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Trump’s Jerusalem decision ushers
in new era of unilateralism, uncertainty
to have taken their toll on the ability of the Arab world to mobilise
around virtually any cause, contrary to decades past. Reports said the
Trump administration calculated
that the negative fallout from the
Jerusalem announcement would
be limited. “Trump’s action signals
disdain for the opinion of the whole
Arab world,” Palestinian-American
academic Rashid Khalidi wrote in
the Guardian.

Thomas Seibert

Washington

U

S President Donald
Trump’s decision to
tear up the rule book of
US policy towards the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict ushered in a new era of unilateral action and uncertainty in the
region likely to go beyond the wave
of protests triggered by his plan for
Jerusalem.
By declaring Jerusalem the capital of Israel and by announcing his
intention to move the US Embassy
in Israel from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem,
Trump reversed decades of US diplomatic positions.
“We cannot solve our problems
by making the same failed assumptions and repeating the same failed
strategies of the past,” Trump said
in a televised address on December
6. “Old challenges demand new approaches.”
The shift to US unilateralism
sparked concern during an emergency session of the UN Security
Council two days later. “There is a
serious risk today that we may see
a chain of unilateral actions, which
can only push us further away from
achieving our shared goal of peace,”
UN Middle East Envoy Nickolay
Mladenov said.
US Ambassador to the United Nations Nikki Haley was unapologetic
about Washington’s determination
to go it alone. “Israel will never be,
and should never be, bullied into an
agreement by the United Nations
or by any collection of countries
that has proven [its] disregard for
Israel’s security,” Haley told the Security Council.
Trump spoke of a “new beginning” for efforts to bring peace to
Israelis and Palestinians but did not

Trump’s decision
triggered predictable
bluster and
threatening talk from
radical Islamists.

Damage control. US Ambassador to the United Nations Nikki Haley (R) speaks with Palestinian
Ambassador to the United Nations Riyad H. Mansour during a Security Council meeting on the
situation in Jerusalem, on December 8.		
			
say how he intends to inject new life
into the peace process after handing
Israel an important symbolic victory in the long-running conflict with
the Palestinians. European powers
pressed Washington for details.
Following Trump’s announcement, thousands of Palestinians
protested in Jerusalem, in the West
Bank and in Gaza. Reports said at
least four people had been killed
and more than 200 injured in clashes with Israeli police and in attacks
by Israeli jets on Hamas positions in
Gaza. The air strikes were in retali-

ation for three rockets being fired
from Gaza into Israel. Street protests erupted in virtually all Muslim
and Arab capitals.
Trump’s decision triggered predictable bluster and threating talk
from radical Islamists. Ayatollah
Ahmad Khatami, an ultra-conservative cleric and a leader of the Tehran
weekly Muslim prayers, pledged to
destroy Israeli cities. “If one day
the Zionist regime wants to make a
mistake, we will level Tel Aviv and
Haifa to the ground,” he said.
Despite the tensions created by

(AFP)

Trump’s announcement and the
incitement that followed, the unrest was less intense than expected.
Among Palestinians and Arab public opinion at large, a sense of despair seemed to take hold. Trump’s
initiative could have quashed hopes
of a two-state solution. Results of a
US opinion poll suggested that the
public in at least three Arab countries no longer believes in the possibility of a settlement of the Palestinian problem.
Nearly seven years of strife and
chaos since the “Arab spring” seem

However, the president’s stated
hope that his shock move would
insert new energy into Israeli-Palestinian peace efforts suffered immediate setbacks. Palestinian chief negotiator Saeb Erekat told Al Jazeera
the Palestinians would not talk to
the United States unless Trump reversed his Jerusalem decision.
In addition, Jibril Rajoub, a senior official in the Fatah movement
of Palestinian President Mahmoud
Abbas, said Abbas would not receive US Vice-President Mike Pence,
who is to tour the Middle East later
in December. The White House
warned a refusal by Abbas to meet
with Pence would be “counterproductive.”
Trump’s move has further sidelined the United States in the Middle
East. Once again, Russia has an opportunity to step into the vacuum.
Closer coordination is expected between Moscow, Ankara and Tehran.
Thomas Seibert is
a Washington correspondent
for The Arab Weekly.
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Saleh’s assassination adds new twist to Yemen’s complex war
Mamoon Alabbasi

London

T

he assassination of former Yemeni President Ali
Abdullah Saleh by Iranbacked Houthi rebels
brought new challenges
for the war-torn country and the
region.
Despite having been allied with
the Houthis since 2014, Saleh was
viewed as the person able to help
end the war in Yemen. The conflict
has pitted the Houthis and — until recently — forces loyal to Saleh
against a Saudi-led coalition backing the internationally recognised
government led by President Abd
Rabbo Mansour Hadi.

Neither a military
victory nor a diplomatic
solution appears in the
cards anytime soon,
meaning the threat to
Yemen’s security – and
that of the region – will
continue.

A flexible, if not opportunist,
politician who was previously allied to Saudi Arabia, Saleh was seen
as more likely to reach a deal with
Riyadh than the ideologically motivated Houthis.
In the event of failing to agree on
a truce in Yemen, observers said
that, had Saleh turned on the Houthis, the former president would
have won against the rebels. That
assumption was proved wrong.
His death, as well as the killing
and arrest of many of his loyalists,
gave the Houthis and, by extension,
Iran a stronger grip on Sana’a and
much of northern Yemen.
Politically, the Houthis have suffered a major setback in losing the
backing of Saleh’s supporters. Iran
also lost diplomatic cover in the
death of Saleh and reports exposed
Tehran’s involvement in Yemen,
especially in providing the Houthis
with ballistic missiles that could
reach Riyadh.
Militarily, the rebels have the
upper hand as they pre-empted
Saleh’s loyalists in Sana’a. It remains unknown for how long the
Houthis can subdue the opposing
forces.
“They (Houthis) have defeated

Allies turned assailants. A Houthi rebel fighter stands next to a
defaced poster of former Yemeni President Ali Abdullah Saleh in
Sana’a, on December 4. 				
(AFP)
their only real competitor on the
ground and in doing so have intimidated those who may want to
oppose them in the future,” wrote
April Longley Alley, project director

for the Gulf and Arabian Peninsula
at the International Crisis Group.
In areas that are not under strict
Houthi control, many members of
Saleh’s General People’s Congress

(GPC) party have switched sides
and are backing Hadi’s government.
The United Arab Emirates, which
is part of the Saudi-led alliance,
indicated it would support Saleh’s
son, Ahmed, a former commander
of the Yemeni Army’s Republican
Guard who is based in Abu Dhabi,
against the Houthis.
The divisions between the Houthis and Saleh’s loyalists, however,
won’t necessarily translate into a
military victory for the Saudi-led
coalition as that alliance, too, is riddled with divisions.
Many of Yemen’s anti-Houthi
forces are themselves foes. When
news of Saleh’s death broke, antiHouthi southerners celebrated
with fireworks as the former Yemeni leader had engaged in wars with
them in the past.
Neither a military victory nor a
diplomatic solution appears in the
cards anytime soon, meaning the
threat to Yemen’s security — and
that of the region — will continue.
Mamoon Alabbasi is Deputy
Managing Editor and Online Editor
of The Arab Weekly.
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Trump’s Jerusalem move adds to
uncertainties, further sidelines US
Thomas Seibert and
Mark Habeeb

Washington

U

S President Donald
Trump’s move to boost
Israel’s claim over Jerusalem adds to a growing sense of unpredictability in US Middle East policy
and could accelerate the decline of
America’s influence in the region,
analysts said.
Concrete changes are not expected soon because implementation
of Trump’s December 6 announcement to move the US Embassy from
Tel Aviv to Jerusalem will take
years. The US president made that
clear by signing a 6-month waiver
for the embassy move immediately after his televised statement in
which he officially recognised Jerusalem as the capital of Israel and
said the United States would relocate the Tel Aviv mission.
The most serious consequences
will be felt elsewhere, analysts said.
“The real loser may be the United
States and its role as a Middle East
mediator,” said Perry Cammack,
a fellow in the Middle East Programme of the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace and a
former official on the policy planning staff of US Secretary of State
John Kerry.
“Trump’s Israeli-Palestinian initiative frankly never had a chance,”
Cammack said via e-mail, referring to the Middle East initiative
led by Trump’s adviser and son-in
law Jared Kushner, “but the lasting impact is the further deterioration of America’s relations with its
European allies and Middle Eastern
partners and its ability to impact
political dynamics in the region.”
Trump’s speech came as Russia has an increasingly high profile
in the Middle East. Moscow has
emerged as the driving force of efforts to end the Syrian war and
recently concluded a preliminary
agreement with Egypt over the use
of its airbases by Russian fighter
jets. Russian President Vladimir
Putin is to visit regional US allies

V iewpoint

Gregory Aftandilian

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

Trump wanted to
signal to his
political base that,
unlike past US
presidents, he
honours his
campaign pledges.

Turkey and Egypt on December 11.
Observers said the main motive
for Trump to act on Jerusalem relates to domestic policy, with the
president trying to honour campaign pledges important to his
Christian-conservative and proIsrael supporters. The New York
Times reported that Sheldon Adelson, a pro-Israel casino owner who
supported the Trump campaign
with $25 million, was angry when
the president failed to declare Jerusalem the capital of Israel earlier in
the year.
Trump stressed on December 6
that he saw his initiative at least
partially as a fulfilment of promises
made before the last year’s election.
“While previous presidents have
made this a major campaign promise, they failed to deliver,” Trump
said. “Today, I am delivering.”
Selim Sazak, a Washington-based
fellow of the Delma Institute, a
think-tank in Abu Dhabi, said the
move shows that Trump, under
pressure by an investigation into
suspected links between his campaign team and Russia, is primarily
concerned with his own political
situation. “Donald Trump is trying
to keep control of the conservativeJewish donor class,” Sazak said.
Unpredictability has been a hallmark of the Trump administration’s
forays into Middle East matters
since he took office last January.
While US Secretary of State Rex
Tillerson tried to mediate the conflict between Saudi Arabia and
Qatar, Trump openly sided with
Riyadh, undercutting Tillerson’s
efforts. Tillerson and Defence Secretary James Mattis warned against
tearing up the international nuclear
agreement with Iran but the president presented conditions in October aimed at exactly that. Media
reports said Trump ignored advice
from Tillerson and Mattis in the
run-up to the Jerusalem decision.
The new initiative has thrown a
key US project to forge a broad alliance of Middle East countries
against Iran into disarray, Sazak
said. “Nothing would undermine
that alliance more than the Jerusalem decision did,” he said.
US allies such as Saudi Crown

Risky foray. US Vice-President Mike Pence (R) watches as President Donald Trump signs a
proclamation to officially recognise Jerusalem as the capital of Israel, on December 6.
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin
Abdulaziz (sometimes referred to
as “MBS”) and Egyptian President
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi would find it
hard to argue for Trump’s plan convincingly in their own countries.
“How can MBS or Sisi sell this?”
Sazak asked.
Confusion about what the Trump
administration is trying to achieve
is heightened by his blunt approach
to the role of Jerusalem’s future in
a potential Israeli-Palestinian peace
deal. While former US presidents
avoided statements on the city’s
status, Trump threw away an important bargaining chip, Cammack
wrote. “Trump’s recognition of Jerusalem as the capital of Israel was
diplomatic malpractice,” he said.
“The great negotiator just gave
away a critical symbolic gesture

without getting anything in return.”
A lack of precision in Trump’s
declaration appears to be another
problem. “While it is clear that the
US believes that the final boundaries of Jerusalem are to be negotiated in a peace agreement, it is not at
all clear what part of Jerusalem the

Trump’s main motive
relates to domestic
policy, with the
president trying to
honour campaign
pledges important to
his Christianconservative and
pro-Israel supporters.

(AFP)

US recognises as sovereign Israeli
territory today,” Ofer Zalzberg and
Nathan Thrall, senior analysts for
Israel/Palestine at the International
Crisis Group, wrote in an analysis.
Some observers said the many
unanswered questions after a major policy announcement by a US
president point to a lack of preparation. “I am pretty sure there is no
strategy,” Sazak said, adding he expected more unpredictability from
Trump. “US policy is becoming incalculable.”
Thomas Seibert is a Washington
correspondent for The Arab
Weekly. Mark Habeeb is East-West
Editor of The Arab Weekly and
adjunct professor of Global Politics
and Security at Georgetown
University in Washington.

US president’s foray a case of pure domestic politics

U

S President Donald
Trump’s speech recognising Jerusalem
as Israel’s capital and
his decision to take
steps to move the US
Embassy there represent a major
break from longstanding US policy.
Defying the position of friends
and allies in Europe and the Arab
world, as well as members of his
own cabinet, Trump wanted to signal to his political base that, unlike
past US presidents, he honours his
campaign pledges.
The puzzlement is that the people to whom such a policy would
appeal — evangelical Christians
and more hawkish members of
the American Jewish community — were not clamouring for
recognition of Jerusalem as Israel’s
capital.
Granted, Trump did say to loud
applause at the American Israel
Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC)
conference in March 2016 that he
would move the embassy if elected president but there was no big
push now by AIPAC supporters for
him to do so. People who follow
Middle East events closely, including AIPAC activists, were waiting
for the unveiling of Trump’s plan
for an Israeli-Palestinian peace
deal that had been worked on
by his son-in-law Jared Kushner
and others over many months.

So why did Trump take this position on Jerusalem now? Under fire
over the Russia investigation and
other issues, including his support
for a tax bill that many workingclass Americans who voted for him
see as benefiting the rich, Trump
may have wanted to shore up his
political base. By appealing to the
evangelicals’ unabashed support for Israel, he can show this
constituency that he stands with
them on so-called cultural issues
to deflect concerns about his economic policies.
Trump also likely wanted to
show his base that he remains
the anti-Obama. Hatred of former
President Barack Obama is so intense among his base that Trump
apparently believes he can score
points by pointing out differences
he has with his predecessor. The
Israeli-Palestinian issue is one
such issue, as Obama was very
critical of Israeli Prime Minister
Binyamin Netanyahu and his settlement policies in East Jerusalem
and the West Bank.
Trump may also have wanted
to influence voters in Alabama
towards the controversial Republican candidate Roy Moore in a
special election for a US Senate
seat. Because of allegations that
Moore molested teenage girls,
evangelical support for him had
slipped. Hence Trump, by not only

supporting Moore but by espousing a position on an issue that
evangelicals care about, might energise enough voters to put Moore
over the top and keep that Senate
seat in Republican hands. Former
White House aide Stephen Bannon
underscored Trump’s position on
Jerusalem to a pro-Moore crowd
in Alabama on December 5 when
news leaked that Trump was going
to make the Jerusalem decision.
What about the negative effects
such an announcement might
have on the peace process and
US strategic ties with Arab and
Muslim countries? CNN reported
that Trump’s position on Jerusalem was opposed by Secretary
of State Rex Tillerson, Secretary
of Defence James Mattis and CIA
Director Mike Pompeo but Trump
overruled their advice.
Staunch Trump defenders, such
as US Ambassador to the United
Nations Nikki Haley, pointed out
that he stated that his position did
not preclude Israeli-Palestinian
negotiations over the final status
of Jerusalem nor of borders between Israel and a possible future
Palestinian state. While true, this
nuance is lost among millions of
people in the Middle East because
they focused on Trump’s deference to Israel on the Jerusalem
issue.
Middle East analysts understand

that, if a final peace deal were
reached between Israel and the
Palestinians, which would have to
include Jerusalem, most countries
would recognise West Jerusalem
as Israel’s capital with the Palestinians having some jurisdiction or
custodianship over parts of East
Jerusalem. But why rock the boat
now on an issue so sensitive before
a peace process even gets off the
ground?
Either Trump has convinced
himself that he can manage the issue despite intense anger from Arabs and Muslims or he simply does
not understand the consequences
of his actions. One anonymous
Trump confidant told the Washington Post that Trump “doesn’t
realise what all he could trigger by
doing this.”
Or perhaps Trump is under the
illusion that because the Saudis
and other Sunni Muslim Arabs
share with Israel an antipathy
towards Iran, they might support something very favourable
to Israel. However, with even the
Saudis, with whom Trump and
Kushner have cultivated close
relations, sharply critical of the
Jerusalem decision, Trump should
have recalibrated.
Trump’s “America First” position has come to mean catering to
his political base first and the rest
of the world be damned.
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US decision on Jerusalem
sparks international
Is Trump serving US backlash, protests
V iewpoint

Claude Salhani

is a regular columnist for The Arab Weekly.

interests or Russia’s

U

S President Donald
Trump’s announcement that
the United States
would recognise
Jerusalem as the
capital of Israel
and that the US Embassy would be
moved from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem
is perhaps the most destructive,
hurtful and counterproductive
decision made by a US president in
recent memory. I exaggerate not.
While the moves will upset
millions in the Arab and Muslim
worlds, the full negative effect
will be primarily felt by the United
States.
While generally protecting
Israel’s interests and security,
the United States was perceived
as a viable broker in the Middle
East peace process. That notion
died with Trump’s recognition of
Jerusalem as the capital of Israel.
Trump has given up American
prestige in the Arab world.

With a stroke of
a pen Trump
undermined the
Middle East
peace process
and placed
American
diplomats and
military
personnel in the
area in
great peril.
Trump’s decision places every
American citizen in the region in
danger of retaliation from Islamists
or perhaps even from moderates
irritated by this foolhardy policy.
Do not be surprised if American embassies around the world
become targets of terrorist groups
seeking to avenge the undermining
of the very foundation of Mideast
peace talks. Until now, the status of
Jerusalem, which both Palestinians
and Israelis claimed as their capital, constituted a major negotiation
point in any peace talks.
With a stroke of a pen Trump
undermined the Middle East peace
process and placed American
diplomats and military personnel in the area in great peril. The
US president disregarded calls
from world leaders not to proceed
with his plan, ignoring their pleas
and trepidation about renewed
violence erupting because of the
deluded decision.
Told beforehand by Trump of his
plans to authorise the move, King

Abdullah II of Jordan warned the
American president of “the danger
of taking any decision outside
the context of a comprehensive
solution that establishes a Palestinian state with its capital in East
Jerusalem.”
“Jerusalem is the key to achieving peace and stability in the region
and the world,” the king said.
Palestinian Authority President
Mahmoud Abbas, alerted in a
phone call from Trump, “warned of
the dangerous consequences such
a decision would have to the peace
process and to the peace, security
and stability of the region and of
the world.”
Indeed, the president of the
United States is desperate for a
memorable victory before the end
of the year allowing him to claim
that he has kept one of his campaign promises. Over the several
decades of the Middle East conflict,
many US presidential candidates
made promises to move the US
Embassy to Jerusalem but, once in
office, all refrained from executing
that promise.
Having been unable to implement other campaign promises,
Trump is hoping to deflect criticism by chalking up an easy victory. This is one decision he truly
controls. To move the US Embassy
from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem is a
decision the president can make
without risking red flags being
raised by Congress.
The question of Jerusalem has
long been a very sensitive subject
and remains one of the key issues
in any comprehensive peace accord
between Israelis and Palestinians.
The issue of Jerusalem is more
complex than the US health-care
system. It constitutes one of the
central pillars of any potential
agreement between the two sides
staking a claim to the city.
Just as Jerusalem is key to peace
in the region, it could be the focus
of renewed violence. The question
of the continued occupation of the
Palestinian territories by Israel has
been the one subject that brought
a usually divided Arab world
together.
This decision to move the embassy is likely to give radical Islamist
groups, such as the Islamic State, a
boost of energy.
Finally, a point that should not be
overlooked is the counterbalance
that will emerge because of the loss
of American prestige in the Middle
East, specifically the increase in
Moscow’s influence and of Russian
President Vladimir Putin.
Think about that if you will.
Whose interests is the American
president really serving in this
instance, the United States’ or
Russia’s?

Fait accompli? The proclamation that was signed by US President
Donald Trump to announce that the United States recognises
Jerusalem as the capital of Israel. 			
(Reuters)

Unyielding dream. Israeli border guards remove a Palestinian flag as they take position during
clashes with Palestinian protesters in the West Bank city of Ramallah, on December 8.
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U

S President Donald
Trump’s
announcement recognising Jerusalem as Israel’s
capital drew international criticism and sparked protests across the Muslim world.
The move was met with concern and disapproval from US allies worried about its effect on political stability in the Middle East
and prospects for peace between
Israelis and Palestinians.
Thousands
of
Palestinians
clashed with Israeli security forces in the West Bank cities of Hebron, Bethlehem and Ramallah
December 8 after Friday prayers,
two days after Trump’s decision
was formally announced.
Protesters threw stones at Israeli troops, who responded with
tear gas and rubber bullets. Thousands of Palestinians rallied outside Jerusalem’s al-Aqsa Mosque,
a flashpoint site in the city.
Gaza’s Islamist Hamas rulers
called for a new intifada and a
Palestinian was killed during a
fight along Israel’s border with
Gaza.
Israel’s anti-missile system intercepted a rocket fired from the
Gaza Strip, the Israeli Defence
Forces said in a statement. It
was the second such incident in
two days. A retaliatory Israeli air
strike on Gaza killed two Hamas
militants.
Thousands of people in Turkey,
Egypt, Lebanon, Jordan, Somalia,
Iran, Pakistan, India and Malaysia took to the streets to protest
Trump’s decision. The militant
al-Qaeda network urged its followers to target vital US interests.
Jibril Rajoub, a senior member of Palestinian President
Mahmoud Abbas’s Fatah party
said US Vice-President Mike
Pence was “not welcome in Palestine.” Rajoub signalled that Abbas
would not meet with Pence during the American leader’s scheduled visit this month.
Abbas said Trump had disqualified the United States from its
traditional role as peace broker

in the Middle East conflict. “With
this position, the United States
has become no longer qualified to
sponsor the peace process,” Abbas said in a statement.
The Saudi royal court described
the decision as “unjustified and
irresponsible” and “a big step
back in efforts to advance the
peace process.” Jordanian Foreign Minister Ayman Safadi said:
“There is no alternative to the
two-state solution.”

Thousands of people
in Turkey, Egypt,
Lebanon, Jordan,
Somalia, Iran,
Pakistan, India and
Malaysia took to the
streets to protest
Trump’s decision.

Britain
described
Trump’s
move as “unhelpful” and France
said the United States had sidelined itself in the Middle East.
“I hear some, including [US Secretary of State Rex] Tillerson, say
things will happen in time and
the hour is for negotiations. Until now (the United States) could
have had a mediation role in this
conflict but it has excluded itself
a little,” French Foreign Minister
Jean-Yves Le Drian told France Inter radio. “The reality is they are
alone and isolated on this issue.”
Tillerson said it would be several years before the United States
opened an embassy in Jerusalem.
He said Trump’s recognition of
the city as Israel’s capital “did not
indicate any final status for Jerusalem,” adding that the city’s borders would be left to Israelis and
Palestinians
EU foreign policy chief Federica
Mogherini, who represents the
bloc in the Middle East Quartet,
pledged to reinvigorate diploma-

(AFP)

cy with Russia, the United States,
Jordan and others to ensure Palestinians have a capital in Jerusalem, too.
EU foreign ministers look to
present a unified front before Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu at a meeting in Brussels
on December 11. A senior French
diplomat said it was crucial that
EU governments had a clear message for the Israeli leader.
“What we are going to try and
do is convince our European partners when we meet Netanyahu…
to tell him that what is happening
with the United States is a serious issue for him, Israel and any
peace prospect,” the diplomat
told Reuters.
Russian President Vladimir Putin is to visit Turkey December 11
to discuss developments on Jerusalem with Turkish President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan, Turkish
presidential sources said. Erdogan and Putin have already spoken
by telephone and agreed the US
decision to recognise Jerusalem
as Israel’s capital would have a
negative effect on the region’s
peace and stability.
Russian Foreign Minister Sergei
Lavrov said Trump’s announcement “runs counter to common
sense.” Some analysts questioned
how a fair peace process could be
possible by granting such a major
Israeli demand while seeming to
require nothing in return.
Israel has long claimed all of
Jerusalem as its capital while the
Palestinians see the eastern sector of the city as the seat of their
future country.
US Ambassador to the United
Nations Nikki Haley said Washington remains committed to
reaching
an
Israeli-Palestinian peace accord. She said that
Trump, in his reversal of two decades of US foreign policy, was recognising reality since the Israeli
government and Knesset are in
Jerusalem.
“I understand the concerns that
members have in calling this session,” Haley said at an emergency
meeting December 8 of the UN Security Council. “Change is hard.”
The Arab Weekly staff and news
agencies.
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Houthi rebels tighten grip on
Sana’a after Saleh’s assassination
Mamoon Alabbasi

drove the Houthis from the Red
Sea town of Khokha.
The fallout between Saleh’s loyalists and the Houthis could mean
the rebels will be weaker.
“The Houthis have lost their
popular and political cover. This
is a natural result of their betrayal
and their terror crimes against
your leaders. They (Houthis) will
lose in the (war) fronts after they
lost their popular cover,” tweeted
Faika al-Sayed Ba-Alawi, a leading
member of the GPC.
“The brutality in which Saleh
was executed created huge sympathy for his family and for the
GPC even in areas like Taiz that his
forces bombed for [more than twoand-a-half] years,” tweeted Nadwa
Dawsari, a non-resident senior fellow at the Project on Middle East
Democracy (POMED).
To impose their will, the Houthis
are likely to resort to more brutality.

