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Baghdad-Erbil 
tensions mount 
over Kurdish vote

Saudi royal decree lifts female driving 
ban in historic step for women’s rights

London

T 

he fallout between Iraq’s 
central government in 
Baghdad and the Kurdis-
tan Regional Government 
(KRG) in Erbil worsened 

after KRG President Masoud Barza-
ni went ahead with a controversial 
referendum on the independence 
of Kurdistan, despite regional and 
international warnings against the 
move.

The KRG said 92.7% of voters 
cast a “yes” ballot on September 
25, citing a 72% turnout of 4.5 mil-
lion voters. Critics said the figures, 
should they be accurate, did not 
show the vote break-out, which 
is important in the disputed areas 
between Baghdad and Erbil as they 
host large non-Kurdish popula-
tions, many of whom boycotted 
the referendum.

In Hawija, which is in the dis-
puted Kirkuk province but under 
control of the Islamic State (ISIS), 
the vote did not take place.

The United Nations refused to 
monitor the referendum, the tim-
ing of which it objected to, as did 
the United States and the European 

Union. Both the United Nations 
and the United States expressed 
readiness to mediate between 
Baghdad and Erbil.

The Iraqi government banned 
international flights into the coun-
try’s Kurdish-majority region 
and almost all foreign airlines an-
nounced suspending flights to the 
cities of Erbil and Sulaymaniyah.

International travellers would be 
required to fly to Baghdad before 
taking a domestic flight to Kurdis-
tan. Humanitarian aid, military and 
diplomatic planes were excluded 
from the ban. Many foreigners left 
the region before the ban took ef-
fect to avoid being stuck.

Baghdad demanded that the 
KRG relinquish control of its bor-
der crossings to the central govern-
ment but Kurdish officials refused 
to comply and Iraqi forces are un-
able to enforce it. The KRG rejected 
Baghdad’s measures as “illegal and 
unconstitutional.”

Iraqi forces resumed their cam-
paign against ISIS in Hawija on 
September 29 after suspending 
their military operations in the city 
for a few days. The spokesman for 
the US-led coalition against ISIS 
said the referendum had taken fo-
cus away from the war against mili-
tants.

The fallout prompted Iraq’s top 
Shia cleric, Grand Ayatollah Ali al-
Sistani, to weigh in by announc-
ing his opposition to the secession 
of the Kurdistan region, calling on 
the KRG “to return to the constitu-
tional path.”

The referendum appeared to 
have unified many Iraqi politicians 
along ethnic lines. Most Arab and 
Turkmen MPs said the referendum 
was not constitutional; Kurdish 
lawmakers argued that it was. The 
Iraqi parliament passed a reso-
lution calling on Prime Minister 
Haider al-Abadi to “take all neces-
sary measures to maintain Iraq’s 
unity,” which include deploying 

forces to disputed areas such as oil-
rich Kirkuk.

Regional rivals Turkey and Iran 
threatened the KRG with economic 
sanctions if the Kurdish authority 
takes practical steps towards seces-
sion from Iraq. Ankara and Tehran 
also promised to stand by Baghdad 

militarily to preserve the unity of 
Iraq.

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

audi Arabia is to allow 
women to drive starting 
next June, a decision con-
sidered the boldest reform 
initiative in the kingdom’s 

recent history.
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz 

Al Saud on September 26 decreed 
that women should be allowed to 
drive, an announcement long sought 
by Saudi women and activists.

“King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al 
Saud has issued a decree authoris-
ing the issuance of driver’s licences 
for women in the kingdom,” Saudi 
state TV said, sending shock waves 
across Saudi Arabia and generating 
mostly praise but some criticism.

The decree, which was endorsed 
by the kingdom’s highest religious 
body, the Council of Senior Schol-
ars, ends one of the most divisive 
issues in Saudi society. Conserva-
tives in the kingdom argued for 
decades that reversing the female 
driving ban would lead to the col-
lapse of the family unit and could 
lead to promiscuity and other social 
problems.

The law would go into effect in 
June 2018 and require both men 
and women drivers to be at least 18 
years old. The government organ-
ised a committee of senior officials 
to establish the logistics needed to 
prepare for the next steps.

Saudi Ambassador to the United 
States Prince Khalid bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz said women could not 
require the permission of a male 
guardian to drive.

“I think our leadership under-
stands our society is ready,” Prince 
Khalid said in Washington, adding 
that besides not needing a male 
guardian to obtain a driver’s li-
cence, a guardian would not be re-
quired to ride along with a female 
driver.

The lifting of the ban is signifi-
cant on many levels, particularly 
as it pertains to the kingdom’s Vi-
sion 2030 economic and social re-
form plan, championed by Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz to modernise the king-
dom. Vision 2030 looks to increase 
Saudi women’s share of the labour 
market.

The move is expected to boost 
the economy and decrease global 
criticism of Saudi Arabia, which is 
more conscious of its image than it 
has ever been. The reversal of the 

driving ban also conveys to ultra-
conservatives that they will not 
stop the country as it moves for-
ward.

In another milestone for the king-
dom, Eman bint Abdulla al-Ghamdi 
has been named assistant mayor of 
Al Khubar governorate in the East-
ern Province. Her new job marked 
the first appointment of a Saudi 
woman to a senior government po-
sition.

The kingdom’s Centre for In-
ternational Communication said 
Ghamdi’s appointment was in line 
with a “plan to boost the number of 
females in leadership positions in 
line with Vision 2030.”

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

Mamoon Alabbasi

Mohammed Alkhereiji

Bygone times? Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi (R) is welcomed 
by the President of the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) Masoud 
Barzani in Erbil in 2015.                                                                                     (AFP)

Baghdad demanded 
that the KRG 
relinquish control 
of its border 
crossings to the 
central government 
but Kurdish officials 
refused to comply 
and Iraqi forces are 
unable to enforce it.

I think our leadership 
understands our society 
is ready.

Saudi Ambassador to the 
United States Prince Khalid 
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz 
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T 

he Iraqi Kurdistan 
Regional Govern-
ment (KRG) resisted 
pressure to postpone 
the referendum from 
regional powers — 

Turkey and Iran — and interna-
tional ones, the United States and 
Britain. The KRG was confident 
the referendum would receive 
wide Kurdish support but could 
an independent Kurdish state be 
economically sustainable?

World Bank said federal Iraqi 
government budget transfers 
constituted 85% of the KRG’s 
fiscal revenue. The recent suspen-
sion of transfers obliged the KRG 
to withhold civil service salaries. 
The nascent Kurdish oil industry’s 
estimated share of employment in 
Iraqi Kurdistan is just 1%.

The KRG suffers from the exces-
sive role of the public sector. It is 
the main employer, accounting for 
more than 50% of total employ-
ment and 26% of all non-military 
employment. Salaries, pensions, 
social assistance and subsidies 
(electricity, fuel, water supply and 
agriculture) take more than 50% 
of the budget. Pharmaceutical and 
medical supplies are subsidised by 
the Iraqi Ministry of Health.

The precariousness of Iraqi 
Kurdistan’s fiscal situation reflects 
the volatility of crude oil prices 
and KRG’s supply network. Would 
any future Kurdish state be able to 
control and export Kirkuk crude? 
Would Turkey allow a landlocked 
future Kurdish state to sustain-
ably run crude oil through its only 
export pipeline?

The pipeline, which crosses 
Turkey to the Mediterranean 
and international markets, has a 
capacity of 1.6 million barrels per 
day (bpd). The only other way for 
the Kurdish government to export 
crude is by truck, smuggling small 
amounts of oil to north-eastern 
Iran.

Turkey, however, which is 
concerned about the effect of the 
Kurdish independence move-
ment on its Kurdish minority, 
threatened “tough action” against 
Kurdish interests. Kurds are 15-
20% of Turkey’s population.

Iran is wary, too. Kurds make 
up approximately 10% of its 
population and an armed Kurdish 
party is active in north-eastern 
Iran.

It’s clear Kirkuk will be the new 
battleground. Iraqi Oil Minister 

Jabar Ali al-Luaibi told Reuters 
that Iraqi oil exports averaged 
3.8 million bpd in June and Iraqi 
production totalled 4.3 million 
bpd. The figures include Kurdish 
production of about 520,000 bpd. 
Most of Iraq’s oil production is 
from the Basra governorate and 
other southern provinces.

Kirkuk, where Iraqi oil was first 
discovered, is in the north of the 
country. The population of the 
Kirkuk governorate is a mix of 
Arabs, Turkmen and Kurds. Iraq’s 
Northern Oil Company, a subsidi-
ary of the Iraq National Oil Com-
pany, has operated the Kirkuk 
field in the past few decades.

In 2014, Kurdish peshmerga 
forces ousted the Islamic State 
(ISIS) from Kirkuk and retained 
control of the field. Late in 2014, 
the Kurdish government struck a 

deal with Baghdad to split Kirkuk 
oil revenues. Kirkuk’s reserves are 
estimated at 1 billion barrels, with 
a current production capacity of 
between 200,000 and 300,000 bpd.

Differences between Baghdad 
and Erbil led to a suspension of 
the agreement, so a new deal was 
concluded. The accord is valid 
while Kurdistan remains an inte-
gral part of Iraq.

It maintains the Northern 
Oil Company as operator of the 
Kirkuk field. It allows the Kurd-
ish government to export Kirkuk 
crude along with oil from other 
Kurdish territory. The Kurd-
ish government is required to 
pay Baghdad the value of half 
the Kirkuk exports. These have 
averaged 250,000 bpd or approxi-
mately half the crude exported 
from Kurdish territory.

However, Baghdad has accused 
Erbil of failing to pay the federal 
government what it owes and 
Erbil has accused Baghdad of 
failing to transfer 17% of Iraqi oil 
revenue.

Baghdad has categorically 
rejected the Kurdish referendum 
in Kirkuk, calling it “unconstitu-
tional.” The Iraqi Army is fighting 
ISIS in Shirqat and Hawija, near 
the Kirkuk border.

It’s obvious that oil exports will 
be a dilemma. Whether Turkey 
shuts down the Kurds’ sole pipe-
line remains to be seen. What is 
certain is that Turkey will hold 
out the threat and this may deter 
international oil companies from 
investing in an independent 
Kurdish state.

Could a future Kurdistan ever be viable?

Walid Khadduri

Whether Turkey 
shuts down the 
Kurds’ sole 
pipeline remains 
to be seen.

is a Beirut-based Iraqi 
writer on energy affairs.

Erbil

I 

raqi Kurds in Erbil, the capital 
of Kurdistan Regional Gov-
ernment (KRG), were jubilant 
as they celebrated participa-
tion in the referendum on 

their independence.
Although signs of celebration 

appeared to be more visible in Er-
bil than in the streets of KRG re-
gions of Dohuk and Sulaimaniyah, 
the referendum was undoubtedly 
the main topic of debate for mil-
lions of Iraq’s Kurds.

KRG President Masoud Barzani 
announced in June that the refer-
endum would take place Septem-
ber 25 and insisted on sticking to 
the date despite objections from 
the Iraqi central government in 
Baghdad and regional and interna-
tional pressure.

When the region’s most contest-
ed day knocked on the door, most 
Iraqi Kurds were exuberant.

“This has always been my child-
hood dream. I have been waiting 
for this for a long time,” said Wali 
Haci, a 29-year-old Kurdish man, 
prior to casting his vote in Erbil.

By the time the sun set and the 
referendum committee began 
counting the votes, Iraqi Kurds 
had poured onto the streets of Er-
bil, which were emblazoned with 

KRG flags. Signs of celebrations or 
promotion of independence were 
visible in most streets and neigh-
bourhoods in Erbil.

Ferhad Huner, a 52-year-old 
Kurd, said he could not contain 
his jubilant mood. “This is what 
we have always been waiting for,” 
he shouted as he chanted for inde-
pendence near the Erbil castle.

The referendum passed with 
92% of the vote, the election com-
mission announced, but the inun-
dating international and regional 
pressure on the KRG may swiftly 
sour the mood in the capital.

Neighbouring Turkey and Iran 
have staunchly opposed the for-
mation of an independent Kurdis-
tan.

The Turkish government took 
the case much further than ex-
pressing concern. Turkish Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Erdogan threat-
ened the KRG with shutting off the 
oil trade, which is the lifeline of 
the Iraqi Kurdish region, and clos-
ing the Habur border gate, another 
staggering blow to Barzani.

The Iraqi Kurdish autonomous 
administration lives on oil trade. 
Selling 600,000 barrels a day, the 
KRG transfers 550,000 of them via 
Turkey. A breakdown of ties with 
Turkey could result in an unprec-
edented crisis for the young KRG.

The Habur border gate at the 
Turkish-Iraqi border could turn 
into another headache for Barzani. 

Shelves at supermarkets and coun-
ters in the bazaars in Erbil are filled 
with Turkish-made products and 
goods shipped via Turkey.

In spite of the buoyancy, people 
were aware of the utmost signifi-
cance of trade with Turkey. “We 
would be finished if Turkey shut 
down the border gate,” said an 
Iraqi Kurdish businessman who 
asked to remain anonymous. “I 
have trucks waiting at the border. 
I would lose millions in dollars if 
the border were to remain closed 
for months.”

Data provided by Turkey’s Min-
istry of Customs and Trade indi-
cated that 1,141,198 trucks passed 
through the gate in 2016.

Mehmet, a Kurd who did not 
wish to give his full name, said 
he was perturbed by the ongoing 
strife. Running a kiosk in Erbil, the 
Iraqi Kurd sighed over the possi-
bility of his business going bust if 
Ankara imposes sanctions. “I am 

fully for the independence but 
sanctions would mutilate us,” Me-
hmet said.

While the Iraqi Kurds are excited 
about independence, they appear 
to harbour deep concerns at the 
same time.

The Iraqi central government’s 
sanctions are also capable of hurt-
ing the KRG. After Baghdad urged 

the KRG to hand over control of 
border posts and airports, it called 
on foreign countries to halt flights 
and deal with the central govern-
ment for other businesses.

KRG Prime Minister Nechirvan 
Barzani admits the reality. “Of 
course, there will be problems. It 
will definitely have a negative im-
pact on the people,” said Barzani 
about sanctions.

The KRG stressed that it sought 
dialogue and negotiations and that 
the referendum had not drawn any 
borders.

In such an environment where 
the pressure mounts on the au-
tonomous region economically 
and politically, the KRG may have 
a mountain to climb before realis-
ing “the childhood dreams” of mil-
lions of Iraqi Kurds.

Yunus Paksoy is a Turkish 
journalist who reported on wars 
in Syria and Iraq.

Scepticism 
tempers 
enthusiasm 
after Kurdish 
referendum
Yunus Paksoy

On tenterhooks. Iraqi Kurds wave the Kurdish flag as they celebrate the independence referendum in 
the streets of Erbil, on September 27.                                                                                                                      (AFP)

On a tightrope. A worker walks on top of an oil tank at Turkey’s 
Mediterranean port of Ceyhan.             (Reuters)

 The inundating 
international and 
regional pressure on 
the KRG may swiftly 
sour the mood in the 
capital.
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Effects of Iraqi Kurdistan 
referendum reverberate in Iran

Ankara’s opposition to Kurdish 
autonomy goes beyond oil or referendum

T 

he sky did not collapse 
following the Iraqi 
Kurdish referendum. 
The United States 
protested and Baghdad 
ruled out talks over 

Kurdish independence; Turkey 
and Iran carried out military 
manoeuvres, cancelled flights 
and tightened border security but 
there is a wait-and-see interna-
tional approach reflecting a fast-
moving, unprecedented situation.

No one knows how Iraqi Kurdish 
President Masoud Barzani will act, 
either in asserting independence 
or in strengthening the Kurds’ grip 
on the disputed city and province 
of Kirkuk.

While voting was brisk in some 
areas — authorities claimed 72% 
turnout overall — enthusiasm 
was not universal. “Turnout in 
Sulaymaniyah wasn’t high, partly 
because people saw it more as a 
Barzani project and partly because 
they lack trust in the Kurdish 
leadership,” said Salam Abdulrah-
man, head of the political science 
department at the University of 
Human Development in Sulay-
maniyah. “There were no observ-
ers at polling stations, which cast 
doubt on the fairness of voting. 
In my view, holding the poll was 
wrong and it has not brought Iraqi 
Kurdistan closer to independ-
ence.”

The referendum, however, may 
reverberate for years as part of a 
wider surge in Kurdish national-
ism. Just as Sivan Perwer’s song 
“Halabja” about the 1988 chemical 
attack stirred the Kurdish cause 
through clandestine Kurdish radio, 
today’s slick videos mix dance 
and music in extolling Kurdish 
peshmerga fighting the Islamic 
State (ISIS).

Most are made in Erbil, capital 
of Iraqi Kurdistan. Some highlight 
Barzani’s Kurdistan Democratic 
Party (KDP) and some the Syria-
based Democratic Union Party 
(PYD) but all project a strong Kurd-
ish nationalism.

Helly Luv, the singer who gave a 
concert in Erbil during the referen-
dum campaign, famously shot part 
of the video for her 2015 song “Rev-
olution” within a few kilometres 
of the front line between Kurdish 
forces and ISIS near Mosul.

Born Helan Abdulla 28 years 
ago in Urmia, Iran, Helly Luv has 

worked with Los Angeles producer 
G2, is beloved by the American 
right and has opened a beauty 
salon in Erbil. She starred in the 
2014 film “Mardan” directed by 
the Iranian Kurdish director Batin 
Ghobadi and the 2015 docudrama 
“A Flag without a Country,” direct-
ed by Ghobadi’s award-winning 
older brother Bahman.

None of which endears her to the 
Iranian authorities. Tehran’s oppo-
sition to the referendum was partly 
based on commitment to a unified 
Iraq but Tehran is wary of ripples 
reaching its own Kurdish popula-
tion of 8 million-10 million.

Such cross-border influence 
predates the Iraqi Kurds’ de facto 
autonomy achieved in 1991 but is 
accelerating with the referendum 
and Kurdish self-rule in northern 
and north-eastern Syria. Today’s 
media make containment impos-
sible.

Photographs and clips of 
smartphone-toting, pro-referen-
dum demonstrators in Iranian 
Kurdistan — in Sanadaj, Baneh and 
Mahabad — are rampant on social 
media. They feature on the website 
of the Democratic Party of Iranian 
Kurdistan (KDPI), possibly the 
largest opposition group, which 
urges “the people of eastern Kurd-
istan… [to] take every opportunity 

to express their public support for 
the independence referendum… 
[and] raise the Kurdish flag to dem-
onstrate… that the Kurdish nation 
in all parts of Kurdistan support 
one another.”

This goes beyond the party’s 
commitment to a federal Iran, a 
solution rejected in Iraq by sup-
porters of independence. A KDPI 
statement in mid-September 
stressed “the Kurds are one na-
tion… divided against their will.” 
Mustapha Hijri, the KDPI leader re-
cently in Washington, has stressed 
“the bravery of our peshmerga 
forces” in ensuring the survival 
of the “Kurdish nation” despite 
“partition.”

Iranian Kurdish peshmerga, 
based in northern Iraq since the 
early 1980s, are unlikely to change 
this soon. The KDPI last year 
strengthened its armed sorties into 
Iran having largely ended them 
in the 1990s. The KDPI claims the 
death of Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps fighters, while Iran 
claims to have killed dozens of 
rebels and has shelled KDPI posi-
tions in Iraq.

The Iranian Kurdish parties are 
also weakened by divisions. The 
KDPI split in 2006. Both parts, 
like the leftist Komala, distrust 
the Kurdistan Free Life Party 

(PJAK), which, like the Syrian 
PYD, is affiliated to the Turkey-
centred Kurdistan Workers’ Party 
(PKK). PJAK has been less active 
militarily in recent years, report-
edly sending fighters to Syria, but 
claimed to kill 32 Iranian security 
forces last October after it lost 12 
fighters.

Neither is there much enthu-
siasm for the Kurdish cause 
throughout Iran, although Iranian 
President Hassan Rohani promised 
to improve Kurdish rights. Iran’s 
Kurds are probably a majority in 
three provinces — Kurdistan, Ker-
manshah and Ilam.

Their motives are suspect to 
many Persians, who make up half 
Iran’s population, and Azeris, who 
are around one-quarter. Both the 
reformist and principlist funda-
mentalist media in Tehran have 
condemned the Iraqi Kurdish refer-
endum. The former emphasise the 
dangers of conflict, especially over 
Kirkuk; the latter stress Israeli sup-
port for Kurdish independence.

It is hard to see a way forward 
that does not exacerbate tensions 
between Kurds and others in Iran. 
This is especially so for the Azeris 
and the Lurs, who live to the south 
of the Kurds. Whatever happens 
next, the Kurdish genie is out of 
the bottle.

T 

he rise of Kurdish 
nationalism in northern 
Iraq and elsewhere is a 
precedent that Turkey 
will not tolerate, if the 
level of repression it has 

doled out to its own Kurds over the 
past 40 years is anything to go by.

The September 25 non-binding 
“yes” referendum result in Iraqi 
Kurdistan may see Turkey cut off 
the Kurds’ pipeline to the Mediter-
ranean and seal its border, through 
which about 70% of all Kurdistan’s 
imports enter. Around 90% of 
Iraqi Kurdistan oil exports flow in 
the opposite direction, north into 
Turkey.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan claims the vote has no 
legitimacy and warned: “If [presi-
dent of the Iraqi Kurdish region] 
Masoud Barzani and the Kurdish 
Regional Government (KRG) do 
not go back on this mistake as soon 
as possible, they will go down in 
history with the shame of having 
dragged the region into an ethnic 
and sectarian war.”

Baghdad has cut off Erbil from 
the air by blocking international 

flights into the city. Turkish news 
channels have had wall-to-wall 
coverage of the referendum fallout, 
depicting tanks driving along the 
border with northern Iraq and 
Turkish and Iraqi soldiers swap-
ping flags in displays of unity. This 
is window dressing in opposition 
to what Ankara and Baghdad see 
as an outrageous act of defiance.

However, because Turkey and 
the KRG both know there is no tak-
ing back a public vote, particularly 
when it is non-binding, Erdogan’s 
words warning of a sectarian war 
sound particularly ominous.

A KRG official, quoted by the 
pro-government Daily Sabah news-
paper, admitted as much, saying: 
“We did not expect this much… 
This [referendum] has nothing to 
do with Turkey.”

The Kurds — between 25 million 
and 35 million people — comprise 
one of the largest ethnic groups 
in the Middle East and are, by 
population, the largest in the world 
without a nation-state. They are 
spread out across Iran, Iraq, Syria 
and Turkey. Half of those scattered 
across the region live in Turkey, 

many in western cities such as 
Izmir and Istanbul though centred 
in the south-eastern regions bor-
dering Iraq and Syria. Therefore, 
growing demands for Kurdish 
independence worry Turkey more 
than the others.

Anyone who has spent time 
in Kurdish-majority regions of 
eastern Turkey in recent years will 
know the depth of Ankara’s hostil-
ity to Kurdish self-determination.

In 2015 and 2016, almost un-
noticed by the outside world, 
Turkey destroyed whole towns 
and neighbourhoods in its south-
east, making homeless more than 
500,000 of its own citizens. Its 
aim was to root out a few hundred 
armed Kurdish militants, the vast 
majority of whom were simply 
disaffected young men, not the 
hardcore Kurdistan Workers’ Party 
(PKK) fighters who have been re-
sponsible for assassinating Turkish 
soldiers and police.

The Kurds of northern Syria are 
broadly recognised as the most 
progressive and unified fight-
ing and political entity in the 
Levant. Yet last year, Turkey sent 

thousands of troops into Syria, a 
war zone of such complexity and 
danger that no other country has 
dared do so on a similar scale. 
It was not to help unseat Syrian 
President Bashar Assad or to defeat 
the Islamic State (ISIS), the two 
most macabre sides in the conflict, 
but to stop Kurdish forces from 
gaining an upper hand.

Major security threats in the 
region over the past two dec-
ades — the war in Iraq and the 
emergence of ISIS — have come 
and gone but Turkey’s hostility to 
Kurdish independence is as strong 
today as at any time in decades. If 
Kurdistan takes its independence 
claims further, which its political 
leadership claims is inevitable, the 
consequences may be far worse.

All bets are off on how Ankara 
will proceed. Turkey has been 
restrained in the wars in Iraq and 
Syria — conflicts that devastated its 
neighbours — but sharing a border 
with an independent Kurdish state 
is something Ankara may never be 
able to stomach. The KRG is play-
ing with fire and Ankara is eager to 
add accelerants.

It is hard to see a 
way forward that 
does not exacerbate 
tensions between 
Kurds and others
in Iran.

Turkey’s hostility 
to Kurdish 
independence is as 
strong today as at 
any time in 
decades.

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

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

Gareth Smyth

Stephen Starr

Beyond containment. Members of Iranian Kurdish peshmerga of the Kurdistan Democratic Party of Iran 
(KDP-Iran) hold Kurdish flags as they take part in a gathering in the town of Bahirka, north of Erbil,
on September 21.                                                                                                                                                              (AFP)
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T 

he chorus of voices 
broadcasting predic-
tions ahead of Iraq’s 
2018 elections has 
grown louder among 
post-war governance 

stakeholders. Spirits appear decep-
tively high after the defeat of the 
Islamic State (ISIS) in Mosul but 
nothing ought to distract onlook-
ers from potential electioneering 
outcomes.

The defeat of ISIS, though widely 
lauded, does not mirror the silence 
surrounding the infiltration of 
terrorist groups in Anbar province, 
which threatens to wash away the 
victories of the past month.

In these turbulent political 
times, the attempt to have elec-
tions will be anything but normal. 
Calming reassurances offered by 
Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Ab-
adi have done little to ease public 
anxiety over expected in-fighting 
between militia elements from 
Iraq’s Popular Mobilisation Forces 
(PMF) and the resident parties of 
the ruling Shia alliance.

Having assumed the lead in ISIS’s 
eviction from north-western terri-
tories, PMF factions assumed new 
political leverage and economic 
sway that the United States and its 
friends in the Iraqi government are 
desperate to keep in check. Radical 
militia elements, if predictions 
hold, may seize their long-awaited 
moment by remoulding themselves 
into an electoral entity to stand in 
next year’s vote.

In July, the most potent of those 
units — Iraq’s Iran-backed Asa’ib 

Ahl al-Haq (AAH) commanded by 
Qais al-Khazali — was awarded a 
licence authorising its participation 
as a political party vetted by the 
Independent High Electoral Com-
mission.

This is another constitutional 
violation in a long line of issues 
slammed by legal experts.

Fearful of the electoral clout 
PMF newcomers pose, the United 
States is again shopping for secular 
players from inside the political 
system it gave life to 14 years ago. 
It believes the fracture can be 
nursed by uniting the secular and 
Shia camps. Attempts to appeal 
to alienated Sunni constituencies 
have been few and far between. 
The Sadrists, however, are likely to 
emerge as the largest bloc.

In stepping up as the patron of 
secular names, Washington aims 
to create a coalition staffed by old 
faces, including recycled Sunni 
businessmen as part of Khamis 
al Khanjar’s “Arab Project” and 
religious groups whose insatia-
ble appetite for corruption has 
left them incapable of producing 
legitimate rulers. Unification must 
happen before any power-sharing 
agreement can be reached between 
these sides.

America is not the only foreign 
power jostling for the lead.

Mahmoud Hashemi Shahroudi, 
chairman of Iran’s Expediency 
Discernment Council, returned to 
Baghdad on Tehran’s instructions 
to ensure its Shia patrons remain 
front-running actors, particularly 
in Iraq’s oil-rich south. Shahroudi 

met with Abadi, Khazali and for-
mer Prime Minister Nuri al-Maliki. 
Shia luminaries in Najaf refused to 
meet Iran’s representative but it suf-
fices to say that Tehran is not short 
of dedicated characters from Iraq’s 
pro-Iran camp it can lean on.

