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US sidelined as
Russia steers
new regional
course in Syria
Thomas Seibert

Washington

T

he dominance of Russia
and Iran in new efforts
to end the Syrian conflict
is exposing the lack of a
comprehensive US strategy for the post-war order in the
region.
As the Islamic State (ISIS) loses
more ground in Syria, Russia and
Iran, key supporters of President
Bashar Assad and regional rivals of
the United States, are seizing the
initiative with a plan for a political
process they presented at a trilateral
summit with Turkey on November
22 in the Russian Black Sea resort
of Sochi. The plan, which calls for
fresh talks between the Syrian government and opposition groups, is
overshadowing the UN-sponsored
negotiations in Geneva that are to
be continued on November 28.
The United States was not present
at the table in Sochi. Instead, Russian leader Vladimir Putin informed
US President Donald Trump by telephone about the talks.
So far, Trump has largely limited
US involvement in Syria to the fight
against ISIS but has not presented a
plan of what he intends to do after
the military defeat of the jihadist
militia is completed. “Trump cedes

Syrian postwar planning to Putin,”
Politico, the Washington-based
news magazine, said in a headline
on November 22.
A report by the Jewish Institute
for National Security of America
(JINSA), a pro-Israel think-tank in
Washington, said this month it was
high time the US took action in Syria. The report called for a US strategy to prevent Iran and Russia from
becoming “the uncontested arbiter
of Syria’s political future” and to
thwart ambitions by the two players
aimed at “establishing a permanent
military presence along the corridor
from Tehran to the Mediterranean
— an unacceptable threat to key US
allies, especially Israel and Jordan.”
Similarly, more than 40 members
of Congress called for a US plan to
check Iran’s influence in Syria. In a
letter to US Secretary of State Rex
Tillerson, the lawmakers drew attention to reports that the Iranians
were building arms factories in
Syria.
The US government says it sticks
to the UN-led Geneva process for
Syria but has created the impression that it lets Russia take centre
stage in diplomatic efforts. As Assad’s military and political partner,
Putin “bears a certain responsibility
for trying to help out Syria,” State
Department Spokeswoman Heather
Nauert told reporters in Washington
on November 21.

New game plan. Russian President Vladimir Putin (2nd R) accompanied by Defence Minister Sergei
Shoigu (R) meets with his Syrian counterpart Bashar Assad (L) in Sochi, on November 20.
(AFP)
But there is no indication of a
comprehensive strategy. Announcing a telephone call with Turkey’s
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan on
November 24, Trump complained
on Twitter about “the mess that I
inherited in the Middle East.” The
US president insisted that he would
solve conflicts in the region but gave
no details. “I will get it all done, but

So far, Trump has
not presented a plan
of what he intends to
do after the military
defeat of ISIS in
Syria is completed.

what a mistake, in lives and dollars
(6 trillion), to be there in the first
place!,” he tweeted. It was not immediately clear what he meant with
the sum of $6 trillion or with the reference of being “there.”
According to Turkey’s foreign
minister,
Mevlut
Cavusoglu,
Trump told Erdogan in the telephone call that the US would stop
sending weapons to a Kurdish militia fighting ISIS in northern Syria,
fulfilling a long-standing Turkish
demand. Washington previously
said that arms shipments would
stop with the military defeat of the
jihadists.
But it remained unclear how the

end of armed US support for Syrian Kurds would fit into the overall
picture of America’s policy in Syria.
Quoting US officials, the Washington Post reported on November
22 that the US intended to keep a
military presence in Syria even after a defeat of ISIS in a bid to prevent Assad from reconquering all of
Syria, which could benefit Iran. US
troops in Syria are mainly deployed
in Kurdish areas in the north of the
country.
Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Washington.
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Bloody mosque attack opens new chapter in Egypt’s fight against terrorism
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

T

he killing of at least 305
Muslim worshippers during Friday prayers at a
mosque near the North Sinai city of al-Arish means
that Egypt’s ongoing battle against
various terrorist groups has entered
a new stage, experts said.
“This is the first time the terrorists are targeting a house of worship
belonging to the very religion they
claim to be defending, namely Islam,” said Samir Ghattas, the head of
local think-tank Middle East Forum
for Strategic Studies. “There is also
an apparent insistence on the part of
the terrorists to kill the largest number of people, but not policemen or
army personnel this time.”
Twenty-seven children were said
to be among the victims of the November 24 bomb and gun attack
on the al-Rawdah mosque in Bir alAbed, a town 30km west of al-Arish.
After attacking the mosque,
the terrorists stormed into nearby
homes and killed those inside.
They also fired on ambulances trying to rescue injured victims before

New phase of horror.
Egyptian army
conscripts stand guard
outside a hospital,
where the victims of
the terrorist assault on
the Rawda mosque
were receiving
treatment.
(AFP)
fleeing into the desert.
The al-Rawda mosque reportedly
hosted a large Sufi congregation,
deemed to be heretical by the Islamic
State (ISIS) and other jihadist groups.
However, most Egyptians attend Friday prayers at their closest mosque, with analysts saying

the targeting of Friday prayers in
this manner represented a major
escalation.
“The attack is meant to send a
message of fear to everybody living in Sinai,” said Hossam al-Rifai,
a member of parliament from alArish. “The terrorists want to force

us into total submission.”
There was no immediate claim of
responsibility, although the terrorist attack matched previous ISIS attacks. The attackers were masked,
wore military fatigues and carried
black flags, according to one attack
survivor.
ISIS terrorists have so far killed
more than 400 civilians from al-Arish, including killing nine truck drivers recently for working for the army,
al-Rifai said.
ISIS had previously targeted Sinai’s Christian community, causing
many Christians to flee the peninsula. By targeting mosques, analysts
said, the terrorists are opening a new
and dangerous front and creating a
major challenge for Egypt’s security
forces. There are more than 130,000
mosques in Egypt, compared to just
2,900 churches.
“It is impossible for any police
force, regardless of how big it is, to secure this huge number of mosques,”
said Saad al-Zunt, head of the Political and Strategic Studies Centre, an
Egyptian think-tank. “This is why
there is an urgent need for reformulating security strategies to make it
harder for terrorists to strike wherever they want whenever they want.”
In a national address after the at-

tack, Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi announced three days of
national mourning and called for
unity.
“What is happening is an attempt
to stop us from our efforts in the
fight against terrorism,” he said.
“The armed forces and the police
will avenge our martyrs and restore
security and stability with the utmost force.”
Egyptians reacted with defiance
following the attack, with calls on
social media for volunteering in the
army and a public show of force at
the country’s mosques.
However, behind the rhetoric,
there were many concerns, particularly given that an attack on a
mosque represented an unprecedented escalation, with fears that
soft targets such as public transport
could be next.
“This is what the terrorists want
to do: They want to make each of us
feel insecure, wherever we are in this
country,” al-Zunt said. “I believe they
will not succeed because Egyptians
cannot be easily intimidated.”
Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian
reporter based in Cairo.
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Following Erdogan’s turnabout in
Syria, Turks wonder if the shift will work
Thomas Seibert

Washington

F

ollowing Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s tacit acceptance
of a post-war role for Syrian leader Bashar Assad,
Turks are wondering whether the
political turnaround will serve to
secure the country’s interests as efforts to rebuild Syria after almost
seven years of war gather steam.
At a summit with Russian President Vladimir Putin and Iranian
President Hassan Rohani in the
Russian Black Sea resort of Sochi on
November 22, Erdogan said there
was agreement between the three
key players for a “transition to an
inclusive, free, fair and transparent
political process that will be carried
out under the leadership and ownership of the Syrian people.”
But the Turkish president, one of
the fiercest critics of Assad in recent
years, did not call on the Syrian
leader to step down, even though
that demand was a key element of
Ankara’s Syria policy for years. In
Sochi, Erdogan sat down with Putin a day after Assad met the Russian leader, his most important
international ally, in the same city.
Erdogan’s new stance is likely to irk
Syrian opposition groups that have
enjoyed Turkish support in their
fight against Assad.
Analysts say Turkey has changed
its stance on Assad in order to
achieve a goal that is now more
important to Ankara than the fate
of the Syrian president: preventing
Kurds in Syria from building a largely autonomous or even independent homeland along the 900km
border with Turkey.
On his return flight from Sochi,
Erdogan told reporters travelling
with him that contact between
Ankara and Damascus was not impossible as things move forward.
“What may be possible tomorrow
depends on the conditions then,”
Erdogan said, according to TRT

state television. “As you know, the
doors of politics remain open until
the end.”
Mahir Unal, a spokesman for Erdogan’s ruling Justice and Development Party (AKP), confirmed
that Turkey no longer sees Assad’s
resignation as a precondition for a
political solution in Syria. “It’s not
within the logic of negotiations to
have a precise position today on the
political solution and on whether
the transition will be with or without Assad,” Unal said. He added
that Ankara did not want to see Assad continue as head of state, drawing a “red line” but at the same time
implying that Turkey would accept
some sort of role for the Syrian
president.
Ending its diehard opposition to
Assad became necessary for Turkey to win Russia’s support on the
Kurdish issue after efforts to get US
help failed, said Turkish political
scientist Serdar Erdurmaz. “Turkey was eager for cooperation with
the US” to fight the Islamic State
(ISIS) in Syria, Erdurmaz, head of
the political science and foreign
relations department at the Hasan
Kalyoncu University in Gaziantep,
near the Syrian border, said. “But
the US preferred to cooperate with
the PYD,” he added, referring to the
Democratic Union Party, the Syrian
Kurdish party that holds sway over
big parts of northern Syria with
its militia, the People’s Protection
Units (YPG).
Turkey says PYD and YPG are Syrian affiliates of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), a guerrilla group
that has been waging war against
Ankara since 1984 and is seen as a
terrorist group by many Western
countries, including the US. Despite Turkish criticism, Washington
says its cooperation with the PYD is
indispensable to defeat ISIS. “That
has pushed Turkey towards Russia,” Erdurmaz said. Erdogan’s increased cooperation with Putin has
enabled Turkey to send troops into
northern Syria to check the Kurds’
advance there.
The big question is whether

Turnaround. Iran’s President Hassan Rohani (L), Russia’s Vladimir Putin (C) and Turkey’s Recep
Tayyip Erdogan meet in Sochi, on November 22.
(Reuters)
Erdogan’s new partnership with
Putin will guarantee that his government’s wishes are met when
it comes to working out a political
future for Syria. Erdogan said Putin
told him that Assad regarded PYD
and YPG “negatively” as well. The
first test will arrive in the coming
weeks, when a Syrian national dialogue congress between the Assad
government and opposition groups
is to be held in Sochi.

Analysts say Turkey
has changed its stance
on Assad in order to
achieve a goal that is
now more important to
Ankara than the fate of
the Syrian president.

In a joint statement, Erdogan, Putin and Rohani called on opposition
representatives “committed to the
sovereignty, independence, unity,
territorial integrity and non-fractional character of the Syrian state”
to participate. Referring to the PYD
and the YPG, Erdogan made clear
that Turkey was not prepared to
“be under the same roof with terror
organisations.”
But Erdogan critics warn the
Turkish president’s turnabout on
Syria might result in failure. The
joint statement’s call for the preservation of Syria’s integrity did
not exclude autonomy for the Syrian Kurds, journalist Hasan Cemal
wrote in a column for the Turkish
news website T24. Syria’s Kurds
continued to enjoy the support
of the US, Russia and Iran, Cemal
wrote. “Erdogan can shout all he

wants, it won’t change a thing.”
Murat Yetkin, a columnist for the
Hurriyet newspaper, also pointed
out that Turkey is not the player
that can make the rules with regards to Syria. “Russia and Russia’s
president, Vladimir Putin, are calling the shots.”
But Erdurmaz, the political scientist, said Erdogan’s alliance with
Russia and Iran is a merely tactical
one. “Turkey does not rely on Russia,” he said, because Moscow’s policies in Syria could change quickly.
Ankara’s immediate aim was to
see Syria stabilised and to have the
threat posed by the PYD removed
from its southern border, Erdurmaz
said. Once this goal was reached,
the significance of Turkey’s alliance
with Russia would decrease. “In the
medium term, Turkey will improve
relations with the West.”

Expanded Syrian opposition looks ready to deal with Damascus regime
Sami Moubayed

Beirut

A

fter much delay, the Syrian opposition held a conference in Riyadh November 22-24 aimed at
achieving two main objectives. One was to create a united
opposition delegation ahead of the
eighth round of UN-mandated Geneva talks, scheduled for November
28. Secondly, members of the opposition drafted a political road map
for the Syrian endgame, stressing
that there is no military solution to
the nearly seven-year conflict.
Although they called on President
Bashar Assad to step down, stressing that he had no role in the Syrian transition, they also said that
no side could bring preconditions
to the negotiating table. Previously they had stressed that nothing
would start before Assad left the
scene.
Seventy of the Syrian delegates
in Riyadh were political independents, along with 22 members of
the Turkey-backed Syrian National
Coalition, 21 members of the High
Negotiations Committee (HNC) and
14 representatives of the National
Coordination Committee (NCC), a
Syria-based opposition group. Additionally, ten people represented the
Cairo platform and seven attended
on behalf of the Moscow platform,
while 21 were from the armed opposition.

The Russians have long complained that the Syrian opposition
was fragmented and divided, demanding a unified delegation of
Syrian interlocutors at the Geneva
process. Moscow was unhappy
with the dominance of the Saudibacked HNC’s monopoly of the
opposition, insisting on injecting
it with Kurdish politicians and a
variety of Moscow-backed figures,
who were shunned by Ankara and
Riyadh either as “regime friendly”
or “regime created.”
Technically, that monopoly is
now finished, at the urging of Russian President Vladimir Putin, who
received Saudi King Salman bin
Abdulaziz Al Saud in Moscow last
October and sent his special envoy,
Alexander Lavrentiev, for talks
with Crown Prince Mohammed
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz on November 19. Days before the Riyadh
summit Putin met Assad in Sochi,
followed by Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan and Iranian
leader Hassan Rohani, seemingly
putting the final touches on what
his endgame will look like in Syria.
The Riyadh conference stressed
the need to create a democratic
system in Syria, with UN-monitored presidential and parliamentary elections. However, differences between the opposition and
their sponsors remain. While the
delegates in Saudi Arabia called for
a transitional governmental body
to be established in place of the
Assad regime, Moscow and Tehran have consistently argued that

“transitional government” meant
moving from war to peace and
from one constitution to another,
rather than regime change. At best,
they are calling for power-sharing
with the opposition, while underlining their commitment to letting
Assad run for another term in office when his current tenure ends
in 2021.

New realities. National Coalition
for Syria spokesman Firas
Al-Khaldi speaks to the media in
Riyadh, on November 24.
(AFP)

Days before the conference
started, several opposition figures
warned that huge pressure was
being applied on them to accept
Assad as a de facto reality or be
pushed out of the political process
completely. Others who insisted
on his departure were not invited
to Riyadh, prompting them to present their collective resignations,
crying foul play.
Russian Foreign Minister Sergei
Lavrov quickly commented on this
single development, saying that
it helps unite the opposition on a
“realistic and constructive” basis.
Veteran opposition member
Suheir al-Atassi resigned in solidarity with her comrades, writing
on Twitter: “They asked us to accept Assad or there would be no
room for us.
“Our resignation is a response to
an overall international tendency
to apply pressure only on the opposition to accept Assad in the
transition period,” al-Atassi added.
When asked who was applying
such pressure, she replied that no
single country was behind it, but
it reflected an overall mood in the
international community.
The figures excluded from Riyadh who collectively resigned
were mostly ex-Ba’athists and regime defectors hailing from cities
and towns that had served as hotbeds for early anti-regime protests.
Riad Hijab is a former prime minister from Deir ez-Zor who chaired
the HNC since its creation in 2015,
while Riad Naasan Agha is a former

culture minister and former parliamentarian, hailing from Idlib in the
Syrian north-west.
Salem al-Muslet, a native of
Qamishli in the Syrian north-east,
is chief of the powerful Jabour tribe
that bestrides Syria and Iraq. Abdulhakim Bashar is a medical doctor from Hasakah who serves on
the political bureau of the Kurdish
Democratic Party. Nawaf al-Fares
of Abu Kamal hails from a powerful
tribe; he was Syria’s ambassador to
Iraq from 2008-2012. Previously he
had been governor of Deir ez-Zor,
Idlib and Quneitra and a ranking
member of the Ba’ath Party.

The figures excluded
from Riyadh who
collectively resigned
are mostly
ex-Ba’athists and
regime defectors.
Although the final communiqué
of the Riyadh conference sounds
tough, with full commitment to
regime change, it includes a giant
loophole, inserted carefully by
Russia’s proxies in the Syrian opposition, through which Damascus, Moscow and Tehran can essentially drive a truck.
Sami Moubayed is a Syrian
historian and author of “Under
the Black Flag” (IB Tauris, 2015).
He is a former Carnegie scholar
and founding chairman of the
Damascus History Foundation.
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Checking Turkey’s Mediterranean influence
motivates Egypt as it moves closer to Greece, Cyprus
Amr Emam

Cairo

A

growing alliance between Egypt, Greece
and Cyprus carries major economic, political
and security benefits,
but could also serve as a check on
Turkey’s influence in the Eastern
Mediterranean.
“Turkey has been trying to expand its regional influence at
Egypt’s expense,” said Mohamed Abdel-Kader, a researcher at
Egypt’s Al-Ahram Centre for Political and Strategic Studies. “Egypt in
return encircles Turkey by gaining
presence in its immediate vicinity.”
An Egyptian-Greek-Cypriot summit in Nicosia on November 21 was
the fifth such meeting since Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi
came to power in 2014.
The leaders of the three countries
pledged at the latest meeting to
work more closely to tackle illegal
migration and terrorism as well as
to broaden “strategic cooperation”
on energy.
Cairo has complained about
Turkish support for the outlawed
Muslim Brotherhood, with Egypt’s
prosecution ordering the arrest of
29 people on November 22 suspected of carrying out espionage for
Turkish intelligence services.
Ankara is watching the developing alliance between Egypt, Greece
and Cyprus with concern.
Ankara had previously complained about naval drills between
Egypt and Greece on Rhode Island,
calling them a “gross violation of
international law” and warning
that they could “lead to tension in
the Aegean Sea region.”
Stronger Egyptian-Greek ties
would certainly help both countries
check their regional rival; however
veteran Egyptian diplomat and former head of the Egyptian Council
for Foreign Affairs Abdul Rauf Al
Ridi denied that there was any formal anti-Turkey “bloc.”
“Relations between Egypt and
Greece have many dimensions on
the security, political and economic

V iewpoint

Claude Salhani

is a regular columnist for
The Arab Weekly.

Putin today is no
longer worried
about NATO, as
Russia was during
the Cold War.

Reaching out. Cypriot President Nicos Anastasiades (R) and Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi shake hands following a news conference at
the Presidential Palace in Nicosia, on November 20.
							
(Reuters)
front,” he said.
“Ultimately, Ankara continues to
stand against Egypt’s interests and
is causing Cairo a lot of problems.
There can be no doubt that the strategic convergence between Egypt,
Greece and Cyprus is cause for concern for Turkey,” he added.
Analysts acknowledged that Cairo had lately taken the initiative in
the Mediterranean. “There is a role
reversal in relations between Cairo
and Ankara, one in which Egypt is
taking an aggressive policy to turn
the tables on Turkey,” Abdel-Kader
said.
This comes as Egypt and Greece

Ankara is watching the
developing alliance
between Egypt, Greece
and Cyprus with
concern.

move to define maritime borders,
meaning that Cairo and Athens
could soon begin full exploitation
of natural gas reserves in the Eastern Mediterranean. Egypt’s offshore Zohr gas field is expected to
start production before the end of
the year.
On November 21, Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi said the
untapped natural gas reserves
would not only promote stability in
the Eastern Mediterranean but also
help supply Europe with its energy
needs and allow Egypt and Cyprus
to play a role in formulating regional energy policies.

Egypt also has ambitions of becoming a regional energy hub,
given its close proximity to major
production centres both in the Arab
Gulf and the Mediterranean.
“Egypt has a huge infrastructure
to serve this objective, including
major liquefaction facilities and
refineries,” said energy expert Ibrahim Zahran. “It stands to economically benefit greatly if it succeeds in
becoming a regional energy centre,
being close to production wells in
the Gulf and the market in Europe.”
Amr Emam is an Egyptian reporter
based in Cairo.

Putin, the new Middle East kingmaker

W

ith the United
States largely
absent from
the Middle
East during
the Obama
presidency
and the country taking an uncertain policy line under Donald
Trump, the region has been left in
political purgatory. The void created by American indecision in the
region and its volatile and capricious politics was quickly filled by
a global rival: Russia and its ambitious president, Vladimir Putin.
He ventured into the Syrian
quagmire with guns blazing,
unafraid to commit his military,
come what may. Unlike the
United States and its allies, which
were less than tepid about
jumping into another seemingly
endless Middle Eastern conflict,
Russia did not shy away. Both the
Europeans and Americans had
tired of the drain caused by
Mideast conflicts, taxing their
economies and their military.
Unburdened by having to
justify his policies and his
decisions — be they political or
military — to a checks-and-balances parliament or to an empowered electorate, Putin went on an
all-out war against what he
claimed was the Islamic State
(ISIS) in Syria. The endeavour
scored points with a number of

Arab regimes, despite his bolstering of the Iranian-backed Syrian
leader, Bashar Assad.
Putin’s successes in the region
were not just military but also
diplomatic. The former KGB boss
used all the cunningness he had
learned while head of the Soviet
secret police in East Germany to
further his agenda in the region.
Today, Putin has made great
diplomatic inroads in the Middle
East, convincing a number of
countries to sign lucrative deals
and supply them with Russianmade weaponry.
During the Cold War, most Arab
countries were tied to the Soviet
Union and received its weapons,
despite their classification by
many arms experts as inferior to
US-made ones. But times have
changed and so have Russia’s
weapon systems. So also have
members of the Arab leadership,
who now feel they cannot rely on
the United States as they did in
the past.
During a recent visit to Turkey,
Putin convinced Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan to
buy the Russian-made missile
system, a move that has angered
Washington and set a questionable precedent in that a NATO
country was buying Russian
weapons.
Russia is playing by a different
set of rules and for the moment

seems to be scoring points.
Among the Middle Eastern
leaders in Putin’s corner are the
king of Saudi Arabia and the
prime minister of Israel, both of
whom have made a political
pilgrimage to Moscow for talks
with Putin.
Western historians are cognisant that the Middle East’s
century-old animosities that drive
today’s conflicts cannot be solved
through foreign military intervention. History has clearly demonstrated that to all foreign powers
that have intervened in the
Middle East, even if they are the
mightiest military powers of their
time, such as the Romans,
Ottomans and the British or, in
more recent times, the Americans.
But in Syria, Russia sensed the
hesitation on the part of NATO
countries to intervene and
jumped in. Russia’s military intervention helped keep the beleaguered Assad regime’s head
above water at a time when the
West and his once close ally,
Turkey, were all calling for his
removal from power. At one
point, there were rumours that
even the Russians were contemplating pushing Assad to trade
Damascus for Sochi in southern
Russia. It was quite possibly
Assad’s lowest moment.
But all that is now history with
the Russian president recently

receiving a warm greeting from
the Syrian leader in the very town
where it was suggested he might
be exiled.
Russian intervention saved
Assad’s regime, allowing him and
his followers to resist and then go
on the offensive against the
opposition.
And now the Syrian president
can thank Russian military
efforts — and US disengagement in
Syria — for his current footing.
Putin can cash the chips he has
won from the defeat of ISIS to
become the ultimate kingmaker in
the region while defying the
multitude of Western nations that
continue to call for the removal of
the Syrian president. Putin today
is no longer worried about NATO,
as Russia was during the Cold War.
Moscow has long sought to own
a warm water port for its Mediterranean fleet and now Syria
provides those facilities in Tartus
and Latakia. The Syrian government, should they emerge whole
from the current phase of violence, is not about to forget those
who jumped in to save it when
everyone else simply jumped ship.
The result is Assad keeping his
seat and the distributor of
regional influence among Syrian,
Iranian and Turkish leaders, with
US President Donald Trump
reduced to the distant leader to
be briefed out of courtesy if at all.
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Egypt

After mosque
attack, Sinai
more dangerous
than ever
Amr Emam

Cairo

F

ollowing the worst terrorist attack in modern
Egyptian history, Cairo is
facing a difficult task to
address a quickly evolving and escalating terrorist threat
in the country.
At least 305 people were killed,
and dozens more injured, in a
bomb and gun attack on al-Rawda
mosque in the town of Bir al-Abed
on November 24 in the restive
northern Sinai Peninsula where
the Egyptian state has been fighting both Islamic State (ISIS) and
al-Qaeda-affiliated terrorist groups
for years.
An estimated 40 Islamist militants armed with guns shot worshippers who were fleeing a bomb
blast at the mosque, adding to the
carnage and mayhem.
Although no group claimed responsibility in the immediate aftermath of the attack, most observers
believe that ISIS was likely responsible. The Bir al-Abed mosque was
known to have a large Sufi congregation – viewed as heretical by the
militant group.
Ansar Beit al-Maqdis, a terrorist group that morphed into being
an ISIS affiliate in Sinai, previously
targeted Sufi shrines in Sinai and
executed a Sufi sheikh in November 2016.
ISIS has also previously targeted Christian places of worship

in Egypt, with a church bombing
leading to a state of emergency that
remains in place today.
Egyptian President Abdel-Fattah al-Sisi was quick to condemn
the attack and pledge to “avenge”
Egypt’s martyrs. “It is a cowardly
attack that aims to destabilise the
[country’s] unity, spread bitterness
and make us doubt our abilities,”
he said in an address to the nation.
“However, this attack will do
nothing but make us stronger and
more persistent to combat terrorism… We will respond to this attack
with brutal strength to defeat these
terrorists,” he said.
Cairo authorised air strikes on
targets in the Sinai Peninsula following the attack, with local media
also reporting a major ground operation.
US President Donald Trump said
the attack was “horrible and cowardly.” “The world cannot tolerate
terrorism, we must defeat them
militarily and discredit the extremist ideology that forms the basis of
their existence!” he wrote on Twitter.
The November 24 attack came
less than two weeks after al-Qaedalinked Jund al-Islam (“Soldiers of
Islam”) released an audio tape on
November 11 claiming responsibility for the death of a number of ISIS
fighters in an attack.
The prospect of an al-QaedaISIS conflict at the same time that
Egypt’s military is fighting both has
left many questioning what the future holds for the Sinai Peninsula.
“The situation is very bad in

Turning point. Relatives of the victims of the bomb and gun assault on al-Rawda mosque wait
outside the Suez Canal University hospital in the eastern port city of Ismailia, on November 25.
North Sinai,” said Sameh Eid, an
independent researcher focusing
on militant and Islamist groups.
“There is an urgent need for reformulating all security strategies for
them to meet the growing threats.”
Jund al-Islam is believed to be
mainly composed of Palestinian and Egyptian Bedouin jihadists
and was one of 19 jihadist groups
reported to be active in Sinai before the 2011 uprising that ended
the rule of longstanding President
Hosni Mubarak.
The history of jihadist groups in
the Sinai Peninsula is a complex
one that has seen various incarnations of al-Qaeda and then ISISlinked groups unite, divide and
re-form.

