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Tunisia’s economic needs and
Libya loom large in Macron’s visit
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

F

rench President Emmanuel Macron lent enthusiastic support to Tunisia’s
leaders during a visit to
the country, praising their
efforts to root democracy amid
testing economic circumstances
and popular frustration over unmet expectations.
Regional issues, especially the
situation in Libya, were high on
the French president’s 2-day agenda, which included discussions
with Tunisian President Beji Caid
Essebsi and other officials.
Macron, on his first trip to
Tunisia as president, made all the
right moves to accommodate his
hosts, taking smiling selfies in the
Tunisian Presidential Palace with
Caid Essebsi and touring the old
city of Tunis wearing a traditional
chechia. Throughout, the French
president warmly interacted with
citizens and projected the image of
Tunisia as a safe country welcome
to tourists.
He was also emphatic in his support for Tunisia’s democratic transition: “If you fail, we will fail too
on the same day or the day after,”
Macron told Tunisians.
Macron pledged that he would
work to double French investments in Tunisia over the next five
years to support Tunisia’s ailing
economy. As a start, 18 agreements
worth more than $350 million were
signed during the visit.
The French leader’s economic pledges could translate into
$1.5 billion by 2022 as well as
$60 million to finance development
plans, including a programme to
create jobs for young people.
“France has reiterated its commitment to accompany the
reforms
efforts
initiated
by
Tunisia,” Tunisian presidential
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Ali Alfoneh

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

For leading IRGC
commanders to
feign ignorance of
Khamenei’s decree
is a disastrous
blow to the
supreme leader’s
prestige.

Right moves. French President Emmanuel Macron (R) takes a selfie with Tunisian President
Beji Caid Essebsi with a picture of Tunisia’s first President Habib Bourguiba in the background at
the Carthage Palace. 								
(Tunisian Presidency)
spokeswoman Saida Guerrach told
The Arab Weekly.
“The agreements signed have
reflected Tunisia’s development
and security needs,” she added.
France is one of the leading
foreign investors and providers of
foreign aid to Tunisia.
Approximately 1,400 French
firms are present in Tunisia, employing 138,000 workers, official
figures state. French direct investment in Tunisia was worth
$1.4 billion in 2016, making it the
second biggest foreign investor,
behind the United Arab Emirates,
official data showed.
Some Tunisian politicians and

The French know that
it is in their interest
to find a solution that
ensures stability
in Libya.
Saida Guerrach,
Tunisian official
presidential spokeswoman

experts, who were hoping for a
Marshall Plan-style announcement or for the conversion of Tunisian debt into grants, were not
satisfied.
Ridha Chkoundali, an economist
and a former head of the government’s CERES think-tank, said,
“The share of Tunisian debt to
France, which was converted into
investment is only 50 million ($60
million) from a total debt of about
800 million euros ($1 billion).”
Voices in France expressed
similar disappointment. “Promised
French investments were not up to
the aspirations of a crisis-stricken
country,” wrote French daily

Le Figaro on February 2.
Even if aware of the challenges
ahead, Tunisian leaders wasted no
time building on the achievements
of the visit.
“French businesspeople have
with their Tunisian counterparts
identified promising sectors and
the steps needed to accelerate the
implementation of this strategic
partnership,” said Tunisian Prime
Minister Youssef Chahed.
From Tunisia, Macron set his
sights on the bigger picture: boosting French influence in Africa and
the Middle East.
Tunisia is expected to host the
La Francophonie summit in 2020 at
which heads of state from Frenchspeaking countries will gather.
Of special interest to France is its
traditional sphere of economic and
cultural influence in the Arab North
African countries of the Maghreb. A
common interest between Tunisian
leaders and Macron is the situation
in Libya.
Macron recognised France’s role
under former President Nicolas
Sarkozy in exacerbating Libya’s crisis. “We have collectively plunged
Libya into lawlessness,” said
Macron at a Tunis news conference.
Libya has been tormented by chaos and violence since NATO-backed
rebels overthrew and murdered former strongman Muammar Qaddafi
in 2011.
Macron reportedly promised to
intensify security cooperation with
Tunisia.
“The French know that it is in
their interest to find a solution that
ensures stability in Libya. It also
helps our stability to help find a
real solution that would help the
Libyans rebuild their country,
re-establish the rule of the state and
regain their stability,” Guerrach said.
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis.
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After public humiliation by the IRGC, is it the end of Khamenei’s era?

I

ranian Supreme Leader
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei’s
more than 28-year rule
came to an end on
January 23. Unlike his predecessor, Khamenei’s rule was
not cut short by nature, nor was
it due to an abdication. Khamenei reached the end of his rule as
the Islamic Revolutionary Guard
Corps (IRGC) publicly humiliated
him by disobeying his decree to
give up its economic interests.
It is not news that Iranian
President Hassan Rohani and the
country’s technocratic elites are
engaged in a fierce power struggle
with the IRGC. This is in preparation for succession after Khamenei. The most important front in
the power struggle is economic.
The IRGC uses its economic
strength to buy political influence and undermine Rohani. The
president is trying to roll back the
IRGC’s dominance.
Khamenei oscillates between
the IRGC and Rohani and the
technocrats to preserve the

balance of power. The supreme
leader needs Rohani and the technocrats to run the government
and he needs the IRGC to suppress
internal dissent and deter external
enemies.
Recently, however, Khamenei
provoked a crisis with the IRGC,
a dramatic showdown that began
with Defence Minister Amir
Hatami’s interview with the government-owned daily IRAN published January 21. Hatami said:
“Ayatollah Khamenei has tasked
the General Staff of the Armed
Forces (with) transfer of [ownership] of financial institutions of
the Army and the Guards.” This
was meant, he added, so that
the IRGC “abandoned unrelated
economic activities.”
The expression “unrelated”
is, of course, a matter of definition but the defence minister
specifically said: “We do not
consider running of financial
institutions as the mission of the
armed forces.” This was a clear
reference to the parallel banking

sector, in particular Mehr Finance
and Credit Institution, through
which the IRGC manages financial
activities.
The IRGC’s response to the
decree from on high came after
a short delay. On January 23,
Esmaeil Kowsari, deputy chief of
the IRGC’s Sarallah headquarters,
claimed ignorance of Khamenei’s
decree.
Sarallah is responsible for
Tehran’s security and Kowsari’s
remarks to reformist newspaper
Etemaad’s website were staggeringly uninformed. “I’m not aware
of it and must investigate the
details of the issue,” he said.
Even more remarkable was
Kowsari’s claim the IRGC had
“never entered economic activities.” He said most of their work
“is developmental based on the
constitution. According to the
law, the armed forces must help
the government in peacetime”.
Kowsari was not the only IRGC
commander claiming ignorance
of Khamenei’s new policy. It

was repeated on January 25 by
Mohammad Saleh Jokar, the IRGC
deputy for parliamentary affairs,
in an interview with Etemaad
Online. He said: “I could not find
such an announcement and have
not seen it… I’m also not aware
of the statements of the defence
minister.”
For leading IRGC commanders
to feign ignorance of Khamenei’s
decree is a disastrous blow to
the supreme leader’s prestige. It
reveals the systemic weakness of
the Iranian regime, compared to
other political systems.
The Chinese Communist Party
forced the People’s Liberation
Army out of economic activity in
the late 1990s but this seems to be
hard going in Iran. Which political party in the Islamic Republic
can help Khamenei accomplish
his stated intention? Absent such
a political party, Khamenei may
have to resign himself to the end
of an era — that of his time as the
supreme leader, in reality, not just
in name.
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Joint operation deals
blow to al-Qaeda
Macron visits
affiliate on Tunisia,
Tunisia bearing Algeria border
Mark Habeeb

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

promises

Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

A

Beyond tokens. French President Emmanuel Macron (C) tries on a
chechia during his tour of the Medina (old town) of the Tunisian
capital Tunis on February 1.
(AFP)

F

rench President
Emmanuel Macron told
the Tunisian parliament that he would
push to double French
private sector investment over the next five
years to bolster the North African
country’s struggling economy and
strengthen its nascent democracy.
French direct investment in
Tunisia amounted to $1.4 billion
in 2016, making France the second
biggest foreign investor behind the
United Arab Emirates. If Macron
fulfils his pledge, French investment should be nearly $3 billion
by the end of his first term in the
Elysee Palace.

Words alone will
not solve the
problems and
promises
unkept will
make them
worse.

This would indeed be a significant boost to Tunisia but Tunisians
should be forgiven for being sceptical: They have heard this before.
In the midst of the “Arab spring”
in 2011, France hosted the G7 summit and pledged to develop a Marshall Plan for North Africa. Seven
years later, people are still awaiting
the details. If the original Marshall
Plan had been nothing more than
a promise, Europe never would
have emerged from the ashes of the
second world war.
Tunisians have expected other
assistance from France, its former
colonial power and long-time ally,
that is yet to materialise, including
eased visa restrictions for Tunisians
and the conversion of years-old
debt into grants. When Macron and
his wife toured the Tunis Medina,
hecklers shouted at him about the
visa issue.
Macron seems to understand
the need and the urgency to fulfil
his promises: His visit came just
weeks after protests over price and
tax increases wracked Tunisian
towns. In his public comments,
he correctly pointed to the dan-

ger posed by high levels of youth
unemployment. All he need do is
look to neighbouring Libya to see
the consequences of political and
social chaos.
“What you are doing is of concern to us,” Macron said referring to
Tunisia’s experiments with democracy and economic reform. “What
is happening here is decisive.”
The true signal that Macron may
understand the gravity of what is
at stake was revealed when he said:
“The Arab world, the Maghreb, all
the shores of the Mediterranean are
watching you. They are watching
you work and they need to see
you succeed.”
If Macron truly understands the
significance of these words — his
words — he will ensure that France
keeps its promises. Further, he
will strongly advocate for Tunisia
within the broader European Union. He will do so not because he is
a soft-hearted fellow who is fond of
Tunisia or because 700,000 French
citizens (and voters) are of Tunisian
descent.
He will do so because, if recent
history has taught us anything, it is
that the Mediterranean is less a sea
than it is a lake — a lake with two
shores inhabited by people who
have interacted since antiquity,
well before air travel and social
media made interaction first rapid
and now instantaneous.
If the people on one side of the
lake thrive while those on the other
side live in economic distress and
social upheaval, people on neither
side will live in peace and security.
If indeed Macron truly understands
this, he will act. Words alone will
not solve the problems and promises unkept will make them worse.
Macron has proven himself to be
a new kind of French leader and
not only because of his youth and
the fact that his election shattered
France’s existing political party
structure. Tunisians are waiting
and hoping to see if Macron’s new
style of leadership carries over to
French policy towards their country and the rest of North Africa.
“We will help you achieve your
goals,” Macron told the Tunisian
parliament. “France is at your side.”
Let’s hope.

lgerian and Tunisian special forces dealt a blow to
al-Qaeda in the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM), killing at least 12 of its commanders in what security officials
said was a targeted mission on the
group’s leadership.
The news came as Tunisia and Algeria strengthened their joint counterterrorism operations to secure
the Maghreb from the Islamic State
(ISIS) and al-Qaeda.
Since President Beji Caid Essebsi
took office in 2015, Tunisia has
taken a firmer stance against jihadists and extremism. From 2011-14,
Tunisia was led by a coalition government dominated by the Islamist
Ennahda party.
The country’s most recent clampdown on jihadism was fuelled
by concerns that extremists had
hijacked protests over economic
and social issues in the country.
“About 40 takfirists (Islamist extremists) were detained for their
role in looting, arson and theft during the latest protests in January,”
Interior Minister Lotfi Brahem said.
“They confessed during interrogations to have received orders
from Daesh and al-Qaeda to stir up
protests and exploit the chaos in
the streets to facilitate terrorists to
reach mountainous areas,” he said.
“Daesh” is an Arabic acronym for
ISIS.
A Tunisian special operations
unit ambushed and killed two commanders of Okba Ibn Nafaa, AQIM’s
Tunisia branch, January 20 in the
mountains outside Sbeitla, near the
Algerian border. Tunisian authorities identified the men as Bilel Kobbi and Bechir Ben Neji.
“Kobbi is one of the AQIM leaders
who joined extremist groups early
in the 1990s in the Algerian mountains when he was 15 and moved to
Tunisia in 2014,” said Interior Ministry spokesman Khalifa Chibani.
“We are achieving great progress in the fight against extremist groups. The terrorist arrested
recently will give us information
to advance further in the struggle

against terrorism,” Chibani added.
Brahem told parliament on January 29 that security forces carried
out 122,000 raids on safe houses
and other locations suspected of
links to jihadists in 2017, detaining
1,456 suspects
On January 26, Algerian special
forces killed eight AQIM commanders in the rugged mountainous area
of Chechar in the eastern region of
Khenchela. The men were said to
have been en route to meet other
jihadist leaders, including AQIM
leader Abdelmalek Droukdel, an Algerian who has led the group since
2004.

We are achieving great
progress in the fight
against extremist
groups.

Interior Ministry
spokesman Khalifa Chibani
“The eight terrorists answered
the order of Adelmalek Droukdel.
Their slaying came five days after
the killing of Kobbi by Tunisian security forces near the border with
Algeria,” reported Algeria’s TSA
website, quoting Algerian security
sources.
“Kobbi was tasked by Droukdel
to organise the meeting of the terror chiefs to discuss a strategy to
rebuild AQIM, which is weakened
by anti-terrorist operations by the
Algerian National Popular Army and
the defections of its members to
Daesh,” it added.
TSA and the Algerian daily

L’Expression, which is close to the
Algerian presidency, reported that
Droukdel moved to an area of Tunisia near the Algerian border in 2016.
“It is 100% sure that Droukdel
moved to Tunisia in 2016,” wrote
L’Expression, quoting Algerian intelligence services. It said Algerian
authorities passed the information
to their Tunisian counterparts.
TSA quoted security sources in
Algeria as saying the “operation that
led to the killing of the eight AQIM
commanders in Algeria” was the
“result of important joint investigation work by Algerian and Tunisian
security services.”
Droukdel was to attend the meeting along with other commanders of
jihadist factions Katibet al-Tawhid
and Katibet al-Jihad. These factions
are not part of AQIM, but also are rivals of ISIS, added TSA.
The Algerian Defence Ministry
said two other AQIM commanders were killed by special forces in
the eastern Jijel region on January
30. One of the slain operatives was
identified as Adel Seghiri, who has
headed AQIM’s communication office since 2012.
Security experts said AQIM’s rivalry with ISIS goes back to AQIM’s
founding in the 1990s, when the
Armed Islamic Group of Algeria was
known for brutal tactics, including
beheadings and civilian massacres.
Commanders who opposed such
brutality created the Salafist Group
for Preaching and Combat, which
targeted security forces and government officials. They pledged their
support to al-Qaeda in 2013.
Terrorism experts argue that
AQIM and ISIS have different strategies for Tunisia, with AQIM eyeing
the country as a “rear base.”
“Tunisia is considered by AQIM
as a backplate from where it could
launch operations in Libya and the
Sahel, which means that it does not
want to be on the radar of the authorities by carrying out inopportune operations,” said Alain Rodier,
a former senior French intelligence
officer who manages the French
Centre for Intelligence Research.
“On the contrary, Daesh sees
Tunisia as a land of jihad because human resources for that
are plenty and the government is
weak,” he added.

Security boost. A Tunisian Army unit of rapid intervention patrols the area of a trench dug along the
Libyan border near the Ras Jedir crossing point. 					
(AFP)
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Burning
issue.
Two young
Moroccans
rest
following
their rescue
in the
waters of
the Strait of
Gibraltar,
last June.
(AFP)

Can Morocco offer a new plan of action on migration for Africa?

Idris al-Kanbouri
is a Moroccan writer.

To have an
effective impact,
the best plans will
need to be backed
with strong
political will.

A

frica has always
suffered from the
banes of illegal
migration. In recent
years, however,
migration in Africa
has gone from being
a passing or restricted problem to a
social and structural phenomenon
intimately linked to the prevailing
political and economic conditions
in African countries.
With changes in security conditions and the emergence of terrorist groups in Africa, migration has
become a burning issue on the agendas of African-European summits.
France, in particular, is concerned
with this issue, given its colonial
past in Africa and the presence on
its soil of important communities
of African origins. For France, immigration will be a major national
and regional challenge during the
coming decades.
Despite the urgency of the challenge, solutions to the problem
of migration from Africa are slow to
come and African countries
have yet to incorporate
immigration in a comprehensive

cooperation initiative.
Usually, African governments
address migration on a strictly local
scale with temporary policies not
supported by adequate means and
tools to have a significant effect
on the problem. Migrants are not
intimidated by borders and national
barriers fail to dam their increasing
flow.
African countries are always
counting on and waiting for European aid earmarked for anti-immigration programmes but those funds
are shrinking under the effects of
the economic crisis and a lack of
coordination between European
countries.
Terrorism has gone into business
in African immigration. Migrants
are easy prey for organised crime
and terrorist groups. This has
occured since immigration from
Africa is no longer a priority for European governments in general and
for France in particular. The latter
will show interest in migration issues only in so far as they represent
a security threat.
With the increase in security
threats in Europe, more funds are

allocated to dealing with them. In
this European context, addressing
migration in and from Africa has
become a financial burden on European governments.
To face terrorism, African countries need financial and logistic
assistance from Europe in addition
to funds for their migration policies
and programmes. In the end, fighting terrorism in Europe has won the
day and fighting immigration has
been relegated to a lower European
priority.
Within this context and since rejoining the African Union last year,
Morocco has developed an African
plan for dealing with migration
from Africa. The plan was unveiled
during the African Union Summit
in Addis Ababa in the presence of
Moroccan King Mohammed VI.
Moroccan Foreign Minister
Nasser Bourita said the plan would
focus on looking at migration as an
opportunity rather than a necessity,
changing the stereotypes people
have of migrants and coming up
with comprehensive plan for upholding migrant rights by coordinating with regional and

international parties.
Such an initiative is not new in
Morocco. Years ago, a national programme dealing with migration was
started and led to a special law for
migrants, a first in the kingdom.
Several internal measures were
taken, such as a campaign to
regularise the presence of African
migrants in Morocco and specific
educational programmes to counter
racist views and attitudes towards
them. This Moroccan experiment
was hailed in African capitals as a
pioneering effort.
During the African Summit,
Morocco tried to convince African
leaders to initiate migration policies
to be incorporated into a wider economic vision. Migration in Africa
can become an engine for economic
development rather than a costly
burden.
Such an approach to migration
might be too ambitious for the
African Union, which is stymied by
internal divisions. Structural barriers stand in the way of cooperation.
Still, to have an effective impact,
the best plans will need to be
backed with strong political will.

