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audi Crown Prince  
Mohammed bin Salman 
bin Abdulaziz has pledged 
to eradicate extremism 
from the kingdom and 

spearhead the country’s move into 
a modern era of prosperity and tol-
erance.

Speaking at the Future Invest-
ment Initiative (FII) conference in 
Riyadh, Crown Prince Mohammed 
said Saudi Arabia would return to 
a “moderate” form of Islam, stress-
ing that the change needed to take 
effect “now.”

“Frankly speaking, we cannot 
spend 30 years of our lives dealing 
with extremist ideas. We will de-
stroy them today and immediate-
ly,” Crown Prince Mohammed said.

Saudi Arabia’s ultraconservative 
brand of Islam has been accused of 
contributing to the rise of radical-
ism and violence. New Saudi ini-
tiatives have focused on counter-
ing extremist messages. A Global 
Centre for Combating Extremist 
Ideology was inaugurated in May 
when US President Donald Trump 
visited Riyadh.

Since the ascension of King Sal-
man bin Abdulaziz Al Saud in 
January 2015, Saudi Arabia has 
undergone swift changes, some of 
which were necessitated by Crown 
Prince Mohammed’s Vision 2030  
economic plan, the success of 
which is predicated on social and 
cultural reforms.

“We are a G20 country. One of the 

biggest world economies. We’re 
in the middle of three continents. 
Changing Saudi Arabia for the bet-
ter means helping the region and 
changing the world,” Crown Prince 
Mohammed told Britain’s Guard-
ian newspaper. “So this is what we 
are trying to do here and we hope 
we get support from everyone.”

A battle to keep ultraconserva-

tives in line followed. First was the 
launch in May of the General Au-
thority for Entertainment, a body 
tasked with building an entertain-
ment industry in the kingdom. 
That move was an easy target of 
extremists to dispute.

A report in Foreign Affairs maga-
zine in January stated that Crown 
Prince Mohammed had put to-
gether a multi-pronged strategy 
to deal with potential backlash to 
modernisation from the conserva-
tive religious establishment.

Foreign Affairs said Crown 
Prince Mohammed noted that only 
a small percentage of Saudi reli-
gious scholars would be “too dog-
matic to be reasoned with.” How-
ever, any incitement or violence 
would be met with “isolation and 
other punitive measures,” he said.

The evolution has been quick 
with a number of recent landmark 
steps, including curtailing the 
powers of religious police, staging 
music concerts for the first time in 
more than a decade and the rever-
sal, to take effect next June, of the 
female driving ban.

Also revealed during the FII was 
a Saudi plan to build a $500 billion 
mega-city and business zone three 
times the size of New York.

“There will be many opportu-

nities but we will work only with 
the dreamers — people who want 
to create something new in the 
world,” Crown Prince Mohammed 
said in announcing the project.

The project, called NEOM, would 
extend into Jordan and Egypt and 
would be a futuristic, technology 
hub focusing on specialised invest-
ment sectors such as water, trans-
port, biotechnology, technical and 
digital sciences, media production 
and entertainment.

The project’s name is a reflection 
of the kingdom’s fusion of modern 
and Arab cultures; “neo” means 
new and “m” is the first letter in 
the Arabic word “mustaqbal,” 
which translates to “the future.”

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

Swift changes. A woman walks past a sign during the Future Investment 
Initiative conference in Riyadh, on October 24.                            (Reuters)
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Kurdish referendum fallout highlights 
contrasting fates of Abadi, Barzani

Saudi Arabia rejects extremism, embraces forward-looking vision

London

T 

he dispute between the 
Iraqi central government 
in Baghdad, headed by 
Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi, and the Kurdistan 

Regional Government (KRG) in Er-
bil, led by KRG President Masoud 
Barzani, contrasts the trajectories 
of the two leaders’ fortunes.

The two are at loggerheads after 
Barzani proceeded with a refer-
endum on the Kurdistan region’s 
independence from Iraq, despite 
calls by Abadi and regional and 
international leaders to scrap the 
move.

Prior to the referendum, the 
KRG had effective rule over most 
of the disputed territories that the 
Iraqi Army had lost to the Islamic 
State (ISIS) in 2014. It controlled 
two international airports and rev-
enue from Kirkuk’s oil sales even 
though Baghdad was paying the 
city’s expenses.

Most of those privileges have 
been lost since Iraqi forces, sup-
ported by the Iran-backed Popular 
Mobilisation Forces (PMF), cap-
tured the disputed areas.

The Kurdish nationalist senti-
ment that the referendum had 
stirred allowed Barzani to trump 
criticism from his Kurdish rivals 
who were calling for the resump-
tion of elections in the KRG. 
 Barzani had suspended parlia-
ment and held on to the presi-
dency even though his mandate 
expired in 2015.

The opposition Gorran Move-
ment (Movement for Change) is 
calling for Barzani’s resignation. 
Bafel Talabani, the son of the late 
Iraqi President Jalal Talabani, 
branded the referendum a “co-
lossal mistake.” Many Kurds ac-
cused Barzani of gambling with  
their gains for his own political in-
terest.

The referendum appears to 
have stirred Iraqi nationalist sen-
timents as well among the coun-
try’s Arab, Turkmen and other 
communities, almost all united 
on preserving Iraq’s territorial  
integrity.

The crisis also boosted the 
fortunes of Abadi. Initially, the 
prime minister was criticised by 
Baghdad’s pro-Iran politicians 
as being too weak to hold the 
country together but after swiftly 
reversing all KRG gains since 2014, 
Abadi is being viewed by many as 
a strong leader who can chart an 
independent course for Iraq.

Abadi’s critics, however, con-
tended that his swift military suc-
cess came with the help of Teh-
ran. This could explain why Abadi 
rejected a call by US Secretary of 
State Rex Tillerson for Iran-backed 
militias to go home, as it could 
have been understood as an ad-
mission that Tehran does indeed 
call the shots in Baghdad and an 
acceptance of US meddling in Iraq.

In both cases, Abadi would have 
been undermined, which is some-
thing that Washington did not 
wish to happen.

“US support of Kirkuk operation 
— misguided or not — should be 
understood largely as an attempt 
to protect Abadi’s political flank 
from Iran,” said Ben Van Heuve-
len, editor-in-chief of Iraq Oil Re-
port, on Twitter.

Abadi’s recent tour of Saudi Ara-
bia, Egypt, Jordan, Turkey and 
Iran is understood to signal that 
Iraq wants close relations with all 
countries in the region and will no 
longer be confined to the orbit of 
Tehran.

While Abadi is predicted to win 
in Iraq’s general elections next 
April, Barzani is facing mount-
ing pressure to step down. In the 
midst of tensions and military 
clashes, Barzani has yet to make 
a public appearance while Abadi 
was hopping from one capital to 
another.

Mamoon Alabbasi is Deputy 
Managing Editor and Online 
Editor of The Arab Weekly.
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Improved fortunes. Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi speaks 
to reporters after meeting with army generals and members of the 
counter-terrorism forces in the capital Baghdad.                            (AFP)
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S 

audi efforts to return Iraq 
to the Arab fold appear to 
be yielding results. The 
two countries announced 
numerous measures to 

strengthen ties following their first 
Coordination Council meeting in 
Riyadh.

After the council’s launch Oc-
tober 22, Iraq and Saudi Arabia 
said they agreed to open shared 
border crossings and resume full-
time flights, and that Saudi Ara-
bia would reopen its consulate as 
a part of its diplomatic mission in 
Iraq.

The event was hosted by Saudi 
King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud 
and attended by Iraqi Prime Minis-
ter Haider al-Abadi and US Secre-
tary of State Rex Tillerson.

“Our region is facing severe chal-
lenges, such as extremism, terror-
ism and attempts to disrupt the 
stability and security of our coun-
tries,” King Salman said.

“This requires total coordina-
tion, to confront these challenges,” 

he said, adding that it was a histor-
ic opportunity to build an effective 
partnership.

Abadi said Iraq was “serious 
about cooperation” and “sincere in 
extending our hand.”

Both countries, which are look-
ing to establish a joint trade zone 
on the border, reached an under-
standing to “develop the partner-
ship between the private sector 
in the two countries and to allow 
businessmen to identify trade and 
investment opportunities,” a joint 
statement said.

The council reiterated its com-
mitment to restoring flights be-
tween Iraq and Saudi Arabia. The 
first Saudi commercial plane in 27 
years landed in Baghdad on Octo-
ber 18.

Analysts said the announce-
ments are part of Riyadh’s efforts 
to counter Iranian influence in 
Iraq. Many Gulf Arab countries 
view Tehran as a destabilising 
force in the region. The rapproche-
ment efforts have been embraced 
by Washington and were viewed 
by the Trump administration as a 
positive step in curbing Iranian in-
fluence in Iraq.

“We think this is an important 

milestone in restoring relation-
ships between Iraq and the Gulf, 
the [Gulf Cooperation Council] 

GCC countries and Saudi Arabia 
that’s going to lead to very impor-
tant economic development in Iraq 
as well,” Tillerson said.

“All for the good of the people of 
Iraq and strengthening the secu-
rity and stability of the region,” he 
added.

In an interview on the Dubai-
based Al Arabiya TV, which em-
phasised Riyadh’s motivations in 
seeking better ties with Iraq to dis-
tance it from Tehran, Iraqi analyst 
Najm al-Qassab pointed to motiva-
tions from the Iraqi side.

“After a near-total isolation in re-
cent years… at the end of the day, 
Iraq feels the risk — it knows it can-
not move forward without being a 
principal part of the Arab states,”  
he said.

Saudi-Iraqi relations deterio-
rated after Iraqi leader Saddam 
Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait in 
1990. Relations worsened follow-
ing the 2003 war in which Saddam 
was removed from power. This 
resulted in empowering the coun-
try’s Shia majority and the mar-
ginalisation and persecution of 
Iraq’s Sunni minority. The gov-
ernment in Baghdad maintained 
strong ties with Riyadh’s regional  

foe, Tehran.
Efforts by Saudi Arabia to re-en-

gage Iraq started when Saudi For-
eign Minister Adel al-Jubeir made a 
surprise visit in February to Bagh-
dad, the first by a high-ranking 
Saudi official since 2003. In June, 
Abadi met with King Salman in 
Jeddah.

“The countries agreed to estab-
lish a coordination council to up-
grade relations to the hoped-for 
strategic level and open new ho-
rizons for cooperation in different 
fields,” a statement carried by the 
official Saudi Press Agency (SPA) 
said at the time.

Jubeir, speaking October 24 at 
London’s Chatham House think-
tank, said relations between the 
two countries are historic and re-
flect their significant social, eco-
nomic and geographical ties.

He added that Saudi Arabia’s 
interests in Iraq are to restore the 
country’s’ advancement, move it 
away from ethnic and sectarian 
conflicts and ensure a unified, sta-
ble and secure country contrary to 
Iran’s expansionist designs, SPA 
reported.

The Coordination Council is to 
meet again in September.

Mohammed Alkhereiji

Closer Saudi-Iraqi ties as Abadi meets with King Salman

Iraq feels the risk — it 
knows it cannot move 
forward without being 
a principal part of 
the Arab states.

Iraqi analyst 
Najm al-Qassab
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A 

s Saudi Arabia embrac-
es a more modern era, 
Saudi Crown Prince Mo-
hammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz pledged to 

move the country away from ex-
tremism and towards “moderate 
Islam.”

Crown Prince Mohammed’s re-
marks at the Future Investment 
Initiative (FII) conference in Ri-
yadh echoed the reform drive the 
kingdom is undergoing. Reforms 
include the reversal of the ban on 
female driving and the establish-
ment of a domestic entertainment 
industry.

“Saudi Arabia was not like this 
before 1979. Saudi Arabia and the 
entire region saw the prolifera-
tion of Al-Sahwa [awakening] pro-
ject after 1979 for many reasons,” 
Crown Prince Mohammed said.

He was referencing major re-
gional events in 1979 — the Islamic 
Revolution in Iran and the siege of 
Mecca by terrorists that inspired a 
generation of militants such as al-
Qaeda’s Osama bin Laden.

“We are returning to what we 
were before — a country of mod-
erate Islam that is open to all reli-
gions, traditions and people around 
the globe,” the crown prince said.

“We want to lead a normal life, 
a life that reflects our tolerant reli-
gion and our kind customs and tra-
ditions. We want to co-exist with 
the world and contribute to the 
development of our homeland and 
the world.”

“Clear steps were taken over 
the past period on this matter and 
I think we will eliminate the rem-
nants of extremism in the near 
future,” he added. “Frankly speak-
ing, we cannot spend 30 years of 
our lives dealing with extremist 
ideas. We will destroy them today, 
and immediately.”

Crown Prince Mohammed is the 

architect of Saudi Vision 2030, a 
reform plan designed to wean the 
kingdom’s economy off oil depend-
ency while creating jobs, stimulat-
ing the private sector and modern-
ising Saudi Arabia.

However, with the drive for re-
form come opponents of change, 

especially in a society long ac-
customed to conservatism. In a 
reminder of how challenging the 
kingdom’s reforms could be, terror 
groups called on the Saudi popula-
tion to resist the changes.

A senior member of the Yemen-
based al-Qaeda in the Arabian Pen-
insula (AQAP), arguably the most 
active and deadliest branch of the 
terror organisation, said Saudis 
should resist the new policies, ar-
guing they would lead the country 
to secularism.

In a video posted on so-
cial media, AQAP member and 
Saudi national Khalid Batarfi 
quoted from the Quran and say-
ings of the Prophet Muhammad  
and calling for a return to basic Is-
lamic values, including “the pro-
motion of virtue and the preven-
tion of vice.”

Quoting Islamic scripture out of 
context to support terrorist activi-
ties is an oft-used al-Qaeda strat-
egy that has frustrated the legiti-
mate religious establishment.

Acknowledging that this tac-
tic has led to the recruitment 
of many of its young people, 
Riyadh recently established a 
body tasked with monitoring  
interpretations of the Prophet Mu-
hammad’s teachings to prevent 
them from being used to justify 
terrorism.

A royal decree launched the King 
Salman Complex for the Prophet’s 
Tradition, which is to have head-
quarters in Medina. A statement 
by the Saudi government said 
the plan would “eliminate fake 
and extremist texts and any texts 
that contradict the teachings of 
Islam and justify the committing 
of crimes, murders and terrorist 
acts.”

The statement added that the 
council would be made up of 
scholars from around the world 
and will be headed by Sheikh Mo-
hammed bin Hassan al-Sheikh, a 
member of the Council of Senior 
Scholars, the kingdom’s highest 
religious authority.

Mohammed Alkhereiji

High gear. Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz (C-L) and Managing Director of International Monetary Fund Christine Lagarde (C-R) attend 
the opening ceremony of the Future Investment Initiative conference in Riyadh, on October 24.                               (SPA)

Saudi Arabia vows to eradicate extremism

Riyadh recently 
established a body 
tasked with monitoring 
interpretations of the 
Prophet Muhammad’s 
teachings to prevent 
them from being used 
to justify terrorism.
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Belgian parliamen-
tarian, speaking at a 
roundtable forum at 
the European Com-
mission office in Ma-

drid, accused Qatar of allocat-
ing millions of dollars to Muslim 
Brotherhood activities in Europe.

Citing “European financial and 
security reports,” Koen Metsu, 
a member of the Belgian parlia-
ment and president of the Bel-
gian Temporary Parliamentary 
Committee for the Fight Against 
Terrorism, asserted that Qatar 
has for a decade financially sup-
ported the Muslim Brotherhood 
in France, the United Kingdom, 
Italy and Denmark, with more 
than $175 million. Qatar was said 
to have also provided “ideologi-
cal support.”

Metsu said any discussion on 
terrorist financing would not be 
reasonable if the role of the Qa-
tari funds in supporting Muslim 
Brotherhood-affiliated organisa-
tions was not examined.

“The world has entered a stage 
of cheap terrorism in which 
anybody can get hold of a kitch-
en knife and use it for stupid 
acts,” he said at the “Financing  
Terrorist Groups in Europe:  
Purposes, Results and Future” 
forum, which was hosted by the 
European Press Association for 
the Arab World.

“The problem of financing is no 
longer limited to these extremist 
acts but extends to financing ex-
tremist ideas and that’s the battle 
we have to win,” Metsu said.

Participants at the forum re-
flected a heightened understand-
ing in Europe of the objectives 
of Islamist groups to control the 
Muslim communities in Europe 
and use them for political gain.

They pointed out the need to 
eradicate terrorist groups in Eu-
rope by targeting their financing. 
Extremist organisations survive 
on donations from foreign coun-
tries and charities and on reve-
nues generated by drug sales and 
money laundering.

French MP Jacques Myard, a 
former member of the French Na-
tional Assembly’s International 
Affairs Committee, said: “Terror-
ism started with the emergence 
of the Muslim Brotherhood in 
Egypt.”

He said French intelligence ser-
vices assembled a list of 30,000 
names of radicalised individuals 
who could potentially turn into 
terrorists.

Myard added: “Europeans end-
ed up having a big problem with 
the Americans regarding [the Is-
lamic State] using the internet to 
advertise because the Americans 
refuse to amend laws so as to 
make it possible for courts to go 
after social media companies like 

Facebook, Twitter, WhatsApp 
and others if they fail to curb this 
advertisement.”

Some forum participants con-
tended that the European effort 
has not focused enough on ter-
rorism financing. European secu-
rity agencies often focus on side 
activities, such as drug dealing 
and money laundering, and ig-
nore the lion’s share of financ-
ing Islamist groups, namely big 
donations from some countries, 
they argued.

Metsu told The Arab Weekly 
that Doha was trying “to use 
Muslim Brotherhood groups 
in Europe as its own pressure 
groups to increase its power and 
influence among the Arab and 
Muslim communities and also to 
influence decision-makers in po-
litical and academic circles.”

“Security and financial re-
ports in Europe show the Muslim 
Brotherhood controls many of 
the Islamic organisations that are 
supposed to defend Muslim com-
munities,” Metsu noted.

Karim Ifrak, a founding mem-
ber of the Federation of Muslim 
Republicans in France, said that 
in the eyes of French legislation, 
Islamist financial backers “were 
not donating money to support 
terrorists because, in the end, 
they were supporting Muslim 
citizens. The Islamists have obvi-
ously abused the system.”

“There are certain Gulf and 
Arab countries (that) have finally 
realised that, by backing extrem-
ist Islamists, they were, in fact, 
on the wrong path. Qatar is not 
among these countries. It contin-
ues to protect Yusuf al-Qaradawi 
(head of the International Union 
of Muslim Scholars) and to send 
money to the Muslim Brothers,” 
Ifrak said.

“We are willing to help Qatar 
come to its senses if it so desires,” 
he added.

Metsu, citing undisclosed Eu-
ropean statistical data, said: 
“Qatar Charity is one of the main 
supporters of Islamic groups in 
Europe, donating money to 60% 
of Islamic institutions, includ-
ing charities, relief programmes, 
Quranic schools and mosques.”

Mohamed Ahsissene, secre-
tary-general of the Communica-
tion Commission of the Socialists 
Party of Catalonia, pointed out 
that “many European govern-
ments refuse to finance mosques 
and are tough about authorising 
them and this creates a crack 
through which foreign powers 
can present themselves as pa-
trons of mosques in Europe.”

Ahsissene said such a situa-
tion presents an opportunity for 
Islamist groups to launch long-
term “blackmailing operations.”

“These groups get funds for a 
specific goal, which is usually to 
finish building a mosque, but the 
construction may take 20 years to 
finish,” he said.

Islamist agendas have often 
been suspected of being a fac-
tor in preventing many Muslims 
from blending in European so-
cieties and while Islamists have 
always blamed European govern-
ments for not helping Muslims 
assimilate, Ahsissene challenged 
Muslims to stop complaining.  
“The doors are open to Muslims 
to become part of the society,” he 
said.

Jomai Guesmi is a Tunisian 
writer.

Qatar crisisNews & Analysis

London

R 

egional and internation-
al efforts to resolve the 
Qatar crisis are appar-
ently faltering, judging 
from assessments from 

Kuwait and the United States on 
the likelihood of ending the dis-
pute.

Speaking during a national as-
sembly meeting on October 24, 
Kuwaiti Emir Sheikh Sabah Ah-
mad al-Jaber al-Sabah warned that 
“more complications” could arise 
from the dispute if it continues on 
its current trajectory.

“The crisis could see more com-
plications that will have a negative 
effect regionally and internation-
ally and can harm Gulf nations and 
their people,” Sheikh Sabah said, 
adding that this represented an 
open invitation for regional and 
international interventions and 
conflicts.

Sheikh Sabah, who has been 
trying to mediate a resolution to 
the dispute for several months, 
said the crisis could bring about 
an end to the Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC), a six-country 
political and economic alliance 
formed in 1981. The GCC’s annual 
meeting, scheduled for December, 
apparently will be postponed until 
next year.

“The collapse of the GCC means 
the disintegration of the last 
strongholds of Arab cooperation,” 
he said.

A side effect of the dispute has 
been the media war involving all 
sides.

In a statement quoted on Al Ja-
zeera TV, the Qatari Foreign Minis-
try urged its nationals and media 
outlets to refrain from “offending 
figures” of Gulf countries. “Qatar 
stresses its adherence to dialogue, 
stemming from its deeply rooted 
principles and values,” the state-
ment said.

US Secretary of State Rex Till-
erson, during a tour of the Middle 
East, said Saudi Arabia conveyed 
to him it was not ready for direct 
talks with Qatar.

“There is not a strong indica-
tion that the parties are ready 
to talk yet,” Tillerson said af-
ter meeting with Saudi Crown 
 Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz in Riyadh, before travel-
ling to Doha for a meeting with the 
Qatari leadership.

The resolution of the crisis and 
US ties to the countries involved 
are important to America’s secu-
rity and economic interests in the 
region, Tillerson said. “The United 
States intends to maintain those 

very strong, positive, important re-
lationships,” he said during a news 
conference with Saudi Foreign 
Minister Adel al-Jubeir.

“As we have indicated in the 
past, we’re hopeful that the 
countries can engage in dialogue 
and find a solution to the differ-
ences that exist between them  
and restore the GCC unity, which 
we think is a very important and 
powerful organisation in terms of 
how it conducts itself and how it 
provides stability to the region,” he 
said.

Jubeir, speaking at London’s 
Chatham House think-tank, said 
the matter was in Qatar’s hands.

“We reject terrorism and ex-
tremism and harbouring the 
wanted,” the Saudi foreign min-
ister said. “We refuse to publish 
discourses of incitement and ha-
tred and interfere in the affairs 
of other countries. We do not ac-
cept that suicide bombings are 
justified in the media by 
 extremist religious figures hosted 
by Qatar.”

He also pointed out some of the 
benefits of the dispute, including, 
he said, that Doha had committed 
to curbing its financing of radical 
groups.

Jubeir said that the Qatar sanc-
tions had resulted in the sign-
ing of a memorandum of un-
derstanding with the United  
States to combat the financing 
of terrorism and that Qatari au-
thorities had allowed US Treas-
ury officials in Qatari banks and  
made amendments to the coun-
try’s regulations on combating ter-
rorism.

Saudi Arabia, the United Arab 
Emirates, Bahrain and Egypt sev-
ered ties with Qatar on June 5 over 
what they described as Doha’s in-
terference in their countries’ inter-
nal affairs and its support for Iran’s 
agenda and radical groups, such 
as Hamas, the Taliban and the 
Muslim Brotherhood. The Qa-
tari government has denied the  
allegations.

Jomai Guesmi

Mission unaccomplished. US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson steps off the plane at Al Udeid 
Airbase in Qatar, on October 24.                                                                                                              (AFP)

Qatar accused of 
financing Muslim 
Brotherhood 
activities in Europe

Mediation efforts
faltering in Gulf dispute
The Arab Weekly staff

The crisis could see 
more complications 
that will have a negative 
effect regionally and 
internationally.

Kuwaiti Emir Sheikh Sabah 
Ahmad al-Jaber al-Sabah

Belgian MP Koen Metsu 
said Qatar has for a 
decade financially 
supported the Muslim 
Brotherhood in France, 
the United Kingdom, 
Italy and Denmark with 
more than $175 million.
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raqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi ordered Iraqi forces to 
reclaim control of two of the 
country’s border areas, one 
held by Islamic State (ISIS) 

militants and the other manned 
by peshmerga fighters loyal to 
Kurdistan Regional Government 
(KRG) President Masoud Barzani.

Iraqi forces launched an offen-
sive in Anbar province to capture 
the last ISIS-held towns of Qaim, 
which is on the border with Syria, 
and Rawa. At the same time, Iraqi 
military backed by the Popular 
Mobilisation Forces (PMF) moved 
towards Dohuk province to claim 
control of the Faysh Khabur bor-
der post with Turkey.

Abadi ordered a 24-hour sus-
pension to military operations 
against peshmerga fighters to al-
low them to hand over control of 
the border area, which Iraqi au-
thorities say is critical for oil ex-
ports.

The decision to engage in two 
military operations simultane-
ously was considered a show of 
confidence by Abadi but critics 
say it may overstretch Iraqi forces. 
They are also present in Kirkuk 
after retaking the city along with 
other disputed territories from 
peshmerga control.

US Army Lieutenant-General 
Paul Funk said the dispute be-
tween the central government 
and the KRG was diverting re-
sources as well as intelligence and 
focus from the war on ISIS. “We 
don’t need Iraqis killing Iraqis 
when we’ve got [ISIS] to kill out 
in the west,” Funk told the Associ-
ated Press.

The United Nations and the 
United States urged Baghdad and 
the KRG to stop clashes and en-
gage in dialogue. Abadi insisted 
that Barzani declare the results of 

a referendum on Kurdistan’s inde-
pendence void after the Kurdish 
leader offered to “freeze” it.

Iraqi forces have reclaimed 
most of the disputed areas that 
were under peshmerga control 
since 2014, giving Abadi unprec-
edented public support.

“Iraq is getting stronger, getting 
unified,” Abadi told the Washing-
ton Post and other Western media.

He hinted that this sense of 
unity would gradually push away 
Iran’s meddling in Iraq’s affairs.

“I think others or the interfer-
ence of others in the affairs of Iraq 
will become less and less. This is 
a new-built confidence among 
Iraqis, the Iraqi national feeling, 
which our aim is to increase — 
people’s attachment to their own 
country,” Abadi said.

Tehran’s sphere of influence 
goes beyond its traditional allies 
— Shia Arabs and Shia Turkmen 
— and reaches Sunni Kurds, too. 
Observers said the referendum 
strengthened Iran’s grip on Iraq.

“The Kurdish referendum has 
further empowered undisciplined 
[Iran-backed] militias, giving 
them another reason to remain 
long after [ISIS] is defeated,” wrote 
Denise Natali, the director at the 
Centre for Strategic Research, on 
the website warontherocks.com.

“To help stabilise Iraq after [ISIS] 
and check nefarious Iranian influ-
ences, the United States needs to 
reinforce a strong and sovereign 
Iraqi state,” argued Natali. “Plead-
ing with and coddling Kurdish of-
ficials is not a policy and does not 
advance US interests.”

Despite the distraction of the 
Kurdish referendum and the 
military success against ISIS, the 
threat of the militant group has 
not been eradicated.

