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Russia’s blessing and US mixed
signals push Turkey ahead in Syria
Simon Speakman Cordall

Tunis

W

ith the blessing of
Moscow,
Turkey
seems intent on pursuing and possibly
widening its antiKurdish incursion into Syria. The
Turkish momentum is being aided
by Washington’s mixed signals.
In a statement issued January 23,
the US military maintained its support for the Kurdish-dominated
Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) as
a means of halting the risk of a resurgence by the Islamic State (ISIS)
within Syria, as well as containing
Iranian expansionism.
However, the White House adopted a more conciliatory tone that
reflected the diminished threat of
ISIS and the desire to avoid further
entanglement in Syria’s tortured
politics.
Thomas Bossert, a US homeland
security and counterterrorism adviser to US President Donald Trump,
speaking at the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland, said he
was in no way critical of the Turks’
action but he prayed for their “longer-term strategic patience.” This
seemed to suggest the potential
need for Turkish-American collaboration against the threats of ISIS and
Iran.
The White House’s view seemed at
odds with Turkey’s strategic priority
of fighting the Kurds. That objective
remained Ankara’s main focus as it
forged on with its anti-Kurdish war
plans, making no effort to exclude
the risk of clashing with US proxies.
Turkey called on the United States
to drop support for the SDF or risk
a direct confrontation with Turkish
troops.
Speaking to broadcaster A Haber,
Turkish Deputy Prime Minister

Uncertainties ahead. Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan (C) adresses soldiers during his visit to Operating Base in Hatay on the
sixth day of Operation Olive Branch, on January 25.									
(AFP)
Bekir Bozdag said: “Those who support the terrorist organisation will
become a target in this battle.”
“The United States needs to review its soldiers and elements giving support to terrorists on the
ground in such a way as to avoid a
confrontation with Turkey,” Bozdag
said.
Experts dismissed notions of conflicting signals from Washington.
Stephen J. Flanagan, a senior political analyst with the RAND Corporation, speaking by phone, said: “I
really don’t sense any conflict. I feel
what they’re trying to do is prevent
the conflict reaching Manbij and
avoid any major civilian casualties.
“I think the US has made it clear

that it understands Turkish concerns and, like other governments
around the world, is urging caution.”
Unable to count on US support,
the Kurds of Syria’s Afrin province
appealed to the regime in Damascus
to help stop the Turkish advance
into the country’s north.
Turkey escalated its shelling campaign on Afrin, with planes striking
the surrounding province and a variety of Turkish-sponsored militias,
as well as the country’s regular forces, attacking the town from nearby
Azaz and Syria’s northern border
with Turkey.
Russia was conspicuously absent
from the Afrin theatre, as the events
in north-western Syria seemed to

converge towards Moscow’s ends.
Reports said Turkey-sponsored
militias in Syria’s opposition claim
pressure from Ankara to attend Russia-sponsored talks at Sochi, scheduled for January 29-30. Turkey had
long opposed the Russia-led peace
process due to Kurdish involvement. The recent plea from Afrin’s
Kurds reaffirms their loyalty to Damascus, marking a further advance
in Moscow’s longstanding goal of
preserving Syria’s territorial integrity under the control of Damascus.
While the US State Department
has publicly committed to a process
of stabilisation and Syrian President
Bashar Assad’s ultimate departure
from leading the country, it is un-

clear how it can achieve this without
significant Russian support.
Robert Ford of the Middle East Institute in Washington wrote that the
events in northern Syria have shown
“Russia’s attitude in Afrin is not encouraging.”
“A regionally isolated US will have
either to entrench with its local allies in eastern Syria over the long
term, parrying off the unconventional attacks that will come or quit
eastern Syria altogether,” Ford said.
Simon Speakman Cordall is the
Syria/Lebanon Section Editor for
The Arab Weekly.
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Unemployment triggers protests in Oman as Iranian help fails to materialise
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

I

n scenes reminiscent of the
protests that shook Oman in
2011, hundreds of unemployed
Omanis demonstrated in Muscat and Salalah, leading officials to reiterate pledges to create
thousands of jobs.
“The cabinet is closely monitoring the implementation of the
decision to create 25,000 jobs… in
no more than six months as a first
phase,” an official statement carried
by the Omani state news agency
said.
Crowds gathered January 22 outside of the Ministry of Manpower in
Muscat, chanting: “We want jobs.”
Such protests are a rare occurrence
in Oman and a clear indicator that
its citizens are looking for more
than just rhetoric.
Oman had countrywide protests
in February 2011, inspired by the
“Arab spring” demonstrations in
which the governments in Tunisia

and Egypt were toppled, with unemployment one of the protesters’
chief complaints. In response, Sultan Qaboos bin Said al-Said fired
one-third of his cabinet and the
government was reshuffled to address calls to end corruption.
Sultan Qaboos also pledged to
create 50,000 government jobs and
increase unemployment benefits.
In March 2011, the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) stepped in to
help Oman and Bahrain with a $20
billion stimulus package similar
to the United States’ post-second
world war Marshall Plan for Western Europe.
However, the unemployment issue in the sultanate remains a major problem, possibly due to miscalculations by the government, such
as waiting for promised support by
Iran that never materialised.
“Lots of discussion about Oman’s
apparent acceptance of Saudi funding for key projects,” wrote Middle
East analyst Christopher Davidson
on his official Twitter account.
“This says a lot about the state
of the coffers but Muscat seems

Limited options. A file picture shows Omani soldiers keeping
watch in the northern industrial town of Sohar.		
(Reuters)
to have limited options. There are
now open protests about unemployment and Iran’s long-promised
help wasn’t delivered.”
Financial market analysis firm

BMI Research’s latest country risk
report on Oman pointed to unemployment as one of the chief threats
facing the sultanate.
The report said the biggest weak-

ness in Oman’s short-term political
profile is the possibility that frustration at a lack of improvement in
living standards for the country’s
relatively young population could
lead to renewed protests against
the government.
Unemployment in 2016 in Oman
was estimated at 17.5% but youth
unemployment was said to be more
than 20%.
Due to the global economic situation, particularly with regards to
falling oil prices, GCC countries
have reassessed their economic
models, resulting in economic initiatives and reform programmes.
GCC powerhouses Saudi Arabia
and the United Arab Emirates in
January introduced value added
taxes (VATs) for the first time. Despite suffering the same — if not
worse — economic circumstances
as Saudi Arabia and the UAE, other
GCC members, including Oman, are
to introduce VATs this year or in
2019.
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf
section editor of The Arab Weekly.
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Imminent conundrum. A Turkey-backed Syrian
rebel fighter mans a monitoring point near the
Syrian village of Qilah on the south-western
edge of Afrin, on January 24.
(AFP)

High stakes in Washington’s Syria gamble
Nicholas Blanford

Beirut

T

he gruelling war in Syria,
soon to enter its seventh
year, has taken yet another
shift towards complexity
with a Turkish assault on
a Kurdish-held enclave in the north
potentially complicating a decision by the United States to keep US
forces in Syria and build a
30,000-strong militia to protect a
vast expanse of eastern Syria.
Turkey launched a ground and air
offensive against the Afrin enclave
north of Aleppo, which is controlled
by the Kurdish People’s Protection
Units (YPG), which Ankara views as
a terrorist group.
However, the YPG also forms a
large component of the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF). It is backed by
the United States and played a key
role in helping defeat the Islamic
State (ISIS) in eastern Syria.
The United States has announced
that it plans to keep approximately
2,000 troops in eastern Syria and to
develop a 30,000-person militia to
defend the vast triangle formed of
the Turkish and Iraqi borders and
the Euphrates River from a return
of ISIS and to check the pervasive

V iewpoint

Mohamad Kawas
is a Lebanese writer.

W

hile practically
all local and
regional parties involved
in the Syrian
crisis say they
believe conditions are not ripe for a political
settlement, all world capitals interested in Syrian affairs are committed to the talks in Switzerland and
Russia. Any laxity in dealing with
the Syrian issue, they say, could
jeopardise plans of helping redraw
the political and economic maps of
the entire region.
Observers of the Syrian saga
might have noted that Russia has
toned down its discourse. The Russians’ ardour, it seems, has been
reined in, at least formally, by the
new policy in Syria as outlined by
US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson,
who is selling the US plans to Europe before discussing them with
Moscow.
Still, Russia seems to have
switched into a pragmatic mood,
almost affected and unbelievable,
as if it is expecting a change in the
general environment and waiting
for more favourable conditions.
It was reported that Russian
Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov was
extremely friendly with the Syrian
opposition delegation, the High

influence of Iran. Around half of the
new militia would consist of local
recruits and the other half would be
made up of the SDF.
The Turkish assault on the USallied Kurds in Afrin placed Washington in a quandary. Beyond issuing expressions of unease and calls
for calm, the United States has few
options to persuade Ankara to halt
its attack. Indeed, Turkey has signalled that it is willing to expand its
campaign against the YPG to Manbij
east of Afrin and even east of the
Euphrates River into the area controlled by the United States and its
allied forces.
Tensions with Turkey are not
the only threat to the continued US
presence in Syria. Iran and its allies,
Hezbollah and various Shia militias
from Iraq, Afghanistan and Pakistan, have played a critical role in
helping ensure the survival of the regime of President Bashar Assad. The
military support and the provision
of billions of dollars to prop up the
ailing economy have earned Tehran
significant influence in Syria.
“I suspect the major imperative
behind building a border protection
force is to keep the Iran-led militias
and the Syrian regime from taking
over areas liberated from [ISIS],”
said Frederic Hof, the director of the
Atlantic Council’s Rafik Hariri Cen-

tre for the Middle East. “Yes, these
forces can also have a useful internal
stabilisation role in terms of mopping up pockets of [ISIS] and preventing the resurrection of the caliphate but the main mission would
be to keep out elements whose presence would contribute to the regeneration of extremist Islamists of the
Sunni variety.”
Such analysis was hardened by
comments from a senior US State
Department official who indicated
that containing Iranian ambitions in
Syria was a major factor in the decision to keep US troops in the country.
“We are deeply concerned with
the activities of Iran, with the ability
of Iran to enhance those activities
through a greater ability to move
materiel into Syria,” David Satterfield, acting assistant secretary of
state for Near East affairs, said in a
response to a question from a member of the Senate Foreign Affairs

Beyond issuing
expressions of unease
and calls for calm, the
United States has few
options to persuade
Ankara to halt its
attack.

Committee on what role US forces
played in Syria other than battling
ISIS.
Satterfield appeared to be referring to a much-speculated Iranian
land bridge connecting Tehran to
Damascus via Iraq along which Iran
could transport weapons, materiel
and fighters to Syrian battlefields.
Various routes snaking across
Iraqi and Syrian territory have been
posited as potential conduits for
Iran. One of them follows the Euphrates River from Bukamal on
the Syria-Iraq border up to Deir ezZor before heading west across the
desert to Palmyra and Damascus.
Another cuts across northern Syria
hugging the Turkish border to reach
the Mediterranean.
The presence of US troops and a
30,000-strong militia holding eastern Syria would be an obstacle to a
land corridor along either of those
two routes.
While the rift with Turkey appears
to be the imminent conundrum for
Washington to address, a longerterm threat could emerge if the Assad regime and its Iranian and Russian partners decide to confront the
US hold on eastern Syria. Assad has
repeatedly stated his intention to restore control over the entire country.
The presence of a US-supported
enclave covering almost one-third

of the country and including economic assets such as oil wells and
the grain basket of the Jazeera region in the north-east is an unpalatable prospect not just for Damascus
but Tehran and Moscow as well.
That begs the question of just how
determined the United States is to
defend its toehold in eastern Syria
if Iran- and Russia-supported Syrian
government forces make an effort to
push east of the Euphrates.
Will the United States stand its
ground and provide the necessary
air and ground support to its militia
ally?
If the answer, initially, is yes, for
how long will Washington’s resolve
last before it abandons its local ally
and retreats from an Assad regime
determined to restore control over
the rest of the country, with Iran and
Russia potentially seeking to effect
another US humiliation in the Middle East and with NATO ally Turkey
glowering from the sidelines?
The sorry history of the US experience in the Middle East in the past
decade casts a long shadow over this
new engagement.
Nicholas Blanford is the author
of “Warriors of God: Inside
Hezbollah’s Thirty-Year
Struggle Against Israel”
(Random House 2011).

In Syria, Russia is keeping an eye on the big picture
Negotiations Committee, when he
recently met with its members. The
Russian minister calmly listened to
the opposition’s views and arguments for five hours and made sure
to state Russia’s understanding and
appreciation of the opposition’s important role in securing the success
of the coming settlement in Syria.
Such meetings with the opposition
might turn out to be a mere formality, intended to present Russia as an
effective mediator acceptable to all
parties. After all, it is hard to square
Lavrov’s friendly and eager disposition with his previous threats to that
same opposition that they would be
annihilated if they continued to re-

fuse changes to the balance of power
in Syria and take Russia’s lead.
Russia has been keen on consolidating its gains in Syria. Its alliance
with Turkey and Iran was just a
manoeuvre to ensure that it remains
the party with the lion’s share of
the Syrian cake. Russian President
Vladimir Putin’s vision and strategy
go beyond Syria in that they concern
Russia’s position on the global scene.
The fate of the Syrian regime,
however, is more dependent on that
of the regime in Iran than it is on
those of Putin and Russia. Tehran, in
turn, may be able to withstand some
civil unrest here and there at home
but will never accept developments

that undermine its influence in Syria.
Putin has kept a patient eye on
Iran’s game in Syria and now must
do the same with Turkey’s adventure in northern Syria. Russia has
provided political and logistical
cover for Turkey’s Operation Olive
Branch in Afrin against the Kurdish
People’s Protection Units. The Kurds
understood the game and accused
Russia of “stabbing them in the
back.” They were less incensed by
the cold and flat position taken by
the United States, their traditional
ally, however. The United States was
at best “worried” and “reserved”
about Turkey’s move but everybody
knows that Ankara wouldn’t have

Regional agenda. Russian President Vladimir Putin (C) chairs a meeting with members of the
National Security Council at the Kremlin in Moscow, on January 26.

(Reuters)

dared to go ahead with its campaign
without Uncle Sam’s blessing.
Tillerson spoke of the United
States understanding Turkey’s
concerns and of the latter’s right to
defend its borders. British Foreign
Secretary Boris Johnson chimed in
with a similar tune. These coordinated positions belie the military and
diplomatic negotiations that must
have preceded Turkey’s military
campaign.
Moscow has simply given Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
leeway to play within a limited area,
which would not affect Russia’s influence in Syria. As for Washington,
it stated that the region of Afrin is
not included in its Syrian operations
map. To all parties in the Syrian war,
including Turkey and Russia, such a
statement is proof of the existence of
US operational plans, which must be
the foundation for a permanent US
presence in Syria already announced
by Tillerson.
Many changes are taking place on
the ground in Idlib, Afrin, east of the
Euphrates and in Ghouta near Damascus but the wider picture is that
Syria’s fate is tied to agendas much
more complex than minor changes
on the ground.
Russia seems ready for the storm
coming from the West. It will
maintain its course with the Sochi
talks because it is confident that
the Vienna talks will fail. There are
those in the Kremlin who say that,
regardless of the number of plans for
Syria, Russia stands to reap its share,
even if it ends up being smaller than
originally envisioned by Putin.
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New UN envoy to tackle conflict, challenges in Yemen
Saleh Baidhani
Sana’a

I

smail Ould Cheikh Ahmed is
stepping down after three years
as the UN special envoy to
Yemen, making him the second
international diplomat to quit
in frustration over lack of progress
in resolving the country’s conflicts
and mounting social problems.
Reports said veteran British diplomat Martin Griffiths is likely to
replace Ould Cheikh Ahmed. Griffiths is the executive director of the
European Institute of Peace and was
once deputy UN emergency relief
coordinator, as well as the UN regional coordinator in the Balkans in
1999.
Ould Cheikh Ahmed hasn’t spoken to leaders of Houthi rebels, who
are fighting forces of the internationally backed government and a
Saudi-led coalition, since last May
after the militia attacked his convoy
in Sana’a. He told UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres that he did
not wish to renew his contract when
it expires at the end of February. His
predecessor, Jamal Benomar, left in
April 2015 after four years of trying
to negotiate a political transition in
Yemen.
“The special envoy remains committed to pursue through diplomacy
an end to the violence and a political solution that meets the legitimate aspirations of the Yemeni people until a successor is named,” UN
spokesman Stephane Dujarric said.
The internationally recognised
Yemeni government of President
Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi blamed
the Iran-allied Houthi rebels for
sabotaging UN efforts to resolve the
almost 3-year conflict, the Dubaibased Al Arabiya news channel reported. Al Arabiya also said Griffiths
has made several trips to the region
in recent months.
Yemeni
political
analyst
Ali al-Bukhaiti said Griffiths will not
be able to offer more than what his
predecessors did, given that a political settlement in Yemen is not likely
due to the ideological leanings of
the Houthis. “They cannot accept
any real settlement unless they have
been militarily defeated and their
authority ended on the ground,”
Bukhaiti said.
“Even if an agreement was

Comprehensive operation. A Saudi soldier stands guard next to a Saudi Air Force cargo plane delivering aid at an airfield in the northern
province of Marib, on January 22.
								
(Reuters)
reached for a settlement and the
Houthi group continues to bear
arms and control state institutions
and Sana’a, this settlement would
legitimise the Houthis and grant
them the opportunity to obtain regional and international recognition
before they launched another battle, which would be very different,”
he said.
Yemeni Foreign Minister Abdulmalik al-Mekhlafi said, despite reports to the contrary, no agreement
had been reached concerning direct
talks between Yemen’s government
and the Houthi rebels, the London
pan-Arab daily Al-Hayat reported.

He told the newspaper that many
issues needed to be addressed before direct talks were brought up. He
said a UN official’s comments “must
have been misunderstood” about
talks taking place.
On the humanitarian front, the
Saudi-led coalition delivered the
first tranche of aid to the Yemeni
province of Marib, 48 hours after
the coalition’s foreign ministers met
in Riyadh and agreed to open ports
and aviation routes and provide
$1.5 billion more in aid.
Al Arabiya reported that a runway
was repaired at Sana’a airport to deliver the aid to all Yemeni provinces.

The Saudi-Yemeni border crossing
of al-Khadra was opened for aid delivery to al-Buqa for the first time
since the conflict started.
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz
Al Saud issued a directive to transfer $2 billion to the Central Bank of

Despite reports to the
contrary, no agreement
had been reached
concerning direct talks
between Yemen’s
government and the
Houthi rebels.

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 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 Baidhani is an Arab Weekly
contributor in Sana’a.

Qatar World Cup bribery scandal brings new allegations
The Arab Weekly staff

London

A

FIFA
whistle-blower
claimed that Doha secured hosting rights
for the 2022 World Cup
with a multimilliondollar bribe.
In her book “Whatever It Takes:
The Inside Story of the FIFA Way,”
Bonita Mersiades, who was a
member of Australia’s World Cup
bid team for 2018 and 2022, claims
that Qatar, through its stateowned TV company beIN Sports,
won the 2022 World Cup hosting
rights with a $100 million bribe.
The Daily Mail reported that the
book says former FIFA President
Sepp Blatter knew Qatar would
win the right to host the 2022
World Cup and contacted US President Barack Obama to inform him
days ahead of the vote.
Blatter said that, after the vote,
he worked at stripping Qatar of
hosting duties but struck a series
of deals with Qatar’s emir guaranteeing that Blatter would not face
a 2011 FIFA presidential challenge
from Qatari Mohamed bin Hammam. FIFA’s Ethics Committee
later banned Bin Hammam from
football-related activities at national and international levels.
Mersiades’s book says that payment from beIN Sports, then

known as Al Jazeera Sports, was
done with the knowledge of
former FIFA Secretary-General
Jerome Valcke, who was also
subsequently banned by the international football organisation for
corruption.
“Valcke’s concerns about revenue growth in relation to Qatar
were assuaged when negotiations
commenced in October 2010 for
a bonus payment of US $100m to
FIFA from Al Jazeera if Qatar won
2022. There was no way he could
turn it down. According to former

FIFA staff, Valcke’s share was generally 5% for negotiating the deal,”
the book said, the Mail on Sunday
reported.
Qatar’s World Cup venture has
been marred with complications,
including major economic concerns. When Sheikh Tamim bin
Hamad al-Thani succeeded his father as emir in 2013, he was faced
with completing infrastructure
needed for the 2022 football tournament.
The government actively cut
costs at a time when oil prices

A skeleton in the closet. A 2013 file picture shows former FIFA
President Sepp Blatter addressing working conditions on World
Cup venues in Qatar during a news conference in Rome.
(AFP)

were relatively healthy. The Financial Times reported that most
of the reductions targeted costly
cultural, educational and health
schemes, pet projects of Sheikh
Tamim’s mother, Sheikha Moza
bint Nasser al-Missned.
The 2014 oil price crash compounded Doha’s woes. Deloitte
estimated that it would cost $200
billion for Qatar, which reportedly
has the highest construction costs
among Gulf Cooperation Council
countries, to host the World Cup.
South Africa spent $4 billion on
the 2010 World Cup and Brazil
$15 billion for 2014’s. Russia has
budgeted $11.8 billion to host the
World Cup this year.
Qatar’s World Cup bid has put its
human rights record in the spotlight, with both Doha and FIFA
criticised for poor treatment of
workers building football facilities.
Despite Qatar’s pledge to remedy the situation, reports, including
one by the International Labour
Organisation, a UN agency, last
March warned Doha to improve
the treatment of migrant workers
or face sanctions.
A Human Rights Watch report in
September said migrant construction workers in Qatar in general
and particularly those involved
in the 2022 World Cup projects
worked in potentially life-threatening conditions due to heat and
humidity. The report said the “the

lack of transparency on migrant
worker deaths has made it difficult to assess the extent to which
extreme weather conditions are
harming those working outdoors.”
An investigation by FIFA’s Human Rights Advisory Board said
it was incumbent on FIFA “to
have a clear position on the rights
of migrant workers in Qatar and
the need to ensure that the legal
protections they are afforded are
in line with international labour
rights standards.”

In her book “Whatever
It Takes: The Inside
Story of the FIFA Way,”
Bonita Mersiades
claims that Qatar won
the 2022 World Cup
hosting rights with a
$100 million bribe.
The advisory board warned
against financial exploitation of
the migrant workers, saying FIFA
“should make clear with respect to
all its events that it is unacceptable for migrant workers to be burdened with recruitment fees and
should engage with the relevant
local actors to promote responsible recruitment and employment
practices by all contractors and
subcontractors in line with leading
international practices.”
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Jordan’s Security Court chief stresses
effectiveness of anti-terrorist measures
Roufan Nahhas

J
Amman

ordan is among the
countries that have
suffered from terrorist
attacks by members of
extremist groups such as
the Islamic State (ISIS)
and al-Nusra Front.
In an interview with
The Arab Weekly, Jordan’s State
Security Court President Colonel
Mohammad Afif highlighted the
country’s critical role in fighting
terrorism.
“There is a great security cooperation between Jordan and
other neighbouring countries and
the world in placing all efforts in
fighting terrorism and exchange of
critical information,” Afif said. “Jordan has approved all international
agreements that fight terrorism.
“Jordan — as a country, king,
government and people — refuses
all acts of terrorism and his majesty King Abdullah II has always
stressed on the need to fight terrorism. The king’s words are considered as a message to all security entities which work in harmony with
the aim of fighting this criminal act
whether internally or externally,”
he added.
Jordan’s State Security Court
(SSC), administered by the Jordanian military, handles all cases related
to state security in addition to drug
offences. In 2017, the SSC issued
rulings in 14,100 terrorism and drug
cases out of the 14,150 it received.
“There is no fixed number of
cases,” Afif said. “The total number
of cases brought to court over the
past years has been on the rise, with
a total of 4,300 cases recorded in
2014, 9,700 in 2015 and 14,700 cases
in 2016 and in 2017, the cases registered amounted to 14,150, marking
a decrease of 550 cases compared to
the previous year, after an annual
increase trend of some 5,000 cases
per year.”
He credited the drop in cases

for 2017, compared to 2016, to the
country’s security efforts.
“The great efforts by the SSC
and the Jordan Armed Forces-Arab
Army, especially the control over
the borders, stopped any attempts
and limited terrorists’ infiltration
into the kingdom and these precautionary efforts have been huge and
effective,” Afif said.
King Abdullah has used Twitter
to reassure Jordanians that security
agencies are on alert and ready
to defend the country. Jordan’s
frontiers are guarded by people
“who are as determined as lions
that defend national turf,” the king
tweeted.
The General Intelligence Department (GID) announced it had foiled
a major terrorist attack in late 2017
targeting military and security facilities, commercial centres, media
outlets and moderate religious
scholars.
A statement by state news agency
Petra said 17 people affiliated with
ISIS were arrested for involvement
in a plot to rob banks in Zarqa and
Russeifa and steal vehicles to sell
and buy weapons.
“The members of the cell had
planned to carry out a number of
terrorist attacks simultaneously to
destabilise national security and
sow chaos and terror among civilians,” the Petra statement said.
In December 2016, four civilians
and five police officers were killed
in a shoot-out between assailants
and security forces at a medieval
castle in Kerak, a prominent tourist
site where the gunmen had sought
shelter. Twenty-nine people were
hospitalised due to the attack.
For Jordan, the challenges fighting terrorism remain, Afif stressed.
“International cooperation in
terrorism cases, different regulations and procedures, translation
and pieces of evidence can be a
challenge,” he said. “Terrorists use
social [media] networks and all of
the social networks are based in
the United States and I, as a judge,
might need to showcase any evidence that was on one of the global

On alert. A Jordanian soldier takes part in “Eager Lion” military exercises near the city of Maan, last May.
									
