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Saleh proposes ‘dialogue’ with Saudi-led
coalition as alliance with Houthis unravels
Mamoon Alabbasi

London

F

ollowing days of bloody
clashes between his followers and Iran-supported Houthis, former
Yemeni President Ali
Abdullah Saleh expressed a readiness to “turn the page” and hold
talks with the Saudi-led Arab coalition.
“We vow to our brothers and
neighbours that, after a ceasefire
is in place and the blockade is
lifted… we will have a dialogue
directly through the legitimate
authority represented by our parliament,” Saleh said in a televised
speech December 2.
Saleh’s proposal, denounced by
the Houthis as “a coup,” was welcomed by the Saudi-led coalition.
“The decision by (Saleh’s) General People’s Congress to take the
lead and their choice to side with
their people will free Yemen of…
militias loyal to Iran,” the coalition said in a statement carried by
the official Saudi Press Agency.
A rift that surfaced in August
between Yemen’s Houthi rebels
and forces loyal to Saleh seemed
to be widening recently. Fighting
between the two allies in Sana’a
had continued over four days. The
violence began a day after fights
at the Saleh Mosque in Sana’a.
The Houthis said Saleh loyalists
prevented them from entering the
mosque.
Yemeni sources put the death
toll during the fighting at 18 rebels
and six Saleh loyalists.

Armed supporters of both sides
were seen patrolling the streets
of Sana’a, prompting residents to
stay indoors as they feared an escalation.

Saleh’s proposal,
denounced by the
Houthis as “a coup,”
was welcomed by the
Saudi-led coalition.
The two sides, who were foes
for decades, forged an alliance in
early 2015 directed against Yemen’s internationally recognised
government led by President Abd
Rabbo Mansour Hadi.
The Iran-backed Houthi rebels
took control of Sana’a and other
cities in September 2014, prompting Saudi Arabia to launch a military campaign in March 2015 to
support Hadi.
Since then, however, reports indicated the relationship between
the Houthis and Saleh loyalists
was strained. Confrontations in
August between the two sides resulted in the death of four people.
One source of tension is that
armed fighters from both sides
come face to face in Sana’a, where
the risk of misunderstanding or
being offended by the other side
is high. Also, the two sides’ leadership, both of which are suspicious of the other, see themselves
as more entitled to power.
The Houthis seemed to fear that
Saleh was plotting to betray them
by making a deal with the Saudiled alliance. The Houthis have

accused Saleh of receiving funds
from Hadi. In a Twitter posting,
the Houthis claimed that Saleh
coordinated with Saudi Arabia in
the latest clashes.
During his tenure as president,
Saleh waged six wars against the
Houthis, some of which, with
Saudi support, included air strikes
on rebel targets.
On November 30, the Houthis
announced they fired a ballistic
missile at Saudi Arabia, the second such attack in less than a
month. The first, on November 4,
prompted Saudi Arabia to restrict
access to Yemen, a policy that has
since been eased.
“We confirm the success of our
ballistic missile trial, which hit its
military target inside Saudi Arabia,” said the Houthi-run Al Masirah television channel.
Saudi authorities, however,
said they intercepted the missile
“without casualties.”
A confidential UN report said
evidence from debris of four ballistic missiles fired into Saudi
Arabia by the Houthis appear to
show that they were designed and
manufactured by Iran, Reuters reported.
“Design characteristics and dimensions of the components inspected by the panel are consistent with those reported for the
Iranian designed and manufactured Qiam-1 missile,” the report
said
Iran denied supplying the
Houthi rebels with the missiles.
Mamoon Alabbasi is Deputy
Managing Editor and Online
Editor of The Arab Weekly.

Major shift. A member of forces loyal to former President
Ali Abdullah Saleh stands guard at Sabaeen Square in Sana’a.

(AFP)

Migrant abuse in Libya overshadows EU-AU summit
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

A

frican and European
leaders agreed on “an
extreme
emergency
operation” aimed at
curbing migrant abuse
in Libya and combating human
trafficking in the Mediterranean.
Questions remained, however,
over how they would implement the decisions reached at an
Africa-EU summit or halt illegal migration from the war-torn
country.

There are concerns
that the new efforts
will have little effect
unless they are part
of a broader plan to
restore stability
to Libya.
“We have agreed, along with
the EU and the UN, to set up a
task force for repatriating at least
3,800 people,” announced Moussa Faki Mahamat, head of the African Union Commission.

“It’s just one camp. The Libyan
government tells us that there are
42 in all. There are definitely more
than that. There are estimates
of
400,000-700,000
African
migrants in Libya.
Leaders meeting November 2930 in Cote d’Ivoire also agreed
on forming a security and intelligence task force to combat human
trafficking networks.
The measures came after footage was aired by CNN apparently
showing migrants being auctioned as slaves near Tripoli. The
footage sparked global outrage
and pressured the international
community to intervene.
There are concerns, however,
that the new efforts will have little effect unless they are part of a
broader plan to restore stability to
Libya, whose UN-backed government in Tripoli has little control
over large areas of the country.
“Two weeks of hand-wringing
about slave auctions in Libya
have been followed by two days
of announcements designed to
maintain the pretence of humanitarian concern, while keeping
Europe’s primary aim — the closure of the central Mediterranean
route — intact,” said John Dalhuisen, Amnesty International’s

director for Europe.
“The reality is that hundreds
of thousands of refugees and migrants have found themselves
trapped in Libya and exposed to

horrific abuses, as a result of the
EU’s intensive cooperation with
Libyan authorities.”
French President Emmanuel
Macron ruled out the intervention

of French troops, calling instead
for the deployment of an African
police force in Libya. Such a presence would come up against the
existing potential for friction between sub-Sahara Africa and the
Maghreb at a time when the two
African regions are trying to forge
stronger economic, security and
political ties.
The crisis has highlighted the
void created by the absence of a
unified North African group that
could address the situation.
“Our regional groupings could
have addressed the situation more
efficiently,” Moroccan King Mohammed VI said at the summit.
“We could have thought in this
regard of the Arab Maghreb Union
but this union is unfortunately
not present.”
Approximately 3,000 illegal
migrants are estimated to drown
each year while trying to cross the
Mediterranean on their way to European territory. They are mostly
from sub-Saharan Africa but many
are from the Maghrebi littoral.
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in Tunis.

One continent, many woes. A hostess stands at the venue of the fifth
Africa- European Union summit in Abidjan, on November 29. (Reuters)

P4,6

2

December 3, 2017

News & Analysis

Gulf

Strong message. Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz (C) stands with chiefs of staff and defence ministers of a counterterrorism coalition during their meeting
in Riyadh, on November 26. 															
(Saudi Royal Court)

Saudi-led alliance vows to ‘eradicate’ terrorism
Mamoon Alabbasi

London

D

efence ministers and officials from 40 Muslimmajority countries, led
by Saudi Arabia, have officially launched a military alliance, vowing to end terror
attacks in their regions.
The gathering in Riyadh of the
Islamic Military Counter Terrorism Coalition (IMCTC) was two
days after a terror attack targeted
a mosque in Egypt’s Sinai, killing
more than 300 people.
“We will not allow them (terrorists) to distort our peaceful religion.
Today we are sending a strong message that we are working together
to fight terrorism,” Saudi Crown
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin
Abdulaziz said at the meeting. “Today we affirm that we will pursue
terrorism until it is eradicated completely.”
The November 26 gathering
marked the official inauguration
of the alliance, which was set up
in 2015 to counter the Islamic State
(ISIS) and other jihadist groups.

The coalition’s military command
is headed by Pakistani General
Raheel Sharif, who served as Pakistan’s army chief from November
2013-November 2016.
“A number of our member countries are under tremendous pressure while fighting well-established
terrorist organisations due to capacity shortages of their armed
forces and law enforcement agencies,” Sharif said on IMCTC’s Twitter account.
The alliance “will act as a platform to assist member countries in
their counterterrorism operations
through intelligence sharing and
capacity building,” he added.
The meeting’s closing declaration
stressed the need to fight terrorism
in various domains — including education and digital media — and not
be confined to military action.
“The ministers uphold their determination to address terrorism
through education and knowledge,
to highlight correct Islamic concepts and to establish the truth of
moderate Islam, which is consistent with human nature and common values, and peaceful and just
coexistence with the global community that ensures security and

prosperity,” the statement read.
Qatar, which was part of the original coalition in 2015, was not present in Riyadh, following charges by
Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain and Egypt six months
ago that it supports terrorism. Doha
denies the allegations, which it says
were politically motivated.
The Arab quartet recently added
the Qatar-backed International
Union of Muslim Scholars and the
International Islamic Council (IIC)
to its blacklist of entities allegedly
linked to terror.
“The ban appears to have been
designed to position Saudi Arabia
as the arbiter of what constitutes
true Islam,” wrote James M. Dorsey,
senior fellow at the S. Rajaratnam
School of International Studies, in
his blog Mideastsoccer.
Iran and countries that are perceived as being under its sphere
of influence — such as Syria and
Iraq — were not invited to join the
alliance. Saudi Arabia has accused
Iran of being a chief sponsor of terrorism, a charge denied by Tehran.
In a recent interview with the
New York Times, Crown Prince Mohammed labelled Iranian Supreme
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei

“the new Hitler of the Middle East.”
“This alliance is a clear signal to
the Arab-Islamic world that Saudi
Arabia still wants to set the main
agenda in regional policy and, of
course, another instrument of containing Iran,” Sebastian Sons, an associate fellow at the German Council on Foreign Relations, told the
German media outlet DW.
Even if the intention is to contain
Iran, however, it remains unknown
whether the alliance as a whole
would act against Tehran.
“The
final
declaration…
suggested that it would be up to
the member countries to decide the
extent of their participation in the

The closing declaration
stressed the need
to fight terrorism
in various
domains — including
education and digital
media — and not
be confined to
military action.

coalition, something that would
provide enough room to Pakistan
to maintain a delicate balance in its
ties — both with Saudi Arabia and
Iran,” wrote Kamran Yousaf in the
Pakistani newspaper the Express
Tribune.
Pakistan’s role in the alliance is
important because the IMCTC is
led militarily by a Pakistani general
and many Saudi troops reportedly
receive training from Pakistani personnel stationed in the kingdom.
Islamabad, however, does not wish
to sour its relations with Iran.
“The current Pakistani Army
chief, Qamar Javed Bajwa, was in
Tehran in the first week of November, assuring the Iranian leadership
about Pakistan’s role in Saudi Arabia,” wrote Kunwar Khuldune Shahid and Saikat Datta in Asia Times.
“According to several diplomatic
sources, General Bajwa assured the
Iranians to stay neutral, while also
offering help on missile technology
and a visit by Iranian scientists to
SUPARCO, Pakistan’s official space
agency.”
Mamoon Alabbasi is Deputy
Managing Editor and Online Editor
of The Arab Weekly.

UAE takes new measures to fight radicalisation
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

T

he United Arab Emirates
has officially banned religious gatherings scheduled
without the approval of
authorities as it supports
moderate religious practices and
cuts off potential recruitment of extremists.
The law, which was passed by the
Federal National Council November 14, punishes anyone convening
unauthorised religious gatherings,
which include Quranic recitations
and memorisation gatherings, with
a maximum penalty of three years in
prison and a fine of $1,360, local reports said.

The UAE’s move comes
when GCC member
Saudi Arabia is making
significant efforts to
stamp out religious
extremism.
Harsher sentences could be handed down to mosque employees who
have ties to banned organisations or
are found to be involved in political
activities or the issuing of unsanctioned fatwas.
In the UAE and the wider Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) designated

terror groups, such as al-Qaeda, the
Islamic State (ISIS) and the Muslim
Brotherhood, have exploited religious gatherings for recruitment and
indoctrination purposes.
While the UAE is known as one of
the GCC’s more moderate states, it
has occasionally dealt with issues
related to the Muslim Brotherhood,
which advocates political Islam and
has attacked the government for its
religious tolerance.
Al Islah, the Brotherhood’s affiliate
in the UAE, grew more active following the fall of former Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak and the election
of Muslim Brotherhood member Muhammad Morsi as president in 2011.
Al Islah attacked the government for
religious tolerance and spoke out
against it allowing churches on UAE
soil.
UAE State Minister for Foreign Affairs Anwar Gargash said: “Churches
in the UAE have been part of our tolerant landscape for many years, even
before the formation of the state.
Given that we welcome so many
non-Muslims to reside in our country, surely we must provide them
with places of worship.”
The UAE officially designated Al
Islah a terror group in 2014, following similar bans in Saudi Arabia and
Bahrain.
The Muslim Brotherhood and its
affiliates are said to have continued
to sow discord in the region and the
dispute between a quartet of Arab
countries and Qatar is largely tied to

A beacon of tolerance. A general view of the Sheikh Zayed Mosque
in Abu Dhabi. 						
(AFP)
Doha’s suspected support and nurturing of the Muslim Brotherhood
movement.
The UAE’s move comes when GCC
member Saudi Arabia is making significant efforts to stamp out religious
extremism.
In October, Saudi Crown Prince
Mohammed bin Salman bin Ab-

dulaziz said: “We are returning to
what we were before — a country of
moderate Islam that is open to all religions, traditions and people around
the globe.”
“We want to lead a normal life, a
life that reflects our tolerant religion
and our kind customs and traditions.
We want to coexist with the world

and contribute to the development
of our homeland and the world,” the
crown prince said during the Future
Investment Initiative conference in
Riyadh.
“Frankly speaking, we cannot
spend 30 years of our lives dealing
with extremist ideas. We will destroy
them today, and immediately.”
Riyadh and Abu Dhabi have taken
steps to crack down on online radicalisation, another method for extremists to recruit followers, particularly for lone-wolf attacks.
During
US
President
Donald Trump’s visit in May to
Saudi Arabia, Riyadh inaugurated the
Global Centre for Combating Extremism, which is to confront extremist
thought with the latest intellectual,
media and numerical methods and
means, an official statement said.
The centre acts to counter “hate
and extremist speech and promote
concepts of moderation, accepting
the other and the production of media content that confront the content of the radical thoughts in order
to defy it and reveal its promotional
propaganda,” the statement added.
The UAE launched its fatwa council in May to issue Islamic rulings at
the request of the public or government entities with the aim of eradicating extremism. The council also
certifies Islamic scholars to counter
online radicalisation.
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf
section editor of The Arab Weekly.
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Qatar crisis likely to alter GCC
defence cooperation strategies
Sabahat Khan

Dubai

W

hen the Gulf Cooperation
Council (GCC) was established in 1981,
bringing together
Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar,
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab
Emirates, the pursuit of collective
security was a driving force alongside the economic rationale of an
alliance.
However, the Saudi-EmiratiEgyptian-Bahraini boycott of Qatar — the most serious fall-out
between GCC states — has effectively brought the process of GCC
defence cooperation to a strategic
crossroads.
The US military has been a key
supporter, catalyst and beneficiary
of GCC defence cooperation since
1981, sometimes placing itself as a
focal point around which to concentrate future defence cooperation and development.
The US Air Force Central Command’s (AFCENT) regional headquarters, at Al Udeid Airbase in
Qatar, has been a key component
of the regional defence capability
architecture. Indeed, if the fallout
with Qatar had not taken place
in the way it did, AFCENT and
its regional headquarters would
have continued to spearhead US
involvement in a more militarily
integrated GCC. That role seems
improbable if AFCENT remains in
Qatar.
Progress in resolving the dispute
with Qatar has been slower than
expected and the possibility for
a decisive breakthrough appears
slim. During a talk to Chatham
House in July, Anwar Gargash, the
UAE state minister for foreign affairs, laid out the position of key
GCC states vis-à-vis Qatar when
he said: “You cannot be part of a
regional organisation dedicated to
strengthening mutual security and
furthering mutual interest and at
the same time undermine that security.”
Qatar will find it difficult to
completely substitute its security
reliance on the GCC with an alliance with Turkey, Iran and other
countries. It can hope to strategically rebalance but rebalancing
needs time.

However, Qatari rapprochement
— if it happens — may not necessarily guarantee a complete or
immediate reset as far as defence
cooperation is concerned. Indeed,
it could take years of confidencebuilding following any Qatari rapprochement for trust to be restored
with its heavyweight neighbours in
the GCC.
As such, regardless of whether
Qatar withdraws from the GCC, is
suspended or expelled or even if an
unexpected rapprochement were
to occur, the direction of GCC defence cooperation will need to be
revised.
GCC defence cooperation cannot
be left in limbo too long and hindering factors such as the fallout
with Qatar will need to be worked
around. Keep in mind the GCC
maintains a policy of unanimous
consensus between members to

endorse resolutions on cooperation activities, so any paralysis the
fallout creates is not sustainable.
Behind the scenes, GCC militaries
have spent years working on integrating air forces as well as coastal
and critical infrastructure protection, much of which is offshore.
However, the United States recently called off major military exercises with the GCC that had been held
annually since 1999 due to the dispute with Qatar. Other programmes
have also been affected.
The United States would like to
see a resolution of the Qatar boycott

The serious fallout
between GCC countries
has the process of GCC
defence cooperation at
a strategic crossroads.

but if that does not occur soon, the
US military will need to look at alternative formulas to stay engaged
with its other important partners.
The United States will eventually
be forced to reconsider the utility of
Al Udeid as its regional headquarters for AFCENT. The Americans
may opt to retain Al Udeid for other
purposes but its air operations centre would need to be relocated if
AFCENT is to effectively spearhead
US contributions to future GCC-level
or GCC-based defence with its larger
and more important allies in Riyadh
and Abu Dhabi, among others.
US Defence Secretary James Mattis has noted the interest of several
countries keen to host US bases,
including for AFCENT, but the UAE
would appear the strongest and
most suitable host. AFCENT relocating its operations centre to the UAE
would bolster US-UAE ties while

lending great support to wider US
defence objectives in the region in
the long term.
Another consequence of the
Saudi-led bloc’s fallout with Qatar
may be for Riyadh and Abu Dhabi
to become more open with their approach to regional defence cooperation, more readily bringing in nonGCC countries, such as Egypt and
Jordan, as core partners.
GCC defence cooperation may thus
evolve from its inward-looking GCCfocused past to a more outwardlooking GCC-led outlook on defence
and security cooperation. Such an
evolution is arguably in incubation
mode with the Saudi-led Arab bloc
and we may see more focus placed
on such a strategy in 2018.
Sabahat Khan is a senior analyst at
the Institute for Near East and Gulf
Military Analysis (INEGMA).

More testimony alleging bribery over Qatar’s World Cup bid at New York trial
The Arab Weekly staff

London

T

he former president of
Colombia’s football federation, Luis Bedoya, testified in the trial of three
senior South American
football officials that he was approached over potential bribes to
back Qatar’s 2022 FIFA World Cup
bid.
Bedoya, speaking under oath in
US District Court in New York, said
he had been told by Argentine Mariano Jinkis of the Full Play sporting
company that up to $15 million in
bribe money was on the table to
be split among six South American football officials. Full Play has
been implicated as an alleged intermediary to pay bribes to FIFA
officials.
Bedoya testified that Jinkis had
been accompanied by an “important person from Qatari television”
but said he could not recall the figure’s name.

Full Play is a sports marketing
company that Qatari businessman
Nasser al-Khelaifi, chairman of
France’s Paris St-Germain football
team and chief executive of beIN
Media Group, had been in talks to
buy.
Although none of the six South
American football officials were on
the FIFA selection committee, it is
believed their support could have
influenced South America’s three
voters — Julio Grondona of Argentina, Nicolas Leoz of Paraguay and
Ricardo Teixeira of Brazil.
Bedoya said the arrangement to
receive the money was deemed
too “complicated’ to be seriously
considered. A previous witness at
the trial, Argentine sports marketing executive Alejandro Burzaco,
alleged that Qatar paid millions of
dollars in bribes via Full Play.
There have been increasing calls
to move the 2022 World Cup from
Qatar amid allegations of bribery
and questions over workers’ conditions.
FIFA’s new Human Rights Advisory Board issued a report in early

November calling on football’s
world governing body to strengthen workers’ rights in Qatar.
“We highlight the long-term
commitment requirement from
FIFA to build systems at the operational level that can proactively
identify and respond to the most
severe human rights risks,” the report said.
However, international human
rights groups said the report did
not go far enough. Human Rights
Watch (HRW) warned that migrant
construction workers in Qatar,
including those building stadiums for the 2022 World Cup, were
working in life-threatening heat
and humidity.

Up to $15 million in
bribe money was
allegedly on the table
to be split among six
South American
football officials.

“Fans should not have to sit in
stadiums that workers were enslaved or even died to build. With
the clock ticking, FIFA needs to
move beyond reports and take concrete steps to make things right,”
said HRW Global Initiatives Director Minky Worden.
The criticism, along with the
bribery trial, has had a negative effect on World Cup sponsorship
deals as international companies
shy away from working with FIFA.
With less than eight months until the 2018 World Cup in Russia,
FIFA is still looking for partners, a
sign that corporate interest in working with the global football body is
lacking. FIFA declared its sponsorship programme sold out more
than 18 months before the 2014
World Cup in Brazil.
“It’s not surprising it’s been and
still is a toxic brand,” Patrick Nally,
a sports sponsorship executive who
previously worked with FIFA, told
the New York Times.
“The word FIFA globally has got
just the worst image in the world.
If anything, those four letters stand

for absolute total corruption and
it’s so unattractive,” he added.
The scandals intensified calls for
FIFA to act to restore its reputation
by removing Qatar as hosts.
“Sports is about human ethics
and values, seeking rapprochement
across the world, the coexistence of
people from different backgrounds.
The scandal and suspicion over the
former FIFA management’s practices and the receipt of bribes — some
of which are still under investigation, have impacted how the whole
tournament is being viewed,” said
Saudi writer Mohammed al-Shaikh.
In a column in the Saudi-owned
Al Arabiya news website, Shaikh
explicitly called for the tournament
to be moved from Qatar, which is
the target of a Saudi-led boycott by
four Gulf countries.
“Rational minds in Qatar should
stop and think about what this crazy escapade is costing the country.
Who is responsible for the consequences of this scandal?” he asked.
The Arab Weekly staff and news
agencies.
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Africa-EU summit struggles with issue of migrants
in Libya but leaves many questions unanswered
Saad Guerraoui

London

T

he issue of migrant
abuse in Libya dominated discussions at
the fifth Africa-EU summit in Abidjan, Cote
d’Ivoire, attended by 55 African
Union and 28 EU leaders.
The November 29-30 summit,
two weeks after CNN aired footage
purportedly showing sub-Saharan
Africans being auctioned off as
slaves near the Libyan capital,
involved AU, EU and UN officials
agreeing to an emergency plan to
dismantle people trafficking networks and repatriate stranded migrants in Libya.
Tripoli bowed to EU and African leaders’ pressure to do more
to stamp out migrant abuse and
agreed to identify migrant camps
where inhumane practices occurred. It said it would allow migrants to be evacuated from them
within days or weeks, mostly to
their home countries.
Since the fall of Libyan leader
Muammar Qaddafi in 2011, Libya
has become a major transit point
for sub-Saharan Africans trying to reach Europe. Many of the
refugees and migrants have been
abused by human traffickers.
The influx of migrants into Europe in recent years created the
worst migration crisis since the
second world war and EU countries are divided as they struggle
to deal with it. The fragile security
situation in Libya, which has also
become a transit hub for terrorists, is a major concern for Europe.
At the Africa-EU summit’s
opening ceremony, Cote d’Ivoire
President Alassane Ouattara denounced modern slavery as “a
wretched drama that recalls the
worst hours of human history.”
“Libya restated its agreement to
identify the camps where barbaric
scenes have been identified,” said
French President Emmanuel Macron following emergency talks
between nine EU and African

V iewpoint

Justin Salhani

is an Arab Weekly contributor
in Milan, Italy.

After Italian
money flowed into
Libya, migration
dropped in August
by 85%, the New
York Times
reported.

countries on the sidelines of the
summit.
“Libyan Prime Minister Fayez
al-Sarraj gave his agreement that
access be assured,” added Macron. He said that the International Organisation of Migration (IOM)
would receive increased support
to help with the repatriation of
stranded African migrants who
are willing to return to their home
countries.
Migrants who are likely to qualify for asylum would be sent to
Chad or Niger and then relocated
to a third country, either in Europe or another region.
Chad, Congo, France, Germany,
Italy, Libya, Morocco, Niger and
Spain have formed a task force designed to crack down on migrant
smuggling networks and their financing and arrest traffickers.
Moroccan King Mohammed VI
denounced the mistreatment of
migrants in Libya as “despicable
acts which are a total denial of humanity” and called on Europe to
review its migration policy.
“These practices committed by
armed militias who are not under
the authority of the Libyan government are contrary to basic human rights and to the values and
traditions of the Libyan people,”
he said.
“It is unacceptable that the best
African talents, in prestigious
schools or working in the continent (Europe), are the target of the
European desires, in disregard of
the investments of their country
of origin in terms of training. The
resulting brain haemorrhage is deplorable,” he said.
King Mohammed VI attended
the summit along with representatives of the Sahrawi Arab Democratic Republic (SADR), a first
since Morocco rejoined the AU in
January. Morocco had pulled out
of the African bloc 33 years ago in
protest of the organisation’s recognition of the SADR.
Beyond its focus on the migration crisis, the summit concentrated on Africa’s long-term economic
development with an emphasis on
youth issues.