Iraq needs stability and inclu-
siveness in order to make sure 
that ISIS and other jihadist groups 
do not resurface, observers said 
during a conference organised by 
the South Asia and Middle East 

(SAME) Forum in London.
“What’s important for Iraq is: 

Stabilisation, stabilisation, sta-
bilisation,” said Brigadier Gareth 

Collett, the defence attaché of the 
British Embassy in Iraq. “Other-
wise, another form of Daesh will 
come back,” he said, using the Ara-
bic acronym for ISIS.

Collett said people in the areas 
liberated from ISIS must be pro-
vided with jobs so they earn their 
own money and do not need in-
ducements offered to them by ISIS 
recruiters.

He added that it was important 
for the anti-ISIS coalition “not to 
walk away from Iraq” immediate-
ly after defeating the militants on 
the battlefield because they could 
regroup.

Speaking at the same event, An-
dreas Krieg, an assistant professor 
at King’s College London, said Iraq 
needs to adopt a more inclusive 

policy towards all its citizens.
Krieg blamed former Prime Min-

ister Nuri al-Maliki for many of the 
country’s failures. The Iraqi Army 
had many Maliki loyalists, which 
is why its soldiers ran away in the 
face of ISIS in 2014, said Krieg. 
Pro-Iran politicians such as Maliki 
threaten the prospect of an inclu-
sive Iraq, he added.

“Sunni Arabs have suffered 
torture, rape and extra judicial 
killing,” at the hands of the Shia-
majority forces. “They also faced 
ethnic cleaning” carried out by 
Kurdish peshmerga fighters. 
That’s why Sunni Arabs “feel like 
second-class citizens,” said Krieg. 
In sensitive areas, people should 
be policed by members of their 
own communities, he added.

Mamoon Alabbasi

Abadi presses for control of Iraqi borders

I n less than a month the for-
tunes of Iraqi Kurdistan, its 
leaders and inhabitants have 
reversed.

Iraqi Kurds voted over-
whelmingly in favour of 
independence and optimism 

appeared to reign. The referendum, 
however, brought complications 
and immediate repercussions and 
illuminated systemic problems 
within the Kurdistan Regional Gov-
ernment (KRG), including political 
and economic dysfunction and 
general social malaise.

Then the unthinkable occurred. 
Iraq’s federal government, aided 
heavily by Iran-sponsored militias 
in the form of the Popular Mobilisa-
tion Forces (PMF), moved to oc-
cupy territory that had been under 
Kurdish control since 2014. What 
followed was a remarkable reversal 
of fortune for the KRG.

“Peshmerga has retreated from 
all disputed areas without excep-
tion,” said Abdulla Hawez, a King’s 
College London researcher looking 
at Kurdish politics and society. The 
retreat was an embarrassment and 
created great tension within Iraqi 
Kurdistan.

KRG President Masoud Barzani, 
who is among the leadership of the 
Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP), 
blamed the opposition Patriotic 
Union of Kurdistan (PUK) for the 
retreat.

The situation was exacerbated 
in recent days. Hawez said: “Now 
Iraqi forces and PMF are advancing 
even further. So Kurdish leaders are 
realising, if they just leave areas, 
the Iraqi forces won’t stop there but 
push to advance even further.”

Many Iraqi Kurds are deeply 
disheartened. The loss of Kirkuk, 
a symbolic city with real signifi-

cance to many Kurds, stands out 

among the rapid reversal Iraq’s 
Kurds have suffered.

Paul Iddon, an Irish journalist 
in Erbil, said: “Friends and locals I 
know feel betrayed. In the imme-
diate aftermath of Kirkuk, people 
were devastated and felt demoral-
ised. Kirkuk is everything to a lot of 
people here.”

Initially, despite stories of ex-
tensive resistance from peshmerga 
around Kirkuk, there was little 
violence. It is assumed that a covert 
deal had been struck by the PUK, 
whose peshmerga largely defended 
Kirkuk, and the advancing Iraqi 
state and PMF forces.

Hawez noted that on October 
23 there 
had been 
limited 
clashes 
in Altun 
Kupri 
between 
Kirkuk 
and Erbil 
but there 
have been 
no further 
fighting in 
that area.

Since then, there has been ad-
ditional fighting between the PMF 
and the peshmerga. “Clashes were 
reported in Makhmur in Erbil prov-
ince and in Mahmudiyah, near [the] 
Rabia border crossing with Syria 
and in Telskuf in north-eastern 
Mosul,” Hawez said.

Aside from rare outbreaks of  
violence, however, the KRG appears 
to be seeking to avoid confronta-
tion. Its peshmerga is capable of 
fighting the PMF and Iraqi state 
forces but are deliberately refrain-
ing from doing so.

The KRG announced that the 
contentious referendum result had 

been frozen. This took place in a 
climate dominated by the threat 
posed by the PMF and after the 
United States effectively failed to 
demonstrate any support  
for Iraq’s Kurds.

Emma Sky wrote in the Atlantic 
that, because the “United States 
stated that it would not take sides 
in what it viewed as a dispute 
between the Iraqi government and 
the KDP, instigated by Barzani,” 
mediation between the KRG and 
Iraqi state forces “is unlikely to be 
from Americans.”

Kamal Chomani, a non-resident 
fellow at the Tahrir Institute for 
Middle East Policy in Washington, 
said: [The KRG] has “realised that, 
if they do not suspend it, then 

the situation will get even more 
severe and if they do not resolve 

the issues, then Baghdad will 
take other measures.”

He said: “The KDP and PUK 
are afraid for their existence 
now.”

Barzani, who has been 
blamed for much of the cri-
sis, is likely to leave office. 
He already exceeded the 
limits of his official term. 
Paradoxically, this leaves 

the way clear for continued 
KDP control of Iraqi Kurd-

istan politics by other means 
but offers little prospect of a 

solution to the crisis.
The PMF and Iraqi forces 

have moved deeper into Kurd-
ish territory. Rumours abound 
that the PMF, unrestrained by 
international pressure, may 

push the KRG into a confronta-
tion. In truth, however, the Iraqi 

state and the Iran-backed PMF with 
which it is working have secured a 
strategic triumph. They have stolen 
the initiative from the KRG.

Calling the referendum, which 
seemed to symbolise a new age of 
Kurdish prosperity and promise, 
appears to have been a terrible 
mistake, all the more bitter because 
it did not have to be.

Iraqi Kurds see fortunes reversed after referendum  

James Snell

KRG President 
Masoud Barzani, 
who has been 
blamed for much 
of the crisis, is 
likely to leave 
office. 

is a British journalist.

Major reversal. A member of 
Iraqi federal forces holds the 
Kurdish flag upside down after 
Iraq’s central government 
forces seized Kurdish positions 
in Kirkuk, on October 16.  (Reuters)

Show of confidence. Iraqi forces launch rockets against Kurdish peshmerga positions in the area of 
Faysh Khabur on the Turkish and Syrian borders, on October 26.              (AFP)

Tehran’s sphere of 
influence goes 
beyond its 
traditional allies — 
Shia Arabs and Shia 
Turkmen — but 
reaches Sunni 
Kurds, too.
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B 

ritish MP Rory Stewart’s 
comments that jihad-
ists should die in the Is-
lamic State’s collapsing 
caliphate sharply divided 

public opinion and, in raising the 
question of what ultimately must be 
done with foreign fighters, started a 
debate continued in many divisive 
media commentaries.

Stewart, speaking to BBC radio, 
said: “We have to be serious about 
the fact these people are a serious 
danger to us and, unfortunately, 
the only way of dealing with them 
will be in almost every case to kill 
them.”

Stewart is far from alone in such 
sentiments. They have been echoed 
by French Defence Minister Flor-
ence Parly and Brett McGurk, the 
US special envoy to the anti-Islamic 
State (ISIS) coalition.

While the West has been clear in 
signalling its determination to de-
stroy ISIS, it cannot be ignored that 
the Western-backed Kurdish-led co-
alition has yet to encounter foreign 
fighters aligned with ISIS in any sig-
nificant number.

There are thought to be about 
40,000 foreign fighters engaged 
with ISIS in Syria and Iraq; 5,600 
of those are said to have returned 
home within the last two years, the 
Soufan group reported. The report 
estimated the number of British 
fighters at 850, some of whom are 
presumed dead. France is said to 
have contributed 1,910 fighters to 
ISIS and Russia nearly double that.

“The reality is that no country 
wants its foreign fighters back,” 
said Nadim Houry, director of Hu-
man Rights Watch’s terrorism and 
counterterrorism programme, “and 
if they can conveniently ‘disappear,’ 
well, so much the better.”

However, for Human Rights 
Watch, questions over individual 
accountability and due process, as 
opposed to collective punishment, 
take precedence.

For countries such as Tunisia, ill-
equipped to deal with the return of 
hundreds of fighters, the concern is 

real. “Look, their fear is legitimate. 
The fear any society might have 
from these returning fighters is a 
real concern and we, the interna-
tional community, have a responsi-
bility to share that,” Houry said.

There are no figures for how many 
foreign fighters have been killed in 
battles in Raqqa and its environs. 
However, many observers agree 
that ISIS’s Praetorian Guard of for-
eign fighters has yet to be encoun-
tered by Western-backed forces in 
significant numbers.

Similarly, there are no figures 
for how many foreign fighters 
the Syrian regime and its allies 
might have encountered in con-
flict zones across the country. 
The fate of those captured by  
the regime is also unknown.

“We don’t really have any num-
bers for foreign fighters held by the 
regime,” Houry said. “However, 
given what we know of Damascus, 
they’re unlikely to be being treated 
well. Most will be tortured, some 
will be held to be traded with other 
countries or groups and the rest, we 
just don’t know.”

As for the Russian fighters en-
gaged with ISIS in Syria, few in Rus-
sia are aware of them. “The takea-
way for Russians who follow the 
news on state television or other 
state media is that Moscow is (suc-
cessfully) fighting terrorism in Syr-
ia, in support of a democratically 
elected president,” Eva Hartog, 
the editor-in-chief of the Moscow 
Times, said via e-mail. “They are 
also fed a narrative that Washington 

is supporting terrorist groups that 
carry out heinous attacks on civil-
ians.”

“Polls show Russians generally 
support [President Vladimir] Putin’s 
foreign policy,” Hartog wrote. “Hav-
ing said that, Russia’s involvement 
in Syria is very abstract to most Rus-
sians: They don’t know how much 

it costs, what the exact figures or 
death toll are and are not yet being 
asked to make personal sacrifices.”

Given the chaos of Syria, any ap-
propriately unflinching pronounce-
ment by a Western leader on the 
fate awaiting foreign fighters with 
ISIS is likely to play well at home. 
However, for the Syrian regime and 
its allies, facing ISIS on a number of 
fronts and in greater numbers, the 
rules of the game are different.

However, for a theatre in which 
the West and its proxies remain part 
players in an ensemble cast, what 
such pronouncements might actu-
ally mean on the ground is not clear.

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

Simon Speakman Cordall

Fate of ISIS’s foreign fighters not 
answered in kill-them-all rhetoric

Deafening 
silence. 
ISIS prisoners 
walk in Ain 
Issa village, 
north of 
Raqqa, last 
June.          (Reuters)

There are no figures 
for how many 
foreign fighters the 
Syrian regime and its 
allies might have 
encountered in 
conflict zones across 
the country.

T 

he Trump administra-
tion touts its success in 
working with the Syr-
ian Democratic Forces 
(SDF), a mostly Kurd-
ish group, in liberating 

Raqqa and seizing a major oil field 
near Deir ez-Zor. What comes next, 
however, is uncertain.

On the military front, there 
seems to be a race between the 
US-backed SDF and the Russia-
backed Syrian government forces, 
supported by Shia militiamen, 
to control areas of eastern Syria 
bordering Iraq. The United States 
and Russia are de-conflicting to 
ensure their forces do not engage 
each other.

Taking the Syrian town of Buka-
mal, which borders the Iraqi town 
of Qaim, is the strategic objec-
tive for both sides, as a highway 
connecting the towns could be a 
conduit for Iran to send supplies 
into Syria. Washington does not 
want it to fall into the hands of the 
Syrian government. The area also 
contains remnants of the Islamic 
State (ISIS) — its last major territo-
rial hold in Syria and Iraq.

The Pentagon has insisted that 
its objective is defeating ISIS. 

US Army Colonel Ryan Dillon, 
a spokesman for the anti-ISIS 

coalition, said: “We’re not in a 

race. We’re not in the land-grab 
business. We’re here to defeat 
ISIS.” However, many analysts are 
sceptical that political objectives 
are not being considered in the 
push to take the border area.

Leaving aside the fate of the 
Bukamal area, the question arises 
as to what the US military’s role in 
Syria will be once ISIS is defeated 
there. At this point, nothing is 
clear.

On the one hand, US President 
Donald Trump has said repeat-
edly that he does not want to 
engage in nation-building in the 
Middle East. He also has declared 
his strong opposition to Iranian 
activities in the region. The for-
mer position would suggest that 
Trump would likely withdraw US 
troops from eastern Syria once 
ISIS is defeated; the latter suggests 
maintaining some US forces in the 
area to keep Iranian ambitions in 
check.

The United States has worked 
closely with the Syrian Kurds over 
the past few years because they 
proved to be the most capable 
fighters against ISIS. This support 
incurred the wrath of Turkey, 
which views the Syrian Kurdish 
People’s Protection Units (YPG) as 
linked to the Kurdistan Workers’ 
Party (PKK) in Turkey, which An-

kara considers a terrorist group. 
US forces in Syria have at times 
played the role of protector of Syr-
ian Kurds against periodic Turkish 
military incursions.

Does the US military stay in 
north-eastern Syria to protect the 
Kurds against a Turkish invasion? 
Although Damascus has promised 
the Kurds an autonomous region, 
does it renege on that commit-
ment and send its forces into the 
area? Buoyed by recent battlefield 
successes, the Syrian government 
might try to retake the region at 
some point.

And what about governance? Al-
though most of the inhabitants of 
the north-eastern area of Syria are 
Kurds, the city of Raqqa and areas 
around it are inhabited largely by 
Sunni Arabs, who have expressed 
concern about the Kurdish role in 
the city. One Raqqa resident told 
the Washington Post: “We do not 
know whether the SDF taking 
over the city is a liberation or an 
occupation.”

Brett McGurk, the US envoy to 
the anti-ISIS coalition, has said 
the interim Raqqa Civilian Council 
consists of “a mix of individuals in 
the area.” This council is respon-
sible for delivering humanitarian 
assistance to Raqqa with US sup-
port and is to last until May 2018, 

when there would “either be an 
election or some other formula-
tion in Raqqa for a new council,” 
McGurk said.

He claimed that “nobody in 
these areas wants the Damas-
cus government to return… that 
would not be stabilising.” How-
ever, he did not say what would 
happen if Damascus attempted 
to return. Would US personnel 
— special forces and advisers — 
remain in the area to protect the 
inhabitants?

As for the long-term prognosis, 
McGurk said the international 
community would not commit 
to significant reconstruction re-
sources for Syria absent a political 
solution. Therefore, he went on to 
say, “we encourage the Russians 
and everyone else to try to get on 
track through Geneva so that we 
can establish a real political pro-
cess that has some meaning.”

What if this political process 
continues to go nowhere, especial-
ly now that the Moscow-backed 
Assad regime is emboldened to 
reclaim all Syrian territory?

These unanswered questions 
suggest that the US military prob-
ably will remain in northern and 
eastern Syria for at least the short 
term while the Trump administra-
tion figures out what to do.

A befuddled US military’s endgame for post-ISIS Syria

Gregory Aftandilian

The US military 
probably will 
remain in northern 
and eastern Syria 
for at least the 
short term while 
the Trump 
administration 
figures out what 
to do.

is a lecturer in the Pardee School of 
Global Studies at Boston University 
and a former US State Department 
Middle East analyst.
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Iraqi PM must do 
the right thing

is a Lebanese writer.
Khairallah Khairallah

Abadi is not the only one in Iraq trying to resist Iran’s influence 
and go along with it at the same time.

Opinion

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

I
f there is one thing that distin-
guishes the situation in Iraq, it 
is Iraqi Prime Minister Haider 
al-Abadi’s narrow margin 
for manoeuvring regarding 
Iraq’s relations with its Arab 
neighbours. Abadi has taken 

advantage of that margin and made 
official visits to Riyadh, Cairo and 
Amman.

Apparently, however, that margin 
has shrunk dramatically. What else 
explains Abadi’s reaction to US 
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson’s 
declaration in Riyadh?

Tillerson called for the withdraw-
al of all Iranian militias from Iraq 
but Abadi saw it differently, saying 
that fighters from the Popular Mo-
bilisation Forces (PMF) were Iraqi, 
not Iranian, and that the PMF was 
an “Iraqi institution” and that “we 
should stand by the PMF fighters 
because they will bring hope to the 
country and the region.”

What hope can there be when 
sectarian militias become the back-
bone of the state?

Where is the error in Tillerson’s 
declaration?

What’s wrong with inviting Iran 
to keep its hands off Iraq and stop 
meddling in its politics?

There is nothing wrong with a 
state, any state, refusing to hold ties 
with sectarian militias, regardless of 
the nationality of their fighters.

There will be those who say that 

Iraq is a sovereign state and has the 
right to invite in any foreign force 
but that talk is hogwash. There is 
a weird state of affairs in Iraq that 
Abadi seems unable to get rid of.

Iran is trying to create a fait ac-
compli in Iraq by imposing its own 
experience on it with the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC). 
The Iraqi PMF must be modelled 
on the IRGC. Iran’s proxy forces 
must have the upper hand in Iraqi 
politics.

Abadi is not the only one in Iraq 
trying to both resist Iran’s influence 
and go along with it at the same 
time. Without a quick change in the 
region that reduces Iran to its real 
size, the Iraqi prime minister’s mis-
sion seems impossible.

During the Arab League summit 
in Jordan in March, Abadi met with 
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al 
Saud. In June, he flew to Riyadh for 
an official visit. After that, officials 
from both countries exchanged 
visits and the border crossing at 
Arar in Saudi Arabia was reopened. 
Another Iraqi Shia leader, Muqtada 
al-Sadr, was welcomed in Riyadh, 
Abu Dhabi and Amman.

Iraq’s relations with its Arab 
neighbours are evolving fast, with 
positive results as well as disap-
pointments. The Arab side can only 
encourage the positive flow in the 
hope of a miracle in which the Ira-
nian nightmare is lifted off Iraq.

In the end, which version of 
Haider al-Abadi should we believe 
is authentic? He seems very sincere 
in his efforts even though he is a 
prisoner of his Dawa Party’s ideol-
ogy. He must have been sincere 
to have undertaken reconciliation 
efforts with Egypt, Saudi Arabia 
and Jordan. He is also sincere in 
wanting to maintain Iraq’s unity 
and fight the Islamic State (ISIS).

However, his positions regarding 
the Kurdish question are inexpli-
cable. Because of them, the Kurds 
had no other choice but to go as far 
as they could with their desire for 
independence. Abadi should have 
known that Kurdistan Regional 
Government President Masoud 
Barzani wouldn’t have taken such 
steps had he been negotiating with 
an Iraqi government willing to 
share power and unwilling to turn 
Iraq into a religious state.

Can Abadi consolidate the posi-
tive results of his term and make it 
easy for Barzani to retract without 
losing face, especially after the lat-
ter’s defeat in Kirkuk?

Abadi is between a rock and a 
hard place. He was brave enough to 
visit Saudi Arabia knowing that Iran 
considers the Saudi kingdom its 
arch-enemy. Now he has no choice 
but to bet on Iraq and on having it 
return to the Shia ideology headed 
by Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani in Najaf. 
Sistani refuses the Shia ideology 
coming out of Iran, supports Abadi 
and has doubts about Iraqi Vice-
President Nuri al-Maliki.

For sure, there are forces inside 
Iraq that are convinced the country 
has been imprisoned by Iranian in-
fluence. Among the Arabs, as well, 
there are those who say it is pos-
sible to save Iraq and that it cannot 
be left to be ruled by Iran through 
a bunch of people who roared into 
the country on the backs of Ameri-
can tanks before quickly turning 
their weapons on those tanks.

Iran can engage all it wants in 
sectarian cleansing in many areas 
in Iraq, starting with Baghdad but 
Iraq will not become another Iran. 
In the meantime, we can only bet 
on Abadi to do the right thing.

The Arab 
side can 
only 
encourage 
the positive 
flow in the 
hope of a 
miracle in 
which the 
Iranian 
nightmare 
is lifted off 
Iraq.

S
audi Arabia seems poised for 
far-reaching change, at more than 
one level.

At the top of its priorities is the 
promotion of a value system of 
openness and moderation. Saudi 
Crown Prince Mohammed bin 

Salman bin Abdulaziz has pledged that Saudi 
Arabia would return to being “a country of 
moderate Islam that is tolerant of all religions 
and to the world.”

MBS, as he is widely known, shows keen 
awareness that time is of the essence in any 
reform process. “Seventy percent of the Saudi 
population is under 30 and honestly we will 
not spend the next 30 years of our lives dealing 
with destructive ideas. We will destroy them 
today and at once,” he said at the Future 
Investment Initiative conference in Riyadh.

In recent months, Saudi Arabia has been 
dealing with social and religious reform. There 
was a decree from King Salman bin Abdulaziz 
Al Saud ordering the establishment of an 
authority to scrutinise the hadith, traditions of 
the Prophet, with a view to preventing some of 
them from being used by extremists to justify 
terrorism or other violence. In September, 
there was another royal decree lifting the 
kingdom’s decades-old ban on women driving. 
There are plans to end the nationwide ban on 
cinemas.

Each of these changes is radical enough in 
itself for a conservative country but the fact 
that they are coming so fast — faster than 
anyone could have imagined — illustrates the 
breadth and scale of the Saudi leadership’s 
ambition for its country.

At the core of the change in Saudi Arabia is 
its new economic strategy.

Crown Prince Mohammed spelt it out with 
Vision 2030: Floating a stake in Saudi Aramco, 
the world’s biggest oil company; the creation 
of the world’s largest sovereign-wealth fund to 
invest in diverse assets; and vibrant non-oil 
industries.

He has a vision for his country of a future 
beyond oil. Once, this might have been 
unthinkable for a country that generates 
nine-tenths of government revenues from oil, 
but now it is increasingly discussed.

During the recent investment conference, 
which drew approximately 3,000 people from 
88 countries, Crown Prince Mohammed 
announced the launch of an ambitious $500 
billion independent economic zone straddling 
Saudi Arabia, Jordan and Egypt. He also 
painted a picture for potential investors of a 
Saudi Arabia open for business, “open to the 
world and (to) all religions.”

International experts see real potential. 
“The crown prince is a change agent on a very 
big scale and this conference is a very big 
signal about how rapid is the pace of change 
and that it is really happening,” Daniel Yergin, 
a prominent energy strategist who attended 
the conference, told the New York Times.

“It’s head-spinning in its ambition,” he 
added. “This is taking on a very big challenge 
that will be measured not in decades, but over 
a generation.”

For now, these are all stated intentions but 
their significance can hardly be overstated. 
Under its bold young leader, Saudi Arabia is 
readying for change on a scale unprecedented 
in the country’s modern history.

The announcements have infused optimism 
in the whole Gulf region.

Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed al-Nahyan, 
crown prince of Abu Dhabi, lauded Saudi 
Arabia for “leading the region in its endeavour 
for stability and development.” He expressed 
confidence in Saudi Arabia’s ability to be a 
catalyst on “the global economic and invest-
ment scene.”

There are many challenges ahead. A more 
dynamic business environment requires 
greater technological efficiency and overcom-
ing the shortcomings of the Saudi regulatory 
environment. The reformist vision for Saudi 
Arabia would also mean cutting entitlements 
and subsidies and reducing the reliance on 
foreign labour. It would mean bringing more 
women into the job market.

Such reforms will not happen without 
resistance from traditionalists. As Ali Shihabi, 
executive director of the Washington-based 
Arabia Foundation think-tank has said, “There 
will always be laggards and reactionaries but 
his (Crown Prince Mohammed’s) drive and 
strength combined with a substantial constitu-
ency among the young for change has created 
the space for him to move down this road.”

For the first time, the momentum for change 
in Saudi Arabia seems greater than the admo-
nitions of ultraconservatives. Never has the 
determination to go forward been greater.

Historic change
in Saudi Arabia

Editorial

Complex environment. Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi (2nd R) 
inspects a map with Popular Mobilisation Forces (PMF) commanders  
during his visit to Mosul, last May.                                                                       (Reuters)
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D
espite significant 
reservations over 
Iraqi leader Saddam 
Hussein, who 
famously rained its 
cities with missiles 
in 1991, Saudi Arabia 

was never too happy with the politi-
cal elites who replaced him in 2003, 
writing them off as stooges of the 
Iranian regime. Nearly all of them 
were Shias who had either spent 
their exile in Iran or received funds 
at some point of their careers from 
the country. For Saudi officials, they 
were automatic suspects, guilty of 
being creations of the mullahs of 
Tehran.

However, heralding a potential 
rapprochement between the Iraqi 
political elite and Saudi Arabia was 
the arrival of two senior Iraqi 
politicians — Prime Minister Haider 
al-Abadi and Foreign Minister 
Ibrahim al-Jaafari — in Riyadh. This 
was the second high-profile visit in 
four months.

Thirteen years ago, Abadi was a 
minister of communications and 
Jaafari had a stint as prime 
minister. Both were members of 
the Dawa Party, an all-Shia 
movement funded for years by the 
Iranian government. Saudi Arabia 
originally refused to court either 
politician and both were highly 
critical of Riyadh, accusing it of 
bankrolling what was called the 
“Sunni insurgency” that led to the 
rise of al-Qaeda in Iraq.

Such opinions were also voiced 
by their colleague and boss, Nuri 
al-Maliki, a ranking member of 
Dawa who was prime minister from 
2006-14 and is currently vice-presi-
dent of Iraq. During his tenure, 

Sunnis were purged from a senior 
government office, de-
Ba’athification laws were imposed 
and senior former regime officials 
— all of them Sunnis — were 
hanged, headed, of course, by 
Saddam himself. The sight of him 
at the hangman’s noose facing 
masked executioners wearing 
black sent shivers down the spines 
of Saudi officials, especially as they 
chanted “Muqtada, Muqtada.”

Muqtada al-Sadr was an all-time 
Iranian favourite who emerged to 
lead the urban poor of the Iraqi 
Shia community, becoming an 
overnight star, kingmaker and 
leader. He commanded death 
squads that roamed the streets of 
Baghdad, settling old scores with 
Sunni Muslims. Last April he 
seemed to be distancing himself 
from Tehran, calling on its top ally, 
Bashar Assad, to step down as 
president of Syria. This summer, 
Sadr visited the Saudi port city of 
Jeddah, meeting with Saudi Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz.

