
Washington

T 

he unrest in Iran has 
taken the world by sur-
prise. Neither the West 
nor countries in the Mid-
dle East were prepared for 

the wave of nationwide protests in 
which at least 21 people have died 
and that have shaken the regime in 
Tehran.

As international leaders struggle 
to come up with a response, the fate 
of the nuclear deal with Iran and 
Tehran’s role in the region hang in 
the balance.

Starting December 28 in the 
northern Iranian city of Mashhad, 
the anti-government unrest, trig-
gered by dissatisfaction with eco-
nomic conditions, spread through-
out the country.

US President Donald Trump and 
his administration offered public 
support to the protesters. “TIME 
FOR CHANGE,” Trump tweeted. 

The US State Department sent a 
message to the demonstrators that 
they would “not be forgotten.”

The rhetoric masked the fact that 
Washington was caught off guard by 
the protests, the largest in Iran since 
the Green Revolution following the 
presidential election in 2009. “This 
was not on our radar,” one US official 
told the Associated Press. Washing-
ton imposed new sanctions against 
Iranian entities but the measures 
were targeted against Iran’s ballistic 
missile programme and not related 
to the unrest.

Analysts said Trump might use 
the protests as a reason to terminate 
US participation in the international 
nuclear agreement with Iran, for-
mally known as the Joint Compre-
hensive Plan of Action (JCPOA). The 
US president, who has called JCPOA 
the “worst deal ever,” must decide 
by mid-January whether to reim-
pose sanctions against Tehran that 
were suspended under the pact.

European governments, some of 
which have important economic 
interests in Iran, and the European 

Union were slow to react to the Ira-
nian crisis. EU foreign policy chief 
Federica Mogherini waited until 
January 2 — five days after the start 
of the demonstrations — to issue a 
statement denouncing the violence.

Reports said European countries 
were trying to discourage efforts 
by Washington to have UN bodies 
issue strong statements against the 
Iranian government.

Among Arab countries, the offi-
cial response was also muted. Iran’s 
main rival, Saudi Arabia, issued no 
official statement. The silence was 
at least partly motivated by concern 
that support for anti-government 
action in Iran could give credence 
to claims by Tehran that the unrest 
had been organised by Iran’s foes 
abroad.

The public’s reactions in the Gulf 
region were largely supportive of 
the protests. Missile attacks by Iran-
supported Houthis at Saudi terri-
tory only ratcheted up resentment 
in the Gulf of Tehran’s regional poli-
cies. Turkey, which has sided with 
Iran in the conflict between Qatar 

and a Saudi-led group of Arab coun-
tries, echoed Tehran’s view about 
the unrest. Israel openly supported 
the Iranian protest movement and 
criticised the “cruel regime” in Teh-
ran.

Protesters criticised the budget-
ary burden of Iran’s involvement 

in neighbouring countries such as 
Iraq, Syria, Lebanon and Yemen 
with the unrest leading to questions 
as to whether Tehran’s quest for a 
bigger role in the region was coming 
to an end.

Iran’s growing influence had trig-
gered fears among Sunni countries 
that a “Shia Crescent” from Iran 
towards the Mediterranean was 
taking shape. The wave of protests, 
however, put a spotlight on Teh-
ran’s weaknesses, Fawaz Gerges, 
professor of Middle East politics at 
the London School of Economics,  
told the Washington Post.

“Before the protests, you had 
this dominant narrative that Iran is 
unstoppable, Iran is undefeatable, 
Iran is as solid as a rock,” he said. 
“The protests have undermined 
the posture of the Islamic Repub-
lic in the region, as the unrivalled  
superpower.”

Thomas Seibert is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.
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raq started the new year with-
out parts of its territory under 
Islamic State (ISIS) control for 
the first time in four years but, 
as Iraqis look to a future free 

from the ills of the militant group, 
many of the country’s problems are 
in urgent need of being addressed.

When ISIS captured Falluja in 
January 2014, Iraq was plagued with 
serious levels of corruption and a 
revival of sectarianism. Iraqi Prime 
Minister Haider al-Abadi has vowed 
to crack down on both, drawing sup-
port and optimism from many Iraqis.

Some doubt Abadi’s ability to fulfil 
his promises.

Corruption is rampant in Iraq, 
which ranked in 2016 as the world’s 
11th most corrupt country in Trans-
parency International’s Corruption 
Perceptions Index. It exists in sensi-
tive institutions, including the mili-
tary and in the Kurdistan Regional 
Government (KRG), which is beyond 
Abadi’s immediate control. Many 
senior and influential politicians, 
whether his allies or his foes, are 
thought to be corrupt.

There remains the challenge of 
ensuring that ISIS does not rise from 
defeat because the militant group 
thrives on despair and divisions. 
Life in the western side of Mosul is 
unbearable and, with an estimated 
cost of $100 billion needed to rebuild 
war-ravaged areas, many Iraqis are 
not expecting to see a swift change 
to their environment.

The role of the Iran-backed mi-
litias, which were grouped to fight 
ISIS but were accused of committing 
sectarian acts against civilians, re-
mains a point of contention.

The relationship between the cen-
tral government and the KRG is vola-
tile despite moves by Baghdad to 
pay the salaries of employees in the 
Kurdish-majority region. 

Abadi has lifted some punitive 
measures against the KRG after it 

went ahead with a referendum on 
the independence of the region, 
branded unconstitutional by Bagh-
dad. He enjoys the support of Kurd-
ish politicians, who have, to varying 
degrees, sided with him against the 
Kurdish Democratic Party (KDP), 
which dominates the KRG.

The problems of the KRG go be-
yond its dispute with Baghdad. Hun-
dreds of people were arrested by 
Kurdish officials in Sulaimaniyah af-
ter anti-corruption demonstrations 
in late December. Five protesters 
were killed and dozens wounded by 
Kurdish forces loyal to the Patriotic 
Union of Kurdistan (PUK).

Mamoon Alabbasi is Deputy 
Managing Editor and Online Editor 
of The Arab Weekly.

Iranian protests rattle ruling 
clergy, take world by surprise

Iraqis welcome 2018 with new hopes, old fears

Thomas Seibert
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Tough days. An Iraqi labourer 
sits with his face covered in dirt 
in the Old City of Mosul.            (AP)

With an estimated cost 
of $100 billion needed 
to rebuild war-ravaged 
areas, many Iraqis are 
not expecting to see a 
swift change to their 
environment.
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The protests have 
undermined the 
posture of the Islamic 
Republic in the region, 
as the unrivalled 
superpower.

Fawaz Gerges, professor 
of Middle East politics 
at the London School of 
Economics

Breaking point. Iranian 
university students take 
part in an anti-government 
protest inside Tehran 
University.                         (AP)
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T 

he United States said it 
fully supports the anti-
government protests in 
Iran but analysts said 
that, despite the fiery 

rhetoric, options for Washington to 
do anything on the ground are lim-
ited.

US President Donald Trump 
heads an administration in which 
hardliners are pushing for strong 
measures against Iran and for an 
end of the nuclear deal with a 
country seen by Washington as an 
aggressor in the Middle East and a 
security threat to the United States 
and its allies. Looming deadlines 
in mid-January mean a decision by 
Trump about the fate of the nuclear 
agreement is imminent.

Following the start of the current 
unrest in Iran, Trump denounced 
the Iranian regime and praised the 
protesters. In a series of tweets that 
started December 30, Trump said 
the “people of Iran are finally acting 
against the brutal and corrupt Ira-
nian regime.” Iranians “are hungry 
for food & for freedom. Along with 
human rights, the wealth of Iran is 
being looted. TIME FOR CHANGE!” 
He promised “great support from 
the United States at the appropriate 
time!”

The call for regime change in 
Tehran was unusual for a president 
who has said many times that the 
United States no longer pursues a 
policy of nation-building in faraway 
places. Iran said the unrest was due 
to meddling from outside forces 
but there is no evidence the United 
States was involved.

Senior officials said the adminis-
tration is considering ways to help 
anti-government groups in Iran. 
Writing January 4 in the Washing-
ton Post, US Vice-President Mike 
Pence criticised Trump’s predeces-

sor, Barack Obama, for failing to 
support change in Iran during the 
2009 Green Revolution there.

“Where his predecessor stayed si-
lent in 2009, Trump swiftly offered 
the Iranian people America’s unwa-
vering support,” Pence wrote. “He 
has also committed to providing as-
sistance in the days ahead.”

Pointing to US sanctions against 
Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard 
Corps introduced last year, Pence 
stressed that “the president is 
weighing additional options to 
punish the regime for its belligerent 
behaviour and assault on its own 
citizens.”

The UN Security Council sched-
uled a meeting after US Ambassa-
dor to the United Nations Nikki Ha-
ley pushed for action against Iran. 
Treasury Secretary Steven Mnuchin 
imposed new sanctions against Ira-
nian companies connected to the 
country’s missile programme and 
promised the United States would 
“continue to decisively counter the 
Iranian regime’s malign activity, in-
cluding additional sanctions target-
ing human rights abuses.”

State Department spokeswoman 
Heather Nauert said in a statement 
on January 4 that the United States 
had “ample authorities to hold ac-
countable those who commit vio-
lence against protesters, contribute 
to censorship or steal from the peo-
ple of Iran. To the regime’s victims, 
we say: You will not be forgotten.”

Speaking on condition of ano-
nymity, a State Department official 
told The Arab Weekly the Treasury 
Department had a range of “sanc-
tions authorities” but declined to 
give details. “There is a lot of differ-
ent things that are possible,” the of-
ficial said.

It is unclear what the United 
States can accomplish in Iran. “I am 
not sure whether Trump or Haley 
can do much to shape things,” said 
Allen Keiswetter, a former deputy 
assistant secretary of state for Near 
Eastern affairs who is a scholar at 

the Middle East Institute in Wash-
ington.

Any action by Haley at the United 
Nations faced vetoes by Russia and 
China, Keiswetter said, adding that 
he suspected domestic as well as 
foreign policy motives behind the 
tough rhetoric coming from Wash-
ington. “Trump is playing to his 
base,” he said.

US efforts for regime change in 
Iran go back to the overthrow of 
Iranian Prime Minister Moham-
mad Mossadegh in a 1953 coup or-
chestrated by British and American 
intelligence services. Analysts say, 
however, today’s US influence on 
events in Iran is very limited.

“I think Trump would like to see 
regime change in Tehran,” Gary 
Samore, executive director for re-
search at Harvard’s Belfer Centre 
for Science and International Af-
fairs at the Kennedy School of Gov-
ernment, said via e-mail, “but he’s 
not likely to do anything about it 
except talk and tweet.”

One area that offers Trump the 
chance to do something concrete 
and dramatic is the 2015 interna-
tional nuclear deal with Iran, offi-
cially known as the Joint Compre-
hensive Plan of Action (JCPOA). 
Last October, the president gave 
Congress three months to draw up 
additional sanctions that would be 
triggered if Iran violated criteria set 
by Washington but lawmakers have 
taken no action.

US law requires the president to 
certify every three months wheth-
er Iran complies with the JCPOA. 
Trump refused to do so in October 
and said he might pull the United 
States out of the nuclear deal.

Under legal deadlines starting on 
January 11, Trump will have to de-
cide about certification and about a 

possible reintroduction of unilater-
al US sanctions against Tehran that 
were suspended when JCPOA went 
into effect. The return of sanctions 
could prompt the Iranians to cancel 
JCPOA. America’s allies in Europe 
and several Trump aides say the 
deal should be saved.

The Iranian unrest could con-
vince Trump that JCPOA should be 
scrapped, media reports said. Polit-
ico quoted an unnamed senior ad-
ministration official as saying that a 
decision to leave the sanctions sus-
pended “sends a horrible message,” 
given the unrest in Iran. However, 
aides would supply Trump with an 
option to leave JCPOA intact, the of-
ficial said.

Samore said the president might 
conclude that the reintroduction of 
sanctions could lead to the regime 
change he is after. “Trump might 
decide to re-impose US sanctions 
on the grounds that the regime is 
wobbly and needs one final push 
to knock it over,” he wrote. “The 
danger is that this approach might 
backfire and rally domestic support 
for the regime.”

US vows support for 
Iranian protesters, 
weighs options 
against regime

Iran

Thomas Seibert

Fiery rhetoric. US Ambassador to the United Nations Nikki Haley speaks at UN headquarters in New 
York, on January 2.                                (Reuters)

T
he popular unrest 
wracking Iran has 
drawn comparisons 
with the Green Revo-
lution in 2009, the last 
time that Iran’s rulers 
faced such wide-

spread public opposition. Because 
both 2009 and 2017 happened to be 
the first years of new US presiden-
cies, the respective responses to 
events in Iran by the Obama and 
Trump administrations have also 
come under scrutiny.

As learned from the “Arab 
spring,” seemingly spontaneous 
popular revolts do not have simple 
explanations and usually are the re-
sult of long-simmering grievances 
triggered by a spark. In 2009, Ira-
nians took to the streets following 
national elections in which voting 
irregularities were rampant.

Underlying that immediate 
cause, however, was anger by 
mostly younger Iranians that the 
mullahs’ favoured candidate, 
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, had 
defeated — perhaps by fraud — the 
pro-reform Mir-Hossein Mousavi, 
who had promised more freedoms 
and less revolutionary fervour.

While the uprising that began in 
late 2017 lacks a clear trigger — al-
though some analysts simplistical-
ly blame it on “inflation” — it shares 

with that of 2009 a deep frustra-
tion with the Iranian ruling class. 

The fact that Iran is in the second 

term of a more reform-oriented 
president, Hassan Rohani, further 
proves the deeper roots of unrest.

Neither of the newly elected US 
administrations — that of Presi-
dent Barack Obama in 2009 and 
of President Donald Trump today 
— was prepared for the events in 
Iran. (No US intelligence agency in 
December 2010 predicted the “Arab 
spring” either, so one of the lessons 
here may be the limits of intelli-
gence gathering.) The responses of 
the two US presidents could not be 
more different, however.

Obama reacted cautiously, even 
timidly, and bent over backward 
to not be seen as publicly support-
ing the demonstrators. The Trump 
administration — mostly via the 
tweeted messages of the  
president — relished this opportu-
nity to stick it to Tehran.

One reason for the radical differ-
ence in tone from Washington has 
to do with the personal characteris-
tics of the presidents. Obama was, 
by nature, cautious and delibera-
tive; Trump is, by nature, reck-
less and impulsive. Obama liked 
to operate quietly and through 
back channels; Trump adores the 
spotlight.

Obama and his advisers said that, 
if Washington openly backed the 
protesters, the effect could be to 
bolster the regime. After 30 years of 
US-Iranian hostility and demonisa-
tion, they understood that anti-

regime Iranians were not necessar-
ily pro-American. Obama knew he 
had little leverage over Tehran, the 
United States having already im-
posed extensive sanctions on Iran.

Obama was by no means silent. 
On June 15, 2009, he said of the Ira-
nian protesters: “For those people 
who put so much hope and energy 
and optimism into the political pro-
cess, I would say to them the world 
is watching and inspired by their 
participation [in demonstrations].”

On January 1, Trump fired off a 
tweet saying: “The people of Iran 
are finally acting against the brutal 
and corrupt Iranian regime. All of 
the money that President Obama so 
foolishly gave them went into ter-
rorism and into their pockets. The 
people have little food, big inflation 
and no human rights. The US is 
watching!”

Substantively, Trump’s message 
is not that much different from 
Obama’s (other than Trump’s dig at 
his predecessor). Both presidents 
warned that they were “watching” 
and clearly sympathised with the 
protesters. Later January 1, how-
ever, US Vice-President Mike Pence 
tweeted: “The United States of 
America will not repeat the shame-
ful mistake of our past when others 
stood by and ignored the heroic 
resistance of the Iranian people… 
We must not and we will not let 
them down.”

Pence’s tweet suggested that US 

action was imminent, although, 
like Obama, Trump has little 
leverage over Tehran, with one 
huge exception: On January 13, he 
will once again have the option 
of pulling the United States out of 
the 2015 Iran nuclear agreement. 
Although Iran’s domestic politics 
were not an element of Iranian 
compliance with the agreement, 
the unrest — and the regime’s 
violent response to it — could give 
Trump the excuse he has wanted 
to scrap it.

The different responses are not 
just questions of style and tone. 
There is a more significant factor: 
Already in 2009 Obama was trying 
to develop a policy of long-term 
reconciliation with Tehran; none of 
his advisers advocated for regime 
change in Tehran, which had been 
the goal of many in the George W. 
Bush administration. Trump, how-
ever, has made the Iranian regime 
America’s number one global en-
emy and many of his advisers have 
put regime change — if not regime 
destruction — in the cross hairs of 
US policy.

Iran’s political evolution will be 
determined by Iranians and, even 
if the regime were to collapse, it is 
unlikely that a successor gov-
ernment would align itself with 
Trump’s America. In the mean-
time, Trump will milk the situation 
for all he can, which may mean the 
end of the nuclear agreement.

Mark Habeeb

Obama reacted 
cautiously, even 
timidly, and bent 
over backward to 
not be seen as 
publicly 
supporting the 
demonstrators. 

 is East-West Editor of The Arab 
Weekly and adjunct professor 
of Global Politics and Security 

at Georgetown University in 
Washington.

Viewpoint
Obama, Trump responses to unrest in Iran reveal sharp differences

Trump might 
conclude that the 
reintroduction
of sanctions 
could lead to the 
regime change 
he is after.
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A peaceful protest in 
Mashhad, in north-
eastern Iran, against 
rising food prices 
was the catalyst 
for violence that 
spread across the 

country. More than 20 people have 
been killed and the events have 
attracted international attention 
as analysts pondered the implica-
tions.

However, bread riots alone 
aren’t likely to shake the founda-
tions of the Islamic Republic. What 
the regime fears most is that rare 
twinning when those who demand 
bread join the ranks of those who 
demand freedom. These have been 
rare in Iran.

Following the 1979 revolution 
and its tumultuous aftermath, the 
regime consolidated its rule and 
effectively suppressed all internal 
opposition. Revolutionary fervour, 
the war with Iraq, a new mood of 
nationalism and a spirit of self-sac-
rifice drew Iranians to rally around 
the flag. Except for very occasional 
anti-war demonstrations (towards 
the end of the war with Iraq), the 
regime did not face serious chal-

lenges.
The spirit of self-sacrifice van-

ished after the war ended in 1988. 

It was replaced by rising public ex-
pectations and the much promised 
“peace dividend.” Ignoring those 
expectations, Akbar Hashemi 
Rafsanjani, Iranian president from 
August 1989-August 1997, tried to 
reform Iran’s economy according 
to International Monetary Fund 
prescriptions. The short-term ef-
fects of the reforms were cata-
strophic. Inflation soared 50% and 
poorer Iranians longed for the war 
years when coupons for subsi-
dised foodstuffs at least ensured 
survival.

In May 1992, trouble started in 
Mashhad when a 10-year-old boy 
was killed as local authorities tried 
to bulldoze shantytowns. Riots 
erupted with mobs attacking po-
lice station and forcedthe police to 
disarm, looted banks and burned 
government offices to the ground. 
The riots spread to Arak in Markazi 
province, Mobarakeh in Isfahan 
province and the Chahardan-
geh neighbourhood of Tehran. 
It was with some difficulty that 
the Islamic Revolutionary Guard 
Corps (IRGC) imposed order in the 
affected areas.

On April 4, 1995, Eslamshahr, 
a poor suburb of Tehran, be-
came the scene of another major 
anti-government riot. Bus drivers 

protested insufficient supplies 
of petrol. Commuters protested 
a 30% increase in fares from the 
suburbs to central Tehran. To-
gether, they mobilised thousands. 
It’s estimated that 50,000 people 
descended on petrol stations and 
government buildings and blocked 
the roads to the capital. IRGC 
special operations forces dispersed 
the rioters but only after 50 people 
were killed.

By July 9, 1999, economic 
protests were no longer in focus. 
President Mohammad Khatami’s 
promise of political liberalisation 
raised young people’s hopes for 
change. University students pro-
tested the closure of the reformist 
newspaper Salam and riot police 
responded by raiding a dormitory 
at Tehran University. A student 
was killed, sparking six days of 
protests and rioting throughout 
the country.

The Green Movement of 2009 
was another example of a politi-
cal uprising that was provoked by 
a controversial election, one that 
secured President Mahmoud Ah-
madinejad a second term in office.

However, the protests mobilised 
sections of the underprivileged 
who felt betrayed by the govern-
ment. Millions all over the country 

took to the streets in protest of the 
election results but the rallies soon 
developed into anti-regime dem-
onstrations. More than 125 protest-
ers, including Neda Agha-Soltan, 
who became the face of public 
resistance, died at the hands of the 
IRGC and the Basij militia. It was 
only then that the regime regained 
control.

The latest protests were born out 
of the economic hardship faced by 
Iranians disappointed by President 
Hassan Rohani. His promise of 
improving the situation of Iranian 
households has yet to materialise.

The IRGC initially welcomed 
and even fanned the flames of the 
protests in the hope they would 
weaken the Rohani administration 
but the protesters did not restrict 
themselves to attacking Rohani. 
They also chanted slogans against 
the clerical establishment, the 
IRGC’s military adventurism in the 
region and the regime overall.

In the past, the Islamic Republic 
managed to survive bread riots. 
It has suppressed spontaneous 
movements demanding freedom. 
As long as the two strands remain 
distinct and the opposition to the 
regime is disunited, the IRGC can 
use public discontent to consoli-
date its control.

What Tehran fears is bread rioters joining ranks with freedom seekers

is a non-resident senior fellow at 
Rafik Hariri Centre for the Middle 

East at the Atlantic Council.

Ali Alfoneh

W
e continue 
to hear from 
diehard 
supporters 
of the Ira-
nian regime 
endless 

praise for the mullahs who, 
under the leadership of Ayatol-
lah Ali Khamenei, have proven 
themselves to be wily and tough 
politicians to the point that they 
now control four Arab capitals 
and hold the destinies of their 
populations in their hands.

Better yet, the mullahs have 
brought Europe and the United 
States to their knees and given 
them a taste of the might of 
“their Islamic Republic.”

History teaches us that any 
country that embarks on wars 
and adventures outside its bor-
ders without making sure that its 
home front is secured is doomed 
to fail. Look at the recent ex-
amples of the doomed regimes 
of Saddam Hussein, Muammar 
Qaddafi, Ali Abdullah Saleh, 
Nicolae Ceausescu and others.

From its beginnings in 1979, 
the Islamic Republic of Iran used 
money — and plenty of it — as 
the weapon of choice to buy the 
allegiance of Shia minorities 
in neighbouring countries. It 
financed sectarian extremists of 
these populations, armed them 
and vested them with the sacred 
mission of fomenting sectarian 
and ethnic strife until they can 
by sheer violence impose their 
will on internal politics in those 
countries. This was Iran’s modus 
operandi in Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, 
Yemen, Bahrain and the Palestin-
ian territories.

The great mullah and his gang, 
however, seem to have forgotten 
that this weapon is double-edged 
and can easily be turned against 
them especially when the home 
front in Iran under the mullahs 
becomes brittle.

Iran is rich in natural and hu-
man resources. It has a rich his-
tory and, even now, it gives the 
impression of flying from victory 
to victory with its Islamic Revo-
lutionary Guard Corps (IRGC), 
militias and agents all over the 
Middle East. Yet, the Iran of the 
mullahs is sitting on hundreds of 
time bombs that could go off at 
the smallest spark, unforeseen 
by the mighty mullahs.

The recent riots in Iran are 
said to have been spontaneous, 
ignited by too much unemploy-

ment, inflation and  

corruption. It is hard, however, 
not to expect the opposition in 
Iran to let the opportunity of 
feeding and spreading these riots 
pass. After all, the regime has 
been merciless to any opposition.

Outside Iran also, many small 
and not-so-small countries have 
been waiting for this golden 
opportunity to add oil to the 
Iranian fire for revenge or simply 
to keep the Iranian regime off 
their backs and busy with its own 
problems.

If the mullahs in Iran had an 
ounce of wisdom, they would 
have devoted their efforts to 
reinforcing their home front 
above all with justice and equal-
ity among all Iranians, regardless 
of their sects or ethnicities. They 
would have spread the national 
wealth fairly among all of Iran’s 
provinces and they would have 
combated corruption and nepo-
tism.

Had the Iranian regime invest-
ed the country’s huge resources 
in the well-being of its citizens 
and had it taken advantage of 

the tremendous creativity of all 
Iranians, we would have had a 
different and happy Iran today. 
Had it put its efforts in building 
for security and peace in the re-
gion and had it put aside age-old 
traditions and rites, we would 
have had a peaceful region today.

Instead, the mullahs’ regime 
chose to finance conflicts and 
wars everywhere, whether in 
Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Yemen, 
Sudan, Bahrain or other places. It 
chose to build armies of terror-
ists instead of roads and infra-
structure. Thanks to the mullahs, 
international sanctions have all 
but destroyed Iran’s economy 
and turned life for its citizens 
into a living hell.

Look as hard as you may and 
you will never figure out the 
pressing national or religious 
necessity that has left the great 
mullah no other alternative but 
to lock horns with the rest of the 
world.

All international reports agree 
that high unemployment, the 
crackdown on personal freedom 

and the disastrous international 
sanctions are the main causes 
of unhappiness among Iranians. 
Every year, Iran tops the list of 
countries of the MENA region 
in poverty and living hardship. 
Last year, half of Iran’s popula-
tion was, at times, unable to 
provide food and shelter for their 
families.

Despite all of this, Iran’s su-
preme leader remains confident 
that Iranians will put up with 
the worst misery and gladly give 
up their freedom and dignity 
just to see Khamenei’s banner 
proudly flutter on the coasts of 
the Mediterranean, the Red Sea 
and the Arabian Gulf. There is 
indeed no limit to the mullahs’ 
megalomania.

In short, and after the recent 
riots, the great republic of the 
mullahs will never be the same. 
The IRGC may use live ammuni-
tion and tear gas all they want; 
they will not be able to hide the 
fact that the end is near for the 
mullahs’ regime should the latter 
not heed the warning.

Will Iran’s mullahs heed the warning call?

is an Iraqi writer and US 
publisher of The Arab Weekly.

Ibrahim Zobeidi

No lessons learned. Iranians hold up a copy of Kayhan newspaper with the headline referring to the 
anti-government protests as “sedition” during a pro-government march in Tehran, on January 5.    (AFP)

As long as the 
opposition to the 
regime is 
disunited, the 
IRGC can use 
public discontent 
to consolidate 
its control.

If the mullahs in 
Iran had an ounce 
of wisdom, they 
would have 
devoted their 
efforts to 
reinforcing their 
home front above 
all with justice and 
equality among 
all Iranians.

Viewpoint

Viewpoint
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T 

he violent protests in 
Iran caught the world off 
guard and Gulf Coopera-
tion Council (GCC) coun-
tries were no exception.

There was, however, conspicu-
ous silence by senior Gulf officials 
about the events that could have a 
significant effect on the region and 
relations between Iran and its Arab 
neighbours.

The demonstrations in Iran were 
seemingly motivated by econom-
ic conditions but quickly turned 
overtly against the clerical rulers, 
with chants of “Death to the dic-
tator” levelled at Iranian Supreme 
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei.

Many in the Gulf said they felt 
vindicated by the demonstrators’ 
complaints that the easing of sanc-
tions after the 2015 Iran nuclear 
deal brokered with world powers 
had little effect on their lives as 
the leadership in Tehran funded 
expansionist designs in the region, 
which most GCC countries have 
complained about.

Gulf officials, however, were 
keen on not being seen or inter-
fering with protests since open of-
ficial support from GCC countries 
could lend credence to Tehran’s 
claims that the demonstrations 
were manipulated from the out-
side.