Cairo authorised air
strikes on targets in
the Sinai Peninsula
following the attack,
with local media also
reporting a major
ground operation.

The al-Qaeda-linked Ansar Beit
al-Maqdis swore allegiance to ISIS’s
self-declared Caliph Abu Bakr alBaghdadi in November 2014.
A short-lived inter-jihadist conflict saw ISIS consolidate its position in Sinai; however al-Qaedalinked groups have lately returned
to the fore in Egypt, with analysts
warning that this could herald the
start of a wider conflict between
the two jihadist groups.
The Jund al-Islam statement described ISIS in Sinai as “kharijites”
– a term that relates to a group of
early Muslims who rebelled against
the third and fourth Muslim caliphs and which is often used by
jihadists today to relate to those
they view as heretical. This reigniting of hostilities between the two
competing jihadist groups is believed to be over ideological issues,
analysts said.
“It is about competing for power
and control with ISIS,” said Mounir
Adib, another expert in Islamist
and militant groups. “Ideological
gaps between ISIS and al-Qaeda

(AFP)

make their hostility and collision
inevitable.”
There are major ideological and
tactical differences between ISIS
and al-Qaeda. While ISIS has not
been shy about announcing various “Islamic caliphates” wherever
it operates, this is something that
al-Qaeda believes must wait.
Tactically, ISIS has not hesitated to target civilians, particularly
Egypt’s Coptic Christian community, whereas the al-Qaeda-linked
groups have sought to focus their
fire on Egypt’s security apparatus.
The re-emergence of Jund alIslam will certainly complicate the
situation in the Sinai Peninsula,
but some have expressed hope that
this could ultimately weaken ISIS.
“ISIS could find itself locked in
a conflict with three different parties: the Egyptian state, al-Qaeda
and the local residents in Sinai,”
said ex-Egyptian Islamist Mohei
Eissa.
Amr Emam is an Egyptian reporter
based in Cairo.

Long shadow of the Islamic State’s crumbling caliphate falls upon Egypt
Simon Speakman Cordall

Tunis

A

s the death toll mounts
from what appears to
be the latest terror attack by the Islamic State
(ISIS), on a mosque in
Egypt’s Sinai, the world is again
presented with overwhelming evidence of the terror group’s unerring determination to live beyond
the span of its collapsing caliphate.
With savage clarity, the attack
upon Sinai’s mosque has spelled
out that the loss of territory has
done little to diminish ISIS’s hunger for destruction. Defeated and
scattered across the lands it once
ruled, the shrinking of ISIS’s physical reach also carries for it the existential threat of lost meaning, relevance and identity. However, the
evidence is mounting, not least in
Egypt, that the group is not simply
adapting to the shift from Islamic
state to Islamic insurgency; it may,
in fact, have anticipated it.
According to a recent report from
Jane’s Terrorism and Insurgency
Centre (JTIC), the process may
have been under way for at least
12 months before the devastating
attack in Egypt. Between October 2016 and September 2017, ISIS
conducted 5,349 attacks worldwide, resulting in a total of 8,139
non-militant fatalities, the centre
reports. Significantly, while those
figures represent a 38.3% increase
in the total number of attacks over
the previous 12 months, they also
represent a 21.8% decrease in the
number of non-militant fatalities.
This, according to Jane’s, is evi-

dence the group has already adapted to the transition from waging
conventional warfare in Iraq and
Syria to conducting a near global
campaign of terror and insurgency
under the auspices of a new shadow state, free from the restrictions
of any geographical location.
“ISIS don’t need people in a territorial headquarters,” the report’s author, the head of the JTIC, Matthew
Henman, told The Arab Weekly by
telephone. “They still have people
on the ground. They’ll still be able
to assassinate, coerce and threaten
anyone who opposes them.”

Critically, as the West
enters the holiday
season, ISIS’s
propaganda machine
looks to be ramping up
its rhetoric, with online
memes threatening
attacks.

Though the physical buildings
that once housed the architecture
of their caliphate may have fallen,
the infrastructure of ISIS itself —
facets of the group that cut to the
heart of its identity — remains. For
those who live within the territory
freshly liberated from its grip, ISIS
remains active and it remains a
tangible daily presence. “They still
have the ministries, the departments and the security apparatus
that they always did,” Henman
said. It’s within these very territories, as the various members of
the international coalitions tussle
for influence, that room remains
for ISIS to fester and grow.
“In Syria especially, between
the Kurds and the regime, there’s
room for ISIS,” Henman added.
“Basically, they just need to tell
people that neither of these parties cares about you. Neither will
fight for you. We’ll stick up for
you. We’ll represent you.”
That the Islamic State must re-

main present and remain a tangible force is central to the group’s
mythology of a caliphate rising
and falling over centuries, leading inexorably to a final climactic
battle with the West. In the meantime, the group’s propaganda
machine continues to call upon
its followers, wherever they may
be, to “take revenge upon its enemies,” as Henman phrased it.
Central to this additional layer
of threat is the presence, both real
and imagined, of ISIS’s foreign
fighters underground and waiting
amid the relative security of North
Africa, Europe and the West. “I
think the clearest signs that the
ISIS threat is changing is that ISIS
is less concerned with holding on
to territory and more preoccupied
with the survival of its fighters,
some of whom have gone underground, others who have scattered abroad in the Middle East,”
Colin Clarke, a political scientist
at the RAND Corporation, said via

e-mail. “There have been reports
that many of the surviving militants are attempting to reconstitute in Libya.” Europe, specifically,
Clarke said, remained a concern.
“I think Europe is in a bad position, vulnerable from both angles.
Not only is Europe vulnerable to
the threat of directed plots emanating from places like Turkey or
Libya, but it is also under siege
from homegrown violent extremists and individuals who snuck
into the continent posing as refugees, as evidenced by the arrests
this week in Germany,” Clarke
added.
Critically, as the West enters the
holiday season, ISIS’s propaganda
machine looks to be ramping up
its rhetoric, with online memes
spreading like viruses, either
threatening attacks upon Rome or
claiming to have schooled its adherents in the different methods
of poison. “I think the threat inevitably increases over the holiday
period,” Clarke said, “because one
of the hallmarks of major terrorist
attacks is symbolic significance,
which is always heightened with
holidays like Thanksgiving and,
on a more global level, Christmas.”
For the families of Egypt’s Sinai
as they mourn their dead, much
of this will carry little meaning.
However, as the attacks continue
and the death tolls mount, the
world is learning that, irrespective
of its loss of territory, ISIS’s presence in the lives and, principally,
the imagination shows no sign of
receding.
Simon Speakman Cordall is the
Syria/Lebanon section editor for
the Arab Weekly

November 26, 2017

News & Analysis

5

Libya

Video of apparent slave
markets triggers outrage
and calls to investigate
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

T

elevision news footage
of African migrants being
sold in Libya has led to
international outrage and
far-reaching condemna-

tion.
CNN earlier this month aired
scenes of what it described as
smugglers “auctioning migrants off
as slaves,” fanning the pains of Libyans about the decay of their state
and society. CNN crew members
said they witnessed a dozen men
being sold within a few minutes at a
property outside Tripoli. The footage showed two young men standing in the dark while another shouted out prices. They were apparently
sold to bidders for the equivalent of
$400 each.
The November 13 report revived
the divide in Libya as the government in the east blamed its rivals
in Tripoli for the gruesome abuses
of migrants. Mohammed Sayala,
foreign minister of the UN-backed
government in Tripoli, said the
authorities would investigate the
report.
Neither one of the rival government is currently able to assert law
and order across the whole country as they are vying for power and
wealth, six years after longtime dictator Muammar Qaddafi was overthrown and killed.
While CNN’s report includes the
first confirmed footage of Libyan
“slave markets,” according to independent Libyan researcher Mary
Fitzgerald, similar accounts of
abuse and torture have long been
reported amid Libya’s strife.
Many African migrants during
Muammar Qaddafi’s rule worked
for some time to raise the needed
money to pay smugglers to sail illegally to Italy, often seen as a gateway for migrants to Europe seeking

V iewpoint

Rhiannon Smith and
Lachlan Wilson
Rhiannon Smith is managing
director of Eye on ISIS in Libya &
Libya Analysis. Lachlan Wilson is a
research analyst at Libya Analysis.

The hope is that
the UN political
process will
provide a route out
of this stalemate.

a better life.
Young African men bound for Europe have been frequently caught
in trafficking networks and sold for
labour in Libya, where many have
been detained, tortured and even
killed, according to the UN International Organisation for Migration
(IOM).
French President Emmanuel
Macron denounced the auctioning of Africans as a “crime against
humanity.” His government called
on November 22 for an emergency
UN Security Council meeting to address the issue.
UN Secretary-General Antonio
Guterres has also called for an investigation by the appropriate UN
bodies to bring the perpetrators to
justice. “Slavery has no place in our
world and these actions are among
the most egregious abuses of human rights,” said Guterres, adding
that migration must be addressed
“in a comprehensive and humane
manner” and should include a
crackdown on smugglers and traffickers.
The news of open-air slave markets has prompted a backlash from
the Libyan populace, with many
citizens sharing the hashtag “#LibyansAgainstSlavery.”
Writer Omar Abulqasim Alkikli
said the news of the slave markets
was indicative of “the decline of
human values within Libya’s social
fabric.”
“Poor Africans seeking a better
life outside their homelands found
themselves trapped in Libya by horrible and miserable decoys of Libyan human beings to abuse of their
bodies and dignity and sell them to
work as slaves,” Alkikli wrote.
There was also public outrage in
African capitals, with protesters
gathering outside Libyan embassies in Bamako, Mali and Conakry,
Guinea, as well as in Paris between
November 18-20, according to local
news reports.
Athletes and musicians voiced

Placing blame. A woman demonstrator holds a placard with the message “Loving Freedom, reduced
to slavery. Europe is an accomplice to crimes ” as she attends a protest against slavery outside the
Libyan embassy in Paris, on November 24.						
(Reuters)
their opposition as well, with Manchester United’s Paul Pogba, who is
of Guinean descent, throwing his
hands up in a protest symbol after
scoring a goal on November 18 and
posting a message on Instagram for
“those suffering slavery in Libya.”
Ivorian reggae artist Alpha
Blondy wrote in a Facebook post

While CNN’s report
includes the first
confirmed footage of
Libyan “slave
markets,” similar
accounts of abuse and
torture have long been
reported amid Libya’s
strife.

addressed to African leaders:
“What are you waiting for to react
and intervene???”
In Tunisia, trade union UGTT labelled the sale of migrants an “aggression against humanity” and
called on political forces in Libya
to fight terrorist militias and other
criminal gangs that “are borrowing
their practices from Daesh (an Arabic acronym for the Islamic State) in
Syria and Iraq.”
A number of African men in
Cameroon were quoted by Agence
France-Presse talking about being
sold into slavery in Libya. “It was
total hell,” said Maxime Ndong,
who arrived back home in Cameroon with a group of 250 migrants
flown by the International Organisation for Migration (IOM).
“There is a trade in black people
there. People who want slaves…
come to buy them,” Ndong said “If
you resist, they shoot at you. There
have been deaths.”

Another migrant, 22-year-old Sanogo, said he had been caught by
people who said they were police
before being sold to a slave trader.
He was then forced to work on a tomato farm.
The European Union has come
under fire for allegedly cooperating with the Libyan coastguard to
prevent migrants from crossing the
Mediterranean into Europe.
UN human rights chief Zeid Ra’ad
al-Hussein called this policy “inhuman” and accused the international
community of turning a “blind eye
to the unimaginable horrors endured by migrants in Libya.”
African and European leaders are
due to meet in Ivory Coast’s main
city of Abidjan on November 29- 30,
where migration and Europe’s efforts to tackle it by co-opting Libya
likely will be high on the agenda.
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis.

Mirage of Libya reconciliation: no control, no security, no unity

S

ix years after the death
of Muammar Qaddafi
and the declaration
of a “new” Libya, the
country has never been
closer to collapse. Three
governments, two parliaments and
myriad militias compete power
and influence, using political manoeuvring and military might to
attempt to gain leverage over one
another. Increasingly, these divisions are coalescing along regional
lines, with the east of the country
pitted against the west.
A reinvigorated UN dialogue
process launched in September by
the UN envoy to Libya, Ghassan
Salame, hopes to reconcile rival
factions, approve a new constitution and establish presidential and
parliamentary elections within a
year. The first stage of the process is to amend the 2015 Skhirat
Libyan Political Agreement (LPA)
so that both political factions will
ratify it. In his address to the UN
Security Council on November 16,
Salame stressed that negotiations
between the House of Representatives (HoR), the parliament based
in eastern Libya, which is aligned
with military commander Khalifa
Haftar, and the High Council of
State (HCS), an advisory body
based in Tripoli and aligned with
the internationally recognised
Government of National Accord
(GNA), remained on track.
Yet on the ground, tensions have
recently ramped up between allies
of the GNA in Tripoli, led by
Prime Minister Fayez al-Sarraj,
and the so-called Libyan National

Army (LNA) in eastern Libya, led
by Haftar.
Sarraj is Libya’s internationally
recognised head of state, and, as
such, he derives his legitimacy
from the LPA framework and the
support of international backers.
However, Sarraj has little power
over the actions of militias nominally under his control. Conversely, Haftar has no formal political
role but has exerted control over
swathes of eastern Libya through
the LNA. He claims he can be the
strongman the country needs and
bring the militias under control.
As the UN-led talks have started,
both factions and their patchwork of ever-shifting allies have
attempted to extend their spheres
of influence into the domain of the
other to strengthen their claims
to legitimacy. Both have failed.
Haftar’s military prowess now
wanes and Sarraj is scrambling to
consolidate his position.
Haftar sought to expand his
limited military presence in western Libya. In early October, forces
allied with the LNA took control of
Sabratha from the people smugglers who had ruled the roost
there and Haftar declared that the
capital was next. In response, the
GNA sided with the LNA-aligned
groups in Sabratha, declaring it a
victory against criminals. However, Haftar’s allies appear to have
overstretched themselves in the
pursuit of taking west Libya and
the GNA struck back. In early
November, an alliance of forces
linked to the GNA defeated LNAaligned forces in Wershefana,

south of the capital. Significantly,
Haftar’s longtime allies from
Zintan joined the GNA in this fight,
considerably weakening the LNA’s
military momentum in western
Libya and undermining Haftar’s
strongman image.
Recent developments have
shown that Haftar is unable to
ensure civilian protection even
in so-called controlled territory.
Benghazi is seeing a breakdown
in security, with rising levels of
armed assaults, kidnappings and
assassinations. The situation is
being compounded by the LNA’s
inability to control aligned militias,
with battalions and commanders
recently implicated in massacres
and war crimes.
Haftar’s opponents in the west
are not faring much better. The
GNA sought to extend its political power into eastern Libya. In
August it appointed Faraj Gaem
as the GNA’s interior minister in
Benghazi. Gaem received significant resistance to his presence in
the city, including two assassination attempts. While Haftar was
on the back foot over the defeat
in Wershefana and accusations of
war crimes, Gaem attempted to
challenge the strongman’s control
over the city. This backfired and
resulted in Gaem’s arrest and a ban
on GNA officials travelling to the
east.
Even in its own backyard, the
GNA’s lack of control over militias
involved in smuggling or criminal
activity continues to erode its
legitimacy. There is evidence of
massacres and torture carried out

by GNA-aligned militias, including
reports of prisoners from the Wershefana campaign being executed.
A recent CNN report showing slave
auctions taking place near Tripoli
has not helped this.
Haftar’s military prowess does
not give him de facto veto in the
political environment if he can’t
even use it to consolidate territorial control, while Sarraj’s ability to
use politics to challenge authority
appears impotent.
The hope is that the UN
political process will provide a
route out of this stalemate. On
November 21, the HoR voted to
approve the latest round of LPA
amendments. However, it remains
unclear whether it approved
Article 8, which gives the supreme
command of the armed forces
to the Presidential Council. This
has long been a sticking point for
the HoR and its allies in eastern
Libya as Haftar wants this power
for himself. The LPA lacks significant buy-in from local groups and
organisations, particularly the
militias, in part because its support
for any broader faction is usually
based on concerns not addressed
in the political agreement. For
local elites, the formation of larger
alliances puts local unity at risk.
As it stands, the larger political
and military alliances are becoming increasingly irrelevant for
normal Libyans who have been
abandoned to fend for their own
personal security and economic
survival. Not only is reconciliation
fracturing at the top, it is undermining things at the bottom too.
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Outrage over the plight of
African migrants in Libya

T

here has been a legitimate international outcry over the footage broadcast by CNN on November 13 purporting to show human traffickers
auctioning African migrants in a
Libyan “slave market.”
The United Nations wants an investigation.
World leaders are outraged. Still, no concrete
suggestions have been offered till now on how to
end the practice of human trafficking in and
through Libya.
The CNN footage is in fact only a reminder of a
tragic situation that has been unfortunately
known to the world. International organisations
and human rights groups have many times
documented the plight of African migrants
arbitrarily incarcerated, tortured and even killed
in Libya.
If Africans trying to reach Europe do not die
crossing the Sahara or the Mediterranean Sea,
they run the risk of being grievously abused and
exploited by smugglers and militia groups. The
real tragedy is probably the world’s apparent
impotence or, worse, its reluctance to act.
Modern-day slavery is hardly an unknown
problem, and it is not limited to Libya or to
Africa. In September, research conducted for the
UN’s migration agency showed that more than
40 million people were victims of slavery around
the world in 2016.
In the specific case of Libya, the blatant
mistreatment of African migrants is a sign of the
country’s graveyard spiral into violence and
disregard for human life as chaos reigned
supreme after the NATO-led military campaign
managed to topple Muammar Qaddafi’s regime
in 2011. During the last few years, Libya has
fallen prey to rival militias, violent jihadists and
trafficking gangs that were hardly reined in by
rival governments and feuding political factions.
Such a situation should have been foreseen by
Western powers. As French political analyst and
Middle East expert Paul Guigue recently pointed
out: “Slave traders did not just fall from the sky,
they came in NATO’s luggage.”
Indeed, the 2011 NATO campaign for Libya
neither proposed nor executed a strategy to
cover the post-Qaddafi era. For sure, the West rid
Libya of Qaddafi, but it appears to have replaced
despotic rule with dangerous anarchy.
Unsurprisingly, the void in Libya has been
filled by those who seek to profit from its chaos
and the desperation of the dispossessed. On
Libya’s southern border lie many of sub-Saharan
Africa’s poorest countries. Unable to offer good
jobs and opportunity to their people, these
countries are witnessing a steady outflow of
migrants in search of better prospects in Europe.
The UN has offered thinly veiled criticism of
Europe’s short-sighted focus on preventing
illegal migrants even if it meant closing an eye to
the appalling treatment of Libyan migrants in
Libya and authorising payoffs to Libyan militias.
The short-sighted approach only rendered the
settlement of the Libyan crisis even more
remote.
“The increasing interventions of the EU and its
member states have done nothing so far to
reduce the level of abuses suffered by migrants,”
said UN human rights chief Zeid Ra’ad al-Hussein, adding that it was “an outrage to the
conscience of humanity.”
The Libyan authorities should now diligently
and seriously investigate the fears of the international community. The spectre of new sanctions
hovers over a country already prey to instability
and strife.
Outrage is a start. Concrete action must follow.

Iran’s disingenuous reactions
to the Arab League meeting

I

ran’s reaction to the Arab League ministerial
meeting in Cairo on November 19 was
grandiloquent but hardly convincing.
Tehran quickly dismissed Arab countries’
concerns as “lies” and denied involvement
in fuelling tensions in the Middle East when
its aggressive and expansionist policies are
doing exactly that.
While continuing to distract the Arab world’s
attention from pressing concerns such as the
Palestinian-Israeli conflict, it disingenuously
harangued the Arab League about standing up to
the “Zionist enemy.”
Tehran and Hezbollah, Iran’s preferred proxy
in Lebanon, deny they helped Yemen’s Houthi
rebels procure the ballistic missile that targeted
Riyadh in early November. But all the evidence
contradicts their robust denials. Very recently,
the US provided details of an Iranian network
that counterfeited hundreds of millions of
dollars in Yemeni currency to the benefit of
Iran’s local proxy in Yemen, the Houthis. The
network was said to be linked to Iran’s Islamic
Revolutionary Guard Corps and its overseas
expeditionary al-Quds brigade.
Propaganda and deception do not change the
unfortunate fact of continued Iranian disruption
of peace and stability in the region.

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Libya is losing Africa’s
sympathy

Tarek Guizani
is a Tunisian writer.

T

en years ago, most
African countries
felt sympathy and
gratitude for Libya.
Regardless of the
Qaddafi regime’s
nature and behaviour,
Libya was seen as a standard bearer
in opposing the legacy of European
colonisation, even if it was mostly
political posturing.
Today, however, as greedy
politicians and belligerent militias
continue to tear Libya apart, the
country stands to lose whatever
sympathy it has left among its
African admirers. Foreign and
local parties have turned the
country into a lawless, chaotic
territory where organised crime
thrives.
Perhaps the most shocking
contradiction is Libya’s transformation from a former safe haven
for Africans to a slave market
where sub-Saharan migrants are
bought and sold in scenes reminiscent of the transatlantic slave
trade.
Scenes of Libyan slave markets
shared by international media
outlets are a stab in the back to
Africa. They revive old wounds
from the days of European slave
traders and their pillaging vessels
and conjure up painful images of
slaves working in cotton plantations in the American south or in
the feudal white-owned plantations of Latin America. Such
practices were thought to have
been part of the past, but Libya
has sadly redefined itself as the
new land for such shameful
actions.
Responsibility for Libya’s tragic
decline belongs to the country’s
warring factions. Not only have
they let go of a golden opportunity to rebuild their country and
turn it into a strong, well-developed state, they have chosen to
mire it deeper in the mud with
constant internal bickering and
squabbles. They have turned
Libya into a den of vipers and
rendered it a source of insecurity
for the entire region. By doing so,

Political and economic failure is turning life into a
suffocating nightmare for most Libyans.
they have victimised the Libyan
threaten to bring the case of
What Libya
people and all Africans at the
African migrants in Libya to the
same time.
International Criminal Court. If
really needs
UN Special Envoy to Libya
Africa and the world choose to go
is a shared
Ghassan Salame is finding it very
ahead with that, the scandal
awareness
difficult to move all the warring
could tarnish some European
factions in the country towards a
partners that allegedly made
of the risks
comprehensive political solution.
secret deals with local militias in
involved in
The proliferation of weapons and
Libya to stop illegal migration
criminal gangs in Libya has
towards Europe from Libyan
letting the
pushed that objective out of
shores at all costs.
country slip
reach.
Such migration has reportedly
Political and economic failure is into a militia
gone down 70% since 2016.
turning life into a suffocating
European authorities could have
state.
nightmare for most Libyans. What
displayed a bit of curiosity about
is worse is that the
the fate of the thousands of
shameful practices of the
Africans who were stranded in
armed militias and
Libya as a result. The same is true
slave-trading gangs will
for those detained in miserable
undermine much of the
conditions in holding camps.
international enthusiasm to
It is only fair to shed some light
save Libya. Such practices
on Europe’s responsibility in
might also legitimise
turning Libya into Africa’s
tougher measures by the
Guantanamo. African leaders
international community.
intend to put this burning file on
The self-declared governthe agenda for the coming
ments in east and west
African-European Summit. The
Libya should have been
gesture will be loaded with
aware that deliberately
symbolism as such quesdelaying the estabtions, along with calls for
lishment of unified,
Europe to pay reparalegitimate institutions to former African
tions in Libya
colonies, were among
would simply
Muammar Qaddafi’s
lead to more
litanies at every
security
summit with the
problems. As
Europeans.
criminal gangs
An investigation
gain in
into slavery practerritory and
tices in the Libyan
power, the
capital is hardly
political
sufficient. What
transition
Libya really needs is
becomes more
a shared awareness
difficult to
of the risks involved
implement and any
in letting the country
eventual political
slip into a militia
settlement risks
state. There is
becoming meaninginternational fear,
less and non-viable.
particularly among
The world, and
Libya’s neighbours,
Africa in particular,
that if left unchecked,
is angry at what is
the Libyan crisis
Taste of bitterness. A protester shouts
happening in
might reach a point
slogans during a demonstraion against
Libya. Nigerian
of no-return. In that
slavery in Libya outside the Libyan
President Muhamcase, Libya would not
embassy in the Moroccan capital Rabat,
madu Buhari has
be the only loser in
on November 23.
(AFP)
gone so far as to
the region.
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Good actions can be bad politics
as Germany shows
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.