Nonetheless, the PMF’s involve-
ment will neither alleviate fears of 
electoral violence nor encourage 
voter turnout. Most feared is the 
numerical advantage enjoyed by 
the 100,000-strong militia con-
federation and ways this may be 
exploited to engineer results.

The weakening of a centralised 
army and moves by some PMF 
groupings to unshackle themselves 
from state control also sets off 
alarms. The question of whether 
the army is equipped to halt violent 
practices ahead of the vote lacks 
definitive answers.

Another unaddressed question 
is that of voter turnout or “absent 
voters,” as Arab Lawyers Associa-
tion President Sabah al-Mukhtar 
explained. “Surely the non-partic-
ipation of an estimated 4 million 
internally displaced persons, is a 
non-starter,” he said

“Warfare has obliterated seven of 
Iraq’s major cities, whose popula-
tions are living in informal tented 
settlements. There is no census, no 
identity cards and little hope for 
the dispossessed,” Mukhtar said.

Assuming elections include 
these areas, whether potential ter-
rorist attacks will be mitigated by 
local authorities is yet to be seen. 
“Nowhere else in the world other 
than Iraq could we expect elections 

under the given circumstances,” 
Mukhtar said.

“I don’t think the elections will 
be held nationwide. Perhaps in the 
capital, the south but not else-
where. It’s nonsensical.”

Absent voters are not the only 
logistical obstacle facing the gov-
ernment. Another is the electoral 
procedure. The postponement 
of last year’s provincial elections 
means that local and parliamen-
tary elections will be consolidated 
into one, opening a clear road for 
militias to march down.

Others say the delay serves 
Abadi’s plan for a quiet exit from 
politics.

“Abadi’s insistence on the neutral 
character of Al-Hashed al-Shabbi 
spells disillusionment and the 
state’s inability to stand in their 
way,” said Ahmad al-Mahmoud, a 
senior researcher at the London-
based Iraqi opposition group 
Foreign Relations Bureau — Iraq 
(FRBI). Al-Hashed al-Shabbi is the 
PMF’s Arabic name.

If victory cannot be assigned to 
any one party, an emergency gov-
ernment headed by the incumbent 
prime minister may be formed, 
“keeping America’s preferred ruler 
seated,” Mahmoud added.

Though many are celebrating 
Iraq’s recovery from terrorism, 
these misguided premonitions fail 
to acknowledge the residual war 
Iraq remains struck by. If anything 
is clear, it is that Iraq is deep in 
the mud and that its upcoming 
parliamentary race is likely to be 
anything but cordial.

The rocky road to Iraq’s 2018 elections

Nazli Tarzi

PMF’s 
involvement will 
neither alleviate 
fears of electoral 
violence nor 
encourage voter 
turnout.

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

Iraqi forces 
resume assault 
on ISIS-held 
town of Hawija
London

I 

raqi forces resumed their as-
sault on the northern town of 
Hawija, one of the last bastions 
held by the Islamic State (ISIS). 
The operation came after ISIS 

released what it said was an audio 
recording of its leader, Abu Bakr 
al-Baghdadi, urging resistance, the 
first such release in nearly a year.

“The leaders of the Islamic State 
and its soldiers have realised that 
the path to… victory is to be patient 
and resist the infidels whatever 
their alliances,” said the voice in 
the recording, whose authenticity 
Washington said it had “no reason 
to doubt.”

Rumours have abounded about 
Baghdadi’s health and movements 
but his whereabouts have largely re-
mained unclear.

Since Baghdadi’s message to his 
followers last November, the terri-
tory the militants hold in the cross-
border caliphate he proclaimed in 
2014 has shrunk to a fraction of 
what it once was.

“A huge military operation has 
begun to liberate Hawija and its 
surrounding areas,” the operation’s 
commander, Lieutenant-General 
Abdel Amir Yarallah, said in a state-
ment.

Iraqi forces launched an offensive 
to retake the ISIS enclave around 
Hawija on September 21, swiftly tak-
ing the town of Sharqat on its sec-

ond day before pushing on towards 
Hawija itself.

Yarallah said the operation in-
volved the army, the federal police, 
counterterrorism units and the Rap-
id Intervention Force, as well as trib-
al volunteers and the paramilitary 
Popular Mobilisation Force (PMF), 
mainly made up of Iran-trained Shia 
militia.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Ab-
adi hailed the second phase of the 
operation to recapture the area.

“As we promised the sons of our 
country, we are going to liberate 
every inch of Iraqi land and crush 
the [ISIS] terrorist gangs,” Abadi 
said. “We are on the verge of a new 
victory to liberate the residents of 
these areas from those criminals.”

The Hawija enclave is one of two 
areas of Iraq still held by ISIS, along 
with a stretch of the Euphrates Val-
ley near the Syrian border that is 
also under attack.

Human Rights Watch condemned 
alleged abuses by paramilitary units 
fighting alongside Iraqi security 
forces to expel ISIS from Hawija.

“Right now, the Iraqi govern-
ment’s attitude seems to be ‘all 
hands on deck’ for these last battles 
against ISIS,” said HRW’s Middle 
East Director Sarah Leah Whitson. 
“While Iraqi forces do need all the 
help they can get, the government 
should not allow abusive forces to 
use this opportunity for even more 
abuse.”

Despite pledges to the contrary, 
Abadi was allowing the PMF “to 
play a more prominent role not only 

in the fighting but also in screening 
and detaining people during mili-
tary operations,” the rights watch-
dog said.

“Iraqi military forces are taking 
the law into their own hands, play-
ing judge, jury and executioner with 
captive ISIS suspects,” Whitson said.

HRW said it had documented cas-
es of screening and torture of sus-
pects from interviews with villagers 
displaced by the latest fighting to 
retake the northern city of Hawija.

Families had given accounts of 
how PMF units had detained and 
beaten male villagers and taken 
away four men from Sayhat Oth-
man, 42km north-west of Hawija, 
who had not been seen again, spark-
ing rumours they had been killed.

One of the men who had surren-
dered to Iraqi forces was an amputee 
in a wheelchair who had worked in 
the local mosque under ISIS “and co-
operated with the group while they 
were in control of the area,” HRW 

quoted family members as saying.
In Mosul, Iraqi forces discovered a 

mass grave west of the city contain-
ing dozens of bodies of ISIS fighters 
probably killed in an air strike, offi-
cials said.

“It’s the first mass grave of this 
kind to have been discovered” near 
Tal Afar, 70km west of Mosul, local 
official Abdelaal Abbas told Agence 
France-Presse.

Iraqi forces retook Mosul from 
ISIS in July and Tal Afar in late Au-
gust, three years after the militants 
overran the northern Iraqi cities.

“ISIS would throw the bodies of 
its fighters… in a deep pit 7 kilome-
tres north of Tal Afar,” Abbas said.

A security official in the wider 
Nineveh province, Mohammed 
Ibrahim al-Bayati, said “around 
40 bodies belonging to ISIS” were 
found in the pit.

The Arab Weekly staff and news 
agencies.

Right now, the Iraqi 
government’s attitude 
seems to be ‘all hands 
on deck’ for these last 
battles against ISIS.

HRW Middle East Director 
Sarah Leah Whitson

Second phase. Iraqi forces flash the victory sign as they advance to recapture the ISIS stronghold of 
Hawija, on September 23.                                                                                                                                              (AFP)
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H 

uman Rights Watch 
(HRW) has called on 
Qatar to introduce 
laws to protect mi-
grant workers, particu-

larly from the country’s scorching  
heat.

“Qatari authorities should adopt 
and enforce adequate restrictions 
on outdoor work to protect the 
lives of migrant construction work-
ers who are at risk from working in 
the country’s intense heat and hu-
midity,” an HRW report said.

“The Qatari authorities’ fail-
ure to put in place the most ba-
sic protection from the heat,  
their decision to ignore recom-
mendations that they investigate 
worker deaths and their refusal to 
release data on these deaths, con-
stitute a wilful abdication of re-
sponsibility.”

The report followed an incident 
in which a Nepalese migrant work-
er was fired from his construction 
job after talking to a UN delegation 
investigating migrant worker con-
ditions.    

Agence France-Presse said the 
incident happened in March 2016 
and led to the worker’s firing and 
deportation after he told the del-
egation about unpaid wages and 
his employer confiscating his pass-
port.

The UN’s International Labour 
Organisation (ILO) said it would in-
vestigate the matter.

“The ILO has been following 
closely this case and continues to 
do so with a view to ensuring that 
the rights of this Nepalese worker 
are fully respected and protected,” 
said Corinne Vargha, director of 
the ILO’s International Labour 
Standards Department.

HRW called for transparency 
from Qatari authorities regarding 
deaths of migrant workers. The 
report said transparency issues 
made it difficult to assess wheth-
er the extreme weather condi-
tions were a factor in the workers’ 
deaths.

“A 2014 report that the Qatari 

government commissioned from 
the international law firm DLA Pip-
er noted that the number of worker 
deaths in Qatar attributed to cardi-
ac arrest, a general term that does 
not specify cause of death, was 
‘seemingly high,’” HRW said.

The report said Qatar failed to 
implement two of the law firm’s 
recommendations: Introducing 
laws allowing autopsies in cases of 
unexpected or sudden deaths and 
to commission an independent 
study into the number of migrant 
worker deaths attributed to cardiac 
arrests.

Al-Rayah, a Qatari newspaper, 
carried a statement from the coun-
try’s Supreme Committee for De-
livery and Legacy stating: “Doha 
acknowledges the concerns raised 
by the watchdog” and that it was 
“committed to promoting and 
protecting the welfare, health and 
safety of all workers.” The state-
ment did not address HRW’s main 
concerns.

Qatar’s road to hosting the 2022 
FIFA World Cup and its relationship 
with FIFA have been controversial 
since it won hosting duties in 2010. 
Pressure on Qatar increased in 2013 
when Britain’s Guardian newspa-
per said dozens of Nepalese had 
died while working on World Cup-
related projects. Qatari and Nepali 
officials denied the report.

In 2014 Britain’s Sunday Times 
newspaper alleged former FIFA 
Executive Committee member Mo-
hamed bin Hammam, a Qatari who 
was president of the Asian Football 
Confederation, lobbied on behalf 
of his country for the 2022 rights, 
paying millions of dollars in cash, 
gifts and junkets, especially to Af-
rican officials.

Qatar is also involved in a dis-
pute with Saudi Arabia, the United 
Arab Emirates, Bahrain and Egypt, 
which have cut ties with Doha, in-
cluding travel routes important to 
Qatar’s economy, compounding 
Doha’s World Cup financing issues.

Contrary to pledges, Qatar’s 
alleged mistreatment of 
migrant workers continues

Al Jazeera is accused 
of broadcasting 
unfiltered ISIS 
propaganda in news 
reports and 
documentaries.

London

A 

rab countries have called 
British broadcast regula-
tor Ofcom to investigate 
whether the Qatari-
owned Al Jazeera media 

network infringes domestic or Eu-
ropean broadcasting laws through 
its broadcast of “inflammatory” 
material.

A joint letter from the Saudi, 
Egyptian, UAE and Bahraini am-
bassadors to the United Kingdom 
accused Ofcom of granting “global 
credibility” to Al Jazeera. Saudi 
Arabia, Egypt, the United Arab 
Emirates and Bahrain make up the 
quartet leading a boycott against 
Qatar

The quartet warned that Ofcom’s 
licensing of Al Jazeera English pro-
vided the media company’s wider 
network, particularly Al Jazeera 
Arabic, with a false sense of legiti-
macy.

“Al Jazeera Arabic benefits from 
Al Jazeera English’s credibility by 
associations, despite the fact that 

Al Jazeera Arabic is not licensed or 
currently regulated in the United 
Kingdom or any European Un-
ion member state,” said the letter, 
which was also signed by Arab jour-
nalist associations.

“Al Jazeera Media Network’s re-
peated statements seek to give the 
impression or, at least gave the mis-
leading impression, that all of its 
channels are licensed and regulated 
by Ofcom or that they comply with 
the standards of the Ofcom Code.”

The Ofcom Broadcasting Code 
explicitly bans content that is “like-
ly to encourage or incite the com-
mission of crime or to lead to dis-
order,” including direct or indirect 
calls to criminal action or disorder, 
material promoting or encourag-
ing engagement in terrorism or any 

form of crime or disorder and “hate 
speech,” which is likely to encour-
age criminal activity or lead to dis-
order.

Ofcom said that it could not con-
sider allegations against Al Jazeera 
Arabic, given that the channel is 
registered abroad. “Al Jazeera Ara-
bic is not licensed in the UK, so is 
not subject to our broadcasting 
rules but we have passed this letter 
of complaint to the media regulator 
in Italy, where the channel holds a 
licence, for urgent consideration,” 
an Ofcom spokeswoman said.

Ofcom is reviewing an Al Jazeera 
English documentary broadcast 
this year looking into the influence 
of pro-Israeli lobby groups in the 
United Kingdom.

“We are investigating whether 
this programme complied with 
our rules on due impartiality and 
offence and whether it materially 
misled the audience,” Ofcom said 
in March.

The quartet rejected claims that 
Al Jazeera English and Al Jazeera 
Arabic pursued different editorial 
lines, saying the Al Jazeera brand as 
a whole was at fault.

“Al Jazeera Media Networks’ Act-

ing Director-General Mostefa Souag 
made a number of statements 
claiming that Al Jazeera English’s 
and Al Jazeera Arabic’s editorial 
line is the same,” the letter said.

The letter also included instances 
in which Al Jazeera Arabic coverage 
would have failed to meet Europe-
an broadcast regulations.

The quartet explicitly accused Al 
Jazeera of providing “positive or 
sympathetic” coverage of the Is-
lamic State (ISIS), including an edi-
torial tone that depicted the group 
as an “organisation” rather than a 
terrorist group.

It accused the channel of broad-
casting unfiltered ISIS propaganda 
in news reports and documenta-
ries, including the unedited broad-
cast of a 15-second message from an 
ISIS spokesman.

“This statement called for at-
tacks to be carried out against non-
Muslims and called on individuals 
to isolate Americans, the French or 
their allies and ‘hit his head with a 
stone, or slaughter him with a knife 
or run over him with a car or throw 
him from a high building” if they 
were “unable to obtain a [bomb] or 
bullet,” the quartet said.

The letter mentioned the broad-
cast of the death of an Egyptian 
soldier killed by ISIS in Sinai. “Al Ja-
zeera Arabic also chose to broadcast 
the moment of death of an Egyp-
tian soldier shot by an ISIS sniper 
and filmed by ISIS and say that ‘the 
organisation [ISIS] considered their 
targets easy.’”

This is the second time in four 
months that Al Jazeera has faced 
criticism of its journalistic eth-
ics. Former Al Jazeera employees 
Mohamed Fahmy and Mohamed 
Fawzy started “Al Jazeera On Trial” 
website in June, which they said 
would document a multimillion-
dollar lawsuit they filed against Al 
Jazeera.

“Just as we expect governments 
to abide by basic human rights, we 
also expect news outlets like Al Ja-
zeera to respect the ethics of jour-
nalism, stop endangering the lives 
of its staff and refrain from sponsor-
ing groups like the Muslim Brother-
hood, [Jabhat] al-Nusra — an affili-
ate of al-Qaeda — and other terrorist 
groups,” Fahmy said in June.

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

Arab quartet call on Ofcom to look into Al Jazeera’s content
Mahmud el-Shafey

London 

N 

early two dozen 
members of a branch 
of the Qatari ruling 
family have been 
arrested since June 

when the crisis between Doha 
and its Gulf neighbours erupted, 
French weekly Le Point report-
ed.

The magazine interviewed a 
French detainee, jailed in Doha, 
who said at least 20 members of 
the Bin Ali branch of Qatar’s rul-
ing al-Thani dynasty had been 
detained in recent months and 
some said their health was dete-
riorating.

Le Point, quoting French busi-
nessman Jean-Pierre Marongiu, 
said the arrests were ordered by 
Qatari Emir Sheikh Tamim bin 
Hamad al-Thani. The prisoners 
told the French businessman 
they were jailed because they 
disagreed with the current rulers 
and support the Arab quartet, 
which is boycotting Qatar.

Marongiu, who has been in 
prison for four years on charges 
of passing a bad cheque, named 
four of the Qatari detainees, all 
members of the Bin Ali branch. 
Others refused to give their 
names for fear of reprisals.

The arrests reportedly in-
creased after June 5, when Saudi 
Arabia, the United Arab Emir-
ates, Egypt and Bahrain broke 
ties with Doha.

The Bin Alis, Le Point report-
ed, are suspected of harbour-
ing “pro-Saudi propensities.” 
Suspicions apparently grew af-
ter Sheikh Abdullah bin Ali bin 
Abdullah bin Jassem al-Thani, 
a prominent member of the Bin 
Ali branch, helped facilitate the 
pilgrimage of Qataris to Mecca.

Sheikh Abdullah is the brother 
of Sheikh Ahmed bin Ali al-Tha-
ni, who was overthrown in 1972 
by a cousin, Sheikh Khalifa bin 
Hamad al-Thani, the grandfather 
of Sheikh Tamim.

Sheikh Abdullah’s branch of 
the al-Thani family considers it-
self better positioned and more 
entitled to rule Qatar than the 
branch of Sheikh Tamim.

Arrests 
within Qatar’s 
ruling family 
reported

The ILO has been 
following closely this case 
and continues to do so 
with a view to ensuring 
that the rights of this 
Nepalese worker are fully 
respected and protected.

Corinne Vargha, director
of the ILO’s International
Labour Standards Department

Mohammed Alkhereiji

At risk. Foreign labourers walk back to 
their accommodation at the Ezdan 40 
compound after finishing work in Doha’s 
Al-Wakrah southern suburbs.                 (AFP)
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T
he World Bank report, “Beyond 
Scarcity: Water Security in the Middle 
East and North Africa,” is a timely 
reminder of the water crisis in the 
region.

Unless strategic and stringent action 
is taken, the MENA region, the most 

water-scarce in the world, will become drier and 
more parched. It may literally thirst for water by 
2050, when its population will have doubled to 
600 million.

All is not lost, however. The situation is dire but 
a combination of technology, policy and manage-
ment can convert water scarcity into security, the 
report said. The time to start is now.

Consider the regional state of affairs with 
respect to water: More than 60% of the population 
lives in areas with high or very high surface water 
stress, compared with a global average of about 
35%. More than 70% of the region’s economic 
value is generated in water-stressed areas, 
compared with a global average of 22%.

Rather than recycle wastewater, more than half 
of that collected in the region is returned to the 
environment untreated. Regional food supply 
chains cause more freshwater losses than almost 
anywhere else in the world. Many countries in the 
region draw unsustainable amounts of water from 
rivers and aquifers, degrading an irreplaceable 
resource base.

Add to that the world’s lowest water tariffs and 
the doleful picture is complete.

High water subsidies make for unregulated 
usage. Infrastructural inadequacies — leaky pipes 
and broken water mains — mean a lot of water 
literally goes down the drain. The failure to create 
a culture of conservation as well as to incentivise 
efficient use means that people don’t realise the 
true value of a dwindling resource.

Ignoring the issue is not an option. The inherent 
danger of the situation goes beyond lengthening 
droughts and increased desertification. Water 
supplies could become a weapon of war. Feuding 
countries and feuding regions within countries 
could deploy the threat to turn off water flows. 
Just recently, officials in southern Libya threat-
ened Tripoli with exactly that.

All is not lost, however, as the World Bank 
report makes clear. The region has had successes. 
In Jordan and Tunisia, wastewater is being safely 
recycled for irrigation and for managed aquifer 
recharge. The region has clocked up, as the report 
said, “one of the best performances globally in 
terms of increasing access to improved water 
supply and sanitation since 1990” though conflict 
has reversed progress in many countries.

With new technologies, new policies and, most 
of all, a new commitment to water security, the 
region can chart a sustainable course. It will, 
however, require strategic action.

The World Bank suggested three crucial strands 
of activity. Building political will by tapping 
existing regional networks of public officials such 
as the programmes and councils supported by the 
League of Arab States and the United Nations’ 
Food and Agricultural Organisation; creating 
private-public partnerships and participating in 
regional exchanges such as the Arab Countries 
Water Utility Association; and, finally, harnessing 
civil society to raise awareness and spread the 
word.

The water wars can yet be won.

The region’s water crisis

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

The Kurds are redrawing
the region’s map

T
he Kurds had their 
independence refer-
endum. Granted, it 
was a historic moment 
in the Middle East 
but it doesn’t mean 
that the independent 

Kurdish state will see the light any 
time soon. The road ahead is very 
difficult, if not impossible.

However, I guess the Kurds 
thought the referendum would 
give them leverage in their 
negotiations with the central 
government in Baghdad, assuming 
there is someone in Baghdad who 
wants to negotiate with them.

Before the referendum, it was 
difficult to imagine that Kurdistan 
Regional Government (KRG) 
President Masoud Barzani could 
withstand the pressure exerted on 
him to delay the referendum but 
withstand he did, even though he 
had to make concessions regard-
ing the thorny case of Kirkuk.

Barzani insisted that the 
referendum “was the first step for 
a people longing for independ-
ence” and had nothing to do with 
fixing the borders of the Kurdish 
state but where would Kirkuk be if 
Kurdistan becomes a state?

Looking at the parties that 
exerted tremendous pressure on 
Barzani to have delay the referen-
dum, we realise how difficult it 
must have been for the Kurdish 
president to maintain the referen-
dum date.

Turkey’s opposition to the 
referendum cannot be ignored, 
especially when Ankara explicitly 
called the referendum a threat to 
its national security. The pressure 
from Iran must have been tough to 
resist, as it implicitly signalled the 
danger of a confrontation between 
Iran-backed militias of the Popular 
Mobilisation Forces and Kurdish 
peshmerga.

The most difficult opposition to 
ignore, however, must have been 
the US administration’s. The 
United States must have had a 
hand in getting the UN Security 
Council to condemn the Kurdish 
referendum but the Trump 

administration lacks a clear 
strategy for the Middle East.

Barzani could have chosen to 
bide his time and wait for the 
opportune moment to push for 
Kurdish independence but he 
didn’t. He really had no choice but 
to go ahead with the referendum. 
For one, backing away from the 
referendum would have spelled 
political suicide for him person-
ally and his entire clan. Second, it 
wasn’t clear whether there would 
be another chance for such a 
referendum, for which Barzani 
had meticulously set the stage.

Three days before the referen-
dum, Barzani spoke in Erbil and 
insisted there would be no backing 
away from the referendum. He 
demonstrated a great deal of logic, 
persistence and coherence with 
his position despite concealing the 
many shortcomings in his pro-
gramme and the thorny question 
of Kirkuk in particular.

Barzani made a strong argument 
in favour of the referendum. He 
pointed out that none of the 
parties opposed to the referendum 
had given a logical reason for 
delaying it. He raised many 
pointed questions. For example, if 
the referendum were delayed, 
should the Kurds wait for new 
developments to ask for their 
independence again? What are 
those new developments that 
would make it possible for 
regional and global powers to 
agree to a referendum in Kurdis-
tan? Can anyone offer a new date 
for the referendum?

The simple truth of the matter is 
that, in the current Iraqi context, 
the opponents of the referendum 
had no alternative to offer the 
Kurds, other than calling for the 
delay of the referendum. Worse, 
some parties advanced Iraq’s unity 
as an argument in favour of the 
delay, knowing that this so-called 
unity has become a joke. For all 
practical purposes, Iraq crumbled 
the day the US forces in effect 
handed it on a silver platter to 
Iran. If anything, that experience 
showed that Iraqi-style power 

sharing is a doomed experiment.
In post-2003 Iraq, sectarian 

militias backed by Iran gradually 
took control of a much-weakened 
state. These militias mutated into 
the Popular Mobilisation Forces 
(PMF) and, for all practical 
purposes, have replaced the Iraqi 
military. The venerable Iraqi Army 
has no future as long as the PMF is 
in control, just like the case of the 
Iranian Army and the omnipotent 
Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps in Iran.

The Kurds, of course, could not 
find their place in the religious 
regime placed in Iraq by Iran, just 
like they could not find a place 
under the Ba’ath regime of 
Saddam Hussein. Although there 
are occasional signs of resistance 
to Iranian hegemony from Iraqi 
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi, 
Muqtada al-Sadr or Ammar 
al-Hakim, the end of the tunnel in 
Iraq is receding rather than 
approaching.

In the end, the Kurds had no 
choice but to move forward with 
their dream of independence. 
Given the aftershocks of the 
devastating political earthquake 
caused by the George W. Bush 
administration in Iraq, the Kurds 
weren’t sure they would ever have 
an independent state.

The Kurds are not only creating 
a new reality in Iraq, they are 
forcefully redrawing the region’s 
political map. An independent 
Kurdish state is no easy matter but 
at the same time the reasons given 
by Abadi for refusing secession 
are also baseless and unrealistic. 
Ironically, Abadi spoke of corrup-
tion in Kurdistan but conveniently 
forgot the festering corruption in 
Iraq.

In truth, the problem is that 
neither Abadi nor Nuri al-Maliki 
before him could come up with a 
convincing blueprint for a 
confederate state in Iraq. If it is 
accepted that the Kurdistan 
region’s experiment failed, that 
failure is nothing compared to the 
humongous failure called post-
2003 Iraq.

Editorial

is a Lebanese writer.
Khairallah Khairallah
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are also 
baseless and 
unrealistic. 

The Arab Weekly 
at Washington’s 
National Press Club

Washington

W 

ashington’s National Press Club, which 
has been a hub of the US media and 
journalism community since 1909, was 
the venue of The Arab Weekly’s first 
promotional event in the US capital.

The event, which included a reception hosted by 
Oussama Romdhani, The Arab Weekly’s editor-in-chief, 
on September 28, was attended by representatives of 
the US and Arab media.

Since March 2015, The Arab Weekly has published a 
US edition, which is widely distributed to US policy-
makers, academics and leaders.

Ibrahim Zobeidi, publisher of the US edition, also 
attended the reception, along with Mohamed al-Houni, 
general manager of Al Arab Publishing House, the par-
ent company of The Arab Weekly.

Romdhani offered those in attendance a brief back-
ground on the history and goals of The Arab Weekly 
and its unique role as an independent media outlet of-
fering readers analysis and commentary on the Middle 
East and North Africa.

The Arab Weekly also publishes British and Gulf edi-
tions.

Mark Habeeb
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is an Arab Weekly contributor in Abu Dhabi.
Michael Jabri-Pickett

Mark Habeeb

Trump enjoys playing 
a dangerous game

The Middle East and North
Africa region needs heroes

U 

S President Donald 
Trump is addicted to 
the game of “chick-
en.” In game theory, 
“chicken” is the 
game in which two 

people drive automobiles towards 
each other on a collision course. 
The driver who swerves out of the 
way before the other is deemed a 
“chicken” — a coward. The chicken 
loses face and is humiliated. The 
driver who doesn’t swerve is the 
victor.

If neither driver swerves, how-
ever, there is a collision that is 
calamitous for both sides.

The key to winning “chicken” is 
to convince the other driver that 
you are serious about not swerving. 
One way to do this is to put your 
credibility on the line. During the 
Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962, US 
President John F. Kennedy went 
on national television to announce 
that the Soviets had placed missiles 
in Cuba and demand that they re-
move them. If he had backed down 
to Moscow, he would have been 
finished politically.

Another way to convince the 
other side you are serious is to act 
a little, well, crazy. Even though a 
collision is in neither side’s inter-
est, you act as if you are willing to 
suffer the consequences of a crash 
no matter how bad those conse-
quences may be. North Korea’s Kim 
Jong-un is skilled at this art.

