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The Muslim 
Brotherhood and 
the temptation 
of violence

Military, energy deals crown 
first visit by Saudi king to Russia

‘Path to war’ — Iran defies Trump with missile tests

Beirut

A 

s US President Donald 
Trump seeks to tighten 
the screws on Iran’s 
contentious ballistic 
missile programme by 

renegotiating — and maybe even 
scrapping — the landmark July 
2015 nuclear agreement, Tehran 
has defiantly stepped up its efforts 
to develop long-range missiles 
that could threaten the United 
States and Israel.

That has heightened concerns 
that, as both sides dig in their 
heels on the missile issue, open 
confrontation may be the re-
sult. That’s the last thing that the 
conflict-plagued Middle East 
needs as it undergoes its most 

profound changes in more than a 
century.

If Trump, an ardent opponent of 
the 2015 pact that was supposed 
to lessen tensions, carries out a 
threat to decertify the agreement, 
Iran’s response will likely be to ex-
pand its missile programme and 
perhaps its nuclear effort.

“Trump’s failure to reject the il-
lusion that a pressure-only policy 
makes America safer risks putting 
the US and Iran back on a path to-
wards war that neither side can 
truly win,” warned Trita Parsi, 
president of the National Iranian 
American Council.

The Centre for Strategic and In-
ternational Studies, a Washington 
think-tank, estimated that Iran 
has the largest ballistic missile ar-
senal in the Middle East with more 
than 1,000 short- and intermedi-
ate-range weapons.

“Tehran responded to the sanc-
tions regime by aggressively ex-
panding its nuclear programme – 
the opposite to what Washington 
was seeking,” cautioned Parsi in 
an op-ed article in Britain’s Guard-
ian newspaper.

Then-US President Barack 
Obama “realised that if nothing 
changed, Iran would get a nucle-
ar option before sanctions could 
bring Tehran to its knees,” Parsi 
wrote.

The Foundation for Defense of 
Democracies, another Washington 
think-tank, said Iran has conduct-
ed at least 16 ballistic missile tests, 
including two Hormuz-2 anti-ship 
ballistic missiles fired from a sub-
marine in the Strait of Hormuz, 
since the nuclear deal was signed.

The missile tests do not techni-
cally violate the 2015 agreement, 
which focused on curtailing Iran’s 

nuclear programme, but are a 
breach of an earlier UN Security 
Council resolution.

The most provocative of the 
post-agreement tests was the 
February launch of the new Khor-
ramshahr medium-range missile, 
which the military said has a range 
of 2,000km and could be armed 
with multiple warheads — the 
first time Tehran has made such 
a claim. If it’s true, the Khorram-
shahr marks a major breakthrough 

for Iran’s missile programme.
Iran also test-fired a space 

launch vehicle that Western ex-
perts see as a precursor to a nucle-
ar-capable, intercontinental ballis-
tic missile (ICBM).

“Iran is certainly using its satel-
lite programme to shield the ICBM 
programme,” said Saeed Ghassem-
inejad, an Iran analyst with the 
Foundation for Defense of Democ-
racies.

The Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps also fired six Zulfiqar 
missiles at Islamic State targets 
in northern Syria on June 18, re-
taliation for a terrorist attack that 
killed 17 people. That raised the 
launch total to 24.

Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of 
The Arab Weekly.

London

S 

audi King Salman bin Ab-
dulaziz Al Saud completed a 
successful state visit to Mos-
cow, hailed by both sides as 
a turning point in bilateral 

relations that could affect regional 
politics and the world’s energy mar-
kets.

The visit was the first by a Saudi 
monarch to Russia and is in line with 
the kingdom’s new assertive foreign 
policy designed to strengthen rela-
tions with traditional allies and ex-
plore opportunities with potential 
new partners. The shift follows a 
perceived lack of engagement from 
Washington in recent years, despite 
ties improving between the two 
countries under the Trump admin-
istration.

King Salman, joined by a delega-
tion of Saudi officials and business-
men, signed several economic and 
military agreements with the Rus-
sian Federation, which is going 
through an economic downturn be-
cause of US-led Western sanctions 
and low oil prices.

Riyadh agreed to the purchase of 
Russia’s S-400 air defence system. 
A memorandum of understanding 
aimed at helping Saudi Arabia de-
velop its domestic military indus-
try was also signed. The air defence 
system, Russian media reported, is 

worth $3 billion and the sale is to be 
finalised at a World Trade Organisa-
tion meeting this month.

An agreement to establish a 
$1 billion energy investment fund 
between the Public Investment 
Fund of Saudi Arabia (PIF), oil gi-
ant Aramco and the Russian Direct 
Investment Fund (RDIF) was also 
finalised during the king’s trip.

No political breakthroughs were 
made on Syria, however. Riyadh and 
Moscow support opposing sides in 
the country’s conflict. Both coun-
tries did agree on the need to pre-
serve Syria’s territorial integrity and 
state institutions and both are to ad-
dress unifying the fragmented Syr-
ian opposition in preparation for the 
next round of peace negotiations.

As the Saudi king’s visit to Russia 
was winding down, US officials an-
nounced that the sale of a THAAD 
anti-missile defence system, worth 
an estimated $15 billion, to Saudi 
Arabia had been approved.

“This sale furthers US national se-
curity and foreign policy interests 
and supports the long-term security 
of Saudi Arabia and the Gulf region 
in the face of Iranian and other re-
gional threats,” a statement by the 
Pentagon’s Defence Security Coop-
eration Agency said.

THAAD, which can detect threats 
1,200km away, is designed to inter-
cept long-range missiles before or in 
the early phase of re-entry. The po-
tential sale to Riyadh is considered a 
defensive move against Iranian mis-
sile development. The S-400 system 
can more effectively defend against 
attacking aircraft and other weap-
onry, including ballistic and cruise 
missiles, inside 400km.

Iran and its proxy groups, such as 
Hezbollah and Yemen’s Houthi mili-
tia, are seen in most of the Gulf Co-
operation Council (GCC) as the big-
gest regional threat, with efforts in 
traditional diplomacy failing to yield 
significant results.

After Tehran struck a nuclear deal 
with world powers, Riyadh adjusted 
its strategy for countering its efforts 
by expanding its influence in Africa, 
Asia and Latin America. The war in 
Yemen is an attempt to restore the 
country’s legitimate government, 

which was ousted by the Iran-backed 
Houthi militants.

Reaffirming his commitment to re-
gional security, King Salman, during 
his Moscow visit, said that Iran must 
“stop meddling in internal affairs of 
the countries in the region and halt 

its activities to destabilise the situa-
tion in the region.”

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

Ed Blanche

Mohammed Alkhereiji

Iran has the largest 
ballistic missile 
arsenal in the Middle 
East with more than 
1,000 short- and 
intermediate-range 
weapons.
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regional security,
King Salman said that 
Iran must “stop 
meddling in internal 
affairs of the countries 
in the region.”
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New chapter. Russian President Vladimir Putin (R) and Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud  
attend a welcoming ceremony ahead of their talks at the Kremlin in Moscow, on October 5.              (AFP)
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Saudi Arabia and Russia 
take relationship to ‘new level’

R 

ussia. That is the key 
word for the future of 
geopolitics, especially 
where the Middle East 
is concerned.

Russia, under 
President Vladimir Putin, is mak-
ing headway in geopolitics in a 
manner that the Soviet Union at 
the height of its power could only 
dream of.

From its alleged involvement in 
the 2016 US elections — the impact 
of Moscow’s influence in that 
event is yet to be determined — to 
the Middle East and North Africa, 
Russia has replaced the United 
States as the principal actor in the 
region’s politics and policies.

US allies such as Israel, Turkey, 
Jordan and Egypt, which once 
conferred with Washington before 
taking any action, are flocking to 
the Kremlin in search of direc-
tion and leadership. Their leaders 
have voiced displeasure at the 
United States’ lack of interest in 
the region.

Things began to go bad under 
US President Barack Obama and 
got much worse since Donald 
Trump became president in Janu-
ary.

After meeting with Saudi Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman 
bin Abdulaziz, Putin met with 
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz 
Al Saud, who became the first 

Saudi monarch to visit Moscow. A 
few years ago, it would have been 
unthinkable for such a meeting to 
take place.

The Saudis wanted to discuss 
Iran. Saudi Arabia’s biggest worry 
is the ever-expanding influence of 
Iran. The Saudis voiced their con-
cern over Tehran to Washington 
and received no reply. So, Moscow 
seems to be the new powerbroker.

The situation in Syria exem-
plifies Moscow’s influence over 
Syria, which surpasses that of 
the Soviet Union during the Cold 
War. In large part this is due to 
Russia placing an emphasis on its 
military presence in support of 
Syrian President Bashar Assad in 
the civil war.

“It changed the reality, the 
balance of power on the ground,” 
Dennis Ross, who was the United 
States’ chief Mideast peace ne-
gotiator and advised presidents 
from George H.W. Bush to Obama, 
told the Associated Press. “Putin 
has succeeded in making Russia 
a factor in the Middle East. That’s 
why you see a constant stream of 
Middle Eastern visitors going to 
Moscow.”

How and why did this situation 
get to this point? How did the 
United States get to the point of 
losing its political prestige?

Washington’s political domi-
nance began to decline in 2013 

when Obama failed to act after 
warning Assad that the United 
States would not stand idly by 
while Syria deployed chemical 
weapons against its people.

By dropping the ball as it did, 
the United States allowed Mos-
cow, which was only too happy to 
pick up the pieces, to step in. At 
the same time, Washington’s in-
action in Syria left its regional al-
lies, such as Saudi Arabia, Jordan 
and the United Arab Emirates, in 
the cold.

Another prominent US ally 
that felt left out was Turkey. Its 
president, Recep Tayyip Erdogan, 
who has urged the United States 
to act in the Syrian conflict since 
its beginning, complained that 
he could not get any results from 
Washington.

Iran is another example of fail-
ing American diplomacy in the 
Middle East. Two years ago, ten-
sions between Putin and Erdogan 
threatened to boil over after the 
Turkish military shot down a 
Russian jet on the Syrian border. 
Putin recently travelled to Ankara 
for dinner with Erdogan, whom 
he called “friend.”

Erdogan angered fellow NATO 
members by agreeing to buy 
Russian S-400 air defence missile 
systems.

Saudi Arabia, one of the main 
financers of the anti-Assad coali-

tion, is moving closer to Moscow 
with the historic visit by King 
Salman to Russia.

Unlike the United States, which 
does not seem to have a map on 
how to navigate out of the Middle 
East conundrum, with Washing-
ton backing a particular rebel 
group one day only to discover 
that it is just as bad as the bad 
guys it is fighting, Moscow ap-
pears to have drawn Iran into its 
sphere of influence, as tensions 
between Washington and Tehran 
increase.

Even America’s staunchest ally 
in the Middle East, Israel, has 
been inching closer to Moscow. 
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu has made four trips to 
Moscow in the past 18 months.

Putin has tried his hand at 
negotiating a ceasefire between 
rival Libyan factions and the one 
area that used to be Washington’s 
guarded domain — the perennial 
Arab-Israeli peace negotiations — 
including efforts by the Kremlin 
to bring Hamas and the Palestine 
Liberation Organisation closer.

Putin, however, won’t shift his 
stance on Iran to accommodate 
Saudi wishes, a person close to 
the Kremlin said.

Chances that Trump could re-
verse the trend and make Ameri-
can influence in the Middle East 
great again are slim.

Russia replacing Washington as the 
Middle East’s political centre of influence

Claude Salhani

Even America’s 
staunchest ally in 
the Middle East, 
Israel, has been 
inching closer to 
Moscow. 

is a regular columnist 
for The Arab Weekly.
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S 

audi King Salman bin Ab-
dulaziz Al Saud’s historic 
visit to Russia was capped 
with multibillion-dollar 
agreements in energy and 

arms in what was considered a sig-
nificant turning point in bilateral 
relations.

King Salman’s trip to Moscow, 
the first visit by a Saudi monarch 
to Russia, continued Riyadh’s at-
tempts to expand its network be-
yond its traditional allies, such as 
the United States. There has been 
a perceived lack of engagement 
from Washington in recent years, 
although efforts by the Trump ad-
ministration have somewhat eased 
those concerns.

Russia President Vladimir Pu-
tin welcomed the king’s visit as 
a “landmark event” that would 
improve bilateral ties. King Sal-
man said the visit was intended to 
strengthen ties with Russia “in the 
interests of peace, security and de-
velopment of the world economy.”

The government-regulated Sau-
di media reported on the visit ex-
tensively but mostly ignored the 
historically rocky relationship be-
tween the two countries. The Sau-
di-owned pan-Arab daily Asharq 
Al-Awsat carried an interview with 
Russian Foreign Minister Sergei 
Lavrov, who called King Salman’s 
visit a “real turning point” in rela-
tions that would take cooperation 
between the two energy heavy-
weights to a “completely new lev-
el.”

Cooperation on energy and busi-
ness ventures was expected but 
the meeting allowed the delega-
tions of the two countries to dis-
cuss issues on which they were not 
entirely in agreement. Saudi Ara-
bia and Russia support opposite 
sides in the Syrian civil war and Ri-
yadh was displeased with Russia’s 

intervention to save the regime of 
Syrian President Bashar Assad.

During a news conference with 
Lavrov, Saudi Foreign Minister 
Adel al-Jubeir said the kingdom 
and Russia agreed on the need to 
preserve Syria’s territorial integrity 
and state institutions and high-
lighted efforts to unify the Syrian 
opposition to find a political solu-
tion to the conflict.

Among the deals announced in 
Moscow was Riyadh’s purchase of 
Russia’s S-400 air defence system. 
Also, a memorandum of under-
standing was signed to have Russia 
help Saudi Arabia develop its own 
domestic military industry.

Saudi Arabia has traditionally 
looked to the United States and 
the United Kingdom for its military 

supplies but with the tenuous se-
curity situation in the Gulf, Riyadh 
has increased military spending 
and sought alternative suppliers 
such as Russia and China.

Writing in the Russian daily 
newspaper Nezavisimaya Gazeta, 
Yuri Barmin, an expert on Russian 
Middle East policy, said it was im-
portant for Russia to “maintain the 
image of a key player in the Middle 
East and relations with Saudi Ara-
bia play a key role.”

“Americans have started with-
drawing from the Middle East… 
Iran has begun to play a more im-
portant role… With these two fac-
tors combined Saudi Arabia has 
come to understand that nobody 
except Russia may help to balance 
Iran,” wrote Barmin, adding that 
Moscow has indirect levers of in-
fluence on Tehran.

While in Moscow, King Salman 
said Iran must “stop meddling in 
internal affairs of the countries 

of the region and halt its activi-
ties to destabilise the situation  
in the region.”

After several years of fighting 
over energy-related market share, 
which, coupled with international 
sanctions, almost crippled the 
Russian rouble, both countries 
agreed to extend oil production 
cuts to next year, leading to a 2% 
spike in global oil prices.

King Salman also invited Putin 
to visit Saudi Arabia

“Your majesty, thank you very 
much. Thank you for the invita-
tion. I remember my previous 
trip to your country and I will 
certainly take up your invitation 
to visit Saudi Arabia again,” Putin 
said, the state news agency RIA 
Novosti reported.

King Salman’s trip to 
Moscow, the first 
visit by a Saudi 
monarch to Russia, 
continued Riyadh’s 
attempts to expand 
its network beyond 
its traditional allies.

Turning point. 
Russian Foreign 
Minister Sergei 
Lavrov (C) 
exchanges 
documents with 
Saudi Energy 
Minister Khalid 
al-Falih as 
Russian President 
Vladimir Putin (R) 
applauds during a 
signing ceremony 
at the Kremlin 
in Moscow, on 
October 5.        (AFP)
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T 

he Qatari government has 
continued its crackdown 
on the Al Murrah tribe, this 
time targeting renowned 
Qatari poet Mohammad 

bin Futais al-Marri and stripping 
him of his citizenship in what rights 
groups labelled a flagrant violation 
of human rights.

Marri’s citizenship was revoked 
after he opposed Doha’s views on 
Saudi Arabia. Riyadh, the United 
Arab Emirates, Bahrain and Egypt 
severed diplomatic ties with Qatar 
in June over its alleged support for 
radical groups, many with ties to 
Iran.

Al Arabiya news channel report-
ed that Marri spoke out about four 
months into the dispute, saying he 
rejected the politicisation of the haj 
and the insulting of Gulf symbols 
and labelling those that do such 
things “mobs.”

“If insulting homelands is a red 
line, then insulting sanctities and the 
Custodian of the Two Holy Mosques 
and scholars is a line of fire and we 
will not allow anyone to cross it or 
violate it,” Marri said in an audio re-
cording played on the network.

Many social media comments 
were critical of Doha, accusing it of 
supporting and protecting the Mus-
lim Brotherhood and its leader at the 
expense of its own people. The Ara-
bic hashtag “Qatar naturalises agents 
and expels citizens” trended in the 
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) re-
gion. 

Revocation of citizenship is fre-
quently used as a weapon by Doha to 
deal with domestic dissent and the 
Al Murrah tribe has been a particular 
target. Thousands of members of the 
tribe have been displaced and are 
stateless.

The group, which has branches 
in Saudi Arabia and Qatar, has re-
portedly been harassed by Qatari 
authorities since the 1990s. Au-
thorities revoked the citizenship 
of Al Murrah tribal leader Sheikh 
Talib bin Lahoum bin Shraim and 55 
members of his family over alleged 
links to Saudi Arabia.

During a unified Qatari opposition 
meeting in London in September, 
Sheikh Talib said the incident oc-
curred after he and other tribal lead-
ers met with Saudi Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman bin Ab-
dulaziz.

Qatari officials recently revoked 
the citizenship of another tribal 
chief, Sheikh Shafi Nasser Hamoud 

al-Hajri, head of Shaml al-Hawajer 
tribe, after the sheikh criticised the 
Qatari government’s actions to-
wards its Gulf neighbours.

The Qatari government’s crack-
down is by no means exclusive to 
regular citizens. Reports emerged 
that members of the Al-Thani royal 
family have also suffered Qatari 
Emir Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad al-
Thani’s wrath.

Sheikh Tamim also jailed mem-
bers of the Al-Thani family, French 
magazine Le Point reported. The 
publication, quoting an incarcerated 
French businessman in Doha, said 
20 members of the bin Ali branch of 
the royal family had recently been 
arrested on charges ranging from 
issuing bad cheques to drug use. 

Many, however, said the arrests were 
because the royal family branch was 
at odds with Sheikh Tamim.

Sheikh Abdullah bin Ali bin Abdul-
lah bin Jassem al-Thani, who lives in 
Riyadh, met with Saudi King Salman 
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud during the haj 
season seeking help for Qatar’s pil-
grims. He was then considered an 
alternative to Tamim and his branch 
of the family to rule Qatar.

The Geneva-based Arab Federa-
tion for Human Rights (AFHR) has 
condemned the moves by the Qatari 
government.

“The AFHR affirms that one’s 
rights to a nationality or citizenship 
is an ‘absolute’ human right under 
international law and human rights 
instruments that cannot be con-
tested or denied by anyone except 
through genuine legal restrictions 
not just on the basis of political dif-
ferences,” an AFHR statement said.

“Thus, the act of revoking a per-
son’s nationality on the grounds of 
differences in political opinions is a 
flagrant violation by the Qatari au-
thorities against the poet Moham-
mad bin Futais al-Marri.”

The group urged the UN Human 
Rights Council to intervene in the 
situation.

London

M 

ost Qataris who par-
ticipated in a recent 
poll said they would 
like to see a compro-
mise solution to the 

dispute in which Saudi Arabia and 
its regional allies severed ties with 
Doha.

On October 2, the Washington In-
stitute for Near East Policy released 
the results of a survey by a leading 
professional Arab market research 
firm that found that an overwhelm-
ing majority of Qatari respondents 
said they would like to see the con-
flict, which began in early June, 
resolved in an “amicable” manner: 

81% of those surveyed said they 
supported a compromise in which 
all sides in the dispute agree to con-
cessions.

Saudi Arabia, the United Arab 
Emirates, Bahrain and Egypt cut ties 
with Qatar over what the quartet of 
countries described as Doha’s inter-
ference in their countries’ internal 
affairs and its support for radical 
groups, such as Hamas, the Taliban 
and the Muslim Brotherhood. The 
Qatari government denied the alle-
gations.

The survey’s findings were re-
leased at a time when Qatar has 
been edging closer to Iran, one of 
the boycotting countries’ main 
points of contention with the Doha 
leadership.

Following an attack on the Saudi 
Embassy in Tehran in January 2016, 

Riyadh and several other regional 
countries, including Qatar, severed 
diplomatic ties with Iran. However, 
on August 23, Qatar announced that 
it would reinstate full diplomatic 
ties with Tehran, going against one 
of the quartet of countries’ chief 
demands for negotiations to com-
mence with Qatar.

Iranian Foreign Minister Moham-
mad Javad Zarif arrived in Doha on 

October 3 for talks with the Qatari 
Emir Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad al-
Thani, the first visit by an Iranian of-
ficial to the tiny Gulf state since the 
crisis began.

Most Gulf Cooperation Coun-
cil (GCC) members view Iran as a 
destabilising force due to its sup-
port of radical Islamist militias, 
such as Hezbollah in Lebanon and 
Yemen’s Houthi rebels, who are 
fighting a Saudi-led coalition that 
supports the country’s internation-
ally recognised government.

The survey found that most Qa-
taris asked said they were opposed 
to Iran’s regional policies.

Tehran’s regional proxies fare 
worse. The survey results indicated 
that “Hezbollah and the Houthis of 
Yemen get negative ratings from 
fully 90% of Qatar’s adult popula-

tion and a narrow majority (53%) of 
Qataris even say that ‘the most im-
portant issue in this situation is to 
find the maximum degree of Arab 
cooperation against Iran,’” the insti-
tute said.

Despite the Doha government’s 
support of the Muslim Brotherhood, 
Qataris in general reportedly have a 
negative view of the group, which 
is banned in several GCC countries. 
The survey’s findings stated that 
Qataris disapprove of the govern-
ment’s support of Muslim Brother-
hood 56% to 41%.

The survey advised that Sheikh 
Tamim, to preserve his domestic 
popularity, should find a “middle-
ground exit” from the crisis and 
distance himself and his govern-
ment from Iran and the Muslim  
Brotherhood.

Qatari government 
revokes citizenships in 
crackdown on dissent

News & Analysis Qatar crisis

Qatari public unhappy with regime ties to Tehran 

Mohammed Alkhereiji

The Arab Weekly staff

F 

our months into the 
Gulf crisis, it has 
become increasingly 
obvious that the Doha 
regime is not only run-
ning into trouble with 

its neighbours but also with its 
own people.

Indeed, as citizens hold out hope 
for a way out of the stand-off with 
Arab countries and the regime 
uses its power to silence dissent, a 
sense of mistrust is growing.

Findings of a survey released 
October 2 by the Washington Insti-
tute for New East Policy indicated 
that 81% of Qatari nationals who 
were asked said they hope the dis-
pute with Saudi Arabia, Egypt, the 
United Arab Emirates and Bahrain 
would be settled in an amicable 
fashion.

The Doha regime, however, does 
not agree with its people and has 
been silencing them or perma-
nently banishing them.

The crackdown on dissent has 
been particularly severe recently, 
with authorities systematically 
revoking the citizenship of those 
who oppose the policies of Qatari 
Emir Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad 
al-Thani.

The latest victim of this punitive 
campaign was Mohammad bin 
Futais al-Marri, a celebrated poet 
who reportedly opposed his gov-
ernment’s stance towards Saudi 
Arabia.

This comes after Sheikh Talib 
bin Mohammed bin Lahoum bin 
Shraim, the head of Qatar’s Al Mur-
rah tribe, and 54 of his relatives, 
including women and children, 
had their citizenship revoked in 
September.

Oddly, Qatar’s campaign of 
citizenship revocation coincides 
with another strange policy — the 
granting of permanent residency 
status to foreigners deemed to 
have “given service to Qatar” 
or to have “skills that can benefit 
the country.”

Beneath this talk of “permanent 
residency status” for “those who 
have given service to Qatar,” how-
ever, lies a sinister reality.

Gulf media reports state the 
“permanent residency status” will 
benefit thousands of terrorists and 
wanted criminals who were hosted 
by Doha to escape justice in their 
home countries.

Even more troubling, the new 
status will allow “permanent 
foreigners” to join the Ahmed bin 
Mohammed Military College and, 
eventually, enlist in a foreign divi-
sion of Qatar’s national army. How 
can those with no sense of belong-
ing to the country or its social and 

cultural fabric be entrusted with 
serving in the military?

This policy is not only a source 
of concern for the Qatari people 
but also a threat to their future 
and that of their neighbours. It 
is obvious that the boycotted re-
gime, which has put its full weight 
behind the Muslim Brotherhood 
and other Islamists, threatens to 
obliterate the country’s national 
identity and ruin its Arab features.

The strange policy of revoking 
Qatari nationals’ citizenship while 
granting permanent residency 
status to foreigners is disturbing 
on another level: It shows that the 
Qatari regime is willing to support 
opportunistic people as long as it 
is flattered.

Qatar’s true workers, those 
really contributing to the nation-
building process, meanwhile, are 
left without assistance and subject 
to numerous rights violations, 
said reports by the United Nations’ 
International Labour Organisa-
tion, Human Rights Watch and 
Amnesty International.

Sheikh Tamim is surely walk-
ing in the footsteps of his father, 
Sheikh Hamad bin Khalifa bin 
Hamad bin Abdullah bin Jassim 
al-Thani, the former emir who also 
used citizenship revocation as a 
punitive measure and, at times, as 
collective punishment.

From October 2004-June 2005, 
as many as 6,000 members of the 
al-Ghufran branch of the Al Mur-
rah tribe were deprived of their 
Qatari nationality on spurious 
grounds. Some were reportedly 
forced to leave Qatar and resettle 
in neighbouring countries. Others 
were detained before being forced 
to leave.

The modern and wealthy Qatar 
that Sheikh Tamim is trying to 
promote to the West is also the Qa-
tar that turned its back on its own 
nationals. It is the Qatar that has 
deprived its citizens of essential 
rights, displaced its people and 
silenced its poets.

The Qatar of Sheikh Tamim is 
not the Qatar for which the 
majority of Qataris yearn.

Qatar’s troublesome path

Iman Zayat
is Managing Editor of The Arab Weekly.

Revocation of 
citizenship is 
frequently used as a 
weapon by Doha to 
deal with domestic 
dissent and the 
Al Murrah tribe has 
been a particular 
target. 

 To preserve his 
domestic popularity, 
Sheikh Tamim should 
find a “middle-
ground exit” from the 
crisis.

Beneath the talk 
of “permanent 
residency 
status” for 
“those who have 
given service to 
Qatar” lies a 
sinister reality.

Free spirit. Qatari poet Mohammad bin Futais al-Marri recites a 
poem at the Million’s Poet show in Abu Dhabi.                         
                                        (The Cultural Programs and Heritage Festivals Committee – Abu Dhabi)
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T 

ales of wartime survival 
and exile have typically 
been communicated by 
displaced individuals 
who lived to tell their 
tale. We have read their 

memoirs, listened to their stories 
and watched their journey to safety 
broadcast live.

With the emergence of satel-
lite television and new media, 
refugees, it seems, are no longer 
guardians of their story or mes-
sage. The scenes of horror many 
fled have inspired a broad range of 
responses and television corpo-
rations recognise these prickly 
subjects are too large to ignore.

Because it is not possible to deny 
the commercial value of televi-
sion news shows addressing the 
refugee crisis, we can question 
their morality. Do they educate, 
challenge, defy misconceptions 
about refugees or normalise the 
permanent state of homelessness 
for these populations?

These are the questions that 
coursed through my mind upon 
watching the second series of the 
BBC “Insider,” which takes viewers 
on a journey to Iraq’s largest refu-
gee camp in Dohuk, Domiz, as told 
by presenter Reggie Yates.

