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Lebanon’s upheaval over Hezbollah’s role
enters new phase as Hariri holds talks in Paris
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

L

ebanese Prime Minister
Saad Hariri’s November 18
trip to Paris, during which
he met with French President Emmanuel Macron,
was expected to end speculation by
pro-Hezbollah politicians in Lebanon that Hariri’s movements had
been restricted by Riyadh.
The talks between Hariri and Macron were seen as a diplomatic effort by France to reduce tensions
over the role of Hezbollah, an Iranian 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 trying to create the conditions for a deescalation in the region. We want to
avoid a proliferation of crises that

It seems that France has
a biased and partisan
approach to the crises
in the region.

Official Iranian Foreign
Ministry spokesman
Bahram Ghasemi

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 potential crises into real ones,” Iranian
Foreign Ministry spokesman Bahram 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 instability would continue in Lebanon unless the Iran-sponsored Hezbollah
group disarms.
Tensions between Lebanon and
Saudi Arabia increased during Hariri’s stay in Riyadh, with Hezbollahallied 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 aggression” 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 station, Hariri hinted he might withdraw his resignation if Lebanon
recommitted itself to its “disasso-

Paris welcome. French President Emmanuel Macron (L) welcomes Lebanese Prime Minister Saad
Hariri at the Élysée Presidential Palace in Paris, on November 18.				
(AFP)
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 Saudis’ stance on the crisis may have
also evolved.
Saudi Minister of State for Gulf Affairs 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 “exaggerated.”
“The exaggerations on the subject
of Hariri are very funny,” Sabhan
tweeted on November 11. “All this
love and passion — you killed his father 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 celebrations in Beirut on November 22.
Okab Saqr, a member of parliament for Lebanon’s Future Movement, 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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Rare moments of joy at Arabs’ unprecedented World Cup qualifications
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

E

gypt, Morocco, Saudi Arabia and Tunisia secured
qualification for the 2018
FIFA World Cup in Russia, marking the first time
four Arab countries will be appearing at the event and offering a rare
opportunity for celebration at a
time of regional uncertainty.
Saudi Arabia on September 6 became 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.

The draw for the finals
is to take place
December 1, with
Morocco and Tunisia
guaranteed not to meet
at the group stages.

Morocco and Tunisia rounded out the Arabs’ joy. The Atlas Lions secured a 2-0 victory
November 11 over Côte d’Ivoire
in Group C to delight the Moroccans. Huge celebrations broke out
the same day across Tunisia after
a tense 0-0 draw with Libya preserved Tunisia’s unbeaten run and
placed it in the top spot in its qualifying group.
“Arab-flavoured World Cup.
Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Morocco, Tunisia — 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 achievement… and we hope that it will
lead to further successes,” said Tunisian President Beji Caid Essebsi.
King Mohammed VI telephoned
Morocco manager Hervé Renard
and captain Mehdi Benatia immediately 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 participation 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 Britain-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 whatever Arab country can qualify,” Taha
added.
The draw for the finals is to take
place December 1, with Morocco
and Tunisia guaranteed not to

Happy faces. Egypt fans celebrate World Cup qualification.

(Reuters)

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 enthusiastic for Russia 2018 given that it
may be their last opportunity to appear at a World Cup finals for eight
years owing to tensions with Qatar, 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 support 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 football officials continues.
Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in London.
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Saudi-Lebanese crisis continues as
Hariri meets with French president
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

P

utting to rest accusations
that he was being held
against his will in Saudi
Arabia, Lebanese Prime
Minister Saad Hariri met
with French President Emmanuel
Macron in Paris, Hariri’s second
overseas visit since his shock resignation earlier this month.
Hariri was welcomed by Macron
on November 18 at the Élysée Palace, where the two discussed the
crisis in Lebanon.
Relations between Saudi Arabia
and Lebanon have deteriorated
since November 4 when Hariri announced from Riyadh that he was
resigning. Lebanese President
Michel Aoun blamed the prime
minister’s resignation on a wider
conspiracy and claimed Hariri was
being held in Riyadh against his
will. Aoun called the situation an
“act of aggression” and a breach of
human rights.
Hariri told the privately owned
Lebanese al-Mustaqbal television
station that his resignation was intended to trigger a “positive shock”
in Lebanon. He implied that he
might withdraw the resignation if
Lebanon committed itself to the
“disassociation policy” and stayed
out of regional conflicts, such as
the Syrian civil war, which the Lebanese militant group Hezbollah has
participated in.
“The Syrian regime doesn’t want
me. I always stood in the face of
[the Islamic State], al-Nusra and
al-Qaeda and in other times we
faced and are still facing big challenges with Hezbollah,” Hariri said.
“There are many parties who do
not want Saad Hariri. This is why
I am taking measures, building a
safety net, reviewing my security.”
Hariri blamed Tehran and its
proxy Hezbollah for destabilising
Lebanon and cited fears for his life
while announcing his intention to
leave office.
Political opponents and some
Western media expressed scepticism about Hariri’s comments.
Following the allegations from
Lebanese political figures — par-

Remote crisis management. Lebanese watch an interview with Lebanon’s Prime Minister Saad Hariri at a coffee shop in Beirut, on November 12.
							
									
(AFP)
ticularly Hariri’s opponents – that
Hariri had been held against his
will, Saudi Minister of State for Gulf
Affairs Thamer al-Sabhan posted a
strong rebuttal on Twitter.
“The exaggerations on the subject of Hariri are very funny,” Sabhan posted on November 11. “All
this love and passion — you killed
his father 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.
Hezbollah is suspected of having carried out the February 2005
bombing in which former Lebanese Prime Minister Rafik Hariri —
Saad’s father — was among 23 people killed.
Saudi Foreign Minister Adel alJubeir said the tough Saudi rhetoric was tied to the ballistic missile,

The Syrian regime
doesn’t want me.
I always stood in the face
of [the Islamic State],
al-Nusra and al-Qaeda
and in other times we
faced and are still facing
big challenges with
Hezbollah.
Lebanese Prime Minister
Saad Hariri

launched from Yemen by Houthi
rebels, that was intercepted November 4 over King Khalid International Airport in Riyadh after Hariri’s resignation announcement.
“The missile was Iranian-built.
It was similar to a missile that was
launched against the city of Yanbu
(Western Saudi Arabia) on the 22nd
of July,” Jubeir told CNBC.
The foreign minister said the
missile was smuggled into Yemen
in parts and assembled by Iran’s
Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps
(IRGC) and Hezbollah.
“We believe that the missile that
landed in Riyadh is of a similar
make and we hold Iran responsible
for this,” he said.
US officials have also said they
believed the missile was Iranianmade.
Relations between Riyadh and

Beirut previously soured in 2016
after Lebanese Foreign Minister
Gebran Bassil, a political ally of
Hezbollah, refused to vote on a
joint Arab statement condemning
an attack on the Saudi diplomatic
mission in Iran.
Some Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) members banned their
citizens from travelling to Lebanon
and reduced their diplomatic presence in Beirut. All six GCC members designated Hezbollah a terrorist organisation and sanctioned
some of its figures.
Relations improved after a deal
was brokered in which Aoun, who
is aligned with Hezbollah, became
president of Lebanon in October
2016 under the condition that Hariri return as prime minister. Saudi
Arabia appointed an ambassador to
Lebanon last February.

Saudi Arabia moves to ease fears
over effects of anti-corruption drive
The Arab Weekly staff

London

S

audi Arabia moved to ease
fears regarding its unprecedented
anti-corruption
crackdown, with a highranking official stressing
the investigation would not adversely affect investments in the
kingdom.
Speaking November 16 at the
UN climate conference in Germany, Saudi Energy Minister Khalid
al-Falih said the kingdom’s anticorruption investigation involved
a limited number of individuals
and would not hinder investment
plans, including Saudi Aramco’s initial public offering (IPO), expected
next year.
“Everybody understands that
this is a limited, domestic affair that
the government is simply cleaning
house,” Falih told Reuters. “It has
no impact on foreign direct investment. It has no impact whatsoever
on the kingdom’s openness, capital
flows and our wide-open investment environment.”

He added that many foreign investors doing business in Saudi
Arabia “will tell you that they have
not seen corruption in their interactions with the Saudi government or
with the Saudi entities.”
The Financial Times reported
that Saudi authorities leading the
investigation were negotiating settlements with some detainees, including members of the royal family, former government officials and
prominent businessmen.
Those held on corruption charges
would be required to return misappropriated funds in return for
the release, the Financial Times
said. Some suspects would have to

Saudi authorities are
negotiating
settlements with some
detainees, including
members of the royal
family, former
government officials
and prominent
businessmen.

turn over as much as 70% of their
wealth.
Saudi officials began the country’s biggest anti-corruption investigation, targeting powerful
individuals once believed in Saudi
society to be untouchable.
The anti-corruption task force
was established November 4 by
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz
Al Saud by royal decree and is overseen by Crown Prince Mohammed
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz. It has
the jurisdiction to “investigate, issue arrest warrants, travel bans and
freeze accounts and portfolios,” a
statement carried by the official
Saudi Press Agency said.
The arrests came after a threeyear investigation. The Dubaibased Al Arabiya news channel said
11 princes, a dozen former ministers
and four current ministers were
among those arrested. Several individuals have since been released.
Saudi Attorney General Sheikh
Saud al-Mojeb said more than 200
people had been arrested in the investigation, with possibly more to
follow.
Among those arrested were former Minister of the National Guard

Calming fears. Saudi Oil Minister Khalid al-Falih arrives at the
Future Investment Initiative conference in Riyadh, on October 24.
						
(Reuters)
Prince Mutaib bin Abdullah bin Abdulaziz, former Economy Minister
Adel Fakeih, billionaire Prince AlWaleed bin Talal and Saudi Binladin
Group Chairman Bakr bin Laden.
Many people detained during the
investigation were held in five-star
hotels, including Riyadh’s RitzCarlton. A source familiar with the
investigation told the Financial
Times that the government was
“making settlements with most of
those in the Ritz.”
“Cough up the cash and you will
go home,” the source added.

Mojeb estimated that more than
$100 billion had been misappropriated in recent decades and that the
investigation had led to the freezing of an estimated 1,700 bank accounts.
Authorities initially only froze
personal bank accounts but they
expanded that to trading accounts
as well. Brokerage firms were ordered by the Saudi Capital Market
Authority to suspend the trading
accounts of “dozens” of people under investigation, Bloomberg News
reported.
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The view from Beirut

Christian patriarch’s
first visit to Saudi
Arabia hailed as
‘historic’ by Lebanese
Samar Kadi

Beirut

T

hough
overshadowed
by the crisis sparked by
Lebanese Prime Minister Saad Hariri’s resignation, Lebanon’s Christian
Maronite Patriarch Cardinal Bechara Boutros al-Rai’s historic visit to
Saudi Arabia was a unique show of
openness and religious tolerance in
a region torn by sectarian conflict.
The official visit by such a senior
non-Muslim cleric to the conservative kingdom reaffirmed the status
of Christians as an indivisible entity
of the Arab world, said Mohammad
Sammak, secretary-general of the
National Committee for ChristianMuslim Dialogue in Lebanon.
“The Arab dimension of the visit
lies in the fact that it came in response to an invitation by the Saudi king, custodian of Islam’s two
holiest shrines. In its gist and spirituality, it implies that Christians of
the Orient belong to the region as
much as Muslims with whom they
constitute a single entity and share
a common future and fate,” Sammak said.
The first visit by a Maronite patriarch, the religious representative of
approximately 900,000 Maronites
in Lebanon and communities in
Syria and Cyprus, to Saudi Arabia
was planned before political tensions between Beirut and Riyadh
peaked with Hariri’s resignation on
November 4.
It was a significant act of religious

openness for Saudi Arabia, which
bans public practice of religions
other than Islam but says it wants
to open up more to the world.
Fares Soueid, a Christian former
parliamentarian who accompanied
Rai to Riyadh, said the “historic”
visit “lays the foundation of a new
phase” of interfaith dialogue and
rapprochement at the highest levels.
“The visit is historic because it
was made by the Maronite patriarch who heads a church with a
long-standing history in religious
coexistence,” Soueid said.
“It also came at a very critical
time at the regional and international levels. Through that visit,
the custodian of the two holy
shrines wanted to tell the world
that Islam is the religion of tolerance, coexistence and forgiveness
and that those who have sought to
tarnish its image do not belong to
Islam,” he added.
Sammak said the timing of the
visit was indicative of a new period
of inter-religious conciliation.
“Christians of the Orient have
faced acts of terrorism that amounted to acts of extermination in Iraq,
Syria and even in Egypt,” he said.

Rai’s visit was meant to
reaffirm Lebanon’s
status as a multisectarian and diverse
country at a time the
region is being redrawn
and polarised along
sectarian lines.

New phase. Lebanon’s Christian Maronite Patriarch Bechara Boutros al-Rai (R) shakes hands with
Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz in Riyadh, on November 14. (Saudi Royal Palace)
“The invitation of the patriarch to
Saudi Arabia gives an opposite image of what has been happening
and it constitutes a headline for a
new phase of Christian-Muslim relationship in the Middle East.”
“The visit also took place in the
wake of Saudi Arabia’s successful
efforts in fighting terrorism and
stamping out Muslim extremism
through regional alliances and reforms carried out internally,” Sammak added.
Minority Christian communities in Iraq and Syria have been
persecuted by al-Qaeda-affiliated
groups and the Islamic State (ISIS),
resulting in the death of thousands
and forcing many more to flee. In
northern regions of Iraq held by
ISIS, Christians were ordered to
pay a tax, convert to Islam or die by
the sword. Most fled to the autonomous Kurdish region to the east.
Patriarchs of Eastern churches,
including the Chaldean, Assyrian

and Syriac sects, sought Western
support and protection for Christians in meetings with former US
President Barack Obama and at
conferences in Washington under
the title “In Defence of Christians.”
“That was a big mistake, a move
that many Christian figures in the
region have criticised because it
suggested that Christians needed
Richard the Lionheart’s or Western protection to preserve their
presence and rights in the region,”
Soueid said.
“By inviting Patriarch al-Rai,
the custodian of Islam’s holiest
shrines wanted to underline that
Christians are not a foreign community present by accident in the
Orient and that their presence in
the region cannot be safeguarded
through controversial relations
with the West… but they are linked
to Muslims through a common history, present and future, and they
are responsible for each other be-

fore God and history.”
Rai’s visit was also meant to reaffirm Lebanon’s status as a multisectarian and diverse country at a
time the region is being redrawn
and polarised along sectarian lines.
“It constitutes an acknowledgement by a Muslim heavyweight like
Saudi Arabia that Lebanon is capable to be an international centre for
dialogue between civilisations and
diverse religions,” Sammak said.
“It confirms Lebanon as the land
of coexistence and dialogue between religions and cultures,” said
Soueid.
“As Christians, we have received
what amounts to a life insurance
policy. We tell Muslims openly that
we should find a common space
that will ensure our mutual safety
and security in this part of the
world.”
Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly
Travel and Society section editor.

The view from Cairo

Egypt seeks to ease regional tensions
Amr Emam

Cairo

E

gyptian Foreign Minister
Sameh Shoukry completed
a whirlwind tour of Arab
and Gulf countries to try
to restore calm after the
prime minister of Lebanon resigned
from office while in Saudi Arabia.
Shoukry conducted a three-day
tour in which he met with leaders
in Jordan, the United Arab Emirates,
Kuwait, Bahrain, Oman and Saudi
Arabia. The Egyptian Foreign Ministry said the tour took place as part
of consultations between Egypt and
Arab allies on regional development
and “especially in the shadow of developments in Lebanon’s political
arena.”
The trip came after Saad Hariri resigned as Lebanese prime minister
on November 4, citing Iranian interference in his country through its
proxy Hezbollah, significantly raising tensions between Saudi Arabia
and Iran.
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah
al-Sisi had earlier reiterated Cairo’s
support for Riyadh, which is seeking to counteract what it has termed
Tehran’s interference in the Arab
world.
“I have said it once and I will
say it again, Gulf national security is Egyptian national security.
I have faith in the wise and firm
leadership of Saudi Arabia,” Sisi

said at the World Youth Forum
in Sharm el-Sheikh.
He indicated that Cairo would
prefer tensions to ease because the
Middle East is already facing numerous challenges. “I am always against
war… Our point of view when it
comes to new troubles with either
Iran or Hezbollah or any other issue
is that we have to deal with great
care so as not to add to the challenges and troubles of the region,”
Sisi said.
During the last stop on his tour,
Shoukry met with Saudi Crown
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin
Abdulaziz in Riyadh, where he reiterated Cairo’s commitment to Saudi
and Arab Gulf security. While official
statements only confirmed that the
two had discussed the Lebanon crisis, Egyptian media claimed Shoukry urged an easing of tensions.
“Egypt does not see what is happening in this region through a
sectarian prism,” said Mohamed alOrabi, Egypt’s former foreign minister and a member of parliament’s
Foreign Affairs Committee. “This
is why it cannot allow Sunni-Shia
hostilities to morph into a regional
war that jeopardises Arab national

Shoukry conducted a
three-day tour in which
he met with leaders in
Jordan, the United Arab
Emirates, Kuwait,
Bahrain, Oman and
Saudi Arabia.

security.”
Tensions between Riyadh and
Tehran have never been higher.
Saudi Arabia has accused Iran of
“direct military aggression” and an
“act of war” for allegedly supplying
Yemen’s Houthi rebels with a ballistic missile that was intercepted November 4 over Riyadh. The Houthis
claimed the missile was “Yemeniproduced” but military analysts said
it was unlikely the rebels would be
able to produce such a weapon.
Bahrain later linked an explosion
at a major oil pipeline to Iran, raising
tensions between Gulf states and
Tehran.
“Terrorist acts witnessed by the
country in the recent period were
carried out through direct contacts
and instructions from Iran,” Bahraini Interior Minister Sheikh Rashid
bin Abdullah al-Khalifa said. The
Iranian Foreign Ministry rejected
the accusations as “false talk.”
Despite the strong public statements supporting Riyadh and accusing Tehran, Cairo appears wary
of further escalation, particularly
given its potential sectarian dimensions.
“Look at the demographic maps in
most of the countries of the region —
Bahrain, Iraq, Yemen and Lebanon
— and you will easily see what a sectarian war could do to these countries if it erupts,” Orabi said.
“At the same time, a sectarian war
would only benefit Israel, which
would be happy to see Hezbollah
destroyed, Iran weakened and Arab

countries in an endless state of war.”
Egypt is aware that an escalation
would harm its weakened economy
before major economic reforms
have begun to pay dividends. Any
regional conflict would affect trade
via the Suez Canal, which remains
a major source of income for Cairo.
“Egypt worked tooth and nail in
the past years to ensure that regional tensions would not affect navigation in the Red Sea,” said Gamal
Bayoumi, a former Egyptian assistant foreign minister. “However, an
escalation of tensions in the region
will render all this work worthless.”
The same fears apply to Egypt’s
tourism sector, which is beginning
to see signs of life after months of
downturn following flight suspensions after the bombing of a Russian
passenger plane over Sinai in October 2015.
Despite differences of opinion between Cairo and Riyadh on tensions
in the region as well as on Syria and
other issues, analysts said there was
little prospect those could lead to a
long-term rift between the two allies.
“Both Egypt and Saudi Arabia
need each other,” said Abdel Monem
Said, former head of the local thinktank Ahram Centre for Political
and Strategic Studies. “This is why
different views in both countries
should not be allowed to spoil their
strong ties.”
Amr Emam is a Cairo-based
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

Wary of conflict. Egyptian
Foreign Minister Sameh Shoukry
leaves his plane upon arrival in
Muscat, on November 1.
(AFP)
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Lebanon

Hezbollah’s foreign adventures
could provoke regional backlash
Simon Speakman Cordall

Tunis

L

ebanese Prime Minister
Saad Hariri’s resignation
speech left little doubt
over who he said was to
blame for his departure.
Iran, he said, was guilty of planting
“sedition, devastation and ruin” in
Lebanon and the wider Arab world
and Hezbollah was the “arm of Iran
not only in Lebanon but also in other Arab countries.”
Hezbollah has grown from its
founding by Iran in the early 1980s.
Established as a specifically Shia
response to Israel’s occupation of
southern Lebanon, the group is
one of the most significant military
forces in the region, projecting its
power to devastating effect in Syria
and extending its influence into
war-torn Yemen and even Kuwait.
However, in seeking to extend its
reach throughout the region and,
in doing so, buttress Iranian influence, the Army of God has incurred
the ire of Saudi Arabia and risked
inviting the wrath of some of the
region’s most significant players.
The extent of Hezbollah’s reach
was acknowledged by Hariri when,
eight days after announcing his
resignation, he suggested his decision could be reversed if Lebanon,
and by extension Hezbollah, would
return to its policy of dissociation —
observing conflicts unfold without
involvement or favour.
His concerns are not without
foundation. In Syria, Hezbollah’s
support of the Assad regime antagonised both the West and Israel.
In Yemen, Hezbollah’s backing of
the Houthi rebels placed it in direct
opposition to the country’s government. In Kuwait, alleged Hezbollah activity incurred the emir’s ire.
In all those countries, Hezbollah
has confronted and subsequently
flouted Saudi Arabian ambitions;
in effect, placing an Iranian proxy
blade at the kingdom’s throat.
Cast in this light, Hariri’s resignation, most likely taken at Riyadh’s
behest, looks to be a turning point
in the kingdom’s willingness to con-

Through Iranian lenses. Hezbollah fighters in Wadi al-Kheil on the Lebanese-Syrian border.
front Iran and its Lebanese proxies.
“The most important Iranian tool
in the region is Hezbollah,” Hilal
Khashan, a political science professor at the American University of
Beirut, told AFP.
That Hezbollah has played a vital role in preserving the regime of
Syrian President Bashar Assad is
beyond dispute. However, the benefits have not flown in just one direction. Six years of conflict in Syria
transformed Hezbollah from an
effective guerrilla group into a potentially devastating conventional
military force, increasing the threat
it poses to its opponents and displacing even more diplomatic and
political water as a result.
Yemen and the threat of Saudi
sanctions adding to the United
States’ punitive economic meas-

ures on Lebanon were the issues
Hariri evoked, asking during his
second speech after his resignation:
“Did the kingdom have any position towards Hezbollah before the
war in Yemen?” He suggested that a
Hezbollah retreat from Yemen may
be enough to spare Lebanon the
worst of Saudi retaliation.
Certainly, an economic blockade
of Lebanon of the type instituted
against Qatar and the expulsion
of thousands of Lebanese citizens
employed in the Gulf would devastate the country’s fragile economy.
There are thought to be 120,000299,000 Lebanese citizens residing
in Saudi Arabia. Their return would
likely place an intolerable strain
on the Lebanese economy, already
struggling to accommodate 1.3 million Syrian refugees.

However, it is the threat of renewed conflict with Israel, a prospect Hezbollah Secretary-General
Hassan Nasrallah accused Saudi
Arabia of orchestrating, that could
pose the far more significant risk.
The possibility of renewed conflict also sounded in Tel Aviv, with
Eldad Shavit, a former Israeli military official, suggesting to the Times

Hezbollah is one of the
most significant
military forces in the
region, projecting its
power to devastating
effect in Syria and
extending its influence
into Yemen and even
Kuwait.

(AP)

of Israel that Gulf Cooperation
Council frustrations over Qatar’s resistance to its sanctions could push
Saudi Arabia to demonstrate its regional influence remotely.
Shavit said the possibility of
conflict was unlikely. He pointed
to the absence of any mass call-up
of Israeli reservists, as well as previously bitter experience of Israel
confronting Hezbollah.
It is becoming clear that Hezbollah, within a dramatically altered
regional landscape, has exposed
Lebanon to the unfriendly scrutiny
of its donors and allies. Whether
domestic or regional forces will curtail that ambition is unclear.
Simon Speakman Cordall is the
Syria/Lebanon section editor for
The Arab Weekly

Lebanon and the end of the Obama doctrine

Makram Rabah

is a lecturer at the American
University of Beirut and author of
“A Campus at War: Student Politics
at the American University of
Beirut, 1967-1975.”

What is certain is
that Obama’s
legacy, both in
Lebanon and the
region, has been
killed and buried.

