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Israeli strikes on Syria heighten fears of new war

Qatar’s conflicting calculations 
complicate crisis, impede mediations

Beirut

I 

srael’s air strikes against mili-
tary targets in central Syria, 
reportedly including a high-
security facility linked to Da-
mascus’s chemical weapons 

programme, marked a sharp esca-
lation in the Jewish state’s bomb-
ing campaign and heralded similar 
attacks that could unleash a new 
war in the Middle East.

The strikes September 7 came 
shortly after the anniversary of a 
2007 Israeli strike that destroyed 
a secret Syrian nuclear plant near 
the city of Deir ez-Zor close to the 
Iraqi border. They also coincided 
with the upcoming anniversary 
of Israel’s latest war with Hezbol-
lah, which erupted in July 2006, in 
which the Lebanese fighters bat-

tled Israel’s vaunted military to a 
standstill — the first Arab irregulars 
to do so.

The latest raids took place as 
Iran accelerated its strategic ambi-
tions to expand its military power 
throughout Iraq and Syria and 
complete plans for establishing 
at least one and possibly two land 
bridges between the Islamic Re-
public and the eastern Mediterra-
nean that would cement Tehran’s 
grip on Syria.

The project has intensified Israeli 
fears that Iran and Hezbollah are 

building up military forces on the 
Golan Heights, a strategic plateau 
that overlooks the Jewish state’s 
Galilee region.

Amos Yadlin, former head of Is-
rael’s military intelligence, stressed 
on Twitter: “The attack sent three 
important messages. Israel won’t 
allow for empowerment and pro-
duction of strategic arms.

“Israel intends to enforce its red 
line despite the fact that the great 
powers are ignoring them. The 
presence of Russian air-defence 
does not prevent air strikes attrib-
uted to Israel.

“Now it’s important to keep the 
escalation in check and to prepare 
for a Syrian-Iran-Hezbollah re-
sponse and even opposition from 
Russia.”

Four Israeli warplanes carried 
out the pre-dawn raids. Syrian re-
bel sources said the targets includ-
ed the al-Talal branch of the Syr-

ian Scientific Studies and Research 
Centre near Hama and a military 
training facility. The United Na-
tions said it is a key component 
in Syria’s production of chemical 
weapons,

Former Israel national secu-
rity adviser Major-General Yaakov 
Amidror said the attack may have 
been triggered by a visit to Damas-
cus by Hezbollah Secretary-Gener-
al Sayyed Hassan Nasrallah, who 
reportedly asked the Syrians to 
hand the facility over to his forces.

The raids coincided with Israel’s 
biggest military exercise in 20 years 
on its northern border, involving 
some 30,000 soldiers. The ten-day 
drill, which began September 5, 
was widely portrayed as a dress re-
hearsal for a war against Hezbollah.

The September 7 attack emphati-
cally underlined Israeli concern 
that the absence of any US effort 
to contain Iran’s growing military 

presence on Israel’s volatile north-
ern border increases the danger of 
open conflict between the Jewish 
state and Iran-Hezbollah.

Some Israeli commentators said 
the al-Talal raid was a sharp escala-
tion in Israel’s intermittent air cam-
paign — nearly 100 strikes since 
2012 — aimed mainly at destroying 
advanced arms shipments to Hez-
bollah.

In recent weeks, Israel has re-
peatedly claimed that Iran is build-
ing underground precision missile 
factories for Hezbollah in Syria and 
even Lebanon itself, in effect estab-
lishing a high-tech arms industry 
for the powerful Shia movement, a 
key component of Tehran’s territo-
rial expansion.

Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of 
The Arab Weekly.

London

T 

he Qatari crisis has re-
mained impervious to 
mediation attempts by US 
President Donald Trump 
and Kuwaiti Emir Sheikh 

Sabah Ahmad al-Jaber al-Sabah.
Even a phone call by Qatari Emir 

Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani 
to Saudi Crown Prince Moham-
med bin Salman bin Abdulaziz on 
September 8 further complicated 
matters after Doha refused to admit 
that it initiated the call, triggering 
an angry reaction from Riyadh.

“The contact was at the request of 
Qatar and its request for dialogue,” 
said the state-run Saudi Press Agen-
cy, quoting an official source in the 
Saudi Foreign Ministry.

“This proves that the authority in 
Qatar is not serious in dialogue and 
continues its previous policies. The 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia declares 
that any dialogue or communica-
tion with the authority in Qatar 
shall be suspended until a clear 
statement explaining its position is 
made in public.”

An initial Saudi statement said 
the Qatari emir “expressed his de-
sire to sit at the dialogue table and 
discuss the demands of the four 
countries” and that the crown 
prince had “welcomed this desire.”

Upbeat statements made by 
Sheikh Sabah during a September 
7 visit to Washington also fuelled 
controversy.

Sheikh Sabah, whose country 
has been trying to mediate a solu-
tion to the dispute between Qatar 
and the Saudi-led Arab quartet, 
said during a news conference with 
Trump, that “Qatar is ready to meet 
all the demands” set forth by Saudi 
Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, 
Egypt and Bahrain.

The Arab quartet is request-
ing Doha end what it sees as its 
support to Islamic extremists 

 and close ties to Tehran.
There is “still hope that the cri-

sis will end very soon,” the Kuwaiti 
emir added.

His comments were quickly 
shown to be unduly optimistic, as 
Qatari Foreign Minister Moham-
med bin Abdulrahman al-Thani 
declared on the same day that any 
dialogue should be preceded by the 
lifting of sanctions. He rejected the 
Arab bloc’s 13 demands, saying they 
“attacked the sovereignty” of Qatar.

The quartet of countries opposed 
to Qatar was quick to react to Doha’s 
stance, issuing a joint statement 
saying: “Placing preconditions 
on dialogue shows Qatar’s lack 
of seriousness towards dialogue, 
combating and funding terror-
ism and interfering in the internal  

affairs of other countries.”
The statement said the four coun-

tries were “disappointed” by the 
Kuwaiti emir’s comments that his 
country’s mediation had averted 
the possibility of military interven-
tion, pointing out that “a military 
solution never was and will never 
be on the table.”

During the news conference, 
Trump said he was ready to facili-
tate a solution.

“I would be willing to do so, and I 
think you’d have a deal worked out 
very quickly,” he said.

On September 8, the White House 
announced that Trump had spoken 
separately with Saudi Crown Prince 
Mohammed, UAE Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Zayed al-Nahyan 
and Sheikh Tamim.

“The president underscored that 
unity among the United States’ 
Arab partners is essential to pro-
moting regional stability and coun-
tering the threat of Iran,” said a 
White House readout.

“The president also emphasised 
that all countries must follow 
through on commitments from the 
Riyadh summit to defeat terrorism, 
cut off funding for terrorist groups 
and combat extremist ideology.”

With the crisis at a standstill, Qa-
tari opposition figures planned an 
unprecedented conference in Lon-
don.

The organiser, Qatari dissident 
Khalid al-Hail, said the conference 
September 14 has received wide 
support within Qatar.

He expressed the view that the 
crisis could well extend into 2018 
and may trigger a large-scale civil 
disobedience drive in Qatar, with a 
“white coup” a possible result.

“Civil disobedience is highly like-
ly, although still far off,” Hail said.

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the 
Gulf section editor of The Arab 
Weekly.
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The September 7 
raids took place as 
Iran accelerated its 
strategic ambitions 
to expand its military 
power throughout 
Iraq and Syria.

A phone call by the 
Qatari emir to the 
Saudi crown prince 
further complicated 
matters after Doha 
refused to admit that it 
initiated the call.

Failed attempts. 
US President Donald Trump 
(R) and Kuwaiti Emir Sheikh 
Sabah Ahmad al-Jaber
al-Sabah arrive for a joint 
news conference at the White 
House in Washington, on 
September 7.                       (AFP)
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T 

he alliance between the 
Houthi rebels and former 
Yemeni President Ali Ab-
dullah Saleh and his sup-
porters appears to be on 

shaky ground, despite claims to the 
contrary from the General People’s 
Congress (GPC) party leader.

Saleh appeared on Yemen Today 
TV network on September 4, claim-
ing there were no tensions between 
him and the Iran-allied Houthi mi-
litia.

“There is no crisis or differences 
whatsoever but only in the im-
agination of those who want these 
decisions,” Saleh said, adding that 
there were no plans for a coup 
against the Houthis.

The interview was cut off unex-
pectedly, giving credence to reports 
that Saleh was under some form of 
house arrest.

Saleh’s comments were viewed 

by many as an attempt to ease ten-
sions with the Houthis and it was 
reported that Iran had brokered a 
shaky truce. However, a spokes-
man for the militia acknowledged 
that issues remained between the 
two parties.

Muhammad Ali al-Houthi called 
for a “committee of scholars” to 
address discrepancies in organisa-
tions under Saleh’s control, Al Ara-
biya news channel said.

Reports from Yemen said the at-
mosphere in Sana’a was tense, with 
Saleh’s home heavily fortified and 
Houthis and their supporters seen 
removing posters of the former 
president.

“Sana’a is now divided between 
the two camps, with the Houthis 
holding about 70% of the capital 
and most of the north. More vio-
lence is all but certain; whether it 
can be contained is an open ques-
tion,” wrote former CIA analyst and 
a senior fellow at the Brookings In-
stitution Bruce Riedel in Al-Moni-
tor.

Tensions between the two fac-

tions came to a head recently after 
Saleh’s GPC staged a massive rally 
in celebration of 35 years since its 
founding. The Houthis responded 
with a military parade. Clashes 
erupted after Saleh and Houthi 
leader Abdelmalik al-Houthi gave 
heavily charged speeches at their 
respective events.

The altercations in Sana’a result-
ed in the death of Colonel Khaled 
al-Radhi, a member of Saleh’s inner 
circle and the GPC’s vice-president 
of external relations. Radhi was 
killed at a Houthi checkpoint after 
an argument between his convoy 
and the rebels escalated to a shoot-
out, local reports said.

Saleh called for the arrest of Ra-

dhi’s killers, although he did not 
mention the Houthis by name. 
“The political leadership… must 
take responsibility and accelerate 
the investigations and the arrest of 
the perpetrators and bring them to 
justice,” he said.

The situation should not be a sur-
prise considering that the alliance 
between the two factions is a mar-
riage of convenience and that there 
is a long, bloody history between 
the Houthis and the GPC.

The last decade of Saleh’s 34 
years as Yemen’s president saw 
his government constantly at war 
with the Iran-allied militia. How-
ever, in 2015, three years after step-
ping down from power due to the 
“Arab spring” protests, Saleh joined 
forces with his former enemies and 
together they seized Sana’a, forcing 
the internationally recognised gov-
ernment to flee to Aden and later 
Riyadh. That ignited the current 
war, which has claimed more than 
10,000 lives, UN estimates state.

Saleh’s motivations are unclear 
but analysts said he was possibly 

trying to parlay domestic dissatis-
faction with the Houthis to reignite 
his political career.

“Saleh wants to capitalise on 
popular opposition to both the 
Houthis and the government, po-
sitioning himself as an alternative,” 
Adam Baron, a visiting fellow at the 
European Council on Foreign Rela-
tions, told Reuters.

“He certainly wants to secure a 
place for his family in any post-war 
order… The Houthis are very para-
noid that Saleh may cut a deal with 
Saudi Arabia and the UAE that will 
leave them out to dry.”

Analysts said the tensions be-
tween the GPC and the Houthis 
could signal the beginning of the 
end of the Saudi-led military in-
tervention, which began in March 
2015.

“A war within the rebel camp has 
a potential for dividing the king-
dom’s enemies. Some senior Saudi 
officials have told their American 
counterparts that this may be their 
best chance to end the war on fa-
vourable terms,” wrote Riedel.

Tensions rise within Yemen’s rebel alliance
The Arab Weekly staff

Gulf

The tensions between 
the GPC and the 
Houthis could signal 
the beginning of the 
end of the Saudi-led 
military intervention.

He said politicisation of the 
meeting came with claims that 
Riyadh was imposing an alterna-
tive to Qatari Emir Sheikh Tamim 
bin Hamad al-Thani.

Hail noted that, once the haj 
issue was resolved, Qatari citizens 
began to view Sheikh Abdullah as 
a viable alternative to the coun-
try’s current leadership, without 
him having actively sought that 
role.

Factoring heavily into Hail’s 
calculations is what he explained 
as growing popular resentment at 
the Qatari government’s policy of 
supporting foreign radical groups. 
He accused the Qatari govern-
ment of using political Islam and 
the Muslim Brotherhood as tools 
to influence the region and its 
politics.

Hail said the “hypocrisy of the 
Qatari government is evident.”

“It tries to convince the West 
that it is led by a constitutional 
monarchy and is committed to an 
open society, especially by using 
initiatives such as the World Cup, 

which it is due to host in 2022, 
while at the same time assuring 
Islamists of its full support,” he 
said.

“Other examples of this duplic-
ity can be seen with their good 
ties with both Israel and Hamas… 
In Doha, you have the American 
Embassy on one side and the Tali-
ban Embassy on the other.”

Hail said it is paramount for 
other Qatari voices to be heard 
and emphasised his movement’s 
independence.

“There are no contacts with 
either Saudi or the UAE govern-
ments on any level. Zero,” Hail 
said, adding that efforts by the 
Qatari government to discredit 
the conference will not work.

Hail also said members of the 
ruling al-Thani family and those 
close to it endorsed the Septem-
ber 14 conference. However, he 
stressed that the event is not 
about individual figures but about 
addressing the problems in Qatar.

“There is a crisis and you have 
to talk about it,” he said.

Scenarios. Qatari political activist in exile Khalid al-Hail.            (AP)

Qatari opposition 
to explore regime 
change scenarios 
during London 
conference

London

W
ith the 
crisis in 
the Gulf 
into its 
third 
month, 
and the 
latest 

attempt at direct dialogue 
between Doha and Riyadh result-
ing in additional tensions, 
Qatar’s opposition is trying to 
play an active role in the politics 
of their country.

Khalid al-Hail, a Qatari opposi-
tion activist in exile, said condi-
tions caused by the crisis make it 
imperative that alternative voices 
to the leadership in Doha be 
heard. Towards that end, he said, 
a Qatar, Global Security & Stability 
Conference will convene Septem-
ber 14 in London.

In an exclusive interview with 
The Arab Weekly, Hail stressed 
that the Gulf crisis would likely 
extend into 2018 and may result 
in a major civil disobedience 
drive in the tiny gulf state, with 
a “white coup” being a possible 
outcome.

“Civil disobedience is highly 
likely, although still far off,” Hail 
said, adding that many factors 
could lead Qatari citizens to say 
“Enough! Where is the solution?”

Hail said the showdown 
between Doha and the Saudi-
led quartet could continue for 
months as Qataris find themselves 
increasingly cut off from their 
neighbours and their families in 
the Gulf.

Saudi Foreign Minister Adel 
al-Jubeir recently said: “We are 
ready for the continuation of the 
crisis with Qatar… We will decide 
whether there are other sanctions 

on Doha according to circum-
stances.”

The London conference is to 
bring Qatari opposition figures to-
gether with experts and academ-
ics to discuss likely scenarios to 
end the crisis.

One such situation would be a 
negotiated settlement based on 
Kuwaiti mediation. Hail said this 
is unlikely, however, considering 
the unwillingness of Saudi Arabia, 
the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain 
and Egypt to compromise on their 
13 demands.

A more plausible scenario, he 
said, would be a coup from within 
the Qatari royal family. The oppo-
sition activist said military action 
could occur under certain condi-
tions. He speculated that, if a coup 
was staged from within Qatar, 
the government is likely to seek 
the help of the Turkish military 
against its own citizens.

“The moment that that hap-
pens, neighbouring Gulf Arab 
countries will not stand idly by 
to watch the Qatari people, many 
of whom share tribal affiliations 
with their Gulf Arab brethren, face 
a Turkish military crackdown, 
alone,” Hail said

Outside intervention to coun-
ter such a Turkish intervention 
“would be, in fact, welcomed by 
the Qatari people,” he said.

The stand-off between Qatar 
and the Saudi-led Arab bloc has 
seen new Qatari figures rising to 
prominence, with some being 
viewed as possible alternatives 
to the country’s leadership. One 
such figure is Sheikh Abdullah bin 
Ali bin Jassim al-Thani, a member 
of the Qatari royal family living in 
exile in Saudi Arabia.

“Sheikh Abdullah is not a 
politician but an influential Qatari 
citizen with great integrity who 
met with [Saudi] King Salman [bin 
Abdulaziz Al Saud] to mediate and 
resolve the haj issue,” Hail said.

I n t e r v i e w

Mohammed Alkhereiji

Civil disobedience is 
highly likely, although 
still far off.
Qatari  opposition activist 
Khalid al-Hail
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Milan

F 

rench Foreign Minister 
Jean-Yves Le Drian re-
cently visited Tripoli, an 
indication that Libya is 
of growing importance 

to Europe due to the North Africa 
country’s location that makes it 
ripe for illegal immigration and 
the chaos that, many fear, will be 
exploited by extremist groups.

Facing losses in Syria and Iraq, 
the Islamic State (ISIS) had found 
space for growth in Libya. Its forces 
were run out of the city of Sirte late 
last year but the group remains a 
threat in the country and Libya’s 
coast is the hub for migration into 
Europe from Africa.

Migration from Libya to Europe 
is linked to the country’s politi-
cal fracture and lack of a central 
government. Various militias fund 
their operations through human 
trafficking. The plethora of vexing 
issues in Libya has made it a focal 
point for Europeans but there are 
no quick fixes to Libya’s complex 
domestic problems.

The search for solutions, how-
ever, has created conflict between 
France and Italy. France, led by 
President Emmanuel Macron, has 
made security in Libya a priority by 
seeming to side with Libyan Field 
Marshal Khalifa Haftar, whose forc-
es control much of eastern Libya.

Italy has put its weight behind 

the UN-backed regime in the coun-
try’s west led by Prime Minister 
Fayez al-Sarraj. Italy’s primary goal 
in Libya is to stop illegal migration 
to European shores. Italy faces par-
liamentary elections in 2018 and 
politicians are aware the elector-
ate will focus on the immigration 
issue.

“Sarraj leverages off of Italian 
support,” said Jalel Harchaoui, a 
doctoral candidate in geopolitics 
at Paris 8 University and a frequent 
commentator on Libyan affairs, 
“and you can be sure Haftar makes 
use of the prestige of France’s 
rather clear support for his military 
campaign. On the ground, the ina-
bility of foreign states to coordinate 
among themselves on Libya has al-
ways generated more chaos.”

This chaos plays out in Libya 
when armed factions compete for 
land, resources and foreign legiti-
macy.

“The disjointed nature of foreign 
interferences only amplified Lib-
ya’s number one problem, which is 
the fact that you have hundreds of 
armed groups controlling their por-
tions of Libyan territory and pursu-
ing their own agendas,” Harchaoui 
said.

France and Italy know this but 
neither Paris nor Rome appears 
willing to take concrete steps to-
wards long-term solutions. Italy’s 
focus is on next year’s elections so 
its policy suggestions will likely be 
short-term.

“Italy needs a quick-and-dirty 
solution now and that is pretty 
much what it has been working on 
this year,” Harchaoui said.

France has different priorities. 
The overwhelming majority of 
refugees and migrants who cross 
the Mediterranean reach and stay 
in Italy, so immigration is less of 
a concern in Paris. Thus, Macron 
is focusing on stabilising Libya to 
prevent it from becoming a ter-
rorist haven, an accomplishment 
he apparently feels is most likely 
achieved by supporting Haftar.

Macron’s approach to Libya runs 
counter to Italy’s. The French pres-
ident angered Rome when he na-
tionalised a failing French shipyard 
that an Italian company had been 
on the verge of buying.

Italy has been Libya’s primary 
ally in Europe. Scandal-ridden for-
mer Italian Prime Minister Silvio 
Berlusconi had a good relation-
ship with longtime Libyan dictator 
Muammar Qaddafi before the 2011 
revolt in which Qaddafi was killed 
and which led to Libya’s instability. 
Macron’s proactive stance on Libya 
caught the Italians off-guard and 
raised fears in Rome that France 
was trying to replace Italy as Lib-
ya’s main European patron.

“Italy has always seen the 2011 

intervention as a French attempt 
to take Italy’s place in Libya, both 
economically and diplomatically,” 
Jean Pierre Darnis, head of the 
Security, Defence and Space Pro-
gramme at the Istituto Affari Inter-
nazionali, wrote in a blog for the 
Centre for Security Studies.

The lack of coordination among 
European countries and their con-
flicting policies relating to Libya 
have left the country in danger of 
further fracturing. Competing mili-
tias play on this European split for 
their own advantage and, without 
a united European policy on Libya, 
the country likely will face contin-

ued armed chaos.
“Macron has not really been 

leading by example as far as pro-
moting consultation and coordina-
tion,” Harchaoui said. “One neces-
sary condition before any progress 
can be made is that all EU countries 
subscribe to one crystal-clear Libya 
policy but in the era of Brexit, in an 
era when there is so much polari-
sation on issues like migration, in 
which EU countries refuse to share 
the burden, I don’t see that hap-
pening anytime soon.”

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

Tunis

T 

unisian President Beji Caid 
Essebsi has kept quiet for 
almost two years about 
his dissatisfaction over his 
party’s de facto alliance 

with the Islamist Ennahda party in 
government.

The show of patience with Islam-
ists was extraordinary from a man 
who has described himself as a spir-
itual son of the modern country’s 
founder, Habib Bourguiba, a lifelong 
nemesis of Islamists.

Caid Essebsi has had kind words 
for the Ennahda co-founder Rached 
Ghannouchi, leading many Tuni-
sians to believe the country was 
being jointly managed by the two 
“sheikhs” — one secularist and one 
religious.

However, on September 6, Caid 
Essebsi publicly voiced disappoint-
ment with Ennahda for the failure of 
its leaders to embrace principles of 
a secular and civic republican state.

In an interview with state-owned 
Assahafa newspaper, Caid Essebsi 
appeared to blame the country’s 
problems, including political insta-
bility, on Ennahda’s engineering of a 
political order that led to the distri-
bution of power between the presi-
dent, the head of the government 
and the parliament and left the most 
vital prerogatives in the hands of 
parliament.

The constitution, adopted in 2014 
by an Ennahda-dominated assem-
bly after the fall of former President 
Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali seemed to 
provide Islamists with protection 

against the risks inherent in political 
shifts in the country.

For constitutional experts close 
to the ruling party, the fundamental 
text proved to be a legal straight-
jacket limiting the ability of the ex-
ecutive branch to tackle the coun-
try’s main woes: Jihadist terrorism, 
economic stagnation and unem-
ployment among young Tunisians. 
The emergence of independent bod-
ies added to the constraints on the 
president and the prime minister.

“This order of things has contrib-
uted to the weakness of the ruling 
institutions and the erosion of the 
state in a manner that threatens the 
existence and continuity of the state 
itself,” Caid Essebsi said.

The Tunisian president recog-
nised that it was “wrong” presume 
he could goad the Islamists into em-
bracing the secular identity of a pre-
dominantly Muslim republic.

In August, Caid Essebsi became 
the first leader in the Arab world to 
publicly back equality between men 
and women in terms of inheritance, 
still a taboo for most Islamists and 
other religious conservatives.

While many Islamists across the 
region spurned the proposal as 
“un-Islamic,” Ennahda’s top lead-
ers were conspicuously silent. How-
ever, in an oblique answer to Caid 
Essebsi’s bold move, Ghannouchi 
resurrected an Ennahda initiative to 
revive the Islamic endowments sys-
tem, (known as “Habous” in Tunisia 
and as “Awqaf” in the Middle East.

The system was scrapped in 1956 
by Bourguiba in his drive to build 
a modern country after independ-
ence.

Secularist intellectuals and reli-
gious leaders opposing Ennahda’s 
brand of Islamism attacked Ghan-
nouchi’s defence of the Habous sys-
tem as an attempt to create a well-
heeled clergy.

Caid Essebsi indirectly assailed 
the alliance with Ennahda, which 
is still a partner of Caid Essebsi’s 
party, Nidaa Tounes, in the govern-
ment led by Prime Minister Youssef 
Chahed.

“The situation is difficult and 

fragile even if it does not reach the 
embarrassing stage of impasse,” 
Caid Essebsi said.

The president added that Tunisia 
needs a “new social contract” to 
further economic and social devel-
opment, political stability and de-
mocracy.

“We see things are not going on 
that way,” he said. “Therefore, re-
adjustment must be undertaken be-
cause reversing course when going 
the wrong way is better than con-
tinuing on the same path.”

Chahed reshuffled his cabinet on 
September 6, selecting new defence 
and interior ministers, among other 
changes, despite Ennahda’s lobby-

ing to keep both unchanged.  The 
Islamist party, represented by eight 
members in the Chahed cabinet 
(against 13 for Caid Essebsi’s Nidaa 
Tounes), has pledged to support the 
new government in the parliament’s 
vote of confidence.

Caid Essebsi said he was forced 
to forge an alliance with Ennahda 
in 2014 to prevent the “worsening 
of the situation” and because other 
groups dismissed his offer of rap-
prochement.

“We thought we could at least 
draw Ennahda to the civic arena but 
it seems that we were wrong in our 
assessment,” he said.

“In any way, my constitutional 

duties in both regards are limited 
but my conviction is that the situa-
tion must be rolled back because the 
system does not allow the country 
to bolster stability and spur growth 
and economic development.”

In his interview, Caid Essebsi sug-
gested municipal elections due in 
December could be postponed.

Many political parties in Tunisia 
support the postponement of the lo-
cal polls, which could be the flash-
point in a showdown in which Caid 
Essebsi would likely be backed by 
most political factions.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

Tunisian president displays frustration 
with Islamists, urges constitutional change

France and Italy at odds over Libya policy
Justin Salhani

Lamine Ghanmi

Maghreb

Neither Paris nor 
Rome appears willing 
to take concrete 
steps towards 
long-term solutions.

Short-term fixes. French Foreign Affairs Minister Jean-Yves 
Le Drian (L) holds a joint news conference with his Libyan 
counterpart Mohamed Taha Siala in Tripoli, on September 4.      (AFP)

Revisiting the alliance. President Beji Caid Essebsi (R) meets with Prime Minister Youssef Chahed, 
prior to cabinet reshuffle, on September 6.                     (Tunisian Presidency’s website)

The president said 
Tunisia needs a “new 
social contract” to 
further economic and 
social development, 
political stability and 
democracy.
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sraeli warplanes were report-
ed to have attacked a heav-
ily guarded Syrian Army base 
near the central city of Hama 
as Israel staged its largest all-

arms military exercise in 20 years. 
The operation has been portrayed 
as a dress rehearsal for crushing 
Hezbollah, Syria’s key ally.

The pre-dawn air strike Septem-
ber 7 on the Syrian Scientific Stud-
ies and Research Centre at Masyaf, 
which has been closely linked to 
Syria’s chemical weapons pro-
gramme, marked a significant es-
calation in Israel’s aerial campaign 
against Syria. Since 2012, there 
have been nearly 100 raids, outgo-
ing Israeli Air Force commander 
Major-General Amir Eshel said.

