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Tensions mount in 
Iraq, region ahead of 
Kurdistan referendum

Qatar’s 
opposition finds 
voice in London

London

T 

ensions in Iraq are rising 
ahead of a referendum on 
the independence of the 
semi-autonomous Kurd-
istan region to be held 

September 25 but opposed by the 
central government in Baghdad and 
foreign powers.

The Kurdish region’s parliament 
voted  on the evening of September 
15 to go ahead with the referendum 
in ten days despite calls from the 
United States,  neighbouring Tur-
key and Iran and others to call off 
the vote.

“The United States does not sup-
port the Kurdistan Regional Gov-
ernment’s intention to hold a refer-
endum later this month,” the White 
House said in a statement. It urged 
the Kurdistan Regional Govern-
ment (KRG) to “enter into serious 
and sustained dialogue with Bagh-
dad, which the United States has 
repeatedly indicated it is prepared 
to facilitate.”

Representatives from the United 
Nations, the United States and the 
United Kingdom had met Septem-
ber 14 with KRG President Masoud 
Barzaini in a bid to persuade him to 
postpone the referendum, which 
they view as a threat to Iraq’s stabil-

ity and a hindrance to international 
efforts to counter the Islamic State 
(ISIS).

The Iraqi parliament had previ-
ously declared  the referendum to 
be illegal, to the displeasure of Kurd-
ish lawmakers, and called on Iraqi 
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi to 
“take all measures” to preserve the 
country’s unity.

Parliament subsequently voted 
to remove Kirkuk Governor Naj-
maddin Kareem from office for his 
role in including the disputed oil-
rich province in the referendum. 
Kareem dismissed the order, saying 
that Baghdad did not have the au-
thority to fire him.

Tensions over the referendum 
have already caused confusion over 
who will take part in the military of-
fensive against ISIS in Hawija. Ini-
tial media reports said that the Iraqi 
security forces, predominately Shia 
Popular Mobilisation Units (PMU) 

militias, and the Kurdish pesh-
merga would be involved. Later 
reports, however, have suggested 
that either the Shia militias or pesh-
merga would not be taking part.

Some PMU fighters and peshmer-
ga leaders have threatened to use 
force over control of Kirkuk.

In addition to political tensions 
between Baghdad and Erbil, the 
referendum has widened the di-
vide between the country’s dif-
ferent communities. Kurds are 
overwhelmingly in favour of inde-
pendence while Arabs and Turk-
men, among others, are strongly 
opposed to the breakup of the 
country. But Kurdish voices that are 
against the timing of the referen-
dum are being silenced, as are the 
voices of minorities living under 
KRG control.

Tensions are likely to escalate fur-
ther if the KRG actually goes ahead 
with plans to break away from Iraq 
instead of just negotiating a better 
deal with Baghdad.

Regional rivals Turkey and Iran 
are more likely to set their differ-
ences aside to join forces against 
the breakup of Iraq, which they 
view as a security threat.

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

London

D 

espite heavy security 
and intimidation at-
tempts, the Qatar, Glob-
al Security & Stability 
Conference in London 

went off without a hitch, bringing 
together opposition figures in re-
cord numbers to voice their vision 
of a better tomorrow for the coun-
try.

The event was also attended 
by international politicians, aca-
demics and media figures. Exiled 
Qatari opposition activist Khalid 
al-Hail, who organised the confer-
ence, said it was aimed at “convey-
ing the voice of Qatari people who 
seek freedom and reject the police 
state.”

The gathering, he added, was 
committed to “revealing the regime 
that has supported terrorism and 
transformed the country into a big 
jail.”

“The Qatari authorities have 
done their best to ban the confer-
ence through intimidation, threats 
and fake media reports,” he added.

British MP Daniel Kawczynski, 
who attended the conference, said 
he wanted “to understand better 
why and how such a small country 
like Qatar has managed to create so 
much instability and tension not 
just within the GCC, but Egypt as 
well.”

Kawczynski went on to say that 
many individuals were afraid to at-
tend the meeting because of major 
Qatari investments in the United 
Kingdom. “But then we have to 
remember how our Arab partners 
feel if we were to ignore these con-
cerns,” he added.

The conference was made up of 
five sessions, each addressing dif-
ferent issues related to Qatar. Sub-
jects included the country’s alleged 
support for radical Islamist groups, 
its relationship with Iran and its 
foreign policy objectives viewed by 
many in the region as a source of 
instability.

Other sessions focused on Doha’s 
human rights record, particularly 
relating to its bid to host the 2022 
World Cup. Qatar has come under 
criticism for the alleged abuse of 
migrant workers involved in prepa-
ration for the event.

Former Al Jazeera Bureau Chief 
Mohamed Fahmy said he attended 
the event because he would like to 
see a Qatar that respects press free-
doms and human rights and does 
not support militant and terrorist 
groups across the region.

“At the moment we have Iran, 
Syria and Sudan and North Korea, 
who are considered states spon-
soring terrorism, and Qatar should 
be on the list with these countries, 
and I see people here talking about 
this debate,” Fahmy told The Arab 
Weekly.

The conference in London came 
as the dispute between Qatar and 
Saudi Arabia and its allies was 
well into its third month, with no 
clear end in sight. A couple of days 
before the conference, an Arab 
League meeting in Cairo resulted in 
a shouting match between envoys 
of the countries involved in the dis-
pute. Tensions erupted after Doha’s 
representative called his country’s 
critics “rabid dogs” in a speech.

In June, Saudi Arabia, the United 
Arab Emirates, Bahrain and Egypt 
cut diplomatic ties with Doha over 
what they described as Qatar’s in-
terference in their countries’ inter-
nal affairs and support for radical 
groups such as Hamas, the Taliban 
and the Muslim Brotherhood. Me-
diation efforts have yet to yield any 
results.

Writing in the pan-Arab daily, 
Asharq Al-Awsat, Saudi analyst 
Mashari al-Zaydi said the Cairo in-
cident encapsulated Doha’s “dead-
ly affliction.” He accused Qatar of 
“stubbornness and pretending to 
be clever, shouting in the media, 
misplaced trust and railing against 
glaring truths.”

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the 
Gulf section editor of The Arab 
Weekly.
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Tinder box. An Iraqi Kurdish man holds a Kurdish flag as he stands next to Kurdistan’s parliament 
building in Erbil, on September 15.                                                                                                                            (AFP)
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Q 

atar’s opposition in ex-
ile met under one roof 
in London to highlight 
its plight and grievances 
against the ruling gov-

ernment in Doha. Amid stringent 
security measures, policymakers, 
academics, media figures, as well as 
exiled Qatari nationals, discussed 
human rights, press freedom and 
counterterrorism as they pertain to 
the Gulf state.

The September 14 conference, 
titled “Qatar, Global Security & 
Stability,” was organised by Qatari 
businessman and opposition activ-
ist Khalid al-Hail. “What we are do-
ing here today is making history,” 
he said in his keynote address.

Hail said he was one of many who 
have been detained and tortured by 
the regime in Doha but that he was 
fortunate enough to escape. “There 
are, however, many other honour-
able people who are still held in 
terrible jails. Some of their relatives 
are here with us today. They are 
here to say that time has come for 
change,” he said.

The event’s five sessions fo-
cused primarily on the opposition’s 
qualms about the policies of Qatar’s 
rulers, mainly their support for 
political Islam and radical groups 
suspected of ties to international 

terrorism and their relations with 
Iran, including shared foreign poli-
cy goals that are viewed by many in 
the region as sources of instability.

Doha’s human rights record, par-
ticularly as it relates to its bid to 
host the 2020 World Cup, and its 
controversial news channel, Al Ja-
zeera, and whether it is a model for 
press freedom or just a medium for 
promotion of radicalism were also 
featured. Qatar’s efforts to boost 
economic and geopolitical influ-
ence was the subject of the final 
session.

Members of the panels included 
British career politician Lord “Pad-
dy” Ashdown, British members 
of parliament Iain Duncan Smith 
and Daniel Kawczynski and former 
Deputy Mayor of London Roger  
Evans.

A number of former US officials 
were also in attendance, includ-
ing Bill Richardson, who served as 
UN ambassador and energy secre-
tary in the Clinton administration, 
and former deputy commander of 
US European Command General 
Charles “Chuck” Wald.

Speaking to The Arab Weekly on 
the sidelines of the conference, 
Wald emphasised that the current 
dispute in the Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) was of paramount 
importance to the United States 
from a geopolitical standpoint.

“I think it’s the number one area 
we have to resolve,” Wald said.

In June, Saudi Arabia, the United 

Arab Emirates, Bahrain and Egypt 
cut diplomatic ties with Doha over 
what they described as Qatar’s in-
terference in their countries’ inter-
nal affairs and support for radical 
groups such as Hamas, the Taliban 
and the Muslim Brotherhood. Me-
diation efforts have yet to yield any 
tangible results.

“North Korea gets a lot of atten-
tion and it should because of the 
nuclear weapons, but from a stand-
point of the most vexing and prob-
ably most important problem for us 
to solve from a Western standpoint, 
it is this Qatar issue with the GCC,” 
Wald said.

“This kind of distracts or detracts 
from the real issues, whether it is 
extremist groups in Syria or the Ira-
nian issue with nuclear weapons, 
so [I] think it takes away from that. 
Qatar is part of the solution in the 
long term but right now it is prob-
lematic.”

During a panel titled “Al Jazeera: 
Free Press vs. Voice of Terror,” for-

mer Al Jazeera English Internation-
al Bureau Chief Mohamed Fahmy 
highlighted the network’s method-
ology.

Fahmy told The Arab Weekly he 
attended the conference because 
there are a considerable number of 
Qataris living at home and in exile 
who want to see a better future for 
the country.

“One that respects press free-
doms and human rights, a country 
that does not support militant and 
terrorist groups across the region 
that have contributed to the death 
of many innocent people, in Libya, 
Syria and other places and it is an 
opportunity to see why Qatar is a 
state sponsor of terrorism,” Fahmy 
said.

He said the international com-
munity should understand that Qa-
tar has two faces.

“They will portray news on Al Ja-
zeera English that is balanced and 
well presented, but on the other 
side on the Arabic- languagee chan-
nel they will produce the worst 
kind of journalism, that is laced 
with inflammatory rhetoric that 
supports terrorism and sedition 
and that is the problem the West is 
not familiar with,” he said, adding 
that Al Jazeera Arabic needs to be 
completely revamped.

The conference  also shed light 
on the plight of the al-Marri tribe in 
Qatar.

Qatari opposition member Mo-
hammed bin Jalal al-Marri, cur-
rently in exile in Saudi Arabia, 
highlighted the brutal manner in 
which the regime in Doha crushes 
any form of dissent.

Thousands of members of the al-
Marri tribe have been displaced and 
are stateless, starting from crack-
downs dating to 1996 and continu-
ing as recently as this month, in 
which more than 50 members of 
the tribe have had their citizenship 
revoked.

“Members of our tribe who 
pledged allegiance to the previous 
emirs were tortured. They were 
made up of more than 200 mili-
tary officers and were all thrown 
in prison,” al-Marri said at the con-
ference, adding that his father was 
one of those military officers jailed 
for several years before having their 
nationality withdrawn.

Al-Marri also told the conference 
that Qatari authorities refused to 
grant him or members of his family 
permission to see his mother when 
she was dying of cancer in Qatar.

“She passed away because we 
could not reach her to help,” he 
said.

Major conference brings together 
Qatari opposition for the first time

Mohammed Alkhereiji

Concerns. Qatari opposition member Mohammed bin Jalal al-Marri (C) at the ‘Qatar, Global Security & Stability’ conference in London, on September 14.                                   (The Arab Weekly)
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O 

ne of the most tragic 
repercussions of dis-
sent in the Gulf state 
of Qatar has been il-
lustrated by the fate 

of the Al-Marri tribe, which has 
been on the receiving end of har-
assment from Qatari authorities 
since the 1990s.

While Qatar’s opposition 
movement met in London and 
highlighted the plight of the 
tribe, authorities in Doha re-
voked the citizenship of Al-Marri 
tribe leader Sheikh Talib bin La-
houm bin Shuraim along with 
that of 55 members of his fam-
ily, allegedly over their links to 
Saudi Arabia.

Sheikh Talib said the latest 
incident came after he and a 
number of other tribal leaders 
met with Saudi Crown Prince 

Mohammed bin Salman bin Ab-
dulaziz.

The tribe has branches in both 
Saudi Arabia and Qatar. The news 
of the revocation of their nation-
alities spurred intense criticism 
on social media, with the Arabic 
hashtag “Revoking Al-Marri’s 
citizenship” trending in various 
Gulf countries overnight and gar-
nering more than 68,000 tweets.

“Targeting Sheikh Talib bin 
Shuraim is a desperate attempt 
to cut off Arab Qatar from its sur-
roundings and tribal ties,” Bah-
raini Foreign Minister Khalid bin 
Ahmed al-Khalifa said on Twit-
ter.

Thousands of members of the 
Al-Marri tribe have been dis-
placed and are stateless.
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A 

number of participants 
and media organisations 
said they were targeted 
by an intimidation cam-
paign aimed at dissuad-

ing them from attending the Qatari 
opposition conference held in Lon-
don on September 14.

Suspicion over the attempts cen-
tred on representatives and sup-
porters of the Doha government.

A week before the event, UK 
members of parliament received a 
letter from what would later be re-
vealed to be a fake public relations 
firm urging them to boycott the 
“Qatar, Global Security & Stability” 
conference. The same fake PR firm, 
calling itself the London Centre for 
Public Affairs (LCPA), also reached 
out to a number of news media out-
lets, including the British Broad-
casting Corporation (BBC).

The BBC is scheduled to air a doc-
umentary on the bizarre attempts 
to hinder the event’s media cover-
age later in the year.

“In the 12 years I’ve been a mem-
ber of parliament I’ve never come 
under the sort of level of pressure 
that my office and members of staff 
have been put under by certain 
groups trying to prevent us from 
attending,” MP Daniel Kawczynski 
said.

Kawczynski stressed that the 
nature of the UK’s parliamentary 
democracy requires it to scrutinise 
the government’s foreign policy 
and relations with the Gulf states.

“It’s actually had a negative ef-
fect because it made me more 
determined to come to the confer-
ence,” Kawczynski stressed, adding 
that British parliamentarians do not 
react kindly to threats and intimi-
dation.

In its press release, the fake PR 
firm also called for the Internation-
al Federation of Journalists (IFJ) 
to revoke the membership of the 
UAE Journalists Association and its 
members, claiming that the associ-
ation was financially underwriting 
the event.

The Arab Weekly staff
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A 

uthorities in Saudi Ara-
bia have detained a 
number of hard-line 
clerics, including con-
troversial Muslim Broth-

erhood-affiliated cleric Salman al-
Oudah.

On September 9, security  
services arrested 20 people; among 
them were al-Oudah and fellow 
hard-line Sheikh Awad al-Qarni, 
also known for his affiliation with 
the outlawed Brotherhood move-
ment. The kingdom’s official news 
agency did not name either man 
but said that authorities had un-
covered a group involved in “intel-
ligence activities for the benefit of 
foreign parties.” A Saudi security 
source told Reuters that the indi-
viduals arrested were accused of 
“espionage activities and having 
contacts with external entities, in-
cluding the Muslim Brotherhood.”

Saudi sources, speaking on the 
condition of anonymity, said the ar-
rests of a number of hard-line cler-
ics were not tied to their individual 
views or the extreme ideas they’ve 
expressed on social media, but to 
their acting like a fifth column for 
the Qatari government as well as 
their placing loyalties to the Mus-
lim Brotherhood movement above 
the interests of their own country.

The sources stressed that the ar-
rests of al-Oudah and al-Qarni were 
a long time in the making and were 
tied to their positions related to Qa-
tar and their links to exiled Egyp-
tian theologian Yusuf al-Qaradawi, 
head of the International Union of 
Muslim Scholars. It has been ac-
cused of being a front for the Mus-

lim Brotherhood organisation.
In June of this year, Saudi Arabia, 

the UAE, Bahrain and Egypt sev-
ered ties with Qatar over what they 
described as its continued support 
of radical groups and perpetual in-
terference in the affairs of its fellow 
Arab states. Consequently, Saudi 
Arabia ordered all its nationals liv-
ing and working in Qatar to return 
home, and Saudi nationals were no 
longer permitted to work for Qatari-
owned business or establishments.

Saudi Arabia designated the Mus-
lim Brotherhood a terrorist organi-
sation in 2014, coinciding with the 
last time Riyadh severed relations 
with Doha.

In al-Oudah’s case, despite the 
severing of relations between Ri-
yadh and Doha, the provocative 
sheikh maintained his post as as-
sistant secretary of Qaradawi’s 
Qatar-based International Union 
of Muslim Scholars, regardless of 
being considered by some to be a 
front for the Muslim Brotherhood 
movement and Qaradawi’s official-
ly being designated as a terrorist by 
Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Bahrain and 
Egypt.

Al-Oudah has had a long and 
complicated relationship with Sau-
di authorities. He was imprisoned 
in the early 1990s by Saudi authori-

ties, along with four other high- 
profile preachers, for petitioning 
the government to give more say to 
the religious establishment in the 
country’s decision-making process, 
believing the kingdom to not be or-
thodox enough.

Al-Oudah was also an inspiration 

to former al-Qaeda leader Osama 
bin Laden. During bin Laden’s 
speeches in the 1990s, in which he 
talked about the kingdom’s conten-
tious relationship with the United 
States, he frequently referenced 
al-Oudah due to their shared world 
vision.

The New York Times has de-
scribed al-Oudah as a mentor to 
bin Laden. Although al-Oudah and 
other Saudi religious scholars de-
nounced the 9/11 attacks, it took 
the controversial preacher six years 
to publicly denounce his former 
pupil.

Authorities in Saudi Arabia crack down 
on Muslim Brotherhood-affiliated clerics
The Arab Weekly staff

A mentor. A grab from a 2010 video showing Saudi conservative cleric Sheikh Salman al-Oudah 
pleading with former US President Barack Obama to pardon Humaidan al-Turki, who was sentenced 
to 28 years in jail in Colorado for abusing an Indonesian housemaid.         (AFP)
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Horn of Africa carries over tensions from Gulf region
Sharmila Devi

London

T he Qatar crisis, which 
has seen Doha pitched 
against Saudi Arabia and 
the United Arab Emirates, 
risks putting Ethiopia, Eri-

trea and Djibouti on a path towards 
armed confrontation as the Horn 
of Africa comes under pressure to 
take sides in the inter-Arab rivalry, 
a commentary by the International 
Crisis Group (ICG) said.

Competition among the Arab 
powers risks further destabilising 
Somalia, where Turkey is to open 
the largest military camp there, 
Somali Defence Minister Abdi-
rashid Abdullahi Mohamed said in 
a statement in August. Turkey in 
June sent additional soldiers to its 
military base in Qatar, whose side 
Ankara appears to have taken in the 
Gulf dispute.

Saudi Arabia is leading a boycott 
of Qatar over allegations Doha sup-
ports Sunni Muslim extremists and 
Shia Muslim groups tied to Iran. 
Dubai risks damaging its status as 
a financial centre as a result of the 
trade boycott of Qatar, Standard 
Chartered bank warned.

The potential for conflict in the 
Horn of Africa is worrying many 
analysts. “It is only a slight exag-
geration to say that Saudi Arabia’s 
aggressive foreign policy and the 
resultant diplomatic crisis with Qa-
tar have upset the balance of power 
among the countries of the Horn,” 
wrote Berouk Mesfin, a consultant 
with the Institute for Security Stud-
ies.

The diplomatic potential for ad-
dressing the tensions and compet-
ing interests was limited, however, 

said Princeton Lyman, a former US 
special envoy for Sudan and South 
Sudan and now a senior adviser at 
the US Institute of Peace.

“The AU [African Union] and 
the Arab League have very little 
interaction and no history of close 
cooperation around overlapping is-
sues. Indeed, the AU is struggling 
to deal with such crises as South 
Sudan and Somalia. Outsiders are 
similarly limited in their structures 
to address this cross-regional set of 
developments,” he said.

“For example, the US State De-
partment divides this area into two 
different bureaus. Coordination of 

policy across them is hampered by 
the lack of appointees at senior lev-
els where such coordination would 
take place. Unfortunately, the pros-
pect of greater instability in the 
Horn is tragic but real.”

Rivalries in the Gulf are rever-
berating across the Horn of Africa, 
creating a complicated mosaic that 
could fall apart under pressure.

Ethiopia and Djibouti are strate-
gic allies and border tensions rose 
in June when Qatar removed 400 
observers monitoring a ceasefire 
on the Red Sea island of Doumeira, 
claimed by both Eritrea and Djibou-
ti, to protest the two countries’ sup-

port for Qatar’s Gulf adversaries, 
said the ICG commentary called “A 
Dangerous Gulf in the Horn: How 
the Inter-Arab Crisis is Fuelling Re-
gional Tensions.”

“Despite Djibouti’s protests and 
calls for intervention by the UN Se-
curity Council and the African Un-
ion, Eritrea so far seems unwilling 
to withdraw its troops and engage 
in talks aimed at a peaceful set-
tlement. Reports that Ethiopia is 
massing forces to dislodge Eritrean 
troops from Doumeira are unveri-
fied, yet plausible,” said the com-
mentary, written by Rashid Abdi, 
project director for the Horn of Af-
rica at the ICG.

“Unless quickly contained, re-
newed regional tensions over 
Doumeira conceivably could trigger 
more serious flare-ups on both the 
volatile Eritrea-Ethiopia border and 
on the Djibouti-Eritrea frontier.”

Ethiopia has a long-running ri-
valry with Egypt, which has close 
ties with Saudi Arabia and the 
United Arab Emirates. Eritrean and 
Egyptian officials claim their naval 
cooperation is for “counter-piracy” 
purposes only but some Ethiopian 
commentators dispute this, ac-
cusing Cairo of trying to isolate or 
destabilise Ethiopia through “stra-
tegic encirclement,” said the ICG.

Egypt and Ethiopia are at log-
gerheads over the allocation of 
Nile waters and Addis Ababa’s 
construction of the Grand Ethio-
pian Renaissance Dam. In June, a 
meeting of the Nile Basin countries 
broke down, a reflection of growing 
Egyptian and Ethiopian tensions.

Somalia, an extremely fragile 
state, risks further polarisation. 
“Until recently, Saudi Arabia and 
Egypt were the two most promi-
nent rival players in Somalia,” said 
the ICG. “Now Qatar and the UAE 

have emerged on the scene. All 
these powers actively support rival 
Somali politicians, further deepen-
ing its culture of clientelism.”

Somalia risks losing vital Saudi 
and UAE military and financial aid. 
“We are very worried. The Gulf says 
it will cut aid to Somalia unless it 
sides with them against Qatar and 
this would be extremely bad for So-
malia,” said a senior UN official.

This comes as the Yemen con-
flict grinds on while Saudi Arabia 
and the UAE have signed military 
cooperation agreements that sig-
nificantly increase their military 
presence in Eritrea, Djibouti, So-
maliland and Somalia. The Gulf 
powers are driving to take con-
trol of the Yemeni coastline and 
increase attacks against Yemeni 
Houthi rebels.

“Centuries of shared faith and 
commerce have placed the Gulf 
and the Horn among the world’s 
most interdependent regions. Gulf 
powers view the region bordering 
Africa’s Red Sea and the Gulf of 
Aden as their natural sphere of in-
fluence,” said the ICG.

“Today’s scramble for influence 
is driven by both geo-economic 
and geo-security imperatives: Se-
curing a post-oil future and prepo-
sitioning for a potential future con-
flict with Iran.”

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

Renewed tensions. Djibouti President Ismail Omar Guelleh (L) 
and Ethiopian Prime Minister Hailemariam Desalegn arrive for a 
news conference in Addis Ababa, last March.                               (Reuters)

Somalia risks losing 
vital Saudi and UAE 
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financial aid.
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Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington.

Kurdish referendum

US, UK and UN propose ‘alternative’ 
plan to stop Kurdish referendum

Washington

T 

he United Kingdom and 
the United Nations are 
working with the United 
States to prevent the up-
coming Kurdish inde-

pendence referendum in northern 
Iraq from taking place on schedule.

In a last-minute effort, senior of-
ficials from the United States, the 
United Kingdom and the United 
Nations presented an “alternative” 
plan to Masoud Barzani, the presi-
dent of the Kurdish Regional Gov-
ernment (KRG) in Iraq, during a 
meeting in Dohuk on September 14. 
News reports said the plan included 
a delay of the referendum, sched-
uled for September 25.

“We believe that there is a very 
good alternative path now on the 
table,” Brett McGurk, the US special 
envoy for the fight against the Is-
lamic State (ISIS), said after meeting 
Barzani.

The current referendum plan 
had “no international legitimacy” 
and was “ill timed and ill advised,” 
McGurk added, according to the 
US State Department. He did not 
give details of his new proposal but 
said it offered “a path focused on a 
sustained process of negotiation, 

dialogue” about issues confronting 
northern Iraq and the government 
in Baghdad. The proposal was pre-
sented by McGurk, the UK ambas-
sador to Iraq, Frank Baker and the 
UN special representative in Iraq, 
Jan Kubis.

Barzani said he would confer with 
other Kurdish leaders, but Iraq’s 
Kurdish region’s parliament later 
approved September 25 as the date 
for the referendum, prompting re-
newed calls by the United States to 
postpone the vote.

“The United States has repeat-
edly emphasized to the leaders of 
the Kurdistan Regional Government 
that the referendum is distracting 
from efforts to defeat ISIS and sta-
bilise the liberated areas,” US Presi-
dent Donald Trump’s White House 
said in a statement. “Holding the 
referendum in disputed areas is par-
ticularly provocative and destabilis-
ing,” it warned.

The KRG says a yes vote on Sep-
tember 25, the expected outcome, 
would mark the start of negotiations 
with the central Iraqi government in 
Baghdad about an orderly separa-
tion to lay the groundwork for the 
creation of a Kurdish state. Baghdad 
says the vote is illegal. Turkey, Iran 
and Syria also oppose the referen-
dum.

Washington argues that the refer-
endum and the upheaval it is likely 

to cause between the KRG in Erbil 
and the central administration in 
Baghdad will affect the fight against 
ISIS in Iraq and Syria. Both the KRG’s 
troops, the peshmerga, and the Iraqi 
military are important US allies in 
the effort to push back and ulti-
mately destroy ISIS. “Our point right 
now is to stay focused like a laser 
beam on the defeat of ISIS and to let 
nothing distract us,” US Secretary of 
Defence James Mattis said during a 
visit to Erbil last month.

The US is also concerned about 
plans to hold the referendum not 
just in Kurdish areas but in regions 
that are disputed between the KRG 
and the central Iraqi government 
as well. “Having a referendum on 
such a fast timeline, particularly in 
disputed areas, would be, we think, 
significantly destabilising,” McGurk 
said in July.

Beyond the immediate goal of 
concentrating on the fight against 
ISIS, analysts also point to wider 

considerations. Keeping Iraq togeth-
er is on the list of US priorities, said 
David Mack, a former US ambassa-
dor in the Middle East region and 
high-ranking State Department offi-
cial who now works for the Middle 
East Institute in Washington. Many 
members of the national security 
community supported the idea that 
the “stability of Iraq is important for 
US national interests in the region,” 
Mack said.

Trump’s determination to end 
what he calls the era of nation build-
ing by the US in faraway places is 
another factor that adds to Washing-
ton’s scepticism towards the Kurd-
ish independence.“When Trump 
says there won’t be any nation 
building, that includes the Kurdish 
nation, too,” Mack said.

