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Economic woes fuel unrest, ratchet up
political tensions across MENA region
Simon Speakman Cordall

Tunis

F

rom Tunisia to Sudan and
Iran, governments in the
Middle East and North
Africa region are facing
waves of unrest triggered
by economic, social and political
factors.
Even oil-rich countries, such as
Algeria and Saudi Arabia, have had
to reckon with an inability to deliver customary entitlements, be they
subsidised goods or free utilities.
The region’s unrest is occurring
against a background of economic
slowdown. A World Bank report
noted that growth in the Middle
East and North Africa region is estimated to have declined to 1.8%
in 2017 from 5.0% in the previous
year.

The countries of North
Africa and the Middle
East must contend with
a disproportionately
high number of young
adults clamouring
for jobs.
The report mentioned “hydrocarbon sector-led growth decelerations among regional oil exporters” as factors contributing to the
slump.
Slow economic growth is making
it impossible for governments, such
as Tunisia’s, to create enough jobs
or to limit the appeal of the informal economy and its social ramifications.
The revenue shortfall is complicated by the security situation in
many parts of the region but also
by demographics. The countries of
North Africa and the Middle East
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must contend with a disproportionately high number of young adults
clamouring for jobs. The United Nations estimates that youth populations, already more than 30%, are
expected to grow another 20% in
the next decade in the region.
In Tunisia, seven years — almost
to the day — since the uprising that
toppled the regime of President
Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali in 2011
and ignited unrest across the Arab
world, protests erupted over price
hikes and tax increases that had
been voted by parliament as part of
the 2018 budget bill.
Despite the success of the country’s democratic transition, successive Tunisian governments have
had a hard time ensuring economic
recovery or meeting the socioeconomic demands of a restless
population. A poll by the US International Republican Institute indicated that no less than 83% of Tunisian respondents said the country
was heading in the wrong direction,
with most of the public stating a
concern about the economy.
Coping with its own budget deficit, oil-rich Algeria announced a
temporary ban on 900 imported
products, including cell phones, as
well as 30% hike in taxes and customs duties on some imports.
In Khartoum and southern cities of Sudan, authorities cracked
down on demonstrators expressing discontent over increases in
bread prices after the government
cut subsidies in an austerity measure aimed at facing a hard currency
deficit and high inflation rate.
Even in oil-rich countries, populations have felt the effects of the
fall in the price of hydrocarbons
since mid-2014. Saudi Arabia hiked
petrol and fuel prices and imposed
a 5% value added tax on most goods
and services, ending a decadeslong, tax-free policy.
Saudi Arabia was among many

Regional warnings. Tunisian protesters confront security forces blocking access to the governorate’s
offices in Tunis during a demonstration over price hikes and austerity measures, on January 12. (AFP)
Arab countries where an increase
in gasoline and fuel prices was announced at the start of the year. In
Riyadh, Manama and Abu Dhabi,
value added taxes were imposed for
the first time. However, new handouts, estimated at more than $11
billion, were announced by Riyadh
to offset the effects of the austerity
measures.
Some reactions showed that old
entitlements die hard. Saudi authorities announced that 11 princes
staged a sit-in at Qasr Al-Hokm palace, objecting to a royal order that
halted payments by the state to
members of the royal family to cov-

er their electricity and water utility
bills. The princes were arrested.
Unrest in the Arab world comes
against the background of protests
in neighbouring Iran where price
hikes triggered nationwide demonstrations jolting the ruling mullahs
into admitting that more than economic woes were at stake. “It would
be a misrepresentation (of events)
and an insult to Iranian people to
say they only had economic demands,” Iranian President Hassan
Rohani was quoted as saying.
Iran may be compelled to rethink
its spending priorities. It is far from
certain, however, whether the

perks of Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps or the billions Tehran spends on regional wars could
be in jeopardy.
With elections this year in Lebanon, Tunisia, Egypt and Iraq, social
unrest is likely to exert additional
pressures on leaders in the region
who are struggling with voter apathy and pervasive scepticism about
political processes.
Simon Speakman Cordall is Syria/
Lebanon section editor with
The Arab Weekly.

P2-6

Arabic content is key to journey down the digital highway

D

on’t believe the internet, Arabs do read and
they’re increasingly
reading online but
more and better Arabic
language content is
needed to bring about a digital
transformation, writes BelgianMoroccan techie and social entrepreneur Khadija Hamouchi.
In a five-part series exclusive to
The Arab Weekly, Hamouchi, 27,
explains the digital gap in the Arab
world and how it might be filled.
Storytelling in Arabic is key to reimagining society, she writes.
Hamouchi should know. The
recipient of seven international
prizes, including from Stanford,
Morocco’s African Entrepreneurship
Award and San Francisco’s Parisoma Accelerator Programme, the
Brussels-born-and-bred inventor
founded Sejaal, which is Arabic for
“discussion” or “exchange,” in 2016.
In the past year, Hamouchi has
travelled to nearly a dozen Arab
countries to learn what millennials
want from a free app, which she
has worked on with support from
Silicon Valley. “We have market
validation in 17 Arab countries,”
she said.

That sounds about right considering digital possibilities across sectors — from trade to finance to news
and views — are proliferating across
the region. The year ended with
Saudi Arabia and China launching
the “Digital Silk Road” initiative. In
December, Sowt, one of the more
prominent regional podcasters,
promised a new show on Syrian activism as part of its original Arabiclanguage narrative offerings.
A great deal more is needed,
however.
Hamouchi’s app for Arab millennials, which is expected in June, is
designed to provide a range of content, including quick and targeted
learning through videos, infographics and podcasts. It is meant to
boost lifelong learning and professional development, which is key
in a region with the highest youth
unemployment in the world.
Last year’s ASDA’A BursonMarsteller Arab Youth Survey
reported that one-in-three young
Arabs said the biggest obstacle to
regional development is unemployment, a stark change from 2016
when half the youth identified the
Islamic State (ISIS) as the region’s
biggest problem.

Unemployment is linked to
skillsets and that is where online
learning comes in. The possibilities
are immense, especially in the Middle East’s largest demographic, its
200 million young people. Internet
access will continue to rise across
the Middle East and North Africa,
with the mobile network operators’
global trade body GSMA estimating
that 65% of people in the region will
have a smartphone by 2020.
This offers the potential for massive change when taken together
with rising internet usage. More
young Arabs use social media, specifically Facebook, to get daily news
than they do TV or print, the Arab
Youth Survey stated.
Hamouchi indicates that the digital gap is wider than simply the issue of internet connectivity, access
and usage. Digital Arabic content is
just not that interesting, even when
it’s available, she says.
Quoting Wamda’s industry
brief on digital Arabic content,
Hamouchi writes: “48% of Arab
millennials are not satisfied with
the quality of local websites.” In
interviews with nearly 200 students
in multiple Arab countries, Hamouchi said she repeatedly heard the

words “boring” and “frustrating”
with reference to digital Arabic content. Young Arabs said they found
the images on Arabic language sites
“unattractive, low-pixel, violent
and unartistic.”
“Western-style typographies
don’t do justice to the artistic
nature of Arabic calligraphy either,”
Hamouchi writes. She notes that
two projects in the Netherlands
are working towards “a new era of
Arabic typography.”
She emphasises the need for
digital content meant for Arabicspeaking audiences to maintain its
uniqueness, to respect, for instance, “the intuitive directionality
(right-left)” of the language.
“Visual design, user interface and
relevant storytelling” can transform
Arabic digital content and have
“a real scale-able impact on our
societies,” she writes. “The need for
digital Arabic content is societal. It
will help diversify our economies
and it is key to building a knowledge economy.”

Khadija
Hamouchi’s
article
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Protests spread across Tunisia
amid growing economic hardship
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

V

iolent protests escalated
across Tunisia with authorities arresting hundreds accused of property destruction, looting

and theft.
The protests, a response to a
budget law that will increase the
price of basic goods such as petrol and phone cards, are the latest setback for a country battling
chronic unemployment, a sluggish
economy and the threat of jihadists
across its borders.
The unrest began January 7 in the
small town of Tebourba and spread
to Tunis and other towns. On January 9, hundreds of peaceful protesters, including several left-wing politicians, took to Avenue Bourguiba
in Tunis.
The demonstrations often turned
violent at night, prompting police
to fire rubber bullets and tear gas
into the crowds. One protester was
killed January 8 during clashes between police and demonstrators in
Tebourba.
Protests spread to the coastal region, outside the usual areas of unrest in the interior. It was there that
unrest sparked protests that seven
years ago unseated long-time ruler
Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali and triggered the “Arab spring” uprisings.
While opposition leaders encouraged peaceful protests, government
officials stressed that violence and
looting would not be tolerated.
“What happened is violence that
we cannot accept,” Tunisian Prime
Minister Youssef Chahed told residents in El Batan on January 9.
“The state will remain steadfast.”
Interior Ministry spokesman
Khelifa Chibani said in a statement
that “terrorist elements” had infiltrated protests to riot, loot and destroy property.
“We have information that terrorist elements are seeking to take
advantage of the chaos to carry
out terrorist operations or smuggle
weapons or infiltrate the protests
to stage attacks,” said Chibani. He
pointed out that nearly 800 people,
including 16 “Islamist extremists,”
had been arrested.
Three local leaders of the leftist
Popular Front were arrested in the
southern province of Gafsa for suspected involvement in setting fire
to a public building. Public property was vandalised in several cities,
noted Chibani. In Thala, in western

Tightened belt. A Tunisian man walks in the northern town of Tebourba following a night of protests
in Tunisia over price hikes and austerity measures, on January 11.
(AFP)
Kasserine, protesters set the police headquarters on fire. Two suspected extremists were arrested for
helping storm a police station in the
northern town of Nefza.
In a number of cities outside
Tunis, the army had to intervene to
support police and the Tunisian National Guard.
Chahed, who has led an anti-graft
campaign in which prominent figures have been arrested, said corrupt networks could be benefiting
from the unrest.

31%

say democracy is
somewhat or definitely
more important than a
prosperous
economy

“The acts of vandalism serve the
interests of corrupt networks to
weaken the state,” Chahed said.
Analysts said traffickers and
extremists have an interest in stoking unrest to distract security forces
and be able to operate freely.
Hamma Hammami, the leader
of the left-wing Popular Front
party, said the party continued
“to be on the side of the people and will step up the peaceful
protests until (the government
scraps) the budget law’s meas-

62%

say economic
prosperity is somewhat
or definitely more
important than a
democratic system

From a recent poll by the Washington-based International Republican Institute IRI (January 2018)

ures that target the living conditions of the people and amplify the
suffering of Tunisians.”
Leaders of the Islamist Ennahda
party and their secularist coalition
allies of Nidaa Tounes challenged
the opposition to “show their forces
on the streets.”
While many Tunisians voiced
concern about the country’s economy, politicians were focused on
the municipal elections in May. The
polls, the first in seven years, are
likely to gauge the political climate
for presidential elections in 2019.
The government acknowledged
the pains caused by the price hikes
but said they were necessary to
trim the country’s growing budget
deficit, which jumped from 2.6% in
2010 to 6% in 2017.
Ennahda, to curry favour with
voters, urged the government to increase the monthly minimum wage

Economic data on Tunisia. (AFP)
from $117 to $144, as well as provide
financial assistance to families living under the poverty line. The proposals are in line with those made
by the Tunisian General Labour
Union.
Lassaad Jouhri, a senior Ennahda
official, said the protests are likely
to die down within two weeks but
others were less optimistic.
Leftist parliament member Adnane Hajji said: “2018 will be a
bloody year. You have to ready
yourself for that.”
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis.

Algeria halts hundreds of imports to save foreign reserves
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

A

lgeria has halted importation of more than
800 products, including
vegetables and household appliances, to trim
spending and save its dwindling
foreign reserves, a government
document showed.
The ban, which the government
said was temporary, is Algeria’s
most forceful move yet to reduce
a widening trade deficit and halt
capital flight, which increased due
to high-dollar imports.
The document, signed by Algerian Prime Minister Ahmed Ouyahia
and published January 10 in Algeria’s official gazette, listed 851
items barred from import, including dozens of varieties of meat,
chocolates and other consumer
goods.

Also in the ban are locally produced capital goods, such as ceramics. The government expects
local manufactures to increase
production on such items.
The ban was preceded by a 30%
rise in taxes and customs on other
imported products, including mobile phones.
Algerian economists said the
moves were likely to cause shortterm supply shortages that could
fuel discontent among a restive
population.
“The cuts of imports must be accompanied by investments (that
are) able to create local ventures…
to compensate (for) the demand
for the banned imports,” said
Algerian
economist
Souhil
Meddah, adding that developing
local industries requires time, government support and a pro-business environment.
Other analysts warned of social unrest if economic conditions
worsen.

The only chance for
the government and
the country to avoid
unrest and troubles
is rising oil prices.

Analyst Hassan Haddouche

“The social peace is itself threatened (and) several strikes and social protests are planned for the
first months of this year,” said analyst Hassan Haddouche. “The only
chance for the government and the
country to avoid unrest and troubles is rising oil prices.”
While Algeria has introduced
several measures to stimulate the
economy, it has struggled to open
and diversify its economy, partly
because of the effects of a devastating civil war in the 1990s.
The country previously tried to
reduce imports by altering its licensing system but the benefits
have been limited. The total value
of Algerian imports fell 2.1% during the first 11 months of 2017 compared to the previous year.
Oil and gas exports account for
96% of Algeria’s sales abroad. More
than 60% of the state budget is
funded by taxes and revenue from
exporting hydrocarbons. The country’s finances were greatly affected

by the fall of oil prices since 2014.
While oil prices have increased
in recent months, they are well
below the level needed to balance
Algeria’s budget and shore up its
reserves. Foreign currency reserves shrank to $97 billion by the
end of 2017. They stood at $114 billion at the end of 2016 and $144
billion at the end of the previous
year.
The Algerian government has
attempted to revitalise the economy by bringing in foreign car
manufacturers. To limit currency
outflow, it has approved only five
carmakers to open factories in the
country because they need to buy
parts and tools overseas to assemble their products.
Algeria’s economy grew 2.2%
last year and is predicted to increase 4% in 2018. However, with
a jobless rate of 11.7%, this is unlikely to significantly reduce unemployment, particularly among
young Algerians.
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Morocco introduces
school fees for well-to-do
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

T

he Moroccan government,
planning to introduce registration fees for wealthy
Moroccans, is moving to
end universal free public
education.
The governing council has adopted the first framework law that
would regulate the public education sector, which has gone through
many reforms over several decades
to no avail, with a fee issue part of
the new regulations.
“This is a great moment for Morocco, which since independence
has failed to agree on the legal principles that should govern our education system,” said Secretary of State
for Higher Education and Scientific
Research Khalid Samadi.
Moroccan Prime Minister Saad
Eddine El Othmani said he regretted
reports that the draft law included
a suppression of free higher education, stressing that it “is completely
false.”
Othmani categorically denied the
government’s intention to scrap free
higher education.
“The framework law introduces
registration fees for wealthy families but maintains free education
for the poor, middle and precarious
classes,” said Othmani.
Moroccan government spokesman Mustapha El Khalfi echoed the
prime minister.
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“Only wealthy and affluent families will contribute at the registration level, as part of a law that will
be adopted soon. Poor families are
not affected by this financial effort,”
said Khalfi.
The 36-page measure includes
the recommendations of the 201530 vision of the Higher Council for
Education, Training and Scientific
Research (HCETSR). The plan calls
for the generalisation of education,
linguistic diversity, reducing the
number of school dropouts, reforming the orientation system and advocating creation of a special fund
for lower-class families who cannot afford to send their children to
school.
It is to be presented to the Council
of Ministers, led by King Mohammed VI. Once adopted by parliament, a national commission, led by
the head of the Moroccan government, will monitor implementation
of the reforms.
Noureddine Ayouch, an HCETSR
member, said the article that relates
to the imposition of registration fees
also mandates that the state will pay
financial aid to those with limited
financial means.
“The fees charged will benefit the
students through the grants that
will be provided to them. The teachers will also benefit by improving
their wages, allowing them to live in
dignity and to carry out their professional duties and therefore improve
public education in the country,”
Ayouch told Assabah daily.
He said families would not refuse

to pay fees if they were guaranteed a
certain quality in the public education sector.
The amounts paid in the registration would depend on families’
income. The Interior Ministry is
conducting a statistical study to determine and classify the income of
households.
Youssef Allakouch, secretary-general of the Autonomous Federation
of Education, criticised the draft law
for the fact that it was difficult to
identify and prove the financial capabilities of rich and poor families.
“The government should resolve
the debate by declaring public education from primary to university
free while working to reduce the disparities between private and public
education so that we do not devote
the elite education to the wealthy
and worsen public education,” Allakouch told noonpresse.ma.
“Families should restore confidence in education rather than
deepen the gap between them.”
Most middle- and upper-class
families put their children in private
schools because of the deteriorating
public education system.
“I don’t see a problem in introducing registration fees in higher education and high schools but is it worth
paying if the education system is
still underperforming?” asked civil
servant Abdelilah Dghiss, the father
of two children in private schools.
Saad Guerraoui is a contributor
to The Arab Weekly on Maghreb
issues.

Protests in impoverished
Jerada pressure the
Moroccan government
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

T

he death of two brothers, who were trying to
scrape together a living
from an abandoned coal
pit in Jerada in eastern
Morocco, sparked a wave of protests against economic and social
marginalisation, putting pressure
on the government to act.
Houcine Daioui and Jedouane
Daioui, aged 23 and 30, died in a
tunnel accident, 85 metres below
ground. They have become symbols of social unrest in Jerada, a
once-thriving city that now struggles from years of government
neglect.
The community had heavily relied on the coal industry, which employed 9,000 people until the late
1990s when it was deemed too costly. The economic and social effects
of the coal industry shutdown were
devastating, greatly increasing local
unemployment and forcing thou-

sands to leave Jerada because of a
lack of alternative job prospects.
Protesters took to the streets after
the brothers’ death to express anger
at being marginalised — scenes reminiscent of Al Hirak al-Shaabi (Popular Movement), which held protests
last year for social justice, jobs and
health care in the neighbouring Rif
region.
Moroccan Prime Minister Saad
Eddine El Othmani said he was
ready to meet lawmakers from
Jerada to discuss problems in
the former mining city, which is
one of the poorest areas in the
country.
Energy and Mines Minister
Aziz Rebbah’s recent measures to
create jobs in the region failed to
meet the public’s demands. He proposed 140 jobs be provided by the
National Office of Water and Electricity.
He said the country was building
a coal-fired power station near Jerada that would employ 500 people,
mostly from the region. Protesters,
however, have called for the creation of 5,000 jobs.

Grinding conditions. People shout slogans during a protest after two
miners died while working in a clandestine coal mine in Jerada, on
December 29.
(Reuters)

The Middle East leads the world in income inequality

T

he “World Inequality
Report 2018″ has ranked
the Middle East as the
region leading the world
in economic inequality.
The Middle East, which
is treated in the report as a bloc that
includes Turkey and Iran, ranks just
ahead of Brazil and South Africa in
terms of income inequality among its
citizens.
The report was published by the
World Inequality Lab, a consortium
of more than 100 researchers and
economists who focus on global
inequality dynamics. The lab, which
maintains the World Wealth and
Income Database, is led by five senior
scholars, including Thomas Piketty
of the Paris School of Economics.
Piketty’s groundbreaking book on
income inequality, “Capital in the
Twenty-First Century,” sold millions
of copies, becoming a surprise bestseller in 2014. An Arabic language
version was published in 2016.
The lab’s report claims that the
share of income accruing to the top
10% and 1% of the population in the
Middle East exceeded 60% and
25%, respectively, of total regional
income in 2016. During the period

1990-2016, the top 10% of the population in the Middle East enjoyed, on
average, 60-66% of the region’s income, while the bottom 50% accrued
on average less than 10% of regional
income.
By comparison, in 2016 the top
10% in Europe claimed 36% of
national income, while 47% of US
national income ended up in the
pockets of the top 10% — and because
Europe and the United States enjoy
greater overall national wealth than
most countries in the Middle East,
the consequences of inequality are
not as extreme.
Income inequality in the Middle
East exists both between countries
as well as within individual nations.
“Inequality between countries is
largely due to the geography of oil
ownership,” the report stated, resulting in the Gulf countries accounting
for 42% of the region’s income in
2016 despite having only 15% of the
region’s population.
Income inequality within Middle
Eastern countries is more the result
of entrenched elites — many of whom
are from families that amassed
wealth before independence — and
a history of failed economic poli-

cies, including poorly managed, or
non-existent, income tax systems. In
many countries, such as Egypt and
Tunisia, the urban-rural income gap
plays an important role in skewing
national income distribution.
Inequality in individual countries
— even those without oil resources —
essentially reflects the region-wide
averages. In Lebanon, for example,
the top 1% of the population earns
23.4% of the nation’s income; in
Egypt, 19.1% of national income
accrues to the top 1% — a higher rate
than in oil-rich Kuwait (17.7%).
In a region wracked by civil
conflicts, sectarianism and religious
extremism, the danger posed by extreme inequality cannot be underestimated. Economic grievances were
motivating factors in many of the
“Arab spring” uprisings as well as in
recent demonstrations in Tunisia.
Piketty, in a talk at the Issam Fares
Institute of the American University
of Beirut, described how economic
inequality — and the resulting resentment it causes — played a powerful role in the “Arab spring”: “The
perception [was] that the governments of [Hosni] Mubarak or [Zine
el-Abidine] Ben Ali were keeping

some of the wealth for a small group
close to the regime while the rest of
the population was living in terrible
conditions not only as compared to
these local elites but also as compared to the broader world.”
The World Economic Forum (WEF)
in May surveyed its membership of
more than 1,000 global companies
and concluded that “rising income
inequality and wealth disparity is
the trend with the highest potential
impact on the Arab world” and the
primary factor leading to “polarisation” of societies. The WEF pointed
to North Africa as the Middle East
sub-region “where income inequality
could bring the deepest changes.”
Piketty said he believes that the
countries of the Arab world must
come up with a way to share the
region’s vast, but unequally distributed, wealth.
“I am for the Arab Union where
you share resources,” he said during
his talk in Beirut. “If you take the
European Union, it’s not like we split
equally all the tax revenues from
Germany and others but at least you
have reforms, organised redistribution. It’s not like you have to beg for
favours [from wealthy countries].”

4

January 14, 2018

Unrest in MENA

Cover Story

Egypt takes measures
to offset side effects
of economic reforms
Amr Emam

Cairo

E

Bread politics. A Sudanese man works at a bakery in the capital Khartoum.