(AFP)

“There is a
great security
cooperation
between Jordan
and other
neighbouring
countries and
the world in
placing all
efforts in fighting
terrorism.”

Colonel Mohammad Afif,
president of Jordan’s
State Security Court

social networks. I cannot ask them
to provide details, for example,
of a message or correspondence
because of the privacy policies but
internally I can do that with local
communication companies.
“The problem is that terrorists
use global social networks, which
can be a challenge in case we need
to find evidence,” Afif added.
While some companies are beginning to cooperate, he said, there
are restrictions and getting access
to what security services seek can
take a long time.
“These are profitable companies
and privacy issues are very important for them in their business.
That is why it is sometimes hard
and this issue happens with all the
countries in the world,” Afif said.
He stated that no one can have
any compassion for killers and
those who claim to be speaking in
the name of Islam do not belong to
Muslim communities.
“They are terrorists and killers
and this has nothing to do with

religion. For us, ISIS is a terrorist
group and our stand as a kingdom
and king is that we are against terrorism,” he said.
Afif said two of the main things
that draw people to terrorist groups
like ISIS are money and power.
“I have read many statements
by suspects saying that they met
this person and he showed them
the benefits of joining a group, for
example, a monthly salary, women,
weapons, cars and followers,”
which convinced them to join, he
said.
“Reading the suspects’ statement
shows you that it has nothing to do
with religion but more of having
the power and authority to kill.”
Afif’s words come at a time when
the SSC is having public hearings
for 35 suspects accused of plotting
attacks in Jordan, promoting extremist ideology and trying to join
armed groups.
Roufan Nahhas is a journalist
based in Jordan.

Amman gets German support to fight ISIS
The Arab Weekly staff

London

G

ermany said it would
continue to support
Jordan as part of international efforts to fight
the Islamic State (ISIS)
while considering a reduction in
the number of its soldiers stationed
in the kingdom.
German Defence Minister Ursula
von der Leyen made the announcement during a visit to Jordan,
which included a stop at the Azraq
airbase where 280 German troops
are based as part of the US-led coalition’s battle against ISIS in Syria
and Iraq.
In October, Germany redeployed
military personnel and Tornado
surveillance jets to Jordan after
withdrawing them from Turkey
amid a diplomatic dispute with Ankara.
Jordan, which borders former
ISIS strongholds in Syria and Iraq,
has been a key ally in the US-led
campaign.
Germany delivered to Jordan two
training aircraft and military vehicles worth about $22 million. The
military equipment includes two
training aircraft worth $6.1 million
and 70 trucks and 56 vans worth
$15.9 million, DW reported.

Germany spent nearly $160 million on defence aid for Jordan last
year, including weapons, equipment and infrastructure, the German news agency DPA said.
Von der Leyen said the equipment was meant to “improve mobility at the border” to support
Jordan, which she praised as “a reliable and strong partner in a troubled region,” Jordan’s state-run
news agency Petra said.
“Jordan shares a 380km border
with Syria. Violence does not stop
at this border. It is a gateway for
terrorists,” she said. “Germany will
continue to stand by your side. We

are convinced that despite tremendous challenges, Jordan stands
solid as a rock.”
ISIS has lost large areas of territory in Syria and Iraq, raising
questions about the future of the
anti-ISIS mission but von der Leyen stressed that the fight against
the militants would continue to ensure they don’t establish positions
elsewhere. ISIS fighters “are not to
be underestimated” and they must
not be allowed “to retreat into safe
havens,” she said.
The German defence minister
met with Jordanian Chairman of
the Joint Chiefs of Staff Lieutenant-

Considering a rollback. German Defence Minister Ursula von der
Leyen during a handing over ceremony at Marka International
Airport in Amman, on January 14.
(AFP)

General Mahmoud Abdel Halim
Freihat, who thanked her for Berlin’s military support. “I would like
to express [the Jordanian armed
forces’] desire to develop the current support programme into a
5-year plan that will allow our requirements to be phased in,” he
said.
Von der Leyen also met with Jordanian King Abdullah II, discussing
the “importance of intensifying cooperation and coordination among
all concerned parties, regionally
and internationally… to address the
threat of terrorism,” said a statement by the Jordanian royal court.
Von der Leyen had to postpone
a planned trip in November due to
an impasse in forming a government at home. The German minister promised the new government
would provide troops with better
equipment and training.
Jordan said it had foiled an ISIS
plot or a series of attacks last November on security installations,
shopping malls and moderate religious figures. The intelligence department arrested 17 members of
the cell and confiscated weapons
and explosives.
“The members of the cell had
planned to execute several terrorist attacks simultaneously to destabilise national security and sow
chaos and terror among civilians,”
a government statement said.

The statement said the cell
planned to carry out bank robberies and car thefts to help finance
their activities. They planned to
construct homemade explosives
from material bought at local markets, the statement added.
In addition to fearing ISIS attacks
within its borders, Jordan is concerned that militants could infiltrate the country from Syria.

Germany handed
over to Jordan two
training aircraft and
other military
vehicles worth about
$22 million.
UN agencies sent aid to the approximately 60,000 displaced Syrians in the remote desert camp
of Rukban for the first time since
June, hoisting supplies by crane
across the Jordan-Syria border.
Jordan sealed the border on security grounds in June 2016 after
ISIS killed seven Jordanian border
guards. The closure severely disrupted aid shipments. Jordan said
the crane-drop is a one-off and that
the United Nations must supply
Rukban from Syria.
The Arab Weekly staff and news
agencies.
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With main rivals
out, Sisi can
expect smooth
ride to re-election
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

T

he Egyptian presidential
election campaign took
another
unexpected
twist with former Chief
of Staff Sami Anan and
human rights lawyer Khalid Ali
quitting the race, leaving President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi without a
main rival in the March vote.
Anan, 69, was arrested by military police on January 23, a week
after announcing his election bid.
Ali, 45, pulled out of the election
race a day later.
Anan and Ali were the latest
presidential hopefuls to see their
candidacies blow up ahead of the
March 26-28 elections. Former
Prime Minister Ahmed Shafiq and
ex-MP Mohamed Anwar Sadat also
ruled themselves out of the elections after initially indicating that
they intended to run.
Registration to run in the presidential election is to end January
30, with candidates requiring either the endorsement of at least
20 MPs or 25,000 citizens from at
least 15 governorates, with at least
1,000 endorsements from each
governorate.
“This means that we will end up
having an election with one candidate in it,” said Gamal Eid, director
of the Arabic Network for Human
Rights Information, an NGO in
Cairo. “This is actually an indication of the political regression we
are having in our country.”
Anan’s election bid imploded
after he was arrested regarding allegations of forging official documents, inciting the public against
the army and announcing a presi-

dential election bid without permission. As a retired general, Anan
is a reservist who must obtain permission from Egypt’s Supreme
Military Council before running
for office.
Anan’s campaign announced it
would suspend operations “until
further notice” with few observers expecting the once-powerful
Egyptian general to make a political comeback.
“It is now clear that what happened on July 3, 2013, was a fullfledged military coup, not against
the Muslim Brotherhood but
against democracy as an idea,”
Hazem Abdel Azeem, spokesman
of Anan’s presidential campaign,
posted on Twitter.
Sisi led a coalition that removed
Muhammad Morsi as president on
July 3, 2013.
Ali, speaking January 24 at a
news conference, said there was
an “absence of any possibility for
competition” in the election, citing the challenge his campaign
faced in obtaining the required
25,000 endorsements from across
the country.
He said some of his campaign
volunteers had been arrested and
charged a lack of cooperation from
the National Election Authority.
Ali’s candidacy was in doubt before he withdrew because he was
appealing a 3-month jail sentence
handed down after he was found
guilty of making an obscene hand
gesture in January 2017. The appeal has been adjourned until
March 7 — three weeks before the
elections. He would not have been
able to stand in the polls if the sentence was upheld.
“All this proves my view that we
do not have real elections ahead,”
Eid said. “I think a large number

Unexpected twist. People walk in front of the National Election Authority, which is in charge of
supervising the 2018 presidential election, on January 24. 					
(Reuters)
of those following these developments on the streets share the
same view.”
Critics questioned Ali’s electability, even if he had obtained the
required endorsements. He stood
in the 2012 elections but took less
than 1% of the vote.
Anan, the powerful chief of staff
of the armed forces from 2005-12,
would likely have been far stiffer
competition for Sisi, who was
elected president in 2014 with
more than 96% of the vote.
“He [Anan] would have been
a strong competitor to Sisi,” said
Hassan Nafaa, a political science
professor at Cairo University. “He
has experience as a military com-

Anan’s campaign
announced it would
suspend operations
“until further notice”
with few observers
expecting the oncepowerful Egyptian
general to make a
political comeback.

mander and had support from a
sizeable portion of the public.”
Anan had indicated that he
would have been open to dialogue
with the outlawed Muslim Brotherhood, which could have boosted
his election chances.
“Apart from this, he would have
received support from the Muslim Brotherhood, some of the
Mubarak regime figures and the
anti-Mubarak
revolutionaries,”
said Saad al-Zunt, head of the Political and Strategic Studies Centre. “Some of these forces view
him [Anan] as the candidate most
capable of defeating Sisi in the
elections, especially after Shafiq’s
withdrawal.”
Many in Egypt expressed concern about the possibility that two
former chiefs of staff competing
against each other at the ballot box
could polarise state institutions,
especially the military.
With Anan and Ali out of the
race, Sisi should have a clear path
to re-election unless another
heavyweight candidate registers
before January 30.
A series of lesser candidates,

including outspoken Egyptian
businessman Mortada Mansour,
scrambled to obtain endorsements before the deadline. MPs
affiliated with Al-Wafd, Egypt’s
oldest political party, said they
are backing a rival candidate, with
party leader El-Sayed el-Badawi
seen as the likeliest challenger. AlWafd had earlier supported Sisi’s
re-election.
Sisi formally submitted his
election bid on January 24, with
464 out of 596 MPs endorsing his
nomination. A pro-Sisi In Order to
Build It campaign had obtained
more than 13 million endorsements from citizens calling for
Sisi’s re-election.
According to Egyptian election law, victory in a presidential
election with only one candidate
— whether only one candidate is
registered or candidates drop out
before the election date — can be
secured for the sole candidate
with the vote of just 5% of eligible
voters.
Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian
reporter in Cairo.

Roiling waters as Egypt and Ethiopia face off over the Nile
Sharmila Devi

London

D

ecades-old tensions over
rights to the waters of
the Nile heightened in
recent weeks with shifting alliances and much
posturing among the riparian countries, including Egypt, Sudan and
Ethiopia.
Attention has focused on the
Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam
project, which the Ethiopian government expects to complete by the
end of this year. Egypt is worried it
will end up with less water from the
Nile basin.
The dispute is the backdrop to
general geopolitical uncertainty in
the Horn of Africa, which analysts
said could lead to open conflict as
Gulf countries, led by Saudi Arabia,
seek alliances and military bases in
the region.
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah
al-Sisi said Egypt’s strategic choice
was peace, not war. “We are not prepared to go to war against our brethren or anyone else for that matter. I
am saying this as a clear message to
our brothers in Sudan and Ethiopia,” Sisi said in televised comments
January 15.
Several days previously, Khartoum admitted it had deployed
troops along its border with Eritrea
after what it called military threats
from Asmara and Cairo. Sudan reportedly closed its border with
Eritrea in December after Egyptian

Simmering tension. Members of the Sudanese border security
patrol the Sudan-Eritrea border near the eastern border town of
Kassala in Sudan. 			
(AFP)
troops were said to have been deployed.
The troop deployments have not
been independently verified and
the military movements may have
more to do with preventing smuggling and trafficking, analysts said,
but there is no doubt they raised
tensions.
The Egypt-Sudan dispute started
last summer with trade boycotts.
More recently, Khartoum recalled
its ambassador to Cairo. Aside from
the dam issue, the two countries are

at loggerheads over Turkey’s incursions into the region. Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan visited
Sudan in December when he won
rights to develop the Red Sea island
of Suakin.
Reports in the Ethiopian media
that Egypt sought to sideline Sudan from talks over the dam were
denied by Cairo but still generated
a great deal of anger in Khartoum,
said Salman Salman, editor of the
International Water Law Journal.
“There is talk about war but I

doubt this will happen soon,” he
said in a telephone conversation
from Khartoum. “People here are
angry but eventually things have to
calm down and the parties have to
negotiate.”
The $4.8 billion dam on the Blue
Nile is more than 40% complete
and Cairo is worried Ethiopia might
start to fill its 74 billion-cubic-metre
reservoir this summer. That process
could take three years under average hydrologic conditions or as long
as 15 years if Ethiopia chose but analysts say the latter is unlikely.
Addis Ababa said its dam will not
affect downstream countries while
failing to recognise what Cairo calls
its entitlement of 55.5 billion cubic
metres of water from the Nile basin
under a 1959 agreement between
Egypt and Sudan — an agreement to
which Ethiopia was not a signatory.
Sudan has moved closer to Ethiopia and away from Egypt partly because more water would allow it to
boost its agricultural sector, with
two or three crop rotations annually
instead of one, said Salman.
“There has been a lot of talk in
the Egyptian media, on TV and by
officials claiming the dam isn’t safe
but I’ve spoken to people who told
me Ethiopia approved a $300 million design change just to make sure
there isn’t any catastrophic failure,”
he added.
Egypt’s fears about the dam are
“existentialist” because of its concern about water and energy security, said Gerald Feierstein, a former
US ambassador to Yemen and now
senior fellow at the Middle East In-

stitute in Washington. “We were in
Cairo a year ago and saw Sisi just
after he returned from an African
Union summit and when he was
optimistic about agreement on the
dam that has not come to fruition,”
he said.
“I don’t think active combat, directly or by proxy, will come soon
but there are lots of triggers and rivalries and the dam is a flashpoint.”

Military movements
may have more to do
with preventing
smuggling and
trafficking but there
is no doubt they
raised tensions.
Ahmed Soliman, a research associate at London’s Chatham House
Royal Institute of International Affairs, said he expected to see a lot
more posturing on the issue ahead
of this year’s presidential elections
in Egypt.
“One bright spot is countries in
the Horn of Africa have a lot more
agency than they used to and they
are forging ahead with integration
and infrastructure that could be
very beneficial while there are political bodies such as the African
Union that can play a role in defusing tensions,” he said.
Sharmila Devi is a former British
correspondent in the Middle East
and writes on political and social
issues in the region.
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Arabs’ hopes and
worries in Davos

E

very year, the Swiss town of Davos
serves as a unique venue for the
World Economic Forum (WEF).
Movers and shakers from different
but intersecting worlds — politics,
business, technology, the
creative arts, academia and
media — converge on the snowy alpine
resort.
There, they network and, for one week in
January, a slew of ideas are exchanged and
prospects explored.
This year, Davos received an unusually
large showing from the Middle East and
North Africa (MENA) region. The hopes and
worries of the Arab world featured at the
forum.
The Palestinian-Israeli issue took a prominent place in the discourse, which had a
tinge of acrimony because of the Palestinians’ resentment of US President Donald
Trump’s unilateral recognition of Jerusalem
as the capital of Israel.
The US president tried to put a good face
on it. Without offering specifics, he said at
Davos that his administration had a “great
proposal for Palestinians.” It would cover,
Trump said, “a lot of the things” discussed
over the years or “agreed on.”
Jordanian King Abdullah II forcefully counselled watchful patience on the diplomatically difficult, virtually non-existent path to
a Palestinian-Israeli peace process. He said
Jerusalem had to be part of a comprehensive
solution but insisted on the central role of
the United States in any Middle East peace
effort.
The Kurdish issue also figured at Davos.
Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi talked
with the leader of the autonomous Kurdistan
region, Nechirvan Barzani. It was significant,
holding out hope of an end to the crisis
triggered by the Kurdistan Regional Government’s independence referendum in September.
The Abadi-Barzani meeting continued a
long tradition — that of Davos serving as the
place where unexpected, even wildly
implausible encounters occur between
entrenched MENA rivals.
Iran’s role in the Middle East was among
other salient concerns with Saudi Foreign
Minister Adel al-Jubeir spelling out the “two
competing visions” in the region. They were,
he said, a “vision of light… and we have a
vision of darkness and the vision of darkness
is sectarianism.”
At this year’s Davos, there was considerable time devoted to the serious business of
growth and development.
MENA business leaders signposted the
road ahead, laying down reflective markers
on the way to the future. They launched a
six-point plan in concert with the WEF to
accelerate regional economic reform. The
private sector, business leaders argued, must
drive growth and job creation, giving hope
and opportunity to young Arabs and laying a
solid foundation for long-term regional
stability.
Here, too, there were signs of hope and
worry. A global survey of CEOs conducted
ahead of Davos found 52% of respondents
from the Middle East hopeful, almost double
the number of optimists in 2017. Captains of
regional industry said economic growth
would pick up this year.
There was also concern about impediments
to economic growth. “Rigid labour regulation is a significant constraint on
private-sector investment and growth and
thus on the creation of jobs,” the WEF said.
The WEF identified “inefficient government
bureaucracy” as one of the main obstacles to
competitiveness.
Imad Fakhoury, Jordan’s minister for
planning and international cooperation,
raised a point of worry for regional leaders.
The youth “bulge,” he said, must be a
“resource.” It was a reference to the region’s
overwhelmingly young population, which
can either be a demographic dividend or a
demographic time-bomb.
Seven years after the uprisings that tore
across the region, governments are trying to
find a way to constructively use the potential
of the youth bulge for economic development and to break the cycle of violence,
instability and patchy economic growth.
Even at Davos, a forum for the neo-liberal
advocates of globalised business and trade,
there was a sense that social constraints
should not continue to pull the region back.
The need for a new regional vision was
articulated by UAE Minister of State for
Advanced Sciences Sarah bint Yousif
al-Amiri as she described the Emirates’ 2021
mission to Mars: “It’s about aspiration. It’s
about breaking all boundaries…”

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

What endgame in Syria
after Washington’s
declared strategy?

Khairallah Khairallah
a Lebanese journalist.

I

t is no secret that the United
States has decided to have a
permanent presence in Syria.
Thanks to its presence, it
has gained control of a good
portion of Syria’s riches in
the regions of Al-Jazira and east
of the Euphrates, namely oil and
gas, huge areas of agricultural land
and significant water resources.
The United States also controls the
Kurdish card in the Syrian conflict,
which incenses Turkey.
The fact remains that whenever
Turkey threatens to use force in
Syria and whenever it builds up its
forces to regain the enclave of Afrin, it finds itself getting closer to
Russia and Iran and away from its
traditional ally, the United States.
With Afrin operations in progress,
Turkey is playing a dangerous
game. It is paying the price for not
seriously dealing with the Syrian
situation from the beginning of
the revolution in March 2011.
The new development in Syria is
the American policy that is beginning to take shape. US Secretary
of State Rex Tillerson spoke on
this on January 17. The US administration is quietly working on
clarifying its policies far from the
din caused by President Donald
Trump’s big talk. Tillerson laid it
on the table: The United States
wants to preserve Syrian unity and
there will be no room in Syria for a
“murderous” regime or a “malicious” Iranian presence.
Tillerson’s speech is important
in that it marks the first time that
a real political and strategic sense
for US presence in Syria has been
communicated. Tillerson declared
that the US military presence in
Syria has become a reality and that
it would be “focused on ensuring
that ISIS cannot re-emerge,” that
it would help bring about “the
permanent departure of [Syrian
President Bashar] Assad and his
family from power… through the
UN-led Geneva process,” that it
would contribute to ejecting Iranian military advisers and fighters
from the country and that it would
assist in the return of all refugees

If illegitimate regimes had any chance of lasting, the world
would still be dealing with the Soviet Union and its allies.
to their homes.
are Russia, Iran, the United States,
Anyone
Tillerson’s plan for Syria soundTurkey and Israel. That is indeed
ed cool-headed and reasonable
the general picture of the situawishing to
but it needs the right conditions to preserve
tion in Syria and, as long as Assad
be implemented. Russian Foreign
and his regime are not gone from
Syria’s
Minister Sergei Lavrov accused
Damascus, no Sochi talks will be
the US administration of wanting
able to decide Syria’s future.
territorial
to partition Syria. Such discourse
In light of the recent developintegrity
is usually used to hide Russia’s
ments, the question that needs
fiasco in Syria stemming from the
to be answered is how serious
must steer
wrong belief that something right
the United States is in its plan for
away from
can be built on Assad staying in
Syria. What is sure is that there is a
the Iranian
power.
qualitative change in Washington,
No such thing is possible for the
especially after the publication of
axis and
simple reason that the Assad fam“Fire and Fury.” With Trump emforgo Bashar broiled in the investigation about
ily regime has never been legitimate. It was basically a repressive
his Russian connections and other
Assad.
minority regime born of a military
matters, Tillerson, Secretary of
coup in March 1963. Eight years
Defence James Mattis and national
later Hafez Assad became presisecurity adviser H.R. McMaster
dent.
likely have enough room to play a
In its approach to the situation
bigger role in shaping US policies,
in Syria, Russia does not seem to
including those regarding Syria.
have learned from its recent past.
An American success in Syria
If illegitimate regimes had any
is not essential. The only sure
chance of lasting, the world would
thing is that Russia will not decide
still be dealing with the Soviet
Syria’s fate alone. Every day, the
Union and its allies.
situation in Syria becomes more
Russia is trying to build legiticomplex and it certainly won’t
macy for a regime that had no
be solved by exploding barrels or
legitimacy to begin
Iran’s sectarian militia or Ruswith. No wonder
sia’s mighty ships.
then that its Syrian
Anyone wishing to
policy has been a
preserve Syria’s territobig failure.
rial integrity must steer
The Syrians
away from the Iranian
themselves have
axis and forgo Bashar
refused the
Assad. For the past
Assad regime.
seven years, the only
Russia may try
side that benefited
— and somefrom his remaintimes succeed
ing in power has
— to save
been Israel. Syria
Bashar Assad
has been shredbut there
ded to pieces
will
to satisfy
be no
Israel’s
escape
security
from adgreed in the
mitting
first place.
that Russia is
The occupied
just one of five
Golan Heights are
Qualitative change. US Secretary of State
parties involved in
a forgone Israeli
Rex Tillerson speaks during a meeting of
determining Syria’s
property and Israel
29 diplomats pushing for sanctions and
future and competwill undoubtedly
criminal charges against the perpetrators
ing for domination
reap more territory
of chemical attacks in Syria at the Foreign
there.
as long as Assad reThese five parties Affairs Ministry in Paris, on January 23. (AFP) mains in Damascus.
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Hezbollah’s wrong bets in
Lebanese elections

Published by Al Arab
Publishing House

Ali al-Amin

Ali al-Amin is a Lebanese writer.

