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Photo opportunity. Russian President Vladimir Putin addresses his
troops at the Hmeimim Airbase in Syria, on December 11.
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Putin projects dominance
in Middle East but is not
without challengers
Simon Speakman Cordall

Tunis

R

ussian President Vladimir
Putin’s declaration of victory in Syria underscored
Russia’s newfound dominance in a region where
the United States had typically enjoyed a leading role.
However, as he seeks to rebuild
that influence to a level reminiscent
of the Soviet Union, Putin risks reviving frictions with the United
States and sparking new rivalries,
not least with France, which is
looking to reclaim its sphere of influence and pursue independent
policies.
Russia’s ascendancy has been
dramatic. Entering the Syrian war
two years ago in support of a regime thought to be on the point of
collapse, Moscow announced its
“partial” departure on December 11
while maintaining bases at Tartus
and Latakia.
Putin’s motivations are likely
as tied to domestic politics as to
foreign ambitions. Against a background of falling oil prices, a stagnating economy and rising public
anger over official corruption, Putin’s foreign power plays tap into
the romance of past imperial greatness that has fuelled his second sojourn at the Kremlin.
Allied to Russia’s rise within the
region has been the disengagement
of its geopolitical archrival, the
United States. From its 2003 invasion of Iraq to its recognition of Jerusalem as Israel’s capital, US policies have proven ill-inspired and
unpopular. To people in the Middle
East, they were disastrous. Russia’s
stands have been much more steadfast and credible.
In extending Russian influence
throughout the Middle East and

North Africa, Putin is actively seeking a new order shaped in his own
image. In Libya, Turkey, Egypt and
even in Iran and Saudi Arabia, Putin
is looking for benefits for his country while bolstering the rule of the
region’s strongmen.
During his “victory tour” in early
December — beyond his dramatic
stop in Syria, visits were made to
Egypt and Turkey — Putin gave indications of the contours of Russia’s ambitions.

In extending Russian
influence
throughout the
Middle East and
North Africa, Putin
is actively seeking a
new order shaped in
his own image.
Turkey, angered by Washington’s
partnership with the Kurdish Syrian
Democratic Forces (SDF), a group
Ankara sees as tied to the Kurdistan
Workers’ Party (PKK), seeks to partner with a more consistent international ally. Eliminating any doubt
was Turkey’s purchase of Russia’s
S400 missile defence system, a
move essentially welding Turkey’s
military future to Russia.
Egypt’s pivot to the east has been
dramatic, too. Cairo, which, the
New York Times reported, has received as much as $70 billion in US
aid since the ouster of the Soviet
ambassador there in 1973, has been
assumed to be a key US ally. However, with the signing of a preliminary agreement to share airbases
with Russia, as well as the expected
resumption of desperately needed
Russian tourism to Egypt’s coastal
resorts, Putin’s influence appears
firmly in the ascendant.
The Russian leader is not without
competition, however.

French President Emmanuel Macron is a new kid on the block who
seems determined to challenge
Moscow’s dominance in the Middle
East. With Washington’s disengagement, Macron sees an opportunity
for a greater political role and economic dividends.
His ambition is only equalled by
his energy. In December, he made
official visits to Algeria and Qatar.
In Paris, he hosted Israeli Prime
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu to
discuss peace plans. For Lebanon, he not only staged an elaborate Paris support conference but
proved instrumental in resolving
the crisis sparked by Prime Minister
Saad Hariri’s shock resignation announcement.
It is unclear how different visions will define the two powers’
strategies. Less constrained as Russia is by a compromising attitude
towards Iran, France has spoken
sharply against Tehran’s designs.
To “the Iranian presence and the
desire to make an axis from the
Mediterranean to Tehran, (I say)
no!” French Foreign Affairs Minister Jean-Yves Le Drian said recently.
Moscow and Paris are equally
attentive to events in Libya, with
Russia eyeing a political-military
role there. Libya can be a source of
competition but could offer Paris
and Moscow common ground, with
both seemingly keen on maintaining close relations with the country’s strongman, Khalifa Haftar.
In a Middle East increasingly
outside the US radar and beset by
security threats and uncertainties,
it remains to be seen how Russia
and its competitors will define the
endgames.
Simon Speakman Cordall is Syria/
Lebanon section editor with The
Arab Weekly.
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US eyes coalition to ‘really
push back against Iran’
Thomas Seibert

Washington

N

ew
US
accusations
against Iran of involvement in the war in
Yemen demonstrate a
determination by Washington to forge an international alliance against the Iranian government.
US Ambassador to the United
Nations Nikki Haley said there is
“absolute and undeniable” evidence that Iran supplied weapons
to Houthi rebels in its proxy war
against Saudi Arabia in Yemen, in
violation of UN rules.
At the same time, a confidential
report to the UN Security Council
said an examination of debris from
missiles fired at Saudi Arabia pointed to a “common origin,” news reports said. However, the UN experts
said they drew no firm conclusion
as to the specific origin even though
it noted that arms seized by the
United States en route to Yemen in
2016 were identical to Iranian weapons found previously.
Standing next to the remains of
what US officials described as an
Iranian Qiam missile fired by Houthi
rebels at the airport in Riyadh, Haley said Iran’s defiance of the international community was not
isolated to support for the rebels in
Yemen.
“This evidence demonstrates a
pattern of behaviour,” she said. Haley asked her audience to imagine
that a Qiam missile might be fired at
airports in Washington, New York or
European capitals. “When you look
at this missile, this is terrifying. This
is absolutely terrifying,” she said.
Haley said the suspected Iranian
involvement in regional conflicts in
the Middle East had to stop. “You
will see us build a coalition to really
push back against Iran and what
they’re doing,” the UN ambassador
said. “I can tell you we are not going
to sit back and watch this.”
The Trump administration said
it wants to create an anti-Iran alli-

ance in the Middle East that could
include Saudi Arabia and Israel. A
Saudi-led coalition force has been
waging an air campaign in Yemen
that has been criticised for killing
hundreds of civilians. The Saudiled coalition has been supporting
the internationally recognised government against the Houthi rebels.
Israeli Intelligence Minister Yisrael Katz said he has invited Saudi
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz to Israel. The
two countries have no diplomatic
relations but are reported to be cooperating on intelligence matters.
While he is seeking a united
regional front against Tehran,
US President Donald Trump has
thrown the future of the international nuclear agreement with Iran
into doubt by refusing to certify that
Tehran is complying with the accord. Washington said the nuclear
deal has done nothing to stop Iran’s
aggressive behaviour in the Middle
East, where Tehran has widened its
influence in Yemen, Iraq and Syria.
Iranian Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif compared Haley’s
news conference with a presentation by then-US Secretary of State
Colin Powell at the United Nations
in 2003, in which Powell showed alleged evidence of weapons of mass
destruction in Iraq to legitimise the
US-led invasion that year and to find
allies for the war. No such weapons
were subsequently found in Iraq.
The United States faces an uphill challenge in trying to convince
other members of the UN Security
Council to take stronger measures
against Iran.
Permanent council members China and Russia were also reluctant to
increase pressure on Iran. US allies
in Europe have argued that, while
there should be talks with Iran
about its missile programme and its
behaviour in the region, the issue
should be kept separate from the
nuclear deal.
Thomas Seibert is a
Washington correspondent for
The Arab Weekly.
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Putin’s ‘victory’ announcement in Syria
carries strategic and electoral implications
Simon Speakman Cordall

Tunis

W

hen Russian President Vladimir Putin
announced
the withdrawal of
troops from Syria,
he was speaking to audiences beyond those at the Hmeimim Airbase in Latakia. As he told the
Russian troops that they would be
going home “with victory,” he was
also sending word to his country’s
electorate and the world at large.
To both, his message was essentially the same: Russia has succeeded
where all others have failed.
However, with no clear pronouncement about how many
troops would leave and how many
would stay to safeguard the country’s gains in Syria, there have been
questions about the extent of Russia’s intended withdrawal.
Russia experts said Putin is more
focused on next year’s presidential
election, even if the outcome appears a foregone conclusion, than
he is on developments in Syria.
Levada, one of Russia’s last remaining independent pollsters,
reported in November that 81% of
Russians asked said they approved
of the work Putin was doing. Nevertheless, with the scars of the
country’s disastrous involvement
in Afghanistan still imprinted on
the national psyche, the ghosts of
more recent foreign policy excursions still stand to spoil March’s
electoral feast.
Mark Galeotti, a senior research
fellow at the Institute of International Relations in Prague, said
Putin’s announcement has “some
connection to the presidential
elections” but that it is “more a
question of clearing away vulnerabilities than scoring points, as few
Russians are interested in Syria but
they do care about casualties.”
“Mainly this is about the situation on the ground: [Syrian President Bashar] Assad has not ‘won’
but there is a sense that he is no
longer at risk,” Galeotti said in emailed remarks.
For a country that has come to

Victory
parade.
Russian
President
Vladimir
Putin (F-L)
and President
of Syria
Bashar Assad
(F-R) inspect
a military
parade at the
Hmeimim
Airbase in
Syria, on
December 11.
(AFP)

define itself by its opposition to the
West, there is the inescapable fact
that “Washington is no longer a key
player,” Galeotti said.
Putin’s strong poll numbers, likely bolstered by the absence of any
credible opposition, can be misleading, he said.
“Putin’s approval ratings are not
the same as his likely share of the
vote,” he said. “He will be lucky
to get 70% of the vote on a 70%
turnout with only the usual levels
of rigging but he is not looking for
major foreign policy successes to
help his campaign (Crimea was a
one-off) but rather to stoke up the
sense of threat and vulnerability, to
convince even Russians not happy
with the current situation that this
is not the time for change.”
Moscow must contend with the
military realities of the conflict in
Syria. Its withdrawal of troops will
be limited at best. With Damascus’s

military reach confined and security in territories beyond Kurdish
control provided by a shifting alliance of militias — Iran’s Islamic
Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC)
and Hezbollah — threatening Putin’s declaration of victory, the
degree to which he can withdraw
troops is open to question.
“This is probably a pretty cosmetic move by the Kremlin,”
former US Ambassador William
Courtney, who is a senior fellow at
the RAND Corporation, said by tel-

Putin is more focused
on next year’s
presidential election,
even if the outcome
appears a foregone
conclusion, than he
is on developments
in Syria.

ephone. “Some troops will be rotated out and some will be rotated
back in.
“The important thing for Putin is
to show that Russia is not bogged
down in Syria. At the same time,
the Kremlin is aware that ISIS and
other insurgencies remain a threat
and so if Russia were to pull out
completely, a resurgence of hostilities could cause the Assad regime
to fall. Thus, Russia will not abandon it.”
Courtney added that “Russia
wants an expanded airbase at Latakia and a larger naval base at Tartus, as well as to be seen internationally as a great power.”
Reinforcing Courtney’s comment, Interfax reported that the
Kremlin requested funds to expand
the Tartus base two days after Putin’s announcement of troop withdrawals.
Peace will not only need to be

safeguarded, it will need significant levels of investment. Towns,
cities and much of the countryside
in Syria have been destroyed and
little of the infrastructure that was
in place before 2011 remains.
“Despite the World Bank’s classifying Russia as an upper middleincome country, the economy is
growing slowly or stagnating.”
Courtney said, “Russia just doesn’t
have the resources itself to rebuild
Syria. Moscow is going to need international aid but this might not
come if Iran and its allies control
security on the ground.”
Irrespective of what practical
effects Putin’s withdrawal announcement may hold, the reality
on Syria’s bloodied ground remains
unchanged. Russia is present and
looks to remain so.
“If Russia is going to be a great
power, “Courtney noted, “it has to
be so in the Middle East.”

Turkey seeks to extend control to Syria’s Afrin
Abdulrahman al-Masri

Ottawa

S

ince a deal was reached
with Iran and Russia to establish a de-escalation zone
in the Syrian governorate of
Idlib, Turkey has been deploying its military forces in areas
surrounding Afrin, a Syrian Kurdish-controlled pocket in the northwestern corner of the country. For
the Kurds, as their partnership with
the US risks fracturing, America’s
erstwhile Syrian proxy may be eyeing an alliance with Moscow to shelter them from potential Turkish aggression.
In October, Turkish President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan said the operation in Idlib was almost complete and that Afrin was the next
target. On November 17, he added:
“We need to cleanse Afrin of the
structure there called the YPG terrorist organisation,” referencing the
People’s Protection Units (YPG), a
Syrian Kurdish force backed by the
United States.
Turkey considers the YPG an offshoot of the Kurdistan Workers’
Party (PKK), a Turkish-Kurdish separatist group that Ankara regards
a terrorist organisation and has
fought since 1978.
Ankara has long voiced its in-

tention to control Afrin, which
borders Turkey’s Hatay and Kilis
provinces.
Turkey’s
Operation
Euphrates Shield began in August
2016 largely to prevent the YPG from
connecting Afrin with its controlled
territory in north-eastern Syria.
While Turkish officials have been
stating publicly their intentions to
attack the YPG in Afrin, such statements often do not lead to action,
said Sam Heller, a Beirut-based analyst and a fellow with the Century
Foundation think-tank.
“It’s more a reflection that talks to
that effect are ongoing,” noted Heller, citing the stakeholders of the region, who include the Russians and
the Americans. “This is Turkey’s
negotiating position rather than
Turkey having already arrived at an
agreement.”
As an ally of the United States,
the YPG and by extension its political arm, the Democratic Union
Party (PYD), have been utilising US
arms and protection to increase
control over territory in northern
and eastern Syria. The Afrin region,
which the YPG captured from Syrian regime forces in 2012, is the only
major YPG-held area not physically
connected by land to other areas
under its control.
The United States has been working with the Kurdish forces to counter the Islamic State (ISIS). As the
US-led international coalition’s

counterterrorism operations against
ISIS near an end, the YPG is perhaps
questioning whether it is still useful as a partner for Washington and
whether it can continue to count on
American protection.
US Secretary of Defence James
Mattis said on December 1 that the
United States would stop arming the
YPG.
Ibrahim al-Assil, a Syrian political analyst and a resident fellow at
the Middle East Institute, a thanktank in Washington, said the United
States may stop arming the YPG but
that does not mean it will withdraw
its cover. Nonetheless, he said he
doubted Ankara would soon try to
invade Afrin.
“[Turkey] will try to surround it,
isolate it and pressure the Kurds
with all means,” said Assil. “Invading [Afrin] would be costly for all
sides.”
He said Kurdish forces should
“work with other components inside Syria, rather than totally depend on American assistance and
protection.”
Russia, whose military intervention has been instrumental in keeping Syrian President Bashar Assad
in power, recently engaged the YPG
in its operations in the eastern Syrian governorate of Deir ez-Zor. The
PYD welcomed the partnership with
Russia, saying it opened the door to
a new post-ISIS phase. A PYD official

said that included the protection of
Afrin as a Kurdish territory.
Russia has also included the YPG
in its diplomatic efforts, most recently by inviting the Syrian Kurdish group to the Syrian National Dialogue Congress in Sochi, a decision
that drew fierce Turkish objections.

While Turkish officials
have been stating
publicly their
intentions to attack the
YPG in Afrin, such
statements often do
not lead to action.
Seemingly because of the Russian presence in Afrin, Turkey has
shifted its military tactics to attack
YPG-held positions in the eastern
outskirts of the region. On December 9, Free Syrian Army forces allied
with the Turkish Army captured territory from the YPG in Tal al Jijan.
Now, with its military deployment
to northern Idlib, Ankara should be
in position to capture portions of
the southern edges of Afrin.
“Ankara could conduct an operation and take a number of facilities
in the south-east of Afrin,” despite
the Russian military presence in
the Kurdish canton, said Anton
Mardasov, a non-resident military
affairs researcher at the Moscow-

based Russian International Affairs
Council.
He questioned reports saying
Russia would withdraw its forces
from Afrin to allow Turkish intervention. On the contrary, he said,
the Russian presence may enlarge
“if the Kurds transfer a number of
territories [to] the regime.”
However, he added that even if
Afrin was declared a de-escalation
zone, Ankara could conduct operations, as in the case with the Assad
regime forces operating in de-escalation zones such as Eastern Ghouta.
Turkish statements indicating imminent invasion of Afrin seem farfetched, given Russia’s influence.
Ankara will likely continue to target
positions in eastern Afrin, particularly in the Tal Rifat region, while
challenging Moscow’s partnership
with the YPG. Turkey’s strategy to
combat the Kurds in northern Syria
will seemingly focus on pressuring
and weakening the YPG in Afrin for
the long run.
“The conflict between Turkey and
the Kurds in Afrin is still unfolding,”
said Assil. “It will just get more complicated.”
Abdulrahman al-Masri reports on
politics and news in the Middle
East and Syria in particular. He can
be followed on Twitter:
@AbdulrhmanMasri.
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Putin-Sisi talks bring about nuclear, military deals
Amr Emam

Cairo

R

ussian and Egyptian
leaders have signed a
contract for the construction of the Arab
country’s first nuclear
power plant, a $21 billion facility
near Egypt’s Mediterranean coast,
and made plans to establish a Russian industrial zone in the Middle
Eastern country.
Moscow pledged to help modernise the Egyptian Army, including with many big-ticket military
items, during talks December
11 between Russian President
Vladimir Putin and Egyptian
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, in
Cairo.
It was the eighth such meeting
between the two leaders in four
years and the nuclear and military
deals seem to be part of Russia’s
efforts to expand its influence
in the Middle East. It has established military bases in Syria and
gained influence in Turkey, analysts said.
“In this, Russia is capitalising
on the failures of the US administration in the region,” said Saad alZunt, the head of the Political and
Strategic Studies Centre, a Cairo
think-tank. “The Russians want to
fill in every inch left by the Americans in the Middle East.”
The significance of the timing of Putin’s visit to Cairo was
manifest, analysts said. It came
only days after US President Donald Trump recognised Jerusalem
as the capital of Israel, which
sent shockwaves across the Arab
world. Putin, echoing a chorus
of other world leaders, said the
move would destabilise the region and end prospects of peace
between the Palestinians and the
Israelis.
Putin and Sisi oversaw the signing of a contract for the construction of Egypt’s first nuclear power
plant near the coastal city of El
Dabaa 300km west of Cairo. Russia’s state-owned Rosatom is to
construct the facility, which will
include four reactors and cost $21
billion; 85% of the funding is from
a long-term loan from Russia.
“The plant will open a totally
new chapter in Egypt, one that

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.

The muted US
official response
to growing
Egyptian-Russian
military ties
probably masks
genuine concern.

Russians are coming. A 2015 file picture shows Russian passengers preparing to depart from Sharm el-Sheikh Airport in south Sinai.
is long overdue,” said Abdelhadi
al-Sueify, an economics professor
at Assiut University in southern
Egypt. “Apart from securing the
electricity supply for millions of
Egyptians, the project will help
Egypt enter the nuclear power
age, which can contribute a lot to
economic development here.”
Hundreds of Egyptian engineers are to be trained in Russia to
operate the plant and many of the
components for the project are to
be manufactured locally.
The four reactors will produce
4,800 megawatts of power and
are expected to be fully operational by 2029.
The development of an industrial zone in the Gulf of Suez should
bring in an estimated $7 billion in
Russian investments and lead to

Russia is capitalising
on the failures of
the US administration
in the region.

Saad al-Zunt, the head of
the Political and Strategic
Studies Centre

massive industrial cooperation
between Cairo and Moscow, officials said.
The strengthening of economic
and military ties between Cairo
and Moscow was solidified by the
signing December 15 in Moscow of
a security protocol that allows for
the resumption of direct flights
from Russia to Egypt.
When he was in Cairo, Putin
praised security measures at
Egyptian airports but made the
resumption of the flights conditional on the protocol on security
cooperation. The protocol makes
it necessary for Egypt to designate an airport solely for planes
arriving from and travelling to
Russia, Egyptian media reports
said. Some Egyptians consider
the protocol an infringement on

(AP)

national sovereignty.
Russia, which used to send
Egypt nearly 3 million tourists
every year, suspended direct
flights following the bombing of
a Russian passenger plane over
Sinai in 2015. Those suspensions
were partially responsible for a
severe recession in Egypt’s tourism sector.
“The absence of Russian tourists had nearly devastated the
prospects of the tourism sector,”
said Adel Abdel Razik, a former
deputy head of the Federation of
Tourist Chambers, the guild of local tourism investors. “Everybody
waited for Mr Putin to give the goahead for the tourists to return.”
Amr Emam is a Cairo-based
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

Muted but concerned US response over Russian-Egyptian ties

T

he recent visit by
Russian President
Vladimir Putin to
Egypt caused heartache among US officials even though
neither the White House nor the US
State Department issued a public
statement about it.
Egyptian-Russian relations have
been deepening since Abdel Fattah
al-Sisi became president of Egypt in
2014. Sisi has visited Russia twice,
a gesture reciprocated by Putin.
From Egypt’s perspective, growing ties with Moscow are important
for two reasons: By playing the
Russia card, Sisi puts the United
States on notice that the US-Egyptian relationship cannot be taken
for granted and signals to the Egyptian people that he is not beholden
to Washington.
The latter is especially important
when US policies are generating
sharp criticism from the Egyptian public. US President Donald
Trump’s decision to recognise
Jerusalem as Israel’s capital was
denounced by the Sisi government
and the Egyptian people, Muslim
and Christian alike.
Indeed, the grand imam of alAzhar, Ahmed el-Tayeb, and Coptic
Pope Tawadros II have both declined to meet with US Vice-President Mike Pence when he visits the
Middle East, a trip scheduled for
this month.
Putin’s December 11 visit to Cairo

witnessed the signing of a large
nuclear energy deal. Al-Ahram
reported that the Dabaa nuclear
reactor project would cost $21 billion, with Russia providing a loan
to cover 85% of the construction
costs. The project aims to generate 4,800 megawatts of electricity
when completed in 2028-29.
In addition, Russia and Egypt
signed agreements concerning
economic zones in both countries
that would enhance bilateral trade
and investment.
Resuming Russian flights to
Egypt for tourism is problematic,
however. The terrorist bombing of
a Russian Metrojet over the Sinai
Peninsula in October 2015 caused
a rupture in Russian tourism to
Egypt, which had accounted for
about one-fifth of all European
tourism to the country.
During his visit to Cairo, Putin
declined to announce that such
flights would resume but indicated
that Russia would do so soon, a
potential boon to Egypt’s struggling tourism industry. Indeed, on
December 15, Russian Transportation Minister Maksim Sokolov and
Egyptian Minister of Civil Aviation
Sherif Fathi signed a protocol on security cooperation allowing direct
flights between Russia and Egypt to
resume as of February.
The growing economic ties are
not as worrisome to Washington as
are developing military relations.
In November, Egypt and Russia ap-

proved a draft agreement to allow
Russian military aircraft access to
Egyptian military bases. During
Putin’s latest visit to Cairo, Egypt
agreed to purchase more Russian
weapons. Although Egypt has
purchased Russian weaponry in
the recent past — with money from
the Arab Gulf countries — allowing
Russia access to Egyptian military
facilities has not happened since
Egypt was a Soviet ally during the
Cold War.
By playing this Russian card, Sisi
is taking a risk because the history
of foreign access to military bases
has been controversial in Egypt
since the colonial era when Britain
maintained bases in the country,
including a very large one along the
Suez Canal. Gamal Abdel Nasser’s
decision to allow 10,000 Soviet
military advisers into Egypt after
the 1967 Arab-Israeli war tarnished
his nationalist reputation and
proved highly unpopular with the
Egyptian populace.
Nonetheless, the US decision in
August to suspend $195 million in
military aid and cut $96 million in
economic aid, even as Trump and
Sisi have developed good personal
relations, apparently so upset Sisi
that he was willing to allow the
Russian military to return to Egypt,
albeit in a limited manner.
Interestingly, US officials have
not publicly commented on the
growing Egyptian-Russian military ties, perhaps because they

do not want to give prominence
to Sisi’s gamesmanship. Despite
recent Egyptian arms purchases
from Moscow, US officials seem to
believe that the Egyptian military
is so heavily dependent on US arms
and military systems that it would
not be easy for Cairo to shift to Russian military hardware in a major
way.
While the United States is unpopular in Egypt, Russia may not
be too far behind. Although Sisi and
Putin have been in sync on the Syrian crisis, Egypt’s majority Sunni
population has little sympathy
for the regime of Syrian President
Bashar Assad, whom Russia has
been supporting militarily.
There is a growing consensus
among US policymakers and foreign policy specialists in Washington that Russia is flexing its muscles around the world, including in
the Middle East, a view shared by
US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson
and H.R. McMaster, the national
security adviser.
The Carnegie Endowment for
International Peace, a prominent
Washington think-tank, is to launch
a 2-year study of Russia’s foreign
and military activities that will
likely include analysis of Russia’s
new military engagement with
Egypt.
The muted US official response to
growing Egyptian-Russian military ties probably masks genuine
concern.
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Saudi Arabia demands UN
Security Council action
on Iran over Yemen

V iewpoint

Iman Zayat
is the Managing Editor of The Arab Weekly.