In a statement issued before the 
September 14 meeting in Dohuk, the 
KRG said the US wanted the Kurds 
to delay the referendum without 
promising it could go ahead later. 
“US officials have asked the KRG to 
postpone the date, while offering no 
guarantees regarding a future suita-
ble time” and without pledging sup-
port for the result of a delayed ref-
erendum, the KRG representation 
in the United States said in response 
to a question by The Arab Weekly. 
The KRG office did not reply to a 
request for a response to the Dohuk  
meeting.

US allies in the region are split over 
the KRG vote. NATO ally Turkey, 
which has a sizeable Kurdish minor-
ity of its own, says the Kurdish inde-
pendence move threatens regional 
stability. Ankara is also concerned 
about the fate of northern Iraq’s 
Turkmen, an ethnic group with ties 
to Turkey. But Israel, another crucial 
US partner in the Middle East, says 
it supports the Iraqi Kurds’ right of 
self-determination. Israel views the 
Kurds as potential partners against 
foes in the region.

Mack argued that Washington 
should increase the pressure on 
the KRG over the referendum. The 
US should make it clear to the Iraqi 
Kurds that they would not be able 
to rely on the US to help them with 
economic or political problems after 
the vote, he said. The KRG economy 
has been hit by a drop in oil prices, 
the threat posed by ISIS and by dis-
putes between Iraqi Kurdistan and 
the central government in Baghdad.

“They kind of look to the US to 
rescue them economically and to 
give them a security and defence 
umbrella without a formal agree-
ment,” said Mack. “We should tell 
them: ‘We will not be there for you.’ 
That could make the Kurdish leaders 
think again.”

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington.

I
t is more than a little ironic 
that the military violence 
that has scarred Iraq since 
2003 is diminishing and being 
replaced by increased do-
mestic political turmoil. The 
lessening violence is obvious 

as Baghdad continues fighting rem-
nants of the Islamic State (ISIS).

The source of domestic instabil-
ity is the long-deferred independ-
ence referendum scheduled by the 
Kurdistan Regional Government 
(KRG) for September 25. It was 
planned for 2014 but became mired 
in disagreement between the KRG 
and Iraq’s federal government. The 
intervening three years, which have 
seen the KRG take a leading mili-
tary role against ISIS, has intensi-
fied the disagreements.

The Iraqi government has repeat-
edly expressed strong opposition 
to the KRG vote but it is uncertain 
if Baghdad has the political and 
military clout to enforce its will 
should the Kurds vote for inde-
pendence.

There is no international consen-
sus on the issue, though the United 

States and European Union have 
expressed strong opposition to 

the referendum, as have neigh-

bouring Turkey and Iran. Perhaps 
Russia, which is expanding its 
Middle Eastern influence, will play 
a significant role.

Russia has made it explicit that 
it views Iraq’s unsettled state as a 
by-product of bungled US policies. 
In July, Russian Foreign Minister 
Sergei Lavrov told a Kurdish media 
source: “If we look at the history 
of Iraq, especially when in 2003 
an illegal war started, when under 
American leadership foreign forces 
destroyed that country, what is 
there now and what is happening 
will not be easily mended. That 
certainly did have an impact on 
Erbil-Baghdad relations.”

This harsh interpretation of 
contemporary Iraq fits well with 
Russia’s policy towards the KRG 
referendum, which it insists must 
be carried out in conformity with 
international law and under the 
auspices of internationally accred-
ited observers. Should such condi-
tions be met, the Russian govern-
ment has said it would support the 
results of the plebiscite.

That is a significant break with 
the rest of the foreign community. 
When asked if Russian support 
would affect other countries’ views, 

Hoshyar Zebari, a member of the 
Kurdistan High Referendum Coun-
cil, said: “Very much so. It had a 
very extraordinary impact. We con-
sider it a very progressive stance.”

Russia’s interest in the Kurds is 
long-standing and extends well 
beyond diplomacy. Russia has had 
a consulate in Erbil since 2007 and 
the KRG maintains representative 
offices in Moscow.

Russia has an economic interest 
in relations with the KRG. In July, 
KRG spokesman Safeen Dizayee 
said: “In more recent months the 
KRG signed contracts with several 
oil and energy companies in Russia 
and this is developing into a much 
more solid relationship with Russia 
and we are quite happy with this.”

These contracts include Gazprom 
and Rosneft, two of Russia’s largest 
energy companies. Rosneft and the 
KRG signed a series of agreements 
in June with a 20-year coopera-
tion time frame on the exploration 
and production of hydrocarbons. 
Gazprom oil subsidiary Gazprom 
Neft is working on three oil projects 
in Iraqi Kurdistan. It owns a major-
ity stake in two of them, Shakal and 
Halabja.

Assuming the referendum goes 

ahead, what effect will Russian sup-
port for it have on Moscow’s rela-
tions with Iran and Turkey? Russian 
relations with Turkey have been 
strained for several years because 
of Moscow’s Syria policy. Russia’s 
relations with Iran have been much 
warmer and include economic col-
laboration and defence.

As the Kurds move towards the 
contentious referendum, KRG Pres-
ident Masoud Barzani offered to de-
lay it in return for the international 
community’s promise to accept the 
results of a future vote. Barzani was 
under international pressure to de-
fer or cancel the plebiscite. He said 
on August 30 that the Kurds needed 
“guarantees” from the Iraqi govern-
ment and parliament, as well as the 
United States, European Union and 
the United Nations, that a future 
vote would be accepted.

However, the international 
coalition he asked for guarantees 
responded with resounding silence. 
So did the Iraqi government. This 
indicates that if the KRG proceeds 
with the referendum, it will do so 
bereft of diplomatic support other 
than Russia’s. The consequences of 
Moscow’s assistance on its regional 
influence remain to be seen.

Will the Kremlin support the Kurds and an independence referendum?

John C.K. Daly

Russia’s interest 
in the Kurds is 
long-standing and 
extends well 
beyond diplomacy. 

is a Washington-based specialist on 
Russian and post-Soviet affairs.

When Trump says 
there won’t be any 
nation building, that 
includes the Kurdish 
nation, too.

David Mack, a former
US ambassador in the 
Middle East

Pushing back. 
The US Special 
Envoy for the 
Fight against the 
Islamic State (ISIS) 
Brett McGurk (L) 
meets with Iraq’s 
Kurdistan Regional 
Government 
President Masoud 
Barzani in Erbil, on 
September 11.
(Kurdistan Regional 
Government)   

Thomas Seibert 

Washington argues 
that the referendum 
and the upheaval it 
is likely to cause will 
affect the fight 
against ISIS in Iraq 
and Syria.
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T 

he northern Iraqi city 
of Hawija represents 
the last Islamic State 
(ISIS) stronghold in 
the country. After the 
gruelling battle for 

Mosul and the rapid victory at 
Tal Afar, the Iraqi state is on the 
verge of winning its immediate 
war against ISIS. Hawija and the 
nearby area are surrounded by 
Iraq state- and Kurdish-controlled 
territory, forming what might ap-
pear to be a tight seal.

But things are not all as they 
seem.

What has been called the siege 
of the Hawija pocket is less tight 
than the word implies. ISIS troops 
and supplies have been able to 
move through the nearby Hamrin 
mountains with relative ease. The 
area has been used as a base by in-
surgent groups since the invasion 
of Iraq in 2003.

Michael Pregent, a fellow at the 
Hudson Institute, said: “ISIS is 
isolated in Hawija but ISIS 2.0 has 
morphed to the al-Qaeda model 
and is still able to conduct attacks 
across Iraq.”

The fate of Hawija in the short 
term is in little doubt. While it 
remains in ISIS’s hands it is a 
threat both to the Iraqi state and 
the Kurdish Regional Government 
(KRG). Both have good reasons to 
wish to remove ISIS from the city.

Michael Stephens, a research 
fellow for the Royal United Ser-
vices Institute, said: “I expect, as 
with Tal Afar, that this will all be 
over quite quickly. The estimation 
is that there are 2,000 [ISIS] fight-
ers holed up there, but they have 
been taking casualties at quite a 

high rate simply from air strikes. 
I doubt that they can last all that 
long.”

“The fighters holed up there are 
not the best that ISIS has to offer,” 
he added.

The battle ought to be quick and 
decisive. Stephens said, if all goes 
to plan, “the town will basically 
be surrounded from all sides, I 
cannot see how ISIS will be able to 
disperse its forces effectively on 
eight fronts at once.”

Thus the real question concerns 
what comes after ISIS. Hawija has 
already sustained damage from 
coalition air strikes. If there is real 
damage to the area’s infrastruc-
ture and the stuff of ordinary life, 
as well as high numbers of civilian 
casualties, the residents of the 
Hawija pocket will not be well-
disposed towards their liberators.

Stephens said: “The question 

in my mind is less about whether 
[ISIS] can be defeated, but about 
the damage to civilian life and the 
infrastructure of the town caused 
by the battle, which I expect will 
be relatively substantial.”

The damage cities sustain in be-
ing liberated from ISIS is a serious 
problem. In Mosul, the destruc-
tion caused deaths of civilians 
and provided the backdrop for 
sectarian reprisals after ISIS was 
defeated.

Pregent said: “ISIS was never 
hard to dislodge unless IRGC 
[Iranian Revolutionary Guards 
Corps]-backed militias were try-
ing to do it. They’ve failed at every 
attempt without US air support.”

Things are also complicated by 
the fact that Hawija is situated 
between zones controlled by the 
KRG and the Baghdad govern-
ment. There is little appetite in 

some quarters for attempting to 
take the area at all, as doing so 
could only result in more com-
plexity and possible violence.

This could leave civilians suffer-
ing under ISIS rule for more time 
than many international coalition 
members would prefer.

The upcoming Kurdish refer-
endum on independence could 
complicate things. It has already 
caused KRG President Masoud 
Barzani to deny that his peshmer-
ga will co-operate with the Iraqi 
security forces.

Stephens said the problem is 
“whether the referendum screws 
up Iraqi Army and Peshmerga 
joint operations, which unfor-
tunately seem to be subject to 
significant tension at present.”

Pregent said: “The peshmerga 
will hold positions between 
Hawija and Kirkuk to maintain 
their advantage when it comes to 
Kirkuk.”

The Hawija battle, when it 
comes, will likely be over quickly. 
But the consequences of a badly 
planned or impatiently executed 
operation could be extensive.

If the peshmerga and the Iraqi 
security forces do not coordinate, 
ISIS troops may be able to extract 
a heavy price for the loss of the 
city.

If coalition airpower is used to 
flatten Hawija, the future may be 
a bleak one for its inhabitants, 
despite their liberation. And if 
the city serves as a militia stag-
ing post on the road to Kirkuk or 
becomes the centre of an Arab–
Kurdish fault line, the problems 
the future could hold will only 
increase.

Uncertain future. Iraqis who fled ISIS strongholds in Hawija arrive on 
the outskirts of Kirkuk.                                             (Reuters)

What will become of Iraq’s Hawija after ISIS?

The Metamorphosis of Iraq’s Islamist parties

A 

merica’s democratic 
experiment in Iraq 
14 years ago lifted a 
lid that welcomed a 
flood of Islamist par-
ties and militias back 

to the country.
Islamist factions have steered 

away from democracy. Even with 
a few pushes from the US and 
Iraq’s neighbours, democracy 
does not appear to be a short ride 
away. The potholes that litter the 
road ahead must first be repaired.

The “broad-based representa-
tive and democratic government” 
that former US Ambassador 
Zalmay Khalilzad promised Iraq’s 
opposition never emerged. Islam-
ist factions instead rained down 
on the new Iraq, which is ready-
ing for a shakeup as elections 
draw near.

Born under the skies of the US’s 
“creative chaos” — to borrow a 
term from former US Secretary of 
State Condoleezza Rice — these 
self-styled Islamists are shedding 
their old skin in search of a secu-
lar look. Having abused the av-
enues of growth occupying forces 
opened up, these groups can no 
longer rely solely on religion to 
secure votes.

At the time of their promotion, 
few attempts were made to blunt 
their ideology or violent tactics, 
nor was there a threshold for how 
many political parties could exist. 
The US actively sponsored the 
growth of small parties, whose 
rapid multiplication ensured that 
power remained fragmented and 
without a centre.

It is not entirely clear why a 
country with a population of 
37 million requires 105 political 
parties, especially because many 
of the petty disputes they are 
embroiled in render the political 
system impotent.

Public attitudes towards the 
Islamist political class are also 
no longer as positive as they once 
were. The happiness felt during 
the opening of Iraq’s single party 
system to a gamut of actors with 

blank resumes has been lost.
Parties are no longer cohesive 

and recently they have begun to 
fray. Their exploitation of faith 
and associated religious symbols 
has left them with little purchas-
ing power, as the slogans and 
demands for secular rule at recent 
political protests show.

One of the strongest parties 
from the National Iraqi Alliance 
that has experienced this shift is 
the Dawa party, which has under-
gone a three-way split. The myth 
of eradicating Sunni rule touted 
by pro-interventionist outlets 
may have earned them public 
support, but naked collaboration 
with occupant forces, Tehran and 
now Riyadh, has cost them all 
that they procured.

Defections are becoming a 
common feature in this climate 

of political churning. In July, a 
new political force, The National 
Wisdom Movement, emerged. It 
was founded by former Islamic 
Supreme Council of Iraq (ISCI) 
leader Ammar al-Hakim after he 
split from the party his family had 
been long devoted to. Hakim’s 
promises of fair elections and a 
move away from sectarian polar-
ity read as a desperate attempt 
to expand his support base and 
claim distance from Iran.

Undressing this strategy, we 
see Islamist groups dropping 
their religious rhetoric to promote 
themselves as the new leaders of 
the civil state they are promising.

On the Sadrist camp, we see 
populist leader Muqtada al-Sadr 
disassociating himself from 
rogue factions housed by the 
state-backed Popular Mobili-

sation Forces (PMF), as other 
known political names such as 
Ayad Allawi shuffle to the front 
row. Leftists, on the other hand, 
are busy discussing the return 
of Iraq’s Ba’ath Party, as militia 
factions grope for power beyond 
Iraqi borders where the fog of war 
grows thicker.

Moves to rename, redress or 
refashion Islamists do not undo 
years of sectarian menacing and 
fragmenting practices. Cloaks 
can be abandoned and headgear 
can be removed, but the collision 
course on which Iraq is headed 
will require more than cosmetic 
changes.

The latest shakeup has not 
promised to eliminate US or 
Iranian collaborators, only to 
secularise the future of Iraq’s 
political system.

is a British journalist.

Moves to rename, 
redress or refashion 
Islamists do not 
undo years of 
sectarian menacing 
and fragmenting 
practices.

The real question 
concerns what 
comes after ISIS.

James Snell

is an independent journalist, 
whose writings and films focus 
on Iraq’s ancient history and 
contemporary political scene.

Nazli Tarzi

Democracy deficit. An Iraqi woman walks in front of a security post adorned with Dawa party posters in the 
city of Basra.                                              (AFP)

IraqDebate



6 September 17, 2017

Opinion

T
he migrant flow into Europe 
may be abating but the fear of 
migrants is not. Almost every 
measure of public opinion in 
disparate European countries 
indicates significant levels of 
public anxiety over migration.

Some of the apprehension is understand-
able. Germany goes to the polls September 
24 in a state of high tension over the terror-
ist threat, according to a survey by one of 
the country’s largest insurers, R+V. Nearly 
three-quarters of respondents cited terror-
ism as their main worry. In Italy, a newspa-
per poll showed that just under half of 
those surveyed believed migrants were a 
threat to personal safety and to public 
order. This chimes with the findings of a 
2016 Pew survey of ten European countries. 
A median of 59% of respondents said the 
arrival of refugees increased the likelihood 
of terrorism.

It’s true that migrants and temporary 
residents have been involved in some 
terrorist attacks in Europe over the past 
couple of years. But Europe’s jihadist 
problem is essentially homegrown. The 
November 2015 Paris attacks, March 2016 
Brussels bombings and May 2017 Manches-
ter Arena suicide bomb blast were perpe-
trated by men born and bred in Europe. 
Those attacks are just the spectaculars. 
There have been others that involved locals 
– newly self-radicalised or long-term 
marginalised. With the Islamic State losing 
ground, Europe must now confront the 
very real danger of at least a couple of 
thousand of its citizens or legal residents 
returning home from Syria. They illustrate 
Europe’s problem of jihadist radicalisation.

This is where Muslim communities come 
in. They have a role to play in preventing 
the radicalisation of the young and vulner-
able. As well as to prevent the marginalised 
from becoming bitter and vengeful. Europe 
has some way to go in the seamless integra-
tion of migrants.

Instead, far-right parties have been deftly 
appealing to anxiety about multicultural-
ism and nostalgia for a bygone era. The 
anxiety, which is rooted in an abiding fear 
of the migrant as a potential criminal and 
sexual predator, occasionally uses real 
instances of misbehaviour. But more often 
than not, anti-Arab, anti-Muslim and 
anti-African stereotypes have free rein in 
the popular press and popular imagination. 
“Gang of Maghreb worms,” one Italian 
far-right politician recently said of three or 
four migrants accused of assault. In the 
Netherlands, a prominent far-right politi-
cian used a simple and powerful meme 
– “De-Islamise” – ahead of the March 
election. As Germany’s federal election 
campaign kicked into high gear in August, a 
senior leader of the far-right AfD party 
argued “Islam does not belong to Ger-
many.”

So far, however, European voters have 
failed to hand the far right the ultimate 
prize – command and control of the levers 
of government. Despite some narrow 
squeaks, the far right did not win the 
Austrian presidency, the Dutch parliamen-
tary election or the French presidential 
poll. And whatever the far-right vote share 
in Germany, Chancellor Angela Merkel’s 
likely victory will surely underline a 
reassuring fact – compassion does not 
necessarily lose elections. Germany has 
taken in 1.2 million in the two years since 
Merkel announced a humane open-borders 
policy for Syria’s displaced people.  But 
electoral blowback is not expected.

That said, the migrant issue needs to be 
discussed in more factual terms across 
Europe. And more attention should be paid 
to finding a long-term solution to the chaos 
in Libya, in particular. Quick fixes will not 
do. A sustainable security strategy for Libya 
is necessary not just for Europe but for the 
whole of the Mediterranean.

Migrants and 
European politics

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Games Hezbollah 
and Iran play

E
arlier this month 
Israeli warplanes 
bombarded a new a 
Syrian research facility 
in Hama alleged to be 
controlled by Hezbol-
lah. The Syrian regime 

acknowledged the raid and re-
ported the death of two Syrian sol-
diers from the attack. The official 
statement by the Syrian authorities 
mentioned that the launching of 
the missiles took place from Leba-
nese airspace.

News agencies reported that the 
target was only 70 km from 
Hmeimim air base, the headquar-
ters of the largest Russian airbase 
in Syria. The statement by the 
Syrian regime did not include any 
retaliatory threats against Israel 
while Hezbollah and Iran 
observed a deafening silence. It is 
not clear at this point whether 
Israel would engage in air strikes 
on targets on Syrian territory 
without prior coordination with 
Russia. Syrian airspace is under 
Russian control and the Russians 
have dozens of launching vehicles 
for S400 missiles in Syria, none of 
which blinked an eye at the 
dozens of Israeli attacks on Syrian 
lands.

Since the end of the 2006 war 
with Hezbollah in Lebanon, 
Israeli media have been talking 
about the country preparing for a 
new war against the same oppo-
nent. But while a war of words 
raged on between both sides, the 
Lebanese-Israeli border wit-
nessed the longest stretch of 
peace since the creation of the 
Zionist entity.

The rattling of sabres has gone 
on for the past ten years. Israel 
would engage in military manoeu-
vres and Hezbollah would warn 
that thousands of missiles were 
already targeting Israel. In reality, 
though, it must be the case that 
both parties’ interests on the field 
have been secured. Otherwise, we 
would not be able to explain the 
decision by Hezbollah to move 
10,000 of its fighters to battle 
fronts in Syria without fearing an 

attack by Israel on its positions in 
Lebanon.

Israel must have been asked to 
keep the status quo on its north-
ern borders while Hezbollah has 
shown great diligence in not 
breaking the peace with Israel. 
Except for a couple of incidents 
between 2007 and 2011, quickly 
condemned by Hezbollah, all has 
been quiet on the northern front.

Several questions are begging 
for answers. Why, for example, 
should Israel care about hitting 
some Syrian facilities and some 
Syrian arms convoys on their way 
to Lebanon? Why focus on the 
convoys going to Lebanon and 
ignore the convoys of hundreds of 
Hezbollah fighters and their 
weapons crossing almost daily for 
the past five years into Syria?

While crossing into Syria, 
Hezbollah forces did not seem at 
all fearful of any air strikes. It was 
as if Hezbollah had assurances 
that Israel will not touch its 
camps all over Syria. But when it 
comes to moving weapons into 
Lebanon or to zones close to 
occupied Golan, Israeli paranoia 
is triggered. Israel was founded 
on fear and any change in its 
surroundings throws it into fits of 
paranoia.

In the Arab world, playing the 
Israeli card is no longer profitable. 

Over the years, it has become 
clear that anti-Israeli discourse 
by the Iranian axis was no more 
than a tool to make inroads inside 
the Arab world. The Iranian axis 
has its eyes set on other targets 
and none of its weapons, fighters 
and finances were meant to be 
used against Israel.

Thanks to Iranian efforts in the 
Arab region, Israel has become a 
non-essential issue. Iran is busy 
defending the interests of the 
Shia and other minorities in the 
region and is far from starting a 
fight with Israel. Even its current 
coalition with Russia is built on 
not disturbing Israel’s security.

When Iranian leaders, and even 
some Shia Arabs, boast of their 
victories in the region, Israel 
comforts itself by further reduc-
ing the chances of a peaceful 
settlement with the Palestinians. 
Of course, Iran and Hezbollah 
continue to loudly claim that 
their main objective in the region 
is the elimination of the Zionist 
entity but they strangely refrain 
from any military action against 
Israel when the latter does in fact 
from time to time strike at 
Hezbollah targets in the region. 
It’s as if Iran is dumbfounded by 
Israel’s actions and can’t under-
stand why Israel is poking its 
nose where it doesn’t belong.

The Syrian regime and Iran 
know very well that in case of an 
Israeli attack on Hezbollah or any 
other Iranian agent in the region, 
the Arab countries will not take it 
as an attack on Palestine or the 
start of another Arab-Israeli war. 
Thus, Iran and Hezbollah will 
continue to avoid starting a war 
with Israel and Israel will con-
tinue to appreciate Hezbollah’s 
effort to keep the peace along its 
borders.

Israel is perfectly aware that 
the national security priorities of 
the Iranian regime do not include 
a confrontation with Israel and 
that the real threat to its exist-
ence lies within parts of the Arab 
world, whatever the regime 
happens to be.

Editorial

   is a Lebanese writer.
Ali Al Amin

Thanks to Iranian efforts in the Arab region, Israel has 
become a non-essential issue.

In the Arab 
world, 
playing the 
Israeli card 
is no longer 
profitable.

Impasse. Young men stand on the wire of a suspen-
sion bridge, holding Palestinian (R) and Hezbollah 
flags at Iran park in the southern Lebanese-Israeli 
border village of Maroun el-Rass.                              (AP)
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Libyans can overcome 
their current predicament

Are the Rohingyas
the new Palestinians?

L
ibya is facing enor-
mous challenges in 
its transition phase, 
especially now when 
the state apparatus 
has failed to rein in 
the various lawless 

armed militias. The state is no 
longer able to enforce the law and 
protect citizens as the country 
slips into more and more chaos.

Amid the political squabbling 
and hunger for power, the mere 
existence of Libya as a unified 
state is in jeopardy.  As long as 
the military and security 
institutions in Libya remain 
disunited, there will be no 
chance for laying the founda-
tions of the rule of law. The local 
political forces are weak and 
unable to start a constructive 
dialogue, let alone find a 
solution to the crisis; so they 
remain locked in a bitter struggle 
for power.

Many regional and interna-
tional powers find their interests 
better served if Libya is in civil 
turmoil. The country is incapa-
ble of defending its airspace and 
its maritime and land borders, 
making it possible for organised 
crime, piracy and illegal migra-
tion to thrive. Pushed by unbear-
able economic hardships, some 
Libyan citizens have resorted to 
begging to survive while others 
have turned to crime. The state 
can no longer provide basic 
protection, so some citizens 
have taken the law into their 
own hands.

Years of pervasive corruption 
in the administrative and 
financial institutions have 
driven the country into bank-
ruptcy. Citizens have been 
stripped of their possessions and 
rights while criminals roam 
undisturbed. As long as crimi-
nals and corrupt officials in 
Libya continue to escape the law, 
the cycle of violence will 
continue.

 Jails in Libya are bursting with 
people detained without any 
probable cause. Their detention 
may last for years without 
investigation or trial. Thousands 
of Libyans have been displaced 
for no apparent reason. Discrimi-
nation is rife, making it impos-
sible to put in practice the 
principle of equality before the 
law. Extremist thinking and 
behaviour have seeped deep into 
Libyan society.

In Libya today, widespread 
unemployment is pushing the 
youth into the arms of the 
militias. Those who have been in 
the militias for some years now 
are finding it difficult to adjust 
to civil life.  The same years of 
political strife have almost 
wiped out any progress and 
social gains achieved by Libyan 
women. Thousands of Libyan 
children are denied their right to 
education because their schools 
have either been destroyed or 
closed. In short, Libya today is 
failing to ensure a decent living 
for its citizens.

Given all of the above, how can 

Libya reverse the downward 
spiral and restore the rule of law 
to guarantee decent living 
conditions for every citizen? I 
firmly believe that a political 
solution remains the best way 
out of the crisis in Libya. A 
military approach will never 
work. With the exception of the 
war on terror, a military force-
based approach is incompatible 
with the requirements for 
dialogue and will definitely 
make the situation in Libya 
worse.  Force always leads to 
failure. We must first work on 
creating the right conditions for 
a constructive dialogue between 
the various warring parties in 
Libya.

Libya is large enough for all 
components of the society, 
provided we arm ourselves with 
good intentions and good faith 
in the other.  Those who would 
be involved in the dialogue must 
be worthy of taking part in the 
dialogue; in other words, they 
must be willing to exchange 
ideas and listen to alternative 
views.

This dialogue will be the 
starting point of the process 
leading to a real national consen-
sus perhaps based on the 2015 
political agreement under the 
auspices of the UN mission to 
Libya. If all parties in the conflict 
adopt the 32 principles of that 
agreement, we might soon be 
out of the woods.

No solution to the Libyan crisis 
will be possible as long as there 

continues to be more than one 
central authority.

To ease the predicament of 
Libyan citizens, the legislative, 
executive and judicial powers in 
Libya must go back to working 
together as one. There must be 
an end to the rampant corrup-
tion and public mismanagement. 
The Libyan revolution did put an 
end to a totalitarian regime but 
has been nowhere close to 
rebuilding a civil state. Libya’s 
youth, in particular, must 
believe in their capacity to 
change things for the better and 
must enlist in Libya’s national 
project rather than believe in 
rogue militias.

The main cause of the Libyan 
crisis is the political leadership 
in the country. The current 
leaders are obsessed with power 
and working for the common 
good is the last thing on their 
minds. One would think that the 
sorry fate of the previous regime 
would have taught them a 
lesson, but while revolutions 
change everything else, man will 
remain the same.

With the right person at the 
right spot and with unity, the 
Libyan people can and will 
overcome their current predica-
ment. We have done it before 
and we can do it again. I will end 
with a quote by Omar Mokhtar, 
Libya’s emblematic martyr:  “I 
believe in my right to liberty and 
in my country’s right to life. This 
belief is stronger than any 
weapon.”