O

n his visit to Washington in July, Lebanese
Prime Minister Saad
Hariri appeared to
be a small figure in
the White House’s
Rose Garden as he listened to US
President Donald Trump declare
that the Lebanese government was
working closely with his administration to combat terrorism.
Many ridiculed Trump for failing
to notice that Hariri’s government housed two card-carrying
members of Hezbollah, the same
organisation accused of killing 241
US servicemen in Beirut in 1983.
Michel Aoun, a key Hezbollah ally,
was serving as Lebanon’s president,
a position he held largely due to the
approval of Hariri and his parliamentary bloc.
Four months after Trump’s supposed blunder, his remarks are
beginning to appear prescient, at
least as far as Hariri is concerned.
Since his sudden resignation,
Hariri appears to have declared war
on Hezbollah, ending the brittle
truce that had existed between
him and the principal suspects in
his father’s assassination in a 2005
bomb blast.
Placed within the overall context, Hariri’s resignation marked

not simply the demise of a sham
government charged with providing political cover for Iran’s Levant
operations but a reversal of the socalled Obama Doctrine, which gave
Iran and its proxies unmitigated
freedom in both Lebanon and the
region.
Perhaps more than anything
else, it has been the rebuilding of
US-Saudi relations upon the ashes
of Obama’s legacy that has set the
stage for the stand-off between Iran
and Saudi Arabia in Lebanon.
Obama’s tense relationship with
Arab Sunnis and his obsession with
seeing the nuclear deal through
blinded him from realising that
empowering Iran and its Islamic
Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC)
could only serve to complicate matters within an intensely complicated region.
Thus, the Obama Doctrine
increased the schism between the
White House and the oil-rich Gulf
states, principally Saudi Arabia,
acclimatised to American pampering from administrations intent on
enhancing economic relations.
Conversely, Obama’s frigid relations with the Gulf Arabs was all
Iran needed to secure the election of a sympathetic president
in Lebanon, one possessed of the

ethics of a door-to-door salesman
determined on peddling the myth
of Hezbollah’s vital role in the fight
against Sunni terrorism.
For Hariri, desperate to stage a
comeback after a series of political and financial setbacks, Aoun’s
appointment represented a way
out of his personal predicament, as
well as a suitable candidate to bring
Lebanon’s presidential vacuum to
an end.
That Aoun was appointed is a
matter of record. Nevertheless,
irrespective of Hariri and Tehran’s
ambitions, the tide was beginning
to turn. With Trump in the Oval
Office, the previous administration’s fixation with Persian arts
and culture gave way to the new
president’s election promise to rein
in Iran and rescind what he considered a senseless nuclear deal.
Allying with the president was
a new Saudi crown prince, out to
salvage the region from Iran’s hegemony and reverse the kingdom’s
policy failures in Syria, Lebanon
and Yemen.
The Riyadh summit was mocked
by many, not least Iran and its allies, which dismissed the resulting
policies as merely Trump gimmicks
designed to sell the Arabs more
weapons.

In reality, the summit laid out
the road map to a political, financial and military response to Iran.
Trump’s decertification of the Iran
deal and his clear identification of
the IRGC as a regional menace were
accompanied by a call for a robust
international commitment to
preventing it from receiving funds
for it and its various international
chapters, chiefly its Lebanese flagship, Hezbollah.
Ultimately, to make sense of Hariri’s resignation and the resurgence
of Saudi hawks, we need to look
beyond the reports of some of Beirut’s Western journalists, especially
anti-establishment Americans, who
fail to realise that their support of
Obama led to them whitewashing
the actions of Iran and Hezbollah.
While Saudi Arabia may fall short
of qualifying as a modern state, at
least in some analysts’ books, the
IRGC and all that it stands for are
certainly not the curators of some
ancient Persian culture. Carpetweaving and training militias are
two different disciplines.
What is certain is that Obama’s
legacy, both in Lebanon and the
region, has been killed and buried
and the Saudis have delegated
Hariri to stand guard over its tomb
to ensure it is never resurrected.
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Syria

Showdown between pro-Assad
forces and US-backed Syrian Kurds?
Abdulrahman al-Masri

Ottawa

S

yrian President Bashar Assad has indicated that his
troops and allied forces
might take military action
against the Kurdish-led
Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) after the battle in Syria’s eastern governorate of Deir ez-Zor against the
Islamic State (ISIS) ends.
Assad’s senior political adviser
Bouthaina Shaaban said in an interview with Lebanese television
channel Al Mayadeen that the regime was looking to recapture
the northern city of Raqqa, which
was liberated from ISIS by the SDF
backed by the United States.
Referring to the conflict in the
disputed Iraqi city of Kirkuk between the central Iraqi government
and Iraqi Kurds, Shaaban noted
that what happened there “should
be a lesson” to Syria’s Kurds in the
northern parts of the country. She
rejected any possibility that her
government would negotiate with
the Kurds.
Those comments and others by
regime officials regarding escalation
against Syria’s Kurds, whose forces
control an estimated 22% of the
country, are problematic and bring
into question many aspects of the
complex Syrian civil war.
“It is not in our interest nor in the
interest of the regime that we move
towards military escalation,” SDF
spokesman Mustafa Bali said. “We
reject this escalatory tone,” he said.
Nevertheless, he added: “If we are
assaulted, we have enough strength
to respond.”
Assad’s statement on the prospects of war with the SDF came
after he met in Damascus with Ali
Akbar Velayati, a top adviser to
Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah
Ali Khamenei. Velayati remarkably
noted, with particular emphasis on
American military presence in the
north, that the Syrian regime troops
and allied forces would capture
Raqqa from the SDF.
The relationship between the

United States and the Syrian Kurds
consolidated in late 2014 with
Washington’s selection of the People’s Protection Units (YPG), the
dominant component of the SDF, as
its sole partner in the fight against
ISIS in Syria. Through the last few
years and as it fought ISIS in northern Syria, the YPG gained semi-autonomous authority in its areas of
control.
While the Assad regime was fighting Arab opposition forces, it sought
to avoid conflict with the YPG and
accepted growing Kurdish power in
the north.
However, the regime has regained
much power and territory thanks
to significant backing from Russia,
Iran and Hezbollah and it seems
Assad is looking to pick a fight with
the Kurds. High-profile regime figures have referred to the American
military presence with the Kurds in
northern Syria as “illegal invading
forces.”
Nicholas Heras, a Middle East
security fellow at the Centre for a
New American Security in Washington, said the Assad regime and
its Iranian ally were worried about
the United States maintaining a “residual force in northern and eastern
Syria.” That, he said, “is going to
constrain Assad’s ability to reconquer the country.”
Heras said the Trump administration realises the strategic nature of
having a military presence in northern Syria and has put significant effort into maintaining that presence.
“Unless there is a larger understanding between the United States
and Russia as to… the contours of
the future US presence [in northern
Syria],” Heras added, “Assad will
continue to make loud noises.”
It seems that the regime in Damascus is testing the extent of US
commitment to the Kurds in Syria.
Shaaban noted the regime calculates from the American reaction
to Kirkuk’s fall to Iraq- and Iranbacked forces that it can act aggressively against Syria’s Kurdish militia
with no consequences.
Nevertheless, the question that
remains is whether the Assad regime has the military power to fight

Over the horizon. A Syrian pro-government fighter watches as smoke rises from buildings in the
eastern city of Deir ez-Zor, on October 31.							
the SDF, a force armed by the United
States that has gained substantial
fighting experience from its battles
against ISIS.
The Assad regime lacks manpower and seemingly cannot sustain
control over newly captured territory while simultaneously engaging in military campaigns. Most recently, pro-regime forces funnelled
through central Syria towards the
east and made rapid gains against
ISIS, reaching Deir ez-Zor and the
Iraqi border. However, they have
lost control over some territory they
captured along the way.
Unlike the SDF, “the Assad regime
and allies have very rarely actually
fought major urban campaigns,”
said Heras.
The regime’s tactics are to use
starvation sieges and massive

aerial bombardment to force its opponents to cede control.
“Since the beginning of 2016,
there is no major [Assad] regime
operation that ended with the com-

Comments by regime
officials regarding
escalation against
Syria’s Kurds are
problematic and bring
into question many
aspects of the complex
Syrian civil war.

(AFP)

plete collapse of its opponent in an
urban area,” Heras said.
“Assad likes to promote his tiger
but, in a lot of ways, his military is
a paper tiger.”
While Assad’s announcement
may be phony, his goal is to recapture all of Syria with no space for
compromise on the objective. Sooner or later, the Kurds in Syria may
find themselves in confrontation
with the regime. At that point, the
American military presence in the
north could be significant for the
Syrian Kurds’ political survival in
the country.
Abdulrahman al-Masri reports on
politics and news in the Middle
East and Syria in particular.
He can be followed on Twitter:
@AbdulrhmanMasri.

Sochi conference on Syria back on track

Sami Moubayed

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

The Riyadh
conference is
expected to squeeze
all Qatari-backed
opposition figures,
creating a new
negotiating team.

I

n an ever-changing world
and increasingly unpredictable Syrian quagmire, the
Sochi conference is back on
track and in full throttle,
now scheduled for
December 2.
Originally set for mid-November, the conference was abruptly
cancelled after several heavyweight opposition groups declined
to attend, including the Riyadhbacked High Negotiations Committee (HNC).
During talks in Vietnam earlier
this month, US President Donald
Trump and Russian President
Vladimir Putin seemingly agreed
on a basket of issues related to
Syria, which breathed life into
three milestones for the country.
First is the much-delayed conference of the Syrian opposition,
scheduled for November 22 in
Riyadh. Second is the next round
of Geneva talks, earmarked for
November 28. Third is Sochi.
Now rid of the Islamic State
(ISIS) throughout all its former
major strongholds, Putin is seemingly eager to announce “Mission
accomplished” ahead of the Russian New Year in early January.
He wants to start withdrawing his
troops, a strategy that undoubtedly will serve his political agenda
ahead of the Russian presidential elections next March.
To do that, however, he needs to

cut more deals with the Americans, acknowledging their share
and spoils of the Syrian battlefield.
Putin has agreed to support the
US Army’s presence in post-ISIS
Syria, until the peace process kicks
off and bears fruit. Trump and
Putin agreed to prevent a clash of
their forces in Syrian airspace and
to work closer together on the four
“de-conflict zones” in eastern Damascus, northern Homs, Idlib in
north-western Syria and southern
Syria.
In return, Trump will let Putin
stage his Sochi conference in
December. He will not embrace it
but will not discredit it or hamper
its resolutions. To calm his fears,
Iran will only be an observer to
Sochi, certainly not a main player
or a guarantor, as it had been at
the Astana talks that kicked off
last May.
Russian diplomats have been
working to invite 1,300 Syrian delegates to the Red Sea resort. Under
supervision of Foreign Minister
Sergei Lavrov, they are obtaining
regional and international support
for the National Dialogue Conference of Syria.
Russian Deputy Foreign Minister Gennady Gatilov met with UN
Special Envoy for Syria Staffan
de Mistura on November 14 in
Geneva, insisting, it seems, to
keep the United Nations onboard.
Sochi will not be a replacement to

Geneva, he noted, something that
was affirmed at the Vietnam talks.
Meanwhile, top diplomats hosted Iranian Deputy Foreign Minister Hossein Ansari in Moscow. He
has expressed scepticism about
the Sochi process. The Iranians are
unhappy with any political process that leads to change, fearing
that Moscow and Washington will
cut deals at their expense in Syria.
They are very worried, it seems,
that part of the deal would involve
pushing Hezbollah forces out of
the southern front, now manned
by 1,000 Russian military police.
Putin and Trump agreed that
there was no military solution in
Syria, only a political one, which
contradicts what has been said by
senior Iranian clerics and generals. They also agreed to eject “all
foreign troops” from Syria, a reference to the Iranians and Lebanese.
The Turks are also uneasy with
Sochi, especially because it involves a wide assortment of Kurdish militias and political parties,
including the Democratic Union
Party (PYD) and Syrian Democratic
Forces (SDF), two organisations
Ankara considers terrorist groups.
In exchange for attending the
Sochi conference and letting its
proxies in the Syrian battlefield
attend, Ankara asked Russia to
freeze invitations sent to Kurdish
politicians.
The Riyadh conference is

expected to squeeze all Qataribacked opposition figures, creating a new negotiating team to lead
the November 28 Switzerland
talks. Chances are that HNC Chairman Riad Hijab will be replaced
with a more accommodating
figure to Moscow.
Many are asking, however, what
the united opposition delegation
will be discussing in Geneva after
the latest Trump-Putin understandings put a lid on its ambitions and drew the rough boundaries of what the political endgame
will look like.
After unilaterally ending CIA
operations to equip, train and
arm the Syrian opposition, the
Americans have seemingly also
abandoned hopes of a transition government as well. A new
constitution might no longer be
necessary, as the Putin-Trump
statement settles for “constitutional reforms,” rather than a new
charter.
It also calls for “elections”
without specifying whether they
would be parliamentary or presidential, acknowledging Syrian
President Bashar Assad’s commitment to the political process
and mentioning him by name. It
doesn’t call on him to step down.
It doesn’t say that he has no future
in Syria nor does it say that he cannot run for a new term when his
present tenure expires in 2021.
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Progress in the fight against
online radicalisation

Y

ouTube, the world’s most
popular video site, is limiting its
archive of propaganda material
recorded by known extremists.
This does not appear to be a
complete purge, however.
As of November 16, a search of
YouTube showed 63,700 results for videos on
the life and controversial death by US drone
strike of the Yemeni-American radical cleric
Anwar al-Awlaki. The extremist preacher is
said to have substantially influenced major
terrorist incidents in the United States and in
Europe, including those that caused multiple
deaths.
Another search of YouTube turned up 1,940
results for sermons and recitations by Sheikh
Abdallah Muhammad al-Muhaysini, the
al-Qaeda-linked Saudi cleric considered one
of the most influential jihadist ideologues in
Syria. Like Awlaki before his death, Muhaysini
figures on the US government’s list of designated terrorists.
Clearly, YouTube has a long way to go in the
task it has set for itself. And yet, the fact that
it has begun to take down even non-graphic
content by listed extremists is encouraging.
For all too long, social media companies
have dissembled about the extent of their
responsibility in serving as distribution
channels for extremist groups. YouTube,
Twitter, Facebook and Google have all
simplistically questioned the rights and
wrongs of regulating content, claiming that
they don’t create such content but merely
make it available.
These companies sorely missed the point.
The violent videos posted by extremists on
social media glorified terrorism and encouraged copycat activities by would-be jihadists.
While the companies argued and flipflopped, jihadist content — overt or covert,
incendiary or merely insidious — proliferated.
Awlaki is a case in point, which is probably
why YouTube has focused on removing his
recordings. His videos have left a trail of
terrorist radicalisation around the world and
the narrative of his alleged martyrdom in
Yemen at the hands of the Americans could
only stoke anger.
YouTube is said to be relying on government lists of terrorists and terrorist groups to
check its offerings. This is a start but the
attempt to remove content from the internet
must be followed by further action. By itself,
this long-overdue move cannot win the war
against a perverted ideology that celebrates
death and violence. It can, however, make it
that much harder to pass around and proselytise.

A World Cup like no other
It is fair to say that the 2018 FIFA World Cup
will be the most Arab ever. Four Arab countries — Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Tunisia and
Morocco — will compete alongside 28 other
nations in Russia.
Their qualification is reason for pride and a
rare moment of joy for everyone — but
especially for young people — across the Arab
world. It lightens and lifts the mood away
from anxiety over the woes of the present or
the risks that may loom.
There were moments of high drama in the
qualifying matches of the Middle East and
North African teams. As never before,
football brought together factions in bitterly
divided Syria, even though it did not ultimately qualify for Russia 2018.
Now, the focus shifts to next summer. The
showdowns between the four Arab teams and
other major footballing countries are much
anticipated. The spotlight will be on Arab
athletic performance. Sports enthusiasts
across the Arab world will be hoping the four
teams turn in performances in this World Cup
that improve on results of the past.
The Arab teams will be under scrutiny for
reasons that go beyond their talent and
ability to win. The players’ conduct and that
of their travelling fans will be important, as it
always is in the international arena. It is
important to remember the world is watching. Considering the level of global media
attention, Russia 2018 may shape the world’s
image of the Arabs for years to come.

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Will Lebanon listen
to Saad Hariri?

Khairallah Khairallah
is a Lebanese writer.

T

he recent television
interview given by
Lebanese Prime
Minister Saad Hariri
put to rest speculation that he was
being held against
his will in Saudi Arabia.
Those rumours were ridiculous because, in Riyadh, Hariri
was home among family and
friends, friends who are keen on
protecting Lebanon, definitely
not like those who wish to turn
Lebanon into a missile-launching base and serve Iran’s
destructive agenda.
There was nothing in Hariri’s
words to indicate he would
withdraw his resignation. His
resignation announcement
included a full condemnation of
Iran and its role in Lebanon’s
tragic situation. In the interview, Hariri admitted that he
must indeed return to Lebanon
and follow proper procedures
for resigning.
What this means is that the
ball is in the camp of those who
refuse to accept and observe the
terms agreed upon during
negotiations that put Michel
Aoun into the presidency in
Lebanon.
Hariri insisted that he refused
to accept to turn Lebanon into a
“playground.” It is perfectly
normal for a Lebanese prime
minister who is always repeating “Lebanon first” to lay a
minimum of conditions to
ensure that his own country is
not against him.
In other words, Saad Hariri
cannot be a witness to acts that
are insulting to Lebanon and its
people and to everything in the
region that is Arab and not act.
Such acts include waging war on
the Syrian people or using
Yemen to launch missiles on
Saudi Arabia or planting terrorist cells in Kuwait and Bahrain.
Hariri has shocked the world
twice, once by his resignation

Hariri has shocked the world twice, once by his resignation and
the second time with his interview.
and the second time with his
interview. When he announced
his resignation, he spoke of the
causes hampering political and
economic life in Lebanon. He
hinted at the dangers awaiting
Lebanon and its people when
terms of the presidential
agreement were not observed.
So, why was the interview
Hariri gave a few days after his
resignation announcement also
a shock? It is because he used
calm discourse to insist that
Lebanon has two choices: Either
go back to the terms of the presidential agreement or face
serious dangers.
What Hariri did not say was
that among those dangers is an
eventual Arab boycott. Nearly
90% of Lebanon’s agricultural
products are exported to the six
Gulf countries. Also, thousands
of Lebanese citizens are
employed in the Gulf countries
and they support thousands of
Lebanese families.
He said the gates of the Gulf
countries, starting with Saudi
Arabia, remain open to Lebanese competencies. Saudi
Crown Prince Mohammed bin
Salman bin Abdulaziz has
offered to employ young
Lebanese in the NEOM project.
NEOM is no ordinary project.
It calls for the construction of a
futuristic city covering 26,000
sq.km in an area close to Egypt
and Jordan. This city will take
the Saudi kingdom to a world
seeped in the culture of openness and moderation and free of
cultural complexes. It is a world
of modern technology and care
for the environment.
Above all, the project will
provide a unique frame for the
development of Saudi human
resources.
The main problem in the
Lebanese crisis is that Hariri has
positioned himself in one spot
while those who were party to
the presidential agreement are

Saad Hariri
cannot be a
witness to
acts that are
insulting
to Lebanon
and its
people
and to
everything
in the
region that
is Arab and
not act.

in another. Lebanon will be
doomed if it remains a hostage
of the “playground” idea.
Should this idea remain in place,
the Lebanese people, especially
Christians, will have no choice
but to leave the country.
The presidential agreement
was based on the idea of breathing life into state institutions.
The agreement is useless if
Hezbollah and its leaders do not
realise that their militia’s
victories in Syria are victories
over those Lebanese who
believe in their country. Hezbollah and its leaders must get rid
of their fantasy that launching a
missile attack on Riyadh from
Yemen represents a victory for
them.
The Middle East is on the brink
of momentous events. If Lebanon wishes to protect itself, it
must follow a “dissociation
policy.” The expression “dissociation policy” was repeated
several times during Hariri’s TV
interview. If Hariri decides to
return to Lebanon, it will be to
protect it while others are doing
their best to mire it in a destructive project. Whatever is left of
the country’s institutions and
economy is at stake.
Will Lebanon get caught in a
vicious cycle or will there be
people who really understand
Hariri’s words? That is what we
will soon find out. Getting
caught in a vicious circle starts
with asking pointless questions
such as whether Hariri was being
held against his will in Saudi
Arabia, instead of going straight
to the heart of the problem.
The heart of the problem
reduces to one question: Is
Lebanon a sovereign Arab state
interested in safeguarding its
interest and its future and where
the only legitimate weapons are
those of its army and security
forces or is it a “playground” for
Iran and its expansionist
project?
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The chess game in the Middle
East and the Gulf

Khattar Abou Diab

is a professor of geopolitical sciences at the Paris Centre for Geopolitics.

W

ith the nearing
end of the
Islamic State
(ISIS) in Iraq
and Syria and
after the battle
of Kirkuk, the
Iraqi Popular Mobilisation Forces,
the Syrian Army and the proIranian militias have joined at the
al-Bukamal crossing in a gesture
meant to highlight the Iranian crescent project extending from Tehran
to the Mediterranean.
Those events along with the
ballistic missile launched on
Riyadh and the recent crisis in
Lebanon indicate the beginning of
another round in the continuing
battle to counteract Iran’s expansionist project in the Middle East
and the Arabian Gulf. Iran is
trying to reap advantages from
the war in Iraq, Syria’s disintegration and the weakening of the
Lebanese state.
The century-old Balfour
Declaration and the Sykes-Picot
Agreement gave birth to new
entities in the Middle East, carved
out of the territory of the defunct
Ottoman Empire. A new tidal
wave of destruction and restructuring has seized the region.
There is a profusion of scenarios
about the possible outcomes of
the disastrous conflicts that have
wiped out central governments in
some countries and created de
facto zones of influence.
The chess match being played
out in the Middle East and the
Arabian Gulf, however, is not
controlled by geopolitics and
access to energy considerations
alone. Ethnic and sectarian
interests mix with conflicts of
influence to create a sea of storms
in the region. Starting with the
onset of the Syrian revolution in
2011 and gaining momentum after
the rise of ISIS in 2014, a new big

The chess match being played out in the Middle East and the Arabian Gulf
is not controlled by geopolitics and access to energy considerations alone.
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Watchful gaze. A Saudi border guard takes position in an observation post at the Saudi border with
Yemen near Jizan. 									
(Reuters)
game defined by the clashing
interests of major world powers
and regional powers has also seen
the light.
In the 20th century, the sick
man of the Middle East was the
Ottoman Empire. In the 21st
century, however, it is the Arab
world. New strategic plans for the
region are being charted to the
detriment of Arab interests. The
Arab world is structurally too
weak and disunited to represent
any obstacle to these plans.
The downward spiral of the Arab
world as a regional force began
with the 2003 war on Iraq and the
balance of influence in the region
shifting to the benefit of Israel,
Iran and Turkey. Policy choices
during former US President Barack
Obama’s administration and the
rise of Russia’s role in the region
continue to expose the Arab world
to further strategic erosion.
Mosul has fallen from ISIS’s
control. Then came the battle of
Kirkuk, which wiped out the

Kurdish dream at the hands of a
tripartite coalition comprised of
Iraq, Turkey and Iran. It is clear
that Iran is trying to restructure
the area according to its agenda
and in coordination with Moscow
while giving Turkey a minor role.
Pro-Iranian forces in the Middle
East have begun to take positions.
Some militias have moved
towards eastern Syria and others
are trying to tighten their grip on
power levers in Lebanon and
Yemen. They are trying to create a
de facto state of affairs before a
containment plan is put out by the
Trump administration.
Iran is also trying to create
favourable breaches in Arab
countries and is taking advantage
of the fact that some of them do
not give priority to countering
Iranian moves. The absence in the
Arab world of a shared vision of
common strategic interests and
priorities or of common security
policies works in favour of the
Iranian plan for the region.

During this new phase in the
power struggle, Iran’s target is
clearly Saudi Arabia. In addition
to ballistic missile threats and
proxy militia warfare, Iran has
intensified its political warfare.
The recent sudden resignation
of the Lebanese prime minister
marks the beginning of political
manoeuvring to isolate Lebanon
from its Arab ties. Saad Hariri has
indeed denounced Tehran’s
pressure to place Lebanon within
its orbit and annul the conditions
related to the Lebanese presidential agreement of 2016, which
insist on keeping Lebanon free of
allegiance to any regional axis.
The missile attack on Riyadh is a
very serious transgression. Saudi
Arabia and its allies, including the
United States, are believed to have
several defence options at their
disposal. What is certain is that
Iran’s provocations will push the
Saudi kingdom to focus on its
defences and find new ways of
managing the conflict.