U

ntil late on November 19, no one
really thought
that being a Good
Samaritan would
make for bad politics. Would a leader
who acted humanely be unjustly
rewarded with political perdition?
Then, German Chancellor
Angela Merkel’s seven-week
attempts to cobble together a
governing coalition fell apart.
And the unspoken truth became
clear: Good actions are not
necessarily good politics. Merkel’s 2015 act of shining humanity
— taking in 1.2 million refugees
mainly from Syria — has been
rebuked, if not punished outright. At the ballot box in late
September, her party did rather
less well than expected but still
received a plurality vote. Voters
also gave the far-right, anti-immigrant, Islam-bashing Alternative
for Germany (AfD) party a place in
the Bundestag, the first time
since immediately after World
War II that such a political
formulation had achieved this
distinction. And Merkel’s attempt
to forge a coalition government
ran into the cold hard reality of
Germany’s suppressed feelings
about migrants and refugees.
There is no other way to see the
current political impasse. Three
of the four parties in the potential
coalition – Merkel’s Christian
Democratic Union (CDU), its
sister outfit, the Christian Social
Union (CSU), and the Free
Democratic Party (FDP) – tried to
outdo each other on a harder line
on migration controls. The
Greens, the fourth member of the
coalition, eventually suggested a
compromise: a hard ceiling for
annual immigrant numbers, but
also the right for migrants already
in Germany to be reunited with
their families.
By all accounts, the issues that

Like many other countries, Germany has mixed feelings and
a great many doubts about the influx of outsiders.

Impasse. German Chancellor Angela Merkel arrives for further
exploratory talks with members of potential coalition parties to
form a new government, on November 13.
(AFP)
mattered most in the failed
coalition talks were, in order of
importance, migration policy, the
future of coal and regional
financial rebalancing.
How did Germany get to the
point its government coalition
negotiations are deadlocked on
the issue of migrants? In 2015 and
2016, many Germans seemed to
embrace the immense task of
housing and caring for the
uninvited new arrivals. Oberhausen is a case in point. The city,
in the western region of North
Rhine-Westphalia, which took in
more refugees in 2015 than
anywhere else in Germany,
proudly boasted a big welcome
culture in the early days of the
migrant arrivals.
Merkel announced at a press

conference as the multitudes
knocked on Germany’s door: “We
can do this.” Despite some
muttering, the German people
stuck with her prescription. Even
now, after her coalition talks have
fallen through, Merkel remains
the country’s second most
popular politician after Wolfgang
Schauble, president of the
Bundestag.
Last year, German political
scientists were diagnosing the
country’s psychological response
to the refugees as acute penance
and the need for redemption
from history. Germans, they said,
remembered the historical stain
of the Holocaust, the inhumanity
of the Nazis and the experience of
German Jewish refugees fleeing
in desperation. They were eager

to make clear Germany is no
longer a country of Nazis and the
Syrian refugees provided a way to
do this.
It seemed to be paying off. For
the past two years, Germany has
basked in the awed admiration of
the international media. “Germany’s open-door policy in
migrant crisis casts nation in a
new light,” proclaimed the Los
Angeles Times. “Angela Merkel
hailed as an angel of mercy,” said
the Sydney Morning Herald.
It seemingly marked the next
steps in an international rehabilitation project that Germany
began in 1948 as a direct reaction
to the Holocaust. The Basic Law
of that year guaranteed the right
to asylum. According to Matthias
Mayer of the Integration and
Education programme at the
Bertelsmann Stiftung foundation,
it “reflected the responsibility
that the country continues to
shoulder for its past… Never
should people fleeing persecution or death be denied protection… Germany has prided itself
on being a safe haven for those in
need.”
So what happened two years
after the Syrians and others
surged into Germany and
received refuge? In Oberhausen,
for instance, six months after the
migrants arrived, locals were
starting to view them as a strain
on the local economy. It was not
outright hostility but caution.
It would be fair to say this
sentiment is now somewhat
shared across Germany. Like
many other countries, it has
mixed feelings and a great many
doubts about the influx of
outsiders. Politicians in Merkel’s
sister party have called the
chancellor’s open-door policy an
“unprecedented political mistake,” which indicates the level of
perceived risk of the humanitarian grand gesture.

Zarrab’s oil-for-gold case further
strains US-Turkish relations

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

U

Erdogan’s strategy is to turn national sentiment against the US, even as he
tries to obscure the reality and implications of the Zarrab case.
approach to the world.
They remain oblivious to the
global disorder caused by Turkish
foreign policy and to the fact that
Turkish diplomacy has become
hostage to a new form of feudalism.
It has brought forth institutionalised disrespect or, at the very
least, disregard for the rule of
law, judicial independence and
Turkey’s traditional alliances. The
new order, which includes transactional partnerships, appears
to allow for the intimidation and
imprisonment of dissidents, both
domestic and foreign, and the
swap of political or other foreignnational prisoners.
Much of this has to do with the
culture of impunity now creeping into Turkey and many other
democracies. This is the context
of the Zarrab case, which is due to
begin December 4 in New York.
The magnitude and impact of
this case for the Turkish government is hard to overstate.
Zarrab, a gold trader, is charged
with running a complex scheme
to evade US sanctions imposed on
Iran over its nuclear programme.

He is accused of selling gold to
the Islamic Republic in return for
oil. Another top suspect, bank
manager Mehmet Hakan Atilla,
is accused of helping to launder
the proceeds through the stateowned Halkbank. Seven other
suspects now in US custody are
also charged with involvement in
the plot. They include Turkey’s
former economy minister, Zafer
Caglayan.
The case has further strained
relations between Turkey and
the United States. Ruling Justice
and Development (AKP) party
circles, backed by a loud chorus of
pro-government Turkish media,
accuse Washington of trying to
dislodge Erdogan. It would be,
they say, “a second coup” after
the failed one in July 2016.
Indeed the politics of the Zarrab
case appears to be taking centre
stage, at least in Turkey. The rage
that grips Ankara has already been
apparent in Turkish ministers’
tense visits to Washington. The
Zarrab case apparently topped the
agenda of most meetings.
There was also a bloody brawl
outside the Turkish Embassy in
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Yavuz Baydar

ntil about a year
ago, only a few
Turkey observers
were aware of the
explosive nature
of an oil-for-gold
case in a far-off
US federal court in New York.
Very few paid attention to what
was really at play and its possible
ramifications for Turkish-American relations.
Now, everyone is taking notice
of the trial of Turkish-Iranian gold
trader Reza Zarrab on charges of
evading US sanctions on Iran.
Zarrab’s trial is due to start but
his whereabouts are a mystery,
leading to speculation he has cut
a deal and agreed to become a US
government witness. What effect
might any of this have on Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
and on the country’s relationship
with the United States?
There is almost no analysis
worth the name, simply because
the chain of events is so unprecedented and many of Turkey’s
most acute political commentators have appeared unaware of the
seismic change in the country’s
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Washington when Erdogan’s security detail allegedly beat peaceful
Kurdish protesters. More recently,
there have been the arrests of
Turkish staff members of US missions in Turkey.
All of these constitute an escalation, one that disrupts the calm
basis of Turkish-American partnership, which has lasted more
than 70 years.
Unsurprisingly, the US Congress
is shocked and angry and its reaction is mirrored by legislators in
Ankara.
And yet, Erdogan’s ruling AKP
continues to play on anti-Americanism.
Erdogan’s strategy is to turn
national sentiment against the
US, even as he tries to obscure
the reality and implications of the
Zarrab case.
Among the Turkish government’s potential concerns about
the case is that Zarrab’s testimony
might point a finger at high-level
officials involved in sanctionsbusting. There is some suggestion
the finger-pointing could reach as
far as Erdogan.
It is all gossip, until it’s not.
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Saudi anti-corruption drive signals
intent of ‘moving forward’ with reform
The Arab Weekly staff

London

S

audi Arabia’s anti-corruption crackdown is likely to
retrieve $100 billion in settlements for the state but
as there is no way to root
out all corruption, the move serves
as a warning signal against illegal gains in the future, said Crown
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin
Abdulaziz.
“You have to send a signal, and
the signal going forward now is,
‘You will not escape.’ And we are
already seeing the impact,” he said
in an interview with The New York
Times columnist Thomas Friedman.
“The calculation of our experts is
that roughly 10% of all government
spending was siphoned off by corruption each year [from the 1980s
until today],” said the crown prince.
He said said past attempts to crack
down on corruption in Saudi Arabia
failed because they started from the
bottom up but that changed when
his father, King Salman bin Abdelaziz Al Saud, came to power.
“My father saw that there is no
way we can stay in the G-20 and
grow with this level of corruption.
In early 2015, one of his first orders
to his team was to collect all the
information about corruption — at
the top. This team worked for two
years until they collected the most
accurate information, and then they
came up with about 200 names.”
These 200 people — which include members of the royal family,
government officials and businessmen — are being held in five-star
hotels, including Riyadh’s Ritz-

Past attempts to
crack down on
corruption in Saudi
Arabia failed
because they started
from the bottom up.

Carlton, where they are negotiating
their release in exchange for giving
back some of the money that they
allegedly obtained through corruption.
“The investigation committee is
aiming for about 70% of the total
ill-gotten money, rather than the
entire money,” an unnamed senior
Saudi adviser told the Wall Street
Journal.
“Much of the detainees’ wealth
is held in accounts overseas, which
would make any involuntary seizure by the Saudi government
through legal channels difficult,”
the newspaper reported.
Those who cooperate in the investigation are expected to be released without charge.
“Senior officials conducting this
crackdown say it’s not a formal investigation yet, they call it a ‘friendly process’,” said BBC’s Lyse Doucet
after a visit to the Ritz-Carlton hotel.
The anti-corruption crackdown
also has implications for foreign investors.
“Bankers say investors want reassurances that capital deployed in
the kingdom will be safe. Private
bankers say Arab money is now
flowing into Switzerland at the fastest pace since 2011 when popular
uprisings swept across the Middle
East,” wrote Simeon Kerr in the Financial Times.
In the long run, however, transparency will offer a better investment climate, observers said.
“There is a wait-and-see attitude
now among investors,” Nasser Saidi,
a former Lebanese economy minister, told the Financial Times. “But
there are always short-term costs
when you start an anti-corruption
drive. It is necessary and welcome.
You want transparency and clean
procurement systems,” he added.
Nationally, the anti-corruption
drive has garnered much public
support.
“At a time when years of low oil
prices have raised the spectre of
austerity in the kingdom, the government’s announcement that it

Wave of support. Saudi men stand in front of a poster of Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman
bin Abdulaziz in Riyadh, on November 15. 							
(AFP)
had recovered billions of dollars in
public funds from the accused, who
had ferreted them away through
graft and bribery, may come as a
welcome sign that at least some of
the rich and powerful will be forced
to pay their fair share,” wrote Andrew Leber and Christopher Carothers in Foreign Affairs.
The message of Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz
is likely to remain clear if the bid to
root out corruption continues.
“If there is no backpedalling on
the arrests of elites, the crackdown
continues deeper into the state, and

[Crown Prince Mohammed] backs
clear rules against official malfeasance, then we have cause to believe
the crown prince is serious about
combatting corruption. Only then
will we know whether these purges
were just a vigorous spring cleaning or a reformer’s opening salvo,”
said Andrew Leber and Christopher
Carothers.
Indeed, the same can be said of
the crown prince’s other reform
bids.
“[Crown Prince Mohammed]
is riding a wave of support from
young Saudis sympathetic to his

bid to tackle corruption and reform
a system perceived as sclerotic
and tradition-bound,” wrote Ruth
Citrin in the website of the European Council on Foreign Relations
(ECFR) think-tank.
“However he now has to deliver
not only on the headline-grabbing
promises — privatisation, development, openings for women, and
moderation of the state’s approach
to Islam — but on the array of domestic regulatory, legal, and institutional reforms as well as belttightening measures that underpin
them,” she added.

Iran accused of hitting Gulf with Yemen counterfeits, missiles
Mamoon Alabbasi

London

I

ran is running a large-scale
counterfeiting operation in
Yemen in order to fund its covert activities, including its bid
to destabilise Arab Gulf states,
US Treasury officials have said.
The scheme was uncovered a few
weeks after Saudi Arabia accused
Tehran of providing Yemen’s Houthi
rebels with ballistic missiles that
can reach Riyadh. Saudi Arabia had
said it intercepted a Houthi missile
targeting Riyadh in early November.
The US announced that it was
imposing sanctions on six Iranian
men and companies for counterfeiting hundreds of millions of dollars
in Yemeni currency. The network,
which is allegedly linked to Iran’s
Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps
(IRGC) and its al-Quds Force, included two German-based printing
and design firms.
“This scheme exposes the deep
levels of deception the IRGC-Qods
Force is willing to employ against
companies in Europe, governments
in the Gulf and the rest of the world
to support its destabilising activities,” said US Treasury Secretary
Steven Mnuchin on November 20.
“This counterfeiting scheme exposes the serious risks faced by anyone doing business with Iran,” he
added. “The IRGC continues to ob-

Serious risks. Bundles of Yemeni currency at a post office before
being handed to public sector employees as salaries in Sana’a.
						
(Reuters)
scure its involvement in Iran’s economy and hide behind the façade of
legitimate businesses to perpetrate
its nefarious objectives.”
Matthew Levitt, a former Treasury Department intelligence official, said Iran has long been involved in the counterfeit operations
in the Middle East.
“Exposing this is kind of a twofor-one, both exposing the organisation’s terrorist activity and also
exposing the nature of the criminal
activity that it engages in,” he told

the Voice of America.
The US sanctions coincided with
a warning by the State Department
advising Americans against travel
to Saudi Arabia due to the risk of
ballistic missile attacks by Yemen’s
Houthi rebels.
“Terrorist threats persist throughout Saudi Arabia, including in major cities, such as Riyadh, Jeddah
and Dhahran, and attacks can occur without warning anywhere in
the country,” the State Department
said.

Saudi Arabia and the US said the
long-range missile launched this
month, which went further into
Saudi territory than previous ones,
had been provided to the Yemeni
rebels by Iran, a charge that Tehran
denies.
“These missile systems were not
present in Yemen before the conflict, and we call upon the United
Nations to conduct a thorough examination of evidence that the Iranian regime is perpetuating the war
in Yemen to advance its regional
ambitions,” read a White House
statement on November 8.
Saudi officials have also accused
Lebanon’s Iran-backed movement
Hezbollah of training and arming
the Houthis but Hezbollah chief
Hassan Nasrallah “categorically”
denied “any role” in the launching
of missiles from Yemen into Saudi
Arabia.
The Houthis said they fired the
missile as part of their military response to the Saudi-led air strikes
against them.
Saudi Arabia has been leading a
coalition of states since March 2015
to support the internationally recognised government of President
Abd-Rabbo Mansour Hadi against
Houthi rebels, who took over the
capital, Sana’a, in September 2014.
The Saudi-led coalition said
it would allow aid access to go
through Yemen’s Hodeidah port
and United Nations flights to Sana’a
airport after closing such access

earlier this month, citing a bid to
stop Iranian arms from entering
Yemen.
“The port of Hodeidah will be
reopened to receive food aid and
humanitarian relief, and Sana’a airport will be open for UN flights with
humanitarian relief,” a statement
from the Saudi state news agency
SPA said.
Save the Children welcomed the
move but said it would be “nowhere near enough to avert a potential famine in Yemen.”

Saudi Arabia and the
US said the long-range
missile was provided
to the Yemeni rebels
by Iran.
“Humanitarian relief only provides a small portion of the essential goods needed in Yemen. Commercial supplies are critical to feed
the population and keep basic services running,” it said.
According to the UN’s Food and
Agriculture Organisation (FAO),
“Yemen is largely dependent on
imports (90–95% of its staple
food) from international markets
to satisfy domestic consumption,
in addition to wheat – its main staple.”
Mamoon Alabbasi is Deputy
Managing Editor and Online Editor
of The Arab Weekly
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Qatari crisis

Arab quartet expands terrorism blacklist
Faith Salama

Abu Dhabi

S

audi Arabia, the United
Arab Emirates, Bahrain
and Egypt have expanded
their terror blacklist tied
to Qatar, adding two more
entities and 11 individuals.
The two entities said to be directly funded by Qatar are the
International Union of Muslim
Scholars and the International Islamic Council, known by its Arabic
acronym Massaa
In a statement, the quartet said:
“The added entities are terror organisations working for promoting
terrorism by spreading hate speech
under the cloak of Islam to facilitate different terrorist activities.”
It added that “the individuals have
perpetrated different acts of terror
directly funded by Qatar at various
levels.”

The Saudi-led Arab
group accused Qatar of
“continuing to,
“support, sponsor and
finance terrorism,
encourage extremism
and spread hate
speech.”
The Quartet statement said Doha
provided them with other forms of
support, “including using Qatari
passports and working under the
cover of Qatari charitable organisations to facilitate their activities.”
The Saudi-led Arab group accused Qatar of “continuing to
support, sponsor and finance terrorism, encourage extremism and
spread hate speech.”
The International Union of
Muslim Scholars was established
in 2004 by Qatar-based Yusuf alQaradawi, the spiritual leader of

the Muslim Brotherhood. Its announced aim was to “bring Sunni,
Shia and Ibadi Muslims together,”
but it quickly began propping up
Islamist parties such as the Muslim
Brotherhood.
Funded by Qatar’s former emir
Sheikh Hamad al-Thani, the union has courted controversy by
publicly taking divisive positions
and making provocative political
statements. On June 8, Qaradawi
was branded “a terrorist” by Saudi
Arabia, the UAE and Bahrain over
his alleged theological support for
the extremist groups and suicide
bombings.
Also added to the blacklist was
Massaa, a less known but equally
shadowy entity. With its general
secretariat based in Doha, Massaa
oversees eight Islamist organisations.
Created under Swiss law, Massaa’s charter identifies “reform”
and “rapprochement between different Islamic factions and institutions” as its key aims. Its council, however, has combined the
intellectual ideology of the Muslim
Brotherhood with the practical
methodology of al-Qaeda.
The new additions to the terror
blacklist came days after Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-Jubeir said, in
an interview with Spanish daily El
Pais, that Saudi Arabia would not
tolerate terrorism and that Qatar
was responsible for its proliferation throughout the world.
Jubeir’s statements come amid
the modernisation drive being
pursued by Saudi Crown Prince
Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz, who has said it is time to
clamp down on extremism and
restore moderate Islam in the kingdom.
Former Saudi justice minister Mohammed al-Issa, who was
appointed secretary-general of
the Mecca-based Muslim World
League (MWL) just over a year ago,
said his organisation was likewise

Religious cover. A file picture shows Chairman of the International Union of Muslim Scholars Yusuf
al-Qaradawi in Doha.
								
(Reuters)
committed to rooting out extremism.
“We must wipe out this extremist thinking through the work we
do. We need to annihilate religious
severity and extremism, which is
the entry point to terrorism. That
is the mission of the Muslim World
League.”
Kuwait and the US, whose largest military base in the Middle East
is located in Qatar, have tried to
mediate a more than five-month
rift between the quartet and Qatar
in which Saudi Arabia, the UAE,
Bahrain and Egypt cut off land, air
and sea ties with Doha.
Two months into the dispute,
Qatar turned to the World Trade
Organisation for support. Last

month it made an initial request
for its case to be held before a dispute settlement panel, which was
blocked. Qatar made a second request on November 22, which, as
per WTO rules, required the creation of a panel.

The two entities said to
be directly funded by
Qatar are the
International Union of
Muslim Scholars and
the International
Islamic Council, known
by its Arabic acronym
Massaa.

The UAE has said it plans to
thwart the Qatari litigation by relying on a “national security exception” outlined in the WTO charter,
which has never been used in defence litigation.
The WTO’s dispute settlement
process can take months or years,
with initial rulings typically subject to appeal.
Some countries advised against
taking the claims up at the trade
organisation, with China and the
US saying it is the wrong body to
address the dispute.
Faith Salama, a Lebanese writer
based in Abu Dhabi, is an occasional contributor to The Arab
Weekly.

Qatar facing renewed FIFA corruption allegations
The Arab Weekly staff

London

W

ith more revelations from a New
York trial and an
ongoing investigation into the head
of the beIN Media group, Qatar is
again at the centre of football corruption allegations.
During the trial of three senior
South American football officials
in federal court in New York, Alejandro Burzaco, the former head of
Argentine sports marketing company Torneos y Competencias,
testified that at least 22 FIFA executive committee voters received
million-dollar bribes to support
Qatar’s winning bid to host the
2022 World Cup.
Burzaco, who has accepted a
plea bargain in the case, detailed a
2011 phone conversation between
the head of the Argentine Football
Association, Julio Grondona, and
the former president of the Brazilian Football Confederation, Ricardo Teixeira, that appeared to confirm that Manama had bribed FIFA
delegates voting in 2010 on what

The latest controversy
has reignited the calls
for the 2022 World Cup
to be stripped from
Qatar following an
October risk report by
management
consultants
Cornerstone Global.

countries should host the 2018 and
2022 World Cup tournaments.
“He [Grondona] told me… that
Ricardo Teixeira [owes] him $1
million because Julio Grondona
voted for Qatar 2022 as the hosting
nation of the World Cup,” Burzaco
said on November 15.
He also said Grondona, who died
in 2014, had been unimpressed
with his million-dollar payout after
it emerged that other FIFA officials
had received substantially more
and that he had later confronted
Qatari officials and demanded $80
million.
Qatar sought to play down the
courtroom revelations. “It is all
hearsay and there is no evidence.
We are confident in the integrity of
our bid,” said Hassan al-Thawadi,
the secretary-general of Qatar’s
Supreme Committee for Delivery
and Legacy, which is charged with
overseeing the 2022 World Cup.
“We are confident of the people
we engage with. We are confident
in the manner in which we engaged with them,” he added.
Burzaco was asked by prosecutors to identify a photograph of Qatar’s Nasser al-Khelaifi, chairman
of France’s Paris St-Germain football team and chief executive of
beIN Media Group, with legal analysts saying this could indicate that
he could subsequently be linked to
a wider conspiracy.
Another witness in the trial, former Argentine financial executive
Santiago Pena, said al-Khelaifi had
been in negotiations to buy Argentinian firm Full Play Group, a company that was used as an intermediary in paying off FIFA officials.
Pena, a former Full Play executive,
also testifying as part of a plea bargain, revealed that the talks only

Dark cloud. Nasser al-Khelaifi, CEO of Qatar’s beIN Media and
president of French football club Paris St-Germain (PSG), talks to the
media after he was questioned as part of a criminal investigation
into World Cup broadcasting deals in Bern, last October.
(Reuters)
came to an end when Swiss authorities arrested a number of officials on corruption charges and
opened criminal proceedings into
the awarding of the 2022 World
Cup.
Swiss prosecutors have also
opened
criminal
proceedings
against al-Khelaifi over allegations

that he paid bribes to former FIFA
secretary-general Jerome Valcke
for the broadcasting rights of the
2026 and 2030 world cups. Valcke
was fired from FIFA in January
2016 and received a 10-year ban
from the sport.
The latest controversy has reignited the calls for the 2022 World

Cup to be stripped from Qatar following an October risk report by
management consultants Cornerstone Global that said there was a
growing possibility that the country would not host the tournament.
Entitled “Qatar in focus: Is the
FIFA World Cup 2022 in danger?”,
the report revealed that Western diplomats had privately expressed doubts about whether the
tournament could go ahead as
planned given the tense regional
climate and an ongoing corruption
probe.
“The reasons for this are many
and include open allegations of
corruption – both in the bidding
process and the infrastructure development,” the report said.
There has been increased fatigue
within football towards the ongoing FIFA corruption scandal, with
many calling for authorities to take
a stand.
“Of the 25 FIFA executives involved in the voting for Qatar…
13 have either been banned from
football or deemed demonstrably
corrupt. Only three have escaped
any stain at all,” said Britain’s
Guardian senior sports writer Barney Ronay.
Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Bahrain and Egypt severed ties with
Qatar in June over what they described as Doha’s interference
in their countries’ affairs and its
support for radical groups. This
crisis has spread into world football, with some Arab fans saying
they would boycott any World
Cup in Qatar and Egypt’s football
association saying it would object
to any match officiated by a Qatari
referee at next year’s World Cup in
Russia.
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Hariri’s resignation postponement
offers Lebanon fragile reprieve
Nicholas Blanford