However, expressions of sup-
port from public opinion in the 
Gulf countries were widespread. 
The Arabic hashtags “Uprising of 
the Iranian people” and “Iran pro-
tests” trended in Saudi Arabia and 
the United Arab Emirates, generat-
ing 500,000 tweets in the first 48 
hours of the protests.

Social media users in the Gulf re-
gion forwarded videos and photos 
in support of the protesters. One 
user identifying himself as Faisal 
wrote: “This is a result of spend-
ing billions on terrorist militias, 
while your people live in poverty.” 
A Twitter user in Bahrain named 
Madmarham wrote: “Iran wanted 

our countries to witness unrest but 
now it reaps what it sowed.”

“Supporting Iran protests means 
believing in people’s right to dem-
onstrate against a government that 
imposes additional taxes, increas-
es the prices, manipulates religion 
and interferes in other countries 
at the expense of its people’s wel-
fare,” wrote Kuwaiti TV presenter 
Ali al-Sanad on his Twitter ac-
count.

Gulf media, whose stands  
often reflect official positions, ex-
pressed clear support to demon-
strators.

“Here is the battle in the depth 
of Iran… indeed an overwhelm-
ing popular uprising. Let’s do our 
best to support the Iranians with 
all their ethnicities against the 
Khamenei occupation,” a column-
ist wrote in the Saudi daily Okaz.

Some voices cautioned against 

possible repercussions of abrupt 
regime change in Tehran. In a com-
mentary in the Saudi-owned pan-
Arab daily Asharq Al-Awsat, for-
mer Editor-in-Chief Abdulrahman 
al-Rashid wrote that the fall of the 
Tehran regime might not be the 
best option for the region.

“If the uprising of the Iranian 
people were to bring about a 
change in Iranian policy and to 
stop its external operations and 
force the regime to shift to inter-
nal reform and development, that 
would be the ideal option,” wrote 
Rashid compared with what he de-
scribed as the “horrifying scenario 
that a regime collapse would en-
tail.”

The same publication carried an 
interview with Iranian Nobel Peace 
Prize laureate Shirin Ebadi urging 
the international community to 
support the protesters and calling 
on them to pursue the path of civil 
disobedience.

“If the government has not lis-
tened to you for 38 years, your role 
has come to ignore what the gov-
ernment says to you now,” Ebadi 
was quoted as saying.

Media in the UAE were also sup-
portive of the protesters. “The 
Iranian people have suffered from 
poverty, hunger and joblessness 
over four decades and suffer from 
rampant corruption among ruling 
bodies, security services and army 
commanders,” stated an editorial 
in the Emirati daily Al-Bayan.

In a stark contrast, Qatari media 
appeared to echo the official nar-
rative of Iran. “Tehran pledges to 
respond decisively to law viola-
tors,” was the headline of Qatar’s 
al-Watan newspaper.

Qatar has been singled out by 
several Arab countries, including 
Saudi Arabia and the UAE, as sup-
porting Iran at the expense of its 
Arab neighbours. Doha’s cosy ties 
with Tehran have been one of the 
main reasons for the dispute be-
tween Qatar and a quartet of coun-
tries, which severed ties with Qa-
tar last year.

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

London

S 

audi authorities’ anti-cor-
ruption drive appears to 
be closing as individuals, 
including a former govern-
ment minister and mem-

bers of the royal family, detained in 
the sweep have appeared in public.

Former Saudi Finance Minister 
Ibrahim al-Assaf, who had been 
detained during the anti-corrup-
tion investigation, attended the 
kingdom’s cabinet meeting Janu-
ary 2 in his capacity as minister of 
state and adviser to the king.

Assaf, who is also on the Saudi 
Aramco board, was detained be-
cause of embezzlement allegations 
related to the expansion of Mec-
ca’s Grand Mosque, unidentified 
sources told the Wall Street Jour-
nal. Since Assaf’s release, Saudi 
media outlets reported that, after 
questioning, the former finance 
minister was determined to be not 
guilty.

Before the cabinet meeting, 
Saudi online news site Sabaq re-
ported that Assaf would return to 
work after investigators reviewed 
complaints against him and found 

him innocent of all charges. An ed-
itorial in Saudi daily Okaz stated: 
“The cabinet session is proof that 
the pockets of the minister with a 
white moustache have also proved 
to be white as well.”

Also seen in public was the for-
mer commander of the Saudi Na-
tional Guard and son of the late 
King Abdullah bin Abdulaziz Al 
Saud, Prince Mutaib bin Abdul-
lah bin Abdulaziz, who attended 
a horse racing event with Saudi 
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Sal-
man bin Abdulaziz.

Numerous media outlets pub-
lished pictures of the two princes. 
However, no details were reported 
regarding Prince Mutaib’s involve-

ment in the investigation or his re-
lease.

Saudi authorities last November 
began a kingdom-wide anti-cor-
ruption campaign, holding both 
average citizens and royalty ac-
countable. Saudi King Salman bin 
Abdulaziz Al Saud issued a royal 
decree forming an anti-corruption 
task force with the jurisdiction 
to “investigate, issue arrest war-
rants, travel bans and freeze ac-
counts and portfolios,” a statement 
carried by the official Saudi Press 
Agency said.

More than 200 individuals, in-
cluding members of the royal fam-
ily, former ministers and high-pro-
file businessmen, were arrested in 
the culmination of a 3-year inves-
tigation.

Saudi authorities leading the in-
vestigation negotiated settlements 
with some detainees and said that 
those held on corruption charges 
would be required to return misap-
propriated funds. Some suspects 
would have to turn over as much as 
70% of their wealth, the Financial 
Times reported.

Most of those arrested agreed 
to settle to avoid further prosecu-
tion. The settlements totalled an 
estimated $50 billion-$100 billion, 
which was to be channelled into 

economic development projects.
“The committee has followed 

internationally applied procedures 
by negotiating with the detainees 
and offering them a settlement 
that will facilitate recouping the 
state’s funds and assets and elimi-
nate the need for a prolonged liti-

gation,” the public prosecutor said 
in a statement.

Many high-profile detainees, in-
cluding former Minister of Econo-
my and Planning Adel Fakeih and 
Saudi billionaire Prince Al-Waleed 
bin Talal, are still being held at the 
Ritz-Carlton in Riyadh.

Support from the public in the Gulf but 
official silence about Iran demonstrations

Saudi former minister returns to work as 
anti-corruption investigation winds down
The Arab Weekly staff

Mohammed Alkhereiji

Innocent of all charges. A 2016 file picture shows former Saudi 
Finance Minister Ibrahim al-Assaf speaking to the media in 
Riyadh.                    (Reuters)Many high-profile 

detainees, including 
former Minister of 
Economy and Planning 
Adel Fakeih and Saudi 
billionaire Prince 
Al-Waleed bin Talal, 
are still being held 
in Riyadh.

Tremors of discontent. A map locating the main cities hit by anti-government protests in Iran.       (AFP)

The Arabic hashtags 
“Uprising of the Iranian 
people” and “Iran 
protests” trended in 
Saudi Arabia and the 
United Arab Emirates, 
generating 500,000 
tweets in the first 48 
hours of the protests.
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I 

raqis are gradually learning 
the full costs of defeating the 
Islamic State (ISIS), whether 
material or incurred on hu-
man lives, as the dust of war 

settles.
Baghdad declared victory over 

ISIS last month after Iraqi forces 
regained large areas of the coun-
try from ISIS. It had seized the ter-
ritory in 2014.

More than half of Iraqis dis-
placed by conflict have returned 
to their homes but nearly one-
third of them are reported to have 
found their houses had been sig-
nificantly damaged or destroyed, 
the UN migration agency said.

At the end of December, more 
than 3.2 million displaced Iraqis 
had gone home and 2.6 million 
were yet to return, the Interna-
tional Organisation for Migration 
(IOM) said.

“The retaking of areas by the 
Iraqi forces is significant, as is the 
improvement of security,” said 
IOM communications officer San-
dra Black. About 60% went back 
to housing that was moderately 
damaged.

Other infrastructure has also 
been drastically affected and resi-
dents in some areas have no water 
or power supplies.

More than 1 million Iraqis re-
turned home to the Sunni-ma-
jority western province of Anbar, 
from which Iraqi forces expelled 
the last ISIS militants late last 
year.

More than one-third of those 
internally displaced are in the 
northern province of Nineveh af-
ter tens of thousands fled Mosul 
during the months-long military 
campaign to retake it.

Not all areas cleared from ISIS 
are free from attacks. ISIS mili-
tants killed 45 people near the 
Iraqi town of Hawija in the nearly 
three months since the govern-
ment declared it had been liber-
ated.

The price of liberation in areas 
that were under ISIS control ap-
pears to be much higher than ini-
tially thought. Estimates suggest 
as many as 11,000 people were 
killed in Mosul, a civilian casualty 
rate nearly ten times higher than 

previously reported.
The number killed in the 

9-month battle to liberate the 
city from ISIS has not been ac-
knowledged by the US-led coali-
tion, the Iraqi government or the 
self-styled caliphate but Mosul’s 
gravediggers, its morgue workers 
and the volunteers who retrieve 
bodies from the city’s rubble are 
keeping count.

Iraqi or coalition forces are re-
sponsible for at least 3,200 civil-
ian deaths from air strikes, artil-
lery fire or mortar rounds from 
October 2016 and the fall of ISIS in 
July 2017, said an Associated Press 
(AP) investigation that cross-ref-
erenced independent databases 
from non-governmental organisa-
tions.

The AP analysed information 
from Amnesty International, Iraq 

Body Count, Airwars database 
and a UN report. The AP also ob-
tained a list of 9,606 people killed 
during the operation from Mosul’s 
morgue. Hundreds of dead civil-
ians are believed to be buried in 
the rubble.

Most of those victims were 
simply described as “crushed” in 
health ministry reports.

The coalition, which said it 
lacks resources to send investiga-
tors into Mosul, acknowledges re-
sponsibility for 326 deaths.

Approximately one-third of 
the casualties died in bombard-
ments by the US-led coalition or 
Iraqi forces, the AP analysis said. 
Another third of the dead were 
killed in ISIS’s final frenzy of vio-
lence. It could not be determined 
which side was responsible for 
the deaths of the remainder, who 
were cowering in neighbourhoods 
battered by air strikes, ISIS explo-
sives and mortar rounds from all 
sides.

Since Mosul was declared lib-
erated in July, residents have 
submitted more than 3,000 miss-
ing-persons reports to Nineveh’s 
provincial council. Most of them 
are for men or teenage boys. Some 
were arrested by ISIS during the 
group’s rule; others were detained 
by Iraqi forces on suspicion of ex-
tremist ties.

Iraqi government bureaucracy, 
inefficiency and neglect have left 
thousands of families across Iraq 
in limbo as the country’s leader-
ship celebrates the defeat of ISIS.

Some 20,000 people are being 
held at detention centres across 
Iraq on suspicion of ties to ISIS, a 
recent report from Human Rights 
Watch stated.

Iraqi government estimates 
$100 billion is needed nationwide 
to rebuild cities and towns dam-
aged during more than three years 
of war against ISIS.

Leaders in Mosul, the biggest 
city held by ISIS, said that amount 
is needed to rehabilitate their city 
alone. So far, however, no one is 
offering to foot the bill.

The Arab Weekly staff and news 
agencies.

Iraqis now reckon with the high cost of defeating ISIS
The Arab Weekly staff

In limbo. An Iraqi boy carries a little girl on his back in the Old City of Mosul.                       (AFP)

I 

raqi Prime Minister Haider 
al-Abadi has declared “total 
victory” over the Islamic 
State (ISIS). While the rebirth 
of a copycat movement boils 
beneath Iraq’s north-western 

soil, the resurrection of Mosul and 
its sister towns and cities — where 
wreckage is the only feature of 
life — becomes the most radical re-
construction project Iraq has ever 
undertaken.

Initial estimates indicate costs 
may exceed $150 billion for this 
colossal task, which only 2% of 
Iraq’s 2018 federal budget has been 
allocated for.

Among the wreckage that cov-
ers liberated cities, not even the 
remnants of once-whole sewer sys-
tems, electric grids, hospitals and 
homes are recognisable. Amenities 
and services are in short supply for 
inhabitants growing increasingly 
desperate. Some have trickled back 
but “the situation remains dire,” 
said Nicholas Papachrysostomou, 
who heads Doctors without Bor-
ders’ mission in Iraq.

Abadi has showered praise on 
the United Nations for its assis-
tance, without commenting on 
how such dependency can hurt 
more than help the country.

At the Mediterranean Dialogues 
November 30-December 2 in Rome, 

Iraqi Foreign Minister Ibrahim 
al-Jaafari described the task as a 

responsibility the “world owes us.” 

He called on the international com-
munity to spearhead a project like 
the Marshall Plan that propelled 
the United States into Europe after 
the second world war, disguised, 
however, to misappropriate what 
Henry Luce said 77 years ago: “an 
empire by invitation.”

Jaafari’s remarks echo the gov-
ernment’s endeavour to mobilise 
stakeholders and donor countries 
to settle the unfinished business 
of liberation, which is expected 
to cost six times more than was 
needed to rebuild Beirut after 
15 years of war. By outsourcing 
reconstruction costs, Iraq’s govern-
ment accepts the oppression that 
reconstruction invites, in the form 
of strangulating restrictions and 
limitations imposed on society.

In a curious yet expected turn, 
US President Donald Trump prom-
ised to axe aid funding. The move 
was retribution against Baghdad 
for solidifying its alliance with US 
foe Tehran but the justification 
sanctioned for public use was that 
US taxpayers were burdened by 
costs that have grown too heavy to 
shoulder.

The US Agency for International 
Development overturned those 
threats and promised to funnel aid 
money into war-devastated areas. 
The Iraqi elections next year will 
allow Washington to determine its 
position based on the man elected 
to rule Iraq after Abadi.

The 10-year reconstruction plan 
will be monitored by the govern-
ment-affiliated reconstruction 
fund formed in 2015. Its mandate 
is to coordinate “between the in-
ternational organisations and Iraqi 
ministries.”

Less clear is where funds and 
resources come from to make this 
mammoth task possible. Looking 
at the fund’s official website, users 
are greeted with warm optimism 
— “the sun shines again” — but the 
reality is that winter is knocking 
and residents returning to areas 
ravaged by fierce counterterrorist 
operations have yet to see even 
their most basic needs met. It 
seems that the policy objectives of 
the state and the everyday needs of 
the people are worlds apart.

Among Iraq’s active donors, 
Germany has assumed the mantle 
of reconstruction leadership.

German Foreign Affairs Minister 
Sigmar Gabriel has stated that since 
2014 Iraq has received more than 
$1.2 billion for reconstruction. In 
partnership with the International 
Organisation for Migration (IOM), 
Germany will inject another $8.3 
million for communities across 
Mosul, Falluja and Ramadi. An 
agreement between Germany and 
the United Nations’ development 
programme was signed in August 
“to support civic and community-
based reconciliation.”

Opting out of the effort is the 

leading partner in the fight against 
ISIS and Iraq’s closest ally — Iran. 
While Tehran happily funds Iraqi 
militiamen financially and logisti-
cally, Tehran’s religious elite (Iraq’s 
natural allies as lobbyists contend) 
have proven less devoted to restor-
ing war-devastated cities.

What concerns Iran more is the 
distribution of “black gold” after 
it helped Iraqi security forces 
(ISF) and allied militias to secure 
Kirkuk’s oilfields. Five weeks 
later, an oil swap deal was struck 
in which oil from Iraq’s northern 
ports would be exchanged for 
“oil of the same characteristics” 
and quantity from Kermanshah. 
The deal is the beginning of ef-
forts to build a pipeline between 
both countries that could replace 
Iraq’s largest crude oil export line 
(Turkey-Kirkuk).

Kuwait is also cashing in and will 
be hosting an international confer-
ence to bring together countries 
that can bear the fruits needed to 
rebuild the country.

As more donors are recruited 
into reconstruction efforts, the 
greater leverage the United States 
has to claw back the power it has 
lost in Iraq.

Iraq’s leadership has either 
fallen short of understanding the 
risks of post-conflict building or 
is helpless in the face of a budget 
deficit that has swollen to  
$26 billion.

Iraqi government skimps on reconstruction preparations

Nazli Tarzi

As more donors are 
recruited into 
reconstruction 
efforts, the greater 
leverage the 
United States has 
to claw back the 
power it has lost 
in Iraq.

is an independent journalist whose 
writings and films focus on Iraq’s 

ancient history and contemporary 
political scene.

Viewpoint

The price of liberation 
in areas that were 
under ISIS control 
appears to be much 
higher than initially 
thought.



6 January 7, 2018

Opinion

D
espite desperate attempts by 
Iranian authorities to minimise 
their importance, street protests in 
more than 50 towns and cities sent 
a damning message to the clerical 
establishment.

That it is left shaken is obvious. 
Despite Iranian President Hassan Rohani’s claim 
of tolerating Iranians’ right to protest, Tehran has 
cracked down hard. The commander of the 
Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC), 
Major-General Mohammad Ali Jafari, sent armed 
forces to Isfahan, Lorestan and Hamadan prov-
inces to thwart “the new sedition.”

Mousa Ghazanfarabadi, head of Tehran’s 
Revolutionary Court, threatened the death 
penalty even as he equated the demonstrations 
with “waging war against God.” It switched off 
messaging apps, such as Telegram, and virtual 
private networks — VPNs — that bypass internet 
restrictions.

Amnesty International reported on January 4 
that “more than 1,000 people have been arrested 
and detained in jails notorious for torture.”

Even if they manage to muzzle their popula-
tion, however, the authorities will have to reckon 
with the new realities laid bare by the protests. 
The demonstrators showed that many Iranians 
are no longer in awe of the cult of extreme 
veneration of the supreme leader — 78-year-old 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei — and other senior 
clerics. Some even shouted nostalgic slogans that 
referred to Iran’s last shah, Reza Pahlavi.

The protests, triggered by rising food prices and 
economic grievances, evolved into something 
broader. They have become an expression of 
hostility to the political power enjoyed by the 
clerics, as well as their policies at home and 
abroad.

The protesters showed themselves to be 
resentful of profligate and corrupt practices of 
those at the very top of the pyramid of power. 
Rohani was re-elected last year on a promise of 
greater prosperity for the many but poor Iranians 
have not benefited much. The 2015 lifting of 
sanctions in exchange for a curbed Iranian 
nuclear programme has not yielded the promised 
economic benefits.

Iran’s economy remains hamstrung by such 
structural problems as the vast control exerted by 
the IRGC in almost every sector of economic 
activity.

Charities and front companies connected to the 
IRGC operate opaquely and with impunity. Iran’s 
ruling class imports thousands of luxury cars 
each year.

The resentment over Iran’s costly adventures 
abroad has been palpable. Demonstrators 
chanted: “Leave Syria, remember us.” Iran has 
allocated billions of dollars to back its allies and 
proxies in Syria, as well as in Iraq, Yemen, 
Lebanon, Bahrain, Gaza and elsewhere. The 
domestic costs of this foreign adventurism are 
woefully apparent.

Hopes for the new year

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Celebrating Amazigh 
culture in the Maghreb

W 

ith the beginning 
of every new 
calendar year, 
we hear Amazigh 
(Berber) voices 
demanding to 

add the Amazigh calendar to the list 
alongside the Gregorian and Hijri 
calendars in North African countries.

Such requests are usually looked 
at by authorities as part of the usual 
package of Amazigh demands for 
cultural recognition raised by 
activists around January 13 every 
year. They express the Amazigh 
efforts to be part of the public 
sphere in their respective countries 
as well as their perseverance in 
trying to revive and preserve the 
Amazigh heritage.

The decision by the Algerian 
authorities to declare the Amazigh 
New Year an official holiday in 
Algeria has, paradoxically, resulted 
in increased demands by the 
Amazigh populations in the 
Maghreb countries. In general, 
given regional and international 
contexts, authorities prefer to 
contain minority demands for a 
bigger share by increased rights 
before resorting to partitioning 
solutions or to restoring unity by 
force.

We would not be far from the 
truth when we say that the third 
millennium ushered in a new era of 
Amazigh revivalism in the Maghreb 
countries. Morocco was the first to 
initiate the process of guaranteeing 
citizenship rights for its Amazigh 
population.

In his 2001 Agadir speech, King 
Mohammed VI touched on those 
rights. Morocco’s 2012 constitution 
recognised Amazigh culture as a 
component of Morocco’s national 
identity and Berber as an official 
language alongside Arabic. In 2001, 
a royal decree created the Royal 
Institute of the Amazigh Culture in 
Rabat as a public institution 
responsible for preserving and 
reviving all aspects of Amazigh 
culture and language.

Algiers followed suit and 
implemented actions and decisions 
to reinforce Amazigh rights in 
Algeria. The Algerian constitution 
recognised Amazigh culture and 
Algerian authorities created a 

television channel dedicated to 
programmes in Berber and estab-
lished the High Commission for 
Amazigh Identity.

Despite the raging civil strife in 
Libya, the reconciliatory approach 
to the situation in Libya carries 
with it the necessity for the 
country’s new constitution to 
recognise the Amazigh language 
and culture as part of the official 
aspects of the new Libya.

In Tunisia, however, it is difficult 
to speak of the existence of an 
Amazigh or a Berber problem. One 
cannot even speak of the existence 
of an Amazigh minority by the 
usual standards defining minority. 
Nevertheless, active Amazigh civil 
society associations exist and are 
pushing for the official recognition 
of the Amazigh language in Tunisia.

The above facts indicate that 
authorities in the Maghreb coun-
tries are aware that guaranteeing 
citizenship rights to all citizens is 
the best defence against insubordi-
nation. It is true that each country 
in the Maghreb has chosen its own 
path in dealing with ethnic minori-
ties and their identity angst.

In the end, however, they all 
opted for a soft approach to contain 
their Amazigh problem by granting 
special rights and recognising 
Amazigh culture and language. 
Algeria and Morocco have gone 
beyond the phase of identity 
debate and guaranteed minorities’ 
rights in their constitutions. By 
doing so, they have widened the 
concepts of citizenship, culture and 
social fabric in the Maghreb.

Algiers was the first to declare 
the Amazigh New Year as an official 
holiday. Rabat will certainly follow 
suit soon and even Tunis and 
Tripoli might join in the trend. 
Amazigh associations in Tunisia 
and Morocco have made official 
requests to copy the Algerian 
initiative. Tunisian Minister for 
Human Rights Mehdi Ben Gharbia 
used a speech to the Human Rights 
Council in Geneva to wish Tunisia’s 
Amazigh minority a happy new 
Amazigh year.

On closer examination, the 
Algerian decision might have been 
hastened by specific regional and 
international events. In Iraq, Spain 

and even Nigeria and Cameroon 
relations between the central 
authorities and far-away provinces 
have been seriously tested. 
Algerian authorities might have 
decided to pre-empt any secession 
demands driven by identity and 
economic issues.

Authorities in the Maghreb 
countries understand that 
marginalised cultures and weak 
regional economies are breeding 
ground for secessionist move-
ments. They have seen it happen 
in Sudan and in Iraq. Even if 
secession did not succeed in 
Catalonia, there are no signs yet 
that unity will be restored there.

Rabat quickly understood that 
message as it dealt with social 
unrest in Morocco’s Rif region and 
so did Algeria as it dealt with 
similar situations in Tizi Ouzou, 
Oran and Tlemcen. Nobody 
questioned those regions’ right to 
a fair share in economic develop-
ment. Still, the threat of disunity 
in the Maghreb countries lurks 
about from within and from 
outside.

Recognising minority rights in 
the Maghreb carries potential 
risks. For one thing, it might lead 
to creating a strong local identity 
that might start competing and 
even challenging the dominant 
Arab-Islamic identity. It is crucial, 
therefore, that the Amazigh 
minorities realise that success in 
their battle for recognition is 
contingent on their acceptance of 
the other components of the 
national identity in their coun-
tries.

Second, accepting to officially 
celebrate the Amazigh New Year 
might give some Amazigh extrem-
ists an appetite for more cultural 
concessions based on their Berber 
historical heritage.

For the anecdote, the people of 
the Great Maghreb do not seem to 
realise that the Amazigh calendar 
is no other than the agrarian 
almanac regulating a farmer’s 
relations with earth, weather and 
crops. In the end, however, a 
shared culture deepens citizenship 
feelings and citizenship rights 
guard against disloyalty to 
the nation.

Editorial
Iran cracks down 
on protesters

is a Tunisian writer and political analyst.
Amine Ben Messaoud

Authorities in the Maghreb countries are aware that guaranteeing citizenship 
rights to all citizens is the best defence against insubordination.

A
s 2018 begins, the hope is it ushers 
in a new era of peace, progress and 
prosperity in the Arab world.

For such an ambitious wish to 
come true, three conditions need 
to be met:

 • The ongoing war and civil 
strife must end. Thus far, this has seemed a 
dream too far. Negotiations have faltered — or 
been a non-starter — because a zero-sum culture 
predominates, especially among politicians and 
warlords. Interference by regional and global 
powers has made matters worse. Iran’s sectarian 
meddling is a case in point.

Even so, the Arab world has only itself to blame 
for allowing the wider world to exert so much 
leverage.

The hope is that with the defeat of the Islamic 
State (ISIS), a new (and less bloody) chapter could 
begin in the Middle East and North Africa.

 • There should be a new focus on reconstruc-
tion and socio-economic development.

It’s not too early to think about a coordinated 
Arab effort to rebuild war-ravaged countries in 
the region. There is an urgent need for economic 
reform. Economic diversification and the 
introduction of a value added tax (VAT) in the 
Gulf region is an example of the steps needed to 
wean countries off their dependence on oil. Far 
more is needed to tackle the mindset of entitle-
ment.

• A stronger momentum for social progress. 
This requires far-reaching educational reform 
that allows young people to acquire professional 
skills that prepare them adequately for adult life. 
Young Arabs must be equipped with the tools of 
modernity — knowledge of science and technol-
ogy, of course, but also a spirit of pragmatism and 
openness to the world.

Youth is a solid reason for optimism about the 
future of the Arab world. An opinion poll by the 
German Friedrich Ebert Foundation indicated 
that no less than 65% of Arab youth said they 
were optimistic about the future. That optimism 
will be warranted if the Arab world invests  
in its youth.

The Algerian 
decision 
might 
have been 
hastened 
by specific 
regional and 
international 
events. 
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Optimism versus 
pessimism in the Middle East

F 

or many people, the 
celebration of the new 
year is a time for opti-
mism; a rebirth and a 
chance of renewal amid 
high hopes for positive 

change. World leaders and the Ro-
man Catholic pope often use this 
time to call for a better tomorrow.

In the Middle East, however, 
given conditions in many coun-
tries, the mood tends to be more 
pessimistic than optimistic.

Iranians ushered in the new 
year with anti-government 
protests, the largest since the 
major uprising in 2009. The 
demonstrations, many which 
turned violent, took the govern-
ment by surprise.

The protests started over high 
rates of unemployment and rising 
cost of living but quickly 
expanded to include many other 
grievances the people have with 
the autocratic theocracy. These 
include demands for greater 
political freedom and less 
interference by the government in 
individual rights. One act of 
defiance to the regime in these 
latest protests saw young women 

defy the strict dress code imposed 
on their sex and removed their 
headscarves.

This may not sound like much 
to a Western audience but in a 
conservative society ruled by the 
clergy punishment for such 
actions can be severe, especially if 
the government wants to set an 
example and frighten others from 
following suit.

Security forces responded with 
a heavy hand, with at least 21 
deaths among the protesters. 
Authorities warned there would 
be “serious consequences” if the 
protests continued and dozens of 
people were arrested. US Presi-
dent Donald Trump tweeted: 
“The world is watching.”