London

Y

emen’s
Iran-backed
Houthi rebels moved to
consolidate their grip on
Sana’a after forces loyal
to the group killed former President Ali Abdullah Saleh.
Media reports from Yemen said
the Houthis were rounding up
or placing under house arrest officials from Saleh’s General People’s Congress (GPC) party. Dozens
of Saleh’s loyalists, including his
nephew and the head of his party,
have reportedly been killed during
Houthi raids.
Under the guise of cracking
down on corruption, the rebels
have seized the assets of many GPC
members.
Media watchdog Reporters Without Borders said the Houthis detained more than 40 media staff.
“This hostage-taking is typical
of the climate of hostility in Yemen
towards journalists, who are often
targeted in this conflict,” said Alexandra El Khazen, head of Reporters Without Borders’ Middle East
desk.
Among those detained were
workers at the pro-GPC television
station Yemen Today, which has
resumed broadcasting but from
Cairo rather Sana’a. Yemen Today
called on Yemenis to revolt against
the Houthis.
The rebels in Sana’a dispersed
a demonstration by women demanding the body of Saleh for his
funeral. It was not clear where the
Houthis, who have confirmed they
still hold Saleh’s body, intend to
bury the former president.
Yemenis on social media said
they were using alternative systems to bypass a block on Facebook
and Twitter apparently imposed by
the Houthis.
Many Yemenis have been staying indoors and stocking up on
basic goods as clashes between the
rebels and Saleh’s loyalists occasionally flare up. The International
Committee of the Red Cross said
more than 230 people have been
killed in the fighting between the
former allies since early December.
The Houthis staged a mass ceremony to honour militants killed in
fights with Saleh’s loyalists.
Saleh, who was killed on December 4 by rebels in Sana’a, had

V iewpoint

James Snell

is a British journalist.

Thinking he could
manipulate
everyone led to
political problems
for the former
president.

Reporters Without
Borders reported that
the Houthis have
detained more than
40 media staff.

Emboldened. A Houthi rebel raises a gun after the death of
Yemen’s former President Ali Abdullah Saleh in Sana’a, on
December 4.			
formed an alliance of convenience
with the Houthis after they seized
control of the capital in September
2014.
The two sides, which had previously been enemies, joined forces
to topple the internationally recognised government led by President

(Reuters)

Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi, who has
been backed by a Saudi-led coalition since March 2015.
Saudi Arabia called for a Yemen
free of “militias supported by Iran”
and the Hadi government ordered
its troops to advance to Sana’a.
Pro-government troops reportedly

“Houthis are going to rule Sana’a
using fear. They are going to use
that fear with the tribes,” Osamah
al-Rawhani, from the think-tank
Sana’a Centre, told Al Jazeera.
Saleh’s death may have made
the chances of reaching a resolution to the conflict more difficult
as he was viewed as a figure able to
strike a compromise deal.
“Without
his
deal-making
skills, the civil war he helped to
spark and the devastating humanitarian crisis it caused are only
likely to get worse,” Peter Salisbury, a senior consulting fellow at
Chatham House, wrote on the BBC
website.
“With Saleh dead and his allied forces apparently crumbling
in the face of a Houthi onslaught,
the future of Yemen’s conflict looks
grim.”
Adam Baron, a visiting fellow at
the European Council for Foreign
Relations, predicted more violence
to engulf Yemen.
“The latest events only seem
to portend a deepening cycle of
violence, one that pushes any deescalation — let alone peace — even
further away,” he told the website
justsecurity.org.

Key dates
in the life of
Yemen’s former
President Ali
Abdullah Saleh
The Arab Weekly staff

London
— March 21, 1942: Born to a
North Yemen family linked to
the powerful Hashid tribal confederation.
— 1962: Joins the army. Takes
part in the coup that replaces the
Zaidi imamate with an Arab nationalist republic.
— 1978: Following the assassination of President Ahmad
al-Ghashmi, Saleh is elected
president of North Yemen by a
constituent assembly.
— 1990: Steers the country to reunification with the communist
south, becoming president of a
unified Yemen.
— 1991: Angered Gulf Arab allies
by staying close to Saddam Hussein during the Iraqi occupation
of Kuwait.
— 1994: Swept to victory when
southerners tried to secede from
Yemen and drew closer to Saudi
Arabia.
— 2001: Began cooperating with
US authorities after the 9/11 attacks.
— 2004-10: Fought six wars
against northern Houthi rebels,
who, like Saleh, belong to the
Zaidi Shia Muslim minority.
— 2011: Popular calls for him to
step down in January; injured in
an attack in June.
—
2012:
Stepped
down
February 27 after months of
demonstrations against his 33year rule. Despite being forced
to leave office under a Gulf-brokered transition plan, Saleh was
given immunity in the deal and
remained a powerful political
player
— 2014: Allies with the Houthis
— his former enemies — who in
September seized Sana’a and
moved to control other cities
— 2015: Fearing the Houthis are
a proxy for its arch-foe Iran, a
Saudi-led coalition began a military campaign to support the internationally recognised Yemeni
government.
— 2017: End of the alliance between Saleh and Houthi rebels,
who claim on December 4 that
the ex-president had been killed.
(The Arab Weekly and news
agencies)

Saleh’s downfall is hardly the end of an era

T

he death of former
Yemeni President Ali
Abdullah Saleh demonstrates a lot about
the nature of the country’s civil war. Saleh
was killed by Houthi rebels, with
whom he had previously been allied and against whom he publicly
turned two days before.
Saleh, who died at the age of
75, was considered a wily politician, adept at manipulating rivals.
An oft-quoted, though likely
misattributed remark of his held
that governing Yemen was like
“dancing on the heads of snakes.”
Much wry comment ensued after
the pictures of his corpse began
circulating, to the effect that one
of the snakes whose head he had
trampled had bitten Saleh back.
There is a little truth to this.
The civil war is, in part, Saleh’s
creation. After he was forced from
power after decades, Saleh allied
with the Houthis to oppose the
country’s internationally recognised government and was an
important figure in arranging the
rebels’ capture of Sana’a in 2014.

The Saudi-led intervention in
Yemen and the widening of the
country’s civil war followed that
rebellion. Saleh’s involvement
in capturing and retaining the
capital for the Houthis lengthened
the war, in which the rebels have
faced an international air campaign and technological asymmetry. The war created an extensive
humanitarian crisis.
Saleh was not an uncomplicated
ally to the Houthis, even in revolt.
“Saleh’s shifting of alliances is a
political strategy that enabled him
to stay in power for almost four
decades. However, it also led to
his demise,” said Noha Aboueldahab, a visiting fellow at the Brookings Institution’s Doha Centre.
Thinking he could manipulate
everyone led to political problems
for the former president. “Saleh’s
mistake was that he miscalculated
the reaction of the Houthis when
he declared his (re)-alliance with
the Saudis,” Aboueldahab said.
Saleh’s political gamesmanship
strained the relationship between
his allies and the Houthis. “The
tensions between Saleh and the

Houthis had been growing for
quite some time. They did not
happen overnight,” Aboueldahab
said. “Saleh misread these tensions and thought that he could
rely on the support of the Saudis
to stay on top of the political game
in Yemen.”
Saleh declared his opposition
to the Houthis on television on
December 2. This led to clashes
in Sana’a. “Given that the Saudis
are not ‘on the ground’ in Yemen,
Saleh and his loyalists were left to
their own defences to fend off the
Houthis, and they were ultimately
unsuccessful,” said Aboueldahab.
Saleh was killed shortly after his
public break with the Houthis. A
final political gamble had proven
that he had no more luck.
When Saleh’s death was confirmed, much was said about his
generation’s significance. Pictures
of Saleh at the height of his power
circulated, including group shots
of Saleh and other Middle East
leaders, such as Iraq’s Saddam
Hussein and Libya’s Muammar
Qaddafi. His death, it was said,
marked the end of an era.

Onlookers would be forgiven for
thinking this a positive development, believing that it is good
when dictators die and their
attempts at retaining or regaining
power fail.
Aboueldahab is less optimistic
and does not endorse the generalisation. “Saleh does not represent
the ‘last’ of a generation of Arab
dictators,” she said. “[Syrian President] Bashar Assad is still very
much in power, for example.”
The superficial positivity of a
dictator’s demise cannot disguise
something less positive. Rather
than beginning a process of democratisation and the overthrow
of tyranny, the “Arab spring” may
have prompted the opposite.
Thus, the overthrow of the old
men who defined Arab tyranny
may mean less than thought.
In Yemen, Saleh’s death tells of
a violent, chaotic conflict far from
resolution. Across the Middle East
more widely, the death of an old
tyrant means little for a region in
which many suffer under oppression orchestrated by younger
faces.
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Losing lustre. A man walks past the flags of the countries attending the Gulf Cooperation Council summit in Kuwait City, on December 5.

(AFP)

Qatar crisis casts shadow on GCC future
Mamoon Alabbasi

London

T

he
Gulf
Cooperation
Council (GCC) appears
to be passing through its
most difficult moment
with the dispute between
three of its members and Qatar
reaching a climax at the Arab body’s
annual summit.
The summit of the GCC, which
includes Saudi Arabia, the United
Arab Emirates, Bahrain, Kuwait,
Oman and Qatar, was cut to just a
few hours instead of the planned
two-day event.
Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Bahrain, backed by Egypt, in June accused Qatar of supporting terrorism, a charge that Doha denies.
Convened December 5 — exactly six
months since the dispute began —
the summit was attended by only
two heads of state: Kuwaiti Emir
Sheikh Sabah Ahmad al-Jaber alSabah, who was hosting the event,
and Qatari Emir Sheikh Tamim bin
Hamad al-Thani.
Also attending were Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-Jubeir, UAE
Minister of State for Foreign Affairs Anwar Gargash, Bahraini
Deputy Prime Minister Mohammed bin Mubarak and Omani Deputy Prime Minister Sayyid Fahd bin
Mahmoud.
“The leaders’ absence was an ap-

V iewpoint

Iman Zayat

is the Managing Editor of
The Arab Weekly.

Qatar’s role in
Yemen is another
example of the
country’s reckless
opportunism in a
region that is
reeling from
turmoil and
conflicts.

parent snub to [the] Qatari ruler,
Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani
and to Kuwait’s efforts to mediate
an end to the Saudi-led boycott of
the gas-rich nation,” wrote Zainab
Fattah and Fiona MacDonald for
Bloomberg News.
The absence of the sultan of
Oman from the meeting was due
to his ill health but Muscat appears
keen on avoiding being involved in
the dispute, which has divided the
GCC.
Oman had resisted Saudi pressure to reduce ties with Tehran and
Qatar, which has been accused by
the four boycotting countries of being too cosy with Iran.
Another source of contention is
the Qatari Al Jazeera satellite channel, which the Arab quartet accuse
of airing extremist views, a charge
denied by the broadcaster as well
as Doha.
“Al Jazeera, which the quartet demanded be shut down, openly reporting from the summit and one of
its journalists spoke live to Kuwaiti
state radio,” tweeted Gerd Nonneman, former dean of Georgetown
University Qatar.
During the summit, Sheikh Sabah
called for the amendment of the
GCC charter to facilitate resolving
disputes between members. He
also vowed to continue Kuwait’s
mediation efforts.
“We have been stormed in the
past six months with painful and
negative developments… but we

managed to achieve calm,” Sheikh
Sabah said. “Our meeting today is
a reason to continue the mediation
which fulfils the ambitions of our
people.”
It appears unlikely that the GCC
rift would soon be mended. A few
hours before the commencing of
the summit, the UAE announced
it was forming a military and economic committee with Saudi Arabia outside the GCC.
UAE President Sheikh Khalifa bin
Zayed al-Nahyan said in the resolution the committee should “coordinate between the two countries
in all military, political, economic,
trade and cultural fields.”
The proto
col to establish the
coordinating committee was signed
in May 2016 by Saudi King Salman
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud and Crown
Prince of Abu Dhabi Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed al-Nahyan.
“The formal resolution issued
today forming a joint cooperation
committee between the UAE and
Saudi Arabia is no surprise,” Marcelle Wahba, the president of the
Washington-based Arab Gulf States
Institute, told the Abu Dhabi-based
the National.
The alliance signals the formation of a shared regional outlook by
Saudi Arabia and the UAE — along
with Bahrain — that is not shared by
the other three GCC members.
The move “threatens to further
weaken the Gulf Cooperation Council, the Arab world’s only function-

ing trade bloc,” wrote Simeon Kerr
in the Financial Times.
“New dynamics in the relationship between Saudi Arabia and the
UAE could make hoped for changes
in the Middle East more possible
and consequential than before,”
Hassan Hassan, a senior fellow at
the Tahrir Institute for Middle East
Policy, wrote in the National. “Such
dynamics include near uniformity in the way they pursue change,
contrary to before when Saudi Arabia, for example, tended to be more
cautious and less agile.”
Although the GCC, which was established in 1981, is unlikely to be
dismantled soon, its relevance has
diminished. Despite pressure from
Kuwait, the GCC summit did not
even address the Qatar crisis.
The fact that the summit occurred, however, was touted as a
success.
“The symbolic presence yesterday was a clear message that the
summit is the only joint political action between the boycotting countries and Qatar and may not happen
again,” wrote Abdulrahman alRashed, the former editor-in-chief
of Asharq al-Awsat, in an opinion
piece in the newspaper.
“The summit survived despite the
boycotting of all ties with Qatar and
the GCC avoided a total collapse,”
he added. “The Kuwait summit
ended quickly, and Sheikh Sabah
succeeded in rescuing the GCC from
collapsing.”

he 38th Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC)
summit highlighted the
limits of this regional
grouping but the announcement the same day of a
new UAE-Saudi “cooperation and
coordination” mechanism pointed to new possibilities in regional
collaboration.
The unprecedented brevity of
the GCC summit and the low level
of representation at the December
5 gathering in Kuwait City demonstrated the extent to which the
Qatari crisis had put a damper on
expectations from the gathering.
Doha’s unwillingness to seriously address grievances of the
Saudi-led Arab boycott did not
leave much room for hope of
tangible results from the summit. The meeting, which went on
without the participation of the
Saudi, Emirati and Bahraini heads
of state, nonetheless would have
the credit of formally preserving
the existence of the GCC as a functioning entity.
Saudi Arabia and the United
Arab Emirates, the key countries
in the regional grouping, seemed,
however, convinced of the pressing need for a more efficient approach in the face of regional
challenges, not the least of which
is Iran’s pursuit of hostile designs
as illustrated by its support for its
Houthi proxies in Yemen.
It came, therefore, as no surprise that Riyadh and Abu Dhabi
announced a “joint coordination
and cooperation committee” that
would “bolster and coordinate relations between the two countries
in the military, political, economic, commercial and cultural and
other fields dictated by the interests of the two countries.”
“The new Saudi-UAE committee is bound to be seen as an alternative, if not substitute, to the
malfunctioning GCC,” wrote Patrick Wintour, diplomatic editor of
the Guardian.
The strategic vision behind
the UAE-Saudi initiative reflects
a keen awareness of the serious
challenges facing the Gulf region.
It also indicates the political will to
urgently address such challenges.

The Arab Weekly staff

Qatar’s designs in Yemen are opportunistic and dangerous

W

hile much ink
has been spilt on
Qatar’s shadowy
links with the
Muslim Brotherhood and alleged
support for extremist groups, little
has been said about Doha’s intervention in the Yemeni conflict. The
recent assassination of former Yemeni President Ali Abdullah Saleh,
however, put Doha’s meddling in
the war-battered country back into
the spotlight.
UAE Minister of State for Foreign
Affairs Anwar Gargash, on December 2, posted on Twitter that there
was evidence of Qatari attempts
to mediate on behalf of Houthi
militias, which, he said, “will not
succeed because it is against the
will of the Yemeni people.”
The remarks suggest that Qatari
Emir Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad
al-Thani had offered to mediate
a truce between the Houthis and
forces loyal to the former Yemeni
president. The proposal was presumably rejected by Saleh.
While Qatar, through its QNA
news agency, denied the allegations, statements by a member of
Saleh’s General People’s Congress
(GPC) gave further credence to the
claims.
Speaking with Asharq al-Awsat,
GPC member Adel Shujaa claimed
that multiple Qatari officials had attempted to mediate between the
Houthis and Saleh. On the first occasion, the Qatari Foreign Ministry

contacted Saleh’s bureau to propose
mediation efforts. Doha then approached former Foreign Minister
Abu Bakr al-Qarbi and proposed to
host talks on mediation between
the GPC and the Houthis.
These decisions reveal two main
things: First, Qatar’s move was not
made for the sake of peace or to end
hostilities but to slow any action
by Saleh’s forces. Second, Qatar is
desperately looking for temporary
allies amid its crisis with four Arab
countries.
Qatar’s latest involvement in the
Yemeni conflict brings back memories of its murky dealings in Yemen
in 2007, when a ceasefire between
the Yemeni Army and the Houthis
ended the fourth Saada war.
Unsurprisingly, the peace-broker
at that time was former Qatari Emir
Sheikh Hamad bin Khalifa al-Thani.
Qatar’s special rapport with Iran,
which was then accused by the
Yemeni government of backing and
radicalising the Houthis, played a
key role in putting Doha in a comfortable position to mediate.
The Qatari peace plan, which took
shape in June 2007, offered Houthi
leaders Abdulmalik al-Houthi, Abdul Karim al-Houthi and Abdullah
al-Ruzami temporary exile in Doha.
Fighting in the north, however,
did not subside and several Yemeni political groups and officials
condemned the Doha Agreement for
giving the Houthis a respite and leverage over the Yemeni government.
There are also questions relating

to Qatar’s financial dealings. While
Qatar, the Aden-based Madar Strategic Studies stated, was believed
to have sent more than $1 million to
Yemen for reconstruction purposes in Saada, no reconstruction
work took place. It is likely that the
money was channelled elsewhere,
possibly to support and arm Houthi
rebels.
This is supported by a recently
leaked letter that documents the
Houthis’ gratitude to Qatar for its
help. In the letter, which was written, signed and stamped by Badreddin al-Houthi in February 2010, the
Houthi leader acknowledged, with
immense gratitude, the invaluable
support of the former Qatari emir
Sheikh Hamad, who was designated as the “Caliph of Muslims” in
the letter.
The Houthis’ gratitude is understandable: Had it not been for
Qatar’s support, the extremist
group would have been destroyed a
long time ago. The rebels even tried
to return Doha’s favour when its
rift with the Arab quartet erupted,
expressing support and readiness
to cooperate with the country.
Qatar’s foreign policy in Yemen
was not limited to the Houthis. AlIslah party, a political group dominated by the local branch of the
Muslim Brotherhood, also enjoyed
substantial support from Doha.
With that support, the already
powerful al-Islah played a key role
in the uprising that ousted Saleh in
November 2011.

At that point, it was widely
reported that Qatar had funded
pro-Muslim Brotherhood news organisations such as Yemen’s Shabab
and the Turkey-based Belqees TV,
which is owned by al-Islah member
Tawakkol Karman.
While Saleh rejected Qatar’s
attempts to meddle, saying in a
2011 speech that “We derive our
legitimacy from the strength of our
glorious Yemeni people, not from
Qatar,” the tiny Gulf emirate’s policies have left lasting repercussions.
Indeed, Qatar’s destructive
presence goes far beyond its attempts to mediate, finance or forge
alliances. Early last June, the Arab
quartet revealed that, according to
trusted intelligence sources, Qatar
decided to join Operation Decisive
Storm — the military intervention
in Yemen made up of a coalition
of nine African and Middle East
countries — to provide the Houthis
with coordinates of the Saudi-led
coalition. This led to the killing of
several Saudi and Emirati soldiers
in Yemen, the sources said.
Qatar, in the end, has overlooked
several important factors regarding
Yemen: its Arab identity, the threat
it might pose to neighbouring
states, the fragility of the country’s
state institutions and the complex
political and tribal landscape that
exists there. All told, Qatar’s role in
Yemen is another example of the
country’s reckless opportunism in
a region that is reeling from turmoil
and conflicts.
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Trump’s provocative
move on Jerusalem

U

S President Donald Trump’s
recognition of Jerusalem as
Israel’s capital is unwise and
unnecessarily provocative.
The decision runs counter to
every UN Security Council
resolution since 1967 invalidating
Israel’s annexation of East Jerusalem and calling
for an end to its occupation.
It violates the internationally held principle of
the inadmissibility of the acquisition of territory
by war.
It defies global consensus that Jerusalem must
be the capital of both Israel and a future Palestinian state. Why couldn’t Trump have pledged to
support the establishment of the capital of the
future Palestinian state in East Jerusalem?
His decision betrays every promise by the
international community — and guaranteed by
the United States — that Jerusalem’s final status
will be part of a comprehensive settlement of the
Palestinian-Israeli conflict, as specified in the
1993 Oslo Accords.
A city holy to three religions, Jerusalem’s future
is one of the world’s most sensitive diplomatic
issues. Jerusalem has enormous symbolic value
for Jews, Muslims and Christians. Time and time
again, developments related to Jerusalem have
provoked unrest and even violence.
Trump’s unilateral declaration on Jerusalem
cannot reflect genuine US commitment to peace
in the Middle East. It is difficult to see how the
announcement can live up to Trump’s own billing
that it is “the beginning of a new approach to
conflict between Israel and the Palestinians.”
How can it be read as “a long overdue step to
advance the peace process” when the decision
aggravates doubts about US fairness as a broker in
negotiations?
The announcement discredits the Trump
administration’s assertion that it is working hard
to bring both sides together “to achieve a just,
lasting peace.”
Trump announced his decision on December 6
in defiance of international pleas for him to
reconsider and grim warnings about the likely
repercussions. With every passing day, condemnation mounts across the Middle East and
internationally. The world takes a grave view of
US violation of international law, as the UN
Security Council meeting of December 8 made
clear.
The European Union was withering in its
criticism. France, Germany and the United
Kingdom expressed alarm. America’s traditional
allies in the Middle East and beyond warned
against the fallout. Saudi Arabia described the
decision as “unjustified and irresponsible.” The
United Arab Emirates, Egypt, Iraq and Jordan
condemned it. Russia said US recognition of
Jerusalem risked “dangerous and uncontrollable
consequences.”
Even in the United States, there is little support
for tipping the scales towards Israel except from
Trump’s Evangelical Christian, right-wing and
hard-line supporters. A recent University of Maryland Critical Issues Poll stated that 63% of
Americans asked, including 44% of those who
said they lean Republican, said they were
opposed to the transfer of the US Embassy from
Tel Aviv to Jerusalem. A poll by the Arab American Institute shows weak support for the move
even among the most pro-Trump segments of the
US public. A maximum of 33% of Republicanleaning respondents expressed support for
Trump’s decision.
It is obvious that Trump made a consequential
foreign policy decision motivated by narrow
political motives and without consideration for
its incendiary implications in an already volatile
region.
Israel’s uncompromising attitude is cause of
deep despair in the region. It has been expanding
settlements even as it keeps the Palestinians
disenfranchised. Less than half the population of
Lebanon, the Palestinian territories and Jordan
no longer says that a settlement between Palestinians and Israelis is “possible,” polling by Zogby
Research Services indicated.
The Arab world is already torn apart by multiple
conflicts and US recognition of Israel’s claim to
Jerusalem seems to dismiss what public opinion
in the Arab world feels or thinks.
Trump said it is “time for young and moderate
voices across the Middle East to claim for themselves a bright and beautiful future” but his
decision on Jerusalem will leave moderate voices
struggling to be heard. It can only play into the
hands of extremists who will gleefully argue that
the United States and the West are hostile towards
the Arab and Muslim worlds.
Finally, of course, the Trump administration’s
declared commitment to fighting Islamic extremism and Iranian-sponsored radicalism will ring
hollow.
Trump’s move will provide extremists of all
shades with an added argument to wreak havoc in
the region and mortgage its future.

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Ali Abdullah Saleh
created the Houthis and
died by the Houthis

Khairallah Khairallah
is a Lebanese writer.

A

lways looking to balance power in Yemen,
former Yemeni
President Ali Abdullah Saleh was the one
who first helped the
Houthis onto the scene. In fact, he
was the one who gave them access
to Hezbollah and Iran and, starting
in the 1994 civil war, he tried to
use them for political gain. Saleh
won that war thanks to the Muslim
Brotherhood and Salafists.
Saleh was a master of balancing
power to remain in charge. He
didn’t want to be dependent on
just one strong party in Yemen so
he encouraged Sheikh Abdullah
bin Hussein al-Ahmar to form
Al-Islah Party to counter the
influence of the Yemeni Socialist
Party and its secular ideas and
various Islamists and tribal
leaders. Al-Islah was a combination of the Muslim Brotherhood,
Sheikh al-Ahmar’s tribe and
Salafists led by Sheikh Abdul
Majeed al-Zindani. Sheikh
al-Ahmar died in 2007.
By encouraging the Houthis,
Saleh wanted to block the big
Zaidiyyah families, also known as
the Hashimiyya families, including al-Mutawakkal clan and
al-Hamid Uddine clan, which
Saleh never trusted.
His second objective was to
show the Saudis that he could set
up connections with Iran and a
third was to create a force capable
of opposing the Salafist and
Brotherhood’s religious schools
in northern Yemen, especially in
Saada province, the Houthis’
fiefdom. Those schools were
backed by Saudi Arabia.
Many Yemeni officials have
testified that Saleh financed the
Houthis and introduced them to
parliament in the first elections
after the civil war.
Following that period, scores of
Houthis spent many years in
Qom, Iran, and adopted the
“Twelver” Shia ideology, which is
distinct from their traditional
Zaydiyyah ideology. With the
help of Hezbollah, the Iranians
converted a good part of Zaydiyyah society to “Twelver”
ideology.