A parliamentary ally yet family 
foe Ammar al-Hakim, another 
veteran Iranian stooge, was also 
parting ways with Tehran, stepping 
down from his capacity as chief of 
the Islamic Supreme Council of 
Iraq, an Iranian creation that was 
used to fight Saddam’s army in the 
1980s. Then came a surprise visit 
by Maliki, not to Tehran but to 
Moscow, where he tried to breathe 
life into a stagnated $2 billion arms 
deal. Maliki was Iran’s number one 
ally in Iraq. By heading to Moscow, 
he was sending signals that he 
might be on the lookout for new 
patrons  

and allies.
The courting of Sadr and Hakim 

and the sudden honeymoon with 
Abadi show that something is 
changing — rather fast — in Riyadh, 
Baghdad and Tehran itself. For 
Iran, it clearly shows that the 
patronage system it carefully 
upheld since 2003 was showing 
serious cracks, mostly because of a 
lack of funds. Too much money 
was apparently spent on the Syrian 
battlefield, greatly affecting the 
sustainability of Iran’s Shia protégé 
in Iraq.

True, Iran had created all of 
those figures but it was struggling 
to pull through with them, 
prompting all three to look for help 
— and money — elsewhere. Within 
Baghdad, the rapprochement with 
Saudi Arabia comes ahead of 
parliamentary elections in April. 
The three ambitious Shia politi-
cians are no longer satisfied with 
coming across as “Iran-made” or 
“Shia leaders.” They want to 
expand into a cross-sectarian 
power base, which might be very 
difficult because of their murky 
past, and are seeking Saudi funds 
to do that.

Finally, in Riyadh, it shows that 
the strategic hand of Crown Prince 
Mohammed jumping behind 
enemy lines and eating away at 
Iran’s power base within Iraqi 
society. For years the Saudis tried 
everything to dismantle Iran’s Arab 
fiefdoms, from character assassi-
nations to accusing Tehran’s 
proxies of being traitors, agents 
and sectarian tools in the hands of 
the ayatollah. That led to abso-
lutely nothing — the more the 
Saudis trashed them, the closer 

these figures clung to Iran — often 
for lack of a better alternative.

Over the past year-and-a-half, 
Crown Prince Mohammed has been 
pursuing an entirely different 
approach. He is courting the Iraqi 
Shias, treating them with respect 
as veteran statesmen, winning 
hearts, before pockets, in Baghdad. 
When summoned to Tehran for 
dictates or consultation, these men 
are treated as employees rather 
than statesmen and leaders. 
Turbaned patrons who created 
them rarely show them the respect 
that they expect.

Saudi Arabia is walking an extra 
mile to please its new friends in 
Baghdad. It reopened borders this 
year and resumed commercial 
flights for the first time in three 
decades. Saudi Foreign Minister 
Adel al-Jubeir has stressed that his 
country wants to take part in the 
rebuilding of Iraq, emphasising its 
“Arab Gulf” identity.

Under the crown prince’s 
guidance, he is trying to close 
every channel through which the 
Iranians entered Iraqi politics in 
2003. After 14 years, money, power 
and pomp matter more to these 
Iraqi politicians than a dogmatic 
discourse on Shia religious history, 
which remains a cornerstone for 
the Iranians. Unlike their Lebanese 
ally Hezbollah Secretary-General 
Sayyed Hassan Nasrallah, who 
remains committed to Iran, both 
ideologically and politically, these 
figures go for the higher bidder 
and, at present, this seems to be 
the crown prince of Saudi Arabia, 
rather than Iranian Supreme 
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei or 
President Hassan Rohani.

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

Rashmee Roshan Lall

It’s not enough to wish 
ISIS fighters dead

A British government 
minister recently 
addressed the 
unique international 
difficulties posed by 
the Islamic State’s 
loss of territory 

and the shrinking of the country 
it audaciously named after itself. 
In that harsh line, he laid bare the 
complexities of the case. With the 
Islamic State’s defeat, the foreign 
fighters who pledged their troth to 
the brutal extremist group would 
want to return home. What should 
their home countries do with them? 
What could they do about them 
and for them?

The answer, British minister 
Rory Stewart said, is to wish 
fervently for their death. It is 
better, he said of the estimated 
400 Britons with the Islamic State 
(ISIS), “to be serious about the fact 
these people are a serious danger 
to us and, unfortunately, the only 
way of dealing with them will be, 
in almost every case, to kill them.”

The uncompromising stance 
may have seemed surprising from 
Stewart. A former diplomat who 
served in Iraq, Stewart is an 
intrepid and empathetic travel 
writer. He has walked through 
Pakistan, Iran, Afghanistan and 
Libya and run a charitable crafts 
association in Afghanistan. He is 

one of the few in Western public 
life to acknowledge that the 2003 
Iraq invasion had been an 
almighty mistake. If anyone might 
see the grey in a seemingly 
black-and-white situation, 
Stewart would be the one.

And yet Stewart isn’t much of an 
outlier among Western officials. 
Just days earlier, French Defence 
Minister Florence Parly spelt out 
her hopes for the fighters, more of 
whom joined ISIS from France 
than any other Western European 
country. “If the jihadis perish in 
this fight, I would say that’s for 
the best,” she said.

The American opinion was 
summed up by Brett McGurk, 
special presidential envoy for the 
global anti-ISIS coalition. “Our 
mission is to make sure that any 
foreign fighter who is here, who 
joined ISIS from a foreign country 
and came into Syria, they will die 
here in Syria,” he said.

The terms of the debate are 
blunt. The West doesn’t want 
extremist nationals back. It would 
rather they conveniently perish 
on the battlefield than have to 
deal with repatriation. The 
anti-ISIS coalition has given 
names and photos of Western 
fighters to the Kurds. One People’s 
Protection Units (YPG) official was 
quoted as saying they would be 

“eliminated.” Even so, there is the 
chance some foreign jihadists will 
escape. There is the possibility 
they will be forcibly returned to 
the coalition, after which, 
repatriation is the only option.

Though the West has been the 
most voluble, governments in the 
Middle East and North Africa and 
in Muslim countries in South-east 
Asia face the same challenges. A 
report by the Soufan Group and 
the Global Strategy Network said 
the contours of the problem are 
troublingly vague but clear 
nonetheless. At least 5,600 ISIS 
fighters from 33 countries have 
gone home. That includes 900 
Turks, 800 Tunisians and some 
760 Saudis. Approximately 
20-30% of the European jihadists 
have returned, though it’s 50% of 
those from Britain, Denmark and 
Sweden.

The report, titled “Beyond the 
Caliphate: Foreign Fighters and 
the Threat of Returnees,” said 
Libya and the Philippines are 
particularly vulnerable to the 
reverse flow from ISIS’s failed cali-
phate. With their own returning 
citizens come other fighters, 
seeking refuge in or revenge out of 
Muslim countries.

Statistically speaking, it’s a big 
problem. From 2011, more than 
40,000 foreigners from more than 

110 countries travelled to join ISIS. 
A mere 7,400 were Westerners, 
5,000 of them from Europe.

Obviously, it would be for the 
best, “the preferred resolution,” in 
the words of Bruce Hoffman, 
director of Georgetown Univer-
sity’s Security Studies Pro-
gramme, if they didn’t return. 
“What worries me,” Hoffman 
added, “is I think it’s wishful 
thinking that they’re all going to 
be killed off.”

Clearly, there is an urgent need 
to prepare for the likelihood of the 
fighters’ return. This must be by 
rule of law. In Europe, where the 
death penalty has been abolished, 
they would have to be tried 
(possibly for treason as well as 
criminal activity) and in some 
cases, the obviously brainwashed 
and repentant would need to be 
rehabilitated.

The Soufan report acknowl-
edged the defects in each 
approach. Incarceration risks 
further radicalisation or the 
radicalisation of fellow inmates, it 
said. Also, rehabilitation and 
reintegration is hard, especially 
when many fighters “were never 
integrated in the first place.”

The solution is not as obvious as 
the scale of the problem but this 
much is evident: It’s not enough 
to wish ISIS fighters dead.
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Partition scenarios 

N 

ow that the fighting 
in Raqqa is down to 
clearing out a few 
pockets of Islamic 
State (ISIS) fighters 
the next important 

regional question is: What about 
the Kurds?

How that question will be 
answered primarily depends on 
two men with outsized egos and 
a disinclination to back down: 
US President Donald Trump and 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan.

Relations between the United 
States and Turkey are at a low 
point and the Syrian Kurds are 
caught in the middle. Erdogan 
considers the Kurdish Democratic 
Union Party (PYD) and its military 
wing, the Kurdish People’s Protec-
tion Units (YPG), extensions of the 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK). 
The latter is designated a terror-
ist organisation by Ankara and 
Washington.

The United States has supported 
the PYD and the YPG as part of 
the Syrian Defence Forces (SDF) 
because they have been the only 
fighters capable of defeating the 
Islamic State (ISIS) and recapturing 
Raqqa. That was the number one 
concern for the United States.

What happens next with the 
Kurds?

The YPG will be reluctant to sur-

render territory captured during 
the Syrian conflict. That would 
enrage Erdogan, who doesn’t want 
an independent Kurdish entity on 
Turkey’s border. Many of Erdogan’s 
supporters say the United States 
and Russia have a secret plan to 
support the creation of a Kurdish 
state. It would be a “second Israel,” 
they think, which is why Erdogan’s 
domestic constituency wants him 
to send troops into Syria and Iraq 
to deal with this threat as soon as 
possible.

Experts in Washington say the 
US response to any such move 
by Turkey would depend on two 
factors: The future of US military 
bases in Turkey, such as Incirlik 
near Adana, and Trump’s mood, 
which can change several times in 
one day. Trump does not like be-
ing directly challenged on foreign 
policy issues. His Twitter war with 
North Korea’s Kim Jong-un is a 
case in point.

While Erdogan and Trump have 
publicly been cordial, it’s not 
clear how the US president would 
respond to a direct challenge from 
the Turkish leader. Would Trump 
be unconcerned about an impor-
tant military base in Turkey?

Trump, however, is preoccupied 
with his domestic agenda, not least 
the passing of tax-reform legisla-
tion. For Erdogan, this might mean 
it is a propitious time to  

move into Syria.
As for what the Kurds may want, 

we probably need only look to the 
recent referendum on independ-
ence by Iraqi Kurds in the north. 
While this infuriated the govern-
ment in Baghdad and perplexed 
Kurdish allies abroad, it’s not hard 
to see a similar situation arising in 
Syria.

Some in the world of Washing-
ton think-tanks say the United 
States needs to reward the Syrian 
Kurds for their courage in the fight 
against ISIS. The United States, 
they say, should support Syrian 
Kurdistan (or Rojava) as a federal 
region within Syria. Anything less 
would be considered a betrayal by 
the Syrian Kurds and their allies 
abroad. This would undoubtedly 
put the United States at odds with 
Erdogan, however.

US Secretary of State Rex Tiller-
son on October 26 said the United 
States sees no place for Syrian 
President Bashar Assad in the new 
Syria. Tillerson met with UN Syrian 
envoy Staffan de Mistura, who 
is expected to reconvene peace 
talks following the SDF’s success 
in Raqqa and gains by the Syrian 
regime’s Russian-backed forces. 
Tillerson said the discussions were 
“fruitful” but his comments on As-
sad are unlikely to be received well 
by Russia or Iran. Turkey, however, 
has no love lost for Assad.

The funny thing is that this mo-
ment might not have happened if 
Erdogan had not been so adamant 
about getting rid of Assad’s regime 
instead of simply defeating ISIS. In 
2014, the United States approached 
him with a plan to work together. 
It suggested the creation of an 
anti-ISIS force minus the Kurds but 
Erdogan insisted on a no-fly zone 
over sections of Syria as part of his 
anti-Assad plan, causing the United 
States to back out of the deal 
and turn to the YPG for military 
reasons.

Now, the situation is very differ-
ent: ISIS is all but defeated, Tiller-
son may have said “no Assad” but 
almost no one else is talking about 
how to actually remove him and 
the Kurds are in a difficult position. 
It’s hard to say how long Erdogan 
will ignore his supporters’ de-
mands to send Turkish forces into 
Syria and Iraq. If he decides to go 
into Syria, Erdogan risks a massive 
falling out with the United States 
and bad blood with Russia.

However, if Erdogan is going to 
continue to push back against the 
United States, he’ll need Russian 
support as a counterbalance so 
the next move may be up to the 
Syrian Kurds. Watch what they do 
in the coming few weeks. That will 
foreshadow what happens next 
between Turkey and the United 
States.

Does Washington have a plan for the partition of Syria?

is a regular contributor to The Arab 
Weekly and a columnist at 
factsandopinion.com.

Trump is 
preoccupied with 
his domestic 
agenda. This 
might mean a 
propitious time 
for Erdogan to 
move into Syria.

Tom Regan

Debate

T 

he Kurdish experi-
ment with independ-
ence in Iraq seemed an 
easy scenario to bring 
about given favourable 
historical factors, the 

Kurds’ readiness and tenacity as 
well as foreign support. However, 
once challenges began piling up, 
it was virtually impossible for the 
Kurdish autonomous region to split 
off from the mother country.

The reasons are simple. In ad-
dition to the profound differences 
among the Kurds themselves, the 
independence referendum was 
forced on Baghdad without coordi-
nation with the central government 
and some regional powers were 
opposed to the secession.

The ill-fated Kurdish experi-
ment cast a heavy shadow on the 
partition project prepared for Iraq 
following the US invasion and the 
fall of Saddam Hussein’s regime. 
Similar projects for Syria, Libya 
and Yemen are almost brain dead. 
If Iraqi Kurdistan couldn’t do it 
despite advanced preparation ef-
forts, do other partition schemes, 
especially those based on sectarian 
considerations, for other countries 
stand a chance?

Observers of the Syrian crisis 
must recall that six years ago when 
the people revolted against the 
Assad regime, everybody antici-
pated the country’s partition into 
three mini-states — a Kurdish one, 
an Alawite one and a Sunni one. 
However, conditions in Syria make 
falling into that trap pure fantasy.

Syrian unity carries more weight 
than partitioning the country. In 
the worst scenario, the warring par-
ties can live with the solution of a 
confederation granting a very large 
margin of independence to regions 
with mixed ethnicities and sects.

Libya’s partition seems to be 
heading towards the same fate. In 
Libya, too many militias made it 
impossible for any one of them to 
control a sufficiently large territory 
to lay claim to a state. Tribal rather 
than regional affiliations had the 
upper consideration in the crisis 
and regional and international 
powers could not agree on a single 
vision for Libya. Field Marshal 
Khalifa Haftar has not been able to 

reconstitute a national Libyan army 
under the banner of unity. All these 
factors swept aside the partition 
solution.

The situation in Yemen is slightly 
different from the rest but the 
result is the same. In the past, the 
country was divided between north 
and south. Arab coalition forces, 
however, aim to keep it together 
under the control of the so-called 
legitimate government so another 
partition of Yemen is out of the 
question.

The fact remains that the Arab 
region suffers from a bout of early 
ageing. The region has seen the 
birth of entities that were unable 
to go along with the developments 
that guaranteed the main bases of 
statehood. The modern and scien-
tific criteria for a country’s unity, 
namely in territory, population 
and government, need revisiting in 
many Arab countries where disu-
nity between these components is 

no longer easy to hide.
The seeds of fragmentation are 

present in many Arab countries. 
The matter requires serious at-
tention and persistent efforts lest 
some ill-intentioned parties use 
the fragmentation to turn people’s 
lives into a hellish reality. We have 
a telling example in Somalia. The 
independence of the theoretical 
three regions of that small country 
has never been acknowledged by 
any international body and yet So-
malia has suffered the torments of 
fragmentation for two decades.

Economic and social underde-
velopment might lead to partition 
but experiences show that comfort 
and development are not sufficient 
for guaranteeing unity. Catalonia’s 
experience is a case in point.

Many factors interact to push 
back the prospect of partition in 
many Arab countries, with the 
existence of a unified military 
institution topping the list. In 

Egypt, the complexities created by 
the revolution prevented the rise 
of a dominant element that could 
rival the army’s influence — and 
so the Egyptian state did not fall. 
Surviving military institutions in 
Syria, Libya and Yemen stand in the 
path of partition by depriving the 
disunited militias control of large 
territories.

Another factor is the contradic-
tory and competing agendas of 
foreign powers. The effects of 
this are clear in Syria, where they 
played a big role in the survival of 
the Assad regime; in Iraq, where 
they have stopped the secession of 
Iraqi Kurdistan in its tracks; and in 
Libya and Yemen as well. Foreign 
powers could not agree on a com-
mon definition of terrorism in the 
region and each backed its own 
horses. They meddled militarily 
and politically and made parti-
tion a nightmarish prospect for its 
proponents.

Kurdish episode shows partition is no 
longer a viable option in the Arab region 

is an Egyptian writer.
Mohamad Abou el-Fadel

Economic and 
social 
underdevelopment 
might lead to 
partition but 
experiences show 
that comfort and 
development are 
not sufficient for 
guaranteeing 
unity.

Complex situation. A member of Iraqi forces walks past a road sign after the recapture of Kirkuk from 
Kurdish control, on October 16.                                                                                                                    (AFP)
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Cairo

I 

nternational media reports said 
more than 50 Egyptian police-
men were killed in a raid on a 
terrorist hideout but Egypt’s 
Interior Ministry, in line with a 

general policy of playing down secu-
rity disasters, asserted that only 16 
policemen were slain in the opera-
tion.

Regardless of the death toll, the 
October 20 raid on a terrorist camp 
in the al-Wahat al-Bahriya area of 
Giza province, 135km south-west of 
Cairo, in which Egyptian police were 
ambushed by a large group of ter-
rorists armed with heavy weapons, 
represents a turning point in Egypt’s 
fight against terrorism.

Questions have been raised as to 
what intelligence failures led to the 
ambush, how the terrorists obtained 
heavy weapons and why Egypt’s po-
lice did not coordinate more effec-
tively with the military.

“This points to the dangerous na-
ture the terrorist threat is starting to 
assume,” said retired police General 
Fouad Allam, a member of Egypt’s 
National Council for Combating 
Terrorism. “We are badly in need of 
updating our information about the 
places where terrorist groups are 
concentrated, which requires differ-
ent security measures and prepara-
tions.”

Accounts from soldiers state that 
the terrorists set a trap for the police. 
“The terrorists occupied an elevated 
position from the security forces, 

which made it easy for them to strike 
against them with their heavy weap-
ons,” said retired General Reda Ya-
coub. The attack lasted hours, with 
the terrorists retreating after police 
called in air support.

Al-Wahat Al-Bahriya is a small oa-
sis in Egypt’s Western Desert, where 
Cairo has been seeking to confront 
arms smuggling and tighten secu-
rity along the border with Libya. It is 
believed that the Islamic State (ISIS) 
— present in force in Egypt’s eastern 
Sinai Peninsula — and the Muslim-
Brotherhood-affiliated Hasm mili-
tant groups obtain arms, including 
heavy weapons such as rocket-pro-
pelled grenades (RPGs), and replen-
ish ranks from Libya.

No terrorist group claimed re-
sponsibility for the attack, although, 
given the scale and sophistication of 
the ambush, security analysts said it 
was likely a carefully planned opera-
tion.

Speculation focused on the likeli-
hood that the attackers could have 
invited the raid to carry out the 
ambush or had sources within the 
police that warned them about the 
raid.

“This is very possible, given the 
intensity of the attack and the appar-

ent preparedness of the terrorists,” 
Allam said. “The terrorists might 
have known beforehand of the raid 
and the number of policemen stag-
ing it.”

Regardless of who was responsi-
ble for the attack, its scale and so-
phistication led to fears that terrorist 
groups have cracked Egypt’s modus 
operandi for responding to attacks.

“A change of security arrange-
ments is needed as a result,” former 
Deputy Interior Minister Hosam 
Lasheen concurred. “The attack 
opens a new phase in the battle 
against terrorism, one that sees the 
presence of terrorists metastasising 
to areas long considered far away 
from their influence.”

There were reports that al-Mura-
bitoun, a militant group formed by 
former army officer Hisham al-Ash-
mawi, could have been behind the 
attack.

Ashmawi was kicked out of the 
army in 2011 for extremist views. He 
joined Ansar Beit al-Maqdis, a shad-
owy home-grown militant group ac-
tive in North Sinai. He split from the 
group in November 2014 after Ansar 
Beit al-Maqdis swore allegiance to 
ISIS.

In June 2015, Ashmawi allegedly 
participated in the assassination of 
Prosecutor-General Hisham Barakat. 
A few months ago, he appeared in a 
video announcing the formation of 
al-Murabitoun.

Local reports said a suspect in the 
bombing of a number of churches 
had confirmed that ISIS-linked mili-
tants were hiding in the Western De-
sert. The cell was supposedly plan-
ning attacks across Egypt to reduce 

pressure on ISIS in Sinai.
Cairo increased air sorties along 

the Libyan-Egyptian border, includ-
ing destroying eight trucks reported-
ly carrying arms and militants from 
Libya on October 23.

In an interview with the French 
news channel, France 24, Egyptian 
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi said 
Cairo would face greater terrorist 
threats in the coming period, par-
ticularly from ISIS. “We do acknowl-
edge that the success in combating 
terrorism elements in Syria and Iraq 
will lead to some of them moving to 
Libya, Egypt and Sinai.”

Terrorist groups’ ability to oper-
ate out of Egypt’s Western Desert 
and across the border with Libya 
indicates that the real battle has just 
begun.

“This shows us that the border 
with Libya will be the next front in 
the battle against terrorism,” said 
Mohamed Sadek, a former assis-
tant interior minister. “This makes 
it necessary for police and the army 
to take special measures to make the 
border impenetrable.”

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

Deadly Giza ambush raises questions 
about Egypt’s counterterrorism strategy
Amr Emam

Terrorist groups’ 
ability to operate out of 
Egypt’s Western Desert 
and across the border 
with Libya indicates 
that the real battle has 
just begun.

News & Analysis Egypt

Cairo

H 

uman rights featured 
— although not promi-
nently — in the first of-
ficial meeting between 
French President Em-

manuel Macron and Egyptian Presi-
dent Abdel Fattah al-Sisi in Paris.

The talks, which took place Octo-
ber 24 amid calls from international 
rights groups for Macron to make 
human rights a prime issue in dis-
cussions with Sisi, instead had the 
French president focusing on ter-
rorism and regional threats.

Macron stated that it was not up 
to him to “lecture” Egypt on civil 

liberties. “I believe in the sovereign-
ty of states and, therefore, just as I 
don’t accept being lectured on how 
to govern my country, I don’t lec-
ture others,” he said during a news 
conference after his talks with Sisi 
at the Élysée Palace.

Macron was keen to emphasise 
the “common battle” against ter-
rorism. “France stands by Egypt be-
cause the security of this country is 
also our security,” he said.

This common commitment was 
clear to see in multimillion-dollar 
arms deals signed in 2015 for France 
to provide Cairo with 24 Rafale 
fighter jets, a multi-mission frigate 
and two Mistral warships. There 
were reports that Cairo could order 
more jets, given its escalating fight 
against terrorism in the country.

“In doing this, Egypt wanted to 
modernise its military and diversify 
the sources of its armaments,” said 
Gamal Bayoumi, a former head of 
the Egyptian-European Partnership 
Programme at the Egyptian Minis-
try of International Cooperation.

He acknowledged that Paris’s 
reluctance to confront Sisi over 
Egypt’s human rights record could 
stem from financial considerations. 
“Money coming from these [arms] 
sales partially perked up the French 
economy and got the machinery 
at French arms factories running 
again,” Bayoumi said.

Human Rights Watch slammed 
France’s “indulgence” towards al-
leged human rights abuses in Egypt.

Macron stressed that relations 
between France and Egypt should 
not stop at military cooperation and 
signalled France’s desire to expand 
cultural and educational coopera-
tion with Cairo. Sisi declared that 
2019 would be the year of French 

culture and tourism in Egypt.
Most of the discussions between 

the two leaders focused on Libya, 
where Cairo and Paris back oppos-
ing sides in the ongoing conflict.

Paris was the venue of a ceasefire 
deal between Field Marshal Khal-
ifa Haftar’s Libyan National Army, 
which controls most of eastern Lib-
ya, and the UN-backed government 
of Fayez al-Sarraj in late July. How-
ever, the deal has yet to be put into 
effect. Paris apparently believes 
Sisi’s government can influence its 
ally Haftar.

“France thinks Egypt backs one 
side in the Libyan conflict against 
another, namely Haftar against Sar-
raj, which is totally untrue,” said 
Ahmed al-Qousi, a former Egyptian 
assistant foreign minister. “Egypt 
has been trying to bring Libyan ri-
vals together, knowing that only a 
political solution will bring the con-
flict in Libya to an end.”

Sisi expressed a similar view in an 

interview with France 24. “We have 
sought to encourage both sides to 
reach common ground in Libya,” he 
said.

Paris is banking on Cairo’s influ-
ence with Haftar to activate the 
agreement.

“Haftar’s control of eastern Libya 
forms a necessary buffer against 
violence seeping out of his country 
and into Egypt,” said Saad al-Zunt, 
the head of local think-tank Strate-
gic Studies Centre.

However, with arms and mili-
tants being smuggled into Egypt via 
Libya and signs that recent terror-
ist attacks in Egypt can be traced to 
Libya, Cairo is losing patience with 
the chaotic situation next door.

“We have borders with Libya that 
amount to 1,200km and, until now 
and over the past three years, we 
have destroyed more than 1,200 
cars carrying weaponry and mili-
tants,” Sisi told France 24.

He said that no country could 

completely safeguard the border 
and called for greater international 
efforts to combat terrorism. “We 
all have to move together, not just 
Egypt and France, but all the coun-
tries of the world… because it [ter-
rorism] is the real challenge for 
humanity and global security and 
stability,” Sisi said.

The unrest in Libya has allowed it 
to become a major transition point 
for immigrants and refugees trying 
to get to Europe. Security analysts 
warned that terrorist groups were 
using the route from Libya across 
the Mediterranean to Italy to infil-
trate Europe.

“Illegal immigration is a huge 
concern for the Europeans,” Qousi 
said. “Egypt is a major player in 
the southern Mediterranean region 
and it can do a lot to put the lid on 
this phenomenon. This is why Eu-
rope, in general, and France, in par-
ticular, are pressing it to play a role  
in this regard.”

Ahmed Megahid

Common concerns. French President Emmanuel Macron (R) and Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi ahead of talks at the Élysée Palace in Paris, on October 24.                                                                                           (AFP)

Libya, terrorism 
eclipse human 
rights issue in 
Egypt-France talks

Egypt wants to moder-
nise its military and 
diversify the sources 
of its armaments.

Gamal Bayoumi, 
a former head of the 
Egyptian-European 
Partnership Programme
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Casablanca

M 

oroccan King Mo-
hammed VI’s un-
precedented dis-
missal of several 
ministers and top 

officials for failing to improve the 
economy in the long-neglected Rif 
region was described as a political 
“earthquake.”

The king sacked the ministers of 
education, planning and housing 
and health and reprimanded five 
former ministers following consul-
tations with Moroccan Prime Min-
ister Saad Eddine El Othmani.

The moves came after Driss Jet-
tou, president of the National 

Court of Auditors, submitted a 
report outlining “serious dysfunc-
tions” in the implementation of a 
development programme in the 
northern region of Al Hoceima. 
The project, begun in October 
2015, was intended to develop 
various sectors, including health 
care and education, in the restive 
northern city.