Rashmee Roshan Lall

is a columnist for The Arab Weekly. Her blog can be found at
www.rashmee.com and she is on Twitter: @rashmeerl.
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The fight over America’s forever wars

omething extraordinary
has happened in the
capital of the world’s
most powerful country:
For the first time in more
than 40 years, legislators in the United States
formally questioned the American
president’s unchallenged authority
to launch a nuclear strike.
This is undoubtedly a reaction
to the perceived unpredictability
and rash temperament of the
current inhabitant of the White
House, Donald Trump. In August,
Trump threatened North Korea
with “fire and fury like the world
has never seen.” In September, he
casually suggested the United
States might have to “totally
destroy” it.
Trump or not, there is a new
political mood to review America’s
multiple wars. The US Congress
promised to re-examine the
authorisation it gave President
George W. Bush in 2001 and 2002
to hunt down al-Qaeda in retaliation for 9/11. It has been used —
and misused — many times over in
the past 16 years.
As Barbara Lee, the only member
of Congress to vote against the
original war authorisation,
recently pointed out it has been
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Trump or not, there is a new political mood to review America’s
multiple wars.
used in 14 countries at least 36
times. The war powers, called the
Authorisation for Use of Military
Force (AUMF), have come into play
“in Iraq, Afghanistan and Syria,
drone strikes in Yemen, bombing
in Libya, indefinite detentions in
Guantanamo Bay and warrantless
wiretapping here at home,” Lee
said.
Such a broad spectrum of actions
was possible because the AUMF
gives the US president carte
blanche. He can target all “nations,
organisations or persons he
determines planned, authorised,
committed or aided the terrorist
attacks that occurred on September 11, 2001.”
Anything and everything
becomes possible when a link is
established (even if spuriously) to
9/11. Bush invaded Iraq on that
pretext, mendaciously suggesting
Saddam Hussein’s regime was
linked to al-Qaeda. In October
2002, the AUMF cited Iraq as
harbouring terrorists, including
al-Qaeda.
Now, that 9/11 link may be used
to tackle Iran, all within the remit
of the AUMF. The Central Intelligence Agency, led by a Trump
appointee and Republican Party
politician, recently released a

cache of documents that fortuitously appears to detail al-Qaeda
leader Osama bin Laden’s alleged
appreciation of Iranian support.
Then there are the wars in Syria
and Yemen. Both have come
alarmingly into focus for US
politicians. Trump’s defence secretary, James Mattis, hinted the
United States would maintain its
military footprint in Syria long
after the Islamic State (ISIS) is
defeated there, even though
hunting down 9/11-linked terrorists is the only justification
allowed under the AUMF.
Former US President Barack
Obama rationalised that ISIS was
an offshoot of al-Qaeda and
fighting it was consequently
covered by the AUMF. However
self-serving that might have been,
Mattis’s apparent disinclination to
call time on American military
involvement in Syria certainly
does not fit the AUMF.
As for Yemen, the US House of
Representatives overwhelmingly
backed a resolution that deems
American military refuelling and
intelligence support for the
Saudi-led air war in Yemen as not
authorised under the AUMF. The
resolution was not binding but it
signalled bipartisan unease with

the US role in the nearly 3-year-old
war. The Obama administration
used the AUMF as a legal basis to
carry out air strikes against
al-Qaeda bases across Yemen.
When the Saudi-led coalition
went to war against the Houthis,
Obama agreed to support it, using
the AUMF cover even though the
targets were Houthi rather than
elements of al-Qaeda. The Trump
administration has ramped up
engagement, even as international
pressure grows because of the
unfolding humanitarian crisis in
Yemen.
The need to reassess the AUMF is
urgent. The growing bipartisan
consensus in Congress to do so is
good news, if only because it
shows that America’s politicians
are beginning to realise the
corrosive effects of a state of
perpetual war. There is a deepening sense of futile overreach from
years of widening and ever more
dangerous operations in the
so-called war on terror.
The Trump administration is
pushing back against any move to
check and control the executive’s
right to make war. If nothing else,
such hubris is precisely the reason
this authority must be regulated
and supervised.
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Baghdad-Erbil
crisis subsiding
The Arab Weekly staff

London

I

raq’s central government and
the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) appear to be
ending their stand-off with
Kurdish officials making concessions to Iraqi Prime Minister
Haider al-Abadi.
Members of the parliament from
the Kurdistan Democratic Party
(KDP), which dominates the KRG,
have returned to Baghdad. They
had boycotted the parliament since
it voted to declare the Kurdish independence referendum, which
received overwhelming support in
a September 25 vote, unconstitutional.

There are too many
cleavages in Iraq.
We don’t need more
roadblocks and certainly
not more violence.

Jan Egeland,
the director of the
Norwegian Refugee Council

The end of the boycott comes after a KRG decision to accept a Federal Supreme Court of Iraq ruling
that Iraq must remain unified and
that no province could secede.
“We believe that this decision
must become a basis for starting an inclusive national dialogue
between (Kurdish authorities in)
Erbil and Baghdad to resolve all
disputes,” the KRG said in a statement.
The concessions mark the Kurds’
latest attempt to revive negotiations with the central government,
which imposed retaliatory measures following the independence
vote. They included an offensive
by Iraqi government forces and
the Iran-backed Popular Mobilisation Forces (PMF) in October
to wrest control from the KRG of
the oil city of Kirkuk and other
disputed territories.
The Kurds’ bid for independence
angered Turkey and Iran, which
have large Kurdish populations
and condemned the referendum as
destabilising the region. The United States also called on Kurdistan
to scrap the vote.
It was probably internal Kurdish
divisions, however, that doomed
any post-referendum independence moves, local political sources
said. Oil was at the heart of the dispute.
The Kirkuk fields were controlled
by Iraq’s state oil firm SOMO before
being taken over by Kurdish forces
in 2014, when the Iraqi Army retreated after attacks by the Islamic
State (ISIS).
The Patriotic Union of Kurdistan
party (PUK), based in Sulaimaniyah, accused the ruling KDP party
of then President Masoud Barzani

Better late than never. Prime Minister of the Kurdistan Regional Government Nechirvan
Barzani speaks at a news conference in the northern Iraqi city of Erbil, on November 6. 		
of not sharing the oil wealth.
“We tried to make Barzani accept
joint management between Erbil
and Sulaimaniyah over the fields
but he strongly opposed it,” Sherzad Yaba, a political adviser close
to the PUK, told Reuters.
Ties between the KRG and Turkey — former allies that fell out
over the referendum — also appear
to be improving. Turkey rushed to
provide humanitarian aid to the
Kurdish-majority Iraqi area of Halabja after a powerful earthquake
hit Iraq and Iran on November 12.
Turkish aid agencies were reportedly the first to arrive, delivering
thousands of tents, blankets and
beds. Turkey has set up a telephone
donation campaign asking Turks to
help Iraqi Kurds. The Turkish gestures drew public praise from KRG
Prime Minister Nechirvan Barzani.
As ties between the Shia-led gov-

ernment and KRG officials improve,
concerns remain regarding the fate
of the country’s Sunni-majority
areas.
Jan Egeland, secretary-general
of the Norwegian Refugee Council
(NRC), said the war against ISIS in
Iraq may soon be over but providing humanitarian aid to Iraqis is
becoming more difficult as new
political and cultural divides open.
The NRC runs one of the largest
foreign aid operations in Iraq.
Egeland warned that the international coalition that helped Baghdad in its campaign against ISIS
could drastically reduce humanitarian budgets for Iraq following
the militants’ defeat.
More than 3 million people displaced by ISIS-related violence in
the last three years have not returned home.
“New political, cultural and sec-

(AFP)

tarian divides seem to be popping
up,” Egeland told Reuters during a
visit to Iraq. “There are too many
cleavages in Iraq. We don’t need
more roadblocks and certainly not
more violence.”
Nearly 1 million people fled Mosul since 2014 but only one-third
of its residents have been able to
return, aid groups said.
Iraqi government officials have
estimated it will take at least five
years and billions of dollars to rebuild Mosul.
“There’s one thing we should
have learned in Iraq — it is that we
cannot spend countless billions of
dollars on military campaigns and
then not spend the smaller sums
needed to make it safe for people in
the future,” Egeland said.
The Arab Weekly staff and news
agencies.

As Kurdish nationalism rises, the voice of Iraq’s Turkmen shrinks
Nazli Tarzi

London

A

“

blazing fire may soon
burn,” warned the
leader of the Iraqi
Turkmen Front (ITF),
Arshad
al-Salihi,
about the potential political fallout
from Kurdish secession.
“Impossible,” Salihi said on Dijlah
TV, “for any Turkman to forgo their
right to Kirkuk. Even if you sever
my head, my city will not be abandoned.”
The Kurds’ independence referendum lifted the lid of a Pandora’s
box of problems in Iraq’s troubled
north.
An oft-parroted argument by
newsmakers colouring Kirkuk “predominantly and historically Kurdish” has accelerated the demise of
the Turkmen voice. The Kurds’ demand of a right to self-determination has arguably eclipsed the voice
and rights retained by other minorities.
Diagnosing September’s Kurdish
referendum as a “step in the wrong
direction,” Salihi said the risk of
violence has returned to his native
Kirkuk.
The happy ending Turkmen
could have wished for came after
military operations, led by Baghdad
forces, ended, as Turkmen describe
14 years of Kurdish domination in
Kirkuk.
Once home to the British-owned
Iraq Petroleum Company, Kirkuk
houses rival power bases. The oil
city’s status and identity since the
Lausanne Peace Negotiations of
1923 have been in dispute but the
twin problems since votes were cast
September 25 have returned with
ferocity.
Iraqi Turkmen have held Kirkuk
as their nominal capital. For Kurds

it represents what Jerusalem holds
for Palestinians. The city’s Turkmen character, they say, has been
hijacked through social engineering
efforts by Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) officials.
Fear is increasing as attacks
against Turkmen politicians mount.
It seems that the fluid identities that
characterised Kirkuk as a city of coexistence are a thing of the past.
Oil, no doubt, is the commodity of
interest that has invited the curiosity of outsiders. Less marketable are
the horrors non-Kurdish Kirkukis
have been subject to.
The 1949 Gavurbaghi and 1959
massacres, in which hundreds of
Turkmen lost their lives, among
others, barely receive a mention in
the endnotes of Western scholarship.
Though Kirkuk is the hottest potato of all, other areas in question
included in the referendum were
Dohuk, Tal Afar, Mosul, Mandali
and Khanaqin where Turkmen live.
While these towns form the
boundaries of the Kurdish state
KRG President Masoud Barzani and
others dream of, minorities have
for years complained of enforced
Kurdification of areas once Arabised under former Iraqi President
Saddam Hussein.
Depopulation of areas where the
dominant historical footprint is
Turkmani has been another strategy used to scrub away the demands
of Turkmen. Depopulation would
allow Kurds to claim it is the majority in areas where violence has been
used to encourage non-Kurds to
flee, as official reports verify.
Many who could relocate to Turkey have. Without a firm existence
on the ground, however, the voice
of what is known as Iraq’s third largest minority may be difficult to unmute.
Even before Barzani bulldozed
his way to the referendum, Turk-

men had been vocal in their opposition. Yet, the world has kept its back
turned.
Even after Iraqi forces wrested
control of northern territories, the
situation was tallied as a victory for
Baghdad and a defeat for Kurds.
Beyond a token mention, Turkmen joy and scepticism at the
events have not become a central
talking point.
“The pulse of the region,” Kirkuk,
as Salihi described it, has been unsettled by these developments but
it remains the beating heart of Iraq’s
oil industry.
“Since the 1920s we have been
left to our own fate. We did not see
enough support,” Salihi told Turkish Manset 24 news.
Unlike the Kurds, Turkmen Iraqis have stood in favour of a united
Iraq.
They have been involved in state
politics both before and after the
United States’ toppling of Saddam

Since the 1920s we have
been left to our own fate.
We did not see enough
support.

Leader of the Iraqi
Turkmen Front (ITF),
Arshad al-Salihi

but do not share the burning desire to offer up Kirkuk to Kurdish
statehood as vocalised by Kirkuk’s
Kurds.
Fault lines, even among Turkmen
have since emerged, in synchrony
with the sectarian engineering of
the post-2003 Iraqi state. As a result, sectarianism has pushed Sunni
and Shia Turkmen apart.
Senior
researcher
Ahmad
Mahmoud from the Iraqi opposition Foreign Relations Bureau (Iraq)
used a business analogy to explain
how a once cohesive community
could become undone.
“You have sponsors from different markets looking for clients,”
he said, “driving a wedge between
communities to please clients” talking about the meddling of foreign
powerhouses.
Turkey has long promoted an image of itself as the protector of Turkic peoples but it has to compete
with its economic partner, Iran,
which distinguishes itself as the
Vatican of Shia communities. This
emergent conflict, while slow burning, can erupt at any time as it did in
Tuz Khormato.
Turkey does well to defend its
brothers and sisters in Kirkuk rhetorically but practically it has been
unable to reverse the Patriotic
Union of Kurdistan’s (PUK) territorial control over Kirkuk, whose
alignment with Iran caused it to be
viewed suspiciously.
Turkmen are also part of Iraq’s
umbrella militia organisation, commanded by Abu Ridha al-Najjar and
Mohammed al-Bayati. The Turkmen faction known as Hashed alTurkmani is the only armed side
but has not necessarily gained the
approval of the wider Turkic community.
Baghdad’s gambit was widely
celebrated by Turkmen but the fact
that some Sunni Turkmen fled to
Sulaimaniyah and Turkey never

trickled into the mainstream media.
The more pressing concerns as
voiced by ITF representatives have
been focused on lifting the air embargo imposed by Baghdad. In an
interview with Turkey’s Justice and
Development Party-affiliated newspaper Yeni Akit, Salihi mentioned
that his party issued a formal request for the reopening of Kirkuk
airbase used not only by Kurds but
Turkmen, too.
Salihi has also emphasised a plan
of action dedicated to “coordination among all parties and non-governmental organisations in Kirkuk.”
Turkmen have suggested Erbil as an
administrative centre, in place of
multiethnic Kirkuk. The final note
sung by Iraq’s Turkmen has been a
word of advice to the KRG: “Accept
Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi’s conditions to minimise harm for
the people.”
“There is a Turkman vision that
we have previously proposed to UN
representative Jan Kubis,” Salihi
said. “We told him there is a problem between us and some of the
factions in the KRG. From our side,
as Turkmen, our suggestion is to
form a delegation made up of Arabs, Kurds and Turkmen, under the
auspices of the United Nations, that
operates under the supervision of
the Iraqi government in search of
constitutional and legal solutions.”
The Turkmen are awaiting a response from Kubis while yo-yoing
between Baghdad and Turkey for
discussions. Turkmen have been
protesting, flying their blue-andwhite variant of the Republic of
Turkey’s emblem but their voice
has grown weaker as they struggle
to rival Kurds in the international
support their cause has won them.
Nazli Tarzi is an independent
journalist whose writings and films
focus on Iraq’s ancient history and
contemporary political scene.
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Egyptian MP proposes amendment to extend
presidential term limit despite Sisi’s disavowal
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

I

ndependent MP Ismail Nasreddine said he would try to propose a constitutional amendment to increase the term of
the presidency despite Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi
disavowing the idea.
“Four years are far from enough
for any president to put his presidential platform into effect,”
Nasreddine said. “If we really want
stability and progress for this country, we need to give presidents
longer time in office.”
Nasreddine, who represents the
Cairo district of Helwan, said he
wanted to increase the current limit of two terms of four years each.
In an interview with CNBC, Sisi
seemingly ended speculation regarding increasing the presidential
term limit.

Despite Sisi publicly
disavowing attempts
to lengthen the
presidential term,
many in Egypt
expressed scepticism
about his intentions.
“There is no president who will
sit in the chair without the will of
the Egyptian people,” Sisi said. “We
will not interfere [with the constitution]… I am with preserving two
four-year terms.”
Nasreddine said that the president’s statement had not changed
his mind about the need for a constitutional amendment to increase
the term of the presidency, however.
Despite his enthusiasm, Nasreddine is facing a tough task to push
through a constitutional amendment. He would first need to obtain
the support of 20% of MPs — 120
members — to table a discussion
on the issue in parliament. A twothirds majority vote would be re-

quired to advance an amendment
through parliament, before a referendum vote.
An independent MP, with no official ties to any of the established
parliamentary blocs, Nasreddine
said he is not explicitly seeking to
empower Sisi.
“I want to amend the constitution for the sake of the stability of
our country, regardless of who is in
office,” Nasreddine said.
Many MPs, both pro-Sisi and
opposition, voiced opposition to
a constitutional amendment in
August, forcing Nasreddine at the
time to retract his bid.
Amr Moussa, who headed the assembly responsible for drafting the
constitution, criticised the idea.
“Renewed talk about amending the
constitution in a presidential election year raises questions about
the maturity of political thought
behind it,” Moussa said in a statement in August.
Nasreddine said that he now
has much stronger support for an
amendment, which would seek to
increase the presidential term to
six years, and that he intended to
formally submit his proposal in a
few weeks’ time when he has secured enough support in the legislature.
“There was huge pressure on the
constituent assembly to finalise
drafting the constitution quickly,”
MP Mutaz Mahmud said. “This
was why a large number of the articles of the constitution need to be
reconsidered for the best interests
of our country, including those on
the duration of the presidential
term.”
Egypt’s constitution was drafted
by a panel of 50 public figures, politicians, university professors, religious figures and representatives
of judicial agencies and professional unions following the ouster
of Islamist President Muhammad
Morsi in 2013. A referendum on the
constitution in January 2014 saw a
yes vote of 98.1%. However, there
was a turnout of less than 39%.
Despite Sisi publicly disavowing
attempts to lengthen the presidential term, many in Egypt expressed
scepticism about his intentions. He

Familiar debate. A poster of Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi on display along a street in
Cairo, on November 8.
								
(Reuters)
has yet to officially state whether
he would seek a second term in office, despite vowing not to stand
for a third. He is, however, generally expected to run and easily
win the presidential elections next
year.
Human rights lawyer Khaled Ali
is the only person to formally announce his presidential candidacy.
He won less than 1% of the vote
in the 2012 presidential elections
against Sisi and few expect him to
pose a serious challenge to Sisi in
next year’s election.
A public campaign, “So You Can

Build It,” has been gathering signatures calling for Sisi to seek re-election. More than 3.7 million Egyptians have signed the petition, with
millions more expected to do so.
A popular campaign called
“Complete Your Favour” collected
more than 15 million signatures in
2013 urging Sisi to run for president. If a similar campaign were
to be launched calling for Sisi to
secure a third term in office, the
president’s statements would seem
to make it unlikely he would agree.
“It doesn’t suit me as a president
to stay one more day [in office]

against the will of the Egyptians,”
Sisi said in the CNBC interview.
“[Former Egyptian leader Hosni] Mubarak used to say that he
was not after power or wealth but
ended up ruling for 30 years,” said
Hassan Nafaa, a political science
professor at Cairo University. “In
normal conditions, it is parliament
that challenges the president’s desire to keep staying in power but
our parliament is doing just the opposite.”
Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian
reporter in Cairo.

Turnout a key question ahead of Egypt’s presidential election

Elissa Miller

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

The flattery cannot
entirely obscure
criticism faced by the
Sisi administration
for its handling of
economic
development and
security challenges.

M

anoeuvring has
begun ahead of
Egypt’s 2018 presidential election,
the third since the
2011 revolution.
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah
al-Sisi has not announced his candidacy but it is widely expected
that he will seek — and win — a
second term. Even so, the election
will be a test for the Sisi regime.
Turnout will be important, just
as it was in the 2015 parliamentary
elections. Then turnout was about
25%. Sisi’s government framed the
parliamentary polls as a critical
step in the post-revolution democratic process.
The low turnout, however, reflected widespread apathy among
Egyptians, particularly young
Egyptians, who expressed little
interest in what some described
as a rubber-stamp parliament. Appeals to a “national duty” to vote
did little to boost turnout.
It was the same with other government measures, such as time
off for public-sector employees
to vote, lower public transport
fares on Election Day and repeated
exhortations from a pro-government talk show host. Eventually,
as expected, the pro-Sisi For the
Love of Egypt coalition emerged
victorious in the polls.
The same sort of pro-Sisi

coalition-building process is under
way ahead of the 2018 election.
Members of parliament have
launched a campaign for Sisi’s
re-election called Let’s Build
Together. It emphasises that Sisi is
the only person able to “meet the
challenge” facing the country and
“build and develop Egypt.”
The campaign highlights what
it calls the major successes of
Sisi’s presidency, namely the
mega-projects he has undertaken
since 2014. There is also mention
of Sisi’s importance in terms of
Egypt’s security and stability.
The flattery cannot entirely
obscure criticism faced by the Sisi
administration for its handling
of economic development and
security challenges. The government has touted a 2016 agreement
with the International Monetary
Fund, an increase in investment
and other improved indicators of
macroeconomic stability as signs
that Egypt’s economy is back on
track.
Necessary structural reforms
have had an effect on the population. Inflation, for instance, skyrocketed after the Egyptian pound
was allowed to float last year.
Seeking to ease public concern
over rising prices, Sisi credited
the move with strengthening the
currency.
Mega-projects have not deliv-

ered. The government’s New Suez
Canal, inaugurated in 2015, failed
to bring the promised revenue
boost. The feasibility of a promised new administrative capital,
which the government said would
provide much-needed jobs, is
highly uncertain.
On the security side, the government has struggled since 2014 to
defeat an Islamist insurgency in
the Sinai. Troops in the Sinai have
been involved in high-profile ambushes in recent weeks, prompting
Sisi to reshuffle leadership of the
security forces. There has been a
growing number of attacks in the
interior, including on Christians.
One of the most critical tests for
the government was resentment
of and opposition to the transfer
of two Red Sea islands, Tiran and
Sanafir, to Saudi Arabia. The deal
prompted mass protests and widespread public anger and, while the
transfer was approved in June, it
faced significant challenges from
Egyptian courts.
Egyptian human rights lawyer
and opposition leader Khaled Ali,
who won a case that nullified the
islands’ transfer, announced that
he would challenge Sisi in the 2018
election. Ali faces a jail sentence
for public indecency, an allegation
he claims is politically motivated.
He has filed an appeal but, if it
fails, he could be disqualified from

the race.
Nevertheless, the emergence of
Ali as a potential presidential contender is significant. Given public
anger surrounding the islands’
transfer, Ali could mobilise discontent against Sisi.
Despite Sisi’s consolidation
of authority since 2014, public
discontent and apathy could
contribute to low turnout in the
upcoming election. Significantly
low turnout would be a blow to the
regime and its credibility. Sisi won
about 97% of the vote in 2014 with
approximately 47% turnout.
The regime and its supporters
will undoubtedly take steps ahead
of the polls to boost public support
to achieve a similar result but,
though the presidential elections
will probably garner more interest
than the 2015 parliamentary polls,
the regime will be anxious about
turnout.
As Khaled Dawoud, a former
spokesman for the liberal Dostour
(Constitution) Party, said of the
turnout following the parliamentary elections: “It is an embarrassment and [the government] can’t
deny that it is an embarrassment.”
In 2018, the stakes will be
higher. Sisi’s victory may not be in
question but his mandate
will hinge on the numbers of
Egyptians who head to the polling
booths.
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Regional military force begins operations
in Sahel region amid Maghreb disunity
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

A

lgeria’s absence from a
regional African military
force combating terror
and crime in the Sahel
raised concerns about its
loss of influence in the region.
The G5 Sahel, a counterterror coalition that includes Burkina Faso,
Chad, Mali, Mauritania and Niger is
operational in strategic areas of the
Sahel.
A brainchild of France, the
5,000-troop force had been in the
works for two years and began patrols in September. With additional
funding from the United Nations
and the United States, it is expected to increase its operations in the
coming months.
Algeria was the first country to
form a military coalition in the Sahel, setting up the Joint Operational
Committee of Chief of Staffs with resources from Mauritania, Niger and
Mali in 2010. However, the planned
7,000-troop force failed to materialise, leaving a vacuum that is being
filled by France, the United States
and the United Nations.
Jihadist groups gained traction in
the Maghreb as early as 2011, when
former Libyan dictator Muammar
Qaddafi was toppled in a NATObacked insurgency. The ensuing
conflict in Libya allowed al-Qaeda
and the Islamic State (ISIS) to gain a
foothold in the country.
This influence spread to Tunisia.
In 2015, Seifallah Ben Hassine, who
heads the Tunisian branch of Ansar
al-Sharia, an Islamist militia group,
is believed to have helped plan terror attacks in the country, including
the massacre of dozens of British
tourists at a beach resort in Sousse.
Algeria has an even more troubled history with extremism, having fought a brutal civil war with
Islamic rebel groups in the 1990s.
Two leading suspected terrorists affiliated with al-Qaeda — Abdelmalek Droukdel and Mokhtar
Belmokhtar — started in Algeria.
That made Algeria’s absence from

Subsaharan strategies. A soldier of the Malian Forces talks with a soldier of France’s Barkhane
mission (L) during the ‘Hawbi’ joint tactical coordination operation in the Malian desert, on
November 4.
the regional fighting force even
more surprising.
“Algeria is the first military power in the region but it is excluded
from the new military alliance even
though it has 2,786 sq.km of border
area with G5 member countries,”
said Algerian security analyst Brahim Takheroubt. “Algeria has been
praised by Western powers and experts for its experience in fighting
terrorism but on the ground Algeria
is neither consulted nor asked to
participate.”
Takheroubt questioned whether the foreign military presence,
which includes thousands of US
and French forces across the Sahel,
could threaten the country’s stability.
“The build-up of foreign military forces appears exaggerated
when compared to the nature of the

threat,” argued Takheroubt. “Most
experts and observers agree that
the jihadist groups together number
some hundreds.”
Takheroubt echoed concerns by
Algerian officials that the aims of
United States, France and their European allies could be to counter
the resurgent influence of China in
Africa and spark regime change in
certain countries.
After watching the downfall of
Qaddafi in 2011, Algeria has been
particularly concerned about potential Western interference and has
had annual military drills focused
on repelling air attacks from foreign
bases every year since.
“Algeria is in the cross hairs of
foreign powers and we have been
aware of this for a long time now,”
a senior government official was
quoted by the Algerian daily Le

(ECPAD)

The build-up of foreign
military forces appears
exaggerated when
compared to the
nature of the threat.