A
re the Rohingyas 
the new Palestin-
ians? They share 
the following 
descriptors: The 
disinherited, the 
dispossessed and 

the damned. And the world has 
begun to use the same adjectives 
for both groups.

For example, UN Secretary-
General Antonio Guterres this 
week called the Rohingyas’ plight 
a “tragedy.” In August, he 
described the Palestinian 
situation as “tragic.” The Rohing-
yas, a stateless minority in 
Myanmar, are on course to 
becoming like the Palestinians, a 
cause celebre for the Muslim 
world.

Consider the official response 
from countries in the Middle East 
and North Africa region to the 
three-week-old “clearance 
operations” of Rohingya villages 
by Myanmar’s army.

Iran’s supreme leader, Ayatol-
lah Ali Khamenei, called on 
Muslim governments to apply 
political and economic pressure 
on Myanmar to stop the crack-
down on the Rohingyas.

On the sidelines of last week’s 
Organisation of Islamic Coopera-
tion summit on science and 
technology in Astana, the 
Turkish and Iranian presidents 
called for cooperation in offering 
aid to the Rohingyas.

Iran’s president, Hassan 

Rohani, placed the Rohingyas’ 
pitiable situation alongside other 
gaping wounds in the Muslim 
world, not least Iraq, Syria, 
Yemen and Palestine. They show 
the need for unity, he said, 
especially in terms of forcing 
governments that adhere to 
“American and European human 
rights.” It was an unsubtle dig at 
alleged Western double stand-
ards on human rights issues.

And Turkey’s president, Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan, made an urgent 
phone call to Myanmar’s de facto 
leader, Aung San Suu Kyi, to 
express the Muslim world’s 
concern over increased violations 
of Rohingyas’ human rights.

The Muslim world’s official 
reaction to the Rohingyas’ 
persecution and displacement – 
nearly 400,000 have been forced 
to flee to Bangladesh since late 
August – goes beyond the MENA 
region. Chechen leader Ramzan 
Kadyrov used his official Insta-
gram account to label the attacks 
a “genocide.” Malaysia’s foreign 
minister summoned Myanmar’s 
ambassador to express concern. 
His Indonesian counterpart flew 
to Myanmar for talks with Suu 
Kyi. And Pakistan’s foreign 
minister recorded his “deep 
anguish” at the “deplorable” 
violence.

Alarmingly, extremists’ 
reactions have somewhat 
upstaged that of governments. 
Al-Qaeda has warned of retalia-

tory attacks against Myanmar for 
its “savage treatment meted out 
to our Muslim brothers.” A senior 
leader of al-Qaeda in the Arabian 
Peninsula has called on “mujahid 
brothers in Bangladesh, India, 
Pakistan and the Philippines to 
set out for Burma,” referring to 
Myanmar’s former name. The 
Afghan Taliban has issued a 
statement calling “on Muslims 
worldwide to not forget these 
oppressed brothers of yours.”

Extremist expressions of 
solidarity with the Rohingyas are 
the last thing they need. It may 
embolden the Myanmar authori-
ties in their crackdown on people 
they already call “terrorists.” And 
it’s obvious that the jihadist 
groups patently seek only to 
capitalise on this most recent 
example of injustice to Muslims.

Some might say that the 
exaggerated concern shown by 
Erdogan and Kadyrov are 
similarly self-serving. Grand-
standing on human rights 
violations may help position 
them as global Muslim leaders 
but it sits oddly with strong-arm 
tactics at home.

That said, the Rohingyas’ 
distress has undoubtedly struck a 
chord among people from Iran to 
Chechnya. In the Chechen 
capital, Grozy, tens of thousands 
took to the streets in solidarity 
with the Rohingyas. Smaller 
protests occurred outside 
Myanmar embassies around the 

world, including in Indonesia, 
Pakistan, Germany and Australia. 
In the absence of a Myanmar 
embassy in Tehran, Iranian 
students protested at the UN 
office.

For all intents and purposes, 
the Rohingyas are acquiring a 
status so far only given to the 
Palestinians. They are becoming 
a symbol of global injustice to 
Muslims. Once the Palestinians 
were, in the words of former US 
State Department official Jared 
Cohen, the crucial “winning 
issue” that extremists employed 
to recruit and inflame. Now, it 
may be the Rohingyas too.

Cohen, senior adviser to two US 
secretaries of state, Condoleezza 
Rice and Hillary Clinton, has 
memorably described the 
Palestinian issue’s ability to 
outrage and oppress Muslims 
around the world. “Why do 
young people in Algeria, unem-
ployed and living in poverty, tell 
me that their primary grievance 
in life is the fact that the Palestin-
ians do not have a state? What 
makes 10,000 Indonesians march 
against violence in Gaza, but not 
Indonesian casualties at the 
hands of Jamaat Islamiya or 
al-Qaeda?”

For the moment, the Rohingyas 
are the focus of a globally 
amplified storyline that only ever 
had Palestinians in starring roles. 
It may not last long but it is 
powerful while it lasts.
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Tunis

L 

ibya’s eastern military 
commander, Field Mar-
shal Khalifa Haftar, whose 
profile was recently bol-
stered by a warm embrace 

from French President Emmanuel 
Macron, has launched a campaign 
to declare himself president for 
four years without a vote.

Municipal offices, police and 
army checkpoints and other gov-
ernment bodies in the east have 
been collecting signatures in Haf-
tar’s strongholds in favour of the 
move. An official announcement 
from the municipality of Suluq, 
about 50km south of Benghazi, 
urged locals to sign the petition to 
back Haftar.

“This approach is the only op-
portunity left for national salva-
tion,” said Suluq Mayor Bashir Al-
Fakhari in an address to the local 
population on September 7.

The pro-Haftar campaign has 
been led by the Hirak movement 
in several towns in eastern Libya, 
according to residents, media and 
Maghreb diplomats who follow the 
Libyan conflict from Tunis.

The grass-roots movement back-
ing Haftar is spearheaded by a 
central committee chaired by local 

government official, Ali Triki.
The committee aims to collect 

enough support for Haftar by De-
cember 17, 2017, when a UN-bro-
kered accord granting legitimacy 
to Prime Minister Fayez al-Sarraj’s 
Government of National Accord 
(GNA) expires.

“Haftar plans to use the massive 
petition as a mandate from the Lib-
yans to proclaim himself the ‘pro-
visional president of Libya’ when 
the UN agreement ends,” a senior 
diplomat from the Maghreb told 
The Arab Weekly.

“He will argue that chaos is pre-
venting elections and the country 
could not wait,” he added.

The move comes as Sarraj ex-
pressed growing frustration over 
a lack of progress in the country, 
even after the summit hosted by 
Macron on July 25 seemed to make 
headway.

The Maghrebi diplomat and oth-
er observers said Haftar’s popular-
ity in the east, where he is bound 
to collect a large number of sig-
natures, would not necessarily 
translate to popularity in the west. 
There the real demographic weight 
of the country lies and Haftar has 
yet to see the scope of his support 
in that part of Libya.

“The immediate conclusion 
from Haftar’s move is that he in-
tends to shake up the status quo 
by December 17. It drives the fact 
that foreign mediations have yet to 
show deep impact in the conflict,” 
the senior diplomat added.

France has upgraded Haftar’s 
status on the world stage to that of 
UN-endorsed Prime Minister Sar-
raj’s, with Macron saying that “like 
Prime Minister Sarraj, General Haf-
tar is part of the solution” during a 
trilateral meeting outside Paris on 
July 25.

After the gathering, Macron an-
nounced a ten-point blueprint to 
the Libyan conflict agreed upon by 
Haftar and Sarraj. The document 
noted that “the solution to the Lib-
ya crisis can only be a political one 
and requires a national reconcilia-
tion process involving all Libyans.”

Sarraj took to state television for 
a two-hour interview on Septem-
ber 8, suggesting that he too may 
aim to shake up the status quo. 
During his address, he proposed a 
plan to resolve the crisis by organ-
ising legislative and presidential 
elections by March 2018.

“We have to think outside the 
box in order to get out of the cur-
rent crisis,” he said. “The country 
cannot wait indefinitely.”

According to Libyan analysts, 
European attempts to mediate the 
conflict have yet to bear fruit. Un-
able to suppress their self-interest, 
these powers could be aggravating 
divisions in the country, they said.

Faced with the prospect of the 
Islamic State (ISIS) controlling 
Sirte in 2016, the United States, 
Britain and Italy provided air, in-
telligence and medical support to 
the powerful Misrata militia to up-
root the jihadists from the city in 
December of that year.

When the European Union was 
challenged by waves of migrants 
using Libya as a springboard, Italy 
leaned on the Anas Dabbashi mi-
litia controlling the coastal areas 
between Zawiya and Sabratha by 
providing them money and other 
incentives, such as building a hos-
pital and other facilities, local me-
dia and diplomats said.

The EU’s  interior ministers said 
in a meeting in Brussels on Sep-
tember 14 that they were deter-
mined to prevent migrants from 
sailing from the Libyan coast, 

shrugging off criticism from rights 
groups that the move would ef-
fectively force migrants to suffer 
in squalid detention centres con-
trolled by local militias.

Mediterranean crossings have 
dropped from nearly 28,000 peo-
ple in June to below 10,000 in Au-
gust, according to UN figures.

EU ministers in Brussels have 
failed to explain the true reason 
for the drop in migrant crossings, 
repeatedly expressing “trust in 
Italy.”

The fragmentation of militias, 
or armed brigades, after the over-
throw and murder of former dicta-
tor Muammar Qaddafi in 2011 have 
undermined efforts to restore the 
unity of the central government, 
the armed forces and police, re-
sulting in repercussions for neigh-
bouring states and the EU.

Maghrebi intelligence sources 
believe that France’s tardy warm-
ing to Haftar was prompted by 

pressure from the French military, 
which has seen Haftar’s forces ex-
pand their presence in the south-
ern Fezzan region, which falls into 
the domain of the French mili-
tary’s Operation Barkhane in Mali 
and sub-Saharan Africa.

They said France was competing 
with Algeria, Sudan and Qatar in 
the area.

The Fezzan region sits at a cross-
roads linking southern Libya to the 
Sahel and sub-Sahara. It also links 
Sirte and Misrata in north-western 
Libya and Ras Lanuf and Brega in 
the north-east.

“It is clear that the competition 
between foreign powers is the 
main cause for the statements and 
manoeuvres. It mirrors the weak-
ness and incapacity of the Libyan 
and regional parties in the face of 
this European flux in the absence 
of the American counter-weight,” 
said Libyan political analyst 
Ahmed al-Fitouri.

Libya’s strongman seeks 
national leadership 
without a vote

Algeria’s army urged to intervene as concerns 
about president’s health, country’s future grow

Lamine Ghanmi

Top slot. Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar, commander of the Libyan 
National Army (LNA), attends a meeting with Russian Foreign 
Minister Sergei Lavrov in Moscow, last August.                          (Reuters)                                         
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Maghrebi intelligence 
sources believe that 
France’s tardy warming 
to Haftar was prompted 
by pressure from the 
French military.

Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

C 

ritics of Algerian Presi-
dent Abdelaziz Bouteflika 
have urged the country’s 
military leaders to remove 
him from office as con-

cerns over the 80-year-old leader’s 
health grow.

Those calling for Bouteflika to be 
dismissed from office now include 
prominent scholars as well as a 
former minister and speechwriter. 
They have raised concerns that the 
president is no longer fit to hold of-
fice and that the military should 
intervene.

But the army’s leadership, which 
has a long history of interfering in 
the country’s electoral process, has 
opted against taking swift action, 
saying they are “committed to their 
constitutional republican duties.”

For most of his tenure, Bouteflika 
proved to be a voluble and energetic 
leader who steered the country on 
a peaceful path away from Islamic 
extremism.

After taking office in 1999, he 
crisscrossed the world, meeting 
leaders and heading important ini-
tiatives to “put Algeria back on the 
world stage.” But in 2013, a stroke 
impaired his speech and left him 
confined to a wheelchair. Despite 
his deteriorating condition, he won 
a fourth term for president in 2014.

On September 6, Bouteflika was 
featured on state television casting 
a disapproving glare for a calculated 
period of 102 seconds, an apparent 
reply to his opponents that cited 
article 102 of the constitution to im-
peach him.

Algeria’s post-independence path 
to a multiparty democracy has been 
plagued with setbacks, including 
a brutal decade-long conflict in 
the 1990s that killed an estimated 
200,000 and a series of military 
coups.

This history has made 

many wary of imposing political 
change on the North African coun-
try. Opponents of Bouteflika are 
also concerned that street protests 
could break out if the ailing presi-
dent were to be removed.

They have instead turned to in-
side forces, such as the army, to 
help move the country out of its po-
litical deadlock.

“The health situation of Boutef-
lika is going from bad to worse,” 
wrote a group of intellectuals and 
scholars in a petition printed by Al-
geria’s main daily El Watan newspa-
per September 7.  “It is obvious the 
president no longer carries out his 
constitutional duties in an effective, 
sustained and transparent manner.”

They called for “snap presidential 
elections” to be held in the coming 
months to replace Bouteflika.

“The president’s entourage in-
sists that the president enjoys his 
abilities to lead the country beyond 
2019 except that we no longer hear 
this president and we almost never 
see him,” the petition added.

Sociologist Mohamed Hennad, 
one of the signatories, said: “I 
hoped for a burst of dignity and why 
not generosity that the president 
and his close entourage would agree 
on a manner to announce… his res-
ignation obviously on account of his 
health, not only for the good of the 
country but also for the well-being 
of the patient.”

The petition was also followed by 
a grim assessment of Bouteflika’s 

mental health by ex-minister and 
speechwriter Noureddine Bouk-
rouh.

“This man (Bouteflika) has lost 
his mind,” Boukrouh said. “He is 
spending what is left of his physi-
cal and cerebral strength in cast-
ing systematic mistrust on his left, 
right, above and down and all over 
around him on whether someone 
has the intention of replacing him.”

“He has confidence only in his 
brother Said and a few people at 
the top of institutions that are what 
count in his view. It does not matter 
to him our fate, our future and our 
dignity among other nations. This is 
unacceptable, immoral and suicid-
al,” Boukrouh added in a statement 
in which he joined other politicians 
in calling for the military to unseat 
the president.

Boukrouh also mentioned the 
case of Abdelmajid Tebboune, the 
former prime minister who was 
fired from his post less than three 
months after his appointment, to 
highlight Bouteflika’s incompe-
tence. “A mentally capable presi-
dent would not do that,” Boukrouh 
said.“For me, it was a turning point.”

“What can we do in the face of a 
situation that has persisted since 
April 2013 when those in power are 
preparing for a new mandate?” he 
asked.

The military spurned politicians’ 
calls to step in and end the political 
stalemate, saying that “the armed 
forces are committed to their con-

stitutional republican duties.”
This led National Liberation Front 

(FLN) chief Djamel Ould Abbes to 
describe the political climate as 
“poisonous and comparable to the 
situation in 1998,”  the year preced-
ing the ouster of President Liamine 
Zeroual by army leaders.

“The ANP (People’s National 
Army) had well and truly saved Al-
geria by playing the card of the rev-
olutionary charisma of Bouteflika 
who is well-known and emotion-
ally rooted in the popular imagina-
tion,” said political writer Arab Ken-
nouche.

“The resurgence of a strong cur-
rent of popular opinion in favour of 
the departure of Bouteflika worries 
his backers at the presidential Pal-
ace in el Mouradia,” said political 
analyst Faisal Metaoui.

However, analysts doubt that the 
army would turn against the presi-
dent, saying that one of the success-
es of Bouteflika’s near- 20-year rule 
has been transforming the institu-
tion into “the army of the president 
for the first time in the country’s 
history.”

“The current head of state suc-
ceeded in diminishing the influence 
of the army generals in policymak-
ing but his deteriorating health has 
brought the army’s (role) in policy-
making back to the forefront,” said 
political analyst Ali Boukhlef.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

The resurgence of a 
strong current of popular 
opinion in favour of the 
departure of Bouteflika 
worries his backers.

Political analyst 
Faisal Metaoui
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Cairo

F 

ollowing the recent killing 
of 18 soldiers in North Si-
nai by Islamic State (ISIS) 
fighters, Cairo is facing 
rising calls to deploy more 

military forces against the group. 
They come despite legal restric-
tions limiting the number and type 
of forces that Egypt can maintain 
on the restive Sinai Peninsula as 
part of the 1979 peace treaty with 
Israel.

“True, the army has managed 
to reduce the capabilities of the 
Sinai terrorists… but Egypt needs 
to walk a long way until it declares 
the peninsula totally free of the 
terrorists,” said Samir Badawi, a 
retired army general. “This makes 
it necessary for the army to deploy 
heavy military equipment and 
more troops into Sinai, something 
currently prohibited by the secu-
rity arrangements included in the 
peace treaty.”

The calls come after 18 Egyptian 
soldiers were killed in an ambush 

by ISIS fighters in North Sinai on 
September 11.  A bomb targeted an 
Egyptian armoured convoy trav-
elling 30km west of El Arish, the 
capital of North Sinai, followed by 
a gun battle with ISIS militants. 
Just a few days later, two Egyptian 
soldiers were killed in a suicide at-
tack on a North Sinai checkpoint.

Following the incident, Prime 
Minister Sherif Ismail said Egypt 
was committed to fighting ISIS 
with its “full force.” Egyptian secu-
rity experts have called for Cairo to 
deploy heavy equipment and more 
troops to the Sinai Peninsula to 
combat ISIS, particularly in north-
ern Sinai despite the Egyptian-
Israeli peace treaty that explicitly 
enshrines the demilitarisation of 
the area.

“This is becoming an imperative 
as the army and police face this 
tough war from the ISIS terrorists,” 
said Ahmed Abdel Halim, a mem-
ber of the Egyptian Council for 
Foreign Affairs, a union of Egypt’s 
strategists and former diplomats.

The 1979 peace treaty between 
Cairo and Tel Aviv — the first 
between an Arab country and  
Israel — enshrined a demilitarised 

zone on the joint Egyptian-Israeli 
border. The treaty also divides Si-
nai into three distinct zones and 
places limitations on the types of 
forces that Egypt can deploy into 
each area.

ISIS is primarily concentrated in 
central and northern Sinai, Zone 
B. According to the treaty, “Egyp-
tian border units of four battalions 
equipped with light weapons and 
wheeled vehicles will provide se-
curity and supplement the civil 
police” in Zone B. Many Egyptian 
security experts have said ISIS 
would never have been able to gain 
a foothold in the peninsula were it 
not for the military restrictions.

Currently, security coordination 
between Egypt and Israel in Sinai 
is said to be at its highest in three 
years, allowing Cairo to deploy 
more troops in Sinai than strictly 
permitted by the treaty.

In January, Egyptian President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi announced 
the deployment of 20 army bat-
talions in Sinai to fight ISIS. This 
amounts to between 20,000 and 
25,000 troops. Tel Aviv has also 
permitted Cairo to deploy troops 
and heavy equipment in Zone C, 
the area closest to the border with 
Israel. According to the treaty, 
no Egyptian military presence 
should be permitted in this area, 
with only Egyptian civil police 
armed with light weapons allowed  

to operate there.
Many in Egypt have called for 

an amendment to the peace treaty 
to formally allow Cairo to deploy 
more troops and heavy equipment 
to the Sinai Peninsula. This would 
have a positive effect on the na-
tional security of both Israel and 
Egypt, analysts said.

“This is why it is necessary for 
the army to have the necessary 
means to defend the security of 
the peninsula,” Badawi said.

Nonetheless, legal experts say 
there are limits to what Egypt can 
demand as far as the peace treaty 
with Israel is concerned. Bilateral 
agreements cannot be amended or 
changed unilaterally.

“This means that Egypt must get 
Israel to approve an amendment of 
the treaty if Cairo wants that,” said 
Nabil Helmy, the former dean of 
the College of Law at Zagazig Uni-
versity in the Nile Delta. “Under-
standings between Cairo and Tel 
Aviv in the past months led to the 
presence of more troops in areas 
banned by the treaty.”

Ibrahim Ouf is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.

Cairo facing calls to increase Sinai military presence

Ibrahim Ouf

A long way to go. Army trucks carry Egyptian tanks in a military convoy in El Arish, Egypt’s northern Sinai Peninsula.                                    (AP)
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Egypt needs to walk a 
long way until it declares 
the peninsula totally free 
of the terrorists.

Samir Badawi, a retired 
army general

D
espite US President 
Donald Trump’s 
close embrace of 
Egyptian President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi 
earlier this year, rela-
tions between the 

two countries appear to be on a 
downward path.

In August, the Trump adminis-
tration suspended $195 million in 
US military assistance — out of the 
usual $1.3 billion per year — largely 
because Congress already was 
planning to restrict aid over Egypt’s 
human rights violations and lack of 
democratic progress. The admin-
istration also decided to transfer 
about $96 million in economic aid, 
some of which has been held up for 
years because of Egyptian bureau-
cratic obstacles, to other countries.

Under US law, the executive 
branch must withhold 15% of the 
$1.3 billion in military aid if the 
State Department cannot certify 
that Egypt is making progress on 
human rights. Although the law 
carries a national security waiver, 
the Trump administration chose 
not to exercise it as a signal of its 
unhappiness with certain policies 
of the Sisi government.

Trump also was concerned 
about Egypt’s military relation-

ship with North Korea. Although 

the Egypt-North Korea relationship 
goes back to the Cold War era, it 
apparently angered Trump, who 
wants to put maximum pressure 
on North Korea over its nuclear 
and missile tests. Trump conveyed 
this concern directly to Sisi in a 
telephone call, according to various 
press reports.

The US Senate committee respon-
sible for appropriation of foreign aid 
proposed only $1 billion in military 
assistance and only $75 million in 
economic aid to Egypt for fiscal 
year 2018, a decrease from $1.3 bil-
lion and $112.5 million, respectively 
from 2017. In addition, the Senate 
bill calls for increasing the with-
holding of aid to 25% unless the 
State Department determines that 
Egypt is making tangible progress 
on human rights and allowing civil 
society organisations to function 
without interference.

So why the shift?   First, Trump 
wants to show that while he regards 
Sisi as an ally in the fight against 
terrorism, he will not be oblivious to 
aspects of Egyptian behaviour, such 
as its relationship with North Korea, 
that interfere with his agenda.

Second, although Trump has had 
differences with Secretary of State 
Rex Tillerson on several matters, 
he appears to be letting Tillerson 
run the Egypt portfolio for the time 

being. Tillerson has been reflecting 
the State Department’s institutional 
frustration with Sisi over domestic 
issues, which mounted when Sisi 
signed the restrictive NGO law that 
had been in limbo for many months.

Third, influential US senators 
who most closely follow the US-
Egypt relationship, such as Lindsey 
Graham, R-South Carolina, and Pat-
rick Leahy, D-Vermont, long have 
been frustrated with Sisi’s poor hu-
man rights record and his unwill-
ingness to change it. They are in 
powerful positions to do something 
about the situation. Trump appar-
ently did not want another fight on 
his hands.

The problem for the bilateral 
relationship is that US pressure, 
and particularly using aid as a lever, 
has not worked in the past and is 
not likely to work now. Egypt is one 
of those prideful countries with 
an ancient civilisation where such 
pressure can often backfire, as the 
Obama administration discovered.  
When former US President Barack 
Obama decided to withhold a large 
portion of military aid to Egypt 
in October 2013 in response to the 
regime’s violent crackdown on the 
Muslim Brotherhood, the regime 
did not bend and even doubled 
down on repression.

US aid does not have the same 

bang for the buck it once had.  Be-
cause the annual $1.3 billion in US 
military aid has been constant for 
over three decades, its value has de-
clined in real terms when adjusted 
for inflation.  US economic aid, 
which was once $800 million a year, 
now hovers around $100 million.

Sisi has also shown he can play 
the international game quite well: 
He has broadened economic ties 
with China and renewed military 
ties with Russia. He retains the po-
litical and economic support of the 
Saudis and the Emiratis, and his de-
cision to join these wealthy states 
in boycotting Qatar earlier this year 
was largely aimed at maintaining 
this support.

Although Sisi can be accommo-
dating to Trump to some degree — 
he has reportedly distanced Egypt 
from North Korea and has moved 
closer to South Korea in the past 
couple of weeks — the administra-
tion and Congress are not likely 
to see an improvement in human 
rights or democratic progress 
simply because Washington is 
withholding a portion of US aid and 
using it as leverage.

No matter how tempting it is for 
US officials to use aid as a lever, it 
will not work in Egypt’s case. In the 
meantime, the once close US-Egypt 
relationship is fraying.

US-Egyptian relationship heading down a slippery slope

Gregory Aftandilian

No matter how 
tempting it is for 
US officials to use 
aid as a lever, it 
will not work in 
Egypt’s case.

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

he mainstream Syrian 
opposition is calling for 
the establishment of a 
unified military force 
to include all Free Syr-
ian Army (FSA) groups. 

The goal is for the rebels to form a 
national army capable of bringing 
the downfall of the Syrian regime 
of President Bashar Assad.

The initial call for unity among 
rebels was proposed by the 
Istanbul-based Syrian Islamic 
Council, Muslim clerics acting as 
the opposition’s Sunni religious 
authority. Shortly after, the Syrian 
opposition’s interim government 
in exile backed the initiative.

After meetings with various re-
bel groups, the head of the interim 
government, Jawad Abu Hatab, 
was picked to be acting defence 
minister responsible for forging 
agreements among the fractured 
parties. Several of them, including 
the powerful Islamist group Ahrar 
al-Sham and most of the Ankara-
backed FSA groups in northern 
Syria, backed the idea of the unifi-
cation. Negotiations among rebels 
have begun, an interim govern-
ment statement said.

Many issues regarding the unity 
proposal remain unaddressed, 
notably the prospects of success 
for such unification given that 
many merger attempts failed due 
to conflicting ideologies among 
rebel groups and their links to 
competing regional and interna-
tional powers.

“We have always been paying 
the price for regional and inter-
national disputes,” said Mustafa 

Sejry, the head of the political 

office of Liwa al-Mu’tasim Brigade, 
an FSA faction in northern Syria 
that has signed a statement in sup-
port of the unification proposal.

“We need to put our people’s 
and country’s interests above 
foreign interests… We need to cut 
the road for Russia’s attempts to 
rehabilitate the Assad regime,” he 
added.

Analysts said the unification 
proposal was pushed on the Syr-
ian opposition by Turkey, which 
backs the initiator bodies and the 
armed groups, including the al-
Mu’tasim Brigade, that supported 
it.

Having Ankara as the backer 
of the unification among FSA 
groups would put the proposal 
at a critical crossroads with 
rebel groups that do not enjoy 
warm relations with Turkey.

Sejry alleged that Anka-
ra has a “prominent” 
role in supporting 
the Syrian revolu-
tion, adding that the 
increasing dominance 
of the al-Qaeda-linked 
faction, Hayat Tahrir al-
Sham (HTS), in the northern 
governorate of Idlib bordering 
Turkey is a logical reason for 
Turkey to support the unifica-
tion attempt.

“HTS dominance in the 
north is considered a threat to 
the Turkish national secu-
rity,” he added.

The Syrian armed opposi-
tion is arguably in a weaker 
position than it has ever been. The 
balance of power in Syria is on the 
side of the Assad regime and its 

foreign backers, Russia and Iran.
What the future holds for the 

Syrian opposition does not seem 
promising — even to the point 
that the United Nations is hint-
ing at normalisation of relations 
with the Assad regime, whom UN 
officials proved has used chemical 
weapons against civilian targets.