The chosen format is a curious 
one. The host enters the camp 
and undergoes the same vetting 
procedures as refugees. With noth-
ing but a rucksack and the clothes 
on his back, Yates arrives into the 
UN-run encampment as though he 

was displaced by conflict. He then 
trudges through a barren terrain 
in a staged replay of a small part 
of the painful journey walked by 
every refugee.

The documentary cannot be 
critiqued for what it says but for 
what it does not say. Abundantly 
clear throughout the 50-minute 
feature is that no in-depth analysis 
of how the refugees came to be in 
Domiz was intended. By stripping 
away the context, the perilous 
journey refugees embarked 
upon to reach the camp is 
discounted.

Beyond the emergence 
of the Islamic State (ISIS) 
in Syria, the audience was 
told little about the people’s 
uprising and the bloody 
crackdown unleashed by 
Syrian tyrant Bashar Assad. 
Viewers were also told 
virtually nothing about 
Iraq’s 3 million internally 
displaced people.

Another dangerous as-
sumption that moves steadily 
throughout is that little is change-
able. The positive image of the 
camp and the UN handiwork 
teaches audiences that life churns 
on in these quasi-cities and the 
economy, as Yates describes, is 
“thriving.”

As we know, however, this is no 
land of milk and honey.

Less apparent to viewers are the 
absence of diverse voices and the 
mono-ethnic make-up of camp 

residents. There is a brief history 
of the camp and the numbers it 
was built to accommodate but not 
much about whom the Kurdistan 
Regional Government (KRG) of 
Iraq accepts to host. The over-
whelming majority of refugees 
who are featured speak Kurdish. 
With surgical attention to detail, 
viewers can also catch glimpses of 
KRG President Masoud Barzani’s 
portrait sneaking on screen.

As informative as it appears, the 
documentary monetises grief, 
even if to deliver messages that 
garner much-needed attention 

while skimming over important 
facts. The BBC is not alone. Other 
broadcasters have rushed to enlist 
celebrities to shine the stage light 
on refugees while denying them 

the microphone.
The privileged status celebri-

ties have is what provides the 
access to a space no person has 

settled into wittingly. If this ap-
proach encourages positive images 
and participation in humanitarian 
efforts, no harm can be done but, 
lest we forget, the primary pur-
pose of these shows is to entertain. 
Education comes second to that.

The existence of the camps is a 
phenomenon necessary to explore 
but humanitarian reality television 
may not be the answer.

The lasting damage is when 
programmers design shows that 
abandon the promise of change, 
when the populations themselves 
refuse to let up.

London

I 

raqi forces have retaken Hawija 
in Kirkuk province from Is-
lamic State (ISIS) control but 
the victory was overshadowed 
by disputes between the cen-

tral government in Baghdad and 
the Kurdistan Regional Government 
(KRG) in Erbil.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Ab-
adi announced the “liberation of the 
city of Hawija” while in Paris, calling 
the military success a “victory not 
just of Iraq but of the whole world.” 
Abadi said the next focus would be 
on ISIS positions on the Syrian bor-
der. Militants still hold a few towns 
in Anbar province.

Abadi urged Kurdish peshmerga 
forces to continue working with 
Iraqi forces to defeat ISIS, despite 
Baghdad’s tensions with Erbil, 
stressing that “we don’t want armed 
confrontation” with the KRG.

Relations soured after KRG Presi-
dent Masoud Barzani went ahead 
with a referendum on Kurdish inde-
pendence, in which more than 90% 
of Kurds voted “yes.” That vote took 
place despite objections from Bagh-
dad, which considered it illegal. 
“Iraq belongs to all Iraqis,” Abadi 
said, stressing that “separatism is 
unacceptable.”

Abadi said that only the central 
government should be allowed to 
receive income from the country’s 
oil fields. “Federal government con-
trol of oil revenues is in order to pay 
KR (Kurdistan Region) employee 
salaries in full,” he said in a tweet.

Baghdad took retaliatory meas-
ures after the vote, including an in-
ternational flight ban on the north-
ern region and financial restrictions, 
although the latter has been eased.

The central government has de-
manded that the KRG hand over 
control of the border crossings 
manned by peshmerga forces. It has 
asked for control of areas that were 
previously in central government 
hands before being captured by ISIS 
militants, who were kicked out by 
peshmerga with the help of the US-
led coalition.

KRG spokesman Safeen Dizayee 
said peshmerga forces have the right 
to be in areas outside the Kurdistan 

region, which includes the provinces 
of Erbil, Duhok and Sulaimaniyah.

“The Kurdistan region’s military 
forces, the peshmerga, have been 
protecting, since ISIS attacks, all 
people of these areas, regardless 
of their ethnic or religious back-
grounds, from terrorists,” said Di-
zayee. “The Kurdistan region’s 
peshmerga are not foreign forces 
that came to invade these areas. 
They are integral to Iraq’s defence 
system as clearly stated in the Iraqi 
constitution.”

The inclusion of non-KRG areas 
in the referendum — most notably 
the disputed oil-rich, ethnically 
diverse Kirkuk — inflamed the cri-
sis, prompting critics to accuse the 
KRG of carrying out an expansionist 
land-grab under the guise of self-
determination.

Members of non-Kurdish com-
munities in the disputed areas ex-
pressed alarm over the prospect of 

living under an independent Kurd-
istan.

It appears that the KRG had mis-
read its allies, including Turkey and 
the United States.

“In the run-up to the referendum, 
there was no shortage of warnings 
from the Trump administration 
that Iraqi Kurds would not enjoy US 
government support… yet, Kurdish 
leaders repeatedly told Kurds and 
Kurdish journalists that the state-
ments opposing the referendum 
were pro forma and that, behind 
the scenes, they had guarantees of 
American support,” wrote Michael 
Rubin, a former Pentagon official, 
on the website of the American En-
terprise Institute, a US think-tank. 
“That was wishful thinking at best 
and, at worst, an outright lie.”

Turkey announced that it would 
suspend its training of peshmerga 
fighters and has instead been in-
volved in a joint military exercise 

with Iraqi government forces.
A year ago, Turkish forces, at the 

invitation of KRG, helped peshmer-
ga fighters recapture Bashiqa from 
ISIS. At the time, Turkish presence 
on Iraqi soil was branded by Bagh-
dad as an “invasion.”

The referendum has moved Tur-
key closer to its regional rival Iran. 
Ankara, Tehran and Baghdad are 
mulling sanctions against the KRG 
and military action — if needed — to 
keep Iraq from breaking up. Such an 
alliance would have been unlikely 
before the referendum.

During a historic visit to Moscow, 
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz 
Al Saud told Russian President 

Vladimir Putin that the territorial 
integrity of Iraq must be preserved. 
There has been a warming of ties 
between Riyadh and Baghdad, amid 
a wish by some Iraqi politicians to 
break away from Tehran’s orbit.

Observers said the threat of Kurd-
istan seceding would ensure that 
Iraq remain under greater Iranian 
influence as Iran would be invited 
to play a bigger role in the affairs of 
its neighbour.

Even within KRG-controlled are-
as, there has been growing dissatis-
faction. Kurdish opposition figures 
condemned the newly formed body 
named the “Political Leadership of 
Kurdistan-Iraq” as a ploy to keep 
Barzani in power following the KRG 
presidential and legislative elec-
tions scheduled for November 1.

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

Iraq Hawija victory overshadowed by Kurdish dispute
Mamoon Alabbasi

Swift victory. Fighters from the Popular Mobilisation Forces (PMF) advance through a street in Hawija, on October 5.             (AFP)
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Monetising grief: Humanitarian television in refugee settlements

Nazli Tarzi

By stripping away 
the context, the 
perilous journey 
refugees 
embarked on to 
reach the camps is 
discounted.
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on Iraq’s ancient history and 
contemporary political scene.

It appears that the 
KRG had misread its 
allies, including 
Turkey and the 
United States.

Uncertain future. A displaced 
Iraqi woman stands with her 
child at a camp for internally 
displaced persons (IDP) in the 
Sharia area, 15km from the city 
of Dohuk.                                                   (AFP)
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F 

ollowing the Iraqi Kurds’ 
controversial independ-
ence referendum that 
resulted in an over-
whelming “yes” vote, 
the Kurdistan Regional 

Government (KRG) has been placed 
under conditions that strongly 
resemble a siege.

Baghdad, Tehran and Ankara 
have all taken measures to crip-
ple an already fiscally precarious 
Iraqi Kurdistan, pressuring it to re-
nounce the referendum despite the 
KRG having made no formal moves 
towards declaring independence.

The besieging parties are at-
tempting to punish the KRG, led 
by President Masoud Barzani. By 
turning the screws on the Kurdish 
leader, they are attempting to force 
him to backtrack against the results 
of the poll.

Barzani is heavily reliant on the 
goodwill of his neighbours and 
extensive support from foreign 
powers, including the United 
States. Without this goodwill and 
support, an independent Kurdis-
tan could arguably fail to survive 
economically. It could be relegated 
to an economic backwater, impov-
erished, crippled and unviable as a 
real state.

First, the KRG’s existing bor-
ders — even if one was to include 
the illegally occupied Kirkuk and 
other territories — are landlocked 
and dependent on its immediate 
neighbours for trade.

While Iraq agrees with Iran on 

much these days, it disagrees with 
Turkey on just about everything 
apart from the issue of Kurdish in-
dependence. As such, Turkey, Iran 
and Iraq have agreed that sanctions 
imposed by one must be imposed 
by all. To that end, Ankara has 
agreed to go exclusively through 
Baghdad for oil exports, putting 
the KRG-controlled oil pumped 
from Kirkuk to Turkey’s southern 
Ceyhan port at risk. Iran has halted 
trucking energy products, includ-
ing oil, through its shared border 
with the KRG, placing the Kurds 
under enormous financial strain.

Similarly, flights to, from and 
via Kurdish-controlled airports 
have been subjected to a tripartite 
embargo, leading the KRG’s main 

airports in Erbil and Sulaymaniyah 
to more closely resemble ghost 
ports devoid of activity. This came 
after the KRG refused to hand its 
airports over to the federal govern-
ment. The last flights from Erbil 
departed September 29. Foreigners 
left stranded were invited to depart 
Iraq from Baghdad International 
Airport which, prior to this, was far 
less busy than Erbil, which was an 
oasis of stability in a highly violent 
and unstable Iraq.

While food, agricultural products 
and technology pass through the 
KRG’s borders, these necessities for 
normal modern life are also at risk 
of being severed should the dispute 
continue.

The KRG is Turkey’s third larg-

est export market and a plethora 
of Turkish goods are sold in the 
region. Although Turkey would 
suffer from any halt in trading 
with Iraq’s Kurds, it definitely has 
cash reserves and trade with other 
global partners to help it weather 
any turmoil until their one-time 
ally Barzani can be brought to heel. 
In conjunction with an energy em-
bargo, that could take place within 
a very short time.

Even before the referendum the 
KRG was in the midst one of the 
worst financial crises in its short 
life due to a plunge in oil prices, 
the explosion of the Islamic State 
in 2014 and Baghdad’s halting pay-
ments to the KRG. These payments, 
which amounted to 17% of Iraq’s 
national budget and 80% of the 
KRG’s income, were worth approxi-
mately $12 billion. Without them, 
Iraqi Kurdistan plunged into a fiscal 
crisis and Kurdish civil servants 
and peshmerga militiamen saw 
their salaries slashed or halted.

The economic issues that plagued 
the KRG still exist and were exacer-
bated by the sanctions it has been 
hit with since the vote. Although it 
is highly unlikely that Barzani will 
surrender his credibility with the 
Kurdish people by formally back-
tracking on the independence vote, 
it is highly likely he will be forced 
to make enormous concessions to 
his besiegers if he wants to survive.

After all, a state is only as good as 
its finances and the KRG’s treasury 
is looking rather empty these days.

London

J 

alal Talabani founded the 
Patriotic Union of Kurdistan 
(PUK) in 1975 as a secular 
democratic party, splitting 
from the Kurdistan Demo-

cratic Party (KDP) led by Mullah 
Mustafa Barzani because of what he 
saw as the KDP’s “tribalism.”

Yet Talabani’s death October 3 in 
Berlin at age 83 comes with the PUK 
no closer to consensus over a suc-
cessor than at any time in the five 
years since he suffered a debilitat-
ing stroke.

Talabani was a colossus in Iraqi 
politics. In 2005, he became the 
country’s first Kurdish president. 
Known to Kurds as “mam Jalal” 
(paternal uncle), Talabani led the 
PUK until his death through years 
of suppression, war, de facto au-
tonomy after 1991, an alliance with 
the United States that removed 
Saddam Hussein in 2003 and the 
subsequent establishment of the 
Kurdistan Regional Government 
(KRG) through a new constitution.

The latest — perhaps historic — 
development in Kurdish politics 
came September 25 as Iraqi Kurds 
voted for independence in a refer-
endum condemned by Baghdad, 
Ankara, Tehran and Washington. 
The calling of the poll by KRG 
President Masoud Barzani, Mullah 
Mustafa’s son and KDP leader since 
1979, reflected the weakening of 
the PUK against its rival party.

This rivalry has been intense, 
sometimes bloody. During the 
1980-88 Iran-Iraq war, both the 
PUK and KDP sometimes allied 
with Iran. This contributed to the 

severity of Saddam’s repression in 
Iraqi Kurdistan in 1988-90, when 
about 180,000 Kurds were killed. 
During KDP-PUK infighting from 
1994-97, when 3,000 civilians died, 
Talabani accepted assistance from 
Iran and Barzani from Saddam.

Since 2003, the two parties have 
failed to establish a unified ad-
ministration. This has left the KDP 
stronger in the governorates of Do-
huk and Erbil and the PUK in Su-
laimaniyah governorate. The Kurd-
ish parliament has been in abeyance 
since 2015 when the KDP apparently 
blocked the speaker, a PUK mem-
ber, from reaching Erbil, the region-
al capital. Barzani has continued as 
Kurdish president despite his term 
expiring two years ago.

One reason for the PUK’s weak-
ening is the emergence in 2009 
of Goran (Movement for Change), 
founded by Nawshirwan Mustafa, 
long-time Talabani ally and fel-
low founder of the PUK. From its 
launch, Goran, which has criticised 
corruption and nepotism in Kurd-
ish politics, appealed to the young. 
In 2013, the most recent election, it 
won 24 of the Kurdish parliament’s 
111 seats.

“The emergence of Goran 
strengthened the KDP because it 
undermined the PUK,” said one 
PUK member. “Nawshirwan should 
have stayed in the party and argued 
for change.”

Mustapha’s death earlier this 
year, however, showed a different 
conception of succession reflect-
ing his politics. In his final months, 
Mustapha stood back from day-to-
day leadership — partly for cancer 
treatment but also to give experi-
ence to others — and when he died, 
Goran elected a new leader, Omar 
Said Ali, as per its constitution.

The PUK, by contrast, struggled 
to maintain cohesion in Talabani’s 
absence. “The fact that the PUK 
couldn’t choose a new leader after 
Mam Jalal’s stroke five years ago 
shows this issue is hard to solve,” 
said Salam Abdulrahman, head of 
political science at Sulaimaniyah’s 
University of Human Development.

“There is no consensus or approv-
al by majority among PUK members 
for any of the current members of 
the party’s leadership to replace 
him. One of Talabani’s two sons, 
Qubad and Pavel, might replace him 
but that won’t go without a strong 
opposition from other PUK leaders 
and from the PUK base who believe 
that leadership should not be inher-
ited.”

One Kurdish official suggested 
the sons had been pushed forward 
by Talabani’s wife, Hero, herself an 
astute politician: “Qubad is now 
deputy prime minister and Pavel 
is a strong man in PUK. Hero has 
also managed to control the party 
finances. So my sense is that one of 
his sons will replace Talabani.”

Talabani told me in an interview 
for BBC radio in 1995 that he had in-
tended to retire from politics in his 
60s — he was then 61 — and write his 
memoirs. Yet he remained active 
until his stroke in December 2012.

In that interview he recalled his 
schooling in Koysanjak and how 
the town influenced his direction in 
life. “I learned politics in Koysanjak, 
a very active town,” Talabani said. 
“It was the town of Hajji Qadir Koyi, 
the first Kurdish nationalist poet.”

Koyi advocated Kurdish unity and 
independence as early as the 1880s 
and his criticisms of traditional 
leaders probably shaped Talabani’s 
later disquiet with Mullah Mustafa 
Barzani and his own decision to es-
tablish the PUK.

First and foremost, Talabani was 
a Kurdish nationalist but he was al-
ways open to dialogue with other 
Iraqis. No doubt he would argue 
the KRG has been a positive exam-
ple of peaceful development both 
for Kurds elsewhere and their gov-
ernments.

No doubt Talabani would pre-
sent his life as a struggle for Kurd-
ish rights through a secular party 
seeking a democracy. Whether the 
PUK can take that legacy forward 
remains to be seen.

Gareth Smyth is a regular con-
tributor to The Arab Weekly.
He was chief correspondent 
in Iran for the Financial Times 
in 2003-07.
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Unifying leader. An Iraqi man looks at a poster of Iraq’s former President Jalal Talabani outside the 
headquarters of the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan in Baghdad, on October 4.        (AFP)

Talabani’s death leaves Kurdish PUK 
wrestling with leadership vacuum

Kurds after the referendumNews & Analysis

Is an independent Kurdistan economically viable?

Tallha Abdulrazaq

While Iraq agrees 
with Iran on much 
these days, it 
disagrees with 
Turkey on just 
about everything 
apart from the 
issue of Kurdish 
independence.
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First and foremost, 
Talabani was a 
Kurdish nationalist 
but he was always 
open to dialogue 
with other Iraqis.

Landlocked. Haj Omran border between Iran and Iraqi Kurdistan. 
                                                                                                                      (Reuters)
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Economic weakness and security squabbling mean the KRG is not a 
credible governing alternative for the Kurdish regions of northern Iraq.

Opinion

I
t has been about 16 weeks since the 
Gulf states cut ties with Qatar, in 
stinging rebuke for its support for 
regionally destabilising policies and 
forces and its pursuit of an impru-
dently close relationship with sectar-
ian, meddlesome Iran.

One might have thought that four months 
would have been long enough for Qatar to 
reflect, reconsider its risk-laden approach to 
regional affairs and seek to repair its rela-
tionship with its neighbours.

Theoretically, Iran, too, might have used 
the period to mend its ways and to try to 
mend fences in the region.

Not so. Instead, Tehran seems more 
interested in thumbing its nose at the United 
States by engaging in ballistic missile tests 
and continuing its interference in regional 
conflicts.

Against this background comes the odd 
rapprochement between Qatar and Iran. 
Qatari Emir Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad 
al-Thani met with Iranian Foreign Minister 
Mohammad Javad Zarif in Doha. The stated 
agenda was the strengthening of bilateral 
“cooperation.” The unstated one was to 
show that Qatar can antagonise Saudi 
Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Egypt and 
Bahrain without incurring any conse-
quences.

The Arab quartet has many times drawn 
Doha’s attention to the inherent dangers of 
its misguided proximity to Tehran. It has 
asked Qatar to commit to other principles, 
which include denying financing and safe 
havens to terrorist groups, stopping incite-
ment of hatred and violence and refraining 
from interfering in the internal affairs of 
other countries.

Qatar has made no move to do any of that. 
Instead, in late August, Doha announced its 
decision to “strengthen bilateral relations 
with the Islamic Republic of Iran in all 
fields.” It also said that it was returning its 
ambassador to Tehran after a 19-month 
hiatus.

With unintentional irony, Zarif stood in 
Doha and declared that “none of the 
regional crises have a military solution,” 
which is rich considering that Iran’s appetite 
for military meddling seems to know no 
bounds. It continually violates UN embar-
goes on arming Hezbollah in Syria and the 
Houthis in Yemen and it continues to foment 
mischief in Iraq, Lebanon and elsewhere.

So how to read the rapprochement 
between Qatar and Iran? As exceedingly 
unwise and profoundly unhelpful to 
regional stability. This course of action may 
be a source of immediate gratification for 
Tehran and Doha but, in fact, it is wantonly 
provocative. As experts on the region point 
out, the citizens of Qatar — just as in the rest 
of the Arab world — don’t want to continue 
the row with the Gulf states but to settle it 
amicably.

David Pollock, formerly the US govern-
ment’s chief pollster for the Middle East, 
recently pointed to a publicly available 
independent political survey of Qatar’s 
approximately 300,000 citizens. He noted 
that the survey, which was conducted in 
August by a leading professional Arab 
market research firm, said that 81% of 
Qataris asked said they were inclined to a 
compromise; 79% opposed Iran’s regional 
policies; 90% rated Hezbollah and the 
Houthis negatively and a narrow majority 
(53%) insisted “the most important issue in 
this situation is to find the maximum degree 
of Arab cooperation against Iran.”

What this means is clear: Qatar’s own 
people dispute the wisdom of their leader-
ship’s pugnacious chosen path. It indicates 
that Doha may think it’s being clever by 
cosying up to Tehran but it is courting 
instability at home by ignoring domestic and 
regional disapproval of its policies.

The unwise 
rapprochement 
between Doha 
and Tehran

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

A unified Iraq at stake 
after Kurdish referendum

T
he people of Kurdistan 
should be congratulated 
for engaging in matters 
of civic responsibility 
and turning out in such 
numbers for their ref-
erendum on independ-

ence from Iraq.
Kurds have been subjected to 

horrific repression and political 
violence before and during the 
dictatorship of Saddam Hussein. 
Given the stability of the Kurdish 
regions in northern Iraq relative to 
other areas of the country since 
Saddam was overthrown in 2003, it 
is understandable why the Kurdis-
tan Regional Government (KRG) 
seeks greater autonomy from 
Baghdad.

That said, the referendum on 
Kurdish independence is a distrac-
tion from more urgent political and 
security priorities in Iraq, including 
building up the capacity of the Iraqi 
government to project authority 
across the entire country, rolling 
back Iranian influence and defeat-
ing the last Islamic State (ISIS) 
holdouts.

Iraq’s Kurdish regions have been 
one of the few bright spots in the 
difficult transition from three 
decades of Ba’athist dictatorship 
after 2003. After years of division 
between the Kurdistan Democratic 
Party and the Patriotic Union of 
Kurdistan, which included a 
four-year civil war in the 1990s, the 
parties reconciled in 2004 and 
worked together as the KRG carved 
out an autonomous niche in Iraqi 
Kurdistan.

The KRG assumed responsibility 
for most aspects of governance and 
security and increasingly bypassed 
Baghdad to build its own exporting 
capacity and deal directly with 
international buyers of its oil.

Developments since 2014 strained 
the KRG’s ability to stand alone and 
reinforced the need for unity in 
Iraq. The collapse in oil prices that 
began in June 2014 decimated the 
Iraqi budget just as ISIS surged 
across the Syrian border and 
captured large areas of western and 
northern Iraq.

Instead of cooperating against a 
common foe, Baghdad and the KRG 
engaged in a tit-for-tat struggle over 
whether the KRG could sign oil 
contracts independently of the Iraqi 
government. This resulted in the 
Iraqi government blocking pay-
ments to the KRG from the federal 
budget, plunging Kurdistan into 
economic crisis and leaving 
government workers unpaid for 
months.

Infighting between Erbil and 
Baghdad undermined Iraqi and 
international efforts in the fight 
against ISIS. The inability of the 
KRG to pay public-sector salaries 
extended to many of the peshmerga 
fighters on the front line whose 
operational capability was limited 
further by military equipment the 
KRG could no longer afford to 
acquire.

US attempts to broker a deal to 
end the stand-off failed to make 
headway and left the KRG unable to 
finance an expansion of the 
peshmerga ahead of the operation 
to retake Mosul from ISIS.

As the Iraqi government moves 
ahead with post-conflict recon-
struction in Mosul and re-integrates 
other areas liberated from militants, 
it is vital that the global coalition for 
countering ISIS remains focused on 
the task and does not get distracted 
by the fallout from the two entities 
with boots on the ground.

Rebuilding Mosul and other 
villages and towns damaged by the 
fighting is a priority that will 
require a very considerable 
investment of time and resources 
over years but all this will be at risk 
if the city becomes part of a new 
front line with KRG-held territory 
less than a 100km away.

Any outbreak of conflict between 
the KRG and Baghdad would 
weaken British interests and 
strengthen those of our adversaries 
in Iraq. Moves to declare an 
independent Kurdistan will be 
resisted by Turkey — our NATO 
 ally — and our partners in the Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC), who 
have swung round to the view that a 
strong Iraq is crucial to countering 

Iranian influence across the region.
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab 

Emirates have boosted political and 
economic ties with Iraq in recent 
months and will play an important 
role in getting the liberated areas 
back on their feet. After years of 
acrimonious relations between 
Iraq’s Shia-led government and its 
Sunni Arab neighbours, the sudden 
thaw offers hope that the sectarian 
tensions that nearly tore Iraq apart 
can be overcome.

Finally, Iraqi Prime Minister 
Haider al-Abadi needs assistance as 
he tackles the paramilitary threat 
posed by the Popular Mobilisation 
Forces (PMF), a loose collection of 
Shia militias that function as tools 
of Iranian influence in Iraq.

The PMF is a link in the chain of 
Iranian-backed “resistance” units 
and a part of the corridor of 
strategic influence connecting Iran 
to the Mediterranean through Iraq 
and Syria. Within Iraq, the PMF has 
contributed to the fragmentation of 
Iraqi military forces and has 
resisted Abadi’s attempts to bring 
them under control, leaving them 
in place as agents of Iran’s disrup-
tive activities in Iraq and the wider 
region.

A unified Iraq is needed more 
than ever to push back against 
Iranian influence and ensure the 
final defeat of ISIS. Iraq remains a 
weak state vulnerable to internal 
divisions and external penetration 
but 2017 has seen significant 
progress in both areas.

The operation to retake Mosul 
took nearly a year of fighting but 
the hard work really starts now as 
the Iraqi government reasserts its 
authority and assists communities 
displaced by the conflict.

Economic weakness and security 
squabbling mean the KRG is not a 
credible governing alternative for 
the Kurdish regions of northern 
Iraq.

At a time when real hope is on the 
horizon for the first time in years, 
Iraqis of all backgrounds must not 
squander the opportunities to 
move decisively away from decades 
of conflict and instability.

Editorial

Any 
outbreak 
of conflict 
between the 
KRG and 
Baghdad 
would 
weaken 
British 
interests and 
strengthen 
those of our 
adversaries
 in Iraq.



7October 8, 2017

C
ontrary to what 
some people might 
believe, Iran didn’t 
come out victori-
ous in Syria. The 
reality tells a differ-
ent story: Iran has 

contributed to the destruction of 
Syria rather than bringing it back 
to life. Iran is an accomplice in 
the project aiming at ripping Syria 
apart and nothing more.

The reality shows that Iran’s 
crisis is not limited to Syria but 
includes the slow death of Iran’s 
expansionist project. This is why 
Iran is trying to take advantage 
of the referendum in Kurdistan 
to breathe life into its project. 
Iran wants to turn the Kurdish 
referendum into an excuse to 
tighten its grip on Iraq through 
its sectarian militias within the 
Popular Mobilisation Forces 
(PMF).

These militias are tools by 
which Iran wants to control the 
future of the region. Iran’s game 
plan is no longer a secret despite 
having the government of Iraqi 
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi 
and the Iraqi parliament use the 
war on the Islamic State (ISIS) as 
an excuse to confer legitimacy 
on the PMF.

ISIS was simply one of the 
weapons of the Iranian and 
Syrian secret services. There 
were two objectives behind its 
creation: Allowing the Syrian 
regime to look like it was 
fighting terrorism and finding a 
use for the PMF as a replacement 
for the legitimate Iraqi Army. 
This is how we can explain why 
the government of former Prime 
Minister Nuri al-Maliki, which 
was totally subservient to Iran, 

handed on a silver platter the 
city of Mosul to ISIS in June 
2014.

Iran has no alternative model 
to offer to countries it wishes to 
enlist except that of its own 
Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps (IRGC). The religious 
oligarchy in Iran has not trusted 
the regular Iranian Army since 
the fall of the shah in 1979. So 
the IRGC took over the army’s 
role.