UAE, Saudi Arabia
close ranks in face of
regional challenges

I

Alarm. US Ambassador to the United Nations Nikki Haley speaks at a news conference in Washington to
unveil previously classified information intending to prove Iran violated UNSCR 2231 by providing the
Houthi rebels in Yemen with arms, on December 14.
(AFP)

Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

S

audi Arabia welcomed a
UN report indicating Iran’s
support for the Houthi rebels, at war in Yemen with
a Saudi-led coalition supporting the internationally recognised government.
“Saudi Arabia welcomes the UN
report that asserted that the hostile Iranian intervention and its
support for the terrorist Houthi
militia with advanced and dangerous missile capabilities threatens
the security and stability of the
kingdom and the region,” a Saudi
Press Agency statement said.
The statement concerned a ballistic missile launched November
4 from the Houthi-controlled territory in Yemen targeting King
Khalid International Airport in
Riyadh. The missile, said by US officials to be of Iranian origin, was
intercepted by Saudi air defence.
The Saudi statement came after
US Ambassador to the United Nations Nikki Haley presented what
she described as irrefutable proof
of Iran supplying Houthi rebels
with weaponry.
Haley, at a news conference
December 14 in Washington, said
evidence included remnants of
the missile that targeted Riyadh’s
airport as well as a drone and an
anti-tank weapon recovered by
the coalition.
“These are Iranian made, these
are Iranian sent and these were
Iranian given,” Haley said. “You
will see us build a coalition to really push back against Iran and what
they’re doing.”
Iran denied the accusations but
recent statements paint a different
picture.
At a conference, December 14 in
Tehran, the commander of Iran’s

Islamic
Revolutionary
Guard
Corps (IRGC) said he expected victory in Yemen soon.
“Over the past two years, we
have been witnessing constant
victories in Yemen as well as the
defeat of the efforts of the Islamic
Revolution enemies,” Major-General Mohammad Ali Jafari said.
“We need to consolidate and expand such victories.”
The issue of Iran arming the
Houthis is nothing new. A 2015 UN
report stated that Iran’s arming of
Houthi rebels dated to 2009, the
early years of the insurgency. The
report included findings of an investigation into the 2013 seizure
by Yemeni authorities of an Iranian ship, which was found carrying
weapons.
The conflict in Yemen began
when Shia Houthis and forces loyal to former president Ali Abdullah
Saleh overran Sana’a in September

Saudi Arabia welcomes
the UN report that
asserted that the
hostile Iranian
intervention and its
support for the
terrorist Houthi militia
with advanced and
dangerous missile
capabilities threaten
the security and
stability of the
kingdom and the
region.

2014 and seized most of the country. A Saudi-led Arab coalition,
supported by the United States
and the United Kingdom, began an
air campaign against the rebels in
March 2015.
Saleh was killed December 4 by
the Houthis in an attack on his
motorcade two days after he said
that he was willing to “turn a new
page” with the Saudi-led coalition.
In efforts to bring stability to
Yemen, leaders of Saudi Arabia
and the United Arab Emirates have
talked with the head of Yemen’s
al-Islah party, despite its affiliation
with the Muslim Brotherhood, a
movement banned in the kingdom
and the Emirates.
Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz and
Crown Prince of Abu Dhabi Sheikh
Mohammed bin Zayed al-Nahyan
met with Mohammed al-Yadomi,
al-Islah chairman and secretarygeneral, December 13 in Riyadh, in
what the Saudi Press Agency described as an opportunity to “review the situation in Yemen and
efforts to restore security and stability for the Yemeni people.”
UAE Minister of State for Foreign Affairs Anwar Gargash said
the Riyadh talks were an attempt
at uniting “efforts to defeat Iran
and its Houthi militias.” Gargash
addressed his country’s turbulent
past with the movement, particularly over its ties to the Muslim
Brotherhood.
He said al-Islah party recently
announced that it had severed its
ties with the “terrorist organisation of the Muslim Brotherhood,”
describing it as an opportunity to
test the intentions of the movement in the interest of Yemen.
“We work with flexibility and
our goal is the security and stability of the region,” Gargash said.

Official Saudi Press
Agency statement

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf
section editor of The Arab Weekly.

n a region plagued by
conflict and violence, the
United Arab Emirates and
Saudi Arabia are increasingly
aware of the many challenges ahead. From the recent US
announcement on Jerusalem to
Iran’s provocations to the spread
of political Islam — particularly by
Turkey and Qatar — the issues facing the Arab world are as numerous as ever.
These developments have
complicated the geopolitical landscape and underscored the need
for cooperation between the Saudis and Emiratis, who share the
same vision on regional issues.
How to prioritise these many
challenges — in the Palestinian
territories, Yemen, Syria, Lebanon
and the overall region — is a challenge itself. However, considering
that the challenges are interconnected, it is important not to deal
with them in isolation but as part
of a comprehensive Saudi ArabiaUAE regional strategy.
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud met with Abu
Dhabi Crown Prince Sheikh
Mohammed bin Zayed al-Nahyan
on December 13 in Riyadh to
strengthen coordination between
the two countries. The talks were
a week after the formation of a
new political and military alliance
aimed at going beyond formalities
and fostering joint Arab action.
Also at the meeting was Saudi
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz, who remains
keen on overseeing implementation and identifying areas of priority, especially considering developments in Yemen. Both Saudi
Arabia and the UAE stressed that
security in Yemen, which is of
critical importance for the stability of the Arabian Peninsula, must
not be jeopardised.
Repercussions of the United
States’ recognition of Jerusalem
as Israel’s capital were touched on
during the Riyadh meeting. That
decision has led to fierce competition over who can express
more concern for Jerusalem in
the Arab world. Ironically, some
of the more outspoken countries
are known for their good relations
with Israel and have received
senior Israeli politicians on more
than one occasion.
Soon after US President Donald
Trump’s Jerusalem statement on
December 6, Qatar, Turkey, Iran
and their proxies, including Hezbollah, immediately began with
their inflammatory rhetoric, using
the Palestinian cause for their
own political ends.
First among the bigmouths was
Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan, who used a special
meeting of the Organisation of
Islamic Cooperation in Istanbul
to bolster his profile domestically
and in the Muslim world.
Such opportunism and grandstanding are nothing new for
Erdogan. In 2010, following the
Gaza flotilla raid — in which nine
activists were killed by Israeli
forces while carrying humanitarian aid and construction supplies
to Gaza — Erdogan’s confrontational approach to Israel boosted
his popularity in the Arab and
Muslim worlds.
Indeed, Erdogan will use any
situation, however tragic, to

blame his Arab neighbours, score
political points and play on the
nationalistic feelings of the Arab
people. What he has no desire
to tell his admirers is that further division cannot serve the
Arab world. Only Arab unity and
strength can help the Palestinians
in their struggle for an independent state.
Similar criticisms apply to leaders in Qatar and Iran. Given the
realities in the region, Turkey,
Qatar and Iran cannot and should
not emerge as defenders of the
Palestinian cause.
Those three countries, along
with their proxy groups and
militias, have been at the forefront of sowing division in the
Arab world. They have supported
extremism across the Middle East
and beyond, fanned the flames of
sectarian conflict in Yemen, Syria
and Iraq and propelled political Islam as a source of growing
instability. Their tactics are meant
to produce further fragmentation
and create a political vacuum,
increasing the prospect of conflict
and foreign intervention.

Considering
that the
challenges are
interconnected,
it is important
not to deal with
them in
isolation but
as part of a
comprehensive
Saudi-UAE
regional
strategy.
To counter those threats, Saudi
Arabia and the UAE have set
clear-cut policies to fight extremism, sectarianism and terror.
Their joint efforts, in line with the
principle of solidarity, are aimed
at preserving the unity of the
Arab region.
Furthermore, Saudi Arabia’s
and the UAE’s concerns are not
confined to their respective borders but affect the Arab region at
large.
It is worth noting the combined
$130 million pledge of Saudi Arabia and the UAE to fight jihadism
in West Africa’s Sahel region. The
Riyadh-based Islamic Military
Counter Terrorism Coalition is
expected to support the G5 Sahel
— the five-country counterterrorism coalition in the Sahel — with
training, intelligence and logistical support.
To ensure a better future, the
Arab region should be indivisible.
Any threat or accusation towards
one Arab country should be condemned by peoples and governments in the region. Only regional
unity will hinder foreign intervention and allow the Arab world
to fend off hostile plots aimed at
destabilising the region.
Coordination, cooperation and
strategic alliances are needed
more than ever.
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African
anti-jihadist
force to
operate on
periphery of
Arab world
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

T
Strong message. German Chancellor Angela Merkel (L), Franch President Emmanuel Macron (R) and Chairman of the African Union
Commission Moussa Faki Mahamat arrive for a news conference near Paris, on December 13. 					

(AFP)

Saudi Arabia, the UAE back
Sahel’s anti-terror initiative

Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

S

audi Arabia and the United
Arab Emirates threw their
support behind France’s anti-terrorism initiative in Africa, pledging to financially
back a fledgling anti-jihadist coalition in the Sahel.
Pledges from the Arab Gulf countries came at a meeting hosted by
French President Emmanuel Macron
and attended by German Chancellor
Angela Merkel, to generate backing
for the G5 Sahel anti-terror coalition
in West Africa.
The area includes Niger, Chad,
Mali, Burkina Faso and Mauritania
in a region that has become a hub for
jihadist activity as well as drug and
human trafficking.
Riyadh said it would contribute
$118 million while Abu Dhabi is set to
give $35 million, said Macron, whose
country has been involved in counterterrorism operations in the Sahel
for several years.

The Riyadh-based Islamic Military
Counter Terrorism Coalition (IMCTC) is to support the G5 Sahel with
training, intelligence and logistical
support, Saudi Foreign Minister Adel
al-Jubeir said.
“Because of our commitment to
fighting terrorism and extremism we
made the commitment to provide
100 million euros [$117 million] to
these forces and we made this commitment also to provide logistics,
training, intelligence and air support
through the Islamic military coalition to this effort,” Jubeir said in an
interview with France 24 television.
France, under Macron, has taken
centre stage in drumming up support for the African military initiative, which included obtaining a UN
resolution in support of it in June.
The entity is to work in coordination
with French military forces and the
United Nations’ peacekeeping mission in Mali.
“We must win the war against terrorism in the Sahel-Sahara region,”
Macron said after the December 13
meeting. “There are attacks every
day. There are states which are cur-

rently in jeopardy.”
Merkel said: “Islamic terrorism is
spreading. We cannot wait. We need
to start leading the fight as soon as
possible.”
A British government report published in May said the threat from
the Sahel comes from several highprofile terrorist organisations, including Jama’at Nasr al-Islam wal
Muslimin, a group made up of remnants of other terrorist factions, as
well as affiliates of the Islamic State
(ISIS), Boko Haram and the African
branch of al-Qaeda known as al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM).
In November, Macron, saying implementation of the anti-terror force
was not moving fast enough, urged

The Riyadh-based
Islamic Military
Counter Terrorism
Coalition (IMCTC) is to
support the G5 Sahel
with training,
intelligence and
logistical support.

the countries that had pledged financial support, including the United States and Saudi Arabia, to deliver
funding.
Since becoming the French president in May, Macron has tried to take
a leading role in the Middle East and
North Africa, stepping into the void
created by the disengagement from
the United States.
The move to support the African
anti-terrorism initiative by Riyadh
and Abu Dhabi is in line with GCC
projects designed to tackle terrorism. In December 2015, Saudi Crown
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin
Abdulaziz, then the deputy crown
prince, announced the formation of
the IMCTC, which includes 41 countries and has the objective of eradicating terrorism.
“We will not allow them (terrorists) to distort our peaceful religion.
Today we are sending a strong message that we are working together
to fight terrorism,” Crown Prince
Mohammed said during a coalition
meeting in November. “Today we
affirm that we will pursue terrorism
until it is eradicated completely.”

he G5 Sahel force, which
has carried out only one
test operation in November, involves approximately 5,000 soldiers from
Burkina Faso, Niger, Mali, Chad and
Mauritania.
French Defence Minister Florence
Parly told RFI radio that the force
needed nearly $300 million for its
launch and another $470 million
down the road.
The European Union has pledged
approximately $59 million towards
funding the force and France another $9 million. Each of the five African
countries, among the poorest in the
world, is contributing $11 million.
French President Emmanuel
Macron visited Saudi Arabia and
the United Arab Emirates in recent
weeks and has pressed the United
States for help. Washington has
promised to provide $60 million for
the G5 countries.
The Sahel region, which is the size
of Europe, is crucial for the stability
of Arab countries in North Africa,
which are already concerned about
potential repercussions of the conflict in Libya that has been raging
since the downfall of former dictator
Muammar Qaddafi in 2011.
Another source of concern for the
French-led African coalition is the
risk of jihadists returning from the
Middle East.
“Intelligence reports have the
number of African jihadists who
joined the Islamic State terrorist
group in the Middle East at 6,000,”
African Union Peace and Security
Commissioner Smail Chergui said
at an African security conference on
December 12.
“The return of these jihadists
represents serious threats to the security and stability of African states
and requires special attention and
intensive cooperation.”
It is also feared that jihadists in
the Sahel could provide support
to extremist groups in the Horn
of Africa, such as Somalia-based
al-Shabab.

Kuwait likely to face political uncertainty
The Arab Weekly staff

London

K

uwait could be heading
towards a period of uncertainty with questions
regarding the health of
the country’s emir and
his designated successor at a time
when the Gulf state is embroiled in
sharpening political disputes.
Kuwaiti Emir Sheikh Sabah Ahmad al-Jaber al-Sabah, 88, was discharged from a hospital in late November after undergoing “regular
medical” tests, Kuwait’s state news
agency (KUNA) reported, one day
after he was admitted following a
cold.
Sheikh Sabah has been leading mediation efforts to heal a rift
between some Arab countries, including regional powerhouse Saudi
Arabia and Qatar over allegations
that Doha supports terrorism, a
charge Qatar denies.
Born in Kuwait on June 16,
1929, Sheikh Sabah is known as
the “dean of Arab diplomacy” for
his work as foreign minister to restore relations with Arab countries
that backed Baghdad during the

1990-91 Gulf War, when Kuwait
was occupied by Iraqi forces.
He was nominated ruler of Kuwait in 2006, after Emir Sheikh
Jaber al-Ahmad al-Sabah died and
his successor, Sheikh Saad al-Abdullah al-Sabah, was appointed
only to be unanimously voted out
of office by parliament due to illness.
Sheikh Sabah had a pacemaker
installed in 1999.
There are also concerns regarding the health of Kuwaiti Crown
Prince Sheikh Nawaf al-Ahmad alSabah. In August, Sheikh Nawaf
underwent “successful medical
check-ups” in the United States
and returned to Kuwait, a cabinet
statement said at the time. The
statement gave no details on the
tests.
Sheikh Nawaf, 80, a brother of
Sheikh Sabah, had minor back surgery in 2013 in Germany. A relatively low-profile figure, he was
installed as next in line to lead Kuwait in 2006, shortly after Sheikh
Sabah became emir.
The health of leading members
of the ruling family is a sensitive issue in Kuwait, where less senior alSabahs have long been jostling for
position, diplomats and analysts

said. It is not clear who is third in
line in Kuwait, an OPEC member.
Speculation over the physical
fitness of the emir and his crown
prince came during heightened political tensions in Kuwait. A leading
opposition figure, three serving
lawmakers and dozens of others
in Kuwait have been sentenced to
prison over protests in 2011 during
which parliament was stormed.
The decision by Kuwait’s appeals
court shocked the tiny oil-rich
country, especially as a lower court
had acquitted the 70-odd defendants named in the 2013 case.
“I think a lot of Kuwaitis will be
concerned that this will just feed
into instability and any future
leadership crisis as well,” Kristin
Diwan, a senior resident scholar
at the Arab Gulf States Institute in
Washington, told the Associated
Press.
“That question will be raised now
whether… unity can be achieved at
a time [when] we have the jailing of
a large number of opposition and
youth activists,” Diwan said.
Court documents reviewed by
the Associated Press suggested that
Musallam al-Barrak, a main opposition leader who left prison in April
after serving a 2-year sentence, re-

ceived the harshest sentence.
Barrak was sentenced to nine
years in prison in the November 27
court ruling. More than 50 other
defendants were given sentences
ranging from one to five years. Others had their acquittals upheld.
The protesters briefly entered
the parliament chamber in November 2011 amid attempts by opposition lawmakers to bring in the
prime minister for questioning
over claims that government officials transferred state funds to accounts outside the country.
It is unclear what sparked the
appeals court’s decision, though
prosecutors apparently appealed
the acquittals. Kuwait’s opposition, while vocal, has not called for
an end of the country’s hereditary
rule.
Barrak was released in April after
serving two years in prison follow-

The health of leading
members of the ruling
family is a sensitive
issue in Kuwait, where
less senior al-Sabahs
have long been jostling
for position.

ing a conviction for insulting the
country’s ruling emir. Since his
release, Barrak had been largely
absent from the country’s political
scene.
A number of those sentenced
indicated they will appeal the convictions to the supreme court.
While Kuwait allows more freedom of speech than some other
Gulf Arab countries, the emir has
the final say in state affairs.
There have been a series of political trials and authorities have revoked citizenship of some Kuwaitis
in the past several years, moves
that have drawn rebuke abroad and
anger at home.
Kuwait’s parliament has been
dissolved seven times since 2006
due to feuds between the government and opposition.
The government replaced its oil,
finance and defence ministers in
a cabinet reshuffle December 11.
Bakheet al-Rashidi was appointed
oil minister and Nayef Falah alHajraf was named finance minister. Sheikh Nasser Sabah al-Ahmad
al-Sabah, son of the emir, was appointed defence minister.
The Arab Weekly staff and news
agencies.
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Iran’s destabilisation
activities must stop

I

nternational testimony increasingly points
to Iran’s consistent attempts to destabilise
the Arab region. A case in point is the
United States’ recently disclosed evidence
regarding Iran’s role in the Yemen war.
On December 14, Nikki Haley, US ambassador to the United Nations, unveiled
recently declassified evidence that Iran violated
international law by funnelling missiles to
Houthi rebels in Yemen.
Haley said evidence led the US intelligence
community to conclude unequivocally that the
weapons were supplied by the Iranian regime.
She stressed that “these are Iranian-made, these
are Iranian-sent and these were Iranian-given.”
Haley slammed Iran’s “blatant violations” of
UN Security Council resolutions while the
international community was “looking the other
way.” She called on the Security Council to take a
tougher stance. Tehran, she said, was making
illegal arms deals in Yemen, Lebanon and Syria.
The ambassador signalled Washington’s
resolve to stand up firmly to Tehran. She
announced the administration’s intention to
“build a coalition to really push back against Iran
and what they’re doing.”
Immediate support to the US position came
from Arab Gulf countries. Saudi Arabia, which is
leading an Islamic coalition against terrorism,
welcomed the UN report “that asserted that the
hostile Iranian intervention and its support for
the terrorist Houthi militia with advanced and
dangerous missile capabilities threaten the
security and stability of the kingdom and the
region,” the official Saudi Press Agency reported.
Abu Dhabi and Bahrain also endorsed the US
stance and reiterated the importance of action by
the “global community.”
“The UAE calls on the global community to
more forcefully address the threat posed by Iran
and stand ready to work with its allies to take
actions that will ensure compliance with relevant
UN resolutions,” said the Emirati Ministry of
Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation.
The US stand comes after UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres’s warning on Iran’s ballistic
missile development programme. Guterres said
the United Nations was examining debris from
missiles fired at Saudi Arabia on July 22 and at its
capital, Riyadh, on November 4.
Western representatives at the United Nations
have expressed concern about the possibility
that the Simorgh space launch vehicle, tested by
Iran on July 27, could deliver nuclear weapons.
It remains to be seen at what pace the coalition
advocated by the United States will form and
what shape it will take. It is also unknown what
positions European countries, in particular, take.
French Foreign Minister Jean-Yves Le Drian has
boldly denounced Iran’s expansionist designs in
the region. “(To) the Iranian presence and the
desire to make an axis from the Mediterranean to
Tehran, (I say) no!” he declared in a TV interview
on December 11.
He strongly criticised Iran’s behaviour in Syria.
“Iran brings its militias, supports Hezbollah,” Le
Drian said. “Syria must become a sovereign state
again and that means (a country) independent of
the pressure and presence of other countries.”

The illegal migration
problem off Libya’s coast

A

mnesty International’s report on
illegal migration from Libya shows
just how complex the issue is and
the extent of European complicity.
The report, titled “Libya’s Dark
Web of Collusion,” charges EU
countries — Italy in particular —
with trying to prevent “migrants from crossing
the Mediterranean… with little thought, or
seeming care, for the consequences for those
trapped in Libya as a result.”
As the report makes clear, it is Europe that is
expressly implementing migration-control
policies that empower traffickers, people-smugglers and others who exploit human misery to
the point of dehumanising their captive cargo.
The European response to the illegal migrant
influx may be as short-sighted as it is of limited
value.
Meaningful change cannot occur so long as the
deep roots of the problem are ignored. Insecurity
in Libya allows traders of a dubious sort to
flourish. Sub-Saharan Africa’s socio-economic
failings are another driver of migrant flows. Add
to this Europe’s desperation to keep out
migrants — especially from Africa.
As the recent EU debate on migration quotas
showed, the issue is highly charged and enormously divisive.
The far right is likely to exploit the fear of
illegal migrants, a fear often connected to
apprehension about terrorism and unfair
competition for jobs.
With electoral considerations bound to define
terms of the debate in Europe, this type of vision
seems set to continue.

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Palestinians should keep
relations with US, not
commit suicide

Khairallah Khairallah
is a Lebanese writer.

T

hose, such as Hamas,
who are calling for
a third Palestinian
intifada in response to
US President Donald
Trump’s unjust and
condemnable decision on Jerusalem are inviting all Palestinians to
commit suicide.
This intifada would be
untimely. It would serve as
another excuse for Israeli Prime
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu to
claim the Palestinians cannot be
serious partners in peace negotiations, while we know that
Netanyahu does not believe in
any peace process himself and is
simply after consecrating Israeli
occupation of part of the West
Bank, including East Jerusalem.
Then again, do Palestinians
have any choice other than the
peace process to push for their
rights, including their right to
claim East Jerusalem as the
capital of an independent state?
Let anyone who has another
realistic choice make it known. It
is a historical fact that the
Palestinians have lost every
military confrontation with
Israeli forces, with perhaps the
exception of a March 1968 battle
along with the Jordanian Army.
They did, however, score a
great victory with their peaceful
revolt in the intifada of 1987 and
1988, famous for its “Children of
the Stones.” Otherwise, everything else is just talk. This is,
unfortunately, the painful truth
that needs to be kept in mind as
Trump’s unabashed siding with
the Israeli occupation is debated.
Those calling for boycotting US
Vice-President Mike Pence’s visit
to the Middle East do not mean
well for the Palestinians.
In 2000, Ariel Sharon’s visit to
Haram al-Sharif ignited the
second intifada. The wily Sharon,
however, succeeded in closing
the road to Washington for Yasser
Arafat, who made the mistake of
militarising the intifada. Nevertheless, Arafat placed the
Palestinian cause on the Middle

The Palestinians need to be realistic in their approach
so they can avoid traps being strewn on their path.
East’s political map and
succeeded in thrusting it into
the White House.
There is no point in launching an intifada for its own
sake. What would be the point
of a new intifada at the end of
2017? Do the Palestinians have
an alternative to negotiations with Israel with
US mediation?
Many will surely say
that the United States
can no longer be
trusted as an unbiased mediator. The
Palestinians,
however, need to be
realistic in their
approach so they
can avoid the
traps being
strewn in their
path. They need
to give up hope
of one day
seeing Israel
give up its
antagonistic
policy. So why
boycott the US
vice-president?
That’s what
Israel was
hoping for.
Starting
another intifada
would serve the
goals of those who
want to use the
Palestinians and
Jerusalem to advance
their own agendas and
projects.
There may be no immediate benefit in meeting
with Pence but it is sure to
not cause any loss. Palestinian
President Mahmoud Abbas
should seriously think about this
critical stage in the Palestinian
cause and leave hollow slogans
aside.
Yes, the American administration is unjust towards the
Palestinians but that is no reason
for the latter to break relations
with the former. On the contrary,

lessons should be sought from
the recent past as we ask why the
second intifada failed but the
first succeeded.
The first intifada succeeded
because it was peaceful and led
to a clear political agenda, which
was adopted by the Palestinian National Council in
November 1988. It led
to direct contacts with
the US administration
and to the Oslo
Accords. It was
thanks to this
agreement that
Arafat returned to
the Palestinian
territories and
was later buried
in Ramallah, a
stone’s throw
from Jerusalem.
When all is
said and done,
the Palestinian
cause remains a
case of a people
who have had
their national
rights and lands
spoilt. By intensifying its settlementcreating drive, Israel is
pushing to wipe out the
geographical area known
as the West Bank. This is
where the real battle lies
for the Palestinians, who
are in unfavourable
conditions.
Trump’s decision adds to
the odds working against the
Palestinians. The US administration seems much more
bent on pleasing the extreme
right in Israel due to purely
internal considerations. Nevertheless, it is much better for the
Palestinians to keep their
relations with the United States
than to sever them. Having a
small chance at influencing
American decisions is better
than nothing at all.

Critical juncture. Palestinian President
Mahmoud Abbas. 		
(AP)
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Trump driven by ego, the
Iranians and Turks by own
agendas on Jerusalem
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Claude Salhani

is a regular columnist for The Arab Weekly.