UN Envoy for Syria Staffan de 
Mistura stated recently that the 
Syrian opposition must accept 

that it has lost the war against the 
Assad regime, suggesting that the 
conflict is reaching an end and 
that it is up to the opposition to 
make concessions to negotiate a 
political settlement.

“The Syrian armed opposition 
feels that it is facing an existen-
tial threat,” said Ibrahim al-Assil, 
a Syrian political analyst and a 
resident fellow at the Middle East 
Institute think-tank in Washing-
ton.

“One of the last options for them 
is to unite under one umbrella to 
improve their deteriorating mili-
tary and political situation,” Assil 
added. However, “that is a very 
rough mission,” he said.

Assil said the differing interests 
of the opposition’s international 
patrons pose a serious challenge to 
any unification effort. “There is no 
consensus among the [opposition] 
backers about the military or the 
political plan or the outcome they 
want to achieve,” he said.

Additionally, “uniting the armed 
groups requires huge financial 
support to be able to pay the sala-
ries and send the support through 
a central leadership,” he added. 
“There are no signs that would 
happen.”

While unity is an essential factor 
for any success the Syrian opposi-
tion may wish to achieve, the situ-
ation and the fractured nature of 
the Syrian armed rebellion could 
hinder efforts towards unifica-
tion. It is likely the standing of the 
opposition groups deteriorate and 
their future will depend almost 
entirely on what international 
powers agree on.

Is it too late for the Syrian opposition to unify armed rebels?

Abdulrahman al-Masri 

The balance of 
power in Syria is 
on the side of the 
Assad regime and 
its foreign backers, 
Russia and Iran.

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

Beirut

A 

fter seven years of fight-
ing, the Syrian Observa-
tory of Human Rights 
estimates that about 
half a million people 

have lost their lives to Syria’s car-
nage. According to the UN, there 
are thought to be around 5 million 
refugees outside of Syria and ap-
proximately 6 million individuals 
and families displaced within Syria 
who can now seek shelter in the 
de-escalation zones agreed to at 
Astana.

Days before the sixth round of the 
Astana talks started on September 
14, the Russian Ministry of Defence 
boasted that 85% of Syrian territory 
had been liberated from control of 
the armed opposition, adding that 
Syria would now have to finish off 
the remaining 15%, (approximately 
27,000 sq. kilometres) itself.

On September 12, Russian De-
fence Minister Sergey Shoigu 
showed up in Damascus for talks 
with Syrian President Bashar As-
sad, while two days later, Russian 
President Vladimir Putin sat down 
with Iranian Foreign Minister Mo-
hammad Javad Zarif in Sochi on 
the Black Sea. All talks focused on 
the remaining cities not yet in the 
hands of the Syrian government: 
Mayadin in Deir ez-Zor province, 
Abu Kamal on the Euphrates Riv-
er and principally Idlib in Syria’s 
north-west.

Following two days of talks, the 
three nations issued a joint state-
ment on September 15, announcing 
the establishment of several de-es-
calation zones, which will initially 
stand for six months, though this 
limit is said to be subject to review. 
These zones are understood to now 

include all or part of Eastern Gh-
outa, the provinces of Idlib, Homs, 
Latakia, Aleppo and Hama. As part 
of the deal, Russia, Iran and Turkey 
will post observers on the edge of 
the Idlib region.

Idlib stands to be especially prob-
lematic. Sitting on Turkey’s border 
and held by an assortment of ji-
hadist groups led by Hayat Tahrir 
al-Sham, previously known as Jab-
hat al-Nusra, it has been of under-
standable interest to Ankara since 
mid-2015. After losing the initiative 
in Aleppo to the Russians last De-
cember and, more recently, the oil-
rich city of Deir ez-Zor, the Turks 
have been focused on Idlib as the 
last standing urban centre in Syria 
where they could establish a sphere 
of lasting political and military in-
fluence.

Ankara had initially demanded 
incorporating Idlib into the “de-
conflict” zones that were agreed 
upon last May by Moscow, Ankara 
and Tehran. The Turks have offi-
cially asked the Russians to allow 
them to send troops to Idlib to rid 
it of all jihadist groups in exchange 
for letting the Iranians establish 
a wider military presence in the 
countryside of Damascus.

Both Iran and Turkey have been 
competing for a greater presence in 
the four de-conflict zones, against 
the will of both Damascus and the 
armed opposition. At the last round 
of Astana talks, opposition leader 
Mohammad Alloush strongly ob-
jected to the sending of Iranian 
troops to Ghouta in the Damascus 
countryside, instead suggesting a 
contingent of Arab peacekeepers 
with forces from Egypt and Algeria. 
Government negotiators, already 
furious with the near-complete 
annexation of three cities along 
the border — Jarabulus, Azaz and 
al-Bab — since mid-2016, snapped 
back, saying that under no circum-

stances would they tolerate an ad-
ditional Turkish presence in Syria.

To settle the dispute of how to 
man the de-conflict zones, Russia 
sent 600 military police to Aleppo 
in December, topped with 400 in 
Ghouta and up to 1,000 in south-
ern Syria, expected to arrive by end 
of 2017. Left standing is the city of 
Idlib, which has been the destina-
tion of all jihadists evacuated from 
different towns and cities over the 
past 12 months.

Russia had originally wanted to 
create a perfect example of a failed 
state in Idlib, riddled with inter-
rebel fighting and Salafi rule, hop-
ing to shed media attention on the 
experience and then to show the 
world what happens to a city when 
fully in the hands of Syrian rebels.

What might happen now is un-
clear. However, the allies’ thinking 
is supposed to favour allowing Tur-
key to handle Idlib and expanding 
Iran’s role in the vicinity of Damas-
cus. This is what Russian Defence 
Minister Shoigu had on his agenda 
when he visited Syria on Septem-
ber 12. Part of this swap agreement 
links directly with an earlier deal 
reached this summer, which man-
dates the transfer of more than 
20,000 Shias from Kefraya and 
Fouaa in the countryside of Idlib 
to Madaya and Zabadani outside of 
Damascus.

Iran’s ploy was to create a Shia 
belt around the Syrian capital simi-
lar to the one enjoyed by Hezbollah 
in the southern suburb of Beirut. 
The Iranians are now trying to ex-

pand that zone beyond Madaya and 
Zabadani to include the villages of 
Yalda, Babila and Beit Sahem — all 
in the southern outskirts of Damas-
cus west of the Yarmouk Camp.

No decision has been reached 
on the fate of these villages and 
whether to fill them with addition-
al Shia, and talks are still under way 
on whether to give the Turks an ad-
ditional role in Idlib. Much of that 
depends on who takes Mayadin 
and Abu Kamal from ISIS — be it the 
Americans, the Kurds or the Rus-
sia-backed Syrian Army. If denied 
the honours, Moscow will probably 
refuse the expansion of Iran’s role 
and that of Turkey as well. If ac-
commodated with further gains on 
the Euphrates, however, which at 
present seem very likely, the Rus-
sians will not mind signing off on 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip Er-
dogan’s ambitions for the Idlib de-
escalation zone.

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

Russia agrees with 
Turkey, Iran on Idlib 
‘de-escalation’ zone

Both Iran and 
Turkey have been 
competing for a 
greater presence in 
the four de-conflict 
zones, against the 
will of both 
Damascus and the 
armed opposition. 

Sami Moubayed

State of disunity. Rebel fighters 
from Ahrar al-Sham move during 
clashes with regime forces in Id
lib.                                               (Reuters) 
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The Hadhads are a 
great example of 
how the Canadian 
government’s 
decision to give
so many 
displaced Syrians 
refuge is paying 
dividends.

N
ot all refugees are 
created equal nor 
do all refugees 
receive the same 
treatment.

The world 
watched in disbe-

lief as millions of Americans be-
came temporary refugees as they 
tried to remain one step ahead of 
Harvey and Irma, the killer storms 
that unleashed nature’s fury on 
parts of Texas and Florida.

So ferocious were the storms 
that the mayor of one Florida 
town labelled Irma a “nuclear 
hurricane.” The news coverage 
on American television, which 
documented the event minute by 
minute, featured the various net-
works sending their top anchors to 
report standing ridiculously under 
heavy rain and dangerously in the 

middle of the actual storms.
Watching the rescuers caring 

not only for the people affected 
by the storms but also for their 
cats and dogs, I could not help 
but compare the neat and orderly 
evacuation of the Americans to 
the chaotic, disorganised and 
archaic experience of Syrian and 
Iraqi refugees fleeing man-made 
disasters. No government assis-
tance here for the people, let alone 
for their pets.

Footage from various Carib-
bean islands after the hurricanes’ 
passage, however, is reminiscent 
of the images of Syrian cities’ 
victims of the ongoing civil war. 
St. Kitts and parts of Puerto Rico 
mirrored images of Aleppo, Homs 
and Raqqa without the weapons.

The US government as well as 
state, county and city authorities 

were well organised and prepared 
to handle the back-to-back disas-
ters, unlike the authorities in Syria 
and Iraq who mostly left the refu-
gees to fend for themselves. Were 
it not for the actions of interna-
tional relief agencies, these refu-
gees would have had almost no 
help. In the US, President Donald 
Trump made two separate visits to 
the stricken areas and spent a few 
minutes handing out care packag-
es, food and water. This is a stark 
contrast to the picture in Syria.

“The world must do more to help 
Syrian refugee children get an ed-
ucation,” actress Priyanka Chopra 
said after chatting and joking with 
young refugees at an after-school 
centre in Jordan’s capital, Amman.

As has been pointed out numer-
ous times in these very pages, 
education is the key to resolving 
the crises plaguing the Middle 
East. Be it a political conflict or a 
religious-based dispute, the root 
of the turmoil affecting the Middle 
East inevitably remains the same: 
Lack of education.

As Kazakhstan President Nur-
sultan Nazarbayev likes to say, the 
solution to the problems facing 
militant Islam are three words: 
“education, education and educa-
tion.”

“Individuals can make a differ-
ence with donations if govern-
ments don’t step up,” said Chopra, 
a UNICEF goodwill ambassador 
and Bollywood and Hollywood 
star.

“We need to take it into our 
own hands because this is our 
world and we only have one of it,” 
Chopra told the Associated Press at 
the end of her first day in Jordan.

In addition to the army of 
federal, state, county and city 
rescue workers helping the Texan 
refugees from Hurricane Harvey, 
hundreds of individuals from as 
far away as California went to the 
affected areas with their boats, 
volunteering to help with search-
and-rescue operations in the 

Houston area. In Florida, the US 
Navy dispatched aircraft carrier 
USS Abraham Lincoln, amphibi-
ous assault ship USS Iwo Jima (a 
helicopter carrier) and amphibious 
transport dock ship USS New York 
to a position where it could pro-
vide humanitarian relief support 
to federal, state and local authori-
ties if requested.

After the fierce division brought 
about by Trump’s policies, Ameri-
cans were suddenly united by the 
disaster wreaked by the hurri-
canes. It was no longer a Texan  or 
Floridan problem, but a national 
issue.

In Jordan, Chopra urged the 
world to take a similar approach to 
the disaster in Syria.

“I think the world needs to 
understand that this is not just a 
Syrian refugee crisis, it’s a human-
itarian crisis,” said the Bollywood/
Hollywood actress.

The civil war in Syria has af-
fected hundreds of thousands of 
children who without sufficient 
support “can be an entire gen-
eration of kids that could turn to 
extremism because they have not 
gotten an education,” Chopra said.

Some 5 million Syrians have fled 
civil war in their homeland since 
2011, with many settling in nearby 
Jordan, Lebanon, Turkey, Iraq and 
Egypt. The influx has overbur-
dened host countries, especially 
their educational systems. More 
than half a million Syrian refugee 
children of school age — or one-
third of the total — are not enrolled 
in school or informal education 
in the host countries. The United 
Nations and international aid 
agencies supporting the refugees 
routinely face large funding gaps.

The UN child welfare agency 
supports more than 200 refugee 
education centres in Jordan. Given 
their inadequate level of care and 
education, which is sometimes 
religiously biased, the next gen-
eration of extremists is already 
guaranteed.

Not all refugees are created equal

A Syrian refugee’s ‘Peace by Chocolate’

T 

his is a story about the 
successful rebirth of a 
Syrian refugee family 
in a new land. But it’s 
really a story of two 
kitchens — one in Da-
mascus, Syria and the 

other in Antigonish, Nova Scotia, 
Canada.

In 1986, Isam Hadhad started a 
chocolate-making business from 
his grandmother’s kitchen in 
Damascus. He was very good at 
making the sweet confections and 
over the years his business grew 
to employ 30 people working from 
his own factory. His chocolates 
were sold across the Middle East. 
Then the Syrian civil war started. 
The Hadhad factory was bombed 
and Isam, his wife and their four 
children were forced to flee with 
nothing.

The next three years were spent 
in a Lebanese refugee camp just 
trying to survive. Then in early 
2016 the Hadhads learned that they 
would be among the 40,000 Syr-
ian refugees taken in by Canada. 
So they took their first-ever plane 
flight and ultimately ended up in 
Antigonish. It’s a small town of 
about 5,000 in the north-eastern 
part of the province, best known 
in Canada for being the site of St. 
Francis Xavier University.

A few weeks after arriving, Isam 
went into the small kitchen of their 
new residence and made some 
chocolates. He wanted to donate 
something to a community pot-
luck, a gathering where every fam-
ily brings a dish to be shared. The 
Antigonish community loved the 
chocolates so Isam decided to make 
some more. But his wife chased 
him out of her new kitchen. Fifty 
volunteers from the local commu-

nity helped him build a small shed 
to make and sell his chocolates.

He called his new chocolate-
making venture “Peace by Choco-
late.” Soon word spread and people 
from around the province and the 
region would visit the shed to buy 
chocolates. Then in September 
2016 Canadian Prime Minister 
Justin Trudeau told the family’s 
story during a speech at the United 
Nations. Suddenly they were the 
best known Syrian refugee family 
in Canada. They began to receive 
tweets and emails from around the 
country inquiring how their choco-
lates could be purchased. They put 
up a website last Christmas to take 
advantage of the new demand but 
were forced to take it down within 
a few hours after thousands and 
thousands of boxes of chocolates 
were ordered. So the Syrian refugee 
family hired several Canadians to 
help them and they relaunched the 
site within a month.

Fast forward to this past week 
when the Hadhad’s opened a new 
factory in Antigonish. It will em-
ploy 20 people to start. “Peace by 
Chocolate” is hiring other Syrian 
refugees throughout the country 
to be their distributors. The family 
has repeatedly told the media how 
they have been overwhelmed by 
the reception and support from 
the local community. They would 
not build their new factory any-
where but Antigonish. Then Tareq 
Hadhad, the oldest son, who had 
dreams of being a doctor in Syria 
but instead has become a success-
ful chocolatier, was appointed 
earlier this month to the board of 
Invest Nova Scotia, an independ-
ent group that grants incentives to 
businesses throughout the prov-
ince.

Not every Syrian refugee family 
in Canada has been as successful 
as the Hadhads but, as Tareq has 
pointed out in repeated interviews, 
his family’s story is just an example 
of what can happen when Syrian 
refugees are given a chance to be 
successful. He says there are many 
other Syrian refugee success sto-
ries; they just need to be told.

The Hadhads are a great example 
of how the Canadian government’s 
decision to give so many displaced 
Syrians refuge is paying dividends. 
It makes one wonder how the 
story could have been repeated in 
the United States if that country’s 
leadership had not been so Islamo-
phobic.

is a regular columnist for 
The Arab Weekly.

Claude Salhani

is a regular contributor to The 
Arab Weekly and a columnist at 
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Syrian refugees 
in Canada by 
numbers
  40, 081 arrivals since 
November 2015

  Of that number:
21,876 are government-
assisted,
3,931 are identified by 
UNHCR,
14, 274 are privately 
sponsored

  More than 1,300 
families consist of eight 
people or more

(Figures as of 
February 28, 2017)

Survival mode. Texas National Guard soldiers aid residents in heavily flooded areas from the storms 
of Hurricane Harvey in Houston.                        (Reuters)

Rebirth. Syrian chocolatier 
Tareq Hadhad.        (Peace by Chocolate)

RefugeesDebate
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A 

recent two-phase battle 
against Islamic extrem-
ists in north-east Leba-
non has exposed the 
simmering tensions, 

rivalries and awkward coopera-
tion that exist between the Leba-
nese army and Hezbollah, both 
relatively powerful military forces 
crammed into the tiny land space 
of Lebanon.

First Hezbollah, then the Leba-
nese army took turns to battle Jab-
hat Fateh al-Sham (JFS) and the 
Islamic State (ISIS) respectively in 
rugged barren mountains of the 
Qalamoun region straddling Leba-
non’s north-east border with Syria.

Both campaigns ultimately were 
successful and Lebanon has finally 
rid itself of the militant presence 
that had been a threat to domes-
tic stability and security for more 
than three years. The Lebanese 
army has demonstrated that it is 
capable of confronting and defeat-
ing non-state external threats such 
as JFS and ISIS. This helps validate 
the existing foreign military as-
sistance programmes, especially 
those of the United States and Unit-
ed Kingdom. But as the Lebanese 
army’s confidence and capabilities 
grow, it risks aggravating the cur-
rent, sometimes uncomfortable, 
relationship with Hezbollah.

One of the reasons the US has 
delivered $1.5 billion in military 
assistance to Lebanon since 2005 
is to build up the Lebanese army 
as a counterweight to Hezbollah’s 
military might. It was never envis-
aged that the army would militar-
ily confront Hezbollah — a scenario 
that would spark civil war.

But it was hoped that a stronger 
army would undermine in the 
Lebanese public eye Hezbollah’s 
rationale for maintaining its weap-
ons. Hezbollah argues that its mili-
tary doctrine, sometimes dubbed 
“hybrid-warfare,” in which guer-
rilla-style tactics are combined 
with advanced weapons and com-
munications systems, is the only 
valid deterrence against Israel. The 

argument has some merit as was 
proven in the month-long Hezbol-
lah-Israel war in 2006 when the Is-
raeli military was unable to defeat 
the Iran-backed group. While the 
Lebanese army is unlikely to ever 
attain the strength to take on the 
Israeli military, it has improved 
its capacity over the past decade 
to tackle other less conventional 
threats to Lebanon.

The Lebanese army is often ac-
cused of actively collaborating 
with Hezbollah, a claim that is 
used to harden the case that the 
US should abandon its support pro-
gramme. It is true that Hezbollah 
wields some influence within the 
Lebanese Armed Forces (LAF) and, 
as the dominant political force in 
Lebanon, has influence over gov-
ernment decisions affecting the 
army.

Hezbollah has a broad base of 
support in Lebanon and it is un-
surprising that some in the army 
would share the party’s anti-Israel 
credo. On the other hand, there are 
officers and soldiers that bristle at 
Hezbollah’s military and political 
power and resent having to share 
matters of national security with a 
non-state actor.

Hezbollah views a strong army, 
one that works with the US and 
British militaries, as potentially 
undermining its claim to be an es-
sential asset of national defence. 
And lately, there have been indica-
tions that Hezbollah is growing un-
happy with the army’s improved 
capabilities and has acted subtly to 
undermine the army’s credibility.

In April, Hezbollah staged a press 
tour of the southern border with 
Israel. The tour was ostensibly to 
show the new Israeli defensive 
measures along the border. But the 
trip, attended by more than 100 re-
porters, also included the unusual 
sight of a dozen armed and uni-
formed Hezbollah fighters stand-
ing beside the road in full view of 
the press.

The tableau was a breach of a 
UN Security Council resolution 
that forbids any weapons in the 
southern border district other than 
those of the Lebanese state and 
UN peacekeepers. The provocative 
move embarrassed the army (as 

well as the UN peacekeepers and 
the Lebanese government) and 
spurred General Joseph Aoun, the 
commander of the Lebanese army, 
and Prime Minister Saad Hariri to 
rush down to the southern border 
district the next day to stamp the 
state’s authority on the area.

Similarly, the recent battles 
against JFS and ISIS can be viewed 
through the prism of simmering 
rivalry and mistrust between Hez-
bollah and the Lebanese army.

ISIS and JFS had dominated the 
ground east of the Sunni-populated 
town of Arsal and the Christian vil-
lage of Ras Baalbek since 2014. By 
June this year, it was evident that 
a battle to remove the militants 
was imminent. What was less clear 
was whether it would be waged by 
Hezbollah or the Lebanese army. It 
was Hezbollah that made the first 
move, sending its fighters against 
JFS and – in a blaze of publicity – 
driving them out of Lebanon inside 

a week. The Lebanese army was 
left watching on the sidelines, hu-
miliated before its American and 
British patrons while an organisa-
tion classified by Washington as a 
terrorist group removed JFS.

With JFS gone, the pressure was 
on the army to dispatch ISIS with 
the same efficiency and speed. 
As it turned out, the army swiftly 
routed ISIS, faster and more clean-
ly than many expected. The army 
said it was not coordinating with 
anyone. But pro-Hezbollah media 
contradicted the claim by repeat-
edly stating there was close coor-
dination between it, the army and 
the Syrian military, a move seen as 
another attempt to embarrass the 
army in front of the US and UK.

Then, just as the army was poised 
for the kill, Hezbollah stepped in 
and announced that a ceasefire 
deal had been arranged with ISIS 
that would see the extremists 
granted safe passage to eastern 

Syria in exchange for information 
on the fate of nine Lebanese sol-
diers held by the group since 2014. 
The last-minute deal stole some of 
the thunder from the army’s vic-
tory against ISIS.

Furthermore, a “victory” parade 
that was scheduled to be held in 
downtown Beirut to celebrate the 
army’s win against ISIS was post-
poned two days beforehand. The 
official reason was given as “lo-
gistic reasons.” The unexpected 
postponement has drawn anger in 
some quarters and raised suspi-
cions that it is yet another example 
of Hezbollah exerting its influence 
to minimise the role of the army 
and dampen its recent success 
against ISIS.

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

Battle exposes tensions between 
Hezbollah and Lebanese army
Nicholas Blanford

In full view. Hezbollah fighters manning an anti-aircraft gun mounted on a pick-up truck in a 
mountainous area around the Lebanese town of Arsal along the border with Syria, last July.            (AFP)

Lebanon

T
he Lebanese army’s 
military operation 
against the Islamic 
State (ISIS) in the 
country’s north-
eastern territories has 
proven an over-

whelming success. In one swift 
move, about 600 of the jihadist 
group’s fighters and their families 
were expelled from Lebanon and 
120 kilometres of border returned 
to the country’s control.

The Lebanese armed forces 
(LAF) was thought to be no match 
for ISIS, feared for its barbarism 
and its fighting prowess. From a 
military point of view, little was 
expected from a fighting group 
discounted as weak and incapable 
of defending its own borders from 
the various incursions that have 
plagued Lebanon over the years.

During the Lebanese civil war 
(1975-90), the LAF was divided 
along political and religious lines. 
Under this confessional system of 
operation, accusations of bias in 
favour of one group over another 
were commonplace and contrib-
uted to the LAF’s weakness. After 
the war ended, the Lebanese army 
contingents were reshuffled to 
overcome the ingrained shortcom-

ings foisted upon it by the con-
fessional and sectarian system.
However, despite the reforms, 

little has fundamentally changed. 
Although the army has helped 
preserve internal stability in the 
country, especially in high times of 
tensions, it has never been regard-
ed as sufficiently able to liberate 
land from various alien occupiers. 
The long Israeli occupation of the 
south was only ended after mili-
tary resistance, later coopted by 
Hezbollah, grew powerful enough 
to at least offer some counter to 
Israeli military might. It should be 
remembered that the full Israeli 
withdrawal of Lebanon didn’t take 
place until 2000.

Another foreign power that 
enjoyed 30 years of hegemony over 
Lebanese affairs was the Syrian 
Army. Syrian troops were only 
ousted when angry Lebanese took 
to the streets after the assassina-
tion of former Prime Minister Rafik 
Hariri in February 2005, along 
with unprecedented pressure from 
the US and the world to withdraw. 
Up until then, starting with its 
occupation in 1976, Syria all but 
controlled Lebanese politics.

You might have thought that 
years of invasion and occupation 
would be enough to convince 
the Lebanese of the overriding 
urgency of a national defence strat-
egy. However, despite the experi-
ence, the Lebanese community has 
failed to coalesce around a single 

vision of what that defence strat-
egy might be.

Exacerbating the situation still 
further is the continued presence 
of Hezbollah, Iran’s staunchest 
ally and military proxy. It has been 
markedly reluctant to engage in 
any discussion on what kind of 
national strategy might best serve 
the Lebanese people.

On reflection, it’s hardly surpris-
ing. Hezbollah’s reluctance to par-
ticipate in any debate would likely 
speed the restricting of its military 
powers and consequentially lessen 
its influence within the country’s 
political sphere. Irrespective of 
what might be in the best inter-
ests of Lebanon, Hezbollah has 
steadfastly operated on its own 
agenda and, as often as not, that of 
Tehran’s.

So far, tens of national dialogue 
sessions have been staged in 
Beirut, each designed to formulate 
some kind of national strategy. 
Despite the involvement of former 
President Michel Suleiman and 
Speaker of the Parliament Nabih 
Berri, nothing has been achieved.

Compounding the problem fur-
ther have been external pressures. 
From the beginning of the Syrian 
revolution in 2011, Hezbollah has 
gradually been drawn into the 
conflict in support of the Syrian re-
gime and in opposition to many of 

the other factions. None of this has 
been undertaken with the explicit 
consent of the Lebanese people. 
However, no one seems to be able 
to do much about that.

Added to the self-appointed 
role that Hezbollah has elected to 
perform outside of Lebanon is the 
dominant role it has inexorably 
assumed within the Lebanese 
political sphere. From participat-
ing equally within Lebanon’s 
complex power-sharing structure, 
it has come to assume, by denying 
the country the kind of national 
consensus initiatives need to 
progress, the role of final arbiter of 
any legislative reform. This has ap-
plied as much to defence as it has 
to anything else.

Surprisingly, despite these struc-
tural weaknesses, Lebanon has a 
proven track record of confront-
ing terrorism. However, its right 
to retain the monopoly on power, 
like any state within the world, 
remains a long way from being 
achieved.

In the absence of any kind of 
regional settlement, which right 
now seems fanciful in the extreme, 
Hezbollah will retain its weapons 
and Lebanon, the country it pro-
fesses to defend, will be denied the 
kind of national defence strategy 
that might help safeguard its fu-
ture and that of its people.

The Lebanese armed forces have defeated ISIS: Now what?

Rami Rayess

Hezbollah has 
been markedly 
reluctant to engage 
in any discussion 
on what kind of 
national strategy 
might best serve 
the Lebanese 
people.

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

he cancellation of the 
first Africa-Israel sum-
mit, scheduled to be held 
in Togo on October 23-27, 
sparked speculations as 

to why the event was put off and 
signalled a setback in Tel Aviv’s ef-
forts to strengthen ties with the 
continent.

Israeli officials said the summit 
was postponed at the request of 
Togo, which needed more time to 
prepare for it, but Palestinian offi-
cials said the move resulted from 
African unhappiness towards Is-
rael’s policies.

“Following the request of the 
President of Togo and after mu-
tual consultations with the (Is-
raeli) Prime Minister, it has been 
decided to postpone the holding 
of the Africa-Israel summit… to a 
mutually agreed upon date,” read 
a statement by Israel’s Foreign 
Ministry spokesman Emmanuel 
Nahshon.