P

arliamentary elections
in Lebanon are scheduled for the beginning
of May. They can be
expected to be different from previous ones
given the new political alliances
in place. The old split between the
March 8 and March 14 blocs is no
longer valid.
To ward off Hezbollah’s platform, which was known as “the
mini-state inside the state,” March
14 used a platform based on state
sovereignty. That face-off was
won by the mini-state platform
but the pro-state sovereignty parties were not really defeated.
What happened was that most
political forces engaged in compromises that ended up sidetracking the state sovereignty project.
They chose to close their eyes on
the question of Hezbollah’s illegal armed forces and, under the
watchful eye of the group, they
slipped into a phase of full-blown
sectarianism and of self-serving
power sharing.
That experience had a familiar ring to it. From 1992-2005,
Lebanon went through a similar
experience under the watchful
eye of the Syrian government.
The coming elections serve one
purpose: to legitimise this rotten
power-sharing scheme. Hezbollah
was instrumental in pushing the
new electoral law down everybody’s throat and it is looking
to manage the electoral process
to ensure for itself a majority
of seats in the new parliament.
Hezbollah believes in its capacity to manipulate all sects and
communities in Lebanon, a
capacity that other parties painfully lack.
Political observers in Lebanon say Hezbollah does
have that capacity. Unlike

Today, a combination of Iranian and Israeli interests is
keeping Lebanon in check.
the other parties, Hezbollah has
weapons, financial resources and
well-oiled election and security
machines that enable it to engineer, finance and protect alliances
in most Lebanese regions as well
as effectively disrupt its opponents’ alliances and actions.
Hezbollah is insisting on having
the elections take place on time.
This is because the cards are
stacked in its favour. It is eager to

maintain the political status quo
in the country because it, too,
works in its favour. Hezbollah
is looking to reign supreme on
Lebanon for the next four years.
However, is this really the case?
On the surface, Hezbollah looks
like a shoo-in to win the next
elections. In Lebanon, however,
the balance of power between the
various religious affiliations is a
determining factor. That Hezbollah succeeded in manipulating the
election law might trigger a negative voter reaction.
For Lebanese voters, not being
able to stand up to Hezbollah
militarily will instinctively
push them to correct
the equation through
the ballot box. They
would do that because they refuse to
legitimise Hezbollah’s
grip on the country
and they do not like
for any religious affiliation in Lebanon to
overwhelm the others.
The delicate power
equation in Lebanon is
self-preserving. This
is why we can speak
of a nascent civil
resistance in Lebanon
to a possible disruption of this balance in
the elections. There
is a consensus among
the Lebanese, regardless of their religious
affiliation, on the
necessity of preserving the state and of
reforming its authority
so that it can protect its
interests and those of its
citizens. The Lebanese have
lost patience regarding corruption, a slumping economy and a
dangerous public deficit.

The population wants a state
administration totally different
from the one Hezbollah wishes to
put in place. The various Lebanese
communities might seem to be
competing for power but, in the
end, they share a deep sense of
national interest.
In the region, a victory for the
Iranian axis in Syria and Iraq
doesn’t seem likely. It is also difficult to predict the outcome of
the power equation in Lebanon
because of the shifting economic
and social conditions.
In times of political and cultural
openness and when it was well-integrated in its Arab environment,
Lebanon flourished but the country regressed with the appearance
of isolationist policies after Israeli
invasions and Iranian efforts to lay
hands on it. Today, a combination
of Iranian and Israeli interests is
keeping Lebanon in check.
The coming Lebanese elections
is not going to pit March 14 parties
against March 8 parties. They are
going to pit Hezbollah against
those refusing its custody of the
country and its consequences. If
Hezbollah takes custody of Lebanon, the delicate sectarian balance
will be upset, Lebanon will be cut
off from its Arab environment and
heritage and a Hezbollah-sanctioned authority will not be able
to offer viable solutions to the
country’s economic crisis.
Hezbollah supporters say that
winning the coming elections will
be the last link needed to complete the party’s grip on Lebanon.
History and reality say differently. Ballots say in secret what
tongues do not dare say explicitly.
Fraud and illegal pressure remain
expected but these elections will
be an opportunity for Lebanese
citizens to showcase their
patriotism.

Davos and the Arab project

T

There is a palpable sense of regional urgency about the phenomenon that’s snappily
(and somewhat inaccurately) called the Fourth Industrial Revolution or 4IR.
personal computing and the
internet.
No matter. MENA, everyone
says, must make sure it doesn’t
miss the 4IR. It must harness the
forces unleashed by artificial
intelligence, robotisation,
automation, the internet of
things, driverless cars and
cyber-weapons to drive economic
innovation and growth.
It is an attractive idea and an
even better mantra. The danger
lies in turning 4IR-readiness into a
display event rather than an
organic process of transformative
strategies and painful take-up.
As academics Nicolas Colin and
Bruno Palier, who variously work
on entrepreneurship and technology and social investment
policies, have noted, in this
century, uncertainty will be the
new normal. “Stable, long-term
employment with a single
employer will no longer be the
norm and unemployment or
underemployment will no longer
be a rare and exceptional situation,” they say. “Intermittence
will increasingly prevail, with
individuals serving as wage
earners, freelancers, entrepreneurs and jobless at different
stages of their working lives.”
How would that affect the
overwhelmingly young people in
the MENA region, many of whom
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territories offer sober commentary on the transformed landscape and the hard task of
managing people’s exaggerated
expectations.
In some ways, 2013 was a
simpler age. The Russians had yet
to properly muscle their way back
into the region as saviour and
patron but also as antagonist and
false messiah. The United States
had not abandoned all pretence of
seeking a just peace for Palestinians and Israelis. There was still
hope the Syrian conflict could be
sensibly managed with President
Bashar Assad stepping aside and
the country building a new
political future.
That sense of tremulous hope is
gone and the regional realities are
harder-edged.
There is a palpable sense of
regional urgency about the
phenomenon that’s snappily (and
somewhat inaccurately) called the
Fourth Industrial Revolution or
4IR. This was clear at Davos.
Klaus Schwab, the German
engineer who founded the Davos
jamboree, has long beaten the
drum for 4IR. But it is not clear if
digitalisation that allows us to
“blur the lines between the
physical, digital and biological
spheres” is wholly different from
the Third Industrial Revolution,
which changed our lives with

Haitham El-Zobaidi, PhD

Ibrahim Ben Bechir
Hanen Jebali

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

he talkathon-cumthinkfest that blazed
to an end on January
26 at Davos had more
leaders and executives
from the Arab world in
attendance than at any time since
it began.
The World Economic Forum, to
give the high-achievers’ annual
conclave its proper name, has
been around in one form or the
other since 1971. This year, the
Middle East and North Africa
region appears to have seized the
initiative and set out to impress.
Did it?
It was certainly prominently
present. Seven sessions focused
on the region — three straight-up
conversations with heads of state
or government and the others
were broad-based discussions on
the future of governance, the
need for a new equilibrium,
imperatives for Levantine peace
and the regional context of Saudi
economic growth.
The last time Davos was so
consumed by the Arab world was
in 2013. The Syrian war had run
two years and refugees were
haemorrhaging into the region
(but not yet into the wider world).
The Arab uprisings had come and
gone and Davos 2013 heard the
leaders of Egypt, Lebanon, Libya,
Morocco and the Palestinian
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The legacy of Libya’s foreign fighters remains and spreads
Simon Speakman Cordall

Tunis

A

s
worshippers
were
leaving the mosque
January 23 in Benghazi’s
al-Sleimani neighbourhood, two car bombs exploded, killing more than 35 people.
Units of the Libyan National
Army, under the command of Field
Marshal Khalifa Haftar, quickly exacted bloody and arbitrary revenge,
summarily shooting prisoners at the
site of the bombing.
Responsibility for the mosque
blasts, like others in Libya’s chaotic war, has not been claimed but
it could be attributed to any of the
jihadist groups and their fronts that
compete for influence in Libya’s
fractured political landscape.
Jihadism didn’t arrive in Libya in 2011. It existed long before
the first shots were fired against
former Libyan leader Muammar
Qaddafi’s troops in February of that
year. However, it anchored itself
within jihadist groups that revolted
against the country’s long-time dictator and flourished in the chaos
that followed his ouster.
Foreign fighters, by their very
presence within Libya, serve as
marketing tools for the groups they
support, with jihadist forces characterising their presence as international validation for their cause.

A recent report by the
Washington Institute
for Near East Policy
stated that 2,500-3,500
foreign fighters have
made their way
to Libya since the
conflict began.

Bloody reminder. Libyans walk at the scene of an explosion in the eastern city of Benghazi, on January 24.
(AFP)

In 2011, West African recruits
were culled from the rump of the
Qaddafi regime’s transient workforce who converted to Islam and
held up as examples of the power of
their vision.
As Libya’s lawlessness grew, so
too did the numbers of foreign
fighters who travelled there to fight
or train for jihad elsewhere. They
exerted virtual hegemony over cities such as Derna, Sirte and large
parts of Benghazi.
In Sabratha and elsewhere, training camps flourished, providing
fighters to the wars in Iraq and
Syria. Now, with the Islamic State
(ISIS) caliphate in ruins, many
have returned — pariahs within

their countries of origin — seeking
safe harbour in the country that
trained them.
Accurate figures for the number
of fighters in Libya are difficult to
determine. A recent report by the
Washington Institute for Near East
Policy stated that 2,500-3,500 foreign fighters have made their way
to Libya since the conflict began.
The bulk — approximately 1,500 —
were from neighbouring Tunisia
but others travelled to Libya from
countries as unlikely as Nepal and
United States.
“The Islamic State was probably
the largest group,” Aaron Zelin, the
author of the Washington Institute’s
report, said by phone, “However,

after sustaining heavy casualties
during recent conflicts, [it is] probably on a level playing field with the
various fronts for al-Qaeda in the
Islamic Maghreb (AQIM). We’re seeing potentially new networks taking
shape within these groups, spreading their reach elsewhere.”
Wherever foreign fighters go,
networks inevitably follow. The
historical ties between Manchester
and the membership of Libya’s formerly pre-eminent jihadist force,
the Libyan Islamic Fighting Group,
allowed Mancunian Salman Ramadan Abedi to return to Libya — as
much a foreigner as any visitor to the
country — and establish links that
would lead him to Manchester Arena

and the killing of 23 people, with
more than 500 injured in his May
2017 attack.
Anis Amri, the Tunisia-born militant who, in December 2016, drove a
truck into a busy Berlin marketplace,
had been in regular contact with
handlers in Libya since February of
that year.
In Tunisia, the 2015 attacks at the
Bardo National Museum in Tunis
and the resort of Sousse, as well
as the March 2016 assault on Ben
Guerdane in the country’s south,
were planned and carried out by
Tunisian fighters trained or living in
Libya.
Those networks are extending
their influence from Libya to locations as diverse as Senegal, the
Philippines and Sudan. Though the
numbers aren’t thought to be high,
their significance shouldn’t be underestimated.
“Nobody’s
suggesting
that
they’re hoping to gain territory in
those countries.” Zelin said. “However, they’re giving us a pretty clear
idea of what trajectory they’re taking and, if nothing happens, what
we can expect.”
With Haftar consolidating his grip
on many of the country’s major urban centres, incidents such as the
bomb attack on Benghazi, rather
than territorial conquest, are likely
indicators of travel for Libya’s jihadist groups and their foreign cohorts.
“I think terrorist attacks in Libya
are going to be with us for some
time, with the groups using the
country’s (desert) south as a base
from which to launch and train for
them,” Zelin said.
Though the violence may be receding, Libya looks no nearer to
a political settlement than it did
the day after Qaddafi fled Tripoli.
Within the chaos of rule by army
and militia, Libya’s foreign fighters and their networks fester and
grow and, in the absence of any
political
agreement,
look
to
continue to do so.

Algerian president rebuffs prime
minister over privatisation efforts
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

A

decision by Algerian
President
Abdelaziz
Bouteflika
blocking
Prime Minister Ahmed
Ouyahia
from
selling state assets cast doubt on
Ouyahia’s political future and shed
light on renewed political infighting.
Ouyahia signed an order to put
stakes in small state enterprises
up for sale but the directive was
quickly struck down by Bouteflika,
Algerian media reported.
Ouyahia’s attempt at privatisation was part of an economic reform package, announced in December, that would allow some
public-private partnerships in
which state companies retain majority ownership.
Bouteflika’s statement did not
condemn the selling of state assets
but said “any privatisation must
be approved by the president from
the beginning to the end.”
Analysts said Bouteflika’s decision to counter Ouyahia indicated
the prime minister’s job could be
in danger.
“Ouyahia appears to be carried
away by the momentum of his
political ambitions,” said political
analyst Djilali Benayoub. “He believes that his hour has come. That
explains the all-out attacks on him
from the presidential camp, his
government record, his aides and
his friends in the business community.”
“The presidential order is, in

fact, a slap on the face to Ouyahia,”
said political analyst Mehdi Mehenni. “It also raises the question about what is happening in
the presidency. Ouyahia, who has
presidential ambitions, seeks to
have the support of business circles that his predecessor sought to
fight.”
Many drew comparisons between Ouyahia and Abdelmajid
Tebboune, who was ousted as
prime minister after only three
months in office.

Bouteflika’s
decision to counter
Ouyahia shed light
on renewed political
infighting.
“Tebboune lost his job following
a similar scenario because of his
resistance to the powerful oligarchy,” wrote political commentator
Omar Berbiche in the influential
El Watan daily. Tebboune fought
to diminish the role of money in
politics.
Berbiche added that Ouyahia
has been the target of “stinging attacks” over his policies. Much of
the criticism has come from political allies.
Among those to speak out
against Ouyahia were National Liberation Front Secretary-General
Djamel Ould Abbes and Chakib
Khelil, a former energy minister
who was accused in a high-profile
corruption scandal in 2010.
When that scandal broke,
Ouyahia was one of the few senior

Algerian officials to support Khelil, who was subject to an international arrest warrant and lived in
self-exile in the United States until
it was lifted early last year.
Despite the attacks on Ouyahia,
economists said his plan to privatise state companies is necessary.
“The prime minister’s move is a
response to a reality most experts
agree on,” said Algerian economist Alexander Kateb. “The sale of
stakes of state companies is part of
reforms which had been put off for
several years.
“Paying the debts of these money-losing companies costs the government several billion US dollars
per year. It makes sense to transfer
such a burden to the private sector.”
Algeria has about 1,200 state
companies employing 400,000
workers, government figures state.
An estimated 80% of the companies failed to make a profit.
However, with presidential elections in 2019, the social and political costs of Ouyahia’s plan could be
high.
“Such an operation is risky as
most of these enterprises are not
viable and are likely to end on
the scrap heap as their buyers are
mostly interested in their real estate assets,” said Kateb, adding the
move could result in the loss of
tens of thousands of jobs.
In 1996, a privatisation campaign
spearheaded by Ouyahia led to the
sale of about 1,000 state enterprises and the loss of 130,000 jobs.
“That operation was ill-prepared,” said Kateb. “It caused the
disappearance of state firms and
the de-industrialisation of the

Limits on power. Algerian Prime Minister Ahmed Ouyahia leaves
the podium after presenting the government’s programme to the
parliament, last September.
(AFP)
country and discredited the value
of reforms to the public.”
Bouteflika’s public move to
block Ouyahia from carrying out
the sell-off earned the president
praise from nationalist and socialist parties.

Analysts said Ouyahia would
be careful not to make further decisions on privatisation without
working with the president.
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis.
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UNRWA’s mandate ends only
after return of Palestinian refugees

Kamel Hawwash

is a British-based Palestinian
university professor and
writer.

If Israel and the
United States want
to end the mandate
of the UNRWA,
then Resolution 194
must be
implemented
in full.

T

he UN Relief and
Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the
Near East (UNRWA)
was established in
1949. It supports more
than 5 million registered Palestinian refugees who fled
or were expelled from their homes
during the 1948 Palestine war as
well as those who suffered a similar
plight during and following the 1967
Six Day War and their descendants.
A Palestinian refugee is defined
as any person whose “normal place
of residence was Palestine during
the period June 1, 1946, to May 1948
and who lost both home and means
of livelihood as a result of the 1948
conflict” and descendants of fathers
fulfilling this definition.
In 1951 UNRWA’s list of refugees
totalled 860,000 names.
UNRWA’s highly recognisable logo
— at least to Palestinians — adorns
schools, hospitals and offices run
by the organisation wherever the
refugees live. This is mainly in the
West Bank, Gaza, Jordan, Syria and
Lebanon. UNRWA is funded almost
entirely by voluntary contributions
from UN members.
The agency has faced a shortfall
in its funding for many years. In
2014 its expenditure was $675 million but its cash deficit stood at $65
million. Funding is generally not
keeping pace with increased refugee
needs and uptake of services.
UNRWA has operated largely outside politics, focusing on providing
services to those Palestinians who
are the weakest and neediest of the
almost 13 million Palestinians. Its
services in the besieged Gaza Strip
and the refugee camps in Lebanon, which have absorbed many
Palestinians who fled the fighting in
Syria, are particularly critical.

Heavy blow. Palestinian refugees collect aid parcels at a UN food
distribution centre in Rafah, on January 21.
(AFP)
Israel has argued for decades that
UNRWA’s mandate should only have
extended to those Palestinians alive
since their expulsion in 1948 and
not to their descendants. This view
has not been shared by the rest of
the world as the United Nations
and donors have continued to fund
it while a solution is sought to the
Palestine question.
This was until the US Ambassador
to the United Nations Nikki Haley
announced that American funding
for UNRWA would be curtailed until
the Palestinians “returned to the
negotiating table with Israel.” The
Trump administration said it would
cut $65 million from its contribution
to UNRWA. The agency reported
it received more than $350 million
from the United States in 2017.
This decision came hot on the
heels of US recognition of Jerusalem
as the capital of Israel. It clearly
emboldened Israeli Prime Minister

Binyamin Netanyahu, who said: “I
fully agree with President [Donald]
Trump’s strong criticism of
UNRWA.”
Netanyahu claimed, “UNRWA is
an organisation that perpetuates the
problem of the Palestinian refugees.”
“It also perpetuates the narrative of the so-called ‘right of return’
with the aim of eliminating the state
of Israel and therefore UNRWA must
disappear,” Netanyahu said.
In other words, Netanyahu wants
to take the issue of the refugees off
the table.
Reaction to the US cut in UNRWA’s funding from other stakeholders in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict
was swift. Belgium and the Netherlands promised to make up much
of the deficit with $23.3 million and
$15 million, respectively.
UNRWA regularly makes appeals
for funding.

Its most recent statement said:
“Dramatic reduction of US funding
will have the huge impact on the
daily lives of millions of vulnerable
Palestine refugees: Today more
than ever before, Palestine refugees
need you to stand with them and
show solidarity.”
It went on to say: “Together, we
must keep schools open for half a
million children, provide food and
cash assistance to 1.7 million impoverished refugees and life-saving
medical care to millions more.”
Palestinian refugees rely heavily on the services of the UNRWA,
particularly in the Gaza Strip, which
has been under siege for almost 11
years. A reduction in the level of
services would have severe consequences for the refugees. Closure of
UNRWA would be disastrous both
in terms of the immediate effects on
Palestinians and the future of the
refugees.
UN General Assembly Resolution 194 was very clear about what
should happen to them when it
stated “refugees wishing to return
to their homes and live at peace
with their neighbours should be
permitted to do so at the earliest
practicable date and that compensation should be paid for the property
of those choosing not to return and
for loss of or damage to property
which, under principles of international law or equity, should be
made good by the governments or
authorities responsible.”
If Israel and the United States
want to end the mandate of the
UNRWA, then Resolution 194 must
be implemented in full. Until then
and while they remain so, refugees
are entitled to having the protection
and support the agency provides
and for which the world has and
must continue to pay.

Can a P5+1 arrangement work for
the Israelis and the Palestinians?

Rami Ayyub

is a political analyst and The Arab
Weekly contributor in Jerusalem.

Multiparty
mediation can
find success in
certain contexts,
as it did with Iran.

I

f US President Donald Trump
wanted to wash his hands
clean of Israeli-Palestinian
peacemaking, his Jerusalem
decision seems to have done
the trick.
The Palestinian Central
Council, the second-highest decision-making body in the Palestine
Liberation Organisation (PLO), declared that the US administration
“has lost its eligibility to function
as a mediator and sponsor of the
peace process.” The council called
on the PLO Executive Committee,
the body with the power to implement policy decisions, to “work
to reverse” the Trump administration’s declaration of Jerusalem
as Israel’s capital and find “other
international pathways” to sponsor the Palestinian cause.
While the Executive Committee
is unlikely to act on the Central
Council’s more ambitious recommendations, such as the wholesale
suspension of the Oslo Accords, it
does seem to be considering other
avenues for mediation.
In a speech before the Central
Council, Palestinian Authority President Mahmoud Abbas
explained that the Palestinians
“would be open to a similar negotiations format to the P5+1 and
Iran nuclear negotiations.”
Could a P5+1 arrangement work
for the Israeli-Palestinian impasse?
The P5+1 refers to the UN Security Council’s five permanent
members — the United States, the
United Kingdom, France, Russia and China — plus Germany.

In 2015, those six powers struck
an agreement with Iran in which
Tehran would dismantle much of
its nuclear programme and grant
international inspectors access to
sensitive sites in exchange for the
lifting of US, EU and UN sanctions.
Multiparty mediation can find
success in certain contexts, as it
did with Iran. The P5+1 countries
shared an interest in rolling back
Iran’s nuclear programme and
were willing to exert significant
leverage to do so.
The United States, hoping to
seize a perceived opening with
Iranian President Hassan Rohani,
proved willing to ease foreign policy priorities in Syria and Ukraine
to ensure Russia’s cooperation.
Russia saw preventing the emergence of a nuclear power near its
borders as a vital security interest.
China, the United Kingdom, Germany and France found the appeal
of a new trade and energy partner
hard to resist. Iran, under pressure from economic sanctions, felt
compelled to participate to avoid
a domestic political crisis and reengage in the global economy.
Shared interests, coupled with
the tailored application of leverage, drove cooperation.
Such a confluence of interests
does not exist regarding Israel
and the Palestinian territories.
To begin, it is unlikely the Trump
administration would allow the
multi-lateralisation of a process it
promised would lead to the “deal
of the century.” Rather, it would
view overtures from the likes of

France and Russia as attempts
to sideline the United States in
matters of international peace and
security.
Nor is there evidence the other
P5+1 countries would agree to participate in a multiparty mediation
process on Israel and the Palestine
territories. The parties simply
do not share enough interest to
resolve an issue that falls towards
the bottom of their foreign policy
priorities.
The wars in Syria, Libya and
Yemen, the migration crisis and
counterterrorism in Africa’s Sahel
region pose far greater challenges
to the P5+1 with deeper implications for Middle East security.
Against this backdrop, the
Israeli-Palestinian status quo
might be seen as a source of relative regional stability.
Of course, the Palestinians cannot be blamed for seeking alternatives to what they perceive to be
unjust mediation. The US-backed
process has wrought decades of
tangible pressure on the Palestinians, forcing their hand on key
issues such as settlement construction and water rights. The
Trump administration’s decision
to cut funding to the UN Relief
and Works Agency for Palestine
Refugees until the Palestinians
return to the negotiating table was
perhaps the icing on the cake.
Israel, on the other hand, has experienced little pressure throughout recent years of the US-backed
process. The status quo serves its
interests quite well. Aside from oc-

casional pontification by US presidents, Israel has proceeded with
its settlement programme, maintained its strategic depth through
a permanent military presence in
the West Bank, appeased domestic
right-wing groups that demand
absolute Israeli sovereignty over
Jerusalem and continued the process of regional normalisation.
Absent tangible pressure, Israel
is unlikely to change its behaviour
and allow Palestinian sovereignty
in the West Bank, Gaza and Jerusalem.
Would a change in the mediation
arrangement lead to more tangible
pressure on Israel? The P5+1 countries are unlikely to exert leverage
on an issue that falls towards the
bottom of their regional priorities and on which they share little
strategic interest.
It follows, then, that the mediation arrangement doesn’t really
matter. The Palestinian leadership, rather than forum shopping,
should focus on building new
sources of leverage. These sources
are political, not technical. Tangible progress comes from strategic
shifts, not methodological troubleshooting.
Expanding the political playing
field would be a good start. Bringing new, young and gender-diverse
leadership into the mix will
help rebuild trust with domestic
constituencies and inspire new
hope in the Palestinian cause. The
Palestinian people remain the
PLO’s most significant asset — and
potential source of leverage.
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Elections in MENA

Fears of election fraud loom after
disclosures about Libyan ID numbers
Michel Cousins

Tunis

I

n 2012, the new Libyan authorities decided to reactivate the
previous regime’s plan to assign every Libyan a national
identity (NID) number. It was
thought the move would help stop
fraud, such as people using multiple
identities to obtain more than one
government job and salary.
At the time of the announcement,
however, there were concerns that
the system would be flawed, not
least because it was based on the
inaccurate records of the Civil Registry Authority (CRA). As there was
no cooperation between the registry and the Ministry of Health,
which issues death certificates,
many feared that deceased Libyans
would remain on the registry and
their identities stolen. There were
concerns, too, that foreigners could
be illegally registered as Libyans.
The concerns were ignored. By
early 2013, some 6 million NID numbers had been issued and they have
since become the basis for many
government services. A valid NID
number must be produced to receive government salaries, register
for elections and sign up for government entitlements.
That includes last year’s distribution allowance by the Central Bank
of Libya, which permitted every
Libyan citizen to buy $400 at the official exchange rate (approximately
1.35 Libyan dinars to the dollar)
rather than the much higher black
market rate, which ranged 6.5-10
dinars to the dollar throughout the
year.
The central bank announced this
month it had paid almost $2.79 billion to Libyans in the programme
at the official rate during the year.
It said that the money was given
to 6.97 million people — 93% of all
those registered with the NID.
This figure raised many eyebrows and triggered serious concerns about the NID number. If
6.97 million people account for
93% of all those registered there are
7.49 million with a NID number.
The figure is well over the accepted estimated Libyan population,
which, at the end of 2017, was put
at 6.47 million, 1 million fewer than
the 7.49 million registered. Many
people are not registered, such as
most of the Tawerghas and numerous Tebus and Tuaregs.