W

ill US President
Donald Trump’s
highly controversial decision
to recognise
Jerusalem as the
capital of Israel and to move the
US Embassy from Tel Aviv provide
the spark needed to revive peace
negotiations between Israelis and
Palestinians?
Will it wake up the Palestinians
from their political slumber?
Will it make the Israelis realise
that they cannot go on occupying
another people indefinitely?
Or will that spark flare the other
way and reignite violence in the
region?
Pundits have been divided on
the answers to those questions,
with some asking whether the
American president’s decision
may offer an opportunity for a
real game changer. Wishful
thinking, say the pessimists — and
the realists.
Trump stated that his directive
was an overdue acknowledgement of the facts on the ground.
Because Jerusalem is the seat of
the Israeli government, should it
not be recognised as such by the

There is little doubt that Iran and its proxies in the region will milk the
Jerusalem issue, hoping to extract whatever political mileage they can.
international community?
Practically all world leaders,
including many close US allies,
condemned Trump’s decision and
reaffirmed that the status of
Jerusalem should be decided
during peace talks between the
Israelis and Palestinians. Trump’s
initiative could revitalise Arab
and European sympathy for
Palestinian sentiments throughout the world, resulting in a
political setback for Israel.
Trump’s claim that he could
negotiate between the antagonists is about as outside the realm
of possibilities as can be. He does
not realise the complexity of the
problem. The Middle East issue
has over the decades stomped US
presidents Jimmy Carter, Bill
Clinton and others and a slew of
conflict resolution experts from
Gunnar Jarring to George Mitchell. All have failed. For Trump to
succeed would be nothing short
of a miracle.
Much of the debate has to do
with the perception of Trump and
the controversies he systematically sparks, not about the policy
itself. There is really nothing new
here as previous US presidents,

including Barack Obama and
George W. Bush, announced their
recognition of Jerusalem as the
site for the US Embassy in Israel
even if they refrained from
announcing its transfer.
Can such a move force the
Trump administration to be more
forthcoming with the Palestinians? That again is highly unlikely
as Trump’s positions are often
driven by his inflated ego. His
Jerusalem plan dimmed the
prospects of peaceful dialogue
and pushed the Palestinians’
moderate leadership towards
unprecedented extremes.
One certainty is going to be the
rise of Iranian interference in
Lebanese politics and consequently more activity along
Israel’s northern frontier.
This points to another aspect of
the possible ripple effects of the
Jerusalem crisis. A recent declaration by Hezbollah hinted at the
border between Israel and
Lebanon becoming a flashpoint of
violence. The pro-Iranian forces
have come a long way since their
last round of fighting with Israel a
few summers ago. Hezbollah is
better equipped, better trained

and its fighters have had several
years of combat experience
fighting in support of Syrian
President Bashar Assad.
There is little doubt that Iran
and its proxies in the region will
milk the Jerusalem issue, hoping
to extract whatever political
mileage they can from the
developments. That seems to be
the endgame of Turkish President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan, who has
engaged in all sorts of inciteful
theatrics for the sake of creating a
wider base of support among
Islamist supporters at home and
in the region.
Public opinion in the Arab and
Muslim worlds seem, however, to
have grown more realistic if not
fatalistic since the “Arab spring’s”
catastrophic process in the
region.
The bottom line is that in an
attempt to restore its deeply
frayed legitimacy in Lebanon and
elsewhere since its intervention
in Syria, Hezbollah could be
tempted to open a front with
Israel. That is likely, however, to
be an Iran-supported sectarian
front at best. The Arab world is
busy extinguishing its fires.

right and wrong. If the Palestinians adopted non-violent resistance and held to it, the struggle
would pit physically asymmetric
but psychologically powerful
forces against each other. Israel, a
cruel oppressor supported by the
United States, would be fighting
the Palestinians even as they make
a moral and peaceful argument
against injustice.
Additionally, as Erica Chenoweth and Maria Stephan point
out in their book “Why Civil
Resistance Works,” there is a
strategic logic in peaceful protest.
They analysed 323 major insurrections since 1900 in support of
self-determination and democratic rule and found that violent
resistance was successful 26% of
the time but non-violent campaigns were nearly twice as
successful.
So, can the Palestinians do it?
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At this, perhaps the very darkest moment for the Palestinian cause, light
and hope can only come from a new peaceful strategic mobilisation.

further colonise land for Jewish
settlements.
At this, perhaps the very darkest
moment for the Palestinian cause,
light and hope can only come from
a new peaceful strategic mobilisation not unlike Gandhi’s Salt
March. Thousands of Gandhis
must emerge. Thousands of Rosa
Parks must take a stand.
Parks, a black seamstress and
rights activist, triggered the US
civil rights movement against
racial segregation by refusing one
December day in 1955 to give up
her seat on a bus to a white man. “I
was not tired physically,” she later
wrote in her autobiography. “No,
the only tired I was, was tired of
giving in.”
Hundreds of thousands of
Palestinian Gandhis and Parks
must now stand and sit — and
march — on principle, casting their
struggle as a binary battle between
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Unresolved issue. A Palestinian boy waves his national flag in
front of an Israeli soldier in the West Bank village of Maasarah
near Bethlehem.		
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There is only one course for
the Palestinians — non-violence
write this from the Indian capital New Delhi, where a massive
11-figure statue is probably the
clearest sign that the Palestinians can fight a mighty system
and hope to win.
The statue commemorates the
start of Mahatma Gandhi’s
non-violent struggle against the
all-powerful British Empire. It
depicts the Salt March, begun by
Gandhi to defy a deeply unjust
British law that forced Indians to
buy salt at exorbitant prices from
the colonial government and
prohibited them from collecting
their own.
That single act of disobedience
set off a massive campaign of
non-compliance across India and
that campaign of unceasing
peaceful resistance to occupation
forced the world’s dominant power
to accede to the protesters’
demands and set India free.
There can be no more powerful
template for the Palestinian cause
now that US President Donald
Trump has abandoned even the
pretence of even-handedness in
the Palestinian-Israeli issue.
Trump ignored international law
and recognised Jerusalem as
Israel’s capital.
With that, the United States, the
world’s richest, most militarily
powerful nation, threw its weight
behind the Palestinians’ Israeli
oppressors. It had the effect of a
non-military offensive that wins a
war, leaving the Palestinians’ long
fight for justice uncertain, for how
do you battle for something that
has been given away?
The blow to Palestinians can
hardly be understated. This is not
because they cherished hopes that
a Trump-led America would broker
a just and viable peace but because
it legitimises every indignity
suffered by the Palestinians and
makes it acceptable for Israel to
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More to the point, will they?
Naysayers point out that the
non-violent method of struggle
has little appeal and even less of a
track record in the Arab world but
it was unarmed civil insurrections
that ousted two autocrats — Tunisia’s Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali and
Egypt’s Hosni Mubarak — in 2011.
Chibli Mallat, the Lebanese
lawyer, US professor and author of
“Philosophy of Non-violence:
Revolution, Constitutionalism and
Justice beyond the Middle East,”
said it was remarkable “that
probably the most violent region
of the world, the Middle East, was
capable of rallying around a
non-violent philosophy of
historical change in 2011.”
Stephen Zunes, a University of
San Francisco professor specialising in the Middle East, insists:
“There is a long history of nonviolent resistance in the Middle
East.” He offers a rundown of
generally successful non-violent
protests in the region, including
Egypt’s 1919 independence
struggle against the British,
Lebanon’s 2006 Cedar Revolution
ending Syrian domination,
Sudan’s insurrections against
military dictatorships in 1964 and
1985 and Iran’s 1890s’ Tobacco
Strike, 1906 Constitutional
Revolution and 1979 overthrow of
the shah.
The Palestinians themselves,
Zunes reminds us, have used
non-violent mobilisation as a
strategy, launching a general
strike in the 1930s, the first
intifada in the late 1980s “and
more recent campaigns against
Israel’s separation wall and
settlement expansion in the West
Bank.”
They must do so again, this time
until they have justice and peace.
They must surge forward holding
aloft the weapon of truth.
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Palestinian
factions trade
blame over unity
deal delay
The Arab Weekly staff

London

P

alestinian factions Fatah
and Hamas missed a major deadline in their reconciliation bid by failing
to transfer power in the
Gaza Strip, with the rivals trading
accusations of blame.
US President Donald Trump’s
declaration of Jerusalem as Israel’s
capital further complicated an already difficult attempt to transfer control in Gaza from Islamist
movement Hamas to the Palestinian Authority.
The Palestinian territories, including the Gaza Strip, have seen
protests and clashes each day
since Trump’s declaration.
There had been a December 10
deadline for the handover, a decade after Hamas seized power in
the Palestinian enclave in a near
civil war with Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas’s Fatah,
based in the occupied West Bank.
An Egyptian-brokered agreement in October set a December 1
deadline for full transfer of power
to the Palestinian Authority, which
is dominated by Fatah, though
that was pushed back.
In Gaza, the situation was essentially unchanged despite the deadline, with Hamas police patrolling
streets and crippling electricity
shortages continuing.
Hamas claimed on December 9
it had handed over control of all
government ministries but Fatah’s
top negotiator said “obstacles” remained.
Palestinian Authority spokesman Yousef Mahmud said his
government had not received
full control in key ministries. In a
statement released by the official

V iewpoint

Kamel Hawwash

is a Britain-based Palestinian
university professor and writer.

Coming up with
creative ideas to bring
peace is laudable but
rewarding Israel for
its illegal policies
can only reignite
the conflict.

Palestinian news agency WAFA, he
accused Hamas of seeking to stop
the handover.
Fawzy Barhoum, a Hamas
spokesman, told Agence FrancePresse (AFP) that Mahmud’s
statement was an attempt to
“cover up the government’s failure to carry out its duties to the
people of Gaza.”
Palestinians and international
players had hoped that a reconciliation deal could lead to the easing
of Israeli and Egyptian blockades
on Gaza, reducing suffering of the
2 million people largely trapped in
the enclave.
“Some commentators argue that
reconciliation between Fatah and
Hamas facilitates peace-making
with Israel. It could give Abbas an
answer to Israeli complaints that
negotiations are pointless because
he can’t ensure that a treaty will
hold in Gaza,” wrote Jonathan Ferziger for Bloomberg News.
“On the other hand, the government of Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu, which
dismissed the changes to the Hamas charter as meaningless, says
it won’t deal with any Palestinian government that includes the
group.”
Azzam al-Ahmad, a member of
Fatah’s Central Committee and the
head of Fatah’s delegation for Palestinian reconciliation, accused
Iran of encouraging division between Palestinian factions.
“Iran is the number one sponsor of the division… the number
one financier,” he told Al Arabiya
satellite television at the end of
November. “It seems one of the
conditions for the return of Iranian support [to Hamas] is the continuation of the division.”
He also accused the Iran-backed
group Islamic Jihad in Gaza of working to prevent Palestinian unity.

On the verge of collapse? An October file picture shows Fatah’s Azzam al-Ahmad (R) and Saleh
al-Aruri (L) of Hamas shaking hands after signing a reconciliation deal in Cairo.
Hamas and Fatah publicly said
they remained committed to the
reconciliation but fears that it
could collapse were growing. They
appeared no closer to an agreement about the future of Hamas’s
vast military wing, which has
fought three wars with Israel since
2008, and they need to resolve the
issue of two separate civil administrations.
Abbas also has not lifted sanctions against Hamas, including
cutting payments for electricity,
worsening a severe power shortage in Gaza.
There was little optimism about
achieving a full handover by December 10 but Trump’s controversial
announcement
added
complications. The Palestinian
government called for wide-scale
peaceful protests against it but
Hamas wanted a violent response,
hailing attacks against Israelis as
the start of a new intifada against
the Israeli occupation.
Four Palestinians in Gaza, including two Hamas fighters, were

killed either in clashes with Israeli
forces or by Israeli air strikes in retaliation for rocket fire.
Naji Sharab, a political science
professor at Al-Azhar University
in Gaza, said Trump’s move made
the reconciliation bid harder.
“Some want uprising and others
don’t. Some want a military escalation and some don’t,” he told
AFP. “With the Jerusalem issue,
they cannot continue.”

Trump’s declaration
of Jerusalem as
Israel’s capital further
complicated an
already difficult
attempt to transfer
power in Gaza.

(AFP)

Jamal al-Fadi, a politics professor, said he feared the process
could now collapse, telling AFP:
“It seems that the process has
reached a dead end.”
Yossi Mekelberg, a professor of
international relations at Regent’s
University London, said there was
resolve by the parties involved in
the reconciliation bid to make the
deal work.
“Reconciliation is possible at
this time because it reflects both
protagonists’ current vulnerabilities, not just their strengths. Fatah
is weak and losing support, while
Hamas has failed to ensure either
the security or well-being of the
people of Gaza,” Mekelberg wrote
in an opinion article in the Arab
Times.
“Egypt urgently needs to harness
Hamas’s security forces to deprive
militant movements in the Sinai of
their smuggling routes for weapons and operatives,” he added.
The Arab Weekly staff and news
agencies.

What’s next for Jerusalem?

F

or Palestinians, December 6 may well be
remembered as “Black
Wednesday,” the day
when the United States
defied international
law and consensus on the status
of Jerusalem and recognised it as
the capital of Israel.
East Jerusalem is unanimously
recognised by the international
community as illegally occupied.
This was reinforced in the dying
days of the Obama administration
in UN Security Council Resolution
2334.
There is no clear explanation why US President Donald
Trump chose this time to make
his announcement on Jerusalem
and moving the US Embassy. It
seems at odds with his Middle
East advisers’ efforts to end the
Palestinian-Israeli conflict.
An objective assessment of the
announcement’s effect can only
conclude that it will not help their
efforts to bring peace, unless, of
course, translating Israeli Prime
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu’s
demands is the “ultimate deal”
Trump wants to seal.
Trump claimed that he judged
recognition of Jerusalem as
Israel’s capital and moving the
US Embassy from Tel Aviv to
the holy city “to be in the best
interests of the United States of

America and the pursuit of peace
between Israel and the Palestinians. This is a long-overdue step
to advance the peace process and
to work towards a lasting agreement.”
No independent analyst say this
would contribute to peace-making. Neither do any significant
world leaders.
Judging by the anger the decision created around the world,
Trump’s judgment is very lacking.
In the final communique of its
summit in Istanbul, the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC)
held the US administration “fully
responsible for any repercussions of it refusing to disavow
this unlawful decision, taking
it as a clear desertion by the US
administration of its role as peace
broker.”
The OIC dismissed the decision
as “a gift to Israel for its continuous renouncement of agreements
and blatant breach to international legitimacy.”
The call was also for OIC
members to impose political and
economic restrictions on nations,
officials, parliaments, companies
and individuals “recognising
Israeli annexation of Al-Quds
Al-Sharif, or engaging in any form
with measures aimed at perpetuating Israeli colonisation of the
occupied Palestinian territories.”

The move has, however, emboldened Netanyahu to make
recognition of Jerusalem as Israel’s capital by the Palestinians a
condition of the “ultimate deal.”
Trump justified his announcement in several ways.
First, he was implementing
the decision of the US Congress
in 1995, “the Jerusalem Embassy
Act,” which mandated the US administration to move the embassy
by 1999. However, US President
Bill Clinton and Presidents George
W. Bush and Barack Obama signed
waivers delaying the implementation of the act and Trump has
continued the practice.
Second, Trump argued “Israel is
a sovereign nation with the right
like every other sovereign nation
to determine its own capital.
Acknowledging this as a fact is a
necessary condition for achieving
peace.” However, East Jerusalem
is not part of Israel and therefore
it cannot be claimed to be part of
its capital. There is no question
Israel has no sovereignty over East
Jerusalem.
Third, Trump claimed “we
finally acknowledge the obvious:
that Jerusalem is Israel’s capital.
This is nothing more, or less, than
a recognition of reality.”
“Today, Jerusalem is the seat of
the modern Israeli government,”
Trump said.

He failed to understand that
Israel was locating instruments of
government in Jerusalem exactly
to create a “reality” that it hoped
would strengthen its claim to the
city.
Acknowledging this reality is
rewarding aggression and illegality. It is a parallel policy to that of
illegal settlement construction to
create more acts on the ground.
Trump claimed that Jerusalem
is the capital the Jewish people
established in ancient times. That
is not factual. What state has
Jerusalem been a capital of for
thousands of years?
Trump failed to accept that the
Palestinian people have had a long
and continuous presence in historic Palestine and Jerusalem and
that if he truly wished to achieve
peace he must acknowledge this.
It is telling that the White House
said, a day after Trump’s Jerusalem announcement, that deputy
national security adviser Dina
Powell, a more moderate voice in
his administration, was resigning.
Coming up with creative ideas
to bring peace to the holy land
is laudable but rewarding Israel
for its illegal policies can only
reignite the conflict. What is next
for Jerusalem is a greater Israeli
drive to push Palestinians out.
Jerusalemites will do all they can
to stay home.
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In Lebanon, rage for Jerusalem
but not for Palestinians at home
Lizzie Porter

Beirut

A

beer Kayyal, a 19-yearold student, is adamant
about a few things.
“Jerusalem is the capital of Palestine, not the
Israeli capital. The United States
doesn’t have the right to give Jerusalem to the Israelis. Every grain of
sand is Palestine,” she said.
However, the young Palestinian
woman is also firm about her rights
in Lebanon — or lack of them.
“We don’t have our rights here
— to work, to own things,” she said
while standing at a pro-Palestinian
protest near the US Embassy. “The
Lebanese people are our brothers
but they should give us our rights.”
There has been widespread condemnation in Lebanon of the United
States’ recognition of Jerusalem as
Israel’s capital. A Hezbollah-aligned
newspaper carried the front-page
headline “Death to America.”
Lebanon harbours widespread
anti-Israeli sentiment, bolstered by
the southern neighbour’s invasions
during the civil war and repeated
conflicts in the 1990s and 2000s.
While authorities have directed
deep anger at US President Donald
Trump and Israel, there has been
little noise about the plight of Palestinians, such as Kayyal, within
Lebanon.
The United Nations says Lebanon
is home to approximately 450,000
registered Palestinian refugees,
who fled to the country in several
waves after the creation of Israel
in 1948. They largely live in deplorable conditions in 12 refugee camps
where provision of basic commodities is inadequate.
The UN Relief and Works Agency
(UNRWA), the UN agency responsible for Palestinian refugees in Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, the West Bank
and Gaza, provides social services
such as schools and doctors’ surgeries but operates with a $49 million
deficit.
Palestinians are barred from owning property and working in up to
20 professions, condemning them
mostly to low-paid posts.
Since Trump’s announcement

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

Khazali’s visit was
unique in that its
timing and its
implicit message
carry a stark
warning that can
hardly bode well.

recognising Jerusalem as Israel’s
capital, Lebanon’s Future parliamentary bloc, led by Prime Minister Saad Hariri, has described it as a
“blatant violation” of Palestinians’
rights to Jerusalem as the capital
of an independent state. It called
for “all the world’s nations… to establish a global front that defends
legitimacy, principles of justice,
freedom and democracy, and the
need to respect international resolutions.”
At an emergency summit of the
Organisation of Islamic Cooperation in Istanbul, Lebanese President
Michel Aoun talked of Israel acting
“against the course of history and is
defying human and social development.”

While authorities have
directed deep anger at
US President Donald
Trump and Israel,
there has been little
noise about the plight
of Palestinians within
Lebanon.
Speaking in a televised address to
tens of thousands of people in Beirut’s southern suburbs, Hezbollah
Secretary-General Hassan Nasrallah told Palestinians to “have faith
in Allah and in the resistance that
have triumphed in every battle it
engaged in” — a likely reference to
Hezbollah’s conflicts with Israel.
All such addresses failed to address the poverty, discrimination
and barriers to development faced
by Lebanon’s Palestinians.
“All parties in Lebanon, including Harakat Amal — supposedly on
the so-called resistance side — are
punishing Palestinians for having
participated in the civil war,” said
Hassan Chamoun, a Lebanese supporter of the Boycott, Divest and
Sanctions movement against Israel.
He said he was concerned that
Palestinians in Lebanon were manipulated by the political elite that
has remained in power since the
end of the civil war in 1990.
“Most important, it’s to always
keep a ready, Arabic-speaking
cheap labour that one can repress
easily. It’s at the end a class ma-

noeuvre by the ruling elite,” Chamoun said.
Lebanon’s politicians claim that
giving Palestinians full citizenship
within the country would undermine their right of return to land in
the present-day state of Israel.
That is a null argument, said Jad
Chaaban, an associate professor of
economics at the American University of Beirut.
“Providing Palestinians their basic human rights in Lebanon would
in no way undermine the right of return,” he said. “Also, the Lebanese
must acknowledge the fact that
many Palestinians born in Lebanon
are entitled for Lebanese nationality, as many have lived, worked,
consumed and contributed to the
local economy for decades, without
any rights or proper recognition.”
While leaders remained quiet on
the issue, some Lebanese have used
the protests that have taken place
since Trump’s announcement on
Jerusalem to draw attention to the
plight of Palestinians at home.
At the same demonstration outside the US Embassy attended by
Kayyal, Vladimir Mawleh, a 17-yearold half-Lebanese, half-Russian
high school student from Labwe in
the Bekaa Valley, said Israel had no
rights over Jerusalem but Lebanon
needed to support its Palestinian
population as a priority.
“Palestinians should have all
their rights in Lebanon. The government should support Palestinians in Jerusalem but they should
first give rights to Palestinians in
Lebanon,” he said.
Some Palestinians claim they do
not want full civilian rights in Lebanon.
“I was 1 year old when the Nakba
happened and my country has now
been destroyed,” said 70-year-old
Amouna Massoud, from Beirut’s
Sabra Palestinian refugee camp, in
reference to the forced exodus of
Palestinians in 1948. “I don’t want
rights in Lebanon. I want to return
to Palestine,” she said at Hezbollah’s anti-Israel march.
The Lebanese-Palestinian Dialogue Committee, an inter-ministerial agency, will next week publish
the government’s first study on the
country’s Palestinian population
but did not give information on its

Long road to basic rights. An elderly Palestinian refugee walks
in an alley in the Burj al-Shamali camp near the Mediterranean
coastal city of Tyre in southern Lebanon. 		
(AFP)
stance regarding work and property
ownership rights.
Like Palestinians across the region, the community in Lebanon
feels abandoned by Arab leaders
but they see little hope of improving their own situation or that of
people in Israeli or Palestinian-controlled territory.

“My heart really hurt when I
heard Trump’s decision about Jerusalem,” Kayyal said. “We will fight. I
can’t do anything except stand here
outside this embassy and protest.”
Lizzie Porter is a Beirut-based
freelance journalist focusing on the
Middle East.

Lebanon’s unwelcome guests

A

s British rock star Sir
Elton John played
to a packed crowd
at Byblos Stadium
near Beirut, briefly
reminding the weary
Lebanese of a life beyond the current internal and regional squabbles, so, too, did the country play
host to a less-celebrated visitor.
A few days earlier, 110km south
of Beirut and on the Lebanese
border crossing known as the Fatima Gate, Iraqi militia leader Qais
al-Khazali paid his respects.
Khazali has been accused by
British and US forces of establishing death squads across Iraq for
more than a decade. Kicked out of
the Mahdi Army in 2004, Khazali
established a militia of his own, the
Iran-backed Asaib Ahl al-Haq.
Video of Khazali’s visit was
leaked through his militia’s TV
station al-Ahed, showing him touring the border escorted by senior
Hezbollah field commanders, who
assured their Iraqi dignitary that
their forces were ready for any
confrontation with Israel.
Such a visit would not normally
engender much controversy. After
all, Hezbollah has resorted to
similar publicity stunts with more
reputable celebrities, such as the
late Columbia University professor and polemicist Edward Said,
who posed while throwing a stone

across the fence into occupied
Palestine.
Khazali’s visit, however, was
unique in that its timing and its
implicit message carry a stark
warning that can hardly bode well.
While Khazali’s visit occurred a
week before the video was posted,
its transmission coincided almost
precisely with the International
Support Group for Lebanon’s
meeting in Paris. Convened under
the auspices of French President
Emmanuel Macron, attending
countries reiterated support for
Lebanon and particularly for the
Syrian refugees harbouring within
its borders.
Attendees were sure to remind
Lebanese Prime Minister Saad
Hariri of “the need to fully implement and respect all UN Security
Council resolutions, especially
1701,” referring to the ceasefire
agreement brokered in 2006 stating that no armed foreign forces
could venture south of the Litani
River.
Accordingly, Khazali’s theatrical
appearance on the border stands as
a provocative challenge to both the
international community and the
ceasefire agreement itself. More
importantly, by milking the visit of
an Iraqi militant such as Khazali,
Hezbollah is essentially reminding Hariri that the dissociation he
stressed as a precondition to re-

scinding his resignation essentially
counts for naught.
Beyond the relatively trivial
squabbles of Lebanon’s internal
politics, both Iran and Hezbollah
are under pressure to produce
some meaningful counter to US
President Donald Trump’s declaration on Jerusalem’s status.
While many expected the socalled champions of the Palestinian
cause to declare all-out war against
the United States and Israel, Hezbollah Secretary-General Hassan
Nasrallah’s muted speech boiled
down to him essentially urging the
public to rely on street protests and
social media to object to Trump’s
reckless and arrogant move.
Contrasting the paucity of Iran’s
response were declarations from
various generals of the Islamic
Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC)
warning Israel and its American
ally that “only 7 minutes is needed
for the Iranian missile to hit Tel
Aviv.”
In the absence of either missiles
or regional apocalypse, Iran settled
for Khazali, dispatching the militia
leader to the frontier as a reminder
to the legions of the multinational
array of Shia forces that could potentially descend on the border at a
moment’s notice.
It was not by mere chance that
the broadcast of Khazali’s visit
was followed by a similar video,

in which Iraqi and Afghan Shia
militants belonging to the Saraya
al-Salam (“the Peace Brigades”)
were shown in southern Lebanon
smoking hookah and boasting of
their presence a few kilometres
from occupied Palestine and UN
peacekeeping forces.
Beyond the immediate theatrics
of Khazali’s visit is Iran’s message
behind it. Within Khazali’s short
statement at the border are clear
clues of Iran’s overarching intent.
That is, beyond liberating the
Palestinian territories, the country
remains focused on clearing the
ground for the return of the Mahdi
— whom followers believe will be
the redeemer of the Islamic faith —
and the establishment of justice on
Earth, or at least their version of it.
By opting for such sectarian
rhetoric, far removed from classical Shia thought, Khazali and his
Iranian handlers are not so much
threatening Israel but addressing the Arab and Sunni world and
warning them of the consequence
of using the West as a check on
Iran’s expansionary plans.
Ultimately, while the Sunni-Shia
regional showdown continues, Iran
no longer feels the need to hide
behind a facade of Pan-Islamism
or nationalism. It’s a key fact and
one that, in Lebanon, Hariri and his
allies need to not only be alert to
but act upon.
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Iraq

How will Iraq fund its post-ISIS reconstruction?

Stone by stone. A worker removes rubble during the reconstruction of a destroyed building in eastern Mosul. 			