Syrian refugees facing a cold future

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.”

Recent tragedy
brings the debate
surrounding the
13.5 million
refugees
scattered across
the world back
to the public
sphere.

I

“

am going to freeze to
death” is an expression often heard on the
streets of Beirut as the
Lebanese, generally
ensconced in warm,
thick winter coats,
moan about icy weather sweeping
the country.
While none of the Lebanese
have yet to die because of the cold,
Syrian refugees scattered around
the country are not so fortunate,
with many fatalities blamed on
exposure.
The recent discovery of the
frozen bodies of 15 Syrian nationals who died trying to cross the
mountain range on the LebaneseSyrian border reminded both the
Lebanese and the international
community of the refugee crisis
that they have failed so abysmally
to address.
Frozen in the snow, the bodies of
these desperate men, women and
children resembled the volcanic
remains of the citizens of Pompeii. However, the deaths of the
refugees were far more gruesome
and far less swift. Originally part
of a larger party being smuggled
across the Lebanese border, these

individuals lagged behind, before
gradually succumbing to the cold
and the storms that accompanied
it.
This tragedy brings the debate
surrounding the 13.5 million refugees scattered across the world,
2 million of whom are in Lebanon,
back to the public sphere.
While initially adopting a fairly
lax open-door policy towards the
influx of refugees from Syria, the
Lebanese soon reversed their
position, introducing measures
intended to halt refugee flows and
doing what they could to make
life difficult for those already in
Lebanon.
Adding to those measures was
the failure of the international
community to provide basic services to the refugee communities.
Their sharing of resources with
Lebanon’s native community
placed tremendous stress on the
country’s archaic infrastructure.
While the Lebanese elites devise
ways to channel relief funds to
their own pockets and their clientelist networks, whole generations
of young Syrians are out of school
and lack basic sanitation and medical facilities.

There is little disputing that
life is difficult for Syrian refugees
within Lebanon. However, the
frozen corpses in the country’s
mountains testify to a far darker
reality, which the Lebanese and the
world ignore.
The overwhelming majority
of the Lebanese, including the
anti-Assad crowd, has swallowed
the Syrian regime’s line that the
war in Syria has ended, with what
remains of any opposition existing
in isolated pockets doing the bidding of the West and its Arab allies.
Consequently, the Lebanese feel
under no obligation to pressure
their legislators — or do anything
themselves — to address the country’s refugee crisis.
Instead, they have either
adopted or through inaction tacitly
permitted the rise of a xenophobic culture, one that juvenilely
and maliciously seeks to blame
Lebanon’s endless problems on the
Syrian and the Palestinian refugee
communities.
Had Syrian President Bashar
Assad’s Iran-Russia axis truly won
the day as many have claimed,
why would a Syrian father gamble
the lives of his wife and children

by walking them across icy valleys
and mountain ranges to either die
from the cold or, worse, risk them
being criminally enslaved by the
corrupt underbelly of Lebanese
society on arrival?
If the de-escalation zones were
adequate as the Russians
promised, the bands of Syrian refugees would be making their way
towards Syria not away from it.
Truly addressing the Syrian
refugee crisis is unequivocally
beyond the reach and resources of
the Lebanese government and its
people. Yet the recent death of the
15 Syrians and the lack of empathy and inaction by the Lebanese
government and the people speak
volumes about the moral and
political decay of the country and
the system of values that supposedly sustain it.
Tragically, Syrians will continue
to die either at the hands of their
autocratic ruler, by the hands of
his opponents or by the continued
negligence of the world. What
remains certain is that there is no
reason to stay silent and partake
in the crimes being committed
against the innocent Syrian refugees in Lebanon.

4

February 4, 2018

Syria

Debate

Mixed results at Sochi as peace drive changes dynamics
Sami Moubayed

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

Sochi creates
new dynamics
between the
warring Syrian
factions,
paving the road
for serious
face-to-face
talks.

A

fter much delay,
the Syrian National
Dialogue Conference
took place at the Black
Sea resort of Sochi.
Online activists from
both camps tore it apart, however,
criticising the calibre of most of the
1,511 participants, saying they don’t
represent the people of Syria.
Although 107 of its members were
represented at Sochi, the Syrian opposition was furious with the entire
event, claiming that its colleagues
had sold out to the Russians. Several
commanders of the armed opposition staged a sit-in at Sochi airport,
objecting to the emblem of the
conference, which showed the flag
of the Syrian government with no
tri-colour of the Syrian opposition.
They returned to Turkey, asking
the Turkish government to carry
out the talks on their behalf. This
added insult to injury among the
anti-regime camp, which claimed
that it jeopardises their integrity and
independence.
Ankara’s name was on the invitation cards and so was that of Iran,
explaining why prominent Kurdish
groups such as the People’s Protection Units (YPG), lobbed into the
“terrorist basket” by Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, were
absent from Sochi.
They were not too enthusiastic
about coming anyway, especially after the Turkish Army started pounding the Kurdish city of Afrin, west of
the Euphrates River. Certain Kurdish
individuals showed up at the conference but in their personal capacities
and not as political groups. They
were dragged to the event by the
Russian Foreign Ministry several
times during the January 29 event as
the conference was on the verge of
imploding.
The result, however, was exactly
what the Russians wanted for Sochi.
They desired a big show, with plenty
of names that reflect ethnic and
social diversity, regardless of who
they were and how much influence
they truly
wielded.
The conference, it must be
remembered, was the brainchild of
Russian President Vladimir Putin.
He wanted a new political process
to go hand-in-hand with the Astana
talks, which would supplement,
eventually overshadow and ultimately replace the UN-mandated
Geneva process. That is why he in-

Russia-engineered. Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov gives a speech during a plenary session
at the Congress of Syrian National Dialogue in Sochi, on January 30. 		
(AFP)
sisted on the presence of UN Special
Envoy Staffan de Mistura.
All mention of regime change was
dropped from the agenda, due not
least to the presence of de Mistura
and several ranking members of the
opposition such as Ahmad al-Jarba,
former head of the Syrian National
Coalition, and Haytham Manna of
the National Coordination Committee for Democratic Change (NCC).
Second-tier opposition figures were
also in the room, including Moscowbacked Randa Kassis and former
Deputy Prime Minister for Economic
Affairs Qadri Jamil.
These four opposition figures,
along with de Mistura, signed off a
final communique that calls for the
creation of a constitutional committee to amend the charter of 2012.
The conference came forth with
200 names to be on the list, which
will be shortened to 45-50. The final
committee, the constitution states,
needs to be signed off by Syrian
President Bashar Assad, something
that none of the opposition figures
at the conference seemed to mind.
For now, Sochi will support
Geneva and not replace it, as both
serve the end purpose of UN Security Council Resolution 2254. That

resolution calls for drafting of a new
constitution, which is expected by
next summer, and “elections” without explaining whether they would
be parliamentary or presidential.
The next round of Sochi is due to
happen before the spring. Participants are to discuss a timetable of
the constitutional assembly, the
framework of operation and the actual text in addition to setting a date
for the next parliamentary elections.
Now that a constitutional assembly is in the works, details need
to be sorted out: a timetable, a
framework of operation, authorities
and what text will it work on, the
present charter or a completely new
one. This essentially supplants the
former political process from regime
change, as it had started out in the
summer of 2012, to one of constitutional reform. Even power-sharing
in an upcoming government was
scrapped off the table.
What the conference also
achieved was bringing the two sides
onto the same podium, for the first
time since 2011, breaking the taboo
of interaction. Figures long written
off as terrorists and paid agents of
foreign countries have been accepted by Damascus as legitimate

interlocutors in the political process.
For its part, the opposition needs
to accept the reality that it will not
bring down the regime in Damascus
but rather deal with it — and the
Russians — if they want to play a
political role in Syria.
Sochi broke the psychological barrier and put all willing participants
on the road of an endgame, one that
is tailor-made to fit the vision of the
Russian president. At the end of the
day, only Russia-backed opposition
figures made it through the Russiaengineered dialogue.
Many had expected Moscow to
call off the event if the Saudi-backed
opposition didn’t show up. That
didn’t happen and the Russians saw
the boycott as a blessing in disguise,
using their absence to promote their
own proxies in the Syrian opposition.
Sochi creates new dynamics
between the warring Syrian factions, paving the road for serious
face-to-face talks. The conference
has imposed new terms of reference
that all sides, the United Nations
included, will have to take into consideration, pushing Geneva I, which
in 2014 called for regime change in
Damascus, way back into history.

Sochi talks fail to produce olive branch

John C.K. Daly

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

Much depends on
how temporary the
Turkish military
presence in Syria
proves to be.

T

he Syrian National
Dialogue Congress,
convened in the Russian
resort of Sochi, was
intended to show the
superiority of Russian
diplomacy. Moscow’s efforts to deliver peace in Syria were supposed
to be more worthwhile than those of
the United Nations. Sochi, however,
failed to deliver.
The meeting ended after one day,
though it was supposed to last two.
The end came when members of the
Syrian opposition heckled Russian
Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov and
walked out.
Russia seems to be putting a brave
face on things. Russian President
Vladimir Putin spoke with Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
by phone and, Putin’s press office
said, the pair declared themselves
satisfied with the results of the
Sochi meeting. They also discussed
bilateral cooperation in maintaining de-escalation zones in Syria.
Notably, the release had no mention
of the Kurds.
The transparent public relations
gesture says a great deal. Russia
needed to portray strength and
calm competence. Turkey needed to
maintain good relations with Russia
as it pursues its military operation
in the Kurdish-dominated Syrian
city of Afrin. Erdogan’s willingness
to neutralise Kurdish paramilitary
forces in northern Syria starkly deviates from the broader efforts of the

international community, including
Russia, to negotiate an end to the
Syrian civil war.
Turkey’s incursion into Afrin,
which is controlled by US-backed
Kurdish People’s Protection Units
(YPG), was ostensibly to fight Kurdish “terrorists.” The Turkish government has declared the YPG to be an
affiliate of the Kurdistan Workers’
Party (PKK), which has been designated a terrorist group in Turkey.
The incursion brought the number of foreign countries intervening
in the Syrian civil war to three. The
Syrian government denounced the
US and Turkish military presence
in the country and declared that
only Russia has been requested to
provide military assistance.
It’s unclear whether Russia will
transform its military support for
Syrian President Bashar Assad’s
regime into a peaceful resolution of
the conflict.
The Turkish incursion was not a
great surprise to Russia. Two days
before the operation began on January 20, Turkish Chief of General Staff
General Hulusi Akar and Under-Secretary of the National Intelligence
Organisation Hakan Fidan met with
Russian General Staff Chief General
Valery Gerasimov in Moscow. The
Russian Ministry of Defence said the
meeting involved discussions on the
situation in Syria, focusing on issues
concerning the implementation of
agreements on de-escalation zones
and on maintaining local ceasefires.

The day after the meeting, Russia
redeployed its military observers
in Afrin, moving them from areas
where clashes with the Turkish
military could occur.
Two days after the operation
began, Putin spoke with Erdogan
and both men agreed that Syria’s
territorial integrity and sovereignty
had to be respected. Kremlin presidential spokesman Dmitry Peskov
said Moscow was closely following
the Turkish military operation. He
added that Moscow maintained
constant communication with both
Ankara and Damascus.
The Russian government offered
a stark contrast to Turkey’s wildcard military and diplomatic operations in Syria. The Russian Ministry
of Foreign Affairs, for instance, said:
“Russia holds a consistent stand
on the search for solutions in Syria
based on preserving Syria’s territorial integrity, respect for its sovereignty and pursuing a long-term
political settlement in accordance
with the UN Security Council Resolution 2254 and the agreements on
de-escalation zones reached within
the Astana process. In this connection, we urge the opposing sides to
show mutual restraint.”
Moscow takes a long-term view of
the situation in Syria and it seems it
does not see the Turkish incursion
as irreparably damaging to prospects for peace.
The day after Ankara’s Afrin
incursion began, Lavrov announced

that Kurdish representatives were
among those invited to the Sochi
conference. That didn’t go well and
it is not clear what Moscow will do
next.
Russian arms helped Assad regain
control of much of his country from
various Syrian resistance groups to
the Islamic State (ISIS). The second
phase of Russia’s Syria policy was
to shift the focus from military
operations to diplomatic efforts to
achieve peace.
At the very least, the Turkish military operation greatly complicated
Moscow’s efforts to present the
Syrian conflict as a war that’s been
won by the legitimate government.
Turkey’s intervention threatens to
open a new front in a war that Russia has been trying to end. Last year,
Putin achieved a diplomatic coup
when Erdogan greenlighted his plan
to stabilise Syria.
Since then, however, the Kurdish factor has seemingly proved to
be a deal-breaker. Russia sees the
Syrian Kurds as a potential ally and
key part of any settlement. Erdogan
considers them a terrorist menace
to Turkey.
Much depends on how temporary the Turkish military presence
in Syria proves to be. If it begins to
acquire a more permanent character, then Erdogan might become the
reason for an improbable diplomatic
alliance between the United States
and Russia, both seeking to restrain
his regional ambitions.
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Iraq’s bid to boost oil production faces challenges
Mamoon Alabbasi
London

T

he Iraqi government recently increased efforts to
seek international investments and boost oil production capacity to raise
the country’s income but it faces
serious challenges hindering access
to the cash for reconstruction.
The Iraqi Oil Ministry announced
it was planning to build a refinery
at the southern port of Fao with
two Chinese companies. The ministry said it was seeking investors
to build three more refineries in
other parts of the country.
The Iraqi government signed an
initial agreement with BP to ramp
up production from Kirkuk’s oilfield
and Iraq is making a deal with US
company Orion to produce gas from
the southern Nahr bin Omar field.
Iraqi officials reported an increase in crude oil exports by
state oil marketer SOMO to an average rate of 3.5 million barrels per
day (bpd) in January. An additional
200,000 bpd are estimated to be
sold from the Kurdistan region
and disputed areas and exports
are likely to increase after Iraq said
it would soon begin exporting oil
from Kirkuk to Iran.
Iraq also said it was rehabilitating
oil processing plants damaged by
the Islamic State.
Despite the likely increase of oil
exports, Iraq said it remained committed to producing less than 5
million barrels per day, in line with
an agreement between OPEC and
other oil exporters to reduce output
to sustain prices.
This may have led Baghdad to
look beyond investments in the energy sector, ahead of a donor conference on post-ISIS reconstruction
scheduled for February 12-14 in Kuwait.
“It’s a huge amount of money
($100 billion). We know we cannot
provide it through our own budget,”
Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi
said during the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland.
“We know we cannot provide for
it through donations. That’s almost
impossible. So that’s why we (have)
now resorted to investment and reconstruction through investment.”
In Baghdad, Abadi met with the
ambassadors of the G7 countries
and representatives of the Europe-
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Jokes floating
through the Iraqi
Twittersphere
reveal important
shifts in public
attitudes.

Below expectations. An Iraqi oil technician checks a pressure gauge as he turns a valve at a gas installation north of the southern Iraqi
port of Basra, on January 22.		
								
(AFP)
an Union, World Bank and the UN
Development Programme, stressing
that the Iraqi government was “serious in its continuous work in the
economic reform of the country.”
Mahdi al-Allaq, the secretary-general of the Iraqi cabinet, told Iraq’s
Al Sabaah newspaper that about 150
investment projects were expected
to be unveiled at the donor conference in Kuwait.
His sentiments were echoed by
Iraqi Foreign Minister Ibrahim alJaafari, who appears to pin a lot of
hope on the donor conference. “Although Kuwait is geographically
small, its influence on the international stage is quite prominent,”
Jaafari told Kuwaiti media visiting
Baghdad.
Iraqi Planning Minister Salman al-Jumaili said Turkey would
announce at the conference in Kuwait measures to support Iraq’s
economy.
Iraqi government spokesman

Saad Hadithi told Russian media
outlet Sputnik that Moscow “has
an active role in the preparation
of the restoration of the stability [in Iraq] and the support of
the Iraqi government’s rebuilding
efforts. Russian companies could
also help with the investment
process on the Iraqi market.”
Despite the optimistic statements
by Iraqi officials, there are fears that
the high level of corruption could
undermine the country’s efforts to
attract investments.
Iraqi Deputy Minister Jabir Abid
Khaji told the Associated Press that,
although “in the past, money was
squandered on unnecessary or not
important projects in non-transparent ways,” this time the “close
follow-up, attention and right management” would lead to better results.
Iraq’s Commission of Public Integrity, the country’s main anticorruption body, announced that

it had made significant progress in
2017, including issuing arrest warrants for 17 officials who held the
post of a minister or its equivalent
and the saving of more than $1
billion.
The commission said that this
year Lebanon and Jordan have
agreed to hand over top Iraqi officials who were sought in Baghdad
over corruption allegations.
The Iraqi central government is
seeking to clamp down on corruption rampant in areas under the
control of the Kurdistan Regional

Despite the optimistic
statements by Iraqi
officials, there are
fears that the high
level of corruption
could undermine the
country’s efforts to
attract investments.

Government (KRG), although that
task is likely to be difficult.
“Members of the Kurdish political
elite, working with US and multinational oil firms, created a system of
pay-to-play contracts and kickbacks
that enriched themselves,” wrote
Erin Banco, in a book titled “Pipe
Dreams: The Plundering of Iraq’s
Oil Wealth.”
“The corruption in Iraqi Kurdistan’s oil sector starts within its
ministries, particularly in the
Ministry of Natural Resources,
and is fuelled by rivalries
within the political system,” wrote
Banco.
“The oil money has flowed into
the (KRG) region but little has
reached ordinary people, either directly or in the form of regional projects.”
Mamoon Alabbasi is Deputy
Managing Editor and Online Editor
of The Arab Weekly.