Libyan focus. In the front row (L-R), Gabon’s President Ali Bongo Ondimba, Cameroon’s President
Paul Biya, France’s President Emmanuel Macron and King of Morocco Mohammed VI talk while
they prepare to pose for photographers during the fifth African Union–European Union summit in
Abidjan, on November 29. 							
(Reuters)
Ouattara called for accelerated
and durable economic growth in
Africa that could create jobs for
young people and for quality edu-

Tripoli bowed to EU
and African leaders’
pressure to do more to
stamp out migrant
abuse and agreed to
identify migrant camps
where inhumane
practices have
occurred.

cation. He advocated establishing
free-trade zones to improve access to the African and European
markets through better regional
and continental infrastructure.
AU President Alpha Conde said
mobilising young people would
require strategic engagement
from both the European Union
and the African Union. “We have
taken note of the outcries of the
representatives of the African and
European youth in a bid to guarantee them a better future,” Conde said.
The European Union is the largest investor in and the largest
donor to the African continent, a
position that could be taken over
by China.
The European bloc has set up
multibillion-dollar funds to pro-

mote Africa’s economic development and stem migration to Europe. It has also sought to bolster
security cooperation with African
countries.
European Council President
Donald Tusk said: “African security strengthens European security
and vice versa,” adding that both
continents have a common goal to
shape together a safe and prosperous future for their youth.
“Given the challenges we face,
some might think we are not going fast enough but we are more
than 80 countries and two strong
unions. It takes time to discuss
things,” he said.
Saad Guerraoui is a contributor
to The Arab Weekly on Maghreb
issues.

Italy’s eerie silence over slave markets in Libya

A

CNN report showing purported slave
markets in Libya
resulted in a shock
wave of international reactions.
Hundreds of people in Stockholm,
New York and Paris took to the
streets calling for “an end to the
slavery and concentration camps
in Libya” and amid chants of “free
our brothers.”
Italy, however, was suspiciously
quiet. The country is preparing
for parliamentary elections in the
first half of 2018 and one of the
biggest issues has been the arrival
since 2013 of more than 700,000
refugees and migrants, the vast
majority of whom stayed in Italy.
As a result, far-right, anti-immigrant parties, such as Lega Nord,
have moved into the mainstream
and CasaPound — an avowedly
fascist fringe group — is gaining
momentum. The populist Five
Star Movement, which once spoke
of welcoming migrants, shifted
to the right on immigration. It
is Italy’s centre-left Democratic
Party, however, that may be
most responsible for some of the
migrant-related horrors in Libya.
“Italy cut deals with different
[Libyan] actors over the last year
or so and it worked [to reduce
migration],” said Jalel Harchaoui,
a doctoral candidate in geopolitics at Paris 8 University and
a frequent commentator on
Libyan affairs.

Many of the deals were reached
by Italian Interior Minister Marco
Minniti. After Italian money
flowed into Libya, migration
dropped in August by 85%, the
New York Times reported. The
development was welcomed by
many in Italy who say the country was unable to accept large
numbers of new arrivals in such a
short period of time.
“Rome tried to go through
authorities in Tripoli but they
don’t have authority so [Minniti]
goes downstream to local actors
to cut off the flow and I think that
is the thinking on an immediate
political level,” said Tim Eaton, a
research fellow at the Middle East
and North Africa programme at
Chatham House. “Of course that
has impacts.”
There was a dark side to the
Italian involvement, which included the deployment of Italian
naval vessels off the Libyan coast
to intercept migrants. A battle in
the Libyan coastal town of Sabratha in October is believed to have
been driven by fights between
militias — backed by the country’s
competing governments — over
attempts to stop the migration
flow.
“Italy disproportionately bears
more of the burden from migration flows and has taken its own
measures to keep migrants in
Libya, the by-product of which is
creating a humanitarian crisis,”
said Amanda Kadlec, a policy

analyst at the RAND Corporation.
“Italy and the EU know what has
been happening and the connections that exist between the
groups involved in trading and the
GNA [the UN-backed Government
of National Accord in Libya].”
Italy has begun returning Africans to Libya, a policy decried by
Alpha Conde, Guinea’s president
and the head of the African Union, as “inhumane” considering
the conditions the refugees were
seeking to escape.
The International Organisation
for Migration (IOM) said there
are 700,000-1 million migrants in
Libya, many of whom live in detention centres where sexual violence, torture and forced labour
are common. More than 3,000
people have died trying to cross
the Mediterranean from Libya to
Europe this year, IOM said.
The images broadcast by CNN
purported to show Africans,
mostly from West Africa, being
sold for as low as $400. There are
alleged cases of indentured servitude, in which Africans work to
gain further passage to Europe.
“Migrants are effectively sold
to do work for an unidentified
period so they can then travel
onward. In that sense, it’s clearly
not justifiable because it is a violation of rights but (it may be) seen
as working for onward passage,”
Eaton said.
Allegations of human rights
abuses in Libya have led to wide-

spread calls for investigations.
“European governments have
been aware of this for some time
and the findings in the recent CNN
report are not a shock to them,”
Kadlec said. “Basically, smugglers
didn’t just make a switch to slave
trade because they’ve been doing
it all along. It’s only now just gotten attention.”
French President Emmanuel
Macron is threatening military action to address the issue and various UN agencies, including the
UN Mission in Libya, are investigating the slave market reports.
There has yet to be a significant
statement from Rome, however.
“What’s interesting is that Italy
has been silent since the CNN
report,” Harchaoui said. “The
only statement was about how
they’d love to see the UN mediation effort led by Ghassan Salame
(head of the UN Support Mission
in Libya) continue.”
Harchaoui added that many
actors have a “shared responsibility” for the crisis in Libya. “All
states and actors behaved in a
short-sighted fashion,” he said.
“There are no simple solutions
to address this issue because Libya is a failed state and there are
few tools to work with,” Kadlec
said. “The one that does exist —
the GNA — is relatively powerless
to effect any change that doesn’t
involve the militia groups that
legitimise it and which may also
be involved in the trade.”
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Abadi toughens fight against
corruption but challenges remain
Mamoon Alabbasi

London

I

raqi Prime Minister Haider alAbadi upped the ante against
corruption with a series of
measures and statements in
recent days but he will likely
face serious challenges in rooting
out a problem that has plagued the
country for years.
Abadi vowed that Iraq’s next war
would be against corruption after
the country’s security forces defeat the Islamic State (ISIS) in the
desert of Anbar province. The Iraqi
prime minister warned that the
fight against the “mafia” of corruption would be more difficult than
the war on ISIS.
In a meeting with Iraqi anti-corruption officials, Abadi asked that
they “don’t go easy on the dossiers
of big corrupt figures.”
“Everyone knows who the corrupt figures are. We must stop (the
practice of) not holding the big
corrupt figures accountable while
being satisfied with punishing the
small corrupt figures only,” Abadi
said.
Iraq’s judiciary handed prison
sentences to Iraqi officials convicted of corruption charges, the
Integrity Commission, one of the
country’s anti-corruption bodies,
announced.
Among those sentenced were
former directors of the Media and
Communications Authority, a former director-general of the administrative and financial department
in the Ministry of Finance, a former president of the administrative body of the Army Sports Club,
a former director of real estate registration in Karbala province and a
customer service officer at the Elaf
Islamic Bank.
Abadi called on those accused
of corruption — without naming
them — to return money they had
embezzled if they want to have
a chance of being pardoned. The
alternative, he warned, would be
prison sentences, if they are found
guilty in court.
Abadi’s renewed reform drive
appears to have drawn wide popu-
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is an Iraqi writer and
US publisher of The Arab Weekly.

The colonising
Iranian regime
knows the most
corrupt officials
in Iraq are its own
agents.

Popular pressure. An Iraqi protester holds a poster during an anti-corruption rally in Baghdad’s Tahrir Square.
lar support. Abadi has also won the
explicit support of influential Shia
cleric Muqtada al-Sadr, who is often described as the government’s
kingmaker as he enjoys a strong
following among Iraq’s electorate.
“I got a promise from Dr al-Abadi that fighting corruption will
follow the fight against ISIS… I’m
sure he will not break his promise and I will back him with all my
strength,” Sadr told Al Sharqiya TV.
“(Abadi) must finish what he began in the past four years… Yes, I
back him for a second term,” said
Sadr. “I believe the coming elections would [help him] complete
the reform project that he began.”
Sadr, however, did not underestimate the challenges ahead.
“We need a long war to fight corruption, not a day or two, we don’t

have a magic wand,” he said.
“The problem was the reform
project was restricted by not taking Iraq back to square one. I
could have brought the government down in the storming of the
Green Zone (by anti-corruption
protesters in 2016) but then what?
Will Muqtada form a new government [with the same mix]? We
would have achieved nothing. We
aim to build a proper state not

Abadi warned that the
fight against the
“mafia” of corruption
would be more difficult
than the war on ISIS.

bring it down.”
Sadr said Iraq needed new faces
in parliament and government,
vowing not to field candidates
from his bloc in general elections
on May 15.
“I can’t stand or imagine that the
same faces come to power again.
This will end Iraq,” he said.
He said he would only support
independent technocrats who are
not part of the established parties.
“We tried the Islamists and they
failed miserably. So let us try another way, that of independent
technocrats. They could be Islamist or secular technocrats, any Iraqi
who is a specialist in his ministerial
work, in order to be productive,”
Sadr said.
Other Iraqi politicians are not as
optimistic despite their support

(AFP)

for reform.
“There are security institutions
headed by murderers and bandits… There are anti-corruption
bodies headed by thieves,” Izzat
al-Shahbandar, a former Iraq parliament member, told Al Ahad TV.
Shahbandar called on Abadi not
to suspend the anti-corruption
drive again, as he did in August
2015. He urged the prime minister to start with his own party and
supporters.
“Your anti-corruption direction
will not work if your political allies
are corrupt,” Shahbandar said.
When asked if a big anti-corruption drive might end the entire political system, Shahbandar replied:
“Will we be really upset with the
fall of those who have been destroying Iraq from 2003 till now?”

Abadi doesn’t have what it takes
to wage a war on corruption in Iraq

E

very true Iraqi patriot
dreams of waking up
one day and finding Iraqi Prime Minister Haider
al-Abadi transformed
into an Iraqi version of
Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz: Brash,
daring and undeterred by the barons of corruption in Iraq.
Like the Saudi crown prince,
Abadi would bring the law to bear
on those princes, sheikhs, ministers and ambassadors who reek of
corruption and let justice decide
who’s innocent and who’s not. He
would rekindle the torch of freedom and dignity in Iraq and give
hope to its people.
When Crown Prince Mohammed
launched his war on corruption, he
was gambling with his own power
and political future. The merit of
his blitz on those mighty fortresses
of corruption was not so much in
replenishing the kingdom’s coffers
with tonnes of money or in freaking out all sorts of embezzlers yet
to be uncovered but in profoundly
shaking Saudi society and bringing to the surface the millions of
honest citizens who yearned for

justice and transparency.
Crown Prince Mohammed’s
earthquake broke their heavy silence, rewarded their patience and
enlisted them for more profound
changes and reforms in Saudi Arabia. He will triumph there, too.
In Iraq, however, coming to grips
with corruption is much more difficult. Despite the importance and
considerable power of the detained
personalities in the Saudi context,
none of them had a militia at their
command or came under Iran’s
umbrella.
The problem facing any Iraqi
knights vowing to fight the corruption dragon is that none of the poor
citizens would take them seriously.
Yes, in Iraq, the overwhelming
majority of common folk have a
burning desire to see the barons of
corruption brought to justice, the
big fish before the small fry.
Everybody wants Abadi to go
down in Iraqi history as that brave
knight. Common sense, however,
says that militias and antagonistic
interests make the knight’s task
impossible. For two reasons the
matter is not as simple as having
an elite corps of security forces ar-

rest a handful of corrupt individuals as happened in Riyadh.
The first reason has to do with
the nature of the target. Any one
of the figures wanted for corruption in Iraq has at his disposal a
whole army armed to the teeth and
backed by hidden armies of mercenaries and opportunists, ministers,
members of parliament, judges,
military personnel and police officers, bankers, preachers, radio and
satellite stations and irreverent
media.
The second and more important
reason is linked to Iran’s influence
in Iraq. The colonising Iranian regime knows that the most corrupt
officials in Iraq are its agents. It
knows that most of the population
in Iraq, Shias included, are waiting for the opportune moment to
swoop down and devour them.
It further realises that the
downfall of one of its major agents
would bring the whole house
down. When that happens, the
Iranian colonisation of Iraq would
end and Iran could say goodbye to
its spying base, weapons depots
and access bridge to Syria and
Lebanon.

By drawing this dark and hopeless picture for Iraq, the intention
is not to discourage those kindled
spirits who refuse to accept corruption in Iraq as a fatality but we in
Iraq cannot afford to waste energy
and expect the impossible.
A war as serious as the war on
corruption can only be fought by a
brave and wise leader who is free
of party or sectarian allegiance.
Abadi is not that leader. He will
never dare draw his sword on his
Iranian masters, militia leaders or
Major-General Qassem Soleimani,
leader of Iran’s al-Quds force.
Abadi, who never misses a
chance to boast about his party’s
history and sect, would never
dare spoil the mood of his political
party.
Within that context, Abadi’s
promised war on corruption, like it
or not, will never amount to anything other than a few skirmishes
with small-scale crooks. The big
cheeses can sleep undisturbed. The
real war on corruption in Iraq can
only be a war on the Iranian regime
in Iraq and the region before it is
turned into a war on its corrupt
agents.
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English language skills
matter in the Arab world

I

n terms of the English language, there is
cheering news for the Middle East and
North Africa. The 2017 English Proficiency
Index, put out by Education First, an
international teaching company, stated
that some countries are doing rather better
than before. Saudi Arabia, for instance, has
inched its way up the scale and is a bit more
fluent than last year.
That’s the good news. Unfortunately, the bad
news is far more significant. Every Arab country
on the 80-country index is ranked either “low”
or “very weak” in English language skills.
Except for Tunisia and the United Arab
Emirates, both of which are ranked “low,” the
Arab world is at the bottom of the pile, with the
dispiriting rank of “very weak.” As the report
pointed out: “Average English proficiency
across the region remains too weak for academic
or professional use.”
This means the region is missing out on the
benefits of English language fluency. The ability
to use English proficiently ties in with economic
opportunity. International trade represents
more than 30% of world gross domestic product
and the common language required for global
transactions is overwhelmingly English. The
report notes that English proficiency correlates
with GDP and other key economic indicators.
Countries with better English language skills
“tend to have more service exports, better
internet access and more investment in research
and development,” the report stated.
Open, trade-driven economies count an
excellent knowledge of English as an asset.
Linguistic fluency promotes the exchange of
ideas and there is no reason that Arabs should
be denied access to the international opportunities that come with English skills.
Arab educational systems must improve
students’ English language skills. The Education
First report recommended the teaching of
English as a foreign language to all children
starting in primary school, that educational
methods be modernised and that teachers be
better trained towards that end.
The region’s relatively high access to the internet should be an asset. The UAE’s 5-year-old
smart learning initiative might serve as an
example of how to move forward in the digital
age. When fully implemented, there will be
“smart classes” in all the country’s public
schools and every student would use a networked tablet to access online English
resources.
Promotion of the English language poses no
danger to Arab culture. It would cement the
vital ties between Arab countries and the rest of
the world and improve Arabs’ chances of
progress and modernity.

The evacuation plan for
African migrants from Libya
European and African leaders announced an
emergency evacuation operation for African
migrants in Libya but this may be easier said
than done.
The plan, released at the end of the fifth
Africa-European Union summit in Cote d’Ivoire,
was a sign the gathered leaders recognised the
need to be seen doing something. There has
been global outrage over CNN footage of what
was purported to be a slave auction in Libya.
However, the evacuation plan is problematic,
to say the least.
It is supposed to be implemented in coordination with the UN-backed government in Tripoli
but this authority is yet to prove it can control
large areas of Libyan territory or rein in criminal
networks.
Evacuation is supposed to be voluntary and it
is unclear how many of the approximately
400,000 African migrants in Libya would agree
to go home.
Amnesty International said the evacuation
plan was a cynical attempt “to maintain the
pretence of humanitarian concern while
keeping Europe’s primary aim — the closure of
the central Mediterranean route — intact.”
Amnesty’s Europe Director John Dalhuisen
pointed out that the plan prioritises “voluntary”
return but does nothing to effectively assess and
meet asylum needs. It will end up as a “mechanism for mass deportation, clad in a humanitarian fig leaf,” he said.
Then there is the agreement by African and
European leaders to act against trafficking
networks. Obviously, this is the right thing to do
but previous interdiction efforts didn’t help.
Some say they may have contributed to the
problem of African migrants’ sordid detention
in Libya.
There are no quick fixes. The emergency
measures will not stop the unceasing flow of
illegal migrants. Insecurity in Libya will continue to encourage trafficking of all sorts until a
permanent solution is found to the country’s
crisis. The Maghreb Union, as Moroccan King
Mohammed VI noted during the summit, could
have had a role to play. Maybe it is time for its
hibernation to end.

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Abu Dhabi’s quest for modernity
offers lessons for the region
Khairallah Khairallah
is a Lebanese writer.

P

eople from around
the globe were in the
United Arab Emirates
in late November for
Formula One’s Abu
Dhabi Grand Prix. The
Louvre Abu Dhabi opened its
doors a few weeks before.
This was no accident. It was a
testament to the success of the
United Arab Emirate’s
approach to modernity.
The average Emirati citizen is
very open to other cultures
while, at the same time, being
proud of his or her Arab
heritage that is deeply rooted
in Islamic tradition.
The UAE is a relatively young
country. It became independent 46 years ago and sufficient
time has passed to put it on the
world map in many domains.
The UAE has become an
important player in ensuring
regional security and stability.
Not only did the original
dream of the late Sheikh Zayed
bin Sultan al-Nahyan for the
UAE become a reality, it has
spread to the whole region. For
every country in the region
wishing to effectively fight
terrorism and extremism, it has
become necessary to revive
Sheikh Zayed’s credo of
embracing the world and the
present after making peace
with one’s own heritage.
The UAE has chosen to free
Emirati society from extremism and terrorism and go the
extra mile in fending off
militarily the Iranian-sponsored threat coming from
Yemen. That UAE forces are
taking part in field operations
in Yemen is no secret. The UAE
has lost many martyrs in that
dirty war.
Spectators at the Abu Dhabi
Grand Prix and visitors to the
UAE could clearly see that the
faraway events in Yemen have
had no effect on the pace of life
in the country. The Emirati Air
Force displayed its superb
flying skills more than once
with spectacular air shows

The UAE’s path to modernity proves that a modern state is built
one step at a time.

Taking off. Aermacchi MB-339 jets from UAE’s
Al-Fursan display team perform with an Etihad
Airways’ Airbus A380 before the start of the Formula
One Abu Dhabi Grand Prix, on November 26.
(AFP)

during the race.
The UAE’s path to modernity proves that a modern
state is built one step at a time.
Building a modern state
requires sacrifices that
Emiratis have been more than
willing to make. They seem
more than convinced that
their unique experience needs
to be protected.
Amid the storms sweeping
the region, the Emirates knew
how to protect themselves.
The UAE was founded on
wisdom, Sheikh Zayed’s
wisdom. It is a federation of
seven emirates coexisting in
harmony and peace.
Lebanon, too, was once
perfectly capable of organising a sporting event of the calibre of the Abu Dhabi Grand
Prix. The only difference is
that Lebanon did not know
how to protect itself and its
society. It fell victim to
outside meddling.
It was a major crime against
Lebanese sovereignty to allow
Palestinian refugees in
Lebanon to form their own
state within the state. The
Lebanese people are paying
the heavy price of that
foolishness. Former Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat’s
banana republic inside Beirut
has vanished but Hezbollah’s
fiefdom is still with us. It is
vying for power with the
Lebanese state, with some
asserting that it is more
powerful than the Lebanese
state.
Lebanese Prime Minister
Saad Hariri’s government has
fought daily to prove that
Lebanon is alive as a sovereign
state, resisting systematic
battering by Iran’s proxy in
Lebanon, Hezbollah. The
Lebanese must continue their
daily struggle to prove that
their country believes in the
culture of life and rejects the
culture of death imposed by
Iran. It is, in fact, fighting to
protect its Arab identity.
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Carnival sideshow of Trump’s
tweets confuses US foreign policy
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U

S President Donald
Trump has devoted
much of his time as
commander-in-chief to
communicating with
his 40 million Twitter
followers, who are predominantly
members of his political base. The
president’s tweets have become like
a carnival sideshow in American
politics, 140-character insights into
Trump’s mind.
The presidential tweets predictably take one of several forms: Boasting about real (or fantasised) Trump
accomplishments; excoriating, often
in libellous and slur-filled language,
political opponents; picking fights
where none previously existed, such
as against US professional athletes;
and punishing members of his own
administration, such as Attorney
General Jeff Sessions, when they
don’t toe his line.
One objective, however, often runs
through all his tweets: stoking fear.
Demagogues — and let’s call
Trump what he is — base their power
on arousing popular emotions, passions, prejudices and, especially,
fears. The classic demagogue message is: “You should be very afraid
and only I can make you safe.”
Trump’s recent tweet — in which
he retweeted three videos purporting
to show Muslim-inspired terrorist
acts — is a case in point. One of the
videos was outright “fake news” —
it simply showed two Dutch teens
fighting, with no indication that
either was Muslim or inspired by Islam. The other two apparently were
real, one being an al-Qaeda propaganda video that has been around for
years. The source of the videos was a
far-right-wing, ethno-nationalist UK
organisation that has faced criminal
charges for its actions.

The disturbing tweets will not help combat Islamic-inspired terrorism
nor advance US foreign policy interests and objectives in the Middle East.

Blowback. A laptop screen displays a parliamentary petition on
the website of the British government demanding Britain cancel a
planned state visit by US President Donald Trump.
(AFP)
These tweets raise many questions: Why did Trump choose now to
bring attention to extremist Muslim
violence? He could as easily have
retweeted videos of Muslim Rohingya refugees who have been violently
driven out of Myanmar or Palestinian
children being brutally assaulted by
Israeli soldiers or a born-in-America
gunman slaughtering innocents at
a music concert in Las Vegas. Those
atrocities, however, apparently do
not inspire fear among Trump’s base.
And what does Trump’s validating
use of videos being spread by a patently racist British organisation say
about the US president’s tolerance
of ethnic hatred and incitement?
Remember, this is the same person
who said that the neo-Nazi protesters
in Charlottesville, Virginia, included
“fine people.”
Another question: In the Dutch
video — the one proved to be fraudulent — Trump referred to the supposed perpetrator as a “Muslim migrant.” Not a terrorist but a migrant.

Does this suggest that Trump intends
these videos to signal support for
anti-immigrant parties in Europe —
as well as for his domestic agenda of
restricting Muslim immigration to
the United States?
Ironically, these tweets may make
it harder for him to achieve the latter
goal as they indicate his proposed
immigration restrictions are indeed
based on religion, a violation of the
US Constitution.
Did Trump consider the possible
consequences of spreading these videos? For example, could his tweets
influence US policies and goals in
the Arab and Muslim worlds or make
US diplomats and citizens a greater
target of terrorism? What about
the more than 3 million US Muslim
citizens, as well as visa-holders from
Muslim countries who attend US
universities or work in jobs such as
medicine and engineering? Have
their odds of being victims of hate
crimes risen in the wake of Trump’s
tweets?