Trump’s threats to effectively 
pull out of the nuclear agreement 
with Iran by decertifying Iranian 
compliance is one of the many 

games of “chicken” the US presi-
dent is engaged in. “Chicken” is by 
nature a dangerous game. In the 
case of the Iran deal, it is a reckless 
one as well.

If the goal of Trump’s threats is 
to get Iran to swerve, he has never 
clearly defined what that means. By 
all analyses — including by the US 
State Department — Iran remains in 
compliance with the terms of the 
agreement, so there is no behaviour 
in that realm that Tehran is being 
asked to swerve from.

Iran undoubtedly is active in 
several regional crises in ways that 
counter US interests, so perhaps 
this is where Trump wants to see 
a swerve. The nuclear agreement, 
however, was strictly limited to 
that one issue. The Iranian lead-
ership and the powerful Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps have 
huge stakes in Iraq, Syria and Leba-
non. It is unlikely they will swerve 
by reducing their involvement in 
those countries.

The most reckless mistake 
Trump is making is failing to 
understand that, if Iran does not 
swerve, the resulting calamity 
would be far more damaging to the 
United States than to Iran. If Trump 
fulfils his threat to decertify Iran, a 
move that could start a process in 
which the US Congress reimposes 
sanctions on Tehran, he will, in 
effect, be launching a new game of 
“chicken” but this game would be 
against Europe and the other signa-
tories to the nuclear agreement.

If Iran remains in compliance 
with the agreement’s terms, Eu-

ropeans will not reimpose sanc-
tions, even if the United States 
does. European businesses would 
continue to explore opportunities 
in Iran without competition from 
US businesses.

If Trump and the Congress were 
to impose secondary sanctions 
against European companies that 
do business with Iran, they would 
only create further bitterness 
between the United States and its 
traditional allies.

Daniel Serwer, a former US diplo-
mat who teaches conflict resolution 
at Johns Hopkins University, wrote 
recently: “It is hard to see how our 
traditional allies will continue to 
support us on many issues if the 
administration makes the mistake 
of undermining the [Iran deal].”

If, on the other hand, Iran were 
to react to Trump’s decertification 

by reneging on the agreement, 
Tehran would be free to initiate 
a crash programme to develop 
nuclear weapons within one or two 
years. This could provoke an Israeli 
or joint US-Israeli military strike, 
with unimaginable but certainly 
destructive regional consequences.

In April 2016, when the prospect 
of Trump occupying the White 
House seemed laughable, Deepak 
Malhotra and Jonathan Powell 
wrote an article in the Harvard 
Business Review titled “What 
Donald Trump Doesn’t Understand 
About Negotiation,” in which they 
noted the profound difference 
between “buying real estate” and 
“ending wars, building coalitions, 
structuring global agreements and 
balancing military and diplomatic 
leverage.”

Their prescient conclusion: “The 
Donald Trump approach to negotia-
tion would be not only ineffective 
but also disastrous.”

The best that can be hoped for 
is that Trump performs one of his 
quiet cave-ins.

If wiser voices, including those of 
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson and 
Secretary of Defence James Mattis, 
prevail, Trump will not decertify 
Iran. He will, instead, create a 
distracting uproar over something 
such as criticising US athletes, 
praising Nazis, insulting Congress 
or a cabinet member or firing Rob-
ert Mueller — anything, really — so 
the world loses sight of the fact that 
his boastful threats were empty.

The world, however, would be a 
safer place if Trump swerves.

T
he Middle East is 
losing its youth but 
an old-fashioned 
comic book super-
hero could soon 
save the day.

An Emirati 
recently said his country is 
“lacking in heroes.” Sheikh 
Zayed is considered the “hero 
of heroes,” this 38-year-old, 
Abu Dhabi-based, father of six 
said. In 2018, the United Arab 
Emirates will celebrate the Year 
of Zayed. It will be the 100th 
anniversary of the UAE found-
ing father’s birth.

It has also been 13 years since 
the country’s first president 
died, which raises the ques-
tion: Where are the region’s 
modern heroes to lead the 
youth of today?

The Middle East and North 
Africa region needs to get its 
young people believing in 
themselves before it’s too late. 
The moment to inspire this 
target audience is now.

A study conducted from 
1990-2015 by the University of 
Washington’s Institute for 
Health Metrics and Evaluation 
(IHME) said the number of 
suicides in Muslim countries 
has never been higher. The 
data indicated a 100% increase 
in suicides during the 25-year 
period, compared to a rise of 
19% in the rest of the world.

“Intractable and endemic 
violence is creating a lost 
generation of children and 
young adults,” said lead author 
Ali Mokdad, director for Middle 
Eastern Initiatives at the IHME. 
“The future of the Middle East 
is grim unless we can find a 
way to bring stability to the 
region.”

In a November 2016 report, 
the United Nations said people 
aged 15-29 accounted for 30% 
of the population of MENA — 
about 105 million people — and 
that 60% of the population is 
younger than 30.

Sheikh Mohammed bin 
Rashid al-Maktoum, UAE 
vice-president, prime minister 
and ruler of Dubai; and Sheikh 
Mohammed bin Zayed al-
Nahyan, crown prince of Abu 
Dhabi, on August 12 sent a 
message to the Emirati youth 
to mark International Youth 
Day, telling them: “We want to 
tell you that you are the hope… 
you are the future.”

This youthful region is not 
just fighting to save itself; it 
must also change global 
perceptions. For good or for 
bad, MENA must care what 
people around the world think 
about it. Public relations is an 
important part of any success 
story and, if this region is to 
thrive, it needs home-grown 
heroes who are transferrable 

and recognisable to people 
outside the Middle East. A boy 
in California or a girl in London 
must see attractive qualities in 
these MENA heroes because 
this is what will help break 
down prejudicial stereotypes.

The West spread its brand of 
principles — at least in part — 
through its DC and Marvel 
comic book and film charac-
ters. These figures have 
become a key part of the 
“truth, justice and the Ameri-
can way” story.

This is the true potential of 
soft power: Create the story 
and own the narrative. Dis-
seminate the message in a 
manner that is easily digestible 
and less-than obvious. Fans 
believe in the power of Super-
man (altruism, independence, 
determination to stick to his 
principles) because his more 
obvious abilities (X-ray vision, 
flying, bending steel with his 
bare hands) are somehow more 
understandable and acceptable 
than his inner strength.

Certainly, heroes can be 
presidents but they can also be 
mothers and fathers, teachers 
and coaches. They can even be 
mythical figures, which are 
essential to attract today’s 
younger — and more media-
exposed — generation.

In 2006, Naif al-Mutawa, a 
Kuwaiti and licensed psycholo-

gist in New York, launched the 
comic book THE 99 (with the 
approval of the Ministry of 
Information). The comic book 
includes superheroes with 
special powers — such as gener-
osity and wisdom — based on 
the 99 attributes of Allah.

Now the MENA region may 
soon have a new hero for a new 
age.

Antar the Black Knight (also 
known as Antarah ibn 
Shaddad) is one of the great 
figures in ancient Arabic 
poetry, and American comic 
book publisher IDW Publishing 
is to introduce this regionally 
relevant hero in 2018. At 
Comic-Con International in San 
Diego this year, there was a 
panel discussion titled: “Antar: 
A Hero from the Middle East 
for the Modern Era.”

The Middle East needs more 
of these types of popular 
figures who can transcend 
nationalism and religion. After 
all, MENA is made up of more 
than a dozen countries as well 
as Muslims, Jews, Christians 
and Druze. The region needs 
not just politicians, sheikhs 
and spiritual leaders but 
heroes. The region, which is 
killing itself in record numbers, 
also needs men and women 
who can unite the youth and 
instil that greatest of heroic 
qualities: Hope.
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Trump’s threats to 
effectively pull out 
of the nuclear 
agreement with 
Iran is one of the 
many games of 
“chicken” the US 
president is 
engaged in.
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Iran manoeuvres for share 
of Syria’s territorial spoils 
Beirut

W 

hen the Syrian war 
started in 2011, 
none of the regional 
stakeholders, except 
Turkey, were eyeing 

Idlib, a sleepy agricultural town in 
north-western Syria, famed for its 
olive and soap production. Larger 
more politically important cities 
were on everybody’s radar at the 
time, like Damascus, Aleppo or Lata-
kia on the Syrian coast.

The Iranians paid little attention 
to Idlib, seeing it as geographically 
separate from their ambitious pro-
gramme in Syria, which focused on 
Damascus, the Qalamoun Mountains 
adjacent to Lebanon, the Syrian 
coastal cities and the Damascus-Bei-
rut Highway.

Two Shia towns north of Idlib were 
far more important for Tehran than 
Idlib itself. As a result, not a finger 
was lifted to save the city from the 
armed Syrian opposition, which 
came marching in — with Turkish 
backing — in mid-2015. This was six 
months before the Russian military 
involvement, when a series of im-
portant cities, including Jisr al-Shug-
hour in Idlib governorate, Idlib itself, 
most of Deir ez-Zor and Palmyra in 
the Syrian desert, fell out of govern-
ment control.

Two years later, much of that has 
changed. Iran realised that it was 
being squeezed out from northern 
Syrian and aggressively demanded a 
bigger role in Idlib. Everything west 
of the Euphrates was falling into the 
US-backed Kurdish sector of Syria, 
where Iran had absolutely no say, 
while territory west of the river was 
firmly in the hands of Russia, in-
cluding, of course, the Syrian coast, 
home of the Hmeimim Air Base.

Turkey carved out a clearly de-

fined Kurdish-free border zone for 
itself, which included Jarabulus, 
Azaz and al-Bab. While the Islamic 
State (ISIS) remained in control of 
Deir ez-Zor, its Mayadin countryside 
and Abu Kamal, Iran had to settle 
for neighbourhoods in Damascus 
and dispersed chunks of influence 
scattered around Syria but not a sin-
gle city fell under its jurisdiction, 
although it had provided the lion’s 
share of government support before 
the Russians came in back in 2015.

Idlib was squarely in the hands 
of the Turkey-backed Islamic re-
bels and was quickly turning into a 
Taliban-like failed state, run by an 
assortment of jihadist groups that 
included Ahrar al-Sham and Jabhat 
al-Nusra.

The Russians were obviously 
transforming it into a dumping lot 
for jihadist rebels captured from bat-
tlefields across the country, allow-
ing them to leave safely with their 
light arms, then looping them into 
one radicalised, defeated and law-
less city, hoping to march in one day 
and eradicate them with one blow. 
Whenever they tried to advance on 
Idlib, government troops were asked 
by Moscow to wait.

That idea fizzled in May, when 
Idlib was included in the “de-con-
flict” zones of the Astana process, 
next to north of Homs and south of 
Damascus. Iran immediately asked 
to send troops to monitor the pro-
posed ceasefire in Idlib, like those 
deployed by the Russians to south-
ern Syria and to al-Ghouta, the agri-
cultural belt surrounding Damascus. 
That suggestion was rejected by top 
opposition negotiator Mohammed 
Alloush who, instead, requested 
peacemakers from Turkey for both 
Idlib and al-Ghouta.

That was vetoed by Damascus 
until Tehran came up with its own 
Plan B in September. The idea put 
forth was to allow the Turks to han-
dle Idlib single-handedly and, in 

exchange, Ankara would back an ex-
panded Iranian role in the Damascus 
countryside.

Tehran, of course, was making the 
Syrian opposition and Turkey an of-
fer they couldn’t but refuse. Iran 
was already actively involved in 
planning the resettlement of 20,000 
Shias from Kefraya and Foua in the 
Idlib countryside to Madaya and 
Zabadani in the north-western sub-
urbs of Damascus.

In exchange for abandoning Idlib, 

Iran could, in principal, settle more 
Shias in Yelda, Babila and Beit Sa-
hem, villages west of Damascus. As 
the lesser of two evils, the opposi-
tion and Turkey settled for co-shar-
ing Idlib with Tehran.

The agreement calls for sending a 
combined Russian-Iranian force of 
1,000 peacekeepers to Idlib and an 
additional 500 from Turkey. Addi-
tionally, however, the Turks would 
send 4,000-5,000 Syrian proxies into 
the war-torn city, aimed solely at 
crushing and expelling Jabhat Fateh 
al-Sham (formerly Jabhat al-Nusra).

Once that is accomplished, the mi-
litia would transform into a police 
force and run the city with an assort-
ment of power sharers, including the 
Syrian Army

A new militia has been established 
for the job and it goes by the name 
of the United Syrian Army. It is very 
similar in structure to Operation Eu-
phrates Shield that was created in 
the summer of 2016, charged with 
overrunning the three cities on the 
Syrian-Turkish border, which were 
in the hands of ISIS. On paper, this 
sounds like a good idea, prompting 
Russian President Vladimir Putin to 
remark from Ankara, after meeting 
with Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan, that the “de facto condi-
tions” needed to end Syria’s war 
“have been achieved.”

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

T 

urkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
announced that his 
country would deploy 
troops into Syria’s 
north-western gov-

ernorate of Idlib as part of the 
de-escalation zone agreement 
reached with Russia and Iran.

Turkey and Russia are expected 
to lead a military operation in 
Idlib, which borders Turkey’s 
Hatay province, to eliminate al-
Qaeda extremists in the Syrian 
governorate. Erdogan said the 
military plan is a joint operation 
in Idlib between the Russians and 
the Turks. “Russians are main-
taining security outside Idlib and 
Turkey will maintain the security 
inside Idlib,” he said.

Idlib is almost completely 
controlled by rebels and Islamist 
jihadists groups, including al-Qae-
da-linked Hayat Tahrir al-Sham 
(HTS). While the two are driven 
by different geopolitical motives, 
Turkey and Russia both gain from 
their cooperation on Idlib.

Multiple reports suggested that 
Russia and Turkey were planning 
on dividing the Idlib governorate 
into three areas of influence. The 
first is the northern part, or the 
Turkish influence region, south 
of the Turkish border, where 
Turkish armed forces and Free 
Syrian Army (FSA) rebels would 
be stationed. Another is the 

southern part of Idlib, or the 
Russian influence region, which 

would witness deployment of 

Russian military police. In both 
parts, the Turks and the Russians 
would fight to push HTS towards a 
third part, between the two other 
regions, where the jihadists would 
likely face their fate.

While Turkey and Russia clearly 
have divergent interests in Idlib, 
the agreement would likely serve 
their short-term ones for the 
north-west region.

For Russia, de-escalating vio-
lence in the southern part of Idlib 
would benefit its ally in Damascus 
by pushing rebels towards the 
north and cementing a secure 
buffer line that would shield the 
Assad regime’s heartland in the 
coastal region from any rebel of-
fensives.

The Turks’ position in Idlib is 
more complex. Ankara’s pri-
orities for northern Syria are 
seemingly centred on securing 
Turkey’s southern border with 
Idlib, consolidating the presence 
of Turkey-friendly FSA rebels at 
border crossings while containing 
Kurdish expansion.

Going this direction would likely 
serve Turkey’s long-term objec-
tives of preventing the establish-
ment of a Kurdish state on its 
southern border. However, the 
Turkish agenda for Idlib would not 
necessarily go free of challenges.

In northern Syria, Ankara sup-
ports many FSA groups, mounting 
to as many as 50 factions that have 
fought with the Turkish Army in 
the 216-day military incursion it 
launched into the north last year. 

Erdogan’s priority in northern 
Syria is to weaken the standing 
of the US-backed Syrian Kurdish 
force, the People’s Protection Units 
(YPG).

While the Arab rebels are inter-
ested in countering YPG expan-
sion, their main concern is fighting 
the Assad regime. Ankara shifted 
the priorities of northern rebels 
last year to align with its own. 
However, this may not be the case 
for long, especially with apparent 
Turkish rapprochement with Rus-
sia and Iran, backers of the Assad 
regime and enemies of Syria’s 
Arab rebels.

Turkey is not as interested as 
it used to be in leading regime 
change in Syria or in supporting 
the rebels in a way that would 
hurt its national security goals. 
With the Trump administration 
suspending the US aid programme 
to the FSA, Syrian rebels are left 
with few options. Their opera-
tional capacity may continue to be 
limited in northern Syria and they 
are marooned to cling on Turkey’s 
ability to make deals with interna-
tional powers.

However, the relationship 
between Turkey and Arab rebels 
remains, to some extent, mutu-
ally beneficial. Since August of 
last year, Ankara has been heavily 
involved in solidifying local Arab 
governance in the north.

Going forward after Idlib, Tur-
key seems intent on linking the 
area it helped FSA rebels capture 
last year, which includes al-Bab 

and Azaz, known as the Euphrates 
Shield region, with the aspired 
northern Idlib pocket. What is 
between these two regions is the 
YPG-held Afrin enclave in north-
western Aleppo governorate.

Ankara’s vision most likely 
includes the capturing of Afrin. 
During the Euphrates Shield 
operation, which was said to 
be completed in March, Turkey 
prevented the YPG from connect-
ing its Afrin enclave with the rest 
of its controlled territory in the 
north-east.

However, if Turkey goes towards 
Afrin, it risks clashing with Rus-
sian troops, who were reportedly 
deployed to the Kurdish enclave in 
March. It is unknown whether the 
agreement between Ankara and 
Moscow includes Russia hand-
ing over Afrin in exchange for 
southern Idlib. What is clear is that 
Ankara finds Moscow more ame-
nable to work with than the United 
States, which antagonised Turkey 
by continuing to support the YPG.

It is likely that Turkey and 
Russia will cooperate in the Idlib 
de-escalation agreement. What 
is after Idlib is yet to be seen. 
The prospect of Russian-Turkish 
cooperation in northern Syria is 
dependent on whether Moscow 
can be flexible enough to drop its 
support of the YPG.

How the Idlib agreement will be 
implemented is highly significant 
for Turkish involvement in the 
Syria war and for the future of 
northern Syria.

Turkey’s calculus in Idlib

Abdulrahman al-Masri

The relationship 
between Turkey 
and Arab rebels 
remains, to some 
extent, mutually 
beneficial. 

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

Sectarian ambitions. Iranian Deputy Foreign Minister Hossein Jaberi Ansari (C) smiles during the 
session of Syria peace talks in Astana, on September 15.                                                                                  (AFP)

Sami Moubayed

Two Shia towns north of 
Idlib were far more 
important for Tehran 
than Idlib itself. 
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A 

s the Americans and 
more recently the Rus-
sians worked to crush 
the Islamic State (ISIS) 
in Syria and Iraq, they 

also have had to face an older, and 
seemingly wiser, enemy: A resur-
gent al-Qaeda, which has exploit-
ed the critical reverses suffered by 
its savage progeny over the last 18 
months to stage a comeback.

Adding to the déjà vu, al-Qaeda’s 
advances in Syria may prove to 
be a launching pad for Osama bin 
Laden’s favourite son, Hamza, be-
lieved to be in his late 20s, to take 
command of the organisation as it 
claws its way back into leadership 
of the global jihad.

Daveed Gartenstein-Ross of the 
Washington-based Foundation 
for Defense of Democracies noted 
that al-Qaeda “seems to have more 
lives than a cat… It has skilfully 
played itself off ISIS to portray the 
organisation as being the ‘mod-
erate jihadists,’ people who you 
might not like but you can do busi-
ness with.”

If the younger bin Laden does 
come out on top, it will have “po-
tentially deadly consequences for 
the West and the rest of the world,” 
said Ali Soufan, a Lebanese-Amer-
ican veteran of the jihadist wars 
who has hunted down many of al-
Qaeda’s hard men.

Since Osama bin Laden was 
killed by US special forces in a raid 
on his Pakistani hideaway in May 
2011, al-Qaeda has been led by his 
long-time deputy, veteran Egyp-
tian jihadist Ayman al-Zawahiri, 
an organiser who lacks the cha-
risma of his warrior predecessor 
and who, as an Egyptian, is seen by 
many of al-Qaeda’s Gulf Arab stal-
warts as an interloper.

“Many factors suggest that 
Hamza could be a highly effective 
leader,” Soufan observed.

“His family pedigree, not to 
mention his dynastic marriage to 
the daughter of an al-Qaeda char-
ter member (Abu Mohammed al-
Masri), automatically entitles him 
to respect from every jihadi who 
follows bin Laden’s ideology…

“His long-standing jihadi fer-
vour and obvious charisma and 
his closeness to al-Qaeda’s most 
senior operatives” bolster his lead-
ership qualities, Soufan, a former 
FBI special agent, noted.

“It remains to be seen how, ex-
actly, the organisation will make 
use of him, but it is clear that his 
star is on the rise,” Soufan wrote in 
a September analysis published by 
the US Combating Terrorism Cen-
tre.

“That should worry policy-mak-
ers in the West as well as in the 
Muslim world.”

Hamza bin Laden has never 

fought on the front lines in the ji-
hadist wars, although he repeat-
edly begged his father to let him 
do so. Letters found in Osama bin 
Laden’s hideout after he was killed 
indicate that he was grooming 
Hamza, who preaches violent ji-
had, as his successor.

Little was heard from Hamza 
until May 2015 when Zawahiri re-
leased a series of audio messages 
by the younger bin Laden, calling 
for attacks on the United States, 
Europe and a new enemy, Russia, 
which is keeping Syrian President 
Bashar Assad in power.

“We must be proud of our en-
mity of America and Russia, for 
they are the pharaohs of this age,” 
Hamza declared.

This suggests that Zawahiri, 
whose own standing with al-Qae-
da’s rank-and-file has steadily fall-
en, is promoting Hamza to consoli-
date the campaign to re-establish 
al-Qaeda’s primacy in the jihadist 
sphere.

However, some analysts say that 
Hamza may become little more 
than a figurehead, with military 
veterans, such as strategist Saif 
al-Adel, a former special forces 
colonel in the Egyptian Army, and 
other battle-hardened senior al-
Qaeda operatives infiltrated into 
Syria by Zawahiri since 2013, call-
ing the shots. They would include 
al-Qaeda’s Syrian chief, Moham-
med al-Jolani, who has overseen 
the group’s dramatic resurgence 
in the country while it has made 
significant gains elsewhere in the 
Middle East, in Africa and the In-
dian subcontinent aided by the 
Taliban.

War-torn Syria has become the 
organisation’s primary operational 
focus where, analysts say, it plans 
to declare an Islamic emirate to 
replace ISIS’s seemingly doomed 

caliphate.
Adel, 57, was described by one 

Western intelligence official as 
“one of the most capable and dan-
gerous extremists active today.”

He has a $5 million US bounty 
on his head and has been on the 
Americans’ most-wanted list since 
the August 1998 bombing of the US 
embassies in Kenya and Tanzania, 
the jihadists’ first real assault on 
the United States. He has been a 
pivotal figure in al-Qaeda since it 
was formed.

Hamza bin Laden’s focus on Rus-
sia follows the rise of a new rebel 
alliance in Syria dominated by al-
Qaeda’s Syrian wing, Hayat Tahrir 
al-Sham (HTS,) which is centred on 
the strategic north-eastern prov-
ince of Idlib, now largely held by 
the jihadists.

In September, Russian and Syr-
ian warplanes blunted an offensive 
in north-eastern Syria by HTS, a 
signal that the expanding jihadist 
group has become a serious threat.

Colonel-General Sergei Rudskoi, 
spokesman for Russia’s General 
Staff, boasted that an estimated 
850 jihadists were killed and 11 
tanks destroyed during 24 hours of 
combat.

The figures have not been in-
dependently confirmed but, if ac-
curate, they would mark a serious 
setback for HTS amid its growing 
resurgence as al-Qaeda’s main ji-
hadist rival, ISIS, faces a crippling 
military defeat.

For months, exploiting ISIS’s re-
verses, al-Qaeda has been building 
up its military power in northern 
Syria as well as re-establishing its 
influence in other parts of the Mus-
lim world, as far afield as Afghani-
stan, Pakistan, Indonesia and even 
India.

In Yemen, al-Qaeda in the Arab 
Peninsula, one of the movement’s 
most dangerous affiliates, has 
“emerged arguably as the big-
gest winners of the failed political 
transition and the civil war that 
followed,” said the Brussels-based 
International Crisis Group.

In July, HTS, with a fighting force 
of 30,000, consolidated its grip on 
Idlib, which borders Turkey and 
has a population estimated at 2 
million.

The following month, “the group 
moved one step further in its he-
gemonic project when it publicised 
its intention to establish a ‘civil 
administration’ for northern Syria, 
said Hassan Hassan of the Tahrir 
Institute for Middle East Policy in 
Washington.

On August 22, it asked Idlib’s ci-
vilian council to step aside as the 
group takes control of governance 
in the city.

HTS, formerly known as al-Nusra 
Front, al-Qaeda’s army in Syria, has 
absorbed or eliminated most of its 
rivals in Idlib and controls a long 
sector of the north-western border 
with Turkey.

It has done this through consul-
tations, sometimes by brute force. 
Smaller groups often go along out 
of perceived military — not ideo-

logical — necessity.
Brett McGurk, the key US trou-

bleshooter against the jihadist on-
slaught in Afghanistan, Iraq and 
Syria under three US presidents, 
said he’s “very concerned about 
Idlib,” where “al-Qaeda is working 
hard to take the reins of power.”

US intelligence has long insisted 
that al-Qaeda central, its leadership 
hiding from US air strikes in the Pa-
kistani badlands, has infiltrated the 
veteran operatives, which it calls 
the Khorasan Group, into Syria to 
mastermind terror attacks in West-
ern Europe and the United States.

To achieve this, al-Qaeda, in 
whatever manifestation it oper-
ates, must first topple the Assad 
regime, which is kept in power by 
Russian and Iranian forces.

Gartenstein-Ross observed that 
the sharp intensification of ten-
sions between Shias and Sunnis, 
due in part to ISIS’s ferocious cam-
paign against Shias, gave al-Qae-
da’s rebranding effort a major boost 
by allowing the group “an opportu-
nity to present itself as a bulwark 
against Iranian influence in places 
like Syria and Yemen.”

“If Western policy-makers con-
tinue on their current course… 
al-Qaeda will continue to advance 
along its path towards an emirate,” 
said Charles Lister, a Gulf-based 
analyst who has spent years study-
ing the jihadist factions, often face-
to-face.

“Only by empowering local 
groups opposed to its transnational 
jihadi agenda can we avoid gifting 
north-western Syria to al-Qaeda 
on a silver platter,” he wrote in a  
May 4, 2016, assessment.

Ed Blanche is the Analysis Editor 
of The Arab Weekly.

As ISIS reels, 
al-Qaeda 
returns with 
another 
bin Laden

On the rise. An artist impression of how Hamza bin Laden may look like now using age progression 
technology.                                     (CBS)

Al-Qaeda’s comeback

Syria has become 
al-Qaeda’s primary 
operational focus 
where it plans to 
declare an Islamic 
emirate to replace 
ISIS’s seemingly 
doomed caliphate.

The sharp 
intensification of 
tensions between Shias 
and Sunnis gave 
al-Qaeda’s rebranding 
effort a major boost. 

Ed Blanche

Beirut

S 

ome analysts say that al-
Qaeda and the Islamic 
State (ISIS), the two most 
powerful jihadist organisa-
tions, may set aside their 

violent 2013 schism and reunite, 
possibly under Osama bin Laden’s 
son, Hamza, but with al-Qaeda, 
now greatly empowered and resur-
gent, firmly in the driving seat.

“If the Islamic State were once 
again stateless and a bin Laden 
were once again at the head of al-
Qaeda, ISIS jihadists might return 
to the fold — and the global form 
of jihad as originally advocated by 
Hamza’s revered father,” veteran 
US intelligence operative Ali Sou-
fan observed.