(AFP)

Bread riots in Sudan over
subsidy cuts, austerity plan
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

P

rotests raged across Sudan against commodity
price hikes and the government’s austerity plan
with increasing concerns
about the government’s response
to the unrest.
Sudanese authorities detained
dozens of protesters, confiscated
several newspapers and jailed opposition politicians. The Sudanese
Congress Party’s former leader
Ibrahim al-Sheikh and senior party
official Jalal Mustafa were among
those arrested.
“The authorities are reacting so
brutally to peaceful protests by citizens who do nothing but express
their anger at their inability to cope
with the sharp rise in commodity prices,” said Sherif Mohamed
Osman, the spokesman of the opposition Sudanese Congress Party.
“There is a catastrophic increase
in the prices of basic commodities
and ordinary people are no longer
capable of living.”
The protests erupted January 5
in several Sudanese regions after
the removal of government subsidies caused the price of bread to
double. This was preceded by the
suspension of a controlled foreign
currency exchange rate regime in
which the monetary authorities
kept the rate of one US dollar to
6.7 Sudanese pounds. The devaluation of the national currency resulted in an official exchange rate
of one US dollar to 18 Sudanese
pounds. A parallel foreign currency exchange market is seeing
exchange rates of one US dollar to
30 Sudanese pounds, however.
The rise in the exchange rate is
affecting prices of basic commodities in a country where more than
half the population of 40 million
lives in poverty.
The pound devaluation and the
slashing of bread subsidies are
parts of an austerity plan that went
into effect in January with the implementation of the 2018 budget.
The measures, Sudanese econo-

mists said, are necessary if the
country’s economy is to survive in
the long term.
“The unemployment rate is very
high, the economic growth rate
is far below the aspired level and
the inflation rate is hitting new
heights every day,” said Mohamed
al-Nayer, an economics professor
at Khartoum’s AlMughtaribeen
University. “The reform measures will take their toll on the living standards of the majority of
the people and may push millions
more people into poverty in the
days to come but they are indispensable.”
Sudan’s annual inflation rate
was 34% and 20% of the Sudanese
workforce was jobless in 2017. The
2018 budget targets economic
growth at 4% while lowering inflation to 19% but achieving those
goals would come at a cost.
Other expected reform measures include barring the purchase
of foreign currencies from outside
the banking system, ensuring subsidised commodities reach those
who deserve them and reducing
government spending and importation of non-essential commodities.
However, those measures might
fail because of endemic corruption
and the absence of foreign investment. In 2017, Transparency International described Sudan as one of
the “most challenging” environments for anti-corruption in the
world.
Many questioned why the Sudanese economy was in such dire
straits given that last October US
President Donald Trump eased
two decades of trade and economic sanctions. That should have injected life into Sudan’s economy,
which had been incurring an es-

The protests erupted
January 5 in several
Sudanese regions after
the removal of
government subsidies
caused the price of
bread to double.

timated $4 billion in losses annually. The easing of sanctions also
saw Sudanese banking restored to
the international financial system,
with many expecting an influx of
foreign investment. That has failed
to happen.
“Anger is rising because of the
deteriorating living conditions
of the people,” said Adam Mohamed Ahmed Abdullah, a professor of political science at Alzaiem
Alazhari University.
Sudanese
President
Omar
al-Bashir, on a visit January 11 to
the south-eastern state of Sennar,
said the government would take
measures to mitigate the effects of
the commodity price hikes.
On the same day, Trade Minister Hatim al-Sir said the ministry
would work to keep commodity
prices under control and would issue guidelines on commodity
prices to prevent exploitation by
traders.
Few of those protesting, especially on university campuses,
seemed to believe al-Bashir or his
cabinet.
The bread riots took a bloody
turn January 7 when one student
was killed and five others wounded in Geneina, the capital of West
Darfur state. Anti-riot police used
tear gas to disperse the protesters
and were accused of using brutal
force.
Sudan had similar protests in
2013 and 2016 but police crushed
them, killing dozens of citizens.
Osman said he expected the
protests to develop into a wider
anti-government movement that
would seek to oust the Bashir government.
“The protests are only a symptom of the deep anger in every
Sudanese home at the failure of
the regime to solve the problems
of the Sudanese people,” he said.
“It is already starting to snowball
and it will get bigger day after day,
especially with the regime thinking that it can silence the people.
There is an economic catastrophe
and people will not starve silently.”
Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian
reporter in Cairo.

gypt is trying to reduce
public backlash against
governmental economic
reforms by increasing
food subsidies and tailoring new social welfare programmes to help needy citizens,
economists said.
“Public anger against the reform programme was inevitable but economic planners have
been shrewd enough to avoid
it by cushioning its effects, especially on the very poor,” said
Yumn al-Hamaqi, an economics
professor at Cairo University. “To
some extent, this lowers the pace
of reform but this is better than
having a new revolution on the
streets.”
Economic reform measures
include floating the Egyptian
pound, slashing fuel, electricity
and water subsidies and introducing a value added tax.
The moves were designed to
rescue the Egyptian economy,
which was faltering. Foreign currency reserves had reached an
all-time low and the government
struggled to secure food imports.
The reform effort has, however, been very costly for the poor.
Floating the pound led to a dramatic surge in the exchange rate
of all foreign currencies. A US dollar, for example, trades for 17.70
Egyptian pounds; the exchange
rate was 8.80 pounds before the
November 2016 flotation.
Prices of commodities, most
of them imported, shot up. The
reduction in fuel, electricity and
water subsidies increased monthly bills to unprecedented levels and led to a rise in transport
costs.
Nonetheless, together with
these aggressive measures, the
government was keen to not alienating its citizens, 27.8% of
whom were classified as poor in a
recent survey.
Last July, the government
raised food subsidies to $4.8 billion annually, from $2.6 billion.
It increased the annual budget
of social welfare programmes

to $2.5 billion. The government also raised civil servants’
pensions 60%.
“These measures were instrumental in helping millions of
people keep afloat as the pace of
the reform harrowed and commodity prices continued to rise,”
said Sherin al-Shawarbi, another
economics professor at Cairo University.

A universal health
insurance system
is about to be
implemented
nationwide to cover the
entire population for
the first time despite
funding problems.

Apart from increasing food subsidies, which benefit 70 million
people registered in the national
food rationing system, the government built tens of thousands
of flats for slum dwellers.
A universal health insurance
system is about to be implemented nationwide to cover the entire
population for the first time despite funding problems. The system will exempt the poor from almost all charges and require only
financially capable citizens to pay
for medical treatment.
Economists said these efforts
have largely focused on the poor,
overlooking the middle class,
which has borne the brunt of reforms.
“Some middle-class Egyptians
have been impoverished by the
reform because, unlike the very
poor, they do not benefit from
the food subsidies and they will
not enroll themselves in social
welfare programmes,” Shawarbi
said. “This is why it is important
for the government to consider
the interests of these people as it
moves ahead with the reform or
they can be the force behind the
next revolution.”
Amr Emam is a Cairo-based
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

Tough times. People cover themselves from sun as they wait to
buy subsidised food contributed by the Ministry of Defence and
Military Production of the Egyptian Armed Forces in Cairo. (Reuters)
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New taxes spark
fears of effect on
prices in Lebanon
Kareem Chehayeb

Beirut

A

series of taxes implemented
January 1 caused fear of
worsening economic
problems
among
small businesses and consumers in
Lebanon. Among the taxes passed
by parliament last summer to fund
a public sector wage hike is value
added tax (VAT) increase from 10%
to 11%.
Restaurants, cafes and other
shops have increased prices but
some small business owners were
waiting. “I haven’t changed the costs
of my items just yet,” a small grocery
store owner off Beirut’s busy Hamra
Street said, asking to remain anonymous. “I have to see how much my
costs will increase once I restock my
inventory.”
However, others realised that
prices have been inflated inconsistently. “Go to any small grocery store
or business and you’ll see that the
prices have gone up much higher
than anticipated,” said Hasan S., a
taxi driver. “I’m all for the public
sector wage hike but these taxes will
harm the poor and the rich won’t
notice much of a difference.”
American University of Beirut Associate Professor of Economics Jad
Chaaban echoed those concerns,
saying the tax reforms came at the
wrong time. “Countries impose
taxes when they are done in a way
that does not harm the vast majority
of the population,” Chaaban said.
The cabinet agreed on the public sector wage hike in 2012 but the
measure languished in parliament

for five years due to legislative paralysis. Public sector workers, including teachers, routinely protested
and went on strike, demanding their
minimum wage increase to $450 a
month, matching the country’s minimum wage for private and other
non-government institutions.
“The only wage increase that took
place was for those in the public sector,” Chaaban said, adding that they
make up one-third of Lebanon’s
workforce. “If you increase taxes
on individuals without increasing
income to at least offset it, then you
will have negative net purchasing
power.”
Economy Minister Raed Khoury
recently warned merchants about
raising prices beyond a certain point.
Other notable components of the
reforms include the tax on corporate profit increasing from 15% to
17%, as well as $1.65 tax on stamps
for phone, internet and prepaid card
bills.

Jeremy Arbid, a journalist in Lebanon reporting on economics and
government policy, said the lack of
data and economic modelling has
been alarming. “What’s confusing is
that I haven’t seen any sort of modelling on either the tax increase or
the wage hike,” he said. “Either the
data do not exist or the government
refuses to publicise the data and we
don’t have a congressional budget
office to measure the economic ef-

fects of public finances.”
Arbid added that the projections
on the tax reforms he saw from the
prime minister’s office and Ministry
of Finance “did not match.”
“They [businesses] are rounding
up costs because they don’t know
what impact these taxes will have,”
Chaaban said. “Even if the government claims that the 1% VAT increase is small, everybody has been
rounding up prices — in some cases
up to 10% — because they don’t
know what effect this will produce.”
He said people will be further
frustrated when taking Lebanon’s
poor job market and lack of income
into consideration.
The conditions are far from ideal
for the Lebanese market and because the tax reforms were passed
last summer, consumer confidence
plummeted, the December 2017
Byblos Bank/AUB Consumer Confidence Index indicated.
When the tax measures were introduced in parliament last spring to
fund the wage hike, which costs approximately $1.2 billion, civil society
and some opposition political parties took to the streets. They called
for alternative measures to fund the
public sector wage increase, specifically cracking down on money
laundering and other forms of corruption, squandering and misusing
public funds. One notable example
used was evasion of duties on imported goods.
“There is a lot of manipulation
in the mobile phone market where
there are smuggling and avoidance
of customs and tax duties,” Arbid
said. “When [former Communications Minister Nicolas] Sehnaoui
was minister, it was $40 million-$60
million per year in missed revenue

on mobile phone imports only [due
to tax duties avoidance].”
The issue of transparency and
access to information is a persistent problem. “The Ministry of
Finance would not provide these
figures [on mobile phone imports] to us,” Arbid said. “I agree
with the self-described opposition
political parties and others that you

can shore up revenue by plugging
holes in revenue streams but who
can say precisely where those holes
are?”

ment to reinstate benefits, the
princes demanded compensation
for the 2016 execution of a cousin,
Prince Turki bin Saud al-Kabeer,
who pleaded guilty to murder in
2012.
The fallout from the arrests did
not end there, however. Days later, Prince Abdullah bin Saud bin
Mohammed was dismissed as head
of the Saudi Maritime Sports Fed-

eration after a 6-minute audio clip
of him criticising the arrests was
posted online. In the recording,
Prince Abdullah was heard saying
the princes were arrested on “false”
and “illogical” accusations.
With oil prices declining and its
youth population growing, Saudi
Arabia is in the process of implementing Vision 2030, which aims to
wean the kingdom’s economy off its

oil dependency while creating jobs,
stimulating the private sector and
modernising the country.
To push that agenda forward,
Saudi Arabia has sought to deal with
lingering issues of corruption. Last
November, more than 200 prominent Saudi figures, including members of the royal family, current and
former ministers and wealthy businessmen were detained in an anti-

corruption campaign.
While those arrested in November were held at the glitzy Ritz-Carlton Hotel, the 11 princes involved in
the palace protest were sent to the
maximum-security al-Ha’ir Prison
south of Riyadh.
Less than a week after introducing
its VAT, Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud ordered allowances
to “soften the effect of economic reforms on Saudi households.”
The king ordered bonuses for civil
and military employees and issued
directives ensuring the state would
bear VAT-related costs for Saudis
who benefit from private health services and private education.
The king ordered the Saudi central bank to ensure that banks do
not change cost-of-living allowances and bonuses ordered in the decree and not deduct from the allowances and bonuses for repayment of
personal loans and other financial
obligations.
This is not the first time the kingdom has had to impose austerity
measures. In September 2016, state
benefits were cut but were restored
seven months later.
Many Saudis lauded the recent
royal decrees but some questioned
their long-term effect. Economic
matters remain unchanged for expatriates, which some say could result in a mass exodus at a time when
the kingdom is trying to open more
to both tourism and investment.

Restaurants, cafes and
other shops have
increased prices but
some small business
owners were waiting.

Painful reforms. A Lebanese woman holds a placard during a
protest in downtown Beirut against newly approved taxes.

(AFP)

Kareem Chehayeb is a political
analyst in Lebanon. His website is
www.kareemchehayeb.com and he
can be followed on Twitter
at @chehayebk.

Saudi royal family members arrested
for protesting end of entitlements
The Arab Weekly staff

London

E

leven Saudi princes were
arrested after protesting a
royal decree terminating
government payment of
their utility bills, the kingdom’s attorney general said.
The princes, gathering at the Qasr
al-Hokm Palace in Riyadh, demanded the decree be reversed.
“Despite being informed that
their demands are not lawful, the
11 princes refused to leave the area,
disrupting public peace and order,”
said a statement by the public prosecutor.
The kingdom recently raised fuel
prices and introduced a 5% value
added tax (VAT) as part of its Vision
2030 economic reform programme.
While many Saudis voiced displeasure over the price hikes, the princes’
protest marked the first act of civil
disobedience.
Saudi state-regulated media carried news of the arrests but did not
give the names of those involved.
International media outlets, however, reported that sons of Prince
Sultan bin Mohammed al-Kabeer,
founder and chairman of Almarai
Company, the region’s biggest dairy
company, were among those arrested.
Besides calling for the govern-

Changing times. A man shops for mangoes at a fruit market in the Saudi city of Taif.

(AFP)
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The unrest in
North Africa and
the Middle East

W

aves of unrest are swirling over
parts of North Africa and the
Middle East.
Demonstrations turned
violent in Tunisia and Sudan.
Egypt, the Arab world’s most
populous state, has been
spared current disturbances but it has previously
struggled with similar problems.
Cuts in subsidies have meant rising prices in
Sudan, Tunisia and Egypt. Over the summer, Egypt
raised fuel prices by 55%. Petrol prices went up in
Tunisia at the beginning of the year. The price of
bread doubled in Sudan after the government
privatised grain imports.
The cost of living is also affected by taxes raised
to offset fiscal imbalances. The Tunisian
parliament voted for a budget at year-end that
introduced many tax hikes. In the Gulf region, the
population is suddenly discovering the value
added tax (VAT).
The current upheaval, however, is part of
predictable turbulence that comes with
socio-economic transformation.
This is clearly the end of entitlements as we
know them. Falling oil prices have rendered old
habits unaffordable.
In Saudi Arabia, 11 princes were sent to prison for
protesting against a royal decree that ordered the
state to stop paying their water and electricity bills.
In Algeria, the government is halting the import of
more than 900 products, including mobile phones.
In Morocco, free education — that totemic
symbol in many Arab societies — is giving way.
Some higher education courses are expected to be
fee-paying and secondary education will be
means-tested.
Rabat’s decision points to a growing problem in
the region. Deteriorating public services have led
to the emergence of a two-track system. One track
offers free but low-quality public service and the
other, a pay-for-service track for those who can
afford it.
Another pressure point is the region’s key
demographic juncture, the disproportionately high
number of 15-29 year olds in the population. That
so-called youth bulge — when infant mortality
percentages fall and fertility rates are high — could
be a blessing or a curse, depending on what nations
make of it.
Right now, it is the cause of upheaval as young
people increasingly seek hard-to-find educational
opportunities and jobs. As a 2015 UN study noted,
youth unemployment rates are high — more than
30% — in Jordan, Iraq and Saudi Arabia and their
youth populations are expected to grow by more
than 20% at least until 2040.
North Africa, in particular, is beset by acute
unemployment, with the International Labour
Organisation recently noting that only about
one-in-three young people is economically active
and, among those active, one-in-three is
unemployed.
If not addressed adequately, these factors could
combine into a perfect storm leading to yet more
civil strife and instability.
The extremist narrative is more attractive when
hopelessness settles in and politicians have little to
offer in terms of vision or a credible plan of action.
A new social contract might be needed to define
a new role for the state, one that preserves
opportunities but does not provide entitlements
and subsidised cost of living. A new social contract
cannot, however, be discussed amid looting and
rioting. Ultimately, the populations should be told
about the true scope of the challenges ahead. A
frank and realistic discussion of economic reforms
is imperative.
Some politicians in the region might be tempted
by a more expedient discourse, which would allow
them to seek a political advantage from the unrest
or by unfairly scapegoating the World Bank and
International Monetary Fund as reasons for
discontent. International financial institutions
provide advice and huge loans and are certainly
aware of the social implications of reform.
More international solidarity might be
warranted. Europe should be more attentive to the
concerns of its southern neighbours, beyond its
usual focus on the illegal immigration and
terrorism issues. The age of foreign largesse,
however, is over.
The current unrest reflects deep structural
problems across the region. These cannot be
resolved without a new vision from within. It is up
to governments and civil society in MENA to
provide an alternative vision that excludes no one.
There must be a shared commitment to peace
and stability. Surely now, after the largest protests
since 2009, Iran, in particular, must look anew at
its costly adventurism abroad. The billions spent
on wars by proxy could only come to haunt
them — and they did.
Arab countries must see the need to cooperate
to deal with common challenges. The World Bank
rightfully notes the Arab region is the
least integrated in the world. This can and
should change.
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Changes in Saudi Arabia
and Iran have different
dynamics

Mohamad Kawas
is a Lebanese writer.

I

t is quite a paradox that in
Saudi Arabia 11 princes were
arrested for allegedly protesting certain measures against
them while in Iran thousands
upon thousands were engaged
in controversial protests against the
regime and its disastrous policies.
In Saudi Arabia, what was known
as the “Renaissance” during the
previous century has imposed on
society certain social and behavioural norms. The Saudis observed
these rules scrupulously, to the
point that it was thought that those
behaviours were part and parcel of
their nature. An entire generation
was accustomed to leading a dual
life: very conservative on the inside
but accepting of a modernist mode
of living on the outside.
It is true that the conservative
values of the “Renaissance” have
overwhelmed daily life in Saudi
Arabia but it is also true that those
values wouldn’t have withstood the
onslaught of modernism were it not
for the authorities’ constant
propping up and protection.
In Iran, the “revolution” paradigm was imposed on all of society.
Revolutionary ideology everywhere is always wary of counterrevolution, real or imagined. The
revolution of the Islamic Republic
of Iran is no exception to this
dogma. Periodical public executions of a few mischief makers
serve to keep things in check and
the dedicated Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) is there to
preserve Ayatollah Ruhollah
Khomeini’s political doctrines.
Whether in Riyadh or in Tehran,
the regimes have erected impenetrable dogmatic bulwarks against
each other. Whenever their mutual
animosity fever reaches a peak, the
regimes resort to a new religious
“Renaissance” as a vaccine against
the rival dogma.
For the mullahs’ regime, survival
requires strengthening the Shia
dogma and spreading it. For the
Saudi regime survival requires
stepping outside the dogmatic box
of the Saudi religious “Renaissance” and venturing into new
civilisational grounds.
During the past few decades, it
has become clear that a conscious

Pursuing modernity in Saudi Arabia does not spare
the royal and other privileged classes.
political choice, rather than the
have decided to jump with their
If Saudi
pretence that the society at large
country from one epoch to
was not ready for modernity, was
another. It was going to be a
Arabia’s
behind the decision to keep Saudi
painful rebirth for Saudi society
rebirth is
society bottled up and stagnant. It
and it is too soon to start evaluatwas a win-win situation for the
progressing ing it. Many gangrenous zones in
religious establishment and the
the social tissue will have to be
without
political regime.
removed with a steady hand and all
major
“Renaissance” pundits were
that can be done is watch the
happy to keep people dependent
metamorphosis with astonishdamage,
on what those pundits see as strict
ment.
Iran’s rebirth
observance of religious edicts and
Pursuing modernity in Saudi
traditions and the regime was
Arabia does not spare the royal and
is bound
happy to keep postponing the natuother privileged classes. When
to be long,
ral changes in governance, which
some princes protest, we know that
painful and
are dictated by modernity and the
the approach is sound. The jolt to
country’s reality.
Saudi society singled out a class of
dramatic.
The political changes going on in
people who usually see themselves
Saudi Arabia were long overdue
as above the rest. That same jolt is
and express the regime’s belated
telling the rest to shrug off their old
understanding that it is the
convictions of the legitimacy of
responsibility of the country’s
this exceptional class.
rulers to reposition the kingdom on
New economic realities are
the path of evolution and do away
prevailing in Saudi Arabia. Saudi
with the artificial exceptionalism
citizens are waking up to the fact
that has been holding it back.
that the welfare state is gone and
In Iran, the artificiality in governthat they must accept to live like
ance has been in place since the
other citizens around the world.
religious establishment seized
They are internalising new
power. The republic’s so-called
concepts and terms such as taxes,
enlightened elite started engineerpurchasing power, cost of living,
ing society’s future
payment for basic services,
according to their vision
nationalising jobs and being
rather than reality.
responsible for their own
It cannot get more
security.
artificial than when
The Iranian regime, on
Iran’s mullahs start
the other hand, is trying
shaping to their taste
to buy time so it continthe culture of a
ues to maintain its grip
historically multiculon the country and its
tural society with a
wealth. By contrast, Iran’s
tremendously rich
citizens want to put a
heritage of diversity
stop to the time of
and pluralism. Their
Khomeini, Ayatollah Ali
approach is reminiscent
Khamenei, the IRGC,
of communist pracconservatives and moderates, etc.
tices in the former
They want to shake off the rusting
Soviet Union,
shackles of 40 years of an ageing
where only one
revolution.
vision and one
However, if Saudi Arabia’s
societal model
rebirth is progressing without
were valid. Iran’s
major damage, Iran’s rebirth is
mullahs did not
bound to be long, painful and
hesitate to
dramatic.
reinterpret
A puzzled world is watchancient religious
ing the unprecedented
Strengthening dogma. A woman holds
texts in ways that
changes in Saudi Arabia
a poster with pictures of Iran’s Supreme
suited them and
and Iran. The world’s big
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei (R) and
allowed them to
players have nothing to
founder of the Islamic Republic Ayatollah do with these changes.
stay in power.
Ruhollah Khomeini in Tehran.
(Reuters) They are local products.
Riyadh’s rulers
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Ahed Tamimi provides powerful
icon but also distraction
from real issues
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Sami Moubayed

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

O

n the first day of 2018,
more than 1,000
members of Likud
voted for the unlimited construction of
settlements in the
occupied West Bank, shortly after
the Israeli parliament decided to
remove two Palestinian neighbourhoods from the jurisdiction of East
Jerusalem, purging more Palestinians from their capital.
On January 2, the Knesset passed
a measure saying that a two-thirds
vote would be required to relinquish sovereignty over any parts of
Jerusalem — in clear defiance of UN
resolutions that refuse to recognise
Israel’s rights over all Jerusalem.
A third Israeli bill was passed,
loosening restrictions on the death
penalty, which previously could
only be applied on Nazi criminals
if tried in Israeli civil courts. It can
now apply to any person convicted
of “terrorist activity” in clear reference to the Palestinians.
Perhaps more disturbing is the
“Greater Jerusalem Law,” which is
gaining steam in the corridors of
the Knesset. It calls for expanding the municipal boundaries of
Jerusalem to include all illegal
settlements in the West Bank, such
as Maale Adumim and Gush Etzion,
bringing 150,000 settlers into the
city.
These major developments did
not feature heavily in prominent
Arab news outlets or on the social
media networks of Arab writers
and activists. Instead, they were all
busy posting flowery prose in homage of Ahed Tamimi, the fearless,
unarmed, charismatic 16-year-old
girl arrested in December for slapping and kicking an Israeli soldier
at the courtyard of her home in
Nabi Saleh, north of Ramallah.
In a video that went viral, she is
heard saying: “I destroy your face!”
Celebrities across the Middle

Ahed acted out of conviction and with good cause but she is
getting exaggerated attention, even from the Israelis.
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Symbol of a cause. Ahed Tamimi (R) appears at a military court at the Israeli-run Ofer Prison in the
West Bank, last December.
(AFP)

Society and Travel
Sections Editor

East hailed her heroism and major
Arabic television channels ran nonstop coverage of her arrest and trial
— with good intention.
Many see her as a beautiful
manifestation of the Palestinian
struggle being passed down to a
new generation, hailing her as a
heroine, which she is, undoubtedly.
Arab secularists were thrilled with
the rise of a young teenager, with
bouncing curls and piercing blue
eyes who is unveiled, unlike previous activists who emerged under
Hamas.
Many sincerely think that the
more they eulogise Ahed, the more
disturbing this would be for the
Israelis, forgetting that Tel Aviv is
benefiting from diversion of Arab
attention from what really matters
in terms of demographics, politics
and future of Jerusalem.
Focused on Ahed, the Arab
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world has failed to notice legislation recently passed by the Israeli
Knesset. Even staunch anti-Israeli
outlets such as Iranian
state-television and Hezbollah’s AlManar TV are more occupied with
Ahed than anything else.
Ahed is no newcomer to Palestinian activism. She made headlines
in 2012, raising her clenched fist before an Israeli soldier arresting her
mother. At the time she was only 11
but apart from a visit to Turkey and
a meeting with Turkish President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan, got none of
the international attention she is
now receiving.
In a 2015 video, she was seen
biting and hitting an Israeli soldier,
yet, apart from attention by Palestinian and Arab activists, didn’t
qualify for online celebrity status.
Why, then, has the world suddenly
noticed her? She is certainly not the

first Palestinian teen to be filmed
taking jabs at occupation forces —
and will not likely be the last.
Human rights observers said the
Israeli army has killed approximately 11 Palestinian children a
month since 2001.
Ahed acted out of conviction and
with good cause and those supporting her are doing so in good
faith but she is getting exaggerated
attention, even from the Israelis.
Three Israeli ministers and nearly
every major analyst across the
spectrum have commented on her
affair.
Ahed will probably get released
but only after all the Knesset
legislation passes. Arab masses will
celebrate her freedom, without
noticing that, while they were busy
and she was away, Jerusalem was
swallowed completely and so was
the entire West Bank.