In 1980, when Iraqi leader 
Saddam Hussein engaged in 
all-out war with Iran, little did 
he know that he had given the 
Khomeini regime the perfect 
excuse to keep the army out of 
Iranian cities and on the front. 
Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatol-
lah Ruhollah Khomeini feared 
the army and did everything to 
replace it with the IRGC.

The militias created by Iran in 
the region are clones of IRGC. 
Iran’s expansionist plans are 
contingent on replicating the 
IRGC everywhere. The best 
example is Hezbollah in Leba-

non. This party has subjugated 
most of the Shia population in 
Lebanon and is constantly trying 
to dictate its will, and that of 
Iran of course, on the Lebanese 
government. Lebanon continues 
to resist the culture of death 
brought in by Hezbollah and life 
always triumphs in Lebanon.

In Syria, Iran did its best to 
plant its sectarian militias 
everywhere. It was an accom-
plice to the Syrian regime in its 
campaigns against the major 
Syrian cities. The cities were 
targeted because they were, first 
and foremost, Sunni cities. Iran 
contributed to the regime’s 
actions to fundamentally change 
the nature of Damascus. These 
were actions against life itself in 
an open-ended war.

In Iraq, Prime Minister Haider 
al-Abadi and two Shia personali-
ties, Muqtada al-Sadr and 
Ammar al-Hakim, openly 
expressed annoyance with Iran. 
Baghdad decided to get close to 
the Arab countries and Saudi 
Arabia in particular.

Iran is taking advantage of the 
general outcry against the 
referendum in Iraqi Kurdistan to 
try to recapture the initiative in 
Iraq.  The truth is that Iran will 
not be able to triumph over the 
Kurds, not even the Kurds of 
Iran. The latter openly cel-
ebrated along with their Iraqi 
cousins the referendum result. It 
was proof that the regime of the 
Islamic Republic is far from 
working for the well-being of all 
Iranians. It’s a dictatorship with 
no future. Who can guarantee 
that there is a new supreme 
leader for Iran once Ali Khame-
nei is gone?

Iran is doomed to fail in Syria 
and in Yemen as well. Its proxies 
in Yemen, the Houthis, are 
finding nothing better to do than 
to bug their ally, former Yemeni 
President Ali Abdullah Saleh.

For its expansionist project to 
work, Iran will need more than 
its death-obsessed sectarian 
militias, more than American 
complicity and definitely more 
than its alliance with Russia for 
Syrian President Bashar Assad’s 
sake.

No matter how wily Iranian 
leaders are and no matter how 
much they hate the Arabs, they 
can never win hearts with what 
they are offering. Iran is good at 
destroying but has nothing to 
offer instead. It is only natural 
that its expansionist plan is 
shrinking.

A country in which half of the 
population lives under the 
poverty line can only offer 
death, hollow slogans and 
controversy. Consider Hezbollah 
Secretary-General Sayyed 
Hassan Nasrallah’s latest speech 
in which he called upon Jews “to 
leave occupied Palestine and 
return to their countries of 
origin to avoid becoming fodder 
for the upcoming war. They 
might not have enough time to 
leave.”

Is this really the time for this 
kind of discourse, which harks 
back to pre-1967? Can these 
sectarian militias still claim 
victory for Iran?

Iran’s expansionist project is 
dead and Lebanon is the only 
country left where Iran can flex 
its muscles. Nasrallah might be 
able to turn it into an Iranian 
colony after all.

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

Rashmee Roshan Lall

Las Vegas shooting was 
terrifying but not terrorism

S
hould the Las Vegas 
shooting, the worst act 
of mass murder in re-
cent American history, 
be described as “terror-
ism”? Was the killer, a 
white American man, a 

“terrorist”?
Was he just the same as Omar 

Mateen, who killed 49 people in a 
nightclub in Orlando, Florida, in 
June 2016? Should he be catego-
rised in the way of Syed Rizwan 
Farook and Tashfeen Malik, the 
married couple who shot 14 
people in San Bernardino, 
California, in December 2015?

This is an uneasy line of 
questioning. The Vegas shooter, 
Stephen Paddock, did undoubt-
edly strike terror in the hearts of 
the thousands of concert-goers 
he targeted on October 1. He 
committed an act of terrifying 
violence. He was a despicable 
criminal but not, so far as one can 
discern in the immediate after-
math of the Vegas atrocity, a 
terrorist.

This has nothing to do with 
Paddock’s religion or apparent 

lack of it. It is to do with the 
proper meaning of words. 
Terrorism has a very specific 
meaning. English dictionaries 
describe terror as a very specific 
thing, particularly from the late 
18th century. The Oxford English 
Dictionary refers to the rule of the 
Jacobin faction during the period 
of the French Revolution known 
as the Terror. Terrorism then is 
regarded as “the unlawful use of 
violence and intimidation, 
especially against civilians, in the 
pursuit of political aims.”

Political science scholars gener-
ally agree on the broad criteria of 
a terrorist act, of which political 
inspiration must be key.

So far as is known, Paddock was 
not pursuing political aims in 
mystifyingly stockpiling weapons 
and ammunition in his Vegas 
hotel room and mowing down 59 
of his fellow Americans. He 
terrorised the crowd but he was 
not a terrorist.

The problem is the clamour for 
Paddock to be described as a 
terrorist and the fact that many 
well-meaning people see the 

American authorities’ refusal to 
do so as an example of unfairness 
to Muslims.

The American singer Ariana 
Grande, whose Manchester 
concert was targeted by a terror-
ist in May, has demanded that US 
President Donald Trump call the 
Vegas shooting “what it is.” 
Trump subsequently declined to 
say the incident was an act of 
domestic terrorism and called the 
killer “sick and demented.”

This was taken as proof that 
non-Muslim murderers get a 
straight pass. The argument goes 
that such linguistic restraint 
would not have been employed 
had Paddock been Muslim. The 
attack would have been described 
as a terrorist strike straight off 
and the entire Muslim commu-
nity would’ve been under the 
spotlight.

Are we at risk of losing sight of 
the real issues at stake in our 
turning world by marinating 
ourselves in bitterness about 
western Islamophobia? This is 
not to discount its existence — 
Islamophobia is very real — and 

this is not to say it doesn’t 
manifest itself in various ways 
but the charged debate over the 
Vegas incident’s nomenclature is 
enervating and useless.

The real issue is America’s 
epidemic of gun violence, a 
firearm homicide rate 16 times 
that of Germany and six times 
that of Canada. America has 
almost as many privately owned 
firearms as American citizens and 
residents. Americans with guns 
are statistically said to pose a 
greater threat to their fellow 
citizens than are Muslims, 
immigrants or jihadi terrorists. A 
recent estimate stated there were 
1,516 mass shootings in the 
United States over 1,735 days.

Thomas Friedman, one of 
liberal America’s favourite 
newspaper columnists, wrote 
after the Vegas massacre that all 
would have been clear to Ameri-
cans had Paddock only been 
Muslim. He meant the irony of 
being able to recognise the threat 
posed by Islamist terrorism  
but not by an America awash in 
guns.
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Iran’s expansionist 
project is dead and 
Lebanon is the only 
country left where 
Iran can flex its 
muscles.

The shrinking of Iran’s 
expansionist project

The militias created by Iran in the region 
are clones of IRGC.

 is a Lebanese journalist 
based in London.
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s larger areas of Syria’s 
war-wracked terrain 
fall into the hands of its 
belligerents, so too do 
many of the displaced 

populace and jihadist fighters, ei-
ther captured or hiding in plain 
sight among refugees.

From this morass, individuals 
must be assessed and either placed 
in refugee camps or jailed.

From a peak in January 2015 to 
June of this year, the Islamic State 
(ISIS) has lost an estimated 54,600 
sq.km — approximately 60% — of 
its territory. How many fighters 
have been killed, captured or de-
serted is unknown.

Even identifying the number 
of ISIS fighters in the Syrian thea-
tre is difficult. Given the nature 
of the country’s war, fighters can 
be conscripted by one militia and 
transferred to another. Potential 
jihadists can join one group before 
retreating to their homes and re-
emerging elsewhere.

“ISIS has waged total war. [It 
has] harnessed entire communi-
ties for the express purposes of 
waging jihad,” Nicholas Heras, 
Middle East security fellow at the 
Centre for a New American Secu-
rity, said in a telephone interview. 
“What we’re seeing in Syria is an 
insurgency grounded within socie-
ties and, if you are going to get rid 
of all of that, you have to start with 
genocide.”

“In terms of Raqqa and Deir ez-
Zor, we’re talking about families,” 
Heras said. “What is the culpabili-
ty of a wife who knew her husband 
to be keeping captured slaves or a 
10-year-old child who’s been en-
tirely indoctrinated?”

Even among known fighters, 
their role in any conflict is often 
vigorously denied.

Syria analyst Hassan Hassan on 
October 2 posted on Twitter that: 
“If we go by the description of 
those the US kills, all ISIS members 
are emirs. If we go by what ISIS de-
fectors say, all ISIS members are 

cooks.”
The task of sifting ISIS fighters 

from among Raqqa’s human exo-
dus has fallen to the US-sponsored 
and Kurdish-dominated Syrian 
Democratic Forces (SDF) as well as 
the provisional Raqqa City Coun-
cil.

There are two camps north of 
Raqqa, each focused on provid-
ing care for the city’s internally 
displaced and screening many of 
the approximately 324,000 people 
who have fled Raqqa.

Idris Mohammed, a spokesman 
for the SDF-affiliated Raqqa Inter-
nal Security Forces, told the Syria 

Deeply website: “When refugees 
come to us from Raqqa, Deir ez-Zor 
or any other areas, they first regis-
ter their name on paper through 
the office of entry into the camp. 
The paper is then sent to the inter-
nal security forces to investigate.

“We can say that those who 
worked with ISIS for money will be 
released,” he said. Likewise, many 
of those thought not to be involved 
in the heaviest of the fighting are 
handed into the custody of local 
tribes, who act as guarantors of the 
detainee’s behaviour.

However, “those who took up 
arms and stained their hands with 

the blood of the Syrian people will 
not be released,” Mohammed told 
the website.

Of particular interest to the SDF, 
the Americans, the regime and its 
allies are the foreign fighters who 
fought jihad in Syria. A Soufan 
Group report stated there were an 
estimated 15,000 foreign fighters 
in Syria in 2015, about 6,000 of 
whom were said to be Tunisian. 
That figure has been disputed, 
with estimates putting the number 
in the 6,000-20,000 range.

Unlike most of their relatively 
inexperienced Syrian comrades, 
ISIS’s foreign fighters are bet-

ter trained, more committed and 
generally less likely to surrender. 
Many of Syria’s travelling jihadists 
are thought to be involved in the 
fight with regime forces and its al-
lies for Deir ez-Zor governorate or 
have pulled back to positions at 
Abu Kamal. Others may have left 
Syria.

“They’re really tied into the 
criminal networks in Turkey,” 
Heras said, “These are the chan-
nels that first brought them to 
Syria and could just as easily take 
them out. Essentially, we’re look-
ing at an entire generation of jihad-
ists that we won’t always be able to 
identify or know how to fix. We’re 
going to be dealing with that for 
decades to come.”

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

Syrian coalition forces hunt fleeing jihadists

All cooks? Prisoners watch television as one of them reads a newspaper inside Derick central prison 
in the east of Kurdish city of Qamishli in Hasakah governorate in Syria.                                               (Reuters)

Simon Speakman Cordall

B 

ilateral relations were 
discussed and billion-
dollar deals signed at 
the Kremlin during 
King Salman bin Ab-
dulaziz Al Saud’s his-

toric visit to Moscow. The elephant 
in the room, however, was Syria — 
the one topic that he and Russian 
President Vladimir Putin were 
dying to address, although their 
visions for the war-torn country 
were light-years apart.

King Salman landed in Moscow 
October 4, marking the first visit 
by a Saudi monarch to Russia since 
the start of bilateral relations in 
1926. The Saudi daily al-Hayat re-
ported that large portraits of King 
Salman filled the streets leading up 
the Kremlin, reflecting high hom-
age to the visiting Gulf monarch.

Explaining the historic visit, for-
mer Saudi intelligence chief Turki 
bin Faisal Al Saud told Russian 
news agencies: “I think that there 
is much that can be negotiated 
with Mr Putin. We have shared 
interests in the Middle East. We 
see Russia’s growing influence in 
the Syrian situation. Saudi Arabia 
is equally interested in bringing 
peace and stability to the Syrian 
people and so, on that level, Rus-
sia and Saudi Arabia have a lot in 
common.”

He added: “The killing must stop 
(in Syria). Saudi Arabia has never 
said that Assad should remain the 
Syrian president. What we say is 
that it should be up to the Syrian 
people to decide and that we need 
a mechanism to help them do this.”

That was a soft U-turn, coming 
from a country that has insisted 
on Syrian President Bashar Assad’s 
departure as a precondition for any 
political deal since the outbreak of 
the Syrian conflict in 2011.

The royal visit bore the finger-
prints of pragmatic Saudi Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz, who didn’t accompany 
his father to Moscow but stayed in 
Riyadh to run state affairs in the 
king’s absence.

Prince Mohammed realises that 
there is very little his country can 
expect from the Trump adminis-
tration, which has seemingly sur-
rendered, rather completely, to 
Russia’s version of the Syrian end-
game and is no longer interested in 
regime change in Damascus. With 
no US backing, he, too, realises that 
banking on Assad’s removal will 
lead to nowhere, in light of Russia’s 
commitment to the Syrian presi-
dent.

Since being sworn-in last Janu-
ary, US President Donald Trump 
has focused on three objectives in 
Syria, none of which include As-
sad’s departure. One is counterter-
rorism and the eradication of the 
Islamic State (ISIS) and second is 
clipping Iran’s wings and ejecting 
Hezbollah from Syria, two topics in 
which Saudi-US relations overlap.

They disagree over the future 
of Syrian Kurds, however: Trump 
wants to empower and reward 
them as vital allies in the war on 
terror.

Prince Mohammed hopes to 
build on commonalities with the 

United States while simultane-
ously bridging an entire century 
of differences with Moscow to get 
a piece of the Syrian cake that Pu-
tin has been delicately slicing since 
his army rumbled into Syria in Sep-
tember 2015.

If he doesn’t do that, King Sal-
man fears that Iran, Turkey and 
perhaps even Qatar will take eve-
rything that remains in Syria, leav-
ing the Saudis with little to noth-
ing. To do that, King Salman needs 
to do things differently in Syria.

That shouldn’t be too hard, as 
the Saudis have formulated a dif-
ferent approach towards dealing 
with Iraq, another regional, war-
torn country under control of the 
mullahs of Tehran.

For ten years, Saudi Arabia 
tried to fight Iran in Iraq with lit-
tle luck. It bankrolled Sunni mi-
litias, trashed the Iran-backed 
governments of Ibrahim al-Jaafari  
and Nuri al-Maliki and tried to 
isolate Iraq from its Arab environ-
ment, punishing the state for its 
alliance with Iran. None of that 
worked, and now Saudi Arabia 
is courting Iran-backed Shia fig-
ures such as Ammar al-Hakim and 
Muqtada al-Sadr, striking beyond 
enemy lines in the complex web 
of Baghdad politics, hoping to  
lure Iranian proxies into the Saudi 
orbit, ahead of the upcoming par-
liamentary elections next April.

In Syria, Saudi Arabia has already 
hinted, via Foreign Minister Adel 
al-Jubeir, that it, too, has surren-
dered to the fact that Assad is going 
nowhere, stressing nevertheless 

that it is not satisfied with such an 
endgame.

It might be too difficult for Saudi 
Arabia to say that bluntly but Putin 
is willing to accept Saudi’s future 
silence as an adequate confidence-
building measure. In exchange for 
ending its anti-regime tirade and 
for quietly halting the funding of 
the armed opposition, Putin is will-
ing to help clip the wings of Hez-
bollah in Syria, slowly squeezing 
its warriors out of the Syrian-Jor-
danian border area and minimising 
Iran’s influence on the rest of Syria.

Already in Idlib in north-western 
Syria, Putin made sure that Iran’s 
military presence was balanced by 
Russian and Turkish troops. King 
Salman wants to guarantee that 
Syria will not end up squarely in 
the hands of Iran and this is some-
thing on which he and Putin are in 
full agreement.

For his part, Putin wants to see 
a unified Syrian opposition del-
egation — one that is injected 
with Moscow-backed figures and 
not monopolised by Saudi prox-
ies — at the talks in Geneva in late 
November. He is also willing to as-
sure King Salman that Qatar will 
get no share of the Syrian endgame 
as well and that all Doha-backed 
figures are fully eradicated, both 
politically and military, from the 
Syrian battlefield.

Finally, Putin is offering to help 
broker a ceasefire in Yemen — to 
the liking of Riyadh, rather than 
the Houthis and Iran — something 
that is far more vital for Saudi Ara-
bia than seeing an end to Assad.

King Salman, Putin and the Syrian elephant in the room

Sami Moubayed

The royal visit 
bore the 
fingerprints of 
pragmatic Saudi 
Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin 
Salman bin 
Abdulaziz.

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

What we’re 
seeing in Syria 
is an insurgency 
grounded within
societies.

Nicholas Heras, Middle 
East security fellow at the 
Centre for a New American 
Security
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alls for independence in 
Catalonia are finding a 
sympathetic audience 
in the Maghreb, which 
shares important historic 

and geographic ties with the au-
tonomous Spanish region.

The official response of North Af-
rican governments, many of which 
are dealing with territorial disputes 
within their own borders, has been 
more cautious, however.

In Morocco, the Sahrawi nation-
alist Polisario Front has been fight-
ing for independence in Western 
Sahara for almost four decades. 
Morocco maintains the region is an 
integral part of the kingdom.

Mindful of this struggle over 
Western Sahara, the Moroccan gov-
ernment lent support to Madrid in 
its efforts to stop Catalonia’s inde-
pendence bid.

El Houssein Abouchi, a constitu-
tional law professor at Cadi Ayyad 
University in Marrakech, said Ra-
bat’s “position stems from the gov-
ernment’s opposition to secession-
ist movements and the defence of 
state territorial unity and integrity.”

“There are political groups that 
oppose Rabat in Western Sahara 
but the Spanish government backs 
Morocco over the Sahara issue,” he 
added.

Algeria is on the defensive 
against a movement in the Berber-
speaking Kabylie region, whose 
inhabitants have long sought in-
dependence from what they term 
the “Arab-Islamic colonisation” of 
Algiers.

Government officials remained 
quiet about the Catalan issue, 
as voicing support for the refer-
endum would put them at odds 
with Spain, a key gas importer, 
and coming out against it would 
contradict their support for the 
Polisario Front on the principle of 
self-determination.

But the Algerian daily Algérie 
Patriotique, which is widely seen 
as the unofficial mouthpiece of the 
Algerian Foreign Ministry, warned 
against “secessionism.”

“The contagion of secessionism 
seems to spread and would spare 
no state if it were to continue un-
checked. We knew the threats 
against state unity in Libya, Iraq 
and Syria,” the newspaper said.

Iraqi Kurds had a non-binding 
referendum in September, in 
which more than 90% voted to 
break with Iraq. The result did not 
immediately result in independ-
ence but Kurdish leaders said they 
remain committed to negotiating 
an independent state.

Breaking Libya into three enti-
ties has been proposed by factions 
fighting for power and wealth 
since Muammar Qaddafi’s regime 
was ousted in a 2011 NATO-backed 
uprising.

The Kabylie independence 
movement in Algeria came out in 
strong support of Catalan’s cam-
paign, urging its own population 
to follow suit.

“It is a very beautiful lesson for 
many Kabyles who are lost within 
a stalled Algerian nationalism. You 
must follow the Catalan example. 
Wake up and stop dreaming of a 
democratic and free Algeria,” said 
a statement signed by movement 
spokesman Neddaf Mokrane.

Tens of thousands of people 
took to the streets in April in Tizi 
Ouzou, the largest city in Kab-
ylie, to commemorate the “Berber 
spring” uprising in 1980.

In Morocco, intellectuals took 
issue with Spanish figures who op-
posed Catalonia’s independence 
movement while supporting sepa-
ratists in Western Sahara.

“I went carefully through the list 
of these figures and spotted many 
of them who often voice support 
for the Polisario,” Moroccan writer 
Fouad Laroui said in an opinion 
piece.

“(This) means they are against 
the independence of Catalonia, a 
nation of almost 8 million people 
with its proper language, tradi-
tions, history, a rich industrialised 
nation that will remain prosperous 
without Spain while they support 
the independence of a desert re-
gion with a population that is the 
equivalent to a Catalan district,” 
he added.

Other intellectuals and activists 
urged the government not to use 
Madrid’s forceful response to the 
Catalan crisis as an excuse to crack 
down on protest movements in 
Morocco, such as in the northern 
Rif area.

“It is indeed attractive to com-
pare Catalonia to the Moroccan Rif 
region because both regions have 

suffered from repression and col-
lective punishment by the central 
government in the first during the 
Francoism and the second from 
iron-fist rule of King Hassan,” said 
Moroccan historian Mohamed 
Boudhane. “But the comparison 
between what the central Span-
ish government did in Catalonia 
on October 1 and what the central 
government of Morocco has been 
doing in the Rif since May 26 is not 
possible.”

“The Catalans breached the rule 
of law by staging an independence 
referendum but the population in 
the Rif took to the streets in peace-
ful demonstrations since the death 
of fishmonger Mohsen Fikri to de-
mand freedom, dignity and social 
justice. Do these demands breach 
the law and the constitution?” he 
asked.

The largest protest movement 
since the “Arab spring” in 2011 
broke out last October after Fikri, 
a 31-year old Moroccan fish-seller, 

was crushed to death in a rubbish 
truck in the northern Al-Hoceima 
region as he tried to retrieve a con-
fiscated swordfish.

Months of protests grew into a 
wider social movement known as 
al-Hirak al-Shaabi in May. Moroc-
can police arrested approximately 
300 demonstrators.

“It is true and fair to assert that 
we do not accept opponents’ calls 
for support of foreign powers to 
trample our sovereignty but the 
international public opinion of-
fered and is still giving a kind of 
brake towards some regimes who 
crush their people,” said rights ac-
tivist Youssef Itabtou.

“It would do no good to use the 
intervention of the Spanish po-
lice to prevent the Catalan inde-
pendence as cover and excuse to 
repress those who demand basic 
dignity.”

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

News & Analysis Maghreb

Catalan referendum met with mixed response in Maghreb
Lamine Ghanmi

Winds of division. A man holds an Amazigh flag in front of police officers during a demonstration in 
Rabat, last June.                  (AP)

 Algeria is on the 
defensive against a 
movement in the 
Berber-speaking 
Kabylie region, whose 
inhabitants have long 
sought independence.

Casablanca

M 

orocco’s leading polit-
ical parties are suffer-
ing from a leadership 
crisis as their annual 
conferences approach 

in the coming months.
The Islamist Justice and Develop-

ment (PJD) party won 125 out of the 
395 seats in the Moroccan House of 
Representatives in elections a year 
ago, beating the Authenticity and 
Modernity Party (PAM), which se-
cured 102 seats. The Independence 
Party (PI) was third with 45 seats.

The PI, the country’s oldest po-
litical party, has had troubles, losing 
several important seats in the latest 
election.

A dinner attended by PI delegates 
September 29 in Rabat turned into 
a war of flying plates and chairs be-
tween supporters of PI Secretary-
General Hamid Chabat and those of 
rival candidate Nizar Baraka.

Political analyst Mohammed 
Elfenich criticised the chaotic scene 
on his Facebook page.

“The flying plates have become 
a fact and not a scientific doubt,” 
wrote Elfenich.

“The flying plates were seen last 
night at the PI conference. It is very 
normal for the flying plates to ap-
pear after the money that was flown 
away from the municipalities, local 
and regional councils. Will the state 
protect the nation before it flies, 
too?” he asked.

The scuffle forced the organisers 
of the party’s congress to postpone 
the election of a new leader.

Chabat’s hopes of running for a 
second term as the party’s leader 
have faded away as he is being 
viewed as persona non grata by oth-
ers in the party.

Rachid Aourraz, a researcher at 
the Arab Centre for Scientific Re-
search and Human Studies, said 
conflicts within the PI were like 
those of any political party with 
decades of history, as personal in-
terests can overtake the party’s po-
litical agenda.

“However, what happened at 
the dinner shows that there isn’t a 
strong political and institutional 
culture within Moroccan parties,” 
said Aourraz. “Everyone is trying 
to protect their own interests and 
those of their backers once in pow-
er. This is why we see such kind of 
hostile receptions.”

Chabat’s supporters denounced 
the Makhzen’s hold on their party, 
an accusation that was levelled by 
their leader at a news conference in 
September.

Baraka, grandson of party found-
er Allal el-Fassi, a two-time minis-
ter and president of the Economic, 
Social and Environmental Council 
(ESEC), is a favourite to succeed 
Chabat after promising delegates 
a new era and reunification of the 
party.

PJD, the leading Islamist party, is 
also going through difficult times.

After the coalition government 
presented a summary of its first 120 
days in power September 11, some 
PJD members objected that a repre-
sentative of ousted Prime Minister 
Abdelilah Benkirane had been un-
able to speak. This prompted Prime 
Minister Saad Eddine El Othmani 
to request party Deputy Secretary-
General Slimane el Omrani to pro-

vide evidence he had been denied 
an opportunity to speak, Al Ahdath 
Al Maghribia daily reported.

Driss El Azami El Idrissi, the lead-
er of the PJD’s parliamentary group, 
expressed reservations to Othmani 
over commitments he had made on 
behalf of the party.

“If the PJD’s commitment in the 
majority government implies that 
its deputies vote with the majority, 
it does not oblige them to support 
the positions of the government,” 
Idrissi told Al Ahdath Al Maghribia. 
“Talking about a perfect cohesion 
within the governmental majority is 
exaggerated. People should not be 
fooled.”

Benkirane, who is seeking a third 
mandate at the helm of the PJD, 
planned an electoral meeting for 
September 13 in Tetouan in support 

of Mohamed Idaamar for a parlia-
mentary seat, which he won after 
the original vote was invalidated by 
the Constitutional Court for finan-
cial irregularities.

Idaamar, however, cancelled the 
meeting for “technical and objec-
tive reasons.” Moroccan media re-
ported that a conflict between Ben-
kirane and Othmani was behind the 
cancellation.

The PJD has long been known for 
its cohesion but cracks emerged 
after Benkirane’s failure to form a 
majority government cost him the 
premiership.

Benkirane made his first public 
comments on his party’s crisis in an 
interview in mid-September with 
PJD TV, saying it stems from prob-
lems on “both the party and leader-
ship levels.”

“Since the beginning of the crisis, 
I have tried to manage it as best I 
can,” he said. “I am waiting for the 
day when the brothers will take this 
burden from me and put it on some-
one else’s back, in peace and for 
peace within the party.”

“I hear things about me that hurt 
me and that come from people who 
are close to me. Until then, I prefer 
to be silent. Knowing that, as secre-
tary-general, I can set up commis-
sions of inquiry,” he added.

Benkirane’s statement comes 
ahead of the party’s annual confer-
ence scheduled for December 9.

The PAM is facing a leadership 
crisis after Ilyas El Omari abruptly 
resigned after only 18 months as 
party secretary-general.

Omari’s main objective was to 
win the legislative elections but, al-
though the PAM increased its num-
ber of parliamentary seats, he was 
defeated by incumbent Islamists.

Omari said he took responsibility 
for his party’s mistakes.

The party has not issued an of-
ficial statement on what steps it 
would take to elect Omari’s succes-
sor and a party meeting to discuss 
the issue was postponed.

During a meeting in September, 
some PAM members accused lead-
ership members of mismanage-
ment.

“There is competition between 
candidates in the main political par-
ties, which is proving that there is 
some maturity but the real compe-
tition should be about the political 
manifestos that will be presented to 
the voters,” said Aourraz.