Israeli Foreign Ministry Direc-
tor-General Yuval Rotem told the 
Jerusalem Post that the summit, 
which was supposed to host 14 
African leaders, will still be held 
either in Africa or in Israel, with-
out mentioning an approximate 
date. Rotem acknowledged that 
there was Arab pressure on Togo 
to scrap the summit but empha-
sised that the main reason for it 
not being held was Togo’s internal 
problems.

Thousands of Togolese protest-
ers turned to the streets in anti-
government demonstrations de-
manding a limit to presidential 

terms and a two-round voting sys-
tem. They chanted “50 years is too 
long,” calling on Faure Gnassing-
be, who had been in power since 
2005 and whose father ruled the 
country for 38 years before him, to 
resign.

Hanan Ashrawi, a member of 
the Executive Committee of the 
Palestine Liberation Organisa-
tion (PLO), said the summit was 
cancelled due to pressure from a 
number of pro-Palestinian African 
states.

“We extend our deep gratitude 
to South Africa, the Arab-African 
nations, including Algeria, Mau-
ritania, Morocco and Tunisia, and 
the international solidarity groups 
that courageously advocated for 
the cancellation of the Summit 
and refused to allow Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu to 
gain a foothold in the African con-
tinent, furthering impunity for 
the military occupation and Isra-
el’s ongoing unlawful unilateral-
ism and violations of international 
law,” she said in a statement.

Observers noted that the cancel-
lation could be attributed to one 
or both factors. Nevertheless, it 
would still appear to be a setback 
for Netanyahu, who promised Is-
rael’s “return to Africa” following 
his visit to Uganda, Kenya, Rwan-
da and Ethiopia last year. Netan-
yahu was a guest of honour at the 
Economic Community of West Af-
rican States (ECOWAS) Summit in 
Liberia in June.

“It (the summit’s cancellation) 
has dealt a major blow to Netan-
yahu’s public position that Israel’s 
current foreign relations are being 
affected less by the Palestinian 
conflict than in the past,” wrote 
diplomatic correspondent Barak 
Ravid in Haaretz.

In August, the Israeli prime 
minister boasted that pressures 
placed on the Togolese president 
to cancel the conference had 
failed. “These pressures are the 
best testimony to the success of 
our policy, of Israel’s presence in 
Africa,” said Netanyahu.

Israel has been lobbying to 
change the voting patterns of Af-
rican countries in the United Na-
tions, which tend to be in support 
of the Palestinians. As a gesture of 
public relations, some suggested 
that Netanyahu should appoint an 
African-Israeli as Israel’s foreign 
minister.

“Having an African-Israeli at the 
helm of the Foreign Ministry at a 
time when the prime minister is 
seeking enhanced relations with 
Africa and a seat at the table of 
the African Union will take back 
the narrative from BDS [Boycott, 
Divestment and Sanctions] forces, 
who are celebrating the postpone-
ment of the Africa-Israel Summit,” 

Yosef Abramowitz, CEO of Energi-
ya Global Capital, told the Jerusa-
lem Post.

It remains unknown how likely 
or even effective such a gesture 
would be at a time where Israel’s 
image is more associated with 
negative treatment towards Af-
rican refugees and the country’s 
black Jews.

The summit could have helped 
Israel export more of its products 
to Africa. “African states provide 
Israel with numerous critical and 
profitable opportunities for co-
operation across a wide array of 
sectors including security, trade, 
diplomacy, development, indus-
trialisation, counter-terrorism and 

technology,” read a statement on 
the summit’s website.

Israel, which is ranked among 
the world’s top 10 weapon export-
ers, has done relatively little busi-
ness in Africa. In 2015, only 3% 
of its arms deals were reportedly 
with African countries, but that 
could be on the way to increasing.

Such deals, however, have 
harmed Israel’s reputation, espe-
cially with some of the weapons 
making their way to countries 
where they could be used to com-
mit war crimes or other human 
rights abuses — specifically in 
Rwanda, South Sudan, Burundi, 
Argentina, Bosnia and most re-
cently Myanmar.

Taibeh

W 

hen Shuaa Mas-
sarweh Mansour 
decided to run for 
mayor of Taibeh, the 
second largest Arab 

city in Israel with a population of 
50,000, he knew exactly what chal-
lenges he would face if he won.

He had been running a success-
ful law office in the city. But “after 
28 years of working as a lawyer, I 
wanted a change,” he said.

Mansour, 51, was elected mayor 
in 2015 and has been able to help 
the city resolve serious problems, 
including exceptionally high debt.

“In 1999, a committee was ap-
pointed by the Ministry of Interior 
to manage the city and help pull it 
out of debt but, at the same time, 
only a small amount was invested 
into the city,” he said.

In 2006, the ministry took away 
the democratic rights of the citizens 
to vote for their own leadership and, 
for nine years, four different gov-
ernment-appointed mayors, none 
from Taibeh, managed the city.

“I knew that the people of Taibeh 
needed better than what we had 
and I think that I can do a lot for the 

city,” he said of his decision to run 
for mayor in 2o15 after the Israeli 
Supreme Court cleared the way for 
new elections. “While I was liv-
ing in Europe I learned a lot, and I 
have started to apply some of it to 
Taibeh.”

For Mansour, being mayor is not 
just a job.  His past 22 months in 
office have been a whirlwind: He 
makes the hour-long drive to Jeru-
salem to meet with government of-
ficials every week, negotiates with 
officials to try to meet the needs of 
the city and works to champion the 
rights of the Palestinian citizens of 
Israel.

“Many challenges face the Arab 
mayors,” Mansour explained.  “We 
Palestinians make up 21% of the 
population and are an oppressed 
minority in Israel.  We understand 
that we will never reach equality 
with the Jewish citizens but every 
minority has rights.”

He added: “In the last 30 years 
the government has not made mas-

ter plans for the Arab cities.  Since 
1948 (with the creation of Israel), 
700 new Jewish cities have been 
established and not one new Arab 
city.  Overcrowding is a big problem 
in Arab cities.”

“One of the biggest obstacles that 
we face in the Arab sector is the 
lack of town planning and build-
ing,” he said. “Unfortunately, the 
government treats us as third- class 
citizens. It can take up to 12 years to 
receive approval for town building 
plans. In the Jewish towns, approv-
al can take one or two years.”

Because it is so difficult to obtain 
building permits, people are forced 
to build homes illegally.  Approxi-
mately 50,000 homes in the Arab 
sector are at risk of demolition; 400 
of them are in Taibeh, studies show.

Mansour has been working with 
the government to get more money 
put into developing the city.

In December 2015, the govern-
ment approved Resolution 922, a 
five-year economic development 
plan for the Arab sector that aims to 
close major gaps between Jews and 
Arabs in education, transportation, 
welfare services, employment and 
housing.

“I was lucky because the govern-
ment’s plan to close Taibeh’s debts 
was decided on before I started my 
work and I was able to use Resolu-

tion 922 to start rebuilding the city,” 
Mansour said.

In a short time, Mansour’s ad-
ministration has built three schools 
and kindergartens, opened after-
school clubs and a theatre, im-
proved infrastructure, built a walk-
ing path, paved more than 30 roads 
and brought branches of ministry 
offices to the city. Plans for a sports 
hall are also in the works.

“Education is our weapon,” Man-
sour said.  “I believe that building 
people is more important than cre-
ating a building, for with educa-
tion a person is capable of doing 
anything they want. We must close 

the gap (between Arab and Jewish 
sectors) that has grown in the past 
68 years.”

“We used to own 90% of the land 
and now we own only 2.5% of it,” 
Mansour said.  “However, we be-
lieve in co-existence and that we 
can live in peace with the Jews.  For 
68 years we have lived in peace but 
we must be able to live in dignity 
and maintain the rights to our land 
and homes and not be treated as en-
emies.”

Noreen Sadik is a
Palestinian-American journalist 
based in Israel.

Israel’s ‘return to Africa’ policy faces setback

The many hopes and 
challenges in the life of 
an Arab-Israeli mayor

Mamoon Alabbasi

Noreen Sadik

An Arab in Israel. Shuaa Massarweh Mansour, mayor of Taibeh.                       
                                                                                                              (Noreen Sadik)

Process interrupted. Israel’s Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu (L) looks on as Liberia’s President 
and Chairwoman of the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) Ellen Johnson 
Sirleaf (R) speaks during the ECOWAS summit, last June.                                                                                (AFP)
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Mansour, 51, was 
elected mayor of 
Taibeh, Israel’s 
second largest Arab 
city, in 2015. 
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in the UN.



14 September 17, 2017

News & Analysis Turkey

“T
hey went crazy be-
cause we made the 
S-400 agreement. 
What were we sup-
posed to do, wait for 
you? We are taking 

and will take all our measures on 
the security front…”

With that statement, Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
dispelled all doubt about the arms 
deal he had just made with Russia. 
The purchase of advanced S-400 
air defence systems is thought to 
cost about $2.5 billion.

Erdogan was vague about the 
details. “A deposit has also been 
paid, as far as I know. The process 
will continue by the transfer of  
a credit from Russia to us. Both 
Mr Vladimir Putin and myself, we 
are determined on this issue,” 
Erdogan told the Turkish press.

The issue is Turkey’s appar-
ent strategic shift. The deal 
accelerates its move away 
from the NATO alliance and 
comes against the backdrop of 
increasing tensions with the 
United States and Germany, 
Turkey’s main arms sup-
pliers.

The S-400 system can carry 
ballistic and cruise missiles 
and other weapons at a range 
of 400km. It can simultaneously 
engage 300 targets. If positioned 
at an airbase in southern Turkey, 
it would be able to reach Syria, 

Cyprus and the northern half of 
Israel.
At the technical level, the deal 

raises many questions. S-400 is not 
interoperable with NATO hardware 
and NATO allies are only free to 
buy weaponry and defence sys-
tems so long as they are operable 
with the alliance. Some observ-
ers are now describing Turkey as 
NATO’s “rogue partner.”

The arms deal has shown Rus-
sian President Vladimir Putin’s 
skillfulness in causing divisions 
within NATO. He knows Turkey’s 
anti-Kurdish position. More to the 
point, he is emboldened by the 
apparent rise of “Eurasianist,” pro-
Erdogan generals within the Turk-
ish army after the coup. This may 
prompt Putin to forge a regional 
alliance with Iran and Turkey, as a 
further challenge to NATO.

The American deci-
sion to deliver 

advanced weapons to Syrian Kurds 
fighting the Islamic State (ISIS) 
caused outrage in Ankara. Erdogan 
is increasingly being viewed in 
Washington as “an unpredictable 
ally, but not a partner.” The US Con-
gress is said to be furious over the 
savagery employed by Erdogan’s 
bodyguards towards protesters in 
the American capital in May. There 
is also increasing concern over hu-
man rights breaches in Turkey.

Germany, too, appears to have 
lost patience with Erdogan. It has 
pushed for an end to EU accession 
negotiations altogether. And it has 
frozen all major arms exports to 
Turkey.

This is a row that will not go 
away. It is bound to affect NATO 
and will weaken Turkey.

So why is Erdogan pushing the 
crisis? To him, it is the personal 
that matters. In the clash between 

Erdogan’s own agenda and US-
European-NATO interests, the 
Turkish president places his 

own priorities over those 
of his country.

He sees himself 

cornered because he’s been unable 
to convince the world of his view of 
last year’s coup plotters and their 
agenda. The corruption accusa-
tions aren’t going away either. Er-
dogan believes the US was behind 
the failed coup.

He sees the trial of Turkish-
Iranian gold trader Reza Zarrab in 
New York as a threat to his political 
survival. His party no longer has 
interlocutors in the US capital and 
is viewed with mistrust. Unsurpris-
ingly, Erdogan recently lashed out 
at the indictment of former Turkish 
economy minister Zafar Caglayan 
for allegedly conspiring to help 
Iran evade US sanctions. He catego-
rised it as part of a political move 
against Turkey.

Communication with Berlin 
remains poor, perhaps at an all-
time-low. More than 600 Turk-
ish military and civilian officials 
have sought asylum in Germany 
and Berlin has refused Turkey’s 
extradition requests. What’s more, 
65% of the German public supports 
its government’s hard-line policy 
towards Turkey.

Things have reached the point 
that Western capitals see the de-
tention of an American priest and 
several German citizens as a symp-
tom of Ankara’s desperation.

There is little doubt that Turkey’s 
interests are held hostage to those 
of its troubled president. And the 

S-400 arms deal marks a crucial 
threshold that confirms Turkey 
is, at large, without a strategy and 
fragile.

S-400 agreement much more than an arms deal

Yavuz Baydar

In the clash between 
Erdogan’s agenda and 
US-European-NATO 
interests, the Turkish 
president places his 
own priorities over 
those of his country.

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

Washington

A 

s Turkey’s president, 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan, 
prepares to meet Don-
ald Trump in New York 
in the coming days amid 

increasing tensions between Tur-
key and the US, analysts say the en-
counter is unlikely to keep relations 
between the two countries from 
sliding into a deeper crisis.

Erdogan and the US president 
have agreed to meet on the side-
lines of the UN General Assembly 
in New York after Erdogan’s sched-
uled arrival there on September 
19. Coming after Erdogan’s visit to 
the White House in May and their 
joint participation in the G20 sum-
mit in Germany in July, it will be 
the third face-to-face meeting be-
tween the two presidents. The US 
and Turkey have been NATO allies 
and strategic partners for decades, 
but the two sides are showing signs 
of increasing frustration with each 
other.

In the latest twist, the Turkish 
leader was angered by prosecutors 
in New York seeking the arrest of 
Zafer Caglayan, a former Turkish 
economy minister, on charges of 
violating sanctions against Iran. 
Caglayan and Reza Zarrab, an Ira-
nian-born Turkish businessman 
facing trial in New York for illicit 
gold trade benefiting Iran, are key 
figures in corruption allegations 
against the Erdogan government 
that first surfaced in 2013.

Some observers say the Zarrab 
and Caglayan cases could un-
earth fresh corruption allegations 
against Erdogan’s inner circle. 
“The Reza Zarrab case could now 

ruin the Turkish government polit-
ically and financially,” says Aykan 
Erdemir, a former Turkish lawmak-
er who is an analyst at the Founda-
tion for Defense of Democracies, 
a think-tank in Washington. “Er-
dogan and colleagues are deeply 
concerned about the new charges,” 
Erdemir told The Arab Weekly in 
emailed remarks.

The Turkish president, his gov-
ernment and their supporters 
say the charges in the US are po-
litically motivated. Erdogan has 
said the move by the US judiciary 
“stinks.” Government spokesman 
Bekir Bozdag said the accusations 
against Caglayan amounted to a 
coup attempt against Turkey. And 
columnist Kurtulus Tayiz, writing 
in the pro-government Turkish 
daily Aksam, accused the United 
States of using the Zarrab case as a 
tool to “blackmail” Turkey into ac-
cepting the emergence of a Kurdish 
state in northern Syria.

Bozdag’s statement on Septem-
ber 11 suggested that Ankara re-
gards the New York investigations 
as a result of the influence of US-
based Islamic scholar Fethullah 
Gulen on American institutions. 
The US judicial system was being 
“used” by the Gulen movement, 
Bozdag said. Erdogan says Gulen 
orchestrated last year’s coup at-
tempt in Turkey and demands his 
extradition, but there has been no 

action by US authorities so far.
The US State Department re-

jected Bozdag’s accusation. “I’m 
going to say three words: That 
is ridiculous,” State Department 
spokeswoman Heather Nauert told 
reporters in Washington.

Erdogan would like Trump to in-
tervene in the New York cases even 
though the US president is barred 
by the constitution from interfer-
ing in the judiciary, said Howard Ei-
ssenstat, a Turkey expert at St Law-
rence University in New York state. 
“I think he still holds out hope that 
he can reach out to Trump and cut 
a deal,” Eissenstat said by email. 
“I don’t think he understands the 
limits on Trump’s power.”

The Zarrab and Caglayan cases 
are not the only sources of friction. 
Criticism of Turkey has become 
a theme in the US Congress in the 
run-up to Erdogan’s New York vis-
it. Senior members of the House of 
Representatives have asked Secre-
tary of State Rex Tillerson to warn 
Erdogan against any repetition of 
the violence that marred the Turk-

ish president’s visit to Washington 
in May. Last month, a US grand jury 
indicted 19 people, among them 15 
Turkish security officials, in con-
nection with a brawl between Er-
dogan’s bodyguards and demon-
strators in Washington. “Another 
incident – even a minor one – would 
be exceedingly costly for Turkish-
US relations,” Eissenstat wrote.

US concerns regarding Erdogan’s 
New York visit come as deep-seat-
ed problems continue to haunt 
US-Turkish relations. Unable to 
solve his long-standing row with 
the US over Washington’s support 
for Kurdish rebels fighting the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) in northern Syria, 
Erdogan is signalling that he is pre-
pared to seek closer ties to Russia. 
A week before his trip to the UN in 
New York, the Turkish leader said 
his government had finalised a deal 
with Moscow to buy a modern Rus-
sian anti-missile system, the S-400. 
The decision goes against NATO 
policy that encouraged member 
states to buy weapons systems that 
can be integrated with other re-

sources in the defence bloc.
Erdogan said Turkey had already 

made a down payment for the Rus-
sian anti-missile system and that 
Russian President Vladimir Putin 
and he were acting with “deter-
mination” on the S-400 issue. The 
Turkish leader hinted that criticism 
from the West would not change 
his decision.

“Nobody has the right to discuss 
the Turkish republic’s independ-
ence principles or independent 
decisions about its defence indus-
try,” Erdogan told Turkish report-
ers on a return flight from a visit to 
Kazakhstan, according to Turkish 
news reports on September 12.

If the Turkish president relies 
on appealing to Trump personally 
to correct what he sees as negative 
developments in Turkish-US rela-
tions, he is likely to see his efforts 
fail, said Erdemir. “His continual 
appeals to Trump are futile,” Er-
demir wrote about Erdogan. With-
out a complete “U-turn” by Turkey, 
ties “will continue to deteriorate,” 
he added.

Thomas Seibert

Latest twist. A file picture shows Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan (L) and former economy 
minister Zafer Caglayan in Ankara.         (Reuters)

Erdogan to appeal 
to Trump as US 
sanctions probe 
intensifies

Crucial threshold.
 Russian S-400 Triumph/
SA-21 Growler medium-range 
and long-range surface-to-air 
missile system.                   (Reuters)

US concerns regarding 
Erdogan’s New York 
visit come as deep-
seated problems 
continue to haunt 
US-Turkish relations.
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S 

hortly after the 1979 Irani-
an Revolution toppled the 
shah of Iran, Syrian For-
eign Minister Abdul Halim 
Khaddam visited Tehran 

and presented Iran’s new foreign 
minister, Ebrahim Yazdi, with a 
pistol. Startled by the gift — and 
perhaps by the Ba’athist mindset it 
revealed — Yazdi placed it in a cup-
board and forgot about it.

Years later, when Yazdi was a 
leading dissident, security police 
found the gun while searching his 
house and Yazdi was charged with 
illegal possession of a weapon. The 
story, which he told during a meet-
ing in Tehran, exemplifies his ab-
horrence of the brutal side of poli-
tics.

Obituaries on Yazdi, who died 
in August at 85, were polarised be-
tween those portraying a man of 
great principle, almost an Iranian 
Nelson Mandela, and those dis-
paraging him as a naïve dupe who 
became a close ally of Ayatollah 
Ruhollah Khomeini during his exile 
and supported the revolution in the 
name of democracy only to become 
one of its victims.

Perhaps both these views have 
some truth or rather are two sides 
of the same coin. It seems scarcely 
credible that an intelligent per-
son could not have realised that 
Khomeini’s intention was to imple-
ment his theory of velayat-e faqih 
and being about direct clerical rule, 
even if its form might change over 
time.

As an activist outside Iran for 20 
years before the revolution, Yazdi 
knew leading Iranian opposition 
figures such as philosopher Ali Sha-
riati and Mostafa Chamran, later 
defence minister, before he became 
spokesman for Khomeini when he 
left Iraq in 1978 for a new base in 
Neauphle-le-Château, just outside 
Paris. When the army refused to 
quell demonstrations in Iran and 
the shah fled, Yazdi returned home 
with Khomeini but would last less 
than a year as revolutionary Iran’s 
first foreign minister.

In November 1979, when militant 
students in Tehran stormed the US 
Embassy, Yazdi went to Qom to 
seek advice from Khomeini, who 
told him to remove them. How-
ever, when Yazdi had completed 
the three-hour drive to Tehran, he 
heard on the radio that Khomeini 
had come out in support of the 
students. For Khomeini to call the 
embassy a “lair of espionage” was a 
turning point for the revolution and 
for Yazdi, who resigned alongside 
Prime Minister Mehdi Bazargan.

Yazdi regarded the United States 
as flawed, not evil. He had joined 
the Freedom Movement of Iran, 
formed in 1961 by Bazargan to con-

tinue the politics of Mohammed 
Mossadegh, the prime minister 
ousted in 1953 by a US- and British-
backed military coup after he na-
tionalised Iran’s oil.

Like Mossadegh, Yazdi regard-
ed Washington’s role in 1953 as a 
departure from the principles on 
which the United States was found-
ed. Yazdi had emigrated to America 
in 1960, became a US citizen and 
for much of the 1970s was a medi-
cal doctor in Houston. His approach 
was far more nuanced than slogans 
such as “Death to America” and he 
looked forward to a day when Teh-
ran and Washington could enjoy re-
lations based on respect.

Likewise, his efforts to find a poli-
tics inspired but not dominated by 
religious beliefs reflect a challenge 
far wider than Iran. Whether Yazdi 
was a secularist depends on how 
the term is defined but, while a de-
vout Muslim, he opposed velayet-e 
faqih and had the courage to do so 
in Tehran, rather than choose exile, 
as a leading figure in a loyal opposi-
tion.

The Freedom Movement, which 
Yazdi led after Bazargan’s death 
in 1995, retained a quasi-legal sta-
tus but Yazdi was arrested several 
times, and, in 2011 at the age of 
80, was sentenced to eight years in 
prison, although he was soon re-
leased on health grounds.

During his last illness, he was 
denied a US visa to receive cancer 
treatment, despite the efforts of 
Gary Sick, professor of internation-
al affairs at Columbia University 
and the principal White House aide 
on Iran during the revolution and 
hostage crisis.

In 2004, Yazdi explained his 

views thus: “The Iranian people are 
97% Muslim and this must be re-
flected in any democratic constitu-
tion. The first draft constitution [in 
1979] did not contain the idea of ve-
layet-e faqih and no one said it was 
un-Islamic. Ayatollah Khomeini 
was of a far higher calibre than his 
successor [Ayatollah Ali Khamenei] 
and yet, after Imam Khomeini’s 
death, the leader was given greater 
power.”

Just after Yazdi’s death, Sick re-
called him as a man “who never 
backed away from his ideas and 

his ideals.” The US refusal of a visa 
was “unfortunate,” Sick told the 
IranWire website. “[But] given the 
history, that is not something that 
should particularly surprise us. 
Iran’s actions towards the US, the 
hostage crisis, even though Yazdi 
opposed it — those things have left 
scars and he was a victim of that 
politics, both in Iran and in the US.”

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

Yazdi, Iranian foreign 
minister turned dissident, 
stood up for his ideals

Obituary

Gareth Smyth

Insufficiently radical. A file picture shows the late head of the 
outlawed Iran Freedom Movement (IFM) Ebrahim Yazdi in Tehran.     
                                                                                                                                   (AFP)

Iran

Yazdi opposed 
velayet-e faqih and 
had the courage to 
do so in Tehran, 
rather than choose 
exile, as a leading 
figure in a loyal 
opposition.

I
n the United States, legend 
has it that presidents suffer 
from a so-called second-term 
curse. It is said to make them 
less successful in their second 
term than in their first. In 
Iran, this is not legend but 

fact. And it is a particularly dire one 
for President Hassan Rohani, whose 
difficulties are set to be compound-
ed by a power struggle in Tehran as 
political factions prepare them-
selves for Supreme Leader Ayatol-
lah Ali Khamenei’s successor.

Khamenei’s second term in office 
ended badly in 1989 when he tried 
to defuse the diplomatic crisis 
between Iran and the European 
Union by offering to accept Salman 
Rushdie’s apologies for the distress 
caused by his controversial novel 
The Satanic Verses. Grand Ayatol-
lah Ruhollah Khomeini reacted to 
this act of clemency by issuing a 
written statement publicly humili-
ating Khamenei: “Even if Rushdie 
repents and becomes the ascetic of 
the age, all Muslims are obliged to 
send him to hell by all means avail-
able!”

As for former Iranian President 
Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, he too 
went off the rails in his second term 
(1993-1997). Khamenei, who by that 
time had solidified his position as 
supreme leader, effectively blocked 
the Rafsanjani government’s at-
tempt to liberalise the economy. 
The hapless former President 
Mohammad Khatami’s attempts at 
liberalising Iran’s political system 
failed in both his first and second 
terms in office (1997-2005), making 

his entire presidency seem ill-
omened. Mahmoud Ahmadinejad 

fared no better, falling from grace 

in his second term as president 
(2009-2013) after Khamenei took 
note of the ambitious and inde-
pendent-minded leader’s penchant 
for bypassing other parts of the sys-
tem, including the supreme leader.

Rohani appears to be no differ-
ent from his predecessors. On May 
19, he was reelected president with 
57.14% of the vote. His victory was a 
crushing blow to Ebrahim Raisi, the 
main challenger who was widely 
believed to be Khamenei’s favourite 
for president and also as a potential 
supreme leader.

Khamenei is, of course, the one 
behind Rohani’s difficulties. When 
he is gone, Rohani will resort to the 
populist policies he has increasing-
ly been offering. But Khamenei and 
the Islamic Revolutionary Guards 

Corps (IRGC) are wary of tinkering 
with the system too much for fear of 
a Soviet-style collapse.

Rohani’s relations with Khamenei 
and the IRGC are on a dangerous 
trajectory. On June 8, less than a 
month after the presidential elec-
tion, Khamenei declared war on 
Rohani. Addressing the country’s 
youth, the supreme leader said: 
“Whenever you feel that there is 
something wrong with the central 
organisation and that it cannot 
work properly, you are free to fire 
at will. Under such circumstances, 
you are free to decide, to think, to 
move and to act.”

Khamenei elaborated on his 
criticism of Rohani on June 12, ac-
cusing him of “polarising society” 
and warned against repeating the 

“experiences from 1980.” This was a 
reference to the political crisis lead-
ing to impeachment of President 
Abolhassan Banisadr, who went 
into exile in France.

Undeterred by Khamenei’s state-
ments, Rohani delivered a key 
speech to businessmen in June 
in which he criticised what he 
described as the IRGC’s parasiti-
cal role in Iran’s economy. He said: 
“The intention was to hand over 
the economy to the people, and the 
government should abstain from 
economic activity. What did we do? 
In parts, we have transferred the 
economy from an unarmed part of 
the government to an armed part of 
the government! This is no privati-
sation!” He went on to describe the 
private sector’s fear of “that part 
of the government which is not 
only armed, but also has media and 
everything in its power and no one 
dares to compete with them.”

Less than 24 hours after Rohani’s 
speech, the IRGC retaliated. At 
the Quds [Jerusalem] Day rally in 
Tehran on June 23, Rohani was 
faced with an angry mob scream-
ing: “Death to the hypocrite,” a title 
usually reserved for the Mojahedin-
e Khalq organisation, and “Death to 
American cleric.”