“At the level of implementation 
of the programmed projects, there 
has been a significant delay in the 
launch of projects and the vast 
majority of them have not been 
launched at all, with the absence 
of concrete initiatives by some of 
the actors involved in their actual 
launch,” the cabinet said in a state-
ment.

Political analyst Salah El Ouadie 
called the king’s moves “an earth-
quake.” “After shaking the walls of 
ministries and departments, every-
one is waiting for replicas to reach 
prison walls,” he said. “The era of 
staying in ministerial positions 
until a government changeover is 
over. It is a new dawn for Moroccan 
people who lost faith in politics.”

The Rif region has been a scene 
of regular protests against corrup-
tion and marginalisation since the 
death of fishmonger Mouhcine 
Fikri, who was crushed inside a 
rubbish truck October 28, 2016, in 
Al-Hoceima as he apparently tried 
to protest the seizure and destruc-
tion of hundreds of kilograms of 
swordfish. It is illegal for swordfish 
to be caught in autumn.

Fikri’s death sparked the emer-
gence of a grass-roots movement 
called Al-Hirak al-Shaabi or “Popu-
lar Movement” demanding social 
justice, jobs and health care.

Ouadie said the king’s action was 
an important step towards follow-
up on and better accountability of 
politicians and civil servants.

“This is a new approach that has 

been done on the basis of a thor-
ough investigation led by Jettou, 
unlike in the past when some poli-
ticians were arbitrarily dismissed 
or judged during late King Hassan 
II’s rule,” he said.

Mohammed Ennaji, a professor 
of economics at Mohammed V Uni-
versity in Rabat, however, said the 
changes mean little.

“The dismissals have largely af-
fected only the interchangeable, 
substitutable parts for the power, 
which have no political signifi-
cance but whose dismissal makes 

noise as such,” Ennaji wrote on his 
Facebook page.

Political analyst Mohammed 
Afry said some provisions of the 
2011 constitution have been put 
into practice for the first time. “The 
king used Article 47 in the constitu-
tion, which allows him to dismiss 
government officials to protect his 
people’s interests,” said Afry, “but 
did we have to wait for Al-Hirak al-
Shaabi to happen to trigger a politi-
cal earthquake? Were leaders of Al-
Hirak al-Shaabi right?”

The king’s moves were the same 

day protest leader Nasser Zefzafi 
and 29 others accused of organis-
ing demonstrations in the northern 
region went on trial in Casablanca. 
They face charges ranging from 
conspiring against the state to pro-
testing without authorisation.

Supporters of Al-Hirak al-Shaabi 
staged a noisy rally outside the 
court ahead of the trial to demand 
their release.

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

Saad Guerraoui

Deep dissatisfaction. Morocco’s King Mohammed VI (R), Prime Minister Saad Eddine El Othmani and 
members of the cabinet at the Royal Palace in Rabat, last May.                                                                 (Reuters)

Political ‘earthquake’ in Morocco 
as king dismisses cabinet members 

Tunisia’s amnesty law hopes to reassure civil service

The dismissals have 
largely affected only the 
interchangeable, 
substitutable parts 
for the power.

Mohammed Ennaji, 
a professor of economics at 
Mohammed V University 
in Rabat

Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

T 

unisian President Beji 
Caid Essebsi has signed 
into law an amnesty 
measure benefiting Ben 
Ali-era civil servants, 

ending a long, heated debate about 
the legislation.

The bill had been initiated by 
Caid Essebsi to energise growth 
and shore up political stability. 
Dubbed the “administrative recon-
ciliation law,” the legislation grants 
amnesty to senior civil servants 
from the government of former 
President Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali, 
who assumed the presidency in 
November 1987 and was toppled in 
the “Arab spring” uprising in 2011.

Former civil servants charged 
with or convicted of corruption are 
exempted from the amnesty.

Fifteen opposition parliament 
members attempted to prevent the 
vote on the bill in September by 
staging a filibuster but were easily 
outnumbered by the 117 deputies 
(from the 217 total members of par-
liament) who voted in favour of the 
bill.

Radical leftists of the Popular 
Front led the opposition to the leg-
islation and were joined by Islam-
ist MPs, who called it a “sell-out” 
to backers of the Ben Ali regime. 
Almost half of the 59 MPs affiliated 
with the Islamist Ennahda party 
boycotted the vote even though 
the party formally supported the 
bill.

Opposition MPs joined a few 
hundred demonstrators in the 
streets in Tunis three days after the 

parliamentary session.
The heated discussions on am-

nesty reflected two vying visions 
of how to deal with the past. Civil 
society groups contended that am-
nesty would prevent justice from 
being served in cases of corrupt 
civil servants and “runs counter to 
the aims of the revolution.”

Defenders of the initiative advo-
cated a forward-looking concept, 
an idea that struggled to gain trac-
tion in the public debate. “The aim 

of the law is not to clear criminals 
from charges but to understand, 
once and for all, that revenge is not 
a guarantor of justice,” said Tuni-
sian lawyer Sami Mahbouli.

The bill’s wording says its aim is 
to “free the civil service’s sense of 
initiative and achieve national rec-
onciliation.”

The law is expected to end the 
legal limbo of hundreds of top gov-
ernment bureaucrats who feared 
prosecution and imprisonment.

Civil servants and former senior 
officials charged or suspected of 
taking bribes will not benefit from 
the amnesty provisions, however. 

Article 6 of the measure stipulates 
that if a potential beneficiary of the 
law “deliberately hides the truth or 
fails to report the gains acquired il-
legally, he is to be prosecuted and 
punished.”

A contributing factor has been 
the inhibitive effect of legal pro-
ceedings against civil servants 
based on Article 96 of the Legal 
Code, which punishes graft and 
“jeopardising the interests of pub-
lic service” with long prison sen-
tences.

Those who backed reconciliation 
cited the economic advantages the 
country could reap from a reas-
sured civil service. Selim Azzabi, 
the president’s chief of staff, said 
the amnesty could mean a 1.2% 
economic growth rate increase.

Moderate leaders such as Caid 
Essebsi sought a broad reconcilia-
tion to move on and get Tunisia out 
of an economic rut.

“I wanted to turn quickly the 
page of the past that we must rise 
above. When I returned to the state 
affairs this time as president, I said 
one must from now on look to the 
future,” Caid Essebsi told a local 
newspaper.

“I hoped to forge a consensus in 
favour of reconciliation that would 
benefit civil servants who as hon-
est and competent cadres executed 
orders under pressure,” he added.

Several current cabinet mem-
bers were in senior government 
positions under the Ben Ali re-
gime. Their appointments were 
endorsed by the parliament in Sep-
tember, just before the vote on the  
amnesty bill.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

Forging ahead. Tunisian President Beji Caid Essebsi signs into law an amnesty measure benefiting 
Ben Ali-era civil servants, on October 24.                    (Tunisian Presidency)

The heated 
discussions on 
amnesty reflected 
two vying visions 
of how to deal with 
the past.
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he US House of Repre-
sentatives has approved 
bipartisan legislation to 
block the flow of illicit 
money to Iran-backed 

Hezbollah militants and to sanc-
tion the group for using civilians 
as human shields.

The measures were approved by 
voice vote as lawmakers took aim 
at what they called Tehran’s lead-
ing terrorist proxy.

The bill targeting Hezbollah’s fi-
nances, sponsored by Representa-
tives Ed Royce and Eliot Engel, 
directs the Trump administration 
to sanction people and businesses 
engaged in fund-raising and re-
cruitment activities for Hezbollah. 
Royce, a California Republican, is 
chairman of the Foreign Affairs 
Committee. Engel, from New York, 
is the committee’s top Democrat.

Hezbollah is a member of Leba-
non’s coalition government and 
the House of Representatives’ 
measure touched off alarms in 
Beirut, where officials said they 
feared major damage might be 
done to the country’s banking sec-
tor if the bill is enacted.

Joseph Torbey, chairman of the 
Association of Banks in Lebanon, 
had earlier said that US officials 
reassured a Lebanese banking 
delegation that recently visited 
Washington that the sanctions will 
not target Lebanese banks if they 
abide by American regulations.

Washington considers Hezbol-
lah a terrorist organisation and has 
previously imposed sanctions on 
the group and its top command-
ers. The expected new sanctions 
come at a time the Trump admin-
istration is increasing pressure on 
Iran, Hezbollah’s main backer. It 
has been supplying the group with 
weapons and money for more than 
three decades.

Hezbollah’s major role in the 
Syrian civil war highlights the part 
played by Iran’s proxies in regional 
conflicts. The Washington-based 
Institute for the Study of War said: 
“Iran provides extensive material, 
financial, training and logistical 
assistance to its regional partners. 
For example, Iran has supplied 
Hezbollah with as much as $200 
million each year.”

Another House bill calls on the 
president to push for the UN Se-
curity Council to impose interna-
tional sanctions against Hezbollah 
for the group’s use of civilians as 
human shields.

A separate House resolution 
urged the European Union to des-
ignate Hezbollah in its entirety as 
a terrorist organisation. The meas-
ure says the European Union in 
2013 gave only the terrorist desig-
nation to the group’s so-called mil-

itary wing. Hezbollah “continues 
to conduct illicit narco-trafficking, 
money laundering and weapons 
trafficking throughout Europe,” 
the resolution stated.

“These critical measures will im-
pose new sanctions to crack down 
on Hezbollah’s financing and hold 
it accountable for its acts of death 
and destruction,” Royce said.

Winning international sup-
port for an intensified campaign 
against Hezbollah could prove 
challenging. It is part of Lebanon’s 
fragile coalition government and 
commands enormous influence 
through the social services it pro-

vides to the Lebanese Shia com-
munities.

The Iran-backed group said 
the measures were a “blatant in-
tervention in Lebanese internal 
affairs, a violation of Lebanese 
sovereignty and an unacceptable 
targeting of the Lebanese people.”

A Hezbollah official earlier told 
the Associated Press that US sanc-
tions would not affect the op-
erational activities of the group, 
calling them part of efforts to “de-
monise” Hezbollah.

With additional reporting 
by Reuters.

The Associated Press
and The Arab Weekly staff

Money trail. 
Hezbollah and 
Syrian flags 
flutter on a 
military vehicle 
in Western 
Qalamoun 
in Syria, last 
August.     (Reuters)

Hezbollah faces new US sanctions 
bill targeting flow of illicit financing

LebanonNews & Analysis

Hezbollah’s major 
role in the Syrian 
civil war highlights 
the part played by 
Iran’s proxies in 
regional conflicts.
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s long as I can remem-
ber my late maternal 
grandmother kept 
a picture of a young 
Rafik al-Hariri in her 
kitchen. For this semi-

educated housewife, Hariri resem-
bled one of her sons and was a good 
and generous man who helped 
rebuild post-war Lebanon and gave 
scholarships to thousands of stu-
dents in the country and abroad.

As in the aftermath of previous 
political assassinations, however, 
my grandmother assumed Hariri’s 
killers would escape punishment.

On February 14, 2005, a huge 
explosion rocked Beirut and killed 
Hariri and 21 others. The attack 
exposed dramatic shortcomings in 
the Lebanese state and its judiciary 
to react and deal with such crimes. 
So it was that, four years later, the 
United Nations and the interna-
tional community established the 
Special Tribunal for Lebanon (STL), 
dedicated to bringing the killers 
of the former prime minister to 
justice.

Fifteen years of Syrian occupa-
tion had taken a toll on Lebanon. 
The state that remained after the 
Syrians’ departure was weak and 
government institutions were 
riven with schisms. Nobody looked 
especially qualified to investi-
gate Hariri’s assassination. As a 

consequence, the investigation 
was referred to a special tribunal 

of four senior Lebanese judges and 

an array of international judges and 
forensic investigators.

Despite the international nature 
of the tribunal, the full cooperation 
of the Lebanese state and its judici-
ary remained vital. Any executive 
measure, such as the arrest or 
detention of individuals in Lebanon 
had to be authorised and executed 
by Lebanese authorities.

Over the years the Lebanese 
judiciary has fully cooperated with 
the STL, including financing 49% of 
the court’s expenditures. However, 
the tribunal’s recent naming of 
four senior members of Hezbollah’s 
intelligence services — Mustafa 
Badreddine, Salim Ayyash, Hussein 
Oneissi and Assad Sabra — as key 
suspects in the matter complicated 
circumstances.

To Hezbollah and other op-
ponents of the STL, the Lebanese 
judiciary had exhibited laxity in 
handing over its sovereign rights to 
a UN quango with little true interest 
in seeing justice served in Lebanon. 
One of the principal challenges 
the STL faces is, ironically, that 
Lebanese Minister of Justice Salim 
Jreissati, a member of Lebanese 
President Michel Aoun’s bloc, is 
head of the defence team for the 
four accused Hezbollah members.

Jreissati has repeatedly ques-
tioned the legitimacy of the tribunal 
and demanded the immediate 
cessation of all Lebanese funding, 
claiming that all evidence the court 
possesses is essentially circum-

stantial and cannot be said to truly 
implicate Hezbollah.

However, having failed to stop 
the tribunal, its opponents are 
exploring potentially more sinister 
methods to block its work.

Recently, the Lebanese cabinet, 
headed by Saad Hariri, the son 
of Rafik Hariri, passed a series of 
ostensibly routine judicial appoint-
ments. A closer examination shows 
them to be part of a wider trend, 
however, blocking the advance of 
officials who supported the work of 
the STL.

Nearly all the judges who have 
cooperated with the STL found 
themselves sidelined and, rather 
than assuming more senior posi-
tions as they might have expected, 
were replaced by judges who orbit 
Aoun and his political bloc.

Some might dismiss this as the 
natural consequence of any transfer 
of power, with  new presidents 
preferring to appoint and promote 
their own people. However, such 
actions undermine the perception 
of the judiciary and demonstrate, 
yet again, its persistent inability 
to check the executive and halt its 
dancing to a tune of its own calling.

Strangely, one is left wondering 
why Saad Hariri would sanction 
such measures, which can only fur-
ther complicate the task of finding 
his father’s killers.

During a recent trip to Rome, 
Hariri declared that he had decided 
“to put aside our differences to best 

serve Lebanon.” These differences 
are neither trivial or so easily sur-
mounted. Not least as they include 
the fact that Hezbollah, which 
serves in Hariri’s cabinet, is the 
main suspect in the killing of Leba-
non’s larger-than-life statesman.

Hariri’s logic, it must be assumed, 
rests on the premise that Hezbollah 
presents a regional and internation-
al challenge that he and his govern-
ment alone can do little about. Con-
sequently, the STL, representative 
of the international order, stands 
the better chance of proceeding, 
despite Hezbollah’s meddling.

While part of this logic might 
be sound, Hariri’s approach to 
the killing of his father exposes 
two essential flaws: The assas-
sination of Rafik Hariri was not 
a family matter, which he or any 
members of his family can place on 
the backburner, and more impor-
tantly, punitive measures against 
those associated with the STL set a 
precedent and will be a reminder to 
all judges within Lebanon that the 
only means to promotion will be to 
accept Hezbollah’s very particular 
interpretation of what Lebanese 
justice looks like.

Ultimately, politicians need be 
reminded that at the entrance of 
all Palaces of Justice, a motto is 
clearly visible: “Justice is the Pillar 
of Governance.” Hence a weak and 
politically enslaved judiciary can 
only disadvantage the rise of  
the state.

How to get away with Hariri’s murder

Makram Rabah

Lebanese Minister 
of Justice Salim 
Jreissati is head of 
the defence team 
for the four 
accused Hezbollah 
members.

is a lecturer at the American 
University of Beirut and author of 
“A Campus at War: Student Politics 
at the American University of 
Beirut, 1967-1975.”
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amas has reacted to 
pressure from Israel and 
the United States to dis-
arm with gestures of de-
fiance but some of the 

responses from the Islamist move-
ment might anger Egypt, which 
brokered the reconciliation deal be-
tween rival Palestinian factions.

Palestinian President Mahmoud 
Abbas’s Fatah movement signed a 
reconciliation deal with Hamas in 
Cairo aimed at ending a bitter 10-
year split. Under the deal, the Fa-
tah-dominated Palestinian Author-
ity is to resume control of the Gaza 
Strip by December 1.

Talks are expected on forming a 
unity government but US President 
Donald Trump’s special representa-
tive for international negotiations, 
Jason Greenblatt, said an emerging 
Palestinian unity government must 
recognise Israel and disarm Hamas.

“Any Palestinian government 
must unambiguously and explic-
itly commit to nonviolence, rec-
ognise the state of Israel, accept 
previous agreements and obliga-
tions between the parties — in-
cluding to disarm terrorists — and 
commit to peaceful negotiations.  
If Hamas is to play any role in a 
Palestinian government, it must 
accept these basic requirements,”  

Greenblatt said in a statement.
In response, Hamas said it re-

jected “the extortion and American 
bias” in favour of Israel. “Hamas 
will go ahead in the reconciliation 
and will not pay attention to any 
attempt to sabotage or block this 
track,” it said in a statement.

Diplomats said it would be possi-
ble to form a unity government they 
could deal with that does not offi-
cially include Hamas. An attempted 
unity government in 2014 was made 
up of technocrats deemed accepta-
ble by the international community 
but it fell apart.

The US statement echoed a re-
sponse by the Israeli government, 

which vowed not to negotiate with 
a Palestinian unity government that 
includes Hamas unless the group 
recognises Israel, renounces vio-
lence, returns the remains of two Is-
raeli soldiers killed in Gaza and ends 
relations with Iran.

In an apparent bid to show defi-
ance to the Israeli demand to cut 
ties with Tehran, Hamas sent a del-
egation to Iran.

Hamas deputy leader Saleh al-
Arouri, who led the delegation, said 
in a statement, quoted by Iran’s 
Fars news agency, that “the visit to 
Tehran is a rejection of the Zionist 
entity’s conditions to cut ties with 
(Iran).”

Hamas reiterated that it would not 
be forced to give up its 25,000-per-
son armed wing.

“Undoubtedly, the Palestinian re-
sistance forces will never give up… 
their arms,” the semi-official news 
agency Mehr quoted Arouri as say-
ing at a meeting with Iranian Parlia-
ment Speaker Ali Larijani in Tehran.

In August, a Hamas leader said 
Iran was again its biggest provider 
of money and arms after years of 
tension over the civil war in Syria. 
Hamas had angered Tehran by re-
fusing to support its ally, Syrian 
President Bashar Assad, in the war.

Hamas’s boast of rapprochement 
with the Iranians, however, may ire 
the Egyptians even though the mes-
sage of defiance was directed at the 
Israelis.

“With full knowledge of the ex-
isting tensions between Cairo and 
Tehran, Hamas nonetheless chose 
to publicise its trip to Iran, under-
lining that it feels it can still operate 
independently of Egypt,” wrote Dov 
Lieber in the Times of Israel.

Egyptian officials, backed by 
Saudi Arabia, have been trying to 
get Hamas to distance itself from 
its Muslim Brotherhood roots, Iran 
and Qatar. Hamas reiterated that it 
maintains good ties with Qatar, dis-
missing reports that there has been 
a rift between the group and Doha.

In a thinly veiled attempt at 
wooing Palestinian leaders, Qa-
tar announced it would fund new 
headquarters for the Palestinian 

Authority in Gaza, saying it seeks to 
support the reconciliation deal be-
tween rivals Hamas and Fatah.

“Qatar has agreed to build the 
headquarters of the presidency and 
the headquarters of the Palestin-
ian government in Gaza after the 
consensus government assumes its 
duties fully,” Qatar’s envoy to Gaza 
Mohammed al-Amadi announced.

He said Abbas asked for the fund-
ing from Doha. Qatar has long been 
a supporter of Hamas and has paid 
for much of the reconstruction of 
the strip after the war with Israel in 
2014.

Previous attempts at Palestinian 
reconciliation failed and analysts 
treated the latest bid with caution, 
waiting to see if it would change 
anything on the ground.

In a briefing to the UN Security 
Council, UN Assistant Secretary-
General for Political Affairs Miroslav 
Jenca welcomed the reconciliation 
deal and spoke of the urgency of ad-
dressing the “humanitarian crisis” 
in Gaza.

The Arab Weekly staff and news 
agencies.

The Arab Weekly staff

Boast of rapprochement. Hamas deputy chief Saleh al-Arouri (L) 
shakes hands with Secretary of Iran’s Supreme National 
Security Council Ali Shamkhani, in Tehran, on October 21.    (Reuters)

Despite reconciliation deal, Hamas reaffirms 
good ties with Iran and maintains armed wing

In an apparent bid to 
show defiance to the 
Israeli demand to cut 
ties with Tehran, 
Hamas sent a 
delegation to Iran.
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F 

or the first time in 15 
years, Israeli authorities 
approved building permits 
for a new settlement in 
Hebron.

Permits for 31 settler housing 
units were approved by the Israeli 
Civil Administration’s Subcommit-
tee for Licensing. The units are to 
be built on Shuhada Street in Beit 
Romano, Hebron’s Old City.

About 800 Israeli settlers live in 
the heart of Hebron under heavy 
military control among a popula-
tion of nearly 200,000 Palestinians. 
Israeli authorities granted housing 
permits in an area home to approxi-
mately 35,000 Palestinians and 700 
Jewish settlers.

In 1994, the Israeli military shut 
down Shuhada Street, the Old City’s 
main commercial artery, after 29 
Palestinian worshippers were killed 
by an Israeli settler inside the al-
Haram al-Ibrahimi Mosque. Since 
then, many events have taken place 
to raise awareness about the plight 
of Shuhada Street, including the 
Open Shuhada Street Campaign, 
which has led several non-violent 
protests.

Initially, Israeli authorities de-
nied Palestinian vehicles access 
to the street. However, when the 
second intifada broke out, Shuhada 
Street was also closed to Palestin-
ian residents, including those who 
lived in the area.

Israeli human rights group 
B’Tselem reported that in Novem-
ber-December 2006 at least 1,014 
Palestinian housing units in He-
bron’s centre were vacated by their 
owners. More than 400 stores were 
closed under Israeli military orders 
and 1,829 Palestinian commercial 
establishments were forced to shut 
down because of incessant closures 
and omnipresent checkpoints.

In August, an Israeli military or-
der established a new municipal 

service administration for settlers 
in Hebron in what was denounced 
as reminiscent of apartheid.

The Times of Israel and the Jew-
ish Press reported that the an-
nouncement of proposed settler 
units in Hebron came in response 
to the recent decision by UNESCO 
to list Hebron’s Old City as an en-
dangered Palestinian World Herit-
age site.

Palestinian residents of Hebron 
said the expansion would make life 
in the city worse than it already is. 
They requested that their full names 
not be published as they feared re-
prisals by Israeli authorities.

Amal, 42, said the housing plans 
would severely affect the daily lives 
of Palestinians living in the Old City.

“We Palestinians here in Hebron 
face many discriminating restric-
tions daily. We are subjected to 
regular military checks and delays. 
We are denied access to our land 
and we are deprived of basic human 
rights,” he said in an interview via 
Skype.

“If these construction plans go 
ahead, Hebron will become a point 
of clashes once again. Living in He-
bron will become even more un-
bearable than it already is.”

Palestinian municipal authorities 
in Hebron announced they intend 
to go to the Israeli Supreme Court to 
appeal the plan.

Peace Now, an Israeli activist or-
ganisation opposed to Israel’s oc-
cupation of the West Bank, said in 
a statement that the settlement in 
Hebron “represents the occupation 
in its most ugly” form.

“The permits approved would in-
crease the number of settlers in He-
bron by 20% and they required sig-
nificant legal acrobatics that might 
not stand the test of the High Court 

of Justice… While doing everything 
in his power to please a small group 
of settlers, [Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin] Netanyahu is harming 
Israel’s morality and image abroad 
while crushing basic values of hu-
man rights and dignity,” the NGO 
said.

These plans were the first of a 
series of approvals expected soon. 
Nearly 3,800 housing units are ex-
pected to be given advanced or 
retroactive approvals, bringing this 
year’s total to twice that of 2016, all 
of which are illegal under interna-
tional law.

“How can the international com-
munity just watch what is going on 
here in Palestine?” asked Hebron 
resident Kamal. “These plans are 
illegal. They are a violation of in-
ternational law. These plans disrupt 
and threaten our daily life here in 
the Old City.”

“We are harassed by the presence 
of ten settlers. We are subjected to 
checkpoints, regular closures and 
frequent attacks from Jewish set-
tlers and Israeli forces. Imagine how 
life would be with hundreds of Is-
raeli settlers.”

The United States has expressed 
concern over Israeli settlement 
plans, with a White House offi-
cial stating that “President [Don-
ald] Trump has publicly and  
privately expressed his concerns 
regarding settlements and the ad-
ministration has made clear that 
unrestrained settlement activity 
does not advance the prospect for 
peace.”

However, the Israeli construction 
announcement was not directly 
condemned. The White House of-
ficial said the administration also 
recognises “that past demands for 
a settlement freeze have not helped 
advance peace talks.”

Many Palestinians, international 
human right institutions and inter-
national bodies were angered by the 
approval of building permits in the 
Old City. Hebron Governor Kamel 
Hamed denounced Israel’s plans of 
illegal construction of settlements. 

He called on the international com-
munity to put pressure on the Is-
raeli government to terminate all 
illegal measures.

“Israel intentionally chose a time 
when Palestinians are distracted by 
the Hamas-Fatah reconciliation and 
the prospect of a unity government 
to go ahead with the building of ille-
gal settlements here in the Old City 
of Hebron,” Mustafa, another resi-
dent of Hebron, said via Skype.

Settlement plans within the  

vicinity of al-Haram al-Ibrahimi 
Mosque are the most dangerous 
and violate Article 49 of the Gene-
va Convention. If such plans take 
place, the tense situation in Hebron 
could worsen and clashes between 
Palestinians and Israelis exacer-
bate.

Razan Shamallakh is a master’s 
degree candidate in Conflict 
Resolution in Divided Societies at 
King’s College London.

Razan Shamallakh

Tense mood. A Palestinian protester runs in front of burning tyres 
during clashes with Israeli troops near the Jewish settlement of 
Qadomem in the West Bank village of Kofr Qadom near Nablus. 

(Reuters)

Israeli settlement expansion 
adds fuel to fire in Hebron

Settlement plans 
within the vicinity of 
al-Haram al-Ibrahimi 
Mosque are the most 
dangerous yet.
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T 

he capture of Raqqa 
in northern Syria by 
Kurdish-led forces and 
the seizure of Kirkuk 
by Iraqi government 
troops placed Kurds 

in the international spotlight to a 
greater degree than usual. Yet in 
Turkey and Iran, as usual, the situ-
ation of the Kurdish minorities is 
less reported.

In Turkey, the instrument of 
emergency rule that came into 
play in July 2016 provided the 
ruling Justice and Development 
Party (AKP) with an effective 
means of silencing opposition. 
Newspapers, universities and civil 
society organisations were shut 
down with thousands sacked and 
imprisoned.

Arguably the most damaging of 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan’s crusades in terms of the 
country’s declining democratic 
health is the one he has waged 
against the Peoples’ Democratic 
Party (HDP), an amalgam of 
centre-left interests with a focus 
on Kurdish issues. Its electoral 
successes across national and 
local platforms reconfigured the 
political landscape while each of 
the three established parties lost 
ground.