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

Morocco’s political parties suffering from leadership crisis
Saad Guerraoui

Difficult times. A view of the Moroccan parliament during a joint 
public meeting devoted to the presentation of the government’s 
programme in Rabat, last April.                  (AFP)



10 October 8, 2017

News & Analysis Egypt

Cairo

A 

fter Egypt marked the 
44th anniversary of the 
start of the October War 
that led to the Camp Da-
vid Accords and peace 

between Cairo and Tel Aviv, ana-
lysts looked to the future of Egyp-
tian-Israeli ties.

“There is marked transforma-
tion in ties between the two coun-
tries,” said Tharwat el-Nosieri, a 
retired army general who served as 
a lieutenant-colonel during the war. 
“This transformation serves the se-
curity interests of both Egypt and 
Israel and reflects on general condi-
tions in the region.”

Following a humiliating defeat 
in the Six-Day War (1967) — known 
in Egypt as al-Naksah or “the Set-
back” — the three-week war in Oc-
tober 1973 is a point of great pride 
for most Egyptians. Named for the 
day the war started, 6th of October 
city  is a populous suburb of Cairo.

After the war, Egypt became the 
first Arab country to officially recog-
nise Israel, with Anwar Sadat sign-
ing the Egypt-Israel peace treaty in 
1979. Although relations between 
Cairo and Tel Aviv remained remote 
over the ensuing decades, amid 
popular Egyptian suspicion and dis-
content towards Israel, there have 
been signs that Egyptian-Israeli ties 
are warming.

“One of the reasons this is hap-
pening is that as a former army of-
ficer, Egyptian President [Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi] knows that war is 
only about death and destruction,” 
said Magdi Shehata, who com-
manded an Egyptian battalion dur-
ing the October War.

“This is why Sisi is very keen to 
create a different future for every-
body in this region, one free from 
the conflicts, bitterness and blood-
shed of the past,” he said.

Sisi has brought rival Palestinian 
factions Hamas and Fatah to the ne-

gotiating table amid hopes that in-
ter-Palestinian reconciliation could 
reinvigorate the stalled Palestinian-
Israeli peace process.

“I tell the Palestinian people it’s 
extremely important… to overcome 
the differences and not to lose op-
portunities and to be ready to ac-
cept co-existence with the other, 
with Israelis in safety and security,” 
Sisi said at the UN General Assem-
bly in September.

Addressing the Israeli delegation, 
Sisi said: “We have an excellent ex-
perience in Egypt in peace with you 
[Israel] for longer than 40 years… 
We can repeat this experience and 
this excellent step once again.”

Sisi met separately with Israeli 
Prime Minister Binyamin Netan-
yahu and Palestinian President 
Mahmoud Abbas during the Gener-

al Assembly and urged both leaders 
to restart the peace process.

Analysts said, however, that Sisi’s 
attempts to resuscitate the Middle 
East peace process are premature 
given the many challenges in the 
way.

“These challenges include Pal-
estinian divisions and whether the 
main parties, namely the Palestin-
ians and the Israelis, really want 
peace,” said Mohamed Kamal, a 
professor of political science at Cai-
ro University. “Egypt can try but, 
at the end, it will not force the Pal-
estinians and the Israelis to make 
peace if they do not have the will.”

Israel has said it would not ac-
knowledge any reconciliation be-
tween Hamas and Fatah that did 
not see Hamas explicitly recognise 
Israel, disband its military wing and 

cut ties with Iran — conditions the 
Islamist militant faction is unlikely 
to agree to. Officials of the Palestin-
ian factions warned that peace talks 
cannot begin until Israel halts its il-
legal settlement building.

Cairo and Tel Aviv, however, ap-
pear to share many of the same 
objectives, not least an interest in 

countermanding Iranian influence 
in the region and ensuring calm in 
the Sinai Peninsula where the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) has a toehold.

Egypt and Israel have increased 
military and security coordination, 
albeit discretely, including partici-
pating in upcoming air force drills 
in Greece, Greek Defence Minister 
Panos Kammenos said.

“Whether Israel can have similar-
ly good relations with other Islamic 
countries in the future depends on 
the extent to which it demonstrates 
a will to make peace with the Pales-
tinians,” Kamal said. “When there 
is peace, the public anywhere will 
find no reason to object to good re-
lations with Tel Aviv.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter in Cairo.

As Egypt celebrates October War 
anniversary, Cairo-Tel Aviv ties in focus
Ahmed Megahid

Different future? Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu (L) meeting with Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi in New York, last 
September.                            (AFP)

Cairo

T 

he once powerful Muslim 
Brotherhood, proscribed 
as a terrorist organisa-
tion in Egypt since 2013, 
is down and out and will 

not return, said Mohamed Habib, a 
former senior member.

Habib, a retired professor of ge-
ology in his mid-70s, served as 
second-in-command of the Muslim 
Brotherhood, leaving the group in 
2010 following internal elections 
that led to a schism within it.

Habib had been expected to be-
come the next leader of the group 
but elections resulted in the ascen-
sion of a more radical cadre of lead-
ers, led by Supreme Guide Moham-
med Badie and his deputy, Khairat 
el-Shater.

“This was actually the begin-
ning of the end of the movement,” 
said Habib, who served as deputy 
supreme guide from 1995-2010. 
“I had full knowledge of the vio-

lent nature of the new leaders and 
knew how they would act in any 
situation.”

This schism, which saw several 
senior Brotherhood figures leave 
the organisation, took place almost 
one year before the 2011 uprising 
that resulted in the ouster of long-
time Egyptian President Hosni 
Mubarak.

The Muslim Brotherhood, as one 
of the few organised grass-roots 
political forces in the country, was 
well-placed to exploit the political 
chaos that followed and it secured 
a majority in the first post-Mubarak 
parliament.

The group initially said it did not 
intend to compete in presidential 
elections but nominated Muham-
mad Morsi, who went on to a disas-
trous single year in office.

“They were in a hurry to be in 
power and this was their deadliest 
mistake because they were not pre-
pared for it,” Habib said. “When in 
power, the Brotherhood also failed 
to contain other political forces, 
which united everybody against 
them.”

The Brotherhood’s downfall in 
Egypt, Habib said, had ramifica-
tions for its branches in other coun-
tries and political Islam overall.

“The Muslim Brotherhood now 
does not have any kind of future [in 
Egypt], which also means an end to 
political Islam,” he said.

“This is not just true for Egypt 
but for other countries in the re-
gion, even though some Muslim 
Brotherhood branches, especially 

in North Africa, continue to linger 
on the political stage.”

Habib was not the only former 
Brotherhood figure to spot the 
early signs of the group’s demise. 
Ahmed Ban, a researcher into Is-
lamic movements and an ex-mem-
ber of the Brotherhood, said the 
group has become synonymous 
with violence and political mis-
management.

However, he warned that despite 
the ongoing campaign against the 
Muslim Brotherhood — designated 
as a terrorist group by several Arab 

and Gulf countries — and its main 
backer Qatar, the group has left a 
void on the political stage.

“This vacuum can easily be filled 
by Islamists who could rebrand 
themselves and convince the pub-
lic that they have solutions to their 
problems,” Ban said. “Economic 
failures and the lack of basic free-
doms here [in Egypt] and in other 
countries in the region could help 
them do this.”

Although the Muslim Brother-
hood and its political wing, the 
Freedom and Justice Party, has 

been banned, there are several Is-
lamist, particularly Salafist, politi-
cal parties in Egypt, including al-
Nour Party, which backed Morsi’s 
ouster.

Sameh Eid, another former 
member of the Brotherhood and 
an Egyptian expert in political Is-
lam, said the new generation of 
Islamists had taken careful note of 
the mistakes made by the Brother-
hood.

“This new generation will seek to 
present a new discourse, one that 
is different from the single-minded 
discourse of the current leaders of 
their movements,” Eid said.

“This could lead to the return of 
the Brotherhood and Islamists in 
general to the political stage in the 
future,” he said.

However, Habib, who was one 
of the founding members of the 
Renaissance Party in 2011, which 
explicitly endorsed a civil society 
formula, said the era of political Is-
lam was over.

“The violent nature of the Islam-
ist leaders, especially those of the 
Brotherhood and the mistakes they 
committed over the past seven 
years, makes their return to politics 
next to impossible,” he said.

“Everybody witnessed the vio-
lence and ugly nature of their 
rule. The Muslim Brotherhood’s 
mistakes are too grave to be easily 
forgotten or forgiven anytime 
soon.”

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

Era of political Islam is over, say ex-Brotherhood figures  

Down and out. Egyptian men speak behind a door with shattered 
glass that bears the Muslim Brotherhood’s logo in Cairo.        (Reuters)

Amr Emam

Although the Muslim 
Brotherhood and its 
political wing, the 
Freedom and Justice 
Party, has been 
banned, there are 
several Islamist 
parties in Egypt.

Sisi’s attempts to 
resuscitate the Middle 
East peace process are 
premature given the 
many challenges in 
the way.
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Spotlight

Cairo

E 

gypt announced the death 
of three members of mili-
tant Islamist group Hasm 
following a shoot-out in a 
southern Cairo cemetery 

in early October. However, few se-
curity analysts said the operation 
was cause for celebration, given 
the shadowy Islamist group’s abil-
ity to resume its attacks.

“Despite active work on the part 
of security agencies, this group has 
managed to persevere,” said Nabil 
Naeem, a former militant leader 
who subsequently renounced vio-
lence. “Hasm organises itself in 
clusters, which is why security 
agencies find it difficult to get hold 
of its members.”

The October 2 operation against 
Hasm was soon after the militant 
group, which is believed to be tied 
to the outlawed Muslim Brother-
hood, claimed responsibility for an 
explosion at Myanmar’s embassy 
in Cairo, saying it was in retaliation 
for that country’s crackdown on 
Rohingya Muslims.

“This bombing serves as a warn-
ing to the embassy of murderers, 
killers of women and children in 
the Muslim Rakhine State and in 
solidarity with the sons of this 
weakened Muslim population,” a 
Hasm statement said.

Hasm had focused on domes-
tic targets, specifically attacks 
on Egyptian security officers and 
public figures deemed to have col-
laborated in what Hasm and the 
Muslim Brotherhood portray as a 
coup against former President Mu-
hammad Morsi. However, security 
analysts worry that Hasm could be 
updating its modus operandi.

The group posted photographs 
showing that it had studied the 
area around the embassy before 
the bombing, implying it could 
have carried out a more powerful 
attack. It also released a map of 
other diplomatic facilities near the 
Myanmar embassy, including the 
embassies of China, India, Greece 
and the Vatican, perhaps indicating 
it could attack other foreign diplo-
matic targets in the future.

“[We have used] utmost caution 
to ensure that there were no civil-
ian casualties or innocent people 
[hurt] during the operation or else 
you would have seen a burning hell 
you could not have stopped,” the 
Hasm statement said.

In a yearly review of its activities 
published in late September, Hasm 
claimed to have killed 27 police-
men and wounded 56 others from 
July 2016-July 2017. While Egyp-
tian security forces have sought 
to target and eliminate the shad-
owy militant group, their priority 
remains the Islamic State (ISIS), a 
strategy Hasm has exploited.

“These conditions make it easy 
for Hasm to operate, even with-
out being at the centre of security 
agencies’ attention at a time these 
agencies have other more danger-
ous groups to fight or threats to ad-
dress,” said Saad al-Zunt, head of 
the Political and Strategic Studies 
Centre, an Egyptian think-tank.

“Hasm recruits people with no 
criminal or terrorist records. This 
helps to keep them off the radar of 
security agencies both before and 
after carrying out their operations.”

In addition to targeting soldiers 
and police officers, Hasm has also 
gone after senior public figures. 
In August 2016, former Mufti Ali 
Gomaa, a staunch backer of Egyp-
tian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, 

narrowly escaped a Hasm assas-
sination attempt when two men 
on a motorcycle fired at him as he 
entered a mosque. One month lat-
er, Egyptian Assistant Prosecutor-
General Zakaria Abdel Aziz was un-
harmed in an attack in which a car 
bomb exploded as his motorcade 
passed.

Cairo was thought to have struck 
a major blow against Hasm follow-
ing the arrest of Magdi Shalash, 
a senior Hasm member, in Sep-
tember 2016. Shalash reportedly 
provided Egyptians security with 
intelligence about the group’s op-
erations, leading to several arrests.

In October 2016, Egyptian secu-
rity officers claimed another blow 
against the group when senior Mus-

lim Brotherhood figure Mohamed 
Kamal, believed to be Hasm’s main 
financier, was killed.

Hasm appears to have weathered 
the storm, however, demonstrat-
ing an ability to endure and adapt 
while the sources of Hasm’s fund-
ing puzzle security forces.

Khaled Okasha, a retired briga-
dier-general and Egyptian secu-
rity expert, said Hasm planned and 
carried out attacks from furnished 
flats they rented only hours earlier.

“They succeeded in deceiving 
policemen on many occasions,” 
Okasha said, “but this should not 
in any way make us lose confidence 
in the police. Hasm will die like all 
other militant groups. Terrorists 
can never defeat a state.”

Egypt militant group Hasm adopts terror tactics

On highest alert. A special police officer stands on a police car in southern Cairo.                             (Reuters)

Political Islam

Barcelona

T 

he Muslim Brotherhood is 
slowly building up its pres-
ence in Catalonia, Spain, 
part of a long-term strat-
egy to plant roots in an 

Islamic community with Salafi tradi-
tions.

Police said they have paid atten-
tion to an increase in activities by Is-
lamic groups in the area following an 
influx of money from mostly foreign 
sources. The added scrutiny comes 
in the wake of terrorist attacks in 
Barcelona and the seaside resort of 
Cambrils in August that left 16 peo-
ple dead, with eight attackers also 
being killed.

A high-ranking police official in 
Catalonia’s anti-terrorism unit said: 
“The Muslim community (in Cata-
lonia was) long under the influence 
of Salafists but lately the Muslim 
Brothers have started getting the up-
per hand.”

The official, who insisted on ano-
nymity, said: “We have noted that 
many international associations and 
organisations were sending funds 
to entities belonging to the Brother-
hood network. One of these is the Is-
lamic Relief Organisation, which has 
recently increased its fund-raising 
activities.”

He also said other parties were 
providing financial support to the 
Muslim Brothers in Barcelona but 
refused to name the parties.

The heightened concern about 
Muslim Brotherhood came as resi-
dents of Catalonia on October 1 
overwhelmingly voted “yes” on 
the question of independence from 
Spain. Spanish National Police, 

in support of federal government 
claims the referendum violated the 
constitution, tried to stop the vote 
but 2.2 million people — 42% of 
those eligible — turned out.

A diplomatic source in Madrid 
said: “The International Muslim 
Brotherhood is quietly transferring 
many of its assets, especially those 
in France, to Catalonia following the 
enormous pressure placed by the 
French government on the Broth-
erhood leadership and the Qatari 
government to reduce its financial 
support of the Brotherhood’s activi-
ties in the marginalised quarters of 
Paris.”

The French government warned 
the Qatari Embassy in Paris against 
investing in the poor of the Muslim 
community for ideological purpos-
es, the source added.

To persuade Catalan youth to 
join their organisation, the Muslim 
Brotherhood relies on an ideologi-
cal approach that sometimes is met 
with controversy in Spanish society. 
For example, many senior Brother-
hood TV figures have called for “re-
capturing Andalusia from the Span-
ish invaders.”

“When the Muslim Brothers speak 
of liberating Andalusia, we have 
to pause for a while because this is 
very bothersome discourse,” said 
Lourdes Vidal, chief officer for the 
Arab and Mediterranean world at the 
European Institute of the Mediterra-
nean. “It is a message intended for 
people with insufficient background 
knowledge because, for sane people, 
it is just plain heresy and madness.

“Our problem with the Muslim 
Brothers is not their use of vio-
lence since they don’t do that in 
Europe… Their real danger lies in 
their constant effort to create an 
ideological and religious environ-

ment which would endorse such  
extremist ideas.”

There are about 500,000 Muslims 
in Catalonia but many in the com-
munity are suspicious of them and 
the Muslim Brotherhood seems in-
tent on capitalising on the situation. 
In Catalonia, the Muslim communi-
ty has been denied a permit to build 
a mosque. Sometimes, local gov-
erning bodies under pressure have 
given permits for prayer venues in 
cramped and inconvenient locales. 
These places are often in marginal-
ised industrial zones in the periph-
ery of Barcelona. In these Muslim 
ghettos, it can be easy for extremists 
to thrive.

The senior police official said: 
“The main base for the Muslim 
Brothers in Catalonia is the Islamic 
Cultural Centre in Clot, Barcelona. 
We know that the centre director, 
Salem Ben Amara, and the mosque 
imam are members of the Muslim 
Brotherhood.

“From this centre, the Mus-
lim Brothers are trying to extend 
their control to other centres and 
mosques thanks to generous funds 
from the Islamic Relief Organisation 
and from Muslim Appeal… We are 
very aware of the true nature of the 
Brotherhood and of their obscuran-
tist views.”

Requests for interviews with Ben 
Amara and with Sheikh Mahmud, 
the name the mosque imam goes by, 
were declined.

The Islamic Cultural Centre in Bar-
celona mounted a public relations 
campaign to invite researchers, 
experts and social activists to hear 
the views of Sheikh Mahmud and 
other Brotherhood figures and dis-
seminate them. Unlike Salafists, the 
Muslim Brothers often focus on at-
tracting female activists since Salafis 

often clash with them.
Ibrahim, a 45-year-old construc-

tion worker, said: “The centre hosts 
many lectures and conferences, 
some of which are given by famous 
Islamic scholars,” referring to Egyp-
tian Omar Abdelkafi and Saudi Saleh 
al-Maghamsi.

The Muslim Brothers have been 
trying to gain legitimacy in Catalonia 
by organising forums and discussion 
circles between Muslim, Christian 
and Jewish religious figures under 
the guise of “inter-faith dialogue.”

Police sources cited the case of 
youth groups raising money from 
Islamic associations and using the 

funds to help poor Muslim families 
pay their children’s school expenses. 
Our source said: “We know that they 
belong to the Brotherhood but there 
is nothing we can do about it.”

Vidal pointed out that the Muslim 
Brothers usually use the venue of 
providing social services for their 
own narrow political gains. She said 
she was shocked by the Brother-
hood’s insistence on setting up Is-
lamic schools by taking advantage of 
a loophole in the Spanish education-
al system allowing children from 
poor families to abandon school at 
an early age.

Most of the 2.5 million Muslim 
families in Spain are classified as 
poor. Many Muslim children, teens 
and young adults work in construc-
tion or as mechanics or delivery 
boys.

The Muslim Brothers want to have 
Islamic schools in Spain but Lourdes 
and other activists said they feared 
these schools would encourage and 
lead to the isolation of Muslims in 
the country and push them towards 
extremism.

Among the backers of Salafist 
groups in Catalonia is the Kuwait-
based Society for the Revival of Is-
lamic Heritage. It finances the con-
struction of schools and mosques 
and sets up charities. Another 
backer is the Muslim World League 
based in Mecca, Saudi Arabia, which 
finances Salafist groups in Barcelona 
and pays for the expenses of extrem-
ist speakers such as Maghamsi.

Government reports revealed that 
years of lenient policies towards the 
actions of such institutions have 
turned Catalonia into a transit point 
for jihadists in and out of Europe.

Ahmad Abou Douh is an 
Egyptian writer.

Catalonia the next target of the Muslim Brotherhood

When the Muslim 
Brothers speak of 
liberating Andalusia, 
we have to pause for 
a while because this 
is very bothersome 
discourse.

Lourdes Vidal, chief officer 
at the European Institute 
of the Mediterranean

Hasm will die like all 
other militant groups. 
Terrorists can never 
defeat a state.

Khaled Okasha, a retired 
brigadier-general and 
Egyptian security expert

Ahmad Abou Douh

Ahmed Megahid
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Lebanon

T
he date for Leba-
non’s parliamentary 
elections has again 
been cast into doubt, 
worrying civil society 
organisations and 
angering opposition 

figures.
After years of democratic stag-

nation and the execrable delivery 
of public services, the sweeping 
revisions introduced by Lebanon’s 
adoption of proportional represen-
tation earlier this year promised 
smaller parties and civil society 
a clear voice within Lebanon’s 
assembly. However, as the date 
for the elections again becomes 
uncertain, disquiet is rising along 
the Lebanese street.

Lebanon has had a peculiar 
history with its parliamentary 
elections. Intended for every four 
years, the most recent election 
was in June 2009. Since then, the 
parliament has extended its man-
date three times, a procedure that 
had only been undertaken during 
the country’s protracted civil war 
when no ballot was carried out 
from 1972-92.

Until the current term, elec-
tions have been regular ever since. 
Following that of 2009, a curious 
balance emerged between Leba-
non’s two dominant parliamentary 
blocs, the March 8 and March 14 
groups. Both achieved positions 
of power in 2005, both gained a 
reasonable share of the vote but 
neither scored a sweeping major-
ity.

The legislative stalemate comes 
with advantages and disadvantag-
es. On the one hand, neither group 
has amassed enough power to 
lead the country on any dramatic 
or potentially divisive political 
crusade. However, both have 
used their effective veto to stymie 
progress and block any significant 
legislative advance.

For evidence of parliamentary 
inertia, we only need to look to 
the two years the country went 
without a president or the fevered 
deal making that preceded the 
adoption of a new electoral law 
only hours before the expiration of 
the present parliament’s mandate. 
Had this not happened, Lebanon 
would have probably descended 

into constitutional chaos. The 
adoption of the new law paved the 
way for extending the legislature’s 
term until May 2018, allowing 
time for the logistical prepara-
tions for elections under the new 
electoral law.

However, parliament Speaker 
Nabih Berri surprised the Leba-
nese political community when he 
proposed shortening the current 
parliament’s term until December 
31, 2017. It was a move few were 
expecting. Initial reaction came 
from the prime minister, who, 
perhaps grateful for the lifeline 
extended to his current cabinet by 
the initial extension, commented 
that bringing elections forward 
risked endangering what progress 
had been made so far.

Prior to the speaker’s interven-
tion, Lebanon had been gripped 
by rumours of the elections being 
either postponed or cancelled. 
Irrespective of what founda-
tion the rumours may have been 
based upon, the consensus on 
the Lebanese street was that the 
much-anticipated elections were 
under threat.

Uncertainty over Lebanon’s 
elections has exacerbated in-
grained public distrust in a politi-
cal establishment that has shown 
itself incapable of respecting the 
constitution or delivering on its 
own deadlines for parliamentary 
and presidential elections. Dete-
riorating public services, an ailing 
economy, endemic corruption and 
the increasing discussion of deals 
that will only serve to benefit se-
lect political personalities have all 
widened the gulf between Leba-
non’s political establishment and 
the public it is intended to serve.

For civil society and Lebanon’s 
emerging political parties, the up-
coming battle is critical. Under the 
new system of proportional repre-
sentation, this is their opportunity 
to break into an atrophied political 
system dominated by eight grand 
parliamentary blocs, charged with 
the power to either pass or block 
any item of legislation they choose 
to. That not all exploit this dead-
lock equally is beside the point. 
That all are united by a failure 
whose cost continues to be borne 
daily by the Lebanese public is.

Uncertainty shrouds Lebanon’s parliamentary elections

is a Lebanese writer. Follow him on 
Twitter: @RamiRayess.
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without a 
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Debate

F rom providing crucial 
support to the embat-
tled regime of Syrian 
President Bashar 
Assad to agreements 
to supply advanced 
S-300 and S-400 anti-

aircraft missile batteries to Iran 
and Turkey, Russia has become a 
bigger player in the Middle East. 
Now it looks set to expand its 
influence in Lebanon.

Lebanese Prime Minister Saad 
Hariri met with Russian Prime 
Minister Dmitri Medvedev and 
Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov in 
mid-September in Moscow and 
then Russian President Vladimir 
Putin in the Russian Black Sea 
city of Sochi. Hariri told Russian 
media that Lebanon wanted to 
buy Russian military equipment 
and that Russian energy compa-
nies would be able to bid on drill-
ing and development licences off 
Lebanon’s Mediterranean coast.

It’s clear that these play to 
Russia’s top exports — energy 
and armaments. If Russia helps 
Lebanon develop energy assets 
and equip its armed forces, there 
will be regional implications for 
Lebanon’s southern neighbour 
Israel.

Lebanon presents it as a coun-
terterrorism strategy. Following 
his discussions with Putin, Hariri 
said: “We are partners with Rus-
sia in a common fight against 
terrorism.”

The military hardware on its 
Russian shopping list, however, 
is likely to raise tensions with Is-
rael, which will see any improve-
ment in Lebanon’s defensive 
capabilities as unwelcome. The 
list includes Kalashnikov AK-
47 assault rifles, machine guns, 
sniper rifles, disposable rocket 
launchers and rocket-propelled 
grenade launchers.

Two years ago, Lebanon and 
Russia concluded a $500 million 
deal for AT-14 Kornet anti-tank 
missiles and T-72 tanks but the 
contract has not yet been imple-
mented.

Israel will be watching closely. 
In 2006, during one of its incur-
sions into southern Lebanon 
to fight Hezbollah, the Israel 
Defence Forces (IDF) saw its 
front-line Merkava tanks badly 
damaged by fusillades of Russian-
made AT-14 Kornet, RPG-29 Vam-
pir, 9M113 Konkurs and 9K115-2 
Metis-M anti-tank missiles.

The Russian weapons hit 45% 
of IDF Armoured Corps tanks 
and armoured personnel car-
riers, causing Israel to lodge a 
diplomatic protest with Moscow 
about such weaponry falling into 

Hezbollah’s hands, ostensibly via 
Syrian government purchases.

As with Russia’s sale of S-300 
anti-aircraft missile batteries to 
Iran, the purchase of advanced 
Russian weaponry by Lebanon’s 
armed forces, determined to 
defend their national sovereignty, 
will be seen by Israel as a deeply 
destabilising regional develop-
ment.

There is little sign that Russia 
will allow Israeli concerns to af-
fect, much less dictate its course 
of action. Russian foreign policy 
takes less cognisance of Israel’s 
concerns than do the United 
States and the European Un-
ion. It is symbolic of this policy 
divergence that Russia does not 
recognise Hezbollah as a terrorist 
organisation. Russia’s pragma-
tism towards Israel is all the more 
striking considering more than 
10% of Israel’s population is of 
Russian ethnicity.

Russia’s involvement in 
Lebanon’s efforts to develop its 
offshore hydrocarbon reserves in 
the eastern Mediterranean will 
similarly be a troubling devel-
opment for Israel. Israel is in 
dispute with Lebanon over the 
countries’ offshore borders. The 
stakes are significant.

In March 2010, a US Geologi-
cal Survey report on the Levant 
Basin concluded that the waters 
of Israel, Lebanon and Cyprus po-
tentially contain at least 1,415 bil-
lion cubic metres of natural gas. 
It added that the Levant Basin 
could contain as many as 6,440 
billion cubic metres of natural gas 
and 483 million barrels of oil.

Israel has begun to develop its 
offshore natural gas fields but 
Lebanon has lacked the expertise 
to follow suit. Russian involve-
ment would change that.

Russia is a major player in 
Syria, on Israel’s eastern border. 

The new initiative with Leba-
non would potentially give it a 
significant presence along Israel’s 
northern border as well as in the 
eastern Mediterranean. With 
Russia also improving its rela-
tions with Egypt, Moscow could 
be said soon to have a significant 
“encircling” presence around 
Israel.

With the Syrian civil war wind-
ing down, many diplomats say 
Israel will soon turn its attention 
to eliminating Hezbollah. What 
this will mean in a region that 
is increasingly acquiring more 
advanced Russian weaponry 
remains to be seen. The Kremlin 
may see its munitions shipments 
as deterrence but Israel will not.

The day Hariri met with Med-
vedev, sonic booms could be 
heard in the skies over southern 
Lebanon as IDF jets flew over-
head. The stage may be set for 
many more.

Lebanon, another Russian inroad in the region

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

John C.K. Daly

With the Syrian civil 
war winding down, 
many diplomats say 
Israel will soon turn 
its attention to 
eliminating 
Hezbollah.

Growing prowess. Russian servicemen parade with Tigr-M (Tiger) all-terrain infantry mobility 
vehicles and Kornet-D1 anti-tank guided missile systems in Moscow.                                                    (Reuters)
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t may be too early to predict 
the success or failure of the 
agreement between Fatah and 
Hamas to engage in a new rec-
onciliation process.

