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Iran continues missile threats
despite Trump’s stern warnings

Washington

U 

S President Donald 
Trump raised a range of 
Middle Eastern issues 
at the UN General As-
sembly, firing off stern 

warnings against Iran, trying to find 
common ground with Turkey and 
committing himself to finding peace 
between the Israelis and the Pales-
tinians.

Trump used his first UN speech 
to signal his frustration with the in-
ternational agreement to limit Iran’s 
nuclear capabilities. In an address 
marked by his threat to “complete-
ly destroy” North Korea following 
Pyongyang’s missile tests and warn-
ing of a nuclear attack against the 
United States, Trump named Iran as 
another “rogue state” that had to be 
stopped.

The US president later said he had 
already made up his mind about 
whether to end the United States’ 
participation in the international nu-

clear deal with Iran. He did not make 
his decision public but, speaking 
only weeks before his administration 
must tell the US Congress whether 
Iran is complying with the treaty, 
he strongly hinted that he did not 
accept the agreement in its present 
form.

News reports said the Trump ad-
ministration would try to convince 
its allies to seek stronger rules to 
keep Iran from developing nuclear 
weapons and ballistic missiles.

US Ambassador to the United Na-
tions Nikki Haley said in early Sep-
tember the certification decision will 
be tied to Iran’s overall behaviour. 
“We must consider the whole jigsaw 

puzzle, not just one of its pieces,” 
she said, adding that “should the 
president decide to decertify, he has 
grounds to stand on.”

Iranian President Hassan Rohani 
responded by saying his country 
would further strengthen its missile 
programme but Israel applauded 
Trump’s hard-line stance. “In over 
30 years in my experience with the 
UN, I never heard a bolder or more 
courageous speech,” Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu said 
on Twitter.

Iran had an additional response 
of defiance when, on September 22, 
it exhibited for the first time a mis-
sile capable of reaching almost any 
target in the Middle East. The Khor-
ramshahr, which was displayed dur-
ing a military parade in Tehran, has a 
range of 2,000km.

“We will strengthen our defence 
and military capability, whether you 
want it or not,” Rohani said.

He also said Tehran would support 
the “oppressed people of Yemen, 
Syria and Palestine,” a reference to 
its role in proxy wars in the Middle 
East.

Trump was not alone in denounc-
ing Iran’s behaviour. Talking about 
the Iran nuclear deal, French Presi-
dent Emmanuel Macron said: “Is 
this agreement enough? No. It is not, 
given the evolution of the regional 
situation and increasing pressure 
that Iran is exerting on the region 
and given increased activity by Iran 
on the ballistic level since the ac-
cord.”

UAE Foreign Minister Sheikh Ab-
dullah bin Zayed al-Nahyan said Iran 
“violates the letter and spirit” of the 
2015 agreement and continues “to 
exploit the crises in the Arab world 
to undermine regional security by 
inciting and fuelling conflict” by 
supporting terrorist activities in the 
Middle East.

Trump’s bilateral meetings with 
14 foreign leaders on the sidelines 
of the General Assembly included 
talks with key Middle Eastern play-
ers, from Netanyahu and Palestinian 
leader Mahmoud Abbas to Egyptian 
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, Qatari 
Emir Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad al-
Thani and Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan.

The US president sounded upbeat 
about prospects for peace between 
Israel and the Palestinians, even 
though there was no movement on 
any of the many sticking points be-
tween the two sides.

Still, Trump expressed optimism. 
“I think we have a very, very good 
chance and I certainly will de-
vote everything within my heart 
and within my soul to get that deal 
made,” Trump said after meeting 
with Abbas. The Palestinian leader 
said Trump was serious about reach-
ing a “deal of the century.”

Trump used his meeting with Sisi 
to iron out tensions between Wash-
ington and Cairo over the recent de-
cision by the United States to deny or 
delay almost $200 million in aid over 
human rights concerns. The US gov-
ernment would “certainly consider” 
restarting the assistance, Trump 
said. There was “a lot of progress” in 
relations between the two countries.

Thomas Seibert is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab Weekly.

London

Q 

atari Emir Sheikh Tamim 
bin Hamad al-Thani’s 
speech at the UN General 
Assembly, painting Qatar 
as a victim of a boycott 

and calling on other countries to 
reach out to Iran, has not advanced 
the prospects of a solution to the re-
gional crisis.

UAE Minister of Foreign Affairs 
Sheikh Abdullah bin Zayed al-Nahy-
an reiterated the Gulf countries 
stance on the dispute.

“We must demonstrate zero toler-
ance to those who spread violence, 
fear and destruction among inno-
cent people, and those who provide 

support and safe haven to terrorist 
groups,” Sheikh Abdullah said.

“The sovereign measures taken 
by my country in cooperation with 
its close allies serve this purpose. 
They are consistent with inter-
national law and are intended to 
protect Arab national security and 
counter Qatar’s support for terror-
ism.”

“I’m sure we can find a solution 
for this problem,” Sheikh Tamim 
told US President Donald Trump. 
However, he offered no indication 
as to what he intends to do to help 
reach such a solution.

Saudi Arabia, the United Arab 
Emirates, Bahrain and Egypt cut 
diplomatic ties with Doha in early 
June over its alleged support for 
radical groups, many with ties to 
Iran. Shiekh Tamim’s call for an 

outreach with Tehran could not be 
more ill-timed for Kuwait, which 
dismantled an Iran-backed terror 
cell earlier this year.

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi told the General Assembly of 
his concerns about Qatar without 
naming it directly.

“It is impossible to envisage a fu-
ture for the regional or international 
order without a definitive and com-
prehensive confrontation with ter-
rorism,” Sisi said.

“This should be approached in a 
manner that eradicates terrorism 
and eliminates its roots and causes, 
in addition to openly challenging 
any party that supports or finances 
terrorism or that grants it political, 
media forums or safe havens.”

Following a meeting on the side-
lines of the UN General Assembly 
with his counterparts from Sau-
di Arabia, the UAE and Bahrain, 
Egyptian Foreign Minister Sameh 
Shoukry said those countries were 
ready for a political solution to the 
crisis, provided “Qatar meets the 13 
requirements and approves the six 
principles.”

“We seek normal relations and 
that Qatar refrains from supporting 
and financing terrorism and inter-
fering in the internal affairs of the 
four countries,” Shoukry was quot-

ed by the Egyptian state-run news 
agency MENA as saying.

Saudi Foreign Minister Adel 
al-Jubeir reiterated the quartet’s 
stance about the fundamentals of 
the dispute with Qatar.

“Qatar supports terrorist organi-
sations and extremist militias, these 
matters are known to everyone. 
Documents and evidence have been 
provided,” Jubeir told Al Arabiya TV.

“There are individuals wanted by 
the UN, the US and other countries 
for their support for terrorism and 
they live a good life in Qatar,” he 
said, adding that a solution to the 
crisis will be a Gulf one.

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

At UN, Qatar prioritises defensive rhetoric over search for resolution to crisis

Danger zone. Iranian President Hassan Rohani (2nd R) speaks at a military parade marking the 37th anniversary of Iraq’s 1980 invasion of Iran, on September 22.                                (Reuters)

The Trump 
administration will try 
to convince its allies to 
seek stronger rules to 
keep Iran from 
developing nuclear 
weapons and ballistic 
missiles.

Saudi Foreign Minister 
Adel al-Jubeir 
reiterated the quartet’s 
stance about the 
fundamentals of the 
dispute with Qatar.

Thomas Seibert

Mohammed Alkhereiji
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Washington

A 

s US President Donald 
Trump edges closer to 
ending the Iran nuclear 
agreement, officials and 
observers warned of a 

potential new conflict in the Middle 
East and of a growing split between 
Washington and its European allies.

“I have decided” about whether 
to pull the United States out of the 
2015 agreement, Trump said, with-
out giving details. The New York 
Times reported that the president 
wants to extend the time frame of 
the treaty and deter Iran’s develop-
ment of ballistic missiles. Tehran 
has rejected all calls for new nego-
tiations about the accord.

The Trump administration must 
submit a report by October 15 to 
tell the US Congress whether Iran 
is following the rules of the agree-
ment designed to keep Tehran from 
developing nuclear weapons. The 
Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action 
(JCPOA), as the Iran deal is officially 
known, was hammered out after 
years of talks between Iran and 
the United States, Russia, China, 
France, the United Kingdom, Ger-
many and the European Union.

In his first address to the UN Gen-
eral Assembly, Trump repeated his 
criticism of the Iran deal in strong 
language.

“The Iran deal was one of the 
worst and most one-sided trans-
actions the United States has ever 
entered into,” Trump said in his 
speech. “Frankly, that deal is an 
embarrassment to the United States 
and I don’t think you’ve heard the 
last of it — believe me.”

He expressed a suspicion that 
Iran has not given up its nuclear 
ambitions. “We cannot abide by an 
agreement if it provides cover for 
the eventual construction of a nu-
clear programme,” he said.

Trump said Tehran was using Ira-
nian resources to support Hezbol-
lah in Lebanon, shore up the rule 
of Syrian leader Bashar Assad, help 
rebels in Yemen’s civil war “and un-
dermine peace throughout the en-
tire Middle East.”

Iranian President Hassan Ro-
hani said in his General Assem-
bly speech that his country would 
“not be the first country to violate 
the agreement” and later said he 
did not believe Trump would walk 
away from the treaty.

America’s partners are split over 
Trump’s hawkish stance on Iran. 

Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu, who has said the Iran 
agreement should be changed or 
scrapped altogether, called Trump’s 
speech “courageous.” Saudi Arabia, 
another key US ally in the Middle 
East, repeated its criticism of the 
Iran accord.

European powers warned the 
United States that leaving the Iran 
agreement would be a mistake. 
“Renouncing it would be a grave 
error, not respecting it would be ir-
responsible,” French President Em-
manuel Macron told the General 
Assembly just hours after Trump’s 
speech.

EU foreign policy chief Federica 
Mogherini, after a meeting between 
treaty partners, said the agreement 
was working. Russian Foreign Min-
ister Sergei Lavrov called Trump’s 
position “extremely worrying.”

Russia and the Western Euro-
pean powers are expected to stay 

with the agreement even should 
the United States withdraw, blunt-
ing the effect of renewed American 
sanctions against Iran and isolating 
Washington.

Macron, after meeting with 
Trump in New York, said the US 
president had been unable to ex-
plain to him what should take the 
place of the JCPOA: “I didn’t under-
stand it.” German Chancellor Ange-
la Merkel told state broadcaster DW 
that the Iran treaty was “better than 
having no agreement at all.”

The statements by two of Eu-
rope’s most powerful leaders show 

that Trump risks isolation if he 
leaves the accord. “The rest of the 
international community would 
not be with us,” said Michael 
O’Hanlon, a national security spe-
cialist at the Brookings Institution 
in Washington.

Despite warnings by Macron and 
others, there are signs that even 
high-ranking officials in the Trump 
administration who have been ar-
guing to keep the nuclear pact to-
gether are distancing themselves 
from the JCPOA.

One of them is Secretary of State 
Rex Tillerson, one of several senior 
officials who have said it would be 
better for the United States to leave 
the treaty intact. Following Trump’s 
speech, Tillerson called for changes 
to the accord, especially because 
the limits on enrichment technol-
ogy imposed by the agreement run 
out in 2025.

“We can almost start the count-

down clock as to when they will re-
sume their nuclear weapons capa-
bility,” Tillerson told the Fox News 
channel, referring to the Iranians. 
“If we’re going to stick with the 
Iran deal, there have to be changes 
made.”

State Department spokeswom-
an Heather Nauert referred to the 
agreement in the past tense. “This 
nuclear deal failed to look at the to-
tality of all the bad actions that Iran 
is responsible for,” Nauert told Fox.

In case of a US withdrawal from 
the JCPOA, all eyes would be on 
Tehran, which could carry on with 
the remaining treaty partners and 
continue to accept UN inspections 
of nuclear facilities or decide to 
“kick the inspectors out,” O’Hanlon 
said.

This would put pressure on 
Trump to launch a military strike 
against Tehran — “a very difficult 
decision,” O’Hanlon said.

Thomas Seibert

Under pressure. Iranian Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif talks on his cell phone as he attends the UN General Assembly at UN 
headquarters, September 20.                                                                                                                                                                           (AFP)

As US hints at exit from Iran deal, 
potential new conflicts come into view

In case of a US 
withdrawal from the 
JCPOA, all eyes 
would be on Tehran.
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Is Nikki Haley looking to move up?

W
hile the 
world’s atten-
tion focused 
on US Presi-
dent Donald 
Trump’s 
high-level 

meetings and his first address 
at the UN General Assembly, 
observers in Washington were 
also closely watching Nikki Haley, 
the US ambassador to the United 
Nations.

Haley, the 45-year-old former 
governor of South Carolina, had 
no foreign policy experience be-
fore assuming her diplomatic post 
in January. Since then, however, 
she has proven to be politically 
adept and forceful in defence 
of the Trump administration’s 
agenda. Many people say Haley 

is the most likely candidate to 
replace US Secretary of State 

Rex Tillerson, who officially is her 

boss, should Tillerson resign or be 
squeezed out.

Many also say that she aims to 
one day run for the White House.

Haley, who was born Nimrata 
Randhawa, is the daughter of Indi-
an Sikh immigrants from Punjab. 
She is the first Indian-American 
to hold a cabinet-level position in 
the US government and only the 
second to be elected governor of a 
US state.

Among her successes at the 
United Nations were twice per-
suading the UN Security Council 
— including China and Russia — to 
tighten sanctions against North 
Korea in response to Pyongyang’s 
missile tests. Her efforts were 
praised by both Republicans and 
Democrats in Washington, as well 
as by top US allies.

Despite her lack of prior for-
eign policy experience, people 
who know Haley say they are not 

surprised by how she has per-
formed. Ian Bremmer, president 
of the Eurasia Group consultancy, 
said: “Nikki is a politician and has 
worked as a politician her whole 
life. She’s more flexible and will-
ing to be charismatic. The lack of 
experience has not hurt her.”

Haley has strongly supported 
Trump’s hard-line position 
towards Iran — in contrast to Till-
erson’s more measured approach 
— and is believed to support US 
withdrawal from the nuclear deal 
with Tehran. She has argued that, 
under the deal, the world will 
be facing “another North Korea” 
within a decade.

She also is outspoken in her 
support for Israel. In her first ad-
dress to the United Nations as US 
ambassador, she said: “Nowhere 
has the UN’s failure been more 
consistent and more outrageous 
than in its bias against our close 

ally Israel.”
While he was in New York, 

Trump was accompanied by 
Haley nearly as often as he was by 
Tillerson, even though Tillerson 
is by far a more senior official. 
Moreover, prior to the president’s 
New York meetings, it was Haley 
and national security adviser H.R. 
McMaster who briefed the media.

Haley has consistently denied 
that she would like to be secretary 
of state and she was reportedly of-
fered and refused the position by 
Trump before he took office. That 
was before her UN experience, 
however, and before she had de-
veloped a taste for diplomacy. Her 
strong showing in New York may 
lead her to reconsider if Trump 
were to make the offer again.

“She would be a more capable 
spokeswoman for the Trump ad-
ministration’s foreign policy [than 
Tillerson],” said Bremmer.

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

Mark Habeeb

Despite her lack 
of prior foreign 
policy 
experience, 
people who know 
Haley say they are 
not surprised by 
how she has 
performed. 
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U 

S President Donald 
Trump upped the 
ante with two of the 
United States’ most 
prominent enemies 
— Iran and North 

Korea — in his address to the UN 
General Assembly. It was not the 
sort of speech expected from the 
president of the United States of 
America.

“Trump’s ignorant hate speech 
belongs in medieval times — not 
the 21st-century UN — unworthy 
of a reply,” tweeted Iranian For-
eign Minister Mohammad Javad 
Zarif. “Fake empathy for Iranians 
fools no one.”

Swedish Foreign Minister Mar-
got Wallstrom called it “a bom-
bastic, nationalist speech.” “It 
must have been decades since one 
last heard a speech like that in the 
UN General Assembly…. This was 
a speech at the wrong time to the 
wrong audience,” Wallstrom said.

Trump’s attempt to intervene 
with the international commu-
nity and show he has the makings 
of a statesman utterly failed. His 
speech was far from diplomatic. 
Trump came across as an insecure 
leader attempting to justify 
himself in front of the interna-
tional community. He appeared 
to be a threatening warmonger 
prepared to use military force 
rather than pursue and exhaust 

all diplomatic avenues.
Trump began his diatribe by 

mentioning how much the US 
economy had grown and how well 
the market had performed since 
he assumed office. Trump went on 
to threaten North Korean leader 
Kim Jong-un, saying if the United 
States is “forced to defend itself or 
its allies,” it would “totally destroy 
North Korea.” Trump referred 
to the North Korean leader as 
“Rocket Man” and said Kim was 
on a suicide course.

Turning to another country 
accused of developing a nuclear 
arsenal, Trump said Iran was 
being led by “a reckless regime” 
that openly speaks of mass murder 
when they vow “death to America” 
and “the destruction of Israel.”

“The Iranian government masks 
a corrupt dictatorship, behind the 
false guise of a democracy,” said 
Trump. Iran’s chief exports, the 
US president said, “are violence, 
bloodshed and chaos.” Iran is 
using its wealth — oil — to fund 
Hezbollah and support the Syrian 
President Bashar Assad.

Trump took aim at his favourite 
punching bag — former US Presi-
dent Barack Obama. He called the 
Iran nuclear agreement reached 
by the Obama administration 
“embarrassing for the United 
States” and said he would  
revisit it.

It is obvious that Trump 
intended to portray himself as 
someone who can get things done 
— particularly with his comments 
about the economy and jobs — but 
anyone with half an understand-
ing of those subjects knows 
that complex issues such as a 
country’s economic health and 
employment rate take months to 
properly gauge. Same for the job 
market. In essence, Trump was 
trying to cash in on the previous 
administration’s accomplish-
ments.

This state of mind places the 
United States in a precarious 
position that could lead to serious 
repercussions. With Trump’s lack 
of support even among fellow Re-
publicans on Capitol Hill, he is be-
ginning to turn more and more to 
his generals rather than diplomats 
for solutions. This is a dangerous 
precedent for the United States. 
Trump’s disdain for diplomacy 
is reflected by his failure nine 
months into his presidency to fill 
more than half a dozen vacant top 
jobs in the US State Department.

He cherishes his role as com-
mander-in-chief and has said he 
wants to emulate France’s Bastille 
Day military parade, to which 
last July he was a guest of French 
President Emmanuel Macron, 
with a similar showcase July 4 on 
Pennsylvania Avenue.

Trump has made clear that he 
believes the United States and 
its allies must adopt a strong line 
when dealing with rogue states. 
The president made no qualms 
about wiping North Korea off the 
face of the map and voiced similar 
tendencies in dealing with Iran.

This is all very well and nice, 
except it will jeopardise the cred-
ibility of the United States and the 
presidency if he fails to follow up 
with harsh military action. After 
delivering such a speech, there 
are only two possible paths this 
could take, neither of which is 
positive.

Option one: The Iranians and 
the North Koreans call his bluff 
and Trump follows through on his 
threats and attacks. I can’t believe 
the American people are ready for 
two long and protracted wars in 
the Middle and the Far East.

Option two:  The Iranians  and 
the North Koreans continue with 
their programmes and Trump 
fails to gather the proper backing 
for a military intervention and 
loses face and credibility while 
weakening the presidency.

Either way, it’s a no-win situa-
tion.  Now it has become a matter 
of who is going to lose face: Iran 
or Trump? North Korea or Trump?  
In short, Trump has set a line in 
the sand that may be too close for 
comfort.

Violence, bloodshed and terrorism and a 
question of losing face or maintaining credibility

Macron’s sharp contrast with Trump on display at UN

T 

he contrast between 
the two presidents as 
they spoke to the UN 
General Assembly in 
mid-September could 
not have been greater. 

French President Emmanuel 
Macron’s words were extremely 
nuanced, especially when he 
spoke on the Middle East and Iran. 
US President Donald Trump deliv-
ered a speech the likes of which 
the United Nations had not heard 
since its founding in 1945.

On five occasions, the US presi-
dent called for a world of “strong, 
sovereign nations” in which each 
country would look first to its 
own interests. “I will always put 
America first as you should always 
put your countries first,” Trump 
said, adding that each country 
must “follow its own destiny.”

Macron, in sharp contrast, 
pleaded for a world of multilateral 
cooperation in which the use of 
force was not the norm.

Trump’s definition of sover-
eignty was strikingly selective. 
He threatened to act aggressively 
against North Korea, Iran and Ven-
ezuela, whose policies he opposes, 
yet said almost nothing about Rus-
sia, which seized territory from 
its neighbour Ukraine and likely 
meddled in the US presidential 
election.

His use of the word sovereignty 
is more familiar to small countries 
that must guard against incursions 
by larger neighbours and dare 
defy the judgment of a global elite 
than to a superpower that for two 
generations has fashioned a web of 
global institutions to enshrine its 
national interests.

Macron is the enlightened 
nationalist, not shy of defending 
what he sees as his country’s and 
the European Union’s interests but 
slow to resort to the use of force.

Trump’s soaring rhetoric, 
which touched on everything 
from “God” to “chaos,” must have 
reminded listeners of former US 
President George W. Bush’s “Axis 
of Evil,” a category created to sin-
gle out rogue countries. Macron’s 
speech communicated a Gaullist 
vision of the world, though his 
well-crafted words had no pre-
tence of rising to the heights of 
the founder of the Fifth Republic, 
Charles de Gaulle.

Concerning Iran, Macron seems 
to be playing good cop to Trump’s 
bad cop. On Syria, beyond ac-
knowledging that Syrian Presi-
dent Bashar Assad is here to stay, 
contrary to his predecessor, he has 
little to say.  On Iran he pleaded 
with Trump not to tear up the nu-
clear deal, which has rolled back 
Iran’s enrichment programme in 
exchange for a lifting of inter-
national sanctions. The French 
president knows his American 
counterpart has a fit every time 
the US State Department confirms 
Iran is in compliance with it, such 
determination is mandated every 
90 days.

Trump wishes to impose new 
limits on Iran’s development of 
ballistic missiles. Macron might 
agree to that, as might Germany 
and the United Kingdom, but that 
is less likely of the deal’s other two 
patrons, China and Russia. US Sec-
retary of State Rex Tillerson said 
prospects of persuading the others 

powers, much less Iran, to revisit 
the deal were daunting.

What is so interesting about 
Macron is that he seems to have 
developed personal rapport with 
Trump, unlike German Chancellor 
Angela Merkel. That was obvious 
during the NATO summit in Brus-
sels last year. It was even more so 
when Macron invited Trump to 
Paris’s Bastille Day celebrations in 
July.

Trump is said to be open to 
changes to the Paris agreement on 
climate change that could prevent 
the United States from walking 
away. Here, again, Macron made 
clear at the United Nations that he 
was unafraid of talking in plain 
words with Trump. He knows how 
to flatter and cajole.

In his speech to the United Na-
tions, Trump was careful to say 
he did not intend to tear up the 
agreement with Tehran. That will 
come as a relief to Macron, who 
understands that undermining the 

nuclear agreement will in no way 
force Iran into submission to its 
Sunni Arab neighbours, least of all 
Saudi Arabia. More likely, quite the 
opposite would happen.

The French president is wise 
enough to know that the Iran deal 
fits into the too-big-to-fail cat-
egory, which is not to argue that 
the agreement has done much to 
transform Iran’s unruly regime: 
It does not treat its people bet-
ter than it did in 2015, nor does 
it meddle less in neighbouring 
countries.

The deal expires in ten years, 
which is far from perfect, but 
senior French diplomats under-
stand that if Iran is stirring trouble 
elsewhere, taking away the only 
means of preventing it from ac-
quiring more dangerous weapons 
is an absurd way of taming it.

Macron may not have fully 
fleshed out his Middle East policy 
but who has? So far, he has han-
dled the region deftly.

is a regular columnist
for The Arab Weekly.

What is so 
interesting about 
Macron is that he 
seems to have 
developed personal 
rapport with Trump, 
unlike German 
Chancellor 
Angela Merkel. 

Now it has become 
a matter of who is 
going to lose 
face: Iran or 
Trump? 

Claude Salhani

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

Francis Ghilès

Looking the other way. French President Emmanuel Macron (L) meets with US President Donald Trump in 
New York, on September 18.                                                                                                                                                              (AFP)
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London

O 

pposition towards Qa-
tari government poli-
cies from within its 
royal family appears to 
be widening, with a sec-

ond member of the al-Thani tribe 
calling for Doha to sever ties with 
terrorist organisations and resolve 
its disputes with neighbouring 
countries.

Paris-based Sheikh Sultan bin 
Suhaim al-Thani appeared in a 
recorded segment on Sky News 
Arabia, endorsing calls by his un-
cle Sheikh Abdullah bin Ali bin 
Abdullah bin Jassem al-Thani for 
a national meeting to resolve the 
dispute with a Saudi-led quartet of 
countries.

“Our brothers in the Gulf and the 
Arab world have ostracised us be-
cause of fatal errors that were com-
mitted against them alongside ugly 
practices done against their exist-
ence,” Sheikh Sultan said, adding 
that Doha had become an incuba-
tor of those who corrupt and a plat-
form to serve their agendas.

He said his “worst fear is that 
one day the Qatari citizen will be-
come associated with terrorism. I 
am most fearful that we would be 
rejected from everyone worldwide, 
along with the rupture with our 
neighbouring countries.”

“I endorse all calls for a meeting 
hoping that all the members of the 
ruling family, distinguished mem-
bers and thinkers to engage in this 
meeting so they can become one 
hand to protect Qatar from enemies 
and deserters,” Sheikh Sultan said.

Sheikh Abdullah called on the 
people of Qatar to unite to “be mes-
sengers of peace” to resolve the 
Gulf crisis.

“To my family, the dignitaries, 
the businessmen and all the peo-
ple of Qatar, I invite you to meet 
to be messengers of wisdom and 
peace and advocates for uniting 
the hearts,” he wrote on his official 
Twitter account.

The Riyadh-based member of 
the Qatari royal family said the 
crisis was “getting worse, as it has 
reached a point of direct incite-
ment against the stability of the 
Gulf and interference in others’ af-
fairs, thus pushing us to a fate that 
we do not want to reach.”

“Our duty is not to remain silent 
in this crisis,” Sheikh Abdullah said 
before calling for a “national and 
family meeting to examine the cri-
sis and return things to normal.”

He gave out his personal e-mail 
address and urged members of the 
royal family and the public in Qatar 
to contact him with inquiries and 
set a date for the meeting.

The developments come less 
than a week after a Qatari opposi-
tion meeting in London. The idea 
of exiled Qatari businessman and 

activist Khalid al-Hail, the confer-
ence involved members of Qatar’s 
opposition in exile gathered to 
highlight their grievances against 
the government in Doha.

“Uniting the Qatari opposition, 
as envisioned at the conference is 
a significant step in the right direc-
tion,” wrote Saudi writer Abdullah 
al-Otaibi in Al-Ittihad, an Emirati 
daily.

“The opposition can then focus 
on reaching out to international 
Western decision-makers, think-
tanks and media outlets to provide 
a permanent platform for answer-
ing questions and providing in-
formation and analyses of Qatar’s 
political, economic and military 
decisions against the Qatari state 
or its people,” Otaibi wrote.

The coast guard of Bahrain, one 
of the countries that cut diplo-

matic ties with Doha over what 
was described as Qatar’s interfer-
ence in their countries’ internal 
affairs and support for radical 
groups, announced that Qatar has 
seized three Bahraini boats with 16  
sailors onboard during a three-day 
period.

“This raises the number of boats 
seized by Qatar to 15 and the num-
ber of sailors in its custody to 20,” 
Bahraini Coast Guard Commander 
Alaa Siyadi said. He urged Doha to 
show commitment to proper legal 
procedures in accordance with in-
ternational conventions on mari-
time safety.

In June, Saudi Arabia, the United 
Arab Emirates and Egypt joined 
Bahrain in severing diplomatic ties 
with Doha. International media-
tion efforts have yet to yield tangi-
ble results.

Qatari royals 
in exile call for 
national meeting 
to end crisis
Mohammed Alkhereiji

Renewed hope. Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud (L) and Qatari Sheikh Abdullah bin Ali bin 
Abdullah bin Jassem al-Thani at the king’s vacation home in Tangier.                                              (Saudi Press Agency)

Strong ties. Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz (R) shakes hands with British Defence Secretary 
Michael Fallon after signing agreements in Jeddah,
on September 19.                                                                    (Saudi Press Agency)

T 

he United Kingdom 
has much to lose from 
a permanent split in 
the Arabian Gulf. A 
landmark conference 
aimed at promoting 

trade between Britain and the 
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
this year in London is reported to 
have been postponed because of 
the dispute between Qatar and 
Saudi Arabia, the United Arab 
Emirates, Bahrain and Egypt.

