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‘De facto’ start of Turkish intervention in
Syria as US announces permanent presence
Thomas Seibert

Washington

T

urkey, angered by a fresh
commitment by the United
States to arm and support
a Kurdish militia in Syria,
attacked Kurdish positions
across the border with artillery amid
expectations of a ground incursion
that is not without risks.
Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan declared that “the Afrin operation has de facto been started on
the ground.” “This will be followed
by Manbij,” he added, referring to
another Kurdish-controlled Syrian
town to the east.

Ankara’s move against
Afrin is “a very
risky game of
brinkmanship,” said
Burak Kadercan, a
Turkey expert and
associate professor
at the US Naval
War College.
Turkish artillery fired on positions
held by the People’s Protection Units
(YPG) near Afrin in north-western
Syria on January 19. Turkish media
reported that tanks, troops and hundreds of pro-Turkish Syrian militiamen had been moved to the border.
US State Department spokeswoman Heather Nauert called on
Ankara not to attack Afrin but the
government in Ankara appeared determined to stick to its plan. A senior US official warned the military
build-up was “destabilising.”
The bombardment came days after the United States unveiled plans
for a permanent military presence in

Syria that would heavily rely on help
by the YPG, which is considered a
terrorist group and national security
threat by Turkey. Ankara is wary of
the emergence of a Kurdish autonomous entity as part of a future federalised Syria.
The US commitment to a continued deployment in Syria marks a
dramatic shift in a policy that had
been limited to destroying the Islamic State (ISIS). About 2,000 US
soldiers and tens of thousands of USbacked Kurdish fighters in northern
Syria form the military backbone of
an approach that is partly motivated
by a determination to block Iran’s
widening influence in the Middle
East.
US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson, in a speech January 17, said
the United States would “maintain
a military presence in Syria focused
on ensuring ISIS cannot re-emerge.”
One of the reasons for the new approach was that a US withdrawal
from Syria “would provide Iran the
opportunity to further strengthen
its position in Syria,” he said.
Washington’s new strategy immediately ran into problems with
NATO partner Turkey, which sees
the YPG as linked to the outlawed
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK).
Tillerson stressed that the United
States was willing to “address Turkey’s concern with PKK terrorists
elsewhere” and said the United
States “must have Turkey’s close
cooperation” in Syria.
He did not say how he proposes to
deal with the fact that the very existence of US-trained and -equipped
Kurdish forces in northern Syria
is considered a national security
threat by Ankara.
Burak Kadercan, a Turkey expert
and associate professor at the US Naval War College, said Ankara’s move
against Afrin is “a very risky game of
brinkmanship.”

Risky move. Turkey-backed Free Syrian Army fighters tour in the Syrian town of Azez, on January 19.
Writing on Twitter, Kadercan
pointed out that Ankara was trying
to tell the United States to distance
itself from the YPG. If Washington
failed to do so, Turkey “is willing
to take matters to its own hands in
Syria.”
It is uncertain to what extent Moscow would be willing to get dragged
into Ankara’s game plan. “Russia is
not in Syria to solve the Kurdish issue,” Kerim Has, a Moscow University lecturer told the New York Times.
By targeting the Kurds in Afrin,
Erdogan hopes to consolidate his
nationalist constituency at home

a year before elections. However,
he risks fuelling a showdown with
Kurds in Turkey and making the dire
humanitarian situation in the Afrin
area even worse.
The expected Turkish operation
in Afrin would complicate Washington’s overall strategy in Syria. Joshua Landis, director of the Centre for
Middle East Studies at the University of Oklahoma, said the United
States wants to elbow into a situation that has long been dominated
by Russia and Iran.
Landis said Washington sees the
northern part of Syria under the

(AP)

control of its own soldiers and its
Kurdish allies as a region that can
be used to exert pressure on other
players. The area contains much of
Syria’s oil and gas resources, an important hydroelectric dam on the
Euphrates and fertile agricultural
land, Landis said: “The US believes
it will deprive Russia and Iran of the
fruits of victory.”
Thomas Seibert is a
Washington correspondent
for The Arab Weekly.
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Egypt’s first woman culture minister unbowed by Salafists’ hostility
Amr Emam

Cairo

T

he appointment of Ines
Abdel-Dayem as Egypt’s
minister of culture in a
cabinet reshuffle was
warmly welcomed by
many Egyptians but the appointment of the first female to the
post was criticised by the country’s ultra-orthodox Salafists, who
questioned her ability to safeguard
Egypt’s culture.
Abdel-Dayem, 58, a professional
flute player, was appointed culture
minister on January 14 in a minor
cabinet reshuffle that included the
tourism, local administration and
public enterprise sector portfolios.
In 2012 she became the second
woman to head the Egyptian Opera House.
Abdel-Dayem received a doctorate from the Ecole Normale de Musique de Paris and has been the recipient of numerous international
awards. She has toured Europe and
the Middle East as a professional
musician.
“Apart from being a woman,

Challenges ahead. Egypt’s Minister of Culture Ines Abdel-Dayem
(C-L) pays tribute to her predecessor Hilmy al-Namnam (C-R) during
a ceremony at the Ministry of Culture in Cairo, on January 18.
(Ministry of Culture)

Abdel-Dayem is far from qualified
to lead an important ministry like
this,” said Sameh Abdel Hamid,
a Salafist preacher who is leading the opposition to her appointment. “How can a professional
flute player lead this country’s as-

pired march towards cultural enlightenment?”
Salafists are generally opposed
to the presence of women in leadership positions.
Abdel-Dayem said she would not
be intimidated by the Salafists and

would go ahead with her plan to
reform Egypt’s cultural scene.
“I was confident that they would
oppose my appointment as culture
minister,” Abdel-Dayem said, “but
I will never ever allow these people
to spoil my joy and the progress my
country makes in the empowerment of its women.”
Abdel-Dayem was nominated for
the culture portfolio in 2013 but a
few hours before the swearing-in
ceremony was to take place, the
prime minister called her and told
her that she would not be appointed due to opposition from al-Nour
Party, the largest Salafist political
party in Egypt.
“I was deeply disappointed,”
Abdel-Dayem said, “but I will not
allow them to do the same this
time and will formulate a comprehensive strategy for Egypt’s cultural reawakening, one that eradicates extremism and this outdated
thinking.”
There are four other female ministers in Egypt’s cabinet and 15%
of the members of parliament are
women.
Egypt’s Salafist movements have
millions of followers. In addition to
opposing women taking positions

of leadership, Salafists are opposed
to the presence of non-Muslims in
leadership posts. In 2012, Salafists
staged mass protests against the
appointment of a Christian as governor of the southern province of
Luxor.

Abdel-Dayem said she
would not be
intimidated by the
Salafists and would go
ahead with her plan to
reform Egypt’s cultural
scene.
The National Council for Women, a women’s rights organisation,
said it would stand up for AbdelDayem and other women facing
opposition from Salafists.
“Our country is moving forward
and nobody can hold it back,” said
council President Maya Morsi.
“These people [the Salafists] cannot impose their outdated thinking on us.”
Amr Emam is a Cairo-based
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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US plan for Kurdish force in
Syria pushes alliance with
Turkey to breaking point
Thomas Seibert

Washington

T

urkey’s ties with the
United States are strained
to a breaking point over
US plans to maintain a
Kurdish force in northern
Syria and amid preparations by Ankara to send its soldiers across the
border into a Syrian-Kurdish area.
Ankara warned that damage to
bilateral relations could be farreaching. Turkey Foreign Minister
Mevlut Cavusoglu told US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson that the
developments could hurt TurkishAmerican ties “in an irreversible
manner.”
The row erupted over reported
US plans to build a “border force”
of up to 30,000 fighters dominated
by Syrian Kurds to secure northern Syria. President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan spoke of a US-led “terror
army” that had to be crushed before it could do any harm.
At the same time, the Turkish
Army shelled positions of Kurdish
fighters near the north-western
Syrian city of Afrin, close to the
Turkish border. Reports in Turkey
said the military sent tank units
and troops to the border near Afrin,
which has been under Kurdish control since 2012. An armed intervention by his country in Afrin could
start “at any moment,” Erdogan
said.
A senior US State Department official said Washington did not believe “a military operation serves
the cause of regional stability, Syrian stability or indeed Turkish concerns about the security of their
border.” The official called Turkey’s
moves “destabilising.”
Tillerson tried to calm the issue
by saying some US officials “misspoke” when talking about the
Kurdish force. The unit was not
a “border force” but was there to
“ensure that local elements are pro-

V iewpoint

Tom Regan

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

There is little
chance of the
Turkish-American
relationship
being repaired
while Erdogan
and Trump
are in office.

viding security to liberated areas.”
That explanation failed to satisfy
Turkey, however. Ankara sees any
US-backed Kurdish fighting force of
any significance as a national security threat.
Observers said the dispute demonstrates that US goals in Syria are
incompatible with Turkey’s priorities. “The problem for Turkey is
that America has sided with Kurdish nationalism” in Syria, said Joshua Landis, director of the Centre
for Middle East Studies at the University of Oklahoma. He added that
Washington was unlikely to change
course because the administration
was determined to use its alliance
with Syrian Kurds to block Iranian
influence in Syria. “Turkey is collateral damage,” Landis said.
Turkey and the United States,
two NATO countries whose alliance goes back decades, have been
at odds over Syria and other issues
for years but have succeeded in
preventing their differences from
poisoning their overall relationship. That seems to be changing.
The Erdogan government and the
pro-government media increasingly describe the United States as
an adversary determined to follow
policies that harm Turkey.

The escalating row over
Syria could have
long-term
consequences for
Turkish-American ties.
“A country — which we call our
ally — is insisting on having an
army of terror along our border despite our objections, warnings and
well-meaning advice,” Erdogan
said.
The Turkish leader called on
the United States not to position
itself between Turkey and a “gang
of murderers,” a reference to the
Syrian-Kurdish militia People’s
Protection Units (YPG). “Other-

wise we will not be responsible for
any unwanted incidents that could
emerge later,” Erdogan said.
Washington sees the YPG as
the most effective fighting force
in northern Syria and as an indispensable partner in battling the
Islamic State (ISIS). Turkey warns
that the YPG is the Syrian affiliate
of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party
(PKK), a group that has been fighting for Kurdish self-rule in Turkey
since 1984 and is listed as a terrorist organisation by both Ankara and
Washington.
The escalating row over Syria
could have long-term consequences for Turkish-American ties. Howard Eissenstat, associate professor
at St Lawrence University in New
York and non-resident senior fellow at the Project on Middle East
Democracy in Washington, said
one group of policymakers in the
United States was convinced that
the relationship with Turkey was
“worth protecting” but hawks
in US political circles, especially
in Congress, were determined to
teach Ankara a lesson.
“They feel that Turkey has needlessly endangered the relationship
and needs to be shown that this has
costs,” Eissenstat said in e-mailed
remarks. The risk was “that miscalculation or miscommunication
on either side risks throwing the
whole relationship into a spiral that
neither side really wants and could
be costly for both.”
Erdogan has been fanning the
flames with belligerent rhetoric.
Talking about what would be the
third military intervention into
Syria since 2016, the Turkish leader
said Turkey would “get rid of terror
nests one by one in Syria starting
with Afrin and Manbij,” a city east
of Afrin. An intervention could lead
to clashes between the Turkish
Army, NATO’s second largest fighting force after the US military, and
America’s YPG allies.
Turkey has accused the United
States of sending thousands of lor-

In the cross hairs. A fighter from the Kurdish People’s Protection
Units (YPG) monitors the area of Afrin along Syria’s northern
border with Turkey, last June. 			
(AFP)
ries full of arms and ammunition
to the YPG. Ankara had hoped for
a long time that American support for the Kurds would end with
the military defeat of ISIS but a
speech by Tillerson on January
17, in which the secretary of state
spoke of a continued US military
presence and the existence of the
Kurdish force in northern Syria, indicated that Kurdish fighters there
will continue to be equipped and
backed by the United States.
Erdogan’s tough talk came despite the fact that any ground intervention into Afrin would require
a nod by Russia, the most powerful
actor in the Syrian drama. Approximately 100 Russian soldiers are deployed in Afrin, the state-run Turkish news agency Anadolu reported.
Moscow has been trying to portray itself as a peace broker in Syria

more than two years after it sent
its air force to support President
Bashar Assad. A new Turkish intervention into Syria would be a
blow for Russia’s efforts to paint a
picture of a country where the war
is coming to an end. It is unclear
whether the Kremlin would agree
to a limited Turkish operation that
would not endanger Russian servicemen.
YPG chief Sipan Hemo told the
Kurdish news agency ANF his
forces were determined to defend
Afrin and Manbij. “Our forces
will be able to cleanse the area
from Erdogan’s scourges, just as
we were able to cleanse it from
Daesh,” Hemo said, using the Arabic acronym for ISIS. Anadolu,
in a reference to the YPG, put the
number of “terrorists” in Afrin
at 8,000-10,000.

Dispute over border forces in Syria could
lead to further deterioration of Turkish-US ties

W

hen Turkish
President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan
spoke to US
President
Donald
Trump about the Syrian crisis in
November, reports indicated that
he thought he and Trump were
more or less on the same page. After all, a couple of months before
at the UN General Assembly in
New York, Trump had referred to
Erdogan as a “friend.”
It seems, however, that Erdogan
is learning what many in the
United States already know: Being
a friend of Trump and expecting
friendship in return is probably a
mistake.
Ever since that phone call,
relations between the United
States and Turkey have been on
a downward plunge. It was hard
to see how they could get much
worse after a recent trial in New
York in which a former TurkishIranian banker accused Erdogan
of secretly supporting a scheme
that bypassed American sanctions
on doing business with Iran.
That point may have been
reached January 14 when the
US-led coalition in Syria announced that it was establishing
a 30,000-strong border security

force in Syria composed primarily
of members from the Kurdish-led
Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), a
group that Turkey sees as a terrorist organisation.
The coalition said half of the
force would be composed of Kurdish and Arab SDF fighters and the
other half would be new recruits.
Media in the region reported that
training was under way for the
first 230 members of the force.
This new outfit would primarily
work along the Turkish and Iraqi
borders and within Syria along the
Euphrates River. The Euphrates is
considered a barrier between most
of the territory seized by the SDF
from the Islamic State (ISIS) and
land held by the Russia-backed
Assad regime.
If Erdogan had been paying
more attention in November, he
might have picked up on Trump’s
comment to him about “pending
adjustments to the military support provided to our partners on
the ground in Syria, now that the
battle of Raqqa is complete.”
Erdogan reacted furiously to the
coalition’s announcement.
“A country we call an ally is
insisting on forming a terror army
on our borders,” Erdogan said.
“What can that terror army target
but Turkey? Our mission is to
strangle it before it’s even born.”

Syrian President Bashar Assad
matched Erdogan’s anger, if not
his rhetoric, by calling the US
plan a “blatant attack on Syrian
sovereignty.” Syria has promised
to drive out all vestiges of any USsupported Kurdish forces. Russian
Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov described the creation of the border
force as a direct provocation.
Turkey is planning an attack
on Afrin, a Kurdish-held town in
Syria just on the other side of the
Turkish border. Many see this as
Erdogan’s first move to remove
what he sees as a Kurdish threat
from the border area. This is also
the place, however, where real
problems could arise between
Turkey and the United States.
There are 2,000 US troops serving in Syria, some stationed near
Afrin, which the Trump administration has said will remain in the
country until peace talks resolve
the conflict. Most of the troops
work with the SDF. If Turkey
attacks Kurdish forces and kills
American soldiers as part of any
battle, it will surely escalate the
already tension-filled relationship.
It seems the Turkish threat to
attack Afrin had an effect. US
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson
back-pedalled on the idea of a
“border security force,” saying it
was a mistake to call it that. After

meeting with Turkish Foreign
Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu, Tillerson said: “It’s unfortunate that
entire situation has been misportrayed, misdescribed, some
people misspoke,” he said. “We
are not creating a border security
force at all.”
Later the US military issued a
statement saying: “These security
forces are internally focused to
prevent [ISIS] fighters from fleeing Syria. These forces will augment local security in liberated
areas and protect local populations.”
Basically, it’s a semantic difference, a change in how the United
States had previously described
what it was doing. The question
becomes is that semantic difference enough to placate the Turks?
After many decades of working
together as allies, there is little
chance of the Turkish-American
relationship being repaired while
Erdogan and Trump are in office.
If relations deteriorate further,
you could see the closure of the
important US Air Force base in
Adana and the United States
would likely hit the Turkish banking system with crippling sanctions that would severely undermine the country’s economy.
It’s a scenario few want to see
but one that may happen.
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Weaponised drones threatening
Russian military presence in Syria
Abdulrahman al-Masri
Ottawa

A

n armed drone operation targeted Russia’s
naval base on the Mediterranean in Tartus and
Hmeimim Airbase in
north-western Latakia governorate in Syria this month. At a time
when Russian President Vladimir
Putin has announced victory and
ordered the partial withdrawal of
forces in December from the very
location targeted, this attack presents a new challenge to the Russian presence in Syria. It could
lead to additional Russian defence
hardware in the war-torn country.
The attacks on Russian bases
allegedly started New Year’s Eve
with mortar shells. A few days later, weaponised drones were used.
Russian media reporting suggests
that several military aircraft were
damaged but the Russian Ministry of Defence contradicted the
reports.

Despite recent
claims of victory and
intentions to
withdraw forces,
Moscow is faced
with the reality that
the war in Syria is far
from over.
Moscow said that no damage
had occurred and its air defences
at Hmeimim had shot down seven
of the 13 attacking drones. The
six others are said to have been
brought down by electronic jamming countermeasures.
The Russians blamed Syrian
rebels for what appears to be the
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is a regular columnist for
The Arab Weekly.

Turkey’s concerns
reflect those of
Ankara, Baghdad,
Tehran and
Damascus over the
potential creation
of a Kurdish state.

first mass-drone attack on its
bases. However, they doubted
that rebels had the capability of
launching such an attack, proposing that a foreign power — hinting
the United States — supplied such
“high-technological capabilities”
to rebel forces in close proximity
to the Russian presence.
A spokesman for the Pentagon
rejected the Russian suggestion of
US involvement in the attack.
While no rebel group claimed responsibility, questions surrounding the attack remain unanswered.
The involvement of a “technologically sophisticated” foreign country is dubious, stated an open
source investigation of the attack
by analyst Nick Waters, published
in Bellingcat.
Only one component of the
drones shown in photographs
released by the Russian Defence
Ministry appears to be relatively
advanced, wrote Waters, the remainder being constructed from
mostly cheap materials, such as
plywood, plastic sheeting and
tape.
“The materials and construction
of these drones, including their
munitions, could all be sourced
using relatively local means,” he
added.
These drones and their equipment had most likely been purchased on the black market. Heavily encrypted messaging apps
facilitate a large online market
of arms in northern Syria. Today
militants have access to a variety
of arms on online exchanges and
sell-and-buy channels, including
many US-manufactured missiles
and weaponry parts.
“Although the plastic sheeting,
tape and simple design may belie the illusion of sophistication,
it seems that the use of drones,
whether military, [commercial offthe-shelf] or improvised, is taking

Effective weaponry. A January 11 picture shows a drone allegedly used during recent attacks on
Russia’s bases in Syria.								
another step to becoming the future of conflict,” Waters wrote.
The
Kremlin,
nevertheless,
predicted that such “occasional”
attacks were likely to continue.
However, it added that the military infrastructure in place within
the bases in Syria is more than sufficient to counter such assaults.
While weaponised drones are
not new to the Syrian conflict,
the usage of this cheap, yet effective, weaponry against Russian
forces is unprecedented and even
Russian bases no longer seem
immune.

On the surface, breaching what
is thought to be a highly sophisticated defence capability of Russia’s most strategic assets in the
area implies vulnerability in the
fortifications of its base and forces
operating in Syria. Russian (and
regime) positions are likely to be
targeted by such unconventional
warfare attacks in the future.
Despite recent claims of victory and intentions to withdraw
forces, Moscow is faced with the
reality that the war in Syria is far
from over. Russian assets in Syria
are under threat and this makes its

(AFP)

desired goals in the war harder to
achieve.
The Kremlin is likely looking at
methods to increase the defences
of its bases, which would require
further Russian military deployment — something Putin may be
unwilling to do as he moves on the
path to win the presidential elections coming this March.
Abdulrahman al-Masri reports on
politics and news in the Middle
East and Syria in particular. He
can be followed on Twitter:
@AbdulrhmanMasri.

The Kurds once again caught in the great game of nations

I

f one were to be overly optimistic, one could consider the
fact that the Kurds – one of
the Middle East’s “forgotten
people” — made front-page
news as something positive,
even though the news itself
was not very encouraging.
What was the news that brought
the Kurds to the front page? The
United States’ announcement that
it is planning to finance and train
the Kurds in northern Syria, a decision that deeply worries Turkey.
The Kurds are one of several large
ethnic minority groups that have
been short-changed by history.
They have also been short-changed
by geography but it is precisely
their geographic presence that
gives them strategic importance
today.
Throughout history, the Kurds
have been denied a state of their
own. Still, they have fared better
in some parts than others. In Iraq,
for example, the Kurdish Autonomous Region effectively operates
like an independent state, except
for issues involving foreign affairs,
defence and, of course, oil sales, all
of which are handled by Baghdad.
In general, however, history — as
well as geography — has not been
kind to the Kurds.
Among the Middle East’s groups
of stateless peoples, the Kurds
are some of the most important.
Time and again, they have proven
themselves to be faithful, dependent and powerful allies. They have
consistently used their militias to
help Western interests, only to be
left empty-handed.
As early as the first world war,
the Kurds were promised a home-

Trump card. Kurdish fighters from the People’s Protection Units
(YPG) head a convoy of US military vehicles in the Syrian town of
Darbasiya near the Turkish border, last April.
(Reuters)
land in exchange for their support
of Western allies against the Ottoman Empire. They were abandoned
at the end of the war.
The West made flimsy promises
again to the Kurds after Saddam
Hussein defied Western powers.
The Kurds suffered greatly under
the Iraqi dictator, who deployed
chemical agents against Kurdish
villages, gassing entire families as
they slept. Again, the Kurds were

forgotten at the end of the war.
Today, with Russia playing a
central role in the Syrian civil war,
the United States — fearing it could
be sidelined — placed its bets on the
Kurds again, despite strong opposition from Turkey, which threatened
military intervention in response.
The Kurds are again caught in
the middle of the great game of
nations, only this time the United
States has replaced Great Britain as

the principal Western power.
The Kurds have often been the
odd man out in the Middle East
because of their unique culture
and background, which includes
an amazing will to survive in the
inclement weather of the rugged
mountainous regions they call
home. Kurdistan, as an independent state, does not exist but, if it
did, it would comprise land from
Turkey, Iraq, Iran and Syria. That’s
why those countries are not very
eager to see the creation of a Kurdish state.
There is another detail that
makes it harder for the Kurds to obtain their independence: The lands
the Kurds claim are rich in oil. Oil
means revenue and who wants to
give away a potential cash cow?
In Turkey, for example, where oil
extracted from Kurdish land serves
as an important source of financial
revenue, the government worries
that a move towards Kurdish independence in Syria would encourage
Turkey’s Kurds to follow suit. The
way Turkey sees it, an independent
Kurdish state would erode parts
of Turkey, something neither its
military nor its politicians want to
see happen.
Turkey’s concerns reflect those
of Ankara, Baghdad, Tehran and
Damascus over the potential creation of a Kurdish state. They are
all particularly anxious about and
vehemently opposed to the idea of
a Kurdish state.
For the Kurds, who have lost
so much fighting for the West in
the far-off hope that they will get
rewarded accordingly, keeping their
name in the limelight for the time
being is a positive step.
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Sheikh Nahyan bin Mubarak al-Nahyan on
promoting tolerance in the UAE and abroad
A Ministry for Tolerance in the United Arab Emirates? That is rather intriguing and perhaps a world’s first. It becomes less intriguing, however, when it is considered that
approximately 200 nationalities with various religious backgrounds live and work in the United Arab Emirates. People of all ethnicities and creeds are constantly streaming in
and out of Abu Dhabi’s and Dubai’s airports.
Don’t be surprised then to see a church next door to a mosque named “Mariam, Umm Eisa,” Arabic for “Mary, Mother of Jesus.” That mosque in Al Mushrif district was
previously named Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed Mosque and was renamed on the orders of Abu Dhabi Crown Prince Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed al-Nahyan.
The Ministry for Tolerance was established by royal decree in February 2016. Groundbreaking measures, such as a law against discrimination and hate and a measure against
sexual harassment, preceded the creation of the ministry.
In addition, the International Institute for Tolerance was established last June, along with the international Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid al-Maktoum Tolerance Award.
Even before his appointment as minister of state for tolerance, Sheikh Nahyan bin Mubarak al-Nahyan was known for opening his majlis — salons — to guests of different
religions and races. They were recognised by their garb and headgear. Having diverse majlis is a tradition in the UAE started by UAE founder Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan al-Nahyan,
which is not surprising since Muslims and non-Muslims have throughout history lived in harmony in the emirates.
How does the ministry intend to do just that and how is its work intimately connected with education? Was the ministry a result of a reaction to certain events or was it part of a
principled approach to shaping a new UAE society?
Sheikh Nahyan granted an interview to discuss these issues.
and is doing an excellent job.
Teaching ethics in UAE schools
was an initiative by UAE Crown
Prince Sheikh Mohammed bin
Zayed al-Nahyan. At the top of
these ethics is respecting others.
Including ethics in the syllabus
translates the state’s commitment
to fostering excellent human
values in UAE students.