For a full decade, Hamas 
behaved as an alternative leader-
ship for the Palestinians. Hamas 
leaders said they were more de-
serving of leadership than the Pal-
estinian Liberation Organisation 
(PLO) and the Palestinian Author-
ity (PA), especially after winning 
the 2006 legislative elections.

Hamas’s ambitions grew with 
the rise to power of political Islam 
during the “Arab spring” in Egypt, 
Tunisia and Syria in 2011. That rise 
came to an end and Hamas found 
itself isolated.

The agreement between Hamas 
and Fatah resulted from pressure 
on both parties coming from sev-
eral factors. Hamas was experi-
encing tremendous difficulty in 
administering the besieged Gaza 
Strip, especially as foreign funds 
dried up following the Qatari crisis 
and trade through the smugglers’ 
tunnels in Sinai stopped when 
they were destroyed.

The second factor has to do with 
the failure of political Islam. Islam-
ist movements in the region were 
driven out of power either because 
they were rejected by international 
or regional powers or because they 
failed to win widespread, popular 
support.

The third factor lies in Hamas 
failing to offer the Palestinian 

population in Gaza a different or 
better vision of their role than the 
one offered by Fatah. Hamas could 
not delineate what it wanted the 
Gaza Strip to be. Was it going to 
be a base for liberating Palestine? 
Could it bear the burden of that 
task alone? How would it fight 
Israel?

The fourth factor comes from 
the fact that the Palestinian Au-
thority under President Mahmoud 
Abbas reached a dead end in its 
negotiations for a two-state 
solution with Israel. The latter 
was aggressively pursuing 
its colonisation operations 
in the West Bank and 
Jerusalem and confis-
cating Palestinian land 
behind the separation 
wall. Negotiations 
stalled and Israel 
wants to impose oc-
cupation, economic 
dependence and the 
obligation to coordi-
nate security matters 
with it as the new 
reality for Palestin-
ians.

The fifth factor is 
Egypt’s role in the agree-
ment. Cairo leveraged 
its weight and influence to 
get Fatah and Hamas to the 
negotiation table and sign the 
agreement.

It is obvious that Fatah and Ha-
mas needed such an agreement 
but experience has shown that 

signing a document is not going to 
be enough. The agreement came 
under pressure and was not the 
result of choice by both parties.

Agreement aside, there are 
hanging issues to be decided. 
Perhaps the most important one is 
the issue of weapons in Gaza. The 
issue is not about opting for armed 
resistance or for negotiations. It is 

more complex than that.
In Gaza, weapons meant for 

resistance and weapons meant 
for keeping security are not 
distinguishable. So, the Palestin-
ian Authority’s concerns about 
security forces in Gaza need to be 
addressed before proceeding with 
full reconciliation.

Second, there is the issue of 
the fate of the 40,000 employees 
and administrators appointed by 
Hamas after taking over the Gaza 
Strip. Related to this, there is the 

question of the new form of 
administration in Gaza. The 

Palestinian Authority will 
certainly want to oversee 

the management of all 
affairs in Gaza, including 

border crossings, but 
will Hamas acquiesce 
to that?

Hamas wants a larger 
share in the power 
structure of the PLO 
but it is not sure that 
Fatah will agree to that.

Finally, the issue of 
legislative and presiden-

tial elections in the West 
Bank and Gaza is pending.
The Palestinian political 

structures are ageing and los-
ing their punch in defending 
the nationalistic interests of 
the Palestinian people. Fatah 

and Hamas have to do much 
more than agreeing on sharing 

power or they risk losing their le-
gitimacy among the Palestinians.

News & Analysis

London

T 

he prospect of reconcili-
ation between rival Pal-
estinian factions Hamas 
and Fatah appears more 
likely than previously 

but remains far from a done deal 
despite the landmark visit of Pal-
estinian Authority Prime Minister 
Rami Hamdallah to the Gaza Strip.

While in the Gaza Strip Hamdal-
lah led his first cabinet meeting in 
three years.

“Today, we stand before an im-
portant historic moment as we 
begin to get over our wounds, put 
our differences aside and place 
the higher national interest above 
all else,” he said at the televised 
meeting.

Hamas handed over adminis-
trative responsibilities of Gaza to 
the unity government that was 
formed in 2014. “There might be 
some difficulties on the road but 
we will conclude reconciliation, 
regardless of the cost,” Hamas 
leader Ismail Haniyeh said during 
a meeting with Fatah officials.

The cabinet meeting was at-
tended by Egyptian intelligence 
Director Khaled Fawzy. Egypt has 
been pressuring Hamas and the 
Palestinian Authority to reach a 
rapprochement.

Egyptian President Abdel Fat-
tah al-Sisi, in a videotaped speech 
played at the meeting, said: “I as-
sure you we have no time to waste 
and that history will hold account-
able those who waste the current 
opportunity to bring about peace.”

Hamas and Fatah officials are 
to take part in talks in Cairo but 
Palestinian Authority President 
Mahmoud Abbas said he would 
not lift sanctions imposed on Gaza 
before seeing a positive conclu-
sion to those negotiations. Abbas 
halted payments for Israeli-sup-
plied electricity to Gaza and cut 
salaries for the strip’s civil serv-
ants.

The delay drew criticism from 
Hamas. “The government has as-
sumed its responsibilities in Gaza 
and therefore delay is not justi-
fied,” Hamas spokesman Fawzi 
Barhoum said. “There is no ex-

cuse for delaying or undermining 
measures that would ease the suf-
fering of Gaza’s people.”

Abbas said he would not tolerate 
a “Hezbollah model” in the Pal-
estinian territories, in a reference 
to having an armed group outside 
the control of government, as is 
the case in Lebanon. “Everything 
must be in the hands of the Pales-
tinian Authority,” said Abbas. Ha-
mas has refused to disarm.

UN Middle East envoy Nickolay 
Mladenov said he was “encour-
aged” by the developments, call-
ing for the Palestinian Authority 
to exercise full control in Gaza. 
“This is essential for resolving the 
humanitarian situation as soon as 
possible, most notably the crip-
pling electricity and health crises,” 
Mladenov said in a statement.

US Special Representative Ja-
son Greenblatt cautiously wel-
comed Hamdallah’s visit to Gaza 
but stressed that any Palestin-
ian government “must unambigu-
ously and explicitly commit to 
non-violence, recognition of the 
state of Israel, acceptance of pre-

vious agreements and obligations 
between the parties and peaceful 
negotiations.”

The US position was in sync with 
Israel’s demands. “Whoever wants 
to make such a reconciliation, our 
understanding is very clear: Rec-
ognise the state of Israel, disband 
the Hamas military arm, sever the 
connection with Iran — which calls 
for our destruction,” read a state-
ment from Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu.

Israeli commentators were di-
vided on whether Hamas’s move 
represents a victory or a setback 
for the movement.

“If there is an underlying theme 
here, it is that Hamas as a gov-
ernment has come to terms with 
things that Hamas as a terror or-
ganisation had refused to come to 
terms with and that’s a positive,” 
Eran Lerman, a former deputy di-
rector of Israel’s National Security 
Council, told the New York Times.

Lerman said Israel has the 
“same instincts as the Egyptians 
do when it comes to Hamas… The 
consequence is that we basically 

trust them to take steps that re-
strain Hamas and undermine their 
legitimacy in the long run.”

Other commentators said Hamas 
has fooled Fatah and Egypt. “The 
ceremony isn’t being portrayed as 
a Fatah surrender to Hamas but it 
is. It’s also an Egyptian surrender 
to Hamas,” wrote Caroline B. Glick 
in the Jerusalem Post.

“Just as Abbas has decided to 
restore financing to Hamas to keep 
[former senior Fatah official Mo-
hammed] Dahlan at bay, so Sisi 
has decided to embrace Hamas to 
keep Iran at bay,” argued Glick. “In 
all cases, of course, Hamas wins.”

Left-wing journalist Amira Hass 
saw reconciliation between Ha-
mas and Fatah as good for Israel 
as Gaza’s woes, if uncontained, 
would likely affect Israel.

“One can always hope that 
someone in Israel nevertheless 
understands that the top prior-
ity now is to prevent Gaza from 
deteriorating into an even worse 
environmental and humanitarian 
disaster than it’s already in,” Hass 
wrote in Haaretz.

Palestinian reconciliation still far from a done deal
The Arab Weekly staff

Moment of Detente. Palestinian Prime Minister Rami Hamdallah (C) meets with members of distinct Palestinian political groups in Gaza 
City, on October 4.                              (AFP)

Palestine   Israel

Hamas as a government 
has come to terms with 
things that Hamas as a 
terror organisation had 
refused to come
to terms with.

Eran Lerman, a former 
deputy director of Israel’s 
National Security Council

The stakes in the Hamas-Fatah reconciliation drive

Majed Kayali
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document is not 
going to be 
enough.

is a Palestinian writer.
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urkey is seeking a close 
bond with Iran, a tradi-
tional rival of Ankara in 
the Middle East, to in-
crease pressure on the 

Iraqi Kurds after their independ-
ence referendum in northern Iraq.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan, in Tehran for talks with 
Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah 
Ali Khamenei and President Hassan 
Rohani, said Turkey and Iran were 
united in their opposition to the 
Kurdish independence drive in Iraq 
and vowed to intensify economic 
cooperation with the neighbour to 
Turkey’s east.

The demonstration of unity came 
eight months after Erdogan ac-
cused Tehran of spreading “Persian 
nationalism” throughout the Mid-
dle East and promised to put a stop 
to Iranian meddling in the region.

Predominantly Sunni Turkey and 
Shia power Iran are heirs to empires 
— the Ottomans and the Persians — 
that were regional rivals for centu-
ries. Today, NATO member Turkey 
is a close ally of the United States, 
while Iran sees Washington as an 

enemy. Both countries, however, 
have demonstrated a willingness to 
cooperate when joint interests al-
low it. Iran is supplying about 20% 
of Turkey’s oil and gas needs and 
the two countries are taking Qatar’s 
side in the dispute between the 
government in Doha and a group of 
countries led by Saudi Arabia.

Following the Kurdish vote, An-
kara and Tehran showed concern 
that their own Kurdish minorities 
could become restless. Erdogan 
said in Tehran that the Kurdistan 
Regional Government (KRG) in Iraq 
had to face “decisive steps” after 
the referendum. Speaking on the re-
turn flight from Iran, the president 
said Turkey, Iran and the Iraqi gov-
ernment in Baghdad would decide 
jointly to “close the valve” of KRG 
oil exports, cutting the main source 
of revenue of the Iraqi Kurds.

Turkey and Iran share a percep-
tion that the KRG independence 
moves could be the result of outside 
interference. Erdogan said he saw 
the hand of Israel, the only country 
in the region that applauded the 
Kurdish course for independence. 
“A decision made while sitting at 
the table with Mossad cannot be 
legitimate,” he said, referring to the 
Israeli intelligence service. Khame-
nei said after his talks with Erdogan 

in Tehran that “the United States 
and foreign powers are untrustwor-
thy and seek to create a new Israel 
in the region,” Iran’s Press TV re-
ported.

In a further warning to the Kurds, 
Turkish troops and Iraqi soldiers 
have conducted military exercises 
on the Turkish-Iraqi border. Tur-
key’s parliament voted to allow a 
military intervention in Iraq. The 
leader of Turkey’s nationalists, 
Devlet Bahceli, said at least 5,000 
Turkish volunteers stood ready to 
fight in northern Iraq in case the 
Turkmen there, an ethnic group 
with links to Turkey, were attacked 
by Kurds, especially in the multi-
ethnic city of Kirkuk.

The tough rhetoric does not nec-
essarily mean that Turkey is ready 
to send troops into Kurdish cities 
in northern Iraq, said Michael Ru-
bin, a former Pentagon official who 
works for the American Enterprise 
Institute. “Erdogan’s threats don’t 
always match up to reality,” Rubin 
said via e-mail. “The point is that no 
military intervention is really going 
to matter unless Turkish troops are 
willing to enter Iraqi Kurdish cities 
and neither the Kurds nor Baghdad 
will allow that.”

Still, Erdogan keeps piling pres-
sure on the Iraqi Kurds. During his 
visit to Tehran, the Turkish leader 
reminded the KRG that it was sur-
rounded by powers opposed to a 
Kurdish state: Turkey in the north, 
Iran in the east, the central Iraqi 
government in the south and Syria 
to the west.

The Turkish-Iranian rapproche-
ment comes at a time of increasing 
friction between Ankara and the 
West. A Turkish plan to buy a Rus-
sian missile defence system stoked 
concerns in Western capitals that 
Ankara is turning away from its 
NATO allies. The United States and 
Turkey are also at odds over Wash-
ington’s support for Syria’s Kurds in 
the fight against the Islamic State 
(ISIS). The arrest of a Turkish staff 

member of the US consulate in Is-
tanbul on October 4 raised tensions 
further. The US Embassy in Ankara 
said it was “deeply disturbed” by 
the move.

Erdogan’s overtures towards Iran 
run counter to a strategic aim of the 
United States in the region follow-
ing the KRG referendum. America’s 
prime concern is that the Kurdish 
vote could weaken the fight against 
ISIS and efforts to limit Iranian in-
fluence in the region. “We hope for 
a unified Iraq to annihilate ISIS and 
certainly a unified Iraq to push back 
on Iran,” White House spokeswom-
an Sarah Huckabee Sanders said.

US Secretary of State Rex Till-
erson has talked with representa-
tives of the KRG and the central 
Iraqi government to try to ease ten-
sions, the department said after the 
referendum. “We’re friends with 
the Kurds. We are friends with the 
central government of Iraq,” State 
Department spokeswoman Heather 
Nauert said before the vote. “The 
United States, if asked, would be 
willing to help facilitate a conversa-
tion between the two but I want to 
be clear about that: If asked.”

Thomas Seibert is a Washing-
ton correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.
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Turkey joins forces with old foe Iran to confront Iraqi Kurds

Thomas Seibert

Moving closer. 
Turkish 
President 
Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan 
(L) speaks 
with Iranian 
President 
Hassan Rohani 
during a 
joint news 
conference 
after their 
meeting at 
the Saadabad 
Palace in 
Tehran, on 
October 4.     (AP)

Erdogan’s overtures 
towards Iran run 
counter to a strategic 
aim of the United States 
in the region following 
the KRG referendum.
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ahin Alpay, 73, has been 
in prison for more than 
14 months. He is one of 
thousands of Turkish 
intellectuals accused 
of aiding and abetting 

terrorism in some way or of trying 
to overthrow the government. Just 
days ago, Alpay, a columnist for 
Zaman, a daily closed by the Turk-
ish government after the July 2016 
coup attempt, managed to send a 
letter to the outside world.

He wrote that he supported 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan’s Justice and Develop-
ment Party (AKP) government “as 
long as it was the carrier of the EU 
reform process.” He said he “began 
criticising it when it switched 
course.”

“I had always believed that 
the free speech in Turkey had 
been under the guarantee of the 
constitution and European Court 
of Human Rights. How wrong I 

was,” Alpay wrote.
Alpay could be said to symbolise 

the indiscriminate oppression that 
has increasingly become the norm 
in Turkey. Like many Turkish 
columnists, he wore two hats. He’s 
a political scientist and a journal-
ist. He is one of those charged 
with multiple “crimes” and the 
prosecutor has asked that Alpay be 
sentenced to several lifetimes in 
prison.

In the 14 months since the failed 
coup, three professions that might 
be considered key to the healthy 
functioning of a democracy are in 
the firing line: Lawyers, academics 
and journalists. It’s not clear if or 
when the tsunami of indictments 
and arrests will abate.

A day after Alpay sent his letter, 
approximately 1,500 academics in 
Turkish and international universi-
ties were accused of “terror propa-
ganda.” Each faces up to five years 
in prison. As a group, they stand 

to serve between 5,680 and 8,460 
years in solitary confinement.

Absurd? Yes. Shocking? To 
observers, the irrational is the new 
norm in Turkey.

Months before the coup attempt, 
1,128 scholars from 89 universi-
ties in Turkey were joined by 
355 colleagues from abroad in a 
protest against the end of peace 
talks with the Kurdistan Workers’ 
Party (PKK). They called for a swift 
return to negotiations to end the 
armed conflict.

After the coup attempt, within a 
couple of months of the announce-
ment of a state of emergency, 
small groups of academics at a 
time were arrested and charged 
with “promoting terror.” Soon 
enough, they were being sacked by 
decree.

Then, there was a period of 
silence on the part of the state. 
Many scholars — a mix of secular, 
liberal, left-wing and reformist 

thinkers — started to believe that 
reason had made a comeback. It 
proved to be a false hope.

More than a year after the coup 
attempt, the judiciary, which is 
controlled by the political execu-
tive, seems to have decided on a 
pattern of charges. Every academic 
individually faces a harsh sen-
tence. The academics’ lawyers say 
that individual sentences rather 
than group indictment are meant 
to prevent joint protest action.

Even so, the development 
is bound to cause ructions in 
academic circles abroad. Turkish 
academics who left to take up jobs 
abroad or simply fled their country 
make up an articulate bloc that can 
call for an international boycott of 
Turkish universities.

Ever darker clouds gather over 
Turkey. It has become a case study 
of the difficulties of fighting for 
the most fundamental of rights — 
freedom.

Turkey snuffs out the freedom to speak

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

The academics’ 
lawyers say that 
individual 
sentences rather 
than group 
indictment are 
meant to prevent 
joint protest 
action.
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A 

s Iran continues to defy 
US President Donald 
Trump’s drive to force 
it to halt its contentious 
nuclear and ballistic 

missile programmes, the Ameri-
cans’ increasingly volatile stand-off 
with North Korea over its strategic 
military objectives is steadily be-
coming an important element in 
the confrontation with the Islamic 
Republic.

This is complicating the mount-
ing confrontation between Trump, 
an ardent opponent of the land-
mark July 2015 nuclear agreement 
that the United States and five ma-
jor global powers signed with Teh-
ran, and an Iranian leadership that 
Washington views as bent on re-
gional domination.

Whether the US campaign to 
force Pyongyang to halt its provoca-
tive nuclear and missile testing will 
nudge North Korea into increasing 
its support for Iran’s efforts is not 
clear.

The collaboration between Iran 
and North Korea on nuclear and 
missile development is murky at 
best and US intelligence says little 
on the matter, fearful of divulging 
anything that could expose sources 
and methods.

But both are violent opponents 
of the United States and it has been 
widely understood that they have 
exchanged technological data for 
two decades. North Korea provided 
Iran with Scud missiles during the 
1980-88 war against Iraq.

Michael Rubin, a former Penta-
gon adviser and US specialist on 
what Washington deems as rogue 
regimes, warned that Tehran’s links 
to Pyongyang constitute a growing 
threat.

“When it comes to nuclear tech-
nology, Iran and North Korea are like 
sorority sisters swapping clothes 
or an old married couple sharing a 
toothbrush,” he said.

Iranian scientists and technicians 
reportedly attended North Korean 
missile tests and adapted North 
Korean systems to accelerate their 
county’s ballistic missile project, in-
cluding the latest variant, the Khor-
ramshahr.

The Islamic Republic displayed 
the Khorramshahr in public Sep-
tember 22 for the first time during 
its annual Sacred Defence Week 
parade, claiming it had successfully 
test-fired a medium-range, liquid-
fuelled ballistic missile (MRBM).

Analysts say the Khorramshahr is 
based on North Korea’s intermedi-
ate-range Hwasong-10, also known 
as the BM-25 Musudan. The Iranians 
say the single-stage, 13-metre-long 
Khorramshahr has an explosives 
payload of 1,250 kilograms and a 
range of 4,000km.

Iran first test-fired the Khorram-
shahr in secret on July 11, 2016, said 
Washington-based analyst Farzin 
Nadimi, who specialises in Arabian 
Gulf security issues. It failed shortly 
after lift-off.

A Khorramshahr was reportedly 
tested on January 29 and suppos-
edly flew approximately 1,000km, 
although there are suspicions Iran 
may have faked that launch using 

film from the earlier test.
The unveiling of the Khorram-

shahr “indicates strong technical 
cooperation with Pyongyang, rais-
ing concerns that Iran might be on 
the path to developing a nuclear-ca-
pable ICBM (intercontinental ballis-
tic missile) down the road,” Nadimi 
observed on September 27.

“If the Khorramshahr is indeed 
a variant of the Hwasong-10, that 
would be a worrisome sign, given 
reports that the North Korean mis-
sile uses the same engine as its cur-
rent ICBMs,” Nadimi said in a Wash-
ington Institute for Near East Policy 
analysis.

Scientists say that the focus in the 
Iran-North Korea equation is two 
July test-firings of the Hwasong-14, 
intended as an ICBM capable of hit-
ting the US mainland.

“The missile in its current form 
could reach the West Coast but not 
the East Coast,” said Michael Elle-
man, senior fellow for missile de-
fence at London’s International In-
stitute for Strategic Studies.

Scientists, however, say develop-
ment of the Hwasong-14 could be “a 
game changer.”

Hours after Iran claimed to have 
successfully tested the Khorram-
shahr, Trump accused Iran of col-
laborating with North Korea to im-
prove its missile technology.

Under the terms of the 2015 agree-
ment, which partially lifted US-led 
sanctions imposed on Iran in return 
for it curtailing its nuclear project, 
the United States must recertify the 
deal every three months.

Trump has twice endorsed the 
deal despite Iran’s continued mis-
sile testing and efforts to develop 
nuclear warheads, even though on 
September 10 he branded it as “one 
of the worst and most one-sided 
transactions the United States has 
ever entered into.”

He is to report to Congress by Oc-
tober 15 whether he will continue 
to adhere to the agreement, which 
amounts to US recognition of Teh-
ran’s prominence in the Middle 
East, or scrap it and face an Iranian 
backlash that could impact heavily 
on a region long torn by conflict.

If Trump gives the deal a thumbs 
down, Congress has 60 days to de-
cide whether to reimpose sanctions. 
If it does, the whole agreement, bit-

terly opposed by Israel and Saudi 
Arabia, may well collapse.

That would alienate the co-signa-
tories — China, Russia, Britain, Ger-
many and France — which want the 
agreement to remain intact, in part 
for the economic benefits of deal-
ings with Iran.

Renegotiating a deal that would 
impose tighter limitations of Iran’s 
nuclear and missile programmes 
would seriously worsen the security 
crisis in the Middle East and likely 
expose the region to more conflict, 
possibly dragging in US forces.

Trump has indicated he will not 

endorse the 2015 agreement this 
time, even though his military com-
manders, who want to avoid a po-
tentially calamitous open clash with 
Iran, declared on September 20 that 
Tehran was adhering to the letter, if 
not the spirit, of the nuclear pact.

“But, at the same time, they are 
rapidly, rapidly deploying and de-
veloping a whole series of ballistic 
missiles and testing ballistic mis-
siles at all ranges that provide signif-
icant concerns to not just the Unit-
ed States but our allies,” US Air Force 
General John Hyten, head of the US 
Strategic Command, conceded.

Trump’s military chiefs fear that if 
he carries out his threat to decertify 
the 2015 agreement, the Islamic Re-
public will become another North 
Korea, leaving the United States 
locking horns with two rogue states 
bent on becoming nuclear powers.

Pyongyang is technologically 
years ahead of Iran in the develop-
ment of both nuclear weapons and 
the ballistic missiles to carry them 
and, some US officials say, has be-
come a key element in Iran’s drive 
to acquire such weapons.

North Korea has conducted five 
nuclear tests and dozens of ballistic 
missile launches, but it has not yet 
demonstrated what one Western 
source described as “proficiency in 
mounting a so-called miniaturised 
nuclear warhead on a rocket, al-
though its technology appears to be 
rapidly developing.”

South Korea’s military said avail-
able data indicate North Korea has 
a new missile potentially capable of 
reaching the US mainland.

On May 14, Pyongyang claimed 
that it had test-fired a new missile 
that could carry “a large-size, heavy 
nuclear warhead” and could reach 
the US mainland.

The missile flew some 700km and 
reached an altitude of more than 
2,000km. With a lower trajectory, 
analysts believe the missile could 
have a range of 4,500km, the Fi-
nancial Times reported in May. That 
“would have covered US bases in Ja-
pan, Guam and potentially Hawaii,” 
observed Bong Youngshik, a North 
Korean expert at Seoul’s Yonsei Uni-
versity.

On top of that, on September 3, 
North Korea announced “perfect 
success” in the test of a hydrogen 
bomb they said could be carried 
atop a ballistic missile.

South Korea’s defence minis-
try, hardly an unbiased observer, 
warned that Pyongyang “is very 
close to developing the technology 
needed to miniaturise nuclear war-
heads.”

That could accelerate Iran’s ef-
forts and dramatically change the 
strategic equation in the Middle 
East — a threat the United States 
could ignore at its peril.

Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of 
The Arab Weekly.

As Trump grapples with Iran’s 
missiles, enter North Korea
Ed Blanche

Worrisome signs. A Ghadr-H missile (C) a solid-fuel surface-to-surface Sejjil missile and a portrait of the Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei displayed at Baharestan Square in Tehran, on September 24.                           (AP)
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N 

ot surprisingly, US 
President Donald 
Trump’s crusade to 
defang Iran is not be-
ing helped by Russia, 

which, in alliance with Iran, has 
blocked moves to topple Syrian 
President Bashar Assad in the Syr-
ian war.

Russia was among the five glob-
al powers that signed the land-
mark July 2015 nuclear agreement 
with Iran. Moscow and Tehran 
share strategic interests in the 
Middle East, where they are both 
steadily and separately extend-
ing their diplomatic and military 
power.

Iran, flush with billions of dol-
lars previously frozen under US-
led sanctions over its contentious 
nuclear programme, is shaping up 
to be the biggest buyer of Russian 
arms and Moscow needs the hard 
currency now.

The US-based global security 
consultancy Stratfor warned in a 
May 22 assessment: “In a region 
where inertia often supersedes in-
tention, there will be limits to the 
White House’s success in keeping 
Iran in check” by forcing it to halt 

its strategic ballistic missile force, 
the core of its military and deter-
rent power.”

“Iran has never posed a strate-
gic threat to Moscow,” observed 
Reuel Marc Gerecht, a former Iran 
specialist with the CIA and cur-
rently a senior fellow at the Wash-
ington-based Foundation for De-
fense of Democracies.

“Putin’s alliance with Shia Iran 
is… a smart strategic move,” he 
said. “The closer Russia is to the 
Islamic Republic, the more re-
spect the Arab states, particularly 
oil-rich Gulf states, must show 
Russia.”

“Judgment day is coming,” Ger-
echt cautioned. “What are Trump 
and congressional Republicans 
prepared to do to deny the Islamic 
Republic all pathways to nuclear 
weapons?…

“Do Trump and the Republi-
cans want to be, as critics will 
surely describe them, ‘reckless’ 
and ‘war-mongering’ in an effort 
to prevent what most liberals in 
their hearts have already accepted 
— [Islamic] Revolutionary Guards 
[Corps] armed with nukes?

“Do they want to punish and 
checkmate Russia’s expansion in 
the Middle East? How they han-
dle these questions could well de-
termine American foreign policy 
globally for the next generation.”

‘Judgment day is coming’ 
as Russia plays own game
Ed Blanche
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A week before a key 
decision by US Presi-
dent Donald Trump 
that could kill the 
international agree-

ment on Iran’s nuclear programme 
and trigger a new confrontation in 
the Middle East, the administration 
appears divided on the issue.

“With any major Trump decision, 
prediction is difficult,” said Da-
vid Mednicoff, director of Middle 
Eastern Studies at the University of 
Massachusetts in Amherst. On one 
hand, “Trump likes to go with his 
gut” and could turn his back on the 
Iran deal, Mednicoff said via e-mail.

On the other hand, there was 
bipartisan support in Washington 
for the agreement, which “appears 
to be working” and “has helped 
American businesses” after the end 
of sanctions.