The military action reflects Is-
rael’s alarm at Iran’s growing mili-
tary presence in Syria to support 
the regime of President Bashar As-
sad, especially Tehran’s strategy of 
building a land corridor, possibly 
two, across Iraq to Syria, putting 
Iranian forces on Israel’s volatile 
northern border.

“The ultimate purpose of the 
corridors… is to expand Iran’s 
reach into the Golan Heights, with 
the goal of tightening the noose 
around Israel,” observed Ehud 
Yaari, a leading Israeli commenta-
tor on Middle East affairs, in a May 
1 article for Foreign Affairs. That’s 
an eventuality Israel cannot ac-
cept.

The September 7 raids follow in-
creasingly hostile threats against 
Syria and Iran and a greatly ex-
panded Hezbollah by Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu and 
senior generals dismayed at the Is-
lamic Republic’s swelling power in 
the heart of the Arab world.

This is dramatically changing 
the region’s military and geopo-
litical landscapes and heightening 
the prospect of, at the very least, 
another war with Hezbollah that 
promises to be the most destruc-
tive of their 35-year conflict.

Because of the Syria war, Hez-
bollah has increased its military 
forces to an estimated 20,000 first-
line fighters, ten times the number 
it fielded during its guerrilla war to 
end Israel’s occupation of South 
Lebanonl in May 2000, with an ex-
panded reserves of at least 10,000.

“If Iran and Hezbollah were to 
expand their military presence 
near the Israel-controlled Golan 
Heights, Tel Aviv might come to 
the conclusion that it has no choice 
but to attack Hezbollah forces posi-
tioned there,” analyst Randa Slim, 
director of the Track II Dialogues 
Initiative at the Middle East Insti-
tute, noted in a post on the Cipher 
Brief website.

American strategists are con-
cerned that, with the possible end 
of the battle against the Islamic 
State (ISIS) in Syria and Iraq, Teh-
ran could deploy its Shia militias 
across the region. This move to 
enforce Iranian rule would be part 
of what US analysts Michael Eisen-
stadt and Michael Knights, Iraq 
specialists with Washington Insti-
tute for Near East Policy, call “Ira-
nian efforts to remake parts of the 
region in its own image.”

The land-bridge concept is 
largely the brainchild of Major-
General Qassem Soleimani, the 
commander of al-Quds Force of 
the Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps (IRGC), which spearheads 
Iran’s expansionist adventures. 
He also is responsible for execut-
ing the Iranian strategy of wresting 
control of Iraq, Syria and Lebanon, 
key links in securing the planned 
corridor from the Islamic Republic 
to the Mediterranean.

Control of this swathe of largely 
Sunni territory by Iran, the world’s 
only Shia power, has far wider 
and longer term geopolitical sig-
nificance across the region and be-
yond that alarms the United States, 
Israel and the Arab monarchies of 
the Arabian Gulf.

“The bloody quagmire involv-
ing (Syria, Iraq and Lebanon) offers 
more opportunities to consolidate 
power than what would surely be 
a riskier confrontation in the Gulf, 
where Iran would have to contend 
with the United States and its al-
lies,” observed Yaari in the Foreign 
Affairs article.

“Success in the narrower ap-
proach, moreover, could ulti-
mately strengthen Tehran’s hand 
against Saudi Arabia and those in 
the Sunni bloc.”

Israel, like the Gulf monarchies, 
which see themselves most at risk 
from Iran’s territorial ambitions, 
finds the US failure to confront 
Iran’s expansionist ambitions per-
plexing — and dangerous.

“The Iranians publicly express 
their keen interest in opening up 
the Golan Heights to their proxies, 
and high-ranking IRGC officers are 
engaged there now in the estab-
lishment of a new militia — the Go-
lan Regiment,” Yaari observed.

Iran’s Arab adversaries, led by 
Saudi Arabia, are aghast at the US 

reluctance to curb what they see 
as the emergence of a new empire 
by their historic foes, the Persians, 
sharpening the 1,300-year-old 
Sunni-Shia rift at a time when the 
heavily armed Sunnis are in disar-
ray and dismayed at US dithering.

The US focus on eradicating ISIS 
— at least militarily — is a source 
of intense frustration by Washing-
ton’s traditional Arab — read Sunni 
— allies. As the Iranian juggernaut 
locks up Iraq and Syria, and with 
Hezbollah not only the most pow-
erful armed force in divided Leba-
non but increasingly dominant 
in government, a long-calculated 
takeover is almost complete.

Indeed, with the Gulf Coopera-
tion Council (GCC) threatened with 
break-up over a worsening quarrel 
between Saudi Arabia and Qatar, 
Iran seems to be the only power 
in the region that has a coherent 
strategy — plus the firepower to 
back it up.

For this, it has created a veritable 
foreign legion of Shia fighters from 
Iraq, Lebanon, Afghanistan and 
Pakistan who are the spearhead of 
Iran’s formidable military presence 
in Syria.

US military historian Max Boot 
observed in a September 5 report 
for Foreign Policy that US Army 
Lieutenant-General Stephen 
Townsend, commander of US op-

erations in Syria and Iraq, told him 
during a recent inspection tour 
of the Middle East flashpoints by 
General Joseph Votel, who heads 
the US Central Command, that “he 
had no mandate to stop the growth 
of Iranian influence.”

Boot, who accompanied Vogel 
on the tour, added: “My fear is that 
US success in defeating the Islamic 
State (ISIS) will simply open up 
more space for Iran to dominate — 
and that in turn will lead to the rise 
of ISIS 2.0.”

Iran’s strategists, who take a 
more long-term view of the re-
gion than the Americans as they 
struggle to disengage themselves 
from the Middle East’s ancient 
and bewilderingly complex rival-
ries, some thousands of years old, 
constantly outfox and stymie the 
Washington establishment.

Yaari and supposedly others in 
Israel’s strategic fraternity say Iran 
seeks two land corridors from the 
Islamic Republic to the Mediterra-
nean, dramatically expanding Teh-
ran’s reach and giving it a strategic 
maritime alternative to the Gulf.

That would enhance its econom-
ic as well as its military capabilities 
and essentially give it a regional 
superpower status able to domi-
nate the global trade routes in the 
Arabian and Mediterranean seas, 
with Iran firmly in control of much 
of Syria, including the border with 
Israel and increasingly vulnerable 
Jordan.

With impulsive US President 
Donald Trump possibly shackled 
by Barack Obama’s 2015 nuclear 
deal with Iran for years to come, 
the Americans, it seems, are pow-
erless to curb Iranian ambitions at 
a time when Tehran is driving to 
modernise its largely obsolete mili-
tary — ironically, with funds made 
available by the nuclear deal.

“For the last three years (Soleim-
ani) has been kept busy setting up 
the building blocks for at least one, 
but more likely two, land corridors 
across the Levant (one in the north 
and one in the south), linking Iran 
to the Mediterranean…,” Yaari 
wrote.

“The idea… would be to out-
source the supervision of the cor-
ridors to proxy forces, such as Hez-
bollah and the various Shia militias 
Iran sponsors in Iraq and Syria 
to avoid using its own military to 
control the routes. Iran has a long-
standing aversion towards invest-
ing manpower abroad.”

Iran’s ‘land corridors’ to Syria 
heighten prospect of war with Israel

Ed Blanche

The coming war. Israeli soldiers manoeuvre a tank during a military exercise in the northern part of the Israeli-annexed Golan Heights, 
on September 7.                             (AFP)

Beirut

T 

he land bridges that Iran 
is building across Iraq to 
Syria would greatly ex-
tend Tehran’s control of 
the region and dramati-

cally change the strategic balance 
in the Middle East as the United 
States disengages from the region.

It is largely the brainchild of 
Major-General Qassem Soleima-
ni, commander of al-Quds Force, 
which spearheads the Islamic Re-
public’s expansionist ambitions, 
fulfilling the late Ayatollah Ruhol-
lah Khomeini’s edict to spread his 
Islamic Revolution throughout the 
Muslim world.

The project envisages at least 

two corridors running approxi-
mately 1,400km from Iran’s west-
ern border through the Euphrates 
and Tigris valleys to the Syrian-
held sector of the Golan Heights in 
southern Syria, a strategic plateau 
that has been occupied by Israel 
since 1967.

The northern route was planned 
to run through the frontier town of 
Jalawla in Iraq’s Shia-dominated 
Diyala province east to the town 
of Shirqat, then push into Syria 
through the mountainous Tal Afar 
and Sinjar regions, currently held 
by pro-Iranian Kurdish factions.

Recent gains by US-supported 
factions in north-eastern Syria 
forced Soleimani to divert this 
route 225km south to avoid the 
American forces battling the Is-
lamic State (ISIS).

That corridor will now run 

through Syria’s energy-rich Deir 
ez-Zor province to across the east-
ern desert to the ancient city of 
Palmyra and then to the Lebanese 
border, ensuring Hezbollah of an 
uninterrupted supply of weapons.

Iranian-backed regime forces 
have captured part of ISIS-held 
Deir ez-Zor city in a major offen-
sive and expect to drive the jihad-
ists out completely.

One leg of the route, Syrian of-
ficials said, would extend to the 
Mediterranean port of Latakia, a 
stronghold of the Damascus re-
gime, which the Iranians would 
develop as a maritime link and 
additional supply line, allowing 
them to avoid the Arabian Gulf 
dominated by the US Navy’s 5th 
Fleet.

Iranians call this route “the path 
to the sea.” 

Soleimani cuts a ‘path to the sea’
Ed Blanche

If Iran and Hezbollah 
were to expand their 
military presence near 
the Israel-controlled 
Golan Heights, Tel 
Aviv might come to 
the conclusion that it 
has no choice but to 
attack Hezbollah.

Randa Slim, director of the 
Track II Dialogues Initiative 
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srael appears to be flexing its 
muscles with its largest mili-
tary drill in almost 20 years 
and air strikes in Syria that 
have Lebanon’s Hezbollah in 

its sights.
Israeli officials said the ten-day 

exercise would involve tens of 
thousands of soldiers, including 
thousands of reserves, deploying 
aircraft, boats and submarines. 
More than 18 months were report-
edly spent to prepare for the drill.

The drill is to simulate “sce-
narios we’ll be facing in the next 
confrontation with Hezbollah,” an 
unidentified defence source told 
Agence France-Presse. The last 
large-scale Israeli drill was in 1998, 
when it simulated war with Syria.

Israel said it suspects Hezbol-
lah is preparing to attack the Jew-
ish state, saying that the Lebanese 
movement has become mightier 
militarily than it was during the 
war between the two sides in 2006.

Hezbollah now has a presence in 
Syria, fighting alongside forces loy-
al to Syrian President Bashar Assad 
against rebels opposing his rule, 
granting the Lebanese movement 
more opportunities to strike Israel 
from inside Syria.

Israeli officials said one of the 

aims of the exercise is to train the 
Israeli military to severely damage 
Hezbollah’s infrastructure and re-
duce the number and reach of its 
rocket arsenal.

Israel’s outgoing air force chief 
Amir Eshel admitted that, over the 
past five years, Israel had carried 
out nearly 100 air strikes in Syria. 
The targets of the strikes were 
suspected arms convoys either be-
longing to or possibly heading to 
Hezbollah.

Israel’s latest attack, which tar-
geted a Syrian weapons manufac-
turing plant, is said to have the aim 
of preventing the site’s arms reach-
ing Hezbollah.

Some say that the attack was a 
message to the United States and 
Russia, which — from the view of 
Tel Aviv — are not taking Israeli se-
curity into consideration.

“The attack attributed to Israel 
— the first to be reported since the 
[de-escalation zones] agreement 
was reached — may be interpreted 
as an Israeli signal of sorts to the 
world powers: You still need to 
take our security interests into ac-
count; we’re capable of disrupting 
the process of a future settlement 
in Syria if you insist on leaving us 
out of the picture,” wrote military 
analyst Amos Harel in Haaretz.

There are fears, however, that 
things might get out of control.

“To a great extent, Hezbollah, 
like Israel, is worried about a war 
and would prefer to avoid one 
— but in the Middle East things 
sometimes happen when you don’t 
exactly intend them,” Harel wrote.

The Syrian Foreign Ministry filed 
a complaint with the UN Security 
Council and UN Secretary-General 
Antonio Guterres that said: “The 
Israeli aggression has become a 
norm. Those who attack the Syrian 
Army are direct supporters of ter-

ror groups.”
Israel appears less concerned 

with the Assad regime than with 
the presence of Iranian proxies, 
such as Hezbollah, inside Syria.

Despite occupying the Syrian 
Golan Heights since 1967 and offi-
cially being in a state of war with 
Damascus, Israel has enjoyed 
relative peace with Syria. The Syr-
ian border was the quietest among 
those of Israel’s neighbours. Prior 
to the March 2011 popular uprising 
against Assad, the United States 
was secretly courting the Syrian 
leader to distance himself from 
Iran and possibly establish ties 
with Tel Aviv.

“The threats to Israel are from 

armed militant groups, most of 
them aided and funded by Iran. 
They are grave threats but not ex-
istential ones,” said Israeli Military 
Intelligence Director Major-Gener-
al Herzl Halevi.

Israel also appears to be wary of 
a “Syria that is connected to Iraq, 
that is connected to Iran, which 
are both connected to Hezbollah’s 
Secretary-General Hassan Nasral-
lah’s Lebanon,” an Israeli security 
source told Al-Monitor website on 
condition of anonymity.

“If, in the past, the Syrian ruler 
was independent and it was im-
possible to pit him against Israel 
directly, it may soon be revealed 
that Syria has become a protec-

torate of Iran. It may become just 
another proxy with the goal of 
spilling as much Israeli blood as 
possible,” the source added.

Critics, however, accuse Israel 
of inflating its external threats 
to deflect attention from its poli-
cies towards the Palestinians and 
the occupied territories. They add 
that, by highlighting the mutual 
threat that Israel and some Arab 
countries face from Iran, Tel Aviv 
hopes to have a better standing 
that would end its relative isola-
tion in the region.

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

Mamoon Alabbasi

Conflicting interests. A woman and a girl walk past a replica of the Dome of the Rock emblazoned 
with the emblem of the Islamic Republic of Iran at the “Garden of Iran” Park in the Lebanese Maroun 
al-Ras village along the southern border with Israel.                                                                                                                                      (AFP)

Israel appears less 
concerned with the 
Assad regime than 
with the presence of 
Iranian proxies, such 
as Hezbollah, inside 
Syria.

Israel’s muscle 
flexing is geared 
towards Hezbollah

S 

ince the ceasefire ac-
cords following the 
October 1973 war, Syria 
has never been a source 
of worry to Israel. As 
a matter of fact, the 

Syrian regime was very keen to 
ensure that nothing, not even a 
spontaneous outburst by an Arab 
citizen sick of the Israeli occupa-
tion, would disturb the ceasefire. 
The Syrian regime made sure that 
sort of frustration was channelled 
through the Lebanese-Israeli 
border alone.

Syria’s admirable show of self-
discipline and restraint produced 
a pro-Syrian regime lobby among 
elite political and military circles 
in Israel. This lobby made sure the 
Syrian regime was spared from US 
and Western plans that had wiped 
out entrenched regimes in Iraq, 
Libya, Afghanistan and Yugoslavia.

The Syrian regime was aware 
of the paramount importance of 
Israel’s security to the world’s 
major powers. Just in case its 
attention lapsed momentarily, 
Rami Makhlouf, a Syrian business 
tycoon and maternal cousin of 
Syrian President Bashar Assad, 
reminded the world of that simple 
fact, declaring in April 2011 in 
the New York Times: “If there is 
no stability here [Syria], there’s 
no way there will be stability in 
Israel.”

Israel was not overly interested 
in the heated debate about the 
probable shape of Syria’s future 

regime. It could not care less 

whether the next Syria would be 
secular or Islamic, a confederation 
or separate states.

All the clamour and the number 
of cooks in the Syrian kitchen 
have never been a problem or 
hindrance to its agents in the field 
or its air force. Taking advantage 
of international immunity, Israel 
carried out assassinations and 
air strikes against targets of its 
choice, the latest of which was 
near Masyaf in Hama.

The perspectives and agendas 
of the United States and Russia 
have diverged many times and 
on many international issues 
but there is one thing both super 
powers always agree on: Israel’s 
security.

Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu has become a frequent 
traveller to Russia, more so in fact 
than to the United States.

In September 2015, Russian 
President Vladimir Putin was 
careful not to start Russia’s 
military campaign in Syria before 
reaching agreements with his 
Israeli “partner.” It was also out of 
concern for Israel’s security that 
Russia offered in 2013 to elimi-
nate the Syrian regime’s chemical 
weapons.

None of Israel’s actions inside 
Syria would have been possible 
without coordination with or 
complete cover from Russian air 
defence in Syria. Now that the 
Americans are present on Syrian 
soil, nothing indicates a change in 
the rules of the game.

Russia’s planned arrangements 
for Syria suggest additional 
grounds for “surgical” operations 
in accordance with the interests 
of all countries in the region, 
especially Syria’s neighbours, and 
always with America’s blessings. 
Hence, the creation of “de-escala-
tion zones.”

Iran’s influence in Syria is in 
direct conflict with the agendas of 
the various countries with stakes 
in Syria. The Trump administra-
tion has always condemned Iran’s 
presence in Syria and Jordan 
wants to keep Iran-backed forces 
in Syria far from its borders. 
Turkey is trying to find common 
ground with Iran on the Kurd-
ish issue — neither want the 
establishment of a Kurdish entity 
anywhere in the region — and 
Israel considers the presence of 
Hezbollah in Syria an imminent 
threat that must be dealt with 
regardless of any future arrange-
ments in Syria.

It does not look like Washington 
and Moscow have reached a com-
prehensive agreement on Iran’s 
future role in Syria or the entire 
region for that matter. Both coun-
tries are contending with other 
divisive issues between them but 
Putin knows that his long-term 
ambitions in Syria will collide 
with Iran’s agenda there.

For the time being, both Russia 
and Iran need to cooperate to 
counteract the impression created 
and propagated by the Trump 
administration that Russia is in 

charge of dealing with “the Iranian 
condition in Syria.” This is what 
was said to the Israeli security del-
egation during an official visit to 
Washington last month and why 
Netanyahu went to see Putin.

Following Israel’s failed talks 
with the United States and Russia, 
analyses and comments in the 
Israeli media suggested that an Is-
raeli military intervention in Syria 
had become unavoidable, regard-
less of Israel’s agreements with 
Washington and Moscow. Such 
an intervention would reshuffle 
the cards in Syria so that Israel 
becomes a formal part of any 
agreements about Syria’s future.

Such a move by Israel within 
the current context is highly risky 
but it seems that Israel is too anx-
ious to wait for the development 
of an antidote to the Syrian sick-
ness. Israel’s military manoeuvres 
in northern Israel might as well 
be the rattling of chains needed to 
draw everybody’s attention.

However, Israel needn’t worry 
too much for its security will 
always be a fundamental issue at 
stake for any plans for the Mid-
dle East by either Washington or 
Moscow.

It’s interesting, then, how 
Makhlouf’s remark that there will 
be no stability in Israel without 
stability in Syria has flipped 
around to become an Israeli secu-
rity axiom, namely that there will 
be no stability in Syria as long as 
Israel’s security and stability are 
not guaranteed.

Whose stability and security are we talking about?

Mohamad Kawas

Iran’s influence in 
Syria is in direct 
conflict with the 
agendas of the 
various countries 
with stakes in Syria.

is a Lebanese writer.

News & Analysis Levant tensions rising



6 September 10, 2017

Opinion

C
hildren across the world are 
returning to school after the 
holidays. Much more than most 
other places, educational 
systems in the Arab world face 
serious challenges when they 
are not going through tragic 

circumstances.
Too many children in the Middle East and 

North Africa are out of school because they 
live in conflict zones, in dire poverty, are 
displaced and refugees or face conditions 
that are not conducive to receiving a decent 
education.

Furthermore, too many of the children 
who do make it to school and stay the course 
to graduate, find themselves woefully 
unskilled to succeed in a fast-changing 
world. The mismatch between education and 
the job market remains a major source of 
unemployment and social instability.

Schools should enable students to master 
not only science, mathematics and the 
humanities but deep critical thinking, a 
culture of inclusion and the values of good 
citizenship. Anything else means the 
region’s schools are failing its children.

A recent study by the Organisation for 
Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD) provides a revealing snapshot of at 
least one part of the problem. MENA coun-
tries figured in the bottom third of 76 coun-
tries surveyed to assess basic maths and 
science skills.

Of the MENA countries, the United Arab 
Emirates led the pack, if being ranked 45th 
out of 76 can be called a triumph. Tunisia 
was next at number 64, followed by Saudi 
Arabia (66), Qatar (68), Oman (72) and 
Morocco (74). Clearly, MENA schools are 
perilously close to being bottom of the class 
in the dissemination of basic knowledge.

This chimes with a recent report by 
UNICEF’s sister agency UNESCO, which 
estimates that many millions could avoid 
poverty if all adults had just two more years 
of schooling. Education, the report said, has 
had a proven effect on growth and poverty 
reduction in developing countries from 1965 
to 2010.

For the region to benefit, systemic inad-
equacies need to be tackled. These include 
unsafe learning environments, lack of 
infrastructure, the absence of teaching 
materials, poorly prepared teachers and the 
lack of a learning culture at home or within 
the wider community.

Public education, which is suffering 
everywhere because of budget restrictions, 
has an important role to play in ensuring 
equal opportunity to quality education.

The systemic problems are compounded 
by conflict. War continues to take a heavy 
toll. For all that, more than 400 schools have 
reopened in Mosul, liberated from the 
Islamic State (ISIS), and the same process is 
under way in Raqqa. UNICEF said the 
conflicts in Iraq and Syria have meant an 
additional 3.4 million children are missing 
out on an education with all the attendant 
implications for their economies and pros-
pects. Then there’s Yemen and Libya.

That said, there are good news stories, too. 
It is heartening to hear of the eagerness with 
which girls in Mosul are returning to school 
after a three-year ISIS-imposed gap. Their 
schools have no running water or electricity 
and offer only the chance to learn. Their 
teachers’ dedication is inspirational. They 
work for free because the Iraqi government 
has not yet resumed paying salaries.

Then there is the art teacher who helps 
schoolchildren at the Zaatari refugee camp, 
Jordan’s largest, to cope with traumatic 
memories of the Syrian civil war by drawing 
rainbows and flowers instead of bombs and 
tanks. There is also Morocco’s stated deter-
mination to begin the school year with a new 
approach, which includes cutting class size 
and reducing teacher absenteeism.

There is no reason the Arab world’s youth 
cannot be given the chance to escape the 
spiral of under-education and dashed hopes. 
The way forward starts at school. Educa-
tional reform is needed, more than ever.

Back to school
in the Arab world

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Lebanon, Hezbollah and
the Kurdish referendum

A
s it becomes in-
creasingly clear that 
there exists a plan 
to reshape the Mid-
dle East, Iraqi Kurds 
have no choice but 
to keep the date of 

their independence referendum. 
The vote will be more of a chance 
for them to gain their rights than 
just a chance to declare independ-
ence.

What’s important is that the 
referendum succeeds. Independ-
ence can wait because all indica-
tions are that a unified Iraq is 
dead. The crisis in Iraq is so deep 
that there seems to be no way to 
recover the country that was 
founded in the 1920s after the 
disintegration of the Ottoman 
Empire.

Regardless of Kurdish inde-
pendence in Iraq, a big question 
remains unanswered: What about 
the Kurds in Turkey, Syria and 
Iran?

This is a serious question 
because there is a greater possibil-
ity for an alliance between the 
Syrian regime, Iran and Turkey 
against Syrian Kurds than against 
Iraqi Kurds. The likelihood of this 
scenario was apparent in Hezbol-
lah’s efforts to guarantee the 
transfer of Islamic State (ISIS) 
fighters and their families from 
the Syrian-Lebanese borders to 
Deir ez-Zor. After all, Hezbollah is 
just another brigade in the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps of 
Iran.

To save the skin of ISIS, Hezbol-
lah was keen on brokering a cease-
fire between them and the 
Lebanese Army. It also assured 
the conditions and logistics for 
their transfer to Deir ez-Zor.

What the Lebanese need to 
know and absorb is that the 
events in the region are far bigger 
than Lebanon. It will be an 
achievement if Lebanon preserves 
itself.

The whole thing has to do with 
far bigger countries, such as Iraq 
and Syria, that are disintegrating. 
It has also to do with the crisis in 

Turkey, which failed in its 
dealings with the Syrian conflict 
and with the Kurds.

Iran also is caught in a deep 
crisis despite everything that has 
been said about its expansionist 
plans. Iran is indeed in a conun-
drum, even with the Iraqi Shia, 
who are slowly discovering that 
they are more Arab than Iranian 
and that it is in their best interest 
to have better ties with their Arab 
neighbours.

The Lebanese might find it 
confusing to understand Hezbol-
lah’s role as Iran’s agent in the 
case of the Kurdish referendum. 
To understand the situation, they 
must accept the unavoidable fact 
that Hezbollah is a sectarian 
militia with Lebanese elements in 
the service of Iran. Hezbollah 
Secretary-General Sayyed Hassan 
Nasrallah is not shy about 

publicly declaring that his party 
owes everything to Iran.

In the end, Lebanon is just 
propaganda space for Iran’s 
policies and dirty tricks in the 
Arab region and for hiding its 
failure in eradicating anything 
remotely Arab in the region.

In anticipation of the referen-
dum in Iraqi Kurdistan, powers, 
including Turkey and Iran, 
expressed serious concerns about 
the spread of the “independence 
virus” to the Kurds outside Iraq. 
It is only natural to resort to ISIS 
to stop the US-backed Kurdish 
expansion in northern Syria.

The Lebanese go about their 
internal affairs without realising 
the importance of the major game 
being played out in their region. 
When the Americans occupied 
Iraq and handed it on a silver 
platter to Iran in 2003, the 
aftershocks unleashed reverber-
ated in the Middle East and 
continue to be felt there today. 
The United States is content with 
watching events unfold in the 
region, intervening only when 
necessary.

Why should it do more when 
everything in the region is going 
to plan, a plan that calls for 
disintegration orchestrated by 
Iran, Russia and an obedient 
Syrian regime in the service of 
Israeli interests?

We know that nothing in the 
region happens by chance, 
including the relations between 
Hezbollah and the Syrian regime 
on one hand and with ISIS on the 
other. All three parties provide 
services to each other. ISIS makes 
it possible for the Syrian regime 
and Hezbollah — and Iran by 
proxy — to claim they are fighting 
terrorism.

Iraqi Kurdistan will eventually 
become independent, no doubt 
about that. What’s more impor-
tant is for the Lebanese to realise 
that their region is going through 
a critical phase and that they 
cannot overlook the overall 
US-Israeli coordination in the 
region.

Editorial

Khairallah Khairallah
is a Lebanese writer based in London.

What the Lebanese need to know and absorb is that 
the events in the region are far bigger than Lebanon. 

