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Opinion

T
he re-election of Czech President 
Milos Zeman to a second term in 
office underlines a worrisome trend 
that has taken hold in central Europe. 
The run-off presidential election 
campaign was inflammatory, playing 
up the fear of Muslims and migrants. 

Its message was meant to build a base among 
older, rural voters: strident ethno-nationalism 
and xenophobic fears.

Some call it “Euro-populism,” a dogmatic 
tendency by politicians to claim they speak for 
the silent, sons-of-the-soil majorities and against 
betrayal by the “globalised elites.”

Euro-populism has become mainstream 
enough to be invited into coalitions, notably in 
Austria. In December, Austria became the only 
country in Western Europe with a far-right party 
firmly in government.

Austria’s far-right Freedom Party hardly sits 
alone in government in its hostility to immigrants 
and Islam, however. Its partner, the conservative 
Austrian People’s Party, shares the determination 
to slash assistance to refugees and generally make 
migrants feel less welcome.

Both parties warned against the emergence of 
Muslim “parallel societies” in Austria and both 
back the hard-line position taken by Hungary’s 
authoritarian prime minister, Viktor Orban.

Last month, Orban and three other central 
European prime ministers met to reiterate their 
opposition to migration.

This Euro-populist trend seems to be spread-
ing. In Italy, which has a general election next 
month, the Five Star Movement is riding high in 
opinion polls. If it wins, the eurozone’s third-
largest economy would be the first to have a 
populist government.

The exploitation of migration fears is among 
the main reasons for the anti-establishment 
party’s rise, as well as the chance of a coalition 
government being formed by the centre-right 
Forza Italia, the nationalist Northern League and 
another right-wing, anti-immigration party, the 
Brothers of Italy.

The European Union’s Frontex border agency 
said more than 119,000 migrants arrived by sea to 
Italy last year. Just days ago, Spanish officials 
reported the rescue off the Libyan coast of more 
than 300 people, including babies. They were 
taken to an Italian port.

The economic burden to Italy and the increased 
visibility of the “refugee crisis,” along with 
exaggerated security fears, has left many Italians 
resentful of the system.

This goes some way towards explaining the 
thrust of Frontex’s new operation spanning the 
waters off Algeria, Tunisia, Libya, Egypt, Turkey 
and Albania. While the agency will rescue 
migrants at risk at sea, crammed into human 
traffickers’ rickety boats, its focus will be on 
detecting “foreign fighters and other terrorist 
threats at the external borders” of Europe.

The Frontex operation and France’s Sahel 
initiative are attempts to shift the focus from the 
desperation of migrants to the dangers they pose. 
It is poverty, conflict and the lack of opportunity 
that are driving young people out of the Maghreb, 
the Middle East and Africa and towards Europe. 
That is the crux of the issue. Everything else is 
expedient politics.
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Elections in Lebanon and Iraq will 
bring no fundamental changes
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018 is going to be 
an election year par 
excellence in the Arab 
region. Voters in Egypt, 
Tunisia, Libya, Lebanon 
and Iraq will cast ballots 

in either presidential, parliamen-
tary or municipal elections.

However, what looks on the 
surface like signs of political 
vitality in the region cannot hide 
the fact that the results of some 
of these exercises in democracy 
have already been decided or 
stained with shortcomings.

On May 6 and 12, general 
elections will be contested in 
Lebanon and Iraq, respectively. 
They will serve as a chance to 
monitor political change in both 
countries and see how repre-
sentative they are of the political 
reality in the Middle East.

Some expect — and others  
fear — these elections will 
consecrate Iran’s influence in 
those countries. In reality, it is 
not realistic to reduce the 
elections’ outcomes to a single 
external factor, no matter how 
important it is, for this factor 
remains contingent on conflict-
ing strategies and expected 
changes in the region.

In Lebanon, solutions to crises 
or confrontations are often 
couched in a no-winner-or-loser 
approach. This is why Lebanon’s 
quota system has survived since 
the 1940s. Such a system cannot 
survive in Iraq.

After the fall of Baghdad in 
2003, Iraqi society was split 
amid unproductive national 
identity debates and the rise of 
political violence and terrorism. 
Such debates also took place in 
Lebanon, especially in 1975 and 
1976 during the civil war, 
marking the beginning of 
sectarian strife in Lebanese 
society and the rise of compet-
ing regional and international 
agendas in the country.

As the May elections in 
Lebanon and Iraq approach, 
mixing sterile identity debates 
and political systems still 
represents a threat. The negative 
aspects of the Lebanese and 
Iraqi experiences are being 

focused on and borrowed.
The Iraqis chose to borrow 

from the Lebanese experience 
the vile sectarian-based quota 
system of power sharing rather 
than emulate the Lebanese 
model of cultural and political 
plurality. There are similarities 
between Lebanese Hezbollah 
and the Iraqi Popular Mobilisa-
tion Forces in their usurping the 
state’s privilege of deciding 
matters of war and peace. From 
2003-18, both experiences were 
characterised by the following:

• Political, religious and 
regional splits on top of a 
weakening unified national 
identity;
• The absence of a mechanism 

for absorbing crises as well as 
the disappearance from the 
public scene of national figures 
or nationalist parties in addition 
to the atrophy in the roles of 
civil society and the national 
elite;
• The influence of the geopo-

litical environment and prevail-
ing regional conflicts with clear 
signs of interactions between 
internal and external agents.