Claude Salhani

As for banning the teaching of English in primary schools, the
regime is only going to cause further hardships on its populace.
himself and how better he would
fare if he had the power to
contribute more in society. It is
this craving to have a say that has
flamed revolts and revolutions
since the beginning of organised
governments.
It may come as no surprise
because it is in man’s nature to
seek a better tomorrow for
himself and his family. The
mullahs in Iran are, therefore,
fighting a losing battle. It matters
not how many guns, armoured
cars, tanks and torturers they may
have at their disposal.
History has shown there is no
other way but to embrace some
form of liberalism or democratic
principles. It is inevitable for
change to come to Iran, just as it
has in many countries in the past.
Successful revolutions are not
measured by the amount of blood
drawn but for their long-term
gains.
From the Soviet Union to the
People’s Republic of China and
the former Soviet satellite states,
change from autocracy to a more
open and inclusive form of
government has worked in favour
of the citizens. Though many may
argue that they have still a
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Iran’s leadership worried
over the future — its own
nce again Iran’s ruling
mullahs are worried
about the future.
Rather, they are worried about their own
future.
Following the outbreak of
violence in recent weeks, there is
much that frightens the country’s
rulers. Iran’s mullahs are worried
about the internet and social
media and they feel particularly
threatened by the English language, the lingua franca of the
internet.
On all the above counts the
mullahs are spot on. They have
every reason to be worried.
They have chosen to enter a war
from which they cannot possibly
emerge victorious. It is only a
matter of time before the mullahs
and their revolution become a
thing of the past. Much like the
regime they overthrew, the
mullahs too will become obsolete
in the not-too-distant future.
A good reason the mullahs
governing Iran need to worry is
because they are attempting to
stop the natural instincts of man
— to constantly learn and evolve.
They are attempting to stop him
from trying to find out more about

Publisher
and Group Executive Editor

long way to go.
As someone who has travelled
extensively throughout the Soviet
Union and in the former Soviet
republics, I can attest that the
people are, on average, far better
off today. That is not to say that
the changes from communism or
whatever form of dictatorship
plagued these societies came
about without problems or major
headaches.
The mullahs ought to take a
little time out and reflect on what
Winston Churchill once said about
democracy: It “is the worst form
of government except all those
others that have been tried.”
Following the demonstrations
that had spread suddenly across
the country since December 28,
Iranian Supreme Leader Ali
Khamenei decreed that the
teaching of English in Iranian
primary schools would be banned.
As Iran tried to smother the first
stirrings of a rebellion against the
rule of the mullahs, the Islamic
Republic showed it was clearly
drawing the wrong conclusions.
Its religious leaders and enforcers
insist that the protests have been
provoked by social media, so they
are restricting access to the

internet. They consider any fresh
thoughts from the outside to be a
threat.
Even as powerful an organisation as the Soviet KGB was unable
to stem the spread of the social
media of the Cold War era — Radio
Free Europe. Think how much
more difficult the task will be
today.
As for banning the teaching of
English in primary schools, the
regime is only going to cause
further hardships on its populace.
Tehran’s decision to ban English
language education in primary
schools reflects a close-minded
approach at home and towards
the rest of the world.
It is a theocratic regime that
sees bridges to the world as a
threat to the anachronistic way of
life it’s imposing on all Iranians.
It is a regime that promotes
hostility to other cultures as it is a
guarantee of continued rule. It is
also a regime that lacks confidence in itself. It does not want its
citizens to know there is a lot out
there with different ideas and
various possible narratives.
By doing so, it is condemning
itself to sclerosis and
obsolescence.
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The future of the Arab world

Debate

The Arab world’s critical thinking dilemma

Dr Haitham El-Zobaidi
is an Iraqi writer based in
London. He is the Executive
Editor of Al Arab Group.

In the Arab world,
critical thinking
has become a
reactionary path
to stagnation
instead of being
the engine for
change.

S

uppose, for the sake
of argument, that
the Western mind,
initiator of today’s
intellectual and
scientific revolution,
had decided to take it
easy and stay away from critical
thinking.
Any researcher will tell you that
we would be living in a different world — a dark and shattered
world, perhaps a continuation
of the Middle Ages. Without a
critical sense of observation and
questioning, the world would
have stagnated to a suffocating
degree.
Today, the world is on an express train to the future. There is
a profusion of technical innovations and milestones. There are
affordable generic medications
available around the world,
which could cure most diseases.
Bumper crops are filling bellies
and an abundance of texts, images and television shows compete
for people’s minds.
Leaps in physics and biotechnical research have pushed the
boundaries of progress beyond
limits never imagined by the best
philosophers. Anti-depression
drugs can change for the better
the lives of millions of people.
Cell phones have made it possible
for billions to communicate with
each other like never before. Just
imagine: How many times is the
word “hello” uttered around the
world each day?
The problem with today’s
mind-blowing progress is that
it can easily backfire. Before
considering how that happened
in the Arab world, look at what
is happening in the West. Tweeting, a by-product of technological
progress, allowed totally unpredictable and egocentric personalities such as US President Donald
Trump to emerge and dominate.
The best British daily newspapers, famous for their groundbreaking reporting, are helpless
against the tide of false news
sweeping across social media.
In Britain, false rumours
and claims have, in an instant,
swept aside years of efforts by

Beyond limits. A Saudi man chats with a robot on the sidelines of
the Future Investment Initiatives conference in Riyadh, last
October.
(AFP)
politicians, intellectuals, media
people, economists and business
leaders to build a stronger Europe
with Britain in it. In Germany, the
government and civil society are
to be praised for their steadfast
opposition to campaigns against
foreigners mounted by xenophobic groups and individuals.
The problem, however, is that
these worthy efforts are more
the result of a collective wish to
expiate historical sins rather than

of a collective awareness of the
importance of new blood for any
society.
Modernist critical thinking was
at the basis of modern Western
civilisation and, by extension, of
modern world civilisation. This
same thinking is bewildered and
helpless against populism and
populist thinking. But not to fear:
Western modernist thought will
eventually overcome the populist reaction because it knows

the chaotic consequences of the
absence of critical thinking.
In the Arab world, the situation is completely different. We
Arabs were quickly overtaken
by progress and modernism. In
Europe, for example, the availability of more food did not result
in a population boom, but more
available food led to a population
explosion in the Arab world that
has consumed most resources.
Cairo’s sewage system is strained
beyond capacity and so are classrooms and streets.
In the domain of population
control, rationality took a leave
of absence and Arab governments
surrendered to the metaphysical
elucubrations of the clergy. So
parents took liberties giving birth
to one daughter after another until a male progeny arrived, then
his brother and his brother.
Look at how technology is
dealt with. The digital revolution gave birth to a critical mass
for rebellion. Arab intellectuals,
whose main task should have
been deconstructing the ensuing chaos, found nothing better
to do than to opportunistically
ride the waves of chaos. Some
discarded critical thinking tools
and became permanent political
commentators in online discussion forums or in racist sectarian and religious sites that have
mushroomed in the area.
Before overthrowing the
politicians, computer technology exposed the hypocrisy of
so-called intellectuals. They are
more inclined to criticise than to
critique, to insult than to discuss.
The previously much-praised
critical thinking in the Arab
world not only failed to raise
consciousness, it failed miserably
to be present during the crucial
turning points of our history.
Instead of being at the heart of
modernist discourse, it has been
used to justify conflicts built on
age-old facts and fictions.
In the Arab world, critical
thinking has become another
term for a dangerous dilemma. It
has become a reactionary path to
stagnation instead of being the
engine for change.

Digital Arab Series

European Arabs have a distinct view of the region

Khadija Hamouchi

27, is a Belgian-Moroccan
entrepreneur in Beirut. She started
a social enterprise, SEJAAL Inc,
which is working on an educational
app to enable Arab millennials’
lifelong learning.

Digital Arabic
content will help
diversify our
economies and it
is key to building
a knowledge
economy.

L

ike many children of
Arab descent in 1990s
Europe, I grew up
with Al Jazeera TV
and Arab entertainment and cooking programmes. They were
practically the background music
at home. It was the age before
tablets and smartphones.
I loved hearing different versions of spoken Arabic. The
images that shaped my views of
the Middle East and North Africa
region were largely male and
overwhelmingly violent — bombings, corpses, rivers of blood on
the streets, executions — but also
domestic violence and many
scenes of shouting people in
films.
Until my early 20s, I did not
realise the cumulative effect of
those experiences on my perceptions and I lived almost like a
carefree European.
Then, as an Erasmus Programme exchange student in the
Netherlands in December 2010,
I saw the Arab world aflame on
Facebook. The images on my
computer screen made me realise
that I was unprepared — despite
those childhood images — for a
messy groundswell for change.
Growing up in Belgium, despite
those childhood on-screen encounters with the Arab world, I
was unprepared for a movement
that appeared to have bubbled up
from the bottom.

The memories resurfaced
during the Arab Conference at
Harvard last November. It was
billed as the largest pan-Arab
conference in North America and
it brought together approximately
1,300 students and professionals
to discuss issues with the region’s
most prominent politicians,
business people and civil society
leaders.
The 2017 conference aimed, as
its organisers said, to combat the
“reductive imagination surrounding the Arab world that diminishes it to a geography of
violence and failure.”
At my session, many people
about my age asked why I was
leading a project to build an app
for Arab youth. I sensed various
levels of emotion across the spectrum of hope. As an entrepreneur,
I understand the essence of action
and I believe optimism is probably
the biggest call to action.
To serve fellow Arabs in the
Middle East and North Africa
region, I chose optimism to perceive the possible. Change, like
death, is a certainty. It is bound
to happen. It might be wise to
manage it. Entrepreneurs build on
the hope that people will leverage
new realities once they become
aware of the possibilities.
I’m not a fan of the word “empowerment” because it focuses
too much on external agency and
yet I firmly believe that people
make their own decisions to

Hunger for information. A Saudi university student checks out a
website on his computer at a cafe in Riyadh.
(AFP)
invest time and attention on ideas
and products that fill a gap.
The need for digital Arabic
content is societal. It will help
diversify our economies and it
is key to building a knowledge
economy. It is also a way to feed
the hunger for information among
the increasingly restless and mobile millennial generation.
My recent travels throughout
the region showed the depth of
the desire in young people for
information that’s relevant to
their reality and that can also be
transformational with respect to

their reality.
As a European Arab, born and
bred in Belgium, I am conscious
of the advantages I’ve had. I’ve
had the freedom to know, to
act and to decide. This must be
leveraged and shared with other
young Arabs, in the Arab world
and beyond.
A community can only grow
and prosper by determining how
it thinks of itself, how it wants to
think of itself and how it wants to
be seen.
There is no reason for the Arab
world not to aim to be the best.
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Egypt looks ahead to
presidential election but
little doubt about outcome
Amr Emam

Cairo

N

otaries in hundreds of
offices in Egypt have
started registering powers of attorney filed by
citizens for potential
presidential candidates as Egypt
prepares for the start of the 2018
presidential election campaign.
The vote will be March 26-28. In
the event of an election run-off, the
second round of the voting would
be April 24. Many analysts predict
that incumbent Abdel Fattah al-Sisi,
who has not formally announced
his re-election bid, will easily win
more than 50% of the vote, particularly given a dearth of challengers.
Approximately 58 million Egyptians are eligible to vote in the presidential election, the second since
the downfall of the Muslim Brotherhood regime in 2013.
The announcement of the election timetable was welcomed by
political observers, who expressed
hope that the vote would energise
Egypt’s moribund political participation.
“This is a huge national event that
will decide the future course of this
country for the next four years,”
said Alaa Abdel Azim, the deputy
head of the liberal Egyptian Republican Party. “It will show that Egypt
is committed to a competitive political process where everybody has
an equal opportunity, regardless of
who he is.”

National
Election
Authority
Chairman Lasheen Ibrahim said it
would treat all potential candidates
equally and called on voters to make
their presence felt at polling stations
despite many Egyptians expressing
indifference towards the upcoming
campaign.
Presidential candidates must submit credentials January 20-29. In addition to identification documents,
hopefuls must submit 25,000 powers of attorney from eligible voters
or endorsements from 20 members
of parliament.
Sisi is expected to declare his bid
to seek a second and final four-year
term in office. Many citizens have
filed powers of attorney on his behalf.

Few politicians seem
willing to challenge
Sisi, who is highly
popular in Egypt.
More than 12 million Egyptians
signed a petition backing a Sisi second-term, part of a national campaign called “So We Can Build It,”
which has offices in all Egyptian
governorates and is expected to
quickly morph into the main Sisi reelection campaign.
MPs have also rushed to back Sisi’s
re-election, with media reports saying 464 MPs, including parliamentary Speaker Ali Abdel Aal, signed
their support for the incumbent.
Few politicians seem willing
to challenge Sisi, who is highly

popular in Egypt.
General Sami Anan, 69, a former armed forces chief of staff, announced that he would compete in
the elections as head of the Arabism
Egypt Party, which he founded in
2014. Anan has not been a particularly harsh critic of Sisi and is
viewed as being in the same mould
as the incumbent president.
Among others who want to run
is human rights lawyer Khaled Ali,
who won less than 13,000 votes in
a 2012 bid. He is appealing a conviction for “making an obscene gesture” after winning a court order
challenging the government’s decision to hand over two Red Sea islands to Saudi Arabia. In September,
he was given a 3-month suspended
sentence. He could be disqualified
from running in the election if the
court rejects his appeal.
Another potential candidate is
Anwar Esmat Sadat, the nephew
of late President Anwar Sadat. A
former MP and head of the liberalleaning Reform and Development
Misruna Party, he was expelled from
parliament in February 2017 over
comments criticising the Assembly he made to foreign media. His
expulsion was supported by 468 of
596 members, with only eight MPs
voting in his favour.
Perhaps the toughest challenge to
Sisi would have been from Ahmed
Shafiq, a Mubarak-era prime minister who narrowly lost the 2012
presidential election to Muhammad
Morsi. Shafiq, who has been living
in the United Arab Emirates for the
past few years, initially indicated in-

Under the spotlight. A man signs the form of the“So You Can
Build It” campaign in Cairo, last October.
(Reuters)
terest in running but has since said
he will not stand.
“My absence of more than five
years perhaps distanced me from
being able to very closely follow
what is going on in our nation… I
have seen that I will not be the ideal
person to lead the state’s affairs during the coming period,” Shafiq said
in a statement.
Hamdeen Sabahi, a leftist politician who suffered a humiliating defeat against Sisi in 2014, also said he

would not run in the 2018 election,
claiming “there are no guarantees
that the election will be fair.”
The absence of a credible challenger could embarrass Sisi, who
has sought to tout his democratic
credentials.
“This will undermine the credibility of the electoral process as a
whole,” said Sakina Fouad, a former
presidential adviser. “An election
with one candidate in it is not an
election at all.”

Tensions rise between Cairo and Khartoum as Sudan recalls ambassador
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

A

worsening
economic crisis at home,
strengthening ties with
Qatar and Turkey and
Egypt’s reported attempts to sideline Sudan in talks
with Ethiopia over Nile water
stand behind Khartoum’s political escalation with Egypt, analysts
said.
“Khartoum only wants to deflect
attention from the problems it has
at home,” said Mohamed el-Shazly, Egypt’s former ambassador
in Sudan. “The Sudanese regime
thinks picking trouble with Cairo
now will be a good way out of the
tough economic problems Sudan
suffers.”
Sudan recalled its ambassador
in Cairo for consultations on January 4. The ambassador’s recall followed a media campaign in Egypt
against a visit Turkish President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan paid to
Sudan. During the trip, Erdogan
and Sudanese President Omar alBashir discussed cooperation and
signed several deals.
Sudan agreed to give Turkey administrative control over the Red
Sea island of Suakin, a measure
viewed with suspicion in Egypt,
which is concerned about the security of the Red Sea and the Suez
Canal considering deterioration in
its relations with Erdogan’s Islamist-leaning administration.
Egyptian
Foreign
Minister
Sameh Shoukry on January 7 said
the ambassador’s recall was related to a disputed border territory between Egypt and Sudan.
On January 8, Sudan renewed
a complaint at the UN Security
Council against what it described
as Egypt’s “occupation” of the
border triangle of Halayeb, which

Increasing apprehension. A 2017 file picture shows Egyptian Foreign Minister Sameh Shoukry (C)
attending a meeting in Khartoum. 						
(AFP)
Khartoum claims.
Khartoum has been renewing the complaint since 1958 and
wants Egypt to agree to international arbitration on the issue.
There has been no movement on
this issue, with analysts viewing
the recent escalation as directly
related to recent developments in
Sudan, particularly recent protests
over economic issues.
“The tough economic crisis is
one of these new realities,” Shazly
said. “Sudanese citizens are out
on the streets and nobody knows
where the current public anger at

the economic failure of the Sudanese regime will reach.”
Riots in several Sudanese cities over a rise in the price of
bread took a bloody turn on January 7 when a high school student was killed and five others
injured by police.
The rise in the price of the bread
followed the government’s elimination of some subsidies and the
suspension of a controlled foreign
exchange rate regime.
The Sudanese government said
economic conditions would improve in a few months but there is

little confidence on the streets as
living conditions become tougher
for citizens.
Despite tensions that date to the
mid-1990s, Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi has tried to mend
fences with Khartoum. Sudan was
one of the first countries that he
visited as president.
However, there has been increasing apprehension in Cairo
towards Sudan’s actions, particularly reports that it has offered
refuge to thousands of members
of the outlawed Egyptian Muslim
Brotherhood movement.

Strengthening ties between
Khartoum and both Qatar and Turkey — viewed by Cairo as rivals —
have also stoked concerns.
“The fear in Cairo is that Qatar
and Turkey want to turn Sudan
into a thorn in Egypt’s side as part
of their regional strategy to besiege
the country and undermine its political and economic revival,” said
Amany al-Taweel, a researcher
from think-tank Al-Ahram Centre
for Political and Strategic Studies.
“Sudan is becoming part of a regional alliance aiming primarily to
weaken Egypt by increasing tensions on its borders, whether this
is on the southern border with it or
on the western border with Libya.”
The divergence in interests between Cairo and Khartoum was
more apparent regarding a hydroelectric dam being constructed by
Ethiopia on the Nile, Egypt’s only
source of water.
The dam would significantly decrease the amount of water Egypt
receives from the Nile every year,
Cairo warned.
On November 19, Sudanese Foreign Minister Ibrahim Ghandour,
outlined an additional reason for
his country’s support to the Ethiopian project. He said the Ethiopian
dam would prevent Egypt from
taking part of Sudan’s water share.
This might explain the emergence of reports that Egypt wants
to sideline Sudan in negotiations
with Ethiopia over the dam. Egypt
denied the reports but analysts
said Khartoum is acting as if they
were true which justifies the latest recall of its ambassador from
Cairo.
“Sudan has the right to defend
its own interests,” said Sudanese
political analyst Mohamed Latif.
“Egypt does not have the right to
marginalise Sudan in negotiations
over the dam because this dam is
a national security issue for Sudan
as it is for Egypt.”
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Swiss Federal Intelligence
Service investigates
Qatar-linked Islamists

Qatari ties to terror further revealed by Swiss report
V iewpoint

Iman Zayat

The Arab Weekly staff

Geneva

T

he Federal Intelligence
Service (FIS) in Switzerland has been investigating relations between
Qatar, including the
royal family, and figures supporting terrorism, the Swiss daily Le
Temps reported.
The report revealed Qatari contacts with Arab figures in Switzerland and civil society organisations operating between Doha,
Berne and Geneva that are suspected of funnelling money to terrorist organisations.
Qatari-linked suspects have
used charities and NGOs to support terror networks under the
cover of “humanitarian aid,” the
report stated.
The findings, a result of collaboration between European intelligence services and Gulf partners,
particularly Saudi Arabia, reflect
improved security coordination
between Riyadh, Switzerland and
the rest of Europe.
Among the individuals named
by the FIS was Abd Al-Rahman
al-Nuaimi, co-founder of the Geneva-based Al Karama Foundation. It describes itself as an Arab
human rights organisation but has
openly advocated on behalf of terror supporters and long been accused of ties to extremism. It has
been listed as a terror organisation
by the United Arab Emirates since
2014 and is known to Western in-

telligence services as a notorious
organisation.
In 2015, Al Karama admitted
that it had hosted Mohammed Emwazi, alias Jihadi John, a BritishArab Islamic State fighter who is
believed to be in videos produced
by the terror organisation showing
the beheading of captives in 2014
and 2015.
The two other figures named
by the FIS were Ali Abdullah alSuwaidi, chairman of the Internationaler Islamischer Rat (IIR), a
Muslim organisation in Berne; and
Salafist Nicolas Blancho, who acts
as head of the controversial Islamic Central Council of Switzerland
(ICCS).
In November, Saudi Arabia, the
UAE, Bahrain and Egypt added the
ICCS and the International Union
for Muslim Scholars (IUMS), headed by Doha-based Yusuf al-Qaradawi, to its terror blacklist.
The Arab quartet has accused
Doha of secretly funding Islamist organisations and promoting
extremism, charges that Qatar denies. Qatar has been blockaded by
its Arab neighbours since last June
over its alleged support of extremism and ties to Iran.
Le Temps, which cited several
interlocutors linked to Swiss intelligence in its report, noted that the
FIS warned that the canton of Ticino in southern Switzerland and
the neighbouring Italian enclave
of Campione had been sites of a
discreet recruiting base for the international branch of the Muslim
Brotherhood until 2001. The FIS
declined to comment on the case.

is the Managing Editor of
The Arab Weekly.

Q

atar’s support for
Islamist groups
in the West has
frequently popped
up in the media.
While the country’s role in supporting and financing Islamists
was well-known in the international community, most Western
countries have been reluctant to
carry out thorough investigations
due to economic interests.
However, the threat of extremism posed by Qatar’s brand of
political Islam is serious and
should give the West pause. This
is particularly true for Europe,
which has suffered a series of terror attacks in recent years.
A report published by Swiss daily Le Temps stated that Switzerland’s Federal Intelligence Service
(FIS) has investigated suspicious
relations between Qatar, including the Qatari royal family, and
figures supporting terrorism.
The report is no surprise given
Qatar’s past and confirms
information previously
released by Gulf authorities. It
specifically implicates
Abd Al-Rahman al-Nuaimi,
co-founder of the NGO Al Karama;
Ali Abdullah al-Suwaidi, chairman
of the Internationaler Islamischer

Rat (IIR); and Nicolas Blancho,
head of the Islamic Central
Council of Switzerland (ICCS).
The three individuals and entities
have been named by Saudi Arabia
and the United Arab Emirates as
sponsors of terrorism.
The report, which was based
partly on information provided to
the FIS by Saudi Arabia and other
Gulf countries, shows that Switzerland is hoping to clear itself —
especially its banking system — of
potential allegations of wrongdoing that involve the financing of
terrorist groups under the cover
of charities and humanitarian aid.
Among the specific findings
of the report were ties between
al-Qaeda-linked ideologue Abdullah al-Muhaysini, Nuaimi and
Suwaidi. Nuaimi was designated
as a terrorist by the US government in December 2013 and by
the United Nations in September
2014 over his financial support for
terror groups.
The US Treasury Department
claimed Nuaimi provided millions
of dollars to al-Qaeda in Iraq. He
has also been accused of sending
hundreds of thousands of dollars
to al-Qaeda members in Syria, alShabaab members from Somalia
and al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula via a charity in Yemen.
Even more, the Swiss investigation linked those designated
terrorists to national Qatari institutions. Nuaimi formerly served
as the head of the Qatar Football
Association, was a founder and
board member of Eid Charity in
Qatar and served as a top adviser
to the government of Qatar on
charitable donations, the report
said. Eid Charity in Qatar, which
describes its mission as “financing mosques around the world,” is
run by Suwaidi.
By leaking the investigation to
the media, Switzerland hoped
to show it was fully committed
to the global fight against terror
and send a clear message that its

government was cracking down
on its infamously lax banking
legislation.
More than anything, however,
the Swiss investigation aimed to
shake the foundations of Qatar’s
insidious campaign in Europe,
through which charities and investments were used as covers for
promoting extremism. In the long
run, the investigation might spur
other European countries to look
into Doha’s activities abroad.
It could also spell trouble for
Qatar’s ties to Switzerland, which
are already on shaky ground. In
July 2017, Swiss citizens protested
in Zurich against Doha’s alleged
support for terrorism. The demonstrators demanded that Swiss
authorities sever ties with the Qatari regime and called on Switzerland to join other European and
Arab countries in imposing strict
measures against the country
until Doha meets key demands.
Qatar has long been affiliated
with the Muslim Brotherhood and
provides financial support to the
group and its offshoots. Former
Qatari Emir Sheikh Hamad bin
Khalifa al-Thani had close ties to
the movement.
Always aiming to gain independence on the international
scene, Qatar has recruited large
numbers of teachers who are
members of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt.
The Muslim Brotherhood,
which describes its core activities
as running hospitals, schools and
providing social services, never
fulfilled this mission in Qatar, a
wealthy state capable of providing these services on its own. As a
result, domestic politics in Qatar
has been off-limits for Islamists,
who have directed their activities overseas. Doha’s support for
Islamist organisations around the
world has helped keep the domestic Islamist movement at bay
while promoting Islamist
thought in Europe.

