have since systematically 
targeted its economic empire.

The Guards are finding it 
increasingly difficult to benefit 
from the JCPOA. On top of it all, 
the IRGC is also engaged in a 
ruthless political struggle 
against Rohani and his techno-
cratic government. What 
interest do they have in pre-
serving a nuclear agreement 
that is a source of legitimacy for 
their chief political adversary?

Despite Rohani’s August 15 
threats, his government is the 
least likely agent to declare the 
nuclear agreement null and 
void. What we need to watch 
for are statements by Khame-
nei and the IRGC.

is a regular columnist for 
The Arab Weekly.

Rohani stressed 
that Iran’s 
preference is to 
keep the JCPOA 
in place.

Continued 
provocations by 
the Iranians may 
prove to be a 
costly way to 
conduct 
business.

Claude Salhani

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

Ali Alfoneh

Braggadocio. Iranian President Hassan Rohani walks after 
addressing the parliament in Tehran, on August 15.                      (AFP)
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B 

ritish Muslims expressed 
little surprise following 
the revelation that police 
were investigating ap-
proximately 40 neo-Nazis 

for allegedly plotting terrorist at-
tacks against Muslims, viewing this 
as part of a recent rise of anti-Islam-
ic sentiment in Britain.

A report in Britain’s Times news-
paper, quoting senior police sourc-
es, confirmed the threat posed to 
Muslims by far-right extremists. 
“The danger far-right extremists 
pose to national security is no dif-
ferent from Islamist terrorists,” an 
unidentified police source told the 
newspaper.

“They do their research. They 
identify vulnerable targets and then 
they make a move but they are more 
difficult to track than Islamists be-
cause they appear to be much better 
at operating under the radar. We’re 
anticipating more problems and at-
tacks by neo-Nazis.”

There are several small far-right 

and neo-Nazi groups in the United 
Kingdom, including National Ac-
tion, which in 2016 was the first far-
right group to be proscribed as a ter-
rorist one by the government.

HOPE not hate, a British anti-
racism campaign, had previously 
warned of the threat posed by neo-
Nazis. Regarding National Action’s 
prospects for 2017, it said: “HOPE 
not hate’s concern is that the group, 
or more likely individuals within it, 
might take an even more confronta-
tional and violent path.”

“Over the past year or so, there 
have been indications the threat 
from extreme right-wing [individu-
als] could be increasing… UK coun-
terterrorism policing is alive to this,” 
a statement from the North East 
Counter Terrorism Unit said.

Tell MAMA, a UK group that re-
cords anti-Muslim incidents, said 
reports of anti-Muslim incidents 
and attacks were on the rise and that 
the figures mentioned in the Times’ 
news report were in line with its 
own findings.

Tell MAMA figures indicate that 
167 mosques in the United Kingdom 
have been targeted in anti-Muslim 
incidents and attacks from May 2013 

through June 2017, an average of ap-
proximately one incident per week.

“With terror group [the Islamic 
State] on the run, Muslims are most 
vulnerable from far right and neo-
Nazi terrorist attacks,” tweeted for-
mer secretary-general of the Mus-
lim Council of Britain Muhammad 
Abdul Bari.

The Times’ report came just a few 
months after a van was deliberately 
driven into worshippers outside of 
London’s Finsbury Park mosque, re-
sulting in one death.

The attack, which was treated as 
a terrorist attack by authorities, was 
allegedly carried out by 47-year-old 
Darren Osborne from Cardiff. He is 
not known to have direct ties to far-
right or neo-Nazi groups.

Tell MAMA and other Muslim 
community groups warned against 
the spike in hate crimes that occurs 
following Islamist terrorist attacks.

Witnesses said Osborne shouted 
“This is for London Bridge” dur-
ing the Finsbury Park attack, an 
apparent reference to the Islamist 
terrorist attack on central London 
in which eight people died. Figures 
released by London Mayor Sadiq 
Khan indicated there was a fivefold 
increase in Islamophobic attacks 
following the London Bridge attack 
and a 40% increase in racist inci-
dents.

There was a similar spike in 
anti-Muslim incidents following 
the Manchester arena bombing on 
May 22, in which 23 people were 
killed. Tell MAMA recorded 141 hate 
crimes after the Manchester attack, 
a 500% increase compared with the 
daily average.

Police recorded 234 hate crimes 
in 48 hours after the March 22 West-

minster attack, 273 reports follow-
ing the Manchester arena bombing 
and 319 reports following the Lon-
don Bridge attacks.

Writing in July for the New States-
man, Tell MAMA founder Fiyaz 
Mughal said British Muslims must 
be proactive in dealing with the 
threat. “Anti-Muslim hatred is not 
going to suddenly just go away. It 
has been a growth industry, fuelled 
by social media as right-wing activ-
ists and some columnists churn out 
anti-Islam rhetoric on an almost 
daily basis.”

He called on all British mosques 
to improve security to deal with 
the new reality. “Every mosque will 
have to seriously consider, imple-
ment and review safety procedures 
which include risk management 
beyond the immediate boundary of 
the mosque, within the bounds of 
the mosque, and finally, within the 
mosque building itself,” he advised.

“In essence, mosques need to 
think about how they can protect 
congregants around the bounds of 
their buildings, and build in meas-
ures that can hinder or slow down 
entry into the mosques by people 
wanting to harm worshippers.”

US Muslim
brace for more 
violence after 
mosque attack

After 
Barcelona,
ISIS-inspired 
threats
in Europe 
continue

Washington

L 

eaders of the Muslim com-
munity in the United States 
braced for possible violent 
attacks amid heightened 
tensions following deadly 

confrontations triggered by a far-
right march in Virginia.

“We need to be vigilant,” said 
Rabia Ahmed, media and public af-
fairs director of the Muslim Public 
Affairs Council (MPAC). “Every reli-
gious centre that feels its members 
are under threat of attack should 
take the necessary security meas-
ures.”

US Muslims have been targets of 
a rising number of hate crimes. A 
bomb was thrown into the office of 
the imam of the Dar Al-Farooq Is-
lamic Centre in Bloomington, Min-
nesota, August 5 as worshippers 
gathered for morning prayers.

No one was injured in what Min-
nesota Governor Mark Dayton 
called “a criminal act of terrorism.” 
No arrests have been made.

A week later, far-right, white su-
premacist and neo-Nazi groups 
gathered in Charlottesville, Vir-
ginia. During clashes between the 

right-wing marchers and counter- 
demonstrators in the city, a sus-
pected neo-Nazi drove a vehicle 
into counter-demonstrators, killing 
a woman and injuring 19 other peo-
ple.

While keeping silent about the 
mosque attack, US President Don-
ald Trump offered an initial com-
ment on the Charlottesville vio-
lence that many saw as very soft 
on the right-wing extremists. After 
pressure from the public and lead-
ers in his Republican Party, Trump 
gave a second statement August 14, 
calling racism “evil” and condemn-
ing extremist groups such as the Ku 
Klux Klan as “repugnant.” A day lat-
er he changed course again, saying 
there had been some “very fine peo-
ple” among the right-wing marchers 
in Charlottesville.

Muslim activists in the United 
States said the events in Virginia 
demonstrated that hate groups are 
well-organised and dangerous.

“The Charlottesville violence has 
shown there is an organised, coordi-
nated network of hate groups target-
ing minority groups,” said Ibrahim 
Hooper, communications director 
at the Council on American-Islam-
ic Relations (CAIR), an umbrella 
group. “They hate Muslims, they 
hate Afro-Americans, they hate im-
migrants, they hate Jews. They hate 
every community that is not of their 
background.”

Muslim activists said Trump’s 
election victory, his sharply anti-
Muslim rhetoric and policies such 
as the Muslim travel ban strength-
ened that trend. CAIR said it regis-
tered 69 anti-Muslim hate crimes 
in the second quarter of this year. 
The organisation called on local of-
ficials around the country to boost 
security measures ahead of a wave 
of white nationalist protest marches 
planned for early September.

“The numbers don’t lie,” said 
Abed Ayoub, political director of 
the American-Arab Anti-Discrimi-
nation Committee (ADC), an advo-
cacy group. Right-wing extremists 

“feel encouraged and emboldened” 
by Trump, Ayoub said. “They think 
they can get away with it.”

Paul Staniland, a political sci-
entist at the University of Chicago 
and an expert on extremist groups, 
warned that Trump’s statements 
could result in violence. “Odds of 
non-state violence soar when state 
officials give it cover and legitima-
cy,” Staniland told the news website 
Vox. He added Trump’s stance was 
“dangerous and staggeringly irre-
sponsible.”

Trump, who has been quick to 
condemn Islamist attacks in Europe 
and elsewhere, has not commented 
on the Minnesota attack. Sebas-
tian Gorka, a White House adviser 
known for his right-wing views 
and his scepticism towards Mus-
lims, said it was not clear that the 
bombing at the mosque had been 
the work of anti-Muslim attack-
ers. Gorka suggested the bombing 
might have been the work of people 
who wanted the assault to look like 
an act against Muslims.

Trump won the election after 
promising tough measures to keep 
Islamist radicals out of the United 
States and, at one point, called for 

surveillance of all US mosques to 
stop terrorism. His populist cam-
paign messages were part of the rea-
son his condemnation of the Char-
lottesville violence rang hollow to 
many critics. Activists welcomed 
the dismissal of Trump’s chief strat-
egist Stephen Bannon, a leading 
voice of right-wing populism in the 
White House, but voiced concern 
that the administration’s populist 
approach would continue.

A poll for the US television net-
work CBS indicated that 55% of 
American respondents said they 
disapproved of the way Trump 
handled the aftermath of the Char-
lottesville violence; 34% said they 
supported the president’s approach.

Muslim organisations are taking 
precautions. “We have been en-
couraging community centres and 
mosques to step up security meas-
ures,” Hooper said. Shortly after 
the mosque attack in Minnesota, a 
Muslim woman running for a seat 
in Congress there received a death 
threat, CAIR said.

Thomas Seibert is a 
Washington correspondent for 
The Arab Weekly.

London

V 

ehicle attacks in Barcelo-
na and Cambrils marked 
the return of Islamic 
State (ISIS) terrorism to 
the heart of Europe even 

as the group is in retreat in Iraq and 
Syria following the liberation of Mo-
sul.