Saleh had no idea how deeply perverted the Houthis were
by Iran and Hezbollah.
Until 2003, Saleh thought he
had the Houthis eating from the
palm of his hand. An incident in
Saada, however, gave him reason
to think otherwise. After signing
a border treaty with Saudi Arabia,
Saleh travelled by land to Mecca
for a pilgrimage as a gesture of
goodwill towards the Saudis. On
the way, he stopped at Saada and
gave the Friday sermon at its
main mosque. After the sermon, a
Houthi stood up and let out what
is known among Houthis as
sarkha — “the scream.” This
involved shouting: “Death to

By
encouraging
the Houthis,
Saleh wanted
to block the
big Zaidiyyah
families, also
known as the
Hashimiyya
families.

Double-dealing. A Houthi rebel fighter inspects
damage after a reported air strike carried out by
the Saudi-led coalition targeted the presidential
palace in Sana’a, on December 5.
(AFP)

America. Death to Israel. Damnation on the Jews. Victory for
Islam.”
Saleh was shocked to discover
that the Houthis had fundamentally changed. It was clear to him
that the Houthis had become
puppets of Iran. He ordered a
campaign of arrests against
them, igniting the first of six
wars to come with the Houthis.
From 2004-10, thousands of
victims from both camps fell.
Among them was Hussein
Badreddine al-Houthi, brother of
the Houthis’ current chief,
Abdelmalik al-Houthi. Saleh once
told me: “Between me and the
Houthis, there are six wars and
30,000 martyrs.”
Saleh had no idea how deeply
perverted the Houthis were by
Iran and Hezbollah. The Iranians
armed and trained the Houthis
and set up a dedicated communications network for them. Saleh
used these conflicts to sideline
his arch enemy, General Ali
Mohsen Saleh al-Ahmar. He had
probably never wanted to end
the war with the Houthis or
perhaps he couldn’t. Nevertheless, he used them for specific
purposes.
Ahmar was a relative of Saleh’s
but belonged to the Muslim
Brotherhood. He commanded the
strongest tank brigade in the
Yemeni Army. Along with
Hameed al-Ahmar, he took
advantage of the 2011 youth
rebellion in Yemen and staged a
coup against Saleh. That freed
the Houthis from their siege and
practically gave them the
country on a silver platter.
I first interviewed Saleh in the
summer of 2004. He insisted that
I publish the interview in the
Lebanese daily Al-Mustaqbal. In
the interview, he hinted at the
close relations between the
Houthis and Iran and Hezbollah.
By choosing Al-Mustaqbal, he
probably wanted to convey a
message to Hezbollah. The
interview appeared on the front
page in July 2004 right after the
first battles between the Yemeni
Army and the forces of al-Shabab
al-Mu’min.
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over Israeli strikes in Lebanon
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Iran suspects that United States and Russia are working
together to leave Tehran out of any settlement in Syria.

I

ran has been strangely silent
about Israeli air strikes against
Iranian targets in Syria. Recent
attacks were directed at important targets and are clear signs
of an Israeli campaign aimed at
eliminating Iran’s influence in Syria.
There is no doubt the attacks were
cleared by Russia and the United
States.
Israel carried out air strikes on
three consecutive days. The first
was on a major military base at
Al-Kiswah near Damascus. It was
reported that the area is larger than
Beirut and that there were scores
of Iranian military casualties.
The second strike was against
Dumayr Airbase, targeting Iran’s
Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps
(IRGC) and other pro-Iranian
military forces. The third strike hit
the Syrian Scientific Studies and
Research Centre in Jamraya.
The attacks, which certainly will
not be the last, are indicative of an
international consensus that Iran’s
military presence in Syria will not
be accepted.
Iran is clearly worried about this
turn of events against its presence
in Iraq, Syria and Lebanon. Its
calculated silence shows its
apprehension of collusion between
Tel Aviv, Washington, Moscow and
other European capitals to put the
Iranian file on the agenda of the
coming Middle East settlements.
French President Emmanuel
Macron called for disbanding the
pro-Iranian militias of the Popular
Mobilisation Forces (PMF) in Iraq
and Iraqi Prime Minister Haider
al-Abadi is seeking to free the Iraqi
government from the dominance
of the militias — meaning from
Iran’s dominance.
US and Russian military bases are
mushrooming in Syria and Iran
suspects that the countries are
working together to leave Tehran
out of any settlement in Syria.
Washington has announced its

Threats ahead. Iran’s Army Chief of Staff Major-General Mohammad
Bagheri (L) looks into binoculars as he visits a front line in the northern
province of Aleppo in Syria, last October.
(AP)
intention to remain in Iraq and
Syria. Any tacit arrangement
between the superpowers for their
presence in the region must
include a total reduction of Iranian
presence there. Israel was in charge
of delivering that message.
Iran’s silence on Israel’s attacks
becomes all the more intriguing
considering Tehran’s clamour on
anything connected to its influence
in Yemen. Perhaps Tehran realises
that a meltdown of its influence in
far-away Yemen is a harbinger of
worse fates in nearby zones of
influence, so it must be prevented.
Iran’s silence on Syria might be a
malicious tactic but the situation
in Yemen cannot tolerate such a
strategy. Any threat to the Houthis
in Yemen must be dealt with
immediately and radically. Thus,
former Yemeni President Ali

Abdullah Saleh, who was assassinated December 4, and his allies
had to be eliminated.
Tehran knows that, were it not
for the alliance between Saleh and
the Houthis, the latter could not
have spilt out of their Saada
fiefdom in northern Yemen and
spread across Yemen. Saleh had
waged six wars on the Houthis
when he was president but, once
he was ousted, the Machiavellian
former enemy turned into an ally.
Iran had blessed the alliance
even though it hated Saleh. During
the Iran-Iraq war of the 1980s,
Saleh supported Iraqi leader
Saddam Hussein. Iran had always
wanted a foothold next to Saudi
Arabia and, believing the end
justified the means, Tehran felt a
temporary alliance with Saleh was
worth it. Once that goal was

achieved, the means could be
dispensed with.
Iran was definitely behind
Saleh’s assassination. The Houthis
wouldn’t have dared do it without
Tehran’s blessing. Besides, Iran
had to act quickly to deflect
attention from the situation in
Syria and, more importantly, to
prevent a turn of events that would
strike a decisive blow to its
strategic influence in Yemen. The
Houthi militias had to regain the
initiative on the field and, by
eliminating Saleh and his party’s
leadership, they wanted to terrorise any lurking threat to their
dominance.
Iran knows that the battle in
Yemen is far from being over. The
same is true for conflicts in Syria
and Iraq. The difference, however,
is that, in Yemen, Tehran has more
leeway to manoeuvre and force the
rest of the world to acknowledge
its presence, simply by being a
threat to security in the Gulf as well
as to the security of international
maritime routes.
For Tehran, becoming familiar
with the details of Sana’a and its
surroundings is not as important as
ensuring its ability to launch
missiles towards Saudi Arabia. It
has done it before and will continue to threaten to do it again
until Riyadh and the rest of the
world accept Iran as a major player
in the negotiations on Syria, Iraq
and Yemen.
Iranian General Mohammad Ali
Jafari, IRGC commander, was all
talk about thwarting a coup in
Yemen and Iranian President
Hassan Rohani was abuzz about
scoring a great victory against the
“aggressors” of Yemen. In the
meantime, reports piled up of
scores of Iranian casualties in
Iranian bases in Syria targeted in
Israeli attacks. However, nobody in
Tehran is talking about retaliating
against the “aggressors.”

Trump lit slow-burning cultural fuse setting
the tone for Jerusalem speech Rashmee Roshan Lall
is a columnist for The Arab Weekly. Her blog can be found at
www.rashmee.com and she is on Twitter: @rashmeerl.

S

The more dangerous message sought to be conveyed by the video and its wide dissemination
by Trump is the implacable hostility between Islam and Christianity.

ome political events are
volcanic; others are like a
slow-burning fuse.
US President Donald
Trump’s decision to
recognise Jerusalem as
Israel’s capital is a political volcano
but days earlier he lit an interfaith
cultural fuse by retweeting three
anti-Muslim videos originally posted
by a fringe far-right British group.
One of the three videos merits
particular attention because it
appears to assert the inherent
incompatibility between Islam and
Christianity.
The second of the video series
tweeted by the Britain First group’s
Jayda Fransen is frozen on the image
of a heavyset man holding a
demurely white-gowned, bluecloaked statue. A single sentence,
presumably appended by Fransen,
offers a stark indication of the
content: “Muslim Destroys a Statue
of the Virgin Mary!” Even those who
do not click to play the video will get
the gut-wrenching message.
The New York Times, which
examined the video, said it is 4 years
old and the man is an extremist
Syrian cleric, Abo Omar Ghabra.
Ghabra’s actions fit a pattern set
by the Taliban’s dynamiting of the

monumental Buddahs of Bamiyan in
2001 and other conspicuous
attempts by Muslim extremist
groups to destroy representational
art.
The more dangerous message
sought to be conveyed by the video
and its wide dissemination by
Trump is the implacable hostility
between Islam and Christianity. The
video is meant to intensify the
struggle between the iconoclastic
upstart faith founded by Prophet
Mohammad in seventh-century
Arabia and the older religion that
shaped Western civilisation.
How? There is a great and terrible
power in seeing a bearded, apparently Muslim man carelessly, even
triumphantly smashing an icon of
the Christian faith. It is even more
disturbing that he is seen destroying
a symbol of female virtue, an
inspirational figure for Christians
across the world.
Some might say the video and its
retweeting are a slightly more
spiritual version of the inflammatory cover featured by a mass-market, politically conservative Polish
magazine in February 2016. That
didn’t get as much attention or
traction as this video. (Trump didn’t
retweet it and he was still consid-

ered a bizarre, improbable presidential candidate.)
Even so, as this columnist noted in
this newspaper at the time, the
wSieci magazine cover sent a
dangerous and powerful message at
the height of European concerns over
the influx of Muslim refugee men. It
bore the words “The Islamic Rape of
Europe” and showed a white woman
wrapped in the European Union’s
blue flag, her mouth open in a
Munch-like scream while three pairs
of dark-skinned male hands pull at
her hair, clothes, waist and arms.
Both the magazine and the
retweeted video have the same
subtext: the threat of Muslim sexual
dominance over the Christian West.
But Trump’s second retweeted video
also taps into something else. It
reinforces the expectation of a
decisive coming struggle between
Islam and Christianity.
Trump’s former chief strategist at
the White House, Stephen Bannon,
is known to think along these lines.
In 2014, he delivered a Skype
address to a Vatican conference
hosted by conservative Catholic
group the Institute for Human
Dignity. He declared that the
impending conflict needed all
Christians to join together as a new

“church militant.” That was the only
way, Bannon said, to “fight for our
beliefs against this new barbarity
that’s starting.”
The video retweeted by Trump is
supposed to illustrate that “barbarity.” For, to smash a statue revered
by another elicits a visceral reaction.
The retweeted video certainly
does convey a dangerous threat,
albeit at the level of a provincial
cleric in northern Syria. The video
tries to portray such behaviour as an
article of the Islamic faith when it is
anything but. Practices such as
Ghabra’s are not condoned by stories
about the Prophet’s own actions.
When he entered the pre-Islamic
pagan shrine Kaaba in Mecca, the
Prophet is said to have destroyed all
the images of gods but allowed a
painting of the Virgin and infant
Jesus to remain. There are varying
accounts of how he protected that
painting. Some say he covered it
with his hands; others that he
directed it to be left intact.
The painting perished when a fire
destroyed the building in 683, barely
half a century after it was saved.
That story offers not just a
wholesome but a holistic perspective of the Muslim faith’s approach
to other people’s icons.
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Syria’s justice system:
‘working without a
written law’
Suddaf Chaudry

London

T
War jitters. An Israeli F-15 fighter jet takes off at Ovda military air base in southern Israel.

(Reuters)

Israel’s Syrian air strikes risk
renewing escalation as Iran
expands presence in Golan
Nicholas Blanford

Beirut

B

uoyed by the White
House’s strong anti-Iran
animus and concerned
over Iranian moves in
Syria, Israel stepped up
its covert air strikes against targets
there said to be linked to Tehran
and its Lebanese ally Hezbollah.
The targeting expanded from
suspected Hezbollah arms convoys
and storage facilities to include
what were reported to be Iranian
weapons manufacturing facilities
and military bases.
Other than launching anti-aircraft missiles at the intruding Israeli jets, Syria, Iran and Hezbollah have refrained from retaliatory
measures. It is likely that Iran is
looking to the bigger picture of entrenching its influence in Syria as
the war winds down and is unwilling to risk an escalation with Israel
by retaliating for the air strikes.
Early indications are emerging,
however, that Iran and Hezbollah are seeking to expand their
presence near the Golan Heights,
a development that Israel has described as a “red line.”
While neither Israel nor Hezbollah is seeking to begin a war against
the other at this stage, the fluidity of developments in Syria and
the scale and variety of Israeli air
strikes have increased the risk of
a miscalculation that could spiral
into a conflict.
Israeli Ambassador to the United
States Ron Dermer on December 4
told Politico, a Washington publication, that the chances of an imminent war between Israel and
Hezbollah were “higher than people think because of Iran’s continued push through the region.”
In response to the war jitters
across Lebanon and Israel, Hezbollah reportedly placed units on alert
in southern Lebanon and the Bekaa
Valley in anticipation of a flare-up.
Nevertheless, Hezbollah officials
said they were confident they
could handle whatever may arise.
“In our weekly meetings, everyone is very calm,” said a veteran
Hezbollah official in southern Lebanon. “We are completely ready for
anything that happens, whether it
is tomorrow or not for another two
years.”
Also on December 4, Israeli jets
attacked a facility belonging to the
Syrian Scientific Studies and Research Centre (SSRC) at Jamraya
near Damascus. The target of the
attack was unclear although the

SSRC is the Syrian government institution responsible for research
and development of nuclear, chemical and biological weapons as well
as ballistic missiles and advanced
conventional weaponry. The facility was struck at least once before,
in January 2013, when an alleged
convoy of SA-17 anti-aircraft missiles was destroyed.
The December attack on the
SSRC facility followed several
strikes against facilities allegedly
connected to Iran and associated
with weapons development. On
December 2, part of a military base
near Kiswah, south of Damascus,
was destroyed in an Israeli air
strike. Last month, the BBC reported that the facility, which had been
expanded in the past year, was an
Iranian military base.

Adding to the already
volatile mix are
unconfirmed
indications that Iran
and Hezbollah may be
preparing to expand
their presence in the
Golan Heights.
On November 1, Israeli aircraft
targeted a factory in the Hassia
industrial complex in Qalamoun,
north of Damascus. The purpose of
the factory was unclear although
Syrian authorities claimed it was a
civilian copper works.
On September 6, an SSRC facility
near Masyaf in Syria’s Hama province was attacked by Israeli jets,
with several buildings constructed
in the past three years destroyed or
damaged. The site reportedly developed precision-guided, surfaceto-surface missiles.
In the past several months, Israeli officials have focused much
of their warnings about Iranian
ambitions in Syria on allegations
that Iran has established weaponsmanufacturing factories in Lebanon and Syria. The assumption is
that, because of Israel’s air strikes
against arms convoys travelling
from Syria to Hezbollah’s arsenals
in Lebanon, it would be simpler to
manufacture the missiles in Lebanon.
In March, Kuwait’s Al Jarida
newspaper said that two factories had been established by
Hezbollah in Lebanon, one near
Hermel in the northern Bekaa
for the construction of missiles
such as the Fateh-110 family, and
another near Zahrani in southern Lebanon for smaller, more

conventional, armaments.
In August, Israeli media reported
that a missile production facility
was under construction with Iranian supervision east of the Syrian
coastal town of Banias. The facility,
which is visible on Google Earth,
carries the hallmarks of a weapons
production facility. At the time,
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin
Netanyahu accused Iran of turning
Syria into a “base of military entrenchment.”
“It is also building sites to produce precision-guided missiles towards that end in both Syria and
Lebanon. This is something that
Israel cannot accept,” he said.
Under current rules of the game
between Hezbollah and Israel, the
latter is confining its air strikes to
Syrian territory. The one time it
attacked a target in Lebanon, in
February 2014 — a building close
to the Syrian border used for the
transfer of weapons from Syria to
Lebanon — Hezbollah retaliated
with attacks against the Israeli military in the Golan Heights, wounding four soldiers in a roadside bomb
attack.
All the attacks were unannounced at the time, one was belatedly claimed by Hezbollah but
the Israelis understood the message and since then refrained from
strikes inside Lebanon.
However, if the charges are accurate that Hezbollah operates missile and arms manufacturing plants
in Lebanon and if Israel knows their
exact locations, it would be difficult
for the Israelis to ignore their existence. On the other hand, an air raid
against the facilities could compel
Hezbollah to retaliate to preserve
the rules of the game, which raises
the chances of escalation.
Adding to the already volatile
mix are unconfirmed indications
that Iran and Hezbollah may be
preparing to expand their presence
in the Golan Heights given that
combat operations will soon draw
down in eastern Syria with the defeat of the Islamic State.
A senior Iranian and Syrian military delegation recently toured the
area around Khan Arnabeh and Hader in the northern Golan, a Western diplomatic source said.
“The visit was about stationing
Hezbollah in Quneitra [province]
and along the [separation] line
with the Israeli-occupied Golan
Heights,” the source said.
Nicholas Blanford is the author of
“Warriors of God:
Inside Hezbollah’s
Thirty-Year Struggle Against
Israel” (Random House 2011).

he Syrian war is the defining conflict of our time. Six
years in, there is no single
strategy to help the country towards peace and no
single template from which it could
subsequently be administered.
Regarding Syria’s legal infrastructure, there is only a vacuum.
In its report “Surrender or Starve,”
Amnesty International detailed the
plight of approximately 6 million
refugees with no record of birth,
death or marriage.
With judges and lawyers in Syria
subject to intimidation by the regime and jihadist groups and no
clear consensus among the country’s foreign interventionists, agreement on a legal framework for an
emergent Syrian state seems as elusive as ever.
“The current Assad regime is an
authoritarian one that does not view
an independent legal and judicial
system in its favour,” Noha Aboueldahab of the Brookings Institution
said via e-mail. “So, until a new, or
transitional, government is in place,
we will not be seeing much progress
— if at all — in rebuilding Syria’s legal
system.”
“If Syria does not receive an accountable justice system, the costs
will be devastating,” Aboueldahab
said. “Without accountability, without legal redress, without access to
an independent legal and judicial
system, social grievances and violations of civil and political rights will
continue to be perpetrated without
any consequences.”
A report by the International Legal Assistance Consortium (ILAC)
delivered a clear assessment of
how justice is being administered
throughout Syria. Using interviews
with more than 100 Syrian lawyers
and civil society representatives
gathered from within neighbouring
countries, the report centres on a
single recommendation. “It’s important not to start from zero,” said its
author, Mikael Ekman, but to work
with whatever legal system Syria
has in place. What that legal system
might look like is far from clear.
Syria’s legal system is essentially
a patchwork of conflicting ideologies and, by extension, legal frameworks. Amid a general rise in lawlessness, what legal systems that
exist in rebel-held areas are typically
subject to a strict interpretation of
sharia.
Discussing the ILAC report at the
Royal Institute of International Affairs at Chatham House, British
Judge Keith Raynor observed that
“even in opposition-held areas
where sharia law is administered,
judges don’t possess the qualifica-

tions or training for sharia courts.”
Essentially, two legal systems
have become conflated. Judges in
opposition areas, trained in the dispensation of Syrian civil law, find
themselves subject to the rule of the
various rebel militias, pressuring
them to administer religious edicts
that both the judge and the group
appear unclear about.
Conversely, in regime-held areas,
Syrian President Bashar Assad may
remove any judge with a decree,
with no access to appeal. ILAC researchers interviewed judges in Gaziantep, Turkey, during 2016 who
described the government’s increasing use of its executive arm as a form
of intimidation. “I didn’t feel like
I was a judge” was the main sentiment researchers reported among
participating judges.
Raynor described a case in which
a group apparently connected to a
state security agency threatened the
judge in a case against them. The
judge in question was subsequently
forced to flee. Similar instances of
intimidation, allied with the diminishing power of judges, contribute
to a lessening of legal authority
across Syria, Raynor noted.
While judges who remained loyal
to the Assad regime remained in
situ, those who resisted Damascus
reported receiving threats to themselves and their families. Consequently, dozens of judges have left
Syria.
The ILAC report also highlighted
the status of women in the Syrian
justice system, who, in the absence
of official documentation, are in legal limbo. Denied the correct paperwork, the report noted the women’s
inability to report crimes committed
against them or secure official employment.
What official paperwork exists
comes with a price tag. The UN High
Commissioner for Refugees said
marriage and birth certificates cost
$70 and a death certificate costs a
bereaved family $160. Petitioners report officials asking for further payments, which they say will speed
processing. Those who live in rebelcontrolled areas are left with paperwork not accepted outside their own
region.
Compounding the legal difficulties of women living outside of Syria’s bureaucracy are the problems in
reporting sexual violence. Women
talking with British lawmakers determining their response to Syria’s
struggles told of a profound lack of
trust in the legal system.
Syria’s legal system will need rebuilding after the hostilities end.
How that can be achieved without
documentation or faith remains to
be seen.
Suddaf Chaudry is a journalist who
focuses on the Middle East and
South Asia.

Injustice system. Syrian soldiers standing outside a building
that was used by ISIS members as an Islamic court in the town of
Uqayribat in Syria’s eastern Hama countryside.
(AFP)
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Iraqi militias refuse to disarm after ISIS defeat
The Arab Weekly staff

London

L

eaders of Iraqi militias
grouped under the banner
of the government-sanctioned Popular Mobilisation Forces (PMF) rejected
calls to disarm once the Islamic State
(ISIS), which they were formed to
combat, is defeated.
Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi announced the end of the war to
drive ISIS out of the country.
“Our forces are in complete control of the Iraqi-Syrian border and I
therefore announce the end of the
war against ISIS,” Abadi said December 9 at a conference in Baghdad.
“Our enemy wanted to kill our civilisation but we have won through
our unity and our determination. We
have triumphed in little time.”
Many Iraqi politicians have urged
that the PMF disband, a request
echoed internationally by some of
Iraq’s allies, including US Secretary
of State Rex Tillerson in October and
French President Emmanuel Macron
in December.
The 60,000-person PMF was
formed after ISIS routed Iraqi government forces and seized large
areas in northern Iraq in 2014 and
helped push back the jihadists. ISISheld territory, which at one time included 40% of Iraq.
“Any such discussion is rejected
and we do not accept interference
in Iraqi affairs,” PMF spokesman Ahmad al-Assadi said. “Asking for the
dissolution of the [PMF] is like asking for the dissolution of the Iraqi
Army because the [PMF is] a key element of Iraqi security.”
Assadi’s remarks were echoed
by Iraqi Vice-President and former
Prime Minister Nuri al-Maliki. “We
don’t want any country to impose its
will on the Iraqi government and the
brave Iraqi nation,” Maliki wrote on
Facebook.
Disarming the PMF is seen as Abadi’s most difficult test.
The PMF is deeply divisive inside
Iraq and has been accused of promoting Iranian interests and carrying out a wave of abuses.
US CIA Director Mike Pompeo said
he sent a letter to Iranian Major-General Qassem Soleimani, leader of alQuds force, and other Iranian lead-

V iewpoint

Nazli Tarzi

is an independent journalist whose
writings and films focus on Iraq’s
ancient history and contemporary
political scene.

For members of his
faltering coalition,
Abadi is not so
much a threat as a
liability in the way
of PMU
candidates.

Iranian card. Fighters from the Popular Mobilisation Forces wave their flags as they ride on a Humvee in the northern Iraqi region of
al-Hadar, last November.												
(AFP)
ers expressing concern regarding
Iran’s threatening behaviour in Iraq.
“What we were communicating
to him in that letter was that we will
hold him and Iran accountable for
any attacks on American interests
in Iraq by forces that are under their
control,” Pompeo said at the annual
Reagan National Defence Forum on
December 2.
Iran says its presence in Iraq is to
help Baghdad defeat ISIS.
The death toll from violence in
Iraq was at its lowest monthly level
in five years following ISIS’s military
collapse, the UN Assistance Mission
(UNAMI) said. The figures for October and November were the two
lowest monthly death tolls since November 2012.
This past November, 117 civilians
and police officers were killed and

264 wounded in acts of terrorism,
violence and armed conflict, UNAMI
said. The UN mission said violence
in Iraq cost 114 lives in October and
that the total since the start of the
year was 3,229 dead.
Human Rights Watch (HRW) accused Iraqi federal and Kurdish re-

The PMF is deeply
divisive inside Iraq
and has been
accused of
promoting Iranian
interests and
carrying out a wave
of abuses.

gional judiciaries of violating the
rights of ISIS suspects with flawed
trials, arbitrary detentions under
harsh conditions and broad prosecutions. Abadi denied that Iraq put ISIS
suspects on trial without evidence
but did not address other parts of the
HRW report.
Abadi’s government faces the task
of exacting justice on ISIS members
while preventing revenge attacks on
people associated with the group
that could undermine long-term stability.
Iraq’s anti-terrorism laws allow
charges to be brought against a large
number of people, even those not involved in violence but who are suspected of having helped ISIS, such as
doctors who worked in hospitals or
cooks who fed fighters.
Sarah Leah Whitson, director of

HRW’s Middle East and North Africa
division, said that, in acting this way,
“Iraqi justice is failing to distinguish
between the culpability of doctors
who protected lives under ISIS rule
and those responsible for crimes
against humanity.”
HRW researchers estimated that
20,000 people had been imprisoned
after being accused of ISIS membership. The number of prisoners has
overwhelmed Iraq’s weak judicial
system.
An innocent person wrongfully
identified as an ISIS member in
the screening process “may spend
months in mass arbitrary detention
during the course of their judicial investigation,” HRW said.
The Arab Weekly staff and news
agencies.

