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gypt, Morocco, Saudi Ara-
bia and Tunisia secured 
qualification for the 2018 
FIFA World Cup in Rus-
sia, marking the first time 

four Arab countries will be appear-
ing at the event and offering a rare 
opportunity for celebration at a 
time of regional uncertainty.

Saudi Arabia on September 6 be-
came the first Arab team to qualify 
for Russia 2018 after beating Japan 
1-0 in Jeddah, securing the second 
spot in Group B behind Japan’s 
Samurai Blue. Egypt joined the 
Saudis about a month later after an 
injury-time penalty from Liverpool 
winger Mohamed Salah against 
Congo secured qualification with 
one game to spare.

Morocco and Tunisia round-
ed out the Arabs’ joy. The At-
las Lions secured a 2-0 victory  
November 11 over Côte d’Ivoire 
in Group C to delight the Moroc-
cans. Huge celebrations broke out 
the same day across Tunisia after 
a tense 0-0 draw with Libya pre-
served Tunisia’s unbeaten run and 
placed it in the top spot in its quali-
fying group.

“Arab-flavoured World Cup. 
Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Morocco, Tu-
nisia — congratulations to us all,” 
tweeted Salah after the end of the 
qualification round.

There were also celebrations in 
European capitals that boast large 
North African expat communities.

“I congratulate our national team 
for qualifying for the World Cup. 
This is a major sporting achieve-
ment… and we hope that it will 
lead to further successes,” said Tu-
nisian President Beji Caid Essebsi.

King Mohammed VI telephoned 
Morocco manager Hervé Renard 
and captain Mehdi Benatia imme-
diately after their victory to offer 
congratulations on locking up the 
national team’s fifth appearance — 
but first since 1998 — at the World 
Cup finals.

Russia 2018 will top the Arab 
world’s previous best team par-
ticipation when Morocco, Saudi 
Arabia and Tunisia qualified for 
France 1998. None of the three 
teams made it past the group stage 
then but many Arabs hope they 
will have a local team to cheer for 
in the knock-out stages in Russia.

“Of course, I will be supporting 
Egypt first and foremost,” said Brit-
ain-based Egyptian expat Ashraf 

Taha, who said he plans to attend 
the World Cup next year, “but I will 
be cheering on all the Arab teams in 
general.”

“I think Egypt can make it to the 
second round but, if we don’t, I will 
throw my support behind whatev-
er Arab country can qualify,” Taha 
added.

The draw for the finals is to take 
place December 1, with Morocco 
and Tunisia guaranteed not to 

meet at the group stages. The 2018 
World Cup takes place June 14-July 
15 in 11 cities in Russia.

Iran and Senegal also won spots 
for Russia 2018, meaning that six 
majority-Muslim countries will be 
participating at the World Cup.

Arab fans are particularly enthu-
siastic for Russia 2018 given that it 
may be their last opportunity to ap-
pear at a World Cup finals for eight 
years owing to tensions with Qa-
tar, which will host the 2022 World 
Cup.

There have been calls in some 
Arab capitals to boycott the 2022 
World Cup, not just because of 
the political tensions in the Arab 
world based on Qatar’s alleged sup-
port for terrorist groups but also 
the controversial manner in which 
Doha allegedly exploited the FIFA 
vote.

A witness testified that Qatar 
paid millions of dollars in bribes 
to FIFA officials to secure the 2022 
World Cup. Further revelations are 
expected as the New York trial of 
three former South American foot-
ball officials continues.

Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab 
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Lebanon’s upheaval over Hezbollah’s role 
enters new phase as Hariri holds talks in Paris

London

L 

ebanese Prime Minister 
Saad Hariri’s November 18 
trip to Paris, during which 
he met with French Presi-
dent Emmanuel Macron, 

was expected to end speculation by 
pro-Hezbollah politicians in Leba-
non that Hariri’s movements had 
been restricted by Riyadh.

The talks between Hariri and Ma-
cron were seen as a diplomatic ef-
fort by France to reduce tensions 
over the role of Hezbollah, an Irani-
an proxy in Lebanon, in the region.

“Lebanon is being shaken so it’s 
important Hariri comes to Paris for 
us to work with him on the best way 
out of the crisis,” a senior French 
diplomat told Reuters. “We’re try-
ing to create the conditions for a de-
escalation in the region. We want to 
avoid a proliferation of crises that 

could get out of control.”
France’s initiative drew criticism 

from Tehran, which accused Paris 
of being biased against Iran.

“It seems that France has a biased 
and partisan approach to the crises 
in the region and this approach, 
whether intentionally or not, is 
even contributing to turning poten-
tial crises into real ones,” Iranian 
Foreign Ministry spokesman Bah-
ram Ghasemi said.

Hezbollah, a Shia political party 
and militant group in Lebanon, 
is viewed by Saudi Arabia and its 
Arab allies as an Iranian proxy. It 
has been accused of doing Tehran’s 
bidding in several countries in the 
region, including Syria, Yemen and 
Bahrain.

Relations between Saudi Arabia 
and Lebanon soured after Hariri, 
who is allied with Saudi Arabia, 
suddenly resigned as Lebanon’s 
prime minister while in Riyadh on 
November 4. Saudi Foreign Minister 
Adel al-Jubeir warned that instabil-
ity would continue in Lebanon un-
less the Iran-sponsored Hezbollah 
group disarms.

Tensions between Lebanon and 
Saudi Arabia increased during Hari-
ri’s stay in Riyadh, with Hezbollah-
allied leaders, including Lebanese 
President Michel Aoun, claiming 
Hariri had been forced to resign and 
was being held against his will by 
Saudi authorities. Aoun described 
the Saudi position as an “act of ag-
gression” and a breach of Hariri’s 
human rights.

Aoun’s remarks came after Hariri 
posted statements on his official 
Twitter account pledging to return 
to Lebanon soon.

During an interview November 12 
on a privately owned television sta-
tion, Hariri hinted he might with-
draw his resignation if Lebanon 
recommitted itself to its “disasso-

ciation policy,” which was agreed 
to by rival Lebanese factions in 2012 
to keep the country out of regional 
conflicts.

Hariri seemed to leave options 
open regarding his resignation, 
leading to speculation that the Sau-
dis’ stance on the crisis may have 
also evolved.

Saudi Minister of State for Gulf Af-
fairs Thamer al-Sabhan dismissed 
speculation that the prime minister 
was being held in Saudi Arabia, say-

ing that Hariri’s political opponents’ 
concern for his well-being was “ex-
aggerated.”

“The exaggerations on the subject 
of Hariri are very funny,” Sabhan 
tweeted on November 11. “All this 
love and passion — you killed his fa-
ther and you killed the hopes of the 
Lebanese people for a peaceful and 
moderate life. You are trying to kill 
him both politically and physically,” 
Sabhan added.

Lebanese President Michel Aoun 

said Hariri is expected to attend 
Lebanon’s Independence Day cel-
ebrations in Beirut on November 22. 

Okab Saqr, a member of parlia-
ment for Lebanon’s Future Move-
ment, said after his visit to France 
Hariri would have “a small Arab 
tour” before travelling to Beirut.

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf 
section editor of The Arab Weekly.
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Paris welcome. French President Emmanuel Macron (L) welcomes Lebanese Prime Minister Saad 
Hariri at the Élysée Presidential Palace in Paris, on November 18.         (AFP)
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