Algerian security analyst
Brahim Takheroubt

Quotidien d’Oran as saying. “Algeria
is part of the Arab Islamic world that
must be disintegrated according to
the plans of these powers.”
The unidentified official, whose
comments were unusual given the
government’s strict privacy policies, was said to be in charge of military and political issues in the top
echelon of government.
“These powers eye Algeria in
their broader strategies to punish
it for its stance in support of the
Palestinians and other good
causes,” said the official, adding that
“what is happening in Libya and the
African Sahel strip is not fortuitous
and could disturb Algeria’s stability.”
However, the official acknowledged that the principal reasons Algeria was not involved in the Sahel
were its fragile domestic situation
and disunity within the Maghreb.
“Our influence is declining because of the physical weakness of
the president, Abdelaziz Bouteflika,
and the fall of oil prices,” the official
said, adding that the mission “to
build the Great Maghreb” had failed.
“We have to reach out to Morocco
and Tunisia very soon to build alliances. Our future, our stability and
the stability of our region depend
on that alliance,” added the official.
He downplayed remarks by Algerian Foreign Minister Abdelkader
Messahel accusing Morocco of drug
laundering as a “mere drop in the
sea which has been already troubled
by hurtful comments made by some
Moroccan circles against Algeria.”
Messahel angered Rabat when he
accused its banks of “being used in
laundering the revenues from the
sales of hashish.”
Niger has said it would allow US
forces stationed in the country to
use armed drones to track jihadists.
It previously only allowed the use of
surveillance drones.
The move comes a month after
jihadists ambushed a joint US-Niger
patrol near the Mali border, killing
four American soldiers and four Nigerien soldiers.
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis.

Seven years into Libya’s civil war, the chaos continues
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

N

ATO-backed
Islamist
rebels ushered in a macabre pattern of killing
in Libya seven years
ago. After dumping the
bloodied, half-naked body of former dictator Muammar Qaddafi on
a cheap mattress as a trophy of battle, they helped plunge the country
into a brutal civil war that it has yet
to recover from.
Libya is a toxic scene of chaos and
dead bodies. There have been Libyans killed in vendettas between
rival militias, Christian Egyptian
migrant workers slain by terrorists and African migrants have
drowned in the Mediterranean.
The gruesome discovery October 27 by Libyan authorities drove
home the country’s hellish reality:
36 bodies were found in a mass
grave outside the town of Al-Abyar,
south-east of Benghazi, authorities
said.
Pictures on social media showed
victims of different ages and backgrounds. Some wore business suits;
others were in sportswear. Some
male victims appeared to have
been shot in the head with their
hands tied behind their backs.
Some Libyans, calling the victims
“kharijits” — a reference to radical

Islamists battling Field Marshal
Khalifa Haftar’s Libyan National
Army (LNA) in eastern Libya — expressed joy at the news of the AlAbyar mass grave but it is unclear
who the victims were
Unfortunately, the grisly scene
is far from unique in Libya, which
plunged into chaos after the death
of Qaddafi in 2011. Mass graves have
been reported over the past three
years in Benghazi and Sirte and no
one has been held to account.
Violence in the country has been
exacerbated by political meddling
and military intervention by Arab
and European powers.

At least 15 people were killed
October 31 in an air strike in the
besieged eastern city of Derna, the
UN-backed government in Tripoli
said in a statement during a threeday mourning period for the victims. The UN Support Mission in
Libya said at least 12 women and
children were among the dead.
Derna is controlled by a coalition of Islamist militants and jihadists known as the Derna Mujahedeen Shura Council and has
long been under siege by Haftar’s
LNA. The LNA and Egypt have carried out air strikes against it but
both denied responsibility for the

Gruesome discoveries. Members of the Libyan Red Crescent
exhume unidentified bodies from a mass grave in Libya’s second
city of Benghazi.
(AFP)

October 31 attack.
An Egyptian military source said
Egypt was not responsible for the
air strike. An Egyptian television
station said Libyan planes conducted it. LNA military spokesman
Ahmed Mismari called the strikes
a “terrorist attack” and expressed
sympathy to the victims and their
families.
Asked why the strikes went unclaimed several days after the
killings in Derna, Maghrebi intelligence sources argued that the attacks targeted a former Egyptian
special forces operative who joined
jihadists in Libya. Two intelligence
sources identified the former operative as Ahmawi Hisham, whom
Cairo authorities blame for masterminding sophisticated car bombings and other attacks in Egypt.
The sources said the outrage
caused by the killing of civilians,
including children, made it difficult
for any side to take responsibility
for the attack.
On November 1, Libyan military
officials said Mustafa al-Imam, who
is wanted regarding the 2012 attack on US diplomatic compounds
in Benghazi, was captured by US
special forces and was taken to the
United States.
Imam, who is believed to be a
Syrian national, lived in the Laithi
district of Benghazi, where he
frequented the same Al-Awza’i
mosque as suspected ringleader

Ahmed Abu Khatallah. Khatallah was captured by US forces
in 2014.
Imam was charged with “killing
a person in the course of an attack
on a federal facility” and providing
“material support to terrorists resulting in death.”
Laithi was an Islamist stronghold
in which some of the heaviest fighting in the battle for control of Benghazi, which began in 2014, took
place. In July, Haftar announced
victory in his war against “the Islamist terrorists” in Benghazi and
vowed to free the rest of Libya from
Islamists.
Despite efforts by international
powers to mediate a solution to
the conflict and decide on a plan
for reconciliation and national
elections, little progress has been
made.
The United Nations’ Joint Drafting Committee for Libya has
wrapped up a second round of
meetings, during which it made
slight amendments to the Libyan
Political Agreement but did not
schedule future talks.
Libyan political analyst Ezzeddine Aguil said rival factions were
unlikely to reach an agreement until powerful international players
agree upon a resolution.
“Big powers have yet to give their
green light for an accord while the
Libyan people continue to pay the
price,” Aguil said.
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Palestine Israel
Israel condemns Polish
far-right march targeting
both Muslims and Jews
The Arab Weekly staff

London

I
Tightening control. An Israeli policeman scuffles with a Palestinian man during a demonstration in
Sheikh Jarrah in East Jerusalem, on November 2. 					
(Reuters)

Is a demilitarised
Palestinian state
a viable option?
Razan Shamallakh

London

I

sraeli Prime Minister Binyamin
Netanyahu has envisioned a
future Palestinian state to be
one that is demilitarised and
accepts the Jewishness of the
state of Israel but Palestinian officials said that such demands are
meant to serve as another obstacle
to resuming the stalled peace process.
Appearing on the BBC’s “The
Andrew Marr Show” ahead of his
return to Israel following a trip to
London to mark the 100th anniversary of the Balfour Declaration,
Netanyahu explained his vision of
a demilitarised future Palestinian
state.
“No, I don’t want a one-state solution, I’ll be clear about that and
I’m unabashed about saying that,”
Netanyahu said, “but I want to
make sure that what we have next
to us is something that will not
threaten our lives. It really makes a
difference what the other state is. Is
it Costa Rica or is it North Korea? Is
it another mini-Iran or is it Luxembourg?”
“The other state, if it’s not demilitarised, if it doesn’t recognise the
state of Israel, which the Palestinians still refuse to do, then it merely
becomes a platform for continuing the war against the one Jewish
state. Therefore, I think you have to
be more specific and say no, what
we want is the recognition, finally,
after a hundred years, after the
Balfour Declaration, finally recognise the Jewish state,” Netanyahu
added.
Former Palestinian Ambassador
to India, Algeria and Romania Adli
Shaban Hasan Sadeq said that such
Israeli statements are meant to
serve as stumbling blocks to complicate and impede any potential
peace agreement between Israelis
and Palestinians
“What Netanyahu said has nothing to do with a two-state solution
or any kind of peace settlement, in
fact he doesn’t want a peace settlement, he wants to place obstacles
throughout the peace process,” said
Sadeq.

“However, any state is in need of
an army and defence force and any
state has its obligations and commitments. If we are going to talk
about who is committed and who
is not, we must point the finger at
Israel. We had an agreement with
them but when their government
changed so did their commitment
to the agreement.”
At an open session at the Chatham
House think-tank in London during
his November visit, Netanyahu said
that, before establishing a Palestinian state, “it’s time we reassessed
whether the modern model we
have of sovereignty and unfettered
sovereignty, is applicable everywhere in the world.”
In January, Netanyahu’s cabinet
ministers were told that the most
he was willing to give the Palestinians is a “state minus.” In 2015, the
Likud party leader vowed that a
Palestinian state would not be established on his watch, should he
be re-elected.
“The Likud party has always
been against the peace process,
ever since the very beginning. The
international community is against
recognising Israel as a Jewish state.
Even the Israeli people do not want

Netanyahu put
forward this condition
because he knew that
Palestinians would
never agree to it.

Former Palestinian
Ambassador to India
Adli Shaban Hasan Sadeq

a Jewish state. Putting this condition is another obstacle to the peace
process. Netanyahu put forward
this condition because he knew
that Palestinians would never agree
to it,” Sadeq said.
Netanyahu first suggested a demilitarised Palestinian state this in
2009 when he announced he would
back an independent Palestinian
state but only if it were completely
demilitarised and the Palestinians
recognised Israel as the state of the
Jewish people.
In a key policy speech that same
year, Netanyahu said a Palestinian
state must have no army, no control
of its air space and no way of smuggling weapons. “Israel cannot agree
to a Palestinian state unless it gets
guarantees it is demilitarised,” Netanyahu said at Bar-Ilan University.
“If we receive this guarantee regarding demilitarisation and Israel’s security needs and if the Palestinians recognise Israel as the state
of the Jewish people, we will be
ready in a future peace agreement
to reach a solution where a demilitarised Palestinian state exists
alongside the Jewish state,” he said.
The language that Netanyahu
used regarding the demilitarisation
of a future Palestinian state is similar to the rhetoric uttered by Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas
regarding Hamas’s weapons.
“Even [Palestinian President]
Mahmoud Abbas is echoing Netanyahu’s suggestion of a demilitarised
Palestinian state. Why? Because
weapons are associated with terrorism,” Sadeq said.
Abbas demanded that all weapons, including those in Hamas’s
hands, must be under the control
of the rule of law of the Palestinian
Authority if any lasting reconciliation between Fatah and Hamas is to
be reached.
“Is there no other option than demilitarisation to reach a peace settlement? Why are both Netanyahu
and Abbas setting demilitarisation
as a condition for peace? They are
placing obstacles to peace,” said
Sadeq.
Razan Shamallakh is a master’s
degree candidate in Conflict
Resolution in Divided Societies at
King’s College London.

sraeli officials and commentators condemned a far-right
march in Poland in which participants chanted anti-Jewish
and anti-Muslim slogans.
The Independence Day march on
November 11 in Warsaw was organised by groups that trace their roots
to radical nationalist pre-second
world war anti-Semitic groups.
Approximately 60,000 people, including families with children, took
part. Young men carried banners
with messages saying “White Europe of brotherly nations” or held
flags with Celtic crosses, a symbol
used by white supremacists.
Israeli Foreign Ministry spokesman Emmanuel Nahshon called the
event “a dangerous march of extreme and racist elements.”
“We hope that Polish authorities
will act against the organisers. History teaches us that expressions
of racist hate must be dealt with
swiftly and decisively,” he said in a
statement reported by the Associated Press.
One participant told the state
broadcaster TVP that he was taking
part “to remove Jewry from power.”
The event drew representatives
of far-right parties from Britain,
Hungary, Italy, Slovakia and other
countries.
Participants marched under the
slogan “We Want God” and spoke
of standing against liberals and defending Christian values. Some of
the protesters chanted “Pure white
Europe — no Jews, no Muslims,”
“Purify Poland” and “Refugees get
out.”
One large banner in Gothic lettering read “Deus Vult,” which is Latin
for “God wills it.” This was a cry
used during the First Crusade in the
11th century, when a Christian army
from Europe slaughtered Jews and
Muslims in the Holy Land. In recent
years, it has been used by the radical right to show hostility to Islam.
Nahshon tweeted that the march
disproved “anyone who thinks
that hatred of Muslims protects the
Jews.”
Polish President Andrzej Duda
said “there is no place in Poland” for
xenophobia, pathological nationalism and anti-Semitism and that the
country must remain a land open to
all who want to come together and
work for the good of the country.
Other members of Poland’s conservative government, however,
described participants as patriots
and played down the xenophobic
messages.
The leader of the ruling Law and
Justice party, Jaroslaw Kaczynski,
said there were “unfortunate incidents” during the march but he described them as a “marginal problem.”
The Polish Foreign Ministry had
said it strongly condemned racist,

anti-Semitic and xenophobic ideas
but insisted the march was largely
an expression of patriotic feeling,
calling it “a great celebration of
Poles, differing in their views but
united around the common values
of freedom and loyalty to an independent homeland.”
Polish Interior Minister Mariusz
Blaszczak said: “It was a beautiful
sight. We are proud that so many
Poles have decided to take part in a
celebration connected to the Independence Day holiday.”
“These marches have taken place
in the past. This year’s was larger
and its slogans more aggressive.
Main reason is government support,” Washington Post columnist
Anne Applebaum wrote on Twitter.
Israel has had other problems
with Poland recently. In October,
the Israeli Ambassador to Poland
Anna Azari lodged an official complaint with the Polish Foreign Ministry over a restitution law that
allegedly “discriminates against
Holocaust survivors,” the Jerusalem
Post reported.
The law would require those seeking restitution to be Polish citizens
living in the country and it excludes
second-degree relatives — those
other than parents, full siblings or
children — Israeli officials said many
Jewish claimants would lose out because they were not direct descendants of Holocaust victims.
The World Jewish Congress puts
the number of Jews living in Poland
at 5,000-20,000, the remainder of
a community that numbered more
than 3.3 million before the Holocaust.
There was also displeasure in Israel after Polish Minister of National
Education Anna Zalewska awarded
Polish historian Tomasz Panfil a
medal “for special merits for education,” reported the Times of Israel.
Panfil drew criticism when he wrote
an article stating that the Nazi invasion of Poland was initially not so
bad for Jews.
Israeli commentators fear that
many Poles are unaware of the dangers of Nazi ideology towards minorities in the West.
“A poll from January 2015 revealed that only 33% of Poles currently associate Auschwitz with
Jewish deaths, with 47% believing
it to be primarily a site of Polish
suffering,” wrote Maya Vinokour,
a postdoctoral researcher in Slavic
Studies, in the Israeli daily Haaretz.
“It is imperative to avoid historical half-truths today, when
neo-Nazis, Holocaust deniers, and
right-wing nationalists feel empowered to march on streets from Charlottesville to Warsaw. In an era of
‘post-truth,’ when easily inflamed
passions seem immune to empirical evidence, we must forcefully
oppose efforts to misinterpret history. Our future may depend on it,”
added Vinokour.
The Arab Weekly staff and news
agencies.

Bigotry. Far-right protesters carry Polish flags and National Radical
Camp flags during a rally in Warsaw, on November 11.
(Reuters)
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Piece by piece,
Iran moves
towards a
‘new empire’
Ed Blanche

Beirut

I

ran’s takeover of Iraq’s strategic city of Kirkuk and its surrounding oil fields in a show of
force underlined how Tehran
is steadily expanding its power
from the Arabian Gulf to the Mediterranean to create a modern-day
version of its ancient empires.
At their height in 475BC, the Persians ruled over an estimated 44%
of the world’s population, more
than any other empire in history.
The Iranians are turning Iraq,
their long-time Arab foe delivered
into their hands by US President
George W. Bush’s invasion of March
2003, into an Iranian satrapy.
This was a system of governance
that was based on the loyalty and
obedience of regional monarchs to
the central power that was devised
by Cyrus the Great, founder of the
first great Persian empire in 530BC,
which was ruled by the Achaemenid
dynasty.

With much of the Arab
world in decline after
the revolutionary
convulsions of the
“Arab spring,” the
Tehran regime saw its
chance to strike.
The Iranians’ armed intervention,
using the US-trained and -armed
Iraqi Army supported by powerful
Iranian proxy militias known as the
Popular Mobilisation Units (PMU),
to crush Kurdish moves towards independence emphasised Tehran’s
assiduous penetration of all levels
of Iraqi society, particularly since
2003, as part of its ambitious strategy of dominating its Sunni Arab
neighbours.
Iranian Major-General Qassem
Soleimani, commander of the elite
al-Quds Force of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) and
the strategist behind the Iranian
expansion, warned the Kurds not to
have an independence referendum,
which produced a clear majority in
favour of a breakaway republic in
northern Iraq.
The Kurdish leadership defied
Soleimani and he could not let such
audacity go unanswered. In several
hours of fighting on October 16, the
forces he controls overwhelmed the
Kurds in Kirkuk.
“We appear to have witnessed
a masterful exploitation” of longtime divisions within Iraq’s Kurdish
population, “a sudden and decisive
turning of the screw… with hardly a
shot fired,” observed roving analyst
Jonathan Spyer on October 18.
“This deal was only feasible because of smart investments that Iran
made in the politics of both Shia Arabs and Iraqi Kurds during previous
decades, plus the judicious mixing
of political and military force, an art
in which the Iranians excel.
“Indeed, Iran’s influence in Iraq,
both political and military, goes
beyond the PMU” and the schism
between the pro-Western Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) and
the Iran-aligned Patriotic Union of
Kurdistan, Spyer wrote in the American Interest.
“The fall of Kirkuk confirms the
extent to which Iraq today is an
Iran-controlled satrapy and it vividly demonstrates the currently unri-

valled efficacy of the Iranian methods of revolutionary and political
warfare, as practised by the IRGC
throughout the Arab world,” Spyer
declared.
The Iranians’ swift acquisition
of Kirkuk underlined the sharp increase in Iranian operations across
the region since the Tehran regime
signed the July 2015 nuclear agreement with the United States and
other global powers.
There does not seem to be any reason to believe that will slow down.
On the contrary, the Iran-backed
Houthi rebels fighting a Saudi-led
Arab alliance in Yemen have begun
firing ballistic missiles, supposedly
supplied by Iran with crews trained
by the IRGC, deep into Saudi Arabia.
That will escalate a messy war
that began in March 2015 over the
Arab world’s poorest country and
that could ignite the smouldering
confrontation between the two Gulf
titans into a full-scale conflict that
could eclipse the other wars ravaging the region.
Iran’s success in Iraq was clearly
a critical setback for the Americans,
who face the Iranian takeover of the
northern tier of the Middle East and
the consolidation of Iran’s emerging
land bridge between Tehran and the
eastern Mediterranean
In war-ravaged Syria, the Iranians extended their control over that
country’s energy resources by driving the Islamic State (ISIS) out of
much of Deir ez-Zor province in the
north-east, where most of Syria’s
major oil and gas fields are located
and which borders Iraq.
This area is a key link in the land
bridge that Tehran has been assiduously establishing across Iraq to
Syria to create a Shia-controlled corridor from the Arabian Gulf to the
Mediterranean and Israel’s northern
border.

Redrawing the map. Iran’s Army Chief of Staff Major-General Mohammad Bagheri (L) looks at a map
with senior officers from the Iranian military as they visit a front line in the northern province of
Aleppo in Syria.							
(Syrian Central Military Media)
Iran stands to gain economically
from its massive investment of
troops and treasure in keeping Syrian President Bashar Assad in power
and has amassed formidable investment in infrastructure that will keep
Syria dependent for decades.
These imperial-style machinations mean that Iranian influence
extends to Damascus, Baghdad,
Beirut and Sana’a — approximately
one-fifth of the Arab world.
Iran’s efforts at extending its frontiers have invariably been helped by
history, particularly when the Middle East is in turmoil — as it is today,
arguably the worst turbulence since
the collapse of the Ottoman Empire
in the first world war — and it is able
to manipulate internal divisions to
its advantage.
For now, much of the fighting
involves heavily armed proxies in
Syria, Iraq, Yemen, Lebanon and
Bahrain. The swelling confrontation between Iran and Saudi Arabia,
leader of Islam’s dominant Sunni
sect, is the most worrying flashpoint.
Their military face-off in Yemen,
Saudi Arabia’s southern neighbour
which dominates the strategic Bab
el Mandeb Strait, is steadily escalating, with Houthi rebels firing ballistic missiles into the kingdom in

Under the spell. An Iraqi man holds a poster bearing portraits of
Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei (R) and Iraq’s top
Shia cleric Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani in the southern Iraqi city
of Basra. 		
				
(AFP)

a power struggle that has engulfed
other countries in the region.
Lebanon, a Saudi dependency
and a sectarian minefield, was also
gripped by alarm as the Iran-backed
Hezbollah consolidated its military
and political dominance and talk
of war, possibly between Hezbollah
and Israel, is on everyone’s lips.
The island state of Bahrain in
the Gulf, which has a Shia majority ruled by a heavy-handed Sunni
monarchy, is another flashpoint.
Much of the turmoil convulsing
the region is the consequence of
the United States’ ill-advised invasion of Iraq in March 2003 to get rid
of Saddam Hussein and then, eight
years later, withdrawing its troops,
leaving the ancient land gripped by
Iran-fuelled turmoil.
The Americans’ bungled occupation and its bewildering failure to
understand the Arab world sowed
the seeds of Islamic jihadist power
in its fumbled attempt to impose
Western democracy on the Middle
East.
All this played into Tehran’s
hands. By ousting Saddam, Iraq’s
strongman since the 1970s and for
decades the Arab bulwark against
their ancient enemies, the Persians,
the Americans allowed Iraq’s longdowntrodden Shia majority to seize
power.
That opened the way for Tehran
to launch its long-held ambition to
hold sway over the whole region,
empowering Shia Islam after nearly
1,400 years of Sunni supremacy.
Iran had been working towards
that end since Ayatollah Ruhollah
Khomeini’s overthrow of Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi in February
1979. The founding of Hezbollah in
Lebanon in the early 1980s was the
first real step towards achieving a
new Persian Empire and provided
the model for future armed proxies.
With the Arab world in decline
after the revolutionary convulsions
of the “Arab spring,” along with the
perceived betrayal of the United
States’ disengagement in the Middle East by Barack Obama’s pivot towards countering China, the Tehran
regime saw its chance to strike.
Analysts say the clerical regime
in Tehran had been planning its expansionist strategy since Khomeini’s Islamic Revolution, which he
vowed to extend across the Muslim
world.
Omer Carmi, an Israeli analyst
with the Washington Institute for
Near East Policy, noted: “Iran has
invested a great deal of money and
effort into developing a complex
network of allies, partners and surrogates worldwide in hopes that
such a network would deter its enemies from attacking the Islamic
Republic while simultaneously enabling it to project influence throughout the region and beyond.”
Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of
The Arab Weekly.

Cyrus the Great
showed the
way to empire
Ed Blanche

Beirut

I

n its historical heyday Iran —
universally known as Persia until 1935 — was a superpower, a
status achieved during the rule
of the Achaemenids from 559330BC and which the modern-day
Islamic Republic now seemingly
seeks to replicate.
At the apogee of the Achaemenid
rule around 500BC, the dynasty
had conquered Asia up to the Indus
River along with Greece and North
Africa, including what is now Egypt
and Libya.
The Achaemenid dynasty’s writ
also covered ancient Mesopotamia
(now Iraq), Afghanistan and probably Asia Minor and Yemen as well.
At its height, the Achaemenid
Empire under Darius the Great and
his son Xerxes I ruled over an estimated 44% of the known world’s
population, the highest figure for
any empire in history.
The main force behind the Achaemenid Empire’s massive expansion
was Cyrus II, better known as Cyrus
the Great, in the mid-sixth century
BC.
Cyrus and his son Darius I established a centralised government,
an extensive trade network and a
2,500km road system that was the
empire’s economic underpinning.
Cyrus maintained control over his
vast domain by installing regional
governors known as satraps to rule
each province.
He also created an army of
120,000-150,000 men to enforce
state authority in his multicultural
empire, at its core the elite 10,000man Immortals, and gave Persia its
first imperial navy.
The Persian infantry was trained
in hand-to-hand combat with
spears, axes and swords but they
preferred to wear down opponents
from a distance with superior missile power using bows and arrows
— rather like their modern descendants have the largest force of ballistic missiles in the Middle East despite US and allied efforts to block
them.
A 10,000-man formation of archers known as a sparabara haivarabam could launch approximately
100,000 arrows in a minute and
maintain that deadly rate for several
minutes.
Cambyses II and Darius I greatly
extended the empire but in 330BC,
Alexander the Great and his invincible Macedonian Greeks toppled
the last of the Achaemenid rulers,
Darius III.
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Non-negotiable. A Qiam missile on display during a military parade outside Tehran. 											