Iraq’s ruling Shia alliance unravels months ahead of elections

N

otwithstanding the
praise Iraqi Prime
Minister Haider alAbadi has garnered
across newspaper
pages, the State of
Law Coalition he heads is unravelling.
Abadi has done well to preserve a
semblance of control as prime minister before international audiences; beneath the surface, however,
more troublesome issues boil.
The souring of once-amicable
relations between factions that
form Iraq’s governing Shia alliance
speaks to defections many anticipated and the formation of new
political blocs, months before Iraqis
pour into polling stations.
Despite his riding the tide of
victories against the Islamic State
(ISIS), Abadi’s competitors remain
uninspired by his re-election bid.
The ascent of militia outfits has
seen Abadi’s weakness exploited, as
alarming concessions are made to
Iraq’s umbrella militia organisation
— the Popular Mobilisation Units
(PMU). An equal pay bill approved
by parliament bridges the difference in salary between Iraq’s armed
forces and militia groups — rendering the two into equal counterparts.
After all, “there is not a single
bloc that does not have a Hashed
force,” a Badr Corps commander
told the Financial Times in March
2016.
As important as recent victories

against ISIS are, they must not distract from the sea of discontent in
which hope for the future has been
lost. Turning the situation around
rests on a great deal more than
Abadi’s public and international
support.
Abadi’s fiercest competitor is
predecessor Nuri al-Maliki, who
was dislodged from his throne
three years ago. Interestingly, the
two men’s ideological commitment
is one. Both are members of Iraq’s
formerly outlawed Dawa Party and,
though Abadi served as Maliki’s
deputy for four years, he is not immune to Maliki’s scorn.
Since agreeing to step down,
politics for Maliki has become an
exercise in backroom discussions to
promote Iran sympathetic candidates who can surmount Abadi.
These strategies are reminiscent
of Maliki’s 2010 game plan during Iraq’s parliamentary elections,
when Iyad Allawi’s Sunni- and Shiabacked Iraqiya bloc’s slim victory
was rejected by Maliki as unconstitutional.
A simple yet all-important difference however sets Allawi apart
from Abadi: The latter and Maliki
belong to the same political school
while Allawi, though Shia, does
not share any ideology or political
standpoint.
The distinction Western analysts
employ to frame Abadi as respected
and Maliki as feared is useful for
propaganda purposes to protect for-

eign interests but has not protected
Abadi from falling out of favour
with his coalition.
The situation was predicted by
Sunni lawmaker Hamed Mutleg
two years ago when he said “there’s
nothing impossible about Maliki
coming back.”
Western analysts canvassing
for Abadi often stumble down the
rabbit hole for failing to recognise
his unpopularity. For members of
his faltering coalition, Abadi is not
so much a threat as a liability in the
way of PMU candidates. His weaknesses rule him out as a competitor whose tenure and grand plans
for reform have been consistently
ridiculed or derailed.
Another of Abadi’s competitors,
head of the Badr Corps Hadi alAmeri, last year told the Financial
Times that Abadi’s grand reform
promises were “a lie” because they
would not reverse Iraq’s economic
fortunes.
Hanan Fatlawi, another vocal
opponent, underscored Abadi’s
vulnerability, accusing him of failure to impose his will and govern
effectively.
Less than subtle hints peppered
a recent interview given by Ameri
with Al Forat TV, a satellite station
owned by Ameri’s political bloc.
Asked by the presenter if he was
prepared to head the coalition,
Ameri said “the priority goes to our
brother Nuri al-Maliki.”
“Most Dawa MP’s stand with

Maliki… a consensus that ought to
be respected,” he said. “We weren’t
the ones who chose or brought
Abadi into power.”
Behind Ameri’s remarks is a
veiled threat that if Maliki doesn’t
head the coalition, Badr will. The
foreign policy leanings of both
camps are antithetical to US objectives in the country.
Ameri has also warned the United
States that its troops may be forced
out of Iraq by way of parliamentary
decree.
“Not a single soldier” will be
allowed to remain, Ameri told
PressTV, negating the help the
United States has shown militia
units.
The approach of tolerance
Abadi has practised with the United
States, however, has only accelerated his downfall.
The end of ISIS myth that camps
— pro-Abadi and others — propagate
has been exposed as a booster seat
they have outgrown. Instead, rising
factions are seeking new ways that
make their disentanglement from
political life impossible.
The reality is there can be no
eradication of ISIS if the conditions
it feeds off remain.
The present scenario is in many
ways a replay of 2014 after Abadi
— backed by the Americans and
Saudis — replaced Maliki as prime
minister, who will be testing his
damaged political credentials for
the fourth time next May.
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Macron strives to improve ties with Algeria during first state visit
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

F

rench President Emmanuel Macron extended a
gesture of goodwill to Algerians by offering to return the skulls of 37 Algerian resistance fighters killed in the
19th century.
The move, which had been
sought by Algerian intellectuals
and archaeologists, came as Macron looks to strengthen ties with
France’s former North African colony.
Macron described himself as a
“friend of Algeria” and “a constructive partner who wants to strengthen our links” on December 6 during
his first official visit to Algeria as
president.
The return of the skulls and other
efforts, he said, would help the two
countries “turn together towards
the future.”
The relationship between France
and Algeria has long been strained
by its colonial past and a brutal independence war in the 1950s and
1960s. While the two countries are
looking to bolster economic and
security ties, some Algerians said
steps should first be taken towards
reconciliation.
Algerian diplomat Lakhdar Brahimi said Algeria has the right to
ask France to apologise for crimes
committed during the colonial era,
including the killing of an estimated hundreds of thousands of indigenous Algerians.
Algerian War Veterans Minister
Tayeb Zitouni told the state radio
that Algeria expected much from
Macron’s visit “in terms of memory.”
“Algeria will never bargain or

Time to move on. French President Emmanuel Macron greets children in the streets of Algiers, on
December 6. 											 (AFP)
turn the page in relations with
France before the issue of memory
is resolved,” Zitouni said, noting
that apart from the skulls being
returned, Algeria asked France to
share records from the 1954-62 independence war and provide compensation for victims of an atomic
bomb test conducted in the Algerian Sahara.
Despite promising to return the
skulls, Macron gave mixed signals
as to how far France would go to
make amends.
“I know the history but I am not
a hostage of the past,” Macron told

the Algerian daily El Watan, “but
from now on, I hope that we will
turn together towards the future.”
Walking through central Algiers,
Macron was swamped by requests
to approve more visa applications
for young Algerians. One girl drew

Despite losing a share
of the Algerian market
to China, France relies
on Algeria as its top
trading partner in
Africa.

laughs when she shouted from her
balcony: “Mr Macron, you are the
youngest and the most beautiful
president in the world.”
Macron’s approach to FrenchAlgerian relations has been met
with general optimism by many
analysts.
“President Macron wants to be
reformist and an innovator and he
is doing that with much out of sincerity,” commented Algerian daily
L’Expression, which has close ties
to the government, in an editorial.
The government-controlled El
Moudjahid wrote in an editorial

that “while the path to genuine
reconciliation is long and tricky,
more steps will be taken, we are
convinced as the pending issues
are progressively discussed and
treated. Mr Macron’s visit is highly
useful.”
Before his election in June, Macron called France’s colonial history a “crime against humanity” during a visit to Algiers. The statement
prompted a backlash from France’s
far right but won praise in Algeria.
In more recent statements, however, Macron has said he advocates
“neither denial nor repentance,”
stressing that “we cannot remain
trapped in the past.”
Macron called for expanding
trade and investment between the
two countries, saying he would
“encourage our firms to expand
their presence in Algeria.”
Despite losing a share of the Algerian market to China, France relies
on Algeria as its top trading partner
in Africa.
Another issue discussed was the
expansion of French-Algerian security cooperation to counter terrorism.
Paris deployed 4,000 soldiers in
Mali and the surrounding regions
as part of a force to fight extremism but Algeria has not joined the
group. Members of the G5 Sahel
force are to meet in Paris on December 13.
Macron met with Algerian President Abdelaziz Bouteflika for almost an hour before seeing other
Algerian leaders, including military
chief Ahmed Gaid Salah. The day
after the visit to Algeria, Macron
travelled to Qatar, where he met
with Qatari Emir Sheikh Tamim bin
Hamid al-Thani.
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis.

Morocco’s renewed ties
with South Africa likely
to consolidate support
for Western Sahara stance
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

M

orocco’s
renewed
diplomatic ties with
South Africa may
consolidate its efforts
to gather support for
its position on the issue of Western
Sahara, analysts said.
Rabat is expected to send an ambassador to Pretoria — the first in 13
years — after Moroccan King Mohammed VI met with South African
President Jacob Zuma on the sidelines of the African Union-European Union summit in late November.
Morocco recalled its ambassador
to South Africa in 2004 after Pretoria’s recognition of the Sahrawi
Arab Democratic Republic (SADR),
another name for the disputed
Western Sahara.
Morocco annexed Western Sahara in 1975 and maintains it is an
integral part of the kingdom. The
Polisario Front began an armed
conflict with Morocco for an independent state that lasted until the
United Nations brokered a ceasefire
in 1991.
Rabat has proposed a form of
autonomy under Moroccan sovereignty for the vast territory, which
has fewer than 1 million inhabitants. The proposal was rejected by
the Polisario Front, which insists
on the right of the Sahrawi people
to self-determination in a UN-monitored vote.
Fuelling the latest diplomatic
tussle between the Algeria-backed
Polisario movement and Rabat was
South African authorities last May

seizing a Moroccan ship carrying
50,000 tonnes of phosphate to New
Zealand after the Polisario complained it was illegally transporting
cargo from Western Sahara.
The ship’s seizure sparked a diplomatic crisis between Rabat and
Pretoria.
“Mending ties with South Africa
is crucial to Morocco’s offensive to
regain more support among African countries or at least have them
neutral with regards to the Western
Sahara issue,” said Ali Bahaijoub,
editor of the London-based North
South magazine.
“South Africa previously formed
the pro-Algerian axis Pretoria-Abuja-Algiers, but because of the political vacuum in Algeria caused by the
ever-ailing President [Abdelaziz]
Bouteflika and the fall in oil prices,
alliances are shifting in favour of
Morocco being the most important
foreign investor in Africa last year.”
Mountacir Zian, director-general
of the Mediterranean Company of
Analysis and Strategic Intelligence
in Rabat, said the meeting between
King Mohammed VI and Zuma
marked a turning point in MoroccoAfrica diplomacy.
Zuma’s decision is likely to cause
political friction within South Africa’s African National Congress
(ANC), which issued a statement
reaffirming unwavering support for
the Polisario Front and the party’s
international relations officer deplored Zuma’s mending ties with
Morocco.
“The ANC is one of the strongest
supporters of the Polisario Front
in both Africa and internationally
through the socialist networks,
which may complicate the offen-

New strategy. Moroccan King Mohammed VI delivers a speech in the main plenary session of the
African Union in Addis Ababa, last January. 							
sive against the separatist movement,” said Zian.
Morocco has also addressed diplomatic ties with Angola, another
backer of the SADR following a
meeting between King Mohammed VI and Angolan President Joao
Lourenco in Abidjan.
“A new relationship between Morocco and Angola and South Africa
will be important in the sense that
it will bring in a new dawn in Mo-

Rabat is expected to
send an ambassador to
Pretoria — the first in
13 years — after
Moroccan King
Mohammed VI met
with South African
President Jacob Zuma
in late November.

rocco’s relations with southern African countries that have been the
flag-bearers of the Algeria-backed
Polisario’s African diplomacy,” said
Bahaijoub.
“If Morocco manages to placate
them and convince them to remain
neutral, Polisario will be out of the
[African Union] AU sooner than
later,”
Since officially requesting to
rejoin the African Union in September 2016, after an absence of
almost 30 years from the bloc, Morocco has conducted a diplomatic
offensive that has led to a series of
trade agreements, investments and
memoranda, even with countries,
such as Nigeria, Rwanda and Ethiopia that back the SADR.
Bahaijoub said investment is the
new strategy to convince African
countries to move away from ideological divides that had marked African relations in recent decades.

(AFP)

“The AU is heading towards a
more pragmatic approach to southsouth cooperation as new leaders
have realised that only Africans can
help boost their economies and not
European or other powers,” he said.
“South-south cooperation, security
and solidarity are crucial to the future of the continent and the prosperity of its peoples.”
Zian warned that some countries
still supported the SADR despite
Morocco’s investments in them.
“Do not forget the case of Ethiopia, which, despite the signing of a
contract of almost $3 billion for the
construction of a fertiliser plant,
has not changed its position vis-avis the Polisario while maintaining the support and recognition of
SADR,” he said.
Saad Guerraoui is a contributor
to The Arab Weekly on Maghreb
issues.
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Lebanon

Paris conference
tries to help
Lebanon after
Hariri crisis
Sami Moubayed

Beirut

L

ebanese Prime Minister Saad Hariri issued an
international appeal intended to help the country
through its present difficulties as it emerges from a highly
unique political crisis.
The Paris conference, which addressed Lebanon’s “sovereignty,
stability and security,” was opened
December 8 by French President
Emmanuel Macron, attended by
Hariri and co-chaired by French
Foreign Minister Jean-Yves Le Drian
and UN Deputy Secretary-General
Amina Mohammed.
Also in attendance was US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson, who,
after meeting with Hariri, spoke of
the need to “encourage” Lebanese
officialdom to “move more aggressively” against Hezbollah.
That is something easier said than
done, considering that Hezbollah
has the upper hand in Lebanese
domestic politics. The group maintains direct control over two seats in
government and 12 in parliament, in
addition to controlling over double
the number of affiliates, partners
and proxies.
What observers are certain of is
that Hezbollah has not been weakened or crushed by its open participation in the war in Syria and that
its weapons arsenal remains intact.
This means that, no matter how
much money is pumped into the
Lebanese Army, it will never match
the might of Hezbollah.
The conference was not without
precedent. In March 2014, the International Support Group for Lebanon
staged a high-profile gathering in
Paris aimed at elevating the coun-

V iewpoint

Makram Rabah

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

If Aoun fails in his
promises to maintain
the policy of
dissociation, Hariri
might find himself
alone, friendless and
reliant on the
dubious mercies
of Aoun and
Hezbollah.

try’s economic woes and obligations considering the mushrooming
Syrian refugee crisis. It promised to
support the country’s lagging political process and, again, bolster
the Lebanese Army for it to meet
— if not match — the capabilities of
Hezbollah. French President Francois Hollande pledged 100 million
euros ($117.5 million) to Lebanon
and tried, with little luck, to ensure
Lebanon’s neutrality in the proxy
war between Iran and Saudi Arabia.
Sadly, none of the above was
achieved. Syrian refugees kept
pouring into Lebanon, especially
the following year. The cost of feeding them, housing them, sending
them to school and providing them
with electricity and water was colossal for a country unable to satisfy
its own citizens.
Consequently, in June 2014, the
Support Group had a conference
in Rome, this time to cement the
international community’s commitments to the Lebanese Army.
On that front, as well, nothing happened. Lebanon’s armed forces remain no match for Hezbollah.
It was only natural for Macron to
open the most recent proceedings.
The president assumed office last
May, taking his time with domestic
issues before getting worked up in
complex foreign policy issues such
as those involving the Middle East.
The crux of his country’s attention in the region, however, has
always been Lebanon. A colony
during 1920-43, Lebanon has occupied the agenda of every French
leader since Raymond Poincare,
who served as president from 191320. The French helped set up Lebanon’s modern infrastructure and
modern city planning. They introduced European institutions such
as parliament and a constitution
into Lebanese politics. They were

Show of support. Lebanon’s Prime Minister Saad Hariri (L) speaks with French Foreign Affairs
Minister Jean-Yves Le Drian at the International Support Group for Lebanon meeting in Paris, on
December 8.
									
(Reuters)
committed to supporting Christian
rights in Lebanon and providing
support for the armed forces and
were also involved in the country’s
reconstruction after the 1975-90
civil war.
While Macron was settling into
the Elysee Palace, Lebanon was going through a political earthquake.
Making use of France’s absence, Riyadh is said to have asked its proxy
in Lebanese politics, Prime Minister
Saad Hariri, to step down in early
November. It toyed with the idea of
imposing crippling banking sanctions on the country. There was
speculation about an Israeli mili-

If Hezbollah does
not quit the scene
or is disarmed,
Saudi Arabia would
never walk away,
nor would it let
its Lebanese
allies do so.

tary intervention that would have
destroyed Hezbollah — and the entire country along with it.
Hariri’s resignation announcement November 4 plunged Lebanon into the unknown, threatening the short-term political future
of Lebanese Sunnis and possibly
serving as a blessing in disguise for
his opponents to overrun the state.
Macron considered the resignation a very bad move — with horrible consequences, especially that
it triggered speculation that Hariri
himself was being “held against his
will” in Saudi Arabia amid a crackdown on powerful emirs carried out
by Saudi Crown Prince Mohammad
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz.
Two weeks into the resignation,
Macron invited Hariri to Paris and
lunched with the Lebanese prime
minister and his family. He spoke
on the phone with Lebanese President Michel Aoun and brokered
Hariri’s safe return to Beirut and the
withdrawal of his resignation.
Aoun promised to lead a national
dialogue conference in Beirut and,
in return, Macron said he would call

on the International Support Group
to meet in Paris and help Lebanon.
It is far from clear what the Paris
conference would achieve for Lebanon. If Hezbollah does not quit the
scene or is disarmed, Saudi Arabia
would never walk away, nor would
it let its Lebanese allies do so. The
same applies to Iran, which always
points fingers at Saudi proxies in
Lebanese domestics.
Bolstering the Lebanese economy
would be painfully difficult. Who in
the international community would
invest in a country torn apart by internal conflict and co-ruled by a
non-state player?
The only thing that Paris could
achieve is to maintain the status
quo — keep all sides satisfied, content and quiet to avoid plunging
the country into more chaos while
waiting for a regional settlement
to mature, which would enforce
a long-term solution, or truce, in
Lebanon.
Sami Moubayed is a Syrian
historian and author of “Under
the Black Flag” (IB Tauris, 2015).

Lebanese Forces deny undermining Hariri

T

he weeks following
Lebanese Prime Minister Saad Hariri’s tendering, suspending and
withdrawing his resignation have brought
home to the Lebanese people that,
while many things are permanent,
the alliances of their leaders are as
changeable as the weather.
While attention focused on
relations between Hariri and his
sponsors in Saudi Arabia, rumours
of divisions between the prime
minister and his Christian allies,
the Lebanese Forces (LF) party,
have been overlooked. Missed
perhaps was the talk of what was
essentially an alleged palace coup,
as the former militia sought to ally
with Riyadh in replacing its prime
minister with his older brother,
Bahaa.
Relations between Saad Hariri
and the LF had been cooling for
some time, not least because of
the perception among LF members
that Hariri’s accommodation with
Hezbollah and Lebanese President
Michel Aoun had become too accommodating.
Gossip of a rift escalated when, a
few weeks prior to the Hariri affair,
LF leader Samir Geagea flew to
Saudi Arabia to meet with Crown
Prince Mohammed bin Salman
bin Abdulaziz. Sensing an attack,
Hariri and his supporters initiated a media counteroffensive,
jeopardising an alliance that had

endured since February 2005 and
the assassination of Hariri’s father,
Rafik.
Both sides are keen to talk of
peace. LF Secretary-General Chantal Sarkis, via e-mail, said: “Some
people want to target the strong
coalition between LF and (Hariri’s)
Future Movement, which fought
for the sovereignty of Lebanon.
They are trying to weaken our
stand and to change the balance
of power. However, their game is
exposed.”
Sarkis was highly dismissive of
accusations that the LF conspired
to undermine Hariri, stating:
“Prime Minister Hariri’s resignation was the result of a long accumulation of irregularities on the
part of Hezbollah and the March
8 alliance (headed by President
Michel Aoun).”
The LF was founded during the
Lebanese civil war (1975-90) as a
militia dedicated to opposing what
it saw as a plot to naturalise Palestinians within Lebanon. After the
hostilities, the militia transitioned
into a political party. However, its
participation in regular political
life was marred by several factors,
not least the Syrian persecution
of Geagea, who was jailed by the
occupying forces and released only
after their withdrawal in 2005.
The LF has since established
itself as a key pillar within Lebanon’s body politic, acting as a selfappointed watchdog within the

horse trading of Lebanon’s fractious national unity government. It
was Geagea’s political partnership
with Aoun that proved critical in
the latter’s election as president,
establishing an alliance that Hariri
would later join as prime minister
and laying the groundwork for the
current government.
However, this ostensibly robust
trinity soon exhibited signs of serious faults, as the LF grew increasingly vocal over dubious economic
projects undertaken by the cabinet
and refusing to sanction anything
it saw as a misuse of public funds.
The LF’s objections were perceived by Aoun and Hariri as a
serious check on their ambitions
for wide-ranging fiscal reform,
stoking mistrust. As Aoun and
Hariri worked increasingly closer,
the ostracised LF saw a shadow
government in the making, overseeing questionable deals, such as
the leasing of power-generating
ship, telecommunications and gas
prospects.
It was those financial deals,
allied with Hariri’s unwavering
commitment to maintaining his
alliance with Aoun, that many
feel led to him wilfully turning a
blind eye to both the president and
Hezbollah’s growing breaches of
Lebanon’s dissociation policy.
However, rumours of a potential
LF walkout have proved ill-founded, with the tumult surrounding
Hariri’s resignation reaffirming

its commitment to the political
process. The LF intends to “stay in
this government and be a nuisance for those who are using the
public profit to fulfil their personal
profit,” Sarkis said. “We will be
the watchdog inside the system to
maintain the political balance and
to pressure other parties to respect
the rule of law, the Lebanese
constitution and the dissociation
policy.”
Be that as it may, the LF has
emerged from this crisis with
few friends. The party has been
shunned by both president and
prime minister. Hariri went so far
as to suggest a reshuffle of the
cabinet that would see the LF
forced out. However, that suggestion is probably best viewed as a
means of removing a troublesome
stumbling block rather than as
punishment for being part of any
conspiracy.
For Aoun, despite his claim of
being “father to all,” he has yet to
intervene in the squabble between
Hariri and his LF allies, presumably because anything that would
distance Hariri from his traditional
allies in the LF would push him
towards Aoun and Hezbollah.
Regardless of the outcome of the
feud, what is certain is that if Aoun
fails in his promises to maintain
the policy of dissociation, Hariri
might find himself alone, friendless and reliant on the dubious
mercies of Aoun and Hezbollah.
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United States’
dismal record
of Mideast
interventions
Ed Blanche

Beirut

O
What’s next? Blindfolded and handcuffed ISIS suspects are led to custody after being arrested in the Iraqi city of Hillah.

(AP)

After ISIS, bracing for
the War on Terror 2.0
Ed Blanche

Beirut

W

ith the Islamic State
(ISIS) crushed on the
battlefield and its
caliphate broken up,
security chiefs across
the Middle East and much of the rest
of the world are bracing for revenge
terror attacks and the expected
emergence of new jihadist groups as
George W. Bush’s global war against
terror grinds on and on.
Despite the military defeat of
ISIS by a US-led coalition, the war
that Bush grandiosely declared in a
speech before the US Congress on
September 20, 2001, is far from over
and new horrors and much bloodshed likely lie ahead.
“Al-Qaeda declared war on the
United States in 1996, more than 20
years ago, but our jihadist foes see
the struggle as one that began centuries ago and that will continue until
Judgment Day,” said US analyst Brian
Michael Jenkins, a senior adviser
with the RAND Corporation.
“Some in the United States warn of
an unending war.”
But, asserts Tom Engelhardt, publisher of TomDispatch.com, a security-oriented website that has been
highly critical of US military policy,
the war on terror was the brainchild
of the man who started it, Osama bin
Laden, provoking the United States
into massive retaliation in Muslim
lands.
And Bush, influenced by former
Vice-President Dick Cheney and Israel-centric neocon strategists in the
military and intelligence systems,
began a bloody war against al-Qaeda
that waterboarded the United States
into what looks like a never-ending
battle that has ravaged the greater
Middle East.
Ali Soufan, a Lebanese-American
former FBI agent who tracked down
and interrogated many jihadist operatives, observed that al-Qaeda
remains a potent threat despite bin
Laden’s assassination in Pakistan by
US Navy SEALs on May 2, 2011.
“Whereas on 9/11 al-Qaeda had a
few hundred members, almost all of
them based in a single country (Afghanistan), today it enjoys multiple
safe havens across the world,” he observed recently.
“Year after year, US special op-

erators find themselves fighting new
waves of militants across multiple
continents, including entire terror
groups that did not exist on 9/11.”
There is no central command organising these disparate groups,
which operate autonomously, with
several riven by internal divisions.
Jenkins cautions that, although the
level of violence in Europe and the
United States has been “relatively
low” despite some severe bombings,
that could increase.
“With larger volumes of homegrown terrorists and returning foreign fighters, Europe faces a greater
threat than does the United States,”
he said.
Al-Qaeda is showing signs of resurgence, particularly in Syria, and
should not be written off. US Intelligence said a supercell of al-Qaeda
veterans tagged the Khorasan Group
has been infiltrated into Syria by the
group’s central command in Pakistan
with plans to mount attacks in the
United States.
With the Middle East wracked by
conflict, Syria and Iraq have been seriously weakened as nation-states,
with militias controlling large tracts
of territory and infrastructure, leaving those countries highly unstable.