The HDP was once seen by Er-
dogan as a means of securing ex-
tended powers for his presidency 
but its very public refusal in 2015 
to lend parliamentary support to 
his ambitions to change the coun-
try’s constitution removed it from 
favour with the modern sultan.

Under the emergency rule the 
HDP’s leaders were imprisoned 
and 11 of its elected representa-
tives were put behind bars ac-
cused of supporting terrorism. 
Five have been stripped of their 
parliamentary seats. In the 
eastern provinces, where it draws 
most of its support, HDP or affili-
ated elected mayors and munici-
palities were removed, replaced 
by centrally appointed “trustees.”

The party has been targeted at 
the grass-roots level, with mem-
bers subject to arbitrary arrest and 
detention and not just in the east. 
In Eskisehir, for example, a lively 
university city in western Turkey, 
both of the local party’s co-chair-
men were imprisoned and dozens 
of members charged with being 
part of a terrorist organisation.

In degrading the HDP by attri-
tion and its wider support base by 
linking the party with the Kurdis-
tan Workers’ Party (PKK) at every 
turn, Erdogan’s apparent aim is 
to remove it as an actor from the 

political arena. Doubtless in its 
place he would have what would 
amount to a Kurdish branch of his 
own party, realised and sustained 
by promises of devolution and 
large-scale regional investment.

While his brand of social and 
religious conservatism commands 
a natural appeal across the south-
eastern region and links it organi-
cally with the wider AKP voter 
base in the heartlands of Anatolia, 
in the past decade Kurdish society 
has experienced a measurable 
heightening of awareness in its 
own identity.

Ironically, the AKP’s reforms in 
this regard, decriminalising the 
language and the launching of a 
state TV Kurdish channel, have 
been significant. Other factors are 
the developments in the neigh-
bouring Kurdish regions. The 
success of the autonomous enclave 
in northern Iraq and the emer-
gence of Rojava in northern Syria 
have provided models of Kurdish 
governance.

The HDP lent a voice to the 
aspirations of Turkey’s Kurds for 
greater political latitude, articulat-
ing an egalitarian view that reso-
nated with a society shedding pre-
scribed labels and ready to extend 
the boundaries of its traditional 

identity. Yet a persistent weakness, 
exploited by the party’s political 
opponents, has been its inability, 
or unwillingness, to detach itself 
from jailed PKK leader Abdullah 
Ocalan. At the choosing of Ankara, 
he has remained a key player in the 
politics of the region.

Granted his symbolism for the 
Kurdish struggle and his supposed 
move towards peaceful means,  
Ocalan’s interest in, even his grasp 
of, democratic politics is suspect 
and he remains the largest shadow 
over the HDP’s aspiration to be-
come a political force in Turkey.

An example of his negative ef-
fect came in the costly failure of 
the self-rule experiment that his 
writings inspired in centres across 
Turkey’s south-east in 2015-16. 
Behind trenches and barricades 
to keep out the police, libertarian 
cantons were supposed to rise and 
take on the functions of the state. 
A movement that had no hope of 
success left hundreds of young ac-
tivists dead and tens of thousands 
of residents homeless with massive 
damage to infrastructure.

It went some way to enabling 
the state to achieve its strategic 
goal of creating a buffer between 
Kurds on either side of the border 
— if international powers were not 

going to permit a security cor-
ridor in northern Syria, then the 
same effect could be achieved by 
sterilising urban centres on the 
Turkish side. In Nusaybin, a restive 
border town adjacent to Qamishli 
in Syria, many residents have not 
been allowed to return following 
the destruction there in 2016. An 
assessment by the United Nations 
identified more than 1,700 dam-
aged buildings, almost 400 of 
which were destroyed.

The assessment attributed the 
“damage to the use of heavy weap-
ons and, possibly, air-dropped 
munitions.” It noted that shelling 
in Nusaybin and Sur, the old city 
of Diyarbakır, was said to have 
caused a permanent change in the 
population, patterns of ownership 
and architectural character.

HDP co-leaders Selahattin 
Demirtas and Figen Yuksek-
dag (since replaced) have been in 
prison for a year. In the absence of 
a credible judiciary, their eventual 
release will likely be tied to the 
political climate. However, even 
if they have been temporarily si-
lenced, their imprisonment speaks 
loudly to a repression of Kurd-
ish identity and a fundamental 
democratic deficit in the Turkish 
Republic.

In the cross hairs. A woman holds a picture of Selahattin Demirtas, the detained leader of Turkey’s 
pro-Kurdish Peoples’ Democratic Party (HDP), during a rally in Diyarbakir, last September.               (AFP)

TurkeyDebate

T 

he twists and turns re-
volving around human 
rights issues in Tur-
key would make any-
one’s head spin but few 
would have expected 

the release on bail of eight human 
rights activists who were standing 
trial on terrorism-related charges. 
It is a good news story but with a 
possible dark subtext.

An Istanbul court ordered the 
activists’ release October 25. 
Detained since July, they had been 
accused of “aiding armed terrorist 
organisations” and membership 
in the Kurdistan Workers’ Party 
(PKK) and the far-left underground 
Revolutionary People’s Liberation 
Party/Front (DHKP-C). They were 
also said to be affiliated with cleric 
Fethullah Gulen, who is accused 
by the Turkish government of 
masterminding the July 15, 2016, 
coup attempt.

The activists were supposed to 
have had all these political sympa-
thies at the same time.

Ten activists — two of whom 
remain in custody — were arrested 
while attending a human rights 
workshop on digital security on an 

island near Istanbul. They includ-
ed security experts Ali Gharavi and 
Peter Steudtner, who are Swedish 
and German, respectively.

Ask any legal expert and it 
is clear that there was no case 
against them to be arrested. Yet it 
happened in Turkey, where rule 
of law has been pushed aside for 
draconian security measures. In 
the months since their arrest, the 
trials and tribulations of the Istan-
bul 10 have preoccupied Turkey’s 
Western allies.

The story is complicated. The 
German news magazine Der 
Spiegel reported that former Ger-
man Chancellor Gerhard Schroeder 
played the role of intermediary. 
Schroeder, it said, was asked 
before Germany’s elections in 
September to contact Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan. 
Schroeder is apparently highly 
regarded by Erdogan.

Schroeder insisted that his 
approach be “on behalf of the Ger-
man government” and this was 
agreed. The magazine reported 
German Foreign Minister Sig-
mar Gabriel’s grateful thanks to 
Schroeder. He told Der Spiegel that 

it was “the first sign of [a] lower-
ing [of] the tension because the 
Turkish government fulfilled all its 
promises.”

What Gabriel meant by prom-
ises “fulfilled” is unclear. And no 
one has explained what Berlin 
offered Erdogan in exchange for 
the release of Steudtner. There 
is no word either on the fate of 
other German citizens in Turkish 
prisons.

More than 60,000 people are in 
prison across Turkey following last 
year’s botched coup. Every day, 
there are reports of additional ar-
rests. The only thing that changes 
is that different professional 
groups are targeted.

What’s disturbing is the mood 
among civil society activists and 
journalists. They see themselves 
as pawns in an ugly international 
game between Ankara and various 
world capitals.

There was yet more drama on 
the night of October 26. Another 
court in Istanbul extended the 
detention of a prominent busi-
nessman and NGO activist Osman 
Kavala. Known for his work on 
Kurdish and Armenian issues, 

Kavala is accused of seeking to 
overthrow the government, an 
offence that could lead to a life-
in-prison sentence. His arrest sent 
shock waves through the NGO 
community in Turkey because 
such groups had registered with 
the authorities.

So, what is the story here? The 
release of the eight activists is the 
good bit but, if the Der Spiegel 
report is true, Germany’s behav-
iour could embolden Erdogan. He 
might easily make a habit out of 
what many analysts call “hostage 
politics.”

The playbook is obvious: Im-
prisoning well-known dissidents 
and foreigners in the hope of a 
financial payoff or to pressure the 
international community to dis-
regard allegations of wide-scale 
corruption. Corruption allegations 
have spilled beyond Turkey’s 
borders, not least with the case of 
Reza Zarrab in the United States.

While it is understandable that 
Germany would want to secure the 
release of its citizens, there is a fine 
line between a legitimate 
 negotiation and legitimising  
lawlessness.

What about Turkey’s Kurds?

The troubling case of the ‘Istanbul 10’

is a lecturer at the American 
University in Dubai. He is co-editor 
of “Turkey and the Politics of 
National Identity” (London, 2014).

is a Turkish journalist and regular 
columnist for The Arab Weekly.
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In degrading the 
HDP by attrition, 
Erdogan’s apparent 
aim is to remove 
it as an actor from 
the political 
arena.

More than 
60,000 people are 
in prison across 
Turkey following 
last year’s 
botched coup. 
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Beirut

T 

hroughout the 1980s and 
1990s, the nightmare of 
Western intelligence ser-
vices was that Shia and 
Sunni Muslim terrorists 

would set aside the deep religious 
schism that has separated the two 
main branches of Islam for 1,300 
years and join forces to create a po-
tentially devastating alliance.

That never happened on a con-
certed scale but many US officials 
and some Western commentators 
say that Shia Iran’s Islamic Revolu-
tionary Guard Corps (IRGC) has a se-
cret alliance of convenience — if not 
of religious commitment — with the 
Salafist Sunnis of al-Qaeda.

They maintain Tehran has links 
to other Sunni organisations, part of 
the regime’s strategy of seeking lev-
erage over the United States as well 
as to deter attacks on it by al-Qaeda 
and others.

CIA Director Mike Pompeo on Oc-
tober 19 said the agency would soon 
publish documentation on Iran’s 
links with al-Qaeda and other ter-
rorist groups, although he did not 
specify a date.

“It’s an open secret… that there 
have been relationships,” Pompeo 
said. “There have been times the 
Iranians have worked alongside al-
Qaeda.”

The rightist Weekly Standard says 
the documents “are among the most 
important and explosive documents 
still being withheld from the Ameri-
can people.”

The most common version of this 
apocalyptic amalgamation is that 
the IRGC’s clandestine special opera-
tions arm, al-Quds Force, has a mo-
dus vivendi with al-Qaeda and that 
several senior jihadist figures, in-
cluding veteran military chief Saif al-
Adel and two of Osama bin Laden’s 
sons, have long cooperated with the 
Iranians.

Iran’s Ministry of Intelligence and 
Security (MOIS) is reported to have 
connections with al-Qaeda to oppose 
their common enemies — the United 
States and Israel.

The ministry’s Department 15, 
which is responsible for subversive 
activities outside Iran, has estab-
lished “liaisons with many types of 
resistance and terrorist movements 
throughout the world, not just Is-

lamic groups,” an analysis of Iran’s 
intelligence establishment by the US 
global security consultancy Stratfor 
stated as far back as 2010.

“The Iranians will never fully trust 
a Sunni group, though it’s as much 
an infiltration of the group for intel-
ligence purposes as it is an alliance,” 
the analysis said.

“As long as these elements share 
similar goals with Tehran, Iran 
will work with them… Reports dif-
fer on how close the MOIS and 
other Iranian services are with the 
jihadists affiliated with al-Qaeda, 
but the cooperation is definitely  
selective and tactical.”

Security analyst Daniel Byman ob-
served in a report for IHS Defence, 
Risk and Security Consulting: “Iran 
has lent support to al-Qaeda, ena-
bling the group to conduct attacks 
more effectively and avoid US and 
coalition counterterrorism efforts.

“Nevertheless, distrust between 
Tehran and the group’s members 
also appears to have prevented the 
two sides from developing a closer 
working relationship…

“Ideological differences have hin-
dered the development of deeper 
connections… and the relationship 
has often been contentious and de-
fined by mutual suspicion.”

Given the nature of such clandes-
tine connections, hard evidence 
to support the claims by US right-
wingers that Iran is in cahoots with 
al-Qaeda against the West is difficult 
to come by but the support of the 
Tehran regime for Sunni terrorist 
groups was laid out in the report of 
the bipartisan US 9/11 Commission 
released in July 2004.

Brushing aside the deep-rooted 
religious schism in Islam between 
mainstream Sunnis and the breaka-
way radical Shias that dates to the 
death of the Prophet Mohammad in 
the seventh century, the commis-
sion spoke of cooperation between 
al-Qaeda, Iran and Hezbollah in Leb-
anon, Iran’s powerful proxy in the 
Levant.

“The relationship between al-Qae-
da and Iran demonstrated that Sun-
ni-Shia divisions did not necessarily 
pose an insurmountable barrier to 
cooperation in terrorist operations,” 
the commission observed.

As far as is known, this partnership 
— and the prospect of the deadly at-
tacks these two Islamic forces could 
inflict on their mutual enemies — 
had its origins in Sudan in the 1990s, 
even before al-Qaeda came into be-

ing, when Khartoum was a magnet 
for Islamist militants.

Declassified US intelligence docu-
ments and interrogations of senior 
al-Qaeda members indicate that, in 
April 1991, al-Qaeda’s current leader 
and long-time bin Laden deputy, 
veteran Egyptian jihadist Ayman al-
Zawahiri, secretly visited Iran.

He sought Tehran’s backing for his 
group, Egyptian Islamic Jihad (EIJ), 
to overthrow the Cairo regime. Teh-
ran began training EIJ fighters in Iran 
and Sudan. EIJ was a founding mem-
ber of al-Qaeda.

In Khartoum, Zawahiri also met 
with Imad Mughniyeh, operational 
commander of the Iran-backed Hez-
bollah and the most wanted terrorist 
fugitive in the world — a meeting that 
cemented the partnership between 
al-Qaeda and Iran with its proxy 
Hezbollah, America’s No. 1 terrorist 
enemy.

This was during the heyday of 
Hassan al-Turabi, then a powerful 
Islamic ideologue in Sudan who was 
a close adviser of the country’s presi-
dent, Omar al-Bashir. Turabi was ad-
vocating Sunnis and Shias set aside 
their centuries of enmity to fight the 
common “Crusader” enemy.

Ali Mohammed, an Egyptian who 
joined the US Special Forces and 
later became bin Laden’s bodyguard 
and trained al-Qaeda’s core cadres, 
testified in a New York court in Oc-
tober 2000 that he arranged security 
for the terror summit in Khartoum, 
where bin Laden was then based.

Mohammed was captured follow-
ing al-Qaeda’s August 7, 1998, bomb-
ings of the US embassies in Kenya 
and Tanzania, which killed 224 peo-

ple and wounded hundreds more.
Bin Laden supposedly instructed 

Mohammed to pattern the attacks in 
Nairobi and Dar es Salaam on Hez-
bollah’s deadly suicide bombing of 
the US Embassy in Beirut in April 
1983 that destroyed the seven-storey 
seaside building and killed key CIA 
operatives.

The 9/11 Commission noted: “In 
late 1991 or 1992, discussions in Su-
dan between al-Qaeda and Iranian 
operatives led to an informal agree-
ment to cooperate in providing sup-
port… for actions carried out pri-
marily against Israel and the United 
States.

“Not long afterward, senior al-
Qaeda operatives and trainers trav-
elled to Iran to receive training in ex-
plosives,” the commission reported.

It said that another delegation 
went to the Bekaa Valley, Hezbollah’s 
stronghold in northern Lebanon, in 
autumn 1993 for advanced training 
covering explosives, intelligence and 
security.

“Bin Laden reportedly showed 
particular interest in learning how 
to use truck bombs like those that 
killed 241 US Marines in Leba-
non in 1983,” and pioneered by  
Mughniyeh, the commission  
reported.

Whether Mughniyeh’s spe-
cialists showed al-Qaeda’s peo-
ple how to fashion the huge 
truck bombs or not, bin Laden’s 
operatives used such weapons to 
destructive effect in the 1998 at-
tacks. That was the last big jihad-
ist operation before the carnage of  
September 11, 2001.

There has been speculation that 
Saif al-Adel, the Egyptian former spe-
cial forces colonel who is considered 
one of the most dangerous terrorists 
in the world, is in line to take over al-
Qaeda at some point from Zawahiri.

Rick Nelson, of the Centre for 
Strategic and International Stud-
ies in Washington, said if Adel does 
become leader he will owe it all to 
Tehran where he was confined, often 
with great liberty, for a decade.

“Being in Iran for a prolonged pe-
riod of time, through most of the US 
war against al-Qaeda, prolonged his 
life in many ways,” said Nelson, who 
monitors al-Qaeda, because the Unit-
ed States could not target him there.

“Now it has put him in a position to 
possibly take over the organisation.”

Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of 
The Arab Weekly.
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Religious 
fervour. Iran’s 
Supreme Leader 
Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei 
(C) with the 
commander 
of the Islamic 
Revolutionary 
Guard Corps’ 
al-Quds Force 
General Qassem 
Soleimani 
(3rd from R) 
at a religious 
ceremony in 
Tehran.           (AFP)

Ed Blanche

Iran and al-Qaeda: A complex 
and deadly anti-US ‘alliance’

How Hezbollah 
taught Hamas 
the black art of 
suicide bombing

Beirut

D 

ozens of Sunni activ-
ists of Hamas and Pal-
estinian Islamic Jihad 
(PIJ) deported by Israel 
to Lebanon in Decem-

ber 1992 were flung into the arms 
of Hezbollah, which proceeded to 
instruct them in the art of suicide 
bombing.

That was a tactic Hezbollah 
had perfected against the Israelis, 
Americans, French and diverse en-
emies in Lebanon from 1983-86 and 
that eventually drove the United 
States and France, as well as Israel, 
out of Lebanon.

The Lebanese government, its 
hands full with reconstruction af-
ter the 1975-90 civil war and with 
no interest in obliging Israel or get-
ting dragged further into the Jewish 
state’s battles, refused to accept the 
Hamas and PIJ deportees.

They languished in limbo, shiv-
ering in tents in the southern Leba-
non badlands through the winter of 
1992-93.

Eventually, after several months 
under Hezbollah (and thus Iranian) 
influence, Israel took the depor-
tees back. The blunder cost Israel 
dearly.

In April the following year, Ha-
mas launched a suicide bomb-
ing campaign in Israel, a pul-
verising tactical shift that sorely 
tested the endurance of Israel’s 
security forces and a civilian 
population that had to bear the 
brunt of the murderous blitz. Ha-
mas and the PIJ carried out 171 sui-
cide attacks from 1989-2016, killing 
805 people. The bloodiest period 
was 2001-04.

Beyond the casualties, there was 
the deeper and critical psychologi-
cal damage that the terror attacks 
inflicted on Israeli society. They 
demonstrated in the most em-
phatic manner what carnage could 
be caused through Shia hardliners 
working with like-minded Sunni 
zealots on a large scale.

Ed Blanche

It’s an open secret… 
that there have been 
relationships.

CIA Director Mike Pompeo
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Washington

T 

he United States is em-
barking on a tougher 
policy towards Iran but 
is careful not to touch the 
international nuclear deal 

with Tehran, despite warnings by 
US President Donald Trump that 
the agreement is in peril.

Following a speech by Trump 
that called for tougher measures to 
box in Iran and threatened to tear 
up the Joint Comprehensive Plan 
of Action (JCPOA), as the nuclear 
accord is formally known, the US 
House of Representatives passed 
bills targeting Tehran’s support for 
Hezbollah in Lebanon and the Ira-
nian missile programme. US Sec-
retary of State Rex Tillerson called 
for a decrease of Iranian influence 
over Iraq.

The clock is ticking for Congress 
to act after Trump refused to cer-
tify that Iran was in compliance 
with the JCPOA. Lawmakers have 
until mid-December to decide on 
fresh sanctions related to the nu-
clear accord, a step that could blow 
up the agreement. If Congress does 
not act, the agreement remains in 
place as it is.

“The House has taken two criti-
cal steps towards addressing the 
full range of threats Iran poses to 
the United States and our part-
ners,” Republican Ed Royce, chair-
man of the House Foreign Affairs 
Committee, said in a statement.

In one measure, passed October 
25 without opposition, the House 
called for sanctions to cut off Hez-
bollah from international financial 
aid and from support by “foreign 
states.” A second act was directed 
against Hezbollah’s alleged use 
of civilians as human shields. In 
a third decision, the House called 
on the European Union to declare 
Hezbollah a terrorist organisation.

The House later passed the Iran 
Ballistic Missiles and International 
Sanctions Enforcement Act, de-
manding sanctions against Iranian 
government agencies involved in 
the missile programme and against 

foreign countries, individuals or 
organisations that support it.

“These sanctions will squeeze 
Iranian and foreign companies, 
banks and individuals that support 
the Iranian regime’s illicit weapons 
programmes,” Royce said. “Iran 
must know that the United States 
will not tolerate its dangerous be-
haviour.”

Passage by the US Senate and 
Trump’s signature are necessary 
for the bills to become law.

A Hezbollah member of the Leb-
anese parliament said the United 
States was meddling in Lebanon’s 
internal affairs with the sanctions 
proposals. “The sanctions law… is 
a blatant interference in Lebanese 
internal affairs, a violation of its 
national sovereignty and an unac-
ceptable targeting of the Lebanese 
people,” Hezbollah parliamentar-
ian Hassan Fadlallah said in a tel-
evised statement quoted by the 
Reuters news agency.

As the bills passed through the 
House, Tillerson used a visit to 
the Gulf region, India and Paki-
stan to demand a withdrawal of 
Iran-backed forces from Iraq as the 
threat from the Islamic State (ISIS) 
was receding after a string of mili-
tary defeats for the jihadists.

“Iranian militias that are in Iraq, 
now that the fight against Daesh 
and ISIS is coming to a close, those 
militias need to go home,” Tiller-
son said in Saudi Arabia, using an 
Arabic acronym for the extremist 
group.

For all the new pressure on Iran, 
the Trump administration is not 
challenging the JCPOA. Speaking 
in India, Tillerson made an explicit 
distinction between the nuclear 
agreement and other measures 
against Iran.

He said Washington’s Iran policy 
rested on three separate pillars. 
“One is dealing with the nuclear 
plan of action. The second impor-
tant pillar of that policy, though, is 
to deal with [the Iranians’] other 
destabilising activities — their bal-
listic missile programmes, their ex-
port of arms to terrorist organisa-
tions and their destabilising export 
of foreign fighters, involvement in 
the revolution in Yemen, Syria and 

other places.” The third pillar was 
“support for moderate voices in-
side of Iran.”

US allies welcome the caution 
displayed by Washington despite 
Trump’s tough talk. “We can talk 
about all that,” said a senior Eu-
ropean diplomat, referring to US 
concerns about the Iranian missile 

programme and Iran’s aggressive 
stance in the region, “but it has to 
be separate” from the JCPOA. “We 
can’t have a linkage between the 
JCPOA and other issues,” he said.

That approach is shared by for-
mer senior US officials. Leon Pan-
etta, a former CIA director and 
defence secretary, called on the 
Trump administration to stick to 
the JCPOA despite the criticism 
levelled against the agreement.

The United States had signed 
the nuclear pact and should make 
clear “that we continue to enforce 
the agreement,” Panetta told a 
panel organised by the Hudson In-
stitute, a conservative think-tank, 
in Washington. Walking away from 
the JCPOA would be disastrous, 

Panetta warned. “The worst thing 
you can do is break your word,” he 
said.

There is no plan for a move by 
Congress on new sanctions in con-
nection with the Iran deal, Brian 
Fitzpatrick, a member of the House 
Committee on Foreign Affairs, told 
the same panel. Calling the JCPOA 
a “bad decision,” he said: “The 
question is now: What is the best 
course of action?” Fitzpatrick said 
lawmakers needed “full and open 
hearings” to make that decision 
but no schedule for them has been 
announced.

Thomas Seibert is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.

Two steps. Republican Ed Royce, chairman of the House Foreign Affairs Committee, presides over a 
markup of a bill to expand sanctions against Iran on Capitol Hill in Washington, on October 12.        (AP)

Thomas Seibert
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US embarks on policy to box in Iran 
but is careful not to touch nuclear pact

A 

s US President Donald 
Trump presented his 
new Iran strategy, 
he authorised the US 
Treasury Department 
to “further sanction 

the entire Islamic Revolutionary 
Guard Corps (IRGC) for its support 
for terrorism and to apply sanc-
tions to its officials, agents and 
affiliates.”

Following the president’s speech, 
Treasury Secretary Steven T. 
Mnuchin, in a statement, declared: 
“We are designating the IRGC for 
providing support to the IRGC-[al-
Quds Force] QF, the key Iranian 
entity enabling Syrian President 
Bashar Assad’s relentless campaign 
of brutal violence against his own 
people…”

Mnuchin accused the IRGC of 
using “IRGC bases and civilian 
airports in Iran to transfer military 
equipment to Iraq and Syria for 
IRGC-QF.”

One does not need to search hard 
for evidence of IRGC’s al-Quds 
Force in Iraq and Syria. The Iranian 
media openly report on its losses 
there.

Commander Shaban Nasiri, who 
died May 27 in an explosion in Tal 
Afar west of Mosul, Iraq, represents 

one of those losses. He served as 
an adviser to Major-General Qas-

sem Soleimani, chief commander 

of al-Quds Force. Nasiri’s story 
and the story of his fellow al-Quds 
Force commanders killed in com-
bat in Iraq and Syria shed light into 
the otherwise secretive organisa-
tion operating in the shadows.

Nasiri was born in 1958 in Karaj 
on the outskirts of Tehran. In the 
search for better job opportunities, 
his family moved to the Nezam 
Abad neighbourhood of the Iranian 
capital. The area was urbanising 
fast to accommodate the rural 
population flocking to Tehran.

Not much is known about 
Nasiri’s family background but, 
like most migrants from the 
countryside, they probably were 
more religious than the average 
Tehrani. Unsurprisingly, the family 
answered the late Grand Ayatollah 
Ruhollah Khomeini’s call to help 
overthrow the shah’s regime and 
establish a religious political order.

The revolution provided the likes 
of Nasiri the opportunity for social 
mobility. He joined the IRGC and 
expanded its Karaj branch. After 
the 1980 Iraqi invasion of Iran, Na-
siri volunteered for the war effort. 
He was transferred to the Nosrat 
tactical intelligence base, which 
was manned mainly by Iranian 
nationals of Arab background. He 
was transferred to the 9th Badr 
Division, composed of Shia Iraqi 
prisoners of war who had volun-

teered to fight alongside Iranian 
forces.

After the war with Iraq ended 
in 1988, Nasiri was engaged in al-
Quds Force training and spent time 
in Somalia as late as 2011. In his 
final deployment, Nasiri served in 
Iraq in an advisory capacity. There, 
he revived his old network and 
helped organise the Iraqi Popular 
Mobilisation Forces (PMF) until a 
booby trap in Tal Afar ended his 
life.

Nasiri’s history and information 
on other al-Quds Force officers 
killed in combat in Iraq provide re-
markable insights into the secretive 
organisation.

My study of funeral services in 
Iran for military personnel killed in 
Iraq and Syria indicates that at least 
40 Iranian nationals have been 
killed in combat in Iraq since April 
2014. At least seven were al-Quds 
Force officers. They were either 
ethnically Arab or fluent Arabic 
speakers.