The crisis 
in Iraq is so 
deep that 
there seems 
to be no way 
to recover the 
country that 
was founded 
in the 1920s.

A bigger game. An Iraqi Kurdish boy plays 
football past posters bearing the image of Iraqi 
Kurdish leader Masoud Barzani and supporting 
independence in Erbil, on August 30.                       (AFP)
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Religious extremism remains 
the world’s top enemy

Condoleezza Rice has 
news about democracy
in the MENA region

S
eptember 11 will be the 
16th anniversary of the 
2001 terror attacks that 
destroyed the Twin 
Towers in New York and 
damaged the Pentagon 
just outside Washington. 

Those attacks led to the beginning of 
the so-called war on terror as then 
US President George W. Bush called 
it.

As a handful of Middle East 
analysts asked at the time, how do 
you launch a war on terror? You can 
wage war on terrorism, yes; or on 
terrorists, yes; but terror is an 
emotion. Declaring war on terror is 
akin to waging war on fear.

As expected, these terror attacks 
against the United States brought 
about swift military ripostes, which 
came in the form of the invasion of 
Afghanistan and the invasion of 
Iraq. Just as Pearl Harbour had 
direct or indirect implications on 
the lives of millions of Americans, 
so, too, did the 9/11 attacks affect 

the lives of many people around the 
globe.

There were political and military 
chain reactions to various aspects 
of people’s daily lives, many of 
which continue to be felt. As a 
direct result of the 9/11 attacks, for 
example, Big Brother is every-
where, watching through a vast and 
extended network of CCTV cam-
eras. There are added security 
measures imposed on all travellers 
at airports.

Analysts have often noted 
similarities between the September 
11, 2001, terrorist attacks on the 
United States and the Japanese 
attack on Pearl Harbour on Decem-
ber 7, 1941. There are correlations, 
yes, but also differences.

Official statistics state that 2,403 
people — mostly US military — died 
in the Japanese air raid on Pearl 
Harbour, the headquarters of the US 
Pacific Fleet in Hawaii. The fatali-
ties of the 9/11 attacks amounted to 
2,996.

The attack on Pearl Harbour was 
described by US President Franklin 
D. Roosevelt as “a day that will live 
in infamy” and drew the United 
States into the second world war, a 
conflict in which some 58 countries 
fought and which resulted in the 
death of at least 50 million people 
and caused millions more to 
become refugees.

From the outset of the war until 
the capitulation of Nazi Germany 
and Japan, six long years passed — 
four for the United States, which 
officially entered the war after the 
attack on Pearl Harbour.

Thankfully, the fallout from 
September 11 is far from the 
casualty figures of the second world 
war, even if the war in Afghanistan 
has lasted four times longer. Unlike 
the raid on Pearl Harbour, which 
necessitated the participation of 
thousands of Japanese military 
personnel — from planners to pilots 
to thousands of sailors aboard the 
Japanese fleet in the Pacific Ocean 

— and the mobilisation of military 
hardware at the cost of billions of 
dollars, the 19 terrorists who carried 
out the 9/11 attacks were armed 
only with box cutters and religious 
fervour.

Herein lies the key to resolving 
the Middle East conflicts: Address 
religious fervour. Its advocates 
remain very much in the battle.

Sixteen years after the 9/11 
attacks, the United States remains 
involved militarily in one manner or 
another in Afghanistan and Iraq. 
The Americans can expect to 
remain so until the religious fervour 
is addressed. For that to happen, 
the countries concerned need to 
adjust school curricula and remove 
parts calling for the elimination of 
non-believers, including members 
of the Shia community.

Pacifying the Middle East will be 
a long and painful process but there 
is no alternative other than wasting 
another 16 years or more fighting 
shadows.

F
or all those who de-
spair of the patchy and 
imperfect delivery of 
democracy after the 
Arab uprisings that 
started seven years 
ago, Condoleezza Rice 

has news.
Democracy is in fine fettle, she 

says, or words to that effect. 
Occasional hiccups matter little in 
the long term. Just look at the 
American experience and all will 
be clear. Rice makes these 
assertions in her new book 
“Democracy: Stories from the 
Long Road to Freedom.”

It’s worth taking note of her 
views.

Mostly of course because Rice 
was President George W. Bush’s 
secretary of state and, before that, 
his national security adviser. Her 
attempt at so-called transforma-
tional diplomacy, which was 
supposed to spread democracy 
around like love, was an impor-
tant policy platform of the Bush 
era. And it had blowback.

Rice’s chief claim to fame is her 
role in the Bush administration’s 
regrettable attempt to establish 
democracy in Iraq — by means of 
war. It doesn’t matter that Rice 
now insists the invasion was “not 
for democracy promotion” but 
was a benign act to topple a brutal 
dictator.

In March 2004, a year after the 
invasion, she triumphantly and 
all too clearly spelt out the 
Bush-led America’s objectives as 
follows: “Iraq and Afghanistan are 
vanguards of this effort to spread 
democracy and tolerance and 
freedom throughout the Greater 
Middle East. Fifty million people 
have been liberated from two of 
the most brutal and dangerous 
tyrannies of our time. With the 
help of over 60 nations, the Iraqi 
and Afghan peoples are now 

struggling to build democracies, 
under difficult conditions, in the 
rocky soil of the Middle East.”

It’s another matter that Afghan-
istan is not in the Middle East but 
Rice was wrong on other counts, 
too. The US invasion may have 
overthrown a regime that no one 
need mourn but it spectacularly 
failed to replace it with the 
organic scaffolding of democracy 
— local institutions and norms of 
accountability, limited experi-
ments with local elections to see 
what works, enabling the slow 
build-up of different political and 
civil society groups without 
paying them for their work.

But on March 19, 2003, the day 
before the invasion, Rice was 
declaring “our intention to help 
the Iraqi people liberate them-

selves… and to very early on, put 
in place with Iraqis — from 
outside the country and inside 
the country — an Iraq authority 
that can administer and run the 
country.” We all know how that 
turned out.

And yet, Rice defends the Iraq 
war. She recently indicated there 
was little to regret and much to 
celebrate. Without mentioning 
the hundreds of thousands dead 
as the result of an illegal attack on 
a sovereign country, Rice 
declared: “I would rather be Iraqi 
than Syrian today. I would rather 
be Iraqi with a prime minister 
who might be weak but he’s 
accountable to the people. With 
25 different newspapers and radio 
stations and Arab satellite 
available and where my govern-

ment doesn’t actually use barrel 
bombs and chemical weapons 
against me. So when I hear about 
how poorly the Iraqis are doing, I 
want to say in regards to what or 
in comparison to what?”

In this context, Rice makes one 
crucial contribution to the raging 
debate around the world about 
the democratic recession, which 
has increasingly illiberal democ-
racies such as Turkey, Israel, 
Russia, Hungary, Poland and India 
shamelessly franchising a system 
that allows for elections but fewer 
freedoms.

She reminds those who’ve lost 
faith in the flowering of democ-
racy in the Middle East that it 
takes a long time to build and 
progress is not linear. There will 
be backsliding and half-measures.

That bit makes sense. In 
one-party China after all, village 
elections were introduced in the 
1980s and by 2008 more than 900 
million Chinese villagers had 
exercised their sovereign right to 
vote for their local representa-
tives.

Sometimes, too, democracy 
may take the form of unusual 
start-ups such as the small Syrian 
town that recently voted for the 
first time since 1953 in a direct 
election. Saraqib, in eastern Idlib, 
chose its local council even 
though its geography might be 
considered inimical to ballot 
boxes. Idlib, it’s worth remember-
ing, was recently described by 
Brett McGurk, US special presi-
dential envoy to the anti-ISIS 
coalition, as “the largest al-Qaeda 
safe haven since 9/11.” Saraqib’s 
experiment with local democracy 
has been hailed by Manhal 
Bareesh of the Syrian opposition 
but in itself it means little.

Only time will tell if a native 
strain of democracy will do better 
than a transplant.
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T
he reason most 
people are horrified 
when they see or hear 
about children being 
harmed or killed 
is because of what 
children represent. 

Children are the future. They 
represent our hopes and dreams, 
sometimes of a second chance, for 
a world we want to change for the 
better.

Parents strive hard so their 
children can have a better life than 
they themselves had. In short, 
children are the embodiment of 
humanity’s hope and love.

Just as some terrorist attacks in 
the West garner more attention 
than others in the Middle East, 
unfortunately the same mechan-
ics of emotional distance applies 
to children who we either do not 
identify with or are shielded from 
noticing by the media corpora-
tions that tell us which are worthy 
of compassion and outrage and 
which are not.

Not many people seem to know 
that Iraqi children are often traded 
in illegal markets run by enor-
mous organised crime outfits, 
many of which have significant 
enough connections in govern-
mental offices to produce fake 
identification documents for their 
“products” to use once purchased 
by a “customer.”

Children are either procured by 
abduction, gathered up as orphans 
from the endemic violence ripping 
the country apart or come from 

incredibly poor families with 
many mouths to feed who are of-

fered large sums of money to part 

with one child to feed the rest. 
Families are put in an impossible 
situation and forced to consider 
losing all their children to starva-
tion or lose one dearly loved child 
to save the others — a situation no 
family should ever be put in.

Some children are purchased by 
other families who want to adopt 
illegally and who cannot navigate 
Iraq’s notoriously difficult bureau-

cracy that is, in any case, tightly 
connected to these criminals. 
Others are sold from an incredibly 
young age into the sex trade that 
has spiralled out of control in an 
Iraq that knows very little about 
law, order and children’s human 
rights.

Journalists who searched the 
streets of Baghdad said the going 
rate for a baby girl just 18 months 

old is 10 million Iraqi dinars — 
approximately $8,500. In other 
words, the price of destroying 
one of the future contributors to 
Iraq’s future is less than the price 
of a second-hand car. Her life and 
all that means in terms of hope, 
opportunity and freedom will be 
reduced to bringing a sick and 
twisted pleasure to a deranged 
customer.

Why do we find ourselves 
stricken by silence and apathy in 
the face of Iraqi children being 
bought and sold like cattle by 
criminals who have been running 
amok across Iraq since the fall of 
Saddam Hussein’s regime in 2003? 
Why can Michelle Obama stand 
with placards saying “Bring Back 
Our Girls” for girls kidnapped 
by barbaric criminals like Boko 
Haram in Nigeria, yet cannot 
summon the moral grit to show a 
simple sign for Iraqi children?

Considering what has happened 
to Iraq since 1990 and the decades 
of destruction wrought upon it 
by the United States and its al-
lies, one would think that at least 
Iraqi children would deserve their 
compassion and mercy. However, 
mainstream media outlets do not 
want to show their audiences, al-
ready war weary because of the US 
invasion, the realities afflicting the 
children of people not dissimilar 
from themselves.

Sadly, the dismantling of Iraq 
will continue at an accelerated 
pace and will be assisted by de-
stroying its future and the inno-
cence of several lost generations, 
scarred by war and abuses from 
which they may never recover.

London

I 

raqi forces are gearing up for 
an offensive to retake Hawija 
in Kirkuk province from the 
Islamic State (ISIS) as territo-
ries controlled by the militants 

continue to shrink, Iraq’s military 
said.

Iraq’s military press office, the 
War Media Cell, dubbed the opera-
tion “Hawija, we are coming” days 
after Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi declared victory over ISIS in 
Tal Afar in Nineveh province.

Iraqi forces have retaken Tikrit, 
Sinjar, Ramadi, Falluja, Qayyarah, 
Mosul and Tal Afar from ISIS over 
the past two years. In addition to 
Hawija, ISIS remains in control of 
al-Qaim, Rawa and Aana in al-An-
bar province.

Representatives from the pre-
dominately Shia Popular Mobilisa-
tion Forces (PMF) and the Kurd-
ish peshmerga said their fighters 
would take part in the operation in 
Hawija, where an estimated 1,000 
ISIS militants are present.

The US-led coalition carried out 
air strikes against ISIS targets in 
Iraq. A US Central Command state-
ment said air strikes engaged two 
ISIS tactical units and destroyed 
five oil storage tanks, four ISIS-held 
buildings, a vehicle-borne impro-
vised explosive device, an impro-
vised explosive device facility, a 
vehicle and a fighting position.

Iraqi media said scores of ISIS 
militants in Hawija had surren-
dered. There are unconfirmed re-
ports of fighting between ISIS mili-
tants and the town’s residents.

ISIS has reportedly lost many of 
its militants and is resorting to re-
cruiting more female fighters.

“Despite Islamic State’s claims to 
the contrary, urging women to seek 
an active role in combat is most 
likely an attempt to reduce the im-
pact of severe manpower shortages 
caused by the decimation of male 
fighters, and a recruitment crisis,” 
Ludovico Carlino, a senior analyst 
at IHS Markit Country Risk, said in 
a release. “This rhetoric marks a 
stark contrast to previous propa-
ganda that had highlighted wom-
en’s primary function as wives and 
mothers of mujahideen.”

Despite new attacks in Baghdad 
and Saladin province, there are 
signs ISIS has been less successful 
in posing a threat to the country in 
recent weeks.

Iraq and Jordan reopened their 
only border crossing, which had 
been closed for two years due to se-
curity fears. The move “means we 
have told the world we are great-
er… than any terrorist group,” Iraqi 
Interior Minister Qasim al-Araji 
said during its opening ceremony 
on the Jordanian side of the border.

The civilian death toll from acts 
of terror across the country in Au-
gust was 125, a report by the UN As-
sistance Mission for Iraq (UNAMI) 
said.

“This makes the last month the 
least deadly month Iraq has experi-
enced since 2012. This is a direct re-
sult of the recent military victories 
by the Iraqi armed forces against 
[ISIS] in their strongholds in north-
ern Iraq,” read a report by Integrity 
UK, a London-based research cen-
tre that monitors the MENA region.

United States officials stressed 
that to fully defeat ISIS, the 
grievances of Sunni Arabs need  
to be addressed.

“I think part of the rise of ISIS 
was disenfranchised peoples, most 
of them Sunnis, who looked at 
Baghdad and they didn’t see their 
government representing them or 
their interests or their future,” US 
Army Lieutenant-General Stephen 
Townsend, outgoing commander 
of the anti-ISIS coalition forces in 

Iraq and Syria, said in a news brief-
ing.

“I think that’s probably the most 
important thing that the govern-
ment of Iraq has to do. It has to 
reach out, reconcile, bring all Iraqis 
together and be the government of 
all Iraqis.”

The country is facing rising ten-
sions between the Shia-dominated 
central government and the Kurd-
istan Regional Government (KRG) 
over a referendum on the inde-
pendence of the Kurdish-majority, 
semi-autonomous region sched-
uled for September 25 despite 
Baghdad’s objections.

Government supporters took to 

social media to claim that pesh-
merga fighters were taking bribes 
from ISIS militants to allow them 
to escape.

In an interview with Asharq Al-
Awsat newspaper, KRG President 
Masoud Barzani accused former 
Prime Minister Nuri al-Maliki of 
“committing a crime against the 
[Kurdistan] region that was worse 
than Saddam Hussein’s Anfal op-
eration,” in which thousands of 
Kurds died.

In addition to regional and inter-
national objections, the timing of 
the Kurdistan referendum has been 
opposed by Kurds who say that the 
KRG is pushing its policies by force, 

allowing little room for dissent.
In Baghdad, there were sharp 

divisions within the Shia politi-
cal class over a decision made by 
Lebanon’s Hezbollah movement to 
allow approximately 300 ISIS mili-
tants to head towards Iraq as part 
of an exchange deal between the 
two warring sides.

The ISIS-Hezbollah deal was op-
posed by Abadi and the Sadrists, 
among others, because it meant 
that the militants would be fight-
ing Iraqi forces. Pro-Tehran Iraqi 
politicians, such as Maliki, howev-
er, dismissed the protest, arguing 
that the released ISIS fighters won’t 
pose a serious threat to Iraq.

Iraqi forces gear up to retake Hawija from ISIS
Mamoon Alabbasi

Next stop Hawija. Iraqi forces in al-Ayadieh area, north of Tal Afar, August 30.                                                        (AFP)

A fate in limbo. Displaced children play at al-Khazir camp, located 
between Erbil and Mosul.                  (AFP)
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Iraqi children’s lives matter

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

Tallha Abdulrazaq

Iraqi forces have 
retaken Tikrit, 
Sinjar, Ramadi, 
Falluja, Qayyarah, 
Mosul and Tal Afar 
from ISIS over the 
past two years.

The going rate for a 
baby girl just 
18 months old is 
approximately 
$8,500.
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Kirkuk

K 

irkuk is often described 
as “Little Iraq” as it re-
flects the country’s di-
verse communities, in-
cluding their divisions, 

but a decision by the Kurdish au-
thorities to include the oil-rich 
province in the referendum 
on the future of Kurdistan 
sparked renewed tensions.

The Kirkuk Provincial 
Council, at its regular 
weekly meeting August 
29, voted on whether 
Kirkuk should take part 
in the referendum on 
Kurdish independence, 
scheduled for Septem-
ber 25.

The council was asked 
to vote by Kirkuk Gov-
ernor Najmiddin Karim, 
a high-ranking Kurdish 
official in the Patriotic 
Union of Kurdistan (PUK) 
party, which is led by Jalal 
Talabani.

The Turkmen and Arab 
blocs in the council boycotted 
the meeting, leaving 24 of the 
41 members present. Twenty-two 
voted in favour of participating in 
the referendum. The majority of 
those who voted were Kurds.

Turkmen and Arab council mem-
bers issued statements claiming 
Kirkuk’s participation in the ref-
erendum was unconstitutional. 
Their view echoes that of the cen-
tral Iraqi government led by Prime 
Minister Haider al-Abadi, which 
says — along with most of the major 
parties in Baghdad — that Kirkuk 
and other disputed areas are not 
parts of Iraqi Kurdistan.

They insist the referendum vio-
lates the Iraqi Constitution, which 
confirms the unity of the Iraqi 
lands.

“Those who boycotted the meet-
ing are the real representatives of 
our people,” said Majeed Ezzat, a 
member of the Turkmen bloc. “The 

ones who attended — whether 
Turkmen, Arab or Christians 
— are members of the Kurdish 
bloc and were on the Kurdish 
list in the local elections.”

Aziz Omer, a Turkmen po-
litical analyst, accused the two 
dominant Kurdish parties — the 
PUK and the Kurdistan Demo-
cratic Party (KDP) — of behaving 
like the Ba’athist party before 

the US-led invasion that top-
pled Saddam Hussein.

“The KDP and PUK used 
to complain that the Kurd-
ish political parties in 
Baghdad were part of the 
Ba’athist regime. Now, 
they are recruiting Turk-
men and Arabs to claim 
that these recruits repre-
sent their communities, 
while, in reality, they 
serve the Kurds who 
fund them,” Omer said.

Hassan Toran, a Turk-
men who is a member 

of the Iraqi Parliament, 
warned that the Turkmen 

community would not give 
in to Kurdish pressure. “The 

Turkmen will boycott and re-
fuse the results of the referen-

dum. They will go to the federal 
court,” Toran said.

There are fears that sharp di-
visions in Kirkuk could lead to 
instability and violence.

“We are searching for a quiet 
resolution to the dispute but 
the regional administration did 
not offer a way out of this dead-
lock,” said Mohammed Tamim, 
an Arab member of parliament 
from Kirkuk.

Due to doubts over voter reg-
istration and the volatility of the 
situation in Kirkuk, the prov-
ince had local elections only 
once, in 2004. There are fears 
that residents of the predomi-
nately Arab district of Hawija, 
still under control of Islamic 
State (ISIS) militants, would not 
have the chance to vote, should 
their areas not be liberated be-
fore the referendum.

Turkmen and Arab residents of 

Kirkuk said they fear that Kurdish 
officials would rig the referendum 
results in Kirkuk, despite assuranc-
es by the Kurdistan Regional Gov-
ernment (KRG) that voting would 
be fair.

“The conditions that have pre-
vented local elections would cast 
doubt on the legitimacy of the ref-
erendum, as it would be held under 
the same conditions,” said Torhan 
al-Mufti, general-secretary of the 
Iraqi Higher Commission for Coor-
dinating among the Provinces and 
the representative of the govern-
ment in the parliament.

The Kurds in Kirkuk appear to 
be predominately in favour of the 
referendum. “Whatever the people 
of Kirkuk decide within the refer-
endum, that decision should be 
respected,” KRG President Masoud 
Barzani told Reuters.

Christian officials are divided on 
whether the referendum should 
extend to Kirkuk. The KGR has 
wooed some members of the Chris-
tian community there, while other 
members said they have been side-
lined by Kurdish officials and pre-
fer to be under the protection of 
the central government.

Other disputed areas include the 
town of Kara Tepe in Diyala prov-
ince and Tuz Khormato in Saladin 
province.

Turkmen residents said they 
were confident their areas would 
not be part of a future Kurdish 
state, despite a referendum being 
conducted there; they neverthe-
less said they fear that they could 
no longer have access to relatives in 
Kirkuk should the province end up 
under the control of Kurdistan.

Nermeen Mufti is an Iraqi 
journalist who reports from 
Baghdad and Kirkuk.

Tensions in Kirkuk over Kudistan referendum 
Nermeen Mufti

Kurdish referendumDebate

KRG could be using referendum to 
squeeze concessions from Baghdad

A 

s the official cam-
paign for Kurdis-
tan’s independence 
referendum opened 
September 5, foreign 
diplomats and Iraqi 

officials headed to Erbil in a final 
attempt to persuade the leader-
ship of the autonomous region to 
call off the vote.

More than 5 million people are 
eligible to vote in the September 
25 referendum, including those 
who live within the recognised 
boundaries of the autonomous 
Kurdistan Regional Government 
(KRG), those in territory disputed 
with the government in Baghdad 
and diaspora Kurds.

Kurdistan’s close international 
allies and near neighbours have 
been united in their calls for the 
KRG to suspend the vote, fearing 
that the outcome would further 
destabilise the region so soon af-
ter Baghdad declared victory over 
the Islamic State (ISIS).

The outcome, if the referendum 
goes ahead, appears to be a fore-
gone conclusion. In an informal 
poll in 2005 alongside parliamen-
tary elections, 98.9% voted in 
favour of independence.

A belief in the justice of having 
an independent state is nearly 
universal among the Kurds, who 

believe that their aspirations 
towards independence were 

thwarted in the carve-up of the 

Ottoman Empire after the first 
world war.

This time, however, dissident 
voices within the KRG are ques-
tioning whether the time or the 
circumstances are right for a vote 
to go it alone.

The date for the referendum was 
announced in June by Masoud 
Barzani, president of the KRG and 
head of the dominant Kurdistan 
Democratic Party (KDP). The 
initiative has somewhat less-than-
wholehearted support from the 
KDP’s historic rival, Jalal Tala-
bani’s Patriotic Union of Kurdistan 
(PUK).

The Gorran Movement, which 
beat the PUK to second place in 
parliamentary elections in 2014, 
wants the referendum postponed, 
as does the small Kurdistan Islam-
ic Group. Gorran argues that only 
the KRG parliament has the right 
to call an independence vote but 
the chamber has been suspended 
since 2015 in a dispute between 
itself and the KDP.

Because of these political rifts, 
enthusiasm for the independ-
ence vote is more evident in KDP 
strongholds such as Erbil and Do-
huk than in eastern regions where 
other parties hold sway.

A “No for Now” movement has 
been launched, led by Shaswar 
Abdulwahid, a Kurdish business-
man and owner of Kurdistan’s 
Nalia Radio and Television. The 

subsequent protest resignations of 
some of the network’s top present-
ers underlined divisions over the 
referendum issue.

A younger generation of Kurds 
appears less fixated on the issue 
of an early referendum than on 
tackling chronic problems that 
faced the region even before the 
KRG was forced to confront the 
ISIS invasion of 2014.

Issues of mismanagement, cor-
ruption and public sector pay have 
been exacerbated by the battle 
with Baghdad over the rights to 
Kurdistan’s oil.

To put its books in order before 
the scheduled referendum, the 
KRG recently paid the first $1 
billion tranche in settlement of 
a long-running dispute with the 
UAE’s Dana Gas.

Sceptics suggest that, in eco-
nomic terms, the KDP has little to 
boast of in recent years since the 
boom period that followed the 
2003 Iraqi war. The kudos it would 
gain from sponsoring a success-
ful referendum might, however, 
give it a boost in presidential and 
parliamentary elections that have 
been scheduled for November 1.

One viable theory is that the 
KRG is using the likely “yes” vote 
to squeeze Baghdad into making 
concessions either before or after 
September 25 or to encourage 
Erbil’s allies to work to influence 
Baghdad.

Hoshyar Zebari, a former Iraqi 
government minister and now 
a senior adviser to the KRG, has 
suggested a “yes” vote would 
strengthen the Kurdish position 
in negotiations with Baghdad 
rather than automatically lead to 
independence.

One outstanding issue is the 
implementation of Article 140 of 
the Iraqi Constitution, which was 
to have settled territorial disputes 
between Baghdad and Erbil by the 
end of 2007 by polling their inhab-
itants. Barzani has cited non-im-
plementation of the clause as one 
motive for calling the September 
referendum.

However, talks between the 
two sides in both Baghdad and 
Erbil have failed to reach a break-
through that might persuade the 
referendum’s political sponsors to 
cancel or postpone the vote.

Those Kurds — almost certainly 
a minority — who intend to vote 
“no” to independence, at least 
for now, are putting their faith 
in outsiders to persuade the KRG 
to change its mind. The United 
States, European allies, Turkey 
and Iran have, to varying degrees 
and from various motivations, op-
posed the referendum plan.

Even at the 11th hour, some in 
Kurdistan are betting that enough 
outside pressure is building to 
ensure the much-heralded vote 
will not take place.

has written several books 
on the Middle East, 
including “No Friends but 
the Mountains: The Tragic 
History of the Kurds.”

Harvey Morris

Tremors. Kirkuk Governor Najmiddin Karim (L) attends a meeting of 
the Kirkuk Provincial Council, on August 29.                                                         (Reuters)

There are fears that 
sharp divisions in 
Kirkuk could lead to 
instability and 
violence.

Some in Kurdistan 
are betting that 
outside pressure is 
building to ensure 
the vote will not take 
place.
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Tunis

T 

he breakthrough of Syr-
ia’s regime forces at the 
desert city of Deir ez-Zor 
following years of siege, 
shelling and the attempt-

ed starvation of its inhabitants 
marks a dramatic turning point in 
the Syrian war.

Though the siege may have end-
ed, the battle is a long way from 
won. The Islamic State (ISIS) has 
a strong presence throughout the 
governorate and within parts of the 
city.

Though the Assad regime’s re-
cent pivot eastward proved suc-
cessful, it has only been able to 
make gains after the establishment 
of de-escalation zones in the west 
freed its forces to do so.

Nearly 100,000 people are said 
to be in Deir ez-Zor, cut off from 
the rest of the war by ISIS, which 
surrounded the city for two years, 
leaving the inhabitants and regime 
forces within the city reliant on UN 
air drops for food and regime air 
drops for munitions.