An ISIS statement claimed that 
the Barcelona attack, which killed 
at least 14 people, was carried out 
by “one of the soldiers of the Islamic 
State” — language that the group 
uses to include those radicalised by 
ISIS abroad but with no direct ties 
to the group. One woman died from 
injuries sustained in the Cambrils in-
cident.

Spain is a junior partner in the 
Western anti-ISIS coalition, provid-
ing logistical aid and training to Iraqi 
forces.

Low-tech vehicles have become 
a major component of ISIS attacks 
in the West. Since the Nice, France, 
attack with a cargo truck on July 14, 
2016, more than 120 people have 
been killed in similar attacks in ma-
jor European cities.

“The use of a vehicle to conduct 
the attack has become standard 
practice among Islamist militants 
in Europe, with similar tactics used 
in attacks in Nice, Berlin, Paris and 
London over the past year,” said 
Otso Iho, a senior analyst at Jane’s 
Terrorism and Insurgency Centre.

Many Muslims in Europe have 
expressed concern about a rise in 
anti-Muslim sentiment following 
terrorist attacks. Statistics gathered 
after similar attacks indicate a spike 
in Islamophobic incidents. Span-
ish Muslim community groups have 
expressed solidarity and called for 
calm in the aftermath of this week’s 
terrorism incidents.

A few weeks after the London 
Bridge attack, which bore many 
similarities to the Cambrils incident, 
including the attackers wearing fake 
suicide vests, an anti-Muslim vehi-
cle attack outside London’s Finsbury 
Park mosque resulted in one death.

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

Mahmud el-Shafey

East   West

British Muslims not surprised by neo-Nazi threats

Over the past year or 
so, there have been 
indications the threat 
from extreme right-wing 
[individuals] could be 
increasing.
A statement from the North 
East Counter Terrorism Unit 

Thomas Seibert

The events in Virginia 
demonstrated that 
hate groups are 
well-organised and 
dangerous.

In solidarity. A demonstrator holds a sign during a rally in 
response to the Charlottesville car attack on counter-protesters 
after the “Unite the Right” rally organised by white nationalists. 
                                                                                                                      (Reuters)

Mahmud el-Shafey



17August 20, 2017

News & Analysis East   West

Toxic politics in Italy, Libya further
complicate migration problem

Milan

O 

ver the past several 
years, thousands of 
people have boarded 
boats in Libyan waters 
intent on crossing the 

Mediterranean and landing on Ital-
ian shores. The number of people 
illegally headed towards Europe 
has been a financial boon for hu-
man smugglers in Africa.

This has caused concern in Italy 
where the parliament voted to 
deploy naval patrol ships to deter 
immigrant-laden boats from mak-
ing the perilous journey.

While Italy and Libya seem to 
have come to some sort of agree-
ment, the fractured state of Libya 
and its government’s attempts to 
gain international assistance are 
complicating the issue.

“Libyan politics is toxic,” Jona-
than M. Winer, former US special 
envoy for Libya and a fellow with 
the Middle East Institute in Wash-
ington, said. “When [international 
actors] try to help they get drawn 
in. Libyan factions are manoeu-
vring against one another and will 
reject what they agree on [with 
foreign partners] even though they 
need their help.”

Ever since the “Arab spring” up-
rising led to NATO bombings in 
Libya and the overthrow of long-
time autocrat Muammar Qaddafi, 
the country has been embroiled in 
political fracture and civil war.

“The most fundamental problem 

that has characterised the Libyan 
crisis since 2011 is absence of mo-
nopoly of the control over the use 
of force,” said Jalel Harchaoui, a 
doctoral candidate in geopolitics at 
Paris 8 Université whose research 
focuses on Libya. “Said simply, you 
have thousands of armed groups 
across the country following their 
own agendas.”

The decentralisation of force and 
power has led to “protection econ-
omies,” Harchaoui said, in which 

a migrant must pay a fee to pass 
through each militia’s territory. 
“Once you have that kind of illicit 
economy somewhere, it is very dif-
ficult to get rid of it,” he said.

About 95,000 immigrants have 
landed on Italian shores so far this 
year, most having set sail from 
Libya. The new arrivals have be-
come a major campaign issue for 
politicians in Italy facing elections 
in 2018. To dissuade more peo-
ple from crossing the sea, Italian 

Prime Minister Paolo Gentiloni 
said his government would answer 
a request from Libyan Prime Min-
ister Fayez al-Sarraj.

Italy’s parliament approved 
a plan involving six Italian na-
val vessels coordinating with 
Libyan forces to counter human 
trafficking. The plan was scaled 
back, however, after popular pro-
tests from Libyans who recall 
the Italian’s colonial history in  
their country.

Time magazine reported: “Liby-
ans have reportedly been posting 
images of Omar al-Mukhtar, a na-
tional hero who battled Italian rule 
in the early 1900s, on social media 
in response to the Italian presence 
— reflecting the widespread un-
ease over a former colonial power 
intervening on domestic affairs.”

Other competing factions cast a 
shadow over the agreement. Lib-
yan Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar, 
whose Libyan National Army con-
trols eastern Libya, purportedly 
ordered his forces to attack Ital-
ian ships entering Libyan waters. 
Italian officials reportedly said the 
threats were unfounded and unre-
liable.

Just days after he supposedly 
sent Italy a request for aid, “Sarraj 
denied that he had requested Ital-
ian ships enter Libyan waters, say-
ing that Libyan sovereignty was a 
red line that could not be crossed,” 
reported Stratfor, a US-based intel-
ligence consultancy. “But later that 
same day, Sarraj and the Italian In-
terior Minister Marco Minniti dis-
cussed possible Italian assistance 
and managed to overcome domes-
tic resistance in Libya.”

Sarraj is stuck in the middle, try-
ing to please international actors 
who will provide Libya — and his 
government — with much-needed 
aid and legitimacy while trying to 
win over a divided populace. Re-
ceiving foreign aid should go a long 
way towards providing services 
and gaining loyalty in Libya.

Justin Salhani is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Milan, Italy.

Stuck in the middle. Italian Prime Minister Paolo Gentiloni (L) and Libyan Prime Minister Fayez al-Sarraj at Palazzo Chigi in Rome, last February.                                               (AP)                                                                             

Justin Salhani

Italy’s Lega Nord seeks to shut Muslim centre

T 

he leader of the far-right, 
anti-immigration party 
Lega Nord addressed a 
small group of supporters 
outside a Muslim cultural 

centre in Milan on August 3. Matteo 
Salvini snapped selfies in front of 
the centre that caters primarily to 
Bangladeshi Muslims as he and col-
leagues discussed efforts to shut it 
down.

The centre is one of many in Mi-
lan that serve as makeshift places 
of prayer. Muslims in northern Italy 
struggle to find places to worship 
due to Milan’s stringent laws that 
do not recognise Islam as an official 
religion. Even though Islam is Ita-
ly’s second largest religion, with 1.6 
million adherents, other religions 
with fewer followers have secured 
government recognition.

While city officials from the left-
leaning Democratic Party tried pre-
viously to aid the Muslim commu-

nity in building mosques, the Lega 
Nord, which runs the Lombardy 
governorship, fought such moves 
at every step.

Salvini vowed to have the Milan 
Muslim Centre closed “right away.”

“We will promptly write to the 
mayor, the questor and the prefect 
to put an end to an abusive reality 
that is a danger for those who are 
inside and outside,” Salvini said. He 
claimed the location of a children’s 
day-care facility next to a boiler 
room in a basement was a safety 
and security issue.

“There can be no such thing in 
the heart of Milan. It must be closed 
by August,” he said. “It doesn’t 
matter to me if it is a mosque or an 
Islamic school, it is illegal, abusive, 
and Italian urban law punishes it 
with closure.”

Salvini was followed by mostly 
older, white supporters. There 
were a few young people as well, 

including one carrying a bullhorn 
with a sticker that read, “STOP IN-
VASION.”

There were no apparent counter 
protests in the Pasteur neighbour-
hood, where the cultural centre is 
located.

The Lega Nord has called protests 
against mosque closures “provoca-
tions” and Salvini has said that 
Islam is incompatible with Euro-
pean societies. The centre was pur-
chased in 2014 and Friday prayers 
regularly take place there, despite 
it being unrecognised as an official 
house of worship.

An official from the centre told 
Milano Today: “These problems 
were created by the Lega Nord and 
they are preventing the construc-
tion of an official worship site for 
Muslims. Where should we go to 
pray?”

(Justin Salhani)
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After Alexandria crash, Egypt’s 
railways badly in need of repairs
Cairo

A 

collision between two 
trains near the northern 
coastal city of Alexandria 
that killed more than 40 
people is indicative of 

the disrepair of Egypt’s rail network, 
transport experts said.

“The railways have been suffering 
neglect for almost 50 years and they 
need to be totally overhauled,” said 
Mustafa Sabri, a professor of trans-
portation planning and traffic engi-
neering at Ain Shams University. “If 
this is not done soon, there will be 
more victims every day.”

The August 11 collision occurred 
near Khorshid station, east of Alex-
andria, between a train travelling 
from Cairo and a stationary Port 
Said train. At least 43 people were 
killed and 120 others injured. It was 
the highest death toll in a train acci-
dent in Egypt in more than a decade.

Initial investigations attributed 
the collision to human error and 
the Cairo train driver was detained. 
Egyptian Transportation Minis-
ter Hesham Arafat, however, said 
Egypt’s lack of an automated rail-
way system was also at fault.

Egypt’s railways opened in 1854 
and were the first in Africa and the 
Middle East. A lack of development 
has left Egypt with one of the most 
dangerous railway networks in the 
region.

In November 2012, a speeding 
train hit a bus carrying pre-school 
children about 370km south of 
Cairo, killing 50 of the 60 children 
on the bus. Two months later, 29 
people were killed and 230 others 
injured when a passenger train de-
railed and crashed into a cargo train 
in Giza. In January 2016, seven pas-
sengers were killed and dozens in-
jured when a train rammed into a 
truck in Giza.

Data from the Central Agency for 
Public Mobilisation and Statistics 
indicated that there were 13,539 
train accidents from 2004-16, mak-
ing Egypt’s railways among the 
most unsafe in the region.