Beirut

T

he decision by Lebanese
Prime Minister Saad Hariri
to put his resignation on
hold has, for now, eased
a crisis that threatened to
send Lebanon back into protracted
political deadlock. But it remains
unclear what the Iran-backed Hezbollah is willing to concede to Hariri
to ensure that he continues in office.
Hariri returned to Beirut on November 22, more than two weeks
after his shock resignation announcement, to mark Lebanon’s
independence day. He announced
that he would suspend his resignation. Sources close to the prime
minister say it is conditional on
Lebanon maintaining close ties to
other Arab nations and all Lebanese
parties abiding by the policy of disassociation from meddling in the affairs of other countries.
“Now we must fortify our relations with all our Arab brothers by
having Lebanon’s interest as the
basis and not harm our Arab brothers or any other country,” Hariri said
on his return to Beirut. “We do not
want to harm a country for the interest of another, but we are within
an Arab system that we should preserve. Disassociation is the basis in
the ministerial statement, and this
is what we must emphasise and apply and not just say.”
The comments on disassociation
are directed squarely at Hezbollah,
which is involved in at least three
conflicts in the region. Hezbollah
has admitted to deploying forces to
Syria and Iraq but continues to deny
any role in the war in Yemen.
In 2012, the Lebanese government agreed to a policy of disassociation to keep the country out of the
conflicts roiling the region, particularly in neighbouring Syria, which
was descending into full-blown
civil war at the time. However, a
year later, Hezbollah leader Sayyed
Hassan Nasrallah confirmed that
his fighters were operating in Syria
to preserve the regime of President
Bashar Assad. Since then, Hezbollah has played a key role in helping
Syrian government forces crush the

V iewpoint

Rami Rayess

is a Lebanese writer and journalist.
Follow him on Twitter:
@RamiRayess

T

he explosive rift among
the Arab League,
Hezbollah and Lebanon
following the former’s
stinging criticism
of the Iranian proxy
on November 20 has once more
highlighted the uncomfortable dichotomy at the heart of Lebanon’s
multifaceted identity.
The Lebanese sense of self has
always been a source of division.
Generally, it could be said to fall
between two competing factions:
a pro-Western group calling for
greater affiliation with Europe and
a pro-Arabian group advocating for
the country’s Arab identity. In an
effort to reconcile these two groups
came the historical compromise
of 1943, generally known as the
National Pact.
Despite the best intentions of all
involved, the pact frustrated everyone and satisfied no one. As one of
Lebanon’s better known academics phrased it, two negatives do
not build one state. The doctrine

Brief respite. Lebanese Prime Minister Saad Hariri (L) kisses the forehead
of Lebanese Grand Mufti Abdellatif Deryan ahead of their meeting at the
Government Palace in Beirut, on November 22.
(Dalati and Nohra)
rebels and safeguard Assad’s rule.
It is in Hezbollah’s interest that
Hariri remain as prime minister. He
is regarded as a credible and moderate Sunni leader in Lebanon who
is well thought of internationally.
Since he took office a year ago as
head of a coalition government that
included Hezbollah, Lebanon has
enjoyed some welcome stability.
But Hariri’s compromising behaviour was seen by Riyadh as a fig leaf
for Hezbollah to dominate Lebanon
and pursue its Iran-guided policies
across the Middle East. That apparently led the Saudis to strong-arm
Hariri into resigning.
But what can Hezbollah offer to
satisfy Hariri’s conditions and appease the Saudis? Perhaps Nasrallah pointed the way in a speech on
November 20 in which he said he
was prepared to withdraw his fighters from Iraq now that the territorial battle against the Islamic State
(ISIS) was over.
“We consider that the mission has
been accomplished, but we are waiting for the final Iraqi victory declaration,” he said. “If we find that it
is over and that there is no need for

the presence of these brothers, they
will return to be deployed in any
other arena that needs them.”
Hezbollah dispatched about 250
trainers and advisers to Iraq following ISIS’s takeover of Mosul in
2014. Their role was to assist the
150,000-strong Popular Mobilisation Forces, the Shia militia conglomerate, rather than to participate in the fighting against ISIS.
In Syria, the war is entering a less
intensive phase that may give Hezbollah some latitude to reduce its
footprint in the country. Hezbollah
has lately withdrawn some of its
fighters, including special forces
units, from Syria and deployed
them in Lebanon in reaction to
heightened concerns about a looming war with Israel. Nasrallah could
possibly spin the redeployment of
fighters from Syria as a commitment to the disassociation policy,
although it is inconceivable that he
would agree to a full withdrawal.
Yemen is a more thorny issue
and also Saudi Arabia’s main bone
of contention with Hezbollah. Hezbollah continues to deny any role in
Yemen. However, sources close to

the party have admitted that some
fighters are operating in a training
and advisory capacity with Houthi
tribesmen in the war-torn country. Additionally, wounded Houthi
fighters have been treated in Hezbollah-run hospitals in Lebanon
and others have received advanced
training at Hezbollah camps in
south Lebanon and the Bekaa Valley, the sources said.
“Hezbollah is responsible for all
the training in Yemen and the firing
of ballistic missiles and special operations,” a source said
Hezbollah’s alleged role in the
occasional firing of ballistic missiles into Saudi Arabia, other than
annoying the Saudis, may have the
ancillary benefit of allowing the
missile teams to hone their skills on
advanced systems under battlefield
conditions ahead of a future war
with Israel, according to a Western
intelligence source. Hezbollah is
widely believed to have amassed a
rocket arsenal that includes variants
of the solid-fuelled Fatah-110, some
of which are fitted with inertial
guidance systems and have a range
of up to 700km.
“The Yemen war is a good opportunity for Hezbollah to tinker with
payload and guidance systems to
help improve range and accuracy.
That’s a useful experience for any
future war with Israel,” the intelligence source said.
Nevertheless, it would be difficult for Nasrallah to agree to end
Hezbollah’s involvement in Yemen
when he denies his forces are there
in the first place.
Much will depend on the ongoing stance of Saudi Arabia towards
Hariri, Lebanon and Hezbollah. It
seems evident that the Saudis miscalculated with their Hariri resignation ploy, but that does not mean
the kingdom will soften its attitude
concerning Hezbollah and Lebanon
if Nasrallah is unwilling to concede
anything to Hariri. The crisis may
have dissipated with Hariri’s return
to Beirut, but it could be far from
over.
Nicholas Blanford is the author
of “Warriors of God: Inside
Hezbollah’s Thirty-Year Struggle
Against Israel” (Random House
2011).

Faced with conflicting pressures, Lebanon’s
balancing act looks increasingly untenable
of “no east, no west” has done
little to stand the test of time. On
the contrary, Lebanon has passed
through its most turbulent times,
typically during periods when
regional tensions were on the rise.
The revolution of 1958 is certainly
one striking example; the eruption
of the Lebanese civil war in 1975 an
even more notable one.
The Taif accord of 1989 at least
attempted to resolve the contradictions of its predecessor, clearly
stipulating that Lebanon was an
Arab state. Yet, with Iran rising in
prominence as a regional power,
helped not least by an American
foreign policy intent on eliminating
its checks — the Taliban, Saddam
Hussein and Osama bin Laden —
Tehran now seems to view Lebanon as little more than a forward
location in its mission to reach the
Mediterranean.
Since the early 1980s, Tehran’s
enormous support of Hezbollah has moulded the group into a
strong armoured militia capable
of executing military operations
well beyond Lebanon’s borders.
Seen in hindsight, the liberation of
the country’s south after 22 years
of Israeli occupation in 2000 now
appears more like the first step in
a long journey towards Syria, Iraq,
Yemen, Kuwait and Bahrain.

However, before the election of
Hezbollah ally Michel Aoun as president in October 2016, the country
was more than capable of separating the official Lebanese position
from Hezbollah’s various regional
adventures. Over the previous year,
that demarcation has become more
blurred with every transgression
Hezbollah makes.
Thus far, the Lebanese president has proven himself far from
reluctant in defending Hezbollah’s weapons, positing them as
necessary until the various issues
racking the Middle East have been
resolved.
Traditionally, the kind of terminology employed by the president
to justify Hezbollah’s retention of
its arms is of the sort generally used
to describe the group’s role in the
longstanding Arab-Israeli conflict.
However, when Aoun employs it,
it tends to sound a little broader.
With fires burning throughout the
region, the issues he appears to
be referring to seem to grow more
intractable by the week, raising the
prospect of Hezbollah as a permanently armed militia. Iran, the
group’s sponsor, is unlikely to balk
at the prospect.
However, after an Arab League
ministerial meeting in Cairo on November 19, during which Hezbollah

was labelled a terrorist organisation, Lebanon’s relations with
many Arab countries look to have
reached a breaking point.
Lebanon cannot boycott the
Arab states, taking into consideration that almost half a million
Lebanese make their living in the
Gulf countries. Nor does it have the
capacity to fight Hezbollah, which
is by far stronger militarily than the
Lebanese Armed Forces.
Neither does it look like Iran is
ready to compromise, with the
commander of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps stating unambiguously that Hezbollah’s weapons were not negotiable. Right now,
it is abundantly clear that Tehran is
not prepared to surrender one of its
strongest negotiating cards in the
region for free. A military apparatus that it has been supporting and
building since 1983 to reach a stage
where it serves as the executive
arm is logically not negotiable.
Pressure upon the Lebanese
state to confront Hezbollah can
only be expected to mount. For
many, further sanctions now seem
unavoidable. However, in ratcheting up the economic pressure upon
Lebanon to confront a wayward
Hezbollah, the Arab League is
gambling with the country’s very
survival.

Hariri’s status
as Lebanon’s
Sunni
community
leader
confirmed
Samar Kadi

Beirut

T

he warm reception
that Lebanese Prime
Minister Saad Hariri
received upon his return home two weeks
after he announced his resignation from Riyadh November 4
reinforced his status as the undisputed leader of Lebanon’s
Sunni community.
Thousands of supporters from
various regions, including the
north, south and the Bekaa Valley, converged on Hariri’s mansion downtown Beirut to greet
him, raising Lebanese flags and
the banners of his Future Movement.
“We offer you our blood and
soul,” chanted the crowd, reaffirming their allegiance to the
political heir of slain premier
Rafik Hariri, one of the most
popular Sunni leaders in Lebanon’s modern history.
Since Hariri’s return to Lebanon was confirmed, preparations to welcome him kicked
off in the streets of Beirut and
across parts of the country.
Posters of Hariri with the slogan “We are all with you” were
raised from the road leading to
the airport all the way to Beirut’s centre, including on main
streets and intersections and in
the mainly Sunni cities of Sidon
and Tripoli.
“Regardless of the (controversial) way the resignation was
made and which harmed Lebanon’s national dignity, Hariri’s
return to the country constituted a test of his popularity,” observed political writer Radwan
Akil.
“The rallying of the people
from across the country around
him clearly revealed that the
man is still the number one leader of the Sunni community and
capable to lead it politically and
in the (forthcoming) elections,”
Akil said, adding: “If elections
are to be held tomorrow, I am
sure that the majority of the
Sunni seats in parliament would
be swept by Hariri’s party.”
Saudi-backed Hariri, who put
his resignation on hold at the request of President Michel Aoun,
saw his popularity slide when
he agreed to Aoun’s election
last year and formed a government largely dominated by Iranbacked rival Hezbollah.
“The scene today and the
large demonstration of support
would not have happened before Hariri’s resignation. There
is no doubt that his declared intention to resign has served his
popularity,” Akil said.
“It is an internal message as
much as it is a message to the
Saudis and the whole world
that the Future Movement is the
nerve of the Sunni community
in Lebanon and that this community is on Hariri’s side,” he
added.
Under
Lebanon’s
sectarian power-sharing system, the
president must be a Christian
Maronite, the premier a Sunni
Muslim and the parliament
speaker Shia.
Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly
Travel and Society section
editor.
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Arab foreign ministers unite
positions against Iran, Hezbollah
The Arab Weekly staff

London

A

rab foreign ministers
have reiterated criticism
of the role being played
by Iran and Hezbollah in
the Middle East during
an Arab League emergency meeting
in Cairo.
The November 18 meeting, called
for by Saudi Arabia, came after Yemeni Houthi rebels fired an allegedly
Iranian-made missile at Riyadh on
November 4 and a November 10 attack on a vital Bahraini pipeline by
what Manama said was Iran-backed
terrorists.
“We are not declaring war on Iran
at this stage,” said Arab League chief
Ahmed Aboul-Gheit during the
emergency session. However, he asserted that the “next stage” could
see his organisation call for a UN
Security Council meeting in order to
formally submit an Arab resolution
against Iran.
Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz appeared
to further escalate tensions with
Iran when he described Iranian Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei as the
“new Hitler of the Middle East” in
an interview with the New York
Times.
“We learned from Europe that appeasement doesn’t work. We don’t
want the new Hitler in Iran to repeat
what happened in Europe in the
Middle East,” he said. Crown Prince
Mohammed acknowledged that Riyadh was seeking to build an Arab
“coalition” to stand up to Iran.
Saudi Arabia had earlier described
the launch of a ballistic missile by
Yemeni Houthi rebels, which was
intercepted over Riyadh, as “direct
military aggression” and an “act
of war” by Iran, saying Riyadh reserved the “right to respond.”

V iewpoint

Mohamad al-Osseimi
is a Saudi writer.

If we have to do it
alone, we will need
to put an end to
this fantasy of
Arab brotherhood
and all this talk
about a common
Arab national
security.

Tehran has been backing the
Houthi rebels in the conflict, including supplying them with arms.
Although the Houthis denied that
the missile was supplied by Iran via
Lebanon’s Hezbollah, military analysts said that the Houthis likely did
not have the capabilities to produce
ballistic missiles.
“We say it in clear terms that
Iranian threats have exceeded all
boundaries and are pushing the region towards the abyss… Iran’s missile programme poses a danger to
the region,” Aboul-Gheit said.
Saudi Foreign Minister Adel alJubeir called on his Arab counterparts to take a firm stance against
Iran. “Showing leniency towards
Iran will not leave any Arab capital
safe from those ballistic missiles,”
he said.
“We are obligated today to take
a serious and honest stand… to
counter those belligerent policies,”
Jubeir added.
The Arab League emergency
meeting, only the 12th emergency
session to be held since the organisation’s founding in 1945, also took
place in the middle of a political
crisis in Lebanon. Prime Minister
Saad Hariri had announced his resignation on November 4 while in
Riyadh, citing Iran and Hezbollah’s
“interference” in Arab countries.
Hariri has subsequently returned
to Lebanon, saying he would “suspend” his resignation and called on
the Lebanese to “disassociate from
wars, external struggles and regional conflicts,” in what many took to
be an implicit reference to Iran and
Hezbollah.
Hezbollah has been fighting for
the Assad regime in neighbouring
Syria, with critics saying that its
backer Iran was using the group,
which is also part of the Lebanese
government, as a proxy to advance
its regional agenda.
“Hezbollah is in total control [of

Facing challenges. Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-Jubeir (R) speaks with members of the Saudi
delegation during a meeting at the Arab League headquarters in Cairo, on November 19.
Lebanon],” said Bahraini Foreign
Minister Sheikh Khalid bin Ahmed
al-Khalifa during the Arab League
meeting.
“Iran’s biggest arm in the region at
the moment is the terrorist [Hezbollah] arm,” he said.
Khalifa called on Arab countries
to hold nations where Iranian proxies were flourishing “responsible”

The Arab League
emergency meeting
was only the 12th
emergency session
to be held since the
organisation’s
founding in 1945.

for their actions. “We want to hold
countries where Hezbollah is a partner in government responsible, specifically Lebanon,” he added.
In a joint declaration issued following the meeting, Arab League
members accused Hezbollah of
“supporting terrorism and extremism groups in Arab countries with
advanced weapons and ballistic
missiles.” The declaration specified
Hezbollah as a “partner in the Lebanese government,” with many calling on Beirut to rein in Hezbollah.
The emergency meeting was not
attended by Lebanon’s Foreign Minister, Gebran Bassil, but Lebanon’s
Arab League representative Antoine
Azzam objected to the declaration.

(AFP)

Following the meeting, Lebanese
President Michel Aoun also objected to the declaration, saying that
Beirut was not responsible for regional power struggles.
At the same time the Arab foreign
ministers were meeting, Iranian
Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad
Zarif was meeting with his Turkish and Russian counterparts in
Antalya, Turkey, ahead of a trilateral
summit in Sochi.
“Unfortunately countries like
the Saudi regime are pursuing divisions and creating differences and,
because of this, they don’t see any
results other than divisions,” he told
Iranian state media on the sidelines
of the meeting.

Saudi Arabia and Gulf region have no choice but to stand up to Iran

M

any in Saudi
Arabia were
shocked by
the reaction of
the Lebanese
people to accusations that
Lebanese Prime Minister Saad
Hariri was being held against his
will in Riyadh. That story was
propagated by Hezbollah and its
Christian allies and blessed by
Lebanese President Michel Aoun.
It was a media trap that ensnared
even Sunni figures.
Saudis were deeply shocked by
such blatant ingratitude, especially considering the amount of
aid Saudi Arabia has provided to
Lebanon since its independence.
Any fair-minded person would
find it difficult to understand why
such vicious insults were heaped
upon Saudi Arabia, its leadership
and its people. History bears witness to how much Saudi Arabia
values and favours Lebanon.
The latest crisis with Lebanon
brought forth a nagging question
that goes beyond the country
and concerns all Arab nations:
With Iran currently meddling in
the affairs of all Arab countries,
boasting that it controls four Arab
capitals and even daring to have
those it backs launch ballistic missiles at Mecca and Riyadh, what is
Saudi Arabia supposed to do?
Before the era of King Salman
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, the nagging question in the Arab world
was: Why is Saudi Arabia turning
the other cheek and what is it
waiting for to fight off Iran’s arrogance and conceit in the region?

The Arab world’s complete change
of attitude, however, boggles my
mind and the minds of all true
Arab patriots.
During the last three years,
Saudi Arabia moved on several fronts to counter the Iranian
agenda in the region. It aborted
Iran’s plans in Bahrain and Yemen,
took the necessary steps to keep
Iraq in its Arab environment and
struck deals with the United States
and Russia to move towards a
permanent solution to the Syrian
crisis. When Hezbollah’s long
arm reached all the way to the
kingdom’s flank in Yemen, Saudi
authorities adopted an appropriate stance towards the Lebanese
government because, after all, the
belligerent Hezbollah is part of
that government.
Another bewildering component to the official and popular
reactions in the Arab world is their
emphasis on national sovereignty
and pride, which seem to only
be discovered during situations
involving Saudi Arabia. When
Saad Hariri chose to announce
his resignation from Riyadh, for
example, spending a few days
there before returning to Beirut,
the whole episode turned into the
Saudis’ alleged attack on Lebanese
sovereignty.
But when each and every Lebanese citizen was forced to accept
Hezbollah’s totalitarian domination and pay allegiance in their
country to the Iranian banner, that
same Lebanese sovereignty and
pride took a long leave of absence.
No one in Lebanon dares to decry
Iran’s direct meddling in the

country’s affairs or stand up to its
continuous insults at the hands of
rogue militias.
In trying to explain this pernicious Arab state of mind, we can
only appeal to either one or two
plausible factors. The first has to
do with people of Arab heritage, in
general, being emotionally drawn
to authoritarian and domineering
figures. If we look at the modern
history of all Arab countries, we
see many instances of blind allegiance and love for authoritarian
regimes and autocratic rulers who
have driven their countries to the
brink of disaster at all levels. Even
decades after their death, these
dictators still enjoy a great deal
of popular adulation among their
people.
When we look at the SaudiIranian conflict, we find the same
pattern. The more Iran flexes its
military muscles, arms to the
teeth its agents in Lebanon and
kills innocent people in a number of Arab countries, the more
we will find among Arab nations
those who admire it and defend its
agendas.
By contrast, Saudi intervention in some Arab countries was
strictly for the purpose of countering Iran’s evil plans. The kingdom
has always been very generous with aid and has provided
employment opportunities for
millions of Arabs. At the slightest crisis, however, it finds itself
on the receiving end of a barrage
of insults and false accusations
in both official and non-official
media outlets. There is a growing
feeling among Saudis that they

are left alone to stand up to Iran’s
dangerous manoeuvres in the Gulf
and the Arab world.
The second plausible factor behind the latent animosity against
Saudi Arabia is the old superiority
complex among the Arab nations outside the Arabian Peninsula and the Arabian Gulf. Front
pages in Egypt and Lebanon, for
example, have a field day depicting stereotypical images of Saudi
or Emirati Bedouins and their
camels, splashing large, offensive
headlines across the page. That’s
exactly what the Lebanese daily
Ad-Diyar did last week.
Given all of the above, we need
to ask whether the Arabs would
have adopted a different and
firmer attitude towards Iran if
there had been another non-Gulf
country standing up to it. It is a
legitimate question to ask but,
unfortunately, we cannot afford to
wait to find out the answer. Fate
has decreed that Iran is closer to
Saudi Arabia and the Gulf and,
therefore, the Saudi kingdom
has no choice but to confront the
Iranian threat.
In Saudi Arabia, we wish to see
the other Arab nations stand by
our side in this crisis as we have
done with them during their wars
and crises. But if we have to do it
alone, we will need to put an end
to this fantasy of Arab brotherhood and all this talk about a
common Arab national security.
In fact, this was the gist of the
Bahraini foreign affairs minister’s
speech during the Arab League’s
ministerial meeting earlier this
month.
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Wahington pushes for closer Saudi-Israeli
stance on key regional challenges
Ed Blanche

Beirut

O

n November 6, Palestinian Authority President
Mahmoud Abbas made
an unexpected trip to
Riyadh to meet King
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud and
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz. In recent weeks
the crown prince has become the
de facto power in the kingdom, introducing radical policy changes,
including what appears to be a
dramatic, though largely behindthe-scenes, shift towards Israel as
a partner against their common enemy Iran.
Little has been said of what transpired in Riyadh. But speculation
has been rife in the Middle East and
Washington that the Saudis could
have pressed Abbas to accept whatever plan the US Trump administration comes up with.
That squared with Riyadh’s action
in forcing Lebanese Prime Minister
Saad Hariri to move against Hezbollah, the most powerful political and
military force in Lebanon.
Hariri resigned, saying he feared
an assassination plot. His father,
former premier Rafik Hariri, was assassinated in February 2005. Five
members of Hezbollah have been
indicted by a UN-mandated special
tribunal in The Netherlands in his
murder.
A few days before Abbas’s visit
to Saudi Arabia, Jared Kushner,
US President Donald Trump’s sonin-law and his Middle East envoy,
spent four days in Riyadh discussing a new regional peace initiative
reportedly involving Saudi Arabia
and Israel.
On November 16, Israel’s military
chief of staff, Lieutenant-General
Gadi Eisenkot, gave an interview to
the Saudi-owned online newspaper
Elaph in his Tel Aviv office and declared he was prepared to share military intelligence on Iran with Saudi
Arabia and other “moderate” Arab
states — a startling statement from
Israel’s top soldier that underlines
just how times are changing in the
region.

The tempo of changes
is clearly accelerating,
with the Trump
administration
pressing all parties
concerned to join
forces and take
military action against
the Islamic Republic
and its allies.
On November 19, Israel’s energy
minister, Yuval Steinitz, a member
of Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu’s security cabinet and a former strategic affairs minister, said
the Jewish state has “partly covert”
links with Saudi Arabia and other
Arab states, particularly because of
Iran’s expansionist ambitions and
efforts by these states to mobilise
the Americans against the Islamic
Republic.
The Saudi foreign minister, Adel
al-Jubeir, told Egypt’s CBC television on November 22: “There are no
relations between Saudi Arabia and
Israel. There is an Arab peace initiative, which shows the roadmap to
reach peace and establish normal
relations between Israel and the
Arab states.”
Even so, these events have confirmed speculation that the Saudis,
leaders of Islam’s dominant Sunni
faith, and Israel have moved closer
after 70 turbulent years, largely
because both are deeply alarmed
about Iran’s growing influence
across the region using the Revolutionary Guards and armed proxies.