Rasheed Al Khayun

Abu Dhabi
The Arab Weekly (TAW): The
UAE might be the first among the
world countries to create a Ministry for Tolerance. Was that in
answer to a particular social or
political need or was it part of a
wider plan?

TAW: The UAE today is playing
leading roles in the fight against
political Islam and its various
offshoots. Did the UAE’s stand
come from experiencing attempts
to spread extremism amidst the
Emirati society and the foreign
communities in the UAE?

Sheikh Nahyan: Creating a
Ministry for Tolerance in the UAE
is part of giving form to a fundamental principle underlying the
evolution of the state itself since
its birth in the ‘70s of the past
century. Among the principle
values supporting the UAE is
respect for other civilisations
and cultures. The UAE has
always sought to strengthen the
bonds of friendship and
affection among people.

Sheikh Nahyan: I must emphasise that the UAE’s role in spreading tolerance and peaceful
coexistence worldwide is a
natural one and not the consequence of the UAE’s fight against
political Islam or whatever. It is
the result of the country’s belief in
its capacities and the government’s ability to achieve its goals.
Tolerance in the UAE is not a
reaction to events here and there,
nor is it contingent on a passing
political context or an unwanted
sudden phenomenon.

TAW: There are some who say
the existence of a state institution like the Ministry for
Tolerance is a novelty in
governance. Is it a temporary
reaction bound to come
to an end?
Sheikh Nahyan: The establishment of a Ministry for Tolerance
in the UAE was not a reaction to a
particular event nor was it for the
specific purpose of countering a
malignant phenomenon. Rather,
it was a fundamental part in the
development of this state and a
strong expression of its sure
commitment to playing a leading
role worldwide in strengthening
all noble human values.
I must also insist that the
ministry will accomplish its
mission by eradicating extremism and radicalism from society
and spreading tolerance and
peaceful coexistence around our
country and the world.
TAW: What is meant by
tolerance? Is it just religious
tolerance or much more than
that?
Sheikh Nahyan: Achieving
religious tolerance is, of course,
very important to any society
wishing to progress. I will say it
loud: Today the UAE is considered a world model for peaceful
coexistence between followers of
different religions and creeds.
We think of tolerance in its wider
sense and not just religious
tolerance.
What we mean by tolerance is
becoming used to respecting
others and accepting plurality in
cultures and nationalities. This,
of course, requires that we
develop our knowledge about
the others and have meaningful
and fruitful exchanges with
them; it requires also that we do
our best to reject conflict and
promote the culture of peaceful
coexistence.
TAW: What are the limits of
tolerance that the new ministry
seeks to achieve as a culture?
Sheikh Nahyan: Tolerance is
not making concessions or

(The Arab Weekly)

TAW: What can the Ministry for
Tolerance do in light of the
existence of religious extremism
and a religious culture which gave
birth to terrorist groups?

Sheikh Nahyan: I totally agree
with you that formal education
plays a crucial role in nurturing
the values of tolerance and
coexistence in society. School
programmes must strive to equip
students with the needed understanding and respect for different
cultures, civilisations and
religions. Schools must become
effective tools to guard students
against succumbing to the lure of
violence, terrorism and anti-social
behaviour. We want each member
of our
society to be able to seize the
divine wisdom behind
diversity among humans and to be
able to take part in our collective
life.

Sheikh Nahyan: We consider
spreading the values of religious
tolerance and strengthening
friendship and understanding
bonds among followers of diverse
religions as a major part of the
ministry’s mission. We will work
with all parties inside and outside
the UAE to spread knowledge
about the various cultures and
civilisations and to build successful tolerant communities everywhere and to open communication channels between Muslims
and non-Muslims. We will do that
by relying on exchanges, on
diplomatic efforts between
peoples and on the contributions
of writers, intellectuals, universities and media locally and
internationally.

Leading role. UAE Minister for Tolerance Sheikh Nahyan bin Mubarak al-Nahyan (C) and Greek Orthodox
Patriarch of Antioch John X (R) at the opening ceremony of Prophet Ilyas Cathedral in Abu Dhabi.

striking reconciliations or
appeasing anger. It is a culture
and a behaviour. We look at it as
a comprehensive human value
aimed at giving everybody the
full opportunity to live their lives
without fear or coercion, to live
happily and be able to contribute
to society.

together and work towards
creating and spreading happiness, peace and harmony
everywhere in the country.
Fourth, conducting research
and studies and setting up
indicators that will be helpful in
following up on the various
programmes.

TAW: What are the prerogatives of the Ministry for
Tolerance?

TAW: What about the international level? We know that
human experiences are interconnected and the ultimate objective is making tolerance a reality
in the region and the world.

Sheikh Nahyan: The ministry is
empowered to act locally and
internationally. Locally, the
ministry’s tasks are decided in
light of its mission to promote
the spirit of mutual respect and
peaceful coexistence between all
inhabitants of the UAE. There are
four areas that we focus on:
First, social awareness through
programmes intended for all
sections of the country’s inhabitants such as children, students,
men and women.
Second, creating social bonds
that support tolerance and
peaceful coexistence through
clear plans for positive connections between all inhabitants and
the ministries and businesses
and with all nationalities living
in the UAE. I want to insist that
the Ministry for Tolerance is a
ministry for all: citizens and
foreigners, young people and old
people, men and women,
ministries and businesses,
schools and universities and civil
society institutions.
Third, organising activities and
events all year long to put into
practice the different aspects of
tolerance. We need to create
opportunities for all to come

Sheikh Nahyan: Yes, I’m
coming to the international level,
which, of course, takes shape via
cooperation with the state,
institutions and very important
individuals who support tolerance. The ministry will engage in
cooperation programmes with
other countries and with international organisations interested in
spreading tolerance on the face
of this planet.
This cooperation takes place in
different ways like, for example,
participating in international
conferences in or outside the
UAE, connecting with influential
people in the domain of tolerance, in addition to reinforcing
the role of the foreign communities living in the UAE in building
fruitful international relations.
TAW: It is well known that
education plays a crucial role in
planting the seeds of tolerance or
those of extremism in society.
Does the ministry have a plan in
this area, like including the
subject of tolerance in school
syllabi?

TAW: By devoting a ministry to
tolerance, what message does the
UAE wish to convey to the
world?

TAW: We heard that you have
prepared a course called “Ethics
Education.” How is it linked to
spreading the culture of tolerance
and is it a fundamental course?

Sheikh Nahyan: The message
we wish to convey to the world is
that achieving tolerance is an
ongoing effort given the nature of
human communities. Furthermore, the domain of a culture of
tolerance requires constant
development and initiatives in
tune with the changing conditions
and ambitions. Our message to
the world is that achieving
tolerance is the responsibility of
the entire society: families, clergy,
business people, schools and
universities, mass media and
especially people working in the
domains of culture and arts and
all civil society institutions.

Sheikh Nahyan: The educational syllabus in the UAE is quite
aware of its role in this domain

Rasheed Al Khayun is an Iraqi
scholar in Islamic philosophy,
religion and history.

Today the UAE is
considered a world
model for peaceful
coexistence
between followers
of different religions
and creeds.
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Confidential UN
report highlights
Iran’s involvement
in Yemeni conflict
Mohammed Alkhereiji
London

I

ran is arming the Houthi rebels in Yemen, a recent leaked
UN document has shown. The
findings by a panel of UN experts give credence to complaints by Gulf Arab countries concerned about Tehran’s intentions
in the region.
The report, which has been forwarded to the UN Security Council, states that the panel identified
“missile remnants, related military equipment and military unmanned aerial vehicles that are of
Iranian origin and were introduced
into Yemen after the imposition of
the targeted arms embargo.
“As a result, the panel finds that
the Islamic Republic of Iran is in
non-compliance with Paragraph
14 of Resolution 2216,” which
called for an arms embargo in
Yemen.
Houthi rebels have increased
ballistic missile launches targeting
Saudi Arabia, indicating capabilities the militia did not have at the
start of the war almost three years
ago.
On January 20, the Houthis fired
a missile at the southern Saudi
province of Najran, the second
such attack in less than a week.
The short-range missile targeted
a military base but there were no
reports of casualties or damage.

Four days earlier, a missile was
fired at civilian areas in Najran,
Saudi-led coalition spokesman
Colonel Turki al-Maliki said.
There have been a series of such
attacks in recent months, including the Houthis’ launch of a missile towards King Khalid International Airport on November 4. All
of the missiles were intercepted by
Saudi air defences. While causing
little serious damage, the missile
attacks have deepened tensions
between Riyadh and Tehran.
Claims that Iran was arming the
Houthis are nothing new. A 2015
UN report stated that Iran’s providing weapons to rebels in Yemen
dated to 2009, the early years of
the insurgency. The report included findings of an investigation
into the 2013 seizure by Yemeni
authorities of an Iranian ship that
was found carrying weapons.
The latest UN report, leaked to
several international media outlets, blamed Iran for most of the
conflict in Yemen but was also
critical of the Saudi-led coalition
concerning civilian casualties.
In December, US Ambassador
to the United Nations Nikki Haley
presented the UN Security Council with what she described as irrefutable proof of Iran supplying
Houthi rebels with weaponry.
“These are Iranian made, these
are Iranian sent and these were
Iranian given,” Haley said. “You
will see us build a coalition to really push back against Iran and what

Non-compliance. A drone on display at a news conference in Washington as part of evidence of Iran’s
arms support to Houthis, last December. 						
(AFP)
they’re doing.”
Analysts said the more recent
UN report might give the Trump
administration justification for
further sanctions against the Iranian government, which denies
arming the Houthis.
As the war rages on and the
humanitarian and economic circumstances in Yemen deteriorate,
Saudi Arabia answered a call from
Yemen’s internationally recognised government asking for help
in saving the country’s currency
from collapse.
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud on January 17 issued a directive to transfer $2 billion to the Central Bank of Yemen
to support the Yemeni rial. The
move by Saudi Arabia to save the
Yemeni currency resulted in a 16%
spike for the rial against the dollar.
The total amount given by Ri-

yadh to Yemen’s central bank
since the start of the war is more
than $3 billion.
“All this money has been sent
with the aim to boost Yemen’s financial and economic situation
while bolstering the Yemeni rial.
As the value of the rial goes up,
the living conditions of Yemeni
citizens will change for the better,”

The findings by a
panel of UN experts
give credence to
complaints by Gulf
Arab countries
concerned about
Tehran’s intentions
in the region.

an official statement carried by the
Saudi Press Agency said.
Saudi sources called the latest
cash infusion “a deposit… the legitimate Yemeni government will
not have to return.”
The conflict in Yemen began
when Shia Houthis and forces loyal to former President Ali Abdullah
Saleh 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.
Saleh was killed in Sana’a last
December by the Houthis two
days after he said he was willing to
“turn a new page” with the Saudiled coalition.
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf
section editor of The Arab Weekly.

UAE-Qatar ties further deteriorate after airline interception
The Arab Weekly staff

London

T

ensions between the
United Arab Emirates
and Qatar increased following aircraft encounters that led the UAE to
lodge an official complaint with
the United Nations.
The spat began with Qatar accusing UAE military aircraft of
violating its airspace on January
13, a charge Doha had also made
against the UAE in December.
Emirati officials dismissed the allegations on both occasions.
“We are working on responding
to that officially with proof and
evidence,” UAE Minister of State
for Foreign Affairs Anwar Gargash
said on his official Twitter account.
“We see this as an escalation and
(it) is unjustified and what used to
happen behind the scenes is now
uncovered,” he added dismissing
the finger-pointing by Doha.
UAE authorities on January 15
accused Qatar’s military of intercepting two Emirati passenger
planes en route to Bahrain, further
increasing tensions.
Saif al-Suwaidi, director-general
of the UAE’s General Civil Aviation
Authority, detailed the encounter
in a statement, adding: “Moreover, the crews and passengers saw
the incidents with their naked
eyes, which proves that the interception posed a present and clear
threat to the lives of innocent civilians.”
Bahrain released radar images showing the moment the
Emariti passenger jets were intercepted. Doha still denied the

Dangerous moves. A file picture shows Emirati officials in front of an Emirates Airbus A380 in Dubai.
events took place.
The UAE filed an official complaint with the United Nations
over the incident, issuing a statement that said: “Qatar’s threat to
the lives of civilians through its interception of two UAE aircraft on a
routine flight to Bahrain via internationally accredited airlines, and
with all necessary approvals and
permits.”
The UAE, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain

There is a strong
belief in official
circles that the latest
antagonistic
behaviour by
Doha is an effort
to keep attention
on the crisis.

(AP)

and Egypt severed ties with Qatar
last June over what they described
as Doha’s interference in their
countries’ internal affairs and its
support for radical groups, such as
Hamas, the Taliban and the Muslim Brotherhood. The Qatari government denied the allegations.
The Arab quartet imposed trade
restrictions and ordered their citizens to leave Qatar, resulting in a
slowdown in the country’s tour-

ism, trade and banking sectors.
However, the issue with Qatar
has appeared to fall down the priority ladder with each member
of the Arab quartet addressing
domestic issues and, as far as the
UAE, Saudi Arabia and Bahrain are
concerned, the war in Yemen.
Saudi Foreign Minister Adel alJubeir in October labelled the dispute with Qatar as a “non-issue,”
stressing that there were more urgent matters to focus on, a sentiment echoed by UAE officials.
There is a strong belief in official
circles that the latest antagonistic
behaviour by Doha is an effort to
keep attention on the crisis.
“Qatar created this crisis to
force a reaction from the UAE,
which brings the crisis back to the
spotlight after it was forgotten,” a
well-informed Gulf source said.
Doha recently said it would seek
international arbitration to resolve
the dispute. The Arab quartet has
rejected previous such attempts,
claiming the solution is in Qatar’s
hands.
It appears Doha’s actions might
be economically motivated. A report from US rating agency Standard and Poor’s (S&P) stated that
most banks in Gulf Cooperation
Council countries — except for
Qatar — would see their financial
profiles stabilise in 2018.
“We think GCC banks’ profitability will stabilise at a lower level
than historically, underpinned
by an increased cost of risk and
the introduction of value added
tax, some of which banks will pass
on to their clients,” S&P report
said.
The report added about Qatar
that “trends in asset quality will
depend on how the boycott of the
country evolves.”
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Syrian refugees still
deserve attention

T

his is the seventh year running that
Syrian refugees are in the news.
Just days ago, the United Nations’
humanitarian coordination branch
said escalating violence in northwestern Syria caused more than
200,000 displacements since
mid-December.
The new wave of displaced men, women and
children is making the precarious situation of
Syria’s refugees even worse, especially in the
inclement days of winter.
The Reuters news agency reported that nine
Syrians “froze to death” in the Lebanese
mountains near the Syrian border. Five others
were rescued near a border crossing with Syria.
It is hardly surprising that 2018 has begun this
way. The Syrian conflict, which began in late
2011, continues to force people to flee their
homes within Syria and outward to Turkey,
Lebanon, Jordan and beyond.
As of March 2017, the UN refugee agency
estimated more than 5 million Syrians had fled
their country and 6.3 million were displaced
internally.
Turkey, which is host to 3 million Syrian
refugees, expressed concern about a new wave
of migration from Idlib, near its southern border.
This, because Bashar Assad’s regime has begun a
new offensive in the rebel-held region without
taking steps to protect vulnerable civilians.
There was yet more bad news about Syrian
refugees in the first weeks of 2018. A Syrian man
set himself on fire outside a UN office in Lebanon, desperate to draw attention to his family’s
plight because their aid had been cut off.
From Jordan came the belated assurance of
one-off humanitarian aid to at least 45,000
Syrian refugees stranded for months near the
Rukban border crossing and, based on their
survey of conditions faced by 1.5 million
refugees in Lebanon, three UN agencies declared
the Syrians’ plight was far worse than at the
beginning of the crisis.
From 2015, the unfolding Syrian refugee crisis
has triggered a massive alarm in the West, with
the issue serving as a favourable factor in the
rise of the far right in France, the Netherlands,
Austria, Germany and several other European
countries.
Syrian refugees are a people who have been
forced to leave home and hearth for no fault of
theirs. Mostly, they have found uncertain refuge
in inadequate camps and informal settlements
in countries that barely welcome them. They are
truly a dispossessed people.
Syria, as the UN High Commissioner for
Refugees, has said, is the biggest humanitarian
and refugee crisis of our time. Everyone is
diminished by the Syrians’ continuing tragedy.

Iran’s dangerous
support to Houthis

Y

et again Iran-supplied missiles
were lobbed by Yemen’s Houthis
onto Saudi territory and promptly
intercepted.
The January 16 and 20 incidents
are more of the same from Tehran.
On November 4, there was a similar
attack on Riyadh. It led Saudi Crown Prince
Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz to declare
such attacks “may amount to an act of war”
involving Iran.
Despite mounting evidence of its involvement
in hostile activities in the region, Iran seems to
think denials are the best answer. Hence, it
denies involvement in the Yemen war and says it
has nothing to do with arming the Houthis.
A new confidential UN report, leaked by
diplomats to CNN, offers strong evidence of
Iran’s role in the Yemen conflict.
The report says: “The (UN) panel has identified missile remnants, related military equipment and military unmanned aerial vehicles
that are of Iranian origin and were introduced
into Yemen after the imposition of the targeted
arms embargo.” It went on to pronounce Iran in
“non-compliance” of the 2015 UN resolution
that imposed an arms embargo on the Houthis.
These are tough words but they reflect the real
dangers lurking behind Tehran’s attitude. Iran
continues to meddle in the region, stoking
conflict and sectarian division. Yet, Tehran
mendaciously insists that it is opposed to
foreign interference in other countries’ “internal
affairs.” It denounces “blatant intervention” by
foreign countries in Syria even though it deploys
and positions thousands of advisers and proxy
fighters there.
For too long has the world ignored this double
standard. The UN report lays bare the contours
of the regional game that Iran seems to think it
can pursue with impunity and without consequences.
The recent turmoil faced by Iran’s ruling
clergy at home shows there are eventually
consequences to its destructive and costly
enterprise.

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Al-Bashir cannot solve Sudan’s
problems by aligning himself
with Doha and Ankara
Mohamad Kawas
is a Lebanese writer.

S

ince the 1989 Sudanese
coup that put Omar
al-Bashir in power, the
regime in Khartoum
has been the antipode
of the neighbouring
regime in Cairo. Claims by both
governments that the two Nile
countries share the same fate
were just words. Both countries
are now levelling accusations at
each other.
Cairo has reportedly dispatched military units to
Eritrea, while Khartoum
declared a state of emergency in
the eastern governorate of
Kassala on the border with
Eritrea. Despite the tensions
between Egypt and Sudan,
claims that their relations have
deteriorated to a state of war are
overstated.
The fact remains, however,
that the Egyptian regime cannot
put any faith in a Sudanese one
that is based on the doctrines of
the Muslim Brotherhood. While
it is true that al-Bashir and the
late Hassan al-Turabi, the
spiritual father of the Brotherhood in Sudan, had a major
falling out, al-Bashir still
managed to consolidate his
power by relying on the military
and the Brotherhood’s political
Islam. Sudan’s wars in Darfur
and southern Sudan have given
him a Machiavellian edge that
explains his longevity as
Sudan’s strongman.
The Egyptian government,
under former President Hosni
Mubarak, accused al-Bashir’s
regime of plotting assassination
attempts on Mubarak. Al-Bashir
put the blame on Turabi and
sought to mend relations with
Egypt.
At the same time, however,
al-Bashir opened Sudan to
Muslim Brotherhood members
fleeing persecution in Egypt, as
well as to jihadist movements in
the region. Let’s not forget that
Osama bin Laden found refuge
in Sudan. Cairo had no choice
but to consider the Sudanese

Al-Bashir is being unwise and jeopardising his
country’s national security.
regime a threat to Egypt’s
national security.
Relations between the two
regimes have continued to
deteriorate. Khartoum accused
Cairo of equipping and supporting rebels in Darfur and the
south and of harbouring Sudanese opposition. Sudan has
cooperated militarily with Iran
and supplied weapons to Gaza
behind Egypt’s back. Khartoum
continues to enjoy what can
only be described as an ill-intentioned relationship with Turkey.
The Hala’ib crisis has been
another bad chapter in Egyptian-Sudanese relations. Egypt
occupied the disputed territory
in 1996 and the situation has
fluctuated due to changing
political moods. What is clear,
however, is that through its
relations with Ankara, Khartoum is provoking Cairo.
While Egypt’s presence in
Hala’ib can be seen as a challenge to Khartoum, Sudan
allowing Turkey to have a
foothold in the country, and
thus jeopardising Egypt’s
regional security, is a slap in the
face to Egypt. Al-Bashir, therefore, has proven to be efficient
and pragmatic in protecting his
regime.
Al-Bashir has also taken a
pragmatic approach to Saudi
Arabia. He sided with the
kingdom in the Yemeni crisis,
perhaps to atone for his ties to
Iran and Islamist movements in
the region. Saudi Arabia, in
turn, did its best to have the
United States lift its sanctions
on Sudan and to protect alBashir from the International
Criminal Court. Al-Bashir got
what he wanted from Saudi
Arabia and has moved to
another feeding ground, namely
Turkey.
Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s visit
to Sudan in December was the
first by a Turkish president since
the decline of the Ottoman
Empire in 1885. It reshuffled
all the cards in the region.

The
Egyptian
regime
cannot put
any faith in
a Sudanese
one that is
based on the
doctrines of
the Muslim
Brotherhood.

Al-Bashir knows very well that
Egypt will not tolerate a
Turkish presence in Sudan
threatening both the Red Sea
and Egypt. It is thus not
far-fetched to think that the
political war between Khartoum and Cairo could escalate
into a military confrontation.
What is new is that the
Sudanese regime is convinced
that Egypt is a threat to it that
must be countered. This view
is held by Addis Ababa regarding the dispute over the Grand
Ethiopian Renaissance Dam
and the Nile waters.
It stands to logic that Egypt
would be willing to go to war
with Ethiopia over what it sees
as a threat to its very existence. Similar reasoning could
be used to justify Egypt’s
reaction to Turkey’s military
presence on the island of
Suakin, even though it was
Sudan’s sovereign right to offer
the island to Turkey.
Al-Bashir is naive to think
that he can solve his country’s
economic and political woes by
aligning himself with Ankara
and Doha. He’s forgetting that
an embargo against Qatar is
still in place and Egypt is part
of it. He is also being strangely
opportunistic by aligning
himself with Russia while
Washington is lifting its
sanctions against Sudan.
By relying on far-away
defensive partners rather than
considering geographic
proximity, he is being unwise
and jeopardising his country’s
national security.
The Sudanese regime may be
justified in seeking economic
advantages from relations with
far-away countries but, despite
Khartoum’s official declarations that there is nothing
suspicious in its relations with
Ankara, it will be exceptionally
difficult to convince Cairo that
its deal with Turkey over
Suakin is not a threat to its
national security.
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US strategy in Syria post-ISIS beginning
to take shape but Congress may
Mark Habeeb
not be on board

is East-West Editor of The Arab Weekly and adjunct professor of Global
Politics and Security at Georgetown University in Washington.

