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Trump threatens to terminate Iran
deal, raising stakes in showdown
Thomas Seibert

Washington

U

S President Donald
Trump raised the stakes
in his confrontation
with Iran, threatening
to impose new economic sanctions against Tehran to
counter the activities of a “rogue
regime” bent on destabilising the
Middle East and spreading terrorism.
While keeping the United States
under the umbrella of the 2015
international agreement to curb
Iran’s nuclear weapons programme
for now, Trump is embarking on a
strategy aimed at forcing Tehran to
change its behaviour at the risk of
seeing the collapse of the landmark
pact and increasing the odds of US
military confrontation with Iran.
“History has shown that the
longer we ignore a threat, the more

Iran remains a major
source of regional
instability.

Anwar Gargash,
UAE minister of state
for foreign affairs

dangerous that threat becomes,”
Trump said in a televised address
October 13. “Our policy is based on
a clear-eyed assessment of the Iranian dictatorship, its sponsorship
of terrorism and its continuing aggression in the Middle East and all
around the world.”
The US president accused Iran of
oppressing its own people, meddling in Syria, supporting terrorism and trying to develop a nuclear
bomb despite the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), the
formal name of the nuclear deal
that was supposed to put a stop to
those activities. Listing a series of
Iranian misdeeds beginning with
the storming of the US Embassy in
Tehran after the Iranian Revolution
in 1979, Trump drew the image of a
regime that is not be trusted.
He announced unilateral US
sanctions against Iran’s Islamic
Revolutionary Guards Corps and
urged US allies in Europe to do the
same. Trump called on the US Congress to draw up additional sanctions that would be triggered if Iran
violated criteria set by the United
States regarding Iran’s ballistic missile programme and possible future
nuclear activities.
“We will not continue down a
path whose predictable conclusion
is more violence, more terror and
the very real threat of Iran’s nuclear
breakout,” Trump said.
Despite his strong words, Trump
cannot be sure to receive the necessary backing from Congress for
a tougher approach. Senator Ben
Cardin, the leading Democrat on
the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, called the new line “reckless and dangerous.” It was unclear
whether Trump’s Republicans, who
have only a slim majority in the
Senate, would have the votes to implement the president’s plan.
Trump made it clear that he was

Tough stance. US President Donald Trump speaks about the Iran deal from the Diplomatic Reception
room of the White House in Washington, on October 13. 		
		
(AFP)
prepared to take the United States
out of the JCPOA if his demands
were not met. “In the event we are
not able to reach a solution working
with Congress and our allies, then
the agreement will be terminated,”
Trump said. “It is under continuous
review and our participation can be
cancelled by me, as president, at
any time.”
America’s European allies are reluctant to follow Trump’s lead. The
leaders of Britain, France and Germany renewed their commitment
to the Iran nuclear deal and voiced
concern over the new US strategy.
Many countries in the Gulf region
welcomed the more aggressive US

approach, however. “The premise
that the JCPOA would moderate
Iran’s policy has been a total falsehood. Iran remains a major source
of regional instability,” said Anwar
Gargash, UAE minister of state for
foreign affairs.
Trump’s address drew a hostile
response by Tehran that hinted at
a possible escalation in the coming
months. Iranian President Hassan
Rohani accused Trump of “baseless accusations.” He said his country, while continuing to honour the
JCPOA, would expand its ballistic
missile programme, one of the targets of proposed sanctions under
Trump’s plan.

Despite the criticism, Trump,
in a Twitter posting message late
October 13, said he received favourable responses to his speech.
He suggested that the Europeans’
reluctance might have economic
reasons. “Many people talking,
with much agreement, on my
Iran speech today,” Trump wrote.
“Participants in the deal are making lots of money on trade with
Iran!”
Thomas Seibert is a Washington
correspondent for The Arab
Weekly.
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Fatah-Hamas announce reconciliation but questions remain
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

R

ival Palestinian factions
Hamas and Fatah have
signed a preliminary reconciliation deal, bringing
hope for an end to a decades-long rift and potential restart
of the stalled Palestinian-Israeli
peace process.
Both sides agreed to implement a
unity pact signed in 2011 but never
enacted. It called for the formation
of a government of national accord
and Hamas handing over administrative control of Gaza to the Palestinian Authority (PA) by December 1.
“We also agreed that the presidential guard [of the PA] will take control of Gaza’s crossings with Israel
on November 1,” said the head of the
Fatah delegation, Azzam al-Ahmad,
during a news conference October
12 in Cairo.
The PA will also take control of
the Rafah border crossing between
Gaza and Egypt, which is the Palestinian coastal enclave’s only

gateway to the outside world.
Palestinian President Mahmoud
Abbas welcomed the reconciliation,
describing it as “the final agreement
to end the division,” as aides made
plans for him to visit Gaza for the
first time since 2007.
Egypt played a pivotal role in

getting the rival Palestinian factions into negotiations, hoping
that intra-Palestinian reconciliation could restart the PalestinianIsraeli peace process. However,
Israel has said it would not accept an agreement that did not
include Hamas recognising Israel

Rare outreach. Fatah’s Azzam al-Ahmad (R) and Saleh al-Arouri of
Hamas shake hands after signing a reconciliation deal in Cairo, on
October 12. 						
(AFP)

and agreeing to give up its weapons.
“The fact is that Israel wants Hamas to be militarily defanged,” said
Saad al-Zunt, the head of Egyptian
think-tank the Political and Strategic Studies Centre. “This is why it
was closely watching the reconciliation talks.”
Speaking during the negotiations,
Fatah leader Gehad al-Hazarin told
The Arab Weekly that the Palestinian Authority would be clear on who
would be allowed to carry arms in
Gaza.
“We also want to be clear on who
should make decisions when it
comes to war and peace,” Hazarin
said.
There was no direct reference to
Hamas’s arms during the October
12 news conference but Ahmad confirmed that Hamas and Fatah representatives would return — along
with representatives of other Palestinian factions — on November
21 for further discussions in Cairo
and to give the agreement their
blessing.
Ahmad said the issue of payment
for tens of thousands of Gazan civil
servants would be discussed when

Hamas and Fatah delegations meet
again.
Deputy Hamas leader Saleh alAroui said the Fatah and Hamas delegates did not discuss any new deals
because the 2011 national reconciliation agreement already covered all
issues. It specifies a series of security and administrative measures for
ending the rift between Fatah and
Hamas.

Abbas welcomed the
reconciliation,
describing it as “the
final agreement to
end the division.”
“Our discussions this time focused on opening the door for the
Palestinian government to assume
its responsibilities in Gaza,” Aroui
said. “We also agreed to remove all
hindrances in the way of this government.”
Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian
reporter in Cairo.
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Trump pursues new strategy to
‘neutralise’ Iran but can it work?
Thomas Seibert

Washington

T

he aim of US President
Donald Trump’s new Iran
strategy is to “neutralise”
Tehran’s influence in the
Middle East and permanently scuttle any plans for an Iranian nuclear bomb. Analysts, however, and even government officials
are unsure whether Washington’s
approach can do what years of negotiations before the 2015 nuclear deal
could not.
“The United States’ new Iran
strategy focuses on neutralising the
government of Iran’s destabilising
influence and constraining its aggression, particularly its support for
terrorism and militants,” the White
House said in a statement titled
“President Donald J. Trump’s New
Strategy on Iran,” which was posted
prior to Trump’s speech on October
13.
“We will revitalise our traditional
alliances and regional partnerships
as bulwarks against Iranian subversion and restore a more stable balance of power in the region,” the
statement said.
As part of that strategy, Trump
is asking Congress and US allies in
Europe to agree to new sanctions
against Tehran that would go into
effect if Iran violates US demands
in connection with the country’s
nuclear programme and regional
influence. The aim is to stop Iranian
efforts to push ahead with a ballistic missile programme and Tehran’s
support for what the statement
called “material and financial support for terrorism and extremism”
in the Middle East.
Trump is also trying to make limits on Iran’s nuclear programme permanent, while the present nuclear
deal sets a time frame for some restrictions.
Despite strong rhetoric by Trump,
the administration is not pulling the
United States out of the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA),
as the 2015 nuclear deal with Iran is
formally known, at least not immediately. The new sanctions programme is to exist alongside the
JCPOA without replacing it.

It may be an
effort to satisfy a
campaign promise
while avoiding
unpopular and costly
consequences, such
as launching an
open-ended war
with Iran.

Clinching consensus. US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson gives remarks at the State Department, in
Washington, on October 13.
(Reuters)
Speaking before Trump’s speech,
US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson
said the United States could still
walk away from the JCPOA if the
administration could not rein in Iran
with the new strategy. “We may not
be successful,” he said.
Trump has said the JCPOA, which
was designed to halt Tehran’s nuclear weapons programme in exchange
for a phase-out of Western economic sanctions, is one of the “worst
and most one-sided transactions the
United States has ever entered into.”
Tillerson singled out Iran’s connection to Hezbollah in Lebanon
and Houthi rebels in Yemen. In a reference to Iran’s involvement in the
Syrian war on the side of President
Bashar Assad, Tillerson criticised
Iran’s “export of foreign fighters.”
The Trump administration’s main
argument is that the JCPOA, negotiated by the United States, China, the
European Union, France, Germany,
Russia and the United Kingdom
with the Iranians two years ago,

has rewarded Tehran with an end
of sanctions but has not helped to
check Iran’s “malign activities,” as
a White House strategy paper put it.
“The previous administration’s
myopic focus on Iran’s nuclear programme to the exclusion of the
regime’s many other malign activities allowed Iran’s influence in the
region to reach a high-water mark.”
Philip Gordon, a White House
coordinator for the Middle East
during the JCPOA negotiations under Trump’s predecessor, Barack
Obama, said it was unrealistic to expect Iran to make concessions that it
rejected in years of talks about the
nuclear accord. “I would love to see
Iran come back to the table, apologise for everything and agree to all
of our demands,” Gordon told ABC
News. But that notion was a “fantasy.”
For all its anger about Iranian
activities, the administration has
had difficulty coming up with a
new strategy. Media reports said

Tillerson, Defence Secretary James
Mattis and national security adviser
H.R. McMaster spent considerable
effort to persuade Trump to stick
with the JCPOA. The Washington
Post reported that Trump “threw a
fit” when his advisers told him to
certify Iran’s compliance with the
nuclear deal in July.
Tillerson conceded that the
administration was facing an
uphill battle to convince Congress and US allies to follow
Trump’s new line on Iran. “I don’t
want to suggest this is a slam dunk,”
he said about upcoming talks in
Congress.
One difficulty for US officials is the
fact that many members of Congress
and European leaders are convinced
that the JCPOA has been successful in preventing the Iranians from
building a nuclear bomb. In that
sense, the Trump administration is
rocking the boat and risking a new
confrontation with its allies and
with the Iranians at a time when the

James Dobbins, a senior
fellow at the RAND
Corporation
world is facing a nuclear confrontation with North Korea. “We don’t
dispute that they are under technical compliance,” as far as the JCPOA
criteria are concerned, Tillerson
said.
Analysts expressed doubt that the
new plan can work. James Dobbins,
a senior fellow with the RAND Corporation think-tank and a former US
assistant secretary of state, said in
an analysis for the news website US
News that Trump was trying to have
it both ways.
“It may be an effort to satisfy a
campaign promise while avoiding
unpopular and costly consequences, such as launching an open-ended war with Iran,” he said.
Dobbins underlined that the
JCPOA was still the best way to
deal with Iran. “The alternatives to
the nuclear agreement are clear,”
he wrote. “Either Iran will develop
nuclear weapons or the United
States will go to war to prevent
this or both.”

Trump kicks the Iran ball to Congress,
puts pressure on Republican members
Mark Habeeb

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

If Republicans do
not impose new
sanctions,
however, they
risk looking
foolish.

U

S President Donald
Trump has essentially turned US-Iran
policy over to the
US Congress. While
making clear his
personal displeasure with the nuclear deal signed between Iran,
the United States and other world
powers in 2015, Trump is leaving
it to Congress to decide whether to
impose new sanctions on Tehran
that would effectively terminate
the accord.
Many members of Congress —
both Democrats and Republicans —
have serious concerns about Iran’s
activities and policies in the Middle
East, including its support for the
Assad regime in Syria, Hezbollah
in Lebanon and Houthi fighters in
Yemen. Iran’s expanding missile
programme also is getting critical
attention in Congress.
However, there is little appetite in Congress for imposing the
kinds of sanctions on Tehran that
would provoke the Iranians to
walk away from the nuclear deal,
a deal that even senior administra-

tion officials, such as US Secretary
of State Rex Tillerson and Secretary
of Defence James Mattis, have said
the Iranians are compliant with.
Some in Congress say Trump is
making matters more complicated
and uncertain without offering solutions of his own. Senator Chris
Coons, a Democrat from Delaware
who sits on the Foreign Relations
Committee, told the Hill newspaper: “He’s signalling his intense
dislike for the deal but taking no
concrete steps to undermine it or
to leave it… I’m gravely concerned
that this step will be misunderstood by our adversaries and our
allies, that it will distance us from
our European partners in the Iran
agreement and that it will lead to
some mischief in Congress.”
Trump’s decision puts pressure on Republicans in Congress,
who control majorities in both the
House and the Senate. If they vote
to reimpose sanctions, there is a
good chance that Washington’s
European allies will refuse to join
in, setting up a possible confrontation between the United States

and its allies.
There is a remote chance that
Iran would walk away from the deal
if sanctions are reimposed but it is
more likely that Tehran will continue to abide by it and then sit back
to enjoy the tensions created in the
Western alliance.
If Republicans do not impose
new sanctions, however, they risk
looking foolish, as most of them
have spent the past two years railing against the deal and criticising
former President Barack Obama for
signing it.
Congressman Ed Royce, the California Republican who is chairman
of the House Foreign Affairs Committee, suggested that the United
States should continue to demand
Iranian compliance with the agreement but impose new sanctions for
activities outside the scope of the
deal — sanctions that, in theory,
would not provoke Tehran to walk
away from the deal.
At a recent Foreign Affairs Committee hearing, Royce said: “As
flawed as the deal is, I believe we
must now enforce the hell out of it.”

A pivotal decision-maker will be
Senator Bob Corker from Tennessee, who is chairman of the Foreign Relations Committee. Corker
and Trump are involved in a nasty
Twitter feud — Corker called the
White House “an adult day care
centre” — and it is hard to imagine the two coordinating on Iran
policy. In one of his tweets, Trump
accused Corker of being complicit
with Obama in supporting the nuclear deal. In fact, Corker strongly
opposed the deal in Senate debate
in 2015.
In a recent Senate hearing, Corker expressed concerns about walking away from a deal that the United States negotiated with its allies,
as well as with Russia and China.
“You can only tear these things up
one time,” Corker said. “It might
feel good for a second but one of the
things that’s important for us is to
keep our allies with us, especially
our Western allies, and so there are
ways of dealing with this that can
deal with the deficiencies that we
all know are there and the agreement potentially stay in place.”
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Middle East allies welcome
new Iran strategy, Europe and
Russia not convinced
Thomas Seibert

Washington

I

f US President Donald Trump’s
uncompromising speech on Iran
was meant as a rallying cry to
forge a broad international consensus to confront what he calls
the “fanatical regime” in Tehran, it
was a failure.
While Iran’s rivals in the Middle
East applauded Trump’s initiative,
his administration is facing an uphill
struggle to convince key US allies in
Europe to join him in putting pressure on Iran.
US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson
said he expected talks with US allies
about additional measures against
Iran to last several months. “It’s in
all of our interests to work together,”
he said. “I fully expect that our allies
and friends in Europe and in the region are going to be very supportive
in efforts undertaken to deal with
Iran’s threats.”
US allies in the Middle East welcomed the president’s new approach, which seeks to force Iran to
abandon efforts to develop ballistic
missiles and to end support for Hezbollah in Lebanon and the Houthi
rebels in Yemen. Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu spoke of an
opportunity to fix the “bad” nuclear
agreement between the international
community and Iran and Saudi Arabia praised Trump’s “commitment
to working with allies in the region
in order to face common challenges,
particularly Iran’s aggressive policies
and actions.”
The United Arab Emirates took
a similar line, pointing out that the
nuclear deal had “only emboldened
Iran to intensify its provocative and
destabilising behaviour.” The UAE
also described the US Treasury Department’s designation of the Islamic
Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC)
as “a strong measure that will help
limit Iran’s dangerous activities as
the world’s leading state-sponsor of
terrorism.”
Bahrain, which has accused Iran
of being behind the 2011-13 protests
among its Shia population, welcomed all efforts aimed at preventing Tehran from financing “terrorist
militias.”
While governments in Israel, Saudi
Arabia, the UAE and Bahrain hardly

needed encouragement to take a hard
line towards Tehran, other countries,
whose support would be crucial, responded in much cooler tones.
In an unusual show of European
unity towards Trump’s hard-line
approach, the leaders of France,
Germany and the United Kingdom
issued a joint statement saying they
would stand by the international nuclear deal, an agreement that Trump
says is one of the worst accords ever
negotiated.
French President Emmanuel Macron, German Chancellor Angela
Merkel and British Prime Minister
Theresa May said the agreement
served their national security interests. They praised the Iran accord as
“the culmination of 13 years of diplomacy” and “a major step towards ensuring that Iran’s nuclear programme
is not diverted for military purposes.”
Federica Mogherini, the EU foreign
policy chief, warned Trump that the
agreement with Iran “is not a bilater-

3

al agreement” that could be torn up
by the United States. “It is clearly not
in the hands of any president of any
country in the world to terminate an
agreement of this sort,” she said.
Russia, which negotiated the nuclear deal with the United States,
China, the European Union, France,
Germany and the United Kingdom,
also poured cold water on Trump’s
plan to get tough with Iran by imposing new economic sanctions. Russian Deputy Foreign Minister Sergei
Ryabkov said the US president’s
stance was “extremely troubling.”

The Trump
administration is
facing an uphill
struggle to
convince key US
allies in Europe to
join him in putting
pressure on Iran.

No response from China was immediately available.
Trump critics in the United States
said he is leading the country into
international isolation with his Iran
strategy, which follows his decision
to pull the United States out of an international climate deal and to cancel
American participation in a planned
trans-Pacific free trade zone. A day
before the Iran strategy announcement, the United States said it was
leaving UNESCO, the UN cultural
organisation. “We’re withdrawing as
global leader under Trump,” Nicholas Burns, a former US undersecretary of state, said on Twitter.
Former US Secretary of State John
Kerry, one of the architects of the
Iran deal, said in a statement that
Trump’s approach was “dangerous”
and “creating an international crisis.”
Kerry said if the United States turned
away from the agreement, “you will
call into question whether our country can keep its word.”

Favourable
reactions to
Trump in Gulf
countries
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

G

ulf region powers Saudi
Arabia and the United
Arab Emirates endorsed
US President Donald
Trump’s new strategy on
Iran involving his refusal to recertify the 2015 nuclear deal and place
economic sanctions on its Islamic
Revolutionary Guards Corps.
Saudi Arabia was the first to issue
a statement of support for Trump’s
initiative, stressing that the deal
brokered by the Obama administration had led to Iran’s misusing the
economic benefits gained from the
lifting of sanctions to destabilise
the region, “especially through its
development of ballistic missiles
and its support for terrorism in the
region, including Hezbollah and
the Houthi militia.”
The UAE issued a statement of
absolute support for the new US
strategy, stressing that Iran had
wasted a golden opportunity.
“The nuclear agreement gave
Iran an opportunity to rectify its
policies and deal with responsibility towards the world community
but the Iranian government has
used this arrangement to enhance
its expansionist and irresponsible
policies,” the statement said.
Bahrain, another Gulf Cooperation Council member that has
a turbulent history with Tehran,
described Trump’s policy as cleareyed.
Kuwait, Oman and Qatar were yet
to comment because of their own
political concerns and not wanting
to alienate the US administration.
Oman, which helped set up the
contacts that eventually led to
the 2015 agreement, recently announced joint economic initiatives
with Tehran. Kuwait, which has
had major domestic issues with
some of Tehran’s proxies, remained
quiet given its capacity as regional
mediator.
Qatar is involved in a dispute
with other Gulf Arab countries over
relations with Iran. It also hosts the
biggest US military base in the region.
Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Bahrain severed diplomatic ties with
Iran in 2016 after Iranians stormed
and torched the Saudi Embassy and
consulate.
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf
section editor of The Arab Weekly.

Trump’s new Iran strategy is Rohani’s nightmare

Ali Alfoneh

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

This will not only
escalate the risk
of serious military
confrontation
between Iran and
the United States
but also herald the
political demise of
Rohani.

I

ranian President Hassan Rohani is trying hard to put on a
brave face in his reactions to
US President Donald Trump’s
major speech on Iran but the
new US strategy is Rohani’s
worst nightmare realised. His
popular mandate is built on a
nuclear agreement that looks more
fragile than ever.
By decertifying Iran’s adherence
to the nuclear agreement, Trump
empowers the US Congress’s role
in shaping the Iran policy. This
increases the probability of the
United States terminating the
agreement.
Still worse from Rohani’s
perspective, the US Treasury’s
terrorism designation of the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps
(IRGC) is likely to provoke its leadership to demand Iran abrogate
the nuclear agreement. After all,
why should the IRGC support a
nuclear agreement from which it
cannot benefit financially?
Whether the nuclear agreement
is terminated by Congress and
Trump or abrogated by Iran,
Rohani would be the biggest loser.

His televised address to the
nation, however, was combative.
Responding to Trump’s survey
of Iran’s acts of terrorism since
the revolution of 1979, Rohani
presented viewers with a list of
Iranian grievances against the
United States dating to the 1950s.
Turning to the nuclear agreement, the Iranian president
defended Tehran’s record of cooperation with the International
Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) and
emphasised that “as long as we
benefit from the nuclear agreement, we will respect it within the
framework of national interests.”
Rohani also defended the IRGC,
which bore the brunt of Trump’s
verbal assault.
The Iranian Foreign Ministry
also had a combative tone in its
official response to Washington.
Perhaps in a gesture towards the
UN Security Council members and
Germany, which is a party to the
nuclear agreement, the Foreign
Ministry assured “Iran will not
exit the Joint Comprehensive Plan
of Action (JCPOA),” the formal
name of the nuclear agreement.

It warned, however: “Should
the rights and interests of Iran
under the agreement not be respected, [Iran] will terminate all
its obligations and will continue
its peaceful nuclear activities
without any restrictions.”
Despite the combative tone and
bravado, Rohani and the Iranian
Foreign Ministry’s official responses show their fear of the collapse of the nuclear agreement,
which also means the political
death of Rohani and his cabinet.
In the months to come, we are
likely to see Rohani and Foreign
Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif
do their utmost to moderate
Iran’s responses to the Trump
administration’s Iran policy. They
are likely to advocate continued
Iranian adherence to the nuclear
agreement regardless of the US
position. In doing so, Rohani and
Zarif hope to use Russia, China
and the Europeans as a protective
shield against the US threat.
The IRGC is likely to pursue a
different strategy. Realising that
the US Treasury’s terrorist designation makes it very difficult,

if not impossible, for it to benefit financially from the nuclear
agreement, it may push for Iran’s
exit from the deal. In doing so,
the IRGC hopes to become the
custodian of Iran’s nuclear weapons, rather than support a nuclear
deal from which it cannot benefit
financially.
Caught in the middle of the
struggle between Rohani and the
IRGC, Iranian Supreme Leader
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei may opt
for compromise: He may authorise
continued Iranian adherence to
the JCPOA to keep the Europeans,
the Russians and the Chinese
happy but tell the IRGC to intensify its campaign against the United
States and unleash its proxies
in Afghanistan, Iraq and Syria
against US military personnel.
This will not only escalate the
risk of serious military confrontation between Iran and the United
States but also herald the political
demise of Rohani, who is witnessing the unravelling of a nuclear
agreement that constitutes the
foundation of the popular mandate for his presidency.
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US braces for covert war with Iran
Ed Blanche

Beirut

A

s the smouldering confrontation between Donald Trump and Iran gets
hotter, the US State Department disclosed Octobert 12 that a US soldier was killed
outside Tikrmt, Iraq 11 days earlier
in a bomb ambush involving a powerful device that Iran’s armed proxies used to deadly effect during the
2003-2011 US occupation.
The bomb, known as an explosively formed penetrator, or EFP, an
armour-piercing weapon that was
the trademark of the Mahdi Army
and Special Groups operated by
Iran’s Revolutionary Guard Corps..
The US did not accuse Iran of
the attack, the first of its kind in
six years, But CIA director Mike
Pompeo hinted at Iranian involvement in the deadly attack.
Two days earlier, the State Department posted rewards totalling $12
million for the capture of two leaders of Hezbollah, Iran’s most effective proxy force, who supposedly
head the group’s External Security
Organisation “which maintains cells
world-wide” and “primarily targets
Israelis and Americans.”
The rewards tighten an escalating
US-led campaign against Hezbollah
that includes attacking its finances
as the US and Iran square off for
what could become a violent confrontation over Trump’s vehement
drive to renegotiate, or even scrap,
the landmark July 2015 nuclear
agreement with the Islamic Republic.
The Department State did not
formally link Hezbollah with the
brewing storm, but the rewards underlined how the Lebanese group
has become an integral part of Iran’s
military and intelligence infrastructure tthat now seems to be in the US
crosshairs.
The timing of the announcement
appeared to be aimed at taunting
Iran, the US bête noire since Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini’s 1979 Islamic Revolution turned Iran from
long-time ally into a bitter enemy,
that a showdown may be looming.