Slain ex-president’s party at odds as Yemen’s
Houthis threaten Red Sea shipping routes
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

Y

emen’s General People’s Congress (GPC) announced the selection of
a controversial leader to
succeed former Yemeni
President Ali Abdullah Saleh, further complicating the political implications of the country’s nearly
3-year civil war.
Sadeq Amin Abu Rass, 65, was
named in an official statement as
GPC chairman, a move that was disputed by other party officials and
members of Saleh’s family.
Saleh was killed December 4
by Iran-allied Houthi rebels, with
whom he was previously aligned,
two days after he said that he was
willing to “turn a new page” with
the Saudi-led coalition.
The statement by the GPC appears to contradict Saleh’s stance
towards the Houthi militia by praising their efforts in the war but did
demand the release of Saleh’s
family members, associates and
journalists working for the Salehowned television channel, Yemen
al-Yawm.
Backlash over Abu Rass’s announcement within the party was
swift, with GPC Assistant SecretaryGeneral Yasser al-Awadi posting on
Twitter that: “Any party’s statement
that does not publicly break relations with Houthi murderers and
declare war against them does not
represent us and is not our party.”
The London-based pan-Arab daily Asharq Al-Awsat reported that

Danger on all fronts. A file picture shows the reflection of Yemenis in a mirror next to a picture of
former Yemeni President Ali Abdullah Saleh in Sana’a.
(AFP)
most GPC members, many of whom
fled Sana’a around the time Saleh
was killed, labelled the declaration
of a new leader “void.”
Those members released a statement saying the January 7 meeting was “invalid” because most
members of the party’s general and
permanent committees were not
in Sana’a, Asharq Al-Awsat said,
adding that decisions made at the
meeting are “not legally” binding.
Dissension within the GPC is an
unwelcome development for the
internationally recognised government of President Abd Rabbo
Mansour Hadi and the Saudi-led

coalition fighting on its behalf. This
is because negotiations with the
Iran-sponsored Houthis are seen
by many to be a non-starter, due to
their record of reneging on agreements and settlements.
The “Murder of Saleh (is) definitely a turning point,” tweeted UAE
Minister of State for Foreign Affairs
Anwar Gargash, adding that the
Houthis are perceived as a greedy

Not many Yemenis
appear to have
heeded the Houthis’
call to arms.

sectarian militia and an obstacle to
a political solution.
There were hopes that fighters for
the GPC would merge with the internationally recognised government,
a scenario that seems unlikely.
Meanwhile, the number of Houthi
fighters has apparently dropped significantly, forcing their leadership
to scramble for a quick-fix solution.
On January 4, the Defence Ministry of Yemen’s Houthi government
announced it is “open for applications for voluntary recruitment for
the year 2018,” the Houthi-controlled Saba news agency said. The
statement said applicants should

be Yemeni nationals between the
ages of 18 and 40, mentally and
physically fit, “loyal to God and the
homeland” and happy to serve anywhere in the country.
Not many Yemenis appear to
have heeded the Houthis’ call to
arms. Houthi scholars issued a fatwa calling on Yemenis living in areas under its control to join the ranks
of the Houthi military. The edict effectively makes fighting alongside
the Houthis a religious duty. Those
who refuse could be killed.
Coalition spokesman Turki alMaliki, at a news conference January 10, said the Red Sea port of
Hudaydah had become a base for
Houthi operations and is a threat
to international shipping traffic.
Houthi leaders in a meeting with
a UN delegation had threatened to
cut off shipping routes in the Red
Sea.
Maliki said that coalition naval
forces had foiled an attack on a
Saudi oil tanker, which was targeted with a remote-controlled ship
loaded with explosives. Maliki implored the United Nations “to take
the initiative and take over Hudaydah from the Houthis” and secure
the Red Sea shipping routes.
The conflict in Yemen began
when Shia Houthis and forces loyal
to the GPC overran Sana’a in September 2014 and seized most of the
country. A Saudi-led Arab coalition,
supported by the United States
and the United Kingdom, began an
air campaign against the rebels in
March 2015.
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf
section editor of The Arab Weekly.
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Last-minute deals sought in Iraq election alliances
Mamoon Alabbasi

London

T

op Iraqi politicians, including Prime Minister Haider
al-Abadi, are engaged in
last-minute negotiations
to form alliances ahead of
the country’s elections, even after
registering their electoral coalitions.
All alliances that will take part in
the country’s parliamentary and local elections scheduled for May 12
registered their lists by the January
11 deadline but the door is reportedly open for a few days for two electoral coalitions to merge into one
list, should they agree to do so.
The two lists involved in the negotiations are al-Nasr (Victory) coalition, which is led by Abadi and
includes cross-sectarian and reformist candidates as well as former
Defence Minister Khaled al-Obeidi,
and al-Fatih (Conquest) coalition,
which is led by Badr Organisation
Secretary-General Hadi al-Amiri
and includes many Iran-backed Shia
militia leaders who were part of the
Popular Mobilisation Forces (PMF).
News of the negotiations surprised many Iraqis as Abadi is seen
as a political rival to PMF leaders
and both sides generally appealed to
different electoral bases. Iraqi VicePresident Nuri al-Maliki, who leads
the State of Law coalition and is a
longtime favourite of Iran, is considered ideologically closer to al-Fatih
coalition than Abadi.
Observers said Abadi’s bid to form
an alliance with al-Fatih coalition
was an attempt to pre-empt Maliki
— a more serious competitor to the
prime minister — from reaching out
to the list of former militia leaders.

Charm offensive. Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi greets people during an Iraqi military parade
in Baghdad, last December. 									
(AP)
Others doubt that an alliance between Abadi and al-Fatih coalition
would be formed in the coming
days, as the poor international reputation of the militia leaders could
cause diplomatic headaches for the
prime minister.
In addition to the Badr Organisation and the Islamic Supreme Council of Iraq, al-Fatih coalition includes
leaders from Asaib Ahl al-Haq, Iraqi
Hezbollah, al-Nujaba, Imam Ali Brigades and other militias.
Both Abadi and Maliki belong
to the Dawa Party. Abadi sought to
include Dawa on his list but the attempt was turned down by Iraq’s

Independent High Electoral Commission (IHEC), as the party was registered in Maliki’s list. Local media
reported that Dawa members were
engaged in mediation between Abadi and Maliki to preserve the unity
of the party.
“Abadi has consistently criticised
his predecessor in recent speeches,
often reminding the audience of
those who lost a third of Iraq’s territory to ISIS and left the state coffers empty,” wrote Harith Hasan
al-Qarawee on the website of the Atlantic Council, a US think-tank.
“Although less vocal than in previous years, Maliki does not hide

his goal to displace Abadi as a top
priority. He recently adopted a more
moderate line towards relations
with Kurdistan, hoping to sway
some Kurdish parties to his favour
after the election,” Qarawee added.
Other Shia-majority coalitions
registered with the IHEC include
Istiqama (Upright), led by influential cleric Muqtada al-Sadr, and
al-Hikma (Wisdom), led by Ammar
al-Hakim. Sadr and Hakim are presenting their lists as “nationalist”
coalitions. Sadr went as far as to include the Iraqi Communist Party in
his coalition list.
Two electoral lists are competing

for mainly Sunni voters, the most
notable of which is al-Wataniya
(National) coalition, which is led by
Vice-President Ayad Allawi, and includes parliamentary Speaker Salim
al-Juburi and former Deputy Prime
Minister Saleh al-Mutlaq, in addition to several Sunni figures. The
second pro-Sunni coalition is led by
Vice-President Osama al-Nujaifi and
includes business mogul Khamis
Khanjar.
In northern Iraq, a new Kurdish
coalition called Nishtiman (Homeland) has been formed and is led by
Barham Saleh, leader of Coalition
for Democracy and Justice. The Nishtiman coalition, which will run
in Kirkuk and other disputed areas,
includes the Gorran (Change) Movement and the Kurdistan Islamic
Group (Komal).
The Kurdistan Democratic Party
and the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan
will reportedly have a united front
to deal with Baghdad. They will also
have a united list competing against
the Nishtiman and other coalitions
in the disputed areas.
Regardless if a deal between Abadi and al-Fatih coalition is made,
debate between coalitions could involve horse trading in order to form
a ruling alliance once May’s election
results are out.
Prior to negotiations with alFatih, it was thought that Abadi was
more likely to form an alliance with
Sadr, Hakim and prominent secular
and Sunni figures.
It remains unclear if the next elections would be less influenced by
sectarian and ethnic loyalties than
the previous ones.
Mamoon Alabbasi is Deputy
Managing Editor and Online
Editor of The Arab Weekly.

Iran-backed Iraqi militias
pose ‘serious’ threat to US
James Snell

London

W

hen the Islamic
State (ISIS) surged
across Iraq in 2014,
the Iraqi state and
its army buckled.
Iraqi forces retreated in disorder.
Soldiers were killed outright; many
were captured and subsequently
executed. This presaged a national
crisis.
Shia cleric Ayatollah Ali alSistani issued a fatwa incorporating al-Hashed al-Shaabi — the People’s Mobilisation Forces (PMF), an
umbrella organisation containing
paramilitary groups for use in the
campaign to counter ISIS.
From the beginning, many of the
militias were explicitly sectarian.
They are not all Shia but most were
notably so. In addition, many PMF
militias were effectively Iranian assets, either having been built upon
the foundations of pre-existing
Iranian-backed groups or receiving
support and direction from Iranian
state operations, notably the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps
(IRGC).
ISIS has faced territorial collapse
in Iraq. It has lost every major city
it possessed, beaten back by a combination of Iraqi federal forces,
PMF militias, peshmerga from the
Kurdistan Regional Government
and an extensive international
aerial campaign, led by the United
States.
The war against ISIS was declared won by Iraqi Prime Minister
Haider al-Abadi in a speech last
year.
ISIS’s defeat, while positive, has
exposed complications. ISIS is not
vanquished. It controls less territory than at any time since Janu-

ary 2014 but retains the ability to
mount an extensive insurgency
across Iraq and Syria.
The PMF militias have not gone
away, nor decreased in power, despite calls, including from Sistani,
for them to be integrated into the
Iraqi military.
One of the most prominent militias is Kata’ib Hezbollah (the
Hezbollah Brigades), a paramilitary group of long standing that
is backed by Iran. At the end of
December, Kata’ib Hezbollah released a combative statement to
coincide with the sixth anniversary of the US withdrawal from Iraq
after years of sectarian combat in
which the predecessor organisations of ISIS and Iran-supported
Shia militias took part.
“The enemy of humanity, the
United States, can no longer desecrate Iraqi soil, as the fighters of
the Hezbollah Brigades will not allow them to do so,” the statement
said, the Kurdistan 24 website reported. The statement contained
direct threats to US forces in Iraq.
“Threats from the Iranian proxy
militias against US troops — despite US de facto support to these
militias to conquer the territory
from which the Islamic State has
been driven — go back to the beginning of the campaign in 2014,” said
Kyle Orton, a research fellow at the
Henry Jackson Society, a British
think-tank.
“These are the same militias that
murdered and maimed hundreds

Though the
government of Iran
faces protests at home,
it is able to exert
influence inside
neighbouring
countries.

of American and British soldiers
between 2003 and 2011,” Orton
said.
Michael Pregent, a former intelligence officer and fellow at the
Hudson Institute, said “we should
take these threats seriously.”
Though threats of this nature
may be considered, if not routine,
then at least expected, the situation is notable. Though the government of Iran faces protests at
home, it is able to exert influence
inside neighbouring countries.
After the collapse of ISIS’s protostate and the integration of the
PMF within the Iraqi state, Iranian
influence is only growing.
This influence is under threat
from the outside.
Hassan Hassan, a senior fellow
at the Tahrir Institute for Middle
East Policy, said “the American
presence in Syria directly challenges Iranian allies in Syria, since
US-backed forces control a vast region in eastern and northern Syria.
This is seen as a potential threat for
Iran and its interests [as] American
sphere of influence is located near
the Iraqi-Syrian borders and provides the US with a potential contiguous region in which it could begin to poke at Iran or its interests.”
“This has increased Iran’s anxiety and subsequently the risks of
escalation,” Hassan said.
Pregent noted that the people
who made these threats are not
isolated. “These IRGC-linked militias are in and out of uniform in
the [Ministry of Interior], [Ministry
of Defence], and the [PMU]. They
are in close proximity to US advisers and the bases we operate in,”
Hassan said.
This gives the threat weight and
makes it more likely that open hostilities could break out.
Hassan, Pregent and Orton all
state that, as of now, the eruption

Dicey ground. Militants from the Iraqi Hezbollah Brigades march
in Najaf, last December. 			
(AFP)
of new conflicts is unlikely.
“For the moment, Iran is likely
to stay its hand and hope the US
leaves again,” said Orton.
Hassan noted that: “For now,
an all-out conflict is delayed by all
sides because of the nature of the
continuing situation in Syria. That
may change with time.”
But “if it becomes clear, however,
that the United States has a serious

plan to remain and to disrupt Iran’s
hegemonic designs for the region,
then the Iranian revolution will
again strike at Western forces in the
region, and perhaps beyond,” Orton said, leaving open the possibility of more conflict in Iraq, despite
its declaration of victory in the war
against the Islamic State.
James Snell is a British journalist.
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Trump’s ultimatum could spell
the end for the Iran nuclear deal
Thomas Seibert

Washington

T

he international agreement on Iran’s nuclear
programme
survived
another challenge by US
President Donald Trump
but the pact could be doomed
within months because of mounting differences between Washington and its European allies over
new sanctions.
Trump and his European partners
disagree
fundamentally
about the approach to the nuclear
deal and issues such as Iran’s missile programme and Tehran’s aggressive policies in the Middle
East, which are not covered by the
nuclear pact.
Days of talks in the White House
between Trump, who has called
the Iran agreement the “worst
deal ever,” and senior aides, including US Secretary of State Rex
Tillerson, who want the United
States to stick with the accord,
produced a compromise that is
keeping the Iran deal in place for
now but foresees new sanctions.
Trump told European participants
of the Iran deal on January 12 that
he would take the United States
out of the agreement by the time
he has to make another sanctions
decision in the middle of May if
they fail to introduce stiffer conditions for Tehran.
US law requires Trump to declare every four months whether
sanctions that were suspended
when the pact went into force in
2015 should be re-imposed. Every
three months, Trump is obliged
to tell the US Congress whether
Tehran has complied with the
agreement, officially known as
Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA). Deadlines for both
requirements converged around
January 12.
Using stark language, Trump
warned European countries that
the agreement could implode. “I
am waiving the application of certain nuclear sanctions but only in
order to secure our European allies’ agreement to fix the terrible
flaws of the Iran nuclear deal,”
the president said in a statement.
“This is a last chance. In the absence of such an agreement, the
United States will not again waive
sanctions in order to stay in the
Iran nuclear deal and if at any time
I judge that such an agreement is
not within reach, I will withdraw
from the deal immediately.”
The US president’s stance does
not go down well in Europe,
where leaders called for Washington to leave the Iran deal as it is.
They expressed concern that any
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While the Iranian
revolt is unlikely
to bring down the
regime, it certainly
shook its
foundations.

A last chance. US President Donald Trump (C), flanked by Secretary of State Rex Tillerson (2nd L), US Secretary of the Interior Ryan
Zinke (L) and Secretary of Defence Jim Mattis (R), speaks during a cabinet meeting at the White House, on January 10.
attempt to introduce stricter criteria for Tehran could trigger an
Iranian exit from the accord and a
restart of Iran’s nuclear weapons
programme.
The US Treasury Department
introduced new sanctions against
14 Iranian officials and entities
outside the JCPOA framework, on
top of sanctions against five entities announced on January 4. Suppression of the recent unrest in
Iran was one reason given for the
new measures that target, among
others, Sadeq Larijani, the head
of Iran’s judiciary. Larijani is the
brother of Ali Larijani, the speaker
of Iran’s parliament. That showed
that the new sanctions “go to the
top of the regime,” a US official
said on condition of anonymity.
Officials said the Trump administration was talking with European partners, who balk at lifting the sunset clauses and at the
connection between Iran’s missile programme and the nuclear
deal. As the US president only
addressed US allies in Europe in
his statement, it was unclear how

Washington would deal with Russia and China, which are also part
of JCPOA and reject any change to
the accord.
Western European countries involved in JCPOA, which was concluded by Iran on one side and
the United States, China, Russia,
France, the United Kingdom, Germany and the European Union on
the other, are unwilling to tighten
the screws on Tehran. Senior officials from the European Union,
Britain, Germany and France met
with Iranian Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif in Brussels
on January 11 and repeated their
view that the nuclear agreement
has made the world safer. Zarif
said Tehran was prepared to respond if the United States walked
away from JCPOA.
European leaders want the
United States to leave the nuclear agreement untouched and
talk with Tehran about other outstanding problems. “We agree on
this approach. We want to protect
(the deal) against every possible
decision that might undermine it,”

German Minister of Foreign Affairs
Sigmar Gabriel said. French President Emmanuel Macron called
Trump to stress Europe’s demand
that all parties should abide by the
nuclear pact.

The US president’s
stance does not go
down well in
Europe, where
leaders called for
Washington to leave
the Iran deal as it is.

There was no immediate reaction by France, Britain, Germany
or the European Union to Trump’s
statement. Reports said EU foreign ministers would discuss the
issue at a January 22 meeting in
Brussels. Unilateral US sanctions
would affect European companies
because Washington could outlaw

(AP)

their activities in the United States
if they conducted business with
entities or individuals targeted.
Iran-sceptics in the United
States say Trump has a point.
“Europe may think they pulled
a fast one and tied the US hands
on Iran,” Michael Rubin, a former
Pentagon official who works for
the American Enterprise Institute, a conservative think-tank in
Washington, said via e-mail. “But,
a deal that is watered down or implemented insincerely by refusing
serious snap backs or slow-rolling
inspections simply isn’t going to
work nor does it conform to US
law.”
Rubin predicted that European
companies would comply with
new US sanctions, no matter what
EU governments said. “European
businessmen aren’t stupid and
they’re not going to risk access
to the US market for the sake of a
quick buck in Iran,” he wrote.
Thomas Seibert is a Washington
correspondent for The Arab
Weekly.

Iranian protests are likely to affect Lebanon’s Hezbollah

I

t is unlikely that the recent
demonstrations in Iran will
bring down the regime in
Tehran but it is almost certain
that they will force the ruling
mullahs to change course.
The message that the demonstrators wanted to deliver to the
regime is that they are not interested in belonging to a regional superpower. They want to belong to a
country that addresses their needs
in jobs and does not suppress
their freedoms. They want Iran to
abandon its dreams of resurrecting
the ancient Persian Empire. The
costs of such an ambition proved
too high.
The most expensive investment for the radical mullahs
has been Lebanon, which began

in 1982 with the establishment of
Hezbollah.
We don’t know how much
money Iran pours into Hezbollah
each year. Estimates vary from
$800 million-$1 billion. What is
definite, however, is that the cost
of maintaining the 22,000-strong
militia, plus its considerable
arsenal, is provided by Tehran.
We know that because Hezbollah
Secretary-General Hassan Nasrallah declared it openly in a recent
speech. He added reassuringly: “As
long as there is money in Iran we
will continue to have money.”
What, however, if there is no
more money in Iran?
In addition to supporting Hezbollah, Iran bankrolls television
stations, publications, journalists,

pundits, web sites and an array
of Lebanese politicians. Together
they form an orchestra that plays
Iran’s music in Lebanon. Tehran’s
effort has been met with considerable success to the extent that
it controls the vital organs of the
Lebanese state. The uprising in
Iran may very well end that.
The discontent in Iran echoed
sentiment that is simmering among
Iran’s supporters in Lebanon. A few
weeks before the eruption of the
Iranian demonstrations, a small
uprising broke out in a southern
suburb of Beirut, a main stronghold of Hezbollah. Demonstrators
chanted slogans assailing Nasrallah
and protested the party’s corruption and its involvement in the war
in Syria.

While the Iranian revolt is unlikely to bring down the regime,
it certainly shook its foundations.
The ruling mullahs will have to
abandon their hope to attain superpower status. They will need to
focus instead on attending to critical domestic issues if they want to
avoid a perpetual state of agitation
in the country. The fallout from
such a radical change in direction
will be profound on Lebanon.
Hezbollah will lose its value as
a tool to project Iranian power
in Lebanon and the region and,
consequently, the flow of Iranian
cash will turn into a trickle. More
important, the political landscape
in the country will shift again as
Iran’s Lebanon orchestra begins to
play a different tune.
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Khamenei’s solitary stance portends power struggle
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East at the Atlantic Council.

While the IRGC does
not challenge
Khamenei’s foreign
conspiracy theory,
its official
statements hardly
mention the
supreme leader
anymore.

T

he ruling elites of Iran
are increasingly polarised after the largest
anti-regime demonstrations in Iran since
2009. While Iranian
President Hassan Rohani and the
regime’s technocratic elites talk
of “legitimate concerns of the
people,” the Islamic Revolutionary
Guard Corps (IRGC) depicts the
protests as a foreign conspiracy.
Both pillars of the regime,
however, distance themselves
from Supreme Leader Ayatollah
Ali Khamenei, against whom most
of the protesters’ slogans were directed. This indicates preparations
for a post-Khamenei struggle for
power even while he is alive.
Khamenei, who is 78, was
nowhere to be seen as food riots
broke out December 28 in his native city of Mashhad. The protests
soon spread to the rest of the
country, including the holy city
of Qom, where demonstrators
chanted slogans in favour of the
late Reza Shah Pahlavi, anti-clerical founder of the Pahlavi dynasty
that ruled Iran until the revolution
of 1979. Elsewhere, protesters
chanted “death to Khamenei” and
publicly tore up posters of Iran’s
head of state.
Khamenei remained absent

from the political arena, first appearing in public after the protests
started on January 2. Addressing
the families of Iran-Iraq war victims, Khamenei made no mention
of unemployment and poverty.
Even though economic misery
had forced the people to take to
the streets, Khamenei limited his
address to warn the public against
foreign enemies. He said ill-wishers were “waiting for a cleavage”
to insert themselves in Iran’s domestic affairs. He declared “those
with money, policy, weapons and
security services are all united
to create trouble for the Islamic
regime and the Islamic Republic.”
A week later, Khamenei added a
slightly different line when receiving a large delegation from Qom,
admitting: “One must distinguish
between legitimate demands of
the public and savage and destructive deeds of others.”
The rest of his address was a
repetition of the regime’s propaganda. “The Americans and the
Zionists plotted,” he declared, “a
filthy rich country in the Persian
Gulf-financed it… and the Monafeqin [the opposition Mujahedin-e
Khalq organisation] were the
lackeys executing the plot inside
Iran.”
It would appear Khamenei is

more isolated than ever before.
Rohani and the technocratic elites
openly contradict the supreme
leader’s conspiracy theories. On
January 2, the very day Khamenei
warned against foreign enemies,
Rohani acknowledged that the
protests were not just about
“economic issues (but also)…
against corruption and lack of
transparency.”
On January 8, Rohani told his
cabinet: “The young generation
is just saying: ‘I, too, understand
and have something to say. You
must listen.’ The people, too, tell
us they have complaints, to which
we must listen and, more importantly, we must act upon it. When
the youth constitutes the majority
in the country, it means we must
act according to the opinion of the
majority.”
While the IRGC does not challenge Khamenei’s foreign conspiracy theory, its official statements
hardly mention the supreme leader anymore. It’s worth noting that
when Major-General Mohammad
Ali Jafari, IRGC chief commander,
declared victory over “sedition”
on January 3, he mentioned
Khamenei just once. It was a fairly
long television interview but notably free of the usual flowery praise
that IRGC commanders shower on

the supreme leader.
Equally remarkable were the
IRGC commander’s measured
comments about the protesters
who chanted “Death to Khamenei” or ripped his posters to pieces
in front of cameras. Jafari did not
threaten them with punishment.
To add to these developments,
footage was recently posted on
YouTube of the June 4, 1989,
meeting of the Assembly of
Experts, the body that appoints
or dismisses the supreme leader.
Khamenei was elected head of
state that day. In the previously
unreleased footage, he expressed
doubts about being able to step
in the shoes of Grand Ayatollah
Ruhollah Khomeini.
It’s not clear if Khamenei was
being disingenuous when he
said: “One must cry blood for the
Islamic society, in which even
the possibility of someone like
me [becoming leader], is raised…
My ruling is not the final word for
most of the [clerical] gentlemen,
neither from a constitutional point
of view nor from the viewpoint of
Islamic law.”
Now abandoned by the technocrats and the IRGC and a prisoner
of his own conspiracy theories, it
is Iran’s supreme leader who may
cry blood in the solitude of power.