Within Deir ez-Zor, the regime 
advance was met with trepidation. 
Some questioned whether the re-
cent concentration of the regime’s 
finite firepower at Deir ez-Zor risks 
leaving Jabhat Fateh al-Sham (for-
merly known as al-Nusra Front, 

al-Qaeda’s affiliate in Syria) free to 
shore up its stronghold in Idlib in 
north-western Syria.

Though relieved to have his 
hometown and activists within it 
freed from ISIS, Jalal Alhamad, ex-
ecutive director of Justice for Life, 
one of the NGOs that liaises be-
tween the occupied and besieged 
citizens of Deir ez-Zor and external 
authorities, said he was concerned 
about what liberation may mean.

“We would rather it be another 
rebel group, preferably a local one, 
than the regime,” he said via Skype 
from his office on the Syrian bor-
der at Gaziantep. “Many people 
are afraid that they will be arrested 
and killed, often without being (of-
ficially) accused.

“Those in areas controlled by 
ISIS are especially afraid. They are 
scared not just of the Syrian Army 
but the militias like Hezbollah and 
others who are with them.”

People in Deir ez-Zor have cause 
to be scared. Justice for Life’s fig-
ures stated that from January 1, 
2016, through August 30, 2017, 750 
civilians were killed in and around 
Deir ez-Zor, most of them by the re-
gime and its Russian allies.

Moreover, with a suspicion of the 
regime’s Shia militias and the loyal-
ties of its Sunni population uncer-
tain, Deir ez-Zor will likely prove 
costly to take and hold. However, 
the significance of its capture goes 
beyond mere territory.

In addition to the region’s oil 

output, estimated by the Financial 
Times in October 2016 at 34,000-
40,000 barrels per day (bpd), is 
the message breaking the siege at 
Deir ez-Zor sends to Syria and the 
world.

“It lets people know that (Syrian 
President Bashar) Assad is still in 
the fight against ISIS and supports 
the notion that the US presence in 
Syria is really just a cover for an 
eventual occupation,” said Nicho-
las Heras, Middle East security fel-
low at the Centre for a New Ameri-
can Se curity.

“The situation is far from over. 
Though ISIS has the capability to 
maintain a pretty lethal insurgen-
cy, [it is] probably still looking for a 
last pitched battle.”

Heras said ISIS remains a sig-
nificant fighting force, capable of 
undertaking established battle ma-
noeuvres in the desert and able to 
serve as a significant counter to any 
further regime advance.

“The regime and Russia can car-
pet-bomb Deir ez-Zor as much as 
they like but as long as ISIS is on 
the ground throughout the gover-

norate, and we’re told that’s where 
most of their hardcore foreign 
fighters are, all it’s going to achieve 
is moving their fighters to another 
territory, or strengthen their re-
solve to remain and fight the re-
gime,” he said.

With the regime’s ability to ex-
ert control across Syria limited by 
its access to manpower, check-
ing ISIS at Deir ez-Zor might leave 
the group’s rival, Jabhat Fateh al-
Sham, free to expand its territory 
around Idlib.

“You’ve got to remember,” Heras 
said, “Idlib is full of foreign fighters 
who went there to fight and to die. 
They have no interest in anything 
beyond that.”

Few would dispute the signifi-
cance of breaking ISIS’s siege at 
Deir ez-Zor or what it must mean 
for the city’s defenders and inhab-
itants. However, though the battle 
may be largely won, the war still 
has a long way to go.

Simon Speakman Cordall is Syria/
Lebanon Section Editor for The 
Arab Weekly.
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A 

s Syrian regime forces 
appear to have broken 
the two-year-long siege 
at Deir ez-Zor, the US-
led coalition’s fight to 

reclaim the Islamic State’s self-de-
clared capital at Raqqa, north along 
the country’s Euphrates River, 
grinds on.

Figures from the UN Commission 
for Human Rights indicate that, 
during August, 151 civilians were 
killed in coalition strikes, which the 
international body suggested may 
be in contravention of international 
law. For the Islamic State (ISIS), like 

its numbers within the city, fatali-
ties are unknown, though its propa-
ganda machine claims to have killed 
more than 1,000 Syrian Democratic 
Forces (SDF) fighters since hostili-
ties began June 6.

Bloody though it may be, progress 
appears to be being made. The Syr-
ian Observatory of Human Rights, a 
monitoring group, said ISIS’s con-
trol of the city, as of September 2, 
had fallen to around 37.5% of over-
all territory. SDF fighters claim to 
have seized control of Raqqa’s old 
city and, in a morale-boosting coup, 
took the city’s Great Mosque on 
September 2.

Outside the city, some semblance 
of economic life has returned. Mar-
kets are open and essential supplies 
can be bought and sold, though 
electricity remains unavailable 
since the destruction of the Tabqa 
Dam by ISIS earlier this year.

Rubble is commonplace through-
out the governorate, with dead bod-
ies festering in 45-degree heat.

Nadim Houry, director of the 
Terrorism and Counter-Terrorism 
Programme with Human Rights 
Watch (HRW), told of a man who 
daily walked past rocks covering his 
12-year-old daughter’s body.

“He tried digging her out with 
his hands. He got his friends to 
help but without heavy machinery 
he couldn’t do anything,” Houry, 
who visited Raqqa in June, said by 
phone.

After seven years of fighting be-
tween rebels, the Assad regime, ISIS 
and the US-backed coalition, the 
population has emerged from the 
jihadists’ authority exhausted and 
bewildered as to what the future 
might hold.

Though the coalition claimed to 
have clear plans for restoring lib-

erated territories to local govern-
ance, little information appeared to 
have made its way to those on the 
ground.

“They’re obviously relieved to be 
free from ISIS but they have no idea 
what the future might hold. No one 
in the coalition has told them what 
is happening.” Houry said, “There 
are people there from all over. 
They’re from Deir ez-Zor. They’re 
from south of the Euphrates, Tabqa, 
everywhere and there isn’t really 
the infrastructure for them. Hospi-
tals aren’t functioning and heavy 
machinery is scarce.”

Demining operations remain 
patchy and unexploded ordnance 
and bombs litter large parts of the 
governorate, posing a threat to the 
local populace and rendering land 
and homes unusable.

“The people we talked with, many 
of them lost their houses or family 

members because of the continu-
ous bombardments inside the city,” 
Ingy Sedky, spokeswoman for the 
International Committee of the Red 
Cross, told Reuters. “Many schools, 
hospitals and health centres were 
destroyed. They say nothing is 
functioning inside Raqqa city.”

UN estimates said that 10,000-
20,000 people were trapped within 
the city, caught between snipers, 
car bombs and booby traps of ISIS 
and air strikes of the US-led inter-
national coalition.

“A month ago, I had a loaf of 
bread and a bowl of za’atar (thyme), 
a cucumber and some halva,” a Syr-
ian journalist, writing under the 
name of “Tim Ramadan,” said in 
the British newspaper the Guard-
ian. “I couldn’t go out to buy more 
because no shops are selling food in 
my neighbourhood. Walking a long 
way was too dangerous because of 

the air strikes.”
Rights groups said a loosening 

of the US-led coalition’s targeting 
parameters resulted in increased 
civilian casualties, provoking the 
United Nations’ recent ire. With 
greater decision-making given 
commanders on the ground, an 
entire civilian block occupied by a 
small number of ISIS fighters could 
be considered a legitimate coalition 
target.

The loosened parameters are tak-
ing a heavy toll. In one incident, on 
September 4, coalition planes killed 
13 civilians, including a pharmacist, 
his wife, brother and two children, 
the Syrian Observatory for Human 
Rights reported. “The tolls are high 
because the air strikes are hitting 
neighbourhoods in the city centre 
that are densely packed with civil-
ians.” observatory Director Rami 
Abdul Rahman told Agence France-
Presse.

The number of ISIS fighters with-
in Raqqa remains in dispute. A US 
military spokesman said approxi-
mately 2,500 fighters were in the 
city, relying on amphetamines to 
fuel a desperate rear-guard action. 
Other observers, such as the media 
organisation Sound and Pictures, 
which claims to have operatives 
within the city, put the number at 
“less than 500.”

In either scenario, coalition fight-
ers are not encountering ISIS in the 
numbers many had anticipated. 
“They’re encountering fighters in 
the hundreds, not the thousands,” 
Houry said. “We don’t know where 
they are. They could be massing at 
Deir ez-Zor (in preparation for a lat-
er attack) or elsewhere in the coun-
try. We just don’t know.”

John Mellor is a writer in Tunis.

Regime victory 
at Deir ez-Zor 
heralds a new 
chapter in 
Syria’s conflict

The human cost of the battle for Raqqa unclear

Simon Speakman Cordall

Breakthrough. Syrian troops standing next to a placard in Arabic that reads, “Welcome to
Deir ez-Zor,” in the eastern city of Deir ez-Zor, on September 3.                                                                                                       (AP)
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Though ISIS has the 
capability to maintain 
a pretty lethal 
insurgency, [it is] 
probably still looking 
for a last pitched 
battle.

Nicholas Heras, Middle 
East security fellow at the 
Centre for a New American 
Se curity

Hospitals aren’t 
functioning and heavy 
machinery is scarce.

Nadim Houry, director
of the Terrorism and 
Counter-Terrorism 
Programme with Human 
Rights Watch (HRW)

John Mellor

In the midst of destruction. A Syrian boy stands near 
rubble in the village of Bir Saeed on the outskirts of Raqqa.          (AFP)
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Beirut

H 

ezbollah’s leaders were 
taken aback by the con-
troversy over the evac-
uation of hundreds 
of Islamic State (ISIS) 

members and their families from 
Lebanon to the Syrian city of Abu 
Kamal on the Euphrates River.

The operation was in motion by 
August 29 but stalled, running into 
serious setbacks along the way. 
Billing the operation as “the sec-
ond liberation,” Hezbollah’s lead-
ers drew parallels between their 
present achievement and the lib-
eration in May 2000 of southern 
Lebanon from Israeli occupation. 
Instead, they received an extreme-
ly angry backlash within their own 
constituency and from regional al-
lies in Syria and Iraq.

The Lebanese were very un-
happy with the deal because it al-
lowed ISIS fighters to freely leave 
Lebanon with no trial or account-
ability. Lebanese Shias, who form 
the backbone of Hezbollah, were 
visibly upset, having suffered from 
ISIS car bombs and terrorist attacks 
that spread havoc within the Shia 
community. At a bare minimum, 
they wanted revenge against ISIS 
by finishing off its last remaining 
pockets in Lebanon.

The backlash became exception-
ally bitter when it was revealed 
that nine Lebanese soldiers ab-
ducted by ISIS in 2014 were dead, 
returning home in wooden caskets.

Adding insult to injury, Hezbol-
lah announced that it had traded 
the approximately 600 ISIS fighters 
and their families for the remains 
of one Iranian officer named Mohs-
en Hojaji, who had been taken hos-
tage by ISIS and executed last Au-
gust. Senior Lebanese officers were 
said to be complaining in private 
that the deal was a grave insult to 
the Lebanese Army, which should 
have been allowed to terminate the 
ISIS fighters, claiming they were 
prevented from doing so by Hez-
bollah.

In Syria, criticism was excep-
tionally high, although never on 
an official level, with activists in 
the pro-regime camp asking why 
the terrorists were being allowed 
safely into Syria on air-conditioned 
buses, as if the war-torn country 
didn’t already have its abundant 
share of jihadis.

Residents of Abu Kamal, who 
have been suffering from ISIS occu-
pation since 2014, were furious that 
their city was becoming a dump 
site for regional terrorists, just like 
Idlib in north-western Syria.

The US-led forces in the region 
pledged to never allow ISIS out of 
Lebanon alive and inching towards 
victory in the jihadist group’s self-
declared capital of Raqqa, shred-
ded the main highway to Abu Ka-
mal, stranding the 17 buses in the 
Syrian Desert.

Hezbollah objected and so did 
the Iranian Foreign Ministry, claim-
ing there were civilians, includ-
ing elderly men, pregnant women 
and children, on board. If the 
United States struck the convoy, 
they warned, “a terrible massacre” 
would occur. Members of the Syr-
ian opposition snapped back, ac-
cusing Hezbollah of hypocrisy for 
showing compassion for the fami-
lies of ISIS members.

In Iraq, Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi — an ally of Hezbollah — was 
no less critical, saying: “Honestly 
speaking, we are unhappy and con-
sider it incorrect.”

Transferring the terrorists to 
the Iraqi border was “an insult to 

the Iraqi people” he added, which 
could seriously undermine his 
own army’s efforts in eradicating 
ISIS from Iraqi towns and cities. 
A handful of jihadis reportedly 
slipped away from the stranded 
buses and found their way to Iraqi 
cities north of the Euphrates. They 
shaved their beards and melted 
into the tribal society, creating ji-
hadi cells that could strike again.

Hezbollah Secretary-General 
Sayyed Hassan Nasrallah came out 
with an unapologetic speech, firm-
ly defending his decision to trans-
fer the terrorists from Lebanon to 
Syria. He said he had personally 
visited Damascus to discuss details 
of the transfer with Syrian Presi-
dent Bashar Assad.

Hezbollah apparently believes 
that the storm will soon pass once 
the Lebanese find something new 
to argue about.

The reasons behind pushing for 
such a controversial deal are nu-
merous, but Hezbollah’s main mo-
tivation is to go down in history for 
making Lebanon an ISIS-free coun-
try, regardless of what short-term 
effects this agreement would trig-
ger within Lebanese society.

Secondly, Hezbollah knew how 

important it was for Iran to receive 
the remains of its dead officer and 
promised to achieve that on its be-
half.

Third, Hezbollah’s leaders prob-
ably reckoned that the ISIS fighters 
would never reach Abu Kamal, fig-
uring that either the Americans or 
the Russians would eliminate them 
along the way.

Even if they did, these fighters 
would soon be annihilated in Abu 
Kamal, once the operation for its 
liberation starts after ISIS is fully 
ejected from Raqqa by the Syrian 
Democratic Forces or from Deir ez-
Zor by the Syrian Army.

Since entering the Syrian war 
zone in 2012, Hezbollah has paid lit-
tle attention to its critics and cares 
very little for what is being said 
about it on the streets of Beirut or 
beyond in the Arab world. Clearly 
from its support for the agreement, 
it remains firmly convinced that it 
has done the right thing and even if 
it hasn’t, nobody will lift a finger to 
stop them, mainly because nobody 
can.

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

Outcry but nothing more after Hezbollah-ISIS deal
Sami Moubayed

Free passage. Syrian forces stand on a tank next to vehicles waiting to transport ISIS members in the Qara area in Syria’s Qalamoun 
region, on August 28.                                                                                                                                                        (AFP)
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Since entering the 
Syrian war zone in 
2012, Hezbollah has 
paid little attention 
to its critics.

I
t wasn’t Bashar Assad’s ex-
ploding barrels nor his dead-
ly siege of the city of Madaya 
nor his destruction of the city 
of Al-Qusayr and the ensuing 
human toll that stirred the 
empathy of Hezbollah. Nor 

was it the Russian missiles, which 
have razed hospitals and killed 
civilians in Aleppo and elsewhere, 
that prompted the sectarian party 
to warn against a human tragedy 
in the making.

It was, in fact, the mere thought 
of having American warplanes 
conduct air strikes against a con-
voy of Islamic State (ISIS) forces. 
Hezbollah had negotiated safe pas-
sage for those forces to areas near 
the Syrian-Iraqi border in eastern 
Syria.

What was Hezbollah thinking? 
How could an ISIS convoy cross 
about 500km between Jurud al-
Qaa in Lebanon and the Syrian-
Iraqi border on Syrian territory 
without spurring an American 
reaction? Were the US strikes 
against the convoy unexpected or 
perhaps the US forces reneged on 
some deal?

The American side never men-
tioned any deal with Hezbollah so 
the US attack against the convoy 
was not unexpected. Hezbollah 
would have known this, which 

raises the question of why it bro-
kered the deal knowing the risk.

It is clear the game is afoot for 
the post-ISIS phase in the region. 
The Iranian axis is busy reshuf-
fling enemies and allies, espe-
cially now that Iran can no longer 
get any mileage out of the sectar-
ian card.

Even among the Iraqi Shia 
leadership, there are calls for Iraqi 
national policies free of Iranian in-
fluence and more open to the Arab 
world. The best illustration of this 
is the recent visit to Saudi Arabia 
by Iraqi cleric Muqtada al-Sadr, 
head of the Sadrist Movement in 
Iraq and his meeting with Saudi 
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Sal-
man bin Abdulaziz. Many similar 
actions are taking place under US 
cover.

In Syria, the post-ISIS phase 
will be marked by the enactment 
of regional and international 
partnerships under US and Rus-
sian supervision and this will spur 
new alliances. The Qatari dispute 
injected new life into the relations 
between Turkey, Qatar and Iran.

The deal brokered by Hezbollah 
might be the precursor of a new 
Iranian strategy in the region. As 
an agent of Iran in the Arab zone, 
Hezbollah will be the spearhead 
of Iranian policies in Lebanon and 

Syria, especially entrusted with 
repairing Iran’s relations with 
other Islamic organisations.

Iran and its allies are aware 
that their relations with Sunni 
Islamic organisations have been 
deeply shaken. That is why they 
are repairing the damage by taking 
advantage of their relations with 
Turkey and Qatar. It is known that 
Iran instructed its proxies in the 
Arab world to revive anti-American 
discourse and close the gap with 
Islamic organisations such as the 
Muslim Brotherhood. Through 
Hezbollah, for example, Iran made 
it possible for Hamas leaders to 
move from Qatar and settle in 
Lebanon.

By touting competition with 
Washington in the Middle East, 
Iran is hoping to bridge the sectar-
ian gap it created with Sunni Is-
lamic organisations and win them 
over to its policies. This means that 
tensions in the region will contin-
ue under new guises because Iran 
is committed to fighting national-
istic plans and to spreading chaos 
by removing national borders.

For Iran to play a pivotal role in 
the post-ISIS Middle East, it must 
remove any potential source of 
threat to it in the Sunni environ-
ment, something it failed to do 
in the past. As examples of this 

failure, we can cite Iran’s siding 
with the Assad regime and against 
the wishes of most of the Syrian 
population, plus its influential role 
in Iraq, which resulted in exclud-
ing the Sunnis from power.

Now, Iran is trying to project a 
more positive image by appear-
ing to have enough influence to 
broker agreements with organisa-
tions such as ISIS or Jabhat Fateh 
al-Sham.

It is also trying to see how far it 
can impress the general Islamic 
consciousness by saying that the 
Islamic regime in Iran can provide 
safe haven for Sunni Islamic or-
ganisations banned internationally 
or in the Arab world.

The deal brokered by Hezbol-
lah with ISIS in Lebanon must be 
evaluated from the point of view of 
the objectives developed above. Of 
course, Iran was never in conflict 
with ISIS in Syria. Its real conflict 
was always with the moderate 
organisations among the Syrian 
opposition.

Iran, however, was not above 
using the extremist bodies to 
demonise the Syrian revolution. 
In fact, it helped implant the ter-
rorist organisations because they 
were always less dangerous to its 
projects in the region than any 
nationalistic Syrian plan.

Iran’s post-ISIS game

is a Lebanese writer.

The deal brokered 
by Hezbollah 
might be the 
precursor of a 
new Iranian 
strategy in the 
region.

Ali al-Amin
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T 

he agreement between 
Egypt and several other 
African countries to form 
a rapid response force is 
part of Cairo’s efforts to 

cut supply routes from central and 
western Africa to terrorists in North 
Africa, specifically Libya, experts 
said.

“Terrorist groups in Nigeria, So-
malia and Mali have managed to es-
tablish links with and send recruits 
to al-Qaeda and the Islamic State 
(ISIS) in Libya,” said Sameh Abu 
Hashima, a retired Egyptian Army 
general and an adviser at Nasser 
Military Academy. “This is a major 
security threat for Egypt and for the 
rest of Africa.”

African defence ministers in Au-
gust agreed to the formation of a 
rapid response force that could be 
deployed anywhere on the conti-
nent.

The force would operate under 
the umbrella of the African Union 
and its Peace and Security Coun-
cil. Each member country would 
contribute troops and funds to its 
formation. The force’s command 
centre would be in Egypt’s Defence 
Ministry headquarters, which is un-
der construction in the new admin-
istrative capital being built on the 
outskirts of Cairo.

African defence ministers agreed 
to meet in October to discuss an op-
erational budget for the force, sec-
ond officers and pledge capabilities.

Egyptian military analysts wel-
comed the establishment of the 
rapid response force, particularly 
given Cairo’s longstanding efforts 
to recruit other African countries 
to participate more strongly in a 
broader fight against terrorism.

In April 2016, African defence 
ministers agreed on future strate-
gies and tactics against terrorist 
groups in their countries.

African states that have also been 
struggling to combat terrorism, 
such as Somalia, Nigeria and Mali, 
also welcomed the establishment 
of the new African-wide military 
force.

Al-Shabab, an al-Qaeda-affiliated 
terrorist group, is battling the So-
mali central government for control 
over national territory, while Boko 
Haram in Nigeria, which is affiliated 

with ISIS, has carried out deadly at-
tacks against civilians and govern-
ment troops. In Mali, which shares 
a northern border with Algeria, an 
al-Qaeda-linked coalition of jihad-
ist groups controls northern parts of 
the country.

Behind Egypt’s plan to unite Afri-
can forces in a broader fight against 
terrorism is a desire by Cairo to 
shield itself against the danger ter-
rorist groups in those countries 
pose to its national security, experts 
said.

Egypt is fighting a branch of ISIS 
in Sinai, its north-eastern peninsula 
that shares borders with Israel and 
the Gaza Strip. Egypt is also heav-
ily involved in neighbouring Libya 
where it is supporting Libyan Field 
Marshal Khalifa Haftar and his Lib-
yan National Army, which is bat-
tling Islamist militias, including ISIS 
and al-Qaeda, for control in eastern 
parts of the country.

“This is why I say Egypt’s fight 
against terrorism cannot be re-
stricted to its own territory or its 
immediate vicinity,” said Mokhtar 
al-Ghobashi, vice-president of 
Egypt’s Arab Centre for Political and 

Strategic Studies. “To be more se-
cure, Egypt needs to take this fight 
to other countries in the continent.”

The defence ministers of the 
countries forming the new African 
rapid response force are from Al-
geria, Angola, Burkina Faso, Chad, 
Egypt, Rwanda, Senegal, South Af-
rica, Sudan, Tanzania and Uganda.

The force, which is to be officially 
announced in 2018, will need an ini-
tial budget of $30 million.

In Cairo, experts said that, de-
spite the difficult economic condi-
tions facing Egypt, the government 
will readily contribute a significant 
amount, as well as provide for the 
logistical requirements of the force’s 
operations.

For Egypt, the central role it is to 
play in the African rapid response 
force represents a return to African 
Union politics.

“Foreign policy planners in the 
past did not give enough priority to 
relations with other African states,” 
said Mostafa el-Guindi, a member 
of the African Affairs Committee in 
the Egyptian parliament. “This was 
a miscalculation and it caused us to 
lose a lot.”

One of the losses Egypt sustained 
because of neglect of ties with other 
African countries was the lack of Af-
rican support it received in efforts 
to convince Ethiopia regarding con-
struction of a multibillion-dollar 
hydroelectric dam on the Nile. The 
Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam, 
which is nearing completion, will 
greatly affect Egypt’s water security 
and has been a major point of con-
tention between Cairo and Addis 
Ababa.

Egypt, which has the strongest 
military in Africa, as rated by the US-
based Global Firepower Index, has 
sought to market itself as a prime 
arms manufacturing and export des-
tination for other African countries.

The factories of the Arab Organi-
sation for Industrialisation, Egypt’s 
military production hub, have be-
come a major draw for visiting Afri-
can officials.

“The new policy line in our coun-
try is to open up to fellow Africans,” 
Abu Hashima said. “True, closer 
coordination and cooperation with 
other countries in the continent will 
help them address their security 
problems but it will serve our secu-
rity interests first and foremost.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter in Cairo.

Cairo

T 

he strengthening rela-
tionship between Ha-
mas and Tehran has set 
off alarms in Cairo and 
threatens a rapproche-

ment between the Egyptian gov-
ernment and the Palestinian 
group.

“Improving relations between 
Hamas and the Islamic Republic 
are a direct threat to our national 
security,” said Samir Ghattas, a 
member of the Egyptian parlia-
ment.

“Most of the arms that reach 
Hamas in Gaza enter the block-
aded [Gaza] Strip through smug-
gling tunnels in Sinai, even as the 
Egyptian Army has been working 
hard to demolish these tunnels,” 
said Ghattas, who also heads the 
Middle East Forum for Strategic 
Studies.

Relations between Hamas and 
Tehran were returning to normal 
after a three-year lull. A delega-
tion from the Palestinian move-
ment visited Tehran in August to 
attend the swearing-in ceremony 
of Iranian President Hassan Ro-
hani.

Hamas leader Yahya Sinwar, in 
late August at his first media brief-
ing, said that relations between 
Iran and his movement were “ex-
cellent.” Sinwar said Iranian sup-
port of Hamas was “strategic” and 
that the Islamic Republic offered 
funds, arms and training to the 
fighters of al-Qassam Brigades, 
Hamas’s military wing.

This could be bad news for Cai-
ro, which has been trying to con-
tain Hamas and recently reached 
a political reconciliation with the 
Palestinian group over several is-
sues, including border security.

Relations suffered after the 
ouster of Egyptian President Mu-
hammad Morsi, a member of the 
Muslim Brotherhood, in July 2013 
angered Hamas, an ideological 
offshoot of the group.

Cairo accused Hamas of aiding 
Islamic State (ISIS) militants fight-
ing the Egyptian Army in Sinai 
and operating a network of tun-
nels between Sinai and Gaza that 

has enabled arms and militants to 
be smuggled across the border.

“These accusations are not hot 
air but are based on the real ac-
tions of the Palestinian movement 
on the ground,” Ghattas said.

Hamas accused Egypt of con-
tributing to its blockade by sealing 
off the Rafah Border Crossing.

In July, Cairo tried to get the Pal-
estinian movement to strengthen 
security on the Sinai border, pre-
vent ISIS militants from hiding 
in Gaza and provide information 
about militants in the Sinai.

After Hamas beefed up secu-
rity on the border, Egypt sent fuel 
shipments to Gaza for the opera-
tion of electricity plants. Egypt 
was said to be planning a per-
manent reopening of the border 
crossing with Gaza, which could 
dramatically alter conditions in 
the Palestinian enclave.

However, improving relations 
between Hamas and Iran threat-
ens to slow any rapprochement 
with Cairo, experts said.

“The new Hamas leadership will 
be sacrificing this improvement 
in relations with Egypt by edging 
closer to Tehran,” warned Hassan 
Nafaa, a professor of political sci-
ence at Cairo University. “Egypt 
has pledged to work to alleviate 
the Gaza blockade and has started 
taking measures to do this.”

The Hamas shift towards Teh-
ran comes as its main Arab backer, 
Qatar, deals with a boycott by four 
Arab countries, including Egypt, 
for allegedly funding terrorism. 
Cairo had hoped the actions, 
which are also being enforced 
by Saudi Arabia, the United Arab 
Emirates and Bahrain, would push 
Hamas to improve relations with 
Egypt, not push it into the arms of 
Tehran.