Iraqi Kurds should pursue
coexistence, not secession

It is doubtful that Trump considered any of these potential consequences.
Whatever one feels about Trump’s
tweets or the justification for sending
them, it is certain that these disturbing tweets will in no way help
to combat Islamic-inspired terrorism nor advance US foreign policy
interests and objectives in the Middle
East.
Speaking of US foreign policy interests and objectives, just hours after
Trump’s tweets, rumours erupted
in Washington that US Secretary
of State Rex Tillerson was likely to
soon be replaced by CIA Director
Mike Pompeo. Trump and Tillerson
have rarely been on the same foreign
policy page on major issues from Iran
to North Korea and Trump’s displeasure with his top diplomat has been
apparent for some time.
In many ways, Trump and Tillerson were a bad fit from the get-go.
Trump boasts of being a powerful
CEO but, in fact, headed a privately
held family real estate empire. Tillerson is the real thing, having steered
one of the world’s largest publicly
listed companies — Exxon Mobil —
with thousands of employees. Trump
loves to be the bombastic centre of
attention; Tillerson built his business
career on quiet negotiations.
Pompeo is a Trump loyalist and
avid supporter of the White House
line on most foreign policy positions. Unlike Tillerson, he is not
used to being in charge and will not
push back against the president. The
good news, therefore, is that the US
administration would likely speak in
a more unified voice with Pompeo at
the State Department. The bad news:
That voice would be the unfiltered
and unchecked opinions of Donald
Trump.
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The reality is that the peshmerga are divided by party and not
national loyalties.
city and, with the aid of extensive
US air support, took control of
Kirkuk. The capture of Kirkuk was
the realisation of a long-held Kurdish separatist dream. It inflated the
Kurds’ self-confidence to dangerous
levels. This would cause them serious trouble three years later.
Not only did the KRG under
then-President Masoud Barzani, the
leader of the Kurdistan Democratic
Party (KDP), hold Kirkuk, it also cut
a deal with Turkey to export some of
Kirkuk’s vast oil resources without
Baghdad’s authority. Even though
the KRG had financial problems due
to the federal government’s decision
to withhold the Kurds’ 17% share of
the Iraqi budget, Erbil did not seem
to mind. It was acting as a state in all
but name and selling oil to international markets via Ankara’s good
offices, including to Israel.
Throughout the 3-year conflict
against ISIS, Baghdad moaned and
complained but could not really
do much. Its resources were being
expended on fighting ISIS, as well as
financing the corruption within the
government’s halls of power. Also,
the federal authorities had little
support, as the United States and
Turkey stood by Erbil and Iran had
little appetite to intervene on Iraq’s
behalf while fighting ISIS in Iraq and
assisting Syrian President Bashar Assad in slaughtering his own people.
This changed when the Kurdish

Haitham El-Zobaidi, PhD

Marwen el-Hmedi

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

t has been about two months
since Iraq’s Kurds started
their emotional roller coaster
journey from glimmers of independence to the dark chasms of
defeat and the reality that they
will be stuck with federal rule from
Baghdad. The Kurds had never felt
so strong and self-assured and likely
believed that they could achieve
anything.
However, reality proved that no
amount of self-belief could surmount the insurmountable. They
are left with their leadership in disarray and factionalism tearing what
remains of that leadership apart.
How did it all go so horribly
wrong for Iraq’s Kurds? Ever since
the Islamic State (ISIS) burst onto
the scene in a violent orgy of death
and mayhem in 2014, the Kurdistan
Regional Government (KRG), which
rules the semi-autonomous Kurdistan region, had actually been a
net beneficiary of the terror group’s
onslaught. Not only were rival Iraqi
government forces roundly defeated
by ISIS, they were also put to flight,
with thousands of soldiers deserting
and abandoning their posts in the
face of ISIS’s rapid advance.
One of the areas the Iraqi government abandoned was Kirkuk in
northern Iraq. Long claimed to be
the “Kurdish Jerusalem,” the KRG
deployed its militia, the peshmerga,
to the oil-rich and ethnically diverse
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leadership, in its hubris, miscalculated international support for
secession from Iraq and called for
an independence vote, including in
areas disputed between Erbil and
Baghdad. The call for independence
was also to mask the KRG’s cash
problems and came about under
pressure from the KDP’s rival, the
Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK),
which is closely linked to Iran. Hindsight is always 20/20 but it is doubtful that Barzani would have called
the referendum if he knew that the
PUK would ultimately betray not
only him but the 92% who voted
“yes” to secede from Iraq.
While people often imagine
the peshmerga is an effective and
united force, it is anything but.
This mythology was encouraged
by the US-led coalition, which
often described its Kurdish allies
as “the most effective force on the
ground” against ISIS. However, the
peshmerga is divided by party and
not national loyalties and, without
US air support, it would have been
mauled by ISIS exactly as the Iraqi
Army was in 2014.
As it turned out, the PUK encouraged the referendum while secretly
using it as an opportunity to bring
about the downfall of Barzani. Members of the Talabani family, who
have led the PUK since its inception,
felt that Barzani controlled too much
while they had too little. When

the leader of Iran’s al-Quds force,
Major-General Qassem Soleimani,
knocked on their door, they were
only too happy to oblige him and
ordered their peshmerga fighters to
hand over military installations to
the advancing Iraqi forces without a
shot being fired.
By October 16, it was all over, as
the KDP peshmerga was surrounded, outgunned and outmanned in
Kirkuk. The rapidity with which its
forces abandoned their apparent
Jerusalem should serve as a remarkable reminder to all how symbolism
and ideology only last for as long
as one group feels empowered. The
second the Kurds realised that no
one was coming to save them this
time, they abandoned the city that
they said they would die for.
After Barzani resigned following
his failure to realise Kurdish independence and the shrinking of the
KRG’s territory by a woeful 40%, his
successors have been making offers
to Baghdad to surrender all claims to
any oil fields, as well as to hand over
control of all international borders to
the federal government. While the
Kurds will likely not abandon hopes
for independence any time soon,
the humiliation they have felt even
when they were at their strongest
will make them consider mutual
coexistence with their Arab and
Turkmen countrymen as being the
best long-term option.
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Future of Assad stumbling block in Geneva
talks but Russia still calling the shots on Syria
Sami Moubayed

Beirut

C

oncerns over an early collapse in the eighth round
of the Syrian peace talks
proved well founded,
with the Syrian government delegation walking out December 1 after the opposition insisted on Syrian President Bashar
Assad’s departure from office. It
was not immediately clear if they
would return after the weekend
break.
However, efforts at unifying Syria’s belligerents have highlighted
the differences among them, while
diplomatic moves by Moscow appear to be determining Syria’s still
uncertain future.
The Geneva talks, which aimed
to bring members of the Syrian
government delegation face-toface with the newly elected and
unified Syrian opposition, nearly
fell apart early on when the Damascus delegation failed to show for
the November 28 opening session.
The Syrian government had threatened to boycott the talks over what
it considered the hard-line conclusions of the earlier Syrian opposition conference in Riyadh. However, it seems it was convinced to
attend at the last minute by its Russian allies.
Outside Assad’s future, the two
sides were supposed to discuss
three major topics: general principles of the political endgame, a
new constitution and steps for elections without specifying whether
they would be presidential or
parliamentary.
As in past discussions, Assad’s
future proved to be the source of
division. The government delegation said it would only continue
to take part in talks if the topic of
Assad’s removal was stricken from
the negotiating table, reminding
attendees of the Syrian opposition’s prior commitment to attending talks

V iewpoint

John C.K. Daly

is a Washington-based specialist
on Russian and post-Soviet affairs.

“with no preconditions.”
While Assad’s removal was mentioned as a goal, rather than a precondition of the talks, that clearly
was not enough for Moscow, Tehran and Damascus, which wanted
it scrapped for the direct talks to
proceed.
To that end, the precise semantics of the phrase “transition government” proved to be the subject
of dispute, with the regime and its
allies arguing that it refers to the
body responsible for taking Syria
from one constitution to another
and from war to peace — powersharing at best but not regime
change.
Many in the opposition, however, want a transitional government body that would assume full
presidential powers from Assad,
claiming that this is what the international community had agreed
upon in Geneva in 2012. Russian
and Iranian diplomats scoff at the
suggestion, claiming that Geneva
2012 is a thing of the past, arguing
that no Syrians were present at that
conference and that its resolutions
were made in very different times.
Beyond Geneva, much of the
direction of the Syrian situation
appears to be being shaped in
Moscow. At their recent meeting
in Vietnam, US President Donald Trump and Russian President
Vladimir Putin laid the groundwork for a new chapter of understanding over Syria, based on UN
Security Council Resolution 2254,
which makes no mention of Assad’s departure. They spoke of
constitutional reforms rather than
a new charter, followed by elections, acknowledging the Syrian
president’s commitment to the political process.
This was music to the ears of regime officials in Damascus, who
saw it as an ultimate surrender by
the Americans to Putin’s vision of
the Syrian endgame. Among Syrian officials, there is no intention
of having presidential elections before 2021, when Assad’s third term
in office would naturally expire,

Nearly collapsed. UN Special Envoy of the Secretary-General for Syria Staffan de Mistura briefs the
media in Geneva, on November 28.						
(AP)
and they insist he is entitled to run
for a fourth term, which would end
in 2028.
The Riyadh-based opposition is
furious with those dictates, claiming they are being muscled into
surrendering by former allies such

While Assad’s removal
was mentioned as a
goal, rather than a
precondition of the
talks, that clearly was
not enough for
Moscow, Tehran
and Damascus.

as Turkey and the United States,
which appear to have abandoned
hopes of regime change. Even the
opposition’s patrons in Qatar, who
were previously active in trying to
bring down Assad, have stepped
back from demanding his ouster,
presumably being too busy with
their own quarrels with Saudi Arabia.
At the recent Riyadh conference, all Qatar-backed opposition
figures were squeezed out of both
the High Negotiations Committee (HNC) and the Syrian National
Coalition. So, too, were figures
who insisted on Assad’s departure
as a precondition for the transition
period, such as former Prime Minister Riyad Hijab and ex-Culture
Minister Riyad Naasan Agha.
Yet if they are forced to drop

the goal of Assad’s departure from
their agenda, with all preconditions as well, then it is likely that
many in the newly elected central
committee of the HNC will resign,
like their predecessors.
Again, this would be warmly
welcomed by Moscow, ahead of
its mid-January talks. Ultimately,
it wants to inject the opposition
delegation to both Sochi and Geneva with Damascus-based opposition figures, who are generally
perceived — at least by the Saudibacked bloc — to be either regime
created or regime friendly, potentially adding complications to a
confusing process.
Sami Moubayed is a Syrian
historian and author of “Under
the Black Flag” (IB Tauris, 2015).

Russia, US agree ‘no military solution’ in Syria. So what’s next?

A

fter meeting on
the sidelines of the
Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation
summit in Vietnam,
the presidents of the
United States and Russia issued
a statement that noted there was
“no military solution” in Syria.
US President Donald Trump and
Russian President Vladimir Putin
confirmed their determination to
defeat the Islamic State (ISIS) in
Syria and expressed satisfaction
with enhanced de-confliction
efforts between their military professionals. That collaboration has
“dramatically accelerated ISIS’s

Control from the middle. Iran’s President Hassan Rohani (L)
together with Russia’s President Vladimir Putin (C) and Turkey’s
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan attend a news conference in
Sochi, on November 22. 		
		
(Reuters)

losses on the battlefield in recent
months,” their statement, issued
November 11, said.
However, the most significant
part of the statement was their
agreement on pursuing a political solution to the Syrian conflict.
The “ultimate” solution, they
said, “must be forged through the
Geneva process.”
It is a measure of the statement’s importance that the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs
immediately posted the text of the
joint declaration on its website in
both Russian and English. The US
State Department also posted the
statement online.
Russia and the United States
have wildly divergent views on
Syria and these remain significant.
Those positions were in evidence
five days after the declaration
from Vietnam, with Russian Foreign Ministry spokeswoman Maria
Zakharova expressing surprise
over US Defence Secretary James
Mattis’s remarks about US armed
forces in Syria. He said they were
there “with the permission of the
United Nations,” she complained,
but the UN Security Council had

As Washington
falters in the
region, Putin
increasingly
seems to be in the
driver’s seat.

not authorised their presence.
“The US forces are there contrary to the wishes of Syria’s legitimate government and are in fact
acting as occupiers,” Zakharova
stressed.
The divergence in views goes
much further.
While Trump waxes enthusiastically about collaborating with
Putin on a political solution to the
long-running conflict, his administration has done little to advance
peace or to assist preparations
for a post-war Syria. Far from it.
Along with Sudan and Iran, Syria
remains on the US State Department’s state sponsor of terrorism
list. This leaves Syria liable for
punishing international sanctions.
Russian policy could not be
more divergent, incorporating a
deep element of regional pragmatism and realpolitik that is conspicuously absent from US Middle
East initiatives. On November
20, a surprise meeting took place
between Putin and Syrian President Bashar Assad in Sochi, Russia. Two days later, Putin hosted
Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan and Iranian President
Hassan Rohani in Sochi as well.
Speaking at a news conference
alongside his guests, Putin said a
“new stage” had been reached in
the Syrian crisis but that achieving
a political solution would require
compromise on all sides, including from the Syrian government.
If further proof was needed
that Russia was pursuing an
independent foreign policy in

the Middle East and elsewhere,
the day of the Sochi tripartite
summit saw Sudan’s president
head to Moscow. Omar al-Bashir,
whose country is under sanctions
while he is subject to an Interpol
warrant, had set off on a four-day
official visit to Russia.
It is worth remembering that
September 30 was the second
anniversary of Moscow’s intervention in Syria at Assad’s request.
The Russian action came at a time
Washington was insisting Assad
must go. The campaign changed
the course of the war, helping Syrian forces liberate more than 90%
of the country’s territory from
ISIS.
Even now, though Moscow says
it agrees with Washington on the
futility of a military solution, Russian forces continue operations in
support of the Assad regime. The
Russian Ministry of Defence has
reported that six Tu-22M3 strategic bombers struck ISIS targets on
the western bank of the Euphrates
in Deir ez-Zor province.
The eighth round of UN-backed
Syria peace talks began November 29 in Geneva. As Washington falters in the region, Putin
increasingly seems to be in the
driver’s seat. “Mission nearly accomplished,” was Putin’s message
following his meeting with Assad
in Sochi.
Given Putin’s consistent diplomatic and military efforts on
behalf of the Assad regime, one
can only wonder what Washington
does next.
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High stakes.
An American
soldier
standing on
an armoured
vehicle in
the northern
village of
Darbasiyah
in Syria, last
April.
(AP)

With ISIS beaten, US faces
new dangers in Syria war
Ed Blanche

Beirut

W

ith the Islamic State
(ISIS) defeated in
Syria and Iraq, the
United States is trying
to figure out what to
do about its entanglement in the Syrian war, particularly regarding Iran’s
steadily growing power in the region.
Obliterating ISIS was the Americans’ primary objective in Syria, part
of a military strategy that has been
inconsistent and often incoherent.
“This has been a tactical campaign
masquerading as a strategy from the
beginning,” Ben Connable, a former
US Marine Corps intelligence officer,
told Foreign Policy magazine.
With ISIS militarily overwhelmed,
there is growing agitation in Washington — and beyond — that Iran must
now be the main focus, as many analysts believe it should have been all
along. The completion of Iran’s longsought land bridge from Tehran to
Damascus, which immensely increases the Islamic Republic’s military and
power projection capabilities in the
Levant and the eastern Mediterranean, is the focus here.
The last link in the land bridge is
the Syrian border town of Abu Kamal,
seized by Syrian President Bashar Assad’s Army and Iranian-led forces on
November 8. This controls the border
crossing and the roads to the west.
The corridor would end at Quneitra,
the largely deserted former capital
of the war-divided Golan Heights,
and the Syrian port of Latakia on the
Mediterranean.
In the event of a Hezbollah-led confrontation with Israel on the Golan
Heights in southern Syria, the Iranbacked forces could be swiftly reinforced and resupplied.
“A difficult decision awaits the US,”
observed Jonathan Spyer, an analyst
who was recently in Syria.
“Much will depend on the choice
made… (E)ven if the US chooses to
stick with its current allies in eastern
Syria, this will not prevent the Iranian
land bridge from coming into being. It
is already a fait accompli.”
The fighting in Syria is focused
primarily on grabbing territory to
strengthen the hands of the various
combatants in peace talks to decide
what a post-war Syria will look like.
US-backed fighters of the mainly
Kurdish Syrian Democratic Forces
(SDF) scored a major victory, backed
by formidable US air power, in capturing the strategic north-eastern city of
Raqqa, ISIS’s de facto capital on the
Euphrates, on October 17.

They are racing Assad’s forces
pushing to take Syria’s largest oil
and gas fields held by ISIS, a strategic
prize that could determine the shape
of post-war Syria. The fields account
for half Syria’s pre-war oil production.
Analyst Andrew J. Tabler of the
Washington Institute for Near East
Policy, a pro-Israel Washington thinktank, observed that, by helping Assad’s forces bridge the Euphrates on
September 18 and establish a foothold on the eastern bank, “Moscow is
increasing the risk of direct confrontation while obstructing US efforts to
defeat the Islamic State and limit Iranian arms transfers.”
Tactically, that operation seriously
threatens US efforts, spearheaded by
the SDF, to control Syria’s main oil
and gas fields.
Assad wants the fields for their
potential revenue to help fund postwar reconstruction and the Russians
and Iran-led forces are helping him
achieve that since it would bolster his
prospects of recapturing strategic territory lost in the war.
Assuming the Americans and their
SDF allies were “unable to capture
the major energy and agricultural
zones south of Deir ez-Zor, the SDF —
and Washington — would lose much
of their leverage over the Assad regime, Iran and Russia in any political
settlement to the Syrian crisis,” Tabler observed.
It would also be a massive boost
for Iran’s efforts to complete its strategic land bridge westward through
Iraq to north-eastern Syria because
it would put Israel, Syria’s southern
neighbour, within striking distance
of Iran’s massive land forces for the
first time.
Israel’s generals will not sit still for
that strategic threat to gain traction.

Turkey, a NATO member and putative US ally, is preparing for a war
with the People’s Protection Units
(YPG), the main component of the
SDF, more or less as soon as the campaign against ISIS is wrapped up. Turkey has branded the YPG as terrorists
linked to Turkey’s outlawed rebellious Kurds.
Turkey announced on November
26 that it would launch a military offensive against the SDF-held Afrin
region in northern Syria. Two days
later, Kurdish forces fired on a Turkish border post, drawing retaliatory
Turkish artillery fire.
The exchange was minor but
heightened the belief that an all-out
battle between the two forces was inevitable.
The United States sought to keep
the two sides apart during the war
against ISIS but, now that the jihadists have been driven out, Turkey
seems determined to hammer the
leftist Syrian Kurds. They effectively
control about one-quarter of Syria,
including large Arab-populated areas.
Just how the Americans expect to
distract Ankara from moving against
the Kurds in force is not clear. Many
Kurds fear the Americans will leave
them in the lurch, just as they abandoned their Iraqi cousins, unquestionably the most pro-Western force
in Iraq. They were driven out of the
Kirkuk oilfields on October 16 by the
Iran-backed Baghdad government
forces.
Tehran feared that an Iraqi Kurdish state could be a bridgehead for
peshmerga forces to threaten the Shia
Crescent corridor from Tehran that
would give Iran access to the Mediterranean and opportunities for further
expansion.

Source: Defence Manpower Data Center/AFP Photo/Wakil Kohsar.

(AFP)

For the United States, the Turkish
threat is a big problem because if the
Americans stay in Syria after hammering ISIS to protect their Kurdish
allies they risk being dragged into
likely conflicts between Arabs and
Kurds and between Turkey and the
Kurds.
With the SDF having overrun all
ISIS-held territory accessible to them
in north-eastern Syria, the Turks
believe Washington no longer has a
valid reason for arming the 120,000man force. News reports from Washington on November 27 said the
Trump administration planned to
reduce arms shipments to the SDF to
mollify Ankara, but not to cut them
off altogether.
“We are reviewing the pending
adjustments to the military support
provided to our Kurdish partners as
much as the military requirements
of our defeat-ISIS and stabilisation efforts will allow to prevent ISIS from
returning,” said Pentagon spokesman
Eric Pahon.
However, Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu claims that
US President Donald Trump assured
Ankara the SDF would no longer be
provided with weapons.
In July, Trump reportedly terminated the funding for Syrian rebel
groups by the Central Intelligence
Agency when it became clear that
Assad, propped up by Russia and
Iran, was not going to stand down as
Syria’s president. The US move was
widely interpreted as signalling what
Syrian expert Joshua Landis termed
“the raggedy ending of America’s
failed regime-change policy in Syria
and the region at large,” a process
that began with Russia’s armed intervention in September 2015.
“This is the last gasp for the policy
of regime-change… and sounds the
death knell for Western efforts to roll
back Iranian and Russian power in
the Levant,” observed Landis, director of Oklahoma University’s Centre
for Middle East Studies, who lived in
Syria and Lebanon for 14 years.
Assad finds himself in arguably
his strongest position since 2012. He
controls an estimated one-third of
the country, its main cities — or what
remains of them — and two-thirds of
its remaining population.
That makes the rebels’ demand
he must step down before peace can
return unrealistic, although analysts
say he will have to contend with
endemic low-level insurgencies for
years amid the legacy of fear and resentment of his ruthless regime that
permeates much of the country.
Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of
The Arab Weekly.

Iran’s growing
power could
be explosive
Ed Blanche

Beirut

I

ran is poised to consolidate
its growing power in the
Middle East as it tries to complete a strategic land bridge
from the Arabian Gulf to the
Mediterranean despite advances
in Syria by the United States and
its allies.
Having cleared the last obstacles for the Shia-controlled corridor on the Iraq-Syria border, the
Islamic Republic, unlike its ally
Russia, plans to remain in Syria
permanently and is building
military bases in southern Syria,
moves that Israel sees as a strategic threat.
Daveed Gartenstein-Ross of
the Foundation for Defense of
Democracies, a pro-Israel Washington think-tank that has been
highly critical of the US failure
to produce a military-economic
strategy to prevent Syria falling
apart, said the absence of a US
blueprint helped Iran accumulate
power.
“Iran has basically created its
own foreign legion,” he observed.
“You’ve had a variety of Shia
militias from other countries…
come to the Syria-Iraq theatres.
…That’s something that gives it
the power to project power significantly.”
Iran plans to remain in Syria
once the war ends to consolidate
its expansion across the Middle
East, preferably with Bashar Assad as a puppet president.
Tehran
recently
recruited
thousands of Afghan and Pakistani Shias — one estimate is as
high as 6,000 — swelling its force
of Shia mercenaries, which constitutes an arm of the Islamic Republic’s extra-territorial military
forces.
Along with Hezbollah’s battlehardened Lebanese veterans,
their main purpose is to regain as
much valuable Syrian territory,
such as oilfields, as possible before any peace deal is clinched.
“Unless the US commits to preventing the march of these forces, Iran will be the ultimate victor
in the Syrian conflict, thereby expanding its influence across the
Middle East and setting the stage
for future conflict — with both
Sunni states and with Israel,” observed David Adesnik, director
of research at the Foundation for
Defense of Democracies.
“Indeed, this would likely mark
not the end of a war but rather
the beginning of yet another.”
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After al-Rawda mosque attack, critics
once again question role of al-Azhar
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

E

gyptian President Abdel
Fattah al-Sisi has renewed
calls for al-Azhar, the senior religious authority in
Egypt, to lead in combating religious extremism after the
worst terrorist attack in the country’s recent history.
Speaking at al-Azhar during a celebration of the birth of Prophet Mohammad, Sisi called on al-Azhar’s
scholars to serve as the “light” that
shatters the “darkness” of religious
extremism.
He called on al-Azhar to champion a “moderate” religious discourse that would protect young
Egyptians from extremism. Sisi’s
comments echo previous calls
from the government for al-Azhar
to do more, with the religious body
facing increasing criticism for a
perceived lack of action.

The issue is far from
simple, with many
saying the question
is not accreditation
or regulation but
ultimately that
al-Azhar is not
upholding moderate
views itself.
Al-Azhar’s official statement
following the terrorist attack on
al-Rawda mosque in Bir al-Abed,
which resulted in the death of
more than 300 worshippers, was
criticised for not going far enough,
pointedly refusing to label the sus-

pected Islamic State (ISIS) attackers
“infidels.”
“The crimes of these terrorist
groups have crossed a red line. Destroying houses of God represents
a major crime and al-Azhar has to
issue a strong response to these
people by declaring them as infidels,” said a statement signed by
religious scholars, including some
al-Azhar figures.
Even when al-Azhar has sought
to tackle issues, such as TV imams
issuing fatwas, it has had problems
with execution.
Al-Azhar in mid-November issued a list of 50 religious clerics
who had been accredited to talk
about Islamic issues on television, with the aim to silence views
deemed extremist in the media.
However, it quickly emerged that
some scholars on the list had controversial pasts, including backing
the outlawed Muslim Brotherhood.
“At the personal level, I am not
surprised,” said MP Mohamed Abu
Hamed of the Free Egyptians Party,
who proposed legislation to trim
the powers of al-Azhar. “Al-Azhar
has nothing else to offer, while
most of its current leaders have
nothing to do with moderation.”
The accreditation list is a byproduct of collaboration between
al-Azhar and the Supreme Media
Council, the government-appointed body that oversees and regulates Egypt’s media.
Al-Azhar said its selection of the
scholars on the list was based on
their religious and academic qualifications, not political views.
“We applied a number of criteria in the selection process and the
people included in the list are the
ones who met the criteria,” said
Abbas Shouman, the official alAzhar spokesman. “We want only
moderates and those who have the
knowledge to speak in the media.”
Al-Azhar sought to play up recent
reforms, including the revision of
the curriculum at al-Azhar and an

Doubts. Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi (L) stands with al-Azhar’s Grand Imam Sheikh
Ahmed el-Tayeb (C) during a conference in Cairo, on November 29.
interactive website that allows alAzhar scholars to engage directly
with other Muslims.
Critics claim that al-Azhar must
do much more to combat religious
extremism.
Egypt’s private television networks have been nearly an unregulated space, with many television
sheikhs — some of whom have no
religious qualifications — addressing religious issues.
The Supreme Media Council said
it would punish TV stations that
fail to abide by the new accreditation list, including by possibly
withdrawing their licences.
Al-Azhar warned that it would
“discipline” scholars on the list if
they did not maintain a moderate
line on Islam.