So is Iranian Supreme Leader 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, who 
blamed the protests on “Iran’s 
enemies.” The Iranian leader did 
not name those “enemies” but it 
is largely assumed he meant the 
United States (the Great Satan) 
and Israel (the Lesser Satan). In a 
follow-up tweet, Trump said the 
Iranian regime was “brutal and 
corrupt.” Trump added: “The 
people of Iran are finally acting 

against the brutal Iranian regime.”
Iran is not the only country 

where the Iranian regime is facing 
potential trouble. The mullahs are 
involved in Iraq and in Syria, 
fighting in support of the regime 
of Bashar Assad. They are 
involved in Lebanon through their 
ties with Hezbollah and they are 
involved in Yemen, supporting an 
anti-Saudi militia in the country’s 
civil war.

Iraq is reeling from the years of 
strife since the US invasion and 
subsequent occupation. Here, too, 
Iran is deeply involved in backing 
the Shias and interfering in the 
country’s internal affairs.

Moving across the region, the 
situation in the Palestinian 
territories regressed in 2017 with 
Trump declaring that the United 
States would consider Jerusalem 
the capital of Israel, ordering the 
transfer of the US Embassy in 
Israel from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem 
and igniting a few fires along the 
way as Palestinian youths took to 
the streets in protest.

Trump ignored the counsel of 
numerous world leaders, all of 
whom have far greater experience 

and knowledge of the issue. All 
cautioned that such a decision 
should only be made in the 
context of negotiations for an 
overall settlement of the Israeli-
Palestinian dispute.

Lebanon is once again caught 
up in a political storm with 
Hezbollah representing Iranian 
interests on one side and Prime 
Minister Saad Hariri standing up 
for Saudi Arabia’s position.

In Egypt, the once serene Sinai 
is a place of strife where the 
Islamic State (ISIS) has found 
enough recruits to turn the area 
into an outpost of violence. The 
targeting of police officers and 
Egyptian military by ISIS follow-
ers has become a common 
occurrence.

The fighting in Yemen seems to 
have taken a turn for the worst 
with the pro-Iranian militia 
deploying missiles against Saudi 
Arabia.

Even the United Arab Emirates 
and Saudi Arabia, where life 
seemed sheltered, life is changing 
with the imposition of a value 
added tax on most goods. A reality 
check for everybody.
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Iran is not the only country where the Tehran regime 
is facing potential trouble.

 is a regular columnist for The Arab Weekly.
Claude Salhani

W
estern govern-
ments and civil 
society organisa-
tions long have 
advocated for 
more democracy 

in the Arab world, defined in terms 
of Western political systems: con-
stitutions that guarantee individual 
rights; one-person, one-vote elec-
tions; multiparty legislatures; inde-
pendent judiciaries; heads of state 
with limited powers and civilian 
control over military and security 
forces. The message in a nutshell: 
“You should be more  
like us.”

Democracy advocacy accelerated 
after the fall of the Soviet Union. 
Western powers, especially the 
United States, no longer valued 
anti-communism over democracy 
and began to criticise the very 
governments that it had armed 
and bolstered during the Cold War. 
A veritable democracy industry 
arose in Washington, as non-profits 
and think-tanks jumped onto the 
democracy bandwagon, producing 
reports and critiques and conduct-
ing programmes in the Arab world 
designed to instil Western political 
values.

The pinnacle of the democracy 
movement came during the admin-
istration of President George W. 
Bush, when a phalanx of so-called 
neocons seized ideological con-
trol of US foreign policy with the 
mission of imposing democracy 
on the Arab world, starting with 
Iraq in 2003. Their argument was 
that democratic governments in 
the Arab world were the best way 
to combat religious extremism, ex-
pand neo-liberal economics, and — 
importantly to the neocons — make 
peace with Israel.

The Iraq invasion and its calami-
tous aftermath, however, dem-
onstrated that democracy-at-the-
barrel-of-a-gun was not such a wise 
policy.

Then, in 2011, the Arab world 
erupted: The “Arab spring” offered 

hope to Western democracy advo-
cates that finally, at last, Arabs had 
seen the light and would replace 
authoritarian regimes with vibrant, 
multiparty, Western-style democra-
cies.

This did not happen — except 
in Tunisia, which is still a work in 
progress.

By 2017, the Trump administra-
tion had essentially deleted the 
traditional talking points on democ-
racy from the US lexicon. Pro-de-
mocracy NGOs and think-tanks still 
do their thing but their influence 
is negligible. Trying to remake the 
world in the Western image no 
longer seems to be a viable project. 
More importantly, the people and 
countries of the Arab world must 
be questioning whether it even is a 
desirable path to follow.

And for good reasons.
For any model of government 

to be appealing, it must be seen to 
work — that is, provide social stabil-
ity, economic growth, basic services 
and rational decision-making. In 
recent years, the Western model 

of government has brought us 
decision-making gridlock, ethno-
nationalist and neo-fascist political 
parties, secessionist movements, 
disastrous referendum votes, un-
popular heads of state and econo-
mies essentially managed by central 
bankers (because elected officials 
cannot make coherent decisions).

The West is rich; it can get away 
with incompetent and inefficient 
systems of government. The overall 
much less-rich Arab world, how-
ever, can be excused for not rushing 
to adopt the Western model of 
government. US President Donald 
Trump was wise to drop democ-
racy-promotion, especially as he 
himself is an example of the crazy 
things that Western democracy can 
produce.

There is another model out 
there and one that is becoming 
increasingly attractive to people 
throughout the non-Western world. 
In a report by the Eurasia Group, 
a Washington-based consultancy, 
Ian Bremmer wrote that “China’s 
political model, despite its domes-

tic challenges, is now perceived as 
stronger than it has ever been — and 
at a moment when the US political 
model is weakened.”

In response to those in Wash-
ington who continue to advocate 
for Western-style political reform, 
Bremmer said: “In terms of the 
legitimacy of government in the 
eyes of its citizens, the US may be in 
at least as great a need of structural 
political reform as China.”

Bremmer, who is president of the 
Eurasia Group and a professor at 
New York University, argued that 
one of the attractions of the China 
model is that Beijing does not force 
it on others: “That’s attractive 
for governments that are used to 
Western demands for political and 
economic reform in exchange for 
financial help,” Bremmer wrote.

What is the China model? As 
Daniel A. Bell, dean of the School 
of Political Science at Shandong 
University and author of “The 
China Model: Political Meritocracy 
and the Limits of Democracy,” ex-
plained it: “China has evolved and 
implemented — in highly imperfect 
form — meritocratic mechanisms to 
select and promote political leaders 
with superior intellectual, social 
and moral qualities.”

This may not be done through 
one-person, one-vote elections but 
the result is an efficient and effec-
tive government.

Bell does not present China’s 
political system as a utopia. He 
acknowledges its flaws, especially 
related to individual freedoms but 
he argues that, if China continues 
to “innovate and reform its system” 
while democracies “rest on their 
laurels and cast aspersions on 
political alternatives,” the Chinese 
model will become the globally 
dominant one.

Bremmer concluded: “Since 
2008, we’ve seen a gradual ero-
sion in global perceptions of the 
attractiveness of Western liberal 
democracies. There is now a viable 
alternative.”

Can the ‘China model’ offer 
the Arab world an alternative 
to the West?

Trying to remake the world in the Western image no longer 
seems to be a viable project. 

Different model. China World Trade Center Tower III (L) and 
China Zun Tower stand behind a Chinese flag in Beijing’s central 
business area, on December 14.                           (Reuters)

Mark Habeeb



8 January 7, 2018

News & Analysis Russia in Syria           

Beirut

W 

ith Russian air cover, 
the Syrian Army is 
rapidly advancing 
on the Idlib coun-
tryside, encircling 

thousands of Turkish troops and 
Turkey-backed rebels in the city. 
Turkish troops were dispatched to 
the war-torn city last October.

It is unclear whether Syrian forces 
will stop at Idlib’s gates or storm the 
city, as pro-government media said. 
If retaken, it would spell the final 
ejection of the armed opposition 
from all cities across Syria.

On January 2, government troops 
captured al-Hawa in the southern 
vicinity of Idlib, shortly after taking 
the towns of Ard az-Zour, Anshan 
and Khuwayn.

Approximately 50 villages have 
been recaptured in recent weeks 
and the Russians are eyeing a mili-
tary airport near Abu al-Duhur, 
which the Turks had wanted to 
use as an observation point. A sen-
ior military commander from the 
Turkish-backed Faylaq al-Sham was 
killed in northern Idlib, reportedly 
by the Russians.

Russian and Syrian air strikes have 
raised doubts about the future of 
Idlib, which has been firmly under 
the control of Islamist rebels since 
mid-2015. Most prominent among 
them is Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, a 
coalition of jihadist groups headed 
by Jabhat al-Nusra, now known as 
Fateh al-Sham. Valery Gerasimov, 
the commander of Russian forces 
in Syria, called for Tahrir al-Sham’s 
“elimination,” saying that would be 
his top priority in 2018.

This will be easier said than done, 
given that the majority of Tahrir al-
Sham fighters are Syrians, rooted in 
the villages and towns of the Idlib 
province. Unlike the Islamic State 
(ISIS), which was swarming with 
Europeans, Asians and Arab warri-
ors, most of al-Nusra’s powerbase is 
homegrown. When threatened with 
excessive force, they can just shave 
their beards and blend with ordi-
nary society. This is especially true 
in Idlib, which was once an incu-
bator for the Muslim Brotherhood 
during its military confrontation 
with then-President Hafez Assad in 
1976-82.

After the Russians stepped up 
their military presence in late 2015, 
they have been regularly injecting 

Idlib with thousands of additional 
fighters from faraway territories, 
shipping them on green buses with 
their light arms, under the supervi-
sion of the United Nations. The idea 
was to create a “mini-Afghanistan” 
in Idlib, led by a Taliban-like re-
gime, marred by inter-rebel fight-
ing. The Russians zoomed in on 
Idlib, positioning the city as the 
source of all terror — a failed state 
by all accounts, waiting to get anni-
hilated either by the Russians or the 
Americans or both — as part of the 
global war on terror.

Last September, the plan for Idlib 
was altered by the Russians, at An-
kara’s request. Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan had been 
wanting to send troops to the coun-
tryside of Damascus and Aleppo, 
arguing that they could monitor the 
ceasefire and serve as a buffer be-
tween warring factions. This would 
give Erdogan a permanent foot-
hold in Syrian territory, under the 
umbrella of the Russian-imposed 
ceasefire.

The idea, however, was rejected 
by the Iranians, who vowed never 
to give the Turks what they had 
been denied after opposition forces 
had refused to accept Iranian peace-
keeping troops in Ghouta, the agri-
cultural belt surrounding Damas-
cus.

Tehran agreed to look the other 
way as Erdogan’s forces marched 
into Idlib province, which borders 
Turkey if the Turkish president 
signed off on increasing Iranian 
troops around Damascus. The Turk-
ish military move was positioned as 
part of the international peacekeep-
ing forces mandated by the Astana 
process.

The Russians, after all, had been 
tasked with keeping the ceasefire 
in southern Syria, with more than 

1,000 military police, and around 
Aleppo, with over 600 troops. Tur-
key hoped to be granted similar 
honours, arguing that its forces 
were capable of liberating Idlib from 
al-Nusra influence, just like they 
managed to eject ISIS from Azaz,  
Jarabulus and al-Bab in 2016.

Since last September, they have 
been successful, although little 
fighting took place between the 
Turks and al-Nusra. Instead, they 
were escorted out, under Turkish 
protection, with minimal threat to 
Turkish lives.

Some claim the recent advance-
ment of Syrian government troops is 
proof that the agreement over Idlib 
has ended or collapsed and that a 
confrontation is looming between 
Damascus and Ankara, perhaps via 
Syrian proxies. Others argue that 
everything happening around Idlib 
is part of a neatly mapped parti-
tion of the country, agreed upon 
by Erdogan and Russian President 
Vladimir Putin.

The invisible line that separates 

the spheres of each leader’s political 
influence runs alongside the Alep-
po-Homs Highway, everything west 
of it is supposedly opposition ter-
ritory left for the Turks to handle, 
while all east is designated to return 
to the Russian and Syrian fold. This 
is where government troops have 
been advancing since mid-Decem-
ber 2017.

Complicating matters, however, 
are two blotches of overlapping 
land, one in the south for the op-
position and one in the north, west 
of the old Aleppo railway, running 
deep into regime territory. Nearly 
everything between the railway and 
the Homs-Aleppo road is earmarked 
for the Turks — at least for now. That 
could change if the Russian-Turkish 
detente breaks over Kurdish sov-
ereignty, for example, or any other 
critical and unresolved issue in the 
Syrian quagmire.

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

Sami Moubayed

Invisible line. Turkish soldiers near the Turkey-Syria border, last October.                                    (AFP)

Russia-backed Syrian Army 
encircling Turkish troops in Idlib

If Idlib is retaken, it 
would spell the final 
ejection of the armed 
opposition from all 
cities across Syria.

T 

his year will be pivotal 
if peace is to be a real 
possibility in Syria. 
Unfortunately, in the 
first week of 2018, all 
signs point the other 

way with the United States and 
Russia stepping up their war of 
words.

Komsomolskaya Pravda, a Rus-
sian newspaper, in late December, 
reported that the chief of Russian 
General Staff, Valery Gerasimov, 
described the US military pres-
ence as “unintelligible.”

The US base is in the self-pro-
claimed “de-confliction zone” at 
a strategic Syrian highway border 
crossing with Iraq. Brett McGurk, 
the US envoy to the global coali-
tion fighting the Islamic State 
(ISIS), earlier declared that the 
American military presence would 
continue to prevent terrorists 
from returning to the liberated 

areas.
Gerasimov said the location of 

the US base was “contrary to com-

mon sense, especially now, when 
Syrian territory has been liberated 
from ISIS formations.”

Slamming US motives for stay-
ing on in Syria, Gerasimov contin-
ued: “There is no one left. There is 
no threat to you from the territory 
of Syria. What is there and for 
what purpose?”

The only possible purpose, he 
concluded, was for the United 
States to gather defeated jihad-
ists, enabling them to regroup and 
challenge Syrian President Bashar 
Assad’s government.

The United States rejected the 
assertions, even as its forces con-
front and attack the Syrian mili-
tary. The United States acknowl-
edged that it has about 2,000 
troops in Syria and they have, as 
President Donald Trump’s letter 
to Congress in December stated, 
undertaken “a limited number of 
strikes against the Syrian govern-
ment and pro-Syrian government 
forces.” Yet, US Defence Secretary 
James Mattis has denied that 

coalition forces have clashed with 
allies of the Assad regime.

Even so, unlike the US forces, 
the Russian military is in Syria at 
the invitation of the Syrian gov-
ernment and the initiative on war 
and peace in Syria increasingly 
seems to lie with Russia. This is 
apparent as Moscow prepares for 
the Syrian Congress of National 
Dialogue.

The partnership among Russia, 
Iran and Turkey has strengthened, 
further marginalising the United 
States. The trio, through the 
Astana peace process, concluded 
several agreements, the most im-
portant of which was the creation 
of de-escalation zones. The previ-
ous year saw a notable shift in US 
policy towards Syria as it went 
from advocating regime change to 
a grudging acceptance that the As-
sad government has a role to play 
in the peace process.

Above and beyond Russia’s 
aspirational role on peace in Syria, 
its growing closeness with Iran 

and Turkey epitomises its growing 
Middle Eastern presence. Setting 
itself against both its European 
allies and the world at large, the 
Trump administration is pursuing 
two immensely unpopular foreign 
policy initiatives — threatening to 
decertify the 2015 Iranian nuclear 
agreement and preparing to move 
its embassy to Jerusalem.

Both measures elicited inter-
national condemnation, with 
Trump’s Jerusalem announce-
ment achieving the rare result 
of uniting both the Sunni and 
Shia faithful and producing a UN 
General Assembly rebuke to the 
United States in the form of a non-
binding resolution.

On the face of it, Russia’s Middle 
Eastern initiatives appear to be 
more popular in the region than 
US policy. It’s not clear whether 
Washington will recalibrate but 
it is at least likely to remain put 
in Syria. It may be safe to say that 
2018 will be a difficult year for  
US-Russian relations on Syria.

John C.K. Daly

It may be safe to 
say that 2018 will 
be a difficult year 
for US-Russian 
relations on Syria.

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

Viewpoint
Can the US and Russia reconcile policy differences over Syria this year?
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News & Analysis Egypt

Cairo

A 

s Egypt confronts 
an evolving terrorist 
threat, many find posi-
tive news in reports 
that members of the 

public interceded during an attack 
on a church in the southern Cairo 
district of Helwan.

Eleven people, including a po-
liceman, were killed December 29 
when a gunman attacked the Mar 
Mina Church. The toll was perhaps 
limited because the church was 
barricaded and local citizens con-
fronted the attacker.

Salah al-Mougi, who witnessed 
the attack, said: “I wanted to do 
something but I couldn’t because 
he was armed.”

After the attacker found that 
he could neither enter the church 
nor leave the area on the motor-
bike that he arrived on because 
residents had hidden it, he stalked 
the area on foot, looking for more 
victims.

Dozens of people pursued him, 
hiding behind vehicles to avoid 
being shot but waiting for the right 
moment to act. After a policeman 
shot the attacker in the leg, Mougi, 
50, said he darted from his hiding 
place to confront and disarm the 
assailant.

Many people joined Mougi, 
punching and kicking the attacker 
into submission. “I had to inter-
vene or this man would have kept 
shooting until all bullets in the 
high-capacity magazine came to 
an end,” Mougi said.

The Islamic State (ISIS) claimed 
responsibility for the Helwan at-
tack. The gunman is facing charges 
of murder, attempted murder and 
terrorism. Egyptian authorities 
said they have tied him to other 

recent attacks.
Some have questioned why it 

took so long — estimates of 10-20 
minutes — for police to respond to 
the attack. Others chose to focus 
on the heroic intervention by citi-
zens.

Many terrorist organisations 
have explicitly sought to avoid 
targeting everyday Egyptians be-
cause such attacks are through to 
hurt future recruitment but that 
would also mobilise the public 
to inform against them, analysts 
said.

“This was clear in the discourse 
of all terrorist groups active in our 
country,” said Kamal Habib, an ex-

pert on Islamist jihadism and a for-
mer member of Egyptian Islamic 
Jihad. “These groups were always 
keen to show that they were at war 
only with the army and police.”

This strategy proved successful 
in parts of Egypt, especially in the 
Sinai Peninsula where Bedouin 
tribes have been accused of offer-
ing militants sanctuary and per-
haps actively cooperating with 
them.

Egyptian authorities have re-
peatedly appealed to the public 
for information about militants. 
The National Security Agency, the 
main domestic security agency in 
Egypt, has run ads on television 

calling for greater cooperation 
from the public.

However, most of the appeals 
were ignored, experts said, be-
cause most of the public did not 
feel directly threatened.

“A change is, however, hap-
pening now that the terrorists are 

targeting everybody, not only se-
curity men or the Christians,” said 
Sameh Eid, an expert on militant 
groups and a former member of 
the Muslim Brotherhood. “Eve-
rybody here [in Egypt] feels tar-
geted, which is why everybody is 
starting to take the battle against 
terrorism personally.”

An attack by ISIS on al-Rawdah 
Mosque near the North Sinai City 
of El Arish in November could 
prove to be a major turning point 
in Egypt’s war on terrorism, ana-
lysts said. The attack, which left 
310 people, including more than 
20 children, dead was the worst 
terrorist attack in modern Egyp-
tian history and the first time that 
a mosque in the country has been 
targeted.

ISIS said the attack was specifi-
cally against Sufis, members of a 
mystical branch of Islam consid-
ered heretical by ISIS and other ex-
tremists. However, few Egyptians 
seem convinced. What is clear is 
that after the mosque attack, the 
war on terrorism in Egypt entered 
a new stage.

“This is why everybody is ready 
to act and I am sure public involve-
ment will herald the quick end 
of terrorism,” said Mamdouh al-
Kidwani, a retired police general. 
“Terrorism thrives only where 
there is public support or sympa-
thy that gives the terrorists the in-
cubators they need.”

The fight against terrorism, Eid 
warned, is the job of well-trained 
security personnel, not the public.

“This fight cannot be allowed to 
deteriorate into a free-for-all,” he 
said. “Ordinary people can be use-
ful in providing law-enforcement 
agencies with information but to 
use them in fighting the terrorists 
can be very risky.”

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

Cairo

E 

gypt’s Islamic Endow-
ments Ministry is review-
ing files of all civil serv-
ants it hired during the 
presidency of Islamist 

Muhammad Morsi. The ministry 
is trying to ensure that members 
of the Muslim Brotherhood — des-
ignated a terrorist organisation by 
Egypt in 2013 — have been removed 
from government.

“These people must be taken 
away from state institutions at all 
costs,” said Gaber Taye, the official 
spokesman of the ministry. “Their 
presence in these institutions is 
very dangerous because they con-
stitute sleeper cells that set the 
stage for the return of the Brother-
hood.”

This comes as part of a crack-
down on the Islamist movement 
that has gained momentum in re-
cent months amid concerns that 
civil servants appointed during the 
Morsi era could be hindering the 
pace of reforms.

Analysts have criticised the pres-
ence of civil servants with ties to 
the Muslim Brotherhood, particu-
larly when Cairo has pledged to 
reform its bloated civil service. 
There are an estimated 6.4 million 
public sector employees working in 
more than 2,500 departments and 
33 ministries, costing the govern-
ment approximately $16.5 billion 
per year.

“There can be no stability or 
progress while the authorities al-
low the affiliates of Morsi’s regime 
to control state institutions,” said 
Mustafa Bakri, a member of parlia-
ment and a staunch anti-political 
Islam lobbyist. “We warned numer-
ous times in the past that the affili-

ates of the Brotherhood can hold 
state institutions back.”

Tens of thousands of Brother-
hood members and sympathisers 
were reportedly given government 
jobs during Morsi’s time as presi-
dent in 2012-13. Morsi’s term in of-
fice, observers said, included a 
Brotherhood “invasion” of state 
institutions.

Almost all high-level Morsi-era 
political appointees were quickly 
removed from office but many  
lower-level civil servants remained 
in their positions.

With Egypt facing a multifaceted 
war on terror and attacks indicat-
ing that the whereabouts of police 
patrols and officials were being 
leaked to terrorists, some observ-
ers blamed civil servants appointed 
during the Morsi era. As an exam-
ple, a helicopter carrying Egypt’s 
defence and interior ministers on 
an unannounced visit to El Arish in 
North Sinai was attacked December 
19 after it landed at the city’s mili-
tary airport.

An ambush of Egyptian police 
in the Sinai Peninsula in October, 
which left more than 50 people 
dead and others captured, also 
demonstrated terrorists’ suspect-
ed strong counter-intelligence  
abilities.

The Islamic Endowments Min-
istry, which controls more than 
230,000 mosques in Egypt, was by 
far the largest state institution hir-
ing Brotherhood affiliates during 
Morsi’s time as president.

Thousands of Brotherhood mem-
bers were hired as imams, allowing 
them to directly influence Egypt’s 
mosque-going public. Subsequent 
laws sought to tighten restrictions, 
including requiring that mosque 
imams be graduates of al-Azhar and 
unified Friday sermons.

“We have already controlled all 
mosques and kicked the affiliates 
of this organisation out,” Taye said. 
“We are conducting a revision of 
the file of everybody in cooperation 
with the security establishment to 
ensure that the Brotherhood has no 
presence in the ministry.”

After reasserting control of 
Egypt’s mosques, the ministry is 
reviewing junior ministry employ-
ees to ensure that all Brotherhood 
members are removed.

Other ministries, state agencies 
and offices are conducting inves-
tigations of employees hired from 
2011-13.

While the constitution bans dis-
crimination against citizens for 
political and religious reasons, sup-
porters of the review process said 
that was explicitly targeting mem-
bers of the Muslim Brotherhood.

The investigation into state em-
ployees remains an internal issue 
within the civil service, although 
some have sought to formalise the 
purge. MP Mohamed Abu Hamed 
proposed a bill that would com-
mit state officials to firing Islamists 
working in their institutions.

He has repeatedly warned against 
Brotherhood sleeper cells in state 
offices.

“These people sabotage efforts 
made by the authorities to improve 
the living conditions of the people,” 
Abu Hamed said. “They are danger-
ous, which makes their removal an 
urgent matter.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter in Cairo.

In Egypt, public joins fight against terrorism

Cairo investigates Muslim Brotherhood connections in civil service
Ahmed Megahid

Amr Emam

Turning point. A priest (C) reacts at the site of attack on a church in the Helwan district south of 
Cairo, on December 29.                        (Reuters)

Some have questioned 
why it took so long for 
police to respond to the 
attack. Others chose to 
focus on the heroic 
intervention by 
citizens.

The Islamic 
Endowments Ministry 
was by far the largest 
state institution hiring 
Brotherhood affiliates 
during Morsi’s time as 
president.

Still active. A 2013 file picture shows a supporter of the Muslim 
Brotherhood making the four-fingered Rabaa sign from inside 
al-Azhar University campus in Cairo’s Nasr City district.         (Reuters)



10 January 7, 2018

News & Analysis Maghreb

Tunis

A 

lgeria will become the 
first North African coun-
try to celebrate the Ber-
ber new year as a na-
tional public holiday. 

The move signals a major shift in 
identity politics, which had been 
dominated by strife and tensions 
between the government in Algiers 
and most of the Berber-speaking 
population in the restive north-
eastern Kabylie region.

Berber activists hailed Algerian 
President Abdelaziz Bouteflika’s de-
cision making the Berber new year 
day, Yennayer, a public holiday as 
the crowning achievement of a his-
toric struggle and a victory against 
what they described as Algeria’s 
“cultural tyranny of Arabism and 
Arab Ba’athism.” The holiday will 
be on January 12 this year.

“Who would believe that under 
the leadership of this president, 
who had declared with an arro-
gant and threatening tone that 
Tamazight will never be recognised 
as an official language, that this lan-
guage would be enshrined in the 
constitution as a national and offi-
cial language and Yennayer would 
be declared a national holiday and 
paid day off for all Algerians?” asked 
Ali Ait Djoudi, a veteran activist 
from the Berber Cultural Move-
ment, in a message on social media.

Algerian writer Amin Zaoui said: 
“At last, Algerians are reconciling 
slowly with their history, their an-
cestors and their identity.”

“There is a long way to climb the 
path of Lalla Dihya Kahena, Juba, 

Apulee, Massinissa and others,” he 
added, naming historical figures 
known for defence of Berber iden-
tity and territory.

Algerian writer Kamel Daoud 
said: “The decision to make Yen-
nayer a national holiday was to be 
hailed because it would help, over 
the long run, heal deep wounds and 
harvest fruits in the future.”

Analysts said Bouteflika an-
nounced the recognition of the 
Berber holiday before the 12th an-
niversary of the implementation of 
the Charter for Peace and National 
Reconciliation to strengthen social 
and political stability ahead of the 
presidential election next year.

The charter, proposed by Boutef-
lika to end the civil war by offering 
amnesty for most acts of violence 
committed in the conflict pitting 
Islamist jihadists and the military, 
was endorsed by a referendum in 
2005 and implemented in February 
2006.

The conflict broke out in Decem-
ber 1991 after the army-backed gov-
ernment scrapped elections radi-
cal Islamists were poised to win. It 
claimed the lives of an estimated 
200,000 people, mostly civilians 
killed by Islamists.

“The decision over Yennayer 
came in these moments of doubts 
and multiple crises. It reinforces the 
cohesion of the nation by putting an 
end to unnecessary misunderstand-

ings that are the result of a govern-
ance that lacked farsightedness and 
anticipation,” said Algerian writer 
Brahim Tazaghart.

It followed the recognition of the 
Berber language as an official and 
national language alongside Arabic.