Most had either served in the 
Nosrat tactical intelligence base, 
Base Hamzeh directing the fight 
against Kurdish insurgents within 
Iran, or Base Ramezan of IRGC, 
which was engaged in operations 
behind enemy lines in Iraqi Kurdis-
tan. This clearly indicates al-Quds 
Force officers in Iraq were all high-
ranking officers and the command 

language is Arabic.
Among the 510 Iranian nation-

als killed in combat in Syria since 
January 2012, 41 were identified as 
al-Quds Force officers but the real 
number is probably much higher.

The branch affiliation of 302 
casualties is not known. Many 
may have served in al-Quds Force. 
Initially, al-Quds Force officers may 
have fought in combat units of 
their own but, as Tehran deployed 
non-Iranian Shia militias in Syria, 
al-Quds Force officers were fight-
ing alongside Iraqi Shia militias or 
served as mid-level commanders 
in the Shia Afghan Fatemiyoun 
Division.

Al-Quds Force officers seconded 
to the Iraqi militias were either 
ethnically Arab Iranian nation-
als or fluent Arabic speakers. This 
indicates those units’ command 
language is Arabic. The Fatemi-
youn Division, on the other hand, 
consists of Persian speakers.

Deployment of al-Quds Force in 
Iraq and Syria clearly helped ad-
vance the IRGC’s war aims in the 
region. However, the rising death 
toll among its officers is bringing 
new attention to the secretive 
unit. Not only blood, but exposure 
and US Treasury sanctions are in-
cluded in the price al-Quds Force 
is paying for its increased activi-
ties in wars.

Iran’s al-Quds Force out of the shadows

Ali Alfoneh

Deployment of 
al-Quds Force
in Iraq and Syria 
clearly helped 
advance the 
IRGC’s war aims
in the region. 

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

The clock is ticking 
for Congress to act 
after Trump refused 
to certify that Iran 
was in compliance 
with the JCPOA.
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O
ne of Washington’s 
hottest policy 
debates is receiv-
ing renewed focus. 
Countering violent 
extremism (CVE) 
was the subject of a 

conference at the Hudson Institute, 
with participants including former 
US Secretary of Defence and CIA 
Director Leon Panetta and former 
White House strategist Stephen 
Bannon.

The same day, US Marine Corps 
General Joseph Dunford, the chair-
man of the US Joint Chiefs of Staff, 
hosted defence leaders from 73 
coalition countries, framing the 
anti-Islamic State campaign within 
a global “conflict against extrem-
ism.”

CVE, which seeks to counter 
efforts by violent extremists to 
recruit, radicalise and mobilise 
followers, has increasingly factored 
into the White House’s narrative in 
its military campaign against the 
Islamic State (ISIS) and its policy 
to isolate Iran. On the home front, 
however, US President Donald 
Trump seems to be taking an en-
tirely different approach by propos-
ing to cut funding for domestic CVE 
programmes.

On the chopping block are 
Obama-era progammes that 
provided grants and resources to 
municipal governments and non-
profit organisations that work with 
communities deemed vulnerable 
to violent extremism. The prin-
ciple behind the programmes is 

that resilient communities are 
the strongest defence against 

extremist messaging.

Its funds went to after-school 
programmes in Minneapolis, job-
training for at-risk individuals in 
Boston and capacity building for 
non-profit organisations in Los 
Angeles. Trump’s budget proposal 
would cut these programmes, strip-
ping funding from cash-strapped, 
non-profit organisations and mu-
nicipal governments.

There may be a silver lining in 
this, however. Trump’s proposed 
cuts question CVE’s central premise 
that communities are the key to 
countering violent extremism. 
However, the community-centric 
approach does more harm than 
good by creating a perception of 
collective punishment instead of fo-
cusing on individual interventions.

The experience of ethnic Somali 
Americans in Minneapolis offers 
insight into how community-
focused CVE programmes often 
miss the mark. Beginning in 2007, 
Al Shabab, a designated foreign 
terrorist organisation active in East 
Africa, began recruiting young So-
mali Minnesotans to fight overseas. 
The group was successful in luring 
recruits. As of June 2016, more than 
20 Somalis had been charged with 
terrorism-related offences.

Facing what it perceived to be 
a growing threat, the US Depart-
ment of Homeland Security (DHS) 
in 2015 assembled a “community 
resiliency plan” for Minneapolis 
that provided $1 million in grants to 
community-based organisations for 
after-school activities, job-training 
programmes and academic scholar-
ships for Somali Americans.

The sweeping nature of DHS’s 
approach warrants scrutiny. More 

than 40,000 Somalis live in Minne-
sota but only 35 have been charged 
since 2007 for involvement in 
terrorism. Do these numbers war-
rant a broad community-focused 
approach?

Rather than counter extremism, 
the community approach stigmatis-
es entire identity groups for the ac-
tions of a few individuals. It lumps 
economic and social programmes 
into a security framework, creating 
the impression that the US gov-
ernment sees the well-being of a 
particular community strictly as a 
security issue. This puts local com-
munity leaders in the difficult posi-
tion of accepting crucial financial 
resources on terms that brand their 
community as a threat.

CVE has had a particularly 
deleterious effect on American-
Muslim communities, where the 
vast majority of grants and funding 
have been targeted. Local non-
profit organisations and groups 
that work with Muslims are termed 
“partners” in building community 
“resiliency,” creating a host of dam-
aging and flawed perceptions.

First, by placing communities 
front and centre, CVE wrongly 
assumes that individuals at risk of 
radicalisation are known by their 
local communities. The focus on 
Muslim communities as partners in 
CVE “essentialises” Muslim iden-
tity as the only identity that mat-
ters. In reality, like other American 
racial, religious or ethnic groups, 
Muslim Americans have multiple 
and complex identities.

Finally, the community-focused 
approach puts the government in 
the position of determining which 

Muslim community organisa-
tions are moderate or mainstream, 
thus creating the perception that 
the government is defining Islam 
within certain boundaries.

The Trump administration’s 
proposal to gut domestic CVE pro-
gramming offers a rare opportunity 
to overturn a community-centric 
paradigm that has stifled domestic 
counter-extremism efforts. Rather 
than target communities, CVE 
should focus on interventions that 
target individuals who have dem-
onstrated sympathy or an affinity 
with violent extremist ideology 
and put the impetus and burden on 
the individual, rather than on the 
community.

Such efforts are well within the 
federal government’s means. The 
FBI, for instance, has identified 
fewer than 1,000 individuals since 
2014 as having been radicalised on-
line. This relatively small number is 
a manageable caseload for inter-
vention programmes and does not 
warrant broadly targeting entire 
communities.

Trump would do well to sup-
port acting Homeland Security 
Secretary Elaine Duke’s review of 
domestic CVE programmes by is-
suing a directive to shift the focus 
from communities towards indi-
vidual interventions. Funding for 
after-school programmes and job 
training should be removed from 
the CVE umbrella and transferred 
to non-security entities, such as the 
Department of Education.

In doing so, the Trump admin-
istration would reset the narrative 
around CVE and help take commu-
nities out of the cross hairs.

A silver lining in Trump’s proposal to gut 
domestic counter-extremism programmes

Rami Ayyub

The experience of 
ethnic Somali 
Americans in 
Minneapolis offers 
insight into how 
community-
focused CVE 
programmes often 
miss the mark.

Washington

A 

n influential former aide 
of US President Donald 
Trump pushed for the 
United States to side 
with Saudi Arabia in its 

conflict with Qatar in a sharp rejec-
tion of mediation efforts by US Sec-
retary of State Rex Tillerson, who 
toured the region to get the parties 
in the conflict to compromise.

Stephen Bannon, who served as 
Trump’s chief strategist until Au-
gust, presented his views at a con-
ference in Washington. His vision 
matters because he still has Trump’s 
ear and is the driving force behind 
an effort to get followers of Trump’s 
right-populist agenda elected to 
Congress in midterm elections next 
year.

As executive chairman of the Bre-
itbart news website, Bannon wields 
considerable influence over sec-
tions of the US conservative move-
ment. At the conference hosted by 
the Hudson Institute, a conserva-
tion think-tank, he denied reports 
linking him to a company reported-
ly hired by the United Arab Emirates 
for an anti-Qatar media campaign.

“The single most important thing 
that is happening right now in the 
world is the situation in Qatar,” Ban-
non said. Trump made it clear that 
there would be “no more games,” 
Bannon said about accusations that 
Qatar was trying to have good rela-

tions with the Saudis and the West 
while supporting the Muslim Broth-
erhood and other groups that some 
governments consider terrorists as 
well as having close ties to Iran.

“You can’t have it both ways,” 
Bannon said at the conference titled 
“Countering Violent Extremism: 
Qatar, Iran and the Muslim Brother-
hood,” a few blocks from the White 
House. “You can’t on the one side 
say you’re a friend and an ally and 
on the other side be financing the 
Muslim Brotherhood or Hamas,” he 
said about Qatar. Its government 
denies allegations of supporting 
terrorism.

“You can’t be on our side and say 
you’re a friend and on the other side 
being open to Iran and especially to 
the mullahs’ war-like posture to the 
United States and to the West and to 
the other Islamic countries,” Ban-
non added.

He said Trump had a role in bring-
ing about the boycott Saudi Ara-
bia, the UAE, Bahrain and Egypt 
announced against Qatar in June. 
“I don’t think it’s just by happen-
stance” that the boycott was put in 
place shortly after Trump’s meeting 
with leaders from dozens of Muslim 
countries in Riyadh in May, Bannon 
said. “Qatar finally had to be called 
to account” for its funding of radical 
groups, he said.

Bannon said he supported the 
original list of demands by the Sau-
di-led bloc on Qatar, which include 
calls to cut ties with the Muslim 
Brotherhood, close the Al Jazeera 
broadcaster and scale back relations 

with Iran. He described them as 
“pretty straightforward.”

That position differs sharply from 
Tillerson’s messages to the region. 
Speaking after talks with Qatari For-
eign Minister Sheikh Mohammed 
bin Abdulrahman al-Thani in Doha 
on October 22, Tillerson praised ef-
forts by Qatar to stop money flow-

ing to radical groups. Referring to a 
US-Qatari memorandum of under-
standing signed in July, Tillerson 
said there had been “significant 
progress” in “sharing of terrorist 
lists, terrorist financing.” Tillerson 
said he was “quite pleased,” a tran-
script of his remarks stated.

Tillerson’s position was undercut 
in June when Trump publicly sided 
with Saudi Arabia in the Qatar cri-
sis less than an hour after the sec-
retary of state called on the Saudis 
to ease the blockade against Doha.  
Despite the setback and the confu-
sion about the US position, Tillerson 
has pushed ahead with his efforts.

During his latest visit to the re-
gion, Tillerson admitted that the 
two sides in the Qatar dispute were 
not ready to negotiate. “There’s not 
a strong indication that parties are 
ready to talk yet,” he said. Remind-
ed that Trump had invited all par-
ties to the White House for a round 
of mediation, Tillerson said such an 

effort would make little sense now. 
“We cannot force talks upon people 
who are not ready to talk, so there 
has been no invitation to the White 
House,” he said.

A State Department official, 
speaking on condition of anonymity 
after Bannon called for a pro-Saudi 
course by the United States, insisted 
that Tillerson’s mediation efforts re-
mained the official administration 
approach. “The United States will 
continue to engage all parties to bet-
ter help them understand concerns 
and point out possible solutions,” 
the official said. “We also continue 
to support Kuwait in their diplomat-
ic efforts.”

All parties should “continue to 
work towards negotiations, mini-
mise rhetoric and exercise restraint 
to avoid further escalation,” the offi-
cial said, repeating calls for a united 
Gulf Cooperation Council, adding 
that all involved “cannot afford to 
detract from those efforts.”

Thomas Seibert

Still in contact. US President Donald Trump (L) and former aide Stephen Bannon in Washington, 
last January.                               (AFP)

Influential former 
Trump aide 
advocates tough 
stand on Qatar

is a political consultant and 
foreign policy analyst in 
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back relations 
with Iran. 
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T
he French parliament 
voted overwhelmingly 
to convert some emer-
gency police powers 
into permanent law 
as the country tries to 
face up to the continu-

ing threat of home-grown terror-
ism. Three-quarters of MPs backed 
a bill that would allow police to use 
powers that largely mirror those 
granted under the state of emer-
gency declared after the Bataclan 
attacks on November 13, 2015, and 
extended six times.

The bill, adopted by the French 
parliament October 18, would 
give police the right to restrict 
the movement of terror suspects 
without judicial approval and shut 
down places of worship if they are 
deemed by intelligence services to 
be encouraging terrorism. Police 
would be able to raid homes and 
other places on terrorism grounds 
after getting a judge’s approval. Of-
ficers would be able to do so based 
on intelligence reports that would 
not necessarily be enough evidence 
to open a judicial investigation.

An unprecedented series of at-
tacks by Islamist extremists have 
claimed 239 lives in France since 
2015, the latest being the stabbing 
to death of two women on the 

steps of the Marseille-St-Charles 
railway station and the discovery 

of explosive devices in front of a 

block of flats in the 16th arrondisse-
ment of Paris.

A debate on the role of Islam in 
the radicalisation of young people 
and how to counter that threat 
rages across the French media day-
in, day-out with many journalists 
striking ideological poses rather 
than trying to understand the very 
complex nature of modern jihad-
ism.

As he campaigned for the 
presidency last winter, Emmanuel 
Macron argued that laws beefing 
up powers for anti-terror judges 
and the intelligence services were 
enough to tackle terrorism. More 
than 4,300 raids, 439 house arrests 
and 16 closures of mosques carried 
out during the state of emergency 
had, after all, produced a paltry 
20 prosecutions. The then-liberal 
politician sided with a parliamen-
tary report that concluded that the 
expansion of police powers had 
produced only “modest” results.

Macron wrote in his book “Revo-
lution” that recent laws boosting 
the powers of counterterror judges 
and surveillance tools for intel-
ligence agencies were sufficient to 
tackle the threat of terrorism.

He has changed tack, bowing to 
pressure from the public, politi-
cians and the media. His minister 
of the interior, Gérard Collomb, 
argued that France was “still in a 
situation of war” as he attempted 

to diffuse critics who argued that 
some of the controls enshrined in 
the new law go against civil liber-
ties. Macron belongs to a growing 
group of politicians who bow to 
the wind to gain votes. There is no 
better subject to do so than where 
jihadist terrorism is concerned.

Collomb refused to accept what 
some judges, lawyers and hu-
man rights organisations argued 
infringes civil liberties and targets 
Muslims and people with North 
African faces. This type of target-
ing resulted in many mistakes over 
the years and serious harassment 
of young Frenchmen of Muslim 
origin.

The minister and the president 
can point to the fact that France is 
number one target in the West for 
the Islamic State (ISIS), accounting 
for 30% of attacks or foiled plots 
related to the extremist group, data 
from the Paris-based Centre for the 
Analysis of Terrorism indicate.

That is true but the lack of coor-
dination among police and security 
services often allows suspects to 
evade arrest and attempts to better 
organise matters have been very 
slow. Turf wars are not infrequent 
in the security services, the gen-
darmerie and the police. The media 
are much less interested in such 
matters, preferring to scare listen-
ers and viewers with high-pitch 
words and blood-soaked images. 

This encourages populism, which 
is rooted in the growing social 
disparities across Europe.

There is little sign that this trend 
in toughening laws and giving 
police and security services more 
power will abate anytime soon 
as the Middle East continues in 
turmoil and the home-grown 
nature of jihadism in France and 
the United Kingdom will continue. 
Critics, especially lawyers, how-
ever, warn that the new law would 
erode the presumption of inno-
cence in matters of terrorism and, 
as such, would “contaminate” the 
rule of law and the justice system.

If the police use sometimes 
flimsy, anonymous intelligence, 
Amnesty International’s warning 
that the new legislation would 
“trample” the very rights Macron 
was elected to uphold will come 
true.

Stigmatising Muslims is obvi-
ous across a broad spectrum of the 
media. TV debates are full of igno-
rant clichés about Islam and the 
situation appears to have trapped 
French politicians in a security 
spiral they are powerless to escape 
from. Slowly reversing the burden 
of proof onto defendants will not, 
however, make France a happier 
place. The country’s leaders would 
do well to tone down their boasts 
that it gave rise to the rights  
of man.

France’s permanent state of emergency

Francis Ghilès

The situation 
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trapped French 
politicians in a 
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are powerless to 
escape from. 

Milan

T 

he presence of Italian na-
val ships off the coast of 
Libya is being questioned 
and Italy’s intentions 
scrutinised after fight-

ing broke out in Sabratha, a coastal 
city in western Libya. The fighting 
was thought to be a result of Italian-
funded militias trying to stop refu-
gees and migrants from setting sail 
for the Italian coast.

A battle broke out in Sabratha in 
September among competing mi-
litias over attempts to stop human 
smuggling. Fingers pointed to Italy, 
which denied involvement.

Rome has subsequently been 
pressured by the Council of Europe 
and human rights organisations 
that say Italian naval vessels may be 
turning refugees and migrants back 
to Libya. Also of concern is the case 
of an Italian naval vessel colliding 
with a refugee boat, resulting in the 
death of eight passengers and the 
disappearance of another 29.

“The Foreign Ministry firmly de-

nies that there is an agreement be-
tween Libyan traffickers and the 
Italian government,” an official with 
the Italian ministry’s media office 
told Reuters. “The Italian govern-
ment does not deal with traffickers.”

Despite the denials, it has been 
widely reported that Italian funds 
sent through the UN-backed gov-
ernment in Tripoli ended up in the 
coffers of anti-smuggling militias. 
Conditions in Libya for migrants 
and refugees, the majority of whom 
are from sub-Saharan Africa, are re-
ported to be brutal.

“The more assertive role of Ital-
ian ships off Libya has been a com-
ponent of Rome’s policy since late 
July,” said Jalel Harchaoui, a doc-
toral candidate in geopolitics at 
Paris 8 University and a frequent 
commentator on Libyan affairs. 
“As a result of the abrupt slow-
down in migrant flow this sum-
mer, sub-Saharan Africans keep  
accumulating in Libya.”

With Italian interference in the 
passage to Europe, migrants and 
refugees are gathering in Libyan 
coastal towns and analysts said the 
effects are hard to predict.

“No one knows what this new dy-

namic will trigger,” Harchaoui said. 
“It may engender quite nasty devel-
opments: More horrendous condi-
tions for migrants, a greater chance 
of a backlash from the Libyan popu-
lation and many other possible rip-
ple effects. However, Sabratha was 
not a result of migrants accumulat-
ing on Libyan soil.”

The Italians announced they 
would get involved after claiming 
that Libya had asked for help from 
Europe. Libyan officials, including 
Prime Minister Fayez al-Sarraj of the 
UN-backed Government of National 
Accord, have taken an ambivalent 
position on Italian support, alleg-
edly asking for help behind closed 

doors then publicly denouncing the 
Europeans and expressing distrust 
of the Italians’ intentions.

Italy’s actions may be violating in-
ternational conventions. The Euro-
pean Convention on Human Rights 
stipulates that an actor may not ex-
pose people to “torture or inhuman 
or degrading treatment or punish-
ment.” By turning back boats, Italy 
may be in violation of that issue.

With an election in 2018, the Ital-
ian government is seemingly doing 
whatever it can to stop the large 
number of new arrivals on the coun-
try’s shores. The far right in Italy 
wants severe limits and restrictions 
placed on immigration but even an-
ti-racist and nominally left-leaning 
Italians express exasperation at the 
country’s influx of foreigners.

“Rome has not just one audience 
to please but several audiences quite 
distinct from one another,” Har-
chaoui said. “The most important 
one for [Prime Minister Paolo] Gen-
tiloni and [Interior Minister Marco] 
Minniti is the Italian public, which 
is by and large in favour of Minniti’s 
short-term strategy, regardless of 
what it means medium-to-long term 
for Libya.”

Politicians from traditional parties 
such as Gentiloni’s Democratic Party 
must fight off the insurgent far right 
as well as the increasingly popular 
Five Star Movement (5SM), a popu-
list effort that borrows platform 
planks from both left and right, de-
pending on the topic. The 5SM took 
a strong shift right on immigration 
last summer. Internal politics aside, 
there is the international and conti-
nental arena in which Italy must pla-
cate its partners.

“Rome must also manage its own 
image vis-à-vis another audience: 
The EU parliament and the other 
EU governments,” Harchaoui said. 
“All those might be turning against 
Minniti as we speak because from 
a humanitarian and even security 
perspectives, it is now very difficult 
to maintain that the Minniti ap-
proach — embraced and applauded 
by [High Representative of the Euro-
pean Union for Foreign Affairs and 
Security Policy] Federica Mogherini 
and [French President] Emmanuel 
Macron in early September — is an 
impeccable success.”

Justin Salhani is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Milan, Italy.

Justin Salhani

Rome’s reputed support for Libyan militias sparks scrutiny
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ended up in the coffers 
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Under scrutiny. Italian Navy coastal transport ship Tremiti along a dock in Tripoli.                                                            (Reuters)
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S 

audi projects ranging 
from a mega business 
zone involving territory 
in three countries to a 
billion-dollar investment 

in private space flight have been 
announced.

The Future Investment Initia-
tive (FII), a high-profile drive in-
augurated by Saudi Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman bin Ab-
dulaziz,  involved the government 
pitching its vision to more than 
2,500 participants from around 
the world.

By looking to invest in technol-
ogy and diversifying its economy, 
Saudi Arabia appears to be model-
ling itself as a Silicon Valley of the 
region.

The FII included panels with in-
ternational business leaders and 
analysts discussing the economic 
concepts and challenges facing 
Saudi Arabia and served as a plat-
form for Riyadh to make big an-
nouncements, primarily its $500 
billion project for a mega-city and 
business zone called NEOM.

The kingdom’s Public Invest-
ment Fund (PIF) said NEOM would 
“seek to maximise the natural ad-
vantages the area has for wind and 
solar energy and is being support-
ed by SoftBank’s Vision Fund, led 
by former Alcoa and Siemens CEO 
Klaus Kleinfeld.”

The project will include part-
nerships with leading technology 
firms, with public backing secured 
from robotics experts Boston Dy-
namics.

“There will be many opportuni-
ties but we will work only with the 
dreamers, people who want to cre-
ate something new in the world,” 
Crown Prince Mohammed said.

The project will result in a 26,500 
sq.km high-tech hub extending 
into Jordan and Egypt and would 
focus on the future of energy and 
water, transport, biotechnologies, 
technical and digital sciences, as 
well as media production and en-
tertainment.

Riyadh aims to create job op-
portunities, expand the kingdom’s 
GDP and attract investment from 
the private and public sectors, 
which will be supported by more 
than $500 billion from the PIF and 
local and international investors.

Softbank Chairman and CEO 
Masayoshi Son called it an oppor-
tunity to create “the largest and 
most advanced generation of ro-
bots in the world.”

Kleinfeld promised that NEOM 
would be a “beautiful and natural 
place” for the best and the bright-
est to make their mark for genera-
tions.

Crown Prince Mohammed also 

said in an interview with Reuters 
that NEOM would be listed on fi-
nancial markets along with the 

kingdom’s oil giant Saudi Aramco 
to diversify the economy away 
from the energy sector.

He reiterated that Aramco’s ini-
tial public offering (IPO) was on 
track for 2018 and would be val-
ued at more than $2 trillion. NE-
OM’s IPO would likely be further 
down the line, he said.

“It might be after 2030; it might 
be before but the idea and the 
strategy are to float it eventually,” 
he added.

The PIF said it was investing $1 
billion in Richard Branson’s space 
tourism company Virgin Galactic. 
The announcement came about 
a month after Branson said he 

would invest in the kingdom’s Red 
Sea luxury tourism project.

“This investment will enable us 
to develop the next generation of 
satellite launches and accelerate 
our programme for point to point 
supersonic space travel,” Branson 
said.

Branson said Virgin Galactic was 
“months away” from launching 
vehicles into space with people on 
board.

The PIF released its first com-
prehensive business plan during 
the conference, which hopes to 
increase its assets under manage-
ment to $400 billion by 2020 from 
approximately $230 billion now.

Cairo

E 

gypt has launched a plan 
to revitalise its once-
vaunted cotton industry, 
increasing production 
and ensuring a better 

quality to restore the reputation 
of Egyptian cotton.

The Egyptian Ministry of Agri-
culture said the initiative would 
see an increase of cotton cultiva-
tion to satisfy the requirements of 
local textile factories and ensure 
a surplus for exports. The aim is 
to double production to 70 mil-
lion kilograms over the next fiscal 
year.

“The plan also seeks to refine 
the quality of the cotton with the 
final goal of bringing it back to 
its old high quality,” said Hamed 
Abdel-Dayem, the Agriculture 

Ministry spokesman. “In a matter 
of a few decades, our cotton went 
from the very top to the very bot-
tom because of deteriorating qual-
ity.”

Egyptian cotton had been a by-
word for luxury and extravagance 
for centuries. Because of its long 
fibres, Egyptian cotton was used 
to create very fine thread and 
yarn, without sacrificing strength. 
This meant that Egyptian cotton — 
mostly used in luxury bedding — 
was softer and stronger than other 
cottons.

Cotton has historically been 
one of Egypt’s biggest export 
crops, bringing in huge revenues 
and monopolising the country’s 
agriculture. In the 1950s, about 
800,000 hectares of farmland 
— nearly 50% of the total in the 
country — was under cotton cul-
tivation. The amount and the 
quality of the cotton led to the 
establishment of sprawling textile 
factories throughout Egypt.

However, because of competi-
tion from abroad and domestic 
neglect, Egypt’s cotton industry 
suffered a massive decline. Gamal 
Seyam, a professor of agricultural 
economics at Cairo University, 
said the biggest cause for the set-
back was the lack of a strategic 
vision from authorities. That left 
farmers to market their produce 
themselves.

“Most farmers failed to sell their 

crops, which caused them to lose 
money,” Seyam said.

At the same time, Cairo sought 
to increase fruit and vegetable 
production. The importation of 
cheap, low-quality cotton hurt 
home-grown production and 
harmed the commercial reputa-
tion of Egyptian cotton abroad.

Egypt grew cotton on about 
50,000 hectares last year. That 
would be increased to 200,000 
hectares over the next year.

“We actually want to raise this 
space to [600,000 hectares] in a 
few years. This is not only about 
the amount of cotton we want to 
produce but also about its qual-
ity,” Abdel-Dayem said.

To increase the quantity and 
quality of cotton produced, the 
Agriculture Ministry plans several 
measures, including hammering 
out deals with local textile facto-
ries to commit to buying locally 
produced cotton. The ministry 
will also offer farmers financial in-
centives to grow cotton and meet 
government targets.

The plan includes a move to 
protect the high-quality, long-fi-
bred Egyptian cotton from cross-
contamination with other cotton 
strains.

The plan is only expected to 
bear fruit after a period of years 
but, if successful, could see Egyp-
tian cotton return to the interna-
tional market in force and launch 

a textile manufacturing boom in 
the country.

Given the complex and long-
term nature of the plan, the gov-
ernment faces several challenges, 
including ensuring commitment 
from local textile factories and 
cotton traders to purchase the ex-
pected surplus.