“We do not want those who
propagate un-Islamic and extremist thoughts to appear on TV again,”
Shouman said.
However, the issue is far from
simple, with many saying it is not
simply one of accreditation or regulation, but that al-Azhar itself is
not upholding moderate views.
Gaber Asfour, a former minister
of culture and an outspoken alAzhar critic, said he considered the
list an attempt by al-Azhar to monopolise religion.
“Al-Azhar wants to turn religion
into a private property, whereas
all Muslims have the right to talk
about their religion,” Asfour said.
“Instead of saying who should talk
to the media and who should not,
al-Azhar should educate its schol-

(AP)

ars to make them qualified for their
job.”
Abu Hamed said al-Azhar could
not be counted on to lead religious
reform and that the state must take
a more direct approach, particularly given the escalating threat from
extremists.
“The problem is that many of the
leaders of al-Azhar have a way of
thinking so identical with Islamist groups that harbour hostility
to the Egyptian state,” Abu Hamed
said. “As an institution, al-Azhar is
dysfunctional and those who think
it can play a role in reforming religious thinking or fighting extremism are mistaken.”
Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian
reporter in Cairo.

Egyptians shocked, defiant after Sinai mosque attack
Amr Emam

Cairo

S

ince the worst terrorist incident in Egypt’s modern
history, Egyptians united
to condemn the attack on a
Sinai mosque but acknowledged fears about the future.
More than 74 Sinai tribes announced their intention to track
down those responsible for the attack on al-Rawda mosque in Bir alAbed in northern Sinai on November 24, which resulted in the death
of more than 300 people.
“We will trade blood for blood,
terrorism for terrorism,” said Sheikh
Abdel Monem Rifai, a spokesman
for the self-styled Union of Sinai
Tribes. “We will use all means at
our disposal to back the army in its
war against the terrorists.”
A statement from the Union of
Sinai Tribes called for “revenge”
against the suspected Islamic State
(ISIS) militants responsible for the
attack, signalling a turning point in
Egypt’s war on terrorism in the Sinai Peninsula.
The Egyptian military had previously secured unilateral agreements and alliances with various
Sinai tribes, most prominently the
powerful Tarabin Bedouin tribe, to
fight extremists in North Sinai. The
Union of Sinai Tribes’ statement is
considered a major shift in the fragile alliance between the Egyptian
state and Sinai’s tribes.
Egyptian
President
Abdel

Fattah al-Sisi ordered the military
to use “all force necessary” to secure the Sinai Peninsula within the
next three months.
Egypt launched air strikes against
targets in North Sinai after the
mosque attack. However, the government’s military-focused solution to the deteriorating situation
in the Sinai Peninsula has failed to
yield dividends, with many calling
on Cairo to instead pursue a broader multifaceted response against
terrorism.
Although there has been no offi-

cial claim of responsibility for the
attack, many observers — including
the Union of Sinai Tribes — named
ISIS as responsible. ISIS in Sinai,
unlike many al-Qaeda groups in the
peninsula, is not thought to have a
large contingency of local fighters.
Witnesses said the attackers wore
military uniforms, had long hair
and waved the black flag of ISIS.
Analysts said that the attack on
the mosque could serve as a rallying call against terrorists. ISIS had
reportedly warned the people of
Bir al-Abed and al-Rawda mosque,

Spectre of darkness. An Egyptian woman holds a candle at a vigil
outside the Syndicate of Journalists in Cairo in memory of the
victims of the Sinai mosque attack, on November 27.
(AFP)

which had a large Sufi congregation.
Sufis across Egypt expressed concern that the attack could be the
start of a terror campaign against
their sect.
“ISIS only wants to sow the seeds
of sedition among Egyptians,” said
Abdel Hadi al-Qasabi, the head of
the Supreme Council for Sufi Orders, “but the attacks of these terrorists will only make us stronger.”
There are millions of Egyptian
Sufis. Mawlid an-Nabawi, the observance of the Prophet Mohammad’s birthday, is a traditional time
of celebration for Egyptians, particularly Sufis. However, celebrations were curtailed after al-Rawda
attack.
Qasabi and other Sufi officials called on Egyptian authorities to tighten security as Mawlid
an-Nabawi
celebrations
approached.
Security analysts expressed concerns that al-Rawda attack was a
watershed moment and that terrorists would focus on other soft
targets, including public transport.
“This is why it is important that
each and every one of us cooperate with security agencies to prevent these terrorists from making
successes,” said retired army General Magdi Shehata. “The terrorists targeted the Christians in the
past. Now they are targeting the
Sufis and tomorrow they will target
other Egyptians.”
In the fall of 2016, ISIS-affiliated
extremists released images purporting to show the execution of

a Sufi leader from Sinai who was
reportedly about 100 years old.
They accused the cleric of practising witchcraft. ISIS has killed tribe
members in the area, accusing them
of collaborating with the army.
The tribes pledged to set differences aside and offer greater cooperation with the military against
ISIS. A large number of armed tribe
members have been deployed
along mountainous routes used by
ISIS in attacks on army and police
posts.

More than 74

Sinai tribes announced
their intention to track
down those responsible
for the attack on
al-Rawda mosque.

Sinai tribes make up almost onequarter of North Sinai’s population
of 400,000. They are in continual
contact with the army in Sinai to
make it harder for ISIS fighters to
get around the mountainous province.
“There will also be a member
of the tribes inside each army armoured vehicle to lead the troops
to the places where the terrorists
are hiding,” Rifai said. “This is our
war and we will not rest until Sinai
is free of these terrorists.”
Amr Emam is a Cairo-based
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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As Egypt enters election
season, calls grow for
political parties to unite
Amr Emam

Cairo

W

ith Egypt set for
presidential
elections next year, municipal polls likely
the year after and a
parliamentary vote by 2020, there
have been calls for the country’s
political parties to unite to avoid a
chaotic election scene and the return of political Islam.
“There is an urgent need for the
political parties to get stronger to be
able to have a real presence on the
streets,” said MP Salah Hasaballah,
head of the liberal Freedom Party.
“There are so many parties on the
political stage but few of them are
influential.”
The calls came as Egypt’s presidential election heated up. Former Prime Minister Ahmed Shafiq,
founder of the Egyptian Patriotic
Party, announced his intention to
run. Human rights lawyer Khalid
Ali has also announced he will seek
the presidency but incumbent President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi has not
confirmed he will try for a second
term in office, although most observers say he will.
Egypt’s post-revolutionary political scene has been ruled by dozens
of small, newly established parties,
such as the Freedom Party, competing for relevance, ultimately fragmenting the Egyptian vote. Prior
to the 2011 uprising that ended the
rule of longstanding President Hosni Mubarak, there were 15 political parties in Egypt, including the
ruling National Democratic Party,
which was subsequently dissolved.
Although there are more than
100 parties in Egypt today, only 19
are represented in parliament. The

remaining parties have little presence on the Egyptian street and little prospect of winning many votes
in elections.
Despite this, small parties are
securing enough combined votes
to swing an election. It is this fragmented politics that increased fears
that Islamist parties could exploit
the lack of cohesion. A number of
officials, including Sisi have called
for Egypt’s political parties to unite.
“This is why I call on parties
[sharing the same programmes and
platforms] to merge with each other,” Sisi said on the sidelines of the
World Youth Forum in in November. “This will make them more
powerful.”
Egyptian MP Ahmed Refaat had
proposed a draft law eliminating all
political parties that were not represented in the parliament.
“The 104 political parties in Egypt
is considered high. It weighs down
the political sphere in Egypt, so I
have prepared articles for the suggested draft law,” he told Egypt’s
Al Nahar TV. “Political parties that
do not have any representatives
inside the parliament and are still
receiving funding from foreign
countries are working to incite the
public opinion against the government. The draft law would restrict
the presence of such parties.”
Despite outlawing the Muslim

Former Prime
Minister Ahmed
Shafiq, founder of
the Egyptian
Patriotic Party,
announced his
intention to run.

Brotherhood and its political wing,
the Freedom and Justice Party, a
number of Islamist parties, including the Salafist Al-Nour party, operate in Egypt.
“This fear [of political Islam] is
particularly credible given the fact
that there are Islamist sleeper cells
everywhere and new generations
of Islamists who are ready to return
to the political stage,” said Saad alZunt, the head of Cairo think-tank
Centre for Political Studies. “True,
there is a crackdown on the Muslim
Brotherhood and its affiliated terrorist organisations but we must
know that this crackdown has only
scorched the snake, not killed it.”
Cairo has clamped down on politics in unregulated space, including
proposing a youth institutions law
that would ban members of public
youth clubs and centres from engaging in political activity. There
has been fear that Egypt’s youth
clubs were breeding grounds for Islamist ideology.
Among the parties that were
formed after the 2011 uprising were
a dozen Islamist, Salafist and semiIslamist ones. Violence orchestrated and perpetrated by the followers
of the Muslim Brotherhood and allied parties following Muhammad
Morsi’s 2013 ouster prompted a
clampdown that landed most top
Islamist leaders in jail or in exile.
In late 2014, Egypt disbanded the
Brotherhood’s Freedom and Justice
Party and dissolved Muslim Brotherhood charities — an important
campaigning tool for the Islamist
movement. Other Muslim Brotherhood-allied parties suspended their
activities.
The ultra-orthodox Salafists escaped that fate by backing Morsi’s
ouster and campaigning for Sisi
ahead of the 2014 presidential elections in Alexandria, their Medi-

Surprise comeback. A file picture shows former Prime Minister
Ahmed Shafiq attending a news conference in Cairo.
(AFP)
terranean stronghold in northern
Egypt.
Al-Nour, the largest of Egypt’s
Salafist parties, holds 12 of the 596
seats in parliament.
Political veterans said Sisi’s invitation for the parties to unite or
merge was logical. The absence
of strong political parties that can
field qualified candidates in parliamentary, presidential and municipal elections gives the public
no alternatives to Islamists, who
used the political vacuum present
after the revolution to control the
political stage, they added. The
revolution allowed for the rise of
the Islamist parties, especially the

Muslim Brotherhood, after decades
of suppression and political marginalisation.
Nonetheless, there are challenges
to civilian political parties uniting
or merging, the political veterans
said.
“The political parties are too
diverse for their individual differences to be blurred to allow them to
merge easily,” said Hussein Abdel
Razek, a left-wing politician. “Some
leaders of political parties consider
the formation of their parties to be
their greatest achievement in life,
so it will be difficult to convince
them to merge with other political
entities.”

Egypt mulls its options after failure of Nile dam talks
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

A

fter a breakdown in
talks over Ethiopia’s
construction of a multibillion-dollar
hydroelectric dam that Egypt
says would severely restrict its
share of Nile waters, Cairo is mulling its options.
Representatives of the governments of Egypt, Ethiopia and Sudan, after a meeting in November
in Cairo, said they were unable to
reach an agreement on the preliminary results of technical studies on
the effects the dam would have on
Egypt and Sudan.
The French firm that conducted
the studies said the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam would have
adverse effects on both countries.
Ethiopia, however, rejected the
results. Egyptian officials, fearing Addis Ababa could unilaterally start filling the dam reservoir,
voiced stronger opposition to the
dam’s construction.
Ethiopia rejected Cairo’s objections and said it had no intention
to halt construction. “Construction has never stopped and will
never stop until the project is completed,” Ethiopian Minister of Irrigation Seleshi Bekele Awulachew
said.
Ethiopian Ambassador to Egypt
Taye Atske-Selassie Amde met
with members of Egypt’s African
Affairs parliamentary committee
to reassure Egyptian MPs about

the construction. Ethiopian Prime
Minister Hailemariam Desalegn is
to visit Cairo in December.
While Cairo has publicly ruled
out military action and pledged
to increase attempts to persuade
the Ethiopians to return to negotiations and accept the technical
studies, analysts were not optimistic.
“Ethiopia wants to fill the reservoir in three years,” said Hossam
al-Imam, spokesman for Egypt’s
Ministry of Irrigation, “but this
would significantly reduce the
amount of water coming to Egypt.”
The Grand Renaissance dam
has a storage capacity of 75 billion
cubic metres. Egyptian specialists said that is more than needed
for Ethiopia’s electricity generation. Ethiopia wants to become a
power generation hub in the Horn
of Africa and plans to sell electricity generated by the dam to other
countries.
To meet its timetable, Ethiopia
would need to store 25 billion cubic metres of water in its reservoir
every year for three years. This
would have grave implications for
Egypt, Cairo said.
Egypt receives 55.5 billion cubic metres of water from the Nile
every year. With a population of
96 million, however, Egypt faces
a water deficit of more than 30 billion cubic metres. A reduction of
its Nile water share would exacerbate Egypt’s woes.
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi ramped up his rhetoric
on the dam. “No one can touch
Egypt’s share of water,” he said in

televised comments in mid-November. “We are capable of protecting our national security and
water to us is a question of national
security. Full stop.”
“The issue of the Nile River is
a life-or-death matter for Ethiopians, too,” responded Ethiopian
Foreign Ministry spokesman Meles
Alem.
Egyptian officials said the country could suffer far-reaching socioeconomic problems if there is no
solution to the water rights issue.

By acting militarily to
resolve the dam issue,
Egypt risks angering
its African brothers as
well as the international
community.

Retired army General
Mohamed al-Shahawi

A drop of 10 billion cubic metres of water would cost Egypt $8
billion every year in lost farmland
output and fish wealth, a study
conducted by former Irrigation
Minister Mahmud Abu Zeid said.
Apart from this, water shortages
would mean that Egypt’s High Dam,
the hydroelectric power generation
facility in Aswan, could go offline.
Although the dam contributes less
than 10% of Egypt’s electricity capacity of 32,000 megawatts a year,
the shortfall would cause daily
brownouts and blackouts.
For every loss of 1 billion cubic
metres of water of Egypt’s annual
Nile river share, there would be a
2% drop in the High Dam’s electricity output, said Abdel Nabi Abdel Ghani, the former head of the
dam’s electricity plant.
To avoid these repercussions,
Cairo must convince Ethiopia to fill
its dam reservoir over a 10-year period, rather than three.
“Even this will have an impact
but the effect, in this case, would
be far less than if the reservoir is
filled in three years,” said Ministry
of Irrigation spokesman Hossam alImam.
In March 2015, Egypt, Ethiopia
and Sudan signed a declaration of
principles in which they pledged
to cause no significant harm to the
others in the use of the Nile. The
declaration saw the three countries
agree to contract an independent study of the dam’s effects and
abide by it. Cairo says Ethiopia has
violated the declaration. Some officials argued that this was a stalling
tactic by Addis Ababa as it sought

to complete construction of the
dam.
There have been calls in Egyptian media for Addis Ababa to be
taken to international court over
alleged breach of the declaration.
However, legal experts said this
was unlikely to succeed and that
what is needed was a political, not
legal solution.
“The 2015 declaration of principles only allows the three countries
to settle disputes over the dam
through negotiation,” said Ayman
Salama, an international law professor at Cairo University. “This is
why demanding arbitration is not a
viable option.”
The loss of farmland would exacerbate Egypt’s food insecurity and
possibly turn millions of farmers
jobless and stifle agricultural expansion plans.
For Sisi, who has repeatedly described Egypt’s share of Nile waters as a matter of “national security,” the question is: What happens
next?
With fears in Cairo regarding water security already high, there are
calls for no options to be excluded
if Ethiopia refuses to negotiate
over the filling of the dam reservoir.
“Military action should not be
excluded as an option in case negotiations reach a dead end,” said
retired army General Mohamed alShahawi. “We know that by acting
militarily to resolve the dam issue,
Egypt risks angering its African
brothers as well as the international community but we have to defend our country’s right to exist.”
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Why is ISIS going
after Sufi Muslims?

E

gypt witnessed its
worst terrorist attack
in modern history
when a bomb exploded
in a mosque in North
Sinai and people
were gunned down as they fled
the destruction. More than 300
people were killed and many more
wounded.
Why would the Islamic State
(ISIS), suspected of being
responsible for the killing, choose
to attack fellow Muslims in such a
horrific manner? While the mosque
reportedly hosted a large Sufi congregation, Sufis are, for the most
part, Sunni, just like members of
ISIS claim to be. Though a Shia minority joined the Sufi movement,
the mosque in question was Sunni.
So what drives ISIS’s hatred of
Sufism? What feeds ISIS’s hatred is

Members of ISIS
dread Sufism
because it offers
a kinder and
gentler face of
Islam.
fear, real or imagined, of the other.
I would also add “ignorance.”
ISIS combines fear and ignorance
of their presumed enemy with
daily doses of propaganda that are
intended to a) frighten and
b) awaken a deep sense of belonging to a society that shares their
same predicament. This results in
hatred of the other because of the
potential the enemy has in seeking
to change their ways, aims and
aspirations, threatening their very
existence.
Fear is a formidable force used
by those in power or those aspiring
to reach power. In fact, humankind
has deployed fear as a tactic for
as long as it has formed clans to
protect its sources of food, water,
habitation and fire.
How can Sufism, known for its
famed poets, writers and thinkers
who preach love and tolerance,
cope with such an opponent?
A Google search revealed at least

103 prominent Sufi poets in Arabia
and Persia over the years. One of
the most prominent figures was
the poet, jurist, theologian and
mystic known as Rumi (1207-73).
His full name was Jalal ad-Din
Muammad Balkhi. From his love of
art and modernity to his conception of a kind and merciful God,
Rumi represents everything ISIS
is not and everything its militants
despise.
Rumi and other mystics passionately believed that the use of music, poetry and dance was a path to
connect with God. They found that
music helped devotees focus their
whole beings on the divine. They
participated in musical rituals with
such intensity that their soul was
both destroyed and resurrected,
they believed. It was from these
ideas that the practice of whirling
dervishes developed.
Compare this with the savagery
of ISIS, which bans music and
administers severe punishment,
including death sentences, to
those caught enjoying music or
dances.
Sufis believe that gaining knowledge helps the soul make reparations with God.
Sufism presents itself as the
spirit of Islam. Its function is to
purify the heart from lust, calamities of the tongue, anger, malice,
jealousy, love of fame, greed,
vanity, deception and other alltoo-human attributes. At the same
time, it aims to fill the heart with
the lofty attributes of repentance,
perseverance, gratefulness, hope,
abstinence, trust, love, sincerity,
truth and contemplation.
In other words, Sufis represent
everything ISIS is not.
Members of ISIS dread Sufism
because it offers a kinder and
gentler face of Islam. The adherents of Sufism are what Islam was
meant to be, a religion of peace
and understanding. The very word
“Islam” means “surrender” or
“submission.”
Sufis are the true Muslims, not
the ISIS savages who have terrified millions of Muslims by killing
believers and non-believers alike
and have set East-West relations
back decades.

Sufism in the Arab world

Celebration of Prophet’s
Morocco’s deeply rooted
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

T

he celebration of the
Prophet
Mohammad’s
birthday — Mawlid anNabawi — is observed
across Morocco, including at Sufi shrines. It is a tradition
that is centuries old.
King Mohammed VI leads ceremonies in Casablanca at the Hassan II Mosque, where religious
chants are performed along with
recitations from the Quran. The
monarch, who holds the title of
“the commander of the faithful,”
continues a tradition of the celebration carried out by his ancestors.
Sufi shrines mark the Prophet’s
birthday with ceremonies to honour his legacy with chants, trance
dancing and hypnotic rhythms.
King Mohammed VI delivers
donations, including money and
gifts, to mausoleums and Sufi
shrines across the country. This
tradition seeks to support Sufi
shrines and their message of religious tolerance, moderation and
harmony.
“Many Sufi traditions are instilled in our daily life. The reason
lies in the fact that sultans that had
ruled Morocco throughout several
centuries kept close ties with Sufi
confraternities for either political
or religious purposes,” said Mohammed Abdelouahab Rafiki, a
researcher in Islamic studies.
Cultural events and religious
ceremonies, including Sufi nights,
take place in many cities and regions of the kingdom during the
Prophet’s birthday celebrations.
In Sale, the Moussem des
Cierges of Moulay Abdallah Benhassoun coincides with the
Mawlid. The moussem, which
dates to the 16th century, is celebrated in a unique way. Residents,
led by Benhassoun descendants,
light the streets of Sale with candles in a glittering parade.
Fez, considered Morocco’s spir-

itual capital, draws thousands of
pilgrims from around the world
during Mawlid celebrations to express their love for the Prophet.
The Moussem of Sheikh al-

Kamil al-Hadi ben Aissa is one of
the most famous religious festivals in Meknes, where Sufi mysticism intertwines with supernatural practices.

Interview

Tunisian Sufis committed
Roua Khlifi

A

Tunis

Antidote to extremism. Muslim members of an Egyptian Sufi
order take part in a parade celebrating the birthday of the Prophet
Mohammad in Cairo.
(AP)

Music of the soul. Drummers perform during an evening of spiritual music and

s Sufi Muslims
are targeted by
jihadist attacks
and their
shrines
destroyed by
radical
Salafists,
Tunisian Sufis said they remain
committed to the moderate and
humane values of their interpretation of Islam.
Despite intimidation attempts
by ultraorthodox militants, Tunisian Sufis said they consider it a
special and joyful duty to celebrate
Prophet Mohammad’s birthday.
“The horrible attack on Egypt’s
Sufis shows the danger of the misconceptions of Sufism promoted
by radicals. Sufis follow the same
teachings of Islam and believe God
is sought in all the details around
us,” said Mohamed Hassen Bouabdallah, president of the Union of
the Tunisian Sufi Orders.
“These terrorist groups do not
represent the teachings of Islam.
We pray for the forgiveness of all
Muslims and it pains us to hear
about such incidents. Those who

lost their lives in the attack are martyrs whether they were Sufis or no.”
“How can Muslims kill their
brother Muslims?” Bouabdallah
asked. “This is an unforgivable sin
in Islam. Everything else can be
forgiven except for that.
“It is tragic but we are not surprised. This is the reality of those
who claim to be the true holders of
faith. It is sad to have God’s name
as an excuse for such killings.
We can only pray for them to be
guided to the true path.”
Sufism has for centuries constituted an important piece of
Tunisia’s religious tapestry as well
as its cultural identity with Sufi beliefs and rituals a part of Tunisian
culture.
“Sufism as a religious belief is
deeply rooted in Tunisian society
and culture. Many orders exist in
Tunisia, such as the Tijani order
which was brought by Ibrahim alRiahi from Morocco who later became one of the imams of Al-Zaytuna mosque. There are also the
Ismailia order, which has 100,000
followers in the country, and the
Kasemia order, with 250,000 followers,” Bouabdallah said.
“The influence of Sufi rituals and
beliefs is evident in all parts of Tunisia. For example, the celebration
of the birth of the Prophet, which
is a Sufi ritual, is celebrated in all

homes across the country,” he said
Bouabdallah said Tunisian culture displays many aspects of Sufi
traditions and values. In addition
to celebrating the Prophet’s birth,
Tunisians often visit the shrines of
Sufi saints.
“Even in their daily discourse,
Tunisians show great admiration
for the Prophet as a reference and
a guide to follow in their daily life.
Tunisians use the sayings of the
Prophet as a part of their culture
which are parts of the Sufi beliefs,”
Bouabdallah said.
“Thousands of Tunisians — and
many of them are women — visit
the shrines almost daily. These
rituals can be diverse ranging from
folkloric to circles of Dhikr. This
is to show that Sufism is deeply
rooted in our culture.”
The Union of the Tunisian Sufi
Orders strives to protect the followers of the Sufi orders in Tunisia
and to preserve the cultural and
historical heritage of Sufism. After
the revolution, Sufism came under
attack and prominent shrines were
destroyed by religious extremists who said visiting shrines is
blasphemy.
“After the revolution, we
received threats from radicals
who considered Sufis to be
misguided, which prompted
us to unite against the threat of
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birthday highlights
tradition of Sufism
a 7-day moussem each year at the
tomb of their saint. Pilgrims flock
to Sidi Ali to purify themselves
from evil spirits by sacrificing animals and dancing in a trance until
they fall unconscious.
A study by the Pew Research
Centre, a US think-tank, in 2012 indicated that approximately 86% of
Moroccans asked said they believe
in supernatural beings, a higher
percentage than in any other
country surveyed.