Trump has said he regards the 
Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action 
(JCPOA), as the 2015 Iran deal is of-
ficially known, as a poorly crafted 
treaty that gives Tehran all the 
benefits while leaving the United 
States with scant leverage to curb 
Iran’s aggressive behaviour in the 
Middle East. In his address to the 
United Nations last month, Trump 
said he was not prepared to “abide 
by an agreement if it provides cover 
for the eventual construction of a 
nuclear programme.”

Trump was considering making 
a speech regarding Iran on October 
12 that could include the announce-
ment of an overarching strategy to 
deal with what the White House 
considers Tehran’s “bad behav-
iour.”

“Not just the nuclear deal as bad 
behaviour but the ballistic missile 
testing, destabilising of the region, 
number one state sponsor of ter-
rorism, cyber-attacks, illicit nuclear 
programme,” White House Press 
Secretary Sarah Huckabee Sanders 
said.

The US State Department is 
obliged to tell Congress by October 
15 whether Iran is complying with 
the JCPOA, which was designed to 
halt Tehran’s nuclear weapons pro-
gramme in exchange for a phase-
out of Western economic sanctions. 
US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson 

said his department would present 
“a couple of options” to the presi-
dent but gave no details. The Wash-
ington Post reported that Trump 
would declare Iran to be in viola-
tion of the nuclear deal but would 
stop short of calling for new sanc-
tions against Tehran.

The administration stated in two 
previous reports to Congress this 
year that Iran was following the 
accords. But Trump has suggested 
that those decisions were made 
against his own judgment. He told 
the Wall Street Journal in July he 
expected the October report to say 
that Iran had violated the agree-
ment. “If it was up to me, I would 
have had them noncompliant 180 
days ago,” he said.

While Trump and US Ambas-
sador to the United Nations Nikki 
Haley have voiced strong reserva-
tions over the JCPOA, other senior 
officials propose to keep the treaty 
alive. Defence Secretary James Mat-
tis and US Marine Corps General Joe 
Dunford, the chairman of the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff, told a Senate hearing 
they were in favour of sticking with 
the accord.

“I believe, at this point in time, 
absent indications to the contrary, 
it is something that the president 
should consider staying with,” Mat-
tis said about the agreement. The 
defence secretary said he believed 
that sticking with the Iran deal was 
in the US national security interest.

Dunford told the panel that Iran 
“is not in material breach” of the 
JCPOA and that the treaty had suc-
ceeded in slowing Tehran’s nuclear 
ambitions. “I do believe the agree-
ment, to date, has delayed the de-
velopment of a nuclear capability 
by Iran,” he said.

Dunford echoed arguments by 
America’s European allies who 
concede that the agreement has 
flaws but are concerned that dis-
solution of the treaty could lead 
to a new crisis in the Middle East. 
French President Emmanuel Ma-
cron has offered to mediate be-
tween Washington and Tehran to 
address US concerns about Iran’s 
regional activities.

Mednicoff said separating the 
nuclear issue from other problems 
would be a good way to proceed be-
cause addressing Iran’s behaviour 
in the Middle East was never part 
of the JCPOA anyway.

“A better collaborative frame-

work between Europe and the US 
on regional challenges in the Mid-
dle East, such as Syria and Yemen, 
could likely deter or redirect some 
Iranian regional muscle-flexing,” 
he said.

Declaring Iran to be in non-com-
pliance would not automatically 
end the international accord signed 
by Iran, the United States, China, 
the European Union, France, Ger-
many, Russia and the United King-
dom.

Following the administration 
report, Congress would have two 
months to decide whether to re-
impose sanctions against Tehran. 
Only a vote for new sanctions in 
the US Congress would take Wash-
ington out of the treaty. Iranian 
Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad 
Zarif told Politico, a Washington 
publication, that Iran would not 
tear up the agreement right away if 
Trump stated that Tehran was vio-
lating the deal but would wait for 
the decision by Congress.

Quoting senators from Trump’s 

Republican Party, Politico reported 
that a majority in the chamber for 
new Iran sanctions is far from as-
sured. As the Republicans have a 
narrow 52-48 majority (counting 
two independents who caucus 
with the Democrats), in the Senate 
and the opposition Democrats are 
in favour of keeping the Iran agree-
ment, a few Republican voices in 
favour of the treaty in defiance of 
Trump would sink any hopes of the 
president for new sanctions.

If Congress does impose new 
sanctions, Washington could face 
a situation in which America is the 
odd one out while Iran restarts its 
nuclear activities and European 
countries keep trading with Teh-
ran, Mednicoff warned.

“Trump moving to take the US 
out of JCPOA, as I assume his de-
fence secretary knows, would only 
destabilise global nuclear politics 
further and enrich European trad-
ing partners, without ensuring any 
negative effects on Iran’s govern-
ment,” he wrote.

Thomas Seibert

Tough issue. US Secretary of Defence James Mattis testifies before a Senate Armed Services 
Committee hearing on Capitol Hill in Washington, on October 3.      (Reuters)
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A 

lthough Syrian Kurds 
insist they are inter-
ested only in auton-
omy, not independ-
ence, their nationalist 
aspirations have been 

buoyed by the Iraqi Kurds’ inde-
pendence referendum. This could 
place the US relationship with the 
Syrian Kurds — Washington’s best 
ally in the fight against the Islamic 
State (ISIS) — in a difficult position. 
The official US stance remains the 
territorial integrity of Syria.

Over the past few years, Syrian 
Kurds established an autonomous 
zone in north-eastern Syria they 
call Rojava — “West” in the Kurdish 
language — as it is the western part 
of the traditional Kurdistan home-
land. They defend Rojava with 
their militia, set up a functioning 
civil administration and fly their 
own flag.

Local council elections Sep-
tember 22 in Rojava were over-
shadowed by the independence 
referendum in Iraqi Kurdistan a 
few days later. The elections signal 
that Syrian Kurds are essentially 
operating on their own and do not 
want to be dominated by the Syr-
ian government, ISIS or any rebel 
faction.

Although the Syrian Kurds, led 
by the Democratic Union Party 
(PYD), have said they favour au-
tonomy in a federated Syrian state, 
events on the ground could compel 

them to push for more. In Qamish-
li, a Kurdish-populated city in the 
north-east corner of Syria, there 
were public celebrations of support 
for the Iraqi Kurdish referendum on 
independence.

Undoubtedly, many Syrian 
Kurds believe that if the Kurds 
next door can vote for independ-
ence, why can’t they? Many Syrian 
Kurds fought and died in the battle 
against ISIS and say they have 
earned their right to independence.

This sentiment creates a quanda-
ry for both the PYD and the United 
States, though its manifestations 
have yet to be realised.

The PYD and its military wing, 
the People’s Protection Units (YPG), 
know Turkey is strongly opposed 
to both Syrian Kurdish independ-
ence and Syrian Kurdish autonomy. 
Turkey claims the PYD maintains 
links to the Kurdistan Workers’ 
Party (PKK) in Turkey, which 
Ankara considers to be a terrorist 
organisation, and fears that au-
tonomy for the Syrian Kurds could 
encourage Turkey’s Kurds to press 
for the same.

Turkey conducted military incur-
sions into northern Syria against 
Syrian Kurds over the past few 
years and a full-blown military 
invasion by Ankara remains a pos-
sibility. The main thing holding 
Turkey back is that the US military 
not only is providing logistical 
support for the Syrian Democratic 

Forces — a mostly Kurdish mili-
tary unit that includes some Arab 
tribal forces — against ISIS but is 
also serving as a kind of protective 
shield for them to preclude a Turk-
ish offensive.

US military commanders have 
praised the fighting prowess of 
the Syrian Kurds against ISIS and 
are directing them to take on ISIS 
forces in the Deir ez-Zor region in 
eastern Syria, a mostly ethnic Arab 
area.

The key question is what hap-
pens after ISIS is destroyed in 
Syria, which could be only months 
away. Does the US military remain 
in Rojava? And would a US pres-
ence encourage or discourage the 
Syrian Kurds to press for independ-
ence?

US calculations are multifaceted. 
For one, Washington does not want 
to change its official position that 
Syria should remain united. Moder-
ate Syrian rebel groups as well as 
Arab countries oppose the break-up 
of Syria. After opposing the Iraqi 
Kurdish independence referendum, 
the United States cannot easily take 
a different stand vis-à-vis the Syr-
ian Kurds.

Additionally, while Washington 
has continued to support Syr-
ian Kurds despite strong Turkish 
opposition, the United States sees 
Turkey as an important ally in the 
region. When push comes to shove, 
the United States has historically 

sided with Ankara in such disputes 
and there is no reason to think 
post-ISIS that it will not do the 
same.

The Assad regime, which has 
become more resilient in recent 
months after battlefield successes, 
has offered the Kurds carrots and 
sticks. Syrian Foreign Minister 
Walid Muallem said, in late Sep-
tember, that, while Damascus is 
opposed to Syrian Kurdish inde-
pendence, it would be willing to 
negotiate an “autonomy” arrange-
ment.

Lebanese Hezbollah leader Has-
san Nasrallah warned that Iraqi 
Kurdish independence would lead 
to “internal wars” in the region 
and open the door to “partition.” 
Although he was directing his mes-
sage to the Iraqi Kurds, he was sig-
nalling the Syrian Kurds, perhaps 
implying that Hezbollah, an ally 
of Syrian President Bashar Assad, 
could send its fighters against them 
if they also press for independence.

If the Syrian Kurds stick to 
autonomy, they may weather the 
post-ISIS phase in Syria. In their fa-
vour is that any enemy knows that 
they could defend their autono-
mous region. If they press for inde-
pendence, however, all bets are off, 
including continued US support. 
This means that the Syrian Kurdish 
leadership will need to temper the 
aspirations of their own people, a 
difficult task, indeed. 

Syrian Kurds, the referendum next door and US policy

Gregory Aftandilian

Undoubtedly, 
many Syrian 
Kurds believe that 
if the Kurds next 
door can vote for 
independence, 
why can’t they? 

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

With any major Trump 
decision, prediction
is difficult.

David Mednicoff, 
director of Middle Eastern 
Studies at the University of 
Massachusetts in Amherst
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M 

uslims expressed 
concern about what 
they consider draco-
nian counterterror-
ism laws that legally 

enshrine many of France’s state of 
emergency powers, amid fears that 
the measures blur the line between 
freedom and security.

“French Muslims are highly con-
cerned and scared because for two 
years they have been under the 
microscope of the French state and 
now these measures are no longer 
temporary. They are permanent,” 
said Yasser Louati, French human 
rights activist and co-founder of 
the Comité Justice et Libertés pour 
Tous.

The powers legally allow French 
police to raid homes and place sus-
pects under house arrest without a 
judge’s order, give police the power 
to carry out on-the-spot identity 
checks and allow officials to close 
mosques deemed to be provoking 
violence, hatred or discrimination.

Emergency powers have been 
in place in France since November 
2015 when the Islamic State (ISIS) 
carried out attacks in Paris that 
killed 130 people. ISIS also claimed 
responsibility for the stabbing to 
death of two women October 1 at a 
train station in Marseille, bringing 
the number of people killed in at-
tacks in France to 241 since January 
2015.

The bill passed 415-127 with 19 
abstentions in the lower house of 
French parliament, facing little re-
sistance after having been strongly 
supported by French President Em-
manuel Macron.

A final vote, smoothing over dif-
ferences between a similar bill 
passed by the French Senate, is 
expected this month with most of 
the security provisions expected to 
stand. The new counterterror law 
would replace the state of emergen-
cy, expected to end November 1.

The public also seemed to back 
the bill. A recent Fiducial/Odoxa 

poll indicated that 57% of respond-
ents said they supported the bill 
and 89% agreed it would improve 
security. Nearly two-thirds of those 
asked, however, acknowledged 
it would undermine freedoms in 
France.

Many French Muslims and hu-
man rights groups warned that the 
new anti-terror laws set a danger-
ous precedent.

“What was problematic and ex-
ceptional will now become prob-
lematic and normal. There is no 
coming back from this,” Marwan 
Muhammed of the Collective 
Against Islamophobia (CCIF) in 
France said in a statement.

French human rights activ-
ist Yasser Louati warned that the 
measures opened could lead to fla-
grant rights violations by the gov-
ernment.

“It means that based on mere 
suspicion, not proof or facts be-
fore a court of law, any person can 

be detained, any place of worship 
can be shut down, any activist can 
be criminalised and prosecuted for 
supporting ‘dangerous ideas.’ And 
who decides what is dangerous? 
The state,” he said.

“The law grants the state over-
whelming powers without any ac-
countability.”

Louati’s warnings were echoed 
by other French and international 
human rights activists.

“The concentration of powers 
in the hands of the executive and 
weakening of judicial oversight is 
not a new characteristic of France’s 
counterterrorism efforts,” said 
Benedicte Jeannerod, France direc-
tor for Human Rights Watch, “but 
the normalisation of emergency 
powers crossed a new line.”

Fionnuala Ní Aoláin, the UN 
special rapporteur on the protec-
tion of human rights, sent a letter 
to the French government prior to 
the vote pointing to the flaws in 
the legislation, including that it in-
creased “concerns that the powers 
may be used in an arbitrary man-
ner.”

She said the legislation repre-
sented a “serious” threat to the 
protection of rights in France, both 
specifically in terms of the fight 
against terrorism and more broad-
ly.

French officials dismissed the 
concerns, asserting that authori-
ties needed the additional security 
measures to keep people safe from 
terrorism.

“The threat level in France is 
extremely high,” said Interior Min-
ister Gérard Collomb. “We are still 
in a state of war, even if [ISIS] has 
suffered some military defeats,” he 
added.

He denied that the new counter-
terror law opened the door for vio-
lations.

“Lawmakers realise that today’s 
threat is serious and that we must 
protect ourselves against terrorists. 
This must be done in a way that 
balances security and freedom,” he 
said after the vote.

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

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

studies revealed.
Research by the UK-based HOPE 

not Hate campaign group indi-
cated, based on a survey of 4,000 
people conducted by the Populus 
polling campaign, that more than 
40% of respondents in England 
said they were more suspicious of 
Muslims following attacks in West-
minster, Manchester and London 
Bridge.

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

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

“Muslims are regarded as 

uniquely different from the ma-
jority British public. Just 10% of 
the public said they feel Muslims 
are similar to themselves, a view 
prevalent even among those most 
confident about multiculturalism,” 
the report added.

Many Muslim organisations ex-
pressed dismay at the findings. 
Tell MAMA, a national project that 
records anti-Muslim incidents in 
the United Kingdom, said the re-
port represented a “wake-up call” 
for Muslims.

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

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

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

It described the growing divide 
between the general public and 
British Muslim communities as 
“stark” and called for more action, 
from all sides. “If we are to ensure 
that community tensions, extrem-
ism and marginalisation are to be 
tackled in our country, we have to 
find ways which address the con-

cerns of the wider public, whilst 
also ensuring that British Muslims 
feel that they have a space in the 
United Kingdom,” Tell MAMA said.

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

A study published by UK watch-
dog organisation the Social Mo-
bility Commission said Muslims 
were facing major social mobility 

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

The study said Muslim adults 
were far less likely to be in full-
time work than the general public, 
despite evidencing above average 
education and strong work ethic. 

Only 19.8% of Muslims aged 16-
74 were in full-time employment, 
compared to 34.9% of the overall 
population. Also, 6% of Muslims 
are breaking through into “higher 
managerial, administrative and 
professional occupations” com-
pared to 10% of the overall popula-
tion in England and Wales.

“Muslims are excluded, dis-
criminated against or failed, at all 
stages of their transition from edu-
cation to employment,” said Pro-
fessor Jacqueline Stevenson, who 
led the research.

Former cabinet minister Alan 
Milburn, who heads the Social Mo-
bility Commission, acknowledged 
that British Muslims were being let 
down by the system. “The British 
social mobility promise is that hard 
work will be rewarded. Unfortu-
nately, for many young Muslims in 
Britain today this promise is being 
broken,” he said in a news release.

He acknowledged that the re-
ports paint a “disturbing picture” 
of the challenges Muslims face 
in securing social progress in the 
United Kingdom but said there 
was no simple solution to address-
ing this.

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

Mahmud el-Shafey

Mahmud el-Shafey

Under the microscope. People arrive for prayer at the Grand 
Mosque of Paris.                                  (AFP)

Exclusion. British Muslims take part in a vigil on Westminster 
Bridge in central London to commemorate one week since the 
March 22 terror attack that killed four.                                               (AFP)

East   West

French Muslims ‘concerned and 
scared’ by draconian anti-terror bill

Muslims face rising suspicion in UK following terrorist attacks

The law grants the 
state overwhelming 
powers without any 
accountability.

French human rights 
activist Yasser Louati

Muslims are facing 
major social mobility 
barriers due to 
discrimination and 
Islamophobia.
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UAE collecting ‘sin’ 
taxes on tobacco, 
energy drinks

Saudi Arabia to 
launch investment 
firms for holy 
cities

Iraq hopes to 
resume production 
from Nineveh oil 
fields soon

Job fair offers 
hope for Syria 
refugees in Jordan

The United Arab Emirates has be-
gun collecting new “sin” taxes on 
tobacco products, energy drinks and 
soft drinks.

Tobacco and energy drinks were 
taxed at 100% and soft drinks at 
50% as of October 1. Shoppers were 
seen stocking up on such items the 
day before the new duties went into 
effect.

The new tax push comes as the 
UAE and other oil-rich Gulf nations 
have struggled with low global ener-
gy prices. The UAE is to start collect-
ing a 5% value-added tax on certain 
goods in January.

(The Associated Press)

Saudi Arabia’s Public Investment 
Fund (PIF) announced plans to set 
up investment companies to de-
velop infrastructure in Mecca and 
Medina, Islam’s two holiest cities.

The state-run PIF announced the 
creation of Rou’a Al-Haram and 
Rou’a Al-Madinah for Mecca and 
Medina, respectively, where the an-
nual number of visitors is expected 
to triple by 2030.

(Agence France-Presse)

Iraq said it hopes to resume pro-
duction from the Nineveh oil fields 
in the “next few months” after they 
were torched by the Islamic State 
(ISIS) during a US-backed offensive 
on their stronghold Mosul, the Irani-
an Oil Ministry said in a statement.

The ministry instructed state-
owned North Oil Company to pre-
pare “an urgent plan” to rehabilitate 
the oil fields the militants set on fire 
to create smoke to cover their move-
ments.

(Reuters)

After five years without work, 
Syrian refugee Mohammed Ahmad 
said he was nervous but hopeful as 
he registered with as many firms as 
possible at a unique job fair in Jor-
dan’s Zaatari refugee camp where he 
lives.

Approximately 50 companies 
were represented at the one-day 
event as they scouted for candidates 
to fill hundreds of job opportuni-
ties, compiling lists of applicants by 
name, age and qualification.

The EU-funded job fair, a first at 
the desert camp that houses 80,000 
refugees, came after the opening in 
August of the first employment of-
fice at Zaatari following a decision 
by the Jordanian government to 
grant residents work permits and 
let them find employment in larger 
towns.

(Agence France-Presse)

Briefs

T 

he price of Brent crude, 
a major benchmark for 
oil purchases world-
wide, has gone up. At 
the start of October, 
it moved to $55-$60 

per barrel, after having remained 
at $50-$55 for most of the previ-
ous year. Crude oil prices have 
increased $1-$3 per barrel since 
August.

The oil price is significant for two 
reasons. It reflects the range that 
most oil producers would like to 
see and it happened just a year af-
ter OPEC signed the Algiers’ agree-
ment to rebalance the markets.

Two dozen other oil-producing 
countries joined OPEC’s efforts to 
reduce production by 1.8 million 
barrels per day. The collective 
effort was meant to stop the rapid 
fall of oil prices. In January 2016, 
oil was selling at less than $30 a 
barrel.

The challenge was to reduce the 
exceptionally high commercial 
stocks. By the middle of last Sep-
tember, Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) commercial stocks to-
talled 3,016 million barrels but the 
surplus over the five-year average 
had been 190 million barrels, the 
International Energy Agency (IEA) 
said.

Oil prices rose recently because 
of global demand, which increased 
2.4% in the second quarter of this 
year. The IEA projected that de-
mand growth will average 1.6 mil-
lion barrels per day in 2017. OECD 
demand growth has been stronger 
than expected, particularly in 
Europe but hurricanes Harvey and 

Irma were expected to slow US de-
mand growth in the third quarter 
this year.

Global demand growth has been 
driven by distillates, particularly 
diesel. Last year, it was driven up 
by gasoline and other petroleum 
products. In 2017, demand for 
diesel made up half of the growth, 
nearly half as much on last year. 
The rising demand for diesel has 
been under way throughout the 
year, mostly in the United States, 
China and India. This is expected 
to continue into 2018.

The hurricane season in the Unit-
ed States, particularly Hurricane 
Harvey, caused local shortages and 
disruption to refineries in Houston 
of about 1.6 million barrels per day 
in September. Such disruption in 
the oil industry usually leads to 
higher prices.

Pressure also mounted follow-
ing the Iraqi Kurdish referendum. 
Threats of economic boycott and 
sanctions continued after the semi-
autonomous Kurdish region voted 
for independence on September 25.

The Iraqi parliament asked 
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi to 
send troops to take charge of the 
oilfields in the disputed Kirkuk re-
gion. The day after the referendum, 
Abadi said all land and air cross-
ings in Iraqi Kurdistan must return 
to Iraqi federal jurisdiction. The 
ultimatum caused the exodus from 
Kurdistan of diplomats, foreign 
businessmen and oil executives 
and workers. Abadi ordered that 
all oil revenue must go to the Iraqi 
federal authorities.

Threats from Turkey raised 
concerns about the oil industry in 

Kurdistan. Turkish Prime Minis-
ter Binali Yildirim told Abadi that 
Turkey would henceforth deal with 
the Iraqi government and no other 
on oil exports from Iraq and that 
it would only facilitate the export 
of Iraqi crude. Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan threatened 
to shut down the Kirkuk-Ceyhan 
oil pipeline, the only outlet for 
Iraqi Kurdistan to send its crude to 
international markets.

This is not expected to happen 
immediately because Turkey has 
billions of dollars invested in Kurd-
istan but Ankara’s threat may deter 
development of the Kurdish oil in-
dustry. It’s likely that international 
oil companies will be reluctant to 
invest in a region that might have 
its only oil pipeline shut down.

If that happened, the conse-
quences would be disastrous. It 
would close the main source of 
revenue for Iraqi Kurdistan. Tehran 
has stopped exporting petroleum 
products to Kurdistan and Iran and 
Iraq have conducted joint military 
exercises along Kurdistan’s border.

Finally, oil prices have risen on 
account of slowing US produc-
tion. There was a decline in US rig 
count for six consecutive weeks. 
Productivity is falling in the giant 
oil shale basins, Eagle Ford and the 
Permian.

The markets are concerned that 
non-OPEC production will increase 
in 2018, which could threaten a 
plunge in price. The surge in non-
OPEC production is expected from 
fields developed before the 2014 oil 
price collapse.

All in all, the rise in oil prices is 
fraught with uncertainty.

No one can bank on the rise in oil prices

Walid Khadduri

The markets are 
concerned that 
non-OPEC 
production will 
increase in 2018, 
which could 
threaten a plunge 
in price. 

is a Beirut-based Iraqi writer on 
energy affairs.

Economy

Tunis

A 

lgeria announced bold 
changes to its hydro-
carbon development 
policy, including the 
resumption of a $70 bil-

lion shale gas project. The project 
to tap into the country’s extensive 
shale reserves would represent the 
first non-conventional gas boom 
outside the United States but has 
encountered resistance due to envi-
ronmental concerns.

Algerian Prime Minister Ahmed 
Ouyahia on October 1 said the gov-
ernment would restart its shale gas 
development plan and revise the 
country’s hydrocarbon laws, end-
ing a stipulation that joint ventures 
must leave Sonatrach, the national 
oil company, with at least 50% of 
shares.

A natural gas development pro-
gramme using the controversial 
fracking method was suspended 
months after it began in 2015 after 
violent protests broke out in south-
ern Algeria. Opponents argued “the 
gas of death” poses environmen-
tal risks, including the pollution of 
scarce water sources.

Ouyahia, who is struggling to 
bring the country out of a financial 
crunch, said the government was 
encouraging “investment in the hy-
drocarbon sector, namely shale gas, 
because of its potential and capac-
ity.

“That will ensure an energy fu-
ture for the country and give hope 

to the population,” he said in re-
marks carried by the official APS 
news agency.

Ouyahia said: “This law must be 
made more attractive because the 
sector is going through big chang-
es… that are forcing Algeria to keep 
pace with the shifts.”

He added the country’s failure to 
attract foreign investors to help de-
velop its conventional oil could be 
attributed to the law.

Foreign technology and money 
are crucial to boosting Algeria’s con-
ventional reserves and tapping into 
shale gas but Algeria received bids 
for only 25% of concessions on offer 
during the last three licensing ten-
ders in recent years.

During a meeting with the US 
Algeria Business Council, Algerian 
Energy Minister Mustapha Guitouni 
said: “We must go on developing 
the shale gas industry and we are 
going to do it.”

He expressed the need to cut 
rising domestic gas consumption, 
which is eating away at potential 
gas exports.

“Work to revise the hydrocarbon 
law is under way to make Algeria 
more attractive for foreign partners, 
namely in terms of drilling and de-
veloping hydrocarbons,” Guitouni 
added.

Sonatrach had planned to invest 
at least $70 billion over 20 years 
to produce 20 billion cubic metres 
(bcm) of shale gas per year from 200 
sites. A pilot well was drilled in the 
Ahnet basin in 2012 and the Energy 
Ministry included 17 shale gas pro-
jects in its more recent upstream 
licensing round.

The US Energy Information Ad-
ministration estimated that Algeria 
has 20 trillion cubic metres of recov-
erable shale gas reserves, making it 
the country with the third largest 
resource base after China and Ar-
gentina.

When protests against the project 

grew violent, former Prime Minister 
Abdelmalek Sellal shelved the plan. 
“Between shale gas and water, the 
Algerian people will choose water. 
You think the Algerian state would 
be crazy enough to endanger the 
lives of its citizens?” Sellal said.

Ouyahia, however, has switched 
course, saying the “government will 
not tolerate procrastination to de-
velop energy resources to ensure a 
future for the energy sector.”

“Oil will remain the engine of the 
country’s economy,” he said.

A worsening economic crisis ap-
pears to be behind the Algerian gov-
ernment’s change in energy policy. 
Ouyahia in September told parlia-
ment that the economic situation 
“is hell” and that “the state coffers 
are almost emp ty.”

Algeria plunged into a severe fi-
nancial crisis after oil prices fell 
in 2014. The country’s economy is 
highly reliant on foreign oil and gas 
sales, which account for 95% of for-
eign currency earnings and 60% of 
budget revenue.

“It is high time that Sonatrach tap 
into and develop all resources of en-
ergy to further the interests of the 
company and the country,” Ouyahia 
said. “The government will contin-
ue assisting Sonatrach in its various 
investment projects.

“This is a message of hope for the 
country.”

Algerian energy expert Ait Ouar-
abi Mokrane said: “The brunt of 
the financial crisis is crushing. The 
government apparently decided to 

develop non-conventional energy 
resources like shale gas taking the 
risks to provoke the anger of the 
population living in the areas where 
such resources lie.”

Beyond public backlash, experts 
said the government could also run 
into significant challenges exploit-
ing shale.

“I think it could be 10-12 years,” 
said former Sonatrach chief Nawim 
Zouioueche when asked when the 
project is likely to enter its produc-
tion stage.

Algeria is a main exporter of gas 
to Europe but struggles to remain 
an energy power due to fierce com-
petition from the United States, 
Australia and Mozambique, which 
have major plans to export liquefied 
natural gas.

It is crucial its shale gas produc-
tion comes when the market is 
ready for the commodity and that 
Algeria competes against new sup-
pliers.

Algeria’s gas output has gone 
down in recent years, from 88.2 
bcm in 2005 to 78 bcm in 2016, of-
ficial figures indicate. Local con-
sumption has increased from 20.4 
bcm in 2003 to 35 bcm in 2016.