With larger volumes of
home-grown terrorists
and returning foreign
fighters, Europe faces a
greater threat than does
the United States.

Brian Michael Jenkins,
a senior adviser with the
RAND Corporation

The war on terror has been spreading from the Middle East into the
Indian subcontinent and South-east
Asia, particularly the Philippines,
where Muslim rebels have been battling to achieve autonomy for decades, and Indonesia, the world’s
most populous Muslim country.
In May, jihadist forces seized
Marawi City, a major urban centre on
Mindanao, a long-time battleground,
and held off US-backed Filipino
troops for weeks — testimony to the
strength of the jihadists bolstered by
battle-hardened ISIS veterans from
Syria and Iraq.
The way Engelhardt and others
see things, the war is heading into an
even more savage phase — just as bin
Laden planned it.
With 9/11 hitting the United States
homeland, Engelhardt, addressing
bin Laden, said: “You goaded us into
doing what you had neither the resources nor the ability to do.
“So let’s give credit where it’s due…
I have no idea how but you clearly
understood us so much better than
we understand you or, for that matter, ourselves. You knew just which
buttons of ours to push so that we
would essentially carry out the rest
of your plan for you.”
Engelhardt added that “no one
in Washington has taken the slightest responsibility for blowing a hole
through the Middle East, loosing
mayhem across significant swaths
of the planet, or helping release the
forces that would create the first true
terrorist state of modern history” —
ISIS’s short-lived caliphate.
True, al-Qaeda and its many offshoots have not pulled off another
9/11, a meticulously planned and executed operation using hijacked US
airliners as flying bombs to strike the
symbols of American power — military, political and economic.
However, unleashing such spectacular attacks, with withering casualty tolls and demoralising ferocity,
remains a strategic objective for militants throughout the jihadist constellation.
“Our worst fears have not been
realised,” Jenkins observed. “The
9/11 attacks appear to be a statistical
outlier, not a forerunner of further
escalation. Terrorists have not used
weapons of mass destruction, as
many expected they would so — at
least they have not used them yet.”
He and other analysts in the West
and the Middle East said the carnage

inflicted on the Islamic world in general through immense military and
political power unleashed by the
counterterrorism coalition — mainly
the United States — generates antiWestern anger that prolongs this
complex conflict.
The US-led military campaign is
certain to intensify under US President Donald Trump, although the
full extent has not been disclosed.
Escalating the counterterrorism
action will depend to a large extent
on a network of military bases the
Americans are building in an arc from
southern Europe across the Middle
East and North Africa, south into the
African hinterland and South-West
Asia.
“The record of these bases is disastrous,” David Vine of Washington’s
American University, who has written several books on US military and
foreign policies, noted in a 2016 assessment on this expanding global
empire of military might.
“They have enabled a series of US
wars and military interventions” —
including the calamitous 2003 invasion of Iraq that gave rise to ISIS —
“which have helped make the Greater
Middle East a cauldron of sectariantinged power struggles, failed states
and humanitarian catastrophe.
“And the bases have fuelled radicalism, anti-Americanism and the
growth of the very terrorist organisations now targeted by the supposedly
new strategy.”
Indeed, parts of the network plan
date as far back as US President
Jimmy Carter’s strategic doctrine
unveiled in 1980, asserting that the
United States would secure Middle
East oil by “any means necessary, including military force.”
“The system would include four
‘hubs’ — existing bases in Afghanistan, Iraq, Djibouti and Spain — and
smaller ‘spokes’ in locations like Niger and Cameroon” as the many-tentacled jihadist scourge spreads, Vine
explained.
However, he cautioned: “Investing
in ‘enduring bases’ rather than diplomatic, political and humanitarian
efforts to reduce conflict across the
region is likely to do little more than
ensure enduring war.”
The US-led coalition has had successes in Syria and Iraq, the main battleground of the last few years, and
claims to have killed approximately
70,000 terrorists, largely through the
US Air Force’s formidable firepower.

ver the last few decades,
US military interventions in the Middle East,
whether involving the
Americans acting alone
or as part of a coalition, have ended
as dismal failures with heavy casualty tolls.
US Marines and French paratroopers, part of a multinational
peacekeeping force deployed to
Lebanon during its 15-year civil
war, were driven out of Beirut
after near-simultaneous Hezbollah suicide truck bombings decimated their bases on October 23,
1983, killing 241 Americans and 58
Frenchmen.
US President Ronald Reagan,
focused on defeating the “evil empire” of communism, ordered his
humiliated forces out of Lebanon.
Still, it ushered in an era of largescale attacks on the United States
and its allies by al-Qaeda after 9/11.
Ten years later, US forces providing security for major relief operations in war-ravaged Somalia were
withdrawn after militants killed 18
US special forces troops and shot
down two Black Hawk helicopters
in a Mogadishu battle with militants of notorious warlord Mohammed Farah Aidid.
Hundreds of Somalis, militants
and civilians, were killed in the October 3-4 bloodbath, known as the
“Black Hawk Down” incident.
President Bill Clinton pulled the
US contingent out and remained
wary of such interventions, whether humanitarian or purely military,
for the rest of his term.
The biggest Middle East blunder of all was President George W.
Bush’s costly invasion of Iraq on
March 20, 2003, an action built on
tainted intelligence, deception on
the part of the US administration
and the contorted aspirations of US
neocons who sought to make Israel
impregnable.
Toppling Saddam Hussein to
neutralise his supposed arsenal
of chemical weapons and a military nuclear programme proved
to be the biggest catastrophe for
the Americans. Ousting Saddam
opened smouldering sectarian and
ethnic divisions within Iraq and the
conflict that followed gave rise to
the Islamic State, the consequences
of which remain a danger today.
The Iraq war of 2003-11 ended
up costing the United States more
than $2 trillion, with benefits still
to be paid out to some veterans of
the conflict, some estimates state.

Counterterrorism is the Americans’
main purpose in the Syrian war,
which enters its seventh year next
March.
ISIS may be on the run, as al-Qaeda
was a few years earlier in the face of
round-the-clock air strikes and attacks by missile-firing drones that
decimated its senior and mid-level
command structures.
However, as Jenkins notes: “These
organisations have proven resilient
and adaptive. They have morphed to
meet new circumstances and exploit
new opportunities and they will continue to do so. The threat remains.
“Their determination is undiminished… They view strategy as process-oriented rather than progressoriented, meaning that they derive
benefits from commitment, regardless of immediate outcomes, which
remains in God’s hands.
“They believe that they are on the
side of God and we are not and, therefore in the long run, they believe they
will prevail.”
Ed Blanche is Analysis editor
of The Arab Weekly.
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Airspace deal with Egypt brings
Russia closer to Libya battlefield

Looking westward. Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi (R) meets with Russian Defence Minister
Sergei Shoigu (L) in Cairo, on November 29. 							
(Reuters)

Amr Emam

Cairo

E

gypt turned down a Russian request to establish an airbase in Egypt’s
western desert in October
2016 but now the Russians want to achieve the same
goal but by different means — using
Egyptian bases and airspace.
Russia said it had signed an
agreement with Cairo that would
give each country access to the airspace and bases of the other. The
deal, analysts said, would boost
Moscow’s presence in North Africa
and invite attention to possible additional Russian military action.
“With most of the self-proclaimed Islamic State (ISIS) obliterated in Syria and the troops of
Syrian President Bashar Assad in
control of strategic points in the
country, Russia is close to finishing its mission in Syria,” said Saad
al-Zunt, head of the Political and
Strategic Studies Centre, an Egyptian think-tank. “Now, Russia plans
to make its next move, which will
most probably be to Libya.”
After Moscow disclosed the draft
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is a Washington-based specialist on
Russian and post-Soviet affairs.

Russia’s regional
influence because
of misguided US
policies is certain
to increase
further, after
rising for years.

agreement, US Defence Secretary
James Mattis was in Cairo for talks
with Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi and Defence Minister
Sedki Sobhi. Mattis also met with
Fayez al-Sarraj, the head of Libya’s
internationally backed government.
Egypt shares a 1,200km border
with Libya that has turned into a
burden for the Egyptian Army to
try to protect. Analysts said Egypt
has almost no strategic or military
interest in using Russian airspace
but Moscow stands to benefit from
the deal by gaining a toehold near
Libya, a country whose military
used to be fully equipped by Russia.
Russia is not alone in eyeing Libya. The United States, Italy, France
and much of the rest of Europe

The deal, analysts
said, would boost
Moscow’s presence
in North Africa and
invite attention to
possible additional
Russian military
action.

have expressed alarm at developments in the restive North African
state. There are also fears, analysts
said, that thousands of ISIS and alQaeda-linked terrorists could move
from Syria and Iraq to Libya.
Shifting international attention to
Libya coincides with developments
in the war-torn country. Incidents
in the last two months showed
the size of the threat Egypt faces.
On October 21, at least 16 — some
non-government accounts said
as many as 50 — policemen were
killed 135km west of Cairo as they
tried to stop Islamist militants who
had infiltrated into Egypt’s Western
Desert from Libya in pickup trucks
carrying weapons and explosives.
On November 24, attackers were
said to have waived the black flag of
ISIS during an attack on a mosque
in North Sinai in which 310 people,
including 28 children, were killed.
“It is clear the National Libyan
Army cannot control the situation in eastern Libya, let alone the
whole country,” said retired Egyptian Army Major-General Talaat
Moussa. “This is why potential Russian air strikes on terrorist camps
and concentration centres can
prevent the terrorist threat from
metastasising in Libya and seeping

Shared skies. Russian Air Force personnel check a Russian Sukhoi
Su-30 jet fighter. 			
(AFP)
into Egypt.”
Analysts said Russian military
involvement could counter involvement by Western powers that support Sarraj, who has been at loggerheads with Field Marshal Khalifa
Haftar, head of the Libyan National
Army.
“This Russian involvement will
serve Egypt’s political and security

interests in Libya best,” said political analyst Abdel Monem Halawa.
“This involvement will ensure that
Haftar will get enough support and
that the fight against terrorism in
Libya will be more than just putting
up a show.”
Amr Emam is a Cairo-based
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

Egypt-Russia rapprochement, an insurance policy against US attitudes

A

fter US President
Donald Trump’s
announcement on Jerusalem, it’s possible
that too close an affiliation with the United
States carries increased political
costs for officials in the Middle East
and North Africa.
Russia may be a winner in the
leadership gap that is opening in
the region. Its regional influence
because of misguided US policies
is certain to increase further, after
rising for years. This, despite Moscow’s policies frequently being at
odds with those of Europe and the
United States.
Russia’s latest political trophy
in the influence competition is a
preliminary agreement with Egypt
that allows its military aircraft to
use Egyptian military bases. The arrangement would, at the very least,
unsettle the United States, NATO
and Israel.
Why would Egyptian President
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi agree to such
an arrangement? A combination
of factors might make it desirable.
These include the relative lack of
US direct investment in the Egyptian economy, a newly strident
pro-Israel bias in Trump-led US

foreign policy and Washington’s
reluctance to consider regional
security concerns beyond its own
desire to protect its homeland
against Islamic terrorism.
In contrast, Russia has agreed
to invest in Egypt’s economy, not
least supporting one of Sisi’s pet
projects, an industrial zone along
the Suez Canal. Moscow is discussing the possible construction of
nuclear power plants to help relieve
Egypt’s chronic energy shortage. Russia has offered advanced
military hardware on generous
terms while demonstrating its
commitment to regional stability
by providing direct political and
military assistance to the embattled
Syrian regime.
These policies stand in stark contrast to the United States, which,
until recently, sought to remove
Syrian President Bashar Assad from
power without laying out a plan
for what comes after. Accordingly,
Sisi has sought to develop deeper
ties with Russia. Moscow seems
to offer a more stable alternative
to the increasingly fickle Americans, especially with respect to the
MENA region.
The deal-making is proceeding
apace. The Russian government

approved a draft agreement with
Egypt for both countries to use
each other’s airspace and bases.
The draft, prepared by Russia’s
Defence Ministry and approved by
its Foreign Ministry, was officially
accepted by Prime Minister Dmitry
Medvedev. Russian Defence Minister Sergei Shoigu visited Cairo for
talks a day before a decree from
Medvedev’s office was published.
The agreement would cover not
only military fighter jets and bombers but also airborne warning and
control (AWAC) radar aircraft and
military transport. It would remain
in force five years but could be
extended by mutual agreement.
Taken with Russia’s leases on
Syria’s Tartus port and Hmeimim
airbase, where the Russian Air
Force has deployed its advanced
A-50U AWAC aircraft, the deal with
Egypt is important. It gives Russia
a significant military presence in
the eastern Mediterranean, close to
the Suez Canal, a regional presence
not seen since the Cold War and the
days of Egyptian President Gamal
Abdel Nasser.
The deployment of the Russian A-50Us is a potential regional
game-changer. Their advanced
avionics can detect the launch of a

missile or a fighter jet from 644km
or ground targets 322km distant.
This is an operational reconnaissance depth that can only unsettle
the United States, NATO and Israel.
That is hardly the extent of
Russia’s regional diplomatic manoeuvres. It has also been making
agreements with other regional US
allies. In September, Russia signed
an agreement with Turkey for
the $2 billion sale of its advanced
S-400 anti-aircraft missile system.
This unsettled the NATO alliance
because Turkey’s new technology
would not be interoperable with
the military alliance’s weapons
systems. In October, Russia agreed
to sell $3 billion worth of missiles to
Saudi Arabia, another close American ally. Both Riyadh and Ankara
opposed US policy on Syria.
In this context, Sisi’s rapprochement with Russia may be pragmatic, an insurance policy against the
shifting sands of US policy. Some
would say Russia stands for regional stability and has consistently
offered support for Middle Eastern
governments devoid of ideological
considerations.
It remains to be seen if Washington can — or will — accommodate
itself to this fluid regional dynamic.
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Integrating Syrians in Turkey carries implications
Thomas Seibert

Istanbul

W

hen Yaser Haddad
went to Turkey after fighting broke
out in his native
Syria in 2011, he
had about 80 liras — around $21
— in his pocket. Today, he is a millionaire tour operator in Istanbul
employing 45 people.
“I would take every job I could
get,” Haddad, 32, told the Turkish
newspaper Hurriyet, describing
his first years in Turkey. He saved
money until he could set up his
own company in Istanbul in 2014.
Haddad’s big break came when he
organised an Istanbul holiday for a
tourist group of 30 wealthy visitors
from Qatar. “They left some serious money here,” he said.
Haddad’s rags-to-riches story
puts a spotlight on the entrepreneurship of refugees determined
to build a new life. It also demonstrates a challenge for Turkey,
which is hosting 2.7 million Syrians. Many of them were unlikely
to return to live in their home
country.
A poll conducted earlier this
year for the Human Development
Foundation (Ingev), a Turkish
NGO, said that three-out-of-four
Syrians in Turkey said they want to
gain Turkish citizenship and oneout-of-two Syrians said they see
their future in Turkey. Ingev said
Haddad and other Syrians have
created more than 8,000 businesses providing approximately
100,000 jobs in Turkey.
Turkey won international praise
for its willingness to host millions
of Syrians when other countries refused to take them in. Ankara also
agreed to strictly police Turkey’s
western sea border with Greece
to stop migrants from moving on
to Europe, after millions crossed
the Aegean in 2015. In return, the
European Union spent about $1 billion for education and health care
for refugees in Turkey, news reports said.
As the conflict in Syria drags on,
experts said Turkey must confront
the fact that most Syrians will stay
permanently. Following the establishment of so-called safe zones
in northern Syria after a military
intervention by Turkey last year,
tens of thousands of refugees have
returned to Syria, the government
in Ankara said. Only 5% of Syrians
live in Turkish refugee camps.
However, the vast majority of
refugees are likely to stay.
“Turkey has done a lot to help
the refugees,” said Behlul Ozkan, a
political scientist at Istanbul’s Marmara University. “Now it’s time it

V iewpoint

Yavuz Baydar

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

The Jerusalem issue
is a useful card
Erdogan can play
with Islamist
constituencies at
home and abroad.

Parallel society. Syrian refugee children from Aleppo work at a clothing workshop in Gaziantep in south-eastern Turkey.
did more to integrate them.”
Ingev President Vural Cakir
agreed that refugees tend to stay in
their host country if they do not return home within a relatively short
time. “Normally those staying in
border camps return to their countries after a certain period of time
but, once a year passes and asylum-seekers are scattered throughout the country, it gets harder to
return,” he told Turkey’s state-run
news agency Anadolu.

87%

of Syrians in Turkey
do not receive any
support from the
state and most of
those who can get
a job work in the
informal sector.

The views of Mohammed, a
20-year-old Syrian from Aleppo
who has lived in Istanbul for two
years, appear to confirm Cakir’s
assessment. The young man, who
only gave his first name, said he
was working in his father’s shop
in Istanbul selling refrigerators.
He said he had no intention of returning to Aleppo anytime soon.
“There’s a war going on there,” Mohammed said. “My father is here;
that’s the most important thing.”
Turkey has a long history of coping with refugee inflows, starting
with the arrival of hundreds of
thousands of Muslims from former
Ottoman provinces in the Balkans
and the Caucasus in the time of the
foundation of the republic following the first world war. The country took in members of the Turkish minority from Bulgaria in the
1980s and Kurds from Iraq in the
1990s.
The massive influx of Syrians,
however, has tested Turkey’s limits. In some cities, Syrians are so

numerous that they form a majority: The border city of Kilis officially puts its population at 91,000
Turks and 130,000 Syrians. Some
Turks complain that Syrian refugees drive down wages by working
illegally. “They work construction
for 30 liras ($8) a day and without
any insurance,” said Ibrahim, who
sells tea in an Istanbul park. “No
Turk can work for that.”
The Ingev poll results indicated
that 87% of Syrians in Turkey do
not receive any support from the
state and most of those who can
get a job work in the informal sector because they lack official work
permits.
The Syrians are creating a “parallel society” in Turkey because they
lack language skills and jobs, the
foundation warned. The survey
said about 75% of Syrians are unable to read or write Turkish and
only about half can speak the language. More than 30% of Syrians
lack any kind of formal education
and the “most common daily ac-

(AP)

tivity among Syrians is watching
Arabic TV channels.”
As Syrians turn from refugees
to permanent residents, Turkey is
debating whether to grant them
citizenship to ease integration.
Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan said earlier this year that
he was looking into the matter, a
move seen by opposition politicians as an effort to create a new
pool of voters for his Justice and
Development Party (AKP) ahead of
local, parliamentary and presidential elections in two years.
Ozkan said he doubted that giving Turkish passports to Syrians
would be a vote-winner for Erdogan. Any potential increase of votes
from Syrian Turks would likely
be offset by a negative reaction in
other parts of the electorate, he
said. “There might be a backlash
by nationalists and secularists,” he
said.
Opinion polls suggest most
Turks reject the idea of giving
Turkish citizenship to Syrians.

Jerusalem announcement heaven-sent for Erdogan

T

urkish President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan seems
to have all the luck.
However embattled
he might be, Erdogan
steamrolls through.
This is what appears to have
happened with the gold-for-oil
case that had Turkish-Iranian
trader Reza Zarrab testifying in
US District Court in New York. For
a while, it seemed as if Erdogan
would have a very difficult time as
Zarrab revealed key details of the
billion-dollar scheme to smuggle
gold for oil in violation of US sanctions on Iran. US prosecutors say
the scheme exposes an organised
crime ring that involves a former
member of Erdogan’s cabinet and
several Turkish bureaucrats.
Erdogan cast a long shadow on
the case. In the latest phase of the
trial, Zarrab implicated Erdogan,
saying that he had ordered the
scheme.
Even this extraordinary news
from a US courtroom doesn’t

seem to have affected Erdogan’s
run of luck. Turkey’s harried and
submissive media are repeating
the narrative that the nation is under attack. Erdogan is in control of
the domestic debate.
Internationally, he has been
under increasing scrutiny and
ramped up the nationalist rhetoric
in response. US President Donald
Trump, however, has unwittingly
come to the rescue.
Trump’s decision to recognise Jerusalem as Israel’s capital
couldn’t have come at a better
moment for Erdogan. Just hours
before Trump’s declaration,
Jordanian King Abdullah II was
in Ankara for talks, despite sharp
differences between King Abdullah and Erdogan over the Syrian
crisis.
“Any misstep regarding Jerusalem would cause new tensions
in our region,” Erdogan declared
after the meeting, conscious perhaps that the spotlight had moved
from the Zarrab hearings.

Erdogan is a master reader of
his people’s moods. He knows
that anti-Semitism and antiAmericanism unite large swaths
of Turkish conservative and leftleaning opinion. Before the Zarrab
trial, Erdogan found elements of
the far-left lining up to endorse
his anti-American imperialism
argument.
Trump’s Jerusalem decision
is more significant by far. Until
June 2016, Erdogan had used the
7-year-old rift between Israel and
Turkey to appeal to the Justice
and Development Party’s pious
supporters. Israel’s newly emboldened position, courtesy of
the United States, offers Erdogan
a way to argue that cosying up to
Iran and Russia and drifting ever
so slightly away from Western
alliances is the right course. It is
a given that he will proclaim ever
more loudly that he chose the correct path for Turkey.
International events are favourably aligned for Erdogan. The

Jerusalem issue is a useful card he
can play with Islamist constituencies at home and abroad. The day
after he met with the Jordanian
king, Erdogan discussed the Jerusalem issue with Russian President Vladimir Putin. On this, just
as with anti-Americanism, both
men are on the same page.
Erdogan is aware that nationalism blended with religion will
reinforce his position. His strategy
was clear when he visited Greece
in early December.
Even as he became the first
Turkish head of state in 65 years
to visit, Erdogan suggested the
need for the Lausanne Treaty to
be revised. The treaty has long
governed Greek-Turkish relations
and is a cornerstone of regional
peace. Perhaps perceiving the irredentism of the remarks, Greece
categorically rejected them.
Had Erdogan foreseen such a
reaction? Even if not, it is likely he
will spin it in a way that will maintain the streak of luck.
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Predictable anti-American rhetoric over
Jerusalem from Iran’s Shia allies in Iraq
Ali Alfoneh

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

Political manoeuvring. Iraqi Shia clerics protest in the southern city of Basra to denounce US President Donald Trump’s declaration of
Jerusalem as Israel’s capital, on December 8.
								
(AFP)

U
Jerusalem is all too
often taken up as a
cause by parties
who have little or no
interest in the
plight of Palestine
and the
Palestinians.

S President
Donald Trump’s
recognition of
Jerusalem as the
capital of Israel
provoked a new
round of mostly
predictable anti-American rhetoric from Iran’s Shia militia allies in
Iraq and elsewhere.
The militias could use Trump’s
December 6 announcement as
a pretext to attack US military
personnel in Iraq. They made the
US military pay before — during
certain phases of the Iraq war —
and they may yet do so again.
Even so, some of the anti-American rhetoric is just that, a theatrical exercise in hyperbole.
Consider some of what was said

in the days after Trump’s announcement.
“Trump’s stupid decision… will
be the big spark for removing this
entity [Israel] from the body of
the Islamic nation and a legitimate reason to target American
forces,” warned Sheikh Akram
al-Kaabi, leader of the Iraqi Shia
paramilitary group Harakat Hezbollah al-Nujaba.
Muqtada al-Sadr, the firebrand
Shia cleric who heads Iraq’s most
powerful socio-political movement, called for “an ‘Arab spring’
completely against Israel.” He
urged Saudi Arabia to “end war
in Yemen, Syria and Bahrain and
enter Palestine.”
It has been reported that Sadr
demanded closure of the US

Embassy in Baghdad, warning
that “we can reach Israel through
Syria.” It’s worth noting that his
organisation’s militia wing, then
known as the Jaysh al-Mahdi,
engaged in a guerrilla campaign
against US troops after the 2003
invasion of Iraq.
Iraqi militias supported by Iran
are aware of Washington’s desire
to dissolve the Iraqi Popular
Mobilisation Forces, which makes
their resistance to the United
States a struggle for their own
survival.
Kaabi’s warning must be taken
at face value but Sadr’s words
probably belong to the category of
political theatre. Though Jaysh alMahdi caused the US forces many
losses, Sadr has since manoeu-

vred into a position that’s less
aligned with Tehran’s viewpoint.
The very fact that he does not
make threats against US military
personnel and threatens geographically distant Israel instead
shows that Sadr has no immediate
plans to abandon his independent
platform. His remarkable appeal
to Saudi Arabia rather than Iran
is in line with his July visit to
Riyadh.
In the final analysis, of course,
the various reactions to Trump’s
announcement underline another
well-known feature of Middle
Eastern politics. Jerusalem is all
too often taken up as a cause by
parties that have little or no interest in the plight of Palestine and
the Palestinians.