Trump factor. Chairman of the US Joint Chiefs of Staff General Joseph Dunford (L) walks next to
Israel’s Chief of Staff Lieutenant-General Gadi Eisenkot in Tel Aviv, last May.
(Reuters)

This is part of a regional pattern
of shifting alliances since the “Arab
spring” upheavals of 2010-2011.
Hussein Ibish of the Arab Gulf
States Institute in Washington
observed that Steinitz’s remarks
“won’t surprise anyone who’s been
paying attention to the budding
courtship between Israel and Saudi
Arabia, which is being pushed especially by the Israeli side.”
But the fact remains that the
force behind the Saudi-Israeli initiative, Crown Prince Mohammed, is
under growing pressure because of
the radical shifts in Riyadh’s policies that he has introduced in recent
months, not always successfully.
The tempo of these changes is
clearly accelerating, with the Trump
administration pressing all parties
concerned to join forces and take
military action, presumably with US
support, against the Islamic Republic and its allies.
This is being viewed as potentially dangerous for the kingdom
and the region as a whole as it grapples with wall-to-wall conflicts and
a geopolitical landscape undergoing
profound change, possibly even disintegration.
“Saudi Arabia is under pressure
not just from Iran’s ambitions,
but also from falling oil revenues,
shrinking national wealth and
mounting demands for reform,” one
commentator observed.
Eisenkot in his interview accused
the Islamic Republic of “seeking to
take control of the Middle East, creating a (Shia) crescent from Lebanon to Iran and then from the Gulf
to the Red Sea… We must prevent
this from happening.
“In this matter, there is complete
agreement between us and the
kingdom of Saudi Arabia, which has
never been our enemy. It has not
fought us and nor have we fought
it.”
That sort of arrangement would

mark a major win for Israel and Saudi Arabia, as the kingdom embarks
on a new era under Crown Prince
Mohammed, who has overturned
collegial rule by the House of Saud
into what has all the trappings of
one-man rule and an abrupt epochal change.
But as the details of the anti-Iran
alliance slowly emerge, it seems the
whole structure depends on the US
intervening in force militarily. Even
together, Israel and Saudi Arabia
do not have the firepower to overwhelm the Iranians on their own.
Eisenkot’s interview and other recent instances of reaching out to the
Arab world after decades of conflict
demonstrate how Israel’s diplomatic and security-related priorities in
regional affairs are opening up new
geostrategic opportunities.
“The main thing Israel stands to
gain is tighter unofficial relations
with Saudi Arabia,” military analyst
Ron Ben-Yishai wrote on Ynet, the
online English version of Israel’s
Yediot Aharonot newspaper.
“Crown Prince (Mohammed) bin
Salman basically owes Israel and
(Eisenkot) for their swift help in
confirming the claims against Iran
and Hezbollah, and for the indirect
aid they are offering him in his relations with President Trump and
with the Europeans concerning the
Middle East,” he wrote on November 19.
Some analysts interpreted Eisenkot’s comments, clearly approved
by Netanyahu’s security cabinet, as
an appeal by Israel to Saudi Arabia
for joint action against Tehran delivered by Israel’s top military commander.
Trump wants to see Israel and
Saudi Arabia, key US allies in the
Middle East, join forces against
Iran and some analysts suspect that
recent disclosures on the growing links between the two regional
powers may be connected to recent

visits to both countries’ capitals by
Kushner.
Eisenkot said Trump’s presidency has created “an opportunity to
build a new international coalition
in the region.”
Saudi Arabia and Israel have reportedly for years had covert intel-

ligence links, with senior officials
meeting in Jordan, London and other countries. Now they meet in public. But none of this suggests that a
historic breakthrough is just around
the corner.
Fifty years after the 1967 Middle East war, which transformed
Israel into a regional superpower,
the Middle East is a different place.
In the wake of the “Arab spring,”
younger, more pragmatic voices are
heard in politics as the Arabs’ brittle
world undergoes profound change.
Saudi Arabia and Israel may be
moving closer to counter Iran, but
they are hardly allies. They will not
be able to establish diplomatic relations until the Palestinian issue,
a central role in the region’s geopolitics for decades has been settled
once and for all. And that will not be
easy.
The kingdom’s elite may be willing to cooperate with Israel against
Iran, but the Saudi man in the
street, like his Arab brethren, still
bitterly opposes Israel for occupying Arab land in 1967 and will not
accept any deal that excludes the
return of the West Bank as a Palestinian homeland.
Any move by Crown Prince Mohammed to consolidate the moves
towards an alliance with Israel could
trigger a backlash against his rule in
a country that remains essentially
a confederation of traditionally inclined tribes, and in Arab eyes could
delegitimise Saudi Arabia’s position
as leader of the Arab world.
Riyadh sees an opportunity to
press Israel on the Arab Peace Initiative it sponsored in 2002 and that
was approved by the Arab League
and rejected by Israel. That provides for Arab states normalising
relations with Israel in return for
withdrawing from territory occupied in 1967.
Right now, that would be political
suicide for Netanyahu and Israel’s
rightists.
As for Crown Prince Mohammed,
a unilateral move without Palestinian approval could trigger a backlash
in a region torn by war and drifting
towards disintegration.
Ed Blanche is analysis editor of
The Arab Weekly.

Palestine question could still
be the make-or-break factor
Ed Blanche

Beirut

T

he key issue in the calculations of Saudi Arabia
and Israel to combine
their forces to fight an
expansionist Iran is the
Palestinians and what Israel is prepared to give them in exchange for
abandoning their quest for an independent homeland in war-won
lands controlled by the Jewish
state.
The intrigue deepened on November 6 when Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas was summoned to Riyadh by King Salman
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud to discuss
the thorny Palestinian issue, which
must be settled if the anti-Iran
campaign is to get off the ground.
Scant details have emerged since
that meeting, but the Saudis are reported to have given Abbas an ultimatum: Accept the terms of a US
blueprint for countering Iran with
Saudi Arabia and Israel or resign.
There has been no official confirmation of that from Saudi Arabia,
Israel or the Palestinians.
But it is becoming clear that serious discussions are under way

in Riyadh and Tel Aviv, as well as
Washington, on what could be an
alliance between Saudi Arabia and
Israel.
Majdi Khaldi, Abbas’s adviser
for diplomatic affairs who accompanied him to Riyadh, told Voice
of Palestine radio on November 5,
the day before the Riyadh meeting:
“Saudi Arabia has always stood
with us, provided us with all the
political and financial support we
needed, and the time has come for
us to stand with it in the face of
great challenges.”
The Palestinians are sure to be
asked to make major concessions,
although to what extent is not publicly known, and that will complicate the negotiations.
Ibrahim Habib, dean of scientific
research at Ribat University College affiliated with Gaza’s Interior
Ministry, observed: “Abbas is under Arab and international pressure to settle the Palestinian question. But he’s smart, stubborn and
elusive.”
Securing the settlement of an issue that has long been at the centre
of Middle East turbulence would
be a major — and badly needed —
foreign policy achievement for US
President Donald Trump’s administration.
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PLO Washington office to stay open but
that’s no sign of commitment to peace

Tom Regan

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

The Trump
administration’s
threat to close the
office created a rift
with the Palestinians
and would have hurt
its ambitious
attempts to
broker a deal.

T

he Trump administration has backtracked on
its decision to close the
Palestinian Liberation
Organisation’s office in
Washington, but the
fact the issue came up at all may
speak volumes. It says a great deal
about this administration’s view
of peace in the Middle East. As
one US cable news host recently
described it: the Palestinian-Israeli
issue “has mostly been dormant
since President Trump took office.”
There is little to suggest it is in
rude good health even now, although the Trump administration
has undoubtedly refocused attention by hinting at ambitious moves
to broker regional peace.
But “mostly dormant” nicely
sums up the official US approach
to the Palestinian-Israeli issue
until now. There have been spasms
of interest, occasional talk about
a comprehensive plan to achieve
peace in the Middle East and infrequent sightings in the region of the
Trump administration’s two men
assigned to achieve this “ultimate
deal” — the president’s son-in-law,
Jared Kushner, and former Trump
Organisation lawyer Jason Greenblatt. But the US State Department’s
threat to close the PLO office created a rift with the Palestinians,
which was hardly likely to be good
for efforts to bring peace to the
Middle East.
Now, that threat is past, though
the PLO has been advised by the
State Department “to limit its activities to those related to achieving a lasting, comprehensive peace
between the Israelis and Palestinians.”
In any case, the Trump administration was using a legal technicality to compel the Palestinians to
resume peace negotiations with
the Israelis. The PLO has had an office in Washington since President
Bill Clinton approved it in 1994.
In 2011, President Barack Obama
allowed the PLO to fly its flag outside the office. But in 2015, the Re-

Nationhood and a flag. The Palestine Liberation Organisation
(PLO) Office is seen in Washington. 			
publican-controlled US Congress
passed a law stating that if the PLO
ever tried to take the Israelis to the
International Criminal Court (ICC)
for alleged war crimes against the
Palestinians, their office could be
closed. In September, Palestinian
Authority President Mahmoud
Abbas told the United Nations
General Assembly the PLO had
done exactly that.
The PLO offered a defiant
response to US attempts to armtwist it into negotiations with the
Israelis. It threatened to cut off all
communication with the Trump
administration. This would have

(AFP)

endangered any support the PLO
enjoyed within the Trump administration and imperiled future financial backing. But it would have
also undermined US attempts to
restart peace talks and dealt a blow
to attempts to forge a regional
alliance between Israel and other
Sunni Arab countries in an effort to
counteract Iran.
Even before it became clear the
PLO office in Washington would
not be closed after all, it was hard
to take the Kushner-Greenblatt
attempts to make peace seriously.
The consensus among Middle
Eastern experts in Washington and

beyond has long been that both
men are clueless. And that every
government in the region knows
this.
However, at least some of the
focus on Palestinian-Israeli peace
is on account of Trump’s changing equation with Kushner. Less
than a year ago, when Trump took
office, he settled Kushner with a
wide variety of tasks, including
solving the Israeli-Palestinian
issue. Recent media reports have
speculated, however, that Trump
Chief of Staff John Kelly has been
slowly reducing Kushner’s role in
everything but the Israeli-Palestinian issue, with Trump’s blessing.
Trump is said to be out of sorts
with what he considers a string of
bad advice from Kushner.
The more interesting aspect is
the Trump administration’s long
game as it concerns other Arab
countries in the region. Apparently
with much prodding from Israeli
Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu, it is trying to convince Saudi
Arabia to force the Palestinians to
negotiate with Israel in exchange
for military and intelligence information concerning Iran. The plan
would call for Saudi Arabia to also
offer an incentive of $10 billion to
go along with the “ultimate deal.”
Previous American administrations have tried this gambit in
some form with Jordan and Egypt
with little success. Closing the PLO
office would have also scuttled
these efforts.
Realistically, it’s extremely likely
the Palestinian-Israeli issue will
become “dormant” once again,
as the US domestic agenda takes
centre stage. This includes the
special counsel’s investigation into
the Trump administration’s possible collusion with Russia during
the 2016 election, the controversial
US Senate race in Alabama and
Republican efforts to pass a tax
cut. There may be little room for
anything else on the American
political agenda for the next few
months.

How the West’s wariness of Iran put the
Palestinian issue on the back burner

Francis Ghilès

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

The Middle Eastern
media’s
overwhelming
hostility towards
Iran is reflected in
public opinion.
People seem more
interested in Iran
than in Palestine.

L

ooking back over the
past generation – specifically to the year 1977,
when the first Likud
government assumed
power in Israel – it is
clear that many political leaders in the West grew to view the
threat from Iran as more pressing than the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict.
This view slowly gained traction, particularly after the Iranian
revolution of 1979, and is now the
received wisdom of many Western commentators and political
leaders. It has been fuelled by the
Israeli lobby in the US, which has
been dominated for more than
two decades by AIPAC, a cheerleader of the Israeli right. The
view has also been pushed more
recently by the ongoing campaign
against Iran’s influence spreading
waged by Saudi Arabia and other
Gulf countries.
This fight appears to have the
support of US President Donald
Trump, who is not at all happy
with the nuclear deal signed
between the US, Russia and other
leading Western countries with
Iran two years ago. Aims to counter Iranian influence and what
appears to be Tehran’s attempt
to build a continuous supply line
from the Iranian to the Lebanese
frontiers to support Hezbollah have brought together two
unlikely bedfellows, Israel and

Saudi Arabia. This, however, has
been questioned by a number of
people within Israel’s intelligence
agency, Mossad.
There are also concerns in the
United States and Western Europe among security and military
services that it could be unwise
to get overtly involved in what
increasingly looks like a SunniShia fight. Iraqi leaders, who are
Shia, have not taken well to US
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson’s
complaints about what he and
other Arab states view as Islamic
Revolutionary Guard Corps activity in Iraq.
French, British, German and
Russian leaders have made their
support for the Iran nuclear
agreement very clear. But will
they be able to hold out against
US, Saudi and Israeli pressure and
stop Trump from tearing it up?
Only time will tell.
The way many in the West have
come to view the Iranian threat
has caused the issue to dominate
Middle East policy, relegating the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict to the
back burner. Since public opinion is shaped to a large extent by
the media, the Middle Eastern
media’s overwhelming hostility
towards Iran is reflected in public
opinion. People seem more interested in Iran than in Palestine.
Events in the Middle East do,
however, have their way of playing up in unexpected ways. The

relative indifference to the suffering of Yemeni people, for example, could surface in unexpected
ways in the Arabian peninsula.
Along with the temporary sidelining of the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict has come the tremendous
decline of the Israeli left. Until the
murder of former Israeli Prime
Minister Yitzhak Rabin, Israel’s
Labour Party was open to territorial compromise with the Palestinians, while the Likud party,
which has dominated politics in
recent years, is more ideological and stands for what it terms
“Greater Israel.” The difference
between the two parties, however, has become blurred. This
is partly due to the failure of the
2009 Camp David summit, for
which then Israeli Prime Minister
Ehud Barak is responsible. Unlike
former President Jimmy Carter
a quarter of a century earlier,
US President Bill Clinton did not
act as an honest broker in the
process, but as Israel’s friend and
ally.
After Palestinian leader Yasser
Arafat refused to sign the agreement, Barak claimed that Palestine was not Israel’s partner
in peace. If that was the case,
Israeli voters reasoned, why vote
for Labour, which believes in
negotiations with the Palestinians? A few years of Ariel Sharon,
whose record of killing Arabs
and war crimes is well attested,

led the Israelis to believe it was
best to have a strong leader. The
Palestinians, as they saw it, did
not want peace. Since 2001, Likud
or its offshoot, Kadina, has held
power.
As an older generation of European immigrants who used to
vote Labour die, a younger one
has grown accustomed to the
occupation of what was formerly
Palestinian land as the natural order. The rising number of Sephardi Jews, relative to the Ashkenazis, has also contributed to the
trend, as many adhere to a more
literalist religious tradition. There
is little chance of Labour coming
back to power, which means there
is little chance of serious dialogue
with the Palestinians. The rise of
the Palestinian Hamas as opposed
to the traditional Fatah leadership
is the direct consequence.
It is worth remembering that
when former Iraqi leader Saddam
Hussein attacked Iran in the early
1980s, the US, Russia and European powers sold him weapons,
while Israel sold weapons to the
regime they hate today, Iran.
Alliances are strangely fickle in
the Middle East. It will be interesting to see how Israel’s newly
proclaimed alliance with Saudi
Arabia, which, until recently
distributed the antisemitic text
“Protocols of the Elders of Zion”
to visiting journalists, stands the
test of time.
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Much like Iran, Iraq
shows poor response
to deadly earthquake
James Snell

London

A

n earthquake of 7.3 magnitude struck Iraq and
Iran on November 12. It
began in the Iraqi area
of Halabja but its tremors were felt across the Middle East
and its effects were extensive.
Osamah Golpy, a journalist at
Rudaw English who was in Halabja
at the time, described the scene:
“I was sitting with two friends in a
park that was close to a main street.
We were having a conversation
when the ground started to shake.
One of my friends told us after a
second or so that this must be an
earthquake. He instantly asked us
to go to the other side of the park
to take shelter, which we did. But I
noticed that we are right under an
electricity pole and trees.”
“My biggest fear was [that] the
poles [would] fall. I asked them
that we move further across the
street, away from the trees and the
poles,” Golpy said.
“But during this, I heard people
making their way out from a store,
many screaming out of fear. There
was a woman who could not stop
crying. She was in total panic. After
a few minutes, lots of cars started
to drive fast as they were trying to
make their way to the nearby hospital.”
Estimates that that earthquake
has killed at least 530 people and
injured
approximately
10,000
make it one of the deadliest natural
disasters this year.
The casualties did not fall evenly.
Most of the deaths and injuries occurred in Iran. Iraq did not escape
unscathed, however; its northern
Kurdish region was affected but the
death toll there was less than 10.
In Iran, as many as 30,000 homes

have been damaged and several
villages were reported almost completely destroyed. This is an immense tragedy. But the Iranian government has not escaped blame.
Abdulla Hawez, an analyst at
King’s College London who studies
the region, said that despite all this
damage, Iran has declined “request
for help [from] other countries and
international NGOs.”
Many observers have criticised
this response. Iran’s supreme leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, offered
his own criticism of his country’s
reaction to the disaster, saying he
was “not satisfied” and that some
officials needed to “double their efforts.”
The root of this failure is more
than simple laziness on the part of
government officials, however.
“[All] the Iranian authorities
have done has been giving each
family that has been most affected
by the quake $500, which is too little, given that in the most affected
areas these families have lost their
house and many have also lost
their cars,” Hawez said.
Far fewer lost their lives or were
injured in Iraq than in Iran. But
though this may be partially due to
chance, some credit must be given
to those in authority who responded to this tragic event.
Attributing credit within Iraq is
not easy. As the Kurdish areas of
northern Iraq are autonomous, it
is sometimes difficult to see where
the responsibility of the Kurdistan
Regional Government (KRG) begins
and that of the Iraqi state ends.
Hawez noted that, in its response, “the KRG has dedicated
over $100,000 to compensate the
affected families.” In general, he
said, “the KRG response is poor,
but given the KRG is going through
a very severe economic crisis, the
modest response has not been surprising.”

Tragic aftermath. A man rides a motorcycle past a damaged building following an earthquake in the
town of Darbandikhan near the city of Sulaimaniyah in the semi-autonomous Kurdish region, on
November 13.										
(Reuters)
Golpy said: “I believe that it was
the KRG who did most of the work
on the ground, mainly because the
areas hit are located in the Kurdistan region.”
Internationally, the earthquake
has spurred some international as-

Estimates that that
earthquake has killed
at least 530 people and
injured approximately
10,000 make it one of
the deadliest natural
disasters this year.

sistance.
Turkey had closed its border
with Iraqi Kurdistan in response
to the KRG’s disputed independence referendum last month, but
“in Iraq, the quickest response was
surprisingly from Turkey,” Hawez
said. Turkey opened its border,
provided material aid and facilitated the movement of Red Crescent
convoys into Iraqi Kurdistan. It is
unlikely this occurred without the
Iraqi federal government’s authorisation and support.
Hawez said that “the poorest response has been from Iraq, [which]
has almost done nothing to reach
out to the people in the affected
areas.”
“The only place we see Iraq taking part of the response is the Darbandikhan dam, the place worst hit
in Kurdistan,” said Golpy. He noted
that many Kurds think the Iraqi

state only took an interest in the
dam because, if it were damaged,
it would affect more than just Iraq’s
Kurds.
Still, Golpy reiterates: “Baghdad
and Erbil worked together to repair
the dam.”
In the aftermath of natural disasters, there are chaos and disarray
and suggestions of administrative
failure. In Iraq after the earthquake, following the failure and
success of the central government
and the KRG is rendered difficult.
People are likely to blame the two
sides for not working together efficiently.
These criticisms are valid. But
the Iraqi state, the KRG and its
Turkish neighbour still succeeded
where Iran appears to have tragically failed.
James Snell is a British journalist.

Iraq’s Tuz Khurmatu: A town rich in history and conflict
Nermeen Mufti

Tuz Khurmatu

T

he Turkmen residents of
Tuz Khurmatu say their
ancestors built the Iraqi
town that they inhabit
approximately 800 years
ago. The area was among places
whose history dates to the ancient
Sumerian era.
The town is 70km south of
Kirkuk and 180km north of Baghdad. It lies on the main route that
links those cities, which gives Tuz
Khurmatu a strategic importance.
The town’s name is said to mean
“salt and dates” in the Turkmen
language. In addition to sitting on
oil reserves, the area boasts of fertile farming land.
There were many stages that
led to the Turkmen-majority town
becoming ethnically mixed. In
1959, Iraqi Prime Minister Abd alKarim Qasim opened a new neighbourhood called al-Jumhuriyah
for Kurdish residents. In the late
1970s, the Iraqi government made
the town, which was administered by Kirkuk, part of the newly
formed Saladin province. That
move increased the number of
Arab residents.
After 2003, more Kurdish residents moved into the town that
has become among the disputed
areas between Iraq’s central government and the Kurdistan Regional Authority (KRG). Since
then, ethnic tensions have resulted in violence.
The latest incident of friction

came after Iraqi Prime Minister
Haider al-Abadi ordered the handing over of control of the disputed
territories from peshmerga fighters to Iraqi forces. Although the
process was largely peaceful in the
rest of the country, Tuz Khurmatu
experienced clashes between the
peshmerga and Iraqi government
forces, supported by Turkmen
units in the Popular Mobilisation
Forces (PMF).
“Within hours the lives of countless men, women and children
were devastated in Tuz Khurmatu.
Thousands have lost their homes,
shops and everything they owned.
They are now scattered in nearby
camps, villages and cities, wondering whether they will ever be
able to return,” said Lynn Maalouf,

Middle East research director for
Amnesty International.
“The Iraqi authorities already
stated they would not tolerate attacks against civilians and would
hold perpetrators accountable.
They must now put word to action
and promptly initiate impartial investigations into these violations.
Victims must receive full reparation and those responsible held to
account,” Maalouf said.
The rights group said the targets
of the recent attacks were predominately Kurdish but Turkmen residents said they had been attacked
first by the peshmerga.
A report by police officer Nidham Fadhil said armed Kurds fired
mortars into Turkmen neighbourhoods, killing ten people.

Beleaguered town. A view of a street in the Iraqi town of
Tuz Khurmatu.
(Nermeen Mufti)

Ali al-Bayati, a spokesman for
the Iraqi Independent Human
Rights Commission (IHRC), said
there have been “individual cases” of revenge attacks by locals
against each other but there have
been no systematic attacks by Iraqi forces or the PMF.
Mohammed Koja, an adviser to
the president of the Saladin Provisional Council, said members of
his Turkmen community had been
killed, kidnapped or had their
houses bombed and burned over
the last 14 years.
“[Kurdish] attempts to make demographic changes [in Tuz Khurmatu] became obvious in the first
months of the occupation when
the Kurds attacked and [damaged]
Marsa Ali tomb,” which is revered
by the Turkmen of the town, Koja
said.
Turkmen residents alleged that
Kurdish neighbourhoods receive
better electricity and security services and accused the town’s mayor — a Kurd — of favouritism.
“Why do we have a Kurdish mayor when Turkmen candidates are
the ones who win a majority in local elections? Although Tuz Khurmatu is linked administratively to
Saladin province, the mayor deals
with the KRG,” said Koja.
Arab
residents
also
complained of discrimination against
them by Kurdish authorities, although there have been clashes
between Arab and Turkmen residents too. In addition to ethnic
differences,
Tuz
Khurmatu’s
communities belong to different
branches of Islam: The Turkmen
are mainly Shias there while the

Arabs and Kurds are predominately Sunnis.
Community tensions aside,
there
were
allegations
that
militants from Turkey’s outlawed Kurdistan Workers’ Party
(PKK) were involved in shelling
Turkmen homes in Tuz Khurmatu. Ali al-Hussainy, vice-chairman
of the Tuz Khurmatu council,
said his house was destroyed by
mortars from the PKK and peshmerga.

There were a number
of stages that led the
Turkmen-majority
town to become
ethnically mixed.
While Kurdish residents said
they felt unsafe following the expulsion of the peshmerga, their
Turkmen counterparts said they
had never felt safer. “For the first
time in 14 years, we felt secure,”
Qasim Awni, a writer, said.
While
the
Islamic-calendar
month of Muharram is usually
observed with signs of sadness
by Shia Muslims over the death
of the revered Imam Hussain, this
year many Shia Turkmen were celebrating in the town.
The Turkmen residents sang a
song that is part of their heritage
but modified its lyrics. Instead of
the original “I do not know why
the Tuz Mountains are sad,” they
chanted: “The Tuz Mountains are
happy.”
Nermeen Mufti is an Iraqi
journalist based in Baghdad.
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Ayatollah Khamenei’s Shia International looms large
Ali Alfoneh

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

Under Khamenei,
the Islamic Republic
is pursuing its goals
in a more
sophisticated
fashion than in the
early days of the
1979 revolution.

A

fter the fall of the
last bastion of the
Islamic State (ISIS)
in Abu Kamal,
close to Syria’s
border with Iraq, a
senior member of
Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard
Corps (IRGC) announced the
extremist group’s “total defeat” to
the world.
Major-General Qassem Soleimani, chief commander of the
IRGC’s al-Quds Force, which manages extraterritorial operations,
sent a letter to Iranian Supreme
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei.
In Soleimani’s letter, he thanked
“Iranian, Iraqi, Syrian, Lebanese,
Afghan and Pakistani guardians
of the shrine” who sacrificed their
lives defending the “life and honour of Muslims.”
The nationalities mentioned
were not random. They make up
the bulk of Shia fighters under his
command in Syria and Iraq. This
writer’s survey of foreign Shia
fighters killed in combat in Syria
provides corroboration. I have
identified, at the very least, 785
Afghans, 526 Iranians, 105 Iraqis,
1,201 Lebanese and 144 Pakistanis
killed in the fighting since January
2012. In Iraq, I have totalled 2,393
Iraqi losses and 42 Iranian nationals killed since the rise of ISIS.
However, Tehran’s outreach is
not limited to these nationalities.
There are no accurate statistics
on the number of Shia worldwide,
but as the second largest sect
within Islam, Shia likely constitute
between 10-13% of Muslims, or
between 150 million-200 million
people worldwide. In Lebanon and
the Persian Gulf region, there is a
much higher percentage of Shia.
Regardless of the size of the Shia
community in Iran’s neighbourhood, Ayatollah Khamenei has
grander designs than leading a minority within Islam. He has tried
hard to depict himself as vali-ye
amr-e Moslemin, or chief guardian of Muslims. In an attempt to
take over leadership of the Muslim
umma, or community of believers, he has chosen a bifurcated
approach.
Khamenei, like his predecessor Grand Ayatollah Ruhollah
Khomeini, has tried to overcome
the Shia/Sunni divide by identify-

Exporting zeal. Women wave a Lebanese national flag and
Hezbollah flags in front of a portrait of Iran’s supreme leader,
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, in the southern Lebanese town of Bint
Jbeil. 							
(AFP)
ing the United States and Israel as
common enemies of all Muslims.
According to this narrative, Sunni
Arab leaders who pursue their national interests in cooperation with
the United States and peaceful
coexistence with Israel are traitors
and lackeys of global arrogance.
The Islamic Republic is also aiming to export the revolution enshrined in its constitution. Article
154 of Iran’s Constitution obliges
the state to support “the just

struggles of the oppressed against
the oppressors in every corner of
the globe.” For all practical purposes, this means trying to control
Shia communities in Afghanistan,
Bahrain, Iraq, Kuwait, Lebanon
and Saudi Arabia and undermining the Sunnis.
Under Khamenei, the Islamic
Republic is pursuing its goals
in a more sophisticated fashion
than in the early days of the 1979
revolution. Today, Tehran boasts a

multifaceted approach tailored to
social and political conditions in
disparate countries.
In Lebanon, Tehran has successfully managed to create and
nurture Hezbollah as the central
political player and formidable
military force. At the same time,
Iran has attempted to keep Lebanese state institutions weak. The
militia also constitutes Tehran’s
first line of defence in conflicts
with Israel and serves as a mercenary force in regional conflicts
such as the civil war in Syria.
In Iraq, the Islamic Republic
pursues a policy of supporting
Shia control over the government, even as it undermines it by
providing military and logistical
support to Iraqi Shia militias that
are not within Baghdad’s control.
In doing so, Iraqi Shia will find
themselves in a permanent state
of dependency on Tehran.
In Afghanistan, by training the
Fatemiyoun Division in Syria, Tehran is preparing for NATO’s possible disentanglement from Central
Asia. The Shia Afghan division can
be deployed to advance Tehran’s
interests in Afghanistan and could
help create a buffer zone between
the Sunni-dominated centre and
Iran’s vulnerable eastern borders.
In Bahrain, Tehran uses political
means to take advantage of the
crisis between the country’s Shia
population and the Sunni rulers.
In Saudi Arabia and Yemen, the
Islamic Republic tries to entangle the house of Saud in a costly
military conflict with the Houthis.
It also keeps Saudi security forces
preoccupied with internal security
threats to the kingdom, in particular in the Eastern Province by
inciting the local Shia population
against Riyadh.
In Kuwait, where the Shia are
an integrated part of the political
power structure, the Islamic Republic tries hard, but unsuccessfully, to infiltrate the Shia community and simultaneously pursues a
policy of driving a wedge between
Kuwait and Saudi Arabia.
The Islamic Republic’s multifaceted approach is paying off.
This should make the Sunni rulers
consider the social, political and
economic conditions that propel
some Arab Shia to Tehran for
support.