The Moussem of Sheikh
al-Kamil al-Hadi ben
Aissa is one of the most
famous religious
festivals in Meknes,
where Sufi mysticism
intertwines with
supernatural practices.

meditation in the Moroccan village of Sidi Ali near Meknes. 		
Sheikh al-Kamil founded the
Aissaoua brotherhood, one of the
country’s leading Sufi orders, in
the 16th century. He practised a
rare form of spiritual Sufism and

(AFP)

travelled across Morocco to preach
Islam.
About 30km from Meknes, the
Hamadchas, who are affiliated
with Sidi Ali Ben Hamdouch, have

“We have to differentiate between mystical Sufism and some
confraternities’
unacceptable
practices that will likely put off the
new generation,” said Rafiki.
A report published by the US
think-tank RAND in 2004, three
years after the attacks of September 11, 2001, in the United States,
called for US President George W.
Bush’s administration to encourage Sufi movements in Muslim
countries to isolate the growing Salafist extremist and Wahhabi ideologies that were seen as
threatening the West.
Rafiki said Sufism is an effective
way of fighting radical Salafism
because its principles contradict
radicalisation.
“Love, beauty and the relationship with others are all factors in
Sufism that shield people from all
aspects of radicalisation,” he said,
calling on Sufi to invest more on
social networks to better disseminate their message of peace and
tolerance to the tech-savvy generation.

to defending their message
extremism. The creation of the
union of Tunisian Sufis was the
result of our realisation that we
needed to protect each other and
to preserve the Sufi heritage from
destruction,” Bouabdallah said.
“We believe in the sanctity of our
message. As Sufis, we are followers
of the teachings of the mosque of
al-Zaytuna. Radical groups showed
how ignorant they are as opposite
to Sufi beliefs that spread teachings
of tolerance and peace. Even if this
means we are in danger, we are not
afraid of defending our message.”
Since the creation of the Union
of the Tunisian Sufi Orders in 2011,
Tunisian Sufis have sought governmental recognition of their importance as a religious and cultural
component of Tunisian identity.
“Since the revolution, we have
been working with the governments on establishing recognition of all Sufi orders in Tunisia
by being part of the cultural and
religious activities,” Bouabdallah
said. “For instance, the opening
of the heritage month was organised in a shrine. The idea is to
promote awareness of the danger
of radical groups in Tunisia and
that by spreading the teachings of
our imams and our preachers of
al-Zaytuna.
“As Sufis, we are trying to correct these misconceptions about
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Islam and we are trying to be more
present in the media scene even if
that could put us in danger. We are
against the promotion of extremists’ teachings. We are trying to
show that Islam does not exclude
others, that Islam promotes love,
peace and tolerance.”
Following the attacks on shrines
in 2012, many Tunisians were
alarmed about the potential loss of
Sufi culture as part of the national
heritage. The union called for the
creation of a Sufi library to contain
all historical references and manuscripts of Sufi culture.
“We are also trying to work with
the ministries on designating the
right caretakers of the shrines so
that the cultural and historical
heritage is protected,” Bouabdallah
said.
As the Prophet’s birthday
neared, Tunisian Sufis prepared
for celebrations, religious chants in
mosques and gatherings to honour
the teachings of the Prophet.
“Tunisia was one of the first
countries to celebrate the birth of
the Prophet. It started in 920 during the rule of the Fatimid Dynasty
and it continued through the years
to become a part of the Tunisian
culture. In addition to praying
and chanting religious poems in
the mosques, Tunisians also cook
special kinds of dessert,”

Bouabdallah said.
“The Sufi orders prepare for the
chanting circles in the mosques
and have gatherings in public spaces where people are
invited to join the circles of
Dhikr. This is an opportunity to
celebrate the birth of the Prophet.
“Unlike the extremists who only
refer to this date as the death of
the Prophet, we prefer to celebrate
and enjoy the birth of the man who
brought us out of the darkness into
the light, the man who is our guide
and mentor.’’
Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and
Culture contributor to
The Arab Weekly.
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Sufism’s tragedy is
how imperfectly it is
understood today

B

efore Egypt, it was
Pakistan. In South Asia’s
most populous Muslim
country, for more than
a decade, militants
have been picking off
worshippers at shrines dedicated
to Sufi poets and pirs or spiritual
guides. They have killed dozens at
a time, leaving a bloody gash along
paths normally strewn with red
rose petals. In February, one chapter in this remorseless series killed
nearly 90 people at a 14th-century
shrine associated with a dervish
who preached love and tolerance.
The November 24 attack on a
mosque in Sinai’s al-Rawda district
in Egypt continued the campaign
of hate long under way in Pakistan
against Sufis and all manifestations
of Sufism. More than 300 people
were killed in al-Rawda. Most of
the dead were Sufis because the
mosque was frequented by Muslims
linked to a Sufi order.
It was Egypt’s worst terrorist
atrocity and one of the deadliest
single terrorist attacks worldwide. Though no one has claimed
responsibility, suspicion rests on
an Islamic State-affiliate in Sinai.
This is mainly because its leader
issued an explicit threat last year to
al-Rawda’s Sufis. They must return
to true Islam, he said, or else.
The perception that Sufism is a
lapse, a swerve away from Islam,
the straight path, leaves its followers dangerously exposed. It wasn’t
always this way but Sufis have been
under attack from Islamist extremists for long enough to erase the
memory of their having been an
integral part of the faith.
The criticism began in the tenth
century and, by the 13th, the iconoclast Ibn Taymiyya was using a
scathing comparison with “philosophical Sufis” to
deride the use of
logic in matters of
faith. Both logic
and “philosophical

Sufis,” he said, were as useless as
camel meat on a mountaintop —
hard to reach, and not worth much
once you’ve got it.
Ibn Taymiyya’s views are considered worth noting if only because
his teachings would influence
Muhammad Ibn Abd al-Wahhab,
who founded the purist movement
known as Wahhabism. Ibn Taymiyya is often quoted by extremists.
Overall though, Sufism’s place
within Islam cannot be properly
gauged from the perspective of
violent radicals or from Ibn Taymiyya’s fulminations. It has always
been a complicated relationship.
Ibn Taymiyya himself, eminent
scholars such as G. Makdisi say, was
a Sufi.
Makdisi noted that the orthodox
were not vehemently opposed to
Sufism per se but to “innovations…
doctrines with no basis in scripture
or tradition.”
Even so, the perception of Sufism
as antithetical to Islam continues
and is used as justification for
violence against its followers by
puritans.
This is ironic. Though Sufism is
regarded simply as a mystical tradition within Islam, it was originally
seen as radically puritanical, almost
a rebel movement. It took as its
uniform the woollen garment or suf
for which it is named. Wearers were
seen to be the resistance — against
a culture of gross privilege and the
unexamined good life.
The tenth-century philosopher
Al-Farabi, for instance, routinely
wore brown Sufi garb but the sartorial choices of the man who is called
“the second master” after Aristotle may not have signalled only
mysticism. “People of this kind are
often what we may call nowadays
militant intellectuals,” Makdisi said.
“They accept no one’s patronage,
they are afraid of compromising
their independence by becoming
connected with men of wealth
and power and prefer to remain
self-employed and are content with
living on a mere subsistence level.”
This was certainly true of Al-Farabi,
who lived on a frugal diet of lambs’
hearts and water mixed with sweet
basil juice.
Al-Farabi’s perspective has
significance for Sufism and what
it was to become. Al-Ghazali, the
11th-century Persian philosopher
and theologian who is credited
with reconciling official Islam and
Sufism, was influenced by AlFarabi’s ideas. He incorporated into
his main religious work Al-Farabi’s
description of God, the First Cause,
as “beauty and brilliance and splendour.” The lyricism, which echoes
Sufi sensibilities, was foreign to
Islamic tradition.
As a result of Al-Ghazali’s efforts, Sufism would go on to
flourish and spread and,
with it, Islam.
The tragedy is how
imperfectly
this is understood
today.

Highly misunderstood.
A whirling dervish
performs at the Maltepe
Stadium in Istanbul.
(AFP)
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Lebanon

Hariri’s return touches the surface but
leaves Lebanon’s troubled waters murky
Simon Speakman Cordall

Tunis

A

fter weeks of uncertainty and intrigue, the
appearance of a consensus seems to have taken
shape in Beirut. Lebanese President Michel Aoun can
claim the laurels of peacemaker as,
apparently through his intervention, Prime Minister Saad Hariri’s
resignation has been suspended,
Hezbollah’s regional bite has been
blunted and the fury of the regions
two self-appointed superpowers,
Saudi Arabia and Iran, has been assuaged.
However, though much sound
and fury echoed over the region,
little of significance has occurred.
The question of Lebanon’s rapprochement with Syria remains
unanswered and until that bridge is
broached genuine progress is likely
impossible.
The regional machinations of
Iran and its Lebanese proxy, Hezbollah, figured highly in Hariri’s
resignation speech November 4
from Riyadh. Iran, Hariri said,
“driven by a deep hatred of the
Arab nation and an overwhelming desire to destroy and control
it,” had extended its reach beyond
Lebanon to Syria, Iraq, Bahrain and
Yemen.
Hariri’s resignation and the
events that followed it ratcheted
up tensions across the region,
with many analysts mooting the
possibility of conflict between an
unchecked Hezbollah in Lebanon
and Israel. However, after the announcement that Hezbollah would
be withdrawing its forces from Syria and Iraq once the need for its involvement had passed, peace was
restored.
Beyond the rhetoric lies the fact
that Hezbollah’s decisions to withdraw from Syria and Iraq predated
Hariri’s resignation. Neither has
Hezbollah made mention of its
involvement in Yemen. Likewise,
Hezbollah’s apparent offer, made
after negotiations with Aoun, that
it would withdraw its two ministers
from Hariri’s cabinet amount to lit-
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is a lecturer at the American
University of Beirut and author of
“A Campus at War: Student Politics
at the American University of
Beirut, 1967-1975.”

Aoun has never
missed a chance to
give legitimacy to
Hezbollah and, by
doing so, has lent
credence to
accusations hurled
at Lebanon by its
benefactors in
the GCC.

Business as usual. Lebanese President Michel Aoun (C) meets with Prime Minister Saad Hariri (R) and Parliament Speaker Nabih Berri at
the Presidential Palace in Baabda, on November 27. 										
(AP)
tle since it can rely upon the blocs
of both the president and speaker
to exert its influence by proxy.
Politically, both sides have withdrawn to their corners. However,
Hezbollah’s ambition — to restore
a political and diplomatic bridge
to Syria once its military mission
is complete — remains undimmed.
That much was made clear, not
least by the attendance of two ministers — one from Hezbollah and
another from the Shia Amal party
— at a Syrian trade fair in August
marking the country’s reconstruction.
Sweetening the pot has been the
suggestion that China may involve
itself in Syria’s reconstruction, a
move that could see Damascus
play a significant part within Chinese President Xi Jinping’s plans

to establish a 21st-century silk road
linking all of Eurasia through an
immense network of land, sea and
trade routes.
For Lebanon, whose faltering
economy is struggling to support
more than 1 million Syrian refugees, it’s a tantalising prospect.
However, for Hariri, restoring diplomatic relations with the country that, along with Hezbollah, is

The question of
Lebanon’s
rapprochement with
Syria remains
unanswered and until
that bridge is broached
genuine progress is
likely impossible.

widely considered to be responsible for the 2005 assassination of his
father, may be a step too far.
His personal distaste for the Assad regime notwithstanding, there
are indications that Hariri’s sponsors in Riyadh may not be as opposed to the move as their past actions suggested. During the Syrian
opposition’s recent conference in
Riyadh, Saudi Arabia exhibited few
qualms about working with Russia,
Damascus’s principal ally, in unifying the Syrian opposition.
There is also the suggestion put
forward by James M. Dorsey, of
the Middle East Institute thinktank, that rebuilding the alliance
between Syria and Lebanon may
be enough to distract Hezbollah
from frustrating Saudi ambitions in
Yemen.

According to Dorsey, neither
Hezbollah nor Iran was driven to
supporting Yemen’s Houthi rebels from any ideological commitment, so much as a desire to make
life harder for Riyadh. However,
whether restoration of Lebanon’s
relations with Syria would be
enough to sidetrack Hezbollah and
Iran remains to be seen.
What cannot be denied is the
increased support Hariri enjoys
at home and abroad since his dramatic sojourn in Saudi Arabia.
However, popularity can only go so
far. In Lebanon the dividing lines
and choices stand and, despite the
drama, remain unchallenged.
Simon Speakman Cordall is the
Syria/Lebanon Section Editor for
The Arab Weekly

The lessons of Hariri’s resignation should not be unlearned

L

ebanese Prime Minister
Saad Hariri’s suspension
of his resignation, his
office said, may soon become permanent. However, the undue haste
with which all are moving risks
leaving the fundamental issues
that brought them to this apparent
impasse unaddressed.
Hariri’s conciliatory stance materialised after Lebanese President
Michel Aoun assured the prime
minister that adequate measures
would be taken to address his main
grievance — the urgent need to return to a clear policy of dissociation
from regional conflicts.
Lebanon’s practice of dissociation has been a central pillar of its
foreign policy. It was the basis of
the settlement brokered between
Hariri and Aoun almost a year ago
in which Aoun would be elected
president and Hariri named prime
minister, charged with leading a
national unity government that
included Hezbollah.
This supposedly unwavering
commitment to dissociation evaporated. Increasingly, through Aoun’s
actions and statements, echoed
faithfully by his son-in-law, Foreign
Minister Gebran Bassil, a policy
direction was established that
clearly favoured Iran’s aims over
those of a relatively united Gulf
Cooperation Council (GCC). It was

this, as much as anything else, that
led to Lebanon’s regional alienation and the theatrics in Riyadh of
Hariri’s resignation.
Much ink has been spilt trying to
analyse and understand the intricacies of Hariri’s decision to resign, a
process that has seen the volume
of speculation only matched by
the morass of misinformation. Yet,
what is certain is that, contrary
to the line Hariri and his allies are
peddling, the crisis is far from over.
Mere lip service is unlikely to appease an edgy GCC determined to
confront and check Iran’s expansionist plans.
Thus far, in return for Hariri’s
quiescence, Hezbollah promised to
withdraw its advisers from Iraq and
its fighters from Syria once victory
has been assured. No indication has
been given as to the extent of that
withdrawal. Neither has there been
any reference to the group’s involvement in the conflict in Yemen
or acknowledgement that Hezbollah’s deployment to these areas
ran counter to Lebanon’s policy of
dissociation. It’s hardly a dramatic
break with past policy. Moreover,
neither has there been any undertaking that Hezbollah won’t be
deployed so again. None of this can
be lost on Hariri.
It’s a fact that the Lebanese
generally, and Hariri specifically,
would prefer to ignore. Instead of

tackling the elephant in the room,
they are opting to paper over it,
loudly proclaiming their alleged
commitment to the concept of
dissociation while maintaining the
practices that led to their predicament. While Hariri might be intent
on shielding Lebanon from the
financial and political wrath of the
Saudi-led coalition, Aoun’s bloc has
yet to show remorse for its part in
creating the crisis.
On the contrary, during a recent
visit to Italy, Aoun felt it wise to
antagonise his critics by declaring
Hezbollah a strategic ally in the
fight against terrorism both locally
and abroad.
Even supposing we give Aoun’s
intentions the benefit of the doubt,
it’s a surprisingly reckless statement to come from such a veteran
politician, one sure to embolden an
armed militia deeply implicated in
the anarchy engulfing the region.
The fact is that Aoun has never
missed a chance to give legitimacy
to Hezbollah and, by doing so,
has lent credence to accusations
hurled at Lebanon by its benefactors in the GCC. It’s not surprising
that they and others are beginning to view Lebanon, including
the political future of Hariri, as an
unsalvageable mess.
Hariri has failed to produce a
blueprint to extricate Lebanon
from the crisis at hand. Rather than

project the image of a statesman
intent on preserving the international legacy of his father, he has
chosen to deepen his unholy alliance with Aoun.
When examined closely, this
has failed to do much to redeem
Hariri’s faltering political career,
one damaged by continual attacks
on the prime minister, led not least
by his current partners in government. Equally, Aoun has nullified
provisions of the Taif Accord,
which bestow on the prime minister constitutional powers equal to
those of the president. However,
rather than use those powers,
Hariri ignored Aoun’s transgressions and shared in the spoils of
state.
Hariri’s statement to a French
newspaper that “Hezbollah does
not use its weapons on Lebanese
territory” is not only a colossal fallacy but ample proof that depending on him to steer Lebanon out
of its political storm is costly and
unwise.
A month after Hariri’s resignation announcement, little has substantially changed. What is certain
from these recent weeks is that
Hariri and his allies are so eager to
return to “business as usual” that
they have gambled recklessly with
the economic safety net Lebanon’s
wary allies had previously
provided.
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Hamas-Fatah
divisions delay
Gaza handover,
mar unity deal
The Arab Weekly staff

London

R

ival Palestinian factions
have delayed the handover of power in the Gaza
Strip by at least ten days,
stoking fears that a landmark deal to end their decade-long
feud may fail.
Fatah and Hamas announced the
handover delay after sharp disagreements derailed a plan to return
civil power in the Gaza Strip to the
Palestinian Authority (PA) by December 1.
The handover would have ended Islamist movement Hamas’s
10-year dominance of the blockaded Palestinian district and raised
hopes that the deteriorating humanitarian conditions in the territory could be addressed.
Gazans hope the deal would alleviate suffering in the enclave of 2
million people, where basic infrastructure, including electricity and
clean water, is severely lacking.
Previous attempts at reconciliation between Palestinian President
Mahmoud Abbas’s Fatah movement, with headquarters in the occupied West Bank, and his Islamist
rivals from Hamas failed.
The two factions have not publicly presented plans for resolving
remaining issues before the Decem-
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The continuing
discussions on
moving the US
Embassy to
Jerusalem raise
serious doubts with
the Palestinians.

ber 10 handover deadline under the
Egyptian-brokered accord. Many
complex issues remain and the two
sides have accused each other of
violating terms of the agreement.
A key sticking point has been
the fate of tens of thousands of PA
employees who stopped working
when Hamas seized Gaza in a 2007
quasi-civil war. Hamas hired its
own employees afterward and the
future of the two sets of staff is a
key issue to resolve.
The PA government, in a statement, stressed the “necessity of all
old employees returning to work,”
instructing ministers to arrange for
the transition. Hamas called the
decision a “violation” of existing
agreements between the two sides.
The reconciliation agreement
reached in October said officials
would resolve the issue of the employees by next February but also
mandated that Hamas would hand
over full control of Gaza by December 1.
The Palestinian government is to
pay the salaries of the Hamas employees until February.
Hopes for success faded in recent
weeks as the two sides had a series
of disagreements, including over
the future of Hamas’s armed wing,
the Qassam Brigades, which includes some 25,000 personnel and
remains a major force in the Gaza
Strip. The group has been called to
disarm but Khalil al-Hayya, deputy

Not disarming. Members of Ezzedine al-Qassam Brigades, the military wing of Hamas, parade
in Rafah.
				
(AFP)
head of Hamas in Gaza, said: “The
weapons of the resistance are a red
line that is non-debatable.”
“These weapons will be moved to
the West Bank to fight the (Israeli)
occupation. It is our right to resist
the occupation until it ends,” he
said
The United States and Israel said
they would reject any reconciliation agreement leading to a unity
government including Hamas unless it disarms. Abbas has also said
there would only be one security
force in the Palestinian territories.
The reconciliation agreement
signed October 12 in Cairo does not
specify a future for the Qassam Brigades.
There were nearly 60,000 PA employees in Gaza, of whom approximately 13,000 continued working
after Hamas took control, the United Nations said. The World Bank
said Hamas employed about 50,000
civil servants.
A series of Israeli strikes on the

Gaza Strip in response to mortar
fire at its forces were another sign
of the difficulties facing Palestinian
reconciliation. Israel’s military said
it struck at least six military posts,
including those of Hamas and Islamic Jihad, after mortar fire from
the enclave at its forces. There was
no immediate claim of responsibility for the 12 mortar shells launched.
Three Palestinians were reported
wounded, while no Israelis were injured.
Separately, the International
Criminal Court said it would not

The two factions
have not presented
plans for how they
will resolve
remaining issues
before the December
10 deadline.

prosecute Israel over the deadly
raid on a flotilla carrying humanitarian aid towards Gaza in May
2010.
“I have ultimately decided to
reaffirm my previous decision of
November 6, 2014,” ICC prosecutor Fatou Bensouda said in a statement, referring to when she ruled
the incident was “not of sufficient
gravity.”
However, sticking to that same
judgment, Bensouda said: “My
conclusion remains that there is a
reasonable basis to believe that war
crimes were committed by some
members of the Israel Defence
Forces.”
Nine Turkish citizens died when
Israeli marines stormed the Mavi
Marmara, among eight ships trying to break a naval blockade of the
Gaza Strip. One more died in the
hospital in 2014.
The Arab Weekly staff and news
agencies.

A tale of two embassies and the ‘ultimate deal’

U

S Vice-President
Mike Pence recently
confirmed that
“President Donald
Trump is actively
considering when
and how to move the American
Embassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem.”
Pence raised the contentious
issue at a gathering to commemorate the 70th anniversary of UN
Resolution 181, which called for
the partition of British Mandate
Palestine into Jewish and Arab
states.
Pence said the Jewish people
“deserve their eternal homeland”
and spoke of their right “to be the
masters of their own fate like all
sovereign nations” but he made
no reference to the Palestinian
people or to their right to selfdetermination in their historic
homeland.
The US vice-president chose
this key anniversary in the
conflict because it would imply
recognition of Jerusalem as the
capital of Israel, as the Israelis
attach great significance to such a
move. While Israel sees Jerusalem
as its “united eternal capital,” this
is not recognised by any country,
which explains the reason why all
embassies are in Tel Aviv. Some
countries, including the United
States, the United Kingdom and
France, have consulates in East
Jerusalem that conduct diplomatic and consular services for
the Palestinians.
During the 2016 campaign,
Trump made an explicit promise
regarding the embassy move. He
said during a conference of the
American Israel Public Affairs
Committee: “We will move the
American Embassy to the eternal

Risks ahead. The exterior of the US Embassy building in Tel Aviv.
						

capital of the Jewish people, Jerusalem.” However, when provided
with the opportunity to put the
proposed move into action last
June, he decided not to. He did
this by a waiver that delays for six
months implementing the move.
Trump followed in the footsteps
of Bill Clinton, George W. Bush
and Barack Obama, who signed
similar waivers since both houses
of Congress passed the Jerusalem
Embassy Act of 1995 with overwhelming majorities.
Trump’s action disappointed
the Israeli government. The White
House explained that while “President Donald J. Trump signed
the waiver under the Jerusalem
Embassy Act and delayed moving
the US Embassy in Israel from Tel
Aviv to Jerusalem, no one should
consider this step to be in any
way a retreat from the president’s
strong support for Israel and for

(AFP)

the United States-Israel alliance.”
The continuing discussions
on moving the US Embassy raise
serious doubts with the Palestinians as to whether the US administration is pursuing policies that
lack the neutrality required of
an honest broker. Trump’s team
members are known for their
support for Israel and its settlement enterprise, which calls into
question their ability to formulate
a peace deal that could meet the
minimum Palestinian demand.
The status of another embassy
or mission has raised alarm with
the Palestinians, that of its own
Palestine Liberation Organisation (PLO) representative office in
Washington. In recent weeks, the
head of mission, Husam Zomlot,
on whom the PLO has bestowed
the title of ambassador to the
United States, received a letter
from the US State Department

informing him the office would be
shut down unless the PLO enters
“direct, meaningful negotiations
with Israel.”
However, it seems the real reason for the move was to extract
from Palestinian Authority (PA)
President Mahmoud Abbas a
promise that he would not pursue
Israeli leaders in the International Criminal Court (ICC). The
PA started the process that the
Trump administration said would
breach conditions imposed by
Congress that prohibited the PLO
from taking a case to the ICC.
Initially, the PLO reacted
angrily, describing the move as
“extortion” and accusing the
Trump administration of bowing
to pressure from the Israeli government. It threatened to cut off
communication with the Trump
administration. However, Abbas
later pledged not to take steps to
prosecute Israeli officials in international courts. It appears that
this led to the Americans renewing the licence for the PLO office
on condition the PA begin unconditional talks with Israel and does
not take steps to prosecute Israeli
officials in international courts.
It can be argued that the US administration is delaying the move
of its embassy in Israel to Jerusalem to pressure Israel to engage
in the peace process and equally
the threat to close the Palestinian
office in Washington to pressure
the Palestinians to do the same in
pursuit of the “ultimate deal.”
Israel will pay no price for the
delay, however, while the Palestinians will pay a heavy price
to keep their Washington office
open: It will cost them their
trump card of being able to pursue Israeli leaders in the ICC.
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New York courtroom drama fuels Turkish-US tensions
Thomas Seibert

Washington

T

urkish anger over a US
District Court trial implicating Turkish President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan
as a key figure in illicit
transactions benefiting Iran and an
escalating row about US military
support for Kurds in Syria pushed
ties between the United States and
Turkey to a new crisis point.
The government in Ankara said
the trial in New York is part of a conspiracy aimed at stopping Turkey’s
rise towards becoming a regional
power. The court heard testimony
from Turkish-Iranian businessman
Reza Zarrab about corruption in
the Turkish government related to
illicit gold trade with Iran.
“Turkish officials continue to
see the trial as a political effort by
the United States,” said Howard
Eissenstat, associate professor of
history at St Lawrence University
in Canton, New York, and non-resident senior fellow at the Project on
Middle East Democracy in Washington.
“My concern is that Turkey will
badly miscalculate its response and
create a more explosive situation
than already exists,” Eissenstat
wrote via e-mail.
Relations between the United
States and Turkey, putative NATO
allies, went through a rocky patch
marked by Turkish frustration with
US policies in Syria and with Washington’s reluctance to extradite
Fethullah Gulen, a US-based Muslim cleric accused by Ankara of organising last year’s coup attempt.
In the United States, there have
been growing calls for the Trump
administration to take a tougher
line with Turkey after Erdogan’s
bodyguards were filmed beating
protesters in Washington during
a visit by the Turkish president in
May.
Ties appeared to be on the mend
after a phone conversation between Erdogan and US President
Donald Trump in November. Ankara said Trump promised to end US
arms shipments to Syrian Kurds, a
long-standing demand by Turkey.
However, the trial in New York and
a row over US weapons in Kurdish
hands dampened hopes for a normalisation.
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The pragmatist in
Ergodan may, at
some time,
sacrifice some of
his former
ministers and
dispatch them to
face international
justice.