T

he United States
appears committed
to maintaining an
indefinite presence in
Syria, senior US State
Department officials
say, with the Syrian government
and Iran replacing the Islamic
State (ISIS) as the principal opponents.
US Secretary of State Rex
Tillerson, speaking January 16
at Stanford University, outlined
a strategy based on maintaining
an indefinite military presence
in Syria with the goal of ousting the regime of Bashar Assad,
countering the Iranian presence
and ensuring that new militant
groups do not rise up.
Taking dead aim at Damascus,
Tillerson said: “Total [US] withdrawal would restore Assad and
continue the brutal treatment of
his own people… Such oppression cannot persist forever.”
Tillerson’s remarks reflect a
more aggressive position against
the Assad government by the
United States. Because the government in Damascus remains
allied with Moscow, the strategy
poses a challenge to Russia as
well.
Tillerson advocated for the UNmediated Geneva peace process

Because the government in Damascus remains allied with Moscow,
the strategy poses a challenge to Russia as well.
culminating in UN-supervised
elections — without Assad’s
participation — and the return of
Syrian refugees.
Prior to Tillerson’s speech,
David Satterfield, the acting assistant secretary of state for Near
Eastern Affairs, told a US Senate
hearing the primary role of US
military forces in Syria would be
countering Iranian activities.
While insisting that “our job is
not done” in dealing a final blow
to ISIS, Satterfield claimed that
coalition-backed efforts have
liberated more than 98% of territory previously controlled by the
terrorist organisation.
Nevertheless, US forces would
remain in Syria for the indefinite
future, Satterfield said, because
“a premature US departure from
Syria would enable ISIS to return… and enable Iran to expand
its malign influence throughout
the region, especially to threaten
Israel through Iran-backed proxies like Hezbollah.”
Even more specifically, Satterfield said: “We seek to not
only diminish Iranian foreign
influence in Syria generally but
to protect our allies from the very
real threat Hezbollah poses in
south-west Syria.”
He added that “it is absolutely

our policy to see Syria able to
move forward free of all foreign
forces and that specifically includes Iranian forces.”
When pressed by Senate
Foreign Relations Committee
member Chris Murphy for details
about what actions US forces in
Syria would take to counter Iran,
Satterfield replied that he would
prefer to discuss the issue in a
classified setting, not a public
hearing. However, he gave an
indication of US worries: “We are
deeply concerned with the activities of Iran, with the ability of
Iran to enhance those activities
through a greater ability to move
material into Syria.”
Satterfield challenged the notion that Iran had established a
land corridor across the region.
“We see minimal movement by
Iran across land borders,” he said,
adding that this was the result of
the US military presence in Syria.
The US Department of Defence
declined to send a witness to
the hearing, frustrating senators from both political parties.
Senator Ben Cardin told Satterfield that Congress had not
authorised the use of US military
forces to carry out the mission
in Syria that Satterfield appeared
to be describing. Congress,

By stigmatising Kurds, Erdogan’s
AKP has destroyed hopes for
long-term peace

Cardin said, “has not authorised
anything close to what you are
saying.”
Senator Bob Corker, chairman
of the Senate Foreign Relations
Committee, agreed with his
Democratic counterpart, saying
“certainly the authorisations are
not there for that kind of
activity.”
Satterfield said Washington
continued to view the implementation of UN Security Council
Resolution 2254, which calls for a
new Syrian constitution and UNmonitored elections, as the only
way to end Syria’s devastating
civil war. He called on Moscow
“to pressure the [Assad] regime
to work seriously towards a political resolution to this conflict
or face continued isolation and
instability indefinitely in Syria.”
Satterfield insisted, however,
that a stable Syria would require
new leadership in Damascus
with the departure of Assad and
his family and called on Russia
to join the international community in demanding Assad’s
removal. Senator Jeanne Shaheen
however, was sceptical: “I’m still
not clear on how we think we’re
going to get Russia to accomplish
what you’ve laid out in terms
of Syria.”
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Stephen Starr

Young Kurds are growing up with a hatred for the state that will colour
their and their children’s thoughts and relations with the authorities.
Clearly, the narrative being
pushed was the positive implications of ending the war.
However, after the Kurdishrooted Peoples’ Democratic Party
(HDP) entered parliament in June
2015, hopes for peace have gone
up in flames. Hundreds of
thousands have been made
homeless by the Turkish military’s assaults on predominantly
Kurdish towns and cities in the
south-east. Kurdish leaders and
mayors have been fired and
imprisoned. Kurds are again being
treated

Publisher
and Group Executive Editor

Regular Columnists

is the author of “Revolt in Syria: Eye-Witness to the
Uprising” and has lived in Syria and Turkey since 2007.

ot too long ago, Turks
and Kurds imagined
a peaceful, prosperous future together.
In the decade starting
2003, the Justice and
Development Party (AKP) had done
more to permit the free expression of Kurdish identity than any
other Turkish government. It had
allowed the opening of Kurdish
cultural centres and schools. It allowed Kurdish-language broadcasting. In so doing, the AKP government began to chip away at the
status hard-line Kurdish separatist
groups enjoyed among Kurds.
For most of Turkey’s Kurdish
population, peace, security and
job prospects were of greater
importance than self-governance, at least in the short term.
Then, Ankara did something
unimaginable: It sought to
negotiate peace with the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK.) Those
negotiations, four years ago,
resulted in tens of thousands of
Kurdish militants withdrawing
from the mountains of southeastern Turkey. Reports claim
that, while accompanying her
husband during a visit to Diyarbakir for talks in 2013, President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s wife,
Emine, donned a traditional
Kurdish scarf.
To sell the peace process to the
Turkish public, Turkey’s thenminister for the economy, Numan
Kurtulmus, claimed the decadeslong Kurdish war had cost the
country $1.2 trillion. If not for the
money the state had spent
battling separatists, the minister
said, every family in Turkey
“would have had a free house and
a car… or we could have added
17,000 kilometres of roads.”
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as outcasts in a country that is
supposed to be theirs.
This is the doleful context of the
January 4 announcement by
Selahattin Demirtas, the jailed
HDP co-chairman once referred to
as “Turkey’s Obama.” He said he
would not stand for re-election as
party leader next month. Demirtas
faces charges of leading a “terrorist organisation,” meaning he
faces hundreds of years in jail if
convicted.
It would be a pity if Demirtas, a
centrist who has repeatedly called
on the PKK to lay down arms, is
forced from the political scene.
With him would go the last great
hopes for long-term reconciliation
between the Turkish state and its
15 million Kurds. Clearly, by
targeting Kurdish political
leaders and civilians, the
AKP has decided to
forgo peace in
Turkey for
the next
several
decades.
The
conflict

Old grudges. A demonstrator holds a placard reading “Turkey terrorist!”
during a protest in Paris, on January 6.
(AFP)

has coloured life across Turkey for
nearly 40 years. Both national and
local economies in the south-east
have suffered from the violence.
Economists Firat Bilgel and
Burhan Can Karahasan wrote in a
London School of Economics blog
post in September 2016: “The
economic costs of separatist
terrorism spread beyond the
borders of eastern Turkey.”
“While according to some
estimates the region could have
enjoyed around 7% higher GDP
per capita, Turkey as a nation
could have experienced a 14%
higher GDP per capita, which
translates into an increase in per
capita income of $1,600,” they
added.
From the late 1970s, tens of
thousands of civilians and service
personnel have lost their lives in
the conflict. Atrocities are etched
into the collective memories of
families on both sides. This has
led to a simmering resentment,
one that burns within people from
eastern Thrace to Hakkari in the
far south-east.
For the Kurds, recent developments have been particularly
dispiriting. At the height of 2013’s
peace negotiations, the Kurds had
been weighing the pros and cons
of distancing themselves from the
separatist movement and the
violence it engendered. Now, their
trust in Ankara has evaporated.
The long-term effects of the
government’s stigmatising of
Kurds will be to erase the prospect
of peace for at least another two
decades. Young Kurds are growing
up with a hatred for the state that
will colour their and their children’s thoughts and relations with
the authorities. It did not have to
be this way.
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Why not Estonia? Bureaucratic
drag in the Arab world

Oussama Romdhani

is Editor-in-Chief of The Arab Weekly.

I

n the Arab world, bureaucracy is the ultimate
paradox. Once it played a
vital role in building and
sustaining independent
Arab states but now it may
be the elephant in the room,
impeding growth and necessary
change.
Since the 1950s, public service
has been the fundamental force
in nation-building in the Arab
world. When the “Arab spring”
began, public service was the last
line of defence against chaos.
Bureaucracy stood firm as the
guardian of the temple while
many branches of government
fell. Public service continued to
provide vital services even when
some regarded it with suspicion as the embodiment of the
counter-revolutionary deep state.
Even in the most anarchic days
of the uprisings in Egypt and Tunisia, the bureaucracy continued
to meet public demand not just
for water and electricity but also
to provide reassurance that there
were still people in charge.
In many Arab countries where
the economy has failed to provide
necessary opportunities, public
service has become the employer
of last resort. In so doing, it worsens the budget deficit in cashstrapped economies.
The public sector cannot make
up for the mismatch between
educational systems and the job
market. The failure to take this
into consideration played a key
role in the “Arab spring” revolts.
The World Bank said public
service in the developing world
employs at least half the salaried
workers in the formal sector.
Arab countries are no exception.
However, many parts of the Arab
world have unmatched records
in terms of youth unemployment, informal economic activity,
obstacles to entrepreneurship
and the prevalence of corrupt
practices.
Such deficiencies reflect the
sorry state of the Arab world,
which is behind many countries
that started off with fewer riches
and less promise.
Consider the tiny country of
Estonia, where Skype was created. In Estonia, virtually all
government services are online
and children are taught computer
programming from kindergarten.
The government estimates the
added value of online services to
gross domestic product at 2%.
For many in the Arab world,
there is the temptation to pin today’s woes on colonialist legacies
or post-independence imperialist
encroachment. In reality, most
Arab countries have had a better
start as independent nations than
Estonia. It only became independent from the Soviet Union
in 1991. Before independence,
Estonians had to wait 10 years, on
average, just to get a telephone
landline.
Neoliberal theory has traditionally perceived public service
as an impediment to economic
freedom.
“Red tape can strangle business
expansion, entrepreneurship and
job creation,” pointed out the
“Economic Freedom of the Arab
World” report published in November by the Fraser Institute.
Bureaucracy only reflects a
larger problem — the resistance to
constructive change and freedom
of initiative.
Instead of promoting healthy
business environments, bureaucracies have had to focus on
managing entitlements, be they
of civil servants or of other sec-

When bureaucracy’s dead weight frustrates the hopes of citizens
for change and reform, upheaval cannot be far off.
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Source: World Bank, World Governance Indicators.
Note: Government Effectiveness captures perceptions of the quality of public services, the quality
of the civil service, and the degree of its independence from political pressures, the quality of policy
formulation and implementation and the credibility of the government’s commitment to such policies.
AE = advanced economies; CCA = Caucasus and Central Asia; EMDE = emerging market and developing
economies; MENAP = Middle East and North Africa, Afghanistan, and Pakistan.
tions of society.
It is not easy to trim entitlements, especially for poor
segments of society. Touching
entitlements also runs against the
entrenched interests of bureaucrats and politicians’ preference
for stability at any cost.
Keeping obsolete laws and
regulations on the books gives
bureaucrats a false sense of security but it can destroy society’s
chance of progress.
The current situation is also
untenable because bloated and
autistic bureaucracies sap the
morale of the man on the street
and destroy trust in government.
When bureaucracy’s dead weight
frustrates the hopes of citizens
for change and reform, upheaval
cannot be far off.
In the Arab world, bureaucracy
has traditionally inspired bitter spoofs. Tunisians remember
comedian Lamine Nahdi in the
role of a hapless citizen asked to
provide all kinds of implausible
documents, including his own
death certificate, as a prerequisite
for government service.
The problem of red tape, as
experienced in many parts of the
Arab world, is that it is built on
the pessimistic premise that no
one is to be trusted. The assumption of dishonesty reigns supreme. Each document supplied
is assumed to have been forged
until proven authentic. For every

In Arab countries
where the economy
has failed to
provide necessary
job opportunities,
public service has
become the
employer
of last resort.

signed document proof must be
provided that the signature is
genuine. All too often this means
having a civil servant vouch for
the authenticity of a signature in
exchange for a fee. That surrealistic exercise can consume half a
day if not more. The only redeeming quality of this time-consuming practice is that it helps
keep public servants employed or
at least apparently busy.
In the Arab world, people need
patience in spades when supplying documents, signatures
and the stamps needed to apply
for a passport, to ask for a home
or firm to be connected to the
national electric grid or to seek an
import licence in hard-currencystrapped countries. The hoops
through which a person must
jump often seem endless. The
resulting sense of helplessness
only provides encouragement to
corruption.
For some odd reason, the presumption of dishonesty seems to
be the default mode that determines the civil servant’s attitude
to the people he is supposed to
serve.
European bureaucracy, which
has influenced government service mores in much of the Arab
world, seems to be finally undergoing a fundamental transformation. Even in France, where the
bureaucratic tradition is deeply
rooted, the state has decided to
start trusting its own citizens.
Newly instituted reforms will
consecrate the citizens’ “right
to error” in filling out official
documents, including tax forms.
Another revolution by French
standards.
The problem of distrust appears to be more serious in
hyper-centralised states with
so-called socialist legacies. In
these countries, built-in distrust
of freedoms, whether economic
or personal, is probably rooted
in the perception of citizens as
eternal minors.

The alternative would be that
such systems start believing in
the many opportunities that can
accrue from the elimination of
distrust and unbridled control of
individual initiative.
Beside distrust, the other damaging corollary of the bureaucratic practice in most of the Arab
world is the eerie disregard
for time.

The problem of
“red tape,” as
experienced in
many parts of the
Arab world, is that
it is built on the
pessimistic
premise that
no one is to be
trusted.
A few Arab countries have
demonstrated tangible progress
in reducing bureaucratic delays.
The World Bank’s “Doing Business 2018” report shows that in
certain Gulf countries, such as the
United Arab Emirates or Bahrain,
one can increasingly expect to
spend as much (or as little) time
as in developed countries in the
conduct of business. In other,
more bureaucracy-burdened
Arab countries, change has been
slower.
It takes no less than 75 days in
Egypt to register property, against
20 days in European countries.
It takes 43 days in the West Bank
and Gaza to start a business,
against ten in Europe. You need
180 days to get an electricity connection in Algeria, compared to
66 days in Latin America. Clinching a construction permit requires
249 days in Lebanon, against 154
in Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development

high-income countries.
Bureaucrats delivering the necessary permits are not just heartless or lazy. They are themselves
shackled by endless regulations
and restrictions.
In the final analysis, the days
lost humouring civil servants
eventually translate into years
and decades of lost progress and
growth.
The third pillar on which rests
the Arab bureaucratic edifice is
the unholy marriage between
public service and those symbolic
totems: paper and stamps.
Those who have lived and
worked in the West have outgrown paper and stamps. Parents
can buy their children a variety
of stamps online. They can order
butterfly or flower designs or
birds and monkeys. In North
Africa, however, as I personally
experienced recently, a stamp
has a mythical value. Ordering a
rubber stamp is serious business.
It requires a national identity card
and proof of legal standing for
the name or title you want on the
stamp. Your rubber stamp is like
“Open Sesame,” a magical phrase
without which no business transaction is considered valid.
Ironically, countries cling to
the oddest bureaucratic formalities (even as they add new layers)
but the informal economy makes
transactions outside the realm
of the law increasingly common.
Forged official documents (if not
the lack of them altogether) help
the informal economy grow.
There is a silver lining on the
horizon. As internet access improves in the Arab world, online
services could offer an alternative
to cumbersome procedures.
There is more progress on this
front in some Gulf countries than
in other parts of the Arab world,
perhaps because of better internet access and higher ownership
of smartphones but the more
populous (and more bureaucratic) Arab countries have yet
to raise their game. They must
realise it is a whole new world out
there.
New technologies have the potential to improve the efficiency
of government services. World
Bank expert Zahid Hasnain said
e-government “can increase state
fiscal capacity, reduce leakages in
spending and improve transparency.”
It can also curb the whimsies
of and interference by public
servants, therefore reducing the
possibility of corruption.
Lebanese State Minister for
Administrative Reform Inaya
Ezzeddine told The Arab Weekly:
“Digital transformation of the
public administration… is one
way to track every single penny.
You can mitigate the risk of corruption and reduce it.”
Social media can play an important role in dissuading arbitrariness or dereliction of duty on the
part of public servants. Photographs of empty desks during
the workday can go a long way
towards curtailing absenteeism.
New technologies are providing
lots of unexpected openings but
they cannot remedy the fundamental problems of governance
created by bloated and ill-managed administrations. Excessive
reliance on the public sector is a
manifestation of failed economic
policies and the lack of political
vision. Only sound leadership
can remedy that. Once that happens, public administration can
become a catalyst for progress.
Then perhaps, there will be many
new Estonias in the Arab world.
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Iraqi lawmakers split over election date
Mamoon Alabbasi

London

I

raqi parliament members, in a
heated session, failed to agree
on whether to delay the upcoming elections or have them
as planned. Another session
on the matter was announced and
observers said they expect parliament to vote to have elections May
12, as scheduled.
Lawmakers from the Shia-led
ruling National Alliance bloc insisted on having the elections on time,
arguing that a delay would leave
the country without a parliament
for at least a brief period. The constitution bans lawmakers from going to parliament once their mandate has expired.
Sunni Arab and Turkmen lawmakers called for a delay in the
elections so internally displaced
voters, especially in areas liberated
from the Islamic State (ISIS), may
be able to cast ballots in time.
Lawmakers from the two main
Kurdish parties — the Kurdistan
Democratic Party (KDP) and the
Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK)
— are also in dispute over when to
have the elections for the Kurdistan
Regional Government (KRG). The
KDP said it wants the regional elections before the national vote, while
the PUK wants to have the KRG vote
in September.
Kurdish opposition politicians
have backed the central government’s bid to have the national
elections in May, calling on Baghdad to help supervise the regional
vote because they do not trust the
KDP and PUK.
“Opposition parties say the electoral rolls are out of date and that
the system contains up to as many
as 400,000 fake names,” wrote Honar Hama Rasheed on the website
Niqash.org.
Others gave a higher estimate.
Sarwar Abdulrahman, the head
of Pay Institute for Education and
Development, said there are more
than 900,000 fake names on KRG
election rolls, which would make
up approximately 40 parliamentary seats.
Allegations of vote fraud are not
limited to the Kurdistan region and
many Iraqis called for the newly introduced biometric voting card to

V iewpoint

Tallha Abdulrazaq

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

Sectarian
parliamentarians
are trying to keep
Sunni Arab areas
destroyed,
destitute and
desperate.

Voter appeal. A bus displays a poster advising people to check about their voting information ahead of Iraq’s parliamentary elections,
on January 16. 														
(AFP)
be used by voters across the country because old ones are said to be
easily forged.
Iraq’s Independent High Electoral Commission (IHEC) insisted
it was ready to run the elections
for everyone as scheduled. It dismissed fears about voting fraud,
promising to provide all voters
with new voter cards, whether biometric or not.
“The commission will take additional measures… and extraordinary plans [to ensure efficient elections],” IHEC spokesman Karim
al-Tamimi told al-Sharqiya TV.
The row over delaying the elections prompted the United States
to side with Iraqi Prime Minister
Haider al-Abadi, who rejected putting back the vote.
“Postponing the elections would

set a dangerous precedent, undermining the constitution and damaging Iraq’s long-term democratic
development,” the US Embassy in
Baghdad said in a statement.
“The United States is providing
assistance that will help ensure
that all Iraqi voices are heard and
counted, including the approximately 2.6 million Iraqis who remain displaced from their homes
in the liberated areas,” the statement said.

Kurdish opposition
politicians have
backed the central
government’s
bid to have
elections in May.

Abadi launched an online appeal
for allies to join his election list alNasr (Victory) in a bid to bypass
the country’s traditional selection
routes of political parties or tribes.
An unlikely alliance between the
prime minister and former leaders of the Popular Mobilisation
Forces (PMF) ended one day after
it was announced, drawing broad
condemnation from supporters of
Abadi who did not want him to join
forces with militia chiefs.
It was likely that Abadi was trying to secure an alliance with the
PMF before Iraqi Vice-President
Nuri al-Maliki, a more serious competitor, reaches out to militia leaders. Nevertheless, the move backfired and Abadi was criticised by
Sunni, Kurdish and even Shia supporters, such as influential cleric

Muqtada al-Sadr.
“The religious authority used to
respect Abadi and appreciate him
but it is hard to understand this
most recent move,” a Najaf-based
cleric close to Grand Ayatollah Ali
al-Sistani told Niqash.com on condition of anonymity.
Maliki appears to be forging an
alliance with one of his former foes
— KDP leader and former KRG President Masoud Barzani.
“A Maliki-Barzani reconciliation
will aim to give Maliki the premiership again and bring Barzani back
to the Kurdistan leadership,” wrote
Mustafa Saadoun in website AlMonitor.
Mamoon Alabbasi is Deputy
Managing Editor and Online
Editor of The Arab Weekly.

Why ‘post-ISIS’ reconstruction in Iraq is doomed to fail

I

raqi Prime Minister Haider
al-Abadi in December
grandiosely declared victory
over the Islamic State (ISIS),
exclaiming that it was Iraq’s
“unity” that eventually defeated the extremists.
Less than a month later, his
words are being exposed as vacuous lies as his allies in the Iraqi
parliament attempt to suffocate
Sunni Arab-inhabited governorates in northern and central Iraq
that were devastated in the war
against ISIS.
Senior members of the ruling
Shia Islamist coalition, which
includes Abadi’s religious fundamentalist Dawa Party, tabled
motions in parliament to impose
stringent restrictions on reconstruction funds allocated
to devastated governorates as
part of the annual budget
for 2018. Islamist politicians claim northern and
central governorates
should not receive
reconstruction funds
unless similar amounts
are provided for Shiadominated southern
governorates, saying
that they were “indirectly affected” by
ISIS terrorism.
Khalaf Abdul Samad, the parliamentary
leader for the virulently sectarian

Dawa Party, blamed ISIS for southern Shia men dying in Sunni-dominated governorates, attempting
to use their deaths as an emotional draw for his argument that
southern governorates deserved
a piece of the pie. Predictably, his
argument involved Iraq’s former
Ba’athist rulers: “Basra governorate… continues to suffer much
from war, [US-led] sanctions and
the scorched earth policy of the
Ba’athist regime.”
Another Shia Islamist, National Alliance deputy Abdul Hadi
al-Hakim, said all governorates
should be included in the reconstruction budget “whether
they are the governorates
that were liberated from
ISIS or the liberating
[southern] governorates

who sacrificed martyrs.”
Hakim added that the Iraqi
government should not “discriminate” against Shia-dominated governorates and demanded a similar
proportion of the funds.
These deputies — all of whom
are directly allied to Abadi — are
attempting to continue an enterprise that has long been profitable for them: the plundering of
Iraq’s treasury. Last August, Basra
Governor Majid al-Nasrawi escaped to Iran after being accused
of accepting kickbacks on bogus
reconstruction and development
contracts. Apparently, he was not
greasing the right palms, so the
inherently corrupt system decided
to replace him with someone who
was more amenable to sharing
loot.
Further, pro-Iran Shia
Islamists have been in a
Ba’athist-free Iraq for
almost 15 years. It
is amazing that
Dawa Party
deputies such
as Abdul Samad
would still blame
the Ba’athists for
the poor state that
Basra finds itself in
today when they
have had a decadeand-a-half to develop
it, enrich it and prove to
the world that the Ba’athists were

behind its lack of development.
In reality, these Shia Islamists
are more corrupt by several orders
of magnitude than anything Iraq
has seen before.
Also, ISIS terrorism almost never
managed to attack the Shia south,
apart from a few notable incidents.
Meanwhile, the capital of Anbar
governorate, Ramadi, was recaptured by government forces
around two years ago. At the time,
the city was 80% destroyed. Years
later, reports indicate that very
little reconstruction has occurred
with more than 70% of the city still
damaged. Most of western Mosul
is rubble and eastern Mosul is a
shamble. Sectarian parliamentarians are trying to keep Sunni Arab
areas destroyed, destitute and
desperate.
Desperation breeds dangerous foes, however, and it seems
that the Iraqi government and its
corrupt political class have still
not learnt that marginalisation,
sectarian policies and religiousbased hatred fuel strife, death and
devastation.
While they are busy trying to
enrich themselves, normal Iraqis
of all religious and ethnic backgrounds suffer. This can only lead
to further radicalisation, further
extremism and a resurgence and
rebirth of terror. When that
happens, we will all know
who to blame.
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Libya election
plans in doubt as
violence escalates
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

C

lashes between Islamist militias and Libya’s
Special Deterrence Force
around an airport near
Tripoli were far from extraordinary for the Libyan capital,
which has been a battlefield as has
much of the rest of the country.
Nonetheless, the timing of the
January 15 fighting that left 20 people dead and caused damage to
five aeroplanes may set the tone as
Libya prepares for elections this
year, commentators said.

Libya’s election
commission said
nearly 2 million
Libyans have
registered to vote,
with 500,000 signing
up since September.
“Some political forces have an
interest in putting hindrances on
the road to the elections, knowing
that they may emerge as total losers,” said Libyan political analyst
Mohamed Fouad. “These forces include the Islamists who have lost
most of their popularity in the past
few years.”

The internationally backed Government of National Accord said
fighting erupted when the Libya
Dawn militia sought the release of
detainees affiliated with the Islamic
State (ISIS) and al-Qaeda. Many fear
the fighting could lead to some Libyan militias consolidating gains on
the ground before elections, which
are required to take place before
September 30. Others could attempt
to increase violence to prevent the
elections.
“These political forces are getting
their cues from some regional powers that want the situation in Libya
to remain as is,” said Libyan political analyst Abdel Baset bin Hamel.
“These regional powers have been
standing behind rampant violence
in Libya and are not at ease as the
country tries to depart from its turbulent past.”
Libyan National Army (LNA)
spokesman Ahmed al-Mesmari
accused Turkey of interfering in
Libyan affairs and backing terrorist
groups. The LNA controls most areas of eastern Libya.
Mesmari was referring to the January 10 seizure by the Greek Coast
Guard of a ship en route to Libya.
The ship, which departed from Turkey, contained hundreds of tonnes
of explosives, which Mesmari said
would have been distributed all
over Libya and exacerbated conflict
in the country.
Mesmari also said Qatar and

High stakes. UN Under-Secretary-General for Political Affairs Jeffrey Feltman (R) and UN Special
Representative and Head of the UN Support Mission in Libya Ghassan Salame at a news conference
in Tripoli, on January 10.
				
(AFP)
Sudan were supporting terrorist
groups in Libya.
Libya’s election commission said
nearly 2 million Libyans have registered to vote, with 500,000 signing
up since September.
Libya’s political parties, including
the Muslim Brotherhood’s Justice
and Construction Party, are drawing
up platforms to appeal to voters.
The possible political comeback
of Saif al-Islam Qaddafi, a son of
former dictator Muammar Qaddafi
who was reportedly released from
prison last June, increased speculation about who might lead Libya.
Some observers said they expect the
commander of the Libyan National

Army, Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar,
to relinquish his military uniform
and run in presidential elections.
Haftar, who expressed hopes on
January 10 that the elections would
end the rampant violence in Libya,
has tried to project himself as a
powerful military leader capable of
fighting extremism and uniting a
fragmented Libya. Haftar’s strong
position against Libya’s Islamists,
however, likely makes him less capable of being considered politically
inclusive, critics said.
The need for consensus on a new
constitution and on election laws
is among other challenges facing a
country where having free and fair

elections is complicated by the fact
that a significant amount of territory is under control of armed militias. Even if successful elections can
be carried out, questions remain as
to whether Libya’s political parties
will accept the results.
“To do this, political forces need
to have a great deal of self-denial
for the sake of their own country,”
said Libyan political analyst Snoussi Ismail. “The problem is that there
is little chance for this to happen
while some forces believe that the
elections will not be good for them.”
Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian
reporter in Cairo.