Iraqis respond to May’s elections with scathing satire

I

raq’s legislative elections are
nearing and the street appears
divided on everything but
humour. The repertoire is
quintessentially Iraqi, upturning the myth of democratic
elections steadily losing charge.
Combining a curious blend of
mockery, religious idioms and
sardonicism, civilians hit back on
internet platforms, transforming
them into custom-made mood
boards. One hashtag read: malyna
min’kum — a rough translation of
which is “enough of you already”
— one of several openings Iraqis
created to air frustrations.
Cynicism has its risks but more
dangerous are establishment-led
efforts to beautify the ugly to keep
society poor and downtrodden.
One illustration summarises the
feeling. It depicts a scenario in
which a destitute man wins Iraq’s
“most patient creature contest.”
A cactus comes in second and a
donkey ranks third.
Another favourite is of an image
of a second-hand street market
blanketed in worn and dusty
footwear, titled: “Elections are
close but the choice is tough.” The
electoral procedure is the butt of
the joke.
The choice between multiple
actors speaks to a representational political spectrum. The

reality, however, cancels out a narrative masqueraded as truth.
“Bullets puncture the bodies of
brave men, while thieving politicians line their pockets with cash,”
a young man wrote.
A mischievous post captures
a candidate’s visit to an internal
displacement camp, photographed
distributing bags of cucumbers, yes
cucumbers.
In previous electoral cycles, food
items featured visibly, representing little more than an exercise
in canvassing. Regardless of the
food item itself or its desirability,
distribution is recognised as an act
motivated not by altruistic tendencies but ill-gotten gains, a widely
traded view on the Iraqi street.
“Don’t feign ignorance when
they return to power” was the
warning uttered by a southerner
who recorded himself burning his
voter ID card. “Religious figures
hiding behind calls for a civil state
are the worst,” he added.
Underlying many of the views is
a sense of betrayal of a social contract, if one even existed between
state and society.
“Wijhi al na’al,” a famous Iraqi
slur that refers to the sole of a
slipper, was photoshopped on an
image of a bar of soap. The wouldbe product targets politicians that,
in this imagined scenario, are the

slipper sole, urged to clean up their
act.
Jokes floating through the Iraqi
Twittersphere reveal important
shifts in public attitudes. Ballotbox politics and the prospect of
electing a man chosen by and who
serves his people long lost its appeal. Yet durable character defects
continually exhibited by the ruling
elite are the very ammunition the
street is using to fire back, satirically.
2005 was when the first elections
of the “new Iraq” took place. Since
then, three prime ministers have
served the country — Ibrahim alJaafari, Nuri al-Maliki and Haider
al-Abadi — all representatives of
the formerly outlawed Dawa Party.
Across the 13 years, their tenures
collectively cover accomplishments of the past, which, whether
infrastructural, educational, cultural or medical, have been reset.
Under the guise of slow progress,
stagnation has been written off as a
handicap inherited from the Ba’ath
government while touted reforms
disguise the inaction of Islamist
parties. Even Abadi’s support base,
regularly cited by pundits hoping
to see him win another term, has
failed to convince the public of
a democratic voting process free
from irregularities.
The nauseating effect of the

electoral carousel was captured in
another tweet, under the title “14
of the Iraqi parliament’s miracles.”
The chosen image accompanying the list of “miracles” was a
portrait of a man wearing multiple
yet identical masks. One drops,
another fills its spot, like a hydra.
While promoted by pundits and
influencers as a moderate ruler,
Abadi’s 30-year membership in the
Dawa Party makes him a certified
Islamist, loyal to a party that made
him as quickly as it could unmake
him.
This calls to mind another meme
of a donkey resisting his owner’s
attempt to forcefully push him into
a stable.
The journey towards democracy,
many say, has been derailed by the
instalment of an elite that lacks the
most basic skills but readily nod to
Iran’s supreme leaders and foreign
creditors.
The treadmill of corruption,
spun by the greed and theft, has
been the greatest test of people’s
patience. Even popular protests
have become somewhat of a gimmick that Islamists have incrementally hijacked, but not entirely
fruitless.
Though ordinary voices are
still muffled, like a rusty engine,
the groans of public fury can be
expected to grow louder.
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Euro-populism is not the
right answer to migration

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 spreading. 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 thirdlargest 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.

Afrin’s real cost in Syria

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.
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Elections in Lebanon and Iraq will
bring no fundamental changes
Khattar Abou Diab

is a professor of geopolitical sciences at the Paris Centre for Geopolitics.
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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, parliamentary 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 representative 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 conflicting 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 competing 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

Whether in Lebanon or in Iraq, elections will not be the antidote to
sectarian and ethnic divisions.
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 Mobilisation 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 geopolitical environment and prevailing 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 conducive 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 countries 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

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

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 powersharing 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 permanent US military presence in
Iraq, the Americans do not seem
to have influence on the political 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 antidote to sectarian and ethnic
divisions, for the fate of society
in both countries is not contingent on ballot results. Regional
conditions have a greater effect
and history teaches us to expect
the unexpected.
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Iraq’s forthcoming electoral farce
under Iranian domination
Ibrahim Zobeidi
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W

hat difference
could having the
general elections
in Iraq at their
planned time of
May 12 make in
the lives of Sunni or Shia or Kurdish
citizens? So what if pressure from
Sunni and Kurdish parties led the
Iranians and Americans and their
local agents to postpone the elections?
Shia Islamists in Iraq insist on
having the elections at their scheduled time because it is important
for them to respect the constitution. Sunni and Kurdish politicians
insist on postponing the elections
because of the exceptional conditions in Sunni districts and in
the Kurdish region. The Shias, of
course, are outraged by the other
side’s blatant disregard for the law
of the land.
But, I wonder, when did Nuri
al-Maliki and his Shia cohorts show
any respect for the country’s constitution?
In the opposite camp, Sunni
candidates, be they Islamists,
nationalists, Ba’athists or secularists, claim over and over that they
want to delay the elections out of
concern for their communities.
They are genuinely concerned with
their people’s safety and wellbeing. They want them to be able to
freely choose the candidate best fit
to defend their rights in the next
parliament.
Is this true? Should we be so
naive as to believe that conditions
in Sunni districts are going to magically improve if these politicians
are elected?
How will the life of a Kurdish
citizen improve in the event of a
victory by candidates from Kurdish
parties? What kind of peace and
prosperity will be introduced in the
lives of Shia communities should
Shia candidates win?
The weirdest aspect of the farce
in Iraq is that these competing
factions and sects are against sectarianism and the appalling quota

What a surreal sight to see Shias and Sunnis, Islamists and secularists,
nationalists and Marxists speak the same language and repeat the same lies!

Crippled hopes. A 2016 file picture shows Iraqis protesting against
wide-scale corruption in front of government offices in Baghdad.
				
(AP)
system. They all champion the civil
state built on equal and fair citizen
rights. No one is more eager than
they to defend Iraqi sovereignty
and Iraq’s territorial unity and all
of them have sacrificed their dear
offspring in the defence of Iraq’s
sacred borders.
What a surreal sight to see Shias
and Sunnis, Islamists and secularists, nationalists and Marxists speak
the same language and repeat the
same lies! That’s the reality of the
coming general elections in Iraq.
It has been said hundreds of
times before: Elections in Iraq since
2005 are farces in which small
local politicians of all colours love
to compete and fight hoping for a
share of the cake bigger than the
one in their possession since the
previous elections.
What we know for sure is that
the last thing on the minds of party
and coalition leaders in Iraq is their
concern for their sects or ethnic
groups or the national interest.
They couldn’t care less about the
masses and their future.
There is no better proof of that

than the miserable conditions of
Iraqi cities and villages, regardless
of their religious or ethnic make-up,
conditions that have been prevailing since 2003. You know the
situation is hopeless when former
vagabonds who have sold their
souls to the Syrian, Iranian, American and British intelligence services
have become, thanks to the tragedy
of the American invasion followed
by the Iranian occupation of Iraq,
the country’s presidents, ministers,
ambassadors and high officials.
They’ve quickly managed to
amass fortunes worth billions of
dollars in palaces, high rises, farms,
businesses, radio and television
stations and even mosques and
shrines. They did that by selling
hollow slogans and usurping for
themselves the right to speak on
behalf of a given sect or ethnic
group.
No sane person can understand
the reasons why some Iraqis insist
on having elections at their scheduled time. They’re probably doing
it out of hypocrisy and opportunism or maybe just out of ignorance

and fanaticism, for they know very
well that the elections will have no
effect on their lives and will never
improve the miserable daily reality.
We have reached a point where
we take it for granted that the
aftermath of any elections is more
corruption and greater underdevelopment.
Well, we might find excuses for
common Iraqi folks for not understanding the stakes — they are
simply novices in the art and culture of democracy — but what is the
excuse of the US Embassy in Iraq
for opposing the elections’ postponement? More than anyone else,
the Americans know that having
elections after the disasters of the
Islamic State and the independence
referendum in Kurdish Iraq would
be like flogging a dead horse.
Ironically, by refusing to postpone the elections, the Americans
are joining ranks with the Iranian
regime which, US President Donald
Trump said, is the number one
source of terrorism and instability
in the region.
The Americans seem to have
missed the news conference of
Huda Sajjad, a State of Law parliamentarian, during which she recognised Iranian presence in Iraq as de
facto since 2003 and credits it with
closing the ranks of Iraqi Shias.
“Iran’s mediation in harmonising points of views inside the Shia
house is normal,” she said. “Qassem
Soleimani (Iran al-Quds commander) does not coerce anyone nor
does he meddle greatly contrary to
what’s being rumoured.”
Furthermore, the US Embassy in
Iraq knows well that its Iraqi allies
and former proteges are in the end
nothing more than obedient servants of the Iranian Embassy in Iraq.
Without exception, all Iraqi politicians are heartless and resentful.
There isn’t one ounce of democracy inside them. So, what is this
democracy that the US ambassador,
Maliki, Iraqi Prime Minister Haider
al-Abadi and their cohorts are talking about?

In Turkey, an ominous question:
Can war ever be good for public health?
Rashmee Roshan Lall

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

War is emphatically not good for anyone’s physical or psychological
health, not even that of the aggressor nor the eventual victor.

C

an war ever be good
for public health? It’s
a ludicrous question
when the horrendous
consequences of the
long-running, many-sided Syrian conflict are plain to see on
television screens and social media.
Dozens are dead as a result
of Turkey’s military offensive
against the Kurds in Afrin; many
were killed by suspected Russian
warplanes that attacked the Syrian
rebel-held city of Idlib; a potato
market full of farmers and traders
in Saraqeb was casually bombed
out of business.
No, war is emphatically not good
for anyone’s physical or psychological health, not even that of the
aggressor nor the eventual victor.
However, in Turkey, it is apparently
anti-national to make the case for
peace.
On January 30, the Turkish government detained leading lights of
the country’s main medical association because they were so bold as to
deplore the human suffering caused
by military operations such as that
in Afrin. “War,” the Turkish doctors

said, as well they might, “is a manmade public health problem.”
It was an understatement and a
rather innocuous one at that, yet it
incensed Turkish President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan enough for him to
brand the doctors “terrorist lovers.”
Scaling the heights of doublespeak,
Erdogan suggested the doctors
who spoke out against war didn’t
want to “say yes to peace.” As the
oft-quoted Orwellian line goes:
“War is peace. Freedom is slavery.
Ignorance is strength.”
It is sometimes the case that the
peacenik is branded a warmonger
for failing to see the virtues of a
violent conflict.
The Turkish medical community
seems to fall in that category in a
country where a militaristic nationalism is cheering on Erdogan’s bold
moves against the Kurds. By refusing to hail the Afrin offensive as
necessary bloodshed, as a just war
to end all wars, the doctors have
evoked disturbing images. They are
forcing Turks to think of gore rather
than national glory. By correctly
describing war as a “man-made”
problem rather than an inevitable

consequence of the human condition, the medics have underlined
the unfortunate reality of the Afrin
incursion.
Simply put it is as follows: There
is never a need to go to war. Peaceful resolution is always better than
conflict. For all that Turkey considers the US-backed Kurdish militia,
which controls much of north-eastern Syria, a terrorist group, military
measures should have been the last
resort.
For all that Turkey wants to
prevent the Kurds from consolidating their hold on Syrian territory,
the military offensive carries grave
risks of escalation. It could bring
Turkey’s interests into direct conflict with those of the United States
if Erdogan’s forces move on to
Manbij, another Kurdish-controlled
Syrian town where US military
personnel were visibly deployed
last year.
Coincidentally, the Turkish ructions over the implications of war
for public health come at a time
the results are starkly apparent
elsewhere. In the Central African
Republic, medical charity Doctors

without Borders said, the health
system has practically been obliterated by the civil war.
It recently spoke of the conflict
plunging to new lows. Doctors
without Borders reported attacks
on ambulances even as they were
transporting the wounded, indiscriminate shooting inside medical
facilities and everyday instances
of patients being forcibly removed
from their beds and executed in
cold blood.
Even without such horrors, war
has very definite consequences for
public health and well-being.
War makes widows of women,
orphans of children and refugees
of whole communities. It darkens
family hearths, maims, cripples
and traumatises. It devastates the
natural environment, poisoning soil
and water and sows the land with
unexploded ordnance.
There are no precise figures but
more than 100 million people are
said to have been killed in the many
wars that raged in the 20th century.
There is a constituency for peace. It
is global and it exists in Turkey, too.
Thank God for that.
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Moussa Mostafa Moussa, Sisi’s
last-minute rival, ‘running to win’
Amr Emam

L
Cairo

ast-minute candidate Moussa
Mostafa Moussa,
head of the centrist
El-Ghad Party,
faces an almost
impossible electoral task in
challenging Egyptian President
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, particularly
since he was publicly backing
Sisi’s re-election a few weeks
ago.
Moussa, a civil engineerturned-politician, sought to
bolster his election chances and
prove he is more than a makeweight candidate by setting out
his political vision for Egypt.
“I have a programme to solve
Egypt’s economic problems,”
Moussa said in an interview with
The Arab Weekly. “I just want
the people to judge me by my
thoughts.”
Moussa was confirmed as Sisi’s
only election rival after a registration period that included the
arrest or withdrawal of more
well-known candidates, such as
former Chief of Staff Sami Anan
and former Prime Minister Ahmed
Shafiq.
Moussa’s about-face from Sisi
backer to rival candidate raised
eyebrows, with a coalition of
Egyptian opposition parties and
figures calling for a boycott of the
March 26-28 elections.
However, internally, hopes are
high within El-Ghad Party that
Moussa can serve as a credible
challenger to Sisi and rescue an
election process.
“I will launch a strong electoral
campaign that will reach everybody, everywhere in Egypt,”
Moussa said. “If elected, I want
Egyptians to give me just six
months and I promise them
that their living conditions will
improve.”
Moussa made headlines in 2005
when he contested liberal politician Ayman Nour for the El-Ghad
Party’s leadership. The struggle
resulted in clashes between the
two leaders’ backers that led to
the burning of the party’s headquarters at a historic building in
Cairo’s Talaat Harb Square.
Moussa was confirmed as the

El-Ghad Party’s leader in 2011 by
a state-run committee responsible for licensing political parties.
Since then, however, El-Ghad has
stagnated and the party doesn’t
have a single seat in parliament.
Moussa’s unexpected run as
Sisi’s only opponent is viewed by
many as a political stunt and has
failed to impress many ordinary
Egyptians, including a taxi driver
looking for a fare just metres from
El-Ghad Party headquarters.
“I haven’t heard of him,” the
taxi driver said when asked about
Moussa. “Whoever he is, he is not
popular at all.”
Moussa said he planned to
appear on television, meet the
public on the streets and have
public rallies across the country
to ensure that his views are heard
and to increase his name recognition. However, questions remain
as to whether a candidate who
has always been a strong backer
of Sisi will dare criticise the sitting
president.
One area in which Moussa
offered gentle criticism is the
economic situation in Egypt
and particularly Sisi’s spending
hundreds of billions of dollars on
development projects when many
Egyptians’ basic needs are not being fulfilled.
“Instead of spending all this
money on all these projects at one
time, Sisi should have completed
these projects one after another
to spare money for improving
services and subsidising food for
the people,” Moussa said. “This is
what we will try to do.”
Few outside of El-Ghad Party
headquarters are taking Moussa’s
candidacy seriously. Many politicians criticised him and the party
for agreeing to run in an election
he will almost certainly lose.
Al-Wafd, Egypt’s oldest political party, stymied an attempted
election bid by its leader, El-Sayed
el-Badawi, fearing embarrassment
to the party.
“This is a political farce,” said
Samir Ghattas, a member of parliament and staunch Sisi advocate. “Moussa belongs to a weak
party that has no political history
whatsoever.”
Some of Moussa’s party members resigned to protest his candidacy. Egyptian opposition figures
decried an election between Sisi
and a pro-Sisi candidate, asserting
that Moussa is only in the election

High hopes. Moussa Mostafa Moussa, head of the centrist El-Ghad Party.

