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yrian President Bashar As-
sad’s army and its allies, 
supported by Russian air 
power, are reported to have 
seized the strategic eastern 

Syrian city of Deir ez-Zor from the 
collapsing Islamic State (ISIS), a ma-
jor boost for the Damascus regime 
as it battles to enhance its legitima-
cy before a political settlement to its 
long civil war.

Securing Deir ez-Zor and the large 
oilfields across the desert province 
also marks important gains for Rus-
sia and Iran, which engineered the 
reconquest of several other vital ar-
eas in recent months.

Those two powers will likely 
dominate a post-war Syria and tak-
ing Deir ez-Zor bolsters their region-
al ambitions to the detriment of the 
United States as it disengages in the 
Middle East.

Russia’s political and strategic in-
fluence in Syria, which began with 
its military intervention in Septem-
ber 2015 to rescue Assad, then fac-
ing defeat, centres on keeping him 
in power.

For Iran, uprooting ISIS in Deir 
ez-Zor means it is closer to securing 
the Mediterranean end of the land 
bridge from the Islamic Republic to 
Syria it is carving out under its ex-
pansion strategy in the region. Deir 
ez-Zor province borders Iraq, which 
is increasingly becoming an Iranian 
satrapy.

“What we see is a push by the 
regime and its backers to seize key 
infrastructure, such as oil and gas 
fields, and position to disrupt US-
led anti-ISIS operations further 
down the Euphrates,” observed 
analyst Jennifer Cafarella of the In-
stitute for the Study of War in Wash-
ington.

The regime’s reported victory 
came the day after Russian Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin visited Tehran, 
his first trip there since 2015, for 
talks with Iranian Supreme Leader 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei and Presi-
dent Hassan Rohani on expanding 
peace efforts in Syria.

The Syrian Observatory for Hu-
man Rights, a Britain-based or-
ganisation that monitors the war 
through a network of activists, said 
on November 2 that Assad’s forces 
had taken “full control” of Deir ez-
Zor after several weeks of heavy 
fighting.

With ISIS’s former caliphate in 
Syria steadily collapsing, the loss 

of Deir ez-Zor and the oilfields in 
the largely desert province marks a 
significant victory for Assad, Russia 
and Iran.

For Russia, it means that its po-
litical power in Syria has been en-
hanced as Moscow seeks to get new 
peace talks, jointly sponsored with 
Turkey and Iran, off the ground 
in Astana, capital of Kazakhstan. 
These are expected to embrace 
most Syrian rebel forces but remain 
up in the air.

The United States, hesitant about 
getting dragged into another messy 
Middle East conflict, has restricted 
its military presence to air strikes 
and supporting Kurdish-dominated 

rebels. This has meant that with no 
comprehensive strategy in Syria be-
yond crushing ISIS, US influence in 
the country and across the entire 
region has waned.

Russia and Iran have dominat-
ed both the political and military 
spheres, which are steadily con-
verging as the war moves towards 
its seventh year.

In this context, Assad’s future is 
the main stumbling block. Russia 
and Iran insist that Assad, who took 
over from his late father Hafez As-
sad in 2000, must remain head of 
state no matter what political for-
mula is applied.

Increasingly, the Americans want 

him out. US Secretary of State Rex 
Tillerson declared on October 26 
that Assad and his family have no 
place in any political transition.

“We do not believe that there is 
a future for the Assad regime and 
Assad family,” Tillerson said after 
meeting in Geneva with the UN 
Special Envoy for Syria Staffan de 
Mistura.

“The reign of the Assad family is 
coming to an end. The only issue is 
how that should be brought about.”

Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of  
The Arab Weekly.
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Russia’s presence looms large in 
Syria’s future, Iran’s shadow lurks
Ed Blanche

Spoils of war. Iranian President Hassan Rohani (R) and Russian President Vladimir Putin attend a meeting in Tehran, on November 1.  (AP)
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T 

he 100th anniversary of 
the Balfour Declaration 
aggravated tensions be-
tween Palestinians, who 
reflected on their misfor-

tunes, and Israelis, who celebrated 
the occasion that eventually led to 
the formation of their country.

“It’s so divisive even today be-
cause Zionists think that the Bal-
four Declaration laid the founda-
tion stone for modern Israel — and 
they’re right to think that — and by 
the same token non-Jewish Pales-
tinians and Arabs see it as the foun-
dation stone of their dispossession 
and misery,” historian Jonathan 
Schneer told the Associated Press.

Events celebrating the Balfour 
centenary took place in Israel, in-

cluding one in the Knesset, while 
thousands of Palestinians in the 
West Bank and Gaza took to the 
streets to express their objection 
to the day that Britain promised to 
create a home for Jews in historic 
Palestine.

“It being clearly understood that 
nothing shall be done which may 
prejudice the civil and religious 
rights of existing non-Jewish com-
munities in Palestine,” wrote Brit-
ish Foreign Secretary Lord Arthur 
Balfour on November 2, 1917.

From a Palestinian perspective, 
that part is yet to be fulfilled.

“[Balfour] promised a land that 
was not his to promise, disregard-
ing the political rights of those who 
already lived there. For the Pales-
tinian people — my people — the 
events this letter triggered have 
been as devastating as they have 
been far-reaching,” Palestinian 
President Mahmoud Abbas wrote 
in an opinion article in Britain’s 
Guardian newspaper.

“Today, Palestinians number 
more than 12 million and are scat-
tered throughout the world. Some 
were forced out of their homeland 
in 1948, with more than 6 million 
still living in exile to this day,” Ab-
bas wrote.

Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu travelled to Britain to 
mark the anniversary.

“One hundred years after Bal-
four, the Palestinians should finally 
accept a Jewish national home and 
finally accept a Jewish state and, 

when they do, the road to peace 
will be infinitely closer and, in my 
opinion, peace will be achievable,” 
Netanyahu told British Prime Min-
ister Theresa May.

The Balfour anniversary came at 
a time when the Middle East peace 
process appeared to have reached a 

dead end and showed little hope of 
being restarted.

Mamoon Alabbasi is Deputy 
Managing Editor and Online Editor 
of The Arab Weekly.
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Bitter centenary. Palestinians protest against Britain’s Balfour 
Declaration in the West Bank city of Ramallah, on November 2, the 
100th anniversary of the document.                    (AFP)

A century on, Balfour Declaration 
keeps regional tensions alive
Mamoon Alabbasi

The Balfour 
anniversary came at a 
time when the Middle 
East peace process 
appeared to have 
reached a dead end.
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ith the once seem-
ingly invulner-
able forces of 
the Islamic State 
(ISIS) in appar-

ent disarray, tacticians and 
academics are speculating 
what might come next for the  
jihadist group whose blitzkrieg 
advance across Syria and Iraq  
shocked the world.

While US President Donald 
Trump’s claim in the wake of New 
York’s Halloween terror attack 
that ISIS had been defeated in the 
Middle East may have been over-
stated, it is impossible to deny that 
the crumbling of ISIS’s caliphate 
has fundamentally undermined its 
ability to stage the kind of dramat-
ic advance that had established its 
reputation. However, after years of 
its brutal rule and the wilful radi-
calisation of thousands of young 
people, its lasting legacy may yet 
outlive its rule.

Central to the ISIS’s identity was 
the caliphate. What the group’s 
forerunners in al-Qaeda had only 
spoken of in terms of years, ISIS 
had made real. “The [caliphate] 
was and is the critical conceptual 
part of [ISIS], its pull and the moral 
foundations of its commitment 
and prowess.” Scott Atran, director 
of Research in Anthropology at the 
Centre National de la Recherche 
Scientifique in Paris, said via e-
mail.

The importance of the caliphate 
to ISIS’s mythology is hard to over-
state. Its establishment tapped 
directly into a vein of Islamic am-
bition that had long been denied. 
The group’s rules and dictates cov-
ering every aspect of life rendered 
the caliphate real and served as a 
daily reminder of its presence.

Despite ISIS’s advances, the 
signs that its dreams of a lasting 
caliphate were turning to dust 

also cannot be denied. A recent 
report by the Soufan Group stated 
that the flow of foreign fighters to 
ISIS’s ranks has slowed to a trickle. 
Over the last two years, propagan-
da from ISIS keyboards morphed 
from bucolic scenes of life within 
the caliphate and the strictures by 
which it operates to postings dom-
inated by heroic scenes of warfare 
and carnage, researcher Charlie 
Winter at the International Centre 
for the Study of Radicalisation at 
King’s College London wrote.

“ISIS was really good at portray-
ing itself as the dominant jihadist 
group,” said Nicholas Heras, a Mid-
dle East security fellow at the Cen-
tre for a New American Security in 
Washington, “but that brand has 
taken a beating. Now it needs to 
hope that its myth will buy it the 
time to reconstruct itself.”

Though its reputation may buy it 
time, the savagery with which ISIS 
forged that myth may work against 

it. The rejection of any religious 
compromise is hardwired into 
ISIS’s DNA. Now, either defeated 
or retreating across much of Syria, 
the group is vulnerable in a way it 
has never previously experienced.

“ISIS lived by the sword and 
now they’re going to need to get 
used to dying or at least suffering 
by the sword. There are very few 
groups in Syria that are going to 
help them,” Heras said.

ISIS remains a powerful force, 
capable and experienced in fight-
ing terrorist, insurgent and pitched 
warfare campaigns at different 
locations successfully and simul-
taneously. Even from what terri-
tory it has been forced from, the 
group remains a presence.“ISIS 
has dominated much of Syria for 
nearly half a decade.” Heras said, 
“During that time, it’s really fo-
cused upon recruiting and radical-
ising the youth. What’s more, it’s 
been incredibly effective at that. 
For any holding force (entrusted 
with guarding seized territory) 
with young soldiers typically tak-
en from that territory, that leaves 
them wide open to infiltration.

Though the loss of ISIS’s terri-
tory to the regime, its allies and 
the US-backed Kurdish-dominat-
ed Syrian Democratic Forces may 
have levelled the group to that of 
other jihadist groups, the threat 
it poses remains. ISIS will always 
have the ability “to endure and ex-
pand under the appropriate condi-
tions, where chaos and no over-
arching power reign,” Atran said.

Ultimately, he said, the group’s 
revolutionary message, deeply 
rooted in the moral history of Is-
lam, will leave the door open to 
its resurgence “in the world where 
moral authority is absent, corrupt-
ed or so fragmented that no one re-
ally knows what’s what and longs 
for clear red lines that eliminate 
moral uncertainty.”

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

Simon Speakman Cordall

Shrinking reach. A member of the US-backed Syrian Democratic Forces removes an ISIS flag in the 
town of Tabqa, last April.                    (AFP) 

Loss of ISIS caliphate 
more significant than 
just lost territory
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ISIS lived by the 
sword and now 
they’re going to need 
to get used to dying or 
at least suffering 
by the sword.

Nicholas Heras, a Middle 
East security fellow at the 
Centre for a New American 
Security in Washington

Russia assumes 
the lead in Syria’s 
peace process

T 

he seventh round of the 
Astana talks concluded 
with no breakthrough. 
The eighth round has 
been pencilled in for the 
second half of Decem-

ber. None of the topics the partici-
pants wanted to discuss — prisoner 
exchange, mine detection and a 
general amnesty from Damascus — 
was agreed upon at Astana VII.

Instead, Astana VII focused on 
a forthcoming national dialogue 
conference that the Russian Foreign 
Ministry is organising in Sochi, Rus-
sia, a favourite venue for Russian 
President Vladimir Putin. Many 
see it as a gradual substitute for 
the UN-mandated Geneva talks, 
which Putin was never too enthu-
siastic about, seeing them as the 
brainchild of former US Secretary of 
State John Kerry.

Sochi I will most probably be 
followed by Sochi II and Sochi III, 
giving political cover to the Astana 
talks and substance to the cease-
fire agreements reached in four 
de-conflict zones by Russia, Iran 
and Turkey. The Russians hope to 
include new territory in the de-
conflict zones agreement, south 
of Damascus, bringing them to a 
total of five. Idlib in north-western 
Syria is presently being handled by 
Turkish troops and Russian military 
police have been deployed in the 
countryside of Damascus and in all 
territory from the Syrian-Jordanian 
borders in southern Syria to the 
vicinity of Sweida in the Druze 
Mountains.

The date for the Russian confer-
ence was scheduled for October 29 
but it was postponed so as not to 
overlap with Astana VII. It has now 
been fixed for November 18 and its 
name was changed from “Congress 
of the Syrian Peoples” which many 
found demeaning, to a “National 
Dialogue Conference.” Also, it won’t 
take place on the Russian military 
base of Hmeimim on the Syrian 
coast, given reservations from the 
Syrian opposition, but on Russian 
territory.

The list of invitees has reached up 
to 1,300 individuals and 33 politi-
cal entities, 18 of them from within 
Syria. The Saudi-backed High 
Negotiations Committee (HNC) 
has been invited and so have the 
Cairo-backed National Coordination 
Committee (NCC) and the Syrian 
National Coalition.

The latter have declined the 
invitation, saying they will not 
“participate in any negotiations 
with the regime outside Geneva or 
without UN sponsorship.” The HNC 
will likely follow, with one of its top 
figures, Mohammad Alloush, saying 
that Sochi will be talks “between 
the regime and the regime.” Observ-
ers in Moscow and Damascus said 
that this would likely change when 
Saudi Arabia and Turkey, the two 
main backers of the Syrian opposi-
tion, are brought on-board the Sochi 
talks.

All Russian-friendly opposition 
figures, members of the Moscow 
Platform, have been invited and so 
have all the local councils produced 
from the four de-conflict zones, 
along with scores of Kurdish poli-
ticians, headed by the Syrian Demo-
cratic Forces (SDF). Commander of 
the SDF-aligned People’s Protection 
Units (YPG) Sipan Hamo recently 

made a high-profile visit to Mos-
cow. More than any other player 
in the Syrian battlefield, the SDF’s 
presence is vital as they control 
oil-rich cities east of the Euphrates 
River, including Raqqa, the former 
capital of the Islamic State and are 
the only fighters receiving US arms 
and assistance.

The Russian constitutional draft 
will be high on the agenda at Sochi, 
rather than the transitional govern-
ment body (TGB) that the opposi-
tion insists on creating to take over 
power from Syrian President Bashar 
Assad. No mention of Assad’s 
departure has been made in all 
literature and documents produced 
ahead of the Sochi conference, rais-
ing the possibility of a Saudi boycott 
of the entire convention. Instead, 
the Russians are still calling on the 
Syrian opposition to “moderate” its 
views and push for a more realistic 
power-sharing agenda, rather than 
continuing to insist upon regime-
change within Damascus. This has 
prompted a spokesman for the op-
position to accuse Russia of acting 
as an “occupying state.”

The Kurds seem to be content 
with the Sochi conference, as they 
cuddle up to the Russians, who 
are not critical of their attempts 
at creating a Kurdish-led federal 
government in northern Syria. 

Communal elections were allowed 
to happen on September 25 and 
elections within the municipali-
ties are scheduled for Qamishli, 
Hasakeh, Kobane and Afrin. If the 
present form of the Russian-written 
constitution passes, they will get to 
elect their own governing coun-
cils, use the Kurdish language at 
schools, name their own governors 
and gain a share of their territory’s 
natural resources.

A Russian presidential envoy 
went to Damascus in late October 
to outline details of the conference 
at Sochi. Speaking to Russia Today 
after his Syria visit, Alexander 
Lavrentiev said participants at the 
Sochi conference would discuss 
drafting a new constitution, along 
with upcoming parliamentary and 
presidential elections.

The timing of the parliamentary 
vote is up for discussion at Sochi 
and will likely be monitored by 
credible international organisations 
but the presidential vote is fixed for 
2021, which is when Assad’s third 
term ends.

It’s a Russian-event from start 
to finish, with very little — if any 
— input from Riyadh, Ankara, 
Tehran, Washington or even the 
United Nations. Interestingly, none 
of those world capitals objected to 
the Sochi conference nor did they 
say that Russia was hijacking the 
political process or replacing the 
UN-mandated one in Switzerland. 
Seemingly all of them have surren-
dered to Putin’s vision of the Syrian 
endgame and are unwilling to com-
mit money or resources to change 
or challenge that.

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

The Russian 
constitutional 
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agenda at Sochi.
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raqi forces recaptured  
al-Qaim, the last strategic town 
under control of the Islamic 
State (ISIS) in the country. How-
ever, despite the significant 

territorial victory, Prime Minister 
Haider al-Abadi’s government faces 
many threats to Iraq’s sovereignty.

The military operation against 
al-Qaim, a town on the Syrian bor-
der in Iraq’s Anbar province, was 
branded the “last big fight” against 
ISIS in Iraq.

ISIS militants are thought to be 
hiding in the vast Anbar desert, 
waiting to regroup and stage at-
tacks. The dire living conditions 
of many Sunni Arabs would likely 
make the area fertile ground for ISIS 
recruits.

“With Iraq’s government now 
controlled by Shias and the Kurds 
governing their own autonomous 
area in the north, the Sunnis are in 
a political no-man’s land,” wrote 
David Zucchino in the New York 
Times.

Iraqi forces captured from ISIS 
the Akkas gas field, which has re-
serves of 159 billion cubic metres. 
Iraq has reclaimed all the oil and gas 
facilities that it had lost to ISIS con-
trol since 2014.

The central government in Bagh-
dad has also been pushing to stop 
unauthorised crude exports by the 
Kurdistan Regional Government 
(KRG) in Erbil, after the Iraqi Army, 
backed by Popular Mobilisation 
Forces (PMF), retook control of the 
disputed areas from Kurdish pesh-
merga fighters.

After the KRG’s September 25 ref-
erendum on the independence of 
Kurdistan, Baghdad began to view 
Kurdish secession as the biggest 
threat to its sovereignty and territo-
rial integrity since ISIS.

Baghdad is working on an oil 
supply route to Turkey that would 
bypass KRG-controlled areas. Iraqi 
Foreign Minister Ibrahim al-Jaafari 
visited Russia, which has become 
the largest foreign investor in Ira-
qi Kurdistan, to make sure that 
trade deals with the KRG region go 
through Baghdad first.

The central government has also 
been seeking to put all of the coun-
try’s border crossings — including 
in airports — that were previously 
manned by the peshmerga under 
direct federal control.

To reinforce federal author-
ity across the whole of the country, 
Abadi is working to make the pesh-
merga, which Kurdish officials say 
total approximately 300,000, part 
of the central government’s security 
forces or at least become smaller in 
number.

“I am prepared to pay those pesh-
merga under the control of the 
federal state. If they want to have 
their local small force — it must not 
be that large — then they must pay 
for it,” Abadi told the Independent 
newspaper.

Abadi promised to pay all civil 
servants’ salaries in the Kurdis-
tan region once Baghdad takes 
full charge of its oil exports but 
there are talks that the central  
government would be doing so di-
rectly; in the past payment was 
made to the KRG.

“We are waiting for the Kurdish 
government to send the database of 
employees and peshmerga person-
nel so that the QiCard system can 
be instructed to integrate databases 
of the Kurdish employees as well 
as peshmerga personnel to receive 
their salaries at any of the company 
offices inside or outside of Kurd-
istan,” Jassim Mohammed Jaafer, 
a member of Parliament, told the 
website Al-Monitor.

In addition to strengthening fed-
eral control, the move is likely to be 
welcomed by many Kurds — espe-
cially in the opposition — who want 
their finances to be less controlled 

by the Kurdistan Democratic Party 
(KDP), which dominates the KRG.

Despite the resignation of Ma-
soud Barzani from his post as KRG 
president, the Kurdish leader still 
heads the Kurdistan High Political 
Council, which he recently formed, 
and has significant influence with 
the KDP and peshmerga.

The powers of the KRG presiden-
cy have mainly gone to Barzani’s 
nephew, Nechirvan Barzani, the 
prime minister of the region. This 
means that Abadi would likely con-
tinue to face resistance from the 
KRG.

Abadi is expected to have to deal 
with the decades-old presence of 
militants from Turkey’s outlawed 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) in 
the Qandil Mountains, Sinjar and, 
most recently, Kirkuk. Having PKK 
militants in Iraq means that Turkish 
strikes against the PKK would con-
tinue.

Perhaps the biggest challenge to 
Iraq’s sovereignty would be from 
Iran, which yields strong influence 
on its neighbour.

Abadi’s decision to integrate the 
Iran-backed PMF into Iraq’s security 
forces, and paying for their salaries, 
was meant to grant him full control 
of the militias but many of the fight-
ers’ loyalties appear to be to their 
Tehran-backed factions.

Many pro-Iran Iraqi politicians 
are seeking to undermine Abadi 
ahead of the May 15 parliamentary 
elections. In an apparent bid to steal 
his thunder, they have been attrib-
uting the swift — and largely blood-
less — success in recapturing the 
disputed territories to Iran, despite 
Abadi’s insistence that his govern-
ment planned the move.

Iranian influence is often re-
ported as being over politicians 
in Baghdad only but many PMF 
leaders were on the same side as 
peshmerga fighters and the Ira-
nian Army during the Iran-Iraq 
war in 1980s. The law to integrate 
the PMF into Iraqi security  
forces was passed with a major-
ity of Kurdish lawmakers voting 
in favour of the bill in the Iraqi  
parliament.

Mamoon Alabbasi

Unfinished 
business. Iraqi 
forces and 
members of 
the Popular 
Mobilisation 
Forces advance 
towards the city 
of al-Qaim in 
Anbar province, 
on November 2.  
              (AFP)

Post-ISIS Iraq faces sovereignty challenges

I 

n 1991, as hundreds of thou-
sands of Kurds fled north-
ward from Iraqi troops seek-
ing vengeance for a failed 
uprising, lightly armed 
peshmerga under Masoud 

Barzani, leader of the Kurdistan 
Democratic Party (KDP), fought 
off an armoured division in the 
Kore Valley just north of Saladin. 
Burned-out tanks and half-tracks 
littered the spot for years and 
were eventually turned into a 
monument as Kore entered the 
mythology of Kurdish resistance.

Barzani’s decision to stand 
down after 12 years as president 
of the autonomous Kurdish 
region could reflect the end of 
an era in Kurdish politics. The 
announcement came weeks 
after the death of Jalal Talabani, 
leader of the rival Patriotic Union 
of Kurdistan (PUK). The politics 
of loyalty and clan, developed 
in the years of struggle against 
the Ba’athist regime of Saddam 
Hussein, have proved less effec-
tive in building a peaceful, stable 
Kurdistan.

Barzani’s legal term as presi-
dent expired in 2015. The inde-
pendence referendum he called 
for September 25 yielded a strong 
“yes” vote but brought univer-
sal condemnation, except for 
Israel. This was followed by the 
ignominy of Iraqi forces retaking 

Kirkuk on October 16, cutting 
off the Kurds from approxi-

mately half their oil revenue.

“All Barzani did was not to ask 
parliament to extend his term for 
a third time,” said Salam Abdul-
rahman, head of political science 
at the University of Human Devel-
opment in Sulaimaniyah. “This 
was due both to local pressure 
and the catastrophic referendum, 
which immediately produced 
international isolation.”

Exactly what happened in 
Kirkuk, absorbed by the Kurds 
while fighting the Islamic State 
(ISIS) in 2014, remains a mystery. 
In his resignation letter, Barzani 
said the Kurds would have held 
Kirkuk without an “unexpected 
betrayal,” a reference to the 
PUK. “The PUK denies this,” 
said Abdulrahman. “They say 
their forces were outgunned and 
outnumbered and so in order not 
to shed further blood decided to 
withdraw.”

Some speculate that with the 
PUK divided, Paval Talabani, 
son of the late leader but without 
a formal party or government 
position, took the initiative in 
coordinating a withdrawal with 
PUK commanders and Baghdad. 
It saved lives and undermined an 
independence project associated 
with the KDP.

The outcome has the Kurds in 
political retreat. Iraqi Prime Min-
ister Haider al-Abadi is insisting 
that Iraq’s federal authorities con-
trol all international entry points 
in and out of the Kurdish region, 
including airports, and that Kurd-

ish peshmerga should be under 
federal control or reduced in size. 
Baghdad has banned two Kurdish 
television stations.

The situation remains delicate. 
Iraqi military officials and their 
Kurdish counterparts are in talks 
under the auspices of the United 
States in Faysh Khabur, near Syria 
— designed to prevent confronta-
tion. Kurdish officials warn of the 
build-up of Iraqi troops and Shia 
militias after clashes at Altun 
Kupri, north of Kirkuk and Kurd-
ish media accused government-
backed militias of killing Arkan 
Sharifi, a Kurdish cameraman and 
primary school teacher, in Daquq, 
south of Kirkuk.

The Kurds face two crises: One 
in leadership and coordination 
and the other in their relationship 
with Baghdad. On the former, 
Barzani’s letter raised as many 
questions as it answered.

“I ask parliament to meet to fill 
the vacancy in power, to fulfil the 
mission and to assume the pow-
ers of the presidency of Kurdis-
tan,” he said. Barzani pledged 
he would “remain a peshmerga 
among the ranks of the people of 
Kurdistan.”

This suggests Barzani will stay 
on as KDP leader, with members 
of his family and clan in power 
and in control of patronage. Even-
tually, he may be succeeded as 
KDP leader by either his nephew 
Nechirvan, KRG prime minister, 
or his own son Masrour, KRG 

security chief. In the meantime, 
Masoud Barzani will direct the 
high political council, a shadowy 
new body set up after the refer-
endum.

Kurdish politics are nonethe-
less in a flux. A near riot at the 
parliament after Barzani’s letter 
was read out, attacks on opposi-
tion offices and media outlets and 
the postponement of November’s 
elections for president and parlia-
ment suggest matters will not be 
resolved peacefully.

Reformist parties are challeng-
ing the KDP-PUK duopoly that 
has carved up posts and resources 
since autonomy in 1991. The Gor-
ran Movement, which has built 
support among young people 
since its founding in 2009, has 
decried the “destruction of our 
whole legislative establishment.” 
Newey Nwe (“New Generation”), 
a group established by television 
mogul and businessman Shaswar 
Abdulwahid, campaigned for a 
“no for now” in the referendum 
and has decried “Barzani’s dicta-
torship.”

The opposition’s argument is 
that the Kurds cannot defend 
their autonomy without involving 
the people in establishing a new 
leadership based on consensus 
and legal norms. With Abadi tri-
umphant and the KRG struggling 
to pay employees, Kurdish leaders 
could instead turn on each other 
in a struggle to shore up  
their fiefdoms.

The Kurds’ double crisis

Gareth Smyth

The Kurds face two 
crises: One in 
leadership and 
coordination and 
the other in their 
relationship with 
Baghdad. 

is a regular contributor to 
The Arab Weekly. He was chief 
correspondent in Iran for the 
Financial Times in 2003-07.
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Despite the 
resignation of Masoud 
Barzani from his post 
as KRG president, the 
Kurdish leader still has 
significant influence 
with the KDP and 
peshmerga.
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Tunis

L 

ebanese Prime Minister 
Saad Hariri resigned unex-
pectedly on November 4, 
citing Iran’s overarching 
ambition within the re-

gion and concerns for his personal 
safety.

In a damning address on Saudi-
financed Al Arabiya television, 
Hariri slammed Iran, its Lebanese 
ally Hezbollah and their activities 
within the region. He accused Teh-
ran of fomenting chaos through-
out the Middle East, saying: “The 
evil that Iran spreads in the region 
will backfire on it.” He warned that 
“Iran’s arms in the region will be 
cut off.”