“It is a historic and bold decision 
by President Bouteflika. It ends the 
dictatorship and obscurantism of 
the Ba’athist culture, which hurts 
us each day by brandishing its rac-
ist concept of the Arab nation and 
spawning hatred within society and 
undermining the nation’s unity,” 
said Algerian MP Khaled Tazaghart 
from the Future Front party, an op-
position group.

Language and culture issues go to 
the heart of Algeria’s identity. It has 
been a determining factor in rela-
tions with other countries.

The French colonial authorities 
banned Arabic in primary schools in 
Algeria, dismissing it as a backward 
language. After independence, in 
1962, nationalist leaders adopted an 
Arabisation policy to undo the lin-
guistic legacy of 132 years of French 
occupation. Towards that end, they 
recruited thousands of teachers 
from Egypt and Syria to fill positions 
left by fleeing French teachers.

However, most of the Egyptian 
and Syrian teachers were members 
of the Muslim Brotherhood flee-
ing crackdowns by Arab national-
ist leaders in Cairo and Damascus. 
Their massive presence in the edu-
cation system sparked a backlash 
in parts of Algeria, especially in 
Berber-speaking areas, against what 
was perceived as Arab domination 
with claims that the Arab teachers 
had turned Algerian schools into 
“factories churning out fanatical 
Psalmists.”

The spread of Arabic influenced 
the Berbers for centuries, including 
from the 15th century and through 
the 17th century when Arabisation 
of Berbers was accelerated by waves 
of Andalusian refugees expelled 
from Spain.

Berbers maintained their tradi-
tions, dialects and rituals even after 
accepting Islam as a religion, mainly 
in Morocco and Algeria. Their total 
number in the two countries is esti-
mated at 28 million.

Gradually, Algeria has met the de-
mands of advocates of Berber cul-
ture and language.

A Berber uprising involving a 
school boycott in Kabylie region in 
1995 by parents protesting that their 

children could speak but not write 
in their native language led Algerian 
officials to introduce the Tamazight 
language into primary education.

In 2002, the government recog-
nised the language as a national one 
following a deadly protest. The lan-
guage was recognised as a national 
and official language, on equal foot-
ing with Arabic, in 2016.

Berber activists have called on 
the Algerian government to allocate 
funding to the promotion and the 
use of their language. Thousands 
took to the streets in December to 
back such a demand.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

Lamine Ghanmi

Recognising diversity. An Algerian man waves the Amazigh 
flag as mourners attend the funeral procession and burial of 
Hocine Ait-Ahmed, one of the fathers of Algeria’s struggle for 
independence and a key opposition figure in 2016.                    (AFP) 

Celebrating Berber 
new year marks shift in 
Algeria’s identity politics

Algeria will become 
the first North African 
country to celebrate 
the Berber new year as 
a national public 
holiday.
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efeated militarily in 
Iraq and Syria, the 
Islamic State (ISIS) is 
regrouping in south-
ern and central Lib-

ya, seeking to gain a foothold in ar-
eas torn apart by years of violence.

With its capacity diminished, 
however, the jihadist group seems 
unable to seize large areas. It is re-
verting to hit-and-run tactics to 
destabilise the country.

“ISIS has become the enemy of 
the vast majority of the Libyan peo-
ple,” a report released by the Atlantic 
Council concluded in June 2017.

The report, titled “The Origins 
and Evolution of ISIS in Libya,” indi-
cated that ISIS suffered losses in the 
Libyan cities of Derna and Sirte “by 
killing too many people and brutally 
crushing resistance.”

“I wouldn’t say the threat is ‘ma-
jor’ if we compare ISIS strength to-
day to its potency in Libya two years 
ago,” said Jalel Harchaoui, a doctoral 
candidate in geopolitics at Paris 8 
University and a frequent commen-
tator on Libyan affairs

ISIS is believed to have about 
1,000 fighters active in Libya with 
most of them in central areas where 
the jihadist group has kept a relative-
ly low profile.

“The modus operandi of ISIS 
seems more diffuse, more nimble 
and mobile across a large swath of 
territory,” Harchaoui said.

However, ISIS’s presence in Libya 
appears sufficient to cause substan-
tial damage, especially with the 
main Libyan factions more war-
fatigued than they were one or two 
years ago.

While experts do not expect ISIS to 
regain the influence it once had, its 
strategy has proved successful. Many 
fear that Libya could turn into the 
next front in the fight against ISIS.

“We’ve seen ISIS attempt to es-
tablish a foothold [in Libya],” Mark 
Mitchell, the acting US assistant sec-
retary of defence, said in December. 
“They have not been successful. 
We’ve managed to strike some of 
their training camps and set them 
back pretty significantly but it’s an 
area where I think we’ll see them 
continue.”

While the stings of military defeats 
in Syria and Iraq have thwarted ISIS’s 
goal of creating an Islamic caliphate, 
the organisation is far from dead.

In Libya, ISIS has repeatedly dem-
onstrated an ability to carry out at-
tacks against key targets. On October 
4, the group hit a courthouse in Mis-
rata, killing four and wounding more 
than 40. The Libyan National Army 
(LNA), under the command of Field 
Marshal Khalifa Haftar — ISIS’s nem-
esis in western Libya — has tried to 
keep the group at bay. Last August, 
ISIS reportedly attacked an LNA 
checkpoint in the southern town of 
Jufra, beheading nine fighters and 
two civilians.

ISIS is expected to continue such 
attacks in 2018. Analysts said ISIS 
wants to create a power vacuum af-
ter which it would step in to estab-
lish a caliphate.

The US Africa Command (AFRI-
COM) said the United States would 
continue to support Libya’s counter-

terror efforts and protect its natural 
resources.

“The United States stands by its 
Libyan counterparts and supports 
their efforts to combat terrorist 
threats and defeat ISIS there,” AF-
RICOM spokeswoman Robyn Mack 
said, noting that ISIS is likely to plot 
attacks on eastern Libya’s oil cres-
cent, Al-Sharq Al-Awsat newspaper 
reported.

“At the moment, we believe that 
the organisation (ISIS-Libya) is likely 
to give priority to the restructuring 
of security forces and infrastructure, 
and to launch strikes, which may in-
clude targets in the Libyan oil cres-
cent,” Mack was quoted as saying.

LNA spokesman Brigadier-Gener-
al Ahmed al-Mesmari confirmed the 
reports to Al-Sharq Al-Awsat. “Yes, 
they have tried more than once to 
reach the oil crescent,” he said.

The strategic oil crescent, 500km 
east of Tripoli, holds the country’s 
largest oil reserves, as well as the 
ports of Sidra, Ras Lanuf and Brega.

In view of a ferocious economic 
crisis, Libya can hardly afford at-
tacks against its sole wealth-generat-
ing sector: oil installations.

LNA units have conducted pa-
trol missions in Libya’s oil crescent 
to monitor ISIS’s movements. The 
army also initiated air strikes, de-
stroying ISIS camps near oil fields 
and ports.

The army is preparing to enter 
Derna, which is under the control of 
extremist militias, a senior Libyan 
military official said.

The remaining ISIS pockets op-
erate in the desert region of Sirte, 
which overlooks the oil crescent. 
The rugged terrain there includes 
many valleys and a vast stretch of 
desert, giving ISIS an advantage over 
advancing troops.

Libya has been mired in con-
flict since the ouster of Muammar 
Qaddafi in 2011. Today, Libya is 
highly fragmented and large areas 
remain ungoverned. Attempts to 
form a unity government have been 
unsuccessful. Such conditions make 
the North African country a perfect 
haven for jihadists and fertile ground 
for recruiting fighters.

ISIS’s new front in Libya consti-
tutes a serious threat to Europe, 
which has islands less than 500km 
to the north. If ISIS gains control of 
Libya’s coastline, it could control the 
flow of migrants into Europe and tap 
into an additional source of funding.

Libya’s porous borders would also 
give ISIS an opportunity to move 
freely in and out of the territory and 
recruit more fighters.

In March 2016, ISIS forces attempt-
ed to seize the city of Ben Guerdane, 
Tunisia, on the border with Libya, 
but were repelled by the Tunisian 
military and security forces with the 
support of townspeople.

“Today, Tunisia, with internation-
al assistance, has stronger border se-
curity but we can still imagine a new 
surprise attack against the country. 
Algeria and Egypt are also possible 
targets,” Harchaoui said.

Iman Zayat is the Managing Editor 
of The Arab Weekly.

Iman Zayat

ISIS tries to gain foothold in Libya, posing threat to Europe

Immediate challenge. 
A member of the Libyan 
National Army (LNA) 
aims his weapon during 
fighting against jihadists in 
Qanfudah, on the southern 
outskirts of Benghazi, 
last January.                        (AFP)

ISIS is believed 
to have about 
1,000 fighters 
active in 
Libya with most 
of them in 
central areas.
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alestinian officials’ disa-
greement with the United 
States over its decision to 
recognise Jerusalem as Is-
rael’s capital took a turn 

for the worse following the Trump 
administration’s threat to cut aid 
to the Palestinians and the Israeli 
parliament’s approval of a measure 
requiring a supermajority to relin-
quish control over any part of the 
holy city.

In a tweet, US President Donald 
Trump threatened to cut aid to the 
Palestinian territories. The move 
was in response to Palestinian Presi-
dent Mahmoud Abbas saying the 
United States could no longer play 
a role in the Middle East peace pro-
cess after its stance on Jerusalem.

“We pay the Palestinians HUN-
DRED OF MILLIONS OF DOLLARS 
a year and get no appreciation 
or respect,” Trump tweeted on  
January 2. “With the Palestinians 
no longer willing to talk peace, why 
should we make any of these mas-
sive future payments to them?”

The United States reportedly pro-
vides the Palestinian territories with 
an annual average of $400 million. 
Israel receives more than $3 billion 
in US military aid per year.

US Ambassador to the United Na-
tions Nikki Haley said the United 
States plans to stop funding the UN 
Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA), 
which provides humanitarian aid to 
Palestinian refugees.

“The president has basically said 
he doesn’t want to give any addi-
tional funding or stop funding until 
the Palestinians agree to come back 
to the negotiation table,” Haley said.

The Palestinians said that they 
were not against negotiations but 
accused Trump of siding with Israel 
and flouting international law.

The talks should be “based on 
international laws and resolutions 
that have recognised an independ-
ent Palestinian state with East Jeru-
salem as its capital,” Abbas’s spokes-
man, Nabil Abu Rudeineh, told 

Agence France-Presse. “Jerusalem is 
the eternal capital of the state of Pal-
estine and it is not for sale for gold 
or billions.”

In a statement, senior Palestinian 
official Hanan Ashrawi said Pales-
tinians “will not be blackmailed.” 
She added that “President Trump 
has sabotaged our search for peace, 
freedom and justice. Now he dares 
to blame the Palestinians for the 
consequences of his own irresponsi-
ble actions!”

The tensions appear to have post-
poned an expected visit by US Vice-
President Mike Pence to the region. 
“The visit is not included in our pro-
vision of scheduled visits of high-

level dignitaries in January,” said 
Israeli Foreign Ministry Spokesman 
Emmanuel Nahshon.

Israeli officials voiced support for 
the US president.

“We are dealing with a president 
who says what he thinks clearly and 
does not resort to diplomatic convo-
lutions that mean nothing,” Israeli 
Culture and Sport Minister Miri Re-
gev told Israel’s Army Radio.

Abbas’s stance of rejecting US 
mediation is seen as being in  

Israel’s favour.
“Prime Minister Binyamin Net-

anyahu has accomplished one of 
his most cherished policy goals: 
Finally driving a massive wedge 
between the United States and the 
Palestinians,” Anshel Pfeffer wrote 
in Haaretz.

“As prime minister (initially from 
1996-99 and then from 2009), Ne-
tanyahu had to contend with the 
new realities of the post-Oslo era… 
but every engagement of his with 
the Palestinians was slow, grudg-
ing and through gritted teeth,” Pfef-
fer wrote. “[The Palestinians] have 
given Netanyahu what he’s always 
wanted for Christmas.”

The Israeli parliament passed a 
measure that bars the government 
from ceding Israeli sovereignty over 
any part of Jerusalem without ap-
proval of at least 80 of the Knesset’s 
120 members. The law is mostly 
symbolic as it can be overturned 
with a simple majority but it antago-
nised the Palestinians.

“This vote clearly indicates that 
the Israeli side has officially de-
clared the end of the so-called po-
litical process and has already be-
gun to impose dictatorial and de 
facto policies,” Abbas’s office said in 
a statement.

The amendment came just days 
after Israel’s ruling Likud Party’s 
central committee unanimously 
endorsed a resolution calling for 
the annexation of West Bank settle-
ments.

Although the central committee is 
only an advisory body, the move is 
considered another step by Likud to 
reject the idea of establishing an  in-
dependent Palestinian state as part 
of a future peace deal.

“To those who have long contend-
ed that Netanyahu’s Israel will never 
allow a Palestinian state, certainly 
not one with a capital in Jerusalem, 
and that Israel’s goal is permanent, 
comprehensive dominion over all 
the West Bank and East Jerusalem 
with no negotiations with Palestin-
ians over equality of rights or self-
determination, the answer came 
this week. The answer was — ‘You 
were right all along’,” wrote Haaretz 
columnist Bradley Burston.

International crisis. Palestinian Authority President Mahmoud Abbas talks during a meeting in 
the West Bank city of Ramallah, last September.                          (AFP)

Jerusalem fallout takes a turn for the 
worse as Trump threatens to cut aid

Trump’s envoy to the 
United Nations said 
the United States 
plans to stop funding 
the UNRWA.
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audi Arabia has per-
suaded most of the 22 
members of the Arab 
League to declare the 
Lebanese Shia group 
Hezbollah a terrorist 

organisation. Lebanon and Iraq, 
countries almost totally controlled 
by Hezbollah’s benefactor Iran, 
snubbed the meeting but it was 
not enough to douse a motion 
condemning the group.

Hezbollah supplied the Yemeni 
rebel group the Houthis with an 
Iranian-made rocket that they 
fired at a civilian airport in Riyadh 
in early November, the latest in a 
long line of provocations in sup-
port of violence by the Shia group.

Rather than stand in solidarity 
with the victims of Hezbollah’s 
violence, Musa Abu Marzouq, a 
senior member of the Palestinian 
militant movement Hamas, tweet-
ed his condemnation of the vote. 
Abu Marzouq said: “Hezbollah is 
not a terrorist organisation and if 
that categorisation continued then 
we [groups against Israel] will all 
be branded the same way. The 
stance of all [Arab states] should 
be to reorient the Arabian political 
compass towards Palestine and 
Jerusalem.”

Hamas issued a formal news 
release, stating that it “strongly 

rejects” the designation of 
Hezbollah as a terrorist organi-

sation and that such a designation 

should “solely be handed down 
onto the Israeli occupation.”

The group blasted the decision 
to brand Hezbollah as a terrorist 
organisation and lamented the 
move as something that would 
lead to further divisions.

Hamas’s stance regarding 
Hezbollah is deeply troubling 
and needs to be called out for its 
apparent support for an organi-
sation that has been involved in 
the sectarian killing of hundreds 
of thousands. It is deeply trou-
bling that Hamas says Israel is the 
entity that “solely” deserves to be 
described as terrorist. This gives a 
clear indication that the Palestin-
ian group’s definition of terrorism 
is highly selective and minimises 
the suffering of those around the 
world who have faced great loss 
at the hands of ultra-nationalist, 
religious or other ideological ter-
rorist groups.

Hamas’s credentials as an “Is-
lamic” movement are also placed 
into doubt. One of the methods 
Hamas uses to garner internation-
al support is marketing itself as 
“Islamic” compared to Fatah and 
other factions of the Palestinian 
Liberation Organisation (PLO) that 
are nationalist or leftist in outlook. 
Drawing on an ideology rooted in 
the Muslim Brotherhood, Hamas’s 
official name is the “Islamic Re-
sistance Movement,” which tugs at 
the heartstrings of more than 1 bil-

lion Muslims worldwide who view 
Palestine as sacred and holy land.

How can Hamas be described as 
Islamic when it is largely silent on 
what Hezbollah has done across 
the Arab and Islamic world?

Half a million Syrians have 
lost their lives and Hezbollah 
has played a key role in causing 
those deaths. In Iraq, millions of 
lives have been affected by Iran’s 
employment of Hezbollah as a 
template organisation that can 
train, equip and sometimes lead 
fellow Iraqi Shia jihadist groups. 
One need only look at the logos 
of these various organisations to 
see the iconic symbol of a hand 
clutching a Kalashnikov that be-
longs to the Lebanese group and 
to feel Hezbollah’s influence.

Are these Arab civilians not 
considered “Islamic” enough to 
warrant Hamas’s sympathies or 
are Hamas’s vaunted religious 
morals and credentials expedi-
tiously thrown out of the window 
when pragmatic considerations 
and loyalty to Iran are on the 
table? Hamas and its supporters 
should be ashamed of themselves 
for prioritising their suffering over 
that of countless millions of oth-
ers across the region, whether in 
Iraq, Syria, Yemen, Saudi Arabia or 
Lebanon.

Hamas called upon Arabs to 
reorient their political compass 
to focus solely upon the Palestin-

ian cause. There can be no doubt 
that the Palestinians have suffered 
under decades of Israeli oppres-
sion but Hamas’s single-minded 
focus on Palestine at the expense 
of everyone else is madness and 
their propensity to declare anyone 
not with them as traitors to the 
Palestinian cause is despicable.

By Hamas’s calculus, it is per-
fectly acceptable for it to work 
with Iran, a country that has 
single-handedly incinerated half 
of the Arab world, but anyone who 
disagrees with it or its methods is 
somehow a Zionist conspirator.

Rather than lecturing other  
Arabs, Hamas should focus on 
making life easier for those under 
its care in Gaza. Hamas should 
clamp down on the corruption 
within its own government and 
institutions, which are apparently 
“Islamic.”

Hamas also should focus on 
forging unity with the other 
Palestinian factions, rather than 
constantly playing a tit-for-tat 
game with them while hypocriti-
cally denigrating other Arabs for 
being “divided.”

Finally, Hamas should live up 
to its claims of being Islamic and 
have the moral fibre to put its 
pragmatism aside and call Iran 
and Hezbollah out for their mass 
killings of fellow Muslims.

Until then, we can only say one 
thing: Shame on you, Hamas.

Hamas’s deeply troubling stance regarding Hezbollah
Viewpoint

Tallha Abdulrazaq

Rather than 
lecturing other 
Arabs, Hamas 
should focus on 
making life easier 
for those under its 
care in Gaza.

is a researcher at the University 
of Exeter’s Strategy and Security 

Institute in England.
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Strengthening ties among 
Sudan, Turkey and Qa-
tar are cause for concern 
in Cairo amid fears that 
Ankara and Doha’s inten-

tions in Egypt’s southern neigh-
bour could harm the North African 
country’s security.

“There is credence to these 
worries, given the record of the 
three countries in backing Islamist 
movements, viewed in Cairo as a 
national security threat,” said Ma-
jor-General Ahmed Youssef Abdel 
Nabi, a former member of Egypt’s 
Supreme Military Council of the 
Armed Forces. “Egypt suffers a lot 
because of this support [for Islam-
ist movements].”

Egyptian officials followed a De-
cember 24 visit by Turkish Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Erdogan to 
Sudan, the first by a Turkish head 
of state since 1954, very closely. 
Nearly 200 Turkish businessmen 
accompanied Erdogan on the 
3-day trip, during which Sudan 
and Turkey signed 21 agreements 
to boost cooperation.

Sudanese President Omar al-
Bashir agreed to give Turkey ad-
ministrative control over Suakin, 

a Sudanese Red Sea island close to 
Port Sudan, almost 400km from 
Egypt’s border.

While Erdogan talked with al-
Bashir at the presidential complex, 
the chiefs of staff of the Turkish, 
Qatari and Sudanese militaries 
met elsewhere in Khartoum.

Turkey and Qatar have been 
accused of backing the Muslim 
Brotherhood, a prominent Egyp-
tian Islamist group before 2013. 
Following the ouster of Islamist 
President Muhammad Morsi, Cai-
ro accused both Ankara and Doha 
of supporting the group, now 
designated as a terrorist entity in 
Egypt.

Many Muslim Brotherhood fig-
ures fled Egypt for Istanbul and 
Doha, with Cairo calling on Turkey 
and Qatar to cease hosting Muslim 
Brotherhood figures accused of 
crimes in Egypt.

With several recent terrorist 
attacks in Egypt tied to Muslim 
Brotherhood-linked groups, there 
are hopes in Cairo that the inter-
national community will clamp 
down on the Brotherhood’s global 
operations.

Two days before Erdogan ar-
rived in Khartoum, the British 
government officially designated 
two Brotherhood-affiliated organ-
isations active in Egypt — Hasm 
and Lewa al-Thawra — as “terror-
ist” movements.

The Libyans, who previously ac-
cused Qatar of supporting terrorist 
groups there, have charged that 
Sudan has allowed Islamist mili-
tants entry into the restive North 
African country.

“Most of these militants en-
tered Libya through Sudan in the 
past few years,” said Mohamed 
al-Zubaidi, a Libyan international 
law professor based in Cairo. “Now 
they are re-entering Sudan, either 
to settle down there or move into 
a third country.”

Many fear that Egypt could be 
that third country, with increas-
ing numbers of Muslim Brother-
hood supporters — particularly  
students — known to have fled 
across the country’s southern bor-
der since Morsi’s ouster in 2013.

In January 2017, the Hasm 
movement, which has carried out 
numerous attacks on Egyptian 
police and soldiers, released a 
video showing militants receiving 
training in a desert area. Security 
analysts said the video was most 
likely shot in Sudan. A short time 
later, Egyptian police arrested 74 
Hasm militants who said they re-
ceived training in Sudan.

“A close look at the conduct of 
the Sudanese regime can show 
that this regime considers Egypt 

as an enemy state,” said Hani Ra-
slan, a researcher at Egypt’s Al-
Ahram Centre for Political and 
Strategic Studies.

Khartoum has been locked in a 
decades-long border dispute with 
Egypt over the Hala’ib Triangle, 
over which both countries claim 
sovereignty. While Egypt has been 
in de facto control over the terri-
tory since the 1990s, it remains 
a major issue between the two 
neighbours.

Tensions increased recently 
over Khartoum’s support for Ethi-
opia’s position regarding shares of 
the Nile water and Addis Ababa’s 
controversial construction of a 
multibillion-dollar hydroelectric 
dam. Khartoum recalled its am-
bassador to Cairo amid uncon-
firmed media reports that Egypt 
demanded Sudan be excluded 
from talks regarding the Grand 
Renaissance Ethiopian Dam.

Egypt faces a major challenge in 
fighting terrorist groups that have 
taken root in the country. There 
is an increasing fear of jihadists 
from Iraq and Syria returning via 
Sudan.

“The three countries want to 
ensure that those fleeing the in-
ferno in Syria, Iraq and Libya will 
find refuge in Africa,” said Haidy 
Farouk, an independent expert 
on border issues and international 
sovereignty.

With reports that jihadists were 
seeking refuge in Mauritania 
and Mali, there are concerns that 
strengthening ties between Tur-
key, Sudan and Qatar will exacer-
bate the problem.

“Growing jihadist presence in 
West Africa is the new fear for in-
ternational governments,” Farouk 
said. “Turkey, Sudan and Qatar, 
I believe, will be instrumental in 
easing the movements of militants 
to the area. This is why Egypt is 
worried.”

Security concerns in Cairo over 
joint Turkish-Qatari moves in Sudan

Amr Emam

Too close for comfort. Turkey’s President Recep Tayyip Erdogan (L) and Sudan’s President Omar al-Bashir embrace in Khartoum,
on December 24.                              (AP)

With reports that 
jihadists were seeking 
refuge in Mauritania 
and Mali, there are 
concerns that 
strengthening ties 
between Turkey, Sudan 
and Qatar will 
exacerbate the 
problem.

Erdogan’s African 
adventures fit 
in Islamist 
party’s agenda

T 

urkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan’s recent 
tour of Sudan, Chad and 
Tunisia raised questions 
about Ottoman aspira-
tions in Africa as well as 

Ankara’s wish to compete with the 
Arab-Sunni axis in the continent.

New markets would be welcomed 
by Turkey, which is struggling with 
a serious economic crisis. This has 
been bad political news for Erdogan 
because he was counting on using a 
potential economic windfall as cover 
for his autocratic policies, especially 
after the failed coup against him in 
July 2016.

Erdogan’s dream of conquering 
Africa is not new. The idea has existed 
since 2002 when his Justice and De-
velopment Party (AKP) rose to power. 
Its agenda was predicated on reviving 
the Ottoman heritage because it was 
not confined to Turkey’s current bor-
ders. The party’s ideology is congru-
ent with the Islamist project in the 
Arab world and Africa.

Previous governments in Turkey 
were fixated on Europe and Turkish 
secularism was tied to nationalism. 
Religious ideology became equated 
with expansionism. Turkish ex-
pansionism, however, will have to 
compete with the Arab world, hence 
the idea of replacing Arab national-
ism with Turkish nationalism using, 
of course, the cover of religion. It is 
the common denominator of the two 
ideologies.

In 2001, Ahmet Davutoglu pub-
lished his seminal work “Strategic 
Derinlik” (“Strategic Depth”) in which 
he outlined the major lines of the 
AKP’s foreign policy. Davutoglu pro-
posed an innovative foreign agenda 
for Turkey, relying on breaking the 
confinement in which Turkey had 
been placed since the first world war. 
When the AKP rose to power, Davuto-
glu became minister of foreign affairs 
in 2009 in Erdogan’s cabinet.

Davutoglu’s ideas were discussed 
at length in the AKP. The party’s 
foreign policy approach has always 
relied on certain constants and on 
variables. Davutoglu had fixed the 
constants and left the variables up to 
the government because they were 
contingent on regional and interna-
tional changes.

The AKP’s agenda in Africa took 
into consideration three axes: reli-
gious, diplomatic and economic. For 
the AKP, foreign policy is not just 
cold theories but also emphasises the 
symbolism involved.

To illustrate, in August 2011,  
Erdogan made a high-profile official 
visit to Somalia, which was being dev-
astated by severe drought and fam-
ine. He was accompanied by his wife 
and daughter and made sure the visit 
was seen as essentially humanitarian. 
For Africans, the message was that 
Turkey feels for them and is ready to 
help. Before Erdogan left Mogadishu, 
Turkey had opened an embassy in the 
Somali capital.

Erdogan’s recent three-country Af-
rican tour must be understood within 
the context of the AKP’s African 
policy and its competition with the 
Arab-Sunni axis. Perhaps the most 
important goal for Ankara was to lure 
Sudan to the Turkey-Iran-Qatar axis.

Sudanese President Omar al-Bashir 
might believe that by offering Turkey 
Suakin Port he had secured signifi-
cant Turkish aid. What he seems to 
have ignored is that he had thrown 
the gates open to Turkey’s geostra-
tegic influence in the region. For a 
passing political fling, al-Bashir has 
mortgaged the future of the  
Sudanese.

Idris 
al-Kanbouri

is a Moroccan writer.

Viewpoint

There is credence 
to these worries, 
given the record of 
the three countries 
in backing Islamist 
movements.

Major-General 
Ahmed Youssef Abdel Nabi
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J 

ust a few months ago, Turk-
ish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan compared Euro-
pean leaders to Nazis and 
condemned them as Islamo-

phobes but when he recently talked 
about his EU colleagues, Erdogan 
referred to them as his “old friends.”

Analysts said Erdogan, a master 
of political tactics, is hoping for 
a rapprochement in ties with EU 
countries amid deep differences be-
tween Turkey and the United States 
and a growing isolation of Turkey 
in the Middle East. The 63-year-old 
leader is also faced with challenges 
domestically as he prepares for cru-
cial presidential, parliamentary and 
local elections in 2019.