Egypt, a predominantly Sunni 
country, has not officially com-
mented on the Hamas-Iran dé-
tente. Analysts in Egypt, however, 
warned that Cairo is unlikely to 
just accept Hamas-Tehran rap-
prochement, particularly if it 
could have a detrimental effect on 
national security.

“Egypt can easily reconsider the 
security arrangements it agreed 
with Hamas,” said Ammar Ali Has-
san, an Egyptian political analyst 
at the Emirates Centre for Strate-
gic Studies and Research. “It can 
also reconsider the incentives it of-
fered the Palestinian movement, 
including the fuel shipments and 
the potential reopening of the Ra-
fah Crossing.”

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

Egypt forms new 
response force to tackle 
terror threats in Africa

Hamas’s shift 
to Tehran rings 
alarms in Cairo

Ahmed Megahid

Amr Emam

Strong enough. Soldiers stand guard in the Egyptian coastal city of Alexandria.    (Reuters)

Edging closer to Tehran. Hamas chief in Gaza Yahya Sinwar (R) 
visits the border with Egypt in Rafah in southern Gaza Strip, last 
July.                      (AFP)

Egypt

Analysts in Egypt 
warned that Cairo is 
unlikely to just accept 
Hamas-Tehran 
rapprochement.

To be more secure, Egypt 
needs to take the fight 
against terrorism  to 
other countries in the 
continent.

Mokhtar al-Ghobashi, 
vice-president of Egypt’s 
Arab Centre for Political 
and Strategic Studies
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P 

alestinian President 
Mahmoud Abbas has 
clamped down on social 
media and news websites 
— the main outlets for de-

bate and dissent in the West Bank — 
with a vaguely worded decree that 
critics said allows his government 
to jail anyone on charges of harm-
ing “national unity” or the “social 
fabric.”

Rights activists said the edict, 
issued in July without prior pub-
lic debate, is perhaps the most 
significant step yet by the Abbas 
government to restrict freedom 
of expression in the autonomous 
Palestinian enclaves of the Israeli-
occupied West Bank.

A Palestinian prosecutor denied 
the decree was intended to stifle 
dissent and insisted that a new law 
on electronic crimes was needed to 
close legal loopholes that allowed 
offenders, such as hackers, to go 
unpunished.

However, the government 
blocked 30 websites in recent 
weeks, Palestinian Centre for De-
velopment and Media Freedoms 
(MADA) said. Most of the sites were 
affiliated with Abbas’s main rivals 
— former aide-turned-political foe 
Mohammed Dahlan and the Islam-
ist movement Hamas, MADA said. 
A few of the blocked sites support-
ed the Islamic State (ISIS).

Five journalists working for 
news outlets linked to Hamas were 
charged with violating the new law 
but they were released after Hamas 
released a Palestinian Authority-
linked reporter.

Hamas has also been taking steps 
against journalists and bloggers in 
the Gaza Strip.

“The Palestinian split between 
Fatah and Hamas and between 
the strip and the West Bank is very 
much affecting human rights, in-
cluding freedom of expression, and 
recently we have been seeing it in-
tensifying,” Shawan Jabarin, direc-
tor of Palestinian rights organisa-
tion Al-Haq, told Haaretz.

The worsening situation was crit-
icised by Amnesty International.

“The last few months have seen 
a sharp escalation in attacks by the 
Palestinian authorities in the West 
Bank and Hamas in Gaza, on jour-

nalists and the media in a bid to 
silence dissent. This is a chilling 
setback for freedom of expression 
in [the Palestinian territories],” 
said Magdalena Mughrabi, deputy 
director, Middle East and North Af-
rica, at Amnesty International.

The two factions have been una-
ble to reconcile in a decade and are 
often at loggerheads. The journal-
ists’ syndicate called for media to 
be spared the fallout from the split 
between the Palestinian factions.

“It is well-known that Hamas 
does not balk at the idea of hostage-
taking but now it would appear 
that West Bank security agencies 
trained by the EU and the US are 
also resorting to mafia-style meth-
ods,” wrote Inge Gunther in the 
German website qantara.de.

Ammar Dweik, head of the gov-
ernment-appointed Palestinian In-
dependent Commission for Human 
Rights, said the new law was “one 
of the worst” since the Palestinian 
autonomy government was estab-
lished in 1994.

The decree stipulates sentences 

of up to life in prison for those who 
use digital means for a range of of-
fences, including endangering the 
safety of the state or public order 
as well as harming national unity or 
social peace.

“At times, according to inter-
views conducted by the Observer, 
the ostensible reasons for arrest 
have been unquestionably petty, 
not least the detention of one jour-
nalist for taking a picture of prime 
minister Rami Hamdallah’s convoy 
on his mobile phone,” wrote Peter 
Beaumont in the Observer.

Abbas, 82, issued the decree at a 
time when he is facing new domes-
tic challenges to his rule.

Dahlan and Hamas overcame 
their rivalry to team up against 

Abbas with an emerging power-
sharing deal in Gaza, the territory 
Abbas’s Fatah movement lost to 
Hamas in 2007.

Polls routinely indicate that two-
thirds of Palestinian respondents 
say they want Abbas to resign. He 
was elected to a five-year term in 
2005 but stayed in office, arguing 
that political disagreement with 
Hamas prevented new elections. 
With Parliament paralysed because 
of the political split, Abbas has 
ruled by decree.

Ibrahim Hamodeh, a prosecu-
tor in the attorney general’s office, 
said the decree was needed to go 
after those committing electronic 
crimes, such as hackers and those 
engaged in online libel.

“There is nothing about (restrict-
ing) freedom of expression in the 
new law,” Hamodeh told the Asso-
ciated Press (AP).

“The law criminalises distortion, 
defamation, slandering,” he said. 
“One can criticise the president 
and his policy but one cannot ac-
cuse the president or anyone else 

of treason or make fun of him in an 
image or something like that.”

Critics said the vague terms in 
the decree are problematic.

It enables the government to jail 
anyone for any reason, Ghazi Bani 
Odeh, a researcher at MADA, told 
the AP. “It opens the door wide to 
more violations of freedom of ex-
pression,” he said.

The Palestinian journalists’ as-
sociation in the West Bank, though 
dominated by Fatah, said it would 
push back against the decree.

An electronic crimes law is need-
ed but the association said it was 
concerned about articles that touch 
on freedom of expression and free-
dom of reporting, Mohammed La-
ham, an official in the group, told 
the AP.

In 2016, Freedom House classi-
fied the media environment in the 
West Bank and Gaza as “not free,” 
ranking it below Iraq and Zimba-
bwe and level with Russia.

The Arab Weekly staff and news 
agencies.

Palestinian decree curbs social media expression

Clamp down. Palestinian youths check their facebook accounts at an internet café in the West Bank city of Ramallah.                               (AFP) 

The Arab Weekly staff

Freedom of Expression

The journalists’ 
syndicate called for the 
media to be spared the 
fallout from the split 
between the 
Palestinian factions.

L 

ebanon’s new generation 
of social media activists 
are posting criticism of 
the government and its 
ministers with one eye 
on their keyboards and 

another on the doors that stand 
between them and the country’s 
security forces.

It hasn’t always been like that. In 
the summer of 1976, in a secluded 
apartment adjacent to the Carlton 
Hotel in the west of Beirut, Kamal 
Jumblatt, the leader of the Leba-
nese National Movement, met with 
Elias Sarkis, soon to be Lebanon’s 
sixth president. This meeting came 
about through the good offices of 
their mutual friends Salim Kheired-
dine and Kamal Salibi, with each 
hoping to convince Jumblatt to 
endorse Sarkis’s bid for the presi-
dency.

As Jumblatt had done with other 
presidential candidates, he asked 
Sarkis a simple question: “Will you 
protect the freedom of the press 
and the freedom of expression?” 
Rather than manoeuvre his way 
out of the potentially embarrass-
ing situation, Sarkis fell silent, 
convincing Jumblatt to offer his 
interlocutor nothing but luck and 

withholding his bloc’s support.
Jumblatt’s fears were soon 

proved well-founded. Almost 

directly following Sarkis’s inau-
guration, his government placed 
restrictions on the Lebanese media 
and rigorously enforced the coun-
try’s censorship laws.

While today, this style of heavy-
handed censorship seems com-
mitted to the dustbin of history, 
the issue of freedom of expression 
remains a constant, with the coun-
try’s ruling elite loath to miss any 
opportunity to remind the public 
that speaking out can carry poten-
tially dire consequences.

As it stands, the traditional Leba-
nese media sphere of newspapers 
and TV exists as a form of virtual 
hodgepodge, with competing out-
lets pledging financial and political 
allegiance to the country’s various 
local and regional factions. It’s nei-
ther politically effective, nor does 
it stand any real chance of exposing 
the near structural failings of Leba-
non’s ruling establishment.

However, whatever legal restric-
tions might still apply to traditional 
media largely disappear on the 
country’s social media platforms, 
which many Lebanese writers and 
activists are looking towards to 
protest what they see as the state’s 
political and economic corruption, 
ultimately evidenced in the elec-
tion of Michel Aoun as president.

The bulk of Lebanon’s social 

media ire appears to be centred on 
Aoun’s political clique. Specifically, 
it targeted his son-in-law, Gebran 
Bassil, the often uncouth minister 
of foreign affairs. Bassil’s often am-
ateurish and provocative manner-
ism, in addition to his peddling of 
shady projects that rarely amount 
to anything, have cemented his po-
sition as a totem hate figure among 
anti-corruption crusaders.

These individuals more often 
than not employ sarcasm and hu-
mour, not to say insults, to criticise 
Bassil and other members of the 
ruling elite deemed complacent or 
complicit in the machinations of 
Lebanon’s corruption industry.

Pierre Hachach, who has estab-
lished a solid following via the 
short videos he produces expos-
ing, and even ridiculing, some 
of Bassil’s transgressions, has 
occasionally received the brutish 
attention of Lebanon’s security 
services, including getting a sav-
age beating allegedly from one of 
Bassil’s henchmen as payment for 
his efforts.

More serious critics, such as 
veteran journalist and writer Fidaa 
Itani, have been summoned by 
the Lebanese cybercrime division, 
after Bassil filed a lawsuit against 
Itani for slander and defamation. 
While such cases are not generally 

punished by detention, Itani was 
kept in a cell overnight on the pre-
text of an outstanding fine. He was 
released the following day but the 
message was clear; even a simple 
Facebook post can land you in jail.

Similarly, in August, Ahmad 
Ismail, a former member of the 
Lebanese Communist Party and a 
liberated prisoner from Israeli pris-
ons, was summoned by Lebanese 
General Security and unlawfully 
interrogated for hours before being 
set free. Ismail, whose posts and 
comments are highly critical of 
Hezbollah’s hegemony over the 
Shia and its constant attempts to 
religiously transform the public 
spaces in the south of Lebanon 
where he resides, were enough to 
incite his targets and draw their ire.

Superficially, these examples of 
the elites’ efforts to suppress Leba-
non’s freedom of expression can 
just as easily be seen as a means of 
curbing peaceful protest. How-
ever, more significantly, they serve 
as pointed reminders to a docile 
populace that their environment, 
their economy, their way of life 
and even their lives stand at risk. 
More importantly, they reaffirm the 
suspicion that Lebanon’s corrupt 
political class, who seem unable to 
book the simplest of criticisms, are 
fundamentally unfit to rule.

Lebanon’s freedom of expression in peril

Makram Rabah

The bulk of 
Lebanon’s social 
media ire appears 
to be centred on 
Aoun’s political 
clique. 

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

ollowing a build-up 
of tensions over sev-
eral months, Turkey is 
faced with rapidly dete-
riorating ties to two key  

allies — Germany and the United 
States — a double blow that could 
deepen Ankara’s isolation.

German Chancellor Angela Mer-
kel, campaigning to win a fourth 
term at the helm of Europe’s most 
powerful economy in an election 
this month, said she would ask the 
European Union to end member-
ship talks with Turkey. Merkel’s 
challenger, Martin Schulz, prom-
ised to do the same if elected.

The twin announcements, com-
ing after months of bickering be-
tween Berlin and Ankara and amid 
concern in Germany about German 
citizens held in Turkish prisons, 
were a bombshell. Even though 
Merkel’s plan has little chance of 
becoming reality as few EU coun-
tries are keen to cut ties with Tur-
key, the powerful political sym-
bolism of the move by Turkey’s 
biggest trading partner points to 
a long period of crisis in relations. 
Even before Merkel’s new state-
ment, the Berlin government said 
it would review its overall policy 
towards Turkey.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan accused Merkel of “fas-
cism” and told the chancellor to 
“mind your own business.” 

Even as Erdogan slammed Ger-
many, Turkey’s relations with the 
United States took a turn for the 
worse. Federal prosecutors in New 
York charged a former economy 
minister in Erdogan’s cabinet with 
violating US sanctions against Iran.

The case against Zafer Caglayan 
expands an investigation into ac-
tions by an Iranian-born Turkish 
gold trader, Reza Zarrab, who is 
accused of helping Tehran to cir-
cumvent sanctions and who is 
awaiting trial in New York. Zarrab 
and Caglayan are key figures in 
a corruption scandal that shook 
the Erdogan government in 2013. 
Erdogan called the investigation 

politically motivated. “The case 
against Zafer Caglayan shows how 
low the US has sunk,” Erdogan said 
on September 8.

The charges against Caglayan 
came several days after a US grand 
jury indicted 19 people, including 
15 Turkish security officials, alleg-
edly involved in a brawl between 
Erdogan’s bodyguards and dem-
onstrators during a visit by the 
Turkish president to Washington 
in May.

The indictment means that Er-
dogan must leave some of his most 
trusted bodyguards behind when 
he travels to the UN General As-
sembly in New York this month. He 
called the indictments a “complete 
scandal” but a US Senate commit-
tee has approved a measure that 
would ban the sale of US weapons 
to Erdogan’s bodyguards.

In another sign of a deepening 
crisis between Washington and 

Turkey, the Senate Foreign Rela-
tions Committee in Washington 
heard testimony calling for a fun-
damental review of ties.

The two countries have clashed 
over conflicting priorities in Syria, 
where Washington is supporting 
Kurdish rebels seen as terrorists by 
Ankara. In return, Turkey angered 
the United States with talks aimed 
at buying a Russian anti-missile 
defence system. Relations also suf-
fered because of what critics say 
is a demolition of the rule of law in 
Turkey following last year’s coup 
attempt.

Steven Cook, a Middle East ex-
pert at the Council on Foreign Re-
lations, told senators the United 
States should conduct a full review 
of the “value” of its relationship 
with Turkey and restrict Turkey’s 
access to high-tech US weapons.

The downward spiral in Tur-
key’s ties with two of its key allies 

in the West and in NATO is picking 
up speed at a time when Ankara is 
increasingly isolated in the Middle 
East and analysts said chances for 
any improvement soon are slim.

“Since the failed July 2016 coup 
attempt, Erdogan has blamed the 
United States and other states, to 
include now Germany, of harbour-
ing coup plotters,” Andrea Taylor, a 
Middle East analyst at the Atlantic 
Council in Washington, said in e-
mailed comments. “This narrative 
strengthens Erdogan’s domestic 
support.”

Domestic politics also shapes Er-
dogan’s approach to Turkey’s EU 
accession talks, analysts said. “Er-
dogan wants the EU to blink first 
and officially suspend the talks 
or end the membership process,” 
Amanda Paul, a Turkey expert at 
the Brussels-based think tank Eu-
ropean Policy Centre, said via e-
mail. “This would be useful for him 
domestically.”

Turkey’s problems with the Unit-
ed States have a similar potential to 
create long-term trouble. “Turkey 
cannot be considered the totally 
reliable ally that it once was,” Paul 
said.

She cautioned that Ankara re-
mained a crucial partner for Wash-
ington despite current difficulties. 
“I believe [the United States] will 
adopt a strategic patience approach 
rather than take any drastic step,” 
such as pulling US soldiers out of 
bases in Turkey.

Keeping communication chan-
nels open with Turkey will be a 
key challenge for both Europe and 
the United States. Amanda Sloat of 
the Harvard Kennedy School told 
the Senate that Turkey remained 
of strategic importance for Europe 
and America.

“If the EU and US abandon Tur-
key, Ankara will seek partners else-
where — as demonstrated by its 
recent interactions with Russia and 
Iran,” she said in her testimony. 
“The only people who benefit from 
the US curbing ties significantly are 
those who don’t want Turkey fac-
ing west.”

Thomas Seibert is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.

Turkey faces new tensions with Germany and US
Thomas Seibert

Walking away. German Chancellor Angela Merkel (L) standing next to Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan as he arrives to attend the G20 summit in Hamburg, on July 7.                                      (AFP)

T
he more defiant to 
calls from allies for a 
return to the rule of 
law Turkish Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan remains, 
the more cornered he 

becomes.
Erdogan faced strong chal-

lenges in recent days as Germany, 
Turkey’s top trade partner, issued 
statements that EU membership 
negotiations should be termi-
nated in October when EU leaders 
meet.

German Chancellor Angela Mer-
kel gave clear hints of what she 
would do if her party, the Chris-
tian Democratic Union (CDU), 
wins the elections: She called 
for a unity among EU members 
in expelling Turkey from the EU 
process. The other parties, in the 
heat of the elections, agreed with 
her in a joint stance against what 
they say are Erdogan’s extortion 
politics.

Erdogan is not the one to blink 
at such escalation and he con-
tinued his name-calling against 
the German leadership. This may 
keep his power perception intact 
at home but if he at all has a strat-
egy beyond harsh tactical moves 
to provoke the European Union to 
end the accession process, he ob-
viously is suffering from myopia.

Germany, in fury over attempts 
to import oppressive policies onto 
its mark, means serious business. 

If Merkel asks for a two-thirds 
majority to back her proposal, it 

will be a slam dunk. There is good 

reason to presume that Erdogan’s 
sycophantish economic advisers 
have no idea what the conse-
quences of such a radical move 
would be to the frail Turkish 
economy.

The obstinacy in Ankara shows 
no sign of letting go. On the con-
trary, it stretches most of Tur-
key’s decades-long alliance and 
partnership network to its limits 
of tolerance. For foreign nation-
als, Turkey has become a high-
risk territory, as governments 
advise their citizens not to visit 
the country.

Arbitrary arrests have risen to 
levels that confirm the notion of 
absence of the rule of law. The 
traditional security cooperation 
between Turkey and Germany 
has reached a breaking point, 
observers said.

“I understand that the rela-
tions between the intelligence 
structures and security units 
of the two countries have come 
to a halt,” said Bernd Liedtke, a 
German security expert. “The 
cooperation not only on ISIS (the 
Islamic State) or jihadists but also 
on drug smuggling and organised 
crime is at a standstill. This is 
very bad.”

Perhaps more seriously, the 
Erdogan government has been 
treated with utter caution within 
NATO, whose leadership lost 
fundamental trust in the Turkish 
government on sensitive issues.

“There is information that a 
new cooperation (agreement) has 
been under way,” Liedtke said. 

“This means Turkey comes closer 
to Russia in the domain of intel 
sharing. Nobody in NATO wants 
this to happen… The fact is, Tur-
key is lonely within NATO now.”

“Turkey is no longer a trusted 
partner within NATO. My im-
pression is no strategic data any 
longer is shared with Turkey,” 
concluded Liedtke in an interview 
with Deutsche Welle Turkish.

The rapid worsening of relations 
is in sync across the Atlantic. At a 
session of the US Senate Foreign 
Relations Committee, senior US 
politicians agreed that a revision 
of relations with Turkey was nec-
essary. One expert, calling Turkey 
“an ally, but not a partner,” urged 
the Trump administration to 
think of an alternative to Incirlik 
Air Base, a key post for NATO near 
the Syrian border.

What brought the patience in 
Washington to a boiling point was 
the Erdogan-style challenges to 
legal orders exported to US ter-
ritory: 15 of his bodyguards have 
been indicted for severely beating 
peaceful Kurdish demonstrators 
in Washington. They would be ar-
rested if they entered the United 
States.

There is much more that adds to 
Erdogan’s anger. The US Attor-
ney’s Office for the Southern Dis-
trict of New York announced that 
former Turkish Economy Minister 
Zafer Caglayan and three others 
had been charged with conspiring 
to use the US financial system to 
conduct hundreds of millions of 
dollars’ worth of transactions on 

behalf of the government of Iran 
and Iranian entities barred by US 
sanctions.

Caglayan is among those 
charged with laundering funds in 
connection with the transactions, 
including millions of dollars in 
bribes to Caglayan and others, 
and defrauding several financial 
institutions by concealing the 
nature of the transactions.

The indictment further alleged 
that Caglayan’s co-defendants — 
Turkish-Iranian gold trader Reza 
Zarrab, previously charged in 
this case with similar offences — 
participated in the same crimes. 
Zarrab was the prime suspect in a 
graft investigation in 2013, along 
with others from the inner circle 
of the Justice and Development 
Party (AKP) government, includ-
ing Erdogan, for having bribed 
cabinet-level officials to facilitate 
transactions benefiting Iran.

Is Erdogan caught in a double-
gripper? Top-level Turkish 
military officers and organised 
crime prosecutors granted asylum 
in Germany and Belgium put his 
links to EU capitals to an all-time 
low. Further on, it seems the 
American judicial system will run 
its natural course. Under such cir-
cumstances, even a routine visit 
to New York for the opening of the 
UN General Assembly seems an 
option for Erdogan to think twice 
about.

All this points to a bleak future: 
Erdogan is left with no choice but 
to remain defiant to whatever 
comes his way.

Erdogan could be caught in a ‘double gripper’

Yavuz Baydar

Erdogan is left 
with no choice but 
to remain defiant 
to whatever comes 
his way.

is a Turkish journalist and regular 
columnist for The Arab Weekly.

If the EU and US 
abandon Turkey, 
Ankara will seek 
partners elsewhere.

Amanda Sloat , of the 
Harvard Kennedy School 
Initiative 



15September 10, 2017

IranDebate

Iran’s republic of lies

Tehran eyes diplomatic offensive 
to ease international pressures

“B
efore the 
revolution, we 
Iranians used 
to drink in 
public and pray 
our prayers at 
home. Now, we 

do the reverse,” runs the joke.
As with most Iranian political 

jokes, there is great deal of truth 
in it: 38 years after the revolution 
of 1979 and establishment of the 
Islamic Republic, the Iranian so-
ciety is more than ever entangled 
in hypocrisy: Outward pretension 
of devotion and religiosity, but 
committing sins — big and small 
— in private.

Worse still, the religiously le-
gitimised government is the most 
active proponent of hypocrisy, 
duplicity and lies. This weakens 
public confidence in the political 
system, as well as religion.

The latest public embarrass-
ment for the regime was sparked 
in July as private photos of Aza-
deh Namdari, Islamic Republic of 
Iran Broadcasting (IRIB) TV and 
radio hostess, emerged on the 
Persian language blogosphere: 
Multiple photos showed Namdari 
in Switzerland drinking beer in a 
male company without wearing 
a hijab.

The photos are particularly 
scandalous since the IRIB and the 
Islamic Republic media at large 
have for years marketed Namdari 
as the most prominent proponent 
of chador, full body-length cloak, 
and, as such, a role model for 
Iranian girls.

“Thank God, I wear the 
chador,” was the headline of 
the January 3, 2015, edition of 
Vatan-e Emrooz quoting Nam-
dari. In the interview, she said: 
“[The women in] my family wore 
chador… so I, too, began to wear 
it… There is respect for women 
wearing the chador, respect that 
I admire and the older I got I felt I 
should thank God for wearing the 
chador in a male-
dominated work 
environment.

“Thank God 
that I work in 
TV and wear 
the chador… I’m 
indebted to it. It’s 
a blessing. Forgive 
me for saying this 
but I feel more beauti-
ful with the chador.”

Namdari claimed 
many Iranian women had 
reached out to her saying 
her appearance on TV was 
the inspiration behind them 
wearing the chador.

In a January 8 TV interview 
with Iranian actress Niki Karimi, 
who is generally barred from 
appearing on Iranian television 
because of her “insufficient” 
hijab, Namdari asked: “Can’t 
you just adjust your headdress to 
cover your hair more, so you can 
appear on TV?” Karimi said she 
has not a habit of surrendering 
her freedom. Namdari was visibly 
repulsed by Karimi’s response.

Against this background, 
sudden emergence of Namdari’s 

photos and video footage — with-
out the chador and drinking beer 
in male company — sent shock 
waves throughout the Persian-
language blogosphere.

Reacting to the scandal, Nam-
dari uploaded a video claiming 
her chador had — for a moment — 
fallen off her head when the pho-
tos were taken and judiciously 
kept silent about drinking beer.

Ending her tumultuous Swiss 
picnic, Namdari returned to Teh-
ran, where she, the Mizan news 
agency reported, was arrested 
by the police upon her arrival at 
Tehran Imam Khomeini Interna-
tional Airport. News of her arrest 
has been dismissed by other Ira-
nian media but there is no trace 
of Namdari in the public sphere.

Namdari’s little act of hypoc-
risy is the symptom of a bigger 
malady in Iranian society: Dif-
ference between the private and 
public face of Iranians, who have 
no choice but pretend religiosity 
in the public sphere but do oth-
erwise when at home or abroad, 
outside the reach of the prying 
eyes and ears of the moralistic 
state.

Once a public face of moral-
ity, in this case Namdari, is 
unmasked as a normal woman 
having a beer in the park, the Ira-
nian public once again screams 
“duplicity” and “hypocrisy” 
against the political system and 
its underlying religious ideology, 
losing faith both in the polity and 
religion. This is the peril of mix-
ing religion and state in Iran.

I 

ranian President Hassan 
Rohani began his second 
term in a stronger position 
at home than either of his 
predecessors, principlist 
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad and 

reformist Mohammad Khatami. 
Rohani’s backing from Iranian 
Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei at his inauguration was 
followed by parliament’s accept-
ance of 16 of 17 of his ministerial 
nominations.

Rohani wants domestic sup-
port for a diplomatic offensive 
designed to ease international 
problems and attract much-need-
ed investment. During the inau-
guration, both he and Khamenei 
spoke of Iran’s success in avoiding 
“isolation.” Rohani told parlia-
ment Iran would “not start violat-
ing” its nuclear agreement with 
world powers, known as the Joint 
Comprehensive Plan of Action 
(JCPOA), and that it should serve 
as a model for resolving other 
disputes. For Rohani, the Islamic 
Republic has taken the moral high 
ground.

This suggests Iran would seek 
to maintain the JCPOA alongside 
other signatories  — Russia, China, 
Britain, France and Germany 
— even if US President Donald 
Trump abandons it in October 
when the US Congress is required 
to review the deal. Whether 
Trump maintains the JCPOA or 
strengthens unilateral sanctions 
over Tehran’s missile programme 
or support for terrorist groups, 
Iran might argue it was the in-
jured party. It could then argue it 
was entitled to further assistance 
from Russia, China and Europe in 
achieving economic benefits from 
the JCPOA.