Al-Qaeda’s main strength, he 
said, is its ability to evolve and 
adapt to circumstances, even after 
the US May 2011 assassination of 
Osama bin Laden.

“Each time, al-Qaeda has 
seemed doomed to fail but has 
actually recovered to come back 

stronger… This new model has not 
only survived its founder’s death, 
it has expanded its membership 
exponentially,” he observed in 
his book “The Anatomy of Terror: 
From the Death of Bin Laden to 
the rise of the Islamic State.”

The rivalry between the two 
groups, the first and second gener-
ations of global jihadists, fostered 
some hopes “that a power struggle 
might weaken both groups, mak-
ing it easier to defeat both,” ob-
served A.J. Caschetta of the Mid-
dle East Forum.

“But many Iraqi analysts have 
always believed the fissure was 
only temporary.”

Hisham al-Hashimi, who moni-
tors terrorist groups and advises 
the Baghdad government, pre-
dicted in October 2014 that “the 
Islamic State, regardless of how 
big or small it becomes, will come 
back to its mother: Al-Qaeda.”

Analyst Abdul Basit warned of 
a more apocalyptic union in the 
National Interest recently: “A new 
jihadi Frankenstein, born from 
al-Qaeda and ISIS’s marriage of 
convenience.”

The nightmare scenario: 
ISIS and al-Qaeda unite
Ed Blanche
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Tunis
 

T 

he United Nations has at-
tempted to revamp Lib-
ya’s stalled peace process, 
bringing together rival 
factions and pushing the 

country towards reconciliation and 
elections after years of turmoil.

The endeavour, begun Septem-
ber 26 in Tunis, aims to end Libya’s 
conflict in one year. Libya has been 
engulfed in a civil war since 2011, 
when a NATO-backed uprising re-
sulted in the overthrow and death 
of dictator Muammar Qaddafi.

The United Nations’ latest push 
for peace follows gains by anti-
Islamist forces in the east, where 
most of the country’s oil wealth lies.

It also comes amid a months-long 
rift between Qatar, which stands ac-
cused of financing Islamist extrem-
ism, and a quartet of Arab countries 
led by Saudi Arabia.

The plan is the brainchild of new-
ly appointed UN envoy Ghassan 
Salame, a Lebanese whose political 
approach is informed by his experi-
ence living through civil war.

A prominent Arab scholar, Salame 
has said Libya’s conflict was similar 
to many worldwide conflicts and 
crises he has studied. “There is no 
issue that Libyans could not over-
come to restore peace and harmo-
ny,” he said.

Salame was appointed to his post 
in June, replacing German Martin 
Kobler, who had the job since No-
vember 2015. Spaniard Bernardino 
Leon had the post before him

In contrast to his predecessors, 
Salame has relied on a bottom-up 
approach to management, includ-
ing as many Libyans as possible in 
the resolution process rather than 
submitting a plan and then seeking 
their support.

“Libyans are tired of moving from 
one transition to another without a 
clear, explicit and reassuring hori-
zon,” Salame told Libyan delegates 
at a meeting set to revise several 
articles of the December 2015 UN 
agreement reached in Skhirat, Mo-
rocco.

“We should all work together so 
they enter a stage of certainty and 
reassurance embodied only in a 
stable, capable and fair state. I have 
only expressed what I heard from 
the Libyans themselves,” he added, 
speaking in what he called “our 

beautiful Arabic language.”
“If I have a modest contribution, 

it would be synthesising the ideas 
of the Libyans and arranging them 
in a timetable I believe to be rational 
and appropriate,” he said.

Salame announced the “one-year 
action plan” September 20 at the 
United Nations.

The implementation began less 
than a week later with negotiations 
between delegations from rival fac-
tions. Representatives from the 
Tobruk-based House of Representa-
tives (HoR) and the internationally 
recognised High Council of State 
based in Tripoli were in attendance.

The two bodies oppose one an-
other as part of a broad political di-
vide between eastern and western 
Libya. They also reflect divisions 
between political and social forces 
linked to the old regime and the Is-
lamist-dominated political factions 
and militias that emerged after the 
demise of Qaddafi’s rule.

At their gathering in Tunis, Sala-
me urged the camps to set aside 
their differences and quickly forge 
a resolution.

“There is a general insistence on 

a new approach, Salame said. “It is 
not another transition but rather a 
qualitative leap towards a capable, 
stable and dignified state. The ac-
tion plan that we have put forward 
is only a crossing towards that as-
pired goal.

“The action plan, therefore, pro-
vides for a series of consecutive 
stages and we will work arduously 
to ensure there is no delay in the 
completion of any stage and that all 
are concluded with the normal end 
within a year from now.”

The delegates are expected to 
amend the Skhirat deal within a few 
weeks and convene for a conference 
on reconciliation within a month, 
Salame said after the event.

“The amendment of that agree-
ment in our view is nothing but an 
entrance from which the majority 
of Libyans embark towards comple-
tion of the qualitative leap, which 
includes successive stages culmi-
nating in general, free and fair elec-
tions the results of which are ac-
cepted by all of us even before their 
organisation,” he said.

Salame gave no details on how the 
agreement was to be amended but 
delegates said amendments sought 
to trim the Presidential Council to 
three members — a president and 
two deputies — who will be tasked 
with supervising Libya’s transition 
to parliamentary and presidential 
elections and proposing a cabinet 
line-up of technocrats, who will 
work towards alleviating the coun-
try’s economic and social problems.

The 2015 deal received limited 
support from powerbrokers on the 
ground and was never endorsed by 
factions aligned with military com-

mander Field Marshal Khalifa Haf-
tar, who heads the LNA and controls 
eastern Libya.

The UN-backed Government of 
National Accord in Tripoli, headed 
by Prime Minister Fayez al-Sarraj, 
hamstrung by internal splits, has 
been unable to effectively counter 
powerful Islamist militias and crim-
inal gangs or address the country’s 
social issues.

The HoR is expected to draft leg-
islation for an electoral framework 
and for a referendum to approve 
a much-delayed constitution. The 
HoR, which has rarely convened 
over the last two years, has been 
bogged down by political infighting 
and a boycott by many of its mem-
bers.

Making these institutions effec-
tive will be one of Salame’s primary 
focuses and crucial to reaching his 
one-year goal: “In Libya, there are 
dormant institutions that must be 
revived, split institutions that must 
be reunified and captive institu-
tions that must be freed,” he said.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

UN kicks off one-year plan for Libya
Lamine Ghanmi

Different 
approach. 
Special 
Representative 
to the UN 
Secretary-
General for 
Libya Ghassan 
Salame (R) 
talks to the 
President of 
the Supreme 
Council of 
Reconciliation 
Mohamed 
Allouch in 
Tunis, on 
September 26.   
         (AFP)

G
hassan Salame, 
the UN secretary-
general’s special 
representative to 
Libya, has engaged 
in a kind of shuttle 
diplomacy to secure 

acceptance of a new UN transition 
plan. At the UN General Assem-
bly, Salame announced the plan, 
which envisions “a qualitative 
leap towards a capable, stable and 
dignified state.”

Based on three major sequential 
steps, the plan is practical. It could, 
if realised, contribute greatly to es-
tablishing stability but the intran-
sigence of some stakeholders and 
remaining incentives for spoilers 
could derail it.

The first stage, which began 
in Tunis immediately following 
the General Assembly, involves 
convening members of the eastern 
House of Representatives (HoR), 
allied with Field Marshal Khalifa 
Haftar, and the High Council of 
State (HSC), a supervisory body 
overseeing the internationally 
backed Presidential Council, to 
discuss amendments to the Libyan 
Political Agreement (LPA).

The second stage is a national 
conference under the auspices 

of the UN secretary-general. The 
conference will aim to provide an 
inclusive platform for Libyans to 
have a say in the transition process, 
thereby contributing to a national 
reconciliation effort. The confer-
ence would develop recommenda-
tions for a draft constitution, which 
would be put to a referendum dur-
ing the plan’s final stage. The final 
stage would include legislative and 
presidential elections.

Salame convened members of 
the HoR and the HSC in Tunis to 
begin talks on reforming the LPA. 
There is general agreement on the 
necessary amendments, including 
reducing the membership of the 
Presidential Council from nine to 
three and abolishing Article 8 of 
the LPA, which would place the 
military under the Presidential 
Council’s civilian oversight.

Salame called the Tunis meet-
ing “a window of opportunity” for 
reconciliation between the major 
parties. Encouragingly, heads of 
the HoR and HSC delegations ex-
pressed commitment to a political 
process based on common rather 
than self-interest.

As promising as the conversa-
tions in Tunis may have been, the 
next steps in Salame’s plan are 

significantly more challenging. 
This was clear from Haftar’s visit to 
Rome while Salame was gathering 
the HoR and HSC delegations in 
Tunis.

During her meeting with Haftar, 
Italian Defence Minister Roberta 
Pinotti reportedly stressed Rome’s 
support for the UN process and its 
rejection of military solutions to 
the conflict. However, the optics of 
the strongman’s engagement with 
Italian officials only a few months 
after he was received in Paris were 
suggestive. Haftar’s Rome visit 
while Salame was trying to jump-
start the new UN plan indicated he 
could be a spoiler.

By continuing to garner interna-
tional recognition as a key player 
in Libya, Haftar has ensured he is a 
factor in any transition plan. That 
backing might reduce the need 
for Haftar to engage with Salame’s 
transition process.

Indeed, some in Rome appear to 
believe that Haftar is the only actor 
who can establish security in Libya 
and stem the flow of migrants to 
Italy. The UN-backed government 
in Tripoli, which Rome officially 
backs, is not able to effectively 
counter migration from Libya to 
Europe.

Another hurdle facing Salame’s 
plan is the organisation of a mas-
sive national conference for rival 
and marginalised Libyan parties. 
Aside from the logistical elements 
of such a conference, it will be no 
easy task to extract clear and uni-
fied recommendations for a new 
draft constitution.

National reconciliation is needed 
in Libya but this must be a long-
term process. A rushed recon-
ciliation effort could contribute to 
further conflict. The patience and 
inclusive environment required by 
this process could test the resolve 
of some actors.

While the new UN plan for Libya 
has the potential to manage a 
sequenced transition, it will face 
serious challenges at every step. 
Haftar will try to extend his author-
ity, possibly through a combination 
of continued military expansion 
and interactions on the interna-
tional stage.

If the international community 
is serious about supporting the 
United Nations’ plan, Western 
stakeholders in Libya must fall in 
line with Salame and abandon the 
narrow pursuit of self-interest. 
Absent that, Salame’s plan has little 
chance of succeeding.

Challenges face Salame’s new blueprint for Libya

In contrast to his 
predecessors, Salame 
has relied on a 
bottom-up approach to 
management, including 
as many Libyans as 
possible in the 
resolution process. 

Western 
stakeholders in 
Libya must fall in 
line with Salame 
and abandon the 
narrow pursuit of 
self-interest. 

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

gyptian President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi’s visit to 
the United Arab Emirates 
confirmed the strength of 
ties between Abu Dhabi 

and Cairo, as well as their renewed 
cooperation and coordination on 
important regional issues, most no-
tably the fight against the Muslim 
Brotherhood.

“The backing Cairo continues to 
receive from Abu Dhabi has been 
instrumental in protecting Egypt’s 
national security and keeping the 
populous Arab state afloat against 
all the major economic, political 
and security waves it is facing,” said 
Hassan Nafaa, a political science 
professor at Cairo University.

“Egypt is a regional heavyweight 
whose support of the UAE means a 
lot, given the challenges the wider 
region is facing, particularly Qatar 
and Iran.”

Sisi met with several senior Emir-
ati figures, including Prime Minister 
and Ruler of Dubai Sheikh Moham-
med bin Rashid al-Maktoum and 
Crown Prince of Abu Dhabi Sheikh 
Mohammed bin Zayed al-Nahyan.

“Emirati-Egyptian coordination 
has proved its strength over the past 
years in facing various challenges in 
the region, foremost of which is the 
challenge of terrorism, which has 
become a serious global threat that 
cannot be tolerated,” Sheikh Mo-
hammed said.

Sisi also met with UAE General 
Mohammed bin Salem bin Kardous 
al-Ameri. Televised comments be-
tween the two were trending on 

social media after the senior Emi-
rati military officer highlighted the 
depth of ties between Cairo and Abu 
Dhabi.

“We are with you and we will sac-
rifice for Egypt. We will not be late 
to Egypt’s defence,” he promised. 
Sisi said Egypt was ready to sacrifice 
for the UAE as well.

The UAE has been one of Egypt’s 
strongest supporters since the 2011 
uprising, offering Cairo billions of 
dollars in financial assistance. In 
2016, the UAE invested $6.2 bil-
lion in Egypt and trade exchanged 
between the two nations reached 
$3.3 billion, including $2.4 billion in 
Egyptian exports to the UAE.

Egyptian Foreign Ministry 
spokesman Ahmed Abu Zeid said 
relations between Cairo and Abu 
Dhabi were strong and strategic.

“Egypt is so keen on pushing its 
relations with the UAE on all fronts 
forward,” Abu Zeid said. “The UAE 
also has the same desire.”

Analysts in Cairo said relations 
between the two countries were 
closer than ever and Egyptians 
were aware of the positive role the 
UAE had played for Cairo since the 
2011 uprising against long-standing 
President Hosni Mubarak.

“This is why aid offered by the 
UAE, along with Saudi Arabia, was 
so instrumental in Egypt’s eco-
nomic recovery and ability to keep 
going in the years that followed the 
uprising but the importance of the 
UAE for Egypt does not stop there,” 
said Saeed al-Lawindy, an interna-
tional relations specialist at Egyp-
tian think-tank Al-Ahram Centre 
for Political and Strategic Studies.

UAE support goes far beyond 
economic assistance, Lawindy 
said, with Cairo and Abu Dhabi in 
tune on several major regional is-
sues.

Abu Dhabi is strongly backing 
Egypt’s strategy in Libya, which 
includes support for Field Marshal 
Khalifa Haftar and the Libyan Na-
tional Army in the fight against Is-
lamist militias.

The UAE was also reported to be 
party to recent Egyptian efforts to 
reconcile Palestinian factions Fa-
tah and Hamas, which could allow 
for the resumption of peace talks 
between the Palestinians and the 
Israelis and stabilise Egypt’s border 
with the Gaza Strip.

Abu Dhabi is also in agreement 
with Egypt’s stand over Qatar’s 

support for organisations such as 
the Muslim Brotherhood.

“Cairo also plays the same role for 
the UAE when it comes to the nega-
tive role Qatar plays in its security,” 
Nafaa said. “Its support to the UAE 
tips the scales in its favour against 
Qatar.”

Egypt, which has the world’s 
tenth most powerful army, as 
ranked by Global Firepower, an in-
dex of the world’s militaries, is also 
an important military ally for the 
UAE. Egypt participated in military 
exercises with the UAE and Bahrain 

in March, which included the de-
ployment of rapid intervention and 
special operations forces.

Abu Zeid called relations between 
the two states “exemplary” and a 
“model” for relations between Arab 
countries.

“These relations have their pe-
culiarity,” Abu Zeid said. “They are 
based on trust and mutual respect, 
which are essential components of 
successful ties among nations.”

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

Cairo

H 

uman rights and politi-
cal opposition activists 
expressed concern af-
ter the Egyptian cabi-
net proposed amend-

ments to the citizenship law.
The amendments, if enacted, 

would allow the government to re-
voke the citizenship of Egyptians 
proved to be members of any group 
or organisation that “aims to harm 
[the] public order of the state or 
undermine the social or economic 

situation,” the cabinet said.
The changes would require Egyp-

tian nationals working abroad for 
a foreign government or interna-
tional body to leave their posts im-
mediately after receiving a cabinet 
order, waiving a six-month grace 
period in the current law.

There are fears the amendments 
would allow authorities to use the 
threat of revoking citizenship to si-
lence criticism. “The amendments 
are disastrous at all levels,” said 
Nasser Amin, a member of Egypt’s 
National Council for Human Rights.

“They violate all basic human 
rights because a man’s citizenship 
is a basic human right.”

There are also questions regard-
ing the strengthening of regula-
tions and restrictions regarding 
naturalised citizens.

Egypt’s Citizenship Law No. 
26/1975 allows authorities to re-
voke citizenship of naturalised citi-
zens within five years of granting it. 
The proposed amendments extend 
the duration during which the gov-
ernment can revoke the citizenship 
of naturalised citizens to ten years.

Critics said that specific clause 
was part of an Egyptian attempt 
to withdraw the citizenship of 
thousands of Palestinians from 
the Gaza Strip who were granted 
Egyptian nationality during the 
June 2012-June 2013 rule of for-
mer President Muhammad Morsi, 
who was affiliated with the Muslim 
Brotherhood.

Those new citizens, advocates of 
the amendments said, are conspir-
ing against Egypt’s national secu-
rity to serve a Muslim Brotherhood 

agenda. Hamas, the Palestinian 
faction in charge of the Gaza Strip, 
is an offshoot of the Muslim Broth-
erhood, which was designated a 
terrorist group by Cairo in Decem-
ber 2013.

“They are living among us but do 
everything possible to cause harm 
to our country,” said Mohamed Aql, 
a member of the National Defence 
and Security Committee in the 
Egyptian parliament. “These for-
mer Gazans can be found in Sinai, 
fighting the Egyptian Army with-
in the ranks of the Islamic State 
(ISIS).”

The suggested amendments are 
to be debated in parliament and 

many analysts expect them to be 
approved.

Aql said many lawmakers sup-
port the amendments because they 
would help protect Egypt at a time 
the country is facing numerous se-
curity challenges, whether ISIS in 
Sinai, arms-smuggling and terror-
ism across the border in Libya, or 
local Islamist terrorist groups such 
as Hasm.

Critics warn that protecting “na-
tional security” is a justification 
that could see legitimate political 
opposition and human rights group 
silenced.

Nasser Amin of Egypt’s Na-
tional Council for Human Rights 

warned that the amendments do 
not include language to explicitly 
provide protection to political op-
position or human rights activ-
ists, which means their citizenship 
could be at risk.

“This will be catastrophic be-
cause, in this case, the law will be 
used by the government to take 
revenge on the opposition,” Amin 
said. “I expect this to happen, 
given the lack of basic freedoms 
and the government’s poor human 
rights record.”

Rights groups have accused 
Egypt of imprisoning political ac-
tivists under the guise of protect-
ing national security and fighting 
terrorism. Human rights groups 
have also accused authorities of 
being responsible for “enforced 
disappearances” of political oppo-
sition activists. The government 
denied the allegations.

Even if the amended citizenship 
law is only used against convicted 
terrorists, questions remain as to 
whether it is necessary to protect 
national security.

“The government can easily use 
the Criminal Code to punish those 
who work against national secu-
rity,” said Tarek el-Bishry, a consti-
tutional law expert and the head of 
the committee that drafted Egypt’s 
2011 constitution, “but to deprive 
people of their citizenship is actu-
ally something that casts doubt on 
the real intentions of the govern-
ment, which gives the opposition 
the right to feel afraid.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter in Cairo.

Sisi visit highlights 
strong ties between 
Egypt and UAE

Egypt’s opposition wary about amending citizenship law

Amr Emam

In tune. Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi (L) meeting with 
Crown Prince of Abu Dhabi Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed 
al-Nahyan in Abu Dhabi, on September 25.           (The Egyptian Presidency) 

The backing Cairo 
continues to receive
from Abu Dhabi has 
been instrumental in 
protecting Egypt’s
national security.

Hassan Nafaa, a political 
science professor at Cairo 
University

They are living among 
us but do everything 
possible to cause harm
to our country.

Mohamed Aql, a member 
of the National Defence 
and Security Committee 
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Basic right. An Egyptian man showing his passport.                (Reuters) 

Ahmed Megahid
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W 

ith tensions grow-
ing between Hez-
bollah and Israel, 
the UN peacekeep-
ing force in south-

ern Lebanon, known as UNIFIL, is 
examining how to fulfil a UN Secu-
rity Council demand that it tightens 
patrols and reporting procedures 
in the face of months’ long accusa-
tions by Israel and the United States 
that it is ignoring potential Hezbol-
lah violations.

The demand, contained in an 
August 30 resolution that renewed 
UNIFIL’s mandate for another year, 
came after Israel and the United 
States accused the peacekeeping 
force of turning a blind eye to al-
leged Hezbollah military activities 
in the southern Lebanon border 
zone. UN Security Council Resolu-
tion 1701, which helped bring an 
end to the 2006 Hezbollah-Israel 
war, forbids any weapons or armed 
activities, other than those of 
UNIFIL and the Lebanese state, be-
tween the Blue Line (the UN name 
for a boundary that corresponds to 
Lebanon’s southern border) and the 
Litani River.

Israel has repeatedly alleged that 
Hezbollah has built a military infra-
structure in the towns and villages 
of southern Lebanon in defiance 
of Resolution 1701 and accused 
UNIFIL of doing nothing about it. 
Irish Army Major-General Michael 
Beary, the UNIFIL commander, said 
in August that the force had uncov-
ered no evidence of weapons being 
smuggled into the southern border 
district, adding that “if there was a 
large cache of weapons, we would 
know about it.”

His comment drew strong criti-
cism from US Ambassador to the 
United Nations Nikki Haley during 
a debate on UNIFIL’s mandate re-
newal at the end of August.

“Hezbollah openly brags about 
their weapons,” she said. “They pa-
rade them before TV cameras… For 
the UNIFIL commander to deny it… 
has any proof, shows that we need 
to have changes in UNIFIL.”

The reference to the TV parade 

was a bizarre incident in April in 
which approximately a dozen uni-
formed Hezbollah fighters armed 
with weapons ranging from AK-47s 
to a SAM 7 missile launcher stood 
on the side of the road outside 
Naqoura in southern Lebanon al-
lowing themselves to be filmed and 
photographed as a convoy of jour-
nalists passed.

The adopted resolution called for 
a “prompt and detailed breakdown 
of all Resolution 1701 violations.”

It also demanded reports on all 
violations of Lebanese sovereignty, 
a reference to the near-daily over-
flights by Israeli aircraft in Lebanese 
airspace and numerous aerial in-
fractions of Israeli airspace.

A UNIFIL source said the peace-
keepers have formed a working 
group to assess how best to improve 
their duties in the south and fulfil 
the enhanced reporting demands of 
the Security Council.

One of the factors that will be 
uppermost in the minds of senior 
UNIFIL staff is the effect on the se-
curity of their personnel should any 

tightened operating procedures be 
seen as overtly benefiting Israel. 
Hezbollah has a popular base of 
support in the UNIFIL area and is 
believed to have mobilised support-
ers to apply pressure on UNIFIL by 
throwing stones at passing vehicles 
or blocking roads in villages.

There have also been several 
bomb attacks against UNIFIL since 
2006, most of them relatively minor 
and amateurish incidents involving 
sticks of dynamite and faulty deto-
nators.

The one incident that does stick 
in UNIFIL’s mind was an improvised 
explosive device attack against 
Spanish UNIFIL troops in June 
2007. The charge, estimated at 60 
kilograms, was shaped to deliver a 

lateral blast and had been packed in 
a Renault Rapide parked on the side 
of the road near Khiam. The target 
was two Spanish armoured person-
nel carriers.

The blast knocked one of the 
APCs off the road, killing six sol-
diers. It transpired that some ele-
ments of the Spanish contingent 
had been spending too much time 
filming Hezbollah activity in hills 
just north of the UNIFIL zone — 
therefore outside the jurisdiction of 
Resolution 1701. There was no claim 
of responsibility for the attack and 
UN, Lebanese and Spanish investi-
gations technically remain open but 
the lesson was not lost on the Span-
ish battalion and the extracurricular 
activities apparently ended.

Although UNIFIL has been sharp-
ly criticised by the United States 
and Israel, the Lebanese state and 
army have the ultimate responsi-
bility for ensuring the fulfilment 
of 1701. UNIFIL is present to assist 
the Lebanese Army, not to take the 
lead. UNIFIL sources said that to 
maintain stability in south Lebanon 

the Lebanese Army must provide a 
larger and more robust presence.

“The Lebanese Army needs to be 
empowered. UNIFIL is there to as-
sist,” a UNIFIL officer said.

The Lebanese Army only has two 
depleted brigades in the UNIFIL 
area, numbering 1,500-2,000 sol-
diers. This figure lately has been 
augmented with the deployment of 
the 5th Intervention Regiment, with 
fewer than 1,000 soldiers, into the 
border area but it is unclear wheth-
er this is a temporary or long-term 
measure.

One potential solution being dis-
cussed is to raise two more Land 
Border Regiments to deploy along 
Lebanon’s southern border in line 
with the four regiments, trained 
and equipped by the British gov-
ernment, that are arrayed along the 
length of the frontier with Syria.

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

UNIFIL’s mandate solely tested by 
tensions between Hezbollah and Israel
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Nicholas Blanford

Hezbollah is believed
to have mobilised 
supporters to apply 
pressure on UNIFIL.

Hezbollah pressures. Peacekeepers of the UN Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL) stand near their vehicles during a media tour organised 
by Hezbollah officials in the Lebanese village of Labbouneh near the Lebanese-Israeli border, last April.                                                         (AFP)

I 

n February 2005, Saad Hariri, 
Lebanon’s current prime min-
ister, who, at that time, was 
running his family’s construc-
tion empire in Saudi Arabia, 
was thrust into the quagmire 

of Lebanon’s fractured domestic 
politics.

Forced to step forward follow-
ing the assassination of his father, 
former Prime Minister Rafik Hariri, 
a Bismarckian figure who helped 
Lebanon into the modern era, Saad 
Hariri would learn that nothing is 
impossible when it comes to Leba-
non’s ruling elites or the regional 
actors that move them.

Saad Hariri’s entry into Lebanese 
politics likely came as something 
of a rude awakening, as did the 
crash course in realpolitik that ac-
companied it.

Obliged to break bread in Damas-
cus with Syrian dictator Bashar As-
sad, one of the principal suspects 
in his father’s assassination, Hariri 
also found himself forced to rec-
oncile with Hezbollah, despite its 
members’ indictment by the inter-
national Special Tribunal for Leba-
non in his father’s assassination. 
Still Hezbollah was awarded seats 
in Lebanon’s successive cabinets, 

a compromise that also involved 
Saad Hariri voting for Hezbollah 

ally Michel Aoun as president.

Accompanying Hariri’s down-
ward moral spiral were dubious 
business decisions, which led 
to him almost bankrupting his 
father’s flagship company, Saudi 
Oger.

Ultimately, whatever his inten-
tions, Hariri created the impres-
sion in Riyadh of a leader mired by 
compromise and unable to tend 
to either his business or political 
kingdoms. As long as he refuses to 
tackle this perception, he places 
his political future and that of his 
government at risk.

Hariri’s wilful disregard for the 
fundamental challenges facing 
the Lebanese government was 
called out by Thamer al-Sabhan, 
the Saudi minister of state for Arab 
Gulf affairs, who issued a tweet re-
minding everyone, chiefly Hariri, 
as to the cost of burying his head 
in the sand.

Sabhan, a close confident of 
Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed 
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz, whose 
trips to Lebanon have become al-
most routine, unleashed a barrage 
of tweets equating the terrorism of 
the Islamic State (ISIS) with that of 
Iran and Hezbollah, or, to use his 
words, “Satan’s spawn.”

Sabhan reminded the Lebanese 
that they cannot stay neutral with-
in the regional conflict. “Either you 

are with or against Iran,” he said.
The importance of such mes-

saging is difficult to overstate. 
It places Hariri’s premiership at 
direct risk, forcing him to choose 
between stepping up and con-
fronting Aoun and Hezbollah or 
stepping down entirely — a choice 
Hariri has long sought to avoid.