Trump seems
determined to bring
Iran to heel, by
military force if
necessary, despite
the protests of his
generals.
Trump seems determined to bring
the Islamic Republic to heel, by military force if necessary, despite the
protests of his generals who want to
avoid another messy Middle Eastern war at all costs, especially since
even senior administration figures
acknowledge that Tehran is in full
compliance with the 2015 agreement, the crowning achievement of
his predecessor, Barack Obama.
Trump vowed before the UN
General Assembly in September to
“totally destroy” close Iranian ally
North Korea, which has long provided Tehran with crucial support for
its nuclear and missile programmes,
if it threatened the US or its allies.
Trump, incensed by Iran’s provocative and persistent testing of
ballistic missiles and refusal to allow inspections of the country’ nuclear facilities, has branded the 2015
agreement “the worst deal ever.”
This is, in part, because the pact
does not impede Iran’s accelerating
ballistic missile programme, backbone of its military strategy.
For US strategists, that means that
when curbs on Iran’s nuclear project
imposed by the 2015 agreement end
in 2025, Iran’s missiles will probably
be ready to carry atomic warheads
that Iran should by then be able to
manufacture.

Prime Target. Iranian-made Emad missile on display in Tehran. 								
Tehran, notching up major gains
in its drive to become the region’s
paramount power, refuses to cooperate and has repeatedly challenged
Washington with its arsenal of an
estimated 1,000 missiles.
On September 22, it unveiled a
new medium-range ballistic missile,
the Khorramshahr, which it says can
reach most of the Middle East and
can carry multiple warheads – a direct challenge to Trump.
Iran’s leaders have vowed to meet
force with force, threatening a conflict with the potential to engulf the
entire war-wracked region as Sunni
monarchies spend billions of dollars
on advanced arms to counter the Islamic Republic.
Trump has boasted about US military power, but the indications are
that before he unleashes any offensive, he will escalate clandestine
operations against Iran, with regime
change its primary objective.
Trump has threatened to declare
the powerful Islamic Revolutionary
Guard Corps (IRGC), Iran’s strike
arm, a terrorist organisation, and
impose sanctions on it,– a move
fraught with serious risk.
The US has already sanctioned
individuals and entities linked to
the IRGC, which has vast economic
interests, but never the force as a
whole.
Tehran has promised a crushing retaliation. “If America’s new
law for sanctions is passed, this
country (the US) will have to move
their regional bases outside the
2,000km range of Iran’s missiles,”
the IRGC commander, Major-General Mohammad Ali Jafari, declared
on October 9.
US covert operations against Iran
began when Khomeini’s revolution toppled Shah Mohammad Reza
Pahlavi – the consequence of a 1953
coup by the CIA and Britain’s Secret
Intelligence Service that brought
him to power and left Iranians with
an abiding hatred of the US.
The shah’s ouster was a critical intelligence failure for the Americans,
who had badly misread all the signals that the Peacock Throne would
fall.
In June, Pompeo, a fervent advocate of military action against Iran,
named a veteran CIA covert operations expert, Michael D’Andrea, architect of the CIA’s targeted killing
campaign, as head of the agency’s
Iran operations.
To insiders, that signalled an expanded effort to subvert the Islamic
Republic. It will most likely focus
on cyber warfare, infiltration by CIA

agents, and possibly assassinations.
D’Andrea masterminded the hunt
for Osama bin Laden that ended in
the al-Qaeda leader’s death in Pakistan during a US special forces raid
on May 2, 2011, and pioneered the
controversial strategy of using missile-armed US drones to obliterate
al-Qaeda’s leadership cadres in their
Pakistani hideouts.
Iran’s ballistic missile programme
could also be a prime target. The
National Council of Resistance to
Iran, the main opposition group,
claimed on June 20 that since the
2015 agreement was signed, the
“scope of (Tehran’s) missile programme pursued by the IRGC… is
much more extensive” than was
previously thought.
It said there was now a network of
at least 42 centres for manufacturing, testing and launching missiles
spread across the country, with a
heavy presence on experts from
North Korea, which is striving to

develop intercontinental ballistic
missiles capable of carrying nuclear
warheads.
The Iranian network, run by the
IRGC’s Aerospace Forces, includes
three missile test sites and 25 storage sites, some of which are built
deep underground or in caverns
dug inside mountains, the group
claimed in a June 20 report.
The Americans are also increasingly concerned at the acceleration
of Iran’s expansionist activities
through paramilitary proxies across
the heart of the Arab world, primarily Syria, Iraq and Lebanon, and the
construction of a land corridor from
the Arabian Gulf to the Mediterranean that will consolidate those efforts.
“The potential for Iran to control
a sphere of influence from western
Afghanistan to the Mediterranean
is a prospect that not only frightens
regional players such as Israel, Saudi
Arabia and Turkey, but also raises

How CIA was battered by
Iran’s intelligence services
Ed Blanche

Beirut

I

ran’s intelligence services,
primarily the Ministry of
Intelligence and Security
(MOIS) and its arch-rival,
the Islamic Revolutionary
Guard Corps’ more powerful,
intelligence apparatus, have become formidable opponents for
the Americans, particularly their
counter-intelligence units.
The Islamic Republic has intense internal security to crush
dissident groups and any serious
unrest, such as the large-scale
upheaval surrounding the 2009
presidential elections. This makes
US penetration difficult.
In May 2011, the MOIS said it arrested a network of 30 “US spies”
— apparently all Iranians — gathering information on the country’s scientific research centres,
as well as its nuclear programme
and defence, aviation and energy
facilities.
Iran claimed another coup
in November 2011 when MOIS
rounded up a dozen alleged
CIA agents.

In June of that year, Hezbollah
reported it had apprehended several Lebanese working for the CIA
and had identified several American operatives working out of the
US Embassy in Beirut, a significant setback for the CIA that was
largely blamed on sloppy tradecraft.
It was the worst hit on the CIA in
the Middle East since the agency’s
top expert on the region, the legendary Robert Ames, was killed
when a Hezbollah suicide bomber
drove a pickup truck loaded with
explosives into the seafront US
Embassy in Beirut on April 18,
1983.
Ames died in the attack along
with the CIA’s s entire eight-person Beirut station, including its
chief, Kenneth E. Haas.
Hezbollah, presumably with
Iranian connivance, kidnapped
Haas’s successor, agency veteran
William Buckley, as he drove to
work in Beirut on March 16, 1984.
He was reportedly smuggled to
Tehran where he underwent severe torture. A CIA post-mortem
indicated that he revealed many
agency secrets before he died in
June 1985 in a dingy room that
had been his prison for 19 months.

(Reuters)

concerns in the United States,” the
US-based security consultancy
Stratfor has observed.
US sources say Trump’s plan will
also focus on Lebanon’s Hezbollah, the IRGC’s key ally, and will
rely heavily on financial sanctions
on whoever does business with the
corps.
Cyber attacks will be aimed at
causing economic and social havoc
by disrupting critical commerce and
transportation as well as state-run
infrastructure such as electrical and
water supply and communications.
The use of the digital viruses, developed jointly by the US and the
secretive and innovative Unit 8200
of Israel’s Military Intelligence, is
likely.
In the summer of 2010, Iran’s nuclear project was shut down with a
revolutionarynew weapon, a malicious computer virus known as
Stuxnet, that crippled the Fordow
uranium enrichment plant.
That facility, the core of the Islamic Republic’s nuclear programme, is
built deep inside a mountain outside the holy city of Qom that is impervious to most US ordnance.
Reports published in February
claimed the Stuxnet operation was
in fact part of a broader US contingency plan to target Iran’s air
defence network, key communications systems and sections of the
national power grid.
That plan, known as Nitro Zeus,
was to be implemented if diplomatic
efforts to curtail Iran’s nuclear programme failed and conflict erupted.
But the Israelis unilaterally unleashed the virus against Iranian
targets as Tehran accelerated its
production of centrifuges to produce bomb-grade enriched uranium
and Nitro Zeus was shelved.
The US plan could be revived and
used to deliver a potentially powerful blow to Iran’s defences if the
emerging confrontation worsens.
Iran’s offensive abilities in this regard are considered to be effective
and dangerous. Since the Stuxnet
attacks, it has built up its own cyber
forces – at a cost of billions of dollars
– to a point where its potential for a
devastating digital attack is high.
“Iran’s capabilities have been
strongly influenced by its own experience as the target of cyber operations,” the journal Foreign Policy
observed on July 26. “Iran is capable
of wreaking a lot of havoc through
cyberspace.”
Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of
The Arab Weekly.
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Lebanon

In tougher approach, US offers multimillion-dollar
reward for Hezbollah operatives
The Arab Weekly staff

Beirut

A

s part of the efforts to
check Iran’s regional
influence, officials in
Washington announced
a
multimillion-dollar
reward for two operatives of Tehran’s Lebanese Shia proxy, Hezbollah.
Washington confirmed a $7 million bounty for information leading to the arrest of Talal Hamiyah,
head of Hezbollah’s foreign operations, and up to $5 million for the
apprehension of Fu’ad Shukr, a top
Hezbollah military operative, the
US State Department said.
Hamiyah has been on the State
Department’s foreign terrorist list
since 2015 and Shukr was added in
2013.

The US move
against Hezbollah
is part of a wider
strategy of
countering
Iranian influence
in the region.
Washington
and
Hezbollah
have been foes since 1983, when
the group was blamed for suicide
bombings against the US Embassy
and a military barracks in Beirut.
National Counterterrorism Centre Director Nicholas Rasmussen
said Hezbollah was active far outside of the region and had a presence in “nearly every corner of the
globe.”
Referring to the arrests in June of
US nationals Ali Kourani and Samer
el Debek, who have been charged
with being members of the group,
Rasmussen said US intelligence
agencies had assessed Hezbollah
was building the capacity to strike
directly within “the homeland.”
An unidentified senior Hezbollah official told Reuters: “These
accusations from the American
administration against Hezbollah
and its mujahideen are rejected
and void… They will not affect the
work of the resistance at all.”
The official said the announce-

ment was the result of Hezbollah’s
gains in Syria rather than a wider
opposition to Iran. Hezbollah has
sent thousands of its fighters into
Syria to support the Assad regime
and has claimed a critical role in
pushing back the Islamic State
(ISIS) and other jihadist groups.
State Department Coordinator
for Counterterrorism Nathan Sales
said the United States would seek
to persuade other countries to designate Hezbollah an international
terrorist group.
“Some countries have chosen to
designate only Hezbollah’s military wing (a terrorist group) leaving its so-called political wing
untouched but that is a false distinction,” Sales said at a briefing.
“Make no mistake. Hezbollah has
no political wing. It is a single organisation, a terrorist organisation
and it is rotten to its core.”
Designating the group as a terrorist organisation, Sales said, was
“not merely symbolic.” By not doing so, countries “limit other governments’ ability to freeze Hezbollah’s assets, to shut down its front
companies, to eliminate its fundraising and recruiting capabilities
and to prosecute Hezbollah-associated networks. The United States
will need allies in this fight,” he
said.
Hezbollah plays a critical role in
Lebanon’s power-sharing agreement and has earned local support
both for its defeat of Israel in 2006
and providing services in areas under its control.
The Shia militia has evolved into
a parallel army on top of a politicalmilitary operation, making Hezbollah a virtual state-within-the
state in Lebanon.
The US move against Hezbollah is part of a wider strategy of
countering Iranian influence in
the region, which now includes US
sanctions imposed upon the country’s elite security force, the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps
(IRGC).
“We are hopeful that the United
States does not make this strategic mistake,” Iranian Foreign
Ministry spokesman Bahram Qasemi said at a news conference.
“If they do, Iran’s reaction would
be firm, decisive and crushing and
the United States should bear all
its consequences.”

Tougher stance. A wanted poster released by the US Department of State Rewards for Justice
programme shows Hezbollah operatives Talal Hamiyah and Fu’ad Shukr.
(Rewards for Justice)

Time for a new arrangement in Lebanon

Mohamad Kawas
is a Lebanese writer.

For once, the
anti-Hezbollah
mood in the US
Congress is in
sync with US
President Donald
Trump’s
opposition to the
Iran nuclear deal.

B

oth Saad Hariri, head of
the Future Movement,
and Samir Geagea, head
of the Lebanese Forces
party, gave their followers many reasons why
they were backing Michel Aoun for
the presidency of Lebanon. Both
leaders likely hoped their concessions would convince Hezbollah’s
candidate to start viewing Lebanon
as a free and sovereign state, free of
foreign agendas.
Hariri, Geagea and their followers know very well that to stay in
power one needs to accept the supremacy of military might over politics. It might be argued, however,
that their choice was not dictated
by local considerations. It is possible that the hawks of the March
14 Alliance took the major regional
and international powers’ apparent
lack of interest in Lebanese affairs
as a hint to accept reality and live
with it to protect the country from
being engulfed by the fires burning
beyond its borders.
Aoun’s election as president of
Lebanon was blessed by Saudi Arabia. Saudi authorities hoped that,
by ending the power vacuum in
Baabda Palace, Lebanon would
progress from being governed
as a minor state to achieving the

status of a full country.
Aoun’s presidency, however, has
not lived up to that hope. If anything, it has revealed that whoever
delivered the keys to Baabda Palace
was following rules of conduct that
logically intersected with the interests of a coalition between Tehran
and Damascus.
Only two options are available:
Abandon the alliance between
Hariri and Geagea altogether or
look for outside factors to keep
the deal alive. While there are no
signs of Hariri and Geagea wanting
to back out of the current powersharing formula, at least until the
coming elections, there are signs
outside of Lebanon that the rules of
the game are about to change.
Anti-Hezbollah sanctions recently approved by the US Congress
indicate that the US government
does not believe in the inevitability
of having a Hezbollah mini-state
inside Lebanon. Washington no
longer seems willing to tolerate the
situation, while the Lebanese Army
is accused of sharing its weapons
and military might with armed
militias.
For once, the anti-Hezbollah
mood in the US Congress is in sync
with US President Donald Trump’s
opposition to the Iran nuclear deal.

They both seem to have had it with
Iran’s presence in Syria and its
expansionist plans.
Riyadh has launched a diplomatic campaign to Lebanon. A
new Saudi ambassador in Beirut
has been appointed. There have
been multiple visits to Riyadh by
Lebanese delegations and many
others can be expected to follow.
Riyadh seems determined to lay
real strategic grounds for its policies towards Lebanon.
Riyadh is not interested in shaking the status quo in Lebanon. It
hopes to renew its historical and
political ties with the country.
Hezbollah and, by association, the
regime in Iran are more than irked
by this renewed energy. It goes
against their plan to return Lebanon to Syria’s orbit.
The Saudi approach to Lebanon
is in sync with the international attitude towards the region. Despite
doubts about the US administration’s policies, Saudi Arabia shares
Washington’s views on Iran and
Hezbollah. Riyadh has its own
agenda when it comes to its relations with Moscow. Saudi Arabia
and Russia see a need for strong
bilateral relations to safeguard
their interests in the region, hence
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz

Al Saud’s historic visit to Moscow.
Russia is aware that its presence
in Syria was largely facilitated by
Riyadh’s tacit blessing. It knows
that, sooner or later, it will have
to deal with the floating political
mines represented by the SaudiIranian conflict in the region. In
that context, Saudi Arabia has
emerged as the major player in
the Middle East, with its fingers in
every hot pie in the region.
Saudi Arabia is committed to not
letting Lebanon fall in the Iranian
basket. Speaking in Moscow, King
Salman reiterated that Iran’s presence in the region is exceptional
and will be short-lived. The Saudis
have been consistent in their approach to all the hotspots in the region, whether in Beirut, Baghdad,
Sana’a or Damascus; Iran must be
contained within its borders, goes
the refrain. On that point, all the
world’s capitals agree, including
Moscow.
Riyadh’s fresh discourse shows
that the region is on the verge of
reaching real changes. Lebanon
will be concerned by them and
therefore the Hariri-Geagea arrangement will soon be outdated.
It will have to be replaced by an
arrangement that includes other
political voices.
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Will Trump’s ‘new
Iran strategy’
persuade Tehran
to change course?

I

n his long-awaited speech on Iran, US
President Donald Trump chose not to
certify that Iran was in compliance with
the 2015 nuclear agreement. He left the
ultimate decision in the hands of the US
Congress but warned that “in the event
we are not able to reach a solution
working with Congress and our allies, then
the agreement will be terminated.”
To address concerns not tackled by the
2015 Iran deal, Trump unveiled a “new
strategy” aimed at “neutralising” Tehran’s
“destabilising influence and constraining its
aggression, particularly its support for
terrorism and militants.” He called for the
countering of Iran’s ballistic missile activity
and for the denial of funding to Iran’s Islamic
Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC).
The IRGC is suspected of spearheading
destabilising activity through proxies in
Syria, Iraq, Lebanon and Yemen.
The pitfalls of the agreement were predictable. “[Critics say]: ‘Well, even if the nuclear
issue is dealt with, they’re still going to be
sponsoring terrorism and they’re going to get
this sanctions relief and so they’re going to
have more money to engage in these bad
activities.’ That is a possibility,” former US
President Barack Obama told the New York
Times.
The Trump strategy, which lends particular
importance to the role of regional partners as
“bulwarks against Iranian subversion,” is
bound to reassure Iran’s neighbours, which
have, for too long, been at the receiving end
of Tehran’s threats and intimidation tactics.
There is hope in the region that Trump’s
new approach could dissuade Iran from
continuing its military adventurism and
expansionist agenda. Iran’s pattern of
behaviour has, for years, represented a gross
betrayal of the basic rules of good neighbourliness.
The nuclear deal is intact — for now —
despite Trump’s tough words about Iran’s
“fanatical regime” and threat to terminate
the agreement.
Even so, Trump is forcing Congress and US
allies to take a closer look at the deal and
Iran’s activities. It will be up to Congress to
evaluate how much, if at all, Iran is prepared
to accommodate the concerns of the international community.
The European Union’s transactional
imperatives explain at least partly its terse
response to Trump’s October 13 speech but
for countries in the Middle East there is a
different perspective on Iran’s immediate
threats.
There is also talk of opening the door to
new negotiations for what happens after
some of the core terms of the deal expire in
2025 but such a date is too far beyond the
foreseeable future for a region engulfed in
conflict and threatened by terror activity.
Without a change in Iran’s behaviour, the
situation in the region will be too catastrophic to contemplate.
Most Iranians want better lives. Iranians
want to be enfolded into the world economic
community; the young want opportunity
and, crucially, jobs and everyone wants the
things you can’t get in sanctions-suppressed
Iran. Foreign investment is badly needed.
After the nuclear deal was signed, it seemed
as if Iran might be turning a corner. European
companies were beating a path to its door
and the smart money was on Iran.
Tehran, however, has unfortunately used
the dividends of the deal to further build up
its military power and continue its meddling
abroad.
Tehran’s focus has not been on the betterment of prospects for its people. The results
are stark. In its latest World Economic
Outlook, the International Monetary Fund
said Iran could expect a sharp slowdown in
GDP growth this year. Much of this has to do
with the uncertainty over the nuclear deal
and the threat of reimposed sanctions.
Iran must know that all actions have
consequences and that regional peace and
coexistence are the better path to follow.
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The changed face
of Washington

Oussama Romdhani

is Editor-in-Chief of The Arab Weekly.

T

he Washington I found
this month is a changed
city and I am not referring to the incredible
number of Starbucks
coffee shops that have
sprung up on every
street corner of the capital city. I am
talking about the politics in a city
where political debate never stops.
Even for someone who lived
through the polarising years of
Ronald Reagan, today’s mood in
Washington seems more acutely
polemical than ever. Much of the
debate too often takes an acrimonious turn as the focus inevitably
turns to the personality and
leadership of one person: US
President Donald Trump. Somehow,
you have the impression you are in
the middle of an election campaign
that refuses to go away.
US domestic and foreign policies
are too often defined through the
president’s persona and not through
a discussion of the merits of such
policies.
Some of the discussion of the
administration’s policies is predictably influenced by the wide partisan
divide between Republicans and
Democrats. The divide seems to
have grown during the last year or
so.
This gap separates views on both
domestic as well as foreign affairs.
Americans’ attitudes on Islam, for
instance, are split. A recent Pew
survey indicated that 65% of
Republicans asked said Islam is
“more likely to encourage violence
among its believers than other
religions” while 69% of Democratic
respondents rejected that view. On
other issues, the public is divided
between proponents of global
involvement and those who favour
domestic insularity.
In Washington this divide is
reflected in the recurring comparisons of US foreign policy under
Trump to that of the Obama
administration.
Jim Zogby, the president of the
Arab American Institute, complained to The Arab Weekly that
“Trump basically turned Syria over
to the Russians and the Iranians.
There is no policy. There is no
broader vision for the region.”
US disengagement preceded

Today’s mood in Washington seems more acutely
polemical than ever.
Trump’s election, however.
Disengagement and wariness about
involvement abroad have been common to all US administrations since
the Vietnam War and were accelerated by the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.
Miscalculations led Barack Obama
to give up on Syria, leaving a
political-military void that Russia
was eager to fill. Obama, with his
much-flaunted “pivot” to Asia,
focused almost exclusively on
striking a deal with Iran, giving up
quickly on Palestinian-Israeli peacemaking or on listening to concerns
of some of America’s traditional
allies in the region.
The Trump administration
introduced the restrictive notion of
transactional benefits in foreign
policy and the aversion to risk-taking when such benefits are not
obvious. Derived from this are a
short-term attention span and
impatience with international
complexities. This often leaves
Washington watchers in the Middle
East with no clue as to the United
States’ long-term vision for the
region.
For now, attention seems to be
limited to the immediate task of
fighting the Islamic State (ISIS) and
making sure it does not reach
American shores. The jury is still
out on many of the other priorities.
The Trump administration has,
for instance, shown only fluctuating
interest in the security challenges
facing its traditional European
allies. Concerns over North Africa’s
risks of instability just across the
Mediterranean from Europe only
exist in the realm of think-tank
discussions. Adamant about
showing he can do better than
Obama, Trump has tried to improve
ties with some regional allies such
as Egypt and Saudi Arabia, two
countries that had felt neglected by
a Democratic administration that
was too slow to draw the lessons of
the ill-fated “Arab spring.”
Relying on Washington experts to
explain the Middle East policies of
the current administration is a
fool’s errand. The majority do not
seem to see through Trump’s
leadership and the confused
decision-making process surrounding him. Leadership divisions have

Much of
the debate
too often
takes an
acrimonious
turn as
the focus
inevitably
turns to the
personality
and
leadership of
one person:
US President
Donald
Trump.

come to the surface in recent
weeks over the mixed signals sent
by the administration over issues
ranging from the Qatari crisis to
North Korea. It is too early to tell if
the new measures against Iran are
a harbinger of a slightly different
approach.
Internal disagreements are
fought publicly. Trump’s open
criticisms of his own secretary of
state and important members of
Congress are striking examples.
These divisions might explain
some of the hesitant and conflicting steps that have further
muddled any messages the
administration tried to convey to
the outside world. Even those in
the Arab world who share the
administration’s rejection of
militant Islamism and Iran’s
adventurism have been confused
by the seemingly improvised
travel bans targeting Muslim
majority countries.
The RAND Corporation’s Jeffrey
Martini said he sees divisions as
nothing unusual in Washington.
“All US administrations have rival
voices within the cabinet vying for
the president’s ear,” he said.
Many others, however, see this
state of affairs as deeply unsettling
to the US administration in terms
of policymaking as it tries, for
instance, to deal with the complicated issues of the Middle East.
They point to the unfilled senior
foreign policy positions and the
administration’s disproportionate
reliance on politically inexperienced family members and
military personnel to manage
some of the key diplomatic and
global security portfolios.
Joe Macaron, an analyst at the
Arab Centre in Washington, said
“Washington in the next few years
might be distracted by its own
political troubles at home.” As
disappointing as this might be for
Middle East leaders continuously
seeking cues from the United
States, Trump will soon be
focusing on America’s next
elections, if he hasn’t already.
Compared to the Reagan years,
Washington has grown unprecedentedly bitter and fractious
even if its taste for good coffee has
tremendously improved.
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What the Nobel Prize for
economics might tell us
about peace in the Middle East
Rashmee Roshan Lall

is a columnist for The Arab Weekly. Her blog can be found at
www.rashmee.com and she is on Twitter: @rashmeerl.
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It would be disingenuous to say the Israeli electorate has been unaware
for more than a decade about Netanyahu’s disinterest in peacemaking.