Both hardliners and moderates have failed Iranians
Tallha Abdulrazaq

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

End of fear. Iranian students run for cover from tear gas at the University of Tehran during an anti-government demonstration, on
December 30.							 								

I
False moderates are
a part of the
systemic problem
afflicting Iran that
can be traced to the
office of Supreme
Leader Ayatollah
Ali Khamenei.

ran’s theocratic regime faced
its most serious threat in
recent weeks when tens of
thousands of Iranians took
to the streets, casting aside
fears of the state’s notoriously
repressive security apparatus to tell
the mullahs enough was enough.
While Tehran, using fundamentalist Basij militants to suppress
a potential uprising, appears to
have regained control over most
towns and cities where unrest was
reaching a boiling point, there is no
doubt that Iranians are becoming
wise to the mullahs’ games.
What caused working-class
Iranians of all ethnic and religious
backgrounds to explode with such
anger? Across many mainstream
media outlets, all we seem to be
hearing is how there is a constant
battle between the regime’s hardliners and the so-called reformists,
apparently fighting to pull the
regime away from hardcore Shia
Islamism to a more “moderate” regime that is open to the rest of the

world and friendly to the West.
To believe that would be to accept the view that the hardliners
represent a xenophobic and isolationist political trend and Iran’s
moderates are looking for ways to
be part of the international community as a respected equal.
In reality, these false moderates
are a part of the systemic problem
afflicting Iran that can be traced
to the office of Supreme Leader
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. After all, if
the problems in Iran were as simple
as a struggle between hardliners
and moderates, why are Iranians
unhappy even after the “moderate” Hassan Rohani has begun his
second term as president?
The Obama administration bent
over backwards to facilitate Rohani
because they bought into the ruse
that Iran’s various political elites
could be balanced against each
other. What Barack Obama failed to
realise, however, was that nothing
can happen in Iran without
Khamenei’s approval, no matter

who is in office.
In exchange for their votes, Rohani promised that the ill-conceived
nuclear deal would grant Iranians
a better life and that they would be
freer and more able to engage with
the outside world. Iranians put their
faith in Rohani but Khamenei and
the Islamic Revolutionary Guard
Corps (IRGC) had other ideas about
where to take a post-sanctions Iran.
Although most sanctions have
been lifted and billions of dollars
are flowing into Iran, the Iranian
people have hardly seen a penny,
with hyperinflation increasing
the price of staple foods and basic
goods and services. Iran is very
much a picture of near complete
economic failure and the mullahs
prefer to spend billions financing
campaigns of foreign conquest in
Iraq, Syria, Lebanon and Yemen
rather than alleviate the suffering
of their own people.
Rohani’s promises are exposed
for what they were — a mere placebo to placate Iranians as Khamenei

(AFP)

and the IRGC plunder the country
of its riches.
The Islamic Republic of Iran
has been in existence for 39 years
and yet they still point to “foreign
agents” and “conspiracies” whenever they want to clampdown on
their own citizens.
If they have not become moderate on their own after almost half
a century, they never will, and Iranians are understanding this more
and more.
It is safe to say that rather than
spending on military campaigns
abroad Iranians would probably
prefer investments that could help
reverse the desertification of Lake
Urmia, relieve unemployment and
provide economic opportunities
so people are not forced to turn to
drugs, which has led to Iranian officials to execute the highest number
of people per capita in the world.
Iran’s silver-tongued politicians
ought to start taking care of their
people before they are overthrown
like the shah before them.
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Syrian regime stakes alliances on Idlib
assault as it seeks total territorial control
Simon Speakman Cordall

Tunis

I

n the face of international
condemnation by both opponents and allies, the Syrian regime continued its unflinching assault on one of the
country’s last rebel strongholds in
the northern Syrian province of
Idlib.
The humanitarian cost of the
attack has been overwhelming.
The United Nations said 100,000
civilians have been displaced in
the government offensive that has
seen the destruction of villages,
schools and hospitals across the
region. The United Nations estimates that approximately 2.65
million people, including 1.16 million internally displaced people
who fled there to escape the conflict elsewhere in the country, are
in north-western Syria.
Over the last few months, Turkey, which shares a border with
the province, appeared to have
established a form of entente with
Idlib’s predominant rebel force,
Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS). However, in the face of the current
destruction, Turkey appealed to
Damascus’s allies in Moscow and
Tehran to use their influence to
halt the violence.
Damascus has also received
heavy criticism from human rights
groups and others within the international community, with France
taking the lead in lambasting
the actions of its former colony.
“France condemns the intense
bombardments carried out by the
Bashar Assad regime’s air force
and its allies in the Idlib region in
recent days, particularly those targeting the civilian population and
several hospitals,” the French For-
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Despite fears of an
Islamic opposition,
the Druze are
wary of Iranian
ambitions.

eign Ministry said in a statement.
For Assad, the conquest of Idlib
would mark a watershed moment
that would see Syria one step closer to returning the whole country
to his grasp. Damascus lost Idlib
to rebel forces in 2013, after which
control of the province shifted
among a variety of rebel groups,
with HTS currently appearing to be
the most dominant.
“Taking control of Idlib is a vital
part of the regime’s bid to reassert
control over the western, most
populated part of Syria,” Linda
Robinson, a senior international
and defence researcher at the
RAND Corporation, said via e-mail.
“With some remaining areas of
the Middle Euphrates River Valley
to then secure, the regime will be
well on the way to re-establishing
control over the country.”
Control of Idlib would also help
secure the Russian base in neighbouring Latakia, long considered
safe from rebel attack. However,
recent mortar and drone assaults
on Russian positions, thought to
have emanated from Idlib, may explain Moscow’s current silence in
the face of the regime’s aggression.
However, taking territory from
Syria’s rebel groups is a long way
from controlling it. While HTS
controls much of Idlib, the remnants of the foreign fighters of the
Islamic State (ISIS) are thought to
be gathered in the Euphrates River
Valley.
“Syrian opposition, ISIS and HTS
can still wage guerrilla-style attacks and probably will for some
time,” Robinson said, “but there is
good reason to expect that, if Russian air support and ground support from Iranian-advised forces
are brought to bear, the regime will
consolidate its control in the coming months. It will not be an easy
fight, however, as the most potent

Fleeing for safety. Displaced Syrians who fled the fighting in Idlib province drive on a road in a
rebel-held area near the city of Saraqib, on January 7. 						
remaining forces are now concentrated in these two areas.”
However, with a large number of
people radicalised by seven years
of jihadist occupation and war,
plus isolated pockets of armed
resistance dotted throughout the
country, holding territory may
prove as challenging as taking it.
With Damascus apparently unwilling to concede any lesson from
the past seven years of slaughter, many of the conditions that
sparked the war remain. In trying
to assert control over the remaining country, Robinson wrote, the

100,000

civilians have
been displaced
in the government
offensive that has
seen the destruction
of villages, schools
and hospitals
across Idlib.
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regime may seek to rely upon an
occupying, or “holding” force
complemented by “Iranian-backed
and advised NDF (National Defence Force) militia as well as some
number of the Iraqi and other foreign Shia militias and very notably
in the west, the Lebanese Hezbollah. The degree to which the latter
will remain in force in Syria is one
question for the future.”
With much of Syria experiencing
fresh turmoil and the dust barely
settled on the battlefields of Raqqa
and Deir Ez-Zor, peace in Syria appears as elusive as ever.

The ambiguous relationship between Iran and Syrian Druze

T

hroughout Syria’s
seven years of bloody
civil war, the Druze,
one of the country’s
most significant
minority ethnic and
religious groups, have
remained on the sidelines.
Charting a precarious path
between the regime and its opponents, the Druze have put their
own survival above all else. While
their interests have gradually
come to intersect with those of the
regime and its allies, they cannot
be said to align with those of one of
Damascus’s principal allies, Iran, in
the longer term.
Since the beginning of Syria’s
2011 revolution, the Druze have
distanced themselves from the
conflict. Syrian journalist Talal elAtrache said there are three Druze
areas in Syria: Sweida province in
the south-east; Mount Hermon, in
the south-west; and Jaramana and
Sahnaya, two large suburbs south
of Damascus.
Pro-regime support is evident
among the Druze and there are
several pro-government militias
made up mostly of Druze that have
waged battles when their territories were attacked.
Although the establishment
of de-escalation zones within
Syria last year led to a reduction in
violence, one of the Druze’s main
opponents, Hayat Tahrir al-Sham
(HTS), previously al-Qaeda affiliated Jabhat al-Nusra, lies outside
of the agreement’s protection.
HTS has been particularly active
in its persecution of the Druze. In
2015, more than 20 Druze were
killed by Jabhat al-Nusra Front
in the north-western province of
Idlib. After the organisation took

control of Druze territory in Jabal
al-Summaq, several hundred Druze
were forced to convert to Sunni
Islam.
The persecution left the community in a difficult position. On the
one hand, it did not trust Syrian
rebels and the increasing Islamisation of the revolutionary movement. On the other, it resented the
regime’s efforts to impose compulsory military service on Druze
men to stem the massive loss in
manpower it experienced prior to
the Russian intervention.
In response, hundreds of Druze
emigrated or simply refused to
perform military service. A compromise was reached in 2015. The
spiritual leaders of the Druze community and the regime agreed to
an amnesty deal for those the state
had attempted to enlist within
Sweida. Then something like a
rapprochement between the Druze
and the regime and its allies began
to take shape.
“Despite the state shortcomings
and the differences between them,

from time to time the government
enjoys indisputable support in (the
Druze of) Sweida,’’ Atrache said.
The offensive led by HTS intended to occupy the Druze towns
of Hadar and Erneh was resisted
principally by the Syrian Army,
with support from Lebanon’s
Hezbollah and Druze paramilitary
groups, fuelling Druze suspicions
towards a predominantly Islamic
opposition and pushing them further into the arms of Damascus and
its Shia allies.
Those allies, Hezbollah and Iran,
have been operating in southern
Syria since 2013. The border region
is, after all, an entry point into
Damascus, as well as holding geographic access to the continuing
stand-off with the Israeli military,
a prime target for Iranian ambitions. One Hezbollah commander
said both the Party of God and Iran
have been trying to duplicate the
resistance model of South Lebanon, which is home to Hezbollah’s
Shia popular base, within Druze
territory.

Survivalists. Druze gather to contact their relatives on the Syrian side
in the Israeli-occupied Golan Heights, last November.
(Reuters)

Iran’s initial outreach to the
Druze community was spearheaded by Hezbollah member Samir
Kuntar, who was killed by an Israeli
airstrike in December 2015. Kuntar
was believed to be training militiamen and Syrian government forces
near the area where the strikes hit.
“Hezbollah has established itself
in Mount Hermon and Iranian militias appear to be beefing their supply line in the Quneitra and rural
western Damascus line. Iran and its
proxies are mostly active in Daraa
and (within) the death triangle located between the Golan occupied
by Israel, the east of the province
of Daraa and southern Damascus,”
Syrian researcher Mazen Izzi said.
Despite fears of an Islamic opposition, the Druze are wary of
Iranian ambitions. Druze sources
speaking by telephone on condition of anonymity from within
Sweida explained that Iran and
Hezbollah were considered by the
Druze to be occupying forces. “Our
priority is the community survival,
our tribal affiliation and the protection of our land. Beyond that our
interest will diverge with any power that advances its own agenda in
our territory,” the sources said.
Iran’s reliance on Druze loyalty
is ill-advised and looks particularly
likely to falter in the face of an increase of violence within southern
Syria. The Druze are — and will
always be — guided by survival and
not ideology.
“South Syria offers (Iran) a very
different framework than south
Lebanon because of its complex
ethnic and religious specificities,”
Izzi explained. For Iran, no matter
how it might appear, banking on
either southern Syria or the Druze
is a risky gamble.
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Hezbollah’s popular support
jeopardises Lebanon’s alliances
Nicholas Blanford

Beirut

L

ebanon enters 2018 enjoying a period of relative unaccustomed stability over
the past year that has allowed the government to
act normally, a parliament to function unhindered and long-awaited
legislation to be passed.
The reason for this rare harmony among Lebanon’s traditionally
fractious politicians is, paradoxically, down to Hezbollah and its allies having triumphed over a rival
Sunni, Christian and Druze parliamentary bloc, known as the March
14 coalition. The Hezbollah victory
ended a power struggle that politically and economically crippled
the country for more than a decade
and in 2008 came close to triggering a civil war.
The March 14 coalition has
crumbled and its political leaders
have cut unilateral deals to suit
their respective interests, having
accepted, reluctantly in most cases, that Hezbollah is too powerful a
force to confront.
However, concerns are being
aired in Lebanon that the stability
of the past year is under threat as
other countries, particularly the
United States and Saudi Arabia,
reassess their stance towards a
Lebanon that is perceived to have
succumbed to Hezbollah and its
patron Iran.
“The storm clouds are on the
horizon,” said a politician close
to Lebanese Prime Minister
Saad Hariri. “Why should anyone
have any sympathy for us now that
we are all working with Hezbollah?”
The politician added that the
United States has delivered more
than $1.5 billion in military assistance to Lebanon since 2005,
which helped the Lebanese Army
drive out several hundred militants from north-eastern Lebanon
last summer.
“Then we have our foreign minister [Gebran Bassil] calling on
Arab countries to impose economic
sanctions against the Americans,”
he added referring to Bassil’s response to the US President Donald
Trump’s decision to move the US
Embassy in Israel to Jerusalem.
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“Why should the Americans do
us any favours when our politicians call for sanctions against
them?” he asked.
Lebanon is to have elections
in May, the first nationwide vote
since 2009. Political parties are
mulling potential electoral alliances with former political opponents.
Lebanese media reports claimed
that Hariri’s Future Movement was
in talks with two Christian parties
that are allied with Hezbollah.

Concerns are being
aired in Lebanon
that the stability of
the past year is
under threat.

Regardless of what alliances
eventually emerge, there is a broad
belief that the election will result
in Hezbollah and its allies increasing their share in the 128-seat parliament. Such an outcome could
erode any lingering hesitation in
Washington and Riyadh about
taking tougher measures against
Lebanon.
The United States supported the
March 14 coalition in its post-2005
struggle against the Hezbollah-led
March 8 bloc and was reluctant to
impose hard measures that could
destabilise Lebanon and backfire
on Washington’s Lebanese allies. Now that the former leaders
of March 14 are cooperating with
Hezbollah and its allies, Washington’s misgivings about pressuring
Lebanon may decrease.
The US Congress is close to
adopting new anti-Hezbollah legislation amid speculation that the
administration of US President
Donald Trump could begin squeezing some of the Iran-backed party’s
Lebanese allies, particularly those
that have had business dealings
with Hezbollah. Any pressure by
the US Treasury on Lebanon’s traditionally buoyant banking sector
could have calamitous results, precipitating a flight of capital out of
the country and a downturn in the
flow of annual remittances from
Lebanese living overseas that help
maintain domestic financial stability.

Lebanon hopes to attract investment funds and further aid for the
army and security forces at international donor conferences in Rome
next month and in Paris in March.
Hariri said he hoped to attract up
to $2 billion to invest in Lebanon’s
decrepit infrastructure. However,
many countries, suffering from
donor fatigue, may balk at promising funds to a country that is perceived as being under the grip of
Hezbollah.
Saudi Arabia has demonstrated
that it has little hesitation in adopting strong-arm tactics in Lebanon,
albeit with less than impressive
results. In November, Hariri was
abruptly summoned to Riyadh
and then reportedly ordered by the
Saudi leadership to resign, blaming his decision on Hezbollah’s
dominance of Lebanon and that he
was the target of an alleged assassination plot.
The bold Saudi move was intended to rile Hariri’s Sunni supporters
into protesting against Hezbollah.
It backfired spectacularly when
the Lebanese banded together to
demand the release of their prime
minister. The intervention of
French President Emmanuel Macron saw Hariri return to Lebanon
and rescind his resignation.
Hariri is still paying lip service
to the Saudi leadership but the
relationship between him and his
Saudi sponsors has broken down.
That has left Saudi Arabia with few
Lebanese allies and little leverage
in Lebanon and even less reason
why it should not seek to make life
as uncomfortable as possible for
Hezbollah and its allies regardless
of the consequences on the country.
Measures the Saudis might take
include imposing sanctions, maintaining an existing travel ban on
its citizens visiting Lebanon and
expelling Lebanese workers from
the kingdom. The latter measure
could create difficulties for the
Saudis, however, as many Lebanese expatriates in Saudi Arabia
are white-collar middle managers
in the private sector who would be
difficult to replace if expelled. The
overall effect on Lebanon could be
even greater if Riyadh persuades
its Gulf allies to join it in pressuring Lebanon.
Some fret that the Saudis may
even seek to destabilise Lebanon

Stumbling block. A Shia cleric stands with a Hezbollah fighter in
Juroud Arsal on the Syrian-Lebanese border, last July.
(Reuters)
by funding Sunni jihadist groups
to attack Hezbollah and Shia areas
of Lebanon.
“If the Saudis give money to
the sheikhs, they will take it and
recruit,” said Abu Hassan, who
runs an NGO in the Ain al Hilweh
Palestinian refugee camp on the
outskirts of Sidon in southern Lebanon. The camp is home to a few
hundred Sunni jihadists with ties

to the Islamic State and other militant groups.
“The sheikhs are the keys to unlocking the jihadists,” Abu Hassan
said.
Nicholas Blanford is the author
of “Warriors of God: Inside
Hezbollah’s Thirty-Year Struggle
Against Israel” (Random House
2011).

Iran’s demonstrations and the Lebanese predicament

T

he Lebanese often
boast of their country’s prominence within the regional and
international political
scene. During the Cold
War, the saying went
that whenever it rained in Moscow,
Lebanese communists would pull
out umbrellas.
It’s a funny anecdote but it highlights the Lebanese (and in some
cases Arabs’) fixation, in externalising domestic affairs and dodging blame that might be attached
to them. The recent anti-regime
protests in Iran and how various
Lebanese factions reacted exposed
the failure of many of them to
grasp the spirit of popular movements.
Lebanese from across the political spectrum voiced either their
support or denunciation of the Iranian protests based solely on how
those events affect the Lebanese
political landscape, particularly
Hezbollah. Naturally, for Hezbollah
and its fellow travellers, these measly streets riots were inconsequential and not reflective of any real
social protest but rather served as
examples of Western co-option of
limited economic grievances.
For the anti-Hezbollah crowd,

the chants of Iranian protesters
denouncing the Islamic regime’s
expansionists agenda and objecting
to squandering taxpayers’ money
on Hezbollah’s operational budget
gave hope that events in Iran might
undermine Hezbollah’s hegemony
over Lebanon’s decrepit political
system.
However, the likelihood of those
chants being echoed in the streets
of Beirut was slim. The failures of
Hezbollah’s local rivals to devise
a viable political project, coupled
with Hezbollah’s use of its arms and
stature to intimidate its opponents,
have seen to that.
Coincidently, both camps continue to react in similar (and predictable) ways to a variety of issues,
particularly those within the conflict in Syria, where the opponents
of Syrian President Bashar Assad,
as well as his supporters, have discounted the genuine desires of the
Syrian people, preferring to project
their own agendas onto any local
reading of this regional conflict.
Strangely the Lebanese’s loud
and senseless bickering over such
conflicts is insufficient to mask the
various political factions’ mismanagement of the simple affairs of
state. While the Iranian protesters
called for better economic condi-

tions and an overhaul of the country’s poor infrastructure, many
regions in Lebanon, including
Beirut, were experiencing severe
power rationing resulting from the
failure of the government to reach
a collective settlement with power
company employees leading them
to go on strike.
These same factions have yet to
provide a serious and viable plan
to address the Syrian refugee problem, which has burdened the Lebanese economy and exposed the
many flaws of its antiquated infrastructure. Rather than addressing
their terrible state of affairs, the
Lebanese preferred to exert their
mental fortitude on calling for the
release of the juvenile Palestinian
activist Ahed Tamimi, who has become an icon of resistance against
the Israeli occupation. Yet, these
same intellectuals refrain from
exhibiting any outrage over the
brutal manhandling and inhumane
detention of the many Syrian refugees in Lebanon.
It is quite common and perfectly
normal that many people, even
the Lebanese, exercise some selfcentredness in matters of politics.
While it is permissible to do so,
one cannot claim the moral high
ground while adopting a policy of

double standards.
For anyone who is sold on the
claim that Hezbollah is truly a
resistance movement and the
Iranian revolution is indeed the
way for the liberation of Palestine,
they must also stand with those
demonstrating on the streets of
Iran, rather than branding them as
agents of the West. Similarly, opponents of Hezbollah cannot denounce the Islamist mullah regime
in Iran and yet stay silent over the
plight of the Palestinian and Syrian
refugees in Lebanon.
Wherever the Lebanese wish to
stand on matters of politics is their
own business. Yet, if they choose
to take the moral high ground
they need to be consistent in their
support of justice, freedom and
human rights, as none of these
universal values is divisible.
More importantly, the Lebanese
can hope that there are many regional events that might extricate
them from their very local mess.
However, it is the basic principles
of state building and all that comes
with it, requiring both resolve as
well as a national vision, which
no demonstration in Iran, nor the
plight of a 16-year-old Palestinian
activist can engender within
the Lebanese.
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Hamas-ISIS
hostility opens
door to more
Gaza violence
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

H

amas
downplayed
threats by the Islamic
State’s (ISIS) branch in
Egypt’s Sinai, saying
the group is “too weak”
to intimidate its members.
The Palestinian group said it was
not surprised that a member of ISIS
Sinai had called Hamas a “bunch of
infidels,” as ISIS is a radical group
that frequently denigrates other
movements.
“ISIS usually describes all other
Islamist movements as mere apostates anyway,” said Mahmoud alZahar, a member of Hamas’s politburo. “This is why the views or the
threats of the radical group do not
scare us.”
ISIS Sinai released a video purporting to show the execution of a
Hamas renegade accused of smuggling arms and supplies from Sinai
to the Gaza-ruling group. Another
Hamas defector was shown shooting the man in the head. ISIS threatened to kill all Hamas members,
describing the Palestinian group as
“irreligious.”
Animosity between Hamas and
ISIS flared up last May when the
Palestinian faction, which has ruled
Gaza since 2007, issued a policy
document ending its association
with the Muslim Brotherhood and
that it was ready to support a Pales-

tinian state on 1967 borders.
Relations between the two
groups worsened when Hamas
tried to mend fences with its Palestinian rival, Fatah, which rules
the occupied West Bank, and said
it would cooperate with Egypt in
securing Gaza’s border with Sinai,
where ISIS is militarily active.
“Even before Hamas issued its
new policy document and took
measures to start its fledgling reconciliation with Hamas and Egypt,
ISIS viewed Hamas as a hypocritical
movement that adopts an Islamic
discourse but little enforces Islamic
law as a system of rule in Gaza,”
said Sameh Eid, an Egyptian expert
in Islamist movements.
“Despite claims by Hamas to the
contrary, the outbreak of animosities between Hamas and ISIS will
have a direct effect on the security
situation in the Gaza Strip.”
Gaza boasts many jihadist
Salafists who harbour strong support for ISIS and its leader, Abu
Bakr al-Baghdadi.
In 2006, Hamas struck a discordant note with Gaza’s Salafists when
it participated in the Palestinian
legislative elections but that was a
time when the Salafists kept a low
profile in Gaza and had little support.
Hamas’s subsequent control of
Gaza brought it into a confrontation
with many Islamist movements,
including Salafists, active in the
coastal Palestinian enclave.
The Israeli blockade on Gaza and

Looming showdown. Members of al-Qassam Brigades, the armed wing of the Palestinian movement
Hamas, attend a rally marking the 30th anniversary of their group, on December 14.
Hamas’s failure to improve conditions there caused the movement’s
popularity to decline. At the same
time, jihadist Salafists gained popularity because of their commitment
to resisting the Israeli occupation.
In 2014, Gaza’s jihadist Salafists
warmly welcomed the emergence
of Baghdadi’s self-styled caliphate
in Iraq and Syria.
When ISIS sprouted up in Sinai
in late 2014, some Gazan Salafists
sneaked into Sinai to join the radical organisation and fight the Egyptian Army.
Hamas, which harboured hostility to the Egyptian Army over
its backing of the uprising against
Muhammad Morsi of the Muslim Brotherhood, an ideological
offshoot of Hamas, ignored the
Salafists’ presence in Sinai and the
activities of some ISIS members in
Gaza.
In July 2015, the Army of Islam,
one of the oldest jihadist Salafist
movements in Gaza, released
a video in which it described
Baghdadi as the “caliph” of Muslims. The group also considered

Hamas an “infidel group.”
In April 2015, a group calling itself Supporters of the Islamic State
in Jerusalem popped up in Gaza. It
swore allegiance to ISIS and later
attacked foreign institutions inside
Gaza.
This is likely why a flare-up between Hamas and ISIS Sinai could
reverberate inside Gaza and influence security inside the Palestinian
territory, experts said.
“These hostilities will increase
even more as Hamas moves ahead
with its reconciliation with Fatah
and cooperates with Egypt in securing the border with Sinai,” Eid said.
Apart from tightening security
on the border with Sinai, where
ISIS has been fighting the Egyptian

Gaza boasts many
jihadist Salafists
who harbour strong
support for ISIS and
its leader, Abu Bakr
al-Baghdadi.