Hariri had been frustrated in re-
cent months by the growing influ-
ence of Hezbollah within Lebanon 
and disagreements over the fate of 
the 1.5 million Syrian refugees who 
fled Lebanon’s war-torn neigh-
bour.

However, following the defeat 
of the Islamic State (ISIS) and for-
mer al-Qaeda affiliate Hayat Tahrir 
al-Sham within Lebanese terri-
tory, pressure was growing from 
Hezbollah and its ally, Lebanese 
President Michel Aoun, to have the 
predominantly Sunni Arab refu-
gees returned to the de-escalation 
zones in Syria.

Hezbollah has sent thousands of 
fighters to Syria to shore up Syrian 
President Bashar Assad’s govern-
ment. The group’s intervention 
in Syria is highly controversial in 
Lebanon.

Hariri said Hezbollah’s policies 
put Lebanon “in the eye of the 
storm.” His attacks on Hezbollah 
came on the heels of new US sanc-
tions on the group that many fear 
will negatively affect the Lebanese 
economy.

“Hezbollah was able in past dec-

ades to impose a reality in Lebanon 
by force of arms directed at the 
chests of Syrians and Lebanese,” 
Hariri said.

“I declare my resignation from 
the premiership of the Lebanese 
government, with the certainty 
that the will of the Lebanese is 
strong.”

Hariri described threats against 
his life and the suspicion that he 
was in danger from a plot like that 
in which his father was assassinat-
ed in February 2005. He said: “We 
are living in a climate similar to the 
atmosphere that prevailed before 
the assassination of (his father) 
martyr Rafik Hariri. I have sensed 
what is being plotted covertly to 
target my life.”

Further to the very real risk of 
drawing rebel fire to within the 
country’s borders, was the po-
litical embarrassment of being in 
partnership with Hezbollah, which 
many of Lebanon’s allies, prin-
cipally Saudi Arabia, the United 
States and the United Kingdom, 
are fundamentally opposed to.

Domestically, pressure for Leba-
non to move closer to Syria had 
been growing, with Hariri doing 
little to check the trajectory the 
country appeared to be assuming.

Matters appeared to reach a head 
with the visit of three prominent 
Lebanese politicians to a Syrian 
trade fair in August. Though Hariri 
disavowed the move, denying that 
it represented government policy, 
the pro-Assad ministers contra-
dicted him: “We are here in our 
official ministerial capacities and 
we congratulate the Syrian leader-
ship… for their victory over hereti-
cal terrorism,” Industry Minister 
and Hezbollah official Hussein Hajj 
Hassan was reported as saying by 
Lebanon’s state-run National News 
Agency.

For Hariri, the stakes were deep-
ly personal. The Syrian regime, 
along with Hezbollah, are the prin-
cipal suspects in the assassination 

of his father.
Much of the family’s real estate 

fortune was founded within Saudi 
Arabia, lending additional rele-
vance to the venue of his resigna-
tion address.

Hariri was appointed prime min-
ister in 2016 — he previously held 
the office from November 2009 to 
June 2011 — and had been instru-
mental in ushering in a period of 
electoral reform and the appoint-
ment of Aoun as president after a 
29-month political stalemate.

Appointed to lead his father’s 
Sunni-dominated Future Move-
ment in 2005, Hariri was also the 
head of the March 14 Alliance,  
a coalition that pushed for Syria’s 
withdrawal from Lebanon after his 
father’s assassination.

Aoun is expected to request 
that Hariri remain in post un-
til a successor is appointed and  
charged with forming a govern-
ment. The Lebanese Constitution 
mandates that person be a Sunni 
Muslim.

London

T 

he resignation of Leba-
nese Prime Minister Saad 
Hariri highlighted the es-
sence of the dispute be-
tween Saudi Arabia and 

Iran, with Riyadh recently pledg-
ing to help preserve Lebanon’s 
stability and the latter creating an 
atmosphere of intimidation that 
led to Hariri’s abrupt resignation.

In a televised broadcast from 
Riyadh, Hariri attacked Iran and 
Hezbollah for meddling in Arab af-
fairs and said: “Iran’s arms in the 
region will be cut off.”

Hariri’s resignation signals a 
new phase for countering the Iran-
backed Hezbollah and curtailing 
Iranian influence in Lebanon and 
Syria.

Saudi State Minister for Gulf 
Affairs Thamer al-Sabhan ear-
lier had sharply criticised Hezbol-
lah, calling for its “toppling” and 
promising “astonishing develop-
ments” during an interview with 
the Lebanese television station 
MTV.

Sabhan is a veteran Saudi dip-
lomat who has been tasked with 
dealing with some of the king-
dom’s most pressing international 
files, particularly issues related to 
Iranian expansionary activities 
and the Islamic State.

In 2016, he became the first Sau-
di ambassador to Iraq in a quarter 
century but had to resign his post 
due to threats on his life for speak-
ing against Iran-sponsored militias 
active in Iraq.

Sabhan met with Hariri in Saudi 
Arabia last week. Hariri also met 
with Saudi Crown Prince Moham-
med bin Salman bin Abdulaziz.

In postings on Twitter, Sabhan 
described his meeting with Hariri 
as “long and fruitful” and said 
there were agreements regarding 
many issues concerning the Leba-
nese people. “What comes is bet-
ter, God willing,” Sabhan tweeted 
on October 31.

Sabhan rapped the Lebanese 
government for tolerating Hezbol-
lah’s criticism of the kingdom. He 
earlier said those who cooperate 
with Hezbollah must be “pun-
ished.” Hezbollah will be held ac-
countable for its “war on Saudi 
Arabia” and its exploitation of the 
people of Lebanon, Sabhan said in 
comments published by Sky News 
Arabia.

Saudi Arabia was “determined 
to stand resolute against Hezbol-
lah, the satanic militia working to 
recruit and train outlaws in the 
party’s strongholds in Lebanon,” 
he added.

“Hezbollah is declaring war 
on Saudi Arabia with the Iranian 
weapons and missiles they are 
launching from Yemen.”

Sabhan accused Hezbollah of 
“manufacturing drugs in Lebanon 
and attempting to smuggle them 
into Arab countries to destroy the 
youth. We must hold this militia 
accountable as a lesson for oth-
ers, to guarantee the security and 
safety of our people.

“Hezbollah’s militias are exploit-
ing Lebanese ports and airport to 
carry out terrorist operations as 
well as smuggle terrorists.

“We have an effective treatment 
that can put an end to this ram-
pant tumour and, God willing, we 
will be able to work for the future 
of our countries and the future of 
Lebanon as well.”

With regards to Hariri’s resigna-
tion, Sabhan gave a cryptic tweet 
saying: “The hands of treachery 

and aggression must be removed.”
The attacks on Hezbollah came 

after new US sanctions were im-
posed on the group.

“These critical measures will 
impose new sanctions to crack 
down on Hezbollah’s financing 
and hold it accountable for its acts 
of death and destruction,” said US 
Representative Ed Royce, chair-
man of the House Foreign Affairs 
Committee.

The US House widened the 2015 
US Hezbollah International Fi-
nancing Prevention Act (HIFPA) 
and passed a resolution calling on 
the European Union to classify the 
group as a terrorist organisation. 
Hezbollah has been listed as such 
by several international entities, 
including the Gulf Cooperation 
Council and the Arab League.

The US State Department earlier 
offered $12 million in rewards for 
information leading to the arrest 
of two Hezbollah operatives. Also, 
the recent release of al-Qaeda 
leader Osama bin Laden’s personal 
documents by the CIA revealed 
links to Iran and Hezbollah.

The documents indicated that 
Iran offered al-Qaeda operatives 
“money and arms and everything 
they need and offered them train-
ing in Hezbollah camps in Leba-
non, in return for striking Ameri-
can interests in Saudi Arabia.”

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

Simon Speakman Cordall

Mohammed Alkhereiji

Serious concerns. Saad Hariri (C), who resigned as Lebanon’s prime minister on November 4, arrives 
for a funeral of ten Lebanese soldiers at the Lebanese Defence Ministry in Yarzeh near Beirut, 
last September.                                                                                        (AP)

Two sides of the same coin. Supporters of Lebanon’s Hezbollah 
movement carry portraits of Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah 
Ali Khamenei (L) and Hezbollah’s leader Hassan Nasrallah in a 
southern suburb of the capital Beirut.                               (AFP)

Hariri cites Hezbollah and Iran in surprising resignation

Saudi-Iranian issues of discord highlighted by Hariri’s resignation

Hezbollah was able in past 
decades to impose a reality 
in Lebanon by force of arms 
directed at the chests of 
Syrians and Lebanese.

Saad Hariri

Saudi State Minister 
for Gulf Affairs 
Thamer al-Sabhan 
earlier had sharply 
criticised Hezbollah.
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Beirut

T 

he appointment of a new 
Lebanese ambassador to 
Damascus stirred fresh 
discord between support-
ers and opponents of Syr-

ian President Bashar Assad as Beirut 
mulls whether to restore relations 
with its larger neighbour.

Saad Zakhia, a career diplomat, 
replaces Farah Berri, the daughter 
of Parliamentary Speaker Nabih 
Berri. Farah Berri has served as 
Lebanese chargé d’affaires in Da-
mascus since July.

Assad’s allies welcomed the step 
and are urging a full normalisation 
of ties with Damascus. Assad’s 
enemies in Lebanon, however, 
criticised the decision, saying it is 
inappropriate to revive diplomatic 
relations with a regime that is re-
sponsible for a war that has left 
nearly half a million of its citizens 
dead.

“I call on the government to im-
mediately stop the expected tragic 
scene of turning over credentials 
of the Lebanese ambassador in Da-
mascus to those who are stained 
with the blood of 500,000 Syrian 
deaths and hundreds of Lebanese 
deaths,” said Education Minister 
Marwan Hamadeh, a long-time 

opponent of the Assad regime. He 
narrowly survived an assassina-
tion attempt in 2004 that has been 
blamed on Damascus.

Lebanon has a long and troubled 
relationship with Syria. Damas-
cus emerged in 1990 as the chief 
power broker in Lebanon at the 
end of the 16-year civil war and 
dominated political life in Beirut 
until 2005. In February that year, 
Rafik Hariri, a former Lebanese 
prime minister, was assassinated, 
an act that triggered large-scale 
anti-Syrian protests in Beirut. Leb-
anese Prime Minister Saad Hariri, 
Rafik’s son, fears a similar fate and 
submitted his resignation on No-
vember 4.

In 2012, with war raging in Syria, 
top Lebanese leaders agreed to the 
Baabda Declaration, a policy of 
disassociation from either side in 
the conflict. Although Iran-backed 
Hezbollah was a party to the agree-
ment, it began intervening in Syria 
the following year and has come to 
play a key role in assuring Assad’s 
survival.

With the war in Syria entering 
a less intensive phase, Lebanon is 
mulling if, how and when to re-
establish full ties to Damascus. As-
sad’s allies in Lebanon have been 
bullish on the topic. In August, 
three cabinet ministers attended 
the Damascus International Fair, 
an event intended to demonstrate 
that Syria was ready to resume 
business with the global commu-
nity.

“We will meet with Syrian min-
isters in our ministerial capacity, 
we will have talks over some eco-
nomic issues in our ministerial 
capacity, and we will return in our 
ministerial capacity to follow up 
on these matters,” said Industry 
Minister Hussein Hajj Hassan, a 
member of Hezbollah.

Saad Hariri had opposed the 
visit, refusing to have it discussed 
in a cabinet meeting and declar-
ing that the ministers were acting 
in a personal capacity rather than 
as representatives of the Lebanese 
government.

In September, the pro-Damas-
cus Syrian Social Nationalist Party 
closed off usually bustling Hamra 
Street in Beirut to have a military-
style parade with dozens of uni-
formed party members. Although 
the event takes place annually to 
mark the opening shots of resist-
ance in 1982 against the Israeli oc-
cupation of Lebanon, this year’s 
ceremony was much larger than 
usual and was widely interpreted 
as a gesture of muscle-flexing con-

fidence by an Assad ally.
Central to the debate over nor-

malising ties with Damascus is the 
fate of the more than 1 million Syri-
an refugees in Lebanon. Sympathy 
for their plight is dwindling fast as 
the Lebanese tire of their presence 
and the strain they place on the 
country’s decrepit infrastructure. 
Assad’s allies urged official talks 
with the Syrian government with 
the goal of returning the refugees 
to their homes.

Hariri rejected negotiating with 
Damascus and said the United 
Nations is the only body that can 
handle the refugee return. He has 
also said he would not forcibly re-
turn any refugees out of concern 
for their welfare in Syria under the 
Assad regime.

Hariri’s resignation came amid a 
flurry of dilemmas. Re-establish-
ing ties with Assad would have 
alienated Hariri’s support base in 
the Sunni community, many of 
whom blame him for cooperating 
with Shia Hezbollah in the govern-
ment. Hariri also has a personal 
animus against Assad as he says 

the Syrian president ordered the 
assassination of his father.

On the other hand, there is mo-
mentum that will almost certainly 
see Lebanon resume full ties with 
Damascus at some point.

“Eventually there will be some 
sort of normalisation of relations,” 
Maha Yahya, director of the Carn-
egie Middle East Centre in Beirut, 
said by phone. “I think the re-
sistance [to restoring ties] is that 
Lebanon should not be the first 
to normalise relations and, given 
the history of this relationship 
between the two countries, the 
burden of that history is weighing 
heavily on some.”

Economic realities favour the 
resumption of ties. The Syria-Jor-
dan border crossing is expected to 
reopen in early 2018. That move 
would allow Lebanese exports to 
the Gulf market, which must pass 
through Syria, to flow once more. 
Many Lebanese businessmen are 
salivating at the potential recon-
struction windfall in Syria with 
some close to Assad having al-
ready won lucrative contracts.

Tripoli in northern Lebanon is 
expanding its port and building a 
free trade zone to attract business. 
It plans to construct a railway from 
the city to connect to the Syrian 
rail network to facilitate exports 
to the Middle East and potentially 
becoming a hub for reconstruction 
aid to Syria.

“There will be pressure from the 
private sector to normalise and al-
low businesses to deal with Syria,” 
said Yahya. She added that the 
beneficiaries of any reconstruc-
tion process would be those who 
have remained loyal to Assad.

“The idea that the reconstruc-
tion of Syria is going to be done 
as a grand scheme or a Marshall 
Plan is just not going to happen,” 
she said. “What we will likely see 
is piecemeal reconstruction here 
and there with the regime friends 
winning [the contracts].” 

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

London

W 

hile debates over 
the repatriation of 
Lebanon’s 1.5 mil-
lion Syrian refugees 
have intensified, 

economic and political indicators 
suggest that much of the country’s 
posturing may amount to little 
more than political theatre.

Pressure from Lebanese Presi-
dent Michel Aoun, his Free Patri-
otic Movement party and their al-
lies in Hezbollah has ratcheted up 
since the defeat of the Islamic State 
(ISIS) and the formerly al-Qaeda-
affiliated Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, 
each pointing to Syria’s freshly 
minted de-escalation zones as safe 
havens for Lebanon’s predomi-
nantly Sunni refugee population.

However, chief among those 
publicly opposing the refugees’ re-
turn was outgoing Lebanese Prime 
Minister Saad Hariri, who had 
called for coordination with the 
international community before 
the refugees leave. Hariri submit-
ted his resignation on November 

4 over what he described as Iran’s 
meddling in Arab affairs and con-
cerns over his safety.

Amid headlines on Lebanese 
corruption, refuse collection and 
the failing of the country’s infra-
structure stand the Syrian refugees 
as a convenient target for Leba-
non’s internal ire. “There is a self-
victimising trope in the media,” 
Omar al-Ghazzi, assistant profes-
sor of media and communications 
at the London School of Econom-
ics, said in a telephone interview. 
“This convenient narrative shifts 
attention away from national in-
trospection and points the finger 
elsewhere.”

In this light, increased coopera-
tion with Damascus appears in-
evitable. Indicators suggest that 
such cooperation is already under 
way. The director of Lebanese Gen-
eral Security, Major-General Abbas 
Ibrahim, has been to Damascus to 
discuss the refugees’ return and a 
ministerial committee convened in 
Beirut to discuss the matter.

As impetus for the refugees’ re-
turn grows, Hariri has yet to take 
concrete action to halt the flow. 
Conversely, with his personal sup-
port wavering, a normalisation of 

relations with Syria stands to bol-
ster the economic conditions on 
which his mandate rests. Speak-
ing in the economically deprived 
district of Akkar in June, Hariri re-
ferred to the key role the Qoleiaat 
military airport there might play 
in Syria’s potential reconstruc-
tion, once it opens for commercial 
flights.

Prior to his resignation, Hariri 
was said to have been eyeing the 
fledgling Tripoli Special Econom-
ic Zone, led by a key ally, former 
Lebanese Finance Minister Raya 
al-Hassan. Hassan openly talked 
about plans for a highway to Syria 
and even a “railway network that 
will link the [Tripoli] port to the 
Syrian border.” She is a member 
of BankMed’s board of directors; 
Hariri owns 42.24% of the bank’s 
shares. Hariri had been hoping to 
win back support in time for next 
May’s parliamentary elections.

Internationally, despite much 
heated rhetoric to the contrary, 
there appears to be growing trac-
tion for the refugees’ return. In 
May, UN officials appeared to be 
warming to the Russian spear-
headed de-escalation zones, to 
which Lebanon’s refugee popula-

tion would find themselves dis-
patched, with UN Special Envoy to 
Syria Staffan de Mistura character-
ising them as a “step in the right 
direction.”

However, while the internation-
al community may be warming 
to the idea of Lebanon’s refugees 
returning to the zones, concerns 
remain. Despite their being touted 
as a sanctuary, air strikes on the Is-
lamic State and Hayat Tahrir al-Sh-
am remain permissible within the 
areas. The Syrian Army continues 
to besiege Eastern Ghouta, where 
malnutrition is said to be rife.

Speaking by phone, Bassam 
Khawaja, a Lebanon researcher for 
Human Rights Watch, said: “We 
recently saw Syrians told Idlib is 
safe to return to and now we’re 
documenting air strikes on dis-
placement camps there… There is 
no doubt that Syrians in Lebanon 
want to go back once it’s safe for 
them to do so but we’re not yet at a 
point where that is the case.”

Kareem Chehayeb is a political 
analyst in Lebanon. His website is 
www.kareemchehayeb.com and 
he can be followed on Twitter 
at @chehayebk.

Nicholas Blanford

Kareem Chehayeb

Few options. Lebanese protesters hold placards that read, “So that we don’t lose Lebanon. Negotiate 
with the Syrian government” in Zouk Mosbeh north of Beirut, on October 14.                                           (AP)

Assad’s allies press for rapprochement with Damascus

There will be pressure 
from the private 
sector to normalise 
and allow businesses 
to deal with Syria.

Maha Yahya, director of 
the Carnegie Middle East 
Centre in Beirut

Pressure grows for the return of Lebanon’s Syrian refugees

We recently saw 
Syrians told Idlib is safe 
to return to and now 
we’re documenting 
air strikes on 
displacement 
camps there.

Bassam Khawaja, 
a Lebanon researcher for 
Human Rights Watch
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S
ince British Foreign 
Secretary Arthur Bal-
four made his famous 
declaration that be-
came the basis for the 
creation of the state of 
Israel, the country has 

expanded several times, swal-
lowing Palestinian land and big 
chunks of its Arab neighbours.

No sane person in 2017 can 
deny that Balfour’s declaration 
was just a promise made to Lord 
Walter Rothschild, a leader of 
the Jewish community in Brit-
ain and a major Zionist figure. 
Balfour’s short letter to Lord 
Rothschild included a statement 
that “His Majesty’s Government 
view with favour the establish-
ment in Palestine of a national 
home for the Jewish people” but 
that was sufficient to bring about 
the creation of the state of Israel 
in 1948.

This is a reality that cannot be 
denied and covered by slogans. 
Were it not for the Arab refusal to 
accept and deal with reality, Is-
rael would not have had a chance 
to be created, let alone expand. 
With every move that followed 
Balfour’s declaration and up 
to Israel’s current plan to step 
up the colonisation of the West 
Bank, cut off Jerusalem from its 
Palestinian environment and 
spread chaos in the Arab world, 
the Arabs have disregarded the 
prevailing balance of power in 
the region and in the world.

Israel has succeeded in an 
unprecedented way in turning 
Balfour’s mere promise into a 
state on the majority of Pales-
tinian land but has failed in its 
efforts to cancel the Palestinians. 
These proud people continue to 
prove daily that they exist on the 
political map of the Middle East 
and will never give up their legiti-
mate rights.

The story of the Balfour Decla-
ration is inseparable from that of 
the Sykes-Picot agreement. It’s 
a tale of opportunities wasted 
by Arabs and Palestinians and 
the story of the resistance of a 
population that refuses to give in 
despite mistakes by their leaders. 
At no time have the Palestinians 
and the Arabs been able to stop 
the Zionist project. They did the 
opposite and gave Israel multi-
ple opportunities to grow and 
expand.

Some statistics are telling: At 
the time of Balfour’s declaration, 
the Jews in Palestine were less 
than 9% of the local population; 
from 1922-35, that figure rose to 
22%.

The Palestinians, on the other 
hand, have seen their dream 
dwindle slowly; from refusing 
to give up not a single inch of 
Palestinian territory, they’re now 
negotiating for their own state on 
20% of Palestine.

Their problem has been an 
inability to distinguish between 
fantasy and tough reality, be-
tween what is possible and what 
is impossible and between what 
regional and international reali-
ties make possible or impossible. 
Other Arab countries have been 
of no help. They have encouraged 
their dream and fed the fantasy.

Israel has taken full advantage 
of Arab and Palestinian stub-
bornness to face reality. That 
stubbornness was behind the 
Arab and Palestinian refusal to 
accept the partition plan of 1947 
and behind declaring war on the 
newborn Israeli state in 1948.

The Arab-Israeli war in 1967 
was a scandal by all measures. 
The least one can say about the 
way Egyptian President Gamal 
Abdel Nasser conducted that war 
was that it revealed his total igno-
rance of international politics and 

economic and military realities.
In the end, Nasser was just 

another army officer concerned 
only with the survival of his own 
regime. The Palestinian cause 
was just another excuse for op-
pressing the Egyptian population 
and for meddling in the affairs 
of the other Arab countries and 
destabilising them. Every regime 
destabilised by Nasser was a 
thousand times better than his.

What is left for the Palestinians 
a century down the road from 
Balfour’s declaration?

Well, they are still standing in 
a region where their cause is no 
longer the top priority. Before the 
Egyptian-Israeli accords of 1974, 
former Syrian President Hafez 
Assad conspired with Israel to 
keep the Golan Heights occupied, 
thus denying the Palestinians any 
chance of using that front.

To Israel’s delight, the Arabs 
decided in 1974 to declare the 
Palestinian Liberation Organisa-
tion (PLO) as the only legitimate 
representative of the Palestin-
ian people and thus practically 
prevented Jordan from using UN 
Resolution 242 as the basis for 
demanding Israel’s withdrawal 
from the West Bank. It had been 
part of Jordan before being taken 
over by the PLO.

In 1994, the late Jordanian King 
Hussein signed a peace treaty 
with Israel to save his kingdom 
and bury the fantasy of an al-
ternative country. Now Iran has 
hijacked the Palestinian cause 
and offered Israel another reason 
to rejoice.

In one century, the Middle East 
has changed and Israeli society 
has changed but the Palestinians 
are still with us. Israel is obvious-
ly refusing the two-state solution 
but in return can it metamorpho-
sise into a democratic state rather 
than remain a racist state?

In one 
century, 
the Middle 
East has 
changed 
and Israeli 
society has 
changed 
but the 
Palestinians 
are still 
with us.

T
he United Nations’ new humani-
tarian chief, Mark Lowcock, 
offered a stark description of the 
state of Syria’s displaced people 
inside and outside the country.

He told the UN Security Council 
that more than 13 million people 

inside Syria needed humanitarian assistance 
and that nearly half of them needed it urgently. 
He added that, at 1.8 million, the number of 
internally displaced Syrians in the nine months 
from January remained “high.”

Indeed, numbers no longer seem able to meas-
ure the scale of Syria’s humanitarian tragedy. 
The war has driven more than 12 million from 
their homes, creating the largest refugee crisis 
in recent history.

But the UN humanitarian chief’s statement is 
the latest update and most dismal summation of 
the situation in Syria.

There has been little priority given to the issue 
of refugees and the internally displaced in the 
various negotiation tracks. There is need for a 
renewed focus on the urgency of rebuilding a 
country whose towns and cities are in ruins, its 
people impoverished and scattered and its 
economy starved of crucial funding.

The civil war appears to have morphed into a 
frozen conflict with occasional flashes of heat 
from the international scramble for influence 
and the attempt to distribute the spoils of war. 
Russian President Vladimir Putin’s visit to 
Tehran is the most recent illustration.

Calculations were in the air. The process of 
reconstruction is bound to be long; recovery to 
be tortuous. However, amid the transparent 
attempts to impose a Pax Russiana over Syria 
and the prioritised task of accommodating 
regional powers, the plight of Syria’s civilians 
could, unfortunately, take a backseat.

Syrian refugees in neighbouring countries 
suffer from various forms of exploitation and a 
lack of food and basic services.

“An estimated 50,000 Syrians remain 
stranded in the desert in Rukban on the ‘berm’ 
along the Syrian-Jordanian border,” Lowcock 
said.

“Limited commercial supplies are reaching 
Rukban, access to food is precarious and the 
overall situation remains dire. As the winter 
months approach, this situation will become 
even more acute.”

A report by the British charity The Business 
and Human Rights Resource Centre tried to 
draw attention to the abuse suffered by many 
Syrian refugees in Turkish factories. All too 
often, Syrian workers, who make garments for 
the European market, are underage, without 
work permits and have few rights.

O
n October 31, 29-year-old Uzbek 
Sayfullo Saipov was charged with 
a terror-related crime after he 
allegedly drove a rented truck 
onto a bike path in lower Manhat-
tan, killing eight people. On 
November 1, 25-year-old Tunisian 

Ziad Gharbi was arrested after a traffic police-
man was stabbed to death near the Tunisian 
parliament. What they had in common was a 
murderous perversion of the Islamic faith.

“It appears that Mr Saipov had been planning 
this for a number of weeks — he did this in the 
name of ISIS (Islamic State),” said John Miller, 
New York deputy police commissioner. “He 
appears to have followed, almost exactly to a T, 
the instructions that ISIS has put out in its social 
media channels before with instructions to their 
followers on how to carry out such an attack.”

The Tunisian terrorist is said to have “adopted 
takfiri thought three years ago” in the belief that 
“killing security forces is a form of jihad.”

It remains to be seen whether these men 
acted on their own. What is clear, however, is 
they were both inspired by the poisonous 
narrative put out by ISIS and similar jihadist 
groups. The perverted ideology is widely 
accessible on the internet. Extremist operatives 
can also use mosques and prisons as venues to 
radicalise vulnerable or mentally unstable 
individuals.

Political leaders might be pressured to look for 
expedient solutions but counter-radicalisation 
efforts will require painstaking work and 
concerted cooperation between nations. There 
are no quick fixes for this global problem that is 
likely to plague all humanity for a long period  
of time.