In a series of bitter exchanges 
with EU leaders last year, Erdogan 
accused Europeans of using “Nazi 
methods” and of stoking Islamo-
phobia for populist reasons. Turk-
ish prosecutors had several Ger-
man and French citizens arrested. 
In response, German politicians 
spoke of “hostages” held by Ankara 
and took steps to limit government 
guarantees for investment in Tur-
key by German companies. Several 
foreign inmates have been freed but 
others remain behind bars.

Turkey’s EU accession process 
had ground to a halt even before the 

latest tensions. There is no sched-
ule for a resumption of membership 
talks.

Answering questions from Turk-
ish media accompanying him on a 
foreign trip on December 27, howev-
er, Erdogan said he wanted to “de-
crease the number of enemies and 
increase the number of friends,” 
adding he had no problems with 
Germany, the Netherlands or Bel-
gium. He praised EU politicians for 
their criticism of the US decision to 
recognise Jerusalem as Israel’s capi-
tal, a move that was strongly con-
demned by Turkey. “We are on the 
same page,” the Turkish president 
said.

Erdogan met with French 
President Emmanuel Macron  
January 5 in Paris, the Turkish pres-
ident’s first trip to France in two 
years. Erdogan said he might also 
visit Pope Francis. Ahead of a trip 
to Germany, Turkish Foreign Minis-
ter Mevlut Cavusoglu used a Janu-
ary 1 interview with the German 
news agency DPA to say Turkey was 
ready to take two positive steps to-
wards Berlin for every step taken by 
the German government.

Part of the reason behind the 
Turkish initiative is concern in An-
kara that tensions with the Europe-
an Union could hurt the economy 
in the run-up to the elections, said 
Selim Sazak, a Washington-based 
fellow of the Delma Institute think-
tank in Abu Dhabi.

“Europe, by and large, is Turkey’s 

main trading zone,” Sazak said via 
Twitter. “So, they need to shore 
up some credit among European 
investors. Otherwise, the already 
strained economy would likely 
break under pressure.”

The charm offensive does not 
mark a return to Turkey’s pro-Eu-
ropean reform period of the last 
decade. Sazak and other analysts 
described the new Turkish position 
as “transactional.”

Ankara seeks political and eco-
nomic rewards with the shift but 
could easily revert to its harsher ap-

proach should the need arise, they 
point out. Aykan Erdemir, a senior 
fellow at the Foundation for De-
fense of Democracies, a Washington 
think-tank, and a former Turkish 
lawmaker, said it is significant that 
Turkey does not make a new start 
with the European Union as a whole 
but with individual members.

“In 2018, the Turkish government 
will continue to treat relations with 
EU member states as transactional, 
oscillating between hostile rhetoric 
and pragmatic outreach as required 
by the quotidian needs of Erdogan’s 
electoral campaign,” Erdemir wrote 
via e-mail.

In a sign of how quickly ties could 
sour, Erdogan, during a news con-
ference with Macron, angrily dis-
missed a question from a French 
reporter about suspected Turkish 
arms supplies to Syrian rebels. He 
also defended his government’s 
crackdown on journalists, saying 
some media workers encouraged 
terrorists. By contrast, Macron told 
Erdogan that Turkey had to respect 
the rule of law and could not hope 
for progress in its EU accession 
talks.

Sazak said Erdogan is also likely 
to seek a new agreement with the 
European Union on the refugee is-
sue. Under a 2016 deal, Turkey is 
obliged to stop refugees from cross-
ing from its territory to EU member 
Greece via the Aegean while the 
European Union pays Ankara bil-
lions of dollars to care for approxi-

mately 3 million Syrians in Turkey. 
The numbers of refugees arriving in 
Greece decreased significantly after 
the agreement went into force.

Erdogan, however, is coming un-
der increasing pressure at home 
as the cost for Turkey to feed and 
house the refugees climbs despite 
the EU payments, Sazak pointed 
out. “If Erdogan could broker a 
‘grand deal’ about refugees in the 
lead-up to the 2019 elections, that’s 
something he sorely needs,” he 
wrote.

Erdogan said Turkey has spent 
about $30 billion on the refugees, 
a statement a new right-wing party 
in Turkey pounced on. Umit Ozdag, 
a leader of the Good Party, which is 
challenging Erdogan’s ruling Jus-
tice and Development Party, said 
in November that one out of three 
Syrians in Turkey was overweight 
while 1.25 million Turks lived be-
low the poverty level. Ozdag’s fig-
ure came from Turkey’s Statistical 
Institute, which defines the pov-
erty line for an individual as daily 
purchasing power of $4.30 or less 
and says 1.58% of Turks are below 
that line.

Sazak said the issue could put 
Erdogan in a bind. “He’s spent 20+ 
billion in actual capital and a sig-
nificant amount of political capi-
tal,” Sazak wrote about the Turkish 
president. “He’s already squeezed 
tight. He’s not in a position to invest 
anymore — he simply doesn’t have 
the capital.”

In tactical turnaround, Erdogan 
rediscovers ‘old friends’ in Europe
Thomas Seibert

In 2018, the Turkish 
government will continue 
to treat relations with 
EU member states as 
transactional.

Aykan Erdemir, a senior 
fellow at the Foundation for 
Defense of Democracies

T 

o the casual ob-
server, the strife that 
rocked Turkey in 2016 
may appear to have 
calmed. Gone are 
the regular headlines 

relaying terrorist attacks and 
political convulsions.

Despite the jailing of thousands 
of suspected Islamic State (ISIS) 
extremists and hundreds of Kurd-
ish separatists over the past 18 
months, Turkey is struggling to 
shake off the spectre of unrest. 
The threat of violence bubbles un-
der the surface.

The arrest of nine left-wing 
Turkish extremists in Athens on 
charges of plotting to assassinate 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
reveals that, while terror attacks 
have waned, threats remain.

Istanbul had a near miss in De-
cember when a mini-bus carrying 
60 kilograms of explosives was 
found in the city. Turkish media 
reports said the failed attack, 
blamed on Kurdistan Workers’ 
Party insurgents, was to target 
world leaders attending the Or-
ganisation of Islamic Cooperation 
summit.

In the year since the Reina 
nightclub massacre, ISIS suspects 
are rounded up on an almost 
weekly basis across Turkey. While 
New Year’s Eve passed without 
incident, countless public celebra-
tions were cancelled due to the 
heightened threat level.

These near misses show that 
a fall in actual terror attacks 
can’t be interpreted to mean the 
dangers have disappeared. These 
groups’ individual ability to 
conduct attacks has been curbed, 
including by a wall that runs for 
hundreds of kilometres along the 
Syrian border. It has played a role 
in stopping ISIS militants from 
entering Turkey.

If there is a single reason for the 
reduction in attacks, however, it 
is the state of emergency enacted 
following the botched 2016 coup 

attempt. Under the state of 
emergency, tens of thousands of 

anti-government suspects, many 

of them innocent, were impris-
oned. Journalists and academics 
fled the country, were detained or 
silenced.

The state of emergency exacted 
a massive cost. Turkey’s most 
competent civil servants have 
been replaced with Justice and 
Development Party (AKP) lackeys 
with little experience or knowl-
edge of how to run a country of 78 
million people.

“In order to refill the ranks of 
the security agencies, Ankara has 
lowered the basic educational 
standards for police recruitment,” 
Ryan Gingeras wrote in Foreign 
Affairs. “New police have been 
sworn in without adequate train-
ing or vetting, casting doubt on 
the competency and professional-
ism of officers assigned to KOM 
(the anti-smuggling and crime 
department) and the Turkish 
National Police.”

Turkey’s parliament is a power-

less, empty vessel.
A state of emergency suspends 

most elements of day-to-day gov-
ernance in a nominally function-
ing democracy and there is little 
sign Erdogan is about to give up 
his power. “The most important 
feature of the state of emergency,” 
he proclaimed last August, “is to 
defeat terrorist organisations and 
bury them.”

With Turkey embroiled in a 
conflict with Kurdish separatists 
for decades and in battles with 
the deep state for even longer, the 
signs are not good.

Does this slide into authoritari-
anism sound familiar? It should. 
Syria was once lauded for being 
the “safest” country in the region, 
in large part because it was one of 
the most efficient and brutal po-
lice states in the world. Turkey’s 
spiral towards dictatorship is see-
ing its state institutions crumbling 
the way Syria’s did in the 1970s 

and 1980s: A hollowed-out media 
that reflect only a pro-govern-
ment line? Check. Random police 
detentions and home arrests? 
Check. A thoroughly politicised 
judiciary? Check. A toothless par-
liament? You get the point.

If the price of an improved 
security climate in the short term 
means more arrests and ever 
greater power in the AKP’s hands, 
many Turks will be willing to pay 
up. Without doubt, better security 
in the past 18 months is some-
thing many people are thankful 
for.

However, the choice did not 
have to be so stark. Erdogan 
could have given a democratic 
voice to millions of conservative 
Turks who had been repressed for 
decades and allowed the coun-
try’s independent institutions to 
function properly. Instead, we’re 
looking at Syria Mark II. We know 
how that ended.

The violence in Turkey has subsided but at a huge costViewpoint

Stephen Starr

The near misses 
show that a fall in 
actual terror 
attacks can’t be 
interpreted to 
mean the dangers 
have disappeared.

is the author of “Revolt in Syria: 
Eye-Witness to the Uprising” 

and has lived in Syria and 
Turkey since 2007.

Security folly. Turkish police officers escort people after their arrest for alleged links with US-based 
Muslim cleric Fethullah Gulen, last April.                            (AFP)
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018 is going to be a 
very difficult year for 
Lebanon. The country’s 
political system, its 
Arab character and its 
multifaith composition 
have been under a most 

vicious attack since Rafik Hariri’s 
assassination in February 2005.

The attack actually started 
in autumn 2004 when Marwan 
Hamadeh, a member of parliament 
and a minister, was targeted with a 
car bomb. That happened imme-
diately after the adoption of UN 
Security Council Resolution 1559, 
which called for the withdrawal of 
Syrian troops from Lebanon and 
the disbanding of all militias.

Only one militia existed in Leba-
non at the time — Hezbollah. The 
same resolution called for free-
and-fair elections, which meant 
that President Emile Lahoud, who 
had been imposed on the Lebanese 
by the Syrian regime in 1998, had 
to go. Lahoud had shown blind 
obedience to Syria and Hezbollah 
and to Tehran by proxy.

The assassination attempt on 
Hamadeh was meant as a warning 
to Hariri, Walid Jumblatt and An-

Nahar daily. Hamadeh is Druze and 
was close to Hariri and Jumblatt.

His maternal nephew, Gebran 
Tueni, used An-Nahar to wage a 
fierce opposition to Syrian pres-
ence in Lebanon. So did Samir Kas-
sir. They were both assassinated 
by the same shadowy hands that 
killed Hariri a few months earlier.

All victims played pivotal roles in 
opposing Syrian presence in Leba-
non and advocating independence, 
sovereignty and freedom for all 
Lebanese. For his part and follow-
ing the events of 2008, Jumblatt 
finally understood that Lebanon 
was falling into Hezbollah’s grip 
given the absence of any real Arab 
or international will to face up to 
Iran’s expansionism in the region.

Today, more than ever, Lebanon 
is in dire need for the implementa-
tion of Resolution 1559. It is re-
markable also that Security Council 
Resolution 1701, which put an end 
to the Israeli invasion of Lebanon in 
2006, clearly mentions Resolution 
1559. By purposely igniting that 
war, Hezbollah wanted to cover up 
for Hariri’s assassination and ended 
giving Israel the opportunity to 
destroy Lebanon’s infrastructure. 

Syria had struck a deal with Israel 
and Syrian targets were spared dur-
ing that war.

Despite its military defeat, 
Hezbollah came out politically 
strengthened from the 2006 war. 
The party gradually worked on 
replacing Syrian influence on Leba-
non’s political scene with Iranian 
influence. Between the 2005 and 
2009 elections, Hezbollah resorted 
to all sorts of reprehensible acts to 
lay its grip on the parliament.

Throughout that period, the 
country was rocked by a series of 
high-profile assassinations. In 2007, 
a conflict was fomented between 
Islamists and the Lebanese armed 
forces at the Palestinian refugee 
camp in Nahr al-Bared. Major-Gen-
eral Francois al-Hajj paid a heavy 
price for refusing to consider Nahr 
al-Bared Camp as a red line. He was 
assassinated last month.

Hezbollah lost the 2009 elec-
tions. The Lebanese refused to give 
in and voted for Saad Hariri and his 
Future Movement Party. Hezbollah 
did not surrender, however. For 
two-and-a-half years, it blocked 
presidential elections until its  
chosen candidate was picked. Now 

it is insisting the 2018 general elec-
tions take place at their appointed 
date. Still, Lebanon has not sur-
rendered.

The Arab world needs to realise 
the urgency of shoring up Lebanon 
in its hour of need. It must stand 
behind the movement fighting for 
Lebanese sovereignty. Otherwise, 
the elections will be lost, especially 
considering Hezbollah has imposed 
an election law made to measure 
for itself. The aim of this mongrel 
of a law is to break up Saad Hariri’s 
alliance and split the Sunni bloc. 
Is this the end of Lebanon’s Arab 
identity?

Finally, that Hezbollah is a sore 
loser should be remembered. The 
assassinations of General Wissam 
al-Hassan and of Mohamad Chatah 
should not be forgotten. They both 
took place in the years following 
the 2009 elections.

Shortly after the 2006 war, 
Hezbollah elements disrupted 
economic life in central Beirut. 
Hezbollah is now organising “sight-
seeing tours” in southern Lebanon 
for Shia militia leaders from Iraq 
and Syria. Is there any limit to 
Hezbollah’s arrogance?

Lebanon

A very difficult year ahead for Lebanon

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

Rami Rayess T here is no chemistry 
between the two 
men. This is well-
known in Lebanon. 
Lebanese President 
Michel Aoun and 
Speaker Nabih Berri 

have been at odds for decades. 
Rarely have their positions 
coincided. Their common ally, 
Hezbollah, has played the role of 
mediator several times, some-
times succeeding; failing in other 
circumstances.

Berri’s parliamentary bloc 
refrained from voting for Aoun in 
the presidential elections in Octo-
ber 2016. Almost all other parties 
voted, though reluctantly, for the 
president.

The common efforts that Aoun 
and Berri exerted after the abrupt 
resignation announcement of 
Prime Minister Saad Hariri last 
November was not sufficient to 
cement their differences. Though 
they reduced local tensions after 
the crisis and led international 

efforts to secure Hariri’s travel to 
Paris, their relationship returned 
to ground zero on the prime min-
ister’s return to Beirut and the 
resumption of work in constitu-
tional institutions.

A new crisis erupted after Aoun 
and Hariri signed a decree that 
gives Lebanese Army officers 
from 1994 financial and admin-
istrative rights. As Berri consid-
ered that the decree should be 
signed by the minister of finance 
because it entails financial obli-
gations, Aoun refused to adopt 
a new custom that makes the 
signature of the finance minister 
mandatory.

Attempts to keep the cabinet 
neutral in this conflict led to a 
December 28 session, presided 
over by Aoun, putting the decree 
issue aside.

Most interesting was the silence 
of Hezbollah on the issue, bear-
ing in mind the close ties of the 
party to both Aoun and Berri. No 
information has been leaked as to 

whether Hezbollah would medi-
ate between the two leaders be-
cause any such mediation would 
be an immense embarrassment. It 
cannot refuse Berri’s objection re-
questing the signature of the Shia 
minister of finance on the decree 
and it is simultaneously keen to 
preserve the alliance relationship 
it has with the president.

In Lebanon, there is no con-
stitutional body that has the 
prerogative of explaining the 
articles of the constitution when 
there are contradictory views on 
a certain article. This issue had 
recurred on several occasions. It 
has become a popular statement 
in Lebanon that the constitution 
is more of a viewpoint.

A constitutional council was 
established in 1991 after the 
Taif Agreement. It was given 
the prerogative of investigat-
ing the claims of losers in elec-
tions, whether parliamentary or 
presidential, in addition to claims 
by leaders of spiritual authorities 

regarding personal status laws.
Authority of explaining contro-

versial constitutional articles has 
not been granted to the council, 
probably to keep the vagueness 
in the service of politicians. This 
makes the constitution flexible to 
meet the aspirations of the con-
tending parties in the country.

If this political crisis is not 
resolved soon, Aoun might have a 
hard time running affairs smooth-
ly. The political weight of Speaker 
Berri, supported by the leader of 
the Progressive Socialist Party, 
Walid Jumblatt, needs to be taken 
into consideration, especially 
that Hariri stands in the middle, 
though he signed the decree.

Lebanon’s internal political bal-
ance has always been a delicate 
issue. Every time it was upset for 
a reason or another, the country 
lived political stagnation and in 
some cases violence. This is not 
necessarily the case now. How-
ever, this needs to be taken into 
consideration.

Lebanon’s new political crisis: Now what?

is a Lebanese writer.
Khairallah Khairallah

The Arab world 
needs to realise the 
urgency of shoring 
up Lebanon in its 
hour of need.

In Lebanon, there is 
no constitutional 
body that has the 
prerogative of 
explaining the 
articles of the 
constitution.

Debate

Hour of need. Security forces encircle Lebanese Prime Minister Saad Hariri (C) as he addresses demonstrators during a protest in 
downtown Beirut, last March.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     (AFP)
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T 

he Middle East and 
North Africa region has 
many problems: The 
Arab-Israeli conflict, 
the situation in Yemen, 
the Qatari crisis, grow-

ing Saudi-Iranian tensions, the 
fight against the Islamic State (ISIS) 
and civil war in Syria, to name a 
few of the woes.

The issue of climate change is 
not high on the collective or indi-
vidual policy agenda of countries 
in the region. Substantive and 
material policies to address climate 
change are almost non-existent. In 
decades to come, however, climate 
change may prove to be the biggest 
threat to the economic, social and 
political stability of the region.

On June 29, Ahvaz in south-
ern Iran registered another high 
temperature of 53.7 Celsius which 
is just below the 54.0 Celsius re-
corded in Mitribah, Kuwait on July 
21, 2016. Such temperatures are 
becoming increasingly common.

Experts warn that, by 2100, Gulf 
countries may become inhospita-
ble. This is a serious problem for a 
region where fresh water is scarce 
and summers are getting warmer 

and longer with rainfall becom-
ing rarer.
A more worrying prospect is that 

some analysts see a correlation 
between conflicts in the region and 
the seemingly changing climate. 
They point to inadequate gov-
ernment handling of a sustained 
drought in Syria as a trigger for 
the country’s civil war in 2011. Of 
course, deep political and eco-
nomic grievances played a role 
and it would be simplistic to cite 
climate change as the source of the 
troubles in Syria. However, a study 
in 2015 from Columbia University 
in New York found that climate 
change was a major stressor.

Syrian government policy en-
couraged water-intensive crops, 
such as cotton, with the hope that 
this would increase exports. This 
policy was not necessarily fatal 
and was ambitious. However, 
unregulated and illegal drilling of 
irrigation wells depleted ground-
water reserves, which put Syria’s 
agricultural industry on its knees 
in a country where agriculture 
accounted for about 25% of the 
economy.

It is estimated that the region has 
warmed 1-1.2 degrees Celsius since 
1900, which has reduced rainfall in 
the wet season an average of 10%. 
This is a pity in a region known in 
antiquity as the Fertile Crescent — 
an area covering large parts of Iraq, 

Syria and Lebanon — where it is 
believed that human civilisation, 
with the birth of agriculture, com-
menced 12,000 years ago.

Despite this dark outlook, the 
scientific consensus is that the 
damage can be greatly mitigated 
through governmental policies 
and action. Such measures require 
political will and good governance 
and enforcement.

However, there has been no 
policy instrument, treaty or charter 
at the Arab League or intergov-
ernmental level to conceive any 
strategy to address the problem. 
There was no major Arab League or 
Arab state involvement at the 2009 
UN Climate Change Conference in 
Copenhagen and there is very little 
participation at other summits or 
conferences.

At the UN World Climate Change 
Conference in November 2016, 
hosted by Morocco, 18 of the 22 
of the Arab League’s members 
were absent. This policy inertia is 
largely because of the fact that the 
Arab League, for many years, has 
elected Saudi Arabia to represent 
the collective views of the Arab 
group at the Conference of the Par-
ties to the UN Framework Conven-
tion on Climate Change (UNFCCC). 
The result has been that those Arab 

countries lack representatives, 
negotiators and policy-makers 
to contribute at the international 
policy table.

On one hand, having Saudi Ara-
bia, a major oil-producing nation, 
as the key representative makes lit-
tle sense when there is little incen-
tive to clamp down on the use of 
fossil fuels. Saudi Arabia, however, 
can point out that man-induced 
climate change and the situation 
were not caused by the Arabs. The 
situation was caused by heavy 
industrialisation in the West.

Climate change may be an inter-
national problem but it is a direct 
product of Western industrial 
progress. All Arab League countries 
combined produce only 4.2% of 
global emissions of greenhouse 
gases, says a  World Bank study. 
That is 4.2% across an area larger 
than the European Union both in 
size and population. Even then, 
85% of all emissions within that 
overall 4.2% figure comes from six 
Gulf countries and not the wider 
Arab world.

Viewed from this prism, perhaps 
the biggest climate injustice is that 
the MENA region faces the biggest 
threat from the climate change 
problem — a problem not created 
by the MENA region.

The MENA region is literally heating up
Viewpoint

Fadi Farhat

All Arab League 
countries 
combined produce 
only 4.2% of global 
emissions of 
greenhouse gases, 
says a  World 
Bank study.

is a lawyer in Britain.

Sharhabil

F 

rom a hillside in north-
ern Jordan, the Yarmouk 
River is barely visible in 
the steep valley below, 
reduced from a once im-

portant water source to a sluggish 
trickle overgrown with vegetation. 
Jordan’s reservoirs are one-fifth 
full, a record low, and vital winter 
rains are more erratic.

Jordanians don’t need scientists 
to tell them that they live in one of 
the world’s driest countries in the 
centre of the planet’s most water-
poor region. But recent studies 
suggest the kingdom, a Western 
ally and refugee host country with 
a growing population, is being hit 
particularly hard by climate change, 
getting hotter and drier than antici-
pated. One forecast predicts 30% 
less rain by 2100.

“We are really in trouble if we 
don’t take action in time,” said Ali 
Subah, a senior Water Ministry of-
ficial.

Addressing the problem would 
require cross-border cooperation, a 
commodity as scarce as water in the 
Jordan River basin is shared by Jor-
dan, Israel, the Palestinians, Syria 
and Lebanon.

Jordan’s flagship Red Sea desali-
nation project, which includes a 
water trade with Israel, has faced 
repeated delays, most recently be-
cause of a diplomatic crisis that led 
to a scaling back of cross-border 
contacts since the summer.

A master plan by the regional ad-
vocacy group EcoPeace that seeks 
to transform the Jordan River Valley 
into an economically vibrant green 
oasis by 2050 is based, in part, on a 
state of Palestine being established 
on Israeli-occupied lands. Palestin-
ian independence remains distant 
and Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu recently asserted that 
Israel will never leave the stretch 
of the Jordan Valley in the occupied 
West Bank.

Warning signs abound of what a 
failure to act looks like.

The Dead Sea and Jordan River, 
global treasures with religious sig-
nificance as the cradle of Christian-

ity, have been devastated by drop-
ping water levels due to decades 
of water diversion to urban areas. 
Some experts suggest civil war in 
Syria, which led to a large influx of 
refugees to Jordan and other neigh-
bouring countries, may have been 
triggered in part and indirectly by a 
mismanaged drought.

EcoPeace President Munqeth Me-
hyar said water scarcity urgently re-
quires cooperation.

“People need to be aware of their 
water situation and try to compro-
mise between their water reality 
and their nationalistic politics,” he 
said at his group’s lush, formerly 
arid 270-hectare reserve in the Jor-
dan Valley, a witness to nature’s 
power to bounce back.

Stanford University researchers 
predicted that in the absence of in-
ternational climate policy action, 
the kingdom would have 30% less 
rainfall by 2100. Annual average 
temperatures would increase 4.5 
degrees Celsius and the number and 
duration of droughts would double, 
compared to the 1981-2010 period.

Water flows to Jordan from the 
Yarmouk River, which originates 
in Syria, would remain low due to 
droughts and diversion, regardless 
of when the civil war ends.

The results, published in the jour-
nal Science Advances and based on 
improved data analysis tools, sug-
gest the effect of climate change is 
likely to be more severe than antici-
pated, said Steven Gorelick, head of 
the university’s internationally sup-
ported Jordan Water Project.

Another study found that man-
made climate change was a major 
force behind an extreme drought 
in the area in early 2014, said co-
author Rachael McDonnell of the 
International Centre for Biosaline 
Agriculture in Dubai.

“The findings are more severe 
than anticipated and more immi-
nent,” she said.

The World Bank named Jordan, 
Iraq, Lebanon, Morocco and Syria 
as the countries in the Middle East 
and North Africa that would experi-
ence significantly increased water 
stress driven by climate change. The 
bank’s report in August described 
the region as the “global hotspot of 
unsustainable water use.”

Israel is on the road to resolving 

its water scarcity, producing close 
to 75% of water for domestic use in 
desalination plants and recycling 
more than half of its wastewater for 
agricultural use, said Yacov Tsur, 
a professor of environmental eco-
nomics at the Hebrew University of 
Jerusalem.

Israel is being aided by technolog-
ical advances, easy access to seawa-
ter and a strong economy that can 
afford large-scale projects, he said.

Jordan, which pulls 160% more 
water from the ground than nature 
puts in, views desalination as the 
main answer.

A Jordan-only option would be 
costly. Jordan’s main population 
centre is about 300km from the 
only coastline, making it prohibi-
tively expensive to deliver desali-
nated Red Sea water to Amman.

In recent years, a water trade plan 
was developed to get around high 
transport costs.

Jordan would desalinate Red Sea 
water, sell some to southern Israel 
and pump the brine into the Dead 
Sea to raise water levels there. Sep-
arately, water from northern Israel 
would be sold to northern Jordan 
and to Palestinian communities.

Israel has a strategic interest in 

the stability of security ally Jordan, 
a land buffer against the region’s 
turmoil.

The Red Sea-Dead Sea project, 
however, has hit snags, in part over 
funding, and Jordan hasn’t ap-
proached five short-listed consorti-
ums to submit their bids.

The diplomatic crisis, triggered by 
the fatal shooting of two Jordanians 
by an Israeli Embassy guard in Am-
man in July, contributed to delays 
by reducing cross-border contacts, 
said Subah.

He said Jordan remains com-
mitted to the regional project but 
would look at fallback options. “The 
Jordanian solution for water in the 
future is desalination,” he said. “If 
it’s regional, if it’s on our own, we 
will go in this direction.”

Some say the government’s fo-
cus on desalination is linked to re-
luctance to implement politically 
painful conservation measures. For 
example, more than 50% of Jordan’s 
water is used for agriculture, which 
produces only a small share of the 
local food supply.

Water for irrigation remains heav-
ily subsidised, encouraging waste 
and the planting of water-intensive 
crops such as bananas and toma-
toes.

About half the water supply is lost 
from the network, most of it due to 
misuse or theft.

The government has cracked 
down on illegal water use, an-
nounced a slight price increase and 
plans to ramp up wastewater treat-
ment for use in agriculture as budg-
ets permit.

There are fears that draconian re-

forms could lead to instability, said 
Hussam Hussein, a water expert at 
the American University of Beirut.

“This would not be popular at 
all,” he said. “That’s why, from a po-
litical perspective, it’s easier for the 
government to increase the supply 
and maintain the status quo.”