Nazanin Zaghari-Ratcliffe’s case
reflects Iran’s targeting of dual nationals

Gareth Smyth

is a regular contributor to The
Arab Weekly. He was chief
correspondent in Iran for the
Financial Times in 2003-07.

Iran, which does not
recognise dual
nationality, refuses to
let the UK consul in
Tehran see
Zaghari-Ratcliffe on
the grounds she is
an Iranian citizen.

B

ritain’s relationship
with Iran has long
been colourful and
often fraught. Not even
the United States so
deeply pricks Iranian
sensibilities or has so fuelled their
conspiracy theorists. These include Iranians not born when the
popular 1970s television series “My
Uncle Napoleon” featured a character convinced British plots were
behind all his problems.
Boris Johnson, the UK foreign
secretary, is as haphazard as dear
Uncle. Johnson’s comment to the
British parliament that Nazanin
Zaghari-Ratcliffe, the 38-year-old
British-Iranian dual national jailed
in Tehran, was training journalists before her arrest in April 2016
contradicted the UK government’s
insistence she was in Iran on
holiday with her daughter. Her
British husband, Richard Ratcliffe,
and employer, Thomson Reuters
Foundation, stressed Johnson
had erred. Iran’s media seized
on Johnson’s “confession” and
Zaghari-Ratcliffe received a fiveyear sentence for the charge of
subversion.
What happens next? Carla
Ferstman, director of Redress, the
international human rights organisation advising Richard Ratcliffe,
says the UK foreign secretary has
“recognise[d] the severity of the

case.” Redress, which has supported the family since May 2016,
previously commissioned an expert legal brief on how diplomatic
protection might apply to ZaghariRatcliffe’s case. In essence, this
would escalate it to a state-to-state
matter subject to international law.
“It’s extremely rare to trigger this
procedure,” a legal consultant told
The Arab Weekly.
The brief was prepared by prominent barristers led by John Dugard,
former special rapporteur of the
International Law Commission,
a UN body. “We have urged the
Foreign Office to place Nazanin
under the diplomatic protection
of the United Kingdom,” Juergen
Schurr, Redress’s head of law and
policy, said.
Richard Ratcliffe has backed the
move and criticised the government’s “softly” approach. He has
also sympathised with calls for
London to hand Iran £450 million
($595.6 million) over a 38-year old
tank dispute. In 2009, the International Chamber of Commerce
ruled that Britain should pay Iran
back the funds for a tank deal that
failed to materialise in 1979, but
international sanctions ostensibly
delayed the transfer. The debt was
linked to the Zaghari-Ratcliffe case
by an unnamed minister quoted by
a British tabloid.
Before meeting Ratcliffe ear-

lier this month, Johnson said he
“would leave no stone unturned”
to secure Zaghari-Ratcliffe’s
release. However, he has not
yet agreed to extend diplomatic
protection, with the Foreign Office
doubting it would help.
This leaves the case a consular matter, at least for now. But
Redress points out that Iran, which
does not recognise dual nationality, refuses to let the UK consul in
Tehran see Zaghari-Ratcliffe on the
grounds she is an Iranian citizen.
She is, however, allowed to talk to
her husband by phone and to see
her young daughter, who is in Iran
with her grandparents.
Redress rejects the argument
that Zaghari-Ratcliffe is solely Iranian, which has potential implications for other dual nationals held
in Iran, including Iranian-American
businessman Siamak Namazi and
his elderly father, Baquer.
If anything, said Schurr of Redress, “Nazanin has been targeted
because of her dual Iranian-UK nationality.” He added: “This was the
opinion of the UN Working Group
on Arbitrary Detention, of the UN
special rapporteur on Iran and of
the experts who put together the
expert legal brief we released on
23 October 2017.” Redress also
stressed that the expert brief on
diplomatic protection found her
predominant nationality to be Brit-

ish, because of her extensive ties
to the UK. “This gives the UK the
right to assert diplomatic protection, even though the offending
state is Iran, the state of Nazanin’s
other nationality,” said Schurr.
This chimes with growing international criticism of Iran’s human
rights record. On November 14,
a UN committee that prepares
drafts for the General Assembly
passed a resolution condemning
“widespread and systematic use of
arbitrary detention, including the
use of such practices to target dual
and foreign nationals.”
Among 83 countries in favour
were sponsors Canada, the US,
the UK, France, Saudi Arabia and
the United Arab Emirates. Among
30 voting against were Iran’s allies Syria and Venezuela, as well
as China and Russia. Among 68
abstaining were Qatar, Egypt, Chile
and Brazil. Many countries vote
against or abstain on such votes
because they oppose country-specific resolutions or allege double
standards.
Schurr said Redress was “not
able to comment on the general
situation [in Iran] on torture, human rights and respect for judicial
norms.” But he was clear that
Zaghari-Ratcliffe’s “fundamental
human rights have been violated
and this is compounded with every
day that passes.”
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A new hijab controversy erupts in the UK
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

T

he hijab has returned to
the spotlight in the United Kingdom after it was
reported that government school inspectors
had been given guidelines to question primary school girls about
why they wore the headscarf.
While many Muslims reacted
with anger at the revelations, others welcomed the government’s
intervention, questioning why primary school girls should be wearing the hijab at all.
The controversy came after the
Office for Standards in Education,
Children’s Services and Skills (Ofsted), which is responsible for
inspecting the United Kingdom’s
schools and teaching, received an
official recommendation for inspectors to question schoolgirls
aged between 5 and 11 on why they
wore the religious headscarf.

Nearly one fifth
(18%) of 800 state
primary schools in 11
regions of England
include the hijab as
part of the uniform
policy, mostly as an
optional item.
“While
respecting
parents’
choice to bring up their children
according to their cultural norms,
creating an environment where
primary school children are expected to wear the hijab could be
interpreted as the sexualisation of
young girls,” said Amanda Spielmen, Ofsted’s chief inspector of
schools.
“In seeking to address these
concerns, and in line with our cur-

V iewpoint

Aaqil Ahmed

former head of Religion and
Ethics for the BBC, is a professor
of media at Bolton University
and a consultant in digital media,
broadcasting and leadership.

rent practice in terms of assessing whether the school promotes
equality for their children, inspectors will talk to girls who wear such
garments to ascertain why they do
so in the school.”
The recommendation came following a meeting between Spielman and campaigners against the
hijab in schools.
One activist, Amina Lone, codirector of the Social Action and
Research Foundation, previously
said the hijab has no place in primary schools.
Most mainstream interpretations of Islam hold that the hijab
should only be worn after puberty
and that young children need not
cover their hair.
“Muslim girls as young as five
are increasingly veiled and schools
are sanctioning this by including it
as part of school uniform policies,”
a joint open letter to the Sunday
Times signed by Lone and other
Muslim anti-hijab campaigners
said.
The letter warned that Britain
“has an abysmal record of protecting young Muslim girls, who suffer
under the pretext of protecting
religious freedoms,” and called
on the government not to “turn a
blind eye when our schools are being politicised.”
“Countries such as India and
Tunisia are fighting back against
male-dominated orthodoxies and
protecting women’s rights against
cultural and ultra-conservative religious practices,” the letter added,
calling on the UK government to
do the same.
Lone, who spoke out against a
2017 Transport for London campaign that depicted a young Muslim child wearing the hijab, has
warned that young girls wearing
the hijab is being normalised.
“A minority of very vocal hardliners within Muslim communities
are pushing a narrow version of
what constitutes an ‘acceptable’

Questioning attire. Muslim girls, who started to wear the hijab around the age of 8, pose outside
London Mosque in west London.
			
(Reuters)
Muslim woman… They seek to encourage increasingly young girls
to cover themselves… This is not
a tradition mandated by any religious scripture,” she wrote in the
Guardian.
A Sunday Times survey revealed
that nearly one fifth (18%) of 800
state primary schools in 11 regions
of England included the hijab as
part of the uniform policy, mostly
as an optional item.
However, some local Muslim
groups have criticised the government intervention, seeing it as part

of a broader campaign to restrict
religious freedoms in schools.
A recent court order made it illegal to segregate girls and boys at
the primary school level — something that a number of Muslim
schools in the United Kingdom do.
“It is deeply worrying that Ofsted has announced it will be specifically targeting and quizzing
young Muslim girls who choose to
wear the headscarf. It sends a clear
message to all British women who
adopt this that they are secondclass citizens, that while they are

free to wear the headscarf, the establishment would prefer they do
not,” said Harun Khan, secretarygeneral of the Muslim Council of
Britain.
“One can only hope that this
wrong-headed approach will be
swiftly reversed, and the reasonable and sincere choices of young
children and their parents — even
if they are Muslim — will not be
dismissed so easily.”
Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in London.

East London Mosque archive illustrates shared history

T

he recent opening
of the East London
Mosque archive
revealed historical gems that go
back more than 100
years.
From minutes recorded at its
first fund-raising meeting in 1910
to pictures of its grand opening
and first Friday prayer sermon
from Saudi Ambassador to the
UK Sheikh Hafiz Wahba in 1948,
the archive charts the evolution
of an idea.
Through many incarnations,
that idea has led the East Lon-

don Mosque to become a central
presence in the heart of London
today.
This archive also points to a
few other things of resonance. A
Church Times article from 1911
talks of the attempts to build
a mosque in London and asks
whether an overly sympathetic
understanding of Islam might
prompt a rush to convert.
Conversion on a scale that
would change society never
materialised and most Muslims
in the West are migrants or their
descendants. In the UK, Muslims make up around 5% of the

Central presence. A general view of the East London Mosque in the London borough of Tower
Hamlets between Whitechapel and Aldgate. 					
(East London Mosque)

population, even though the
right-wing media often make
it sound like the numbers are
much higher.
The concern expressed in
the Church Times more than a
century ago puts contemporary
developments in context. Issues
to do with Islam and Muslims in
the West are not new. Ignorance
and fear go hand in hand.
In the UK, most of the local
population would probably not
know of the debt owed to Muslims who fought in both world
wars. In the first world war, up
to 400,000 Muslims fought on
the side of the British. Even the
simplest counterfactual account
suggests that without those
Muslim soldiers, Britain might
have found it harder to win that
war.
Muslims also feature earlier
in English history. In the 16th
century, Queen Elizabeth I built
economic and military alliances
with Islamic empires because
they helped her fledgling Protestant kingdom in the face of the

The East London
Mosque archive
illustrates a shared
history that
suggests the
relationship
between the West
and Islam does not
have to be
negative.

Catholic challenge from Europe.
There are many other examples of the role of Islam and
Muslims in British life. Any
visitor to London would benefit from a trip to Woking, a
30-minute train ride away. There
is to be found the Shah Jahan
Mosque, the first purpose-built
Muslim house of worship in
England. There is also the Brookwood graveyard, where many
early British converts to Islam
are buried. These include Marmaduke Pickthall, whose English
translation of the Quran was
authorised by Cairo’s Al-Azhar
University. And Abdullah Quilliam, who established Britain’s
first functioning mosque and
was granted the title of Sheikh
al-Islam for the British Isles by
the last Ottoman caliph.
The East London Mosque
archive, just as much as Woking,
illustrates a shared history that
suggests the relationship between the West and Islam does
not have to be negative. Any narrative that celebrates this joint
past helps enormously. Like the
mosque archive, the Muslim
soldiers’ memorial garden in
Woking and an exhibition on the
history of Bengali restaurants in
Birmingham show that Muslims
have been in Britain for much
longer than many imagined.
Crucially, they underline the
role of Muslims and Islam in
Britain’s darkest hours.
The message of history can
halt the growth of ignorance
and fear. By incorporating it
in textbooks and in popular
entertainment, the rising tide of
Islamophobia may yet be turned.
Especially because it’s not spin
but very real.
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Can the US help Riyadh stand up to Iran?

Gregory Aftandilian

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

While Trump may be
inclined to support a
confrontation
between Saudi Arabia
and Iran, he is likely
to encounter
resistance from US
military and
diplomatic
professionals.

U

S President Donald Trump seems
to like what the
Saudi leadership
is doing both
domestically
and regionally.
The latter, in particular, fits into
Trump’s narrative that their
mutual enemy, Iran, is engaged
in destabilising activities in
the Middle East that must be
stopped.
However, assisting the Saudis and other Gulf Cooperation
Council (GCC) countries in a
direct confrontation with Iran is
likely a bridge too far for Washington.
There seems to be little daylight between Trump and the
Saudis vis-à-vis Iran. Indeed,
during his speech in Riyadh
in May, Trump said that from
“Lebanon to Iraq to Yemen, Iran
funds, arms and trains terrorists, militias and other extremist
groups that spread destruction
and chaos across the region.”
Trump has even weighed in on
Saudi domestic politics, saying he has “great confidence” in
King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al
Saud and his son, Crown Prince
Mohammed bin Salman bin
Abdulaziz, after reports that he
dismissed several high-ranking
officials from their posts and
arrested some leading Saudis for
alleged corruption, adding that
they “know exactly what they are
doing.”
Trump also supports the Saudi
charge that Iran was behind the
Houthis’ launch of a missile
towards Riyadh that the Saudis
intercepted. Trump tweeted: “A
shot was just taken by Iran, in
my opinion, at Saudi Arabia.” He
then went on to boast that the
system that knocked it down was
built in the United States.
Strategically, Trump has
aligned the United States squarely behind the Saudi and UAE
role in the Yemen conflict and in
June lifted the hold on precisionguided munitions to Saudi Arabia
that was imposed by the Obama
administration due to concerns
over Yemeni civilian casualties.
For Trump, the arms sale was
an endorsement of his commitment to help the Saudis roll back
Iranian aggression.
However, despite Trump’s
close embrace of the Saudi
leadership, elements in the
US bureaucracy are exhibiting
nervousness over US support for

Cheerleader. US President Donald Trump (L) and Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud in Riyadh,
last May. 											 (AFP)
a more aggressive Saudi policy in
the region.
For example, despite Trump’s
tweet about Iran’s role in the missile attack, US State Department
spokeswoman Heather Nauert
said: “We don’t have a full assessment of who is responsible”
for the missile attacks and “we
haven’t made that determination.”
Earlier this year, when Trump
tweeted about fully backing the
Saudi-led boycott of Qatar, US
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson
advised Trump to tone down his
support as he tried to mediate
the crisis. Tillerson has been on
record saying the Saudi demands
on Qatar are too harsh but his
intervention in the dispute is yet
to yield positive results.
The Pentagon is also concerned
about the rift in the GCC because
the conflict is taking eyes off the
struggle against the Islamic State
(ISIS) and might cause Qatar, if
it believes the United States is
favouring Saudi Arabia, to close
Al Udeid military base that the US
Central Command depends on for
forward deployment of US forces
in the region.
The Pentagon does not seem
impressed with the Saudi per-

formance in the Yemeni conflict.
The Saudi-led coalition has not
removed the Houthis and their
allies — forces loyal to former
Yemeni President Ali Abdullah
Saleh — from Sana’a. With the
war essentially a stalemate, US
Secretary of Defence James Mattis said in April that the Yemeni
conflict needed a “political solution.”
Yemen’s bloody war, including
Saudi and coalition air strikes,
has resulted in thousands of
civilian deaths and Saudi blockades of Yemeni ports and closing
of airspace to flights into Sana’a’s
airport have exacerbated the dire
humanitarian crisis in the country. In the wake of the November
4 Houthi missile attack on Riyadh, the Saudis imposed a total
blockade of Yemen, but have
since confined it to all Houthicontrolled ports in the north.
Nonetheless, the ongoing blockade of the important northern
port of Hodeidah on the Red Sea,
through which 70% of humanitarian supplies have come into
Yemen in the recent past, has led
the United Nations and NGOs to
warn that the humanitarian crisis
in Yemen will soon become a
catastrophe.

While Trump thus may be
inclined to support a confrontation between Saudi Arabia and
Iran, he is likely to encounter
resistance from US military
and diplomatic professionals,
backed by Mattis and Tillerson
and perhaps national security
adviser H.R. McMaster. They see
Saudi Arabia’s aggressive posture
in the region as heading down
a slippery slope to a potentially
dangerous place. While there is
no love in Washington for Iran,
neither is there support for a new
war in the region.
State Department and Pentagon
officials are likely concerned that
if the Saudis attack Iran and Tehran retaliates, the Saudi military
may not hold its own against the
Iranians, compelling the United
States to go to Riyadh’s aid.
Such a scenario would further
destabilise the Middle East and
could create a new quagmire for
US forces, which Trump himself
warned against during the 2016
US presidential campaign.
For these reasons, it is likely
that Washington is quietly
counselling the Saudis to lower
the temperature and desist from
war talk despite mutual concerns
about Iran.

International Criminal Court’s focus on US forces could have significant effect

Daniel M. Gerstein

is an adjunct professor at American
University. He was the
under-secretary (acting)
and deputy under-secretary
in the Science and Technology
Directorate of the Department of
Homeland Security from 2011-14.

Attempted
prosecution of US
personnel could
inflame the US-ICC
relationship just
when the United
States indicated a
willingness to
support the court.

F

atou Bensouda, the
chief prosecutor of the
International Criminal Court (ICC), has
requested authorisation to begin formal
investigations into
possible war crimes committed in
Afghanistan since 2003. While the
scope of the inquiry has not been
defined, a previous report suggested US forces and intelligence
personnel may have been involved
in crimes, including torture, in
Afghanistan.
An investigation and possible
charges could have a chilling effect
on the willingness of countries,
including the United States, to intervene in complex humanitarian
and capacity-building operations.
It might also erode support for the
ICC.
The US State Department strongly opposes an ICC investigation
into US conduct in Afghanistan,
calling the potential inquiry unwarranted and unjustified. Some
question if the accusations rise to
the level of egregiousness that normally applies in ICC cases.
The ICC was established in 2002
by the 1998 Rome Statute, which
has 139 signatories but only 124
parties. The court considers four
categories of crimes: Genocide,

crimes against humanity, crimes of
aggression and war crimes.
Before the ICC was established,
alleged crimes were investigated
by special tribunals. For example,
the Nuremberg trials examined
Nazi war crimes. More recently,
the UN’s International Criminal
Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia dealt with war crimes in the
Balkans in the 1990s.
Several countries have expressed concerns about the ICC
mandate when it could conflict
with national laws or prompt
claims of unfairness. The United
States signed the Rome Statute but
is not a party to the agreement and
has consistently stated reservations about the court.
The proposed investigation into
possible Afghanistan war crimes
is likely to consider atrocities
committed by the Taliban and its
affiliated Haqqani network, the
conduct of Afghan government
security forces and intelligence
service personnel and torture
and ill-treatment by US and other
NATO military forces and intelligence organisations.
Pentagon spokesman Eric Pahon
said an investigation would not
serve the “interests of either peace
or justice in Afghanistan.” The
United States has investigated and

made public reports on allegations
of abuse, including a 2005 report
by the US Army’s Criminal Investigation Command, which recommended charging 27 officers and
enlisted personnel with criminal
offences. The investigations resulted in wholesale change to detention conditions and improved
transparency and openness in the
administrative review process.
The ICC’s actions could also be
significant in another way, however. They could signal the intent
to pursue other prosecutions, such
as alleged misconduct of US and
NATO forces in Iraq. These would
include the Abu Ghraib prisoner
abuse scandal, whose perpetrators
have already been held accountable by the US authorities.
Attempted prosecution of US
personnel could inflame the USICC relationship just when the
United States indicated a willingness to support the court. The US
commitment to assist in the arrest
of Joseph Kony and other Ugandan
Lord’s Resistance Army rebel forces demonstrated the possibility of
a new era of mutually beneficial
collaboration.
The ICC does not have arrest
powers or enforcement capacity to
take alleged war criminals to The
Hague for trial and relies on na-

tional willingness and capabilities
to support its mission. So, creating
a rift with the United States seems
unwise.
Finally, the United States has
consistently indicated a preference
for national prosecution in cases of
misconduct by its forces and it has
pursued this path in Afghanistan
and Iraq.
A major sticking point for the
United States regarding the ICC
has historically been the prospect
of unsealed indictments being
issued and enforced against US
military forces or government
personnel as they travel overseas
in the performance of their duties.
While the United States is not a
party to the treaty, actions taken
within a third-party country could
fall under the ICC’s jurisdiction if
referred by that country or by the
UN Security Council.
Many human rights organisations applauded the expansion of
the ICC mission beyond Africa,
which has been the object of the
previous nine indictments to
be issued by the court. Opening
investigations into offences in
Afghanistan could directly answer
critics’ concerns that the court
has a pro-Western bias. However,
implicating US personnel may do
more harm than good.
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Egypt opens Middle East’s largest fish
farm as it seeks food self-sufficiency
Amr Emam

Cairo

E

gypt has taken a step towards achieving self-sufficiency in fish production
by starting the first phase
of what is expected to be
the largest fish farm in the Middle
East.
Berket Ghalioun fish farm, which
is located in the northern coastal
province of Kafr el-Sheikh, is expected to account for nearly 70% of
Egypt’s domestic fish consumption.
It is part of a broader attempt to secure self-sufficiency and revitalise
exports.
“This is a dream project that takes
us many steps forward on the road
to producing enough fish to meet
growing consumption,” said Hamdy
Badeen, head of the National Company for Fish Resources and Aquaculture, an army-backed company
that first oversaw the implication of
the project.
Its first phase, which was inaugurated by Egyptian President Abdel
Fattah al-Sisi on November 18, included the production of 6,000 tons
of shrimp and 13,800 tons of fish
every year.
When completed in a few months’
time, it is hoped that the project’s

The project has
directly provided
10,000 jobs and will
indirectly create
30,000 more.

fish and shrimp hatcheries, nurseries and ponds will produce enough
fish to bring Egypt close to self-sufficiency.
Egypt, which according to movement figures, consumes close to 2.4
million tons of fish every year, produces just over 60% of this amount
at home. To bridge the gap, it has to
pay hundreds of millions of dollars
every year to import fish.
Egypt spent about $100 million
to establish the new farm. Its first
phase includes 4,000 acres of fish
ponds, nurseries and hatcheries.
The project also includes factories
for the packaging of fish as well as
those for the production of ice and
fish fodder.
According to Kafr el-Sheikh Governor Sayed Nasr, the project has directly provided 10,000 jobs and will
indirectly create 30,000 more.
“Kafr el-Sheikh workers were
badly in need of these jobs,” Nasr
said. “The province is among the
poorest in Egypt and projects like
this one are necessary if our unemployed labour will find work.”
The new fish farm is only one of
many being established in Egypt
and expected to be opened by the
country’s president before his term
comes to an end in June 2018.
Egypt, which has a population of
about 96 million, imports most of
its food. Available farmland, fish
wealth and livestock are insufficient
to satisfy domestic demand.
Heavy dependence on imports
has continuously landed Egypt in
trouble by draining its foreign currency reserves and causing unending food insecurity.
“Some countries take their food

Workers harvest fish in one of the ponds of the Berket Ghalioun fish farm in Kafr el-Sheikh.
self-sufficiency for granted, but in
Egypt a huge gap between food production and consumption makes
this self-sufficiency a dream,” said
Salah al-Guindi, an economics professor at Mansura University. “I
think some serious action is being
taken now to make this dream come
true.”
One of the major actions taken
is increasing agricultural output by
increasing farmland. The government is reclaiming massive areas in
the Western Desert. It has also established 20,000 greenhouses, out

of a total of 100,000 planned to be
established over the next few years.
Greenhouse cultivation, agricultural experts say, will help waterpoor Egypt produce a lot of food
with the smallest amounts of water.
There is also a national plan for
raising meat production through
the expansion of livestock breeding. Egypt has bought 24,000 head
of cattle from Uruguay and Brazil
with many more expected to come.
A decision by the central bank to
float the Egyptian pound against
foreign currencies raised the ex-

(Ahmed Megahid)

change rate and consequently the
price of imported products. While
many Egyptians have complained
about their reduced spending power, one silver lining is that it has
forced Egypt’s beleaguered domestic agriculture production into overdrive.
“Food self-sufficiency is not impossible to achieve as a goal and I
think work being done now takes
us many steps on this road,” alGuindi said. “When achieved, this
sufficiency will totally alter our economic conditions.”