The Arab Weekly staff

London

I

raq is seeking external support for reconstruction after declaring victory in the
war against the Islamic State
(ISIS), which the government
said caused an estimated $100 billion in damage. It remains unclear
whether Baghdad can raise such a
sum.
US officials indicated that Washington would support Iraq in its efforts despite the Trump administration’s announcement of cutting
foreign aid.
The Trump administration has
made clear that the $14.3 billion
military campaign against ISIS
will not be replaced with a similarly funded reconstruction effort
so aid organisations are looking to
wealthy Gulf countries.
Thomas Staal, counsellor of the
US Agency for International Development (USAID), said the government agency would provide basic
humanitarian services and support for minority groups, such as
psychosocial aid to victims of genocide, slavery and gender-based
violence.
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of Exeter’s Strategy and Security
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The reality is that,
like Hezbollah,
most of the Iraqi
state apparatuses,
security forces and
attached militant
groups are tendrils
of Iranian power
and influence.

“The budget that the president
submitted included a 30% cut but
for Iraq actually we are looking at
additional funding, especially for
the victims of the Islamic State,”
Staal told Reuters in an interview
at the US Embassy in Baghdad.
The US government has provided nearly $1.7 billion in humanitarian assistance for Iraq since the
ISIS takeover of the north in 2014,
Staal said.
US Ambassador to Iraq Douglas
Silliman said Washington was focused on keeping the peace and
rebuilding Iraq but he took aim at
Iran for not helping Baghdad’s reconstruction efforts.
“The Iranians have — to some extent — assisted the government of
Iraq in defeating ISIS but, frankly,
I have not seen the Iranians donating money for humanitarian
assistance. I have not seen them
contributing to the UN stabilisation programme,” Silliman told the
Associated Press.
“Iraq is coming out of a difficult
period in which there had been a
lot of economic destruction, lots
of social disruption and we think
that it is important for Iraq to have
good, positive relationships with
all of its neighbours and Iran is included in that,” Silliman said.

Approximately 3 million Iraqis
are displaced, months after major
fighting against ISIS ended.
Iraq’s Oil Ministry said it has begun reconstruction at what was
the country’s biggest oil refinery
before it was damaged during
fighting between government forces and ISIS.
The aim is to complete work early next year on a unit that will produce 70,000 barrels per day at the
Baiji complex, which is currently
shut, said ministry spokesman Assem Jihad.
Constructed in 1975 and approximately 200km north of Baghdad,
the refinery produced 250,000300,000 barrels a day before ISIS
seized it in June 2014. Government
forces retook the facility and the

The Trump
administration has
made clear that the
$14.3 billion military
campaign against ISIS
will not be replaced
with a similarly funded
reconstruction effort.

				

city of Baiji in October 2015 but
severe damage left the refinery
closed.
“The rehabilitation will allow the
distribution of refined products for
the north of the country and reduce our imports,” said Jihad.
The Oil Ministry said that it has
added a new processing unit to
the Kirkuk oil refinery, increasing
the plant’s capacity to 56,000 barrels per day. The new production
unit can process 13,000 barrels per
day of crude, a ministry statement
said, citing Oil Minister Jabar Ali alLuaibi.
The upgraded production capacity will meet most of the domestic
needs of the northern oil city of
Kirkuk and nearby provinces and
“save hard currency because of
cutting fuel imports,” it said.
Iraq is working to divert most future output from Kirkuk’s oilfield
to local refineries due to a conflict
with Kurdish regional authorities
over the use of an export pipeline
to Turkey. Production from Kirkuk
stopped in October after Iraqi forces dislodged Kurdish fighters and
took over the northern region’s oilfields.
Iraq’s 2018 budget reportedly
will not exceed $92 billion, with
only 2% allocated for reconstruc-

(Reuters)

tion of areas liberated from ISIS.
Much hope is pinned on a donor
meeting for Iraq’s reconstruction
set for February in Kuwait but, as
is often the case with such gatherings, aid pledges do not always
translate to actual funds.
The distribution of funds will
likely be vital in keeping the peace
in Iraq.
“It is necessary to tackle reconstruction, economic and social
problems, stem corruption and ensure the equitable distribution of
oil incomes,” Karim Bitar, a regional expert at the Paris-based Institute for International and Strategic
Affairs, told Agence France-Presse.
On top of that, the threat of ISIS
resurrecting remains.
Three days after declaring victory over ISIS, Iraqi Prime Minister
Haider al-Abadi warned that the
group might “erupt again somewhere else” without international
cooperation in combating the militants.
“We have managed to break
them” in Iraq, he said, adding that
it’s a worry for everyone that ISIS
has “this unfortunate ability to recruit young people very quickly.”
The Arab Weekly staff and news
agencies.

Hezbollah’s reign of violence in Iraq is a regional problem

L

ebanese Shia jihadist
leader Hassan Nasrallah
declared recently that
his Hezbollah organisation would begin to
withdraw from Iraqi
territory, after having spent years
training, equipping and leading
Iraqi Shia militants.
Nasrallah said the Islamic State
(ISIS) had been defeated and
therefore Hezbollah fighters could
be redeployed elsewhere “to areas
where they are needed.”
Apparently, they are needed in
Lebanon, if only to grandstand
against Israel after US President
Donald Trump’s calamitous
decision to declare Jerusalem the
capital of the Jewish state.
The leader of one of Iran’s main
proxies in Iraq, Asa’ib Ahl al-Haq
(AAH), a militant Shia group, was
captured on camera touring the
Israeli-Lebanese ceasefire line
accompanied by Hezbollah commanders. This prompted Lebanese
Prime Minister Saad Hariri to
declare that AAH’s leader, Qais
al-Khazali, had breached Leba-

nese law by attempting to involve
himself in the divided country’s
foreign policy.
Why should anyone be surprised
that Khazali, a Hezbollah protege
and Iranian stooge, has decided to
stick his nose into the affairs of a
country that does not even border
his own? After all, Nasrallah may
have declared “mission accomplished” over his organisation’s
role in the sectarian bloodbath
that is modern Iraq but the decision was not his to make.
While Nasrallah is undoubtedly senior to newcomers such as
Khazali in the pecking order, both
Shia extremists are beholden to a
higher power — Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC).
The IRGC is in ultimate command of Hezbollah; why else was
the Lebanese outfit present in Iraq
and hand over arms and ammunition to IRGC affiliates there? This
is why it trained, advised and
commanded Shia jihadists in Iraq
and Syria.
The IRGC controls global Shia
jihadism in a way groups such

as ISIS and al-Qaeda can only
dream of controlling global Sunni
extremism. This is particularly so
considering Iran’s long-standing
ties to al-Qaeda, its supposed
nemesis, with the US Treasury
sanctioning al-Qaeda operatives
living in Iran as recently as last
year.
The reality is that, like Hezbollah, most of the Iraqi state apparatuses, security forces and attached
militant groups controlled by
the Popular Mobilisation Forces
are tendrils of Iranian power and
influence. Hezbollah’s presence
in Iraq can be restored at any moment, should the IRGC request it,
and Iraq is used as a hub for the
transportation of Shia jihadists
and materiel from Iran all the way
to the Mediterranean.
This raises questions about the
prospects of success that Saudi
Arabia’s recent charm offensive on
Iraq will have, as it will be extraordinarily difficult to wean Iraq’s
fanatical Shia Islamist parties and
militias from Iranian sectarianism that has fed them for decades

since Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini took power in 1979.
We should also be wary of any
declarations of victory, whether
from Hezbollah or even Iraqi
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi,
who declared ISIS was defeated
in Iraq. The last person who gave
a grandiose “Mission Accomplished” speech was former US
President George W. Bush, who
prematurely declared on May 1,
2003, that his country’s mission
to impose an American brand of
democracy on Iraq had been accomplished.
We all know how that turned out
and, almost 15 years on, the Iraqis
have seen very little democracy,
very little peace and almost no security to speak of. Iraq is no longer
a functioning, sovereign state but
is more akin to a cake being gobbled up by competing powers.
However, the lion’s share of this
rich Iraqi dessert has been consumed by Tehran and its terrorist
proxies such as Hezbollah and that
will have dire regional ramifications for everyone, not just Iraqis.
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Morocco’s Islamists elect new leader,
walking away from predecessor’s populism
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

M

orocco’s ruling Islamist Justice and Development Party (PJD)
has turned the page
on populist former
Prime Minister Abdelilah Benkirane
with the election of current Prime
Minister Saad Eddine El Othmani as
its secretary-general.
Othmani won votes from 1,006 of
the 1,943 PJD delegates against 912
for Fez Mayor Driss el-Azami, who
was reportedly backed by Benkirane.
This is Othmani’s second term at the
helm of the PJD, which he led from
2004-08.
Othmani succeeded Benkirane,
who had stayed at the head of the
party for nine years, promoting a
populist platform to garner support.
Benkirane led Morocco’s government for more than five years before
being dismissed by Moroccan King
Mohammed VI in March after the
former prime minister failed to form
a coalition government.
Analysts differ on whether Othmani would fundamentally change the
party’s political approach and steer
it from the Muslim Brotherhood’s
sphere of influence.
However, his election is a clear
break from Benkirane, who was perceived as representing an “extremist
current” in the PJD. Although denying direct links to the Muslim Brotherhood, Benkirane’s policies were
initially influenced by the group’s
orientations.
Abdelhakim Karman, a Moroccan
researcher in political science and
sociology of organisations, attributed Benkirane’s loss to the failure of
the PJD leadership to absorb the historical, constitutional, institutional
and sociological realities in Morocco.
“It was normal that opposing
voices from within the PJD came
out against the current of extremism led by former secretary-general
as desire to adapt and preserve their
interests in the Moroccan political

V iewpoint

Mokhtar Debbabi
is a Tunisian writer.

Islamists have also
lost any support they
previously enjoyed
from human rights
activists, trade
unions or
intellectuals in
general.

Tactical concessions. Moroccan Prime Minister and Secretary-General of the ruling Islamist Justice and Development Party (PJD)
Saad Eddine El Othmani at a news conference at the headquarters
of the PJD in Rabat.					
(AP)
arena and thus continue to participate in the government’s work and
political game,” Karman told the
London-based Al Arab daily.
Karman warned against expecting
that the PJD had changed its identity
permanently.
“The exchange of roles between
the party’s leadership came after it
thought that it was backed by ‘the
street’. It then tried to isolate and enable and control the wheels of state
and society,” he said.
“It is a leadership that accepts certain tactical concessions and forms
of political accommodation and
moderate speech, an equation derived from the thought and references and behaviour of Islamist groups
themselves,” he added.
However, Abdessalam al-Aziz,
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secretary-general of the National Ittihadi Congress (CNI), said Othmani
won the election thanks to the Unity
and Reform Movement’s support
(MUR) and that nothing had changed
in terms of the party’s Islamist approach.
“I think the PJD leadership’s
ties with the MUR will strengthen
more after Benkirane’s departure,”

Benkirane’s loss was
attributed to the failure
of the PJD leadership to
absorb the historical,
constitutional,
institutional and
sociological realities in
Morocco.

said Aziz.
The MUR is the PJD’s religious and
ideological wing and has been the
threshold for many PJD members,
including Mustapha el-Khalfi and
Bassima Hakkaoui, who are ministers in the current government.
Aziz said “the PJD’s elite, including many ministers, backed Othmani to lead the Islamist party because
they want to carry on their participation in the government” despite
the past rumours of a party split following the national council’s vote
against an amendment that would
have allowed Benkirane to run for a
third term as PJD secretary-general.
“Benkirane’s populist speeches,
which drew massive crowds, will
no longer continue under Othmani’s
leadership,” said Aziz.
Unlike his predecessor, Othmani,
a psychiatrist and scholar, is a quiet
and calm politician who avoids media confrontations.
Othmani’s government has sought
to fight corruption, a problem that
the previous government failed to
tackle despite Benkirane’s repeated
promises.
King Mohammed VI recently imposed sanctions against scores of
Interior Ministry officials, less than a
month after he sacked several ministers and senior officials for failing
to improve the economy in the longneglected Rif region.
Othmani pledged to address
shortcomings of the National Development Model, which has been
criticised by the king, and curb disparities between regions. The government is aiming to carry on major structural reforms to promote a
more diversified economy.
Experts said Islamist parties in
the Maghreb are being torn between
old pro-Muslim Brotherhood leanings and the need to walk away from
that legacy to integrate their own
political environments and help
their countries meet socio-economic
challenges.
Saad Guerraoui is a contributor
to The Arab Weekly on Maghreb
issues.

Is political
Islam losing
steam in the
Arab world?
The Arab Weekly staff

London

A

poll conducted by the
US polling firm Zogby
Research Services indicates that majorities
in many Arab countries
say religious movements should
“restrict themselves to personal
faith and spiritual guidance.”
Strong majorities of respondents in Saudi Arabia (85%), the
United Arab Emirates (84%), Turkey (84%), Egypt (81%), Lebanon
(59%) and Jordan (56%) said they
favoured such an attitude.
The poll, commissioned by the
Bani Yas Forum, was conducted in
August and September in a number of Middle East and North African countries, including Egypt,
Lebanon, Jordan, the Palestinian
territories, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, the
UAE and Turkey.
Majorities of respondents among
Palestinians (61%) and Iraqis (59%)
said they favoured religious movements playing “a direct role in political life and governance.”
Majorities in all the polled Arab
countries and Turkey, except for
Lebanon, shared a viewpoint
which sees a weakening effect on
countries from Islamist rule.
The point of view that, once in
power, Islamists make “countries
weaker” was shared by clear majorities of respondents in Turkey
(96%), Saudi Arabia (84%), the
UAE (84%), Egypt (81%), the Palestinian territories (74%) Iraq (71%)
and Jordan (53%).
Majorities also said religious
movements made the “lives of citizens worse” once assuming power.
This was the case among respondents in Turkey (96%), Saudi Arabia (84%), the UAE (84%), Egypt
(83%), Iraq (77%) and the Palestinian territories (70%).

The marginalisation of Islamist parties in the Maghreb

I

slamist parties in the Maghreb
region have metamorphosised
into small groups much more
interested in maintaining links
with established regimes and
institutions than in transforming them completely. Their
attitude might turn out to be part
of their tactics for avoiding direct
confrontation with the authorities, especially when we know that
Islamists in North Africa have lost
their previous confrontations with
regimes in place.
Fortunately, in a way, there have
been experiences of Islamist parties exercising power in Maghreb
countries. These experiences in
Tunisia, Algeria and Morocco are
still going on. The Algerian experience predates the “Arab spring.” In
all three experiences, reality dealt
Islamists a serious wake-up blow.
They had to contend with the fact
that their projects for major societal
change according to one particular
vision lead to hopeless confrontations with the regimes in place,
confrontations that the Islamists
inevitably lose since legitimacy and
instruments of power were in the
hands of the state.
Islamist movements have found
ways to rationalise their defeats by
appealing to their previous experiences with the state. This time, they
were unable to find an acceptable
explanation for their regression in
popular polls in Morocco, Tunisia
and Algeria.
The stage of confrontations
with the political, military and
religious establishments was over
quite some time ago but the Islam-

ists failed to win over the establishment and the masses to their Islamisation project even after trying to
infiltrate educational systems and
creating enlisting structures such as
charitable organisations and educational and recreational institutions.
Some Islamist movements had
to resort to severing organisational
and structural ties with the International Organisation of the Muslim
Brotherhood but continued to
subscribe to the general spirit of the
Brotherhood’s project.
When North African Islamist parties severed their ties to the mother
organisation, they turned into
local or regional organisations and
immediately confronted a serious
intellectual crisis. When these parties were under the umbrella of the
mother organisation, the conceptual framework was set and they
had access to ready-made answers
to many issues.
As local organisations, however,
Islamist parties in the Maghreb had
to make concessions, such as changing their names and trying to come
up with quick answers to pressing
questions.
For their survival, they had to
accept secular laws regulating
party structure and operations and
that usually forbid using religious
affiliation in the identification of
political parties. They had to switch
to the umbrella of secular democracy, which dictates the acceptance
of others and of rules and regulations that often go against Islamist
concepts.
Islamist movements in the
Maghreb accepted the secular rules

of the political game and transformed themselves into political
parties so as not to give the state a
reason to eliminate them from the
political scene. They were also hoping to have plenty of freedom, space
and time to reorganise, recruit
and rebuild economic and cultural
networks so as to have wider circles
of influence.
They knew they were operating
in societies that usually do not look
favourably on organisations in constant conflict with the “ruler.”
In trying to justify their transformation into local political movements, Islamists often appealed
to the experiences of leftist and
nationalistic movements that had
gone local and given up their major
political beliefs to make peace with
the state.
The problem with the Islamists,
however, lies in their failure to give
up their main political beliefs. On
the contrary, they have tried to
mould their experiences as local
organisations around those political
beliefs and, of course, ended up in
direct confrontation with the state
apparatus once again.
Bloody confrontations with the
state convinced Islamist movements that they will never be able to
defeat the state. The wiser alternative was to get along with the state
and play its political game. Islamist
movements therefore started to
legitimise their participation in political life and agreed to make very
painful intellectual concessions to
alleviate the fears of the dominant
political classes. Thus, the major
Islamist groups had to give up their

demand for implementing Sharia
and shelved the slogan “Islam is the
solution.”
In Tunisia, the Islamists were
beaten in the 2014 parliamentary elections and, in Algeria, they
received the lowest results in the
latest local elections. In Morocco,
the Islamist-led government failed
to bring about effective economic
and social results.
When we look at comments on
social media, we find that most Islamists acknowledge that their parties have lost on two fronts. On the
one hand, these parties abandoned
their ideological roots and their
dream of a total societal change. On
the other, they failed to get to the
centre of power and remain there.
It was precisely for this power
that these parties had to let go of
their profound identity to be accepted by the deep state. That failed
to happen and the Islamists became
marginalised.
In the 90 years since they
began imagining a religious state,
Islamists might be discovering
that their dream was a mirage. The
reason for this failure has nothing to
do with sharia, a lack of diligence on
their part or with the strict interpretation of the sacred text, but
with their failure to come up with
a down-to-earth model that deals
with people’s real problems.
Because of that, the Islamists
went from the blessed few to parties
with limited social effect. Once they
decide to abandon their self-conceit
and stop chasing mirages, these parties could perhaps start contributing
to development efforts.
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Critical reverses. A fighter with Kurdish Peshmerga forces watches over detained ISIS members in Iraq, last October. 		

				

Al-Qaeda group reclaiming
lethal role after ISIS retreat
Ed Blanche

Beirut

T

hirty years after al-Qaeda was founded during
the Afghanistan war of
1979-89 to fight invading
Soviet forces, the jihadist group refuses to give up its war
against the West and its Arab cohorts.
Now, after being eclipsed by its savage offspring, the Islamic State (ISIS),
for the last three years, al-Qaeda is
steadily reclaiming dominance of the
global jihadisphere.
Amid the upheaval spreading
across the greater Middle East and
into South-east Asia and the heart of
Africa, ISIS is in decline after losing
the Islamic caliphate it proclaimed
over large parts of Syria and Iraq in
2014. Al-Qaeda’s resurgence at this
time was largely expected by analysts
who have observed the terror group
exploiting the anarchy of the Middle
Eastern bloodbath.
Russian President Vladimir Putin’s
announcement in December to draw
down his forces in Syria, while keeping the airbase and naval port they
acquired since their September 30,
2015, intervention in Syria, should
bolster the jihadists’ determination
to establish control of parts of warwracked Syria.
“The old order in the Middle East is,
unmistakably, breaking down. It will
never return,” said Nafeez Ahmad, an
international security scholar whose
knowledge of regional politics and
international terrorism contributed
to the US “9/11 Commission Report”
in 2004.
“It’s not just Syria and Iraq who sit
in the path of systemic state failure,”
Ahmad warned. “The Gulf states are
next in line.”
There is another possibility for alQaeda: The disappearance of ISIS’s
caliphate in Syria and Iraq could lead
to a merger of the jihadist movement’s two strongest forces with a
dozen affiliates or wilayats (provinces) in the Arab world, Asia and Africa.
“Such a revival will likely hinge on
the ability” of the jihadist groups “to
take advantage of opportunities that
emerge, such as the collapse of one or
more Arab governments,” observed
Seth G. Jones, director of the International Security and Defence Policy
Centre at the RAND Corporation.
Other
factors,
outside
of

al-Qaeda’s ability to control, may
work in its favour. “Another ‘Arab
spring’ might allow al-Qaeda to
strengthen,” Jones speculated in a
RAND paper issued in August.
Another possibility is a US military
build-up in Middle Eastern countries
that would, in all likelihood, play into
al-Qaeda’s hands.
The Americans’ counterterror strategy of overwhelming — and often indiscriminate — force has invariably
driven the people the United States
was supposed to be protecting into
the arms of jihadist organisations.
The March 2003 invasion of Iraq
— a large-scale military operation
launched in part under false pretences by the George W. Bush administration — and the bungled 8-year occupation that followed, undoubtedly
radicalised many Iraqis and pushed
them towards the resistance.
The Americans and now the Russians face an older and seemingly
wiser enemy: a resurgent al-Qaeda
that has exploited the critical reverses suffered by ISIS and the repeated
failures of US diplomatic and military
strategy.
In this, the US withdrawal from Iraq
in December 2011 was a turning point
because it allowed ISIS to emerge as
jihadist ideology flourished across
the Middle East, fuelled by US atroci-

If Western policymakers
continue on their
current course…
al-Qaeda will continue
to advance along
its path towards
an emirate.

Charles Lister,
a Gulf-based expert
on jihadist groups

ties at Abu Ghraib prison outside
Baghdad and other miscalculations.
Al-Qaeda’s resurgence has been
underlined by an increase in US air
strikes against the organisation over
the last year and the tempo is likely
to intensify now that ISIS has, for the
most part, been removed from the
battlefield.
One area that has seen a sharp rise
in US and allied operations is Afghanistan, where al-Qaeda is helping
to try to resurrect the Taliban’s state
through its affiliate al-Qaeda in the Indian Subcontinent (AQIS), underlining the parent group’s growing focus
on Asia.
That marks a full circle for al-Qaeda, as it was in Taliban-ruled Afghanistan in the 1990s that it launched its
first attacks against the West, including 9/11, after which the Americans
ended Taliban rule.
AQIS, whose formation was
announced by al-Qaeda leader
Ayman al-Zawahiri in September
2014, said that reviving the Taliban state — the Islamic Emirate of
Afghanistan — is one of al-Qaeda’s
primary objectives, for which it is reportedly training thousands of Taliban fighters.
That would restore a major new
front in the war against terror just as
the Americans and their allies celebrate the expected demise of ISIS.
The
US
build-up
in
Afghanistan — America’s longest
war, which began with a US invasion
weeks after 9/11 — underlines how seriously the Americans are taking the
revival of the Taliban and their jihadist allies. They reportedly include former ISIS fighters.
In recent weeks, the Afghan National Directorate of Security and its
allies have pounded three Afghan
provinces, reportedly killing several senior jihadist figures, including
Oman Khetah, a deputy of AQIS commander Asim Umar.
In Syria, a powerful jihadist group
known as Hayat Tahrir al-Sham
(HTS), which is dominated by Jabhat
Fateh al-Islam (JFI) and considered to
be part of al-Qaeda’s coalition, controls Idlib province in the north-west.
Idlib, which Syrian rebels have controlled since 2015, witnessed intense
factional fighting between HTS and
JFI in the summer, which culminated
in HTS’s domination.
Russia claimed on October 4 it had
critically wounded HTS leader Abu
Mohammed al-Jolani in an air strike

and that he had lost an arm. The Russian Defence Ministry said 12 of his
senior commanders were killed in the
assault. Jolani, an ISIS crossover who
is one of the most successful jihadist
leaders in Syria, has a $10 million US
bounty on his head. His condition remains unclear.
Despite its gains, HTS faces external and internal challenges to its rule
in Idlib amid mounting tensions with
rival groups and political inroads
made by Russia, Iran and Turkey in
the Astana peace process. HTS has
been growing stronger in that region
as it exploited intra-rebel discord and
it appears to be seeking to establish a
similar sustainable haven along the
Syrian borders of Jordan and Israel by
exploiting the US decision to cut back
arms supplies to thousands of opposition fighters in the region now that
ISIS has been neutralised.
That’s a prime example of al-Qaeda’s tactic of turning its enemies’ miscalculations to its advantage. The US
cutback on support for non-jihadist
groups is likely to embolden al-Qaeda
further in the south.
From August 5-November 21, the
Institute for the Study of War in Washington determined that in 55% of the
42 attempted assassinations opposition commanders, judges or government officials were killed — a chilling
echo of HTS’s takeover in Idlib.
HTS, however, may find itself facing a redoubled offensive by the United States and its allies to eradicate
jihadist enclaves in Syria, just as ISIS,
its bete noire, did. The signs are that
this is happening.
US intelligence has long insisted
that al-Qaeda, its leadership hiding
from US air strikes in the Pakistani
badlands, has infiltrated hard-core
veteran operatives into Syria to mastermind terror attacks in Western Europe and the United States.
“If Western policymakers continue on their current course… alQaeda will continue to advance along
its path towards an emirate,” said
Charles Lister, a Gulf-based analyst
who has spent years studying jihadist
factions.
“Only by empowering local groups
opposed to its transnational jihadi
agenda can we avoid gifting northwestern Syria to al-Qaeda on a silver
platter,” he wrote in a 2016 assessment.
Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of The
Arab Weekly.