At EcoPeace, Jordanian, Israeli 
and Palestinian activists try not to 
lose hope, despite what Israeli co-
director Gidon Bromberg acknowl-
edged to be “enormous” political 
obstacles.

The group is floating a new swap 
idea, in addition to the Red-Dead 
project, in which Jordan would sell 
solar energy to Israel and the Pales-
tinian self-rule government in ex-
change for water.

Separately, the group’s master 
plan outlines 127 projects with an 
investment value of $4.6 billion to 
help rehabilitate the Jordan River 
and the Dead Sea and grow the 
Jordan Valley’s economy almost  
20-fold by 2050. The group recently 
identified 13 projects as doable now.

In a setback, the diplomatic crisis 
derailed a conference on the water-
energy swap idea and a trilateral of-
ficial meeting on how to move for-
ward with the 13 projects.

Bromberg remains optimistic, 
however, and said progress would 
be made once all involved realise 
that failure to respond to the water 
and environmental crises poses a 
national security risk.

“Where national security inter-
ests are clarified, they trump,” he 
said.

(The Associated Press)

Karin Laub

Scarce commodity. A stretch of the King Abdullah Canal, the largest irrigation system near the 
town of Northern Shouneh in Jordan.                   (AP)

Jordan water crisis 
worsens as Mideast 
tensions slow action

Recent studies suggest 
Jordan is being hit 
particularly hard by 
climate change, getting 
hotter and drier than 
anticipated.
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World powers in Middle East            Debate

W
hether US 
President 
Donald 
Trump’s 
declaration of 
Jerusalem as 
the capital of 

Israel is akin to an act of vandal-
ism, only time will tell. There 
can be no doubt it will boost his 
support among evangelicals and 
conservatives — although less so 
among American Jews, who appear 
to be split on the president’s an-
nouncement — at home and allow 
him to assert that he has fulfilled a 
campaign promise.

It is far less certain he can 
leverage his move to facilitate 
an Israeli-Palestinian peace deal, 
something that has eluded US 
presidents since Jimmy Carter a 
generation ago.

Those who have voiced opposi-
tion in blunter terms than usual 
are European politicians, includ-
ing French President Emmanuel 
Macron and Federica Mogherini, 
who runs the foreign affairs of the 
European Union. They understand 
only too well that the scenario 
implicit in US recognition of 
Jerusalem as the capital of Israel 
is a rejection of the notion that 
any Israeli-Palestinian peace deal 
would have to involve either West 
Jerusalem as the Israeli capital and 
East Jerusalem as the Palestinian 
capital or shared control of Jerusa-
lem to serve as the capital of both 
countries.

The future Palestinian state 
would consist of non-contiguous 

parts of the West Bank to allow 
Israeli settlements there to remain 
under Israeli control. The Palestin-
ians would have to surrender their 
right to demand recognition of the 
right of return for Palestinians who 
fled Israel/Palestine during the 
wars of 1948 and 1967.

The Europeans find themselves 
in the uncomfortable situation 
of bankrolling many projects in 
the occupied West Bank and Gaza 
while having no voice in decisions 
made in Washington. What is 
supposed to be an essential part of 
EU foreign policy is a charade that 
fools no one.

As the United States under 
Trump charts an increasingly 
solitary course — on climate, the 
World Trade Organisation, Iran, 
etc. — the question of how far the 
European Union will dare diverge 
from the United States remains. 
Will Trump’s unilateral decision 
on Jerusalem make the Europeans 
bolder?

Developing a Middle East policy 
independent of the United States 
is more difficult in 2018 than it 
would have been two decades ago. 
Autocratic self-preservation and 
the Saudi-Iranian rivalry, coupled 
with disastrous US policies, of 
which the recognition of Jerusa-
lem as the capital of Israel is only 
the latest, have wrecked countries 
across the region and fostered an-
ger and frustration to the suffering 
of the Palestinians. Added to that 
are concerns about the plight of 
the Yemenis and the Syrians.

The much hoped-for transition 

to democracy has morphed into a 
battle for the retention of political 
control that puts Europe in a very 
difficult position.

Europe has a vital interest in the 
stability of southern rim Mediter-
ranean countries but it has not 
played its cards adroitly. It has 
done little to back the UN-led mis-
sion trying to find a solution to the 
conflict over the future of Western 
Sahara. It got involved in Libya 
without a long-term understanding 
of the consequences of the NATO-
led military operation. It was lucky 
Algeria intervened, with the full 
consent of Tunisian leaders, to 
stabilise North Africa’s smallest 
country in 2011-15.

Europe faces an imperial chal-
lenge that includes exercising 
influence in its periphery in ways 
that have a greater affinity with the 
requirements of empire than with 
those of an interstate system.

As Herfried Munkler notes in his 
book “Empires,” Europeans must 
“keep up a two-way relationship 
with the more powerful United 
States; they must take care that 
they do not simply provide re-
sources for its operations and step 
in afterward to handle the conse-
quences, without having any say 
in the political-military decisions.” 
In other words, they must resist 
marginalisation.

They must also attempt to pre-
vent collapse on their periphery 
without being drawn into a spiral 
of expansion that would overtax 
the European Union.

However, EU foreign policy is al-

ready suffering from imperial over-
stretch without being an empire.

Until recently, Europeans tended 
to emphasise their economic 
strength and visualise their rela-
tionship with the United States as 
one of equilibrium. In so doing, 
they overlooked or downplayed 
two points: The erosion or collapse 
of the United States would pose 
greater problems for Europe than 
it would solve and the prospect 
of equilibrium with Europe could 
induce the United States to turn 
more to a military solution.

The uncertainty over future 
American policy that the unilateral 
behaviour of Trump is creating, 
not least over Jerusalem, only 
adds to Europe’s discomfort. As EU 
relations with Turkey deteriorate, 
Russia re-enters the region and the 
Saudi-Iran rivalry proceeds apace, 
the European Union finds it next 
to impossible to formulate a coher-
ent set of responses.

Trump’s unilateral decision 
of the status of Jerusalem offers 
another example of the United 
States walking away from interna-
tionally binding agreements. The 
United States might yet leave the 
internationally sanctioned nuclear 
agreement with Iran.

The Europeans have no option 
other than to stand up to the Unit-
ed States, however uncomfortable 
that may be.

In a region wracked by political, 
ethnic and ideological conflict, 
respecting the international rule of 
law is the only way to avoid sliding 
into all-out war.

Will Trump push the EU to more 
independent stands in Middle East?

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

Francis Ghilès

The uncertainty 
over future 
American policy that 
the unilateral 
behaviour of Trump 
is creating, not least 
over Jerusalem, only 
adds to Europe’s 
discomfort.

is a professor of government and 
politics at George Mason University 
in the United States. Links to his 
recent articles can be found at 
www.marknkatz.com.

Mark N. Katz U
S President Donald 
Trump has self-con-
fidently proclaimed 
that he can succeed 
where previous 
American presi-
dents have failed in 

bringing about an Israeli-Palestinian 
peace settlement. However, his 
recognition of Jerusalem as Israel’s 
capital and announcement that the 
US Embassy in Israel will move there 
have weakened his ability to do this.

With the Palestinians also claiming 
Jerusalem as the capital of a future 
Palestinian state, Trump’s definitive-
ly backing Israel’s claim to the entire 
city — in defiance of past American 
policy — undermined confidence 
worldwide that he will work for an 
Israeli-Palestinian peace settlement 
acceptable to the Palestinians.

If Trump cannot or will not do 
this, can Russian President Vladimir 
Putin?

Despite his poor relations with the 
West, there are strong reasons why 
many, including Putin, see Moscow 
as a better candidate than Washing-
ton for mediating between Israel and 
the Palestinians. Unlike the United 
States, Putin has good relations not 
just with all the major actors in the 
Israeli-Palestinian arena — Fatah, 
Hamas and the Netanyahu govern-
ment — but with all Middle Eastern 
governments.

Further, Moscow indicated last 
April that it was willing to consider 
West Jerusalem as the capital of 
Israel and East Jerusalem as the 
capital of a future Palestinian state, 
demonstrating a much greater desire 
to accommodate both sides than the 
Trump administration.

An ability to talk with opposing 
sides in a conflict, though, does not 
necessarily enable an outside media-
tor to settle a conflict. In addition 
to being able to talk with them all, 
an outside party must be able to 
either persuade or coerce opposing 
parties to make concessions to the 
other side. During the Camp David 
talks between Israel and Egypt in 
the 1970s, Washington’s ability to 
provide massive assistance to both 
sides — which continues to this  
day — played an important role in 

getting them both to reach a settle-
ment.

Thus, even though Putin can 
talk with all sides in the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict and is seen by 
the Palestinians and their support-
ers as more viable than Trump as a 
mediator, this does not mean that 
he can broker peace between them. 
Especially given the economic con-
straints from Western sanctions that 
Russia faces, Putin is simply not in 
position to offer anything to Israeli 
Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu 
that would induce him to accept a 
Palestinian state, much less East 
Jerusalem as its capital.

Similarly, it is doubtful he can of-
fer anything to the Palestinians that 
would induce them to accept the 
loss of East Jerusalem in exchange 
for the establishment of a Palestin-
ian state in the West Bank and Gaza 
(assuming Israel would agree to even 
that).

Further, Putin cannot credibly 
threaten to impose unbearably 

painful costs on either (much less 
both) if they do not accept what 
Moscow deems as a reasonable set-
tlement. Any Russian threat against 
Israel would simply drive it closer 
to the United States and if Israeli 
forces have been unable to compel 
the Palestinians to back down, it 
is difficult to see how Russia could 
do so. Not only would trying to do 
so be unproductive, it would hurt 
Moscow’s efforts to portray itself as 
friendlier than America to the Arab 
and Muslim worlds.

Moscow’s inability to persuade or 
coerce opposing parties to reach a 
peace settlement severely limits its 
ability to bring about an Israeli-Pal-
estinian peace settlement. Yet even 
though he is offering Russian media-
tion, Putin may well understand 
that his ability to bring about such a 
settlement is extremely weak.

Why, then, would Putin offer Rus-
sian mediation if he knows that it is 
unlikely to succeed?

Putin may be less interested in 

bringing about an Israeli-Palestinian 
settlement than in portraying him-
self as more “even-handed” than 
Trump. For even if Putin is seen to 
try but fail to negotiate an Israeli-
Palestinian settlement, this outcome 
will be widely blamed by Arabs, 
Muslims and many others on US 
support for Israel and not on Putin.

At the same time, a Russian-
sponsored mediation process that 
does not result in Israel having to 
make concessions to the Palestinians 
preserves Russia’s economic and 
security cooperation with Israel.

In other words, offering himself as 
an Israeli-Palestinian mediator holds 
out the prospect that Putin can gain 
even if he fails to make any progress. 
Indeed, his just trying to mediate be-
tween Israelis and Palestinians when 
Trump is so strongly supportive of 
Israel may bolster Russia’s image as a 
responsible power and America’s as 
an irresponsible one.

This is an outcome that Putin 
would be very satisfied with.

Can Putin mediate an Israeli-Palestinian settlement?

Putin may be less 
interested in 
bringing about an 
Israeli-Palestinian 
settlement than in 
portraying 
himself as more 
“even-handed” 
than Trump. 

No leverage. Russian President Vladimir Putin (L) greets Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas 
during their meeting in the Black Sea resort of Sochi, Russia, last May.                                                       (AP)
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A 

s Muslims in Austria 
contemplate having far-
right nationalists in the 
highest echelons of gov-
ernment with trepida-

tion, others across Europe brace for 
an uncertain 2018.

The presence of Austria’s anti-
immigration, anti-Muslim Freedom 
Party in government is part of an al-
most continent-wide trend that has 
seen the normalisation of far-right 
nativist discourse.

2017 was marked by pivotal elec-
tions in Europe, with polls in Aus-
tria, France, Germany, Holland and 
the United Kingdom. However, the 
feared rise of the populist far right 
that Brexit and US President Donald 
Trump’s election seemed to augur 
in 2016 did not materialise. Far-
right candidates in France, Germa-
ny and Holland were defeated at the 
ballot boxes.

The far right, however, did make 
major gains. Marine Le Pen car-
ried more than 20% of the French 
electorate in the first round of the 
presidential elections last April. 
Even though she lost in the run-off 
to Emmanuel Macron, more than 
10.5 million voters backed her. This 
was almost double the number who 
voted for her father in 2002, the last 
time a far-right National Front can-
didate got anywhere near the Elysee 
Palace.

In Holland, Gert Wilders’ right-
wing Freedom Party did not have 
enough support to take it over the 
top but it is the second-largest party 
in the Dutch parliament. The same 
applies to Germany’s federal elec-
tions during which the far-right Al-
ternative for Germany (AfD) made 
major gains, becoming the third 
largest party in the Bundestag with 
more than 12% of the vote. This is 
the first time that a far-right party 
has entered the German parliament 
in more than 60 years.

The AfD’s election manifesto 
had specifically singled out Islam, 
saying it did not “belong” in Ger-
many and represented a threat to 
German society and values. Now 
that the AfD has more than 90 MPs 

in the Bundestag, such worrying 
anti-Muslim discourse is likely to 
increase.

Two AfD MPs are under investiga-
tion for anti-Muslim messages. That 
includes the party’s deputy leader, 
Beatrix von Storch, who posted a 
New Year message on Twitter about 
“barbaric, Muslim, rapist hordes of 
men.” As Germany’s large and his-
toric Muslim community contem-
plate 2018 and beyond, it is natural 
Muslims should feel more trepida-
tion than before.

Anti-immigration and particular-
ly anti-Muslim discourse has firmly 
entered mainstream political dis-
course across Europe and that is not 
likely to change soon.

With many European countries 
bracing for the return of battle-
hardened jihadists fleeing the col-
lapse of the Islamic State (ISIS) in 
Iraq and Syria, such discourse can 

be expected to increase.
There has always been a rise 

of anti-Muslim rhetoric and anti-
Muslim incidents following terror-
ist attacks. Europe has seen a year-
on-year increase in terror attacks 
resulting in fatalities in recent years 
and 2018 is not expected to buck 
that trend.

The important thing is for Mus-
lims to work with liberals and mod-

erates at grass-root and national 
levels to challenge reactionary dis-
course wherever it appears.

Yes, it is true that Muslim com-
munities across Europe must do 
more to condemn heinous terrorist 
attacks, clamp down on extremist 
ideology among their youth and 
integrate with their non-Muslim 
neighbours but it is also true that 
traditional European communities 
must resist the urge to scapegoat 
“immigrants” or “the Muslims” as 
the source of all their ills.

Perhaps one bright spot is the de-
mographic trend that confirms that, 
despite increasing hostilities, there 
can be no doubt that Muslims re-
main and will increasingly become 
a vital part of the European com-
munity.

Even if all migration to the con-
tinent were to immediately stop, 
an estimated 30 million Muslims 

would make up 7.4% of Europe’s 
population by 2050, a November 
Pew Research Centre report pre-
dicted. More likely, Muslims will 
make up 10-20% of Europe by 2050. 
With more Muslims living, working 
and actively taking part in European 
life, we hope we can look forward to 
a more tolerant future.

One interesting revelation of the 
United Kingdom’s Brexit vote was 
that it was the areas with the least 
migrants that were most afraid of 
immigration. Multicultural cities, 
such as London, Manchester and 
Liverpool, were more likely to wel-
come and take pride in diversity.

As for the immediate future, how-
ever, there is still a lot of work to be 
done. Europe’s Muslims are eyeing 
2018 with concern.

Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.
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Disquieted 
community. 
Muslim 
women 
with child-
ren walk 
towards a 
mosque at 
the Vienna 
Islamic 
Centre. (AFP)
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Europe’s Muslims eye 2018 with concern

T 

he Egyptians, Saudis, 
Turks and Lebanese 
are officially frowning 
on bitcoin, the cryp-
tocurrency or elec-
tronic form of money 

that almost no one but the very 
nerdy (or the very volatile) would 
seriously consider as an invest-
ment. The Indians are similarly 
unimpressed, citing pretty much 
the same reasons as the Lebanese, 
namely that digital money carries 
great risk of deception, fraud and 
terrorist financing.

The irony is that almost all the 
above peoples have historically 
been big on hawala, the cashless 
money transfer system invented 
by Arabs centuries ago.

As far back as the late seventh 
century, as Harvard academic 
Frank Chester recounted in his 
1896 paper, Arab businessmen 
were executing promissory notes 
or hawala with impunity. Chester 
gives an example from the tenth 
century Kitab al-Aghani of a 
“young man of the Koreish 
(tribe)” who came to someone 
called Amru bearing “a document 
to the amount of 20,000 dirhams 
with Sa’ids’ own signature and 
the signature of a freedman of his 
upon it.”

Whoever Sa’id was, in this 
instance he was recognised as the 
legitimate transferor of a debt, 

the young man was the legiti-
mate creditor and Amru the 

legitimate transferee. No one 

thought the worse of any of them 
for engaging in the transaction.

This remained the case for 
hundreds of years, with hawala 
getting new ballast in the 20th 
century from diasporic networks 
of Arabs and South Asians.

Now there is bitcoin, which may 
best be understood as the new 
hawala, with many of the same 
strengths and weaknesses. As the 
premier cashless money transfer 
system of the 21st century, bitcoin 
bypasses the traditional banking 
system, middlemen, money-
transmitters and capital restric-
tions.

Just like hawala, bitcoin does 
away with prohibitive commis-
sions and currency exchange fees. 
Unlike hawala, which generally 
has no public (or even written) 
record of transactions, bitcoin 
does have some digital account-
ing for all to see. However, the 
holders of bitcoin internet 
addresses — i.e., those who send 
and receive virtual money — as 
well as their location remain 
hidden.

Bitcoin’s similarity to hawala 
explains official scepticism 
towards it in many parts of the 
9/11 world. In 2001 and again in 
2002, UN Security Council 
resolutions noted that hawala 
made it impossible to tax or trace 
“dirty money” and that such 
transactions could potentially be 
abused by criminal elements, 
including Islamist radicals. Those 

arguments against hawala are 
now being reprised for bitcoin, 
albeit in a slightly different vein.

In October, the governor of the 
Lebanese central bank warned 
that the digital currency could 
spur cyber-crime. As 2018 began, 
Egyptian Grand Mufti Sheikh 
Shawki Allam said bitcoin carried 
risks of “fraudulence, lack of 
knowledge and cheating.” One of 
his advisers, Magdy Ashour, 
declared that the cryptocurrency 
is “used directly to fund terror-
ists.” Saudi cleric Assim  
al-Hakeem lamented that bitcoin 
is “an open gate for money 
laundering, drug money and 
haram (forbidden) money.”

These are legitimate concerns. 
What’s puzzling is the religious 
tone of some of the objections. 
The Egyptians, Saudis and Turks 
have explicitly couched their 
criticism of bitcoin as a matter of 
faith. Egypt’s grand mufti said 
bitcoin was “forbidden” by Islam. 
This was echoed by a leading 
Turkish religious body. The Saudi 
cleric warned Muslims not to “get 
involved in such dubious transac-
tions… (because) this is not an 
Islamic concept.”

It’s worth noting that no one 
objected to hawala on religious 
grounds until increased US 
pressure after the terrorist attacks 
of 2001 on the United States that 
called the practice into question.

It is probably fitting that bitcoin 
is causing so much virtual 

confusion in the tenth year of its 
existence as an online currency. 
Ten is a respectable age for 
something so ephemeral it’s hard 
for a layman to even properly 
understand the mechanics of a 
bitcoin transaction. Until late last 
year, when bitcoin’s value grew by 
more than 1,000%, the currency 
had been on the margins of 
international commerce but 
Japan has passed a law recognis-
ing bitcoin as legal tender, 
seemingly opening a new world of 
legal, cash-less monetary transac-
tions sans borders and the 
supervision of central banks.

The year ended with a craze for 
all things bitcoin with a company 
named Long Island Iced Tea 
Corporation seeing its share price 
rise nearly 300% after it 
rebranded itself as Long Block-
chain Corporation. “Blockchain” 
is the technology that underpins 
bitcoin. Bitcoin’s prospects may 
have brightened further when 
PayPal co-founder and Silicon 
Valley investor Peter Thiel made a 
major wager on the cryptocur-
rency perhaps in an attempt to 
deliver on his ambition to create a 
“new world currency.”

All of which may seem like a 
coup for bitcoin but its growing 
success appears to have provoked 
an unexpected backlash from 
Muslim clerics. Perhaps they feel 
challenged to provide a religious 
response to the new digital 
reality.

Rashmee Roshan Lall

Bitcoin’s 
similarity to 
hawala explains 
official scepticism 
towards it in 
many parts of 
the 9/11 world. 

Viewpoint Bitcoin is the new hawala — no more, no less

is a columnist for The Arab 
Weekly. Her blog can be found at
www.rashmee.com and she is on 

Twitter: @rashmeerl.

With more Muslims 
living, working and 
actively taking part in 
European life, we 
hope we can look 
forward to a more 
tolerant future.
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Tunis

W 

ith municipal elec-
tions looming in 
May, Tunisian gov-
ernment and politi-
cal party leaders are 

increasingly sensitive to popular 
discontent over the erosion of living 
standards that risk further deterio-
ration when price increases and tax 
hikes go into effect this year.

Tunisian Prime Minister Youssef 
Chahed pinned hopes on the 
months ahead. He told a state tel-
evision interviewer on January 1: “If 
we succeed in the year 2018, all the 
difficulties of the previous years will 
be left behind us,” he said.

There is reason for optimism on 
the economic front in Tunisia. Tunis 
stock market shares yielded 14% av-
erage gains last year compared to 
2016, the bourse’s data indicate.

The production level of phos-
phates, Tunisia’s main export 
commodity, increased 24% 
in 2017 to more than 4 mil-
lion tonnes. Gafsa Phos-
phate Company senior 

marketing official 
Hafedh Ben 

Yahia said 

he expected “phosphate produc-
tion to expand to 5.6 million tonnes 
in 2018, if there is no disruption by 
strikes and other social protests, es-
pecially in key production areas.”

Revenues from tourism, another 
key foreign currency earner, grew 
19.6% during the last year, helping 
bolster foreign currency reserves 
to $5.3 billion for the equivalent of 
96 days of imports, figures from the 
Central Bank indicated.

The deteriorating value of the 
dinar last year, compared to major 
Western currencies has, however, 
offset such profits.

Tunisia’s olive oil output for the 
2017-18 season is expected to be 
three times higher than the previ-
ous harvest, with an output of about 
260,000-280,000 tonnes, the Agri-
culture Ministry said.

Government leaders cite 
those trends as indicators of 

what should allow for 
further economic re-

covery in 2018 if so-
cial and political 

stability contin-
ues and secu-
rity issues 

are con-
trolled.

The government said it expected 
3% economic growth for this year 
compared to 2.2% in 2017 and an an-
nual average of 1% from 2011-16.

However, officials seem unable 
to stop price hikes expected in 2018 
to affect nearly all commodities as 
it implements a budget marked by 
higher taxes intended to balance 
the country’s finances, which had 
been burdened by government high 
spending.

That spending caused the budget 
deficit to widen and led to inflation 
that contributed to the weakening 
of the dinar. This gnawed away at 
the purchasing power of most of the 
population.

The inflation rate declined from 
a previous average of 5% to 3.7% in 

2016 but was 4.45% last year. In-
flation is predicted to be 4.3% 

in 2018.
The budget deficit wid-

ened to 6.8% in 2012 from 
2.6% in 2010. The govern-

ment budgeted for a 4.9% 
deficit from an estimated 6% 

in 2017 and 5.4% the previ-
ous year. Budget spending 
rose to 33.6% of Tunisia’s 

GDP in the most recent 
fiscal year, compared 

to 28.4% in 2010.
“It is important 

that the govern-
ment brings back 
the budget to less 
than 30% of GDP, 
the threshold that is 
considered the limit 

which the country 
can afford,” said the 
Hedi Nouira Interna-
tional Centre, a Tu-
nisian think-tank.

Experts said big 
state spending re-
duces the govern-

ment’s financial abil-
ity to intervene and 

alleviate the effects of 

price rises on the poor and middle 
class.

“Almost all products are set to rise 
this year. Dozens of goods’ prices are 
pushed higher as a result of the in-
creased value added tax, rising cus-
toms duties or increased consumer 
taxes,” said economist Marouen 
Achouri.

“With this budget bill, buying a 
house even of substandard quality 
will be quite a feat and car prices 
and consumer goods’ prices will in-
crease. As a result, the modest Tu-
nisian dream of owning a home and 
buying a car is knocked down as it 
becomes increasingly out of reach 
for more and more people.”

Parliament member Jilani Ham-
mami, whose leftist Popular Front 
urged Tunisians to prepare for 
peaceful protests to force the gov-
ernment to rescind the financial law, 
said: “Citizens are unable to bear the 
hardships caused by the price rises. 
Tunisia has become hell on Earth.”

“Prices of all goods and products 
without any exception will increase 
because of the 2018 budget bill as 
taxes increase and because of the 
impact of domestic petroleum prod-
ucts price increases,” said financial 
expert Ezzeddine Saidane.

He said he expected price increas-
es in domestic petroleum products 
as the government tabled on an aver-
age oil price of $54 per barrel for this 
year. Prices on international markets 
have been higher than that recently.

Political analysts said they feared 
rising prices could adversely affect 
voters’ trust in the political process.

Mindful of apparent voter apa-
thy displayed during a by-election 
in December, when only 5% of reg-
istered voters participated in a poll 
for which they were eligible in Ger-
many.

Chahed, the Tunisian prime min-
ister, has urged parties to be more 
responsive to the population’s de-
mands.

Libya’s oil 
revenues surge 
as output recovers

Mauritanians eye 
dollars, euros in 
currency revamp

German industry 
group says Iran 
protests not 
hurting 
economic ties 

Libya’s oil revenues more than 
tripled in 2017 despite violence and 
political instability, figures released 
by the central bank indicated.

The backbone of the North Af-
rican country’s economy, Libya’s 
oil sector collapsed after the 2011 
NATO-backed uprising that toppled 
dictator Muammar Qaddafi. Oil out-
put fell from 1.6 million barrels per 
day (bpd) to less than 500,000 bpd 
from 2014-16 due to violence near 
production facilities and export ter-
minals.

Despite revenues surging to $14 
billion in 2017, up from $4.8 billion 
the previous year, the latest fig-
ures fall far short of the $50 billion 
Libyan crude sales earned before 
Qaddafi’s ouster.

Crude sales make up 90% of Liby-
an state revenues, including most of 
what the country spends on public 
salaries and subsidies.

(Agence France-Presse)

A revamp of the national currency 
has prompted many Mauritanians to 
haul out stashes of old banknotes, 
which they rushed to convert to 
dollars and euros. In one week, the 
value of the dollar and euro rose ap-
proximately 3.5%, the manager of a 
currency trader in the central mar-
ket said.

The rise in demand follows a deci-
sion by the Mauritanian government 
to knock a zero off the currency, the 
ouguiya. On January 1, new poly-
mer bills were introduced with 10 
ouguiyas becoming 1 ouguiya, in a 
declared strategy to fight inflation.

Old banknotes will be with-
drawn over the next six months. 
The process started with the high-
est denomination of 5,000 ougui-
yas, which will be phased out by  
January 31.

(Agence France-Presse)

Protests in Iran are having no ef-
fect on trade ties with Germany, 
German engineering association 
VDMA said. It added, however, that 
it was unclear whether demand 
from Iran for German machinery 
would slow in the coming months.

“At present, it is not possible to 
conclusively assess whether Iranian 
business is reducing or deferring its 
investments due to the domestic po-
litical situation,” VDMA trade expert 
Ulrich Ackermann said.

Protests in Iran, which began over 
economic hardships among the 
young and working class, evolved 
into a rising against the powers and 
privileges of a remote elite, espe-
cially Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei.