Rohani tried to deescalate the 
conflict with the IRGC and hosted 
Major-Generals Mohammad-Ali 
Jafari and Qassem Soleimani, as 
well as other leading commanders 
on July 24, offering economic privi-
leges in return for political equilib-
rium. But Rohani’s concessions are 
unlikely to satisfy the Guards, who 
in tandem with Khamenei will see 
to it that Rohani falls prey to the 
second-term curse.

Rohani’s second-term curse

Ali Alfoneh

Rohani’s 
difficulties are set 
to be compounded 
by a power 
struggle in Tehran 
as political 
factions prepare 
themselves for 
Khamenei’s 
successor.

is a Nonresident Senior Fellow at 
Rafik Hariri Centre for the Middle 
East at The Atlantic Council.

Dire term. Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei (L) and 
President Hassan Rohani in Tehran, last August. 
                                                                                                                                 (Office of the Iranian Supreme Leader)
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U 

S President Donald 
Trump is expected to 
unveil a more aggres-
sive strategy against 
Iran by the end of the 

month that is not likely to escalate 
military operations but will almost 
certainly point to a tougher line by 
the intelligence agencies that could 
include seeking regime change in 
Tehran.

After months of debate over how 
to handle the Islamic Republic, 
widely viewed as more of a long-
term threat to Middle Eastern sta-
bility than even the Islamic State 
(ISIS) or al-Qaeda, Trump appears 
to be weighing a more confronta-
tional approach.

Trump’s foreign policy team is 
filled with hawks on Iran, although 
thus far the lack of action on the 
ground “has not significantly dif-
fered from Obama’s,” observed 
Reuel Marc Gerecht of the rightist 
Foundation for Defense of Democ-
racies.

“President Trump has about six 
months to reverse course and lay 
out a path to roll back the Islamic 
Republic in Syria and Iraq or see 
those two lands become permanent 
satrapies of an expanding Shiite 
empire,” he said.

US Secretary of State Rex Tiller-
son affirmed before the House For-
eign Affairs Committee on June 16 
that the administration supports 
“a philosophy of regime change” 
in Tehran – the first senior member 
of Trump’s administration to admit 
that.

The hardening attitude towards 
Iran was underlined by the June ap-
pointment of Michael D’Andrea, a 
senior CIA veteran lauded for mas-
terminding covert operations tar-
geting jihadist groups and Iran over 
the years, as head of the agency’s 
Iran operations.

The Islamic Republic is seen as a 
far greater danger than jihadism be-
cause Tehran seems determined to 
develop nuclear weapons, refuses 
to curtail its growing ballistic mis-
sile programme or rein in military 
support for Shia militias across the 
region as part of the Islamic Repub-
lic’s drive to become the Middle 
East’s paramount power.

The New York Times took the un-
usual step of naming D’Andrea af-
ter he was appointed and observed 
that it was “the first major sign that 
the Trump administration is invok-
ing the hard line the president took 
against Iran during his campaign.”

Trump branded Iran as “the No. 1 

terror state” and vowed to toughen, 
and even scrap, the landmark 2015 
nuclear agreement with Iran on the 
grounds that it did not clamp down 
hard enough on Iran’s nuclear pro-
gramme or curb its expansionist 
designs.

D’Andrea has a reputation as a 
hard-charging leader with vast 
experience in the murky demi-
monde of clandestine operations. 
He is known within the intelligence 
community as “the Dark Prince” 
or “Ayatollah Mike” for his years 
leading the undercover war against 
Osama bin Laden that led to the 
al-Qaeda founder’s killing in a May 
2011 US special forces raid on his 
hideout in Pakistan.

D’Andrea, described by his inti-
mates as a profane, abrasive chain 
smoker, was appointed to head Iran 
operations by CIA Director Mike 
Pompeo, another Trump appointee 
who takes a hard line against Teh-
ran.

D’Andrea’s track record of suc-
cessful clandestine operations as 
head of the CIA’s Counterterrorism 
Centre during 2006-2015 suggests 
he will pull no punches in seeking 
to destabilise Iran. He is a convert to 
Islam who led the hunt for bin Lad-
en. It is widely said in intelligence 
circles that he was a key figure in 
the February 2008 assassination in 
Damascus – carried out in collabo-
ration with Israel’s Mossad agency 
– of Imad Mughniyeh, the elusive 
military chief of Hezbollah whose 
depredations killed hundreds of 
Americans. Mughniyeh was a key 
operative of Iran’s intelligence ap-
paratus.

During D’Andrea’s tenure in 
the counterterrorism centre, he 
launched the CIA’s controversial 
killer drone campaign against al-
Qaeda in Pakistan, Yemen and 
Somalia that decimated its leader-
ship cadres. These attacks killed 
thousands of jihadists, but also 
many more civilians, a toll that 
has incensed Muslims around the 
globe and undoubtedly sent many 
recruits into the arms of ISIS and al-
Qaeda.

Iran’s military involvement in the 
Syrian war as a key ally of President 
Bashar Assad has accelerated its 
long-held plans to become the Mid-
dle East’s dominant power, a strat-
egy that involves destabilisation of 
the entire region and support for a 
legion of proxy paramilitary groups. 
Tehran’s determination to develop 
powerful missile systems to hold 
the region in thrall and eventually 
threaten the United States is anoth-
er factor that Trump and D’Andrea 
must address.

Recent Iranian harassment of US 
warships in the Arabian Gulf is seen 
as a concerted effort to prevent ef-
fective monitoring of Iran’s most 
sensitive technologies.

“Such warnings point to the pos-
sibility that Iran’s most recent mis-
sile activities are part of an acceler-
ated test and training programme to 
create a viable deterrence and rap-
id-attack capability against strategic 
US Navy assets at ranges unattain-
able by most of its existing anti-ship 
missiles,” analyst Farzin Nadimi of 
the Washington Institute for Near 
East Policy warned in March.

“The president’s reported de-
mand for intelligence to support 
his policy preference to withdraw 
from the Iran nuclear deal risks po-
liticising intelligence analysis, with 
potentially grave consequences not 
only for national security decision-
making but also for our ability to ad-
dress a wide range of international 
threats,” former CIA deputy director 
David Cohen warned in an August 
4 opinion piece in the Washington 
Post.

With the Iranians carving out a 

new Persian empire in Iraq and Syr-
ia and with their eyes on a similar 
expansion into the Gulf monarchies 
to the south, a tough Iran policy, 
if that’s what Trump adopts in the 
weeks ahead, will carry political 
and security risks that could lead to 
wider regional conflict. This could 
involve Iran’s archrival, Saudi Ara-
bia, with which Iran is already wag-
ing a shadow war that shows every 
sign of worsening.

An aggressive CIA campaign by 
a US administration as incoherent 
as Trump’s against the Islamic Re-
public, whether it involves sabotage 
and assassination or simply stirring 
up trouble for the Tehran regime in 
its own back yard, could have un-
foreseen consequences in a region 
where nation states are already dis-
integrating.

“The risks of misunderstanding 
and dramatic escalation cannot be 
over-estimated, especially if Iranian 
investigators come to genuinely 
believe or at least suspect a con-
nection between ISIS-inspired at-
tacks, Saudi-funded terrorism and 
CIA-led espionage and subversion,” 
US-based security analyst Mahan 
Abedin has warned.

“While the CIA’s war on Iran, and 
the Iranian response, will be fought 
mostly in the shadows… repeated 
terror attacks, be they ISIS-inspired 
or conducted by local groups fund-
ed or directed by the Saudis, may 
well force an open confrontation.”

Israel, which has waged a con-
stant intelligence war with Iran 
and its Lebanese proxy, Hezbollah, 
for more than three decades, could 
also – deliberately or inadvertently 
– complicate the US efforts.

Israeli leaders have made it clear 
that any new conflict between the 
Jewish state and Hezbollah will, for 
the first time, undoubtedly directly 
involve Iranian forces as well.

Both sides seem to be preparing 
for war as Iran’s Islamic Revolution-
ary Guards Corps and its Lebanese 
allies build up what will likely be 
a permanent military presence in 
Syria. Israel says it will never accept 
that.

The danger there is that the Is-
raelis want the Americans to back 
them up, although US military 
commanders, currently focused on 
crushing ISIS, argue against such 
adventurism.

Ed Blanche is Analysis Editor of 
The Arab Weekly.

Ed Blanche

Intelligence wars. CIA Director Mike Pompeo at a Senate Intelligence Committee hearing on Capitol 
Hill in Washington, last May.            (Reuters)

CIA’s ‘Dark Angel’ takes over as 
Trump toughens line on Iran

From Mossadegh to
Stuxnet – the CIA in Iran
Ed Blanche

T 

he 1953 coup in Iran that 
toppled popular leftwing 
Prime Minister Moham-
mad Mossadegh, engi-
neered by the Central 

Intelligence Agency and Britain’s 
Secret Service, lies at the root of Ira-
nian animosity towards the United 
States.

The CIA’s dominant role in the 
coup, which ousted the democrati-
cally elected Mossadegh when he 
sought to nationalise Iran’s oil re-
serves, restored pro-Western Shah 
Mohammad Reza Pahlavi on Iran’s 
Peacock Throne.

That action, which eventually led 
to his 1979 overthrow in Ayatollah 
Ruhollah Khomeini’s Islamic Revo-
lution and the subsequent rise of 
Islamic radicalism, has made the 
agency a particular target of Iranian 
venom ever since.

The CIA inflicted “enormous and 
long-lasting trauma on the collec-
tive Iranian psyche… and contin-
ued to inform Iranian attitudes to 
the US,” observed US-based secu-
rity analyst Mahan Abedin.

Since 1979, the CIA, along with 
its British counterpart and Israel’s 

intelligence services, has striven 
to penetrate the Tehran regime, 
but has invariably been outfoxed 
by Iran’s highly effective counter-
intelligence apparatus.

In the late 1980s it was revealed 
that Iranian counter-intelligence 
had known since 1985 the complete 
CIA network in the Islamic Repub-
lic and had even turned some of the 
operatives into double agents send-
ing false information to CIA head-
quarters in Langley, Virginia. Some 
of these agents were later executed.

The CIA has, however, had some 
successes in this shadowy clandes-
tine war.

In 2010, the Americans and Is-
rael’s Mossad immobilised Iran’s 
nuclear programme by injecting 
its computer system with a com-
puter worm known as Stuxnet in a 
ground-breaking intelligence strike 
codenamed Operation Olympic 
Games.

That led the Iranians to develop 
their own cyberwar system, on 
which they have spent billions of 
dollars. This is likely to be one of 
the primary targets of the new in-
telligence operation the CIA is now 
expected to unleash against the Is-
lamic Republic.

The risks of 
misunderstanding 
and dramatic 
escalation cannot be 
over-estimated.

US-based security analyst 
Mahan Abedin 

The lobby of the CIA Headquarters Building in Langley, Virginia.
                                                                                                                                                                           (Reuters)
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S 

uspicion towards Islam 
and Muslims is increasing 
in Britain following a series 
of terrorist attacks in the 
United Kingdom, two stud-

ies revealed.
Research by the UK-based HOPE 

not Hate campaign group indicat-
ed, based on a survey of 4,000 peo-
ple conducted by the Populus poll-
ing campaign, that more than 40% 
of respondents in England said they 
were more suspicious of Muslims 
following attacks in Westminster, 
Manchester and London Bridge.

More than half of respondents 
(52%) said Islam represented a 
“threat” to the West and one-quar-
ter of those asked said Islam was a 
“dangerous religion” that incites 
violence.

“Attitudes towards Muslims and 
Islam have worsened overall, par-
ticularly among the more hostile 
sections of society,” the report, ti-
tled “Fear and Hope 2017,” warned.

“Muslims are regarded as unique-
ly different from the majority Brit-
ish public. Just 10% of the public 
said they feel Muslims are similar 
to themselves, a view prevalent 
even among those most confident 
about multiculturalism,” the report 
added.

Many Muslim organisations ex-
pressed dismay at the findings. Tell 

MAMA, a national project that re-
cords anti-Muslim incidents in the 
United Kingdom, said the report 
represented a “wake-up call” for 
Muslims.

“These are stark responses and 
show a divide that is clearly open-
ing up between wider communities 
and British Muslim communities,” 
said a Tell MAMA statement.

Tell MAMA drew attention to the 
figure that showed that more than 
half of respondents said they had 
failed to notice Muslim community 
leaders speaking out against terror-
ism.

“While we know that many Brit-
ish Muslims have gone out of their 
way to speak up against extrem-
ism and terrorism and to reach out 
to others, this work needs to be 
ramped up, better organised and 
much more vocal,” Tell MAMA said.

It described the growing divide 
between the general public and 
British Muslim communities as 
“stark” and called for more action, 
from all sides. “If we are to ensure 
that community tensions, extrem-
ism and marginalisation are to be 
tackled in our country, we have to 
find ways which address the con-
cerns of the wider public, whilst 
also ensuring that British Muslims 
feel that they have a space in the 
United Kingdom,” Tell MAMA said.

Rising suspicion towards Mus-
lims extends to education and em-
ployment, amid signs that issues of 
discrimination and integration are 
likely to remain a problem for Mus-

lims in Britain for some time.
A study published by UK watch-

dog organisation the Social Mo-
bility Commission said Muslims 
were facing major social mobility 
barriers due to discrimination and 
Islamophobia. Focus groups and 
interviews determined that many 
Muslims said they felt discriminat-
ed against by prospective employ-
ers, with one respondent saying he 
felt he had to work “ten times as 
hard” as non-Muslim peers to get 
the same opportunities.

The study said Muslim adults 
were far less likely to be in full-
time work than the general public, 
despite evidencing above average 
education and strong work ethic. 
Only 19.8% of Muslims aged 16-
74 were in full-time employment, 
compared to 34.9% of the overall 
population. Also, 6% of Muslims 
are breaking through into “higher 
managerial, administrative and 
professional occupations” com-

pared to 10% of the overall popula-
tion in England and Wales.

“Muslims are excluded, discrimi-
nated against or failed, at all stages 
of their transition from education 
to employment,” said Professor 
Jacqueline Stevenson, who led the 
research.

Former cabinet minister Alan 
Milburn, who heads the Social Mo-
bility Commission, acknowledged 

that British Muslims were being let 
down by the system. “The British 
social mobility promise is that hard 
work will be rewarded. Unfortu-
nately, for many young Muslims in 
Britain today this promise is being 
broken,” he said in a news release.

He acknowledged that the re-
ports paint a “disturbing picture” of 
the challenges Muslims face in se-
curing social progress in the United 
Kingdom but said there was no sim-
ple solution to addressing this.

“There are no easy or straightfor-
ward solutions to the issues they 
have raised. But a truly inclusive 
society depends on creating a level 
playing field of opportunity for all, 
regardless of gender, ethnicity or 
background. That will require re-
newed action by government and 
communities, just as it will by edu-
cators and employers,” he added.

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

Mahmud el-Shafey

Exclusion. British Muslims take part in a vigil on Westminster Bridge in central London to 
commemorate one-week since the March 22 terror attack.                                                                               (AFP)
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in UK following 
terrorist attacks

The West is ignoring Turkey’s opposition 

T
he erosion of dem-
ocratic institu-
tions in Tur-
key should 
be a major 
concern for 
the Europe-

an Union and the United 
States. The West has de-
cried and lamented the 
downward turn of events 
in Turkey but done little 
more.

Why it has ignored one of the 
most viable political opposition 
groupings in the Middle East is 
mystifying. The largest and long-
established opposition party, the 
Republican People’s Party (CHP), 
has for years pleaded with Europe 
for support. “Turkey’s current 
problems can be better solved 
within the EU process, which 
should be re-energised by both 
the EU and Turkey,” the CHP’s of-
fice in Brussels has written. “The 
reinforcement of Turkish de-
mocracy is a common European 
interest.”

Turkey’s opposition parties 
encompass a wide and varied 
constellation of interests and ide-
ologies but, because political par-
ties must win at least 10% of the 
national vote to enter parliament, 
Turks outside the mainstream 
secularist or social conservative 
milieu have no political voice.

Turkey’s parliamentary opposi-
tion consists of three parties: The 
CHP, the Nationalist Movement 
Party (MHP) and the Peoples’ 
Democratic Party (HDP). While 
the right-wing MHP has worked 
closely with the ruling Justice 

and Development Party (AKP) 
government to advance its 

anti-Kurdish agenda, the CHP 

and HDP, at least on paper, share 
a social democratic, centre-left-
leaning worldview. Together, 
they represent a dangerous threat 
to the AKP.

The West’s refusal to engage 
with these parties is all the more 
baffling considering the groups 
elsewhere in the Middle East it 
has been behind in the past.

For example, when Syrian Pres-
ident Bashar Assad’s rule came 
under threat of collapse in 2012, 
Washington quickly stepped in 
and lavished funds on Syria’s 
fragmented and baseless political 
opposition. Its efforts were futile 
and the Syrian regime has clearly 
— and unfortunately for democ-
racy in that country — regained 
the upper hand.

Before that, the United States 
was a main backer of Iraqi opposi-
tion groups during the violent 
rule of Saddam Hussein to, as 
the 2003 invasion and war made 
clear, devastating effect.

And yet Turkey had a far 
more grounded and legiti-
mate political opposition, a 
grouping that came within 
a whisker of thwarting 
President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan’s anti-democratic 

constitutional changes that 
passed following last April’s 
referendum.

Europe and the West 
claim they need Erdogan 

to combat the Islamic State 
(ISIS) in Iraq and Syria and to 

control refugee flows into Europe. 
This argument holds no water — 
the West needs a Turkish govern-
ment to conduct these projects 
— the success of these issues does 
not rest on Erdogan’s shoulders 
alone.

Why has the West ignored Tur-
key’s opposition? The first reason 
is that, as mentioned above, it and 
Washington in particular have 
seen their fingers burned by dec-
ades of failed efforts in Iraq and 
elsewhere, in large part due to 
poor intelligence and judgment.

The second is that though many 
Turks who oppose Erdogan see 
themselves as being secular, it 
does not make them the kind of 
democrats the West would like to 
support: Past secular, military-
led Turkish governments were 
responsible for major human 
rights offences during the 1980s 
and 1990s that scared the West 
away from involvement in Turk-
ish affairs. Things have changed, 
however, and the military is no 
longer a political force.

It goes without saying that 
regime change in Turkey should 
never be something Western gov-
ernments or institutions should 
seek to pursue either openly or 
covertly. Anti-American senti-
ment is higher in Turkey (a 2014 
Pew Research poll put it at 73%) 
than most other countries in a 
region that is broadly hostile to 
the United States. On top of this, 
there is a widespread far-left anti-
imperialism deeply rooted in the 
Turkish imagination.

Instead of seeking to oust 
Erdogan, the West should ensure 
that Turkey’s isolated political op-
position receives greater attention 
and support if democracy isn’t to 
disappear entirely.

Erdogan is no longer a depend-
able ally to the West but Turkey 
remains an important player. It 
is too late for democracy in Iraq, 
Iran and Syria. Let’s not wait for 
Turkey to join that club.

Instead of seeking 
to oust Erdogan, the 
West should ensure 
that Turkey’s 
isolated political 
opposition receives 
greater attention.

Tough days. Leader of Turkey’s 
Republican People’s Party 
(CHP) Kemal Kilicdaroglu 
holding a placard that reads 
“Justice” during a rally in 
Istanbul, last July.                  (AFP)                     

is the author of “Revolt in Syria: 
Eye-Witness to the Uprising” and 
has lived in Syria and Turkey 
since 2007.

Stephen Starr

Muslims are facing 
major social 
mobility barriers 
due to 
discrimination and 
Islamophobia.
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Dubai 
developers unveil 
mega projects 
despite downturn

Lebanon weathers 
economic shocks 
but debts mount, 
IMF says

OPEC says oil 
output dips, 
‘rebalancing’ 
under way

‘Business as usual’ 
for Qatar’s $300 
billion sovereign 
fund: CEO

Property developers in Dubai 
showcased multibillion-dollar me-
ga-projects on September 11 despite 
falling prices, in the hope of stimu-
lating demand and helping to end a 
three-year market downturn.

Exhibitors at the three-day City-
scape Global showed off models 
of high-end skyscrapers and even 
“Floating Venice,” a resort complete 
with underwater suites.

The $680 million Venice develop-
ment 4km off Dubai will have a ca-
pacity for 3,000 visitors.
(AFP)

Lebanon’s economy has shown 
resilience despite the burden of ab-
sorbing refugees from Syria’s grind-
ing conflict, but Beirut should rein 
in its sovereign debt, the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund cautioned.

“Lebanon’s economy is known 
for its resilience and it has repeat-
edly managed to weather signifi-
cant shocks,” said Chris Jarvis, who 
led an IMF delegation to Beirut this 
week to review the nation’s econo-
my.

Syrian refugees now account for 
about a quarter of Lebanon’s popu-
lation, creating an “urgent need to 
place the economy on a sustain-
able path and halt the rise in public 
debt,” Jarvis said in a statement.
(AFP)

OPEC’s oil output dipped in Au-
gust, the cartel said, a sign that sup-
ply and demand could be moving 
closer towards balance.

Production by the 14 members of 
the Organisation of the Petroleum 
Exporting Countries came to 32.755 
millions of barrels per day (bpd) last 
month after 32.834 in July, it said in 
a report, citing secondary sources.

OPEC and a number of other pro-
ducers, including Russia, agreed 
in May to extend production cuts, 
originally agreed last year, into 2018 
to ease a global supply glut and sup-
port the price of crude oil.
(AFP)

The head of the Qatar Investment 
Authority said the lingering Gulf po-
litical dispute was having little im-
pact on the $300 billion sovereign 
wealth fund of the gas-rich nation.

In a rare public appearance, 
Sheikh Abdullah bin Mohamed bin 
Saud al-Thani, chief executive at the 
QIA, said there was “no problem” 
for the fund despite the crisis pass-
ing the 100-day mark.

“We are still open for business and 
business as usual,” Sheikh Abdullah 
said in an address at the Carnegie 
Mellon University in Qatar.

“We are fine,” he added.
(AFP)
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Cairo

E 

gypt’s current unprec-
edented inflation rate is 
being driven by a mis-
guided policy to increase 
currency supply, which is 

ultimately contributing to devalua-
tion, economists say.

“Price hikes, a symptom of high 
inflation, are an inevitable result of 
the presence of too much money in 
the market,” said Alia el-Mahdi, an 
economics professor at Cairo Uni-
versity. “The presence of too much 
money supply increases demand 
for commodities, and this demand 
drives the prices up and the value 
of the national currency down.”

Egypt’s inflation rate stood at 
31.9% in August, down slightly 
from 33% in July, but still the sec-
ond highest monthly figure in 
more than 10 years. This has trans-
lated into higher prices across the 
board, with commodity prices in-
creasing by more than 100% since 
last year.

This new economic reality, cou-
pled with recent subsidy cuts, has 
deeply affected the purchasing 
power of millions of Egyptians and 
driven millions of others into pov-
erty.

Egypt’s poverty rate, now 27.8%, 
is expected to rise as inflation per-
sists, with many analysts warning 
that social discontent could even-

tually affect the political and se-
curity stability of the Arab world’s 
most populous state.

Egypt’s ambitious economic 
and financial reform programme, 
which has seen the free flotation of 
the Egyptian pound and the slash-
ing of fuel, electricity and water 
subsidies, has had overall negative 
short-term effects. But the govern-
ment has tried to assure Egyptians 
that it will ultimately lead to a more 
stable and prosperous economy.

Cairo has also received the first 
and second tranches of an Interna-
tional Monetary Fund loan of $12 
billion. The loan is being used for 
financing infrastructure projects, 
economic reforms and to help 
bridge the budget deficit.

Estimated to reach $17 billion 
in the 2017/2018 fiscal year, which 
started in July, the deficit is caus-
ing the central bank to print more 
money to cover increased spend-
ing. This is a dangerous policy, one 
that will bring huge pressures to 
bear on tens of millions of Egyp-
tians, especially the lower and 
middle classes, economists say.

“This policy does not serve the 
best interests of either the econo-
my or ordinary people,” said eco-
nomic expert Wael al-Nahas. “The 
depreciation of the national cur-
rency will take a long time to come 
to an end and it never ends before 
the unnecessary money supply 
stops.”

Egypt’s controlled foreign cur-
rency exchange rate regime kept 

the US dollar, the main import cur-
rency in Egypt, within the limits 
of 8.88 Egyptian pounds for more 
than two years before the central 
bank floated the pound last No-
vember.

But the same controlled foreign 
currency regime was costly, creat-
ing a parallel foreign currency mar-
ket that absorbed almost all foreign 
currencies in the market, emptying 
the government’s coffers.

Foreign currency reserves stood 
at less than $17 billion before the 
pound flotation, half of what the 

central bank required to secure its 
needs for the next three months, 
forcing the government to act.

Central bank officials were not 
available for comment on the gov-
ernment’s money printing policy. 
However bank figures show money 
supply between 2014 and 2017 in-
creased by 100%, from 300 billion 
Egyptian pounds ($17 billion) to 
600 billion pounds ($34 billion). By 
2018, the supply is expected to in-
crease by another 100%, which will 
raise inflation even more.

One of the reasons behind this 
increase in supply is growing 
spending, especially on civil serv-
ants’ salaries. The salaries of the 
nation’s 6 million civil servants eat 
up a third of the state budget every 
year. In 2011, civil servants’ salaries 
were $5.5 billion. In 2015, this fig-
ure stood at $13 billion.

To bring inflation down and 
drive the value of the national cur-
rency up, Egypt’s financial authori-
ties need to stop printing money, 
stimulate production and reduce 
spending, economists said.

“These measures can keep the 
lid on the runaway inflation rate, 
but the results will not be immedi-
ate even if the authorities start act-
ing now,” said Mukhtar al-Sherif, 
an economics professor at al-Azhar 
University. “This means that infla-
tion-induced public suffering will 
continue for some time.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.

Tunis

A 

lgeria’s central bank 
allowed the value of 
the country’s currency 
to drop to a historic low 
against the euro, driving 

concerns about inflation and social 
instability. Lower oil prices and 
shrinking foreign currency reserves 
have left the government unable to 
shore up the dinar’s depreciating 
value and offset economic 
hardships.

The government previously 
handed out interest-free loans to 
young people, raised wages and 
provided free housing to improve 
living conditions and ward off 
protests from a restive population 
in times of high oil prices but the 
severity of the current problem has 
made such policies untenable.

The dinar has shed 13.5% of its 
value against the euro this year, 
with most of the depreciation 
accelerating in the last three 
months. Financial expert Samir 

Allam said the euro was worth 
a record 132.03 dinars on  
September 3.

While the US dollar fell slightly 
against the dinar over the first eight 
months of the year, one dollar was 
worth 109.87 dinars on August 
24, not far off the record value of 
111.51 dinars to the dollar, Algerian 
economist Ali Ait Idir said.

At Algiers’ Square Port Said, the 
main foreign exchange market for 
the country’s parallel economy, the 
dinar’s decline was even steeper, 
with one euro trading for around 
194 dinars.

“We anticipate one euro for 
200 dinars later in September,” 
one trader told Tout sur l’Algérie 
website, citing increased demand 
for the euro from importers in the 
informal market.

Powerless to boost exports 
outside of oil and gas sales, 
which account for 94% of its total 
exports, Algeria has little room to 
manoeuvre.

The central bank, officially called 
Bank of Algeria, keeps the dinar 
in a managed float against major 
currencies. It hopes this will curb 
imports, which have been eating 
away at foreign currency reserves 
and brought the economy closer 
to what Prime Minister Ahmed 
Ouyahia has warned could be a 
“national catastrophe.”