Complicating matters has been 
Aoun’s decision to use visits to the 
United Nations and France to an-
tagonise Saudi Arabia and embar-
rass his embattled prime minister.

As if deliberately wishing to 
prove Sabhan’s assessment correct, 
Aoun spoke to several news out-
lets, before and during his trips, 
extolling the role of Hezbollah as 
a legitimate resistance force and 
affirming that Iran has at no time 
meddled in Lebanon’s domestic 
affairs, statements that at least half 
of Lebanon might term either con-
troversial or woefully inaccurate.

Perhaps more damagingly, dur-
ing his UN meetings, Aoun wasted 
no opportunity to whitewash the 
reputation of his dictatorial ally in 
Damascus, whose foreign minister, 
Walid Muallem, was received by 
Aoun’s son-in-law, Lebanese For-
eign Minister Gebran Bassil during 
the UN General Assembly. Bassil 
justified the meeting as essential 
for the return of the approximately 

1.5 million Syrian refugees residing 
in Lebanon but many saw it as part 
of a plot to normalise relations 
with the Assad regime, a move 
Hariri has steadfastly avoided.

These reckless actions from 
Aoun and Hezbollah are predict-
able. However, what continues to 
perplex is the apparent docility 
of Hariri, who, we can only as-
sume, is hoping that at some point 
Hezbollah and Aoun will show the 
political good grace to stop embar-
rassing him in front of his Saudi 
patrons and placing Lebanon un-
der still further regional pressure.

While Hariri can maintain his 
personal pro-Saudi stance, at some 
point his actions (or lack thereof) 
will determine both his own politi-
cal future and that of his govern-
ment. With every tweet the Saudi 
minister of state for Arab Gulf 
affairs sends, that reckoning draws 
ever closer.

There’s an old story about two 
men running frantically for cover 
as heavy rains break. One notices 
that his friend is holding a closed 
umbrella and asks why he doesn’t 
use it. His friend smiles and an-
swers: “I am keeping it for a rainy 
day.” Saad Hariri might still think 
that his rainy day lies a long way 
off. It doesn’t. The skies above him 
are getting dark.

Will the Lebanese government survive the flood?

Makram Rabah

Complicating 
matters has been 
Aoun’s decision to 
use visits to the 
United Nations 
and France to 
antagonise Saudi 
Arabia and 
embarrass his 
embattled prime 
minister.
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University of Beirut, 1967-1975.”
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Israeli settlements 
still a stumbling 
block to peace

News & Analysis

London

I 

nterpol approved the Palestin-
ian Authority’s candidacy to 
join the global police organisa-
tion, a victory in the Palestin-
ians’ push for membership in 

international institutions in the face 
of consistent Israeli opposition.

Israel lobbies hard against Pales-
tinian candidacies to such bodies 
and claimed a win last year when 
the Palestinian bid to join Interpol 
was suspended.

The membership bid was part of 
Palestinian efforts to advance its 
goal of statehood.

“New member countries State 
of Palestine and Solomon Islands 
bring Interpol’s membership to 
192,” Interpol said on its Twitter ac-
count.

It did not give a detailed vote re-
sult but candidacies require the ap-
proval of a two-thirds majority of 
the countries present at the general 
assembly, excluding abstentions.

The Palestinians gained observer 
status at the United Nations in 2012 
and since then have joined more 
than 50 international organisations 
and agreements, the Palestinian 
Foreign Ministry said. Among them 
are the International Criminal Court 
and the United Nations heritage 
body UNESCO.

Interpol, which has headquarters 
in Lyon, France, eases the exchange 
of information between police 
forces. It also issues “red notices” — 
non-binding notifications of arrest 
warrants.

Senior Palestinian official Jibril 

Rajoub had told Agence France-
Presse (AFP) ahead of the vote that 
“we’re looking to be in all of the in-
ternational institutions, including 
Interpol, as an organised state.”

“We are looking for the Palestin-
ian state to be a positive contributor 
towards security and stability in the 
region and in the international com-
munity,” he said.

Regarding the Israelis’ opposi-
tion, he said: “They don’t want 
any progress towards a Palestinian 
state.”

“Israel does not want us to be 
in FIFA,” he said, referring to the 
world football governing body. 
“How would they want us to be in 
Interpol?” 

Alan Baker, a former senior Israeli 
diplomat, called the Interpol bid 
“just a political PR move” on the 
part of the Palestinians.

“Because they’re not interested 
in negotiating (with Israel), they’re 
trying to achieve the end result, 
which is a state, through interna-
tional organisations,” he told AFP 
before the Interpol vote.

He alleged that “the attempt by 
the Palestinians to politicise what is 
a super-professional organisation is 
very harmful to Interpol.”

Baker rejected the notion that 
Palestinians would be able to initi-
ate arrest warrants at will against 
Israelis by joining Interpol.

Israel said Interpol had made the 
world a more dangerous place by 
letting in the Palestinians, arguing 
that the Palestinian Authority is 
not a state and that it is ineligible to 
join.

“By admitting ‘Palestine,’ which 
praises terrorists of the past and 
refuses to condemn those of today, 
Interpol makes the world less safe,” 
Michael Oren, Israel’s deputy minis-
ter for diplomacy, wrote on Twitter.

Some Israeli media commenta-
tors voiced concern that, after join-
ing Interpol, the Palestinians could 
ask the organisation to issue a red 
notice, an alert to police worldwide 
to locate and provisionally arrest an 
individual, pending extradition.

The procedure does not appear 
to pose serious legal problems for 
Israelis such as government officials 
and military officers whom pro-Pal-
estinian groups have sought to have 
arrested during overseas visits by 
local authorities as suspected war 
criminals.

A red notice is not an internation-

al arrest warrant and Interpol notes 
that it cannot compel any member 
country to detain an individual 
named in one.

A Palestinian bid to join Interpol 
last year was foiled by what Israel 
said was its diplomatic campaign 
against it.

“This victory was made possible 
because of the principled position 
of the majority of Interpol mem-
bers,” Palestinian Foreign Minister 
Riyad al-Maliki said in a statement.

Zeev Elkin, Israel’s minister of 
environmental protection, said Is-
rael should cancel gestures granted 
to the Palestinians, including work 
and entry permits, and special trav-
el permits for Palestinian leaders, in 
retaliation for the Palestinians join-
ing Interpol.

Former Israeli Prime Minister 
Ehud Barak called it “another fail-
ure” for Israeli Prime Minister Biny-
amin Netanyahu.

Palestinian Prime Minister Rami 
Hamdallah promised not to use 
the organisation “for any political, 
military, racial or religious interven-
tions or activities” and committed 
to cooperate with Interpol activi-
ties, minutes of the Interpol meet-
ing stated.

The approval vote requires the 
Palestinians to pay membership 
dues of 0.03% of the Interpol budg-
et. That budget for 2017 was about 
$133 million. The Palestinians’ por-
tion would be about $40,000.

The Arab Weekly staff and news 
agencies

London

T 

he thorny issue of Is-
raeli settlements built in 
the occupied territories, 
which is illegal under in-
ternational law, was again 

brought to the fore after several in-
cidents highlighted their hindrance 
to peace with the Palestinians.

The incidents included state-
sanctioned celebrations of settle-
ments, a UN letter warning com-
panies that trade with settlements, 
a renewed US request to restrict 
the construction of settlements 
and the killing of three Israelis at a 
checkpoint outside the settlement 
of Har Adar in the West Bank.

The Israeli government of 
Prime Minister Binyamin Netan-
yahu went ahead with celebrations 
marking 50 years of Jewish settle-
ments despite objections from the 
Palestinian Authority and the ab-
sence of the Israeli Supreme Court.

The celebrations, next to a mili-
tary base in the West Bank’s Gush 
Etzion settlement block, were at-
tended by about 5,000 people. 
Israeli Supreme Court President 
Miriam Naor, however, turned 
down an official invitation from the 
government, along with leftist and 
centrist politicians, drawing criti-
cism from right-wing groups.

“The president (Naor) reached 

the conclusion that the event deals 
with an issue that is the subject of 
public controversy,” read a court 
statement explaining her position. 
“Therefore, without the president 
or justices of the supreme court 
taking a position on the contro-
versy itself, the president decided 
that it would be appropriate for the 
judiciary not to participate in the 
event.”

The territories where Israel built 
settlements were occupied by the 
Israeli military in 1967, in a move 
rejected by the international com-
munity. An estimated 600,000 Is-
raeli settlers live in the Palestinian 
West Bank and East Jerusalem and 
tens of thousands of settlers live in 
the Israeli-occupied Syrian Golan 
Heights.

“The settler celebrations on our 
occupied lands are unacceptable 
and make the atmosphere very 
tense,” Palestinian Presidential 
Spokesman Nabil Abu Rudeineh 
told Agence France-Presse. “We 
ask the American administration 
to urgently intervene to stop these 
provocations.”

On the same day but prior to the 
celebrations, Netanyahu report-
edly told settler leaders that the 
United States asked Israel to re-
strict settlement building in the 
West Bank and that he promised he 
would oblige.

The settler leaders complained 
to Netanyahu that during the eight-
year presidency of Barack Obama, 
plans for more than 10,000 settle-
ment housing units were put on 
hold, adding they hoped that there 
would be change under the Trump 
administration, Haaretz reported.

The Trump administration an-
nounced its intentions to renew 
peace talks between the Israelis 

and Palestinians but it is likely 
to hit a stumbling block when it 
comes to the settlements.

Israeli officials, speaking to 
Haaretz on condition of anonymity, 
said the UN Human Rights Council 
(UNHRC) sent a letter to 150 Israeli 
and international companies that 
have activities in the occupied Pal-
estinian territories, warning them 
that they may be added to a black-
list of firms “that operate in opposi-
tion to international law and in op-
position of UN resolutions.”

Several companies reportedly 
replied to UNHRC Commissioner 
Zeid bin Ra’ad al-Hussein indicat-
ing they did not plan to renew their 

contracts in the territories. The UN 
rights body voted in March 2016 to 
compile a database of companies 
doing business in Israeli settle-
ments. The UNHRC said it would 
publish the list of the companies at 
the end of 2017, despite strong US 
opposition.

A Palestinian gunman killed 
an Israeli policeman and two pri-
vate security guards and critically 
wounded a fourth person out-
side the Har Adar settlement in 
the West Bank on September 26. 
Israeli officials said the attacker,  
who was killed by Israeli forces, 
was motivated by personal prob-
lems that were not directed at the 

settlements.
The Israeli military, nevertheless, 

said it would demolish the West 
Bank home of the gunman, iden-
tified as Nimr Mahmoud Ahmed 
Jamal, and cancel entry permits of 
several of his relatives. Israel often 
carries out such retaliatory moves 
against the families of Palestinian 
attackers, branding them as deter-
rents but rights groups view them 
as collective punishment.

Since September 2015, Israel has 
reported 400 attacks by Palestin-
ian assailants, two-thirds of which 
were ideologically motivated, the 
Israeli Shin Bet security agency 
said.

Interpol approves Palestinian membership in blow to Israel
The Arab Weekly staff

Clear message. The entrance hall of Interpol’s headquarters in 
Lyon in central France.                                                                               (AP)

News & Analysis

The United Nations 
warned 150 companies 
against doing business 
with Israeli settlements 
in occupied territories.  

Palestine   Israel

We are looking for the 
Palestinian state to be 
a positive contributor 
towards security and 
stability in the region
and in the international 
community. 

Senior Palestinian official 
Jibril Rajoub

Expropriation. A member of the Israeli security forces gestures in front of a gate at the entrance to the 
West Bank settlement of Har Adar, on September 26.                                                                                        (AFP)

Mamoon Alabbasi



14 October 1, 2017

News & Analysis Turkey

T 

his was a referen-
dum that showed the 
profound difference 
between words and 
deeds.

Turkey, once again, 
repeated its usual pattern of 
behaviour — over-the-top threats 
to the Iraqi Kurdistan Regional 
Government (KRG) over the 
independence referendum and 
conflicting steps to implement the 
threats.

However, 24 hours after the 92% 
“yes” vote for Kurdish independ-
ence, the public was wondering 
whether the fury whipped up by 
Turkey’s governing Justice and 
Development Party (AKP) and its 
leader, Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan, was in vain.

Turkey, like Iran, was frustrated 
by the Iraqi Kurds’ insistence on 
proceeding with the referendum. 
Both countries targeted Iraqi 
Kurdistan’s chief vulnerability — 
its economy. However, both acted 
reluctantly, perhaps because 
they knew they were historically 
locked into the role of rival pow-
ers.

Turkey’s official tone remained 
aggressive, reflecting the high-
decibel utterances of Erdogan. 
Even before the vote, there 
seemed to be hesitation about 

what was possible for Ankara to 
do. Three days before vote, Tur-
key’s National Security Council 
issued a carefully worded com-
muniqué that took a cautious line 
within international law.

The parliamentary vote on a 
cross-border operation may be the 
real litmus test for Kurdophobia 
in Turkey.  It was supported by 
most parliamentarians. The main 
opposition — the secular Republi-
can People’s Party (CHP) — joined 
its archrival AKP and its de facto 
partner, the Nationalist Move-
ment Party (MHP), in voting for 
military action in northern Iraq.

That vote reflected a basic fact 
— nearly 90% of Turkish parlia-
mentarians are afflicted with 
populism, a “Kurdish allergy,” as 
observers noted.

The parliamentary vote was 
the most concrete result of the 
mood in Turkey after the Kurdish 
referendum. There were conflict-
ing reports about the imposition 
of Turkish sanctions on trade with 
KRG but that was a non-starter 
when it became clear there were 
severe disagreements within the 
cabinet about moving ahead.

Economy Minister Nihat Zey-
bekci explained it in the context 
of “national interests.” He said the 
government’s reflex action was 

“business as usual.” He added that 
“people may criticise me now, 
saying, ‘We talk about Mosul and 
Kirkuk as sacred causes but you 
are just talking about trade.’ But 
my job is trade.”

The facts provide context. Trade 
between Turkey and the KRG has 
increased to $5 billion this year, a 
20% rise on 2016. The KRG’s debts 
to Turkish businesses total nearly 
$2 billion, reports stated.

The Turkish oil pipeline, which 
is used to move Kurdish oil to 
market, is a huge factor as well. 
KRG’s largest oil company is the 
Britain-listed Genel Energy, which 
has strong links with pro-AKP 
business circles in Turkey. Erdog-
an has spoken of “shutting off the 
valves because we control them” 
but Turkey has not done so.

Instead, Ankara stopped flights 
to Erbil and declared that military 
training for the Kurdish peshmer-
ga forces will cease. The Turkish 
media regulatory body, RTUK, has 
taken Kurdish channels Rudaw TV 
and K24 off Turksat.

These measures drew an unex-
pected response. Rudaw Editor 
Rebwar Karim Wali wrote an opin-
ion piece on his channel’s website 
contrasting Erdogan’s bluster 
about “valves” with his actual 
actions.

“Why did you not shut down the 
valves when the Kurdish oil was 
being sent to (the Turkish port of) 
Ceyhan and transported by ships 
all the way to Mexican gulf?” Wali 
thundered. “Where did all the 
money from the Kurdish oil sold 
go?”

Even so, the KRG is bound to suf-
fer the effects of its neighbours’ 
displeasure. Nearly 90% of its 
supplies are dependent on Turkey 
and Iran.

Meanwhile, Russia will step into 
the frame. It did not speak against 
the Kurdish vote for independence 
before the referendum. Moscow 
maintains a dialogue with the 
KRG, which has signed a $2 billion 
oil deal with Rosneft, the Russian 
oil company.

There is little doubt that Russia 
will try to moderate the crisis. It 
will play on Iran’s good relations 
with Baghdad. It will attempt to 
influence Erdogan, who seems 
to believe that Russian President 
Vladimir Putin can play a bal-
ancing role against the United 
States. Erdogan, of course, blames 
the Americans for the Kurdish 
“surge.”

Eventually, Turkey’s knee-jerk 
reactions to the Kurdish referen-
dum may be no more than a pass-
ing storm.

Turkey blusters — then blinks — after Kurdish referendum

Yavuz Baydar

The parliamentary 
vote on a 
cross-border 
operation may be 
the real litmus 
test for 
Kurdophobia 
in Turkey.
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I 

n a move condemned by crit-
ics as an indication that Tur-
key is holding Westerners hos-
tage, Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan offered to free 

a US pastor jailed in his country if 
Washington extradites a suspected 
coup plotter.

Erdogan’s proposal, immediate-
ly rebuffed by the US State Depart-
ment, could add to existing strains 
between Turkey and the United 
States and cement a perception in 
the United States and Europe that 
Turkey is moving away from the 
West.

Ankara and Washington are al-
ready at odds over US support for 
Syrian Kurds and Turkey’s plans to 
buy a Russian missile defence sys-
tem that would be incompatible 
with weapons used by other NATO 
countries.

In a speech September 28 in An-
kara, Erdogan mentioned Andrew 
Brunson, a Protestant pastor from 
the United States who led a small 
church congregation in the west-
ern Turkish city of Izmir before 
he was arrested in October 2016. 
Turkish news reports indicate that 
prosecutors in Izmir accuse Brun-
son of being a follower of Fethul-
lah Gulen, a Muslim cleric based 
in the United States who is seen 
by Erdogan as the instigator of last 
year’s coup attempt in Turkey. Gu-
len said he played no role in the 
coup.

Erdogan said Washington re-
fused to hand over Gulen despite 
documents and other evidence 
provided by Ankara, while asking 
Turkey to free Brunson. “They say: 
‘Give us the pastor,’” Erdogan said 
about the Americans. “You also 
have a pastor,” he added in refer-
ence to Gulen. “Give him to us, 
then we will put the other one on 
trial and hand him over.”

State Department spokes-
woman Heather Nauert rejected 
Erdogan’s idea. “I can’t imagine 
that we would go down that road,” 
she said. Nauert stressed that the 
United States would continue to 
call for Brunson’s release. “He was 

wrongfully imprisoned in Turkey,” 
she said.

US President Donald Trump 
raised the issue in meetings with 
Erdogan but there was no sign that 
Brunson, who has faced unsub-
stantiated accusations in the Turk-
ish media, could be released soon. 
One pro-government newspaper 
suggested Brunson would have 
become head of the US Central In-
telligence Agency (CIA) if the coup 
attempt in July 2016 had been suc-
cessful.

Brunson is not the only West-
erner held in a Turkish jail. Ger-
many said approximately a dozen 
of its citizens, including journalists 
and a human rights activist, have 
been arrested in Turkey. German 
Foreign Minister Sigmar Gabriel 
accused Ankara of holding Deniz 
Yucel, a newspaper reporter with 
dual German-Turkish citizenship, 
“hostage.”

Unconfirmed reports by Ger-
man media said Turkish officials 
brought up the idea of a swap of 

German suspects with Turkish dis-
sidents in confidential talks with 
German counterparts earlier this 
year.

Turkey said Germany is shelter-
ing hundreds of extremists bent 
on the destruction of the Turkish 
state, including Kurdish militants, 
Gulen followers and anti-Erdogan 
journalists. In the latest case that 
attracted attention in Germany, a 
prosecutor in the south-eastern 
Turkey city of Diyarbakir asked 
the Justice Ministry in Ankara to 
start efforts to have Can Dundar, a 
prominent Erdogan critic and for-
mer editor of a Turkish opposition 
newspaper who fled to Berlin last 
year, extradited from Germany.

Suspicions that the Erdogan 
government might be prepar-
ing to swap jailed Westerners 
with Turkish dissidents abroad 
strengthened when a decree gave 
the Turkish president the power to 
exchange prisoners in Turkey with 
Turkish citizens in other countries 
if it was in Turkey’s national inter-

est to do so.
By going public with his offer to 

trade Brunson for Gulen, Erdogan 
risked further tensions with Tur-
key’s partners in the West. “Er-
dogan’s offer of swapping Andrew 
Brunson is an unfortunate confes-
sion by the Turkish president that 
the American pastor is a pawn 
held hostage by Ankara,” Aykan 
Erdemir, a former Turkish law-
maker who works for the Wash-
ington think-tank Foundation for 
Defense of Democracies, said via 
e-mail. “This admission will fur-
ther tarnish Turkey’s global image 
as a country that borrows tactics 
from the playbook of Tehran and 
Pyongyang.”

Erdemir added that Erdogan’s 
speech could increase scepticism 
towards Turkey in the US Congress, 
where lawmakers have expressed 
outrage over violence by Erdog-
an’s bodyguards in a brawl during 
a visit by the Turkish president to 
Washington in May. The Trump ad-
ministration has withdrawn a plan 

to allow US gunmaker Sig Sauer 
to sell handguns and ammunition 
worth $1.2 million to Erdogan’s se-
curity detail, following calls from 
congressional leaders to cancel the 
project.

“At this point, it wouldn’t be sur-
prising if the US Congress pushes 
harder for the government to start 
imposing sanctions against Turk-
ish officials responsible for Anka-
ra’s hostage diplomacy,” Erdemir 
said.

In another sign of Turkish-Amer-
ican discord, Erdogan’s govern-
ment is going ahead with the pur-
chase of the Russian S-400 missile 
defence system. Erdogan hosted 
Russia’s President Vladimir Putin 
in Ankara for talks about the deal 
and about the crisis in Syria, where 
Russia and Turkey are planning 
joint military action to secure the 
province of Idlib.

Thomas Seibert is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.

Erdogan hints at plan to swap jailed US 
pastor for Muslim cleric Fethullah Gulen

Lives upended. Activists hold placards, some with the names of those arrested in Turkey, as they 
protest outside the European Council building in Brussels.          (AFP)
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Erdogan’s offer of 
swapping Andrew 
Brunson is an 
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by the Turkish 
president that the 
American pastor is a 
pawn held hostage by 
Ankara.

Aykan Erdemir, 
former Turkish lawmaker
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H 

ardly a day passes 
without a new ac-
count of Iranian 
President Hassan 
Rohani’s fight against 
the officials who 

embezzled billions of dollars dur-
ing the tenure of his predecessor, 
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. Rohani’s 
fight, however, may be futile.

In Ahmadinejad’s time, the polit-
ical system allowed, or at the very 
least tolerated, theft of beit al-mal 
(public funds). Any serious pros-
ecution of the small fry charged 
with misappropriation of public 
funds would, in a sense, eventually 
lead to the very top of the power 
structure. At the top of the pyramid 
is Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatol-
lah Ali Khamenei.

In this respect, the legal proceed-
ings against Babak Zanjani, the 
billionaire businessman sen-
tenced to death for corruption, are 
interesting. The 43-year-old, who 
once served in the Islamic Revolu-
tionary Guards Corps (IRCG), was 
transferred to Tehran to do “office 
work.” This was said to be because 
of his “looks.”

After military service, Zanjani 
said he was the chauffeur for Mohs-
en Nourbakhsh, former governor 
of Iran’s Central Bank. Zanjani also 
claims he distributed US dollar bills 
among foreign currency traders in 
Tehran as part of the Central Bank’s 
attempts to stabilise the rial. Nour-
bakhsh died in 2003 and his associ-
ates have since dismissed Zanjani’s 
claims about working for him, both 
as a chauffeur and as distributor of 
foreign currency.

Zanjani also said he amassed a 
fortune exporting sheepskin to 
Turkey but, public records indicate, 
he became bankrupt and ended up 
in a debtors’ prison in 1996. All the 

more bizarre was his rise in Sori-
net, one of Iran’s largest business 
conglomerates. In 2013, Zanjani 
claimed his net worth was $13.5 
billion. Soon, Zanjani was helping 
Iranian oil evade sanctions.

Later, he would be accused of 
embezzling more than $2.7 billion 
that should have gone to Iran’s 
Petroleum Ministry. He was ar-
rested on December 30, 2013, and 
sentenced to death for embezzle-
ment and “spreading corruption on 
Earth.”

During the public trials, Zan-
jani and his associates depicted 
themselves as “sanction busters,” 
national heroes who managed to 
sell Iranian oil despite the sever-
est international sanctions. Worse, 

from the regime’s perspective, was 
that those charged with the theft of 
public funds pointed to individuals 
who might be seen as responsible at 
the Petroleum Ministry, the IRGC’s 
Khatam al-Anbia construction base 
and in the Central Bank.

A certain Mehdi Shams, one of 
Zanjani’s deputies, emphasised it 
was the Petroleum Ministry that 
“certified” Zanjani’s line of credit. 
He noted that Zanjani worked 
for the Khatam al-Anbia base. He 
added that only the IRGC was “au-
thorised” to receive the oil Zanjani 
and his associates were supposed 
to sell on the black market. He said 
the process was monitored by the 
intelligence agencies.

While Zanjani and Shams now 

enjoy the hospitality of the Islamic 
Republic’s prison administration, 
some of their associates escaped 
abroad. So has Reza Mostafavi 
Tabatabaei, who was hired by the 
Petroleum Ministry to procure an 
offshore oil platform worth $78 
million. He did so from Romania’s 
GSP six years ago but Iran never 
received the platform. It has since 
apparently been sighted in the Gulf 
of Mexico. Tabatabaei was pro-
hibited from leaving Iran but has 
disappeared.

For all Rohani’s talk of the fight 
against Ahmadinejad-era corrup-
tion and the theft of public funds, 
the regime cannot shake off the 
suggestion that it was involved in 
“spreading corruption on Earth.”

Rohani’s futile fight against corruption

Describing Iran as ‘honourable’ 
dishonours the memory of its victims

Q 

atari State Minister 
for Foreign Affairs 
Soltan bin Saad al-
Muraikhi, at the 148th 
Arab League foreign 
ministers’ meeting, 

incensed much of the Arab and 
Islamic world by describing Iran as 
“an honourable country.”

Muraikhi said Arab countries 
boycotting Doha and critical of its 
policies were “rabid dogs” but Iran 
had proven itself to be honourable 
throughout Qatar’s bitter dispute 
with Saudi Arabia, the United Arab 
Emirates, Bahrain and Egypt.

For Qatar to publicly, formally 
and officially describe Iran as 
an “honourable country” in the 
Arab world’s foremost forum is a 
disgrace. Irrespective of the crisis 
between Qatar and its opponents, 

nothing that has happened can 
possibly justify Doha’s formal 
endorsement of Iran.

To describe Iran as “honour-
able” is to imply that Iran harbours 
nothing but goodwill towards the 
Arab world, that it is an active 
partner for peace and that it has 
no desire to export the religious 
fundamentalism of the Islamic Re-
public’s founding father, Ayatollah 
Ruhollah Khomeini. However, it is 
obvious that Iran is no friend to the 
Arabs but a deeply imperialistic, 
sectarian regime.

Rather than showing goodwill 
to its Arab neighbours, Iran has 
actively antagonised them for 
decades. Even before Khomeini 
took power, the shah he overthrew 
— Mohammad Reza Pahlavi — in-
vaded three Arab islets that belong 

to the United Arab Emirates and 
to this day Iran illegally occupies 
them.

The Greater and Lesser Tunbs 
isles as well as the islet of Abu 
Musa were forcibly occupied by 
Iran in 1971, with the native Arab 
population deported. Rather than 
return the isles to their rightful 
owners following the overthrow of 
the shah in 1979, Khomeini and his 
successors have continued their 
illegal military occupation and use 
them to threaten the strategic Ara-
bian Gulf waterway and the nearby 
Strait of Hormuz, where one-fifth 
of global oil stocks passes.

Iran has not even shown mercy 
to its indigenous Arab citizens, 
the Ahwazi Arabs who make up 
the majority of the population in 
south-western Iran, particularly in 
Khuzestan province. The Ahwa-
zis have long been discriminated 
against by Tehran, which actively 
attempts to destroy their Arab 
identity. Even though many Ahwa-
zis are Shia, their powerful Persian 
coreligionists in government feel 
threatened by their Arab identity 
and actively usurp their oil-rich 
lands, polluting their homeland 
and prevent them from speaking 
Arabic.