(AP)

Army for almost three years, Hamas
gives Egyptian authorities information on defectors who join ISIS Sinai and also provides information
about the whereabouts of militants
in Egyptian territory.
Where exactly the showdown
between Hamas and ISIS will reach
and how it will affect the situation
in Gaza is unclear. However, an
event last August could provide an
indication of what Gaza will face in
the days ahead as Hamas and ISIS
collide.
On that day, an ISIS supporter
set off a bomb near Hamas troops
guarding the border with Egypt.
The attack left a Hamas soldier
dead and five others injured.
Salah al-Bardawil, another member of the Hamas politburo, accused
ISIS of being an Israel protege that
only tarnishes the image of Hamas
as a resistance movement.
“They want to smear the Palestinian resistance as a whole,”
Bardawil said, “but Hamas will not
be scared and will continue to stick
to its principles, knowing that it has
support from all Palestinians.”

Renewed West Bank tensions after Israeli death
The Arab Weekly staff

London

T

he Israeli military set up
roadblocks, cordoned off
Palestinian villages and
deployed reinforcements
to the West Bank after an
Israeli settler was killed in a driveby shooting by suspected Palestinian gunmen.
Raziel Shevah, 35, was shot multiple times from a passing vehicle
January 9. He was taken to a hospital where he died of his wounds.
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin
Netanyahu issued a statement
vowing Israel’s security services
“would do everything possible to
apprehend the despicable murderer.”
The attack took place near Havat
Gilad, an unauthorised Israeli settlement outpost near Nablus. The
isolated community of a few hundred Israelis is deep inside the West
Bank. Israeli Defence Minister Avigdor Lieberman called for the outpost to be retroactively recognised
in response to the attack.
Under international law, all Israeli settlements in the occupied
West Bank and East Jerusalem are
considered illegal. Israel differentiates between settlements it has approved and those it has not. Those
without approval are referred to as
outposts and are typically populated by hard-line religious nationalists who see the entire West Bank
as part of Israel.
Israel captured the West Bank
in the 1967 war. Settlements are
viewed as major obstacles to peace
as they are built on land the Pales-

tinians consider part of their future
state.
About 400,000 Israeli settlers
live in the West Bank among some
2.6 million Palestinians.
The Palestinian Authority (PA)
governs autonomous zones within
the West Bank but has no authority
in the 60% of the territory known
as Area C, where settlements are
located.
Hundreds of people attended
Shevah’s funeral, which included
cries for “revenge” from young
people in the crowd during a
speech by Education Minister Naftali Bennett from the far-right Jewish Home party. Bennett responded
by saying the only revenge should
be in building more settlements in
the West Bank.

Some Israeli officials called for
punitive measures against Palestinians, such as the demolition of
the homes of the attackers.
The Palestinian movement Hamas praised the shooting as “heroic” but did not claim responsibility
for the attack.
Sporadic unrest has occurred
since US President Donald Trump
recognised Jerusalem as Israel’s
capital on December 6. Fourteen
Palestinians have been killed since
then, with most of them shot during clashes with Israeli forces.
Shevah is the first Israeli killed
since Trump’s announcement but it
was unclear whether the shooting
was linked to the Jerusalem issue.
US Ambassador to Israel David
Friedman, a supporter of West

Tense mood. Israeli soldiers man a checkpoint near the West Bank
city of Nablus, on January 11. 				
(AFP)

Bank Israeli settlements, said on
Twitter: “An Israeli father of six
was killed last night in cold blood
by Palestinian terrorists.”
“Hamas praises the killers and
PA laws will provide them financial
rewards. Look no further to why
there is no peace.”
The Palestinian Ministry of Foreign Affairs said in a statement that
Friedman’s comments reflected his
“prejudiced and selective attitude
towards the occupation, settlement construction and the Palestinian just and legitimate national
rights.”
It pointed to Friedman’s silence
over what Palestinians say was the
killing by Israeli forces of a disabled
Palestinian man during protests
and clashes on the Gaza border and
other killings as evidence of his
bias.
“Friedman’s remarks and positions further complicated the road
towards the peace process and the
resumption of negotiations between the Israeli and Palestinian
sides, specifically after President
Donald Trump’s declaration on Jerusalem,” the statement added.
The Palestinians said they would
no longer engage with the Trump
administration’s push for peace
talks and the US president retaliated by threatening to cut aid to the
Palestinians.
The Palestinian-US tensions
prompted the European Union and
Norway to convene an emergency
meeting of donor groups that provide funding for the Palestinians
on January 31.
“There is an urgent need to
bring all parties together to discuss
measures to speed up efforts that
can underpin a negotiated two-

state settlement,” Norway’s Foreign Ministry said in a statement.
The 15-member International
Donor Group for Palestine includes
the United States.
“European countries feel strongly they still have a role to play in
Mideast peace-making,” David Makovsky, the Ziegler distinguished
fellow at the Washington Institute for Near East Policy, wrote in
Haaretz.

About 400,000

Israeli settlers live in
the West Bank among
some 2.6 million
Palestinians.

“Many officials speculate that
if the Europeans feel spurned and
marginalised, then mainstream
European countries, not just the
Swedes, will say the time has come
to recognise Palestine. I heard this
throughout my trip,” added Makovsky, who served as a senior adviser
to the US secretary of state during
the most recent round of IsraeliPalestinian peace negotiations.
The Arab League is to meet February 1 to discuss how to counter
Trump’s move to recognise Jerusalem as Israel’s capital, Egypt’s state
news agency MENA reported.
Six Arab foreign ministers who
recently met in Amman said Arab
countries would start a diplomatic
drive to persuade the United Nations to recognise a Palestinian state
with East Jerusalem as its capital.
The Arab Weekly staff and news
agencies.
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Will Abdullah Gul challenge Erdogan?
Constanze Letsch

Istanbul

B

y challenging Turkish
President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan with tweets criticising the wording of recently issued emergency
decrees, former President Abdullah
Gul fired an opening salvo in a verbal duel. It might grow into an open
battle between the founders of the
Justice and Development Party
(AKP) ahead of presidential elections in 2019.
Gul criticised a decree that states
that civilians would not face legal
consequences over violent action
directed against those attacking
Erdogan or his government, which
brought warnings of legitimisation of mob rule. Gul, in his usual
guarded language, tweeted that the
decrees were not only “vague” but
“worrisome in terms of understanding of the rule of law” and that they
could cause “future developments
that would upset all of us.”
His mildly worded disapproval
was met with a harsh rebuke from
Erdogan, who, without naming Gul,
angrily replied that those who complained about the decree were no
different from those who opposed
the constitutional changes to establish a presidency in April 2017.
AKP hardliners and social media
trolls attacked Gul, who, in a rare
move, pushed back. “As someone
who believes in freedom of thought
and expression, one of the founding
principles of our party, I will continue to express my opinion on occasions I deem necessary,” Gul said.
Gul has remained largely silent
since leaving office in 2014 as Turkey increasingly slips into authoritarian rule under Erdogan, even as
rumours about Gul wanting to establish his own party circulated in
Ankara. His reappearance in Turkish politics — even though just a
couple of tweets — immediately
fuelled speculation about a possible
candidacy in next year’s presidential elections.
Gul left all such guesses uncommented on but analysts said his
move to take to Twitter over the
emergency decree was a step up for
the former president (2007-14), who
has carefully kept criticism of Erdogan to himself. In his Al-Monitor
column, Turkish journalist Cengiz
Candar announced a budding “war
of presidents” and Abdulkadir Selvi, a pro-AKP columnist at Hurriyet,
read Erdogan’s rebuttal of Gul’s crit-
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Neither the left nor
the right is able to
formulate a
strategy to fight
back by offering an
alternative vision
for Turkey.

Verbal duel. A file picture shows Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan (R) talking with former President Abdullah Gul in Istanbul.
icism as a “declaration of war.”
It was not the first time that Gul
criticised Erdogan and AKP government policies. He did not agree with
the Erdogan government regarding Syria and Egypt. He argued for
a compromise during the Gezi Park
protests in the summer of 2013 and
distanced himself from the project
of establishing a presidential system in Turkey. However, the timing
of this latest public rebuttal points
to a deeper crisis in Turkish politics.
Veteran journalist Rusen Cakir
stressed the importance not of Gul’s
move but of Erdogan’s reaction to it.
“[The AKP and Erdogan] are very
uncomfortable with the idea that
Abdullah Gul could appear on the
scene. The most important reason
for this are the many problems Erdogan faces while moving towards
[the election] in 2019. There is a crisis and this crisis is getting deeper

but his biggest chance lies with the
fact that the opposition does not really challenge him,” Cakir said on his
online news channel Medyascope.
“That’s why, despite this crisis, despite being a politician and a movement destined to lose, he gives the
appearance of being destined to win
— because there is nobody else who
will win.”
Gul might be a politician who
could challenge at least this appearance and Erdogan, despite, or
because of, his perceived rival’s
continued silence, tried to prompt
Gul to join the war of words that he,
commanding almost the entirety of

Gul’s move to take to
Twitter over the
emergency decree was
a step up for the
former president.

Turkish media and a sizeable army
of social media trolls, is used to winning.
“Those who were previously under the roof of our party but are no
longer with us today have no right
to speak about our movement,” he
snapped before AKP members on
January 9, again without naming
Gul.
Unleashing a smear campaign
against his soft-spoken opponent
could backfire, Cakir warned. Unlike for other former AKP cadres
who have fallen from grace, it would
be more difficult to stir up broad antipathy towards Gul, especially if he
refused to join the fray.
In the opposition, too, many are
frustrated about Gul’s hesitation
or failure to take an open stance
against Erdogan and his policies.
While the former president expressed a preference of a parliamen-

(AFP)

tary system in Turkey as opposed to
the highly controversial presidential regime Erdogan put to a referendum last April, he never openly
sided with the “No” campaign.
How, many ask, will he stand up to
Erdogan in the race for the position
of a legalised autocrat?
Political scientist Sezin Oney underlined in an interview with the
opposition daily Evrensel that the
anti-Erdogan camp should not expect Gul, a “wholehearted member
of the AKP,” to come to their aid.
Cakir, too, said reforms could not
come from inside the ruling party.
“If [Gul] makes a clean break with
the AKP and starts to follow a new
political perspective, a new vision,
maybe then some things will really
change.”
Constanze Letsch is a contributor
to The Arab Weekly in Istanbul.

Erdogan is not down and definitely not out

W

ill 2108 be the
year Turkish
President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan
faces serious,
possibly even
destabilising, challenges at home
or will it be the year he consolidates his iron rule through which
he will be considered, even to
leaders of the democratic world, as
somewhat indispensable?
Erdogan’s rise to supreme authority was always a race against
time and a battle waged against all
odds.
He has long displayed something
that observers describe as a raging
paranoia, the fear that he is surrounded by forces determined to
oust him from power.
Might Erdogan be right about
the perilousness of his position?
He has placed himself at the
centre of foreign policy, leading
the missteps and the swerve away
from Turkey’s traditional posture
on Armenia, Cyprus, Syria, Egypt
and other issues. Each time he has
intervened, it caused a stir.
Erdogan has not strengthened
Turkey’s position abroad, except
with Sudan, Qatar and Somalia. He needs to make political

investments at home. The president knows that he can pick fights
abroad and gain popular support
in Turkey but this will mean little
unless he builds new alliances on
the national stage. His survival
depends on national backing.
There is little doubt about
Erdogan’s ultimate ambitions.
He seeks to be Turkey’s supreme
leader, above the rule of law. By all
accounts, he would go to extremes
to achieve this dream but to do so
he needs to keep his government
and party together, his enemies as
close as he can and retain popular support with fear-mongering
rhetoric.
After years of dazzling political
fellow travellers with grand visions of a different sort of democratisation, Erdogan stands exposed
and isolated.
The murky background of the
2016 coup attempt continues to
pose a challenge. Erdogan is surrounded by ultra-nationalists and
Turkey’s old guard, which includes
civilian and military elements of
the so-called inner state. The latter
is a leftover from the Turkish version of the post-second world war
Operation Gladio, which involved
complicated false-flag manoeu-

vres to combat the threat of Soviet
Communism.
Erdogan has a testing agenda
for the year ahead but he can
look back on the recent past with
satisfaction. He has won many battles, including last year’s crucial
referendum that granted the office
of the president sweeping new
powers.
Erdogan, however, still must
win the war. Local, national and
presidential elections are scheduled for 2019 and the math doesn’t
add up in his favour. Erdogan
needs 51% of the vote in the first
round to win but opinion polls
suggest he would get less than the
required number.
The presidential vote is crucial
for Erdogan. Were he to lose, he
could face corruption cases and
it would mean the end of his extraordinary political trajectory.
Unsurprisingly then, he is trying
desperately to build an alliance
around an ultra-nationalist axis.
He is embracing the far-right
Eurosceptic Nationalist Movement
Party (MHP), the fourth biggest
force in parliament, and he is
trying to appeal to the MHP’s core
base. MHP is also cosying up to
anti-NATO and anti-Western ele-

ments within the political sphere,
including so-called Eurasionists
and hard-line Kemalists.
It is a huge gamble, possibly Erdogan’s most audacious. Erdogan
is hoping to surf a nationalistIslamist wave, reminiscent of the
course set in Pakistan years ago,
and build a lasting coalition between Turkey’s traditionally powerful and conservative elements —
the military, the pious-nationalist
flank of the bureaucracy and its
extension on the political right.
In the process, he hopes to
create conditions for an Erdogan
dynasty.
The odds appear favourable to
him. Erdogan’s nationalist rhetoric
— threatening Greece on territorial
issues — has forced the Republican People’s Party — the Kemalist
main opposition party — to change
its tune. The more he pushes an
anti-Western agenda, the more he
appeals to the MHP’s ultra-nationalist grassroots.
Meanwhile, the opposition
seems stumped. Neither the left
nor the right has formulated a
strategy offering an alternative
vision for Turkey.
Erdogan is not even down, so
how can he be out?
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Trump unlikely to carry out
threat to cut US aid to Palestinians
Gregory Aftandilian

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

Brewing backlash. A worker takes a box containing sanitation kits and soap provided by the US
Agency for International Development (USAID) in Gaza City. 			

D
Many Israeli
security officials
said that a cut-off
of US funds for the
Palestinians
would do more
harm than good.

espite threatening to
cut aid to the Palestinians in response to
their sharp criticism
of his decision on
Jerusalem, US President Donald Trump may not carry
through with it because of opposition from an unlikely source:
Israel.
Trump’s style as a businessman
was to hit back hard whenever
he was challenged. In practice,
this meant filing counter lawsuits
whenever someone sued him and
relentlessly attacking those standing in his way.
He has taken this practice to the
international political arena, most
notably after UN Security Council
and UN General Assembly resolutions that condemned his decision
to recognise Jerusalem as Israel’s
capital. He and US Ambassador
to the United Nations Nikki Haley
threatened to cut aid to countries
that voted against the US decision
— the overwhelming majority of
countries in the world.
Trump, however, had special ire

against the Palestinians, who not
only criticised his decision on Jerusalem but declared that, because
of it, Washington could no longer
be considered an honest broker in
the peace process.
Some Trump administration
officials said they expected a
“cooling off” period in the peace
process following the Jerusalem
decision but seemed surprised by
the ferocity of the criticism.
Long-time adviser to the Palestinian Authority (PA) and PLO
Secretary-General Saeb Erekat
stated: “So, Mr Trump, your art of
the deal. What’s left to negotiate?
You are moving from negotiating to dictating and then you are
threatening us if we don’t accept
your dictations.”
Nabil Abu Rudeineh, spokesman
for PA President Mahmoud Abbas, said: “Jerusalem and its holy
places are not for sale, not with
gold nor silver.”
What added fuel to the fire was
that not only was Trump’s decision
on Jerusalem praised by Israeli
Prime Minister Binyamin Netan-

(AFP)

yahu and his right-wing cabinet
but a law was passed that would
make any future Israeli decision on
Jerusalem subject to a supermajority (80 votes out of 120) in parliament. The measure allowed for the
reconfiguration of the boundaries
of Jerusalem to possibly exclude
Palestinian neighbourhoods.
In response to Palestinian anger,
Trump threatened in a Tweet: “We
pay the Palestinians millions of
dollars a year and get no respect.
With the Palestinians no longer
willing to talk peace, why should
we make any of these massive
future payments to them?”
The amount of US aid to the
Palestinians was about $650 million in 2016, including funding of
the UN Relief and Works Agency
(UNRWA), Palestinian administration and security forces and US
Agency for International Development (USAID) projects. While
the amount pales in comparison
to the more than $3 billion the
United States gives Israel annually, Trump’s tweet stirred debate
within Israel itself.

Many Israeli security officials
said that a cut-off of US funds for
the Palestinians would do more
harm than good because it would
weaken the PA, giving extremists
a victory. An unidentified Israeli
security official told the Washington Post that cutting US aid would
“end up making the Palestinian
leadership even weaker” and
added that, if the Palestinian
Authority collapses, “then there
really would be no one to talk to or
rely upon.”
While some Israeli officials,
including Netanyahu, want the
United States to stop funding
UNRWA, others said this would
result in Israel having to pick up
the very costly tab for Palestinian
humanitarian assistance. While
UNRWA has come under criticism
from right-wing Israelis for allegedly allowing some of its schools
in Gaza to be used by Hamas,
many Israeli security officials said
UNRWA schools in Gaza act as a
counter-balance to the group.
Because of these pitfalls, Israeli
analyst Moshe Maoz warned that,
if the United States cuts aid to the
Palestinians, “it would be catastrophic.” Israeli opposition politician Tzipi Livni said the Israeli
government should “explain to
[Trump] what the real Israel interest is.”
Trump’s Jerusalem decision
and the anti-US backlash among
Palestinians are jeopardising US
programmes in the West Bank.
Palestinian NGOs are under public
pressure not to participate in USAID projects and many are refusing
to meet with US project managers.
One Palestinian NGO leader acknowledged to the Guardian that
his organisation could no longer
cooperate with the US aid agency
because it “puts us in an awkward
position.”
Although Trump is unlikely to
reverse his Jerusalem decision, as
he is loath to admit he made a mistake, he may not go forward with
his threat to cut aid to the Palestinians given the myriad of problems
it would entail. Because the US
Congress has the ultimate say on
foreign aid and many of its members are sensitive to the concerns
of Israeli security officials, Trump
may not be able to cut the aid even
if he wants to.

US-Turkey ties under further strain after conviction of Turkish banker

Tom Regan

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

There is
speculation that
Zarrab’s gold
transactions
helped Turkey’s
export figures at a
politically
sensitive time.

P

olitical junkies and
others in much of the
world may have spent
the first week of 2018
consuming details of
a salacious new book
about the Trump administration but Turkey’s attention was
elsewhere. Its public and media
were focused on a courtroom in
New York where Turkish banker
Mehmet Hakan Atilla was found
guilty of helping Iran evade US
sanctions. It was the latest in a series of blows to Turkish-American
relations.
Atilla, an executive at Turkey’s
majority state-owned Halkbank,
was found guilty on five of six
counts, including bank fraud. The
verdict had Turkish President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan railing at
what he called “new coup
attempts” orchestrated by the
CIA, FBI and the Gulenist movement, which the Justice and
Development Party (AKP)
government classified as a
terrorist organisation even before
the attempted July 2016 coup.
Atilla’s 4-week trial generated
few headlines in the United
States, with only one prominent
US publication running a fulllength feature on the trial, which

it called “the biggest sanctionsevasion scheme in recent memory.” However, it was closely
watched in Turkey. Even though
Turkey’s pro-government media
did their best to avoid covering
the details of the trial, many
Turks followed tweets and
Facebook postings by American
journalists. For Turkey it was, by
any measure, the kind of trial that
would generate controversy.
US prosecutors accused Atilla
of conspiring with Turkish gold
trader Reza Zarrab to concoct a
scheme to evade sanctions by
using gold and food transactions.
Zarrab, who had been arrested by
US authorities a few months
earlier when he and his family
were on their way to Disneyland,
pleaded guilty and agreed to
testify against Atilla.
On the witness stand, Zarrab
described an elaborate scheme
that included bribes to top
Turkish government officials but
the real showstopper was his
testimony that Erdogan knew
about the plan and had given it
his blessing.
There is speculation that
Zarrab’s gold transactions helped
Turkey’s export figures at a politically sensitive time.

Zarrab’s testimony was
strengthened by former Turkish
police officer Huseyin Korkmaz’s
statement that he was imprisoned for investigating Zarrab and
Turkish government officials in
2012 and 2013. He said he fled to
the United States after his release
and carried much of the evidence
from that investigation with him.
This was introduced at Atilla’s
trial.
Turkey’s pro-government
media and government officials
reacted as one might have
expected. The Daily Sabah
described Atilla’s trial as “scandalous” and the guilty verdict as
“based on illegal evidence.”
Turkish officials said the verdict
was “void” under international
law and they doubled down on
the usual view from Ankara that
the US judge, prosecutor and
everyone else were under the
sway of Turkish cleric Fethullah
Gulen, Erdogan’s political rival
who lives in self-exile in Pennsylvania.
In his first public comments on
the verdict, Erdogan lambasted
America’s “understanding of
justice” and alleged it was
“carrying out… a chain of plots
and these are not just legal but

also economic plots.”
US prosecutors were unapologetic. After the trial, Joon Kim,
then acting US attorney in New
York, said foreign banks and
bankers had a choice: “You can
choose willfully to help Iran and
other sanctioned nations evade
US law or you can choose to be
part of the international banking
community transacting in US
dollars but you can’t do both.”
The verdict is about more than
geopolitics, however. It has
real-world consequences,
particularly for Halkbank. There
is a very real chance it will face
sanctions, which could severely
limit its ability to do business in
the United States and elsewhere
internationally.
Zarrab’s request that he and his
family be put into the US government’s federal witness protection
programme has also raised
eyebrows. The request was an
indication that Zarrab feared
retaliation from well-connected
people in Turkey.
Though the Atilla verdict will
go down as another blow to
Turkish-American relations, it is
important because it introduces
an element of unpredictability in
the equation.
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European judicial
opinion could
deal fresh blow to
Brussels-Rabat ties
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

T

ies between Morocco and
the European Union are
likely to weaken after a
legal adviser to the bloc’s
top court said an EUMoroccan fisheries agreement was
invalid because it does not involve
the people of the disputed Western
Sahara.
In an opinion to the European
Court of Justice (ECJ), AdvocateGeneral Melchior Wathelet said the
European Union was “in breach of
its obligation to respect the right of
the people of Western Sahara to self-

The timing chosen by
Wathelet reflects the
political aspect of his
opinion.