The government has limited 
imports since early 2016 but that 
has not produced the needed 
result. Algeria’s imports cost an 
estimated $15.42 billion during 
the first four months of this year 
compared to $15.44 billion for the 
same period last year, government 
figures showed.

The figures reflect the country’s 
reliance on foreign markets to feed 
its people and supply its economic 
machine. Food imports totalled 
$2.8 billion for the first four months 
of this year, up 8% from the same 
period last year. Capital goods 
imports rose 11.3% to $5.9 billion, 
government data showed.

The value of oil and gas exports 
rose 37% to $11.2 billion from 
January through April compared 

to the same period in 2016. Other 
exports totalled $685 million, up 
13% from the same period last year.

Foreign currency reserves were 
approximately $108 billion on  
July 1, Central Bank Governor 
Mohamed Loukal said. Reserves 
stood at $114 billion last December 
and $195 billion at end of 2014.

Algerian President Abdelaziz 
Bouteflika has repeatedly urged the 
government to keep the reserves 
steady to “defend the country’s 
sovereignty.”

A change in oil prices prompted 
the central bank to adopt a managed 
floating exchange rate in 1996, 
breaking its former rigid exchange 
system that was reliant on the US 
dollar. The central bank has since 
used the exchange rate to absorb 
the shock of falling oil prices.

Nour Meddahi, an economics 
professor at Algiers University who 
studied the Central Bank’s policy 
from 2014-16, said the adjustment it 
made at that time was “necessary… 
following the collapse of oil prices.”

He said “the dinar declined 28% 
versus the dollar from June 2014 
and the end of May 2016 and lost 
13.2% of its value compared to the 
euro for that period when the price 
of oil slumped 55%.”

While economists said a weak 

dinar helps the government cut 
imports, plug the budget deficit 
and increase oil sales abroad, 
ordinary Algerians feel differently. 
The middle class is hit especially 
hard by the change, with many 
struggling to buy consumer goods 
from the parallel market, which 
accounts for an estimated 52% of 
the country’s economy.

“A poor dinar reflects Algeria’s 
economic and financial weakness,” 
said Allam. “Bad news has been 
piling up over the past few months. 
The oil price fails to increase that 
much despite OPEC efforts. The 
decline of the US dollar versus 
the euro further reduces the 
international purchasing power of 
the country.”

Economists noted that when 
the dinar falls, the prices of 
imported goods go up and become 
less affordable. This is especially 
problematic in a country that meets 
much of its population’s basic 
needs — such as food and medicine 
— through imports.

The dinar’s fall increased 
inflation, which rose 6.4% in 2016 
compared to 4.8% the previous 
year, said the state-run National 
Office of Statistics, which reported 
a 6.9% inflation rise for the first five 
months of 2017.

Ahmed Megahid

In Egypt, excessive money supply bolsters inflation

Algerian dinar at record low as 
government strives to protect reserves

The depreciation of the 
national currency will 
take a long time to come 
to an end.

Economic expert 
Wael al-Nahas

Finance

Lamine Ghanmi

Historic low. A man counts Algerian dinar banknotes in 
Algiers city.                   (Reuters)

The adjustment the 
central bank made at that 
time was “necessary… 
following the 
collapse of oil prices.

Nour Meddahi, 
an economics professor at 
Algiers University 
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Mecca

H 

ilton and Marriott logos 
adorn the site, herald-
ing the $3.2 billion Jabal 
Omar complex that is to 
add hotels, restaurants 

and luxury malls to the Islamic pil-
grimage experience in Saudi Arabia.

“All these hotels and buildings 
around the mosque will bring more 
business, God willing,” said Awad al-
Arshani, beckoning customers into 
his Dates of the Two Holy Mosques 
shop.

Pilgrimage is the backbone of a 
plan to expand tourism under Saudi 
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Sal-
man bin Abdulaziz’s economic re-
form programme, announced a year 
ago to diversify the economy away 
from oil.

The haj, a journey every able-bod-
ied Muslim who can afford it must 
perform, is a profound experience 
for those who undertake it. It is also 
big business for Saudi Arabia. The 
haj and the year-round lesser pil-
grimage, umrah, generate $12 billion 
in revenues from worshippers’ lodg-
ing, transport, gifts, food and fees, 
BMI Research said.

There are questions about how 
Saudi Arabia will cater to its most 
active tourism market, especially as 
the kingdom eschews tourist visas. 
Pilgrimage visas bar travel outside 
the holy cities of Mecca and Medina. 
Authorities plan to relax the restric-
tions but have not specified to what 
extent and have raised the visa cost 
for return pilgrims to more than 
$500.

Most of the kingdom’s tourism de-
velopment targets the affluent end 
of the market, while the biggest and 
fastest-growing pilgrim populations 
come from modest means.

Additionally, worshipping at 
shrines is considered idolatry under 
Saudi Arabia’s austere official Wah-
habi school of Islam and it is unclear 
which Islamic historical sites pil-
grims might be lured to after years 
of neglect.

The Saudi tourism commission 
has pledged to rehabilitate four 
sites in Mecca: Jabal al-Nour, Jabal 
Thawr, Hudaybiyyah and Moham-
mad’s migration path from Mecca 
to Medina. There is scant sign of 
any restoration in Mecca so far, 
said Irfan Alawi, founder of the 
Islamic Heritage Research Foun-
dation.

Religion police sit outside 
some sites, shooing away pil-
grims with warnings about 
idolatry, he said. Dozens of 
other sites were demolished 
to make way for redevelop-
ment.

Pilgrims comprise the 
bulk of Saudi Arabia’s 20 

million annual foreign visitors, 
apart from workers and business 
travellers. Nearly 2.4 million people 
attended this year’s haj, up from 1.9 
million last year, and 7.5 million per-
formed umrah in 2016.

Officials aim to increase the num-
ber of umrah and haj pilgrims to 15 
million and 5 million respectively by 
2020 and hope to double the umrah 
number again to 30 million by 2030. 
In addition, they hope pilgrims will 
be attracted to spend money at mu-
seums, luxury resorts and historical 
sites.

Some pilgrims said they were en-
couraged by the moves.

“We love this country because it’s 
the cradle of Islam, the land of the 
revelation and the Prophet; peace be 
upon him,” Nasser al-Zein, a Turk-
ish-German car dealer from Frank-
furt, said as he performed haj. “We’d 
love to spend our money here, more 
than in the West. Here, it’s an Islam-
ic country.”

Others said the costs were pro-
hibitive.

“The problem is the visa. If they 
were to extend it, perhaps we could 
stay and visit places other than Mec-
ca and Medina,” said Zawaoui Daraji, 
50, a trader from Algeria. “The hotels 
charge you 25,000 riyals ($6,666.31) 
for your stay. It’s too much for us.”

Such concerns have not deterred 
Saudi officials. Long before last 
year’s reform announcement, they 
invested tens of billions of dollars 
in mega-hotels, public transit and a 
Grand Mosque expansion in Mecca.

The $15 billion Abraj al-Beit gold-
en clocktower complex, completed 
in 2011 with seven towers of hotels 
and malls, already looms over the 
mosque. Joining it soon will be 40 
new towers from the Jabal Omar de-
velopment, begun in 2008, and the 
$3.5 billion Abraj Kudai complex, 
which will be the world’s largest ho-
tel and comes complete with four 
rooftop helipads.

A new airport in Jeddah and the 
high-speed Haramain rail system, 
both to open next year, will whisk 
visitors between cities along the Red 
Sea coast.

Despite a funding crunch for ex-
isting projects in the last year, au-
thorities have announced new lei-
sure mega-projects outside the holy 
cities. One of these, the Faisaliah 
project, is to run from Mecca’s edge 
to the Red Sea. It aims to attract 10 
million visitors to seaside getaways 
and Islamic research centres by 
2050.

Further north, the Red Sea Pro-
ject was designed to attract luxury 
travellers to island resorts and 

pre-Islamic ruins in a closed 
visa-free zone.

The King Abdullah Economic 
City, one of the stops on the rail 
line, also is to have resorts and 
theme parks.

(Reuters)

Mahmoud Mourad and 
Katie Paul

Saudi Arabia seeks Islamic 
tourism boost in test for 
heritage, tradition

Redevelopment. The tallest clock tower in the world, atop the 
Abraj al-Beit Towers, overshadows mountain slums in the holy 
city of Mecca.                                                                                                 (AP)
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“E
xpected,” “outra-
geous” and “shock-
ing.” These were the 
words used by Mo-
roccans to describe a 

bleak report published by the Eco-
nomic, Social and Environmental 
Council (ESEC) on education in the 
North African country.

The 2016 report, released just as 
the new school year began, out-
lined structural deficiencies in Mo-
rocco’s public education system 
and said they have become more 
acute.

“The phenomenon of over-
crowded classes within schools, 
both in primary and secondary lev-
els, is worsening,” said the report.

“This state of the situation is 
hindering learning and academic 
achievement and does not achieve 
the ultimate goal, namely of qual-
ity education,” it added.

The council, headed by Nizar 
Baraka, highlighted the lack of 
trained teachers. Last year, a spike 
in retirements forced the govern-
ment to recruit contracted staff as 
an emergency solution. This last-
minute recruitment had a negative 
impact on the quality of education 
due to insufficient training, the re-
port said.

“In advanced countries, the du-
ration of teacher training varies 
from 3 and 6 years depending on 
the level of classes to be taught,” 
the ESEC said.

Columnist Majda El Krami, who 
has written often about education 
in Morocco for local publications, 
told The Arab Weekly that the lat-
est ESEC report is quite realistic 
and effectively raises the problems 
and shortcomings of the Moroccan 
education system.

“The portrait drawn by Mr 
Baraka’s team unfortunately cor-
responds to the reality of what 
public education has become — 
and is becoming — and proposes 
praiseworthy solutions but [ones 
that are] perhaps difficult to adopt 
in the near future,” said Krami.

The ESEC believes that the edu-
cation system’s failings are very 
costly as the number of school 
dropouts, which it estimates at 
350,000 per year, translates to a 
loss of almost 10% of the national 
education budget, a staggering 9 
billion dirhams ($900 million) per 
year. This includes the costs of 
school dropouts and grade repeats.

Bouazza Bakir, a former French 
language inspector for public sec-
ondary schools, said the report has 
some truth in it.

“One of the main problems in 
public education comes from 
teachers themselves,” Bakir said. 
“The majority of them lack moti-
vation and seriousness.”

“Unfortunately, there is laxness 
among teachers in public educa-
tion that needs to be tackled head 
on,” he added.

Mohamed Madad, a medical 
English teacher at the University 
of Casablanca’s Faculty of Medi-
cine, disagreed.

“How could a teacher be mo-
tivated in remote areas when he 
is teaching three classes in one, 
when the working conditions are 
not there?” asked Madad.

Krami warned of dire conse-
quences if these problems are not 
dealt with efficiently.

The gap between public and 
private schools in major cities is 
growing. As mistrust of the public 
education system grows, private 
and foreign schools are expand-
ing faster. Many middle-class and 
even working-class families are 
placing their children in private 
schools because they think they 
are left with no choice.

Saad Alami, a 49-year-old busi-
nessman, said he can’t afford to 
jeopardise his 15-year-old daugh-
ter’s future by putting her in a 
public school.

“There are many reasons that 
pushed me to opt for a French 
mission in Casablanca. The cur-
riculum is rich, the quality reflects 
the high cost and the rate of suc-
cess is guaranteed,” said Alami.

“In public schools, the classes 
are overcrowded, teachers do not 
give 100% of their efforts and their 
absenteeism rate is high be-
sides the lack of modern 
technologies and li-
braries that are vital 
to students’ learning 
process,” he added.

Mustafa, a hair-
dresser in a popu-
lar neighbourhood 
in the old medina, 
said he had to work 
harder to provide 
for his 13-year-old 
son’s education in a 
private school.

“Up to the 1980s, 
private educa-
tion was for those 
who failed in public 
schools. Now the 
situation has turned 
upside down, and 
private education 
has become a money-
making machine that 
is sucking many people’s 
blood,” said Mustafa.

On September 11, Mohamed 
Hassad, minister of national edu-
cation, vocational training, higher 
education and scientific research, 
laid out a number of measures 
aimed at improving the public 
education system during the 2017-
2018 school year.

Among the measures were 
plans to increase the education 
workforce, reduce the number of 
students in classrooms and add 
French to the curriculum of first-
year primary students.

Krami said Hassad has displayed 
a firm desire to change things 
around, but that the uncondition-
al support of all actors in the edu-
cation system would be required 
for the reforms to succeed.

“This total involvement will 
not happen overnight and will re-
quire a lot of work, sacrifices and 
concessions,” she said. “The chal-
lenge today is to take it all back to 
square one and propose effective 
solutions that are more in tune 
with the reality of Morocco.”

Saad Guerraoui

Report highlights 
‘structural deficiencies’ 
of Morocco’s public 
education system

A
s UNESCO celebrat-
ed the Internation-
al Day of Literacy 
on September 8, 
authorities in the 
Arab world re-
leased disappoint-

ing statistics on the subject.
In a world of rapid change and 

shifting landscapes, societies 
are expected to have moved past 
the issue of simple “literacy” and 
towards more complex issues of 
social, political, economic and 
digital literacy.

Educating citizens to properly 
read and write should be the bare 
minimum for an average society 
in 2017. In the Arab region, how-
ever, 27.1% of people are illiterate, 
according to the Arab League Ed-
ucational, Scientific and Cultural  
Organisation (Alecso), meaning 
that even these basic educational 
standards are unmet.

Despite significant progress 
since the 1980s, the black cloud of 
illiteracy is still weighing heavily 
on some Arab countries that are 
currently going through a critical 
phase and facing tremendous 
political, social and economic 
challenges.

In a recent statement coin-
ciding with the celebration 
of International Literacy Day, 
Egypt’s Central Agency for Public 
Mobilisation and Statistics  
(CAPMAS) announced that 20.1% 
of the total population is illit-
erate, with about 14.3 million 
Egyptians above the age of 10 
who could not read and write; 9.1 
million of them are women.

Egypt’s high rate of illiteracy 
adds to a slew of challenges 
that the country is facing, from 
an economic slump to security 
threats.

It could also jeopardise the 
country’s quest for democracy. 
In fact, democracies are known 
to thrive in populations that are 
well-educated and informed, 
and illiteracy, in this case, 

constitutes a major barrier to 
effective participation in the 
democratic process.

We are faced with a 
catch-22: Illiteracy brings 

about stagnation, and stagna-
tion, whether economic, social 
or political, breeds high rates 
of illiteracy and is exacerbated 

by high rates of religiosity. This 
was the environment in which 

Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood 
rose to power in 2011-2012.

To some extent, the same 
trends apply to Tunisia. Recently 
released figures from the min-
ister of social affairs, Mohamed 
Trabelsi, show that almost 2 
million Tunisians are illiterate, 

18.8% of the country’s popula-
tion. These revelations are 
extremely significant but were 
mostly overlooked by the 
country’s media.

Was it disbelief or embar-
rassment that prompted 
Tunisians to close their eyes 
to this bitter reality? Or was it 
the fact that it contradicts the 

message they have been un-
remittingly trying to convey 
to the world: That Tunisia is a 
success story, both in terms of 
its educational achievements 
and democratic transition?

With statistics now avail-
able, we know that Tunisia is 
not the most educated Arab 
nation, compared to the 
United Arab Emirates, where 
illiteracy rates have report-
edly dropped to below 1%, 

and Palestine, which boasts 
one of the lowest illiteracy 

rates among Arab countries 
with only 3% of its population 
affected.

Trabelsi called Tunisia’s 
figures “shameful” in a media 
statement and stressed the 
importance of devising a strat-
egy to combat illiteracy.
Since its independence, 

Tunisia has bet on education as 
a key to development. Former 
president and late founder of the 
republic Habib Bourguiba heavily 
invested in education and devel-
oped a system aimed at produc-
ing skilled labour to address the 
needs of a developing nation. 

Bourguiba’s plan to build a 
strong education system 

seems to have hit later 
hurdles, however. Delayed 
reforms, futile policies and 
false promises plagued the 

system, which ultimately 
failed to adjust to global stand-

ards and provide services to the 
least advantaged, especially in 
rural areas.   

According to experts, those liv-
ing in interior regions of the coun-
try, especially women, are even 
more likely to be illiterate. But a 
lack of statistics to assess regional 
and gender disparities makes it 
impossible for the government 
and other bodies to adequately 
address the problem.

In 2016, the National Institute 
of Statistics announced that over 
19.3% of Tunisians over the age of 
10 were illiterate. For women over 
the age of 10, the rate was even 
higher at 25%. In Kairouan, a city 
of about 200,000 known for its 
religious monuments and history, 
50% were illiterate. In 2014, the Is-
lamist Ennahda party effectively 
swept the legislative elections in 
Kairouan, winning 31.88% of the 
vote, another reflection of the 
correlation between illiteracy and 
religiosity.

In Tunisia, the majority of the 
disadvantaged live in interior 
regions where there is a lack of 
resources, electricity and qual-
ity education. Children who 
grow up in poverty often do not 
attend school from a young age. 
And though education is free and 
compulsory in Tunisia, getting 
an education costs money. School 
uniforms and supplies such as 
books are often out of reach for 
many people in rural areas. In the 
end, many kids drop out of school 
and work to help their families.

In other countries that have 
suffered the evils of war, the situ-
ation is even more worrisome.

There are some 2.25 million Syr-
ian children out of education, ac-
cording to UNICEF. In Iraq, more 
than 78,000 school-aged children 
from the Mosul area have been 
displaced since last October. Yem-
en, which has been in a state of 
conflict since 2015, has the highest 
rate of illiteracy in the Arab world, 
with 30% of its population unable 
to read and write.

While students around the 
world go back to school, millions 
of children in Arab conflict-ridden 
countries have no classes to at-
tend. The lack of education for 
these children could create a lost 
generation, unable to meet stand-
ard occupational and societal 
demands and vulnerable to social 
ills such as unemployment, crime 
and poverty.

The situation can be described 
as alarming with an illiteracy rate 
that is poised to increase on ac-
count of instability, ongoing crises 
and armed conflicts in the region. 
Our only hope to avoid this trajec-
tory is to admit our shortcom-
ings, support initiatives for child 
education as well as adult literacy 
programmes. Civil society groups 
can also play a significant role in 
promoting literacy and fostering 
knowledge through reading. It is 
never too late to mend if we unite 
against illiteracy.

Illiteracy, a 
stubborn problem 
in the Arab regionIman Zayat

is the Managing Editorof The Arab Weekly.

The situation 
can be 
described as 
alarming with 
an illiteracy 
rate that is 
poised to 
increase on 
account of 
instability, 
ongoing crises 
and armed 
conflicts.

The portrait drawn 
by Mr Baraka’s team 
unfortunately
corresponds to 
the reality of what 
public education has 
become.

Columnist Majda El Krami
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Beirut

S 

he was young, married 
and the mother of two lit-
tle boys when she started 
to fight for the return of 
her husband, who was 

kidnapped on September 24, 1982, 
at the height of Lebanon’s civil 
war. Thirty-five years later, Wadad 
Halwani, founder and chairwoman 
of the Committee of the Families 
of the Kidnapped and the Disap-
peared, continues the struggle to 
learn what happened to her hus-
band and the other 17,000 people 
who went missing during the con-
flict.

Halwani’s children, Ziad and 
Ghassan, were aged 6 and 3, re-
spectively, when their father was 
taken from their home in Ras el 
Nabeh on the Green Line, which 
divided Beirut into rival Christian 
and Muslim parts during 15 years 
of conflict.

“Today my children are older 
than Adnan (their father) when he 
was kidnapped at 35. He should 
be 71 by now,” Halwani said. “I 
am convinced that my husband 
has not survived after 35 years of 
forced disappearance but nobody 
gave us a proof of his death for us 
to mourn him.”

The quest to know what hap-
pened to the missing and to rec-
oncile with the painful past are 
struggles waged by their families 
for more than three decades. For 
each family, there is a date; a mo-
ment when time stood still and a 
loved one disappeared. Some say 
their relatives are held in Syrian 
prisons, which Damascus has al-
ways denied.

Their campaign to clarify their 
loved ones’ fate hit a wall of silence 
from successive Lebanese govern-
ments. Many politicians have ar-
gued that, instead of rehashing 
the past, Lebanon needs to move 
forward. In 1991, an amnesty law 
pardoned crimes that took place 
during the war, a move that civil 
rights activists and the families of 
the missing blasted as a miscar-
riage of the justice, truth and the 
reconciliation process in Lebanon.

“When the war ended in 1990, 
we were hopeful,” Halwani said. 
“We thought that the war has de-
prived us of our loved ones, and 
peace will bring them back.”

“I remember that I bought new 
clothes to Adnan’s taste to welcome 
him back but unfortunately peace 
did not come our way, whereas the 
warlords who did the atrocities be-
came ministers and were pardoned 
under the general amnesty law. We 
were victims of the war and be-
came the victims of peace.”

Halwani recalled the multiple, 
desperate searches for her hus-
band and the brief spikes of hope 
when she received what she be-
lieved was a sign he was alive. “I 
knocked on all doors, talked to 
every militia but the answer was 
always the same: ‘It is not us.’”

Under pressure from families of 
the disappeared, in 2000, Leba-
nese authorities created a com-

mission mandated with probing 
the fate of the missing and disap-
peared. The final report acknowl-
edged the existence of many mass 
graves across the country, naming 
a few locations and recommended 
considering the missing people 
dead. Earlier, the government had 
passed a law that allows relatives 
to declare their disappeared dead.

“We interpreted the outcome of 
the investigation as a veiled invi-
tation to the families of the disap-
peared to go home, stop searching 
and forget about the whole thing,” 
Halwani said. “The Lebanese state 
never provided any information 
about the inquiry that led to these 
conclusions and has not taken any 
steps to protect the sites of sus-
pected mass graves or exhume the 
remains buried there.

“The state considered that it has 
done its duty by concluding that 
the missing people are all dead but 
what is most disconcerting is the 
apathy of the civil society. People 
are just not aware that they could 
be building their houses and park-
ing their cars above the remains of 
human beings,” she added.

Under international law, en-
forced or involuntary disappear-
ance is a continuing crime until 
the fate of the disappeared person 
has been clarified. Enforced dis-
appearance is also considered a 
crime against humanity. The real-
ity of what happens on the ground 
often differs from the regulations 
on paper, however.

Since 2012, the International 
Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) 
has been conducting extensive fo-
rensic interviews with the families 
of the disappeared. It plans to col-
lect DNA samples for tests if mass 
graves are opened.

More than a quarter of a cen-
tury since the war stopped, there 
is no official list of the missing. It 
is not punishment of the perpetra-
tors that the families of the disap-
peared are seeking. Their aim is 
much more modest.

“We don’t want to hold anyone 
accountable or to challenge the 
general amnesty law. We just want 
to identify and where possible 
bury their remains,” Halwani said.

“I want my children to feel rec-
onciled with their country. I want 
my love to have a resting place 
where I can visit him and bring 
him flowers. We cannot deny the 
past regardless how black and 
ugly. We need to reconcile with 
the past.”

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

Baghdad

T 

housands of Iraqi civilians 
have disappeared while 
fleeing battles in Anbar 
province and Mosul. Their 
families are in agony, un-

certain whether their loved ones are 
alive.

Jamila al-Obeidi, a member of 
the Iraqi parliament, called on the 
US-led international coalition sup-
porting Iraqi forces against the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) to help determine 
the fate of the disappeared, includ-
ing 500 documented missing peo-
ple from her province of Nineveh, 
which includes Mosul.

“The government has turned a 
deaf ear to our quest. They form 
so-called investigation committees 
that yield no result. That is why we 
appeal to the coalition forces to help 
us deal with this thorny file,” Obeidi 
said.

“Months have passed since tens 
of our finest young men have gone 
missing or were imprisoned in am-
biguous circumstances and we are 
incapable of having any news about 
them.”

Human rights groups have ac-
cused the Popular Mobilisation 
Forces (PMF) of committing viola-
tions against unarmed civilians. 
The abductions happened during 
military operations to retake mainly 
Sunni areas.

An Iraqi activist who asked to be 
identified only by his first name, 
Ahmad, said he feared the fate of 
the missing in Mosul is like that of 
the disappeared in Anbar province.

“Some 250 civilians have been 
kidnapped at the end of April in Al-
Hadar, south of Mosul. They were 
taken while trying to reach the 
refugee camps of Hammam Al-Alil 
and Tal Abta, an area that was con-
trolled by the [PMF] after ISIS mili-
tants were evicted,” Ahmad said.

“Most surprising was the govern-
ment and security forces’ position. 
They had no information whatso-
ever about the missing or the area 
from where they were kidnapped.”

Zohair Hazem al-Jabouri, spokes-
man for Nineveh Guards militia, 
was more categorical: “The area 
where the kidnappings occurred 
falls under the direct responsibility 
of the parties loyal to Iran,” he said. 
“The aim of such acts is not merely 
to apprehend suspected collabora-
tors with ISIS but to settle accounts 
with the people in the (Sunni-domi-
nated) region.”

At least 643 men and boys from 
Saqlawiya in Anbar governorate are 
missing more than a year after they 
were reportedly abducted by Shia 
militias.

The Iraqi Observatory for Human 
Rights said as many as 3,000 civil-
ians had been forcibly disappeared 
in Anbar since the beginning of 
military operations to uproot ISIS in 
2015. Among them, 902 went miss-
ing in the district of Razaza, south 
of Falluja, in addition to those taken 
in Saqlawiya.

Many families refused to return to 
“liberated” towns before the fate of 
their missing relatives is revealed.

Oum Ahmad, a housewife, who 
lives in a refugee camp near Ram-

adi, said she was not budging. Her 
husband and eldest son were kid-
napped during their displacement 
from Saqlawiya.

“We cannot return without our 
men. It is unacceptable,” she said. 
“Most women refuse to go home 
because they fear they would be 
harassed by the forces that control 
the place now.

“The people of Saqlawiya have 
suffered a lot at the hands of ISIS 
militants and now we are accused 
of collaborating with the terrorists.”

Anbar Governor Sahib al-Rawi 
has said that a commission tasked 
with investigating alleged viola-
tions against civilians during the 
battle to retake Falluja has gath-
ered evidence that implicated PMF 
members in the killing of 49 people 
and the kidnapping of 643 others 
from Saqlawiya.

Rajeh Barakat, a member of the 
Anbar provincial council, said the 
number of the disappeared cannot 
be established as many families 
were reluctant to report their miss-
ing relatives out of fear for their 
safety.

“We all know that the PMF have 
control over certain parts of Anbar. 
The disappearance of thousands of 
people, including government em-
ployees, in mysterious conditions 
cannot be disregarded,” Barakat 
stated.

Amnesty International has re-
peatedly called on Iraqi authorities 
to reveal the fate of those who had 
been forcibly disappeared by the 
PMF and Iraqi security forces and 
to ensure investigations were thor-
ough, impartial and independent.

Masrour Aswad, former member 
of the High Commission of Human 
Rights in Iraq, underlined the com-
plexity of the issue of the missing.

“It is one of the most controver-
sial issues, especially that the gov-
ernment is not serious about reveal-
ing the fate of some 5,000 people 
missing in the provinces previously 
controlled by ISIS,” he said.

“The violations in Mosul could be 
worse. The lack of law enforcement 
during the arrest of suspects led to 
the disappearance of hundreds of 
innocent people in mysterious cir-
cumstances.”

Oumayma Omar, based in 
Baghdad, is a contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of
The Arab Weekly.