Talks over a potential UK-
GCC trade deal, a cornerstone of 
Britain’s post-Brexit international 
trade policy, are on hold until 
GCC members are willing to sit 
together at the negotiating table.

A united GCC is in Britain’s 
interests and, for that reason, 
the British government is en-
tirely right to urge a resolution to 
this dispute but there will be no 
resolution unless the causes of the 
crisis are addressed.

Qatar stands accused by its 
neighbours of supporting extrem-
ism and terrorism. These claims 
must be taken seriously. No mat-
ter how much Qatar invests in 
the United Kingdom, the British 
government must not turn a blind 
eye to Doha’s dangerous foreign 
policy.

At its very core, this dispute is 
about competing visions for the 
future of the Middle East. The 
quartet countries support stabil-
ity and security across the region. 
Qatar, for tactical and ideologi-
cal reasons, has backed political 
Islamists whose objective across 
the region is revolution.

This is most obviously apparent 
in Qatar’s support for the Mus-
lim Brotherhood in Egypt. Doha 

was an early backer of Muham-

mad Morsi’s abortive Islamist gov-
ernment. Other parts of the Gulf 
view the Muslim Brotherhood as a 
terrorist organisation. They argue 
that the Brotherhood’s ideology is 
a gateway to terrorism.

The Qataris argue that this crisis 
is simply a dispute over designa-
tions. They say that the groups 
they support are not terrorist 
organisations. They argue that 
hosting Hamas and the Taliban in 
Doha and providing their officials 
with funds and safe haven do not 
constitute support.

In some cases, Qatar’s claims 
might be accepted. The status of 
the Muslim Brotherhood divides 
international opinion, although 
the British government views 
membership as a “possible indica-
tor of extremism.”

Other examples are more clear-
cut. Western media have been 

reporting on links between Qatari 
intelligence officials and leaders 
of the al-Qaeda affiliate al-Nusra 
Front, which rebranded itself as 
Jabhat Fateh al-Sham, in Syria. A 
US think-tank cited 18 instances 
in which Qatar facilitated ransom 
payments to al-Nusra Front.

In Libya, Qatar has long sup-
ported militias linked to al-Qaeda. 
There is Al Jazeera footage of 
Hamad al-Marri, who leads Qatar’s 
special forces, alongside members 
of a Libyan al-Qaeda affiliate, 
which is designated as a terror-
ist group in the United Kingdom. 
There is no dispute over the 
designations of these groups and 
Qatar’s support for them cannot 
be ignored.

It is clear Qatar takes a wilfully 
soft approach to terror financi-
ers. Five Qatari citizens feature 
on the British Treasury’s sanction 

list accused of financing al-Qaeda 
or al-Qaeda-affiliated groups. All 
five men are designated terror-
ists by the United States and the 
United Nations. Qatar claims they 
“have been arrested, prosecuted, 
banned from travelling and had 
assets frozen” — and yet there 
is no suggestion that they are in 
prison. Should the British govern-
ment not ask why that might be?

Qatar has ignored these issues 
in the belief that it has the wealth 
and resources to ride out the 
crisis. It has opened its cheque-
book and signed defence deals 
with Britain, Italy and others. It 
has engaged in headline-grabbing, 
soft-power initiatives, such as 
Paris Saint-Germain’s extravagant 
purchase of Neymar. Qatar has 
sought closer ties with Turkey and 
renewed diplomatic relations with 
Iran.

Rather than seeking dialogue 
with its neighbours, its actions 
have made a resolution to the 
dispute more distant.

Western officials have shuttled 
between Gulf capitals seeking 
to end the impasse but the crisis 
risks collapsing the GCC. At a time 
when the Middle East is engulfed 
by war and instability, a division 
of this kind would be a deeply un-
desirable outcome. A united GCC 
is in all our interests.

If Qatar is innocent of the charg-
es against it, then let it demon-
strate its innocence. The fact that 
it has ignored them and engaged 
in ad hominem attacks against its 
accusers should raise suspicions. 
If the country is guilty, then its 
actions are a threat to global peace 
and security. If Qatar’s invest-
ments are the price for our silence, 
then we are selling it too cheap.

British government must not turn a blind 
eye to Doha’s dangerous foreign policy

Daniel Kawczynski

If Qatar’s 
investments are 
the price for our 
silence, then we 
are selling it too 
cheap.

Qatari crisisCover Story

My worst fear is that one 
day the Qatari citizen will 
become associated with 
terrorism.

Sheikh Sultan bin Suhaim 
al-Thani 

is a member of the British 
Parliament. Follow him on Twitter:
@kawczynskiMP.
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Kurdish referendum
Why blame the Kurds?

A Kurdish state: Reality or utopia?

B 

oth regional and inter-
nal factors are pushing 
the Kurds to have a ref-
erendum but it does not 
necessarily mean that 
independence for the 

Kurds will be declared immediately 
after, nor does it mean that the 
road ahead will be easy especially 
in light of a huge obstacle called 
Kirkuk.

In Iraq, Iran got what it wanted. 
The regime in Iraq now is sectarian 
and it’s no secret that its back-
bone is the Iran-backed sectarian 
militias of the Popular Mobilisa-
tion Forces (PMF). So, what can the 
Kurds do in these circumstances 
especially when the central govern-
ment in Baghdad needs every dol-
lar of the oil revenues?

The Iraqi Kurds have slowly lost 
any power they had within the 
central government. At some time, 
Jalal Talabani, former president 
of Iraq, had been able to secure a 
minimum of Kurdish participation 
in the central government in defer-
ence to the man’s personal political 
history and also to his personal 
relations with Iran. There was also 
Hoshyar Zebari as Foreign Affairs 
minister during Talabani’s term. 
But Talabani had to leave office 
because of illness and Zebari was 

pushed out of office.
In Iraq, everything has been 

dispersing at all levels. The city of 
Mosul had been handed over to the 
Islamic State (ISIS) then was recap-
tured in 2017 in highly obscure cir-
cumstances. It turned out that the 
objective of the Mosul campaign 
was not to just recapture the city 
but rather to destroy it to ascertain 
the legitimacy of the PMF with the 
blessings of Prime Minister Haider 
al-Abadi.

The thing about Kurdish inde-
pendence and the future of Iraqi 
Kurds is that no agreement will be 
possible without first settling the 
question of Kirkuk and its under-
ground sea of oil. There is also the 
question of the Turkmen who are 
settled in Kirkuk.  The Kurds, how-
ever, have the advantage of lessons 
learned from the tough experiences 
of their recent past including the 
open confrontation between the 
two major Kurdish nationalist par-
ties. The post-2003 experiment of 
an Independent Kurdistan Region 
was rather convincing.  The semi-
independent region provided a safe 
haven for all Iraqis fleeing sectar-
ian hegemony. Christian Iraqis, 
Yazidis, and even Sunni Arabs 
found refuge in Iraqi Kurdistan. 
Despite everything, the region was 

pretty stable.
Independent Kurdistan was an 

interesting experiment because 
there were people who were think-
ing about the future rather than 
ruminating on the past. There were 
projects for cosmopolitan cities 
where all Iraqis would be welcomed 
regardless of their sect or ethnicity. 
There was thinking about having 
reasonable relations with Turkey 
and about building decent schools 
and universities for Kurdish 
children and for all Iraqis for that 
matter.

If the Kurds are adamant about 
having their independence refer-
endum it’s because nobody in the 
region or internationally has offered 
them an alternative project which 
would preserve their right to exist 
as a unified entity on the region’s 
political map. The Kurds exist also 
in Iran, Turkey and even Syria. 
But the real question is about the 
American position on the subject. 
The Kurds have given proof, espe-
cially during the war on ISIS, that 
they are reliable partners. So how 
far is the US administration willing 
to support Kurdish rights?

Until a convincing alternative 
plan comes their way, the Kurds 
have no choice but to go on with 
their planned referendum, despite 

the threats coming from some 
sectarian militias. The issue of the 
city of Kirkuk will simply have to 
wait. The Kurds want to ensure 
their rights first because a unified 
Iraq has so far failed to uphold the 
rights of all of its citizens without 
discrimination.

If we want to speak about a post-
2003 failure in Iraq, it’ll have to be 
the failure of the successive Iraqi 
governments to offer an attractive 
and convincing solution in any 
domain whatsoever. The experi-
ment of an Independent Kurdistan 
however had overall more positive 
aspects than negative ones. Not-
withstanding some minor excep-
tions, it was and still is a step in the 
right direction towards establishing 
a civil state where corrupt officials 
or people with connections in Bagh-
dad have no place.

Still, the question of Kirkuk and 
many other questions as well are 
still awaiting answers. Will the 
referendum ignite new strife in 
Iraq or will it constitute a chance 
for self-criticism? The real tragedy 
is that there is no one in Baghdad 
right now with enough guts to push 
for self-criticism, even among those 
who are accusing the Kurds of hav-
ing old relations with Israel. So why 
blame the Kurds?

S 

heikh Ubaydullah al-Nah-
ri, a prominent religious 
and tribal leader who is 
known as the grandfather 
of Kurdish nationalism, 
in 1880 established the 

Kurdish League, an alliance of 200 
tribes, and launched a revolt in the 
Ottoman-Persian border area. He 
wrote letters to the tsar of Rus-
sia and the British government 
seeking help to establish a Kurdish 
state, arguing that Kurds were a 
separate people oppressed by the 
Turks and Persians.

His revolt united the two rival 
empires that crushed his move-
ment. His tribal allies abandoned 
him because, while they respected 
his religious leadership, they did 
not share his nationalist beliefs.

The Kurdish issue has found 
its way back into the headlines in 
recent years as a result of the wars 
in Iraq and the conflict between 
Turkey’s Kurdistan Workers’ Party 
(PKK) and the Turkish government. 
More recently the assault by the 
Islamic State (ISIS) in northern Iraq 
and in Syria has led to US military 
involvement against ISIS and to 
more media coverage.

Kurdistan Regional Government 
(KRG) President Masoud Barzani 
announced a referendum, asking 
Iraqi Kurds to vote on an independ-
ent state.

Today, with Iraq and Syria fac-
ing terrorism and proxy wars, 
the establishment of a Kurdish 
state could be a major develop-
ment emerging from the regional 
chaos. Such a development could 
have long-term consequences for 
the Kurds, their neighbours and 
beyond. As always, there are 
great opportunities and 
serious dangers.

Barzani has turned 
down calls from Wash-
ington, Baghdad, Ankara, 
Tehran and many other 
countries to cancel or delay the 
vote. Baghdad said the referendum 
is illegal. Its neighbours with large 
Kurdish populations see it as a 
threat to their stability and Wash-
ington and some of its allies see it 
as diverting attention from the war 
on ISIS.

It was not clear whether Barzani 
would move towards independence 
if most Kurds vote for it as expect-
ed or whether he plans to use the 
vote to strengthen his bargaining 
power with Baghdad and neigh-
bouring countries.

Among the factors favouring the 
creation of a Kurdish state is the 
Iraqi Kurds’ historic ability to cre-
ate institutions, effectively admin-

ister their region and develop it. 
They have shown political acumen. 
In the past, internal divisions and 
overplaying their hand were disas-
trous for Kurdish aspirations. Some 
of the divisions remain apparent 
today but many experts said a clear 
majority will support independ-
ence.

Attracted by the region’s stabil-
ity, foreign investors have flocked 
to the area. The economy, rela-
tive to the rest of Iraq, appears to 
be thriving. The weakening of 
the Iraqi state and ongoing sec-
tarian conflicts in Arab Iraq and 
other changes on the ground have 
presented the Kurds with a great 
opportunity to fulfil their dream of 
independence.

They were also able to maintain 
friendly ties with their neighbours, 
especially Turkey and Iran, which 
historically viewed the idea of 
Kurdish statehood with suspicion 
and hostility. The KRG has reached 
out to governments and businesses 
outside the region.

Public opinion polls indicate 
that most Iraqi Kurds favour self-
determination. Most Kurds appear 
to have adopted a strong national-
ist identity while many of their 
neighbours are reverting to older 
religious, sectarian, regional and 
tribal affiliations.

Supporters of independ-
ence argue that the 

presence of “reformist” govern-
ments in Turkey and Iran and the 
geo-political developments in Syria 
and Iraq favour their argument. 
Turkey, some argue, needs to diver-
sify its energy resources and is sup-
porting Kurdish exploration and 
export efforts. Its economic and 
geopolitical interests will require 
its acceptance if not its support of 
the idea of a Kurdish state.

Some argue that the internation-
al political environment is sympa-
thetic to Kurdish aspirations. If the 
Kurds maintain peace and stability 
in their own region, they said, the 
United States might be consider 
recognising their independence.

Many Kurds and Americans 
argue that the Kurds are potentially 
the most reliable US allies and 
partners in the region. Kurds say 
that, if they control the oil and gas 
resources of the Kurdish territories, 
Kirkuk and the disputed areas, 
they will have an economically 
self-sufficient and viable state. The 
KRG was exporting, via Turkey, 
200,000-300,000 barrels of oil a 
day.

There are some in Baghdad who 
say, “Let the Kurds go their way if 
that is their wish” but they can-
not take Kirkuk and other dis-
puted areas in Diyala and Nineveh 
provinces. These areas, they argue, 
are not part of the historical Iraqi 
Kurdistan and include many other 
ethnic groups such as the Turkmen 
and Arabs who do not share the 
Kurds’ nationalist aspirations.

The emergence of an independ-
ent Kurdish state will continue to 
face serious hurdles and obstacles. 
There is the problem of its neigh-
bours. The Kurds live in a very 
rough neighbourhood. Iran and 
Turkey have much larger Kurdish 
populations than Iraq and, being 
concerned about their own ter-
ritorial integrity, are not likely to 
support such a state unless they 
can control it.

A Kurdish state would embolden 
their own Kurds and encourage 
them to seek independence or a 
federal arrangement. Kurds in 
those countries would say: “If 5 
million of our brothers and sisters 
in Iraq can have a state of their 
own, why couldn’t 20 million-23 
million Turkish Kurds and 10 mil-
lion-11 million Iranian Kurds have 
their own state?”

Some experts say that such an 
outcome is likely to lead to more 
violence between Arabs and Kurds, 
Turkmen and Kurds and Sun-
nis and Shias. If the Kurds retain 
control over Kirkuk and the rich oil 
and gas field in the disputed areas, 

this would mean that the Sunni 
area would be energy poor. It would 
be highly unlikely that they would 
accept such an outcome.

In addition, there will be battles 
over borders, water and other re-
sources, leading to much bloodlet-
ting, ethnic cleansing and further 
interference by foreign fighters.

Furthermore, the Kurdish state 
will be landlocked and forced to 
rely on Turkey or Iran for exports 
and imports, which is likely to 
increase its dependence on these 
states.

In addition, the Kurds hope to 
receive international support, 
especially from the United States, 
whose policies have strengthened 
Kurdish autonomy. Yet while the 
United States supported a weak and 
decentralised Iraq, it still favours a 
unified federal Iraq. If Iraq breaks 
up, the threats multiply, endanger-
ing regional allies and Europeans 
ones as well. US interests are likely 
to be affected. The United States 
appears to be trying to get the 
Kurds, the Shias and the Sunnis to 
maintain the unity of Iraq while 
giving a great deal of autonomy to 
the various communities.

Kurdish history has shown that, 
while nationalist sentiments, com-
mon characteristics and aspirations 
are strong among Kurds in neigh-
bouring countries, cooperation will 
be more difficult to achieve than 
it is in one country. The Kurds are 
not only separated by borders but 
by the complex influences to which 
they have been subjected to after 
living so long in different countries.

During a recent conversation, a 
prominent Kurdish leader admitted 
that while “I dream of independ-
ence and believe that we, like any 
other nation, have the right to a 
state of our own, I am not sure this 
is our best option at this time. It 
may be better for us to reach an 
agreement with Baghdad where we 
hold strong cards than coming un-
der the tutelage of Turkey or Iran.

“The least bad option may come 
from an agreement reached be-
tween Iraqi Arabs and Iraqi Kurds 
in a spirit of dialogue and under-
standing and not as an imposed 
solution. This agreement, however, 
must recognise our rights and in-
ternational guarantees might help 
to ensure its success but we have to 
keep our options open, including 
our right to self-determination.”

In the end, the Kurdish genie is 
out of the bottle and no one is going 
to be able to put it back. The Kurd-
ish issue is likely to remain one of 
the major one facing the region in 
the 21st century.

Until a convincing 
alternative plan 
comes their way, the 
Kurds have no 
choice but to go on 
with their planned 
referendum.

The emergence of an 
independent 
Kurdish state will 
continue to face 
serious hurdles 
and obstacles.

is a Lebanese journalist.

is an academic and an expert 
on Middle Eastern affairs 
and on US relations with 
the region.

Khairallah Khairallah

Edmund Ghareeb

Debate

Limited choices. A peshmerga 
soldier holds a Kurdish flag as he 
takes part in a gathering to urge 
people to vote in the upcoming 
independence referendum in the 
town of Bahirka, north of Erbil.(AFP)
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Opinion

E
ven in this, the age of “Amer-
ica First,” the United Nations 
matters. Some might say, the 
193-member international 
body today matters even 
more to the world in general 
and to the Middle East and 

North Africa region in particular.
In fact, most of the leaders who spoke at 

the General Assembly made the case for 
working together to end conflict and 
strife.

It was ever thus. For all its shortcom-
ings, the United Nations is not just a 
privileged club but the one place on the 
planet where rivals meet on common 
ground. It is a forum that allows the 
leaders of countries big and small the 
same amount of speaking time and the 
same opportunity to air their views.

It is much more than a talking shop, 
however. There is much to be said for the 
role the United Nations has traditionally 
played in facilitating contact between 
antagonists. The corridors of the UN 
headquarters have long been a venue for 
encounters that might have been unthink-
able elsewhere.

The latest example of an unexpected 
and potentially significant meeting was 
that between Egyptian President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi and Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu. The first public 
meeting between both leaders, it was, 
according to Egypt, part of efforts to 
revive the Palestinian-Israeli peace 
process. Incremental steps to breathe life 
into a moribund but necessary mechanism 
can only be welcomed.

In this context, it is heartening that light 
was shone once again on so seemingly 
intractable an issue as the plight of the 
Palestinians. As Palestinian Authority 
President Mahmoud Abbas noted in his 
speech to the UN General Assembly, two 
states are the only solution. Even as he 
pledged to give peace efforts undertaken 
by US President Donald Trump a chance, 
Abbas warned against jettisoning a two-
state solution.

In December, the UN Security Council 
adopted a resolution demanding an end to 
the construction of Jewish outposts in the 
occupied West Bank and East Jerusalem. 
The resolution passed after the United 
States, under Barack Obama’s outgoing 
administration, declined to use its veto 
and abstained.

Indeed, the United Nations remains the 
forum for discussing some of the most 
critical issues of the day. On the sidelines 
of the General Assembly, world leaders 
and tech company executives explored 
ways to act against online terrorism-
related activity. The UN Security Council 
approved the creation of an investigative 
team to collect and preserve evidence of 
war crimes committed by the Islamic State 
in Iraq. A $500 million effort was launched 
to end gender violence, which is suffered 
by one in three women and girls across the 
world.

But the United Nations faces unique 
pressures today. Its budget is squeezed 
and the Trump administration’s proposal 
to cut peacekeeping funding by more than 
50% is causing alarm. Especially because, 
as UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres 
pointed out, 55 peacekeeping operations 
were wrapped up over the years because 
they achieved their objective.

The United Nations’ peacekeeping 
forces and humanitarian agencies 
undoubtedly remain the last resort when 
chaos breaks out. The global body has 
begun a new push for stability in Libya 
and a peace deal between rival Tuareg 
factions in northern Mali. Fifty member-
states have signed a treaty to ban nuclear 
weapons, a sign that all countries of the 
world can independently take initiatives 
for peace even when big powers do not 
share their views.

The UN still matters
Editorial

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Egypt, Hamas and Palestine

S
ince making public its 
General Policies and 
Principles document 
last May, Hamas has 
continued with the 
changes regarding the 
occupation forces and 

the Muslim Brotherhood.
The announced moves are very 

subdued and theoretical for the 
moment. Hamas’s actions were 
not dictated by ideological 
considerations alone. Its rap-
prochement with Egypt, for 
example, was the result of Gaza’s 
geographical constraints and the 
realisation inside Hamas that the 
organisation cannot escape its 
confinement without Cairo’s help.

Hamas needed a way out and 
Fatah’s Mohammed Dahlan and 
his colleagues provided Hamas 
with the needed connection with 
the outside world, especially with 
Cairo and Abu Dhabi.

Hamas is looking for breathing 
space that cannot be provided by 
its exclusive relations with Doha, 
Ankara and Tehran. In this 
respect, the change in Hamas’s 
strategic choices reflects the 
predicament of political Islam. 
The various branch organisations 
are veering from the official 
discourse of the mother organisa-
tion, which sounds outdated.

In its dealings with Hamas, 
Cairo is fully aware that it is 
working with the Palestinian 
branch of the Muslim Brother-
hood. Those in charge of the 
Hamas file in Cairo could not care 
less about the policy changes 
announced by Hamas. They might 
mean nothing. This is why 
Egyptian relations with Hamas are 
being handled by the Egyptian 
intelligence services.

The same services are handling 
Egypt’s involvement in the 
reconciliation efforts between 
Hamas and Fatah. Cairo has 
chosen a security-based approach 

to anything involving Hamas and 
has imposed its will on the 
organisation. Egypt cannot indeed 
afford to be lax when it comes to a 
potential threat to its national 
security from its Sinai neighbour.

Hamas has thus revised its 
strategic choices and decided to 
go back to its original position 
within the Palestinian front. It no 
longer claims exclusive control of 
Gaza and has dismantled its 
government to give way to the 
National Palestinian Authority. 
Hamas wouldn’t have chosen this 
path were it not for the painful 
messages from Cairo during the 
last few years. The punishment 
measures decided by Palestinian 
President Mahmoud Abbas were 
severe enough to drive both 
Hamas and the Palestinian 
Authority to seek Cairo’s help in 
ending Gaza’s tragedy.

Hamas must have been at the 
end of its rope; otherwise, it 
would not have accepted to meet 
with Dahlan and his companions. 
Dahlan’s connections in the region 
were in contradiction, if not in 
conflict, with Hamas’s connec-
tions. Hamas, however, was smart 
enough to accept political deal-
ings based on interests and only 
interests, not ideology.

The funny thing though is that 
Hamas’s backing down does not 
represent a victory for the 
Palestinian Authority and Abbas. 
Rather, it is a clear victory for 
Egypt. When Abbas hurried to 
meet with Egyptian President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, he was more 
concerned about Dahlan’s increas-
ing popularity in Gaza than about 
Palestinian reconciliation.

If these new changes in the 
Palestinian context come to pass, 
they would certainly pull the 
carpet from under certain coun-
tries in the region that have used 
support for the Palestinian cause 
as a front for other agendas far 

removed from the Palestinian 
cause.

Cairo, on the other hand, is 
more interested in reaping the 
benefits of the new situation than 
in punishing the loser. This is why 
it continues to deal with Hamas 
regardless of the latter’s eager-
ness to strike a coalition with 
Turkey or Iran.

If Egypt is the big winner in the 
new developments, Israel must be 
the biggest loser. The Israelis have 
based their entire Palestinian 
strategy on the assumption that 
there will not be a unified 
Palestinian front to deal with. 
They relished the idea that the 
Palestinian leadership is nothing 
more than a bunch of competing 
factions and ideologies. They 
easily sold to the rest of the world 
the idea of scrapping the two-
state solution not because it was 
Israel’s wish but because there 
wasn’t a legitimate representative 
of the Palestinian people.

Some world capitals, especially 
Washington, are dealing with the 
division among the Palestinians 
as if it were permanent rather 
than a passing phenomenon. By 
normalising its relations with 
Hamas, Egypt’s aim was to close 
the void created by the rift in 2007 
between Hamas and Fatah and 
push towards Palestinian unity. 
The objective is to breathe new 
life into Israeli-Palestinian 
negotiations, a feat that the whole 
world has failed to accomplish.

Still, Egypt’s accomplishment 
has a lot to do with conflicts in the 
region, such as the crisis with 
Qatar, Egypt’s open dispute with 
Ankara and Iran’s plans for the 
region.

Whether Egypt’s unification 
effort bears fruit is contingent on 
Hamas’s commitment to a purely 
Palestinian agenda and on the 
unexpected effects of the contra-
dictory coalitions in the region.

Mohamad Kawas
is a Lebanese writer.

If Egypt is the big winner in the new developments, Israel must
be the biggest loser.

Changes 
would pull 
the carpet 
from under 
countries
in the 
region that 
have used 
support 
for the 
Palestinian 
cause as a 
front for 
other
agendas.
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O
n September 28, 
Arab nationalists 
throughout the Mid-
dle East will mark 
the 56th anniversary 
of a military coup 
that shattered the 

Syrian-Egyptian Union of 1958-61. 
Gamal Abdul Nasser promised that 
his union regime would last 100 
years but it came crashing down 
just three years later, due to politi-
cal repression and chaotic socialist 
policies that led to the confiscation 
of land and private enterprise and 
ultimately to the destruction of the 
Syrian upper class.

When the Ba’athists took power 
in 1963, via a military coup, they 
promised to restore the Syrian-
Egyptian Union and, on paper and 
in theory, they are still deter-
mined to do that.

This ultimately is the greatest 
curse of the Middle East. Nobody 
was satisfied with the borders 
they ended up with at the end of 
the first world war. The Turks 
cried foul play, claiming that the 
former Ottoman Empire had been 
sliced into pieces and the people 
of Syria complained that they 
were left with only a fraction of 
what Bilad al-Sham had once 
been.

At the Paris Peace Conference of 
1919, the Zionists aggressively 
lobbied for their share of the cake 
— a Jewish state in Palestine — and 
so did other minorities, notably 
the Kurds, whose representative, 
Serif Pasha, pointed to the 
Fourteen Points of US President 
Woodrow Wilson, which, among 
other things, promised “self-
determination” for “non-Turkish 
races” of the Middle East.

When the final borders were 
drawn and accepted internation-
ally, neither the Arabs nor the 

Kurds got their independent state. 
The Kurds were divided among 
Syria, Iraq, Iran and Turkey while 
the Arabs were scattered through-
out the kingdom of the Hejaz, 
Syria, Lebanon, Iraq, Palestine 
and throughout North Africa. The 
Jews had to wait until 1948 to get 
their country while the Kurds 
carved one out of Iraq in 1991.

Obviously, nobody was satisfied 
with these settlements, wanting 
to believe that they were tempo-
rary. Some within the Alawite 
community petitioned the French 
in 1936, demanding that they get 
to keep an independent mini-state 
in the Syrian coast instead of 
being reunited with Mother Syria. 
Abdullah I of Jordan dreamt of a 
throne in Damascus and con-
stantly positioned himself as a 
king-in-waiting, pleading with the 
British to install him whenever a 
vacancy emerged in Syria. In the 
1940s, he tried to talk Syria’s 
Druze into seceding and merging 
with his kingdom.

His brother Faisal, who was 
briefly king of Syria before 
becoming sovereign of Iraq, often 
suggested a Syrian-Iraqi Union 
under his crown, with a rotating 

summer/winter capital between 
Baghdad and Damascus.

When parliament tabled a bill 
demanding the restoration of 
Baalbek, Rashaya, Hasbaya and 
the Bekaa Valley to Syria, arguing 
that they had been forcefully 
annexed to Lebanon, Syrian 
President Shukri al-Quwatli, an 
Arab nationalist, turned it down 
saying: “What difference does it 
make if they are in Syria or 
Lebanon? These borders are 
temporary and we will one day 
erase them to create an Arab 
Nation.”

More recently when President 
Hafez Assad — Bashar’s father 
— mentioned Palestine in private 
talks with Arab nationalists, he 
referred to it as “southern Syria.”

Some residents of the Middle 
East wanted to expand their 
borders to include larger more 
ambitious Arab projects; others 
worked for mini-states based on 
ethnicity or religion. More than 
ever, this is materialising in Syria 
and Iraq today.

Before its ambitious “caliphate” 
began to crumble, the Islamic 
State (ISIS) carved out what 
effectively became “Sunni-Stan” 
in major cities such as Raqqa, Deir 
ez-Zor and Mosul. The Kurds did 
the same in north-eastern Syria, 
creating militias to fight just about 
anybody who hovered close — be 
it the Free Syrian Army, ISIS, 
al-Nusra or government troops.