“Together with fair cotton pric-
ing, this policy will make the pain 
the farmers sustain in growing the 

cotton worth it,” said MP Hesham 
al-Hosari, the deputy head of par-
liament’s Agriculture Committee. 
“The farmers will quickly scrap 
cotton growing for other easier-
to-market crops if the government 
fails to secure purchase deals for 
their cotton.”

Hassan Abdel Zaher is a 
Cairo-based contributor to 
The Arab Weekly.

Mohammed Alkhereiji

Hassan Abdel Zaher

Extended hand to technology. Aurore Chiquot of SoftBank Robotics Europe extends her hand to a robot during the Future Investment 
Initiative conference in Riyadh, on October 25.                   (Reuters)

Missed targets. A factory employee works at a cotton spinning 
factory on the outskirts of Cairo.                                                     (Reuters)

Saudi Arabia unveils tech-heavy economic vision

Egypt looks to restore 
cotton to its rightful place

The plan is only 
expected to bear 
fruit after a period of 
years but, if 
successful, could see 
Egyptian cotton 
return to the 
international market 
in force.

By looking to invest 
in technology and 
diversifying its 
economy, Saudi Arabia 
appears to be 
modelling itself as a 
Silicon Valley 
of the region.
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M 

orocco has made un-
deniable economic 
progress in the past 
15 years but youth 
employment poses a 

“daunting challenge,” a World Bank 
report stated.

Titled “Morocco 2040: Emerg-
ing by Investing in Intangible Capi-
tal,” the report praised Rabat for 
improving the average standard 
of living and access to basic public 
services and for significantly devel-
oping public infrastructure.

“These achievements have ena-
bled the kingdom to launch a pro-
cess of economic convergence 
with southern European countries 
(France, Italy, Portugal and Spain),” 
the report said.

It predicted that Morocco’s 
per person GDP could reach 45% 
of that of southern Europe in 
2040 — it is currently 22% — if it 
took advantage of its assets and 
reduced its weaknesses, including 

political instability in parts of the 
country.

Moroccan economist El Mehdi 
Fakir said the report was techni-
cally credible because it focused 
more on the qualitative aspects 
than the quantitative ones. “What’s 
the point of developing an economy 
if the conditions and driving forces 
of a durable development are not 
there?” asked Fakir.

The report stated that Morocco’s 
economic progress was reflected in 
growth performance, improvement 
in the population’s standard of liv-
ing, more access to basic public ser-
vices and significant public infra-
structure development.

It also warned that the country 
lags in the integration of young peo-
ple into the economic and social 
mainstream.

“With roughly only one-in-
two young people between the 
ages of 25 and 35 years employed, 
in a job that is often informal 
and insecure, youth employment 
poses a daunting challenge,” noted 
the report.

Fakir acknowledged that Mo-
rocco had improved in many 

aspects but warned that a 
strong development model was 
 still some ways off.

“When we see foreign direct in-
vestments pouring in, we think that 
Morocco is an attractive country but 
its development model is hampered 
by many factors, such as corrup-
tion, mismanagement, degrading 
educational system and bureaucra-
cy,” he said.

One bright spot for Morocco has 
been the National Initiative for Hu-
man Development (INDH), which 
was launched in 2005 with the aim 
of assisting the government in fight-
ing poverty, precariousness and so-
cial exclusion.

Hania Lamrani Alaoui, head of 
communications at INDH, said 
the initiative “eyes the poorest 
areas in Morocco based on the 
statistics of the High Planning  
Commission to help improve their 
standard of living.”

From 2005-16, the number of 
INDH beneficiaries reached 10 mil-
lion, 50% of whom were in rural 
areas, with total investment of $4.2 
billion. There were 44,000 projects 
and 8,800 income-generating ac-

tivities that benefited 132,000 re-
cipients.

“We have conventions with gov-
ernmental institutions to support 
youth training and employment,” 
Alaoui said.

Fakir called for a quality educa-
tional system that would help boost 
youth employment and meet the 
economy’s needs.

“What we are doing in Morocco 
is focusing on developing the econ-
omy and then adjusting education 
because there is simply no develop-
ment research,” he said.

The World Bank report called for 
the modernisation of the productivi-
ty model, including the reform of the 
labour code, improvement in public 
institutions and services and invest-
ment in social and human capital.

“We have some counterproduc-
tive public institutions that rein-
force mistrust and worsen cor-
ruption. Their overhaul is a must 
because they reflect the country’s 
image,” said Fakir. “There are im-
provements but we need a radical 
cultural change within public insti-
tutions in order to have an efficient 
administration.”

Tunis

S 

uccessive Tunisian ad-
ministrations have made 
a point to carefully cater 
to the country’s powerful 
labour unions — the Tuni-

sian General Labour Union (UGTT) 
and the Tunisian Union of Indus-
try, Trade and Handicrafts (UTICA). 
However, a burgeoning showdown 
between the two groups could force 
the government to pick sides.

UGTT and UTICA are both signa-
tories of the Carthage Accord, an 
agreement signed by the country’s 
main political parties and labour un-
ions that outlines priorities for the 
unity government. They are also re-
cipients of a 2015 Nobel Peace Prize, 
as part of the Tunisian National Dia-
logue Quartet, for their contribution 
to the country’s post-revolutionary 
transition to democracy.

Competing visions for next year’s 
economic agenda, however, have 
driven a wedge between the two 
groups.

UTICA leader Ouided Bou-
chamaoui threatened to walk away 
from the Carthage Accord, arguing 
that next year’s draft budget is bi-
ased against the private sector.

“The draft finance bill for 2018 is 
not a finance bill. It is indeed a bill 
to balance public finances,” Bou-
chamaoui said. “This draft bill seeks 
to achieve one result: Balancing the 
budget. The only way to do that is to 
target well-structured enterprises 
that are already paying their taxes.”

Bouchamaoui said: “We hoped 
for measures to encourage invest-
ment, export and the expansion of 
the tax base. We hoped for lower 
taxes on the people who contrib-
ute the most to taxes. We hoped 
for encouragement of the people 
who work and produce wealth and 
to those who are bold and forward-
looking. These things we hoped for 
did not happen.”

Bouchamaoui said UTICA made 
sacrifices in return for commit-
ments that have not been met. “To-
day is enough,” she said. “We are 
not here for the show.”

“In 2017, we are the only social 
group that accepted to make the 
sacrifices,” Bouchamaoui added. “I 
insist we are the only one… All the 
signatories of the Carthage Accord 
must be treated equally.”

Bouchamaoui noted that, despite 
the group’s support of Tunisian 

Prime Minister Youssef Chahed, the 
government failed to take its input 
into consideration in drafting the 
finance bill.

“We backed the head of gov-
ernment Youssef Chahed, not by 
words launched in the air,” she said. 
“When it was time to pay, we did it.”

Bouchamaoui added that UTICA 
was “the first to articulate and an-
nounce (its) demands for the draft 
budget of 2018… At the end, we 
see that only the enterprises were 
affected by that budget bill. They 
dismissed all our demands and sug-
gestions.”

Among UTICA’s demands are the 
partial privatisation of struggling 
state-owned enterprises, efforts to 
reduce tax evasion, integration of 
the informal economy into the eco-
nomic cycle to increase tax earnings 
for the government and measures 

to improve governance and man-
agement of state monopolies such 
as the Port of Rades and utility ser-
vices.

UGTT Secretary-General Noured-
dine Tabboubi said there “are a 
thousand red lines” against privati-
sation. UGTT spokesman Sami Tah-
ri added that the “Carthage Accord 
is not a trading licence to threaten 
us with.”

Other businessmen spoke out pri-
vately against the UGTT, however, 
saying it was partially to blame for 
Tunisia’s economic stagnation and 
for the “endless spiral” of foreign 
debt the country is struggling to 
overcome, as much of the loans 
went towards raised public salaries 
claimed by the union.

Former Finance Minister Houcine 
Dimassi said “2018’s draft budget 
law showed that the country has 
entered a dangerous stage. Since 
2011, 60% of the budget spending 
went to pay salaries and 30% to pay 
back debt.”

“In 2018, we will enter a stage of 
severe indebtedness,” he added.

“Figures about the debt send shiv-
ers down the spine,” said economist 
Houcine Ben Achour, who pointed 
out that foreign debt jumped from 
$6.2 billion in 2010 to $13.7 billion in 

2016 and an estimated $16.9 billion 
in 2017.

The government expects to in-
crease both the value added tax 
and the employers’ contribution to 
social benefits for workers by 1%, in 
addition to increasing taxes on im-
ported cars, telephones and other 
telecommunication gear, transport, 
tourism, petroleum products and 
other consumer goods, the budget 
blueprint states.

Whether Bouchamaoui follows 
through on her threat to withdraw 
from Carthage Accord, the group is 
unlikely to hold as much sway as 
the UGTT, which, UTICA’s economic 
affairs chief Nafaa Neifar said, “got 
all [it] asked for from the govern-
ment.”

A UGTT spokesman announced 
that talks with the government and 
UTICA over wage raises for hydro-
carbon transportation and petrol 
station workers had failed and a 
strike was called for midnight Octo-
ber 25.

Downtown Tunis was soon 
choked with traffic as residents 
lined up to fill their vehicles’ tanks 
before the deadline. However, no 
strike occurred and the announce-
ment was then seen as an attempt 
to influence negotiations.

Economy

Eastern Libyan 
central bank 
launches its 
own coins 

Saudi Arabia 
launches 
mega-zone 
on Red Sea

Qatar agrees to 
minimum wage 
as part of 
labour reforms

Turkey says it 
will help Iraq 
restore pipeline

Authorities in eastern Libya will 
circulate their own coins for the first 
time to ease shortages of money, a 
central bank official said, in another 
sign of disunity in the country that 
has two rival governments in east 
and west.

The new coins, made in Russia, 
will join Russian-made paper cur-
rency issued in the eastern half of 
the country, which is outside the 
control of the UN-recognised gov-
ernment based in Tripoli in the west.

Libya, once one of the richest 
countries in Africa, faced a sharp de-
cline in living standards since a 2011 
NATO-backed uprising toppled dic-
tator Muammar Qaddafi.

(Reuters)

Saudi Arabia has announced the 
launch of an independent economic 
zone on the Red Sea, three times the 
size of Cyprus and with $500 billion 
in projected investments.

The zone, dubbed NEOM, covers 
an uninterrupted coastline of nearly 
470km in north-western Saudi Ara-
bia and is to extend into neighbour-
ing Jordan and Egypt, a statement 
released by the kingdom’s Public 
Investment Fund said.

(Agence France-Presse)

World Cup 2022 host Qatar, un-
der global scrutiny over its alleged 
ill-treatment of foreign workers, 
agreed to a range of labour reforms, 
including the introduction of a mini-
mum wage.

Other proposed changes include 
job contracts being lodged with 
the government so they cannot be 
changed on arrival in Qatar and em-
ployers no longer being able to stop 
staff from leaving the country.

State media announced the gas-
rich emirate had signed bilateral ac-
cords with 36 countries, from which 
it draws most of its 2 million-person 
foreign workforce, to provide legal 
protection for workers.

(Agence France-Presse)

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan said his country was pre-
pared to help Iraq’s central govern-
ment export oil through a pipeline 
that would largely bypass Iraq’s 
Kurdish region.

Speaking alongside Iraqi Prime 
Minister Haider al-Abadi, Erdogan 
said talks were under way on a pos-
sible move to close Turkey’s bor-
der with the autonomous Kurdish 
region, which had a non-binding 
referendum on independence in 
September. Both Turkey and Iraq 
strongly opposed the vote.

(The Associated Press)

Briefs

Saad Guerraoui

Lamine Ghanmi

Competing visions. Secretary-General of the Tunisian Genral Labour Union (UGTT) Noureddine Tabboubi (L) 
and UTICA leader Ouided Bouchamaoui in Tunis.                              (AFP)

Tunisia’s powerful labour unions and 
employers’ federation on collision course

World Bank highlights Morocco’s achievements 
but sees youth employment as ‘daunting challenge’

The government 
expects to increase 
both the value added 
tax and the employers’ 
contribution to social 
benefits for 
workers by 1%.
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Cairo

L 

ike millions of Egyptians, 
construction worker Mo-
hamed Sabet, 27, was 
shocked and disgusted by 
the news that the bodies 

of 13 Egyptian migrants had been 
found in eastern Libya, 200km 
south of Tobruk.

The Egyptian nationals were 
thought to have crossed the border 
into Libya looking for work. Their 
bodies were found in September 
not far from a broken-down vehicle. 
They appeared to have died of hun-
ger and thirst

Sabet, a construction worker 
from the southern Egyptian city of 
Assiut, worked in Sabha, Libya, but 
returned to Egypt almost two years 
ago because of the security situa-
tion in the country. He said he is 
planning to return to Libya to join 
friends working there, despite the 
danger.

“I have been here searching for 
a job for two years now but to no 
avail,” said Sabet, a father of two 
children. “True, it is not safe in Lib-

ya but there is nothing else people 
like me can do.”

Egypt has sought to increase 
security along the border to stop 
arms and jihadists entering from 
Libya and what is being billed as 
the world’s largest military base 
was established west of Alexandria 
this year. Desperate Egyptians still 
journey into Libya with the help of 
people-smuggling rings, however.

The Egyptian Foreign Ministry 
has repeatedly warned Egyptians 
not to travel to Libya. Egyptian bor-
der guards increased patrols to pre-
vent nationals from crossing into 
Libya. Given that the Egyptian-Lib-
yan border is 1,150km long, such ef-
forts are likely to meet with limited 
success.

Egypt has enforced a complete 
travel ban to Libya since February 
2015, when the Islamic State (ISIS) 
beheaded 21 Coptic Egyptians. In 
July, the bodies of 48 Egyptian mi-
grants were found north-west of the 
Jaghbub Oasis, 400km south of To-
bruk, an indicator of workers’ des-
peration and the dangers they face.

The Egyptian Labour Ministry 
said approximately 1 million Egyp-
tians work in Libya. The number 
has fallen from 3 million Egyptians 

who were working in Libya before 
the 2011 uprising that ousted Mua-
mmar Qaddafi.

Egyptian workers have been tar-
geted by Islamist radical groups, 
particularly ISIS, in retaliation for 
Cairo’s backing of Libyan Field Mar-
shal Khalifa Haftar and his National 
Libyan Army. Egyptian air strikes 
against militant targets in Libya this 
year increased the threat, analysts 
said.

Economists in Cairo said stronger 
statements from the Foreign Minis-
try against travel to Libya or tough-
er measures from border guards to 
prevent people from crossing into 
Libya could help but efforts to in-
crease job opportunities in Egypt 
are likely more important.

“This is more about the need 
for creating jobs here so that those 
who want to travel to Libya to find 
work can find it here,” said Ehab al-

Desouki, an economics professor 
at Sadat Academy for Management 
Sciences. “Egyptians do not travel 
to Libya because they want that 
but because they cannot find work 
here.”

This was a sentiment echoed by 
Khalid Abushusha, the brother of 
one of the Egyptian workers who 
died in Libya in July. “Why do 
young people travel like this and 
throw themselves into the fire? It’s 
because they don’t find anything 
here. There are no job opportunities 
making them stay,” he told Reuters.

While the government has 
launched development and infra-
structure projects that aim to in-
crease employment opportunities, 
unemployment remains high. The 
unemployment rate was 12% in the 
first quarter of 2017, the Central 
Agency for Public Mobilisation and 
Statistics said.

Unemployment is especially high 
in southern Egypt, including in As-
siut, despite a government develop-
ment strategy in the southern prov-
inces.

Nonetheless, many are ready to 
risk their lives for an opportunity to 
work in Libya. Maysa Attwa, a mem-
ber of the Labour Force Committee 

in parliament, said she and her col-
leagues have been discussing ways 
to convince workers to stay in Egypt 
or even apply to seek work abroad, 
as long as it is not in Libya.

“We encourage the Labour Minis-
try and the Labour Union to inten-
sify their efforts to either help these 
workers find work here, or in other 
stable countries,” Attwa said.

She added that parliament has 
been discussing legislation that 
would seek to commit the govern-
ment to offering training to univer-
sity graduates and workers to pre-
pare them for work in Egypt or for 
competitive labour markets outside 
the country.

This is too little too late for Sabet, 
who said he would be happy to work 
abroad in any other country but that 
no one in Libya has been checking 
whether he has a work visa or em-
ployee sponsor. In Libya’s south-
western city of Sabha, he said, there 
are many Egyptians who are work-
ing without problems.

“What I got in terms of payment 
there was almost three times what 
I get in Egypt even when I can find 
work,” Sabet said. “True, Libya is 
dangerous but my children and I 
could die of hunger if I stay here.”

Hassan Abdel Zaher

Chasing opportunities. An Egyptian worker harvests dates from a palm tree in Tajura, a coastal suburb of the Libyan capital Tripoli.          (AFP)   

Despite risks, Egyptian workers cross into Libya

Egypt   

H
ere’s how to create 
a crisis when you 
don’t need one: 
Trash a successful 
government pro-
gramme, combine 
it with a religiously 

conservative environment, mix in 
economic problems and garnish 
with an unhealthy dose of nation-
alism. Voila! You have a serious 
overpopulation problem in Egypt.

While other Arab countries in 
North Africa face a similar sce-
nario, it’s Egypt’s population boom 
that has attracted attention.

In May, the head of Egypt’s Cen-
tral Agency for Public Mobilisa-
tion and Statistics announced the 
country’s population had reached 
93 million. A few days later Egyp-
tian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, 
on a television talk show, com-
mented that the population crisis 
was “no less dangerous than the 
challenge of terrorism.”

Last year, Egypt’s population 
grew by 2 million. There is a good 
chance it will grow by that much 

again this year.
Egypt has not always had a 

population problem. Until about 

2008, it was the model for other 
developing countries in terms of 
controlling population growth. 
Government programmes, assisted 
by national and foreign NGOs, 
played a significant role in keeping 
the fertility rate low.

Then, for some reason, the 
government stopped most of those 
programmes and put that money 
into other areas. The fertility rate 
began to grow slowly. In 2011, 
Egypt removed sex education from 
school curricula. Teachers were ex-
pected to just bring it up sometime 
during the year. Sadly, few did.

Religious conservatism played 
a role in keeping the discussion of 
sex education out of the class-
room. A more traditional form of 
conservatism, men’s reluctance to 
wear condoms, did not help either.

The situation worsened un-
der the year-long presidency of 
Muhammad Morsi of the Muslim 
Brotherhood, whose message to 
women was basically “have more 
babies.” The economic crisis of 
the last couple of years made the 
situation worse. Women have had 
an increasingly hard time finding 
birth control pills and growing 

poverty meant that economically 
hard-hit families were inclined to 
increase their numbers as a hedge 
for the future.

Another blow came when for-
eign NGOs that might have helped 
with this health issue were kicked 
out of Egypt and local NGOs were 
forbidden from accepting money 
from outside sources.

Egypt is not the only country in 
the region with a growing popula-
tion problem. Algerian Minister 
of Health, Population and Hospi-
tal Reform Mokhtar Hasbellaoui 
recently announced that the 
country’s population would hit 51 
million by 2030. He said the gov-
ernment would realign policy ob-
jectives to find a balance between 
the growing population and social 
and economic growth. Easier said 
than done, unfortunately.

Other countries in the region, 
such as Morocco, also face dramat-
ic population surges.

Western countries fear this 
population growth as much as 
Egyptian authorities do. Too many 
people living in poverty without a 
chance to improve their situation 
means migration. It’s a situation 

that could play into the hands 
of far-right groups in Europe, 
the United States, Australia and 
Canada.

The far right has denounced the 
influx of immigrants caused by 
the Syrian crisis. A far-right anti-
Muslim, anti-immigration party 
in Germany won federal parlia-
mentary seats for the first time in 
decades.

Egypt is trying to fix the prob-
lem. It launched “Two Is Enough,” 
a programme primarily aimed at 
women 35 and younger who have 
one or two children. The goal is to 
drive Egypt’s fertility rate down to 
2.4 from its current 3.5.

Whether it will work is an 
open question. Government 
programmes based primarily on 
persuasion don’t work as well as 
those that come with money to 
help a family.

Egypt doesn’t have much time 
to turn the situation around. If the 
population continues to grow at its 
current rate, about five times the 
rate of other developing countries, 
it could reach 180 million by 2050, 
which would make a very bad situ-
ation much, much worse.

As bad as terrorism? Egypt’s population crisis
Tom Regan

Too many people 
living in poverty 
without a chance 
to improve their 
situation means 
migration.

The Egyptian 
Labour Ministry 
says approximately  
1 million Egyptians 
work in Libya.



21October 29, 2017

Society

Baghdad

“M 

y low score on the 
exam did not al-
low me to enlist 
in public higher 
education so I 

had to settle for a private univer-
sity,” said Ahmad Aziz, a 22-year-
old communications student at 
Baghdad’s Al-Farahidi University 
College.

“With a 56% score, I was happy 
to join the Faculty of Information. 
Tuition fees in private establish-
ments are quite expensive. In some 
faculties of human sciences, these 
can go up to $3,000 annually,” Aziz 
said.

The option Aziz had to continue 
his higher education is one taken 
by thousands of Iraqi students who 
fail to qualify for enrolment in state 
universities.

Asma, who studies computer en-
gineering, lost a whole academic 
year after joining a private college 
that was not accredited by the Min-
istry of Higher Education and Sci-
entific Research.

“It was a big shock for me. Af-
ter completing my first year and 
spending millions of dinars [1 mil-
lion Iraqi dinars equals about $840] 
at al Nousour College, I found out 
that the college wasn’t licensed 
and its degree is worthless on the 
market,” said Asma, who asked to 
be identified by her first name. She 
has moved to another private insti-
tution.

Despite conflict and political 
instability, the number of private 
higher learning facilities has soared 
in Iraq since 2003. Private universi-
ties give Iraqi students who score 
lower on a secondary-school exit 
exam a chance to enter fields such 
as medicine and engineering, from 
which they would otherwise be 
blocked.

Parliament’s Education Commit-
tee expressed alarm at the increase 
in private colleges, which it blamed 
for the decline of academic stand-
ards of university graduates.

“The level in education at private 
colleges is very weak. Some schools 
do not meet the basic education 
standards recognised regionally 
and internationally. Their aim is 
to make money at the expense of 
quality,” said Education Commit-
tee MP Abeer Husseini.

“Some private colleges have ac-

cepted students in medicine and 
pharmacy with a score of 60%, 
whereas in state universities they 
cannot enroll in such majors if they 
have less than 95%.”

Husseini said the Ministry of 
Education decided graduates from 
unaccredited universities should 
undergo proficiency tests. “The 
exams are prepared and corrected 
by teachers from state universities. 
These would allow the students to 
equate their diplomas and years 
spent at the (unlicensed) college,” 
she said.

In 2016, Iraq, Syria, Yemen, Lib-
ya, Sudan and Somalia were re-
moved from the World Economic 
Forum (WEF) global education 
quality index because their schools 
didn’t meet basic education stand-
ards. After 2003, many interna-
tional and foreign universities 
stopped recognising Iraqi universi-
ty degrees because their standards  
couldn’t be verified.

Iraq has 52 private universities 
and 35 state colleges, including 15 
unaccredited private institutions, 
the Ministry of Education said.

Education Ministry spokesman 
Haider al-Aboudi said private edu-

cation in Iraq started in the 1980s 
but there were very few private es-
tablishments at the time.

“The conditions for establishing 
a university include meeting finan-
cial, human resources and scien-
tific requirements but the problem 
today is that some colleges without 
accreditation continue to admit 
students. Also, some private uni-
versities accept high school gradu-
ates from literature programmes in 
their science departments,” Aboudi 
stated.

Jassim al-Fares, an economics 
professor at the University of Mo-
sul, blamed the chaos plaguing the 
private education sector on power-
ful political parties and religious 
leaders who have established col-
leges to increase their popularity 
and visibility.

“They have exploited the situ-
ation to create establishments 
which do not possess the minimum 
educational requirements and aca-
demic standards amid government 
neglect and absence of state con-
trol,” Fares said.

“Private education is a wide-
spread trend in many countries in 
the world but it abides by the rules 

of law and the rules of investment 
in higher learning,” he said. “In 
Iraq, the sector suffers many flaws 
and defects. There is a huge gap be-
tween our private universities and 

private institutions abroad, which 
meet the high levels of scientific 
quality and are recognised interna-
tionally.”

Private colleges have been hiring 
retired public education teachers 
who have no pensions from the 
government, Fares noted. Private 
colleges have also made education 
accessible to those seeking classes 
closer to their homes, as Iraq con-
tinues to face violence and insecu-
rity.

The decline in education qual-
ity in Iraq started since the 1990s 
because of wars and sanctions. Be-
fore that, the Iraqi education sys-
tem was recognised by UNESCO as 
one of the most developed in the 
Arab world.

“What Iraq needs is a clear vi-
sion and well-defined strategy for 
upgrading education in the private 
sector according to the guidelines 
and conditions adopted interna-
tionally by private institutions,” 
Fares said.

Oumayma Omar, based in 
Baghdad, is a contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of
The Arab Weekly.

Oumayma Omar

Private higher education in Iraq 
is expensive, quality questionable

Private or public education? Iraqi students attend their graduation ceremony at the Technical University of Baghdad.              (AFP)

The problem today is that 
some colleges without 
accreditation continue 
to admit students.

Education Ministry 
spokesman 
Haider al-Aboudi

“
 W  hen you 

lose hope, 
nothing 
else is im-
portant,” 
Golara, 
20, told 

Mardomsalari, the daily newspa-
per published by Iran’s centrist 
Democracy Party. Addicted to 
methamphetamines, Golara 
explained that she prostitutes 
herself to pay for her drug habit. 
Sommayeh, her co-worker, added 
as she disappeared into the night: 
“Pray to God that we die as soon 
as possible.”

Golara and Sommayeh personify 
the Persian saying: “When poverty 
knocks on the door, honour leaves 
out of the window.” Both rep-
resent a reality that the Iranian 
regime wants to hide.

The revolution of 1979 and 
the establishment of the Islamic 
Republic, after all, were meant to 

create a chaste society. Iranian 
revolutionaries said they were 

engaged in a moral struggle and 

that it would correct the alleged 
immorality of the shah’s regime.

In one of their first revolutionary 
deeds, they bulldozed the Shahr-e 
No neighbourhood in Tehran, no-
torious for its brothels. The revolu-
tionary regime closed cabarets and 
imposed a mandatory veil or hijab 
to protect women from the public 
gaze. The physical separation of 
men and women in public spaces 
was introduced. The criminal code 
set punishments ranging from can-
ing to stoning for transgressions of 
the laws of chastity.

Today, 39 years after the revolu-
tion, prostitution is not restricted 
to one neighbourhood of the 
Iranian capital. It has spread 
throughout Tehran. Worse, unlike 
in the pre-revolutionary era, there 
is no medical care available to 
sex workers and there is no birth 
control and protection against 
sexually transmitted disease 
available to underage girls in the 
trade. The hijab and the physical 
separation of men and women 
in public spaces have failed to 

protect chastity. Home parties and 
private debauchery have replaced 
cabarets.

All of the above are not the 
claims of columnists critical of 
the Islamic Republic. They are the 
findings of the “Social Report,” 
published by the Rahman Insti-
tute, an NGO working in Iran.