V iewpoint

Claude Salhani

is a regular columnist for
The Arab Weekly.

It is evident that
elections do not
always yield
greater democratic
freedoms but they
beat all alternative
ways of managing
a country.

Major worry. A 2012 file picture shows an electoral worker verifying the identity of a voter at a polling station in the local council
elections in Benghazi. 														
Over the past several years, there
have been numerous attacks on officials working with the NID database by those trying to gain access
to it. Last April, the CRA accused a
Tripoli militia of abducting its director in a bid to force him to give them
access to the database. In October
2016, a previous acting CRA head
was injured in an assassination bid.
The previous month, two CRA staff
members were kidnapped in the
capital. Two months before that,
two CRA staff were kidnapped and
killed in the southern town of Murzuq. There have been other abductions of staff.
Most of these cases were considered financially motivated: The
perpetrators wanted new identities
created so they could claim salaries
for them. Non-Libyans have been
discovered with Libyan passports
issued on the basis of fake NID
numbers.
However, there are indications
that crimes were politically motivated as well.
In March 2016, the CRA warned
that its database had been compro-

mised by ‘‘ideologically extremist
groups’’ intent on creating identities “for their own interests.”
With UN Special Envoy to Libya
Ghassan Salame pushing for elections by the end of 2018, there are
concerns about using NID numbers
for voter registration. A possible 1
million spurious voters could massively subvert Libyans’ voting intentions, especially given the relatively low numbers involved.
The High National Election Commission (HNEC) said there are more
than 2 million voters registered.
That is lower than the 2,865,937
people who registered to vote in
the 2012 General National Congress
elections, of whom 62% turned out
to vote.

Until it is shown that
everyone registered to
vote is entitled to do
so, the authenticity of
the polls will almost
certainly be
challenged.

In 2014, 1,509,291 people registered to vote for the Constitution
Drafting Assembly in February, with
about half that number turning out
to vote. The number fell further
for the June 2014 elections for the
House of Representatives: 1.5 million registered to vote and 42% of
those registered turned out. This
means 630,000 voted in the election — 18% of the estimated total
potential electorate.
Following the Central Bank’s announcement about last year’s distribution allowance, questions are
being asked over how many of the
2 million names registered to vote
are fraudulent. There have been reports of people applying to register
with their NID numbers only to be
told that they had been registered
elsewhere.
“The figure [of an extra 1 million
population] is too high and it’s a
major worry,” said Otman Gajiji,
the former chairman of the Central
Committee for Municipal Council
Elections and prior to that of HNEC.
“This must be resolved before the
planned elections.”

(Reuters)

Gajiji said the government needed
some form of biometric verification
for NID numbers and registration.
“There is enough time for HNEC
to ask for fingerprinting to validate
the registry’s 7.5 million figure,” he
said.
For Libya, mere uncertainty
about the numbers involved is likely to have a disastrous effect. Until
it is shown that everyone registered
to vote is entitled to do so, the authenticity of the polls will almost
certainly be challenged. The losers
will claim the results illegitimate
and refuse to accept them.
There is precedent for this. In
2014, when the losers of the elections for the House of Representatives refused to accept the result
on technical legal grounds, the new
House and the government were
forced to quit Tripoli, which was
taken over by those losers. The divisions created by that rejection
of the polls remain at the heart of
Libya’s crisis.
Michel Cousins is a contributor to
The Arab Weekly on Libyan issues.

Elections in the Middle East still do matter

T

his year will be a time
of elections in many
parts of the Arab
world.
Elections generally
are designed to give
voters the reins of
power but they only really work
when all sides respect the rules of
the game: campaign openly, do not
cheat, do not threaten or coerce
opponents and their followers and
accept the outcome gracefully.
Those who lose should work constructively as part of the legitimate
opposition. A healthy opposition
serves to keep those in power in
check.
For many politicians or would-be
leaders, the temptation of power
is too much. To attain a leadership
position, they will lie, cheat, kill
and contest the counting of votes.
Some will resort to the use of the
military if they have the right connections.
Yet elections in the Middle East
and North Africa do matter, despite
the many caveats and the juxtaposing of autocracies, theocracies and authoritarian rulers, the

whole sprinkled with a mixture of
so-called democracy.
There will be the opportunity
to witness legislative elections in
Iraq next May. Two months earlier,
Egypt votes for a president.
There is a vote scheduled for
Libya, assuming those who brought
havoc on the country can stop fighting long enough to allow citizens
to voice their choice for leadership
through the ballot and not the
bullet. Libya has gone from foreign
colonisers to a brief independence
period when it was ruled by a royal
family, which was ousted by the
brutal dictatorship of Muammar
Qaddafi, to the current mayhem.
It is evident that elections do not
always yield greater democratic
freedoms but they beat all alternative ways of managing a country.
In Iran, elections have always led
to continued theocratic rule under
one wing or the other of the clerics.
The clerics use election results as
a stamp of approval for their rule.
Committing a crime against the
state is bad enough but when the
crime becomes a crime against the
will of God, the picture changes

drastically.
In Turkey, the imperial ambitions
of Muslim Brotherhood-affiliated
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan do
not mean respect for liberties and
human rights at home. Re-election
is essentially guaranteed but courting Turkish nationalists in preparation for the next Turkish elections
is fuelling anti-Kurdish military
action. That threatens regional
stability.
Elections may not amount to stability and security in strife-plagued
countries such as Libya and Iraq.
As mentioned earlier, there is
no room for surprises. In Egypt,
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi is expected to win re-election. The only
question is how free the government will allow the political debate
to be during the campaign.
Even in a place like Tunisia,
where there are guarantees of free
and fair elections, the population’s
mind is not necessarily focused on
voting even if political parties are
jockeying for seats. Local elections
in Tunisia can be an indicator of
what local democracy can look like,
especially if Tunisian legislating

manages to approve a legal text
organising the elections.
Elections still do matter. They
remain the best avenue to share
power even in the tense environment found in the Middle East and
North Africa. The alternative is
open ethnic, sectarian and ideological strife. Elections could be used
to overcome sectarian cleavages
in Iraq even when Iranian interference there is a given.
Elections can give citizens a stake
in the running of their own societies. Marginalised and disenfranchised citizens can be drawn to extremist movements. Elections offer
a way for societies to discuss their
present and future, away from the
ill-fated democracy agendas such
as those ill-advisedly pushed by the
Bush and Obama administrations.
Elections are about building and
reconstruction. They are about
renewal — what the “Arab spring”
was supposed to bring about.
Unfortunately, that is not exactly
what happened in most of the Arab
world. Elections could, however,
bring a dose of relative stability to a
region that badly needs it.
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Iraq’s alliances uncertain ahead of elections
James Snell

London

A

s Iraq begins recovering from its war against
the Islamic State (ISIS),
attention is shifting towards the country’s
legislative elections scheduled for
May and the possible political alliances that could emerge ahead of
the vote.
Iraqi Prime Minister Haider alAbadi, a former military man, had
been expected, until recently, to
carry all before him.
Being prime minister of Iraq is
said to be one of the world’s most
difficult jobs. Problems tend to pile
up. In addition, there is always external pressure, notably in recent
years from the United States and
Iran, each of which has sought to
ensure their preferred candidates
win and keep power in Iraq.
Despite these challenges, Abadi
seemed to be doing well. He managed the country’s largely victorious campaign against ISIS, recapturing emblematic cities such as
Fallujah and Mosul. He recently
declared victory against the terror
group in a slick media spectacle,
which won him domestic and international plaudits.
Abadi presided over a short campaign to take back territory from
the autonomous Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) after the
latter voted in favour of declaring
independence. The Iraqi state retook Kirkuk and forced the KRG
back within the borders it occupied
before 2014.
All the while, Abadi seems to
have kept the Americans, whose focus on the ISIS campaign is nothing
if not dogged, happy.
Abadi was expected to win the
upcoming elections handily, standing on a platform of patriotic renewal and making extensive reference to recent martial successes.
Recent developments have made
this seem less likely.
Iraq’s politics are fragmented,
with more than 100 parties likely
to field candidates in the upcoming
elections. They will combine in alliances to channel more influence
but these alliances are not set in
stone.
Abdulla Hawez, a researcher affiliated with King’s College London,
said: “As the negotiations to form
alliances for the upcoming Iraqi
general elections began, there were
quite a few surprises, including an
unexpected alliance between Iraqi
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The only way
forward for Iraq is
to take more steps
towards an
all-inclusive
democracy, based
on free and fair
elections.

Changing
alliances.
Iraqi Prime
Minister
Haider
al-Abadi
(C) meeting
with Prime
Minister
of Iraq’s
Kurdistan
Regional
Government
(KRG)
Nechirvan
Barzani
(2nd L) in
Baghdad, on
January 20.
(Iraqi Prime
Minister’s Office)

Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi
and Iran-backed Popular Mobilisation Forces (PMF) — and Ammar alHakim’s party later joined.”
He added: “Just two days after
the alliance formed, it crumbled
due to differences between the different parties leading [the] PMF.”
Chaos has been sustained
throughout the preliminary period.
“The alliances have been changing on a daily basis during the registration for alliances [with] the
Iraqi Electoral Commission but,
as the deadline approached, the
alliances, most notably the one
between Haider al-Abadi and PMF,
fell apart,” said Hawez.
This leaves Abadi in a less secure
position than had been predicted.
Nuri al-Maliki, the former prime
minister, rather than allying with
Abadi, as was expected, will run for
elections in his State of Law coalition, Hawez said.
Muqtada al-Sadr, a man who
once led a sectarian Shia militia
that acted brutally and caused trouble for the American occupiers of
Iraq, argues Hawez, “is set to form
an alliance with secular and liberal
parties, including Iraqi Communist

Party.” This is a notable development.
Analysts said Sadr, formerly a
firebrand, could become a moderating, cross-sectarian figure. The
prospect of these elections has not
proven this point but it has placed
Sadr further from religious politics than many expected his background would allow. Ironically,
Sadr, a former militia leader, criticised Abadi’s initial decision to ally
with the PMF as potentially sectarian.
Because of recent events, Abadi is
looking less moderate. His decision
to ally with the PMF seemed rash
and ill-judged and is likely to enflame sectarian tensions in a country where Shia militias and rogue
elements within the armed forces

Iraq’s politics are
fragmented, with
more than 100 parties
likely to field
candidates in the
upcoming elections.

have committed war crimes under
the cover of the anti-ISIS campaign.
Hawez noted that those developments “have made many question
Prime Minister Abadi and his seriousness about combating corruption and taking back Iraq to its old
glorious days.”
Hawez said he believed Abadi
“[still has] a serious chance to depend on his victories against the
Islamic State but more importantly
on stopping (the) Kurdish move for
statehood and successfully regaining the oil-rich city of Kirkuk from
Kurds.”
Observers should remain cautious. The elections are still not
near and what seem like settled
truths can change very rapidly.
Michael Knights, a fellow at
the Washington Institute for Near
East Policy, said: “The key thing
to remember about pre-electoral
coalitions is that they don’t mean
a lot. All the action happens after
the election, behind closed doors,
when the lists can recombine to
ratify the next prime minister.”
“The story was all about Prime
Minister Abadi and how he wanted
to present himself in the election

— head of Dawa or independent of
Dawa. He couldn’t get the first, so
he settled for the second,” Knights
said.
Knights noted that the linking
of Abadi to the PMF “immediately
raised red flags everywhere — internationally and inside Iraq — and
was not necessary (as they can just
do it after the election if they still
want to).”
Hawez said two factors would determine whether Abadi will be able
to remain prime minister.
“First, how [many] votes he and
his coalition will get versus Maliki
and PMU (acronym for the PMF)
coalitions and how much he will be
able to form a strong alliance postelection with… Muqtada al-Sadr
and Ammar al-Hakim and other
Sunni and Kurdish parties,” said
Hawez.
In the post-election coalition
negotiations, Abadi may be able to
rely on his war record and political
skill but his temporary dalliance
with the PMF may make many, in
Iraq and around the world, question his judgment.
James Snell is a British journalist.

We have had elections in Iraq, now we need democracy

I

raqis are still debating
whether the country was
better off prior to the 2003
US-led invasion that toppled
Saddam Hussein, when the
country was less free but
arguably more stable.
Some argue that having strong
leaders kept the country safer for
decades while democracy has
opened Pandora’s box and exposed
Iraq to a sectarian civil war as well
as terrorism, leaving little room for
enjoying gained freedoms. Others say the price of freedom and
democracy was worth it and that
the present is better than the rosetinted view of the past.
Both views appear to be based
on the wrong assumption that
there is an actual democracy in
Iraq. This assumption has led to
prescribing the wrong fixes for
Iraq’s continuous woes.
Those who blame the country’s
ills on democracy have no clear
alternative: They can’t turn back
time nor raise the dead. We are
where we are today because of the
mistakes of the past. They must
look to the future if they want to
see better days.
There are many “strong men”
today claiming to know what’s

best for the country, so who gets
to decide who will lead and how?
There is no road map on how to
violently overthrow a government
and forever hold on to yours. Only
one of Iraq’s post-monarchy leaders lived to see his “retirement”
days. Insurgencies may disrupt the
lives of your opponents but they
do not improve your own.
Those who assert that Iraq is
democratic base their claims on
the fact that the country has been
having elections since 2005. Voting
alone does not guarantee having
a democratic process. Democracy
must reflect the will of the winning
majority without overriding the
rights and freedoms of electoral
losers. The fact that majority rule is
better than minority rule does not
mean that the former should be
non-inclusive. Elections may have
winners and losers but democracy
is not a zero-sum game.
All of that is assuming that having — as well as running in — elections was free and fair. Many Sunni
Arabs who boycotted previous
elections in Iraq did so because the
candidates that they would have
voted for were against the US occupation and thus were not going to
run in 2005. This led some voters

to distrust the political system that
has resulted.
Subsequently, with the rise of
displaced Sunni Arabs as a result
of the insurgency in their areas,
many voters did not get the chance
to cast their ballot even when they
wanted to. That problem remains
stronger than ever today and Sunni
Arabs have been joined by Turkmen and other minorities whose
lives have yet to return to normalcy following the rise and fall of the
Islamic State, which had sought to
hijack the Sunni cause.
The Kurdish minority, which has
long complained of discrimination at the hands of Arab rulers, is
finding itself accused of abusing
minorities in the areas controlled
by the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG). In fact, many Kurds
are looking for alternatives to the
two dominant parties there, albeit
with difficulties as those two parties control the KGR’s peshmerga
and allow little room for fair competition.
The KRG vote on Kurdistan
independence, which was backed
by a majority of Kurds, was seen by
many as undemocratic because it
did not give Iraqis elsewhere a say
on whether the country as a whole

should break up.
The ethnic and sectarian tensions have led many Iraqis to give
their votes to parties that match
more their backgrounds instead
of voting for candidates based on
their election manifestos or political agendas.
Many members of the Shia community, who, too, have complained
of discrimination prior to 2003,
have yet to find utopia despite being ruled by Shia-led governments
for more than a decade. With the
rise of the strength of Iran-backed
Shia militias, other communities
are questioning their country’s independence, let alone democracy.
Iraqis across ethnic and sectarian
lines have been questioning the
transparency of elections, amid allegations of irregularities, fraud or
bias in the voting system and those
who oversee it.
The only way forward for Iraq
is to take more steps towards an
all-inclusive democracy, based
on free and fair elections that all
the components of the population
trust. Only then can Iraqis begin
to seriously address the country’s
problems. We have not reached
there yet but we definitely should
not be going back.
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In Lebanon’s parliamentary elections, independent
candidates hope to shake up the political status quo
Kareem Chehayeb
Beirut

A

s Lebanon approaches
its first parliamentary
elections since 2009,
independent
candidates and movements
fuelled by years of political deadlock are eager to take part.
While challenging Lebanon’s
political establishment appears to
be a daunting task, independent
candidates are hoping to breathe
new political life into a country
overwhelmed by difficult socioeconomic conditions and political instability.
Lebanon’s National Coalition
was introduced January 19, consisting of at least 11 groups, including protest group You Stink,
which emerged from Lebanon’s
garbage crisis of 2015.
“We believe in a democratic,
civic and just country that is capable of governing its entire lands,”
a member of the coalition said,
asking to remain anonymous.
Another actor involved in the
coalition is Li Baladi (For My
Country), which includes familiar activists, such as Tarek Ammar, who ran with Beirut Madinati during the 2016 municipality
elections.
Away from Beirut, in the ChoufAley district, public relations
professional and activist Mark
Daou has publicly discussed his
candidacy and campaign. Having worked alongside local activist groups, he said he hopes
to push for better infrastructure
in the predominantly rural area.
He initially geared up to run for
parliament when elections were
scheduled in 2013. However, he
said that things have only worsened since.
“Three major issues are most
dominant in the Aley area,” Daou
said. “The old landfill in Naameh,
the new landfill in Costa Brava
and you have the quarries and cement factories planned to be built
in Ain Dara.” The cement factory,
often referred to as the “the factory of death,” is a public health
and environmental concern.
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Suspicions are
growing that the
elections may be
delayed as Beirut’s
political class
seeks to avoid
being held
accountable for
past failures.

Evolving landscape. Lebanon’s State Minister of Women’s Affairs Jean Oghassabian speaks
during a conference on women’s participation in politics at Kempinski Summerland Hotel in Beirut,
on January 17. 											
(AP)
Lawyer Nadine Moussa ran for
president in 2014. Four years later, she is determined to become
an MP for the Metn region. Under a campaign called “Taneesh”
(“To Live”), she said that Lebanon’s solutions boil down to “political will.”
For Moussa, Lebanon’s political
class demands too great a slice of
the pie. “Lebanese people, perhaps except for the [richest] 1%,
are deprived of their basic rights,”
Moussa said. “All this is public
funds that can be used for better public education, universal
health care and retirement social
security.”
Paul Abi Rashed played a highprofile role during Lebanon’s infamous garbage protests in 2015.
Now he’s running for parliament
in a movement called “A New

Page for Lebanon.” Abi Rached,
head of environmental NGO
T.E.R.R.E. Liban said it was a natural progression for him to run for
office, following years of work at
the grass-roots level.

Independent
candidates are hoping
to breathe new
political life into a
country overwhelmed
by difficult socioeconomic conditions
and political
instability.

“We are now touring different
towns [in Metn] alongside experts to make sure we prepare to
take on emergency issues,” Abi
Rached said. “None of the existing political parties and MPs have
fulfilled their duties… so there is a
need [for change] in parliament.”
Another lawyer and activist,
Nayla Geagea, said she was a “potential candidate” for Li Baladi,
adding that the political establishment has failed. “These parties have not been able to create
a clear plan for the country,” Geagea said. “There was never proper
(post-war) reconciliation… The
divisions we are seeing today are
worse than those of the war.”
The new parties also hope to
shake up Lebanon’s political
gender divide. Only four of the
country’s 128 MPs are women.

Lebanon’s recently passed electoral law did not include a women’s quota to increase representation.
A State Ministry for Women’s
Affairs was formed in the cabinet
but Minister Jean Oghassabian, a
man, leads it. He expects that “at
least 20” women will be voted
into the new parliament.
These candidates expect better.
“Women are prevented from taking any key decision-making positions in society,” Moussa said.
“This is because of our patriarchal society.”
A quota is not enough for Geagea, who suggested that traditional political parties could
use female candidates to “sugar
coat” their slates. In contrast,
Li Baladi adheres to evenly splitting candidate lists along gender
lines.
Olfat el-Sabeh, a business law
professor, said she was inspired
to fight for gender equality from
experience. She was forcefully
dropped from school at 16 to get
married, though, with determination, she eventually earned a law
degree.
Given Lebanon’s confessional
system, the minimum age for
marriage is applied based on
religious and not civil law. We
are [also] preparing to present a
[draft] law against domestic violence,” Sabeh said. “We will push
people to boycott electoral lists
that do not include women in
them.”
Voters won’t line up at the polls
until May 6. However, Lebanon’s
political scene looks drastically
changed after a 5-year delay in
elections. In the time that has
elapsed, a new generation will
vote for the first time.
In the face of deteriorating
socioeconomic conditions and
political deadlock, various new
and independent blocs that are
emerging are promising an interesting summer for Lebanon’s
long-stagnant political scene.
Kareem Chehayeb is a political
analyst in Lebanon. His website
is www.kareemchehayeb.com
and he can be followed on
Twitter at @chehayebk.

Political realignment in Lebanon ahead of elections

A

lmost 100 days
separate Lebanon
from its parliamentary elections, the
first since 2009.
The current parliament’s mandate
has been extended twice on the
pretext of security concerns. Now,
despite those extensions and the
immediacy of the coming vote,
suspicions are growing that the
elections may be delayed as Beirut’s political class seeks to avoid
being held accountable for past
failures.
The garbage crisis significantly widened the yawning gulf
between the people and those
elected to govern them. Likewise,
persistent power failures that
blight all of Lebanon, despite the
millions of dollars lavished upon
the sector since the 1990s, have
done little to endear the country’s
politicians to the people.
Abroad, Hezbollah continues
its foreign adventures, risking
calamity for Lebanon with every
advance against a foreign power.
Within the country, the infrastructure is collapsing as hundreds of
thousands of refugees exacerbate
the situation further.
For these reasons and many
more, Lebanon’s political parties
would prefer to avoid the direct
judgment of the electorate or are

seeking refuge from the public
glare within a series of shifting
political alliances.
The Ministry of Interior announced its readiness to have elections on May 6. Candidates can officially announce their candidacy
by February 6. The new electoral
law mandates that candidates be
organised on lists. Candidates are
prohibited from running as independents.
It’s a situation that encourages
alliances. In recent weeks, much
talk has been given to a potential
alliance of the “big five” — the Free
Patriotic Movement (FPM), which
is the party of President Michel
Aoun; the Future Movement,
which is the party of Prime Minister Saad Hariri; the Amal Movement, the party of the Speaker Nabih Berri; the Progressive Socialist
Party headed by Walid Jumblatt;
and Hezbollah.
In a recently televised interview, Jumblatt said that such a
group would lead to the isolation
of other, smaller groups, such as
the Lebanese Forces. Lebanon’s
experience of having various
political parties sidelined achieved
nothing but furthering the cycles
of violence that have dogged
the country, he said. Preserving
stability was a preferred policy for
Jumblatt.
What appears certain, no matter

what happens before the election,
is that Lebanon’s traditional system of political division appears
over. Previously, Lebanon’s political groups were lumped together
into two broad camps: the March
8 and March 14 alliances. It’s a
system that appears to have an
ingrained failure within its framework, with repeated shortcomings
failing to advance the Lebanese
cause.
Despite this, there is increasing
inferences that Saudi Arabia may
be considering holding the March
14 group together, hoping that it
can heal the ruptured alliance between its principal Lebanese allies,
Hariri and leader of the Christian
Lebanese Forces Samir Geagea.
However, with bad blood boiling
between the two since Hariri’s unexpected sojourn last November in
Saudi Arabia, plus the ostensible
rapprochement between him and
an ally close to the March 8 group
— Aoun — the future of the former
alliance appears dubious.
Irrespective of any political
detente between prime minister
and president, is Aoun’s relationship with Hezbollah. The group
has been a staunch ally of his
since 2006, with the president
rewarding its support by publicly
downplaying its role in the Syrian
war and justifying its retention of
weapons.