Fraying ties between secularist and Islamist
parties, a new factor in Tunisian politics
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

L

eaders of Tunisia’s secularist Nidaa Tounes party
are attempting to distance
themselves from Ennahda, their Islamist coalition
partners in government, a move that
analysts said was to shore up support ahead of the upcoming election
cycle.
After an early January meeting of
senior Nidaa Tounes officials, the
party announced it would compete
against Ennahda in municipal elections in May.
Presidential and legislative elections are scheduled for 2019.
Nidaa Tounes will defend “the
project of a civil and modern state
against the Islamist project of Ennahda,” party leaders said in a statement.
By inching away from Ennahda,
Nidaa Tounes is hoping to solidify
its electoral base drawing from liberals, secularists and women, many
of whom are wary of the Islamist
movement and its attitude towards
women’s rights.
Women accounted for more than
half of Nidaa Tounes’s support in
parliamentary and presidential elections in 2014.
Nidaa Tounes was founded
by Tunisian President Beji Caid
Essebsi in 2012 as a counterweight
to Ennahda but the two parties have
worked together since 2015. Their
partnership is widely credited for
maintaining stability during a difficult transition but is also blamed
for political deadlock that has prevented implementation of needed
reforms.
“The ongoing efforts to maintain
the parliamentary and government
coalition between the nationalist

Nidaa Tounes and the Islamist Ennahda are delaying the implementation of Tunisia’s constitution and
weakening its institutions,” said a
report by the International Crisis
Group.
“As former enemies turned partners, they (Nidaa Tounes and Ennahda) are struggling to conserve
their political identity and internal
cohesion… The resulting tensions,
against a backdrop of mutual mistrust, are contributing to an indefinite postponement of the reforms
promised by the constitution,” the
report stated.
“As the economy falters, nostalgia
is spreading for a strong state modelled on the former regime.”
Despite such criticism, Ennahda’s

leader Rached Ghannouchi has reportedly sought to preserve the alliance at any cost, arguing during
internal party meetings that the
Nidaa Tounes-Ennahda partnership
is the only way to keep secularists
from “eradicating” Islamism in the
country.
The two parties found themselves increasingly isolated after

By inching away from
Ennahda, Nidaa
Tounes is hoping to
solidify its electoral
base, drawing from
liberals, secularists
and women.

four minor coalition partners abandoned the coalition government this
month.
“We have decided not only to quit
Carthage Accord but also end our
backing of the national unity government,” said Mohsen Marzouk,
leader of the left-wing Machrou
Tounes (Tunisia Project).
Machrou was one of 15 civil society groups and political parties in
2016 to sign the Carthage Accord, a
document that outlines policy priorities for the unity government.
Marzouk, a former Caid Essebsi
aide, said “the unity government
had become an Ennahda-Nidaa
government and has unity only in
name.”
The liberal AFAK Tounes (Tunisia

New factor. Tunisian President Beji Caid Essebsi (C) attends a meeting with political parties, unions
and employers in Tunis, on January 13. 								
(AFP)

Horizons), headed by former Development, Investment and International Cooperation Minister Yassine
Ibrahim, issued a similar statement,
assailing Ennahda and secularist
parties for “monopolising power
and policy decision-making.”
“AFAK would no longer be a part
of the government coalition or the
Carthage agreement,” the statement
added.
Following the announcement,
four AFAK government ministers
ended their ties with the party to retain their cabinet positions.
Neither Machrou Tounes nor
AFAK have representatives in the
government, though both previously lent parliamentary support to the
government.
The centre-left Joumhouri (Republican) Party and the Movement
of the People, a small Pan-Arab
leftist group, also pulled out of the
Carthage Agreement and withdrew
support for the government.
The four parties leaving the accord have more than 30 seats in
the 217-member parliament. Nidaa
Tounes and Ennahda have a large
majority in parliament.
The political moves are further indication of the governing coalition’s
dysfunction but are unlikely to significantly affect the stability of the
current government, which recently
weathered mass protests across the
country. Demonstrators were protesting tax hikes that caused the
prices of basic goods to increase.
Ties between Ennahda and
Nidaa Tounes will be strained until municipal elections in May but
the two parties’ unorthodox coalition is likely to be unavoidable in
the short term as the government
presses ahead with its 2018 legislative agenda.
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis.
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As Egypt and Eritrea come together, Sudan
and Ethiopia wary of neighbours’ intent
Amr Emam

Cairo

T

ensions are rising in the
Horn of Africa with Egypt
and Eritrea consolidating their cooperation, although Egypt said it does
not intend to harm other countries.
Eritrean President Isaias Afwerki visited Cairo on January 9, his
fourth such trip in four years, raising concerns in Sudan and Ethiopia.
Egypt has been prioritising greater influence in southern Red Sea
countries, particularly as Ethiopia’s
Grand Renaissance Dam project
nears completion.
“Eritrea’s location near the
southern entrance of the Red Sea
makes it a very important country
for Egypt,” said Salah Halima, vicepresident of the Egyptian Council
on African Affairs. “This is why
Egyptian presence in Eritrea is a
national security necessity, not a
matter of choice.”
Over the past four years, the
countries bolstered cooperation in
all fields. Efforts by Cairo to cement
ties with Eritrea are only a small
detail of the larger picture of Egyptian efforts to restore its influence
across the African continent.
Unconfirmed reports of the deployment of thousands of Egyptian
troops in Eritrea near the border
with Sudan alarmed Khartoum,
which countered by ordering thousands of Sudanese troops to Sudan’s eastern border with Eritrea.
Sudanese Assistant President
Ibrahim Mahmoud Hamid said
there were “potential security
threats from Egypt and Eritrea”
and, by January 16, Sudan and
Ethiopia deployed a joint military
force on the Sudanese-Ethiopian
border.
The fear in Sudan is that Cairo
could seek to destabilise its government given anger in Egypt over its
backing of Ethiopia regarding Nile
waters and Khartoum’s claim to the
disputed Halayeb Triangle.

Shifting alliances. Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi (R) meets with Eritrean President Isaias Afwerki at the presidential palace in
Cairo, on January 9. 												
(The Egyptian Presidency)
“Sudan has proof that Egypt offered support to the rebels in
volatile Sudanese regions, such as
Darfur,” claimed Sudanese political
analyst Wael Aly. “This is why Sudan views close relations between
Egypt and its neighbours, especially Eritrea, as an alliance against it.”

Many in Egypt have
called for Cairo to take
a stronger position
regarding its share of
the Nile water.
Egyptian
President
Abdel
Fattah al-Sisi sought to quell rising
tensions by asserting, on January
15, that Cairo was not seeking to

interfere in the domestic affairs of
neighbouring countries.
“We will not enter a war. I tell
this to our brothers in Ethiopia
and Sudan: Egypt doesn’t conspire
or interfere in the affairs of any
country and is very keen on maintaining good relations between
our nations,” he said in a televised
speech.
One day earlier, Afwerki publicly
denied the presence of Egyptian
troops at a base near the border
with Sudan, describing the allegations as “fake news.”
However, the accusations are
symptoms of deep mistrust, analysts said.
The situation near the southern
entrance of the Red Sea became
more precarious because of grow-

ing collaboration between Sudan
and Turkey as Ankara prepares to
gain a foothold in the area through
its presence in the Sudanese Red
Sea island of Suakin.
“Apart from threatening Egypt’s
interests in the southern entrance
of the Red Sea, Turkey’s presence in
this area also rings alarms in Cairo
because of links between Ankara
and terrorist groups active in Libya,” warned Talaat Musallam, a retired Egyptian Army general.
Greek authorities on January 10
seized a Tanzanian-flagged ship
carrying hundreds of tonnes of explosives. The ship was heading for
Libya from Turkey, Greek authorities said.
Many in Egypt have called for Cairo to take a stronger position regard-

ing its share of the Nile water, which
is expected to drop because of Ethiopia’s Grand Renaissance Dam.
Negotiations between Cairo and
Addis Ababa over filling the dam
have broken down and there is
widespread dismay at Khartoum’s
backing of the Ethiopian position.
“The dam is an existential threat
to Egypt, which is why Egypt will
not likely stand idly by and watch
while Ethiopia works to deprive it
of the water that keeps its people
alive,” Musallam said. “Ethiopia
does not demonstrate any cooperation on the technical studies,
which means that the Egyptians
may wake up one morning to find
the dam a reality on the ground
and water supplies from the Nile a
thing from the past.”

Sisi announces presidential bid with few expecting upset
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

E

gyptian President Abdel
Fattah al-Sisi confirmed
he will run for a second
term in office, with most
analysts expecting him to
easily win in the presidential elections scheduled for late March.
“I tell you frankly and transparently that I hope you will allow
and accept my candidacy for the
president’s post,” Sisi told a cheering crowd after months of refusing
to confirm whether he would seek
re-election.
The announcement came at the
end of a 3-day “Story of a Nation”
conference in which Sisi, 63, had
presented achievements his administration made over the past
four years.
“Building the state takes 16 to
20 years, I am trying to finish it in
eight years, God willing,” Sisi said.
Few analysts expect Sisi to lose
the election, particularly given the
lack of heavyweight opponents.
Popular former Prime Minister
Ahmed Shafiq withdrew a presidential bid earlier this month and
fierce Sisi critic Muhammad Anwar
Sadat — nephew of the late president — said he would not stand,
saying he would not “fight a losing
battle.”
“It will not be easy for any candi-

date to compete against Sisi in the
elections, regardless of their popularity. Sisi has managed to hold
Egypt together in the face of unprecedented political, security and
economic challenges,” said Abdel
Mohsen Salama, head of Egypt’s
Journalists Syndicate.
“Public support for Sisi is clearly
manifest in the perseverance of
the people as Sisi launched aggressive reforms that caused hardships
to millions of people. The people
are now patiently waiting to reap
the fruits of the reform and they
have confidence in him.”
Khaled Ali, a 45-year-old human
rights lawyer, said he would run
for president to redress the Sisi
administration’s “mistakes,” including its dependence on foreign
borrowing and failure to improve
living conditions for millions of
poor citizens.
The former chief of staff of the
Egyptian Army, General Sami
Anan, 69, has also said he will
stand.
Presidential hopefuls need to
have either 25,000 powers of attorney from eligible voters or the endorsement of at least 20 legislators
to apply to run in the presidential
elections at the National Election
Commission, the independent
body of senior judges that oversees
the vote.
The commission has received
more than 400,000 powers of attorney from eligible voters, most

of them filed for Sisi. Candidates
must officially register with the
National Elections Commission
before the end of the month.
A former army chief, Sisi became president in June 2014 when
Egypt was at a crossroads. Tens
of thousands of Islamists were
demonstrating against the ouster
of Muslim Brotherhood-affiliated
President Muhammad Morsi in
2013. Egypt was close to bankruptcy with foreign reserves at $16 billion, their lowest in a decade. The

Sisi has managed
to hold Egypt
together in the face
of unprecedented
political, security and
economic challenges.

Abdel Mohsen Salama,
head of Egypt’s
Journalists Syndicate

streets were far from secure, battles
between the army and a branch of
the Islamic State (ISIS) were at their
most violent and Egypt’s relations
with most of the world were at their
worst.
“The situation was so scary on
all fronts and it would have taken a
great deal of courage and vision for
anybody to accept to be president
in these conditions,” said political commentator Amar Ali Hassan,
“but Sisi showed a great deal of
leadership and managed to solve
many of the problems at a time of
high uncertainty.”
During the “Story of a Nation”
conference, Sisi praised the economic achievements of the past
four years. Central bank foreign reserves have increased to $37 billion.
Egypt’s balance of trade deficit is
$20 billion less; imports are $16 billion less.
The monthly inflation rate is 25%,
down from 35% and there are expectations the rate will be 13% by
the end of 2018. The budget deficit
is down to 10.9%, from 16.7%.
The unemployment rate is 11.4%,
down from 13.4%. Approximately
3.5 million Egyptians work in Sisiinitiated development projects, including a new administrative capital between Cairo and Suez.
Security remains a major challenge. ISIS and al-Qaeda franchises
operate in Egyptian territory and the
Sinai Peninsula remains a quagmire
for Egyptian police and soldiers.

Even though Sisi’s economic
reforms caused short-term hardships, particularly to Egypt’s poor
and middle class, those groups
remain some of the president’s
strongest supporters.
Some reforms, including the flotation of the national currency and
the slashing of electricity, fuel and
water subsidies, directly affected
living conditions after commodity
prices rose to unprecedented levels.
“The rise in the commodity
prices made it almost impossible
for some people to put food on
the table for their children,” said
Rashad Abdo, an economics professor at Helwan University. “The
reforms were, however, indispensable, or the economy would have
derailed.”
Despite this, Sisi enjoys popular support at home, with many
pointing to Sisi’s foreign policy and
hopes of restoring Egypt’s position
as a regional power.
“Sisi’s unrelenting work to reunify the Arabs, strengthen his
country’s influence in the African
continent and hammer out balanced ties with the United States,
Russia, China and Europe shows
that this man wants to return his
country to a position of leadership,” said Tarek Fahmy, a political
science professor at Cairo University. “A stronger economy, growing
internal stability and support by
Arab allies can actually help him
do this.”
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Al-Qaeda, 20 years on

Neo-Qaeda. A 2017 file picture shows rebel fighters walking past an armoured
vehicle carrying the flag of Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham near the town of Maardes in
the countryside of the central Syrian province of Hama.		
(AFP)

The changing faces of al-Qaeda in Syria
Simon Speakman Cordall

Tunis

A

s the Syrian regime continues its brutal assault
into Idlib in northern
Syria, much of what remains of the Syrian rebel forces are fighting a desperate
rearguard action against Damascus’s inexorable advance.
Within the province, one of the
region’s dominant jihadist groups,
the Turkish-funded Ahrar al-Sham,
and its allies resist the regime’s advance. To their side stands another
Syrian jihadist group, one that
played a defining role not just in
the history of Syria but within the
world.
Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham — formerly Jabhat Fatah al-Sham, formerly an al-Qaeda affiliate Jabhat
al-Nusra — was the spearhead of
the jihadist campaign now engulfing various parts of the world. Despite ostensibly severing links with
al-Qaeda in 2016, Hay’at Tahrir
al-Sham’s (HTS) ties to the group
render it a virtual pariah within
Syria’s rebel network, excluding it
from refuge in the country’s “deescalation zones” and barring it
from participating in discussions

V iewpoint
Mark Habeeb

Al-Qaeda’s leaders
accomplished
exactly what they
wanted: Their
low-budget attack
on 9/11 drew the
world’s greatest
military power
into the Middle
East cauldron.

on ending Syria’s carnage.
Though HTS and its predecessors disavow active links to
al-Qaeda, the perception of them
as the group’s Syrian proxy persists. Whatever the degree of control al-Qaeda exerts over its affiliate, events from its various media
rebranding to the state-building
efforts within its territories have
done little to dissuade anyone that
this child of al-Qaeda is anything
but wayward.
From the outset, Jabhat al-Nusra
appeared reluctant to advertise its
affiliations. It was not until 2013
when the newly emerging Islamic
State (ISIS) attempted to subsume
the group that Jabhat al-Nusra
publicly declared its loyalty to alQaeda. Even then, the relationship between the two was rarely
straightforward.
By 2016, with the tide of the war
turning against Syria’s rebels, the
value of Jabhat al-Nusra’s al-Qaeda
affiliation grew questionable. Who
was doing that questioning is in
dispute. What is less disputed is
the toxicity al-Qaeda’s brand had
assumed.
While Jabhat al-Nusra managed
to form various alliances with factions in Syria’s rebel groupings, the
group’s explicit ties to al-Qaeda
always carried the risk of interna-

tional blacklisting and, for groups
such as Ahrar al-Sham and other
internationally backed groups, the
potential loss of funding. Something had to change.
“The whole point was to achieve
a shift in perception, without really
changing much on the ground,” Jason Burke, author of several books
on al-Qaeda, wrote by e-mail.
“So, for example, though the
nominal allegiance of the organisation changed, the personal allegiance of individual leaders of the
group, which is much more important, did not. Many are sworn
by a traditional bayat to be loyal to
Ayman al-Zawahiri, the [al-Qaeda]
leader, and have in no way repudiated that loyalty. To do so would be
virtually impossible anyway.”
Despite the rebranding, old faces
and ties remained and new alliances failed to materialise. As ISIS

Though HTS and its
predecessors disavow
active links to
al-Qaeda, the
perception of them as
the group’s Syrian
proxy persists.

sucked the majority of the air from
the room, Jabhat Fatah al-Sham
was only able to make limited
headway in ingraining itself within
Syria’s wider rebel milieu.
It was only when rebel infighting near Aleppo broke out in January 2017 that it drew other, more
“mainstream” groups into its fold,
with the Sunni Islamist group
Harakat Nour al-Din al-Zinki, the
jihadist alliance Jabhat Ansar alDin and at least two other groups
joining Jabhat Fatah al-Sham, calling itself Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham.
Though ties between the newly
minted group and al-Qaeda continued, more frustrations followed.
Last April, al-Qaeda’s leadership
issued an audio message, likely
directed at HTS, warning against
embarking on the kind of statebuilding projects in Idlib as ISIS
had undertaken in Raqqa and elsewhere.
Instead, al-Qaeda urged the
group to adopt guerrilla-style tactics rather than holding territory.
Despite this, HTS embarked on significant state-building efforts, coopting local councils in their control and establishing civil authority
over areas as diverse as museum
administration and mobile phone
contracts.
As analysts such as Aymenn

Jawad al-Tamimi pointed out, it
is precisely such efforts that leave
the group vulnerable to military
attack, attacks that might lead to
the group being reduced to the
kind of guerrilla warfare as initially
instructed by al-Qaeda.
For the West though, events in
Idlib offer only temporary respite.
“Currently, HTS is focused on
the local struggle within Syria —
and on survival in the face of a resurgent regime,” Burke wrote. “Yet
this could change rapidly. Among
HTS leaders are some very senior
[al-Qaeda] people who have spent
much of their lives in an organisation committed to attacking the
west, especially the US, before taking on local regimes.”
The debate between targets far
and near is only likely a temporary
one, Burke said.
“The Far vs Near enemy strategic
debate is complex and dynamic, so
though at the moment the emphasis is on the near enemy that may
not always be the case. It could
well be that at some stage soon,
a strike against the far enemy
might be seen as helping the battle
against the near enemy,” he said.
Simon Speakman Cordall is the
Syria/Lebanon section editor for
The Arab Weekly.

US leaders yet to learn the lessons of the war on terrorism

O

n September 11, 2001,
19 men armed with
box cutters forever
changed Americans’
sense of their security. A country bordered by vast oceans on the east
and west and friendly neighbours
to the north and south learned
how vulnerable it was to a gang of
religious extremists whose leader
lived in a cave in Afghanistan.
On orders from that leader, Osama bin Laden, those 19 al-Qaeda
terrorists targeted the symbols of
American capitalism — the Twin
Towers of the World Trade
Centre — and American global
military might — the Pentagon. AlQaeda overnight became a household word in the United States and
a new term entered the American
lexicon: the War on Terrorism.
This would mark the third global
war fought by the United States
since December 7, 1941, the day
that Japan attacked the US Navy
fleet at Pearl Harbour, Hawaii. The
global war against the axis powers
and the subsequent war against
global communism, however, were
no different from great power wars
since the Greeks and Persians went
at it: In both cases, there was an
enemy state to be defeated or deterred through the use of military
power.
We knew where the enemy was
and the metrics to use in gauging
whether we were succeeding in
meeting their challenge.

The War on Terrorism is a different animal. The instinctive US
response to 9/11 was to fight traditional wars with tanks and planes
and troops. It started with the
attack on the Taliban government
in Afghanistan, not an unreasonable move given that they were bin
Laden’s hosts. Nevertheless, nearly
15 years later, US troops remain
in Afghanistan, albeit in smaller
numbers, and that country’s agony
continues.
Then, in 2003, came the invasion
of Iraq, justified on two pieces of
what today would be called “fake
news”: That Saddam Hussein had
helped plan the 9/11 attacks (he
hadn’t) and that he possessed
weapons of mass destruction (he
didn’t).
More importantly, the Iraq war
was sold to the American public as
part of a grand strategy by neoconservatives who dominated
the first term of George W. Bush’s
presidency: The cause of terrorism,
argued these ideologues — none of
whom was a Middle East
scholar — was a lack of democracy
in the Arab and Muslim worlds.
The way to win the War on Terrorism was to defeat the “axis of evil,”
which included Iraq and Iran — and
replace them with democratic
governments.
We know how that worked out.
Al-Qaeda’s leaders accomplished
exactly what they wanted: Their
low-budget attack on 9/11 drew the
world’s greatest military power

into the Middle East cauldron.
The US invasion of Iraq, combined
with idiotic policies such as deBa’athification, created more chaos
and disorder — and thus more fodder for terrorism.
The US response came at a high
price in lives, both of US troops and
of tens of thousands of innocents
in the battleground countries.
There was a monetary price as
well: Estimates are that the US government has spent more than $2
trillion conducting the War on Terror, roughly equivalent to India’s
annual gross domestic product.
This has been a boon to the US
defence and security industries but
like most military-related spending
has had little productive effect on
the economy.
US President Barack Obama
heeded the call of public opinion
and pulled most US troops out of
Iraq and Afghanistan, opting to
fight terrorism using a counterinsurgency approach based on air
strikes, drones, special forces and
training host government forces.
Obama achieved the long-desired
goal of decapitating al-Qaeda by
killing bin Laden. However, by
that point, the terrorist group had
spread like metastasising cancer.
An al-Qaeda offshoot, the Islamic State (ISIS), became the next
focus of US attention in the War on
Terror. ISIS made the mistake of
trying to create a landed caliphate
in Iraq and Syria, which gave
US and coalition forces physical

targets to hit with conventional
methods. The caliphate’s destruction was only a matter of time
but ISIS succeeded in introducing
a new element into the terrorist
arsenal: the so-called lone wolf,
individuals inspired by the group’s
extensive internet presence to
carry out random attacks using
such weaponry as lorries and
kitchen knives.
Bush announced the War on
Terror on September 20, 2001, in
a speech to Congress. “Our war on
terror begins with al-Qaeda,” he
said, “but it does not end there.
It will not end until every terrorist group of global reach has been
found, stopped and defeated.”
It should be clear by now that a
traditional military approach and
treating the struggle against terrorist groups as a third world war will
not achieve Bush’s goal.
Jean-Marie Guehenno, former
president and CEO of the International Crisis Group, said it well:
“After 16 years of the war on terror,
the inherent limits of military and
security measures are plain to see.
The threat can be reduced if we
stop helping terrorists by parroting
their rhetoric of a grand geopolitical struggle. By recognising and
addressing the local disorder in
which terrorism is born, the war
on terror may finally find an endpoint.”
There is no indication the Trump
administration will heed these
words.

January 21, 2018

News
& Focus
Analysis
Special

13

Al-Qaeda, 20 years on

Is there a future for al-Qaeda in Iraq?
Mamoon Alabbasi

London

W

ith the military defeat of the Islamic
State (ISIS) in Iraq,
at least in terms of
territory, there is
speculation that al-Qaeda is looking to reclaim leadership of jihadist
militancy in the country.
Prior to the 2003 US-led invasion of Iraq, the only significant
al-Qaeda presence in Iraq was
that
of
the
predominately
Kurdish group Ansar al-Islam,
which controlled several villages
near the Iranian border in the
semi-autonomous region of Kurdistan. The group, mainly made
up of fighters returning from
Afghanistan, was beyond the reach
of the Iraqi Army and too powerful
for the peshmerga to dislodge.
Once the Iraqi state collapsed in
2003, al-Qaeda called on its supporters to flood into Iraq as the
place for holy war with US forces.
Al-Qaeda became the most dominant force of Sunni insurgency in
Iraq until 2006 when its leader Abu
Musab al-Zarqawi, notorious for
targeting civilians, was killed.
Al-Qaeda was weakened with the
formation of Arab Sunni tribal forces known as Sahwa (Awakening) in
Anbar province in late 2006 but it
regained strength when the Shialed Iraqi government gradually
stopped the payment of salaries to
the anti-Qaeda fighters.
Like other extremist groups,
al-Qaeda benefited from the grievances of local populations — discrimination, unemployment, severe poverty, having a loved one
killed or tortured at the hands of
US or Iraqi forces — to help increase
its recruits. Women, children and
even mentally ill patients were tar-
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is a Syrian historian and
author of “Under the Black
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To many who
witnessed the
early years of
al-Qaeda, Sheikh
Abdullah Azzam is
the group’s real
ideologue, theorist
and fundraiser.

What comes next? An Iraqi Counter Terrorism Services (CTS) soldier looks though binoculars during
a battle between CTS and ISIS militants in western Mosul, last April. 			
(Reuters)
geted for recruitment.
The militant group rebranded
itself from al-Qaeda in Iraq to the
Islamic State in Iraq in 2006. It
formally split from al-Qaeda and
named itself the Islamic State in
Iraq and Syria, led by Abu Bakr
al-Baghdadi, in 2013.
The split between al-Qaeda
and the Islamic State (ISIS) began with a dispute over leadership roles but other differences
between the two groups gradually

became apparent.
ISIS was more focused on territorial control, as opposed to
al-Qaeda’s hit-and-run strategy.

Regardless of the
name or the nature of
the next terror threat,
all militant groups are
feeding off the same
pool in Iraq.