The report stated that prostitu-
tion has reached epidemic propor-
tions in the Islamic Republic. More 
than 500,000 women are reported-
ly engaged in prostitution all over 
the country. Large urban centres, 
including the major pilgrimage 
sites of Qom and Mashhad, at-
tract the greatest number of sex 
workers. They engage in so-called 
temporary marriages.

In Tehran, however, there is not 
even the pretence of legality or the 
custom of the temporary marriage. 
Instead, men in cars pick up sex 
workers on the main streets of the 
capital. Perhaps more shocking, 
some of the sex workers ply their 
trade with the knowledge or even 
the encouragement of their hus-

bands because the family sees no 
other way to escape poverty.

Prostitution is not limited to 
women. The Iranian media often 
report on male prostitutes and the 
rent boys patronised by well-to-do 
ladies. A report in Mardomsalari 
said three young flatmates, all of 
whom work as accountants, sup-
plement their salary by sleeping 
with wealthy older women. They 
insist they are not prostitutes be-
cause they aren’t female.

Prostitution exists in most socie-
ties and Iran is no exception. What 
is exceptional in the Iranian case is 
the authorities’ double standard in 
dealing with it. The regime ignores 
the prostitution epidemic, its caus-
es and its effects on society. This 
is, of course, much worse than the 
regulated prostitution of the pre-
revolutionary era. Brave sections 
of Iranian society are bringing 
the issue to public attention but 
it doesn’t seem likely the regime 
will demonstrate similar courage 
and devise rational policies to deal 
with the situation.

The other Tehran behind the veil of chastity
Ali Alfoneh

In Tehran, there is 
not even the 
pretence of legality 
or the custom of 
the temporary 
marriage. 
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Sharjah

A 

ground-breaking ex-
hibition dedicated to 
the career of one of the 
Arab world’s most in-
fluential female artists, 

Thuraya al-Baqsami, runs through 
December 16 at the Sharjah Art 
Museum.

“Lasting Impressions: Thuraya 
al-Baqsami” is the eighth entry in 
Sharjah Art Museum’s “Lasting Im-
pressions” series that pays tribute 
to the region’s most influential art-
ists.

Born in Kuwait in 1951, Baqsami 
was one of the pioneering female 
artists in the Gulf region, exhibit-
ing art and publishing short stories 
as a teenager in the 1960s.

Having studied fine art in Cairo, 
she went to Moscow for her mas-
ter’s degree in illustration and to 
Senegal to learn silk painting, batik 
and ceramics in the 1980s. Back 
in Kuwait, she plunged headlong 
into her work, which reflects the 
vibrant and intense modernisation 
phase in Gulf society.

Baqsami developed along a fo-
cused path that reflected various 
cultural influences and her own 
experiences and the highs and 
lows of the Arab world as well, all 
through the women’s view.

The exhibition, curated by her 
daughter Monira al-Qadiri, an ac-
complished artist herself, is the 
most comprehensive retrospec-
tive of her mother’s career. A 
book about Baqsami was released 

in Sharjah at the opening of the 
show and a documentary is be-
ing shown, along with the more 
than 200 paintings, posters, draw-
ings and illustrations dating to the 
1960s.

“It is a long journey that start-
ed when I was 13,” Baqsami said. 
“Now I am 66 but when I look 
back at my growth — how my work 
has developed, changed over the 
course of the years in terms of sub-
ject, medium and technique — I am 
happy about it.”

Baqsami said she could absorb 
whatever was going around her, 
in her art as well as in her writ-
ing “like a sponge.” Many women 
ventured into art in Kuwait in the 
1960s, most of whom have stopped 
producing, while she continued as 
an artist and writer along with a ca-
reer as a journalist.

A mother of three, Baqsami only 
recently stopped working in media 
to devote full time to her art. She 
attributes her tenacity and produc-
tivity to her determination to leave 
behind her own legacy.

Baqsami has written a novel, six 
short story collections, three vol-
umes of poems, three children’s 
books and art criticism papers.

For Qadiri, who has been collect-
ing her mother’s work since 2010, 
bringing together works from pub-
lic and private collections around 
the world, along with the Sharjah 
Art Museum officials, has been a 
“labour of love.” She said that, ex-
cept for a smaller show in Kuwait 
in 2011, such a comprehensive and 
historic show was unprecedented, 
although Baqsami has had 60 solo 
exhibitions worldwide and par-

ticipated in more than 250 group 
exhibitions. Her works are in the 
collections of the British Museum, 
UNESCO, the Museum of Human 
Rights in Geneva and the Kuwait 
National Museum, among others.

The exhibition in Sharjah is 
neatly organised allowing viewers 
to follow the evolution of Baqsa-
mi’s art, the various cultural and 
stylistic influences and the artist’s 
feminist vision from an Arab per-
spective.

The intense growth and experi-
mentation mark the period from 
1964-82, at the end of which her 
personal style emerges. Vibrant 
colours mark the phase through 
1990, when she returned to Kuwait 
and entered her busiest period as 
artist, journalist, columnist, illus-
trator and radio host.

In the early 1990s, Baqsami and 
her family experienced months of 
trauma following the occupation 
of Kuwait by Iraqi leader Saddam 
Hussein’s forces. Her husband 
was a prisoner of war and a paint-
ing from 1992 titled “Return of the 
Parted” depicts a very personal 
and universal emotion of joy when 
the family was reunited. She cre-
ated 85 highly symbolic artworks 
during that period depicting the 
trauma of violence and tragedy so 
 close to home.

From 1993-99, there is a renewed 
passion for life in the artist fol-
lowing the liberation of her coun-
try. During the next two decades 
Baqsami incorporated new stylis-
tic elements as she explored inner 
worlds of untold stories and hid-
den memories.

Baqsami is working on a mam-
moth project of 1,000 paintings to 
form a giant mural, targeted for 
completion by next year. She has 
created 680 so far, some of which 
are on display in Sharjah.

N.P. Krishna Kumar is a 
Dubai-based contributor to 
The Arab Weekly.

N.P. Krishna Kumar

Thuraya al-Baqsami’s 
feminist approach to art

Renewed passion. Acclaimed Arab artist Thuraya al-Baqsami (L) and her daughter Monira al-Qadiri.
                           (Sharjah Art Museum)

‘Lasting 
Impressions: 
Thuraya al-Baqsami’ 
is the eighth entry in 
the Sharjah Art 
Museum’s series that 
pays tribute to the 
region’s most 
important artists.

Tunis

W 

hile calligraphy 
has long been re-
nowned as an im-
portant artistic dis-
cipline in the Arab 

world, it has struggled to retain cul-
tural recognition in recent years. In 
Tunisia, calligraphists have raised 
the alarm that the country’s ancient 
Kairouan script could go extinct.

“We are trying to sensitise people 
about the importance of preserving 
the Tunisian script of Arabic callig-
raphy, which originated in the town 
of Kairouan in addition to promot-
ing other established scripts of cal-
ligraphy,” said Abdessalem Bejaoui, 
president of the Tunisian Associa-
tion of Calligraphy.

“Not many people today realise 
that Tunisia has had its own script 
of calligraphy, one that was used 
in writing most of the historical 
religious documents that are pre-
served now in Kairouan.

“We wanted to avoid the tag of 
the Arabic font to make it more in-
clusive of all types of fonts that are 
not recognised in the Arab world. 
Calligraphy is an art that can be also 
explored with other disciplines of 
art like painting, music and theatre. 
The idea is to help evolve the art of 
calligraphy to preserve this ancient 
art.”

Mohamed Anwar Trabelsi, a lo-
cal calligraphist, pointed out that 
the Tunisian script, which gained 
popularity in North Africa between 
the fifth and tenth centuries, had a 
significant effect.

“The Kairouan script is a school 
of calligraphy in North Africa. Kai-
rouan is credited with inspiring 
other scripts. For instance, the cal-
ligraphy scripts used in Mali and 
Andalusia are all from the Kairouan 
school of calligraphy. Some chose 
to add more fluidity to their font 
like Andalusia and the Bedouin in 
Sudan kept the rigidity of the font,” 
Trabelsi said.

“During the Hafsid rule, Tunisian 
calligraphy thrived as the first pen 
in Islamic history was manufac-
tured. It also bears influences of 
Italy, Andalusia and the orient with 
the waves of immigrants to Kair-
ouan.”

This unique history is emblem-
atic of Tunisia’s multicultural land-
scape, said Bejaoui, who stressed 
the need to modernise the art.

‘’The Tunisian script of callig-
raphy helped establish the 
Quran during the Islamic 
rule as the use of Arabic 
fonts was often associated 
with promoting the Quran, 
which we acknowledge 
and deem sacred,” he said, 
adding there is “a need to 
make it more contempo-
rary.”

“It is not acceptable 
that we remain blindly 
attached to the old pat-
terns. We live in a world 
of technology and pro-
gress, which urges us 
to also try to explore 
the other aspects of 
the art. The Tunisian 
script cannot be only 
restricted to writing 
Quranic verses but 
should be explored 
in other instances of 
art,” he said.

Bejaoui and Trabelsi have worked 
to educate the public, particularly 
young Tunisians, on the country’s 
rich history in calligraphy. In Sep-
tember, a calligraphy exhibition 
organised by the Tunisian Associa-
tion of the Arts featured 51 works 
by 32 calligraphists. Last year, an 
exhibition titled “Our Kairouan” 
— a reference to the art’s origins — 
showcased Tunisia’s script to inter-
national calligraphists.

“We have a long tradition of cal-
ligraphy in Tunisia,” Bejaoui said. 
“We work on teaching all scripts of 
calligraphy, including the Ottoman 
and others but we want to focus on 
the Kairouan script. We can’t make 
progress without protecting and 
developing our roots.”

Despite the art’s significance, a 
lack of cultural awareness and ac-
cess to products has made it diffi-
cult for artists specialising in callig-
raphy, he said.

“We don’t have an industry for 
the products we use for calligra-
phy,” Trabelsi said. “This is normal 
as the effect of technology is reach-
ing deep. In Iran and Istanbul, the 
market of calligraphy is alive but 
here we are struggling because of 
the rupture between the present 
and the past. Many people don’t 
believe that calligraphy can be art.

“People use calligraphy painting 
as decoration and gifts and people 
thought of it as common so the 
politics of the government didn’t 
encourage recognition of the cal-
ligraphists as artists. It was a pro-
fession to write documents and 
painting. More research into the 
history of Tunisian calligraphy can 
help establish it as art as it would 
strengthen the status of calligraphy 
as art. More people should lobby 
and carry this job. These are ele-
ments that can help.”

Tunisian calligraphists are trying 
to promote the art to younger gen-
erations to preserve the tradition 
and help the art flourish.

“Children find it fun to draw the 
letters. There are other techniques 
they learn like drawing on the wa-
ter,” Bejaoui said. “It is all art and 
not just a writing font that can be 
on the wood and one-stroke tech-
nique.”

“We hope younger generations 
manage to bring calligraphy to 
flourish like it used to be, he added. 
“One must not overlook the impor-
tance of calligraphy in preserving 
our heritage.”

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel 
and Culture contributor to 
The Arab Weekly.

Roua Khlifi

Tunisia’s ancient 
calligraphy 
style in jeopardy

Various influences. Artist Thuraya al-Baqsami talks to visitors at 
the inauguration of her retrospective exhibition.     (Sharjah Art Museum)

New patterns. Calligraphy by 15-year-old Nour Fadhloun, 
the youngest participant in the calligraphy exhibition 
“Our Kairouan.”                                       (The Tunisian Association of Calligraphy)
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Beirut

G 

ermany’s Goethe-Institut 
is keen on highlighting 
the Arab region’s artistic 
and creative potential, 
often overshadowed by 

images of war, displacement and 
terrorism.

Mani Pournaghi, director of the 
Goethe-Institut Lebanon, stressed 
growing German interest in Arab 
cultural scenes and the institute’s ef-
forts to create platforms of interac-
tion and exchange.

“The Arab region is an important 
region for us, in view of the devel-
opments that are taking place and 
the refugee situation in Germany,” 
Pournaghi said. “We have a two-
way approach in our programmes 
because we want to mirror what is 
happening on the (cultural scenes) 
of the Arab region to German audi-
ence and transmit German culture 
and values to the region.”

“The Goethe-Institut’s main mis-
sion generally is to promote German 
as a foreign language but we have a 
new approach: That is to create plat-
forms for cultural encounters and 
exchange with the aim of establish-
ing long-term relations with the lo-
cal scenes and encouraging co-crea-
tions and co-productions.”

The Goethe-Institut, which is the 
official cultural institute of Ger-
many, has branches in most coun-
tries of the Middle East and North 
Africa among a global network of 
160 centres. Programmes such as 

the Laboratory of Arts, Backstory, 
Kultur Academy and Music Room 
are among the activities organised 
or supported by the institute to give 
exposure to Arab artists and connect 
them with cultural circles in Germa-
ny, Pournaghi said.

The Laboratory of Arts is a long-
term project that supports Syrian 
artists affected by the war in addition 
to other Arab artists. Participants are 
selected by a special jury and their 
works are co-produced with support 
from the institute. “We invite pro-
grammers, curators and journalists 
from German museums to attend 
showcasing events so that the cura-
tors may include artists in their pro-
grammes,” Pournaghi said.

The Backstory project, imple-
mented in partnership with Beirut 
Art Residency (BAR), offers a two-
month residency for young and ris-
ing Arab and German film-makers. 
Participants are mentored and pro-
vided with technical equipment and 
a space in which to create their pro-
jects. “In this programme we want 
to mix the artists and give them a 
platform to network, collaborate 
and gain insights from other film-
makers in the region and Europe,” 
Pournaghi said.

The institute’s Carte Blanche aims 
to reduce prejudices and miscon-
ception of the Arab world in East 
European countries where pop-
ulism sparked by the refugee crisis 
is high. Beirut, Amman and Cairo 
were twinned with European coun-
terparts — Bratislava, Prague and 
Vilnius, respectively — for six weeks 
during which Arab artists show-
cased their talents to East European 
audiences.

“We wanted to show what is go-
ing on in the region in terms of cul-
ture, arts and creative potentials 
and expose Arab artists to a bigger 
and international audience. The aim 
was also to provide this kind of a dif-
ferent picture of the Arab world, to 
break the stereotypes and prejudic-
es,” Pournaghi said.

The Goethe-Institut Damascus — 

In Exile project was also designed 
to break prejudices and miscon-
ception, Pournaghi explained. 
For weeks, the institute, which 
was closed in in Syria in 2012, was 
brought back to life in Berlin in the 
form of a pop-up place. Syrian and 
Arab artists were invited to take part 
in more than 60 events covering 
various fields, including literature, 
music, acting and the visual arts

“It was yet another way to show 
all the positive things and the poten-
tials in the region,” Pournaghi said.

The Kultur Academy and Music 
Room are among the institute’s re-
gional programmes. While the Kul-
tur Academy  is aimed at training 

cultural managers and practition-
ers, the Music Room is meant to pro-
mote Arabic music.

“For the Music Room we scouted 
three to five emerging contempo-
rary musicians in each Arab country, 
recorded them professionally and 
produced music videos in their pri-
vate places, which we then posted 
on a platform for music distribution 
in Europe,” Pournaghi said.

In Lebanon, the Goethe-Institut, 
established in 1955, is among the 
oldest worldwide. It recently in-
augurated new premises in Beirut, 
which are equipped with state-of-
the art digital technology for learn-
ing and accessing information. Its 

online library includes books in 
German and translations in English, 
French and Arabic.

The institute also organised the 
German Film Week, which was at-
tended by the directors of the fea-
tured movies and brought the Ger-
man Pavilion at the Venice biennale 
to Beirut’s Sursock Museum

The Goethe-Institut is concerned 
with bridging distances and re-
ducing prejudice, Pournaghi said, 
stressing that “we are strongly con-
vinced that art has a huge power in 
bringing people closer.”

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

Culture

Cairo

S 

tepping into the small dis-
play area on a quiet street 
of Cairo’s Maadi neighbour-
hood leads to an amazing 
assortment of innovative 

décor pieces and artefacts.
Gezazy, an eco-friendly business, 

is the first of its kind in Egypt, creat-
ing home décor and furniture from 
recycled glass and wood. “Recycled 
products, handmade items, lots of 
artefacts at Gezazy. We are wait-
ing for you,” reads a sign post made 
from recycled wood at the shop.

Arabic calligraphy and artistic 
shapes are drawn on lamps, chan-
deliers, planting pots and vases 
displayed on recycled shelves near 
chairs, boxes, bedroom sets and ta-
bles. All items artistically designed 
to appeal to Gezazy’s customers.

At Gezazy’s workshop, the project 
partners also produce custom-made 
furniture pieces or glass items.

“It’s a family business. My wife 
and brother work with me in addi-
tion to a few friends. We all work 
hand in hand to keep the project 
going,” says founder and co-owner 
Moustafa Abdel-Maged.

In some cases, customers bring 
bottles or jars to the shop and re-
quest specific modifications.

“This is a great project,” said one 
customer. “Why not make use of 
used glass to produce such pieces 
of art instead of throwing them  

in the garbage?”
“I also like the fact that furniture 

items are made at Gezazy in such a 
creative way, different from ordi-
nary pieces that you find in the mar-
ket.”

Abdel-Maged insists on using 
old wood because “the customer 
doesn’t need new wood to have a 
piece of furniture.”

“We buy whatever amount we 
need of old, massive wood from 
scrap dealers, create the furniture 
pieces and sell them at reasonable 
prices,” he said.

The shop was named Gezazy, 
which means “my glass” in the Up-
per Egyptian dialect, because of the 
founder’s origin. “I come from As-
wan and this is how we pronounce it 

there. We chose this name because 
we started the project by producing 
recycled glass items and I meant it 
to be ‘my glass’ rather than just any 
glass,” Abdel-Maged said.

The inspiration for Gezazy came 
to him in 2008 when he owned a 
small décor office in the Red Sea re-
sort city of Marsa Alam. He said he 
was shocked by the number of liq-
uor bottles piled up and then buried 
in the mountains every day.

“I thought, ‘Why not create some-
thing artistic out of these bottles,’ 
especially that I’m very much inter-
ested in art and drawing,” he said.

Driven by his creative skills and 
determination to craft beautiful ob-
jects from waste, Abdel-Maged pro-
duced his first Gezazy piece in 2010. 
It was displayed and sold at a festival 
in Marsa Alam.

“It was our first experience with 
customers,” he said. Since then, eve-
ry year, Gezazy founders organise 
the “Gezazy — Feast of Life” festival 
during the last three days of Octo-
ber, hosting artists who create prod-
ucts using recycled materials.

The Gezazy shop and workshop 
were inaugurated in March 2011. 
A few months later the project suf-
fered a setback because of Egypt’s 
economic struggles following the 
January 2011 uprising. The partners 
had to shutter their workshop but 
kept the shop.

“We could not pay the rent of the 
workshop at the time, so we started 
working at home and used friends’ 
workshops until we managed to 
get back on our feet and reopen the 

workshop,” Abdel-Maged recalled.
Gezazy’s business is now doing 

well as people have become grow-
ingly appreciative of possessing dec-
orations and home furniture made 
of glass waste and old wood.

“People value our products. More-
over, the devaluation of the Egyp-
tian pound against the US dollar 
made the prices of similar products, 
whether local or imported, very 
high. People look at our products 
and see high quality and affordable 
prices,” he said.

Abdel-Maged said he frequently 
finds glass items in plastic cases 
at the doorstep of Gezazy when he 
opens the shop. Many young cou-
ples seek Gezazy’s artistic twist and 
knowledge to furnish their homes 
out of recycled materials.

“People started believing in us 
and our project to the extent that 
they support us with what they have 
without being asked,” Abdel-Maged 
said.

“Gezazy is a project whose value 
is in the people who believe in it,” 
he added, noting that the idea of re-
cycling is becoming entrenched in 
people’s minds.

Marwa al-A’sar is a Cairo-based 
journalist.

Marwa al-A’sar

Egyptian project creates décor pieces from waste

Valued products. A view inside the Gezazy Shop in Cairo.  
                                   (Marwa Al-A’sar)

Germany’s Goethe-Institut 
disseminating Arab art in Europe
Samar Kadi

Bridging distances. Lebanese Culture Minister Ghattas Khoury (L), Director of the Goethe-Institut in 
Lebanon Mani Pournaghi (C) and Regional Director of the Goethe-Institut for the MENA region Elke 
Kaschl Mohni at the inauguration of the new premises in Beirut.                                           (Kinobey Productions)

Programmes are 
devised to reduce 
prejudices and 
misconception of 
the Arab world in 
Germany and other 
parts of Europe.

Gezazy is the first of 
its kind in Egypt, 
creating home décor 
and furniture from 
recycled material.
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Agenda

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

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

Erfoud:
Through October 31

The Moroccan Erfoud region is 
famous for its date palms and 
every year after harvest local 
tribesmen come together for 
a festival to play traditional 
music, perform Berber dances 
and exhibit local cuisine. There 
is also horse racing.

London:
Through November 5 

The Nour Festival of Arts high-
lights contemporary Middle 
Eastern and North African arts 
and culture in venues across 
Kensington and Chelsea in 
London. The festival features 
exhibitions, music, cinema, 
food, talks and dance perfor-
mances.

Beirut:
Through December 28

Events associated with Sursock 
Museum Late Nights take place 
noon-9pm each Thursday at 
the Sursock Museum. The 
events include 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.

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, the festival this 
year will take place in Tunis 
and other parts of Tunisia over 
eight days. A parallel pro-
gramme 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, wine, beer and spirits. 
Celebrity chefs will be on hand 
to meet people and share reci-
pes, entertaining dishes, cock-
tail courses and new trends in 
cooking.

Cairo:
November 21-30

The Cairo International Film 
Festival, established in 1976, 
will have its 39th edition at the 
Opera House over ten days. 
The programme includes world 
cinema projections, seminars, 
workshops, debates and trib-
utes.

Algiers:
December 1-8

The eighth Algiers Interna-
tional Film Festival takes place 
in El Mouggar Theatre and 
the Cinematheque of Algiers. 
Documentaries and fiction 
films are scheduled in an event 
that brings together independ-
ent movie producers from all 
over the world.

Aswan

E 

gypt celebrated the phe-
nomenal solar alignment 
at the Abu Simbel temple 
complex in the southern 
province of Aswan despite 

a national mourning period for gov-
ernment troops killed in a recent 
terrorist attack.

Hundreds of Egyptians and for-
eign tourists travelled to the Great 
Temple of Ramses II to witness the 
event that occurs twice a year, on 
Ramses’ birthday, October 22, and 
again on his coronation day, Febru-
ary 22.

Visitors arrived at the site on the 
western bank of Lake Nasser, the 
reservoir of the Aswan High Dam on 
the Nile River, hours before dawn, 
waiting for the sun to send a beam 
of light into the ancient temple’s 
dark inner chamber.

The sun rays illuminated the co-
lossal 22.5-metre tall statues of the 
temple, surrounding them with 
an aura of praise and respect. The 
beam set on Ramses II’s face from 
the east from a narrow opening.

“Everybody present was ecstatic 
to see such a wonderful phenom-
enon playing out in front of their 
eyes,” said Ahmed Saleh, the head of 
the Aswan Section at the Egyptian 
Ministry of Antiquities. “The solar 

alignment is a phenomenon that 
shows the vast advances made by 
the ancient Egyptians in astrology.”

Egypt was hoping to turn the sun 
alignment at the Abu Simbel tem-
ple into a magnet for international 
tourists and revive its tourism sec-
tor after almost two years of reces-
sion.

The sector received a painful blow 
in 2015 when terrorists bombed a 
Russian passenger plane over Si-
nai. The incident led to tour can-
cellations and flight suspensions, 
causing unprecedented losses to 
the tourism sector, which employs 
more than 5 million Egyptians.

Authorities in Aswan prepared 
for the sun alignment inside the 
Ramses II temple months earlier.

“We repaired the roads, upgraded 
the temple 
itself and 
provided com-
fortable places for 
visitors to witness 
the solar alignment,” 
said Mohamed Anwar, the 
head of the Abu Simbel Coun-
cil. “We wanted tourists to enjoy 
the sight of the sun illuminating the 
statues inside the temple and have 
memorable moments.”

The celebration was low-key be-
cause of the terrorist attack October 
20 near Cairo. Militants ambushed 
security forces during a raid on their 
desert hideout.

The event saddened Egypt but 
failed to dampen the enthusiasm of 
those who converged at the Tem-
ple of Ramses II hours before dawn 
amid tight security.

The solar alignment was especial-
ly important because it coincided 
with the 200th anniversary of the 
rediscovery of the Abu Simbel Tem-
ple by Swiss explorer Jean-Louis 
Burckhardt.

The temple, a UNESCO Heritage 
Site, had been buried in the sand for 

several centuries. It was built during 
the reign of Ramses II 32 centuries 
ago. It is hailed as one of the most 
beautiful of Egypt’s ancient monu-
ments and is well-known for its four 
colossal statues of Ramses II, the 
sun gods Re-Horakhty 
and Amon-Re 

and the Theban god of darkness 
Ptah, the only one not lit during the 
solar alignment.

The alignment brings the rays of 
the sun around 60 metres inside the 
temple, where walls are inscribed 
with records of important events.

“The sight of the sun illuminating 
the gigantic statues was more than 
splendid,” said Akram Abdullah, 
who travelled more than 1,000km 
from Alexandria to witness the solar 
alignment. “It gave me a lot of pride 
to be part of an event that demon-
strated the ancient Egyptians’ astro-
logical and engineering mastery.”

Egypt had planned a two-day cel-
ebration to mark the alignment and 
the anniversary of the temple’s re-
discovery.

Egyptian Culture Minister Helmi 
al-Namnam, who attended the so-
lar alignment ceremony, was to in-
augurate the new Aswan Palace of 
Culture, which should function as 
the new cultural hub of the south-
ern province, not far from the tem-
ple. However, the inauguration and 
folklore activities were cancelled 
out of respect for those killed in the 
terrorist attack two days earlier.

Anwar said he and the Abu Sim-
bel council would continue working 
to make the temple a favourite site 
for tourists.

“This is a site of unmatched beau-
ty, which never fails to make 

those who visit fall in love 
with it,” he said. “Ramses II 

was a great king whose greatness 
manifests itself clearly in the monu-
ments he left behind, including this 
temple, of course.”

Abu Simbel temple was relocated 
in the 1960s to make way for Lake 
Nasser. The move caused the solar 
alignment to occur one day later in 
the year than in the original site.

Mohamed Abu Shanab is an 
Egyptian reporter.

Sun alignment at Abu Simbel 
remains a magnet for tourists
Mohamed Abu Shanab

Visitors walk outside the temple of Ramses II at Abu Simbel.                        (Provided by Mohamed Abu Shanab)

Tourists gather near the temple of Abu Simbel to witness the sun illuminate the inner sanctuary.               (AFP)

The alignment 
brings the rays of 
the sun around  
60 metres inside the 
temple, where walls 
are inscribed with 
records of important 
events.

Egyptians perform a traditional 
dance in front of the temple of 
Abu Simbel.       (Reuters)