his year’s Nobel Prize
for economics will be
awarded to Richard
Thaler, the University
of Chicago professor
who has worked in
the revolutionary field
called behavioural economics. The
prize makes official something the
more discerning long suspected:
That human beings are not rational
creatures and that we’re prone to
irresponsible decisions.
The Sveriges Riksbank Prize in
Economic Sciences in Memory of
Alfred Nobel — the official name of
the award — has stamped as
legitimate the terrible self-knowledge that our species regularly
allows the rational part of the brain
to be over-ridden by the emotional
part of our being.
We now know, for instance, why
we save less than we should for
retirement and why we make
foolish investments of time, energy
and emotion in unworthy people,
products and ideas.
Could behavioural economics
have implications for politics and
policy? Could it inform conflict
resolution, more particularly, the
moribund Palestinian-Israeli peace
process?
It certainly offers useful pointers.
Ahead of Donald Trump’s election

to the US presidency, Thaler
explained the apparent attraction
of a loud-mouthed billionaire with
uninformed policy positions.
“People who are attracted to Trump
are voting with the primitive part of
the brain,” Thaler said. What that
means is “the primitive part of the
brain” is fascinated by populist
arguments, pugnacious postures
and indeed by the irrationality of a
politician’s prescriptions.
By extrapolation, could Israeli
Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu’s warlike approach to peacemaking appeal to “the primitive
part of the brain” of his people? It’s
a reasonable assumption, considering Netanyahu is serving his fourth
— and third consecutive — term in
office without having done
anything to advance his country’s
prospects for peace.
Instead, Netanyahu and his Likud
Party have won three elections,
partly by accusing the left of
undermining Israel’s security. That
this argument has not been rejected
at the ballot box speaks volumes for
people’s irrationality. It is patently
obvious that the basic rational
requirement for Israeli security
would be a judicious and speedy
end to the conflict with the
Palestinians.
It would be disingenuous to say

the Israeli electorate has been
unaware for more than a decade
about Netanyahu’s disinterest in
peacemaking. For years, their
elected leader has played a conspicuous double game, telling the
world he is willing to negotiate with
the Palestinians “without preconditions,” while doing nothing to
promote or nurture a peace
process.
As Arab League Secretary-General Ahmed Aboul Gheit told the
body’s council in September, it is
Netanyahu who “is a stumbling
block to the peace process.” The
reference is to Netanyahu’s
insistence on two “prerequisites of
peace,” namely that Palestine
would have to recognise Israel as a
Jewish state and Israel would have
to “retain the overriding security
control over the entire area.”
The second prerequisite has been
slammed by the Palestinian
president’s office as proof of
Israel’s refusal “to reach peace
based on international law and
resolutions.”
Indeed, under this Israeli prime
minister, a remarkably shortsighted and callous strategy — of
neither moving towards a Palestinian state nor annexing the West
Bank outright — has been over and
oversold to and bought by Israeli

citizens. The bluffing on aspirations to peace — and Netanyahu’s
repeated re-election — could be a
real-time illustration of behavioural politics, the same sort of
irrationality as informs Thaler’s
behavioural economics.
The theory has a further bearing
on public policy and peace-building. It advances the use of the
“nudge,” a subtle encouragement
to people to make better decisions,
which result in a greater public
good.
Governments have used the
nudge and the basic premise of
behavioural economics to push
initiatives on less momentous
issues than peace deals. In the
United States, it has been used for
former President Barack Obama’s
health care and financial regulation
policies; in the United Kingdom, to
get people to pay their parking
fines; in New South Wales, Australia, to promote the responsible
use of energy; in Denmark, to popularise healthful practices such as
taking stairs rather than elevators;
and in Western Cape, South Africa,
to encourage HIV testing.
Nudging a whole people towards
peace would be the ultimate test. It
can be done, just not by politicians
who see base political profit in
voters’ irrational choices.
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Hezbollah, rather than becoming more Lebanese, has become an even greater
menace to regional stability.
its allies, fled to Israel after the
conclusion of the fighting. Some of
them had served in the South
Lebanon Army during the Israeli
occupation.
Over the years, Aoun and members
of his parliamentary bloc have
piggybacked strategy of the supposed plight of these exiles, many of
whom happen to be family members.
By incorporating their cause into
their electoral platform, yet refraining from taking concrete steps to
bring their cases to any kind of
conclusion, Aoun continues to play
the long game.
While Aoun’s heart might be in the
right place, his allies in Damascus
and Tehran have worked tirelessly to
prove him wrong, by challenging and
curbing what remains of the Lebanese state’s fragile sovereignty. Syria
and some of its Lebanese proxies
have been implicated in a series of
bombings, the sole intention of
which was to ratchet up sectarian
tensions within Lebanon’s volatile
religious tapestry.
Hezbollah, rather than becoming
more Lebanese, has become an even
greater menace to regional stability
and, by meddling in the affairs of
Arab countries and fielding its
militias in conflict zones, further
exposed Lebanon and its economy to
potential financial and political
sanctions.
Officially invited by his Iranian
counterpart, Aoun will soon embark
on a state visit to Iran, where both
sides will engage in a series of fairly
redundant meetings under the

Haitham El-Zobaidi, PhD

Marwen el-Hmedi

Makram Rabah

Despite the unpopularity of the
agreement, Aoun rebuked his critics,
guaranteeing that such a cross-sectarian alliance could only serve as the
first step to bringing the pro-Iranian
faction in from the cold and making it
more Lebanese, whatever that may
mean.
Be that as it may, the memorandum of understanding brought Aoun
closer to the anti-Western axis and,
as Syria began to reconcile with a
historic enemy, the Assad regime
welcomed Aoun and his family to a
personal tour of Syria’s historic
Christian sites, guided by none other
than the young dictator and his wife.
Similarly, Aoun visited Tehran,
where, despite his minor status as a
Lebanese legislator, he was received
and treated as a quasi-head of state.
Looking back, much of the activity
of Aoun and his cronies during this
time appears framed as part of a
larger plan to benefit both Christians’
and Lebanon’s greater interests. In
the case of Syria, Aoun’s friendly
relations would theoretically secure
the release or at least reveal the fate
of the hundreds of Lebanese
detainees in Assad’s dungeons, many
of whom were captured after Aoun’s
military debacle of 1990, when the
invading Syrian occupied the
presidential palace and executed
many of the officers and soldiers who
were left behind after Aoun fled to
the safety of the French Embassy.
Likewise, Aoun’s alliance with
Hezbollah promised to address the
issue of the 5,000 Lebanese, who,
fearing persecution by Hezbollah and
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The broken promises of
the Lebanese president
rowing up during the
Lebanese civil war, I
vividly recall Michel
Aoun, the commander
of the Lebanese forces
at the time, with his
military fatigues and
his famously short temper, pledging to
rid Lebanon of the Syrian occupation,
even if it meant “breaking the head of
[Hafez] Assad.”
Despite his failure to achieve this
goal, Aoun touted the same pro-sovereign line from his Parisian exile,
relentlessly attacking the Syrian
hegemony of the Lebanese political
system and promising supporters the
total liberation of their motherland.
Aoun’s ultimate contribution to
that end is debatable. When the
Syrian Army pulled out in 2005, most
attributed the withdrawal to the
resentment fuelled by the assassination of former Lebanese Prime
Minister Rafik Hariri. Nevertheless,
the pattern of Aoun promising much
and delivering little was set and it is
one that looks likely to continue up
to his forthcoming visit to Iran.
There’s little that’s new here.
Following Syria’s withdrawal, Aoun
returned with a new reformist line,
campaigning throughout the country
under the hackneyed slogans of
reform and change. Shortly afterward, Aoun surprised many by
signing a memorandum of understanding with Hezbollah, which was
under considerable pressure both
locally and internationally after
initiating the conflict with Israel in
July 2006.
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umbrella of fortifying fraternal
relations.
A few kilometres away from where
the Lebanese presidential delegation
will be lavishly hosted, Nizar Zakka,
a Lebanese citizen, languishes in the
dismal cell where he has been held by
the Iranian authorities for the last
two years. Zakka, who was invited by
the deputy president of Iran to be a
guest speaker at a technology
conference, was detained without
charge on his way to the airport.
Zakka and his family have reached
out to people in the Lebanese
government, including Aoun,
pleading for their intervention in the
matter without success.
After his election as president,
Aoun pledged to be a father to all and
to protect Lebanon and its people.
Yet many of the statements and
positions Aoun has taken over the
years have yielded the opposite
effect. The fate of hundreds of
detainees in Syria remains unknown;
the families of the South Lebanon
Army collaborators still dream of
their sons, brothers and fathers
returning home; Hezbollah continues to affirm its undying allegiance
to Iran and Zakka still hopes he can
hitch a ride home on the presidential
jet.
However, if history has taught us
anything, it’s that many of the
promises issued so easily by Aoun
and his supporters can be broken just
as effortlessly as the shattered
dreams of the Lebanese who still
think their leaders will one day
deliver on their word.
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Qatari crisis

Qatar starts to feel pinch from sanctions
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

S

anctions imposed on Doha
by other countries in the
region are taking a toll
on Qatar’s economy, particularly its private sector,
with the government scrambling
to cushion the fallout from the crisis.
Despite denials that it is financially strained, Doha has announced measures designed to
shore up its economy, including
incentives to help foreign businesses and the expatriate community, which is a cornerstone of its
economy.
Qatari Prime Minister Sheikh
Abdullah bin Nasser bin Khalifa
al-Thani ordered rent rates for
companies in logistics zones cut
50% starting in 2018 and going into
2019, Qatar’s official news agency
reported. The statement said new
investors in those zones would
be allowed to operate businesses
rent-free for up to a year, provided
they obtain building permits by
specific deadlines.
Sheikh Abdullah also said the
Qatar Development Bank, which
provides start-up firms with financing options, would permit the
delay of loan repayments for up to
six months to ease matters for innovators.
Saudi Arabia, the United Arab
Emirates, Bahrain and Egypt severed ties with Qatar on June 5 over
what they described as Doha’s interference 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 allegations.
In addition to cutting diplomatic ties, the Arab quartet imposed
trade restrictions and ordered

All is not
well.
A Qatari
trader
follows
the stock
market at the
Qatari stock
exchange in
Doha.
(AFP)

their citizens to leave Qatar, resulting in a slowdown in the tourism,
trade and banking sectors.
The sanctions have affected the
Qatari economy to such a degree
that the government is rushing to
raise funds through a bond sale.
Government officials are in talks
with banks and financial institutions to decide on the timing for
the sale, with the bond likely to be
valued approximately $9 billion,
Bloomberg News reported.
The effect on Qatar’s finances
has been severe. The Doha government injected approximately

Gulf investors have
withdrawn deposits
from Qatari banks and
the Doha stock market.

$40 billion — equivalent to 23% of
its GDP — into its economy in the
first two months of the crisis. The
breakdown in relations has resulted in the outflow of approximately
$7.5 billion in foreign customer
deposits and a further $15 billion
in foreign interbank deposits and
borrowings, the Qatar Central
Bank said.
Gulf investors have withdrawn
deposits from Qatari banks and the
Doha stock market. In the quartet
of countries, Qatari-owned businesses have begun to close shop
and sell assets.

Qatar’s economy was sluggish
before the dispute erupted due to
lower oil prices. Bloomberg News
said the country’s GDP grew only
0.6% in the quarter ending June 30
from a year earlier.
This, coupled with Doha’s financially draining World Cup endeavour, which Qatari officials
said is costing the country about
$500 million a week, indicates
things are not going to improve
soon. Experts predicted the Qatari economy will expand 2.5%
this year, its slowest growth since
the mid-1990s.

Suspicion of football corruption shows limits of Qatar’s ‘soft power’
The Arab Weekly staff

London

T

he announcement that
Swiss officials are investigating Qatar’s Nasser
al-Khelaifi and a former
senior FIFA executive on
allegations of corruption places
Qatar and world football back under scrutiny.
Investigators are examining allegations of bribery surrounding
Khelaifi, head of the Doha-based
beIN Media Group, and ex-FIFA
Secretary-General Jérôme Valcke
over the sale of FIFA World Cup
broadcast rights.
“It is suspected that Jérôme Valcke accepted undue advantages
from a businessman in the sports
rights sector in connection with
the award of media rights for certain countries at the FIFA World
Cups in 2018, 2022, 2026 and 2030
and from Nasser al-Khelaifi in
connection with the award of media rights for certain countries at
the FIFA World Cups in 2026 and
2030,” a statement from the Swiss
attorney general’s office said.
The proceedings against Khelaifi
offer one of the first direct links
to Qatar in investigations by law
enforcement authorities in Switzerland, the United States and

Questions about
Qatar’s ability to
host the World Cup
linger and current
allegations of
corruption will
definitely not help.

France of FIFA, international football and the World Cup bidding
contests.
BeIN strongly denied the claims.
Although the investigation is
bad news for Khelaifi, it is unlikely
he and Valcke are the only individuals who will be implicated in the
investigation.
Khelaifi’s rising status in European football earned him a seat on
UEFA’s strategy panel as a delegate
of top clubs. Scrutiny of FIFA and
Qatar will intensify as a result, experts said.
“In isolation, it would be easy to
explain today’s developments as
being yet another example of an allegedly dubious practice in a sport
characterised by an endless flow
of misdemeanours,” Simon Chadwick, professor of sports enterprise
at Britain’s Salford University, told
Agence France-Presse. “However,
this is not an isolated incident, and
forms part of an ongoing narrative
that has built-up around both FIFA
and Qatar.”
World football is still dealing
with a 2015 scandal in which several FIFA officials were arrested.
Qatar is now at the centre of the
storm engulfing the sport and the
news from Geneva caps a tumultuous period for the emirate.
The investigation also puts Qatar’s policy of diplomatic “soft
power” in the spotlight.
One of the most high-profile
attempts to use football as “soft
power” to influence foreign opinion was Qatar’s transfer of Brazilian superstar Neymar to PSG, a
move overseen by Khelaifi earlier
this year. It now seems that Qatar
may have overreached with that
move.
The French club sealed its transfer of Neymar from Barcelona for a
record $260 million in its bid for a
first Champions League title. After

PSG’s offseason spree was signed
off by Khelaifi, however, European
football administrative body UEFA
said it was investigating possible
violations of sport-specific rules
designed to curb excessive spending on transfer fees and wages.
After rumours of the World Cup
being moved from Qatar because
of its political crisis with other
Gulf countries, Doha’s government
communications office stated the
2022 World Cup “was not up for
negotiation.” However, questions
about its ability to host the event
linger and allegations of corruption will not help.

Khelaifi’s connections are undeniable; he is a tennis-playing
friend of the country’s Emir Sheikh
Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani. The
fact that he has been named is notable.
The Paris offices of BeIN Sports
were searched by magistrates from
the French financial prosecutor’s
office and investigators from an
anti-corruption unit, the federal
agency said.
Properties were searched in
Greece, Italy and Spain and Valcke
was questioned in Switzerland, the
Swiss federal prosecution office
said. It cited cooperation from an

Unwanted attention. Qatar’s Nasser al-Khelaifi, chairman of the
Qatari beIN Media Group, at a news conference in Paris, last July.
							
(AFP)

EU criminal investigation agency.
“Multiple
premises
were
searched, assets were seized and
interviews were conducted as a result of this joint operation,” the EU
body known as Eurojust said in a
statement.
BeIN said that its “employees on
site cooperated with the authorities until the end of the search.” It
said the group “refutes all accusations” by Swiss investigators and
that “the company will fully cooperate with the authorities and is
confident as to the future developments of this investigation.”
No suspect was detained, said
Swiss prosecutors, whose work
investigating FIFA and suspected
money laundering linked to World
Cup hosting bids began in November 2014.
FIFA has never announced
whether BeIN secured 2026 and
2030 World Cup broadcasting
rights.
Swiss prosecutors allege Valcke
received “undue advantages” from
an unidentified businessman to
award certain media rights for four
World Cups from 2018 through
2030.
The criminal proceeding was
opened March 20 but not revealed
until October 12, the Swiss federal
office said.
Since FIFA’s much-discredited
executive committee picked Russia and Qatar in December 2010
to host World Cup tournaments
in 2018 and 2022, respectively, the
gas-rich emirate has bought up
PSG with sovereign wealth and installed Khelaifi as president. BeIN
has acquired a broad portfolio of
rights including from UEFA for the
Champions League and national
team matches.
The Arab Weekly staff and news
agencies.
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Saudi Arabia sets conditions Omani role has helped
to role in Syria reconstruction Iran but may not do
much in crisis with US
The Arab Weekly staff

London

A

Diverging interests. Members of the Russian delegation, led by Russian President Vladimir Putin,
meet with members of the Saudi delegation, led by Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, at the
Kremlin in Moscow, on October 5. 								
(AFP)

The Arab Weekly staff

Moscow

R

ussia received a conditional pledge of support
for Syria’s post-war reconstruction efforts from
Saudi King Salman bin
Abdulaziz Al Saud during his recent
visit to the Kremlin, high-level Russian diplomatic sources said.
The sources, who spoke on the
condition of anonymity, noted that
Saudi Arabia expressed readiness to
play a key role in Syria’s reconstruction efforts but only under the right
conditions.
King Salman told Russian President Vladimir Putin that Riyadh was
not prepared to invest funds necessary to serve Iran and its militias,
which have a significant presence
in the war-torn country. He said any
talk of reconstruction must come
after a political solution is reached
by the Syrian people without external interference, the sources added.
King Salman also said Iran must
“stop meddling in internal affairs of
the countries of the region and halt
its activities to destabilise the situation in the region.”
Moscow is relying on the Gulf,
especially Saudi Arabia due to its
political and economic influence,
to play a major role in Syria’s reconstruction, the sources said.
Russia pledged to end foreign

presence in the Syrian territories
once military escalation is checked
in various regions and terrorist
groups are eliminated, said the
sources, who added that any prior
solution would only serve the interests of Iran at the expense of other
countries in the region.
The Saudi response was: “We will
contribute to the reconstruction of
Syria when a new government and
regime is in place to achieve stability and create a means of understanding with all components of
Syrian society and restoring Syria
to the embrace of the Arabs,” the
source added.
Saudi Arabia and Russia plan to
work together to unify Syria’s fragmented opposition leading up to
Syria’s political process, Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-Jubeir said
during the trip.
Speaking at a Kremlin news briefing, Jubeir said that both Russia
and Saudi Arabia agreed on the
need to preserve Syria’s territorial
integrity and state institutions and
affirmed the principle of non-interference in other countries’ internal
affairs and the principle of territorial integrity.
Vladimir Akhmedov, a senior researcher at the Moscow Institute of
Oriental Studies, said Russia’s focus
on the future role of Saudi Arabia in
Syria goes beyond finances.
“Moscow is keen on a pivotal role
for Saudi Arabia and its Gulf partners based on the ability of these

countries to give legitimacy to the
Syrian solution, as well as Moscow’s
desire that the next solution will be
a lasting one that creates stability,”
Akhmedov said.
King Salman’s trip to Moscow, the
first by a Saudi monarch, was considered a major success.
Among the deals announced in
Moscow was a memorandum of understanding on the purchase of Russia’s S-400 air defence system.
Saudi Arabia has traditionally
looked to the United States and the
United Kingdom for its military supplies but, with the security situation
in the Gulf, Riyadh has increased
military spending and sought alternative suppliers such as Russia and
China.
Also signed during the king’s visit
was a deal to allow the production
of Russian Kalashnikov assault rifles
in the kingdom, which could create
thousands of jobs in Saudi Arabia.
“The agreements also include educational and training programmes
for Saudi nationals to ensure the
sustainability and development
of the military industries sector in
Saudi Arabia,” a statement by Saudi
Arabia Military Industries said.
“These agreements are expected
to have tangible economic contributions and create hundreds of direct
jobs. It will also transfer cuttingedge technologies that will act as
a catalyst for localising 50% of the
kingdom’s military spending as targeted by Vision 2030.”

s pressure mounts on the
Iranian government and
the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps because
of Trump administration measures, Tehran’s efforts to
capitalise on the rift in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) and boost
its relations with Oman have intensified.
Recent visits by Iranian Foreign
Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif to
Oman and Qatar and his subsequent
statements were perceived as attempts to divide the GCC.
“A day after substantive meetings with Sultan of Oman and emir
of Qatar, a successful Iran-Turkey
summit in Tehran. Neighbours are
our priority,” Zarif posted on Twitter.
He also said Iran’s views on the
war in Yemen were in line with
those of the Qatari and Omani governments, comments not likely to
be taken well in Riyadh and Abu
Dhabi.
Qatar was part of the Arab coalition fighting the Iran-backed Houthi
militia but was pushed out after a
crisis broke out in June between Qatar and its Gulf Arab neighbours.
Because of security and economic
considerations, Oman is in a difficult situation, trying to act like a
member of the GCC while maintaining friendly ties with Tehran. In late
2014, Gulf officials were surprised
to learn that Oman had secretly
brokered talks between the United
States and Iran that eventually led
to the nuclear agreement between
Tehran and world powers.
Oman not only helped broker the
talks between the two traditional
enemies but is party to the nuclear
agreement. It hosts excess heavy
water — used in reactors that could
produce materials needed for nuclear weapons — from Tehran’s nuclear programme.
Muscat’s motivations are mostly
economic. Years of low oil prices
have taken a toll on Oman’s economy, with the sultanate posting a
deficit of $6.5 billion in the first half
of 2017, an improvement from the
same time last year, when its deficit
was at $9.6 billion.
The Omani government is deal-

ing with a significant unemployment problem, with the World Bank
estimating the joblessness rate at
17.5% in 2016. The Arabic hashtag
“Omanis without jobs” was recently
trending on Twitter, with Omanis
urging the government to create
jobs for unemployed young people.
Fearing a wave of public unrest
like the 2011 “Arab spring”-inspired
protests, the government pledged
to create 25,000 public sector jobs
by December, a move that could add
to the budget deficit.
Apparently exploiting this economic need, Zarif announced a
series of joint enterprises’ and economic incentives during his visit to
Oman, despite his own country’s
ailing economy.
“Omanis are going to give Iran an
exclusive access to Al-Suwayq Port
so that the ships with a capacity below 3,000 tonnes can berth there,
unload their merchandise and discharge them from the customs.” Iranian Ambassador to Oman Mohammad Reza Nuri Shahroudi said.

Oman is in a difficult
situation, trying to
act like a member of
the GCC while
maintaining friendly
ties with Tehran.
He said Muscat would permit Iranian companies to register locally
and export goods to Oman or reexport to African and Indian Ocean
countries.
Besides strengthening bilateral
ties, Zarif sought Oman’s help with
the Trump administration. With US
President Donald Trump questioning the utility of the 2005 nuclear
agreement with Iran, Zarif reportedly asked Oman to intervene, hoping for a breakthrough like the one
that brought the parties together in
the first place.
The pan-Arab daily Asharq Al-Awsat reported that Zarif asked Omani
Minister Responsible for Foreign Affairs Yusuf bin Alawi bin Abdullah
to mediate and convey to Washington “a set of new proposals designed to prevent a showdown with
the Trump administration.”
Considering the divide between
Washington and Tehran, the chances of an Omani initiative succeeding
are considered minimal.

Talk of post-war reconstruction is justified but premature

Iman Zayat

is Managing Editor of
The Arab Weekly.

No sound process
can be initiated
before Iran’s
involvement is
contained.

W

hen the issue
of reconstruction
in wartorn Arab
countries is
brought to
the table, all eyes turn to the Arab
Gulf, particularly Saudi Arabia, as
one of the Middle East’s wealthiest
and most powerful countries.
Ahead of Saudi King Salman
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud’s visit to
Russia, analysts boldly predicted
that Moscow would convince
Riyadh to invest in Syria’s reconstruction needs. These presumed
fortune tellers profoundly missed
the mark and misled the public
into thinking Saudi Arabia would
fund an Iranian or Iran-supported
project in the process.
In fragmented Syria, President
Bashar Assad is less interested in
rebuilding the country than in enriching his cronies and bolstering
his regime’s legitimacy with the
support of Iran and Russia.
Saudi Arabia, which has long
been at the forefront of the fight
against Iranian expansionism,
knows that injecting money
into the Syrian economy at a
time when the Iran-backed Assad

regime is regaining its hold on
the people who rose up to bring it
down would be a foolish wager.
Riyadh is also aware of the Syrian state’s propaganda schemes,
which fan the flames of sectarian
strife and feature Saudis as the
central villains in the conflict,
ensuring there is enduring hostility towards the Gulf Cooperation
Council.
An investment into Syrian
reconstruction when Iran’s proxies
are still active on the ground and
in political arenas could backfire,
aggravating conditions that caused
the civil war in the first place.
Saudi Arabia’s position on Syrian
reconstruction is in line with most
of the international community,
including the United States, Britain
and France. They recognise that,
at this stage of the crisis, every
reconstruction dollar that reaches
the Assad regime is vulnerable to
corruption.
Sympathy with the Syrian
people should not blind anyone to
the political reality: Any reconstruction money would go towards
serving the political aims and
priorities of Assad, not the welfare
of the Syrian people.
Indeed, we must do away with

wishful thinking and concede that
any talk of reconstruction in Syria
is premature. No sound process
can be initiated before Iran’s
involvement is contained and a
political transition away from Assad is ensured.
In Iraq, another country in
desperate need of reconstruction,
there are similar concerns.
Kuwaiti Emir Sheikh Sabah
Ahmad al-Jaber al-Sabah has announced plans for an early 2018
international donor conference regarding Iraqi reconstruction. While
most people would support this
humanitarian initiative, it raises an
important question: How can an
unstable country where a sectarian
war is still grinding be helped?
Soon after the Iraqi invasion of
2003, sectarian rule by the Shia
Dawa Party marginalised Sunnis,
Christians, Assyrians, Turkmen
and others, largely excluding them
from the country’s political affairs.
Fourteen years later, the country’s political turmoil has only
increased. Major political forces
are opposed on nearly everything.
Corruption, mismanagement and
lawlessness are rife.
Adding to the disarray is the
recent Kurdish referendum, in

which the region’s population
voted overwhelmingly for independence. Baghdad, as a result,
threatened more sanctions, causing tensions over power-sharing,
oil production and territorial
control to rise to levels not seen
since 2011-12.
No one knows what the outcome of this dispute will be but
Iraq’s unity hangs in the balance.
Unfortunately, turmoil in Arab
countries has undermined the
region’s ability to stand united
against terrorist organisations and
Iran’s expansionist ambitions.
Going forward, it is important to
remember that impulsive judgments have never brought an end
to conflict and suffering. What is
needed more than good intentions
is carefully crafted strategies. Only
then can principles of democracy,
security, justice, good governance
and inclusive participation be ensured and successful reconstruction efforts be put in motion.
With the help of all Arab
countries, Syria, Iraq, Yemen and
Libya will eventually be rebuilt.
However, to build on solid foundations, we must wait for the fog to
dissipate and the vision to become
clear in good time.
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Baghdad-Erbil dispute hits deadlock
Mamoon Alabbasi

F

ears have risen that the
political dispute between
Iraq’s central government
in Baghdad and the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) in Erbil could spiral into
military clashes between forces belonging to the two sides, especially
in Kirkuk.
Iraqi forces retook a number of
positions in oil-rich Kirkuk from the
control of peshmerga fighters but
the KRG warned that any new advance would be met by force.
“If the Iraqi Army advances, we
will fight,” said peshmerga’s Kirkuk
commander Jaafar Sheikh Mustafa.
KRG Vice-President Kosrat Rasul
said 6,000 peshmerga fighters were
sent to Kirkuk as reinforcements to
the tens of thousands Kurdish forces stationed in and around the city.
Hemin Hawrami, a top aide to
KRG President Masoud Barzani said
peshmerga fighters were ordered to
defend their positions in Kirkuk “at
any cost.”
There were reports that the positions handed to the Iraqi Army
were in agreement with peshmerga
leaders loyal to the Patriotic Union
of Kurdistan (PUK) party, the bitter
rival of the ruling Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP), which dominates
the KRG.
PUK officials have been trying to
defuse tensions between the KRG
and central government after Barzani went ahead with a non-binding
referendum on the independence
of Kurdistan, despite objections of
Baghdad and much of the international community.
Peshmerga fighters sealed off
main roads linking Erbil and Dohuk
with the northern city of Mosul,
saying they feared being attacked
by Iraqi forces backed by Popular
Mobilisation Forces (PMF) militias.
“We’re receiving dangerous messages that [PMF] and federal police
are preparing a major attack from
the south-west of Kirkuk and north
of Mosul against Kurdistan,” the
Kurdistan Region Security Council
said.
Abadi dismissed KRG reports that
an attack by Iraqi forces against
Kurdish peshmerga fighters in
Kirkuk was imminent, stressing
that the focus is on defeating Islamic State (ISIS) militants.
“Our armed forces cannot and
will not attack our citizens, whether
Arab or Kurd. The fake news being
spread has a deplorable agenda behind it,” Abadi posted on Twitter.