The continuing tragedy 
of Syrian refugees

The poisonous narrative 
of Islamist radicalisation

Editorial

A century after the Balfour 
Declaration, the Palestinians 
are still standing

is a Lebanese writer.
Khairallah Khairallah

At the time of Balfour’s declaration, the Jews in Palestine were 
less than 9% of the local population.
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T
he terrorist threat to 
the United States and 
US President Donald 
Trump’s response to 
it are twinning — in 
terms of farce and 
danger. This became 

clear after the October 31 truck at-
tack in New York, the city’s deadli-
est since 9/11.

The alleged perpetrator, identi-
fied as Sayfullo Saipov, who legally 
immigrated to the United States 
from Uzbekistan seven years ago, 
emerged from his rented truck 
brandishing imitation guns. Trump 
responded to the attack, which 
left eight people dead, by seeking 
more extreme vetting of foreigners 
entering the United States and by 
decrying “political correctness.”

Trump’s proposed solution to 
America’s domestic security prob-
lems is as fake as Saipov’s pellet 
and paintball guns.

Saipov moved to the United 
States as a law-abiding citizen of 
Uzbekistan. More extreme vetting 
would have neither stopped his 
entry, nor prevented the Hallow-
een attack on New York. Trump’s 
multiple iterations of a travel 
ban on citizens of mainly Muslim 
countries would also have been 
ineffective. First, because Uzbeki-
stan was not on Trump’s banned 
list. Second, because Saipov has 
been in the United States for the 
better part of a decade.

Consider the facts of the case 
Trump is using to push the policy 
agenda he first articulated on 
the campaign trail as a “total and 
complete shutdown of Muslims 
entering the United States.”

Saipov entered the United States 
under a diversity immigrant visa 
programme and Uzbeks who knew 
him since he moved to the country 

said he initially wanted to live the 
American dream.

The diversity programme hands 
out up to 50,000 immigrant 
visas a year and applicants must 
pass thorough checks, including 
biographical information, a birth 
certificate, a medical exam, an 
arrival/departure record, back-
ground scrutiny and an in-person 
interview with a US consular of-
ficial in their home country.

Trump has shown indecent anxi-
ety about linking jihadist terror-
ist attacks to the threat posed by 
immigrants, especially those of the 
Muslim faith. There is no reason to 
believe that Trump’s nostrums will 

cure the United States’ security 
migraines. If anything, they will 
leave the country more vulnerable 
to the charge of unfair treatment 
of Muslims.

Until now, this narrative had 
focused on US foreign policy blun-
ders in the Muslim world, not least 
the 2003 Iraq invasion, the abuse 
meted out to Iraqis by American 
soldiers at Abu Ghraib prison, the 
excesses of the Guantanamo Bay 
incarceration facility and ramped-
up drone strikes.

Now, Trump’s vicious attacks on 
immigrants may bring America’s 
public relations problem home. 
The cohesion that has marked 

community relations in the United 
States is profoundly threatened. 
Daniel Byman, security studies 
professor at Washington’s George-
town University, said Trump’s re-
sponse to the atrocity in New York 
is illogical. Rather than “reaching 
out” to America’s overwhelmingly 
peaceful and cooperative Muslim 
community, Trump’s approach 
will “push back” against them, he 
said.

There is darker, more dangerous 
subtext to the official US response 
to the New York attack. It betrays 
utter blindness, an unseeing 
perspective on what might trigger 
such an incident. In the hours 
after a truck was used in New York 
in the deadly fashion of jihad-
ists in France, Britain, Germany, 
Sweden and Spain, there was no 
public searching for answers from 
Trump, members of his adminis-
tration, his Republican Party or 
from the wider US foreign policy 
establishment.

There was no introspection, no 
call to understand why a young 
Uzbek granted an immigrant visa 
to the United States in 2010 should 
have turned on the country he 
wanted to make his home. No one 
has said anything about any role 
that US foreign policy may have 
played in stoking anger among 
Muslims and others around the 
world.

This is wilful blindness and 
blind foolishness.

Presumably, Saipov satisfied 
US authorities that he posed no 
threat in 2010. That his view of the 
United States changed so much 
between 2010 and 2017 should be a 
key point of interest for those who 
seek to promote US security.

Someone should be asking why 
and insisting on an honest answer.

is a regular columnist for The Arab Weekly.
Claude Salhani

US losing ground and prestige 
to Iran, Russia and China

T
here are tectonic 
shifts occurring in 
the world of politics 
affecting the Middle 
East. The relative sta-
bility that prevailed 
throughout the Cold 

War — though at times tense and 
on the brink of conflict — has long 
disappeared, replaced by chaos 
and uncertainty with the risk of 
serious conflicts at least as strong 
as it was then. Just look at Syria, 
Yemen and Libya.

The leadership previously offered 
by the United States to counterbal-
ance the undemocratic tendencies 
that surfaced when many countries 
in the Middle East found independ-
ence after centuries of occupation 
or colonialism appears to have 
been sidelined and the void is being 
filled by Iran, Russia or China.

At a time when the president 
of the United States should be 
addressing burning issues such 
as Iran’s growing influence in the 
Middle East, pushing American im-
portance out of the region, Donald 
Trump is wasting precious minutes 
tweeting, an exercise that might 
have worked well in the world of 
Donald Trump the businessman 

but is not working for Donald 
Trump the politician.

The American political machine 
that directed foreign policy from 
Washington to Cairo and from 
Baghdad to Seoul is bogged down 
in petty rhetoric that is keeping 
American policy-makers busy at 
home and ignoring the rest of the 
world, much to the regret of Wash-
ington’s allies. Saudi Arabia, for 
example, has developed growing 
relations with Moscow, something 
that would have been unthinkable 
not too long ago.

Well, if Washington’s time is 
spent analysing and dissecting 
every silly tweet sent by the Ameri-
can president, Iranian leaders are 
not wasting time.

The hours spent by the president 
tweeting — as he shoots from the 
hip much to the horror of his close 
associates — and the time wasted 
by his staff trying to clean up the 
confusion caused is time that 
Trump could have spent on issues 
of international importance, such 
as the problems with Iran’s increas-
ing influence in the Middle East 
and the expansion of the Islamic 
State (ISIS) in Africa.

The trend is frightening because 

the pillars of yesteryear’s stabil-
ity — the United States and major 
European countries — do not 
seem to have a map for the future. 
The world’s first superpower, the 
United States of America, is failing 
as the shining light it used to be.

Oppressed people around the 
world looked up to America as the 
example of democracy. That Amer-
ica is changed. How can US diplo-
mats around the world champion 
the values of Western-style de-
mocracy and persuade peoples and 
leaders in countries such as Iran, 
Syria or Egypt and call for these 
countries to turn to ideals such as 
transparency in government and 
respect of a free press when the US 
administration in Washington calls 
the media “enemy of the people” 
and is all but transparent?

The Trump administration has 
been accused of lying on a wide 
range of issues — from allegedly 
plotting with Russia during the 
2016 presidential elections to 
attempts to dig up dirt on Hillary 
Clinton, who ran for president on 
the Democratic Party ticket.

Bickering in Washington contin-
ues unabated while the Iranians 
infiltrate agents into Iraq, where 

they are indeed most influential. 
The Iraqis who prefer dealing with 
the Americans complain that, 
when they request weapons, it 
takes about three years to pro-
cess the request and then only a 
fraction of what was requested is 
delivered. The Iranians deliver the 
full orders within three days of a 
request.

Whom do you think the fighters 
will turn to?

Then there are the Chinese, 
who have been working behind 
the scenes, and the Russians, who 
have been operating on centre 
stage, deploying their military 
to assist Syrian President Bashar 
Assad in his civil war. In a recent 
meeting of the Chinese Commu-
nist Party, Chinese President Xi 
Jinping mentioned that the era 
of US influence was a thing of the 
past and that China was the future.

It may not be too late for the 
United States to regain its oomph 
in the Middle East but, if it is to 
do so, it cannot afford to delay. 
America’s old allies understand 
that and realise the United States 
is not about to change for the bet-
ter and are looking at alternative 
sources of support.
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The ugly twinning of terrorist 
threat and Trump’s response

There is darker, more dangerous subtext to the official US response 
to the New York attack.

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

Security migraine. Police tape is placed beside the Omar Mosque 
in Paterson N.J. to block a rear entrance to the residence of 
Sayfullo Saipov.                   (AFP)
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A 

lthough Tunisia is still 
seen favourably in 
Washington, the United 
States is unlikely to be 
its saviour. No matter 
how much Washington 

reflects on Tunisia as a successful 
democratic transition, the mood in 
the US capital will not lead to large 
amounts of aid to magically fix the 
country’s security and economic 
woes. Only by looking to itself can 
Tunisia complete its democratic 
transition.

For some in Washington, and 
the West more broadly, Tunisia is a 
reminder of an “Arab spring” that 
could have been. For others, it is the 
only vindication of America’s over-
optimistic expectations from the 
uprisings that have rocked the Mid-
dle East and North Africa since 2010. 
In no way, however, does Tunisia’s 
experience justify the eagerness to 
make rash generalisations about an 
implausible Arab democracy domino 
effect.

Even Tunisian President Beji Caid 
Essebsi has tried to dispel that no-
tion. “There is no ‘Arab spring,’ just 
the beginning of a ‘Tunisian spring’,” 
he said.

Tunisia’s case, in the minds of 
most Westerners, is a reminder, by 
contrast, of the wars, violence and 
devastation that have befallen many 
parts of the region after 2011.

So, naturally, the question that 
still comes to mind in America and 
Europe is: Why Tunisia and not 
other Arab countries?

The short answer is that, since 
independence if not since the 19th 
century, Tunisia underwent a dif-
ferent evolution than most other 
Arab countries. By 2010, its society 
had outgrown its political system 
and it was only the reluctance of the 
then-rulers to introduce real reform 
that invited revolution. In other 
Arab countries, no such conditions 
prevailed and foreign intervention 
and violence could not make up for 
their absence. They could only make 
things worse. And they did.

As it forges on today, Tunisia is not 
out of the woods. It has yet to find 
a way to restart its stalled economy, 
provide opportunity to its discon-
tented youth and shield the country 
from terrorism.

Washington’s experts and officials 
are aware of the many challenges 
Tunisia faces.

But Americans, like Europeans, 
are too consumed by their own 
domestic concerns to consider any 
major economic support initiative. 
The West does not do Marshall plans 
anymore.

It is true that virtually all US politi-
cians and experts want Tunisia to 
succeed but you will have to look 

hard to find anyone who is enthusi-
astic enough for its success to advo-
cate footing the bill for the country’s 
socio-economic challenges.

It is hard to generate enthusiasm 
for a country whose peaceful demo-
cratic transition is likely to remain a 
regional anomaly — one small island 
of relative success amid a sea of 
chaos.

One can still detect traces of US 
President George W. Bush’s “Free-
dom Agenda” and its successor 
narratives in Western discourse but, 
increasingly, in the current contexts 
of strife and turmoil, policymakers 
in Europe and the United States are 
settling for a more realistic Middle 
East endgame in which the goals are 
simply ensuring peace and security.

Although Tunisia’s transition may 
be at the core of the debate about US 
involvement in the Arab world, the 
nature of the debate has changed. 
There seems to be an undeclared 
yearning for strongmen, which cuts 
across segments of the political 
classes in the West, as well as parts 
of the Arab region itself.

The West’s Libya policy is the best 
illustration of this trend. The priority 
for the United States and European 
powers seems to be to find someone 
or something that can limit the risks 
of illegal immigration and jihadist 
spillovers.

Many Libyans, also, want some-
one or something that can make 
their lives liveable. Right now, the 
citizens of Libya — and probably also 
Syria, Iraq and Yemen — are survival-
ists, not democrats.

Western democracy advocates 
are disappointed that a successful 
democratic transition has not proven 
to be the antidote to extremism and 
terrorism. Hence the inability to 
understand how a promising Nobel 
Peace Prize-winning democratic 
model can also be an exporter of 
jihadists.

The reality, however, is dawning 
upon all.

As America and the rest of the 
West have all but overcome their 
wishful thinking that the Tunisian 
experience could somehow be du-
plicated across the region, Tunisians 
are slowly weaning themselves from 
the notion that the West will eventu-
ally come through with the level and 
type of assistance that saves the day.

Tunisia cannot wait for the United 
States and Europe to bail it out, 
nor should it. The risk that Tunisia 
would be seen as just a feather in the 
previous US administration’s cap, a 
risk politically involved Tunisians 
are aware of, could affect its percep-
tion by the Trump administration. 
Although Tunisia has a long road 
ahead, the country can reach safe 
harbour by relying on the power 
of its own engines, certain caveats 
notwithstanding.

It behoves Tunisia’s political class 
to focus its energies on winning 
the battle of the socio-economic 
transition, rather than short-sighted 
political infighting and that’s a win-
nable battle.

Sustainable recovery in Tunisia 
cannot take place, however, without 
a permanent settlement of the Lib-
yan crisis and that is where a more 
serious and focused US contribution 
to the international effort aimed at 
reaching a final settlement in Libya 
would go a long way towards aiding 
Tunisia.

The United States is providing 
support for the UN initiative led by 
Lebanese mediator Ghassan Salame. 
Washington is also likely to act if 
the Islamic State (ISIS) rears its head 
in a big way in Libya once again. A 
recent Middle East Institute survey 
indicated that 82% of Americans 
questioned said they support US en-
gagement in the fight to defeat ISIS.

Even if the United States did get 
more involved in Libya because of 

ISIS, it is unlikely to get involved in 
a way that contributes to resolving 
the broader conflict. As it did with 
Operation Odyssey Lightning in 2016 
in Libya and as it continues to do in 
Syria, US involvement will be largely 
military and will separate military 
involvement from a comprehensive 
plan to resolve the broader war.

A solution in Libya would bring 
peace to Libyans and better security 
to Europe. It could also mean more 
secure borders, more jobs and more 
business and trade opportunities 
for Tunisia. “We estimate that the 
Libyan crisis may have contributed 
24% to the overall drop in Tunisia’s 
growth over the five years from 2011 
to 2015,” noted the World Bank in a 
recent report. The connection be-
tween socio-economics and security 
should motivate the United States 
and Europe to help. Neither fear nor 
wishful thinking should drive the 
West’s agenda regarding Tunisia.

But Tunisia cannot wait for the 
United States or Europe to resolve 
Libya’s war. Because of regional and 
domestic factors, it will be an uphill 
battle before Tunisia’s political trans-
formation can lead to an equally 
transformative socio-economic 
change. Success on the social and 
economic reform track will deter-
mine Tunisia’s chances for long-term 
security and stability as well as those 
of others in the Mediterranean.

The worst scenario that can unfold 
is that of benign neglect on the part 
of the West and utter disillusion-
ment on the part of Tunisians but, 
in all circumstances, the “Tunisian 
spring” will be the by-product of 
what Tunisians can bring to the table 
at the end of the day.

(This op-ed was originally published 
by the US Atlantic Council’s MENA-
source. http://www.atlanticcouncil.
org/blogs/menasource/tunisia-the-
west-and-the-arab-spring.)

Tunisia and the West

B 

eing the birthplace of the 
“Arab spring” and cham-
pion of consensus-based 
politics, Tunisia was 
supposed to be the hap-
piest place on Earth after 

avoiding civil strife and completing 
its democratic transition.

However, the nascent democracy 
in Tunisia is going through another 
cycle of angry protests against a 
desperate reality. There are no signs 
of relief or change in development 
policies and employment opportu-
nities. Even the golden beaches of 
the Tunisian coastline, where tour-
ists flock to relax, can hardly hide 
the hordes of young people wanting 
to flee the country at all costs.

Such scenes have become familiar 
along the southern coast of the 
Mediterranean Basin. They have 
reached dramatic proportions to 
merit the label of a real boat revolt 
with all that it entails in risks and 
tragedy.

The European Union is in good 
part to blame for this. The uncoor-
dinated policies of EU members in 
dealing with the nascent democracy 
in Tunisia have been focused mainly 

on protecting Europe from migra-
tory influxes. Questions are being 
raised about the intentions of Tuni-
sia’s international partners. Under 
the pretext of active cooperation 
with Tunisia, an increasing number 
of European warships are arriving at 
the country’s shores.

With Europe adopting a security 
approach to the immigration crisis 
in the Mediterranean, it is clear we 
are back at square one. The panoply 
of European policies and meas-
ures during the past seven years to 
strengthen conditions and factors 
likely to encourage young people to 
remain in their home countries has 
obviously failed.

European policies fixing legal im-
migration are not going to help ease 
the humanitarian crisis looming on 
the southern shores of the Medi-
terranean, either. In Tunisia and 
Algeria, social crises are worsening 
and the horizons for job seekers are 
disappearing. In these conditions, 
one cannot logically expect profes-
sional smugglers to watch from the 
sidelines. They are going to excel in 
finding innovative ways of smug-
gling people into Europe under the 

noses of coast guards.
For seven years, the European 

Union has been promoting the im-
age of a successful “Arab spring” 
in Tunisia. By so doing, it has 
implicated itself in a premeditated 
disinformation campaign. Many 
European civil society organisations 
and institutions have found Tunisia 
to be fertile ground for financial 
misbehaviour and false cooperation 
quite removed from the real needs 
of Tunisians.

If we put aside cooperation 
programmes in the defence and 
security sectors and if we overlook 
some of the overblown projects 
such as those involving vocational 
training, it would be worthwhile to 
undertake an inventory of concrete 
contributions by the European 
Union since 2011 in Tunisia. What 
has it done towards rehabilitating 
the country’s ageing infrastructure 
in health and education sectors? 
Towards providing new investment 
opportunities to increase individual 
income? Or towards directly funding 
small economic projects set up by 
young people?

Despite international praise, there 

are no concrete results ensuing from 
cooperation with the European 
Union, particularly as it pertains to 
youth. To make things worse, the 
European Union has reneged on 
financial agreements with Tuni-
sia and tightened the screws on 
organised immigration and people’s 
freedom of movement.

Such measures contribute to a dif-
ficult social reality in Tunisia even 
though the country continues to 
comply with its commitment to the 
European Union to combat illegal 
sea crossings from Tunisian shores. 
Tunisian authorities find themselves 
imposing what appears to be some 
form of house arrest on the young 
people of an embattled country.

Fortunately, there are persistent 
Tunisian voices calling for an over-
haul of the country’s cooperation 
with the European Union. These 
voices want to reverse the trend of 
its one-sided policies and replace 
them with win-win policies.

It is vitally important for the coun-
tries on the northern shores of the 
Mediterranean to upgrade relations 
with Tunisia to avoid another fiasco 
such as the one in Libya.

Europe’s responsibility in Tunisia’s quandaries

is a Tunisian writer.

With Europe 
adopting a security 
approach to the 
immigration crisis 
in the 
Mediterranean, it is 
clear we are back 
at square one. 

Tarek Guizani

Debate

Tunisia, the West and the ‘Arab spring’

is Editor-in-Chief of 
The Arab Weekly.

Oussama Romdhani

Sustainable 
recovery in 
Tunisia cannot 
take place, 
however, without 
a permanent 
settlement of 
the Libyan crisis.

Own engines. 
Military 
equipment 
offered to 
Tunisia by 
the United 
States.  (Reuters) 
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Algerian party leaders 
suggest Bouteflika will 
not seek re-election

News & Analysis Maghreb

Casablanca

M 

orocco’s expected 
launch of a reconnais-
sance satellite may be 
worrying some of its 
neighbours but one 

expert said it was part of Rabat’s de-
fence strategy to boost its surveil-
lance capability against smuggling, 
illegal immigration and to tighten 
control of its borders.

“I see this as a defensive move by 
Morocco to strengthen its security 
by increasing its capacity to obtain 
intelligence about what is going 
on across its borders,” said James 
Farwell, an expert in communica-
tion strategy and cyber-warfare 
and a non-resident senior fel-
low at the Middle East Institute in  
Washington.

“The idea that Morocco and 
Spain are somehow going to wind 
up in an armed conflict is extremely 
unlikely. Tensions rather rise on il-
legal immigration and smuggling,” 
Farwell said.

“Morocco has had a long con-
cern about two main things: One is 
smuggling and the other one is the 
constant threat posed by terrorist 
groups like al-Qaeda in the Islamic 
Maghreb (AQIM) and the Islamic 
State (ISIS).”

Morocco planned to launch its 
first French-built spy satellite from 
Kourou in French Guiana. A sec-
ond satellite is to be launched in 
2018. The French daily newspaper 
La Tribune reported that France 
sold Morocco the two satellites for 
nearly $600 million in a deal signed 
in April 2013 during former French 
President François Hollande’s visit 
to Morocco.

The North African kingdom will 
become the third country in Africa, 
after Egypt and South Africa, to 
have its own spy satellite. The two 
satellites can take up to 500 very 
high definition photographs a day 
and send them to a station near 

Rabat-Sale airport every six hours.
Morocco was a victim of terror 

attacks in Casablanca in 2003 and 
Marrakech in 2011 that killed a total 
of 50 people and injured dozens. 
Moroccan authorities have said 
they have dismantled 53 terrorist 
cells linked with ISIS since 2014.

Spain and Algeria expressed con-
cerns that the satellites would give 
Morocco a military edge over them.

“Morocco is a friendly country, 
with which we maintain a very in-
tense and fruitful cooperation, es-
sential to stop clandestine immigra-
tion or prevent terrorist attacks but 
it is not pleasant that nobody, not 
even the friendliest, goes around 
snooping around the kitchen,” a 
Spanish military strategist told El 
Pais newspaper.

Algerian media reported that Mo-
rocco would be able to obtain in-
formation on military installations 
and troop movements of Algeria 
and the Polisario Front, an inde-
pendence movement in Western 
Sahara backed by Algeria.

Rabat and Algiers have been at 
loggerheads for decades over West-
ern Sahara, a territory disputed be-
tween Morocco and the Polisario 
Front. They have had frequent dip-
lomatic rows and their land border 
has been closed since 1994.

“Morocco has differences with 
Algeria, which is supporting the 
Polisario Front,” Farwell said. “Mo-
rocco’s move is a defensive meas-
ure to deal with Western Sahara 
and Algeria but not an offensive 
measure.”

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

Saad Guerraoui

Spy satellite to 
boost Morocco’s 
security capability

The North African 
kingdom will 
become the third 
country in Africa, 
after Egypt and 
South Africa, to have 
its own spy satellite.

Security needs. A transfer of the components of the European 
launcher Vol Vega 11, on September 27.                               (ESA)

Tunis

P 

arty leaders campaigning 
for local elections in Al-
geria have indicated that 
ailing President Abdelaziz 
Bouteflika will not seek 

another term in office in 2019. The 
revelation is likely to transform a 
usually tepid presidential election 
cycle into a fierce battle for the 
country’s top position.

Local elections, scheduled for 
November 23, are being seen as the 
first stage in a process that pits the 
ruling National Liberation Front 
(FLN) party against Algerian Prime 
Minister Ahmed Ouyahia’s camp.

“To win the presidential elec-
tions in 2019 we have to get an 
overwhelming majority in the local 
elections,” FLN Secretary-General 
Djamel Ould Abbes said at a party 
rally in Algiers October 26.

Ould Abbes has repeated for 
months that “Bouteflika is the 
party’s only candidate” but he said 
on October 26 that he did not know 
whom the FLN would nominate.

Analysts said local election cam-
paigns had become de facto “presi-
dential primaries.”

“The FLN’s secretary-general 
missed no occasion these last days 
to assert that its party already had 
its candidate for the presidency in 
2019,” said political analyst Salim 
Mesbah. “Ould Abbes wants to 
hammer home the message that 
his enemy brother (the National 
Rally for Democracy party) has no 
chance of being supported by the 
FLN to be the next president.”

One likely contender for the 
presidency is Ouyahia, a veteran 
diplomat and four-time prime min-
ister who has managed difficult cri-
ses over the years. In the 1990s he 
brokered a peace treaty with jihad-
ists, before successfully overseeing 
the economy’s transition to a lib-
eral, free-market system.

He has been a firm supporter of 
Bouteflika and served as his chief 
of staff before being appointed 
prime minister — for the fourth 
time — in August. Recently, how-
ever, Ouyahia has told supporters 
at campaign rallies that he “agrees 
with 70-80%” of the president’s 
positions. This is a far cry from his 

one-time assertion that “the presi-
dent is the saviour of Algeria.”

Analysts said the change indi-
cated that Ouyahia, who heads 
the National Rally for Democracy 
(RND) party, is looking towards the 
presidency. To get there, however, 
he must navigate various politi-
cal and business factions vying for 
power, including the Bouteflika 
family, which opposes his political 
ambitions behind the scenes.

The influential El Watan daily 
quoted a former minister “privy to 
Ouyahia’s strategy” as saying that 
beyond the local polls of November 
23, the game is over for the presi-
dential elections in 2019. Ouyahia’s 
decision to lead RND campaign ral-
lies is not a coincidence.

Ouyahia’s emergence on the na-
tional scene allows him to “take 
advantage of the campaign at a 
time when his position gives him 
an edge over other aspirants for the 
presidency,” the former minister 
continued. “It is a trump card for 
him and he is playing it to the ex-
treme limits.”

“Despite the fragile economic 
and social situation, Ouyahia can 
manage to stay on top until 2019 if 
the inflation does not soar and the 
prices of oil rise steadily to reach 
$70 a barrel next year and the fol-
lowing,” the ex-minister was quot-
ed as saying.

“That will allow Ouyahia to 
claim he succeeded in managing 
the crisis and appear in the eyes of 
the population as the experienced 
and steady hand who is the natural 
choice to be the next president.”

Ouyahia’s campaign rhetoric 
seems to support the notion that 
he is eyeing a run. “I’m from a 
working-class neighbourhood in 
Algiers,” he declared during a re-
cent speech. “I’m a son of those 
people and I feel their pains and 
share their hopes.”

Ould Abbes, who is also looking 

to run for the presidency, said his 
party has “historic legitimacy” as 
champions of the country’s strug-
gle for independence.

“I say and I repeat it that the FLN 
is the party that had the historic le-
gitimacy and this legitimacy is here 
and alive. The FLN is the founder of 
the state and we are always here,” 
Ould Abbes said at a recent rally.

Many observers, including mem-
bers of government, said the mili-
tary was the only institution capa-
ble of deciding the next president.

On October 25, former minis-
ter Abdelmajid Menasra said: “If 
Bouteflika does not seek a new 
mandate… the army will pick his 
replacement. This is the truth and 
the party is here to play as a politi-
cal cover for the military.”

“No sane person can believe 
what Ould Abbes said,” said Saad 
Okba, a commentator for Algeria’s 
main Arabic-language el Khabar 
daily. “People with sound judg-
ment could reason that the FLN 
can name the president who is 
commander-in-chief without the 
army’s accord. The aspirant for the 
presidency is keen in getting the 
endorsement of the army and he 
does not care about what the Alge-
rian people want.”

Talk of replacing Bouteflika, who 
is 80 years old and has suffered two 
strokes since February 2013, gained 
traction as his medical condition 
deteriorated. The president’s close 
friends and allies have publicly 
demanded to see him to ensure 
that high-level decisions and an-
nouncements are indeed being 
made by him in recent months.

Opposition groups called for 
the president to be removed from 
office in August, arguing that a 
clique within the ruling circle was 
making decisions for him. Some 
opponents urged the military to 
force him out of office.

When asked October 31 about the 
prospect of Bouteflika’s candidacy, 
Ould Abbes replied that “only God 
would know for sure.”