“The current wave of demonstra-
tions show that Iran has not yet 
sufficiently managed to make the 
positive effects of economic devel-
opment felt by the broad mass of the 
population,” BDI head Joachim Lang 
said in a statement.

(Reuters)
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VAT becomes a reality in parts of the GCC

London

T 

he new year brought new 
realities to Saudi Arabia 
and the United Arab Emir-
ates with both Gulf Arab 
countries working to re-

duce budget deficits with the intro-
duction of a value added tax (VAT).

Both Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) members introduced a 5% 
VAT, among the lowest rates in the 
world, on most goods and services. 
That effectively ended the tax-free 
lifestyles their populations were ac-
customed to. The new taxes could 
see the two countries raise as much 
as $21 billion for fiscal year 2018.

The GCC agreed on implement-
ing the VAT in 2016. The UAE and 
Saudi Arabia, the GCC’s two largest 
economies, prepared for the VAT 
over the past year and are reforming 
their economies. Both are trying to 
reduce dependency on the energy 
sector.

Oman, Bahrain, Kuwait and Qatar 
are committed to introducing the 
VAT in 2018 or 2019.

The introduction of the VAT is 
part of Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030 
economic reform plan, championed 
by Crown Prince Mohammed bin 
Salman bin Abdulaziz. It aims to re-
duce unemployment, stimulate the 
private sector and modernise the 
Saudi economy.

The introduction of the VAT in 
the UAE “will reflect positively on 
the country’s developmental drive 
as it ideally goes in harmony with 
the government’s vision to ensure a 
robust, sustainable and diversified 
economy to ultimately wean the 
country off oil in the future,” said 
Saif Mohammad al-Hajiri, chairman 
of Abu Dhabi’s Department of Eco-
nomic Development.

“The department has ensured the 
development of a well-thought-out 

strategy across the emirate of Abu 
Dhabi to control prices and open up 
channels of communication with 
consumers and monitor any misuse 
of the tax application,” he added

The introduction of the VAT was 
not universally well received. Com-
pounding matters for Saudis has 

been the sharp rise in electricity and 
petrol prices, increases that went 
into effect January 1. Saudis saw the 
price of low-grade petrol rise 83% 
and high-octane fuel prices spiked 
127%.

Despite the huge price rise, the 
kingdom enjoys some of the lowest 
fuel rates in the region. That real-
ity did not prevent angry consum-
ers from venting on social media 
where hashtags on Twitter included 
#VAT_comes_into_effect and #Our 
salary_does_not_meet_our_needs2.

“Citizens are overwhelmed. They 
don’t know if they should spend 
their salary on their kids and house-
hold, or on merchants or on the 

government. They don’t know what 
to do!” tweeted one Saudi user, the 
BBC reported.

Anticipating the difficulties, 
Saudi authorities in December in-
troduced the Citizens Account pro-
gramme, which is designed to help 
low- and middle-income families 
cope with the austerity measures. 
The government has made its first 
instalment of $530 million into the 
programme, with 3.7 million house-
holds signed up, Saudi officials said.

In the GCC, the UAE, Oman and 
Qatar also significantly increased 
fuel prices, with the hashtag “Fuel 
prices officially raised” trending in 
those countries.

The Arab Weekly staff

New realities. People leave a hypermarket at a shopping mall in Dubai, on December 20.                    (AFP)

Shopping blues. Tunisian women at a vegetable market in Ettadhaman city, 
near Tunis.                                                                             (AFP)

Oman, Bahrain, 
Kuwait and Qatar 
are committed to 
introducing the 
VAT measure in 
2018 and 2019.

Lamine Ghanmi

Tunisians unnerved by price hikes in election year
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Casablanca

T 

he US-based online mar-
ketplace and hospitality 
service Airbnb is boost-
ing Morocco’s tourism 
sector but the hotel in-

dustry has denounced what it calls 
“unlawful” competition.

The company, which does 
not own any lodgings, reported 
that almost 300,000 tourists us-
ing its online platform visited  
Morocco from September 2016 to  
September 2017, the Airbnb Africa 
Insight Report, published in Octo-
ber, said.

The country’s 21,000 active list-
ings on Airbnb generated average 
annual earnings of $1,300, bringing 
in a total of $22 million in earnings 
for local households, the report 
said.

Airbnb, which entered the Mo-
roccan market in 2010, makes 
money by charging fees to both 
guests and hosts on each rental. 
Hosts are charged a flat fee of 3% 
plus a value-added tax on each 
booking and guests are charged 
5-15% of the cost of a reservation.

“I’ve been using Airbnb since 
2011 to rent my apartment. It’s 
quick, hassle-free and Airbnb 
charges less than real estate agen-
cies,” said Hamza, who owns a flat 
in the upscale Hivernage district in 
Marrakech.

“It helped me generate much-
needed revenue when I left my job 
to concentrate on setting up my 
project,” he added.

Small hostels, guesthouses and 
riads have switched from plat-

forms dedicated to hotels to offer 
their accommodations on Airbnb 
due to its growing popularity. Mar-
rakech, Casablanca, Essaouira and 
Agadir top the list of accommoda-
tion offers in Morocco.

Morocco is Airbnb’s second-big-
gest market in Africa, after South 
Africa, in terms of accommodation 
offers.

“Airbnb allows you to live in a 
home rather than a hotel room. 
This is more comfortable for me 
and makes me feel like I’m at home 
rather than on vacation,” said  
Kaptan Kaster, an American pro-
fessional tennis player in Morocco 
for tournaments. “It allows you to 
experience the culture more. Re-
gardless of what neighbourhood 
you are staying in, Airbnb helps 
you dive into the region’s culture 
and interact with local neigh-
bours.”

“It is cheaper. Usually I stay 
somewhere for a week and Airbnb 
gives a discount when you stay at 
least a week. There was a washer/
dryer, so we got to do clothes. That 
would have cost a lot at a hotel,” 
he added. He did mention that the 
bed was very hard.

The number of “guests” in Mo-
rocco has increased 68% compared 

to the previous year with 88% of 
them saying they rented Airbnb ac-
commodations to “live like locals,” 
the report said.

The hotel industry has long com-
plained about competition from 
Airbnb, which they considered 
“unlawful” because the home-
sharing company’s market share is 
growing at the expense of hotels’ 
takings, which could jeopardise 
businesses and the jobs they pro-
vide.

Moroccan authorities are in 
touch with Airbnb to find a solu-
tion that would ensure “equity” 
between competitors in the tour-
ism sector and control the quality 
of accommodations offered in Mo-
rocco.

The Ministry of Tourism said the 
main principle was tax fairness 
and declarations of arrivals and 
overnight stays.

“We had asked the ministry to 
discuss with Airbnb because this 
platform competes with hoteliers 
and travel agencies,” Fouzi Zem-
rani, vice-president of the Nation-
al Confederation of Tourism, told 
the weekly TelQuel.

“We are not for the closure of 
Airbnb but we want them to be 
subject to Moroccan norms and 
rules,” he said. “Law 61-00 allows 
renting rooms from hosts but it 
must be declared to the police and 
hotel taxes must be paid.”

Morocco could consider France’s 
fiscal model, which divides hosts 
into categories determined by the 
level of income earned through 
Airbnb. 

Saad Guerraoui is a contributor 
to The Arab Weekly on Maghreb 
issues.

Saad Guerraoui

Hassle-free holidays. Tourists walk down an alleyway in the Medina of Chefchaouen in northern 
Morocco.                                                                                                                                                                              (AP)

Airbnb boosts Morocco’s 
tourism but hotel 
industry denounces
‘unlawful’ competition

The company reported 
that nearly 300,000 
tourists using its 
online platform visited 
Morocco from 
September 2016 to 
September 2017.

Casablanca

R 

ecent rainfall in Morocco 
might not be enough to 
save an agricultural sea-
son at risk of drought de-
spite nationwide prayers 

for the rain.
Morocco’s GDP is forecast on the 

basis the quality of the agricul-
tural season and the 2018 harvest 
may be heading towards the 2016 
scenario after a near-record cereal 
harvest thanks to abundant rain-
fall this past year.

After a lack of precipitation in 
recent months, Moroccan King 
Mohammed VI called for prayers 
for rain to be said across the coun-
try November 24. A few days later 
rain began to fall. Officials will be 
watching closely to see whether 
there is enough rain to bring about 
a healthy harvest.

The government said Morocco’s 
drought in 2016 was the worst in 
three decades, cutting the coun-
try’s cereal harvest to 3.35 million 
tonnes, down 70% from a record 11 
million tonnes in 2015.

Agriculture accounts for more 
than 15% of Morocco’s GDP and 
employs 40% of the workforce.

Officials raised the customs duty 
on soft wheat imports to 75% from 
17.5% in 2015 to protect the local 
harvest. Wheat is one of the most 
important commodities in Moroc-
cans’ daily life. An increase in cere-
al imports would have had a nega-
tive impact on Morocco’s trade 
balance. Compared to 2015, the 
trade deficit rose 19.6% to $18.4 
billion in 2016, due partly to wheat 
imports.

With a low rainfall or looming 
drought, many farmers would 
be forced to sell livestock at low 
prices because there would be no 
fodder.

“After two months of rain de-
lay, drought is coming to the fore 
and is putting agriculture at risk 
all over the country. The spectre 
of the 1990s hovers over Morocco, 
when the kingdom recorded one 
year of drought out of two,” said 
analyst El Mehdi Fakir.

“A year of drought would affect 
the cereal crop, which occupies a 
prominent place in the country’s 
agriculture, affects growth and has 
social repercussions on the rural 
world,” he warned.

The rain delay has affected the 
filling rate of dams with water re-
serves at agricultural dams reach-
ing a critical stage, statistics is-
sued by the Water Basin Agency 
indicate.

Agriculture experts said that 
even full-capacity dams would not 
solve the irrigation issue as 85% of 
the country’s agricultural land re-
ceives moisture only from rain.

“The Moroccan economy is 
largely dependent on the rainfall. 
When one draws up the curve 
of the precipitation, that of the 
agricultural GDP and that of the 
national GDP, there is an almost 
perfect correlation between the 
three,” said Fakir.

The Agriculture Ministry 
launched the Plan Maroc Vert 
(Green Morocco Plan) in 2008 to 
spur socio-economic develop-
ment through agriculture by max-
imising production from modern 
large-scale farms through the pro-
motion of agribusiness and invest-
ment while reducing poverty and 
hunger by supporting small-scale 
farmers in marginal areas.

Economist Najib Akesbi criti-
cised the ministry’s strategy for 
favouring export and industrial 
crops at the expense of cereals and 
vegetables heavily consumed by 
Moroccans.

“Significant financial resources 
were concentrated on limited sur-
faces ensuring the development 
of a small production intended for 
specific categories or social class-
es,” Akesbi told TelQuel magazine.

Fakir echoed Akesbi’s criticism, 
saying: “In recent years, the em-
phasis has been on intensive ag-
riculture and export, which con-
cerns only a minority of farmers, 
while national food security, espe-
cially in times of drought, is para-
mount.”

In the event of an unfavourable 
change in the crop year, Fakir said 
the government should develop 
an effective programme to miti-
gate the effects of the drought.

Saad Guerraoui

Morocco braces 
for drought fallout

Crying for help. Moroccan children head to the Great Mosque of Sale 
to pray for rain, last November.                                                                        (AFP)

Agriculture accounts 
for more than 15% of 
Morocco’s GDP and 
employs 40% of the 
workforce.
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Beirut

W 

omen’s fight against 
violence is a con-
stant battle. In the 
Arab world, gender 
inequality has been 

one of the most defective character-
istics on which the society is built 
and the most powerful reason be-
hind gender-based violence.

However, physical violence is not 
the most dangerous type of gender-
based violence. Women in Arab 
conservative societies suffer from 
a systemised inequality shaped 
throughout centuries of silencing 
women and carving a perfect patri-
archal system that reinforces male 
privileges against women’s right to 
be equal.

Eager to defend their rights, 
women have resorted to an array of 
tools and platforms — protests, lit-
erature, newspapers, television and 
many more, including the use of art 
to raise awareness of gender-based 
violence and promote women’s 
rights.

Jordanian Rand Abdul Nour’s 
recent series of paintings evolving 
around a major violation of wom-
en’s rights in Jordan, particularly 
Article 308 of the Jordanian Penal 
Code, constituted an outspoken 
expression of her activism against 
gender-based violence.

“I was angry because [Article 308 
allowed] women members of parlia-
ment to worry that victims of rape 
won’t be able to get married and 
Jordanian media accused victims 
of consensually being part of the 
rape,” Abdul Nour said.

“I want violence against women 
to end and art is my medium. As 
painters, we have a bigger role than 
painting. We are also documenters. 
We are anthropologists, too.”

Abdul Nour spoke at a confer-

ence organised by the Institute of 
Women’s Studies in the Arab World 
(IWSAW) at the Lebanese American 
University in Beirut, in collabora-
tion with the UN Economic and So-
cial Commission for Western Asia 
(ESCWA) and the UN Population 
Fund (UNFPA). The event was part 
of 16 days of activism against gen-
der-based violence in December.

Jordan’s Article 308 that allowed 
a rapist to escape punishment by 
marrying his victim was scrapped 
in August 2017 after years of cam-
paigning by women’s activists.

A similar event, organised by 
the UN High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR), the UN Chil-
dren’s Fund (UNICEF) and UNFPA 
December 15 in Beirut, portrayed 
adolescent girls fighting gender-
based violence through pictures,  

videos and drawings.
Fighting gender-based violence 

through art has been a tool long 
used by feminists and feminist 
movements. Art has been a power-
ful political tool for most of history. 
As much as political leaders used 
art for indoctrination and propa-
ganda purposes, activists and hu-
man rights defenders used art to 
break taboos, address inequalities 
and send political messages. Han-
nah Wilke, Renate Eisenegger, Ewa 
Partum and Frida Kahlo are a few of 
the numerous women artists who 
challenged gender inequalities and 
social norms through art.

“The importance of art as a me-
dium to raise awareness on gender-
based violence has been an integral 
part in fighting societal and legal 
control on women’s bodies,” said 

Maya El Helou, an expert at the 
Gender and Sexuality Resource 
Centre in Beirut.

“Patriarchal societies derive a big 
part of their power from controlling 
women’s bodies, either through po-
licing them or through exploiting 
them, including economic exploita-
tion,” Helou said.

“In many Arab countries, women 
do not have the freedom to decide 
what parts of their bodies they 
show. Their private lives, including 
getting married and having chil-
dren, are rarely under their control. 
When they are subject to harass-
ment and sexual violence, they are 
often blamed by the society.

“As well, women’s body is being 
used as a sexual object of attrac-
tion. In advertisements and male-
produced art, it is a means to attract 

customers or viewers.”
Helou contended that art has 

been historically an important me-
dium for breaking taboos and point-
ing out social violations through 
portraying women in a way that is 
uncommon, yet eye-opening.

“Painting, sculpting and perform-
ing free women from chains preset 
by the society. It allows women to 
express their feelings, especially 
their anger, towards the inequalities 
they face daily. It also opens impor-
tant conversations about male priv-
ileges and dominance, stereotyping 
and exploitation of women’s body,” 
Helou said.

For Abdul Nour, human rights are 
crucial motive for her work. She said 
her paintings were of a scale that al-
lows viewers to put themselves in 
the shoes of portrayed victims.

“It is true that art can’t abolish vi-
olence but it can open the conversa-
tion,” she said. “Then, it is the view-
ers’ role to start making the change 
in their own circles.”

Fighting gender-based violence 
is a long process that starts with 
deconstructing the social, legal and 
economic roots of gender inequal-
ity, Helou argued.

“Resisting patriarchy and vio-
lence through art is an important 
medium of communicating femi-
nist ideas. The patriarchal system 
affects all society equally. Toxic 
masculinity is one form of its conse-
quences and the burden of that vio-
lence always falls on the shoulders 
of women,” she said.

Myra Abdallah is an activist on 
gender issues.

Myra Abdallah

Challenging inequalities. A painting by Jordanian artist Rand Abdul Nour.                        (Provided by Myra Abdallah)

Fighting gender-based violence through art

Fighting gender-based 
violence through art 
has been a tool long 
used by feminists and 
feminist movements.

Lebanon seeking to turn public sector citizen friendly

Beirut

P
romoting a citizen-
oriented public 
administration 
through digital 
transformation 
aimed at combat-
ing corruption and 
fostering account-

ability and transparency is the 
challenging task of Lebanon’s 
Office of the Minister of State for 
Administrative Reform 
(OMSAR).

The mission might seem 
impossible in a country plagued 
by decades of a dysfunctional 
and corrupt public sector. 
However, Inaya Ezzeddine, 
minister of state for administra-
tive development, insisted that 
where there is a will, there is 
always a way.

“There is a major problem of 
mistrust between the govern-
ment in its different institutions 
and ministries and the citizens 
because of years of neglect, lack 
of modernisation and rampant 
corruption,” said Ezzeddine. 
“Citizens can hardly get good 
quality services on time and they 
have to resort to shortcuts and 
bribery to get served.”

“Lebanon cannot sustain such 
inefficient administration that 
still relies largely on conven-
tional paperwork in the age of 
the internet. Digital transforma-
tion is no more a luxury,” the 
minister stressed.

“It is the trend everywhere in 
the world and in a few years’ 

time, it would be very difficult 
for Lebanon to communicate 
with the outside world without 
having this soft infrastruc-
ture.”

A smart administration does 
not imply the mere automation 
of work inside the ministries and 
public service facilities, Ezzed-
dine explained. “If you have 
your files on Excel sheets it does 
not mean you are smart. Smart 
entails different work processes. 
It is a complete radical change in 
the mindset and in the way we 
are building the infrastructure 
for our work,” she said.

“If Lebanon wants to fix its 
hard infrastructure, such as 
roads, electricity and water, it 
needs an administration that is 
capable of handling projects 
and large amounts of 
money. You cannot do this 
in the best and most 
transparent way except 
if you have a digital 
administration. This is 
one way to track every 
single penny and 
mitigate the risk of 
corruption.”

OMSAR is 
conducting a 
major review of 
human resources 
management, 
including 
testing and 
recruitment 
schemes and 
the advance-

ment and promotion systems.
“We are building capacities 

within the public sector by 
training people who can be 
trained and by bringing in new 
blood. All it takes to achieve that 
is to have the political will and 
support,” Ezzeddine added.

Promoting civil society’s 
contribution to policymaking, 
through an active and influential 
partnership that consolidates 
democracy, reform and eco-
nomic and social development, 
is at the core of a citizen-centred 
administration. To that end, 
OMSAR has begun a programme 
opening channels of communi-
cation to allow the assessment of 
the needs of the local communi-
ties.

“The civil society in Lebanon 
not only complements the 

government but it replaced it in 
many instances when it was 
absent due to political 
instability. Through the 
AFKAR programme we are 
trying to set a good example 
of how this partnership can 
be positive, can push things 
forward and can be 
beneficial to everybody,” 
Ezzeddine said.

“The role of the civil 
society is very impor-

tant because it sheds 
light closely on 

social problems 
that sometimes 

the govern-
ment on 

purpose or because of political 
considerations chooses to 
evade,” she added.

The AFKAR programme allows 
civil society organisations input 
into projects through proposing 
measures, advocating changing 
articles or for enforcing the 
legislation. Civil society has 
spearheaded efforts against 
domestic violence, on mental 
health, access to government 
information and the amendment 
of the penal code on sexual 
harassment and punishment for 
rapists.

“At OMSAR, we are taking the 
first steps towards having an 
open government and make 
citizens our partners but we 
cannot do this without digital 
transformation,” the minister 
remarked. “Digital transforma-
tion is a prerequisite for open 
governments; otherwise how can 
the government communicate 
with its citizens without having 
the means to put all your pro-
jects, plans, ideas and expenses 
online?”

Ezzeddine insisted that digital 
transformation is inevitable for 
the reform and development of 
public administration. “It will 
reflect positively on the business 
environment, on investment 
classification and international 
indicators for business and for 
anti-corruption, in addition to 
enabling Lebanon to communi-
cate with the outside world with 
the common tools that are now 
available,” she said.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society section 
editor.

I n t e r v i e w

Samar Kadi 

Accommodating citizens. Inaya Ezzeddine, Lebanon’s state minister for administrative reform. (OMSAR) 
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E 

gypt’s disabled citizens 
are expressing high 
hopes over the passage 
of a bill of rights for the 
handicapped into law.

The measure, approved by 
the parliament on December 5, 
would give the disabled — who 
make up nearly 15% of Egypt’s  
population — tax cuts and require 
the government and private sector 
to allocate 5% of job vacancies to 
workers with disabilities. The new 
law would also require transport 
service providers to dedicate space 
for disabled commuters. Under the 
bill’s mandate, the disabled would 
receive free medical treatment at 
state-run hospitals.

Mohamed Abdullah, a 45-year-
old blind resident of Cairo, said 
there are anti-discrimination pro-
tections on paper in Egypt but 
since the laws are not enforced, 
the situation has not improved. 
“There is a lot of talk about laws 
but the conditions of the disabled 
have remained the same over the 
years,” he said.

Hani Morgan, a member of par-
liament’s Solidarity Committee, 
which approved the bill, described 
it as a milestone towards making 
the lives of disabled citizens easier.

“The bill paves the road for disa-
bled citizens to enjoy full rights,” 
said Morgan. “It presents the nec-
essary legal framework for protect-
ing them against violations and ex-
ploitation.”

The bill’s approval by the par-
liamentary committee had coin-
cided with the International Day 
of Persons with Disabilities on  
December 3. Measures have been 
accumulating over the years in 

Egypt to protect the rights of the 
disabled but few of the articles of 
the laws were enforced.

Egypt established its first dis-
ability law in 1959, giving disabled 
citizens the right to education and 
vocational training. Laws enacted 
in 1964, 1971 and 1982 gave disa-
bled citizens additional rights but 
advocates say they are mere ink on 
paper.

Mahmud Ibrahim, the head 
of the disability section at NGO 
Manshiet Nasser Youth Society, 
attributed the failure of the gov-
ernment to enforce such laws to a 
“lack of will.”

“The lack of this will on the part 
of successive governments pro-
duced an intolerable situation for 
millions of disabled people,” Ibra-
him said. “To be disabled in this 
country means you will be left out 
of all services and brave all types of 
discrimination alone without any 
social or state support.”

Abdullah’s story is an embodi-
ment of problems disabled people 
face in Egypt even after getting an 
education. He was born blind and 
received religious education at the 
schools of al-Azhar before earning 
a bachelor’s degree in commercial 
studies.

He tried to land a job for many 
years after graduation but no em-
ployer he sought out was ready to 
hire a blind worker, despite a cur-
rent disability law committing em-
ployers to specifying a percentage 
of jobs to people with handicaps.

Abdullah has depended on his 
sweet-sounding voice to try to 
earn a living. He recites the Quran 
at funerals, earning the equiva-
lent of $8.50 every time he is in-
vited to do so. Abdullah said he 
earns about $68 a month, far from 
enough money for him to feed his 
wife and two children.

“We have to stick to the very ba-

sics to keep going,” Abdullah said.
He married a blind woman after 

being snubbed by sighted women 
he had been interested in.

He says he faces humiliation 
whenever he goes out on the 

street. A fruit seller once tried to 
swindle him by giving him spoiled 
apples. When Abdullah objected, 
the seller and passers-by laughed.

“I have to take these situations 
very easily because I face them 
every day,” Abdullah said.

Under the new law, discrimina-
tion against or exploitation of the 
disabled will not be taken lightly, 
those who drafted the legislation 
said.

They said, apart from monitor-
ing the new law’s implementa-
tion, efforts will be made to ensure 
that the social attitudes regarding  

people with disabilities change to 
help end discrimination.

This, they added, would be done 
by introducing new materials in 
school curricula and initiating a 
nationwide media campaign about 
the rights of the disabled.

“Disabled people suffered great-
ly over the years and this suffer-
ing cannot go on forever,” Morgan 
said. “This is about time a real 
change was made.”

Hassan Abdel Zaher is a 
Cairo-based contributor to 
The Arab Weekly.

Hassan Abdel Zaher

Glimmer of light for Egypt’s disabled citizens with new law

Willpower. Disabled karate athletes attend training in Cairo.                                                                     (Reuters)

There are an 
estimated 15 million 
disabled citizens 
in Egypt.

Cairo

H 

IV cases have been in-
creasing at an alarm-
ing pace in Egypt due 
to changing social tra-
ditions, open sexual 

relations, stigma and inadequate 
medical practices, officials said.

Health specialists say HIV cases 
will become more prevalent un-
less serious preventive measures 
are taken to keep the virus from 
spreading.

“Health authorities are working 
really hard to curb the disease but 
it will take much more than that 
to limit the number of cases,” said 
Sawsan el-Sheikh, president of the 
Egyptian AIDS Society. “In recent 
years, there has been a change in 
the lifestyle of a large number of 
people and this — among other 
things — is exacerbating the prob-
lem.”

Egyptians have more sexual 
freedom than ever and some en-
gage in unsafe sex, making them 
prone to contracting HIV, the vi-
rus that causes AIDS. Poor medi-
cal procedures are also among risk 
factors contributing to the rise in 
HIV infections.

“Medical practitioners rarely 
sterilise their medical equipment 
after usage, which makes the risk 
of transmitting the virus greater,” 
said Sheikh, whose society is one 
of six NGOs fighting the spread 
of HIV and offering psychological 
help for patients.

The United Nations announced 
that the number of new HIV cases 
has been growing at the rate of 25-
30% annually. It estimated that 
Egypt has more than 11,000 cases 
of HIV.

HIV is being found in more 
young and adolescent peo-
ple than any other age group,  

the United Nations said.
The crisis is made worse when 

infected Egyptians, fearing dis-
crimination and being stigmatised, 
do not reveal their HIV status be-
cause in Egyptian society such a 
diagnosis is associated with immo-
rality.

One patient getting support at 
Sheikh’s society, who needed leg 
surgery to avoid amputation, was 
turned away by the surgeon when 
it was revealed he was HIV-posi-
tive.

Sherin Mahmud, a 35-year-old 
HIV patient, was abandoned by her 
family when they learned about 
her infection.

“Now, none of my family mem-
bers thinks of visiting me or even 
calling me on the phone,” she said.

Mahmud said she learned about 

her infection five years ago when 
she was about to give birth. She 
contracted the virus from her hus-
band who had extramarital affairs. 
Her son is also HIV positive. Mah-
mud said she has been living like 
an outcast inside her family circle 
and in the wider society.

The last time she let anybody 
know about her situation was a 
year ago when she had intolerable 
tooth pain. She said she made the 
mistake of telling the oral surgeon 
about her condition.

“Instead of treating my tooth, 
the surgeon moved away and 
asked me to leave the clinic imme-
diately,” Mahmud said.

“Many of this country’s health-
care providers do not know how 
to behave in situations like this,” 
Sheikh said. “This can be an ad-
ditional reason for the spread of 
the virus, something the health 
authorities are working hard to 
change.”

The National AIDS Programme, 
an initiative of the Health Ministry 
that seeks to raise awareness about 
the dangers of AIDS and ensure the 

availability of anti-retroviral thera-
pies, offers training courses for 
medical practitioners on the best 
mechanisms for dealing with HIV 
patients.

The goal is to curb HIV incidence 
within five years, said programme 
director Walid Kamal.

“The plan is meant to protect 
those prone to contracting the 
virus through awareness and en-
couraging them to undergo tests to 
ensure that they are not infected,” 
Kamal said. “It also seeks to make 
relevant medications available for 
free nationwide.”

The discrepancy between UN 
estimates and the number of HIV 
cases registered by the Health 
Ministry indicate that only those 
who had approached state-run 
hospitals to demand treatment are 
documented.

As for the remaining patients, 
Kamal said, the ministry knows 
nothing about them.