Two referendums that will bring 
them closer than ever towards 
statehood were set.

The first was September 22 in 
Syria, with the selection of leaders 
for approximately 3,700 communi-
ties with the intention of creating 
a Kurdish-backed federal govern-
ment in the north within the 
framework of the present borders. 

Areas voting were al-Hasakah, 
including the strategic city of 
Qamishli; Tal Abyad and Kobane, 
near the Turkish border; and Afrin, 
west of the Euphrates. In all three 
the vote went smoothly, with no 
interference from the central 
government in Damascus. Syrian 
Kurds are to have municipality 
elections in November and 
parliamentary ones in January.

The second one — far more 
controversial — was set for 
September 25 in Iraqi Kurdistan, 
eyeing full independence.

Arab nationalists are furious, 
claiming this further breaks down 
the dwarfed and artificial states 
that were created by the British 
and the French in 1916. Kurdish 
independence might inspire more 
fragmentation as other minorities 
make claims to statehood. Turkish 
and Persian nationalists are 
unhappy with the Iraqi referen-
dum because it would trigger simi-
lar ambitions among the Kurdish 
minorities in their countries, 
which have been persecuted for 
more than a century.

Dividing countries in conflict or 
those emerging from war is not 
new and not without benefits so 
long as it is done with vision and 
relative consensus. It happened to 
India in 1947, which gave birth to 
the Islamic Republic of Pakistan. A 
civil war in 1971 resulted in the 
secession of East Pakistan as the 
new country of Bangladesh. It 
happened to Korea in 1948. It 
happened to Germany in 1949. It 
happened to Egypt, when Sudan 
was carved out as an independent 
state in 1956. It happened to 
Yemen in 1969. More recently, it 
happened to Sudan in 2011. The 
list can go on. Looking at the 
bright side of it — Germany 
reunited. So did Yemen.

I
n 1945, when the Soviets 
installed Kim Il-sung as 
putative head of the new 
country called North Korea, 
the former guerrilla pre-
sented himself to his people 
as a leader who would build 

up the nation as a fortress. North 
Korea would be racially pure and 
therefore superior to the mixed-
race Muggles in South Korea and 
everywhere else. It would be im-
penetrable to imperialists, mostly 
because foreign entry would be 
restricted.

Now, 72 years later, and the 
idea of fortress nations seems to 
have become alarmingly popular 
in unexpected parts of the 
world. Consider the following:

US President Donald Trump’s 
senior aides want an annual cap 
on refugee entry of 15,000, 
which is approximately half the 
world’s daily number of new 
refugees. Trump has until 
October 1 to decide on the issue.

Leaked reports suggest the 
White House is being selective 
in its information-gathering pro-
cess. It is said to have rejected 
an official study that said 
refugees earned the government 
billions more in revenues over 

the past decade than they cost. 
It is obvious that refugees have 
been added to an anti-immi-
grant agenda that is meant to 
secure the fortress nation.

Anti-immigrant parties are 
gaining support in Germany, 
which voted September 24; in 
Austria, which votes in October; 
and in Italy, which votes early 
next year. Only in Austria is 
there a real chance that rising 
hostility to foreigners, espe-
cially those from the Arab 
world, will propel the anti-
migrant party into government. 
The conservative Austrian 
People’s Party, which shifted 
closer to the far-right Freedom 
Party’s positions on immigra-
tion and Islam, has maintained a 
poll lead in the four months 
since the election was called.

Finally, countries are defend-
ing their walled fortresses by 
any means possible. Extraordi-
nary new deals are being done. 
Italy may be paying Libyan 
warlords to prevent migrants 
from setting sail in the central 
Mediterranean, the busiest 
route into Europe. The Euro-
pean Union is paying people 
traffickers in Niger to start other 

businesses, which don’t involve 
the dispatch of human beings.

The Italians deny a monetary 
arrangement with the warlords 
but it’s hard to understand why 
else the number of migrant 
arrivals from Libya would fall 
sharply the past two months. In 
July, arrivals in Italy were down 
50%; in August, 85%.

If money is changing hands, it 
shouldn’t really be particularly 
shocking. Eighteen months ago, 
the European Union as a whole 
brokered a money-for-migrants 
deal with Turkey. Ankara was 
promised more than $7 billion to 
help pay for the upkeep of 
migrants intercepted on the 
Aegean Sea route to Europe.

That arrangement seems to 
have worked even though 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan is routinely caustic 
about it. He complained to the 
UN General Assembly that 
Europe was stumping up less 
than it should.

In a way, Erdogan’s constant 
grousing pairs well with 
Trump’s eternal griping. Both 
seem to believe that a sharp-
eyed, elbows-out and hostile 
world is taking advantage of 

their countries. However, their 
narrow self-focus merely 
illustrates the philosophy 
Trump has proposed as the 
guiding principle of global 
affairs.

He told the General Assembly 
that sovereignty should reign 
supreme rather than submission 
to global collectivism. Refugees, 
by extension, were cast in terms 
of a hopefully short-term 
affliction that is best quaran-
tined in or near the refugees’ 
home countries.

“Are we still patriots?” the US 
president asked world leaders at 
the most multilateral institution 
on Earth. “Do we love our 
nations enough to protect their 
sovereignty and to take owner-
ship of their futures?”

In real terms, that was a call to 
base nationalism, a nod to 
me-first transactional relation-
ships rather than inspirational 
or aspirational shared values.

In a world of fortress nations, 
with severely circumscribed 
interests and mindsets, collec-
tive defence is a paradox and 
selflessness a sin.

We will all be North Korea by 
another name.

The greatest curse of 
the Middle East region

Nation as a fortress: We will all 
be North Korea by another name
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Iraq launches anti-ISIS offensive 
amid Kurdish referendum tensions

News & Analysis Iraq

Mamoon Alabbasi

London

I 

raqi forces resumed their mili-
tary campaign against Islamic 
State (ISIS) militants in Anbar 
and Kirkuk provinces amid 
tensions in the country over a 

decision by the Kurdistan Regional 
Government (KRG) to call a referen-
dum on the independence of Kurd-
istan.

Iraqi forces moved towards the 
ISIS-held town of Ana in Anbar on 
September 19 with the aim of push-
ing westward until reaching al-
Qa’im on the border with Syria. The 
plan, as announced by the country’s 
military office, was to start with the 
ISIS-held city of Hawija in disput-
ed Kirkuk province on September 
22. The military offensive against 
ISIS in Hawija started one day ear-
lier, with heavy shelling around the 

nearby ISIS-held town of Sharqat.
Contrary to earlier Iraqi media re-

ports, Kurdish peshmerga fighters 
were not to participate in the battle 
to recapture Hawija. Only Iraqi spe-
cial forces and Shia militias under 
the umbrella of the Popular Mobi-
lisation Forces (PMF) were to take 
part. The peshmerga will never-
theless stand guard to prevent ISIS 
militants from escaping from the 
north-eastern side of Hawija.

Up to 85,000 people could be 
displaced from Hawija, the United 
Nations said. Save the Children, an 
international NGO, warned that up 
to 30,000 children are in extreme 
danger.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Ab-
adi said he expected the recapture 
of Hawija to be swift but the ex-
clusion of peshmerga forces in the 
offensive highlighted tensions be-
tween Baghdad and KRG President 
Masoud Barzani over the Kurdistan 
referendum.

Abadi warned that Iraqi forces 
were prepared to intervene militar-
ily if the referendum were to result 
in violence.

“If you challenge the constitution 
and if you challenge the borders of 
Iraq and the borders of the region, 
this is a public invitation to the 
countries in the region to violate 
Iraqi borders as well, which is a very 
dangerous escalation,” Abadi told 
the Associated Press.

The Federal Supreme Court of 
Iraq, which is responsible for set-
tling disputes between the central 
government and regional authori-
ties, ordered the KRG to suspend 
the referendum.

In addition to the areas recog-
nised as part of Kurdistan — the 
provinces of Erbil, Dohuk and Su-
laimaniya — the KRG also wants to 
have the referendum in areas that 
were under government control but 
are now held by peshmerga, which 
cleared ISIS from them.

It is those areas that are most 
likely to cause friction. One Kurdish 
man was killed in clashes with Turk-
men in the flashpoint city of Kirkuk. 
The question of who is to blame for 

the violence is disputed.
Several PMF leaders warned they 

would not allow the disputed areas 
to break away from Iraq. In an in-
terview with the BBC, Barzani said 
Kurds were ready to defend Kirkuk 
should other forces enter it.

The risk of civil war has alarmed 
much of the international commu-
nity, including Iraqi neighbours Tur-
key, Iran and Saudi Arabia, which 
called on Barzani to suspend the 
referendum.

The United States said it “strongly 
opposes” the referendum. “All of 
Iraq’s neighbours, and virtually the 
entire international community, 
also oppose this referendum,” read 
a statement by US State Department 
spokeswoman Heather Nauert. 
“The costs of proceeding with the 
referendum are high for all Iraqis, 
including Kurds.”

Israel is one of the few countries 

to have publicly backed the referen-
dum, a fact that does not serve the 
KRG’s interests given public senti-
ment in the region.

Kurdish officials said they have 
yet to receive a worthwhile offer 
from Baghdad and stressed the ref-
erendum would not automatically 
lead to seceding from the country.

“Motivations for holding the ref-
erendum have more to do with in-
ternal Kurdish politics and longer-
term relations with Baghdad than 
with immediate national Kurdish 
aspirations,” wrote Maria Fantappie, 
a senior Iraq analyst at the Interna-
tional Crisis Group. “By adopting 
an assertive nationalist stance, they 
hope to silence dissent and force op-
ponents to fall in line.”

The consequences of the referen-
dum, however, are expected to be 
felt in all of Iraq. “Deteriorating re-
lations between Erbil and Baghdad 

almost certainly would strengthen 
the Iran-affiliated Shia factions at 
Abadi’s and his government’s ex-
pense,” wrote Fantappie.

Despite its apparent popularity 
in Erbil, the referendum bid does 
not appear very promising for Iraqi 
Kurds.

“Kurdistan is far from ready 
for statehood. The government is 
steeped in debt; its coffers are emp-
ty. The peshmerga, its vaunted fight-
ing force, is split between multiple 
family-led factions. Mr Barzani, for 
his part, has made a mockery of the 
political system,” wrote the Econo-
mist. “Many Kurds, for now at least, 
would prefer that their leaders focus 
on improving Kurdistan, rather than 
seceding.”

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

Deteriorating relations 
between Erbil and 
Baghdad almost certainly 
would strengthen the 
Iran-affiliated Shia 
factions at Abadi’s 
and his government’s 
expense.

Maria Fantappie, 
a senior Iraq analyst at the 
International Crisis Group

Multi-pronged operation. The burnt wreckage of a vehicle lies on a field as members of the Iraqi 
forces stand in the village of Al-Rayhanna in Anbar, on September 21.                                                                                  (AFP)

Hawija as a bellwether for civil war 
between the Kurds and Baghdad

A
s the Islamic State 
(ISIS) has been 
pushed out of major 
territories in Iraq 
and Syria, one would 
think the alliance 
arrayed against the 

extremists would take the opportu-
nity to increase efforts to annihi-
late the group as a major player 
once and for all.

Surely the time is ripe to de-
finitively shatter the irrepressible, 
victorious self-image that ISIS has 
cultivated.

It stands to reason that the alli-
ance between the Kurds, the Iraqi 
government, Shia jihadists and the 
US coalition plans to capitalise on 
ISIS’s crumbling position to defeat 
the group and show that a future 
of peace, security, cooperation and 
stability is a distinct possibility.

As with most things in the Mid-
dle East, the epic imagery and 
colourful imagination associated 
with the above good-versus-evil 
narrative often comes to noth-
ing and even more often results 
in the threat of further violence. 
ISIS is not Sauron, and the US-led 
coalition, the Iraqi government and 

a motley crew of pro-Iran Shia 
jihadists are certainly not the 

heroic people of Middle Earth bat-

tling an omniscient evil force.
While ISIS is certainly guilty of 

horrifying crimes, the same can be 
said of the Iraqi government and 
its allies, which are poised to tear 
each other apart over the Kurdish 
independence referendum, with 
the ISIS-held city of Hawija a pos-
sible catalyst.

Hawija lies in Iraq’s northern 
Kirkuk province, named after the 
disputed city of the same name 
that lies across vast oil resources. 
ISIS, battered and bruised after 
losing Mosul and Tal Afar in quick 
succession, is holed up there and 
has been marshalling its forces for 
what is looking like a vicious last 
stand.

The Iraqi military and the Kurd-
ish peshmerga, who hold Kirkuk, 
have moved units to Hawija, 
though it looks like they may be 
tempted to kill each other as well 
as ISIS, something the extremists 
could take advantage of.

The reason they may come to 
blows is over the Kirkuk provincial 
council’s decision to take part in 
the Kurdish independence vote, 
even though Kirkuk is not techni-
cally part of Kurdistan Regional 
Government (KRG) territory but 
should be under Baghdad’s control.

When the Iraqi Army fled Kirkuk 

in 2014, the peshmerga moved in 
and, with US support, pushed ISIS 
back. The peshmerga have refused 
to withdraw and the inclusion of 
Kirkuk in the plebiscite irked Iraqi 
politicians who demand the Kurds 
respect the Constitutional Court 
ruling stating the referendum is 
illegal and must be postponed.

In response, and despite the ISIS 
menace on everyone’s doorstep, 
the KRG has threatened to draw its 
own borders by force.

With the fall of Mosul consti-
tuting ISIS’s biggest battlefield 
loss since the crisis erupted in 
June 2014, the recapture of Iraq’s 
second city and the resumption of 
Baghdad’s control over it conjured 
up fantasies of ISIS’s total defeat. 
Pundits and analysts lauded the 
success of the alliance in pushing 
ISIS back. However, this analysis 
betrayed a lack of understanding in 
how divided the alliance was from 
the beginning. The only glue hold-
ing them together was ISIS.

It is, after all, no secret that the 
KRG ruling from Erbil and the Iraqi 
government seated in Baghdad de-
spise each other. The KRG has been 
complaining about not getting the 
17% of Iraq’s annual budget that it 
is entitled to and Baghdad accused 
Erbil of pilfering Iraq’s national 

oil stocks from Kirkuk province 
and selling them abroad through 
Turkey’s Ceyhan Port.

Now that both sides no longer 
see ISIS as an existential or even 
territorial threat and believe the 
militants to be isolated in a few 
narrow pockets, they have resumed 
old rivalries and begun sabre rat-
tling in earnest.

Still reeling from being forced out 
of Kirkuk by ISIS, Baghdad will use 
Hawija as an excuse to move troops 
into the disputed territory, while 
the KRG will use this Iraqi version 
of a Mexican stand-off as an oppor-
tunity to show the Kurdish people 
that it can and will hold territory it 
has taken through force of arms.

As such, whatever happens in 
Hawija could act as a bellwether for 
the Baghdad-Erbil conflict. Either 
both parties will be forced into dis-
cussions by international powers, 
such as the United States and Iran, 
or the conflict over Kirkuk could 
degenerate into open warfare and 
civil war.

As the belligerents tear into each 
other, ISIS could use the chaos to 
not only prolong its survival but 
ensure it. If that occurs, both Bagh-
dad and Erbil might regret having 
counted their chickens before they 
were hatched.

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

Tallha Abdulrazaq

Now that both 
sides no longer 
see ISIS as an 
existential threat, 
they have 
resumed old 
rivalries.
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O 

n the eve of the 2011 
unrest, Syria was a fast-
growing, lower-middle-
income country with 
an average annual GDP 

growth of 4.3%. Six years into the 
uprising-turned devastating conflict 
Syria’s GDP is estimated to have con-
tracted 63%, amounting to a cumu-
lative loss of $226 billion, about four 
times the 2010 GDP, a World Bank 
report titled “The Toll of War: The 
Economic and Social Consequences 
of the Conflict in Syria” stated.

The war’s damage to Syria has 
cost billions of dollars in destroyed 
infrastructure and lost productivity 
but the more severe toll is on the so-
ciety, which has been torn apart and 
disrupted.

The lead researcher of the re-
port, senior World Bank economist 
Harun Onder, said the dislocation 
of the economic system, what he 
called the “supply chain,” and so-
cial trauma have had a much more 
damaging effects on the economy 
than the actual physical destruc-
tion and loss of lives.

“In conflict situations there are 
lingering social and psychologi-
cal complications going on,” Onder 
said. “This is not only important 
because of social sake but because 
the social aspect of the conflict has 
a huge economic impact that is the 
main drive of economic collapse.”

He contended that the damage 
done to Syria’s society as well as the 
systems and institutions it needs to 
function will be complicated to fix 
and will constitute a bigger chal-
lenge than rebuilding infrastruc-
ture.

“The economic collapse in Syria 
is mainly about the destruction 
[of] economic organisation or what 
we call economic disorganisation. 
These are the invisible effects. 
What we can safely say is that the 
visible effects of the destruction in 
Syria are only the tip of the iceberg,” 
Onder added in a public presenta-
tion of the report at the American 
University of Beirut.

In the report, the World Bank 
provided a detailed analysis of the 
physical damage caused by the war, 
the loss of lives and demographic 
dispersion and the effect on the 
economy.

While the casualty toll is estimat-
ed at 400,000-470,000, more than 

half of the pre-conflict population 
of 22 million, including some 5 mil-
lion fleeing the country, has been 
forcibly displaced.

An estimated 27% of housing has 
been damaged or destroyed in cit-
ies where the conflict has been the 
most intense — Aleppo, Hama, Idlib, 
Daraa, Homs, Deir ez-Zor, Tadmur, 
Raqqa, Douma and Kobane.

The report underlined that the 
damage has been particularly high 
in the health sector, with about 
half of all medical facilities having 
been damaged and 16% destroyed. 
In Aleppo, the report stated that 14 
hospitals and 57 medical centres 
had been destroyed as of December 
2016; 35% of the city’s pre-conflict 
health infrastructure had been de-
stroyed.

Medical personnel were not 
spared. Physicians for Human 
Rights (PHR) has documented at-
tacks on 400 facilities and the death 
of 768 health personnel between 
2011 and 2016. This led to the flight 
of health service providers and a 
hollowing out of the entire health 
system. At least 15,000 of Syria’s 
30,000 physicians have left. Only 70 

of the 6,000 physicians who were 
in Aleppo at the start of the conflict 
were there in 2014, PHR said.

The results are similar in edu-
cational facilities. Some 54% of 
schools in the surveyed cities were 
damaged and 10% were destroyed.

The report also said the Syrian 
economy suffers from severe twin 
deficits, depleted foreign exchange 
reserves and an unsustainably high 
public debt. Conflict-related dis-
ruptions and international sanc-
tions reduced Syrian exports 92% 
from 2011-15.

The report stated that an aver-
age of 538,000 jobs a year were lost 
from 2010-15. Youth unemploy-
ment reached 78% in 2015, while 
prices of basic commodities such as 
rice and sugar increased more than 
twofold and prices of fuel oil rose 
up to ten times.

“Today, six in ten Syrians live in 
extreme poverty,” the report added.

The report also explored possi-
ble recovery paths based on differ-
ent conflict end dates. “Our results 
show that if the war were to end this 
year, the economy would recover 
41% of the gap with its pre-conflict 

level over the following four years 
but it will recover only 28% of the 
gap in four years if the conflict ends 
in its tenth year,” Onder said.

“The longer the conflict contin-
ues the more difficult it will be to 
recover from it,” he added.

Forum panellist Maha Yehya, di-
rector of the Carnegie Middle East 
Centre, stressed that the shape of a 
future political settlement in Syria 
will be key to facilitating its recon-
struction and recovery.

“How can we talk about a post-
conflict reconstruction when a po-
litical transition has not taken place 
and where we may have to give way 
to a regime that has been accused of 
war crimes against its own people?” 
Yehya asked.

She said the political settlement 
should be centred on refugees 
and guarantee the secure and free 
movement of the population in the 
country in order to ensure sustain-
able reconstruction and stabilisa-
tion.

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

Tunis

A 

s Russian and US special 
forces square off along 
the banks of the Euphra-
tes River in Syria, risking 
a further escalation in the 

country’s long war, Russian media 
are engaged in a battle of their own. 
They are trying to justify the moral 
force of Russia’s Middle Eastern mis-
sion while avoiding any comparison 
to the country’s involvement in the 
Soviet Union’s military debacle in Af-
ghanistan.

For the Kremlin, the stakes are 
high. Russia has established an op-
erating base at Latakia in Syria and 
benefits from lucrative arms deals 
that come with being a principal 
player in one of the world’s bloodi-
est conflicts. Despite these possible 
gains, public enthusiasm for the war 
remains tepid. A recent Levada poll 
stated that 49% of Russians asked 
said they supported the country’s 
withdrawal from Syria and 32% ex-
pressed concern over becoming em-
broiled in a bloody repeat of past Af-
ghan adventures.

For Russia’s media, the challenges 

are relatively clear. Despite Western 
preconceptions that Vladimir Putin’s 
Russia is a totalitarian state, inde-
pendent media and public dissent do 
exist. However, over the past decade, 
vaguely worded legislation, ostensi-
bly intended to target extremism 
and public disorder, has been used 
to, Freedom House said, “intimidate 
journalists and encourage self-cen-
sorship.”

The goal has been to position po-
tential deviations from the official 
state line beyond the realm of legal 
safeguards. As such, much of the 
Russian media maintain a consist-
ent line in which the conflict in Syria 
comes to readers filtered through 
the prism of patriotism and imbued 
with the bellicose rhetoric of the 
Cold War.

When the bloodshed of Aleppo 
was at its highest and accusations 
of war crimes were abounding, Rus-
sia Today ran regular reports of the 
Syrian Army’s humanitarian relief 
efforts within the city. Earlier this 
year, as the world recoiled in hor-
ror over the sarin gas attack at Khan 
Shaykhun, the state-owned Sputnik 
news network blamed the “staged”’ 
attack on Qatari news channel Al Ja-
zeera.

Throughout the war, the Kremlin 

has shown itself to be intensely cau-
tious over how the Syrian conflict is 
presented to the Russian public.

“The Russian media [are] very 
careful with Syria coverage because 
the Kremlin does not want news of 
Russian casualties to be prominently 
featured,” said Natalia Antonov, a 
Moscow-based writer and associate 
editor of openDemocracy Russia. 
“Since the vast majority of the me-
dia in Russia [are] docile, you end up 
with a situation in which coverage is 
tightly controlled.”

Russia’s armed opposition to re-
ligiously inspired violence predates 
its involvement in Syria. It is as hard-
wired into much of the popular psy-
che as the country’s place at the fore-
front of the world’s nations, allowing 
opinion writers an easy context in 
which to place Russia’s role in Syria’s 
violence.

“The majority of Russians see their 
country’s involvement in the Syrian 
conflict as part of the fight against 
global Islamic ‘terrorism’, a continu-
ation of the fight against Chechen 
militants,” said Lilit Gevorgyan, the 
Russia and Commonwealth of In-
dependent States senior economist 
at IHS Markit, referring to Russia’s 
protracted battles upon its southern 
border.

While this may be the case, bitter 
memories of Afghanistan, as well as 
the closer conflict in Ukraine, con-
spire to play their roles in limiting 
how Russian troops are deployed 
and how the Russian media narrative 
is shaped. “If anything, involvement 
in Syria has brought back the memo-
ries of the disastrous war in Afghani-
stan,” Gevorgyan said.

The Soviet Union lost nearly 14,500 
of its soldiers in the Afghan war. 
Nearly every Russian family has at 
least one member who was wound-
ed or killed during the ten years of a 
conflict that few understood.

However, for those on the ground, 
the conflicting narratives can be be-
wildering.

“People in Russia who watch TV 
and the news support our involve-
ment in Syria. Those who don’t be-
lieve our mass media have their own 
opinion on this,” said Anya Mitro-
fanova, a freelance translator and de-
signer in Moscow. “In Russian news, 
it’s only black and white. They don’t 
give space for a doubt. It’s only bad 
and good. We are good. They are bad. 
We are right. They are wrong.”

Simon Speakman Cordall is Syria/
Lebanon section editor with The 
Arab Weekly.

London

C 

ountries opposed to 
the continued rule 
of Syrian President 
Bashar Assad ex-
pressed opposition 

to any plans for the country’s 
reconstruction without agree-
ment on a political transition 
“away from Assad,” British For-
eign Secretary Boris Johnson 
said.

Speaking on the sidelines of 
the UN General Assembly, fol-
lowing a meeting of the Friends 
of Syria group, an alliance of 
mainly Western and Gulf Arab 
countries that have histori-
cally backed Syria’s opposition, 
Johnson said “a transition away 
from Assad” was “the only way 
forward.”

“We believe that the only way 
forward is to get a political pro-
cess going and to make it clear 
to the Iranians, Russians and 
Assad regime that we, the like-
minded group, will not support 
the reconstruction of Syria until 
there is such a political process 
and that means, as Resolution 
2254 says, to a transition away 
from Assad,” Johnson said.

Though the Trump adminis-
tration is understood to have 
stepped away from any leading 
diplomatic role in Syria, Acting 
Assistant Secretary of State for 
Near Eastern Affairs David Sat-
terfield said those at the Friends 
of Syria meeting agreed there 
must be “a political process if 
there is to be any international 
participation in the reconstruc-
tion of Syria.”

“The regime and the regime 
supporters cannot declare a 
victory solely based on a map 
and colours of positions on the 
ground,” Satterfield said.

The Damascus International 
Exhibition in August signalled 
the start of Syrian reconstruc-
tions, the general director of 
the exhibition, Fares al-Kartally, 
told Agence France-Presse.

Various peace processes are 
under way to end the fighting 
and allow for Syria’s reconstruc-
tion. Those include the United 
Nations’ Geneva-led process 
and Russia-sponsored talks in 
Kazakhstan with Iran and Tur-
key.

The Astana talks, which had 
their first sessions in January, 
are intended to reduce the vio-
lence in Syria by establishing 
“de-escalation zones,” rather 
than determine any long-lasting 
political settlement to the con-
flict.

“We discussed here how to 
bring it (the Astana process) 
back to the UN-led process and 
Geneva,” Swedish Foreign Min-
ister Margot Wallstrom told 
Reuters.

Asked if there was consensus 
on that, she said: “I would say 
so.

“It’s good if the Astana pro-
cess leads to de-escalation and 
a reduction of the violence but 
it has to lead into the political 
process.”

Information from Reuters and 
Agence France-Presse news 
agencies was used in this 
report.

Russian media avoid invoking memories of 
Afghanistan in the Kremlin’s ‘righteous’ Syrian war

Samar Kadi

The Arab Weekly staff

Price tag. Destroyed buildings in Aleppo’s Layramoun industrial district, on July 5.                             (AFP)

News & Analysis Syria
International 
anti-Assad 
coalition: 
No Syrian 
reconstruction 
until political 
process on 
track

The high cost of Syria’s destruction

Simon Speakman Cordall
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Tunis

T 

he first official visit by the 
commander of the Libyan 
National Army (LNA), 
Field Marshal Khalifa 
Haftar, to Tunisia reflect-

ed a significant adjustment of Tu-
nis’s diplomatic strategy towards 
the Libyan crisis.

The new approach, which 
seemed to take shape just a few 
months ago, reflected Tunisia’s de-
cision to move away from almost 
exclusive support to the UN-rec-
ognised Libyan Government of Na-
tional Accord (GNA) led by Prime 
Minister Fayez al-Sarraj.

Prior to his visit September 18, 
mutual suspicion seemed to mark 
the relationship with the Haftar 
camp.

The battlefield gains of the LNA 
and lack of progress by the Sarraj 
government despite internation-
al support have contributed to a 
change in Western attitude towards 
Haftar.

Over the last two years, inter-
national meetings on the Libyan 
issue took place in Tunis, notably 
negotiations between Libyan po-
litical groups and meetings spon-
sored by the United Nations. Since 
the appointment in November 2016 
of Tunisian diplomat Slaheddine 
Jemmali as Arab League special 
envoy to Libya, Tunisia moved to-
wards a mediation initiative that 
includes all Libyan belligerents.

The first visit by Haftar to Tuni-
sia was presented by media as an 
attempt to revive the Tunisian dip-
lomatic initiative, which consists of 
bringing together the Libyan politi-
cal rivals with the aim of reconcil-
ing positions to resolve the crisis.