“The newest railway signals, for 
example, are more than 20 years 
old,” said Sameh al-Sayegh, a 
member of parliament’s Transport 
Committee. “The same applies to 
everything from the rails, to the 
trains, the brakes and the locomo-
tives. Railway workers and drivers 
also rarely receive training.”

With 75,000 workers, the Egyp-
tian Railway Authority has been 
running at a financial loss for dec-
ades. State figures indicate that the 
Railway Authority generates $111 
million a year but spends $277 mil-
lion to operate its network.

Railway Authority chief Medhat 
Shousha resigned after the Alexan-

dria crash and the Egyptian Minis-
try of Transport pledged to under-
go a major overhaul of the railway 
network.

To upgrade its system, Egypt 
needs to upgrade its more than 
5,000 km of rails, buy or manufac-
ture thousands of train carriages 
and buy or manufacture thousands 
of engines. It also needs to im-
prove training for drivers and rail-
way workers, install better fencing 
along railway tracks and install an 
automation system to enhance 
safety.

The plan could cost $6.6 billion, 
a figure that Cairo would strug-
gle to meet given the state of the 
economy.

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi in May alluded to the need 
to raise train fares to finance up-
grades to the railway system but, 
given the state of the network and 
rising safety fears, few Egyptians 
expressed a willingness to pay 
higher fares.

Experts said Egypt could be 
obliged to partly privatise the rail-
way sector to obtain sufficient 
funds to modernise the system.

“The government cannot do this 
job alone because upgrading the 
system needs amounts of money 
it does not have, at least now,” said 
Hassan Mahdy, a professor of high-
way and traffic engineering at Ain 
Shams University. “It must start 
doing this today before tomorrow, 
otherwise trains will continue to 
kill people every day.”

Egypt needs to automate railway network 
to prevent accidents, minister says

E
gypt must revamp 
its railway network 
to avoid further 
loss of life, 
Egyptian Minister 
of Transport 
Hesham Arafat 
said.

Arafat said Egypt’s railway 
network must increase reliance 
on modern technology and 
reduce dependence on human-
operated systems and dated 
equipment. Most railway opera-
tions in Egypt — from train 
drivers to signal control — are 
solely human operated.

“Humans control almost 90% 
of the operations of the trains,” 
Arafat said. “This is something 
that is found nowhere else in the 
world.”

Although an initial investiga-
tion into the August 11 train 
collision in Alexandria, in which 
at least 43 people died, indicated 
that it may have occurred due to a 
railway signal fault, human error 
has been a major contributing 
factor in train collisions in Egypt, 
the government said. Moves to 
automate Egypt’s railway 
network system, the oldest in 
Africa and the second oldest in 
the world, have stalled because of 
financial pressures.

Arafat confirmed that the 
Egyptian Ministry of Transporta-
tion is to spend $500 million over 
the next few years to replace 
thousands of manual railway 
signals with automated ones.

“This will reduce the likelihood 
of accidents induced by human 
faults,” said Arafat, who was 
appointed Transportation 
Minister in February.

Arafat has also said that he 
intends to greatly reduce the 

number of trains running on 
Egypt’s 5,000km of tracks, at 
least during the next six months 
until a modern railway signal 
system can be put in place.

“My ministry will implement a 
project that will introduce a new 
system to enable trains to operate 
and stop automatically at times 
of emergency,” he added.

The new emergency stop 
system, Arafat said, would serve 
as an important redundancy 
safety system, particularly in 
cases in which train drivers fail to 
react to emergency issues.

“This system will make the 
trains stop whenever there is a 
problem, even without action by 
the drivers,” Arafat said.

Egypt’s Transportation Minis-
try has many other projects 
involving the railway system. 
However, a full-overhaul would 
require $6.6 billion, Arafat said, 
which is not realistic given the 
economic situation in Egypt.

Arafat suggested it could be 
possible to invite the private 
sector to contribute to the 
modernisation of Egypt’s railway 
network, although this would 
end Egypt’s state monopoly of 
the railways.

I n t e r v i e w

Hassan Abdel Zaher

Humans control almost 
90% of the operations 
of the trains. This is 
something that is found 
nowhere else in the 
world.

Egyptian Transport 
Minister Hesham Arafat 

He said Egyptian President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi has given the 
go-ahead for the plan, after 
expressing discontent about the 
condition of the national railway 
system in May. However, a 
detailed plan on how partial 
privatisation would work has yet 
to be submitted to parliament, 
which would need to vote on the 
issue.

Many Egyptians expressed 
concern about the move, particu-
larly the prospect of an increase 
in railway fares. An estimated 1.4 
million Egyptians use the 
railways every day.

“Most of those who use the 
trains are poor civil servants, 
poor labourers and school and 
university students travelling 
from their hometowns to their 
work or their classes in other 
cities,” said Sameh el-Sayegh, a 
member of parliament’s Trans-
port Committee. “To avoid 

causing problems to these 
people, the Transport Ministry 
should better exploit its resources 
to make the upgrade.”

Arafat confirmed that the 
Transport Ministry would look to 
monetise its operations as much 
as possible to pay for the mod-
ernisation.

“This includes better exploiting 
the many plots of land owned by 
the ministry to bring in revenues 
and even inviting media agencies 
to use space at train stations for 
commercial purposes, something 
that will also bring in revenues,” 
he added.

“We, at the Transport Ministry, 
will leave no stone unturned to 
save the lives of Egyptian 
citizens. We cannot stand idly by 
while people die every day on the 
train.”

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

Opportunities and challenges. Egyptian Minister of Transport 
Hesham Arafat.                                                                                (Saeed Shahat)

Jam-packed. People on an overcrowded train in Cairo, on 
August 12.                                                                                       (Reuters)

Egypt

Amr Emam

Egypt’s first 
bitcoin exchange 
to begin trading

Lebanon prepares 
for Syria’s 
post-war 
construction 
windfall

OPEC pumps more 
oil in July despite 
cut pledge: IEA

Sudan’s inflation 
tops 34% in July 
after US defers 
sanctions ruling

Egypt’s first bitcoin exchange is 
to go live in August, the founders 
of Bitcoin Egypt said, linking the 
Middle East’s most populous coun-
try with a cryptocurrency that has 
surged in value in recent months.

Governments around the world 
are mulling how to regulate and 
classify bitcoin, a volatile digital 
currency that has captured the in-
terest of speculative investors as its 
value soared, approximately quad-
rupling since the start of 2017 and 
trading at approximately $4,400 as 
of August 17.

Egypt, most of whose 93 million 
people have no bank accounts but 
where electronic payments have 
grown, lacks regulations for digital 
currency. This means local retailers 
cannot accept bitcoin as payment 
but users on an exchange may be 
left to trade freely, potentially cash-
ing in on its ascent.

(Reuters)

The port of Tripoli in northern 
Lebanon wants the world to know 
it’s ready for business.

British safety managers are train-
ing local hires to operate heavy ma-
chinery and Chinese technicians 
are running diagnostics on two new 
container cranes that tower over the 
harbour, 28km from the Syrian bor-
der.

After six years of civil war in Syr-
ia, markets across the Middle East 
are anticipating a mammoth recon-
struction boom that could stimulate 
billions of dollars in economic activ-
ity. The World Bank estimates the 
cost to rebuild Syria at $200 billion.

(The Associated Press)

OPEC pumped more oil in July as 
global oil supplies rose for the third 
consecutive month, the IEA said, 
giving figures that cast doubt on the 
cartel’s pledge to cut output to raise 
prices.

In its monthly report on the global 
oil market, the International Energy 
Agency said it believes the supply 
glut is easing, partly because de-
mand is growing faster.

(Agence France-Presse)

Sudan’s annual inflation rate rose 
to 34.23% in July from 32.63% in 
June, the central statistics office 
said, partly reflecting the postpone-
ment of a US decision on whether 
to lift economic sanctions perma-
nently.

The Sudanese pound has weak-
ened and prices have climbed since 
the United States said on July 11 it 
was deferring the sanctions decision 
for three months.

(Reuters)

Briefs
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Dubai real estate market sets the 
pace for renewed growth in the GCC

Kuwait raises fees on expatriate workers in bid to reduce their numbers

N.P. Krishna Kumar

Dubai

T.

he hottest real estate mar-
ket in the Gulf is holding 
up gains from the last half 
of 2016, records from the 
Dubai Land Department 

(DLD) show.
Its report for the first six months 

of 2017 indicates that Dubai real estate 
transactions totalled about $36 bil-
lion, an increase of 16.8% from the 
corresponding period of last year. 
This was achieved through 35,571 
sales, mortgages and other transac-
tions, an increase of 25.9% from the 
first half of 2016.

The DLD report showed that land 
sales generated $24.8 billion from 
approximately 8,000 transactions, 
while building sales involving 3,887 
transactions brought in $2.7 billion. 
Unit sales crossed the $8.4 billion 
mark.

DLD Director-General Sultan Butti 
bin Mejren said in a news release that 
the report “bears promising results 
for professionals in the real estate 
sector as, despite global economic 
pressures, Dubai has once again reaf-
firmed its leadership of regional 
markets and driven renewed growth 
in the region.”

“The 26% increase in transactions 
and the 17% increase in value [cre-
ate] an unrivalled success for the 
sector,” bin Mejren said.

He attributed the success to the 
emirate’s economic policies, “par-
ticularly those that have contributed 
to the protection of all parties and 
the preservation of real estate rights.”

Bin Mejren pointed out that trans-
parency in real estate processes 
provided a secure environment, 
allowing the sector “to grow by 
increasing investor confidence and 
heightening the appeal of Dubai’s 
property market.”

Emirati investors ranked first in 
both number and value of transac-
tions during the first half of 2017, 
completing 4,510 transactions worth 
$4.1 billion. Saudi nationals were 
involved in 1,936 transactions worth 
$1.1 billion. Overall, investments by 
Gulf Cooperation Council citizens 
increased 16% compared to the same 
period last year, with 7,665 transac-
tions worth $5.9 billion.