Ripple effects.
A file photo
shows TurkishIranian
businessman
Reza Zarrab
arriving at a
courthouse in
Istanbul in a
separate case
against him. (AP)

Zarrab, 34, testified in a federal
trial against Mehmet Hakan Atilla, a senior manager at Halkbank,
a state-run bank in Turkey that
prosecutors said was involved in
illegal transactions in gold that
circumvented US and UN sanctions against Iran. Before the trial
opened November 28, the Turkish
government tried to have Zarrab
freed and returned to Turkey.
He has been testifying as a witness
for the prosecution after reaching
a plea deal that he said was the
most promising way to freedom
since his arrest in Florida in March
2016.
In his most explosive testimony,
Zarrab said Erdogan — then prime
minister — and then-Finance Minister Ali Babacan ordered the start
of the illicit trade with Iran that
brought Tehran billions of dollars
at a time the country was blocked
from international financial transactions because of its nuclear programme. Zarrab said he paid more
than $60 million in bribes to Zafer
Caglayan, Turkey’s economy minister at the time.
Erdogan rejected the charges and
said Turkey did not breach sanc-

tions. “We did the right thing,” he
said.
Accusations about Zarrab’s role
in the illegal gold trade with Iran
first appeared in Turkey in late
2013, leading to the resignation of
four ministers from Erdogan’s cabinet. At the time, Erdogan called the
investigation a conspiracy by Gulen and had the prosecutors fired.
Ankara said the New York trial
is an attempt by the Gulen movement, called the Fethullah Terror
Organisation (FETO) by the Turkish government, to mount pressure
on Turkey through the US court
system.
“It is clear FETO has hijacked the
American justice system with the
Zarrab case and they are trying to
use it to create a smear campaign
that they hope will eventually harm
Erdogan,” Ilnur Cevik, an adviser to
the Turkish president, wrote in the
pro-government newspaper Daily
Sabah. Turkish Prime Minister Binali Yildirim also said the goal of the
New York trial was to harm Turkey.
Meanwhile, Zarrab, long presented by Ankara as an innocent
man caught in the clutches of the
US judiciary, is now portrayed as a

potential traitor because of his willingness to testify. On December 1,
Turkish prosecutors ordered the
seizure of Zarrab’s assets in Turkey
because of espionage charges.

Zarrab said Erdogan
and then-Finance
Minister Ali Babacan
ordered the start of the
illicit trade with Iran
that brought Tehran
billions of dollars.
Fresh accusations by the opposition in Ankara put Erdogan further
on the defensive. Opposition leader
Kemal Kilicdaroglu said members
of Erdogan’s family transferred
millions of dollars to off-shore accounts to evade Turkish taxes. In
response, Erdogan filed a lawsuit
against Kilicdaroglu, seeking approximately $385,000 in damages.
As far as the government is concerned, it is not a coincidence that
Kilicdaroglu published his accusations while Zarrab was testifying
in New York. Cevik wrote that an
“international slander campaign”
was “launching a well-planned,

two-pronged slander campaign at
home and abroad.”
The heightened tension was reflected in exchanges between Turkish and US officials about Washington’s military support for the
People’s Protection Units (YPG), a
Syrian-Kurdish militia seen by the
United States as an important ally
in the fight against the Islamic State
but regarded as a terrorist group by
Turkey.
Following Trump’s phone call
with Erdogan, the US Defence Department declined to confirm that
all military support for the YPG
would stop. The United States
would “collect any arms that would
threaten our ally Turkey,” Pentagon
spokesman Eric Pahon told Turkey’s state-run Anadolu Agency.
That statement drew an icy response from Erdogan’s spokesman
Ibrahim Kalin. “Others do not decide who or what threatens our
national security, the Turkish Republic does,” Kalin said, Anadolu
reported.
Thomas Seibert is a Washington correspondent for The Arab
Weekly.

Zarrab case points to reach of corruption in Erdogan’s close circle

T

urkish-Iranian gold
trader Reza Zarrab has
taken centrestage at US
District Court in New
York and made it clear
that Turkish President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan personally
approved his sanction-breaking
deals with Iran. Zarrab testified in
detail how the billion-dollar “goldfor-oil” scam worked.
Zarrab’s account implicating
Erdogan in an international money
laundering scheme is significant
and raises the question: How
extensive was the network of accomplices in the top echelons of
Turkish politics and bureaucracy?
Zarrab named Zafer Caglayan, a
former economy minister; Muammer Guler, a former interior
minister; Egemen Bagis, a former
minister of EU affairs; and Suleyman Aslan, former director of the
state-run Halkbank.
Zarrab also mentioned former
treasury minister Ali Babacan and
the then-prime minister, Erdogan.
“(They) had given an order for
[the banks] to start doing this
trade,’’ Zarrab said, referring to the
banks’ move to disguise money
transfers so they would appear to
be legitimate gold trades.
As the trial continues, it seems
likely to shed light on alleged
corruption around Erdogan, his
inner circle and the ruling Justice
and Development Party (AKP).

Turkey is agog with speculation
about the political and economic
consequences of the trial.
There is talk of what will happen
to “all the president’s men” now
that one former minister, Caglayan,
has been named by Zarrab. Perhaps
arrest warrants will be issued
for some Turkish politicians and
bureaucrats. Certainly, they may
never again feel safe setting foot on
Western soil.
Revelations about the multibillion-dollar scheme may have
severe repercussions on Turkish
banks. In addition to Halkbank,
there is Ziraat, A&T Bank, VakifBank and Aktifbank, which is part
of Calik Holding, where energy
minister and Erdogan’s son-in-law
Berat Albayrak had a top executive
position.
If the banks are found guilty of
organised crime, they may face
draconian fines.
The biggest question is the effect
of Zarrab’s testimony on Erdogan’s
power. Unfortunately, this is a
guessing game. Turkey’s embattled president has proven himself
a survivor, almost a Teflon-coated
figure, who remains unscathed by
controversy. Erdogan is generally
seen to win when he fights back.
He is considered charismatic by the
masses and has assumed nearcomplete control of the institutions
of state and muzzles the media.
Unsurprisingly then, Erdogan

responded to news from the New
York court with pugnaciousness.
The Zarrab case, he said, showed
that Turkey as a whole was under
international attack. He accused
the Kemalist main-opposition
Republican People’s Party (CHP) of
treason for bringing up corruption
allegations.
In Turkey, the Zarrab trial has
been either ignored or barely mentioned in the media. After years of
being attacked, the Turkish media
is in a pitiful state and often resorts
to self-censorship to stay out of
trouble. Pro-government media,
including the state broadcaster
TRT and the Anadolu Agency,
painted the case as a conspiracy
and outright fabrication.
Almost every TV channel, generally the best source of news in
Turkey, has imposed a blackout
on the story. If it is mentioned, the
report has cunning twists that sow
confusion.
In such an Orwellian atmosphere, the odds are in Erdogan’s
favour. The people are being
pushed to perceive the Zarrab case
as one of nationalist peril. This can
be summed up as: “Our man, the
man of people, and consequently
we, the Turkish people, are under
attack.”
Given Erdogan’s autocratic hold
on power, and with no independent judiciary, there is little chance
the president will be dislodged.

The pragmatist in Ergodan may,
at some time, sacrifice some of
his former ministers and dispatch
them to face international justice
but this would be about survival
negotiations for the Erdogan administration and it is too far into
the future to be a serious possibility yet.
Onward then to the next big
question: Has the Turkish state
become hostage to a mafia outfit? Ryan Gingeras, an expert on
Turkish history, argued the Zarrab
case indicated the resurgence of
organised crime in Turkey. “Over
the last ten years, there has been
a dramatic expansion in illicit
trading and smuggling across the
country,” he wrote.
Gingeras provided statistics:
Stings related to the illicit oil trade
jumped from 800 to nearly 5,000
from 2009-14. More people were
taken into custody for alleged
heroin smuggling. He diagnosed
the “surge in Turkey’s illicit industries” as at least partly because of
Erdogan and his administration.
“They have generally failed to
show resolve or urgency in the
face of these challenges,” he wrote.
“In addition to its negligence,
the Turkish government appears
directly involved in criminal activity.”
That is damning stuff.
And then there is the rest of the
Zarrab trial.
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Iran’s ballistic missile threats alienate Europe
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The threat to
increase ballistic
missile range may
force the Europeans
to abandon attempts
to mediate between
Iran and the
United States.

F

rench President Emmanuel Macron’s public
expressions of concern
about Iran’s ballistic
missile programme
provoked angry reactions in Tehran. The Islamic
Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC)
has threatened to increase the
range of Iran’s ballistic missiles,
a response that shows the limits
of European diplomacy even as it
exposes the IRGC’s self-defeating
approach by unnecessarily alienating the Europeans.
The row between Tehran and
Paris began with Macron’s wellmeaning attempt to preserve the
nuclear agreement between Iran
and six world powers, officially
known as the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA).
During a surprise visit to Riyadh, Macron correctly identified
Iran’s ballistic missile programme
as a threat to the JCPOA’s survival.
He suggested a new round of negotiations to “put a framework in
place for Iran’s ballistic activities
and open a process, with sanctions if needed.”
The nuclear agreement does not
address Iran’s missile programme
but a subsequent UN Security
Council resolution “calls upon
Iran not to undertake any activity related to ballistic missiles
designed to be capable of delivering nuclear weapons, including
launches using such ballistic
missile technology.” US officials
accuse Iran of testing missiles
capable of delivering nuclear
weapons but Iranian leaders argue
their country’s missiles are not designed to carry nuclear warheads.
Macron’s statements were not
well received in Tehran.
Major-General Mohammad Ali
Jafari, IRGC chief commander,
in a November 23 news conference, said the French president’s
statements reflected his “inexperience.” Jafari added: “This issue
[missile programme] is different
from the nuclear issue. Missile
capability is defensive.”
Jafari’s deputy, Brigadier-General Hossein Salami, later raised
the stakes in a televised interview.
“Until now, we have limited the
range of our [ballistic] missiles to
2,000km and did not increase it,”
he said. “This is not because of
technological limitations but due
to a certain strategic logic behind
the range of our missiles. The Eu-

Path to
showdown.
France’s
President
Emmanuel
Macron (L)
walks into a
meeting with
his Iranian
counterpart
Hassan
Rohani at
a hotel in
New York, on
September
18.
(AFP)

ropeans should know: If they trespass our realm, we will increase
the range of our missiles.”
Remarkably, Salami’s statement
runs contrary to Jafari’s of
October 31. Then, the IRGC
chief commander said there
was no need to increase the
range of Iran’s ballistic missiles:
“The Americans are within the
2,000km range of our country. We

will respond in the case of aggression.”
In the end, Salami’s threat to increase the range of Iran’s ballistic
missiles may be more bluster than
a reflection of Iranian military
power, capabilities and intent but
it is still significant in showing the
limits of European diplomacy.
Worse, such statements alienate
the European Union, which does

not take the Trump administration’s hard-line approach towards
Tehran. If anything, the threat to
increase ballistic missile range
may force the Europeans to abandon attempts to mediate between
Iran and the United States.
If that is the outcome, it will not
be the first time that the IRGC has
demonstrated its self-defeating
approach to diplomacy.

Palestine and the Iranian project
Ali al-Amin
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T

he commander of the
Islamic Revolutionary
Guard Corps (IRGC),
Mohammad Ali Jafari,
has been showing off
Iran’s power and influence. His second-in-command
went so far as to boast that Iran
is capable of targeting Europe
because its missiles have a range
of 2,000km.
The Iranian show of force
reflects Iran’s unease with the
way things are evolving against it
regionally and internationally. It
indicates Iran’s readiness to build
a legitimising base for its influence
in the region and internationally
considering negotiations taking
place on a settlement plan for
the crisis in Syria. Jafari clearly
indicated through his description
of Hezbollah’s future role in Syria
and in confronting Israel that the
weapons and role of the Lebanese
militia are Iranian matters.
These declarations by Iranian officials render talk in Beirut about
the need to observe a “dissocia-

tion policy” null and void. Saad
Hariri had required that Hezbollah
agree to commit to this policy before he considered returning to his
role as Lebanese prime minister.
The declarations reveal Iran’s total
disregard for Lebanon’s presidency. When he made his remarks,
Jafari was very much aware of
Lebanese President Michel Aoun’s
position on the “dissociation
policy.”
Iran’s plan in the context of an
eventual settlement in the region
is to duplicate Hezbollah’s model
everywhere in the Arab region.
The model relies on imposing
pairing power. So along with the
official state there would be a
mini-state of the pro-Iranian party
and the army will be paired with
the party’s militia.
The strategy is already operational in Lebanon with the presence of Hezbollah, in Iraq with
al-Hashed al-Shabbi, in Syria with
the national defence forces and
in Yemen with the Houthis. Iran
will try to impose this model as an
essential condition in any future
regional settlement.
At its core, the Iranian model
seeks to maintain a state of
crisis in the countries where it
exists. Local authorities would
be dependent on outside power
balances and that would make it

impossible to build a state based
on a national constitution.
Identity conflicts based on
sectarian discrimination would
continue to rage inside society.
The Iranian model denies the
existence of state authority and
the concept of a united national
population. It refuses to accept the
view that a stable state is necessary for political, economic and
social stability.
Iran’s obsession with the Arab
region is essentially rooted in its
own interests. The same is true
of all other countries with an eye
on the Arab region. The region is
viewed only from the angle of others’ narrow interests.
The problem with Iran’s policies
for the region, however, is to be
found in the structuring principles of the Iranian project for the
Arab region. In the last couple of
decades, we have come to know
quite a lot about this project and
its instruments. Iran has based
its influence abroad on breaking
apart targeted societies by investing in sectarian strife.
This is normal since the ideological basis for the regime in Iran,
and which the IRGC is promoting abroad, relies on sectarian
specificity. It refuses allegiance
to the concepts of a nation or a
country and insists on allegiance

to Iranian ideology and its central
figure, Supreme Leader Ayatollah
Ali Khamenei.
Iranian ideology may take different forms and shapes depending
on the targeted societies but its
objective remains the same. For
example, the Iranian regime has
used the struggle against Israel
not as an opportunity to foster
unity in the Palestinian camp but
to garner power for its project for
the Arab region and the world.
Thus, the Palestinian question
has been used at the service of
the Iranian project rather than the
Iranian project being put in place
to serve the Palestinian struggle.
Iran had tried to ensure its
presence along some border with

At its core, the
Iranian model seeks
to maintain a state
of crisis in the
countries where
it exists.

Israel or inside the Palestinian territories. To do so, it was necessary
to eliminate resistance on the field
that does not accept allegiance
to Iran. This is what happened in
Lebanon with Syrian support from
1985-91. It also happened inside
the Palestinian territories by driving a wedge of discord among the
Palestinians themselves.
The Iranian regime did everything it could to smear former
Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat
and take away his historical role
as bearer of the movement for an
independent Palestine. After Arafat’s death in 2004, Iran continued
its dirty deeds. Iran has always
championed armed resistance in
the Palestinian territories. It was
discovered that the primary objective of that policy was serving
Iranian interests. For the Palestinians, it only brought more misery
and a regression of their cause.
When Israel bombed Gaza in
2008 and nearly wiped it out, the
Iranian regime was of course mad
and put on the usual indignation
show but when Syrian President
Bashar Assad was nearly pushed
out of Syria, the Iranian regime
rushed to his rescue. Once again,
the Iranian project comes first.
The Palestinian question exists
only to serve the sinister goals of
that project.
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Trump’s foot-in-mouth attack
on the phone to Erdogan

Tom Regan

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

Whatever the reason
for Trump’s sudden
promise to Erdogan,
it’s a fair bet the
Turkish president
won’t let him
forget it.

U

S President Donald
Trump has this
really bad habit. He
tends to tell whomever he is talking
to at any particular
moment whatever
they want to hear and he seems to
do this without bothering to notify
anyone on his staff or in affected
government departments that he’s
changing significant policies.
This can cause headaches for ordinary people but if you’re president
of the United States it can cause
very big problems.
A recent example of the Trumpian
desire to please whomever he is
talking to occurred November 24
during a conversation with Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan.
Ostensibly the two men were to
talk about the situation in Syria and
the conference being organised by
Russia, Turkey and Iran. During the
conversation, however, Trump apparently promised Erdogan that he
would cut off supplies of weapons
to the People’s Protection Units
(YPG) and other Kurdish militias
fighting the Islamic State (ISIS)
since the extremist group had been
defeated in Raqqa, Syria.
Turkish government officials
seized on Trump’s promise and
Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu
excitedly rushed to tell the
Turkish press and, through them,
the world’s media. The Turks
consider the YPG and similar Syrian
Kurdish militias to be terrorist organisations, like their counterparts
in Turkey, the Kurdistan Workers’
Party (PKK). They were overjoyed.
There was only one problem:
Trump had failed to notify his
national security staff members, the
State Department and the Pentagon
of this plan to stop supplying the
YPG, which had been the United
States’ most dependable ally in the
battle against ISIS.
When contacted by the US media,
no American government official
said anything about the president’s
statement for the first few hours.
Finally, a statement was released. It
said the United States was “reviewing pending adjustments to military

Eager to please. US President Donald Trump (R) reaches to shake the hand of Turkish President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan before a meeting during the 72nd UN General Assembly, on September 21.
support” of its allies in the region,
such as the YPG.
Three days after Trump’s conversation with Erdogan, the Pentagon
announced the United States would
continue supporting the Syrian
Democratic Forces (SDF), a group
that includes the YPG. Tossing an
olive branch to the Turkish government, however, the Pentagon said
that any weapons supplied to the
SDF would be “limited, missionspecific and provided incrementally
to achieve military objectives.” That
was Pentagon-speak for: “The president goofed up and we’re going to
continue to do what we were doing
before.”
Turkish officials were, of course,
livid. They insisted that the United
States follow through on Trump’s
promise and cease to arm a group
they consider a terrorist organisation. Editorials in Turkish newspapers called on Trump to “show
leadership and stand by his words.”

Welcome to the chaotic world of
Trumpspeak, Turkey, where up is
down, down is up and the president
of the United States changes important government policy on the spur
of the moment without bothering to
tell anybody about it. This has happened numerous times in the past
year, on issues such as transgender
soldiers, blocking refugees from
certain countries and relations with
important allies.
There is an additional problem
with Trump and Turkey, however.
It is not clear what prompted his
promise to Erdogan. Was it a tendency to want to please the person
to whom he is talking? Or was it
concern about Trump business
interests in Turkey?
In the past, Trump alluded to
his “conflict of interest” regarding
his businesses in Istanbul. He did
so specifically during an interview
with Stephen Bannon, then — and
now again — with the alt-right

(AFP)

media website Breitbart.
“I have a little conflict of interest
because I have a major, major building in Istanbul,” Trump told Bannon
during the 2015 interview. “It’s a
tremendously successful job. It’s
called Trump Towers — two towers,
instead of one not the usual one, it’s
two.”
Whatever the reason for Trump’s
sudden promise to Erdogan, it’s a
fair bet the Turkish president won’t
let him forget it. Erdogan may be a
megalomaniac but he’s not stupid.
He’s threatened Trump once before
with removing the Trump Towers
name from the Istanbul buildings.
Then there is always Incirlik, the
base near Adana used by the US Air
Force. Erdogan could use that as a
pawn.
This will not be easily solved and
may weaken the US position at a
time when Russia and Iran, aided by
Turkey, are moving to establish firm
control of what happens in Syria.

US Kurdish policy based on country-specific calculations

Gregory Aftandilian

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

Washington is
pursuing unique
policies towards
each Kurdish
community in the
four Middle East
countries the
Kurds inhabit.

D

espite the general
sympathy many US
officials have for
the Kurdish people,
Washington is
pursuing unique
policies towards
each Kurdish community in the
four Middle East countries the
Kurds inhabit.
In the late 1940s, when US policymakers were deciding whether
to support Kurdish autonomy in
north-western Iran, Washington
sided with the Iranian government, which ended the Kurds’
autonomous republic by military
means. Cold War calculations
trumped whatever sympathies US
officials felt towards the Kurds.
Iran’s territorial integrity was
deemed more important than
Kurdish nationalist aims.
Although the United States is opposed to the Iranian government,
there is no evidence that Washington has been inciting Iran’s
Kurds against Tehran, even though
most Kurds are Sunni Muslims.
Washington does not want another
ethnic/sectarian headache, given
the myriad of existing troubles in
the region.
In Iraq, the United States has
supported Kurdish autonomy
since the early 1990s. After
Saddam Hussein sent his forces
into the north against the Kurds
who had risen — with US encouragement — against his rule after
the 1991 Gulf War and caused a

major humanitarian crisis, Washington helped the Kurds return
to their homes and establish an
autonomous zone protected by US
air power. This was the beginning
of the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG), which has been a US
ally ever since.
After Saddam’s ouster, Washington supported the concept of a
unified but federal Iraqi state that
would allow the Kurds to maintain
their autonomous government as
well as their peshmerga militia,
despite the highly contentious
disagreements between the KRG
and the central government in
Baghdad.
When things came to a head in
September and October after the
Iraqi Kurdish referendum on independence, which the United States
opposed, Washington dithered.
It found itself between two allies
— the Iraqi government of Prime
Minister Haider al-Abadi and the
KRG, both partners in the fight
against the Islamic State (ISIS).
Although the United States
counselled restraint on both sides
and urged them to settle their
dispute peacefully, it did not protest when Abadi dispatched Iraqi
forces to seize Kirkuk and adjacent
areas. Nonetheless, the United
States still supports the KRG,
especially now that the Kurds have
back-pedalled from their independence quest.
In Syria, US military officials and
special forces have advised and

worked closely with the People’s
Protection Units (YPG), the Syrian
Kurdish militia that proved to be
the most effective fighting force
against ISIS. The YPG joined Arab
tribal forces under the umbrella of
what became known as the Syrian
Democratic Forces but the Kurdish
component dominated that larger
militia.
The United States supported
YPG fighters even though that incurred the wrath of Turkey, which
sees the YPG as an extension of the
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK)
that both Turkey and the United
States have designated as a terrorist group.
Turkey has clashed with YPG
fighters in northern Syria and, in
August, pro-Turkish Syrian rebels
— made up of Arab and Turkmen
fighters — initiated a clash with
US forces in the area, prompting
Washington to issue a demarche to
Ankara.
Partly because of those tensions,
Washington is playing it both
ways. On the one hand, the Pentagon says it plans to keep some US
forces in eastern Syria post-ISIS,
which CNN has reported to number about 2,000, to help stabilise
the situation on the ground and
provide leverage against the Assad
government and the Iranians as
the Syrian conflict moves towards
a political settlement. In addition,
US troops in eastern Syria serve as
a protective shield for the Syrian
Kurds against both Syrian Presi-

dent Bashar Assad and Turkey.
On the other hand, US President Donald Trump reportedly
assured Turkish President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan in a phone call
on November 24 that the United
States would cease arming the
YPG. Although this announcement
took many US officials by surprise
and did not specify a timeline, it
apparently did not mean that the
United States would try to disarm
the YPG. It appears that Washington is trying to preserve its assets
in Syria while seeking to mollify
the Turks.
That the United States has no
plans to take the PKK off the terrorism list and support Kurdish autonomy in Turkey may also be part
of the US strategy to keep Ankara
appeased. However, tensions and
clashes with Turkey could soon
erupt if the Syrian Kurds insist on
a federal Syrian state in which they
maintain their autonomy. In that
situation, it is unclear whether
Washington would stand by the
Syrian Kurds, who are nervous
about the budding Trump-Erdogan
relationship.
There is thus a multitude of US
policies towards the Kurds based
on conditions, assets and crises
in the four countries in which the
Kurds live. Any hopes of the Kurds
for a more coherent and uniform
policy on the part of Washington
that would satisfy their nationalist
aspirations are likely to be disappointed.
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Trump’s far-right retweets draw British ire
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