A statement by the office of Tu-
nisian President Beji Caid Essebsi 
said he and Haftar discussed “the 
principles and objectives of the ini-
tiative launched by Tunisia, with 
the engagement of Algeria and 
Egypt.”

Caid Essebsi stressed that the 
solution to the crisis “remains in 
the hands of the Libyan people” 
and explained that the role of Tu-
nisia and neighbouring countries 
was limited to facilitating dialogue 
within the framework of coop-
eration and coordination with the 
United Nations.

In remarks following the meeting 
with Caid Essebsi, Haftar said ter-
rorism in the North African coun-
try would soon be eradicated and 
that the LNA is “a powerful army.”

“We have heard a good word 
from the (Tunisian) president and 
our vision is consistent with his vi-
sion,” Haftar said.

Libyan sources said, however, 
the real reason for the visit might 
have been to meet with US Ambas-
sador to Libya Peter Bodde, who is 
temporarily based in Tunis.

In a bid to break the stalemate, 
Washington is said to be putting 
pressure on both Haftar and Sarraj 
to strike an agreement that could 
lead to presidential and parliamen-
tary elections in Libya in 2018.

Washington is also said to be 
seeking to persuade Haftar to aban-
don his military role and present 

himself as a civilian politician. The 
United States is yet to clearly enun-
ciate its position about the Libyan 
crisis.

The Libyan conflict, which has 
been raging since 2011, has taken a 
heavy toll on Tunisia, affecting the 
economy, tourism, security and 
other sectors.

A recent study by the World 
Bank stated that the Libyan cri-
sis contributed 24% to the drop in 
Tunisia’s economic growth from 
2011-15. Smuggling, which con-
stitutes an endemic problem in 
Tunisia, has grown substantially 
since 2011, weighing much heavier 
on the sluggish economy. Tunisia 
harbours security concerns about 
Islamic State (ISIS) activity in parts 
of Libya, despite it being driven out 
of Benghazi and Sirte.

Tunis is to be the site September 
26 of meetings between rival Liby-
an parties to discuss a formula to 

amend the Libyan political agree-
ment. The deal, which was signed 
in Skhirat, Morocco in December 
2015, under the auspices of the 
United Nations, was never fully 
implemented. It has been criti-
cised for keeping out key parties 
in Libya, such as the supporters of 
the former regime and some of the 
large tribes in the south.

Ghassan Salame, the UN’s envoy 
for Libya, admitted September 20 
that the road map for peace in Lib-
ya wasn’t working and he unveiled 
plans to revamp the Skhirat agree-
ment to unify the country and pave 
the way for new elections.

However, the role Tunisia can 
play in changing the Skhirat agree-
ment and resolving the Libyan con-
flict remains in question. The Haf-
tar camp has generally perceived 
the Tunisian government as being 
closer to the GNA and was not com-
fortable with the Islamist party En-

nahda being part of Tunisia’s ruling 
coalition government.

It was under Ennahda’s rule that 
Tunisia first sided with Libya’s Is-
lamists, supporting the former 
government of Khalifa al-Ghawil, 
which was set up by the Islamist-
dominated Fajr Libya militia in 
2014.

Tunisia’s close relations with 
the Sarraj government have been 
a concern for Haftar, though the 
relations can partly be explained 
by Tunisia’s key interests in the 
western part of Libya, rather than 
the east, where Haftar’s LNA is the 
main military force.

In such an ambivalent context, 
Tunisia’s efforts to keep a relatively 
equal distance from all Libyan ri-
vals and to get more involved in 
mediation may bear fruit despite 
attempts by parties in both coun-
tries to obstruct a peaceful solution 
to the crisis.

In Libya, the head of the Tobruk-
based House of Representatives 
(HoR), Aguila Saleh, stands ac-
cused of stalling the political pro-
cess. In Tunisia, shadowy moves 
by Ennahda have been raising eye-
brows.

In a recent twist after Haftar’s 
visit, leaked pictures surfaced of 
Rached Ghannouchi, the head of 
Ennahda movement, sitting next 
to Mohamed Sowan, head of the 
Justice and Development Party, 
widely seen as the political wing of 
the Muslim Brotherhood in Libya, 
Imad al-Banani, a Muslim Brother-
hood leader in Libya, and Libyan 
activist Abdul Basit Igtet, who has 
presented himself as a candidate to 
succeed Sarraj.

The pictures prompted a political 
uproar in Libya and Tunisia, with 
many questioning the purpose and 
timing of the meeting.

Libyan political activist Mo-
hammed Omar al-Warfali warned 
against the repercussions of this 
alleged secret meeting and moves 
by Igtet.

In Tunisia, Mohsen Nabti, leader 
of the Tunisian People’s Move-
ment, described the meeting as 
one in a series of “suspicious” 
moves by Ghannouchi.

Ennahda denied that such a 
meeting had taken place, with Is-
lamist figure Rafik Abdessalem 
saying that the leaked pictures dat-
ed to 2012.

Whether taken in 2012 or in 2017, 
the pictures will put Tunisian Is-
lamists on notice against further 
involvement in the Libyan crisis. 
Any attempts on their part will not 
go unnoticed and are unlikely to 
be tolerated as they were in years 
past. Such moves were denounced 
on several occasions by political 
players in the country as a form of 
“partisan parallel diplomacy” out-
side the framework of the Tunisian 
state’s official diplomacy.

Iman Zayat is the Managing Editor 
of The Arab Weekly.

Tunis

T 

he United Nations has 
launched a road map for 
a renewed international 
effort to break a political 
stalemate in Libya.

Ghassan Salame, the United Na-
tions’ Libya envoy, set out an “ac-
tion plan” that would amend the 
Skhirat peace deal. He said draft-
ing the plan would begin before a 
national conference is convened 
for key Libyan actors to join the 
political process.

Salame proposed reducing the 
UN-backed Government of Na-
tional Accord’s Presidency Council 
to three members and having it 
nominate a new transitional gov-
ernment.

Changes to the 2015 deal would 

need the approval of Libya’s To-
bruk-based House of Representa-
tives (HoR). An HoR delegation 
was expected to begin negotia-
tions with the Tripoli-based rival 
assembly. They are under pressure 
to reach an agreement before De-
cember 17, when opponents of the 
Skhirat deal say it expires.

Salame must balance calls for 
elections with the need to prepare 
a legal framework in which a vote 
can take place. Elections would 
require an electoral law, and pos-
sibly a referendum, to endorse a 
new constitution.

France, Britain and Italy said 
they are fully on board with Sala-
me’s plans.

There has been a flurry of dis-
jointed but intense diplomatic ac-
tivity in Libya in the past months. 
Libyan Prime Minister Fayez al-
Sarraj and Field Marshal Khalifa 
Haftar, who heads the Libyan Na-

tional Army (LNA) in the east, met 
in July in Paris.

A meeting in early September 
between the African Union, Sarraj, 
HoR President Aguila Saleh Issa 
and Chairman of the High State 
Council Abdulrahman Asswehly 
convened in Brazzaville.

Less than a week later, Lon-
don hosted a six-party ministerial 
meeting with foreign ministers of 
Britain, France, Italy and the Unit-
ed Arab Emirates and the US secre-
tary of state attending.

Attempts to resolve the Libyan 
crisis come amid intense European 
efforts to stem illegal migration 
and strong competition over in-
volvement in Libya’s reconstruc-
tion process. There is a growing 
fear in neighbouring countries of a 
spillover effect, with experts warn-
ing that the Islamic State may re-
group in Libya after facing major 
losses in Iraq and Syria.

Haftar meets with Caid Essebsi 
as Tunisia adjusts Libya policy

UN unveils plan to break Libya’s political stalemate

Iman Zayat

The Arab Weekly staff

Thawing out. Tunisian President Beji Caid Essebsi (R) meeting with Libyan Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar at the Carthage Palace in Tunis, 
on September 18.                                                                                                                                                                                          (Tunisian Presidency Press Service)

The new approach 
reflected Tunisia’s 
decision to move away 
from almost exclusive 
support to the 
UN-recognised Libyan 
Government of 
National Accord (GNA).
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Cairo

S 

igns of reconciliation be-
tween rival Palestinian 
factions Hamas and Fatah 
would signal long-await-
ed Palestinian unity, an 

end to Hamas’s isolation and im-
proved humanitarian conditions 
in Gaza along with re-establishing 
Egypt as a force on the regional 
scene, experts said.

“This would prove that Cairo 
still has leverage over the Pales-
tinian file, something that was 
strongly contested by a number 
of regional powers,” said Egyptian 
MP Samir Ghattas. “Over the past 
few years, regional powers like 

Turkey, Qatar and Iran have tried 
to replace Cairo as the main player 
in the Palestinian file, using the 
unrest in [Egypt] and weakening 
regional influence.”

Hamas announced it would dis-
solve the administration that runs 
Gaza — a major step towards hand-
ing control of the Gaza Strip to a 
Palestinian unity government — 
after Egyptian officials mediated 
talks between Hamas and Fatah 
representatives in Cairo.

The deal would allow for Pales-
tinian Authority control over the 
Rafah Crossing between Egypt’s 
Sinai Peninsula and the Gaza Strip, 
resolve the problem of overdue 
salaries for thousands of admin-
istrative workers in Gaza and re-
store electricity supplies to Gaza. 
It would, necessarily, pave the 
way for legislative and presiden-
tial elections in the Palestinian 
territories.

Reconciliation between Hamas 
and Fatah is an important step for 
wider Palestinian unity, leading 
to the formation of a government 
that could reactivate a stalled 
Palestinian-Israeli peace process. 
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi met separately with Pales-
tinian President Mahmoud Abbas 
and Israeli Prime Minister Biny-
amin Netanyahu on the sidelines 
of the UN General Assembly, dur-
ing which he stressed the impor-
tance of resuming Palestinian-Is-
raeli peace talks.

However, despite Hamas’s an-
nouncement and Abbas’s wel-
come of the move, success hinges 
on complex issues related to pow-
er-sharing. Similar previous rec-
onciliation efforts, most recently 
in 2014, failed after disagreements 
over the details.

For Egypt, the deal confirms 
that Cairo is still a regional power, 
even as the country faces eco-
nomic problems. “I commend the 
Egyptian authorities for their tire-
less efforts in creating this posi-
tive momentum,” said UN Special 
Coordinator for the Middle East 
Peace Process Nickolay Mladenov.

“This is why I say the possible 
deal is yet new proof that Egypt 
is still strong, despite its internal 
problems,” Ghattas said. “It also 
amounts to a major blow to claims 
by other regional powers that they 
can influence the course of events 
in the Palestinian territories.”

Cairo expressed concerns about 
perceived attempts by Tehran to 
draw Hamas into its orbit. In late 
August, Hamas leader Yahya Sin-
war alluded to strengthening ties 
between his movement and Iran, 
describing these ties as “excel-

lent” and “strategic.”
Cairo’s role in sponsoring the 

Hamas-Fatah reconciliation would 
ensure that Tehran is unable to in-
fluence the Palestinian file. This 
is a political and national security 
victory for Egypt, experts said.

“Cooperation between Hamas 
and Iran brings Iranian influence 
to Egypt’s doorstep, which is very 
dangerous,” said Tarek Fahmi, a 
political science professor at Cairo 
University. “This is why contain-
ing Hamas and preventing it from 
cooperating with rival powers like 
Iran is very important for Egypt’s 
national security.”

Representatives from Hamas 
and Fatah are to meet directly in 
Cairo to discuss details of the rec-
onciliation deal. This would en-
sure continuing security coopera-
tion from Hamas in securing the 
border between the Sinai Peninsu-

la and Gaza at a time when Islamic 
State (ISIS) fighters operate in the 
area.

Cairo had accused Hamas — an 
ideological offshoot of the out-
lawed Muslim Brotherhood — of 
abetting ISIS fighters in Sinai. 
However, renewed security coop-
eration between Cairo and Hamas 
tightened security on the border, 
assisting Egypt in its fight against 
ISIS in Sinai.

“This cooperation will cut off all 
types of support for the ISIS mili-
tants, which will further weaken 
them,” said Saad al-Zunt, head of 
the Political and Strategic Studies 
Centre, an Egyptian think-tank. 
“This will help the Egyptian Army 
speed up the eradication of this 
group.”

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

News & Analysis

Cairo

T 

he memoirs of veteran 
Egyptian statesman Amr 
Moussa are making waves 
across the Middle East.

It took the former Arab 
League secretary-general and long-
time Egyptian foreign minister and 
his biographer Khaled Abu Bakr 
two years to write the first volume 
of “Ketabiyah” (“My Testimony”). 
The memoirs present Moussa’s 
views of his years of serving Egypt.

However, the book has been met 
with fervent anger from sections of 
Egyptian society, particularly the 
family of former President Gamal 
Abdel Nasser and his supporters.

Nasser’s youngest son, Abdel 
Hakim Nasser, said he would not 
“stoop to Amr Moussa’s level” by 
replying to his claims in the book, 
including that Nasser, a diabetic, 

used to import expensive special 
food from Switzerland in the early 
1960s. Moussa claimed that he 
had direct knowledge of this be-
cause of his time as a junior em-
ployee at the Egyptian Embassy in 
Bern. In a country then suffering 
extreme poverty and the threat of 
war, Moussa’s claim could tarnish 
Nasser’s man-of-the-people image.

Gamal Fahmi, a left-wing writer, 
said Moussa’s “views of Nasser 
weaken the credibility of his book. 
“Everybody knows that Nasser was 
a great leader, whose life was not 
ostentatious in any manner,” Fahmi 
said

In the memoirs, Moussa de-
scribed two brief encounters with 
Nasser and dwells on his style of 
rule, placing the perceived failings 
of the late revolutionary leader un-
der the spotlight.

Moussa was working in the For-
eign Ministry in Cairo during the 
Six-Day War in 1967 when the Egyp-
tian and Syrian armies suffered a 
humiliating defeat at Israel’s hands 
and that resulted in the occupation 
of the Egyptian Sinai Peninsula and 
the Syrian Golan Heights.

Moussa, in the book, attributed 
Egypt’s defeat to the army’s lack 
of preparedness, Nasser’s rashness 
and miscalculations. He also found 
fault with the late leader’s one-man 
style of rule.

“I am ready to prove everything 
I write in this first volume of the 
memoirs,” Moussa told The Arab 
Weekly. “I did not mean to defame 
Nasser in any manner but I am tell-
ing the truth.”

Moussa has been a fixture of 
Egyptian and Arab diplomacy for 
five decades, having close personal 
relationships with many Arab lead-
ers. He has had a front-row seat to 
the changes that continue in the 
Arab region.

The first volume of Moussa’s 
memoirs covers the period from his 
birth in 1936 to the day he left his 
position as Egypt’s foreign minister 
in 2001 after ten years as Egypt’s top 
diplomat. As he ascended the dip-
lomatic ladder, starting in 1957 af-
ter his graduation from law school 
to his becoming foreign minister 
in 1991, Moussa had a clear view of 
the events, policies and people that 
have made Egypt and the Arab re-
gion what they are today.

He witnessed the tough times 
Egypt experienced following the 
1967 defeat and the subsequent vic-
tory in the October 1973 war with 
Israel. Moussa was close to the late 
President Anwar Sadat, played a 
small role in the peace negotiations 
with Israel and was at the heart of 
the diplomatic furore that followed 
Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990.

Moussa was also at the centre of 

Arab diplomacy at a time of great ri-
valry with regional powers Iraq and 
Turkey.

Abu Bakr, a senior editor at the 
private Egyptian daily al-Shorouk, 
described writing Moussa’s mem-
oirs as “extremely tough.”

“This is a very senior diplomat 
who will leave nothing to the world 
but the record of the roles he played 
in the service of his country and the 
Arab nation,” Abu Bakr said. “This 
is why documenting everything he 
related and writing it in a correct 
manner was a matter of utmost im-
portance.”

Moussa said he would not have 
written his memoirs but feared that 
he could repeat the plight of Osama 
al-Baz, a close confidant of former 
President Hosni Mubarak and Sa-
dat, who died in 2013 without pro-
ducing his memoirs.

Moussa described the memoirs 
as the “record” of his life as a politi-
cian and a diplomat.

“They are the harvest of all the 
years of my work, my whole life,” 
he said.

Amr Moussa’s memoirs make waves across the Middle East
Amr Emam

Egypt

Hamas-Fatah 
reconciliation 
process shows 
growing Egyptian 
influence in region
Amr Emam

Traditional leverage. Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi (R) meeting with Palestinian leader 
Mahmoud Abbas in Cairo, last April.                           (AFP)

Cooperation between 
Hamas and Iran brings 
Iranian influence to 
Egypt’s doorstep, which 
is very dangerous.

Tarek Fahmi, a political 
science professor at 
Cairo University

Moussa has been a 
fixture of Egyptian and 
Arab diplomacy for five 
decades, having close 
personal relationships 
with many Arab leaders. 

Moussa described 
the memoirs as the 
“record” of his life
as a politician and
a diplomat.
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Beirut

T 

he days of the caliphate, 
the proto-state pro-
claimed by the Islamic 
State (ISIS) across Syria 
and Iraq in mid-2014, are 

numbered. A perplexing cluster of 
US, Russian, Iranian, Turkish and 
Syrian military forces along with 
Kurds, jihadists and Tehran-backed 
Lebanese, Iraqi, Pakistani and Af-
ghani Shia militias have been driv-
ing ISIS from its last major urban 
bastions in Mosul and Raqqa.

Despite these hard-won battle-
field victories in Iraq and Syria, the 
claims of Western politicians and 
commentators that ISIS is being 
crushed are dangerously prema-
ture.

If the resilience of earlier versions 
of jihadist movements is anything 
to go by, ISIS and its ruthless ideol-
ogy will survive and emerge in an-
other form, just as others did in Iraq 
in 2007-09 in the face of US Army 
General David Petraeus and his 
“surge” strategy by exploiting the 
sectarian carnage spawned by the 
war in Syria, which erupted in 2011.

Three years later, ISIS leader Abu 
Bakr al-Baghdadi proclaimed the 
first modern Islamic caliphate.

Remember, too, that Baghdadi, 
who has reportedly been killed, 
and his leadership cadre, which in-
cludes some of Saddam Hussein’s 
long-time intelligence officers con-
sidered to be ISIS’s military brains, 
spent years underground and have 
shown themselves to be patient 
and meticulous strategic planners.

ISIS is already returning to its 
insurgency and terror roots, with 
Western Europe and the United 
States facing intensified attacks. 
This strategy took shape months 
ago and is likely to swell as foreign 
fighters return to their homelands 
determined to wreak revenge for 
ISIS’s defeat.

The group’s focus for its ter-
ror war against the West includes 
injecting poison into food in su-
permarkets and grocery stores, 
according to SITE intelligence, a 
US-based monitoring group.

In July, Australian authorities re-
ported thwarting a plot to destroy 
an airliner flying to the United Arab 
Emirates using poison gas — a new 
threat to aviation security.

European security officials say 
ISIS is building up its forces in 
chaos-torn Libya to infiltrate op-
eratives with the flood of Middle 
Eastern war refugees pouring into 

southern Europe from North Af-
rica.

“The Islamic State will continue 
to function as a guerrilla army, de-
spite suffering significant losses,” 
warned security analyst Thomas 
Joscelyn of the Washington-based 
Foundation for Defense of Democ-
racies.

“There is no question that the 
Islamic State’s finances, senior per-
sonnel and other assets have been 
hit hard but it’s premature to say 
its losses amount to a deathblow,” 
he said in testimony before the US 
Congress on July 13.

Jennifer Cafarella of the Wash-
ington-based Institute for Study 
of War said ISIS plans to fight on 
for years. “This is a highly sophis-
ticated military organisation that’s 
waging a generational war,” she ob-
served.

Analysts say the failure of the 
United States and its allies to re-
spond to the ISIS threat beyond 
the military strategy of pounding 
it day and night while ignoring the 
need for long-term plans to ensure 
stability in war-torn countries such 
as Syria, Iraq, Yemen and the com-
plex conflicts across the region, 
will doom the Middle East to years 
— possibly decades — of savage 
bloodletting.

“The question that needs to be 
answered now is who is learn-
ing quickest from past mistakes,” 
observed Jean-Marie Guéhenno, 
president of the Brussels-based In-
ternational Crisis Group. So far, the 
terrorists seem to have the edge.

“The Islamic State brilliantly ex-
ploited the US occupation (of Iraq) 
and the aftermath, gaining support 
from Sunnis alienated by [Shia] 
domination,” Guéhenno wrote in 
an August 9 analysis.

“The Western-led coalition, for 
its part, wages this war on terror as 
if it were a traditional war in which 
military dominance opens the path 
to political victory…

“Such a blind war on terror, with 
no longer-term vision, lays the 
ground for endless war. In the Mid-
dle East, crushing terrorists without 
a plan for the day after will gener-
ate the same vacuum and chaos that 
produced them in the first place.

“And in Western countries, the 
elevation of terrorism into a stra-
tegic struggle continuously re-
fills the pool of foreign fighters for 
whom terrorist acts are the ultimate  
selfie,” Guéhenno cautioned.

Despite ISIS’s serious reverses 
and the constant loss of territory 
and manpower, especially its lead-
ership, over the last 18 months, its 
core group carried out more than 

1,400 attacks in 2016 and killed 
more than 7,000 people, a 20% in-
crease over the previous year, an 
August report by the University of 
Maryland’s Global Terrorism Data-
base stated.

That’s not counting more than 
950 attacks in 2016 attributed to af-
filiated organisations that killed 
another 3,000 people, the report 
noted.

During 2016, four major jihadist 
groups in Yemen, Libya, Bangla-
desh, Afghanistan-Pakistan and the 
Philippines pledged allegiance to 
ISIS, underscoring the extent that 
the core group has expanded its 
global influence.

The ISIS wars are increasingly 
moving into cyberspace, in large 
part to counter its use of encrypted 
apps such as Telegram to run its 
network of operatives across Eu-
rope and elsewhere and its virulent 

recruitment effort using slick prop-
aganda videos.

Policy Exchange, a British think-
tank that monitors jihadist content 
online, said in a September 19 re-
port that al-Qaeda also continues 
to broadcast propaganda, which is 
most likely linked to the group’s re-
surgence in recent months, particu-
larly in Syria.

One conclusion of the report, 
“The New Netwar,” is that from 
February 19 through May 3, jihad-
ist content was viewed more in 
the United States than every other 
country except Turkey, which had 
16,810 clicks. The United States 
had 10,388 followed by Saudi Ara-
bia with 10,239, Iraq with 8,138 and 
Britain with 6,107.

“There is a danger that the blood 
and treasure we are investing in 
defeating ISIS in Iraq and Syria will 
produce little more than a pyrrhic 

victory unless we are able to defeat 
the visual threat,” the 130-page re-
port stressed.

Petraeus, the former US military 
commander in Iraq and CIA direc-
tor, said in a foreword that the re-
port shows that ISIS is “exploiting 
the vast, largely ungoverned spaces 
of cyberspace, demonstrating in-
creasing technical expertise, so-
phistication in media production, 
and an agility in the face of various 
efforts to limit its access.

“It is clear that our counter-ex-
tremism efforts and other initiatives 
to combat extremism online have, 
until now, been inadequate. There 
is no doubting the urgency of this 
matter,” he said.

The concerns about the inade-
quacy of Western efforts to counter 
ISIS’s expected terror campaign are 
widening as ISIS transitions into a 
global threat. Its first attack against 
Iran that killed 18 people in early 
June was seen as an opening salvo 
in the emerging post-caliphate 
phase.

“Formulating an effective con-
tainment policy against ISIS will 
be a herculean enterprise given 
the complexities of the disintegrat-
ing, sectarian-riven Middle East,” 
warned Marc Ginsberg, a former US 
ambassador to Morocco and senior 
adviser to US and European coun-
ter-extremism initiatives, in the 
Huffington Post.

“A sustained military engage-
ment fronted by Sunni Arab ground 
forces will have to be matched by 
comparable diplomatic strategy — 
all buttressed by a global fortified, 
well-financed reconstruction plan 
to prevent the ISIS cancer from re-
gaining lost wilayats (provinces) — 
and that task must begin immedi-
ately in Iraq,” he said.

However, there is little evidence 
that the Americans, leaders of the 
72-state anti-ISIS coalition, were 
contemplating the day-after syn-
drome.

With the battle for Raqqa, which 
began June 6, in its final stages, US 
Defence Secretary James Mattis, a 
former US Marine Corps general, 
said the United States has aban-
doned its strategy of attrition and 
is employing “annihilation tactics.”

“Our intention is that the foreign 
fighters do not survive the fight to 
return home to North Africa, to Eu-
rope, to America, to Asia, to Africa,” 
he said. “We’re not going to allow 
them to do so. We’re going to stop 
them there and take apart the cali-
phate.”

Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of 
The Arab Weekly.

ISIS retreats but plots post-caliphate terror war
Ed Blanche

Blind war. A Russian soldier takes part in an anti-ISIS operation over Palmyra, Syria.                                                          (AP)
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US kills ISIS chiefs hiding 
in new nerve centre
Ed Blanche

Beirut

I n the last five months, US forces 
have killed at least 15 senior Is-
lamic State (ISIS) commanders 
hiding in the Syrian town of 
Mayadin on the Euphrates Riv-

er, where most of the group’s lead-
ers are reported to be concentrated.
Many of those assassinated, either 
in targeted air strikes or US special 
forces raids, were key figures in 
ISIS’s external operations unit, part 
of the group’s feared Emni intelli-
gence apparatus.
They were responsible for terrorist 
attacks in Western Europe, Turkey 
and Arab countries — underlin-
ing Western fears the jihadists are 
stepping up such strikes to avenge 
heavy losses in recent months and 
demonstrate that ISIS has not been 
eradicated.
US and Syrian sources said ISIS 
has steadily spirited senior cadres 
from the group’s Syrian capital, the 
north-eastern city of Raqqa, which 
is expected to fall to US-backed forc-
es in the next few weeks, to Maya-
din, 160km north-east of Raqqa in 
Deir ez-Zor governorate in recent 
months, along with a substantial 
portion of the group’s cash reserves.
The sources said one transfer in-

volved $20 million smuggled out of 
Raqqa across the desert in three tax-
is carrying the wives and children of 
senior officials, mainly from the key 
branches of external operations, re-
cruiting, finance and propaganda.
Other senior cadres such as admin-
istrators and weapons technicians 
who will play an important role in 
ISIS’s plans to regroup have report-
edly been sent to other cities in 
northern Syria.
“Mayadin is clearly viewed by ISIS 
as a safe haven,” observed Anne 
Speckhard, director of the US-based 
International Centre for the Study 
of Violent Extremism. That “makes 
the city of great significance in the 
fight against ISIS.”
Among the commanders reported 
killed by the Americans since April 
were Lavdrim Muhaxheri, also 
known as Abu Abdullah al-Kosova, 
an ethnic Albanian and leader of 
ISIS’s foreign fighters from Kosovo. 
He was reportedly killed in an air 
strike along with his deputy, Irfan 
Hafiqi.
Two other external operations lead-
ers — Abu Anas al-Shami, identified 
as a “weapons research leader” who 
provided bombs for terror attacks 
and specialised in hiding explosives 
in human corpses, and Junaid ur 
Rahman, “a senior drone pilot and 
engineer” — were killed in a Sep-
tember 4 US air strike.
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T 

he first question that 
comes to mind about 
suicide bombings in 
which civilians, includ-
ing women and chil-

dren, are killed is: “How can any 
normal person commit such an 
atrocity?”

“They must be crazy,” the com-
mon rationale goes. “They have 
distorted minds and personali-
ties.”

Gruesome images of behead-
ings, mutilations and torture 
committed by boastful Islamic 
State (ISIS) jihadists made peo-
ple shiver throughout the world. 
ISIS’s apparent popularity among 
Arab and foreign fighters has con-
founded analysts and politicians.

Many explanations have been 
offered: Discrimination and prej-
udice at home, poverty, political, 
social and psychological frustra-
tion, an aversion to Western cul-
ture and the influence of imams.

Lebanese writer Hazem al-
Amin, who has been profiling 
jihadists, said suicide bombers 
were predisposed to kill them-
selves for a variety of reasons be-
fore ISIS existed.

“ISIS offered them the narra-
tive framework with which they 
could achieve their aspirations. 
In fact, it was the receptor of the 
outcome of many crises because 
all its members came from areas 
in crisis or have personal prob-
lems and issues,” Amin said at a 
discussion hosted by Carnegie 
Middle East Centre titled “Inside 
the Jihadi Mind.”

“All the problems and failures 

of the world and the region re-
sulted in the rise of ISIS. The fail-
ure of the French, for example, 
in integrating their migrants. The 
failure of Turkey in controlling its 
borders and the failure to mend 
Sunni-Shia divisions, etc.”