Following ISIS’s 2014 capture of
Mosul, it declared itself as a “caliphate.”
ISIS surpassed al-Qaeda’s notoriety in targeting civilians in Iraq and
boasted of grotesque punishments
on social media. That led the group
to be considered a cult rather than a
typical jihadist militancy.
This and the fact that many
al-Qaeda supporters did not have to
endure living under al-Qaeda rule,
resulted in the militant group being

seen as the lesser evil compared to
ISIS.
Some observers say al-Qaeda
may regain support from Iraqis
who believe ISIS has gone too far in
its brutality. Other analysts suggest
the two groups might unite. A third
view is that a worse group — maybe
ISIS 2.0 — could emerge if the Iraqi
government does not learn from its
past mistakes.
It is worthy to note that
al-Qaeda in Iraq, before giving birth
to ISIS, was deemed too brutal by
al-Qaeda’s
leadership
in
Afghanistan.
“Among the things that the feelings of the Muslim populace who
love and support you will never find
palatable — also — are the scenes
of slaughtering the hostages. You
shouldn’t be deceived by the praise
of some of the zealous young men
and their description of you as the
sheikh of the slaughterers,” wrote
Ayman al-Zawahiri, then al-Qaeda’s
number two, to Zarqawi in 2005.
In the same letter, Zawahiri
expressed the concern of many
al-Qaeda members of what Zarqawi
was doing to Shias in Iraq: “If the
attacks on Shia leaders were necessary to put a stop to their plans,
then why were there attacks on ordinary Shias?”
Despite calls on Zarqawi to tone
down his zeal for bloodshed in Iraq,
the Jordanian-born militant did not
listen to the leaders to whom he
had pledged allegiance.
Baghdadi’s whereabouts remain
unknown, and there are questions
over whether he is still alive. Yet
ISIS-inspired attacks continue, the
latest of which claimed more than
30 lives in Baghdad.
Regardless of the name or the
nature of the next terror threat,
all militant groups are feeding
off the same pool in Iraq. They
are generally competing for the
same recruits.

Al-Qaeda’s roots stretch beyond bin Laden’s seed

O

lder jihadists from
across the Muslim
world like referring
to him as “Father.”
Others call him “Imam
al-Jihad.” To many
who witnessed the early years of
al-Qaeda, Sheikh Abdullah Azzam is
the group’s real ideologue, theorist
and fundraiser — the one worthy of
reverence and homage — and not
Osama bin Laden.
Behind closed doors, many
expressed extreme discomfort with
bin Laden, who they claim hijacked
al-Qaeda, becoming both its public
face and chequebook, immediately
after Azzam was killed by a car
bomb in Peshawar, Pakistan, in
November 1989. Almost everything
written about al-Qaeda says it had
been founded by bin Laden but the
real founder, they believed, was
Abdullah Azzam.
Levantines in the global jihadi
community often market Azzam’s
rather aggressively, given that, as a
Palestinian from the West Bank, he
breaks the Saudi monopoly over alQaeda that emerged after 9/11. Middle Easterners who flocked from
the Palestinian territories, Syria,
Jordan and Lebanon were drawn by
Azzam, not bin Laden, they argue.
Azzam was born in Mandatory
Palestine in 1941 and is described
by al-Qaeda biographers as being an exceptionally bright child
who excelled in mathematics and
literature. He grew up hating the
British colonisers and, at the age
of 7, watched with a combination
of awe and deep anger as the state
of Israel was created, crushing the
armies of Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon,
Iraq and Syria.
Azzam vowed to commit himself
to the Palestinian resistance, joining the Palestinian branch of the
Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood,
whose members fought within the

Egyptian Army in 1948.
The collective Arab command
would never succeed in liberating
an inch of the Palestinian territories, he said, because they were
mostly seculars and urban aristocrats who were distant from the
people and from God’s path.
After completing his secondary
education, Azzam left his native
Silat al-Harithiya and joined the
Khaduri College in Tulkarm. He
taught at local Palestinian schools
before moving to Syria where he enrolled at the Faculty of Islamic Sharia at Damascus University, whose
founding dean, Sheikh Mustapha
al-Sibaii, also established the Syrian
Brotherhood.
Azzam arrived in Syria shortly
after the Ba’ath Party took power
in 1963, at a time when the Muslim Brotherhood was organising
secret cells to topple the Damascus government. This is where he
mastered the skills of the political
underground.
The Ba’athists drew on their massive membership base in the Syrian
countryside, calling on teachers
and village officials to go to cities
to take government jobs. This left
the rural areas as vast playing fields
for the Syrian Brothers, where they
were able to teach, recruit and train
young men, with little competition
from the Ba’athists.
Their headquarters were local
mosques, whose imams were usually either Brotherhood members or
secret sympathisers.
Young boys would go to the
mosque after school for evening
recitals of the Quran. Brotherhood
teachers such as Azzam would
single out potential recruits and
train them in how to hide and load
or strip a gun. Eventually, their
training would be to engage in 24hour surveillance of local Ba’athists
and report on their activities to the

Brotherhood cells.
Finally, the boys would be taught
how to use firearms. The Brotherhood found easy targets for shooting practice in the state-employed
street sweepers who were often at
work before dawn when nobody
else was around. From the rooftops
of carefully concealed huts, the
boys would practise shooting at
these wretched innocents, killing
many in a ruthless training exercise.
In 1964, the Brotherhood
clashed with government troops
in the ancient city of Hama on the
Orontes River. A manhunt ensued
and Azzam hid teenage comrades
fleeing arrest at an apartment in the
Yarmouk Palestinian refugee camp
in Damascus.
His stay in Syria not only cemented his hatred for the Ba’ath members, it also made him many friends
in the Damascus underground
whom he recruited into al-Qaeda
20 years later. He took note of why
the Islamic project had failed so
drastically in Syria and vowed to do
things differently — one day. Among
other things, they lacked a unified
leadership and sustainable funds,
two elements that he embarked on
securing after leaving Syria.
After graduating from Damascus
University, Azzam went to Egypt for
his doctorate and moved to Saudi
Arabia where he was employed as
an instructor at the King Abdulaziz
University in Jeddah. That career
was short and he was soon forced
out of the country, due to his
criticism of the kingdom’s pro-US
policies.
In 1979, Azzam went to Peshawar,
near the Pakistani-Afghan border,
as the Soviet Army was launching
its infamous invasion of Afghanistan. He saw striking parallels
between Soviet practices and what
was happening in the Palestinian
territories, telling his aides: “It

is the duty of all Muslims across
the world to fight the occupiers,
regardless of their name or race.
All of them are infidels. A holy war
against them is fard ayn (religious
obligation), as dictated in the Holy
Quran.”
Azzam recruited in the countries
he lived and worked in — the Palestinian territories, Saudi Arabia and
Jordan. The message he sent to old
friends — almost always verbal to
avoid falling into the hands of state
informers — was: “Come join me in
Pakistan. A new world awaits you;
one that pleases Allah.”
He would add: “From here we
will return home one day, hand-inhand, first to liberated Damascus
and then to liberated Jerusalem.”
From 1979-85, 35,000 jihadists
registered with Azzam’s Maktab
al-Khidamat — “Afghan Services
Bureau.”
Among his many recruits was
none other than Osama bin Laden,
the son of a wealthy Saudi family
famed in the construction business,
whom he had met in Saudi Arabia
in the mid-1970s.
Inspired by Azzam’s charisma, bin
Laden invested parts of his massive
fortune in the jihadist movement,
which gave birth to al-Qaeda.
Bin Laden was a sworn enemy of
the Saudi royal family and of the
Soviet Union. Liberating the Palestine territories was not on his priority list, unlike Azzam, who hoped
to lead a Muslim army one day into
his native West Bank, occupied by
Israel in 1967. Azzam wanted an
Islamic state, headed by a caliph,
ruling an empire that spread far
and wide on all four corners of the
globe, with a capital in Damascus or
in Jerusalem.
He was killed in November 1989
before his ambitions bore fruit and
before al-Qaeda assumed its present
form and shape.
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Lebanon’s Prime Minister Hariri treads
precarious paths between rival camps
Sami Moubayed

Beirut

L

ebanese Prime Minister
Saad Hariri, speaking to
the Wall Street Journal, appeared to carefully choose
his words when discussing
the country’s Shia party with arms,
Hezbollah. Only two months previously, he loudly predicted that the
party’s arms would be chopped off,
dismissing its members as Iranian
stooges in Lebanese affairs.
Hariri’s Future TV channel has
also been critical of the group and
its secretary-general, Hassan Nasrallah, accusing them of having
committed a “crime” in taking part
in the wars of Syria and Yemen.
However, Hariri told the Journal:
“Hezbollah has been a member of
this government. This is an inclusive government that has all the
big political parties, and that brings
stability to the country. My main
goal is to preserve this political stability.”
He was referring to the two
cabinet posts — industry and
sports — held by Hezbollah ministers topped with the fact that had
it not been for Hezbollah’s stamp of
approval, he wouldn’t have made
it to the premiership in 2016. Likewise, without Hariri’s OK, Hezbollah’s ally Michel Aoun would have
never become president.
Some saw it as campaign rhetoric,
ahead of parliamentary elections in
May. Others claim that Saudi Arabia, via Hariri, was softening its position over Hezbollah’s role in Lebanon, claiming that Hariri would not
mince his words so carefully without the blessing of Riyadh.
A third view hints at a rift in Hariri’s relationship with Saudi Arabia,
after Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz was
accused of detaining the Lebanese
prime minister last November. It is
no secret that the two men do not
get along, with Hariri closer to the
family of the late King Abdullah.
The story made headlines then
and was recently dissected by the
New York Times, which said Hariri
was summoned to Riyadh on short
notice for what he thought would
be a camping trip in the desert with
the crown prince. Once in Riyadh,
Hariri was reportedly separated
from all but one of his bodyguards,
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The technical and
sectarian layers of
the dispute
camouflage a fierce
political rivalry
between Aoun
and Berri.

Mincing words. Lebanese Prime Minister Saad Hariri speaks during a business conference in Beirut, last December. 		
had his cell phone taken away and
handed a resignation speech that
he was forced to read on the Saudiowned Al Arabiya TV. He put on a
suit and complied, the Times reported, only to discover loud criticism from Iran and Hezbollah.
Two weeks of intense speculation
followed regarding Hariri’s fate and
whereabouts until Hariri returned
to Beirut for Lebanon’s National
Day celebrations in late November.
Instead of leaving office, however,
he backtracked on his resignation,
with Aoun reportedly serving as an
intermediary between Hariri and
Nasrallah.
The two men agreed to a media
truce and to embark on a national
dialogue under the auspices of the
Lebanese presidency. Hezbollah
committed to stepping back from
the Syrian conflict, which relieved
some of the pressure on Hariri, Saudi Arabia and his Sunni constituency in Beirut. He, in turn, would

tone down his attacks on Nasrallah
and halt his calls for regime change
in Damascus.
Plotting a safe course between
his competing constituencies will
not be easy for Hariri. The Iranians
are certainly pleased by his new
position but few in Riyadh enjoyed
reading Hariri’s interview. Their
original concern, after all, was that
he had done little to check Hezbollah. Since starting a second stint
as prime minister 14 months ago,
Hariri has done nothing to force
Hezbollah into recalling its troops
from Syria, where they have been
fighting since 2012.
The Saudis also claimed Hariri
had very little influence over his
own ministers, arguing that the two
Hezbollah officials went to Syria last
August to attend an international
fair, in their capacity as ministers
in the Hariri cabinet. In September
Hariri’s Foreign Minister Gebran
Bassil, who is Aoun’s son-in-law,

sat down for a tete-a-tete with his
Syrian counterpart Walid Muallem.
Hariri appears to be drawing even
closer to Hezbollah. Following his
resignation, the Army of God chose
to back him, rather than exploit his
resignation and replace him with
one of its Sunni allies. Instead, Hezbollah helped rally the streets of
Beirut in support of Hariri, transforming him into unifying symbol
of Lebanon.

Hariri appears to be
drawing even closer
to Hezbollah.
Sources in Beirut said Hariri was
recently informed of Saudi Arabia’s decision to seize parts of his
business assets in the kingdom, a
course like that adopted with several prominent Saudi royals; the
most famous of whom, Prince AlWaleed bin Talal has been under

(Reuters)

arrest since early November after
refusing to hand over $6 billion to
the Saudi state.
Hariri is being asked to relinquish
the property and assets of Saudi
Oger, a construction firm set up by
his father, the late Rafik Hariri, in
1978. Saad Hariri officially discontinued its operations last July but
it still runs a handful of contracts
within the kingdom and owns assets and premises via the Hariri
family. The Saudi government is
thought to owe the various Hariri
businesses about $8 billion in overdue payments, which it is understood would be waived should the
government seize the company.
If true, that alone would be
enough to drive a wedge between
Hariri and the Saudis, perhaps
explaining the tone of Hariri’s
interview with the Wall Street
Journal. Is it really a U-turn or just
pre-election Beiruti politics? Time
will tell.

Aoun-Berri dispute arouses sectarian differences

T

he fragility of the
sectarian balance that
makes up the Lebanese political system
was exposed in the
dispute between President Michel Aoun and Speaker
Nabih Berri.
At issue is a seemingly routine
exercise: a decree that gives retroactive seniority to a group of army
officers. This time, however, the
decree aroused dormant sectarian and political differences that
called into question the validity
of the 1989 power-sharing Taif
Agreement, which ended Lebanon’s 15-year civil war.
The agreement stripped the
president, by tradition a Maronite
Christian, of many of his powers
and allocated them to a council of
ministers. All presidential decrees
became subject to the endorsement of the prime minister, by
tradition a Muslim Sunni, and
the ministers concerned. Consequently, decrees that involved
financial burdens needed the approval of the minister of finance.
The minister of finance in the
current cabinet is Shia, belonging

to the parliamentary bloc of the
speaker, by tradition a Shia.
The decree concerning the
army officers was endorsed by the
prime minister and the minister
of defence but it did not carry
the signature of the minister of
finance, prompting Berri to object.
Aoun insisted the decree was a
routine army affair and did not
involve any expenditure and thus
did not need the endorsement of
the minister of finance. He cited
several occasions in which similar
decrees had been issued without
the sanction of the minister of
finance.
Berri was not convinced and
when Aoun suggested that the dispute be referred to the judiciary,
Berri responded: “Only the weak
go to the judiciary.”
The Shura Council, a consultative body that rules on legal quarrels within the state bureaucracy,
decided in a non-binding resolution in favour of the president.
The dispute was taken to new
heights when religious leaders on
both sides entered the fray. Senior
Shia clerics demanded that the
Ministry of Finance be perma-

nently allocated to a Shia, which
would effectively give the Shias
veto power over almost any decree issued by the president. This
prompted the Maronite cardinal
to openly support the president
and to reject the demands of the
Shia clerics on grounds that such
a demand is contrary to the Taif
Agreement.
The technical and sectarian
layers of the dispute camouflage
a fierce political rivalry between
Aoun and Berri.
During his presidential campaign, Aoun offered himself as the
strong leader who would restore
the powers of the president to
the pre-Taif Agreement period.
Berri, on the other hand, has
been the speaker for more than
25 years, during which he established for himself a strong power
base among the Shias and gained
immense influence within the
machinery of the state.
Berri viewed Aoun’s ambition as
a threat to his authority and was
determined to block him. Berri
opposed Aoun’s candidacy for
the presidency and has been in
conflict with him ever since.

The Ministry of Finance is
crucial for Berri because he can
use it to exert pressure on the
government. This was demonstrated recently in a row with
Prime Minister Saad Hariri. Hariri
appointed as chief to one of the
security services a Shia who was
not a follower of Berri. When the
prime minister rebuffed Berri’s objections, the latter instructed the
minister of finance to withhold all
funds to the security services.
Still, Hariri tried to remain
neutral in the dispute between
Aoun and Berri by declaring no
opinion, even though he signed
the disputed decree. Similarly,
Hezbollah, which is allied to both
sides, did not openly support
either party while it subtly tilted
towards Berri.
Moreover, the attitude of Hariri
and Aoun aroused suspicions
among Hezbollah and Berri of a
covert alliance between the Sunnis and Maronites at the expense
of the Shia in parliamentary elections scheduled for May 6. Until
then, it appears there will be no
end to the dispute between the
president and the speaker.
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Jerusalem row escalates, puts peace process in doubt
The Arab Weekly staff

London

T

he Middle East peace process appears unlikely to
resume as a diplomatic
row escalates between US,
Israeli and Palestinian leaders over the Trump administration’s
announcement to recognise Jerusalem as Israel’s capital.
Palestinian Authority President
Mahmoud Abbas has repeatedly said
US President Donald Trump is unfit
to broker peace negotiations.
In a meeting of the West Bankbased Palestinian Central Council,
a high-ranking arm of the Palestine
Liberation Organisation (PLO), Abbas
said, “The deal of the century is the
slap of the century and we will not
accept it,” in a reference to Trump’s
pledge to reach the “ultimate” peace
deal between Israelis and Palestinians.
Abbas lashed out at Trump for
accusing him of refusing to engage
in peace negotiations. “Yekhreb
beitak!” (“May your house be demolished!”) Abbas exclaimed, using
a colloquial Palestinian Arabic curse
that drew laughter from PLO officials.
Abbas, who is expected to shun US
Vice-President Mike Pence when he
visits the region, called US Ambassador to Israel David Friedman and
US Ambassador to the United Nations Nikki Haley a “disgrace.” Both
are known to be firm supporters of
Israel.
The Palestinian Central Council
called to suspend the PLO’s 1993 recognition of Israel but the final decision remains with Abbas, whom observers said is unlikely to implement
it.
“If there is light in this darkness it
is that Abbas also repeatedly stressed
his continuing commitment to a twostate solution, based on international
law and the 1967 borders,” wrote Ian
Black, the Guardian’s former Middle
East editor, in the British daily.
“That remains an enduring point
of both principle and political real-
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ism — even in the topsy-turvy days
of the Trump era. Yet how it is to be
achieved looks harder than ever before.”
To many, Abbas seems to have
run out of ideas on how to deal with
Trump.
“Beyond the rhetoric, however,
the truth is that the Palestinians still
don’t have a strategy for how to respond to the American president,
particularly after his announcement
that the United States considers Jerusalem the capital of Israel,” wrote
Grant Rumley, a research fellow at the
Foundation for Defense of Democracies, in Foreign Policy magazine.
A total of 18 Palestinians and one
Israeli have been killed since Trump’s
December 6 announcement on Jerusalem. Most of the Palestinians were
killed during clashes with Israeli
forces.
Diana Buttu, a former aide to Ab-

The Palestinians still
don’t have a strategy for
how to respond to the
American president.

Grant Rumley, a research
fellow at the Foundation for
Defense of Democracies

bas, was more vocal in her criticism
of the Palestinian leader. “You can’t
lead a revolutionary movement with
people at retirement age,” she told
Agence France-Presse.
Israeli Defence Minister Avigdor
Lieberman said Abbas had “lost his
senses” and Israeli Education Minister Naftali Bennett said the speech
represented Abbas’s swan song. In a
Facebook post, Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu said Abbas
“tore off the mask.”
Netanyahu told Israeli reporters
travelling with him in India that the
US Embassy would be moved from
Tel Aviv to Jerusalem “far faster than
what we think … in the course of the
year.” American officials previously
estimated the embassy move would
take place near the end of Trump’s
term in office but it appears that
the United States will accelerate the
move by modifying existing property

to accommodate the new mission, allowing it to open next year.
Days after his speech in the West
Bank, Abbas again criticised Trump
at a conference in Egypt, saying Jerusalem is “the gate for peace and war
and President Trump must choose
between the two.”
“It is our eternal capital, to which
we belong, just as it belongs to us,”
Abbas said.
The speech in Cairo came after
Washington announced a freeze on
crucial funding for UN Relief and
Works Agency for Palestine Refugees
(UNRWA). The United States said it
would withhold $65 million while allowing $60 million through to keep
UNRWA running in the short term.
The agency provides aid for about 5
million Palestinians across the Middle East.
PLO member Hanan Ashrawi said
Washington was seeking to dismantle UNRWA at Israel’s behest. The US
move was “targeting the most vulnerable segment of the Palestinian
people,” she said in a statement.
Israeli politicians have previously
called for Palestinian refugees in
neighbouring countries to be incorporated into those societies.
US State Department officials insisted the decision was not made to
pressure Palestinian leaders. “This
is not aimed at punishing anyone,”
State Department spokeswoman
Heather Nauert said. “The United
States government and the Trump
administration believe that there
should be more so-called burdensharing to go around.”
UNRWA
Commissioner-General
Pierre Krahenbuhl said he would
appeal to other donor countries for
money.
“At stake is the dignity and human
security of millions of Palestine refugees, in need of emergency food assistance and other support in Jordan,
Lebanon, Syria and the West Bank
and Gaza Strip,” he said in a statement.
“The reduced contribution also
impacts regional security at a time
when the Middle East faces multiple
risks and threats, notably that of further radicalisation.”

Israeli sovereignty doesn’t extend to Palestinian territories

F

ifty years after Israel took
control of all of historic
Palestine in the Six-Day
War, it is taking a number
of approaches to the status and laws that operate
in what the rest of the world considers illegally occupied Palestinian
territory. Israel regards the area as
“disputed” territory that it might
consider returning — or more likely
return part of — to secure peace
with its neighbours.
In reality, Israel behaves as if it is
sovereign over the whole of historic
Palestine. It is important to note
that UN Security Council Resolution 2334 distinguished between
Israel and the occupied Palestinian
territories, thus rejecting Israeli
sovereignty over them.
International law does not
consider Israel as sovereign over
the occupied territories, including
East Jerusalem, which the Israelis
in 1967 annexed in the Six-Day War.
In recognising Jerusalem as Israel’s
capital, US President Donald Trump
referred to Israel as a “sovereign
nation” that can “determine its own
capital.” He is wrongly recognising
Israel’s sovereignty over the whole
city.
There is no way to access the illegally occupied Syrian Golan Heights
except through Israel. That border
has been effectively shut since the
1967 war, with the exception of
some movement facilitated by the
UN peacekeeping force for humanitarian reasons. Even this movement came to a halt after violence
erupted in Syria.
The Gaza Strip is accessed
through the Beit Hanoun crossing,
which Israel controls, or the Rafah
crossing, which Egypt controls.