This has led to an Ahwazi Arab 
resistance against Iranian Persian 
chauvinism that has led to the 
plunder and death of many Arabs, 
who should be considered as breth-
ren to the Qataris and deserving of 
Doha’s support.

Last, but certainly not least, Iran 
is the world’s leading state-sponsor 
of terrorism. Iran supports sectari-
an extremist Shia jihadists, such as 
Hezbollah in Lebanon, the myriad 
militias that constitute the Popular 
Mobilisation Forces in Iraq, the 
Houthi rebels in Yemen and other 
terrorist groups in Syria, all in the 
name of supporting the regime of 
Syrian President Bashar Assad.

Iran has masterfully, if despica-
bly, used terrorist organisations to 
wage an expansionist campaign 
across the Arab and Islamic world, 
with many of the groups guilty 
of egregious war crimes, crimes 
against humanity and sectar-
ian cleansing campaigns, mostly 
against Sunni Arabs.

Considering Iran’s multifaceted 
approach to killing, colonising, 
invading and tearing apart Arab 
and Muslim communities through-
out the region, it is nothing short 
of dishonourable for the Qataris 
to describe Iran as an honourable 
country.

While it is obvious that the 
Iranian people themselves are not 
to blame for the actions of their 
despotic and criminal rulers, it is 
equally clear that Qatar’s praise 
of Iran was directed towards the 
mullahs and not the people. Such 
unwarranted praise disgraces and 
shames Qatar and dishonours 
the memory of the hundreds of 
thousands of innocents that Iran 
has killed and continues to murder 
throughout the region, many of 
whom are the Qataris’ kinsmen 
and brothers in religion and  
culture.

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

Rather than 
showing goodwill to 
its Arab neighbours, 
Iran has actively 
antagonised
them for decades.

The Iranian regime 
cannot shake off 
the suggestion that 
it was involved in 
“spreading 
corruption on 
Earth.”

Ali Alfoneh 

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

Tallha Abdulrazaq
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Complicated influence. A picture of Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei (R) adorns a 
military vehicle as fighters from the Popular Mobilisation Forces (PMF) deploy in al-Nibaie area, 
north-west of Baghdad.                (AFP)

“Sanction buster.” A 2016 file picture shows Iran’s billionaire tycoon Babak Zanjani (C) in a court in 
Tehran.                (AFP)
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German electionsDebate

W
hen German 
Chancellor 
Angela Mer-
kel invited 
1 million 
refugees, 
particularly 

from Syria, to make Germany their 
new home in 2015, most commen-
tators, even if they agreed with her 
intentions, argued that she was 
digging her own political grave.

Their prediction: A populist 
wave — long in the making but 
only recently causing tremors in 
Europe — would sweep Merkel 
off her feet the minute voters 
could go to the polls. It seemed 
almost certain that, in a Europe of 
heightened political divisions and 
growing anti-immigrant senti-
ment, no one could survive such a 
daring gambit.

In parliamentarian elections 
September 24, however, Mer-
kel proved the doubters wrong. 
Although her party lost a signifi-
cant number of votes, she remains 
steadfast as chancellor, one of the 
few constants in European politics.

Yes, the Alternative for Germany 
(AfD) made it into parliament for 
the first time but, compared to 
other European countries where 
far-right populist parties have se-
cured upward of 30% of the vote, 
12.6% seems manageable.

Merkel excluded the AfD as a 
partner before and if she cobbles 
together a so-called Jamaica-coa-
lition of the Christian Democratic 
Union of Germany (CDU), the Free 
Democratic Party (FDP) and Green 
Party, the far-right’s voice will be 
less influential in the Bundestag. 
Merkel wasn’t intimidated by AfD’s 
populist’s tactics; she was embold-
ened by them.

Still, not every political leader is 
as steady in her course. Although 
Austria experienced a similarly 
high refugee inflow per person 
since 2015, the political landscape 
heading into the elections October 
15 is very different. The far-right 
Freedom Party of Austria (FPO) 
was leading in the polls until early 
this year, while Austria’s grand 
coalition parties were going at 
each other’s throats instead of 

reforming and solving pressing 
policy challenges.

In May, Foreign Minister Sebas-
tian Kurz, 31, of the Austrian Peo-
ple’s Party (OVP), called for early 
elections and installed himself as 
the new party leader. Five months 
later, the dynamics have changed 
drastically. The Freedom Party is 
under pressure and Kurz is set to 
win the elections.

How did that happen?
Kurz mastered something that 

a lot of politicians attempted and 
failed at: He co-opts far-right ideas 
and markets them as centrist and 
he does it all with a friendly, calm 
but determined demeanour. In 
this campaign, he mainstreamed 
policies that were divisive at their 
core.

Kurz portrayed himself as 
sympathetic to the worries of the 
general population despite having 
been part of the ruling government 
for the last seven years. He implic-
itly accused NGOs that operate 
in the Mediterranean arena of at-
tracting refugees and therefore are 
responsible for high numbers of 
casualties. He credits himself with 
having closed the refugee route on 

the western Balkans without men-
tioning the worsening situation in 
Greek refugee camps.

Most important, he allows his 
supporters to express their intoler-
ance guilt-free, without being 
labelled racist or neo-Nazi.

Unlike Merkel, Kurz didn’t 
choose to exercise leadership 
during his time in government. 
Instead of building a coalition to 
keep populist impulses in check, 
he self-servingly harnessed the 
populist train to reach the highest 
political office. Heinz-Christian 
Strache, the leader of the Freedom 
Party, tolerates Kurz’s methods as 
the price of admission for joining a 
coalition government with him.

This Faustian bargain is nothing 
new. Austria had such a coalition 
in 2000. The only difference is that 
this time the EU Commission in 
Brussels will not impose sanctions. 
Democratic backsliding was once 
the exception in Europe. It may 
soon become the norm.

As much as Merkel’s and Kurz’s 
political strategies differ (their par-
ties are sister-parties), they face a 
common challenge: Populism isn’t 
just reshaping politics from the 

bottom up; politics is also reshap-
ing populism from the top down.

Political leadership can fan the 
flames of anger and resentment 
towards immigrants or ease their 
integration. Kurz has put party in-
terest and personal ambition above 
social cohesion. In appealing to 
emotions over reason, he exacer-
bated the challenge that populism 
poses to Western democracy.

Merkel’s example shows what 
is possible when political leaders 
put the interests of country ahead 
of self and party. Her approach to-
wards the refugee crisis will likely 
lead to a more stable, long-term 
outcome — not just for German 
citizens but for those risking their 
lives to find a new home.

The quest for power is self-
serving and populist incitement 
is a tool. The forces it unleashes 
may bring short-term political gain 
but the collateral damage in terms 
of deepening divisions and social 
strains is too significant to ignore. 
Democracy demands responsible 
leadership. In Europe today, two 
models are on offer. The future 
of Europe will depend on which 
gains the upper hand.

Refugees in the riptide: Two models
of leadership on offer in Europe

is a freelance journalist 
from Austria.

Unlike Merkel, 
Kurz didn’t choose 
to exercise 
leadership during 
his time in 
government.

Teresa Eder

T
he surge of the xeno-
phobic Alternative for 
Germany (AfD) party 
signals the end of Ger-
man exceptionalism in 
Europe and a serious 
weakening of Chancel-

lor Angela Merkel after 12 years in 
power. The country has been run 
from the centre right or centre left 
or by a coalition of Conservatives 
and Socialists that spread from the 
periphery of the European Union 
to its centre and most powerful 
economy.

With 13.3% of the vote AfD can 
claim 94 deputies in Berlin. Until 
now the party’s representation had 
been confined to regional parlia-
ments. It polled well mostly in the 
former East Germany, often gaining 
twice the percentage of votes as in 
the western states.

That said, the fact that the party 
suffered a split a day after scoring 
such a stunning electoral success 
suggests it will not all be plain sail-
ing for it.

Party leader Frauke Petry 
dropped a bombshell on September 
25, announcing she was quitting 
the party because she found it too 
extreme. Petry said she found the 
words of her deputy, former Chris-

tian Democrat Alexander Gauland 
— that he would “hunt Merkel or 
whoever down” and “take the 
country back” — unacceptable. 
Gauland previously upset many 
Germans by saying Germany has 
a right to be proud of what its sol-
diers achieved in two world wars.

He may have the bulk of the par-
ty behind him but by positioning 
the AfD as a “party of anarchists,” 
as Petry said, Gauland made the 
possibility of securing a coalition 
partner inconceivable.

The ideology at the heart of the 
leadership must be understood: It 
is xenophobic and fearful of immi-
grants, particularly if they are Mus-
lim. It is a broad church that brings 
together conservatives baffled and 
annoyed at Merkel’s decision to 
admit 1 million refugees, predomi-
nately from the Middle East and 
Africa, and right-wing ideologues 
who, like their peers in France’s 
National Front party, are haunted 
by a sense of cultural decline and 
fear of Islam.

This fear of the essentially Mus-
lim “other” now stalks the politics 
of France, Hungary, Poland and 
Sweden.

Germany had appeared to be  
an island of calm in a stormy sea.  

Merkel was the great survivor as 
former French President François 
Hollande and former British Prime 
Minister David Cameron sunk in 
waves of populism. Germany had 
stable leadership. Therein, how-
ever, lay the problem.

Campaigning on a theme of 
cheery optimism, Germany 
brushed many issues under the 
carpet. Like in France, the Social-
ist Democratic Party’s (SPD) failure 
to defend marginalised workers 
who were getting poorer led to a 
switch of votes to the AfD. The SPD 
slumped to its lowest vote since 
1948 while the conservative Chris-
tian Democratic Union (CDU/CSU) 
received fewer votes than in any 
time since 1948.

More Germans, notably pension-
ers, are having difficulty making 
ends meet; many need two jobs to 
survive. Flexibility is the key word. 
Nearly 60% of the country’s wealth 
belongs to 10% of all Germans. 
Inequality is rising and the feeling 
of frustration is particularly strong 
in former East German states.

The surge of the AfD and its 
anti-establishment tone have solid 
socio-economic foundations. First 
it was anti-euro, then it switched 
to being anti-immigrant. By failing 

to explain her U-turn on refugees 
in 2015, Merkel sowed the seeds of 
distrust. If wealth is distributed less 
and less equitably, as it is in Britain, 
a reaction is bound to come. Near 
full employment in Germany 
makes the frustration of lower pay 
even greater

Just as Britain’s Brexit vote sub-
verted the established order, Ger-
many’s consensus-driven model 
has shown its weakness if not its 
limits. The model is extremely 
fractured. Matters were aggravated 
by the lack of state spending on 
schools, hospitals and roads from 
2011-17, when millions of foreign-
ers (mostly Europeans until 2015) 
entered the country. Strict budget 
discipline is a virtue until it fails 
its political test by encouraging 
extremism.

A xenophobic party in the Bun-
destag will complicate the way Ger-
many interacts with Europe. What 
there is little doubt about is that 
Germany is likely to play hardball 
with its eastern neighbours who 
refused to accept any refugees in 
2015, to the fury of many CDU/CSU 
members. Germany might well play 
hardball where refugees in general 
are concerned. Europe is entering a 
new age.

Rise of far right signals end of
German exceptionalism in Europe

is an associate fellow at 
the Barcelona Centre for 
International Affairs.
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The fear of the 
essentially Muslim 
“other” now stalks 
the politics of
France, Hungary, 
Poland and 
Sweden.

Steady course. Supporters hold posters as German Chancellor Angela Merkel walks on stage at the 
headquarters of the Christian Democratic Union (CDU) in Berlin, on September 24.                                (AP)
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Washington

M 

uslim activists in 
the United States 
said they will fight 
US President Donald 
Trump’s new travel 

ban but some experts warned that 
the efforts could end up strength-
ening restrictions instead of weak-
ening them.

Pressure groups and civil rights 
associations agreed that Trump’s 
new set of rules is a new version 
of his earlier two “Muslim bans” 
that were struck down in part by 
the courts. Some call the new set 
of rules a “Muslim Ban 3.0” but 
the question is whether it is wise 
to push for a decision by America’s 
highest court on the matter.

Trump said in a written proc-
lamation on September 24 that 
citizens of Chad, Iran, Libya, 
North Korea, Somalia, Syria and 
Yemen would not be able to visit 
the United States after October 18. 
The same goes for government of-
ficials and their family members 
from Venezuela. Iraqi travellers 
would face added checks and re-
strictions.

Since January, the administra-
tion failed twice to impose blan-
ket travel bans on people from a 
group of predominantly Muslim 
countries after courts blocked the 
moves.

The US Supreme Court was to 
review the issue on October 10 
but cancelled the hearing after 
publication of the new rules. The 
court asked parties involved to 
present arguments on October 5 as 
to whether the case is moot. If the 
justices dismiss the current legal 
challenge given the new rules, the 
Muslim ban critics, including the 
state of Hawaii and several civil 
rights groups, would have to start 
over in lower courts, losing the 
chance to have the ban thrown out 
immediately.

Unlike previous travel bans, 
which were limited to 90 days, the 
new one suspends entry for pur-
poses of immigration, business 
trips and tourism indefinitely. Su-
dan, a country hit with travel bans 
under the first two models, was 
taken off the black list but Chad 
was added. The new rules include 
exceptions for certain groups in 

individual countries. For exam-
ple, exchange students from Iran 
with valid visas can still enter the 
United States. Visa holders and 
legal US residents from the seven 
countries blacklisted under the 
new rules are not affected.

Trump said the restrictions are 
necessary to prevent terrorists 
from entering the country. “I must 
act to protect the security and in-
terests of the United States and its 
people,” Trump said in his proc-
lamation. The new ban can be re-
voked if a country fulfils US crite-
ria in vetting visa candidates and 
in sharing terrorism-related data.

During last year’s presidential 
campaign Trump called for a gen-
eral entry ban for Muslims, trig-
gering accusations of religious big-
otry. The new travel ban does not 
change that position, critics said. 
The plan still showed “the intent 
to fulfil president Trump’s cam-
paign promise,” said Omar Nourel-
din, a lawyer and vice-president at 
the Muslim Public Affairs Council 
(MPAC), an advocacy group.

Putting a non-Muslim country 
such as North Korea on the black 

list did not change the nature of 
the ban because North Korea was 
sending few people to the United 
States anyway, he said.

Muslim Advocates, a pressure 
group, agreed, saying: “Let us not 
be fooled by the administration’s 
attempted tricks and semantics, 
this is still the same Muslim ban.”

The Council on American-
Islamic Relations (CAIR), acting 
for four US Muslims, filed a court 
case arguing the new set of rules 
violates a Supreme Court’s ruling 
that people with “bona fide” ties 

to the United States — relatives liv-
ing in the United States, a letter of 
acceptance by a US university or 
a job with a US company — could 
enter the country. CAIR Executive 
Director Nihad Awad called the 
new travel restrictions an “illegal, 
unconstitutional and un-Ameri-
can ban against Muslims.”

Anthony Romero, executive di-
rector of the American Civil Lib-
erties Union (ACLU), a leading 
civil rights group, also said the 
new guidelines constituted an ini-
tiative directed against Muslims. 
“President Trump’s original sin of 
targeting Muslims cannot be cured 
by throwing other countries onto 
his enemies list,” Romero said in a 
statement.

But Noureldin said the fact 
that the new travel ban was mere 
window dressing did not mean 
winning a judicial challenge was 
certain. He cautioned that insist-
ing that the Supreme Court look 
at the new travel ban at the Octo-
ber 5 hearing could have unfore-
seen consequences. The Supreme 
Court is ideologically split be-
tween liberals and conservatives, 

with a narrow, often 5-4 conserva-
tive majority, making predictions 
about possible decisions very dif-
ficult.

By avoiding blanket rulings, 
including non-Muslim countries 
and providing exceptions for in-
dividuals in its fresh guidelines, 
the administration has made it 
more difficult to prove that the 
new measure is just another Mus-
lim ban, Noureldin said. This 
could lead to a Supreme Court 
ruling confirming Trump’s plan 
and strengthening the right of the 
executive to introduce wide-rang-
ing travel restrictions by decree, 
handing an important victory to 
Trump.

“It’s more risky now,” Nourel-
din said. The critics of the new 
ban should think hard about 
what to say before the court on  
October 5, he added. “The Su-
preme Court could create a prec-
edent that they don’t want.”

News & Analysis East   West

Muslim activists in US vow to fight 
Trump’s new travel ban but there’s a catch

Hopes in jeopardy. International passengers arrive at Washington Dulles International Airport.(Reuters)

T
echnically, it’s no 
longer possible to call 
US President Donald 
Trump’s new list 
of travel-restricted 
countries a “Muslim 
ban.” North Korea 

and Venezuela, two of the eight 
names on Trump’s week-old 
proclamation, are non-Muslim. 
Muslim-majority Sudan has 
been dropped from the list. Iraqi 
nationals are no longer banned 
outright from entering the United 
States but still subject to special 
vetting.

As for the rest of the 57-mem-
ber Organisation of Islamic 
Cooperation, they were not 
affected by January’s travel ban 
1.0 or by 2.0 issued in March. 
Therefore, their absence on 
travel ban version 3.0 doesn’t say 
anything new about the targeting 
of countries with large Muslim 
populations. It remains hard to 
prove a negative.

Should we stop calling the 
Trump administration’s travel 
restrictions a “Muslim ban”? Yes, 
but with a crucial difference. 
This is a “Muslim and others” 
ban. It seeks to limit, in the 

colourful idiom Trump has 
previously used, Muslims and 
other “bad hombres.” Thus, 
version 3.0 lumps the nationals 
of several mainly Muslim 
countries with “bad hombres” 
from North Korea and Venezuela, 
both of which Trump excoriates. 
It is still a ban on Muslims, just 
dressed up to look like it isn’t.

No one should be fooled.
There is no security advantage 

to the United States in banning 
North Korean visitors. Exactly 
100 North Koreans procured US 
visas last year, a rise of 11 on 
2015, a few dozen on 2014 and a 
one-third fall on 2007. Pyong-
yang doesn’t allow its citizens to 
freely travel the world, particu-
larly to the United States, and 
there is no recorded instance of a 
fatal North Korean terrorist 
attack on American soil. Simi-
larly, the restrictions on Ven-
ezuela apply only to government 
officials, a negligible security 
threat to the United States.

This leaves us with the six 
predominantly Muslim countries 
on travel ban 3.0. Nationals of 
Iran, Libya, Syria, Yemen, 
Somalia and Chad face perma-

nent restrictions on entry as of 
October 18, though Iranian 
students and Somali visitors will 
still make the cut.

Legally, Trump’s new order will 
probably soar more easily than 
earlier versions over the hard bar 
set by the American constitu-
tional principle of non-discrimi-
nation. As Harvard constitutional 
law Professor Noah Feldman 
recently noted, the US Supreme 
Court might find it doctrinally 
and politically easier to take the 
traditional view that defers to the 
Trump administration’s national 
security assessment.

This is mainly because version 
3.0 claims to target countries 
with poor “information sharing 
and identity management” in the 
interests of American homeland 
security. It’s hardly surprising 
that conflict-ridden Syria, Libya, 
Yemen and Somalia don’t have an 
organised data-collection system 
to feed into US visa queries and 
Iran can hardly be said to be 
friendly or cooperative with the 
United States. But Chad, which is 
admittedly poor, is a reliable US 
military ally in the fight against 
extremist group Boko Haram. 

How does it help US security to 
take a hard line on Chad’s view of 
terrorist threats?

Logic dictates that poor 
information collection is a 
problem that goes beyond the six 
Muslim countries affected by 
travel ban 3.0.

Evidence shows that visitors or 
even immigrants from the 
targeted countries have been a 
harmless presence in the United 
States, neither launching terror-
ist attacks nor facilitating them.

Memory throws up choice 
passages from candidate Trump’s 
promise of a “complete and total 
shutdown on Muslim entry to the 
United States.”

Dispassionate assessment 
suggests that Trump is not on 
course to achieving a “total 
shutdown on Muslim entry” but 
his newest travel restrictions 
accomplish much the same thing 
as previous ones. They send a 
signal that Muslims (and a few 
others) are unwelcome in the 
United States and distrusted 
because of who they are.

Ban 3.0 may not be found 
unconstitutional but it is still 
bigoted and wrong.

Is Trump’s travel ban 3.0 not about Muslims anymore?

Rashmee Roshan Lall

Version 3.0 lumps 
the nationals of 
several mainly 
Muslim countries 
with “bad hombres” 
from North Korea 
and Venezuela, both 
of which Trump 
excoriates.

is a columnist for The Arab 
Weekly. Her blog can be found at
 www.rashmee.com and she is 
on Twitter: @rashmeerl.

Thomas Seibert

Unlike previous 
travel bans, which 
were limited to 90 
days, the new one 
suspends entry for 
purposes of 
immigration, 
business trips and 
tourism indefinitely. 

President Trump’s 
original sin of targeting 
Muslims cannot be 
cured by throwing 
other countries onto 
his enemies list.

Anthony Romero, 
executive director of the 
American Civil Liberties 
Union (ACLU)
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Urgent action needed for water sustainability in MENA

Beirut

W
ater 
scarcity 
has 
always 
been a 
major 
challenge 
in the 

mostly arid MENA region. 
However, overdrawing of ground-
water compounded with climate 
change, high rates of population 
growth and the effects of con-
flicts and forced displacement 
have jeopardised the region’s 
stability and the livelihood of 
generations to come.

A World Bank report titled 
“Beyond Scarcity: Water Security 
in the Middle East and North 
Africa” highlighted the exacer-
bating challenges, stressing, 
however, that limited water 
resources “need not restrict the 
region’s future” and that a 
“combination of technology, 
policy and management can 
convert scarcity into security.”

“Over the past decade, the 
water situation for most coun-
tries (in MENA) has become more 
challenging,” said Steven Schon-
berger, practice manager at the 
World Bank’s Water Department 
for MENA region. “While the 
amount of freshwater available 
has not changed, its reliability 
and the pressures on the 
resources are growing with 
particular impact on groundwa-

ter, which serves as the ‘water 
savings account’ for difficult 
years and future generations.”

Climate change is expected to 
have the greatest effect on water 
resources in the region and could 
cause economic losses of 6-14% 
of GDP by 2050, Schonberger 
cautioned. That would happen 
“unless major efforts are made in 
terms of building resilience and 
undertaking significant realloca-
tions of diminishing water 
resources to higher value uses,” 
he said.

Smart water management in 
terms of the policies, technolo-
gies and management systems for 
water in urban and agricultural 
settings has become an urgent 
priority for a region where 60% of 
the population lives in areas with 
high or very high water stress.

Despite being the most water-
scarce region in the world, the 
region has the lowest productiv-
ity of water use in terms of 
economic production, the world’s 
lowest water tariffs and, by far, 
the highest level of subsidies (2% 
of GDP). Also, the effects of 
degradation of water quality are 
often overlooked though they 
represent a major cost to the 
region, estimated at 0.5-2.5% of 
GDP yearly, in terms of health and 
other effects, the report stated.

“Clearly there is a need to 
rethink how water is being 
managed in the region, starting 
with a general recognition of its 
value and a commitment to use 
water for the greatest good of 
society,” Schonberger said.

Many Arab countries, espe-

cially in the Gulf area, rely largely 
on desalination to compensate 
for limited water resources. 
Desalination should be part of the 
solution in the region, which 
accounts for almost half of all 
desalination capacity world-
wide.

“You cannot ‘desal’ your way 
out of the problem,” Schonberger 
said. “Desalination has to be part 
of an overall strategy of more 
efficient use through demand 
management, leakage reduction, 
recycling of water and more 
sustainable management of 
groundwater where that is 
available in the Gulf.”

The World Bank report stated 
that the solutions to water saving 
in MENA should focus on ration-
alising water use and making it 
more efficient in the agriculture 
sector, which accounts for about 
80% of water usage across the 
region.

It is a common challenge for all 
Arab countries but the differ-
ences lie in the role of technol-
ogy, the report said. More water 
abundant countries, such as 
Lebanon and Syria, should meet 
their needs through better 
management of existing 
resources. The more extremely 
water scarce places, such as 
Jordan, the Palestinian territo-
ries, the Gulf countries and 
Yemen would need to integrate 
“non-conventional water” from 
desalination and recycling on a 
larger scale.

Solutions may include policies 
that create incentives for water 
conservation and water use 

efficiency, such as fees, fines and 
pricing, as well as wastewater 
recycling and reuse. Engaging 
and educating civil society by 
raising public awareness about 
water value and conservation 
through schools, the media and 
government campaigns are also 
crucial.

While water is often pointed to 
as a potential source of conflict, it 
has more frequently been the 
source of cooperation, even 
between antagonists, Schon-
berger noted, citing the example 
of Vietnam and Thailand, which 
cooperated on sharing the 
Mekong River’s waters despite 
being on different sides of an 
armed conflict.

“We see similar examples of 
cooperation in the MENA region, 
such as the Yarmuk and Jordan 
rivers (Syria, Jordan, Israel and 
the Palestinian territories) and 
the Disi Aquifer (Jordan and 
Saudi Arabia). However, it is 
important to ensure that an 
effective technical cooperation is 
in place for exchange of informa-
tion,” Schonberger said.

“We firmly believe that 
regional cooperation around 
management of water resources, 
combined with technological and 
management innovations, which 
can emerge from a better valua-
tion of water in the region, can 
lead to both a more peaceful as 
well as a more prosperous Middle 
East.”

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

I n t e r v i e w

Samar Kadi

Clearly there is a need 
to rethink how water is 
being managed in the 
region.

Steven Schonberger, 
practice manager at 
the World Bank’s Water 
Department for MENA 
region

Algerians scramble for 
euros as prime minister 
warns of severe crisis
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

A 

lgerians rushed to the 
parallel market to con-
vert dinars to foreign 
currency after Algerian 
Prime Minister Ahmed 

Ouyahia announced the country 
needed to print money to weather a 
worsening economic crisis.

“My brothers, the situation is 
hell,” Ouyahia told parliament. 
“The state coffers are almost emp-
ty.” He noted there was “only 50 
billion dinars” ($440 million) in the 
treasury as of August 31.

“For the state machine to func-

tion we need at least 250 billion di-
nars ($2.2 billion) per month. “We 
will have no money to pay your 
salaries if we do not print money,” 
he said.

Algeria suffered a severe financial 
cri sis after oil prices fell in 2014, 
causing a sharp decline in the coun-
try’s foreign currency reserves. Its 
economy is highly dependent on oil 
and gas exports, which account for 
95% of foreign currency earnings 
and 60% of budg et revenue.

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

The government, however, un-
derestimated its deficit for three 
consecutive years, causing the fund 
to dry up more quickly than expect-
ed.

The government’s projected defi-
cit for 2016 was 10.8% but it ended 
up being 15% of GDP. The govern-
ment has projected a 7% deficit for 
this year of $10.5 billion but inde-
pendent economists said it could 
reach $17.6 billion.

The government has adopted an 
“unconventional financing” strate-
gy similar to quantitative easing, an 
expansionary monetary policy used 
by the United States and Europe to 
stimulate the global economy fol-
lowing the 2008 economic crisis.

The plan would require Algerian 
officials to draw heavily on foreign 
currency reserves, which could dip 
below $100 billion for the first time 
in a decade, but minimise foreign 
debt. The Finance Ministry said it 
expects reserves to fall to $97 bil-
lion by the end of the year. They 
totalled $105.8 billion at the end of 
July.