(Reuters)

Decline or
mutation for
al-Qaeda?
Ed Blanche

Beirut

A

l-Qaeda
survived
the Middle East’s
constant wars and
revolutions for the
last three decades
because it absorbed new ideas
and learnt the stay-alive value of
turning its enemies’ mistakes —
and its own — into opportunities
and challenges.
That self-discipline and ability
to think in several dimensions,
unlike nearly all its rivals in the
jihadist constellation that have
sought to emulate it, has been alQaeda’s not-so-secret weapon.
With its merciless offspring
the Islamic State (ISIS) in retreat
after the loss of the Islamic caliphate it proclaimed in Syria and
Iraq in June 2014, al-Qaeda once
more is the leader of the pack
with affiliates across the Middle
East and in Africa and Asia.
Even so, some analysts say alQaeda is running out of gas.
Daniel Byman of Georgetown
University said the organisation
is in permanent decline because
of the successes of counterterror
campaigns by the United States
and its allies and wilting support among Muslims after tens
of thousands have died in the
violence.
There is, Byman said, “good
reason to be optimistic that alQaeda’s decline is for real and
might even be permanent.”
However, many of his peers
are not convinced. Ali Soufan is
one of them.
A former FBI special agent
who hunted down key jihadists, he said al-Qaeda, after all
the lessons it has learnt the hard
way, is mutating from a terrorist
group to a global political Muslim force. This comes despite
it having been written off by
many after US special forces assassinated the group’s founder,
Osama bin Laden, in Pakistan on
May 2, 2011.
“The Islamist extremism that
al-Qaeda represents will not go
away soon,” warned Seth Jones
of the RAND Corporation. “The
ideology will survive in some
form as wars in Africa, Asia and
the Middle East continue to
rage.”
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‘Islam, It’s Also Our History!’ exhibition:
Europe’s response to terror on its land

Raouf Kobeissi
is a Lebanese writer.

The exhibition sends
a clear message that
Europe has no
qualms about
accepting Islam as
part of its culture
and history.

W

hile some of
their Muslim
citizens have
joined the
ranks of the
Islamic State
(ISIS) and perpetrated terrorist attacks on their
homeland, European countries are
not shunning the crucial role that
Islam played in shaping their history and development.
“Islam, It’s Also Our History!”
is a unique exhibition in Brussels,
curated with the support of the
European Union. Open through
January 28, the exhibition depicts links between the West and
Islamic civilisation that go back
hundreds of years.
Through the exhibition, Europeans, who are frequently branded
by Muslim extremists as infidels,
acknowledge the role Islam has
played in shaping aspects of their
civilisation, including medicine,
philosophy, architecture and science.
Isabel Benoit, a historian at
Tempora, the organisation that
designed the exhibition, told the
Associated Press: “We want to
make clear to Europeans that Islam
is part of European civilisation and
that it isn’t a recent import but has
roots going back 13 centuries.”
The exhibition sends a clear
message that Europe has no
qualms about accepting Islam
as part of its culture and history,
provided that its adherents democratically accept others regardless
of religion or beliefs.
Brussels and the Europeans are
not ashamed, after what political
Islam has done to them, to say that
Islam is part of their history. They
do not deny this history but try to
draw a parallel between Europe
and Muslims based on tolerance.
Spain, Italy, France and Belgium,
which were officially Roman Catholic countries in the past and are
secular at present, have allowed
the construction of hundreds of

Common roots. Poster of “Islam, It’s Also Our History!” exhibition.
(Islam, It’s Also Our History!)

mosques — France alone has more
than 1,000. Muslim fundamentalists, however, want more. They
want to spread their brand of Islam
in Europe, the brand that resulted
in regression in poor countries in
the Middle East.
Muslim fundamentalists may say
whatever they want about infidels

but what they are doing is nothing
but distorting their religion and
heritage and inflicting the greatest
harm on their countries, cultures
and peoples.
It is untrue to say that most
Muslims in Brussels and other
European capitals are extremists.
The vast majority despise extrem-

ists and consider their ideology
divorced from true Islam.
What, however, is the true Islam
that most European Muslims
want?
The picture is not clear to them
nor to Europeans because the
kind of reform movement that
transpired in Christianity has yet
to begin in the Islamic tradition.
Indeed, there is nothing on the horizon to indicate that it has started.
Here lies the basic quandary in
Islam’s relationship with Europe
and Europe’s position on contemporary Islam: Unless Muslims
begin this reform movement and
make the recommendations to create a European Islam that accepts
all religions and people of different spiritual and non-spiritual
doctrines, the consequences will
remain unpredictable.
Islam in Europe will not make
Europe Muslim but it can become
European if it frees the minds,
adapts to European traditions and
becomes a faith devoid of customs
and forms that have nothing to do
with it.
When we talk of “adaptation,”
we do not mean to touch the
essence but to go to the gist of
the faith that guarantees human
freedom and accepts those of all
creeds, including the secular and
atheists, and takes different rituals
and forms.
History tells us that all religions, including Islam, adapted
to the countries they moved to. In
“Near East in History,” LebaneseAmerican historian Philip Hitti
wrote that Christianity in Rome
had to become Roman before
calling on people to be Christians.
This means that Christianity that
saw the light in Palestine did not
spread in the world until it became
Roman.
This is what must happen to
Islam in Europe to settle in
peace and become part of the
culture of Europe, as it is part of its
history.

Clarifying language is important
part of fight against terrorism

Rami Ayyub

is a political consultant and foreign
policy analyst in Jerusalem.

If policymakers
truly desire to inject
nuance into the
debate over
counterterrorism
and CVE, they must
reform the
terminology.

E

very terrorist attack in
the United States inspires speculation over
motives and indicators.
Policymakers, journalists and researchers
scramble to string
together the suspect’s background,
hoping to reveal potential warning
signs and identify violent trends in
behaviour.
Following the recent bomb
detonation on a New York subway
train, for instance, the conversation
quickly focused on alleged perpetrator Akayed Ullah’s immigration
status, overseas travel and involvement with local mosques. The idea
is that terrorist attacks carried out
in the name of Islam share certain
attributes and, by identifying these
trends and characteristics, law
enforcement can anticipate and
thwart future terrorist plots.
A publication from the RAND
Corporation tears a hole through
that theory. In an immersive and
deeply reported study titled “The
Origins of America’s Jihadists,”
Brian Michael Jenkins takes stock of
every terrorist attack in the United
States in the name of Islam since
9/11. Across 86 plots, 22 attacks and
178 planners and perpetrators, Jenkins finds no single explanation or
set of trends that can predict what
he terms “jihadist” activity.
“The complexity of terrorist motives defies easy diagnosis,” Jenkins
said. “Religious beliefs and jihadist
ideologies play an important role
but are only one component of a

constellation of motives.”
The report stated that nationality
is a poor predictor of violent extremist activity. Most of the plotters
were “home-grown” US citizens or
legal permanent residents.
“In many cases, those prone to
violence have very little interaction with family or community.
Many have troubled lives or are in
personal crisis. Their decisions are
dictated by circumstances,” Jenkins
said in an interview. “I am not sure
how community-based CVE efforts
will intercept them.” These findings
undermine theories that attempt
to link terrorism to immigration or
religion.
Despite the lack of clear
indicators, countering violent
extremism (CVE) policy and
analysis reinforces the link between
terrorism and Islam. By repeatedly
invoking the Muslim community
— and utilising other damaging
terminology — analysts undermine
their own efforts to inject nuance
into the CVE policy debate.
The term “Muslim community”
is often used in counterterrorism
and CVE discussions as a thread
to weave together Muslim Americans of different racial, ethnic and
socio-economic backgrounds. It
allows researchers and analysts to
lump together otherwise unrelated
people to draw trends and delineate
statistics.
Jenkins, for instance, uses the
term to explain radicalisation
among American Muslims, remarking that in 2011 “5% of American

Muslims held favourable attitudes towards violent jihadists.”
He explained that this amounts
to 165,000 people, based on an
estimated Muslim population of 3.3
million. When discussing US law
enforcement efforts to counter terrorist plots, Jenkins said the “Muslim community has, in fact, been a
source of tips to authorities.”
Despite Jenkins’ and others’
efforts to highlight Muslim cooperation with law enforcement — and
emphasise American Muslims’
obduracy to violent ideology —
the community-centric nature
of the discussion reinforces the
link between terrorism and Islam.
It inherently imposes collective
responsibility on all American Muslims by putting otherwise unrelated
individuals together into a single
unit of analysis.
The discussion obscures other
potential trends or indicators that
might prove more salient than
religion. The average age of terrorist
plotters since 9/11, for instance,
has been about 28 years old. For
law enforcement, a more effective
prevention strategy might entail
broad-based youth programming
and direct intervention, framing the
issue of terrorism with other youth
and adolescent crime.
This points to a broader need for
terminology reform and clarification within counterterrorism and
CVE policy. Use of the word “jihad”
is another salient example. “Jihad”
is a word from the Islamic tradition most often defined as efforts

“to strive” or “to struggle” but its
true meaning varies with the social
context in which it manifests. The
most common perception of jihad is
one of an internal struggle against
hardship or sinful inclinations, such
as poverty or theft. In that sense, it
is quite a positive and aspirational
term.
While some terrorists may very
well perceive themselves as “jihadists,” referring to them as such in
policy reports denigrates and obscures a complex term that is salient
to Muslim individuals the world
over. It equates violent extremism
with jihad, again lumping violent
extremists within a diverse population of individuals who perceive
efforts to “strive” and “struggle” in
quite a different way.
If policymakers truly desire to
inject nuance into the debate over
counterterrorism and CVE, they
must reform the terminology. Clarifying language strengthens efforts
to shift away from communityfocused prevention programmes by
removing perceptions of collective
punishment.
Terms such as “jihadist” and
“Islamist terrorist” should be
replaced with “violent extremist”
or “terrorism in the name of Islam.”
These changes would create space
for more targeted CVE policy built
around interventions and rehabilitation.
It is time to recognise the effects
CVE policy has on perceptions and
actions. Clarifying language would
be a good start.
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Istanbul summit strong on the
rhetoric, weak on concrete steps
Thomas Seibert

Washington

M

ore than 50 Muslim
countries, led by Turkey, slammed the US
decision to recognise
Jerusalem as Israel’s
capital but a failure to back up
the rhetoric with concrete action
showed the extent of internal rifts,
analysts said.
A statement issued in Istanbul after a December 13 emergency summit of the Organisation of Islamic
Cooperation (OIC), a body comprising 57 Muslim countries, said members “reject and condemn” the US
move.
OIC members invited “all countries to recognise the state of Palestine and East Jerusalem as its occupied capital.”

Given the failure of the
OIC to come up with
specific steps, Israel
said it was not worried
by the Istanbul
summit.
The summit was called by Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, whose country holds the rotating OIC presidency and who has
been one of the most vocal critics
of the US decision. In his speech
at the Istanbul meeting, Erdogan
called Israel a “terror state” and
Palestinian Authority President
Mahmoud Abbas said the United
States would no longer be accepted
as a mediator in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.
Erdogan’s efforts to produce a
unified and strong response to
Trump’s plan were only partly
successful. While criticism of the
United States in the Istanbul declaration went beyond what some OIC
members had said individually,
less than half of OIC members sent
their heads of states to the meeting.
Key US allies in the region limited their representation in Istanbul
to cabinet members. Saudi Arabia,
the guardian of the holy cities of
Mecca and Medina and host of the
OIC headquarters, was represented
by its minister of Islamic affairs.
Egypt and the United Arab Emirates sent their foreign ministers.
Observers said the strong words

V iewpoint

Yavuz Baydar

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

Erdogan’s star looks
set to shine so long as
he beats the drum for
religion and a
populist notion of
nationalism.

Hyperbole. Backdropped by a map of Israel and Palestinian territories, Turkey’s President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan addresses the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation’s Extraordinary Summit in
Istanbul, on December 13.								
in the final statement in Istanbul
masked a lack of concrete steps.
Gonul Tol, director of the Centre
for Turkish Studies at the Middle East Institute in Washington,
pointed out that, while the Istanbul declaration was a “symbolically
important move” that “projected
the image of unity” in the Muslim world on the Jerusalem issue,
there were no consequences. “It
was the lowest common denominator. In practical terms, it changes

nothing,” Tol said.
Deep divisions in the Muslim
camp meant that even a potential withdrawal by the United
States from its role in the Middle
East would not change much,
Tol added. “I don’t see how they
could lead a peace process,” she
said about countries at the table in
Istanbul.
The OIC includes bitter regional
rivals Saudi Arabia and Iran as well
as war-torn Syria, where several

(AP)

regional powers are vying for influence. Saudi Arabia also leads a
quartet of regional powers in conflict with Qatar, in which Turkey
and Iran take Doha’s side.
While Turkish media hailed the
Istanbul summit as “historic,” the
meeting’s conclusions did not go
beyond the affirmation of East Jerusalem as the capital of the Palestinians, a stand already included
in the OIC charter. The summit
declaration did not include politi-

cal or economic steps against Israel. Erdogan’s announcement following Trump’s declaration that
Turkey might break off diplomatic
relations with Israel was not mentioned.
Also, the OIC statement lacked
a pledge by members to move embassies to East Jerusalem to counter Trump’s decision to build a US
embassy in the holy city. Turkish
Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu, the day after the summit,
said he was sure embassies would
be opened in the eastern part of
the city but did not offer a time
frame.
The US State Department accused the OIC of prejudging the
outcome of Israeli-Palestinian
talks by calling the eastern part of
Jerusalem the Palestinian capital,
while Trump’s announcement did
not specify which parts of the city
he was referring to. “I think this
would be the difference” between
the OIC and the United States,
State Department spokeswoman
Heather Nauert said after the Istanbul meeting. “We are not making any calls on borders.”
Given the failure of the OIC to
come up with specific steps, Israel
said it was not worried by the Istanbul summit. Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu said
the Istanbul decisions “fail to impress us,” while the Times of Israel
newspaper wrote that “Erdogan
and Abbas bark at Jerusalem but
their threats have no bite.”
Some government critics in
Turkey agreed. Ertugrul Gunay, a
former minister in Erdogan’s cabinet, said on Twitter that Erdogan
should cut all political, military
and economic ties if he really
viewed Israel as a “terror state.”
The OIC meeting highlighted
Erdogan’s anti-Western rhetoric at
a time of tension in Turkey’s ties
with the United States over Washington’s support for Kurds in Syria
and a growing suspicion by US officials concerning Erdogan’s leadership.
Trump’s national security adviser, H.R. McMaster, was quoted
as telling a panel in Washington
that NATO member Turkey and
Qatar, long accused by critics of
being sponsors of the Muslim
Brotherhood, were key supporters of a “radical Islamist ideology.”
The Turkish Foreign Ministry said
McMaster’s
statement
was
“astonishing, baseless and unacceptable.”

Erdogan’s populist diversion serves his survival goals well

I

have argued that US President
Donald Trump’s decision to
recognise Jerusalem as Israel’s
capital was a gift for Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan. Erdogan, a master
reader of domestic and international mood, seems determined to
procure a bonus as well.
Without missing a beat after
Trump’s announcement, Erdogan
rapidly convened an emergency
summit of the world’s leading
pan-Islamic body, the Organisation
of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) in
Istanbul.
Both the level of participation
and the outcome probably exceeded Erdogan’s expectations:
16 of the dozens of members that
attended were represented by
heads of state. The final statement
declared that East Jerusalem is
“the capital of the state of Palestine” and invited “all countries to
recognise the state of Palestine
and East Jerusalem as its occupied
capital.”
From the point of view of
Erdogan’s Justice and Develop-

ment Party (AKP), the summit and
its final statement served as a great
public relations stunt. For Erdogan,
the summit topped several days of
decisive and unexpected moves.
First, he took Athens by surprise
with the suggestion that the 1923
Treaty of Lausanne needed to be
“revised.” The treaty has long governed Greek-Turkish relations and
been considered a cornerstone of
regional peace. Though the Greeks
were confused and angry, Erdogan
emerged as a strong leader who
protects the interests of the Turkish nation.
This is how — with small, calculated political steps — Erdogan
manages to change the narrative
about him, especially the ugly
storyline emerging from the Zarrab
trial in New York. The “oil-for-gold”
case alleges attempts to evade US
sanctions against Iran. Reza Zarrab,
a Turkish-Iranian businessman
arrested in 2013 and charged with
money laundering and sanctions
violations, has implicated Erdogan,
who was prime minister at the
time.

Unsurprisingly, Erdogan has felt
the need to change the subject and
he did with his loud denunciation
of Israel at the OIC summit. He said
it is a state defined by “occupation” and “terror” and lambasted
Trump. “With this decision, Israel
was rewarded for all the terrorist
activities it has carried out. It is
Trump who bestowed this award
even,” he said.
The summit was a diplomatic
coup for Erdogan. There has been
little or no criticism or questioning of the summit’s outcome from
Turkish diplomats and analysts.
Instead, there has been an overall
agreement that the meeting was
a success. This, even though it is
rather far-fetched to think the decision to recognise East Jerusalem as
the capital of a Palestinian state can
be implemented. Still, the declaration was considered a balancing act
to counter the destructive decision
taken by Trump. How many OIC
members will recognise a Palestinian state is another open question.
However, neither issue counts
for Erdogan as he continues to ag-

gregate power at home.
Indeed, his comments on the
Treaty of Lausanne in Greece and
the Jerusalem issue in Istanbul
showed the weakness and disarray
of the Turkish opposition.
Kemal Kilicdaroglu, leader of the
main opposition Republican People’s Party, could do nothing other
than agree with Erdogan on the
Treaty of Lausanne. He added that
several Aegean islands were under
Greek occupation. It illustrated
the increasing force of nationalism across the Turkish political
spectrum.
As for the Jerusalem issue, Erdogan’s critics showed themselves
to be spectacularly divided. Some
demanded that Turkey move its
embassy to East Jerusalem immediately. Others said that Turkey
should cut diplomatic ties with Israel because Erdogan had branded
it a “terrorist state.”
Erdogan’s star looks set to shine
so long as he beats the drum for
religion and a populist notion of
nationalism but he’s also a master
of survival tactics.
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Iran’s forget-me-not signals
Ali al-Amin

is a Lebanese writer.

The Iranian regime is
inept at translating
military victories in
Iraq, Syria and Yemen
into political
victories.

A

leaked video
revealed a visit by
Qais al-Khazali,
head of the Iraqi
paramilitary group
Asaib Ahl al-Haq
(AAH) to southern Lebanon. That visit must
have been planned as there is
no way it would have occurred
without Hezbollah’s permission
and supervision. AAH takes its
orders from Major-General Qassem Soleimani, commander of
Iran’s al-Quds Force and the man
in charge of conquering the Arab
world.
A month prior to his visit,
Khazali declared his intention to
stand with Hezbollah, the Iranbacked militia, in the event of an
Israeli attack, whether in Syria or
Lebanon. Khazali and his group
toured areas on the Lebanese border with Israel, thus defying UN
Resolution 1701, which forbids the
presence of any military forces in
the border zones besides those of
the United Nations or the Lebanese Army.
It was an intentional message
either by Hezbollah or Soleimani
that they were willing to violate
the UN resolution. It also recalls a
warning by Hezbollah SecretaryGeneral Sayyed Hassan Nasrallah
that an Israeli attack on Hezbollah
would open the floodgates of an
invasion by tens of thousands of
fighters from all over the world.
Khazali’s visit must be understood within the framework
of Iran’s role in the region and
especially considering preparations for the people after the war
against the Islamic State (ISIS) in
Syria and Iraq.
Clearly, Soleimani wanted
to strengthen ties between the
various Iranian agent militias
in the region, knowing that the
final stages in the war on Sunni
extremism — ISIS and al-Nusra
Front — have ushered in the period of getting rid of so-called Shia
terrorism.

It is obvious that leaving the
Shia militias in Iraq, Syria and
Yemen to run loose can only
produce a monster worse than
ISIS. So it becomes necessary to
end the role of Shia militias in
these countries if there is a plan to
rebuild them as national entities.
Iran and Soleimani are aware
of this line of thinking and know
that regional and international
discussions on how to deal with
the Shia militias are taking place.
There are only two options available: the use of military force
against the militias or absorbing
them into existing official military
structures.
Those who would rather avoid
a military confrontation with the
Shia militias argue that the militias enjoy popular support, which
makes eliminating them complicated. To make things worse, the
Russians and Americans are far
from reaching a final deal regarding Syria, even though they have
made great progress in easing tensions and in the war on ISIS.
Many analysts say that any
ceasefire in the region spells
defeat for Iran. It seems that the
Iranian regime is inept at translating military victories in Iraq, Syria
and Yemen into political victories. Syria would be even more
difficult, given that Iran lacks an
adequate social acceptance there.
In Lebanon, some fear the recent Iranian show on the Lebanese-Israeli border via the presence of AAH’s leader was another
occasion for Iran to express its
backing of Hezbollah in Lebanon.
For more than ten years, Iran
has used threats to the fragile
peace along the border with Israel
to blackmail the international
community. By bringing its Iraqi
militia into the picture, Iran is
saying it has other options than
Hezbollah. By doing so, it simply
pulls the carpet from under any
local or external debate about
Hezbollah’s weapons.
The video showing Khazali’s

Provocation. Qais al-Khazali, leader of the Shia group Asaib Ahl
al-Haq. 					
(AFP)
visit could have been leaked by
Hezbollah as a reaction to the
recommendations given at the
International Support Group for
Lebanon’s meeting in Paris. The
meeting insisted — once again —
on the need for all parties in Lebanon to observe the dissociation
policy and UN Resolutions 1559
and 1701, which Hezbollah refuses
to commit to implementing.
Some months ago, Hezbollah
was happy to see France somewhat side with it in its conflicts
with Saudi Arabia but France is
now insisting that Hezbollah pay

heed to UN resolutions first. That
worries Hezbollah and embarrasses Iran.
Iran cannot decide between
choosing the path of agreement
or continuing to fuel conflicts in
the Arab region. In the meantime,
Israel is pounding Iranian targets
in Syria with no Iranian reaction. Perhaps Khazali’s visit to
the Israeli-Lebanese border was
planned as a reminder to Israel
and the international community
that peace and tension along
this border are, in the end, in the
hands of Tehran.

Djalali’s death sentence shows Tehran’s
endless persecution of ‘enemies of the state’

Ali Alfoneh

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

Djalali’s Kafkaesque
trial is as ludicrous
as legal process gets
in the Islamic
Republic.

R

evolutions are
generally believed
to go through
various stages: The
collapse of the old
regime is followed
by a honeymoon
phase enjoyed by victorious
revolutionary factions. Next
follow the rise of the radicals
and reign of terror and, finally,
the Thermidor — a reference to
the 11th month in the French
Republican calendar — ending
radicalism and stabilising the
revolutionary regime.
Some revolutionary regimes,
however, never complete the
transition to the Thermidorian
phase. Terrorising the public,
after all, is too useful an instrument of control to discard: The
regime’s permanent persecution
of enemies of the state, both real
and imagined, plants fear into
the hearts of the citizenry and
keeps them in check.
Ahmadreza Djalali’s death
sentence is a case in point. The
46-year-old researcher of emergency medicine and disaster
management left Iran in 2009
to pursue further studies in
Sweden. In April 2016, Djalali
was invited to participate in
disaster management workshops at universities in Tehran
and Shiraz. On April 24, 2016,
he was arrested in Iran on no
clear charges and put in solitary
confinement at Evin Prison.
On January 31, 2017, Djalali,
bereaved of his right to an attorney, appeared before Judge

Abolqasem Salavati at Branch
15 of the Revolutionary Court,
where he was formally charged
with “espionage for Israel.” Salavati ominously warned Djalali he
would face the death sentence.
On October 24, Abbas Jafari
Dolatabadi, a Tehran prosecutor, confirmed the death sentence, claiming Djalali had held
meetings with “eight Mossad
officers” and provided them
with the “contact information

and physical characteristics of
30 individuals, both military
and nuclear [scientists], which
led to the assassination of those
nuclear scientists.” The latter refers to death of Masoud
Alimohammadi, Majid Shahriari,
Darioush Rezaeinejad and Mostafa Ahmadi Roshan, who were
assassinated from 2010-12.
It also seems that Djalali confessed to the crimes under duress. Najibeh Mortazavi, Djalali’s

Political witch hunt. A flyer with the picture of Ahmadreza
Djalali, an Iranian academic reportedly sentenced to death
for espionage, on display during a protest outside the Iranian
Embassy in Brussels.					

(AFP)

mother, claims interrogators
put their hands on the Quran in
front of her son and swore they
would be lenient if he admitted
to cooperating with Israel.
Needless to say, the interrogators did not let Djalali go. On
December 9, Djalali’s lawyers
learnt that Iran’s Supreme Court
had upheld his death sentence
on charges of “struggle against
the regime,” “espionage” and
“cooperation with the government of Israel.”
Djalali’s Kafkaesque trial is as
ludicrous as legal process gets in
the Islamic Republic. After all,
how would a medical researcher
be aware of the contact information and physical features of
30 leading military and nuclear
science officials in the Islamic
Republic?
If he was indeed among a
close circle of the regime’s most
trusted individuals and in possession of critical and sensitive information, why did the
regime’s intelligence services
allow him to leave Iran in the
first place? If he was, as they
say, a traitor, why did he run the
risk of participating in academic
workshops in Tehran and
Shiraz?
No one is likely to believe the
allegations against Djalali but
producing a credible legal case
is hardly the goal of the intelligence services behind this
sickening show. The purpose
is to terrorise the public into
submission rather than to prove
Djalali’s guilt.
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Pence faced with negative reactions to Trump’s
Jerusalem move ahead of planned Middle East trip
Thomas Seibert

Washington

U

S Vice-President Mike
Pence is facing strong
expressions of rejection ahead of a planned
visit to the Middle East
that is turning into a highly political mission as the first trip by a
high-level US official following US
President Donald Trump’s muchcriticised Jerusalem decision.
Foreign visits by US vice-presidents normally do not carry much
political weight because the office
has few concrete powers but the
situation is different with Pence’s
trip because it comes on the heels
of Trump’s announcement to recognise Jerusalem as Israel’s capital
and to move the US Embassy there.
Palestinians, as well as representatives of both Christians and
Muslims in the Middle East, have
said they would refuse to meet with
Pence.
The rejections illustrate the political damage done by Trump’s
move, said Joe Macaron, an analyst
at the Arab Centre in Washington.
“The US decision on Jerusalem
gave Israeli officials a gift with no
strings attached and put a nail in
the coffin of the peace process,”
Macaron said by e-mail. “There is
nothing Pence can say or do during
this trip to change that reality.”
Pence’s mission hit turbulence
before it even started. On December
14, two days before he was due to
leave for Israel, the vice-president’s
press secretary, Alyssa Farah, said
the visit would be postponed for
several days because Pence might
be needed in Washington to cast
the deciding vote regarding a US
Senate measure on a proposed tax
reform.
News reports in Israel said Pence
was expected in Israel on December 20 after first travelling to Egypt
for talks with President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, another close ally of the
Trump administration. In Israel,
Pence is to meet with Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu, visit the
Western Wall in Jerusalem and give
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Fadi Farhat

is a lawyer in Britain.