Industry experts project continued 
steady growth as the real estate mar-

ket gears up for Dubai Expo 2020.
Ivana Gazivoda Vucinic, head of 

advisory and research at Chestertons 
MENA, said that, going forward from 
the fourth quarter of this year, “We 
expect the transaction activity to 
maintain pace and accelerate as we 
approach Expo 2020.”

“The two key demand drivers 
include residents looking to buy 
their own home, either from exist-
ing stock or newly added affordable 
options,” Vucinic said. The second 
is “foreign investors looking at the 
market in Dubai due to favourable 
yields and future capital growth.”

“In the run-up to Expo 2020, invig-
orated government spending with 
regards to infrastructure, hospital-
ity and the retail sector will have a 
positive impact on the macroeco-
nomic environment and will act as 
a key driver for investing in the 

market as confidence grows,” Vucinic 
said.

Noorul Asif, chief operating officer 
of Dubai-based Schon Properties, 
said DLD’s report was “the most 
authentic reflection of the current 
market situation, which shows that 
the real estate market is not declin-
ing, rather growing.”

“We feel that the market has now 

become more real in the sense that 
‘real’ buyers now talk to ‘real’ devel-
opers and deals are happening due 
to the fact that the prices of proper-
ties have come down to a more com-
fortable level for end-users. This is 
a healthy situation for the industry 
that is well regulated and well-
organised.”

Asif said Schon Properties’ expe-
rience in development and selling 
properties showed there was no 
shortage of investors and buyers if 
the property, price and payment 
plans were right. “I think the worst 
for the sector is over and we can look 
forward to a healthy growth,” he 
said.

“Those property buyers and inves-
tors who have made sufficient invest-
ment would now be looking at prop-
erties that would offer a higher return 
on investment. So, yes, the market 

is changing and there is plenty of 
room for everyone, especially in 
affordable homes, that will attract 
more buyers.”

Vucinic said Dubai’s realty  
hotspots — Dubai Marina, Palm 
Jumeirah and Dubai International 
Financial Centre (DIFC) — remained 
popular for those looking to invest 
and to rent.

“We have also seen a lot of activ-
ity in secondary locations such as 
Jumeirah Village Circle, Jumeirah 
Village Triangle and Sports City. 
Several projects have recently been 
launched in these areas and are prov-
ing popular with a wide client base 
thanks to improved infrastructure 
and new amenities,” she added.

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

Washington

C  

ommitted to reducing its 
expatriate workforce by 
10% as part of its long-term 
New Kuwait development 
plan, the Kuwaiti govern-

ment is increasing costs for foreign 
workers to quell complaints from the 
National Assembly and citizens that 
foreigners are straining the country’s 
ability to provide basic services.

The steps include doubling health 
care fees for expatriate workers and 
charging foreigners who wish to keep 
their parents in the country. They 
build on actions taken by the ruling 
al-Sabah family to raise prices that 
foreign residents and businesses pay 
for water and electricity while leav-
ing nationals exempt from those 
increases.

As part of the New Kuwait economic 
development plan introduced in 
January, the government vowed to 
reduce the ratio of foreigners to 
nationals from 70:30 to 60:40 by 
2030. The New Kuwait plan envisions 
transforming Kuwait into a regional 
financial and cultural hub by 2035 
and moving the small Gulf country’s 

economy away from its dependence 
on oil revenues.

In the plan’s vision statement, 
Kuwaiti Emir Sheikh Sabah al-Ahmad 
al-Jaber al-Sabah is quoted as saying 
the plan will “transform Kuwait into 
a financial and trade centre, attrac-
tive to investors, where the private 
sector leads the economy… under 
the umbrella of enabling government 
institutions.”

Kuwait’s development plan doesn’t 
spell out how that shift to a greater 
role for domestic private industry 
will occur, which is key because 80% 
of Kuwaiti nationals work in the 
public sector. Nor does the govern-
ment specify how it is going to reduce 
the ratio of expatriates to Kuwaiti 
nationals to 60:40 by 2030. In a 

population of 4.4 million, the num-
ber of foreigners is 3.1 million, with 
Kuwaiti citizens at 1.3 million.

The Kuwaiti government has stepped 
up efforts in recent years to arrest 
and deport illegal immigrants but 
that hasn’t quieted the debate about 
expatriates legally working in the 
country, the majority of whom are 
unskilled labourers from Asia and 
non-Gulf Arab nations. Legal expa-
triates have access to generously 
subsidised health care and educa-
tion.

Recent figures show that the 545,000 
Indians comprise the largest number 
of foreign workers in Kuwait and their 
numbers grew more than 46,000 over 
the past year. The number of Egyp-
tian workers — the second largest 
foreign workforce in the state — grew 
1% over the past year and totalled 
approximately 450,000 as of March.

Foreign workers with residency 
and work visas in Kuwait have access 
to subsidised health care. While 
higher-skilled Western workers pri-
marily go to private hospitals thanks 
to expansive health care packages 
offered by employers, an unskilled 
worker typically pays about $3 to see 
a doctor at a public clinic or hospital 
with his employer paying his annual 

health insurance of $165.
Some members of parliament com-

plained that expatriates are taking 
advantage of the heavily subsidised 
medical care by bringing in family 
members on visitor visas for treat-
ment. MP Safaa al-Hashem accused 
expatriates of “crowding our hospi-
tals and competing with us for the 
air we breathe in hospital waiting 
rooms.” She argues Kuwait “must 
impose taxes on expatriates, not on 
Kuwaitis.”

That sentiment resonates with 
many Kuwaitis who are concerned 
about their minority status in their 
own country as the quality of basic 
services offered by the government 
is being tested. In response, the 
Kuwaiti government announced that 
health care costs for foreigners at 
public clinics and hospitals, as well 
as many treatments and procedures, 
would rise for the first time in two 
decades, effective in October. The 
changes involve more than doubling 
costs for most services and new fees 
for some treatments that were previ-
ously free for foreigners with health 
insurance.

The government included several 
exemptions to the cost rises, includ-
ing children under the age of 12 diag-

nosed with cancer, non-Kuwaiti wives 
and mothers of Kuwaiti citizens, 
children of Kuwaiti women married 
to non-Kuwaiti husbands, residents 
of care homes, Gulf Cooperation 
Council citizens and Bedoons.

The government has reportedly 
stopped issuing family residence 
visas for parents and siblings of for-
eign workers while the parliament 
reviews a new health insurance fee 
list. In another effort to contain state 
costs associated with expatriate 
workers, the Kuwaiti regime recently 
started charging foreigners as much 
as $5,600 annually to keep a parent 
in the country.

Hashem, who is the only female 
parliamentarian in the 50-member 
national assembly, has become known 
for her strident views on expatriates 
living and working in Kuwait. In 
addition to her support for the rise 
in health care costs for foreign work-
ers, she has called for a controversial 
one-year halt in issuing driver’s 
licences to expatriates and for taxing 
foreigners when they send money 
out of the country.

Jareer Elass reports on energy 
issues for The Arab Weekly. He is 
based in Washington.

Steps include 
doubling health care 
fees for expatriate 
workers and 
charging foreigners 
who wish to keep 
their parents in the 
country.

Gulf

Emirati investors 
ranked first with 
transactions 
worth $4.1 billion, 
followed by Saudi 
nationals who 
were involved in 
deals worth $1.1 
billion.

Steady growth. Visitors look at a scale model of Palm Jumeirah in Dubai at the Palais des Festivals in Cannes, last March 14.                   (AFP)

Jareer Elass
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E 

uropean news outlets re-
ported that thousands of 
Algerian women staged a 
“bikini rebellion” to pro-
test conservative norms at 

beaches but local journalists found 
little substance to the claim.

Media outlets, including Ital-
ian newspaper La Stampa, French 
daily Le Parisien and British news-
paper the Daily Telegraph reported 
that approximately 3,000 women 
flocked to Algerian beaches in biki-
nis to protest harassment.

“It is a kind of bikini revolt that 
it is staged in Algeria in reaction to 
a campaign launched to stigmatise 
women who do not hide their bodies 
on beaches,” wrote Le Parisien.

“Can we get through the summer 
without the inescapable hubbub 
over the burkini and the bikini?” 
asked La Stampa. “Certainly not.”

Local journalists who scouted the 
country’s beaches on one of the days 
in early August the planned dem-
onstration was reported said they 
found nothing unusual and report-
ed a familiar scene of coexistence 
between women wearing bikinis, 
bathing suits and burkinis — the full-
body swimsuits that set off contro-
versy in Europe last year.

While women were spotted enjoy-
ing a swim in the Mediterranean, 
there was nothing resembling the 
revolt anticipated by the European 
media, local reports said.

“It is an ordinary day at the Alge-
rian beach where various swimming 
suits coexist,” wrote Kamel Mejdoub 
in the Algerian daily El Watan.

“Bikinis and burkinis are side 
by side in tolerance,” added Al-
gerian journalist Wahida Bahri of 
L’Expression after visiting beaches 

at Annaba, Tarf, Skikda and Jijel.
Zineb Hamdi of the Tout Sur 

l’Algerie (TSA) website spoke to 
several women at Skikda’s Larbi 
Ben M’Hidi beach who told her that 
wearing bikinis has been “part of Al-
geria’s traditions for a long time.”

Algerian sociologist Yasmina Ra-
hou said the story was overblown 
due to the “fantasy of foreign media 
(outlets)… to fill the summer with a 
sequel to the burkini saga of 2016.”

Last summer, controversy erupt-
ed after European countries banned 
the burkini, a swimsuit that covers 
the body and head.

In France, authorities said they 
were concerned that allowing the 
conservative apparel could feed into 
Islamists’ ideology but activists ar-
gued the choice of what to wear is a 
civil liberty.

The controversy grew after a pic-
ture of four French police hovering 
over burkini-clad women on Nice’s 

Promenade des Anglais beach went 
viral.

“Algerian society is finding itself 
between the hammer of Islamist 
extremists who want beaches for 
women under the watch of police 
squads… and the anvil of turning 
women’s bodies into market prod-
ucts as some unbridled form of mod-
ernisation by Westerners’ wants,” 
Rahou said.

“If today the bikini becomes a 
subject to feed the French media 
this has to be assimilated to a suspi-
cious campaign,” Bahri said.