“What I know is that President 
Bouteflika is able to end his man-
date with ease. Those who are talk-
ing about snap presidential vote 
are dreaming. The sickness is de-
cided by God,” he said.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

Lamine Ghanmi

Uncertainty. Secretary-General of the National Liberation Front Djamel Ould Abbes speaks during an 
election campaign rally in Algiers.                                                                                                                       (Reuters)

Many observers, 
including members of 
government, say the 
military is the only 
institution capable of 
deciding the next 
president.
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B 

ahrain has called for 
the freezing of Qatar’s 
membership in the Gulf 
Cooperation Council 
(GCC) as the six-month 

dispute over Doha’s role in fund-
ing and supporting what other 
countries have designated as 
terrorist organisations does not 
seem likely to be resolved soon.

“The right step to maintain the 
GCC is to freeze Qatar’s mem-
bership in the council until it 
controls its mind and responds 
to the demands of our countries 
but we are fine with it exiting the 
council,” Bahraini Foreign Minis-
ter Khalid bin Ahmed al-Khalifa 
wrote on his official Twitter ac-
count.

The GCC is composed of Bah-
rain, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, the 
United Arab Emirates, Oman and 
Qatar.

Khalifa also tweeted that Bah-
rain would not participate in the 
annual GCC summit in December 
if Qatar attends, a sentiment ech-
oed by Bahraini King Hamad bin 
Isa al-Khalifa a day later.

“Time has come to take firmer 
action against those who seek 
protection from foreign allies to 
threaten the security and safety 
of their brothers,” King Hamad 
said.

“So long as Qatar continues 
on this path, Bahrain will not at-
tend any Gulf summit or meeting 
in the presence of Qatar unless 

it rectifies its policy and accepts 
the demands,” the king added in 
reference to the demands issued 
by the countries involved in the 
dispute with Qatar.

Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Bah-
rain and Egypt severed ties with 
Qatar on June 5 over what they 
described as Doha’s interference 
in their countries’ internal affairs 
and its support for radical groups, 
such as the Muslim Brotherhood, 
designated as a terrorist organisa-
tion in all four countries.

The Manama government im-
posed visa restrictions on Qatari 
nationals travelling to Bahrain, 
in effect revoking a GCC member-
ship perk that allows nationals 
from the six member countries to 
travel freely between those coun-
tries.

King Hamad said Bahrain has 
been “one of the most affected 
by (Qatar’s) policies” and that the 
new measures were security mo-
tivated.

The quartet of boycotting coun-
tries issued a list of 13 demands 
that Doha needed to comply with 

for sanctions to be lifted. The de-
mands include Doha severing ties 
with the Muslim Brotherhood, 
downgrading its relations with 
Iran and closing the Al Jazeera 
media network and what were 
deemed other hostile media out-
lets funded directly or indirectly 
by Qatar.

Al Jazeera recently blamed GCC 
Secretary-General Abdul Latif al-
Zayani for not resolving the crisis.

“Although officials in the Qatari 
government and the Qatari me-
dia are fully aware that the solu-
tion of the crisis and the end of 
its repercussions are in the hands 
of GCC leaders who are the mem-
bers of the supreme council and 
no one else,” Zayani responded 
in a statement, adding that it was 
not the responsibility or duties of 
the secretary-general.

Zayani said he was specifically 
upset by media reports in Qatar 
linking his alleged inaction on the 
dispute to his Bahraini national-
ity.

He called on Qatar’s media 
to abandon this “harmful” ap-
proach, which he said hindered 
mediation efforts by Kuwaiti Emir 
Sheikh Sabah Ahmad al-Jaber al-
Sabah, who has warned that the 
crisis could lead to a collapse of 
the GCC.

Not all high-ranking Gulf of-
ficials share the emir’s sense of 
urgency. At the recent annual 
Chatham House conference, Sau-
di Foreign Minister Adel al-Jubeir 
described the crisis with Qatar 
as “a small issue” and said there 
were other important matters on 
which to focus.

Mohammed Alkhereiji

Rejecting Doha. File picture of GCC Secretary-General Abdul Latif al-Zayani during the International 
Government Communication Forum in Sharjah in the United Arab Emirates.          (AP)

Bahraini-Qatari 
relations deteriorate 
as crisis continuesQatar’s disguise

fools no one

A few days ahead 
of Halloween, 
Qatari Emir Sheikh 
Tamim bin Hamad 
al-Thani chose a 
costume that did 
not suit him well. 

In a brief interview with CBS’s “60 
Minutes,” the emir assumed the 
posture of an innocent victim in 
the crisis in which Saudi Arabia, 
the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain 
and Egypt have cut diplomatic 
ties with Doha.

“Charlie, it was a shock,” Sheikh 
Tamim said to American televi-
sion interviewer Charlie Rose. “A 
few weeks before that (the sever-
ance of ties on June 5), we were 
meeting, all of us together, in one 
room, including [US] President 
[Donald] Trump, and we were 
discussing terrorism, financing 
terrorism. And nobody brought 
any concern from those countries. 
Nobody told me anything.”

Was the boycott really such a 
shock?

Considering Qatar’s troubled 
history with its Gulf neighbours, 
the emir’s “shock” was almost 
certainly an act. In 2002, Saudi 
Arabia recalled its envoy to Qatar 
following controversial comments 
made by Saudi dissidents on Qa-
tar’s Al Jazeera satellite channel. 
Tensions increased in 2014 when 
three Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) members (Saudi Arabia, the 
UAE and Bahrain) took the un-
precedented step of withdrawing 
their ambassadors from Qatar in 
response to its support for hostile 
groups in Egypt and Yemen.

Much of the discord has 
stemmed from Qatar’s refusal to 
honour agreements and accords.

On November 23, 2013, GCC 
countries signed the Riyadh 
Agreement, a document stipulat-
ing that members would avoid 
interfering in the internal affairs 
of other Gulf countries and bar-
ring the provision of financial 
or political support to “deviant” 
groups. The agreement specifical-
ly names the Muslim Brotherhood 
and Yemeni opposition factions as 
groups not to support.

A second agreement, dated 
November 16, 2014, called on 
signatories to support Egypt’s sta-
bility and avoid using Al Jazeera 
as a platform for challenging the 
Egyptian government.

In light of these agreements, 
the true “shock” was Qatar’s utter 
failure to live up to its commit-
ments.

During the interview with “60 
Minutes,” the Qatari emir claimed 
Doha stood by the people during 
the events of the “Arab spring.” “I 
feel that we chose the right side 

when we stood by the people,”  
he said.

Which side is the right side?
When the “Arab spring” erupt-

ed, it quickly became clear that 
Qatar had chosen its own side. 
This side was not “the people” 
but the Muslim Brotherhood.

As Islamists gained power in 
Egypt, tens of billions of dollars 
and free liquefied natural gas 
(LNG) were funnelled into Egypt 
to assiduously support the Broth-
erhood-led government of Mu-
hammad Morsi. Similar financial 
support was provided to Tunisia 
when the Islamist Ennahda party 
rose to power in late 2011.

Qatar’s claim to have stood by 
“the people” while providing 
unlimited support for Islamist 
groups all over the world is be-
yond absurd. “The people” do not 
stand for one sole ideology.

The Qatari pattern of dishon-
esty extends further: The emir 
has defended Al Jazeera’s biased 
news coverage as “free speech” 
and described Doha’s meddling in 
neighbours’ affairs as an extension 
of the country’s “independence” 
and “sovereignty.” Qatar’s close 
ties with Iran and support for Is-
lamist groups have been fashioned 
in similarly deceptive terms.

The Qatari emir has mischarac-
terised the Arab countries’ posi-
tion regarding the boycott, saying 
they advocate regime change as 
opposed to simply a change of 
policies.

Qatar, indeed, poses a serious 
threat to the stability of its neigh-
bours and the region. Years of 
turmoil and recent developments 
in Yemen, Iraq, Lebanon and Syria 
are evidence of this. Still, Qatar 
remains unapologetic about its 
course of action.

What is emboldening the Doha 
regime to punch above its weight?

Those who saw the “60 Min-
utes” interview may know the 
answer: The United States’ Al 
Udeid military base and the recent 
reassurances from Trump.

Soon after September 11, 2001, 
the United States pulled its mili-
tary out of Saudi Arabia and sta-
tioned thousands of troops in the 
newly built Al Udeid base to help 
target its enemies in Afghanistan, 
Iraq and Syria. About 10,000 US 
and coalition forces operate out of 
the airbase. This may explain why 
Trump has had a change of heart. 
After initially expressing support 
for the boycott of Doha, the US 
president now seems intent on 
resolving the crisis.

Trump “told me very clearly: 
I would not accept my friends 
fighting amongst themselves,” 
Sheikh Tamim said. “If any mili-
tary act happens, this region will 
be in chaos.”

Now that the Doha regime feels 
safe, we can expect further defi-
ance from Sheikh Tamim.

“If they will go one metre 
towards me, I am willing to walk 
10,000 miles towards them,” he 
said.

History shows, however, that 
Qatar’s Gulf neighbours and Egypt 
have walked thousands, if not 
millions, of miles towards Qatar 
in attempts to settle differences 
to no avail. Maybe, for once, it is 
time for the Qatari regime to  
stop playing the innocent victim 
and take its first step towards  
the Arab fold.

Iman Zayat
is Managing Editor of The Arab Weekly.

Qatar’s claim to 
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unlimited 
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Cooperation 
Council (GCC).
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T 

he Egypt Support Coali-
tion is the largest political 
force backing Egyptian 
President Abdel Fattah al-
Sisi in parliament.

The coalition, which controls 350 
seats out of the 596 in parliament, 
said it is on a mission to defend and 
protect Egypt, not just support the 
president. Critics argue the coali-
tion is using its parliamentary ma-
jority to stifle dissent and silence 
opposition.

“It is only about creating the nec-
essary political force to push our 
country forward,” said MP Moham-
ed al-Suwaidi, the coalition leader. 
“The opposition has total freedom 
to express itself but we are not sup-
posed to listen to or let those who 
only want to talk waste the time of 
the legislature.”

Opponents said the policy is 
not much different than the stran-
glehold the National Democratic 
Party — the ruling party of former 
President Hosni Mubarak — utilised 
during decades of control over the 
legislature.

“The coalition totally controls 
parliament and offers little room 
for those who have a different point 
of view to express themselves,” 
said MP Samir Ghattas, a left-wing 

independent opposition lawmaker. 
“Its members bully the opposition 
either into silence or expressing 
similar stances.”

Ghattas said he has been a victim 
of this policy, including being for-
cibly expelled from parliamentary 
sessions for voicing objections. He 
was subsequently referred to a 
special disciplinary committee for 
breaching parliamentary by-laws 

and “insulting parliament.”
For Suwaidi and his parliamen-

tary majority bloc, the ability to 
control debate is not based on a de-
sire to silence opposition but a rush 
to enact legislation to address the 
many issues facing Egypt.

Suwaidi, a well-known Egyptian 
businessman who turned to poli-
tics in recent years, took over as 
head of the coalition in September 
2016, succeeding Saad al-Gamal. To 
control this large coalition, Suwaidi 
works to coordinate positions, col-
lect views and decide the direction 
the coalition should take on eco-
nomic, political, security and social 
developments.

He can often be found in the cor-
ridors of parliament calling on coa-
lition members, pushing for heavy 

attendance and calculating the 
number of votes that any bill is 
needed to pass.

“Our coalition has a huge 
responsibility given 

our control 
of the major-
ity of parlia-

mentary seats,” Suwaidi said.
“Coalition members consider 

the improvement of social servic-
es, the fight against terrorism and 
the advancement of the economy  
their personal battle,” he added. “We 
have no time for political manipula-
tion but politics is about rivalry and 
the opponents should know this.”

The Egypt Support Coalition was 
formed two years ago, a short time 
before the first parliamentary elec-
tions following the ouster of Islam-
ist President Muhammad Morsi in 
2013.

Egypt Support Coalition includes 
101 MPs from seven major political 
parties — the Homeland Defenders 
Party, Egypt My Country Party, Na-
tion’s Future Party, the Congress 
Party, the Republican People’s Party, 
the Freedom Party and the Modern 
Egypt Party. The rest of its 249 mem-
bers are independents.

A veteran military officer, Sisi had 
little experience in Egyptian politics 
and his popularity seemingly rests 
on his independent stature and mili-
tary background. Despite this, any 
president needs parliamentary sup-
port to enact his plans. This is where 
the Egypt Support Coalition comes 
in.

“There was a need for a major 
political force to back the president 
and the government inside parlia-
ment to help them succeed,” said 
MP Maysa Attwa, a member of the 
coalition.

It is morphing into more than 
just a government or Sisi-backing 
group. Its parliamentary majority 
gives it the ability to amend and 
influence bills and shape political 
debate in Egypt.

One coalition member recently 
called for a bill lengthening the 
presidential term from four years to 
six years. Another effort was made 
to lift restrictions on the number 
of terms that a president can serve. 
Both calls saw debate around the 
role and powers of the president 
reach fever pitch ahead of Egypt’s 
presidential elections next year.

Sisi has yet to officially say 
whether he intends to seek re-elec-
tion. The Egypt Support Coalition 
has announced it would “mobilise” 
to launch a campaign to “demand” 
that Sisi runs.

The coalition has put its full 
weight behind legislation that 
promises to revolutionise invest-
ment procedures in Egypt and 
attract much-needed foreign in-
vestments. It also pushed for the 
passing of an amendment to the 
criminal procedures law that aims 
to fast-track court trials.

“Huge work is being done by the 
members of the coalition, all for the 
best interests of the people,” Su-
waidi said.

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

Hassan Abdel Zaher

Egypt Support Coalition chief denies manipulating parliament

Cairo

E 

gyptian officials under-
took a major military and 
security reshuffle follow-
ing terrorist attacks that 
have killed many soldiers 

and police officers in recent months.
Lieutenant-General Mohamed 

Farid Hegazy was appointed armed 
forces chief of staff, replacing Lieu-
tenant-General Mahmoud Hegazy, 
who had held the post since 2014 
and who has close ties — through 
the marriage of their children — to 
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi. Mohamed Farid Hegazy and 
Mahmoud Hegazy are not related.

Mahmoud Hegazy served as the 
secretary-general of the Defence 
Ministry and secretary of the Su-
preme Council of the Armed Forces. 
He was commander of the Second 
Field Army during the 2011 revo-
lution, overseeing security for the 
Suez governorate.

The shake-up included the ap-
pointment of 11 new security gener-
als at the Interior Ministry, includ-
ing the head of the National Security 
Agency (NSA) — Egypt’s main do-
mestic security agency — and the 
head of the Central Security Forces 
(CSF) Special Operations unit.

Officers from those agencies were 
killed in an ambush in the Western 
Desert, near the al-Wahat al-Bahri-
ya oasis. The head of the security 
directorate in Giza, the province 
where the ambush occurred, was 
also replaced.

Cairo has refused to link the se-
curity reshuffle with the al-Wahat 
al-Bahriya ambush. A senior secu-
rity official told state news agency 
MENA that the move aims to “im-
prove security performance.”

However, the timing of the move 
— less than a week after the attack — 
had analysts saying it could not be 
discounted.

The police raided what they be-
lieved was a terrorist hideout on Oc-
tober 20 when they were ambushed. 
Questions continue to be asked re-

garding the intelligence that led to 
the operation and why there was 
not better coordination between 
Egypt’s police and military.

“There were major mistakes and 
failures in the past months, ones 
that led to huge problems,” said Mo-
hamed Nour al-Din, a retired police 
general. “This was why a change of 
top security leadership was inevita-
ble.”

“There was a lack of information 
on the number of the terrorists hid-
ing in the area, the arms they had 
and the geography of the area,” he 
said. “These were all failures that 
necessitated the shake-up.”

Analysts said the security reshuf-
fle so soon after the ambush could 
be an attempt to appease public an-
ger and alarm.

A week after the attack, Cairo an-
nounced it had killed some of the 

militants involved in the ambush, 
freeing one police officer who had 
been captured. Earlier, the Interior 
Ministry announced that security 
personnel killed 13 suspects 40km 
from the site of the al-Wahat al-Bah-
riya ambush.

Quoted by state news agency 
MENA, a security official said the 
operation came “in revenge for the 
blood of the men who were mar-
tyred.”

Egypt has been fighting a branch 
of the Islamic State (ISIS) in the Si-
nai Peninsula for more than five 
years. Hasm, a group with ties to 
the Muslim Brotherhood, has been 
more active recently. Both groups 
are believed to be operating in the 
Western Desert and receiving arms 
and recruits from neighbouring 
Libya.

“This tragedy should invite 

our attention to the need for re-
vising security strategies, espe-
cially in the Western Desert,” said 
Khaled Okasha, a member of the  
National Council to Confront Ter-
rorism and Extremism (NCCTE), 
a body formed by Sisi to draw up 
scenarios for the fight against ter-
rorism. “The geographical nature of 
the desert and its proximity to Libya 
make it easy to penetrate by the ter-
rorists.”

The Western Desert is 680,000 
sq.km, almost the size of Iraq and 

Syria combined and ten times the 
size of Sinai.

Egypt has been struggling to pre-
vent arms and militants from enter-
ing the country from Libya, with 
fears that ISIS’s defeat in Iraq and 
Syria could see militants move to 
the Egypt-Libya border region.

“It is very clear that we are talk-
ing about a new front that is open-
ing in the fight against terrorism 
here,” said Mahmud Qotri, a re-
tired brigadier general. “So the  
change of security leaderships, de-
velopments on the ground and ac-
tion taken by the security establish-
ment show that a new strategy is 
being implemented all with the aim 
of coping up with the enormity of 
the security challenge.”

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

Amr Emam

Inevitable changes. Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi (L) rides a vehicle with Egypt’s Minister of Defence Sedki Sobhi during a 
presentation of combat efficiency and equipment of the armed forces in Suez, on October 29.                                                   (The Egyptian Presidency)

Egypt’s major security shake-up 
acknowledges counter-terror failures

Huge responsibility. MP Mohamed al-Suwaidi, head of the Egypt 
Support Coalition.                                                           ( Egypt Support Coalition)

Analysts said the 
security reshuffle so 
soon after the ambush 
could be an attempt to 
appease public anger 
and alarm.
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T 

he Balfour Declaration, 
which set in motion a 
century of conflict that 
has in one guise or an-
other engulfed the entire 

Middle East, marked its centenary 
on November 2 with the prospect 
of many more years of bloodlet-
ting.

In the declaration, Britain basi-
cally pledged a Jewish homeland 
in Palestine that effectively dispos-
sessed the Arab inhabitants.

“For Palestinians, the Balfour 
Declaration is the root cause of 
our destitution, dispossession and 
the ongoing occupation,” said the 
Palestinian mission to Britain in 
a statement to the Foreign Affairs 
Committee of Britain’s House of 
Commons in April as part of evi-
dence gathered for an inquiry into 
British policy on the largely stalled 
Middle East peace process.

“The centenary… allows us to 
take the long view. Our present 
reality is a consequence of a Brit-
ish policy that created Israel at the 
expense of the Palestinian people,” 
the mission’s submission stated.

The British government’s pledge 
clearly violated the promises of in-
dependence made to the Arabs by 
T.E. Lawrence, one of the primary 
figures behind the Arab revolt, in 
return for helping them defeat the 
Ottoman Empire, imperial Germa-
ny’s ally, in the first world war.

The Balfour Declaration, how-
ever, had a more strategic purpose.

The war in Europe was going 
badly for Britain in 1917 and the 
declaration was intended to secure 
Jewish support for the allied cause 
in neutral countries, particularly 
in Russia, where the tsar had just 
been toppled, and in the United 
States. Although the United States 
had just entered the war on the 
side of the Allies, American forces 
would not reach Europe in signifi-
cant numbers until the following 
year.

The Balfour Declaration as well 
as the various international agree-
ments on the Middle East that fol-
lowed is a classic case of British 
self-interest taking precedence 
over its repeated promises to the 
Arabs. In the words of Jewish 
writer Arthur Koestler, this was an 
instance in which “one nation sol-
emnly promised to a second nation 
the country of a third.”

The British promise to the Arabs 
was shown to be the fiction it was 
with the 67-word, one-sentence 
declaration on November 2, 1917, 
by Arthur Balfour, a former Con-
servative prime minister and then 
foreign secretary in Lloyd George’s 
wartime cabinet, to Lord Walter 
Rothschild, a leader of the British 
Jewish community.

It reads: “His Majesty’s Govern-
ment views with favour the estab-
lishment in Palestine of a national 
home for the Jewish people, and 
will use their best endeavours to 
facilitate the achievement of this 
object, it being clearly understood 
that nothing shall be done which 
may prejudice the civil and reli-
gious rights or existing non-Jewish 
communities in Palestine, or the 
rights and political status enjoyed 
by Jews in any other country.”

“Has any short letter ever 
been so fateful?” mused Geof-
frey Wheatcroft in Britain’s New 
Statesman about the origins of the 
world’s most intractable conflict 
and a British pledge the Arabs have 
branded as Balfour’s “calamitous 
promise.”

The wording of the declaration 

was vague, some say deliberately 
so, leaving the terms of London’s 
commitment to an independent 
Jewish state in the heart of the 
Arab world open to interpretation.

At that time, the Muslims and 
other non-Jewish inhabitants of 
Palestine made up almost 90% of 
the population but Balfour’s dec-
laration and Britain’s evident sup-
port for a Jewish state triggered 
widespread immigration by Jews 
from all over the world.

When David Ben Gurion pro-
claimed the state of Israel on May 
14, 1948, the post-1917 Jewish 
population of the infant state had 
swelled to 600,000.

During the 1948 war for control 
of Israel, with the heavily outnum-
bered Jews defeating the combined 
forces of Syria, Jordan, Egypt and 
Lebanon, Arab emigration reached 
its zenith with the enforced re-
moval of tens of thousands of  
Arabs, who called it the Nakba — 
the catastrophe.

One of the consequences of 
the Balfour Declaration and the 
events that followed was Jewish 
terrorism, which would lead the 
Palestinians, using a region-wide 
network, to retaliate with assassi-
nations, atrocities and an unprec-
edented plague of airliner hijack-
ings.

The prototype of the myriad ex-
tremist organisations that sprang 
into being in the years following 
the declaration’s unveiling was the 
Irgun, led by Menachem Begin, an 
extreme rightist and a future Israe-
li prime minister, during the Brit-
ish Mandate. Irgun was one of the 
few groups that achieved its objec-
tives through attacks on the British 
and Palestinian Arabs and became 
a template for terror groups, even 
among Palestinians.

Begin understood that headline-
grabbing attacks on institutions 
Britain controlled demoralised 
the British public and eventu-
ally pushed their government into 
handing over control of Palestine 
to the infant United Nations in 
1948.

One of Irgun’s bloodiest atroci-
ties took place that year — the at-
tack on the Palestinian village of 
Deir Yassin. Irgun members sys-
tematically moved through the 
hamlet lobbing grenades through 

windows and shooting down any-
one they came across.

Over the following weeks, some 
350,000 Palestinians fled to neigh-
bouring Arab countries. All told, 
at least 750,000 abandoned their 
homeland.

Another 750,000 joined them 
when Israel captured — and swiftly 
colonised — the West Bank from 
Jordan along with the Gaza Strip 
from Egypt and the Golan Heights 
from Syria in the Six-Day War of 
June 1967.

Begin would become Israel’s first 
right-wing prime minister and was 
awarded the Nobel Peace Prize 
for signing the Camp David peace 
treaty with Egypt in 1978.

The flood of dispossessed Ar-
abs burning for revenge spawned 
Palestinian terror groups that two 
generations later are still battling 
for a homeland.

The West Bank, which Palestin-
ians see as part of their truncated 
homeland under the 1993 Oslo Ac-
cords, remains largely under Israeli 
occupation.

The Arab terror groups initially 
were composed of Palestinians 
led by Yasser Arafat but their op-
eration morphed into a global war 
by Islamist jihadists seeking to 
avenge centuries of Western inter-
vention, from the Crusades of the 
Middle Ages to the US invasion of 
Iraq in 2003.

These interlocked and increas-
ingly generational conflicts ex-
panded into ideological and re-
ligious wars that took terror to 
new depths of barbarism — most 
notably Hezbollah’s game-chang-
ing suicide bombings and system-
atic hostage-taking to al-Qaeda 

crashing hijacked US airliners 
filled with passengers (and full 
fuel tanks) into the Pentagon and 
the signature skyscrapers of New 
York’s World Trade Centre on Sep-
tember 11, 2001.

The timing of the Balfour Dec-
laration during the convulsions of 
the first world war was probably 
because two days earlier, on Octo-
ber 31, 1917, the 4th Brigade of the 
Australian Light Horse, a cavalry 
regiment that played a crucial role 
in Britain’s ultimate victory in the 
desert, overran the Turkish strong-
hold of Beersheba in the Negev De-
sert.

That opened the way to Gaza, 
Jericho, the Plains of Megiddo — 
biblical Armageddon — Jerusalem 
and Syria: Most of the land pledged 
to the Jews by Balfour and to the 
Arabs by Lawrence and others.

All would fall to the British Ex-
peditionary Forces within a year, 
forcibly incorporated into Britain’s 
last desperate scramble for strate-
gic gain in Africa and Asia.

British imperial power, then at 
its zenith, launched Zionism on 
a global scale and established a 
geopolitical legacy that hardened 
anti-Western sentiment in the Arab 
world and led to the Israeli-Pal-
estinian conflict that in turn trig-
gered nine wars between Israel and 
Egypt, Syria, Lebanon and Jordan.

The decision to support the Zion-
ists’ claim of a Jewish homeland in 
Palestine had already been decid-
ed in a secret agreement between 
Britain and France on May 16, 1916, 
to carve up the Middle East with 
its vast oil reserves between these 
competing colonial powers once 
world war one ended.

Its official title was the Asia Mi-
nor Agreement, but it is universal-
ly known as the Sykes-Picot Agree-
ment after the two diplomats who 
negotiated it over many months, 
Sir Mark Sykes of Britain and Fran-
çois Georges-Picot of France.

When US President Woodrow 
Wilson’s administration was in-
formed of Sykes-Picot, his for-
eign policy adviser Edward House 
wrote: “It is all bad and I told Bal-
four so. They are making it a breed-
ing place for future war.”

Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of 
The Arab Weekly.
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100 years of dispossession. Palestinians protest in front of the Office of the UN Special Coordinator 
for the Middle East Peace Process in Gaza City, on November 2.            (AP)

Balfour’s ‘calamitous promise’ 
brought a century of conflict

The wording of the 
declaration was vague, 
leaving the terms of 
London’s commitment 
to an independent 
Jewish state in the 
heart of the Arab world 
open to interpretation.
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2005 Gaza 
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backfires
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I 

n 2005, Ariel Sharon, os-
tensibly seeking to move 
the stumbling peace pro-
cess forward, unilaterally 
withdrew Israel from the 

ever-turbulent Gaza Strip, which 
would supposedly be part of any 
Palestinian state that may mate-
rialise, to fierce opposition from 
Israel’s right wing.

This powerful clique champi-
ons the ever-expanding Jewish 
settlements in the occupied ter-
ritories, particularly in the West 
Bank. These are mainly inhabit-
ed by ultra-Orthodox Jewish col-
onists who claim God ceded the 
territories to Abraham, and thus 
the Jewish people, for all time.