(AP)

France attempts to curtail
Iran’s missile programme

Ali Alfoneh

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

Lacking the
financial means to
maintain a large
conventional
military, Tehran’s
military doctrine
has long favoured
the development
of ballistic missile
capabilities.

F

rench President Emmanuel Macron’s surprise
visit to Riyadh amid
rising tensions between
Saudi Arabia and Iran
revived the debate over
Iran’s ballistic missile
programme.
“There are extremely strong
concerns about Iran. There are
negotiations we need to start on
Iran’s ballistic missiles,” Macron
said, even as he suggested a new
round of negotiations to “put a
framework in place for Iran’s ballistic activities and open a process,
with sanctions if needed.”
Macron’s statements were probably well received in Riyadh. Saudi
air defence systems on November
4 intercepted a ballistic missile
targeting King Khalid International
Airport in Riyadh.
The Houthis and the chief commander of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC), MajorGeneral Mohammad Ali Jafari,
claim the missile was Yemenimade. They said it was a long-range
missile called Burqan 2H but Saudi
authorities blamed Iran for the
attack, calling it an “act of war”
against the kingdom.
US President Donald Trump
shared Riyadh’s perception of Iran’s
role in the missile intercepted
by the Saudis. He accused Iran
of firing the missile and praised
US-made air defence systems for
taking it out.
The missile incident is likely to
play into the hands of the US Congress, which must decide whether
to keep or kill the Iran nuclear deal,
known as the Joint Comprehensive
Plan of Action (JCPOA).
In a possible attempt to preserve
JCPOA, Macron tried to correct
parts of the nuclear deal well before
the missile attack against Riyadh.
In September, Macron declared
on the sidelines of the UN General
Assembly that the Iran nuclear deal
was no longer a sufficient safeguard
against Tehran’s growing power
in the Middle East. He said Iran’s
ballistic missile programme must
be curtailed to assure “states in the
region and the United States.”
Macron’s analysis of the problem is correct. However, the
prospects are not promising for
renegotiation with Iran or working

with it to curtail the ballistic missile
programme. On November 11, Hossein Naqavi Hosseini, spokesman
for Iran’s parliamentary National
Security and Foreign Policy Committee, announced the missile
programme is non-negotiable. The
next day, Iranian Foreign Ministry
spokesman Bahram Qassemi said
the programme is “defensive” and
has nothing to do with the nuclear
deal.

Iran’s official reaction to Macron’s
well-intended attempts is hardly
surprising. Lacking the financial
means to maintain a large and
modernised conventional military
to deter regional foes and rivals,
Tehran’s military doctrine has long
favoured the development of ballistic missile capabilities. The programme has evolved from reverse
engineering Soviet and North Korean ballistic missiles into an ambi-

tious domestic missile industry.
It is not only a source of pride but
perceived as the critical component
of Iran’s defence strategy.
Any concession in the ballistic missile field, however small,
leaves Iran extremely vulnerable
and effectively dismantles its
deterrence. This is why Macron’s
attempts to curtail Iran’s ballistic
missile programme is “Mission:
Impossible.”

Earthquake in Kermanshah,
political aftershocks in Tehran
Ali Alfoneh

T

he powerful earthquake that shook the
northern border region between Iran and
Iraq caused the death
of more than 500
people and injured
more than 7,000 others. The political aftershocks, however, are felt in
Tehran where apparent substandard construction practices that
contributed to the collapse of the
Mehr housing project, established
under former President Mahmoud
Ahmadinejad, are under scrutiny.
Depending on the government’s
crisis management, the public may
end up holding the entire regime
responsible for the calamity.
Of all the video footage emerging
from the November 12 earthquake,
collapsed buildings of the Mehr
Housing Foundation in Sar-e-Pol-eZahab most captured the imagination of the Iranian public. With the
outer walls collapsed, surviving
concrete structures appear as skeletons ripped of flesh. Scenes of a few
curtains here and a bed there create
sad reminders of the people who
once called this place their home.
Providing affordable public
housing for the economically
disadvantaged was the declared
policy of the Ahmadinejad government, which projected 4.4 million
units to be built using 40% of

Central Bank assets, some estimates stated. Approximately 1.5
million units were finished under
Ahmadinejad and delivered to the
public. Half a million units appear
finished but lack basic infrastructure and utilities such as water and
electricity, sewage, community
access to schools and hospitals
and even roads connecting the
buildings to the city, making them
uninhabitable.
The earthquake showed other
deficiencies of the Mehr housing
project’s buildings. Erected on
mountain slopes and sometimes
on fault lines, the buildings were
not engineered to withstand seismic shock. Many collapsed onto
the heads of the poor people they
were meant to provide
with shelter.
Following the earthquake, a political aftershock is shaking Tehran.
Headlines capture the mood: The
reformist Hamdeli daily sarcastically called the catastrophic
photos “Ahmadinejad’s selfie” and
demanded the prosecution of the
former president and contractors
involved in the housing project.
Centre-left Arman’s headline read:
“Ahmadinejad’s legacy collapses.”
Another newspaper accusing
the Ahmadinejad government of
incompetence was Sharq, which
supports Iranian President Hassan
Rohani. Under the headline “The
Palace of Sorrow,” Sharq’s lead article pointed out that Mehr buildings

in North Khorasan province and
elsewhere suffer similar deficiencies, putting homes at risk of turning into “graves” of their tenants.
On the opposite side of the political spectrum, media outlets previously supportive of Ahmadinejad
downplayed the poor quality of the
buildings and praised the country’s crisis management: Kayhan
praised the role of the Islamic
Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC)
and the Iranian Army in relief and
rescue operations. So did Javan,
mouthpiece of the IRGC.
The relief-and-rescue efforts,
however, are likely to be the next
point of contention. A highly
centralised system, Iran allocates
very few resources to regions in
the periphery, even after natural
disasters of greater magnitude.
The city of Bam in south-eastern
Iran has still not recovered from
an earthquake in 2003. Few expect
Tehran to rebuild Kermanshah
once the media stop reporting from
the city. The survivors of the quake
will likely be left on their own.
Yet the scores of people who lost
their homes in recent earthquakes
and moved to Tehran for shelter
will serve as reminders to the
capital’s other residents that it was
not just buildings that collapsed in
Kermanshah but what may have
remained of the people’s belief in
their government’s willingness and
ability to protect them at times of
disaster.
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Threat of brain drain in MENA

Spotlight

Exodus of highly skilled labour could
cripple Tunisia’s development prospects
Iman Zayat

Tunis

A

growing number of
highly skilled workers is
leaving Tunisia to work
abroad, experts said, a
trend that could hinder
the country’s prospects for economic recovery.
Attracted by higher wages and
better career options, 94,000 highly skilled Tunisians have left the
country in the last six years, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) said.
Those leaving include doctors,
engineers, architects, academics,
businessmen and doctoral students. Their primary destinations
are Europe, Canada and the Gulf.
The trend has resulted in Tunisia’s expatriate community being dominated by highly skilled
workers with university degrees, a
report released by Tunisian press
agency Tunis Afrique Presse (TAP)
said.
European countries, especially
France, are developing specific visa
programmes to attract talented
young professionals from Tunisia
and the rest of North Africa.
“The majority of Tunisians leaving the country are young people,
mostly 25 to 35 years old,” said
Messaoud Romdhani, president of
the Tunisian Forum for Economic
and Social Rights (FTDES).
“The sense of despair, which is
exasperated by the absence of a real
change and a lack of a perceived
improvement, is a push factor.
Some of these young people were
not able to find a job or to achieve
some sort of stability at home.”
This brain drain has had a particularly adverse effect on Tunisia’s
health sector, which has deteriorated in recent years, experts said.
Dr Riadh Ben Slama, head of
nephrology at Charles Nicolle Hospital in Tunis, said approximately
850 Tunisian health professionals have left the country since the

beginning of 2017. This trend was
exacerbated by structural and financial deficiencies in the health
sector, Ben Slama said.
In September, hundreds of Tunisian doctors and health professors addressed an open letter to
Tunisian Prime Minister Youssef
Chahed demanding urgent intervention to save the health sector.
Tunisia’s loss of highly skilled
workers to the developed world is
troubling in many ways. Not only
does it lead to the sudden expatriation of much-needed cadres, it
means depriving the country of the
fruits of its investment in human
resources. In a country where university education is heavily subsidised by the government — about
$2,000-$4,000 is spent on each
student, depending on the field
— the net loss of the country of its
most skilled professionals can be
estimated in the billions of dollars.
The problem shows no signs of
slowing. A survey conducted by
the government-funded Tunisian
Institute for Strategic Studies last
June stated that 78% of highly
skilled Tunisians asked said they
wanted to emigrate.
The brightest students, as well,
generally choose to finish their
studies abroad, with only 7% returning to Tunisia.
The push factors are many: In the
six years after the overthrow of former President Zine el-Abidine Ben
Ali, unemployment has skyrocketed, particularly among young university graduates. Regional development disparities also persisted,
with many from the interior moving to urban coastal areas in search
of work.
“There (is) a sense of despair
and frustration among the younger generation,” said Sarra Fazaa, a
senior consultant at Ernst & Young
in Tunisia. “For example, Tunisia devotes a very low budget to
research centres, which prevents
many young Tunisians from developing their skills. They, hence, end
up heading to developed countries
where their knowledge and capa-

Better options. Tunisians living in France wait outside the Tunisian consulate in Paris.
bilities are valued.”
Rym Felhi, a young Tunisian architect, left for France in 2015 to
look for an internship. After being
offered a contract, she decided to
settle there permanently.
“I did not think much before
choosing France as a destination.
First, because I have the language
skills, then I have friends in Lyon
and Paris and they have been very
helpful,” Felhi said.
“Internships in Tunisia rarely
offer a real opportunity to learn.
The tasks are not particularly rewarding and do not add to existing
skills,” she explained.
A junior architect in Tunisia generally makes around $320 a month.
Felhi, a top student at Tunis’s National School of Architecture and
Urbanism, found that her skills
were more valued elsewhere.

Beyond the problems of unemployment and lack of research
funds, however, is the workplace
environment in Tunisia.
“The living and working conditions of the highly skilled as well as
the number of hours at work reflect
some form of exploitation that has
resulted in the current brain waste.
Some conditions are unacceptable in terms of remuneration, the

Attracted by higher
wages and better
career options,
94,000 highly
skilled Tunisians
have left the country
in the last six years.

(AFP)

recognition of qualifications and
the professional standing of some
highly skilled workers,” Felhi said.
While some experts argue that
skilled workers living abroad can
contribute to Tunisia’s development through remittances and
knowledge sharing, the reality has
shown the opposite.
“Once settled, the Tunisian
brains will not come back and the
majority of them prefer investing
in their host countries rather than
in Tunisia, where they can face a
variety of challenges, including a
limited domestic market, a lack of
incentives and lingering corruption, which has acted as a destabilising force, infecting all levels of
the economy,” Fazaa said.
Iman Zayat is Managing Editor
of The Arab Weekly.

Brain drain means Syria can’t recover for a generation
Stephen Starr

is the author of “Revolt in Syria:
Eye-Witness to the Uprising”
and has lived in Syria and
Turkey since 2007.

While a country can
manage without
poetry and art, it
cannot do without
professionals who
know how to save
lives, run financial
institutions and
build factories.

A

sadly critical fissure
has developed in Syrian society. Not along
the lines of pro- versus
anti-Assad, urban
versus rural or sectarian lines but between those with the
skills to sustain the country after the
war and those unable to do so.
The manoeuvring for major
infrastructure contracts to rebuild
Syria has been quietly under way
since last year when it became
clear Syrian President Bashar Assad
would take back control of most of
the country.
The United Nations estimates that
putting Syria back together may cost
more than $300 billion and the likes
of China, Russia, Iran would come
up with the money in return for
influence with Damascus but once
Syria’s towns, schools and hospitals
have been rebuilt — no matter by
whom — who will run them?
Overlooked in discussions of
Syria’s post-conflict redevelopment is the country’s lack of skilled
human capital. Its middle class
fled overseas so Syria will probably
remain a basket-case economy for at
least a generation.
The start of the uprising in 2011
saw Syria’s wealthiest families
quickly move their assets, businesses and children to Saudi Arabia,
Dubai or Jordan. By 2014, a year
before the great exodus of Syrians to
Europe, UN figures showed that
Syria’s per person GDP had regressed to $1,820. Companies closed

Vicious cycle. A Syrian refugee displays his passport at a terminal
at the Charles de Gaulle Airport in Roissy. 		
(Reuters)
and the value of the Syrian lira
fell sharply.
This meant that only the wealthiest and best-educated Syrians could
afford to start on the dangerous
route from Lebanon to Turkey, then
on to the Balkans and from there
to central and northern Europe.
(Remember the surprise expressed
by many Europeans that refugees
owned iPhones and were welldressed?)
The cost of plane tickets, smugglers’ fees and transportation ran
into thousands of dollars per person.
Families travelling together were
forced to part with multiples of that
sum, often selling property in Syria
to pay for it all and cutting any links
with the homeland.
Of the countless contacts and

friends I’ve made during five years
of living and reporting across Syria,
an overwhelming number had the
means to get to Sweden, Canada,
Austria or Germany.
Those without access to money
that would allow them to leave were
forced to remain in Syria. They are
the poorest and the least-educated
Syrians I’ve encountered. Many are
well away from conflict zones and
front lines but they are also without
passports, jobs or incomes. Among
them are young people with unfinished degrees, who are unable to
enter the professional workforce and
develop key skills.
It’s worth remembering that
not everyone who left Syria was
fleeing the war or was staunchly
anti-regime. Many were well-to-do

urbanites or belonged to religious
minority groups that opposed the
attempts to overthrow Assad. The
regime may have fanned sectarian
fears to fuel the war but its consequences have been indiscriminate.
All sides suffered.
Some of the Syrians who left will
undoubtedly return home. A large
percentage of the worst-off refugees
in Lebanon and Jordan and those
living along the Turkish border
regions will have little choice but
to do so once the war ends but the
millions of others in major Turkish
cities, Europe and further afield will
not come back, leaving Syria without key human capital, namely its
professional class. The result is that
Syria will remain a country without
experienced professionals for at
least another generation.
While a country can manage without poetry and art, as Syria arguably
did pre-2011, it cannot do without
professionals who know how to save
lives, run financial institutions and
build factories.
Critical to Syria’s functioning as
a state before the war were its welltrained doctors, lawyers and other
professionals. They have left and
with them any chance of a prosperous, post-war future.
Recovery cannot happen until a
new middle class is established and
gains the experience needed to run
the country. Much can change for
the better but chances are that Syria
20 years on will resemble presentday Yemen more than Lebanon.
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New Turkish nationalist party
could be challenge for Erdogan
Thomas Seibert

Istanbul

A

new nationalist party in
Turkey could become
a serious political challenge for President Recep Tayyip Erdogan as
voters complain about a slowing
economy and rising corruption.
Erdogan’s ruling Justice and Development Party (AKP) is facing local and parliamentary elections in
2019. That year also includes a presidential election that will decide
whether Erdogan can obtain his
goal of becoming head of state with
full executive powers. While polls
show that the AKP, in power since
2002, remains Turkey’s strongest
political force, the creation of a new
party could thwart Erdogan’s ambitions.
The Good Party, led by former
Interior Minister Meral Aksener,
is scoring well in opinion surveys,
suggesting it could draw disgruntled right-wing voters from the AKP
and the Nationalist Movement Party
(MHP).
As one of the few prominent
women in Turkey’s male-dominated political scene, Aksener joined
the centre-right True Path Party
(DYP) and served in the cabinet as
interior minister (1996-97) before
switching to the MHP.
Now she has launched her own
organisation, which has become
the source of much speculation in
Turkey. A survey by the Gezici polling firm has Aksener’s Good Party
at nearly 20% of the vote, a result
that, if true on Election Day, would
make it the third strongest group in
Turkey’s parliament and that could
end the AKP’s domination of the
chamber.
The Good Party enters the stage
at a time many Turkish voters are
looking for alternatives, pollster
Murat Gezici said. “One-in-three
AKP voters think Turkey needs a
new party,” he said, referring to the
results of his latest survey.
The poll also indicated that a majority of MHP voters said they want
a new political movement and that
Aksener could be a serious challenger to Erdogan in the presidential election in two years. The survey results suggested support for
Aksener could keep Erdogan to less
than 50% of the votes cast in the

Buoyed up by polls. Right-wing nationalist Meral Aksener (C), a former Turkish interior minister and deputy parliament speaker sings
the national anthem during a meeting to announce the launch of her new party in Ankara, on October 25.
(AFP)
first round of the election and could
force the president to face her in a
second round.
Aksener, who studied history before going into politics, is not hiding
her ambition. When the audience
at the launch of the Good Party on
October 25 called her “prime minister” in celebratory chants, she responded by saying that she would
be president.
The Good Party is a staunchly
right-wing group competing with
the AKP and the MHP for conservative voters and could profit from
growing scepticism towards the ruling party.
“We don’t know much about the
new party but Aksener sure is better than Tayyip,” Rahfet, an Istanbul
taxi driver who would only give his
first name, said in reference to Erdogan. “There is corruption everywhere.”
Erdogan, in power since becoming prime minister in 2003 and pres-

ident in 2014, is Turkey’s most powerful leader since Mustafa Kemal
Ataturk, who founded the republic
almost a century ago. Turkey enjoyed an unprecedented economic
boom under Erdogan and the AKP
but a wave of persecutions of suspected enemies of the state since
a failed coup in 2016 led to complaints of a repressive atmosphere
in the country.
Turkey’s relations with traditional partners in Europe and the United States are strained. At the same
time, inflation has risen to 12% and
unemployment is at 10% overall,

A poll found that
approximately 12% of
AKP supporters and
more than 22% of MHP
voters might go for
Aksener’s party in the
next election.

with one-in-five younger Turks out
of work.
In a sign of the rising political
discontent, almost half of Turkish
voters rejected Erdogan’s plans for
an executive presidency in a referendum this year. Results showed
that voters in the country’s biggest
cities had turned against him. The
president responded with a purge of
local officials that included forced
resignations of the AKP mayors of
Istanbul and Ankara.
Aksener told delegates at the
founding ceremony of her party
that Turkey was suffering from a
“dysfunctional opposition and a
political structure that is no longer
democratic.” She accused Erdogan
and the AKP of using the judiciary
for political ends and said the country was “tired” of the current government.
That sentiment is shared by Turks
who are concerned that the country
is on the wrong track. Turkish Prime

Minister Binali Yildirim recently
had to defend himself after the
publication of documents of the socalled Paradise Papers revealed that
his family had investments in Malta
that could be used to evade Turkish
taxes. The opposition called for an
investigation.
Gezici’s poll found that approximately 12% of AKP supporters and
more than 22% of MHP voters might
go for Aksener’s party in the next
election. If that holds in the election, the MHP, an AKP ally, could
drop below the 10% threshold that a
Turkish party needs to cross to win
seats in parliament.
MHP leader Devlet Bahceli called
for an abolition of the 10% condition, a move seen by many as an indirect admission that the MHP sees
its support waning.
Thomas Seibert is a
Washington correspondent
for The Arab Weekly.

Erdogan the master chameleon

Yavuz Baydar

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

Erdogan’s anxiety
about the next
election has led
him to turn to a
tactic that is
anathema to true
Muslim
Brotherhood
believers.

O

ne of the most
interesting political phenomena of
the past decade
has been the
behaviour of the
Muslim Brotherhood and its ideological cousins
when in power. Mostly, they were
unprepared or unable to serve
the people. They understood the
short-sightedness of the simple
power grab all too late.
In light of this, the story of
Turkey’s Justice and Development
Party (AKP) is worthy of note. The
party is led by Turkish President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan, whose
actions could serve as case studies
in any political history.
Here is a man who has been
active in politics since 1994, when
he was elected mayor of Istanbul.
He has displayed the skills of a
political acrobat and an ability to
survive almost every test. He is
arguably the most slippery politician in contemporary front-line
politics. Erdogan, it’s fair to say,
has mastered the capabilities of a
chameleon to stay in power.
Even so, observers say Erdogan is in serious trouble. He

has failed in the foreign policy
sphere by personally ruining
his administration’s efforts on
EU membership as well as with
a zero-problems policy with
Turkey’s neighbours. Erdogan has
unsuccessfully tried to secure that
release of Iranian-Turkish gold
trader Reza Zarrab, who is facing
trial in New York for the alleged
breach of US sanctions on Iran.
Erdogan has strained Turkey’s
traditional relations with its allies
to the breaking point. In international matters, he has engaged in a
form of political arm wrestling and
not always won. Because of him,
Turkey’s position in the international community has suffered.
Yet, at almost every stage of his
career, Erdogan has managed to
surprise friend and foe alike.
Lately, however, Erdogan’s
challenges have multiplied at
home. Two pollsters’ surveys
indicate that support for his party
has dropped from nearly 49% to
39-40%. This is bad news for the
Turkish president, who aims to
win the 2019 national and presidential elections. If he fails, he
fears he will end up in court facing
charges of misconduct and large-

scale corruption.
Erdogan’s anxiety about the
next election has led him to turn
to a tactic that is anathema to
true Muslim Brotherhood believers. For some days, Turks have
been listening to him rant about
the greatness of Mustafa Kemal
Ataturk, secular founding father
of modern Turkey. Erdogan is
no longer critical of Ataturk’s
destructive legacy for the pious.
Here again is the chameleon.
Having declared war on the
Kurds, arch-enemy of the Kemalists, Erdogan is trying to forge an
axis with the republic’s old guard.
He seems keen to build an election
alliance with the ultra-nationalist,
far-right National Movement Party
(MHP).
This 180-degree turn has shaken
the AKP. The party’s very existence has long challenged the Kemalist model, which denied Islamists a role in politics. If Erdogan
persists on his pro-Ataturk path,
there is reason to believe that
AKP will split. This would please
the old guard and leave Erdogan
with a massive problem. Closer
embrace of hard-core nationalists
may make him their

political captive.
Omer Taspınar, a political
expert on Turkey at the Brookings
Institution, a think-tank in Washington, argued that Erdogan’s embrace of Kemalism is a “new kind
of green Kemalism,” one tinged
with Islamism.
It continues, he said, “the
authoritarian state tradition of
Turkey based on conservative
nationalism.” The glue that holds
together an “alliance between
Kemalism and neo-Ottomanism
is the deeply rooted desire for full
independence, full sovereignty
and national power to stop Western imperialists,” Taspınar added.
By that token, Erdogan’s green
Kemalism, supported by the MHP
and anti-Western Eurasianists in
the military, is much more than
an opportunistic alliance. It is,
Taspinar said, “the default setting
of the Turkish Republic.”
Green Kemalism will mean an
Erdogan shorn of much of his
Islamist past and laying claim to
the legacy of a man he has long
despised. It would mean the
quick-change act of a consummate
political chameleon but will the
electorate buy it?
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is a regular contributor to The Arab Weekly
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Turkish-American
relations already bad,
about to get worse

N

ovember looks
to be a very
long and very
bad month in
the history of
Turkish-American relations.
The possible indictment of a
former top Trump administration official who was hired to
do lobbying work that benefited
the Turkish government and the
trial in New York of a TurkishAmerican financier with ties to
elite circles in Ankara could put
relations between the two governments into a tailspin.