A

nglo-American relations
appeared to take a turn
for the worse after US
President Donald Trump
retweeted videos shared
by the far-right, anti-Muslim group
Britain First, with many calling for
a forthcoming state visit by the US
president to the United Kingdom to
be called off.
“After this latest incident, it is
increasingly clear that any official
visit at all from President Trump
to Britain would not be welcomed,”
said London Mayor Sadiq Khan,
who had previously called for the
government to rescind an as-yet
unscheduled state visit by Trump.
“The prime minister of our country should be using any influence
she and her government claim to
have with the president and his
administration to ask him to delete
these tweets and to apologise to the
British people,” he added.
Trump’s retweets prompted a
rare admonishment from 10 Downing Street. A statement released by
Prime Minister Theresa May’s office described Trump’s actions as
“wrong” but did not address calls
for a state visit to be cancelled.
In a late-night retweet directed
personally at the prime minister —
but notably sent to the wrong Theresa May on Twitter — Trump said:
“Theresa May, don’t focus on me,
focus on the destructive Radical Islamic Terrorism that is taking place
within the United Kingdom. We are
doing just fine!”
The British prime minister addressed the crisis during a visit
to Amman, saying she was not
afraid to criticise the US president
and reiterating British criticism

of the retweets.
“I’m very clear that retweeting
from Britain First was the wrong
thing to do. Britain First is a hateful organisation. It seeks to spread
mistrust and division in our communities. It stands against common
British decency,” May said.
The anti-Muslim videos retweeted by Trump to his nearly 44 million followers from the account of
Britain First deputy leader Jayda
Fransen purportedly show a Muslim migrant attacking a Dutch boy
on crutches, a Muslim destroying
a statue of the Virgin Mary and an
Islamist mob throwing a teenager
off a roof.
It is believed that the first video
— “Muslim migrant beats up Dutch
boy on crutches!” — was fake news,
with the aggressor in the video not
actually a Muslim or migrant, Dutch
media reported.
The second video — “Muslim
destroying a statue of the Virgin
Mary!” — is believed to show extremist cleric Omar Gharba, suspected of links with the al-Qaedaaffiliated al-Nusra Front in Syria in
2013.
The third video — “Islamist mob
pushes teenage boy off roof and
beats him to death!” — is believed to
have been filmed during the ouster
of Islamist Egyptian President Muhammad Morsi in 2013. Mahmoud
Ramadan was found guilty of the
attack and executed in 2015. Dozens of others were jailed for their
involvement in the boy’s death.
Fransen, 31, has a history of antiMuslim rhetoric and is facing two
trials for religiously aggravated
harassment and for using threatening and abusive language. She was
arrested and fined in 2016 for harassing a Muslim woman wearing a
hijab.
British Muslim groups expressed
concern over Trump’s retweeting

Screechy retweets. The logo of the social networking website Twitter displayed on a computer
screen in London. 									
Britain First content. “This is the
clearest endorsement yet from the
US president of the far-right and
their vile anti-Muslim propaganda.
We cannot give such bigotry a free
pass. We hope our prime minister
and home secretary will distance
the UK from Mr Trump and his com-

A statement released
by Prime Minister
Theresa May’s office
described Trump’s
actions as “wrong” but
did not address calls
for a state visit to be
cancelled.

ments and will reiterate the government’s abhorrence to all forms of
extremism,” a statement from the
Muslim Council of Britain said.
Tell MAMA, a national project
that records and measures antiMuslim incidents in Britain, also
condemned Trump’s retweets.
“Tell MAMA strongly condemns
the actions of Donald Trump as the
politics of Britain First has no place
in our society, given their extreme
view towards Muslims, the Romani and other communities, where
they seek to sow division over dialogue, which promotes a vision of
this country that is at odds with any
sense of common decency, pluralism or religious and cultural tolerance,” a statement said.

(AFP)

“Today is a sad demonstration
of how far extremism has moved
further into the mainstream,” the
statement added.
The furore surrounding Trump’s
retweets led to an urgent question
in parliament, with Home Secretary
Amber Rudd saying the government would not withdraw an invitation for Trump to visit the United
Kingdom but tacitly acknowledging that any visit would likely be
delayed.
“An invitation has been extended
and accepted… [but] the dates and
the precise arrangements have yet
to be agreed,” she said.
Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in London.

Poll shows better image for Russia in
the Middle East as US standing erodes
Thomas Seibert

Washington

P

eople polled across the
Middle East see Russia
as an ascendant power in
the region while the image of the United States
has darkened, a poll indicates.
The survey comes as US President Donald Trump faces accusations of fanning anti-Muslim
sentiments by sharing right-wingextremist propaganda videos on
Twitter.
Russia’s military support starting in 2015 prevented the defeat
of Syrian President Bashar Assad’s
forces. That, along with Russian
President Vladimir Putin emerging
as a potential broker of a deal ending the war and creating a post-war
order, boosted Moscow’s profile in
the Middle East. The poll said majorities of people questioned in
nine countries in the region said it
was important to have good relations with Moscow.
In Turkey, 100% of respondents
said good ties with Moscow were
key, up from 24% in 2016.
The poll, by Zogby Research Services, was conducted in August
and September in Egypt, Iran, Iraq,
Jordan, Lebanon, the Palestinian
territories, Saudi Arabia, Turkey
and the United Arab Emirates with
more than 7,800 respondents who
were surveyed mostly in faceto-face interviews. The poll was
commissioned by the Sir Bani Yas
Forum, convened annually in the
UAE.
“If Putin has done anything, he
has established Russia as a player

in the region,” James Zogby, managing director of Zogby Research
Services and president of the Arab
American Institute, said during the
presentation of the poll at the Middle East Institute in Washington.
Russia gained in the power perception ratings despite its role in
the Syrian war being seen negatively in most countries. Most respondents said they did not think
peace in Syria was possible with
Assad, Russia’s ally, staying in
power.
Good ties with the United States
were seen as more important than
they were a year ago by most respondents. Turkey again was the
outlier with 100% of those asked
saying good relations with Washington were crucial.
“In almost every country the
percentages of those who say it is
important to have good relations
with the United States and Russia
are higher than they were in 2016,”
Zogby said in a summary of the
poll results.
Trump’s stance towards the
Muslim world raised concerns in
the region, the survey suggested.
Most people polled in Egypt (55%)
and pluralities in the Palestinian
territories (44%) and Iran (39%)
said changes under Trump had
been negative.
“The policies of the new Trump
administration towards any area
of the Middle East are seen as positive only in Saudi Arabia, the UAE
and Turkey,” Zogby said. “Egyptians and Palestinians are the
most negatively inclined towards
the Trump policies, with the attitudes of the Lebanese, Jordanians
and Iraqis mixed. Egyptians and
Turks are the most opposed to the

Trump policy towards Iran.”
He added that strong majorities in almost all countries surveyed said they did not believe
that Trump would achieve peace
between the Israelis and Palestinians.
Some perceptions of the US role
in the region have roots that predate Trump’s election by many
years, Zogby said, drawing attention to the US-led invasion of Iraq
in 2003. “I don’t think that anyone
of us will be able to fathom the
depth of the error of the Iraq war
and what it did to the region
and the consequences of basically weakening US standing”
as well as the “unleashing of
Iran,” he said.
Trump has made efforts
to regain the trust of Gulf
Arab countries and a
staunchly
anti-Iranian
stance is the heart of his
Middle East policy. He has
vowed to solve the IsraeliPalestinian conflict. Unconfirmed
media reports said Jared Kushner,
Trump’s son-in-law and Middle
East envoy, is to soon present an
outline of the administration’s
peace initiative.
Trump caused outrage by
retweeting three video clips of the
right-wing UK group Britain First
that purportedly showed violence
by Islamist extremists. One of
the clips, in which a dark-haired
youth attacks a blonde teenager on
crutches and which was presented
as an attack by a Muslim migrant
in the Netherlands, was exposed
as fake by Dutch authorities. The
Dutch Embassy in Washington said
the violence took place between
two teenagers who were born and

raised in the Netherlands.
The other videos show a man in
Islamic clothes smashing a statue
of the Virgin Mary and an alleged
Islamist mob killing a boy. The
New York Times said the clips
showed 4-year-old events from
Syria and Egypt.
Arab-American and Muslim
rights groups in the United States
said Trump was, in effect, calling
on his supporters to attack Muslims; the White House said the
president was trying to draw attention to the importance of border security.

Some perceptions
of the US role in the
region have roots
that pre-date
Trump’s election
by many years.

Another Zogby poll showed favourable opinions in the United
States of Arabs have risen 7% since
July. For Muslims, the increase is
9%, the Arab American Institute
said in a statement announcing the
poll’s December 5 publication.
“A majority of Americans also
hold favourable opinions of both
Arab Americans and American
Muslims. These upticks are the
result of a more positive attitude
among Democrats and Independents in the face of an atmosphere
of heightened xenophobia and
documented increase in reported
hate crimes,” the statement said.
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Oil and gas loom
large in Libya’s
transition from chaos
Mustafa Salheen el-Huni
served as first vice-president of
the Libyan Transitional Council.

L

ibya is once again a
focus of international
attention because of
the bloody activities
of jihadist groups targeting security forces
and oil installations
in the country and threatening
security in the Mediterranean.
Militants affiliated with the
Islamist State (ISIS) and al-Qaeda
would like to prevent Libya from
transitioning from chaos to stability.
If Libya has become a training
ground for terrorists since 2011
and a transit point for traffickers
of all kinds, including migrant

smugglers, it is because of the
country’s failure to negotiate
a successful transition from
a chaos-based state, through
which Libyan dictator Muammar
Qaddafi governed for 43 years, to
a democratic government with
working institutions.
One can argue there were official institutions in Qaddafi’s
Libya but those institutions were
subjected to a pattern of organised anarchy orchestrated by
the previous ruler and could not
ensure any form of viable state
building. Corruption and failed
socio-economic policies planted
the roots of future revolts and
uprisings, which led to the fall of
the regime.
Since then, there has been a
new pervasive state of anarchy.
Former opposition members who
had no government experience or
were for too long either in exile
or in jail could not fill the power
vacuum or manage the country.
The exercise of power turned
into score-settling and civil strife.
The lack of fully legitimate and

In Memoriam

M

ustafa Salheen
el-Huni, an oil
and gas specialist
and former
vice-president of the
Libyan Transitional Council, died
November 27. He was an occasional
contributor to our newspaper.
In memory of el-Huni, we
republish the following column,
which first appeared in The Arab
Weekly in January 2016.

effective institutions, as well as
the proliferation of armed groups,
hampered any peaceful transition.
Large segments of the Libyan
population suffer from insecurity
and a lack of social and economic
services, causing the displacement of hundreds of thousands at
home and abroad.
This state of destructive anarchy has not only jeopardised
the well-being of Libyans but has
been detrimental to the interests
of the international community,
including those of the West.
The approaches followed to
reach a settlement to the Syria,
Iraq and Yemen conflicts cannot be applied to Libya; neither
can the Egyptian and Tunisian
recipes.
Because of its ethnic, regional
and tribal composition, as well as
its political history since independence, especially the more
than four decades of Qaddafi’s
rule, Libya is different from
other Arab countries. To ensure
the transition that Libyans and

the world want, a different approach is needed for this sparsely
populated North African country.
Through their ongoing dialogue,
Libyans are trying to figure that
out.
One particular asset that helps
Libya overcome its travails will
be its natural riches. Oil and gas
exports will be vital factors in the
future stability of Libya, despite
the vicissitudes of the world
market.
Hydrocarbon exports can
finance the rebuilding of military and security institutions
without recourse to loans or
foreign assistance. They can also
provide the revenue the country
needs for economic recovery.
The implementation of economic programmes, especially
infrastructure projects, can start
immediately with steady oil and
gas output.
New income will help finance
the costly effort of collecting
weapons and dismantling armed
militias. Budgets will be needed
to establish secure arms depots,

compensate armed individuals
and groups willing to relinquish
their weapons and retrain revolutionary elements in other skills
beside warfare.
The resumption of Libya’s oil
and gas activity will lessen the
country’s dependence on Russian gas imports. Reconstruction
will provide many joint ventures
between Libya and foreign countries, including investment and
employment opportunities. It will
spur development and stability in
Libya’s neighbourhood as well.
The full resumption of hydrocarbon exports from Libya will
require some time. The return
to peace and normality will be
an uphill battle requiring vision
and perseverance but it is not
too early to start planning for the
sound use of oil and gas management in Libya once a sustainable
political agreement is reached.
Oil and gas will help ensure a
speedy and sustainable return
from a state of anarchy to a state
of stability, democratic rule and
economic prosperity.

Is lack of economic freedom
holding the Arab world back?

Mark Habeeb

Freewheeling
private sector
economies may lead
to greater gross
national product but
also tend to produce
greater economic
disparity within
societies.

E

“

conomic freedom” is a term
popular with
economists and
policymakers
who favour freemarket systems
and minimal government intervention in economic life. It is also the
basis of neo-liberal economics, the
system that has largely defined the
global economic system since the
collapse of the Soviet Union, although not without pushback. Neoliberal economics, for example, is
the dominant guiding philosophy
behind the policies of the International Monetary Fund and the
World Bank.
Advocates of greater economic
freedom argue that, by allowing individuals to pursue their economic
interests unfettered by government
policies or regulations, societies
can unleash a powerful force for
economic growth. The less government, the more growth; the fewest
regulations, the more innovation; the freest markets, the more
wealth. Or so the argument goes.
The countries of the Arab world
are hardly known as bastions of
economic freedom, as defined by
the movement’s advocates. By
several accounts, most Arab states
are near the bottom in rankings of
economic freedom.
The Heritage Foundation, a conservative think-tank in Washington, annually ranks every country
by economic freedom, based on
rule of law, size of government,
efficiency of regulation and openness of markets. The 2017 Heritage report on economic freedom
classifies only two Arab countries
— the United Arab Emirates and
Qatar — as being “mostly free,” the
same classification that includes
the United States and most European countries. Only Hong Kong,
Australia, New Zealand, Singapore
and Switzerland were deemed
completely free by Heritage.
The rest of the Arab world is
divided among states that are

Chronic problems. A man gestures with a piece of bread during a
protest to demand the government to offer unemployed graduates
jobs in Cairo.
			
		
(Reuters)
“moderately free” (Bahrain, Jordan, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Oman
and Morocco), “mostly unfree”
(Tunisia, Lebanon and Egypt) and
“repressed” — the lowest
category — (Algeria). Heritage did
not rank Iraq, Syria, Libya and
Yemen for obvious reasons.
A Canadian libertarian thinktank, the Fraser Institute, released
a more focused study called “Economic Freedom in the Arab World,”
a project with the International
Research Foundation of Oman. It
painted an equally dismal portrait:
Since the “Arab spring” of 2011,
the report said, “several nations
have implemented limited political change, with Tunisia being the
most successful, [but] little if any
economic reform has occurred and
some nations have back-pedalled
on economic policy, as the data in
this report show. The chronic economic problems that plagued the
region remain in place.”
The authors of the Fraser report
argue there is a direct link between
economic freedom and political
freedom. “Successful political
change hinges on economic suc-

cess and economic freedom for all
people,” they wrote. “If people are
excluded from opportunity and
hope, stability and democracy are
elusive.”
The Fraser report, like Heritage’s,
employs a ranking system and gave
gold stars to Bahrain and the UAE,
both of which scored 8 out of a possible 10. Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon
and Qatar scored 7.6 or higher. The
next grouping included, in ranking
order, the Palestinian Authority,
Oman, Somalia, Saudi Arabia and
Yemen. The poor performers were
Tunisia, Egypt, Morocco, Djibouti,
Mauritania and the Comoros. The
utter failures were Sudan, Iraq,
Algeria, Libya and Syria.
Although the Fraser analysts
used similar criteria to Heritage,
their results clearly diverge and
in some cases are downright baffling: Does Somalia really have a
freer economy than Saudi Arabia
and Tunisia? Would anyone rather
open a business in Mogadishu than
Riyadh?
Such peculiarities demonstrate
the limits of ranking systems. There
is just too much that is not taken

into account, too many factors that
are not comparable between two or
more countries.
There is a broader question, as
well. Most people would agree that
allowing private businesses the
freedom to innovate, take risks and
grow is a good thing. Most people
would agree that rampant corruption, burdensome bureaucracies
and flimsy legal systems are bad
things. However, the neo-liberal
agenda — and both reports are essentially measurements of countries’ adoption of neo-liberalism
— is not a panacea. Far from it.
The kind of freewheeling private
sector economies that Heritage and
Fraser promote may lead to greater
gross national product but also
tend to produce greater economic
disparity within societies. These
economies do not do away with
corruption, they just transform
it. Witness the millions of dollars
in legal corporate donations that
underpin US politics.
The argument for unfettered
economic freedom with only a thin
veneer of government overlooks
many challenges — such as education — facing Arab countries. Will
the private sector build and operate
quality, tuition-free public schools?
What about providing clean water,
public transportation systems and
accessible health care?
It is significant that two of Heritage’s “completely free” economies
are a city-state — Singapore — and
an autonomous territory — Hong
Kong — and the largest on the list —
Australia — has less than 25 million
people.
Make no mistake: Creating dynamic, growing and equitable economies is desperately needed in the
Arab world and the failure by Arab
states in this arena has contributed greatly to the region’s social
and political turmoil. However,
complex problems require complex
solutions, which may include many
of the recommendations of Heritage and Fraser. The conversation,
however, needs to go much deeper.
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Economy
Knowledge Summit in Dubai shows way to
navigate pitfalls of Fourth Industrial Revolution
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Dubai

(Reuters)

A focus on the future. (From L-R) Chief Technical Adviser of the Arab Knowledge Project Hany
Torky, UNDP Assistant Secretary-General Michael O’Neill and MBRF CEO Jamal bin Huwaireb at the
Knowledge Summit in Dubai.
					
(Arab Knowledge Project)
nanotechnology, gene editing, human organ printing, block chain,
media and publishing and fake
news. Debates focused on how
countries in the region could take
advantage of breakthrough technologies to transform themselves
into knowledge societies.
Among announcements at the
Knowledge Summit was MBRF beginning the “Literacy in the Arab
World” initiative to combat and
eradicate illiteracy in the region.
The Mohammed bin Rashid Al
Maktoum Knowledge Awards went
to the Saudi-based MiSK Foundation, Mitsubishi Research Institute
Chairman Hiroshi Komiyama and
Wendy Kopp, founder of Teach for
America and CEO/Co-founder of
Teach for All. The award seeks to
raise awareness of the importance
of knowledge and to recognise most
notable efforts and achievements of
individuals and institutions to promote knowledge-centric societies.

Arab governments
were urged to develop
their operations to suit
the changes brought by
the digital revolution.

The results of the first Global
Knowledge Index, an initiative by
MBRF in collaboration with UN
Development Programme (UNDP)
covering more than 130 countries,
were announced at the summit.
Switzerland, Singapore and Finland took the top three spots with
the United Arab Emirates leading
the Middle East region at 25th.
The index is based on a combination of higher education; preuniversity education; technical/
vocational training and continued
education; information and communication technology; scientific
research and innovation; and economics in addition to a general indicator of enabling environments.
The index considers 133 variables covering vital sectors in the
country, such as enrolment, graduation and dropout rates in schools;
literacy; unemployment; life expectancy at birth; e-government;
political stability; regulatory and
legal frameworks; patents; privatesector indicators; quality and availability of human resources among
other criteria.
MBRF CEO Jamal bin Huwaireb
said all governments could benefit from the data. He recalled the
UAE’s journey to almost full lit-

eracy, stressing that, though there
were many reasons for the gap between the Arabs and the rest of the
world, at the heart of it was lack of
data.
“Through the Knowledge Index,
we can address the problem of
sector-specific spending. We want
to prove that the seven sectors are
complementary and should actually be treated as one, by which
we can reduce the gap,” Huwaireb
said.
Michael O’Neill, UNDP assistant secretary-general, expressed
excitement about the Knowledge
Project and the Global Knowledge
Index, emphasising the importance of data. “We need data to initiate policies for sustainable development,” he said.
O’Neill said that collaboration
between the United Nations and
the UAE led to initiatives such as
the Arab Knowledge Index, Arab
Reading Index and the Knowledge
Portal — Knowledge4All. “The
next stage in our partnership is the
[memorandum of understanding]
that was signed with MBRF to combat illiteracy,” he said.
N.P. Krishna Kumar is an Arab
Weekly contributor in Dubai.

Jordan seeking to woo Japanese investors
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

J

ordan and Japan are seeking
to consolidate their diplomatic relations by expanding economic cooperation
and facilitating mutual investments through the JapaneseJordanian Investment Initiative.
The initiative, which principally
aims to support Japanese companies expand business to Jordan,
was in response to growing Japanese investors’ interest in taking
advantage of Jordan’s political and
economic stability.
Jordan is tenth in the region in
the ease of conducting business
in the “Doing Business 2018: Reforming to Create Jobs” report published by the World Bank.
“Our aim is to find and create opportunities for Japanese investors
who are seeking a stable environment. Since the Jordanian market
is not big enough, Japanese companies can utilise Jordan as a business
hub for the Middle East and North
Africa market,” said Kazuya Nakayama, president of the initiative.
“The role of the initiative is to
promote business between Jordan
and Japan and when we say business, we mean both ways: from Japan to Jordan and vice versa.”
Nakayama, who visited Jordan
to explore areas that might be of

Algeria’s inflation
rate at 6%
in October
Algeria’s annual inflation rate
rose to 6% in October from 5.9% the
previous month, due to higher food
prices, official data indicated.
Struggling with lower oil and gas
export prices in recent years, Algiers
has approved import restrictions,
causing shortages and higher prices
for some products.
The consumer price index was up
0.5% in October on a monthly basis,
the National Statistics Bureau said.

A

rab countries can play a
big role in the Fourth Industrial Revolution but
to particpate governments need to show the
will to rise to the challenges of the
digital age.
This affirming note was struck
by Jordanian Prime Minister Hani
al-Mulki during opening remarks
at the Knowledge Summit 2017 in
Dubai on the theme of “Decisionmaking in the Era of the Fourth Industrial Revolution.” “The Fourth
Industrial Revolution stands out
because it includes all people, all
societies and governments, unlike
the previous revolutions, which
were limited to certain specific sectors,” Mulki said.
“Arab governments must work to
develop their operations to suit the
changes that this revolution brings
and to channel them to serve Arab
societies.”
The Arab world was among the
early drivers of the scientific age in
philosophy, mathematics, astronomy and medicine but fell behind
during the industrial revolutions
that followed.
Mulki said improving education
was the key to benefit from Fourth
Industrial Revolution technologies.
“We shouldn’t be afraid. We must
develop our capabilities and humanise the technology,” he said.
“We cannot let what happened in
the previous revolutions happen
again… without any contribution
from our end. The UAE has made
great strides in that regard and its
successes are a source of pride for
all the countries of the region.”
The summit — the fourth edition
of this annual event — was hosted
by the Mohammed bin Rashid Al
Maktoum Knowledge Foundation
(MBRF) and brought together leading figures from Arab governments,
the United Nations, researchers and
academics to deliberate on the opportunities posed by the Fourth Industrial Revolution.
The summit covered artificial intelligence, big data, cyber-security,

Briefs

an interest to Japanese companies
such as Dead Sea products, gaming and animation, said “there are
lots of opportunities for both countries.”
“Jordan has been making steady
progress towards economic liberalisation while aiming to nurture
internationally competitive industries and this is an excellent development,” Nakayama said.
There are 304 Japanese-affiliated
companies operating in the United
Arab Emirates, compared to 21 in
Jordan, the Japanese official said,
stressing: “We need a different
strategy for Jordan from that in the
UAE.”