Tajeddine El Houssaini,
professor of international
relations at the Mohammed V
University in Rabat

determination and possible sovereignty over natural resources there.”
“The Fisheries Agreement concluded between the European Union and Morocco is invalid because
it applies to the Western Sahara and
its adjacent waters,” the court said in
a statement.
Morocco annexed Western Sahara
in 1975 and maintains it is an integral
part of the kingdom. Polisario Front
separatists began an armed conflict
with Morocco for an independent
state that lasted until the United Nations brokered a ceasefire in 1991.
Rabat has proposed a form of
autonomy under Moroccan sovereignty for the 266,000 sq. km territory, which has fewer than 1 million
inhabitants. The proposal was rejected by the Polisario Front, which
insists on the right of the Sahrawi
people to self-determination in a
UN-monitored vote.
Morocco suspended ties with the
European Union in early 2016 after
the EU General Court annulled an
agriculture deal on grounds it illegally applied to the disputed Western Sahara. The Polisario Front had
challenged the 2012 trade deal. The
European Union appealed the decision and the two parties are now
pushing ahead with the pact.
The ECJ overruled in December
2015 the General Court’s decision,
concluding that the Liberalisation
Agreement does not apply to the
territory of Western Sahara but the
European Union’s top court follows
the non-binding legal opinions of
its advocates-general in most cases,
which would have serious consequences on ties between the European Union and Morocco.

In the balance. A 2013 file picture shows the former European Commissioner for Maritime Affairs and
Fisheries Maria Damanaki (L) and Moroccan Minister of Agriculture and Fisheries Aziz Akhannouch
exchanging documents after signing them as part of bilateral fisheries partnership agreements in
Rabat. 												(Reuters)
A spokesman for EU foreign affairs chief Federica Mogherini said:
“We are awaiting the final decision
of the Court of Justice. Pending the
final decision of the Court of Justice,
we abstain from commenting on the
case or its outcome.”
The legal opinion came a week after the European Commission asked
the European Union to negotiate
with Morocco the renewal of the
2014 fisheries deal, which will expire in July.
Tajeddine El Houssaini, professor
of international relations at the Mohammed V University in Rabat, said
Wathelet’s opinion has a more political connotation than a legal one.
“Wathelet’s stance is in contradiction with the international law
which lies in the agreement signed

between both parties,” said Houssaini. “It is not surprising that such
opinion came from Wathelet, who
has already taken a similar stance on
the EU-Morocco agriculture deal.”
In September 2016, Wathelet said
the ECJ should set aside a judgment
invalidating a farm trade accord between the European Union and Morocco. He stated that Western Sahara
was not part of Morocco, so neither
the 2000 EU-Morocco Association
Agreement nor the 2012 EU-Morocco
Agreement on liberalisation of trade
in agricultural and fishery products
applied to the territory.
“The timing chosen by Wathelet
reflects the political aspect of his
opinion, which does not represent
in any way the EU’s stance,” said
Houssaini.

A spike in tensions in the buffer
zone near Guerguerat in Western
Sahara prompted UN SecretaryGeneral Antonio Guterres to call on
the parties to exercise maximum
restraint.
Morocco accused Polisario Front
separatists of carrying out incursions in the buffer zone.
“Regular civilian and commercial
traffic should not be obstructed and
no action should be taken, which
may constitute a change to the status quo of the buffer strip,” a UN
statement said.
An incursion by the Polisario at
Guerguerat last year prompted the
United Nations to intervene to force
both Morocco and the separatists to
unconditionally withdraw all armed
elements from the border strip.

European leaders’ response to Iran protests raises questions
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

A

s Iranians protested the
country’s
sputtering
economy, rampant corruption and rising food
and fuel prices, European
leaders faced a dilemma on how to
respond.
They, along with the European
Union itself, chose caution and restraint, taking into consideration
the huge economic deals they have
at stake with Tehran. European officials were denounced by critics
who accused them of being more
concerned with preserving the Iran
nuclear deal than with condemning
Tehran’s crackdown against protesters.
There were more than 20 deaths
and 1,000 arrests during the nationwide protests, which erupted in
Mashhad, Iran’s second-largest city,
on December 28.
EU foreign affairs chief Federica
Mogherini took six days to comment on the protests before issuing
a bland statement. “In the spirit of
openness and respect that is at the
root of our relationship, we expect
all concerned to refrain from violence and to guarantee freedom of
expression,” she said.
UK Foreign Secretary Boris Johnson issued a single Tweet, saying
only that he was “watching events
with concern.” German Foreign
Minister Sigmar Gabriel also responded cautiously, saying: “We
appeal to the Iranian government to
respect the rights of the demonstrators to assemble and to peacefully
raise their voices.”

“These utterings from the heavyweights in EU foreign policy circles
can be seen as accurately reflecting
the dilemma EU members are in due
to the current disturbances in Iran,”
Magnus Norell, an adjunct scholar
at the Washington Institute for Near
East Policy, said in a posting on the
group’s website.
Writing for the institute’s Fikra Forum, an Arabic-English online community that aims to connect Arab
reformers with US policymakers,
Norell said the European Union was
“pussyfooting on Iran.”
“Having invested a considerate
amount of diplomatic capital in the
Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action
(JCPOA) two years ago and since
then selling goods to Iran worth $10
billion in 2016 alone, as well as trying
to get over the shock of having Donald Trump as the president upsetting policy conventions across the
globe, the last thing the EU needs
now is another potential disruption
in their backyard in the Middle East,”
he added.
The foreign ministers of Iran,
France, Germany and the United
Kingdom met in Brussels on January 11, focusing on JCPOA amid signs
that US President Donald Trump
would not recertify the deal.
The protests in Iran were not explicitly mentioned, with Mogherini
saying: “Unity is essential to preserve a deal that is working, that is
making the world safer, that is preventing a nuclear arms race in the
region.”
Unsurprisingly, Trump has been
outspoken in his criticism of the Iran
government and gave the strongest
indication that he would choose not
to recertify the Iran nuclear deal.
“Iran is failing at every level de-

spite the terrible deal made with
them by the Obama administration. The great Iranian people have
been repressed for many years.
They are hungry for food & for freedom. Along with human rights, the
wealth of Iran is being looted. TIME
FOR CHANGE!” Trump tweeted January 1.
US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson
not only spoke out forcefully in support of the protests and criticised
Europe’s relative silence on the issue.
“We’re disappointed that the European Union has not taken a more
definitive stance in supporting those
voices in the country that are calling
for reform,” he said.
Some analysts also criticised Europe’s lack of response to the protests. “Europe’s response to the
regime’s violent suppression of
protests after the stolen elections

of 2009 was firm. The EU should
send the same message today,” said
US journalist Eli Lake in an opinion
piece carried by Bloomberg News.
In Britain, the main opposition Labour Party faced major criticism for
its silence on the issue. While Johnson’s statement was criticised as perfunctory, opposition leader Jeremy
Corbyn, who has made numerous
paid appearances on Iran’s stateowned Press TV, remained silent.
Seeking to defend Corbyn, UK
Shadow Foreign Secretary Emily
Thornberry argued for “extreme
caution” on Iran.
“Our approach now is one of extreme caution when it comes to Iran
and a recognition that the society in
Iran is an immensely complex one
and seemingly contradictory,” she
told the BBC’s Political Thinking
podcast.
“So we take a cautious approach
in Iran and we don’t
want to leap to judgment and say:
‘Well, we don’t
like the regime
in Iran, these people are against it,
they
must
be the guy
in white
hats.’”

No heed. A woman chants slogans during a protest against the
visit of Iran’s Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif outside the
European Union Council in Brussels, on January 10.
(Reuters)

However, this is a policy that Labour has failed to abide by on other
complex issues in the Middle East,
from criticising the government’s
sanction of arms to Saudi Arabia to
issues surrounding human rights
abuse in Egypt and Bahrain.
Despite criticisms, analysts said
outspoken Western condemnation
of the Iranian regime and outpourings of support for the protesters
could backfire.
“The fact that we are actually
making statements that we think
are in favour of the Iranian people,
they are hurting them more than
anything,” Iranian-American analyst
Holly Dagres told CNN.
Tehran has sought to use foreign
criticism of it and statements supporting the protesters as evidence
that outside forces are behind the
recent unrest.
“The enemy is waiting for an opportunity, for a flaw, through which
they can enter. Look at these events
over the last few days. All those who
are against the Islamic Republic…
they have all joined forces to create
problems for the Islamic Republic,”
Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah
Ali Khamenei said.
Iranian Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif tweeted that “infiltrators” would not be allowed to
“sabotage” Iran through violence
and destruction.
With the European Union choosing to focus on saving the JCPOA
and Trump choosing to reluctantly
extend the nuclear deal, the Iranians
who risked their lives to take to the
streets found their protests brushed
aside by Europe’s leaders.
Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in London.
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Algeria’s Sonatrach eyes gas projects
in Iraq as its reserves decline at home
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

(Reuters)

Recognised expertise. An employee stands near the headquarters of state energy company Sonatrach
in Algiers.
									
(Reuters)
“We have to acknowledge the fact
that we have been producing less
and less liquefied and gaseous hydrocarbons since 2007,” he said.
Algeria revised its oil and gas legislation in 2006 to promote President Abdelaziz Bouteflika’s platform of “economic nationalism.”
The legislation increased taxes
on foreign partners and required
Sonatrach to own the majority of
shares in joint ventures. The move
pushed away many foreign investors and left Sonatrach without sufficient resources to drill for oil and
gas in the country.

With no major energy firms investing over the past decade and
oil prices declining since mid-2014,
Sonatrach has struggled to meet the
government’s exploration and production objectives, which the company has described as “investing as
little as possible and producing as
much as possible.”
Algeria has even failed to utilise
its huge potential for shale production due to unrest in southern
regions and a lack of modern infrastructure, technology and investment.
Government officials said Al-

geria would continue to require
Sonatrach to own at least 51% of
shares in ventures with foreign
partners.
Sonatrach has helped the Yemen
Exploration and Production Company, a subsidiary of Yemen Oil and
Gas Corporation, operate its MaribJawf fields since 2003 but insecurity
halted operations there.
Algeria was also in partnership
with the Libyan National Oil Corporation to develop its al-Wafa and alRar oilfields but recalled its 50 workers home in 2014 because of conflict
in the neighbouring country.

Bitcoin appeal beats ban and warnings in Jordan
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

D

espite its uncertain value
and an official warning
against trading with it,
Jordanians are seeking
to make transactions
with bitcoin, the cryptocurrency
and worldwide payment system
that has been providing fast and big
profits. While some are attracted to
the digital currency, which has skyrocketed in value over the past year,
others look at it with scepticism.
The Central Bank of Jordan and
the Telecommunication Regulatory
Commission warned against dealings with any virtual currency, especially bitcoin, but trades through
financial brokers are still being conducted, though in a very limited
way, the Jordanian Exchange Association said.
“The whole world is doing it,
so why not us?” asked one bitcoin
dealer, who spoke to The Arab
Weekly on condition of anonymity. “I bought some digital currency
last year and I saw my money grow
more than 200%. I can cash the
money anytime but I don’t need it
now so I am waiting for the right
moment.”
“I know that there are many
doubts surrounding the bitcoin but
I have many friends in the United
States who have made big fortunes
there. The digital currency world is
happening and we need to be part
of it,” said the 31-year-old, adding
that his initial $1,000 investment
saw big returns in just four months.
“There are other options that are
strong, too, and worth investing in.
I am being careful not to invest a lot
of money (in bitcoin) but it is fine
with me to focus on one currency
and see how things go,” he said.

Iraq to export
Kirkuk oil to Iran
before end of
January
Iraq will export oil from the
northern Kirkuk fields to Iran before the end of January, Iraqi Oil
Minister Jabar al-Luaibi said.
About 30,000 barrels per day of
crude will be trucked to Iran’s Kermanshah refinery, Luaibi said. ”God
willing, we will start before the end
of the month,” he added.
Trucking crude to Iran comes under a swap agreement announced
in December by the two countries
to allow a resumption of oil exports
from Kirkuk. Iraq and Iran agreed
to swap up to 60,000 barrels per
day of crude produced from Kirkuk
for Iranian oil to be delivered to
southern Iraq, the oil minister said.

A

lgerian state energy giant Sonatrach is looking
to Iraq for investment
in oil and gas ventures
as reserves in Algeria
shrink and hydrocarbon projects in
Libya and Yemen are stalled due to
conflicts.
Algerian Energy Minister Mustapha Guitouni led a delegation to
meet Iraqi Oil Minister Jabbar alLuaibi and other energy officials,
who announced they were taking
“concrete steps towards sealing (a
cooperation agreement),” in gas
projects, Algerian state news agency APS reported.
Iraq, OPEC’s second-largest producer of crude oil, lacks facilities
to convert all its gas to fuel for domestic consumption or sales abroad
and has resorted to flaring some
of its crude oil. Algeria, a main gas
supplier to Europe, is experienced
in processing gas and is looking to
build its reserves through oil and
gas production in the Arab world.
Iraq produces 4.4 million barrels
of crude oil per day and Algeria has
an oil output of about 1 million barrels per day.
Algeria exports liquefied gas to
Europe via pipelines and tankers
but low foreign investment has hurt
the industry.
“We see that exploration at home
is our weak area because we are not
successful at filling the hydrocarbon
reserves,” said Abdelmadjid Attar,
former Sonatrach chief executive officer and chairman, in an interview
with the Algerian El Watan daily in
December.

Briefs

While digital currencies are a
trendy trading item, many Jordanian economists have raised concerns
about dealing with them.
“We are happy that the authorities banned dealings in such a virtual world because these currencies are not controlled by the price
of gold or in any other normal way.
Still, there is some interest here in
Jordan to invest in them,” said journalist Ziad Momani.
“The virtual world is full of
threats and this could be one way
for laundering money. So it is better
to forget about it though some European countries allowed dealings
with it.”
Fahed Khaled, 40, a businessman, said he is interested in investing in digital currency but finds it
risky and unclear.
“It is a kind of revolution on traditional currency and, despite all
warnings, many people are making
money depending on how much
you are willing to invest,” he said. “I
find it a bit risky but I am sure everyone will follow soon as the world is
catching up. We can see, for example, the British Central Bank plans
to issue its own digital currency, so
it is a matter of time only.”
“Today, there are many options
in which a person can invest digital currency but the general feeling, at least here, is not encouraging, although around the world and

While digital
currencies are a
trendy trading
item, many
Jordanian
economists have
raised concerns
about dealing
with them.

Oman signs oil
and gas deal
with Lebanese
company
Oman signed a deal for oil and
gas exploration with a Lebanese
company, one month after Lebanon
approved its first offshore energy
exploration, state media said.
Beirut-based Petroleb will drill
exploratory wells to assess oil reserves in Al-Afif concession area
of southern Oman, inland from the
Yemeni and Saudi borders, said the
official ONA news agency.
(Agence France-Presse)

Saudi boosts
citizen benefits
as taxes bite
Saudi Arabia announced a boost
in stipends and benefits for citizens
to cushion the effects of economic
reforms, including the kingdom’s
first taxes after an oil price slump.
Most working Saudis are employed by the state and, like nationals in other energy-flush Gulf monarchies, have long benefited from a
generous welfare system.
After the 2014 oil market crash,
Saudi Arabia and neighbouring
United Arab Emirates announced a
5% value added tax on most goods
and services, which took effect at
the start of this year.
(Agence France-Presse)

Currency revolution. A collection of bitcoin tokens on display in a
picture illustration.
(Reuters)
in the United States, for instance,
there are machines in the streets
where you can buy or sell bitcoins,
which means it is legal to do so and
I am sure soon it will be all over the
world,” he added.
Some countries, such as Australia, the United Kingdom, the United States, Finland, South Korea,
Canada, the Netherlands, Sweden,
Denmark and Estonia have taken
a positive stance towards bitcoin,
others have banned the use of virtual currencies. In the Arab world,
those restricting the use of bitcoin
include Lebanon, Jordan and Egypt.
Innovations often take time to be
accepted in the Arab region. Egypt
announced a ban on using any type
of virtual currency and the country’s top Islamic cleric issued a fatwa against the currency. However,
many people are trying to demonstrate the positive aspect of dealing
with bitcoin, taking to social media
to encourage others to trade with it.
“Bitcoin Egypt” is a Facebook

page managed by Atef al-Khateeb,
a Cairo-based bitcoin trader, with
more than 2,000 followers. Khateeb
said he is lucky to trade with bitcoin
and invites followers to follow suit.
Last year in Dubai, the company
behind a $325 million luxury housing development said it would
accept bitcoin payments, which
shows confidence in the currency.
“The world cannot be wrong and
if respectful companies are saying
OK to bitcoin, I think there should
be some truth in it,” Khaled said.
“What is wrong about making money the easy way, many people are
(doing it), bitcoin or no bitcoin.”
While many Arabs are hoping to
become the next Erik Finman, the
teenage bitcoin investor who reputedly turned $1,000 into more than
$5 million, they need to wait until
their governments agree to enter
the new world, even a virtual one.
Roufan Nahhas is a journalist based
in Jordan.

Sudan pound
hits all-time low
on black market
The Sudanese pound hit an alltime low against the dollar on the
black market, brokers said, fuelling concerns of soaring inflation
as importers rushed to buy the US
currency.
The pound reached 30 to a dollar
on January 9 on the black market,
its lowest level ever. The official
rate is 18 pounds to a dollar.
An acute shortage of dollars
weakened the Sudanese pound,
with the currency losing about 60%
in the past year on the black market.
“The pound touched 30 on the
black market today as corporates
and businessmen rushed to buy
dollars to meet their import payments,” a broker said on condition
of anonymity.
(Agence France-Presse)
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Saudi Arabia welcomes women sports fans to
stadiums as social transformation proceeds
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

S

audi Arabia took further
steps to narrow the gender
gap, with women in the
kingdom attending an official football match for the
first time and a professional women’s squash tournament — with a
Saudi player — contested in Riyadh.
Female Saudi football enthusiasts joined their male counterparts
January 12 at King Fahd Sports City
in Riyadh to see Jeddah’s Al-Ahli
take on the Eastern Province’s AlBatin.
“I’ve been counting the seconds
since the announcement,” Jeddahbased football fan Sarah al-Ahmad
said. Ahmad, who attended the
January 13 football match in Jeddah
between Al-Ittihad against Al-Hilal
said female participation strengthens the community and provides
more recreational options.
“Why should we be different
than anybody else?” she asked.
Memes and hashtags in support of the event trended on social media, including “the people
welcome women to the stadiums.”
There were also rumblings of displeasure, many of which quoted
Islamic scripture to support their
argument, which encapsulated the
kingdom’s struggle to embrace a
moderate form of Islam.
Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz last October vowed to return the kingdom to
“moderate Islam” while speaking
at the Future Investment Initiative
conference in Riyadh.
“Saudi Arabia was not like this
before 1979. Saudi Arabia and the
entire region saw the proliferation of Al-Sahwa [awakening] project after 1979 for many reasons,”
Crown Prince Mohammed said.
The Saudi crown prince was referencing 1979’s Islamic Revolution

Open doors. Female Saudi supporters of Al-Ahli queue at an entrance for families and women at the King Abdullah Sports City in
Jeddah, on January 12.
in Iran and the siege of Mecca by
terrorists that inspired a generation of militants such as al-Qaeda’s
Osama bin Laden.
“We are returning to what we
were before, a country of moderate
Islam that is open to all religions,
traditions and people around the
globe,” he said. “Frankly speaking,
we cannot spend 30 years of our
lives dealing with extremist ideas.
We will destroy them today and immediately.”
The kingdom also recently hosted its first women’s professional
squash tournament. The PSA Saudi Women’s Masters, one of the
sport’s most prestigious tourna-

ments, saw Saudi wildcard entrant
Riyadh-born Nada Abo Alnaja, 32,
in the main draw.
Alnaja, who was the first Saudi
woman to participate in the event,
was eliminated in a first-round
match by world No. 3-ranked
Camille Serme. Still, Alnaja described the event as a dream come
true.
“Never in my wildest dreams
would I have imagined I would one
day stand here, in front of a Saudi
crowd, playing Camille,” she told
SquashSite.
“When I was hitting the ball for
hours in my club in Jeddah, looking
like a crazy woman, I would never

have imagined where it would take
me.”
There was also the announcement of the first woman to head a
diplomatic mission in Saudi Arabia. Belgium’s envoy to the United
Arab Emirates Dominique Mineur
is to take up the post in Riyadh this
summer.
Such developments are part of
the Saudi Vision 2030 reform initiative, which looks to increase Saudi
women’s roles in society and the
labour market.
There were significant steps last
year in that regard, including relaxing restrictions on Saudi women,
capped with a reversal of the fe-

(Reuters)

male driving ban. This was preceded by easing aspects of the kingdom’s male guardianship system,
granting women independent access to government services, jobs,
education and healthcare, without
the need for prior consent.
The
kingdom’s
consultative
council has been debating the issue
of child marriages, with the goal of
raising the minimum age requirement of marriage to 18, even if the
bride or her family consent.
If the motion becomes law, it
would be the case for both men and
women but the issue of child marriages mostly affects the kingdom’s
female population.

Fashion bug spreading among Iraqi women
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

T

hey have established
their
own
cosmetics brands and fashion
styles, are paid to endorse
products and their blogs
are followed by thousands of people on social media. Iraq’s fashion
bloggers — or “fashionistas” — are
gaining ground in a country that is
mainly associated with the horrors
of war.
Noor Alazawi, a 27-year-old blogger, is one of Iraq’s most soughtafter beauty social media personalities. After graduating from Baghdad
University with a degree in political
science, she decided she wanted to
take a different path. Her Facebook
page “Makeup is My Passion” has
more than 650,000 followers and a
large audience visits her Instagram
account.
“My passion for cosmetics and
anything related to beauty care
started at a very young age,” Alazawi said. “I was clearly influenced
by my mother who has always been
keen on taking care of her skin and
looking elegant without extravagance.”
Becoming a beauty and fashion aficionada entails hard work
and persistence. “It is not merely
wearing make-up and following
fashion trends but it takes a lot of
research to stay up to date with the
latest creations in the world where
every day there is something new,”
Alazawi said.

“I make sure to follow international bloggers such as Huda Kattan, who achieved international
fame through hard work and determination until she established her
own cosmetics company — Huda
Beauty — and created her own
brand of false eyelashes and many
other famous Arab and foreign
bloggers.”
Alazawi refused to describe herself as a mere fashionista. “It is true
that my appearances are always well
prepared, my cloths well-matched
and my make-up nicely designed,”
she said, “but I am mainly interested in teaching Iraqi women how to
highlight their beauty and take care
of their skin without much cost and
pretence.”
Iraq’s fashionistas are among this
new breed of style stars that have
been rising in the last few years
across the Arab region. They can
make a name for themselves thanks
to portals such as Facebook and Instagram while setting up highly
successful blogs and websites.
These digital celebrities are
amassing large audiences and using their influence to secure major deals by promoting brands and
products including fashion, cosmetics, cars, electronics and mobile
phones as well as trendy places and
restaurants.
“Iraqi diva” — or “Hanin” — is one
of the most famous Iraqi fashion
bloggers. She uses different names
when blogging and prefers not to
reveal her real name. Her good
looks and slim figure helped her
become popular in fashion brands
and cosmetics lines.

Rising star. Famous Iraqi
fashion blogger “Iraqi
diva” — or “Hanin.”
(Provided by Oumayma Omar)

A graduate of mechatronics
engineering from the University of
Baghdad, Hanin’s passion for fashion also began when she was young.
“I used to wear pieces designed and
tailored by my mother who played a
big role in developing this aspect of
my personality. Through her I could
keep up with fashion at a negligible
cost,” Hanin says.
The 24-year-old fashion blogger and her mother participated in
“Iraq Fashion Show 2016” with two
pieces they designed and tailored
and the event became crucial in
bolstering Hanin’s image as a fashionista. Soon after, mother and
daughter started a business of importing Turkish clothes that Hanin
displayed and marketed through
her blog.
“I actually try to mix and match
clothes from local brands available
in the market and the items available in a cloth shop owned by my
husband. Elegance does not require
big money. It is all about simplicity and coordination of colours and
items. This is what I hope to transmit to Iraqi girls through my social
media accounts,” she said.
With more than 450,000 followers on Instagram, Hanin is the marketing figure for international cosmetics brand Stage Cosmetics and
French medical beauty care company Pharmaceris. Brand promotion
and publicity results in a steady income for her and her family.
The growing phenomenon in
conservative Iraqi society has
stirred criticism with some blasting
fashion blogging as a “humiliation
for women” who are treated as a

“commodity” by publicity companies.
“The Iraqi society is very educated and cultured. There is a relative
acceptance of the tendency of having Iraqi girls promoting products
through their private social media
accounts, though a certain percentage of people are against because of
their upbringing and false perceptions,” Hanin said.