Narrow vision. A boy carries a Kurdish flag on top of a car with pictures of Kurdish President Masoud Barzani (R) and his son Masrour in
the disputed city of Kirkuk. 													
(AP)
There were reports of small
clashes between peshmerga forces
and the PMF in the town of Tuz
Khurmatu in Saladin province.
US Defence Secretary James Mattis said Washington was working to
reduce tensions between Baghdad
and Erbil. “We have got to work on
this, the secretary of state has the
lead but my forces are integrated
among these forces and they are
working, too, to make certain we
keep any potential for conflict off
the table,” Mattis said.
Mattis also said there has been no
fighting between Iraqi troops and

There are fears that
KRG President
Masoud Barzani
intends to delay the
region’s elections,
effectively allowing
him to extend his
term until 2019.

peshmerga fighters in Kirkuk so far
and called on the two sides to focus
on defeating ISIS.
Hundreds of ISIS fighters fled
Hawija and surrendered to the
peshmerga to avoid being captured
by Iraqi forces and the PMF but Iraqi
officials warned that many had infiltrated Kirkuk and were still at large.
Baghdad has repeatedly demanded that the KRG return control of
multi-ethnic Kirkuk to the central
government but Kurdish officials
have refused. The oil-rich city is
considered the area where a clash
between peshmerga fighters and
Shia militiamen could take place.
KRG Vice-President Kosrat Rasul
said 6,000 peshmerga fighters were
sent to Kirkuk as reinforcements to
the tens of thousands Kurdish forces stationed in and around the city,
Rudaw News reported.
“Elements within [PMF] are not a
disciplined group that takes orders,”
Kirkuk Governor Najmaldin Karim
told the Iraq Oil Report. “Sometimes they take it upon themselves
to do things… So rogue elements
can start something.”

Karim was sacked by the Iraqi
parliament over alleged misuse of
power but he remained in his post
because Baghdad could not enforce
his dismissal. An Iraqi court ordered
the arrest of four senior Kurdish officials for organising the referendum “in contravention of a ruling
by the Iraqi supreme court.”
Baghdad is investigating the
KRG’s oil revenues to root out corrupt officials, while considering
repairing an oil pipeline to Turkey
that would bypass KRG-controlled
areas. Turkey said it would gradually close border gates with the KRG
in coordination with the central Iraqi government and Iran.
There are fears that KRG President Masoud Barzani intends to
delay the region’s presidential and
parliamentary elections, scheduled
for November 1, effectively allowing
him to extend his term until 2019.
Barzani became KRG president in
2005 and the last regional presidential elections were in 2009.
Shorsh Haji, spokesman of the
opposition party, Gorran (Movement for Change), said there are “no

excuses” for postponing the elections. A newly formed opposition
movement called the New Generation List also warned against delaying the elections.
“We would like to say that we reject any step to postpone the presidential and parliamentary elections
after we heard claims of postponing the elections,” read a statement
from the New Generation List.
There has been no official confirmation that the elections would be
postponed. Member of the Kurdistan parliament Wahid Hormozi told
BasNews that Kurdish political parties were expected to soon decide
on the issue.
“Though a new legislature is
supposed to be elected November
1, the presidential election — and
Mr Barzani’s long-promised departure from office — has been thrown
into doubt by a mysterious absence
of candidates,” the Washington Post
said in an editorial.
Mamoon Alabbasi is Deputy
Managing Editor and Online
Editor of The Arab Weekly.

War rhetoric following Kurdish referendum fizzles out
Yunus Paksoy

Ankara

T

he Kurdistan Regional
Government’s (KRG) independence vote stirred
controversy as neighbouring Turkey and Iran,
as well as the Iraqi central government, threatened the Iraqi Kurds
with military action and economic
sanctions.
The
Baghdad
government
banned international flights from
and to Erbil, crippling the autonomous region, and warned of economic reprisals. Turkish President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan spoke of
cutting off oil trade, which is the
lifeline of the Iraqi Kurds and asserted that action by the Turkish
military could “come suddenly
overnight.”
Tensions escalated to dangerous
levels when the Turkish military
started a drill near the Iraqi border
on September 25, the day of the independence vote. Iraqi Army elements joined the exercises and the

Iranian Army conducted a similar
drill at its border.
“We will not accept changing
borders in the region,” Iranian
President Hassan Rohani said during a news conference with Erdogan in Tehran.
The future of the war-weary region looked grim but the situation
seemed to simmer down. The Erbil government called for dialogue
and cooperation with Baghdad
more than ever and Ankara’s attention shifted from the Kurdish
independence vote to an operation
in Syria and an unprecedented spat
with the United States.
“I do not see the option of military operation realistic for now,”
said Mesut Ozcan, an international
relations professor at Istanbul Sehir University. “The tensions are in
a declining trend.”
Ozcan argued that the joint
Turkish-Iraqi military operation
near the border stemmed from
the KRG’s indifference to Ankara’s
warnings.
Even though their government
recently turned its focus to neighbouring Syria, Turkish officials said

they are monitoring the situation
in northern Iraq.
“Turkey is closely watching the
events unfolding in the KRG and
reserves all its rights to take necessary measures if need be,” said a

Turkey has no better
friends than the KRG
in the region.

KRG Prime Minister
Nechirvan Barzani

high-level official from the Turkish
Foreign Ministry, who asked to remain anonymous because he was
not authorised to speak to the media.
KRG officials expressed surprise
after Ankara teamed with Baghdad for such a show of strength
against the referendum. Having
determined the referendum date
and gone ahead with the vote, KRG
officials appeared to be scrambling
to find a way out of trouble but
without annulling the results of the
referendum, which was an overwhelming “yes” to independence.
KRG Prime Minister Nechirvan
Barzani dismissed the likelihood of
a military confrontation in northern Iraq but stressed the need for
communication with Baghdad and
Iraq’s neighbours.
“It is necessary to eliminate the
obstacles in the way of having talks
and negotiations [with Baghdad],
ease the tensions and protect the
stability of the region,” Barzani
was quoted as saying by the official
KRG website.
Erbil has also been trying to butter up Ankara. “Turkey has no bet-

ter friends than the KRG in the region,” said Barzani.
As the post-referendum era in the
region neared its one-month point,
war rhetoric and threats with unbearable economic sanctions have
been replaced by calls for dialogue
from Erbil and Baghdad as well as
cautious statements from Ankara.
“It is our desire that the issue is
solved through common sense and
peace as soon as possible,” said
Erdogan. “When the Kurdistan
Regional Government shows the
wisdom to amend their mistake,
then as Turkey, together with its
state and people, we will continue
to stand by our brothers.”
Fiery political remarks or actions
between Baghdad and Erbil may
continue but another battle in Iraq
looks distant while tables for negotiations are being set up. The KRG’s
perturbed neighbours and the furious central government, however,
may need much less than Erbil
gauges for a perilous spark.
Yunus Paksoy is a Turkish
journalist who reported on wars
in Syria and Iraq.
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Kurdistan’s secession from Iraq is not a done deal

James Snell

is a British journalist.

For Iraqi Kurdistan
to succeed as an
independent state,
the guarantors of
state security
cannot be beholden
to two political
families.

I

raq’s Kurds have voted
overwhelmingly to become independent. More than 90% of
those who voted backed secession. This confident margin of
victory does not translate into
international confidence. The
United States repeatedly attempted
to dissuade the leaders of the Kurdish Regional Government (KRG)
from having the referendum at all.
The government of Iraq did not
look kindly on talk of independence
and attempted, mainly by issuing
threats, to prevent the referendum
from taking place. Once the vote
was completed, Iraq’s leaders hardened their position.
Other regional powers also lined
up to condemn the possibility of
secession. In this, Iran and Turkey
are looking not only outward, but
inward, assessing that their own
Kurdish minorities may be emboldened by the Iraqi vote.
Despite the rhetoric of KRG
President Masoud Barzani and
others, Iraqi Kurdish politicians are
cautious. Independence is not a
done deal.
Michael Knights, a fellow at the
Washington Institute for Near East
Policy, said: “De jure independence — meaning Iraqi Kurdistan as
a UN-recognised state — is not inevitable.” Instead, Knights suggested,
other options remain. Iraqi Kurdistan could end up “a stronger federal
autonomous region inside Iraq” or
the Iraqi state could embrace “cofederalism.”
These outcomes are not popular. They are options that require
dialogue and conciliation after a
campaign that strained relations between the Kurds and Iraq’s Baghdad
government.
The Iraqi state has taken a hard
line on the possibility of Kurdish
independence and has done so in
concert with neighbouring countries. It has closed Kurdish airspace
to outside travel, shutting down
flights linking Erbil to the wider
world.
Under a Notice to Airmen, a tool
used by governments to restrict
flights, Kurdish airspace could
remain closed until December 29.
This could prove an effective punishment from Baghdad and a real

obstacle to Kurdish independence.
Other countries were content to
work in tandem with the national
Iraqi government to make full independence less likely. Knights said:
“Turkey is following Baghdad’s lead
at present and there is a desire in
Ankara to teach the Kurds a lesson
and show Baghdad that Turkey is a
partner in restraining a move to full
independence.”
Punitive measures such as this
dampen the tone in the KRG, which
faces financial and governmental
crises.
Abdulla Hawez, a researcher at
King’s College London who looks
at Kurdish politics and society, said
that, despite the massive electoral victory for the independence
campaign: “I think the majority
of Kurds are actually pessimistic.
There were already a large number
of Kurds who were not happy with
the timing of the independence
[vote] and thought it is a politically
driven decision by Barzani to stay in
power.”
He said there are threats from
Baghdad and other countries that
have “imposed sanctions on KRG
without Barzani being able to do
much; increasingly a number of
people are questioning whether the
timing of the referendum was right
and whether Barzani has an actual
plan to go further with his independence project.”
Hawez noted that “there are
many complexities.”
The practical business of secession is made more difficult by the
problems that need to be resolved
if Iraqi Kurdistan is to become
independent. These include the
continuing fight against the Islamic
State (ISIS); the status of Kurdishoccupied areas, such as Kirkuk
province, which have Arab majorities but are not officially incorporated into the KRG; and economic
issues.
The status of Kurdistan’s natural
resources is vital. If an independent
Kurdistan could not control them, it
would be unable to function. Hawez
said “the economy is almost all
dependent on oil and gas.”
Making use of these resources is
essential. Hawez noted that given
the fact that Kurdistan is land-

locked, “the region needs to have
the approval of at least one of the
neighbouring countries (e.g. Turkey) to be able to export its natural
resources thus to economically
survive.” With Ankara aping Iraq’s
national government in denouncing
the referendum and the prospect
of independence, this result seems
unlikely.
Independence is also hampered
by political dysfunction within
Iraqi Kurdistan. As Hawez noted:
“Kurdistan doesn’t have any actual
functioning institutions.”
“For instance, the KDP [Barzani’s
Kurdistan Democratic Party] was
easily able to unilaterally close
the parliament in 2014 when the
legislators tried to discuss a new bill
to change Kurdistan’s [presidential]
law and eventually topple Barzani,”
he said.
This is exacerbated by institutional problems within the military and
police. Hawez said: “The security

forces are not only partisan but
loyal to the Barzani and Talabani
ruling families.”
For Iraqi Kurdistan to succeed as
an independent state, the guarantors of state security cannot be
beholden to two political families.
An independent Kurdistan would
face many challenges. Even to
secede, its leaders would need to
find, with Iraq and other neighbouring countries, solutions to almost
intractable problems. None of this
looks likely. The atmosphere internationally is hardly positive. This is
beginning to sour the mood within
the KRG.
Successfully carrying out and
winning the referendum was the
easy part for Barzani and other
Kurdish politicians. Independence
may prove unworkably difficult,
involving economic hardship, political isolation and internal crisis if
Iraqi Kurdistan achieves independence at all.

The Iraqi Confederation Project: A story of greed and betrayal

Ibrahim al-Zobeidi
is an Iraqi writer.

The Barzani camp
has never been loyal
to the Kurdish
people, and Iranian
Major-General
Qassem Soleimani’s
fans never cared for
Iraq’s national
dignity and
integrity.

I

n 1994, opposition leaders in Iraq, those backed by
America as well as those
backed by Iran or Syria, began selling the Iraqi Confederation project. The Kurds
and their Islamist allies plus
Ahmed Chalabi and his companions envisioned a confederation
between two territories — one Arab
and one Kurdish — on the basis of
one country.
Independent Iraqi intellectuals
looked at the project and turned
it down. They said they found it
dubious, misleading and doomed
to fail. They warned that if it came
to pass, the Iraqi people would
have to pay a painful and bloody
price for it.
In August 1994, I published in
the Lebanese daily Al-Hayat an article in which I reiterated the broad
lines of the arguments against the
confederation project, highlighted
the weak and dubious points in
it and proposed an alternative
project. I was certain that the proconfederation minions, along with
their US and Iranian backers, were
going to loathe the alternative and
condemn its authors to hell.
Our beef against the confederation project centred on three
points:
• The project was a sealed partnership between two teams of politicians whose allegiance to Iraq as a
nation was doubtful; they actually
had the gall to boast about their
ethnic and sectarian extremism.
• The project prepared the
ground for a premeditated se-

cession of the Kurdish region.
This was because it was de facto
independent and had no need for
anyone’s blessing unless of course
it had been the intention of Kurdish politicians all along to bleed
the Iraqi state in stages and take
advantage of its military and civilian means to lay the foundations
for a Kurdish state that would be
exclusively under the heel of their
parties.
• It could be told from the project
proponents’ behaviour, speeches,
writings and reactions to the independent Iraqi opposition that they
had no intention of sharing power,
except among themselves. They
planned to impose their authority on the Iraqi people through
money, military force and foreign
backing. Their evil entente with Islamists was clear. The latter would
close their eyes on the evil intentions and doings of both Kurdish
parties and the Kurds would keep
quiet about the Islamists’ spoliation of the Iraqi people and would
not oppose placing Iraq under the
power umbrella of the supreme
leader in Iran.
We proposed an alternative confederation model between administratively independent districts
made up of the following:
• Kurdistan District, including
Erbil, Sulaymaniyah, Dohuk and
parts of Mosul and Kirkuk governorates.
• Kirkuk and Diyala District.
• Mosul District, including Saladin governorate.
• Baghdad District.

• Anbar District.
• Holy Sites District (Karbala and
Najaf Al Ashraf).
• Hillah and Qadisiyyah District.
• Wasit and Maysan District.
• Dhi Qar and Muthanna District.
• Basra District.
Of course, all the sermonisers
in the two Kurdish parties, Dawa
Party, the Islamic Supreme Council
of Al Hakim and the Chalabi gang
immediately tore our proposal
apart. They accused us of doubting
the Iraqi opposition’s “patriotism”
and of belittling the confederation
project, so vital for Iraq, and of
deforming its essence.
Since the end of the dictatorship in 2003 and up to September
25, 2017, all Iraqis, regardless of
their sect, religion or ethnicity
had endured the worst days of
their lives under the “democratic
federal” regime put in place by the
seven main leaders of the ex-Iraqi
opposition. That form of regime
had been sold to the Iraqi people
as the best way to ensure the end
of dictatorship, racism, sectarian
tension, cronyism and corruption
in Iraq.
Fourteen years later, the Iraqis
are longing for the bygone days
of the dictatorship. Under it, they
had enjoyed better security, less
injustice and more transparency
than under the democracy of those
false democrats.
Then it was time for Kurdistan
Regional Government President
Masoud Barzani to unveil his hidden plan. He accused his Islamist
partners of betraying him and

insisted on having an independent
Kurdistan. Consequently, the confederation pact was dead and the
region was thrown in turmoil.
Barzani’s move opened a Pandora’s box and pitted the Kurds
and the Iraqis against each other.
The former partners are on the
verge of starting a war against each
other. The Kurds insist on their
right to self-rule and the Islamists
are invoking national unity and the
constitution. The truth, however,
is that neither of the belligerents
is sincere. The Barzani camp has
never been loyal to the Kurdish
people, and Iranian Major-General
Qassem Soleimani’s fans never
cared for Iraq’s national dignity
and integrity.
The overwhelming “yes” vote
in the Kurdish referendum was to
show the world that the Kurds believe no less strongly in their right
to independence than Barzani
does but most of them voted for
the dream of an independent state
and not for secession, at least not
in the foreseeable future.
They understand that imposing
a small Kurdish state in northern
Iraq despite Iraq’s opposition to
the project and amid regional and
international condemnation and
with Israeli support can only mean
endless and unnecessary wars.
In the end, we wonder how
Iraq would have turned out if the
naysayers of the opposition had
accepted our alternative. That,
however, is a moot question because none of them was willing to
give up power, wealth and militias.
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Turkey negotiating jihadist quiet
withdrawal from Idlib de-confliction zone
Sami Moubayed

Beirut

A

way from any media
coverage, the Turkish
government is having
talks with commanders
from Hayat Tahrir alSham (HTS), a coalition of Syrian
armed opposition groups previously allied with al-Qaeda.
HTS is in full control of the city
of Idlib in north-western Syria,
which was recently incorporated
into the Russian-Iranian-Turkish
engineered “de-conflict zones”
agreement of the Astana process.
The deal stated that a contingent
from all three countries would enter the war-torn city to impose a
ceasefire but Turkey alone would
send troops to eradicate HTS from
Idlib, with the full blessing of Moscow and Tehran.
However, before entering into
all-out war, Turkey is trying to
reach a back-door political understanding with HTS that calls for its
quiet evacuation from Idlib city.
On October 8, HTS militants escorted a Turkish reconnaissance
unit into Idlib and at least three
meetings between the jihadist
group and Turkish officials took
place. This shows that, regardless of all the rhetoric, the Turkish government is involved in negotiations with, at minimum, the
very same group it has been mandated to crush and that many say
it helped create early in the Syrian
conflict.
Ankara agreed to establish a
buffer zone from the village of
Atme (north of Idlib, east of the
Turkish border) through Darat
Izza (30km north-west of Aleppo)
all the way to Anadan on the Aleppo-Gaziantep highway. Simultaneously, HTS would evacuate the
area, facilitating the Turkish buffer zone and further safeguarding
the borders from any jihadist or
Kurdish influence.
The emerging agreement raised
eyebrows among the Syrian oppo-

Multiple
objectives.
An armoured
vehicle
bearing the
flag of the
Hayat Tahrir
al-Sham (HTS)
rebel alliance
advances near
the town of
Maardes in the
countryside
of the central
Syrian
province of
Hama, last
March.
(AFP)

sition, which already entertained
doubts over the links between officials in Ankara and the former
al-Qaeda affiliate in the Syrian battlefield. Formerly known as Jabhat
al-Nusra, HTS was once hailed as
the most powerful player in the
Syria war, renowned for inflicting
heavy losses on both regime forces and the Islamic State (ISIS).
Unlike ISIS, however, HTS’s core
group was almost entirely Syrian, giving it mass appeal on the
streets of opposition-held areas
that no other jihadist group ever
enjoyed. Militias that once praised

Unlike ISIS, HTS’s
core group was
almost entirely
Syrian, giving it mass
appeal on the streets
of opposition-held
areas.

al-Nusra’s fighting acumen have
since walked away, terrified by its
brutal campaign against all opponents. Prominent groups, such as
Ahrar al-Sham and the Noor alDin al-Zenki Movement, suffered
heavy losses at the hands of HTS,
although, technically they were
fighting on the same side and were
backed by the same patrons in Ankara.
The recent agreement between
Turkey and HTS aims at achieving multiple objectives for Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan.
It protects his borders from further Kurdish advances and minimises the future flow of Syrian
refugees. Turkey is seeking to control the summit of Sheikh Barakat
Mountain, a former radar point for
the Syrian Army, which would give
it a bird’s-eye view of the Kurdish
city of Afrin, west of the Euphrates
River.
That position would allow Turkey to check the advance of Kurd-

ish militias, which is a prime objective of the Turkish government.
The Turks previously wanted to
march on Afrin, which falls within
the Russian fiefdom of the Syrian
patchwork, but decided instead to
isolate the city and besiege it economically.
Ultimately, Erdogan hopes to
carve out a buffer zone in northern
Syria, similar to that created in the
summer of 2016, where the millions of Syrian refugees who have
been living in Turkey since 2011
can be relocated.
To achieve that, he needs either
to eradicate HTS, reach an agreement with it or implode the group
from within by sowing seeds of
discord within its ranks and encouraging fighters’ defection to
other jihadist groups. Syrian expert Charles Lister said the end
objective was to create a “manageable competitor (out of HTS)
rather than an adversary.”
Several Turkish-backed groups,

such as the Free Syrian Army,
would rather wage war on HTS
than reach an agreement with its
Syrian commander, Abu Mohammad al-Golani, who was reportedly seriously wounded in a recent
Russian air strike. Others are more
reluctant, fearing the military
might of his fighters. During the
summer, they literarily crushed
Ahrar al-Sham, the most powerful group in Idlib, sending shockwaves throughout the armed opposition.
Erdogan realises that a quiet
understanding would be more
beneficial for Turkey — and far
less costly — than a full-fledged
military operation, like the one
last year that led to the taking of
Jarabulus and Azaz on the Syrian
border and al-Bab, 40km northeast of Aleppo.
Sami Moubayed is a Syrian
historian and author of “Under
the Black Flag” (IB Tauris, 2015).

Ideology and objectives clash at Deir ez-Zor
Simon Speakman Cordall

Tunis

A

s the Syrian regime and
its allies wrestle with
the Islamic State (ISIS)
for control of the oil-rich
Deir ez-Zor governorate
more than the future of the territory
is at stake.
For the elite forces of the Syrian
Army, the assault on one of ISIS’s
last remaining redoubts at Mayadin,
40km south-east of the city of Deir
ez-Zor, stands as one of the conflict’s
last opportunities to reassert themselves as a significant counter to
ISIS’s military force.
However, heavy casualties among
the Syrian Army and its allies, plus
the ominous proximity between
the Damascus regime and the
US-sponsored Syrian Democratic
Forces (SDF) threaten to escalate
the conflict or limit the regime’s
freedom to act. Compounding the
challenges are the competing objectives of the Iranian, Russian and
Hezbollah fighters.
The stakes are high. The lucrative
oil fields of Deir ez-Zor have done
much to finance ISIS’s insurgency
since they fell to the group in 2014.
The group’s positions beyond Deir
ez-Zor, at Abu Kamal and along
the Euphrates Valley, offer ISIS
the ability to protect those fields

and a corridor directly into Iraq.
Though the Syrian Army is taking
the lead in the attack on Mayadin,
support appears to be coming from
Lebanon’s Hezbollah, with Russia
providing aerial support and Iran’s
Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps
(IRGC) strategy.
That the Shia forces seem to be
holding back is significant. After
years under various Sunni rebel occupiers, the advance into the region
of the Shia allies is likely to prove unwelcome in an area Nicholas Heras,
the Middle East security fellow at
the Centre for a New American Security, termed, a “resistance society.”
Though
counterattacks
have
dogged the regime’s advance, ISIS’s
foreign fighters have proven elusive. “It’s clear that ISIS has retained
some kind of Praetorian Guard of
foreign fighters,” Heras said in a telephone interview.
“However, so far what we’ve been
seeing is mostly local militias coopted by the group. ISIS has yet to
commit its full foreign contingent
and it’s not clear if it will. It may just
have them melt away and fight elsewhere.”
The strategic importance of the region is lost on no one. Control of Deir
ez-Zor governorate and the Euphrates Valley would give its occupier a
defining voice in the conduct of the
war and its settlement.
“This is about beating the US to the
border and they’ll burn the Euphra-

Conflicting loyalties. A Syrian boy holds the Iranian flag as a truck
carrying aid provided by Iran arrives in the eastern city of Deir
ez-Zor, last September.
(AFP)
tes to do that,” Heras said. “If [Syrian President Bashar] Assad makes
serious gains at Deir ez-Zor, he can
use the territory to train and sta-

tion any militias there that he likes.”
That would provide Damascus a
base from which to project strength
through much of eastern Syria.