MENA Britain Trade Expo provides
unique insight on women in business
Dunia El-Zobaidi

A

bout 600 people attended this year’s MENA
Britain Trade Expo in
London, which focused
on business in the Middle East and North Africa region,
on November 10. Female leaders of
companies spoke about the lack of
women in trade and initiatives and
encouraged them to enter the sector, not just in MENA but in some
well-developed parts of the world
as well.
“Governments worldwide have
recognised women’s participation is
critical to economic development,
Sabila Din, CEO and founder of Din
Consultants in London, said during
the conference. “The World Trade
Organisation estimates women in
trade could add $28 trillion into
global GDP by 2025. Yet if we look in
the statistics in the UK, of the 17%
female-owned enterprises, only
15% engaged in trade. In the MENA
region, of the 6%-10% femaleowned enterprises, only 1% engage
in trade. Of the 40% of global annual GDP spent on procurement, only
1% is awarded to women suppliers.”
Din cited US initiatives to encourage women as an example for the
MENA region and the UK to follow.
“We must ask ourselves, what
are the barriers to this huge opportunity?” she said. “There are
initiatives that are under way such
as the International Trade Centre’s
SheTrades initiative, which aims
to connect women to opportunity
through different acts of intervention, which include enacting fair policies, strike business deals, unlocking financial services and granting

Support message. Rana Adawi, chairwoman and managing director of Acumen Asset Management (L)
and Sue Millar, partner at law firm Stephenson Harwood LLP, listen to Stella Cox, managing director
of DDGI Limited, as she speaks at the MENA Britain Trade Expo in London.
(MENA Britain Trade Expo)

ownership rights.”
“In the US, 10% of procurement
has to be awarded to female-only
SMEs (small and medium enterprises). In some MENA regions, there
are targets to reward SMEs, but
there is no mention of what contracts should be awarded to women. In the UK, we are yet to reach
that stage,” she added.

In the MENA region,
of the 6-10%
female-owned
enterprise, only 1%
engage in trade.

A particular focus on Egypt was
provided by Rana Adawi, chairwoman and managing director of
Acumen Asset Management.
“To have an enterprise in import
and export, you need to have work
experience so if this ratio drops to
half, this is one of the reasons why
we do not see enough women enterprises,” she said.

“The ventures that are set up by
women in the MENA region… are
normally consumer focused more
than business sectors. Women
are focused on technological advancement and social media in
online businesses that do not have
enough finance or empowerment
behind (them) to be able to export
to successful businesses,” Adawi explained.
“The multi-layered bureaucracy
is another challenge but challenges
are always opportunities. With the
‘Arab spring,’ women have played
a very big role in that. They were
the ones on the street that changed
things so we will see the 23% increase.”
Stella Cox, managing director
of DDGI Limited, spoke about her
experience as an English woman
working in the Middle East.
“I have never experienced gender discrimination working in the
MENA region. One challenge I did
face a while back is whether my clients would accept a woman dealing
with them or if it would be a tough
call. As a relationship manager, I
needed to go and see my clients
where they worked and I couldn’t
get visas in certain markets,” Cox
said.
“When I worked in Islamic finance
there were no women working with
me so that was demotivating. Now
things have changed. During the
time I was working there, I would
say we built history developing our
own paths creating role models and
mentors. We looked to collaborate
with our firms and partners and
overcome barriers.”
MENA Britain Trade Expo returns
to Queen Elizabeth II Centre in London October 26, 2018.
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Algeria leans on France to develop
domestic automobile industry
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

T

he Algerian government
is turning to French carmakers for support in
expanding its domestic
automobile industry as it
competes with neighbouring Morocco in the trade.
Algerian officials are putting pressure on France to further integrate
car assembly lines into the local
economy. French Firm Renault has
been operating in Algeria for two
years.
On November 12, the French
car and motorcycle manufacturer
Peugeot Citroen PSA announced it
would invest 100 million euros ($117
million) to build a factory in the
western city of Oran.
The plant is expected to begin operations in 2018 and produce 75,000
cars annually once it reaches full capacity.
PSA also announced plans to set
up a “car academy” in Algeria to
train Algerian workers and technicians.
The announcements were made at
a joint ministerial meeting in Algiers
on November 12, during which both
countries affirmed their commitment to economic cooperation.
The day before the meeting, the
Algeria Patriotique newspaper, the
unofficial mouthpiece of the Foreign
Ministry, quoted unnamed Algerian
officials as saying that “Algeria has
decided to bang its fists on the table
to signal to France our dissatisfaction.”
“French investors must do serious
work here if they want to preserve
their business interests in Algeria.
This is the case for Peugeot, which
must build an assembly line here.
Otherwise, Peugeot will lose its Algerian market,” the newspaper reported an official saying. “For its
part, Renault must expand its pro-
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Though it previously
approved the VAT
agreement, Qatar
is now claiming it
does not want to
further burden
consumers.

duction, which is now lower than
the local market needs.”
In 2014, Renault began operations
in Oran, but the plant has produced
less than half of the 75,000 vehicles
planned per year.
France has shown more interest in
Morocco as a hub for producing and
exporting vehicles.
In 2015, Peugeot Citroen signed a
deal with Rabat to build a plant in
the northern city of Kenitra.
The $632 million plant, likely to be
operational by 2019, is expected to
produce 200,000 vehicles per year
and create 3,500 jobs.
Peugeot will use the Moroccan
plant as a launching pad for regional expansion, following in the
footsteps of rival Renault, which
recently topped 1 million vehicles
produced from its Moroccan plants
in Tangier and Casablanca.
The Rabat government aims to
increase industrial contribution to
GDP from 16% to 20% by 2030 and
create about 500,000 jobs in the
same period.
While Algeria has yet to match Morocco in trade incentives, authorities
have leveraged the country’s huge
domestic market, currently dominated by Renault and Peugeot, and
the two countries’ bilateral trade of
around $8 billion per year.
Algiers’ plan to increase French
direct investments is part of a bold
scheme to rebuild its manufacturing
industry, which shrank from 10% of
GDP in the 1980s to less than 3% this
year.
Previous attempts to develop an
industrial sector in Algeria have
been hampered by decades of po
litical instability and violent upris
ings by Islamist jihadists.
In the 1970s, Algerian President
Houari Boumediene put forward an
ambitious plan to invest oil money
in the manufacturing sector. In the
1980s, however, the country was
forced to prioritise security spending during a decade-long civil war
that cost an estimated $20 billion.

I

Monetary impact
of Lebanon crisis
limited
Lebanon’s central bank governor
Riad Salameh said November 23 that
the monetary impact of a political
crisis in Lebanon was limited and
there was monetary stability.
Salameh was speaking at the Annual Arab Banking Conference in
Beirut a day after Lebanese Prime
Minister Saad Hariri shelved his decision to resign, easing the political
crisis.
(Reuters)

Turkish
lira tumbles
to record low
High demand. An employee works on a van as it moves along the
assembly line at Peugeot Citroen PSA Sevelnord carmaker factory
in Hordain in northern France. 				
(Reuters)
As oil prices rose in the years leading up to 2014, Algeria took in more
imports, further straining its local
manufacturing sector.
In 2014, Algeria ranked as the
Maghreb’s largest market for cars,
bringing in about 40,000. It plans to
import 50,000 units in 2017.
But with oil prices declining in
recent years, Algeria’s auto imports
have dropped from $2 billion in 2015
to an estimated $1.3 billion in 2016 to
a projected $900 million this year.
With high demand, however, Algeria is viewing its auto industry as
a prime place to start for building up
the manufacturing industry.
Some, however, have noted that
Algeria lacks the right industrial environment to ensure the long-term
success of a domestic car industry.
“The Algerian economy produces
nothing outside of hydrocarbons,”
said Algerian economist Abdelatif
Benachenhou, noting that the popu-

lation still enjoys living standards
similar to those in most developed
countries thanks to oil exports.
In August, Algeria’s then Industry
and Mines Minister Mahdjoub Bedda said the domestic industry was
merely “disguised imports.”
He promised to “put an end to the
current model,” which was based on
automobile assembly.
His successor, Youcef Yousfi, said
he would release details of the “new
model” in the next few days, adding that about 30 car manufacturers from across the world want to
launch ventures in Algeria.
Increasing French direct investment in Algeria, including in car
manufacturing, remains Algeria’s
economic priority.
Algerian officials said the topic
will be among the main issues discussed when French President Emmanuel Macron visits Algiers December 6.

By going back on VAT agreement,
Qatar is only hurting itself

n early January, four Arab
Gulf countries are expected
to implement the value added tax (VAT). The UAE and
Saudi Arabia were the first to
approve VAT implementation
regulations last September, while
Oman’s Consultative Assembly
approved them November 15.
Kuwait’s VAT bill is still under
consideration in its National Assembly.
While five Gulf Cooperation
Council countries have remained
committed to introducing the VAT,
Qatar has announced that it will
not implement the tax, despite
having signed onto the GCC Unified VAT Agreement.
By reneging on the accord, the
Qatari regime is once again pushing its country into being the odd
man out in a united region, where
cooperation on economic matters
has always been regarded as a
priority.
Qatar’s latest attempt to disrupt
the implementation of a GCC
agreement comes as no surprise
given its policies over the last
few years. It is the third common
agreement that Qatar has failed to
uphold in that time.
On November 23, 2013, GCC
countries signed the Riyadh
Agreement, a document stipulating that members would avoid
interfering in the internal affairs of
other Gulf countries and barring
the provision of financial or
political support to “deviant”
groups. The agreement specifical-

Briefs

ly names the Muslim Brotherhood
and Yemeni opposition factions
as groups not to support. Doha,
of course, flatly disregarded the
agreement and failed to live up to
its commitments.
A second agreement, dated November 16, 2014, called on signatories to support Egypt’s stability
and avoid using the Doha-based
Al Jazeera media network as a
platform for challenging the Egyptian government. Qatar, however,
acted as if the recommendations
of the second agreement never
existed
The implementation of the VAT
is in line with a recommendation
by the International Monetary
Fund for Gulf states to impose
revenue-raising measures, including excise and value added taxes,
to help adjust to lower crude oil
prices, which have slowed regional growth. The GCC countries
have already agreed to implement
selective taxes on tobacco as well
as soft drinks and energy drinks
this year.
Though it previously approved
the VAT agreement, Qatar is
now claiming it does not want to
further burden consumers. Such
a claim not only underscores Qatar’s duplicity but shows that the
country is trying to emotionally
manipulate people in the Gulf.
According to economy experts,
the VAT is expected to generate
significant outcomes, resulting in
greater stability for Gulf economies and increased stability of

state budgets. It also builds on the
successes of others: Since 1967,
when the first VAT directive was
adopted in Europe, the model has
proven to be somewhat successful, with it playing a key role in the
European Single Market.
The system was designed to do
away with turnover taxes, which
can distort competition and hinder the free movement of goods,
and to remove fiscal checks and
formalities at internal borders.
Over the years, VAT has proved to
be a major and growing source of
revenue for the European Union,
raising more than $1.18 trillion
in 2015, equal to 7% of EU GDP.
One of the European Union’s own
resources is also based on VAT,
which, as a consumption tax, is
one of the most growth-friendly
forms of taxation.
Qatar’s latest move does not
emanate from its concerns about
consumers’ well-being given that
the tax rate is relatively low (5%).
It is a futile attempt to hinder the
implementation of the VAT, not a
well-thought-out economic decision.
Now, who will be the biggest
loser?
Eventually, Doha will feel the
economic losses. The gap between
Qatar’s financial systems and the
rest of the Gulf’s will continue to
grow, with Doha lagging sorely
behind in enacting much-needed
financial reforms. In the meantime, other Gulf countries will
move forward.

The Turkish lira hit a record low
on November 22 and local bond
yields rose to fresh peaks on political
strains and worries about the central
bank’s ability to curb inflation.
The lira hit 3.98 against the dollar, coming under renewed pressure ahead of the US trial of Turkish
gold trader Reza Zarrab, who is accused of violating US sanctions on
Iran. The Turkish government has
described the case as a “clear plot
against Turkey” that lacks any legal
basis.
Foreign investors, which Turkey
needs to finance its large budget and
current account deficits, are also
concerned about political pressure
on the central bank, which is struggling to tame high inflation.
(Reuters)

Iran pushes to
retain Asia oil
buyers as possible
US sanctions loom
Iran is pushing to retain customers for its oil in Asia, hoping that
price reductions will boost the appeal of its crude compared with
other Middle Eastern supply even
as the potential threat of further US
sanctions on the country looms.
The National Iranian Oil Company
(NIOC) has in the last few weeks offered spot cargoes, ranging from
light to heavy grades, to its term
buyers in Asia, after setting December prices at the lowest in years
against comparable Saudi grades,
three sources with knowledge of the
matter said.
The sources declined to be identified as they were not authorised to
speak with media, while NIOC was
not immediately available for comment.
(Reuters)

Qatar lobbies WTO
without support
Qatar took the final step on November 22 to start litigation at the
World Trade Organisation in its row
with the United Arab Emirates, but
no other WTO members supported
its move, which many trade experts
see as a dangerous precedent.
The UAE was one of four countries
— along with Saudi Arabia, Bahrain
and Egypt — that cut ties with Qatar,
a major gas supplier and site of the
biggest US military base in the Middle East, on June 5. They accused
Qatar of financing militant groups
in Syria and allying with Iran, their
regional foe.
(Reuters)
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World Science Forum makes Middle East debut
Ibraheem Juburi

London

W

ater scarcity is the
most pressing issue
in the Arab region
participants in the
World Science Forum (WSF) were told as scientists
and policy-makers issued a defiant
stance against the politicisation of
some of the world’s biggest challenges.
Water shortage is a particularly
pressing problem in Jordan, which
hosted the eighth WSF in early November. The woes have been exasperated by the large number of
people fleeing Iraq, Syria and the
Palestinian territories seeking refuge in the small kingdom.
“After 50 years of science diplomacy are we better off or
worse off? Water issues persist,”
said Ghaith Fariz, director of the
UNESCO Regional Bureau of Science in the Arab States, in a session on the management of shared
resources in the Arab region.
Fourteen of the 20 countries
most vulnerable to water shortages are in the Arab world, a 2013 UN
Development Programme report
stated, and with the population
in the region expected to double
by 2050, access to fresh water was
predicted to become a more serious issue.
“Appropriate cost-effective science is needed to provide a platform to implement effective water
governance,” said Fariz, suggesting that grounding problems in
science would protect them from
political influence.
The annual amount of drinkable
water in the region stands at 80 cubic metres per person, well below
the UN water scarcity threshold of
1,000 cubic metres per person.
Andras Szollosi-Nagy, from the
National University of Public Service in Hungary, said part of the
problem is Middle Eastern countries’ lack of data transparency.
“Sometimes it happens today,
in this part of the region, that upstream countries are withholding
data and they are using it as a negotiating chip,” he said.
The WSF attracted 3,000 par-

V iewpoint
Iman Zayat

The UAE sees AI as
the future of
intuitive
technology, which,
in view of today’s
rapidly changing
technological
landscape, is the
right approach.

Science as solution. Jordan’s King Abdullah II (L) attends the formal launch of The International Centre for Synchrotron-Light for
Experimental Science and Applications in the Middle East, known by the acronym SESAME, an international research centre in Balqa
province, last May. 													 (Jordanian Royal Court)
ticipants from 120 countries, keen
to provide evidence-based debate
on mankind’s greatest challenges.
Besides water scarcity, conferences focused on food, energy and
security as issues deserving more
resources and international cooperative efforts.
Jordan is in the limelight of the
science world, having recently inaugurated SESAME, a particle accelerator with wide-ranging potential as a research tool.
Asked whether SESAME and
the debut of the WSF signalled
renewed interest in the region by
the world’s scientists, SESAME’s
President of Council Rolf Heuer
said “renewed” is not a word that
he’d use.
“I’d rather say that interest is
increasing. The world’s scientists

have never lost interest in the region, you just have to look at the
number of excellent scientists
from the region who are active
around the world to see that,” Heuer said via e-mail.
A common discussion at the forum was the growing gulf between
politics and science.
“Whatever
politicians
may
think, the unfortunate reality is

The WSF attracted
3,000 participants
from 120 countries,
keen to provide
evidence-based
debate on mankind’s
greatest challenges.

that the world is more in need of
experts now than it has ever been
and scientific experts in particular. For this reason, gatherings like
WSF also aim to raise awareness
with everyone about the science
that underpins our lives,” Heuer
said.
Jordanian King Abdullah II and
Hungarian President János Áder
opened the event but it was Jordanian Princess Sumaya bin Hassan,
president of the Royal Scientific
Society and passionate science advocate, who spearheaded the initiative to have the WSF in her home
country.
The forum’s close saw the issuance of “Science for Peace,” a declaration calling for science to play
“an increasingly prominent role as
an enabler of fair and sustainable

development.”
“The declaration asserts that
‘peace’ is far more than the absence of conflict. It implies an absence of fear and the full realisation of a whole and healthy life.
It encompasses an equal access to
the resources and potential of our
planet,” read the announcement.
Heuer was full of praise for the
event’s Middle Eastern debut.
“Suffice it to say that the quality
of the programme was excellent,”
he said. “Overall, the conference
was wonderfully organised, giving
an excellent image of Jordan, the
region as a whole and the scale of
the scientific potential just waiting
to be tapped.”
Ibraheem Juburi is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in London.

Artificial Intelligence to define future of regional development

T

he machines are starting to roll in and walk
out of the labs. Drones
are filling the skies.
These smart creations can see us, hear
our words and make
sophisticated statements. They
are endowed with intelligence that
simulates ours, but without a conscience. Ultimately, their proliferation will cause us to lose our jobs,
our privacy and any semblance of
control over our environment.
This is just one of the dystopian
scenarios put forward by people
in the Arab world on the issue of
artificial intelligence (AI), which is
quickly becoming a focal point of
technological development.
According to figures from The
Arab World Online Report 2017, a
survey carried out by the Mohammed Bin Rashid School of Government (MBRSG) and Bayt.com, 59%
of internet users in the Arab region
are concerned about the use of AI
applications. More than 70% are
concerned that AI could lead to
violations of privacy and 46% are
worried that AI could cause widespread unemployment, the study
found.
The online study, which surveyed
19,869 people in 22 Arab countries,
including Oman, the UAE, Yemen,
Syria, Tunisia and Lebanon, appears to show that AI is a major
source of concern in the technology
industry. It also shows that there
is more of a need to understand
AI and its potential.

On October 19, the UAE created
the world’s first Ministry of State
for Artificial Intelligence. The
move came after Dubai’s ruler,
Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al
Maktoum, unveiled the UAE’s new
Strategy for Artificial Intelligence,
a cornerstone of the UAE Centennial 2071.
These are the UAE’s first steps
towards becoming a hub for AI
development and related legislation. In the coming decades,
AI is to be
utilised
in all
government and
private
sectors, which
is expected to bring
a fresh stream of revenue into
the country’s economy.
To bring this goal to fruition,
however, the UAE will need to
employ information and communication technology (ICT)
infrastructure and solutions
capable of supporting and
sustaining automation. This
will require resources from
a technologically ambitious
government, as well as support from leading ICT providers in the region.
The UAE sees AI as the
future of intuitive technology, which, in view of
today’s rapidly changing
technological landscape,
is the right approach. Forms of

AI are already present in much of
modern life, including commerce,
retail, home automation, health,
industry, education, agriculture, justice, transport, finance,
telecommunications, banking,
insurance, security, defence, environment and energy.
According to the French magazine Le Point, the US spent more
than $17 billion on AI
research and development between 2012
and 2016. China spent
$2.6 billion during
the same period. By
2030, the advent of
AI could increase the
global economy
by more than
$15.7 trillion,
a PwC study
shows.
Worries
aside,
AI — if
wisely
managed
— can
help Arab
countries
meet
some of the
world’s greatest
challenges and
redefine the future of regional
development.
The UAE, which
is striving to realise this technol-

ogy’s full potential, is an outstanding model in this regard.
One of the most important steps,
however, will be finding the appropriate balance. While AI promises
to vastly improve quality of life, it
also collects sensitive information
about us and our habits. This will
require us to decide how much
of our privacy we are willing to
sacrifice for the sake of improved
technology.
Arab universities, research institutes, industries and governments
need to be on the cutting edge of
helping train and prepare for this
future. Universities, in particular,
have a key role to play in terms of
research, training and commercialisation.
AI, it is estimated, is where the
new high-salary jobs will be, but
demand for new talent is expected
to outstrip supply. To adjust,
courses and training must be provided to generate additional talent.
It is also important to reduce the
gap between industry and academia, attracting the best talent
from around the world and creating more opportunities for women
and other under-represented
groups.
Now is the time for all — Arab
scientists, researchers, entrepreneurs and government
officials — to unite and address
the future of AI. With the right
approach, the region can deliver
technological breakthroughs that
improve society for generations
to come.
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Restaurants on wheels are thriving businesses
in Baghdad amid high youth unemployment
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

W

hen Mohamad Ali
graduated
from
Baghdad
University, he was unable
to find a teaching
job. Instead of joining the ranks of
unemployed Iraqis, he decided to
start his own business — a mobile
snack restaurant.
“We did not have much choice.
All doors were slammed in our face
after graduation,” says Ali, who
started his Master Burger with the
help of friends and funding from
expatriate relatives.
“We invested in the purchase
and refurbishing of an old caravanstyle car, which we transformed
into a restaurant on wheels,” Ali
said. “We offer easy-to-cook popular Iraqi dishes in addition to Western-style takeaway bites such as
pizzas, burgers and hotdogs.”
Ali’s food truck is regularly stationed on Karrada Street in one of
Baghdad’s well-known neighbourhoods. It is painted in bright colours with lit menus. A few tables
and chairs are set on the pavement
next to the truck, proffering a welcoming ambience.
“It reminds me of the jolly atmosphere in Turkey during the
holiday I spent with my family last
summer,” says university student
Hala Youssef, a regular customer
whose favourite hamburger is prepared by Ali from fresh Iraqi beef.
“I think that we will all end up
like Ali. Employment opportunities
are almost nonexistent. We will
have to look for ways to secure a
living, a future,” Youssef said, adding somewhat jokingly: “In fact,
with some friends, I am already
planning to establish a female-only
restaurant to keep us busy once we
graduate.”
Mobile takeaway restaurants
have multiplied in Baghdad in the

The low cost of
starting a mobile
food stall is another
likely reason for
business’s rapid
growth in such a
short time.

Way out of unemployment. An Iraqi worker cooks food inside a mobile restaurant in Baghdad.					
past year while the official unemployment rate in Iraq topped 12%
in 2016, according to the Ministry
of Planning.
“The figure comprises university
diploma holders and average citizens. But there is a different type
of unemployment, which we call
‘incomplete,’ and this covers people with irregular and short-term
jobs and those who are working in
fields not related to their speciality or studies,” said the ministry’s
spokesman, Abdul Zahra al-Hindawi.
“The public sector cannot accommodate the large numbers of
university graduates, hence the
need to bolster the private sector,
the best guarantee to resolve the
problem, which is worsening every
year,” he added.
University graduates and students in Baghdad are credited with

being the force behind the growing Western trend for food trucks,
selling everything from steaks to
falafel.
“I come here in the afternoon
after my morning courses at the
faculty of technology. The place
has become very popular and I
have become an expert in preparing chicken sandwiches,” says
21-year-old Haidar Slim about his
part-time job at Chicken Burger,
one of the mobile takeaway operations occupying Baghdad’s street
corners.
“Our prices are affordable and
the dishes are popular. A falafel
sandwich is less than a dollar, and
a chicken burger is almost two dollars,” he added.
The low cost of starting a mobile
food stall is another likely reason
for the business’s rapid growth in
such a short time. Food truck own-

ers don’t have to pay rent and because of the relatively small size of
the operation, they do not need to
employ many people.
In most cases, young entrepreneurs join forces to raise enough
money to start a food-truck business, which costs 5 million-10 million Iraqi dinars ($4,000-$8,000).
Hakim Abdul Zahra, an official
with the Baghdad municipality,
argued that “resolving unemployment problems requires large government projects, employment
strategies and funds to absorb
the large numbers of university
graduates.”
“Unfortunately, efforts and limited funds are reserved to security
issues in light of the economic crisis plaguing the country. However,
the municipality is facilitating paperwork required to start businesses, especially mobile restaurants,”

(Reuters)

Abdul Zahra said.
A draft bill for the establishment
of a fund to support young graduates was downplayed by economic
expert Bassem Antoine as a “mere
electoral propaganda by certain political parties.”
“In fact, there is no allocation for
implementing the bill in the general budget, which already suffers
a huge deficit of 20 trillion Iraqi dinars,” Antoine said.
Under the proposed bill young
graduates who are unable to find a
job would get a monthly allocation
of 250,000 dinars ($200), which
they would pay back once they are
employed through the deduction
of 10% of their salary.
Oumayma Omar is a contributor to
the Culture and Society
section of The Arab Weekly
based in Baghdad.