Entry to the West Bank and East
Jerusalem is under Israel’s control,
too. Palestinians with a Palestinian
Authority (PA) passport enter and
exit only via King Hussein Bridge,
while Jordanian passport holders
issued with Israeli visas by Israel’s
Embassy in Amman can enter via the
Sheikh Hussein Bridge further north.
Those carrying foreign passports,
including European and US citizens
wishing to visit either Israel or the
occupied Palestinian territories, can
enter through one of the bridges
or through Tel Aviv’s Ben Gurion
Airport.
The situation for human rights
activists who wish to visit the occupied territories has changed considerably over the past few years.
While some have been subjected to
questioning about the purpose of
their visit and who they were planning to meet, most were allowed to
enter, especially those who managed to convince Israeli authorities
they were tourists visiting holy
sites.
Faced with increased scrutiny
of its policies and an escalating
Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions
(BDS) movement, however, Israel is
using its control of entry points to
the occupied Palestinian territories
to punish human rights activists and
organisations. It does this in addition to pushing allies to implement
anti-BDS laws, particularly in the
United States, where some 20 states
have such laws.
While Israel has long denied entry
at will to activists and EU and US
citizens of Palestinian heritage, it
is now routinely denying entry to
those working in organisations supporting BDS or individuals who are
vocal in criticising it and supporting

BDS. Israel has passed legislation
amending its law of entry to specifically deny access to such individuals. This included Hugh Lanning,
chairman of the UK-based Palestine
Solidarity Campaign and myself.
Shortly after this, it denied entry to
Anwar Makhlouf, the head of the
Palestinian community in Chile and
three Swedish citizens, members of
the World Council of Churches, over
alleged BDS affiliations.
Israel went further in implementing its ban in July, ordering Lufthansa airline to deny boarding to five
members of an interfaith delegation
at Washington Dulles International
Airport, including Jewish Rabbi
Alissa Wise. Jewish Voice for Peace,
an activist organisation opposed to
the occupation, said this was the
first time Israel had barred Jews,
including a rabbi, entry to Israel because of political positions. Israel’s
law of return stipulates that all Jews
have the right to move to Israel
and become a citizen. The airline
claimed: “We don’t know who these
people are. We have no information
as to why the Israeli government
does not want them to enter. We
simply have to abide by the rules
and regulations of every country in
which we operate.”
Israel has gone even further, using
intelligence about those planning
to travel to one of its entry points
to ban them before attempting to
board flights. On November 13, it
announced it was barring seven
EU officials from travelling with a
20-member delegation of European
Parliament members, national
lawmakers and mayors over “support for Israel boycott” and for their
aim to raise awareness on the plight
of Palestinian prisoners, including

political figure Marwan Barghouti.
Israel’s Interior Ministry said the
delegation had planned to visit
Barghouti in Hadarim prison. It announced its decision a week before
the delegation was to visit.
The European Union — France
in particular — might have been
expected to stand up for its citizens
but instead used the sovereignty
issue as a reason not to challenge
Israel’s decisions. A French Foreign
Office minister said: “One can regret
this Israeli decision but it remains
nonetheless sovereign.”
This is rather bizarre as the
European Union does not recognise Israeli sovereignty over the
occupied Palestinian territories. It
was left to the Association for Civil
Rights in Israel (ACRI) to challenge
the decision. The group’s executive
director, Sharon Abraham-Weiss,
said: “The interior minister is not
authorised to serve as a commissar
standing at the gate and deciding
for the country’s citizens and for the
residents of the occupied territories,
who are dependent on Israeli border
crossings, which positions are appropriate to be heard. Freedom of
expression is not just the right to
express oneself but also the right
to be exposed to opinions, even
opinions that outrage and infuriate
the majority in Israel.”
The European Union must take
a stand on the issue of sovereignty,
especially as it relates to the occupied Palestinian territories, to
ensure non-Israelis can access
them or consider taking their own
measures, including denying entry
to illegal Israeli settlers wishing to
visit. Otherwise, the message to
Israel is “Carry on; there are no red
lines to cross.”
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Court decision deals blow to Erdogan but
softening of pressure on critics unlikely
Thomas Seibert

Washington

T

he decision by Turkish courts to keep two
prominent government
critics in detention despite an order by the
country’s highest court to free
them has deepened the crisis in
the country and could spell further trouble for Ankara’s ties with
Europe.
Turkey’s Constitutional Court
on January 11 dealt a blow to
Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan by ordering the release of
newspaper columnists Sahin Alpay, 73, and Mehmet Altan, 65. In
a majority decision, the court said
the state had violated the rights of
Alpay and Altan by putting them
in jail for alleged support for the
failed coup in 2016.
Alpay has been in detention
since July 2016 and Altan was
jailed in September 2016. Both
were high-profile Erdogan critics
before their arrest.
Despite the high court ruling,
local courts in Istanbul refused to
release the writers, arguing they
had not received the formal decision from Ankara. Turkey’s Official Gazette published the Constitutional Court’s decisions about
the two journalists on January 19,
fulfilling a condition set by the
lower courts, but Alpay and Altan
remained in detention.
Critics accuse the Erdogan government of using the 2016 coup
attempt as an excuse for a wideranging crackdown on dissent in
the country. Nearly 50,000 people
have been jailed since 2016 and
approximately 150,000 have lost
their jobs for their alleged support
for the coup. The government said
it is trying to make sure that followers of Fethullah Gulen, a USbased Islamic cleric accused by
Erdogan of being the coup’s mastermind, cannot launch another
takeover attempt.
Turkish Deputy Prime Minister Bekir Bozdag condemned the
ruling and accused the high court
of going beyond its brief. Writing
on Twitter, Bozdag compared the
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Far from over. Members of Reporters without Borders hold stencils representing portraits of
imprisoned Turkish journalists as they take part in a demonstration in front of the Turkish Embassy
in Paris, on January 5. 										(Reuters)
decision with an earlier one that
freed another prominent journalist and Erdogan critic, Can Dundar. “The Alpay and Altan decision of the Constitutional Court is
a bad and wrong repetition of the
Can Dundar decision,” he wrote.
At the time of the Dundar release
in 2016, Erdogan complained that
lower courts should have resisted
the top court’s orders to release
the journalist. The refusal of the
Istanbul courts to free Alpay and
Altan appeared to demonstrate
that judges took the hint from the
government, critics said.
Andrew Gardner, senior adviser and researcher on Turkey for
Amnesty International, said the
initial Constitutional Court ruling was “incredibly important”
because the high court had long
been silent since Erdogan introduced emergency rule following

the coup attempt of 2016. “I think
the decisions of the lower court
not to implement the Constitutional Court verdicts are symptomatic of a situation in which the
courts lack any sort of independence and follow political direction,” he added.

Despite the high court
ruling, local courts in
Istanbul refused to
release the writers.
The International Press Institute (IPI), a press freedom advocacy group, also criticised the Istanbul courts. “Turkey’s refusal so
far to honour the court’s decision
to free journalists Mehmet Altan

and Sahin Alpay demonstrates the
extent to which the rule of law has
been undermined in the country,”
the IPI said in a statement. A total
of 151 journalists in Turkey are behind bars, the organisation said.
The order by the Constitutional
Court to free the two writers came
ahead of an expected ruling on the
jailed journalists by the European
Court of Human Rights (ECHR)
in France. Orhan Kemal Cengiz,
a lawyer representing Altan, told
the Turkish T24 news website that
the Constitutional Court was trying to “save its own prestige” with
the ruling because the ECHR was
expected to condemn Turkey for
putting journalists in prison.
Amanda Paul, senior policy analyst at the European Policy Centre,
a think-tank in Brussels, said the
refusal to let Alpay and Altan go
puts Turkey in an “awkward po-

sition.” If Turkey’s Constitutional
Court was ignored, the ECHR was
likely to be seen by Turks as a remaining “effective legal route” for
their problems. “This will damage Turkey’s image,” Paul said via
e-mail.
That scenario raises the question of what happens if the ECHR
orders the release of journalists
from Turkish jails. As a member
of the Council of Europe, Turkey
is obliged to implement ECHR decisions. “If Turkey chooses not to
comply with ECHR rulings it may
be charged with violating the European Convention on Human
Rights,” Paul wrote. Turkey could
be expelled from the Council of
Europe, she added.
The Constitutional Court decisions about Alpay and Altan were
made on votes of 11-6, reflecting
the political rifts in the court. Reports said eight judges appointed
by former President Abdullah Gul,
a supporter of pro-European reforms and a former political ally
of Erdogan turned government
critic, and three judges nominated by Gul’s secularist predecessor Ahmed Necdet Sezer voted for
the release of the journalists. Six
judges appointed by Erdogan and
by parliament, which is dominated by Erdogan’s ruling Justice and
Development Party (AKP), voted
to keep the accused in jail.
Given those divisions in the
court, the ruling fanned a simmering row between Erdogan and
Gul. The former president made
headlines by criticising Erdogan’s
tough policies in recent weeks and
there has been speculation that
Gul, who has remained widely respected since the end of his term
as president in 2014, might challenge Erdogan in next year’s presidential election.
“Which secret hand is in play
here?” Murat Kelkitlioglu, editor
of the pro-government Aksam
newspaper, asked after the court
decision on Alpay and Altan.
“Could it be the ones that fell off
the train?” he wrote on Twitter
in a reference to Gul. In a speech
January 9, Erdogan targeted Gul
without naming him, saying that
“those who fell off the train will
remain where they fell.”

Turkey’s Afrin quagmire

W

hat obvious even
to the most prudent observers
is that Turkey’s
foreign policy is
muddled. The
more willingness Ankara displays
to flex its muscles in the region, the
less its evident strategic wisdom
noted.
What remains is a series of hasty
moves, mostly tactical. By the very
nature of its foreign policy, Ankara
appears unpredictable and vulnerable.
A dramatic example is the escalation with the mainly Kurdish
enclave of Afrin in northern Syria,
which is emerging as the epicentre of a violent conflict. After the
defeat of the Islamic State (ISIS) in
Syria with the help of the combat
forces of the Kurdish Democratic
Union Party (PYD), Turkey faces
the regional Kurdish reality even
more forcefully, while it continues
to refuse its existence within its
borders.
For the Syrian Kurds, Afrin
as part of Rojava represents the
dream of self-rule. Syrian Kurds’
political and militia groups act with
the full knowledge that either Russia or the United States will likely
somehow stand behind them and
their demands as part of their ef-

forts to bring peace to the country.
This is the muddle Turkey’s ruling Justice and Development Party
(AKP) and its military establishment have been stuck in for some
time.
A ground incursion in Afrin
means not only facing an armedto-the-teeth Kurdish militia but
bold manoeuvring between the two
major players in Syria: Washington
and Moscow. So far, it has produced only backlash from all sides.
The PYD declared that it would
have to pull back its combat units
from the areas where the Islamic
State (ISIS) is being fought to Afrin
“for defence.”
The United States made it clear
that Turkish “violent acts,” as it expressed it, were unacceptable. The
Syrian government issued a blunt
statement saying that its forces
would shoot down Turkish fighter
planes if they entered its air space.
Ever-calculating Moscow has not
given a green light for Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s
government to launch a military
operation.
“Russia is an important supporter of the Kurdish cause,” Yasar
Yakis, a former Turkish foreign
minister, wrote for Ahval news site.
“The draft constitution prepared
for Syria by Russia proposes federal

status for Kurds. Therefore, the
United States and Russia may find
an accommodation over the Kurdish question in Syria. The same
reasoning
goes for Bashar Assad’s stepping
aside.
“These parameters offer the
United States and Russia a possible
area of convergence if political and
military developments do not get
out of control. Such an outcome
would create serious disappointment in Turkey with both of them.”
The Kurdish military presence in
Syria is, US Secretary of State Rex
Tillerson said, a strategic component for American regional policy.
However, it may be considered
a more tactical one for Russian
President Vladimir Putin, whose
objective is to maintain a vassal
regime in Damascus.
Taken altogether, however, this
means increasing frustration for
Erdogan as he raises his nationalist rhetoric to higher decibels and
whips up a worrisome collective
sense of aggression. The more
convulsive Turkey’s newly forged
Islamist-militarist coalition acts,
the more lucidly it exposes its
explosive Kurdish issue.
There is also another dimension that should be mentioned in
the context of Erdogan raising the

stakes regarding Syria. It may have
to do with keeping the ties with
Islamist aspirations in the region
and beyond.
“The Muslim Brotherhood
movements are on the back foot
across the region, obviously, and
they’re not represented in the
region’s administrations but there
is still probably an undercurrent of
popular support for this ideology
and Erdogan may be targeting that
undercurrent of popular support,”
Inan Demir, an emerging market
economist with Nomura in London, told Ahval news site.
“I suspect when he makes these
political statements, they are not
only well received by his domestic base in Turkey but perhaps by
the Muslim Brotherhood base in
Egypt, maybe in Jordan and in
[the Palestinian territories]. I think
maybe he’s in this for the long run
and counting on the day when
Muslim Brotherhood groups in the
region come back on the ascendency again.”
Whatever Erdogan’s intentions
may be and regardless of Turkey
launching a cross-border operation
in Afrin, the question is whether
Turkey has lost its bargaining
power altogether. If so, what is to
be expected next? No one knows
the answers.
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Can Tehran afford its regional adventures?

Ali Alfoneh

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

Iran’s structural
problems resemble
those of the closing
years of the Soviet
Union.

C

onsider the slogans
chanted on Iran’s
streets during the
recent anti-regime
protests. “Neither
Gaza nor Lebanon, I
sacrifice my life for Iran” and “Let
Syria be, think about our plight,”
the protesters shouted
The Iranian regime suppressed
the protests but the structural
economic and political problems,
which forced the people onto the
streets in the first place, remain.
With no prospect of the regime
addressing those problems, Iran
is likely to be faced with rising
public anger and instability.
Chief among Iran’s structural
problems are its reliance on oil
revenue and its imperial ambitions based on the unstable price
of that resource. The oil price has
recovered in recent weeks but the
future is uncertain. More certain
is the fact the regime will spend
on its regional military adventures.
The amounts the regime expends on military conflicts in the
Middle East region are vast. Steven Heydemann of the Brookings
Institution, a Washington thinktank, said Iran’s annual support
for Bashar Assad’s regime in
Syria amounts to $15 billion-$20
billion.
Tehran’s annual support to the
Lebanese Hezbollah is believed
to be just short of $1 billion. This
largesse was recognised as such
by the militia’s general-secretary.
“Hezbollah’s budget, salaries,
funds, food, drink and weapons
all come from Iran… As long as
Iran has money, we have money,”
Hassan Nasrallah admitted in
June 2016.
By comparison, Iranian
President Hassan Rohani’s draft
budget for Iran’s calendar year,
which starts March 21, is $103.9
billion. The latest Central Bank of
Iran statistics indicate that Iran
had a budget deficit of $5.3 billion

Limited options. Iranians walk near a billboard bearing portraits of late Ayatollah Ruhollah
Khomeini (R) and Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei in Tehran.
in the first seven months of the
current fiscal year.
Iran’s ruling elites probably
hope for an end to the war in
Syria. It would lessen the burden
of financing Assad’s regime and
reduce the costs of maintaining
Lebanese Hezbollah. Hope, however, is not a strategy.
Faced with the growing budget
deficit, Rohani had to make a
choice. He was aware that every
penny spent to support the Syrian regime, Hezbollah or the
Palestinian Hamas movement
could have been used to reduce
the deficit. Money spent at home

rather than abroad could improve
the plight of Iranians. However,
the Iranian president is not empowered to reduce funding for
strategic allies.
This is why Rohani’s attempt
to balance the budget became an
exercise in cutting subsidies on
foodstuffs and energy. This infuriated low-income groups and
bread riots erupted in the poorer
neighbourhoods of Iranian cities.
Rohani subsequently withdrew
the subsidy changes and the
regime continues to fund regional
allies. Taken together, these will
deepen the budget deficit and, in

(AFP)

the long term, lead to economic
collapse.
In a sense, Iran’s structural
problems resemble those of the
closing years of the Soviet Union.
Heavily dependent on the price
of oil and just as heavily engaged
in financing strategic allies and
proxies, the Soviet Union was
faced with a difficult choice as
the oil price declined. It had to
appease its hungry population
and give up its empire. Or it could
keep the empire and suppress the
hungry masses. In a few years,
even that choice may seem like a
luxury for Iran’s rulers.

In Iran, issues of wealth and poverty matter but also perceptions
Gareth Smyth

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

In the short term,
Rohani’s reduction
of cash subsidies has
led to “increasing
poverty rates for
urban areas” and “a
sharp increase”
in rural poverty.

A

coffee-table book
published in London
last year by I.B. Tauris
spotlighted Molla
Nasreddin, a satirical Azeri magazine
published from 1906-31 in Tbilisi,
Tabriz and Baku. Molla Nasreddin
highlighted the gap between rich
and poor and satirised rulers and
clerics in the Russian and Iranian
empires.
The more things change, the
more they stay the same.
Recent protests-cum-riots in
Iran produced a welter of social
media comments and videos of
people criticising rising prices. In
several clips, veterans of the 198088 Iran-Iraq war said their needs
were ignored while the better-off
buy new cars, jewellery and luxury
apartments.
Some of the videos ware produced by principlists (or fundamentalists) trying to establish that
Iranian President Hassan Rohani
cares only for the wealthy and has
abandoned the egalitarian ideals of
the 1979 Islamic Revolution and the
solidarity of the 1980-88 war.
The protests, in which cars and
shops were torched and at least
21 people killed, surprised many
outside experts who reduce Iranian
politics to principlists versus reformists or people versus regime. In
fact, the economy has dominated
Iranian elections for decades: In
2005, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad won
a presidential landslide with a simple slogan of putting the oil money
on the sofreh, a dining mat used by
poorer Iranians.
A social media furore developed
in 2015 after two young Tehranis
were killed when they crashed a
canary-yellow Porsche. Overnight,
the Instagram page of glamorous
20-year-old Parivash Akbarza-

deh had 40,000 followers, some
savouring pictures of her glitzy
lifestyle while mourning her loss
and others expressing disgust at
Tehran’s rich kids.
Her passenger’s identity added
to the tumult. Mohammad Hossein Rabbani-Shirazi, the Porsche
owner, was the grandson of the
late Ayatollah Rabbani-Shirazi,
once an aide to Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, the 1979 revolution
leader. Such was the outrage
that Iranian Supreme Leader
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei
lamented the “emotional
insecurity” of rich young
Tehranis “intoxicated by
pride in wealth.”
None of this is simply
a matter of numbers.
Djavad Salehi-Isfahani,
professor of economics at
Virginia Tech, who has long
studied inequality in Iran, said
there is a “generally low rate of
poverty, 4.7% for the country
as a whole in 2016-17.” Many
changes since the 1979 revolution, especially in health services, have improved conditions
for most Iranians.
Perceptions matter, however.
Faced with tightening international sanctions, Ahmadinejad reduced expensive state
subsidies on items such as
fuel, bread and electricity and
touched a raw nerve. Petrol
rationing and a price hike
to 11 cents a litre in 2007 led
angry motorists to set petrol
stations on fire.
Such subsidies

were, in economists’ terms, “regressive.” While the less well-off no
doubt liked cheap petrol and electricity, the rich benefited the most.
Affluent Tehranis had no worries
leaving their gadgets charging
while they headed to their
Caspian villas in petrolguzzling Porsches.
To cushion the blow
of phasing out these
subsidies, Ahmadinejad
in 2010 introduced cash
handouts. Though
these were not so
targeted as originally planned,
they did benefit
the poor overall. Wary of
upsetting voters, however,
Ahmadinejad
and representatives in
the Majles, or
parliament, put
off unpopular decisions. This led to
a messy, opaque
situation in which
Iran has some
subsidies and some
cash payments.
Rohani, elected in
2013 and re-elected
last year, is trying to
phase out both. In
line with international orthodoxy led
by the International

Entrenched problem. A young Iranian beggar counts money at a
street in Tehran. 					
(AFP)

Monetary Fund, he sees future
economic growth based on a robust
private sector and a streamlined
state. Rohani would like rising
oil revenue to go into productive
investment, helping reduce youth
unemployment of 25%, rather than
into handouts or subsidies.
That’s the medium or long term.
In the short term, argued SalehiIsfahani, Rohani’s reduction of cash
subsidies has led to “increasing
poverty rates for urban areas” and
“a sharp increase” in rural poverty.
This means Iran’s improving
economy under Rohani’s policies
and eased sanctions after the 2015
nuclear deal, going from recession
to 7.4% GDP growth in the first half
of 2016-17, has been scant benefit to
many outside Tehran.
“The good news,” Salehi-Isfahani
wrote, “is that the economy has
continued to grow in the first six
months of 2017-18… but we do not
yet know if this growth has started
to reach down more widely to the
poor in smaller urban areas.”
Perceptions feed people’s expectations. Political rivalries have
encouraged corruption accusations that have fed public anger.
December saw bitter allegations
traded between Ahmadinejad and
the Larijani brothers, Ali Larijani,
parliamentary speaker, and Sadegh
Larijani, judiciary chief.
Time will tell if the protests
lead politicians to tone down the
discourse, at least until the fruits
of renewed growth spread more
widely. “President Rohani is not the
only player in this game, as the Majles will take up the issue shortly,”
Farideh Farhi of the University of
Hawaii said. “Some parliamentarians are even talking about bringing back rations, which Rohani’s
economic team is trying very hard
to resist.”
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UK government faces increasing pressure
to clamp down on Muslim Brotherhood
The Arab Weekly staff

London

T

he British government is
facing increasing calls to
clamp down on the Islamist Muslim Brotherhood
organisation, which has
been banned in several Arab countries.
The calls came after a statement
from a retired senior British Army
commander warned the British
House of Commons that the Brotherhood represented a major threat
to British society. Colonel Tim
Collins, who served in Northern
Ireland and Iraq, highlighted the
threat represented by the Muslim
Brotherhood and particularly criticised Qatari and Turkish funding of
the group.
“There’s no doubt that there
are people within its [the Muslim
Brotherhood’s] ranks who are involved in violence, who plan violence, who coordinate violence but
it is a nebulous thing. It is hard to
pin down. It’s almost a franchise.
It’s almost like Islamic State (ISIS)
itself,” Collins said January 8 at a
briefing at the House of Commons.
Collins described support and
funding of the Muslim Brotherhood
by British allies Turkey and Qatar as
“not the action of friends.”
“Sowing discord and encouraging communities as well as individuals to stand apart from our society
is the seed of subversion and ends
in Manchester with the murder of
children, it ends in Rotherham with
the rape of children, it ends in London with the murder of strangers
on London Bridge,” he said.
Collins cited payments of more
than $150 million to various European institutions, part of a bid
by the Brotherhood to exert influence across the continent, including through charities and

V iewpoint

Justin Salhani

is an Arab Weekly contributor in
Milan, Italy.

mosque associations.
“I would urge the government of
Qatar to cease their funding of the
Muslim Brotherhood and stop assisting these subversive elements
in the spirit of friendship and in
acknowledgement of the needs, security and wellbeing of an ally,” he
added.

Colonel Tim Collins,
a retired British
Army commander,
described support
and funding of the
Muslim Brotherhood
by Turkey and Qatar
as “not the action of
friends.”

Collins said the British government needed to do more to counteract the Muslim Brotherhood’s influence, pointing to a wide-ranging
inquiry into the group conducted
by the government in 2014 resulting in an unpublished 2015 report.
The recommendations of the inquiry by former British Ambassador to Saudi Arabia Sir John Jenkins
were not taken up by then Prime
Minister David Cameron.
“Parts of the Muslim Brotherhood have a highly ambiguous relationship with violent extremism.
Both as an ideology and as a network it has been a rite of passage
for some individuals and groups
who have gone on to engage in violence and terrorism,” Cameron said
in December 2015.
“The main findings of the review
support the conclusion that membership of, association with or influence by the Muslim Brotherhood
should be considered as a possible
indicator of extremism.”
However, the Cameron govern-

ment did not take steps to ban
the group, something many Arab
countries have been calling for. Collins said it was “regrettable” that
“much less has been done” than
warranted by the findings of the
Jenkins report.
“In this challenging age, where
harmful ideology respects no institution or border, the recognition of
the extremist nature of the Muslim
Brotherhood ideology and activities… should ensure an end to the
groups’ influence in British society,” he said.
“The group should not have the
opportunity to engage with public
representatives and it should be
challenged vigorously and opposed
where necessary.”
There has been increasing pressure on the UK government to take
stronger action against the Muslim
Brotherhood and Muslim Brotherhood-tied groups.
In December, Cairo reportedly
handed over documents to the UK
government implicating Muslim
Brotherhood funding in terrorist attacks in the United Kingdom. The
same month, the United Kingdom
designated two groups — Hasm and
Liwaa al-Thawra — with ties to the
Muslim Brotherhood to its official
list of proscribed terrorist organisations.
“We said we will not leave Egypt
alone in the front line in its battle
against terrorism and we meant it.
Today we use the full force of UK
law against two terrorist groups
that have murdered many in Egypt
and are the enemy of us all,” said
UK Ambassador to Egypt John Casson.
A December study by the Tony
Blair Institute for Global Change
also stated there was significant
overlap between the Muslim Brotherhood and terrorist groups such as
ISIS.
“The evidence shows that there
is considerable ideological overlap

New warning. A file picture shows Colonel Tim Collins, a retired
British Army commander, speaking at June’s Scotland Summer
Lecture. 					
(Combat Stress)
in how Islamic scripture is used by
Islamists, like the Muslim Brotherhood and violent jihadists such as
ISIS and al-Qaeda,” said the head
of research at the Tony Blair Institute for Global Change Emman elBadawy.
Collins could not have been clear-

er in calling on the UK government
to take stronger action against the
threat represented by the Muslim
Brotherhood.
“Its harmful ideology should be
contained, mitigated and its threat
to a harmonious society should be
opposed,” he said.

On immigration, Macron’s words and actions do not always match

E

mmanuel Macron’s election as president of France
in 2017 was accompanied
by a wave of optimism. He
had defeated the far-right
National Front candidate,
Marine Le Pen, and rejected her antiimmigrant platform. Macron spoke
of France’s moral responsibility to
those who had left their homes for
better lives or safety.
Less than a year into his term,
Macron’s immigration and refugee
policies are coming under heavy fire
by those who believe his rhetoric —
directed at a European audience that
except for Germany has largely failed
to effectively handle the refugee
flows from Africa and the Middle
East — has not been reflected in his
policies.
Macron has said he wants to get
refugees “off the streets [and] out

Invisible problem. French police intercept migrants inside the
fenced off ring-road area of the ferry port in Calais, last September.
						
(AFP)

of the woods” but activists have
complained that his policies are
taking refugees out of the public
consciousness by removing them
from visible areas and preventing
them from gathering in groups on
Parisian streets.
Macron is implementing the
“worst immigration policy since the
second world war,” Yasser Louati, a
French human rights activist, said.
“France has had right-wing governments on multiple occasions but he
has actually outdone their policies
by asking hospitals to denounce
undocumented immigrants and asking for the distinction between those
with documents and those without. Unfortunately, that is possible
because of a shift to the far right in
French public opinion.”
One of Macron’s policies has been
to grant police greater power to
prevent refugees from gathering in
French streets.
“Macron has done a good job of
making the problem invisible,” said
Alberto Bialla, an Italian student
who works with the volunteer group
Solidarithe to provide blankets and
information to refugees.
Macron’s professed policy is to
speed up the resettlement process so

One of Macron’s
policies has been
to grant police
greater power to
prevent refugees
from gathering in
French streets.

those who receive refugee status can
start their new lives in France and
those who are denied refugee status
can be returned to their home countries. But human rights organisations
have often criticised the standard
for who is labelled an “economic
migrant.”
Macron has said victory over Le
Pen was a sign that France disagreed
with her beliefs. His own rhetoric
at the time was welcomed by some
members of the European community, such as German Chancellor
Angela Merkel, who felt abandoned
by the rest of the European Union
when she welcomed large numbers
of refugees in 2015.
“I see the line he’s taking as very
closely tied with his vision on putting France at the centre of the EU,”
said Susi Dennison, a senior fellow
and director of the European Power
programme at the European Council
on Foreign Relations. “Macron and
Merkel had an agreement… so I see
[that as the reason behind] the increased activity coming out of Paris.”
On a European level, Macron’s
pro-immigration rhetoric is welcomed. He’s spoken of immigration
as a beneficial cultural exchange
but his message to Europe does not
seem to line up with his domestic policies, which are similar to
those of other European countries
and may become even more so as
right-wing governments have won
elections in a number of central and
eastern European countries over the
last year.
“I would distinguish the role he
plays in the EU debate and his policies at the national level,” Dennison
said. She said Macron’s rhetoric,
while arguably not going far
enough, is still an effective counter

to that of xenophobic government
coalitions in Austria, Poland, Hungary and the Czech Republic.
“I think Macron at the EU level is
arguing that migration has a positive
impact for the EU from an economic
and cultural perspective,” Dennison
said. “He also emphasises that there
is a moral obligation and a historical
responsibility on the EU side and not
just a legal obligation… that is important in the context of a very toxic EU
debate around [immigration].”
This toxic debate has come about
from a strong rightward shift in
French and European attitudes
towards immigration largely caused
by the 2015 refugee crisis and a large
increase in new arrivals from the
Middle East and Africa. Le Pen and
her cohorts across Europe may have
lost general elections in France, Germany and the Netherlands but they
have succeeded in reforming the
debate around immigration in their
own terms.
Louati said Macron’s lack of previous political experience is to blame
for his policies that negatively affect
the lives of France’s refugee communities.
“Emmanuel Macron does not have
an ideological or political background,” Louati said. “He will say
whatever his advisers ask him to say
and whatever the majority of French
public opinion wants.”
In fact, an old law sometimes used
under the right-wing government of
Nicolas Sarkozy regarding “crimes of
solidarity” in dealing with refugees
has been utilised under Macron,
with Louati saying he’s seen activists
driven to court for providing help to
undocumented immigrants.
“This was done under Macron,” he
said. “not Marine Le Pen.”
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Even a gossipy book can have some
truths about Trump and the Middle East

Rashmee Roshan Lall

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

There is gossip
and then there is
the evidence
of what we see
and hear.