If Zarrab does
flip, it is Erdogan
and his circle in
Ankara who
may stand to
lose the most.
The possible indictment involves retired US Army Lieutenant-General Michael Flynn. He
served as US President Donald
Trump’s national security adviser for 24 days before he was fired
because he failed to disclose to
Vice-President Mike Pence meetings with top Russian officials.
What is particularly worrisome, however, to the Turkish government is that special
prosecutor Robert Mueller, who
is investigating the Trump campaign’s possible collusion with
Russian officials during the 2016
campaign, is very interested in
the lobbying work that Flynn
did for another businessman
with direct ties to the family of
Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan.
Flynn had been hired by a
company called Inovo, run
by Turkish-American Ekim
Alptekin, for a fee of $600,000
for 90 days of work to investigate Fethullah Gulen, the Turkish imam living in rural Pennsylvania whom Erdogan blames
for the 2016 attempted coup in
Turkey.
Flynn failed to acknowledge
his work for Inovo until March
of this year, after he had been
dismissed as national security
adviser. Although he said he had
stopped working for Inovo at the
time, on Election Day 2016, the
Hill, a Washington publication,
ran an opinion piece under his
byline that specifically covers
congressional business, accusing
Gulen of being a “radical Islamist” and a “possible terrorist.”
Flynn said he showed the
column to Inovo officials before
it ran but Alptekin said he never
saw it.
Likely of interest to Mueller
and his team is a September 19,
2016, meeting between Flynn
and members of his business,
the Flynn Intel Group, and several top Turkish officials, including the son-in-law of Erdogan.
Former CIA Director James
Woolsey, who was working at
the time as an unofficial adviser
to the Trump campaign, said he
came in about halfway through

the meeting when Flynn and the
Turkish officials were talking
about possibly abducting Gulen
and secretly spiriting him to
Turkey. Woolsey told the story
to the Wall Street Journal, then
to NBC and has been questioned
about the event by Mueller and
his investigators.
Woolsey described the meeting in the media as “brainstorming but it was brainstorming
about a very serious matter that
would pretty clearly be a violation of law.”
If these incidents are included
in any indictment of Flynn, the
involvement of top Turkish officials in a discussion about breaking American law is not going
to go down well in the United
States.
The trial in question is to start
November 27 in New York. Reza
Zarrab is a Turkish-American
financier who is charged with
laundering money and ignoring American sanctions on Iran.
Zarrab is tied to political elites
in Ankara and there has been
speculation in the US media
that he could testify that certain
important Turkish officials,
including Erdogan, knew what
he was doing.
Media reports this year said
Zarrab had hired former New
York Mayor Rudy Giuliani to get
the charges dropped. There were
also reports that Giuliani had a
quiet meeting with the parties
involved to discuss a prisoner
swap for Americans jailed in
Turkey. In April, the New York
Times reported that Giuliani
attempted to talk to Trump
administration officials about
Zarrab.
There is word that Zarrab may
be working with US authorities to mitigate possible consequences of his alleged crimes. If
true, that would mean trouble
for Flynn and, by extension,
that might mean trouble for
Trump. If Zarrab does flip, it is
Erdogan and his circle in Ankara
who may stand to lose the most,
however.

The involvement
of top Turkish
officials in a
discussion about
breaking
American law is
not going to go
down well in the
United States.
None of this is good news for
Erdogan. It is very possible that,
by the end of November, he and
his government officials could be
painted as running a rather tawdry administration and no friend
of America. Although Trump
and Erdogan have appeared to
get along well in previous meetings, these two cases mentioned
here could push Turkish-American relations lower at a time
when they are the worst since
the Turkish invasion of Cyprus
in the 1970s.

Shared interests. Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan (L) shakes hands with his Russian
counterpart Vladimir Putin at a news conference in Sochi, on November 13.

(Reuters)

Russia emerges as
major partner for
Turkey’s Syria policy
Thomas Seibert

Istanbul

I

n a sign of an emerging alliance two years after TurkishRussian relations plunged into
crisis, Ankara is banking on
Moscow to help Turkey reach
its main goals regarding the conflict
in Syria.
Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan had four hours of talks
with Russian President Vladimir
Putin in the Black Sea resort of
Sochi. It was the second meeting
of the two leaders in two months
and their fifth encounter this year.
Another Erdogan-Putin session in
Sochi, this time including Iranian
President Hassan Rohani, is set for
November 22.
Turkey recently sent troops into
the Syrian province of Idlib following an agreement with Russia and
Iran to set up so-called de-escalation zones in Syria. The increasing
Turkish-Russian cooperation in
Syrian matters stands in stark contrast to differences between Turkey
and the United States, its traditional ally, over US support for Syrian
Kurds.
Only hours before the Sochi
talks on November 14, Erdogan
slammed US and Russian policies
in Syria, saying the two global powers should withdraw their military
forces from the war-torn country if
they were serious about a political
solution of the 6-year-old conflict.
The Turkish leader referred to a
statement by Putin and US President Donald Trump that there was
“no military solution” to the war in
Syria. Erdogan said Turkey knew
better than other players “what
is going on in the region.” Turkey
shares a 900km border with Syria
and has taken in 3 million refugees
from the country since fighting
there started in 2011.
While Erdogan was critical of
the Putin-Trump statement before he sat down with the Russian
president in Sochi, his outlook
was markedly different afterward.
Emerging from talks with Putin,
Erdogan said: “There is now a base
that allows us to focus on the political process.” The Russian president
stressed that, with respect to Syria,

Moscow and Ankara were “united
in the need to increase efforts to
ensure the long-term stabilisation,
above all to advance the process of
a political settlement.”
The show of unity in Sochi came
two years after the Turkish Air Force
shot down a Russian warplane near
the Turkish-Syrian border. The November 24, 2015, incident, which
killed a pilot and a Russian soldier
taking part in a rescue mission,
triggered a political crisis between
Ankara and Moscow, with Russia
blocking Turkish imports and Russian tourists boycotting Turkish
holiday destinations.
The spat ended with an apology by Erdogan in June 2016. Since
then, relations rapidly improved.
Erdogan’s November 14 meeting
with Putin marked a “historic high
in Turkish-Russian relations,” Turkey’s state-run Anadolu news agency said.
Analysts said Turkey, frustrated
by US policies in Syria, regards Russia as a partner that can help Ankara reach its main goal in the Syrian conflict: Stopping Syria’s Kurds
from expanding the area under
their control along the Turkish border and preventing the Kurds from
forming their own state there.
Ankara said Russia postponed a
conference bringing together different Syrian groups following Turkish objections to an invitation for
two Syrian-Kurdish organisations.
The Turkish government said the
two groups, the Democratic Union

Erdogan is working
for Assad now.

Turkey’s opposition leader
Kemal Kilicdaroglu

Party (PYD) and its military arm,
the People’s Protection Units (YPG),
are Syrian affiliates of the Kurdistan
Workers’ Party (PKK), which is considered a terrorist group by Ankara
and the West. The PYD and the YPG
are US partners in the fight against
the Islamic State.
As blocking the Kurds has become a priority for Ankara, the
Turkish government is signalling
that its opposition to Syrian President Bashar Assad is softening,
analysts said. Deposing Assad was
Erdogan’s focus in the first years of
the Syrian war.
Aykan Erdemir, an analyst at the
Foundation for Defense of Democracies, a Washington think-tank,
and a former Turkish lawmaker,
pointed out that Erdogan referred
to the Assad regime as the “central
government” of Syria. That wording was an indirect acceptance of
Damascus by Erdogan and “a sign
that he was ready to accept the legitimacy of and a role for Assad in
post-war Syria,” Erdemir said via
e-mail.
Murat Yetkin, a columnist for
Turkey’s Hurriyet newspaper, wondered whether “Ankara has started
wto cooperate with Damascus via
Moscow.” Erdogan might be signalling Turkey’s readiness to agree
with the Russian position to allow
Assad to stay in power for a transitional period after an end of the
fighting in Syria, Yetkin wrote.
Turkey’s opposition leader Kemal Kilicdaroglu went further, saying “Erdogan is working for Assad
now.” Speaking to the Haberturk
newspaper, Kilicdaroglu criticised
a “180-degree turn” by Erdogan
because the president had rejected
talk of a political solution for Syria
before embracing the same idea
after meeting Putin several hours
later.
Erdemir said the change of course
regarding Assad would not be easy
for Erdogan to manage domestically after years of presenting the Syrian president as the main obstacle
for peace in Syria and of supporting Sunni groups fighting the Assad
government. “It is a challenge for
an Islamist leader like Erdogan to
make a U-turn on Assad,” Erdemir
said. “Erdogan, however, has demonstrated his infinite political flexibility before.”
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Trump undermining his own
government on foreign policy
Gregory Aftandilian

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

Trump operates as
the CEO of the
Trump Company,
barking out
statements
and orders
oblivious to the
consequences.

A

lthough there normally are disagreements
between presidents
and the people they
appoint to the government bureaucracy, US
President Donald Trump has taken
such disagreements to a level not
seen before.
Trump operates as the CEO of
the Trump Company, barking out
statements and orders oblivious
to the consequences. This is due
to his narcissistic personality as
well as to his lack of understanding
about how government works.
When pressed recently by an interviewer about the large number
of unfilled high-ranking US State
Department positions, Trump said:
“The one that matters is me. I’m
the only one that matters because
when it comes to it, that’s what the
policy is going to be.”
Although the final word on
foreign policy does indeed rest
with the president according to the
US Constitution, Trump’s patent
disregard for the views and advice
of foreign policy professionals in
the government is astounding.
Trump exhibits an inflated sense
of his own judgment. During his
recent trip to Asia, he announced,
after briefly talking with Russian
President Vladimir Putin, that he
believes Putin when he said Russia
did not interfere with the 2016 US
presidential elections. Prominent

officials inside and outside of
government were shocked that a
president would take the word of
a former KGB officer over the findings of the US intelligence community.
Although Trump backtracked
to some extent from his initial
statement about Putin, he could
not resist denouncing former FBI
Director James Comey, former CIA
Director John Brennan and former
Director of National Intelligence
James Clapper as “political hacks.”
Never before had a US president
publicly insulted intelligence
professionals who spent nearly
all of their careers in government
service.
Brennan told CNN that to paint a
picture of a benign Russian policy
is not only “astounding” but “poses a peril to this country.” Clapper
said the episode showed that the
“Chinese and Russians think they
can play him (Trump).”
Trump’s behaviour led the
Senate Foreign Relations Committee to convene a hearing on
whether there should be a check
on the president’s ability to launch
nuclear weapons, something that
has been within the purview of
presidential powers since 1945.
The fact that the chairman of the
committee, Senator Bob Corker,
R-Tennessee, allowed such a hearing to take place is indicative of
the nervousness in Congress over

Trump’s ability to start a nuclear
war with North Korea.
In the Middle East, both US
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson
and Defence Secretary James Mattis have tried to rein in Trump’s
belligerent instincts and repair the
damage caused by his over-the-top
comments. Earlier this year, Mattis
had to say publicly in Baghdad
that the Americans had no designs
on Iraqi oil after Trump declared
that the United States should have
taken Iraq’s oil in 2003 and added,
half-jokingly, that perhaps “next
time we will.”
Tillerson has tried to stop
Trump from approving uncritically
everything the Saudis are doing
at home and in the region. In the
Saudi-Qatari dispute, Tillerson had
to urge Trump to stop tweeting
his support for the Saudi position
and worked to convince him that
Washington has strategic interests
in both countries.
More recently, Tillerson has
distanced himself from Trump’s
tweet blaming Iran for the missile that Yemen’s Houthi rebels
launched at Riyadh. State Department spokeswoman Heather
Nauert said: “We don’t have a full
assessment of who is responsible”
for the missile attack.
Trump has tweeted approval of
the recent political shake-up in the
Saudi kingdom, saying the Saudi
king and crown prince “know

exactly what they are doing.” Some
commentators have suggested
that Trump’s endorsement of the
crown prince’s actions may have
given Riyadh a green light to be
more aggressive towards Iran and
Hezbollah. Not wanting to add
fuel to the fire, Mattis declined to
answer a reporter’s question about
the recent Saudi political moves.
Tillerson again distanced himself from Trump when, in response
to the resignation of Lebanese
Prime Minister Saad Hariri, he
called on “all parties within
Lebanon and outside” to back off
attempts to threaten Lebanon’s
stability. Tillerson’s use of the
phrase “all parties” was a signal
that he meant Saudi Arabia as well
as Iran.
That Trump has elicited such
responses from intelligence and
foreign policy professionals as well
as from his own cabinet officials
suggests that he is doing real damage to US foreign policy.
Not only do many foreign leaders believe they can play him by
flattering his ego but his public
comments and tweets reveal his
simplistic view of a very complicated world. Tillerson and Mattis
frequently playing clean-up after
Trump suggests a foreign policy
in disarray because the man at the
top is impetuous and erratic. No
doubt, Middle Eastern leaders have
taken notice.

The ‘adults’ in Trump’s room

Francis Ghilès

is an associate fellow at
the Barcelona Centre for
International Affairs.

What is clear is
that the military
has come to
dominate
American foreign
policy because it
has the money
and wherewithal
to do what
the State
Department
cannot.

T

he most troubling
question in Washington is not what
US President Donald
Trump’s “adults”
believe but why most
of them come from

the military.
There have never been so many
military leaders at the top levels of
the United States’ foreign policy
apparatus: Defence Secretary
James Mattis, national security
adviser H.R. McMaster and White
House Chief of Staff John Kelly.
This is the first time since George
Marshall was appointed in 1950
that a former military leader serves
in that post.
Observers expressed fear that
the military might be trying to take
over the country but there is scant
evidence that these former generals are pushing their influence.
The longer-term problem is the
lack of civilian influence on
foreign policy when the other
“adult” — US Secretary of State Rex
Tillerson — has failed to fill many
State Department jobs and is paring down the foreign service by
supporting budget cuts and reorganising positions out of existence,
which has left leading diplomats
shocked and demoralised.
He seems to be fulfilling the
populist call made by Stephen
Bannon, the president’s favourite
ideologue, for the “deconstruction
of the administrative state.”
The more immediate problem
may be that we cannot count on
“the cabinet to stop a Trump-ordered nuclear strike.” This concern
was articulated in no uncertain
words in Politico by William Perry,
who served as secretary of defence
for President Bill Clinton.
Having lived through the Cuban
missile crisis Perry knows what he
is talking about. To hear him say
that Trump does not understand
the North Koreans and does not
understand what his rhetoric is doing is chilling, indeed. Mattis and
Tillerson, he said, are a “stabilising
influence” but, with this president,
Perry is “not really comfortable
with anybody.”
An explanation of the meaning
of the word “adult” in Washington
is necessary. Traditionally, “the

‘Adults’ around. (L-R) US national security adviser H.R.
McMaster, US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson, US President
Donald Trump and US Secretary of Defence James Mattis.
grown-ups in the room” implied
a judgment about individuals’
character or behaviour; some
were deemed to be mature, others
juvenile. Journalists would apply
the expression to politicians or
senior civil servants who were
“pragmatists” or “moderates.” In
other words, it referred to people
who did not stray too far from the
political centre, however that was
defined at the moment. Figures
like Bernie Sanders or Ralph Nader,
for example, never qualified. Their
views disqualified them, not their
character.
Since the arrival of Trump at
the White House, the expression
has far more frequently been
used to refer to behaviour and
character than views on policy.
The three aforementioned people
and, to a lesser degree Tillerson,
are “adults,” whereas the head of
state is emotionally immature,
lying, taunting, vengeance-seeking
and boastful. Trump threatens
to make messes that his advisers
have to clean up. They have sent
occasional public signals that they
are seeking to avoid Trump from
veering off course. When they fail,
they distance themselves from his
tirades.
Before Trump’s first trip to
Europe, Tillerson, Mattis and

(AP)

McMaster joined together to put
a reaffirmation of Article V of
the NATO treaty committing the
United States to the collective defence of Europe into a draft of his
speech. Trump cut the words from
the draft but, after the predictable uproar, he turned around and
made the commitment.
Trump’s often threatening
behaviour has understandably
raised fears he might do something
impulsive, such as launch a nuclear
attack, which has heightened the
perception of the “adults” as
guardians.
Of the three men with a military background, Mattis has the
easier role because he is across
the Potomac River running the US
government’s biggest department
and because he has strong support
on Capitol Hill, where Senator John
McCain, chairman of the Senate
Armed Services Committee, let it
be known that he would protect
the defence secretary. Mattis has
not been hesitant to contradict the
president when he disagrees, such
as on the use of torture.
The other two must deal with
Trump day-in, day-out and there
are endless acrimonious disputes in
a White House where the president’s son-in-law, Jared Kushner,
was set up to oversee foreign policy

issues from the Middle East to
China.
What is the outlook of the three
key military “adults” on foreign
issues? On China and North Korea
we do not really know. They favour
a tougher approach to Iran but will
they encourage the president to
withdraw from the nuclear agreement former President Barack
Obama negotiated with Tehran?
As officers who fought in the field
in United States’ post-9/11 conflicts
and unlike former senior officials
with military backgrounds such as
Colin Powell or Brent Scowcroft,
they seem less disposed to advocate the United States entering
new wars and more inclined to find
ways to win wars the United States
is already engaged in. In other
words, they desire a successful
outcome in Iraq, Afghanistan and
against the Islamic State.
The longer-term question is how
the lack of civilian influence will
affect foreign policy. It is worth
remembering that it was civilian
leaders, not least George W. Bush,
who launched major US military
adventures abroad, not military
men. The same holds true in London, where Tony Blair’s enthusiastic backing of the United States in
Iraq in 2003 was not shared by the
military.
The behaviour of Tillerson at
the State Department means, in
the medium term, the destruction
of a unique foreign policy team of
experts. What is clear is that the
military has come to dominate
American foreign policy because it
has the money and wherewithal to
do what the State Department cannot. The military is stepping into
the breach.
When a leading military condemns racist hatred in its institution while the president fans
the flames of hatred in domestic
politics, the result is unsettling. It
is a strange time when the United
States begins to remind the outside
world of Thailand and Egypt,
countries in which the military has
felt an obligation to step in for the
good of the country.
What the American electorate
thinks of all this is difficult to tell
but military figures are, for better
or worse, the “adults” in the room.
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Saudi Aramco to invest billions
to expand natural gas production
Jareer Elass

Washington

W

hile recent headlines focused on
Saudi Arabia’s domestic and external
political
dramas,
Saudi Aramco demonstrated it is
business as usual in the Gulf state.
It recently signed several energy development deals with foreign firms
in its drive to meet one of the early
target goals spelled out in the Saudi
government’s National Transformation Programme (NTP).
Saudi Aramco officials signed $4.5
billion worth of agreements with international contractors for projects
largely targeting expansion of the
kingdom’s natural gas production.
Boosting Saudi Arabia’s natural
gas production from 12 billion cubic
feet per day (Bcf/d) to 17.8 Bcf/d by
2020 is a significant goal of the NTP.
The kingdom wants to replace large
volumes of crude that are used to
help fire electricity plants with
greater gas feeds as domestic power
demand quickly grows. Higher gas
volumes could serve as feedstock
to the kingdom’s industrial base,
including its valued petrochemical
industry.
During last summer’s peak electricity consumption, Saudi Arabia’s
direct crude burn used to fire the
kingdom’s power plants averaged
around 700,000 barrels per day
(bpd). Thanks to new gas processing
plants brought on line in June 2016,
this was an improvement from previous years when Saudi direct crude
burn was as high as 900,000 bpd.
The Saudi government would prefer
crude be exported instead, which is
why there is the push to develop
natural gas resources.
Saudi Aramco CEO Amin Nasser
said in March 2016 that his company planned to nearly double its gas
production to 23 Bcf/d in ten years
through efforts to develop gas fields
not associated with oil-producing
fields. In 2012 Saudi Aramco’s first
non-associated gas field at Karan
became operational.
Nasser recently announced that
Aramco would dedicate nearly $300
billion over ten years to upstream
oil and gas projects. In July 2016,
the company began work on its
mega gas project at the non-associated Fadhili gas field west of Jubail
in the Eastern Province.
The Fadhili project is expected

Big ambitions. Aramco’s Wasit gas plant in Saudi Arabia.
to have a key role in the kingdom’s
master gas system with a plant processing gas from both onshore and
offshore fields. Combined with major gas projects in the works at the
Wasit and Midyan fields, the Fadhili
project will provide an additional
5 Bcf/d of non-associated gas processing capacity by the end of 2019.
The deals that Saudi Aramco
signed with international firms
cover both oil and gas development
but the priority is boosting natural
gas production. An agreement between the Saudi firm and Spanish
engineering company Tecnicas Reunidas is for the construction of gas
compression plants for the Hawiyah
and Haradh associated gas fields to
extend plateau production for both
fields for 20 years. This project is
expected to boost the kingdom’s gas
production capacity by 1.3 Bcf/d.
Saudi Aramco awarded a contract

					

to Italian firm Saipem to expand capacity at the Hawiyah gas processing plant by 1.3 Bcf/d, with the facility to have total processing capacity
of nearly 3.8 Bcf/d by June 2021. Another project was awarded to China
Petroleum Pipelines to lay 450km of
gas pipelines by early 2019 to transport 290 million cubic feet per day
of gas from the Haradh field to the
gas processing plant at Hawiyah.

The Fadhili project is
expected to have a key
role in the kingdom’s
master gas system with
a plant processing gas
from both onshore and
offshore fields.

“These new supplies [of natural
gas] will help reduce domestic reliance on liquid fuels for power generation, enable increased liquids
exports, provide feedstock to petrochemical industries and reduce
carbon emissions,” Nasser said.
Other deals signed by Saudi Aramco on November 9 included specific
oil field work. The Saudis awarded
American firm Jacobs Engineering
with a preliminary engineering
and project management services
agreement for building a processing plant to accommodate 600,000
bpd of heavy crude production
from the giant offshore Zuluf field.
Abu Dhabi-based National Petroleum Construction Company and US
firm McDermott International were
awarded contracts for work on the
nearby offshore Safaniya field.
However, Nasser said, those projects are not intended to boost the

(Aramco)

kingdom’s overall maximum crude
production capacity beyond its
current 12 million bpd but rather
to help maintain production at the
fields.
While the Saudi government
must invest heavily to ramp up its
natural gas production capacity by
tapping non-associated gas fields,
the pay-off should be worth it as it
replaces crude with gas in fuelling
its power plants.
In an October 2016 report written
by Jadwa Investment titled “Natural Gas and the Vision 2030,” the
Saudi investment management firm
argued that the kingdom could save
$71 for every barrel of crude oil substituted by a barrel of equivalent of
gas in electricity generation in 2030.
Jareer Elass reports from
Washington on energy issues
for The Arab Weekly.

The promises and challenges of Egypt’s Zohr gas field development
Walid Khadduri

Beirut

E

gypt is to start production at the massive Zohr
gas field before the year
is out. The field, which
was discovered in August
2015, has estimated reserves of 906
billion cubic metres — the largest in
the Mediterranean.
Zohr is likely to have a huge effect
on Egypt’s energy sector and that
of the region. Major international
firms are interested in maximising Zohr’s infrastructure facilities
to serve production from nearby
stranded fields. BP and Russia’s
Rosneft have 10% and 30% shares
in Zohr, respectively.
Zohr’s first phase is being developed in record time for a giant
deep-water gas project — just 20
months after the final decision to
invest. Senior executives from Eni,
the Italian company that discovered the field, dismissed the possibility of creeping delays, saying development is nearly 90% complete.