The flow of suicide bombers to 
ISIS is not so much related to the 
group’s ideology as it is to a range 
of deeper underlying and com-
plex causes, Amin said, noting 
that, during the battle of Mosul, 
the jihadi group sent 20-30 bomb-
ers daily — some 900 suicide 
bombers in seven months.

Amin documented cases of ji-
hadists from Lebanon, almost ex-
clusively from Tripoli, a city that 
is historically, geographically and 
socially close to Syria.

“Tripoli sent 100 to 200 jihad-
ists. Their reasons for joining ISIS 
were different from jihadists who 
came from other countries and 
environments,” Amin said. “Al-
though each is a different case, 
they have common features such 
as broken families, poverty and 
poor education. On top of that, 
sectarian tensions (Sunni-Shia) 
made it easy for ISIS to recruit 
them.”

Joseph Khoury, assistant pro-
fessor of clinical psychiatry at the 
American University of Beirut, 
agreed that there was no stand-
ard terrorist profile but there are 
recurring characteristics.

“Each member in ISIS has his 
own story and reasons for ending 
up in the group,” Khoury said in 
the debate. “Of course, there is a 
psychological aspect to that but 
psychology cannot give all the 
answers. Explaining ISIS involves 
a combination of social and po-
litical factors and surrounding 
circumstances.”

“Many joined because they 
wanted to live in an Islamic ca-
liphate, others because their 
friends have joined, some were 
more interested in the harm that 
ISIS could cause to the West, and 
many (rebels without a cause) 
had nothing better to do because 
their life was meaningless. Each 
wanted something from Daesh,” 
Khoury added, using an Arab ac-
ronym for ISIS.

He stressed that the reasons for 
the rise of ISIS were related to the 
politics of the Middle East. Its de-
mise will not change the basic el-
ements of the situation, he said.

“Military action is necessary 
but should not be the only means 
to pacify jihadi minds. How can 
we prevent future radicalisation? 
The role of psychiatry is to gather 
all the data and use it in a way to 

prevent a new phenomenon like 
Daesh from arising. I have to try 
to understand the motivations of 
potential jihadists in order to dis-
suade them.”

Jihadists say mass casualty at-
tacks are payback for current and 
historical grievances, such as dic-
tatorships supporting Israel in 
the occupied territories, bombing 
civilians, interfering in civil wars 
and plundering oil wealth.

Khoury pointed out that the 
use of psychology and human sci-
ences to explain terrorism started 
in the 1970s when terrorism was a 
label used to describe leftist par-
ties and regimes. However, deal-
ing with a “monster” like ISIS is 
unprecedented.

“Groups accused of terrorism 
in the past were small and well 
defined, such as the [Irish Repub-
lican Army] and the Palestinian 
Fatah Revolutionary Council of 
Abu Nidal. ISIS is a totally dif-
ferent phenomenon. Here, we 
are talking about a whole system 
with fighters, families, women 
and children, administrators and 
ideologists.”

Countries such as Saudi Arabia 
have worked on rehabilitating ji-
hadists but little is known about 
the outcome or how successful 
they are.

Amin said ISIS was born as a re-
sult of socio-political problems.

“Any settlement that does not 
take that into consideration will 
fail to prevent future radicalisa-
tion,” he said. “In Mosul, for in-
stance, there is a feeling that the 
Shias defeated the Sunnis. So, 
unless there is a political settle-
ment that includes the Sunnis in 
Iraq, the ground will remain fer-
tile for the rise of another Daesh 
monster.”

T 

he Islamic State (ISIS) 
seized large parts of Iraq 
and Syria in 2014 as it 
sought to establish its 
self-declared caliphate 

but has faced a series of major de-
feats in recent months. Its signifi-
cant losses include:

 Syria
Kobane: The Kurdish town in 

northern Syria became an early 
symbol of the fight against ISIS 
when the jihadists were driven 
out by US-backed Kurdish forces 
in January 2015 after a battle of 
more than four months.

Palmyra: This ancient desert 
city was seized by ISIS in May 2015 
when the jihadists destroyed UN-
ESCO-listed Roman-era temples 
and looted ancient relics.

Syrian regime forces, backed by 
Russian warplanes and allied mi-
litias, ousted them in March 2016 
but the extremists won back con-
trol by the end of that year before 
being expelled a second time in 
March 2017.

Manbij: ISIS seized this strategic 
town near the border with Tur-
key in 2014 and used it as a hub 
for moving jihadists and supplies 
to and from Europe. It was recap-
tured in August 2016 after a two-
month battle led by a coalition of 
Arab and Kurdish fighters backed 
by US air strikes.

Dabiq: Syrian rebels supported 
by Turkish warplanes and artillery 
captured Dabiq in October 2016. 
Under ISIS control since August 
2014, the fight for the city was 
significant because of a prophecy 
that Christian and Muslim forces 
will battle there at the end of time.

Battle for Raqqa: A US-backed 
alliance of Kurdish and Arab fight-
ers launched an operation to cap-
ture Raqqa in November 2016. 
They say they control 60% of the 
city, with an estimated 5,000-
10,000 jihadists having fled.

Deir ez-Zor: On September 5, 
Russian-backed Syrian forces 
broke a years-long ISIS siege on a 
government enclave in Deir ez-Zor 
city and entered a military base on 
its western edge after weeks of 
advances in the eastern oil-rich 
region.

Iraq
Tikrit: The hometown of late 

dictator Saddam Hussein, north 
of Baghdad, fell to ISIS in June 
2014. It was retaken in March 2015 
by Iraqi troops, police and Shia-
dominated paramilitary forces.

Sinjar: Iraqi Kurdish forces 
backed by US-led coalition air 
strikes recaptured this northern 
town in November 2015 after ji-
hadists had killed or abducted 
thousands of members of the 
Yazidi minority.

Ramadi/Falluja: The capital of 
Anbar, Iraq’s largest province, 
Ramadi was declared fully recap-
tured in February 2016. Neigh-
bouring Falluja, the first Iraqi city 
seized by ISIS in January 2014, 
was reclaimed in June 2016.

Qayyarah: Iraqi forces backed 
by coalition aircraft retook Qay-
yarah in August 2016, providing 
Baghdad with a platform to move 
on Mosul, the country’s second 
city 60km away.

Mosul: Prime Minister Haider 
al-Abadi declared victory in Mo-
sul on July 9 after a fierce nine-
month offensive.

Tal Afar: The last major ISIS ur-
ban stronghold in northern Iraq 
was declared “liberated” on Au-
gust 31.

(Agence France-Presse)

Deciphering the mindset of ISIS jihadists Islamic 
State sliding 
from defeat 
to defeat:
A timeline

Samar Kadi

All the problems 
and failures of 
the world and the 
region resulted in 
the rise of ISIS.

Lebanese writer 
Hazem al-Amin

Fighting ISISSpecial Focus
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L 

ittle divides the Leba-
nese more than ques-
tions over foreign 
policy. Reeling from 
the effects of wars, oc-
cupation, sectarian di-

vision, embargo and boycott, the 
recent visit of Lebanese politi-
cians to a Syrian trade fair risked 
forcing foreign policy questions 
on the Lebanese that few are 
ready to answer.

When the Lebanese earned 
their independence from the 
French in 1943, they created a 
foreign policy formula predi-
cated on the maxim of “no east, 
no west.” Essentially, Lebanon’s 
goal was to place itself in the 
middle of the global milieu, 
avoiding clashes with regional or 
international powers.

Though successful for a few 
years, the formula proved 
fragile. Initial divisions over the 
country’s Arab identity were 
exacerbated by wars with Israel, 
Western interference within the 
country, the Baghdad Pact (later 
the Central Treaty Organisation) 
and the rise of Nasserism, which 
strained the Lebanese political 
consensus and culminated in the 
1958 revolution.

Over the following decades, 
other events exacerbated divi-

sions among the Lebanese re-
garding regional issues pressing 
on the country. The civil unrest 
of 1975 was partly an extension 
of an underlying uncertainty 
over Lebanon’s place in the 
region and the world, as was 
the Syrian military intervention 
of the following year and the 
international compromise that 
allowed for it.

The country recently hit a 
new low. After years of officially 
boycotting the Syrian regime, 
two Lebanese ministers visited 
Damascus to participate in an 
international trade fair and talk 
with their Syrian counterparts, 
bringing questions of Beirut’s 
conflicting relations with Syria 
and Saudi Arabia to the fore.

Though the visit was not offi-
cially approved by the Lebanese 
government or Prime Minis-
ter Saad Hariri, it happened. 
Lebanese Minister of Agriculture 
Ghazi Zaiter and Minister of 
Industry Hussein Hajj Hassan, of 
Hezbollah, were photographed 
under images of Syrian President 
Bashar Assad, who has led his 
country through the convulsions 
of civil war since 2011.

Lebanon’s relations with Syria 
have been rocky since the assas-
sination of former Prime Minis-

ter Rafik Hariri in February 2005 
led to the withdrawal of Syrian 
troops after 29 years of tutelage 
and control. Nevertheless, the 
regional axis of Syria, Iran, in 
alliance with Lebanon’s Hezbol-
lah, backed by Moscow, consid-
ers it has tilted the balance to its 
favour. Recent talks of halting 
US support to Syrian opposition 
groups, which never matched 
expectations anyway, have rein-
forced that impression.

Given the momentum the 
regime appears to be gaining on 
the battleground, it’s conceiv-
able that Damascus and its allies 
may feel themselves free to 
contemplate their relations with 
Lebanon more fully.

It’s equally conceivable that 
the Syrian regime might be con-
sidering revenge for its humiliat-
ing withdrawal from Lebanon in 
2005. Damascus has form here. 
As recently as 2012, its role in 
a terrorist attack intended for 
the northern city of Tripoli was 
exposed. The prime suspect in 
the case was Syrian intelligence 
General Ali Mamlouk who, 
along with the former Lebanese 
minister Michel Samaha, was 
accused of smuggling explosives 
into Lebanon in his private car. 
Samaha is in jail but Mamlouk 

was never expedited to Lebanon.
Lebanon’s relations with Syria 

have always been problematic. 
With a wide range of parties 
inside Lebanon allied to Da-
mascus, and often supported by 
Assad’s military ally Hezbollah, 
Damascus has enjoyed a dispro-
portionate say in Beirut’s affairs. 
Nevertheless, other parties have 
equally close ties with other 
regional powers, such as Prime 
Minister Saad Hariri’s relations 
with Assad’s nemeses in Saudi 
Arabia.

Analogies between Syrian 
and Saudi roles in Lebanon are 
strained. On the one hand, 
Riyadh has supported the 
Lebanese state in reconstruction 
and financial stability for years, 
irrespective of Beirut’s alliances 
with its regional foes, Hezbol-
lah. On the other, Damascus has 
dominated the country and its 
economy for almost 30 years.

Regional tensions between 
Iran and Saudi Arabia, seemingly 
hardwired into the Lebanese 
political scene, have yet to lead 
to any kind of explosion, physi-
cal or political. However, proxy 
wars have flourished throughout 
history. Lebanon has played host 
to many. Perhaps now it needs to 
fully consider its future.

The precarious balance of 
Lebanon’s foreign policy

Hezbollah’s costly victory in Syria

H 

ere’s what Hezbollah 
leader Sayyed Has-
san Nasrallah is re-
ported by Al Akhbar 
to have said about 
the Syrian war: “We 

have won the war in Syria. What 
remain are only spare battles.” He 
described “our martyrs, wounded, 
captives and people” as engaged in 
a big project. They “are changing 
equations,” said Nasrallah, “and 
writing the region’s history, not 
Lebanon’s.”

He contextualised the fight 
against the Islamic State (ISIS) 
and other militant groups, such 
as Jabhat Fateh al-Sham (JFS, the 
former al-Nusra Front), as follows: 
It was “even more serious than the 
2006 July war,” the 34-day conflict 
with Israel.

This is rhetorical acrobatics. The 
popular uprising against Syrian 
President Bashar Assad’s regime 
originally had nothing to do with 
Islamist radicalism and there was 
no risk of the Lebanese fighting 
ISIS or JFS on Lebanese territory. 
Arguably, the brutal policies of 
the Assad regime and the deploy-
ment of Hezbollah forces in Syria 
radicalised the Syrian opposition, 
creating an opportunity for Islam-
ist radicals to emerge as a force in 
Syria.

And yet Nasrallah was quoted 
by the Iranian Fars News Agency 
discussing the importance of 
the Syrian civil war with Iran’s 
Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei in 
apocalyptic terms.

“Back then,” Nasrallah said, 
referring to the start of the Syrian 
civil war, “everyone believed the 
Syrian regime would collapse 
within two to three months. We 
explained our viewpoint and said, 
if we don’t fight in Damascus, we 
must fight in Hermel, Baalbek, 
Dahieh, Ghazieh, Western Bekaa 
and southern Lebanon.”

Khamenei is reported to have re-
sponded: “Not only in these areas 
but also in Kerman, Khuzestan, 
Tehran and the like… This front 
has several axes: The Iran axis, the 
Syria axis and the Lebanon axis. 
Bashar Assad is the commander of 
the Syria axis and we must see to 
it that he prevails and prevail he 
will.”

It’s not hard to see why Nasral-
lah resorts to rhetorical acrobatics 

and historical revisionism. He 
is finding it difficult to explain 
the cost of Hezbollah’s military 
involvement in the Syrian civil 
war. After all, Hezbollah’s raison 
d’être is founded on the doctrine of 
al-Muqawama — resistance against 
Israel.

Yet, since at least September 
2012, the Shia militia has fought 
fellow Arabs in Syria on Iran’s 
behalf to secure the survival of 
the Assad regime and maintain its 
overland bridge to Tehran.

Worse, there is every indication 
that Hezbollah’s victory in Syria 
took a heavy toll. Reports on funer-

als for Hezbollah fighters killed 
in combat in Syria, in particular 
those appearing on www.south-
lebanon.org and www.yasour.
org, show that it was a costly win. 
At least 1,139 fighters were killed 
from September 30, 2012, through 
September 20, 2017. This must be 
considered a conservative estimate 
because of Hezbollah’s interest in 
downplaying its losses in Syria.

Lebanese sources further iden-
tify 72 of the fatalities as “al-Qaid 
al-Shahid,” (martyred leader/com-
mander) or “al-Qaid al-Maydani” 
(field leader/commander). This 
indicates they were command-

ing officers and not rank-and-file 
fatalities. Hezbollah clearly paid a 
heavy price in Syria.

So, what did Hezbollah get in 
return? An overland bridge secur-
ing the constant flow of arms from 
Iran in the east to Hezbollah on 
the shores of the Mediterranean. 
This is an important achievement 
but Nasrallah and the Hezbollah 
leadership must realise the policy 
consequences of their achieve-
ment. The arms flow will main-
tain Hezbollah’s dependency on 
Tehran, forcing it to fight Iran’s 
future wars to secure future arms 
deliveries.

The arms flow will 
maintain 
Hezbollah’s 
dependency on 
Tehran, forcing it to 
fight Iran’s future 
wars to secure 
future arms 
deliveries.

Regional tensions 
between Iran and 
Saudi Arabia have 
yet to lead to any 
kind of explosion, 
physical or 
political.

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

Ali Alfoneh

Debate

Heavy toll. Hezbollah fighters carry the coffin of a comrade who died in combat in Syria during his 
funeral in the southern Lebanese town of Fkat Hatta, last March.                                                                                               (AFP)

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

onciliatory moves an-
nounced by the Palestin-
ian movement Hamas to-
wards its rival Fatah will 
not be enough to bring an 

end to the differences between the 
two sides, let alone form a unity 
government, observers noted.

Hamas said it was disbanding a 
committee that was formed to gov-
ern Gaza and expressed readiness to 
hand over all government functions 
to Fatah. It also agreed to have elec-
tions in Gaza, which it controls, and 
in the Israeli-occupied West Bank, 
which is governed by Palestinian 
Authority President Mahmoud Ab-
bas.

“We have taken practical steps 
on the ground. The administrative 
committee no longer functions in 
Gaza and we are ready, starting 
now, to welcome the government of 
national consensus,” Hamas official 
Ismail Haniyeh said.

Abbas, who was attending a UN 
General Assembly meeting, spoke 
by phone with Haniyeh for the first 
time in nearly a year, cautiously 
welcoming Hamas’s rapprochement 
bid without making any commit-
ments. Palestinian Prime Minister 
Rami Hamdallah is to visit Gaza for 
talks with Hamas officials.

The announcement came follow-
ing Haniyeh’s return from Cairo, 
where Egyptian authorities hosted 
mediation efforts to bring the two 
Palestinian sides together.

Hamas came under pressure after 
Abbas announced 30% salary cuts 
for approximately 60,000 civil serv-
ants in Gaza who are on the payroll 
of the Palestinian Authority. Abbas 
also stopped paying for Israeli elec-
tricity deliveries to Gaza, leaving 
the strip with only a few hours of 
electricity a day.

“When Hamas said it will dissolve 
the administrative committee, it 
threw the ball into the Palestinian 
Authority’s yard, in the sense that 
they have acquiesced to their de-
mands, so now what will the PA do 
for Hamas? It’s a tit for tat, a barter,” 
Abdulsattar Qassem, a political sci-
ence professor at the an-Najah Uni-

versity in Nablus, told Al Jazeera.
Unemployment is more than 40% 

in Gaza and a blockade imposed on 
it has left the economy in tatters. 
Israel and Egypt have shut their 
borders during most of the year, 
leaving thousands of people — out 
of a population of almost 2 million 
— unable to travel abroad for work 
or medical treatment.

“I have the impression that the 
general population, at least in the 
Gaza Strip, is really exhausted. 
Something has to happen and that’s 
why I’m slightly optimistic,” Bettina 
Marx, director of the Heinrich Böll 
Foundation in Ramallah, told the 
German website DW.

The move, however, was not ex-
pected to bring about a genuine 
push for reconciliation.

“Far from catapulting the Pales-
tinians towards a hopeful new fu-
ture, the most immediate result of 
the Hamas gambit may amount to 
little more than turning back the 

clock — and only to the beginning 
of the year,” David M. Halbfinger 
wrote in the New York Times.

“Actual reconciliation that could 
give new impetus to the peace pro-
cess would require a motivated Pal-
estinian Authority, a seismic shift by 
Hamas, and the forbearance of both 
Israel and the United States — none 
of which is clearly yet in evidence, 
and some of which seems as likely 
as an early Gaza frost,” he added.

The two Palestinian sides do not 
appear ready to put aside party poli-
tics for the sake of national unity.

“Substantial lasting and positive 
developments can be only realised 
through an inclusive and participa-
tory political process that neither 
Fatah nor Hamas are interested in 
pursuing,” Alaa Tartir, programme 
director at the Al-Shabaka Palestin-
ian think-tank, told Al Jazeera.

Palestinians in the Gaza Strip and 
the West Bank are likely to remain 
doubtful of the possibility of a gen-

uine reconciliation as there appears 
to be no middle ground to agree on.

“It’s all cosmetic at this point. 
Neither side will be able to bridge 
the ideological divide or forget 
their blood-soaked history anytime 
soon. If actual unity was possible, 
the two Palestinian factions would 
have likely found the formula in 
their previous agreements: Mecca 
in 2007, Sana’a in 2008, Cairo in 
2011, Doha in 2012, Cairo again in 
2012, and the Shati refugee camp in 
2014,” wrote Grant Rumley in the 
Atlantic.

“The reality is that Hamas is un-
likely to ever truly give up its mili-
tary control over Gaza. The faction 
wants Abbas to pay for the costs of 
governing. Abbas wants total ac-
quiescence and disarmament. Ul-
timately, there’s no middle ground 
here,” added Grant.

Security coordination remains 
the thorniest issue between the two 
Palestinian rivals.

“Over the past few years, when 
this file was put forward during 
advanced negotiations Hamas re-
quired the simultaneous exchange 
of security arrangements,” wrote 
Kifah Ziboun in Asharq al-Awsat.

“In practical terms, Hamas ele-
ments cannot work in the West 
Bank security services. Fatah mem-
bers cannot work in Hamas-run se-
curity services in Gaza because of 
the political, security and partisan 
complexities,” wrote Ziboun.

There is also the objection of Isra-
el and the United States to consider.

“Hamas is considered a terrorist 
organisation by the US, which may, 
as it did in 2006, slash funding to 
the PA should the Islamists join a 
Palestinian government,” wrote Or-
lando Crowcroft in Newsweek.

“The inclusion of Hamas at any 
senior level within a Palestinian 
negotiation team would likely be 
resisted by Israel — let alone by the 
US.”

Palestinian unity government remains unlikely
The Arab Weekly staff

New phase? A Palestinian man walks past a graffiti reading in Arabic ”Division” in Gaza, 
on September 17.                                                                                            (AFP)
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Substantial lasting and 
positive developments 
can be only realised 
through an inclusive and 
participatory political 
process.

Alaa Tartir, programme 
director at the Al-Shabaka 
Palestinian think-tank

U 

S President Donald 
Trump used the 
occasion of the UN 
General Assembly to 
meet separately with 
Israeli Prime Minister 

Binyamin Netanyahu and Palestin-
ian Authority President Mahmoud 
Abbas about moving the peace 
process forward but the latter was 
more enthusiastic about such dis-
cussions than the former.

Trump did not address the Israe-
li-Palestinian issue in his formal 
General Assembly speech (which 
he used primarily to bash North 
Korea and Iran) but took advantage 
of sideline opportunities in New 
York for talks with the Israeli and 
Palestinian leaders in the hope of 
restarting the moribund Israeli-
Palestinian peace process.

Even before his meeting with 
Netanyahu, Trump took to Twitter 
to say: “Peace in the Middle East 
would be a truly great legacy for 
ALL people.” By capitalising the 
word “all” Trump meant the Israe-
lis, the Palestinians and the other 
Arab peoples of the region.

Trump’s emphasis on the Israeli-
Palestinian issue was something of 
a surprise to Netanyahu, who had 
expected that his talk with Trump 
would focus chiefly on Iran, Israeli 
media sources said.

At a news conference Septem-
ber 18 just prior to their meeting, 
Netanyahu looked a bit mystified 

when Trump said: “We are going to 
discuss peace between Israel and 
the Palestinians. It will be a fantas-
tic achievement. We are giving it 
absolute go. There is a good chance 
it could happen… I really think we 
have a chance.”

The details of what Trump 
pressed Netanyahu about are not 
known but Netanyahu tried to 
shift the attention later by praising 
Trump’s General Assembly address 
and focusing on Iran. He even had 
his wife, Sara, sit beside him in the 
General Assembly during Trump’s 
speech to underline his and his 
family’s close bond with the US 
president.

By contrast, Abbas was enthu-
siastic about Trump’s renewed 
efforts on the Israeli-Palestinian 
track but, like Netanyahu, flat-
tered the US president. Addressing 
Trump and using one of his stock 
phrases, Abbas said the efforts on 
the peace process “attest to the 
seriousness of Your Excellency, 
Mr President, to achieve the deal 
of the century in the Middle East 
during this year or in the coming 
months, God willing.”

Abbas noted that the Jewish and 
Islamic New Year starts around 
the same time this year, calling 
it an indication that the Palestin-
ians and the Israelis “can co-exist 
peacefully together.”

Trump responded by saying 
that his team was working hard 

with the Israelis, the Palestinians, 
Saudi Arabia and other countries 
to achieve peace and underscored 
that “we have a very, very good 
chance” to achieve it, adding he 
would devote “everything within 
my heart and within my soul to get 
that deal made.”

Despite this outward display of 
optimism, Trump did throw in a 
cautionary note by saying: “There 
can be no promises, obviously.”

Indeed, Abbas’s address to the 
General Assembly showed how 
far apart the Palestinians and the 
Israelis are on a peace settlement. 
Abbas reiterated the Palestin-
ian stance of a two-state solution 
based on the 1967 lines and called 
East Jerusalem an “occupied city” 
— positions strongly opposed by 
Netanyahu.

He added that Israeli policies 
“stir religious animosity and may 
lead to a violent religious conflict.”

More controversially, he warned 
against obstructing the issuance of 
the list of companies doing busi-
ness with Israeli settlements in the 
West Bank and praised “our glori-
ous martyrs and our courageous 
prisoners in Israeli jails.”

Netanyahu avoided talking 
about the Palestinians directly in 
his UN speech, which was devoted 
in large part to praising Israel’s 
accomplishments and opposing 
Iran. He did say Israel was com-
mitted to achieving peace with all 

its Arab neighbours, including the 
Palestinians, but to underscore his 
opposition to any division of Jeru-
salem, noted that: “Fifty years ago, 
we reunited our eternal capital, 
Jerusalem, achieving a miraculous 
victory against those who sought 
to destroy our state.”

Hence, despite Trump’s efforts to 
bring about an Israeli-Palestinian 
peace deal, the Israelis and Pal-
estinians remain far apart on the 
issues of the 1967 borders, settle-
ments in the West Bank and the 
ultimate disposition of Jerusalem 
— the core issues in the dispute.

How Trump and his team will 
reconcile these differences is any-
one’s guess. Moreover, the recent 
rapprochement between Fatah 
and Hamas, while desirous from 
a Palestinian nationalist point of 
view, may add complications to 
the peace process because both 
the United States and Israel regard 
Hamas as a terrorist organisation.

Hence, while Trump used his 
New York trip to try to re-energise 
the peace process, it is not clear 
if anything was accomplished 
except that Abbas and Netanyahu 
showered praise on him as a way 
of trying to curry favour. One 
possible accomplishment was to 
reinforce the idea that the United 
States remains the indispensable 
broker in the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict even if peace is a distant 
dream.

Trump presses Netanyahu and Abbas at UN 
meetings but peace settlement remains elusive

Gregory Aftandilian 

The recent 
rapprochement 
between Fatah 
and Hamas may 
add complications 
to the peace 
process.

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

urkey is preparing to send 
troops into northern Syr-
ia, months after ending 
an intervention that an-
gered the United States. 

At the same time, Ankara is ponder-
ing a military response to the Kurd-
ish independence vote in Iraq.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan used his visit to the UN 
General Assembly, which included 
a meeting with US President Don-
ald Trump, to announce the cross-
border operation into Syria.

“Our soldiers on the border are 
ready for a mission at any mo-
ment,’’ Erdogan told a business 
forum sponsored by Bloomberg 
News. He later told Reuters news 
agency the Turkish troops would 
enter Idlib, a Syrian province bor-
dering the southern Turkish region 
of Hatay.

After returning to Ankara, Er-
dogan led a meeting of Turkey’s 
National Security Council. A draft 
resolution for a special session of 
Turkey’s parliament, quoted by 
Turkey’s official Anadolu news 
agency, gave the country’s armed 
forces the green light to send sol-

diers to Syria as well as to Iraq.
Erdogan spoke of unspecified 

“sanctions” against the Kurdish in-
dependence referendum in north-
ern Iraq. Turkish Prime Minister 
Binali Yildirim said the referendum 
was an “issue of Turkey’s national 
security” and that Turkey would 
use its “natural rights.”

Turkey has had military exercis-
es on the border of northern Iraq. 
Pro-government media in Turkey 
reported that the Turkish military 
could establish a buffer zone in Ira-
qi territory to stop a possible flow of 
refugees from northern Iraq.

It was not known whether Er-
dogan discussed a possible military 
response to the Kurdish vote in his 
50-minute meeting with Trump. 
Following the meeting, the White 
House and the Turkish Presiden-
tial Office said the two leaders had 
warned of “serious consequences” 
of the referendum.

Both the United States and Tur-
key have warned the Kurdish Re-
gional Government (KRG) in north-
ern Iraq that the referendum would 
bring new turmoil to the region and 
would weaken the fight against 
the Islamic State (ISIS). The United 
States has called on the Kurds to 
postpone the vote but the KRG said 
it would go ahead. Erdogan has said 
his country would not “allow” the 

creation of a Kurdish state in Iraq.
Erdogan said the impending 

Turkish intervention into Syria 
was part of a de-escalation agree-
ment brokered by Russia. The de-
escalation zones, agreed by Turkey, 
Russia and Iran, would be further 
discussed in talks with Russian 
President Vladimir Putin in Ankara, 
Erdogan told Reuters.

“Under the agreement, Russians 
are maintaining security outside 
Idlib and Turkey will maintain the 
security inside Idlib region,” Er-
dogan said.

In addition to Putin’s scheduled 
September 28 visit to Turkey, Er-
dogan is to travel to Iran on Octo-
ber 4.