Algerian experts said that, in view 
of the country’s gas reserves, pro-
duction and consumption habits, 
developing shale gas is an economic 
necessity. To do so, however, Al-
geria must ease the concerns of its 
southern population, where oppo-
nents argue that fracking could con-
taminate its scarce water reserves.

Lamine Ghanmi

Policy change. A technician stands at the Krechba gas treatment 
plant, about 1,200km south of Algiers.                                           (Reuters)

Algeria returns to 
controversial shale gas 
policy in energy shift

Algeria’s gas output 
has gone down in 
recent years, from 
88.2 bcm in 2005 to 
78 bcm in 2016.

Energy
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S
ince the death of 
Libyan leader Muammar 
Qaddafi and the collapse 
of his 42-year regime in 
2011, Libya’s neighbours 
have been troubled by 
spillover effects from its 

instability.
Italy has seen an increasing flow 

of African immigrants stream into 
the country; Algeria experienced a 
devastating attack on its In 
Amenas gas field four years ago, 
Mali saw its country driven to near 
collapse after hundreds of former 
pro-Qaddafi Tuareg fighters 
returned home and Tunisia, 
struggling to rebound from an 
economic downturn, has seen 
extremists threaten to cross the 
border and wreak havoc.

In the absence of well-docu-
mented analysis and statistics, a 
wide range of figures on the 
number of Libyans living in 
Tunisia and their effect on the host 
country’s economy have been 
thrown around. However, thanks 
to a thorough study by the World 
Bank, titled “Tunisia — Impact of 
the Libya Crisis on the Tunisian 
Economy,” released in February, 
the situation can be assessed with 
greater clarity.

Before addressing these ques-
tions, it is worth painting a broad 
picture of the human and eco-
nomic toll the crisis has taken on 
Libya. The World Food Programme 
estimates the number of Libyans 
in need of humanitarian assistance 
and protection at 2.4 million — 
40% of the population — more 
than half of whom are women and 
children. Half of those people are 
at risk of food insecurity. The 
report does not consider the plight 
of the hundreds of thousands of 
African refugees who survive in 
far worse conditions than the Liby-
ans.

The crisis’s effect on the 
economy has been severe. The 
country’s GDP contracted 24% in 
2013, followed by 24% and 10% in 
the two following years. Produc-
tion of crude oil fell to the lowest 
level on record in 2015 — approxi-
mately 400,000 barrels today 

— one-quarter of potential output. 
This resulted in per person income 
dropping by two-thirds to $4,500. 
The fiscal deficit skyrocketed from 
4% of GDP in 2013 to 75% in 2015.

The first question to consider is 
how many Libyans sought 
residence in Tunisia after 2011. It 
does not come as a surprise to 
learn that, in 2014, 1.8 million 
Libyans entered Tunisia and 1.4 
million exited. This suggests the 
number of long-term and short-
term (less than six months) Libyan 
residents and visitors is larger than 
the census estimate of 12,783 
individuals, 7,212 of whom were 
long-term residents.

Most of them hail from the 
middle class, have lived in Tunisia 
for more than three years and 
enjoy significant purchasing 
power — $50 a day — which is two 
to three times higher than the 
average Tunisian household.

It is worth noting that more than 
half of short-term residents are in 
the country for medical care. Their 
sharp decline recently has resulted 
in a major cash crisis for private 
clinics in Tunis.

The report estimates that 60,000 
of the 91,000 Tunisian workers 
officially registered in Libya 
returned home from 2010-14. 
Official remittance inflows 
declined by 32% to $15.6 million in 
2014 compared to four years 
before.

The poorer southern region of 
Tunisia has been hardest hit, 
which explains the huge rise in 
contraband and illicit trade across 
the border. Family links between 
southern Tunisia and north-west-
ern Libya are long-standing. 
Southern Tunisia, which holds 
most of the country’s oil, gas and 
phosphate reserves, feels 
aggrieved as it has received less 
attention than the richer coastal 
areas since independence. The 
fracture between a relatively 
prosperous coastal area and a land 
of “siba” — dissidence — remains 
as great as it was when former 
President Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali 
fell in January 2011.

The World Bank report consid-

ered the level and dynamics of 
illicit informal trade and cash 
flows between the two countries. 
Libyan funds amounted to 12% of 
total deposits in seven Tunisian 
banks the report surveyed. They 
are funded by wages, including 
payroll transfers from the Central 
Bank of Libya.

Informal currency exchange 
agents processed an estimated 
$332 million in 2015, a figure three 
times lower than in 2013 due to the 
sharp depreciation of the Libyan 
currency, the decline in the 
number of Libyans entering 
Tunisia and deterioration of the 
country’s economic and security 
situation.

Informal trade between the two 
countries in 2015 was estimated at 
$243.8 million, driven by a large 
increase in fuel imports — $121.3 
million compared to $27.3 million 
two years earlier. Cigarettes were 
next on the list.

The value of Tunisian subsidised 
goods, such as pasta, couscous, 
sugar and milk, exported illegally 
to Libya and seized by Tunisian 
customs doubled from 2013-15, 
reaching $449 million.

Tunisia has increased defence 
and security spending sharply 
because of the turmoil in Libya. 
From 2011-15 such expenditures 
almost doubled to $1.9 billon.

In broader terms, the report 
estimates the effects of the Libyan 
crisis as follows:

It contributed 24% to the overall 
drop in Tunisia’s growth from 
2011-15.

This has amounted to a welfare 
loss of $3.59 billion. This loss was 
driven by the spillover effect on 
private investment and tourism, 
which account, respectively, for 
60.1% and 36% of the slowdown in 
growth. One can add the reduction 
in remittances from Libya and the 
reduced purchasing power of 
Libyans in Tunisia. The fiscal cost 
to Tunisia has been $580 million 
over the 2011-15 period. This 
amounted to 6.3% of the tax take 
every year.

To cover such losses through 
taxation would require large tax 

increases while financing it with 
debt would increase the govern-
ment’s financing needs by $2.9 
billion over five years (15% of the 
2015 public debt-to-GDP ratio). 
This amount includes $111.9 
million in additional interest 
payments and $375.8 million in 
more debt amortisation costs.

The report concluded that 
Tunisia would be well advised to 
“forthwith address the regulatory 
and infrastructure obstacles to 
trade and investment in Libya.” 
This would allow Tunisia to make 
full use of “the many comparative 
advantages in its trade with Libya, 
including a shared language and 
proximity.”

The reconstruction and recov-
ery of Libya must not be allowed 
to fuel “the already large informal 
cross-border markets (and the 
security and economic challenges 
associated with illicit trade),” the 
report stated. Such a policy would 
have the further advantage of 
promoting economic develop-
ment in the poorer regions of the 
country.

Needless to say, the West — not 
least France and the United 
Kingdom, which, with the United 
States, spearheaded the operation 
to rid Libya of Qaddafi despite 
having no UN mandate to do so — 
might wish to support such a 
policy.

Instead of constantly moaning 
about terrorism and illegal 
immigration from Libya, they 
could do worse than to revisit 
their reckless policy of 2011, 
continue supporting Tunisia and 
its nascent democracy and 
vigorously look at the region as a 
whole.

If it comes, Libya’s reconstruc-
tion — and the manner it takes — 
would dictate how stable the 
region is in the decades ahead. 
Weapons are not the key, even if 
the aforementioned countries are 
addicted to selling them to the 
Arab world. Good economic 
planning, clear rules of trade and 
investment, particularly in poorer 
regions, will act as a solid anchor 
of stability.

Libya’s crisis continues to affect Tunisian economy

Francis Ghilès

The value of 
Tunisian subsidised 
goods exported 
illegally to Libya and 
seized by Tunisian 
customs doubled 
from 2013-15, 
reaching 
$449 million.

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

Cairo

E 

gypt’s growing debts are 
turning into a major eco-
nomic concern amid fears 
that the country could de-
fault on interest payments 

if borrowing continues at current 
levels.

“The debts have reached a stage 
that should be a wake-up call for 
everybody in economic decision-
making circles,” said former Egyp-
tian Prime Minister Ali Lotfy. “These 
debts will make it difficult for the 
government to make any invest-
ments or bridge the yawning budget 
deficit.”

Egypt’s central bank said that by 
the end of the fiscal year 2016-17, 
which ended last June, foreign debts 
totalled $79 billion, a 42% ($23.2 bil-
lion) increase from the previous fis-
cal year.

The bank said the debts were 
within appropriate limits because 
they do not exceed more than 45% 
of Egypt’s GDP. However, econo-
mists expressed concern, particu-
larly given that Egypt’s combined 
foreign and domestic debt is 130% 
of GDP.

Egypt is channelling almost one-
third of spending in its budget to 
servicing debt. This is having a clear 
effect on development and welfare 
programmes amid cutting of state 
subsidies.

With another one-third of the 
budget allocated to salaries of 
Egypt’s almost 6 million civil serv-

ants, economists warned that Cairo 
is facing major constraints to devel-
opment plans.

Cairo is relying on a $12 billion 
loan from the International Mone-
tary Fund (IMF) to keep it afloat over 
the next three years. However, the 
loan term requires that Egypt enact 
a stringent economic reform pro-
gramme. Egypt has received the first 
two instalments of the loan, with a 
tranche of approximately $2 billion 
expected before the end of the year.

While this has helped Cairo bank-
roll development plans and bridge 
the budget deficit — now at 10.2% 
— it also adds the IMF to the list 
of Egypt’s many creditors. As the 
credit and creditors increase, so too 
does the fear that Cairo could col-
lapse under the burden of repaying 
the loans. Some economists said 
Egypt could reach a point at which it 
would have to borrow even more to 
repay loans.

“This is why it is very neces-
sary for the government to stop 
borrowing and start searching for 
other methods to bankroll its pro-
grammes,” said Farag Abdel Fattah, 
an economics professor at Cairo 
University. “These loans come at the 
cost of the living standards of the 
people because, instead of spending 
money on development, the gov-
ernment will have to spend money 
to repay the loans.”

Egypt has been in debt for dec-
ades but in May 1991 it missed an 
opportunity to restart its economy 
after the United States and 17 other 
creditor countries forgave half the 
$20.2 billion it owed following Cai-
ro’s participation in Operation De-

sert Storm.
However, corruption, economic 

mismanagement and regional tur-
moil meant, rather than building on 
this debt relief, Cairo accrued addi-
tional debt.

By the time long-standing Presi-
dent Hosni Mubarak left office in 
January 2011 following a popular up-
rising, Egypt’s foreign debts stood at 
$36.5 billion. In 2014, Egyptian Pres-
ident Abdel Fattah al-Sisi inherited a 
foreign debt of $46.1 billion, which 
increased massively following ma-
jor economic, political and security 
challenges.

Egypt’s tourism sector, which 
contributes approximately 4% of 
GDP, was depressed through that 
period, specifically after a Russian 
passenger plane was bombed in 
flight over Sinai on October 31, 2015.

The Russian plane bombing, 
which was claimed by the Islamic 
State, led many countries to sus-
pend flights to Egypt, depriving the 
country of revenue and much-need-
ed foreign currency.

Egypt has pointed to an uptick 
in tourism in 2017, with revenues 
($3.5 billion) up 170% in the first 
seven months of the year compared 

to the previous year. The number 
of tourists visiting Egypt this year 
rose 54%, reaching 4.3 million, after 
European countries lifted flight sus-
pensions to Sharm El-Sheikh.

“The tourists are coming back and 
economic reforms are paying off, 
which will contribute to attracting 
investments and bringing in foreign 
currencies needed by the economy 
to grow,” said Deputy Finance Min-
ister Mohamed Moeit. “If this means 
anything, it means that we should 
not feel afraid of the debts as long as 
our economy stands on its feet and 
is able to keep moving forward.”

Ahmed Megahid

Major concerns. People and vehicles are seen in front of the 
headquarters of the Central Bank of Egypt in downtown Cairo. (Reuters)

Egypt’s growing debts cause for concern

The debts have reached 
a stage that should 
be a wake-up call for 
everybody in economic 
decision-making 
circles.

Former Egyptian Prime 
Minister Ali Lotfy
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Casablanca

T 

he number of Moroccans 
aged 60 and over is ex-
pected to triple by 2050, 
making that demographic 
one-quarter of the total 

population, a report released by 
Morocco’s High Commission for 
Planning stated.

The report said Morocco’s total 
population would increase to 43.6 
million in 2050, with 10.1 million 
(23.2%) aged 60 and over. In 2014, 
Moroccans aged 60 or older ac-
counted for 9.4% of the population.

Sociologist Soumaya Naamane 
Guessous said the trend could come 
with severe social consequences.

“We know very well that pensions 
are ridiculous and that not all the 
population has pension rights and 
medical coverage,” Guessous said. 
“What has been bothering me for 
the last 20 years is to see families 
getting more and more nuclearised 
because they have to adapt to the 
changing lifestyle.

“Before, it was the children who 
were taking care of their parents 
but now it’s the other way round 
because of the current economic 
climate that is making it difficult for 
children to quit their parents’ house 
at an early age,” said Guessous, a 
professor at Hassan II University in 
Casablanca.

“We are in a country that is not 
prepared to cater to the needs of 
the elderly as public care homes are 
very few. Even those ones do not 
meet pensioners’ demands and ex-
pectations.

“There is a lack of leisure places 
where the elderly can spend their 
time. It is heartbreaking to see old 
men playing checkers with a piece 
of cardboard and stones in the 

streets. This will adversely affect 
their dignity and make them feel 
marginalised in their own society, 
which will backfire on their fami-
lies,” she added.

Another long-term problem is fi-
nancing pensions. With the active 
workforce on pace to increase only 
slightly relative to the elderly popu-
lation, pensions will put a huge bur-
den on the government’s coffers.

The potentially active population 
(15-59 years old) would be 25.6 mil-
lion in 2050, up from 21.1 million in 
2014.

“We are going to reach a stage in 
which the government will not be 
able to pay pensions because there 
will be a minority (workforce) work-
ing for a majority (pensioners),” said 
Guessous.

The previous government over-
hauled state pension policy by rais-
ing the workers’ contributions and 
retirement age to 63 by 2022, de-
spite strong opposition from trade 
unions.

Guessous said Moroccan cities 
have been ruralised and the exodus 
from rural areas to cities will contin-
ue while rural inhabitants are being 
marginalised and deprived of edu-
cation, health care and other basic 
services.

“When I travelled in the most re-
mote areas in Morocco, I asked the 
youth about their dream and the an-
swer was to leave the countryside,” 
she said.

By 2050, Moroccan cities would 
be home to 73.6% (32.1 million) of 
the country’s inhabitants, up from 
60.3% (20.4 million) in 2014. The 
rural population would see a de-
cline in its workforce, to 11.5 million 
people in 2050, from 13.4 million in 
2014.

“We will end up with an ageing 
population in rural areas because of 
the youth’s exodus,” said Guessous, 
adding that the street vendors fre-

quently seen in cities are largely the 
fruit of the “rural exodus,” which “is 
due to the absence of a solid political 
structure to improve the standard of  
living in rural areas.”

“Consequently, the cities will 
find themselves unable to accom-
modate the increasing number of 
country people who are likely to 
live in substandard housing, which 
will in turn exacerbate poverty and 
crime and place considerable strain 
on their infrastructure, especially 
schools and hospitals,” she warned.

The Moroccan government is 
stepping up its fight against sub-
standard housing by introducing 
social housing. In September, Set-
tat became the 58th city without 
slums.

The eradication of substandard 
housing in Casablanca, however, 
seems to be taking longer than 
planned. Thirteen years after the 
implementation of the city’s pro-
gramme to end slums, unregulated 
neighbourhoods and shantytowns 
continue to swarm.

“The rural flow is so important 
that it has surpassed the creation 
of housing despite the extraordi-
nary policy of social housing,” said 
Guessous.

“Right now, we have not seen any 
long-term strategies and policies 
that can adapt to these situations. 
It is good to project the country’s 
future population but the main 
question is: What are we going to 
do today to solve these problems?”

Saad Guerraoui

No retirement for survival. An old street vendor sells melons in Casablanca.                           (Saad Guerraoui)

Morocco’s population predicted to age significantly

Cairo

A 

s soon as Salah Sayed’s 
eldest daughter, Ahlam, 
turned 15, he started 
thinking about her mar-
riage prospects.

For her father Ahlam’s marriage 
would significantly ease the fam-
ily’s financial burden and poten-
tially provide better opportunities 

for her three younger siblings.
“Her husband would financial-

ly take care of her,” said Sayed, a 
doorman at a plush Giza apartment 
building.

Ahlam was soon married. Her 
groom was closer to her father’s 
age — Sayed is in his 40s — than her 
own. However, Sayed expressed no 
qualms about the age difference. In 
Egypt, where government figures 
indicate 15% of girls are married 
before they turn 16, while a study 
published by the National Coun-
cil for Women in 2013 showed 22% 
were married before the age of 18, 
such things were expected.

“She was physically mature, 
which encouraged me to take 
this decision,” Sayed said about  
his daughter.

Child marriage is a long tradition 
in Sayed’s family. His mother was 
14 years old when she married his 
father. Some of his aunts and sisters 
were of similar age when they mar-
ried.

Such practices are now illegal in 
Egypt, which increased the legal 
age of marriage to 18 in 2008. Still, 
child marriages take place, particu-
larly in the poorest, most rural parts 
of the country where it is the norm.

“The fact is that the whole mar-
riage culture in some parts of Egypt 
should change, especially when it 
comes to the right age for the mar-
riage of girls,” said Maysa Shawki, 
Egypt’s deputy health minister and 
a senior official in the state-run Na-
tional Council for Childhood and 
Motherhood (NCCM). “In some 
rural parts of our country, girls get 
married so early, which is bad be-

cause it has adverse health and so-
cial ramifications.”

Egypt’s National Population 
Council began a national strategy 
in 2014 that addresses the issue. 
The government has implemented 
a zero-tolerance policy for people 
found to have officiated at an un-
der-age marriage.

Critics say that, while such regu-
lation looks good on paper, it is a 
question of implementation and 
enforcement.

“People are easily violating these 
regulations everywhere to marry 
their children off at a young age,” 
said Samia Khedr Saleh, a sociology 
professor at Ain Shams University. 
“Some people do this under finan-
cial need and others just because 
they believe that girls must get 
married young.”

It is not easy to address an issue 
that is so ingrained in society and 
change takes place slowly.

Poverty is a major factor in under-
age marriages. Wealthy Arabs have 
been known to travel to Egypt to 
marry young Egyptians, a practice 
some consider closer to sex tourism 
than legal matrimony.

Poor parents and the wealthy 
suitors get around government 
regulations by not officially docu-
menting the marriage. They sign a 
contract, with the help of a lawyer, 
which gives the wife none of the 
rights guaranteed by official mar-
riage contracts. Such marriages are 
known as “urfi” — “customary” — 
marriages, a practice dating to the 
early days of Islam.

Ahlam was married in an “urfi” 
ceremony last year. Her father 

received a bride price of $2,272 — 
equal to three years’ salary.

Not long after her wedding, Ahl-
am suffered health problems and 
was admitted to the hospital. She 
was pregnant. Six months later, she 
gave birth to a boy. Her husband 
disappeared and she and her son 
have no contact with him.

Shawki said NCCM is working 
to change the way people such as 
Sayed think about marriage, in-
cluding participating in workshops 
and talks in Egypt’s rural provinces 
about the dangers of child mar-
riage.

“Marrying the girls off that early 
is a violation of all the rights they 
are entitled to,” Shawki said. “This 
type of marriage causes losses to all 
parties: The girls, the parents and 
society.”

Ahmed Megahid

Awful realities. An Egyptian girl (C) pauses in an alley in the village of al-Jendyaa in the Bani Mazar 
province in the Minya governorate.                                                                                                                         (AFP)

In Egypt, child 
marriage remains 
a serious problem

Some people do this 
under financial need and 
others just because they 
believe that girls must get 
married young.

Samia Khedr Saleh, 
a sociology professor at Ain 
Shams University

Morocco’s total 
population would 
increase to 43.6 
million in 2050, with 
10.1 million (23.2%) 
aged 60 and over.
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“I 

f boys can do it, girls can 
do it, too,” said Asmahan 
Zein, president of the Leb-
anese League of Women in 
Business (LLWB), the or-

ganisation behind the innovative 
Girls Got Information Technology 
(GGIT) programme.

Zein is adamant that women can 
excel in information technology 
(IT) and STEM (Science, Technolo-
gy, Engineering and Mathematics) 
fields if given the right guidance 
and proper resources.

“Working women is the name 
of the game worldwide. Through 
GGIT, we wanted to reach the girls 
in tenth and 11th grades to intro-
duce them to future STEM skills 
that are highly in demand in the 
workplaces,” she said.

Girls Got IT, an initiative led by 
LLWB, includes four other Leba-
nese NGOs involved in promoting 
digital literacy and empowering 
women in sciences: Arab Women 
in Computing (ArabWIC), Women 
in Technology (WIT), Women in 
Engineering (WIE) and Digital Op-
portunity Trust (DOT).

In addition to exposing girls to 
essential technology skills, GGIT 
aims to break the cultural stereo-
types of women in STEM.

“The percentage of girls who 
go into IT and STEM fields is only 
13%,” Zein said, “so we sought to 
encourage them to select these 
fields through hands-on work-
shops, targeting a specific age 
group (15-17). When they start to 
think about what future career 

they want and which universities 
and schools they need to enroll in.”

Workshops are customised to 
address the needs of women in 
each region, Zein explained. “For 
instance, in the (underdeveloped) 
rural Bekaa region, topics may 
cover issues such as how to set up 
a company, how to seek finance, 
how to use banking and in certain 
cases, if there is a need for it, we 
teach them how to use a computer 
and how to write business letters 
or official e-mails, etc.,” she said.

The initiative began in 2016 and 
attracted more than 400 students 
from private and public schools in 
the first edition. That success drew 
in support from UNICEF through 
its youth innovation labs pro-
gramme. Ensuing editions have 
been fully sponsored by the UN 
agency.

Four GGIT events have been con-
ducted in Beirut and Mount Leba-
non, as well as the Bekaa, Tripoli 
and Akkar regions of Lebanon, 
mainly targeting girls from disad-
vantaged and poor communities.

“By us going to them, we are 
giving a unique opportunity to 
the girls, who probably have not 
stepped out of their region and 
their community, to increase their 

knowledge,” said GGIT Programme 
Director Grace Harb.

“At the same time, we are raising 
awareness about STEM fields and 
giving [the girls] the chance to ex-
plore them.”

Workshops at the one-day GGIT 
events are conducted by volun-
teers from NGOs and partner or-
ganisations. They cover topics 
such as coding, robotics, gaming, 
graphic design, architecture, en-
gineering, programming, website 
development, bridge construc-
tion, hardware design, 3D print-
ing, video editing, hands-on object 
construction using technology, 
urban planning and software ap-
plication

“Some 22 workshops are offered 
per event, each lasting four to five 
hours. Girls choose among them 
what best suits their interests and 
taste,” Harb said.

“The first part of the workshop is 
about theory and then they have to 
work and produce something. At 

the end of the day, they will come 
out of the workshop with a prod-
uct in their hand, such as robots, 
or a programme or a design. We 
give them the basics of everything, 
so they can have a taste of the in-
dustry.”

The girls hear from “inspiration-
al speakers” from different pro-
fessional backgrounds who share 
their stories and serve as role mod-
els. They also can network with 
and select mentors from the mem-
bership of the five organisers.

“It is about giving them a push 
to go into IT and STEM fields,” 
Harb said, noting that more than 
3,000 girls have participated in 
GGIT events in various Lebanese 
regions. The next session is sched-
uled for November in southern 
Lebanon.

The programme is offered to 
Syrian refugee girls as well. Work-
shops are customised, taking into 
consideration levels of digital lit-
eracy and English proficiency.

“They (Syrian refugees) are here 
for some time and we need to give 
them a fair opportunity to learn,” 
Harb contended.

The Girls Got IT programme is 
involved in the start-up ecosystem 
in disadvantaged areas, includ-
ing Akkar and Tripoli in northern 
Lebanon, said Zein, whose LLWB, 
an apolitical and non-religious as-
sociation, groups 270 professional 
women, including entrepreneurs, 
lawyers, doctors, engineers and 
bankers. “We reinforce the girls’ 
personality and increase their 
knowledge to seek higher and bet-
ter positions; to climb the ladder,” 
she said.

The GGIT programme encourag-
es girls to test their capabilities in 
IT and STEM subjects. “I thought 
only men could learn robotics,” 
said one GGIT participant. “Now I 
am able to construct a robot!”

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

Samar Kadi

Essential skills. Girls participating in one of GGIT’s workshops.                                                                (LLWB)

‘Girls Got IT’ 
makes techno-
logy and science 
more accessible

T
he United Arab Emir-
ates wants equality 
between the sexes 
and it is doing what 
should be done to 
measure success: It is 
keeping score.

Real change doesn’t come about 
because of meetings, speeches or 
laws; it happens because compa-
nies and individuals are given 
targets and told they will be held 
to a higher standard.

The UAE isn’t just saying all the 
right things when it comes to 
improving the role of women in 
society, it is backing its words 
with actions.

Ten days after the UAE cel-
ebrated its third Emirati Women’s 
Day in late August, the Dubai 
Foundation for Women and 
Children put on a ten-day exhibi-
tion, titled “Seasons of Change,” 
of paintings by women who have 
survived sexual abuse, domestic 
violence or human trafficking. 
The 10-year-old, non-profit 
facility provides shelter to women 
of all nationalities who have been 
subjected to such human rights 
violations.

In February 2015, the UAE 
created the Gender Balance 
Council to help empower Emirati 
women.

In February 2017, the council 
announced its Gender Balance 
Guide — the first of its kind in the 
region — which was developed in 
collaboration with the Organisa-
tion for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD). The 
Emirati news agency WAM 

reported: “The guide provides 
benchmarks and concrete steps to 
balance genders in workplaces 
among decision-making posi-
tions, promote women-friendly 
working environments and instil 
gender balance within the policy 
framework.”

Scorecards are to be kept and, 
as a result, companies would be 
rewarded for meeting criteria to 
ensure equality between men and 
women. WAM said gender-bal-
ance progress would be measured 
through a number of national 
indicators, including the Social 
Cohesion Index and the Happi-
ness Index.

Even before the council and the 
guide, the UAE had already done 
much to empower women:

In September 2008, the UAE 
appointed the country’s first 
women as ambassadors: Hissa 
al-Otaiba to Spain and Sheikha 
Najla al-Qassimi to Sweden.

That same year, women began 
being trained as part of the VIP 
Protection Unit at Dubai Police. 
Today, there are more than 40 
highly trained women who 
specialise in protecting key 
officials.

The country’s ambassador and 
permanent representative to the 
United Nations is Lana Nusseibeh, 
who was appointed to the post in 
September 2013.

On September 2014, Yousef 
al-Otaiba, the UAE’s ambassador 
to the United States, said that 
Major Mariam al-Mansouri, the 
country’s first female fighter 
pilot, had led air strikes against 

the Islamic State (ISIS). “She is a 
fully qualified, highly trained, 
combat-ready pilot and she is on a 
mission,” Otaiba said on MSNBC.

That same month, the UAE 
opened the region’s first military 
college for women, Khawla bint 
Al Azwar Military School, from 
which Abu Dhabi Crown Prince 
Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed 
al-Nahyan’s daughter graduated 
in August 2016.

The literacy rate in the UAE is 
higher among women (95.8%) 
than men (93.1%), 2015 figures 
from the UNESCO Institute for 
Statistics indicated. (The global 
average for women is 82.7%.)

More than 70 of the 330 
candidates in the 2015 Federal 
National Council elections were 
women; the consultative body is 
led by a woman, Noura bint 
Mohammed al-Kaabi; eight 
federal cabinet ministers are 
women; close to 70% of govern-
ment positions are held by 
women.

In February 2016, the UAE 
named Ohood bint Khalfan 
al-Roumi to the position with — 
arguably — the highest public 
profile for any political appoin-
tee: minister of state for happi-
ness.