Clearly, for this and countless
other reasons, this is a problem
for Hariri and not least because
of how it might play in Riyadh.
Following his recent abrupt resignation announcement and the
deterioration of his relations with
Saudi Arabia, Hariri cannot afford
either a direct or indirect alliance
with Hezbollah, a group accused
by the Saudis of interfering in
the Yemen war in support of the
Houthis.
Amid this shuffling of alliances and deal-making, new
civil society groups are emerging, gathering their forces to
participate in the upcoming vote.
While an unknown quantity, their
involvement looks to add an extra
challenge to the elections. It could
widen the political appeal of the
parliament beyond the stale clique
of old faces with the possibility of
turning huge parliamentary blocs
into smaller dispersed heterogeneous groups.
Despite these early manoeuvres, confident predictions are
hard to make. Once the lists are
officially announced and the
nominees known, more will
become clear. For now, all we have
is speculation. What is certain is
that the new electoral system is
an unpredictable adventure for
Lebanon’s ailing and calcified
democracy.
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Why are Egypt’s
Salafists backing Sisi?
Amr Emam

Cairo

A

Getting out the vote. Employees of the ISIE election body work at an outreach booth at a shopping
mall in Tunis, last August. 									
(AFP)

Tunisia’s long-delayed
municipal vote turns
focus to local politics

Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

P

olitical parties are looking to back independent
candidates in Tunisia’s
upcoming
municipal
elections but strict regulations and fear of government
backlash have discouraged many
from taking part.
“The first obstacle is assembling a candidacy list that by law
respects parity between men and
women and other stringent conditions,” said Hamdi Sabri, an
independent candidate in Manouba, outside Tunis.
The biggest obstacle to attracting new voters is their concern
that participation could lead to
unwanted scrutiny or hassle, he
said.
“When I approached locals who
carry influence with voters, like
cafe owners, traders or taxi drivers, to be part of my list, they said,
‘I support you but I cannot be on
your list,’” Sabri said. “Despite
democracy and freedoms, people
still fear the power of the government and the parties in power.”
“They told me: ‘Why should I
put myself in trouble by joining
you? Who guarantees me that the
authorities will not come to check
whether I paid my taxes, respected the municipal construction
code or other things?’”
Tunisia’s election law stipulates
that municipal elections — the
first since Tunisia’s revolution in
2011 — impose strict limits on the
number of candidates a given party can nominate per municipality.
Some parties, to widen their electoral base of support, are including independent candidates in
their lists.
The election law also includes
measures to ensure parity between men and women and empower other minority groups,
such as those with disabilities.
While the law has been praised
for helping promote equal representation, it serves as another
hurdle for prospective candidates
in rural communities, where
women are less likely to participate in politics.
“My experience has taught me
that these measures are benefiting the two biggest parties,” said
Sabri, referring to the secularist

Nidaa Tounes and Islamist Ennahda parties.
Sabri was previously a local official with Nidaa Tounes but left
the party after it announced its
alliance with Ennahda before the
2014 presidential elections. He
said “the repeated delays of the
municipal elections… show that
“the elites in power fear the resurgence of new elites at the local
level.”
Originally scheduled for October 2016, Tunisia’s local elections
have been repeatedly delayed due
to bureaucratic problems.
The first stage of the elections,
scheduled for May 6, will have
7,000
municipal
councillors
elected from around the country.
Polls to select regional and interregional councils are to follow.
For the first time, police, military
and security services will be allowed to participate in the polls.

If successful, the
elections will go a long
way towards
transferring power to
local communities in
Tunisia.
Many Tunisians said they hope
that decentralising power would
address one of the country’s most
persistent problems — regional inequality. It has given rise to mass
unemployment and cries of government neglect in many rural
areas, particularly among youth.
The Tunisian Constitution, approved after the 2011 uprising
that toppled former President
Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali, expanded
the prerogative of local authorities, granting them constitutional
power similar to the parliament
and judiciary.
Advocates of decentralisation
say the long overdue municipal
elections could bring in a sweeping change in the country by creating opportunities and initiatives at the local level.
If successful, the elections will
go a long way towards transferring power to local communities
in Tunisia, which, despite seven
years of democracy, has one of
the most centralised governments in the Arab region.

As inequality persists between
the relatively prosperous coastal
regions and the rest of the country, this has increasingly become
a political demand around the
country but the success of local
development goals depends on
the goodwill of the ruling political elites, intellectuals and activists at large.
Regarding the upcoming vote,
some intellectuals expressed fear
that giving too much power to
local communities could lead to
tribal and regional antagonism,
while others were wary of local
authorities’ ability to collect and
distribute additional revenue
needed for development programmes.
However, most politicians and
intellectuals agreed that delaying
the transfer of power to local entities would worsen the impasse of
Tunisia’s democratic transition.
“The deadlock of Tunisia’s
democratic transition is induced
from the current rules of the political game that benefits the elites
but plunges the most number of
Tunisians into despair as they are
seeing no light at the end of the
tunnel,” said Moncef Djaziri, a researcher at Lausanne University.
On January 21, more than 40
prominent intellectuals and artists began an initiative urging voters to support anti-Islamist forces
ahead of the local elections, saying it could be “the last hope” to
alter the “political landscape.”
Tunisia’s coalition government
includes the secularist Nidaa
Tounes party and the Islamist Ennahda.
For the local elections, 11 political groups, including Al Moubadara (Initiative), led by former
Foreign Minister Kamel Morjane,
and Al Badil (Alternative), headed
by former Prime Minister Mehdi
Jomaa, agreed to back independent candidates in 48 constituencies, which account for 40% of
the approximately 5 million registered voters.
Ennahda and Nidaa Tounes,
which are rivals in the local polls,
announced that almost half the
candidates on their lists were “independents.”
Candidates
are
to
begin
submitting lists for approval
February 15-22. Campaigning is
to begin in March and military
and police personnel are to vote
April 29.

campaign by Salafists to
rally support for Egyptian President Abdel
Fattah al-Sisi’s re-election bid comes as no
surprise to those observing relations between the ultra-orthodox
group and the Egyptian regime.
Egypt’s Salafists remain the most
organised Islamist political force
in the country following the 2013
designation of the Muslim Brotherhood as a terrorist organisation.
The group backed the 2013 ouster
of Muslim Brotherhood-aligned
President Muhammad Morsi and
supported Sisi throughout his presidency.
“It is easy to see this alliance in
the way Sisi’s regime treats the
Salafists,” said Khaled Montaser, a
TV commentator and anti-Islamist
campaigner, “but to tell the truth,
this alliance is confusing to everybody.”
There are millions of Salafists in
Egypt. A Salafist coalition of parties
won more than 7.5 million votes in
Egypt’s first parliamentary elections after the 2011 revolution.
Although the Salafists and Muslim Brotherhood are both Islamists, political infighting meant
there was always tension between
the two sides, with the Salafists ultimately backing Morsi’s ouster in
2013.

Salafist parties, such as
the once-powerful
Al-Nour Party, remain
in parliament but have
been greatly weakened
from their 2013 heyday.
Since then the Salafists have
been largely absolved from a major
crackdown on Islamists, maintaining a presence in Egypt’s mosques,
despite calls from liberals and secularists to bar their presence.
Salafist leaders appear on television, speak at public gatherings
and give interviews to newspapers.
Salafist parties, such as the oncepowerful Al-Nour Party, remain in
parliament but have been greatly
weakened from their 2013 heyday.
“The authorities mysteriously
turn a blind eye to growing Salafist
presence,” said Gaber Asfour, a former Egyptian minister of culture.
“They may be playing with fire in
doing this.”
After the 2011 uprising against
Hosni Mubarak, the Salafists broke
a tradition of refraining from political participation and formed political parties, including Al-Nour, and
began to lobby publicly for a stricter interpretation of Islam.
In 2012, the Salafist-led Islamist bloc won 127 seats in Egypt’s
498-seat parliament and, together
with the Brotherhood’s Freedom

and Justice Party, controlled about
two-thirds of the seats of the legislature.
In post-Mubarak Egypt, there
was a belief that this was a makeor-break moment.
“This was a new beginning for
all political forces,” said Yasser alBorhamy, the deputy head of the
Salafist Call, the mother movement
of all Salafist groups. “Like all other
forces, the Salafists were dreaming
of having their space on the political stage.”
However, when popular protests
erupted against the Brotherhood in
2013, the Salafists quickly changed
alliances and backed Morsi’s ouster.
Sisi warmly welcomed an alliance with the Salafists, observers
said, because he was keen to discredit claims by the Brotherhood
that in backing the uprising against
Morsi, the army under his leadership was waging war against Islam.
Sisi also courted the Sufis to belie the same claims. An observant
Muslim, the Egyptian president
embraces a more moderate interpretation of Islam and has often
led calls for Egypt’s religious institutions to modernise and reform.
Such calls, including a well-publicised 2015 push for a “religious
revolution,” seem to contradict the
alliance with the Salafists.
“The Salafists have a very strict
interpretation of Islam and to allow them to expand their influence
is dangerous,” Asfour said. “They
spit their venom at the mosques
and prepare the next generation of
terrorists at a time we pay dearly
because of terrorism.”
There are questions regarding
the Salafists’ position towards
Egypt’s Coptic Christian minority,
which also strongly backs Sisi, and
government attempts to promote
female employment.
The Salafists’ recent opposition
to the appointment of Egypt’s first
female culture minister was strongly condemned by many Egyptians.
Last October, Salafists opposed
the appointment of a Christian
woman as a school principal in the
central province of Minya. There
has been Salafist opposition to the
appointment of Coptic Christians
to senior positions.
Borhamy said Egypt’s media
were biased against the Salafists
and sought to tarnish their reputation at a time when anti-Islamist
sentiment was rife.
“The Salafists do not pose danger
to society like these people claim,”
Borhamy said. “We support the
government to protect our country.”
However, Montaser warned that
the Salafists’ continued presence
on Egypt’s political scene served to
promote division.
“The Salafists must be the target
of the next religious and cultural
war,” Montaser said. “Salafist influence needs to be trimmed; otherwise we will all pay the price.”
Amr Emam is a Cairo-based
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

Problematic support. A file picture shows Salafist leader Yasser
al-Borhamy (C) walking with his supporters in Alexandria. (Reuters)
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Erdogan’s Afrin incursion has a dangerous domestic logic

Yavuz Baydar

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

So long as the Afrin
incursion appears
to be a “sustainable
conflict,” Erdogan
will have the
control he wants
over the narrative
of the triple
election that lies
ahead.

T

he objectives of
Turkey’s incursion
into the mainly Kurdish enclave of Afrin
in Syria may seem
confusing but Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s long-term strategy
and domestic political calculations
are perfectly clear.
Erdogan, his top general, Hulusi
Akar, and the president’s spokesman, Ibrahim Kalın, have all spoken of a continuing operation with
an open-ended timetable and no
change “until not a single terrorist is left in the area.” This means
that Turkish forces will remain in
the mainly Kurdish-populated,
900km-long strip on the Syrian
side of the border for the foreseeable future.
It is futile to ask if the strategy is
viable. The Turkish government’s
focus is elsewhere. So long as the
Afrin incursion appears to be a
“sustainable conflict,” Erdogan will
have the control he wants over the
narrative of the triple election that
lies ahead. Elections at the local,
national and presidential level will
define Erdogan’s political future, as
well as his international legitimacy.
It seems unlikely that he will win
big. Pollsters say that if Erdogan’s
Justice and Development Party
(AKP) loses in major cities in local
elections in early 2019, it may have
a domino effect. Everyone knows
that Erdogan can’t afford to lose
any ground and might respond to
unfavourable electoral verdicts
by cracking down even further on
democracy. There is also the fear
that Erdogan might respond to
reverses by consolidating power by
undemocratic means.
In the June 2015 general election,
Erdogan suffered the ignominious

Sustainable move. Turkish Army tanks enter Afrin in northern Syria, on January 22. 		
loss of his party’s parliamentary
majority. The Kurdish Peoples’
Democratic Party (HDP) entered
parliament with 80 deputies, the
same as the hard-line Nationalist
Movement Party (MHP). The inconclusive election allowed Erdogan to
raise the stakes — and tensions — in
the campaign for a second vote just
five months later. His AKP swept
back to single-party government.
Now, sensing trouble once more,
Erdogan is using the same tools.
However, the stakes are higher.
Having forged an alliance that
can only be described as a “militarist-Islamist-nationalist consortium” and secure in the support of
90% of the media, Erdogan began
an armed conflict across Turkey’s
borders. In practice that means

the current state of emergency has
been upgraded to a de facto state
of war.
The secular main-opposition
Republican People’s Party (CHP)
wholeheartedly supports the
incursion but the inherent dangers
are obvious. While the conflict
continues, Erdogan can use his
constitutional powers to extend
the state of emergency and dominate domestic political discourse
until the elections.
Respected Turkish pollsters such
as KONDA suggest Erdogan may
postpone local elections to after
the national polls. Almost everyone points to the danger of having
elections while emergency rule is
imposed on Turkey.
The conflict also provides

(AP)

grounds for further oppression
of Kurdish political segments in
Turkey. HDP and its approximately
6 million voters are in a bind; the
more they take to the streets, the
more support for Erdogan. It’s possible that the Afrin incursion will
prepare the ground for the HDP to
be stripped of its right to function
as a legitimate, democratic political
party. This would escalate tensions
in the country.
With US policy in the region at
a low point and Russia playing
a shrewd game on the regional
chessboard, Turkey appears to
be entering a phase of dangerous
vulnerability. For Erdogan, who
is preoccupied with consolidating
power, this seems to matter not
at all.

Child abuse has a lot to do with Turkey’s society and politics
Constanze Letsch

is a contributor to The Arab Weekly
in Istanbul.

A

recently revealed
scandal about an
Istanbul hospital
allegedly covering up
dozens of pregnancies of underage girls
reignited discussions
in Turkey about child marriages and
sexual abuse of children, with critics
accusing the government of failing
to protect society’s most vulnerable
members.
The scandal, first reported January 17 by the Hurriyet newspaper,
details how the Kanuni Sultan Suleyman Training and Research Hospital in the Kucukcekmece district
treated 115 pregnant underage girls,
39 of whom were Syrian nationals,
in the first five months of 2017. The
reports came out after a psychologist working at the hospital contacted the Kucukcekmece prosecutor’s office. Women’s and children’s
rights activists said the case was just
the tip of the iceberg.

Public outcry. Protesters show their painted hands and raise
banners that read “Keep your hands off from a child’s body” (L)
and “Don’t protect the rapists” (R) during a protest in front of the
Turkish Parliament in Ankara. 			
(Reuters)

The Turkish government has
launched an investigation into the
alleged cover-up by hospital staff.
“If anyone is responsible, they will
be brought to justice,” said Turkish
Health Minister Ahmet Demircan
(Flying Broom Woman’s Communication and Research Association).
The Kucukcekmece prosecutor’s
office announced that investigations
into two civil servants had been initiated and both the Turkish health
and family ministries have started
probes into the case.
However, critics said the problem
of widespread child abuse in Turkey
points to deeper, structural problems. Selen Dogan of the women’s
rights advocacy group Ucan Supurge
Kadin Iletisim ve Arastirma Dernegi,
said Turkish authorities lacked
the political will, a sustainable or
efficient strategy and the necessary
expertise to combat child abuse.
The government has frequently
been defensive when confronted
with cases of abuse and violence
against women and children.
“They’d rather blame the media
for stirring up criticism while arguing that they were already working
on the issue. They try to cover it up,
reject all responsibility, keep the
problem silent,” Dogan said. “That
cannot be the stance of a public
institution. By trying to cover up the
problem, they become complicit in
the crime.”
Hospitals in Turkey are required
to inform authorities of pregnancies involving girls under the age of
18. If they are under the age of 15,
the cases are automatically treated
as sexual abuse. In all other cases,
however, Turkish law leaves it to
health staff to decide if the pregnant
girl had been subject to threats,
violence or other forms of coercion.
Only then or if the girl or her legal
guardian decides will the police be
notified of the underage pregnancy.
Legal experts warned that approach protected the perpetrators
rather than the victims.
“There are many reasons why a
victim of abuse would not dare to

speak up or why the legal guardians
of the child would want to keep a
possible crime silent,” said Gulseren
Yoleri, a human rights lawyer who
heads the Istanbul branch of the
Human Rights Association (IHD).
“This is why the legal differentiation between children under 15 and
children between the ages of 15 and
18 urgently needs to be changed.”
In the Kucukcekmece hospital
scandal, 38 children were under
the age of 15 when they conceived,
Hurriyet reported. “According to the
UN Convention on the Rights of the
Child, which Turkey has ratified,
everyone under the age of 18 is a
child,” Yoleri said.
Adding to the problem, she said,
was the issue of child marriage,
which is seen as normal in Turkey. It
is ignored, or even facilitated, both
by public institutions and civil law.
Research by the Women’s Research
Centre at Ankara’s Gazi University in
2015 showed how child marriages in
Turkey were often used to cover up
sexual abuse. In Turkey, the minimum age for marriage is 17 for both
men and women but exceptions can
be made with the consent of legal
guardians.
Turkey last November implemented a controversial law that
allows state-registered religious
scholars to conduct civil marriage
ceremonies, a proposal slammed by
critics for facilitating child marriag-

The government
has frequently
been defensive
when confronted
with cases of abuse
and violence
against women
and children.

es and the sexual abuse of underage
girls.
Turkish women’s rights groups
said that many child brides in Turkey come from Syrian families who
entered the country as refugees and
are especially vulnerable to abuse
and exploitation.
In January, the Directorate of
Religious Affairs, Diyanet, caused
public outcry after saying that girls
as young as 9 could marry under Islamic law. The institution later said
that it was only referring to points
of Islamic law and that it did not
endorse early marriages.
Opposition politicians and activists in Turkey have long decried the
instrumentalisation of religion in
politics by the ruling Justice and Development Party (AKP) and warned
that the country was regressing in
many areas, such as education and
women’s rights.
“This conservative turn did not
happen overnight,” said Dogan,
“but there is one thing we need
to remember: We talk about child
abuse, about the murder of women,
about online violence, about war
and violent conflict. What we have
to ask ourselves is: ‘What we are
protecting with this conservatism?’
The people have to ask themselves
about the consequences of their
choices.”
Dozens of women’s and children’s
rights organisations around the
country were shut down after the
state issued an emergency decree
following the failed military coup of
July 15, 2016. Human rights defenders were detained, with some still in
pretrial detention.
“This has had an additional
detrimental effect on our work,”
said Yoleri. “These NGOs and associations not only help to lobby
against rights abuses and create
public awareness but they also
collect the necessary data and have
the expertise to inform politicians,
government offices and therefore
are able to achieve important policy
changes. The closures have left a
big hole in that area.”
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Iran
Tehran cracking down on IRGC’s business networks

Francis Ghilès

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

Some economists
estimate that the
IRGC’s network of
companies could
be valued at $100
billion, which
would account for
as much as onethird of the
Iranian economy.

T

he crackdown on the
sprawling business
empire of Iran’s
Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps
(IRGC) began more
than a year ago but,
until recently, remained discreet
to avoid undermining the guards,
one of the most powerful arms of
the Islamic Republic’s regime.
It started when Iranian President Hassan Rohani, a pragmatist, told Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei about the vast
wealth individuals affiliated with
the IRGC had accumulated across
many sectors of the economy,
such as oil and gas, including
through the construction of oil
tankers (Sadra, or Iran Marine Industrial Company), telecommunications (Etemad-e-Mobin bought
a majority share in Iran’s state
telecommunications company
for $7.8 billion in 2009), health,
agriculture and petrochemicals.
Some economists estimate that
the IRGC’s network of companies
could be valued at $100 billion,
which would account for as
much as one-third of the Iranian
economy.
The IRGC’s involvement in the
economy can be traced to the
end of the Iran-Iraq war in the
1980s when commanders were
rewarded with contracts to build
roads, dams and bridges to help
reconstruct the country.
The IRGC’s business interests
rapidly spread during the presidency of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad
(2005-13), a populist hardliner,
when the corps was awarded
state projects in such key strategic sectors as oil, gas and telecom.
The telecom company became
a cash cow to fund the IRGC
and its allies even as the rule
of Ahmadinejad was tarnished
by widespread allegations of
corruption. International sanctions were tightened during his
presidency, which afforded those
linked to the centres of power in
the regime opportunities to use
their networks to get involved in
murky sanctions-busting deals,
including selling crude.
Rohani had been convinced
well before his re-election last
year of the need to bring the IRGC
under the general umbrella of
the economy and give it projects
only under certain competitive
conditions.
The level of unaccountability
and power of the IRGC’s business interests was “eating up the
economy,” one observer said.
In a telling comment, a prominent businessman quipped that
“Rohani wanted the guards to
be a strong military body and a
powerful anti-terrorism force in

Leviathan. Iranian President Hassan Rohani (C) attends the inauguration of a newly built extension
of the port of Chabahar in south-eastern Iran, last December.					
(AP)
the Middle East but not to import
cosmetics.”
Last August, Rohani increased
the official budget for the IRGC’s
ballistic missile programme and
overseas military campaigns to
placate the corps and counter the
argument that it needed businesses to fund its operations in
Syria and Iraq.
Having the restructuring overseen by Major-General Mohammad Bagheri, chairman of the
Armed Forces General Staff, who
is responsible for the IRGC and
the conventional military, was
intended to show the process is
being carried out by a bipartisan
institution.
Khamenei’s backing is essential
because if the IRGC’s business interests are not rolled back today,
they will take full control after
the leader’s death.
Khamenei appears to have put
his weight behind Rohani’s repeated calls for reduced military
and IRGC involvement in the
economy after the recent antigovernment protests. He ordered
the IRGC to divest from commercial holdings and businesses not
related to their core tasks, except
for construction projects considered essential by the government.
The move helps address the
protesters’ grievances that were
sparked in part by losses suffered

by many Iranians because of the
collapse of fraudulent financial
institutions with links to IRGC
and other public institutions.
Many financial institutions lured
investors with high interest rates
they could not pay.
The big question is whether
Khamenei’s order will sweeten
Iranian efforts to persuade
Europe to put into place legal
measures that would allow EU
companies to invest in the Islamic
Republic even if the United States
imposes new sanctions and
withdraws from the 2015 agreement meant to curb Iran’s nuclear
programme.
European signatories to that
agreement, notably France, Germany and the United Kingdom,
share many US concerns about
the role of the IRGC in Syria, Iraq
and elsewhere in the Middle East
and the fact that it runs the country’s ballistic missile programme.
So far it has insisted that the
agreement should be maintained.
Senior commanders are, some observers said, aware that their poor
management has been a drag on
the economy.
For Iran to see continued
merit in the deal, it would have
to believe that European companies would remain interested in
investing in the Islamic Republic,
which would require the Euro-

pean Union adopting legislation
shielding European companies
from US secondary sanctions that
would target non-American entities in Iran.
Will Europe attempt to secure
from the United States exceptions
to the potential sanctions modelled on the US penalties imposed
on Russia that provide relief
from enforcement for European
companies?
This would be modelled on
the blocking regulation adopted
by the European Union in 1996
that thwarted US President Bill
Clinton’s attempt to force Europe
and others to abide by US sanctions on Libya, Iran and Cuba.
The regulation made it illegal for
European companies to abide
by US sanctions, gave them legal
cover to refuse payment of US
fines and opened the door to the
EU penalising US companies in
retaliation.
The next few months will tell
whether Europe dares confront
US President Donald Trump if
he does not renew US sanctions
relief in May. The fundamental
question is whether Europe will
dare have a policy at odds with
that of the United States if it considers that its vital security and
economic interests are not best
served by a hard-line but
wayward president.

Moscow emerging as winner in Syria, Iran losing influence

Ali Alfoneh

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

With a minimal
level of
commitment,
Moscow is
maximising its
influence in Syria
and the rest of the
Middle East.