F

or a US administration
that promised to bring
about peace in the
Middle East, Donald
Trump’s White House
team seemed to mention the region hardly at all in the
first eight months in office.
In Michael Wolff’s gossipy blockbuster “Fire and Fury,” which purports to document most of the first
year of the Trump White House,
there are just four references to
the Middle East per se. Most of
them revolve around the region’s
status as an unsolvable challenge,
one that would defy anyone, not
just the US president’s son-in-law
Jared Kushner.
As the book tells it, the task
given to Kushner, a political greenhorn, was seen as a bit of a joke.
Wolff describes Fox News commentator Tucker Carlson laughingly telling Trump “he hadn’t
really done Kushner any favours”
by giving him such a portfolio. ‘I
know,’ replied Trump, quite enjoying the joke.”
Then there was Trump’s former
chief strategist, the fearsomely
well-read believer in the culture
wars, Stephen Bannon. Wolff said
Kushner’s efforts towards what
Trump flamboyantly called “the
ultimate deal” were constantly derided by Bannon. Wolff writes that
Bannon would often say of Kushner, “his voice reverent and his
expression deadpan, ‘He’s going to
make peace in the Middle East.’” It
caused other White House aides to
crack up.
Make what you want of the gossip proffered by Wolff (or the value
of gossip as a general currency
of social exchange) but one thing
comes through pretty clearly. The
Trump administration does seem
to have been alternately pompous
and unserious about the Palestinian-Israeli issue.
If, as the saying goes, one half of
a rumour is true though it may not
be clear which half, the anecdotes
served up by Wolff indicate many
things. The Trump White House

Gossipy blockbuster. Copies of Michael Wolff’s book “Fire And Fury” on sale inside a branch of the
Waterstones book store in Liverpool, on January 11.
(Reuters)
did want to make peace between
the Palestinians and the Israelis
but knew little about the process
and cared even less about the
people involved. Many of Trump’s
aides considered the overweening
arrogance of the ambition laughable. Until the autumn, those aides
found little reason to revise their
opinion.
There are differing views about
the value of gossip. Some say it’s
nasty, hurtful and a dangerous tool
wielded by the mendacious. It’s
also been called “nature’s telephone.” Liz Smith, America’s goddess of gossip, who died last year,
memorably described her stock-intrade as “news running ahead of
itself in a red satin dress.”
Smith, it’s worth noting, wrote
copiously about Trump’s rather

scandalous divorce from his first
wife based on her exclusive 1991
interviews with Ivana Trump. Was
that dirt served up on a gold-edged
plate or the real deal? Is Wolff’s
book, which became a bestseller
within hours of publication, basically discredited by its generally
gossipy tone?
There is one solid fact in favour
of Wolff’s offering. It reads no
differently from the torrent of
newspaper and magazine reports
and analyses in the past year about
the Trump administration’s rather
simplistic view of the Middle East
in general and of Saudi Arabia,
Egypt and Israel in particular.
As Trump marks his first year in
the White House, it’s hard to argue
that his administration was pushing for a just peace in the region.

It’s hard to make the case that
Trump (or Kushner) understood
the effect of occupation on millions of Palestinians.
A month before Wolff’s book
was published, Trump announced
the United States would henceforth regard Jerusalem as the
capital of Israel. Within a fortnight
of the book’s dizzying rise to the
top of sales charts, the United
States declared it would withhold
more than half of the $125 million
it gives to the UN relief agency
for the Palestinians. To penalise
a suffering people for refusing to
meekly swallow further injustice is
a tragedy.
There is gossip and then there is
the evidence of what we see and
hear. The real fire and fury may be
only just starting.

Predicting Iran is as challenging as predicting Trump

Francis Ghilès

is a Washington-based
specialist on Russi

All points to the
steady erosion of
US influence in
the field of
international
diplomacy.

U

S President Donald Trump would
dearly love the
Iran nuclear deal
he loathes to fail
but does not want
the responsibility
of destroying it himself. Hence his
reluctant decision to extend the life
of the Obama-era deal in which Iran
limited its nuclear programme in
exchange for sanctions relief.
Some in Washington hoped the
president would use the wave of
protests across Iran to dare a bold
move. This was the most widespread public dissent in the Islamic
Republic since the 2009 Green
Movement after presidential elections returned hardliner Mahmoud
Ahmadinejad to power. Trump’s
patience, however, is clearly running out and he warned European
leaders that he would not again
waive sanctions to stay in the deal
when the issue next comes up in
three months.
Both US Secretary of State Rex
Tillerson and Secretary of Defence
James Mattis urged Trump to stay
in the nuclear deal and attest to
Iranian compliance with its terms,
adding that the US president could
take tougher action on Iran outside
the narrow terms of the arrangement. By decertifying the deal but
not pulling out of it, Trump muddied the waters in what is already a
very difficult problem.
Three months ago, he said he
would work with the US Congress
and European allies to force new
conditions on Iran but there is little sign of a broader policy review

on how to counter Iran across the
Middle East being agreed with
Congress, let alone the other signatories to the nuclear deal.
Indeed, tensions between the
United States and its Western allies are growing. French President
Emmanuel Macron was very clear
that he and his European peers, not
least Germany and the United Kingdom, see no reason to break away
from “the existing and positive momentum that has been achieved,”
in the words of French Foreign
Minister Jean-Yves Le Drian.
A year after he moved into the
White House, Trump’s foreign
policy remains unpredictable if
not capricious. It is so unpredictable that one of Washington’s
seers, Dennis Ross, an adviser to
presidents in both parties, said:
“Predicting Donald Trump requires
more humility than anticipating
developments in the Middle East.”
Washington today is no longer
certain of its judgment on Iran.
Until Trump’s election, a good
observer could, to some degree,
predict what policy path the US
president would follow.
Today, the protests inside Iran
play into a narrative that suits at
least those who advise the president — that one cannot do transactions with political entities that are
inherently evil. In other words, the
very nature of the Iranian regime is
so flawed that it is not worth pursuing any dialogue on Syria and Iraq.
The protests in Iran comfort Trump
in his stated belief that attempting
regime change might be worth
the game.

What if regime change is not
the order of the day? What if the
protests, genuine though they are,
do not signify on the part of the Iranian people a desire to topple the
regime but to gain more jobs and
freedom, reduce corruption and get
more jobs?
Predicting Iran is quite as challenging as predicting Trump. Many
seasoned Iran watchers were
caught unaware by the revolution
of 1979 and 30 years later they
were surprised by the uproar that
followed Ahmadinejad’s re-election.
The CIA got it fundamentally
wrong in 1979. In the Middle East,
there is no end of the number of
times the US, French or British secret services and diplomats utterly
failed to anticipate events that
changed the face of a given country
or the region.
Trump faces a further difficulty
in dealing with Iran as efforts by
his administration to build a strong
international response to Iran’s
crackdown on anti-government
protesters appeared to backfire
as members of the UN Security
Council instead used a special session called by the United States to
lecture the American ambassador
on the proper purpose of the body
and reaffirm support for the Iran
nuclear deal.
As one might expect, Russian
Ambassador to the United Nations
Vasily Nebenzya was blunt, asking rhetorically why the Security
Council had not taken up the issue
of Black Lives Matter protests in
Missouri, which were also met with

a violent police response.
More significant was the warning
from French Ambassador Francois
Delattre against any attempt to
“instrumentalise protests from the
outside. We must be wary of any
attempt to exploit this crisis for
personal ends, which would have a
diametrically opposed outcome to
that which is wished.”
British representative Matthew
Rycoft said Britain remained fully
committed to the nuclear deal,
describing it as one of the great
diplomatic successes of recent
memory. The Bolivian ambassador
pointedly remarked that “it needs
to be crystal clear that the situation in Iran does not belong on the
agenda of the Security Council.”
Such reticence to support the
American position is the latest
evidence of growing international
resistance to the Trump administration’s foreign policy priorities,
particularly at the United Nations.
Last month, a large majority of UN
members voted for a resolution
denouncing the US announcement
recognising Jerusalem as Israel’s
capital and a plan to move the US
Embassy there.
If Trump persists in conflating
the protests with the Iran nuclear
deal, arguing that financial benefits
received by the Iranian authorities
as part of the accord had fuelled
the corruption that the country’s
people were protesting, he will
simply run into a brick wall with
US allies in Europe, Russia and
China. All points to the steady erosion of US influence in the field of
international diplomacy.

20

January 21, 2018

Economy
Emirates saves
Airbus A380’s
future with
$16 billion deal

IMF says economic reforms
needed to benefit ‘all Tunisians’

Aya Batrawy and Jon Gambrell

Tunis

Dubai

E

mirates,
the
Middle
East’s largest airline, is
throwing Airbus a lifeline for its troubled A380
jumbo jet. The carrier
said it struck a deal with Airbus to
buy 20 of its A380 double-decker
jets, with the option to buy 16
more, in a deal worth $16 billion.
Airbus had said if it didn’t close
the deal with Emirates, it would
end production of the jet altogether. The plane has been difficult to
sell because of its unusually large
size, which can be hard to fill and
requires bigger runways.
“This new order underscores
Airbus’ commitment to produce
the A380 at least for another ten
years,” said Airbus chief salesman
John Leahy.
The deal removed one thorn in
Airbus’s side as it struggles with
production problems and legal
woes. To get past such problems,
the company in December shook
up its top leadership, announcing
that CEO Tom Enders would step
down in 2019.
In November, Airbus suffered
embarrassment when, having
thought it had struck a deal to sell
A380s to Emirates, Boeing ended
up with a seat on the podium with
the airline to sign a $15.1 billion
deal.
The Dubai-based Emirates has
101 A380s in its fleet and 41 more
on order, making it the largest operator of the jumbo jet. Its fleet
relies solely on the Airbus 380 and
the Boeing 777.
Emirates Chairman and CEO
Sheikh Ahmed bin Saeed al-Maktoum said at the Airbus deal signing ceremony in Dubai that the
order “will provide stability to the
A380 production line.”
Emirates, which is owned by the
Dubai government, said the additional A380s would be delivered to
the airliner from 2020 on and that
some of the new A380s would be
used as fleet replacements.
An Airbus A380 has a list price
of $445.6 million but airlines and
manufacturers often negotiate
lower prices. Airbus delivered 15
of the planes last year and aims to
deliver 12 more this year.

The deal
removed one
thorn in Airbus’s
side as it
struggles with
production
problems and
legal woes.
“It’s positive news for both
sides,” said airline analyst John
Strickland of JLS Consulting. “The
A380 is critical to Emirates’ huband-growth strategy and equally
the airline is key to Airbus’ continuation of the programme. It will
be a great relief to Airbus to have
secured this order but they have to
work aggressively to secure orders
from other airlines too now.”
Dubai ruler Sheikh Mohammed
bin Rashid al-Maktoum said the
deal reflects Emirates’ commitment to advancing “Dubai’s vision
to grow further as a world-class
destination and aviation hub.”
Dubai’s main airport, where Emirates is based, is among the busiest
in the world with more than 80
million travellers passing through
in 2016.
(The Associated Press)

Lamine Ghanmi

T

he International Monetary Fund (IMF) said
reforms in Tunisia were
necessary to energise
growth and breathe life
into an economy that has been
hampered by inflation and mass
unemployment.
Tunisia reached a $2.8 billion
loan deal with the IMF last year
but agreed-upon reforms have
failed to take shape. There are concerns that the country could lose
support from the IMF, which provides crucial funds to help cover
the national budget and account
deficits.
Tunisia also has loans worth
$500 million from the World Bank,
$488 million from the European
Union and $150 million from the
African Development Bank.
The Tunisian government is
facing wrath from the public over
economic hardships and perceived
government inaction. The country’s governing coalition faces a
backlash from opposition parties
and the Tunisian General Labour
Union (UGTT), whose support is
vital to political stability.
They argue the government is
“selling out the country’s economic sovereignty to the IMF” and sacrificing “the interests of the poor
and the middle class.”
Tensions escalated after the implementation of the government’s
2018 budget, which included tax

hikes that caused the prices of
basic goods to rise. Protesters
took to the streets throughout the
country, including in the relatively
prosperous towns of Sousse and
Hammamet.
The demonstrations, which
were sometimes violent and involved clashes between protesters and security forces, were the
largest since those that led to the
toppling of former President Zine
el-Abidine Ben Ali in 2011.
Tunisia is viewed as a rare success story of the “Arab spring,”
being one of the few countries to
make a transition to democracy in
the region. However, since 2011 —
through nine governments — the
country has failed to reverse economic decline.
While Tunisians feel the pain of
austerity measures, many understand the need to enact tough policies to restore economic stability.
This helped the government contain recent demonstrations without rescinding the budget law.

Tunisia reached a
$2.8 billion loan deal
with the IMF last
year but agreedupon reforms have
failed to take shape.

In response to claims that reforms were an unfair burden on
the poor, the IMF said it has “consistently highlighted the need to
spread the adjustment burden in a
fair way and protect the most vulnerable from its effects.”
“The ongoing efforts to reduce
the unsustainable public wage bill,
which is among the highest in the
world and represents about half
of Tunisia’s total budget expenditure, relies on voluntary departure,” read an IMF report released
January 12.
Public servants number more
than 600,000 in Tunisia, an increase of 24% since 2012-13.
The IMF said it has agreed with
Tunisian authorities “on the importance of not touching subsidised prices for basic food products while applying regularly a
price adjustment mechanism for
three main fuels that mostly benefit the better off.”
“The IMF helps Tunisia through
financial assistance, advice on
macroeconomic and structural
policies, and technical expertise
and training to help the economy
work better for all Tunisians,” it
added. “… Social protection is a
cornerstone of the government’s
reform programme.”
Tunisian economists said price
hikes and rising inflation stem
from the declining value of the Tunisian dinar. Left-wing politicians
and trade union activists said the
IMF-backed reforms were the
source of the currency’s fall.
The IMF report said it has continued “with a more flexible

exchange rate regime to allow the
dinar to reflect underlying economic and financial conditions and
to protect international reserves.”

Moroccans wary depreciation of dirham
could raise cost of living, despite benefits
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

M

orocco’s dirham has
been stable against
major
currencies
since the central bank
introduced a more
flexible exchange rate in reforms
recommended by the International
Monetary Fund to liberalise the
country’s economy.
Bank Al-Maghrib — Morocco’s
central bank — widened the band
in which the dirham can be exchanged against hard currencies to
2.5% on both sides of a reference
price, against 0.3% previously.
Lotfi Abourizk, a professor at
the Hassan II Faculty of Law and
Economics in Casablanca, said the
new system would be supervised
by Bank Al-Maghrib, which assured
it would not cease intervention on
the foreign exchange market “to
ensure its liquidity.”
“This transition to a more flexible exchange rate regime will,
therefore, not represent any major
risk neither for the macroeconomic
level nor for the operators. It is just
a fluctuation determined within a
band,” said Abourizk.
The foreign exchange market
has been relatively calm since the
policy was introduced January
15. There has been relatively little
speculative trading unlike last July
when speculation on the dirham’s
fall prompted a huge drop in the
central bank’s foreign reserves,
forcing it to postpone the move to a
flexible exchange rate.
The Finance Ministry kept news
of the change quiet until late January 12 — the eve of the weekend — to
avoid speculation.
In April 2015, the central bank
moved towards a more flexible dirham by reducing the euro’s weight-

Gradual floating. A currency dealer counts Moroccan dirhams at a
currency exchange in Casablanca.
(Reuters)
ing in the currency basket to 60%
from 80% and doubling the US dollar’s weighting to 40%.
The peg will be eased to allow the
dirham to trade in a narrow range,
which will be gradually expanded
with a view to fully removing the
peg in a few years, depending on
the market response.
Morocco has enough foreign
exchange reserves, covering almost six months of imports, to allow a smooth transition, Bank AlMaghrib said.
The new system seeks to boost
competitiveness of Morocco’s exports and protect its foreign exchange reserves but there is concern it will backfire and increase

prices of imported goods.
“Moroccans’ fear is legitimate
because any decrease in the dirham will affect the imported goods
besides local products that use imported raw materials, which will, in
turn, raise the prices,” said El Mehdi
Fakir, a strategy and risk management consultant.

The foreign
exchange market
has been relatively
calm since the policy
was introduced
January 15.

“In both the medium and long
terms, Morocco’s economy could
get stronger if the country starts
producing the goods that are becoming dearer to import,” said Fakir.
The Groupement des Petroliers
du Maroc (GPM) cautiously welcomed the new system as the petrol prices were likely to rise. GPM
Chairman Adil Ziadi warned the
flexibility would generate significant additional costs that would
put operators in the oil sectors at
risk.
Since imports of petroleum products are denominated in US dollars,
any fluctuation — even minimal —
between the purchase and settlement of transactions may expose
Moroccan traders.
“As much as we will benefit from
exports, so will the opposite in
terms of imports. This is a major
disadvantage in view of the nature
of what we import: technology and
energy. This will result in the undeniable price rise of these products
and, by extension, the cost of living,” said Abourizk.
The trade deficit increased 2.6%
in 2017 compared with 2016, reaching $20.5 billion, the foreign exchange regulator said.
The worsening of the deficit was
driven by a 6.3% rise in imports to
more than $47 billion from a year
before mainly due to increases in
energy bills and industrial goods,
exchange regulator statistics stated.
Abourizk warned a depreciation
of the dirham could risk inflation
on imported products such as oil.
“A depreciation of the dirham
would also lead to an increase in
the weight of foreign debt denominated in foreign currencies,” he
said.
Saad Guerraoui is a contributor
to The Arab Weekly on Maghreb
issues.
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Egypt prepares for return of Russian tourists

Rising Yemen
currency sparks
hope of relief

Amr Emam

Cairo

E

gypt is hoping the resumption of direct flights between Russia and Egypt
will see an influx of tourists
in 2018 that will restore its
beleaguered tourism sector.
Russian President Vladimir Putin
signed a decree on January 4 for the
resumption of flights between Moscow and Cairo. Russian Transport
Minister Maxim Sokolov said direct
commercial flights could resume in
mid-February.
“The local tourism sector suffered
greatly because of the flight suspension,” said Mostafa Khalil, deputy
head of the Egyptian Federation of
Chambers of Tourism. “Tourist establishments have high hopes that
the resumption of flights from Russia will help the sector recover.”
Russia suspended flights to Egypt
in November 2015 after one of its
passenger planes was bombed over
Sinai after take-off from Sharm elSheikh, resulting in the death of all
224 passengers and crew members
on board.
The Russian flight suspension
caused a huge loss to Egypt’s tourism sector. Before 2015, approximately 3 million Russian tourists
visited the country every year. The
Russian decision encouraged Western governments, including the
United Kingdom, Italy and Germany,
to take similar moves, which exasperated the situation.
Egyptian
tourism
revenues
amounted to $6.1 billion in 2015 but
dropped to $3.4 billion in 2016. Tourism revenues rose to $7.2 billion last
year with hopes that, with the resumption of flights from Russia, revenues will return to pre-2011 figures.
Egypt’s tourism revenues for 2010
— one year before the revolution that
ousted longstanding President Hosni Mubarak, totalled $12.5 billion.
In 2010, Egypt’s tourism sector
employed about 12% of the overall
workforce. An estimated 14.7 million
tourists, mostly from Europe, visited
the country that year. The latest figures indicate that fewer than 6 million tourists visited Egypt during
the first nine months of 2017 and 5.4
million visited the country throughout 2016.
The decrease in tourism revenues

A sharp rise in the currency of
war-torn Yemen, following a $2 billion Saudi bailout, sparked hope of
relief for millions at risk of famine
and reliant on imported food.
The Yemen conflict has claimed
more than 9,200 lives since Saudi
Arabia and its allies intervened to
help the government fight rebels in
2015, pushing Yemen’s frail economy to the brink of collapse.
The government has been unable
to pay salaries for more than a year
and the rial has more than halved
in value against the dollar, leaving
Yemenis unable to afford food staples and bottled water.
Agence France-Presse

Russians are coming. Tourists walk around pharaonic artefacts inside the Egyptian Museum in Cairo.
(Reuters)

exposed major vulnerabilities in the
Egyptian economy, particularly the
cost of maintaining Egypt’s museums and antiquities.
Putin allowed the resumption of
flights to Egypt three weeks after
Egyptian Civil Aviation Minister
Sherif Fathi signed a protocol for
cooperation on airport security with
the Russians.
The protocol was signed after
Egyptian authorities had spent
months improving security at national airports. The Egyptian government said it revolutionised security systems inside airports to ensure
that tourists visiting the country
would be safe.
“Modern equipment was introduced for the first time at the airports to ensure that every inch is

Russian President
Vladimir Putin
signed a decree on
January 4 for the
resumption of
flights between
Moscow and Cairo.

closely monitored,” Khalil said.
With flights between Moscow
and Cairo expected to resume in
mid-February, there are hopes direct flights to Red Sea resorts such
as Sharm el-Sheikh and Hurghada
would follow in April.
There will initially be six flights
between the Russian capital and the
Egyptian capital every week. These
flights should bring in enough tourists to perk up the local tourism sectors. Many hotels and tourist facilities have rehired workers laid off in
the last two years.
Russian state media sought to promote Egypt following the decision,
with RIA Novosti publishing photos
of the under-construction Grand
Egyptian Museum, which aims to be
partially open this year.
Hotels and tour companies in
Egypt were preparing for the return
of Russian tourists by upgrading
facilities and designing special programmes.
“Almost all the workers are back to
work now, preparing for the return
of the Russian tourists,” said Hossam
al-Shaer, a member of the Egyptian
Federation of Chambers of Tourism and investor in several Red Sea

hotels. “The good thing about Russian tourists is that they come here
all year-round.”
The Egyptian Federation of Chambers of Tourism said it was expecting 3 million Russian tourists to visit
Egypt by the end of 2018. Also, the
resumption of flights from Russia to
Egypt, the federation said, may encourage other countries to reconsider their flight suspensions to Egypt.
The prospect of the recovery of
the tourism sector would reflect
positively on the national economy,
bring in much-needed foreign currencies and create jobs, economists
said.
Egypt floated its currency almost a
year ago to among other things prop
up its foreign currency reserves,
which were depleted by the loss of
tourism revenues after 2015.
“This is why there are high hopes
here that the return of activity to
the tourism sector will change economic conditions to the better,”
said Rashad Abdo, an economics
professor at Cairo University. “More
tourists will mean more cash for
the economy, more jobs for youth
and more demand for commodities
in the market.”