Tehran’s case was strength-
ened by the quarterly report from 
the International Atomic Energy 
Agency (IAEA) at the end of Au-
gust confirming Iran’s adherence 
to the JCPOA. IAEA chiefs in Vi-
enna rebutted criticisms from US 
Ambassador to the United Nations 

Nikki Haley over physical inspec-
tion of military sites and Iran’s 
missile programme. EU foreign 
policy High Representative Fed-
erica Mogherini could hardly have 
been stronger in defending the 
JCPOA as “a matter of internation-
al security, international safety 
and also a matter of credibility of 
international agreements.”

The Qatar file is probably just 
under the JCPOA in Rohani’s in 
tray. Turkey is sending a variety of 
goods, including textiles, clean-
ing materials, milk products and 
domestic appliances, to replace 
those kept out by the Saudi-led 
blockade. As well as netting 
growing transit charges, Iran is 
reportedly receiving $400,000 
daily in overflights fees for Qatari 
aeroplanes diverted from Gulf 
airspace.

This does not make Tehran’s 
relationship with Doha central to 
the dispute between Qatar and 
the Saudi-led coalition. Elana 
DeLozier, head of research at the 
Delma Institute in Abu Dhabi, 
said analysts exaggerated the 
importance of Qatar paying a $300 
million ransom to Shia militia and 
“Iranian figures” to free a hunting 
party, including nine Qatari roy-
als, kidnapped in Iraq.

“The Saudi bloc’s issue with 
Qatar is not about one thing, 
whether Iran, the Muslim Brother-
hood or terrorist financing,” she 
said. “From the Gulf’s perspec-
tive, it’s a whole laundry list of 
things, only a few of which are 
talked about in the West. Qatar’s 
relationship with Iran, while part 
of the laundry list, is not the root 
cause.”

Saudi Arabia has greater con-
cern over Iran’s role in Iraq, where 
its own diplomatic offensive has 
seen Riyadh in recent months host 
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi, 
Interior Minister Qasim al-Araji 
and cleric Muqtada al-Sadr.  The 
Saudis have also announced plans 
for a consulate in Najaf and for 
reopening the Jadidah Arar border 

crossing, closed since 1990.
Sadr’s call for disbanding the 

Popular Mobilisation Forces 
(PMF), Iraqi Shia militias partly 
organised by Iran’s Islamic Revo-
lutionary Guards Corps, once the 
Islamic State is defeated, challeng-
es Iran. It was quickly dismissed 
by Abadi but Tehran would be 
disturbed if, as some expect, pre-
eminent Shia cleric Ayatollah Ali 
al-Sistani rules that the PMF has 
outlived its mission.

Rohani’s greatest diplomatic 
challenge may be Syria. Super-
ficially, there may be further 
signs of progress this month with 
meetings in Kazakhstan in the 
next stage of the Astana process 
involving Russia, Iran and Turkey. 
But “de-escalation zones” reflect 
the battlefield power of the Rus-
sian Air Force, the Syrian Army 
and Lebanon’s Hezbollah: Syria 
represents a nadir for diplomacy.

Carla Del Ponte resigned from 
the UN war crimes commission 

of inquiry on Syria because of 
what she called “a disgrace for the 
international community” in the 
UN Security Council’s failure — 
due to Russia’s veto — to refer to 
the International Criminal Court 
evidence reportedly implicating 
senior Syrian political and mili-
tary figures. Drawing a contrast to 
her work in Rwanda and former 
Yugoslavia, Del Ponte said there 
was “no possibility of seeking 
justice for the victims.”

Syria has been reshaped with 
5 million people, mainly Sunni 
Muslims, fleeing the country. 
Their exodus has spread a sense 
that Syrian President Bashar As-
sad holds power through unjust 
violence. As this perception 
permeates the Sunni Arab world, 
it makes it increasingly difficult 
for Saudi Arabia to tolerate Iran’s 
complicity. This deepens the 
Iran-Saudi rivalry and complicates 
efforts to find diplomatic solutions 
for any regional issues.

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

The Qatar file is 
probably just under 
the JCPOA in 
Rohani’s in tray. 

Before the 
revolution, we 
Iranians used to 
drink in public and 
pray our prayers at 
home. Now, we do 
the reverse.
An Iranian joke

Ali Alfoneh

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

Gareth Smyth

Greatest challenge. Iranian President Hassan Rohani (R) meeting with 
Syrian Prime Minister Imad Khamis in Tehran, last January.

(The office of Iranian President Hassan Rohani)

Political religiosity. An Iranian 
man prays at the Imam Khomeini 
Grand Mosque in the capital 
Tehran.                                          (AFP)
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A 

mid signs that US Presi-
dent Donald Trump is 
looking to scrap the Ira-
nian nuclear deal, the 
United States’ European 

allies are throwing their weight be-
hind US Secretary of State Rex Till-
erson, a prominent supporter of the 
agreement within a divided admin-
istration.

Trump is obliged by US law to 
tell Congress every three months 
whether Iran has been following 
the rules of the Joint Comprehen-
sive Plan of Action (JCPOA), the 
2015 landmark treaty designed to 
prevent Tehran from developing 
nuclear weapons. The next report is 
due October 15. US officials critical 
of the agreement between Iran and 
the United States, Russia, China, 
France, Britain, Germany and the 
European Union say the deal puts 
US security interests at risk.

In the two most recent reports to 
Congress, the State Department cer-
tified Iran was complying with the 
agreement but the upcoming report 
could be different. Trump has been 
very critical of the Iran deal, which 
some officials say has emboldened 
Tehran to embark on disruptive ac-
tion throughout the Middle East, 
flush with money coming to the 
country because of a phase-out of 
sanctions under the treaty.

Trump told the Wall Street Jour-
nal in July he expected the next 
State Department report to say that 
Iran had acted against the agree-
ment. “If it was up to me, I would 
have had them non-compliant 180 
days ago,” he said, adding that Till-
erson did not share his view. “It’s 
easier to say they comply. It’s a lot 

easier but it’s the wrong thing. They 
don’t comply,” Trump said.

Nikki Haley, the US ambassador to 
the United Nations and a vocal critic 
of the Iran deal in Trump’s cabinet, 
said the Iran deal had “so many 
flaws that it’s tempting to leave it.” 
Speaking September 5 at a panel of 
the American Enterprise Institute 
(AEI), a conservative think-tank in 
Washington, she warned Iran could 
become “the next North Korea” if 
Tehran’s nuclear ambitions were 
not checked.

Haley accused the Iranian govern-
ment of banking on the fact that the 
international community regarded 
the nuclear agreement as essential 
for world peace. “They are threat-
ening the entire world because the 
entire world thinks the JCPOA is un-
touchable but it’s not,” she said.

The UN ambassador admitted 
that America’s European allies 
wanted to save the agreement but 
said the United States had to look 
out for itself. “Our job is not to make 
sure that Europeans are happy with 
us,” she said. “Our job is to make 
sure we’re keeping the American 
public safe.”

In contrast to Haley, Tillerson, 
Secretary of Defence James Mattis 
and national security adviser H.R. 
McMaster argue that the United 
States should stick with the Iran 
agreement. Their position received 
a boost in late August when the 
United Nations’ nuclear watchdog 
said in a report that international 
inspectors did not find evidence of 
Iranian violations of the agreement.

“The administration is divided,” 
said Allen Keiswetter, a former dep-
uty assistant secretary of state for 
near eastern affairs and a scholar at 
the Middle East Institute in Wash-
ington. Keiswetter warned that de-
claring Iran to be in non-compliance 
carried the risk of separating the 
United States from its allies in Eu-
rope. “This opens all sorts of oppor-
tunities for the Iranians to play the 
allies against the US,” he said.

European officials, concerned 
that a collapse of the JCPOA could 
lead to an international nuclear cri-
sis, are keen to support Tillerson. 
“If he wants to make the Iranians 
adhere to every last comma [of the 
treaty], he will have the British, the 
French and us on his side,” a senior 
German official said under condi-
tion of anonymity. “We have to pre-
vent the agreement from blowing 

up in our faces.”
Keiswetter said that, while there 

was no doubt the Iran deal had its 
shortcomings, an exit by the United 
States could enable the Iranians 
to strike a deal with Russia, China 
and the European powers. “The US 
would be standing alone,” he said.

Haley’s AEI speech offered a 
glimpse at a possible way for the 
administration to move forward 
despite its inner divisions and the 
pressure from allies. She said a re-
fusal by Trump to confirm that Iran 
followed the deal would not au-
tomatically mean that the United 
States would turn its back on the 
agreement as a whole. If Trump 
declares Iran in non-compliance, 
Congress has two months to 
decide whether to reimpose 
unilateral US sanctions 
against Tehran. This proce-
dure would buy the admin-
istration time.

Keiswetter said he did 
not believe such a 
course would pro-
vide a way out for 
the Trump admin-
istration. “The 
agreement would 
not be dead” after 
a declaration of 
non-compliance 
by the United 
States, he said, 
but the United 
States would still 
break with its al-
lies in an impor-
tant question.

In essence, 
Keiswetter said, 
it was better for 
Washington “to ac-
cept what we have and 
move on to seek to im-
prove it.”

Thomas Seibert

Mixed messages. US Ambassador to the United Nations Nikki Haley speaks about the Iran nuclear 
deal at the American Enterprise Institute in Washington, on September 5.                                           (Reuters)
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Iranian nuclear deal 
in trouble as Tillerson 
tries to avoid collapse

If it was up to me, 
I would have had 
them non-compliant
180 days ago.

US President 
Donald Trump

Tough words
and dangerous 
scenarios between 
the US and Iran

D 

espite having certi-
fied twice to the US 
Congress that Iran 
is in compliance 
with the Joint Com-
prehensive Plan of 
Action (JCPOA), US 

President Donald Trump and his 
UN ambassador, Nikki Haley, seem 
determined to deny certification in 
October, even if evidence of Iranian 
non-compliance is lacking.

Under US law, the president must 
report to Congress every 90 days on 
whether Iran is complying with the 
terms of the nuclear deal.

Trump seemed to put aside 
his strong opposition to the Iran 
nuclear deal — a key issue in his 
campaign for president — and focus 
instead on Iranian behaviour in 
the region that Saudi Arabia, the 
United Arab Emirates and other 
Sunni Arab countries, as well as 
Israel, had long worried about.

At some point over the summer, 
however, Trump refocused on 
opposition to the nuclear deal. In 
July, he very reluctantly certified 
to Congress, based on advice from 
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson and 
national security adviser H.R. Mc-
Master that Iran was in compliance.

Tillerson and McMaster told 
Trump there was no strong evi-
dence that Iran was not in compli-
ance and to claim otherwise would 
damage US relations with its allies 
and be in violation of a UN Security 
Council resolution that has strong 

international backing.
Shortly after certification, 

Trump told the Wall Street Jour-
nal that he “did not expect” 
Iran would be considered to be 
in compliance by October and, 

in August, he said Teh-
ran was not “living 

up to the spirit of 
the agreement.”

Haley support-
ed this position 
and said the 
nuclear deal 
should not be 
“too big to fail” 
and that Iran 
must be held 

accountable for 
its missile pro-

gramme, its sup-
port for terrorism 

and its human 
rights record. In 

the meantime, Trump 
ordered an interagency 
review of the nuclear 

deal.
The tough words were 

matched by equally 
harsh rhetoric com-
ing out of Tehran. Iran 
warned Trump not to 
apply additional sanc-
tions on their country, 
with one official claim-
ing that Tehran could 
restart its nuclear 
programme in five 

days if the deal broke 
down. (This comment 
was more bravado than 
reality because of cur-

rent restrictions.) Even 
Iranian President Hassan Rohani, 
who wants the deal to succeed, 

was defiant, probably to protect his 
political flank inside Iran.

In late August and early Sep-
tember, Haley was in Vienna for 
a meeting with the International 
Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), the 
UN body charged with monitor-
ing the nuclear deal. She tried to 
convince the IAEA to “pursue every 
angle possible” to monitor Iran’s 
activities, including inspections 
of military sites. However, under 
the terms of the deal, the IAEA can 
only visit military sites if there is 
credible evidence of activity related 
to the nuclear programme at those 
locations.

In its latest quarterly report, 
the IAEA said Iran was following 
the terms of the deal, including 
limiting uranium enrichment to a 
low level. The State Department, 
under Tillerson’s stewardship, has 
stated that the United States has 
“full confidence” in the IAEA and 
its “highly skilled and professional 
inspectors.”

Nonetheless, after returning 
from Vienna, Haley said Congress 
should debate whether the nuclear 
deal was in US national security in-
terests — even though Congress did 
so. She said if Trump finds that Iran 
is not in compliance, “we would 
move beyond the narrow techni-
calities” of the deal and “look at the 
big picture.”

Such a move could take the 
United States and the Middle East 
region down a very slippery slope. 
A report of non-compliance, even if 
based on dubious assertions from 
Trump, could lead Congress to 
reimpose US sanctions on Iran that 
were lifted under the terms of the 
agreement.

Although the other members 
of the P5+1 countries — the five 
permanent members of the UN 
Security Council plus Germany — 
which were part of the deal could 
still adhere to it, hardliners in Iran 
who never liked the deal to begin 
with because it severely restricts 
Tehran’s nuclear capabilities could 
pressure the Rohani government 
to pull out of the agreement and 
restart the nuclear programme.

Under this scenario, Trump 
or the Israeli government might 
launch strikes at Iranian nuclear 
targets and military bases, prompt-
ing Iran to retaliate by attacking 
US targets in the Gulf or by using 
proxy forces such as Hezbollah and 
Palestinian Islamic Jihad to attack 
Israel.

It is unclear whether Trump has 
thought through the consequences 
of such a scenario. Cooler heads 
such as Tillerson, McMaster, De-
fence Secretary James Mattis and 
White House Chief of Staff John 
Kelly may prevail and convince 
Trump not to take such a rash step. 
Kelly reportedly blocked former 
Ambassador John Bolton, a hawk-
ish right-wing ideologue, from 
sending a memo to Trump on why 
he should scuttle the nuclear deal.

Trump, however, wields enor-
mous power as both chief execu-
tive and commander-in-chief and 
may overrule his more pragmatic 
advisers — a dangerous scenario 
indeed.

While there is no 
doubt the Iran deal 
has its 
shortcomings, an 
exit by the United 
States could enable 
the Iranians to strike 
a deal with Russia, 
China and the 
European powers. 

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

ollowing the fall of Mosul 
and the retreat of the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) in Iraq 
and Syria, many European 
countries face the spectre 

of returning jihadists.
An estimated 6,000 Europeans 

joined ISIS to fight in Iraq and Syria, 
not including hundreds other so-
called jihadi brides who married 
ISIS fighters and, in many cases, had 
their children. European countries 
have yet to produce consistent pro-
cedures on how to deal with those 
who wish to return home. The issue 
is expected to represent a major se-
curity challenge.

Britain recently stripped more 
than 150 suspected jihadists of their 
citizenship, the country’s media re-
ported.

“There’s an awful lot of people 
we have found who will never be 
coming home again. Our number 
one preference is to get them on 
trial. If we don’t think that’s possi-
ble, we use disruption techniques,” 
an unnamed British senior security 
source told the Sunday Times.

However, this measure only ap-
plies to suspects with dual national-
ities. International law bars Britain 
from leaving people stateless. While 
the UK government can revoke the 
British nationality of jihadists with 
dual nationality, this leaves the is-
sue of how to deal with those with 
sole British nationality.

“Prosecution and conviction is 
always our preference for dealing 
with terrorists,” security minister 
Ben Wallace told the Sunday Times. 
“We have planned and prepared for 
the risk posed by British returnees 
as ISIS is defeated in Iraq and Syria 
and we are using a range of tools to 
disrupt and diminish that threat.”

Following terrorist attacks this 
year in London, Manchester, Paris, 
Stockholm, Brussels, Hamburg, Bar-
celona and Cambrils, it is clear that 
“soldiers of the Islamic State” are 
seeking to carry out revenge attacks 
in Europe, particularly targeting 
countries that are part of the anti-
ISIS coalition. European fighters, 
hardened by years of battle in Iraq 
and Syria, could blend in across Eu-
rope, representing a major security 
challenge.

Perpetrators of terror attacks in 
Europe, including the November 
2015 Paris attacks and the London 
Bridge attack earlier this year, were 
known to have fought in Syria.

A report by Europol, the Europe-
an Union’s law-enforcement agen-
cy, warned that up to 5,000 jihadists 
could return to Europe from terror-
ist training camps.

“The number of returnees [to Eu-
rope] is expected to rise if ISIS, as 
seems likely, is defeated militarily 
or collapses. An increasing number 
of returnees will likely strengthen 
domestic jihadist movements and 
consequently magnify the threat 
they pose to the EU,” the 2017 “EU 
Terrorism Situation and Trend Re-
port” said.

Europol Director Rob Wainwright 
acknowledged that European coun-
tries faced an unprecedented threat. 
“The kind of attacks that ISIS has 

used in the conflict zone, including 
car bombs perhaps and others, if 
that technical capability is known 
within the organisation, then clearly 
there’s potential for that to be trans-
ferred into a European scenario,” he 
told the Associated Press.

Wainwright called for a nuanced 
response to the threat, particularly 
given that many Europeans had left 
ISIS after growing disenchanted and 
that the major concern was how to 
distinguish those who had left the 
group on those terms from those 

who would seek to return secretly 
to form new terror networks and 
carry out attacks.

“It’s a reflection of the very seri-
ous threat that we face in Europe 
and a reflection of the fact that I’m 
afraid we can’t get that threat down 
to zero,” Wainwright acknowledged.

A UN report on foreign fighter re-
turnees outlined how ill-equipped 
European governments are to differ-
entiate between those who pose a 
threat and those won can be reinte-
grated into society. “There is no one 
profile for foreign terrorist fight-
ers and this report warns against 
sweeping generalisations,” authors 
Hamad el-Said and Richard Barrett 
warned.

The report clearly stated there 
was no solely military solution to 
the problem of returning fighters. 
“A single focus on such a ‘hard’ ap-
proach is more likely to increase 

the problem by complicating and 
prolonging the conditions that per-
suade individuals to become foreign 
terrorist fighters,” it said.

It is not just jihadists fleeing Iraq 
and Syria who pose a risk. ISIS has 
a strong presence in Libya, with 
many warning that terrorists could 
reach mainland Europe posing as 
refugees. ISIS is known to have is-
sued sophisticated forged Iraqi and 
Syrian documents to its fighters to 
smuggle them into Europe.

Interpol has circulated a list of 
173 ISIS fighters believed to have re-
ceived training to carry out attacks 
in Europe.

It is unclear what role, if any, 
these have played in setting up ter-
rorist networks involved in recent 
attacks but what is clear is that at-
tacks carried out by “soldiers of the 
Islamic State” are not going away 
anytime soon.

Mahmud el-Shafey

Heightened vigilance. British police escort a man out of a property on Dorset Avenue in Moss Side in Manchester, last May.                      (AFP)
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Europe’s problem of returning jihadists

A Europol report 
warned that 5,000 
jihadists could 
return to Europe 
from terrorist 
training camps.

T
hree weeks after 
the terrorist attack 
in Barcelona, for 
which the Islamic 
State (ISIS) claimed 
responsibility, many 
questions are being 

asked. Some can be answered, 
others not.

In this context, it is important 
to try to establish a few facts. Like 
France, Spain does not allow clas-
sification of those who reside in 
the country by religion. Nonethe-
less, it is reasonable to assume 
that 1.8 million Muslims live in 
Spain, which amounts to less than 
4% of the population.

Two-thirds of the Muslims are 
of Moroccan extraction: 700,000 
are legal Moroccan residents and 
250,000 have acquired Spanish 
nationality. Other well-represent-
ed groups include Pakistanis, 
60,000 of whom live in and 
around Barcelona, Bangladeshis, 
Tunisians and Algerians.

Of the Moroccan total, no more 
than 500,000 live in Catalonia, 
where they represent 7% of the 
population. The rest live along the 
Mediterranean coast, in Valencia 
and Murcia and in Madrid.

Contrary to what is sometimes 
written, most Moroccans in Spain 

are not from the northern Ber-
ber-speaking Rif region, though 

many are from Tangiers. Oth-

ers are from Beni Mellal, a poor 
central region whose children 
have migrated to other European 
countries, such as France and 
Belgium.

No one knows the complex-
ity of the Muslim community in 
Spain better than the former El 
Pais journalist Ignacio Cembrero, 
author of an authoritative book on 
the Muslim community in Spain, 
“La España de Alá” (Editorial La 
Esfera 2016).

The second point is that while 
Spain, like other European coun-
tries, has been under threat from 
radical Middle East groups since 
2001, a certain complacency seems 
to have set in since there had 
been no terrorist attack since the 
Madrid bombings in March 2004, 
an attack by al-Qaeda that caused 
more deaths (192) than any other 
such attack on European soil.

The former head of Spanish 
intelligence service (CNI) Jorge 
Dezcallar warned last June in 
Barcelona that Spain was still very 
much on the ISIS radar, something 
the terrorist organisation’s website 
made painfully explicit for many 
months by claiming it must recon-
quer al-Andalus, a reference to the 
Muslim kingdoms in the peninsula 
that governed from the eighth 
through 15th centuries.

WikiLeaks reported, in 2007, 
that the US consulate in Barce-

lona offered the Spanish and 
Catalan authorities to set up a 
“multi-agency jointly coordinated 
counterterrorism, anti-crime and 
intelligence centre to work with 
(our) Spanish hosts in combating… 
terrorist and criminal activities in 
the region.”

“Criminal activities” refer 
to the fact that, the cable said, 
“money launderers gravitate to 
the region… Spain remains the 
principal and transhipment zone 
for large quantities of American 
cocaine, Moroccan cannabis and 
Afghan heroin destined for Span-
ish and European Union consumer 
markets.” To which can be added 
major crime groups of Russians, 
Ukrainians, Lithuanians and 
Chinese along Spain’s eastern 
coast, in Barcelona, Tarragona and 
Valencia.

Questions remain about why po-
lice failed to warn the head of the 
Muslim community in the small 
town of Ripoll in Catalonia, where 
many of the perpetrators lived, 
that the local imam, who appears 
to have been the leader of the ter-
rorist cell, had been condemned 
for drug trafficking and was 
awaiting expulsion to Morocco. 
Nor has the quick visit he paid to 
Paris days before the attack been 
explained.

While the Nice and London 
terrorist attacks in the past 14 

months that used vehicles to ram 
through crowds were the work of 
lone wolves, in the case of Barce-
lona, the attack was an organised 
cell of at least 12 people working 
over many months.

The Barcelona attack also poses 
the question of links the terrorist 
cell might have had with Moroc-
cans who volunteered to carry out 
jihad in Libya, Iraq and Syria. An 
estimated 1,600 Moroccans have 
left to fight in the Middle East, to 
which must be added the hun-
dreds of youngsters of Moroccan 
origin who have gone there from 
France, Belgium and other Euro-
pean countries.

Moroccan officials like to argue 
that the help they provide their 
European counterparts in their 
fight against ISIS is invaluable 
but, last year, Algerian security 
stopped all transits of Moroccans 
through Algiers airport to the 
Libyan capital of Tripoli. Their 
Moroccan counterparts never 
offered a satisfactory answer as 
to why so many Moroccans were 
going to the capital of a country 
plunged in civil war.

The charitable explanation is 
that the kingdom’s officials were 
glad to be rid of people they felt 
were a menace to their country’s 
security. That is not a helpful way 
of coordinating the international 
fight against ISIS.

Barcelona three weeks later

Francis Ghilès

While Spain, like 
other European 
countries, has 
been under threat 
from radical 
Middle East groups 
since 2001, a 
certain 
complacency 
seems to have 
set in.

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



18 September 10, 2017

Oil prices to stay 
at $50-$55 a barrel: 
Kuwait minister

Algeria approves 
measures to cover 
budget deficit

Oman counts on 
Chinese billions 
to build desert 
boomtown

Qatar says new 
port will help 
circumvent Arab 
sanctions

Kuwaiti Oil Minister Essam al-
Marzouq said he expects oil prices 
to stay between $50 and $55 a barrel 
and that the market will rebalance 
by the end of the year.

Marzouq, who heads an oil pro-
ducers’ committee that monitors 
compliance to output cuts, told Ku-
wait’s Al-Rai newspaper that “de-
mand for oil will pick up this quar-
ter” and the rate of the fall in crude 
inventories will accelerate.

“OPEC’s strategy is on the right 
track… Monthly and weekly indi-
cators for the drop in crude stocks 
show this strategy is correct,” he 
said.

(Agence France-Presse)

Algeria’s government approved 
amendments to a law aimed at se-
curing funding sources to cover 
budget deficits as it struggles to cope 
with a sharp fall in energy earnings.

Amendments to the Money and 
Credit Law were endorsed at a 
cabinet meeting, led by Algerian 
President Abdelaziz Bouteflika, that 
discussed plans for the newly ap-
pointed government of Prime Minis-
ter Ahmed Ouyahia.

(Reuters)

In the remote desert along Oman’s 
southern coast, construction equip-
ment hired by a Chinese consortium 
are levelling an expanse of pale or-
ange sand, a first step towards bil-
lions of dollars of investment.

Over the past year the Chinese 
have become key to Oman’s effort 
to transform Duqm, a fishing vil-
lage 550km south of Muscat, into an 
industrial centre that will help the 
country diversify its economy be-
yond oil and gas exports.

In a pattern seen across much of 
the Middle East, the economic in-
terests of the Omani and Chinese 
governments are coinciding in ways 
that promise a surge of Chinese cap-
ital into the region over the next few 
years.

(Reuters)

Qatar inaugurated a $7.4 billion 
port along its Gulf coast that officials 
said would become a regional trans-
port hub and help shield its econo-
my against sanctions enforced by 
neighbouring Arab countries.

The Hamad port, 40km south of 
Doha, is one of the largest such fa-
cilities in the Middle East.

Since Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Bah-
rain and the United Arab Emirates 
severed ties with Qatar in June, the 
port has been receiving large quan-
tities of food and material for con-
struction projects, including stadi-
ums for the 2022 FIFA World Cup.

(Reuters)

Briefs
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Tunisia eyes West African markets to make up 
for economic downturn in Maghreb, Europe

Experts differ on Morocco’s commitment 
to join a single currency of ECOWAS

Casablanca

M 

orocco expressed its 
commitment to join 
a single currency if 
adopted by the Eco-
nomic Community 

of West African States (ECOWAS), 
three months after the regional 
body agreed in principle to Rabat’s 
request to join it.

President of the Commission 
of ECOWAS Marcel De Souza said 
Moroccan King Mohammed VI 
stressed in a letter that “Morocco is 
committed to joining a single cur-
rency on the day it will be adopted 
by the ECOWAS.” De Souza said the 
establishment of the single curren-
cy should take about ten years.

ECOWAS includes 15 West African 
countries, although none shares a 
border with Morocco.

Morocco is a “privileged strate-
gic partner” of ECOWAS but the 15 
heads of state decided to make the 
North African kingdom the 16th 
member of the economic commu-
nity, a move to be formalised De-
cember 16 in Togo at the next ECO-
WAS summit.