The planned Turkish action 
comes half a year after Ankara end-
ed “Operation Euphrates Shield” 
in which Turkish troops and tanks 
moved into northern Syria in the 
Jarabulus and Al-Bab regions. The 
intervention was designed to check 
the advance of Kurdish forces there 

that are allied with the United 
States in the fight against ISIS.

There was no official US reac-
tion to Erdogan’s announcement. 
The Turkish leader has publicly 
accused the Trump administration 
of supporting terrorists by sending 
weapons to a Syrian Kurdish militia 
fighting ISIS; Ankara says the Kurd-
ish fighters are a subgroup of the 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), 
a rebel organisation that has been 
fighting the Turkish state since 
1984. Washington says coopera-
tion with the Syrian Kurds is purely 
tactical and will end when ISIS is 
defeated.

Besides their clashing priori-
ties in the Syrian conflict, the two 
NATO allies have a range of other 
differences. Erdogan is calling on 
the United States to extradite the 
Pennsylvania-based Islamic schol-
ar Fethullah Gulen, accused by 
the Turkish government of being 
behind last year’s coup attempt. 
Another source of friction is a US 
court case against one of Erdogan’s 
former cabinet ministers, who 
is accused of violating sanctions 
against Iran.

Despite their bilateral problems, 
Trump and Erdogan were all smiles 
at the start of their meeting on the 
sidelines of the UN General Assem-
bly. Trump said Erdogan had “be-

come a friend of mine” and voiced 
respect for the Turkish leader’s 
stance in what he called “a very dif-
ficult part of the world.”

“He’s involved very, very strong-
ly and, frankly, he’s getting very 
high marks,” Trump said about 
Erdogan, adding that US-Turkish 
relations were “as close as we have 
ever been and a lot of that has to 
do with the personal relationship.” 
Erdogan addressed Trump as “my 
dear friend Donald.”

Aykan Erdemir, a former Turkish 
lawmaker who works for the Foun-
dation for Defense of Democracies, 
a Washington think-tank, said the 
friendly statements by the two 
presidents masked the fact that 
US-Turkish relations were severely 
strained.

“Trump is trying to manage the 
stormy relations between the US 
and Turkey at the interpersonal 
level,” Erdemir said via e-mail. He 
said the Trump administration 
viewed Erdogan’s Turkey more like 
a business associate than as a close 
ally with which America shared 
values and interests.

“Ankara is increasingly becom-
ing a transactional partner in and of 
the Middle East that the US needs 
to manage for its continued coop-
eration in a challenging part of the 
world,” Erdemir said.

Turkey to launch intervention 
into Syria — and maybe into Iraq

Troubling signals. Turkish soldiers stand next to a tank during a military drill near the town of Silopi close to the Habur border gate between Turkey and Iraq, on September 20. (AP)

I
t was a swift exchange be-
tween two NATO allies at the 
highest level. The Turkish 
president claimed the US 
president had apologised for 
the incident last May when 
his bodyguards severely beat 

peaceful Kurdish demonstrators 
outside the Turkish Embassy in 
Washington.

“Actually, (US) President (Don-
ald) Trump called me about a week 
ago about this issue,” Turkish Pres-
ident Recep Tayyip Erdogan told 
PBS’s Judy Woodruff. “He said that 
he was sorry and he told me that 
he was going to follow up on this 
issue when we come to the United 
States within the framework of an 
official visit. The protesters were 
insulting us and they were scream-
ing and shouting. The police failed 
to intervene properly.”

In a matter of hours, came 
a blunt denial. “The topic was 
discussed. There was no apology,” 
White House Deputy Press Secre-
tary Lindsay Walters told CNN.

The bizarre yo-yo of claim-coun-
terclaim between Erdogan and the 
Americans has become somewhat 
routine. Some say the Turkish at-
titude shows the manipulativeness 

of its leader and his propensity for 
fake statements. True or not, such 
episodes mark a new low for the 
Turkish-American relationship.

On the surface, everything looks 
fine. Trump praised Erdogan on 
September 21, saying it was “a 
great honour” to host the Turkish 
president. He “is becoming a friend 
of mine (and) he is running a very 
difficult part of the world,” Trump 
said. “Frankly he’s getting very 
high marks.” Trump concluded 
that the two countries were “right 
now as close as we’ve ever been.”

Are these sentiments entirely 
false? It’s hard to ignore the extent 
to which Erdogan has become a 
figure of hate in the United States. 
“You are not welcome” was the 
headline of a three-page ad, pur-
chased by a human rights group, 
in the Metro New York newspaper 
the day after Erdogan arrived in the 
city for the UN General Assembly. 
The day before he left, protesters 
were bruised in a brawl involv-
ing Erdogan’s security detail that 
started when the Turkish president 
was speaking at New York hotel.

It is hard to find a US congress-
man who will express public sup-
port for Erdogan and the state of 

the relationship could be symbol-
ised by his meeting with Trump. 
Erdogan was the last leader to 
meet with the US president, for a 
mere 30 minutes before Trump left 
to play golf.

Analysts draw definitive conclu-
sions. “There is no question that 
Washington and Ankara have been 
experiencing perhaps the most 
difficult period in their bilateral 
relationship since the 1974 Cyprus 
crisis,” noted Henri Barkey, a pro-
fessor of international relations at 
Lehigh University in Pennsylvania.

He said the situation has arisen 
out of recent developments in “the 
Syria cauldron” and the Erdogan 
regime’s determination “to play 
a new and anti-systemic interna-
tional role.” Turkey’s dependence 
on the West for its economic and 
political well-being may not sur-
vive long, he added.

The core issue is Erdogan’s abili-
ty to reclaim trust. As time goes on, 
there is a widening gap between 
his political domination at home 
and enforced solitude abroad. 
His moves to gain international 
influence are backfiring, mainly 
because of his heavy-handed style. 
Erdogan regards disagreement as a 

threat that must be countered with 
disproportionate force.

A source in Washington claimed 
Erdogan proposed a prisoner swap 
to Trump. The American priest 
Andrew Brunson, who is held in a 
Turkish prison for alleged ties to 
Gulenists, would be exchanged for 
Reza Zarrab, the Iranian gold trader 
charged by the United States for 
conspiring to violate the Iranian 
embargo along with high-level 
Turkish officials, including the 
former Turkish economy minister. 
The source said Trump deemed 
such a swap unthinkable among 
NATO partners.

Only a couple of weeks before 
Erdogan’s visit to New York, a 
federal court in the city issued an 
arrest order for the former Turkish 
minister Zafer Caglayan. It is not 
hard to imagine Erdogan’s percep-
tion of such developments.

The turmoil in world politics 
shows the importance of leader-
ship style and the defining force of 
leaders’ impulses. From Ankara, 
there are repeated instances of er-
ratic behaviour. The more frustrat-
ed the Turkish president becomes, 
the louder he speaks and Turkey’s 
position is ever more imperilled.

Turkey adrift in uncharted waters
Yavuz Baydar

The turmoil in 
world politics 
shows the 
importance of 
leadership style 
and the defining 
force of leaders’ 
impulses.

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

Thomas Seibert

Erdogan spoke of 
unspecified 
“sanctions” against the 
Kurdish independence 
referendum in 
northern Iraq.
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T 

he overthrow of Saddam 
Hussein by the US-led 
invasion of Iraq in 2003 
dramatically changed the 
Middle East’s strategic 

landscape and redefined the region-
al distribution of power. Two years 
earlier, the United States had led 
the NATO invasion of Afghanistan 
in response to the September 11, 
2001, terrorist attacks perpetrated 
by al-Qaeda. By 2004, the two pre-
eminent regional counterweights 
to Iran had been removed inadvert-
ently by American invasions.

While Iranian political ambition 
has yet to firmly establish itself in 
Afghanistan, its influence in Iraq 
has had a defining effect on the 
country’s development. However, 
though Iraq’s Shia resurgence con-
tinues, all indicators point to it as-
suming a fresh course, more inde-
pendent of Tehran and more in step 
with the country’s growing nation-
alism.

For Iran, the historical US mili-
tary presence on its borders in Iraq 
and Afghanistan has taken skilful 
management, especially after its 
complicity in toppling both Saddam 
and the Taliban. Critically, Tehran 
needed to ensure the United States 
did not develop a strategic long-
term presence in both countries but 
it also had to prevent former regime 
remnants from making a way back 
into power.

Iraq, with a Shia majority popu-
lation liberated from the staunchly 
secular but also anti-Iranian, anti-
Shia regime of Saddam, quickly 
became a key area of influence for 
Iran. The breakdown of security 
and social institutions following the 
US invasion made religious identity 
and association central to political 
affairs. Shia politicians, while wel-
coming of the invasion that toppled 

Saddam, sought to take over as 
quickly as they could while conced-
ing as little as possible to the Amer-
icans, influenced in large part, no 
doubt, by friends in Iran.

Using ties to Iraqi Shia opposi-
tion groups cultivated through-
out the 1980s, Tehran pursued a 
multi-pronged strategy to pursue 
its objectives in Iraq. Iran success-
fully reached out to a broad collec-
tion of pro- and anti-US secular and 
religious Shia political groups, ef-
fectively positioning itself as king-
maker, a role it arguably enjoys to 
this day.

There are signs that the extent 
and depth of Iran’s influence will 
soon be checked by a resurgent Ira-
qi nationalism among Shia political 

forces. With general elections in 
Iraq next year, key players are pre-
senting markedly independent nar-
ratives for their election campaigns 
and political future.

Iran’s allies in Iraq, its critics de-
clare, have delivered corrupt and 

elitist governments that have not 
been politically inclusive of the 
country’s different ethnic and reli-
gious communities. They have cre-
ated and used sectarian tensions 
for political gain, overseen the mili-
tarisation of Iraqi society and cre-
ated dependence on militias to fight 
Iraq’s wars, sought to effectively re-
turn Iraq to authoritarian rule and 
readily take orders from Tehran.

Ammar al-Hakim, a close ally 
of Iran during the US occupation, 
recently stepped down as leader 
of the Islamic Supreme Council of 
Iraq, one of the country’s main al-
liances of Shia religious parties, 
and established the National Wis-
dom Movement. Another past ally, 
Muqtada al-Sadr, who has been crit-

ical of successive governments in 
Baghdad, visited Saudi Arabia and 
the United Arab Emirates in August, 
surprising many observers. Al-Sadr 
has called for the Iranian-dominat-
ed al-Hashed al-Shaabi — a coali-
tion of local militias that his Mahdi 
Army once worked closely with — to 
be disbanded and for Iraq to move 
towards a new democratic future 
and balanced foreign relationships 
with neighbours.

Iran’s influence will remain deep 
for the foreseeable future, and its 
allies in Iraq will likely keep a fairly 
firm grip on political power. Ulti-
mately, the traditional Shia clerical 
establishment has always been dis-
missive of the revolutionary Shia 
ideology of Iran, and its velayat-e 
faqih (rule by the clerical establish-
ment) model — though not to the 
point of hostility — on theological 
grounds.

Iran has been aware of these 
undercurrents in Iraqi politics for 
some time. However, when Aya-
tollah Ali Khamenei dispatched 
Mahmoud Shahroudi to iron out 
differences between Tehran and its 
Iraqi allies, as well as attempt to re-
unify Iraq’s Shia politicians, he was 
unable to meet with either al-Sadr 
or Iraqi cleric Ali al-Sistani.

The combined popular appeal 
of al-Sadr, especially, as well as 
Hakim, and their support together 
with Sistani for a new coalition 
government headed by incumbent 
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi are 
becoming increasingly likely. As 
such, these developments do not 
signal an end to Iranian influence or 
its political excommunication from 
Iraqi politics. However, the future 
will be one in which Tehran will 
need to compromise. More imme-
diately, Iran may find its preferred 
candidate, former Prime Minister 
Nuri al-Maliki, might fail at the bal-
lots yet again.

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

How far can Baghdad become 
independent of Iranian influence?

Undercurrents. Iraqi Shia men carry a giant poster bearing the portrait of Iran’s Supreme Leader 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei during a demonstration in the capital Baghdad.         (AFP)

T 

he rise of Ayatollah 
Mahmoud Hashemi 
Shahroudi seemed over 
in 2015 when he with-
drew from the election 
for chairman of the 

Assembly of Experts, the clerical 
body that chooses Iran’s supreme 
leader. News that Shahroudi faced 
investigation for financial irregu-
larities suggested a manoeuvre by 
the judiciary chief, Sadegh Lari-
jani, a rival for the succession to 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, then 75.

However, Shahroudi’s recent 
trip to Iraq, aimed at shoring up 
relations with Iraqi Shia lead-
ers, suggests he remains close to 
Khamenei and a strong candidate 
to succeed him.

The Iraqi visit countered moves 
with which Saudi Arabia aban-
doned years of shunning Iraq 
since the 2003 US-led invasion 
produced a Shia-led government 
friendly to Iran. June and July saw 
Saudi visits by Iraqi Prime Min-
ister Haider al-Abadi and Interior 
Minister Qasim al-Araji.

Iraqi cleric Muqtada al-Sadr 
was received in Jeddah in July 
by Crown Prince Mohammed bin 
Salman bin Abdulaziz and, on 
his return home, demanded that 
once the Islamic State (ISIS) threat 
ends, the government disband 
the Popular Mobilisation Forces 
(PMF), Shia militias that often co-
ordinate with Iran’s Islamic Revo-
lutionary Guards Corps (IRGC).

The Saudis reopened the Arar 

border crossing and announced 
consulates in Najaf, Basra and 
Mosul. This is partly business 
but mainly politics. At the Arar 
opening, Abdulaziz al-Shammari, 
Saudi chargé d’affaires, spoke 
of “a great history, Arabism and 
blood between us.”

Sceptics cite Iranian influence 
based on geography and the Shia 
Islam shared by 55% of Iraqis and 
90% of Iranians but they struggle 
to explain why Iraqi governments 
since 2003 have refused to endorse 
the 1975 Algiers border agreement, 
seen in Iraq as favouring Iran.

While some Iraqi Shias took 
Iran’s side during the 1980-88 
war and decamped to Tehran, al-
Sadr’s father, Ayatollah Moham-
mad Sadeq al-Sadr, stayed home 
and was assassinated in 1999. 
Muqtada after 2003 espoused an 
Iraqi nationalism stirring poorer 
Shias and often mocking exiles 
returning from Iran.

Al-Sadr’s call for scrapping the 
PMFs’ strikes at Tehran’s Iraq 
policy. Even more serious for Iran 
is speculation that Ayatollah Ali 
Sistani, Iraq’s leading Shia cleric, 
will rescind his 2014 fatwa that 
Iraqis take up arms against ISIS. 
Now 87, Sistani rejects velayat-e 
faqih, the theory placing a Shia 
cleric in Iran’s top executive post. 
Many Iraqi Shia clerics say their 
country, with shrines of seven of 
12 Shia imams, is the sect’s natural 
centre.

Cue Shahroudi, appointed by 

Khamenei to be chairman of 
the Expediency Council, a state 
arbitration body. Shahroudi is 
unique in Iranian politics with 
a large office in Najaf, city of his 
birth, and a wide Iraqi network. 
His rise in Iran, after leaving Iraq 
in 1980, was linked to Khamenei’s 
succession to Ayatollah Ruhollah 
Khomeini.

“In 1988, Shahroudi changed 
his nationality to Iranian, when he 
was still spokesman of the [Iraqi] 
Dawa Party,” said Saeid Golkar, 
visiting assistant professor at the 
University of Tennessee at Chat-
tanooga. “He became Shahroudi, 
from Shahroud in north-eastern 
Iran and his rise was dramatic as 
judiciary chief 1999-2009 and now 
head of the Expediency Coun-
cil. After Khomeini died in 1989, 
Shahroudi acted as Khamenei’s 
teacher.”

This was important, as many 
clerics believed Khamenei was 
unqualified to be leader, and cre-
ated a close relationship. “I sus-
pect Shahroudi’s trip to Iraq was 
a response to Muqtada’s welcome 
in Saudi Arabia,” said Golkar. “Be-
cause of Shahroudi’s background, 
Khamenei may think he can be a 
bridge between the two countries. 
Shahroudi speaks Arabic fluently, 
much better than he speaks Farsi. 
He sounds like an Arab.”

However, with 2018 Iraqi 
parliamentary elections looming 
and Kurdish pressure for inde-
pendence encouraging talk of an 

alliance of ‘nationalistic’ Shia and 
Sunni Iraqi Arabs, Shahroudi’s 
visit was less than successful. 
While he met with Abadi and Hadi 
al-Amiri, a PMF commander, both 
al-Sadr and Sistani eluded him.

Shahroudi’s role in Iraq could 
still help him succeed Khamenei. 
While Iraqi birth might stop him 
winning a popular vote in Iran, 
the choice lies with the 88 clerics 
of the Experts Assembly, albeit 
influenced by the bureaucracy, 
parliamentarians, senior clerics 
and the IRGC.

Shahroudi’s lack of a clear 
political base in Iran might be an 
advantage, said Golkar. “He is less 
likely to come into conflict with 
Ayatollah Khamenei and it may 
also help him with the Revolu-
tionary Guards, who may think he 
can be easily influenced,” Golkar 
said. “Meanwhile, the ageing 
clergy in the assembly may prefer 
Shahroudi as part of an older 
generation.”

At 69, Shahroudi is older and 
more senior as a cleric than 
56-year-old rivals Larijani and 
Ebrahim Raeisi, head of the Imam 
Reza shrine. Shahroudi has also 
been cultivating the IRGC. He 
recently appointed as an aide Ah-
mad Vahidi, former commander 
of the IRGC al-Quds brigade and 
former defence minister, and he 
was accompanied in Iraq by the 
wily Mohsen Rezaei, Expediency 
Council secretary and former 
IRGC commander.

Shahroudi goes to Iraq with Khamenei’s succession in mind

Gareth Smyth

Shahroudi’s role 
in Iraq could still 
help him succeed 
Khamenei.

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

Iran successfully 
reached out to a 
broad collection of 
pro- and anti-US 
secular and religious 
Shia political 
groups, effectively 
positioning itself as 
kingmaker.

Sabahat Khan
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Amman

J 

ordan has one of the world’s 
lowest levels of water re-
sources available per person 
but the Sahara Forest Project 
(SFP), recently begun in the 

Red Sea port city of Aqaba, brings 
hope to the desert kingdom.

The $3.7 million project, funded 
mainly by Norway and the Euro-
pean Union, uses saltwater-cooled 
greenhouse technology and con-
centrated solar power. The station 
uses solar energy to desalinate sea-
water for crop irrigation.

The project was described by EU 
Ambassador to Jordan Andrea Mat-
teo Fontana as an “excellent move 
towards the future.”

“As a nexus model, the project 
will be using solar power (energy 
security) to desalinate sea water 
(water security) and produce agri-
culture products (food security), 
in a clear, sustainable move to help 
Jordan, which is challenged by both 
water and energy supply to meet 
its food needs,” Fontana said in an 
interview.

“Moreover, all that (is done) with-
out using traditional sources or de-
pleting the scarce water and energy 
resources of the country.”

Fontana explained that the first 
phase of the project, to be built over 
three hectares, will produce 10,000 
litres of fresh water daily from de-
salination by solar power and grow 
130,000 kilograms of vegetables 
annually. The project includes two 
saltwater-cooled greenhouses and 
ponds for salt production.

The project area is to be ex-
panded to 11 hectares in the second 
phase and 20 hectares in the third. 
“The ultimate goal is to reach 200 
hectares. Agriculture as well as wa-
ter production and solar generation 
will be increased accordingly, with 
various technologies since the facil-
ity is coupled with a research cen-
tre,” Fontana said.

The project was pitched to Jor-
dan in 2010, with the blessings of 
Jordanian King Abdullah II and 
Norwegian Crown Prince Haakon 
Magnus, Fontana said. “It reflected 

a high-level understanding of the 
needs Jordan faced with water, en-
ergy and food scarcity challenges,” 
he said.

By using the latest technology 
in solar panels, the project is to 
provide clean and sustainable re-
sources.

“Photovoltaic solar panels [are 
used] to generate electricity and 
desalinate seawater. The saltwater 
is used to cool the greenhouses and 
there are ponds to produce salt, as 
well as to grow algae in such special 
salty water and high temperature. 
Revegetation of original plants is 
another product on top of agricul-
ture products,” Fontana said.

The project uses sun, saltwater, 
desert areas and carbon dioxide 
(CO2) to produce food, fresh water 
and clean energy, he added.

Jordan is trying to harness pri-
vate sector innovation, arranging 
financing for recycling wastewa-
ter and enhancing water supplies 

through desalination. Morocco has 
a nationwide effort on groundwater 
management and Egypt is focusing 
on strengthening local accountabil-
ity for water supply and sanitation 
services, especially in under-served 
rural areas.

The Sahara Forest Project should 
have a significant effect on other 
aspects of life in Jordan as well. 
A recent Stanford University re-
port stated that Jordan, one of the 
world’s driest countries, could face 
more severe droughts unless new 
technologies are applied to farming 
and other sectors.

“Since the project is set to en-
hance more agriculture practices, 
using solar energy and desalinated 
seawater, there will be a very good 
socio-economic impact on sur-
rounding communities through 
the creation of jobs, production of 
high- quality crops with an added 
value, being organic products, as 
well as serving to reduce CO2 emis-

sions,” the EU ambassador said.
Fontana said the European Un-

ion has received positive feedback 
from local communities on such 
initiatives.

“The EU believes that more com-
munication should be achieved so 
that better understanding will be 
ensured,” he said. “Furthermore, 
the EU believes that, once the Sa-
hara Forest Project is fully imple-
mented, and economic and social 
benefits start appearing through 
the provision of job opportunities, 
there will be bigger acceptance for 
such innovative initiatives.”

The European Union has been 
heavily involved in helping Jordan 
adapt to renewable energy to ease 
its reliance on imported crude oil 
and natural gas, which eats up 
nearly half of the cash-strapped 
Arab country’s budget.

Roufan Nahhas is a journalist 
based in Jordan.

Roufan Nahhas

Innovative technology. A saltwater-cooled greenhouse of the Sahara Forest Project.           (The European Union)

The Sahara Forest Project, Jordan’s innovative water scheme

Once the Sahara 
Forest Project is fully 
implemented, there will 
be bigger acceptance 
for such innovative 
initiatives.

EU Ambassador to Jordan 
Andrea Matteo Fontana

Saudi Arabia retooling its economic reform programme

A mid swirling 
speculation of an 
impending transfer 
of power within the 
House of Saud, the 
Saudi government 
is in the process of 

retooling its national economic 
overhaul programme that covers 
the period of 2016-20.

The timing of the changes to the 
kingdom’s National Transforma-
tion Plan 2020 (NTP) may not be 
too surprising as the success of the 
economic reforms could be criti-
cal for the political future of the 
plan’s chief architect, Saudi Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz.

The revised NTP 2020 is report-
edly to be completed by the end of 
October. While details are ham-
mered out, the much-hyped initial 
public offering (IPO) of state crown 
jewel Saudi Aramco, expected in 
late 2018, is on track as it falls out-
side of the purview of the NTP.

Because he has raised extremely 
high expectations among the 
Saudi citizenry — particularly the 
country’s youth — for the eco-
nomic and social changes he wants 
realised in the coming years, 
Crown Prince Mohammed’s cred-
ibility and popularity could be in 
question should he not be able to 
follow through with his aggressive 
agenda.

Since his father, King Salman bin 
Abdulaziz Al Saud, ascended the 
throne in January 2015, the young 
royal has amassed a dizzying 
amount of power and oversight of 

wide-reaching government re-
sponsibilities, having been named 
deputy crown prince in April 2015 
and, in June, replacing Mohammed 
bin Nayef bin Abdulaziz as crown 
prince.

Rumours are running rampant 
that King Salman could abdicate 
the throne and transfer power to 
his 31-year-old son. To shore up 
support for such a historic power 
shift, Crown Prince Mohammed 
needs to demonstrate that the 
kingdom’s fiscal health is improv-
ing, as he has been overseeing 
Saudi economic policy for more 
than two years, and would thrive 
should he succeed his father.

This could be a tough sell given 
that continuing low oil prices have 
contributed to a stagnant Saudi 
economy that has endured several 
years of significant budget deficits 
and is expected to record GDP 
growth of 0.1% this year. However, 
a recalibrated five-year economic 
plan could be a strong public rela-
tions move to ease concerns should 
a power shift be imminent.

Launched in June 2016, the NTP 
set the foundation for Saudi Vision 
2030, Crown Prince Mohammed’s 
sweeping economic revamping 
programme to permanently steer 
the kingdom from its dependency 
on an oil-income-based economy. 
Financial observers lauded the 
intent of that mission, which in-
cluded privatisation of state assets, 
the cutting and eventual curtailing 
of energy-related price subsidies, 
the introduction of taxes, the 
creation of private sector jobs and 

reducing unemployment.
However, the consensus was 

that target dates to hit key NTP ob-
jectives were overly ambitious and 
that expectations for full imple-
mentation of the economic over-
haul under Saudi Vision 2030 were 
unrealistic given the bureaucratic 
difficulties faced in establishing 
new financial procedures as well as 
opposition from within the ruling 
family, the religious establishment 
and leading merchant families.

In tweaking the NTP, priorities 
will reportedly include reform-
ing the government bureaucracy 
by enhancing civil service pro-
ductivity and pressing for more 
government transparency, both 
long-standing challenges for 
the kingdom. The new NTP will 
address increasing female pres-
ence in the workforce and backing 
small- and medium-sized firms.

In the revised NTP, target dates 
for some goals that were initially 
set for 2020 will be pushed to 2025 
or 2030. For example, two goals 
stipulated in the original NTP were 
the creation of at least 450,000 
non-governmental sector jobs and 
reducing unemployment from 
11.6% to 9% by 2020, both of which 
seemed highly unrealistic in the 
given time frame and will likely be 
assigned new target dates.

Other objectives set for 2020 that 
are likely to see new end dates in-
clude the kingdom’s private sector 
funding of 40% on major projects 
to ease pressure on state coffers 
and a push to provide $72 billion of 
goods and services to be sourced 

locally, increasing the volume of 
locally sourced products from 33% 
to 50%.

The Saudi government has 
stated it is committed to balancing 
its state budget by 2020 as part of 
the NTP objectives, which, given 
Riyadh’s continued dependency 
on oil revenues amid depressed 
crude prices and high government 
spending, appears improbable. The 
budget deficit for 2017 is forecast at 
$52.8 billion.

The government trimmed ap-
proximately $8 billion from its 
projected deficit in 2016 thanks 
to austerity measures, including 
scaled-back energy-related price 
subsidies and the introduction 
of new taxes. While financial 
observers laud these economic 
reforms as necessary steps in the 
right direction, the worry is that 
success relies not just on revenue-
earning measures such as subsidy 
cuts and taxes but on implement-
ing concrete methods to stimulate 
economic growth.

To reassure investors that the re-
tooling of the NTP did not suggest 
the country’s economic reforms 
were in peril, the Saudi Informa-
tion Ministry released a statement 
stating in part: “Vision 2030 builds 
on early successes and is strength-
ening its delivery mechanisms as 
it increases the scope and pace of 
implementation… The government 
privatisation programme contin-
ues to gain traction and the plan 
for an initial public offering of a 
stake in Saudi Aramco remains on 
track.”

reports from Washington on 
energy issues for The Arab 
Weekly. 

Jareer Elass

The revised NTP 
2020 is reportedly 
to be completed 
by the end of 
October. 
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Moody’s: Egypt 
economy 
recovering from 
2011 uprising

Saudi to create 
$2.7 billion 
entertainment 
investment firm

At Dubai expo, 
Chinese firms look 
to tap lucrative 
halal market

Egypt’s economy is improving but 
has yet to recover from the country’s 
2011 uprising and the years of unrest 
that followed, an international cred-
it rating agency said.

Moody’s hailed economic and 
fiscal reforms in its annual report 
on Egypt, saying the changes point 
to “improved government effec-
tiveness and policy predictability.” 
Weak finances, however, remain a 
“key challenge” for the government, 
it added.

Egypt embarked on an ambitious 
economic reform plan shortly af-
ter President Abdel-Fattah al-Sisi 
took office in 2014. The government 
slashed subsidies, imposed a value-
added tax and allowed currency de-
valuation to qualify for a $12 billion 
bailout loan from the International 
Monetary Fund.

(The Associated Press)

Saudi Arabia’s sovereign wealth 
fund is to create a $2.7 billion en-
tertainment investment company, 
state media said, as the kingdom 
opens avenues for the leisure indus-
try.

The country seeks to increase do-
mestic spending on entertainment 
and launch hundreds of recreation 
centres across the kingdom as part 
of its Vision 2030 plan to reduce its 
dependence on oil.