“I will launch a
strong electoral
campaign
that will reach
everybody,
everywhere in
Egypt.”
Moussa Mostafa Moussa,
head of the centrist
El-Ghad Party

On course. Egyptian men walk in front of the National Election Authority in Cairo, on January 22.
(Reuters)

to save the incumbent president
the embarrassment of running
uncontested.
Still, many in Egypt view
Moussa as a hero for the same reason, saying his doomed candidacy
is preserving Egypt’s election
process. “Moussa’s candidacy will
enrich Egypt’s political life,” said
Hosni Hafez, a senior member of
Al-Wafd Party.
“Everybody knows that he is
running an unequal competition,”
Hafez said, “but, by running, he
at least encourages other political
parties to take political participation more seriously.”
Participation is one thing
Moussa wants to encourage. He
said he decided to run for president on the last day applications
could be submitted when he saw
other candidates withdrawing
from the race.
“The chance is there for everybody to run, even as some people
believe otherwise,” he said.
Apart from his economic message, Moussa’s take on Egypt’s
security situation does not differ
much from Sisi’s views and the
leader of El-Ghad Party is known
to be a strong opponent of the
outlawed Muslim Brotherhood.
One of the main dangers facing
Egypt, he said, comes from Islamist sleeper cells.
“Terrorist movements like the
Muslim Brotherhood still want to
come to power,” Moussa said. “I
know these people very well.”
As for foreign policy, Moussa
appears to have taken a stronger
line than Sisi and spoke candidly
about Arab countries working
together to confront the “intransigence” of the United States,
particularly criticising the White
House’s decision to recognise
Jerusalem as Israel’s capital.
Moussa said that, if he were
elected, he would keep the peace
with Israel, so long as the Jewish
state abided by the 1979 peace
treaty.
Moussa strongly denied that he
was merely participating in the
election for political theatre.
“I am running in the elections
to win, not to put on a show,”
Moussa said. “President Sisi did
his best to improve conditions in
Egypt in the past four years but
I believe it is time for a different
kind of thinking.”
Amr Emam is a Cairo-based
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

(Saeed Shahat)

Egyptian president
warns against
election boycott
The Arab Weekly staff

Cairo

E

gyptian President Abdel
Fattah al-Sisi issued a
strong warning against
attempts to disrupt the
country’s stability in
comments many viewed as a warning against calls for a boycott of
presidential elections.
Egypt’s presidential vote March
26-28 has been criticised by Sisi’s
opponents after potential candidates withdrew or declined to
run, leaving El-Ghad Party leader
Moussa Mostafa Moussa as Sisi’s
sole rival.
Speaking January 31 at a ceremony inaugurating Egypt’s offshore
Zohr gas field, Sisi said: “There will
be other measures against anyone
who believes he can mess with
[Egypt’s] security… I fear no one
but God.”
“Whoever wants to mess with
Egypt’s security and wreck it must
get rid of me first because by God
Almighty I will not allow it,” he
added.
The Civil Democratic Movement, a coalition of eight Egyptian
opposition parties and more than
100 figures, called for a boycott of
the elections, which Sisi is seemingly certain to win. An official
statement calling for a boycott
described the election as “absurdity bordering on madness.”
The Civil Democratic Movement
includes liberal and left-wing parties such as Al-Dostour Party, the
Egyptian Social Democratic Party,
the Socialist Popular Alliance Party
and the Nasserist Karama group.
Several presidential hopefuls
who have since withdrawn, including human rights lawyer Khalid Ali
and former MP Mohamed Anwar
Sadat, also backed the boycott.
Sisi said he was not afraid to
speak directly with the Egyptian
people and seek “another mandate.” This was viewed as a reference to the “popular mandate” that
Sisi had called for on the ouster
of Islamist President Muhammad
Morsi, with millions of Egyptians
taking to the streets in support of
the move.
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Amid simmering regional tensions, Egypt opts for
containment with Sudan instead of confrontation
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

E

gypt has adopted a conciliatory tone towards
Sudan as Cairo seeks to
deal with several foreign
policy challenges, particularly Ethiopia’s construction of a
multibillion-dollar dam.
A summit between the leaders of
Egypt, Sudan and Ethiopia on January 29 in Addis Ababa resulted in an
agreement to resolve outstanding
issues related to the dam within
one month.
“Egypt’s interests are one with
Ethiopia’s and also one with Sudan’s. We are speaking as one
voice,” Egyptian President Abdel
Fattah al-Sisi said.
There had been fears that increasing tensions between Cairo
and Khartoum would lead Sudan to
throw its support behind Ethiopia,
side-lining Egypt in the negotiations.
In addition to disputes over the
Grand Renaissance Dam, reasons
for tensions between Cairo and
Khartoum include the disputed Halayeb Triangle territory, as well as
accusations from Sudan that Egypt
was backing Eritrea amid increasing Sudanese-Eritrean tensions.
“Egypt stands to benefit nothing
by antagonising Sudan and allowing the deterioration in relations
to reach dangerous levels,” said
Hani Raslan, a researcher who specialises in the Nile Basin at Egypt’s
Al-Ahram Centre for Political and
Strategic Studies. “Antagonising
Khartoum carries many risks that
Egypt is in no need of running.”
On January 15, Sisi had sought
to reassure observers that Egypt
would not go to war with Sudan.
“I assure our brothers in Sudan
that we will never conspire against
them,” Sisi said. He called on the
Egyptian media, which had been
publishing various anti-Sudanese
editorials, to calm down.
“Bad relations between Cairo
and Khartoum meant that Sudan

V iewpoint

Francis Ghilès

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

Consolidating the
economic situation
of Egypt is
obviously key to
Sisi’s ambitions as
he seeks to project
a new image of
Egypt’s regional
ambitions.

Conciliatory tone. Egypt’s President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi listens at the opening ceremony of the African Union summit in Addis Ababa,
on January 28. 					
									
(AP)
focused solely on its own interests
in trilateral negotiations over the
dam,” said water and irrigation expert Nour Ahmed Abdel Monem. “I
think this will not be the case if the
relations are better.”

Despite political
issues, Egypt is
hoping to increase
economic ties with
Sudan.
Egyptian-Turkish relations have
also strongly deteriorated in recent
years, with Cairo accusing Ankara
of backing the outlawed Muslim
Brotherhood.
During a visit to Khartoum in December, Turkish President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan signed economic
cooperation deals with Khartoum.

Sudanese President Omar al-Bashir
also agreed to give Turkey administrative control over the Red Sea island of Suakin, which set off alarms
in Cairo.
Ankara said it intends to rebuild
Suakin, which was historically a
major port but fell into disuse over
the past century. Turkey plans to
construct a naval dock to maintain
civilian and military vessels on the
Nile.
Egypt is acutely sensitive towards any new construction or
potential restrictions over the flow
of the Nile, given the country’s reliance on trade via the Suez Canal.
“Egypt cannot allow anybody to
be in control of this area,” Raslan
said.
Egypt entered a Saudi Arabia-led
coalition fighting Houthi insurgents
in Yemen with an eye towards Red

Sea security, focusing particularly
on naval support and operations off
Yemen’s Red Sea coast.
Following the Addis Ababa meeting, negotiations resumed among
Egypt, Sudan and Ethiopia, with
the main sticking point being the
timeframe for filling the dam. Ethiopia wants to fill the dam’s reservoir in three years but Egypt says
this will have a huge negative effect
on its water share.
Sudan views the project as an
economic boon, making plans to
buy electricity from Ethiopia when
the dam is complete.
Despite political issues, Egypt
is hoping to increase economic
ties with Sudan, particularly after the October 2017 lifting of US
economic and trade sanctions on
the country, with many expecting a middle-to-long-term boost in

Sudan’s economy.
“Apart from being an important
market in close proximity to Egypt,
Sudan is also Egypt’s gateway into
Africa,” said Salah al-Guindy, an
economics professor at Mansoura
University. “Egypt cannot have an
economic presence in African markets without help from Sudan.”
Trade between Egypt and Sudan
stands at less than $1 billion a year.
“Governments usually think
twice before they act in ways or
go into alliances that cause harm
to countries with which they have
strong economic ties,” Guindy said.
“When relations between Egypt
and Sudan are based on mutual interests, both countries will be very
keen on protecting these relations.”
Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian
reporter in Cairo.

The implications of Egypt’s more assertive foreign policy

E

gypt was, during the 30
years of Hosni Mubarak’s
rule, a dependable ally of
the United States. Critics
would say it was a client
state. It remained close
throughout to Saudi Arabia.
Observers have detected signs
of change. They suspect President
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi is articulating
a strongly nationalistic policy that
puts a premium on Egypt’s freedom
of manoeuvre within the region.
This policy is underpinned by a
strong ideological commitment to
anti-Islamism, respect for traditional notions of sovereignty and
insistence on Egypt defending what
it considers to be its vital interests.
The same observers note that,
during the demonstrations that
eventually brought down Mubarak,
there was a strong popular urge,
extending across the political and
social spectrum, to restore national
dignity. This suggested a switch
from Egypt’s long-time reliance
on a few close allies, notably the
United States. Beyond the feeling
in the street, many Egyptians were
persuaded that their country’s
declining international prestige
had encouraged outside powers to
covertly destabilise the country.
Since becoming president in 2013,
Sisi has sought to promote the idea
that Egypt should become great
again and thus resume the position
of glorious influence it enjoyed for
ten years after President Gamal
Abdel Nasser nationalised the
Suez Canal in 1956. The idea that
Egypt has a manifest destiny is very

popular among many Egyptians. Interestingly, when Muhammad Morsi
was president, his visits to Moscow
and Beijing suggested he shared
such views.
In the immediate aftermath of
Morsi’s ousting, the new regime
unsurprisingly focused on winning
the battle against the Islamic opposition. Though it tried to improve
links with Hamas, Egypt sought to
weaken Islamists abroad from Iran
to Libya.
Two developments have helped
Sisi form a more coherent world
view: The International Monetary
Fund financial package has helped
stabilise the economy at least in the
short term and US President Donald
Trump has endorsed the regime fully and uncritically since he entered
the White House. These two factors
have helped Egypt position itself as
a regional power, less sectarian than
the UAE-Saudi alliance but quite
distinct from the Turkey-Qatar axis.
In other words, Sisi and Egypt are
going their own way. Consolidating
the economic situation of Egypt is
obviously key to Sisi’s ambitions as
he seeks to project a new image of
Egypt’s regional ambitions.
A key question remains, however:
What is the purpose of the recent
military build-up? The official explanation is that Egypt needs to protect
its offshore gas resources and fight
terrorism. They are not convincing.
Egypt may be preparing for a
geopolitical crisis with Ethiopia over
the control of Nile water access.
Relations between the two countries deteriorated rapidly in recent

months over what Egypt sees as the
negative consequences of Ethiopia
building a huge dam, which will
slow the volume of water Egypt
receives, especially as the dam
reservoir fills.
Another plausible explanation
is that Egypt is seeking to escape
dependence on US weapons by
diversifying its arms suppliers and
maybe even offering Russia a haven
for deployment in the region. In the
longer run, it may think of fighting a
war with Israel.
Certainly, regarding Russia, Sisi’s
ambitions dovetail with Moscow’s
as the latter seeks to expand its footprint in southern rim Mediterranean
countries.
Fighting a war with Israel seems
unlikely as both countries have
developed their security ties since
2013. Egypt has closed hundreds of
tunnels into Gaza used to smuggle
weapons and militants and reportedly allowed Israel to conduct
drone strikes against Islamic State
(ISIS) targets in Sinai. Israeli Prime
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu and
Sisi had their first public meeting in
the United States last September.
Trump’s decision to recognise Jerusalem as Israel’s capital has complicated matters.
The times are changing, however,
as Egypt and Russia are finalising an
agreement that would allow Russian
military jets to use Egyptian airspace and bases. Egypt has refused
to be drawn more closely into the
Yemen stalemate and sided with
Syria’s Bashar Assad rather than
support Saudi-backed rebel forces.

More concretely, Sisi and Russian
President Vladimir Putin have collaborated to support a shared ally in
Libya, Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar,
who is based in eastern Libya,
across the border from Egypt. Russia has established a small military
presence in a remote part of Egypt’s
western desert to back Haftar, US
sources said. Their support has put
both countries at odds with the
United States and other Western
powers to end the strife plaguing
Libya.
Will Egypt’s new foreign policy
come unstuck at some point? Will
Sisi have to make a hard choice
between the United States, which
has provided more than $70 billion
in aid to Egypt at a rate of more than
$1.3 billion annually in recent years?
Trump has diminished the US
military and diplomatic footprint in
the region and US influence seems
to be waning. In the Middle East,
the administration has no assistant
secretary of state for Near Eastern
affairs or ambassadors in Saudi Arabia, Turkey, Jordan, Egypt or Qatar,
which could play a part.
Why Egypt is acquiring so many
weapons, Russian mostly but also
French, is anybody’s guess. Maybe it
is trying to play off the two superpowers as Nasser did in the 1950s.
What is not in doubt is that alliances are shifting across the region
and Egypt, like Turkey, is reconsidering its close ties with the United
States. Egypt is back as a major
player in a region whose future is
more uncertain than at any time in
the past half century.
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Muslim World League
elicits positive reactions as
it rejects Holocaust denial
The Arab Weekly staff

London

T
Posh prison. A view of the Ritz-Carlton Hotel in the diplomatic quarter of Riyadh, on January 30.

(Reuters)

High-profile figures released in
Saudi corruption investigation;
$107 billion in funds recovered
Mohammed Alkhereiji
London

A

s Saudi authorities close
their makeshift luxury
detention centre at Riyadh’s Ritz-Carlton Hotel, the official in charge
said the kingdom’s high-level anticorruption investigation recovered
$107 billion.
Attorney General Sheikh Saud
al-Mojeb said 381 individuals were
subpoenaed and 56 were still in custody. He said the funds recovered
were from various types of assets,
including real estate, commercial
entities, securities and cash.
The release of some of the investigation’s most high-profile detainees, including Prince Al-Waleed bin
Talal Al Saud — one of the world’s
richest men — preceded the closing
of the hotel detention facility.
Prince Al-Waleed, 62, was released on January 27, shortly after conducting an interview with
Reuters in which he said he would
retain complete control of his firm,
Kingdom Holding.
During the interview, Prince AlWaleed labelled his detention since
November as a misunderstanding and that he was supportive of
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz’s reform initiatives. “There are no charges. There
are just some discussions between

me and the government,” Prince AlWaleed said.
“We have now a new leadership
in Saudi Arabia and they just want
to cross all the t’s and dot all the i’s.
And I said: ‘Fine, that’s fine with me,
no problem at all. Just go ahead.’”
A senior Saudi official told Reuters
that Prince Al-Waleed was released
after reaching a settlement approved by the state prosecutor and
confirmed that the prince would remain head of Kingdom Holding.
Saudi authorities last November
began a kingdom-wide anti-corruption campaign. Saudi King Salman
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud issued a royal
decree forming an anti-corruption
task force to “investigate, issue arrest warrants, travel bans and freeze
accounts and portfolios,” a statement carried by the official Saudi
Press Agency said.

A senior Saudi official
told Reuters that
Prince Al-Waleed was
released after reaching
a settlement approved
by the state prosecutor.
More than 200 individuals, including members of the royal family, former ministers and high-profile
businessmen, were arrested in the
culmination of a 3-year investigation.
Saudi authorities negotiated

settlements with some detainees
and said that those held on corruption charges would be required
to return misappropriated funds.
Some suspects would have to turn
over as much as 70% of their wealth,
the Financial Times reported.
Most of those arrested agreed
to settle to avoid further prosecution. The settlements will be channelled into economic development
projects, Saudi Minister of Finance
Mohammed al-Jadaan said. He said
in an interview with Al Arabiya TV
that the settlements would fund
“royal decrees to support citizens”
that are expected to cost the kingdom more than $13 billion.
Also released from detention
were the former head of the Saudi
meteorology and environmental
protection agency, Prince Turki bin
Nasser, former chief of the Royal
Court during the reign of the late
King Abdullah, Khalid al-Tuwaijri,
and owner of regional television
network MBC Waleed al-Ibrahim.
Ibrahim will remain head of MBC
and retain his 40% stake in the company, said a senior MBC executive,
who added that Ibrahim had been
cleared of all charges.
The same report quoted an unnamed Saudi official saying that
Ibrahim had reached a financial settlement with authorities during the
investigation.
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf
section editor of The Arab Weekly.

he Muslim World League
(MWL), a Saudi-based
pan-Islamic
organisation previously accused
of spreading intolerance,
took a public stance against Holocaust denial on International Holocaust Remembrance Day.
On January 27, the day set to
commemorate the events during
the second world war in which
millions of Jews were killed in
Nazi concentration camps, Muslim
World League Secretary-General
Mohammad bin Abdul Karim al-Issa wrote to Sara Bloomfield, director of the US Holocaust Memorial
Museum, describing the Holocaust
as “among the worst human atrocities ever.”
Issa called the Holocaust, “an incident that shook humanity to the
core and created an event whose
horrors could not be denied or
underrated by any fair-minded or
peace-loving person.”
“True Islam is against these
crimes. It classifies them in the
highest degree of penal sanctions
and among the worst human atrocities ever,” Issa wrote. “One would
ask, who in his right mind would
accept, sympathise, or even diminish the extent of this brutal crime?”

The Muslim World
League (MWL), a
Saudi-based pan-Islamic
organisation, was
previously accused of
spreading intolerance.
Issa said: “We consider any denial of the Holocaust or minimising of its effect a crime to distort
history.”
Issa’s letter garnered mixed reactions, with some describing it as
“moving” and others dismissing it.
Israeli Embassy in Washington
spokesman Itai Bar Dov, posting
on Twitter, said the letter was “incredibly moving.”
Harrison Akins, an expert on
Middle East affairs, told Newsweek
that the letter was a strategic effort to distance Saudi Arabia from
those in the region who deny the
Holocaust.
“Saudi diplomats in the past have
made similar comments denouncing Holocaust denial in opposition
to the Iranian government, who
routinely denies the Holocaust,”

Akins said.
“Acknowledging the Holocaust
as historical fact is a way to distinguish itself in the eyes of Western
countries from other actors within
the Middle East, such as Iran.”
Writing in the New York Daily
News, Robert Satloff, executive director of the Washington Institute
for Near East Policy, applauded
what he said was a significant step
by the MWL.
Satloff, while on a visit to the
kingdom, said he was impressed
by Issa’s religious outreach efforts
and his commitment to using the
MWL as an instrument of peace
and not a political tool.
Satloff said Issa was taking his
lead from Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz
when he “vowed to cleanse his
country of extremism and return it
to ‘moderate Islam.’” He added that
Issa seems to have the mandate to
transform the organisation into an
entity that preaches tolerance.
“We have had some impressive success, especially in Morocco (where King Mohammed
VI’s brother recently endorsed
Holocaust education as an important tool in the battle against extremism) and in Tunisia (where
civil society is having a Holocaust
Remembrance Day ceremony),”
wrote Satloff.
“Never in my wildest dreams did
I think Saudi Arabia would merit
inclusion on that list of ‘progressive’ countries,” he added.
The MWL was founded in 1962
and has mostly worked to propagate Islamic teachings. With the
appointment of Issa, a moderate Islamic scholar, the Islamic body has
worked to dispel misconceptions
about Islam. This aligns with Saudi
Crown Prince Mohammed’s stated
intention of moving the kingdom
back to its “moderate” roots.
“Saudi Arabia was not like this
before 1979. Saudi Arabia and the
entire region saw the proliferation of Al-Sahwa [awakening] project after 1979 for many reasons,”
Crown Prince Mohammed said in
October at the Future Investment
Initiative (FII) conference in Riyadh.
He was referencing major events
in 1979 — the Islamic Revolution in
Iran and the siege of Mecca by terrorists that inspired a generation of
militants such as al-Qaeda’s Osama
bin Laden.
“We are returning to what we
were before — a country of moderate Islam that is open to all religions, traditions and people
around the globe,” the crown
prince said.