Production is to begin in the second half of December. Eight wells
have been drilled, four of which
can produce 7.1 million-9.9 million
cubic metres of gas per day each.
Three pipelines to the shore have
been built and tested.
The high development cost of
about $12 billion forced Eni to
sell shares to oil firms with deep
pockets. Eni also faced a cash flow
decline of approximately 19% during the recent oil price collapse,
prompting it to share the gas field
risk and capital expenditure with
shares valued at $2.1 billion.
Eni owns and operates the
Shorouk concession containing
Zohr field. It once had 90% equity
in Zohr but this has shrunk to 60%.
There are plans for further divestment of Eni’s stake with Rosneft
and BP as each offered an option of
an additional 5%.
Egypt is one of the largest gas
consumers in the eastern Mediterranean. Only Turkey’s needs are
comparable. Egypt’s gas consumption is expected to increase at a relatively high rate of approximately
5% per year. The discovery of major

fields is key to meeting Egypt’s rising demand.
Zohr, which is expected to contribute 39.6 million cubic metres
per day by next year, is expected
to help meet some of the demand.
Other new fields projected to come
online include BP’s West Nile Delta
(34 million cubic metres per day)
and Italy’s Edison Abu Qir gas field
(5.7 million cubic metres per day).
Egyptian demand for gas is not
limited to the domestic market. The
country is contractually obliged to
supply European markets with
liquefied natural gas (LNG) from

Eight wells have been
drilled, four of
which can produce
7.1 million-9.9 million
cubic metres of gas
per day each.

its two Mediterranean shore LNG
plants, Idku and Damietta. The two
plants have suspended delivery due
to a lack of supplies. Egypt needs
new gas supplies to restart exports.
The discovery of Zohr in 2015 and
Eni’s commitment to its fast-track
development challenges Israel’s
major gas field, Leviathan. The latter has 595 billion cubic metres of
reserves and a first-stage development cost of more than $6.5 billion.
The consortium developing Leviathan encountered several obstacles, including difficulties raising
sufficient funds during the 2014-16
oil price crash. Israel’s Antitrust Authority looked into the role of developers, the Noble Energy-led consortium and Israel’s Delek. Political
tension with neighbours delayed
the signing of export agreements.
The major challenges Zohr poses
to Leviathan are Eni’s fast-track
development of the field, its decision to seek help to defray capital
expenditure costs and its ability to
capitalise on Zohr’s proximity to
stranded regional fields and export
gas through an underwater pipeline from Egypt to Italy. The Egypt-

to-Italy export would utilise a gas
pipeline Eni owns and operates
from offshore Libyan fields to Italy.
The pipeline connects with the European gas grid.
The energy sector in the eastern
Mediterranean has several challenges. Gas faces global competition and renewable energy, such as
wind and solar and carbon reduction policies, especially in Europe,
is also an issue.
The global gas industry has
strong competitors, not least from
the United States where shale production increased in recent years.
The industry is experiencing rising
short-term and spot trading, which
are lowering gas prices for the long
term. This makes it difficult for east
Mediterranean LNG to secure longterm export contracts, which are
essential to develop deep offshore
fields (6,000 metres below sea
level).
Finally, the commercialisation of
eastern Mediterranean gas is difficult as prices are at a low point.
Walid Khadduri is a Beirut-based
Iraqi writer on energy affairs.
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Record inflation adds to
Tunisia’s economic woes
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

I

nflation in Tunisia jumped to
its highest level in almost four
decades in October, adding to a
financial crisis that has seen unemployment increase and the
economy stagnate.
Economic experts struggled to
explain why an economy with low
production and high joblessness
could yield such high inflation. It
has put a strain on Tunisians who
have seen their standard of living
decrease since the 2011 uprising that
overthrew former President Zine elAbidine Ben Ali.
“It is difficult to convince these
people that freedom and democracy
cannot be gauged by the prices of
fruits and vegetables in the market,”
wrote economist Marouen Achouri
in an opinion piece in Business
News. “It is also difficult to ignore
the anguish and the anger of these
people when they do the grocery
shopping.”
“Prices are flaring up for no apparent reason and it is difficult
for many people to put food on
their families’ tables without
feeling bitter” at the increase in

The country would
soon have an inflation
rate hovering
around 15%.

Tunisian economist
Mohamed Zarrouk

Under pressure. A shopkeeper counts money in Tunis. 					
prices, he added.
During a parliament debate over
next year’s draft budget, MP Maher
Madhioub cast doubt on civil authorities’ ability to address the issue
and called on the army to control
prices.
“I say this with all respect… but
we have reached a red line when a
citizen is not able to buy goods of
basic necessity,” Madhioub said at
the meeting, which was attended
by Tunisian Prime Minister Youssef
Chahed and 28 ministers. “I call on
the National Security Council to
tackle the issue of the prices and order the national army to control the
market to bring the consumer prices
to their normal levels.”
Madhioub is a member of the Islamist Ennahda party, which controlled key ministries during most of
post-2011 period. Until September 6,
the Trade Ministry was run by Zied
Ladhari, Ennahda’s secretary-general.
The National Security Council,
led by President Beji Caid Essebsi,
brings top army officers and security
chiefs together with ministers.
Using the council to combat social
or economic issues is uncommon
but not unprecedented. On May 10,
the council deployed the military to

safeguard oil, gas and phosphate facilities in southern Tunisia after protests disrupted production.
Experts, however, predicted Tunisia’s economic crisis would continue.
“The consumer price index rose to
1.1% in October 2017,” said Mohamed
Zarrouk, an economist and former
chairman of the country’s Consumer Defence Association. “All the
economic figures confirm that this
trend will persist mainly because of
high taxation pressures in 2018, the
imported inflation that amplifies
the local inflation on the back of the
decline of the value of the dinar and
the increase of the prices of goods
projected by the draft budget for
next year.”
“The country would have an inflation rate hovering around 15% in the
next months on a year-to-year basis,” Zarrouk warned. “The situation
will turn perilous and grave because
investment generally grinds to zero
in economies where inflation is soaring.”
The government-run National Institute of Statistics said the monthly
inflation rise was due to more rapidly increasing prices for food and
non-alcoholic beverages.
Inflation in Tunisia averaged 5.2%

(Reuters)

in the years leading up to 2017, with
a record low of -1.4% in 1970 and a
record high 16.7% in July 1982, when
the country went through its worst
economic crisis
Chahed, who has been struggling
to reverse years of economic mismanagement, asked the country’s
top supermarket chains to trim
prices on fruit, vegetables, meat and
eggs. It is unclear whether he will
succeed in lowering prices.
“No one seems to be able to vanquish the inflation,” wrote Soufien
Lassoued in an opinion piece in
Al Achourouk. “Tunisians are left
alone paying the prices of the defeat in the war against higher prices.
Successive governments promised
to change the situation and they
failed.”
Asef Ben Ammar, an economic analyst, attributed the crisis to previous administrations’ incompetence
and noted that high unemployment
rates had spurred many young people to leave the country.
“Economic wisdom has always
(indicated) that when inflation rises
unemployment falls. This negative
economic trade-off is at odds with
the economic situation in Tunisia
because of the blunders… of successive governments,” he said.

Consumption down in Egypt but high
commodity prices remain a problem
Amr Emam

Cairo

C

onsumption
is
down
across the country in
Egypt amid an economic
reform programme aimed
at strengthening the flagging economy.
“Among other things, the reforms
aim to stimulate production and reduce consumption,” said Mohamed
Maait, vice-minister of finance for
treasury affairs, “and this is what is
actually happening.”
Reforms, including the flotation of
the Egyptian pound, a value added
tax and the slashing of costly energy,
electricity and water subsidies, were
initiated in November 2016 to bridge
a yawning budget deficit, increase
foreign currency reserves and bolster investor confidence.
Although the currency flotation
led to a rise in commodity prices,
economists said they hoped the
middle- to long-term effects would
be positive.
As of July 2017, electricity consumption was 42% less than the
previous year, the Central Agency
for Public Mobilisation and Statistics said. Gasoline consumption
fell 4.2% and diesel consumption 7.1% in the first quarter of

the 2017-18 fiscal year, which began
in July.
The reduction in energy consumption means savings of billions of dollars, Maait said. “The food, energy,
electricity and water subsidies combined ate up one-third of spending
in the state budget,” he said. “We
are saving most of this money now
thanks to the reduction in subsidies

True, consumers are
rationalising their
consumption but this is
because they cannot
cope with rising
commodity prices.

Farag Abdul Fattah,
an economics professor
at Cairo University

and consumption.”
Despite the savings, many Egyptians complained they are not seeing
any overall positive effects, given
high commodity prices.
One year after the currency flotation, commodities that were considered basic staples are now viewed
by many as luxury items. The prices
of red meat and chicken are double
what they were a year ago. The costs
of fruit and vegetables also are high,
with Egyptians expressing frustration at their reduced purchasing
power.
“The government can easily claim
that it has succeeded in convincing
the public to rationalise their consumption,” said Alia el-Mahdi, an
economics professor at Cairo University. “This is not rationalisation
but an impoverishment of millions
of people who are no longer capable
of meeting their basic needs.”
Almost one-third of Egypt’s population — more than 30 million people
— is considered poor and any rise in
commodity prices would increase
the number of Egyptians living below the poverty line.
The government has increased
spending on social welfare programmes and some food subsidies.
About 70 million people are registered in Egypt’s food rationing system. The government has increased
funds allocated for the system and

plans to specify more money next
year with the total elimination of energy, electricity and water subsidies.
However, a rise in the exchange
rate of almost all foreign currencies against the Egyptian pound,
induced by last year’s currency flotation, has led to a marked decline
in imports and a rise in exports. The
Trade and Industry Ministry said
Egypt’s imports dropped almost
$10 billion (19.8%) in the first nine
months of 2017 compared to the previous year.
Exports of many products are rising, with textiles, vegetables, fruit
and construction materials leading
the way.
Economists expressed concern
that rising inflationary pressures
and a drop in the purchasing power
of consumers would lead to a market recession and negatively affect
investments.
The consumer inflation rate
dropped to 30.8% in October, compared to 31.6% in the previous
month, but the rate is still very high,
economists said.
“True, consumers are rationalising their consumption but this is because they cannot cope with rising
commodity prices,” said Farag Abdul
Fattah, an economics professor at
Cairo University. “A market suffering
recession is the last place investors
will like to go to.”

Briefs
Oil producers
to extend cuts
Oil producers are expected to
unanimously extend a production
cut accord but its duration is being
discussed, the UAE energy minister
said.
“I think this group of committed
and responsible producers came
together… and I think they will continue to do what it takes to take us to
the next level,” UAE Energy Minister
Suhail al-Mazroui said at an international oil conference in Abu Dhabi.
He said 158 million barrels of surplus crude oil remain on the market
and “we need to reduce that, which
means there is a potential for extension.”
Mazroui said there was nearunanimity among the 24 OPEC and
non-OPEC producers that agreed a
year ago to cut output by 1.8 million
barrels per day.
He said he had “not heard anyone” speak of allowing the extension to expire, although the duration of the new extension would be
“subject to discussion.”
(Agence France-Presse)

French prime
minister in
Morocco to boost
trade, cooperation
French Prime Minister Édouard
Philippe travelled to Morocco to
reinvigorate trade and cooperation with the kingdom, which has
been steadily positioning itself as a
regional economic powerhouse focused on Africa instead of its former
colonial ruler.
Philippe arrived November 15 in
Rabat for a two-day visit and met
with Moroccan Prime Minister Saad
Eddine El Othmani.
(The Associated Press)

Dubai-based
group to complete
further Turkish
acquisition in 2018
Dubai-based Abraaj Group will
complete at least one acquisition in
Turkey in the first half of next year,
a senior executive said, as it looks
to deploy the remainder of its $500
million Turkey fund.
The Abraaj Group, which has had
a presence in Turkey since 2007,
took a minority stake in Turkish logistics firm Netlog Lojistik in July.
“We will complete at least one
acquisition in the first half of next
year,” Abraaj Group executive Selcuk
Yorgancioglu said on the sidelines of
an event in Istanbul.
(Reuters)

Iraq aims to
increase Kirkuk
oilfield output
Iraqi Oil Minister Jabar Ali alLuaibi said Iraq plans to increase
production from oilfields in Kirkuk
to 1 million barrels per day and has
visited the Bai Hasan and Avana
fields to order work be accelerated
to restore operations soon, the ministry’s spokesman said.
Exports from oilfields in Kirkuk
have been on hold since Iraqi forces
took control of them from the Kurds
in October.
(Reuters)
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Former Egyptian police officer metes
out justice in Dubai’s One Day Court
Michael Jabri-Pickett

T
Abu Dhabi

he legal system
in Dubai has
arguably never
been more
efficient, compassionate or
transparent. This
is due, in part, to
a 49-year-old former Egyptian
police officer who presides over
the One Day Court.
Some of the greatest threats to
the stability of the emirate are
financial crimes, said Judge
Ayman Abdul Hakam, who also
hears cases in the Misdemeanour Court. It is his work in the
One Day Court, however, that is
changing public perceptions.
The court, which began operating last March, was created to
help clear the backlog of cases
clogging the justice system and
to reduce the number of people
incarcerated for minor
offences.
“The majority of cases heard
in the One Day Court are
cheque-related cases; 90% of
which are bounced cheques,”
Hakam said.
The One Day Court also
handles cases involving consensual sex, the consumption of
alcohol without a licence,
begging and others.
Dubai is the second city in the
world — Singapore was the first
— to introduce a One Day Court.
A full docket means Hakam, a
Giza-born father of three boys,
often hears 250-300 cases a day.
Since the formation of the court,
which was created by decree by

Dubai ruler Sheikh Mohammed
bin Rashid al-Maktoum, Hakam
has ruled on more than 40,000
cases.
This may sound impossible
but the One Day Court is
designed specifically to process
cases as quickly as they are
reported. The same day a report
is filed that a cheque bounced,
the report goes to the prosecution, which issues an arrest
warrant.
“This all happens in one day,”
Hakam said. If the justice
system acts quickly and efficiently, then whoever is wanted
on a bounced-cheque charge
might be apprehended before
leaving the country, he said.
There are tens of thousands of
bad cheque cases in Dubai, he
said. Some of these involve
defendants who take out
massive loans from banks with
the intention to flee the United
Arab Emirates. With the institution of the One Day Court, the
probability of catching these
people is higher because so
much of the paperwork is
processed in a day. Under UAE
law, bouncing a cheque for
100,000 dirhams ($27,200) or
more can lead to jail time.
Speed is not a judge’s only
responsibility, Hakam said. It is
essential to be transparent and
compassionate as much as the
law allows.
“I have defendants in my
court who have bounced
cheques for 3 million dirhams
($816,606) and 5 million dirhams ($1.36 million) and I tell
them: ‘I will give you three years
in jail or you can ask me how
much time you need to reach a
settlement. What is your
choice?’ This is my moral and

Heavy responsibility. Judge Ayman Abdul Hakam. (Michael Jabri-Pickett)

The One Day Court
is designed
specifically to
process cases as
quickly as they
are reported.

legal responsibility,” he said.
The judge said he is aware
that some defendants “work the
system.” They take out large
loans with the intention of
fleeing the country or transferring the money outside the UAE.
Once they are in front of the
judge, these people often plead
for mercy, Hakam said.

Although they are in custody,
they believe they have beaten
the system because the money
has been transferred beyond the
reach of UAE authorities. “They
also know that the jail here is
very comfortable, not like in
Egypt, for instance,” Hakam
said.
Hakam graduated from the
police academy in Egypt in
1990. He worked as a police
officer for three years until his
appointment as a public prosecutor, a position he held for
eight years before being
appointed a judge
Hakam, who is the son of a
judge, has been with the Dubai
courts since February 2014. He
moved to the UAE because after
the “Arab spring,” there was a
lack of security in his home
country. “It was chaotic,” he
said. The situation had gotten to
the point at which he felt the
need to carry a gun to court, he
said.
In Dubai, of the nearly 300
daily cases he hears at the One
Day Court, Hakam estimates
that about 70% involve defendants who are tried in absentia.
These are people yet to be
apprehended or who have fled
the country.
Despite having ruled on tens
of thousands of cases in less
than a year, Hakam said the
court is needed now more than
ever. As Dubai grows, the
number of bad cheque cases
increases, he said.
“The One Day Court is not
going anywhere. It is here to
stay,” Hakam said.
Michael Jabri-Pickett is an
Arab Weekly contributor in
Abu Dhabi.

Abjjad, the Arab world’s first virtual reading space
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

B

ookworms in the Arab
world have a virtual
space where they can
read, review and share
books and publications
in the first Arabic social network
established specifically for the
readers, authors and bloggers in
the Middle East.
The award-winning platform
Abjjad, which refers to the alphabet in the Arabic language, is the
first website of its kind in the region. It is the idea of Eman Haylooz
and Tamim al-Manaseer, who are
passionate about spreading their
enthusiasm among readers of Arabic.
“We noticed that there is a lack
of interest in reading Arabic books,
which gave us the idea of bringing reading material to the hands
of everyone who enjoys reading a
book,” Haylooz said.
The pair won the interest of
Oasis500, the Amman-based investment company and business
accelerator, which provided funding to set up the Abjjad website.
“We launched the first version
of the website in 2012 at a budget
of around $15,000 and we were
surprised that we had more than
10,000 members registering in the
first three months. This gave us the
will and motivation to make it better, much better,” Haylooz said.
While looking for additional investors, the pair promoted their website at local and

global events, she said.
“One of the events we took part
in was the Global Thinkers Forum in Amman and then in Dubai
in 2013,” Haylooz said, “we were
shortlisted to participate in startup Turkey and from there we were
able to establish the space that is
so close to the heart of every reader — a space where they can read,
review and share reading material
and comments.”
Abjjad, which has more than
500,000 members has, registered

more than 185,000 reviews. It won
the Mohammed Bin Rashid Al Maktoum Best Arab Start-Up Business
Award for 2013.
The user-friendly website enables readers to have their own account, create their own virtual
library in which they have “previously read,” “currently reading”
and “plan-to-read” lists. Members
can rate books, write book reviews,
add notes to authors’ or books’
pages and enrich authors’ pages
with related information.

Increasingly popular. A snapshot of Abjjad website.

(Abjjad)

“Our members call themselves
‘Abjjadyeen,’ which, in a way, is
very cool and creates a kind of belonging to a very educated group of
readers who enjoy sharing the latest books, reviews and mainly everything about books. The biggest
fans come from Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Algeria and the United States,”
Haylooz said.
The spread of internet use and
the accessibility of online information in the Arab world helped make
Abjjad a way of life, she said.
“Today, almost everyone has a
smart phone and can easily download the application and start reading. The latest statistics show that
70% of Jordanian society owns a
smart phone… which encourages
people to read on the go,” she said.
For a monthly fee of $5.99, Abjjad’s No Limits subscription, which
was recently created, gives the
subscriber unlimited access to
books using the smart application
on both Android and iOS with revenues shared with publishers.
“Readers can rest assured that
all books are original and all issues
related to intellectual property are
genuine,” Haylooz said, adding
that the website has cooperation
agreements with publishing houses in Jordan and abroad.
“We have agreements with several key publishing houses such as
Lebanon’s Dar AsSaqi and Amazon
for English books, which allows
us to open new opportunities for
readers to explore new titles and
put their hands on the latest publications in various subjects.”
Abjjad allows people to subscribe for a month free of charge.

Even without a subscription, there
are around 700 titles available for
reading without any charge. These
include Shakespeare’s plays, works
by Lebanese writer and poet Khalil
Gibran and Egyptian journalist,
poet and literary critic Abbas Mahmud al-Aqqad’s publications.
For Haylooz, who studied computer science at Princess Sumaya
University for Technology and got
an MBA degree from the University
of Jordan, Abjjad is a fulfilling venture.
“I decided to start my own thing
that is directly related to my passion and experience, namely books
and the cyber world. I believe we
have created a product that is so
beautiful and that people can relate
to and enjoy and we still have many
plans for the future of Abjjad that
we hope will work too,” she said,
adding: “I love books, so I founded
abjjad.com.”
Recently, Abjjad received funding from Abd al-Hamid Shoman
Foundation, which owns the biggest and oldest public libraries in
Jordan. Abjjad is the foundation’s
official digital library.
The Arab Reading Index, which
was released in 2016 by the Arab
Knowledge Project, shows that the
Lebanese are the most avid readers in the Arab world. The average
Lebanese reads 59 hours and 29
books annually while the average
Arab reads 35 hours a year.
Lebanon was followed by Egypt,
Morocco, the United Arab Emirates
and Jordan in reading habits.
Roufan Nahhas is a journalist
based in Jordan.
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Religious tourism

After pope’s blessing, Egypt looks
to Christian religious tourism
Amr Emam

Cairo

A

Waiting in the wings. A Jordanian man walks past a souvenir shop
in Madaba .					
(Roufan Nahhas)

Jordan seeking
to woo tourists to
its religious sites
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

W

ith a rich religious
history and a host
of
Islamic
and
Christian sites, Jordan is counting on
religious tourism to attract international visitors despite the challenge of being in an unstable and
troubled region.
Jordan has 35 Islamic sites and
shrines and 34 Christian holy
sites that it is seeking to promote
through an aggressive marketing
campaign.
The Jordan Tourism Board (JTB),
an independent, public-private
sector partnership engaged in marketing strategies to brand, position
and promote tourism in Jordan,
said the number of tourists from
Muslim Asian countries, including Malaysia and Indonesia, has
increased significantly, suggesting
that Jordan is on the right path in
promoting tourism.
“The number of overnight religious tourists from Indonesia and
Malaysia increased by 60% and
15%, respectively, while Italian
visitors increased by 43%, which
indicates a healthy situation regarding this type of tourism,” JTB
Managing Director Abed Al Razzaq
Arabiyat said.
“We are deploying lots of efforts to attract both Muslim and
Christian visitors through planning various activities in areas that
have significant religious aspects.
For example, this year visitors in
Madaba and Fuheis will be able
to enjoy Christmas-related activities such as the Christmas Parade,
the same as the one held in Bethlehem.”
Arabiyat said Jordan has “a
strong product and this product
should be marketed globally.”
He said the JTB has established
a special unit to promote Islamic
and biblical sites. It has organised
activities such as hosting religious
leaders from Gulf countries and
priests from around the world,
which has contributed to the increase in the number of tourists.
“One of the challenges we face
is the high airfare to Jordan compared with much lower fares to Israel, almost 90% lower,” Arabiyat
said. “This is affecting the number
of visitors to the Jordanian side of
(Jesus’s) baptism site on the Jordan River but we are working on a
strategy to cooperate with airlines
to reduce their airfare to Amman.”

The World Tourism Organisation, the UN agency responsible
for promoting sustainable and universally accessible tourism, said
300 million to 330 million pilgrims
visit key religious sites around the
world each year. Approximately
600 million religious trips are organised, 40% of which take place
in Europe.
The baptism site is one of the
leading Christian sites in Jordan, attracting 48,335 visitors in
the first half of 2017 compared to
37,604 in the same period last year.
“There is no doubt that the
visit of His Holiness Pope Francis
to the baptism site as part of his
2014 pilgrimage to the Middle East
contributed to the awareness and
popularity of the site itself and this
is shown through the increase in
the numbers of visitors especially
from Europe,” said the Reverend
George Sharayha, a Catholic priest.
“Jordan’s baptism site ‘Bethany
Beyond the Jordan’ or Al-Maghtas
as it is known in Arabic, was added
to UNESCO’s World Heritage List in
2015 to become the fifth site in Jordan to make it to the list after Petra, Quseir Amra, Um Al Rasas and
Wadi Rum,” Sharayha added.
The positive reverberations of
promoting religious tourism are
not felt everywhere.
“Yes, we see tourists visiting
Madaba but we don’t see any seriousness in purchasing religious-related items although our prices are
reasonable. The purchasing power
is low among tourists,” said Abu
Hamzeh, who owns a souvenir
shop in Madaba in central Jordan.
“Madaba has been a centre for
pilgrimage since early Christianity. With Mount Nebo being the
burial place of Moses, you expect
to see many tourists visiting as
part of their pilgrimage tour but,
unfortunately, we are not perceiving tangible improvement in our
business,” he added.
Abu Hamzeh commended efforts by Christian leaders to promote biblical sites to European
pilgrims with a special focus on
Jordan as a cradle for religious
tourism.
“We know many people are involved in such an effort but at the
end we need results, positive results because we have families to
feed and rent to pay,” he said.
Arabiyat said he is positive Jordanians will soon reap the benefits
of the tourism strategy, saying:
“Our strategy is to make sure tourists get the best service so they can
appreciate the uniqueness of Jordan’s wonders.”

fter Pope Francis confirmed that Egypt will
be included as an official
Roman Catholic Church
pilgrimage destination
for 2018, hopes are high that Christian religious tourism could serve as
a major benefit to overall Egyptian
tourism next year.
“This can totally reverse the
conditions of the tourism sector in
our country,” said Ahmed Hamdi,
deputy head of the Tourism Promotion Authority, the executive arm
of Egypt’s Tourism Ministry. “The
pope’s blessing of the icon is an
open invitation for Catholic Christians to visit Egypt as part of their
pilgrimage.”
Francis blessed an icon that represents the flight of the Holy Family to
Egypt October 4 when he met with
Egyptian Tourism Minister Yehia
Rashed in Rome.
“Egypt is a land where Saint Joseph, the Virgin Mary and the baby
Jesus, as well as many prophets
lived: A land that has been blessed
with the precious blood of martyrs
spilt throughout the centuries,” the
pope said.