Experts differ on the stakes of 
Morocco’s commitment to join 
ECOWAS.

El Mehdi Fakir, an economist and 
a strategy and risk management 
consultant, said Morocco would 
greatly benefit from the ECOWAS 
market, which totals 700 million 
people and is the youngest in the 
world.

“Geostrategically, the horizon of 

strategic development for the Mo-
roccan economy is Africa because 
Morocco has been facing many ob-
stacles from the European Union 
especially in agricultural exports,” 
said Fakir.

“The signing of the gas pipeline 
agreement between Morocco and 
Nigeria was really a beginning of a 
real integration both economically 
and politically.”

Morocco and Nigeria last De-
cember agreed to build a 4,000km 
pipeline to carry Nigerian natural 
gas to North Africa and Europe. The 
pipeline, which is to run along the 
West African coast from Nigeria to 
Morocco, is considered a major ini-
tiative to boost energy production 
in the African continent.

Fakir said the road is long for the 
single currency to happen in ECO-
WAS.

“The adoption of ECOWAS’s sin-
gle currency in the future will al-
low Morocco to fully integrate in 
the West African market regardless 
of its geographic location,” he said, 
predicting that it would take at least 
15 years to get it implemented.

“Colossal efforts and stringent 
procedures and mechanisms are 
required to achieve the single cur-
rency,” he said, adding that a full 
economic integration within ECO-
WAS would only happen with the 
support of big Western powers.

“ECOWAS member states under-
stood that their economies need to 
be stronger after they lost genera-
tions serving the big powers’ inter-
ests,” he said.

ECOWAS brings together coun-
tries that are largely poor, although 
rich in natural resources. Half of its 
members have experienced armed 
conflicts in the past two decades.

Professor Lotfi Abourizk at the 
Hassan II Faculty of Law and Eco-
nomics in Casablanca was less op-
timistic about the prospects of a 
single currency. He said ECOWAS 
must fulfil many obstacles before 
introducing a single currency.

“The four primary and indispen-
sable criteria are an optimal infla-

tion rate of less than 5%, a govern-
ment budget deficit of less than 4%, 
a financing of the budget deficit by 
the Central Bank within 10% of tax 
revenues of the previous year and 
maintaining a level of foreign ex-
change reserves,” he said.

“We know very well inflation 
rates in some West African coun-
tries are very high while others suf-
fer from huge budget deficits be-
cause their economies heavily rely 
on commodities such as oil and co-
coa whose prices have dramatically 
declined.”

All currencies of ECOWAS states 
are to disappear by 2027, allowing 
for a single currency with an issu-
ing institution and a central bank in 
Africa.

The nature of the single currency 
might be another constraint that 
could cause disagreements within 
ECOWAS. Côte d’Ivoire President 
Alassane Ouattara expressed inter-
est in adopting the CFA franc as the 
bloc’s single currency.

The CFA franc is shared by eight 
countries of the West African 
Economic and Monetary Union. 
France, the colonial power of all 
those countries, is the guarantor of 
the CFA franc convertibility. Other 
countries have their own curren-
cies.

“Will there be a court like the Eu-
ropean Court of Justice to solve le-
gal or trade disputes between mem-
ber states? Will ECOWAS members 
meet all the convergence criteria?” 
asked Abourizk.

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

Tunis

T 

unisia is turning to West 
Africa for trade and busi-
ness opportunities to off-
set an economic lull in the 
region. As war in Libya 

rages, the Arab Maghreb Union 
stands at an impasse and southern 
European doldrums continue, Tu-
nisia is looking beyond its tradition-
al partners to boost its economy.

Tunisian Prime Minister Youssef 
Chahed, at the “Tunisian African 
Empowerment” conference August 
22 in Tunis, said Tunisia is expected 
to be confirmed as a member in the 
Economic Community of West Afri-
can States (ECOWAS) at a summit in 
December.

The gathering, which Tunisian 
President Beji Caid Essebsi plans 
to attend, underscores Tunisia’s 
interest in strengthening ties with 
the West African group. Tunisia 
has had observer status at ECOWAS 
since June.

Unlike traditional markets in 
southern Europe, ECOWAS offers 
a range of new trade opportuni-
ties for Tunisia, including the free 
movement of people, goods and 
capital.

Libya had for years functioned as 
Tunisia’s main trade partner after 
the Maghreb Arab Union fell into 
paralysis. Libya also offered jobs 
for hundreds of thousands of Tuni-
sians during the time.

Relations peaked when the two 
countries planned to declare their 
frontier an open border for free 
trade and the free movement of 
people but that plan was derailed 
after a NATO-backed uprising in 
Libya in 2011 that resulted in the 
overthrow long-time strongman 
Muammar Qaddafi.

Tunisia has spent considerable 
resources trying to ward off the 
threats of jihadists infiltrating from 
Libya. Morocco and Mauritania, 
which, along with Tunisia, Libya 
and Algeria, are members of the 
Maghreb Arab Union, are also seek-
ing to be ECOWAS members.

Much of the appeal is the re-
gion’s level of trade. ECOWAS’s 
intra-regional trade stands at 10%, 
while the Maghreb’s is 3% and has 
been causing a loss of 2.5% in GDP 
growth annually for each member. 
This has deprived the North African 
region of 220,000 job opportunities 
per year, official figures and esti-
mates by economists and experts 
said.

The Maghreb Union was launched 
in 1989 to spur growth in the region 
and improve its diplomatic and se-
curity profile on the world stage. 
However, it failed to achieve any 
of its goals. Even a customs union 
planned for 1995 fell through.

The land border between Algeria 
and Morocco, the Maghreb’s main 
military and economic powers, has 
been shut down since 1994, the 
same year the region’s leaders had 
their last summit.

Tunisia must compete with Mo-
rocco to find room in the ECOWAS 
market, as Rabat has forged suc-
cessful business links with many 
countries in Africa, especially West 
Africa

Chahed visited with a delegation 
of 100 businessmen and toured Ni-
ger, Burkina Faso, Mali and Sudan 
as part of his diplomatic efforts. Tu-
nisian flagship air carrier, Tunisair, 
is planning to expand its African 
routes to Benin, Sudan, Cameroon, 
Gabon, Congo, Nigeria and Guinea 
in the next four years.

Tunis also wants to boost its soft 
power in Africa by expanding edu-
cational and cultural ties. Tunisian 
universities receive about 7,000 

sub-Saharan graduates and plan to 
accept 13,000 more by 2020.

For Tunisia, gaining a small share 
of the ECOWAS market, which has 
a total population of 350 million, 
will not be easy. One challenge 
will be its powerful neighbour, Al-
geria, which is unlikely to accept 
Tunisia’s move to join Morocco in 
the African group. Algerian lead-
ers have disparagingly referred to 
“French vipers under the rocks of 
ECOWAS.”

“We would be dreaming to think 
that ECOWAS is just waiting for Tu-
nisia to join in. We should face the 
truth when we see the stream of 
initiatives launched by world eco-
nomic stars towards Africa,” wrote 
columnist Meriem Omar in the Tu-
nisian daily, Echourouk.

“The second truth is that Moroc-
co had understood all,” she added, 
pointing out how Moroccan King 
Mohammed VI had visited the con-
tinent several times to meet lead-

ers, businesspeople and citizens in 
the streets.

Algeria has its own internal strug-
gle in the Maghreb. It is locked in a 
diplomatic stand-off with Morocco 
over the Western Sahara issue, with 
Algiers backing the Polisario Front 
for a state in the former Spanish 
colony that Rabat sees as part of its 
territorial sovereignty.

Morocco returned to the African 
Union in January after an almost 
four-decade hiatus. Its goal was to 
weaken Algeria and its Polisario ally 
in the African Union.

“With Tunisia joining ECOWAS 
in December, the curtain is raising 
over a joint Moroccan-Tunisian plot 
aiming clearly at isolating Algeria at 
a time when the leaders of Morocco 
and Tunisia are assailing Algeria on 
world forums to be the cause of the 
Maghreb paralysis,” said the Alge-
rian newspaper Algérie Patriotique, 
which is the unofficial mouthpiece 
of the Algerian Foreign Ministry.

Geostrategically, the 
horizon of strategic 
development for the 
Moroccan economy is 
Africa because Morocco 
has been facing many 
obstacles from the 
European Union.

El Mehdi Fakir, 
an economist and a 
strategy and risk 
management consultant

Saad Guerraoui

Maghreb   Africa

New horizons. Liberia’s President and ECOWAS (Economic 
Community of West African States) Chairwoman Ellen Johnson 
Sirleaf (L) and ECOWAS President Marcel De Souza (2-R) during 
the ECOWAS summit in Monrovia, on June 4.                                  (AFP)

Lamine Ghanmi
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Abu Dhabi

M 

ahmood Almas is a 
retired Gulf Air pilot 
who knows that one 
of the greatest issues 
facing the long-term 

survival of the Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) is where the region 
will get its food a generation from 
now.

The Bahraini businessman is the 
founder and owner of Pegasus Agri-
culture, a Dubai-based hydroponics 
company trying to help the Gulf and 
the rest of the Middle East figure 
out their food needs.

“My family has been in the food 
business for 40 years,” said Almas, 
who joined Bahrain’s national air-
line as a flight attendant in 1993. 
“Part of my family is in farming, like 
my grandfather, and part in food 
distribution.”

In 2003, Almas went to Australia 
to earn his pilot’s licence. When he 
returned, he flew for Gulf Air for 
nine years, leaving in 2013 to start 
Pegasus.

“While flying I was thinking of 
doing something with food,” he 
said. After years of research, he said 
he realised that, despite the weath-
er conditions in the GCC, there was 
much that the region could control.

Hydroponic farming grows plants 
in a water-based solution that is rich 
in nutrients; no soil is needed. This 
method uses 90% less water than 
traditional soil-based agriculture.

Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan al-Nahy-

an, the founding father of the Unit-
ed Arab Emirates, was so interested 
in the method that, just before the 
country was formed in 1971, he in-
vited a research team from the Uni-
versity of Arizona to establish a hy-
droponics farm in Abu Dhabi.

Forty years later, in a May 2011 
report by the University of Arizona 
titled “Hydroponics system grows 
crops with less water, no soil,” au-
thor Brandon Merrill said: “Hy-
droponics allows farmers to adapt 
to any situation, whether it’s Ant-
arctica’s frozen tundra [or] Saudi 
Arabia’s windswept and barren de-
serts.”

Almas said: “Hydroponics is a 
way forward because of the short-
age of water and because of food-
security concerns. Food security is a 
long-term concern. The water issue 
is number one.”

Aquastat, which is the part of the 
United Nations’ Food and Agricul-
ture Organisation, said 69% of the 
Earth’s freshwater goes to tradition-
al, soil-based agriculture.

In a 2014 report titled “The Fu-
ture of Global Water Stress: An Inte-
grated Assessment,” the Massachu-
setts Institute of Technology said 
that, by 2050, more than 50% of the 
world’s population will live in areas 
where freshwater supply is under 
pressure.

“Companies should be looking to 
enhance the technology to use the 
water efficiently,” Almas said. “At 
Pegasus, we are spending a lot of 
money on [research and develop-
ment] to reduce the electricity out-
put of our greenhouses as well as 
to reduce our carbon footprint and 

labour costs.”
The company has established a 

futures fund that focuses on food 
security. While it is trying to help re-
duce the GCC’s reliance on imports, 
it is investing in food manufactur-
ing and technology; research and 
development; and supply-chain 
transparency. Operating out of Abu 
Dhabi, the fund will focus on estab-
lishing and growing operations in 
the Middle East and North Africa re-
gion as well as in the United States 
and Europe. Pegasus also offers a 
Hydroponic Investment Product, 
which is sharia compliant.

Almas said hydroponic farming of-
fers solutions in both the short and 
long term, including controlling 
the environment so crops can grow 
year-round.

“Anyone can grow in the GCC in 
the winter time,” he said. “The chal-
lenge is can you grow in the sum-
mertime with 100% humidity and 
45-degree temperatures.”

NASA data indicate that the 
warmest year on record was 2016. 
Combine that with a 2014 World 
Bank report that said the GCC im-
ports about 90% of its food and the 
challenges for the region are im-
mense.

“There is no way we are going to 
stop all the imports because not eve-
rything can be grown hydroponical-
ly but at least we can get some fresh 
food delivered on a daily basis to the 
local market rather than importing 
it,” Almas said.

“For example, in wintertime, you 
have flight cancellations and delays, 
weather conditions affect flights. 
These issues will increase the prices 
in the market. Therefore, growing 
locally will make sure that every-
thing is delivered on time rather 
than depending on imports. That is 
part of the solution.”

Another part of the problem is 
what consumers don’t see. “Con-
sumers see the most polished apples 
but what has been sprayed on these 
products — pesticides, which is a big 
no-no when it comes to food safety,” 
Almas said.

In April, the UAE banned importa-
tion of certain fruit and vegetables 
from Egypt, Oman, Jordan, Lebanon 
and Yemen because of pesticide use. 

The Ministry of Climate Change and 
Environment said that as of May, 
the UAE would no longer allow all 
varieties of pepper from Egypt; pep-
pers, cabbage, cauliflower, lettuce, 
squash, beans and eggplant from 
Jordan; apples from Lebanon; mel-
ons, carrots and watercress from 
Oman; and fruit from Yemen.

Hydroponic farming uses no pes-
ticides.

In Lisbon, Pegasus is setting up 
27 hectares of greenhouses to sup-
ply one of the biggest supermarkets 
in Germany as well as customers in 
the United Kingdom and Poland. 
In the United States, the company 
has about 93 hectares of land leased 
for 25 years in Fort Pierce, Florida, 
north of Miami. “We will be grow-
ing strawberries there for the local 
market and exporting it to the UAE,” 
Almas said.

In the GCC, Pegasus has opera-
tions that include lettuce growing in 
Oman, mint farms in Abu Dhabi and 
a greenhouse and technology sup-
plier in Saudi Arabia.

Almas said hydroponics is not just 
about technology, it is also about 
ways to help the region survive and 
thrive.

“You’ve got to know what works 
where, what to grow where, how 
the food supplies move around 
the world,” he said. “Because very 
soon — and I’m talking about in ten  
years — only five or six countries are 
going to control food in the world. 
We have to secure food for the Mid-
dle East as well.”

Michael Jabri-Pickett is an Arab 
Weekly contributor in Abu Dhabi.

Michael Jabri-Pickett

The Bahraini former pilot 
with a food security vision

Companies should be 
looking to enhance the 
technology to use the 
water efficiently.

Mahmood Almas,
founder and owner of 
Pegasus Agriculture

Green dreams. A cutting-edge hydroponic farm of Pegasus Agriculture.                                       (Provided by Michael Jabri-Pickett)
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Tunis

P 

arents and workers in the 
Maghreb are demanding 
higher educational stand-
ards for students as the 
academic year approaches. 

Nearly 20 million students are to re-
sume studies this month, a landmark 
achievement for a region that has 
long lacked modern schooling.

Six decades ago, Morocco had just 
350 university students, only two 
of whom were female, the Morocco 
Planning Committee said. The situa-
tion was similar in Algeria where the 
National Office of Statistics said there 
were 1,000 university graduates at 
the time. Official data from Tunisia 
said there were only 700 university 
students in that country at the time 
of its independence.

Families, intellectuals, politicians 
and business leaders are looking to 
education to provide young people 
with the knowledge and skills need-
ed to advance society and spur eco-
nomic growth.

They also view schooling as a gate-

way to civic participation, political 
engagement and increased quality of 
life, as well as a shield from radical Is-
lam, which has jolted the region.

Education experts cite studies 
showing that highly educated people 
play an active role in their commu-
nities and are less likely to commit 
crimes. They also point to a direct 
link between cognitive skills and eco-
nomic growth.

A look at the region’s education 
systems reveals an urgent need for 
reform, however.

A recent study by the Organisation 
of Economic Co-operation and De-
velopment (OECD) said the Maghreb 
was behind other regions in terms of 
basic maths and science skills.

Tunisia and Morocco were ranked 
64th and 74th, respectively, in school 
performance out of 76 countries sur-
veyed. Students in the United Arab 
Emirates were a step above others 
in the Middle East and North Africa, 
ranking 45th. Saudi Arabia ranked 
66th, Qatar 68th and Oman 72nd.

The study, written by Stanford Uni-
versity Professor Eric Hanushek and 
Munich University Professor Ludger 
Woessmann, looked at results from 
the Programme for International Stu-

dent Assessment (PISA) and Trends 
in International Mathematics and 
Science Study (TIMSS).

Morocco, after two decades of 
failed reforms, tried to more effec-
tively engage students and cut down 
on teacher absences. Mohamed Has-
sad was moved from his post as inte-
rior minister to the Education Minis-
try to spearhead the changes.

One of the measures he aims to 
take is trimming the number of pu-
pils from an average of 60 per class-
room to 44. Official figures indicate 
that 38% of students are taught in 
classrooms of more than 40 of them.

To be effective, Hassad will have to 
win support to overcome resistance 
from powerful teachers’ unions.

“The unions keep a firm grip on 
the education system and they care 
only about what they get, not what 
they offer. Their main tool is a strike 
to pressure the government,” said 

Taoufik Bouachrine, publisher of 
Akhbar al Youm.

“Teachers give only 20% of their 
energy and capacity in the task while 
the best among them deploy their 
skills in private schools. “Mean-
while, parents buy books and other 
materials for their kids and wait for 
good scores without checking up,”

Bouachrine noted that the situa-
tion is similar in Algeria and Tunisia. 
In Libya, children going to school are 
at risk of violence.

“The immediate outcome of the 
mess the education system has be-
come is that 300,000 students drop 
out each year without gaining any 
diploma and without learning the 
basics of reading and writing,” said 
Bouachrine.

Tunisia’s former Education Minis-
ter Neji  Jalloul was pushed to resign 
in the middle of the academic year 
after he came under pressure from 
the teachers’ union. He had attempt-
ed to introduce minor reforms to the 
system, including a crackdown on 
teacher absences.

The quality of Tunisia’s educa-
tional system was reflected in last 
year’s baccalaureate — the final 
placement exam for university — 

in which 7,000 students received a 
mark of zero on the English section 
and 5,000 received a zero in French. 
This alarmed the country where for-
eign language competency is key to 
stronger ties with a diversified world.

Tunisia, like many other countries 
in the region, has seen a rising num-
ber of its teachers leave the country 
for better wages and conditions. 
More than 1,800 university teach-
ers have left the country in the past 
three years.

“Some university professors left 
the country in the beginning of 2011 
but the number increased in the past 
three years, 800 of them this year,” 
Higher Education Minister Slim 
Khalbous told a local interviewer. 
“They practise their rights to choose 
their future but we lose important 
skilled national competences.”

In Algeria, thousands of highly 
skilled university teachers, doctors, 
nurses and others left the country 
during the 1992-2003 civil war.

In Libya, more than 550,000 chil-
dren need assistance due to vio-

lence and political strife that 
have displaced families, 

UNESCO said in a state-
ment.

Schoolgirls in Iraq’s Mosul 
aim to catch up on lost years

Back to school

Mosul

D 

espite having fallen three 
years behind their peers 
elsewhere in Iraq, it’s been 
mostly smiles all around 
for the girls at Mosul’s Tra-

blus school since it reopened its dam-
aged gates after the jihadists fled.

With a blast from her whistle to 
signal the end of recess, a supervisor 
in a black robe and white headscarf 
called the teenage girls back to class. 
The girls chatted all the way back to 
the classrooms, each packed with an 
average of 90 pupils.

In late May, the school became the 
first to reopen in western Mosul, as 
Iraqi forces pressed a sector-by-sec-
tor campaign that expelled Islamic 
State (ISIS) militants from the whole 
of the country’s second city.

Several other schools have fol-
lowed suit.

Under ISIS, “we had 27 pupils. Now 
they number 650,” said Nihad Jas-
sem, an administrative employee at 
the school in the Mosul al-Jadida dis-
trict.

Its shrapnel-scarred metal gates 
have been covered with sheets and 
blankets, shattered windows let in 
the raging summer heat, the walls 
are cracked, water and electricity 
were only restored in late July, the 
teachers have not been paid and 
the school has a severe shortage of 
books. “But we’re happy!” insisted 
Jassem.

After three years under ISIS rule, 
“we want to develop, we want to 
be civilised again. These girls have 
a fresh chance,” she said. “Their fu-
ture was about to be destroyed for-
ever.”

At the next recess, the girls, aged 
13-15, chat and giggle in the corri-
dors or outside in rare spaces in the 
shade. They all sport headscarves, 
at times with a broach or bow at-
tached, some wearing makeup and 
a small number in the full-face veil.

“We cater to everyone here,” Jas-
sem said.

“We have a mission. I want them 
(the girls) to succeed,” said Iman 
Yussef, who has been a teacher for 
26 years, ten of them at Trablus 
school.

Under ISIS rule, teachers were 
forced to show up or face arrest by 

its religious police.
“Many just ran away but those 

with nowhere to go had to come,” 
she said.

Biology, history, geography and 
sciences were scrapped from the 
curriculum, leaving only studies on 
Islam and the Arabic and English 
languages.

“We don’t talk about those times 
anymore. It’s like a wound that 
hasn’t healed, so we don’t touch it,” 
said Shada Shammaa, who teaches 
Arabic at the school.

“In any case, we are not totally rid 
of ISIS. Some of the girls may have 
family members in ISIS.”

Behind the stream of smiles 
around the school, fear and sorrow 
sometimes come to the surface.

“We’re all happy but our happi-
ness is not complete because we’ve 
all lost someone. A friend of mine 
was killed together with her family 
a few days ago in the Old City,” the 
last sector of Mosul recaptured, said 
15-year-old Seema Faris.

A schoolmate, Nur Kheiri, chipped 
in: “The other day someone appar-
ently wanted to carry out a suicide 
attack on a school but was stopped 
in time. The government should 

send in soldiers to protect us.”
On the academic front, the 

priority for pupils aiming to be-
come professionals one day is 
to catch up with their peers, as 
the Iraqi government has said 
it does not recognise school-
ing under ISIS, which seized 
control of Mosul in 2014.

In the race to catch up, 
schools in western Mosul, 
which was retaken months 
after the eastern sector, 
are operating in the sum-
mertime, with holidays 
cancelled this year.

“We only have 40 days 
left before the exams and 
we’ve only covered half 
of the book,” complained 
Shams Maher.

“It’s very crowded and 
the heat is unbearable 
but we don’t care. What 
we want is books,” said her 
friend Kheiri, with a cheeky smile 
on her face.

“My favourite subject is chem-
istry because that’s the only book 
available.”

(Agence France-Presse)

Catching 
up. An 
Iraqi girl 
walks to 
school 
in west 
Mosul, on 
July 27. 

(AFP)

Simon Valmary

Lamine Ghanmi

Young hope. Students at 
a school in Benghazi.                     
                                   (Reuters)

Maghreb education systems under 
scrutiny as children head back to school

A look at the region’s 
education systems 
reveals an urgent 
need for reform.
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Jordanian women activists 
applaud abrogation of rape law

Amman

T 

he controversial Article 
308 of the Jordanian Penal 
Code, which allowed rap-
ists or sexual assault per-
petrators to escape pun-

ishment by marrying their victims, 
has been abolished by the Lower 
House of Parliament, marking a vic-
tory for women activists.

They have been fighting for years 
against the “provocative” article 
that had a negative effect on the 
lives of many young women.

The abolishment was hailed as a 
triumph of justice, and is expected to 
lead to a decrease in sexual violence 
and abortion. Nearly 140 rape cases 
were reported in Jordan last year, 
crimes against morality and public 
morals increased 22% and abortion 
crime prosecutions were up 60%, a 
report by IT Criminal Management 
Police Department stated.

Wafa Bani Mustafa, chairwoman 
of the Coalition of Women MPs to 
Combat Violence against Women, 
which has rallied legislators against 
Article 308, described the abroga-
tion as “a major win.”

“Definitely, it is a major win for 
all those girls who were raped and 
forced to marry their rapists and 
then were divorced and left to face 
the society not as victims but as the 
cause of shame and disgrace to their 
families,” Bani Mustafa said. “I con-
sider the end of Article 308 as a vic-
tory to women and justice.”

Marrying their daughters to rap-
ists was the only way to save the 
family from disgrace. “This allowed 
rapists to escape prison but, as hus-
bands, they could easily divorce 
without being punished. It was as 
simple as that. Now things are differ-
ent. We want to show women that 
marrying their rapists is not the only 
solution,” she added.

Article 308 required that rap-
ists remain married to their victims 
for at least three years. This placed 
many young women at even greater 
risk of abuse.

“Women should not concede to 
the option of marrying their assault-
er and the government should assist 
them by all means as I believe that 
marriage is not the answer,” Bani 
Mustafa said.

“Article 308 was like an award to 
the criminal while it did injustice 
twice to the girl, once through the 
rape or sexual assault and then by 
forcing her to marry her aggressor.”

Lebanon followed suit by abolish-
ing Article 522, its version of Jordan’s 
Article 308, and Iraq is in the process 
of cancelling a similar provision, 
Article 398. Morocco, Tunisia and 
Egypt have already cancelled “mar-
ry the rapist” clauses.

Bani Mustafa said she hoped the 
move would deter potential rapists. 
“I believe they will think twice be-
fore committing their act because all 
they will get now is prison terms. It 
is a move forward in favour of wom-
en and I think the message is clear,” 
she said.

Rana Husseini, an award-winning 
journalist and human rights activist, 

said the move amounted to “correct-
ing something that was wrong.”

“You cannot allow someone who 
sexually assaulted a woman to live 
with her and keep on raping her eve-
ry day,” she said. “It will not neces-
sarily deter everyone because not all 
people understand it but it is always 
good to see something happening in 
favour of women. The government 
has disregarded our demands for a 
long time and we hope that this will 
open the way to (correcting) other is-
sues related to women.”

Jordanians were divided over 
the abrogation of the article, which 
some said protected women’s hon-
our, although a study by the Jordan 
Civil Coalition showed 70% saying 
they supported the abolition.

“I cannot believe that there is 
someone who can live with her rap-
ist because every time they will be 
together it will look like he is raping 
her,” said Khaled Hawatmeh, 47.

“Reports showed that victims 

as young as 15 have been forced by 
their families to marry their rapists 
and this is a crime itself. Forced mar-
riage is against all laws and religion.”

Suha Mehdi, a student, said end-
ing Article 308 was a win for all.

“A rapist is a rapist and cannot be 
defined in any other way. He cannot 
be regarded as a victim as many try 
to place the blame on the girl insinu-
ating that she allowed this to hap-
pen. This is absurd and, now that 
Article 308 is gone, many will think 
twice about making any assault on 
women,” she said.

In 2016, Jordanian King Abdullah 
II ordered the founding of a royal 
committee to reform the judiciary 
and review the entire penal code, 
which dates to 1960. The decision 
to abolish Article 308 must be ap-
proved by the parliament’s Senate 
and signed by the king.

Roufan Nahhas is a journalist based 
in Jordan.