“The Public Investment Fund is 
in the process of developing a new 
company to act as its investment 
arm in Saudi Arabia’s growing en-
tertainment sector,” the Saudi Press 
Agency said.

“The company, which will have an 
initial capitalisation of SAR 10 bil-
lion ($2.7 billion), will play an active 
investment role in various areas of 
the entertainment sector.”

(Agence France-Presse)

Standing behind her stall at a 
Dubai exhibition centre, Dai Dong 
He offered passers-by what looked 
like carefully wrapped biscuits or 
chocolates.

“This is dry beef, beef snacks,” 
said Dai, general manager of Anhui 
Central Asia Food Company, one 
of eight Chinese firms from Anhui 
province displaying products at Ha-
lal Expo Dubai 2017.

Dubai is hosting the show for the 
ninth year, with the Gulf emirate po-
sitioning itself as a major hub for the 
halal industry, a $3 trillion market 
for goods and services that are per-
missible under Islamic law.

Chinese firms have increasingly 
looked to tap the market, with or-
ganisers of the show saying the 
Chinese halal sector is forecast to 
hit $1.9 trillion by 2021, an aver-
age growth rate of 9% from its 2015 
level.

(Agence France-Presse)

Briefs

Tunis

A 

lgeria’s efforts to finance 
a comprehensive welfare 
programme amid an eco-
nomic crisis suggest the 
country’s ailing president 

intends to stay in power beyond 
2019, analysts said.

Algerian President Abdelaziz 
Bouteflika’s cabinet has agreed to 
revise money and credit legisla-
tion that would allow the Central 
Bank to print money to manage the 
government`s budget deficit, esti-
mated at $100 billion, for five years.

Bouteflika ordered the “uncon-
ventional financing” to avoid incur-
ring foreign debt and depleting for-
eign currency reserves.

The move was a reversal to a po-
sition laid out by Prime Minister 
Ahmed Ouyahia, who shocked the 
country with a warning that salaries 
and retirement pensions for govern-
ment employees might go unpaid 
because of a budget crunch.

Algeria plunged into a severe cri-
sis at the end of 2014 when oil prices 
slumped, causing an abrupt drop in 
the country’s reserves.

The Fund for the Regulation of 
Receipts (FRR) — an oil savings fund 
that had swelled to $445 billion in 
2012 — helped the government plug 
its budget deficit, which was 13.5% 
of GDP in 2016. However, successive 
budget deficits have depleted the 
fund.

Algeria’s economy is dependent 
on oil and gas exports, with such 
goods accounting for 95% of foreign 
currency earnings and 60% of budg-
et revenue.

The “unconventional financing” 

strategy is similar to quantitative 
easing, an expansionary monetary 
policy used by the US Federal Re-
serve and the European Union to 
jump-start the global economy fol-
lowing the 2008 financial crisis.

Ouyahia outlined the new vision 
to parliament in mid-September, 
saying the country had “resisted the 
crisis for three years… thanks to the 
president’s decision to bar foreign 
debt, set up the Fund of the Rev-
enues Regulation and the cautious 
management of foreign currency re-
serves.”

The move represents a break from 
austerity policies of Ouyahia’s pre-
decessors, Abdelmadjid Tebboune 
and Abdelmalek Sellal, and comes 
despite warnings from economists.

“In 2019 all the foreign currency 
reserves will be emptied,” former 
Prime Minister Ahmed Benbitour 
said in an opinion piece printed in 
local dailies. “Algeria will face two 
choices: Reduce import bills and 
that is impossible or resort to foreign 
debt and that will be impossible too.”

Ouyahia pledged the “unconven-
tional financing” plan would keep 
welfare programmes afloat and help 
finance the construction of 1.6 mil-
lion free housing units for 2018-19. It 
would help fund job-creation plans 
for 53,000 new enterprises employ-
ing 230,000 employees, as well as 
maintain funding for subsidy pro-
grammes that cost $27.5 billion an-
nually, he said.

In addition, Ouyahia pledged to 

freeze taxes for next year’s budget 
and push import bills higher.

Economist Samir Allam said 
Ouyahia’s economic plan amounts 
to “an election programme to pre-
pare for the presidential election in 
2019.”

“The Central Bank will print mon-
ey for the equivalent of $20 billion 
annually for four or five years to fi-
nance budget deficits, to pour more 
money into state banks and pay 
debts of several state companies, 
including (oil monopoly) Sonatrach 
and (power utility) Sonelgaz worth a 
total of $15 billion,” he said.

Former Speaker of Parliament 
Abdelaziz Ziari, a leading figure in 
the ruling National Liberation Front 
(FLN) party led by Bouteflika, said 
he could “not rule out a fifth term for 
the president.”

“Until further notice, the presi-
dent is in the same health condition 
of the day when he was elected for a 
fourth term (in 2014),” he said.

While Bouteflika’s support-
ers hailed the president as “a man 
emerging from the past to save Alge-
ria’s future,” opponents have called 
for measures to prevent him from 
seeking a fifth term in office in 2019. 
Some have suggested the military 
should intervene.

The military, however, has opt-
ed against such action, saying it is 
“committed to their constitutional 
republican duties.”

Military Chief Ahmad Gaid Salah, 
in a speech September 18, expressed 
support for Bouteflika and his poli-
cies.

“Gaid Salah appeared to assert his 
allegiance to the head of state. It is a 
message aimed at those who ask him 
to intervene to stop a fifth term as 
well as to Bouteflika to affirm to him 
that he is always backing him,” said 
political analyst Hani Abdi.

Bouteflika, elected in 1999, is cred-
ited with restoring political and so-
cial stability to Algeria after a bloody 
civil war in the early 1990s.

He suffered a stroke in 2013 that 
left him with long-term health prob-
lems and confined to a wheelchair. 
He has rarely been seen in public 
since.

Cairo

F 

agala market for station-
ery supplies in downtown 
Cairo’s crowded Ramses 
Square is the pulsating 
commercial heart of the 

Egyptian capital, especially just 
days ahead of the start of the aca-
demic year.

Dozens of stationery stores of 
all sizes take their places side by 
side and compete for attention as 
parents and students across Egypt 
usually come to the market to buy 
their school supplies at bargain 
prices.

However, what should be 
the busiest week of the year 
for the market has witnessed 
a clear slowdown, with many 
parents complaining about the  
price of school supplies.

“Stationery items’ prices have 
never been so high,” said Mohamed 
Sedki, an accountant and a father 
of two children. “Seeing these high 
prices here and everywhere else, I 
don’t know how I will cope.”

Millions of Egyptian families are 
feeling the pinch as they prepare 
for the academic year. About 18.5 
million students will return to the 

classroom and many families are 
complaining about rising prices.

The prices of stationery items are 
reaching record levels. The prices 
of school bags, shoes and school 
uniforms are hitting unprecedent-
ed heights too.

A school bag that sold for $14 last 
year costs at least $28 this year and 
could go even higher. The prices of 
stationery items have also doubled.

Almost 75% of the 18.5 million 
pupils enrolled in state-owned 
schools pay relatively low tuition 
fees. The remaining 25% (around 
4.6 million) are enlisted in private 
national and international schools, 
where tuition fees have soared.

Sedki, in his mid-40s, sends his 
two children to a private school in 
Giza province. The school admin-
istration has raised tuition and bus 
fees for this year by more than 30%.

Apart from the tuition and bus 
fees, he has to buy school uniforms, 
bags, stationery items and new 
shoes to outfit his children for the 
new academic year.

“I cannot actually afford any new 
items for the children, so I am re-
pairing their bags and shoes from 
last year,” he said.

Economists have said the trou-
ble facing parents this year is less 
about the rising cost of education 
and more about the overall rise in 

prices nationwide — a symptom of 
Egypt’s unprecedented inflation 
rate following a controversial cur-
rency devaluation last year.

The current inflation rate stands 
at 34%, which is reflected in com-
modity prices across the board, 
meaning that many items that were 
previously affordable for millions 
of Egypt’s poor and middle class are 
now out of reach.

“Millions of people are caught 
in the middle of our country’s eco-
nomic reform, which has made 
their lives hard,” said Rashad Abdo, 
an economics professor at Helwan 
University. “The suffering of the 
people will continue so long as the 
nation’s financial planners insist 
on reducing pressure on the state 
budget by putting this pressure on 

the shoulders of the public.”
A weakening national currency, 

a growing budget deficit and a drop 
in foreign currency reserves at the 
central bank have precipitated a 
series of reform measures that so 
far have included the free flotation 
of the Egyptian pound, the slash-
ing of fuel, water and electricity 
subsidies and the introduction of a 
value-added tax.

Foreign currency reserves are 
picking up as a result of the re-
forms, but the same reforms are 
also driving commodity prices to 
new heights.

This is obliterating the purchas-
ing power of Egyptian families.

In Fagala, traders and stationery 
store owners said the pessimistic 
outlook of many customers was 
clear.

Tarek Mohamed, one of those 
traders, acknowledged that items 
on sale at his store cost nearly twice 
as much as last year but that he had 
no choice but to increase prices 
along with the rest of the market.

“The depreciation of the pound 
is pushing the prices of all items 
up and this makes it hard for my 
clients to cope,” Mohamed said. 
“Some people have to buy only 
half of what they need; others 
only ask about the prices and then 
leave.”

Lamine Ghanmi

Algeria’s inclusive budget plan 
points to president’s fifth term

Amr Emam

Egypt’s commodity price rise 
overshadows start of academic year

students will return 
to the classroom, but 
many families are 
complaining about 
rising prices.

About 18.5 
million 

Volte-face. Algerian Prime Minister Ahmed Ouyahia presents the 
government’s programme to the parliament, on September 17.    (AFP)

Ouyahia’s economic 
plan amounts to “an 
election programme 
to prepare for the 
presidential election 
in 2019.”
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Abu Dhabi

N 

ational service for 
Emirati men between 
the ages of 18 to 30 is 
mandatory but Taryam 
al-Subaihi had to jump 

through hoops to serve his country.
The 37-year-old father of six 

said he was motivated because 
he wanted to inspire his son, who 
would soon be required to fulfil his 
own national commitment.

“The major reason I wanted to 
join is because my son has two 
years left before he has to serve. 
I realised that he didn’t want to,” 
Subaihi said. “He was already try-
ing to find excuses or loopholes 
to get out of it. If there was a way 
I could do it, even if it was for just 
a few months, at least I could en-
courage him, show him the posi-
tive side of military service.”

Subaihi said he also wanted to 
develop skills to help him contrib-
ute in a more tangible way.

“I wanted to do something to 
prepare myself, something to train 
myself, God forbid, if something 
should happen, at least I would 
know a couple of basic skills to be 
able to protect my family and de-
fend my country,” he said.

“So, back in 2014, as soon as the 
news came out that men 18 to 30 
would have to serve, I went to find 
out if older men could volunteer. I 
was with my youngest daughter at 
the time. I went to the Al Nahyan 
Military Camp in Abu Dhabi, which 
is the main branch where you sign 
up for national military service.

“At the reception area, there was 

a soldier. I guess his main job was 
to belittle all the cadets who came 
in. He started trying that with me 
but realised this is an older man so 
he was stuck. He didn’t know what 
to do. First, he told me they didn’t 
need older men, then he asked me 
if I could go in and speak to the cap-
tain in charge.

“The captain was very polite,” 
Subaihi said. “He told me that I 
wasn’t the first man over 30 to ask 
about volunteering. He said that 
since the news came out about na-
tional military service, many had 
approached about trying to sign up. 
Unfortunately, there was no way to 
do it. I got my thanks, a pat on the 
back and was asked to leave.”

In June 2014, several months af-
ter Subaihi was told thanks but no 
thanks, Major-General Salem Al 
Kaabi, the United Arab Emirates’ 
director of military justice, said 
that “if enough people over the 
age of 30 wish to volunteer, we can 
arrange a programme for them as 
well.”

In February 2016, Subaihi got his 
wish.

UAE Brigadier-General Moham-
med al-Neyadi, the director of stra-
tegic planning at the National Ser-
vice and Reserve Authority (NSRA), 
announced the decision to accept 
men older than 30. He said the 
proposal was based on “the desire 
expressed by a number of citizens” 
who are older than 30 who wanted 
to serve.

Making a decision legal, howev-
er, does not mean it is universally 
accepted. The law might have been 
on Subaihi’s side but this was not 
enough.

His employer, a multinational 
company with headquarters in Abu 
Dhabi, did not want to cooperate.

“I was one of the first to sign up 
when it was announced that men 
over 30 could volunteer and serve,” 
Subaihi said, “but one of the regu-
lations is that your work has to 
give approval for you to serve if it’s 
voluntary military service. Unfor-
tunately, it was my company that 
stopped me.

“As it turned out, I ended up in 

the second batch of men over 30 
and I discovered that a lot of peo-
ple I met said the same thing: Their 
work was the only reason they 
didn’t serve in the first batch.”

The UAE law stipulates compa-
nies must allow Emirati employees 
to complete national service with-
out risking their jobs.

Since the government made na-
tional service mandatory, it also 
announced benefits for men who 
comply as well as severe conse-
quences for those who refuse to 
fulfil their commitment.

In April 2016, Emarat Al Youm, a 
Dubai-based Arabic newspaper, re-
ported that no Emirati man would 
be hired by government depart-
ments or private sector compa-
nies unless he first completed his 
national service or applied for a 
postponement or exemption to the 
NSRA.

The NSRA said employers have 
the right to reject Emiratis who 
haven’t completed national ser-
vice.

The irony, however, is that, be-
cause he was an overage volunteer, 
Subaihi was not accorded the same 
rights as an Emirati who is forced 
by law to serve.

“I was having issues with my 
workplace. After four years of serv-
ing with my company, I had some 
issues with my line manager, Sub-
aihi said.

“He and [Human Resources] 
were legally in the right to block 
my service. They wouldn’t reject 
my military service — nobody can 
reject any Emirati from serving in 
the military, which is a wonder-
ful thing — but they can delay the 
permission until it’s too late. This is 
exactly what happened with me.”

Subaihi, however, isn’t one to 
stand by while being ignored.

“I caused quite a stir,” he said. 

“I contacted the chairman of my 
company. I sent him an e-mail and 
he responded and we had a conver-
sation. I told him that this was a cri-
sis. Someone in his company was 
stopping an Emirati from serving in 
the military simply because of per-
sonal issues. I know the chairman 
contacted the executive team and 
there was a conversation about it, 
so I think this is pretty much why 
they didn’t cause me any issues the 
second time.

“They gave me permission to 
serve exactly one day before the 
deadline to sign up for military ser-
vice, which is how I ended up in 
the second batch of men over 30 as 
opposed to the first batch.”

Subaihi said he believes employ-
ers have stood in the way of other 
men chasing their dreams.

“I do hope that the military and 
the government revisit this issue 
because I feel that a lot of volun-
teers have been held back from 
serving their country,” he said.

Despite the hurdles to complete 
his four months of service this 

year, Subaihi said it was worth it.
“After I did it, my son was in-

spired,” he said. “He went and 
bought his own uniform, his own 
army T-shirts, his boots. All of my 
children asked me to buy them 
military uniforms. I would explain 
everything that happened every 
time I came home. My son is look-
ing forward to using a weapon, to 
building friendships.”

Subaihi said volunteers have 
done well for the overall national 
military service. “They are bring-
ing it home to their families, they 
are teaching it — like I am — to their 
children and they are spreading 
the stories so their children will be 
more encouraged to serve,” he said.

“For anyone considering, I would 
say do it. Sign up. It was one of the 
most wonderful experiences I ever 
had in my life. You build bonds 
with every single person of that 
team because you become a fam-
ily.”

Michael Jabri-Pickett is an Arab 
Weekly contributor in Abu Dhabi.

Michael Jabri-Pickett

Emirati man fights
his employer to 
serve in country’s army

Taryam al-Subaihi 
was an overage 
volunteer not 
accorded the same 
rights as an Emirati 
forced by law to 
serve.

Despite the hurdles 
to complete his four 
months of service 
this year, Subaihi 
said it was worth it.

An inspiration. Taryam al-Subaihi (C) with four of his six children 
in their matching military uniforms.                                  (Taryam al-Subaihi )

Saudi advisory body to tackle female driving ban
The Arab Weekly staff

London

R 

iyadh’s Consultative As-
sembly, known as the 
Shura Council, is to re-
view one of Saudi Ara-
bia’s most polarising 

domestic issues: Its ban on female 
driving.

A member of the council said a 
recommendation to grant the king-
dom’s female populace the right to 
obtain driver’s licences would be 
proposed for the advisory body to 
vote on within a month.

“A significant number of assem-
bly members are concerned with 
the issue, with 20 members open-
ly supporting the initiative,” an 
unidentified member of the Shura 
Council told the Okaz daily in Saudi 
Arabia.

A similar campaign was advanced 
by three female council members in 
2013 but was rejected for discussion 

by the Shura Council.
Saudi Arabia’s official press agen-

cy issued a statement at the time 
saying the issue was “irrelevant” 
to the discussions pertaining to the 
kingdom’s Transport Ministry and 
did not fall in its sphere of respon-
sibilities. This was preceded by a 
petition signed by 3,000 Saudis 
urging the Shura Council to debate 
the issue.

The Shura Council is an advisory 
body of 150 members, including 30 
women. Proposals can be discussed 
if more than 50% of members vote 
in favour. While the Shura Council 
cannot pass laws, it can forward 
legislation to be approved by the 
king.

The Saudi female driving ban 
is a contentious issue, especially 
as the kingdom pushes for reform 
and modernisation. Many citizens, 
including a significant number of 
women, support the ban.

The ban was unofficial for dec-
ades but codified into law after 47 
female Saudi activists drove in Ri-
yadh in protest in November 1990. 
They were imprisoned for one day 
and had their passports confis-
cated. An official statement was 
released stating the female drivers 

had contradicted “Islamic conduct” 
and that women were banned from 
driving in Saudi Arabia.

Since then there have been spo-
radic acts of defiance but none as 
prominent as the 1990 protest.

The kingdom has made signifi-
cant strides in women’s rights in 
recent years, beginning with initia-
tives launched by the late King Ab-

dullah bin Abdulaziz Al Saud and 
carried through and accentuated by 
the reigning monarch, King Salman 
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud.

During King Abdullah’s reign, the 
first co-ed university was launched. 
The late monarch also appointed 
the first female cabinet member, 
Norah al-Faiz, who served as depu-
ty minister of education.

In 2012, Saudi women partici-
pated in the Olympics for the first 
time and restrictions on women in 
education and employment were 
eased. This prompted Christine La-
garde of the International Monetary 
Fund to call the late king a “strong 
advocate for women.”

In 2015, Saudi women ran for the 
first time in the kingdom’s elections 
and 20 were elected to seats in the 
municipal council. In June, Saudi 
women celebrated a decree by King 
Salman easing aspects of the coun-
try’s male guardianship system, 
including women being given inde-
pendent access to government ser-
vices, jobs, education and health 
care.

The following month it was de-
cided that, starting in 2018, Saudi 
girls in public school would be per-
mitted to have physical education 
lessons as part of the school cur-
riculum.

The kingdom’s Vision 2030 eco-
nomic initiative’s mission state-
ment refers to women as a “great 
asset” that can help develop the 
kingdom and its economy, leading 
a significant part of the population 
to believe the ban on female driving 
would be lifted in the near future.

Lifting obstacles. A woman takes part in a CrossFit class at a gym 
in the Saudi Red Sea resort of Jeddah.                                                 (AFP)

The Shura Council is 
an advisory body of 
150 members, 
including 30 women.
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Tunis

F 

aiza Souissi faced an angry 
crowd when she arrived at 
Oqba Ibn Nafaa primary 
school for the first day of 
class. Souissi, who had 

been a teacher at the Sfax school in 
southern Tunisia for years, stood 
accused of being an “atheist” intent 
on spreading dangerous ideas to her 
pupils. None of the parents or pro-
testers had ever met her face to face.

As the uproar grew, Souissi’s col-
leagues sheltered her in a school of-
fice before police arrived to escort 
her home.

The crowd alleged that Souissi 
was virulently anti-Muslim and 
frequently shut her classroom win-
dows to prevent pupils from hearing 
Friday prayers. They accused her of 
comparing the sound of the Islamic 
prayer ritual to a “donkey’s bray.”

Souissi denied the allegations, 
which had been spread by radical 
Islamists.

“I teach from 9-12 [noon] and we 
know that Friday prayers start in 
the afternoon,” Souissi told a local 
television station. “It is true that 
I’m against the hijab and I feel bad 
when I see small girls at primary 
schools wearing that piece of cloth. 
That said, I had never asked them to 
remove the hijab.”

Individuals returned to harassing 
her despite a police warning. They 
were led by a local trade union ac-
tivist known to be a member of the 
Islamist Ennahda party, which is a 
partner in Tunisia’s coalition gov-
ernment led by Nidaa Tounes.

Souissi, a feminist activist with 
the Association of Democratic 
Women, became a symbol for the 
struggle of personal freedoms in the 

Maghreb. While Algeria, Morocco 
and Tunisia officially protect free-
dom of religion and consciousness, 
religious minorities and those with 
different cultural views often face 
discrimination.

Following the demonstration, po-
lice in Sfax arrested three individu-
als, including a woman who alleged-
ly took the teacher’s mobile phone 
to find “incriminating material.”

Tunisia’s trade union, Education 
Ministry, main human rights groups 
and many members of parliament 
voiced support for Souissi.

Tunisian President Beji Caid Es-
sebsi, who recently became the first 
Arab head of state to publicly sup-
port equal inheritance and marriage 
rights for women — a taboo issue 
for many Muslims — was reportedly 
shocked by the teacher’s treatment. 
He lent her support in a televised 
interview.

Many of the country’s intellec-
tuals condemned the anti-Souissi 
campaign, with civic group Tu-
nisian Association for High Qual-
ity Education urging politicians 
and intellectuals to rally behind the 
teacher.

“Attacking the intellectuals and 
the elites was the first step to im-
posing a totalitarian regime,” the 
organisation said. “Stirring religious 
emotions against intellectuals is an 
old game to marginalise intellectu-
als.”

Journalist Sofiene Ben Hamida 
said Souissi “represents a symbol 
of resistance against the project of 
the Islamists and that is why they 
targeted her. The fear is that now 
the schools of the republic would be 
transformed into religious schools.”

Religious intolerance is not a 
problem just in Tunisia, however. 
Prejudice against Christians, Bahais 
and Ahmadis as well as sexual mi-
norities, is common in the region.

In Morocco, Salafists took to the 
streets in August to protest a gov-
ernment proposal to allow women 
to practise as bailiffs, arguing that 
the move is “un-Islamic.”

While Morocco’s 2011 consti-
tution, drafted after the “Arab 
spring”-inspired demonstrations, 
guarantees freedom of religion, the 
reality is more complex

Foreign Christians — the majority 
of whom are from sub-Saharan Af-
rica — and the country’s tiny Jewish 
community — about 2,500 people — 
practise their faiths openly. Howev-
er, native Moroccans who identify 
as Christian are frequently subject 
to intolerance.

Moroccan Rachid Hamami, a 
Christian, said he was shocked by 
how fellow Moroccans treat him.

“I hope that ordinary Moroc-
cans can be open to other religions 
and cultures, not to embrace them  

because believing in a religion is 
personal,” Hamami said.  “Open-
ness to other religions and cultures 
broadens our minds and helps us 
to avoid hate and violence towards 
people who are different from us.”

Jawad Mabrouk, a psychiatrist 
who has written about Moroccans’ 
reaction to religious and cultural di-
versity, concluded that the level of 
intolerance is similar to that in Alge-
ria and Tunisia.

“Is what is most important to us 
our faith or our unity as a people 
and society?” Mabrouk asked. “Is it 
important that we impose our faith 
on the traders, the carpenters, nurs-
es, soldiers and others or that they 
provide us good services?”

“The Moroccan does not com-
prehend the concept of acceptance 
of other religions. He is afraid to 
embrace such a concept. He be-
lieves that all Moroccans should be  

Muslim,” he said.
Algerian writer Amine Zaoui 

blamed the trend on the advance of 
religious ideas from the Middle East 
and the failure of leaders and elites 
to defend local culture.

“In 1954, we were a colonised 
state but we had intellectuals and 
writers, such as Kateb Yacine, Mo-
hammed Dib, Jean Amrouche, Mou-
loud Mammeri, Mouloud Feraoun,” 
he said. “In the middle of our inde-
pendence war in 1957 we had wom-
en named Assia Djebar, Hassiba Ben 
Bouali, Djamila Bouhired, Anna 
Greki, Myriem Ben who loved free-
dom, beauty and writing. In 1965, 
we had beautiful cities named Oran, 
Annaba, Bejaia, Cherchell.

“Now we have pushed our women 
from public spaces and murdered 
our languages and tongues and we 
are instead listening to speeches by 
violent preachers.”

Lamine Ghanmi

Tunisian teacher becomes symbol of resistance to bigotry

Football qualifiers offer social,
political drama in the Middle East

A
s countries in 
the Middle East 
and North Africa 
compete for a place 
in next year’s FIFA 
World Cup in Rus-
sia, the political and 

social implications are making for 
unusual drama.

Nowhere is that more pro-
nounced than in Syria. While 
Syrians continue to suffer from a 
civil war that began in 2011, the 
fortunes of their national team 
have risen and Syria is on course 
for a place among the 32 teams at 
the 2018 World Cup tournament.

The Syrian national team is to 
take on Australia over two legs in 
a play-off in October. However, 
Syrians are divided over support 
for the national team — viewed 
as being part of the ruling Assad 
regime.

“I understand people’s need for 
a happy event linked to Syria and 
their true desire to be united… 
but, at the same time, anyone 
who knows Syria well knows that 
in Syria there are no independ-
ent institutions and that includes 
sporting institutions,” Syrian 
journalist Hala Droubi told the Los 
Angeles Times.

Syria’s route to the World Cup 
reflects the tense geopolitical 
situation in the Middle East. Syria 
secured its play-off spot follow-
ing a surprise late equaliser on 
September 5 against Iran, whose 
government backs the Assad re-
gime. The goal was scored by Omar 
al-Somah, a Deir ez-Zor native who 
recently returned to the national 
team after a five-year absence ow-
ing to his anti-Assad stance.

Somah, who plays for Al-Ahli 
Saudi FC, has been the leading 

scorer in Saudi Arabia’s top tier 
over the past three seasons. 

He has come under criticism 

from fans in Saudi Arabia, which 
is backing the Syrian rebels, for 
returning to the national team.

The prolific al-Ahli striker was 
not the only Syrian footballer back 
after a prolonged absence. Captain 
Firas al-Khatib returned to the 
national team this summer after a 
five-year boycott, also owing to his 
anti-Assad views.

“Whatever happens, 12 million 
Syrians will love me… [The] other 
12 million will want to kill me,” he 
told ESPN.

Whatever happens with Syria’s 
World Cup ambitions and whatever 
the outcome of the more than six-
year civil war, Syrian football has 
suffered a massive blow. Hundreds 
of Syrian footballers have fled 
to neighbouring countries and 
Europe and many others have been 
killed.

According to an investigation by 
former Syrian sports writer Anas 
Ammo, “at least 38 football players 
from the top two divisions of the 
Syrian leagues and dozens more 
from lower divisions” have been 
shot, bombed or tortured to death 
by the Assad regime, ESPN report-
ed. Syria’s footballers of the future, 
meanwhile, are turning away. 
Mahmoud Dahoud, a  21-year-old 
who plays for Germany’s Borus-
sia Dortmund and is considered 
the best Syrian footballer of his 
generation, has opted to represent 
Germany at the youth level.

Another strange circumstance 
was Saudi Arabia’s decision to ap-
point Argentinian Edgardo Bauza 
as head coach, replacing Bert van 
Marwijk, who had guided the 
Green Falcons to a spot in the 2018 
World Cup. Bauza had been the 
United Arab Emirates’ head coach. 
The decision by the UAE Football 
Association [UAEFA] to allow him 
to head up the Saudi national team 
is a sign of the strength of ties  

between Riyadh and Abu Dhabi.
“Based on the principle of Gulf 

unity and the strengthening of 
ongoing cooperation between the 
two football associations, UAEFA 
has agreed to the Saudi Arabian 
Football Association’s (SAFF) 

request to appoint Edgardo Bauza 
as the Saudi national team’s head 
coach,” a statement from the SAFF 
said.

SAFF Chairman Adel Ezzat 
expressed his “thanks and ap-
preciation” to the UAEFA for the 
decision, hailing the “affection 
and brotherly love” that unite the 
two football associations. At a 
time when Riyadh and Abu Dhabi, 
among others, boycott Qatar for 
its alleged support of outlawed 
groups, such rhetoric is telling.