There is urgency pushing back
against Iran’s regional expansion

James Phillips

is a senior research fellow
for Middle Eastern affairs at
the Heritage Foundation in
Washington.

The United States and
its Arab and Western
allies should
cooperate closely
to derail Iran’s plans
for tightening
its grip on
eastern Syria.

I

ran’s systematic efforts
to expand its influence
through proxy wars are increasingly facing resistance
from a suddenly dynamic
Saudi Arabia, backed to varying degrees by the United
Arab Emirates, Egypt, Bahrain,
Jordan and the United States.
Lebanon, long an important
theatre in the Saudi-Iranian cold
war, was shocked in early November by the sudden resignation
of Prime Minister Saad Hariri, a
move reportedly engineered by
Riyadh. Hariri blamed Iran and its
Hezbollah surrogates for threatening Lebanon’s sovereignty and
stability.
Although Hariri may have
suspended his resignation, the
episode sends a clear message
that Lebanon’s political, economic and geopolitical stability has
been put at risk by Hezbollah’s
interventions in Syria, Yemen and
Iraq, where it does Iran’s dirty
work.
Hezbollah has alarmed many
Lebanese, as well as other countries, for its record of serving Iranian rather than purely Lebanese
interests.
Iran exploited regional instability, persistent tensions with
Israel and the economic bonanza
reaped by its nuclear deal to
reinforce its power and advance
its agenda in the Middle East. It
capitalised on the US overthrow
of Saddam Hussein’s regime, the
fallout from the “Arab spring”
protests, the rise and eventual

fall of the Islamic State (ISIS), the
Iran nuclear agreement and wars
in Lebanon, Iraq, Syria, Yemen
and Afghanistan to extend its
influence.
To develop regional allies,
Tehran instrumentalised and exploited sectarianism to mobilise
local Shias. The Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC),
particularly its al-Quds Force,
was charged with protecting and
exporting Iran’s Islamist revolution. It was most successful when
it fished in troubled waters by
enlisting ideological recruits in
conflict-ridden countries.
This use of proxies enabled
Tehran to minimise the risk of
blowback or retaliation for its
malign activities. Tehran reduced
the risk of suffering Iranian casualties by fighting to the last Arab
in various conflicts.
Iran initially used Hezbollah as
a surrogate force against Israel,
which boosted its perceived
legitimacy in the eyes of many
Lebanese. Hezbollah, however,
developed into an expeditionary force for spearheading Iran’s
escalating interventions in Iraq,
Syria and Yemen.
Tehran is applying the Hezbollah model to develop radical Shia
militias in those war-torn countries. To make matters worse, it is
recruiting Shias from as far away
as Afghanistan and Pakistan to
form a foreign legion to enforce
its will in Syria.
In addition to turning Lebanon
and Gaza into bases for terrorism

against Israel, Iran has turned
Yemen into a base for terrorist attacks against Saudi Arabia.
Growing Iranian support for the
Houthi Islamist extremist group
helped Tehran outflank Saudi
Arabia and other Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) members, at
least till the rebel alliance collapsed in Yemen.
Iran’s transfer of increasingly
sophisticated rockets and guided
missiles to the Houthis poses a
rising threat to Saudi Arabia, as
well as to the free flow of shipping through the Bab el Mandeb
strait.
Although the Obama administration played down the Iranian
threat to achieve its flawed nuclear agreement with Tehran, the
Trump administration has taken
a much harder line on Iran. After
initially focusing on destroying
ISIS, Washington is ramping up
efforts to contain and roll back
Iran’s expansion.
US President Donald Trump
has outlined a sensible strategy
to contain Iran but it must be
implemented quickly before Iran
consolidates control in Syria and
establishes facts on the ground.
The White House must make
clear that it will not allow Iran to
exploit the military collapse of
ISIS to expand its own influence.
The outcome of the struggle for
control of Deir ez-Zor governate
in eastern Syria will be a key determinant of the balance of power
within Syria and the region. Deir
ez-Zor not only contains much

of Syria’s oil and gas reserves but
could become an important part
of Tehran’s drive to consolidate
control of a land bridge linking
Iran to the Levant. Approximately
80% of the pro-Assad militias
deployed in eastern Syria are
controlled by Iran.
The United States and its Arab
and Western allies should cooperate closely to derail Iran’s plans
for tightening its grip on eastern
Syria. Part of this effort should be
to cultivate strong ties to Sunni
Arabs in eastern Syria, prevent
them from falling back under the
shadow of ISIS and block Iranianled efforts to restore the Assad
regime’s repression in eastern
Syria.
Although the Russian and Iranian interventions have enabled
Syrian President Bashar Assad to
regain military superiority over
the splintered rebel resistance,
he remains a politically weak and
despised figure. His regime is
totally dependent on the military
and economic support of Moscow
and Iran.
Over time, Iran is likely to
regret spending the billions of
dollars of economic aid that
is required to prop up Assad’s
regime. The United States and
its Arab allies can help make this
economic burden more painful by
ratcheting up sanctions on Iran
for its multiple interventions and
making it clear that they will refuse to help reconstruct regimecontrolled areas of Syria until
Assad steps down from power.
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Various scenarios seen
for evolution in number
of Muslims in Europe
Simon Speakman Cordall

Tunis

M

uslims are almost
certain to increase as
a proportion of Europe’s
population,
irrespective of any
change in migration policy. However, analysts and rights groups
expressed concern over the risk of
the far right seizing on demographic
shifts to stoke intolerance.
A report by the Pew Research Centre in Washington stated that in 2016
Muslims in Europe totalled 25.8 million — 4.9% of the total population.
The report posited three potential
scenarios, including Muslim immigration levels continuing at the current elevated rate, due not least to
the war in Syria and conflicts in other predominantly Muslim countries.
In that case, the percentage of Muslims in Europe was projected to increase to 14% of the total population
by 2050, climbing as high as 20% in
Germany and 30% in Sweden.
Pew’s second model had immigration returning to levels before 2014
and projected Europe’s Muslim population increasing to 11.2%.
The third scenario, in which Muslim immigration halted entirely,
said the percentage of Muslims
would rise to 7.4% of the population by 2050. This would be due to
higher birth rates among Muslims,
compared to birth rates in other demographic groups, as well as a generally younger Muslim population.
That Europe will undergo a demographic shift appears unavoidable.
How the region’s broader population reacts to that change is uncertain.
“I’m pessimistic about how host
communities will respond to these
demographic
patterns,”
Claire

Adida, co-author of “Why Muslim
Integration Fails in Christian-Heritage Societies,” wrote in e-mailed
comments.
“My research (with David Laitin and Marie-Anne Valfort) shows
that, at least in the French context,
French individuals with no recent
immigrant background display
more antagonism towards Muslims
when they are surrounded by more
Muslims. Former French Interior
Minister Brice Hortefeux captured
this with a now-infamous quote:
‘When there’s one [Muslim], that’s
OK. It’s when there’s a lot of them
that there are problems.’”

With the continuing
ascension of the far
right, identity is
increasingly used as a
defining issue in the
political outlook of
many.
Over the summer, right-wing activists from the group Generation
Identity crowdfunded a boat to go to
the Mediterranean to block rescue
ships taking predominantly Muslim
migrants to Europe.
“[I]t shows how audacious, and
clever, the extreme right has become,” Nick Ryan, communications director of the advocacy group
HOPE not hate, wrote via e-mail.
“What we see from the wider antiMuslim movement, internationally
and also Donald Trump retweeting
a hard-line, anti-Muslim hate group
(Britain First) in the UK, is that attitudes towards Muslims that would
have once been ‘fringe’ have moved
closer to the mainstream. Then
there are networks like Breitbart,
enablers of hate who push a constant fake news, anti-Muslim message, which ends up shared widely

via social media platforms.
“These groups push the message that Muslims are taking over,
swamping us, will impose sharia
law on everyone else, that Europe
will become ‘Eurabia’ and that Islam
is some sort of dangerous totalitarian cult,” Ryan said. “That is a false
narrative, being pushed hard over
social media, and must be exposed
for the falsity it contains.”
Based on the last two years, Germany was projected to receive the
greatest number of future migrants
in Europe. However, given that the
data are based largely on Germany’s
acceptance of large numbers of Syrian refugees in September 2015, future migration figures are questionable, Pew noted.
“The most realistic endpoint for
Europe,” Pew said, may be that
“Muslims could make up between
11.2% and 14% of Europe’s population in 2050.”
Figures about religious affiliation
can be difficult to collect in secular countries in Europe. In France,
for instance, collecting such data is
against the law. The authors of the
report noted that, while some Muslims would claim that religion had
no role in their everyday experiences, others would argue that “Muslim
identity profoundly shapes their
daily lives.”
However, in a Europe that is looking increasingly polarised, much of
this will matter little. With the continuing ascension of the far right,
identity is increasingly used as a defining issue in the political outlook
of many. The only certainty is that
the “projections” regarding Muslim
demographics in Europe will continue to fuel many controversies to
come.
Simon Speakman Cordall
is Syria/Lebanon section editor with
The Arab Weekly.

US opinion views Muslims and Arabs more
favourably but political affiliation makes a difference
Mark Habeeb

Washington

A

poll released by the Arab
American Institute indicated that the American
public’s view of Muslims
and Arabs had improved

since July.
The poll results showed favourable opinions of Arabs stood at 42%
of those questioned, an increase of
7%, while 32% said they had unfavourable views of Arabs. Respondents’ answers indicated that Muslims were viewed favourably by
43% of those asked, an increase of
9%, and unfavourably by 34%.
Views of Arab Americans and
American Muslims were even
higher, with both groups regarded
favourably by most of their fellow citizens. Arab Americans were
seen favourably by 52% (unfavourably by 23%) of respondents and
American Muslims by 51% (unfavourably by 27%). Almost 60% of
those polled said they oppose allowing law enforcement to profile
Arab Americans or American Muslims and 56% acknowledged that
both communities suffered from
increased discrimination.
The poll of 1,514 likely voters —
people most inclined to act on their
political opinions — was conducted
by Zogby Analytics from October
19-25.

On the issue of so-called hate
crimes, 47% of respondents said
hate crimes against Muslims had
increased. By contrast, 41% said
that hate crimes against African
Americans had increased and 31%
said hate crimes against Jewish
Americans had increased.
Zogby Analytics suggested that
the rise in favourable opinions of
Arabs and Muslims may be the result of the violent white suprema-

cist rally August 12 in Charlottesville, Virginia, which served to
heighten Americans’ sensitivity to
racism and prejudice.
On one issue affecting the Arab
and Muslim communities, however, the news was less uplifting.
While 33% of respondents (including 52% of Republican-leaning
Americans) said they would support a ban on “immigrants and
travellers from the Middle East,”

Turbulent times. Placards sit on a stage during a rally to protest
discriminatory policies that target American Muslim and immigrant communities in Washington, last October.
(AFP)

48% opposed such a ban and 19%
said they were undecided.
Another concerning result had
to do with Arab Americans working for the US government: 28%
of respondents agreed that “their
ethnicity would influence their decision-making” and 34% said that
Muslim Americans would be influenced by their religion if given “an
important position of influence in
the government.”
The poll results revealed a pronounced partisan split, with opinions varying widely depending on
whether the respondent identified
as a Democrat or a Republican. Republican voters were significantly
more hostile to both Arabs and
Muslims than Democrats.
For example, although a plurality of Americans asked said they
oppose banning Muslim or Middle
Eastern immigrants or visitors from
entering the United States, 60% of
self-identified Trump supporters
said they favour banning immigrants and visitors from the Middle East; only 12% of self-described
Trump opponents voiced support
for such a ban with 72% opposing.
Similarly, 51% of Republican respondents expressed the opinion
that Muslims would be influenced
by their religion if given positions
of influence in the US government
but only 21% of self-described
Democrats questioned expressed
such a fear.
The partisan divide was also stark

on questions pertaining to US policy
in the Middle East and may explain
policies adopted by the Trump administration. Among Republicans,
for example, nearly 70% said they
had a favourable view of Israel but
only 20% stated a favourable view
of Palestinians. Most Democratic
respondents said they have more favourable views of Israel but by a notably narrower margin: 55% to 43%.
While 58% of Democrats in the
poll said they agreed that the United States should “strike a balance
between the Israelis and the Palestinians,” 37% of Republicans favoured an even-handed approach.
Although the poll was conducted prior to US President Donald
Trump’s announcement that he
would recognise Jerusalem as Israel’s capital and take steps to move
the US Embassy from Tel Aviv to
Jerusalem, 33% of Republicans and
12% of Democrats asked said they
favoured moving the embassy. A
plurality, 35% of both Democrats
and Republicans, said they were
unsure about moving the embassy.
It has been widely acknowledged
that public opinion in the United
States on a host of issues has become more partisan over the past
decade and that phenomenon has
intensified since Trump’s election
in 2016. The Zogby poll showed that
attitudes towards Arabs and Muslims and opinions about the Middle
East strongly reflect the partisan
divide.
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Growing concern about rise of far-right in Austria
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

A

s Austria moves closer to
forming a government
between the centreright Austrian People’s
Party (OVP) led by Sebastian Kurz and the far-right Freedom Party of Austria (FPO), many
across Europe expressed concern
about the normalisation of far-right
politics.
Tense elections in Austria in October saw the OVP secure victory
with 31.5% of the vote, ahead of the
ruling Social Democratic Party of
Austria (SPO), which had 26.9% of
the vote, and the FPO, with 26% of
the vote.
A coalition between the OVP’s
62 MPs and FPO’s 51 MPs would
be enough to form a right-wing
government. A previous OVPFPO coalition led Austria from
2000-05 but did not involve FPO
figures take senior government
positions. The European Union
imposed diplomatic sanctions on
Austria — the first imposed on a
member state — objecting to the

The outcome will serve
as a road map for the
rest of Europe.

Peter Rough, a fellow at
the Hudson Institute in
Washington

presence of the far-right party.
The FPO was established in Austria in the 1950s by former Nazis. Its
first leader, Anton Reinthaller, was
a former SS officer and the party has
consistently pursued a pro-nationalist, far-right, anti-immigration
policy. The OVP, led by Kurz, who
could become the world’s youngest
leader, is a Christian conservative
party that pursues a centre-right
agenda.
The question analysts are asking
is: Will the OVP pull the far-right
FPO towards the centre or will we
see the centre-right party’s conservative policies and views coopted by a surging far-right populist message?
“The test… is who will emerge
triumphant in this potential coalition: the traditional centre-right
or the new populist rebellion. The
outcome will serve as a road map
for the rest of Europe,” said Peter
Rough, a fellow at the Hudson Institute in Washington, writing in
Foreign Policy.
Media reports stated that talks
were progressing and the two parties have found much to agree on
regarding issues such as immigration and the economy. Both parties
have said they would cut benefits
for migrants and introduce a 5-year
residency rule to curb welfare for
EU nationals.
The new government would be
expected to take a harder line towards the European Union. Provincial governors have drawn up a
33-point paper on the country’s relationship with the bloc.
With the FPO negotiating with
the OVP as an “equal partner,” there
are fears that Kurz could adopt
some of the far-right party’s policies as the cost of an alliance. “No
one should think we’re going to
take it easy on the OVP,” FPO leader
Heinz-Christian Strache assured
supporters.
The FPO had called for a “minus
immigration policy” during the
election campaign, saying that Austria should reduce net immigration
to less than zero. It called for legislation that would make it easier
for the government to shut down

Emerging concerns. Head of the People’s Party Sebastian Kurz addresses the media as he arrives for
coalition talks in Vienna, on November 28.
(Reuters)
mosques and Islamic organisations.
During the election campaign,
Kurz called for the state to close
kindergartens run by Muslim providers, fearing the spread of “political Islam” to young children in
what analysts viewed as an attempt
by the centre-right party to win farright voters.
This is a dangerous gamble that
both centre-right and centre-left
parties have lost in the past when
seeking to form coalition governments with radical partners.
“By pushing politics more and
more to the right, they will have
only one choice left: stay somewhat
true to their (own) ideological core
and face the rage of the radicalised electorate or give them what
they want and become a radical
right party,” warned Cas Mudde, researcher at the Centre for Research

on Extremism at the University of
Oslo in the Guardian.
With coalition talks ongoing, the
focus has been on superficial issues. During the official opening of
Austria’s parliament, the FPO’s 51
MPs did not wear their usual blue
cornflower boutonniere — a symbol
associated with Nazism — opting
instead for edelweiss, a white-andyellow Alpine flower.
The blue cornflower had been
considered controversial at it was
used as a secret sign of support for
the banned Nazi party in the 1930s.
FPO MPs were strongly criticised
for wearing the blue cornflower at
previous parliamentary openings.
The edelweiss stands for “bravery and love,” Strache said. Outside
parliament, however, protesters
carried placards warning: “Fascism
wears many colours.”

Following a controversial farright “gallows” protest in Poland
and an attack on a mosque in Warsaw, many said far-right views are
becoming increasingly entrenched
in Europe.
A demonstration in Vienna involved 3,000 protesters forming a
“chain of light” to protest the FPO
being included in government but
few said they believe such demonstrations will make any difference
against a rising tide of right-wing
nativism.
“(The shift to the right) has become a European trend… It’s no
longer just an Austrian issue and
that’s why it is not that controversial any longer,” protester Juergen
Pucher told Reuters.
Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in London.

French construction giant charged
with financing a ‘terrorist organisation’
The Arab Weekly staff

Tunis

T

he former chief executive officer of French
construction
giant
LafargeHolcim has been
charged with “financing of a terrorist organisation” and
“endangering the lives of others”
during the company’s operations
in Syria.
Eric Olsen, 53, who became CEO
in 2015 when French company
Lafarge merged with the Swiss
group Holcim, was charged late
December 7.
LafargeHolcim
admitted
in
March that it had resorted to “unacceptable practices” to maintain
operations at its now-closed cement plant in Jalabiya, Syria, during 2013 and 2014. The company,
trading as Lafarge during the period concerned, acknowledged that
it had indirectly paid protection
money to “armed groups, including sanctioned parties, to maintain
operations and ensure the safe
passage of employees and supplies
to and from the plant.”
Olsen had been questioned with
another former CEO, Bruno Lafont, and former Deputy Managing
Director for Operations Christian
Herrault. Olsen reportedly had
been released from custody, although he remains under judicial
supervision. Lafont and Herrault
are still being held.

In addition to Olsen, Lafont and
Herrault, three other individuals
are being investigated by French
authorities in the inquiry.
Agence France-Presse (AFP) reported that Herrault told investigators earlier this year that “either
you agreed to the racket or you
left” Syria. Herrault was also reported to have confirmed he had
“discussions” on the subject with
Lafont.

11 former Syrian
employees of the
group claim they
were pressured into
working at the plant
even when it was not
safe to do so.

An April report commissioned
by LafargeHolcim and seen by
AFP, confirmed that the group’s
Syrian subsiduary Lafarge Cement Syria (LCS) had paid out approximately $5.6 million from July
2012-September 2014. LCS is also
suspected of having used counterfeit consulting contracts to disguise oil transactions they were
making with the Islamic State.
The inquiry comes after a criminal complaint was filed by human
rights groups Sherpa and the European Centre for Constitutional

and Human Rights (ECCHR) with
11 former Syrian employees of the
group who claim they were pressured into working at the plant
even when it was not safe to do so.
“Businesses that profit from
armed conflict situations risk being guilty of grave crimes,” ECCHR
General Secretary Wolfgang Kaleck said in June.
The NGOs claim employees’ labour rights were violated and that
no safety measures were implemented by Lafarge to protect employees’ well-being. ECCHR and
Sherpa said workers at Lafarge’s
Syria plant had to cross dangerous
checkpoints controlled by armed
groups, including at some point by
ISIS, to get to the factory. ECCHR
alleges that, by financing a terrorist enterprise, Lafarge may have
been complicit in war crimes and
crimes against humanity.
The company’s management
team in Syria threatened employees into continuing to work even
when they thought it dangerous
to do so, the NGOs alleged. Others
were said to have had their salaries
suspended for absences. Several
employees were said to have been
victims of kidnapping, including
while on their way to work and at
the factory.
LafargeHolcim CEO Eric Olsen
stepped down in July because
of the controversy even though
the company had cleared him of
wrongdoing.
Lafarge bought the factory near
the Syrian border from Egyptian

Under a cloud. A logo at an entrance of the French headquarters
of LafargeHolcim in Paris. 				
(AFP)
cement company Orascom and
Min Ajl Suriya (MAS), a Syrian
company owned by business tycoon Firas Tlass, who retained
about a 1% stake in the business after the sale. The company invested
$680 million in getting the factory
operational by 2010, representing
the biggest foreign investment in
the country outside the petroleum
sector.
In 2012, hostilities forced French

nationals managing the plant to
flee Syria. Other companies in the
region shuttered their operations,
though Lafarge continued production with the plant managed remotely from Cairo.
“Everyone saw the Lafarge plant
as the big cash cow,” an opposition
source in the area told the Financial Times in March. “There was
money to be made — a big demand
for cement at that time.”
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Saudi Arabia and the UAE to introduce
VAT on January 1, other GCC members lag
Jareer Elass

Washington

O

n January 1, two of the
six Gulf Cooperation
Council (GCC) members
— Saudi Arabia and the
United Arab Emirates —
will be fully prepared to implement
a 5% value added tax (VAT). That
leaves the GCC short of a commitment for all members to roll out the
new tax at the start of 2018.
Politics and slow-moving bureaucracies have derailed the introduction of a Gulf-wide VAT. It is conceivable that some GCC members
will not implement the consumption tax until 2019.
The International Monetary Fund
(IMF) has long called on GCC governments to find revenue streams
other than those deriving from oil
and natural gas sales, including the
introduction of taxes — a financial
measure Gulf leaders have avoided
for decades. IMF Managing Director Christine Lagarde estimated in
early 2016 that implementing the
VAT within the GCC could raise revenues equivalent to 2% of the gross
domestic product.
The fact that it is the GCC’s two
largest economies that will be putting the VAT into practice first could
ease major economic disruptions
arising from the delayed action
from the other countries.
IMF Middle East and Central Asia
Department Director Jihad Azour
has suggested that, because Riyadh
and Abu Dhabi will introduce the
VAT at the same time, regional trade
flows shouldn’t be distorted even
though the other Gulf countries will
levy the tax at different times. “The
speed of implementation of it will
vary. Some will come in 2018. Some
may need more time,” he said.
GCC officials downplayed any

disparity in the timing of when the
VAT is introduced. In August, UAE
Director-General of Federal Tax
Authority Khalid al-Bustani announced that: “The UAE and Saudi
Arabia will be the first countries to
roll out VAT from early 2018 while
other Gulf countries have time until
the end of next year to implement
the new tax system.”
A GCC Supreme Council treaty in December 2015 called for a
“uniform imposition” by the GCC
members of a 5% VAT. The council
authorised that the “Unified Agreement for Value Added Tax” (GCC/
UVAT) would “establish a unified
legal framework for the introduction of a general tax on consumption in the GCC… levied on the
import and supply of goods and
services at each stage of production
and distribution.”
As part of this broad framework,
the members were to enact laws to
implement the terms of the treaty.
The common framework allowed
for certain supplies of goods and
services to be zero-rated or exempt
from the VAT. Sectors such as health
care, education, food and financial
services would receive special treatment and how they are taxed would
vary from country to country.
Though it wasn’t specified in official language, there was an informal
understanding that GCC members
had leeway on when to implement
the VAT. In February, the Saudi
cabinet approved the GCC/UVAT,
followed in May by the UAE’s ratification. The second GCC country approval put the agreement in effect
legally across the six states, though
the remaining four GCC countries
subsequently signed off on the deal.
Both the Saudi and UAE governments have worked speedily to
institute the necessary domestic
regulatory foundations for implementing the VAT and to educate
businesses and citizens on what to

Countdown on. Director-General of the UAE’s Federal Tax Authority Khalid al-Bustani speaks at a
news conference in Dubai, last September.						
(AFP)
expect come January 1.
The Saudi government is intent
on the VAT going into effect at the
beginning of 2018 and has sought to
dispel any confusion surrounding
the new tax. In response to an online question regarding the VAT and
one of the most common purchase
concerns Saudi citizens may have,
the kingdom’s General Authority of
Zakat and Tax (GAZT) said the VAT
rate of 5% for petrol will be applied
starting January 1.
Although Qatar’s cabinet approved its draft VAT law in May,
Doha recently announced that it
would not implement it to avoid
further financial burden on its citizens already feeling the effects of

the 6-month-old boycott by Saudi
Arabia, the UAE, Bahrain and Egypt.
Bahrain indicated that it would not
implement the tax until mid-2018.