Sharon, a war hero who as 
leader of Jewish commandos in 
the 1960s killed hundreds of Pal-
estinians during raids, failed to 
foresee the disastrous aggression 
of Hamas, the militant Islamist 
group that emerged in Gaza and 
the wars that were to follow.

“The consequences of uni-
lateral withdrawal have put 
back prospects for peace even 
further,” the Jerusalem Post 
warned.

For 2,000 years, most Jews had 
lived outside the Holy Land dis-
persed throughout Europe and 
the United States but many were 
galvanised by the nationalist fer-
vour of Theodor Herzl, founder 
of the Zionist movement that 
emerged in the late 19th century.

Britain’s opening of a new war 
front in Palestine against the 
Ottoman Empire, imperial Ger-
many’s ally, in hopes of breaking 
out of the military stalemate and 
massive casualties in the trench-
es of the Western Front, led to 
Turkey’s defeat.

That victory and its conse-
quences, however, led to the 
conflict that has plagued the 
Middle East to the present day 
and, as the Balfour Declaration 
centenary reawakens religious 
and nationalist passions, shows 
every sign of raging for years to 
come.

It is, perhaps, ironic — to say 
the least — that as Israelis cel-
ebrate Balfour’s centenary they 
are also marking another grim 
anniversary that underlines the 
depressing prospect that lies 
ahead:

On November 4, 1995, Israeli 
leader Yitzhak Rabin, the soldier 
turned statesman who was one 
of the pillars of the Oslo Accords 
of 1993-94 that, for a brief mo-
ment, seemed to bring closer the 
peace envisaged by Balfour, was 
assassinated.

Rabin was killed in Tel Aviv 
by a Jewish extremist who rep-
resented the hard right bitterly 
opposed to Israel relinquishing 
the West Bank as a Palestinian 
homeland.

Ed Blanche
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Balfour centenarySpecial focus

London

T 

he 100th anniversary of 
the Balfour Declaration 
and the way it was cel-
ebrated by some but only 
marked by others in the 

United Kingdom laid bare the con-
troversy over the 67-word letter 
that proved pivotal to the forma-
tion of the country of Israel.

The declaration, issued on No-
vember 2, 1917, by British Foreign 
Secretary Arthur Balfour to Lord 
Walter Rothschild reads: “His 
Majesty’s Government view with 
favour the establishment in Pal-
estine of a national home for the 
Jewish people and will use their 
best endeavours to facilitate the 
achievement of this object, it being 
clearly understood that nothing 
shall be done which may prejudice 
the civil and religious rights of ex-
isting non-Jewish communities in 
Palestine, or the rights and politi-
cal status enjoyed by Jews in any 
other country.”

This short letter changed the fu-
ture of Palestine, Israel and the en-
tire Middle East.

In the run-up to its 100th an-
niversary, British Prime Minister 
Theresa May said Britain would 
“mark the centenary with pride.” 
She attended a special dinner with 
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu and senior British poli-
ticians, including the current Lords 
Roderick Balfour and Jacob Roth-
schild, to “mark” the occasion.

“We are proud of the role that we 
played in the creation of the state 
of Israel and we will certainly mark 
the centenary with pride,” May 
said in comments to parliament.

However, she acknowledged 
that Britain must “be conscious of 
the sensitivities that some people 
do have” towards the declaration, 
adding that “there is more work to 
be done” and reiterating Britain’s 
support for the two-state solution.

Her statement was echoed by 
British Foreign Secretary Boris 

Johnson, who also spoke of “pride” 
in Britain’s role in the establish-
ment of the state of Israel. He also 
pointed out, however, that one of 
the key caveats of the declaration — 
safeguarding the civil and religious 
rights of existing non-Jewish com-
munities — had not been fulfilled.

Across the political divide, Brit-
ain’s main opposition Labour 
Party, which has a history of pro-
Palestine activism and recently 
faced accusations of being soft on 
anti-Semitism, called on the gov-
ernment to recognise Palestine.

“I don’t think we celebrate the 
Balfour Declaration but I think we 
have to mark it because it was a 
turning point in the history of the 
area and the most important way 
of marking it is to recognise Pal-
estine,” Shadow Foreign Secretary 
Emily Thornberry said.

Main opposition leader Jeremy 
Corbyn pointedly did not attend 

the Balfour dinner and has been 
an outspoken critic of Israel dur-
ing his time as a member of parlia-
ment.

“Let’s give real support to end 
the oppression of the Palestin-
ian people, the 50-year occupation 
and illegal settlement expansion 
and move to a genuine two-state 
solution of the Israel-Palestine 
conflict,” he said at the Labour Par-
ty conference in September.

Palestinian Prime Minister Rami 
Hamdallah, via Twitter, said: “Brit-
ain should apologise for the his-
toric injustice it committed against 
Palestinians and correct it instead 
of celebrating it.”

The controversy surrounding the 
Balfour Declaration even reached 
London public transportation. 
Transport for London (TfL) came 
under criticism for banning an ad 
campaign from a pro-Palestinian 
group that sought to spotlight Pal-

estinian suffering before the Bal-
four anniversary.

The poster campaign, titled 
“Palestine… Make it Right” by the 
official Palestinian mission to the 
United Kingdom, featured images 
of Palestinians in markets prior 
to 1948 contrasted with images of 
Palestinians living as refugees in 
camps after the establishment of 
Israel.

“Palestinian history is a cen-
sored history. There has been a 
100-year-long cover-up of the Brit-
ish government’s broken promise 
in the Balfour Declaration to safe-
guard the rights of the Palestinians 
when it gave away their country to 
another people,” Manuel Hassas-
sian, the Palestinian ambassador 
to the United Kingdom, said in a 
statement.

“TfL’s decision is not surprising 
as it is, at best, susceptible to or, 
at worst, complicit with all the in-

stitutional forces and active lobby 
groups which continuously work 
to silence the Palestinian narra-
tive. There may be free speech in 
Britain on every issue under the 
sun but not on Palestine.”

Pro-Palestinian groups, includ-
ing the Palestine Solidarity Cam-
paign (PSC) and the Stop the War 
coalition, protested the declara-
tion in central London.

“The centenary of the Balfour 
Declaration reminds us of Britain’s 
historic complicity in establishing 
a process that has led to the dis-
possession of the Palestinian peo-
ple,” PSC Director Ben Jamal said.

He said Britain should recognise 
its “complicity” and “responsibili-
ties” to pressure Israel to “end the 
occupation, abide by international 
law and cease its violations of the 
human rights of Palestinians.”

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

Mahmud el-Shafey

Historic complicity. A carving in stone reading “ER, Sorry” playing on the common initials for Queen 
Elizabeth Regina on the controversial Israeli separation barrier separating the West Bank town of 
Bethlehem from Jerusalem .               (AFP)

To ‘celebrate’ or ‘mark’ the Balfour centenary?

T 

he British and Israeli 
governments celebrated 
the Balfour Declaration 
in London and Is-
rael while Palestinians 
and their supporters 

marched in many cities across the 
world demanding an apology from 
Britain for its role in the creation 
of Israel and the dispossession and 
continued suffering of the Palestin-
ian people. British Prime Minister 
Theresa May promised a Conserva-
tive Friends of Israel meeting in 
2016 that Britain would be “mark-
ing it with pride.”

The most notable dissenting po-
litical voice was the Labour leader 
and long-time supporter of the 
Palestinian people, Jeremy Corbyn, 
who declined an invitation to a 
dinner in London with Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu.

The Balfour Declaration is a 
1917 letter from British Foreign 
Secretary Arthur Balfour to Walter 
Rothschild, for transmission to 
the Zionist Federation of Great 
Britain and Ireland. The critical 
part of this short letter said: “His 
Majesty’s Government view with 
favour the establishment in Pal-
estine of a national home for the 
Jewish people, and will use their 
best endeavours to facilitate the 
achievement of this object, it being 
clearly understood that nothing 
shall be done which may prejudice 

the civil and religious rights of 
existing non-Jewish communi-

ties in Palestine, or the rights and 

political status enjoyed by Jews in 
any other country.”

It is notable for offering the land 
of one people to another people 
without consulting the Palestin-
ians, all British Jews or the rest 
of the British public. It crucially 
omitted reference to the indig-
enous Palestinian Arabs who made 
up 90% of the population between 
the Jordan River and the Mediter-
ranean. It was bizarrely made at a 
time when Britain was not even in 
occupation of Palestine.

Current British Foreign Sec-
retary Boris Johnson called the 
declaration “bizarre,” a “tragically 
incoherent document” and “an 
exquisite piece of Foreign Office 
fudgerama,” two years ago before 
taking office.

However, he still wrote an article 
in the Daily Telegraph celebrating 
Israel’s creation. He said: “I see 
no contradiction in being a friend 
of Israel — and a believer in that 
country’s destiny — while also be-
ing deeply moved by the suffering 
of those affected and dislodged 
by its birth. The vital caveat in the 
Balfour Declaration — intended to 
safeguard other communities — 
has not been fully realised.”

There is much debate about Brit-
ain’s motive in offering the declara-
tion that revolves around charges 
of anti-Semitic leanings against 
Balfour but also its seeing the crea-
tion of a state that would be loyal 
to it at a geographically sensitive 
location near the Suez Canal.

The only dissenting voice against 
the idea of Britain assisting the 
Zionist movement in creating a 
homeland for Jews in Palestine in 
the cabinet of David Lloyd George 
was the only Jewish member — Ed-
win Samuel Montagu. He was op-
posed to Zionism, which he called 
“a mischievous political creed,” 
and considered the declaration 
anti-Semitic.

He explained his position by 
saying: “I assume that it means 
that Mahommedans [Muslims] 
and Christians are to make way for 
the Jews and that the Jews should 
be put in all positions of prefer-
ence and should be peculiarly 
associated with Palestine in the 
same way that England is with the 
English or France with the French, 
that Turks and other Mahommed-
ans in Palestine will be regarded 
as foreigners, just in the same way 
as Jews will hereafter be treated 
as foreigners in every country but 
Palestine. Perhaps also citizenship 
must be granted only as a result of 
a religious test.”

Montagu had some influence on 
the final wording of the declara-
tion but not enough to dissuade the 
government from issuing it. Britain 
then ensured it became part of its 
UN mandate on Palestine and Zion-
ists began to implement its promise 
soon after the mandate started in 
1920.

Israel’s creation in 1948 and sub-
sequent occupation of a remainder 
of historic Palestine in 1967 have 

been catastrophic for the Pales-
tinian people who live either as 
second-class citizens in Israel, as 
occupied people in the West Bank, 
East Jerusalem and Gaza, or as 
refugees in 70-year-old camps in 
neighbouring countries or in the 
wider diaspora. Their total number 
is estimated at 13 million, almost 
half of whom live outside their 
homeland.

Israel’s expansionist policies 
continue with some 700,000 set-
tlers residing illegally in settle-
ments across the West Bank and 
East Jerusalem. The international 
community, including Britain, con-
tinues to say there is only one solu-
tion to the conflict, which is the 
two-state solution. They condemn 
settlement expansion, which they 
say is an obstacle to peace but exert 
no pressure on Israel to end it.

As Israel entrenches the occupa-
tion and promises to annex the 
West Bank formally ending the 
prospect of a two-state solution, 
Britain celebrated the 100th anni-
versary of the Balfour Declaration.

If it were serious about bringing 
peace to the region, it could instead 
have apologised to the Palestin-
ians for its role in their continued 
suffering, recognised Palestine as 
a state and threatened sanctions 
against Israel if it did not end and 
reverse its settlement building to 
comply with UN resolutions and 
see a Palestinian state emerge. The 
atonement process for its sin could 
then have started.

The Balfour Declaration: 67 words 
that changed the history of Palestine

Kamel Hawwash

The Balfour 
Declaration 
crucially omitted 
reference to the 
indigenous 
Palestinian Arabs 
who at the time 
made up 90% of 
the population.

is a British-based Palestinian 
university professor and writer.

There may be free 
speech in Britain on 
every issue under 
the sun but not on 
Palestine.

Manuel Hassassian, 
the Palestinian ambassador 
to the United Kingdom
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see “all the news that is fit to post” 
about Turkey.

TAW: Ahval is online…
YB: It is. We will have three 

languages in separate sections and 
slightly separate content. As much 
as in English, we are aiming at 
informing the Turkish public. No 
issue is taboo for us but we are not 
one of those “opposition” outlets.

The words journalism and oppo-
sition do not fit together. That one 
applies to partisan press. Journal-
ism exists as long as it is critical, 
that is the keyword. It is about 
treating all the power structures 
critically and writing. We will look 

at all the issues with a critical eye 
and report and comment accord-
ingly.

Our objective is to understand 
this extremely complicated, eva-
sive country and tell it like it is. In 
the age of hostile treatment of jour-
nalists and fake news and character 
assassinations, with Turkey as the 
epicentre of the ordeal, ours will be 
a tough job. We will cover politics, 
economy, culture and social up-
heaval with the same attitude.

TAW: Turkey is a poisoned 
environment, with a witch hunt, 
labelling, suspicion and conspiracy 
theories…

YB: In many ways, it is like McCa-
rthy era in the United States. People 
forgot to appreciate professional-
ism and became obsessed with 
labelling each other. Turkey on all 
levels is eclipsed by “us and them.”

It is possible we will be targeted 
as terrorists, criminals or enemies 
of some sort but we know one 
thing: It is what we do and not who 
people imagine we are that matters.

The key component in journal-
ism is honesty and devotion to 
facts. My core team of editors and 
I believe in one thing: The need to 

inform people and not deceive 
them with lies or propaganda. 
Truth and nothing but the 
truth matters. The audience 
appreciates that in the long 

run.
Much of Turkish media are 

rotten, some parts deeply corrupt. 
We must keep reminding that there 
are journalists at home and outside 
who are not.

If Ahval’s readers feel they are 
honestly informed and opened 
every day to a diversity of, even 
opposite viewpoints about Turkey, 
we will only feel content. What Jo-
seph Pulitzer said more than a 100 
years ago applies still in the inter-
net age: “Put it before them briefly 
so they will read it, clearly so they 
will appreciate it, picturesquely 
so they will remember it, and 
above all, accurately so they will 
be guided by its light.” Ahval will, 
with an extremely reader-friendly 
format, cover all of Turkey, as 
lucidly as possible.

At Ahval, democracy is at the 
very core of our values. We un-
conditionally commit, therefore, 
to freedom of expression and 
editorial independence in what we 
report and comment. It is what we 
stand for.

We shall abide by our strict code 
of ethics and staunchly defend the 
honour of our profession. We are 
not the mouthpiece of any interest 
group nor are we part of any activ-
ist movement. ”Nothing but the 
truth” is our motto.

For the Ahval team, unfettered 
access to information for our 
readers, in Turkey and around 
the world, is sacred. At a time of 
unprecedented pressure on the 
media in Turkey and growing 
challenges elsewhere, we pledge 
to cover events accurately, fairly, 
impartially; with honesty, balance 
and diversity; enhancing faith and 
confidence in ourselves and the 
industry as a whole.

Our respect for the public’s 
right to be informed will remain 
unmoved.

To achieve our goals, we rely on 
the unique talents of our contribu-
tors, journalists and editors. They 
will tell stories, scrutinise the 
structures of power and explain 
the events that shape our world in 
their broader context.

In these troubled times, the 
intrusion of fake news threatens 
the democratic order and whips 
up radicalisation. Facts, an es-
sential component of freedom and 
knowledge, have become wounded 
bystanders or collateral damage in 
an increasingly conflicted world. 
We need, therefore, to share the 
facts and analyse them rationally.

At all times, we will seek to pro-
mote transparency and knowledge, 
uncovering the thoughts behind 
the actions and the truth behind 
the spin.

Journalists and commentators 
are never beyond criticism. There-
fore, we will always maintain the 
highest standards. We will be ac-
countable. Therefore, we welcome 
contributions from all our readers 
and will correct any inaccuracies 
fully and promptly.

News & AnalysisNews & Analysis Turkey

Washington

W 

hen Turkish Prime 
Minister Binali Yildi-
rim arrives for meet-
ings with US officials 
in Washington, he is 

likely to find a mountain of bilateral 
problems blocking the path to a quick 
normalisation of the strained ties be-
tween the two NATO partners.

“What held the two together were 
common interests,” said Gonul Tol, 
director of the Centre for Turkish 
Studies at the Middle East Institute in 
Washington. “Now there are diverging 
interests.”

Turkey and the United States still 
describe themselves as strategic allies 
in official statements but the reality is 
different, Tol said. “Nobody is talking 
about that anymore. People in DC see 
Turkey as a problem to be dealt with,” 
she said.

Yildirim was scheduled to visit the 
United States in early November for 
talks in Washington and New York. 
The Turkish prime minister was to 
meet with US Vice-President Mike 
Pence and other officials.

Bilateral relations have been in cri-
sis mode for months, even though US 
President Donald Trump, in a meet-
ing with Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan in September in New 
York, declared that Turkey and United 
States were “as close as we’ve ever 
been.”

The latest eruption came after Turk-
ish prosecutors had a Turkish em-
ployee of the US Consulate in Istanbul 
arrested on charges of colluding with 
the movement of Fethullah Gulen, a 
US-based Islamic cleric accused by Er-
dogan of being the mastermind of last 
year’s coup attempt in Turkey.

As a response, the United States 
stopped visa services for Turkish 
citizens in the country. Ankara an-
swered with a similar move against 
US citizens. A senior Western diplo-
mat in Washington described the US 
visa action against Turkey as a drastic 
sign of discontent and a “rather sharp 
weapon.”

Solving the visa crisis was likely 
to be high on Yildirim’s agenda in 
Washington. The Turkish Hurriyet 
newspaper reported there might be a 
chance to move things forward during 
his visit. It remains unclear, however, 
whether Turkey would be prepared to 
release the US consular employee, as 

demanded by Washington.
Even if both sides make progress on 

the visa front, a multitude of other is-
sues remain. One is Turkey’s extradi-
tion request for Gulen. US officials say 
there is not enough evidence to prove 
Gulen’s alleged role in the coup.

Also, the United States is calling for 
the release of Andrew Brunson, an 
American pastor arrested in Turkey 
last year. Pence, a pious Christian, 
is taking a personal interest in the 
Brunson case and is expected to press 
Yildirim on it. Erdogan has suggested 
a swap of Gulen for Brunson, an idea 
rejected by the Trump administration.

Erdogan has complained bitterly 
about an investigation by New York 
prosecutors against Reza Zarrab, a 
Turkish-Iranian gold trader charged 
with violating US sanctions against 
Iran.

Zarrab is a key figure in a 2013 cor-
ruption scandal in Turkey that in-
volved members of the Erdogan gov-
ernment and his family. Erdogan has 
called the charges against Zarrab a 
step against the Turkish state and has 
accused US officials of trying to turn 
Zarrab into an informant. Zarrab is to 
go on trial November 27 amid specula-
tion that he might make a wide-rang-
ing confession — possibly implicating 

people close to Erdogan — as part of a 
plea bargain.

A long-running dispute between 
Ankara and Washington over US sup-
port for a Kurdish militia in Syria re-
mains unresolved. Washington views 
the Kurdish forces as vital allies in the 
fight against the Islamic State (ISIS) 
but they are rejected as a terrorist 
group by Turkey. Yildirim is unlikely 
to make headway on the issue.

As bilateral problems pile up, pres-
sure is building in the United States 
for tougher steps against Erdogan’s 
government, which has overseen 
mass arrests of members of the op-
position, academia and the media fol-
lowing the 2016 coup attempt. Ankara 
has also been accused of seeking a 
rapprochement with Iran and Russia.  
Stephen Bannon, Trump’s former 
chief strategist and an important voice 
of the right wing in US politics, told 
the Saudi newspaper Asharq Al-Awsat 
that “Turkey is the biggest danger” 
for the United States, more dangerous 
even than Iran.

Bannon is not the only prominent 
member of the US political scene 
sending out warnings that Turkey is 
a growing problem. “Over the past 
several years, Erdogan and his allies 
have corroded Turkey’s democracy 

by mounting an assault on the rule of 
law, using sweeping state of emergen-
cy authorities to stifle fundamental 
rights including free speech, under-
mining the independence of the judi-
ciary and quashing any expressions of 
opposition,” 14 US senators from both 
parties said in a letter to Trump in Oc-
tober.

The lawmakers, who expressed out-
rage over violence by Erdogan’s body-
guards during the Turkish president’s 
visit to Washington in May, called on 
Trump “to send a clear message to 
President Erdogan.”

The anti-Turkish mood in Wash-
ington means Trump is unlikely to do 
much to please Erdogan in the various 
areas of disagreement, Tol said. “He 
won’t use his political capital to save 
Erdogan,” she said about the US presi-
dent.

Compromises are difficult because 
some of the open issues, such as the 
Gulen case or the Zarrab charges, were 
“existential” questions for the Turkish 
leader, she added. “Normally I try to 
be optimistic,” Tol said, “but this time 
it’s difficult.”

Thomas Seibert is a 
Washington correspondent 
for The Arab Weekly.

Thomas Seibert

Mountain of bilateral problems blocks path 
to quick normalisation of US-Turkish ties

Ahval, an independent news 
source on Turkey, makes debut
London

T 
urkey remains, for 
many reasons, a 
focal point of the 
world. In the past 
five years, it has 
been dragged into 
a deepening crisis, 
which was further 

complicated after a botched coup 
attempt in 2016. It is a country 
under strict emergency rule, 
which has led to the jailing of 
nearly 70,000 people.

The most troubled part is 
journalism. Turkish media are 
more than 90% controlled by the 
Erdogan government and there are 
nearly 180 journalists in prison. 
The victims of these oppressive 
measures are without a doubt the 
Turkish people, whose constitu-
tional right to be informed is under 
severe pressure.

Turkey’s journalists are tough 
professionals, however. While 
some struggle for freedom in 
tiny outlets at home, others have 
established serious journalistic 
platforms abroad.

Ahval (www.ahvalnews.com), 
a new information website, aims 
high in this troubled domain. 
Launched November 1, Ahval seeks 
to provide high-quality news analy-
sis, investigative stories, in-depth 
reports and expert commentary, 
targeting audiences worldwide. It 
provides content in Turkish, Eng-
lish and Arabic.

Yavuz Baydar, a European Press 
Prize laureate with 40 years of 
experience in journalism, leads 
Ahval’s team of editors. Baydar 
responded to questions from The 
Arab Weekly.

TAW: Under the circumstances 
of demonisation of journalists in 
Turkey, some would call this a 
daredevil act. Would you agree?

YB: True, it is a challenge be-
cause we have to battle against a 
power that is keen on controlling 
all information about Turkey inside 
and out. The paradox is that we 

have lived under some democratic 
forms in that country since 1946. 
The notion of democracy is in our 
backbones and we are reminded, 
on a daily basis, that we have to in-
form the domestic and internation-
al public about Turkey’s extremely 
interesting, baffling story.

In countless aspects, Turkey is 
far too important to ignore. That’s 
why it is our duty to cover its 
adventures and report them. My 
team and I are in Ahval only for the 
thrill of good journalism. We love 
it because it is filled with stories 
waiting to be told.

TAW: How did this project come 
about?

YB: I left Turkey soon after the 
coup attempt. The putschists 
delivered a deadly blow to the 
country, yet all segments of the 
society somehow contributed to 
this dreadful downfall. I reported 
on the months after the coup, 
which led to a nightmare for those 
whose common denominator was 
to disagree with the way President 
[Recep Tayyip] Erdogan ruled the 
country. For more than a year I 
wrote for the Suddeutsche Zei-
tung and other outlets, such as 
the Guardian.

As of late last spring, I felt 
deeply disillusioned with the way 
people simply became hypnotised 
by the immense power propa-
ganda. It made me sad to see how 
fragile and divided we independent 
journalists were. I was about to quit 
journalism altogether when I was 
persuaded by some independent 
media publishers from Gibraltar, 
Ahvalnews Ltd, to stay in the game.

My prime concern was that 
we would be free of activism or 
political affiliation; that our only 
activism would be for journal-
ism and free expression. There 
was no doubt that international 
audiences were left in a vacuum 
because of no credible outlet in 
English. The current ones either 
suffer from fierce self-censorship 
or they conduct Pravda-like official 
propaganda. The world needs a 
cool-headed, critical and rational 
information source and that’s 
where Ahval came in. In it you will 

I n t e r v i e w

The Arab Weekly staff

“We unconditionally 
commit, therefore, 
to freedom 
of expression 
and editorial 
independence in 
what we report and 
comment.”

Yavuz Baydar, 
Ahval editor-in-chief

www.ahvalnews.com
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T 

he story of Patrice 
Lumumba Peoples’ 
Friendship Univer-
sity in Moscow is well 
known. Established by 
the government of the 

Soviet Union in 1960, the universi-
ty offered higher education to stu-
dents from developing countries 
in Asia, Africa and Latin America. 
The university also functioned as 
a recruitment ground for the KGB, 
the main Soviet security agency, 
and was engaged in training the 
vanguard of the global Commu-
nist revolution.

Less known is the role of 
theological seminaries in Iran, 
in particular al-Mustafa Interna-
tional University (MIU) in Qom 
and its many offshoots, which 
attract thousands of students from 
abroad and double as recruitment 
grounds and training facilities for 
Shia revolutionary elites.

In the immediate aftermath of 
the revolution in 1979, Islamic Re-
public authorities established the 
Non-Iranian Theological Students 
Supervisory Council (Showra-ye 
Sarparasti-ye Tollab-e Gheir-e-

Irani), which, in close cooperation 
with the intelligence services, 
supervised the affairs of foreign 
Shia theological students in Iran. 
Following several organisational 
metamorphoses, the institution 
was renamed MIU in December 
2007 and subjected to direct con-
trol of the supreme leader.

MIU’s charter, which formalised 
existing practice towards foreign 
theological students since 1979, 
defines the goal of the institution 
as “training theologians,” “iden-
tifying, recruiting and support-
ing scientific elites of the world 
of Islam,” “securing stipends for 
theological students, their wives 
and children in Iran and abroad” 
and the like.

Those conditions seem to have 
attracted a considerable number of 
foreign students to the university. 
MIU Director Ayatollah Alireza 
Arafi recently disclosed that “more 
than 100,000 theological students 
from 130 countries” are studying 
at the university.

Because the MIU charter allows 
a maximum 20% Iranian nation-
als among the total number of the 

students, approximately 80,000 
of those students are not Iranian. 
The MIU website states that those 
students study under 3,500 faculty 
members, both Iranian and for-
eign nationals.

MIU campuses in Qom host 
more than 20,000 of the univer-
sity’s students; the rest are scat-
tered around Iran and 60 different 
countries across the globe. In the 
Persian language source material, 
there is reference to Sunni Muslim 
alumni from Nigeria and other 
African countries.

However, there is every reason 
to believe MIU’s curriculum is 
not limited to the scientific study 
of religion but includes military 
training.

On July 29, 2015, Hojjat al-Islam 
Mohammad Mousavi Naji’s fu-
neral service was in Qom. An MIU 
graduate, Naji was seconded to the 
Iraqi Badr Corps and was killed 
in combat in Baiji, Iraq. On April 
28, 2016, Arafi visited the families 
of leading Shia Afghan fighters 
killed in combat in Syria, includ-
ing Ali-Reza Tavasoli, Fatemiyoun 
Division chief commander, and 

Reza Bakhshi, Tavasoli’s second 
in command. Both men were MIU 
graduates. Most Shia Pakistanis of 
the Zeinabiyoun Brigade killed in 
combat in Syria were MIU gradu-
ates.