Saudi Arabia, UAE broker truce between warring Yemeni factions
Saleh Baidhani

Sana’a

Y

emen’s
internationally
recognised government’s
makeshift capital of Aden
became a battlefield between
supporters
of
President Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi
and their allies-of-convenience, the
secessionist Southern Transitional
Council (STC), that left dozens of
people dead and hundreds injured.
The rift developed between the
two factions that are part of the Saudi-led coalition fighting Iran-allied
Houthis after the council demanded
that Hadi dissolve his government
over allegations of corruption and
incompetence.
After a ceasefire brokered by Saudi
Arabia and the United Arab Emirates
restored relative calm, the Saudi-led
coalition command centre called on
all Yemenis to focus on ridding the
country of the Houthi militias.

On shaky ground. Fighters from Yemen’s Southern Transitional
Council sit in the back of a pickup truck in Aden, on January 28.
The centre’s statement said the
Saudis and Emiratis “have no interests in Yemen other than having a
secure and stable Yemen, able to develop and prosper.”
The statement added that Saudi
Arabia and the United Arab Emirates stand by the “Yemeni people

(AFP)

and reconciliation efforts among the
Yemeni parties to maintain security
and stability in Yemen as well as regional and international peace and
security.”
The STC earlier declared a state of
emergency in Aden and said it had
begun the “process of overthrow-

ing the legitimate government and
replacing it with a cabinet of technocrats.”
“In Aden, legitimacy is being
overturned,” Yemeni Prime Minister
Ahmed bin Dagher said in response.
On January 29, a week after the
STC declaration, fighting broke out
between the separatists and forces
loyal to Hadi, with council forces
seizing most of Aden before Riyadh
and Abu Dhabi’s intervention.
The two factions have a history with simmering tensions between STC Supreme Commander
Aidarus al-Zubaidi and Hadi. The
Yemeni president sacked Zubaidi as
Aden governor last year, which led
to Zubaidi joining forces with the
southern separatists.
After the latest fighting subsided,
Zubaidi pledged allegiance to Hadi
but said: “We’ve asked the president
to fire the government and appoint a
caretaker government in its place.”
Many Southern Yemenis feel
exploited by leaders in the north,
mainly the late former President Ali

Abdullah Saleh and his associates.
The anti-Saleh sentiment led to the
formation of the Southern Mobility
Movement in 2007, which has the reestablishment of South Yemen as an
independent state as its main goal.
Sources said a reshuffle in the
internationally recognised government is likely to deal with the situation.
They said they expected the appointment of a vice-president and
new prime minister, with one of the
two positions likely to go to former
Aden Governor Abdulaziz al-Muflehi, a Hadi adviser, who travelled to
Riyadh from Moscow after being urgently recalled.
This is not the only instance of
infighting that has happened in the
3-year-old war. A falling out between
the Houthi rebels and Saleh led to
the former president’s death at the
hands of his one-time allies.
Saleh Baidhani is an Arab Weekly
contributor in Sana’a. Additional
reporting by Reuters.
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Qatar’s beIN Sports faces steep fine in Egypt
The Arab Weekly staff

Cairo

A

n Egypt court fined beIN
Sports $22.6 million for
violating anti-trust regulations, the latest in a
series of troubles for the
Qatari-owned network.
The Cairo Economic Court found
the beIN Media Group and Chairman Nasser al-Khelaifi guilty of
what it termed “monopolistic practices” and handed down a fine of
400 million Egyptian pounds ($22.6
million).
BeIN violated Egypt’s competition law by forcing subscribers
to switch from Egyptian satellite
Nilesat to Qatar’s Sohail satellite to
access its programming, which included exclusive broadcast rights to
the African Cup of Nations football
matches.
“This caused Nilesat direct economic deficits and harmed market
competition,” a statement from the
Egyptian Competition Authority
(ECA) said.
BeIN’s subscription policy, which
forced customers to subscribe to
all sports bundles to view a single
football tournament, was deemed
“exploitative.”
“This is not the first time that the
channel has violated Egyptian law,”
the ECA statement added, referring
to its broadcasting of the 2014 FIFA
World Cup. At the time, any Egyptian viewer interested in watching
the World Cup had to subscribe to
beIN for at least one year.
With Egypt set this year to appear
in its first World Cup since 1990,
Egyptians are concerned about
being able to follow the tournament.
BeIN criticised the ECA and
claimed its decision was politically
motivated.
“BeIN categorically rejects and is
shocked and appalled by the judgment of the Cairo Economic Court,”
a beIN statement said. “The judgment is based on unfounded and
politically motivated allegations by
the ECA that have no basis in fact or
law.”
Qatar remains in a political crisis
with several Arab countries, including Egypt, over allegations of Doha’s support for outlawed groups,

V iewpoint

Iman Zayat

is the Managing Editor of The
Arab Weekly.

Qatar’s attempt to
win over pro-Israel
influencers has at
least partially
backfired since it
has ironically put
the spotlight on
Doha’s glaring
inconsistencies.

Under a cloud. A file picture shows a microphone with the logo of the TV Sport channel beIN Sport.
including the Muslim Brotherhood,
which has been designated as a
terrorist organisation in Egypt.
ECA Chairwoman Mona El-Garf
praised the Cairo court ruling,
saying: “It advocates rule of law
against the harmful practices of
beIN Sports against the Egyptian
citizen who loves football.”
“Our agency took the lead in
shedding light on the company’s
practices, a matter that prompted
international bodies to act against
beIN Sports,” she added.
This is not the first time that beIN
Sports has been embroiled in controversy. A new book by FIFA whistle-blower Bonita Mersiades claims

that beIN Sports — then called
Al Jazeera Sports — agreed to secretly pay $100 million to FIFA to
ensure Qatar won the right to host
the 2022 World Cup.
The book, “Whatever It Takes:
The Inside Story of the FIFA Way,”
alleges that then FIFA President
Sepp Blatter knew Qatar would
win the vote and that the payment
from Al Jazeera Sports occurred
with the knowledge of former FIFA
Secretary-General Jerome Valcke.
Both Blatter and Valcke have subsequently been banned by FIFA.
“Valcke’s concerns about revenue
growth in relation to Qatar were
assuaged when negotiations com-

menced in October 2010 for a bonus
payment of $100 million to FIFA
from Al Jazeera if Qatar won 2022.
There was no way he could turn it
down,” the book said.
A trial of three senior South Amer-

BeIN’s subscription
policy, which forced
customers to
subscribe to all
sports bundles to
view a single football
tournament, was
deemed
“exploitative.”

(AFP)

ican football officials in US District
Court in New York revealed that
FIFA officials were paid millions of
dollars to back Qatar’s World Cup
bid. The trial also tied Khelaifi to
Argentinian sports firm Full Play,
which is believed to be at the centre
of bribery payments.
Doha is also facing accusations
over its winning of the right to host
the 2019 Athletics World Championship, with media reports that the US
Justice Department was pursuing
possible racketeering, money laundering and fraud charges related
to the International Association of
Athletics Federations’ awarding of
meets.

Qatari courting of pro-Israel figures only puts
the spotlight on Doha’s glaring contradictions

Q

atar’s outreach to
pro-Israel Jews in the
United States was hot
news in Israel in recent weeks with Doha
attempting to cement
its ties with the United States in
the face of unwavering regional
isolation.
The move by the tiny emirate,
which has consistently cultivated
the support of Muslim Brotherhood
sympathisers and Arab nationalist
fringes, has raised many eyebrows.
Reports by the Israeli daily
Haaretz said right-wing American
Jewish leaders met with senior Qatari officials in recent months. For
some of the meetings, prominent
Jewish leaders were flown to Qatar,
all-expenses-paid junkets arranged
by the Doha regime, which has
been isolated by a Saudi-led Arab
quartet for its alleged support of
extremism.
The latest pro-Israel figure to visit
Qatar was Morton Klein, president
of the Zionist Organisation of
America, who met with Qatari Emir
Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani
in January. Klein, in an interview
with the Jerusalem Post, said the
Qataris told him that if the United
States asked Doha to throw out Hamas members, the Qataris would
do it “in a minute.”
Other US pro-Israeli figures who

visited Qatar included Malcolm
Hoenlein, the executive vice president of the Conference of Presidents of Major American Jewish
Organisations; Alan Dershowitz, a
former Harvard Law School professor; and John Batchelor, a conservative host for WABC radio in New
York.
Qatar reportedly began its outreach to influential Jewish leaders
in mid-2017, using the services of
Nick Muzin, a Jewish-American
public relations consultant who
previously worked for US Senator
Ted Cruz, a Republican from Texas.
Muzin arranged meetings
between senior Qatari leaders, including Sheikh Tamim, and leading
figures of the Jewish community.
The initiative included rightwing segments of the US Jewish
community, as well as non-Jewish
supporters of Israel, such as former
Arkansas Governor Mike Huckabee,
who are being pressed to explain
their ties to Doha.
The Israeli Embassy to the United
States distanced itself from the
Qatari outreach programme and
the initiative faced strong criticism
from many within the Jewish religious community.
Rabbi Shmuley Boteach, an
Orthodox Jewish leader from New
Jersey who has been described as
“the most famous rabbi in Ameri-

ca,” went so far as to mock Doha’s
efforts in a January 15 letter to
Sheikh Tamim.
“Your efforts are going to fail,
which is why I’m writing,” wrote
Boteach. “Not because I care about
you wasting your money. Indeed,
many of the people taking it have
told me that better that it go to
them, then to Hamas.
“Don’t be fooled by the fact that
some Jews have been willing to
accept hefty retainer fees to lobby
other Jews on your behalf. They are
not your friends or allies. They are
opportunists,” he added.
Boteach published articles criticising Jewish leaders who visited
Qatar, with one appearing on the
far-right Breitbart news website
carrying the headline “Jewish Community for Sale to Qatar?”
The unexpectedly virulent criticism shows that Doha is caught up
by its contradictions.
Despite its long history of support
for the Islamist Hamas movement,
Qatar has kept contact with Israel
for strategic and economic reasons.
Doha’s relations with Israel are
clearly aimed at promoting good
will with the West, particularly the
United States. Ultimately, Qatar
hopes to achieve other additional
benefits, including the economic
dividends that could come with increased sales of natural gas to Israel.

In addition, the Qatari government is said to be interested in
strengthening its technology sector
through cooperation with Israel,
whose high-tech companies could
be interested in exporting products
and knowhow to Qatar.
Beyond such possible motives,
Doha is struggling to clear its reputation from accusations of support
to extremist groups. Such accusations, which were more than once
echoed by US President Donald
Trump, have been among the main
reasons for the diplomatic row that
pitted Saudi Arabia, the United
Arab Emirates, Bahrain and Egypt
against Doha.
UAE Minister of State for Foreign
Affairs Anwar Gargash, in an interview with CNN last June, summed
up the dispute as being the result of
continued “lack of trust.”
“Various countries are fed up
with this sort of duplicity that
we’ve seen, that has been undermining the region… it is time for
cooler heads, to restructure Qatar’s
approach on foreign policy,” Gargash said.
Qatar’s attempt to win over
pro-Israel influencers has at least
partially backfired since it has ironically put the spotlight more than
ever on Doha’s glaring inconsistencies and double talk.
Junkets cannot gloss over that.
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Feud between president and speaker
threatens Lebanon’s March 8 alliance
Sami Moubayed

Beirut

A

new crisis is looming
in Beirut, threatening
to cripple the already
highly
dysfunctional
Lebanese government.
This time it isn’t between Hezbollah and its enemies in the Westernbacked March 14 bloc but within
the powerful and hitherto united
March 8 alliance.
A major feud is snowballing between the long-serving Speaker
of Parliament Nabih Berri, 79, and
President Michel Aoun, 82 — two
staunch allies of Hezbollah Secretary-General Hassan Nasrallah. If
not controlled, the conflict could
have disastrous consequences for
the March 8 alliance, especially
ahead of parliamentary elections
scheduled for May.

Nasrallah is
attempting to
mediate the conflict
before it gets any
bigger.
Aoun and Berri have known
each other for a very long time and
were at daggers’ end throughout
Lebanon’s long civil war. When it
started in 1975, Aoun was an army
officer who refused the break-up
of the armed forces along sectarian lines. A Maronite Christian, he
felt sidelined and over-muscled by
the country’s Muslim militias, a
coalition of Sunni, Shia and Palestinian groups operating under the
command of Yasser Arafat. Berri
was commander of one of those
groups, the all-Shia Amal Movement, which he still leads today,
40 years later.
In 1988, Aoun became prime
minister of Lebanon in clear violation of the National Pact, a gentlemen’s agreement between Lebanese politicians that allocated the
presidency to the Maronites and
the prime minister’s post to Sunni
Muslims.
Berri
mobilised
his
Shia
power base to fight Aoun and
ejected him from Baabda Palace, at the gunpoint of the Syrian Army, in October 1990. Aoun
was exiled to France, where he

V iewpoint
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Lebanon must stop
continuing down
the path towards
censorship or it
could lose its
reputation for
cosmopolitanism.

remained until 2005.
Berri became speaker of parliament in 1992, a post he still holds.
He became a protege of the Syrians
while Aoun spent 15 years calling
for their departure from Lebanon.
During his exile, Aoun accused
Berri of autocracy, corruption and
submissiveness to the Syrians.
When he returned to Lebanon
after Rafik Hariri’s assassination
in 2005, Aoun promised to bring
down the political system altogether, promoting himself as an
agent of reform and change.
Aoun and Berri set aside their
differences in 2006 when Aoun
reached a ground-breaking alliance with Nasrallah, cemented
during that year’s summer war
with Israel. He promised to protect
and support Hezbollah’s armed
struggle and Hezbollah pledged
to make him president of Lebanon
one day — a promise it fulfilled in
November 2016.
Berri signed off on Aoun’s presidency, rather unwillingly, unable
to say no to Nasrallah. For ten
years, they worked in the same
pro-Syrian camp, struggling to win
an open conflict with Saad Hariri
and the Saudi-backed March 14
coalition.
The tension was visible, however, in the two-way relationship
between parliament and the presidency. Aoun considers himself a
father figure, above all Lebanese
politicians — more senior, constitutionally and politically than Berri, who writes him off as ungrateful. He claims that if it weren’t for
his support and that of the Amal
Movement, Aoun would never
have entered the Presidential palace.
For 11 years (2005-16), Aoun
was just a player in a coalition of
parties that was partially headed
by Berri, who said Aoun is overplaying his presidential role and
should not forget those who made
him president, arguing that they
could unseat him if they should
wish.
In short, Berri doesn’t take Aoun
very seriously as president. Big
egos are obstructing progress,
topped with a clear lack of personal chemistry between the two
men, despite the fact they are
politically allied — or should be —
ahead of next May.
Aoun in January signed a decree, using powers vested in the
presidency, advancing the rank of
officers who had graduated from
the military academy in 1994,

At daggers’ end. Lebanon’s President Michel Aoun (R), Prime Minister Saad al-Hariri (2nd R) and
parliament Speaker Nabih Berri (L) attend a parade at a military academy in Fayadyeh near Beirut,
last August. 							
(Reuters)
giving them one-year seniority.
The decree requires that they be
promoted in rank and payment,
meaning that by the constitution it
needs to be signed off by Finance
Minister Ali Hassan Khalil, a member of Amal and a Berri protege.
Aoun ignored the finance minister, signing the decree without referring either to Berri or to
Khalil. Berri was furious, arguing that Aoun violated the 1989
Taif Accord, which curtails the
president’s powers and gives
much of his authority to the cabinet of ministers.
Aoun snapped back that he
alone is the president of the republic and the former commander of the Lebanese Army, able to
promote or fire officers, without
having to seek the approval of
any Lebanese politician. He suggested that Berri take the matter
to court (given that Justice Minister Salim Jreissati is a member
of Aoun’s party). Berri said he
would once the judiciary becomes
independent — in reference to

Aoun’s influence over the judicial
branch. He proclaimed the constitution, Taif Accord and National
Pact “dead” due to the handling of
Aoun.

Aoun considers himself
a father figure, above
all Lebanese politicians
— more senior,
constitutionally and
politically than Berri,
who writes him off as
ungrateful.
A recording of Aoun’s son-inlaw, Foreign Minister Gebran
Bassil, addressing members of
his Free Patriotic Movement
was leaked January 28. In it he
described Berri as a “thug.” Khalil
snapped that Bassil was a political dwarf and Amal members demanded a public apology. They

took to the streets the following
night, cutting off roads and setting
tyres on fire. Berri instructed Shia
businessmen in the diaspora to
boycott a conference for Lebanese
expatriates in Abidjan.
Nasrallah is attempting to mediate the conflict before it gets
any bigger. To restore equilibrium
among the prime minister, president and speakership of parliament, one suggestion is to write
a law calling for all three leaders to sign off such legislation,
something Aoun furiously resists,
saying it would cripple his constitutional and political rights as
president.
If not solved in the next two
months, this will have serious
effects on the performance of
the March 8 alliance next May.
In the elections of 2009, Aoun’s
team won 19 seats, while Berri’s
lot dropped from 14 to 13. Both
planned to raise their share of
seats in the next chamber, which
might be hard if the two leaders
are not speaking to each other.