Despite questions surrounding 
Algeria’s “bikini rebellion,” Algerian 
women, like many women in the 
Maghreb, regularly face harassment 
in public spaces. For many, even 
walking in the street can be a source 
of discomfort as they are often sub-
jected to hostile comments and har-
assment from men.

“In the past, women’s bodies had 
no place in public spaces,” said Yas-
mina Chouaki, an activist from Alge-
ria’s Berber-speaking Ferwa Fadhna 
N’Soumer feminist group. “When 
women were obliged to leave their 
private spheres, they were forced to 
entirely cover their bodies.

“Today women and their bodies 
seek to win place in all public spac-
es. On the beach, there is a kind of 
bargaining between the woman and 
society through clothing.”

Moroccan writer Tahar Ben Jel-
loun said women are harassed not 
only in public but also frequently at 
the workplace.

“A society where these kinds of ac-
tions occur is a cause for worry,” Jel-
loun said. “We have to say it bluntly, 
it is a sick society. We do not have ei-
ther the sense of civility or the sense 
of respect for other people.

“We do not know anymore how 
to respect the minimal laws of living 
together the way our grandparents 
lived in harmony and intelligence.”

Algerian 
‘bikini rebellion’ 
may be hype but 
harassment isn’t
Lamine Ghanmi

Maghreb

Taxi drivers in 
Casablanca ramp 
up war on ride-
sharing services
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

R 

ed taxi drivers are ramp-
ing up their war on Uber 
and other unlicensed 
ride-sharing services 
(RSS) in Casablanca, as 

authorities remain unclear on their 
stance towards the companies.

After numerous anti-Uber pro-
tests, including the display of anti-
Uber stickers on windshields and 
boots, cab drivers are resorting to 
more extreme tactics to counter the 
American-based service. In recent 
months, taxi drivers have hailed 
dozens of Uber cars and then sur-
rounded the vehicles to intimidate 
the drivers. Scenes of drivers in the 
middle of a red army are reminiscent 
of those in France two years ago.

A video showing an RSS driver 
being assaulted by red taxi drivers 
in Casablanca after his vehicle was 
blocked by three taxis went viral on 
social media.

Uber drivers have been seriously 
injured in similar altercations.

Residents of Casablanca took to 
social media to express anger at red 
taxi drivers’ behaviour.

With tensions rising, authorities 
have taken an ambiguous position, 
not legally approving RSS activities 
but still tolerating them, a loophole 
that has angered many cab drivers.

“We have tried everything 
against illegitimate RSS activities. 
We staged protests, used stick-
ers and posters, but in vain,” said 
Mohammed, a taxi driver who 
pays a monthly fee of $500 to the  
licence owner.

“The taxi has to run 24 hours a 
day, seven days a week to earn a liv-
ing. If we want to change the car, we 
must pay a substantial amount of 
money to the licence owner, which 
is insane,” he said. He drives a de-
caying Peugeot 205.

“How do you want us not to be 
angry with companies that come 
from nowhere and start operating 
without being officially licensed?” 
Mohammed asked.

Mohamed Moutaki, secretary-

general of the National Democratic 
Union of the Taxi Sector, said the 
authorities must do their work and 
issue licences to RSS to resolve the 
issue.

“We demand that RSS stop their 
activities until they get their li-
cences. In many countries compa-
nies like Uber got the sack. So why 
are the Moroccan authorities mum 
about the matter?” Moutaki asked.

“Our war is legitimate and we 
will continue our struggle as long as 
these companies are not licensed to 
operate,” he said.

One red taxi driver, who spoke on 
condition of anonymity, denounced 
his colleagues’ tactics.

“There is plenty of work in Casa-
blanca. I don’t see why taxi drivers 
are using violence against Uber and 
other RSS drivers,” he said. “RSS cre-
ated job opportunities in the city 
and improved the taxi service. Let 
the authorities deal with the mat-
ter.”

Uber Maroc says its app is aimed 
at “active young people who have 
a smartphone and use their bank 
cards for online payment” and eye a 
better service.

Many RSS customers said they are 
using the service because it is faster, 
more comfortable and convenient, 
although it is more expensive. Nyzar 
Jorio said he prefers to get an Uber 
ride because the drivers drive better 
and are more reliable.

“To be honest with you, I never 
had a problem with Uber. Their 
cars are clean and you don’t have to 
share the ride with other people,” 
said Jorio.

Maria Sara Rahmani said she 
couldn’t agree more.

“RSS is available as required. I 
can plan my outings and my meet-
ings. It’s safer because you know the 
name of your driver… You cannot 
have the risk of theft and aggres-
sion,” said Rahmani.

Jorio said the only inconvenience 
is that customers sit in the front be-
cause of drivers’ desire to avoid be-
ing spotted by red taxi drivers.

“Another problem is that they 
can’t do drop-offs and pickups at the 
airports,” he said.

Searching for new tactics. Moroccan taxi drivers check the Uber 
application as they wait for customers in Casablanca.                    (AFP)

Residents of 
Casablanca took 
to social media to 
express anger at 
red taxi drivers’ 
behaviour.

Uber drivers have 
been seriously 
injured in some 
altercations.

Not many bikinis. An Algerian woman plays with a child on the sand at a public beach in the capital 
Algiers.                                                                                                                                                                                (AFP)

Moroccan writer 
Tahar Ben Jelloun 
said women are 
harassed not only in 
public but also 
frequently at the 
workplace.
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any young Syrians 
who fled the war in 
their country are un-
likely to return and 
those who would go 

back said they would do so only af-
ter the removal of the Islamic State 
(ISIS) and the end of the conflict, 
an ASDA’A Burson-Marsteller Arab 
Youth Survey stated.

The survey, titled “A Voice for 
Young Syrian Refugees,” focused 
on hopes, concerns and aspirations 
of young Syrian refugees in Jordan 
and Lebanon, where refugees con-
stitute 10% and 25%, respectively, 
of the local populations.

Polling company PSB Research 
conducted 400 face-to-face inter-
views in refugee settlements in 
Jordan and Lebanon among peo-
ple 18-24 years old, split equally 
between men and women. The in-
terviews were completed February  
12-March 12.

Asked how likely they are to 
permanently return to Syria in the 
future, 54% of survey participants 
said “unlikely,” while 42% said 
“likely” and 4% said they did not 
know.

Given a list of steps that need to 
be taken before they could return 
home, 47% chose “the war ends” 
option as the most important and 
25% said the Islamic State (ISIS) 
leaving Syria. Trailing far behind 
were “the economic situation 
improves,” chosen by 8% of re-
spondents, and “(Syrian President) 
Bashar Assad leaves,” picked by 
7%.

Most young refugees said they 
did not consider Assad leaving of-
fice as a prerequisite for reaching 
a peace agreement. Just more than 
one-quarter (27%) said they agreed 
with the statement, “There can 
be no peace agreement as long as 
Bashar Assad stays in office” versus 
71% who said “ending the fighting 
is more important than Bashar As-
sad leaving office.”

Among young Syrians who said 
they expect to migrate to another 

country, 27% named Canada as 
their top pick, while 23% said the 
United States; the United Arab 
Emirates and Germany each were 
chosen by 22%, France was the 
choice for 14% and the United 
Kingdom was chosen by 13%.

Asked what can be done to im-
prove their plight as refugees, 56% 
of participants — and particularly 
men (67%) — said EU governments 
could help by accepting more 
refugees, and 42% said providing 
financial aid to their host coun-
tries would help more. The latter 
response was made by 52% of the 
women compared with 32% of  
men asked.

The interviewees were divided 
on Russia’s effect on the conflict, 
with 49% saying it was positive 
and 46% saying it was negative. 
Approximately two-thirds of those 
surveyed said Donald Trump’s US 
presidency is likely to change the 
course of the conflict, with 23% 
saying he could make the situation 
worse.

On whether ISIS had become 
stronger or weaker over the past 
year, 77% of the refugees asked 
said the militant group had be-
come weaker, a significantly higher 
percentage than their peers in the 
overall Middle East, where 61% of 
participants in the Arab Youth Sur-
vey said ISIS was getting weaker.

Sunil John, founder and CEO 
of Dubai-based ASDA’A Burson-
Marsteller, said the firm has been 
conducting the Arab Youth Survey 
since 2008. “This is the first time 
we did a supplementary survey, so 
that for the first time since the con-
flict unfolded (in 2011), the voice 
of young Syrians can be heard,” he 
said.

“Our experience has been that 

governments and international 
agencies follow the results of these 
surveys and try to incorporate 
them into their decision- and poli-
cymaking.”

John said 60% of the popula-
tion of the Gulf and Middle East is 
young and among that demograph-
ic those aged 18-24 represent the 
largest percentage. “Young minds 
are able to take away the complexi-
ties of the issue and focus on what 
is important,” he said.

Roy Haddad, MENA director of 
marketing company WPP, said: 
“Their demands are simple: They 
need jobs and education. One can 
see that they have given up on 
politics. It’s an attitude, one cannot 
judge whether it is good or bad.”

“We could not cover Syria in our 
Arab Youth Survey for the past six 
years so this was a good opportuni-
ty to bring in the Syrian voice into 
the survey,” Haddad said.

More than 6.3 million people 
have been internally displaced and 
4.9 million have been officially reg-
istered as refugees since the Syrian 
war erupted six years ago.

Young Syrian refugees want end of war and ISIS

Hate speech against Syrian refugees rises again in Lebanon

N.P. Krishna Kumar

Syria

Hopes and 
concerns. Young 
Syrian refugees 
attend an open 
house at Zarqa 
University in 
Jordan.               (AP)

Asked how likely 
they are to 
permanently return 
to Syria in the 
future, 54% of 
survey participants 
said “unlikely.”

Samar Kadi

Beirut

A 

nti-Syrian refugee rhet-
oric spiked in Lebanon 
following an incident 
involving the Lebanese 
Army and terror sus-

pects allegedly hiding in refugee 
camps in Arsal on the Lebanese-
Syrian border.

The incident, in which troops 
were injured, touched off calls to 
repatriate refugees and a campaign 
against them on social media. At 
the same time, other people cau-
tioned against rising racist speech.

Tensions exacerbated after the 
death of four Syrian detainees in 
military custody, further polaris-
ing opinions. Some accused the 
army of torturing them to death 
but others expressed solidar-
ity with the troops in their fight 
against terrorism.