In July 2017, Foreign Minister 
Sheikh Abdullah bin Zayed 
al-Nahyan’s daughter graduated 
from her military summer 
session. Sheikha Fatima bint 
Abdullah bin Zayed said her 
father was fully supportive of her 
decision to enroll. “He told me it 
is the duty of every citizen to love 

their nation and their wise 
leadership,” she said, as reported 
by WAM.

In the United States, women 
account for 55% of undergradu-
ates at four-year colleges. Emirati 
women make up about 70% of all 
university graduates in the UAE.

“Under the Constitution, 
women enjoy the same legal 
status, claim to titles, access to 
education, the right to practise 
professions, and the right to 
inherit property as men,” the 
website for the UAE Embassy in 
Washington stated. “Women are 
also guaranteed the same access 
to employment, health and 
family welfare facilities.”

Mari Kiviniemi, deputy secre-
tary-general of the OECD and a 
former prime minister of Finland, 
said at the launch of the Gender 
Balance Guide that the guide 
“lays out the road map for the 
UAE and its organisations to 
harness the untapped potential 
that women represent.”

And there is considerable 
potential.

In July, Sheikha Lubna bint 
Khalid al-Qasimi, minister of 
state for tolerance, said women 
are a powerful economic entity 
because more than 23,000 
businesswomen hold a collective 
investment exceeding $10 billion 
in the country.

The UAE sees the value in 
empowering women. If societies 
are to grow, then women must be 
treated the same as men. The UAE 
recognises this and is now 
keeping score.

Clear progress in empowering Emirati women

Michael Jabri-Pickett

The UAE isn’t just 
saying all the right 
things when it comes 
to improving the role 
of women in society, 
it is backing its words 
with actions.

is an Arab Weekly contributor 
in Abu Dhabi.

Women

girls have participated 
in GGIT events in 
various Lebanese 
regions.

More than 
3,000
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I 

n a testament to the thriving 
pop art scene in the Maghreb, 
15 artists from the region’s 
five Arab countries showcased 
their talent in “Pop Art from 

North Africa” exhibition at Lon-
don’s P21 Gallery.

The exhibition is the brainchild 
of curators Najlaa el-Ageli, a Liby-
an architect, and Algerian Toufik 
Douib, who met during London’s 
Nour Festival in 2015, where they 
both curated projects.

“It was then that we discussed 
collaboration to showcase an un-
seen perspective of the North Afri-
can cultural scene. The project Pop 
Art ‘popped up’ about a year-and-
a-half ago, initially grouping one 
artist per country (five in total), to 
gradually evolve and become 15,” 
Douib said.

“For most of the selected artists, 
this is their first exhibition in the 
UK. Bringing young creative tal-
ents from the North African land-
scape to a London audience while 
encouraging these artists to fur-
ther collaborations and initiatives 
beyond their home countries were 
at stake during our curatorial jour-
ney,” Douib added.

Exhibiting artists included 
Mouad Aboulhana (Morocco), Alla 
Abudabbus (Libya), Rasha Amin 
(Egypt), Dhafer Ben Khalifa (Tu-
nisia), Amel Benaoudia (Algeria), 
Walid Bouchouchi (Algeria), El3ou 
(Algeria), Malak Elghuel (Libya), Sa-
rah Basma Harnafi (Morocco), Sar-
roura Libre (Tunisia), Meryem Meg 
(Algeria-Bulgaria), Ilyes Messaoudi 
(Tunisia), El-Moustache (Algeria), 
Qarm Qart (Italy-Egypt) and Sofiane 
Si Merabet (Algeria).

Douib noted that in the West 
“pop art, which has become a cul-
ture phenomenon, started from a 
simple logic of reappropriation and 

reinvention to soon grow into an 
industry for dreams and evasion, 
speaking to the mass, while engag-
ing with minorities of all kinds.”

“Similarly, pop in North Africa 
addresses what the people want 
and what the springs are but it also 
reflects on existential and social 
issues, often with the aim to de-
liver, through hints of nostalgia and 
subtle provocation, a politically 
charged message,” Douib said.

“In fact, beyond their colourful 
symbols and codes soaked in deri-
sion and sarcasm, the pop artists 
that are today active in the region, 
from Egypt to Morocco, tackle 
themes inspired by history, tradi-
tions and, above all, the challenges 
of their everyday life,” he added.

When selecting the works the cu-
rators’ wanted to showcase eclec-
tic and fresh views through paint-
ings, digital, installation, video and 
sound. “Also, and unlike Western 
pop, which was dominated by male 
artists, we wanted to show how the 
movement in North Africa is rep-
resented by a quite strong female 
presence (five selected artists),” 
Douib said.

The curators faced challenges 
in getting the art works in time. 
The onsite wall mural (17 x 5 me-
tres) was completed by Meg in five 
days and the bag installation “Tra-
bendo” (2.8 x 1.6 metres) by Bou-
chouchi was delivered within time 
constraints.

“Overall it was crucial for the 
exhibition to have a consistent sce-
nography that draws a thread to all 
the artworks, in showing the simi-
larities and distinctions of iden-
tities, stories and issues existing 
within the five countries,” Douib 
said.

The art works of varying sizes 
are colourful with a hint of exu-
berance, evident from the use of 
embroidery and glittering beads 
and ornaments. The issues they 
address are serious. Harnafi has 

combined scenes from the natural 
beauty of Morocco with dream-
like images symbolic of a fantasti-
cal voyage to a world her subjects 
will probably never see: A world of 
love, optimism and freedom.

Describing her depiction of fig-
ures around a bowl of harira, tradi-
tional Moroccan soup, Harnafi said: 
“The people are poor. They only 
have one bowl of soup but they 
share what they have with love.” 

For the artist, her work is a per-
petual journey for a better world in 
which love is the operative word.

A small room in the gallery is set 
aside for “The Confused Arab,” an 
installation depicting “Salon To-
morrow” by Si Merabet. The beauty 
salon is a central place in Arab cit-
ies and this installation combines 
nostalgic scenes from history with 
the artist’s vision of a salon of the 
future, forcing the visitor to reflect 
on questions of identity and the 
role of the past in influencing the 
future.

The exhibition brings “forth to 
its audience the pure and authen-
tic North African consciousness 
through the pop art form,” Ageli 
said in a release.

“By its nature, direct and acces-
sible, the group exhibition reveals 
the innate sense of humour that 
is blended with a subtle touch of 
cynicism and delivered with light-
hearted connotations. It offers a 
complex, intelligent and meaning-
ful picture of themes that are dear 
to the North African people and 
what occupies their minds and 
awareness.”

“Pop Art from North Africa,” on 
exhibit through November 4, is pre-
sented in partnership with P21 Gal-
lery and the Arab British Centre and 
supported by AMAL: A Said Foun-
dation Project and Darf Publishers.

Karen Dabrowska is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in London.

Karen Dabrowska

Eclectic views. Bag installation by Walid Bouchouchi.                                                                                                         (Najlaa El-Ageli)

North Africa’s thriving pop art showcased in London

The exhibition 
showcases an 
unseen perspective 
of the North African 
cultural scene.

Amateur film competition challenges young Tunisians
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

A 

group of young Tuni-
sians raced down the 
streets of Tunis towards 
the movie theatre to 
drop off their short films 

for this year’s “48 Hours Film Pro-
ject” minutes before the submis-
sion deadline.

The festival, in its fourth year, 
challenges aspiring film-makers to 
create a film in 48 hours. Their pro-
duction must correspond to a des-
ignated genre and include a line or 
prop chosen by the event’s organis-
ers.

Though small, the event has be-
come an important occasion for Tu-

nisia’s film community since it be-
gan in the country in 2014. A total 
of 34 teams submitted films as part 
of this year’s contest.

Akram Moncer, the general direc-
tor of the festival, said it serves as a 
great opportunity for amateur film-
makers to expand their horizons.

“The experience has been great 
so far as the first edition had more 
than 31 teams with 31 films and the 
success continued with the rest of 
the editions,” Moncer said. “As is 
the tradition, the winner of the Tu-
nis 48 Hour Project will participate 
in Filmapalooza, which will be a 
great opportunity to learn from in-
ternational film-makers.

“The winner gets to participate in 
an international festival that gath-
ers participants from different parts 
of the world and participants at-
tend panels and workshops to learn 
from the experiences of other inter-
national film-makers.”

He said the ten best films at Fil-
mapalooza, a competition in which 
entries from more than 130 cit-
ies worldwide take part, will be 
screened in at Cannes.

“We hope every year that we 
make it as we learn more from the 
experience,” Moncer said.” There 
were teams that participated for 
four years and this helped them 
win the competition and learn 
more about the film industry.”

Participants took many creative 
approaches to the project. Some 
filmed in public areas such as ca-
fés to get the perfect shot to shape 
their narrative.

Sarah Kanzari, whose short film 
“Relic” won first prize, said she was 
grateful the competition pushed 
participants to do their best in a 
limited amount of time.

“Such festivals are important, es-
pecially for amateurs as they push 

you to do your best, to learn more 
about film-making,” Kanzari said. 
“It is an opportunity to test your 
knowledge, your creativity. It is 
special because it puts you under 
enormous pressure and it really 
gets the best out of you.”

Raafet Abdeli, a 23-year old ama-
teur film-maker who entered this 
year’s contest, said it “is an amaz-
ing platform to help young people 
work as part of a team.”

“What is special about these 
events that it provides even young 
people the opportunity to learn. 
You can attend and observe as a 
part of a team and learn about this 
without having to undergo a form 
of training,” Abdeli said.

Abdeli also noted that it gives 
participants the advantage of film-
ing and screening their projects.

“It serves as a motivation to pro-
duce films and as you can see there 
is a great number of short films that 
were produced during the period 
of the festival. I mean, the idea and 
the editing and the filming all have 
to be in 48 hours and there was this 
issue with having to pick a genre. 
We had to work on that,” Abdeli 
said.

“It is a challenge that they re-
strict you to certain expressions 
that must be mentioned in the film 
and certain objects that must ap-
pear like we had to include the flag 
and that is a challenge to know how 
to work on that in 48 hours. It was 
challenging to deal with certain is-
sues and cope with stress but it was 
something to live and enjoy.”

Kanzari’s “Relic,” the first-prize 
winner, fell into the “suspense” 
genre and focused on “immortal-
ity.”

Kanzari said she hopes there will 
be similar opportunities for ama-
teur film-makers in the future.

“We don’t have producers in Tu-
nisia who would give a chance to 
young and amateur film-makers. 
We have only a couple who have ar-
chaic vision of cinema, who would 
refuse to introduce a new spirit to 
cinema as they would stick to the 
same ideas and even clichés,” Kan-
zari said.

“As a young film-maker, you don’t 
find support and you have to make 

your own film on your own expense 
and rely on your own means to fi-
nance your project, which is why 
competitions like ‘48 Hours’ are 
great. You have the same means 
and same time to film and produce 
as everyone else.”

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and 
Culture contributor to The Arab 
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

New spirit. Tunisian film-maker and member of the jury Ibrahim 
Letaief (L) with Sarah Kanzari, the winner of this year’s first prize.                                                                                                 
                                                                                         (The Tunis 48 Hour Film Project)

The experience has been 
great so far as the first 
edition had more than 31 
teams with 31 films.

Akram Moncer, 
the general director of 48 
Hours Film Project
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Cairo

E 

gyptian researcher Mai 
Hawas has found a novel 
way of putting a light on 
Egypt’s rich Islamic her-
itage. She is linking the 

architectural designs of hundreds 
of mosques with the faith of their 
designers.

Hawas, the author of “The Influ-
ence of the Islamic Sects on the Ar-
chitecture of Mosques,” said that, 
in addition to being places of prayer 
and worship, mosques are stud-
ies in art, history and the beliefs of 
their builders. In Egypt, which has a 
history of both Sunni and Shia cali-
phates, the past can live on through 
the ancient blocks of its mosques.

“The interior designs of the 
mosques, their exteriors and their 
making speak volumes about the 
faith of those who built them and 

the time of their construction,” said 
Hawas, a researcher studying the ef-
fects of Islamic schools of thought 
on mosque architecture. “Mosques 
built by Sunnis are in no way simi-
lar to those built by Shias.”

Cairo has been called a City of a 
Thousand Minarets. There are ap-
proximately 130,000 mosques in 
Egypt, most of the oldest are in 
Cairo. Each house of worship has 
a story behind its construction, a 
philosophy of construction and its 
own special internal and external 
design.

Hawas, who visited dozens of 
mosques in Iraq and Iran, said he 
found something in common be-
tween the mosques she toured 
in those two predominantly Shia 
countries and mosques in Egypt, 
especially those built during the 
Fatimid era (969-1171).

The Fatimid rulers, who were 
Shias, constructed many mosques 
in Egypt, most of them carrying 
the rulers’ fingerprints. Some of 
the mosques they built, such as the 
al-Aqmar Mosque in Cairo, reveal a 
lot about the builders.

Opened in 1125, al-Aqmar Mosque 
has brazen Shia features. Above its 
main entrance is a pierced medal-
lion where the names of the Proph-
et Mohammad and his cousin and 
son-in-law Ali — the first imam of 
the Shias — are inscribed.

The names of Mohammad and 
Ali are not the only distinguishing 
marks on some of Egypt’s most fa-
mous mosques. Shias, Hawas said, 
did not put too much emphasis on 
the height of their mosques, unlike 
Sunni architects who followed.

“This is why the minarets above 
the mosques built during the Fa-
timid era are not very high,” she 
said. “Nonetheless, most of the 
mosques have huge entrances that 
inspire respect and awe.”

Shia mosques are pieces of visual 
art, boasting distinguishing orna-
ments and colours. Mosques built 

in Egypt by the Fatimid rulers are 
no exception.

The place where the imam 
stands to lead the prayer inside the 
mosques, known as the mihrab, 
is often decorated with a vibrant 
mosaic of different types and col-
ours. The vaulted iwan — space that 
opens onto a courtyard — usually 
has a distinctive square shape, un-
like the rectangular one in Sunni 
mosques.

Shia mosques also tend to have 
more than one entrance; Sunni 
mosques usually have a single 
main entrance.

“Apart from other distinguish-
ing features, these can easily give 
mosque visitors clues into the time 
of the construction of the mosques 
as well as the faith of their visitors,” 
said architect Tarek Waly, founder 
of the Tarek Waly Centre for Archi-
tecture and Heritage. “The sects 
that prevailed at different histori-
cal stages deeply affected mosque 
construction and the final designs 
of the mosques.”

Al-Aqmar Mosque has the most 
distinctive Shia design of all the 
mosques built during the Fatimid 
era.

Many other mosques from the 
period display more ambiguous de-
signs, melding Shia design features 
with more traditional Sunni ones, 
part of a move to placate Egypt’s 
Sunni majority.

This can easily be seen in the 
construction of al-Azhar Mosque 
in 972. Although it was the first 
mosque to be constructed dur-
ing the Fatimid rule of Egypt, al-
Azhar’s design bears scant Shia ar-
chitectural design features.

Sunnis, Hawas said, were more 
interested in the exterior designs of 
their mosques. This is why most of 
Egypt’s oldest Sunni mosques have 
awe-inspiring designs from outside 
but appear austere inside, in stark 
contrast to mosques built by Shias.

“The Sunnis were more into tow-

ering buildings, which is why most 
of the minarets of Sunni mosques 
are very high,” Hawas said. “Most 
Sunni mosques are also built on 
eight major pillars, the same num-
ber of the angels carrying God’s 
throne as mentioned in the holy 
Quran.”

These diverse mosque designs 
and the ease with which ordinary 
citizens deal with them attest to 
Egypt’s special nature — a country 
that absorbed all the various reli-
gious influences and turned them 
into its own special identity.

Sultan Hassan Mosque, in south-
ern Cairo, is the most obvious ex-
ample of Sunni design. With its 
towering minaret, high walls and 
austere interior, the mosque — built 

1356-1363 — is the most representa-
tive of the Mamluk period, which 
came after the Fatimid era.

The mosque contains chambers 
where the followers of different 
Islamic schools of thought could 
gather to study, additional proof 
of Egypt’s multifaith and tolerant 
nature.

“This is actually what makes 
Egypt a great country,” said Nader 
Abdel Dayem, professor of Islamic 
antiquities at Ain Shams Univer-
sity. “Egyptians have known tol-
erance even before the term was 
coined.”

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

Hassan Abdel Zaher

Egypt’s mosques: 
A study in art and faith

Distinguished ornaments. Part of the interior of Sultan Hassan 
Mosque in southern Cairo.          (Provided by Mai Hawas)

Egyptians have known 
tolerance even before the 
term was coined.

Nader Abdel Dayem, 
professor of Islamic 
Antiquities at Ain Shams 
University

‘Don’t Panic, I’m Islamic’ injects 
sarcasm into serious topic

A 

t a time extremist 
ideologies and the 
fear of the “other” 
are rising, several 
writers and artists 
have collaborated 
to mock both the 

Islamic State (ISIS) and the 
Western reaction to it. The result 
is the book “Don’t Panic, I’m 
Islamic,” which injects sarcasm 
and humour into a topic nor-
mally treated with dead serious-
ness.

British-Palestinian writer Arwa 
Mahdawi asks what “extreme vet-
ting” really is. We should vet all 
the time, she wrote, and not only 
on the borders. We should vet 
everyone we meet and should not 
just ban suspicious people from 
coming into the country but kick 
suspicious people out.

Mahdawi provided a few 
suggestions for how to spot an 
Islamist: For example, as iPhones 
crack easily, the Nokia 105 is the 
preferred phone brand of ISIS 
fighters. She mocks the terror-
ist behaviour checklist used by 
the US Transportation Security 
Administration (TSA) for airport 
screening, which, among other 
dubious guidelines, says that 
“strong body odour” is a sign 
someone has evil intentions. 

Other signs are exaggerated 
yawning, whistling, verbally 

expressing hate for the screening 

process and a cold, penetrating 
stare.

“I don’t want to throw shade 
here but ISIS really needs to ex-
pand its wardrobe. Have you ever 
seen a jihadist wearing colour? 
No,” Mahdawi wrote. Another 
passage reads: “In 2015, CNN 
broke the news that ISIS recruits 
women with kittens and Nutella. 
So, if you spot someone sur-
rounded by kittens, languorously 
spooning Nu-
tella from the 
jar you should 
be afraid. Be 
very afraid.”

Satirist Karl 
Sharro also 
mocked the 
US vetting 
system: 
“First the 
idea was for 
a Muslim 
travel ban 
— but that 
didn’t 
work. 
Then it 
became 
a ban on 
certain 
Muslim-
majority 
coun-
tries 
— but 
that 

wasn’t working either. Then it 
mutated into a ban on travelling 
with laptops and iPads. It was as 
if the Trump administration was 
thinking: ‘We can’t stop them 
coming here but at least we will 
deprive them of the pleasure of 
choosing their own entertainment 
on the flight.’”

After laughing at US President 
Donald Trump’s ideas, Sharro 
laughs at the absurdity of the 
Lebanese people who admire the 

United States. “As anyone 
who has ever 
attempted to 
obtain a US visa 
will know, the 
process is so 
absurd and the 
odds of success so 
low that back in the 
1980s a man from 
my hometown in 
Lebanon became 
an instant celebrity 
when he managed 
to get his hands on 
one.”

Lebanese writer 
and journalist Hazem 
Saghieh wrote about 
his friend comparing 

deceased Libyan dictator Muam-
mar Qaddafi to Trump.

Qaddafi “died before his time. 
He was a strange one, way before 
Trump. If Qaddafi were still alive 
today, I think he and Trump 
would be great friends. Qaddafi 
was also incredibly uneven and 
plenty of people considered him 
quite successful and clever, given 
that he remained in power for 
more than 40 years,” Saghieh 
wrote.

Welsh-Egyptian TV presenter 
Omar Hamdi wrote about re-
search that concluded “Islam 
is not spiritual but it is a useful 
identity.”

Mariam Amelie, who led the 
study at the fictional School for 
the Study of Inferior Cultures, 
said: “There are some people out 
there who think Islam is a spir-
itual tradition, concerned with 
matters such as combating the 
ego, selflessness and purification 
of the heart. They’re wrong. The 
results from our study undisput-
edly show that Islam is, in actual 
fact, technically an identity — like 
being black or a goth.”

Filled with funny colouring 
pages, cartoons, striking photog-
raphy and creative comics, “Don’t 
Panic, I’m Islamic” uses raw 
humour to fight stereotypes and 
teach people “how to stop wor-
rying and learn to love the alien 
next door.”

Dunia El-Zobaidi
is a regular Arab Weekly 
contributor in London.
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Cover of “Don’t Panic, 
I’m Islamic.”

Filled with funny 
colouring pages, 
cartoons, striking 
photography and 
creative comics, 
“Don’t Panic, I’m 
Islamic” uses raw 
humour to fight 
stereotypes. 
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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

Beirut:
Through October 12

In its 17th edition and marking its 
20th anniversary, the Beirut In-
ternational Film Festival is set for 
the Metropolis Empire Sofil with 
special screenings at Cinéma 
Montaigne and the Sursock Mu-
seum. The festival programme 
includes long features, short 
films and documentaries in addi-
tion to Lebanese premieres.

Sidi Bou Said:
Through October 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, Portu-
gal, Morocco and Austria are to 
perform at the festival.

Beirut:
Through December 28

Events associated with Sursock 
Museum Late Nights take place 
noon-9pm each Thursday at the 
Sursock Museum. The event 
includes exhibitions, collection 
displays, late-night talks, perfor-
mances and screenings.

London:
October 19-November 5 

The Nour Festival of Arts high-
lights contemporary Middle East-
ern and North African arts and 
culture in venues across Kens-
ington and Chelsea in London. 
The festival programme features 
exhibitions, music, cinema, food, 
talks and dance performances.

Abu Simbel:
October 22

The Sun Festival at Abu Simbel 
takes place in February and 
October to mark important dates 
associated with Pharaoh Ramses 
II. 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 and illuminate the 
statues of the sun gods. Twice a 
year, people gather at the temple 
along the banks of the Nile 
River to watch the sun rise and 
celebrate with food, dance and 
singing shows arranged by local 
performers.

Dubai:
November 1-April 7

Global Village is a large seasonal 
cultural event that offers visitors 
an array of festivals, shopping 
and entertainment in an open-
air theme park. This entertain-
ment and shopping destination 
is open from November through 
April and hosts more than 70 
participating countries presented 
in more than 36 pavilions. Par-
ticipants can enjoy more than 50 
rides and 26 restaurants offering 
food from around the world.

Tunis:
November 4-11

The Carthage Film Festival is 
an annual event that showcases 
films from the Maghreb, Africa 
and the Middle East. In its 28th 
edition this year, the festival will 
take place in Tunis and other 
parts of Tunisia over eight days. 
A parallel programme includes 
world cinema projections, semi-
nars, debates and meetings.

Bsharri

M 

ostly known as the 
birthplace of Leba-
non’s famous poet — 
artist and philosopher 
Khalil Gibran — Bshar-

ri, a quaint and welcoming town 
nestled in the heart of the Qadisha 
Valley in northern Lebanon, is rich 
in history, natural beauty and cul-
ture.

Bsharri, 1,500 metres above sea 
level, is capped by the emblematic 
millennium cedar forest called Arz 
el-Rab (Cedars of the Lord) and 
Qornet el-Sawda, which, at 3,000 
metres, is the highest point in Leba-
non. The town overlooks the sacred 
Valley of Qadisha, a UNESCO herit-
age site where 17 Christian Maron-
ite patriarchs have been buried in 
natural grottos since the seventh 
century.

“Bsharri premises extend from 
1,000 to 3,000 metres above the sea 
level. It is known as the town of Gi-
bran but throughout history it has 
been the cradle of resistance against 
occupiers of Mount Lebanon. It has 
unique natural beauty and harbours 
the history of Maronite Christians in 
Lebanon,” said Bsharri Mayor Fred-
dy Kairouz.

“While encouraging tourism, 
the municipality’s main aim is to 
preserve the natural and historical 
wealth of Bsharri from chaotic de-
velopment,” Kairouz said, adding 
that “placing red tiles on rooftops 
has become mandatory and new 
sewers were built to preserve the 
valley and the mountain from pol-
lution.”

A visit to the Gibran Museum is an 
inevitable stop in Bsharri. In keep-
ing with his wishes, Gibran (1883-
1931), who immigrated to the Unit-
ed States and published his most 
famous work, “The Prophet,” in 
1923, was buried in the 19th-century 

Mar Sarkis monastery built into the 
rocky slopes overlooking the town.

The monastery, which has been 
converted into a museum, houses 
a large collection of Gibran’s paint-
ings, drawings and gouaches, some 
of his manuscripts and many of his 
personal belongings, including his 
library, which were shipped from 
New York.

“Gibran bought the monastery 
while he was in America. Obvious-
ly, he wanted to return to Lebanon 
and live and expose his paintings in 
the monastery but he died before 
achieving his dream,” said museum 
Director Joseph Geagea.

Gibran’s National Committee, 
which was founded in 1932, reno-
vated the museum and opened it 
to the public in 1975. Some 440 of 
his paintings, including the origi-
nal drawings for “The Prophet,” are 

displayed in addition to letters that 
Gibran wrote to Mary Haskell, the 
American teacher who discovered 
Gibran’s genius and supported him 
financially, professionally and emo-
tionally.

“Many of Gibran’s paintings de-
picted women who marked his life,” 
Geagea said. “There is his mother, 
Mary Haskell, Emilie Michelle, who 
was one of his teachers and it is 
said that he loved her, also Barbara 
Young, his sister Sultaneh who died 
at 14, and poet May Ziadeh, who 
was the platonic love of his life and 
whom he never met.”

“Our mission is to promote and 
show Gibran’s art and paintings 
through exhibitions in different 
parts of the world. When you say 
‘Gibran,’ you always get the same 
answer, he is the author of ‘The 
Prophet,’ although he was an artist 
before being a philosopher and a 
writer,” Geagea added.

An ecological advantage of Bshar-
ri is its proximity to Arz el-Rab. It 
harbours a modern nursery for ce-
dar trees run by the Forest of Leba-
non Cedar Friends, a committee 
set up in 1985 to salvage Lebanon’s 
millennium cedars from desertifica-
tion and vandalism by irresponsible 
picnickers.

“The Reforestation of the Cedars 

project started in 1995,” said com-
mittee member Joseph Rahme. 
“We have planted 130,000 cedar 
trees with funding from companies, 
banks, associations and individu-
als.”

Young trees are planted on land 
donated by Bsharri municipality 
near the old forest, the site of 1,700 
cedar trees aged 50-2,500 years.

“Our aim is to connect the Ce-
dars of the Lord with cedar forests 
in (nearby) Tannourine and Ehden. 
We want to recover our peaks and 
mountains with cedars, the symbol 
of our country, the same way it was 
historically,” Rahme said.

For $100, anyone can adopt a ce-
dar tree for life. The Forest of Leba-
non Cedar Friends will plant the tree 
and take care of it until it is 18 years 
old, an age after which the tree can 
flourish without being tended.

“Each tree will carry the name of 
its godfather or godmother and their 
nationality. Sponsors can follow the 
evolution, growth and health of the 
tree either in the forest or through 
the internet. It is a multinational ce-
dars forest, the forest of the whole 
planet,” Rahme said.

Bsharri is a diverse, year-round 
destination. In winter, skiers slide 
on the slopes of Lebanon’s oldest 
ski resort near the cedars. In sum-
mer, trekking in the sacred valley 
and exploring the many ancient 
monasteries built in the rocks 
around the valley is a main activity. 
In all seasons visitors can taste ex-
quisite traditional cuisine for which 
the area is famous.

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

Bsharri, the inspiring 
hometown of Khalil Gibran
Samar Kadi

A general view of Bsharri in northern Lebanon.                (Bsharri Municipality)

Gibran Museum, formerly the Monastery of Mar Sarkis, in the town of Bsharri in northern Lebanon. 
(Wikipedia)

A cedars forest near the town of Bsharri in northern Lebanon.
 (The Forest of Lebanon Cedar Friends)

Topped by the 
millennium cedar 
trees, Bsharri 
overlooks the 
sacred Valley of 
Qadisha, a UNESCO 
heritage site.