Sheikh said people might be in-
fected but do not know it or are 
afraid to report their infection, lest 
they would be stigmatised.

Mahmud said she gets free med-
icine from a state-run hospital 
but she never tells independent 
health-care providers about her 
infection.

When she was kicked out of the 
dental clinic she was in pain and 
sought treatment elsewhere but 
she did not reveal her HIV status.

The oral surgeon removed her 
tooth then put the blood-stained 
tools he used on the side. Mahmud 
said she was not sure he would 
sterilise them afterward.

“I could have told him that I was 
infected after the surgery but I 
knew that he would get very angry, 
so I decided to leave without say-
ing a word,” she said.

Egypt ranks behind only Iran, 
Sudan and Somalia in the Middle 
East for the rate at which the HIV 
epidemic is spreading.

Ahmed Megahid

Raising awareness. (L-R) UNAIDS Country Manager Ahmed Khamis, Christian priest Boulos Soror, 
Dr Walid Kamal, Islamic scholar Sheikh Ali al-Jifri and Tabah Foundation member Mohammed 
Shahin prepare for an event part of the World AIDS Day 2017 national advocacy campaign at a hotel 
in Cairo, on December 2.                                                                                                                                                 (AP)

Stigma exacerbates Egypt’s HIV incidence increase

Health specialists 
say HIV cases will 
become more 
prevalent unless 
serious preventive 
measures are taken 
to keep the virus 
from spreading.
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T 

hough deeply rooted in 
her heritage, Emirati art-
ist Salma al-Marri has as-
similated Arab and inter-
national experiences and 

trends during her artistic journey.
Marri, who studied fine arts in 

Egypt and worked as the director of 
art education in the Ministry of Edu-
cation in the United Arab Emirates, 
is in a group show, “Sinyar,” with 
four French artists. The exhibition 
in Dubai’s La Galerie celebrates the 
UAE’s 46th National Day and pays 
tribute to UAE-French friendship.

Marri turned to art full time in 
2006 and opened Sinyar Gallery in 
Dubai Design District in 2015.

She said she was “very delighted” 
that the Alliance Francaise chose 
the name “Sinyar,” which in the 
Emirati dialect means “to move 
together” — associated with group 
caravan departures — for the title of 
the art exhibition.

When she graduated from the 
College of Fine Arts at Cairo Univer-
sity in the mid-1980s, Marri’s style 
tilted more towards realism. “My 
artwork focused on my environ-
ment and culture mostly in terms 
of nature, architecture, traditional 
tools, etc., she said, “but the style 
that touched me the most was Im-
pressionism.”

“Vincent van Gogh’s work and 
personal life have affected me a lot. 
It spoke to me in a way and was very 
inspiring. At some point during my 
career, Impressionism took over my 
artwork and style.”

Studying in Cairo helped shape 
Marri’s personality in terms of be-
ing appreciative and open to oth-
ers despite differences, she said. 
The atmosphere of the campus, she 
said, was characterised by a “rich 
diversity, contributing to deepening 

the student experience and unveil-
ing the human, undisguised side of 
the artist.”

After graduation and years of art 
practice, Marri said her experiences 
have been amalgamated along with 
the exhibitions she had been part 
of, ultimately leading her to find 
her own style that “merges painting 
and relief.”

This signature style came from 
her love of experimenting with ma-
terials and media, developing a very 
distinctive taste of colours, shades, 
lines, symbols and connotations, 
giving her the rich artistic diversifi-
cation that distinguishes her work.

Marri uses oil and watercol-
ours, in addition to acrylic pastes 
that give protruding texture and 
create new dimensions that can-
not be done through traditional 
styles. Even when she experiments 
with mosaics, her creations have a 
unique spin that carries her indi-
vidual style as well as being remi-
niscent of her heritage and social 
surroundings.

Describing the works displayed at 
“Sinyar” — “Windows of Patience,” 
“The Porch,” “Love” and “The At-
elier” — Marri said: “They all or-
bit in a highly spiritual realm — a 
kind of merging of spirits in a very 
transparent universe. The universe 
being my atelier at home, a place 
that combines life’s everyday de-
tails — love, loss, sharing, making 
the most of the moment, peace and  
gratitude — among many of what 
makes up our lives.”

“These works are of high senti-
mental and spiritual value, all of 
whom took their position in the ex-
hibition beside one another as if to 
complete one another,” she said.

“Windows of Patience” means 
waiting for something that might 
never come and portrays creatures/
spirits, including that of a human, 
an owl and cats. “Maybe they came 
through to represent the wisdom of 
patience and the role these spirits 
play in supporting our own spirits 
as humans and sharing our every-
day life details,” she said.

“The work titled ‘Atelier’ may be 
my subconscious in making it very 
personal; the woman appearing in 
the painting is holding her canvas 
stand as a symbol of rising and sal-
vation. The cats in the painting are 
in a position of unconditional love 
and support, and that is my reality.”

Alliance Francaise Director Ber-
nard Frontero, who is also the cu-
rator of the exhibition, observed: 
“Marri’s work is in perfect coher-
ence with Emirati culture and uses 
concepts and visions of the Emir-
ates’ breakthrough from the begin-
ning to the present day, from exist-
ence to modernity, while preserving 
their culture, their art of living and 
thinking. We are thrilled to have 
gathered this great artist with a car-
avan of talented French artists.”

“The French artists — Claude 
Guenard, Claude Quentelo, Patrice 
Palacio and Marc Petit — have bril-
liantly joined the convoy,” he said.

Marri won the grand prize at the 
Kuwait Biennial in 2012 but she said 
that “the most important reward 
any artist can get is that of finding 
his or her own style and to find in-
dividuality.”

“I believe this is what got me the 
prize in Kuwait, developing my own 
technique that distinguishes my 
artwork,” she said.

N.P. Krishna Kumar is an Arab 
Weekly contributor in Dubai.

Beirut

U 

nlike with regular ex-
hibitions, visitors to 
“Shifting Lights” at Beit 
Beirut were not mere 
viewers of art but had a 

choice to become participants in a 
conversation that explored the art-
ist’s experiences of turbulence in 
Lebanon and the region.

With nuanced shifting of light 
and space, the exhibition of nine 
paintings and nine photographs dis-
played in nine different installations 
brought together three Lebanese 
artists — painter Afaf Zurayk, pho-
tographer Noel Nasr and architect 
Rami Saab.

“Noel took photographs of my 
paintings and enlarged tiny sections 
of the work and Rami designed the 
structure that enables the viewer to 
come into the enclosure slowly and 
confront the painting personally, 
alone and without interference,” 
Zurayk explained.

The cylindrical structures, envel-
oped by a photograph on the out-
side, encompass a painting each, 
through which Zurayk sought to 
express the pain she felt from the 
violence she witnessed in Lebanon 
and elsewhere.

“I started painting what you call 
portraits, which, for me, are pres-
ences more than actual portraits 
because they don’t represent any 
particular person or any idea of 
particular features… They are an 
expression of the complexity of our 
humanity,” Zurayk said.

“Every single painting confronts 
you. Sometimes it is sad, sometimes 
it is complex, emotional, angry, etc… 

We are not the same people every 
day. We are not the same people all 
over. It is about our differences and 
the changes that we have to accept 
and understand and be expansive 
about rather than the similarities.”

With background music from 
Schubert, Schumann and Brahms, 
visitors moved through darkness to 
light and in and out of the seemingly 
translucent pods scattered across 
the exhibition space at Beit Beirut, 
a landmark building on the city’s 
former Green Line, which became 
a notorious sniper’s nest during the 
civil war.

The space was designed to give 
the feel of wandering through a for-
est where light is elusive.

“One is free to just stroll and wan-
der, walk out or in, think and dream, 
stand far or near, confront the paint-
ing or not. It is always your choic-
es. After that, it is something that 

you have experienced and not just 
something that you have watched,” 
Zurayk said.

Saab said the installation was 
inspired by strokes from Zurayk’s 
paintings and projected into space.

“The whole idea was to reconcile 
the portraits and the photographs, 
both of which speak together and 
try to make them speak with the 
surrounding space and somehow 
get the viewer to become involved, 
to become a participant,” Saab said.

“It is not as if you are wandering 
and coming across the paintings but 
you are taking a decision to enter 
each pod or not and how to move 
between them.”

The exhibition, which closed Jan-
uary 2, was designed to reflect how 
the three artists viewed peace.

“It was pretty much a painful cry 
towards a decision for peace be-
cause we view peace as a decision, 
not as an absence of war or prob-
lems. This is sort of what we wanted 
to achieve with the architecture,” 
Saab said. “One is, in reality, moving 
between two types of spaces, the 
emotions and the actual space. The 
structure gives you an individual 
space of confrontation, reflection 
and introspection.”

Nasr used the lens of his camera 
to deconstruct the process of mark 
making in Zurayk’s paintings. Like 
a forensic scientist searching for 

clues, he scrutinised the paintings’ 
surfaces, revealing latent images 
immersed between paint and can-
vas.

Challenging the camera to enter 
the depth of the painting, he de-
coded Zurayk’s syntax. The negative 
and the positive, the recto and the 
verso, the light and the dark were 
materialised into 3D photographs 
that refract her haunting search.

Zurayk’s nine portraits encap-
sulate a lifetime of searching for 
redemption from the personal and 
collective exposure to violence. She 
used chalk, graphite and charcoal in 
addition to oil. The mixing of colour 
was very agitated and, at the same 
time, “hopefully resolved.”

“Not one kind of expression but 
many different kinds of emotions 
are present in the same portrait. 
You can’t just say this is sad, or this 
is angrier. You just cannot describe 
it with one word or one idea. It can 
be anyone; it is just a feeling, a pres-
ence,” Zurayk said.

To her, the portraits are presences 
that both confront and immerse 
the viewer in the experience of the 
painting as canvas and in the un-
derstanding of the personal and hu-
man narrative behind each painting. 
Through the process of their unfold-
ing, an unveiling occurs. It happens 
slowly, painfully, image by image, 
layer by layer and stroke by stroke.

Born in Beirut in 1948, Zurayk 
graduated from the American Uni-
versity of Beirut (AUB) with a de-
gree in fine arts in 1970 and pursued 
graduate studies at Harvard Univer-
sity. In addition to her many solo ex-
hibitions, both in Beirut and Wash-
ington, Zurayk has participated in 
several group shows. She teaches 
painting at AUB and the Lebanese 
American University.

N.P. Krishna Kumar

Samar Kadi

Finding own style is paramount 
to award-winning Emirati artist

‘Shifting Lights’ exhibition, a search for peace and redemption by Lebanese artists

Distinctive taste. “Windows of Patience,” a painting by Emirati 
artist Salma al-Marri.                    (Salma al-Marri)

Free to 
stroll.
Visitors 
attend the 
opening of 
“Shifting 
Lights.” 
         (Noel Nasr)

Salma al-Marri’s 
creations have a 
unique spin that 
carries her individual 
style as well as being 
reminiscent of her 
heritage and social 
surroundings.

The exhibition brought 
together three 
Lebanese artists — 
painter Afaf Zurayk, 
photographer Noel 
Nasr and architect 
Rami Saab.
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Khartoum

W 

hen he talks about 
the art scene in 
Sudan, there is a 
look of sadness and 
despair in the eyes 

of Rashid Diab.  The country’s in-
ternationally acclaimed artist has 
exhibited his work in Europe, the 
United States, the Middle East, 
Asia and Africa.

There are approximately 2,000 
artists in Khartoum but there is 
no national art gallery to exhibit 
their work. Diab’s Dara Art Gallery 
attached to his residence in cen-
tral Khartoum, his arts centre and 
four other private galleries are the 
country’s only exhibition venues.

Diab has discussed the pos-
sibility of acquiring the post of-
fice building from colonial times, 
which he described as “a work of 
art,” for a national art gallery. He 
said he was adamant he would 
continue contacting officials until 
the building was transferred to art-
ists for their use.

“The government’s relationship 
with culture is very ambiguous,” 
Diab said. “No one knows if they 
want to conserve the old build-
ings and preserve the identity of 
the city. They have a big Ministry 
of Culture but there is no budget 
and the ministry is filled with un-
trained people.”

A law was passed ten years ago 
stating that the waterfront area 
in Khartoum should be used for 
museums and the promotion of 
culture. However, the government 
has been building unsightly new 
structures instead.

Since the 1950s, modern Su-
danese art has been auctioned 
and sold to collectors around the 
world. The works of visionary 
modernist painter Ibrahim el-Sala-
hi are displayed in the Tate Gallery 
in London but there are no works 
by Salahi in Sudan.

“The young generation does not 
have any idea about modern Suda-
nese art, which needs to be collect-
ed and kept in Sudan,” Diab said. 
“The day will come when we have 
a museum of modern art and there 
will be no art to put in it.”

Born in 1957, Diab was raised in 
Wadi Medani on the banks of the 
Blue Nile. He graduated with hon-
ours from the Khartoum College 
of Fine Art and moved to Madrid 
where he studied art at the Com-
plutense University. He received a 
doctorate in painting from the uni-
versity in 1991 and joined the fac-
ulty as an art teacher. He was the 
first Arab African to teach at the 
university where he remained for 
nine years.

In 1999, he decided his country 
needed him. “Sudan had a very bad 
reputation and I could not tolerate 
people talking about my country 
in a bad way. I had to change that,” 
Diab said.

He bought a massive villa, which 
houses the Dara Art Gallery and his 
studio. “The factory where I pro-
duce my art,” he jokes.

In 2000, he bought 3,200 sq. me-
tres of land and built five villas to 
be used as an arts centre. There are 
accommodations for artists, work-
space, two galleries, a blue medita-
tion room where you can hear the 
silence and a massive garden with 
a stage and performance area.

The Rashid Diab Arts Centre is 
decorated with the artist’s earlier 

work: traditional folk themes, Ara-
bic calligraphy, animals, human 
figures and African motifs. He said 
he was inspired by the “Nile, the 
silence of the desert and the ability 
of women to give unconditionally.”

Diab’s colourful art is centred 
on traditionally clad female forms 
moving away in time and space. 
“Everyone in Sudan is trying to 
find an identity. Ethnic groups 
may have settled in the city but 
mentally they are at home [in their 
village],” he said.

“My art is portraying life in Su-
dan — capturing everything. The 
political and the social context is 
transformed into images. When 
you have no freedom of expres-
sion, you can’t say anything. You 
have to speak through painting.”

Diab insisted he has no interest 
in politics. The administration of 
the arts centre takes up a lot of his 
time as does travelling abroad to 
organise exhibitions and lecture. 
He has become an unofficial cul-
tural ambassador for Sudan. His art 
is currently on display in Qatar. In 
January there is to be an exhibition 
in Nairobi and in March in Egypt.

“Culture involves large expens-
es and the results come later,” he 
said. “Through art people change 
their ideas; they appreciate new 
things.”

Many people in his neighbour-
hood had never been inside an art 
gallery. Now they eagerly wait for 
new exhibitions.

When asked about the challeng-
es of running an arts centre, Diab 
said: “Life itself is challenging in 
Sudan.”

“In Sudan, everyone has an ele-
ment of Sufism in his life — you 
know there is something unify-
ing you with God — you are part of 
God. We say ‘inshallah’ — every-
thing depends on God — we have 
good health and we can work. If we 
gain or lose something this is part 
of life. We have to accept it.”

Karen Dabrowska is an Arab 
Weekly contributor in London.

Karen Dabrowska

Colourful art. A painting by Sudanese artist Rashid Diab.                                                                                          (Karen Dabrowska)

Artist Rashid Diab’s 
self-styled mission to 
revive Sudanese culture

The Rashid Diab Arts 
Centre is decorated 
with the artist’s earlier 
work: traditional folk 
themes, Arabic 
calligraphy, animals, 
human figures and 
African motifs.

Tunis, Egypt

A 

n Egyptian artist is try-
ing to make sure that the 
art of drawing cartoons, 
or caricatures as they 
are known in the Arab 

world, gets adequate recognition as 
a modern art form and secures its 
place as an important historical re-
cord of its influence in Egypt.

Mohamed Abla, who once sought 
to become a professional cartoon-
ist but is a prominent fine artist and 
sculptor, founded Egypt’s first mu-
seum of cartoons.

The museum in Tunis, a village 
in the central province of Fayoum, 
boasts hundreds of cartoons, satiri-
cally and artistically documenting 
almost everything that has hap-
pened in Egypt in the past century.

“Some of the cartoons are among 
the first to be drawn in Egypt,” Abla 
said. “They would have been lost 
forever if they had not been exhib-
ited here.”

Abla, originally fond of collecting 
stamps and rare coins, developed 
a passion for collecting cartoons 
more than two decades ago. He has 
collected hundreds of cartoons, 
some by Egypt’s most prominent 
cartoonists.

His museum is turning into a 
mecca for cartoon lovers and stu-
dents from all parts of Egypt. Every 
day, dozens of cartoon lovers pack 
the museum’s halls to view the ex-
hibits, which represent an honest if 
sometimes ironic take on the coun-
try’s history.

Abla said his museum aimed to 
pay tribute to the hundreds of Egyp-
tian cartoonists who are out of work 
or suffering due to tough financial 
conditions.

“To say the truth, cartooning is 
becoming the Cinderella of all jour-
nalistic arts in this country,” said 
veteran cartoonist Mohammed al-
Sabbagh. “Newspaper editors rarely 
take cartoonists very seriously.”

In Egypt, just as across the Arab 
world, most newspapers boast a 
daily cartoon or caricature taking an 
ironic or sarcastic look at a political 
or social situation. The cartoons of-
ten get to the heart of an issue with 
few clean pen strokes in a way that 
even the most incisive editorial or 
well-researched investigation does 
not.

One of Egypt’s most widely read 
dailies, al-Akhbar, used to publish 
the famous Kafr al-Hanawdah car-
toon on its second page every day.

The cartoon always depicted 
a farmer, wearing the traditional 
Egyptian jellabiya and addressing a 
government official, informing him 
of the main issue of the Egyptian 
people on a day-by-day basis.

Political cartoons have lost their 
lustre, however, and many daily 
newspapers no longer feature a car-

toon and cartoonists are disappear-
ing, too.

Newspaper editors, faced with 
ever-tightening budgets, have said 
they have no choice but to let car-
toonists go. Some of Sabbagh’s 
colleagues have stopped drawing. 
Others have changed professions to 
earn a living.

Those conditions were in Abla’s 
mind when he turned the ground 
floor of his home into a cartoon 
museum. He opened the museum 
almost ten years ago. His persever-
ance over the years has earned him 
one of the largest caricature collec-
tions in the country.

Abla said he tried to land a job as a 
cartoonist in one of the local news-
papers years ago but was unable to 
find work due to a lack of opportu-
nities. Still, his commitment to cari-
catures was undimmed.

“This is not about me but about 
the tight spot that drawing cartoons 
as an art is being pushed into,” Abla 
said.

Abla said increased scrutiny and 
a lack of appetite for political criti-
cism and satire have sounded the 
death knell for cartoon drawing at 
a time when political cartoons are 
needed more than ever.

There are at least 16 journalists 
currently in Egypt’s jails, according 
to Reporters without Borders, an in-
ternational NGO that defends free-
dom of information and the press. 
Although none of those in jail are 
cartoonists, the situation in Egypt 
means that everyone in the media, 
including cartoonists and the edi-
tors who hire them, must be cau-
tious.

Abla’s museum has three main 
halls featuring exhibits that focus 
on various themes. One features 
cartoons that satirise economic 
conditions in Egypt. Another shows 
cartoons that mock the country’s 
politicians. A third features car-
toons taking on social issues.

Many of the cartoons in the mu-
seum are about political, economic 
and social conditions in Egypt at the 
beginning of the 20th century; oth-
ers focus on current conditions.

Visitors to the museum pay 10 
Egyptian pounds (56 US cents) to 
enter. Abla uses the fees to maintain 
the museum and pay for general up-
keep.

“I have no support whatsoever, so 
this money is important to keep the 
place open,” Abla said.

The museum has many regular 
visitors who come every few weeks 
to see what new exhibits are on 
show. Abla changes exhibits every 
two days, meaning every visit is a 
new experience.

“This place is more than wonder-
ful,” said Nagham Tawfiq, a fine arts 
student and frequent visitor to the 
museum. “Apart from being unique 
as a concept, the museum brings 
together some of the best cartoons 
drawn in the history of our coun-
try.”

Dozens of people visit the muse-
um every day, bringing Abla enough 
revenue to sustain the operation. 
He said the museum is currently op-
erating at capacity and an influx of 
new visitors would be challenging.

“The more people visit the muse-
um, the more money I need to keep 
it clean,” Abla said. “I only want to 
rescue the cartoons exhibited here 
from being lost forever at a time 
beautiful cartoons are becoming 
rare and cartooning as an art is close 
to extinction.”

Ahmed Megahid

Egypt museum pays 
tribute to cartoons

Some of the cartoons 
are among the first to 
be drawn in Egypt.
Egyptian artist 
Mohamed Abla
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Agenda

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

Dubai:
Through April 7

Global Village is a large cul-
tural event that offers festivals, 
shopping and entertainment in 
an open-air theme park. This 
entertainment and shopping 
destination involves more than 
70 countries with presenta-
tions in more than 36 pavilions. 
Participants can enjoy more 
than 50 rides and 26 restaurants 
offering food from around the 
world.

Doha: 
Through April 25

Souq Waqif Spring Festival 
brings together street perform-
ers, puppet and musical shows, 
along with African circus 
performers, magicians and a 
range of slightly surreal one-off 
events, including a human can-
nonball and bungee jumping.

Muscat: 
January 18-February 10

The annual Muscat Festival 
takes place in Amerat Park 
and Naseem Gardens. The 
programme includes poetry 
sessions, lectures, forums, 
concerts, storytelling evenings, 
plays, art exhibitions and other 
shows.

Dubai: 
January 22-February 3

The musical “Evita” tells the 
story of Evita Peron, Argentina’s 
first lady, who dedicated her 
life to charity work and helping 
the country. The musical, by 
Andrew Lloyd Webber and Tim 
Rice, will be performed at the 
Dubai Opera under the direction 
of Bill Kenwright.

Dubai: 
January 26-27

The Quoz Arts Fest, at Alserkal 
Avenue, features a perfor-
mance-based dance programme 
performed and created by local 
artists, in addition to live art 
exhibitions, murals, workshops, 
film screenings, gallery open-
ings and live music.

Marrakech: 
January 28

More than 8,000 runners are 
expected for the 29th Mar-
rakech International Marathon. 
Internationally renowned 
sports figures are scheduled to 
be present and tourist activities 
and street shows will take place.

Beirut: 
February 13-March 21

Al Bustan International Festival 
of Music and the Performing 
Arts is a musical celebration in 
Beirut. With an emphasis on 
chamber music, the festival pro-
motes music from all over the 
world and includes orchestral 
concerts, choral music, pup-
pets, opera and dance.

Luxor: 
March 16-22

The Luxor African Film Festival 
is an annual event in Luxor, 
Egypt. In its seventh year the 
festival this year will screen 
long and short films produced 
in African countries in Long 
Narratives, Long Documentaries 
and Short Films categories.

Al-Quseir

F 

ew developers have capi-
talised on the tourist value 
of al-Quseir, a 5,000-year-
old city on Egypt’s Red Sea 
coast. Nature has, how-

ever, been more generous with the 
city that over the millennia was at 
the centre of attention of Egypt’s 
rulers.

About 135km south of the re-
nowned resort of Hurghada, al-
Quseir was at the end of the short-
est route from the Nile River to the 
Red Sea and became one of ancient 
Egypt’s earliest and most impor-
tant ports. It was at the heart of the 
economy of the reign of Queen Hat-
shepsut (1478-1458BC), who used 
the port city for trade. During the 
Roman Era (333BC-AD646), the city 
was at the centre of the economic, 
political and strategic plans of the 
Roman Empire.

When Muslim Arabs conquered 
Egypt in 639, they used al-Quseir 
for trade and as a main departure 
point for pilgrims bound to Mecca 
across the Red Sea.

Each historic phase left its mark 
on the city. Monuments, some of 
which are in ruins, testify to the 
city’s prosperous past.

The best-preserved monument, 
al-Quseir Castle, was built by 
the Ottomans in 1799 to provide  
protection against invading armies. 
For many decades, the castle was a 
main military and political centre.

“Some of those who controlled 
the city made the castle the gov-
ernment headquarters,” said 
Wasfi Hassan, one of al-Quseir’s  
leading historians. “It is a relic of 
bygone times that offers an insight 
into the greatness of the history of 
this city and its importance for all 
those who conquered it.”

Some parts of the castle, which 
overlooks the Red Sea, are intact, 
though badly in need of restora-
tion.

The church of the city is a piece of 
art and an important spiritual cen-
tre. Built in 1920, the Blessed Virgin 
Mary and Martyr Barbara Church 
mesmerises visitors as soon as they 
set foot inside it.

The main hall of the church re-
flects the wonderful taste of its 
builders — Italian engineers who ar-
rived in al-Quseir at the beginning 
of the 20th century to explore for 
phosphate.

The church’s historic value mir-
rors the diversity of the city, which 
also boasts an ancient mosque.

“The church is only one item 
in a long list of interesting places 
to go to in this wonderful city,” 
said Bashar Abu Taleb, head of 
the Red Sea Tour Guides Union.  
“Those visiting al-Quseir will lose a 
lot by skipping its old mosque and 

the residence of Egypt’s last mon-
arch, King Farouk, who used to 
spend most winters in the city.”

Nature is al-Quseir’s most out-
standing attraction, however. Its 
warm climate all year makes it a 
perfect winter destination.

With its 45,000 residents, many 
working in the fishing industry, al-
Quseir remains a quiet resort with 
sandy beaches and coral reefs.

It has come a long way from the 
major industrial town it once was 
to become a wonderful destina-
tion for diving. It is prized for its 

well-preserved and stunning coral 
reefs. Diving is restricted to a lim-
ited number of divers, reducing the 
stress on marine life and the under-
water environment.

The city has several dive clubs 
that provide visitors with diving 
gear, tours and tips about diving 
locations.

The desert of al-Quseir is ap-
propriate for safari activities.  
Surrounded by mountains, the de-
sert encloses an oasis where locals 
receive tourists, lavish them with 
Bedouin treats and help show them 
memorable time.

Simplicity makes the city a per-
fect destination for those tired of 
overcrowding and modernity but 
al-Quseir also caters to the tastes of 
culture and history lovers, as well 
as adventure seekers.

“The best thing about this  
city is that it is an affordable des-
tination for both the rich and 
the less rich,” said Murad Sulei-
man, who is a regular visitor to  
al-Quseir, especially during the 
winter.

“This is not an ostentatious 
destination but one where eve-
rything is real and simple, even 
though al-Quseir has a number of 
five-star hotels,” said Suleiman, 
a civil engineer in his mid-40s.  
“The simplicity of the city, its vir-
gin attractions and peaceful nature 
make it memorable for visitors.”

Unlike Egypt’s more renowned 
Red Sea resorts such as Hurghada 
and Sharm el-Sheikh, al-Quseir 
is a unique place in Egypt where 
one may go for scuba diving in 
the Red Sea or spend a comfort-
able afternoon sunbathing on a  
pristine beach and visit historical 
sites only a stone’s throw away.

Egypt’s Red Sea resort of al-Quseir 
is simple, yet memorable destination
Ahmed Megahid

The Ottoman castle in al-Quseir.                                          (Ahmed Megahid)

residents, al-Quseir 
remains a quiet Red 
Sea resort with sandy 
beaches, coral reefs and 
historical monuments.

With its 45,000 

A foreign tourist rides on camel’s back in al-Quseir.                                                                          (Ahmed Megahid)

A view of the beach at al-Quseir.                      (Ahmed Megahid)