There are indications of the 
Islamic Republic security agencies 
imposing a degree of compart-
mentalisation among different 
nationalities. Larger national 
student groups, such as Afghans, 
Bahrainis, Iraqis, Lebanese and 
Pakistanis, seem to have their own 
seminary within the MIU. Even 
their rallies or religious ceremo-
nies are separate from each other 
to minimise contact between the 
different nationalities.

Mixing nationalities seems to 
take place as the foreign students 
reach higher educational levels 
and are identified as potential 
leaders (either religious, political, 
military or administrative) of their 
home constituencies.

It is through this approach that 
the Islamic Republic is trying to 
cultivate the next generation of 
Hassan Nasrallahs, the Shia revo-
lutionary elites of tomorrow.

F 

riday the 13th is an omi-
nous day for supersti-
tious people but it took 
on a whole new mean-
ing for the Iranian re-
gime when US President 

Donald Trump refused on that day 
last month to recertify the nuclear 
deal his country signed with the 
mullahs under his predecessor.

Trump not only refused to press 
ahead with the agreement as it 
stands but took further steps to 
curtail the influence of arguably 
the most powerful tool of the 
ayatollahs in Tehran — the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC).

The US president accused Iran of 
threatening regional security and 
stability and described the IRGC 
as a threat to peace, authorising 
the US government to blacklist the 
entire unit as a terrorist organi-
sation that may be subjected to 
sanctions.

In signs of increasingly suc-
cessful Arab lobbying attempts in 
Washington, Trump enraged the 
Iranian regime by using the term 
“Arabian Gulf,” accusing Tehran 
of threatening trade, commerce 

and freedom of navigation in the 
strategic waterway. The term 
“Arabian Gulf” is used commonly 
in the region, considering that 
Arabs have historically inhabited 
both sides of the Gulf, including in 
multi-ethnic Iran.

Tehran’s reaction was to 
threaten the United States and its 
allies with repercussions should 
the US Congress scrap the deal or 
reimpose sanctions on Iran that 
were lifted by former US President 
Barack Obama.

Those actions served to bankroll 
Iran’s activities, with a glut of cash 
assisting the mullahs to expand 
greatly in Iraq and Syria and to 
finance regional intervention-
ism and expansionist militarism. 
Those actions have devastated 
hundreds of thousands, if not 
millions, of lives throughout the 
Middle East.

Iran is afraid those rapid gains 
will be rolled back by fresh sanc-
tions, adding strain to a battered 
oil-based economy.

The reason Iran fears sanctions 
against the IRGC is because many 
of the region’s most powerful play-

ers are affiliated or directly con-
nected to Iran’s religious military 
organisation. This is especially 
so in Iraq and Syria. In Iraq entire 
government ministries are con-
trolled by IRGC-affiliated groups 
and in Syria IRGC-sponsored Shia 
jihadists run amok, slaughtering 
Syrian civilians with impunity.

Perhaps most crucially, the 
IRGC’s most successful proxy, the 
Lebanese Hezbollah, would suffer 
severely if exposed to an all-en-
compassing sanctions regime.

If Trump were to act on his rhet-
oric, it would mean that the United 
States could conceivably impose 
sanctions on the Iraqi Interior 
Ministry and federal police, two of 
many institutions that have been 
infiltrated by IRGC-linked groups 
and riddled with Shia extremists 
from the Badr Organisation.

It could also mean the Trump 
administration could punish the 
Iraqi government for cooperating 
with Iran, which would be particu-
larly painful considering much 
of Iraq’s military, economic and 
humanitarian aid comes from the 
United States and its allies.

This fear arguably led to the 
rapid reaction of the IRGC in 
instigating the fall of Kirkuk just 
days after Trump’s speech. On 
the night of October 15, before the 
oil-rich Iraqi city was snatched 
out of Kurdish hands by the Iraqi 
authorities backed by IRGC-con-
trolled Shia militants, Iranian 
spymaster Qassem Soleimani cut 
a deal with the Patriotic Union of 
Kurdistan to withdraw from its 
positions defending Kirkuk. The 
move led to the peshmerga’s rapid 
collapse and defeat.

The IRGC was sending a mes-
sage to Washington: If the United 
States thinks it can sanction 
the IRGC, it will destabilise key 
American strategic theatres. This 
is nothing new for Iran, which 
extensively armed, trained and 
prepared Shia militants to kill US 
troops in Iraq and elsewhere to im-
pose their terms on Washington.

While Iranian belligerence and 
state-sponsored terrorism cowed 
the Obama administration, it re-
mains to be seen whether Trump 
will take such behaviour from 
Tehran lightly.

Training tomorrow’s revolutionary 
elites at Iran’s theological seminaries

How the IRGC will react to Trump scrapping the Iran deal

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

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

Ali Alfoneh

Tallha Abdulrazaq

The foreign 
students reach 
higher educational 
levels and are 
identified as 
potential leaders of 
their home 
constituencies.

While Iranian 
belligerence 
cowed the Obama 
administration, it 
remains to be seen 
whether Trump 
will take such 
behaviour from 
Tehran lightly.
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Recruitment grounds. Students listen to an Iranian scholar at al-Mustafa International University (MIU) in Qom.    (MIU website)
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T 

he US military’s nabbing 
of a terror suspect in 
Libya to stand trial in a 
civilian court in the Unit-
ed States is sending a 

message that US President Donald 
Trump is determined to chase ter-
rorists halfway around the world.

However, the case holds anoth-
er, more discrete, signal: For all 
his tough rhetoric, Trump is con-
tinuing a policy of his predecessor 
Barack Obama.

Members of US Navy SEAL Team 
6 and the FBI’s Hostage Rescue 
Team captured Mustafa al-Imam 
on October 30 near the Libyan city 
of Misrata after a months-long sur-
veillance operation. News reports 
said Imam was taken to a US Navy 
ship off the Libyan coast to be 
transferred to the United States. 
He is expected to be charged with 
terrorism offences.

Imam is accused of taking part 
in a raid by extremists on a US dip-
lomatic compound in Benghazi on 
September 11, 2012, in which four 
Americans, including US Ambas-
sador to Libya Christopher Ste-
vens, were killed.

The attack sparked a massive 
debate in the United States and be-
came a political liability for Hillary 
Clinton, the US secretary of state at 
the time who was Trump’s rival in 
last year’s presidential election.

Another suspect in the Beng-
hazi attack, Ahmed Abu Khattala, 
was arrested by US forces in Libya 
in 2014 and is facing charges in a 
US court. A year before, US forces 
in Libya captured Nazih Abdul-
hamed al-Ruqai, an al-Qaeda 
member suspected of involvement 
in the attacks on US embassies in 
Nairobi and Dar es Salaam in 1998, 
and took him to the United States. 
Ruqai died of liver cancer in US 
custody in 2015.

In announcing Imam’s capture, 
Trump said his government was 
determined to hunt down those 
involved in the Benghazi attack. 
“Our memory is deep and our 
reach is long and we will not rest 
in our efforts to find and bring the 
perpetrators of the heinous attacks 

in Benghazi to justice,” Trump said 
in a statement.

He thanked “law enforcement, 
prosecutors, intelligence com-
munity and military personnel 
for their extraordinary efforts in 
gathering evidence, interviewing 
witnesses and tracking down fu-
gitives associated with the attack, 
capturing them and delivering 
them to the United States for pros-
ecution.”

By moving Imam to the United 
States to stand trial in a civilian 
court, Trump is quietly moving 
away from campaign rhetoric in 
which he demanded that terror 
suspects should be sent to the US 
facility in Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, 
where many terror suspects were 
held following the attacks on Sep-
tember 11, 2001, with some still 
in custody there. Suspects have 
fewer rights in military court pro-
cedures in Guantanamo than in a 
civilian court on US soil.

“This is a continuation of the 
Obama administration’s policy of 
bringing perpetrators of terrorism 
on the federal court system in the 
US instead of prosecuting them 
though the military court system,” 
Ben Fishman, an associate fel-
low at the Washington Institute 
for Near East Policy and a former 
National Security Council official, 
wrote via e-mail.

The action to capture Imam 
marks a victory for the FBI, the 
New York Times reported. FBI of-
ficials had been concerned that 
operations to catch terror suspects 
and try them in a civilian court 
in the United States would not 

be continued under Trump, the 
newspaper said.

In another example that Trump’s 
rhetoric is not always matched 
by concrete action, he demanded 
that the suspected perpetrator of 
an attack in Manhattan that killed 
eight people on October 31 be sent 
to Guantanamo, only hours before 
federal prosecutors in New York 
charged the man, Sayfullo Saipov, 
in a civilian court.

Fishman said an operation by US 
special forces to capture a suspect 
such as Imam had clear advantag-
es over a mission to kill a suspect-
ed terrorist. “From the US perspec-
tive, a capture operation is always 
preferable to bring the individual 
to justice and gain potential intel-
ligence about the events of Sep-
tember 11, 2012, and the accused’s 
network,” he said.

Operations such as the one in 
Misrata take months of planning 
and surveillance as well as coop-
eration with local partners. In get-
ting Imam out of war-torn Libya, 
where Washington has been sup-
porting the UN-backed govern-
ment in Tripoli, US commandoes 
acted with the knowledge of local 
authorities. Mohammed al-Ghasri, 
spokesman of the Tripoli govern-
ment’s Defence Ministry, told the 
Reuters news agency that the US 
troops sent to arrest Imam had act-
ed in “coordination with the secu-
rity agencies inside Misrata city.”

The place of the capture is sig-
nificant because Imam did not 
usually live in Misrata but had 
previously stayed in Benghazi in 
the east of the country, dominated 
by a rival government allied with 
military Field Marshal Khalifa Haf-
tar. Fishman said it was notable 
that Imam was captured in Misrata 
“as opposed to Benghazi since US 
military forces have cooperated 
with government-aligned forces 
from Mistrata” in the fight against 
Islamic State (ISIS) militants in 
Libya.

Similar US actions against ter-
ror suspects in Libya are possible 
but the complicated effort to iden-
tify a target and work out a plan to 
capture a potential terrorist needs 
time. “These things take a long 
time to plan,” Fishman said. “I 
wouldn’t expect something in the 
short term.”

Thomas Seibert

A hunt for justice. A 2012 file picture shows a man looking at documents at the US Consulate in 
Benghazi, a day after an attack that killed four Americans, including the US ambassador.                   (AP)
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In nabbing terror suspect 
in Libya, US sends message

Similar US actions 
against terror 
suspects in Libya 
are possible but the 
complicated effort 
to identify a target 
and work out a plan 
to capture a 
potential terrorist 
needs time.

France and America’s 
shadow war in Africa

F
our US special op-
erations personnel were 
killed and two wounded 
in an attack October 4 in 
western Niger, an emerg-
ing hot spot of Islamist 
terrorist activity.

If an Islamist armed group was 
responsible, as reports suggest, this 
would be the first known incident 
in which such a group has killed US 
military personnel on active duty in 
the Sahel. Western civilians, includ-
ing US citizens, have died, however, 
in recent mass-casualty attacks by 
Islamist extremists. Several French 
military forces have lost their lives, 
too.

Militant groups regularly attack 
local targets, focusing on govern-
ment officials, prisons, schools and 
individuals accused of collaborat-
ing with the state or French-led 
counterterrorism operations and UN 
peacekeepers in Mali.

Analysts have claimed that the 
heavy-handed approach of local 
security forces contributed to insta-
bility. Niger is a key transit point for 
African migrants seeking to reach 
Europe via Libya and the Mediter-
ranean.

An often overlooked factor is the 
French economic interest across the 
region, which boasts gold, uranium, 
gas, coltan, manganese, lithium and 
rare earth minerals.

Mehdi Taje of the Institut de 
recherche stratégique de l’Ecole 
Militaire in Paris, said: “The geo-
graphical reality in this region allows 
certain states to position themselves 
militarily to better control the (min-
eral) wealth of the Maghreb and West 
Africa.”

General Vincent Desportes, who 
lectures at Science Po Paris, said 
French engagement in Mali in 2013, 
the interests of Areva, a world leader 
on nuclear power, and its access to 
Niger’s uranium would have been at 
risk. A report to the French Senate in 
2013 asked the government to ensure 
the security of French access to the 
Arlit uranium mine in Niger.

One should not forget that it 
was the US invasion of Iraq and 
the Western-led destruction of the 
Qaddafi regime in 2011 in Libya that 
destabilised Mali and led to the 
massive French Serval operation 
launched in 48 hours in January 2013 
to stop well-armed groups of north-
ern Malians who had served in the 
Libyan Army and fled the country in 
2012 from attacking Bamako.

The deterioration of security 
across the Sahel is the consequence 
of unsolved local tribal and social 
conflicts that were, more often than 
not, brutally repressed rather than 
politically addressed.

Two outside factors poured oil 
on the fire: The destruction of the 
Iraqi and Libyan states by the United 
States, the United Kingdom and 
France in 2003 and 2011 resulted in 
the collapse of the army and security 
apparatus in both countries.

Many officers turned into effec-
tive “jihadi terrorists” as a result. 
When Libya collapsed, Tuaregs from 
northern Mali, an area the southern 
leaders of that country had done 
little to develop and who had sought 
employment in Qaddafi’s army, 
returned home so to speak and by 
advancing on Bamako in January 
2012, prompted the French interven-
tion.

Neither in Iraq, nor in Libya did 
Western powers show any sign of 
strategic thinking about the possible 
consequences of toppling existing 
regimes by force.

Approximately 4,000 French 
troops were deployed, with no de-

bate in parliament in Paris. This mor-
phed into the Berkhane operation in 
August 2014. It was never discussed 
by French deputies.

Beyond Mali and Niger, terror-
ist attacks have spread across the 
region. Troops from Niger participate 
in the Nigeria-led Multinational 
Joint Task Force (MNJTF) to counter 
Boko Haram and five Sahel countries 
known as the G5, including Niger, 
have proposed a similar joint force to 
pursue Mali-based terrorist groups 
and enhance border security.

Niger boasts one of the largest 
number — 800 — of US troops in 
Africa, eight times as many as when 
former US President Barack Obama 
started the ball rolling in 2013. The 
US State Department has sought 
to build up the capacity of Niger’s 
security forces for security and coun-
terterrorism for 15 years and large 
sums of money have been devoted 
to providing the country with coun-
terterrorism equipment, training and 
strengthening the agriculture sector.

Niger is one of the poorest coun-
tries in the world. Military coups and 
rebellions and food security crisis 
are recurrent. The US organisation 
Freedom House asserted that Niger’s 
security challenges have “served as 
an alibi” for the administration of 
President Mahamadou Issoufou “to 
restrict freedoms and civil liberties.”

In Mali, the Tuareg north has 
rebelled many times since independ-
ence and Boko Haram has thrived on 
the misery and corruption so char-
acteristic of government in northern 
Nigeria.

The United States created the US 
Africa Command (Africom) in 2007 
to fight terrorism in Africa and, as 
US Defence Secretary James Mattis 
made clear last April, fully supports 
French-led military operations. The 
French commitment, as President 
Emmanuel Macron pointed out in 
May when he spoke at the French 
military base in Gao, Mali, is open-
ended.

African troops, who do much of 
the fighting, are often accused of 
violations of human rights. The 
region is rife with tribal, economic 
and political grievances that are not 
addressed. Smuggling — of cocaine 
from South America and increasingly 
of illegal Africans migrants trying to 
get to Europe — means that Islamist 
terrorists morph into smugglers or 
gangsters without anyone being able 
to say who is who.

Meanwhile, younger imams across 
the region, trained in the rigorous 
Wahhabi doctrine of Islam, have 
been increasingly trained in Saudi 
Arabia.

All of which suggests that, if you 
describe the region as a bed of nails, 
the only answer is a hammer.

A recent report to the US Congress 
expressed concern about US mili-
tary rules of engagement and force 
protection in what is a shadowy war 
with an unclear strategy, of which the 
American public knows little.

France’s much-vaunted move of 
renovating its policy in West Africa 
looks increasingly like a facelift 
of neo-colonial behaviour. Selling 
sophisticated weapons to very poor 
countries whose elites are notorious-
ly corrupt may be fine for the arma-
ment industry, as Desportes con-
cedes, but it will hardly bring peace 
and development to the region.

Those who choose to see it as part 
of a global war on terror should read 
the report published by the Associa-
tion Malienne des Droits de l’Homme 
(AMDH). It may provide second 
thoughts about the wisdom of the 
policy France and the United States 
are pursuing in the Sahel.

Francis Ghilès
is an associate fellow at the Barcelona Centre for International Affairs.
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“G 

oing rogue,” 
as the Merri-
am-Webster 
Dictionary 
states, can 
be defined as 
“an elephant 

or other large wild animal driven 
away or living apart from the herd 
and having savage or destructive 
tendencies.”

It is hard to find a more apt defi-
nition of US foreign policy under 
President Donald Trump.

Implicit in the concept of “going 
rogue” is the lack of a well thought 
out and goal-directed strategy. 
Rampaging elephants follow no 
plan and have no end result in 
sight.

Having a strategy does not, in 
and of itself, guarantee success: 
The neo-cons who dominated 
the administration of President 
George W. Bush had a clearly 
defined strategy — to export 
Jeffersonian-style democracy at 
the point of a gun, thereby making 
the Middle East safe for the United 
States (and Israel).

It was a foolish and misguided 
strategy but it was a strategy. 
Those who opposed it knew what 
they were opposed to and how to 
argue against it.

The current administration, 
however, has no strategy. “Make 
America Great Again” is not a 
strategy, it is an aspiration. Nei-
ther is “Winning” a strategy. It is 

a desired outcome of competitive 
interactions.

Having no strategy is not nec-
essarily a bad thing, assuming 
you are not doing anything. The 
Trump administration, however, 
is doing lots of things, lots of 
dangerous and disruptive things, 
lots of contradictory things. Doing 
such things without a strategy is 
the very essence of “going rogue.”

Consider US policy towards the 
Middle East. In nine months in 
office, Trump or his subordinates 
have:

— Disavowed long-standing 
US commitment to a two-state 
solution to the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict, while simultaneously 
declaring that the conflict should 
be easy to resolve;

— Twice-certified Iranian 
compliance with the 2015 nuclear 
agreement and then refused to 
certify and asked a divided US 
Congress to do something about 
it, all the while tacitly cooperat-
ing with Iranian forces in the fight 
against the Islamic State;

— Opposed the Iraqi Kurdish ref-
erendum but refused to mediate 
after the vote provoked a military 
response from Baghdad;

— Fired cruise missiles at a 
Syrian airbase after seeing a 
television news report with video 
images upsetting to the president 
but then moved out of the way 
as Damascus solidified its con-
trol over crucial regions of the 

country;
— Supported Gulf Cooperation 

Council (GCC) countries in their 
crackdown against Qatar, while 
simultaneously praising Qatar for 
its regional role; and

— Proposed an 85% reduction in 
US assistance to Tunisia, the one 
“Arab spring” success story.

There are clear patterns in 
Trump’s policy chaos: Undoing 
as much as possible of Barack 
Obama’s policies, avoiding a seri-
ous commitment of US military 
forces, keeping enemies off-
balance and favouring any foreign 
leader who massages Trump’s ego.

Patterns in policy do not make a 
strategy, however, and I challenge 
anyone to find a strategy buried 
somewhere inside Trump’s poli-
cies. These muddled and contra-
dictory policies do not even help 
achieve the aspiration of “Make 
America Great Again.”

Neither do they achieve the 
aspiration of many US enemies: 
To “Make America Irrelevant.” 
The United States remains highly 
relevant, to the Middle East and 
the rest of the world. It is this 
relevance that makes Trump’s 
policies dangerous.

No offence to the lovely little 
country of Uruguay but if Monte-
video were pursuing a rogue and 
strategy-less foreign policy no one 
would care. No one would even 
notice. Uruguay is a mouse, not 
an elephant. A rampaging mouse 

is not dangerous; a rampaging el-
ephant can do immense damage.

So what can the rest of the 
world do?

First, look for the patterns in 
Trump’s policies. Patterns do not 
make a strategy but they do allow 
for a minimal degree of predict-
ability. For example, Trump seems 
to get a visceral pleasure from dis-
rupting things and creating chaos. 
Be on the alert.

Second, look for alternatives. 
Under Trump, the United States 
is destined to be an unreliable 
partner, even to its long-standing 
allies in NATO. Something said 
today could be contradicted 
before the sun rises tomorrow. 
Looking for alternatives does not 
only mean looking to other coun-
tries; there are multiple power 
centres in the United States itself, 
including important members 
of Congress, the Pentagon and 
intelligence communities and the 
think-tank community.

Third, do what many Americans 
are doing — wait prayerfully until 
2020 and the prospect of a new 
president.

Finally, and I mean this only 
partially in jest, talk to the Trump 
sons who run his company, about 
building a Trump Tower in your 
country and then describe it as 
“the most magnificent building in 
the world,” “a tremendous build-
ing,” and “the greatest building 
ever built.” You get the point.

US going rogue without a strategy

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

Under Trump, the 
United States is 
destined to be an 
unreliable partner, 
even to its 
long-standing 
allies in NATO.

Mark Habeeb

Debate

A
n unannounced 
trip by US President 
Donald Trump’s 
adviser and son-in-
law Jared Kushner 
and other White 
House officials to 

Saudi Arabia in late October to 
explore ways to rejuvenate the 
Israeli-Palestinian peace process 
has apparently come up short. 
Nonetheless, the trip revealed a 
discernible pattern.

The White House strategy is to 
encourage Saudi Arabia and other 
Gulf Arab countries to support a 
regional approach to the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict that would 
entail Arab countries establishing 
relations with Israel while the 
peace process gets under way 
and pressuring the Palestinians 
to accept positions that would be 
palatable to Israeli Prime Minis-
ter Binyamin Netanyahu and his 
right-wing cabinet.

This strategy is sometimes 
called the “outside-in” approach. 
It is designed to ease Israeli right-
wing concerns about making 
peace with the Palestinians. The 
idea has been around for some 
time but this is the first time a 
US administration has actively 
pursued it.

The US approach reflects 
Netanyahu’s longstanding views 
of the Arab peace initiative of 
2002 that was articulated by then 
Saudi Crown Prince Abdullah bin 
Abdulaziz Al Saud and adopted by 
the Arab League. Netanyahu likes 
the part in which Arab countries 
recognise and establish relations 
with Israel but strongly opposes 
the other parts, namely that Israel 
withdraw to the 1967 borders and 
that East Jerusalem become the 
capital of the Palestinian state.

Kushner has been accompanied 
by Jason Greenblatt, a long-time 
Trump attorney, on his trips to the 
region. The two most recent trips 
have also included Dina Powell, 
the deputy national security 
adviser. Powell, who is of Egyp-
tian Coptic Christian background, 
knows the region well, speaks 
Arabic and was probably added by 
Trump’s national security adviser, 
H.R. McMaster, to give balance 
to the team. Both Kushner and 
Greenblatt have been supportive 
in the past of the Israeli settler 
movement.

Although the Saudis and other 
Gulf Arab leaders politely received 
the Trump team — in large part be-
cause they want Trump’s support 
on broader strategic issues, such 
as Iran — they are not buying what 
the team is selling on the Israeli-
Palestinian front.

The Saudis and others will not 
buck the Arab consensus on the 
Palestinian issue just to please 
Trump, knowing that public 
opinion in the Arab world will not 
countenance a policy that indulg-
es Netanyahu with little in return 
for the Palestinians. Whenever 
violence has erupted in Jerusalem, 
anti-Israel sentiment in the Arab 
world has intensified.

Indicative of this sentiment, UAE 
officials, who hosted the Abu Dha-
bi Grand Slam in October, which 
included an international judo 
match, refused to allow the playing 
of his country’s national anthem 
when Israeli Tal Flicker won the 
gold medal. Instead, organisers 
played the official music of the 
International Judo Federation.

So much for the outside-in ap-
proach. The Trump team belatedly 
discovered that shared Israel’s 
and most Gulf Arab countries’ 

antipathy towards Iran does not 
translate into cooperation on 
other issues, especially the Israeli-
Palestinian one.

Nonetheless, the Trump team 
has shown it can apply pressure 
on Netanyahu regarding smaller 
issues to give the appearance of 
even-handedness that gives Pales-
tinian officials some hope.

Over the summer, the Trump 
team intervened to get Netanyahu 
to back down from his highly 
controversial decision to place 
security cameras and metal detec-
tors at entrances to the Haram al-
Sharif holy site in Jerusalem. The 
decision by Netanyahu sparked 
widespread Palestinian protests. 
Although the United States was 
not alone in applying pressure, 
Netanyahu was especially sensi-
tive to its objections.

More recently, after Palestinian 
officials strongly objected, Netan-
yahu suspended attempts to pass 
a law, which he supported, that 
would annex some settlements in 
the West Bank to Jerusalem.

Reportedly, Greenblatt advised 
the Palestinians that his quiet 
diplomacy with Netanyahu would 
be more effective than a loud 

Palestinian denunciation and that 
apparently proved to be the case. 
Later, a US spokesman in Washing-
ton did not criticise the proposed 
law directly but indicated that 
it did not appear to have much 
chance of passing.

This type of behind-the-scenes 
pressure owes much to Green-
blatt’s skill as a negotiator and 
the fact that Netanyahu wants to 
remain in Trump’s good graces. It 
has its limitations, however, given 
Netanyahu’s entrenched positions 
and the fact that Trump does not 
want a major confrontation with 
Israel. On the big issues of bor-
ders, settlement building and the 
ultimate disposition of Jerusalem, 
Netanyahu is unlikely to exhibit 
any real flexibility.

Perhaps coming to the realisa-
tion that the Arabs and Israelis 
are far apart on the major issues, 
the White House put out a more 
sober assessment in the wake 
of Kushner’s latest trip, stating: 
“While these regional talks will 
play an important role, the presi-
dent reaffirms that peace between 
the Israelis and the Palestinians 
can only be negotiated directly 
between the two parties.”

Trump team’s peace process efforts fitting a pattern

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

Gregory Aftandilian

On the big issues of 
borders, settlement 
building and the 
ultimate disposition 
of Jerusalem, 
Netanyahu is unlikely 
to exhibit any
real flexibility.

Limitations. US President Donald Trump’s Middle East envoy Jason Greenblatt (C) arrives to visit 
Kibbutz Nahal Oz in southern Israel, last August.                      (Reuters)

US   Middle East
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Algerian energy 
growth predicted

EU to help 
fund Egyptian 
development 
projects

OPEC member Algeria’s oil and 
gas output was predicted to grow 
6.5% in 2018, after a 2.7% contrac-
tion projected for this year, the En-
ergy Ministry said in a document 
seen by Reuters.

Algeria’s economy relies heavily 
on oil and gas, which account for 
60% of the state budget and 95% of 
exports.

The government said it expected 
earnings from energy exports to 
reach $33.6 billion in 2018, up from 
$32.3 billion for this year, the docu-
ment, which outlined the sector’s 
target for next year, stated.

In 2016, energy earnings were 
$27.7 billion.

(Reuters)

Egypt’s government signed agree-
ments with the European Union for 
approximately $582 million in fund-
ing for development projects over 
the next three years, the Egyptian 
cabinet said in a statement.