“We are very concerned about 
increasing discrimination and rac-
ism against Syrians in Lebanon,” 
said Bassam Khawaja, Lebanon 
researcher at Human Rights Watch 
(HRW). “There have been several 
cases of Syrians being beaten and 
insulted in the last few weeks and 

it is happening in the context in 
which politicians are calling for 
Syrians to return back to Syria.

“It is not helpful to have state-
ments blaming Syrians for issues 
of the Lebanese economy, unem-
ployment, insecurity and extrem-
ism in Lebanon without any evi-
dence or factual basis.”

A video circulating on social me-
dia showed at least three Lebanese 
punching, kicking and insulting an 
unarmed Syrian refugee. It stirred 
an outcry from human rights ac-
tivists and the suspected perpetra-
tors were arrested.

High-ranking politicians also 
sounded anti-refugee rhetoric. 
Samir Geagea, leader of the Leba-
nese Forces, a Christian political 
party, called on the United Nations 
to return the refugees and warned 
that Lebanon “will not tolerate 
them anymore.”

Approximately 1.1 million Syrian 
refugees are registered by the UN-
HCR in Lebanon but their number 
is believed to exceed 1.5 million. 
They live in homes and informal 
camps, putting pressure on lim-
ited resources and ageing infra-
structure available to Lebanon’s 4 
million citizens.

“In Lebanon, we have for years 
seen problems with the economy, 

the government, garbage disposal 
and health care, etc... This is truly 
not a thing that started with the 
influx of Syrian refugees though 
their presence has put a strain on 
infrastructure. Scapegoating them 
as the root of these problems with-
out any evidence is very problem-
atic,” Khawaja said.

Human rights expert and mem-
ber of the parliament committee 
on human rights Ghassan Mouk-
heiber described tensions between 
the Lebanese and Syrians as an 
“expression of hatred.”

“It is not about racism that has 
to do with being aloof or consid-
ering the Syrian nationality as a 
lower grade nationality,” he said. 
“It is a combination of security and 
economic fears. It is worse than 
racism. It is close to hatred.

“Unfortunately, that was expect-
ed from day one. We have seen 
such sentiments in Europe, except 
that in Europe they have fewer 
numbers than the Syrian refugees 
in Lebanon, who have exceeded 
one-third of the Lebanese popu-
lation. The ugly rhetoric and the 
vilifying of refugees are the symp-
toms of a much deeper problem.”

“We need to address the root 
causes including the security fears 
and economic competition. A pol-
icy for their (refugees’) safe return 
is one that would definitely seek to 
address these causes,” Moukheib-
er said.

“The long-term solution for the 
refugee crisis is peace in Syria,” he 
said. “The other step while wait-
ing for peace and stability in Syria, 
is assuring their safe return wher-
ever possible to areas in Syria that 
are stable and secure. A third op-
tion would be limiting their con-
tact with Lebanese and assuring 
they do not constitute a security 
threat, as is the case now in Arsal.”

As tempers against Syrians fray, 
Lebanese political parties appear 
to be united in seeking a repatria-
tion plan but they differ on how to 
proceed.

“Hezbollah (an ally of Syrian 
President Bashar Assad) wants re-

patriation to be coordinated with 
Damascus,” said journalist Amin 
Kammourieh. “They are trying 
to re-establish the relationship 
between Lebanon and Damascus 
through the file of the refugees, by 
pressuring the government to ne-
gotiate their return with the Syr-
ian regime.”

Anti-Syria politicians, including 
Prime Minister Saad Hariri, want 
the repatriation to be part of a UN 
plan.

Anti-refugee sentiments have 
been brewing for years with Leba-
nese viewing the long-term pres-
ence of Syrians as a burden, even 
an imposition. A string of suicide 
attacks on the border village of 
Qaa in July 2016 prompted dis-
crimination against Syrians. Some 
municipalities have imposed cur-
fews on refugees, ordering night 
raids on homes and even evicting 
them.

With the experience of hosting 
Palestinian refugees for decades, 
many Lebanese fear that many 
Syrians may never leave the coun-
try.

“Clearly people are scared and 
sensitive,” Khawaja said, “but 
discriminating against the Syr-
ians will not make this country  
any safer.”

With the experience 
of hosting 
Palestinian refugees 
for decades, many 
Lebanese fear that 
many Syrians may 
never leave 
the country.
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A 

colourful children’s book 
lies open on the table. 
A drawing of a brown-
skinned and dark-haired 
character looks up from 

the page. He is talking to a smiling 
anthropomorphic fruit. “Come on 
Ali,” says Mango, “let’s start dream-
ing and colouring.”

For many young readers, particu-
larly children of Arab and Muslim 
backgrounds, it is rare to find char-
acters that look and sound like they 
do in children’s fiction. However, 
an online publishing company es-
tablished by Lebanese entrepre-
neur Ingrid Salloum is allowing 
parents to work with their children 
to produce personalised books that 
star their own family members.

“After a career in the corporate 
world and global education, I had 
two kids. I really wanted to give my 
children a good education to shape 
their characters and build the skills 
that are needed in today’s world. 
So I decided to become a ‘momtre-
preneur’ and spend quality and fun 
time with my children in a way that 

boosts their imagination, education 
and self-confidence,” Salloum said.

Her online publishing company, 
ImagineMe, uses augmented reality 
to help parents and children tailor 
the narrative and place themselves 
in the heart of a book. ImagineMe 
presents a user-friendly online plat-
form to allow parents to work with 
their children on writing a story, 
coming up with illustrations and 
adding various other touches to 
produce a personalised children’s 
book.

“My kids love helping me cre-
ate new stories and as ImagineMe 
grows, your kids, too, can become 
involved in helping our small team 
of big thinkers create wonderful 
new adventures for all our children 
to share,” Salloum said.

“My kids and I are so excited 
about the magical journeys that 
we go on and I hope we can inspire 
children all across the world to join 
us in the wonderful world of story-
telling.”

Established in November 2015, 
ImagineMe is seeking to go global 
after Salloum was chosen as one of 
the first seven Lebanese entrepre-
neurs from a pool of 176 applicants 
by the Nucleus programme.

The Nucleus is a venture building 
programme run by the UK Lebanon 
Tech Hub that aims to help start-up 
companies. The UK Lebanon Tech 
Hub is a joint initiative of Lebanon’s 
Central Bank and the British gov-
ernment.

A report by the UK Lebanon Tech 
Hub published in 2016 outlined 
Lebanon’s ambitions to become a 
major tech gateway to the Middle 
East and put forward a blueprint to 
create 25,000 tech jobs in the small 
Mediterranean country over the 
next few years.

“Lebanon’s young people are 
among the most educated and re-
sourceful in the world. They fuel 
the great ideas that the Nucleus can 
turn into real products and services 
which will transform our world for 
the better,” said UK Lebanon Tech 
Hub Chairman Nicolas Sehnaoui.

In addition to ImagineMe, several 
other companies started by Leba-
nese entrepreneurs are looking to 

make the jump to the global mar-
ket. Among them are Dox, a predic-
tive maintenance algorithm that 
monitors battery performance in 
real time; Handiss, a platform that 
centralises freelancing in the con-
struction market for independent 
engineers and architects; Jaleesa, a 
tech-driven start-up that connects 
families with a trusted child-care 
provider; and Lexium, an online 

platform that enables access to le-
gal answers and services using arti-
ficial intelligence.

“ImagineMe is global in scope 
but to reach that much wider audi-
ence we need the expertise and in-
put that the whole team behind the 
Nucleus will bring to the party and 
I am looking forward to working on 
the programme and seeing those 
benefits unfold,” Salloum said.

Cairo

V 

eteran theatre profes-
sionals sparked a con-
troversy in Egypt’s 
drama circle by cancel-
ling the Best Playwright 

Award that was to have been pre-
sented during the National Festival 
of Egyptian Theatre in July.

Conservative artists, who have 
controlled Egyptian state theatre 
since the 1960s, argued that there 
has not been an Egyptian play-
wright talented enough to deserve 
the award for decades.

Playwright Mahmoud Gamal, 
who was in the running for the 
prize, said the award’s can-
cellation was an example 
of Egypt’s older genera-
tion of artists belittling 
younger ones.

“This development 
means that the older gener-
ation is simply denying 

our existence,” Gamal said.
Twenty plays were considered for 

top awards at the festival. Two of 
the plays — “Cinema 30″ and “Yome 
An Qatalo El-Ghena’a” (“The Day 
Song was Murdered”) — were writ-
ten by Gamal. The latter play was 
selected for best play, best director, 
best settings, best musical score 
and best lighting awards. Two ac-
tors in the play were nominated for 
the Best Actor Award.

“How could it be possible that the 
author of such play is not consid-
ered worthy of getting the best au-
thor award?” an angry Gamal asked. 
“I am disappointed because the 
claim that none of us are talented 
enough to win the award is unfair.”

Gamal, who is in his 30s, has won 
the Best Playwright Award twice 

in the ten years since the festi-
val started.

Younger Egyptian theatre 
artists have long complained 

about the control 
older genera-
tions exercise 

over the cul-
tural scene. 
Playwrights, 
actors, direc-
tors, musi-

cians and lighting specialists say 
they have little chance of progress-
ing when older artists, who have 
dominated the scene for decades, 
refuse to give them the space they 
deserve.

The theatre industry in Egypt 
has been controlled by a handful of 
playwrights, actors, directors and 
specialists, who receive state sup-
port and keep the new generation of 
artists at bay.

Independent artists such as Ga-
mal undergo a long period of strug-
gle before they are given a chance 
to assert themselves or receive sup-
port from the Ministry of Culture. 
They must fend for themselves to 
shed light on their work and many 
have quit in frustration.

“Members of the jury tend to ig-
nore young playwrights and art-
ists, although the theatre is badly 
in need of new blood,” said theatre 
critic Hend Salama. “Juries always 
contradict themselves by insisting 
to have novel works but then fail 
to support those works or even en-
courage their authors.”

Art specialists said they feared 
the very existence of Egypt’s theatre 
was in jeopardy. While new works 
are not receiving support, works 
by traditional artists lack novelty 
and dwell on overused themes and 
ideas.