Fundamental changes in the 
political scenes in Lebanon and 
Iraq due to the elections are not 
expected for the simple reason 
that the countries’ sectarian and 
diverse natures are not condu-
cive to changes.

Any attempt to place either 
country in the orbit of one 
regional axis or the other or to 
wipe out the Arab dimension in 
the national identity would lead 
to uncontrollable dangers. 
Similarly, in the event that 
Hezbollah and its allies obtain a 
parliamentary majority in 
Lebanon while the Sunnis and 
Kurds are sidelined in Iraq, the 
balance of power in both coun-
tries will tear apart. That would 
result in dire consequences for 
the region.

Election results in Lebanon are 
difficult to foresee because of 
the new election law’s dark 
formula. In 2017, parliamentary 
elections were postponed, more 
over security concerns due to 
the spillover from the Islamic 

State (ISIS) in Syria, than the 
political elites’ wish to stay in 
power.

In 2018, however, regional 
conditions remain confused and 
there is no escaping the 
demands of the internal power-
sharing agreements of October 
2016. So the elections will take 
place despite the political 
shenanigans of Prime Minister 
Saad Hariri, a Sunni; President 
Michel Aoun, a Maronite 
Christian; and parliamentary 
Speaker Nabih Berri, a Shia.

In Iraq and following the 
defeat of ISIS and the Kurdish 
independence referendum, the 
political situation is evolving 
towards the centralisation of 
power into the hands of one 
faction, namely the Shia camp. 
Postponing elections is no 
longer an option, given the 
demands of Shia parties. Former 
ISIS bastions in Mosul and Anbar 
were deliberately left in ruin 
and Kurdish demands in Kirkuk 
were deliberately ignored.

Despite a seemingly perma-
nent US military presence in 
Iraq, the Americans do not seem 
to have influence on the politi-
cal scene. Iran is actively 
interfering through its Iraqi 
proxies in restructuring this 
scene. Major-General Qassem 
Soleimani, leader of Iran’s 
al-Quds Force, is ever present in 
the background.

In the elections in Iraq, the 
Sunni camp seems happy with 
playing a secondary role while 
the Kurdish camp stands to lose 
any advantages it has had since 
2003. The latter will become an 
addendum to the winning camp.

Such an obvious unfair 
distribution of power will 
deepen the sectarian cleavages 
of Iraqi society and encourage 
the re-emergence of extremism.

Whether in Lebanon or in Iraq, 
elections will not be the anti-
dote to sectarian and ethnic 
divisions, for the fate of society 
in both countries is not contin-
gent on ballot results. Regional 
conditions have a greater effect 
and history teaches us to expect 
the unexpected.
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Whether in Lebanon or in Iraq, elections will not be the antidote to 
sectarian and ethnic divisions.

T
he real cost of Turkey’s incursion 
into Syria is being borne by hapless 
civilians.

No matter the self-righteousness 
with which Ankara proclaims the 
security and military objectives of 
its foray into Kurdish-dominated 

Afrin. The reality is bloody. Innocent people are 
being killed. The toll is rising and every day 
brings horrific news of more death. Meanwhile, 
the humanitarian situation in Afrin worsens and 
its main hospital is running low on essential 
medical supplies.

The fallout of Turkey’s relentless bombing 
campaign goes further. The 3,000-year Ain Dara 
historic site was hit by devastating air raids by 
Turkish forces. Many of Syria’s ancient sites, 
including Palmyra and the Old City of Aleppo, 
suffered significant damage largely at the hands 
of the Islamic State. Now, it is Turkey’s air strikes 
that threaten a region with “a high density of 
heritage sites and standing ancient remains,” in 
the words of archaeologist Michael Danti.

The Afrin incursion will add to Syria’s many 
woes in which many parties — far too many 
parties — are increasingly opting for their own 
military solutions. All along, Syrian regime 
troops have been involved. Before Turkey’s 
sudden direct involvement, there were the 
Russians.

Moscow sent men and military ordnance to 
Syria in 2015 with the promise of ending the war 
but the latest round of Syrian peace negotiations 
in Sochi showed the limits of Russia’s diplomacy, 
hard though it tried to be an efficient alternative 
to UN efforts.

The Afrin operation being an open-ended 
incursion, the fear is that Syria’s 7-year-old war 
continues endlessly morphing into multiple new 
conflicts with an ever-mounting toll.

Election 
results in 
Lebanon are 
difficult to 
foresee be-
cause of the 
new election 
law’s dark 
formula. 
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