A year ago, Egypt signed up to 
a broad, three-year, $12 billion In-
ternational Monetary Fund pro-
gramme that calls for cuts in state 
subsidies and tax hikes to overhaul 
an economy hit hard by the instabil-
ity that followed a 2011 uprising in 
the country.

(Reuters)

Briefs

Beirut

T 

he protracted conflict in 
Syria coupled with the 
economic crisis in Egypt 
and difficult access to the 
Gulf countries’ markets 

has dealt severe setbacks to Leba-
non’s agricultural exports, includ-
ing its main crops of apples and 
bananas.

More than two years since the 
closure of the transit route through 
Syria in May 2015 made it impossi-
ble for Lebanese exporters to reach 
markets in Jordan, Iraq and the Gulf 
by land, the government has failed 
to find a plausible alternative route.

“The ability to maintain and im-
prove access to export markets is 
most critical for the performance 
of the agriculture sector,” said An-
toine Howayek, president of the 
Lebanese Farmers’ Association. 
“The government has been inca-
pable to find a good temporary al-
ternative to the closure of the land 
route to help farmers and exporters 
overcome the crisis caused by con-
flicts and tensions in the region.”

Lebanese agriculture depends 
heavily on exports to Middle East-
ern markets, which dropped at 
least 35% since the closure of the 
land route. Exporters now send 
their merchandise by sea at a much 
higher cost.

“The government should have 
declared a state of emergency in 
the agricultural sector and devised 
an emergency plan,” Howayek said. 
“We have suggested that the gov-
ernment buy a number of ferries 
to transport the Lebanese products 
for free and maintain a regular ac-
cess to outside markets without 
incurring many extra costs on the 
farmers and exporters to no avail.”

After protests by cultivators two 
years ago, the government subsi-

dised refrigerated trucks with 
drivers by $2,000. Trucks and 
refrigerated containers are 
ferried to ports in Egypt, 
Saudi Arabia and Aqaba in 
Jordan and then continue 
to market by land.

Fruit, including apples, cit-
rus, bananas and grapes, make up 
Lebanon’s main exports, account-
ing to 46% of total agricultural ex-
ports in 2015, compared to 42% for 
vegetables, particularly potatoes 
and leafy greens.

Syria has traditionally been Leba-
non’s largest trading partner for 
agricultural produce, especially 
bananas, followed by Egypt for ap-
ples.

“We used to export 95,000 
tonnes of bananas to Syria but af-
ter the war started, our banana 
exports dropped to 35,000-30,000 
tonnes,” Howayek said, adding 
that the overall agricultural ex-
ports to Syria sharply declined in 
the past five years. They were down 
more than 32% in 2015 compared  
to 2012 levels.

The economic crisis in Egypt has 
also taken a toll. It had been the 
largest importer of apples from 
Lebanon, accounting for more 65% 
of total apple exports, said Naim 
Saleh, president of the Fruit and 
Vegetable Exporters Syndicate in 
Lebanon.

“We were deeply affected by the 
foreign exchange crisis in Egypt, 
which imports an average of 
80,000 tonnes of apples annually,” 
Saleh said.

“One kilo of apples selling at 8 
Egyptian pounds used to be equiv-
alent to almost $1 before 2016. The 
farmers then made a profit of 750 
Lebanese pounds (50 cents) per 
kilo. Today, $1 makes 20 Egyptian 
pounds. While the price of the 
kilo in Egypt did not change, the 
profit for the Lebanese farmers 
is down by more than half at 300 
Lebanese pounds (20 cents) per  

kilo,” Saleh said.
“While the volume of apples 

exported to Egypt may have in-
creased, the returns have nose-
dived because of the pound’s de-
preciation,” he added.

Apple exports to Iraq decreased 
because of the difficulty in the rout-
ing and the higher cost incurred by 
the closure of the crossing through 
Syria. “In the past, apples were sent 
to Iraq via Syria at the cost of $4,000 
per truck; today we are exporting 
apples to Iraq via Turkey and Er-
bil at a double cost of $8,000. This 
definitely affected exports to Iraq, 
especially during the last months 
when fighting against ISIS (the Is-
lamic State) was raging,” Saleh said.

Lebanese agricultural exports 
to Libya have dropped because 
of insecurity in the North African  
country.

Lebanese agricultural products 

were no longer as competitive since 
exports by sea started, Howayek  
argued.

“We used to export 120,000 
tonnes of citrus fruits in 2009 

and 2010. This Exports of 
citrus fruits have 

gone down to some 40,000-50,000 
tonnes because we have no longer 
competitive prices, which used to 
be the case when the merchandise 
was transported by land,” Howayek 
said.

He blasted the government’s sub-
sidy to refrigerated trucks as “a su-
perficial and aesthetic” move that 
did not really alleviate the burden 
on exporters and farmers.

“We have a banana crisis because 
Syria reduced its purchases. We 
have an apple crisis because of the 
devaluation of the Egyptian pound. 
At the same time, the cost of ex-
ports has increased. We have had a 
series of crises for the past four to 
five years amid total idleness of the 
government,” he said.

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

Samar Kadi

Severe setbacks. Women work in a tomato field in Marjaoun 
village in south Lebanon.                                                                                                  (Reuters)

Lebanon’s produce going nowhere



19November 5, 2017

Economy

Washington

A 

mid questions about 
the pace of implement-
ing major economic re-
forms in Saudi Arabia, 
Riyadh is pushing back 

against rumours regarding the 
status of the initial public offering 
(IPO) of state energy conglomerate 
Saudi Aramco.

The sale of up to 5% of Saudi 
Aramco is the cornerstone of the 
kingdom’s economic overhaul pro-
gramme known as Saudi Vision 
2030 and the government of King 
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud is 
seeking to reassure the global in-
vestment community that the IPO 
will not be delayed beyond 2018.

The Saudi government has been 
modifying its National Transfor-
mation Programme 2020 (NTP 
2020), which covers the period 
from 2016-20, in the face of eco-
nomic setbacks and to correct un-
realistic target dates set to achieve 
key financial goals.

Riyadh has received a welcome 
boost from a seemingly unlikely 
source in supporting the resched-
uling of major economic changes: 
The International Monetary Fund 
(IMF), which has pushed the Saudi 
government to enact economic 
reforms to reduce its dependence 
on oil-derived income. The IMF 
suggests that the current revamp 
plans could damage the Saudi 
economy.

In its annual assessment, the 
IMF suggested: “The strong fiscal 
buffers, the availability of financ-
ing and the current cyclical posi-
tion of the economy mean that 
rapid fiscal consolidation is nei-
ther necessary nor desirable.”

The IMF proposed that the king-
dom could comfortably delay bal-
ancing its budget until 2022. The 
NTP 2020 has a goal of balancing 
the budget by 2020.

Riyadh is taking much of the 
IMF advice to heart. Saudi Finance 
Minister Mohammed al-Jadaan 
said his government won’t rush 
to meet its previously slated tar-
get goal for a balanced budget to 
gauge how the Saudi economy is 
responding to fiscal policy. At the 
IMF’s annual meeting, Jadaan said: 
“We will move with our schedule 
but areas where we think actually 
we can adjust the reforms so that 
they’re not as aggressive, we will.”

Though the Saudi Aramco IPO 
falls outside of the parameters of 
NTP 2020 and is not affected by the 
rescheduling of economic reforms, 
the international investment com-
munity is closely monitoring ru-
mours regarding the anticipated 
sale of shares in the state energy 
firm. The Saudi government has 
said it hopes to earn as much as 
$100 billion from the IPO based 
on a $2 trillion valuation of Saudi 
Aramco.

Media reports suggested that the 
Saudi government is mulling by-
passing the listing of Saudi Aramco 
shares on international exchanges 
in favour of entering into private 
sales with foreign sovereign funds 
and institutional investors. No-
tably, a Chinese consortium that 
includes state oil firms PetroChina 
and Sinopec and China’s sovereign 
wealth fund has reportedly con-
tacted Saudi Aramco about a direct 
5% purchase deal.

Such a scenario would allow 
Saudi Aramco to avoid revealing 
its well-guarded financial and op-
erational records to a wide audi-
ence as would be required for list-
ing on foreign exchanges.

Though the London and New 
York stock exchanges have been 
leading contenders for the Saudi 
Aramco IPO, both are problematic: 
In Britain, there has been concern 
that corporate governance rules 
are being softened to accommo-
date a limited sale of the firm’s 
shares; listing in New York could 
leave the Saudi government vul-
nerable to lawsuits by American 
citizens allowed by US anti-terror-
ism legislation.

Another rumour has the Saudi 
government rolling out its IPO pro-
cess in two stages, beginning with 
a listing on the kingdom’s Tadawul 
exchange in 2019, followed by an 
international listing in 2020. List-
ing on the Riyadh exchange has 
always been in the cards but the 
exchange is too small to accommo-
date the size of the intended Saudi 
Aramco sale.

Seeking to dispel speculation that 
the IPO is being derailed for other 
options or would be delayed, Saudi 
Aramco CEO Amin Nasser said in an 
interview with CNBC that “we have 
always said that we will be listing in 
2018 and, to be more specific, in the 
second half of 2018.”

“The IPO is on track,” Nasser 
said. “The listing venue will be dis-
cussed and shared in due course.”

In response questions about 
a private sale, Nasser declared: 
“Saudi Aramco is not talking to the 
Chinese or others.”

In another CNBC interview, Sau-
di billionaire businessman Prince 
Al-Waleed bin Talal posited a con-
troversial suggestion that the Sau-
di government may not stop with 
the 5% sale of Saudi Aramco.

“No one talks about this idea 
that if you go 5%, there’s noth-
ing that prohibits you from going 
another 5% next year and 5% the 
third year and fourth year and so 
forth, depending on the situation,” 
he said. “I know this is our treas-
ure and we have to keep it but that 
treasure also needs to support the 
country.”

Jareer Elass reports from 
Washington on energy issues for 
The Arab Weekly.

Jareer Elass

Uncertainties 
continue over 
proposed 
sale of Saudi 
Aramco shares

Cairo

F 

ollowing the announce-
ment that Saudi Arabia 
will seek to build a mas-
sive entertainment and 
an industrial hub extend-

ing into Jordan and Egypt, Egyp-
tian officials said plans are under 
way to determine how to partici-
pate in the project.

“This action will, of course, in-
clude infrastructure needed on the 
Egyptian side for integration with 
the Saudi project,” said Egyptian 
Tourism Ministry spokeswoman 
Rana Gohar. “The Saudi project 
opens myriad opportunities for 
the Egyptian economy and tourism 
sector.”

Unveiled by Saudi Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman bin Ab-
dulaziz during an investment 
forum in Riyadh, the project — 
named NEOM — would include the 
construction of a futuristic megac-
ity on Saudi Arabia’s western Red 
Sea coast that would integrate with 
the Gulf of Aqaba coast in Jordan 
and Egypt’s Red Sea coast near the 
Suez Canal.

Plans for NEOM involve an in-
dependent economic trade zone — 
the first to span three countries — 
on an area of 26,500 sq.km, bigger 
than Dubai and more than twice 
the size of Qatar.

Saudi Arabia announced it would 
invest $500 billion from its sover-
eign wealth fund into key invest-
ment sectors of energy and water, 
mobility, biotech, food, technologi-
cal and digital services, advanced 
manufacturing, media and enter-
tainment.

It would also be the first megac-
ity floated on the public market.

“This project is not a place for 

any conventional investor. This is 
a place for dreamers who want to 
do something in the world,” said 
Crown Prince Mohammed.

Work on the project is to begin 
in 2019 and the first phase is ex-
pected to be completed by 2025. 
The location, along with a 468km 
waterfront on the Red Sea, of the 
city means that it will be a hub for 
intersectional shipping routes.

Egyptian officials said they 
hoped the megacity would increase 
trade and investment and bolster 
the country’s tourism industry.

“It will open vast opportunities 
for the economy and the tourism 
sector,” said Adel Abdel Razek, 
vice-president of the Egyptian Fed-
eration of Tourist Chambers. “It 
will turn tourism promotion in this 
part of the world into an integrated 
work between Egypt, Jordan and 
Saudi Arabia. This is something 
that will benefit all three coun-
tries.”

Egypt’s tourism industry has not 
recovered since the 2011 revolution 
with improvements inhibited by 
security concerns. Cairo remains 
locked in a broad war against ter-
rorism, with the Islamic State (ISIS) 
still a presence on the Sinai Pen-
insula not far from the proposed 
NEOM site.

It is thought the establishment 
of the megacity, along with the 
proposed King Salman causeway, 
which would link Saudi Arabia and 
Egypt by road, would see Cairo step 
up its war against terrorism to en-
sure the Sinai Peninsula is safe.

The bridge is planned to connect 
Tabuk in Saudi Arabia with the Red 
Sea resort of Sharm el-Sheikh in the 
southern Sinai, passing over the 
island of Tiran, which was repatri-
ated to Saudi Arabia this year.

The Egyptian-Saudi Business 
Council, which promotes trade and 
investment cooperation between 
the countries, is to convene a meet-
ing this month to discuss plans for 
NEOM, said Gohar. The meeting is 
to be attended, for the first time, by 
a representative from Jordan.

“This meeting will discuss, 
among other things, what both 
Egypt and Jordan will need to do,” 
Gohar said. “In Egypt, the belief is 
that the project will boost tourism 
and economic development plans 
inside Sinai, even as the govern-
ment will need to make further 
studies about this.”

Analysts said the terror threat 
in the Sinai Peninsula could not 
be defeated through military force 
alone. Investments, such as NEOM, 
are needed to create jobs and im-
prove living conditions for resi-
dents.

“The development of Sinai is 
actually a prerequisite for end-
ing the terrorist presence on it,” 
said Rashad Abdo, an economics 
professor at Helwan University. 
“The good thing about NEOM as a 
project is that it makes the devel-
opment of the Sinai an essential 
thing for Egypt’s integration into 
the large Saudi plan for the Red Sea 
area.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter in Cairo.

Ahmed Megahid

New opportunities. Visitors watch a 3D presentation during an exhibition on NEOM in Riyadh, 
October 25.                           (Reuters)

Planned Saudi 
Red Sea megacity 
fills Egypt with 
expectations

Egyptian officials 
hope the megacity 
will increase trade 
and investment and 
bolster the country’s 
tourism industry.

The listing venue will be 
discussed and shared in 
due course.

Saudi Aramco CEO 
Amin Nasser
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Tunis

T 

housands of young peo-
ple crowded the streets 
of Algiers in a desperate 
attempt to gain entry to 
the French Institute to 

take a French language exam.
The exam, a requirement for stu-

dents applying to French universi-
ties in France, Belgium and Cana-
da, is usually scheduled online but 
many students were unable to sign 
up this year because the institute’s 
website crashed.

Some were so determined to re-
serve a spot for the exam that they 
slept overnight in front of the in-
stitute. October 29, the morning 
of the exam, images of desperate 
students packing the streets went 
viral.

The scene was deeply embar-
rassing for the government. Some 
officials, however, called the gath-
ering a “conspiracy” to stain Alge-
ria’s image on the eve of celebra-
tions for its war of liberation.

“There is no coincidence in this 
affair of the students and even if 
there were a coincidence it was 
taken advantage of,” said Sed-
dik Chiheb, spokesman of the  
National Democratic Rally, which 
is led by Prime Minister Ahmed 
Ouyahia. “This was staged to put 
more pressure on the government 
and undermine the image of Alge-
ria ahead of the 63rd anniversary of 

the Liberation War.”
The French Institute said there 

was such a large demand to take en-
trance exams that the sheer num-
ber of visitors crashed the website. 
There were “700,000 connections 
per day to [reserve a place] and 
sometimes 70,000 connections at 
the same time,” the institute said in 
a statement. “The web-based plat-
form was completely saturated… 
We are surprised by the surge of 
candidates to take the test.”

The institute extended the exam 
period to November 9 to accom-
modate the large number of appli-
cants.

Zine al Abidine, an Algerian who 
lives abroad, wrote on social media 
that the French Institute was not 
at fault for the large crowd, which 
gathered just before the November 
1 war commemorations.

“Shame on the regime that 
failed to give a decent life for the 
Algerians at home,” he said. “The 
numbers… of skilled and educated 
Algerians who left the country are 
frightening. These represent the 
future of the country. That means 
we lost that future many times.”

In an interview with local media, 
French Institute Director Alexis 
Andres noted that the number of 
visas was increasing.

“In 2016, we granted more than 
7,000 visas for students,” he said. 
“This year we will accord 8,500 
visas. For next year, I cannot say 
how many visas we will deliver. 
The demand is in indeed huge. 
Studies in France are very popular 
and attractive.”

About 23,000 Algerian students 
are enrolled in French universities 
making up 8% of France’s foreign 
students.

Analysts said the trend raises 
important questions about Alge-
ria’s development policies, par-
ticularly regarding the education 
system that enrolls more than 10 
million students, including 1.5 mil-
lion in universities.

Many expressed concern that 

Algeria’s large number of its best 
students were leaving to study 
abroad, leaving the country with-
out its top resources to build a bet-
ter future.

“The problem of young Algeri-
ans throwing themselves into the 
sea of French culture is less dan-
gerous than less fortunate youth 
crowding rickety boats and risk-
ing their lives to reach Europe, 
namely France,” wrote Said Okba, 
a leading commentator for Alge-
ria’s main Arabic language daily, el 
Khabar.

“The solution is to reform and 
improve the education system and 
the ways students learn a language 
and other subjects but, in Algeria, 
the degradation is not just in the 
ways of learning French. There is a 
widespread degradation damaging 
all fields from medicine to technol-
ogy to the value of the dinar to the 
diplomacy,” he added.

El Khabar wrote in another 
commentary that “the scene of 
students summarised the frustra-
tions and widespread disappoint-
ment about the situation in the 
country with no glimmer of hope 
about the future. The government 
is talking about the ‘flow of foreign 
investment.’ If that is true, why 
are youth leaving the country en 
masse, whether legally on visas or 
illegally by boats?”

Political analyst Mustapha Ham-
mouche said: “Political leaders 
and the top government bureau-
crats often boast about sending  
their children to Europe or North 
America to study and live, setting 
the trend for the rest of the coun-
try.

A study by the University of 
Science and Technology Houari 
Boumediene, Algeria’s larg-
est university, said that the ef-
fect of top students going 
abroad caused Algeria to lose 
the equivalent of $40 billion  
from 2014-16, including 13,500 
doctors, most of whom settled  
in France.

Society

Lamine Ghanmi

Frustration. A file picture shows young men holding their passports in front of the ticketing office of 
Algerian airline Air Algérie in the capital Algiers.       (Reuters)

Youth’s rush to French 
language exam has Algerian 
authorities on defensive

Maghreb

Casablanca

A 

bout 2.7 million young 
Moroccans constitute 
a “time bomb” to secu-
rity in the North African 
kingdom, a study by an 

independent think-tank warned.
Titled “Young People, Marginali-

ties and Violence,” the study by the 
Rabat Social Studies Institute (RSSI) 
in collaboration with the Heinrich 
Boll Foundation said many young 
people who commit acts of vio-
lence have been victims of physical 
or psychological violence within 
their families, schools or society.

The study, carried out in 2015-16, 
was led by 11 researchers and in-
volved 22 focus groups totalling 220 
people aged 18-30 in seven regions 
in Morocco.

RSSI President Saloua Zerhouni 
said life in Morocco for much of the 
younger generation was a cause for 
alarm. The World Bank said nearly 
2.7 million Moroccans aged 15-29 
are labelled NEET — not in educa-
tion, employment or training.

“These young people are a time 
bomb that can explode at any time 
in the face of the Moroccan govern-
ment,” said Zerhouni, who is also 
a political science professor at the 
Mohammed V University Faculty of 
Law in Rabat.

“Even those we interviewed and 
who are still in education don’t feel 
that they are included in the social, 
economic and political spheres in 
Morocco because they think that 
the educational system doesn’t al-
low them to integrate either the so-
cial or economic life,” she said.

The study gave a broad defini-
tion of violence due to its complex 
aspect.

“The majority of the youth think 
that violence is multidimensional 
because it could be a direct vio-
lence, which means a physical or 
psychological violence; a structural 
violence related to social inequali-
ties; or a cultural violence, which 
means a state legitimisation of 
youth exclusion,” explained Zer-
houni.

Ilyas, 22, is representative of the 
people in the study. He said his fa-
ther forced him to leave school at 
the age 14.

“I wish I could have studied fur-
ther but my father used to come 
home drunk almost every night and 
beat me. I did drugs. I was part of a 
gang but couldn’t keep up with this 
low life,” said Ilyas.

“It took me time to realise that vi-
olence will take me nowhere. I de-
cided to look for a decent job but it 
was impossible,” added Ilyas, who 

works in maintenance at a sports 
club in Casablanca.

The inequalities in treatment be-
tween social classes and the lack 
of respect towards them in public 
spaces were denounced by the fo-
cus groups as a form of psychologi-
cal violence.

“When young people encoun-
ter violence at home, schools, in 
their neighbourhoods and in pub-
lic space, they know very well that 
the only way to prove themselves 
in society is through violence,”  
Mohcine Benzakour, a professor 
of social psychology at Chouaib 
Doukkali University of El Jadida, 
said during a television programme 
aired October 11 titled “The 
Youth: Between Marginalisation  
and Violence.” Zerhouni was also 
on the programme to discuss the 
study.

Benzakour warned that a lack of 
a sound integration strategy would 
push young people to drug con-
sumption or religious extremism, 
which could have grave conse-
quences for the country.

The study concluded that the 
state must provide quality educa-
tion for youth, the necessary infra-
structure to fulfil their dreams and 
aspirations and invest in them with 
sound policies.

“Tackling youth’s violence with 
a security approach by impris-
oning them is not the solution  
because it will constitute a  
burden on the state’s coffers,” said 
Zerhouni.

“We need to act on what really 
causes violence. There should be 
more public policies with solid ac-
tion plans to help reduce violence 
and exclusion among the youth.”

Saad Guerraoui

Study warns of 
potential for youth 
violence in Morocco

Meet the neet in Casablanca. Homeless boys fight with each other 
amid inaction from people to intervene.                             (Saad Guerraoui)

We need to act 
on what really 
causes violence.

RSSI President 
Saloua Zerhouni

Algerian students are 
enrolled in French 
universities making up 
8% of France’s foreign 
students.

About 23,000
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Abu Dhabi

F 

or the 50 million people 
who live in the Gulf Coop-
eration Council (GCC), the 
deadliest place to be is on 
the road.

In the United Arab Emirates, an 
average of two people die in road 
accidents every day. In Saudi Ara-
bia, one person is killed in road acci-
dents almost every hour. In Oman, 
692 people died in road mishaps in 
2016, an 8% increase compared to 
the previous year, the Royal Oman 
Police said. The World Health Or-
ganisation said that in 2013 nearly 
11,000 people died on GCC roads.

The challenge in the Gulf is to 
change the attitude of drivers when 
they get behind the wheel. With 
this in mind, authorities are fight-
ing back.

Kuwait said that, effective Janu-
ary 1, it would jail drivers for a 
month for parking illegally in spots 
reserved for those with disabilities. 
Oman raised the driving age from 
17 to 18, announced a two-day jail 
sentence for driving on the hard 
shoulder and began imposing a six-

month driving ban for anyone who 
receives more than seven speeding 
tickets in a year. In Saudi Arabia’s 
Asir province, the governor ordered 
the deportation of two expat truck-
ers after a video emerged of them 
driving recklessly.

If these steps are any indication, 
2017 could be the year the GCC 
turns the corner on road safety. 
Fewer accidents and deaths were 
reported on the roads of Bahrain, 
Oman, Qatar and the UAE in the 
first half of 2017.

As of July 1, the UAE began en-
forcing traffic laws more strictly, 
giving out larger fines for speeding 
and confiscating vehicles for longer 
periods for several offences. The 
UAE is not stopping there; Dubai 
wants to start a debate on traffic 
safety.

In August, Major-General Mo-
hammed Saif al-Zafeen, chairman 
of the Federal Traffic Council and 
assistant commander-in-chief of 
Dubai Police, asked the public via 
Twitter for  thoughts on eliminat-
ing the 20km-per-hour buffer that 
exists on most highways in the 
country.

Experts in the UAE, however, say 
they do not believe this public rela-
tions approach is going to work.

Luca Cima, who has lived in the 
UAE for 14 years and is a road safety 
and racing instructor at Yas Marina 
Circuit in Abu Dhabi as well as at the 
Dubai Autodrome, said that what-
ever Zafeen “proposed is useless.” 
Only dramatic measures will make 

people modify their behaviour, he 
said. His suggestion is for police in 
the GCC to “confiscate the driver’s 
licence straightaway for lesser [traf-
fic] infringements.”

“In the UAE, drivers are punished 
mostly by confiscating their car, not 
their licence. Most Dubai residents 
have more than one car or can rent 
another one, hence the punishment 
is not very effective,” Cima said.

Another way to crack down on 
reckless driving, he said, is to “ap-
ply fines proportional to income, 
like in Switzerland.”

In 2002, Swiss voters approved 
replacing prison terms for some of-
fences, including speeding, with 
fines based on income. This means 
that the larger a driver’s salary, 
the greater the fine. In 2010, for 
instance, a man driving a Ferrari 
35 mph above the speed limit was 
fined nearly $300,000.

Thomas Edelmann, the founder 
and managing director of Road 
Safety UAE, said the idea of going 
to social media to ask the public 
about the 20km per hour buffer is 
pointless.

“The same rule must apply to 
all traffic signs,” said Edelmann, 
who has lived in Dubai since 2000. 
“What you see is the rule. No allow-

ance, no discussion, no room for 
interpretation.”

One Emirati, who earned his 
driver’s licence in the United States, 
said his defensive driving, which he 
learnt in California, got him “no-
where fast” once he moved back to 
the UAE.

“After years of California driv-
ing, I returned to the UAE where 
the law of the streets… was very 
different,” he said. “First thing I no-
ticed was my California defensive 
driving got me nowhere fast. I was 
constantly being cut off, overtaken 
on the slower lanes on my right and 
honked and flashed at for driving 
the speed limit. I also realised my 
tendency to give pedestrians the 
right of way wasn’t appreciated by 
those driving behind me.”

Dubai might be criticised for go-
ing on social media to tackle an 
important issue but the debate it 
stirs is what helps raise awareness 
and 2017 could be the year that the 
GCC pulls out all the stops to get 
motorists to take road safety more 
seriously.

Michael Jabri-Pickett is a veteran 
journalist, having reported on 
the United Arab Emirates for 
more than 14 years.

Michael Jabri-Pickett

Step-by-step. An Emirati policeman pushes down a vehicle’s door in Dubai.                                                                                         (AP)

Dubai police go to Twitter to make roads safer

A recent youth confer-
ence, coordinated 
by UNESCO and the 
King Abdullah bin 
Abdulaziz Interna-
tional Programme 
for a Culture of Peace 

and Dialogue, in Paris, was meant to 
enhance dialogue between com-
munities and help prevent violent 
extremism and marginalisation. It 
proved crucial to understanding 
how volunteerism translates into 
long-lasting positive change in a 
community.

While such projects are indica-
tive of positive trajectories in topics 
such as countering violent extrem-
ism, it remains a risk to stoke the 
passions of the youth when they are 
faced with structural barriers, often 
only mendable at the government 
level.

Participants were from across the 
world, from Bolivia to Tunisia. 
Without a doubt, unification of so 

many individuals from such varied 

backgrounds, all keen to make posi-
tive changes in their communities, 
is a healthy sign. What is worrying, 
however, is whether there is much 
of a chance of making such ambi-
tion reality.