Despite the proximity of the SDF
and regime forces at Deir ez-Zor, it
is unclear if either Assad or his allies are prepared to confront the
US-sponsored force directly.
Moreover, Iran’s commitment to
the preservation of the Assad regime, while certain in Damascus
and western Syria, diminishes the
farther it is from the capital.
“I’m not sure I really buy this
idea of a land bridge,” Heras said,
referring to the theory of Tehran’s
plan for a corridor from Iran to the
Mediterranean. “There are satellites and surveillance along the
whole route. Anything they want
can already be landed at Damascus
airport. Why do you need a land
route?”
Though a land route may not be
an overriding priority for Tehran,
securing western Syria remains a
key objective.
“Iran really isn’t that bothered
about Syria, just western Syria.”
Heras said, “Western Syria is really
tied into the Iranian regime’s perception of what it needs to achieve
in Syria. Eastern Syria is about
checking the US’s involvement
in the war. Western Syria is about
creating a clear space where it and
its militias can operate and apply
pressure on Israel.”
Simon Speakman Cordall is Syria/
Lebanon section editor with The
Arab Weekly.
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Syrian refugees in Jordan

Spotlight

Jordan pins cost of
hosting Syrian refugees
at more than $10.3 billion

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

Jordan must rethink its
approach to reopening
Syria border crossing

A

Costly needs. Syrian refugees queue to register their names for employment at the Zaatari refugee
camp, on October 4.
									
(AFP)

The Arab Weekly staff

London

J

ordan said hosting thousands of Syrian refugees
since 2011 has cost it more
than $10 billion, reiterating calls that the kingdom
needs more aid to deal with the
crisis.
In a statement released on social
media, the Jordanian Foreign Ministry said that “more than $10.3
billion” had been spent on caring
for refugees. That figure included
expenses in health, education and
employment and on public services and subsidised food to serve
refugees, it said.
Jordan estimates that almost
$1.7 billion would be needed to
fund refugee programmes this
year.
The kingdom, which has called
for the international community
to do more, recently came under
fire from Human Rights Watch
(HRW) for allegedly “summarily
deporting” Syrian refugees.
HRW said that approximately
400 refugees were being removed
each month since the start of 2017
in a move that could be aimed at
preventing the violence in Syria
from spilling into Jordan after several armed attacks. Authorities insisted that any return of refugees
to Syria was voluntary and that
they only headed to areas in the
country considered safe.
Jordanian
Foreign
Minister
Ayman Safadi said aid deliveries to
thousands of Syrians stranded on
their country’s desert border with
Jordan must pass through Syria.
“They are Syrian citizens on Syrian territory. Syria must therefore
assume this responsibility and not
Jordan,” Safadi said during a meeting with ambassadors from EU
countries. Aid to them “must pass
through Syrian territory,” he said.
About 45,000 displaced Syrians,
mostly women and children, have
been stuck for months on the Syrian side of the frontier near the
Rukban border crossing.
“Conditions on the ground now
make it possible to send aid to the
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Rukban camp via Syria,” Safadi
said.
Jordan, which shares a 375km
border with Syria, is part of the
US-led coalition fighting the Islamic State (ISIS) in Syria and Iraq.
A suicide bombing claimed by
ISIS in June 2016 killed seven Jordanian soldiers in a no-man’s land
near the Rukban crossing. Soon
afterwards, the army declared Jordan’s desert regions that stretch
north-east to Syria and east to Iraq
“closed military zones.”
UN agencies in August expressed
“deep concern” for the safety of
camp residents. The United Nations said 650,000 Syrian refugees

They are Syrian citizens
on Syrian territory. Syria
must therefore assume
this responsibility
and not Jordan.

Ayman Safadi,
Jordanian Foreign Minister

were being housed in Jordan but
the government puts the figure at
around 1.3 million people.
The UN refugee agency said 93%
of the Syrian refugees in Jordan
live below the poverty line. Approximately 180,000 of them are
housed in two sprawling camps in
the desert.
Fighting in Syria has claimed
more than 330,000 — some estimates put the death toll at 475,000
— lives since a brutal crackdown
by the army on protesters in 2011
spiralled into all-out conflict.
The United Nations estimated
that more than 5 million Syrians
have been driven from the country by fighting, with the majority
settling in neighbouring Turkey,
Lebanon or Jordan.
Jordan is reportedly pressuring
Syrian rebels in southern Syria to
hand over the Nasib border crossing in Daraa province to the Syrian
Army, which is loyal to President
Bashar Assad.
“I think an agreement will be
reached eventually, but I can say
that official negotiations have not
started yet,” political analyst Fahd
al-Khitan told Al-Monitor website.
Jordan frequently boasts of its
record in hosting refugees.
“Jordan has always warned and
sounded the alarm over the consequences of the world’s failure to
fulfil its humanitarian and moral
duty of helping refugees at home
and in host countries to prevent
any aggravation in the crisis and
its impact on regional and global
security and stability,” government spokesman Mohammad
Momani said in a statement in
September.
Jordanian Prime Minister Hani
Mulki in September gave the green
light for Syrian refugees who do
not possess the required documents to enroll in government
schools.
More than 126,000 Syrian children received education in Jordanian public schools last year but
80,000 were out of school, official
figures, cited in the Jordan Times,
indicated.
The Arab Weekly staff and news
agencies

uthorities in Amman are pressuring
southern Syria rebels
to hand over control
of the major border
crossing between Syria and Jordan, which they captured
in April 2015, to the Damascus regime. Since Russia and the United
States brokered a “de-escalation
zone” agreement for south-western
Syria, President Bashar Assad’s
administration has increasingly
pushed for the reopening of the
Nasib Border Crossing with Jordan.
Along with trade perks, the Assad regime would receive a boost
of legitimacy if it came to control
the border crossing, as Jordan and
others seem to seek better relations with a re-emerging regime in
Damascus. However, while Jordan
may also benefit economically
from the reopening of the crossing, which used to be a major trade
transit route between Gulf countries and Turkey, it risks destabilising its northern frontier.
Over the last five years, Amman
has been able to unobtrusively
maintain a relative semblance of
security and stability along its
375km border with Syria but the
recent push by authorities in Amman to reopen the Nasib Border
Crossing in cooperation with the
Assad regime hints at a short-sighted approach that would jeopardise
the stability of a strategic region in
Syria.
Until this point, nationalistorientated rebels in southern Syria
have resisted pressure. Opposition
forces in the south reject the regime control of the border crossing
for two main reasons: They view it
to be a mean that aims at rehabilitating an illegitimate regime
in Damascus and they fear losing
local public support, albeit they
could stand to profit from a portion
of the customs fees if they end up
agreeing to regime and Jordanian
proposals.
There were reports that Jordan is
firm about reopening the crossing
point, whether or not the rebels
agree. In this respect, Jordan seems
to misperceive the Assad regime’s
long-term objectives for the region
and the history of southern Syria’s
rebellion and population, who was
first to ignite the uprising in 2011.
Steady backing from Russia and
Iran to the Assad regime made a
regime change scenario in Syria
no longer conceivable. The Assad
regime’s overall goal, however, is
to eventually control all of Syria.
While this appears to contradict
realities of the conflict, regime actions across Syria can only suggest
such a mentality.
Assad’s regime is no longer that
of pre-2011, however. His forces
are almost entirely dependent on
foreign fighters and lack indigenous Syrian manpower. Assad
does not view de-escalation agreements as means for stability and
de-confliction to pave a way to
meaningful peace talks but rather
as reconciliation agreements meant
to eventually lead rebels to submit
to his rule.
If the Syrian regime is to take
control of the south again, the border region would face instability
given the geostrategic importance
of the area to Iran and its sectarian
proxies. Amman fears the possibility of sectarian tensions over its
northern border, which would put
Jordan’s national security interests

and those of its allies — Gulf countries, the United States and Israel —
in substantial vulnerability.
Increasing Assad’s presence in
the south, even if only in the border crossing area, would feed into
the narrative of extremists and increase their recruitment potential
among the local population, which
largely opposes the regime.
Amman must acknowledge that
stability in southern Syria can only
be achieved with an opposition, nationalist-oriented force composed
of fighters from the region itself,
thus mirroring the aspirations and
demographic composition of the
south-western population.
While jihadist forces do exist in
southern Syria, including an Islamic State (ISIS) affiliate, they are
outweighed by nationalist-oriented
rebels who are indigenous to the
region.
Among opposition forces in
Syria, rebels in Daraa are the most
moderate. The Southern Front
coalition, for instance, includes approximately 40 Free Syrian Armylinked factions that have proved to
be reliable for the region’s security
and flexible to work with regional
powers. Unlike other rebel groups,
the Southern Front operates, to
a large extent, realistically and
holds no direct interest in attacking
regime-held Damascus.
Given the level of complexity,
the conflict has reached and the
territorial disintegration among
regions across Syria, rebels in
the south may want to become a
force localised for the security of
opposition-held areas — a force
that would conduct operations
against extremist groups and
secure real long-term stability and
de-confliction.
Amman must not appease the
Southern Front nor work against
its agenda. Instead, the kingdom,
with support from regional powers
and the United States, could empower and build an effective partnership with the Southern Front,
which could serve as a model of
an acceptable and nationalist-oriented security force essential for
the future of Syria and stability in
its south. The Southern Front can
prioritise countering jihadists and
preserving stability, as it shares
Jordan’s view that the war in Syria
can only be concluded with a political settlement.
For the sake of long-term stability, Jordan must clearly pronounce
its opposition to any expansion of
Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard
Corps-funded and -mobilised
forces along its northern border
and demand the Russians to exert
any influence they bear on their allies in Syria, particularly Hezbollah
and the Iranians. The de-escalation zone agreement would show
success only when extremists on
all sides are being targeted and
when local-led stability efforts are
enabled.
Security challenges to Jordan
from next door are real. Amman
must not prioritise economic benefits over border security. Jordan
must also not be fooled by recent
regime advances and think that
the regime is winning the war.
Centralised Syria is no longer possible. If Jordan looks to secure its
northern border for the long run
and counter extremists in southern Syria, Amman must prioritise
restoring its partnership with local, nationalist-oriented rebels.
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ISIS regroups in Libya amid jihadist infighting
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

T

he Islamic State (ISIS) is
regrouping in Libya after
being uprooted from the
coastal town of Sirte last
year, renewing fears that
the extremist group could gather
strength in the conflict-ridden country.
At the same time, infighting
among jihadists has grown fiercer,
with rival groups battling for leadership in the Maghreb and neighbouring Sahel, analysts and intelligence
sources said.
Last December marked the end
of a four-month battle to wipe ISIS
out of deceased dictator Muammar Qaddafi`s hometown of Sirte,
160km south-east of Tripoli. The international coalition killed as many
as 1,200 of ISIS fighters, mostly
through hundreds of US precision
strikes and aerial bombings.
However, there is concern that
the conflict between political factions and militias within Libya has
allowed ISIS to gain a new foothold
and expand.
ISIS claimed responsibility for
a suicide bombing October 4 on a
court complex in Misrata. The attack, which killed at least four people and injured more than 40, took
place in an area controlled by a
Libyan militia aligned with the internationally backed government in
Tripoli, which was central in ousting extremist fighters from Sirte last
year.
Military spokesman BrigadierGeneral Mohammed al-Ghosari
called the bombing “a revenge attack.”
Ghosari warned in July that ISIS
was regrouping for an assault on
Sirte. Some of the fighters eventually moved towards the city but US
air strikes appeared to ward off the
assault.
The US military’s Africa Command said it had launched eight air
strikes against ISIS in Libya since
September 26, killing “several” of
the extremist group’s fighters southeast of Sirte; 17 of them killed after
precision strikes destroyed vehicles
in a desert camp.
Despite the onslaught, ISIS has
maintained safe havens and desert camps, analysts said, adding
that that situation was unlikely to
change soon even as UN plans for
reconciliation and reconstruction
go into effect.
Lydia Sizer, a Libya expert at the
Washington-based Middle East

Hanging threat. A 2016 picture shows a Libyan man checking a building used by the Islamic State (ISIS) fighters after it was captured by
Libyan forces allied with the UN-backed government in Sirte.									
(Reuters)
Institute, said divisions in Libya
allowed jihadist groups to gain
strength and develop bases, threatening the stability of neighbouring
countries. Fighters are also said to
be trained at the bases to carry out
attacks in Europe.
“This infighting (between rival
factions in Libya) has allowed ISIS
and other Salafi-jihadi groups to
evolve and grow in late 2016 and
2017,” Sizer said in an October report
titled “Libya’s Terrorism Challenge:
Assessing the Salafi-Jihadi Threat.”
Sizer said she expected additional violence from ISIS militants
in Libya.
“In Libya itself, hotels popular
with foreign diplomats and businessmen are particularly vulnerable, as are oil and gas facilities, government and security institutions
and foreign missions,” she added.
As ISIS gains momentum in Libya,
friction with al-Qaeda and other jihadist groups is on the rise, experts
noted. Infighting among jihadists
has also taken place in Mali and

Niger, where a recent attack targeted US military personnel and UN
peacekeepers.
US officials told the Associated
Press that ISIS-linked militants may
have been responsible for an ambush October 4 in south-western Niger that killed three US Army special
operations commandos and several
local Niger forces.
The attack occurred after US and
Niger forces met with local tribe
members about 200km north of Niamey, near Niger’s border with Mali.
An October 3 report by the United
Nations noted that assaults by jihadists against UN peacekeepers, Malian troops and French forces in Mali
surged since June, with local forces
suffering the most.
ISIS is also competing with its rivals in Algeria. The group’s affiliate,
Jund al-Khilafa (Soldiers of the Caliphate), recently appointed a veteran
jihadist as its chief after raids by
security forces decimated its leadership and many foot soldiers last
year.

Maghrebi intelligence sources said
Jund al-Khilafa’s new commander
in Algeria is Mohamed Fawzi, 47,
known as Abu-Jaffar al-Afghani. A
former senior figure in Katibat al
Ahwal (Brigade of Horror), Fawzi
has been accused of gruesome attacks against civilians during the Algerian civil war between 1992-2003.
Katibat al Ahwal is specifically
blamed by the Algerian government
for massacring up to 200 civilians in
the village of Bentalha outside Algiers in September 1997. Islamist assailants slit victims’ throats, cut off
limbs and raped the women during

As ISIS gains
momentum in Libya,
friction with
al-Qaeda and other
jihadist groups is on
the rise.

the five-hour massacre. Many of the
victims were children.
Intelligence sources said the Algerian military has a list of 11 Jund
al-Khilafa members who have been
trained to carry out suicide attacks.
In a bid to counter Jund al-Khilafa
in the region, al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb, which has a presence in
Algeria’s mountainous areas. It is led
by Algerian Abdelmalek Droukdel
and has forged an alliance with the
Signatories of Blood group, founded by former Algerian paratrooper
Mokhtar Belmokhtar, also known as
Katibat al-Mourabitoune.
Tunisian Mokhtar ben Omor Akouri was selected to head the alliance, the sources said. Akouri, 32, is
from the central region of Sidi Bouzid, where Jund al-Khilafa also has a
presence. Another al-Qaeda branch,
known as Okba ibn Nafaa, is in Kasserine and El Kef in north-western
Tunisia.
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis.

Algeria defends ties with North Korea despite US pressure
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

A

lgeria is maintaining
strong ties with North
Korea despite US pressure to isolate Pyongyang.
Washington has pressured Algeria
for nearly two years to end its 59year relationship with North Korea,
Algerian officials said. While other
Arab countries — such as Egypt —
succumbed to similar pressures,
Algeria defended its historic relationship with Pyongyang, which
dates to before the founding of the
republic.
Checking North Korea’s nuclear
ambitions has become a top priority for the US administration, which
has seen Pyongyang’s threats and
military drills become increasingly hostile. During a speech
at the UN General Assembly, US
President Donald Trump warned
that the United States would “destroy” North Korea if Pyongyang
threatened his country and urged
the global community to join

the fight against the North Koreans.
Some intellectuals defended
Algeria’s loyalty to North Korea,
arguing the East Asian country’s
pursuit of nuclear weapons is strategic. They pointed out that multiple regimes, such as that of Saddam
Hussein in Iraq and Muammar
Qaddafi in Libya, were wiped out
by Western powers after giving up
their nuclear programmes. North
Korea, which was lumped into former US President George W. Bush’s
“axis of evil” with Iraq, fears a similar fate.
North Korea has provided crucial assistance to Algeria, analysts
noted. It was the first country to
recognise Algeria’s nationalist government in 1958, when the North
African state was in the midst of its
most trying period of seeking independence.
The North Koreans supplied Algeria with critical military aid during
its fight with jihadists in the 1990s,
helping Algeria ward off a dangerous offensive when other international and Arab powers had abandoned it.
“It is part of Algeria’s diplomacy
to remain loyal to friends and allies

even when there is a shift in the balance of international relations,” a
senior Arab diplomat in Algiers said.
“That is true for Asian friends of Algeria or elsewhere in Africa and the
Americas.”
This policy was evidenced by
“rolling out the red carpet this
month for (Venezuelan President
Nicolas) Maduro despite his isolation at home and abroad,” added
the diplomat, who confirmed that
Algerian President Abdelaziz Bouteflika has met with North Korean
Ambassador
to
Algeria
Park
Sang-jin multiple times since early
2016.

Washington is said
to have pressured
Algeria for nearly
two years to end its
59-year relationship
with North Korea.
Algerian security analyst Akram
Kharief said: “Algeria has been
put in a difficult position and
does not want to break ties with
North Korea. Instead, Algiers offered
to mediate between the two Korean

capitals: Pyongyang and Seoul.”
Analysts noted that Algeria could
afford to resist the United States’
demands since Algiers is not beholden to Washington as are other
Arab countries. While Algiers receives no military aid from the
United States, it has succeeded
in building “one of the strongest
military powers in the world,” Algerian Army Chief Ahmed Gaid
Salah said.
Egypt has enjoyed close ties with
North Korea for four decades. Before the 1973 Yom Kippur War between Israel and a coalition of Arab
states, North Korea trained Egyptian fighter pilots. Cairo was later
accused of supplying Scud missiles
to Pyongyang, said Daniel Leone
from the Project on Middle East
Democracy.
In 2015, a UN investigation stated
that North Korea was using companies and shipping agents as a front
to smuggle weapons out of Egypt’s
Port Said.
In September, Egypt announced
it was severing military ties with
North Korea after Washington cut
military aid to Cairo. This was followed by Kuwait’s decision to ex-

pel the North Korean ambassador
and four other diplomats, potentially crippling Pyongyang’s ability
to collect money from workers it
sends to the Gulf region.
A 2015 UN report suggested that
the more than 50,000 North Koreans working overseas earned $1.2
billion-$2.3 billion a year.
The civil war in Syria has made
Damascus immune to pressure to
sever ties with Pyongyang, which
has strong military links with the
country. In Yemen, the Houthis
appear undeterred by diplomatic
pressure to cut ties, even though
the conflict has nearly halted the
usual exchange between Sana’a
and Pyongyang.
Despite the conflict in Libya,
North Korea has retained ties with
Tripoli as well. Defence ministry
officials in the UN-backed Libyan
government announced they had
begun talks with the North Korean
Ambassador to Libya Ju Jin-hyuk
in February.
Libya’s ties with North Korea
date to the first months of Qaddafi’s
rule, when hundreds of North Korean soldiers deployed to support
and train his fledgling army.
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Egypt’s Nation’s
Future Party
seeks to build
on youth vote
Hassan Abdel Zaher

W
Cairo

hen
parliamentary
elections
took place
in late
2015, the
Nation’s
Future Party was less than a year
old. Despite its newness, it won
almost half of the 120 seats at
stake among Egypt’s more than
100 political parties.
The little-known party,
founded by young Egyptians,
suddenly found itself in the
political limelight. Established
politicians were shocked by the
group’s ability to chart its own
course in Egypt’s murky political
waters, something that the
Nation’s Future Party continues
to seek to do by reaching out to
the public in an unprecedented
way.
“We have a new approach to
most of the problems of our
country, one coined by the party’s
members and leaders,” said
Nation’s Future Party leader
Ashraf Rashad. “We dream of
bringing our country back to its
past glories, depending on our
totally fresh outlook.”
The Nation’s Future Party seeks
to transform Egypt into a regional
mass production centre to
capitalise on the country’s huge
workforce.
The party also wants Egypt to
break its reliance on imported
goods by boosting domestic
manufacturing to ensure a better
trade balance. In 2016, Egypt

exported $22.5 billion worth of
goods but imported $57.7 billion
worth.
“These two moves will ensure
that we will build our national
economy by dependence on our
local capacities,” Rashad said.
“We need to depend on ourselves,
not on others, in rebuilding our
country.”
It is this message of
self-reliance and autonomy that is
winning over young
Egyptians, who suffer from
debilitating unemployment
rates.
The young Egyptians have been
at the centre of the political
transformations that have taken
place in Egypt in the last seven
years. Despite playing a leading
role in the ouster of longstanding
President Hosni Mubarak in 2011,
many young Egyptians said they
felt short-changed in the postrevolutionary period and chose to
disengage.
This is a mood that Egyptian
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi is
seeking to reverse, although
critics said the government’s
attempts at mobilising Egypt’s
youth, including government
projects and initiatives such as
the Youth Conference, have seen
little success.
These are efforts, however, that
the Nation’s Future Party has
played a leading role in. Ties
between the Nation’s Future
Party leadership and Cairo are
strong and party founder
Mohamed Badran was known to
be close to Sisi.
“The Nation’s Future Party was
manna from heaven for the
government, which was incapable
of convincing youth to be part of
political life,” said Egyptian

New approach. Nation’s Future Party leader Ashraf Rashad.

Some political
observers said it
is too early for the
Nation’s Future
Party to be dreaming
of parliamentary
majority and rule.

political analyst Abdel Monem
Halawa. “We are talking here
about a huge disgruntled segment
of society that needed to be
organised into any political form
before it feels left out, which
could have adverse ramifications.”
The Nation’s Future Party is
considered a last resort by some
of Egypt’s youth. More than 90%
of the party’s 250,000 members,
including its leaders, are under
the age of 35. Rashad, the party
head, is just 27.
“We have a policy in the party
that all leaders must be less than
30,” Rashad, who was elected
leader in September, said. “I
think this is a success factor.
Youth overlooked by other parties
feel there is finally a party in
which they can have their
place.”
At a time when many Egyptians, and Egyptian politicians,
appear apprehensive about the
future, Rashad and his colleagues
are dreaming big. There are even
plans to secure a parliamentary
majority and form a government.
However, to do this, they need
to boost the way the party is
viewed, particularly among
Egyptians who may not be ready
to give a new party like the
Nation’s Future a chance.
The party has offices in all of

(Courtesy of Nation’s Future Party)

Egypt’s 27 provinces. Its members
have launched social care and
medical programmes to boost the
party’s image. They also offer
Egyptians training courses in
topics ranging from political
education to information technology.
The Nation’s Future Party’s 53
MPs make it the second-largest
party in Egypt’s parliament and
its members are considered
diligent legislators.
However, some political
observers say, despite its improbable rise, it is too early for the
Nation’s Future to be dreaming of
parliamentary majority and
rule.
“The party is a real model of a
political entity that rose out of
obscurity to reach political fame,”
said Akram Badr Eddin, a political science professor at Cairo
University, “but for it to rule, it
needs to be present among the
public, even more.”
Rashad said that was precisely
what he intended to do. “We are
not on the political stage for the
sake of it,” he says. “We want to
have a say in creating the future
of our country and we cannot do
this without being in a decisionmaking position.”
Hassan Abdel Zaher is a
Cairo-based contributor to
The Arab Weekly.

Egypt’s human rights battle with Qatar
Amr Emam

Cairo

H

afez Abu Saada and Mohammed al-Ghoul represent different — and
occasionally divergent
— groups that investigate human rights in Egypt. Despite
disagreements and trading accusations, both men agree about the
scale of Qatar’s “flagrant” human
rights abuses.
Abu Saada, head of the Egyptian
Organisation for Human Rights
(EOHR), one of Egypt’s largest
rights groups, is preparing a lengthy
report on human rights violations
allegedly committed by Doha
against the political opposition and
foreign workers.
The report has the backing of
Ghoul, deputy leader of the Human
Rights Committee in the Egyptian
parliament. The committee is working on its own report about human
rights in Qatar, including documenting what Ghoul described as
the “unlimited” support Doha is offering terrorist groups.
Qatari authorities are accused of
restricting the rights of freedom of
expression, association and peaceful assembly. Hundreds of thousands of migrant workers, particu-

Indentured labour. Migrant workers walking next to a
construction site in the Qatari capital Doha.
larly those working in construction
on stadiums ahead of the 2022 FIFA
World Cup, face exploitation and
abuses, human rights groups claim.
“Qatar must be brought to account for the human rights violations it commits,” Abu Saada said.
“It is about time the whole world
knew the disgraceful record of the
Qatari regime, which squanders the
wealth of its people for the pleasure
of terrorists and killers,” Ghoul said.
Egyptian rights groups, some
backed by the government but
also independent ones, such as

(AFP)

the EOHR, said they will no longer
stay silent on Qatar’s human rights
abuses.
Egypt, Saudi Arabia, the United
Arab Emirates and Bahrain cut diplomatic and trade ties with Qatar in
June and presented Doha with a list
of 13 demands to be met before normalisation of relations.
The countries accuse Qatar of
financing terrorism and interfering in their domestic affairs. They
specifically called for Doha to stop
supporting groups designated as
terrorist organisations such as the

Muslim Brotherhood.
By opening a human rights front
in the war against Qatar, Egyptian
groups said they were responding
in kind to Qatar’s tactics. Cairo accused Qatar of financing international human rights groups that
allegedly fabricate reports about
human rights violations, exaggerating problems facing Egypt.
The
Qatari-backed,
Genevabased Alkarama Foundation has
published reports about alleged
human rights violations in Egypt.
Egyptian activists, including Abu
Saada, acknowledge that human
rights violations do take place in
Egypt and are working to address
this. They said Qatar-backed groups
are raising such issues for political
reasons and to harm the Egyptian
state.
Abu Saada and Ghoul said their
groups will file complaints about
Qatar’s human rights violations at
relevant international organisations, including the UN Human
Rights Council.
“Parliament’s Human Rights
Committee is preparing to participate in a large number of international events during which it will
stand up for the victims of Qatar’s
human rights violations both inside
Qatar and outside it,” Ghoul said.
“We will file reports in this regard
wherever we go.”