Gamal said that he was denied 
the best playwright award because 
“Cinema 30″ was critical of authori-
ties. In the play, Gamal implied that 
governments envy artists because 
of their ability to reach the minds 
and hearts of the public.

Gamal said members of the fes-

tival’s jury relayed to him that they 
would not consider a play critical of 
the authorities.

“They believe that we have a dif-
ferent perspective, which is why 
they are ignoring our work,” Gamal 
said, “but they are trying to intimi-
date us for being different.”

Director Ahmed Abdel Fattah quit 
his work in the theatre and became 
a school teacher after losing hope to 
improve his conditions.

“I really lost faith in a better to-
morrow,” he said. “As a family man, 
I had to secure an income to meet 
the needs of my children.”

Abdel Fattah said he recalled 

spending a tremendous amount 
of time and effort over weeks and 
months to prepare new shows, only 
to be denied the right to perform in 
state theatres. He was given the op-
tion of staging the show in private 
theatres but that required funding 
he could not afford.

“Artists who are allowed to per-
form at state theatres have con-
nections, they are not the most tal-
ented,” Abdel Fattah said. “Doors 
were shut to people like us, simply 
because we did not have the right 
connections.”

Abdel Fattah said he directed his 
first play at the age of 14. Now at 
30, he is out of the theatre directing 
business.

“I have already lost enthusiasm. 
The only platform I have for now is 
a Facebook page where I post short 
scenes just to stay active. Naturally, 
it doesn’t satisfy my ambition as an 
artist,” he said.

Amr Hussien is an Egyptian 
reporter in Cairo.

Lebanese initiative seeks to bring fiction 
closer to the world of children world

New generation of artists shut 
out from Egypt’s theatre scene

Mahmud el-Shafey

For many children of 
Arab and Muslim 
backgrounds, it is 
rare to find 
characters that look 
and sound like they 
do in children’s 
fiction.

Mahmoud Gamal 
said he was denied 
the best playwright 
award because his 
play was critical of 
the authorities.

Resourceful. Lebanese entrepreneur Ingrid Salloum.                                                           (The UK Lebanon Tech Hub)

Amr Hussien

Looking for support. A scene from “Yome An Qatalo El-Ghena’a” 
at the National Festival of Theatre in Egypt.        (Provided by Amr Hussein)

Different perspective. A scene from “Yome An Qatalo El-Ghena’a” 
at the National Festival of Theatre in Egypt.        (Provided by Amr Hussien)
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Algeria’s ‘human dust’ proves extraordinarily resilient

‘Why America Misunderstands the World’ by Paul R. Pillar

I
n the two decades after the 
fall of Granada in 1492, the 
Spanish crusade against 
Muslims encroached on the 
North African coast. The 
Algerian ports of Oran and 
Bejaia fell in 1507 and 

Emperor Charles V captured Tunis 
in 1534.

In 1510, the notables of what 
was then a very small port sued for 
peace and conceded the islands 
just off Algiers, the Penon, which 
was garrisoned by Don Pedro de 
Navarro. In desperation, they 
turned to Ottoman adventurers, the 
Barbarossa brothers, and repelled a 
massive Spanish attack on Algiers 
in 1519.

Having offered the sovereignty 
of his little kingdom to Ottoman 
Sultan Khayr al-Din, Barbarossa 
defeated a 516-ship Spanish attack 
on Algiers in 1541. This momentous 
defeat prompted the retreat of 
Spain from the North African coast 
east of Oran and turned a precari-
ous small town into an invincible 
city whose navy would mount 
its own raids across the Western 
Mediterranean and as far as Ireland, 
Devon and Iceland for the next 
century.

History thus offered the first 
template of how Europeans would 
view Algeria — “a nest of wasps,” 
the fantastic and sexualised centre 
of corsair piracy: Exotic, dramatic 
and violent.

In his layered account of 500 
years of Algerian history, James 
McDougall wrote that “privateer-
ing” soon became less important 
for plunder and for slavery than for 
guaranteeing treaties of peace from 
other seafaring states, securing 
income from tributary payments.

In the 1700s, it was outstripped 
by increased agricultural produc-
tion and trade revenue, especially 
from exports of wheat to Europe. 
Napoleon Bonaparte’s troops were 
fed on Algerian wheat when they 
invaded Italy in 1798.

The image of Algiers as dar-al-
jihad — “bastion of war” — en-
dured even when it was at peace 

and profitably trading with most 

of the countries of Europe but it 
was “rhetorical and symbolic, part 
of the regime’s ideology, an attach-
ment to its origins… like Malta, in 
the golden age of privateering,” 
McDougall wrote in “A History of 
Algeria.”

Nor was the Ottoman regency 
the foundation of a modern, Arab 
and Islamic Algerian nation-state as 
the country’s popular opinion after 
independence in 1962 would make 
us believe.

Ottoman Algeria was an over-
whelmingly rural society struc-
tured around towns and tribes 
scattered over a vast area with 
porous borders. The few thousand 
Ottoman Janissaries never held 
millions of natives in permanent 
subjection and society, for all its 
divisions of status, was often meri-
tocratic as well as multilingual and 
multi-confessional. For example, 
there was often little to mark the 
Jewish population apart from their 
Muslim neighbours as residential 
areas were usually not exclusive 
and, in many respects, they were 
indistinguishable from other 
classes of society.

McDougall com-
bined an anthropo-
logical approach 
and historical 
methodology 
to puncture the 
other stereotypes 
that have be-
devilled serious 
understanding 
of a society the 
French Gen-
eral Charles 
de Gaulle 
dismissed as 
a poussière 
d’hommes — 
dust of men 
— disaggre-
gated and 
anarchic, 
unyield-
ing in its 
resistance 
to social and insti-
tutional ties, “reduced to helpless 
prostration before the ravages of 

colonialism and the depredations 
of authoritarianism” after inde-
pendence.

McDougall described the con-
stant interplay of social forces with 
the institutions of state in “what 
in fact has been an extraordinarily 
robust, resilient society.”

“A History of Algeria” is a su-
perbly written narrative that puts 
the people of this complex country 
centre stage. They are not merely 
a template for a modern anti-Sem-
itism (the worst anti-Jewish riots 
during the Dreyfus Affair occurred 
in Algiers), for French colonialism 
more broadly or for Frantz Fanon’s 
Third Worldism. Nor, despite recent 
speculation, are they likely to col-
lapse into anarchy because nobody 
knows who will succeed an ailing 
President Abdelaziz Bouteflika.

Algeria, McDougall argued, is not 
inhabited by some secret trauma of 
colonisation nor by any particular 
“hatred” of France. Its recent past 
— the civil war of the 1990s — was 
neither caused by colonial-era trau-
mas nor by a hatred of the coloniser 
that was subsequently turned in on 
themselves.

The author noted how women 
in Oran, where the summer of 

independence in 
1962 was particu-
larly bloody, “still 

climb up to the 
church the settlers 

built… in 1959, 
at Santa Cruz, to 

light candles to lalla 
Maryam, the Virgin 

whose statue still 
looks benignly over 

their city from the 
mountaintop.”

There are numer-
ous other examples 

of how the Algerians 
have appropriated such 

parts of their landscape 
and their past. More 

than the sound and 

fury of war, revolution and more 
recently civil war, their history in 
this account illustrates “the quiet 
endurance of a resilient society, one 
whose ancestral inheritance ‘today, 
tomorrow, still lives’ and with 
which, above all, its people want to 
live in peace.”

The aftermath of 9/11 has encour-
aged stereotypical ideas about 
Islam and Muslim societies but 
McDougall avoided the often “pre-
scriptive schemes of ‘national wak-
ening’, Western-style free-market 
democracy or the ‘Islamic Repub-
lic’” so beloved of many academics 
and journalists.

The final chapters on the brave, 
but ultimately failed, attempt to 
usher in bold political and econom-
ic reforms after the riots of October 
1988 — reforms that questioned the 
legitimacy of Algerian leaders for 
the first time since 1962 — should 
be mandatory reading for any 
analyst of Middle East affairs. They 
offer an unusually balanced and 
fair analysis of a president, Chadli 
Bendjedid, who faced mounting 
domestic crises in the economy and 
in society.

These crises had to be addressed 
in a rapidly worsening international 
context. It was the conjuncture of 
world oil prices and international 
credit markets, rather than any 
violence or instability inherent in 
Algerian society or politics, that 
would make them unmanageable.

The first “Arab spring” of 1988-89 
collapsed into a vicious civil war by 
1992. Had academics and journal-
ists bothered to remember what 
happened in Algeria in the 1990s, 
they would have been less naïve 
about the likely outcome of the 
Arab revolts in 2011.

While attempts to democratise 
countries in the Arab world will 
persist, the lack of a liberal tradi-
tion and a modern socio-economic 
infrastructure in countries where 
tribal affiliations still play an impor-
tant role and religious and ethnic 
cleavages persist will make such a 
process limited. It will be a gradual 
process in Algeria, as it will be else-
where in the Arab world.

A
s a member of the 
CIA for 28 years, 
Paul R. Pillar made a 
career of under-
standing the 
underlying ration-
ale behind foreign 

governments’ actions.
In his book, “Why America Mis-

understands the World: National 
Experience and Roots of Mispercep-
tion,” Pillar points his analytical 
lens at his own country in a well-
thought-out examination of the 
United States’ distinct history and 
its psychological, policy-shaping 
consequences.

The book’s premise is that a coun-
try’s experiences inevitably colour 
its citizens’ shared perception of 
their role in the world 
and the nature of their 
neighbours and foes.

Pillar highlights two 
characteristics of US 
history that serve as 
precursors to what he 
said is a misguided 
world view.

First, there is 
the United States’ 
location “behind the 
ocean moats,” far 
removed from any 
significant threat to 
its sovereignty. Pil-
lar said this fostered 
an unparalleled 
sense of optimism 
and naivety in the 
American psyche.

In wars with its 
neighbours Cana-

da and Mexico, 
American ex-

pansionism was 

the dominant theme with neither 
adversary posing any significant 
threat. Victory on the southern bor-
der in 1846 was swift, culminating 
in the United States annexing huge 
amounts of territory and ultimately 
closing off further conflict.