Algerian economist Rida Bekkat 
noted that, on September 23, the 

euro began trading for 200 dinars 
($1.76) on the parallel market “for 
the first time since the launch of 
the common European currency in 
January 1991. The euro traded at  
193 dinars ($1.70) before Ouyahia 
made comments on the economic 
crisis.

“That triggered a state of panic 
among economic operators and im-
porters in the private sector,” Bek-
kat said.

Economists also noted that the 
US dollar was trading higher on the 
black market, another indication 
that the government’s policy has 
triggered panic.

“It is an unprecedented situation 
that can only be explained by the 
business class panicking over their 
assessment of the government`s 
policy and decision-making,” said 
Bekkat.

Economist Badreddine Khris, 
who talked to traders at Port Said 
Square’s black market in Algiers — 
the largest of Algeria’s four paral-
lel markets — said: “There has not 
been enough supply of euros after 
the level of 200 was breached.”

“There is a limit for the rise of the 
euro. Traders see 300 dinars ($2.64) 
per one euro as the highest limit 
because at this level there would 
not be enough dinars left in the 

pockets of Algerians to trade with,”  
he estimated.

“A statement from Ouyahia was 
enough to push citizens to look for 
a safe refuge of their savings and 
assets. We are all wondering what 
will happen once the government 
begins implementing in earnest the 
policy based upon unconventional 
financing.”

The rise of currency trading 
on the black market reflects the 
growth of Algeria’s parallel market, 
which is estimated to account for 
52% of the overall economy. Former 
Prime Minister Abdelamajd Teb-
boune said the parallel economy 
represented 45% of GDP, about $125 
billion.

While Algeria’s Central Bank 
tightly controls the exchange of for-
eign currency, authorities tolerate 
trading on the black market.

Economist Naddir Idir said a cur-
rency trader at Port Said Square re-
ported making “a deal with a senior 
government bureaucrat who came 
with a friend working for a parlia-
ment member.”

“They left with 4,500 euros 
($5,300),” the trader said.

Ouyahia said he was aware of the 
rush to hoard foreign currencies but 
warned buyers they would lose in 
the long run.

“Rumours have caused foreign 
currencies to rise like a missile at 
the square but Algeria is not ruled 
by rumours,” Ouyahia said in a 
speech September 25. “Those who 
buy currencies on the black mar-
kets will return to sell them. The 
situation will improve within one 
year or one year and a half.”

Former Prime Minister Ahmed 
Ghozali joined independent econo-
mists in warning that the “uncon-
ventional financing” policy would 
lead to high inflation and devalua-
tion of the local currency.

“The unconventional financing 
will have an immediate effect: The 
devaluation of the dinar and the 
loss of purchasing power of most 
Algerians,” Ghozali told Algerian 
website TSA in an interview. “This 
financing means that we eat the 
bread of our children.”

To restore reserves and finance 
high imports, the Algerian govern-
ment is betting on oil prices shoot-
ing back up. The Ministry of Fi-
nance said it expects the value of oil 
and gas exports to rise to $31 billion 
this year, $3 billion more than in 
2016 but down from $60.3 billion in 
2014.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

At record low. Algerian man counts dinar banknotes in the capital Algiers.        (Reuters)

The unconventional 
financing will have an
immediate effect: 
The devaluation of the 
dinar and the loss of 
purchasing power of 
most Algerians.

Former Prime Minister 
Ahmed Ghozali

of the MENA region’s 
population lives in 
areas with high or very 
high water stress.

More than 60%
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Turkey to deal 
only with Baghdad 
on oil exports

Algeria plans first 
wealth tax to cope 
with financial 
pressure

Lebanon plans tax 
increases to fund 
public sector pay 
rise: Senior official 

IMF says Egypt on 
track with reform 
programme, 
inflation fight

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi said Turkey has agreed to deal 
only with Baghdad on oil exports 
from the self-ruled Kurdish region, 
which seeks secession from Iraq.

In a statement following a phone 
call with his Turkish counterpart, 
Abadi said Binali Yildirim stressed 
Ankara’s support on all measures in 
response to the Kurdish independ-
ence referendum.

In defiance of Baghdad, the self-
ruled Kurdish region has been uni-
laterally exporting crude oil pro-
duced in their region and contested 
areas through Turkey.

The statement added that both 
countries would cooperate to imple-
ment the measures.

(The Associated Press)

Algeria will implement a wealth 
tax for the first time next year to help 
secure new sources of finance after a 
sharp fall in energy earnings, Prime 
Minister Ahmed Ouyahia said.

State finances of the OPEC-mem-
ber country in North Africa were sig-
nificantly hit after a more than 50% 
drop in oil and gas revenue.

Oil and gas account for 60% of 
Algeria’s budget and 95% of total 
exports.

(Reuters)

Lebanon aims to increase taxes 
to finance a public sector pay rise, a 
senior official said after the plan was 
thrown into doubt when the consti-
tutional council annulled the new 
tax law.

Many public sector workers went 
on strike after the constitutional 
council, an arm of the judiciary, re-
jected the tax law passed by parlia-
ment to finance a $917 million public 
sector pay rise.

(Reuters)

The International Monetary 
Fund welcomed Egypt’s economic 
reforms, saying Cairo had made a 
good start at reining in public spend-
ing, boosting investor confidence 
and addressing the surging inflation 
generated by new policies.

In its first review since Egypt se-
cured a $12 billion, three-year bail-
out loan in November, the IMF said 
Egypt’s performance has been on 
track, allowing it to release a $1.25 
billion disbursement. That brings 
the total payout so far to $4 billion.

The IMF said energy subsidy re-
form, wage restraint and a value-
added tax have contributed to re-
ducing the fiscal deficit and helped 
free up space for social spending to 
support the poor.

(The Associated Press)

Briefs

The Arab Weekly staff

London

S 

audi Finance Minister Mo-
hammed al-Jadaan has told 
bond investors that the pro-
posed Saudi Aramco initial 
public offering (IPO) would 

take place in 2018 as expected, 
sources told Reuters.

The confirmation of the govern-
ment’s plans to list 5% of Saudi 
Aramco came after reports surfaced 
that the listing would be delayed 
until 2019 and that officials working 
on the undertaking were looking for 
contingency plans.

Saudi Aramco has crude oil re-
serves of 265 billion barrels, more 
than 15% of global oil deposits. It 
produces more than 10 million bar-
rels per day, three times as much as 
the world’s largest listed oil com-
pany, Exxon Mobil, and its reserves 
are more than ten times larger. Sau-
di officials and energy experts said 
Aramco is worth $2 trillion.

Aramco, for the first time since it 
was established in 1933, will open 
its books following an extensive 
auditing process. If the plans for a 
2018 listing go through, Aramco will 
release its audited financial records 
early in the year.

“Aramco will have its 2017 results 
by the first quarter; the audited ac-
counts will be available then, so 
the IPO could happen after that,” a 
source familiar with the situation 
told Reuters.

Aramco plans on listing its IPO 
on the Riyadh stock exchange, Tad-
awul, and one or two listings on in-
ternational markets. Several coun-
tries have courted the kingdom to 
win the ability to list Aramco shares, 
seen as a boon to any stock market.

Aramco is said to be leaning to-
wards the New York Stock Exchange 
(NYSE), rather than London, be-
cause the United States has deeper 
pools of capital, reported the Econ-
omist, which said Saudi Arabia’s ef-
forts to include Chinese investors 
might result in shares being issued 
in Hong Kong.

A listing on the NYSE would re-
quire Aramco to have its accounts 
arranged based on the United 
States’ generally accepted account-
ing principles (GAAP) while a listing 
in London or Hong Kong would re-
quire the firm’s paperwork to meet 
International Financial Reporting 
Standards (IFRS).

Reuters reported that Aramco has 
prepared its accounts based on IFRS 
standards but can adjust them to 
GAAP standards if necessary.

The Aramco IPO is the centrepiece 
of the Saudi Vision 2030 economic 
reform initiative, the brainchild of 
Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin 
Salman bin Abdulaziz intended to 
wean the kingdom’s economy off its 
dependency on the traditional en-
ergy sector.

Revenues from the Aramco IPO 
are to be invested in the kingdom’s 
sovereign wealth fund, known as 
the Public Investment Fund (PIF), 
which is to invest in non-oil related 
venture domestically and globally.

Into market reality. Saudi Aramco’s Juaymah facility.                                                                                  (Reuters)

Aramco IPO on track for 2018

Gulf

Saudi Aramco has 
crude oil reserves of 
265 billion barrels, 
more than 15% of 
global oil deposits.

Dubai

T 

he recent Cityscape Glob-
al Dubai, one of the high-
lights of the UAE property 
calendar, saw a record 
number of visitors and 

received a unanimous vote of ap-
proval for well-conceived projects 
from Dubai, Abu Dhabi and other 
emirates.

About 300 exhibitors from the 
United Arab Emirates and 30 other 
countries participated this year in 
the 16th edition of the event.

The final tally has not been an-
nounced but organisers cited an in-
crease of 25% in the number of visi-
tors during the first two days of the 
three-day event. A major attraction 
this year was that on-site sales were 
permitted for UAE-based projects. 
Some 40 new ones were launched 
during the show by developers 
such as Aldar Properties, Azizi De-
velopers, Damac, Deyaar Develop-
ment, Dubai Properties, Jumeirah 
Golf Estates, Meydan, Nakheel and 
Union Properties.

Abu Dhabi developer Aldar sold 
out at $100.9 million of the first 
phase of its Water’s Edge develop-
ment of 2,255 homes on Yas Island. 
With prices starting from $130,680, 
the water-front development 
proved highly attractive for end-
users and investors.

Another big draw at the event 
was Azizi Riviera in the prestigious 
Meydan One district. Azizi Devel-
opments reported that on the first 
day of Cityscape, the entire phase 

one and 50% of the inventory of 
phase two of the $3.27 billion wa-
terfront project were sold.

Some of the notable project 
launches were District One Resi-
dences; the third phase of Moham-
med Bin Rashid Al Maktoum City, 
with apartments featuring water-
front views; Nakheel’s 180-metre 
Palm Beach Residences on the Palm 
Jumeirah, complete with a 38th-
floor sky lounge with views over 
the Arabian Gulf; Deyaar’s 63-sto-
rey tower project South Bay in 
Business Bay including residences, 
serviced apartments and an inter-
national hotel; Union Properties’ 
$2.18 billion MotorCity master plan 
comprising 44 high- and low-rise 
buildings, more than 150 villas and 
a wide range of residential, com-
mercial, entertainment and hospi-
tality facilities.

A notable exhibit at Cityscape 
was “District 2020,” a legacy project 
showcasing commercial and resi-
dential development that will re-
purpose the Expo 2020 site, which 
should prove to be a major factor 

in the emirate’s development. The 
transition from Expo 2020 to Dis-
trict 2020 will begin as soon as the 
expo ends. The district will include 
65,000 sq. metres of residential 
space and 135,000 sq. metres of 
commercial space, in addition to 
world-class innovation, education-
al, cultural and entertainment fa-
cilities as well as a conference and 
exhibition centre.

There was a dramatic leap in the 
number of registered Dubai Land 
Department transactions made for 
off-plan units. Lynnette Abad, part-
ner and head of Property Monitor, 
a division of Cavendish Maxwell, 
a property and construction con-
sultancy, attributed the success of 
off-plan projects to the “winning 
combination of a very good final 
price point coupled with attractive 
payment plans.”

“This has lured investors back 
into the market and opened an 
opportunity for end users who 
couldn’t afford to get on the prop-
erty ladder before,” Abad said.

“Cityscape 2017 was one of the 

busiest I have seen in several years,” 
said Declan King from ValuStrat. 
“Activity was surely heightened by 
the Dubai Real Estate Regulatory 
Authority’s decision to permit de-
velopers to take booking deposits 
at the event for the first time since 
2008,” King said.

Research by ValuStrat indicated 
that the Dubai residential property 
market prices and transactions 
have been broadly flat over the last 
year, with capital values declining 
1.2% in 12 months. However, off-
plan new home transaction activ-
ity has picked up and represented 
64% of overall sales in the second 
quarter. Improved sentiment is at-
tributed to the city’s regional safe-
haven status, rising population and 
a growing well-diversified economy 
with strong activity in tourism, real 
estate, finance and manufacturing.

King said the decision in 2013 
to award the city rights to host 
Expo 2020 was a solid endorse-
ment of Dubai’s place in the world 
and a further economic stimulus. 
Dubai’s GDP grew 2.85% last year 
and growth is estimated to be 3.1% 
in 2017.

“The new homes market, in par-
ticular, has seen renewed activity, 
with many developers now work-
ing to diversify away from the high-
end luxury segment that Dubai is 
well known for,” noted King.

Mohanad Alwadiya, CEO of Har-
bor Real Estate, said Cityscape was 
“very promising in terms of trends, 
a reminder of the glory days of 2006 
and 2007.”

Faisal Durrani, head of research at 
Cluttons, projected growth in 2018 
after three years of price declines in 
the Dubai property market.  He said 
he was “extremely positive about 
the prospects for real estate in the 
next three to four years,” which is 
linked to an expected 300,000 jobs 
being created by Expo 2020.

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

N.P. Krishna Kumar

Strong demand at Cityscape seals 
UAE’s allure as real estate leader

World-class innovation. “District 2020″ exhibit at Cityscape 2017. 
                                                                                                                    (Cityscape)

About 300 exhibitors 
from the UAE and 30 
other countries 
participated in the 
16th Cityscape 
Global Dubai.
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Society Saudi women

London

A 

general sense of jubila-
tion was noted across 
Saudi Arabia with the 
announcement that 
women in the kingdom 

would be permitted to drive, clos-
ing one of the most polarising is-
sue in Saudi society, and opening 
numerous possibilities and oppor-
tunities for its economy.

Saudi King Salman bin Ab-
dulaziz Al Saud issued a royal de-
cree on September 26 allowing 
Saudi women the right to drive for 
the first time. The news was unex-
pected to the point that many Sau-
dis dismissed it as a hoax.

“To all who opposed this law 
and said that it will never happen, 
here you go. We win ladies!” Yara 
Albashair wrote on Twitter. Ac-
tivist Loujain Hathloul, who had 
been arrested twice for defying the 
ban, tweeted: “Thank God.”

“My initial thoughts were this 
can’t be true and I did not believe 
it, despite it being on all the news 
channels,” said Saria Mohsen, a 
34-year-old Jeddah-based busi-
nesswoman.

“I feel proud, empowered and 
full of hope for our country and 
future,” she said, adding that her 
first car would probably be an SUV.

“I’ve been driving for more than 
five years, and it’s something I 
look forward to every time I trav-
el,” said Abrar Hamid, a business 
owner and mother of two. “The 
fact that I will soon be able to drive 
in my country makes me feel great 
and I’m looking forward to more 
changes.”

She said she was considering 
getting a Maserati Levante with 
four-wheel drive.

The decree, which takes effect 
next June, was not universally 
well-received. Many male Saudis 
posted pictures and memes on 
social media conveying the “dan-
gers” of women driving. Some 
were intended to be light-heart-
ed; others were misogynistic and 
cruel. Ironically, car crash photos 
used in most memes all involved 
vehicles driven by men.

There were also flat-out rejec-
tions of the reversal, with hashtags 
such as “the people refuse the 
driving of women” and “the lady 
of my house will not drive” trend-
ing heavily on social media.

A young man was arrested after 
posting a video on social media 
threatening to set fire to women’s 
cars. The Saudi daily Okaz re-
ported the Saudi Interior Ministry 
received orders to prepare a plan 

for criminalising harassment. The 
plan was expected to specify pun-
ishments for harassment to act as 
a deterrent.

The female driving ban is a con-
tentious issue in Saudi Arabia, es-
pecially as the kingdom pushes for 
reform and modernisation. Many 
citizens, including a significant 
number of women, supported the 
ban.

The ban was unofficial for dec-
ades but was codified into law af-
ter 47 female Saudi activists drove 
in Riyadh in protest in November 
1990. They were imprisoned for 
one day and had their passports 
confiscated.

Authorities recently suspended 
a senior cleric over his views on 

women. Sheikh Saad al-Hijri, head 
of the fatwa authority in Asir gov-
ernorate, said women should not 
be allowed to drive because they 
only have “a quarter of a brain.”

Asir Governor Prince Faisal bin 
Khalid bin Abdulaziz ordered Hi-
jri banned from preaching and all 
other religious activities. A state-
ment from the Asir official spokes-
man said measures taken against 
Hijri were aimed at “controlling 
the exploitation of preaching plat-
forms to raise views that cause 
controversy within society and de-
value human beings.”

In another break from tradition, 
women in Saudi Arabia were al-
lowed for the first time to partici-
pate in public celebrations for the 
kingdom’s 87th National Day, an-
other move that drew praise and 
criticism.

Hundreds of women congregat-
ed at the 68,000-seat King Fahd 
International Stadium in Riyadh 
for the first time. Seating arrange-
ments were in line with local cus-
toms, with a separate section for 
single males and a section for fam-
ilies, which included women.

Despite the good will and histor-
ic nature of the event, backlash on 
social media served as a reminder 
of the country’s long road ahead.

Critics on Twitter launched 
the hashtag “Patriotism does not 
mean sin” in reaction to the mix-
ing of the sexes, with some calling 
for the return of the controversial  
religious police.

“Of course, what is happen-
ing does not please God and his 
Prophet,” wrote a Saudi journalist 
who goes by the name of Meshal 
on Twitter. “Patriotism is not by 
dancing and mixing, losing de-
cency and playing music. What 
strange times.”

Saudi Arabia is implementing 
its Vision 2030 initiative, which 
lists female empowerment as an 
important component of its eco-
nomic reform plans. The National 
Day celebrations can be viewed as 
the type of family entertainment 
the kingdom is willing to endorse; 
another chief motivator in the 
kingdom’s plans to diversify its 
economy.

These developments come after 
the government ended the ban on 
female sports education in state 
schools and issued a royal decree 
easing aspects of the kingdom’s 
male guardianship system. The 
latter granted women independ-
ent access to government services, 
jobs, education and health care.

“This is not just about women 
driving but about opening doors,” 
said Eman M, a 35-year-old single 
working mother in Jeddah.

“We woke up this morning to a 
new era with all the responsibili-
ties it entails and I believe us wom-
en are up for it and will carry our 
weight in society. I’m both happy 
and anxious. Change is always dif-
ficult at first but I’m glad that I 
will be part of the initial struggles 
and pave the way for our children.”

Saudi women celebrate driving ban reversal
Mohammed Alkhereiji

Turning point. A Saudi woman drives her car along a street in the Saudi coastal city of Jeddah, on September 27.                                        (AFP)

T 

he last country with a 
ban on women driving 
cars is giving them the 
green light to step on 
the gas.

At last, free at last. 
Although the plan to allow women 
behind the wheel was in the fore-
cast for years, news from the Saudi 
royal palace announcing the move 
into modernity was a giant stride 
forward for the staunchly conserv-
ative Wahhabi country.

A royal decree was issued that 
will allow women in the country to 
drive, the Saudi Foreign Ministry 
said on its official Twitter account, 
and a committee has been formed 
to implement the ruling.

This is nothing short of a revolu-
tion that has been slowly creeping 
in on the country where the highly 
influential religious lobby has tried 
to halt any move towards moderni-
sation and remains opposed to the 
introduction of Western trends.

Indeed, Saudi King Salman bin 
Abdulaziz Al Saud and particu-
larly Crown Prince Mohammed 
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz want to 

modernise the country, though 
they realise the need to proceed 
at a snail’s pace lest they frighten 
the conservative establishment. A 
clash between the religious powers 
and the House of Saud could have 
very serious repercussions.

Allowing women to drive is just 
the latest in a series of changes 
that have been rippling through 
Saudi Arabia since the rise of 
32-year-old Crown Prince Moham-
med.

The young royal is spearheading 
an ambitious plan to reform and 
transform the Saudi economy by 
2030 and, in line with that goal, 
increase the number of women 
in the workforce. Crown Prince 
Mohammed is considered a major 
power in the country. Many ob-
servers say they expect him to be 
named king before too long.

It will be interesting to see how 
the country copes with women 
now able to get around indepen-
dently of their male relatives as 
the mixing of sexes in Saudi Arabia 
is banned and the religious police, 
known as the mutawa, are always 

around ready to enforce sharia.
Since coming to power, the 

crown prince has successfully lob-
bied to curtail the mutawa’s influ-
ence. More restrictions on women 
were lifted earlier in September, 
as the kingdom celebrated its 
87th birthday and successes were 
reached on the modernisation 
front, when women were allowed 
to enter a sports stadium for the 
first time.

In May, King Salman decreed 
that government agencies should 
list services women can seek 
without permission from their 
husbands, fathers or other male 
guardians. He ordered organisa-
tions to provide transportation 
for female employees — a step 
that eased one hurdle to women’s 
employment, given that public 
transportation is virtually non-
existent.

Besides the obvious implica-
tions women driving will have on 
the cultural level — until now they 
were not permitted to venture 
outside the house without a male 
relative — in commercial terms it 

means that Saudi Arabia will be 
in the market for a large number 
of cars with as many as 15 million 
women as potential buyers.

The outcome is likely to create a 
great boon in the car selling indus-
try in Saudi Arabia. Women will 
need to obtain driving licences. 
There will be a need for driving 
schools catering to women. There 
will be the need for mechanics to 
maintain the new cars. There will 
be an increase in traffic, already a 
nightmare on Thursday nights in 
Riyadh and Jeddah.     

There has been some easing of 
restrictions on women’s opportu-
nities to work in law and educa-
tion. In 2015, women were elected 
to municipal councils for the first 
time.

Members of the Saudi royal fam-
ily have been signalling an easing 
on women’s ability to drive for 
months now. In May, Prince Faisal 
bin Abdullah, a former education 
minister, told a privately owned 
television channel that he had “no 
doubt” women would one day be 
able to drive in his country.

One small step for mankind, a giant leap for women

Claude Salhani

Saudi Arabia will 
be in the market 
for a large number 
of cars with as 
many as 15 million 
women as 
potential buyers.

 is a regular columnist for 
The Arab Weekly.

In another break 
from tradition, 
women in Saudi 
Arabia were allowed 
to participate in 
public celebrations 
for the kingdom’s 
87th National Day.

Saudi 
women’s rights: 
The sky’s
the limit

I 

t appears that where some 
Saudi women are going they 
won’t need roads. Fresh 
off the announcement that 
women will be allowed to 

drive, Saudi Arabia may be seeing 
its women also take to the skies.

A report in the Saudi daily Okaz 
said the kingdom’s national car-
rier, Saudia, is considering allow-
ing female Saudi graduates the 
opportunity to train and obtain 
commercial pilot’s licences, a 
move that would open new op-
portunities to empower women.

The Council of Senior Schol-
ars, the highest religious body in 
Saudi Arabia, issued a statement 
backing and welcoming the move 
allowing women to drive and the 
former head of the Saudi religious 
police, Abdullatif al-Sheikh, in an 
interview on the Al Arabiya news 
channel, threw his support be-
hind reversing the driving ban. 
He said there were no religious 
texts prohibiting women from 
driving.

 The Arab Weekly staff
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I 

n the throbbing heart of down-
town Tunis, hundreds of peo-
ple of all ages gathered for 
“Tunis by Bike,” a cycling ini-
tiative promoting bicycle rid-

ing in the city.
Begun in 2012 by the Tunisian 

Association of Velorution, “Tunis 
by Bike” invites cyclists to take part 
in a nocturnal bike tour of Tunis’s 
major monuments and highlights. 
The aim is to promote cycling to 
combat pollution.

“Today, we are here to raise 
public awareness about how using 
bicycles is a necessary thing that 
helps avoid traffic jams and pollu-
tion, as well as being a means of en-
joyment,” said Hamza Abderrahim, 
one of the event’s organisers. “If 
road-users see us in this number, 
they will start respecting cyclists 
on the roads and the state will 
improve infrastructure for bike-
users.”

“There are many benefits to us-
ing bikes in Tunis,” added Walid 
Ben Omrane, another organiser. 
“Financially, instead of using met-
ros, you can save an important 
amount of money. It is healthy and 
beneficial for the body as well.”

While many see cycling as solely 
an athletic activity, participants at 
the event stressed riding a bike can 
be a form of daily transportation 
that is economical and ecologically 
friendly.

“We want to show people there 
are many of us, which will encour-
age others who want to use their 
bikes daily but are discouraged,” 
said Abderrahim. “We have a great 
turnout today. Tunis can be an en-
vironment for using bikes. It is the 
alternative to pollution.”

Ben Omrane, who noted that 
Tunisia is a top exporter of bikes 

(it ranks 24th in the value of such 
exports, the World’s Top Exports 
website stated), explained that an 
increase in cycling can benefit the 
Tunisian economy.

“Bicycles are manufactured in 
Tunisia and repaired and it could 
solve many problems for people 
who commute,” he said. “It is less 
expensive and it is ecological.”

Despite the event’s large turnout, 
many bike enthusiasts are appre-
hensive about the dangers of cy-
cling on roads without bike lanes.

“We still have issues with secu-
rity as many road users and drivers 
do not respect bike users. In addi-
tion, the roads are not equipped 
with paths for cyclists,” said Ben 
Omrane, who has been biking to 
work for three years. He added that 
authorities do not respect cycling 
as a means of transportation and 
that mentality can only be changed 
by increasing public awareness.

“It is a mentality issue that un-
dermines the importance of bikes,” 
he said. “Today, you can feel things 
are changing, which is good. Bikes 
give you mobility. It is true the 
road is difficult but you get used 
to it. With the economic situation, 
the bicycle can be a great idea.”

Participants at the event, many 
of whom rode bikes to Tunis from 
their hometowns, agreed.

“I use cycling for everything and 
every day,” said Hamdi Khalfaoui, 
a 21-year-old student. “It is some-
thing I enjoy and it facilitates my 
life. It saves a lot of money and it is 
good for your health.”

“I almost never walk. I use the 
bike instead,” added Ala, a 20-year 
old student. “Unfortunately, no 
one respects us on the streets. The 
car drivers cut you off and do not 
even apologise. We would love to 
have paths only for bikes like all 
the cities of the world. Today, I am 
here to support this initiative. We 
need to keep this going.”

For some, the best way to enjoy 

cycling is to avoid crowded streets 
and use less-populated routes.

“The only way now is to opt for 
less-crowded streets to avoid is-
sues and accidents,” said Khalil, 
26, who said he commutes to work 
via bike almost every day. “We are 
here today to promote the idea of 
using bicycles as a means of trans-
portation. Mentality can change if 
there are more of us every day.”

In addition to concerns about 
road safety, female cyclists say 
they face the additional problem 
of street harassment, especially in 
Tunis.

“People are disrespectful, said 
Mariem Ben Amara, 21, who par-
ticipated in the event. “It is differ-

ent to see a girl on a bike and they 
won’t leave you alone. Harassment 
is an issue but we shouldn’t care. 
Let them say whatever they want 
and that should not keep me from 
doing this. Bicycles have the right 
to have roads more than cars.”

Other female participants used 
the event as an opportunity to re-
claim their right to the road.

“I call on more girls to use their 
bikes until people get used to it 
and it is no longer an issue,” said 
Kaouther Labidi, 24. “The more we 
are, the less harassment we get.”

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and 
Culture contributor to The Arab 
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

Tunis

W 

hile basketball has 
traditionally been 
viewed as an Amer-
ican pastime, its 
popularity is grow-

ing in the Middle East and North 
Africa, where young people are 
turning to the sport as an alterna-
tive to football and other popular 
activities.

The trend, fans said, has been 
good for a region that often lacks 
positive outlets for young people 
but has hit an impasse due to a lack 
of recreational facilities and organ-
ised youth leagues.