Roufan Nahhas

Cairo 

M 

any Egyptians are 
calling on Cairo to fol-
low Tunisia’s moves 
towards gender 
equality and grant 

women equal inheritance rights as 
men.

“Everything is changing, which 
makes it necessary for the religious 
establishment to reconsider the 
interpretation of texts governing 
women’s inheritance rights,” said 
liberal activist Khaled Montaser. 
“Men of religion insist on the ap-
plication of religious texts govern-
ing inheritance, even as they do 
not do the same when it comes to  
other issues.”

When Tunisian President Beji 
Caid Essebsi called for ensuring 
equal rights for men and women 
in inheritance law on August 13, 
Egypt’s senior religious institution 
al-Azhar rejected the move.

Although al-Azhar did not offi-
cially address or mention Caid Es-
sebsi in a statement a few days after 
the Tunisian president’s speech, 
it asserted that “recent calls” for 
equality between men and women 
in inheritance issues ran “counter 
to Islamic teachings.” Al-Azhar cler-
ics explicitly denounced the con-
cept as “blasphemous.”

Islamic law states that female 
family members are entitled to 
half of what male family members 
receive in inheritance. Few Mus-
lims have questioned this rule, 
even as activists have sought to 
reform other issues related to Is-
lamic law. However, following the 
move in Tunisia to promote gender 
equality, similar actions may be in  

the offing in Egypt.
Tunisia has become a trendsetter 

in the Arab world in cultural and 
political advancements. When Tu-
nisians rose up against long-time 
President Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali in 
December 2010, Egyptians were in 
the streets protesting against Hosni 
Mubarak less than a month later.

The same is apparently happen-
ing in Egypt after Tunisian calls for 
equal inheritance rights. Egyptian 
feminists strongly welcomed the 
new focus on gender issues.

“The fact is that the economic 
role played by women in society 
has totally changed, which requires 
a change in their share of the wealth 
of their families, if any,” said Hoda 
Badran, chairwoman of the Alli-
ance for Arab Women. “We need 
to reach new interpretations of the 
religious texts, ones that can cope 
with this change.”

Figures about female breadwin-
ners in Egypt prove Badran’s point. 
In as many as 30% of Egyptian 

households, women bring in some 
of the family income, independent 
sources state. Approximately 23% 
of the workforce was made up of 
women in 2015, the Central Agency 
for Public Mobilisation and Statis-
tics said.

Those figures should not obscure 
the reality that certain verses in the 
Quran are explicit in referring to 
inheritance rights and cannot be 
changed or interpreted differently, 
al-Azhar said.

“Those calling for giving female 
family members equal inheritance 
rights to those of male members 
only want to change the Islamic 
religion,” said Sheikh Abbas Shou-
man, the deputy leader of al-Azhar.

He said Islamic law gives women 
half the inheritance of male family 
members only when they have no 
other means of support.

“In many cases, women are en-
titled to inheritance rights equal 
to those of male family members,” 
Shouman said.

While many Egyptians welcomed 
debate on the issue, it is unclear 
whether policy will move beyond 
discussion to actual change.

Montaser and other advocates 
said, while al-Azhar insists that 
Quranic verses on inheritance can-
not be challenged, it is happy to 
overlook other outdated applica-
tions of Islamic law, including pun-
ishment for theft and adultery.

Montaser called for a religious 
“revolution” to modernise and 
reform gender equality in Islam, 
matching requests from Egyptian 
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi to re-
form religious discourse.

“You cannot ask women to shoul-
der the burdens of life with men 
and support their families and then 
tell them that they will not be equal 
to those men when it comes to in-
heritance,” Montaser said. “This 
thinking needs to change.”

Ibrahim Ouf is an Egyptian 
journalist in Cairo.

After Tunisia, gender equality 
inheritance debate grips Egypt
Ibrahim Ouf

Looking 
backward. 
Muslim 
scholars wait 
for the meeting 
between Pope 
Francis and 
Sheikh Ahmed 
el-Tayeb, al-
Azhar’s grand 
imam, in Cairo, 
last April.        (AP)

Potential rapists will 
think twice before 
committing their 
act now.

MP Wafa Bani Mustafa

Major win. Women activists protest in front of Jordan’s parliament 
in Amman with banners calling on legislators to repeal a provision 
that allows a rapist to escape punishment if he marries his victim, 
on August 1.                                                                                                   (AP)

We need to reach new 
interpretations of the 
religious texts, ones 
that can cope with this 
change.

Hoda Badran, 
chairwoman of the Alliance 
for Arab Women
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Douar Hicher

A 

group of children fo-
cused their attention on 
the screen as a weekly 
movie screening began at 
Douar Hicher, a munici-

pality in the Tunisian governorate 
of Manouba. As soon as the cred-
its rolled, a lively debate about the 
movie began.

Douar Hicher’s Cinema Club for 
Children is one of many activities or-
ganised by the Tunisian Federation 
of Film Clubs (FTCC), which aims to 
introduce cinema to children in un-
derprivileged neighbourhoods.

Nadhem Bchini, president of the 
children’s cinema club, said that it 
was one of the only cultural pro-
grammes for children in the area.

“Over the past years, the chil-
dren’s cinema club moved from Le 
Bardo to Boustil before we settled 
in Douar Hicher. The cinema club 
has also expanded to the surround-
ing regions,” Bchini said. “It is the 
product of the dream we had to set 
something for children.”

The group has put on various 
cultural events, such as “Cinema 
is Coming,” a festival that features 
movie screenings and debates in 
various neighbourhoods. Another 
initiative, “The Screen of Schools,” 
took movie screenings and discus-
sions inside classrooms.

“We introduced children to the 
language of cinema, to the ideas of 
debating,” Bchini said. “For many, 
this was their introduction to the 
world of cinema as they never 
watched a movie on the big screen.”

In their latest initiative, “Cinema 
is in our Neighbourhood,” a mobile 
caravan travelled to underprivi-
leged areas to screen films.

“Instead of having children come 
to the cultural centres, the idea was 
to take movies to them by screening 
films for children in the public space 
in their neighbourhoods,” Bchini 
said.

“It expanded to other towns and 
involved all residents of the neigh-
bourhoods. In a way, the cinema 
clubs for children contributed on 
a regular basis to the attendees 
and members of the clubs but also 
launched other events to expand 
the radius of their engagement.”

The FTCC has organised an an-
nual workshop at the International 
Amateur Film Festival of Kelibia. 
The initiative, titled “Little Hands,” 
includes daily workshops that con-
clude with an original film written 
and produced by children. The film 
is screened at the festival closing 
ceremony for thousands of attend-
ees and international film-makers.

“The goal was to educate children 
on the art of cinema,” Bchini said. 
“Little by little we held more work-
shops to teach children the language 
of cinema.”

Bchini emphasised that the films 
are entirely the children’s work. 
They are involved in every part of 
the process, he said, from writing 
the script to filming the movie.

For some of the children, the “Lit-
tle Hands” workshop is a highlight 
of their year.

“I have been going to the festi-
val for years now but I have been 
attending the workshop for four 
years,” said Sabaa Ta’mallah.  “When 
we started this year, we decided to 
work on the idea of recycling. It is 
important to recycle to protect our 
country and keep it clean. We used 
origami to convey this idea, which 

is that we can reuse our garbage. 
I want to continue this, making 
films.”

Bchini praised the children’s abil-
ity to learn and get involved in cin-
ema.

“It was fascinating and surpris-
ing to hear the children’s remarks 
and opinions about the movies,” he 
explained. “Sometimes you would 
not even expect their questions. It 
is amazing how, at that young age, 
they are interested in learning about 
everything including the details of 
the film.

“They have creativity and wit. 
They focus and ask smart questions 
and there is a great response and in-
teraction.”

Bchini said he hopes the initia-
tives will help children revive cin-
ema in Tunisia and bring a new per-
spective.

“The idea is to help rise this gen-
eration who will be the leaders 
of the cultural scene and anima-
tors of these film societies in the  
future,” Bchini said.

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and 
Culture contributor to The Arab 
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

Roua Khlifi

Street art burgeoning
in bustling Casablanca

Tunisian cinema club focuses on next generation of artists

Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

S 

treet art and performanc-
es in bustling Casablanca 
have been burgeoning in 
recent years with murals, 
theatrical performances, 

live music and acrobats filling its 
walls and spaces.

The “Urban Art Wave” project 
has given Moroccan street artists 
carte blanche to redraw the face of 
Casablanca.

Unlocking culture by taking 
art to Casablanca’s neighbour-
hoods is one of the objectives of 
the Casamouja-Urban Art Wave 
programme, which is an integral 
part of the WeCasablanca attrac-
tiveness approach. WeCasablanca 
is an organisation created to pro-
mote the territorial Metropolitan-
Casablanca brand, a statement on 
its official website said.

Sbagha Bagha is another street 
art initiative, which is managed by 
the Eac-L’Boulvart Association.

Salah Malouli, artistic director 
of Sbagha Bagha, said the idea 
for the initiative came while he 
was living in Barcelona. “We are 
preparing for this year’s edition, 
which will be in October. It will 
be completely independent from 
L’Boulevard Festival,” Malouli 
said.

“We now fully insist on local 
artists, whether they are special-
ised in graffiti or mural paintings, 
because we want to give them the 
opportunity to shine in the Sbagha 
Bagha Casablanca Street Art Festi-
val,” he said.

Malouli said street art is winning 
hearts and minds of renowned in-
ternational artists, which is proof 
that Moroccan artists are improv-
ing.

“Some Moroccan artists 
are now making a living 
from this art. This shows 
that it’s not a hobby any-
more to fill the time with,” 
said Malouli.

Emerging talent Mehdi 
Gero, 24, painted murals for 
a cube-shaped fortress in the 
Al Hank neighbourhood along 
with two other artists as part of 
Sbagha Bagha. Gero said: “The 
experience was exhilarating, 
which allowed me to interact with 
my fellow artists and exchange 
ideas and skills.”

Far from the walls, Moham-
med V Square was turned into an 

open-air theatre on a 
June evening hosting 
“The Tale of Noses,” an 

adaptation of an African 
tale that tackled a thorny is-

sue in the Moroccan society. A 
packed audience watched the play 
that denounced racism against 
sub-Saharan migrants in Morocco.

United Nations Square in the 
heart of Casablanca is seeing an 
influx of musicians, acrobats and 
hip-hop dancers as it becomes a 
lively part of the street-art scene.

Casablanca’s street artists are 
required to obtain authorisation 
from the prefecture to perform in 
public places but many break the 

rule because response times are 
lengthy.

“I came from Hay Mohammedi 
district to watch street singers be-
cause I was told that the ambiance 
is great in here,” said Nabila, 21. 
“We really need some entertain-
ment in public squares all over 
Casablanca because this city is 
very stressful in all ways.”

Mohammed Ghassou disagreed.
“Look how filthy the square is. 

It’s a lawlessness and disorder! 
This so-called street art draws 
street vendors, too, who have 
made this historic place a mess. 
What would tourists say about 
this filth?” he asked.

Carte blanche. Mural 
painting on a wall in El 
Massira Boulevard.                    
              (Saad Guerraoui)

The “Urban Art 
Wave” project has 
given Moroccan 
street artists carte 
blanche to redraw 
the face of 
Casablanca.

Blooming passion. A boy 
participating in the “Little 
Hands” workshop at the 
International Amateur Film 
Festival of Kelibia.                    
                                                      (Courtesy of the FTCC)

Winning hearts. A street 
musician performs at United 
Nations Square.         (Saad Guerraoui)
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‘Shoah Through Muslim Eyes’ by Mehnaz M. Afridi

D
econstructing 
stereotypes and 
highlighting 
misconceptions 
between Muslims 
and Jews is at the 
core of “Shoah 

Through Muslim Eyes” by 
Mehnaz M. Afridi, a Pakistani-
born Muslim and director of the 
Holocaust, Genocide and 
Interfaith Education Centre at 
Manhattan College.

The college trusted her work 
enough to appoint Afridi, a faith-
ful Muslim, to such a sensitive 
position despite recriminations 
by some Jews that no Muslim, no 
matter how qualified or dedicated, 
should be so entrusted.

Misjudgements between 
Muslims and Jews encouraged 
Afridi to educate Muslims more 
on the difference between Israel, 
Judaism and Zionism through the 
Shoah, the Jewish term for the 
Holocaust. She explained in her 
book why the Shoah is one of the 
most important historic events to 
learn from despite the common 
complaint that there is too much 
emphasis on it compared to other 
genocides, such as happened in 
Rwanda and to Armenians and 
American Indians.

For Afridi, denying the Shoah is 
a “crime against humanity.” Many 
Muslims claim the death toll is 
exaggerated despite evidence. The 
subject is taboo to speak about 
and, if it is spoken about, it must 
be seen relative to other discus-

sions of suffering, some argue.
“God created the lives that 

were killed so it is our responsibil-

ity to remember them,”  
Afridi emphasised.

She said misperceptions be-
tween Muslims and Jews go back 
to the time of the Shoah.

She points out that the term 
“Muselmann” — literally meaning 
“the Muslim” — is seen in many 
Shoah testimonies. “It was used to 
describe a prisoner who was sur-
rendering, as Muslims surrender 
to God,” Afridi said.

Many testimonies described 
the surrendering as ‘defenceless,’ 
‘dying of malnutrition,’ ‘useless 
garbage’ and ‘the drowned.’ How-

ever, Muslims see surrender in a 
positive way, as it is a surrender to 
God in the act of prayer.”

In her book, the author high-
lights stories of Muslims who 
were directly linked to the Shoah. 
Some helped Jews, some were 
imprisoned in camps with Jews 
and some turned away. Albania, 
a predominantly Muslim country, 
saved all its Jewish citizens during 
the Shoah. Afridi wanted to give 
those Muslims a voice regarding 
the Shoah.

She also stressed the miscon-
ception that there was a strong 
relationship between Arabs and 
the Nazis. Arabs needed alliances 
and did not want Jews to immi-
grate to Palestine. Therefore, the 
alliance was sparked by material 
interests and strategic concerns, 
not by ideology, Afridi contended, 
noting that Muslims and Arabs 
were also seen as racially inferior 
by the Nazis because they were 
non-European.

Many Muslims say Jews used 
the Shoah to colonise Palestine 
and Jews were given support from 
Europe and the United States 
because of the Shoah and the guilt 
from European culprits, witnesses 
and the power of the American-
Jewish community. Afridi said we 
must deconstruct stereotypes of 
Jews in the Muslim world and vice 
versa.

Further educating about each 
other’s history and suffering will 
deeply affect the political realities 
and circumstances of Jews and 
Muslims, Afridi said, adding that 
history was taught very differently 
in Muslim countries, compared to 

Western ones.
“While in the United States, the 

narrative of colonial history has 
changed with regard to events 
such as Native-American geno-
cide, enslavement of Africans, 
Vietnam and the civil rights move-
ment, this change has not hap-
pened in many Muslim curricula,” 
Afridi said.

One lesson to be learned from 
the Shoah, Afridi noted, is that 
when the Jews went to France, 
they emerged in a Jewish ghetto 
because they did not speak the 
language. Today many Muslims 
and Arabs are travelling to the 
West and doing the same thing. 
“This is a problem because it is 
important to assimilate and be 
kind to all so stereotypes are fur-
ther broken down,” she said.

Afridi stated that if a Muslim be-
lieves Jews are his enemies, then 
he must be listening to extremist 
factions that openly call to exter-
minate Jews. “Prophet Moham-
mad, peace be upon him, married 
a Jewish woman who is given by 
God the title of ‘The mother of 
believers’,” she said.

She said anti-Semitism was not 
created by Muslims but its roots 
are traced to Christianity and the 
accusation that Jews were Christ’s 
killers.

“Shoah Through Muslim Eyes” 
is an excellent study of overlooked 
facts connecting Muslims, Arabs 
and Jews. Afridi’s intelligent 
analysis successfully breaks down 
common stereotypes and miscon-
ceptions and provides vital les-
sons from the past that can easily 
be implemented.

Dunia El-Zobaidi
is a regular Arab Weekly contributor 
in London.
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Cover of “Shoah 
Through Muslim Eyes” 
by Mehnaz M. Afridi.

Many Muslims say 
Jews used the 
Shoah to colonise 
Palestine.

Cairo

E 

gypt is seeking to re-
brand Sinai as a desti-
nation for international 
religious tourism despite 
tight security conditions 

in parts of the peninsula because 
of bloody incidents between the 
army and a branch of the Islamic 
State (ISIS).

The government is organising a 
conference in September to pro-
mote Sinai’s potential as an inter-
national religious tourism centre. 
It is hoping to capitalise on the 
significance the area holds for the 
three major monotheistic religions 
to attract millions of pilgrims and 
visitors every year.

“Sinai is a place where all reli-
gions meet,” said Gaber Taye, a 
senior official at the Ministry of 
Religious Endowments, which is 
sponsoring the new drive. “It is 
strongly relevant to Islam, Christi-
anity and Judaism.”

For the past four years, Sinai, 
which has some of Egypt’s most 
renowned beaches and resorts, 
including Sharm el-Sheikh, has 
made headlines, not for its tour-
ist charm, but for the blood spilled 
in it. ISIS militants carried out at-
tacks that claimed the lives of 
hundreds of troops and policemen 
and turned some parts of northern 
Sinai into no-go areas for civilians.

ISIS has specifically targeted 
Christians, forcing hundreds of 
Christian families to flee to cities 

west of the Suez Canal.
“Followers of Islam, Christian-

ity and Judaism would lose a lot 
by not visiting religious sites in 
Sinai,” Taye said. “We are speak-
ing here of sites that witnessed the 
very beginning of the three reli-
gions.”

Among the sites the ministry 
will try to put on the international 
tourism map is Mount Sinai. Also 
known as Mount Horeb, it is men-
tioned many times in the Book of 
Exodus, the Bible and the Quran. 
Researchers are divided on the lo-
cation of the real Mount Sinai and 
many say that the one in Sinai is 
where Moses is believed to have 
received the Ten Commandments.

Near Mount Sinai is Saint Cath-
erine’s Monastery, said to be the 
oldest continually occupied mon-
astery in the world.

The Companions Mosque 
opened in Sharm el-Sheikh in 
March. It cost $1.6 million to build 
and can accommodate up to 3,000 
people.

Egypt’s tourism sector was 
dealt a painful blow in late 2015 
when ISIS operatives allegedly 
planted a bomb on a Russian pas-
senger plane, killing 224 people 
on board. This led to Russia and 

other countries suspending flights 
to Egyptian tourist destinations, 
depriving Egypt of millions of in-
ternational tourists and billions of 
dollars in lost revenues.

International tourists have start-
ed returning to Egypt in numbers 
in recent months, with hotel occu-
pancy in traditional destinations 
such as Sharm el-Sheikh, Hurgha-
da and Luxor experiencing an in-
creased number of visitors.

Tourism experts said, however, 
that Egypt has a long way to go be-
fore it returns to the pre-Russian 
plane bombing tourist flow rates.

“This is why we say putting Si-
nai’s religious sites on the inter-
national religious tourism map 
will carry a huge number of ben-
efits,” said Ahmed Shoukry, the 
head of the International Tourism 
section at the Ministry of Tour-
ism. “This can bring in a new type 
of tourists overlooked for years 
by entertainment and heritage  
tourism campaigns.”

Renewed international inter-
est in Sinai, especially in untradi-
tional tourist sites, could sabotage 
plans by the ISIS militants bent on 
establishing an Islamic caliphate 
in Sinai, retired police Major-Gen-
eral Farouk Megrahi said.

“The terrorists want to scare 
everybody out of Sinai so they 
can claim the land for themselves. 
They will hide like rats as tourism 
motivates development through-
out the peninsula,” he said.

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

Hassan Abdel Zaher

Egypt seeks to 
renew interest 
in Sinai’s 
religious sites

International 
tourists have started 
returning to Egypt in 
numbers in recent 
months.

Renewed interest. The Saint Catherine’s Monastery in the Sinai 
Peninsula.                                                                                                  (Reuters) 

A long way to go. Hikers walk in the Wadi Hudra area in South Sinai.                                                      (Reuters) 
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Agenda

We welcome submissions of 
calendar items related to 
cultural events of interest to 
travellers in the Middle East 
and North Africa.

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

Khouribga: 
Through September 16

Up to 14 feature films from 14 
countries are to compete for the 
prestigious Grand Prix Sembene 
Ousmane of the African Cin-
ema Festival. Begun in 1977, the 
Khouribga African Film Festival 
is one of the oldest film festivals 
in Morocco. The festival pro-
motes film-making in Africa, 
highlights the art’s potential 
and strengthens exchange and 
cooperation between African 
producers.

Dubai:
Through 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.

Tangier:
September 14-17

The 18th Tangier’s Jazz Festival 
features international and local 
jazz artists at one of Morocco’s 
premier cultural events. Over 
four days, visitors can attend free 
street performances, free dance 
courses and jazz concerts.

Manama:
September 14-23

Alayam Cultural Fair is a book 
sale event with the participation 
of celebrated publishing houses 
from the Arab region and other 
countries. The fair is accompa-
nied by many cultural activities.

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 comics 
from Egypt and around the world 
for an extensive programme of 
exhibitions, talks and workshops 
about the comics industry.

Dubai:
September 27-30

The Dubai International Dance 
Festival is a multi-arts event that 
has a reputation for attracting 
well-known dance companies, 
classical dance academies, youth 
orchestras, bands and music 
ensembles from across the world. 
The festival is a catalyst for the 
creation of new work and crea-
tive activity, with an educational 
programme and artistic col-
laborations with organisations 
throughout the United Arab 
Emirates, the rest of the Middle 
East and elsewhere.

Abu Dhabi:
October 6

The third Caribbean Beach Festi-
val celebrates Caribbean, African, 
American and Latino cultures 
through music, food and dance. 
The event takes place at Yas 
Beach and features food trucks, 
games, international acts and 
acrobats.

London:
October 19-November 5 

The Nour Festival of Arts high-
lights contemporary Middle East-
ern and North African arts and 
culture in venues across Kens-
ington and Chelsea in London. 
The festival programme features 
exhibitions, music, cinema, food, 
talks and dance performances.

Cairo

T 

he Pyramids Plateau in 
Giza might be many times 
more famous, more vis-
ited and more read about 
than Dahshur, the royal 

necropolis 40km south of Cairo, 
but the Giza pyramids were con-
structed using lessons from the ne-
cropolis.

“A reading of the history of the 
pyramids of the necropolis shows 
this to be totally true,” said Adel 
Okasha, an official of the Ministry 
of Antiquities. “The Dahshur pyra-
mids set the standards of pyramid 
building in Egypt for many years 
after their construction.”

Located in the desert on the west 
bank of the Nile, Dahshur boasts a 
number of pyramids, the most im-
portant of which is the Bent Pyra-
mid. The pyramid provided a good 
learning experience for pyramid 
builders in Egypt, one that shaped 
the ancient Egyptians’ knowledge 
about construction of the gigantic 
structures.

Sneferu, the founding monarch 
of the Fourth Dynasty who or-
dered the building of what became 
the Bent Pyramid, envisioned a 
smooth-sided structure but the 
result was a pyramid bending to-
wards its centre because of a mis-
take in the base design.

“Nevertheless, the mistake would 

prove to be very useful later when 
Sneferu ordered the construction of 
another pyramid, one that sought to 
avoid the mistakes of the turned-
bent one,” Okasha said.

Thus, the Red Pyramid, the 
largest of the pyramids in Dah-
shur and Egypt’s first smooth-
sided one came into existence. 
The pyramid, which derives 
its name from the colour of 
its limestone, is the third larg-
est in Egypt, after Cheops and 
Chephren in Giza.

The experience the pharaohs 
acquired in Dahshur formed 
construction knowledge that 
helped them master their 
work for many years to come. 
It caused a change in the pyra-
mid construction techniques, 
opening the door for the exist-
ence of smooth-sided pyramids 
long after steep-sided pyramids 
were the only structures possible.

Sneferu’s son, Cheops, outdid 
his father in pyramid construction 
by building his own on the Giza Pla-
teau. The Cheops Pyramid in Giza 
is by far Egypt’s largest and most 
famous. It is 146 metres tall. His 
father’s Red Pyramid is 105 metres 
tall.

“Despite this, the pyramids in 
Dahshur are a study in architec-
ture,” said Abdel Monem Madbouli, 
a tour guide. “This is why they are 
popular among those who want to 
get information about the evolution 
of ancient Egyptian architecture.”

Cheops could never have built 
his pyramid the way he did without 
lessons learned from his father’s 
mistake.

The Black Pyramid is the third 
biggest pyramid in Dahshur. It 
dates to the rule of Amenemhat III, 
a pharaoh of the 12th Dynasty who 
ruled from 1860-1814BC. Though 
it is not in a very good shape, the 
Black Pyramid continues to attract 
visitors to the necropolis.

It lies close to the tomb of King 
Hor of the 13th Dynasty and the 
burial site of his daughter Nub-
hetepti-khered.

Around the Dahshur pyramids, 
there are the cemeteries of the of-
ficials of the Old Kingdom and the 
Middle Kingdom.

What makes Dahshur a site 
worthy of visiting, Madbouli 
said, is that it can be part of 
a package tour including the 
Pyramids Plateau in Giza and 
Saqqara, another wonderful 
necropolis, 15km south of 
Dahshur.

Meanwhile, the first phase 
of the New Egyptian Muse-
um, only metres from the Pyr-
amids Plateau, is expected to 

be inaugurated in early 2018. 
The museum, which has been 

under construction for more 
than a decade, will replace the 

museum in downtown Cairo.
“When opened, the New Mu-

seum will be a strong source of at-
traction to the area,” Madbouli said. 
“This will give the chance to a large 
number of people visiting the Pyra-
mids Plateau to visit wonderful 
sites like Dahshur as well.”

It takes visitors almost half an 
hour from the Pyramids Plateau to 
arrive in Dahshur.

Transportation of all types is 
available and the ride is not expen-
sive. It cost history student Khalid 
Mahmoud and a group of friends 
$44 to travel from southern Cairo to 
Dahshur and $5 each for entry fee.

“The whole journey cost us this 
amount of money, which is negli-
gible compared to the value of the 
place,” Mahmoud said. “We made 
a tour of the pyramids as well as 
the burial sites but the impression 
we got was that the pharaohs were 
so perseverant that they could not 
rest before they mastered pyramid 
building as an art of which they be-
came the world’s masters.”

Dahshur pyramids set the standards 
for Egypt’s ancient architecture
Ahmed Megahid

The Bent Pyramid at Dahshur, about 40km south of Cairo, Egypt.                                                  (AP)

A broken wooden statuette 
found by a Japanese mission 
inside an unidentified burial 
shaft in Egypt’s Dahshur 
Necropolis, south of the Giza 
Plateau.                                  (AFP)

Around the 
Dahshur pyramids, 
there are the 
cemeteries of the 
officials of the Old 
Kingdom and the 
Middle Kingdom.

The remains of an ancient 
Egyptian pyramid that 
were discovered near 
the well-known Bent 
Pyramid of King Sneferu 
in Dahshur.                   (AFP)