On January 1, two of
the six Gulf
Cooperation Council
(GCC) members —
Saudi Arabia and the
United Arab
Emirates — will be
fully prepared to
implement a 5%
value added tax
(VAT).

Oman’s Consultative Assembly
recently passed its VAT law but
there is domestic regulatory work
that must be completed before the
tax can be applied, most likely in
late 2018.
In August, Kuwait’s cabinet approved VAT draft bills but the legislation has languished in the Kuwaiti
parliament, where there is typically
strong opposition to the tax. Given
the nature of drawn-out politics in
Kuwait, it is conceivable that the
VAT will not be implemented in Kuwait until 2019.
Jareer Elass reports from
Washington on energy issues for
The Arab Weekly.

Companies pitch MENA region services at London conference
Dunia El-Zobaidi

London

M

ore than 3,500 visi
tors attended Going
Global Live in Lon
don, an event showcasing
non-Arab
companies offering services to the
Middle East and North Africa region.
Among them were PIB Insurance
Brokers, Mauve Group and ETK
Group, all of which noted key areas
of growth in the region.
“Our clients send a multitude of
things to various industries, both
private buyers as well as government organisations,” said Richard
Miller, director and head of trade
credit and surety at PIB Insurance
Brokers.
“We have a number of clients who
are sending metals and raw materials into the Middle East as there is
a lot of construction being built
there. Humanitarian relief is also
being sent into Libya and Egypt.”
John R. Ellis, chief operating officer of Mauve Group, a consultancy that has previously exhibited at
Going Global Live, explained how
Mauve’s business has expanded.
“For a long time, we have had
a company in Dubai and we have
been using Dubai to operate in Abu
Dhabi,” he said. “Abu Dhabi is a bit
sensitive to having people with visas coming from Dubai. We thought
it’s better to have a local company
in Abu Dhabi itself because it gives
us a presence there that makes us
more authentic as an organisation
in the UAE. Although they are all
one country, each emirate has its

Multi-channel exposure. Visitors at the BFC Bank’s stand at Going Global Live in London.
(Going Global Live)

own identity.”
ETK Group, which helps businesses expand in Africa and helps
African businesses go global, said
many businesses lack the deep understanding of regional contexts.
“We noticed people don’t understand Africa and Africans as well as
they should so, as a result of that,
Africans tend to stay within their
own countries,” said Bolaji Sofoluwe, director of ETK Group.
“We are your sales and imple-

mentation force on the ground for
companies going in and out. We
also provide business education.

Non-Arab
companies at Going
Global Live noted
key areas of growth
in the Middle East
and North Africa
region.

We have 32 specialisations that are
UK accredited at level four and six,”
she added.
The company has major operations in North Africa, Sofoluwe
noted.
“We have representatives for our
Centre of African Business Education in Egypt, one in Cairo and one
in Alexandria. From Egypt, we can
work in Morocco, Tunisia and Algeria,” she said. “We are hoping to
spread our wings more but those

are our four main markets in North
Africa. We might open an office in
Morocco as one of our representatives from Ghana is there a lot so
she is thinking to set up [in] Marrakech.”
“We inform people about specific sectors in our training programme,” Sofoluwe added. “One of
them is early years education and
how to set up international schools
and run it, which curriculum to
choose. Last year our director visited Egypt and set up a conference
of 300-400 proprietors of private
schools. It was interesting to hear
the experiences they had. She
connected them with UK private
schools so they can share ideas and
knowledge and have exchange programmes.”
ETK Group also encourages African countries to rebuild old ties.
“We also like to educate people that North Africa is safer than
they think,” she said. “Nigeria and
Libya had strong ties before the
‘Arab spring.’ We want to encourage
intra-Africa investment because
Africans understand Africa better
than anyone else so we are saying
to the Nigerians why don’t you go
back into North Africa and expand
your businesses there and attract
foreign investment into those
areas?”
Going Global Live returns
to Excel London May 1617. Tickets can be booked at
www.goinggloballive.co.uk.
For
information on exhibit space, con
tact Simon Chicken at 0117 907
3520 or simon.chicken@prysmgroup.co.uk.
Dunia El-Zobaidi is a regular Arab
Weekly contributor in London.
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Egypt’s rising bank deposits offer
little help to investment climate
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Cairo

T

here has been an unprecedented rise in deposits
in Egyptian banks but
the trend is doing little to encourage investments or increase market activity,
analysts said.
Deposits at banks rose $53 billion from August 2016 through
August 2017 to $169.4 billion, the
Central Bank of Egypt said. Economists attribute the rise to the success of Egyptian banks in securing
greater market liquidity.
“Saving schemes introduced by
the banks succeeded in encouraging members of the public to save

The deposits have turned
into a load on the banks,
with few investors
approaching these banks
for loans at the current
interest rates.

Economist and tax
consultant Khaled al-Shafie

their money, not spend it,” said
Abdel Raouf al-Idrisi, an economics professor at Egypt’s October 6
University. “These saving schemes
absorbed most of the money in the
market.”
Egyptian banks have introduced
a range of products, including
special saving schemes with interest rates of 16-20%. The high
rates countered an unprecedented
surge in commodity prices after
the weakening of the Egyptian
pound.
The saving plans attracted billions of dollars. Many of those
who had hoarded US dollars, in
the hopes of profiting from rising
exchange rates, sold dollars to purchase high-interest saving certificates. From November 2016 and
November 2017, Egyptians traded
in $57 billion to local banks, Deputy Central Bank Governor Gamal
Negm said.
The banks introduced the saving
schemes to rein in runaway inflation, which was at a three-decade
high. They wanted to eradicate a
foreign currency parallel market
by encouraging Egyptians to sell
the foreign currencies and create
a greater demand for the Egyptian
pound.
“The banks’ saving schemes attracted huge amounts of money,
liquidity that would have been in
circulation in the market, which
could have increased the inflation
and weakened the national currency even more,” Idrisi said.
The rise in the deposits was accompanied by an increase in all
economic indicators.
Real gross domestic product
(GDP) rose by a revised 5% in the
fourth quarter of the 2016-17 fiscal
year, and averaged a 4.6% increase
over the second half of the year,
which represented the fastest

Beirut

L

ebanon needs substantial overhauling of its
infrastructure and basic
services from water and
electricity to roads and
transportation that the government
has neither the funds nor the expertise to conduct. The best answer
to the country’s development requirements are projects carried out
in partnership between the public
and private sectors, so-called PPP
projects.
Ziad Hayek, secretary-general of
the government’s Higher Council
for Privatisation and Partnership,
is categorical, saying: “PPP is fantastic. It is exactly what we need,
because we have to build our infrastructure and the government does
not have money, while the private
sector has money to spend on infrastructure.”
Lebanon engaged in PPP ventures when it was one of the world’s
biggest reconstruction sites after its
1975-90 civil war but first attempts
at PPP were non-starters.
“We had many PPP projects but
none of them had worked because
the government did not really understand what PPP projects are
about and treated them like normal
procurements by running tenders
to select the lowest bidder,” Hayek
said.
He explained that PPP projects
entail negotiations and detailed
agreements about risk sharing and
mitigation of services.

“When we say public-private
partnership, we mean partnership
in risk so we have to sit and discuss
who is taking what risk, how are
we helping each other mitigate the
risks, who is better placed to take
a particular risk, how can we value these risks, etc. Then the price
would be the result of that discussion,” he said.
The failed solid waste management tender that led to a garbage
collection crisis and popular protests in 2015 is a best example of
PPP projects that never saw the
light, Hayek noted.

Lebanon has
launched 15 PPP
projects for power
production from
wind and solar
energy.
“The private sector was willing to
take financing risk, operation risk,
market risk, foreign exchange risk
but it was not ready to take political
risks,” he said. “When you tell the
private sector you should find the
area for the landfill, which is a political issue, it will not accept or ask
for very high prices.”
Parliament ratified a PPP law in
August after ten years of lobbying.
Henceforth, all partnership projects that would be prepared by
the government, public administrations and municipalities will be
governed by this law.
Mohamed Choucair, chairman of
the Chamber of Commerce, Industry and Agriculture in Beirut and

Turkey’s inflation
hits highest level
since 2003
Turkey’s inflation in November
hit its highest annual rate in 14 years
at nearly 13%, official data indicate.
Consumer prices rose 12.98% in
November from the same period in
2016, the state statistics agency said,
the highest annual rate recorded
since December 2003. Inflation was
reported at 11.9% in October.
Monthly inflation was up 1.49%
in November from October, with
transport, clothing and food showing strong rises.
(Agence France-Presse)

Greater liquidity. A customer checks US dollars in a bank in Cairo.
(Reuters)

growth since 2009-10, the Central
Bank said.
Commodity exports grew by
10% in the fourth quarter while
commodity imports fell by 14%,
successfully narrowing Egypt’s
trade deficit by 26%, according to
the office of the presidency.
The rise in bank deposits reflected a change in Egyptians’
saving culture, economists said.
However, this has not been accompanied by an increase in demand
by local investors for loans.
“One reason this is happening
is that bank interests on loans are
very high,” said Ashraf al-Arabi,
a member of the Egyptian Parliament’s Economic Committee.
“Instead of investing their money,
people are buying saving certificates to benefit from high interest
rates and few people are ready to
pay the high borrowing interest.”
The interest rate on some loans

was 20%, which is scaring investors away, he said. The banks do offer loans with lower interest rates
to small-project developers and
tourism investors but big projects
that can move the economy forward and contribute to job creation tend to require borrowing at
higher interest rates.
“One can easily claim that the
deposits have turned into a load
on the banks, with few investors
approaching these banks for loans
at the current interest rates,” said
economist and tax consultant
Khaled al-Shafie. “The banks need
to reduce the interest rates for borrowing a bit if they want to incentivise investments and encourage
individuals and institutions to
borrow.”
Hassan Abdel Zaher is a
Cairo-based contributor to
The Arab Weekly.

Public-private partnership projects aim
to shore up Lebanon’s faltering economy
Samar Kadi

Briefs

Mount Lebanon, welcomed the law
stating that “there is liquidity in the
banks and a lot of investors who
have the will to invest in the country’s infrastructure.”
Hayek underlined the importance of applying the law properly
to reactivate investments and create jobs for professionals and bluecollar labour.
“Finally we have PPP legislation
that establishes transparency and
a PPP unit of professionals who understand what PPP is and can negotiate on behalf of the government.”
“We have suffered from chronic
unemployment for decades because
the government never had any jobs
programme, forcing many young
professionals to emigrate,” Hayek
said. “PPP projects create jobs because they are large long-term projects that employ thousands of people, including engineers, managers,
lawyers, programmers.”
Under the new PPP law, the Higher Council for Privatisation and
Partnership would be the authorised party for approving, beginning
and managing projects and it would
act as the liaison between the private sector and government bodies.
“I am in a hurry to get PPP projects on track and running as soon
as possible,” Hayek said. “The economic situation in Lebanon is so
dire and I worry that we will not be
able to start collecting the benefits
of PPP before we have a collapse of
our economy because our system is
so centralised and the political situation in the country does not help.”
Rani Achkar, senior engineer at
the Lebanese Centre for Energy
Conservation (LCEC), which is af-

filiated with the Ministry of Water
and Energy, pointed out that the
government has launched several
PPP projects for power production
from wind and solar energy.
“Bidders have been selected and
licences granted for the implementation of three PPP projects for producing wind energy with a total
capacity of 200 megawatts. We are
in the final phase of negotiations regarding the power purchase agreement,” Achkar said.
Tenders have been submitted for
12 PPP projects for the production
of solar energy in different regions
of Lebanon with a total capacity of
120-180 megawatts.
“We have received 42 offers,
which we will have to evaluate in
order to select 12 bidders. Such projects will definitely help reduce the
chronic power shortage in the country by exporting more energy to the
grid. At the same time, this will increase the security of supply, help
diversify the sources of energy and
reduce [carbon dioxide] emissions,”
Achkar said.
All projects are expected to start
commercial operation by 2020, he
added.
Hayek said he is hopeful that,
with the new law, the government
will start doing PPP projects the
“right way.”
“We have many Lebanese companies that are already working on
PPP projects in Africa, the Middle
East, Asia and America so why not
have them do the same projects
here in Lebanon?” he asked.
Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly
Travel and Society section editor.

South Sudan owes
Sudan $1.3 billion
from 2012 oil deal
South Sudan owes Sudan $1.3 billion from a 2012 deal that ended a
dispute over oil payments between
the two countries, the deputy finance minister said before he was
sacked.
The
previously
undisclosed
amount is equivalent to eight years
of oil revenues for South Sudan at
current prices, former Deputy Minister Mou Ambrose Thiik said. He
spoke to Reuters about the debt
December 1 and was removed from
his post by President Salva Kiir later
that day.
(Reuters)

Iran inaugurates
Indian Ocean port
Iran inaugurated a long-awaited
new port at Chabahar, in south-eastern Iran. The facility is designed to
become a major trade hub linking
India and Africa with Central Asia.
The first three shipments — Indian wheat to Afghanistan — were
unloaded December 3, the Iranian
ports organisation said.
(Agence France-Presse)

Russia did not
clear Kurdistan
operations
with Baghdad
Russian Energy Minister Alexander Novak did not discuss operations by Russian oil companies in
Iraq’s Kurdistan region with the
Iraqi prime minister or oil minister
during his trip to Iraq, the Iraqi Oil
Ministry said.
“At a time when the Oil Ministry welcomes all international
oil companies to invest and work
in Iraq, it also affirms that oil is a
sovereign resource and therefore all
contracts… should be signed with
the federal government and the Oil
Ministry,” it said in a statement.
“Anything contrary to that means
these entities are liable for all the
consequences, legal and financial
responsibilities and damages resulting from that.”
Novak had tweeted that the government of Iraq had no objections
regarding operations by Russian oil
companies in the semi-autonomous
Kurdistan region of northern Iraq.

(Reuters)
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Egypt plans to become an
international equestrian hub
Amr Emam

Cairo

E

gypt is trying to carve a
niche on the Arab equestrian stage by starting
what the government
describes as the largest
horse farm complex in the Arab
Middle East.
The farm would be attached to an
international equestrian city that
would feature luxury hotels and
horse racing arenas as well stables,
breeding research facilities, a riding
academy and a veterinarian hospital, the government said.
“We have a plan to strongly enter the horse-breeding field and
turn it into a national activity,” said
Hamed Abdel Dayem, a spokesman
of the Agriculture Ministry, which
will oversee the project. “Egypt has
whatever it takes to be an international hub for equestrian activities.”
The plan to establish the complex comes as the country works
to diversify its tourist offerings.
Another of the new attractions includes reviving the biblical journey
of Joseph, Mary and Jesus.
The horse farm project has been
endorsed by Egyptian President
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, who has said
horse breeding and equestrian activities can, within a few years,
become an important source of national income.
Studies by the Agriculture Ministry project revenues from the
planned equestrian city and horse
farm to reach $12 billion a year after the expected completion of the
project in 2020.
“We also have an export-oriented
horse-breeding plan that will bring
in a lot of money, too,” Abdel Dayem said.
The Agriculture Ministry has
settled on 6th of October city, a
sprawling urban community northeast of Cairo, as the location for the
project. It is to be constructed on
more than 400 hectares and 472
top-calibre Arabian horses are to be

Strong boost. An Egyptian man washes horses on the outskirts of Cairo.
moved to the farm after its completion.
The different parts of the international equestrian city would be
interconnected with an aerial lift
system to ease movement between
sections and give visitors a bird’seye view of equestrian activities.
There is enthusiasm for the project among horse-breeding specialists who say Egypt has expertise
capable of turning horse breeding
and development into a viable programme.
“This project is very long over-

Egypt appears to be
trying to match
experiences of other
Arab countries,
including the United
Arab Emirates, a
pioneer in horse
breeding and
equestrian activities.

(Reuters)

due,” said Salah al-Guindy, an agricultural economics professor at
Mansoura University. “It will reflect very positively on the national
economy.”
Egypt appears to be trying to
match experiences of other Arab
countries, including the United
Arab Emirates, a pioneer in horse
breeding and equestrian activities.
Egypt established its first horse
farm in southern Cairo in 1928. The
farm was a mecca for the ruling and
business elite decades ago but has
since fallen into total decay.

Horse breeding and racing would
be a strong boost to the tourism sector, said Bassem Halaqa, head of
Egypt’s Tour Guides Union.
“By entering this field, Egypt will
attract a different category of tourists, namely horse lovers. This category is mainly made up of moneyed
tourists who are ready to spend a lot
to practise their equestrian hobbies,
which translates into good income.”
Halaqa pointed out that Egyptian
officials would need to enact laws
regarding betting on horse racing
because the area is unregulated.

Algeria’s population growth could generate social pressures
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

A

lgeria’s generous welfare spending and relative stability after years
of civil tumult have
spurred rapid population growth, analysts said, putting
it on track to surpass France in the
number of citizens.
The state-run National Statistics Office said the population has
grown 2.2% annually over the past
three years, adding an estimated
1 million inhabitants each year. In
January 2017, Algeria’s population
was 41.3 million, the office reported, and the number was predicted
to swell to 51 million by 2030.
“At first sight, Algeria constitutes a world singularity because
it stands as an exception in demographic transition (because of its)
shift to low birth and death rates
from higher ones,” said Laurent
Chalard, a fellow at the European
Centre for International Affairs

A rapid population
spike could
exacerbate social
tensions, including
unemployment and
the chronic housing
shortage.

think-tank.
“The continuation of such sustained population growth will likely make Algeria’s population higher
than France’s with time,” said Chalard.
France has seen population increases of 1 million over the latest
three years, making it the most rapidly growing population in Europe,
official data stated. It had a population of 67 million in January 2017.
While
Algeria’s
population
growth is similar to many countries
in the MENA region, it has a unique
trajectory.
Algeria experienced a sharp decline in population in the late 1990s,
with the average fertility rate dropping from 4.5 children per woman
in 1990 to 2.4 in 2000, said Chalard
in comments carried by the Algerian
website TSA. “That began steadily
rising to reach the rate of 3.1 children per woman in 2015.”
“Such an evolution… is not observed anywhere else in the world,
except in the particular case of Israel,” added Chalard, who said the
factors behind the trend were the
end of Algeria’s decade-long civil
war followed by high social spending.
“Once the civil war was over (the
birth rate changed)” and “families
who had put off having children
started expanding again,” he said.
“The high spending of oil revenues allowed families to secure the
minimum to spend in necessities

Uncertain future. Boys play football in Algiers.
and have no incentive to cut births.”
Algeria has taken in approximately $1 trillion from oil and gas exports
since President Abdelaziz Bouteflika took office in 1999, government
figures indicate.
That has coincided with a steady
rise in the country’s population,
which totalled 11.6 million in 1962,
the year of Algerian independence.
Chalard and Algerian experts said
Algeria’s rising numbers could allow for it to more effectively utilise
its comparative advantage in oil and
mineral wealth. Algeria could also
aim to leverage its human capital
to assume a more prominent role in

(Reuters)

regional affairs.
Global Firepower, an index that
ranks military power, says Algeria
has Africa’s second most powerful
army. The US Central Intelligence
Agency (CIA) ranked Algeria eighth
in terms of percentage of GDP spent
on the military.
However, a rapid population
spike could exacerbate social tensions, including unemployment
and a chronic housing shortage,
analysts said. The housing problem
gives particular cause for concern.
Research by Professor Tahar Bellal of Algeria’s Setif University, indicated the country is estimated to

need an additional 2 million hous
ing units by 2025, despite a $65
billion government housing pro
gramme that ends in 2019.
The shortage has been a major
obstacle for young people looking
to marry and has led to reports of
younger men living in overcrowded
homes who wait for their siblings to
wake up for work so that they can
have a place to sleep.
Zahia Ouadah-Bedidi, who stud
ies demographic changes in Algeria,
said: “Unable to marry, they (young
Algerians) are suffocated by the so
cial norms and taboos that forbid
any sexual relations outside mar
riage.”
The overall effects of Algeria’s
demographic trends remains to be
seen but, if not managed properly,
they could contribute to popular
disillusionment, as evidenced by
low voter turnout in May and November.
“When you say excessive number of young people, you say also
revolutionary instincts at the entry
of adult age,” said Chalard. “If the
economic and social situation of Algeria fails to meet the expectations
of younger generations, the 2030s
could be rough if Algeria does not
take off economically by then.”
In the 1960s, Algeria followed
Chi
na and the former Soviet Union in advocating rapid population
growth, ignoring the view that population control is a precondition for
balanced development.
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Iraqis fight to preserve legal protection for young women
Nazli Tarzi

London

T

he vote to amend Iraq’s
personal status law that
sets the minimum age of
marriage at 18 has been
shelved for further deliberation but the battle is far from
won.
News of the withdrawal of draft
amendments was delivered via the
official Twitter account of the British Embassy in Baghdad in late November but has not been corroborated by Iraqi state officials.
Despite the celebratory development, a statement published by UN
representatives Pramila Patten and
Virginia Gamba urged the “government of Iraq to reconsider” changes
to the Personal Status Law.
Iraqi rights advocates accused
members of parliament of seeking
to cancel the laws that protect minors from forced marriage and its
associated harm, denouncing such
moves as “criminal.” They argue
that proposed changes to the Personal Status Law would legalise sexual exploitation, polygamy and rape
while doing away with choices that
current legislation grants women.
Proposed amendments to laws
governing marriage, divorce, inheritance and child custody would empower religious courts to override
civil courts. The marriage of girls as
young as 9 years old would no longer be legally prohibited.
“The boys and girls of Iraq, already victims of grave violations…
are at risk of being deprived of their
childhood,” warned UN representatives of the secretary-general on
sexual violence in a statement published December 4.
In dispute is the consenting age
for marriage and whether it agrees
with the religious rulings under the
Ja’fari school of Shia religious jurisprudence.

The genesis of Iraq’s sectarian
order following the collapse of the
former state in the wake of the
United States’ 2003 invasion has
eroded the rights women previously enjoyed.
The setback is one of many disruptions Iraqi women painstakingly fight. Couples could be treated
as sectarian subjects defined not by
the woman’s sect but by her husband’s.
The uproar this has provoked and
steady mobilisation in resistance to
it have yielded results that are inconclusive.
“For now, there is good news,”
said Hanaa Edwar, chairwoman of
the Iraqi al-Amal Association, regarding the vote being shelved.
Edwar explained that the amendments “have a history… reviving
those first voiced in late December 2003 by the late Abdelaziz
al-Hakim, father to Ammar [alHakim]” — head of the Wisdom
Party — an offshoot of the Islamic
Supreme Council.
Between then and now, the issue remains unchanged. It’s not so
much the implementation as it is
the interpretation of Islamic religious law as imagined and promoted by ruling Shia parties.
With mounting pressure from
female rights activists and organisations, the attempt to abolish the
code was abandoned in 2004, Edwar said, similar to the situation
now.
Edwar spoke of other strategies
Islamist parties are using to prevent
passing a bill against all forms of
domestic violence, including provisions for the opening of women’s
shelters.
“We have campaigned vigorously
for three years but there are always
excuses, repeated excuses from Islamists, to block the bill,” said Edwar.
Moves to promote or repress the
voice of women, in Edwar’s experience, were underpinned by political

Painstaking fight. Iraqi women demonstrate to condemn violence against women in Baghdad, on
November 25.											
calculations.
Weak institutions of state and the
decentralisation of power and a tug
of war between the prime minister
and the council of representatives,
in this latest saga, “helps us to understand repeated calls to repeal
the law,” she said.
The move has been discredited
as a “marketing ploy” ahead of
next year’s elections, “an advertisement,” Edwar called it, “to mobilise
and secure [the] biggest electoral
bloc.
“Without a doubt it’s a sectarian
ploy designed to secure parliamentarians the votes they need,” she
said

Proposed
amendments to laws
governing marriage,
divorce, inheritance
and child custody
would empower
religious courts to
override civil courts.

(AFP)

Child marriage is one of many
shadows over the “new Iraq,” corresponding to rising levels of poverty
in rural and urban dwellings.
“What disappoints me most,” Edwar said, “is that the international
community sides with those that
look upon Iraqi society simply as it
is conservative.”
UN Special Representative Jan
Kubis called for “wider consultation on the draft amendments… to
ensure the full respect, protection
and fulfilment of women and girls.”
“It’s not the time to let up,” Edwar said, “not till we establish a
legal environment that protects
women.”

Women in rural Tunisia mix hot sauce with business
Eleonore Voisard

Menzel Mhiri

T

hese Tunisian women
have some sauce, pooling
their resources and a seasoned culinary expertise
handed down through
centuries from mother to daughter.
Their secret? Harissa — the spicy
hot pepper paste used to add zing
to dishes traditionally prepared in
the Maghreb region.
When Najoua Dhiflaoui prepares harissa, it is no longer just
for her family. She and another 150
women are making money producing and exporting their ancestral
savoir faire.
Harissa — made from sun-dried
chili peppers, freshly prepared
spices and olive oil to preserve and
soften its heat — is added to many
dishes in restaurants in Tunisia and
is popular abroad.
In 2013, farmers in Menzel Mhiri
near Kairouan in rural central Tunisia banded together to form a
cooperative they dubbed “Tahadi”
— Arabic for “Challenge.”
Dhiflaoui and her co-workers
certainly rose to it.
They went “door-to-door to convince others to join them, to combine their knowledge and sell their
products together,” she said.
The women were aided by
an official project to support
local produce and were given training in the technical, hygienic and commercial aspects of their venture.
For two years, they have
marketed their harissa under the
“Errim” trade name. That’s Arabic
for “small gazelle,” also a symbol of
feminine beauty.