The absurd sentencing of Lebanese analyst by military court

A

n internationally
minded romantic
can always find good
things to say about
Lebanon. Travelling types praise its
vibrant feel, its rich history and,
perhaps most of all, its cosmopolitan sophistication. In parts
of Europe, one still hears Beirut
referred to as the “Paris of the
East.”
Leave aside the laziness of this
comparison for a moment. It still
has some value. If nothing else,
such rhetorical excesses demonstrate a certain fondness, built
upon an idea of Lebanon as exciting and modern.
Recent events do not disprove
this idea entirely but have, in
some ways, tarnished the romantic’s rosy image of the country.
The most notable occurred
when a military court in Lebanon sentenced Hanin Ghaddar,
a journalist and Middle East
analyst at the Washington
Institute for Near East Policy, to

jail in absentia for “attacking the
army.” The only reason Ghaddar is
not in prison is because she took
a job in the United States about a
year ago.
The saga would be absurd were
it not so sinister. Ghaddar faces
prison if she returns to her home
country. She does so because,
speaking at a conference in Washington four years ago, she referred
to “Sunnis being clamped down
by Hezbollah and the Lebanese
Army.” So she stands accused of
and may potentially be jailed for
“defaming the Lebanese Army,
harming its reputation and accusing it of distinguishing between
Lebanese citizens.”
Ghaddar is a former editor of
mine at NOW News and a good
and fair woman. She does not
make remarks without thinking.
She does not critique without
consideration or attack those
undeserving of scorn.
Of course, this jail term is not a
response to intemperance. Its intention is not sincerely to defend

the Lebanese Army from defamation. Even if it were, it would be
outrageous. Instead, it is much
worse: a military court used to
pursue and victimise those who
criticise Hezbollah.
Ghaddar has been persistently
targeted by Hezbollah-friendly
media outlets such as the newspaper Al Akhbar. One justification
for the campaign of intimidation
ranged against her centred on the
fact that she appeared — without
endorsing him or advocating his
perspective — at the same conference as an Israeli foreign official.
It is not unreasonable to suggest
that this is no justification at all.
Lebanon’s society is becoming more censorious. The state
recently banned films including
“Wonder Woman” because Gal
Gadot, who played the title role,
served in the Israeli military, and
Stephen Spielberg’s “The Post,”
although the latter was recently
allowed to be seen, suggesting the
true partiality at the heart of this
regime of censorship.

Sentencing a journalist to jail
for having voiced an opinion,
effectively banning her from
returning to her own country,
is more troubling. It speaks of
a society that is not confident
and outward-looking but rather
afraid, spiteful and weak. It is
these fears that make politicians
and judges keener to prevent
even reasonable critics from raising their voices.
The Lebanese courts and the
country’s politicians should reconsider and recant this verdict,
lest they share in its shame and
its disgrace. Lebanon’s leaders
and people ought not to stand for
this sort of aggression against a
writer and thinker for the crime of
having written and thought.
They should do so on principle,
of course, but there are other
considerations. Lebanon must
stop going down the path towards
censorship or it could lose its
reputation for cosmopolitanism
and all sorts of less noble, more
commercial benefits.
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UNRWA has been in crisis since its inception

Maya al-Orzza
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West Bank.

Dependency on
donors has made
UNRWA
vulnerable to
political pressure
and interference.

T

he US Department of
State announced it
would withhold $65
million from a $125
million aid package for
the UN Relief and Works
Agency for Palestine Refugees in the
Near East (UNRWA). Although the
announcement created alarm over
the future of the agency, the truth is
UNRWA has been in a state of crisis
since its establishment.
In 1948, during the Nakba, the
United Nations was deeply involved in the conflict over Mandate
Palestine after the failed partition
plan. In recognition of its role in the
creation of the Palestinian refugee
problem and in the absence of a UN
agency responsible for refugees, the
United Nations decided to establish
several ad hoc bodies to provide
relief to the hundreds of thousands
of refugees and to facilitate durable
solutions.
From those institutions, only
UNRWA exists today, remaining as
the sole functioning body responsible for Palestinian refugees.
Since its establishment in 1949,
UNRWA has been mainly dependent
on donor contributions by countries
rather than general UN dues levy
and budget. This funding system
has made the provision of services and project implementation
dependent on the willingness of
donors to fund them. Such dependency has made UNRWA vulnerable
to political pressure and interference.
The chronic lack of funding has
significantly affected the ability
of the agency to assist Palestinian
refugees, as the resources available
per refugee diminish as the number
of refugees grows. Over the years
the Palestinian refugee population has gone from 914,221 in 1950
to 5,094,886 in 2014. While donor
support has increased, it has not
kept pace with the growth rate of
Palestinian refugees.
Another significant development
that affected UNRWA’s funding was
the Oslo Accords. The peace agreement brought with it a dramatic
increase in bilateral funding for
the newly established Palestinian Authority institutions. A lot
of emphasis was put on the West
Bank and Gaza, as there was hope
that the Oslo process could end the
refugee issue.
As a result, additional resources
were transferred to those two areas

Extremely vulnerable. Palestinian children hold bread patties during a protest against US aid cuts
outside the United Nations’ offices in Gaza Strip, on January 28. 				
(AFP)
rather than the other regions of
UNRWA operations. In the years
between the signing of the accords
and the beginning of the second
intifada in 2000, the occupied
Palestinian territories became one
of the largest recipients of donor aid
in the world.
However, while donor countries,
whether intentionally or not, tried
to support the peace process and
the new Palestinian Authority (PA)
institutions, UNRWA did not receive
as many funds and the budgetary
crisis deepened.
Many countries have attempted
to dissolve UNRWA over the years
and this is reflected in the financial
problems of the agency.
On top of contributions to its general fund, UNRWA receives project
funds and emergency funds, which
can only be used for those specific
purposes. Thus, it is the general
fund that has the most effect on the
ability of UNRWA to fulfil its mandate long term.
This is why the main strategy over
the last two decades to put political
pressure on UNRWA has been to cut
the funding of the general regular

budget of UNRWA while increasing
the funding for projects or emergency programmes. This redirection of
funds forced the gradual transfer of
the essential services — education,
health care, etc. — to host countries,
creating an attractive scenario for
Israel to push for the integration of
refugees within those host countries and moving away from its
responsibilities vis-a-vis Palestinian
refugees under international law.
Despite the media attention
received by UNRWA over the
financial crisis, the agency was
already suffering severe deficits. In
2015, it could only begin the school
year after an emergency appeal for
funds. This year, before the US cut
in funding, the agency was facing a
deficit of $150 million.
Why is UNRWA receiving funding
from the United States and some
support from Israel if both want to
dissolve the agency?
A former US State Department
official explained this well: “The
only thing worse than supporting
UNRWA is not supporting UNRWA
and having total chaos in the West
Bank or Gaza.”

The fact that UNRWA and its services are important factors in avoiding large-scale uprisings seems to be
the main reason behind continued
support for the agency, even by its
detractors. UN Secretary-General
Antonio Guterres said in response
to the US announcement of funding cuts: “In my opinion, and an
opinion that is shared by most
international observers, including
some Israeli ones, it [UNRWA] is an
important factor of stability.”
With the collapse of the peace
process and little hope for a return
to the negotiation table, it seems
clear that no durable solutions will
be reached soon for Palestinian
refugees, meaning that the agency
will probably exist for the coming
years although with an uncertain
financial future.
As the Palestinian refugee population grows, funds will remain insufficient, which is why it is crucial for
the structural and political factors
behind the chronic lack of funding to be addressed if UNRWA is to
continue acting not only as a service
provider but as a stabilising actor in
the region.

Cutting funds to Palestinians will boost Iran’s role in region

Claude Salhani

is a regular columnist for
The Arab Weekly.

The amount of
financial aid
Washington would
spend on the
Palestinians is
marginal for the
US, especially
compared to the
amount it gives
Israel every year.

H

oping to arm-twist
the Palestinians back
to the negotiating
table, US President
Donald Trump is
using the carrot-andstick approach. Except with the
Palestinians, Trump is using only
sticks, reserving the carrots for the
Israelis.
Using threats and bullying one
side in a dispute may work in some
instances but it is highly unlikely to
produce positive results in Middle
East peace negotiations. Rather,
Trump’s approach to international peace-making will, without
a doubt, further harm US interests
in the region and empower Iran’s
position of influence as a regional
leader.
Iran, a majority Shia country, has
been trying to make headway in
Sunni countries since the Islamic
Revolution overthrew the shah. A
US withdrawal from supporting the
Palestinians would serve up the
Palestinian territories to Iran on a
silver platter. The Iranian mullahs
have already infiltrated predominantly Sunni Gaza, controlled by
Hamas. A financial void created
by the United States withholding
economic aid to a region badly in
need of such assistance would pave
the way for Iran to jump in.
The United States gives about
$600 million annually to the Palestinians, most of which goes to pay

the Palestine Authority’s security
forces. Imagine if Iran controlled
the Palestinian security services
and how that could alter the political map of the region.
The Iranians would gladly pay
two or three times that much for
the access it would give them to
Israel.
There is no doubt that the Palestine Liberation Organisation under
Iranian influence would be a very
different and more hard-line faction to negotiate with. If this were
to happen, it would put the Iranians in a position of unprecedented
power in the Gaza Strip and the
West Bank. That is what the mullahs in Tehran are hoping for.
The amount of financial aid
Washington would spend on the
Palestinians is marginal for the
United States, especially compared
to the amount it gives Israel every
year.
Speaking in Davos, an annual
gathering of financial elites from
around the world, Trump said he
would cut off all financial aid to the
Palestinians unless they agreed to
peace. What Trump utterly fails to
comprehend is that his approach to
resolving the conflict is only going
to make it worse.
Trump has proven to the world,
and to the Palestinians in particular, that the United States can no
longer be considered an honest
broker in the Middle East dispute.

Trump has shown his contempt
for the Palestinians’ view of the
conflict by stating that he would
move the US Embassy from Tel
Aviv to Jerusalem. Israelis believe
Jerusalem is their God-given right
to have the holy city as their capital
and so do the Palestinians.
Jerusalem will remain one of
the hot issues in any peace talks.
Trump claims his action has taken
Jerusalem off the table. It has not.
Trump’s decision on Jerusalem has
further complicated future talks,
in which Palestinians are likely to
place the city at the very top of
their agenda.
Add to that the financial aid
threat, which many Palestinians
and other Arabs see as a slap in
the face. Crippled by the Israeli
occupation, Palestinians are facing
economic hardship, especially
in the over-populated Gaza Strip
where unemployment abounds.
Unlike other countries that
receive US aid in quarterly instalments, Israel since 1982 has been
paid in one large lump sum at the
beginning of the fiscal year, leaving
the US government to borrow from
future revenues. Israel even lends
some of this money back through
buying US Treasury bills, by which
it collects interest.
Jeremy Sharp, a specialist in
Middle East affairs at the Congressional Research Service, wrote in
an April 11, 2014, report titled “US

Foreign Aid to Israel” that “Israel is
the largest cumulative recipient of
US foreign aid. To date, the United
States has provided Israel $121
billion (current, or non-inflationadjusted, dollars) in bilateral assistance. Almost all US bilateral aid to
Israel is in the form of military assistance, although in the past Israel
also received significant economic
assistance.”
In 2001, at a presentation with
the Centre for Policy Analysis on
Palestine, international relations
scholar Stephen Zunes noted that,
while Israel is an “advanced, industrialised, technologically sophisticated country,” it “receives more
US aid per capita annually than the
total annual GDP of several Arab
countries. Approximately onethird of all US foreign aid budget
goes to Israel, “even though Israel
comprises just… one-thousandth
of the world’s total population
and already has one of the world’s
higher per capita incomes,” Zunes
said.
US government officials argue
that this money is necessary for
moral reasons. Some even say that
Israel is a democracy battling for its
very survival. Israel may be seen
as being democratic so long as you
are not Palestinian, where a whole
different set of rules applies. In
that case, it more closely resembles
the ugly face of apartheid than
democracy.
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Turkish government pitching Syria incursion
as means of sending refugees back home
Thomas Seibert

Washington

R

eacting to a growing
animosity among Turks
towards Syrian refugees
one year before key elections, the Ankara government is selling the incursion
into Syria as a step towards sending the more than 3 million newcomers home.
In the intervention, code-named
Operation Olive Branch, Turkey
has been sending troops and tanks
into the region of Afrin in northwestern Syria under the protection
of aerial attacks. The move is Turkey’s third military intervention in
Syria since 2016.
Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan and his government say
the incursion’s aim is to drive the
Syrian-Kurdish militia People’s
Protection Units (YPG), seen as a
terrorist group by Ankara, out of
the Afrin area. Erdogan has vowed
to push the YPG all the way to the
Iraqi border, hundreds of kilometres east of Afrin. Officials have
also spoken about establishing a
30km-deep “security zone” in Syria along the border to prevent YPG
members from attacking Turkey.
Government critics say Erdogan
is using the operation to secure
support of nationalist voters ahead
of local, parliamentary and presidential elections next year. “Unfortunately, President Erdogan
has started his campaign for the
presidential elections by invading
Afrin,” Hisyar Ozsoy, foreign relations representative of the proKurdish Peoples’ Democratic Party
(HDP), said during a visit January 27 to the Council of Europe in
France.
Promising voters that the
3.4 million Syrians who fled to
Turkey will return home soon is
part of Erdogan’s strategy. In several speeches since January 20, the
president has said, “Operation Olive Branch will open the way to a
repatriation of Syrians.”
“Our Syrian brothers who are
with us will have the chance to return to their homes,” Erdogan on
January 22 said. In a speech January 28, Erdogan said 130,000 Syrians had returned to their country
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But will it work? Syrian refugees arrive at the Oncupinar border crossing in Turkey. 						
after Turkey secured territory in
Syria during previous incursions.
Other Turkish officials support
Erdogan’s pledge to send the Syrians back home. Fatma Sahin,
mayor of Gaziantep, a city close to
the Syrian border that has taken in
tens of thousands of Syrians, told
the Hurriyet Daily News that many
refugees were “waiting to go back
to their homelands.”
She added a return of the refugees was “very important for us
because it has been seven years of
tremendous sacrifice. Seven years
have put [a] big burden on Turkey.”
In a statement released after a
January 23 meeting of Erdogan
with his top security advisers, Ankara stressed that military operations in Syria would continue until
Kurdish forces were defeated and
until the “almost 3.5 million brothers living in our country, the rightful owners of Syria, can return to
their homes safely.”
The government says it has spent
about $30 billion to feed and house
the 3.4 million Syrians that Turkey

has taken in under its so-called
open-door policy since the Syrian civil war started almost seven
years ago. There are signs that the
patience of Turkish voters with the
refugees is wearing thin, as Syrians are increasingly seen as competitors in the labour and housing
markets.
“They are working for extremely
little money and without any insurance. Turks can’t compete with
that,” Ibrahim, a street vendor in
Istanbul who would only give his
first name, said recently, referring
to Syrian refugees.
Murat Erdogan, a professor at
the Turkish-German University
in Istanbul and an expert on migration, said the government was
beginning to factor in that Turkish voters want the Syrians to go
home. “Turks want to help the Syrians but they don’t want to share
their future with them,” Erdogan,
who is not related to the Turkish
president, said. “Unease is growing day by day.”
A recent poll conducted by Mu-

rat Erdogan indicated that 80.2%
of Turks asked said Syrians are
culturally different from them, an
increase of 10 percentage points
since a similar poll in 2014. Three
out of four respondents to the new
poll said no Syrian should receive
Turkish citizenship.
The International Crisis Group,
a Brussels-based think-tank, said
in a recent report that tensions
between Turks and Syrians were
“driving inter-ethnic rivalries, socio-economic inequality and urban
violence,” especially in big cities
such as Istanbul and Ankara.
“Incidents of intercommunal
violence increased threefold in
the second half of 2017 compared
to the same period in 2016,” the report said. “At least 35 people died
in these incidents during 2017, including 24 Syrians. The potential
for anti-refugee violence is highest
in the metropolitan areas of Istanbul, Ankara and Izmir where host
communities see Syrians as culturally different and resent their
competition for low-wage jobs or

(AFP)

customers, especially within the
informal economy.”
Murat Erdogan said at a panel of
the Brookings Institution in Washington on January 30 that it was
hard for the Turkish government
to accept that many Syrians would
stay in the country for good because politicians had told their voters for years that the refugees were
in Turkey for a limited time only.
While the Afrin operation was
going to make integration efforts
more difficult, the problems could
not change the fact that the Syrians
had become a part of Turkish life,
Murat Erdogan said.
More than 300 Syrian children
are born in Turkey every day and
1 million Syrians have found jobs
in their new country. Refugees
have spread out all over Turkey, he
said. “It will not be easy to collect
them and send them back,” Erdogan said. “That’s not realistic.”
Thomas Seibert is a
Washington correspondent
for The Arab Weekly.