D

espite all the blood
and treasure Tehran and its allied
Shia militias have
sacrificed in Syria,
Moscow is emerging
as the victor in the
struggle for supremacy in Syria and
in the Middle East as a whole. Iran
is losing its hard-won influence and
Iran’s leaders have only themselves
to blame. After all, Tehran paved
the path for Russia’s regional engagement.
In July 2015, the Assad regime
was on the verge of collapse.
Major-General Qassem Soleimani,
chief commander of the Islamic
Revolutionary Guard Corps’ alQuds Force, headed to Moscow
to meet with Russian President
Vladimir Putin. Al-Quds Force
deals in extraterritorial operations but the exact nature of the
discussion between the two men
is not publicly known. However, in
September that year, Russian aircraft began a systematic bombing
campaign against militant groups

opposed to the Syrian government.
For a time, there was a convergence of interests between Tehran
and Moscow. Russian air support
was instrumental in Iranian and
allied Shia militia offensives in the
Syrian civil war. The Assad regime
survived and the opposition
groups — especially those
receiving modest military training
and equipment from the United
States — were decimated.
The Russo-Iranian axis was a
marriage of convenience, not a
strategic alliance. Before long, their
conflicting considerations became
evident.
In November 2015, Russian Foreign Ministry spokeswoman Maria
Zakharova said Moscow did not
“insist” on keeping Assad in power,
a clear indication that Putin was
ready to sacrifice the Syrian president to reach a political solution.
Major-General Mohammad Ali
Jafari, IRGC chief commander,
responded by expressing Iran’s unconditional support for Assad. He
said: “The resistance is completely

dependent upon Bashar Assad in
Syria and we cannot ignore this
issue… After him, we do not have
anyone to fill the void.”
In September 2016, as Russia and
the United States moved closer to a
more coordinated mission in Syria
under the “Joint Implementation
Group,” which allowed for “integrated” yet specified air attacks,
Tehran once again feared being
ditched by Moscow. Major-General
Rahim Safavi, former IRGC chief
commander and military adviser
to Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei,
warned Moscow. It should, he said,
guard against letting itself be “deceived” by the United States, and
“ignore Iran’s interests.”
Ignoring Iran’s interests seems to
be Moscow’s operational mode. In
its latest move on the chessboard,
Russia, which controls the skies
over Syria, allowed Turkish fighter
jets to bomb Kurdish militia targets
around the city of Afrin. The air
operation was followed by Turkish
military incursion into territories
previously held by the US-sup-

ported Kurdish People’s Protection
Units.
Major-General Mohammad
Bagheri, chief of staff of the Iranian armed forces, in a telephone
conversation with his Turkish
counterpart, emphasised that the
incursion should not “pave the
way for the enemies of the Syrian
nation and the Muslim world,
particularly the United States and
its allies.” However, in reality,
Moscow, and not Tehran, calls the
shots in Syria.
With a minimal level of commitment, Moscow is maximising
its influence in Syria and the rest
of the Middle East, playing all
regional players against each other.
This means Tehran is losing ground
with no prospect of benefiting
from its sacrifices.
Had Iran been capable of improving relations with Washington,
Iranian leaders could have played
the great powers off against each
other but there is no indication of
any such manoeuvrability
in Tehran.
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EU lacks cohesive strategy to address ‘migration crisis’
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

T

“

he traditional system
of Europe to screen
and receive refugees
was good enough before the refugee crisis
but, with increased mobility, the
system has collapsed,” warned UN
High Commissioner for Refugees
Filippo Grandi at the World Economic Forum in Davos.
“It has collapsed as a reception
system and as a shared system. Europe has lost the sense of shared
solidarity. Some states do, some
states don’t,” he added.
While various European countries adopted new methods to deal
with migrants and asylum seekers
who continue to flock to the continent, the “migration crisis,” as it has
become known in the Western media, remains pervasive.
A hard-fought agreement between France and the United Kingdom to prevent the formation of
another refugee camp at Calais remains the exception. While such
agreements can only be reactive,
there are deeper issues that address root causes requiring greater
effort from the European Union as
a whole.
The United Kingdom agreed to
pay nearly $55 million for extra security measures, part of a deal that
effectively updates the 2003 Le
Touquet agreement, which shifted
British border control to the French
side of the channel.
The money will go towards extra
security in Calais and around the
channel port, including fencing,
CCTV and other detection technology, with the United Kingdom also
agreeing to accelerate procedures
for accepting legitimate migrants
and asylum seekers — including unaccompanied minors — currently in
limbo in France.
However broader questions remain on how the system would deal
with failed asylum seekers, with
many countries accused of allowing
the free passage of illegal migrants
and failed asylum seekers across
their borders once they reach the
continent.
Several European countries offer
migrants and asylum seekers financial incentives to leave, including
Germany, which has moved to pay
migrants extra until February 28.
Individuals will get about $1,200
and families approximately $3,700
to cover rent or resettlement costs

Unending flow. Migrants sit at the port of Tarifa in southern Spain as they wait to be transported to a police station in Algeciras after
being rescued in the Strait of Gibraltar. 					
in their home countries.
The United Kingdom, Sweden
and Norway pursue similar policies. Figures from the International
Organisation for Migration indicate that 98,403 people returned
to their countries of origin in 2016.
More than half — 54,006 — left from
Germany. Around 39,000 (61%) received cash or benefits at a cost of
$32.7 million.
A study titled “Out of Africa: The
Organisation of Migrant Smuggling
across the Mediterranean” by Cambridge University warned that European attempts to stem the tide of
migration will fail unless they address root causes in the migrants’
countries of origin.
“Criminal justice responses require the adoption of coordinated
tactics involving all countries along
the route to target these localised
clusters of offenders simultaneously,” said report author Paolo Campana.
“This is a market driven by exponential demand and it is that demand which should be targeted,” he
added, calling for Europe to address
the conflicts, instability and poverty
that drive migration.
The study was released the same
week that Europe’s border agency

warned that the number of migrants
and asylum seekers crossing the
western Mediterranean to Europe
is likely to increase in 2018, particularly via Spain. It lacks the refugee
intake services that have been created in Italy and Greece, with many
predicting disaster unless action is
taken now.
“The bad news is in the western
Mediterranean… Spain deserves
more solidarity from the European
Union,” said Fabrice Leggeri, the
director of the European Border
and Coast Guard Agency known as
Frontex.
“Economic migrants don’t want
to end up in a country [Libya] where
there are clashes between armed
groups… There are individual cases
considering finding an alternative
route,” he added.
Frontex said 22,900 people were
detected as they reached Spain via

Several European
countries offer
migrants and asylum
seekers financial
incentives to leave,
including Germany.

Morocco or Algeria in 2017, up from
10,231 in 2016. That figure is expected to be higher in 2018.
The seemingly unending flow
of economic migrants and asylum
seekers into Europe has infiltrated
European politics, with far-right
parties normalising anti-immigration discourse in various election
campaigns in 2017.
This is a trend that is expected
to continue this year with far-right
groups in Italy such as Forza Nuova
and the Northern League relying on
anti-immigration rhetoric to boost
their chances in the March general
election.
“We cannot [accept all asylum
seekers] because we won’t all fit,
so we have to make choices… if our
ethnicity, if our white race, if our society, should continue to exist or if
it should be wiped out,” said rightwing Northern League candidate
for president of Lombardy province
Attilio Fontana to local Radio Padania.
The Northern League, a rightwing nationalist party, is the largest
political party in Veneto and Lombardy in northern Italy.
In Austria, where the far-right,
anti-immigration Freedom Party
is part of the coalition government

(AP)

and head of several ministries, Interior Minister Herbert Kickl faced
criticism after he said that he wanted “basic services centres, suitable
infrastructures that enables us to
concentrate people in the asylum
process in one place.”
His use of the term “concentrate”
was viewed as provocative, given
Austria’s history under Nazism, including the establishment of the
Mauthausen-Gusen concentration
camp where tens of thousands
of people were killed during the
Holocaust. The Freedom Party was
established following the second
world war by former Nazis.
Kickl’s comments came as Freedom Party leader Heinz-Christian
Strache, who is Austria’s vice-chancellor, said migrants should be held
in disused barracks and subjected
to curfews to keep “order” in the
county.
With Europe braced for increased
immigration and hateful far-right
anti-immigration discourse becoming increasingly mainstream, many
are calling on the European Union
to take decisive action to tackle root
causes.
Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in London.

Controversial South London imam rejects ‘extremist’ label
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

W

alking around Lewisham in South
London with Imam
Shakeel Begg is like
accompanying
a
minor celebrity. People stop him in
the street to shake his hand and exchange a few words. However, an
internet search of his name reveals
that the chief imam of the Lewisham Islamic Centre is most wellknown in the media for being an
“extremist,” a label he vehemently
denies.
While Begg remains a controversial figure, it seems that Lewisham’s vibrant Muslim community
has few qualms about the man who
has been their imam for more than
20 years. The Lewisham Islamic
Centre website carries testimonials from churches and synagogues
to local politicians praising the
mosque’s work. So how did Begg
come to be labelled an extremist?
Begg sued the BBC for libel over a
2013 television segment that called
him an “extremist who encourages
religious violence.” The High Court
of Justice ruled against him in 2016

and Justice Charles Haddon-Cave
posited a ten-point definition of extremism that remains the legal one
in the United Kingdom.
The Lewisham imam is one of the
few Muslim public figures that the
media can explicitly label as “extremist” without fear of incurring a
defamation suit. There are several
articles in the media explicitly labelling Begg an extremist, including recent criticisms of a visit by
schoolchildren to the mosque, as
well as the mosque’s role in seeking
to encourage Muslims to volunteer
as foster care parents.
“Instead of looking at it as something positive, that a mosque is engaging with something which there
is a need in society… it is being
spun in a way to make the mosque
look negative,” Begg said.
“How many mosques actually
do that? How many mosques actually engage in this way? It’s quite
unique and amazing and should be
praised rather than criticised.”
Despite the negative media attention, Begg said the 2016 court
ruling has not ultimately affected
the mosque’s work. “To tell you
the truth, in terms of local community groups, it’s been business as
usual,” he said.
“I’ve been here [at the Lewisham

Islamic Centre] for 20 years. The
local community knows me. The
relationship that we have with the
local community has not changed
at all.”
Lewisham is one of the most ethnically diverse areas in England:
Two out of five residents are of
black and minority ethnic origin,
the local authority said. Nearly
18,000 Muslims live in the borough, as of a 2011 census. Begg estimates that about 10,000 converts
— or “reverts” as he calls them —
have embraced Islam through the
Lewisham mosque.

While Begg remains
a controversial
figure, it seems that
Lewisham’s vibrant
Muslim community
has few qualms
about the man.
On average 400-500 people pass
through the mosque daily and its
labyrinthine rooms are filled with
approximately 3,000 worshippers
during Friday prayers. There are
plans to expand the mosque as attendance at Friday prayers now
spill out onto the street.

Begg is extremely proud of the
mosque’s position in the community. The mosque has a nursery, primary school, after-school classes,
a youth centre and gym — even its
own football team.
“We have always had a vision
that the mosque should be modelled on the Prophet’s mosque in
Medina, which was not just a place
for prayers. It was a community
centre and a hub for all activities.
That is our vision,” Begg said.
For Begg, who was brought up
in Lewisham and returned after
studying at the Islamic University
of Madinah, the controversy surrounding “extremism” is a distraction.
Despite the High Court decision,
Begg denies the label, saying he has
been outspoken against terrorism
and that the misunderstanding is
perhaps owed to his obligation to
address controversial issues.
“If we don’t address these issues,
then that creates an issue,” Begg
said. “Now with online information and radicalisation, what are
these youngsters going to get from
unknown people behind a screen
who maybe haven’t studied anything or don’t have knowledge of
Islamic sciences and who can give
them a wrong interpretation?

“What will happen is people are
silenced; issues aren’t addressed.
We need to make sure that their
concerns are being addressed in
terms of Prevent or foreign policy,”
he added, referring to Britain’s
counter-radicalisation policy.
While there can be no doubt that
Begg is a conservative Muslim — he
said he views the general push to
“reform” Islam as a threat to the religion — he denies this makes him
an extremist.
“They’ve defined me as being
extreme for speaking about issues
that affect Muslims. So I’ve spoken
about Palestine. I’ve been critical
of Prevent,” Begg said.
“In a 45-minute or hour lecture,
somebody has taken a clip of 30
seconds… You have to hear it in
context,” he adds, referring to a clip
in which he is seemingly encouraging a student to fight in the Palestinian territories.
The one way that the furore surrounding the High Court’s decision
has affected him, Begg said, was
the assertion that he was “something of a Jekyll-and-Hyde figure.”
“That statement was the most
damaging. The idea that I have
one face to the Muslim community
and another to the non-Muslim,”
he said.
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Pence’s Middle East
trip sets back peace
process even further
Gregory Aftandilian

Washington

A

lthough he was received
cordially by Egyptian
and Jordanian leaders,
US Vice-President Mike
Pence’s comments in Israel have put the peace process in
reverse gear.
Pence’s trip was delayed for
a month, ostensibly because he
was needed in Washington in case
there was a tie vote in the Senate
but in reality because the Trump
administration wanted the atmosphere to cool down in the region
following US President Donald
Trump’s announcement to recognise Jerusalem as Israel’s capital
and to take initial steps to move
the US Embassy from Tel Aviv.
In Egypt, Pence was received
warmly by President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, who addressed him as
a “dear guest” and said the visit
“speaks volumes” about Egypt’s
relations with the Trump administration. Pence said the USEgyptian bilateral relationship has
“never been stronger,” referring to
the fight on terrorism.
In Jordan, King Abdullah II was
more circumspect in public, saying
that, while he warned the Trump
administration not to go ahead
with its Jerusalem decision, he
hoped Pence’s visit would rebuild
“trust and confidence.”
Behind the scenes, however,
Pence got an earful from both leaders about how Trump’s Jerusalem
decision, of which Pence was one
of the chief advocates, put moderate leaders such as them in a difficult situation. Reflective of the
angry public sentiments, both the

V iewpoint

Mark Habeeb

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

The peace process
industry thrives
when peace is
theoretically
possible but not at
all close to being
achieved.

grand imam of al-Azhar and the
Coptic pope refused to meet with
Pence. While he was in Amman
and Jerusalem, none of the Muslim
and Christian religious leaders met
with Pence either.
This was especially telling because Pence has touted himself as
the administration’s chief defender of Middle Eastern Christians.
These Christian leaders, however,
uniformly opposed Trump’s Jerusalem decision, believing that its
status should be negotiated among
the parties and that the Palestinians’ claim to East Jerusalem is legitimate.

Behind the scenes,
Pence got an earful
about how Trump’s
Jerusalem decision put
moderate Arab leaders
in a difficult situation.
To protect himself and ride the
waves of public opinion, King
Abdullah II stated publicly in front
of Pence that it was important to
find a two-state solution to the
Israeli-Palestinian problem with
“East Jerusalem as the capital of
the Palestinian state formed in the
1967 borders.”
While Pence said he wanted to
help bring about a two-state solution and underscored the importance of King Abdullah’s role as
custodian of the Haram al-Sharif in
Jerusalem — the third holiest site
in Islam — he did not backpedal
from Trump’s position. In fact,
while in Israel, the third and last
stop on his trip, he seemed to take

it a step further.
Speaking to the Knesset, Pence
not only praised the long-standing
US-Israeli bilateral relationship as
previous US officials have done but
criticised past US policies of supporting a “70-year wrong” by not
recognising Jerusalem as Israel’s
capital. No mention was made as
to why previous US administrations — both Democratic and Republican — had refused to do so.
Pence also announced plans to
advance the Trump administration’s goal of opening the US Embassy in Jerusalem before the end
of 2019. Such a statement contradicted a US State Department assessment that the embassy move
would take longer.
Palestinian Authority adviser
Saeb Erekat reacted by saying that
Pence’s message to the rest of the
word is: “Violate international law
and resolutions and the United
States will reward you.”
Despite widespread Arab anger and the Palestinians’ boycott
of Pence — Palestinian President
Mahmoud Abbas travelled to Europe to meet with EU officials
during Pence’s visit — Trump,
speaking in Davos, Switzerland, on January 25 with Israeli
Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu at his side, doubled down on
Pence’s comments and threatened
to punish the Palestinians even
more.
Trump accused the Palestinian leadership of not respecting
Pence and claimed that taking the
issue of Jerusalem “off the table”
would make peace talks easier.
He threatened to cut off US financial aid to the Palestinians “unless they sit down and negotiate
peace.” Trump’s comments were
echoed by US Ambassador to the

Worrisome divide. US Vice-President Mike Pence steps off a plane
upon arrival at Ben Gurion Airport in Tel Aviv, on January 21. (AFP)
United Nations Nikki Haley, who
charged that Abbas had “insulted
the American president” and that
the United States would “not chase
after the Palestinians.”
Although Trump went on to
say that the yet-to-be-unveiled
US peace plan was a good deal for
both Israelis and Palestinians, he
and his top officials are delusional
to think that taking the most sensitive issue in the peace process,
Jerusalem, off the table while dangling money in front of the Palestinians will entice them to return
to the table.
Pence’s trip and the subsequent
comments by Trump and Haley in-

dicate there is no serious US peace
proposal.
Perhaps none of this matters to
Trump administration officials.
By warmly embracing Netanyahu
and uncritically adopting the positions of his right-wing government, Pence helped to solidify US
evangelical Christian support for
Trump. In Trump’s mind, this support is crucial for his re-election
prospects in 2020.
Gregory Aftandilian is a lecturer
in the Pardee School of Global
Studies at Boston University and
a former US State Department
Middle East analyst.

Washington’s peace process industry faces tough times

W

ashington’s
Middle East
peace process industry
is in a state
of panic. For
if the Trump
administration, in collusion
with Israel’s right-wing government, succeeds in destroying any
prospect for a negotiated peace
between Israelis and Palestinians,
what will it do?
Dozens of Middle East scholars
and former government officials
ensconced in the city’s think-tank
bastions — the Brookings Institution, the Washington Institute for
Near East Policy, the US Institute
of Peace and the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace,
among others — have for decades
sustained themselves by appearing as experts on cable news
shows. On them they offered
their profound analytical insights
that the rest of us never would
have thought of, such as “this is
going to be politically difficult
for Prime Minister Netanyahu,”
or “this is going to be politically
difficult for President Abbas” or
“this is going to be politically difficult for the White House.”
Who’d have thought?
Reaching a comprehensive
peace in the Middle East would
be an economic boon to Israelis
and Palestinians but could very
well lead to bread lines of unemployed peace process experts in
Washington. Equally concerning to the peace process industry,

however, is a complete end to
hopes for peace, for then there
would be nothing for them to talk
about, no reports to be written
and nothing for foundations to
fund.
The peace process industry
thrives when peace is theoretically possible but not at all close
to being achieved. It needs the
process but not the peace.
The remarkable thing about
the peace process industry is
how completely and thoroughly
useless it has been to the achievement of the purported goal of
Middle East peace. Entire North
American forests have been
decimated to produce documents: peace plans, analyses,
assessments, op-eds, memoirs,
guidelines, talking points, briefing points, blah, blah, blah. The
authors of these documents,
most of which quickly end up
in recycling bins, jockey constantly for insider positions in the
government, where they produce
the same product only this time
stamped “CLASSIFIED.”
And to what end?
As peace process experts furiously wrote reports and convened
conferences, Israel’s increasingly
ethno-nationalist governments
proceeded relentlessly towards
the dual goals of absorbing the
West Bank — or at least the useful
parts of the West Bank — while
relegating Palestinian national
aspirations to the dustbin of history.
Albert Einstein is famously

credited with having defined “insanity” as “doing the same thing
over and over again and expecting different results.” For all these
many years, Washington’s swarm
of talking heads — analysing and
debating, debating and analysing, trying to score points in the
hopes of landing a government
job — have had no discernible
effect on the lives of Israelis and
Palestinians.
After al-Qaeda’s attacks on the
United States in September 2001,
the peace process industry had
to compete with the terrorism
industry over which group was
addressing the Middle East’s most
urgent problem. Some peace
process experts migrated to the
terrorism camp, where more
funding was available.
Before I am labelled a thinktank hater, I should point out
that there was one think-tank
initiative produced in 1975 that
pretty much got it right. The
23-page report of the Middle
East Studies Group of the Brookings Institution recommended
“a comprehensive settlement”
of the Arab-Israeli conflict based
upon “a negotiated and agreed
trade-off between the Israeli
requirements for peace and security and the Arab requirements
for evacuation of the territories
occupied in 1967 and Palestinian
self-determination.” It called for
sharing Jerusalem and resettling
Palestinian refugees in “the new
Palestinian entity.”
The Brookings report recom-

mended negotiating an “integrated package” that should include
a phased withdrawal by Israel
in “agreed stages” to its June
5, 1967, lines “with only such
modifications as are mutually accepted.” The Arab parties would
be required “not only to end such
hostile actions against Israel as
armed incursions, blockades,
boycotts and propaganda attacks
but also to give evidence of progress towards the development of
normal international and regional
political and economic relations.”
The Saudi Peace Initiative is
essentially a repackaging of what
the Brookings group proposed but
more significant because it was
proposed by an Arab government
and approved by the Arab League.
Despite the massive output, not
a single word by a single thinktank scholar during the ensuing
42 years has in any way improved
on the Brookings proposal (or the
subsequent Saudi version) nor
moved us any closer to achieving
it. On the contrary, Israeli actions
and US complicity in them over
the years have rendered the
Brookings report a quaint relic of
what-could-have-been.
The Israeli-Palestinian conflict
will undoubtedly flare up again
and when it does the mad scramble by television news producers
to book talking heads for their
shows and editorial page editors to fill op-ed pages will give a
brief boost to the peace process
industry. In the meantime, there’s
really nothing to say.
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Consensus sees oil prices strengthening in 2018
Jareer Elass

Washington

A

ccurately
predicting
how oil prices will fare
in 2018 is like reading tea leaves: sifting
through global supply/
demand scenarios, factoring in
weather forecasts and debating
how political events in key producing countries could affect price
levels. Not surprisingly, price forecasts by energy analysts, banks
and government agencies can vary
widely and often are adjusted as
new data become available.
Another indicator is the oil
price that Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) producers choose when
preparing their annual budgets, as
their finances are keenly tied to oilbased revenues.
Oil prices in recent months have
strengthened to $65-$70 a barrel
on healthy demand expectations
and global crude inventories that
are falling sharply thanks to restrained output from key oil producers. For 2017, UK benchmark
Brent crude averaged $54 a barrel,
a nearly $10 jump from 2016 levels,
while US benchmark West Texas
Intermediate (WTI) averaged close
to $51 a barrel, up more than $7
from its 2016 performance.
The US Department of Energy’s
Energy Information Administration (EIA) recently forecast that
Brent crude price would average
$60 a barrel and WTI $56 a barrel
in 2018. Echoing the EIA’s price
assessment for the year, a Reuters
polling of energy economists and
analysts in December forecast that
prices in 2018 for Brent and WTI
would average $59.88 a barrel and
$55.78 a barrel, respectively.
These prices were adjusted up
about $1 a barrel from polling immediately following the November
30 decision by OPEC members and
independent producers to extend
a 1.8 million barrel per day (bpd)
production cut agreement through
2018. Saudi Oil Minister Khalid
al-Falih and his Russian counter-

Shifting risks. Omani Energy Minister Mohammed bin Hamad al-Rumhi (L), OPEC Secretary-General Mohammed Barkindo (C) and Saudi
Energy Minister Khalid al-Falih attend the seventh Meeting of the Joint Ministerial Monitoring Committee in Muscat, on January 21. (AFP)
part Alexander Novak hinted in a
January 22 joint interview that the
agreement could be carried into
2019 if the oil market does not balance by then.
Citing the better-than-expected
adherence to production cuts as
well as a faster tightening of a long
over-supplied oil market, several
banks are rethinking their price
forecasts for 2018. Analysts from
Bank of America Merrill Lynch recently upped their forecast price
of Brent to $64 per barrel in 2018
from their earlier forecast of $56,
while boosting their estimate for
WTI from $52 per barrel to $60.
An analyst with Morgan Stanley,
pointing to strong capital flows entering the oil market in 2018, has
bumped his forecast for Brent to
$75 a barrel in the third quarter of
the year, up $12 from his previous
estimate. While Goldman Sachs
is sticking with its predictions of
Brent to average $62 a barrel and
WTI to average $57.50 a barrel in
2018, the bank notes that there

is a growing risk that global oil
stockpiles will shrink too quickly,
prompting prices to jump.
Gulf producers such as Saudi
Arabia often play it safe when
planning state budgets, lowballing
the oil price they use so that if prices average higher they come out
with better returns at the close of
the year. Riyadh, which has forecast a 2018 deficit of $52 billion,
is believed to have based its current budget on an average price of
Brent of $51-$55 per barrel. Should
Brent trend at $60 a barrel or higher in 2018, the kingdom could see

Gulf producers such
as Saudi Arabia often
play it safe when
planning state
budgets, lowballing
the oil price they use.

its budget deficit shaved considerably.
The International Monetary
Fund (IMF) said Saudi Arabia’s
“break-even price” to balance its
budget in 2018 is an average of $70
per barrel. The IMF noted that the
Saudis have made great strides in
reducing that break-even price
from 2016’s $96.60 and 2017’s
$73.10. Riyadh has shifted its target for balancing its budget from
2020 to 2023 as it focuses on implementing fiscal reforms.
The IMF weighed in on budget
expectations for several other Gulf
producers, noting that Kuwait and
Qatar should have no problem
balancing their budgets in 2018 as
their break-even prices will be below the expected average oil prices
for the year. The Kuwaiti and Qatari governments have based their
most recent budgets on an average
oil price of $45 per barrel, certainly
well below industry predictions
for the year. The United Arab Emirates, in reducing its break-even

price from $60 per barrel last year
to $58 this year, is anticipating a
balanced budget for 2018.
While the predictions of higher
oil prices may be exactly what Gulf
countries want to hear in terms of
their budgets, there is a risk that
higher prices could translate into
larger output from other oil producers not committed to production restraint, causing a drag on
prices.
The International Energy Agency
(IEA), in its latest monthly report,
addressed the fact that increasing prices in 2017 have spurred US
shale production. The IEA stated
that, “The big 2018 supply story is
unfolding in the Americas,” pointing to “explosive growth in the
United States and substantial gains
in Canada and Brazil” that are expected to overshadow steep output declines from other producers.
Jareer Elass reports from
Washington on energy issues
for The Arab Weekly.

Grand ambitions, complex realities for the
energy landscape east of the Mediterranean
Sharmila Devi

London

L

ebanon is eagerly anticipating its share of
expected revenues from
vast gas reserves found in
the Levantine Basin that
encompasses Egypt, Cyprus and
Israel.
Geopolitical, commercial and
technical obstacles need to be
overcome and proceeds from the
find are years away but expectations are high and private universities in Lebanon are offering a
range of degrees in geological disciplines.
“Too many private universities
are offering geological science and
petroleum courses that are very
expensive with no job guarantees
at the end,” said Valerie Marcel, an
associate fellow at the Royal Institute of International Affairs or
Chatham House. “I’m still waiting
for the government to moderate
the expectations of its people.”
It is not only Beirut that has
grand ambitions. At a signing ceremony in December in Nicosia,
Cyprus, Israel, Italy and Greece
agreed to back the construction of
a 2,000km gas pipeline from the
eastern Mediterranean to Europe.
The project, known as East Med,
could cost $7.34 billion
Analysts say a cheaper option
would be a pipeline via Turkey
but the Israeli-Palestinian conflict
makes fraught any path through

Lebanese and Syrian waters. A
route closer to Cyprus was ruled
out given its dispute with Turkey,
which supports the breakaway
northern part of the island.
These difficulties have led to
hopes that Egypt could emerge as
the most commercially viable option to export gas from the eastern Mediterranean. Gas started
flowing last month from Egypt’s
Zohr gas field, the largest gas
discovery in the region.