Talks are moving
ahead with
European public
relations firms on
how to reach out and
coordinate with
international tour
operators and
airlines to organise
pilgrimages to
Egypt.
Cairo hopes Catholic pilgrims will
travel to Egypt to recreate the steps
of the Holy Family during its flight
from King Herod’s persecution
shortly after Jesus’s birth. At a time
when Egypt’s ailing tourism industry is on the rise, this would represent a strong sign of revitalisation.
The pilgrimage would take visitors to eight destinations in Egypt
that were meaningful to the Holy
Family during its flight from Herod
and its return to the Holy Land.
The first is in Arish in North Sinai,
crosses to the Eastern Nile Delta
and reaches Wadi Natrun, which
is home to four important Coptic
monasteries. The journey would include Cairo, where the Holy Family
reportedly spent time, with pilgrims
touring ancient monasteries and cathedrals in the city.
Egypt’s tourism sector received a
blow in October 2015 when a Russian passenger plane was bombed
over the Sinai Peninsula, killing 224
people. The incident, which was
claimed by the Islamic State (ISIS),
precipitated flight suspensions that
squeezed Egyptian tourist sites, hotels and resorts.
With many flights restored,
Egypt’s tourism industry is improving, albeit slowly. An influx
of Catholic pilgrims, responding
to the pope’s blessing, would be
a major boost. Rashed said the
Holy Family tour could attract
as many as 20% of the world’s
2.2 billion Christians, of whom
almost 1.3 billion are Roman
Catholic.
“This blessing will potentially
invite a large number of Christian
pilgrims to come here,” said Modi elShaer, deputy head of the Tourism
Chamber, the independent guild of
tour operators. “Tourist inflows will
end the crisis of the tourism sector,
bring work to the hotels and bring
money to the state treasury.”
A number of international tour

Symbolic boost. Pope Francis at the Cairo’s nunciature, last April.
(Vatican press office)

operators have begun selling bookings for the Holy Family tour. Memphis Tours, an international tour
operator, with a long history in
Egyptian tourism, is selling a 15-day
private tour starting from $1,799.
Shaer, his colleagues and Egyptian tourism officials are preparing
for the potential arrival of Christian pilgrims. Cairo predicted about
200,000 Catholic pilgrims would
visit next year, a number that could
rise if things go well.
The Tourism Ministry has started
upgrading sites and taking measures
with other state agencies to ensure
that pilgrims will have a memorable
time. Ultimately, Cairo hopes to provide a 25-site tour for Christian pilgrims. The ministry has been training people in the areas to help them
deal with tourists proficiently and
make visitors feel welcome.
In addition, talks are moving
ahead with European public relations firms on how to reach out and
coordinate with international tour
operators and airlines to organise
pilgrimages to Egypt.

Revenues from the tourism sector in 2016 totalled less than $5 billion, down from $14 billion in 2010,
the year before the uprising against
longstanding
President
Hosni
Mubarak. Preliminary figures for
2017 indicate a rise and many hope
that marks the beginning of the recovery.
The drop in tourist inflows after
the uprising exposed the vulnerabilities of the Egyptian economy
and deprived the country’s treasury
of much-needed foreign currency,
which forced a controversial currency flotation that has caused high
rates of inflation.
Whether the campaign to attract
Christian pilgrims — with or without
the pope’s blessing — will succeed
is another matter. Tourism experts
said Egypt faces several challenges
as it tries to attract Catholic pilgrims.
“Egypt also needs to have strong
deals with airlines offering charter
services,” said Magdi Selim, a former senior official of the Tourism
Ministry. “The pilgrims will never
come here without this.”
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Sharjah retrospective
sheds new light on
Hassan Sharif legacy
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Sharjah

A

landmark retrospective
titled “Hassan Sharif: I
Am the Single Work Artist” at the Sharjah Art
Foundation (SAF) celebrates the life and work of the late
Emirati artist, a pioneer who liberated a nascent art practice in the
United Arab Emirates of the early
1970s.
Curated by SAF President Sheikha
Hoor al-Qasimi, the exhibition includes approximately 300 works
spanning the foundation’s spaces in
the Al Mareija Square area and Bait
Al Serkal in the Arts Square.
“The show has been in the making for a number of years with the
active involvement of Hassan Sharif
himself,” Sheikha Hoor said, “but
with the untimely passing away of
the artist last year, the exhibition
became an occasion to pay homage
by those who were intimately connected with Sharif and cherished
his work, as well as for art and design students and the general public to immerse themselves in the
process of creativity that Sharif did
with such zeal and abandon.”
The exhibition traces nearly five
decades of the artist’s multimedia
practice, which included painting,
sculpture, assemblage, drawing,
installation, performances and photography. Some of the works have
never been exhibited. Some have
been recreated by SAF exactly as
Sharif conceived with detailed written instructions and drawings.
The entire contents of Sharif’s
studio, donated by the artist’s estate, adds another dimension to the
show. The studio, including his desk
with its markings and jottings, has

been recreated in a gallery called
“Hassan’s Atelier” exactly the way
he had left it along with the last
pieces he was working on and the
jumble of raw material that he used.
Sheikha Hoor took the “I Am the
Single Work Artist” title from Sharif’s writings referring to “his conceptual exploration of duration and
repetition.”
The works are organised into narrative chapters, each with its own
space. The chapters’ titles were also
inspired by Sharif’s own words, collected from recorded conversations.
The show is arranged as a visual narrative that unfolds Sharif’s journey,
in six other chapters: “…so I created
a semi system,” “My little tiny box,”
“I’m loyal to colour,” “Performance
is good,” “I’m an object maker” and
“Things in my room.”
Born in 1951, Sharif lived and
worked mostly in Dubai until his
death. He graduated from the Byam
Shaw School of Art, London (1984).
During his school vacations as well
as his return to Dubai and early forays into contemporary art practice
through installations and performances, he set the trend and played
a major role in steering regional art
discourse from calligraphic abstraction.
Sharif also played the role of artist, critic, writer and translator,
bringing international art trends to
the attention of the local community.
Much of Sharif’s own exploration of contemporary art unfolded
in Sharjah, which adds another element of poignancy to this show. In
1980, he cofounded the Emirates
Fine Art Society and in 1984 set up
the Al Mareija Art Atelier.
A notable group show initiated by
Sharif was the exhibition at Sharjah’s Central Souq in 1985 when a
bemused group of people gathered

Avant-garde vision. Late Emirati artist Hassan Sharif. 				
around UAE’s first conceptual art installations. This has been recreated
with photographs from the event
along with Sharif’s installation using two chequered boards and eight
plastic water bottles.
Also on show are Sharif’s early
newspaper cartoons illustrating his
sharp commentary on contemporary Arab society at a time of great
economic transition as well as on regional and global politics and issues.
He abandoned cartooning in the
1970s but this aspect never left his
practice, as demonstrated by a playful irreverence in whatever he did.
Embracing the concepts of British
Constructivism and radical avantgarde movements, Sharif responded
to rapid social and economic changes in the UAE through his “weaving” series of assemblages and
“urban archaeology objects” out of
mass-produced consumer items. He
foregrounds everyday objects that

The show has been in
the making for a number
of years with the active
involvement of Hassan
Sharif himself.

SAF President
Sheikha Hoor al-Qasimi

(Sharjah Art Foundation)

we take for granted and transforms
them into lively artwork.
Sharif in the 1980s was fascinated in exploring geometric shapes
and forms, creating playful procedures and rules of repetition that he
termed “semi-systems.”
SAF is planning a comprehensive
Arabic/English catalogue, including
essays by Sheikha Hoor, Emirati artist Mohammed Kazem and Emirati
poet Rashid al-Khalid.
The foundation plans to take the
show to international venues.
“Hassan Sharif’s art practice was
able to influence the nature of [local] art production, transforming it
from a state of mimicry and simplicity to a new art form with variety
and range,” Sheikha Hoor said.
The show will be on view through
February 3.
N.P. Krishna Kumar is an Arab
Weekly contributor in Dubai.

Robert Irwin on the literary legacy
of Sudanese author Tayeb Salih
Paul Blezard

London

W

Captivating narrative. Cover of Tayeb Salih’s novel “Season of
Migration to the North.”

hen a book described
as
the
“most
important
Arabic novel of the
20th century” is
the subject of a rare public lecture,
its organisers can rightly expect a
large audience but few could have
expected the crowd that turned
out at the British Library’s Knowledge Centre on a rainy November
7 evening when historian Robert
Irwin discussed Sudanese novelist
Tayeb Salih’s masterpiece “Season
of Migration to the North.”
The lecture, organised by the
Banipal Trust for Arab Literature,
was attended by, among others,
James Currey, editor of the Heinemann Arab Authors series, which
published the first English edition
of the novel in 1969; Salih’s widow,
Julia Salih; and Sudanese Ambassador Mohammed Abdalla Ali Eltom
Irwin, a British author whose
work focuses on Arabic literature, wrote “The Arabian Knights:
A Companion” and “For Lust of
Knowing: The Orientalists and
their Enemies,” as well as seven
novels, including “Wonders Will
Never Cease.” His book on Arab
historian Ibn Khaldun is to be published next year.
Irwin gave a captivating overview of Salih’s novel while providing background into an extraordinary life of a man who has been

much missed on the literary scene
since his death in 2009.
Published in 1966, “Season of
Migration to the North” is considered a key piece of post-colonial
literature and has been subject to
numerous works of academic analysis. In his lecture, Irwin explored
the work’s themes of duality, embedding, abandonment and intertextuality, referencing Joseph Conrad’s “Heart of Darkness,” Oscar
Wilde’s “A Portrait of Dorian Gray”
and Francis Ford Coppola’s seminal
film “Apocalypse Now.”
Irwin also explored the storywithin-a-story structure of the
novel, posing the question “Who
is the narrator?” to the audience
while drawing parallels with “The
Heart of Darkness.” Each book includes a main character giving harrowing accounts of their past at
various points, Irwin noted.
He referenced, but glossed over,
the often lurid and overtly sexual
themes of Salih’s novel, for which
it was famously banned in Sudan
for several years. He also suggested
that the protagonist’s fixation on
intimacy with white women was
a counter-response to the colonial
habit of taking native mistresses
as an attempt to better understand
the culture and language.
On intertextuality, Irwin noted
that Salih’s method of referencing
great works of literature and art,
including Shakespeare’s “Othello,”
“The Tempest” and “Richard II,”
the writings of Sigmund Freud and,
of course, “One Thousand and One
Arabian Nights” is shared by him.

“It’s rather like shoplifting… but
without the legal consequences,”
Irwin said, drawing laughter from
the crowd.
In Salih’s novel, there is one line
— “We are a doomed people, so
regale us with amusing stories” —
that echoes Shakespeare’s oft misquoted line “For god’s sake, let us
sit upon the ground and tell sad
stories of the death of kings,” in
Richard II.

Irwin gave a
captivating overview
of Salih’s novel while
providing
background into an
extraordinary life of
a man who has been
much missed on the
literary scene since
his death in 2009.
While the audience may have
replaced “the ground” with comfortable theatre seats in an elegant
venue, Irwin’s lecture on Salih was
engaging, informative and greatly
entertaining and his knowledge
and admiration of the great Sudanese author shone through.
More than half a century after
Salih’s text was published, at a time
when there is still much “migration
to the North,” Irwin illustrated that
Salih’s novel has as much value to
readers as ever.
Paul Blezard is a British writer and
broadcaster based in London.
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Egyptian film depicts
faith crisis triggered by
death of Michael Jackson
Marwa Al-A’sar

Cairo

I

t is common for anyone to go
through an identity crisis at
some point but the protagonist
of “Sheikh Jackson,” an Egyptian film directed by Amr Salama, suffers a crisis of faith resulting
from teenage memories.
The film starts with the recurring nightmare of the main character, Khalid, played by Egyptian
actor Ahmed el-Fishawy, who is
a Salafi cleric, talking to a female
psychiatrist, Basma.
In the dream, Khalid is in a coffin carried by fellow bearded Salafi
sheikhs in white jellabiyas. After being buried in the desert, he
wakes up horrified in his tomb.
“Look for what you are burying
inside you,” the psychiatrist tells
Khalid.
The situation begins in 2009,
when Khalid is so stunned by news
of the death of his teenage idol,
American pop star Michael Jackson, that he crashes into a wall
while driving.
The news brings back memories
of his obsession with Jackson during the 1990s, when Khalid was a
teenager. At the time Khalid had
long hair and would dress and
dance like his idol. Khalid’s attachment to Jackson made the girl he
had a crush on once call him “Jackson” though he was a weak teenager bullied by his peers.
The young Khalid suffers from
the cruelty of his father, played by
veteran actor Maged el-Kedwany.
His childhood is affected by the

death of his mother. As a teenager,
Khalid’s admiration for Jackson is
fiercely rejected by his father
Khalid’s enticement with Jackson stopped when he became a
Muslim extremist. For fanatics like
him, the kind of art Jackson performed is prohibited by Islam. Following Jackson’s death, Khalid suffers from what he sees as a crisis of
faith. He fails to cry while leading
prayers at the mosque.
“My problem is that I’m no longer able to cry,” Khalid tells the psychiatrist.
Muslims usually cry out of feelings of awe while praying or reciting Quranic verses.
Khalid’s identity crisis only deepens, with him questioning whether
he is Khalid, Jackson or both —
“Sheikh Jackson.”
He is neither able to go back to
his old self nor maintain his status
as a Salafi. For the fanatics he belongs to, he is regarded as “a former
sinner.”
When he begins showing signs of
perplexity, his uncle, who plays the
role of his godfather in faith, fears
that Khalid is suffering from what
he considers a relapse.
“The film is remarkable and daring in the sense that it portrayed

“Sheikh Jackson” was
selected as Egypt’s
entry for the Best
Foreign Language Film
at the 90th Academy
Awards.

a Salafi character. The filmmaker could have selected an
ordinary person instead,” film
critic Magda Mouris said. “Rather, he presented a fanatic to show
the inner conflict inside a human
being between what he used to be
and what he has become or what
has been imposed upon him.”
Khalid’s state causes him
delusions, including seeing
Jackson among worshippers at the mosque on
more than one occasion.
Carlo Riley, a wellknown Jackson
tribute artist,
portrays
Jackson in the
film.
Salama smoothly
moves viewers from
the life of present-day
Khalid to that of the teenager he
was through flashbacks.
“The film’s pace taking the viewer backward and forward is made
very well causing no boredom to
the viewers at all,” said Tamer Ibrahim after watching the film.
The film draws a thin line between fanaticism and moderate
thinking. Khalid hardly accepts to
expose his feelings to a female psychiatrist but after all he does. Yet
he asks her to cover her hair during
the sessions, a request she denies.
Fishawy’s performance is outstanding, as is that of Ahmed
Malek, who plays Khalid as a teenager.
The film has an open end with
Khalid attempting to create a compromise between his past and present.
“Sheikh Jackson” was co-written

Stark contrast. Poster of the Egyptian movie “Sheikh Jackson”
directed by Amr Salama.
by Salama and Omar Khaled and
produced by Mohamed Hefzy and
Hany Osama.
“The film is based on contrast,
depicting a person who used to
love Michael Jackson but turns into
a fanatic who thinks he could bury
his old life. Yet this old life hunts
him,” Omar Khaled said.
“We used the idol of that generation to present our idea,” he said,
adding that it took Salama more
than two years to write the film.
In a recent interview with On
Live satellite TV channel, Salama
said the film has to do with a “per-

son’s relationship with God, highlighting the discrepancies inside
the human being.”
The film was screened in the
Special Presentations section at the
2017 Toronto International Film
Festival and other festivals. It was
also selected as the Egyptian entry
for the Best Foreign Language Film
at the 90th Academy Awards next
March. It is being shown at cinemas
in Egypt and several Arab and foreign countries.
Marwa al-A’sar is a Cairo-based
journalist.

Can a film be the first step towards reconciliation in Lebanon?
Martin Jay

Beirut

T

he psychological barrier
between Muslims and
Christians prevails but
has Lebanese film director Ziad Doueiri helped
close the gap or wedged it farther
ajar?
Doueiri tackles the very real issue of religious and political tension in “The Insult,” which tells the
story of how a seemingly minor
feud between a Christian Arab and
a Palestinian Muslim escalates into
something bigger.
“When I sat down with Joelle
Touma to write, I didn’t think of
objectives, in terms of social or
sociological or political,” he said
referring to his former wife, leaving one wondering whether some
tension from a failed marriage was
in the script.
“We were just focused on developing a character piece, two people
at each other’s throats, seeking justice, and behind the trial,” Doueiri
said, “there’s a need for both to redeem themselves.”
The characters are portrayed
as equal victims of their powerful leaders, who relegate them to
being pawns in a power struggle.
“The Insult” cleverly portrays the
consequences of the paranoia and
persecution that permeate their
lives — coping with abuse by wrapping themselves in the racist narratives of tribal leaders and feasting on their fear of one another’s
groups.
More than whether the characters are equals in the film is the
poignant way the director indulges
himself in using Hollywood stunts

Highly political. Poster of “The Insult” by Lebanese film director
Ziad Doueiri.
to make the film more international — from the courtroom drama to
the helicopter shots or even cast-

ing the stunning Rita Hayek as lead
actress.
Hayek may just as well have

been cast for her own experiences,
including having grown up in East
Beirut. “I lived with the pain that
my own parents were struggling
with after the war,” she said. “Going over to the other side of the
war with the Muslims, I can now
see the trauma of what my parents
went through.”
Yet is “The Insult” closing the
gap or widening it? The portrayal of the Christian militia leader
Samir Geagea is an indulgence that
vexes some in Lebanon.
What is “The Insult” really attempting to do with this plot,
which starts with two men needing
an apology from one another and
morphs into a national courtroom
drama that uproots their war-time
consciousness?
Seeking justice is the tenet of
this tragic story but there are subplots that can be easily missed —
the broken love between a failed
lawyer and his daughter; the jawdropping level of corruption that
has left the Lebanese with a rubbish dump of a country; politicians
extracting what they can to pay for
their playboy lifestyles; the laziness and despondency with which
police officers do their job; and the
pervasive hatred, fear and racism
that the country has seen develop
following the civil war.
Journalist Jim Quilty said the
“re-branding” of Geagea left him
uneasy and that he was sceptical
about “reconciliation.”
“When’s the last time a film kickstarted political reconciliation?
Seems to me this film has more to
do with normalising the profile of a
civil war militia leader than it does
national reconciliation,” he said.
It’s fair criticism. Not only of
Geagea but also of Bashir Gemayel — the Christian president

elected during the Israeli occupation of 1982 — who seems to have
been canonised. Doueiri, however,
rejected that view.
“The story isn’t about Geagea or
Bashir Gemayel,” the director said.
“I believe Geagea is a changed
man. He redeemed himself in
many ways others didn’t but he
keeps getting a bad rap because
it allows the accusers to conceal
their own mistakes.

The characters are
portrayed as equal
victims of their
powerful leaders,
who relegate them to
being pawns in a
power struggle.
“No film achieves its objectives. Maybe ‘Midnight Express’
(the 1978 thriller about conditions
within the Turkish prison system)
did at the time but, in general, art
work plays a role but remains small
but significant.
“You don’t achieve reconciliation from one end. It takes a lot
more than a film but I know the
debate ensued and some taboos
are starting to break. That’s a good
sign for me.”
“The Insult” is a well-made film
but not one that can be compared
to works such as “West Beirut”
(1998) due to the Hollywood nuance. However, it remains worth
watching with a critical eye.
Martin Jay is a journalist in Beirut.
He can be followed on
Twitter @MartinRJay.
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Agenda
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, performances and
screenings.
Dubai:
Through December 31
“La Perle” features 65 artists
performing amazing stunts
and aerial antics above an
on-stage pool filled with 2.7
million litres of water in a
state-of-the-art, custom-built
theatre. The show takes place
at Al Habtoor City.

Sugar dolls on display at a shop in Nabeul.

A sculpture representing oranges in the town of Nabeul.

(The Tunisian Association for Safeguarding the Town of Nabeul)

(Nabeul Municipality)

Nabeul, the home of colourful
pottery and Tunisian harissa
Roua Khlifi

Nabeul

F

ine,
sandy
beaches,
unique culinary art and
colourful pottery and
ceramics are all to be explored and savoured in
Nabeul, a coastal town in northeastern Tunisia.
Only 75km from Tunis, Nabeul,
which derives its name from the
Greek “Neapolis” (new town), is
known for its unique pottery, rich
spices, sweets and fascinating history.
“The name of the town of Nabeul is reminiscent of other Mediterranean towns that have similar
names like Napoli in Italy and Nablus in Palestine,” said Chiheb ben
Hammamia, general secretary of
the Association for the Safeguard
of Nabeul. “Like these towns, the
name of Nabeul means ‘the new
city.’

With its colourful
pottery and ceramics,
ancient roots and the
unique taste of harissa,
Nabeul is a great
destination for visitors
of all kinds.
“Despite (being a new town), it
has witnessed the passage of several civilisations, from Greek to Roman, as it was an attraction for its
port.”
Nabeul’s museum, in a traditional house in the heart of the town,
is a great way to gain insight into
this history. It displays a collection

of artefacts exhibiting both Roman and Punic influences and is
renowned for its collection of mosaics, which depict ancient Roman
myths and culture.
“Nabeul is one of the most
interesting towns today for its rich
history… It also has many characteristics that cannot be found in
other towns; it has a mild
weather and is close to
the capital, Tunis, and
is accessible through
many means of transportation,” ben Hammamia
said.
Nabeul’s coasts boast
beautiful beaches and
the town has a market
of pottery and spices that
captivate visitors.
Pottery, especially, has a
long tradition in Nabeul. Its
locals have worked in the
trade since ancient times,
when clay was first available
in large quantities. The town’s
buildings, walls and markets are
adorned with ceramics of colourful
motifs and patterns.
“Nabeul has many artisans that
are unique… Certain sewing and
carpet patterns are unique to Nabeul (and) they say we used to have
100 carpet makers and sewers in
the past and those display Andalusia’s influences,” ben Hammamia
explained.
“In Nabeul, the buildings are simple but the decorations are quite
unique. The complex drawings,
patterns of ceramics and scriptures
used on those building brought an
aesthetic beauty and it is inspired
by the pottery decoration. The colours and patterns of our pottery extend to our buildings too.”
Nabeul’s market includes beau-

Dried red pepper used to
decorate a pottery pot in
Nabeul.
(Nabeul Facebook page)
tiful rush mats and embroidered
clothing and showcases a wealth
of spices, particularly the country’s
renowned harissa (pepper paste), a
key ingredient for Tunisian cuisine.
“Across Tunisia, Nabeul is known
as the capital of spices. All the
spices used in Tunisian culinary
are from Nabeul. Even the original
recipe of Tunisian harissa is often
called Nabeul’s harissa before it be-

came an industry,” ben Hammamia
said.
Three years ago, the town began
“The Celebration of Harissa and
Pepper of Nabeul,” a festival at the
end of October.
“It is essentially a celebration of
the culinary art that uses the Tunisian pepper paste or harissa,” ben
Hammamia said. “During the festival, there is a competition for all
dishes that use harissa.”
“People come to try the different kinds of harissa and
people learn more about the
dishes. We had foreign participants from Korea and Hungary who shared their traditions
of spices.
“It is an opportunity for
the farmers to share their
knowledge and expertise
on planting peppers. Also,
the festival serves as a way to preserve the old recipes as we dedicated a panel for elders to share their
culinary experience.”
In addition to culinary art, Nabeul is famous for a special type of
sweet that is baked to celebrate the
beginning of the Islamic year.
“The town has a special way of
celebrating the beginning of the Islamic year as many people visit the
town to enjoy that celebration. We
are known for making sugar dolls
in Nabeul in different forms and
shapes and it is celebrated with the
children,” ben Hammamia said.
With its colourful pottery and
ceramics, ancient roots and the
unique taste of harissa, Nabeul is a
great destination for visitors of all
kinds.
Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel
and Culture contributor to
The Arab Weekly.

Cairo:
November 21-30
The Cairo International Film
Festival, established in 1976,
will have its 39th edition at
the Opera House over ten
days. The programme includes
world cinema projections,
seminars, workshops, debates
and tributes.
Algiers:
December 1-8
The eighth Algiers International 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.
Egypt:
December 1-31
The Sphinx Festival explores
and promotes the cultural arts
of Egypt. It includes music,
dance and poetry performances, traditional ethnic
costumes, workshops and
Egyptian dance classes. The
festival takes place at various
venues, including the ancient
Abusir Sun Temple, Cairo and
the Egyptian oasis.
Dubai:
December 6-13
Dubai International Film Festival is a celebration of Arab and
international cinema. In its
14th edition, the festival will
showcase more than 120 films
from Hollywood, Bollywood
and elsewhere. A parallel programme will include seminars,
debates and meetings.
Tunis:
December 8-16
Carthage Theatre Days is an
annual festival that showcases plays from the Maghreb,
Africa, the Middle East and
Europe. In its 19th edition, the
festival takes place in Tunis
and other parts of Tunisia.
Abu Dhabi:
December 14-27
Al Dhafra Festival is a major
regional and international
event inspired by the Emirati
authentic Bedouin spirit. It
features more than a dozen
heritage activities and competitions, including a camel
beauty contest, with a total
prize value of more than $12.8
million.

We welcome submissions of
calendar items related to
cultural events of interest to
travellers in the Middle East
and North Africa.
Archaeologists diving off the coast of Nabeul in north-eastern Tunisia at the site
A sample of ceramic tiles made in the coastal town of
of the ancient Roman city of Neapolis. 		
(The Tunisian National Heritage Institute) Nabeul.
(The Tunisian Association for Safeguarding the Town of Nabeul)
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