Diyanet, Turkey’s powerful tool for social engineering

I

t’s been overshadowed by an
acrimonious foreign policy
in the neighbourhood and
an antagonistic attitude
to the West but Turkey’s
Sunni Islamisation, driven by
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan,
deserves careful consideration.
There were high hopes for new
beginnings when Erdogan’s Justice and Development Party (AKP)
took charge 16 years ago. The new
government made a determined
push towards EU membership.
The hope was that Turkey was
turning a corner and that the
powerful armed forces would no
longer constrain civilian politics,
as they had for 80 years.
After all, modern Turkey was
meant to have two main guiding
entities — the chief of the general
staff or commander of the armed
forces and the Directorate of Religious Affairs (Diyanet).
When the AKP took office,
reformists hoped that the AKP
would give way to civilian politics. Diyanet, too, the reformists
thought, would become more representative and incorporate Alevi
and non-Muslim elements into its
all-Sunni make-up.
Nearly two decades on, it’s
clear that only the strongman

has changed, the authoritarian
DNA of the Turkish state has not.
The army has de facto submitted
to an autocratic ruler even as it
abandons its non-religious traditions. Diyanet has been pushed
to the fore as the chief engine of
Turkey’s transformation into a
conservative Islamist society.
Diyanet’s role in Erdogan’s
Turkey is ironic. It was meant to
prevent excesses of piety that
the state could not control. The
military junta, architect of the
1980 coup, beefed up its budget
and used Diyanet against the
“communist threat.” By the end
of the 1980s, Diyanet was a social
engineering tool.
Political Islamists are using it as
such, with Diyanet having become
particularly useful when the AKP
abandoned the dream of EU membership. Diyanet’s cadres were
systematically replaced by AKP
loyalists and its budget has risen
year on year. It controls funding
equal to that of at least ten other
ministries combined. Diyanet has
nearly 115,000 employees, most of
them imams, on the state payroll.
This year, a record number of new
recruits — 9,500 — are to be added.
Diyanet, which issues the texts
of Friday sermons, has become an

effective tool for the AKP government. Apparently, on AKP orders,
Diyanet instructed the imams on
the night of the failed 2016 coup.
The imams were told to call from
mosque minarets, urging the
masses to take to the streets.
Nowadays, Diyanet is sending
out messages in favour of the
Afrin offensive through Friday
sermons.
The real change is in the educational sector with Diyanet, the
Ministry of Education and AKPcontrolled municipalities joining
together. Minister of National
Education Ismet Yilmaz said the
number of kindergartens more
than doubled in a year.
However, the minister has not
answered questions from opposition parties about Diyanet’s
operational sway. In what capacity
is it running the kindergartens?
the opposition asks. The minister
has no answers. What’s clear is
that early years’ schooling is a way
of shaping the mindset of a whole
generation.
Erdogan has not troubled to
hide his desire to raise a “pious
generation that will work for the
construction of a new civilisation.” Scaling up Sunni cultural
references in pre-school educa-

tion runs parallel to the massive
revival of Imam Hatip (or Imam
and Preacher) schools across the
country. It’s part of Erdogan and
the AKP’s attempt to put religion
at the heart of national life.
Reuters reported that government spending on Imam Hatip upper schools for children aged 14-18
will double to $1.68 billion this
year. That’s nearly one-quarter
of the budget for upper schools.
Even though the 645,000 Imam
Hatip students make up just 11%
of Turkey’s upper school population, they receive 23% of the funding, double the per pupil spending
at mainstream schools.
From 2012, when Imam Hatip
education was extended to middle
schools for pupils aged 10-14, student numbers have risen fivefold
to 1.3 million in more than 4,000
schools. The government intends
to build 128 Imam Hatip upper
schools this year and has plans for
a further 50. Turkey has increased
religious education at regular state
schools, some of which have been
converted into Imam Hatip institutions. The government declined
to say how many.
This leaves a fundamental question: Is the Islamisation of the
Turkish state irreversible?
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In Iran, a ‘halal’
internet means
more control
after unrest
Jon Gambrell

Dubai

G

uns drawn, Iranian intelligence agents rushed
into the apartment of a
Washington Post reporter in Tehran. Threatening to kill Jason Rezaian in front
of his wife, Yeganeh, the 20 agents
in the July 2014 raid tore through
their belongings and rifled through
drawers, clothes and valuables for
an hour.
However, perhaps their most eagerly sought target wasn’t exactly
inside the house: They forced the
couple to hand over passwords to
their e-mail and social media profiles.
That raid demonstrated how
much of a threat Iran’s theocratic
government sees in the internet. It
has long sought to strictly control
cyberspace and social media and,
thereby, the flow of information to
the public.
The Islamic Republic’s relationship with the world wide web is
far more complicated than simple
repression.
In the past four years, authorities
have encouraged wider use of the
internet among Iranians, hoping
to generate the benefits of a more
modern economy.
As a result, there has been a
proliferation of devices, including
those that spread the startling protests across Iran that opened 2018.
The government suffocated the
flare-up, in part by shutting off key
social media and messaging apps.
However, the lesson was clear: The
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In practical terms,
scrapping and
replacing the
JCPOA is a
non-starter,
so the Trump
administration will
focus on
countering Iran
regionally.

same oxygen that can resuscitate
commerce can give breath to potential revolt.
Iranian authorities’ solution has
been to create a “halal net,” Iran’s
locally controlled version of the internet that restricts what the public
can see.
“The Islamic Republic is not
black and white. It shows a myriad
of contradictions and its internet
policy I think is one of the great
examples of those contradictions,”
said Sanam Vakil, an associate fellow at Chatham House. “The government has taken the internet and
effectively used it for its own purposes and has realised the dangers
of it as well.”
Since the 1979 Islamic Revolution, how information spreads
across mass media has been tightly controlled across a country of
80 million people that’s nearly twoand-a-half times the size of Texas.
The internet helped collapse
that distance. During Iran’s 2009
protests surrounding the disputed
re-election of hard-line President
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, social
media spread word of the events
and allowed videos of the shooting death of Neda Agha Soltan to be
seen by the world.
Even before the 2009 protests,
Iran blocked access to YouTube.
Twitter and Facebook.
The chief difference between
then and the recent protests was
the sheer number of smartphones.
In 2014, an estimated 2 million Iranians possessed one. Today, estimates suggest Iranians own 48 million such devices.
That explosive growth was
spurred by the administration of

President Hassan Rohani. Officials
allowed more mobile phone service providers to offer faster internet access and encrypted messaging platform like Telegram spread
like wildfire.
When the government blocked
Telegram as well as Instagram, it
helped smother the protests. Notably, however, Telegram’s silencing
quickly brought complaints from
businesspeople who use it to promote their goods.
The danger — and potential — of
the internet as a weapon came into
focus for Iran when it faced the
world’s first cyber-weapon almost
a decade ago.
At the height of tensions between Tehran and the West over
its nuclear programme, thousands
of centrifuges enriching uranium
at Iran’s underground Natanz facility suddenly began spinning themselves to death. They had been hit
by the Stuxnet computer virus,
widely believed to be a US and Israeli creation.
Iran worked to strike back.
Among the most spectacular cyber-attacks attributed to Iran is

Shamoon, a virus that hit the
state-run giant Saudi Arabian Oil
Company and Qatari natural gas
producer RasGas, deleting data on
hard drives and displaying a picture of a burning American flag on
computer screens.
Analysts and security experts say
many of the hackers receive backing from Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC), a powerful
paramilitary and economic force
in the country answerable only to
Khamenei himself.
Cyber-espionage is even used
in Iran’s internal rivalries, with attacks on members of the government, particularly officials in Rohani’s Foreign Ministry, a recent
report by the Carnegie Endowment
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Republic’s
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the world wide web
is far more
complicated than
simple repression.

for International Peace claimed.
The idea of Iran setting up its own
“halal,” — “permissible” — internet
first came in 2011. It’s evolved into
what’s known as the National Information Network (NIN).
It is essentially a net neutrality
supporter’s nightmare: The network has some 500 governmentapproved websites that stream
content far faster than those based
abroad, which are intentionally
slowed, a recent report by the Campaign for Human Rights in Iran
said. Service providers offer cheaper packages to customers accessing
only NIN sites.
Firuzeh Mahmoudi, executive
director of the San Francisco-based
group United for Iran, said authorities have had success in getting
businesses to operate on the NIN.
The more they do so, he warned,
“the easier it will be for them to
shut down or throttle the real internet when they want to.”
The Associated Press. Associated
Press writers Josh Lederman in
Washington and Gillian Wong in
Beijing contributed to this report.

Tackling the Iranian elephant in the room

U

S President Donald
Trump’s combative
rhetoric on Iran, a
country that is the
subject of an administration policy
review, makes it look as though a
new US stance has been designed
to confront Tehran over strategic
disagreements.
The international agreement
intended to limit Iranian nuclear
programme development — the
Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) — has received great
attention since Trump labelled it
the “worst deal ever,” committing
to ending the pact. Iran and the
other JCPOA signatories are not
willing to renegotiate the agreement, leaving the United States
isolated.
The greater point of contention between Iran and the United
States is the regional role of Tehran in the Middle East. In Syria,
Iraq, Lebanon and particularly
in Yemen, Iranian influence has
had a strategic effect on regional
discourse and crossed several red
lines for the United States and its
international partners.
Broadly speaking, the United
States has had four policy options
with which to address Iran: economic sanctions, developing counterbalancing regional frameworks,
encouraging regime change from
within and direct military action.
All four options have been mooted
by Trump’s administration and all
four remain on the table.
Sanctions on Iran are likely
to meet strong opposition from

US allies in Europe and Asia, who
continue to support the nuclear
deal. Challenging Iranian proxies
and their influence throughout the
Middle East is likewise problematic. There is little coherent, effective opposition to Iran within the
region and this approach increases
the risks of blowback to US forces
in the region, pulling the Americans deeper into regional conflicts.
The alternative of direct military
action against Iranian nuclear or
military facilities could produce
highly undesirable consequences,
including a rapid escalation into a
regional conflict. It could reinforce
international perceptions that the
United States cannot be trusted to
uphold its commitments.
In case of such actions, Iran
would likely launch retaliatory strikes against US bases and
interests in Iraq, Syria, Bahrain,
Qatar and the United Arab Emirates. Iran’s Shahab-3 intermediaterange ballistic missile has a range
of 2,000km and its Soumar cruise
missile can hit targets as far as
2,500km, meaning all US forward
bases in the Middle East and some
bases in Europe are within range of
Iranian conventional retaliation.
Retired US Air Force LieutenantGeneral Thomas McInerney, writing in 2006, suggested one plan for
attacking Iran’s nuclear facilities
that required a massive commitment of 700 aircraft, 500 cruise
missiles and 28,000 bunker-buster
bombs in the initial 48 hours. Following a similar war game in 2004,
retired Air Force Colonel Sam
Gardiner concluded that “there is

no military solution” for Iran.
Thus, while targeted strikes
could delay Iran’s ability to develop nuclear weapons by destroying
infrastructure, they would probably incentivise Iran to redouble
its enrichment efforts under the
conviction that only a nuclear deterrent can ensure its survival.
As the Director of National
Intelligence Dan Coats recently acknowledged at the Aspen Security
Forum, US actions against Saddam
Hussein and Muammar Qaddafi
made it clear to other countries,
such as North Korea, that a nuclear
deterrent may be the best way to
ensure regime survival.
For years, the Obama administration oversaw not just the
strengthening of the Iranian position across the region but also the
alignment of US policy with Iran.
Under President Barack Obama,
US policy in Syria and Iraq assisted
Iran in establishing a continuous
geopolitical sphere of influence
stretching from Tehran to the
Mediterranean.
Policymakers might believe that
building up state institutions and
denying Hezbollah and its sister
groups “political legitimacy” over
the long haul was the smarter,
more sophisticated way to counter
Iran. However, 12 years after this
approach was tried in Lebanon,
the result has been the consolidation of Hezbollah’s control, the
total capitulation of its erstwhile
political adversaries and the
exponential growth of its military
power.
Meanwhile, just as Hezbollah’s

territorial control has expanded
into Syria, Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps has been
lapping up real estate and state
structures from Baghdad to Beirut.
In practical terms, scrapping
and replacing the JCPOA is a nonstarter, so the Trump administration will focus on countering Iran
regionally and decide how it will
respond when Tehran inevitably
pushes back. The United States is
keener than ever to deepen collaboration with regional partners
to contain Iran and Arab Gulf countries have renewed optimism in the
United States dispensing the role of
a regional security guarantor.
However, the Saudi-led quartet’s
dispute with Qatar and straining
US-Turkish relations pose complicating challenges for the Trump
administration in building effective regional opposition to Iran.
These challenges are at least
partly symptomatic of the weakening of American political leadership in the world, arguably accelerating under Trump. Direct military
action by the United States against
Iran — despite its uncertainties and
risks — thus remains plausible and
would need to be designed around
regime change goals.
It is within this context that
the recent protests in Iran, which
Tehran accused the United States,
the United Kingdom and Israel of
fomenting, represent a particularly welcome development for
the United States because they illustrate that Iran is vulnerable and
that regime change is once again a
viable American policy option.

16

February 4, 2018

Technology in MENA

Debate

Can blockchain help create the Arab cities of the future?
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The applicability of
blockchain to
technologically
advanced cities, such
as Dubai and Abu
Dhabi, could give
those cities a
competitive edge.

T

here can be no
doubt that many
Arab cities are
pioneers of smartcity technologies,
surpassing many of
their Western counterparts and providing visions of
future city living.
Dubai, for example, will have
the world’s first unmanned aerial
taxis to help people literally get
up and over ground traffic and
rush-hour gridlocks that have
been the bane of many people’s
existences. With such demonstrated desire to stay at the
forefront of the technological
revolution, it would seem logical that Arab cities would look
towards the next evolutionary
technology — blockchain.
The recent Blockchain Week
convention in London featured
trailblazing companies discussing developing the technology
into applications that are directly usable by businesses and
governments looking to keep a
technological edge and increase
efficiency. Those firms, including
global risk management giants
DNV GL and Singapore-founded
VeChain, spoke about “Blockchain as a Service.”
“‘Blockchain as a Service’ is
essentially about trying to get
people and businesses to look
beyond the current cryptocurrency craze and seeing the benefits
blockchain can bring them,” said
VeChain CEO Sunny Lu.
One cryptocurrency phenomenon is bitcoin, which last year
broke market records and became one of the highest appreciating assets. Bitcoin started 2017
at a value of $800 but by midDecember it was valued at nearly
$20,000. It has since settled at
approximately $9,000.
However, it is not just the
financial value of bitcoin that
piqued people’s interest but

A locomotive for change. VeChain CEO Sunny Lu at the fourth
annual Blockchain Week convention in London.
(Tallha Abdulrazaq)
the blockchain technology the
cryptocurrency is based on and
what it can do for businesses and
metropolises of the future.
While much of the focus is on
the currency aspect of bitcoin,
the blockchain technology is
fundamentally not a payments
technology. Blockchain is a distributed open ledger that functions in a decentralised manner.
Transactions and other data
can be recorded with the agreement of other stakeholders on
the blockchain and, once input,
the data cannot be changed.
Blockchain enables users to trust
information from other parties,
even if they do not necessarily
trust the parties themselves.
This has direct applications
for governments, which could
accurately track corporate and
personal taxation, with discrepancies easily verified through the

blockchain.
VeChain has a national-level
partnership with the Chinese
government to develop the digital infrastructure of Guian City
and integrate blockchain technology with the urban space.
“The good thing is that, with
blockchain, this information can
be easily stored, retrieved and
verified, no matter what it is,”
which could include contracts
between service providers and
local and even national governments,” Lu said.
Such blockchain-enabled deals
are known as “smart contracts”
and allow the terms of contracts
to be executed rapidly, efficiently
and more cost effectively. It could
negate the need for expensive
middlemen, such as lawyers and
accountants.
The technology has audit applications. DNV GL Business Assur-

ance CEO Luca Crisciotti said he
is certain DNC GL’s partnership
with VeChain will enhance core
business functions.
“Our day-to-day business
involves sending out auditors
to ensure that businesses are
compliant with international
standards,” which involves painstakingly checking thousands of
files and documents, he said.
“With blockchain becoming more
mainstream and being adopted
[by more firms], it could mean
that audit costs are significantly
lowered, as well as increasing the
speed with which companies can
do business with each other in an
atmosphere of trust.”
While other corporations, such
as Maersk and IBM, are joining
the blockchain fray, Crisciotti
said he does not see this as a
threat
to his business.
“I’m actually happy that these
other companies are joining
in. Why not? It just means that
blockchain is becoming more
acceptable on a global basis and
may set a new standard,” he said.
“We’re happy to work with others
and share best practice.”
The applicability of blockchain
to technologically advanced cities, such as Dubai and Abu Dhabi,
could give those cities a competitive edge, especially considering
the global uncertainty that buffeted markets in the past several
years.
By essentially being used as a
technology to foster trust in the
data being accessed, cities could
show that they are not only open
for business but that business
practices are safe and efficient.
In the information age, there
can be nothing more important
than making sure information is
accurate. With blockchain as a
locomotive for change, wealthy
Arab cities can stay ahead of the
global competition.
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Digital Arab Series

Arab millennials are discriminating about digital content
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I

f there is one lesson that
emerges from conversations
with millennials across different Arab countries, it is
this: They are discriminating
about digital content.
The digital publishing
industry can no longer throw
low-quality content at them and
expect to hold their interest. The
industry needs to define standards
and relevance so young audiences
can engage and, hopefully, find
meaning in content.
The key is to distinguish digital
content as much as possible from
the backward formal school education materials on offer. Digital
content providers and publishers
must bear in mind that most Arab

millennials use their offerings as a
lifelong learning opportunity.
Wamda’s Industry Brief on
digital Arabic content states that
48% of Arab millennials are not
satisfied with the quality of local websites. I interviewed 180
university students in nine Arab
countries about their relationship
with Arabic content to understand
what quality and relevance meant
to them. They confessed to an underwhelming experience. I heard
the words ‘’boring’’ and ‘’frustrating’’ over and over.
Arab millennials almost unanimously expressed a willingness to
hear diverse voices — the old and
wise as well as the lived experience of people their own age. Al

Looking at
tomorrow.
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Jazeera’s Meedan blog is championing such diversity and is widely
read across the region. It became
clear that gone are the days a single worldview can be imposed on
young Arabs.
In an increasingly visual world,
images drive internet clicks. For
some well-known platforms,
images are the very basis of their
multibillion-dollar businesses.
Many of the millennials I spoke to
complained about the unattractiveness of low-pixel, violent and
unartistic images. Western-style
typographies don’t do justice to
the artistic nature of the Arabic calligraphy either. Image and typography — two key visual components
— don’t encourage young Arabs to
peruse digital content in Arabic.
Much-needed work is under
way on typography. The Khatt
Foundation, an Amsterdam-based
research centre on Arabic typography and design from the Middle
East and North Africa, and Lara
Captan, a typographer also based
in the Dutch capital, are working towards a new era in Arabic
typography. Companies such as
the Sharjah-based Fikra Design

Visual design, user
interface and relevant
storytelling can
transform Arabic
digital content
and have a real
scalable effect on
our societies.