Cairo firm’s women-only buses ride
into the battle against sexual harassment
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo
In light of a recent Reuters poll
finding Cairo to be the most dangerous megacity for women, a new
female-only bus service aims to
play a part in at least keeping them
free from sexual harassment while
on board.
Al-Englizi Company’s 15 buses in
the fleet, which began service a little more than two weeks ago, will
be driven by women exclusively for
women.
Al-Englizi Company, which operates 600 buses in Cairo, is hiring
and training more women to drive
for the new service, said company
vice-president Omar al-Englizi.
“We know there is an urgent need
for this service, given rampant
harassment and demand by our
clients,” he said, adding that the
company was following in the footsteps of the Cairo Metro Authority,
which has specified female-only
carriages.

“The new service is wonderful because it protects me against
harassment, which is becoming a
normal experience on public transport,” said Heba Sayed, a civil servant in her mid-30s. “It is manna
from heaven for women like me.”
Englizi, one of several private
firms offering public transport in
Cairo, launched the service after
receiving a number of requests for
special women-only buses.
Approximately 86.5% of Egyptian women surveyed in a 2013
study by UN Women said they did
not feel safe in public transportation and 82.6% said they did not
feel safe on the streets.
Sexual harassment is exasperated by social attitudes, with critics
warning that the longer Egypt fails
to deal with it, the greater the risk
of it becoming normalised. Coupled with the authorities’ failure to
take action against harassers, overcrowding on most public transport
only exacerbates the issue of sexual harassment, critics have pointed
out.
An Egyptian lawyer stirred up

public anger in early November
after he encouraged men to harass
women he deemed dressed “inappropriately.”
“It is a national duty for men
to harass women who show their
skin,” Nabih al-Wahsh, who appears frequently on talk shows to
comment on social issues, told private TV al-Kahera Wal Nas.
Mohamed Abdullah, the head of
the Cairo province department that
regulates private public transport
providers, said that apart from economically empowering women by
creating jobs for them as drivers,
the new bus service would offer female commuters safe transport.
“The fact that the buses are

Al-Englizi Company’s
15 buses in the fleet,
which began service a
little more than two
weeks ago, will be
driven by women
exclusively for
women.

driven by women only also gives
commuters confidence that their
ride will be harassment-free,” Abdullah said.
He said his department would
negotiate with other public transport providers in Cairo to specify
buses for female commuters only.
He said the department’s next
move would be to talk to transport
departments in other Egyptian
provinces to offer the same service
to female commuters.
In 2015, a private firm introduced
female-only taxis driven by women, cashing in on demand for the
service.
However, critics argue that the
authorities are failing to address
the underlying issue of sexual harassment and that initiatives such as
women-only buses or taxis would
ultimately backfire.
“Separating women from men
is not an effective solution to the
problem at all, because the authorities cannot make this separation everywhere,” said Mona Ezzat,
an activist with the New Woman
Foundation, a gender equality

advocacy group. “Now, they are
keeping women away from men in
some means of transport, but what
about other places where women
and men are always together: The
workplace, educational institutions and the streets?” she said.
Egypt adopted its first anti-sexual harassment law in 2014, under
which convicted violators could
face up to one-year imprisonment.
However, anti-harassment activists complain that the law has been
scarcely enforced.
Ezzat said ending sexual harassment would take more than just
specifying transport or separating
men from women. “We need a total change of culture and a real enforcement of the law,” she said.
“This is the only way we can end
harassment. When we change the
culture, through education, the
media and religious institutions,
we will not need to separate women from men or introduce womenonly transport.”
Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian reporter based in Cairo.
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Dervish troupe preserves Sufi tradition in Egypt
Marwa al-A’sar

Cairo

W

hen Sufi vocalist Amer el-Tony
founded the alMawlawiya al-Masriya in 1994, he performed at the few private theatres
available. However, the Egyptian
dervish group has developed into
a full-fledged troupe performing in
Egypt and abroad.
Al-Mawlawiya is a symbolic ritual through which dervishes target
perfection. Dancers whirl counterclockwise, deserting their egos and
desires to communicate and worship God through spinning with
the rotations of the planets.
“While whirling and listening to
the Sufi songs I always feel as if I
am flying,” said an al-Mawlawiya
dancer who identified himself as
Mahmoud.
He said the aim of the ritual was
to turn around oneself, first slowly then more rapidly “until one
reaches a state of trance, one that
transcends the physical body, to
enter a spiritual order.”
The Mawlawis are a Sufi order
created in Konya in Turkey in the
13th century by the followers of
the Persian poet and theologian
Jalal ad-Din Muhammad Rumi.
Dancing, chanting of Sufi poems
and music are used to get closer to
God.
Al-Mawlawiya al-Masriya is derived from the Turkish version but
substantially different in looking at
the spiritual side of the ceremony
and in its more modernist approach to the music, incorporating
violin and guitar in addition to the
traditional nay and oud.
Tony’s Sufi singing about the
love of the Almighty and the
Prophet Mohammad is not always
coupled with dancing.
“During the performances, I also
chant without dancing intervals
to let our audience concentrate on
the poems and look into the power
of the words,” he said.
Tony said he does not chant
Rumi’s poems because they were

Egyptian
Mawlawiya
troupe
performing
in Cairo.
(Provided by
Marwa al-A’sar)

written in Persian and Turkish and
would lose their meaning and spirituality if translated into Arabic.
Instead, he chants the poems of
famous Arab Sufis and writes his
own music.
“We are keen not to take songs
from anyone, even heritage songs.
We also seek to present new tunes
so the audience does not get tired,”
he said.
The name Mawlawiya is based
on the word “Mawlana” (“our master”), the title by which Rumi was
addressed. The Mawlawiya was introduced in Egypt in the 16th century after the Ottoman conquest.
“Tony has managed successfully
to absorb Rumi’s Mawlawiya and
to modernise it without violating
its principles,” observed Ibrahim
Haggagy, a retired university professor of Islamic history and archaeology.
The troupe’s performances usu-

ally emit positive energy and Mawlawiya is state of mind rather than
simply entertainment, he added.
Tony described his art as a spiritual experience more than anything
else.
“Words release energy. We always attempt to spiritually connect with the audience,” he said.
“Sufi poetry is coded, meaning it
has a lot of hidden messages but,
usually, our audiences manage to
decode the messages in the songs.
“It is a spiritual moment rather
than a cultural event. Our state
of mind takes control of us to the
point that while chanting I feel that

The rite of dance,
chant of Sufi poems
and music help the
Mawlawis get closer
to God.

I’m out of place and time.”
A distinctive feature of al-Mawlawiya al-Masriya’s performances
is the improvisation, Tony said,
stressing that “the real state of
creativity is not achieved unless
we occasionally forget the laws of
music and break them.”
Typically, clothing worn by Sufi
dancers symbolises different elements through shape and colour.
White symbolises the shroud and
the black the tomb. Al-Mawlawiya
dervishes, however, wear outfits
representing the seven colours of
the rainbow, “which are those of
the universe,” Tony explained.
Tony and al-Mawlawiya al-Masriya occasionally sing for the Virgin
Mary and Jesus. “We have many
Christian fans and viewers who
identify themselves as Sufi Christians,” he said.
The Sufi band is popular, with
regular fans who make a point not

to miss the shows.
“I usually attend Tony’s performances every month. I always
leave the theatre feeling that I have
been washed of all the negative energy,” said Amr Ibrahim, one of the
group’s fans.
Tony said his plans include
chanting Sufi songs accompanied
by a symphony orchestra.
“We hope to present symphonic
Sufi songs soon,” he said. “I first
write the music based on the instruments I have been using, then I
add a new instrument and I change
the music arrangements.”
Tony is credited for protecting Egyptian Malawiya heritage,
which is an integral part of Sufi tradition. His troupe has performed in
festivals in India, the Netherlands,
Germany, France and Spain.
Marwa al-A’sar is a Cairo-based
journalist.

Amman a potential music hub yet to receive attention
Nadine Sayegh

Amman

T

he Arab region is no stranger to contemporary arts
and culture. From the
opening of the Louvre
Abu Dhabi to Beirut’s
renovated Metro al Madina theatre
hosting increasingly unique young
artists such as Mo Khansa, the region is home to many creative talents. However, there is one capital
city that’s generally left out of consideration — Amman, Jordan.
Though the city has numerous
talents — from those in fine art to
underground hip-hop — it is generally not included in discussions on
contemporary Arab culture.
New musical talents from
Amman, including Dirar Shawagfeh, drummer of popular
post-rock band El Morabba3; Laith
al-Huseini, better known as rap artist the Synaptik; and artist and rapper Fadi Hourani, stressed the lack
of local interest in their art.
Considering there is a limited music industry in the Arab world for
the kinds of sounds produced by
these artists, they, like many oth-

While marginalised
at home, Jordanian
hip-hop and rock
groups are popular
in other Arab
countries.

ers in the region, use the internet as
their main platform.
YouTube,
SoundClound
and
BandCamp are growing increasingly populated with regional talent.
Some of the artists’ tour in the West,
as is the case of El Morabba3, scheduled to perform in Belgium, Germany and the Netherlands, as well as
tend to their fans in Egypt, Morocco
and Lebanon, among other places.
That, however, doesn’t mean the
Jordanian state is interested in supporting them.
But cultural constraints in Jordan
have begun to ease to allow these
groups to take the spotlight, Shawagfeh said.
“What made me decide to be a
musician in Jordan?” Shawagfeh
said, “When I was 14 or 15 years old,
watching a metal concert in Jordan was an underground scene. It
wasn’t — let’s say — legal to do such
a thing because it provoked the religion and society of the country.
“Music was made interesting for
our generation and for me as it became somewhat of a rebellion that
got us.”
Hourani said he began making
music to explore a new medium.
His work in other domains of culture opened the door for him. As
for the Synaptik, he said: “I always
wanted to make music and did what
I needed to become one, despite being in the country.”
The advantage Arab artists have is
that a large market opens for them,
so while there may only be a small
number of Jordanians as fans of
their work, these artists all have fan
bases in other Arab countries.

New music. Members of the Jordanian post-rock band
El Morabba3. 		
“There is feedback from Arabs in
the region — Tunisia, Egypt. It creates a type of ‘oneness.’ We’re all
Arab and we’re all working on the
same things. There is always space
to collaborate,” Hourani said.
As far as Jordan goes, “the local
community in Jordan is definitely
interested, in Egypt and Lebanon,
too, but it’s just the (Jordanian) officials who aren’t interested in what
we do,” Huseini said.
This lack of interest from official

(El Morabba3)

channels limits the reach of emerging artists when officials should
be supporting a growing industry,
particularly considering high youth
unemployment rates and a suffering economy.
“Improved venues would lead to
more opportunities in events management, sound and light engineering. Basically, more work for everybody,” Shawagfeh said.
Huseini complained that cultural
channels such as the Ministry of

Culture and its associated bodies
“want nothing to do with us,” which
is not a surprise for a conservative
country.
“One of the reasons Beirut and
Cairo may have a better reputation
is that arts and music have better
support,” he said. “We were just in
Beirut around a month ago. There
are so many more venues and spaces to perform and organise events.”
Aside from an underdeveloped
scene, navigating Jordanian cultural
and religious dynamics is difficult in
any cultural production
context and the case of
contemporary music,
probably more so.
Hourani pointed to a lack of diversity among artists. “You know
how it is for women here [difficult].
It would be good to see more female artists, it would be good for
the country,” he said, noting that
women are culturally active across
the region but in Jordan tradition
leaves a large gap.
Despite the obstacles, the musicians said they were competition
for their regional counterparts.
“We have to put so much more
work in it; the quality of our stuff is
really good,” Huseini said.
“All eyes are on Jordan. We are
producing new music and new genres and bands like Jadal, Autostrad
and El Morabba3. We are taking
over if only our country supported
us like it should,” Shawagfeh said.
Nadine Sayegh is a freelance
journalist based in Jordan working
on social, political and cultural
issues within the Arab world.
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Walid Mattar, rising film director,
clinches Carthage festival top award
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

T

he 28th edition of the
Carthage Film Festival
marked the comeback of
Tunisian cinema, with an
unprecedented number
of Tunisian films showcased at the
event.
Tunisian director Walid Mattar
stole the show with his latest film,
“The North Wind,” which won Best
First Feature Award, Best Script
Tanit and the TV 5 Monde Award.
The film, which explores the differences between the northern and
southern sides of the Mediterranean, received both critical and popular support at the event, which Mattar, 37, hailed as the birth of a new
generation of Tunisian film-makers.
“The Carthage film festival this
year showcased the works of many
Tunisian film-makers, which revived the artistic vision,” Mattar
said. “After the golden age of Tunisian cinema, there was a lack of production and the quality of movies
deteriorated. The new generation
started off a while back with short
films and now it has matured into
creating their long features.”
He added that a number of new
film-makers, including Hedi Attia
and Nejib Belkadhi, had come onto
the scene in the past decade, creating successful films that challenged
“the stereotypical image we had in
movies.”
Mattar’s own journey to becoming a film-maker was not easy.
“I grew up in a small town in the
south suburbs of Tunis and I pursued an education in something
that has no relation to cinema,”
Mattar said. “It was in 2003 that I
produced my first short film with
the Tunisian Federation of Amateur
Filmmakers. I won a prize for the
first short film and that sparked my
enthusiasm as I realised I can make
movies people appreciate.”
He added: “The rest followed.
I continued to work and learn. I
learnt everything I know about cinema from field work.”
After his first short film, “The battleship Abdelkarim’’(2003), Mattar
filmed his first short documentary

The show’s star. Tunisian director Walid Mattar (L) receives the Best Script Tanit at the Carthage Film Festival in Tunis.
film, “Son of the Turtle” (2005). In
2006, he co-directed the short film
“Good Morning” with Tunisian director Leyla Bouzid. This was followed by another film, “Condemnations,” in 2010. His next film, “Baba
Noel” (2012), won the jury prize in
the Arab-Franco Film Festival of
Noisy-le-Sec.
“My first short films were inspired by the people in my neighbourhood,” Mattar said. “It was in a
period of time that was critical so I
started filming everything, including my childhood friends who later
on illegally emmigrated abroad.
And that is how my short film documentary came about.’’
“I wrote ‘Condemnations’ and it
was hard to get funding,” he said.
“It was a film that constituted a
milestone in my career. There

Mattar’s “The North
Wind,” set in France
and Tunisia, centres on
the issue of illegal
immigration.

was something about the mood of
the country and it felt like an end
around 2007 and I wanted to keep
documenting that in my short films
during that period.”
Mattar’s “The North Wind,” set in
France and Tunisia, centres on the
issue of illegal immigration. He said
completing it was a difficult, but
worthwhile project.
“I had to take time making my
first long feature. I didn’t want
to ruin this opportunity,” Mattar
said. “I had an idea of a movie taking place in two countries with an
atypical structure and that posited
many issues for the budget. We
showed a lot of determination and
we believed in the project we had.
We had to apply three times to get
funding as we got rejected one time
after another.”
Mattar stressed that being a filmmaker is “not an inaccessible job,”
however.
“It is true that it requires a lot of
determination and passion but it
is not impossible. This started as
a dream for me when I was a child

and now I have managed to make
my first long feature film,” he said.
“I think that is the point. Unless
you provide children with some
things, they won’t be creative. I was
lucky I had the FTCA club.”
Whether set in the popular neighbourhoods of Tunis or across the
Mediterranean, Mattar’s films often
touch on the issue of illegal immigration.
“I am not really looking to find
answers or solve the problem,” Mattar said. “I just want to show the
reality of things. People who immigrate have no hopes. It is a form of
depression and it is the fault of both
the person involved and the government and most of the time it is driven by the frustration of youth who
feel life is wasted. I myself want to
understand this. I still cannot understand the kind of despair to get
there. What would drive a person
who doesn’t know how to swim to
take a risky and dangerous journey
in the sea?” Mattar said.
He added: “This is at the heart of
humanity. I believe in this cause be-

(Carthage Film Festival)

cause this is one of the basic rights,
the freedom of travelling. For Tunisians, it is a struggle to travel even
legally. There is a feeling of suffocation that makes things difficult.
Others travel freely while we struggle with all the restrictions. For
some of these desperate youth, illegal immigration is about breaking
those restrictions.”
Mattar said the main focus of his
films is to accurately portray human
beings in the world they inhabit,
whether that is to the north or south
of the Mediterranean.
“This is my message: Try to see
the human in others,” Mattar said.
“There are so many similarities
between these main characters in
the film even though they are from
completely different worlds. Despite the fact one is from France and
the second is from Tunisia, both
share the same pain by the end of
the day. Both are victims.”
Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and
Culture contributor to The Arab
Weekly.

Beirut’s Francophone Book Fair, a landmark of Lebanon’s cultural scene
Samar Kadi

Beirut

F

irst held in the early
1990s, Beirut’s Francophone Book Fair is an
annual event featuring
prominent authors, lectures, discussions and signings
that has gained popularity in Beirut’s cultural scene.
In its 24th edition, this year’s
event honoured the late Lebanese
journalist, writer and politician
Samir Frangié, whose works were
published under the title “La Révolution tranquille” (“The Peaceful Revolution”). More than 130
French and Francophone writers
and 57 exhibitors and publishing
houses participated in the event.
French Minister of Culture Françoise Nyssen stressed the importance of their shared language in
an address opening the fair.
“It does not only bring down
a barrier but the Francophonie
builds bridges among peoples
and countries because it favours
the circulation and exchange of
knowledge, ideas and projects
that help us overcome the big
global challenges that we are facing today,” Nyssen said.

She stressed that “the exchange”
should be in both directions and
required more translations from
French to Arabic and vice versa.
“Lebanon is already a major
partner of France in the field of
translation. More than two-thirds
of books translated into Arabic
are handled by Lebanese editors,”
Nyssen said, adding: “We are
planning to develop translation
projects in other Arab countries,
including Egypt, Tunisia, Algeria
and Morocco.”
With 200 round tables, lectures
and debates taking place, the tenday event is the third largest francophone fair after those in Paris
and Montreal. It was organised by
the Institut français, the French
Embassy’s cultural agency in Lebanon, and supported by Lebanese
francophone book stores and publishers.
One of the fair’s highlights is
the Choix Goncourt de l’Orient, an
award in which students at Arab
universities choose a French novel, which is then translated into
Arabic.
“This year, it is the sixth edition
of the Choix Goncourt de l’Orient,
which has become an integral
part of Beirut’s Francophone
Book Fair,” said Hervé Sabourin,
regional director of the Agence

universitaire de la Francophonie,
which organises the award under
the sponsorship of the Goncourt
Academy.
“It is a landmark event because
it promotes contemporary fran-

Books are the
expression of cultural
diversity, which is
a shield against the
single thought.

French Ambassador to
Lebanon Bruno Foucher

cophone literature in many universities in the Arab world and,
through it, intellectual, cultural
and human values of our francophone space are disseminated,”
Sabourin said.
“It is an event that targets the
youth, the university students
who are the main actors of this
prize since they are the jury. They
will read the qualifying books with
the support of their teachers and it
is they who will decide… the winner.”
The jury includes 39 students
from 33 universities in the region.
There was one university from
Iran, two from Jordan and two
from Iraq, including Mosul University, also participated.
“It is a big literary francophone
event in the Middle East,” Sabourin said. “It is important because of its growing regional
dimension. In 2012, only five
countries participated in the Choix
Goncourt de l’Orient; in 2015, the
number climbed to ten; in 2016, to
11 countries; and in 2017, the number is 12.”
Other participating countries included Lebanon, Egypt, the United Arab Emirates, Syria, Sudan,
Yemen and Djibouti in addition to
the Palestinian territories.
French Ambassador to Lebanon

Bruno Foucher described the fair
as “a great moment for freedom of
expression in the region.”
“Books are the expression of
cultural diversity, which is a shield
against the single thought. They
have an essential role as carriers
of dialogue between cultures and
ideas, and it is no coincidence that
this book fair is held in Lebanon,
where freedom of expression remains the strongest in the region,”
Foucher said.
Highlights of the fair included
cartoon and calligraphy exhibitions, theatrical performances in
tribute to the late Mounir Abou
Debs, founder of the first contemporary theatre school in Lebanon,
and concerts by students in the
national music conservatory.
This year’s event also featured
a cinema corner, which displayed
a feature film, a short movie and
two documentaries about the reinvention of agriculture, energy,
economy, democracy and education.
Randa Imad, one of the attendants, said the Beirut Francophone
Book Fair was a gathering she
made sure not to miss. “This year,
I have an additional reason to visit
since one of the guests is Eric-Emmanuel Schmitt, one of my favourite French authors,” Imad said.
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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

Royal Tulip Al-Rasheed Hotel in Baghdad’s Green Zone. 						

(Lizzie Porter)

Baghdad’s historical
hotels coming back to life
Lizzie Porter

Baghdad

T

he entrance to AlRasheed Hotel in Baghdad’s Green Zone is
via a narrow opening
in a blast wall on the
west bank of the Tigris. Tangles of
barbed wire line the concrete block
corridor through which guests have
to pass before they descend into a
subway-like tunnel.
One emerges beside the towering hotel building, which served as
a hub for foreign correspondents
covering Iraq’s wars in the 1990s
and early 2000s.
Wide green gardens edged by
manicured hedges open out on one
side, with the hotel’s conspicuous
Royal Tulip branding of the chain
running it now embellishing the
grey and brown monolith.

The Cristal Grand
Ishtar hotel’s
reinvention hasn’t
been quite to the
same standards as
the Al-Rasheed.
The hotel was heavily damaged
during the US invasion in 2003.
Today it has been replaced with an
airport-style building.
During Saddam Hussein’s era,
the lobby floor was decorated with
the mosaic face of former US President George H.W. Bush on which all
guests had to step to enter the hotel
— a great insult in Arab culture.
In the Shehrayar Cafe and ci-

gar lounge, brown leather sofas sit
alongside an upright piano with
fake roses adorning the tables.
The menu includes kebabs and
mezze, although American tastes
are clearly a priority. Cheesecake,
doughnuts and brownies are all on
the menu for 6,000 Iraqi dinars ($5)
each.
The hotel was originally conceived in the 1970s as a five-star establishment built on Iraq’s oil money. It was for a long time one of the
plushest buildings in the country.
Under Saddam’s rule, though,
spy cameras and microphones were
installed in guest room televisions
and staff constantly monitored
guests.
Journalists used the hotel as
a base during the first Gulf War.
In 1991 CNN secured some of the
conflict’s most compelling footage
from Al-Rasheed’s ninth floor. With
the US invasion of Iraq in 2003, foreign journalists again flocked to the
hotel.
Tomas Harenstam, a former
Middle East correspondent for the
Swedish News Agency (TT), only
stayed at the Al-Rasheed once, in
January 2003, during the run-up to
the US invasion. But he has vivid
memories of the place.
“I had heard of the infamous
George Bush mosaic, but actually seeing it — and walking on
it — was quite surreal. The building
itself was huge, dimly lit and quite
empty, I remember walking alone
through marble hallways lined with
souvenir shops that hadn’t been
open for a very long time,” Harenstam recalls.
“In the cavernous lobby, there
was a lounge area with sofas and
armchairs. Men with serious faces

Swimming pools at the Royal Tulip Al-Rasheed Hotel in Baghdad’s
Green Zone. 						
(Tripadvisor)

“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.
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

The 17 of Ramadan Mosque seen from Al-Rasheed Hotel in
Baghdad’s Green Zone. 			
(Lizzie Porter)
would always sit there, alone, reading newspapers. I assumed they
were government watchers. I also
assumed the room was bugged.”
After just a few nights, Harenstam moved out of al-Rasheed into
a smaller hotel downtown, but he
kept going back to the Al-Rasheed
almost daily, as the hotel’s shisha
lounge was the only place where he
could access the internet.
The hotel joined the Golden Tulip
chain — under its luxury Royal Tulip
brand — in 2014. Today, it might be
worthy of five stars again. At about
$320 per room per night, guests’
high expectations are understandable.
The hotel’s website promises “a
personal touch in Iraqi and international hospitality,” a “warm and
sophisticated atmosphere” and “all
the facilities required by a discerning business and leisure traveller.”
The Al-Rasheed is not alone
among Baghdad’s hotels with storied history.
The Cristal Grand Ishtar hotel
also has a colourful past. Formerly
a Sheraton, it is located aside Firdos
Square. A large statue of Saddam
used to stand there until it was toppled by US troops and Iraqis in early
2003.
The hotel was badly damaged in

a bomb attack in 2005, which also
struck the neighbouring Palestine
hotel, an equally large, off-brown
monolith.
The hotel’s reinvention hasn’t
been quite to the same standards
as the Al-Rasheed. Like all large hotels in the city, it is surrounded by a
blast wall and guests must undergo
a body search before entering.
A damp whiff pervades the air;
the red carpet is dirty and dusty,
and the rooms were not properly
serviced before our stay. Mugs were
cracked and the sink was lined with
scum.
The lift has open glass sides, revealing — through quite a lot of
grime — a magnificent panorama of
Baghdad and the turquoise dome of
the 17 of Ramadan Mosque.
The bar, a mysterious, pseudoParisian affair entered through dark
curtains, is empty. The faded nature
of the grandeur is quite striking.
Baghdad’s heritage hotels reflect
the city’s wider stories of turbulence, resilience and persistence.
You probably don’t need to take
home an Operation Inherent Resolve T-shirt to prove it.
Lizzie Porter is a Beirut-based
freelance journalist focusing
on the Middle East.

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.
Please send tips to:
editor@thearabweekly.com