Trump’s
announcement
panders to an
internal American
audience at the
cost of the peace
process.

The president and the architect. US President Donald Trump, accompanied by Vice-President Mike
Pence, holds up a signed proclamation recognising Jerusalem as the capital of Israel in Washington.
a speech in the Knesset. Farah said
in a statement that Pence would
use the trip to “reaffirm the United
States’ commitment to its allies in
the Middle East and to working cooperatively to defeat radicalism.”
Pence has left no doubt that he
is squarely behind Trump’s Jerusalem plan. In a speech following the
president’s announcement on December 6, Pence called the official
recognition of Jerusalem as Israel’s
capital “a truly historic step” that
had been long overdue. “After decades of talk, President Trump took
action,” Pence said.
Trump’s Jerusalem decision has
been widely condemned by Muslim countries but the criticism by
US allies such as Egypt was muted.
US news reports said the administration in Washington expects the
negative fallout to be temporary.
The trip by Pence, announced

in October, comes as the Trump
administration worked on what
it calls a comprehensive plan for
peace in the Middle East, an effort
led by Trump’s son-in-law Jared
Kushner. Few details are known but
officials say one goal is to forge an
alliance between US partners Israel,
Egypt and Saudi Arabia to counter
Iran. Pence was expected to recon-

The Palestinians are
not the only ones
keeping their
distance. Christian
leaders in Jerusalem
and Egypt also
declined to meet
with Pence

(AP)

firm the strong bonds between the
United States, Israel and Egypt during his visit.
The vice-president is less welcome outside government offices
in the two countries. Arab Israeli
members of the Knesset said they
would boycott Pence’s speech in
the chamber. Palestinian President
Mahmoud Abbas, furious about
Trump’s decision, declined a request to meet with Pence. Speaking
at a meeting of the Organisation of
Islamic Cooperation, Abbas called
Trump’s move “the greatest crime”
and said the United States would
no longer be able to mediate in the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict because
of Washington’s pro-Israel bias.
Jarrod Agen, Pence’s deputy chief
of staff, said by boycotting the vicepresident’s speech, the Palestinians
were losing a chance to get closer
to a solution to their long-running

conflict with Israel. “It’s unfortunate that the Palestinian Authority
is walking away again from an opportunity to discuss the future of
the region,” Agen said on Twitter.
Michael Rubin, a former Pentagon official who works for the
American Enterprise Institute, a
conservative think-tank in Washington, said Trump’s Jerusalem decision would overshadow Pence’s
trip, “but not fatally so.”
Answering questions via e-mail,
Rubin pointed out that Kushner,
rather than Pence, was the main
Middle East negotiator for the
Trump administration. “So, if Palestinian leaders boycott a meeting
[with Pence], it’s no big deal,” Rubin wrote.
The Palestinians are not the only
ones keeping their distance. Christian leaders in Jerusalem and Egypt
also declined to meet with Pence in
protest against the Trump administration’s initiative. Their rejection is
certain to be bitter for Pence, who
considers himself a devout Christian.
Adeeb Joudeh, the keeper of the
keys to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem, one of Christianity’s holiest shrines, said he
would “absolutely refuse” to see
Pence, Israeli news reports said.
In Egypt, Pope Tawadros II, leader of the Coptic Church, said he
would not meet with Pence. Sheikh
Ahmed Mohammed al-Tayyeb,
the imam of al-Azhar Mosque and
Egypt’s highest Islamic leader, also
turned down a US request to see
Pence.
Rubin called the boycott of the
Christian leaders “self-defeating as
it will undercut efforts in Washington to advocate for their concerns”
but Macaron said the vice-president’s ideological stance towards
the Jerusalem issue is the real problem.
“Pence’s fixation with Jerusalem from a biblical lens reflects a
narrow-minded approach to US national interests in the Middle East,”
he wrote. “It is counterproductive
to Washington’s objectives of rallying Arab countries against Iran and
having US troops operate in a safe
regional environment.”

Trump’s decision on Jerusalem is meaningless under international law

U

S President Donald
Trump’s announcement to recognise Jerusalem as the capital
of Israel and relocate
the US Embassy to
the city came as a surprise to many
in the international community. It
need not have been as surprising as
it was.
It was an election pledge and
if we have learnt anything about
Trump since he became president it
is that he has shown a clear appetite
to implement his election promises.
However, the issue of Jerusalem
is no ordinary pledge. Trump has
gone where no US president has
dared to go since 1995. For more
than 20 years, US presidents deferred recognition of Jerusalem due
to the toxicity and polemic-generating nature of Jerusalem.
When one looks at the world’s
great cities from London to Tokyo,
from Paris to New York or the great
cities of antiquity, such as Athens
and Rome, no other place in the
world generates as much hearty
emotion, rage, anger, love and
interest as Jerusalem.
Putting the political repercussions aside, Trump’s announcement is almost meaningless under
international law. Trump and US
policy (with a handful of other
countries in the mix) are lone
wolves within the landscape of
international law.

Two years after the United Nations was formed, Resolution 181
was passed calling for Jerusalem to
be a corpus separatum. Shrouded in
mystic Latinity, this status recognised Jerusalem as a unique place
— so unique that, almost like the
Vatican, the usual machinery of a
nation-state would not apply to it.
When Israel became a full UN
member on May 11, 1949, the position of other member-states was
that Jerusalem cannot be regarded
Israel’s capital. Interestingly, the
first notable actions of recognition
came from the United Kingdom and
Pakistan, which recognised East
Jerusalem as the Palestinian capital.
Following the 1967 war, which
resulted in Israel’s de facto control
over Jerusalem, there were growing
calls within Israel to pass legislation to recognise Jerusalem as its
capital. Eventually, Israel’s Knesset passed legislation declaring a
“complete and united” Jerusalem as
its capital in July 1980. This law was
declared null and void by the UN
Security Council through Resolution 478. The Security Council
has passed six resolutions on this
issue that affirm that a “complete
and united” Jerusalem cannot be
regarded as the capital of Israel.
The Security Council’s resolutions
are legally binding on international
matters.
The UN General Assembly,
through Resolution 63/30 of 2009,

stated that “any actions taken by
Israel, the occupying Power, to
impose its laws, jurisdiction and
administration on the Holy City of
Jerusalem are illegal and therefore
null and void and have no validity
whatsoever, and calls upon Israel to
cease all such illegal and unilateral
measures.”
General Assembly Resolution
66/18 was passed in 2012 affirming
the continued validity of Resolution
63/30.
The International Court of Justice
in its 2004 advisory opinion on the
“Legal Consequences of the Construction of a Wall in the Occupied
Palestinian Territory” described
East Jerusalem as “occupied Palestinian territory.”
This would mean that Trump’s
announcement, which makes no
distinction between West and East
Jerusalem, is not compatible with
the opinion of the world’s most
authoritative court.
Trump asserts that his announcement is merely reflective of the reality on the ground. That may be but
the reality on the ground does not
obtain legal validity if that reality
itself is a consequence of unlawful imposition as declared by the
United Nations and International
Court of Justice. It also runs counter
to most countries’ practice of locating their embassies in Tel Aviv.
Trump’s announcement panders
to an internal American audience at

the cost of the peace process. There
are many facets to it, including the
situation in Gaza as well as other
settlements. Jerusalem, however,
will be the largest obstacle. The international community recognises
a two-state solution with Jerusalem
as being an integral component of
both states. The main problem is
that, within Israel, there is no political appetite to give up any part of
Jerusalem.
A poll by the Jerusalem Centre
for Public Affairs conducted in 2012
indicated that 78% of Jewish voters
asked said that they would reconsider voting for any politician if that
person wanted to relinquish Israel’s
control over the Old City and East
Jerusalem.
Israeli politicians are fully aware
of public opinion. The position
within Israel today is no different
than in 1995 when Yitzhak Rabin is
famously said to have told schoolchildren that “if they told us peace
is the price of giving up a united
Jerusalem under Israeli sovereignty,
my reply would be ‘let’s do without
peace’.”
This position is not uniquely
Israeli. Jerusalem’s splendour and
aura are such that empires, rulers,
knights, kings and generals as
well as administrations across the
best part of a thousand years have
viewed peace as an inferior prize if
it meant losing control over any part
of Jerusalem.
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US and Russia in the Middle East

Diminished US role in the Middle East was long in the making
Mark Habeeb
is East-West Editor of The Arab
Weekly and adjunct professor
of Global Politics and Security
at Georgetown University in
Washington.

T

here is no way anyone, except perhaps
a Trump administration spokesman,
would argue that US
influence is ascendant in the Middle
East. In the region’s political
hubs — Cairo, Damascus,
Ankara, Baghdad, Riyadh and
Tehran — leaders can be found
pursuing their own national interests, forging necessary alliances
and, at best, paying lip service to
Washington.
To assess the political winds in
the Middle East, look to Ankara,
Moscow and Tehran; for the economic winds, look to Riyadh and
Beijing.
Does this mean that US President Donald Trump single-handedly destroyed America’s once
dominant position in this vital region? That if Hillary Clinton were
president the United States would
loom large and powerful over the
Middle East?
Hardly.
The declining US role in the
Middle East has been long in

the making and is the result of
four powerful factors: 1) imperial overreach and the domestic
backlash it caused, 2) diminished
US reliance on Middle Eastern
energy, 3) the rise of China as the
primary challenger to US global
dominance and 4) an unhealthy
and apparently unbreakable alliance with Israel.
If you insist on a precise date
for the beginning of the United
States’ decline in the region, it
would be March 19, 2003 — the
day that US forces launched the
unprovoked invasion of Iraq.
The consequences of that day
have been widely documented:
civil war in Iraq; growing Iranian
influence over and eventually
domination of Iraqi politics; and
the rise of Sunni jihadist groups
such as the Islamic State. The list
goes on.
Another consequence of that
fateful day was: When George
W. Bush became US president
in January 2001 he inherited a
national budget surplus of $128
billion. When Barack Obama was
sworn in as president in January
2009, the budget was in deficit to
the tune of $1.4 trillion.
Obama had campaigned in
2008 as the anti-war candidate,
promising to disengage the
United States from Iraq and
Afghanistan. He promised
a less-imperial policy towards the Middle East, one
based on mutual respect
and the pursuit of human
rights and democracy,
including national
rights for the Palestinians.
When the first
opportunity
arose to actively
promote democracy — Iran’s 2009
Green Revolu-

tion — the Obama administration
stayed largely on the sidelines.
Direct intervention would have
been risky and US officials determined that the regime would
prevail, which it did.
Two years later, the “Arab
spring” offered Washington another opportunity to exert leadership. Instead, the administration
seemed confused and uncertain,
especially regarding Egypt: Do we
bolster Hosni Mubarak, our longtime ally, or shove him out? Do
we advocate for early elections —
before Egypt’s society and political parties are ready — or encourage a slow-but-steady transition?
Do we support the democratically
elected Muhammad Morsi government, even if it stands against
our values? Do we endorse the
popular ouster of Morsi or punish
the new regime?
No clearly articulated answers
emerged.
By the time the bottom-up
revolts spread to Syria, provoking a brutal response from the
Bashar Assad regime, it was clear
that the United States wanted
nothing to do with the mess.
Even when Moscow — the Obama
administration’s bete noire —
intervened militarily, Washington
just wagged its finger. The low
point occurred when Obama
allowed his “red line” —
Assad’s use of chemical
weapons — to be crossed.
Obama was probably
one of the most intelligent

people to inhabit the Oval Office
and, unlike Trump, he respected
the expertise of professional diplomats. So what accounts for this
muddled policy?
Obama was elected on a promise of disengaging the United
States from the Middle East and
repairing the country’s dire fiscal
straights. With re-election looming in 2012, he was loath to more
deeply engage the United States
in the region.
Moreover, Obama was in many
ways America’s first Asian president: He was born in Hawaii and
spent much of his childhood in
Indonesia. He believed, not without reason, that the US future lay
in expanding its commercial and
strategic presence in Asia. One
country stood in the way: China.
To Obama, the Middle East was
an annoying sideshow and if the
United States got entangled in
the region’s intractable conflicts,
China would merrily march its
way towards global dominance.
Meanwhile, the expanding US
fracking industry, which, along
with advances in energy efficiency and alternative energy, was
transforming the United States
into an energy powerhouse.
Reliance on Gulf oil was ancient
history.
Obama did not want to cut and
run from the Middle East, however. He wanted to leave some
kind of order behind, not out
of the goodness of his heart but
to make sure the United States

When the first opportunity
arose to actively promote
democracy — Iran’s 2009
Green Revolution — the Obama
administration stayed largely
on the sidelines.

did not get drawn again into the
region.
He had two goals: First, a
deal with Iran that would freeze
Tehran’s nuclear program while
luring Iran into normality. The
mullahs, Obama reasoned, would
be less reckless if they enjoyed
economic gains from Western investment and trade, and delaying
their nuclear programme would
make them less dangerous.
Obama’s second goal for bringing about a modicum of order in
an unruly region was to achieve
a permanent Israeli-Palestinian
peace agreement. He was serious
about this goal and genuinely
tried to bring it about but was
foiled by an Israel that, under
Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu, was becoming a Praetorian
ethno-nationalist enclave and
a US political establishment,
including leaders of both political parties, that was beholden to
Israel regardless of its actions.
Trump continued and furthered this policy of regional
disengagement. He combined
it with the rhetorical bluster of
power but no one was fooled.
Since Trump assumed office,
Moscow and Tehran have expanded their influence, Turkey is
acting solo and in its own interests, Riyadh is starting to behave
(as it should) as a regional power
and not as a US ward and Cairo
is looking to Russia for arms and
China for investment.
The one constant is US support
for Israel’s brazenly colonial government — and Trump’s declaring that Washington will move its
embassy to Jerusalem may end
up removing the United States
from the role of Israeli-Palestinian mediator.
As for the idea of a Pax Americana in the Middle East: Requiescat in pace.

Why Russia is back as a major geopolitical player in the Middle East
Francis Ghilès
is an associate fellow at the
Barcelona Centre for International
Affairs.

N

ot for decades has
there been such
public handwringing over
Russia’s intentions in Syria,
Libya and the
Mediterranean. European and
American media keep reminding
that Russia’s moves are evidence
of aggressive policies, similar
to Russian military actions in
Ukraine and Crimea.
Ethan Chorin, a former US
diplomat, in “Russia Strategic
Waiting Game in Libya” said this
is “hyperbole.” While Russia has
taken advantage of the vacuum
in US policy since the “Arab
spring” to maintain and increase
its geographical status, its policy
remains “selective and opportunistic.”
It has neither the resources nor
the desire to incur responsibilities
other than limited in Syria and
not at all in Libya for the foreseeable future, Chorin said in his
work included in “War in Peacetime, Russia’s Strategy on NATO’s
Eastern and Southern Flanks,”
published by the CIDOB & Insti-

tute for Statecraft and edited by
this author and Nicolas de Pedro.
In the forthcoming “What is
Russia up to in the Middle East,”
Dmitri Trenin, director of the
Carnegie Moscow Centre, offers
a lucid explanation for what he
sees as Russian caution. Western enthusiasm for promoting
democracy in the region “led
to suspicions in and around the
Kremlin that Western-funded
Russian NGOs might try to bring
about a ‘Russian spring.’”
The mass protests in Moscow
in 2010-11 challenged Russian
President Vladimir Putin more
than anything since his rising to
power in 2000. Russian experts
were, from the start, “sceptical
that upheavals in Arab countries
would actually lead to democratic
transformation as hoped for in
the West,” Trenin wrote. They
feared an “Islamist winter” and
felt many American and European analysts were “no more than
hapless sorcerer’s apprentices,”
he said.
Western observers who kept
their heads cool in 2011 remembered the enthusiasm with which
many in the United States and
United Kingdom — but not France
— had greeted the US invasion of
Iraq. We know that it was undertaken for the wrong reason, failed
to drain the swamp where terrorists were bred and, in destroying
a key secular state between the
Gulf and the Levant, unleashed
an unprecedented wave of Islamic sectarianism and terrorism.
It also fuelled Iran’s ambitions in
the region.
Russia was astonished that the
United States did little to support
Hosni Mubarak in Egypt. More
importantly, it failed to form a
comprehensive partnership with
the West in Libya and was left out
of decision-making process after
it abstained from vetoing UN

Security Council Resolution 1973,
which authorised “all necessary means” to protect civilians.
Western behaviour resulted in
“effectively foreclosing that route
for the future,” Trenin wrote.
Though having no seat on the
Security Council, Algeria, a major
regional power, was furious its
warnings about the chaos to
come in Libya and the Sahel went
unheeded, especially in France.
The conclusion reached by Russia that Americans and Europeans lack strategic vision and fail
to foresee even the immediate
consequences of their actions
had an immediate effect in Syria.
Trenin explained that “with
[US President Barack] Obama
winning a second term and [Syrian President Bashar] Assad still
in power in Damascus, the Kremlin was ready for a fresh attempt
at a political settlement.”
Russia’s suggestion of “a Dayton a deux” did not convince the
Americans who wanted Moscow’s
cooperation in dislodging Assad
“for a fee, such as US consent
to Russia keeping its facility in
Tartus and continuing to supply
arms to the new Syrian regime,”
Trenin wrote.
There was no deal and what
followed in Syria was an offensive, preventative move. Russia’s objective was to halt the fall
of the regime and to keep the
estimated 7,000 battle-hardened
jihadist fighters from Russia and
the former Soviet republics from
returning to their countries of
origin. Killing them in Syria made

The conclusion
reached by
Russia is that
Americans and
Europeans lack
strategic vision.

more sense.
Operating in Syria allowed the
Russian armed forces to combattest new weapons systems and
the two countries became military allies in the full sense of the
term.
Another overlooked reason
for Russia to play hardball in
Syria, Chorin wrote, was Assad’s
willingness “to block the efforts
of the Gulf emirate Qatar to build
a natural gas pipeline through the
country to supply Europe, which
would have undermined Russia’s
market power in Europe and undermined Russian leverage over
Europe in defending its actions in
Ukraine.”
He pointed out that the same
strategic interests exist in Libya
but to a much lesser degree.
Qatar tried for years to get
Libyan leader Muammar Qaddafi
to relent on investment in the
country’s gas industry so it could
undercut the Russian position in
the European gas market.
Libya supplies Europe with
natural gas from large offshore
deposits through Green Stream
pipeline, which has a capacity
of 11 billion cubic metres a year.
However, like Assad, Qaddafi said
no. Russia would like to
recoup the losses
on its tens of
billions of dollars’ worth of
arms and oil
and infrastructure contracts
it signed with
Qaddafi.

The result is that Russia is back
as a major geopolitical player and
a capable military actor in the
Middle East. The United States’
absence in the region is driving
old enemies together and creating new dangers.
Both authors note the costs of
Russian intervention in Syria,
of which the Kremlin is aware,
and the country’s poor economic
position, which do not support an
expansionist policy.
Putin may desire to remain visible and flex Russian muscles but
there are economic limits to the
game. He is an influence dealer
in the south-eastern Mediterranean, more than any Russian
leader in a generation. He aims to
push back the spread of hard-line
radical Islamist groups. He would
like to sell Russian weapons. If
the West opts for a policy of strict
containment in Libya, who will
blame Russia for doing deals with
whomever remains?
As Europe and the United
States watch their influence in
the world decline, they will have
to pay more heed to what Russia
and middle-ranking, but regionally important, powers such
as Algeria, which has a strong
vested interest in the stability of
southern rim Mediterranean and
the Sahel, think.
In the midterm, Chorin said, it
is more likely than not that the
United States will follow a strict
policy of containment towards
Libya. If that happens, Russia
will say “We told you so,” while
attempting to shape whatever
remains in Libya to its advantage.
Algeria will do the same.
The sooner Europe
wakes to a situation that
is quite different from
what it was
at the turn of
the century, the
better.
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Egypt eyeing
larger economic
presence in Africa
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

E

Puzzled. French President Emmanuel Macron (C) greets Tunisian President Beji Caid Essebsi as he
arrives at the Elysee Palace in Paris, on December 11. 					
(AFP)

EU ‘tax haven’ blacklist
raises questions about
Europe’s support for Tunisia
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

L

eading Tunisian politicians and business officials
are lobbying to have Tunisia removed from the European Union “tax haven”
blacklist that alleges that 17 countries fail to meet EU tax guidelines.
The blacklist announcement
shocked many in Tunisia, which
has counted on the European Union
for support as it faces economic and
social hardships during its democratic transition.
Three basic criteria were said
to have been used to compile the
blacklist: tax transparency, fair tax
competition and the implementation of the Base erosion and profit
shifting (BEPS) framework — standards devised by the Organisation
for Economic Cooperation and
Development (OECD) to curb tax
avoidance.
Other countries listed include the
United Arab Emirates and Bahrain
in the Middle East. There were a series of small island countries on the
blacklist but also South Korea and
Mongolia.
The EU announcement is unlikely to have an immediate effect on
the Tunisian economy but it puts
the government on the defensive
while trying to renew foreign investors’ interest in the country.
Tunisian analysts and commentators said the move went against
previous EU pledges and statements.
“Putting the country on the (EU)
tax-haven blacklist is an enormous
slap. It is all the more hurtful that it
came from a strategic partner,” said
economist Houcine Ben Achour.
Tunisia, which has been hailed
as the only democratic success of
the “Arab spring,” is sensitive about
its reputation abroad because its
economy depends to a large extent
on foreign investment and tour-

ism. The country’s tourism sector
suffered a major setback after terror attacks in 2015 and phosphate
exports have been slowed due to
strikes and protests this year.
Tunisian analysts blamed authorities for failing to take preventative
measures ahead of the EU decision,
which had been in the works for
more than a year.
“The news that Tunisia is blacklisted hit the business community
like a lightning strike,” said economist Marouen Achouri, “but two
questions emerged in its wake:
Why has Europe, which pretends
to stand with Tunisia with its support, taken such a decision? And
how have Tunisians hit such a rock
bottom?”
Achouri blamed government
infighting for the inadequate response.
“No one can say they are really
in charge of the government on negotiations of international financial
issues. There are several at various
ministries dealing with such issues,” he said.
The European Union’s tax haven investigation began in September 2016 after leaked documents
known as the Panama Papers detailed how wealthy individuals and
businesses used offshore accounts
to avoid taxes in havens such as the
US Virgin Islands, the Bahamas and
Panama.
The investigation’s results were
hotly disputed by Tunisian officials, who insist the country should
not be included on the list.
“Considering Tunisia as being a tax haven is unjust,” said
Chawki Tabib, president of the Na-

Tunisian analysts and
commentators said
putting Tunisia on the
“tax haven” blacklist
goes against previous
EU pledges and
statements.

tional Anti-Corruption Authority
(INLUCC). “Tunisia is not a paradise
for those attempting to avoid taxes
or launder money. Tunisia would
have benefited economically and
financially if it were a tax paradise.
Some countries that are indeed tax
havens are not on the blacklist.”
He said Tunisian institutions had
not done “enough to defend the
country’s business interests.”
Top government officials said
they hoped Tunisia would soon be
removed from the blacklist.
Tunisian President Beji Caid
Essebsi urged France to support Tunisia’s removal from the list during
a meeting December 11 with French
President Emmanuel Macron in
Paris.
“We do not fathom the aim behind such decision,” Caid Essebsi
said during a news conference with
Macron. “Tunisia does not merit
being put on this list. We deem that
this decision hurts the image of Tunisia at a time when we are working
to establish a state of the 21st century.
“Because of the notion of criteria
or because of a tardy reply, we are
mixed in with bad company. We
will do our utmost to make the policymakers rescind their decision on
Tunisia,” Caid Essebsi added.
Tunisian Prime Minister Youssef
Chahed spoke with European Commission President Jean-Claude
Juncker to plead Tunisia’s case. To
shore up Tunisia’s lobbying efforts,
Parliament Speaker Mohamed Ennaceur formed a joint parliamentary committee to connect with the
European Parliament to back Tunisia.
Tunisia has offered tax incentives
for offshore businesses since the
late 1970s when the country adopted a development strategy aimed
at increasing exports. The offshore
regime is regulated by the country’s
Investment Incentives Code.
Export-related economic activities employ about 400,000
Tunisians.

gypt signed deals and
memoranda of understanding with African governments during the Africa
2017 Forum: Business for
Africa, Egypt and the World to ease
trade and open the door for investing.
“The event gave us a good chance
to give information to African businessmen about investment opportunities available in our country,” said
Egyptian Investment and International Cooperation Minister Sahar
Nasr. “It also helped African government officials attending to bring to
light sectors crying for investment in
their countries.”
The conference at Sharm elSheikh, which was sponsored by
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah alSisi, allowed the exchange of expertise and the initiating of investment
partnerships.
“Africa is badly in need of investments and trade,” said Rashad Abdo,
an economics professor at Helwan
University. “These are the two things
that will enable the Africans to move
ahead with development and make
the best use of their economic capacities.”
Most of the deals signed during the
conference focused on easing trade
between African countries. The African Export-Import Bank (AFREXIMBANK) and the Attijariwafa Bank
signed an agreement to encourage
trade between African countries
and finance development projects in
Africa. The Egyptian Export Development Bank and AFREXIMBANK
signed an agreement to support the
export of Egyptian goods to African
markets.
In 2016, Egypt’s trade with Africa
amounted to $5.4 billion, including
$2.9 billion in Egyptian exports to
African countries.
The Africa 2017 Forum took place
as Egypt demonstrates growing interest in strengthening economic
ties with the continent. Cairo is moving away from strategies in which
Africa was at the bottom of the list
of geographic zones for promoting
business.
“Egypt’s economic strategies
were focused on Europe, the United
States and the Arab world for many
decades in the past,” said Farag Abdel Fattah, an economics professor
at Cairo University. “It has, however,
realised that dropping Africa off the
economic priority list was not a correct decision.”
Egypt has paid dearly, on both
economic and political levels, for ne-

glecting ties with Africa. Its absence
occurred while regional political and
economic rivals, including Turkey,
Iran, Qatar and Israel, gained influence.
Egypt expressed concern it could
lose some rights, including to a
fixed share of Nile River resources,
the primary source of water for its
population. When Ethiopia began
construction of a multibillion-dollar
hydroelectric dam on the Nile in
2011, a project that will significantly
reduce the water flow into Egypt,
few African countries were ready to
back Egypt in its opposition to the
project.
“This experience has taught us
that we can run at even more catastrophic losses if we do not mend
fences with the Africans,” said writer
Sakina Fouad. “Egypt enjoys a lot of
advantages that make its rapprochement with fellow African countries
rewarding to all sides.”
Even with Ethiopia, the country
with which Egypt is locked in what
appears to be unending and unfruitful negotiations, Cairo wants to expand economic cooperation.
During the conference, African
government officials visited major
Egyptian industrial projects, including ceramic and textile factories.
African government officials were
shown tourist projects in Sharm elSheikh.
Egypt has been trying to claim an
influential position on the African
economic stage since 2015 when it
united Africa’s main economic and
trading blocs, namely the Common
Market for Eastern and Southern Africa, the Southern African Development Community and the East African Community.
The 26 members of the blocs have
a combined gross domestic product
of $1.2 trillion and markets that contain 620 million consumers.
These are the consumers Egypt
has an eye on as it tries to gain access to African markets, economists
said. Sisi has been trying to convince
African leaders to develop a modern
road network between African countries to ease the movement of people
and goods.
Rampant unrest, the lack of the infrastructure and the primitive nature
of economic systems in some countries remain major stumbling blocks
as Egypt tries to increase business
on the continent, economists said.
“This is why events that bring
Egyptian and African businessmen
together are important,” Abdo said.
“They help local businessmen test
the waters before investing in African countries.”
Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian
reporter in Cairo.