Seasoned culinary expertise. Najoua Dhiflaoui presents Errim
harissa products in Menzel Mhiri near Kairouan.
(Al Arab newspaper)

“It’s a way of representing the
Tunisian woman — hard-working,
authentic and fiery,” Dhiflaoui said
with a smile, her forehead beaded
with sweat from the heat and the
peppers.
Tahadi has 164 workers and is
one of the first firms in Tunisia to
work exclusively with local rural women working on a flexible
schedule.
In a spotless white laboratory
lined with machinery that grinds,
kneads and fills, gloved women
wash and prepare locally harvested
ingredients to make the red paste.
Women play a key role in the Tunisian economy, said Farouk Ben
Salah of PAMPAT, a UN, Swiss and
Tunisian project aimed at getting
rural products such as harissa onto
the market.
“The main thing is to create
working conditions for them as
soon as possible,” he said.
The harissa makers are paid
“slightly more than the agricultural
wage, around 15 dinars” ($6) per
working day, said Ben Salah.
Others work from home, performing essential tasks for the
project and generating income by
cleaning and drying peppers on the
roofs of their houses.
Dhiflaoui is full of enthusiasm.
“This work allows women a certain financial autonomy,” she said,
boosting their confidence and enabling them “to move forward.”
Since the launch of the cooperative, the farmers “have encouraged
each other to make their mark. No
longer do you have to be a teacher
or doctor, now they too can work
and feel they have a place in society.”
Women in rural Tunisia are particularly affected by gender discrimination and lack of job securi-

ty. Female unemployment is 22.5%
at a national level but the rate exceeds 35% in rural provinces, a 2015
report by the National Institute of
Statistics stated.
Dhiflaoui said that many women
who work at Tahadi used to labour
in the fields in “terrible conditions”
or “waited until their husbands
brought money home.”
Their new role has “made them
bloom” and given them “liberty,”
she added.
“There’s a big difference between
a woman with her own monthly
salary and a woman who relies on
a husband,” said Chelbia Dhiflaoui,
Najoua’s cousin who also works at
Tahadi.

Najoua Dhiflaoui and
another 150 women
are making money
producing and
exporting their
ancestral savoir
faire.
“She feels a sense of responsibility, she sets goals she can reach and
she’s working to improve her living
conditions.”
Ben Salah said PAMPAT could
help Tahadi diversify its production to give the cooperative more
opportunities to employ women
who live in rural areas.
Errim harissa is already making
a name for itself. Sold in gourmet
food stores nationally, it can be
found in Switzerland and Germany
and orders have been dispatched
to France and Italy. Talks are under way to export the delicacy to
Canada.
(Agence France-Presse)
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Archaeological exhibitions showcase Saudi heritage
The Arab Weekly staff

Riyadh

I

ntroducing Saudi cultural heritage and raising awareness
among Saudi nationals about
the role their country played
in shaping the region’s history
were at the core of a series of archaeological exhibitions organised
in parallel with Saudi Arabia’s First
National Antiquities Forum.
The programmes, established by
the National Museum in Riyadh,
feature artefacts and archaeological
relics discovered in excavation sites
across the kingdom.
“Each year joint Saudi and foreign exploration teams excavate
rare historical objects from various
sites, further supporting the belief
that the Arabian Peninsula had a
pivotal role in shaping the modern
and contemporary history (of the
region),” Mohamad Halwi, an archaeology expert at the National
Museum in Riyadh, told daily Al
Arab.
The exhibitions, which run
through December 18, include the
“Masterpieces of the Kingdom,”
“Historical Photos Exhibition,”
“Saudi Pioneering Archaeologists,”
“Specialised Antiquities Book Fair,”
“Recovered Antiquities Exhibition,” “Archaeological Discoveries
Exhibition” and “Exhibition of Attention of Kings of the Kingdom on
the National Heritage in collaboration with King Abdul Aziz Dara.”
There is also a photo gallery on the
renovation project of Al Hijaz railway station in Medina in collaboration with Al Turath, the Al Madinah
charitable heritage foundation.
The “Archaeological Discoveries
Exhibition,” featuring 44 recently
unearthed historical objects, drew
the largest interest from museum
visitors, Halwi noted. He said new
findings indicated that “the Arabian Peninsula had a central role in
international trade due to its strategic location as a link between East

Rare objects. Visitors at the Archaeological Discoveries Exhibition at the National Museum in Riyadh.			
Asia on one hand and Europe and
the rest of the world on the other
hand.”
Among artefacts displayed at the
“Archaeological Discoveries Exhibition” were a medium-sized, creamcoloured chiselled clay jar, a small
rounded partially broken pottery
piece with colourful decoration,
a bronze warrior tool and an engraved sandstone incense burner
discovered at the Oum Dorg excavation site.
Also on display are bronze coins
from Roman times, silver curren-

cies of the Ottoman Empire from
the early 19th century and a 56cmlong bronze sword found on the site
of a tombs’ excavation in Ain Dalaa
in al Kharg in 2013.

The “Archaeological
Discoveries
Exhibition,” featuring
44 historical objects
recently unearthed,
drew the largest crowd.

The exhibits have attracted large
crowds, including Saudis, foreigners and nationals from Gulf countries enthusiastic to learn about
the kingdom’s history and cultural
heritage.
Abdel Aziz Salem, a Saudi university student, said learning about
his country’s heritage conferred a
sense of pride and self-confidence.
“We have a remarkable history.
Saudi Arabia has witnessed important historical phases and contributed in the making of contemporary history. We should raise future

(Al Arab newspaper)

generations to appreciate our cultural heritage and great history,”
Salem told Al Arab.
Fahed al-Anzi, another visitor to
the show, stressed the need to promote visiting national museums
among Saudis.
“It is surprising to see our compatriots racing to visit museums
abroad when they do not even
think of going to museums at
home. There is definitely a need to
raise awareness about our cultural
heritage and the treasures that we
have,” Anzi said.

‘Let’s Write in Baghdad’
incarnates hopes and
dreams of Iraqi children
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

W

hen Iraqi poet and
writer Qassem Saoudi began “Let’s Write
in Baghdad,” he said
he did not expect
the great response it received or the
young talent he discovered.
“It was just amazing. The feedback was overwhelming and exceeded all my expectations. It was
a worthwhile adventure and a wager that we could win from the first
child we talked to. We were happily
surprised,” Saoudi said.
Investing in children’s potential
and stimulating creativity are behind the initiative, which aims to
teach students aged 7-12 to write
short stories for other children.
Supported by Ali Hamza and Manar
Madani, Saoudi embarked on his
venture in 2016, saying he wanted
to “incarnate children’s imagination
through short stories on paper.”
Saoudi started promoting his
initiative in 60 public and private
schools in areas of Baghdad where,
he noted, children could be easily initiated and quickly understand
what was required of them without
the help of teachers.
“Most of the stories that the children produced contained a mixture
of joy and hope despite the difficult

situation in the country, which we
expected to affect their writings,”
Saoudi said. “The children of Baghdad overcame the painful past and
present with a lot of courage.”
More than 400 children’s texts
were collected covering stories
about animals, Baghdad neighbourhoods, space and the planets and
family problems.
“It was astounding to see the
children in a country that experi-

I was stunned by the
maturity and creativity
of these children when
I read all the beautiful
stories they had
produced.

Iraqi poet and writer
Qassem Saoudi

enced the calamities of war and
arbitrary killings avoid writing
about death and destruction. I was
stunned by the maturity and creativity of these children when I read
all the beautiful stories they had
produced,” Saoudi said.
Some children, however — approximately 5% of the participants
— wrote about the painful loss of
loved ones or the destruction of
their home and villages. “These
were the children we have met in
refugee camps,” Saoudi said. “Their
stories were about friends they
missed and a desire to go back to
their plays and comfortable homes
instead of living in makeshift tents
and under very difficult conditions.”
Among the collected texts, 15
were selected and compiled in a
book titled “The Adventures of
Booboo the Balloon.” It was printed
with donations from supporters of
the initiative and presented at the
Sharjah Book Fair. Al-Farachat Publishing House published the book
free of charge in collaboration with
the House of Scientific Books on
Mutanabbi Street, the historic centre of Baghdad’s bookselling and intellectual community.
Illustrations and drawings were
offered by several Arab artists, including Iraqis, a Palestinian and an
Egyptian.
“We have printed 3,000 copies
that we distributed to the schools
in Baghdad as a token of the expe-

Worthwhile adventure. Elementary school children hold copies of
“The Adventures of Booboo the Balloon.”
(Oumayma Omar)
rience that has reflected the aspirations of Iraq’s children for knowledge, love and happiness,” Saoudi
said.
Dima Bassam, the 12-year-old author of the lead story that gave its
name to the book, said the idea of
the “Adventures of Booboo the Balloon” was inspired by her wish to
visit the ancient city of Babel, which
encompasses the world’s oldest civilisation.
“I never had the chance to visit
that historic place due to the volatile security situation in the country and my father’s busy schedule.
I have reflected this wish through
Booboo the Balloon, which could fly
freely over all Iraqi regions,” Dima
said.
After wandering for days, Booboo the Balloon finds itself in the
southern city of Basra but he does
not know how to return home to
Babel. While trying to find his way
back, Booboo meets a pink flamingo
that helps him find his way. Flamingoes usually pause in the al-Ahwar
marshes area in southern Iraq during their journey south towards

warmer regions.
“I have learnt about the cities
and regions that I chose for Booboo
to visit in geography classes only.
Through him I could reflect the
dreams of many children who wish
to have the same adventures, to
travel and to get to know the history
of our country,” Dima said.
Dima’s father, Khalil, said he
hopes his daughter will become a
writer. “She always surprises me
with her talents and passion for
writing and drawing. I will support
her all the way to develop this hobby and talent,” he said.
Saoudi said he is confident that
“Let’s Write in Baghdad” can contribute to the development of children’s writing skills as well as social
and humane conduct. “It nurtures
their creativity and imagination and
reinforces their quest for knowledge, hope and peace away from
war and destruction,” he said.
Oumayma Omar, based in
Baghdad, is a contributor to the
Culture and Society sections of
The Arab Weekly.
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Francis Ghilès is a regular Arab Weekly contributor in London.

Safwan Masri looks at why
Tunisia will probably succeed

T

he differences
between Tunisia and
its neighbours have
been remarked on
for centuries. Its
openness to foreigners, tolerant outlook
and joie de vivre are not just the
result of a Mediterranean climate.
The revolts that began in Tunisia
in the winter of 2011 and spread
across the region, toppling former
Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak
after former Tunisian President
Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali, were
widely lauded by Western political
leaders and media, whose enthusiasm I did not share.
I thought democracy had a
chance in Tunisia but not in other
countries in the region. Why?
Before I explain, I must declare a
personal interest in Tunisia, as I
have known the country since 1951
and reported on it for the Financial
Times, the BBC and others since
1974.
Three factors need to be considered.
First, young Tunisian men and
women, starting in the poorer
hinterland areas, dared to confront
Ben Ali’s dreaded police with their
bare hands, toppling Ben Ali after
gaining support from Tunisia’s
general trade union and others
in the coastal cities. The Islamist movement was nowhere to be
seen.
Second, Tunisia was not a major
strategic asset for Western powers.
Its former colonial ruler, France,
was caught completely off-guard
by the developments.
Last, Tunisia did not witness
a revolution of the system but a decapitation of the existing system.
Today, the country’s industrial and
farming assets belong to the same
people they belonged to in 2011,
with the exception of the Ben Ali
clan.
As Safwan Masri explains in his
book “Tunisia: An Arab Anomaly,”
Tunisia is different from the
rest of the Arab world. This
explains the relative success of
its democratic transition, he
argues.
True, the country faces several challenges: The economy
is in bad shape, not least due
to the conflict in neighbouring Libya; corruption is
pervasive; bold decisions to
address regional differences
are needed; civil service is
hugely inflated; and young
people have yet to taste
the fruit of their daring in
2011.
In addition, too much
domestic capital lies
abroad, which is detrimental to the country’s
economic growth.
That said, Tunisia has
secured many achievements. First, blood
has not been spilt in
Tunisia anywhere
near the scale it has
in other Arab countries. Its freedom
of speech is more
widely protected,
torture is in retreat
and free-and-fair
elections take
place. These are no
mean achievements
in a world in which human rights
are receding.
Masri does an excellent job of
examining the historical factors that make Tunisia what it is.

Modern Tunisia’s founding father,
Habib Bourguiba, was an autocrat
but instituted important reforms.
By granting women equal rights in
1956, introducing family planning
and health reforms and establishing universal education — with
mixed classes — he set the pace of
modernising change “that formed
the core of the vision for the young
country he was building,” Masri
writes.

Masri does an
excellent job of
examining the
historical factors
that make Tunisia
what it is.
Bourguiba, as the author noted,
understood that “religion was
entrenched in Tunisian society…
and could be a legitimising factor
for the independence movement,”
the Neo Destour, but at the same
time removed it from centre stage.
“Bourguiba had redefined the
relations between religion and
society,” says Masri. Tunisia “was
thus spared the struggle for national identity that made Islam the
badge of honour in societies that
had little else which to pin their
newfound independence.”
He did this thanks to strong
support from Fadhel Ben Achour,
sheikh at Zitouna Mosque, the old
Quranic school. Ben Achour also
led the constituent session of the
Tunisian General Labour Union,
Africa’s second oldest trade union
and was a key player in the fight
for independence.
Fadhel’s father, Tahar, played an
equally important role in modernising the country’s vision of Islam
a generation earlier. Reformers
such as Tahar Haddad believed

Cover of “Tunisia:
An Arab Anomaly”
by Safwan M. Masri.

the reason Muslim societies lagged
behind Europe was their misunderstanding of the tenets of Islam.
Leading ministers of the 19th
century, such as Mustapha Khaznadar and Kheireddine Pacha, also
made important contributions.
Pacha’s seminal work, “The Surest
Path to Knowledge regarding the
Condition of Countries,” published
in 1867, established his legacy as a
great reformer.
In it “he argued for stability in
political institutions and for the
rule of law as requisites for the
power and prosperity of nations.
He did not discuss universal
suffrage but argued for equality
before the law and the regulation
of public finances.”
Though he failed in his attempt to reform Zitouna, he
created a new secular institution,
Sadiki College, six years before the
French conquered the country in
1881.
Sadiki College recruited students
from all over the country on the
basis of merit, providing their
education for free. “This egalitarianism extended geographically in
that students were recruited from
every region of the country,” Masri
wrote.” The school was noted for
its religious diversity (Jews were
admitted) and for instilling a
sense of national belonging in its
students. This helps explain why
Bourguiba’s post-independence
modernisation was so successful —
alumni dominated the government
for three decades. “In the first
three decades of after independence, 124 out of 137 government
ministers were Sadiki graduates,”
noted the author.
Tunisian President Beji Caid
Essebsi is in many ways the heir of
Bourguiba, which is helped by the
fact that Tunisia, as it is constituted, has been ruled from Carthage
or nearby Tunis for 2,800 years. It
is a more homogeneous country
than many of its neighbours.
That said, to call neighbouring Algeria “an obscure
geographical exception” is
to trot out an unfair
colonial cliche and to
speak of “infamous
Turkish pirates,” as
Masri does, is historically inaccurate
as privateering was
practised as much by
the English, French,
Venetians and Maltese
as it was by the Tunisians and Algerians.
Such remarks in no
way detract from this
book, which deserves to
be widely read. Reforms
on matters such as education, the role of Islam,
gender roles and trade
unions are key to the future
of Arab countries. Tunisia
is no doubt “an anomaly”
in the Arab world but only
the future will tell whether it
remains so.
Still, it is safe to argue that
North Africa is very different
from the Middle East and that
Tunisia is different from its
neighbours. It can only consolidate this position, however,
if its leaders dare to be as bold
with their economic and educational reforms as Bourguiba was
half a century ago.
Francis Ghilès is an associate
fellow at the Barcelona Centre
for International Affairs.

Talking with
Safwan Masri

Author Safwan M.Masri.
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afwan M. Masri is
executive vice-president for Global
Centres and Global
Development at
Columbia University.
He is the author of
“Tunisia: An Arab
Anomaly.” He answered questions
from The Arab Weekly about his
book and perspective on Tunisia.
- What motivated you to write
this book?
Intellectually, I was driven by a
nagging desire to understand why
Tunisia alone has been able to
transition towards a functioning
democracy, while other “Arab
spring” nations devolved into civil
conflicts that have resulted in
humanitarian crises of gargantuan
proportions.
The book was also personally
motivated: Tunis was reminiscent
of the Arab capitals in which I grew
up in the 1960s and 1970s but
which have lost all the promise of
modernity and secularism that
they once held, perhaps irreversibly. The quest to understand
Tunisia became an exercise to
comprehend the demise of the
Arab world, of which I am, and a
personal journey to reconcile
conflicting aspects of my identity.
– What kind of reactions did you
get?
The book has been very well
received and reactions have been
quite diverse. In the United States,
for example, audiences have been
receptive to a counter-intuitive
and provocative narrative about
the Arab world and in the special
case that is Tunisia.
Tunisians have been especially
appreciative of the opportunity to
be reminded of their important
history and of the dose of confidence and optimism the book has
provided.
In places like Amman, Beirut and
Jerusalem, the book has resonated
with people frustrated by failures
in their own societies, particularly
when it comes to education,
religion and women’s rights.
– Tunisia’s history and social
make-up have predisposed it to the
2011 peaceful transition. Do you
think it predisposes it to succeed in
meeting the social and economic
challenges it faces?
I think it does but the challenges
the country faces are real. I am
confident that Tunisians will bring
about political stability. On
multiple occasions over the past
few years, Tunisians have demonstrated their capacity to reach
consensus and to compromise for
the sake of safeguarding the gains

(Courtesy of Safwan M. Masri)

they have made.
On the economic front, difficult
reforms must continue to be made
and corruption needs to be
addressed sustainably, through the
rule of law.
In my opinion, the most threateningly destabilising issue in
Tunisia that must be addressed is
the age-old dichotomy — economic
and social — between the urban
centres of the coastal area and the
interior and south of the country.
– There were those in the West in
2011 who thought Tunisia would
usher in a regional domino effect.
Did they miss how Tunisia is different?
Not only did everyone think that
there would be a domino effect but
many argued that Tunisia should
serve as a model for the rest of the
region. Pundits of all stripes failed
to appreciate that the ingredients
that prepared Tunisia for its
experience have been many
generations in the making and that
the rest of the region has been
moving in the opposite direction,
making it ill-prepared for a
democratic transition.

“Difficult reforms

must continue
to be made and
corruption needs
to be addressed
sustainably, through
the rule of law.”

Author
Safwan M. Masri

The role of the military and the
extent of foreign intervention,
notably regional, were underestimated. So was the fact that civil
society, which played a vital role in
the Tunisian scenario, was absent
elsewhere and there was no space
for political alternatives to
mature.
– Were Tunisians justified in
expecting the international
community to be more forthcoming in assisting them?
One of the decisive factors that
have helped Tunisia evolve the
way that it did has been that it was
never significant enough to attract
international and regional intrigue.
The factors that have saved Tunisia
from unwelcome intervention are
the same ones that stand in the
way of much-needed assistance
today. The international community should do a lot more to help
but its attention is directed
towards problem areas elsewhere
at the expense of not bolstering the
one successful example of a
peaceful, democratic society in
the region.
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Agenda
Dubai:
Through December 13
The Dubai International Film Festival is a celebration of Arab and
international cinema. In its 14th
edition, the festival showcases
more than 120 films from Hollywood, Bollywood and elsewhere.
A parallel programme includes
seminars, debates and meetings.
Tunis:
Through December 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 other locations in Tunisia.
Abu Dhabi:
Through December 23

One of the ancient relics as it was lifted out of the water in Alexandria years ago.					

(Heba Abdel Salam)

Egypt’s sunken
relics help
tourism sector
Amr Emam

Cairo

T

housands of ancient relics under water off the
coast of Alexandria have
turned diving into a professional obsession for
Heba Abdel Salam.
Abdel Salam does not, however,
dive in the Mediterranean Sea off
Alexandria only because of a passion for diving but out of a love for
exploration and archaeology, particularly for Egypt’s underwater

treasures, which she described as
“forgotten wealth.”
“Submerged antiquities have
not received enough attention,”
Abdel Salam said. “They can turn
into a lifeboat for our tourism sector.”
Abdel Salam and her colleagues
conduct daily diving tours near
Egypt’s underwater treasures,
something she said she hopes will
help the country’s flagging tourism trade.
The great palaces and temples
of ancient Alexandria, founded by
Alexander the Great, remain under
water. This reportedly includes
the submerged palace complex of
Queen Cleopatra, the remains of
the 137-metre lighthouse — one of
the seven wonders of the ancient
world — and numerous busts of
Cleopatra’s son, Caesarion, and
her father, Ptolemy XII.
“If included in tourism promotion programmes, the sunken
treasures can attract millions of
tourists,” said Ashraf Sabri, the
head of the Alexandria Sub Marine Diving Centre, which has
started a campaign to promote
Egypt’s submerged treasures.
“Divers from around the world
would love to come here and
see these rare treasures,” he
said.
Over the past two decades,
divers and archaeology experts
surveyed close to 11,000 antiquities of all types in one site east
of Alexandria, known as Abu Qir
Bay.
Only 20% of the artefacts were
excavated, experts said, and displayed at national museums and
abroad. “Sunken cities: Egypt’s
Lost Worlds” was an exhibition
at the British Museum showcasing underwater discoveries that
gained widespread popular and
critical interest.
As for the remaining antiquities, which include many statues
considered too heavy to excavate, the Alexandria Sub Marine
Diving Centre is more than happy

The statue of a female student
belonging to the Roman era.
(Heba Abdel Salam)

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, such as street
feasts, fine dining experiences
and cooking demonstrations by
some of the world’s most celebrated chefs.
Dubai:
Through December 31
“La Perle” features 65 artists
performing amazing stunts and
aerial antics above an on-stage
pool filled with 2.7 million litres
of water in a state-of-the-art,
custom-built theatre. The show
takes place at Al Habtoor City.
Egypt:
Through December 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.
Dubai:
Through April 7

A Roman-era bust under the water in Abu Qir Bay in Alexandria.
				
(Heba Abdel Salam)
to take tourists to them.
One theory is that an earthquake
hundreds of years ago caused the
city to be submerged. Another is
that a rising Mediterranean gradually engulfed the city of ancient
Alexandria.
Regardless of the reasons, the
remnants have lain under water
for so long, Abdel Salam said, they
provide a strong draw to millions
of divers looking for a new challenge. There are, she said, close to
45 million certified divers in the
world and they have the opportunity to see ancient sights that have
remained relatively undisturbed
for centuries.

Over the past two
decades, divers and
archaeology experts
surveyed close to
11,000 antiquities of all
types in Abu Qir Bay.
“Divers would need a week,
at least, to tour all the sites submerged under the water here,” Abdel Salam said. “Some sites would
take several hours to tour.”
In 2008, Egyptian antiquities authorities considered constructing
an underwater museum in Abu Qir
Bay to protect the relics and give
visitors the opportunity to tour

them without diving.
The museum would have featured an inland structure in Abu
Qir Bay with visitors reaching the
sea floor through underwater fibreglass structures. However, the
plan proved too costly, said Ehab
Moussa, head of the Tourism Support Alliance, an independent union of tourism experts who work to
promote Egypt’s tourism sector.
Moussa said there were sunken
treasures in places other than Alexandria, including the northern
city of Damietta. “There are also
submerged antiquities in the Red
Sea,” Moussa said.
“They [submerged antiquities]
are an important part of the lost
history of our country,” he added.
Egypt’s tourism sector started to
see signs of recovery after a year of
hardship induced by the downing
of a Russian passenger plane over
Sinai in 2015. However, a knife attack at the popular Red Sea tourist resort of Hurghada, which left
two German tourists dead and four
others wounded, was expected to
hit the tourism sector hard.
Egypt’s underwater treasures
could still be a draw. “There are
great relics lying under the water
here… I know of people who are
more than ready to come to visit
the ruins of ancient Alexandria, an
exquisite centre of ancient civilisation,” Moussa said.

Global Village is a large seasonal
cultural event that offers an array of festivals, shopping and
entertainment in an open-air
theme park. This entertainment and shopping destination
involves more than 70 participating countries presented in more
than 36 pavilions. Participants
can enjoy more than 50 rides and
26 restaurants offering food from
around the world.
Abu Dhabi:
December 14-27
Al Dhafra Festival is a major
regional and international event
inspired by the Emirati authentic
Bedouin spirit. It features more
than a dozen heritage activities
and competitions, including a
camel beauty contest, with a
total prize value of more than
$12.8 million.
Muscat:
January 18-February 10
The annual Muscat Festival takes
place in Amerat Park and Naseem
Gardens. The programme includes poetry sessions, lectures,
forums, concerts, storytelling
evenings, plays, art exhibitions
and other shows.

We welcome submissions of
calendar items related to
cultural events of interest to
travellers in the Middle East
and North Africa.
Please send tips to:
editor@thearabweekly.com