The JapaneseJordanian Investment
Initiative aims mainly
to encourage Japanese
investors to expand
their business to
Jordan.
Nakayama argued that Jordan
enjoys several key characteristics, including natural resources,
highly qualified, educated and
well-trained human resources and
advanced infrastructure in various
fields, making it a favourable partner for joint projects.
“I think the advantage of Jordan
is its people who know very well
the MENA market and my mes-

sage to the Japanese companies is
why you don’t work with Jordanian
companies to get into that market,”
he added.
A Jordan-Japan business forum
was organised by the Jordan Investment Commission and the Japanese-Jordanian Investment Initiative on the sidelines of an official
visit by Jordanian King Abdullah II
to Tokyo in October 2016.
The forum included bilateral
meetings between Jordanian and
Japanese business leaders in the
information technology, animation, games industry, cosmetics
and Dead Sea products, pharmaceutical, tourism and olive oil industries; 26 Jordanian businessmen and 100 Japanese participated
in the forum.
“Most Japanese think that the
Middle East is not safe enough to
do business and changing this perception is the biggest challenge.
Another challenge is to increase
Japanese companies’ interest in
the MENA market as their main focus at the moment is on the Asian
market,” Nakayama said. “As for
Jordanian companies, the biggest
challenge is the determination for
quality control. Japanese market
expects 100% quality control; 99%
is not enough.”
The World Bank report stated
that Jordan had a number of economic strengths, including the
ease in getting electricity, registering a property, trading across bor-

ders and, to a certain extent, paying taxes. However, the kingdom
has a mixed record on protecting
minority investors, resolving insolvency, enforcing contracts, issuing
construction permits and securing
credit.
King Abdullah recently met with
a delegation representing Japan’s
Toshiba Corporation that took part
in the World Science Forum 2017,
the largest scientific event in the
region. Media reports said the Japanese company expressed interest in
investing information and communications technology in the country
and providing training to qualified
Jordanians.
Official figures indicate that Jordan has obtained from Japan about
$1.3 billion in soft loans, grants and
technical assistance. Japan is the
tenth biggest trading partner of Jordan in terms of volume, which is
estimated at $596.2 million yearly,
Global Edge said.
Earlier this year, the Jordanian
Council of Ministers endorsed
measures to ease doing business in
the country and to stimulate the national economy in accordance with
Jordan Vision 2025.
Some 307 Japanese nationals
lived in Jordan as of October 2016
while Jordanian nationals residing in Japan are estimated to be no
more than 155 as of December 2016.
Roufan Nahhas is a journalist
based in Jordan.

Egypt economy
likely to remain
unshaken by
Sinai attack
The mosque attack in Egypt’s Sinai may strengthen the view that
the country needs continued International Monetary Fund support as
agreed a year ago and the economy
is likely to quickly shake off any
negative repercussions, economists
said.
Gunmen carrying Islamic State
flags killed more than 300 worshippers in the attack on the mosque,
the worst such attack by militants in
Egypt’s modern history.
Tourists and investors seem unlikely to be much deterred by the attack, which took place in an isolated
spot far from Egypt’s main tourist
resorts and economic centres.
(Reuters)

Tunisia to lift
bread prices for
first time since
revolution
Tunisia plans to slightly increase
bread prices for the first time since
its 2011 revolution and sell eurobonds worth $593.2 million as it
seeks to slash a budget deficit, an
economic adviser said.
Tunisia is under pressure from the
International Monetary Fund to cut
its deficit and overhaul its economy,
in turmoil since the 2011 toppling of
Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali.
Tunisia is struggling with high
unemployment and foreign investment has dried up since 2011. Militant attacks have affected the vital
tourism sector.
(Reuters)

French defence
minister hopeful
for Qatari sales
France is hoping to strike deals
to sell 12 Rafale fighter jets and armoured vehicles to Qatar when
French President Emmanuel Macron visits the country in December,
the French defence minister said.
Qatar has been strengthening
its military since its ties with other
Arab countries, including Saudi Arabia, have deteriorated.
France, which has carefully
avoided taking sides in that dispute,
is hoping to capitalise on a recent
arms export surge, which included
the sale of 24 Rafale jets to Doha in
2015. The Rafale is made by Dassault
Aviation.
(Reuters)
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All smiles. Saudi girls pose for a group picture as one stands behind a frame depicting King Kong
while attending the first Comic Con Arabia held in Riyadh, on November 25.

(AFP)

Comic art, performance
to reshape entertainment
scene in Saudi Arabia
Samar Kadi

Beirut

W

ith the establishment of a House of
Comedy in Dammam shortly after
the first of Comic
Con Arabia, Saudi Arabia appears
to be promoting comic art and
performance as it reshapes the
cultural and entertainment scene
in the conservative kingdom.
The Dammam Society of Arts
and Culture, supported by the
private sector, embarked on a
project in cooperation with Blacklight Art to raise appreciation for
art and entertainment through an
array of performing arts.
“The aim is to promote Saudi
cultural identity through the
varied and meaningful comedy arts and seize this chance
to present the young talents
and develop creative abilities,” said a news release put
out by the Dammam Society of
Arts and Culture.
“The society seeks to make the
local cultural and social life a
source of inspiration and to keep
the comedy and entertainment
activity in the Eastern Province
on a roll through a collaboration
of efforts that seek a brighter and
better future,” it added.
The House of Comedy, established under a memorandum of
cooperation with Blacklight Art,
will offer comedy shows, including plays, stand-up, specialised
training workshops, plays for
children and plays performed by
women for women.
“This cooperation is meant
to offer meaningful comedy
shows and train nascent talents
in the creative field. The House
of Comedy will have year-round
programmes that include workshops, plays and comedy shows
presented as edutainment offerings catering to all segments of
the society,” said House of Comedy President Talal al-Anzi.
In another show of support for
entertainment, the Saudi General
Entertainment Authority organised a multi-genre pop-culture
convention, Comic Con Arabia,
for the first time in Riyadh as part
of the oil-rich kingdom’s winter
entertainment agenda.

The late-November event at Riyadh International Convention and
Exhibition Centre attracted more
than 10,000 visitors of all ages
who experienced an exhilarating
world of anime, manga, graphic
novels, video games, toys, TV
shows and films.
It brought together creators,
experts, artists and celebrities,
including “Game of Thrones”
and “Justice League” star Jason
Momoa, “Game of Thrones” star
Pilou Asbaek, “Big Bang Theory”
star Kevin Sussman, “Underworld:
Awakenings,” “The Tudors” and
“Lost Girl” star Kristen HoldenRied, “Mother!” star and voiceover
actress for “Legend of Zelda” Patricia Summersett and many more,
said a news release from the Saudi
Ministry of Culture and Information’s Centre for International
Communication.
The large number of Saudi fans
and comic enthusiasts — both men
and women — had opportunities
to interact with their favourite superheroes and take pictures with
them donning superhero-themed
costumes.

The House of Comedy
will have year-round
programmes that include
workshops, plays
and comedy shows.
House of Comedy
President Talal al-Anzi

The event included two cosplay
competitions, discussion panels
with international cosplayers and
voiceover actors, workshops and
e-sport tournaments, in addition
to exclusive collectables inspired
by anime, manga, graphic novels
and video games.
Live performances on the agenda included stand-up comedy by
Kuwaiti comedians Sultan al-Faraj
and Mubarak al-Manea and a musical performance by regional rap
singer Qusai.
The region’s best cosplayers
competed in an exclusive male and
female cosplay competition, for a
cash prize of nearly $2,000 each.
The competitions were judged by
international cosplayers Carlos
Blanchard, Riki LeCotey and Michael Wilson.
A workshop was also held with
expert costume creator Christopher
Donio, who works with the specialty costuming department on film
and television projects, including
“Captain America: Civil War,” “Spider-Man: Homecoming,” “Guardians of the Galaxy Vol. 2,” “Ant-Man”
and “X-Men: First Class.”
Comic Con made its Saudi debut
in February in Jeddah, drawing approximately 30,000 visitors and
more than 200 participants in cosplay competitions.
“Entertainment has reached
very high levels in Saudi Arabia.
Previously, no such public entertainment events were available for
families, no gender mixing and no
amusement or shows that would
last for several days… It is really
amazing,” Mowadda Bakhit, a resident of Jeddah, said in comments
made to Al Arab.
The list of international artists
performing in the kingdom has
been growing, including with US
country singer Toby Keith, who
performed at a men-only concert
in Riyadh in May and American
rapper Nelly, who is scheduled for
another men-only show alongside
Arabic pop-star Cheb Khaled from
Algeria, December 14 in Jeddah.
Apparently, Saudi Arabia, long
dreaded for its lack of entertainment options, is becoming a fun
place as reform sweeps through its
socio-cultural sectors.
The events are organised by the
General Entertainment Authority,
which was set up last year to provide more entertainment options
in Saudi Arabia.

T

he controversy over
a British Muslim
family fostering a
Christian girl has
bubbled up in British
media.
The story claimed
that a 5-year-old Christian girl’s
Muslim foster parents stopped her
from eating pork, told her to learn
Arabic and removed her crucifix
necklace. The authorities in the
family’s London neighbourhood,
however, rejected concerns about
the care received by the child.
So, what’s the reality of Muslim
foster care and adoption?
Every child deserves a stable,
loving home and more Muslims
need to consider fostering or
adopting children in need.

The problems
faced by
Muslim
caregivers in
the West are
hardly limited
to the
United
Kingdom.
Penny Appeal, an online
fundraising platform that has an
adoption and fostering team, said
at least 3,000 Muslim children
go into foster care in the United
Kingdom every year. The group
used a Freedom of Information
request in 2015 to compute the
figures.
Penny Appeal said that half of
the Muslim children in foster care
spend time living in non-Muslim
homes. This is because it is more
likely a Muslim child will be fostered by a non-Muslim caregiver
than the other way around.
Many children in care barely
speak English and are likely to
be placed with English-speaking
families. “Half of the Muslims in
the UK live in London (and) the
largest amount of need is in Croydon and Tower Hamlets,” areas
with large Muslim populations,
said Penny Appeal Adoption and
Fostering Manager Tay Jiva.
She cautioned that it is difficult
to ascertain religious information
about children who need care and
foster families. “A third of local
authorities do not disclose information categorised by religion,”
she said.
How likely is it fostered children
will receive care that considers
cultural and religious heritage?
What of Arabic-speaking refugee
children?
The Fostering Network, a British charity, started the Muslim
Fostering Project to help caregivers better meet the needs of
children they care for.
James Foyle, who oversees
the project, said: “There is not

enough information on the
number of [caregivers] by faith,
just ethnicity. Our work will look
at how services can overcome
challenges of matching children
with families from the Muslim
community. We will be publishing
a report that will summarise our
key findings in March 2018.”
Such considerations would help
in such cases as the Ethiopian
Muslim boy who was placed in the
care of three non-Muslim families. Media reports said the child
had no Muslim friends, did not
know anything about his background and his idea of Muslims
was formed only by what he saw
or read in the news.
As an adult, he said social services did not try hard enough to
place him in a Muslim home and
there were not enough Muslims
prepared to provide foster care in
his area. It was only when he grew
up and started to live independently that he began to investigate his identity and embrace
Islam. Though he said he doesn’t
resent his caregivers, he said it
wasn’t right that he was given no
exposure to his religious tradition.
Some of these issues would be
automatically addressed if Muslim families were more willing to
foster children. When Muslims
do put themselves forward to
become foster parents, there can
be problems, many of them of
perception. A Muslim woman
posted about her personal experience on a fostering website and
described the cultural challenges
of caring for a non-Muslim child.
Her confessions were frowned
upon by other users of the site.
The woman said she was
uncomfortable with her young
female charge showing her legs
and insisted she cover up in public. This also provoked negative
comments.
The problems faced by Muslim
caregivers in the West are hardly
limited to the United Kingdom.
There are examples of good practice further afield, not least in the
United States. The Muslim Foster
Care Association in Michigan has
a support group for foster parents.
It’s an idea that many who work
on the issue say would be useful
in Britain.
The role of adoption and fostering in Islam has been debated.
However, Muslim scholars
point to a Quranic verse that says
God is squarely on the side of
the orphans, especially “those
who swallow the property of the
orphans unjustly.” The Prophet
Mohammad adopted the slave
Zayd ibn Haritha.
Jiva said she has been told by
Islamic scholars that “fostering
is highly commendable and a
blessed thing to do. They say we
are accountable for orphans not
having a home.”
However, the social problems
of including a stranger within the
family remain. These should be
discussed and addressed so more
Muslims come forward to help
children in need.
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Hanaa Malallah, one
of Baghdad’s foremost
artists exhibits in London
Karen Dabrowska

London

H

er work reflects the
plight of Iraqis and her
experiences of sanctions, war and suffering, said Hanaa Malallah, one of Baghdad’s foremost
artists of the 1980s and 1990s. Her
self-portraits and abstract works
are on display in London’s Park Gallery exhibition “From Figuration to
Abstraction.”
Malallah and ten other prominent artists known as the “Eighties
Generation” chose to stay in Iraq
through the Iran-Iraq war (198088) and the Gulf war (1990-91). She
left the country in 2006 during the
second Gulf war after receiving
death threats from militias. She
was working at the time as director of the graphics department at
Baghdad University’s Institute of
Fine Arts.
After she fled Iraq, many of Malallah’s paintings were looted from
her home. Her work in the National
Museum of Modern Art in Baghdad
suffered the same fate. Today, the
museum is a shadow of its former
self with only 200 works on display.
Out of the original collection of
8,000, more than 7,000 were stolen.
The “From Figuration to Abstraction” exhibition features four of
Malallah’s self-portraits. Serious,
reflective, introspective works with
a critical gaze, the oil-on-canvas
self-portrait from 1989 reveals an
intelligent, probing and perhaps
tragic person.
“The self-portraits convey many

layers of thought and concepts,”
Malallah said. “Those in the exhibition are from the time when I was
a rebellious teenager studying art,
eager to learn and acquire skills and
beat my male colleagues at art institutions and at university.”
“Looking in the mirror to draw
myself gave me the experience of
looking at my inner self and then
to materialise my ephemeral reflection in the mirror. In books I saw
many master artists had produced
self-portraits and I had the illusion
I would be a great artist one day.
This did not happen,” Malallah said
modestly, seemingly oblivious to
her success as an artist and professor of art.
In addition to self-portraits, she
has painted portraits of people she
encountered in everyday life. A
painting of a security guard at the
National Museum of Iraq shows the
meeting point of her figurative and
abstract works, which followed her
self-portraits.
“This work is from my first solo
exhibition in Baghdad in 1991, immediately after the USA bombed us
heavily. The title of the exhibition

The exhibition
features four of
Malallah’s
self-portraits from
1989 revealing an
intelligent, probing
and perhaps a
tragic person.

was ‘Documents of visiting the Archaeological Museum/Baghdad’ at
the Saddam Art Centre. This work
was like a prediction as the museum was looted in 2003 when the
USA invaded us,” Malallah said.
The portrait of the guard is clear
but the artefacts that flank him
show the artist’s increasingly abstract motifs. The museum, which
she frequently visited, was formative in Malallah’s development as
a young artist. The portrait of the
guard reveals a delicate appreciation of the person and the artist’s
sensitivity to his feelings. He is
shown between two Mesopotamian
sculptures. One seems to look at
him, suggesting a direct communication between the ancient stone
statue and the contemporary Iraqi.
By 1990 Malallah began to focus
on abstraction, marking the beginning of a period of great creativity.
Her interest in symbols is evident
through her repeated use of the
Phoenician symbol Ayn (eye), a
letter found in Arabic and Hebrew.
This interest continued to develop
and led to her thesis, “Logic Order
in Ancient Mesopotamian Painting,” which she presented for her
doctorate in the philosophy of
painting in 2005.
“There are messages hidden underneath all my abstract art works,”
Malallah said. “I never practise abstraction as pure abstract as is the
case in the West. There are complicated mathematical divisions underneath all the chaotic colours and
shapes. I am exploring the concept
that there is order behind chaos and
vice versa.”
Joe Start, manager of Park Gallery, said the carefully ordered circular symbols and missing spaces

Critical gaze. Self-portrait of Hanna Malallah, 1989, oil on canvas.
(Art and Politics Now)

were early hints of the artist’s fascination with the relationship between order and chaos, a sentiment
that reflected her existence in a turbulent environment.
After leaving Iraq, Malallah had
an art residency at the Arab World
Institute in Paris, after which she
was awarded a fellowship by London University’s School of Oriental
and African Studies (SOAS). She
was invited to take up a fellowship at the Chelsea College of Arts
in London for three years. She now
splits her time between London

and Manama, where she is associate professor of art at the Royal University for Women.
Commenting on today’s art scene
in Iraq, Malallah said: “It is very
bad as all public and private sector
art institutions including galleries
have been destroyed… It is really
gloomy.”
“From Figuration to Abstraction”
runs at the Park Gallery, London,
through January 13.
Karen Dabrowska is an Arab
Weekly contributor in London.

Cairo’s historic Soor el-Azbakeya book market facing uncertain future
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Cairo

W

ooden stalls of
every
colour,
overflowing with
books of every
genre, can be
found in a small alleyway in Cairo.
The Soor el-Azbakeya book market
is facing an uncertain future, however, and booksellers are worried
about their fate.
Borrowing its name from a nearby
public park, the open-air book market has long been one of the literary
centres of Cairo. Over the past century, the city’s most noted writers,

opinion-makers, professors, men
of letters and book lovers have visited the cramped stalls in search of
a new book. The small alleyway was
frequently packed with customers
and shopkeepers had trouble serving all the customers.
Soor el-Azbakeya is only a shadow of its former self. Many bookstalls have closed and few passersby spare more than a glance at the
lonely booksellers. Sales are at their
lowest point in decades, with the
remaining booksellers facing the
prospect of the market closing.
“Conditions have never been
worse in this market in the last century,” said Hassan Tolba, a market
seller in his early 60s. “The book industry is dying here.”

Soor el-Azbakeya evolved naturally in the late 19th century in an
alleyway close to some of Cairo’s
most lively coffee shops, restaurants and bars. These were also the
common meeting places for Egypt’s
intelligentsia and foreigners living
in the Egyptian capital.
This was before the construction
of the Attaba subway station, which
in 1991 forced Soor el-Azbakeya to
relocate to El Darasa, before returning in 1998.
Throughout the 19th century,
booksellers would go to El-Azbakeya district and haunt its coffee
shops, restaurants and bars to sell
their books to a generation of Egyptian writers and academics.
After a day’s work, the booksell-

In jeopardy. A bookseller works at a shop in Soor el-Azbakeya book market.

(Said al-Shahat)

ers would retire to the El-Azbakeya
Gardens where they would display
their goods, using a nylon rope
hung on the park fence as makeshift
shelves.
The presence of the booksellers
at the El-Azbakeya Gardens gates
soon became well-known, with customers visiting from across the city.
Soor el-Azbakeya means “the fence
of el-Azbakeya” in Arabic.
Soor el-Azbakeya came to dominate Egypt’s cultural life, attracting
not only general booksellers but
traders in rare volumes as well. The
list of its customers is endless and
few of Egypt’s most prominent writers, artists and academics of the last
century would not have browsed its
shelves.
Tolba went to Soor el-Azbakeya
for the first time as a 10-year-old to
assist his father with his bookselling
business. Many of the other current
booksellers are second- or thirdgeneration custodians of their family businesses, who are despondent
over the lack of demand.
“Nobody had ever expected this
to happen,” he said. “This market
was the nerve centre of book selling
in this country.”
Soor el-Azbakeya now contains
133 booksellers, a fraction of the
number it had at the height of its
popularity.
In some ways, the deteriorating
conditions of the market reflect the
general decline of Egypt’s cultural
life. At the national level, reading
rates have dropped dramatically,
which is reflected in the very low
sale of books. The digital age has
hurt the business, with many readers preferring to download their
books online — often even for free
on torrent sites — rather than to pay
for print editions.

For Soor el-Azbakeya’s booksellers, the situation is reaching a critical juncture.
“Our market was for years the
only refuge for the poor who wanted to buy books for low prices and
for the cultural elite that could find
books here they could never find
anywhere else,” said bookseller
Ibrahim Zaki.

Borrowing its name
from a nearby public
park, the open-air
book market has
long been one of the
literary centres of
Cairo.
The average price of a book is
between 7-8 Egyptian pounds (4045 US cents) and 150-170 pounds
($8.50-$9.60). However, buyers
with strong negotiating skills can
earn a bargain.
Some of the market stalls specialise in old and rare books, which demand higher prices.
Despite this, sales continue to decline. Zaki said that he is close to the
stage that it was no longer financially viable. Many other booksellers
have already closed and sought jobs
elsewhere.
“There is a bookstall closing in
the market every day amid what
looks to me like a gradual migration
by both sellers and customers,” Zaki
said. “This place could be totally
over in a matter of a few months or
years.”
Hassan Abdel Zaher is a
Cairo-based contributor to
The Arab Weekly.
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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

A mushroom rock formation in the White Desert.								

(Provided by Haitham Salama)

Egypt’s White Desert, a natural
museum of chalk rock sculptures
Haitham Salama

Cairo

T

he White Desert, a dramatic gleaming chalk
landscape in western
Egypt, is rightly deemed
one of the country’s astounding natural wonders.
The secluded area, about 500km
from Cairo, offers unmatched and
inspiring natural sanctuary far from
the noise and pollution of urban
centres.
The White Desert stretches over
300 sq.km west of the Farafra Oasis
between the Nile Delta Valley and
the Libyan border. Arriving there is
like stepping onto a different planet, one where serenity is a major
feature and contact with nature is
unhindered by any of modern life’s
features.
“When you are in the desert, you are entirely disconnected from everything that
shatters the quiet of our life
today,” said Wael Fawzi, an
Egyptian university graduate who visited the desert
recently. “The place is so rich
that you rarely think of anything
other than the beauty that unfolds
in front of your eyes.”
In contrast to yellow-sand deserts
that overwhelm with emptiness
and desolation, the White Desert offers a surreal landscape.
Millions of years ago the desert
was a seabed. Layers of sedimentary rock were exposed when the
ocean retreated and a plateau broke
down. Some stones formations resisted time’s changes, giving the
White Desert its distinct features
and charm.
Limestone figures are seen dotting the chalk-white landscape in

any part of the desert. The mushroom-shaped formations are 3-4.5
metres tall. Wind and sand over
thousands of years fashioned beautiful forms — domes, minarets, castles, rabbits and turtles — that mark
the White Desert.
“These are natural sculptures
that greet visitors wherever they
go in the desert and show that the
work of nature is always more perfect than that of man,” said Ahmed
Salama, an official at the Egyptian
Ministry of the Environment in
charge of conservation. “We are
keen to keep the desert as it is for
future generations.”

The White Desert was declared a
Natural Protectorate by the Egyptian government in 2002, which
banned human activities in or near
the desert.
A trip to the White Desert is not
only about the chalk-white landscape or the alien shapes of rocks
and the beautifully coloured boulders. It is also about the unforgettable times visitors can spend in the
desert.
There are approximately 20 hotels near the desert, suiting all
tastes and budgets.
Many visitors, however, prefer to
camp in the desert. It is a unique experience that makes them an integral part of nature in a place totally safe, with a suitable weather
almost year-round.
Visitors can hire nomadic
people and local Bedouins,
who earn a living by cooking, setting up tents and
selling drinks.
The White Desert is
best viewed at sunrise
or sunset, in the light
of a full moon, which
gives the landscape an
eerie Arctic appearance.
“Sleeping under the
starlit sky of the desert is
quite an experience. One can
observe the changing faces of the
rocks, which take different shapes
and colours, as the sun sinks into
the dusk,” Fawzi said

An unusual rock formation in the White Desert.
(Provided by Haitham Salama)

The White Desert boasts several
natural hot springs, including saltwater springs that offer a healing
swimming experience. The area has
ancient tombs, carvings and caves
left by the Roman civilisation.
Tour operators organise trips to
the White Desert from Cairo and
other main Egyptian cities at affordable rates. The package to the desert
includes safari tours, food, drink
and camping accommodation.
It cost Fawzi, who is a resident of
Cairo, $100 to spend three days and
two nights in the desert, a trip that
he described as “unforgettable.”

The White Desert
was declared a
Natural Protectorate
by the Egyptian
government in 2002.
“You do not visit a place like this
every day,” he said. “Such a trip is
what adventurers and nature lovers
search for.”
Salama
said
approximately
70,000 foreign tourists visit the
White Desert every year, in addition
to more than 200,000 residents.
Visitors are usually accompanied
by guides, such as Ahmed Abdo,
who are familiar with the desert.
Abdo, in his mid-30s, said he has
been guiding tourists through the
different parts of the desert since he
was a child.
“I never met anybody who came
here and did not want to relive the
experience,” he said. “This is one of
the most important sites for safaris
in Egypt and those who love safaris,
adventure and nature will regret not
coming here.”
Haitham Salama is an Egyptian
reporter.

“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.
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, 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.
Amman:
December 5-10
Organised by Ma3mal 612
Think Factory, the Karama
Human Rights Film Festival
includes screening of films,
discussions and debates with
some of the films’ production
teams, seminars, workshops
and MusiKarama, which entails
music concerts and dance performances.
Abu Dhabi:
December 5-23
The Abu Dhabi Food Festival
is a celebration of international cuisine. With events
across Abu Dhabi, Al Ain and
Al Dhafra, the flavour-filled
event features many activities
and concepts, such as street
feasts, fine dining experiences
and cooking demonstrations
by some of the world’s most
celebrated chefs.
Dubai:
December 6-13
The 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 features plays
from the Maghreb, Africa, the
Middle East and Europe. In its
19th edition, the festival takes
place in Tunis and elsewhere in
Tunisia.

We welcome submissions of
calendar items related to
cultural events of interest to
travellers in the Middle East
and North Africa.
A view at Egypt’s White Desert.

(Provided by Haitham Salama)

A view of some rocks at the White Desert. (Provided by Haitham Salama)
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