Oumayma Omar

Samar Kadi

Wadad Halwani, founder and chairwoman of the Committee of the Families of the Kidnapped and the 
Disappeared, speaking at a rally in Beirut to push for clarifying the fate of the missing.               (Samar Kadi)

The fate of the missing

Scores of Iraqis 
missing during 
war against ISIS

Families of the missing, 
the forgotten victims 
of war in Lebanon

Painful past. A Lebanese woman paints as she stands in front of an 
oil painting of her son (C-background) who disappeared in 1982 at 
the age of 15 while fighting near Beirut.                                   (AFP)

Unrevealed fates. An Iraqi 
points to a list of missing and 
killed people in a small office 
in Dohuk in northern Iraq.     (AP)

people are said to 
be missing from 
Lebanon’s civil war.

17,000

Approximately 
5,000 people are 
reported to be 
missing in provinces 
previously 
controlled by ISIS.
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A 

s a rule, international 
travel is rarely trouble 
free. Still, the last thing 
that crossed the mind 
of celebrated Lebanese 

film-maker Ziad Doueiri when his 
flight touched down in Beirut earlier 
this month was that he would be de-
tained by Lebanese General Security 
for two hours and have his Lebanese 
and French passports confiscated.

That Doueiri was shortly released 
is a matter of record. However, the 
incident and the vicious media cam-
paign now directed against Doueiri 
have highlighted the ignoble tussle 
within Lebanon over moral owner-
ship of the Palestinian cause.

Doueiri’s reception probably 
wasn’t what he had expected. He 
was returning from the Venice Inter-
national Film Festival where his lat-
est film, “The Insult,” had scooped 
a prize. Instead of receiving a warm 
welcome, however, he was detained 
and summoned to a military court, 
charged with violating the Lebanese 
penal code during the production of 
an earlier film, 2012’s “The Attack,” 
which was partly filmed in Israel, a 
country Lebanon remains officially 
at war with.

Speaking by phone, Doueiri de-
nied the charge that his actions 
helped normalise relations with Is-
rael: “Normalisation means a policy 
pursued by two government entities 
and not a lone act by an individual, 
and though I was very much aware 
of the political implications of this 
act, it was never my intention nor 

the message of the movie to endorse 
normalisation with Israel,” he said.

Though the case was dismissed by 
the Military Tribunal as falling out-
side of Lebanon’s statute of limita-
tions, Doueiri questioned the timing 
of the smear campaign he now feels 
has been directed at him. Along with 
the decision not to screen his latest 
film in cinemas throughout Beirut, 
column inches have been dedicated 
to sabotaging both the film and its 
maker’s reputation. Much of the 
impetus for this, Doueiri claims, is 
“The Insult,” which challenges the 
accepted narrative of the civil war 
and the plight of Palestinians within 
Lebanon. They “do not like the fact 
that this film is challenging their 
monopoly of the Palestinian cause, 
especially that our lead Palestinian 
actor has won the top prize at the 
Venice festival,” Doueiri said.

Much of the public criticism lev-
elled at Doueiri has come from 
circles affiliated with Lebanese so-
cial lynchpin Pierre Abi Saab, who 
also serves as cultural editor of the 
Syrian daily, al-Akhbar. Abi Saab 
,who initiated the smear campaign 
against Doueiri, wrote that Doueiri, 
whom he labels a Zionist, is part of 
a master project to normalise Arab 
perception of the murderous Israeli 
state. To anyone familiar with the 
local setting, branding someone a 
Zionist is nothing short of putting a 
bullseye on their back, something 
that Abi Saab and his cadre appear 
to have little shame in doing.

While much of the case against 
Doueiri has been couched within 
moral and philosophical frame-
works, the undercurrent of violence 
is tangible. Writing on Facebook, 
journalist Hasan Illeik commented 
that anyone within Lebanon pro-
moting Israel, such as Doueiri, 
should be locked up or shot. “These 
matters cannot be resolved through 
debate. A person who has visited 
Israel and stayed for 11 months and 
made a film with the Israelis and 
preaching to us the greatness of Is-
raeli society cannot be rewarded. 
What type of dialogue are we to have 
with him? Locking up such people 
and executing spies and some of 
those endorsing normalisation and 

suppressing any voice which sup-
ports them is the only way. After we 
do that we can debate everything 
else.”

It has become clear that the case 
against Doueiri has grown beyond 
the courts. Nadine Farghal, a Leba-
nese lawyer and activist, argued 
that Doueiri’s detractors believe 
“that the legitimacy of their claim 
supersedes Lebanese laws and thus 
Ziad should be judged in the court of 
public opinion.”

Despite the heated accusations of 
collaboration with an enemy power, 
Farghal pointed to many contradic-
tions in people’s attempts to vilify 
Doueiri. Principally that individuals 
belonging to the anti-normalisation 
group were vocal supporters of 
Fayez Karam, a member of Michael 
Aoun’s political party who was 
found guilty of collaborating with 
Israeli intelligence in 2012.

Much of the attack on Doueiri 
serves to distract from “The Insult,” 
which tackles the themes of the Leb-
anese civil war and the importance 
of post-war reconciliation between 
both the Lebanese themselves, and 
with their Palestinian guests. How-
ever, none of the agitators appear 
to care that the latest film, which 
places the plight of the Palestinians 
forced to live in legal limbo and in 
dire economic conditions at the very 
centre of the debate.

More importantly, the film chal-
lenges the traditional stereotype 
of helpless Palestinians that critics 
have manipulated and bent to their 
cause in an effort to validate their 
own standing. The greatest insult 
here is probably to the Lebanese 
themselves, who are presented with 
the choice of either conforming to 
someone else’s vision of the issues 
Doueiri raises or weathering accu-
sations of Zionism and the death 
threats that too often accompany 
them.

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

Culture

Shaping narratives in region through Arabic design, typography
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Sharjah

S 

alem al-Qassimi, who 
heads the multidiscipli-
nary Fikra Design Studio in 
Sharjah, had been wearing 
two hats until recently. Be-

sides being a principal and founder 
at Fikra, he was teaching at the 
American University of Sharjah 
(AUS).

Fikra, founded in 2006, pio-
neered bilingual Arabic and English 
design communication solutions in 
the United Arab Emirates.

Qassimi said he was equally pas-
sionate about computers. When he 
enrolled in AUS, he pursued a bach-
elor of science degree in multime-
dia design. As part of an internship, 
he worked in London for a design 
company and, after graduation, 
worked in Dubai. While Qassimi 
said he enjoyed his time in Lon-
don and Dubai, where he worked 
in traditional design and commer-
cial branding, he felt the urge to do 
something more.

“I wanted to do other things. I 
was interested in research as well as 
doing experimental and research-
based work,” Qassimi said.

His relationship with the influ-
ential Arabic calligraphy artist and 
designer Wissam Shawkat and the 
Kitabat Conference — the first ma-
jor Arabic calligraphy and typog-

raphy conference in the Middle  
East — organised by the American 
University of Dubai in 2006, led 
Qassimi to the realisation that there 
was a void in the region for Arabic 
graphic design and typography.

Fikra began doing a lot of Arabic 
graphic design work and became 
well-known for its bilingual Arabic 
and English designs as well as cul-
turally relevant work. “We filled the 
gap at that time for bilingual design 
and typography, interactive design 
as well as design-led research,” Qas-
simi said.

Qassimi took a two-year break 
from work to complete a master’s 
of fine arts in graphic design from 
the Rhode Island School of Design 
(RISD), an experience that changed 
his life, he said.  His thesis was on 
Arabish (Arabic and English) cul-
ture — the bilingual culture and 
identity — in the UAE.

After returning to Sharjah in 2011, 
Qassimi focused on teaching and 
developing research-led and cul-
ture-driven projects.

For Fikra — an Arabic word mean-
ing “idea” or “concept” — it was 
imperative to create visual experi-
ences that are culturally and con-
textually relevant, yet global.

A recent project and publication 
“Afaq Al Mustaqbal” centred on 
the indigenous Emirati Cafeteria 
concept, commissioned by and for 
the UAE Pavilion during Dubai De-
sign Week, is a good example of the 
studio’s immersive, interactive and 

culture-driven, experimental pro-
ject.

The cafeteria in the UAE is a cul-
tural concoction with a mélange 
of disparate tastes, visuals and 
ideas coming together to form a 
multicultural singularity. “Afaq Al 
Mustaqbal”’ successfully evoked 
that experience, bringing out the 
contemporary aesthetics of UAE 
culture into a sensory experience.

The communication campaign 
for Global Art Forum and Art Dubai 
this year was based on the theme 
“Trading Places” and is an exam-
ple of culture-driven work done by 
Fikra. “The visualisation of that ab-
stract idea of ‘trade’ into currency 
and food was successful and we 
really enjoyed the collaboration,” 
Qassimi said.

There is so much to the work 
that Fikra does in advancing design 
thinking and research — in print 
and new media, which includes 
branding and identity creation, 
book design, data-visualisations, 
environmental graphics, type de-
sign, web and app design.

Qassimi has a platform called 
Afkar Fikra, which undertakes in-
dependent research and experi-

mental projects exploring “regional 
topics through design.”

Most of the work at Fikra, both 
professional branding projects and 
research projects through Afkar 
Fikra, Qassimi said, has been de-
signed to work with Arabic typog-
raphy or by incorporating Arabic 
typography.

Qassimi said that when he set up 
his studio in 2006, the design scene 
was very different. “Arabic graphic 
design education was almost non-
existent,” he said, “and a lot of the 
people actually doing design work 
in the Arab world were Western 
multinational agencies with many 
non-Arabic speaking designers who 
had very limited understanding of 
Arabic and Arabic typography.

“Now, there is a lot more aware-
ness in terms of Arabic design and 
typography and there are a lot more 
designers working with and for Ar-
abic type who are doing an incred-
ible job. Also, there are more and 
more Arabic type foundries offering 
beautiful Arabic and bilingual fonts 
and many Arabic design educators, 
including myself, started to incor-
porate and highlight the impor-
tance of Arabic typography in our 
teaching.”

The technology has evolved, Qas-
simi said. “Arabic and other RTL 
(right to left) languages were diffi-
cult to work with in some software. 
There were not many good Arabic 
type designers and, mainly because 
of that, we had a very limited selec-

tion of fonts to use.”
Fikra Design Studio has made 

a significant and pioneering con-
tribution towards developing a 
unique bilingual design style in the 
UAE and the Gulf.

Fikra started the movement by 
encouraging others to offer services 
in Arabic design and typography. 
“Our contribution is not limited to 
bilingual design work and typogra-
phy,” Qassimi said. “Fikra is really 
challenging the status quo of graph-
ic design in the region as a whole. 
It is doing that not only through 
its bilingual design work and ty-
pography but also through design 
research, interactive work and its 
meticulous process-driven investi-
gation related to culture.”

Qassimi said he was excited 
about design in the region: “In to-
day’s time and age of communica-
tion and social media, the world is 
a lot smaller and, because of many 
shared traits and cultural aspects 
with other Arab countries, I think 
it is safe to say that the region as a 
whole is working together to en-
hance Arabic and bilingual design 
and typography and developing a 
unified aesthetic voice.

“It is through the efforts of differ-
ent Arabic designers that we are ad-
dressing different visual problems 
related to bilingual design.”

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

Sharjah-based Salem 
al-Qassimi heads the 
multidisciplinary 
Fikra Design Studio.

Arrest, ‘normalisation’ charges face Lebanese 
film-maker upon return from film festival
Makram Rabah

Fresh perspective. Palestinian actor Kamel El Basha holds aloft 
the Volpi Cup for best actor for his role in ‘The Insult’ at the 74th 
Venice Film Festival, on September 9.     (AP)

While much of the case 
against Doueiri has 
been couched within 
moral and 
philosophical 
frameworks, the 
undercurrent of 
violence is tangible.
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Damascus

A 

ntoun Tawil, one of Syr-
ia’s last traditional oud 
makers, waits in his Da-
mascus workshop for or-
ders for the lute-style in-

strument that his country was once 
renowned for producing.

While the conflict that has rav-
aged Syria for more than six years 
has devastated many of its historic 
crafts, the production of the oud — 
the oriental lute — has been particu-
larly hard hit.

Oud makers have emigrated in 
large numbers and the Damascene 
wood used to build the instruments 
has also become rare.

“There were around 20 work-
shops before the crisis — between 
Damascus, Aleppo and Hama. Now 
there are no more than six,” four of 
them in Damascus, Tawil said.

The slender 57-year-old operates 
one of them. In his tiny 9-square-
metre shop in Tekkiyeh Sulamani-
yah, an Ottoman complex that 
includes a mosque and a crafts mar-
ket, Tawil contemplates the ouds 
hung around him. Some are richly 
decorated, delicately inlaid with 
mother-of-pearl and ivory.

Named after the Arabic word 
meaning a piece of wood, the oud 
is a key instrument in Middle East-
ern music. It is related to the gui-
tar, the Russian balalaika and the 
Greek bouzouki. The instrument is 
characterised by its short neck and 
large, full body that gives the in-
strument a pear shape.

All six craftsmen who used to 
work in Tawil’s two workshops 
have fled Syria.

“Before the crisis, we opened at 5 
in the morning and worked all day 
long because there was so much de-
mand,” he said wistfully.

In a single month, Tawil used to 
sell a dozen ouds, many of them 
destined for abroad, including Eu-
rope and Canada.

“Nowadays, a month goes by 
without selling anything,” he said.

With the Syrian pound’s devalu-
ation, prices have also plummeted.

“I used to sell an oud for 5,000 
Syrian pounds ($100),” Tawil said. 
“Today, I sell them for 35,000 ($70).”

He talks passionately about the 
Syrian — specifically Damascene 
— oud, which he describes as both 
the most exquisite but also the most 
durable of Arab lutes.

“Our ouds can last 70 years with-
out needing maintenance,” he said 
with a proud smile. “I’ve made piec-
es as beautiful as a Persian rug.”

The secret to the instrument’s 
durability lies in the first steps of 
the craft, said Issa Michel Awad, an 
expert in the oud and other stringed 
instruments at the Higher Institute 
for Music in Damascus.

“It’s the way the Damascene 
wood is chosen, the way it is dried 
and cured,” he explained. “That is 
why you can still play a Dama-
scene oud dating from 1990 
today without a single false 
note.”

However, in today’s conflict-rid-
den Syria, it is precisely this treas-
ured wood that poses a problem.

“We rely on walnut wood, which 
is very high quality and is specifi-
cally available in Eastern Ghouta,” 
said Ali Khalifeh, a prominent lute-
maker in Damascus.

Eastern Ghouta is a rebel bastion 
east of the capital, under govern-
ment siege and beyond craftsmen’s 
reach.

“Today, this wood is being used 
by people in Ghouta for heat… It is 
becoming rare,” he said.

The first Damascene oud was pro-
duced in 1897 by Abdo al-Nahhat, 
who became one of the country’s 
most renowned lute makers. In the 
early 20th century, the oud was the 
favoured instrument among Syr-
ians, played at marriages or during 
gatherings of female socialites.

Khalifeh’s atelier in the Adawi 
neighbourhood is half-artisanal, 
half-mechanised. He has found 
demand has increased for his prod-
ucts because of the relatively few 
competitors.

While Tawil uses steam to indi-
vidually shape the oud’s ribs by 
hand, Khalifeh’s workshop uses 
machines to bend 20 at a time and 
smooth the wood. The neck’s pegs 
are screwed in by hand.

“Polishing the oud by hand takes 
between five and six hours. With 
the machine, it’s done in 15 min-
utes,” said Khalifeh, who exports 
across the Middle East, as well as to 
France and the United States.

“We used to make 10-15 ouds a 
month, now we make 20,” added 
Khalifeh, who learned the profes-
sion from his father at the age of 14.

Even with his own orders up, 
Khalifeh said he feels the industry 
is in terminal decline.

“When I look at the state of my 
profession, I can say it is in the pro-
cess of disappearing,” he said.

Tawil agreed.
“It’s a profession under threat,” 

he said, lamenting that in addition 
to the effects of the war, “young 
people don’t have the time to learn.”

Like many in the field, Tawil 
learned the trade from his father 
and is passing it on to his daughter.

He said he sees a glimmer of hope 
in the artisans who have emigrated, 
taking their expertise with them.

“In Quebec, there are now Syrians 
who are opening their own 

production workshops,” 
Tawil said.

(Agence France-
Presse)

Rana Moussaoui

Syria’s traditional 
oud making craft 
on the decline

Preserving traditional crafts 

All six craftsmen 
who used to work 
in Tawil’s two 
workshops have 
fled Syria.

Hard hit. Ali Khalifeh, a lute maker (not pictured) adjusts the 
strings on a oud, at a shop in the Syrian capital, Damascus.              (AFP)

Tunisian artisans 
struggle to sell 
traditional chechia

Treasured craft. Craftsmen apply the finishing touches to traditional chechia caps before displaying 
them for sale in the old medina of Tunis.                                                                                                           (Reuters)

Roua Khlifi

Tunis

O 

utside a little shop in 
the medina, an elderly 
man wearing a tradi-
tional Djebba suit fin-
ishes crafting a crimson 

chechia, Tunisia’s traditional flat 
wool cap.

Moncef Ben Moussa is one of the 
few chechia makers in Souk Ech-
Chaouachine, a traditional market 
that specialises in the production 
and trade of headwear.

“I have been working here for 42 
years,” Ben Moussa said. “It was 
something I found myself in. I en-
joyed making chechias and found 
comfort in this job. Things changed 
a lot in the past years; 40 years ago, 
there were more shops and there 
were at least five craftsmen work-
ing in each.”

Souk Ech-Chaouachine is one of 
Tunisia’s oldest traditional mar-
kets, dating to the arrival of the 
Andalusian Moors in the 17th cen-
tury. For as long as the souk has 
been around, artisans have sold the 
chechia. Now, however, many of 
the shops are closing.

“I have been working in this souk 
for more than 40 years and now I 
have the responsibility of defend-
ing the chechia,” said Azouz Kahia, 
president of the National Chamber 
of Chechia, part of Tunisia’s Nation-
al Federation of Handicrafts.

“When I was in school, I used to 
stay with my father whenever I had 
free time and that is how I learned 
the craft of making chechia. When 
I was old enough, I started helping. 
Since I loved the craft, it was easy 
to be integrated in the shop with 
my family.”

The chechia trade is often hand-
ed down from one generation to the 
next and is considered part of the 
family heritage. Mohamed Mehdi 
Troudi, another artisan in the souk, 
left his job at a bank to work in his 
father’s chechia shop to honour the 
trade and “the name of the family.”

“We have been doing this for gen-
erations,” Troudi said. “I joined ten 

years ago but even before that I used 
to help my father in the shop. Both 
my paternal and maternal grandfa-
thers were chechia artisans.”

While the chechia is still worn 
during religious occasions and cel-
ebrations, many artisans struggle to 
find the same level of demand for 
the once popular headwear.

“There are some issues that have 
come up in the last decade,” Kahia 
said. “The market has been affect-
ed by a drastic fall in the number of 
craftsmen. Also, financially, mak-
ing chechia can no longer provide 
a living. You must have significant 
capital to be able to run this busi-
ness.”

One reason the sector is strained 
is the increasing price of imported 
goods, artisans noted.

“The raw material for chechia 
is imported and the fall of the ex-
change rates of the dinar added to 
that,” Kahia said. “We are trying to 
work this out with the government 
and other craftsmen.”

Things don’t look bright, how-
ever. The number of chechia crafts-
men has radically decreased, Ka-
hia lamented, and some worry the 
trade could disappear completely.

“It is getting more difficult and, 
the more difficult it gets, the more 
craftsmen will leave and change 
their shops to something else like 
fast-food places,” Kahia said. “This 
is how we are losing craftsmen. At 
a certain time, we had more than 
500 craftsmen and our chechia pro-
duction was exported all over the 
world. Now we are around 15 and 
this is alarming. It could disappear.”

While the chechia is found pri-
marily in Tunisia, it is also market-
ed in Libya and other African coun-

tries, such as Mali and Nigeria
“The chechia is authentic Tuni-

sian headwear,” said Kahia, but it is 
also demanded in “African markets 
so we were able to export it.”

“The original chechia is the crim-
son one,” he said, although Libyans 
generally wear it in black, Nigerians 
in dark red and Senegalese in white 
and black.

Unfortunately, demand outside 
of Tunisia is not what it once was. 
With many African markets, espe-
cially Libya’s, reeling from econom-
ic and political instability, chechia 
sales decreased.

“Some things changed a bit af-
ter the revolution with the politi-
cal changes affecting the markets,” 
Troudi said. “For instance, the 
Libyan revolution affected the sales 
as the situation is volatile. It also 
affected the change rates in the 
neighbouring African countries. It 
became expensive for them to buy 
the chechia for its production price 
with the low exchange rate.”

Despite the difficulties, however, 
Kahia remarked that younger Tuni-
sians are reviving the chechia, with 
many wearing it as a trendy addi-
tion to casual outfits.

“This is a time when people are 
showing more pride and interest in 
reviving traditional clothing,” said 
Kahia, noting that women also wear 
“different types of chechia” for a 
“decorative element.”

“During wedding rituals, some 
women like to wear chechia as part 
of the traditional outfit,” he said.

In his shop, Kahia resumes work 
on a women’s chechia that has sil-
ver ornaments to symbolise Tuni-
sia’s heritage. Other modern de-
signs of the female headwear line 
the shelf.

“These are part of our new collec-
tion of chechia for women,” Kahia 
said. “I think the solution to the cri-
sis is to find ways to make chechia 
an indispensable part of the daily 
outfit. We are trying to rebrand the 
chechia as a youthful and fashion-
able headwear.”

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and 
Culture contributor to The Arab 
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

While the chechia 
is found primarily 
in Tunisia, it is 
also marketed in 
Libya and other 
African countries, 
such as Mali and 
Nigeria.
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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

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.

Manama:
Through September 23

Alayam Cultural Fair features 
book sales 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 en-
sembles 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.

Beirut:
October 4-12

In its 17th edition and 20th anni-
versary, the Beirut International 
Film Festival will be held in Me-
tropolis Empire Sofil with special 
screenings in Cinéma Montaigne 
& the Sursock Museum. The 
festival programme will include 
long features, short films and 
documentaries in addition to 
Lebanon premieres of films.

Washington:
October 5-8

The annual DC Palestinian Film 
and Arts Festival (DCPFAF) 
returns for a seventh year, bring-
ing 97 films to Washington. The 
aim of the festival is to serve as a 
platform for the artistic creativ-
ity of Palestinians through film, 
music and the visual arts.

Abu Dhabi:
October 6

The third Caribbean Beach 
Festival 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 
Eastern and North African arts 
and culture in venues across 
Kensington and Chelsea in 
London. The festival programme 
features exhibitions, music, 
cinema, food, talks and dance 
performances.

Travel
w w w . t h e a r a b w e e k l y . c o m

Dubai

A 

bout 100 kilometres 
east of Dubai is the en-
chanting centuries-old 
village of Hatta. The en-
clave, nestled in the Ha-

jar Mountains, is separated from 
the main part of the emirate by 
Sharjah and Oman and is home to 
about 12,000 residents.

A drive to Hatta used to be a fa-
vourite outing for Dubai residents 
hoping to explore date palm farms 
watered by ancient falaj ducts 
(fresh water canal), the natural 
wadis (dry mountain valleys) and 
the Hatta Dam and Hatta Pools.

The earliest buildings — the 
mosque, the fort and its two mili-
tary towers and the village — date 
to the late 1700s. Restoration work 
by the Dubai Municipality in Hat-
ta village started in 1997. It was 
opened to the public in 2001.

Today’s Hatta is well on its way 
to becoming a year-round destina-
tion. It has a restored Heritage Vil-
lage, picnic and recreation areas, 
cycling tracks, hiking trails, as well 
as kayaking and pedal boating.

The village attracts tourists from 
the region and beyond, giving 
them an opportunity to under-
stand traditional life in the emir-
ate. Being serviced by public trans-
port, it is a cheap and easy place to 
access for budget travellers.  If one 
wants to explore the natural wadis 
that abound there and enjoy any 
kind of off-road adventures, popu-

larly called “wadi-bashing,” how-
ever, a four-wheel drive vehicle is 
necessary.

British expat and media pro-
fessional Peter Harrison, a Dubai 
resident, commented: “I have al-
ways used Hatta as my go-to place 
when I want to escape Dubai for a 
few hours. It’s calm, beautiful and 
close enough for it to be an easy 
day out from the city.”

Harrison, a keen traveller, added: 
“I have never been hiking in Hatta 
nor have I been to Hatta Pools but 
I have heard it’s great for both. For 
me it’s just a peaceful place to go 
and unwind. I have many fond 
memories of taking friends and 
family there and none of them 
were disappointed.”

For tourists, one-day Hatta sa-
fari package tours starting at about 
$85 (Dh310) per person are avail-
able. The package includes a drive 
through canyons and wadis with 
short stops at Hatta’s many attrac-
tions. In the winter, visitors can 
enjoy an outdoor picnic lunch.

The Hatta Heritage Village, lo-
cated in the heart of the mountain-
ous area, showcases the UAE’s tra-
ditional culture and architecture. 
The restored mosque and fort are 
main attractions for their simple 
and early style of architecture, 
with the latter housing a small mu-
seum-like display.

A string of neighbouring date 
farms with a fresh water canal run-
ning through are also worth ex-
ploring, giving visitors insight into 
the Emirati lifestyle before the oil 
economy.

Hatta Hill Park offers nice views 

and is a perfect place for picnics 
and barbecues. The children’s play 
area, jogging track, exercise ma-
chines and football grounds pro-
vide activities for the whole family 
and fun for all age groups. Pano-
ramic views of all of Hatta can be 
seen from the watch tower in the 
park.

The Hatta Dam is de rigueur and 
the sight of the turquoise waters 
against the dark mountainous set-
ting is an unforgettable experience. 
New activities centred around the 
water reservoir that have become 
popular include kayaking and ped-
al boating.

While Hatta has always been a 
favourite haunt of city dwellers 
and tourists in search of the rugged 
outdoors and scenic locations with 
a heritage ambience, the Dubai 
government has plans to attract 
even more visitors. In November 
last year, they launched a plan to 
turn the place into a top class envi-

ronmental tourist destination.
The first phase of the $350 mil-

lion (Dh 1.3 billion) comprehensive 
development plan for Hatta aims 
to develop the heritage area and 
build public rest houses to serve 
as areas for those wishing to camp 
or barbecue. It also envisions the 
construction of a 2km pedestrian 
pathway linking farms across Hat-
ta so that visitors can move around 
easily and enjoy the area’s pristine 
nature.

The lanes are also one of the 
routes of the Hatta hiking project, 
the first phase of which was com-
pleted in April. The hiking trail has 
been designed in an eco-friendly 
way to blend in with the unique 
natural environment of the area.

Hikers and mountain bikers can 
now use two new trails of a total 
length of 12 kilometres. The first 
9km route, named “City Hiking,” 
runs through Hatta and links a 
number of monuments and key 
tourist attractions, while the rest 
of the route runs around the rocky 
mountains near the dam.

The hiking project is designed to 
attract more visitors to Hatta and 
“support the development of the 
area and highlight its historical 
and natural attractions to tourists,” 
according to a statement by the 
Dubai Municipality.

UAE’s Hatta 
offers nature, 
heritage and 
adventure
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Hatta Dam and water reservoir.                            (Dubai Municipality)

The historic Hatta Fort.                                                                                  (Dubai Municipality)

Hatta’s attractions 
include picnic and 
recreation areas, 
cycling tracks, hiking 
trails, kayaking and 
pedal boating.

A panoramic view of Hatta Village and its surroundings.               (Dubai Municipality)