Abu Saada revealed that the
EOHR had been granted powers of
attorney from the families of dozens of victims of terrorist attacks in
Egypt and that it intends to file lawsuits against Qatar in international
courts over its sponsorship of terrorist groups.
“Qatar is the main sponsor of the
Muslim Brotherhood, the movement that has been staging terrorist attacks here for more than three
years,” Abu Saada said. “We will
demand compensation for the poor
families of the victims of these attacks.”
This move to tackle Qatar’s human rights violations is not just
taking place in Egypt. In Geneva,
Switzerland,
Mohamed
Abdel
Naeem, head of Egyptian NGO
United National Organisation for
Human Rights, is coordinating action against Qatar with European
human rights groups.
“We are here to divulge Qatar’s
practices in front of everybody,”
Abdel Naeem said from Geneva
in a telephone conversation. “We
have prepared documents and arguments to show the world that the
state that claims to defend human
rights in other countries is itself the
largest human rights violator.”
Amr Emam is a Cairo-based
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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Gazans hope Palestinian reconciliation ends their woes
Razan Shamallakh

London

W

hen
Palestinian
Prime Minister Rami
Hamdallah led a
large delegation of
Fatah officials to the
Gaza Strip, many Gazans looked at
the reconciliation move with Hamas as a decade-awaited step to end
their woes.
Approximately 2,000 people lined
the streets and welcomed Hamdallah and his delegation as they
crossed the Israeli-controlled Erez
border.
“The only way to statehood is
through unity,” Hamdallah said at
a welcome ceremony attended by
Fatah and Hamas officials. “We are
coming to Gaza again to deepen the
reconciliation and end the split.”
Clashes between the two sides
following parliamentary elections
in 2006 led to a bloody civil war.
After Hamas ousted the Palestinian
Authority (PA) from Gaza in 2007,
two governments were essentially
formed in Palestine — a Hamas-led
government in Gaza and a PA-led
government in the West Bank. Since
2011, numerous attempts have been
made to reconcile the two movements and create a power-sharing
unity government in Gaza and the
West Bank.
In September, a new reconciliation programme offered families of
victims $50,000 in compensation
each in exchange for relinquishing
claims against those blamed for targeting their loved ones.
Mohammad AbuShanab, 24, a
graduate in economics and political
sciences from the Islamic University
of Gaza, said that it would be a historic day to end the decade-long division on political and social levels.
“Those who have lost family
members will never forget but we
hope that they will forgive for this
reconciliation to stand a chance,”
AbuShanab said.
“However, let’s not get our hopes
too high. Throughout the last decade we have witnessed Palestinian
reconciliation attempts sponsored
by different parties, but none of
them paid its efforts. Despite the
positive measures taken by both
Palestinian sides of the division,
we are still doubting its success,” he
added.
“If all goes to plan, I expect a huge
change starting from creating new
jobs to increases in exports and
imports. We will be witnessing a
new paradigm of a Palestinian ruling system which takes actual steps
towards improving the standard of
living in the Gaza Strip,” continued
AbuShanab.
In September, Hamas agreed to

Cautiously optimistic. Palestinians gather in Gaza to welcome the visit of Prime Minister Rami Hamdallah and his government, on
October 2. 						
disband its shadow government and
accepted a Fatah call for elections in
Gaza and the West Bank. Analysts
said the Hamas shift reflected pressure from Israel and Abbas.
The Chairman of the Association
of the Palestinian Community in the
UK (APC UK) Rajab Shamallakh, this
writer’s father, expressed optimism
towards the reconciliation.
“Gaza faced hard-hitting economic steps imposed by Mahmoud Abbas, such as electricity cuts, which
reduced the daily electricity supply
to two to four hours a day. The PA
also cut salaries for its employees in
Gaza,” he said.
“The unification of Hamas and
Fatah will pave the way for the reconstruction of the Gaza Strip and
the improvement of living conditions hampered by the Israeli and
Egyptian blockade and Israeli bombardments.
“These reconciliation efforts will
give hope for the opening of the
borders. Abbas could counter Israel’s argument that it does not have
a negotiating partner for peace with
the Palestinians.”

The unification of
Hamas and Fatah will
pave the way for the
reconstruction of the
Gaza Strip.

Rajab Shamallakh,
Chairman of the Association
of the Palestinian
Community in the UK
(APC UK)

However, many Gazans are sceptical about reconciliation.
“I am not very optimistic and I
cannot say much before I see how
this so-called reconciliation is translated on the ground. People are fed
up,” said Shahd Abusalama, a doctoral candidate at Sheffield Hallam
University.
“Of course, a united government is
good. However, I am worried about
the shape of this united government
and if it will bring any good. Would
this good be shared or limited to certain groups or people with contacts?
What is their stance when it comes
not only to people’s basic needs but
also our struggle? Will de facto security coordination continue? There are
still a lot of unclear issues. For me, it
is beyond easing the siege on Gaza.”
While serious obstacles threaten
any agreement between the two factions, Hamdallah stressed the importance of reconciliation between
Hamas and Fatah if the Palestinians
were to confront Israel effectively.
Gaza resident Essa Kamal, 22, said
he was optimistic despite previous
failed reconciliation attempts. He

(AFP)

said the humanitarian situation in
Gaza is catastrophic and Hamas cannot help the Gazans nor itself.
“This reconciliation means everything, as everything is literally hanging by a straw. Unemployment rates
have increased massively and there
is a crucial shortage of medical supplies in Gaza,” he said.
“If the reconciliation goes to plan,
more than 75,000 humanitarian cases will be able to travel, more than 2
million people will enjoy their day
with more than four hours of electricity, and construction and raw materials will enter Gaza.”
Over the past decade, Gaza has
fallen deeper into poverty, witnessed three devastating wars
and suffered from a joint IsraeliEgyptian blockade. Many obstacles lie ahead and the nature of the
reconciliation is yet to be determined. While a unity government is
just a step, it is a very important one.
Razan Shamallakh is a master’s
degree candidate in Conflict
Resolution in Divided Societies at
King’s College London.

Who sets US policy on Israel and Palestine?

Kamel Hawwash

is a British-based Palestinian
university professor and writer.

With Trump,
Tillerson, Trump’s
advisers and his
ambassador
seemingly working
in an uncoordinated
manner, it may be a
case of too many
cooks spoiling the
peace broth.

T

he president of the
United States normally
sets the broad objectives
of the country’s foreign
policy, which largely follow his party’s platform
on the various issues. Day-to-day
implementation is normally the domain of the US State Department,
with the secretary of state traditionally being the person to lead
the process and clock the required
air miles to project the policy and
attempts to deliver it.
Donald Trump, however, is no
ordinary president and, while he
set out his foreign policy during the election in the same way
previous presidents have, he has
acted differently when it comes
to implementation. This has been
the case on issues such as Iran and
North Korea, which have caused
tensions between the White House
and the State Department, with
political observers characterising
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson’s
role as “clearing up the mess.”

Trump is certainly committed to
bringing peace to the Palestinians
and Israelis. It would be, he said,
the “ultimate deal.” He promised
Palestinian Authority President
Mahmoud Abbas: “We want to
create peace between Israel and the
Palestinians. We will get it done.
We will be working so hard to get
it done.”
However, unlike his predecessor, Barack Obama, who effectively passed the pursuit of peace
between Israel and the Palestinians
to his Secretary of State John Kerry,
Trump appointed his son-in-law
Jared Kushner as a senior adviser
on the Middle East. His other key
appointments in relation to this
were his company lawyer, Jason
Greenblatt, as special representative for international negotiations,
and his bankruptcy lawyer, David
Friedman, for the sensitive position of US ambassador to Israel.
All three key appointees have a
strong record of supporting Israel
but none of them had experience in

foreign policy. They were appointed to a task that has frustrated
countless individuals who were far
more experienced.
Kushner’s family’s foundation
has donated tens of thousands of
dollars to the illegal West Bank settlement of Bet El. Greenblatt and
Friedman are also strong supporters of the settlement enterprise.
While Abbas has met with both
Kushner and Greenblatt on several
occasions, he has refused to meet
with Friedman because of the ambassador’s determination to move
the US embassy from Tel Aviv to
Jerusalem.
Tillerson has made two visits to
the Palestinian territories and Israel since his appointment. His visit
in May ahead of Trump’s July visit
to the region was his first to the
Holy Land. Greenblatt and Kushner
have made repeated visits.
None of the three has made a
substantial announcement on how
Trump’s “ultimate deal” would be
reached or whether there would be

a substantial change in US policy.
They claim to still be in an “exploration and listening” mode.
However, Friedman has been
outspoken since his appointment.
He recently referred to the “alleged
occupation” of the West Bank and
followed it with the astonishing
claim that Israel only occupies
2% of the West Bank and that the
two-state solution “is not a helpful term” and “has largely lost its
meaning.”
He further stated: “I think the
settlements are part of Israel” in
comments that seem at odds with
decades of US foreign policy. These
statements could easily have come
from Israel’s Foreign Ministry website. It was left to a State Department spokeswoman to reiterate
there was no change in US policy.
With Trump, Tillerson, Trump’s
advisers and his ambassador
seemingly working in an uncoordinated manner, it may be a case
of too many cooks spoiling the
peace broth.
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US-Turkey spat widens rift between Ankara and West
Thomas Seibert

Washington

A

new angry confrontation between Turkey
and the United States is
widening a serious political gap between Ankara
and its traditional allies in the West
at a time when the Turkish government seeks closer ties to Russia and
Iran.
Observers said the row, which
some call the most serious confrontation between the two countries in
decades, is unlikely to be resolved
quickly. It could complicate efforts
to solve a collection of other problems. Outstanding issues range
from US support for Kurdish rebels
in Syria to Turkey’s plan to buy a
missile defence system from Russia and the detention of Western
citizens by Turkey. A friendly visit
to Tehran by Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan also raised eyebrows in the West.
The latest US-Turkish dispute
began with the arrest of a Turkish
employee of the US consulate in
Istanbul, which led to Washington
suspending services for non-immigrant visas by its diplomatic missions in Turkey, in effect banning
Turkish tourists and businessmen
from travelling to the United States.
Only hours after the US decision
on October 8, the Turkish Embassy
in Washington responded with a
statement that copied the earlier
US release almost word for word
and that ended visa services for US
citizens.
In the meantime, a Turkish prosecutor ordered the detention of a
second US consulate employee in
Istanbul. Turkish prosecutors accuse both US employees of ties to
the movement of the US-based
Muslim cleric Fethullah Gulen,
seen by Turkey’s government as
the driving force behind last year’s
coup attempt against Erdogan.
Another Turkish US consulate employee had been arrested in March.
US Ambassador to Turkey John
Bass said Turkish authorities were
engaged in “a pursuit of vengeance” after the coup attempt, not
a search for justice. Erdogan, in a
move to put the blame on Bass, accused the ambassador of suspending visa services on his own and
asked the United States to pull him
out. Erdogan said his government
would not accept farewell visits by
Bass, who is leaving his post after

Widening gap. US President Donald Trump (L) walks Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan to his car following his visit to the White
House in Washington, last May.				
(AP)
a three-year tenure to become US
ambassador to Afghanistan.
The US State Department in
Washington rejected Erdogan’s
criticism against Bass and said the
visa decision had been made in coordination among various government agencies including the White
House. ”Our ambassadors tend to
not do things unilaterally,” State
Department ministry spokeswoman Heather Nauert said.
Turkey watchers do not expect a
quick return to normalcy. “I think
the crisis will get worse before it
gets better,” said Howard Eissenstat, an associate professor at St
Lawrence University in New York
state and non-resident senior fellow at the Project on Middle East
Democracy. “Disagreements between the US and Turkey were
longstanding and serious; trust on
both sides is very low,” Eissenstat
said via e-mail.
Some observers said the dispute is
the most serious bilateral confrontation in 40 years. “The last time
bilateral ties between the two countries hit a crisis point like this would

be late 1970s, in the aftermath of the
Cyprus war,” Soner Cagaptay of the
Washington Institute for Near East
Policy think-tank told the Cipher
Brief, a website for security issues.

Congress is very
frustrated with Turkey
and is likely to demand
further action.

Howard Eissenstat,
an associate professor at
St Lawrence University

The new row erupted as Turkey
sent troops into the neighbouring
Syrian province of Idlib under an
agreement with Russia. The operation’s goal is to establish a deescalation zone but Turkey also
wants to check a possible advance
of US-backed Syrian-Kurdish rebels. Erdogan said in a speech
October 8 that Turkey would not
accept a “new Kobani,” a reference
to a Syrian city close to the Turkish
border where Kurdish rebels beat
back an attack by the Islamic State
(ISIS) in 2015 with the help of US air
strikes, which helped them to secure control over the Kobani area.
Turkey is concerned that the
Kurds want to expand their influence to Idlib. Erdogan said the Syrian Kurds were trying to create a
strip of Kurdish-controlled territory
from the Iraqi border in the east to
the Mediterranean in the west. He
said Turkey would not allow such a
“corridor of terrorism.”
Erdogan also voiced frustration about Washington’s refusal
to extradite Gulen to Turkey and
has suggested swapping Western-

ers in Turkish jails for Gulen and
other critics of his government living abroad. “To get those you want
from us, you first have to give us
those whom we want,” he said in his
October 8 speech. Some Western officials say Erdogan is keeping their
citizens as “hostages.”
In the case of the United States,
growing pressure to counter
what some call Turkey’s aggressive stance is especially palpable
in Congress, where members have
successfully lobbied the Trump
administration to cancel a planned
deal to sell handguns to Erdogan’s
bodyguards. “Congress is very
frustrated with Turkey and is likely
to demand further action,” Eissenstat said.
No one expects Erdogan to compromise, either. Given Turkey’s
tradition of anti-Americanism in all
political quarters, the Turkish president is likely to extract political
gains from the row with the United
States. “The easiest path, politically, for Erdogan, is to wrap himself in
the flag and wait this out,” Eissenstat said.

Turkey-US relationship at breaking point
Yavuz Baydar

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

Hopes that the
Trump
administration
might put things
back on track,
based on the US
president’s affinity
for strongmen
such as Erdogan,
have faded.

B

y now, it should have
been clear: There
would be no stopping
Turkish President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan,
who has pushed the
country to a definitive low point
in its 70-year alliance with the
United States.
The relationship is at a breaking
point. There are fears the rift is
irreversible.
In the past three years, the gap
between Erdogan’s ruling Justice
and Development Party (AKP) and
the European Union, the United
States and NATO has widened.
Step by step, seemingly in pursuit
of a strategy that involves giving
voice to personal impulse, the
stitches holding together a key alliance have been unpicked.
The US mission in Turkey has
suspended non-immigrant visa
services, another development in
a spat between the two countries.
Erdogan, who has replaced
Turkey’s agenda with his own
political one, was seen as responsible for the arrests of more
than a dozen US citizens. The
last straw was the detention of
Metin Topuz, a Turkish national
employed at the US consulate

in Istanbul. Some months earlier, Hamza Ulucay, another US
mission staff member, who is
well-known and respected in the
Kurdish provinces, was arrested
on terror charges.
The latest escalation builds off
Erdogan’s showdown with Germany last summer. It stretched the
patience of Turkey’s allies. The
confrontation now appears to be
a waiting game, premised on who
will throw in the towel first. For
Erdogan, who thinks he is being
targeted from many directions,
negotiation seems to be either a
gamble or a bout of arm wrestling
but nothing in between.
The crisis has dumbfounded observers. Fifteen years ago, Turkey,
under Erdogan’s leadership, was
a model for economic success as
well as legal and political reform
as it headed towards membership
in the European Union. From the
American point of view, Turkey
was an example of the compatibility between Islam and democracy.
It was an inspirational, even a
model country.
That vision has faded and Turkey’s relationship with the United
States is in trouble. Hopes that the
Trump administration might put

things back on track, based on the
US president’s affinity for strongmen such as Erdogan, have faded.
“Instead,” said Philip Gordon,
a former US assistant secretary
of state in the Obama administration, “the two countries are
discovering how fundamentally
their core security interests have
diverged. They are rapidly sliding
into a cycle of mutual resentment
that could easily get out of hand.”
It probably will. This is not only
because of Erdogan’s pattern of
behaviour but because he has
chosen to surround himself with
anti-American, Eurosceptic members of what is called the “shadow
state.” This is drawn from the old
repressive bureaucracy, AKP’s
ultra-nationalist political ally, the
Nationalist Movement Party and
pro-Russia elements.
This is a new bloc and is still
forming. It feeds off across-theboard anti-Americanism — from
the far left to Kemalists and fundamentalists — in Turkish society.
What has driven Erdogan to this
point? The answer is simpler than
most analyses. It has to do with
his horror at the charges in a New
York federal court against IranianTurkish gold trader Reza Zarrab.

All Erdogan has wanted for the
past two years was to make that
trial go away.
As Henri Barkey, a professor of
international relations at Lehigh
University in Pennsylvania, noted
in the National Interest: “Ankara
has been at odds with the United
States over the detention of a
Turkish-Iranian businessman and
a deputy president of a Turkish
bank, accused, along with others,
of using the American banking
system in a scheme to skirt international sanctions against Iran.
Erdogan wants them returned,
fearing that, if they were to spill
the beans, he or his government
could be implicated in a racket
worth billions of dollars.”
Erdogan’s anger and despair
is the core issue and it is on this
count that he is accused of taking
foreign nationals hostage in hopes
of a swap with other countries.
Moscow is sure to be pleased to
see NATO alliances under pressure
but Turkey needs allies to survive.
That it is heading for Russia’s orbit
is obvious. Will that be enough?
Yavuz Baydar is a Turkish
journalist and regular columnist
for The Arab Weekly.
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More Tunisians could feel economic pinch next year
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

A

growing number of Tunisians are likely to face
financial hardship next
year as the government
wrestles to keep its budget afloat by cutting expenditure and
raising taxes.
Under pressure from international lenders to curb soaring subsidies
and reduce public sector spending,
Tunis is planning to move ahead
with higher taxes to finance next
year’s budget rather than implement austerity measures.
The government has yet to unveil
the draft budget for 2018 but details
of the plan leaked to local media
indicate it is struggling to achieve
higher growth rates and balance the
budget.
To turn things around, Prime Minister Youssef Chahed’s government
must reverse years of big spending
policies without any fiscal plans by
Islamist-led governments from 201113. Those tactics resulted in high
debt, growing trade, budget deficits
and a bloated bureaucracy. Spending on subsidies quadrupled since
2010.

The government’s
tax plans and other
measures to keep the
country’s budget
afloat are likely to
fuel unrest, mainly
among young
Tunisians.
These factors left the government
with little choice but to increase
taxes, including on segments of the
population exempted from them in
previous budgets. This will include
higher VAT and insurance rates and
could cause the overall level of inflation to rise across the board, although the Prime Minister insists
his government’s ultimate goal will

be to ensure “social justice” through
taxation.
Despite the creation of a special
police service to prevent tax evasion, the authorities could face a
tough time imposing their will on
professions such as lawyers, pharmacists and doctors, traditionally
reluctant to accept strict control of
their revenues.
Economic growth inched up 0.1%
for the January-June period this
year compared to the same period
last year, data from the government-run National Institute of Statistics indicated. Experts say Tunisia is unlikely to hit its target growth
rate of 2.5% for the year.
The trade deficit grew by 22%,
reaching $4.05 billion, for the first
eight months of the year compared
to the January-September period
in 2016. The deficit grew to 6.6% of
GDP for the same period. It was at
5.8% for the first eight months of
2016, official figures indicate.
“The current account deficit is
likely to hit 10% for the year,” said
Ezzeddine Saidane, a financial expert. “That would be a record for
Tunisia since its independence six
decades ago. The highest normal
deficit in the world is 3%.”
Despite foreign loans and aid efforts, the country’s foreign currency reserves shrunk to $4.7 billion
as of August 15, enough to cover 90
days of imports, compared with 118
days registered in the same period a
year earlier, the Central Bank said.
Experts consider foreign currency reserves equal to only 90 days
of imports as a warning of possible
economic problems.
There are a few reasons for optimism, however, including rising
phosphate production and what
is expected to be a good olive harvest.
Junior Energy and Mining Minister Hachem Hmidi said phosphate
output had risen 34% this year. He
said he expected the commodity’s
total output to hit 5 million tonnes
in 2017 and 7 million tonnes in 2018.
When phosphate production is on
target, it exceeds 8 million tonnes

Needed reforms. People walk out of the Central Bank in Tunis.
annually, making Tunisia the world’s
fifth largest producer. However, social unrest and work stoppages in
the country’s south-western mining region caused major setbacks in
the industry. Officials estimate that
a decline in phosphate production
caused Tunisia to lose $3.4 billion in
recent years.
“For more than five years since
2011 we only had six months of
normal conditions for production,”
said Sadok Ben Othmane, the head
of mining at the Ministry of Industry, Energy and Mines. “Our highest
level of production was 40% of the
output that we reached in 2010.”
Tunisia deployed troops in April
to protect key industrial facilities
after protesters disrupted oil and
phosphate production and shipping.
The government’s tax plans and
other measures to keep the country’s budget afloat are likely to fuel
unrest, mainly among young Tunisians, experts said.
Frustrated by the lack of economic

opportunity, young Tunisians are
increasingly looking abroad. Many
have set sail on rickety boats to Italy,
hoping that Europe can offer them a
better life.
“The taxation measures in the
draft budget for next year increased
tax rates almost for everyone in Tunisia and that will add more financial hardships for the middle class
and the poor, especially the valueadded tax and other taxes related
to consumer goods,” wrote Fadhel
Dabbashi in an opinion piece in al
Achourouk daily.
“Targeting poor and the middle
class with such taxes will not go
without serious social repercussions including more dropouts from
schools, as parents will cut spending in the education of their children, more unemployment, crime
and more problems within families
alongside the spread of corruption
and other social ills.”
Main trade unions the Tunisian
Union of Industry, Trade and Handicrafts (UTICA) and Connect voiced

(Reuters)

concern about plans to increase
taxes and urged the government
to sell off 20% of stakes in stateowned firms to finance the budget.
The powerful Tunisian General
Labour Union (UGTT) came out
against the proposal and suggested
a tax hike on wealthy businesspeople.
The
International
Monetary
Fund (IMF) has linked payment of a
$2.8 billion loan over four years to
Tunisia to reforms, including trimming the public sector and cutting
losses of most state-owned companies.
An IMF team visited Tunis to
check on the pace of reforms. Its
leader, Bjorn Rother, said: “The
IMF and the government agree on
the necessity of jobs creation and
curbing public debt are at the core
of efforts to economic reforms. A
good management of the payroll,
which is one of the highest wages
bill in the world, and absorbing
half of the public spending is also
indispensable.”

Economic realities see southern
Egyptian workers return home
Amr Emam

Cairo

R

ampant poverty and a
lack of employment opportunities forced Mohamed Khaled to leave
his home in the southern
province of Aswan three years ago
to seek employment in Cairo, almost 800km away.
In Cairo, Khaled found a job at a
plastics factory for a salary of $315
a month, an amount that inflation
has decreased in purchasing power
to $159 but is much higher than
anything he could have received in
Aswan.
Six months ago, however, Khaled
said he decided to return to his
hometown when a relative pointed
him to a job with a local company
constructing a solar power plant in
the province.
“I packed up immediately and
took the train to Aswan, applied at
the company and was hired a week
later,” Khaled said. “This was actually a dream coming true: To find a
job near my family home and not to
have to stay hundreds of kilometres
away.”
When he started working at the
plant, Khaled, 28, discovered that
many of his new co-workers had
similar stories. They had worked in
Cairo and Alexandria but were glad
to return home when the opportunity came up.
Aswan, which depended on tourism for decades, is diversifying its

economy, particularly because of
the tribulations of Egypt’s tourism
sector, which has not returned to
pre-2011 levels.
The new flow of investments to
southern Egyptian provinces such
as Aswan and the projects that are
being established there aim to reverse a domestic migration trend
that made Cairo one of the fastest
growing cities in the world.
Millions of workers from the
southern provinces relocate to
Cairo and the coastal provinces in
northern Egypt to seek work, amid
extreme official neglect, poverty
and unemployment. Now, some of
those people are returning south,

The whole development
plan in the southern
provinces depends on
the attraction of
investments.

Egyptian economist
Reda Lasheen.

with their home provinces receiving more attention from lawmakers
in Cairo.
The government is specifying
more funds for development and
drawing up ambitious development
plans in provinces outside Cairo.
Egypt does not have much to
spare for development projects
with foreign debt and the salaries of
its 6 million civil servants eating up
two-thirds of its budget.
Nonetheless, 37% of the $7.6 billion specified for development projects in the 2017-18 budget were allocated for southern provinces. This
increased focus on development,
economists said, can create new realities in the provinces at the socioeconomic and security levels.
“The whole development plan
in the southern provinces depends
on the attraction of investments,”
said Egyptian economist Reda
Lasheen, “but you cannot attract
investments without infrastructure and this shows the importance
of the funds specified for these
provinces in the government’s
budget, even as they are still minimal.”
Poverty — 27.8% at the national
level with most of it concentrated
in southern provinces — and unemployment turned the provinces
into a fertile soil for radical organisations.
In Aswan, the poverty level is 39%
and more than 15.3% of the workforce is unemployed. Most Aswan
residents who are employed work
outside the province.
“Nonetheless, these are realities

New trends. An architecture engineer works at a construction site
in Egypt.
(Reuters)
that will change very soon with
the province coming back to the
attention of economic planners,”
Aswan Governor Magdi Hegazi said.
Over the next five years, Aswan is
to see development projects worth
tens of billions of dollars, Hegazi
said. These projects, he said, would
turn Aswan into an economic powerhouse for the entire African continent.
The projects include industrial
zones, major power plants, mining
activities and a land crossing on the
border with Sudan.
The solar power plant that
Khaled works for is one of 40
planned to be constructed in Aswan over four years. The plants
should generate 2,000 megawatts of electricity that will raise
Egypt’s overall electricity capacity.