Iran, which has come under 
criticism from Arab countries for 
its support for Syrian President 
Bashar Assad and Qatar, may have 
already secured World Cup quali-
fication but not without off-the-
pitch controversy.

In the September 5 Iran versus 
Syria qualifier, Iranian women 
were prevented from entering Teh-
ran’s Azadi Stadium to watch the 
match, even though Syrian female 
supporters were allowed to enter.

The issue of female attendance 
of football matches is a hot topic 
in Iran, with female members of 
parliament pushing strongly for 
a change, particularly as Iranian 
women will certainly be in Russian 
stadiums to cheer on the national 
team.

“A lot of Iranians, men and 
women, will go to Russia. They are 
proud of their national team and 
they want to support the players 
during a big important tournament 
like the World Cup,” activist Darya 
Safai, founder of the group Let Ira-
nian Women Enter Their Stadiums, 
told Russia Today.

“In the Islamic Republic, women 
can’t be part of the ‘beautiful 
game’ but in Russia, Iranian 
women will have the right and 
the possibility to participate, just 
like all other people from different 
nationalities can.”

is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in London.

Mahmud el-Shafey

Whatever happens 
with Syria’s World 
Cup ambitions and 
whatever the 
outcome of the more 
than six-year civil 
war, Syrian football 
has suffered a 
massive blow.

Triumphant. Tunisian teacher Faiza Souissi (C) f lashes the
victory sign as colleagues protest in solidarity with her.            (ifm.tn)

Unusual drama. Head Coach 
Ayman Hakeem of Syria’s 
national football team at the 
Azadi Stadium in Tehran, on 
September 4.                                                  (AP)

The fear is that now
 the schools of the 
republic would be 
transformed into 
religious schools.

Journalist
Sofiene Ben Hamida
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Beirut

W 

hat if her art could 
help bring recon-
ciliation and peace 
to her violence-
plagued country? 

Is it possible for Beirut, which has 
long been linked to war and vio-
lence, to become the peace capi-
tal of the world? With these ques-
tions in mind, Lebanese artist Zena  
el-Khalil set out on a five-year pro-
ject that culminated in a 40-day 
exhibition titled “Sacred Catastro-
phe: Healing Lebanon.”

The display, including paintings, 
sculptures and an installation, 
is held in Beit Beirut, a symbolic 
building located on the former 
green line that divided the city and 
that still carries the traces of Leba-
non’s devastating civil war. The 
artwork is meant to serve as a call 
for reconciliation and healing.

“I have always been drawn to 
the idea of transforming objects 
of violence into something peace-
ful. In my previous works I was 
mostly focused on physical objects 
of violence, like guns and militia-
men, and the idea was to subdue 
and transform them into harmless 
things,” said el-Khalil, who is also 
a writer and Nada Yoga instructor.

“Sacred Catastrophe” is closely 
connected to the land and the peo-
ple who suffered from violence. All 
the paintings were made in site-
specific locations that endured 
violence and trauma, starting with 
el-Khalil’s hometown of Hasbaya 

in southern Lebanon, which was 
occupied by Israel for more than 20 
years.

“I go to these places, put the 
canvases on the floor to let them 
absorb the energy of the space. I 
hold healing ceremonies, which is 
a process of meditation, chanting 
and sacred sound followed with a 
fire ceremony from objects of the 
land as a symbolism of purification 
and releasing. With the ashes, I cre-
ate ink on site and that’s what I use 
to paint with,” el-Khalil said.

With a piece of cloth, usually a 
veil or a koufieh (Palestinian scarf), 
the artist strikes the canvases hard, 
creating imprints.

“No two paintings are ever the 
same, because the energy of each 
space is so different and it directs 
me in a different way. So they are 
very different on a molecular lev-
el,” she said.

El-Khalil was inspired by differ-
ent places that witnessed violence 
across Lebanon, including Khiam 
prison in the south and houses that 
were abandoned during the war in 
Beirut and in the towns of Sawfar 
and Souk El Gharb in Mount Leba-
non.

The installation “17,000 x For-
giveness,” which takes up two 
floors of the building, is a piece 
of “remembrance” for those who 
went missing in the war. It con-
sists of 17,000 wooden beams, one 
for each of the 17,000 people who 
disappeared in the war. They are 
painted in five different shades of 
green in reference to the green line.

“The families of the disappeared 
are getting old, and many are look-
ing for some kind of solace before 

they pass… It is literally a forest 
of remembrance. The issue of the 
missing is a delicate political issue. 
As an artist I cannot be involved in 
politics, but what I can do is create 
a work that can inspire dialogue,” 
el-Khalil said.

Some of the sculptures on dis-
play carry excerpts from el-Khalil’s 
poems on love and peace. The ex-
hibition also comprises videos and 
a sound piece meant to promote a 

sense of well-being and healing. 
Workshops, events, lectures and 
panel discussions about healing 
are also organised along with the 
exhibition.

Workshops and a daily medita-
tion and peace ceremony will be 
open to the public. Their goal is to 
help people find inner peace and 
to bring them together to spread 
peace throughout Lebanon.

Mantras in Arabic that mean love 
(mawada), compassion (rahma) 
and forgiveness (ghufran) are re-
peated during the meditation cer-
emonies. The concept follows the 
idea that you are what you think 
and that your thoughts shape your 
realities, el-Khalil explained.

“We’re seeing more and more 
scientific evidence that you can af-
fect the environment around you 
based on your thoughts. By repeat-
ing certain things you can change 
your personality and habits,” she 
said. “If we are going to move for-
ward I believe the answer is love. 

If you don’t know what love is, you 
cannot give it to others… Only by 
developing a more compassionate 
relationship with ourselves, can 
we have compassion towards oth-
ers.”

The artist stressed that using 
Arabic words for the mantras is 
meant to reclaim the Arabic lan-
guage and turn it into an ambassa-
dor for peace.

“Today whenever you speak Ar-
abic abroad you are (stereotyped) 
and can get kicked out of a plane, 
because it is connected to violence 
and terrorism. So this is an oppor-
tunity to use Arabic in a peaceful 
way.”

El-Khalil has exhibited interna-
tionally in New York, San Fran-
cisco, Miami, London, Paris, Tokyo 
and Dubai. She has also held solo 
exhibitions in Lagos, London, Mu-
nich, Turin and Beirut.

“Sacred Catastrophe: Healing 
Lebanon” runs through October 27 
at the Beit Beirut.

Samar Kadi

Absorbing energy. “Grand Hotel Sofar.” Ash, ink and pigment on canvas.                   (Courtesy of Zena el- Khalil)

Promoting peace 
and reconciliation in 
Lebanon through art

The exhibition is 
inspired by the idea 
of transforming 
places and objects of 
violence into 
something peaceful.

Iraqi and Syrian ‘Cultures in the Crossfire’ at Philadelphia exhibit
Mary Sebold

Philadelphia

“C 

ultures in the Cross-
fire: Stories from 
Syria and Iraq,” an 
exhibit at the Penn 
Museum in Philadel-

phia, depresses, informs and in-
spires everyone who visits.

The exhibition, on view through 
November 2018, includes more 
than 50 objects from the University 
of Pennsylvania’s archaeological 
museum and libraries and seven art 
installations or “art interventions,” 
by Syrian artist Issam Kourbaj.

The exhibit, created in conjunc-
tion with the Penn Cultural Herit-
age Centre (PennCHC), is small in 
scale but vast in mandate. Com-
binations of old objects and new 
art highlight historic and current 
devastation and human suffer-
ing; cultural wealth preserved, 
threatened or lost; and valiant ef-

forts to salvage tangible and 
intangible heritage.

Never before has the museum 
paired treasures from its collections 
with modern art. The result is stun-
ning in an emotional, almost physi-
cal, way.

“One of the reasons we did this 
exhibit was because the Penn Mu-
seum has had a long history of 
working in the Middle East,” said 
Lauren Ristvet, a Penn archaeolo-
gist who started digging in Syria in 
1999. “Our museum was founded 
because of excavations we did in 
Nippur in the 1880s. That was the 
first moment when Americans did 
archaeology internationally. So we 
have really close ties to Syria and 
Iraq. My co-curator, Salam al-Kun-
tar, is Syrian. This is a very personal 
show.”

Kourbaj, who teaches at the Uni-
versity of Cambridge, joined the 
team in September 2016. She and 
Kuntar planned every detail, down 
to the colour of walls behind each 
display. The show opened in April.

It begins with three haunting vid-
eos of the destruction of Al-Omari 
Mosque in Daraa, the Shrine of the 
Prophet Jonah in Nineveh and the 
destruction of the 3,000-year-old 
Assyrian North-west Palace of Nim-
rud.

Visitors proceed — after regain-
ing their composure — through 
four sections. To show the cultural 
and religious diversity of Syria and 
Iraq across the millennia, the first 
section, titled “Lives,” features 
funerary portraits of rich people 
in Palmyra. The second section, 
“Knowledges,” presents cuneiform 
tablets, including a lament for the 
destruction of Sumer and Ur in 
1800BC. The section includes rotat-
ing displays of manuscripts from 
the Islamic period. “Daily Lives” 
showcases rattles, a Roman-period 
ladle and a Kurdish doll from the 

19th century. “Movement” includes 
two ivory figures from Nimrud that 
were probably carved by Syrians 
deported to Iraq in Assyrian times. 
The exhibit ends with objects from 
Aleppo.

But the show does not end. Visi-
tors must circle back. All along, they 
have seen another exhibit, perhaps 
three others, simultaneously. Kour-
baj’s installations and pairings with 
older pieces drive home the ex-
periences of present-day Syrians. 
Above a Hebrew tombstone from 
Anbar in “Lives,” there are flattened 
t-shirts Kourbaj dipped in plaster. 
On each one, he recorded informa-
tion, in Greek and Arabic, about 

an unknown child who drowned 
crossing the Aegean seeking asy-
lum in Europe.

“My pieces are tombstones made 
of clothing,” Kourbaj said. “I was in 
the classical archaeological muse-
um in Cambridge, looking at hollow 
plasters of beautiful bodies from 
Greek and Roman civilisations. 
I thought it would be nice to do 
something related, with the cloth-
ing of refugees. When I saw the He-
brew tombstone, I thought it would 
be interesting to link Mediterranean 
civilisations. The [shirts] are almost 
like angels floating in the air.”

For “Homeland: An Excavation,” 
he covered a desk with his expired 

Syrian passport, a jumble of stamps 
and inkpads and an essay under the 
same title. He said he was inspired 
by a lapis cylinder seal from Ur on 
which goats and antelope roam 
freely — unlike Syrians and Iraqis 
now.

In “Don’t Wash Your Hands,” a bar 
of Aleppo soap, a chipped porcelain 
sink and a mirror, command the de-
parting visitor not to forget the city, 
not to walk away from the tragedy 
of Syria and Iraq. “The world is ach-
ing everywhere and we should not 
wash out hands,” Kourbaj said.

By circling through the exhibit a 
third or fourth time, visitors learn 
how PennCHC has remembered 
both countries. It provides re-
sources to Syrians and Iraqis to help 
them protect sites, artefacts and 
traditions without coming into dan-
ger or calling attention to treasures 
some may want to destroy.

Using low-tech means, such as 
sandbags, Syrians saved artwork of 
the Ma’arra Mosaic Museum. The 
Hekayya Heritage Initiative sup-
ports internally displaced Syrians 
who have taken refuge in the Dead 
Cities. Women produce traditional 
handicrafts for income and chil-
dren learn about their history in 
school and through excavations.

“The ruins can provide building 
material,” Ristvet said. “It’s easy to 
take stone from an old house and 
build a new one. That’s not neces-
sarily bad. We want to give people 
a sense that where they are living is 
important, so they won’t bulldoze 
an ancient church but perhaps con-
vert it into a house.”

After all, as Kourbaj posted on an 
exhibit panel: “In difficult times, 
human life always finds a way to 
grow.”

Mary Sebold is a Washington-
based contributor to The Arab 
Weekly.

The ruins can provide 
building material.

Lauren Ristvet, 
a Penn archaeologist

Vast in mandate. Syrian artist Issam Kourbaj (L) speaks with a 
visitor about his “art intervention” in the Penn Museum’s new 
exhibition.                         (Mary Sebold)
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Brussels

F 

or months after the Brus-
sels extremist attacks of 
2016 it seemed an exhibi-
tion on Islam’s legacy in 
Europe might never open 

in the city. At first, the creators and 
city officials felt the time wasn’t 
right and then they struggled to find 
a location willing to host a show cer-
tain to be considered controversial.

The “Islam. It’s Also Our His-
tory” exhibition at the city-owned 
Vanderborght Building opened Sep-
tember 15 and is telling a story of the 
long Islamic presence on European 
soil that shaped Western culture in 
areas ranging from medicine, phi-
losophy and architecture to diplo-
macy, language and food.

“We want to make clear to Euro-
peans that Islam is part of European 
civilisation and that it isn’t a recent 
import but has roots going back 13 
centuries,” said Isabelle Benoit, a 
historian with Tempora, the organi-
sation that designed the exhibition.

Funded by the European Union 
and Belgian authorities, the show 
was conceived many years before 
the deadly Paris attacks of 2015 were 
carried out by a Brussels-based ex-
tremist cell and the March 2016 at-
tacks that killed 32 people in Brus-
sels itself.

It tries to build bridges in an era 
of distrust and fear by showing the 
rich civilisation that Muslims helped 
establish in Europe in the Medieval 

period when they ruled in the Ibe-
rian Peninsula, today’s Spain and 
Portugal, for eight centuries. There 
they produced a rich civilisation 
and oversaw a long era in which 
Muslims, Jews and Christians lived 
in peaceful coexistence, albeit with 
Jews and Christians as second citi-
zens.

The golden era is recalled in Is-
lamic architectural gems — castles 
and mosques-turned-cathedrals — 
that dot Granada, Seville and other 
parts of Spain, Portugal and even 
Sicily.

Jean-Francois Ravagnan, a visitor 
from Liege, Belgium, said he found 
the exhibition a “chance to set the 
record straight.”

“We no longer take the time to 
look at our common history. We’re 
no longer interested in the other, in 
their origins, in their traditions,” he 
said.

The show addresses difficult is-
sues, including violent extremism 
and the problems that Belgium and 
other Western European countries 
have faced in integrating large Mus-
lim communities.

While stressing that integration is 
often a success, the exhibition puts 
blame on both native populations 
and Muslim migrants for the times 
integration fails and says building 
bridges requires accommodation on 
both sides. To Muslim newcomers 
there is a pointed message delivered 
in a short video: Certain values are 
“non-negotiable” in Europe, includ-
ing democracy, individual rights, 
secularism and gender equality.

A variety of traditional objects 
and installations are used to tell the 
story of three major periods of Mus-
lim presence on Europe’s soil: The 
Arab conquest of Spain in the Mid-
dle Ages; Ottoman rule over south-
eastern Europe starting in the 14th 
century; and the Colonial era, which 
opened the way for Muslims from 
the Middle East and Africa to begin 
settling in Europe in the 20th cen-
tury.

The unsettled problems of today, 

including the large-scale migration 
over the past few years and Islamic 
violence, are dealt with primarily 
with artistic installations, some of 
them provocative.

One installation — “End of 
Dreams” by Danish artist Nikolaj 
Bendix Skyum Larsen — is an ode to 
those who died trying to reach Eu-
rope in dangerous voyages across 
the Mediterranean. Visitors find 
themselves in a dark room sur-
rounded by large videos of the sea 
bottom, with bundles on the floor 
evoking the small bodies of children 
who drowned at sea.

Another section, in particular, 
provoked Muslim schoolteachers 
from Belgium on a recent visit — a 
Louis Vuitton vanity case holding 
a mock bomb, creation of US artist 
Gregory Green.

Nejia Adouiri, a 41-year-old pri-
mary school teacher, said she found 

it “very confrontational” that the 
show “wanted to make a link be-
tween Islam and what has been hap-
pening recently worldwide.” She 
was also upset that it was among 
the last objects in the show — giv-
ing it the power to linger in visitors’ 
minds.

In response to the criticism, or-
ganisers said they intended to move 
the installation to a different place 
in the exhibition hall to give it less 
psychological weight and would 
probably add some textual context. 
They said they wouldn’t remove it 
entirely.

Eli Barnavi, a historian from Tel 
Aviv University and president of the 
scientific committee that developed 
the exhibition, said that, while jiha-
di extremism is an aberration in the 
long history of Islam, it’s a reality of 
the current age that must be dealt 
with, too.

He said society must grapple even 
with these difficult issues and that 
while organisers and city officials 
were hesitant to open the exhibition 
soon after the 2016 attacks, the time 
was finally right.

“Slowly but surely everybody 
started to understand that that’s 
the moment to do it,” Barnavi said. 
“That precisely because of the strife 
and the violence and terrorism it’s 
important to have some kind of ped-
agogical approach, some kind of dia-
logue; and the exhibition is meant to 
do precisely that, to show that Mus-
lims are very much part of Europe, 
that they belong here, that it’s a very 
old presence on European soil, that 
they had an important influence and 
impact on this civilisation.”

The exhibition runs through Janu-
ary 21.

(The Associated Press)

Vanessa Gera

Brussels exhibit tackles Islam in city scarred by terror

First El-Gouna Film Festival looks to make history

Difficult issues. Visitors stand near an installation by US artist Gregory Green in which a mock bomb 
is held in a Louis Vuitton vanity case at the “Islam, It’s Also Our History” exhibition at the Espace 
Vanderborght in Brussels.                                                                                                                                     (AP)

The “Islam. It’s Also 
Our History” 
exhibition is telling a 
story of the long 
Islamic presence on 
European soil that 
shaped Western 
culture. 

Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

O 

rganisers of the inaugu-
ral El-Gouna Film Festi-
val have high hopes that 
the eight-day event will 
become a fixture on the 

Middle Eastern cultural calendar.
The international festival, spon-

sored by Egyptian business tycoons 
Sameh and Naguib Sawiris and to 
take place in the Red Sea resort of El 
Gouna, aims to promote peace, tol-
erance and co-existence, organisers 
said.

“This message is very important 
now, given what we see everywhere 
around us,” said Amr Mansi, the fes-
tival co-founder and the CEO of the 

company organising the event. “We 
are trying to throw light on cinemat-
ic works that impart this message 
and encourage works that prove that 
cinema as an art form is capable of 
bringing about the aspired peace 
and coexistence.”

Perhaps this is the reason the fes-
tival’s Programming Committee se-
lected “Sheikh Jackson,” a film writ-
ten and directed by Amr Salama, to 
be screened at the festival’s opening 
ceremony September 22.

“Sheikh Jackson,” which is Egypt’s 
entry for the Best Foreign Lan-
guage Film at next year’s Academy 
Awards, tells the strange story of a 
conservative Islamic cleric having a 
crisis of faith when he hears that his 
childhood idol, Michael Jackson, has 
died.

The film, which stars Egyptian 
actor Ahmed el-Fishawy, offers a 
rare mix of religion and art, the Is-
lamic and Western cultures and  

love and piety.
The festival features films from 

more than 15 Arab and Western 
countries. The festival’s closing film, 
to be shown September 29, will be 
Chinese film-maker Ai Weiwei’s 
“Human Flow,” which looks at the 
global refugee crisis.

Those working with Mansi to 
make the event a success said the 
El-Gouna Film Festival only accepts 
films that promote cultural interac-
tion, foster awareness of different 
cinematic voices by encouraging 
dialogue and build bridges of crea-
tive intellect.

The festival offers regional film-
makers the opportunity to meet with 
international peers. Representatives 
from major film festivals, including 
Venice, Rotterdam, Sundance and 
Toronto, are expected to attend.

“The festival aims to turn into a 
chance for people from around the 
world to unite around a number of 

goals. If achieved, these goals can 
help the world to become a better 
place,” said Amir Ramses, an adviser 
to the festival organisers. “Cinema is 
a very important media that can ef-
fect change.”

The El-Gouna Film Festival could 
inspire a region where cinematic 
output has suffered. Several re-
gional film festivals have had their 
schedules curtailed or have been 
cancelled altogether in recent years. 
The Marrakech International Film 
Festival will not be held this year. 
The Abu Dhabi Film Festival was 
scrapped in 2015 and prior to that 
the Doha Tribeca Film Festival was 
cancelled. Important features of the 
annual Cairo International Film Fes-
tival have been cut due to a lack of 
funds.

The sponsors of the El-Gou-
na Film Festival said they hope 
their event will turn into an an-
nual must-see event for the cinema 

 industry in the Middle East.
There is also hope in Egypt that 

the festival will shine an interna-
tional spotlight on El-Gouna. The 
Red Sea resort, just north of Hurgha-
da, was founded and developed by 
Sameh Sawiris and has seen major 
development in the past 20 years.

The festival’s organising commit-
tee invested nearly $5 million to put 
the event together, including secur-
ing an all-star list of actors and direc-
tors to head its advisory board. The 
names include Oscar-winning actor 
Forest Whitaker, German actress 
and film-maker Margarethe von 
Trotta, Tunisian producer and dis-
tributor Tarak Ben Ammar, French-
Afghan writer and film-maker Atiq 
Rahimi, Egyptian actress Yousra and 
Palestinian actress, writer and direc-
tor Hiam Abbas.

Whitaker is to be awarded a life-
time achievement award at El-Gou-
na.

The festival will hand out more 
than $200,000 in cash prizes to films 
competing in feature narrative, fea-
ture documentary and short catego-
ries.

Young directors in the region see 
the film festival as a rare opportu-
nity to showcase their work. Egyp-
tian film-maker Haitham Dabour, a 
31-year-old journalist who wrote the 
script for “Photocopy,” one of five 
Egyptian films participating in El-
Gouna, said that film festivals like 
this help Arab film-makers reach a 
wider audience.

“True, the festival is held for the 
first time this year but its organisers 
think big,” Dabour said. “This way of 
thinking is actually shared by every-
body participating in the event.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter in Cairo.

Important message. (L-R) Egyptian actress Bushra Rozza, El-Gouna Film Festival (GFF) director 
Intishal al-Timimi, GFF founder Naguib Sawiris, Egyptian actress Yousra, Samih Sawiris and CEO of 
the organising company Amr Mansi at a news conference in Cairo, on August 27.                                   (AFP)

The festival aims to turn 
into a chance for people 
from around the world to 
unite around a number 
of goals.

Amir Ramses, an adviser to 
the festival organisers
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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:
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 around the world. 
The festival is a catalyst for the 
creation of new work and crea-
tive activity, with an educational 
programme and artistic collabora-
tions with organisations through-
out the United Arab Emirates, 
the rest of the Middle East and 
elsewhere.

Tunis:
October 4-8

The sixth Dream City, a biennial 
multidisciplinary celebration of 
contemporary art, takes place 
in public spaces in the Medina 
of Tunis. The event includes 
movie projections, theatre perfor-
mances, music concerts and art 
exhibitions. Artists from Africa, 
the Middle East and Europe will 
participate.

Beirut:
October 4-12

In its 17th edition and 20th an-
niversary, the Beirut International 
Film Festival will be at the Me-
tropolis Empire Sofil with special 
screenings in Cinéma Montaigne 
and the Sursock Museum. The 
festival programme includes long 
features, short films and docu-
mentaries in addition to Lebanese 
film premieres.

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 
festival serves as a platform for 
the artistic creativity of Palestin-
ians through film, music and the 
visual arts.

Abu Dhabi:
October 6

The third Caribbean Beach Festi-
val celebrates Caribbean, African, 
American and Latino cultures 
through music, food and dance. 
The event takes place at Yas 
Beach and features food trucks, 
games, international acts and 
acrobats.

London:
October 19-November 5 

The Nour Festival of Arts high-
lights contemporary Middle East-
ern and North African arts and 
culture in venues across Kens-
ington and Chelsea in London. 
The festival programme features 
exhibitions, music, cinema, food, 
talks and dance performances.

Abu Simbel:
October 22

The Sun Festival at Abu Simbel 
takes place in February and Octo-
ber in celebration of Ramses II’s 
birthday. When Ramses II built 
his temple, it was positioned so 
that, on his birthday and the date 
of his ascension to the throne, the 
inner sanctum would be lit by the 
rising sun, which would illumi-
nate the statues of the sun gods. 
Every year during the Abu Simbel 
Sun Festival, people gather at the 
temple along the banks of the 
Nile River to see the sun rise and 
celebrate with food, dance and 
singing shows arranged by local 
performers.

Haraniya

H 

araniya, a village in 
Egypt’s Giza province, 
was a favourite travel 
spot of Queen Sonja of 
Norway, French phi-

losopher, playwright and novelist 
Jean Paul Sartre and many others.

They had good reason to admire 
Haraniya. With about 6,000 peo-
ple,  it is a beehive of work that 
never stops producing some of the 
world’s finest handmade carpets, 
rugs and tableaus.

It is unclear why Egypt’s most 
talented carpet and rugmakers 
decided to settle in this particular 
village.

Some attribute their concentra-
tion to the many schools and cen-
tres founded decades ago to teach 
locals the art of carpet making. 
Some schools are more than 70 
years old.

“These schools have actually 
played a very important role in 
teaching people the art of rug and 
carpet making,” said Akram Munir, 
the owner of a carpet and rug fac-
tory in the village. “But this does 
not rule out the fact that the peo-
ple living here have a real knack 
for making art in the form of rugs, 
carpets and tableaus.”

This high quality of art is re-
flected in products displayed out-
side homes and in showrooms 
throughout Haraniya. Almost 90% 
of the village’s residents work in 
the craft.

Many of the village homes have 
been turned into small factories 
where residents spend their days 
knotting the materials into carpets 
and rugs.

There is very little unemploy-

ment in Haraniya, an unbelievable 
contrast to the rest of Egypt, where 
more than 12% of its workforce of 
26 million is unemployed.

All family members — from chil-
dren to their parents — have a part 
to play. Some buy the materials 
needed from the market; others 
make the designs while the crea-
tive turn them into actual works of 
art.

But it takes each working group 
long hours, sometimes days, to 
produce a piece. Nonetheless, 
visitors to Haraniya can easily pur-
chase magnificent products at bar-

gain prices.
Rug prices range from $3 to $20. 

Carpets cost between $3 and $50 a 
metre, depending on the type of 
material used. Tableaus are more 
expensive, some selling for $3,000.

Most of the designs are inspired 
by the village’s surrounding envi-
ronment. Some feature pharaohs, 
ancient temples and the pyramids. 
Others feature scenes from rural 
Egypt or the river Nile.

Tourist guide Ehab Hamdy said 
Haraniya gains its international 
fame from its proximity to a num-
ber of important tourist sites, in-
cluding the Giza Pyramids and 
Saqqara which is located only 
15km away. The latter, a vast burial 
site that served as the necropolis 
of the ancient Egyptian capital of 
Memphis, attracts a large number 
of Egyptians and foreign tourists.

“Tourists visiting these two ar-
eas are very keen to come here 
to take some precious handmade 
products back home with them,” 
Hamdy said. “But those who come 
once are keen to come back be-
cause — apart from the very fine 
products made here and their very 
competitive prices — the people of 
the village are very kind.”

The villagers are often seen out-
side their homes and carpet facto-
ries greeting visitors with a warm 
smile. Some of them insist on in-
viting tourists in for free tea and 
coffee.

When she visited the village in 
October 2006, Queen Sonja of Nor-

way admired the products and was 
treated to traditional rural Egyp-
tian food, recalls 34-years-old Sa-
rah Ahmed, one of the village car-
pet makers. She has been working 
in the craft since she was 9 years 
old

Ahmed puts all her imagination 
into the making of rugs.

“True, rug and carpet making is 
a job, but it is also an art,” she said. 
“Carpet makers must love what 
they are doing; otherwise they will 
not create something that will be 
liked and appreciated by the cli-
ents.”

Ahmed and fellow villagers have 
hopes of returning their village to 
its past glories.

“The message I want to deliver 
to everybody who likes our work 
is: We are putting our time, effort 
and imagination into what we do 
here. So if you pay us a visit you 
will not regret it,” Ahmed said.

Egypt carpet-making village is 
an unusual tourist attraction
Amr Emam

A handmade woven tableau made by carpet makers in Haraniya.              (Amr Emam) An artisan works on the design of a rug in Haraniya.  (Amr Emam)                                         

A carpet maker in Haraniya.                                                     (Amr Emam)

Many of the village 
homes have been 
turned into small 
factories where 
residents spend their 
days knotting the 
materials into 
carpets and rugs.

An Egyptian artisan works on the design of a tableau in Haraniya.
 (Amr Emam)