This is not to negate the efforts of 
thousands of community collectives 
and bodies of civil society attempt-
ing to plug gaps left by dysfunc-
tional governments. However, what 
is at risk is that the only change 
volunteerism advocates stand to 
make is often restricted. This may 
explain the drop in volunteerism 
rates, globally.

The trend in the United States, 
for example, indicates that interest 
in volunteerism is reaching all-time 
lows. The Middle East and North 
Africa region, with a low culture of 
volunteerism, has among the high-
est rates of unemployment in the 
world, which seems contradictory, 
with the insurgence of aid agencies 
in the region. It may indicate that 
the structural problem of unem-

ployment is related to the lack of in-
terest in volunteerism due to factors 
such as frustration and disinterest.

The South Sudanese art-collec-
tive, Ana Taban, translated from 
Arabic as “I am Tired,” attempts to 
use art and creation to counter the 
effects of violence on communities 
and to bring to the foreground of 
national conversation social injus-
tice, transparency and government 
accountability. While the initiative 
is hailing great successes, the South 
Sudanese remain in essentially a 
state of civil war.

This raises the question: Can 
volunteerism make a substantial 
change, in such difficult contexts?

In El Salvador, some put faith in 
the Scout Movement to restore the 
sense of citizenship. In a country 
ravaged by gang crime and a ten-
dency towards strict Catholicism, 
how do a collective of young and 
motivated individuals battle armed 
forces?

Governments should be in 

service to their communities but 
this is not appearing to be the case. 
Government and security forces, in 
many instances, act against their 
communities, sometimes causing 
harm.

While there may be citizens of 
any given state eager to assist oth-
ers, without governance to support 
them the impact will always be 
limited to small communities. This 
incomplete effect, in the long term, 
is likely to affect rates of volunteer-
ism.

New channels of communication 
must be open between govern-
ment and grass-roots initiatives 
that enable progression in the 
long term. Innovation is required. 
Without open communication with 
government stakeholders, we risk 
completely losing the global culture 
of volunteerism. The frustrations 
generated by facing obstacles and 
limited effect of projects leave 
no room for growth and diminish 
interest in community service.

What’s killing volunteerism?

Nadine Sayegh

New channels of 
communication 
must be open 
between 
government and 
grass-roots 
initiatives that 
enable progression 
in the long term. 

is a freelance journalist in Dubai 
and Beirut, focusing on society, 
culture and regional politics.

What you see is the 
rule. No allowance, no 
discussion, no room for 
interpretation.

Thomas Edelmann, 
the founder and managing 
director of Road Safety UAE
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Sharjah

T 

he world’s oldest natural 
pearl, called the “Emir-
ates’ pearl,” is, for the 
first time, being shown 
to the public at the Shar-

jah Archaeology Museum in a spe-
cial exhibition celebrating a four-
decade partnership with French 
archaeologists to unearth the 
hidden secrets of the United Arab 
Emirates’ past.

The exhibition, titled “40 Years 
of Archaeological Cooperation 
between the United Arab Emir-
ates and France” is to run through 
January 31, 2018. It is supported 
by UNESCO and co-organised with 
L’institut Français in the UAE, the 
cultural department of the French 
Embassy.

The “Emirates’ pearl” is one of 
100 unique objects excavated by 
the French Archaeological Mission 
to the UAE since it began work in 
1977. Teams led by the French Ar-
chaeological Mission have worked 
in Sharjah, Abu Dhabi, Fujairah, 
Ras Al Khaimah and Umm al-Qu-
wain on the most significant exca-
vations carried out in the country.

The exhibition is guest-curated 
by Sophie Méry, an archaeologist 
and ceramologist specialising in 
the early history of Arabia who led 
the French Archaeological Mission 
in Abu Dhabi from 1995-99 and has 
since headed the mission in the 
country.

“We present here today a num-
ber of objects from all the main 11 
sites we excavated, and they are 
from the Neolithic to the Islamic 
period until the 17th century AD,” 
Méry said. “We have made a se-
lection of the objects we found 
including ornaments, weapons, 
jewellery, vessels in pottery or soft 
stone, incense burners, etc…”

“Through our excavations, we 
are able to show that there is a con-
tinuum in history which (starts) in 
the Neolithic times, even before 
the cultural identity, which is the 
central identity of the Emirates. It 
goes to 7,500 years ago.”

Méry explained that the style 

of the jewellery and the weapons 
“are very special, rather unique,” 
while sharing technologies and 
some styles from neighbouring 
countries.

“The technology of the fish 
hooks — made of mother of pearl 
and shell fish and oyster shells — is 
common in the UAE and Oman. As 
far as we know today, these are not 
found in Saudi Arabia, Qatar or Ku-
wait,” she said.

“We were also glad to find in 
Umm al-Quwain the most ancient 
pearls, which means the most an-
cient vestige of pearling in that 
emirate, and it dates back 7,500 
years ago.”

French Ambassador to the UAE 
Ludovic Pouille hailed the “very 
symbolic” event, which he said 
not only “marks 40 years of coop-
eration in the field of archaeology 
but celebrates more than 40 years 
of friendship between the UAE and 
France.”

“We are so proud to have been 

able to work with Emirati archaeol-
ogists to help them in discovering 
and revealing to the public the his-
tory of this country. This country is 
young — only 46 years old — but its 
history goes very deep. This exhi-
bition is a very good opportunity to 
discover that the UAE was already 
a hub between the Mediterranean 
and the Indus civilisations 7,000 
years ago,” Pouille said.

“We have pieces from five emir-
ates and from across 11 sites where 
the French archaeologists have 
worked for the last 40 years and 
will continue to do so for the next 
40 years to help discover the his-
tory of this country with their Emi-
rati friends and counterparts,” the 

ambassador added.
Excavations started in 1977 at 

Jebel Hafeet, Hili and Rumeilah 
in the eastern region of Abu Dhabi 
emirate. In 1985, the French ar-
chaeologists’ work extended to 
sites in Sharjah, Umm al-Quwain 
and Ras Al Khaimah and, in 1999, 
to Fujairah.

French archaeology teams have 
returned every year, making criti-
cal discoveries of numerous valu-
able artefacts, including flint ar-
rowheads, mother-of-pearl fish 
hooks, painted pottery and jew-
ellery made from shells that date 
from the Neolithic period.

Bronze Age objects at the exhi-
bition include pottery created lo-
cally and elsewhere in the region, 
revealing the UAE’s importance as 
a centre of trade. Iron Age objects 
include a range of weapons, such 
as copper arrowheads and a bronze 
dagger. Advancements in pottery 
are revealed by intricate incense 
burners and figurines.

Highlights from the Late Pre-
Islamic Period include silver coins, 
a bronze bull head and a bronze 
plaque inscribed in Aramaic. More 
recent Islamic Age discoveries fea-
ture a huge range of pottery and 
ceramic objects made locally and 
taken to the UAE from Iran, China 
and Thailand.

Manal Ataya, director-general of 
Sharjah Museums Authority, said: 
“The excavations have revealed 
many treasures that provide us 
with significant knowledge of the 
past socio-economic habits of the 
people living here from the Neo-
lithic to Islamic periods.

“For visitors, these discoveries 
present an incredible opportunity 
to learn about UAE history and 
heritage and to understand the 
important role of archaeologists in 
discovering artefacts and sites that 
enrich our country’s identity.”

N.P. Krishna Kumar is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in Dubai.

Tunis

A 

n art festival for aspiring 
Tunisian artists shed new 
light on the country’s al-
ternative art scene.

Tunis Scene Libre, 
which took place for the first time 
in October, was touted as one of the 
first festivals devoted exclusively to 
young artists.

“The festival is an initiative to 
promote the alternative cultural 
scene,” said Ghassen Labidi, one of 
the festival’s founders. “This has 
been a lifelong dream that started 
years ago as we contributed to the 
beginning of many other cultural 
events. The idea was to encourage 
and help young people feel free to 
express themselves by giving them 
freedom on the stage.”

He said that slam poetry, music 
and poetry readings were core ele-
ments of the festival, which includ-
ed debates and photography exhibi-
tions.

For participants and organisers, 
Tunis Scene Libre was an invaluable 
opportunity to showcase their work, 
as most events give voice only to es-
tablished professionals.

“The festival promotes and en-
courages young talent,” Labidi said. 
“Usually, festivals in Tunisia re-

quire professional experience and 
would invite only performers with 
long careers. This festival goes the 
other way around as we have young 
people who have amazing talents, 
whether they are musical or literary. 
They didn’t gain attention for lack of 
access to these platforms.”

The festival is unique in that it 
highlighted art with social themes 
and promoted artistic freedom.

“We want to showcase the art that 
does not target only entertainment 
but seeks to create a public con-
science among young people,” Labi-
di said. “The point of such events is 
to shed light on the existence of this 
community.”

Anis Chouchen, who performs 
slam poetry, said it was events like 
these that got him started.

“It was through the support of 
people and artists that I managed to 
gain recognition and now my texts 
are translated into other languages 
and my experience shared with oth-
ers,” he said.

“There is too much talent here 
and so many young people who 
don’t have such space to express 

themselves freely. This is their op-
portunity to do so, to share and learn 
from each other’s experiences.”

Labidi emphasised that the festi-
val strived to display creative, au-
thentic content.

“The festival is an open platform 
to all as long as their artwork pro-
motes ideas of creation, reflection, 
optimism and freedom of expres-
sion,” Labidi said.

“There is no festival that truly 
promotes musical creativity and 
originality. We have many talented 
young performers but they are de-

nied the chance to perform before 
a big audience. This festival will be 
the right platform for that.”

While this year’s festival attracted 
about 1,500 visitors, it won the re-
spect of prominent Tunisian artists, 
who expressed optimism about its 
role in the country’s art scene.

“The short films were original and 
quite unique in this prospect and 
for the winners, the narrative and 
technical qualities were evident and 
definitely won our appraisal,” said 
Nidhal Guiga, Tunisian film-maker 
and writer.

“We definitely enjoyed watch-
ing these good movies that tack-
led these really interesting issues 
and we hope to see more of these,” 
added Tunisian documentary film-
maker Amine Boukhris.

Essma Ben Yaccoub, who won 
second prize in literature, said the 
festival was an important learning 
opportunity.

“My participation came with 
many advantages as I learnt from 
the other participants and from the 
feedback of the jury. I learnt about 
the strengths of my texts and learnt 
from the criticism as I am going to 
improve the weaknesses,” Ben Yac-
coub said.

“It helps to know that there are 
writers and poets who are going to 
support them all along the competi-
tion so that they can express them-
selves freely,” she added.

Labidi said he hopes to see similar 
initiatives that inspire the country’s 
youth and spread a positive image in 
the future.

“This festival sprung out of noth-
ing but we seek to implement a 
better image of Tunisia, a positive 
image,” he said.” This is to show 
there is Tunisian youth that wants 
to work on imitating festivals and  
creating art.”

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel 
and Culture contributor to 
The Arab Weekly.

N.P. Krishna Kumar

Roua Khlifi

Valuable treasures. Artefacts on display at the Sharjah Archaeology Museum.               (Sharjah Archaeology Museum)

Unique insights by French archaeologists 
into UAE’s hidden treasures put on display

Tunisian art festival gives voice to younger generation

The exhibition 
showcases weapons 
and artefacts from 
the Neolithic to the 
Islamic periods until 
the 17th century.

While this year’s 
festival attracted 
about 1,500 visitors, 
it won the respect 
of prominent 
Tunisian artists.

Young talent. Tunisian musician Nour Harkati performs during a 
concert organised by Tunis Scene Libre.            (Tunis Scene Libre)
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Essaouira

T 

o have Palestinian sing-
er Loubna Salama and 
Rabbi David Menahem 
— both happen to be citi-
zens of Israel and excel-

lent singers — sharing the stage is 
not an everyday occurrence. But 
then nothing really surprises at 
the Festival des Andalousies Atlan-
tiques.

The festival recently marked its 
15th edition in the south-western 
Moroccan port of Essaouira, for-
merly known as Mogador.

Salama, a mother of two, lives 
in Kafr Yasif, near Israel’s border 
with Lebanon. She said Palestin-
ians were “utterly exhausted by 
the conflict.” Her renderings of the 
legendary Egyptian singer Umm 
Kulthum are deeply moving.

The Czech group Létajici Rabin 
sang Gypsy, Yiddish and Klezmer 
music in Russian, Yiddish and Be-
larusian, evoking the sorrow of 
people who suffered tremendous 
pain over the centuries and, in the 
case of Hungary’s Gypsies, still do.

One of the funniest songs, set to 
a traditional Hasidic Jewish tune 
composed in the late 19th century, 
warns young girls not to fall for im-
modesty and the fashions of Paris. 
As the lead singer of the group, Yit-
shok Linestki, said, with a puckish 
grin: “Plus ça change…”

Raymonde el-Bidaouia, a Moroc-
can Jewish singer whose age has 
not dented her sheer presence on 
the stage, literally set Dar Souiri 
on fire. This is a traditional town-
house built around a courtyard 
that can accommodate 350 people 
and lends itself perfectly to the in-
timate singing that is characteristic 
of this unusual festival. A larger 
forum, which can accommodate 
more than 1,000 spectators, was 
used at night.

The festival is the brainchild of 
André Azoulay, who has turned 
his historic hometown into a major 

venue for music festivals in Mo-
rocco. It was also a forum where 
Israelis and Palestinians met and 
bear testimony to their hopes and 
sufferings. Listening to Jews from 
Europe, Israel and Morocco ex-
change with Huda Arqub or Ali 
Abu Awwad, founder of the Taghy-
eer movement, is very moving.

Cynics might be quick to dis-
miss such encounters as contribut-
ing next to nothing to change the 
harshness of the life of many Pal-
estinians, nor do they weigh much 
when set against the de facto alli-
ance between Israel, Saudi Arabia 
and the United States. However, 
as one Palestinian woman said re-
peatedly: “It is so hard to be a vic-
tim.”

Listening to Jacob Ben Simon, 
founder of the Israeli Andalu-
sian Orchestra, say that music al-
lows people to dialogue may not 
change the face of the Middle East 
but, in times of rampant national-
ism across the world, music keeps 
the embers of a more enlightened 
world alive.

Dar Souiri hosted a small exhibi-
tion of paintings by Vito Tongiani, 
one of Italy’s leading sculptors 
whose statue of Puccini in Lucca is 
famous.

He said he discovered Essaouira 
a few years ago and spends the 
winter painting there. The Portu-
guese 15th-century port and fort 
are masterpieces, unfortunately, 
blighted by an ill-conceived res-
toration that does the Moroccan 
authorities in charge of historic 
buildings no credit.

Rebuilt on a grid pattern by a dis-
ciple of Vauban, Théodore Cornut, 
on the orders of Sultan Sidi Mo-
hammed Ben Abdallah in the late 
18th century, wrapped in fortifica-
tions that are being restored with 
great care, Essaouira, which means 
“the well-designed” in Berber, has 
long boasted an important Jewish 
community.

It was for long Morocco’s main 
port on the Atlantic and was the 
site for consuls from Denmark, 
France and Portugal. Orson Welles 

shot his famous “Othello” there 
in the 1950s and deserves a sculp-
ture by Tongiani to consolidate the 
town’s place on the international 
map. Musicians such as Cat Ste-
vens and Jimi Hendrix discovered 
its charms, which are preserved 
in no mean part because strong 
winds, except in October, limit the 
number of visitors.

Azoulay has been an adviser to 
kings Hassan II and Mohammed 
VI. He has been involved in foreign 
investment, finance and Middle 
Eastern affairs for both.

The festival is very much his 
brainchild and one of its most in-
teresting features is that it acts as 
an incubator for young local musi-
cal talent. To listen to Nouhaila El 
Kalai and Shalom Ivry is fascinat-
ing. The grace of the first and the 
very powerful voice of the second 
are witnessing young people who 

are budding great singers.
Essaouira bears witness to the 

fact that hope springs eternal. No-
where is this more necessary than 
in the Middle East, notably with re-
gards to Palestinians and Israelis.

The only other place in the re-
gion where such a dialogue hap-
pens is in Tunisia, where the pil-
grimage to the oldest synagogue 
in Africa, the Ghriba on the island 
of Djerba, reminds us that Muslims 
and Jews shared a common culture 
for centuries.

Those Israeli and Arab politi-
cians who wish to erase history 
would do well to remember that 
the future cannot be built by cut-
ting the roots of the past, that those 
responsible for the Holocaust  
were European Christians. A 
visit to the next Festival des  
Andalousies Atlantiques could  
do them no harm.

Marrakech

T 

he once teeming Jewish 
area of Moroccan tourist 
gem Marrakech is seeing 
its fortunes revived as 
visitors, including many 

from Israel, flock to experience its 
unique culture and history.

“You’re now entering the last 
synagogue in the mellah,” the 
walled Jewish quarter in the heart 
of the ochre city, Isaac Ohayon said 
as he enthusiastically guided tour-
ists in the courtyard of the Lazama 
Synagogue.

“Many visitors come from Israel. 
You wouldn’t believe the demand!” 
said the jovial 63-year-old hard-
ware shop owner.

This place of worship and study 
was built in 1492 during the Inquisi-
tion when the Jews were driven out 
of Spain. Known as the “synagogue 
of the exiles,” it hosted generations 
of young Berbers who converted to 
Judaism and were sent from villag-
es in the region to study the Torah, 
before being deserted in the 1960s.

In classrooms transformed into 
a museum, fading colour photo-
graphs tell the story of a now-dis-
persed community, with many hav-
ing left for France, North America 
and Israel.

The caption on one sepia shot of 
an old man sitting by a pile of trunks 
says it all: “They are travelling to-
wards a dream they have prayed for 
for more than 2,000 years.”

Rebecca is in her 50s and grew 
up in Paris but she has “great nos-
talgia” for Morocco and says she re-
turns as often as she can.

“The Jewish Agency began re-
cruiting the poorest in the 1950s 
and then everyone left after in-
dependence (from France), at the 
time of King Hassan II’s policy of 
Arabisation,” she said.

The Jewish Agency of Israel is a 

semi-official organisation that over-
sees immigration to the country.

Before the wave of departures, 
Morocco hosted North Africa’s larg-
est Jewish community, estimated at 
250,000-300,000 people. There are 
fewer than 3,000 left, unofficial fig-
ures indicate.

Marrakech at the foot of the Atlas 
Mountain range was home to more 
than 50,000 Jews, a 1947 census 
stated. Now, approximately 100 are 
thought to remain, many of them 
extremely elderly.

Jewish-owned homes inside the 
mellah were sold to Muslim fami-

lies of modest means and the walls 
of the district were eroded by time.

“Sometimes we can’t get even 
ten men together for prayers,” said 
one woman worshipper at the old 
synagogue, preferring to remain 
anonymous.

However, at celebrations mark-
ing the end of the festival of Sukkot, 
which commemorates the Jewish 
journey through the Sinai after the 
exodus from Egypt and the Simchat 
Torah holiday, the place buzzes 
with song, dance and traditional 
dishes.

The worshipper said she had 
“never seen so many people” there.

Jacob Assayag, 26, proudly calls 
himself “the last young Jew in Mar-
rakech.”

“Since the quarter was restored, 
there have been more and more 
tourists,” the restaurateur and sing-
er said.

A restoration project begun about 
two years ago has seen $20.5 mil-
lion spent.

Ferblantiers Square, a large pe-
destrian area near the spice souk 
lined with benches and palm trees 
where tourist buses gather, also 
benefited from the revamp.

Twenty years ago, the quarter 
was renamed “Salaam (‘peace’ in 
Arabic)” but this year saw its origi-
nal “El Mellah” name restored on 
the orders of King Mohammed VI 
“to preserve its historic memory” 

and develop tourism.
The streets with their ochre fa-

çades once more bear their names 
on plaques in Hebrew. The syna-
gogue, for example, is on Talmud 
Torah Street.

There is much to see inside the 
mellah.

Camera-toting tourists snap 
vigorously at shopfronts and the 
carved wooden doorways of houses 
in the quarter.

“Many people come every year 
from Israel for the (Jewish) holidays 
and this year has seen even more, 
maybe 50,000,” said Israeli tourist 
guide David, leading a group from 
Tel Aviv via Malaga in Spain on an 
eight-day trip.

“I feel at home in Morocco be-
cause I was born here,” added the 
56-year-old from the port of Ash-
dod just north of the Palestinian-
controlled Gaza Strip.

His parents left Marrakech in the 
1960s, when David was 4 years old, 
“because they were Zionists.”

Ohayon said visitors from Israel 
are often bowled over by Marrake-
ch.

“Moroccan Jews can’t forget their 
homeland and Israelis who come 
here for the first time find the spirit 
of tolerance here almost unbeliev-
able when they themselves live un-
der constant tension,” he said.

(Agence France-Presse)

Francis Ghilès

Sophie Pons

Celebrating roots. Members of the Hajj Marina ensemble perform during a night of sufi music at the 
Essaouira’s music festival.            (Soufiane Bouhali)

Colourful history. Visitors take part in a religious ceremony to 
observe the holiday of Sukkot (the Feast of the Tabernacles) at a 
synagogue in Marrakech, on October 12.                (AFP)

Essaouira’s music festival builds
a bridge to religious tolerance

Historic Jewish quarter of Marrakech sees revival

Palestinians are 
“utterly exhausted 
by the conflict.”

Palestinian singer 
Loubna Salama
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Agenda

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

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

Tunis:
Through November 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 
takes place in Tunis and other 
parts of Tunisia over eight days. 
A parallel programme includes 
world cinema projections, semi-
nars, debates and meetings.

Beirut:
Through December 28

Events associated with Sursock 
Museum Late Nights occur 
noon-9pm each Thursday at the 
Sursock Museum. The events 
include exhibitions, collection 
displays, late-night talks, per-
formances 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.

Dubai:
Through April 7

Global Village is a large sea-
sonal cultural event that offers 
visitors an array of festivals, 
shopping and entertainment in 
an open-air theme park. This 
entertainment and shopping 
destination involves more 
than 70 participating coun-
tries presented in more than 
36 pavilions. Participants can 
enjoy more than 50 rides and 26 
restaurants offering food from 
around the world.

Beirut:
November 12

The 15th Beirut International 
Marathon includes runners 
from many countries. The 
course goes through Beirut on 
a 42.2km route that passes his-
toric monuments and medieval 
buildings.

Beirut:
November 16-18

The seventh Beirut Cooking Fes-
tival 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 recipes, enter-
taining dishes, cocktail courses 
and new trends in cooking.

Cairo:
November 21-30

The Cairo International Film 
Festival, established in 1976, 
will hold 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 independent 
movie producers from all over 
the world.

Nablus

W 

hen five Palestinian 
university students 
were casually ex-
changing ideas on 
how to revive local 

tourism in their scenic village of 
Sebastia near Nablus, the idea of 
showing people around on donkeys 
drew a laugh. However, few weeks 
later, the first outing of Donkey 
Tours was launched, much to the 
bemusement of the villagers.

“The idea initially started as a 
joke,” said Lutfi al-Azhari, one of 
the students. “We’re all university 
students, with backgrounds in en-
gineering, interior design and vet-
erinary medicine. None of us had a 
clue about donkeys much less than 
how to take care of them.”

The five friends sought the help 
of local farmers in selecting beasts 
suitable for riding, built stables 
for the animals on land belonging 
to the family of one of them and 
pooled their funds to buy donkeys 
for $140 each.

After a word-of-mouth marketing 
campaign and a Facebook page, the 
initiative began with three purpos-

es: Encouraging local tourism to cir-
cumvent Jewish claims to the land, 
boycotting Israeli products and 
treating animals kindly, said Azhari.

“Now we have 15 donkeys and 
we’re planning to buy more,” he 
said. “We insisted on donkeys be-
cause of its status in rural Palestine 
as a mode of transport for the fellah 
(farmer).”

The friends said they are happy 
with how successful their idea 
turned out. Every Friday and Sat-
urday they accommodate a steady 
stream of visitors. The tour charges 
about $20 per person, which in-
cludes transport from Nablus to Se-
bastia and back.

Sebastia, 15km north-west of Na-
blus, is known for being home to 
ancient ruins spanning the Greek, 
Roman, Byzantine and Canaanite 
eras. They include a colonnade, a 
basilica, a theatre, temples and an-
cient tombs.

Tourists can roam the entire area 
of Sebastia and are provided with 
historic details of the landmarks. 
They are educated on a range of is-
sues including the history, culture 
and traditions of Palestine as well 
as the environment and animal 
rights.

The 6-hour ride starts at the vil-
lage and moves along the narrow 
dirt road that was part of the Hijaz 
railroad built by the Ottomans for 
Muslim pilgrims travelling to the 
holy shrines in Mecca and Medina.

The riders amble through Wadi 
al-Shameh before reaching the re-
mains of the Masoudiyeh train sta-
tion, where they enjoy a brief wa-
ter break and inspect the station, 

which was closed in 1916.
Tour guide Rauf Hammouri said: 

“Decades later, Masoudiyeh be-
came one of the first places in the 
West Bank that the Jewish settlers 
attempted to colonise after the 1967 
war.”

The tour dips to the emerald 
green wheat fields dotted with 
small yellow flowers and the oc-
casional purple wild flower. Once 
the summer starts, the sea of green 
changes to gold as the wheat har-
vest nears.

The next stop is on a hill sur-
rounded by olive and apricot trees, 
where guides cook lunch. Soon, 
the frying pan is bubbling with 
chopped tomatoes and garlic driz-

zled in olive oil, the aroma mixing 
with the fresh air.

On the opposite hill, the electric 
fences of the Shavei Shomron Jew-
ish settlement can be seen. It was 
built on land expropriated from Se-
bastia in 1977. Palestinian villagers 
must apply for special Israeli per-
mits to reach their land behind the 
fence during the olive harvest.

The tour makes its way back to 
the village centre, past the colon-
nade ruins, the ancient basilica and 
theatre and a church. The site is on 
an elevated area, where the West 
Bank hills stretch out across the 
landscape with Jenin further north, 
Tulkarem to the north-west and, 
beyond that, the sea, which is hid-
den from view.

The ancient site is classified un-
der the Oslo Accords as Area C, un-
der Israeli civil and military control. 
The Palestinian Authority is banned 
from renovating the site and the Se-
bastia villagers are all too aware of 
the possibility of being barred from 
their beloved ruins.

“Ariel University is trying to lay 
claim to ancient Roman ruins in Se-
bastia by pushing through a renova-
tion plan,” Hammouri said. “If that 
goes ahead they will confiscate the 
area under the guise of conserva-
tion and allow only settlers to ac-
cess it.”

The last leg of the tour is back to 
Wadi al-Shameh but riders are of-
fered one last recline in the shade 
of almond trees with a cup of strong 
Arabic coffee.

The donkeys can now have a 
well-deserved rest.

Linah Alsaafin is a Palestinian 
writer based in the West Bank.

Unusual rides 
draw tourists 
to West Bank
Linah Alsaafin

A green field in Sebastia near Nablus.                                                     (Linah Alsaafin)

Donkey Tours riders are seen in Sebastia near Nablus.    (Linah Alsaafin)

An old building in Sebastia near Nablus.                                        (Donkey Tours)

The tour dips to the 
emerald green wheat 
fields dotted with 
small yellow flowers 
and the occasional 
purple wild flower.