More importantly, thousands of
workers are needed for the construction of the plants, a process
that will require $5.1 billion in private-sector investment. Thousands
more workers will be needed to operate the plants.
This is only one of many projects planned for the province
that gives hope to workers like
Khaled. His monthly salary of $227
at the power plant is enough for
him to live on and save up for marriage.
“I still cannot believe that I am
finally working in Aswan, a dream
that seemed impossible to realise
a few months ago,” Khaled said.
“I am looking forward to a future
full of hope, something that used
to absent itself for many years
in the past.”
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Saudis amplify efforts to make vision 2030 a reality
Mohammed Alkhereiji

C
London

hange is happening fast in Saudi
Arabia and at the
centre of this
change is the
realisation of its
Vision 2030
economic and
social reform plan. Since its
announcement in April 2016, the
kingdom has seen many domestic policy changes and significant milestones tied to Vision
2030.
There have been belt-tightening initiatives and economic and
cost-cutting measures, such as
next January’s introduction of a
value-added tax. The government created the General
Entertainment Authority and
tasked it with organising cultural
events such as music concerts,
art festivals and live theatre, a
move that would have been
unheard of a few years ago.
Saudi Arabia also eased its
male guardianship system and
announced women will be
allowed to drive starting June
2018, bringing many new
opportunities for Saudi
females.
To realise the reforms, the
kingdom set up the National
Transformation Programme
(NTP), the idea of Crown Prince
Mohammed bin Salman bin
Abdulaziz, to overhaul the Saudi
bureaucracy in ministries and
government organs.
NTP’s Delivery Unit has
brought in enthusiastic young
Saudis willing to work hard.
Encapsulating that group is
Delivery Unit Senior Consultant
Ghadah Alghunaim, a 35-yearold, US-educated woman who is
as capable as she is ambitious.
Alghunaim said the NTP is run
by teams dealing with an

allocated number of ministries.
“I jump around delivery teams
in my role as a consultant,”
Alghunaim said, adding that she
has a vision of cross-cutting
initiatives between different
ministries.
Government ministries have
run independent to each other,
except for security-related
matters, making the introduction of new methods a daunting
task.
“The culture itself was hard
to deal with in the beginning,
in terms of transparency and
dealing with matters in a
quick, effective manner,”
Alghunaim said, “but these
ministries are getting used to
it and appreciated that. They
are reaching their goals
because they have no
choice but to reach
those goals.”
For example, for
four months
representatives
of the ministries
within the NTP’s
scope met to cut
through the
bureaucracy.
Alghunaim said
introducing
corporate
practices tied
to such concepts as key
performance
indicators
(KPIs), key
performance
targets (KPTs)
and strategic
objectives
were fresh
ideas to
Saudi
government
employees.
“It was an

The kingdom has
seen many domestic
policy changes
and significant
milestones tied to
Vision 2030.

Ambitious plans. Delivery Unit Senior Consultant Ghadah Alghunaim.

(Courtesy of Ghadah Alghunaim)

entirely new language, so they
had to learn these new concepts
from scratch to prepare them
for the next step. Now you can
see the shift in the mindset of
the government employee,” she
said.
Tapping into the kingdom’s
youth market — nearly twothirds of Saudis are under the
age of 30 — is essential to the
kingdom’s long-term plans.
Compared to older generations,
the kingdom’s young people are
better educated and have better
access to global information.
Alghunaim said boosts to
youth and female employment
would be accomplished with
policies distributed through
ministries and would include
incentives such as minimum
percentage requirements for
female employment.
“It’s going to be gradual but it
will be guaranteed through
policy,” she said, adding that
many new commissions are
being run by people, both men
and women, in their 20s and
30s.
The goal of diversifying the
kingdom’s economy by 2030 is a
feasible one, Alghunaim said,
which began even before the
January 2015 death of King
Abdullah bin Abdulaziz Al Saud
with a scholarship programme
that allowed many Saudis to
gain global experience and
return home to benefit the
country.
“I count myself as a product
of that programme and now, in
every government body, new or
old, you will find a huge number of us on all levels, including
the decision-making process,”
she said.
Alghunaim said the NTP
Delivery Unit’s biggest challenge is the time factor.
“You have so many
deliverables to achieve in a
short time span and, as Saudis,
our only choice is to succeed,”
she said.

Kuwait raises fees on expatriate workers to reduce their numbers
Jareer Elass

Washington

C

ommitted to reducing
its expatriate workforce
by 10% by 2030, Kuwaiti
officials are increasing
costs for foreign workers
to quell complaints from the National Assembly and citizens that
foreigners are straining the country’s ability to provide basic services.
The steps, which include doubling health care fees for expatriate
workers and charging foreigners
who wish to keep their parents in
the country, build on actions taken
by the ruling Sabah family to increase prices that foreign residents
and businesses pay for water and
electricity, while leaving nationals
exempt from increases.
The long-term New Kuwait economic development plan, introduced in January, includes a promise to reduce the ratio of foreigners
to nationals from 70:30 to 60:40
by 2030. The plan envisions transforming Kuwait into a regional financial and cultural hub by 2035
and moving the small Gulf country’s national economy from its
heavy dependence on oil revenues.
Kuwaiti Emir Sheikh Sabah
Ahmad al-Jaber al-Sabah was
quoted as saying that the plan
will “transform Kuwait into a financial and trade centre, attractive to investors, where the private sector leads the economy…
under the umbrella of enabling
government institutions.”
Kuwait’s
development
plan

doesn’t spell out how that shift
to a greater role for domestic private industry would occur, which
is key because 80% of Kuwaiti nationals work in the public sector.
Nor does the government specify
how it would reduce the ratio of
expatriates to Kuwaiti nationals by
2030. In a population of 4.4 million,
the number of Kuwaiti citizens is
1.3 million.
The Kuwaiti government stepped
up efforts to deport illegal immigrants but that hasn’t quieted the
debate about expatriates legally
working in the country, the majority of whom are unskilled labourers
from Asia and non-Gulf Arab countries. Those legal expatriates have
access to generously subsidised
health care and education.
Recent figures indicate that
545,000 Indians comprise the largest number of foreign workers in
Kuwait after their numbers grew
by more than 46,000 over the past
year. Egyptian workers — the second largest foreign workforce in the
country — increased 1% over the
past year to approximately 450,000
as of March.
Foreign workers with residency
and work visas in Kuwait have access to subsidised health care. While
higher-skilled Western workers primarily go to private hospitals thanks
to expansive health care packages
offered by employers, an unskilled
worker typically pays about $3 to
see a doctor at a public clinic or
hospital with his employer paying the employee’s annual health
insurance of $165.
Members of parliament complained that expatriates take advantage of the heavily subsidised

medical care by bringing in family
members on visitor visas for treatment. MP Safaa al Hashem accused
expatriates of “crowding our hospitals and competing with us for the
air we breathe in hospital waiting
rooms.” She said the government
“must impose taxes on expatriates,
not on Kuwaitis.”
That sentiment has resonated
among Kuwaitis who are increasingly concerned about their minority status in their own country as
the quality of basic services promised to them by their government is
being tested.
In response, the Kuwaiti govern-

The government “must
impose taxes on
expatriates, not on
Kuwaitis.”

MP Safaa al Hashem

ment announced that, as of October, health care costs for foreigners at public clinics and hospitals
as well as many treatments and
procedures would rise for the first
time in two decades. The changes
involve more than doubling costs
for most services and fees for some
treatments that had been free for
foreigners with health insurance.
The government cost increase
included several exemptions, including children under the age of 12
suffering from cancer, non-Kuwaiti
wives and mothers of Kuwaiti citizens, children of Kuwaiti women
married to non-Kuwaiti husbands,
residents of care homes and citizens of the Gulf Cooperation Council and Bedoons.
The Sabah regime reportedly
stopped issuing family residence
visas for parents and siblings of foreign workers while the parliament
reviews a new health insurance
fee list. In another effort to contain
state costs associated with expatriate workers, the government recently started charging foreigners
as much as $5,600 annually to keep
a parent in the country.
Hashem, who is the only female
parliamentarian in the 50-member national assembly, has become
known for her strident views on
expatriates in Kuwait. In addition
to her support for the rise in health
care costs for foreign workers, she
has called for a one-year halt in issuing driving licences to expatriates and for taxing foreigners when
they send money home.
Jareer Elass reports from
Washington on energy issues for
The Arab Weekly.

Briefs
Abu Dhabi
counters oil slump
with $10 billion
bond sale
Abu Dhabi said it raised $10 billion in a rare international bond sale
amid efforts by Gulf states to plug
deficits caused by low oil prices.
It was the second bond sale by the
emirate, which has the Gulf’s largest sovereign wealth fund, since oil
prices slumped in mid-2014.
Abu Dhabi’s finance department said the bonds were issued in
tranches maturing in five, ten and
30 years, with interest ranging from
2.5% to just more than 4%.
(Agence France-Presse)

Lebanon passes
disputed tax
hikes to fund
public sector
pay rise
The Lebanese parliament approved contentious taxes needed to
finance a public sector pay rise and
Prime Minister Saad Hariri warned
the alternative was a collapse of the
Lebanese pound in six months.
“Without taxes it would have
been better in popular terms but
six months later the [pound] would
have collapsed,” Hariri said after
the parliament session. “If we carried out the (public sector salary
law) without revenues it would be
a disaster for the country.”
Lebanon has a debt-to-GDP ratio
of 148%, one of the highest in the
world, and recorded a fiscal deficit
of $4.9 billion last year.
(Reuters)

Sudan currency
gets boost from
sanctions relief
Sudan’s currency strengthened
to 18.5 pounds to the dollar from
20.2 on the black market on October 8, the first day of business since
the United States lifted trade sanctions, raising a glimmer of hope for
recovery in the war-torn country.
The decision to suspend 20-year
sanctions and lift a trade embargo,
unfreeze assets and remove financial restrictions came after a US
assessment that Sudan had made
progress on counterterrorism cooperation and on long-raging internal
conflicts such as in Darfur.
The announcement helped push
Sudan’s pound to its strongest level
on the black market since at least
July when it was sent reeling to
around 21.5 pounds to the dollar
after the United States postponed a
decision on the sanctions relief.
(Reuters)

Russia, Algeria
vow to push
ahead with oil
production cut
The prime ministers of Russia
and Algeria said they wanted further global efforts to coordinate oil
production cuts to push up prices.
During a visit to Algiers, Russian
Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev
said the two countries reiterated
their commitment to last year’s
agreement among OPEC and other
oil producers to curb output.
He said they wanted to “pursue
these efforts” and discuss future
options with other oil-producing
countries, notably better efforts to
ensure signatories are complying.
(The Associated Press)
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Lebanon promotes ‘back to public school’ drive
Samar Kadi

W
Beirut

ith the
back-toschool
season in
full
swing,
Lebanon
is seeking
to woo its school-age population
back to public education, a sector
traditionally seen of lower quality
than private education.
“We want to attract Lebanese
students who have been mostly
accommodated by the private
sector to our public schools, now
that they are being refurbished
and rejuvenated,” said Lebanese
Minister of Education Marwan
Hamadeh.
“We are not seeking to compete
with the private sector but we
want to provide a good quality
education to those who don’t
have the means to go to a private
school,” he said in an interview
with The Arab Weekly.
Although literacy rates are
approximately 99% for young
Lebanese, the country has been
struggling to increase the quality
of public education, notably at
the elementary and complementary levels, since the end of the
civil war. The tremendous influx
of Syrian refugees in recent years
has strained the public education
system and led some Lebanese
parents to move their children
from public to private schools
despite high tuition fees.
The World Bank said nearly 75%
of Lebanon’s 491,455 elementary
age students attended private
schools in 2015. Transition rates
from elementary to secondary
education plunged in recent
years, as have gross enrolment
rates in higher education.
“Lebanese students have been
(gradually) deserting the public
sector since the war,” Hamadeh
said, “but now is the chance for
them to return to the public sector
as it is being overhauled and
because private schools are
becoming very expensive.”

Hamadeh said World Bank
grants and loans worth $204
million would allow the public
education system to become as
competitive as the private sector.
The focus would be on training
teachers, renewing school
programmes, refurbishing and
building new schools, especially
in underdeveloped areas, and
reinforcing the structure of the
Ministry of Education and Higher
Education (MEHE).
“We have to offer good quality
education and have succeeded in
increasing the number of Lebanese students who adhered to the
public sector (this year),” the
minister said, adding that 160
kindergartens had been established in public schools across
Lebanon.
“Currently, public education is
attracting students in secondary
classes in view of the good results
in official exams but we have
some lagging in the elementary
and complementary cycles and
that’s where we are focusing our
efforts,” Hamadeh added.
MEHE’s back-to-school campaign this year was launched
under the motto of “school
heroes.” Hamadeh explained the
aim was “to reach all children in
Lebanon in education,” including
young refugees.
“We are expecting some 25,000
new Syrian children in schools,”
he said. “They are basically
children born in Lebanon after
2011. They are now in ages eligible
to go to school. We don’t know
when they will go back to Syria
but, for the moment, we are ready
to accommodate them for the
academic year 2017-18.”
Out of an estimated 480,000
Syrian school-age children in
Lebanon, approximately 240,000
are enrolled in schools. Many
refugee parents do not register
their children for various reasons,
often either because they help
them earn a livelihood or they
have no legal papers.
The MEHE developed a strategy
under its “Reaching All Children
with Education” (RACE) programme in 2014 to strengthen the
public education system with the
priority to increase enrolment of
Syrian refugee children. They are

New chance. Lebanese Minister of Education Marwan Hamadeh.

Lebanon is seeking
to overhaul its
public education
sector with $204
million from the
World Bank.

mostly enrolled in public schools
in an afternoon shift specifically
tailored to non-Lebanese.
Alternative education programmes are also offered,
including a new accelerated learning programme piloted for both
Lebanese potentially dropping
and out-of-school Syrian refugees
to be taught in public schools to
allow them the possibility of
catching up to the formal education system.
As Lebanon is saturated with
professionals such as lawyers,
doctors and engineers, more
students are enrolling in vocational schools both in the public
and private sectors, Hamden said.
“Every year we have thousands
of graduates from vocational
schools and these find jobs much
quicker than professionals,” he
said. “These are skills for exportation because in Lebanon they find
competition from cheaper foreign
labour, including Syrians and
Egyptians.”
Lebanon is home to 42 universi-

(Lebanese National News Agency)

ties and higher education academies, many of which were
established during the civil war
and afterward, undermining the
standards of higher learning for
which Lebanon has been recognised.
“There are good universities
and others that must disappear,”
Hamadeh said, noting that a draft
law has been proposed “to
establish a national agency for
quality assurance in higher
education that would hold
(private and public) institutions
accountable for [services provided] to the public.”
“Definitely, we have been
paying the price (in education) of
15 years of civil war and 20 years
of (political and economic)
instability,” Hamadeh concluded.
MEHE’s budget of $1.2 billion,
amounting to 11% of the country’s
budget, is the second biggest after
the Defence Ministry.
Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly Travel
and Society section editor.

In Egypt, illiteracy rates down but problem remains
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Cairo

E

gypt has made significant strides in battling
illiteracy, with 20.1% of
Egyptians now considered illiterate, down from
25.9% in 2013 and 39.4% in 1996.
However, figures released by the
Central Agency for Public Mobilisation and Statistics (CAPMAS ) to
mark International Literacy Day,
mean that about 14.3 million Egyptians, not including those under
the age of 9, cannot read or write.
“This is a very high rate that we
should be ashamed of,” said Egyptian MP Magda Bakry, a university
professor who sits on parliament’s
Education Committee. “We must
know the reasons why the complete eradication of illiteracy is
becoming impossible despite all
the resources allocated for the National Literacy Programme.”
Egypt offers free education to
millions of citizens in tens of thousands of schools and dozens of universities but Egyptians are divided
on the quality of free government
education, particularly in poor
rural areas, with many questioning why literacy rates are increasing so slowly. Some argue that the
government must invest more in
the National Literacy Programme.

Others say the authorities should
look to a new solution.
The programme offers literacy
classes to anyone who is not in
school, both children and adults.
The National Literacy Programme
involves specialist teachers providing literacy courses to help
students learn the Arabic alphabet to read and write at a basic
level. Many of those who pass the
course pursue formal education
at special Ministry of Education

classes for adults.
Literacy rates among Egyptian
adults, particularly in rural areas,
are lower according to age. CAPMAS figures show the illiteracy
rate for young Egyptians aged 1524 standing at 6.5% compared to
57.1% for those 60 and older.
The National Literacy Programme is failing to attract a requisite level of adult students who
never had the opportunity to attend school or who dropped out of

Getting there. Students walk to school on the first day of their
new school year in Giza, south of Cairo.
(Reuters)

education. Government figures indicate that at least 200,000 pupils
dropped out of primary and middle school in 2016. One of the main
reasons cited for doing so was to
work at a young age to support the
family.
“In some areas, children earn a
living by working and their families depend on the money they
earn,” said Hanan Salem, a sociology professor at Ain Shams University. “Some children even reach
school age and are never enrolled
in school by their parents, who
need them to work to cater for the
needs of the family.”
There are about 1 million working children in Egypt, official figures indicate, although civil society organisations estimate the
number to be much larger, possibly as high as 3 million.
Salem said that illiteracy is not
just an impediment to economic
progress but a possible security
threat.
“They can easily be influenced
by radical groups that have their
own skilful way of swaying the uneducated and turning them against
the whole society,” she said.
The General Authority for Literacy and Adult Education, the
state agency responsible for implementing the National Literacy
Programme, said it cannot be held
solely responsible for the failures.
“Illiteracy is a national problem

and this is why all state institutions and all society must join
hands with us to solve this problem,” said Essam Qamar, the head
of the authority.
He stressed that the General
Authority for Literacy and Adult
Education would launch a number
of new efforts that aim to completely eradicate illiteracy by the
end of 2019. To achieve this goal,
it is undertaking new measures,
including offering incentives, such
as vocational education to bolster
attendance in literacy classes.

20.1% of Egyptians
are now considered
illiterate, down from
25.9% in 2013.
The authority convinced the
government to require illiterate
drivers to attend literacy classes
before they are given or allowed to
renew driver’s licences.
“These measures are very important if we want to eradicate illiteracy altogether,” Qamar said.
“Sorry to say, a lot of people fail to
attend literacy classes, either because they want to use this time to
work and earn a living or because
they do not want to learn.”
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Women in Gulf

Sensitive issue. A Saudi woman takes pictures of a car at a showroom in Riyadh, on October 5.

(Reuters)

Issue of women
driving sparks ‘healthy’
debate in Saudi Arabia
Michael Jabri-Pickett

Abu Dhabi

T

he debate created by the
issue of women being allowed to drive in Saudi
Arabia has sparked “confusion,” which is “outstanding,” said Abdul Al Lily, an
associate professor at King Faisal
University in the Eastern Province
of Saudi Arabia.
“People have started to be uncertain, which from an academic perspective, is a healthy matter. It’s a
healthy thing in a society,” Al Lily
said.
Saudis are “confused,” Al Lily
said, because people do not know
what the implications of the royal
decree allowing women to drive
are. “People are worried about the
ramifications,” he said.
In Saudi culture, there is an expression that says you cannot judge
something unless you are aware of
it, Al Lily said, “and it is impossible
to have a full awareness of women
driving. This is why people are worried. They are concerned about the
future because they don’t know.”
Saudis are confused, Al Lily said,
because they are not sure if women
driving is purely a social issue or a
religious one. “This is a main concern,” he said. “They want to understand: Will the implications not
be consistent with religious values
and norms?”
Reuters reported that the decree
“stipulated that the move must
apply and adhere to the necessary
sharia standards.” It gave no details
but said a majority of the Council of
Senior Religious Scholars — Saudi
Arabia’s top clerical body — had approved it.
Al Lily, who was born and raised
in Al Ahsa in the Eastern Province, said his doctoral dissertation
looked at technology and gender
and how technology has connected
men and women in Saudi Arabia,
especially in academic environments. He is the author of “The Bro
Code of Saudi Culture: 300 Rules on
How the Human Body Should Act
Inside Arabia.”
He said Saudis will wonder how
women driving will relate to other
issues. “In Saudi Arabia, it is socially unacceptable if women cycle
or ride a horse but now that driving
is OK, does this imply that cycling
is OK and horseback riding is OK?
If women driving is fine but horseback riding is not fine, how do you
balance it? How do you make sense
of it?” he asked.
Saudi society has experienced social resistance when major changes
are introduced. When female education was introduced, Saudis were
confused, Al Lily said.
The Ministry of Education was
established in the 1950s but the
first state-run school for girls did

21

not open until 1960. To make Saudis “a little more comfortable” with
the idea of educating girls, Al Lily
said conditions were set, including
that education was not compulsory, meaning girls did not have to be
educated.
When girls began attending classes, it was under the Department of
Religious Guidance not the Ministry of Education, which oversaw
the schooling of boys. It wasn’t
until 2002 that the girls’ education
fell under the responsibility of the
ministry.
“The thinking was that we are
going to teach girls but authorities
who understand Saudi culture [the
Department of Religious Guidance]
are going to be in charge of it,” Al
Lily said.
In his position as an associate
professor at King Faisal University,
Al Lily teaches a course on the history of education and technology.
He is passionate about his field and
its implications on society and said
the idea of women driving is a “fantastic issue to discuss.” He said it
was the same as other “huge” issues Saudi society has faced.
“With the internet, there was
social resistance; people did not
want it to intervene in society,” Al
Lily said. “There were campaigns.
It was a huge thing. One person I
know opened an internet café and it
was as if he had opened a sex shop.”
Television and radio were also
big deals, but women driving — just
like girls’ education — is controversial because it is tied to females.
“Anything related to women in
Saudi Arabia is sensitive because
the fundamental issue in Saudi
Arabia is gender. If you want to do
anything — and if you don’t show
consideration to gender — you will
face social resistance,” he said.
Al Lily said people in Saudi Arabia are always reminded of their
sex. “Based on my research, gen-

People have started to be
uncertain, which from an
academic perspective, is
a healthy matter.

Abdul Al Lily, associate
professor at King Faisal
University

der and gender issues are the most
important, influential and sensitive
issues in Saudi Arabia,” he said.
“This is why women driving is a
major thing. I have never seen anything like this in my life in Saudi
Arabia.”
Al Lily wondered, though,
whether all women will drive. “For
instance, it is not safe to drive on
Saudi streets because it has been
a male domain and, therefore, a
competitive and aggressive street.
This is why driving in Saudi is very
dangerous. Maybe some women
would like to drive, but they will
not because they will not want to
put up with the danger,” he said.
This debate is not just a generational, religious or conservative issue. “There are so many stakeholders and beneficiaries,” Al Lily said.
“For instance, some women
might support women driving even
though they are conservative because they do not have a father,
husband or brother to drive them
around town so driving is a practical issue for them. It is a necessity,
an economic reality,” Al Lily said.
This issue will raise questions
within Saudi society because it is
such a fundamental shift. “There
is a Saudi expression that says it
is not good to run on a path where
there are so many potential negatives. Another expression says
that it is not good to be exposed
to something that might make you
question your culture. These are
two reasons that might discourage
people,” Al Lily said.
Not all women want to drive and
not all women like the idea of women driving, he said. “This is important. I have a feeling, I have no
statistics to back this up but if you
go beyond liberal people, people
who were educated in the West or
people who have been exposed to
liberal ideas on the internet, I could
guess that there are many women
who don’t want to drive,” Al Lily
said.
Saudi society is a collective society. “In a collective society, it’s not
that you say: ‘I don’t want to drive.’
In a collective society, you say: ‘I
don’t want to drive and I don’t want
you to drive’. This is a problem in
a collective society. They speak as
one and they are responsible for
each other,” Al Lily added.
In less than a year, Saudi women
will be able to decide whether they
want to sit behind the wheel but
their choices may surprise some.
“This is something that the international media might not want to
hear but Saudi women who want
to drive or don’t want to drive have
their reasons beyond religion, beyond politics, beyond simple observations,” Al Lily said. “This issue
has so many sides but it is a fantastic issue.”
Michael Jabri-Pickett is an Arab
Weekly contributor in Abu Dhabi.