New partnerships. Egyptian Minister of International Cooperation
Sahar Nasr speaks during the closing session of the Africa 2017
Forum in Sharm el-Sheikh, on December 8.
(AFP)
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China’s new Silk Road includes
both risk and promise of prosperity
The Arab Weekly staff

Tunis

(The Arab Weekly staff)

Petrofac wins
$800 million BP
contract for
Oman gas field
Establishing links. Indonesian models look at scale models of Chinese-made bullet trains on
exhibition at a shopping mall in Jakarta.
However, just as the project has
encountered political difficulties
along the Indian-Pakistani border,
so, too, could regional rivalries
threaten to undermine OBOR’s success in the Middle East.
Iran looks to be a prime beneficiary of OBOR. The country is a vital
overland link between the Middle
East and Central Asia. The countries
enjoy healthy bilateral relations, a
situation difficult to see doing anything but improving as OBOR eases
international access to Iran’s gas,
petroleum and mineral deposits.
If stabilisation proves possible,
Syria also stands to benefit from
OBOR, adding further weight to regional fights for influence within
the war-wracked country.
Syrian ports at Tartus and Latakia, both currently Russian bases,
have been earmarked as major departure points for Chinese goods
entering Europe.
China has proven a steadfast
supporter of the Assad regime and
in July pledged some $2 billion towards Syria’s reconstruction. This is

in addition to the arms and training
provided throughout the country’s
civil war. However, despite the Chinese businessmen said to be massing in neighbouring Lebanon, difficulties anticipated between Russia
and Iran after the cessation of hostilities could cool Chinese ardour
towards Syria.
Though the Trump administration signed an extensive trade
agreement with Beijing in May, its
attitude towards OBOR appears uncertain. Concerns have been raised
in the US Congress over the viability
of the project and the accuracy of
the “win-win” characterisation favoured by Beijing.

If successful, OBOR
would link Europe,
the Middle East and
China in ways
previously
unimaginable.

(AFP)

While noting that infrastructure
projects were in desperately short
supply across the Middle East, US
Representative Ted Yoho, chairman
of the House Foreign Affairs Subcommittee on Asia and the Pacific,
questioned the financing of the
plan. “The belt and road projects
are financed by Chinese institution
at high rates not typically found in
the development context conducted by Chinese corporations that are
often state-owned enterprise and
utilise Chinese labour and material
and seem to add little to local economies and can bring unsustainable
debt burdens,” he said in July.
As the United States withdraws
from much of the world stage, an
economic, as well as a political vacuum, is forming and it is the former
that China looks ready to fill. That
China appears to have met little
resistance is significant. However,
with the Middle East seemingly in
a permanent condition of tension,
how long trade routes across the
region can be maintained is open to
question.

Morocco attracts French, Chinese
investments in automotive industry
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

M

orocco is boosting its
automotive industry
with agreements with
French and Chinese
car manufacturers as
it looks to build up its vehicle manufacturing sector into a job-creating
powerhouse.
Morocco recently signed investment agreements with French car
manufacturers for the development
of automotive supplies worth more
than $1.1 billion.
“These agreements relate to
the establishment of 26 factories
of subcontractors, mainly for the
French groups Renault and PSA
Peugeot Citroen, for investments of
($1.4 billion) and the creation of
11,568 direct jobs,” said Moroccan
Minister of Industry Moulay Hafid
Elalamy.
“The successes achieved in the industrial sector in general and in the
automotive sector in particular are
the fruit of the vision traced under
the leadership of [Moroccan King
Mohammed VI],” said Elalamy dur-

UAE’s exports
outperform other
Middle Eastern
countries
The United Arab Emirates has
outperformed other countries in the
Middle East in trade and commerce,
a report by the World Trade Organisation (WTO) stated.
The WTO report placed the UAE
19th among leading exporters in
world merchandise trade in 2016.
With exports valued at $266 billion,
the UAE accounts for 1.7% of world
exports.
Saudi Arabia, Turkey, Iran and Kuwait had exports valued at $175 billion, $143 billion, $66 billion and $46
billion, respectively.

C

hina’s plans to revive Silk
Road trade routes of antiquity expect to bring
economic growth and
connectivity to the Middle East and North Africa. Under
One Belt, One Road (OBOR), China
would establish links between Asia,
the Middle East, Africa and Europe
by land and sea.
The aim of the project, Beijing
said, was to “promote economic
cooperation and connectivity”
throughout the targeted regions
through infrastructure development built to China’s design.
If successful, OBOR would link
Europe, the Middle East and China
in ways previously unimaginable.
Involving some 60 countries, OBOR
would tie the region together via
a vast array of bridges, highways,
ports and communication grids.
The belt is expected to stretch from
western China to Europe via Central
Asia. The road would connect China
to Europe by the Indian Ocean, the
Red Sea and the South China Sea.
The Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) has responded warmly
to China’s plans. Many of China’s
economic aims appear to overlap
with the Saudis’ Vision 2030 goals.
Situated at a strategic juncture of
OBOR’s two main routes, Saudi Arabia is ideally positioned to serve as a
key driver of regional development.
The United Arab Emirates also
stands to benefit. Chinese state media said that, as of October 2016,
China had invested approximately
$2.3 billion in the UAE, with infrastructure such as Jebel Ali port offering China access to a key international transport hub.
The Middle East Institute said
that Jordan, the UAE and Saudi Arabia are said to be prepared to follow.
Egypt has coordinated plans for
its domestic economy with those of
OBOR. Much of the work in Egypt
is under way. In May, Chinese media announced the investment of
$20 billion towards the creation of a
new Egyptian capital east of Cairo.
Egypt is among the top five destinations for mergers and acquisitions
covered under OBOR.

Briefs

ing the signing ceremony presided
over by the king in Casablanca.
The investment agreements include the production of aluminium
wheels, dashboards, bumpers, seats
and electro-mechanical housings.
Renault, whose factory in northern Morocco is the largest car manufacturer in Africa with a capacity to
produce 340,000 vehicles annually,
signed six agreements with equipment manufacturers. Morocco supplies Renault with machined parts
worth more than $1 billion a year.
Peugeot, France’s largest carmaker, signed 13 deals for the development of its PSA Peugeot Ecosystem.
With the expected opening of an
assembly plant near the western
city of Kenitra in 2019, PSA Peugeot
Citroen hopes to sell 1 million vehi-

The investment
agreements include
the production of
aluminium wheels,
dashboards,
bumpers, seats and
electro-mechanical
housings.

cles in 2025 in Africa and the Middle
East, including 200,000 in Morocco.
Elalamy said automotive industry
investors chose Morocco for various
reasons, including its security and
highly skilled workforce.
Economy and Finance Minister Mohammed Boussaid said the
agreements allowed Morocco to
boost automotive exports and have
a positive effect on the country’s
high value-added activities.
Morocco has become the largest
car producer in the Middle East and
North Africa region following an
ambitious industrial acceleration
plan begun in 2014. The automotive
industry is the largest exporter in
the country over the last two years,
overtaking phosphates. Morocco
projects auto industry exports to
reach $10 billion a year by 2020.
Chinese electric carmaker BYD
will become the third company to
manufacture vehicles in Morocco
after signing a memorandum of
understanding December 10. BYD,
the world’s largest seller of electric
vehicles, is to open a factory near
Tangier to build battery-powered
cars, buses, trucks and trains.
“It’s a day of celebration as Morocco fully enters in green mobility,”

said Elalamy.
“We hope to benefit from Morocco’s location as an entry point
to Europe and the African market,”
said BYD Chairman Wang Chuanfu.
The 50-hectare factory in the new
Mohammed VI Tangier Tech City
will create 2,500 jobs. The Mohammed VI Tangier Tech City is part of a
project between China and Morocco
to involve several industries, including aerospace, automotive and
agri-food over 2,000 hectares.
Elalamy said Rabat had taken
time to choose its business partner.
“It took us more than eight
months to work with BYD team to
set out the project,” said Elalamy,
adding that Wang was the suitable
partner for Morocco in this sector.
The kingdom has been endorsing environment-friendly policies
in the past few years. Morocco has
ordered 30 electric buses from Chinese operator Yangtse. Alsa, the
leading company in the Spanish
road passenger transport sector,
won the tender to operate the buses
in Marrakech.
A year ago, M’dina Bus, Casablanca’s public transport services
company, unveiled its first “Made in
Morocco” electric bus.

British oilfield services company
Petrofac Ltd said BP had awarded
it a contract worth approximately
$800 million for the second phase of
the Khazzan gas field in Oman.
The contract involves work to
drive an increase in total production
capacity from the central processing
facility to 1.5 billion cubic feet per
day, Petrofac said.
Petrofac also worked on a $1.4 billion project for the first phase at the
Khazzan project.
(Reuters)

Iraq boosts
output capacity
at Kirkuk oil
refinery
Iraq’s Oil Ministry added a new
processing unit to the Kirkuk oil
refinery, increasing the plant’s capacity to 56,000 barrels per day, the
ministry said in a statement.
The new production unit can process 13,000 barrels per day of crude,
the statement said, citing Oil Minister Jabar Ali al-Luaibi.
(Reuters)

Dubai investment
conference
looks to build
sustainable
investment
The Dubai Annual Investment
Meeting (AIM) congress has been
scheduled for April 9-11 to encourage and foster foreign investment
within the United Arab Emirates.
Foreign direct investment (FDI) in
the UAE increased from $117.9 billion by the end of 2016 from $109
billion by the end of 2015, recent reports said.
“Foreign direct investment can
be used as a vehicle to achieve sustainable economic growth. In the
UAE, we are continuously working
to adopt policies and structures that
will ultimately provide us with the
right environment to not only be
able to attract FDI but also to retain
its positive effects and desired spillovers,” UAE Minister of Economy
Sultan bin Saeed al-Mansoori said in
a statement announcing the eighth
edition of the AIM congress.
(The Arab Weekly staff)
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Christmas in the Middle East

Christmas in
Jordan dimmed
by Jerusalem crisis
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

C

hristmas
decorations
won’t be illuminated in
Jordan and the Palestinian territories this year
following calls to turn off
lights of Christmas trees to protest
US President Donald Trump’s decision to recognise Jerusalem as the
capital of Israel.
Jordanian and Palestinian Christians were looking forward to the
festive season and preparations to
celebrate Jesus’s birth were in full
swing with Christmas markets, activities and festive food, until the
US move dimmed the spirits.
Fadi Daoud from the Christian
town Fuheis in central Jordan said
that since Trump’s announcement
posts on social media asked that
Christmas trees’ lights be turned off
as a symbol of solidarity with the
Palestinians regarding Jerusalem.
“The decision by Trump evoked
a lot of feelings towards Jerusalem
and we, as Christians, feel the need

to express our disagreement with
this decision. That is why many
turned to the social networks to express their anger,” Daoud said.
He said the Christian community, which makes up 6% of Jordan’s
population of 9.5 million, had been
preparing for a joyful festive season,
“which unfortunately was clouded
by the development on Jerusalem,
sparking anger and igniting emotions of both Christians and Muslims.”
The Jordan Tourism Board announced the cancellation of Christmas celebrations at Jesus’s baptism
site in support of Palestinians in Jerusalem.
East Jerusalem, which Palestinians regard as the capital of their
future state, is home to several
Christian churches and Islam’s third
holiest site, Haram al-Sharif.
In the West Bank city of Bethlehem, the birthplace of Jesus and a
major Christian pilgrimage destination south of Jerusalem, Christmas
manifestations and displays were
dropped and lights of main Christmas trees switched off following the
announcement of Trump’s decision.

Early celebrations of the holiday
season had started in Jordan with
bazaars and markets offering handmade decorations, festive food
and activities for families. Visitors,
however, were more interested in
getting the feel of Christmas than
spending money.
“It is a great feeling to be part of
any Christmas activities and I am
happy to take part in five Christmas
bazaars,” said Rowaida Nino, an
artisan selling handicrafts. “Some
people are here to buy, especially
decorations and home-made wine,
but many are just window shopping. Probably they have other priorities.”
“In the past, people were happy
to spend more money during the
festive season but recently things
have changed and most are careful about every penny spent,” she
added.
Tareq Msalem, head of the Greek
Catholic Scout and Guides society,
which organises a Christmas bazaar, stressed the growing popularity of the festive event.
“Absolutely, we can feel a huge
difference at this year’s bazaar.

More people
are displaying
their products
such as homemade
wines
and sweets that
attracted many
buyers; moreover families enjoy the activities that come with the
bazaar,” Msalem said.
Christmas season is also a time
for giving and sharing.
“During this month, many initiatives bring smiles to underprivileged children,” Msalem said. “We
are happy to be part of the ‘Give’
initiative under which we collect
used and new toys to give away.
This year about 70 children will receive toys, compared to 30 children
last year.
“Many families cannot buy toys
to their kids. Times have definitely
changed to the worse.”

Greek Orthodox pastor George
Sharayha said an increasing number of families are impoverished
because of the bad economy and
inflation.
“Our role is to make them feel the
spirit of Christmas in any way we
can. Every year we see more families struggling to meet simple daily
life demands,” he said.
A recent World Bank study stated
that one-third of Jordan’s population lives below the poverty line.
The festive season is a time of the
year when travel agents offer special packages to attract foreign and
local tourists by promoting biblical
sites and the rose-red city of Petra.
“This year we are hoping for the
best and so far we have received
requests from many tourists who
want to celebrate the holidays
here in Jordan, which some consider part of their pilgrimage to the
baptism site,” said Murad Ghsoon,
owner of a travel agency in Amman.

The Jordan Tourism
Board announced the
cancellation of
Christmas celebrations
at Jesus’s baptism site
in support of
Palestinians in
Jerusalem.
“Last year, we did not have much
luck due to the events in Karak but
this year we hope things will get
better and so far it is.”
The Islamic State claimed responsibility for an attack in the
southern Jordanian city of Karak
that killed ten people in December
2016. Seven Jordanian security officers, a Canadian tourist and two
Jordanian civilians were among
the dead. Four attackers were also
killed.

Cultural festival.
Christian children take part
in a play as part of Christmas
celebrations in Amman, on
December 6.
(Reuters)

V iewpoint

Aaqil Ahmed

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

Jesus has such a
significant
presence in Islam,
he is referred to in
the Quran as “the
Word of God” and
as “One Drawn
Near.”

Roufan Nahhas is a journalist
based in Jordan.

‘I will be one of the many Muslims around the world marking Christmas’

C

hristmas in Bethlehem, the birthplace of
Jesus, is a front line in
the battle for the Holy
Land. Like everything
in this contested
land, nothing is what
it seems. There are Palestinians
who say the birthplace is not in the
celebrated Church of the Nativity
but further down the road. Many
academics claim this is the wrong
Bethlehem, the real birthplace is
under a highway.
What can’t be called into question is Muslim belief that Jesus is a
prophet and a very important one
at that. Perhaps this clear dividing
line between Islamic prophethood
and Christian divinity is the reason
many non-Muslims don’t see Jesus
and Islam as linked. Perhaps many
Muslims don’t talk about
their interpretation of the life
and death of Jesus for fear of

offending Christians.
This, however, is changing. Earlier this year, “The Islamic Jesus”
by Mustafa Akyol was released.
Now, Karl-Josef Kuschel has written “Christmas and the Quran,” in
which he points to Islamic narratives around Jesus that are not in
the gospels.
In one example, Jesus moulds
clay birds and breathes life into
them. A similar tale appears in the
apocryphal “Infancy Gospel of
Thomas,” second-century Christian
writings about Jesus’s childhood.
Akyol explores the commonality
and extraordinary historical connections, particularly among early
Christians and Muslims in his book.
He urges Muslims to discover Jesus
and to read the New Testament.
To discover or rediscover Jesus
does bring up key questions. How
do you navigate the big elephant in
the room: Is he or is he not

the son of God?
Maybe it doesn’t matter. Jesus has
such a significant presence in Islam,
he is referred to in the Quran as “the
Word of God” and as “One Drawn
Near.” So perhaps it is enough
just to say that both Muslims and
Christians revere him and that he
has a central space in the kingdom
of God.
The Prophet Mohammad has no
place in Christianity yet members
of the Christian clergy navigate the
finality of his Islamic Prophethood
with elements of his message about
which they agree.
The Roman Catholic Bishop of
Salford John Arnold recently spoke
at a parade in Manchester, England,
to mark the birthday of the Prophet
Mohammad. Arnold’s motives may
have been more about building
community cohesion by celebrating
the festival of a local community
but attend and celebrate he did.

With Christmas a few more
shopping days away, there will be
silly tabloid and far-right stories
about Muslims who stole Christmas
because they hate it so much. Recently, a British superstore got into
a spot of bother with those groups
for including a Muslim family in
their Christmas celebratory TV ad
campaign.
For many, however, celebrating
Christmas is less about faith and
more about being together as a family. Even so, it’s possible that superstore was on to something. Perhaps
that Muslim family was celebrating
Christmas because it marks the
birthday of the prophet Jesus.
Either way, I will be one of the
many Muslims around the world
marking Christmas. The bishop of
Salford has shown that celebrating
what we have in common is better
than division and misunderstanding. I’m sure Jesus would agree.
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Providing legal migration venues is
only solution to African migrant abuse
Natalia Paszkiewicz

is an anthropologist with a
particular interest in migration and
refugee studies.

Interpretation of
the horrific
mistreatment of
black African
migrants in Libya
has been decoupled
from the European
Union’s migration
policies.

A

ccounts of modernday slavery in Libya
have shocked the
European public.
However, interpretation of the horrific
mistreatment of
black African migrants and refugees in the North African country
has been largely ahistorical and
decoupled from the European
Union’s own migration and asylum
policies, focusing instead on the
lawlessness of the Libyan state.
However, the European partnership with Libya aimed at curbing
the migration from sub-Saharan
Africa is far from new, dating to
as early as 2002 when Muammar
Qaddafi used Europe’s fear of
migration to reinforce his iron grip
on power.
2002 also marked the year when
Malta saw a spike in boat arrivals from Libya and when it began
keeping records of migrant arrivals
by sea. This was two years before
the island’s accession to the European Union.
Most African migrants and
refugees had to work illegally in
Libya for a few years to save money
for the last part of their dangerous
journey to Europe. Apart from inhumane working conditions, they
were subjected to massive human
rights violations such as arbitrary
detention, torture, kidnapping,
robbery and sexual violence, including widespread male rape.
People who were not Muslim,
did not speak Arabic and had a
darker complexion were explicitly
treated like slaves. This racial hierarchy was often replicated on boats

heading to Malta and Lampedusa,
where dark-skinned Africans were
located by smugglers in the hull,
while those with lighter skin would
travel on the upper deck.
There is a very thin line between
human smuggling, trafficking and
enslavement and further sealing
off the European borders resulted
in higher fees demanded by smugglers for their services. This was
bound to lead to grave human
rights abuses in Qaddafi’s Libya,
where smugglers were directly
linked to the police and military,
often being the very same actors, not to mention the country’s
refusal to sign the 1951 Refugee
Convention.
Nevertheless, in 2004 and
2007, the EU Commission and
the European Border and Coast
Guard Agency (Frontex) carried
out technical missions to Libya
and recommended an expansion of
Libyan border security, which was
followed by bilateral Italian-Libyan
agreements, notably the one in
2008 between then Italian Prime
Minister Silvio Berlusconi and
Qaddafi that initiated push-back
operations to degrading conditions
in Libyan detention centres and
prisons. The militarised Operation Sophia is a continuation of
this anti-migration collaboration
between Italy and Libya.
The European Union committed
about $54.4 million to two control
facilities in Tripoli, which was followed last month by an allocation
of nearly $337.5 million for searchand-rescue centres. Offering
financial support and training of
the Libyan Coast Guard became an

essential element of the European
agenda on migration and resulted
in the decline of boat arrivals at
Europe’s southern borders.
Frontex, on a request from Spanish NGO Access Info Europe, disclosed materials used in its training
provided to the Libyan Coast
Guard. From the 20 documents
that were released, only 0.5% of
the content was dedicated to human rights. This is in clear contrast
to European Union’s assurances
that the training activities have
a substantial focus on enhancing
protection of and respect for human rights.
In light of this history of placing
Libya at the forefront of EU border
externalisation efforts, Europe’s
concern at the human rights violations of migrants and refugees in
the North African country seems
insincere. At the fifth African
Union-EU Summit, November
29-30 in Cote d’Ivoire, African and
European leaders issued a statement on the migrant situation in
Libya in which they condemned
“such criminal acts” and expressed
“firm resolve to work together for
an immediate end of these criminal
practices” and to ensure “the
well-being of the migrants and
refugees.”
The vocabulary’s focus on the
notion of “criminality” suggests
that what has been happening in
Libya is an aberration, rather than a
systematic policy with an end goal
of deterring people from embarking on journeys to Europe.
The statement ends with the European Union’s vow to assist Libya
in facilitating the migrants’ “volun-

tary repatriation to their countries
of origin.” It is quite convenient
wording as it portrays the actors involved in the process as those who
save the displaced people from
modern-day slavery. However, the
maltreatment of Africans on the
move would not have occurred in
the first place if Libya was not the
key player in the European Union’s
border externalisation project.
Another outcome of the Abidjan
summit was the plan to establish
a joint migration task force among
the European Union, the African
Union and the United Nations. The
task force is to work closely with
Libyan authorities to “dismantle
traffickers and criminal networks”
and to “offer opportunities of development and stability to countries of origin and transit, tackling
root causes of migration.”
Once again, the aim of the collaboration is the deterrence of African
migration to Europe. This ignores
evidence clearly indicating that the
best solution to tackling human
trafficking is providing legal migration pathways to Europe. The very
limited safe and legal avenues are
restricted to Syrian refugees and
there are no proposals in place to
facilitate mobility from Africa for
work and education except a promise to enhance programmes such as
Erasmus+.
In the absence of legal routes to
Europe, the human rights violations, including enslavement of
extremely vulnerable African migrants and refugees in Libya, will
continue, while people behind the
restrictive migration policies shed
crocodile tears in Brussels.

When Arab, Muslim novelists tackle the migration issue

Gareth Smyth

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

Despite rich raw
material, few
novelists have
tackled the post-2015
migrant crisis or the
2016 populist upsurge
in the United States
and the United
Kingdom.