Turkish anger over the
joint Cyprus-GreeceIsrael-Egypt gas bloc
has led to reports that
the East Med might
provoke conflict.
“It will completely transform
Egypt’s energy landscape, allowing it to become self-sufficient and
to turn from an importer of natural
gas into a future exporter,” Claudio
Descalzi, CEO of ENI, the Italian
company leading the $12 billion
project, said in a statement.
If Egyptian domestic demand
for energy continues to grow,
however, there might not be much
gas available for export. Gas from
elsewhere in the region could go to
Egypt for liquefaction and export.
This is probably the most economically viable option for Egypt’s
neighbours in the short run but it,
too, has problems, said Emmanuel
Karagiannis, associate professor at
King’s College London.

“The potential obstacle is the
security situation in the Sinai Peninsula,” he said. “Terrorist groups
could target energy infrastructure
and undermine Egypt’s role as an
energy hub.”
Nonetheless, governments and
companies are forging ahead with
big plans. This, despite questions
about commercial viability as there
is plenty of cheap gas, particularly
from Russia, on the international
market.
The Lebanese government has
approved the bid by a consortium
of three companies — ENI, France’s
Total and Russia’s Novatek — for
two offshore blocks. Potential gas
reserves have not been confirmed
by drilling and exploration will not
start before 2019 but the public’s
expectations of a revenue windfall
are high.
“The Lebanese public… will call
the government’s bluff if there are
dry wells, if future discoveries are
not commercially viable or the
sector does not deliver the transformative impact that was promised,” said Marcel.
Turkish anger over the joint Cyprus-Greece-Israel-Egypt gas bloc
has led to reports that the East
Med might provoke conflict. Analysts are watching closely to see
if Ankara provides a naval escort
for its first new drilling vessel, the
Deepsea Metro II. If it does, that
would heighten the potential for
confrontation with ships carrying
out exploration and drilling operations off Cyprus on behalf of Total
and ENI.

Grand ambitions. (From L-R) Cypriot Energy Minister Georgios
Lakkotrypis, Greek Energy Minister Giorgos Stathakis, Israeli
Energy Minister Yuval Steinitz and Ambassador of Italy in Cyprus
Andrea Cavallari attend a meeting for the East Med Pipeline in
Nicosia, last December.
(AFP)
Turkey insists the Greek Cypriot administration cannot unilaterally exploit natural resources
on behalf of the entire island because it does not represent Turkish Cypriots. “Turkey’s position is
very clear: this issue should be a
part of the comprehensive settlement in Cyprus,” said a statement
on the Turkish Foreign Ministry’s
website.
This has led to “significant

tensions related to the Cyprus
dispute” said Gareth Winrow, an
energy analyst. He cautioned that
“reports of war are somewhat exaggerated,” adding that “on the
one hand, there are governments
and companies in the region seeking profits and that seek to exploit these reserves but there are
also political, commercial and
technical factors pushing in the
other way.”
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Jordan real estate
market facing
uphill struggle
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

J

ordan’s property market is
facing an uphill struggle as
citizens deal with lower finances and higher interest
loans from banks.
Significant investment from nonJordanians in the market has also
contributed to increased prices of
apartments and houses, which are
now out of reach for many Jordanians.
Trade volume in Jordan’s real estate market during 2017 dropped
14% to $8.5 billion compared to
$9.9 billion in 2016, the Jordanian
Department of Land and Survey
said.
“The market is facing some issues and there is a lot of negativity
in the air as the prices are becoming
higher and higher for a normal citizen to buy instead of renting and
this is creating a big problem for
many,” said Amman property agent
Fayez Hannan.
“Jordanians are thinking twice
before buying an apartment due to
many factors, such as the increase
in prices and the difficulties of taking a loan from banks and this is
slowing the market as people are
heading towards staying in their
rented places and postponing any
plans of owning their own house or
apartment.”
The presence of Iraqis and Syrians has also put pressure on the
market, as they are more likely to
pay higher prices in cash.
In 2017, non-Jordanian investors
bought about 2,060 apartments
and 715 parcels of land. Iraqis were
the top non-Jordanian investors,
spending a total of $221.7 million
on real estate. Saudi investment
totalled $89.4 million while Syrian
investment totalled $114.3 million.

V iewpoint
Rami Ayyub

Governments
should gauge
citizens’ attitudes
and perceptions
through surveys
and interviews
throughout
the economic
reform process.

“Iraqis have the financial power
to buy and in many cases they
pay cash,” Hannan said. “For example, an Iraqi family paid about
JD800,000 ($1.12 million) in cash
for a four-storey building in Amman and this cannot happen with
Jordanians who are struggling to
buy a small apartment through
banks’ complicated procedures.”
Jordanian companies are also
struggling to sell apartments that
have been on the market for years,
said Osman Abssi, who owns a real
estate company in Amman.
“We are facing difficulties in selling some apartments in certain areas in the east of Amman because
many prefer to buy in the western
areas more than the eastern areas
of Amman, although a few years
ago people preferred to head back
to the eastern areas because the
west is becoming more crowded.
The trend today changed and people are more interested in buying
in the western part of Amman,” he
said.
The Northern Amman registration office ranked first in the
kingdom in property sales, taking in $1.8 billion in trade volume.
This was followed by the Amman
registration office, which took in
$1.1 billion; Western Amman,
which took in $988.7 million; and
Southern Amman, which took in
$908.3 million.
A report by the Central Bank of
Jordan said the kingdom’s real estate prices had increased 50% over
the last decade.
“According to the report, the
residential property in all its types
increased 54% but the industrial
property or the non-residential increased 12% and the prices of lands
in general increased by 47% and
this is really unbelievable and citizens are finding it very hard to buy
their own small apartment due to
this increase,” Abssi added.

Briefs
Iraq signs rare gas
deal with US firm
Iraq signed a deal with a US company to tap natural gas in one of its
southern oil fields, a step towards
exploiting a natural resource that
has been neglected for decades.
Iraq has long flared much of its
natural gas, a byproduct of pumping crude oil, because of a lack of
infrastructure but a late-January
agreement would allow Orion Gas
Processors to capture and process
up to 150 million cubic feet per day
of associated gas from the Nahr Bin
Omar field.
(The Associated Press)

Palestinian firms
plan to offer 3G
mobile service
Challenging environment. A 2017 file picture shows densely built
apartment buildings in Amman.
(AP)
While many citizens said they
would rather receive a bank loan
to buy property than rent a house,
there are concerns about securing a
loan.
“We have been thinking of buying a small apartment for some
time but we are thinking twice
because the prices are really high.
For example, a two-bedroom apartment will cost around JD120,000
($169,252) in a good area and
with a loan it will become around
JD180,000 ($253,878) and this is
I think a bad investment because
the real estate market is unpredictable,” said Omar Hassan, who married last summer.
“We think that staying in a
rented house is the good deci-

The presence of Iraqis
and Syrians has put
pressure on the
market, as they are
more likely to pay
higher prices in cash.

sion at this stage as we are paying around JD4,000 ($5,641) per
year for a rented two-bedroom
apartment,” he added.
Some that received a long-term
loan were confident their investment will eventually pay off.
“We bought a 150 sq. metre,
three-bedroom apartment with a
loan from one of the banks and we
are happy with that as at the end of
the 20 years we will own our first
apartment,” Yasmin Lifdawi, 28,
said.
The original price for the apartment was $84,626 but that is expected to double in 20 years due to
interest on the loan, Lifdawi noted.
“That is a lot of money but we
don’t have a choice as we used to
pay JD600 ($846) per month as
rent but now we pay the same for
our own apartment, which we can
call our home in 20 years,” she said.
Abssi stressed the need for banks
to offer more flexibility and lower
interest rates on loans.
“Paying interest that equals the
price of the apartment is not an encouraging issue for many,” he said.

Palestinian mobile firms in the occupied West Bank hope to be able to
offer 3G service to customers soon,
years after much of the rest of the
world began using it.
Negotiations about 3G mobile
services have long dragged on,
with Israel having blocked Palestinian mobile companies’ access to the
necessary frequencies.
There were concerns arrangements would not be finalised, with
officials saying they were awaiting a
final technical step from Israel.
(Agence France Presse)

Saudi Arabia calls
for oil producers to
extend cooperation
Top oil exporter Saudi Arabia
called for extending cooperation
between OPEC and non-OPEC producers beyond 2018, after a deal to
cut output succeeded in shoring up
prices.
The call, the first explicit invitation by Riyadh for long-term cooperation between oil producers, came
with oil prices topping $70 a barrel
thanks to the deal, after they dove to
less than $30 a barrel in early 2016.
(Agence France Presse)

Avoiding the pitfalls of social engineering in the Middle East

W

ho is drawing
the economic
blueprint for
the Middle
East? The answer, at least
in part, lies
within the Gulf offices of global
management consulting firms.
Political leaders and bureaucrats from Saudi Arabia to the
United Arab Emirates and beyond
have turned to management
consulting firms to help reform
their energy sectors, restructure
banking and financial policy and
modernise labour market practices.
Lebanon, for example, announced it would work with
McKinsey & Company to restructure its economy and reduce the
country’s reliance on remittances.
Consultant-led reform packages
can prove attractive for political
leaders in the Middle East, where
government jobs comprise a sizeable percentage of the local labour
market. Governments in the region desire to reduce bloated state
bureaucracies and boost private
sector growth. An external push
is sometimes needed, though, to
help leaders muster the political
will and local legitimacy to make
sweeping economic reforms.
McKinsey is providing that
push. Perhaps the most ambitious
and deeply reported McKinsey-led
reform package is Saudi 2030, a
plan to modernise Saudi Arabia’s
economy and reduce its reliance
on oil. The plan includes greater
integration of women and young

Saudis into the workforce and
encourages structural changes in
the labour market that will reduce
government jobs and encourage
transition to the private sector.
Saudi 2030 is a recognition by
Saudi leaders, particularly Crown
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin
Abdulaziz, that oil revenue will
play a smaller role in the economy
in the future. This shift — from
oil-funded patronage and bloated
bureaucracies to private sector
development and subsidy cuts —
will inherently alter Saudi Arabia’s
social contract. In that sense,
Saudi 2030 is not merely an economic reform package but a social
engineering project that may be
outside the expertise of even the
most experienced management
consultants.
Calvert W. Jones, an assistant
professor of political science
at the University of Maryland,
touched on this issue in a recent
opinion article in the Washington
Post. Jones compared reform efforts in Saudi Arabia to previous
McKinsey-led efforts in the UAE,
concluding that “social engineering is better at changing civic
attitudes than economic ones.”
Jones said the UAE reform package, which focused on creating
“globalisation-ready” citizens,
failed to change citizens’ expectations about government work.
“[W]hile students were socially
‘ready’ for globalisation in their
leaders’ eyes, they were not more
inclined to think beyond government jobs and compete in the
private sector,” he said.” In fact,

Jones said, students surveyed had
grown even more supportive of a
citizen’s right to a government job
and less interested in entrepreneurship.
Although Saudi Arabia and the
UAE have important differences,
their labour market challenges
and prevailing economic attitudes
are similar and comparable across
the region. A quick analysis of
these factors offers important tips
for management consultants seeking to avoid the pitfalls of social
engineering in Saudi Arabia and
the region.
First, don’t underestimate the
durability of economic mindsets.
“The aspiration of many citizens
to obtain government jobs is
understandable due to prevailing
conceptions of the social contract
but it is also an obstacle to the
kind of development envisioned
in Saudi 2030,” Jones said. In that
sense, adjusting labour market
conditions involves patience on
the part of political leadership and
flexibility on the part of citizens.
Patience and flexibility lead to
the second tip: Stay the course.
It will prove tempting to divert
funding and resources from
long-term economic projects to
fund shorter-term political or
security priorities. Saudi Arabia,
for example, might be tempted to
reduce investments in education
or job-training programmes to
purchase advanced military hardware or fund regional security
programmes. A country seeking
to make the long-term economic
change should put its money

where its mouth is — and keep it
there.
Third, give citizens a stake in
their economic transformation.
Rather than provide space for
political participation, Middle
East governments typically rely
on nationalistic praise to motivate citizens. As Jones explained,
nationalistic praise may increase
citizens’ willingness to volunteer
for the good of the community
but it is unlikely to encourage
economic change aligned with
globalisation and private sector
development.
Instead, governments should
gauge citizens’ attitudes and
perceptions through surveys
and interviews throughout the
economic reform process. “Just as
citizens will have to broaden their
horizons beyond government
jobs, bureaucrats and consulting
firms will need to work to understand citizens’ perspectives and
allow them more of a voice in the
reform process,” Jones explained.
Finally, widen the circle. Consulting firms can offer unique,
transformative approaches to
economic reform in the Middle
East but meaningful social change
requires looking beyond the economic sphere. Political scientists,
historians and local civil society
organisations should all play a
role in guiding a country’s social
transformation.
Ultimately, it is inclusivity that
will help governments and
consulting firms avoid the pitfalls
of social engineering in the
Middle East.
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Genuine
concerns.
Lebanese
entrepreneurs
from different
internet
startup
companies
work in the
offices of
a startup
accelerator
in Beirut’s
Hamra
district. (AFP)

In Lebanon, the local Big Brother is really watching

Makram Rabah

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

While the
Lebanese public
might joke about
the affair, such
practices will only
lead them to lose
what little trust
they have in their
security agencies.

Third Series

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

The problem of
Arabic content will
certainly require
innovation in terms
of Arabic language
technologies.

D

espite Lebanon’s
many problems
and challenges,
the country and its
people have enjoyed
an atmosphere of
relative political
freedom. This somewhat liberal
oasis stood in stark contrast to the
Orwellian models across the various autocracies in the region, such
as that of Gamal Abdel Nasser, who
employed the cloak of Arab nationalism to establish police states to
violate people’s rights and privacy.
The multifunctional nature of the
Lebanese state and the presence of
trailblazing politicians such as Kamal Jumblatt, Raymond Edde and
Saeb Salam were sufficient to hold
the inquisitiveness of some of the
Lebanese security agencies at bay.
Salam, the charismatic and centrist
former prime minister who sported
a carnation boutonniere and a Cuban cigar, stormed an unsanctioned
wiretapping room in the Ministry
of Communications and destroyed
the surveillance equipment.
However, clouds are gathering on
that once clear horizon. The American security-research company
Lookout and digital rights group
Electronic Frontier Foundation
released an electronic forensics

report implicating Lebanon’s General Directorate of General Security
(GDGS) in the use of malware to spy
on thousands of Android operating system users, some of them
believed to be political activists and
members of the media.
GDGS Director-General MajorGeneral Abbas Ibrahim downplayed
the accusations but implicitly
admitted his agency was running
a surveillance-and-hacking project
on the Lebanese public, without
divulging whether it had been undertaken with judicial sanction.
Curiously, the public reaction to
this dangerous breach of privacy
has been meek. As Lebanon’s
cyber-activists channelled their
outrage through various social
media, much of Lebanese society
shrugged its shoulders. Lebanese joked about how the GDGS
monitoring of their phone calls
was only of primary concern to
straying marital partners, rather
than a gross invasion of everyone’s
privacy.
Beyond this adolescent banter,
no Lebanese political faction saw
fit to tackle the allegations, which,
even if partially true, would destroy
the so-called myth of Lebanon as
an oasis of freedom.
Let’s not be naive. Governments

and their security agencies are
almost expected to spy on their
own people when issues of national
security are at stake. Yet for these
acts to become legitimate, they
must be granted legal sanction by
the state. Typically, this is only
given when the security agency
can prove that the subject whose
privacy will be violated is a person
of interest or can lead to the apprehension of one.
More importantly, even after
such legal authorisations are
granted, the relevant agencies
need to be under the oversight of
government bodies, ones that can
be held to account by parliament.
In the case of Lebanon, neither the
cabinet nor members of parliament
have seriously commented on the
matter and demanded a legal and
technical explanation from the
GDGS over alleged transgressions.
Legal concerns aside, at a time
when combating terrorism and
violent extremism requires excellent grass-roots relations with the
community, the Lebanese establishment, in condoning the GDGS’s
surveillance of the public, has
effectively achieved the opposite
end. While the Lebanese public
might joke about the affair, such
practices will only lead them to

lose what little trust they have in
their security agencies, which have
historically relied heavily on the
intel and cooperation of the public
to root out terrorist cells.
These same agencies (the
Lebanese Army, GDSG, the Internal
Security Forces, etc.) spend a small
fortune on promoting themselves,
repeating the tired axioms of
service and protection with which
they are entrusted. None of these
revelations is likely to reinforce
that image.
People might assume that,
despite the recent hacking fiasco,
Lebanon is kilometres away from
the kind of Orwellian police state
described in “1984,” possessed
of an electronic Big Brother that
watches over every thought and
action. However, many of the
events unfolding in Lebanon, allied
with the failure of the ruling elite
to stand up for the public they
are sworn to protect, are working
towards that end. For Lebanon,
where once we had the words of
the constitution, we are given the
ominous words of Orwell: “War is
peace, Freedom is slavery. Ignorance is strength.”
Big Brother isn’t just watching
you; he’s reading your most
intimate phone texts.

Telling the Arab story — in Arabic

T

he storytelling
tradition is anchored
deep within Arabicspeaking societies.
Arabs have long told
stories, verbally and
in writing. Stories
have a particular force when told
in Arabic. Addressing someone in
their mother tongue is to speak to
their heart.
Whether fiction or non-fiction,
stories feed the imagination. They
open new realities, novel perspectives and innovative ideas. Fundamentally, they inspire the readers
or listeners to become more the
people they want to be.
Ideas and information set
individuals free — to think, to act
and to make decisions about their
social, political and economic
life. The story can help people
own their lives fully. For the Arab
world, the story is the first chapter
in the book of digital change.
Growing internet penetration
and increasing access via smart-

phones in the Arab world are
changing the way people engage
with information. Millennial Arabs
spend a huge amount of time on
the internet and see new opportunities for lifelong learning with the
growth of Arabic content. In other
words, Arab millennials train their
minds online and educate themselves constantly on the internet.
Think about the breadth and
depth of what is under way. The
changes in the way Arabs consume information is one of the
region’s greatest social opportunities. Arabic is the fastest-growing
language on the web. In less than
a decade, Arabic has become the
fourth most used online language.
This, even though Arabic language content is nowhere near as
plentiful as that available in other
languages.
The Arabic news media have
long had a dominant position
in the region but reporting on
wars, economic decline and the
like is hardly inspirational for the

young. Arab youth are looking for
more constructive content than a
depressing never-ending cycle of
news.
Young Arabs are looking for
content that feeds their passions,
answers their questions, opens
career opportunities or that helps
them decide their formal education path. “How do I” begins
many extremely popular internet
questions in the Arab world. The
answers, of course, are crucial.
Not only can the answers
reshape the Arab world’s digital
identity, they can change the
direction in which societies are
heading. Telling the Arab story
properly and for a new generation
is key. Quality Arabic content is a
must.
What does that mean? What
does quality mean in the context
of digital Arabic content? No one
has defined it.
As an industry, no one has set
the standards for digital ergonomics (user interface and user

experience), for visuals (font,
pictures, titles) and for storytelling (standpoint, informational
value, depth). Setting standards
would be a great help to digital
publishers and might encourage
new entrants into the field.
Published Arabic-language content has grown at a 7,000% annual
rate in the last decade. However,
digital content — media and text
— is still on a journey of discovery
in terms of distribution, consumption and monetisation strategies.
The problem of Arabic content
needs to be solved in a vertical
manner. It will certainly require
innovation in terms of Arabic
language technologies. Publishers
need help pitching the right story
to the right audience.
Here’s the important point
to remember: The region has a
language of reference — classical
Arabic — an invaluable asset available to few peoples in the world.
It would be unfathomable not to
leverage its power digitally.
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Moroccan doctors’
strike highlights public
health-care problems
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

L

Vital role. A Tunisian woman pharmacist (R) works at a drugstore in Tunis.

(AP)

Women in MENA happier
in the workplace despite
enduring gender inequality
Samar Kadi

Beirut

W

orking women in
the Middle East
and North Africa
(MENA)
region
say they are more
satisfied with employment conditions as employers become better
engaged and committed to workplace equality, a survey by Middle
East job site Bayt.com and global
online market research company
YouGov indicated.
However, gender inequality
remains a major concern in the
region, which has the lowest female economic participation in
the world (27% of females in the
region participate in the workforce, compared to a global average of 56%). The International
Labour Organisation (ILO) underlined that even though women’s
education in the Arab world has
increased dramatically, this has
not led to higher levels of employment.
While this is partly due to
women being primary caregivers in their families, it is more a
result of policies that have not
provided women with opportunities and incentives to enter the
labour market. Laws, regulations
and economic and fiscal policies
pose obstacles to realising Arab
women’s full economic rights, the
ILO said.
While educated women in the
Arab world are seeking more employment opportunities, they
have their reservations about
working conditions, which in
many contexts fail to include a
safe environment and protection
from harassment.
Despite the challenges, the Bayt.
com and YouGov “Working Women in the Middle East and North
Africa” survey indicated that an
increasing percentage of working
female respondents said women
and men are treated equally in

the workplace across a variety of
areas, including working hours
(68%), training and development
(68%) and receiving advice and
support (60%).
“By comparing the findings
of this year’s Bayt.com ‘Working Women in the Middle East
and North Africa’ survey with
last year, we can note several areas of improvement that may
suggest the region’s progress on
workplace gender equality,” said
Ramy Labaky, Bayt.com director
in Lebanon and the United Arab
Emirates.
“For instance,” Labaky noted,
“56% of respondents said female
[and] male treatment in the workplace regarding recruitment and
selection is equal, up from 44% in
2016.”

88%

of respondents in
Lebanon reported
having a mix of men
and women in the
same workplace,
the highest in the
region.

“A similar trend was noted for
several other factors such as career progress, with 51% in 2017
versus 38% in 2016, advice and
support, 60% in 2017 versus 50%
in 2016, training and development, 68% in 2017 versus 58% in
2016 and benefits, 55% in 2017
versus 44% in 2016,” Labaky said.
There are many areas in which
women say improvement needs to
be made. When it comes to salary,
46% of women asked said they
perceive that they are on a par
with their male counterparts. “A
similar trend but with lesser skew
is observed for promotions and
career progression, where 29%

perceive they have a lower chance
of being promoted than their male
counterparts,” the report noted.
The survey said Lebanon
ranked highest in the Middle East
in terms of women’s integration in
the workplace.
It showed that 88% of respondents in Lebanon reported having a mix of men and women in
the same workplace, the highest
in the region. A large majority
(82%) said they were comfortable
working in a mixed-gender environment, with two-thirds (66%)
claiming to be extremely comfortable; 15% were neutral and 2%
said they were uncomfortable.
The top three challenges cited
by working MENA women in the
survey were “less opportunity
for job promotions — 44%, stressful work environment — 37% and
insufficient training & coaching —
30%.”
Working women in MENA cited
their top five reasons for seeking
employment as seeking financial
independence (59%), being able
to support and financially contribute to their households (50%),
broadening their perspectives on
life (46%), making use of their education (42%) and securing a future for their family and children
(40%).
“It is a given that women play
a vital role in the workplace today and we are glad to see that
in the MENA region, organisations are doing much more to accommodate women and promote
workplace equality,” Rania Nseir,
director of business development
at Bayt.com, said in a statement.
Data for the “Working Women
in the Middle East and North Africa” survey were collected online
from 4,053 female respondents
in Algeria, Bahrain, Egypt, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Morocco,
Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syria,
Tunisia and the UAE from October
26 to November 26.
Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly
Travel and Society section editor.

ack of equipment and
human resources, overcrowded hospitals, low
salaries and tough working conditions are part of
a long list of problems affecting
Morocco’s medical industry, those
in the profession said.
The Independent Union of Public Sector Doctors (SIMSP) staged
a nationwide strike January 16
as part of its continuing protests,
which began in September, to denounce the Health Ministry’s insufficient action to improve public
medical services and working conditions.
Dr Moulay Abdellah el-Montadar
Alaoui, SIMSP secretary-general,
said the union has been pushing
public sector doctors’ demands
since its inception in 2003.
“Our demands are legitimate but
have fallen on deaf ears despite the
succession of many governments,”
el-Montadar Alaoui said.
Among the union’s main demands is that compensation accord with salary index 509. This includes a monthly salary of almost
$1,800.
“Doctors in the public sector are
paid like those with a master’s degree despite carrying out longer
studies,” said el-Montadar Alaoui.
He called on the ministry to add
two echelons to improve the employees’ financial situation, which
he said remains stagnant when
doctors reach the age of 38-40 until they retire.
“Twenty-three years of no financial incentives push many doctors
to retire early, integrate the profitable private sector or migrate to
seek better opportunities,” he said.
With a growing population, demand for adequate health care is
rising in Morocco while the number of doctors in the public sector is decreasing. About 70% of
Moroccans use public hospitals
because they cannot afford to pay
for private care, adding to the pressure on a public system struggling
to meet demands.
Patients using public facilities
and doctors have longer waiting
times for appointments and medical services, delays that sometimes
prove deadly.
“The health-care sector is bleeding. We went down from 12,000 to
around 8,500 doctors in the pub-

lic sector, which is putting a huge
strain on them besides the lack of
medical equipment in many hospitals across the country,” said elMontadar Alaoui.
“By the end of the day, patients
always point fingers at doctors,” he
said, calling for the Health Ministry to set out an efficient long-term
strategy to solve the chronic problems.
The government spends about
5% of the country’s gross domestic
product on the health-care sector
with $1.4 billion allocated for 2017.
Morocco plans to build 30 hospitals, including university hospitals
in Tangier, Agadir, Rabat, Laayoune and Beni Mellal, and expand
mobile hospital and emergency
units. However, deteriorating public health care in the last three decades has helped the private sector
grow rapidly and private clinics are
mushrooming in Morocco.