Lebanon begins offshore energy exploration
Jareer Elass

Washington

T

he Lebanese cabinet has
approved
exploration
deals for two offshore
blocks with an international consortium. However,
domestic political uncertainty and
the maritime border dispute with Israel that has slowed development of
Lebanese offshore natural resources
could hinder Beirut’s drive to find
economic salvation through exploiting potential natural gas reserves.
The Lebanese cabinet approved
two bids put forward by a consortium, led by French energy conglomerate Total and including Italian energy giant Eni and Russian
independent gas producer Novatek,
for offshore Blocks 4 and 9. The
two areas were part of a suspended
2013 offshore licensing round that
had included ten oil and gas blocks
but was put on hold following the
resignation of then Lebanese Prime
Minister Najib Mikati and an ensuing
political paralysis that resulted in a
29-month power vacuum.
A truncated licensing round focusing on five offshore blocks was given
the go-ahead following the installation of Lebanon’s government led by
Prime Minister Saad Hariri in January 2017. Hariri has reportedly been
a strong proponent of exploring
Lebanon’s offshore gas potential to

Briefs

bolster the country’s economy and
ease chronic power outages.
Although Lebanon began its inaugural offshore licensing round in October, the response from exploration
firms has been tepid. Of the more
than 50 companies that the Lebanese government qualified to bid,
only the Total-led group submitted
proposals for two of the five blocks
tendered.
While the current poor investment climate, compared to stronger
energy prices in 2013, may partially
explain the lack of potential explorers’ enthusiasm, other factors, including the Lebanese political crisis,
may have been in play.
Lebanon imports 90% of the fuel
it requires to meet power generation
needs — primarily fuel oil, which
is an inefficient source material to
produce electricity. Lebanon briefly
imported Egyptian gas through Syria
via the Arab Gas Pipeline but those
imports dried up in 2012 because of
strife in Egypt and Syria.
What oil and gas potential exists in
Lebanon’s waters is unclear because
no exploratory drilling has been
conducted to determine the scope
of any proven oil and gas reserves.
A seismic survey by British company Spectrum Offshore suggested
that the country’s deep-water gas
reserves could amount to 80 trillion
cubic feet (Tcf). A survey by French
firm Beicip Franlab estimated
440 million-675 million barrels of oil
reserves could lie beneath Lebanon’s

waters.
However, Gebran Bassil — then
the energy and water minister and
now foreign affairs minister — in
October 2013 suggested much more
robust offshore reserve estimates of
95.9 Tcf of gas and up to 865 million
barrels of oil potentially available in
Lebanese waters.
A US Geological Survey assessment in 2010 estimated that the Levantine Basin, consisting of 83,000
sq. km including waters outside Lebanon’s jurisdiction in the easternmost portion of the Mediterranean,
contains 122 Tcf of recoverable gas
and 1.7 billion barrels of recoverable
oil.
Major gas field discoveries in the
eastern Mediterranean since 2009
— the Leviathan and Tamar fields in
Israeli waters near the disputed maritime border with Lebanon, Cyprus’s
Aphrodite field and Egypt’s massive
Zohr field — have motivated Beirut
to press ahead with its offshore exploration efforts.
In awarding the two blocks to
the Total-ENI-Novatek consortium,
Lebanon risks exacerbating the longrunning maritime border dispute
with Israel. The neighbours have

What oil and gas
potential exists in
Lebanon’s waters is
unclear because no
exploratory drilling
has been conducted.

been in contention over a region that
covers more than 775 sq. km in the
Levantine Basin.
The southern perimeter of Block
9 borders the line separating Lebanon and Israel’s exclusive economic
zones and the two countries disagree over precisely where that line
should fall. Israel said it would seek
arbitration should Lebanon commit
to drilling in the disputed area.
Although Israel did not authorise
renewing the licence for the Israeli
Alon D block that borders Block 9 on
its northern edge when it expired in
March 2016, the Israeli Energy Ministry reversed course last August and
returned the acreage to the original
licence holders, Israeli firm Delek
Group and Texas-based Noble Energy, giving the two firms a 32-month
extension. This timing was suspect
as Beirut was gearing up for relaunching its inaugural offshore tender, which included Block 9 and two
other blocks in the disputed area.
Once the Total-led consortium
signs exploration and productionsharing agreements (EPAs) for
Blocks 4 and 9 with the Lebanese
government, drilling in the two
blocks could start next year. Under
the EPA terms, the consortium can
explore for oil and gas over a 5-year
period, which can be extended up to
ten years with cabinet approval.
Jareer Elass reports from
Washington on energy issues for
The Arab Weekly.

26 companies
allowed to bid for
oil, gas blocks in
Iraqi border areas
The Iraqi Oil Ministry said 26
companies qualified to bid for oil
and gas blocks in border areas.
Five companies qualified recently
to take part in the bidding round,
alongside 21 previously selected,
the ministry said in a statement.
In November, Iraq invited foreign
companies to bid for contracts to
explore and develop oil and natural
gas reserves in nine new blocks as
the OPEC country seeks to boost its
output capacity.
Reuters

Hundreds of
Sudanese
protest hike in
bread prices
Hundreds of people took to the
streets in Khartoum to protest rising bread prices after the government’s devaluation of the currency.
Video footage showed police
chasing and beating protesters with
batons to disperse a January 16
march in the Sudanese capital.
Sudan has seen protests in recent
weeks in response to the government’s decision to slash bread subsidies and devalue the currency,
reforms designed to overhaul the
country’s battered economy.
The Associated Press

Turkey reveals
route for new
canal to ease
Bosporus shipping
Turkey announced the route for
a planned canal that would reduce
shipping traffic on the Bosporus
Strait and transform the European
half of Istanbul into an island.
Work on the 45km Kanal Istanbul, linking the Black Sea and the
Sea of Marmara west of the Bosporus, is to begin this year, Transport
Minister Ahmet Arslan said, adding
it formed part of Turkey’s most expensive construction project.
The Bosporus is one of the world’s
busiest waterways with 42,000 vessels passing through in 2016, compared with 16,800 that transited
the Suez Canal the same year.
Reuters
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Jordan’s Arabic podcast Sowt a platform for democracy and human rights
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

W

hat started as a
simple social media platform has
developed into a
powerhouse, with
the Arabic podcast scene allowing
voices to be heard on a wide variety of subjects, even ones labelled
as taboos in a society ruled by traditions.
Podcasts are revolutionising the
Arab world, said Ramsey Tesdell,
partner of Jordan-based Sowt, an
Arabic podcast that produces programmes in which people can express their feelings and tackle sensitive subjects to Arab audiences
around the world.
“In 2012, we founded Sowt,
which means ‘voice’ in English, as
a social network and it took some
time for people to grasp the podcast idea but today voice notes are
becoming an essential part of the
lives of Arabs everywhere through
various smart applications,” Tesdell said, adding that “sending
voice notes is more personal than
a written note as it shows feelings
through storytelling techniques.”
“With Sowt, we are trying to
solve two issues: the lack of highquality Arabic content podcasts
and content that people want to

V iewpoint

listen to,” Tesdall said.
“At Sowt we discuss everything
and there are no taboos. Our popular ‘Eib’ podcast, which tackles social taboos within the Arab society,
is excellent proof that people need
to know about everything.”
“Eib,” Arabic for “shame,” is a
podcast produced by Sowt that addresses subjects such as divorce,
rape, sexuality, gender equality
and religion.
“There is no doubt that ‘Eib’ was
a hit, especially that it brought people with personal experiences to
talk about them. The podcast was
credible in all it presented, and because it was in Arabic, people were
able to relate to” it, Tesdell said.
A 2017 survey of the Middle East
by Northwestern University in Qatar indicated that about 49% of Jordanians across all age groups listen
to radio in Arabic while 1% listen to
it in English, which implies, Tesdell, said, that “more programmes
are needed in Arabic.”
“There is a need for more engaging programmes and not just talk
shows about a new game but about
real subjects that the society will
feel okay to talk about and interact
with,” he said.
However, challenges are always
there for Tesdell, who is half American, half Jordanian.
“Creating the right content, sustainability and, of course, securing financing are big challenges,”

Content revolution. Ramsey
Tesdell, partner of Jordan-based
Sowt.
(Ramsey Tesdell)
he said, noting that Sowt has
been financed by the European
Endowment for Democracy, an
organisation in Belgium that supports actors of democratic change
in the European neighbourhood
and beyond.

“We hope to have more audience and work on creating shows
with other organisations, including launching the Arabic version of
Doctors without Borders podcast,”
he said.
About 85% of Sowt’s funding is
from grants but it is aiming to lower
that to 65% this year.
“Stations depend on advertisement to finance [themselves] but I
personally don’t see advertising as
a sustainable model to go forward,”
Tesdell said. “I believe that focusing on building a dedicated audience and high-quality podcasts
that a small number of people will
pay for and then innovating as you
move forward is a more sustainable
revenue-generating approach.”
In addition to its original shows,
Sowt makes audio stories commissioned by private clients such as
the UN Development Programme,
which provides the company with
another source of revenue.
There are 31 private, music-based
FM radio stations in Jordan.
“Radio stations are more popular nowadays than the internet because they can reach more people,
especially in the poor countries and
podcasts in cooperation with radio
stations can develop programmes
and have a strong outreach with
less costs,” Tesdell said.
Sowt is a popular platform in the
Arab world offering original shows
that cover all aspect of Arabs’ life

with a global twist and a fan base of
2,000 listeners per original podcast
episode.
Lina Summaqeh, 25, an employee and a fan of Sowt, said it is
a great idea to have people voicing
their experiences instead of writing as it involved more story telling
than just reading.
“We are at the end human beings
with feelings and listening is one of
the gifts that make us close to each
other,” she said. “I find reading a
dry action where feelings cannot
be expressed but listening is more
human and that is why I am a fan
of the ‘Eib’ podcast where you can
listen to people’s experiences with
full emotions.”
“Still our aim is to produce original Arabic programmes for people
to enjoy and relate to and this is not
an easy task but we are happy with
where we are so far and we are sure
that the future looks brighter for
podcasts in the Arab world,” Tesdell said.
With 150,000 subscribers, Sowt
aims to become a platform for democracy and human rights-based
on podcasts that reach people
through digital media and radio
infrastructure. In addition to “Eib,”
Sowt produces “Blank Maps,” a
podcast that examines statelessness in the Arab region.
Roufan Nahhas is a journalist
based in Jordan.

‘Arabs don’t read’: A myth made real by the internet?

Khadija Hamouchi

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.

A

To read or not to read. Young citizens talk about politics as they read the newspaper at a cafe in central Tunis.

Emerging trends
show a growing
interest in Arabic
language
publishing,
both digitally
and in print.

n internet search
for the phrase
“Arabs don’t read”
reveals a plethora
of articles,
particularly since
2003. It’s not
particularly surprising that the
notion has become popular. It’s a
pithy statement, a declarative
pronouncement that sounds
irrefutable and plausible. It is
attractive and marketable in its
certainty and its ignorance.
It is, however, a profoundly dangerous statement. To say “Arabs
don’t read” is symbolically violent
towards a 422 million-strong
people as well as towards Arabicspeaking ethnic groups in Western
and other societies. It feeds an
inferiority complex that makes
Arabs feel they are not equipped
to succeed in the knowledge
economy and to be digital natives

in the 21st century. Reading is very
much linked to the concept of
knowledge, intelligence and intellectual ability.
There are various theories as to
what prompted the idea that Arabs
don’t read, not least the suggestion
that the Arab Thought Foundation’s Fourth Arab Report on Cultural Development was the source
in 2011. The claim that “Arabs read
six minutes a year on average’’
received considerable attention
in the news and social media that
year but the Arab Thought Foundation denied “six minutes” was a
precise figure and said it was more
a symbol of a larger issue.
The UN Educational, Scientific
and Cultural Organisation
(UNESCO) was also cited but the
UN body denied ownership of the
statistic. In 2012, Al Akhbar published a telling story on the claims
and counterclaims about Arabs

reading just six minutes a year or
approximately four words a day. It
was headlined: “The Arab Reader
and the Myth of Six Minutes.” As
saying goes, a lie repeated often
enough can become the truth or at
least appear to be fact.
How to move from the “Arabsdon’t-read” myth to a digital
informational society? A transformational agenda needs research,
which must consider nuanced
realities. Only then can societal reality be leveraged against societal
aims.
Has the Arab world defined its
reading standards, the minimum it
expects from little children, from
older ones, from adolescents and
from young adults? Are there accurate and accessible data on the
reading habits of Arabic-speaking
populations in the region and beyond? Answers to these questions
are important if a solution is to be

(AFP)

found to the digital gap.
Emerging trends show a growing
interest in Arabic language publishing, both digitally and in print.
Across the region, local players are
championing Arabic publishing.
Mawdoo3.com, which provides
high-quality articles, is registering
186 million page views a month.
Arabs are perusing Jamalon.
com, the e-bookseller sometimes
described as the Arab Amazon. It
is growing its print-on-demand
business.
Across the Atlantic, Western media groups are entering the region
with quality products in Arabic.
Scientific American, National Geographic and Vice offer Arabic text
and content. These multimilliondollar companies must have solid
business reasons for investing
in the Arab world. Their reasons
probably challenge the false generalisation that “Arabs don’t read.”
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Arab Theatre Festival draws large audience in Tunis
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

T

he tenth Arab Theatre Festival treated spectators to
diverse shows featuring
hundreds of actors from
more than 20 countries.
The event kicked off in Tunis with
Tunisian director Fadhel Jaibi’s latest play, “Al-Khawf” (“The Fear”),
and featured 27 shows and more
than 600 actors, directors and critics.
Founded in 2009 by the Arab Theatre Institute, the festival promotes
theatre in the region and gives voice
to distinctly Arab voices.
Jaibi’s play, which centres on a
scouting group stranded during a
desert storm, served as a metaphor
for Tunisia’s political tumult and examines the role of fear and anxiety
amid periods of hardship and uncertainty.
Many of the plays touched on
pressing regional issues, such as
conflict, extremism and women’s
rights.
Mahmoud Mejri, the festival’s
general coordinator, said that while
the “festival celebrates Arab theatre,
Arab theatre cannot be classified in
one category.”
“There are different experiences
and aesthetic movements and each
country in the Arab world has its
own tradition of theatre, which is
enriching,” Mejri said.
“Some suggested that the festival
should be more open to European
and Western plays but I believe that
such a request will hinder the accomplishment of the festival’s main
objectives,” he said. “I mean, after
all, do we, Arab countries, know
each other? This is an opportunity to
strengthen the ties through learning
more about other countries through
their theatre.”
With 600 participants, there was
ample opportunity for those of different theatre backgrounds to exchange knowledge and expertise.
Saudi Arabia took part in the festival
for the first time this year.
Iraq featured prominently in the
festival with its play “The Smell of
the War.” The work, featuring Iraqi
actress and theatre critic Awatif
Naeem, depicts a grandmother torn
between a grandson who has lost his

Book Review

Dunia El-Zobaidi
is a regular Arab Weekly
contributor in London.

The book is an
introduction to
understanding the
political and
economic tensions
that have led to
Iran’s unrest today.

Celebrating talent. Moroccan Mohammed al-Hor (C-R) receives the prize for best play for “Solo.”
faith and a husband obsessed with
violence and power.
“Theatre as a genre is the product
of its environment and it is highly
affected by the political and social
changes and disturbances,” Naeem
said. “We can say that the theatre in
Iraq can be divided into two periods
— before and after the American occupation.”
“After the war, the theatrical discourse became invested in combating the attempts of the American
Army to divide the unity of the
people,” she said. “Iraqi theatre reflected these changes and witnessed
the birth of a unified discourse. This
play highlights the impact of the war
and the generational conflict between the grandfather who calls for
violence and war and the grandson
who seems lost.”
Naeem said that generational
conflict is a theme that resonates
with all Arab society, not just people in Iraq. She encouraged artists to
branch out and be creative in their

theatrical direction.
“I worry that the Arab theatre has
been trapped in a repetitive pattern
over the past years, which makes me
wonder about the selection conditions,” Naeem said. “One of the objectives of the Arab Theatre Institute
is to promote theatre in the Arab
world. It would be great to have festivals and shows in Libya, Syria and
Iraq.”
The festival included new theatre
methods, such as the use of photos
and video screening as part of performances. While some praised the
innovative forms of story-telling,
others expressed concern about a
shift from traditional Arab theatre.
“Theatre cannot ignore or exclude
the changes that mark our daily

Founded in 2009 by
the Arab Theatre
Institute, the
festival promotes
theatre in the region.

lives,” Naeem said. “Today, technology dominates every aspect of our
lives and that is what we tried to
explore by highlighting the visual
aspect of our play. The Arab theatre
must reflect these changes.”
In addition to the performances,
the festival included a conference
titled “Authority and Knowledge in
Theatre,” headed by 42 Arab critics
and thinkers from across the region.
‘’One of the main and most important pillars of the festival is the
conferences and the intellectual
exchange,” said Mejri. “The theme
being the power and knowledge in
theatre showed how encompassing
theatre can be as an artistic genre;
After all, the theatre cannot evolve
without philosophy.”
“Theatre
hasn’t
drastically
evolved, which is why it is important
to have a theoretical background for
this genre of performing arts to understand its evolution and improve
its different components,” he added.
The festival invited participants

(The Arab Theatre Institute)

to take part in workshops headed
by theatre figures such as Jaibi and
Taoufik Jebali.
“What characterised this edition
is the quality of the workshops that
took place in Tunis,” said Hassen
Nafali, a member of the organising
committee. “With seven workshops,
200 participants learnt from the best
theatre directors about the art of
theatre.”
In addition to the 25,000 spectators who visited the theatre festival,
more than 250,000 followed the
events online through live video
feeds.
During the festival’s closing, the
prize for best play was awarded
to Moroccan Mohammed al-Hor‘s
“Solo,” which centred on women’s
rights in the Arab world.
The festival’s next edition is to
take place next January in Egypt.
Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel
and Culture contributor to
The Arab Weekly.

‘Farewell Shiraz,’ an exile’s journey to another Iran

A

journey into Iran’s
recent history and
a tale of nostalgia
and longing for
pre-revolutionary
Iran, Cyrus
Kadivar’s memoir
“Farewell Shiraz” details what life
was like in a liberal society for his
family against the tumultuous
backdrop of 20th-century Iran.
Kadivar, an exiled Iranian living
in London, spent more than ten
years seeking out witnesses, collecting testimonies and conducting
interviews of those who witnessed
the fall of Shah Mohammad Reza
Pahlavi.
Kadivar’s quest to shed light
on what happened to his family
and him after their uprooting was
triggered by a visit to Cairo in 1999,
during which he visited the tomb
of the last shah. His account covers
the period from the 1905-07 Constitutional Revolution to the 1979
Islamic one.
In his book, Kadivar recalls a
protected childhood in his home
city of Shiraz and his coming of age
during the revolution. He said his
grandfather was born in 1905 when
schools were run by mullahs. As
he grew older, he fumed at daily
injustices. Even though Fasa, a
town near Shiraz, was known to be
open-minded, the religious people
were ignorant and blamed sickness
and starvation on jinns.
Kadivar’s grandfather witnessed farmers starving, burned-

out wheat and opium fields and
vultures picking at rotting animal
carcasses. Thousands died of influenza. The government was powerless as it could not collect taxes
or impose law outside the capital.
Iran needed a saviour.
When Reza Shah took power
near the end of 1925, he set up
a centralised government and
imported modern ways by decreeing that men adopt Western dress.
He promised to restore Iran back
to glory.
Kadivar noted in his book that,
although most Iranians praised the
shah for improving
and modernising Iran, his was
iron rule. There
were spies and
informers and
hundreds of political prisoners.
Several tribal
khans and
noblemen died
under mysterious circumstances.
By 1936,
the hijab
and chador
were banned
in public
places. Taj
ol-Molouk, the
dowager
queen, and

her daughters appeared in Western clothes to set an example to
Iranian women. Women entered
rooms with their husbands by their
side, not behind them. However,
conservative women found the
unveiling law traumatic as they
thought it was bound by religion.
The shah was not against religion
but said women could not be free
and educated unless they were free
from the hijab and chador, Kadivar
said.
The changes that the shah
sought to introduce sparked
violence and opposition with one
cleric accusing him
of blasphemy.
When the
governorgeneral tried
to arrest the
cleric his men
were attacked. A
mob took to the
streets the next
day and soldiers
surrounded
the theological
school, shooting
several people. The
shah banned sharia and confiscated
lands and proper-

Fascinating
account. Cover of
Cyrus Kadivar’s
memoir
“Farewell Shiraz.”

ties of many religious foundations.
Western-educated Iranians led the
change in Iran by bringing a cosmopolitan atmosphere.
However, the shah was worried
about his future and the fate of
Iran, Kadivar said. Most Iranians
were poor and illiterate and religion was their only refuge. There
were food shortages, a thriving
black market and bread riots.
By the end of the second world
war, Iran was unstable and both
the monarchy and country were
threatened. Tribes went back to
their old ways and order in the
countryside deteriorated. In 1949,
the shah was nearly killed and used
that experience to reassert control.
By 1969, the world was astounded by the Apollo 11 mission
to the moon. Iran was stable and
had initiative. Oil revenues poured
into infrastructure projects and
new universities were built. The
police and army were modernised
and expanded and living standards
improved.
“Farewell Shiraz” is an informative account of Iran’s history and
an introduction to understanding
the political and economic tensions that have led to Iran’s unrest
today.
Recent protests that swept Iran
sparked by an increase in prices of
goods and continuing social problems cannot be disassociated from
the country’s turbulent history
between the religious conservatives and liberals.
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Agenda
Bahrain:
Through January 27
Festival City takes place at Bahrain Bay and includes a selection of activities and attractions
suitable for various age groups.
Among the events are live concerts, street exhibitions, games
and entertainment.
Dubai:
January 26-27
The Quoz Arts Fest, at Alserkal
Avenue, features a 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

Khan al-Saboun in the old city of Tripoli. 				
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The gold souk in the old city of Tripoli.
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Tripoli’s old souks in Lebanon
offer bittersweet experience
Samar Kadi

Tripoli, Lebanon

A

visit to the old city of
Tripoli in northern Lebanon — with its medieval
caravanserais, hammams
and crowded souks — is a
sweet experience with a bitter taste.
While a visitor admires the carved
wooden
mashrabiya
windows
adorning the old stone buildings that
overlook vaulted shops where traditional crafts are being performed in
a lively and chaotic ambiance, the
decaying state of the city’s heritage
strikes a sad reality.
Tripoli’s old centre had the credentials to figure on UNESCO’s World
Heritage List but poor urban planning, government neglect and dilapidation have prevented the city from
qualifying, said architect Khaled
Tadmori, a specialist in heritage
restoration and urban conservation
and a member of Tripoli’s Municipal
Council.
“Old Tripoli is a living museum because it has been inhabited since it
was built by the Mamluks in the 13th
century. It hosts more than 185 historical monuments and it is the only
place in Lebanon where visitors can

have a feel of the Orient,” Tadmori
said.
Old buildings bordering the Abu
Ali River were razed by the government following flooding in the 1950s
to enlarge the river’s bed, which was
transformed into a concrete waterway.
“The river used to sinuate between the buildings, reminiscent of
Venice,” Tadmori said, pointing at
an old black-and-white photo of the
city. “Unfortunately, the government built roads for cars to access
the old city, removing many buildings along the way.”
“The civil war (1975-90) was a
blessing in a way because otherwise the plan was to remove the old
souks and keep the main edifices
that would have become islands surrounded by modern structure without the urban fabric of the old city,
as it happened in Beirut’s old downtown,” Tadmori added.
Sitting at the foot of the crusader’s
Citadel of Saint Gilles, Tripoli’s old
medina is a tight tangle of alleyways
and dead ends designed to thwart a
military invasion.
“Unlike other medieval Arab cities, old Tripoli did not have walls
and ramparts but it was built as a fortified labyrinth,” Tadmori explained.
“Invaders are easily lost in the maze

Hammam al-Abed in the old city of Tripoli.

(Samar Kadi)

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
The second Wasla alternative
Arabic music festival has lined
up a wide variety of genres
such as rock, folk, jazz and
electronica. Bands from Algeria,
Jordan, Lebanon and Egypt are
to perform at the festival.
Amman:
February 7-May
As part of Friends of Jordan Festivals, Al Hussein Cultural Centre will host a Classical Concerts
Cycle with acts from Japan,
France, the Czech Republic and
other countries.
Beirut:
February 13-March 21

An artisan carves soap at Khan al-Saboun in the old city of Tripoli. (Samar Kadi)
of alleyways. They cannot enter in
big numbers in the narrow passages;
roofs are connected enabling dwellers to flee and porches are low and
cannot be accessed on horseback.”
The old souks, named after the
crafts that were commonplace,
branch out of the central Grand alMansouri Mosque, which was the
main gathering place in the city. The
location of the souks was carefully
chosen. The coppersmiths’ market
was far from the mosque because of
the noise, as was the tanners’ souk
because of the smell. The mosque’s
gates opened on al-attarine (perfume
makers) souk, the golden souk and
Khan al Saboun — the soap souk —
which also served as a caravanserai.
Tripoli was famous throughout
history for its soap-making, a craft
that lives on with inherited recipes
blended in the traditional way. Soaps
of different colours, shapes and fragrances are smartly displayed in
Khan al Saboun. However, the place
was built in the 16th century and is
in desperate need of restoration, like
most heritage sites in the city.
“We have beautiful heritage in
Tripoli that is falling into ruins. It
needs preservation and a (functional) government to save it. Unfortunately, it is all fading away amid
total government indifference,” said
Jamal Najem, who owns a shop in
Khan al Saboun.
A few sites have been renovated in
the last few years, including Khan al
Askar (soldiers’ caravanserai), Khan
al-Khayateen (tailors’ market) and
Hammam (Turkish bath) Izzedine,
thanks to foreign funding.
Tripoli’s only functioning hammam, Hammam al Abed, has served
clientele for more than 500 years.
It has the typical pierced domes of
Mamluk and Ottoman era public
baths. The interior, with its cush-

ions, central fountain, traditional fittings and towels hanging on lines, is
a living museum.
Abu Rashed said he has been
working in the hammam for 40
years. “I was a young man when I
started here,” he said. “I must have
scrubbed and washed more than
5 million people since.”

The old souks of Tripoli
continue to play their
traditional role, even
though little has been
done to preserve and
renovate their
architecture or
infrastructure.
The place is open daily for men.
For $21, a customer gets the full treat
of a modern spa, including sauna
and massage in a traditional routine
and surrounding. Women need to
book an appointment at the hammam in advance.
The Syrian conflict next door and
the influx of refugees have kept foreign visitors from Tripoli but Brigitte
Basset, a Swiss tourist, said she
could not resist the attraction of the
old city’s oriental features.
“What attracted most to the souks
are the people and the lively and
chaotic movement that we do not
have at home. It is about the colours,
the noise and the smells as well as
the artisanal crafts, which we have
lost in my country,” Basset said.
The old souks of Tripoli continue
to play their traditional role, even
though little has been done to preserve and renovate their architecture
or infrastructure.
Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly
Travel and Society section editor.

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.

We welcome submissions of
calendar items related to
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travellers in the Middle East
and North Africa.
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