Iraq’s fashionistas are
among this new breed
of style stars that have
been rising in the last
few years across the
Arab region.
Despite some negative perceptions, Alazawi’s beauty blog gained
popularity at a fast pace. With encouragement from followers, she
recently introduced six types of
false eyelashes with names inspired by Iraqi history, including
Gilgamesh and Ishtar.
“Social media were crucial in disseminating my products and ideas
among my followers who were
also an inspiration in the creation
of some of my products,” Alazawi
said. “Things were not easy as I was
not spared from harsh criticism but
my determination and the support
of my family and friends helped me
make it.”
Oumayma Omar, based in
Baghdad, is a contributor to the
Culture and Society sections of
The Arab Weekly.
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London exhibition
brings colourful
interpretation of Quran
Karen Dabrowska

London

L

Moment of wonder. American artist John Louis Foster (2nd L) explains his work “Truth Ore” at the
Islamic Arts Festival.
(Sharjah Department of Culture)

Sharjah Islamic Art
Festival captivates the
subtle beauty of the infinite
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Sharjah

O

rganised under the
theme
of
“Athar,”
meaning ‘”Impact,” the
20th Sharjah Islamic
Arts Festival brought
together conceptually artists from
the United Arab Emirates, neighbouring Arab countries and others
from around the world.
The show covered the emirate’s
art hotspots, forums and public
squares. Organised by the Sharjah Department of Culture and
Information (SDCI), it offered 270
activities, including exhibitions,
lectures and workshops.
While the main show with 31 exhibits is showcased at the Sharjah
Art Museum, ten parallel shows
are being exhibited at the Al Majaz Waterfront, Al Majaz Amphitheatre, AWQAF Department, Al
Qasba, Maraya Art Centre and the
Calligraphy Square.
Mohammed al-Qaseer, director
of the department of cultural affairs at the SDCI, said the multifaceted theme was reflected in the
selection of artists and works that
attempted to create new effects in
the contemporary sphere from ancient Islamic concepts.
He outlined how the festival
started with its focus on calligraphy and evolved through the creativity of the selected artists, most
them now come from non-Muslim
countries and with many participating more than once.
Representing the UAE this year
were Najat Makki, Zeinab alHashemi, Khalid Shafar and Ammar al-Attar.
Makki has found a new medium — Bohemian crystal — and her
installation titled “Visual-audio
Flaps” is captivating with its engraved design, colour, light and
sound. The spherical installation
mimics the cosmic movement and
the multidimensionality of the imagination.
“Sarah” by Attar, an acclaimed
Emirati photographer and mixed
media artist, represents an investigative series of self-portraits cen-

tred on the act of prayer in Islam
and the underlying explanations
for each micromanagement of the
ritual.
In “Metamorphosis,” Hashemi
delves into the geometric depth
of Islamic art. The material used
— the steel mesh seen at construction sites all over the UAE — is
transformed into a decorative installation. “My work is indirect
and is like a journey,” she said.
“Metamorphosis” also reflects the
material transformation in the region of constant evolution.
Saudi artist Ayman Zedani’s installation “Thalaatha” (“Three”)
can be considered as a visual alphabet that starts with a formula
and then takes on a two-dimensional form. Zedani said Islamic
art seeks “to inspire the human
mind.”
Textile artist Pia Jensen from
Denmark creates functional items
for the household that are done
in a way that gives one “a sense of
infinity.” Jensen has been inspired
by Islamic art at a formative period through the mid-1990s work of
Danish artist Niels Nedergaard and
her own study tour to Morocco.
She incorporates the hexagon,
which is repeated in an almost infinite pattern to create “Contemplation — A Room for Thoughtful
Consciousness,” a place to sit on a
bench and experience tranquillity.
American artist John Foster’s
“Truth Ore” is composed of a
cluster of icosahedral diachronic
spheres embedded in a gypsum
plaster matrix. Always fascinated

While the main show
with 31 exhibits is
showcased at the
Sharjah Art Museum,
ten parallel shows are
being exhibited at
other art hotspots,
forums and public
squares.

by geometric pattern, Foster has
been influenced by Islamic arts
and architecture. His works are
crafted for the domestic environment but seek to capture the
temporal moment of wonder and
beauty.
“I use light as the primary medium and manipulate it using acrylic
film to play up the beauty of the
daily life. The same forces that
generate geometrical perfection
have created us,” Foster said.
Daydreamers — Hong Kong,
comprising the duo of Aden Chan
and Stanley Siu, is participating
for the second consecutive year
in Sharjah with a large outdoor installation. Last year they explored
the topic of structure by focusing
on the evolution of the arch from
the original round arch to the contemporary parabolic arch. The
concept this year is the Islamic
carpet, often a very personal object.
“We thought about how to transform it in a different way. Usually,
the carpet is on the floor. We reversed the role and by looking at it
in a new way, we formed a dome.
We extracted the geometries from
a key traditional carpet pattern —
the Tabriz — and formed a dome.
The wooden structure creates its
own light and shade patterns that
are different during the day and
later at night when it is lit up,”
Chan said.
Hitoshi Kuriyama, from Japan,
in “1=0 — Reflections” has 300
pieces of mirrored glass tubes tied
with transparent nylon strings to
evoke the feeling of disappearance
or non-existence, which is indicated through the title of his artwork.
Kuriyama’s inspiration has been
the themes of repetition and infinity found in the arabesque of
Islamic art. The glass tube is one
unit that is repeated to construct
something bigger and the resulting structure encompasses lots of
reflections and images that come
out endlessly.
The Sharjah Islamic Arts Festival
will conclude January 23.
N.P. Krishna Kumar is an Arab
Weekly contributor in Dubai.

ondon’s P21 Gallery celebrated the festive season
with “Dhikr Pictural,”
a distinctive exhibition
of 19 unique pieces that
provided a visual interpretation of
the Quran through colourful images
in which black and gold leaf featured
prominently.
Visual artist Anissa Berkane, who
took 20 years to produce the paintings, described the exhibition as an
“open spiritual invitation to all regardless of their beliefs.”
“Over all this time spent on researching in the sciences and the
mathematical codes of the holy
book, the Quran, I share my findings in this collection, which I hope
will raise discussions among many
people around the world and challenge perceptions of those who only
see terror in this religion, when its
true core is uplifting and blessing,”
Berkane said on the gallery website.
“Dhikr” refers to “remembering.”
Berkane seemed to be remembering
existence, God and creation through
art — large mixed media works. She
talked about each of her creations
and the verses from the Quran that
inspired them are recited in a video.
Visitors embarked on a spiritual journey and interpret the delicate symbols, decorative patterns and mystic
swirls for themselves and add a new
dimension to their understanding
of religion, a note on the gallery
website stated.
Some of the works have a direct
relationship to Quranic verses and
others deal with awe-inspiring subjects such as the astrolabe and the
Old Faithful geyser in Yellowstone
Park in the United States.
“Arcanes” depicts the five pillars of Islam through five columns.
Green is used for shahada, yellow for
prayer, mauve for zakat and charity,
blue for fasting and red for haj. There
is an emphasis on the three primary
colours and the pillars radiate light
and a colourful, bright guide to life.
The impressionist work “Golden
Number” refers to the divine proportions used by masters such as
Leonardo da Vinci, the architect Le
Corbusier and numerous scientists
going back to antiquity. The large
circle is enhanced by smaller circles.
Like all the works, “The Tree of
Life” has many interpretations and
layered messages. It refers to the
genealogy of the prophets, linking them to the holy book and the
mystical tree of life in the Jewish
Kabbalah, which refers to creation.
The red, blue, black and gold colour
scheme is very effective.
“Five Continents” is made up of
28 golden squares — the 28 ques-

tions Prophet Mohammad was
asked when he moved from Mecca
to Medina.
Berkane gives great care and attention to the number 19: The first
verse of the Quran is composed of
19 Arabic letters, the total number of
Quranic chapters is 114 (6 x 19); the
total number of verses in the Quran
is 6,346 (19 x 334), sura 96, the first
in chronological order, consists of
19 verses, and sura 110, the last revealed sura, consists of 19 words.
Other works depict the Kaaba
through geometrical shapes and
Berber decorations. The image of the
coil used to represent the universe
shows that religion and science coexist. “Shor” refers to the algorithm
used in the field of quantum computing.
“The works show how rationality
can be linked to spirituality in a very
beautiful way,” Toufik Douib, the exhibition’s curator, said. He emphasised that each of the 19 pieces was
indissociable from the rest and that
Berkane would only sell the original
works as an entire collection or as a
permanent exhibition for an institution.
Douib said Berkane wanted to
challenge stereotypes.
“She is very modern. She does
not wear a head scarf and she defies the stereotype of what it means
to be religious,” Douib said. “Her
work shows that religion is not a
monopoly of religious men and that
religious texts can be interpreted —
or misinterpreted — by anyone. She
never studied theology or Arabic but
uses art to show what her reading of
the holy book has brought to her life.
She wanted to share a very positive,
beautiful message, very colourful,
very bright with gold. It is an invitation for the people to communicate
with each other.”
“People came to the exhibition for
its artistic aspect. Some were interested in Sufism, others in calligraphy
and those who had studied maths
and science were interested to see
the connection,” he said.
“This exhibition succeeded in
bringing all these different aspects in
one. It was a happy, feel-good, endof-year event. The timing was perfect. We opened on December 1, the
celebration of the Prophet’s birthday. Then there was World Arabic
Language Day followed by Christmas and New Year,” he added.
An extensive programme of lectures and presentations, including a
whirling performance by a Japanese
Sufi, was organised in conjunction
with the exhibition.
“Dhikr Pictural” closed January 6.
It was also shown in Algiers (2015)
and Tehran (2016).
Karen Dabrowska is an Arab Weekly
contributor in London.

Challenging perceptions. “Arcanes,” a visual commentary on the
five pillars of Islam.
(P21 Gallery)
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Historical treasure. The courtyard of the Hanging Church with its twin towers.

(Provided by Hassan Abdel Zaher)

South Cairo church offers insight into Egypt’s Christian history
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Cairo

S

aint Virgin Mary’s Coptic
Orthodox Church — better known as Al Muallaqa
(“the Hanging Church)” —
in southern Cairo is considered the jewel of the historical
treasures of Egypt’s Coptic Christian community.
Dating to the third century, the
church has been of interest of visitors for years and is a piece of art
that implies meaning, faith and
historical depth. The church, probably the oldest in Egypt, derives
its popular name from its location
atop the southern gatehouse of a
Babylonian fortress. The church’s
nave hangs above a passageway.
Visitors climb several steps to
the church’s iron gates in an ascent
that probably represents spiritual
elevation. The gates are under a
pointed stone arch that creates an
inspiring demarcation between
the church’s interior and the
outside world.
After passing the iron gates,

visitors can admire the sanctuary’s beautiful twin bell towers
that date to the 19th century as
well as the front of the building.
The towers stand proudly behind
a narrow courtyard that leads into
the outer porch that was built in
the 11th century.
The church’s fascinating past
makes it one of the bastions of the
Coptic Christian church in Egypt.
It has been rebuilt several times
since the seventh century, with
the most extensive restoration
taking place during the tenth century.
“Deep under each part of this
church there is an interesting story
of the evolution of Christianity in
this country,” said Bishop Julius
Ava Mina, the general supervisor
of southern Cairo churches. “This
is what makes this place unique
and important for the history of
the Christians in Egypt.”
In 1047, the Hanging Church was
designated the official residence
of the Coptic Orthodox pope when
the Egyptian capital was moved
from Alexandria to Cairo under
the Muslim conquest.
Around the same time, Pope

Christodolos caused controversy within the Coptic Church by
choosing to be consecrated at the
Hanging Church. His decision set
a precedent, and thereafter several patriarchs chose to be elected,
enthroned and even buried at the
Hanging Church. Today, the seat
of the Christian pope is in a northwestern Cairo church where Pope
Tawadros II has his office.
The Hanging Church was probably the first to be constructed in
Egypt in the basilican style, which
originated in ancient Rome. It
looks totally new today thanks to
the many restorations it underwent, the last of which was completed in 2011.
The church is perhaps most
famous for its icons, of which 110

Many of the Hanging
Church’s original
artefacts have been
removed and are on
display at the nearby
Coptic Museum.

are displayed within its walls.
Many of the icons decorate sanctuary screens and were painted
between the eighth and 18th centuries. The oldest and most sacred
icon, known as a “Coptic Mona
Lisa,” depicts the Virgin Mary.
The main altar screen is made
of ebony out of which ivory juts
to show Coptic Cross designs that
date to the 12th and 13th centuries.
Girgis Fawzi, a 33-year-old civil
servant and regular parishioner,
said he never fails to admire the
church’s interior.
“Every corner has its own beauty,” Fawzi said. “The beauty of the
icons, the different sections of the
church and the historical value of
each of these corners make me a
strong fan of it.”
Many of the Hanging Church’s
original artefacts have been removed and are on display at the
nearby Coptic Museum, which
contains hundreds of pieces from
the Greek, Roman, Byzantine and
Ottoman eras.
The Coptic Museum was
founded by a Christian politician
Marcus Simaika Pasha. Many

artefacts showcased at the museum were also donated by Egypt’s
Christian community.
A few metres from the Coptic
quarter stands Egypt’s and Africa’s oldest Islamic house of worship, Amr Ibn al-As Mosque. The
huge mosque was built in 642 on
the site where Amr Ibn al-As, the
commander of the Muslim army
that conquered Egypt that year, is
believed to have erected his tent.
The mosque and the church
confer unmatched spirituality on
the area. They offer a historical
record of Egypt, which experienced Christianity, then Islam and
continues to harbour adherents of
both religions.
“The two houses of Christian
and Islamic worship are a reflection of Egypt, a country that in the
most part functions as a melting
pot of faiths,” said Ehab Hamdi, a
tour guide. “They confer cultural,
tourist and religious riches to the
place that can be hardly matched
elsewhere.”
Hassan Abdel Zaher is a
Cairo-based contributor to
The Arab Weekly.

Egyptian architect battles to preserve city’s heritage
Karen Dabrowska

London

T

he whole of Cairo is under
threat, paying the price
of modernisation and rising property prices, said
Egyptian architect Omniya Abdel Barr, co-founder of the
“Save Cairo” campaign.
“What is happening in Cairo is
happening to all the historic cities
in Egypt,” Abdel Barr said in her lecture “The Cairo We Lost,” delivered
in London.
She pointed out that in Egypt
there was no equivalent to the
United Kingdom’s National Trust or
English Heritage dedicated to the
preservation of historic sites and
buildings and there was no political
will to preserve the urban fabric of
Cairo’s historic downtown and eastern section. “The attitude among
politicians is let it die, we will build
another one,” she said.
Cairo was founded after the Arab
conquest in the seventh century.
Famous for its mosques, madrasas,
hammams and fountains, Cairo
became the centre of the Islamic

world, reaching its golden age in the
14th century. In 1979, UNESCO proclaimed historic Cairo a World Cultural Heritage site with 600 monuments.
“Cairo is many cities together, including Fustat, the Abbasid City, the
Ayyubid City, the medieval city and
the Ottoman City,” Abdel Barr said.
She quoted 15th-century Egyptian
historian Taqi al-Din al-Maqrizi,
author of “Al-Khitat,” saying: “Alas,
everything is lost except for very
little, deteriorated, ruined and destroyed.” Abdel Barr said the statement is as true today as it was when
Maqrizi made it.
Other historians and architects
lamented the destruction of old Cairo. In 1864, French architect Arthur
Rhone said: “It is done, the most
beautiful city of the old eastern
world will become banal and European like so many others.”
In 1840, British architect James
Wild sketched the houses in old
Cairo as he feared they would soon
be demolished and, in 1843, British painter Richard Dadd painted
houses in the old city.
“I searched for those houses but
did not find them,” Abdel Barr said.
In 1869, an Islamic museum was

built and an index of Cairo’s monuments set up. In 1881, the Khedive
Tawfiq established a committee
responsible for the preservation of
Islamic and Coptic monuments in
Egypt as a body within the Ministry
of Awqaf.
Abdel Barr described how the
monuments were isolated in a no
man’s land. “There is only one
house left near the Ibn Tulun
mosque. The government is saving
the monuments but destroying the
city. Moreover, banks are not giving
loans for the restoration of historic
houses,” she said.

While co-operation
between
conservation
organisations in the
Arab world “is a bit
difficult,” an “Egypt
Heritage Network”
was set up on the
national level.

The Save Cairo Campaign, which
is fighting to prevent the further destruction of historic Cairo, lamented
in a statement that “the state issues
demolition orders for dilapidated or
life-endangering old buildings instead of ordering their restoration.
“The hardest attack on historic
buildings took place during the
months that followed the 2011
‘Arab spring’; some buildings were
demolished and others were built
within heritage building boundaries, disregarding any technical requirements, especially in the area
of al-Darb al-Ahmar. While the law
bans the construction of any buildings higher than three stories in the
area, 12-storey towers were being
erected.”
The campaign had some successes, including saving Bayt Madkour
historic building in al-Darb al-Ahmar, which was listed for conservation in 2010. A post-“Arab spring”
government had inexplicably delisted it. The house dates to the 14th
century, the interior had several
exceptional architectural attributes
but because of its run-down facade, a decision was issued to pull
it down.
“Aided by local authorities keen

on the preservation of historic Cairo, we were first able to obtain from
Cairo Governor Galal Saeed a decision to halt the demolition for one
month,” Abdel Barr said.
“We inquired about the possibility to buy Bayt Madkour and opened
a bank account under the name of
the ‘Egyptian Association to Save
Heritage’ to collect donations. An
advertisement was recently filmed
inside the house, as the film director spotted its special character.
Now that the demolition of Bayt
Madkour is halted for good, we are
awaiting funds to start restoration.”
While co-operation between conservation organisations in the Arab
world “is a bit difficult,” an “Egypt
Heritage Network” was set up on
the national level, Abdel Barr noted.
“We have Save Alex in Alexandria, then we decided we are going
to call ourselves Save Cairo, then
there was Save Minia and Save
Port Saeed, then Save Assiut, so
all these ‘saves’ are together under
an independent network and we
have meetings to discuss how we
can help each other. Nonetheless,
it is very difficult for civil society
organisations to work in Egypt.”
Abdel Barr added.
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Agenda
Doha:
Through April 25
Souq Waqif Spring Festival brings
together street performers, puppet and musical shows, along
with African circus performers,
magicians and a range of slightly
surreal one-off events, including
a human cannonball 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 26-27

A Matmata sign at the entrance of
the village in southern Tunisia.

(Wikimedia Commons)

Matmata’s unique
architectural gem
in southern Tunisia
Roua Khlifi

Matmata

A

long, dusty road unfolds
before travellers’ eyes
as they make their way
through the desert and
into Matmata, an old
Berber village in southern Tunisia.
Best known for its underground
houses carved into the stone, Matmata’s unique architectural structure and treasured Berber heritage
make it a popular tourist spot.
“Like many other villages and
towns across Tunisia, Matmata has
witnessed the succession of many
civilisations which enriched its cultural heritage,” said Abderrahman
Lachheb, president of the Association for the Safeguarding of Old
Matmata.
“It has preserved the Amazigh
language, which makes it unique
among other towns but its history
remains unclear.”
He added: “The town has a panoramic view of its surroundings as it
is 450 metres above the sea level.
Located between the eastern coast
of Tunisia and the desert, the town
is a connecting point for the surrounding towns, which are Gabes,
Kebili, Medenine and Tataouine, all

major towns of southern Tunisia.”
Matmata is famous for its unusual housing structure, known as
“troglodyte.” Carved in the form
of a pit, houses in Matmata are dug
up in the perimeter to form caves,
which are used as rooms and homes
connected through passageways.
About 1,200 of the homes have
been preserved and some are still
used by locals. Others have been
converted into hotels and guesthouses.
“Half a century ago, visitors to
the town of Matmata would not
see anything on the ground. Everything was built underground and
families would gather in the pits or
the yards of their homes. All these
newly built houses came recently,”
Lachheb said.

One of the few
remaining Berber
villages in Tunisia,
Matmata is famous
for its unusual
housing structure,
known as
“troglodyte.”

A traditional cave-like dwelling in Matmata.

The Quoz Arts Fest, at Alserkal
Avenue, features a performancebased dance programme performed and created by local
artists, in addition to live art
exhibitions, murals, workshops,
film screenings, gallery openings
and live music.
Marrakech:
January 28
More than 8,000 runners are
expected for the 29th Marrakech
International Marathon. Internationally renowned sports figures
are scheduled to be present and
tourist activities and street shows
will take place.
Dubai:
February 2

A troglodyte house in Matmata.
Historians said the houses were
structured to help the old town’s
mostly Berber inhabitants cope
with hot weather because the cavelike dwellings moderated temperatures and shielded off the sun. The
homes could have doubled as fortresses during attacks from neighbouring tribes, some noted. During the era of French colonisation,
houses in Matmata were used to
hide resistance fighters.
“The Berber tribes often resorted
to the hills to use it as fortresses and
shields against enemies,” Lachheb
said. “They used the mountains as
homes and there are 17 fortresses
preserved in the mountains. When
they left the mountains, they built
these houses carved in the ground.”
He added: “They dug pits of 10
metres and expanded the perimeter from 15 to 20 metres then they
built the exit and they carved the
rooms in the perimeter of the pit

(Wikimedia Commons)
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with rooms for family members as
the father was the head of the family. Everything happens under the
ground even the olive oil mill was
dug into the ground.”
One of the few remaining Berber villages in Tunisia, Matmata is
thought to be named after a tribe
that sought refuge in the mountains during the Islamic conquest.
“The town used to be called
Athwab in Amazigh, which means
‘the land of happiness and wellbeing’,” said Lachheb. “All religious
components used to live together,
which (is shown through) the different religious monuments that
the town has, such as the Quranic
school, Jewish temples and other
monuments that were preserved
through the years.”
Thanks to its unique architecture
and scenery, Matmata is featured
in several popular films, including
two “Star Wars” episodes. It is the
site of the annual Athwab Festival
of Cinema, which was started by
locals to celebrate the town’s contribution to film-making.
In Matmata, “Star Wars” fans can
even spend a night in the home of
Luke Skywalker. The cave-home
featured in the movie was turned
into the Hotel Sidi Driss, a popular
stopping point.
In addition to film sites, Matmata
hosts important historical and religious monuments and is known for
its distinctive olive oil, which is a
staple of the local economy.
Among its key sites is Sidi Moussa El Jemni, a shrine that contains
“highly precious and rare manuscripts,” Lachheb said.
Much like its underground
houses, Matmata’s beauty and
serenity unravel before visitors.
Whether visiting traditional houses, exploring the town’s Berber heritage or enjoying the breathtaking
scenery, Matmata is one of southern Tunisia’s most treasured spots.
Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and
Culture contributor to The Arab
Weekly.

The second Wasla alternative
Arabic music festival will include
a wide variety of genres such as
rock, folk, jazz and electronica.
Bands from Algeria, Jordan,
Lebanon, Egypt are to perform at
the festival.
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 promotes
music from all over the world
and includes orchestral concerts,
choral music, puppets, opera and
dance.
Tizi Ouzou:
February 24-28
Taking place in Tizi Ouzou,
Algeria, the National Amazigh
Film Festival showcases fulllength feature films, documentaries, shorts and animation that
celebrate the Amazigh culture.
Luxor:
March 16-22
The Luxor African Film Festival is
an annual event in Luxor, Egypt.
In its seventh year, the festival
will screen long and short films
produced in African countries in
Long Narratives, Long Documentaries and Short Films categories.
Zammour, Tunisia:
March 17-20
The second Zammour Fest takes
place in a Berber village in the
Tunisian Sahara. Over four days
and three nights, visitors camp in
Bedouin tents, trek or bike in the
village, visit mountains, attend
folklore parties and enjoy traditional food.
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