Canada’s sovereign power Britain 
posed some concern. However, the 
War of 1812 along the US-Canadian 
frontier proved more of an oppor-
tunity than a crisis for the United 
States and after three years ended 
with a resounding American victory.

What followed were 100 years of 
existence without interference from 
overseas forces.

“This century of immunity 
profoundly influenced how Ameri-
cans think about national security 
and about threats that one nation 

can pose to 
another,” 
he wrote , 
highlight-
ing the 
resulting 
inability to 
appreciate 
circum-
stances of 

countries 
not similarly 
blessed.

Pillar’s sec-
ond impor-
tant historical 
perception 
moulder is the 
US mainland’s 
geological 
richness and 
the ensu-
ing sense of 
moral superior-
ity among its 

population. Some of the most fertile 
soil in the world, large coal deposits 
and vast resource-rich forests cover 
North America, the acquisition of 
which came rather easily, either 
via relatively swift conflicts or by 
exchange.

The great fortune of having 
successfully inhabited a relatively 
sparsely populated and nutritious 
land combined with the Christian 
narrative essential to American psy-
chology — despite being firmly re-
moved from politics by its founding 
fathers — yields the self-image of a 
chosen people upon which God has 
bestowed extraordinary privilege.

This explains why Americans 
tend to view themselves as “pure of 
heart, consistently well intentioned 
and consistently beneficial in their 
influence” in the global scene, Pillar 
said.

The book does an excellent job of 
linking specific national sentiments 
to misunderstandings that manifest 
in bad foreign policy. America’s 
tendency to view terrorism as a fun-
damentally foreign problem is con-
sistent with the nation’s perceived 
exceptionalism, for example.

The same good-versus-evil men-
tality is evident in interventions 
in the Middle East, Pillar said, in 
which the United States has consist-
ently shown low sensitivity towards 
regional issues with which it cannot 
relate.

The book uses the example of US 
President George W. Bush’s care-
less wade into Iraq, where a marked 
increase in Iranian influence and 
the accentuation of sectarian senti-
ments proved beyond America’s 
range of understanding.

The United States’ persistent 

defence of Israel is similarly tied to 
historical narrative, Pillar wrote. 
Similarities between the two coun-
tries’ experiences of building a na-
tion driven by a divine will fosters a 
misinformed image of the Palestin-
ian struggle. “There never has been 
talk of a ‘two-state solution’ involv-
ing Native Americans,” Pillar said.

Asked whether globalisation and 
technological innovation were im-
proving US foreign policy, Pillar said 
“fake news” is proving a hindrance.

“Access to bad information has 
expanded at least as much, and 
probably more, than access to valid 
information,” Pillar said by e-mail.

As US President Donald Trump 
begins to unveil his attitude towards 
the world beyond the ocean moats, 
Pillar said he sees traces of the same 
old American prejudices.

“Particularly prominent in 
Trump’s foreign policy is the ten-
dency to see the world in sharply 
divided, good-versus-evil terms that 
oversimplify a much more complex 
reality,” Pillar said.

The themes discussed in the book 
are not unique to the United States. 
After all, historical hang-ups silently 
inform the foreign policies of every 
country but Pillar said that, in his 
view, American biases are more pro-
nounced and more influential.

“US power and global reach make 
the foreign policy consequences 
of any such misunderstanding all 
the more consequential not just for 
Americans but for everyone else,” 
he said.

What Pillar offers are not excuses 
but nuanced historical explanations 
to why the United States seems to 
consistently misunderstand the 
world.

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

Ibraheem Juburi
is a London-based correspondent 
of The Arab Weekly.
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Cover of “A 
History of Algeria” 
by James McDougall.
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Asked whether 
globalisation and 
technological 
innovation were 
improving US 
foreign policy, 
Pillar said “fake 
news” is proving 
ahindrance.

While attempts to 
democratise 
countries in the 
Arab world will 
persist, the lack of a 
liberal tradition will 
make such a process 
limited.
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Hammamet:
Through August 26

Hammamet, a Tunisian town 
on the northern edge of the 
Gulf of Hammamet, is the site 
of the 53rd Hammamet Inter-
national 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 
exhibition welcomes visitor 
contribution of objects, memo-
ries 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.

Beirut: 
September 6

The fourth Beirut Yoga Festival 
brings together international 
and local yoga and meditation 
teachers, speakers and healers 
for yoga classes, workshops 
and lectures about health-
related topics.

Khouribga: 
September 9-16

Up to 14 feature films from 14 
countries will compete for the 
prestigious Grand Prix Sem-
bene Ousmane of the African 
Cinema Festival. Launched in 
1977, the Khouribga African 
Film Festival is one of the old-
est film festivals in Morocco. 
The festival promotes film-
making in Africa, highlights the 
art’s potential and strengthens 
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 con-
certs.

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 coun-
tries from around the world. 
The fair is accompanied by 
many exciting cultural activi-
ties.

Cairo: 
September 22-24

CairoComix Festival, produced 
at the American University in 
Cairo’s Tahrir Square Campus, 
brings together artists, publish-
ers, speakers and fans of com-
ics from Egypt and around the 
world for an extensive three-
day programme of exhibitions, 
talks and workshops about the 
comics industry.
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w w w . t h e a r a b w e e k l y . c o m

Anfeh

O 

nly three years ago, it 
was a laid-back rocky 
beach shore in the small 
fishing village of Anfeh 
in northern Lebanon. 

Today, the place, turned into a 
simplified replica of Greek islands 
with white and turquoise wooden 
cabins and chalets overlooking 
crystal-clear water, is commonly 
referred to as “Anforini” — the little 
Greece of Lebanon.

Wooden bridges, passages and 
balconies border the sea to give 
visitors a gorgeous view of the 
Mediterranean. Scattered among 
the white cabins are wind wheels 
used to pump sea water to extract 
salt. The production of sea salt 
has long been a staple of the lo-
cal economy and is referred to as 
“white gold.”

Located 65km north of Beirut, 
Anfeh, which translates as “my 

nose,” is a Greek Orthodox town 
that has largely been overlooked by 
tourists and beachgoers. Its beach 
area, called Tahet el Rih — “Under 
the Wind” — is naturally protected 
from west winds by a rocky pen-
insula that stretches deep into the 
sea.

“A decade ago there were a few 
private chalets on this beach,” said 
Ghassan Saba, owner of one of 
the beach cabins, “but three years 
ago restaurants started popping 
up attracting visitors from across 
the country and the whole place 
eventually changed and was refur-
bished to become Anforini.”

“We have the cleanest beach 
on the Lebanese coast. The mu-
nicipality built a whole new infra-
structure and sewage system for 
Anforini to make sure that nothing 
goes into the sea and pollutes the 
water,” Saba said. “The water is 
regularly tested to ensure that it is 
suitable for swimming.”

Anforini has a public, free-en-
trance beach where chairs and um-
brellas can be rented for about $10 

a day. Pubs and restaurants serving 
fresh seafood and Lebanese mezze 
line up along the 1km-long beach.

Dipping in the Mediterranean’s 
blue waters is not the only attrac-
tion in Anfeh. The village was on 
the World Monuments Watch List 
in 1998, 2000 and 2002. It is built 
around the ruins of cities dating 
to the pre-Phoenician period. It 
has several old churches and caves 
from prehistoric time and the 
Stone Age.

The best-known church is Saydet 
el-Rih — “The Lady of the Wind” 
— which is considered the oldest 
church in the eastern Mediterra-
nean. It was built during the Byz-
antine era. It is believed that sail-
ors and fishermen from the village 
built the chapel so the Virgin Mary 
would protect them as they sailed 
across the Mediterranean.

Excavations in 2012 by the ar-
chaeology department of nearby 
University of Balamand revealed 
water reservoirs dug into the rock 
beneath the church.

“The location was originally a 
Phoenician site that was used to 
produce crafts and products that 
were exported through the ad-
jacent port,” explained Georges 
Sassine, a local guide. “The actual 
church was built during the Byzan-
tine era and was later expanded by 
the Crusaders and decorated with 
frescoes.”

Remains of Byzantine mosa-
ics are still obvious outside the 
church, where more wells carved 
into the rock are found.

Besides the Lady of the Wind 
Church, Saint Semaan and Saint 
Catherine churches are the oldest 
religious edifices in the town, dat-
ing to the 12th century.

“During the Crusaders’ time 
Saint Catherine church also had a 
military role because it was used 
as a surveillance tower to moni-
tor enemy ships coming from sea,” 
Sassine said. “At a later stage, the 
church was turned into a Greek Or-
thodox church. A separation wall 
was built in the interior to divide 
the church into a praying space for 

men and another for women.”
Basins dug into the rock near 

the coast served for wine press-
ing when Anfeh was known for its 
wine production. Phoenicians and 
later the Crusaders produced wine 
from nearby vineyards.

“Wine production was later 
prohibited when the Ottomans 
conquered the area, so instead of 
pressing grapes and making wine, 
the local population started press-
ing olives and producing olive oil,” 
Sassine said.

On the rocky peninsula that 
stretches almost 1km into the sea 
on the southern edge of Anforini 
once stood a Crusader fort that 
protected the coast from invad-
ers. “The fort was destroyed by the 
Mamluks when they defeated the 
Crusaders because the Mamluks 
did not have maritime defence 
experience and were afraid that 
the Crusaders who had retreated 
to Cyprus might attempt to retake 
the fort, so they simply destroyed 
it,” explained Sassine.

Anfeh is one of the places in 
Lebanon that beat overseas travel, 
travel blogger Samar Kai said.

“It’s one of the rare public beach-
es which when you visit, you just 
feel like you have travelled to a to-
tally different country,” she said.

“The water underneath the cab-
ins is crystal clear to the point that 
you can clearly see the rocks at the 
bottom of the sea but there is so 
much more to this charming little 
village than that.”

Anforini, the 
little Greece 
of Lebanon
Samar Kadi

Saint Catherine and Saint Semaan churches in Anfeh.                          (Samar Kadi)

A beach café in Anfeh in northern Lebanon.                           (Samar Kadi)

Saint Catherine church in Anfeh.                                                (Samar Kadi)

Anforini has a 
public,
free-entrance 
beach where 
chairs and 
umbrellas can be 
rented for about 
$10 a day. 