P

olitical novels have a
long pedigree. Arthur
Koestler’s “Darkness at Noon” (1940)
imagined the thought
processes that perhaps
led veteran Bolsheviks such as Nikolai Bukharin to
confess at the 1938 Moscow show
trials. Koestler’s friend George Orwell published “Nineteen EightyFour” just 11 years later.
Joseph Conrad’s “Heart of
Darkness” (1899) used a fictional
journey up the Congo to question
whether European colonialists
were more “civilised” than those
they conquered. It was transposed
to Vietnam and Cambodia by
Francis Ford Coppola’s 1979 film
“Apocalypse Now.”
Political novels may observe,
satirise or even suggest alternatives.
Has our time seen a reduction
in the flow of political novels?
Despite rich raw material, few novelists have tackled the post-2015
migrant crisis or the 2016 populist
upsurge in the United States and
the United Kingdom with the
Brexit referendum vote and the
election of Donald Trump.
The exceptions, however, are
important and several have been
written by Arab and Muslim writers.
Rawi Hage, who left Lebanon
in 1984, has written powerfully
of migrants fleeing violence. His
2006 debut novel “De Niro’s
Game,” which is set in the civil
war in Beirut and in Rome, won
the Dublin IMPAC Literary
Award, the world’s richest book
prize. It was ranked ahead of
works by Philip Roth, Thomas
Pynchon and Margaret Atwood; yet Hage was writing
in his third language, having
started in English only at 18.
In 2008, Hage moved
towards allegory in “Cockroach” and even more so,
four years on, in “Carnival.”
This novel divided taxi drivers in

a nameless city into spiders and
flies. The spiders wait at ranks or
on corners and the flies wander.
The central character in “Cockroach” is a young man who tries to
commit suicide and is subsequently assigned a psychologist, who
is unable to grasp the unstable,
violent world from which her
patient comes.
“You have to be well off to be a
pacifist,” the young man tells the
psychologist. “Rich or secure like
you. You can be a pacifist because
you have a job and a nice house, a
big TV screen, a fridge full of ham
and cheese and a boyfriend who
goes with you to nice resorts in

sunny places.”
Then there is “Exit West,”
shortlisted for this year’s Man
Booker prize. In the book, Mohsin
Hamid tackles migration through
the device of magical doors, which
appear first, by rumour, in an
unnamed city at the onset of war
between an authoritarian government and militant fundamentalists.
The city is home to Saeed and
Nadia, who meet at an evening
class on “corporate identity and
product branding.” As the city
dissolves into violence, the two
fall in love. Interestingly, Saeed
is slightly conservative, living
with his parents and praying
regularly while Nadia lives alone,
independently, while
wearing a black
cape to ward off
unwelcome male
attention.
As the city
slips into brutality, the pair pays
a door agent for a
way out, finding
themselves first in
a refugee camp on
the Greek island of
Mykonos and then
in London where
“Britain for Britain”
agitators threaten a
massacre of migrants.
Saeed and Nadia illustrate the changing
relationship between
“natives” and “immigrants” and between
immigrants themselves,
as they move through
another door to a new
city near San Francisco.
Hamid is also thinking
of solutions. Migrants to
London pay a “time tax,”
a contribution to long-

Important exception.
Cover of Rawi Hage’s
debut novel
“De Niro’s Game.”

standing residents that gradually
decreases, while they can also gain
rights to home ownership through
work on infrastructure projects.
“[A] portion of the income and
toil of those who had recently
arrived on the island would go
to those who had been there for
decades and this time tax was
tapered in both directions, becoming a smaller and smaller sliver
as one continued to reside, and
then a larger and larger subsidy
thereafter… conflict did not vanish
overnight, it persisted and simmered…[but] existence went on in
tolerable safety,” Hamid wrote.
This ties in with ideas from political philosophers such as David
Miller of Oxford’s Nuffield College
and Joseph Carens at Toronto
University. They argue for “social
membership” or a citizenship that
migrants acquire as they work and
develop connections. Eventually,
a threshold is passed and they are
no longer considered strangers.
“Exit West” is no polemic but
the imaginative theme of magical doors is inescapably political.
Towards the novel’s end, with a
leap of some years, the doors are
far more easily accessed and less
contested with the world becoming
a borderless utopia where it’s possible to visit Chile for the evening.
This reflects Hamid’s own views.
In a 2014 article for the Guardian
newspaper, he proposed a human
right to migration, suggesting
the alternative was an “apartheid
planet where our passports will be
our castes and where obedience
will be enforceable only through
ever-increasing uses of force.”
Hamid has flitted between Pakistan, the United Kingdom and the
United States since childhood but
currently lives in Lahore, where
his children can play before school
with their grandparents. This
perhaps attests to his desire to be
both mobile and root his family in
a specific, secure place. For this to
be an option for all the world’s 7.6
billion people is truly utopian.
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Dubai Design Week
2017, a regional design
and creative hub
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Dubai

W
New era. Saudi women arrive to watch Saudi short movies during the Short Film Competition 2
festival at King Fahad Cultural Centre in Riyadh. 		
				

(AFP)

Saudi Arabia sees
its future up on
the big screens
Michael Jabri-Pickett

Abu Dhabi

F

ollowing Saudi Arabia’s announcements that women
would soon be permitted
to drive and both sexes
would be allowed into stadiums together came the next seismic shift to shake the 85-year-old
monarchy.
Thirty-five years after cinemas
were outlawed in the country that
is home to the two holiest sites in
Islam, authorities lifted the ban in
what could result in as much as 25%
of the estimated $20 billion Saudis
spend overseas on entertainment
being spent at home.
Before the announcement, Fadi
Riachi, co-founder and managing
director of Layout Management
Services, a Dubai firm that serves
developers and investors looking to
build and operate cinemas, said the
Saudis have asked potential partners to prepare paperwork to bid
on contracts to build cinemas in the
kingdom.
Riachi, a Canadian of Lebanese
descent who has lived in the United
Arab Emirates since 1997, said Saudi
businessmen expected the government to issue guidelines for the
regulation of cinemas soon.
He said Saudi developers at the
Middle East Council of Shopping
Centres (MECSC) conference in October in Dubai said they were “all
very sure that it’s going to happen
and across the whole kingdom,
from east to west,” Riachi said.
Regional reports said cinemas in
the kingdom would be operating by
early next year.
Saudi Arabia is being reformed
based on Crown Prince Mohammed
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz’s Vision
2030, which covers all aspects of
the economy as the country tries to
move from its dependence on oil. A
key part of the projected economic
growth of the kingdom would rely
on tourism, entertainment and hospitality sectors.
In September, Saudi Arabia’s

Public Investment Fund (PIF) announced the creation of a company
with an initial capital of $2.67 billion
to invest in the entertainment sector, which is intended to contribute
about $2.1 billion annually by 2030.
Riachi said that regarding the
Saudi businessmen with whom he
spoke: “All things related to shopping were also touched on but
the entertainment part — the cinema part — took a major part of this
whole gathering. The Saudis were
active about it, meeting this guy,
meeting that guy. It was a 3-day
conference. The Saudis even had
panel discussions.”
Riachi said dozens of cinemas
would open in the 24 months following the official government decree. “In the first two years, you
are looking at around 50 to 70 locations, minimum,” he said.
Such a change would be dramatic
for a country that hasn’t had public
cinemas since they were forced to
close following the rising conservative influence throughout the Middle East in the late 1970s and early
1980s.
Ahmed al-Khatib, chairman of the
General Entertainment Authority
(GEA) told Reuters that the government in Riyadh was “winning the
argument” with conservatives. He
said most Saudis were moderates.
“They travel. They go to cinemas.
They go to concerts. I am counting
on the middle segment, which is
about 80% of the population,” he
said.
As interesting as cinemas in Saudi
Arabia sounds, it is just as intriguing
to think about the process involved

Regional reports
said cinemas in the
kingdom would be
operating by early
next year.

in bringing something back to a
country where it hasn’t existed for
generations.
Other issues Riachi said would be
addressed in the yet-to-be-issued
regulations included censorship
(“which is a big thing”) and segregating the sexes in the theatres
(“which may or may not happen”).
A day after reversing the cinema
ban, the kingdom announced that
it had signed a memorandum of understanding with one of the world’s
largest cinema chains, AMC Entertainment.
“The PIF will work with AMC
Entertainment to explore ways to
show and distribute cinematic content, as well as relevant prospects
for investment and partnership in
the kingdom,” a statement on the official Saudi news agency said.
“At the PIF, we believe that the entertainment sector in the kingdom
has huge potential and a promising
future,” SPA quoted a spokesman as
saying, adding that the kingdom’s
untapped entertainment sector is
expected to near $1 billion.
Riachi said: “If they (AMC) do
come, it is going to hurt the rest of
the people [who are in the cinema
consulting business] around here.
AMC is huge and Saudis and Americans right now, well, they are very
close.”
Regardless of who enters the market, Riachi said: “It is going to be
partnerships and joint ventures. It
is not going to be a straightforward
relationship in which you have a
tenant and a landlord. Most of the
developers in Saudi Arabia have six,
seven, eight, nine malls each. So the
question will be if they go with one
partner or multiple operators.
“I’ve been here for 20 years and
I still lack the 100% understanding
of certain cultural realities,” Riachi
said. “I don’t think Americans can
come and immediately sign a [joint
venture with a Saudi developer]
and then think it’s going to be a
honeymoon. It’s not going to be a
honeymoon.”
Michael Jabri-Pickett is an Arab
Weekly contributor in Abu Dhabi.

ith more than 200
events
offered,
a record 60,000
visitors
attended Dubai Design
Week’s third edition in the Dubai
Design District, an impressive 50%
increase from last year’s attendance.
About 150 exhibitors showcased
at Downtown Design, which serves
as the design industry’s regional
meeting point and a platform to
explore the latest trends in contemporary design. More than 70
exhibitors were new to the event
and the region.
The Global Grad Show displayed
more than 200 projects from 92
universities. Events, pop-ups,
talks, workshops and installations, as well as sponsored design
awards, made Dubai Design Week
memorable for the design community, students and the public.
“In only three editions, Dubai
Design Week has grown to equal
in stature its sister event Art
Week and plays a similar role in
establishing Dubai as the region’s
capital for culture and creativity,”
said Benedict Floyd, CEO and cofounder of Art Dubai Group.
The event’s focus on local
and regional talent was evident
throughout the content and collections.
Abdulla BelJafla, an Emirati
jewellery designer, showcased his
latest collection. It was the third
year that his 7-year-old company,
Gafla, has participated. The event
provided “a good opportunity to
interact with many international
designers and get their feedback.
It is like an exchange of cultures,
which I enjoy very much,” BelJafla
said.
He said he was inspired by traditional Arabic jewellery, which
he translates to something lighter
using pearl, diamonds and natural gemstones. The collection
was showcased in a remarkable
custom-made geometric matrix
structure, aptly named “Specular.”
It was designed by award-winning
Emirati architect Abdalla Almulla.
Emirati multidisciplinary designer Aljoud Lootah’s Al Areesh
collection of furniture and lighting
products pays homage to the traditional structure of Emirati summer
houses and majlises of yore, where
the gaps in the walls allowed for
ventilation. The designs play with
light and shadows in the collection
that encompasses a room divider,
a coffee table, a stool and a table
lamp.
One of the major highlights of
Dubai Design Week was Abwab
— meaning “doors” in Arabic —
showcasing contemporary design
objects drawn from the Middle
East, North Africa and South Asia
(Menasa). Abwab this year was
in a custom-made pavilion in the
heart of the Dubai Design District.
The pavilion drew widespread
praise for its form created out of
locally sourced materials — the
porous skin of the structure was
composed of bedsprings borrowed
from environmental management
company Bee’ah.
“We used to tackle the Menasa
region in six individual pavilions
with six dedicated countries. We
found that was too limiting,” said
Rawan Kashkoush, creative director of Abwab. “So we decided
to come up with a mechanism to
access as many designers and as
many countries as possible.”
More than 250 designers across
three regions were reached
through an innovative peer-selection process. To be considered

for selection, each designer was
required to nominate another designer to submit works. Out of
these, the editorial board selected
47 designers from 15 countries,
essentially tripling the number of
countries represented.
“What is really interesting about
the works is that they are in essence reflections of the cultures
and the design pulse of each of
these places. Some designers used
historic traditions and craft, while
other used local material and production methods,” said Kashkoush.
Jacob 15 by Yacob Sughair from
Jordan featured a low table in the
shape of a Marie biscuit — the popular childhood symbol invoking
nostalgia, delight and humour.
Dubai-based design studio LOCI
re-envisioned the mashrabiya —
traditional Islamic window element with its characteristic latticework — as room dividers, creating a
semi-permeable membrane using
multi-wall polycarbonate sheets
to contain desert sands.

In only three editions,
Dubai Design Week
has grown to equal in
stature its sister event
Art Week.

Benedict Floyd,
CEO and co-founder
of Art Dubai Group

The iconic Unit’e by architectdesigner Ilyas Meftah from Morocco is a cube-shaped lamp comprising a fine metal lace that takes
up to 1,500 hours of highly skilled
work at the Meftah workshop
“combining contemporary design,
Islamic art and ancient Moroccan
knowhow,” the designer said. “Our
dream is to share Moroccan expertise around the world and push the
limits of traditional tools to make
artwork like that.”
Another highlight of Dubai Design Week was Iconic City, which
this year featured Casablanca. Curated by Salma Lahlou and titled
“Iconic City: Loading… Casa,” the
exhibition is a deep dive into the
century-old mutations of a city
built on two fundamental axes —
commerce and immigration — and
functioned as a laboratory of architecture and urbanism.
The show was categorised into
Transhumance, Mutation, Counter-culture, Amnesiac memory
and Hedonism. The city’s multicultural ethos and creative energy were explored through an
immersive approach using film,
soundscape, wall drawings, photography, textile sculptures and
archival pictures and records. The
result was a truly immersive experience.
N.P. Krishna Kumar is an Arab
Weekly contributor in Dubai.
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‘Picasso in Baghdad,’
an unusual art event
attracts large crowds
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

A

t first sight, the posters of a Picasso painting
plastered on the walls of
Baghdad’s Academy of
Fine Arts and al-Hiwar
Gallery announcing an exhibition of
the works of the Spanish painter and
other international artists looked
out of place and strange but they signalled much more.
“It was such an important event,”
Qassem Nayef, a ceramics professor
at the academy, said. “For the first
time, original works by such worldrenowned artists were displayed in
Baghdad.”
The exceptional exhibition at alHiwar gallery — one of the few now
open in the city — featured works by
Pablo Picasso, Salvador Dali, Joan
Miro and Marc Chagall.
“Baghdad has hosted hundreds of
art exhibitions, especially before the
changes that took place in 2003 but
never the works of artists of the calibre of Picasso and Dali,” Nayef said.
“It was a unique occasion and an
act of defiance against the (insecure)
conditions that we have been living
and which deprived us of the chance
of enjoying such displays in a city
that was once lively with art and artists.”
After the US-led invasion of 2003
that toppled dictator Saddam Hussein, Iraq descended into a lengthy
period of violence that included
waves of sectarian killings and cul-

minated in the Islamic State (ISIS)
offensive of 2014.
The idea of the exhibition came
from an anonymous Iraqi collector
and expatriated friend of al-Hiwar
gallery owner Qassem Sabty.
“It was the brainchild of this friend
of mine who has spent a large part of
his life in Holland,” Sabty said. “Being an expert in evaluating old manuscripts and historic scripts, he had
the chance to scrutinise hundreds
of original artworks and to collect
[dozens] over more than 30 years
through auctions and museums.”
The collector had wanted to open
an art museum in Baghdad or in his
home city of Karbala, in southern
Iraq, to have a permanent display of
his collection but the security situation in the country and complicated
bureaucracy dissuaded him.
“The alternative was to exhibit
part of his collection to share with
the Iraqi public,” Sabty said.
“The exhibition was a historic
chance for Iraqis to feast their eyes
on artworks of such big masters and
for the students of fine arts to examine closely the experience of these
artists who constituted schools of
their own in contemporary and fine
arts,” added the gallery owner, who
also heads the Iraqi Plastic Artists
Society.

The exhibition
featured 42 works,
including 24
lithographs bearing
Picasso’s signature.

The exhibition featured 42 works,
including 24 lithographs bearing Picasso’s signature. The gallery, set in
an old Baghdadi house with a closed
garden in the high-security neighbourhood of Waziriya, was the perfect setting for such valuable works,
some of which date from the 1950s
and 1960s.
“The gallery was chosen for hosting the exhibition because of its secure location. Our proximity to the
highly guarded Turkish Embassy
encouraged us to go on with that
adventure. Other places in the city
do not have such protection,” Sabty
said.
The exhibition “Picasso in
Baghdad” was scheduled in late
November for three days but it was
extended for a week because of its
popularity.
“Most of the visitors came from
the art circle, mainly fine arts teachers and students. Unfortunately, the
golden age for art in Iraq when exhibitions were appreciated by highranking officials, intellectuals, diplomats and the bourgeois class is gone
because of the conditions in the
country and the emigration of many
art lovers and artists,” Sabty noted.
He lamented the closure of so
many art galleries and spaces, of
which only two or three are operating but added on a positive note that
“art is like oxygen for Baghdad and
its people who refuse to surrender to
the present circumstances and hope
for change and a better tomorrow.”
The artworks were estimated to
value between $15,000-$25,000.
But Sabty said: “They are priceless

Priceless. A painting exhibited at “Picasso in Baghdad” exhibition
at al-Hiwar gallery in Baghdad.
(al-Hiwar gallery)
pieces and there is little chance that
they could be purchased by local
buyers because of their high cost.
In fact, we did not reveal their value
because that would have placed us
in some form of danger.
“Instead, the collector’s aim in
having the show is to let them be
seen by the public and those who
appreciate the fine arts.”
Fine arts student Saja Walid said
the exhibition was an unprecedented event and a breath of fresh air for
art lovers.
“The paintings are invaluable
pieces. It is such a great and unbelievable surprise… Maybe next time
we will have the da Vinci [‘Salva-

tor Mundi’] exhibited in Baghdad,”
Walid said referring to the painting,
which was recently purchased by
Abu Dhabi’s Department of Culture
and Tourism for a record $450 million.
A worker at the gallery said he was
overwhelmed by the sight of the
crowd filling the space. “I cannot describe my feeling of happiness,” he
said. “It is a sign of stability and return to normal life in Baghdad, a city
that cannot live without art.”
Oumayma Omar, based in
Baghdad, is a contributor to the
Culture and Society sections of
The Arab Weekly.

Iraqi artist’s attempt to tap into children’s imagination
Nazli Tarzi

London

W

ar colours the life of
every Iraqi the way
sunrays spill into
unlit spaces. What
it has failed to do
is paralyse the country’s imaginative capabilities. It’s the weapon of
choice that Baghdad’s newest crop
of artists are using to inspire creativity and combat cultural decay.
“With or without government
funding, it’s what we do,” Baghdadbased artist Evan Hikmet said.
Though not the path Hikmet originally set on, warming responses
from towering illustrators, including Abd al-Rahim Yassir, Shafiq Mehdi and others, reassured Hikmet as
she tilted from fine arts to children’s
book drawings.
Hikmet graduated from Baghdad’s fine arts academy in 2008 and
worked in print journalism, which
she left for the world of picture illustration.
“Knocking on the door of children’s imagination isn’t easy,” said
Hikmet, despite having moved
comfortably into her new role.
The subsequent chapter of her
career unfolded at Dar al-Thaqafa,
a government institution that promotes children’s education and culture.
“My assignments mainly involved
translating written words into images, whether short stories, articles
or books,” Hikmet said.
She more recently turned her
sights to publishing, working with
writers Qassim Saadawia and Ithar
Mattar and the newly formed government-funded publisher of children’s books Dar al-Farashat (House
of Butterflies). Hikmet has been
approached by European authors

Empowering imagination. An illustration by Baghdad-based artist
Evan Hikmet. 			
(Courtesy of Evan Hikmet)

wanting an Arabic folklore flavour
to accompany their printed works.
With time, practice and self-training, Hikmet has developed her own,
locally inspired signature style:
Characters that represent different
stages of Arab history, sharp lines,
prominent facial features, landscapes made of swirling patterns
and vivacious colours.
Despite war-imposed restrictions
that limit artists’ freedoms, changing conditions are shaking up the
largely male-dominated profession.
Hikmet is one of many rising female
artists, with various publications to
her credit.
Art, she said, not only inspires but
educates young minds like a fireball
that opens the way for children to
discover their self-worth.
“The seeds of our electronic rituals have been sown in every Iraqi
household that it is impossible to
disentangle children entirely,” Hikmet said. “What we are doing is raising awareness through community
outreach initiatives some of which
make it to the mainstream, while
others don’t.”
Hikmet discussed the advantages
of using social media to publicise
her works and initiatives seeking to
raise inquisitive and intellectually
fed generations. Their efforts serve
as measures against illiteracy but
the problem is even greater.
Iraqi culture is being bled towards
a slow death.
“Interest has stooped to an alltime low when we look at the purchase of artistic creations and art
show attendance, ceremonial at
best,” Hikmet said.
As far back as the 13th century, illustrations have animated the pages
of manuscripts in science, physics,
astrology and medicine to assist the
readers’ acquisition of knowledge.
Iraq’s best-known manuscript
illuminator, 13th-century artist

Yahya al-Wasiti’s comic-like Maqamat al-Hariri tales left a veritable
storehouse from which many continue to draw inspiration.
Hikmet’s folklore-infused imagery reworks something intangible
from this ancient past, “a spirit,”
Hikmet describes, casting its shadow over her works. “Iraq always
finds its way in,” she says.
Iraq’s treasured history nurtures
the old and young.
The role of illustration in Iraq has
noticeably shrunk but initiatives
springing from the bottom up are
combating apathy and promoting
the rights of Iraqi children the world
has forgotten about.
A newly founded centre Markaz
al-Mutanabbi al-Saghir, in the heart
of Iraq’s literary boulevard — Mutanabbi Street — where workshops
take place, is a big stride towards
this collective endeavour.
Hikmet and local artistic troupes
tour disadvantaged communities
and invite parents and children to
raise awareness about these matters. As Hikmet advised: “Children
should be flipping pages, tracing
words with their hands — smell,
touch and feel these books.”
Drowning children in books is not
so much the aim as reprogramming
the way society views child development. Data from UNESCO indicate that the literacy rate for Iraqis
aged 15-24 had dropped from 84.8%
in 2000 to 52.3% in 2013 and was
43.7% — down from 74.1% — for all
Iraqis 15 and older.
If they don’t, the steady growth of
illiteracy may permanently alter the
century-old Arabic proverb: “Books
are written in Egypt, printed in Lebanon and read in Iraq.”
Nazli Tarzi is an independent
journalist whose writings and films
focus on Iraq’s ancient history and
contemporary political scene.
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Agenda
Abu Dhabi:
Through December 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.
Dubai:
Through December 31

A view of the
old town’s
seaside front.

(Saad Guerraoui)

El Jadida, an exceptional blend of
Moroccan and European cultures
Saad Guerraoui

El Jadida

T

he Atlantic coastal city of
El Jadida has become one
of western Morocco’s popular tourist destinations
because of its strategic location and rich culture and history.
Known as Mazagan after it was
conquered in the 16th century by
the Portuguese, El Jadida, 90km
south-west of Casablanca, is a UNESCO World Heritage site.
El Jadida’s old town merges European and Moroccan cultures. The
Portuguese fortification of Mazagan
was built on the coast in the early
16th century to boost its defence.
Cannons still stand on its bastions.
The old town’s double gate leads
to the beautiful Church of the Assumption on the main Rua de Carreira, which was built by the Portuguese in a Manueline style of late
Gothic architecture. The church,
which is one of the few surviving
Portuguese buildings in El Jadida,
has been converted into a theatre.
Many handicraft and souvenir
shops line the hassle-free main
street where visitors admire the
mixture of European and Moroccan
architectures.
Only a few metres from the
church, the cistern is one of the
most breath-taking constructions of
the Portuguese period. The building was an arms depot before being converted into a cistern around
1541. It was supplied with fresh water to meet the city’s needs in the
event of a siege, a local guide said.
It is believed that the Portuguese
soldered the floor tiles’ edges with
lead to prevent water from penetrating the surface. It was dis-

Chaibia Talal art gallery.

covered by chance in 1916 when a
merchant knocked down a wall to
enlarge his shop.
Entering the cistern, visitors get a
mystical feeling because of the reflections of the Gothic columns and
vaults on the water.
The cistern gained fame in 1952
when Orson Welles used it in scenes
of the award-winning film “Othello.”
At the back of the cistern, precisely in the Rua dos Celleiros — Cellar
Street — is Chaibia Talal art gallery,
which used to be a cellar as part of
the cistern complex. The 200-sq.metre space was converted into an
art gallery in 2000 bearing the name
of one of Morocco’s most popular
artists who was born in El Jadida
region.
Street names are preserved in
Portuguese, an authenticity that
has justified El Jadida’s inclusion on
the World Heritage List in 2004.
En route to the Spanish church,
there is an ancient building believed
to be the home of a Portuguese governor. The wrecked door, which is
barely standing, is half open, disclosing an incredible amount of decay and serves as an example of local authorities’ carelessness about
priceless heritage in dire need of
restoration.
The Spanish church has been
converted into a charming hotel,
L’Iglesia, thanks to its 19th-century
atypical building and refined decoration.
Refreshing mouthwatering mint
tea is available at Le Lokal in the
middle of Rua de Carreira. It is a
cultural cafe that exhibits photos of
El Jadida region’s main culture and
heritage themes, including monuments, “Tbourida” (“The Gunpowder Play” on horses) and falconry,
said owner Mohcine el-Maaloumi.

(Saad Guerraoui)

“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
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.
Nabeul:
December 17-24

The main street of the old town. 		
Reaching the bastion overlooking the city’s port and the entire old
town, the landscape is astounding.
The serenity of the atmosphere was
broken only by seagulls chirping
and wailing.
El Jadida is famous for its moussems and festivals. The annual
Moulay Abdellah Moussem has
been celebrated for hundreds of
years in memory of Saint Moulay
Abdellah Amghar. Considered one
of the most famous events in Morocco, the moussem pays homage
to the vestiges of a past steeped in
Islam and love of the ancestral soil.
Visitors from across the country
erect tents during the 7-day moussem in August to celebrate the saint.
Thousands of horse riders flock
to the venue to perform fantasias.

(Saad Guerraoui)

Falconry, musical concerts and folk
troupes are part of the celebration.
The pristine Sidi Bouzid beach,
5km from El Jadida, is the ideal
place for surfing any time of the
year. During the summer, El Jadida
is crowded by local tourists and
demand for hotels and apartment
rentals exceeds supply.
For those looking to spoil themselves with an unforgettable weekend, Mazagan beach resort complex
is the place to be.
An array of activities — golf, tennis, yoga, spa and fitness, horse riding and quad biking on the beach,
karting, belly dancing over dinner
and gambling in North Africa’s largest casino — awaits. Not to forget,
a steamy hammam in which city
stresses can be scrubbed away.

Nabeul, a coastal town in northeastern Tunisia, hosts the 32nd
International Neapolis Festival for
Kids’ Theatre. The festival takes
place in Nabeul’s diverse theatre
district and includes shows from
different countries in addition to
street performances.
Tozeur:
December 20-24
The International Oases Festival in
the Tunisian Sahara is a celebration devoted to the Saharan way of
life that is timed to coincide with
the date harvest. Special events
include displays of local rituals and
ceremonies. The festival promotes
cultural heritage through dance,
music and poetry.

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

Cannons on one of the fort’s bastions. 						

(Saad Guerraoui)