The National Basketball Associa-
tion (NBA), with the help of local 
partners, hopes to make basketball 
more accessible in the region.

“The Middle East has great po-
tential and there is a fast growth 
here in terms of viewership and so-
cial media interaction, which reso-
nates an active and healthy life-
style within indoor settings in the 
region,” said Ben Morel, the NBA’s 
managing director and senior vice-
president of Europe, the Middle 
East and Africa.

“These are really exciting times 
and the Middle East is a key area 
of growth to the NBA,” he added, 
saying the league plans to have a 
pre-season game in Dubai before 
2020 and host several festivals in 
the region.

Along with bringing NBA festi-
vals and stores to the Gulf, the NBA 
has made inroads in North Africa, 
particularly with the addition of 
Tunisian Salah Mejri to the league 
in 2015. Mejri, a Jendouba native 
who is one of the first Arab players 
to have signed with the NBA, has 
become a national sensation in his 

home country.
“Everywhere I play, there are Tu-

nisians and I sometimes see flags 
in the stands,” Mejri said in an in-
terview with the National Basket-
ball Players Association. “It’s crazy 
to see. They hit me on Facebook, 
Twitter, Instagram. A lot of peo-
ple say: ‘Hey, how are you? We are 
coming tonight to see you.’ Some of 
them ask for tickets. Some of them 
ask to see me.”

Mejri has had a big impact at 
home, too, both in drawing atten-
tion to the sport and participating 
in training camps and initiatives 
with the NBA.

That transformation was on full 
display during this year’s AfroBas-
ket tournament, co-hosted by Tu-
nisia and Senegal from July 16-Sep-

tember 16. In Tunisia, the games 
were sold out and the energy in the 
host country’s Rades stadium was 
palpable.

This was particularly true during 

the championship game when Tu-
nisia defeated Nigeria’s D’Tigers, 
77-65. It marked a thrilling end to 
the 29th continental tournament 
and showed how far the sport has 
come in a region where football is 
dominant.

“The level of play was very 
good. Great dunks. Great competi-
tion,” said Ghassen Morjene, who 
played basketball for Espoir Spor-
tif de Hammam Sousse. “It was a 
good thing for the sport and for our 
country.”

It wasn’t just Tunisia that put on 
a solid performance at the contest. 
Morocco, too, boasted an impres-
sive showing, defeating the Central 
African Republic, Angola, Uganda 
and Egypt before losing to Tunisia 
in the semi-finals. There were in-

dividual breakout performances as 
well. In a semi-final between Nige-
ria and Senegal, Senegal’s Youssou 
Ndoye stunned the crowd by shat-
tering the backboard with a power-
ful dunk.

Despite the sport’s progress, 
many challenges remain for bas-
ketball in the Maghreb, principally 
a lack of facilities and access.

“I started to play basketball, 
mainly because I was very tall 
growing up and a coach told me 
that if I developed my skills I could 
be a good player,” said Morjene.

“One of the hard things was that 
there is only one stadium in my 
town and it is not always possible 
to access it. Sometimes we would 
show up and we were unable to 
train.”

The story is similar for many bas-
ketball players in the region, who 
often develop their skills later in 
life than their counterparts in the 
West. Mejri, who plays centre for 
the Dallas Mavericks, did not start 
with the sport until his late teens, 
having played competitive football 
growing up. Abdel Nader, an Egyp-
tian-American player for the NBA’s 
Boston Celtics, did not play basket-
ball until a year before high school.

If AfroBasket 2017 was any indi-
cation, however, the region could 
be churning out more stars before 
long.

“We are beginning to watch bas-
ketball more and more here,” said 
Morjene. “The NBA, Nike Air, all 
those things tied with sport are be-
coming trendy.”

“We have an enormous follow-
ing in the NBA but we’re not doing 
enough,” noted NBA Commission-
er Adam Silver to Sport360 in May. 
“It’s an area of the world where I 
think we should be doing more.”

Stephen Quillen is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

Roua Khlifi

Stephen Quillen

Large turnout. Participants in the “Tunis by Bike” initiative ride in the streets of the capital, Tunis. 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    (Tunis by Bike)

Great potential. Members of the Tunisian basketball team crowned FIBA AfroBasket 2017 Cham-
pions, on September 16.                     (FIBA AfroBasket 2017)

Cyclers rally to promote bike-riding in Tunis

Tunisia’s AfroBasket win reflects growing popularity of sport

Despite the event’s 
large turnout, many 
bike enthusiasts are 
apprehensive about 
the dangers of 
cycling on roads 
without bike lanes.

If AfroBasket 2017 
was any indication, 
however, the 
Maghreb region 
could be churning 
out more stars 
before long.

Tunisia
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W 

hen Hala Mansour 
had difficulty find-
ing new bedtime 
stories to tell her 
two children, she 

had an idea that has been devel-
oped into a successful endeavour 
targeting mothers and children.

Hawadeet.net, a website estab-
lished by Mansour almost two years 
ago, offers tales from the four cor-
ners of the world in the form of vid-
eos, narrated in Arabic in a simple 
and friendly way.

“It takes time and effort for moth-
ers of young children to find a new 
story to tell every day. That is why 
I came up with the idea of sharing 
the stories and tales I have collect-
ed with other (mothers),” Mansour 
said.

Children can listen to the tales 
whenever and wherever they wish.

“The idea of my project is to use 
the story as a means of enriching 
children’s imagination with human 
heritage,” Mansour said. “It is an at-
tempt to attract them to different 
worlds in which expression is made 
through drawing, writing and story-
telling.”

Folk stories and legends of peo-

ples of the world are presented in 
the form of tales in Egyptian collo-
quial dialect, with the target audi-
ence of children aged 4-12.

The website includes fairy tales 
and stories from the Americas, 
Africa, Europe, Asia and the Arab 
world. It is a collection of narratives 
from around the world distributed 
among five clickable icons on the 
site, Mansour said.

“Each tale reflects the character-
istics and traditions of the area to 
which it belongs. For example, Arab 
stories are mostly set in the desert 
while in European tales you find 
snow and ice,” she added.

“This is a project that our Arab 
culture lacks. It does not just offer 
tales in an attractive way. Rather, 
behind it you can find a critical eye 
in rewriting the tales,” award-win-
ning novelist Sahar el-Mougy said 
of Hawadeet.net.

Even though well-known tales 
are also found on the website, some 
are narrated differently after being 
edited.

“We really need a critical mind 
that analyses and gives itself the 
right to intervene in the texts and 
edit them to offer children magnifi-
cent art that frees their imagination 
and resists stereotypes and clichés,” 

said Mougy, who volunteered to 
narrate a number of tales.

“Editing stories was essential as 
some, for example, contained vio-
lence or other negative aspects. So, 
we changed parts of the stories or 
their endings,” Mansour said. “Sev-
eral people volunteered to help. 
Some edited stories while others 
narrated the tales in their voices.”

The pictures on the videos drawn 
by children are presented in each 
story in the form of slides.

“When you narrate a story to 
a child and he draws it on paper, 
that’s what I call an attempt to stim-
ulate a child’s imagination and cre-
ate something valuable,” Mansour 
said.

With Hawadeet.net, children can 
narrate the stories themselves or 
have people they choose tell the 
stories and record them on the web-
site.

“I thought of allowing children, 
their parents, grandparents or any-
one they like to narrate the tales 
in their voices and keep them on 
the website. I wish my late grand-
mother could record me a story that 
I could keep on the website forever,” 
Mansour said.

Mansour’s 10-year-old daughter, 
Laila, said she enjoyed drawing 
characters for the tales more than 
playing with her iPad. Her 7-year old 
sister, Zeina, started working with 

their mother on the website one-
and-a-half years ago. Zeina said she 
did lots of drawings, especially of 
her favourite character, a mermaid.

“It is really hard nowadays to 
keep children away from playing 
with electronic devices and watch-
ing television but our project aimed 
to divert their interest and I believe 
that we have succeeded,” Mansour 
said.

Mansour said she plans to have 
workshops for children to draw 
tales and record them in their voices 
and possibly narrate them at public 
events.

“It will be really amazing if we 
train them to confront an audience 
and tell the stories themselves,” she 
said.

Marwa al-A’sar is a Cairo-based 
journalist.

Marwa al-A’sar

Stimulating imagination.  A child’s drawing for the “King Midas” 
tale.                                                                                                    (Hawadeet.net)

Innovative project stimulates children’s imagination

The project stresses 
the importance of 
reading and 
listening to stories in 
the formation of 
children’s 
consciousness and 
in stimulating their 
imagination.

Cairo

A 

poor Nile Delta village 
has been converted into 
an open-air gallery by 
artists who transformed 
the fronts of small 

homes with enthralling paintings.
Borg al-Burullus, 300km north 

of Cairo, has been deprived of es-
sential services such as sewage, 
clean water and paved roads, for 
decades. Art, however, is trying to 
alleviate the suffering of the area’s 
more than 60,000 residents, most 
of whom are poor fishermen and 
their families.

“The artists who painted the 
fronts of our homes have turned 
art into something with a message 
and a real effect on the lives of the 
people here,” said Abdel Hamid 
Attia, a resident in his early 60s. 
“The walls of these homes are wit-
nesses to everything in the lives of  
their dwellers. The artists have 
turned them into real-life scenes 
that speak and send colour and 
smell.”

The idea of painting the façades 
of the homes was driven by the 
artists’ desire to change the deep-
rooted approach of confining art 
to the limits of frames. By turning 
buildings into artworks, the artists 
positively influenced the behav-
iour of residents.

Borg al-Burullus has suffered 
from decades of neglect but the 
beautification initiative inspired 
Attia and other residents to be 
keener on cleaning streets and 
alleyways and maintaining the 
painted walls.

“This is how art can turn from 
an elitist thing into something 
that changes the lives of the poor,” 
said Abdel Wahab Abdel Mohsen, 
the leading artist on the project. 
“The paintings on the fronts of the 
buildings are creating a new spirit 
and new realities.”

Abdel Mohsen and fellow artists 
said they selected Borg al-Burul-
lus for reasons beyond it needing 
sprucing up, including its location 
overlooking Lake Burullus, one 
of several major fishing lakes in 
Egypt, and the increasing number 
of foreign artists visiting the coun-
try.

Thanks to the generosity of the 
villagers and the enthusiasm 

of their children, who were 
keen to be part of the paint-
ing experience, the artists 

produced real-life scenes. Some 
paintings capture the Nile, others 
depict farmlands on the outskirts 
of the village or scenes of the peo-
ple’s daily life.

Some of the artists took their 
contribution further and painted 
fishing boats.

The beautification, however, 
cannot veil the area’s problems: 
Sewage is bad, electricity intermit-
tent and unemployment rampant.

“Many of the village’s youth have 
to travel — some outside Egypt — to 
find work,” Attia said. “Nonethe-
less, the contribution of these art-
ists has given us hope that change 
can happen.”

The villagers are appreciative of 
how art can affect their lives. The 
alleyways and streets had been 
littered with refuse. Some young 
residents have taken the initiative 
of painting the interiors of their 
homes.

“This proves that art is not made 
for joy and visual beauty only,” said 
Abdullah Mahmud, one of the art-
ists participating in the project. “It 
can be a tool for change and devel-
opment.”

Now, Abdel Mohsen said he has 
a dream: Turning Borg al-Burullus 
into a model for the development 
of the rest of Egypt, especially the 
thousands of deprived towns and 
villages.

He even has a bigger dream: Put-
ting the area on Egypt’s tourist 
map by having an annual painting 
festival, one that can become an 
occasion for international artists to 
gather in the village and put their 
talent into practice by painting the 
walls of its homes.

“I just want to prove that devel-
opment can become very possible 
with art,” Abdel Mohsen said. “Art 
is not costly and it can make a lot 
of change. It can change people’s 
behaviour and the way they see life 
and give them hope.”

Mohamed Abu Shanab is an 
Egyptian reporter.

Mohamed Abu Shanab

Artists transform poor 
Nile Delta village into 
open air museum

Visual beauty. A view of a painted wall in Borg al-Burullus village.                                                           
                                                                                                 (Mohamed Abu Shanab)

This is how art can turn 
from an elitist thing 
into something that 
changes the lives of
the poor.

Egyptian artist 
Abdel Wahab 
Abdel Mohsen

New spirit. Children pose in front of a painted wall in Borg 
al-Burullus village in Egypt.                                             (Mohamed Abu Shanab)
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T 

he eighth Beirut Art Fair 
focused on the “unknown 
soldiers” of the art world 
— art collectors — through 
its central exhibition 

“Ourouba: The Eye of Lebanon,” 
curated by London-based Rose Issa, 
who is an expert on the Arab world.

The exhibition, which took place 
September 20-24, featured a selec-
tion of 70 works by more than 40 
artists borrowed from 20 public and 
private collections in Lebanon, and 
focused on artistic productions and 
acquisitions of the 21st century.

The selected works, which in-
cluded paintings, photographs, 
sculptures, installations and vide-
os, reflected on how artists respond 
to personal, national and regional 
issues the Arab world underwent 
during recent upheavals, Issa said.

“I was interested in what col-
lectors have bought in the last ten 
years,” she said. “I also wanted to 
see how all the turbulences and 
events that happened in the last 
decade starting from Tunis to Egypt 
to the wars in Syria, Iraq and Libya 
have affected the artists and how 
they expressed that situation.”

Issa said she was interested to see 
how much money collectors put 
into acquiring works that are politi-
cally or aesthetically relevant to our 
period. “I wanted to get the pulse of 
the country. When we say the eye of 
Lebanon it is actually the eye of all 
the collectors,” she said.

Works by artists from Morocco, 
Tunisia, Lebanon, Syria, the Pal-
estinian territories, Iraq and many 
other nations are found in collec-
tions in Lebanon.

“Our history, heritage and back-
ground are destroyed. I wanted to 
know to what extent the artists are 
bringing it back,” Issa said. “The 
most powerful (works of artwork) 
are definitely by the artists who 
have suffered the most.”

The exhibition’s title “Ourouba,” 
which translates to “Arabism” or 
“Arabicity,” speaks for itself, said 
Issa. “It explores what is Arab iden-
tity, to what extent it has been dam-
aged and to what extent we want to 
restore it. These are issues that are 

constantly coming to the forefront 
from different angles by different 
artists,” she said.

Ayman Baalbaki’s painting 
“Barakat Building,” renamed as 
“Beit Beirut,” depicts the pock-
marked building on Beirut’s old 
green line, symbolising what the 
Lebanese did to their own country 
and how much of it they destroyed.

Tagreed Darghouth’s “Shall You 
See Me Better Now?” depicting a 
large surveillance camera, reflects 
the security scare that emerged 
from terrorism. “Today, there are 
security cameras everywhere. Even 
in Europe you cannot go unwatched 
but it is not ordinary to be watched 
all the time,” said Issa.

Iraq’s Mahmoud Shobbar’s mixed 
media on aluminium-street sign 
“Welcome to Baghdad” is a poign-
ant reflection on the insecurity that 
is part of daily life for residents of 
the Iraqi capital.

“Chic Point, Fashion for Israeli 
Checkpoints” a video by Palestin-
ian visual artist Sharif Waked, is a 
humorous reflection on politics, 
power, aesthetics, humiliation and 
surveillance.

“I wanted to bring humour to 
the exhibition because people here 
(Middle East) have humour,” Issa 
said. “The way the (Middle) East 
is represented is that we are all 
veiled, crying and our fathers are 
beating us, et cetera. I wanted to 
show that no, that is not true. We 
are interested in fashion. We are 
interested in love, in reconstruc-
tion, in our identity and also in fun 
things.”

In addition to the exhibition, 
the eighth Beirut Art Fair featured 
1,400 works by 230 international 
artists from 51 participating galler-
ies and 23 countries, including 29 
first-time participants.

Contini Art UK gallery displayed 
works by established artists such 
as Fernando Botero and young tal-
ents such as Egyptian painter Omar 
Hassan.

“Since it is the first time that we 
participate in Beirut’s art fair we 
wanted to show a little bit of our 
work and give an idea of what Con-
tini Art UK is. We show the work 
of both established and emerging 
artists, who are working together 
and learning from each other,” said 

gallery representative Andrea Maf-
fioli.

Fatma al-Shebani, a Qatari visual 
artist and founder of Artistique 
Design gallery in Doha, is also a 
first-time participant in Beirut Art  
Fair. She exhibited her own work, 
along with those of two young 
artists, Karim Tamerji from Leb-
anon and Syrian calligrapher  
Akil Ahmad, whom she is promot-
ing.

Her pieces, “Rays of Glory” and 
“Hamadein,” a neon work about 
the rulers of Qatar, carried messag-
es inspired by the Gulf crisis and 
the embargo on Qatar. “I sought to 
soften politics through art. It is an 
aesthetic exercise of reflecting on 
politics in an artistic way,” Shebani 
said.

The fair included space dedi-
cated to renowned Lebanese writ-
er and visual artist Gibran Khalil 
Gibran. Gibran’s illustrations for 
the first English edition of “The 
Prophet” in 1923 were showcased 
alongside Algerian artist Rachid 
Koraichi’s latest interpretation 
consisting of 49 drawings as a mes-
sage of hope and peace.

Beirut Art Fair’s eighth edition 
highlights collectors’ choices
Samar Kadi

Uncom-
mon jour-
ney.  Rana 
Samara’s 
“Intimate 
Space IX,” 
2015.  
(Zawyeh Gallery)

T 

he contemporary art 
exhibition “Ourouba, 
The Eye of Lebanon” 
constituted an inval-
uable source of ex-
pression of present 
torments. This is be-

cause contemporary Arab societies 
have best expressed themselves 
through the arts — in great novels, 
poetry, music or painting and in so 
many movies depicting human suf-
fering.

The best way to grasp collective 
Arab consciousness is to travel 
inside its world of art. Before be-
ing a political or religious concept, 
“Ourouba,” which translates as 
“Arabicity,” is a cultural view of 
the world, specific to the Arab 
people, their rich history and their 
artistic talents.

Irrespective of the emergence 
of different political entities, geo-
graphical diversity and socio-eco-
nomic structures in modern times, 
Arabs exist collectively within a 
unified culture that creates inde-
structible bonds between them.

The Arab world today is in 
shambles: Failed political regimes, 
savage armed attacks from outside 
and inside, the flow of millions of 
miserable refugees, destruction 
of entire cities and aggression 
against its rich archaeological 
patrimony.

The Arab world’s artistic produc-
tion, however, is flourishing more 
than ever, proof of the vitality of 
its culture. This contrasts sharply 
with the political and military dy-
namics of failure and self-destruc-
tion initiated decades ago.

What is remarkable about mod-
ern Arab art is that it has contin-
ued to embrace its origins while 
opening itself up to worldwide 
artistic trends. Arab visual art has 
expanded to include many styles 
and themes, as have music and lit-
erature. Centuries ago, Arab poets 
developed many themes related 
to love, including that of pure, vir-
ginal love passed on to European 
troubadours. In the 20th century, 
Arab artists did not hesitate to 
unveil the human body in painting 

or sculpture, proving they had no 
inhibitions or constraints.

More recently, female Arab 
novelists have become known for 
their crude descriptions of how 
male-dominated societies have 
oppressed them. Their novels give 
in-depth descriptions of how Arab 
women in the most traditional 
societies are progressively shaking 
the ossified and oppressive family 
structures.

While the male-dominated es-
tablishment has misused religion 
to maintain regressive attitudes 
in Arab societies, thus weakening 
them and turning them into easy 
prey for foreign intervention and 
internal violence, artists, writers, 
film-makers and musicians have 
acted boldly as dynamic counter-
weights.

The lively artistic development 
in most Arab societies is spec-
tacular proof of the falseness of 
orientalist theories about the Arab 
east or the whole Muslim world, 
which claim that the Arab men-
tality is, by essence, exclusively 

constituted from an immutable, 
narrow, theological mind.

We must be grateful to Arab 
artists for creating work that 
contradicts the simplified and 
stereotyped anthropological and 
political approach to Arab culture, 
which suggests that, by nature, 
it is opposed to modernity and 
modern values.

The vitality of Arab artistic 
talents in so many fields should 
be encouraged and supported. 
Art should not be viewed as an 
additional money machine but 
as the reservoir of the dynamics 
of collective Arab culture, which 
is maintaining life and creativity 
in oppressed and suffering Arab 
societies.

The “Ourouba” exhibition, 
which was on display at the recent 
Beirut Art Fair, was a very lively 
and challenging proof that Arab 
collective consciousness as ex-
pressed by its artists continues to 
show strength and vigour, despite 
all the destruction and violence 
affecting the Arab world.

Artistic production testifies 
to vitality of Arab culture

Georges Corm

What is remarkable 
about modern Arab 
art is that it has 
continued to 
embrace its origins 
while opening itself 
up to worldwide 
artistic trends. 

is the grandson of Daoud Corm 
and son of Georges Corm, both 
prominent Lebanese painters.
He is a professor of political 
science at Saint Joseph 
University in Beirut.

I wanted to bring humour 
to the exhibition because 
people here (Middle East) 
have humour.

Expert on the Arab world, 
Rose Issa
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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

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 per-
formances, music concerts and 
art exhibitions. Artists from 
Africa, the Middle East and 
Europe will participate.

Beirut:
October 4-12

In its 17th edition and marking 
its 20th anniversary, the Beirut 
International Film Festival is 
set for the Metropolis Empire 
Sofil with special screenings in 
Cinéma Montaigne and the Sur-
sock Museum. The festival pro-
gramme includes long features, 
short films and documentaries 
in addition to Lebanese film 
premieres.

Washington:
October 5-8

The annual DC Palestinian Film 
and Arts Festival (DCPFAF) re-
turns for a seventh year, bring-
ing 97 films to Washington. The 
festival serves as a platform for 
the artistic creativity of Pales-
tinians through film, music and 
the visual arts.

Abu Dhabi:
October 6

The third Caribbean Beach 
Festival celebrates Caribbean, 
African, American and Latino 
cultures through music, food 
and dance. The event takes 
place at Yas Beach and features 
food trucks, games, interna-
tional acts and acrobats.

Sidi Bou Said:
October 6- 21

The 12th Musiqat Festival takes 
place at the Ennejma Ezzahra 
palace in Sidi Bou Said, Tunisia. 
The festival includes a variety 
of music shows, such as fado, 
gnaoua and flamenco. Artists 
from Spain, Tunisia, Iraq, Por-
tugal, Morocco and Austria are 
to perform at the festival.

London:
October 19-November 5 

The Nour Festival of Arts high-
lights contemporary Middle 
Eastern and North African arts 
and culture in venues across 
Kensington and Chelsea in Lon-
don. 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 
October 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 
illuminate the statues of the 
sun gods. Twice a 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 lo-
cal performers.

Sfax

V 

isitors to Sfax are first 
overwhelmed by the 
buzzing scene of motor-
bikes, cars and hurrying 
pedestrians. A second 

look at the Mediterranean port 
town reveals more.

Located 270km south-east of 
Tunis, Sfax is Tunisia’s second-
biggest city and boasts an array of 
impressive monuments and land-
marks and a well-preserved tradi-
tional medina.

Sfax has a rich history that in-
cludes a succession of several 
civilisations: From the Punic to 
the Byzantine to the Roman and 
Islamic. During the Roman era, 
the town was known as Taparura, 
a place that has transformed into a 
modern suburb.

“In the books of history, you al-
ways find Sfax referred to as the 
guarded town or ‘al-Mahroussa.’ 
This is because the walls of the 
fences surrounding the medina of 
Sfax remained intact through the 
centuries,” historian Wahid Lotfi 
Mokni said. “From afar, the medi-
na of Sfax always looks guarded 
and shielded.”

The walls are among the city’s 
most majestic and captivating 
hallmarks. Built in 850 during the 
rule of Aghlabid Prince Abu Abbas 
Muhammad, they make up what 
is believed to be one of the oldest 
forts in the Maghreb.

Made of clay and stones, the 

medina has two main doors: Bab 
Jebli, facing the northern lands, 
and Bab Bhar, facing the sea. Other 
doors were built throughout the 
years — some during the Ottoman 
rule, others during the French co-
lonial era. The originals of the 12 
gates, however, remain the most 
fascinating with their displays of 
beautiful Arabic inscriptions and 
artwork.

“The most important hallmark 
of the town of Sfax is its medina 
as it is one of few medieval cities 
that still preserve their original de-
sign and architecture,” Mokni said. 
“These walls are the only ones that 
are still completed.

“The walls of the Medina of Tu-
nis, for instance, were destroyed 
and only some gates remained but 
the Medina of Sfax has remained 
almost intact and is one of the only 
remaining examples of the plan-
ning of el-Koufa, the first Arabo-
Islamic city.”

It was listed as a UNESCO World 

Heritage site in 2012.
At the heart of the medina lies 

the Great Mosque of Sfax, which 
dates to the foundation of the city 
in the ninth century. Built with clay 
and stone, the mosque has two 
domes and a 12-metre tall minaret 
displaying Islamic geometric pat-
terns. Mokni said that the mosque 
has maintained its original fea-
tures despite being bombed twice 
during the second world war.

Not far from the mosque is the 
Kasbah of Sfax, with its military 
towers and artillery.

The Medina of Sfax is famous for 
its traditional markets, which un-
like those of other old Tunisian cit-
ies, have retained their authentic-
ity and continued to host artisans. 
One of the medina’s famous souks 
is the Blacksmith Market, where 
scenes from the 1996 movie “The 
English Patient” were filmed.

“People used to come to the 
markets to watch the artisans of 
wood and iron working. Other 

old cities became touristic but the 
shops in the medina of Sfax are 
still the same,” Mokni said.

Artisans can still be observed 
working when visiting Dar Jellouli, 
also known as the Museum of Arts 
and Folk Traditions. The museum 
offers an insight into the town’s 
unique culture and is a beautiful 
piece of architecture, constructed 
by a Muslim Andalusian refugee 
who fled religious persecution in 
Spain.

Named after its owner, wealthy 
merchant Mahmoud Jellouli, the 
house became a cultural centre in 
the 20th century, when it show-
cased scenes from daily life in the 
18th century.

“Dar Jellouli is a must-see,” said 
Ahmed Charfi, president of the lo-
cal NGO Sfax Mezyena. “It is one 
of the elements of the medina 
that cannot be missed for it offers 
a unique glimpse into the lives of 
our ancestors.

“It shows the daily lives of wom-
en as well as the rituals of artisans 
and their artefacts.”

Beyond its historical and archi-
tectural significance, Sfax is a great 
destination for bird lovers. The 
Salina of Sfax, which has beauti-
ful scenery and hosts many bird 
colonies, is one of the most beau-
tiful manifestations of the region’s 
ecosystem.

“The Salina is the destination 
of migratory birds,” Charfi said. 
“You can observe amazing types of 
birds. It has one of the biggest colo-
nies of laird birds in the world.”

Steeped in history, Sfax is a town 
that displays beautiful architecture 
and scenery and a unique ecosys-
tem. It is easily accessed by train, 
bus, car or plane and is well-con-
nected to neighbouring towns and 
Tunis.

Sfax: An architectural gem 
steeped in history and culture
Roua Khlifi

A view of the municipality building in Sfax.                        (The Ministry of Tourism)

A wood artisan is seen at his shop in the Medina of Sfax.
(The Ministry of Tourism)

A view from the Kasbah Museum in 
Sfax.          (The Ministry of Tourism)

A view from the port of Sfax in south-eastern 
Tunisia.                    (The Ministry of Tourism)

Vendors display the morning’s catch at the Sfax 
fish market.          (The Ministry of Tourism)

The Medina of Sfax 
is famous for its 
traditional markets 
that have retained 
their authenticity 
and continued to 
host artisans.