About 70%
of Moroccans use public
hospitals because they
cannot afford to pay for
private care.

Two years ago, the Moroccan
government liberalised ownership
of private clinics to boost investment in the sector. Previously,
only doctors had the right to own
private health-care facilities. Both
local and international investors
can now own a clinic or private
hospital.
The reform was part of the measures backed by the International
Monetary Fund to improve the
health-care sector, whose funding
will no longer be guaranteed by the
public budget.
El-Montadar Alaoui said successive governments lacked interest
in revitalising the vital public sector, especially after the latest reforms in the private sector.
A sit-in in front of the Health
Ministry in Rabat and a march to
parliament are scheduled for February 10.
Saad Guerraoui is a contributor
to The Arab Weekly on Maghreb
issues.

Legitimate demands. Doctors protest to denounce the Health
Ministry’s insufficient action to improve public medical services
and working conditions, on January 16.
(SIMSP)
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Saudis enjoy
makeshift cinema
ahead of arrival
of movie theatres
The Arab Weekly staff

London

S
Gripping intensity. A scene from “This is Palestine,” co-produced by Tyrone Productions and Trócaire.
(Trócaire)

Founder of worldwide
sensation ‘Riverdance’
takes on Israeli occupation
Najwa Saad

Washington

I

rish producer John McColgan, the founder of the $1 billion “Riverdance” sensation
in 1995, has marked the 50th
anniversary of Israel’s 1967
occupation of the West Bank and
Gaza with the film “This is Palestine.”
The purpose of the documentary was “to [show] how the lives
of people in the region have been
affected by occupation, segregation, restriction of movement
and ongoing violence,” McColgan
said.
The film was shown in January
at the Women’s National Democratic Club in Washington, which
was established in 1922 to serve
as a forum to engage in policy discussions. The audience was small
but vigorously engaged.
An Israeli-American woman
spoke of breaking with her own
family over the occupation. An
employee of the US Department
of State admitted that, for the first
time in her career, she was losing
hope. She asked how there could
be a move forward when even
non-violent activists are marginalised and arrested by both Palestinians and Israelis.
Maya Berry, executive director
of the Arab American Institute,
said the occupation has reached
such a point and with the United
States having no pretence of being an honest broker, the twostate solution is dead.
Stella O’Leary, director of the
Irish-American Democrats’ political action committee, which
helped promote the film, explained that many Irish share a
connection with and empathise
with the Palestinians given their
own history. Both Irish and Palestinians, O’Leary noted, have been
underdogs amid decades of violent conflict, with many not being able to own land, having their
freedom of movement restricted
and being subjected to food deprivation.
“The difference in this conflict
(Israeli/Palestinian) is that the
governments cannot be said to
be honest brokers,” she said, noting that during the Northern Irish
peace process, US President Bill

Clinton overruled the British government’s objection and granted
Irish politician Gerry Adams a
visa to take part in negotiations in
the United States, while she sees
no honest broker in the Palestinian case.
McColgan mentioned that some
Palestinians had expressed a
glimmer of hope that with an unconventional US president such
as Donald Trump there may be a
chance for peace. That glimmer
has whimpered into the ether.
McColgan did a 10-day film
shoot, visiting the West Bank, Jerusalem and the Gaza Strip, which
many film-makers avoid. Due to
time constraints, the 49-minute
documentary treats some topics with great intensity and not
others.

Filming dwells long
amid the horrific
human tragedy in
Gaza, which
deserves weight to
convey the vastness
of this human rights
disaster.

He bemoaned the fact that,
while the world’s media were
focused elsewhere, the IsraeliPalestinian conflict continued
to worsen. He seemed to have
decided to highlight the misery,
though sprinkling some hope by
ending with examples of cooperation between Israeli and Palestinian peace activists.
The visual sweep impressively
captures the expanding settlement blocks, the Israeli-only
roads, property destruction, the
checkpoints and military presence in many frames.
McColgan’s treatment of the
settlement issue is spot-on. With
a strong narrative and the Israeli
spokesman’s statements, the duplicity of the government’s policy
and facile interpretations of international agreements shine for
all to see. The official’s denial of
discrimination in utilities is excellent, contrasted by the Jericho

and fountain images. The film’s
focus on the wall covered key legal points with good footage.
Filming dwells long amid the
horrific human tragedy in Gaza,
which deserves weight to convey
the vastness of this human rights
disaster; the vignette about the
fisherman offers an angle many
film-makers miss. It was valuable
to hear Sister Bridget’s witness account of even losing hope herself.
However, a callous but calculated
edit of both would have opened
space for other content.
Besides its purpose to expose
what’s really happening to Palestinian lives, one of McColgan’s
key film objectives was to encourage the Irish government
to recognise a Palestinian state.
Conversations with well-attired
Palestinian professionals would
have gently nudged stereotypes
among grassroots viewers and
nurtured credence in the capacity
for self-governance.
Viewers would have benefited
from balanced imagery and dialogue, including with families
— for example from Bethlehem
and Ramallah — who also face
daily restrictions, property theft,
shortages, home invasions and
grenade firings.
The Hebron visit was powerful.
McColgan’s profound shock was
visceral; he saw the apartheid of
life there as a microcosm of the
broader conflict. The settlers’
comments about NGOs perfectly
illustrated Israel’s demonisation
of aid groups — the origins of the
new border blacklist.
Much more could be said. Given
Trump’s recognition of Jerusalem
as the capital of Israel in December, followed by the shockingly
draconian cuts in humanitarian
aid to Palestinians, the occupation may be facing an implosion.
The arrogance of former Israeli
General Rafael Eitan’s famous
quote haunts: “When we have
settled the land, all the Arabs will
be able to do about it will be to
scurry around like drugged cockroaches in a bottle.”
With cuts to security, starvation
and unemployment, the power
may shift. The film is available on
YouTube.
Najwa Saad is a Washington
correspondent for The Arab
Weekly.

audis got a glimpse of the
near future with the first
public screening of feature-length films in more
than 35 years as the kingdom prepared permanent theatre
venues in its drive to offer additional entertainment options.
Authorities in Jeddah set up a
makeshift theatre on January 15
at the Culture and Arts Society
to show a double feature of “The
Emoji Movie” and “Captain Underpants: The First Epic Movie.”
If the public reception is an indicator, the cinema industry will be
a force to be reckoned with in the
kingdom.
“It’s more comfortable, more
fun to have a change of scenery
and an activity on the weekend. It
is a step that was very late in coming but, thank God, it’s happening
now,” Sultan al-Otaibi, 28, who
attended the screening with his
family, told Reuters.
The screenings were part of a
6-day movie festival organised
by the General Entertainment Authority, the governmental body
tasked with sponsoring entrainment, sports and cultural events
and is creating an entertainment
industry relatively from scratch.
Saudi officials in December announced that cinemas would be
opening in the country in 2018.
The first theatre is to open in
March, local reports said.
The government plan is to have
more than 300 cinemas, totalling
more than 2,000 screens, by 2030.
Experts said the industry could
add $24 billion and 30,000 permanent jobs to the Saudi economy.
“Opening cinemas will act as a
catalyst for economic growth and
diversification,” Information Minister Awwad Alawwad said at the
time.
Saudis traditionally venture
to nearby countries such as the
United Arab Emirates or Bahrain
for cinemas. With the lifting of
the ban, experts said as much as
25% the estimated $20 billion
Saudi nationals spend overseas
on such entertainment would go

to Saudi businesses.
However, Riyadh’s efforts to
nurture domestic tourism and give
Saudi citizens more recreational
options have been a challenge to
cultural norms. Saudi authorities
prepared for a possible backlash,
Foreign Affairs magazine said,
with Crown Prince Mohammed
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz developing a strategy to deal with the
situation.
That includes a rating system,
like one recently introduced for
video games, to help ensure the
films shown do not conflict with
local sensibilities, the General Entertainment Authority said.
In an interview with entertainment trade publication Deadline,
Fahad al-Moammar, the superintendent of the Saudi Cinema
Industry at General Commission
of Audiovisual Media, said the
rating system has helped video
game developers “understand
what kind of content to put in
their pipeline.”

The government plan
is to have more than
300 cinemas, totalling
more than 2,000
screens, by 2030.
Hollywood actress Lindsey
Lohan announced she would film
a movie in the kingdom beginning
in September. Lohan, who broke
the news on “The Wendy Williams
Show” a daytime talk show, said
the film would be titled “Frame.”
The plot revolves around a female
American
photographer
who
moves to the kingdom for workrelated reasons after leaving her
husband in the United States.
Movie theatres were banned
in the early 1980s due to pressure from religious conservatives.
Crown Prince Mohammed recently vowed to return the kingdom to
its moderate roots.
Several international movietheatre chains, including the United States’ AMC Entertainment,
are considering entering the
Saudi market.

Change of scenery. A general view of the first new Saudi cinema at
a cultural club in Jeddah.
(Reuters)
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Marwa al-Sabouni’s ‘The Battle for Home’
offers personal account of Syria’s conflict

Gareth Smyth

is a regular contributor to
The Arab Weekly. He has
reported from the Middle
East since 1992.

T

he line to Homs
crackles but, with the
seventh anniversary
of the war in March,
Marwa al-Sabouni is
used to inconvenience. As an architect, she looks forward to reconstruction but she also has a
daughter of 12 and son of 9 to
raise.
“My son, Ayk, has a friend whose
father was killed by a sniper and
who explained to him exactly
where the bullets landed in his
dad’s body,” she said.
“One day, I discovered this child
had attacked my son at school with
a pencil and cut him behind the ear.
So I asked him: ‘That’s very dangerous — what did you do?’ And my
son replied: ‘I think he’s traumatised so I didn’t tell the teacher and
have him punished.’”
Ayk may have inherited his
mother’s preference for explanation over blame.
Sabouni’s “The Battle For Home”
has won wide acclaim since
published in 2016 by Thames &
Hudson. In March she is to speak at
Ireland’s prestigious “Mountains to
Sea” festival alongside other leading writers such as Britain’s Joanna
Trollope and Pakistan’s Mohsin
Hamid.
“The Battle for Home: The
Vision of a Young Architect
in Syria,” peppered with Sabouni’s line drawings, would
startle just as a personal
insight into Syria’s conflict
expressed in English prose
of originality and power. Its
ambition, however, is to locate
origins of violence in architecture and urban planning and to
outline a vision for recreating
what in the book she calls “civilised environments where the
communities live in peace.”
Over the crackly line from
Homs, Sabouni traced the different civilisations that added layer

Startling insight. Cover of
Marwa al-Sabouni’s “The
Battle for Home.”

upon layer to the city: “The basic
model of the city goes back to Hellenistic [fourth century BC] and Roman times [64BC-AD395]. Ayyubid
[1169-1260] and Mamluk architecture [1250-1516] are very evident in
both Damascus and Homs, more so
than Ottoman. They didn’t just tear
down what had been built [before
them].
“The souks, the old markets,
were built in the same location as in
Roman and Hellenistic times. Major
mosques, like al-Nuri in Homs and
the Omayyad in Damascus, were
originally pagan temples, then
transformed into churches and
then into mosques. It was always
evolution, integration, not razing to
the ground.”
The break came with colonialism
and modernism. Sabouni’s book recalls the French-mandate authorities applying the “Versailles” and
“Haussmannian” models to Damascus, with a vast plan for ring roads
and squares drawn up by Rene
Danger between 1925 and 1937.
Modernism outlived colonialism,
Sabouni said. “With an independent republic [after 1945], we should
have come up with local solutions, but they called upon Michel
Ecochard [who had worked with
Danger and photographed Damascus from the air] in the 1960s
to continue planning Damascus.
We kept this inferiority complex:
foreigners knew better.”
The grand schemes — Danger’s
plan was 65% realised by 2009 —
had scant regard for how people
lived and worked. To this was
added, by the 1970s and 1980s,
a growing influx of countryfolk.
Whereas the old cities encouraged
mixing, modernist town planning
bred segregation.
“People came from the villages
with different skills — from the
mountain, where they had little
land, so they sold their labour,”
she said. “They felt tension, that
somehow they didn’t belong, that
they were treated cruelly because
of origin or sect.
“These newcomers are mostly
Alawite but there were Shias,
Christians, Druze and some Sunnis.

Evocative vision. A drawing of the Tekkiye Suleymaniye complex in
Damascus on page 79 of “The Battle for Home.”
(Marwa al-Sabouni)
Their unfair treatment was a moral
decline within society. It was enhanced by urban planning, as they
were settled together in one place
away from the old city.”
The “built environment,” she
writes in the book, created a
“jungle” in which survival was
for the “wildest and greediest… a
precursor to war.” Lessons should
be learned, Sabouni insists. Change
should be no faster than people’s
ability to absorb it.
“We must empower local tradesmen instead of importing building
elements,” she said. “Let’s create
pattern-books of windows, doors,
arches, ornaments and walls to
put in people’s hands instead of
Western catalogues. Let’s use local
materials — here in Homs, black
basalt; in Damascus, limestone and
black basalt. Allow masons, smiths,
carpenters to have a market.”
In “The Battle for Home,” Sabou-

Marwa al-Sabouni’s
‘The Battle for
Home’ offers
personal insight
into Syria’s conflict

ni highlights her proposals for Baba
Amr, a sprawling Homs suburb,
based on a “tree unit” design for
homes, gardens and shops — allowing citizens both privacy and spaces
for safe social interaction. It’s hard
to imagine a greater contrast to the
sharp lines of the highways and
apartment blocks in the official
plan.
To date, she said, little reconstruction was under way. “Homs is
60% destroyed, shrunk into three
neighbourhoods. The rest is pancaked — hollow buildings ripped to
the structure, concrete hanging off
metal strips, although some people
are living inside,” she said.
“The most evident problem is international sanctions, which bring
difficulties in banking. The currency fluctuates. It’s not politically
stable, people don’t know which
legislation or building codes are
coming, what kind of constitution
might be introduced. Everything is
on hold.”
Well, not everything, she remembers. “Children are amazing. You
hear many stories and you see
how resilient they are and how
forgiving they can be. We should
learn something from them.”

‘The Book of Safety’ offers new
insight into Arabic literature

Sci Sarhan

is a regular Arab Weekly
contributor in London.

Moger possesses a
genuine talent in
his work that will
continue to have a
great effect in the
translation
industry.

B

ritish translator
Robin Moger
beguiles the reader
with his skilful translation of Yasser
Abdel Hafez’s novel
“The Book of Safety.”
Winner of the 2017 Saif Ghobash
Banipal Prize for Arabic Literary
Translation, Moger’s skill is
indisputable. He captures all the
vibrancy and nuance of the
original Arabic, never sacrificing
the flow of the text.
As a result, “The Book of Safety”
reads organically, without compromise, enveloping the reader fully
into a familiar but parallel world,
rich with eccentric characters and
thought-provoking philosophy.
Set in a modern, dystopianesque Cairo, Havez’s novel follows
Khaled Mamoun, a transcriber at
the Palace of Confessions, a staterun agency shrouded in mystery.
Mamoun is, by all definitions, a
spectator, with no stories of his
own to tell.
He is fascinated with works of
fiction, idolising protagonists until
he encounters Mustafa Ismail,
a man so larger-than-life that
Mamoun becomes obsessed with
Ismail’s unique worldview. With
good reason, as he is such a fascinating and persuasive character,
readers may also find themselves
seduced by his criminality.

Hafez’s novel is fearless, unafraid
to take expectation and turn it on
its head and voice a perspective of
the world that subverts not only
Mamoun’s understanding of morality shaped by the fiction he’s read
but challenges the reader’s own
perception of morality.
Strong themes that pervade the
novel are activity versus passivity,
freedom versus compliance. This
is fertile ground to explore and
spares no one, regardless of culture

or background. In ways, it engages
with the passive act of absorbing
a story, the relationship a reader
forges with fiction reflected brilliantly in Mamoun, who becomes
the reader’s vessel.
A quote from the first chapter
encapsulates the driving force of
the novel: “The world has no logic
and fiction is truer than reality.”
Mamoun is referencing Kafka’s
“The Metamorphosis” but it perfectly foreshadows the transformation he is about to undertake and
the realisations that Ismail
inspires within him.
Ismail excels as a thief with
the mind of a scholar and the
key to his success is the subversion of expectation.
Ismail tells us how he did
it, how even the life of crime
has rules and expectations
and using this to his advantage
was the key to his success.
Enthralled by this and eager to
escape mundanity, Mamoun
wishes to follow Ismail’s example, pursuing a life of freedom,
not dictated by rules, nor concern
for how he is perceived by others.
Ismail says: “They lie who say
that a man’s life story is all he
leaves behind. They set us in mo-

Cover of Yasser Abdel Hafez’s
novel “The Book of Safety,”
translated by Robin Moger.

tion with profound utterances that
fix themselves in our thoughts, and
we move accordingly, like machines
with no minds of their own. You
are the totality of the actions you
undertake now, in the moment, and
when you pass on that space you
filled is taken by the breeze.”
Moger possesses a genuine talent
in his work that will continue to
have a great effect in the translation industry. The four judges were
unanimous in naming him the
winner of the Saif Ghobash Banipal
Prize for 2017. The $4,170 prize is to
be formally presented by the Society of Authors on March 1.
For the first time in its 11-year history, the Saif Ghobash Banipal Prize
named a shortlist. In addition to
“The Book of Safety,” other works
nominated were: Saudi author
Raja Alem’s “The Dove’s Necklace”
translated by Katharine Halls and
Adam Talib; Syrian author Khaled
Khalifa’s “No Knives in the Kitchens of This City” translated by Leri
Price; and Lebanese author Hilal
Chouman’s “Limbo Beirut” translated by Anna Ziajka Stanton.
Moger has translated Maan Abu
Talib’s “All the Battles” (2017),
Yousef al-Mohaimeed’s “Where
Pigeons Don’t Fly” (2015), Youssef
Rakha’s “The Crocodiles” (2014)
and Mohammad Rabie’s “Otared,”
which was nominated for 2017’s
Saif Ghobash Banipal Prize.
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Agenda
Beirut:
Through February 4
The 24th European Film Festival
is taking place at Cinema Metropolis Empire Sofil in Beirut.
The festival is organised by the
Delegation of the European Union
and showcases movies from European countries.
Muscat:
Through February 10
The annual Muscat Festival takes
place in Amerat Park and Naseem
Gardens. The programme includes poetry sessions, lectures,
forums, concerts, storytelling
evenings, plays, art exhibitions
and other shows.
Bahrain:
Through March 7

The ancient hospital in Bab al-Wazir.									

(Ahmed Megahid)

Bab al-Wazir, an authentic testimony
to Cairo’s unique Islamic heritage
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

B

ab al-Wazir — the Minister’s Gate — is among the
few remaining gates of
old Cairo and part of a gigantic fence built by the
Mamluks, who ruled Egypt for almost 300 years, to protect the city
against invading armies.
Inaugurated in 1341 by Mamluk
Minister Negm al-Din Muhammad,
Bab al-Wazir has been restored
dozens of times since then.
Behind the gate, clocks seem to
have stopped ticking. The buildings are the same, even as they
were refurbished several times,
giving visitors an insight into life in
old Cairo.
“This area will continue to bear
witness to life in Cairo hundreds of
years back,” said Mohamed Khalil,
the head of the Downtown Cairo
Section at the Ministry of Antiquities. “It defied time and the changes that have affected every aspect
of Egyptian life.”
The alleyways, the homes, the
buildings and the names of places
have remained the same since they
were constructed.
Among the landmarks is Abu
Heriba Mosque, which was built
in 1480. Named after one of the
sheikhs who looked after it and
was buried under its dome in the
1850s, the mosque is featured on
the Egyptian 50-pound note.
It is one of Islamic Cairo’s architectural wonders. Its mausoleum
and dome are on its right side and
the building was designed in har-

Al-Razaz Home, one of the oldest The interior of the Mosque of
homes in Bab al-Wazir district.
Amir Altinbugha al-Maridani.
(Ahmed Megahid)

mony with surrounding roads and
alleyways. This explains why some
parts of the mosque, including the
ablution area and the library, are
opposite the building.
The interior of the mihrab (a
semi-circular niche in mosque wall
that indicates the prayer direction)
is adorned with colourful pieces of
marble and verses from the Quran.
The minbar, the mosque pulpit
where the imam delivers sermons,
is made of wood and decorated
with ivory.
“These are historical wonders
in the form of buildings,” said Mohamed Abdo, a history researcher

(Ahmed Megahid)

who gives tours to visitors. “I have
seen nobody who came to this area
and was not infatuated with the
amount of history, art and beauty
it exhibits.”
Many visitors to Bab al-Wazir
district, which is only half an hour
drive from the Egyptian Museum
in downtown Cairo and the Saladin Citadel in the southern part of
the city, are Egyptian history and
art students. The gate is in Cairo’s
most crowded part near al-Azhar
Mosque and the ancient Khan alKhalili bazaar.
“Nowhere in Egypt — and probably in the world — is there this

The interior of Taqy al-Din Bastami eatery that used to offer free food to the poor during the Mamluk era.
(Ahmed Megahid)

over-concentration of (Islamic) history and art,” Abdo said.
The public fountain built in 1744
and the nearby madrassa of Katkhuda are among the must-visit
landmarks in the area. The two
constructions are bright models of
Ottoman and Mamluk architecture.
Known to Egyptians as the “Sabil of
Katkhuda,” the fountain was made
to provide fresh water for passersby.
Built on two levels, the fountain’s
facade is covered with grey and
white stones protruded by pieces
of marble, a Mamluk style that continued to be an architectural norm,
even during the subsequent Ottoman era.
Volunteers would go to the fountain every hour, fill their leather
bags with water and tour the district to give free water to thirsty
people passing by or workers in the
shops.
Other landmarks of Bab al-Wazir
district include the mosque of Amir
al-Tinbugha al-Maridani. When it
was built in 1340, the mosque had
the first fully octagonal minaret in
Cairo and an unusually large dome.

The public fountain
built in 1744 and the
nearby madrassa of
Katkhuda are among
the must-visit
landmarks in the area.
The Egyptian Ministry of Antiquities recently announced the completion of a multimillion-dollar restoration process of some buildings
in the district.
However, many buildings remain
in need of restoration, having been
neglected for decades. Khalil said
their restoration would take place
as soon as the necessary funds
were secured.
Eman Mahmud, a 19-year-old
art student, says she only comes in
contact with Cairo’s Islamic history
when she visits Bab al-Wazir.
“It is a real joy to visit this place
and immerse in all this history,”
Mahmud said. “It costs almost
nothing to visit Bab al-Wazir but
such a visit is always an eye-opener
and enjoyable.”
Several cafes and arts centres
that popped up in the district recently offer space for Mahmud and
other students to sit comfortably
while making sketches of the old
buildings.
With her classmates, Mahmud
spends hours admiring the buildings and strolling in the alleyways.
“Every visit is a memorable time
and an opportunity to plunge into
Islamic art,” she said.

The Bahrain Fine Arts Exhibition
is an annual event that celebrates
art in Bahrain. Every year, the art
community gathers to present
work through different media of
expression. In its 44th edition,
the exhibition is presenting a collection of local and international
artists residing in Bahrain.
Doha:
Through April 25
Souq Waqif Spring Festival brings
together street performers, puppet and musical shows, along
with African circus performers,
magicians and a range of slightly
surreal one-off events, including
a human cannonball and bungee
jumping.
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
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
The National Amazigh Film
Festival in Tizi Ouzou, Algeria,
showcases full-length 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.
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