Two Muslim
women are out
to prove Arab
engineers have
the right stuff
Michael Jabri-Pickett

I

t’s like the Super Bowl but it’s
called the PetroBowl. Instead
of American football players,
the competitors are students
from around the world, including Arab and Muslim women,
representing their respective universities.
Following a win in the regional qualifying match in March in
Manama, Bahrain, a team of two
women and three men from Abu
Dhabi’s Petroleum Institute (PI)
travelled to San Antonio, Texas,
October 9-11 to square off against
31 teams representing six regions
from around the world. In addition to the PI team, groups from
King Fahd University of Petroleum
and Minerals, the Texas A&M University at Qatar and the American
University in Cairo qualified for the
finals from the competition’s Middle East region.
Organised by the Society of Petroleum Engineers, the competition tests students’ knowledge
on technical and non-technical
aspects of the oil and gas industry
through a series of fast-paced quiz
competitions.
The brightest engineering brains
gather once a year for the threeday competition. Previous winners
of the PetroBowl Championship,
which originated in 2002, include
Texas Tech University, Universidad
Nacional Autonoma de Mexico in
Mexico and Universidade Federal
do Rio de Janeiro in Brazil.
Abu Dhabi team member Rabab
Qaddoura is studying petroleum
engineering at the PI. She said her
ambition is to become a professor. Trying to help audiences in
the West see Arabs and Muslims
as they truly are is an opportunity
she welcomes. Too often the Arab
world is pictured the wrong way,
she said.
“Arabs are viewed as uneducated
and uncivilised,” said Qaddoura,
21. “Not all of us live in tents. We
can have intellectual conversations. We are knowledgeable with
matters that occur around the
world more than many other societies.”
Because she sees herself as an
educator, Qaddoura said she recognised that her trip to the United
States is a teaching moment for her
and the more than 600 participating students.
“As a team from an Arab country,
we have an obligation to present
what we have been raised on and
show the world that we are not really who they think we are. We are
a bunch of really funny people,”
Qaddoura said.
Her fellow team member Deena
Elhossary, 21, who is also studying
petroleum engineering, said she
wants to become a scientist. She
was extremely nervous about competing, she said, because “I really
want to make my parents, instructors and institution proud.”
Elhossary, who was born in Amman, Jordan, but holds an American passport, said she and her
teammates worked long and hard
to get to this point. “We spent
countless hours studying a wide
range of topics. We met frequently

to practise for the competition and
develop a strategy that would help
us win the PetroBowl. We also had
to dedicate all of our free time to
prepare for this competition,” she
said.
She said the PetroBowl is a “great
honour and privilege to represent
the UAE as well as the Muslim and
Arab worlds.”
Although Qaddoura has travelled
to the United States before, this
was the first time she went without
her family. She said to do so was
“terrifying but interesting.”
She confessed she was “incredibly nervous” about the event. “The
qualifier was a nerve-wracking process, where the competition was
not merciful,” Qaddoura said.
In Texas, the competition will be
that much tougher. “The participants come from all over the world.
The teams come in fully trained
and prepared, which makes it very
intimidating to be around them,”
Qaddoura added.

The competition
tests students’
knowledge on
technical and
non-technical
aspects of the oil and
gas industry through
a series of fast-paced
quiz competitions.
The three men on the team are
Omar Chaabi, Waleed Diab and Sultan Loobari.
Qaddoura said she was thrilled
to participate because it gives her a
chance to try to change how nonMuslims view her religion.
“The media and most of the population in the West have been very
harsh on the Muslim world for the
past 20 years or so,” said Qaddoura,
who is Jordanian. “The propaganda that portrays Muslims as uneducated and barbarians has put a
lot of restrictions on Muslims who
wanted to pursue their education
or move to foreign lands to provide
for their families.
“People come from all over
the world [to the PetroBowl] to
compete… and share knowledge.
Therefore, as a Muslim participant,
I have a responsibility to represent
the Muslim world for what it really
is. It cares for its individuals and
their education, desires, prosperity
and, most importantly, it wishes…
for a peaceful world.”
Geopolitics aside, the championship in San Antonio is a chance
to show off the “type of education
that is provided for students in the
UAE,” Qaddoura said.
“Going to the US to represent the
UAE created a sense of giving back
to the country that has given so
much for students to pursue their
education. I am forever grateful for
the UAE for giving me continuous
opportunities that allowed me to
explore my options and chase my
dreams.”
Elhossary said she is proud to be
competing with her fellow PI students because they are passionate
and hard-working. “They all strive
for success, and are in it to win it,”
she said.
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Amman Design
Week revolves
around ‘movement’
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

T
Pushing boundaries. Visitors look at sculptures titled “Slightly Related Elements” by Al Anood
al-Obaidly . 									
(Sharjah Art Foundation)

Brilliant works of
experimentation light up
March Project 2017 in Sharjah
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Sharjah

T

he fourth March Project,
an annual educational
residency programme at
the Sharjah Art Foundation (SAF), resulted in
brilliant experimentation works by
Arab artists in video, photography,
sculpture and installations.
The March Project 2017 hosted
UAE artists Al Anood al-Obaidly
and Nasir Nasrallah, Algeria’s Sofiane Zouggar and Mahmoud Safadi
from Lebanon.
“One of the goals of this educational residency programme is to
encourage opportunities, conversations and collaborations between
artists working in the UAE and the
region,” said Reem Shadid, SAF’s
deputy director and the project’s
curator.
“The final selection reflects a
group of artists who are trying
to expand and explore various
themes, forms or aesthetics, thereby pushing their practice into new
directions. On the whole, the process from selection to exhibition
takes around ten months.”
The artists were provided with
the opportunity to research, realise and present site-specific works,
backed by professional development courses, seminars, exhibitions and site visits. This year the
mentors who worked with the artists included internationally renowned curators Clelia Coussonnet, Lara Khaldi and Sophie Arni.
“The artists were able to push the
boundaries of their work in terms of
scale and complexity and the public
responded positively to the show,”
Shadid said.
Issues regarding production and
consumption, the links between
people and concepts of development and the artistic search for experimentation with form were the
overarching themes that brought
the works together. Sharjah’s past
and contemporary history and its
growth are also reflected in the
works.
Obaidly is known for collages
derived from everyday objects. In
her installation “Slightly Related

Elements,” the colourful and quirky
forms and shapes that emerge
from consumer materials, including paper, metal, sponges, plastic,
plaster, paint, wood, fabric, rope,
tape and cardboard, create a tension between familiarity, unfamiliarity, playfulness and conceptual
distance.
Nasrallah, a widely exhibited artist whose work has been shown at
Sharjah Biennial 11 (2013) and Cairo
Biennial (2006), conceptualised an
installation titled “The Communication Room.” In the four works of
the presentation, he explores the
phenomenon of randomness, the
connections between time and distance and the subjective experiences of each individual as he or she
forges societal connections.

SAF’s March Project
is an annual
residency
programme that
lasts about ten
months from
selection to
exhibition.
“Mailing
System
Rearrangement,” comprising 225 envelopes
with sketches on the front, was
mailed and rearranged into a mural in the order that the envelopes
were received, the artist submitting
himself to a system not in his control.
“Never to be Opened” are two
framed and sealed envelopes, one
to be opened in the past and the
other in the future.
“Everyone is the Author Here” is
a participatory work in which visitors contribute to the authorship of
an ongoing story. Arabic and English typewriters with paper loaded
in them are provided.
“06-5447575” is a red phone
locked in a wooden box. The number has been widely shared over
social media and other communication channels to the public. Visi-

tors to the exhibition space may get
random phone calls from others
with whom they are free to carry on
a conversation.
Safadi, a Beirut-based multidisciplinary artist and film-maker, fashioned “An Ecology” that includes
“Where do I end and you begin?”,
“Living byproduct” and “Of Flesh
and Earth.”
In the two-channel video installation “Where do I end and you begin?”, earth is suspended through
a scaffold where various grasses
and plants grow to the light of two
video panels depicting the unfolding activity across the two coasts of
Sharjah.
“Living byproduct” brings to
viewers’ attention the existence of
foliage that sprouts out of the edges
of tiled floors, sustaining itself on
the water condensation that is a
byproduct of air conditioners in our
cities.
The clay sculpture series titled
“Of Flesh and Earth” depict human
limbs frozen in action while manipulating earth and making green
spaces flourish in cities.
Zouggar’s multimedia installation “Temporary flesh walls, stories, permanent posters and one
portrait” is about Izhar, the Pakistani keeper of the abandoned
Khorfakkan Cinema in Sharjah.
The viewer is drawn into an intense
meditation on the dereliction of a
theatre hall and the connection between man and place.
The work seems like an extension
of last year’s March Project installation by Emirati photographer Ammar al-Attar, whose documentation
of Khorfakkan Cinema took viewers
deep into the subject of the changing dimensions of urban entertainment and the need to document
these institutions that are fading
from memory.
SAF said it will be refurbishing
and refashioning the abandoned
cinema into its network of art spaces in the emirate.
The exhibition is on view at
SAF’s heritage houses in Al Mureijah Square, Calligraphy Square and
Arts Square through December 30.
N.P. Krishna Kumar is a
Dubai-based contributor to
The Arab Weekly.

he second Amman Design
Week (ADW), a gathering
of Jordanian and regional
talent in design, art and
culture, carried a message of optimism towards creation
and innovation that can improve
the functionality and beauty of Amman.
The 2017 ADW was centred at the
Hangar and Ras El Ain Gallery in
downtown Amman, with satellite
events in locations across the city.
Under the theme “Design Moves
Life Moves Design,” ADW “focused
on creating a forum for learning,
exchange and collaboration,” said
ADW Co-Director Rana Beiruti.
“With more than 50 participating
spaces across the city, the nine-day
celebration offered a comprehensive programme of large-scale curated exhibitions, tours, workshops,
talks and cultural activities.”
Beiruti said that considering the
theme of “movement,” ADW transcended the conventional format of
a static exhibition by programming
mobile experiences around the city.
“For a deeper and more active
engagement with everyday applications of design in Jordan, this new
curated programme of experiences
is organised by professionals from
various fields like Arabic calligraphy, urban food exploration, design
and crafts, community-based tourism and photography documentation,” she said.
This year’s edition also featured a
student exhibition for the first time.
“We are having an exhibition that
brought together selected students
from high schools and universities
across Jordan to work with industry
specialists and experts in a mentorship programme that lasted six
months,” Beiruti said.
With a special focus on governorates, the 2017 “Mobile MakerSpace,” started in September,
travelled to several governorates,
including Irbid, Zarga, Mafraq and
Karak, providing learning opportunities to students through interactive sessions on craft-making, recycling, sustainable materials, digital
fabrication and robotics.
“Last year, we explored the launch
of the conversation on design in the
city, highlighting the importance
of design among us and within us
and its importance in improving our
communities” Beiruti said. “This
year, we tackled the theme of movement, how design has the capacity
to move life and vice versa.”
Works by more than 100 local, regional and international designers
were displayed, each exploring the
theme of movement and associated
topics of mass migrations, interac-

tive technology and hyper-connectivity, as well as issues of accessibility and strained mobility.
Works by designers from Lebanon, Kuwait, the United Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia, Morocco, Egypt,
the United States and Germany were
exhibited at the Hangar, Amman’s
former power plant converted into a
public cultural space, which has become a landmark of the city’s modernisation and industrialisation.
The Hangar was also the site for
the popular Crafts District, an openair space offering a one-of-a-kind
experience of crafts ranging from
painting, handmade products to
food and cultural activities, noted
curator Shermine Sawalha.
“The Crafts District is coupled
with Amman Design Week’s Community
Outreach
programme,
which features collaboration with
social enterprise Disarming Design
from [the Palestinian territories],”
she said. “The programme seeks
to empower women in crafts communities across Jordan by engaging them in learning and exchange
programmes that lead to innovative
and sustainable projects.
“‘The Craft of Making” series, a
learning experience that gives audiences the chance to learn about
various crafts, including natural
dyeing, mosaics, Arabesque and
Mother of Pearl, Nabatean ceramics,
dagger making, basket and carpet
weaving and Arabic calligraphy and
signage was also on the programme
throughout the event.

Amman Design Week
featured a student
exhibition for the
first time.
“People just love seeing the dying crafts brought back to life and
it is very popular among both locals
and foreigners. People enjoy watching glass blowing, basket and carpet
weaving, dagger making, Arabesque
and mosaic,” said Slayet Salaita, an
interior designer.
“We need such events as they
evoke the senses and bring out the
artist in all of us.”
Workshops on topics ranging
from the importance of sustainability and entrepreneurial projects to
the intersection of technology and
crafts were also on the agenda.
The event, which gathers designers from across the Middle East region who are pushing boundaries
within their disciplines, attracted
more than 35,000 visitors in its first
year, a figure that organisers hoped
to top in the second edition.
Amman Design Week was held
October 6-14.
Roufan Nahhas is a journalist based
in Jordan.

Evoking senses. Artworks at the Hangar part of the Amman
Design Week.
(Provided by Roufan Nahhas)
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French-Algerian artist feels affinity
with a US urban neighbourhood
Mary Sebold

Philadelphia

U

“

rban Riders,” an art
exhibit at the Barnes
Foundation in Philadelphia, allowed Europeans, Arabs and
Americans take a second look at the
city. Inspired by his sojourn among
young African-American horsemen
from North Philadelphia, Mohamed
Bourouissa created drawings and
collages, a two-channel video and
a series of monumental sculptures.
In 2014, Bourouissa, born in Algeria and reared in the poor suburbs
of Paris, spent nine months living near members of the Fletcher
Street Urban Riding Club. Like
many French, he was aware of socalled urban cowboys in cities such
as New Orleans and Philadelphia.
The Philadelphia club was founded more than 100 years ago when
horses still figured in the daily lives
of residents. Under the direction of
their elders, young men learned to
care for animals and, in an often-violent part of town, received love in
return. Now, Bourouissa said, most
of the riders have their own horses
and facilities.
“From outside, it’s very exotic.
For sure, it’s very touchy when I say
that but the first time someone sees
a black man on a horse, it changes
the idea of representation,” he said.
“It reverses the position of the
poor.”
Bourouissa said he saw similarities between young people from
the French banlieue and North
Philadelphia. The communities
share “code,” he said. Both groups
endure prejudice and police brutality and they listen to music from Africa and the African diaspora.
Through art, he wanted to build a
bridge from Algerians and other Africans in France to African Ameri-

cans in the United States. He went
to Philadelphia with the intention
of filming the club’s everyday activities. When he got there, he decided to organise an event called
Horse Day, which became the title
and subject of a 14-minute film.
Bourouissa recruited ten local
artists of various backgrounds to
design horse costumes in consultation with the riders. Visitors to the
Barnes can see their handiwork.
First, however, Bourouissa had to
befriend the young men and master
French-American cultural differences. “I remember the first time I
went to Fletcher Street. I wanted to
create a unicorn. One of the riders
didn’t understand what I was trying
to do. He told me, ‘Unicorns are for
kids, Mohamed,’” Bourouissa said.
“To me, imagination is very subversive, so I was very hurt but during the opening at the Barnes, he
asked me if I put the unicorn in
the film because, for him, unicorns
were strong. I think this shows the
power of my collaboration and his
participation in the project. We can
change our perceptions.”
Bourouissa produced an emotionally and sociologically vivid
portrait of the riders and their environment. On two screens, the video
is literally and figuratively moving
on more than one plane. It opens,
on half of the screen, with an aerial
view of the Strawberry Mansion
neighbourhood in the summer and,
on the other half, a lone rider navigating a snow-covered, industrial
streetscape.
The viewer hears conversations
between riders and artists such
as Puerto Rican-American Ricardo “Dino” Vazquez, who made a
glittering caparison out of spent
DVDs. Rapper Calvin Okunoye engaged another young person. The
discussions border on philosophy and show the love between
riders and animals, despite their
harsh circumstances.

Subversive imagination. “Horse Day” by Mohamed Bourouissa, 2015.
				

“They are very connected to their
horses,” Bourouissa said. “Every
horse has a name. When you give
a horse a name, you give him personality.”
During the competition, a white
horse parades with a black skeleton painted on its coat. Another is
winged like Hermes. Yet another’s
sides flow with Mylar streamers to

Mohamed
Bourouissa was
inspired by a sojourn
among young
African-American
horsemen from
North Philadelphia.

(Courtesy of the artist and Kamel Mennour, Paris/London.)

match the rider’s headdress.
Milan, one of the competitors,
who requested to be identified by
his first name only, his animal sans
costume, displays athletic horsemanship before a pleased, racially
diverse crowd. The two are clearly
the winners in a loser-less competition. The viewer recalled Milan’s
words, while riding earlier with a
companion: “If everybody wins,
what kind of competition is that?”
In France, Bourouissa crafted assemblages of European car parts
to “frame” superimposed photographs of the riders. The sculptures
explore the connection between
the horse and the automobile, as
well as social marginalisation and
ideas of “the Other.” “When you
are from the outside, you have only
your own frame,” the artist said.
“If you look at the reflection of the

photos in the cars, you see the distortion of reality.”
Albert Barnes (1872-1951), founder of the museum, would have appreciated Bourouissa’s thinking.
A controversial figure in his day,
Barnes said that African, American
Indian and other traditions had influenced Western fine art. Sylvie
Patry, curator of the exhibit, first
spotted the “Urban Riders” project
in a gallery in Paris. She channelled
Barnes by showing Bourouissa’s
work in Philadelphia.
Those familiar with France, the
United States and Arab and African
countries and cultures could perceive subtle and stirring connections through “Urban Riders.” They
cross Bourouissa’s bridge easily.
Mary Sebold is a Washington-based
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

‘Dream City’ puts spotlight on Tunis’s old medina
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

A

t the entrance of the
medina, Bab el-Bhar (“the
Sea Gate”) was covered
in barbed wire, sparkling
under the rays of the sun;
an art installation by Tunisian artist
Nidhal Chamekh. A few metres away,
people performed a dance around a
fountain.
The artwork and dance were parts
of “Dream City,” a biannual festival
of artistic performances in unfamiliar corners of the old city of Tunis.
This year’s, visitors were given a map
of festival performance sites and left
to navigate with the help of directing
arrows on the walls.
Founded in 2007 by Tunisian
choreographers Selma and Sofiane
Ouissi, the festival transformed the
medina of Tunis into “Dream City,”
giving participants an opportunity to
celebrate various art disciplines and
explore the old city.
“We are a part of the medina and
its inhabitants are our partners
throughout this journey,” said Sofiane Ouissi. “They welcomed us
with wide arms since the beginning
so what we do here, we do it for the
Medina as we seek to create free and
artistic spaces. The medina is a space
for people from all walks of life and
for all visions of arts.”
He added: “We are not a charity
but we have a social impact through
our artistic visions because we work
with this community. The medina is
not just walls. It has souls and people

The festival was
founded in 2007 by
Tunisian
choreographers
Selma and Sofiane
Ouissi.

Charming journey. Festival attendees look at maps of artistic
creations.
(Dream City)
who live here all the time… With this
project, we bring back the value of
the medina and its people. Many of
the unemployed youth of the medina worked on this festival.”
Exhibits from 27 artists were featured at the festival, with much of

their work focusing on social issues,
such as human rights, unemployment and reintegration.
Malek Gnaoui’s art installation displayed testimonies of ex-convicts.
“My work is inspired by the stories
I collected from former prisoners,”

Gnaoui said. “Some stories stand
out almost in a mythical way, which
I wanted to emphasise in my work.
It documents and explores that life.
Just because they are former prisoners, it does not mean they are not human.”
“I participated before in Dream
City and it has always offered a new
perspective of art,” he said. “This
time my art installation is hosted in
an old house in the medina, which is
to be explored.”
Sofiane Ouissi emphasised the
festival’s goals of defending and promoting Tunisian artists and Tunisian heritage as well as encouraging
young peoples.
“It is important to work with the
community on promoting these visions to defend Tunisians and to
show the richness of the country
and the land. The power of the youth
here is amazing but they need space
of expression. For this edition, we
have young artists with a lot of potential,” Ouissi said.
“This is the true value of our country, its education and its potential,”
he added. “You just need to invest
in people and give them room. The
idea is to give room for these artists
whether they are national or international. Dream City gives them the
room to work.”
This year’s festival included 20
performances, including video installations and theatrical works.
Many incorporated elements or
characters inspired by the medina’s
neighbourhoods and its inhabitants
and took place in obscure places in
the medina, such as deserted houses, cafés and rooftops. The festival

featured three concerts and daily
panel discussions on the city’s urban
structure and artistic scene.
“Tunis can be a capital of art
with the energy and potential of its
youth,” said Ouissi, who noted that
the festival aimed to showcase the
artist’s role as a citizen. “This year
the festival animated the city from
10am until midnight.”
Dream City attracted a great number of attendees of all ages, who
stumbled into artistic performances
in all corners of the old city. Inhabitants of the medina took part in the
event, which illuminated the sprawling alleys with bright art and music.

The festival was
founded in 2007 by
Tunisian
choreographers
Selma and Sofiane
Ouissi.
“This edition of Dream City is rich
with many performances. Every year
it brings vibrant energy and life to
the medina and it revives the forgotten and unknown parts of the old
city of Tunis,” said Wafa Triki, who
attended the festival. “The fact that
they had workshops and panels in
the morning and a show in the evening was a good idea.”
“This is the festival of all. Let’s
chase away the sadness and celebrate,” said Ouissi.
Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and
Culture contributor to The Arab
Weekly.
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Agenda
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, Portugal, Morocco and Austria are to
perform at the festival.
Erfoud:
Through October 31
The Moroccan Erfoud region is
famous for its date palms. Every
year after harvest, local tribesmen come together for a festival
during which they play traditional music, perform Berber
dances and exhibit local cuisine.
There is also horse racing.

Visitors at the Wadi Sannur Cave in Beni Suef in central Egypt.						

(Provided by Ibrahim Ouf)

Central Egypt
cave captivates
visitors
Ibrahim Ouf

Cairo

M

iners digging in 1992
for alabaster in a desert area of Egypt’s
central province of
Beni Suef made a discovery that would keep geologists
busy and mesmerise adventurers
for years.
Using explosives, the miners
destroyed the rock one layer at a
time, until a huge cavity appeared.
When the dust settled, the few daring miners who ventured inside
the hole found a huge cave with
unique natural beauty.
“The miners could not believe
that as they searched for marble
and alabaster, they would make
such an important discovery,”
said Rania Mohamed, the head of
the office of the National Tourism
Promotion Authority in Beni Suef.
“Now, this cave is one of the most
visited sites near the province and
the whole of central Egypt.”
Geologists studying the site
125km south of Cairo pointed to
the geological and potential tourist
value of the discovery, prompting
the Egyptian government to declare the cavern, named Wadi Sannur Cave, a national protectorate.
This banned human activity inside
and near the cave.
Since then, visitors have been

converging on the cave from
around Egypt and beyond, even
though the government has not
done much to promote it as a tourist destination.
Wadi Sannur Cave, 15 metres
deep and covering 700 sq. metres,
has rock formations of shapes and
colours moulded over millions of
years through the accumulation of
sediment.
Visitors walk into the main area
of the cave that leads on both sides
into naturally formed chambers
with walls made of the most precious types of alabaster and colourful marble. Rocks dangling from
the ceiling, some of them luminous
like light bulbs, add to the natural
beauty of the cavern.

With an area of 700 sq.
metres and 15 metres
deep, Wadi Sannur
Cave displays rock
formations of
different shapes and
colours moulded over
millions of years.
There is a sense of entering an
otherworldly place. The beauty
of the cave is in marked contrast
to the desert surrounding it. Once
visitors get deep inside, they are
cut off from the outside world, providing a unique sense of quiet and
serenity.
Mohamed said the National

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, performances and screenings.
Dubai:
Through December 31
“La Perle” features 65 artists
performing amazing stunts and
aerial antics above an on-stage
pool filled with 2.7 million litres
of water in a state-of-the-art,
custom-built theatre. The show
takes place at Al Habtoor City.

A view of the entrance to the Wadi Sannur Cave.
(Provided by Ibrahim Ouf)

Tourism Promotion Authority prepared plans to upgrade the cave,
keep unauthorised mining activities away and create facilities and
services, including cafés and public
toilets, to meet visitors’ needs.
The lack of basic services around
the cave means visitors must specially prepare before heading to the
area, said tourist guide Mahfouz
Abul Ela.
“Visitors need to bring food and
water with them and should be
equipped with special boots to
climb the rocks inside and outside
the cave,” Abul Ela said. “In winter, the Wadi Sannur area is very
cold, which makes it necessary for
visitors to bring heavy clothes with
them.”
Wadi Sannur cave is approximately a 1-hour drive from Cairo.
A visit to the cave can be part of a
package that includes other equally interesting sites in Beni Suef and
the surrounding area.
The central Egyptian province
harbours many tourist sites, including Heracleopolis Magna — the
city of Hercules. Approximately
15km west of Beni Suef, the city

was the capital of Upper Egypt during the First Intermediate Period
2181-2055BC.
Other places worth visiting in
Beni Suef include Meidum, an
archaeological site that contains
what is believed to be the second
pyramid built in Egypt after Djoser
in the Saqqara necropolis in Giza.
A step structure, the pyramid was
started by Huni, the last pharaoh of
the Third Dynasty, and was competed by Sneferu.
Of all the sites in Beni Suef,
however, the Wadi Sannur Cave
remains the most magnetic, said
Elwy Ahmed, who has visited the
cavern five times.
“I first came two years ago upon
the advice of a friend. Since then,
I never reject an invitation to visit
the cave from the many travel
groups of which I am a member,”
said Ahmed, 26. “The cave is so
beautiful that it captivates visitors
and shows that Egypt is not only
about the pyramids in Giza or the
temples in Luxor.”
Ibrahim Ouf is an Egyptian
journalist in Cairo.

London:
October 19-November 5
The Nour Festival of Arts highlights contemporary Middle
Eastern and North African arts
and culture in venues across
Kensington and Chelsea in London. The festival features exhibitions, music, cinema, food,
talks and dance performances.
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 openair theme park. This entertainment and shopping destination
involves more than 70 participating countries presented in
more than 36 pavilions. Participants 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, seminars, debates and
meetings.
Beirut:
November 16-18
The seventh Beirut Cooking Festival is to take place at the Biel
Pavillon Royal. The event brings
together the best in cuisine,
wines, beer and spirits. Celebrity chefs will be on hand to meet
people and share recipes, entertaining dishes, cocktail courses
and new trends in cooking.

We welcome submissions of
calendar items related to
cultural events of interest to
travellers in the Middle East
and North Africa.
Visitors to the Wadi Sannur Cave.

(Provided by Ibrahim Ouf)

Getting into the Wadi Sannur Cave.

(Provided by Ibrahim Ouf)
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