Studio, which offers multidisciplinary design communication
solutions for Arabic, are also doing
good work.
Many Arab millennials comment
on the unattractiveness of the
user interface of Arabic sites. They
were put off by irrelevant ad popups, crowded text and unclear
colour branding. Little research
has been done on user interface
and user experience for Arabiclanguage sites but it is crucial to
respect
the intuitive directionality
(right-left) of the language for
Arab consumers.
Arab youth are very sensitive to
digital identities that give them a
sense of belonging to a community.
Storytelling starts with the
headline. Many millennials say
they decide to read a story based
on its headline. We live in a world
of scrolling feeds and people click
on content they think will add
value to their day.
Arab millennials expressed
interest in the original content of
contemporary scope. They want
content that answers day-to-day
questions — socially sensitive or
not — and offers actionable advice.
This is not surprising when formal
education or family environment
does not provide helpful perspectives or guidance.
Millennials want original content but they also attest to being
deeply concerned with accuracy
and the sourcing of information.
They have a deep desire for credible facts.
Visual design, user interface and
relevant storytelling can transform Arabic digital content and
have a real scalable effect on our
societies.
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Longstanding US-Turkish alliance
could break under Syrian strain
Thomas Seibert

Washington

T

he longstanding alliance
between the United States
and Turkey could collapse
under the strain of an escalating crisis in Syria, as
a direct military confrontation between the two NATO partners can
no longer be ruled out, analysts
said.
“If one side kills a soldier on the
other, then there will be a genuine
crisis,” W. Robert Pearson, a former
US ambassador to Turkey, said regarding tensions between the two
countries in northern Syria.
A Turkish military intervention
against a Kurdish militia closely allied with the United States in the
fight against the Islamic State near
the Syrian city of Afrin raised the
spectre of clashes between Turkish
and US troops further east in Manbij. It is the city that Ankara is apparently targeting next.
Washington and Ankara have
long been at odds over northern
Syria because of US support for the
Peoples’ Protection Units (YPG), a
Kurdish militia that is seen as a terrorist group by Turkey.
Both governments have tried to
keep the issue from poisoning overall relations but the Turkish incursion into the Afrin area that started
on January 20 could become a tipping point. A serious rift between
Turkey and the United States could
plunge NATO into crisis and push
Ankara further away from the West.
It also allows for increased Russian
influence in the region.
For decades, US-Turkish ties were
shaped by a close military partnership and joint political positions
such as a staunch anti-communist
stance during the Cold War. Relations took a first serious hit in 2003
when Turkey refused to grant Washington permission to attack Saddam
Hussein’s Iraq from Turkish territory. The latest spat, however, is
unprecedented. Turkish President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan has accused
the Americans of protecting a “gang
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While Trump’s
comments on
Jerusalem won a
standing ovation
from Republicans
in the chamber,
most Democrats
sat silently during
these remarks.

of killers” in Syria and pro-government media in Turkey describe the
United States as an “enemy” of their
country.
Abdulkadir Selvi, a well-connected columnist for the Turkish
Hurriyet newspaper, said Erdogan
told US President Donald Trump
in a phone call on January 24 that
Turkey’s troops would march from
Afrin to Manbij, a city taken by the
YPG with US help last year. When
Trump replied that there were US
forces in Manbij, Erdogan told the
US president to withdraw them,
stated Selvi’s account, which has
not been disputed by Ankara.
The call triggered another round
of accusations between Washington and Ankara when the Erdogan
government denied a White House
statement saying Trump urged
Turkey “to exercise caution and to
avoid any actions that might risk
conflict between Turkish and American forces.”
US Army General Joseph Votel, commander of the US Central
Command, has said America has

A break with
Erdogan’s Turkey is
inevitable, if not over
this than over other
differences.

Richard Haass,
president of the Council
on Foreign Relations

no intention of withdrawing its
troops from Manbij. Representatives of Syria’s Kurds are calling
on the United States, which has
deployed about 2,000 soldiers
in northern Syria, to do more to
stop Turkey’s intervention in the
region.
The United States is reading the
escalation over Afrin and Manbij
as a consequence of Erdogan’s domestic agenda a year before key
elections in Turkey, as the military
intervention in Syria could motivate
nationalist voters to support the
president.
“There is room for pulling back
from confrontation, even for cooperating,” Pearson wrote via e-mail.
“But if [President] Erdogan is more
interested in building domestic support than in finding a solution both
the US and Turkey can live with the
risk if a clash arises.”
Turkey’s military operation in
Afrin is not the only reason that
finding a way out of the confrontation is difficult. Washington has announced a new Syria strategy that
includes a permanent US military
presence in the country and the creation of a Kurdish-dominated force
of 30,000 fighters to control areas
captured from ISIS. Even a US withdrawal from Manbij would not calm
Turkey’s more general concerns
over the YPG.
Some observers said the row indicates a more fundamental chasm.
“It is hard to imagine a scenario in
which Erdogan’s Turkey continues
in its current trajectory and bilateral
relations between Washington and
Ankara remain unchanged,” said
Tally Helfont, director of the Programme on the Middle East at the
Foreign Policy Research Institute in
Philadelphia.
US alliances, “despite all the hyperbole about friendship,” were
based on such factors as shared objectives and threat perceptions, she
wrote in an e-mail.
“When a key ally like Turkey
not only takes such a steep autocratic turn but has also an increasing number of objectives that are
at cross purposes with the United
States, it should cause Washington

Tipping point. Turkey’s Chief of General Staff General Hulusi Akar (L)
arrives to discuss the Operation Olive Branch in Afrin at Turkey’s
General Staff Headquarters in Ankara, on January 20. (Turkish Armed Forces)
to rethink its relationship with Ankara or at least explore how it may
facilitate bringing Ankara back into
the fold,” Helfont added.
Richard Haass, president of the
Council on Foreign Relations, a
Washington think-tank, wrote on
Twitter that US-Turkish ties had
passed a point of no return.
“A break with Erdogan’s Turkey
is inevitable, if not over this than
over other differences,” Haass said.
The United States should cooperate
with the Kurds in Syria “for moral
and strategic reasons alike” while
the Pentagon should look for alternatives to military bases used by the
US in Turkey.

Outside the Syrian war, relations
are plagued by other problems as
well. Turkey has voiced frustration over Washington’s reluctance
to extradite Fethullah Gulen, a USbased Muslim cleric accused by
Ankara of being the mastermind
of a coup attempt against Erdogan
in 2016. The US administration is
protesting detention of a US priest
and employees of US consulates
in Turkey. Last year’s involvement of Erdogan’s bodyguards in
a brawl in Washington during a
visit by the Turkish president to
the United States further soured
the mood among US politicians
against Turkey.

Trump stays belligerent on foreign policy

A

lthough he tried to
strike a conciliatory
tone on domestic
policy during his
State of the Union
speech, US President Donald Trump
seemed to relish taking a belligerent
line on foreign policy, suggesting
that the year ahead would be similar — and perhaps even tougher — to
his approach in 2017 when it comes
to the issue of US foreign aid.
Trump gave himself a pat on the
back for the defeat of the Islamic
State (ISIS) in Iraq and Syria but
failed to mention that he essentially
carried out Obama administration
policies of supporting anti-ISIS, local ground forces with US advisers,
air strikes and logistical and intelligence support.
Movingly, he paid tribute to a US
Army staff sergeant in the audience
who saved a comrade’s life while
the two were searching for booby
traps in Raqqa after it was liberated
from ISIS. Trump was not only underscoring a particular act of heroism but also how the fight against
ISIS has entailed American casualties and probably will continue to
do so as ISIS regroups.
However, Trump was noticeably
silent about US plans for Syria that
have been the focus of attention
of much of the US foreign policy
establishment, especially as some

officials, such as Secretary of State
Rex Tillerson, suggested that several thousand US troops likely would
remain in Syria for some time.
Trump also reversed an Obama
policy — though never carried out —
about closing the US detention facility at Guantanamo Bay, suggesting
it would stay open indefinitely and
would be the place where captured
terrorists, whom he termed “unlawful enemy combatants,” would be
detained.
He did not mention, nor did he
seem to care about, that Guantanamo’s controversial history of
ill-treatment of prisoners had damaged the US image abroad. Keeping
this facility open was Trump’s way,
in part, of defying the international
community and catering to his
political base.
On Iran, Trump struck a tough
tone against the regime and in favour of the Iranian people. He again
called on Congress to “address the
fundamental flaws” in what he
called the “terrible Iran nuclear
deal” but he did not threaten to abrogate it as he had in other venues.
Whether this was an acknowledgement that the other members of the
P5+1 countries are opposed to scuttling the deal or whether he wanted
to appear more conciliatory towards
these countries was not clear.
However, on the issue of international opposition to US recogni-

tion of Jerusalem as Israel’s capital,
conciliation was thrown out the
window. Trump doubled down on
his policy of threatening to punish
countries that voted in the United
Nations against the US decision on
Jerusalem.
He said “dozens of countries
voted in the United Nations General
Assembly against America’s sovereign right to make this recognition”
and went on to say that, in 2016:
“American taxpayers generously
sent those countries more than
$20 billion in aid.” Trump called
on Congress to pass legislation
“to help ensure American foreign
assistance dollars always serve
American interests and only go to
friends of America, not enemies of
America.”
This language was vintage Trump
but he took it a step further by
essentially labelling the majority of countries in the world as
America’s “enemies.” Never mind
that Trump’s Jerusalem decision
not only reversed the international
consensus but also longstanding US
policy and put the peace process in
reverse gear.
Whether Trump carries through
with this threat is a different matter, since Congress has ultimate authority on appropriation of foreign
aid, but the issue may shape up as
another partisan fight.
While Trump’s comments on

Jerusalem and punishing countries that voted against the United
States won a standing ovation from
Republicans in the chamber, most
Democrats sat silently during these
remarks.
This episode was telling in that,
while Democrats are on record in
favour of recognising Jerusalem as
Israel’s capital, they have realised
that such a provocative step is
premature before there is an actual
Israeli-Palestinian peace deal. This
is why Democrats put in a “national
security waiver” to the Jerusalem
legislation several decades ago,
giving the president the discretion
to delay the decision until peace is
achieved.
Democrats generally believe it
is foolhardy to punish countries,
including longstanding US friends
and allies, simply because they
voted against Trump’s position on
Jerusalem.
However, Trump and his followers, including most Republicans
who are responsive to the views of
American evangelical Christians
and more hawkish members of the
Jewish-American community, do
not care about such nuances. This
fits the president’s “America First”
approach.
Trump’s State of the Union
speech underscored that
belligerency in his foreign policy
will remain his modus operandi.
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Algeria protects dinar as US dollar depreciates

Egypt’s Sisi
inaugurates
Zohr gas field

Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

A

lgeria is artificially propping up the dinar to finance increased state
spending in 2018 ahead
of presidential elections.
The move comes despite a spillover
effect from the depreciation of the
US dollar, which cancelled some of
Algeria’s gains from rebounding oil
prices in 2017.
The decline of the US dollar, a development that confounded Algerian analysts and economists, complicated the government’s efforts to
trim imports to preserve the country’s shrinking foreign currency reserves.
“The reality today on the currency exchange markets shows a weak
dollar,” said Algerian economist
Hassan Haddouche. “Unfortunately, a weak dollar and a strong euro
do not help our country’s economic
affairs.”
“The reason is that our oil and
gas are sold abroad in the US dollar
while almost half of (our) imports
are paid in euros,” he said, adding
that this resulted in “the cancelling
of part of the gains from oil prices,
which rose around 20% in annual
average last year.”
The US dollar lost 10% of its value on the DXY index in 2017 and
has dropped approximately 1.5% in
2018.
The sale of oil and gas abroad
accounted for 94.5% of Algeria’s exports in 2017. Sales were
$34.8 billion, up from $30 billion the
previous year.
Total imports fell to $46 billion
in 2017, compared to $47 billion in
2016. The government had sought to
slash imports by almost $10 billion
by tightening its licensing system.
The government said it wants to
reduce costs to $30 billion in 2018
by halting imports of more than 900
goods and products. The policy is
part of a broader economic strategy
to cut trade, current account and
budget deficits in 2020 after presidential elections in April 2019.
Algerian economists said a strong
euro combined with an over-valued
dinar and declining dollar would
make it difficult for the government
to reconcile the conflicting aims of

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah
al-Sisi inaugurated the offshore Zohr
gas field, aimed at making Egypt
self-sufficient in natural gas by the
end of this year.
“We are now entering into the selfsufficiency stage… and, God willing,
by the end of the year we will have
reached self-sufficiency,” Egyptian
Petroleum Minister Tarek al-Molla
said at a ceremony broadcast live on
state television.
In December, the Oil Ministry said
it was starting production from the
field discovered in 2015 by Italian
energy giant Eni at an initial 350 million cubic feet a day.
(Agence France-Presse)

Over-valued. A man counts Algerian dinar banknotes in Algiers.
its economic policy.
Algerian President Abdelaziz
Bouteflika, in a rare interview with
Oxford Business Group January 24,
outlined a bold plan to wean Algeria
off its reliance on oil and gas revenue and towards diversification and
growth. He said the government had
implemented an economic growth
model in 2017 that would run for
five years and that includes an “economic diversification project with a
2030 horizon.”
“The model will also make significant GDP per capita growth possible, doubling the participation of
the manufacturing industry to 10%,
a successful transition… and result
in a more diversified export portfolio that will be supporting financing
growth,” Bouteflika said.
Local economists warned that
overvaluing the dinar relative to the
dollar runs counter to most governmental diversification plans.
They said Algeria’s central bank
was allowing the value of the dinar
to remain abnormally high to increase profits from the sale of foreign currencies from its foreign reserves and reduce inflation.
“It is without a doubt the beginning of stabilisation-revaluation of

the value of the dinar, which will
continue in 2018 and the following
three years,” said Haddouche. “The
finance minister, Abderrahmane
Raouya, told the parliament during
the debate of the budget in December that the parity of the dinar will
remain at least at 115 dinars per one
dollar until 2020.”
Nour Meddahi, who teaches economics at the Toulouse School of
Economics, said the move was “certainly the biggest mistake in the
Algerian government’s economic
policy.”
“Algeria’s central bank should
have continued depreciating the
dinar. It is a necessary measure to
preserve the country’s economy
even though it would have the effect of causing price hikes,” added
Meddahi.
By law, profits earned by the
central bank from foreign currency trading are funnelled into the
state coffers to finance government
spending.
“The budget deficit for 2018 is at
9.4% of GDP versus 5.6% in 2017,”
said Meddahi, adding that he expected the government to fill the
gap with profits the Central Bank
earns through the sale of reserves.

(Reuters)

“There is only one explanation for
such a dangerous deficit target,” he
said, “the presidential election.”
Algeria’s central bank bought
most of the currency reserves from
state energy firm Sonatrach and
other oil producers from 2000-14,
when there were higher current
account surpluses.
During that time, it bought the
dollar for around 75 dinars. Today,
one dollar is worth 115 dinars. Algerian economists estimate that a
gain of one dinar in the exchange
rate translates to 25 billion dinars in
profit for the state.
Foreign
reserves
stood
at
$97 billion in 2017, down from $193
billion three years ago.
Trade Minister Mohamed Benmeradi, in a January 28 interview
with Algerian state radio, noted that
“almost 75% of imports are done by
the private sector” and that “the dinar is likely overvalued at the official exchange market and it should
be brought to the same value as the
black market.”
At Algiers’ Square Port Said, the
main foreign exchange market for
the country’s parallel economy, the
dinar traded at 171 to the US dollar
on January 31.

What’s behind the surge of Libya’s bungee-jumping dinar?
Michel Cousins

Tunis

E

very weekday in Tripoli,
immediately after Zuhr
prayers, men can be seen
pulling large suitcases towards the square in the
Old City, just behind the palatial art
deco building that houses the Central Bank of Libya.
They are black-market currency
dealers, carrying tens of thousands
of dollars, dinars and other currencies — all in cash. In the square, just
by the clock tower built by some
long-forgotten Ottoman pasha,
they buy and sell the money at the
daily ad hoc bourse, which sets the
black-market exchange rate.
Black marketeers they may be
but, under the windows of the Central Bank of Libya, they have become major players in the Libyan
economy. Because of the Central
Bank’s restrictions on foreign currency exchange and letters of credit, the black market has become the
only source of foreign exchange for
most Libyans, including those in
the business community.
Three years ago, it did not matter a great deal. The difference between the official exchange rate
set by the Central Bank — about
1.35 Libyan dinars to $1 — and the
one operated by the black market
remained small. Since mid-2015,
however, there has been an inexo-

Briefs

rable decline in the black-market
rate, interrupted by occasional brief
rallies.
Fuelled by growing demand for
dollars, plus the printing of ever
more bank notes by the Tripolibased Central Bank and the rival
parallel central bank in the east,
the black-market rate slid continuously.
When it passed the 3-dinar-to-$1
mark in August 2015, the Rada forces of strongman Abdul Rauf Kara
arrested dealers, accusing them
of profiteering. There were arrests
again in April 2016, which briefly
halted the decline but only because, with the dealers temporarily
not operating, no one was able to
buy or sell currency.
By last December, the rate was
down to 9.70 dinars to the dollar
and it was widely expected to break
through the 10-dinar mark and go
much further. At the beginning of
the year, however, the dinar suddenly started to rally. The dollar
rate rolled back, steadily moving
down, reaching 4.50 dinars before
settling at 5.15 dinars to the dollar.
People lost fortunes overnight
but it has been a roller coaster ride
that most Libyans are grateful for.
Prices fell dramatically as a result.
The prices of everything from second-hand cars to food have tumbled. In two weeks, the price of a
kilo of onions went from 3 dinars to
less than 1 dinar. The price of bread
dropped 20%.
There are a wealth of theories

as to why the value of the dinar
surged, among them is that the
market was calmed by the prospect
of elections this year and the fact
that Libyan oil production is up to
1.2 million barrels a day.
Another theory is that it the situation was orchestrated by Central
Bank Governor Saddek Omar Elkaber to break the black market,
reinforce his popularity with the
public and keep his job. In December the House of Representatives,
which had sacked Elkaber as governor, appointed Mohamed Shukri
to the job and on January 29 swore
him in to the post.
The real cause of the dinar’s surge
is the flood of dollars into Libya. It
is reported that $10 million a day
is entering the black market. The
main reason for the flood has been
the Central Bank’s $400 allowance
to every Libyan in foreign currency
per year.
At the beginning of January, it
said it had paid out approximately
$2.8 billion in 2017 to almost 7 million people registered as Libyan
citizens who had claimed the allowance. That figure raised eyebrows
since the estimated population of
Libya is put at no more than 6.5 million.
There have been other concerns
about the allowance, not least allegations that a massive scam is being perpetrated by groups using it
to profiteer from the difference between the official rate of exchange
and the black-market rate.

Family heads may claim the
$400 allowance for each member
on their family book at the official
rate, which averaged approximately 1.35 dinars to the dollar. Banks
gave them a debit card to be used
abroad. If there were five members
in the family, the debit card could
be used to withdraw up to $2,000.
It is said that organised groups
offered up to 1,000 dinars for
each $400 worth of credit on
the cards, taking them by the
bucketful abroad — mainly to
Istanbul — where the cash was
withdrawn. It was returned to
Libya in dollars and exchanged for
Libyan dinars at the much higher
black-market exchange rate. Hundreds of millions of dinars in profit
is thought to have been made at the
Libyan state’s expense.
The allowance was increased to
$500 in January. Additionally, Libyans can apply for it and transfer the
$500 to someone else with a dollar
account at the same bank in Libya.
This has made it even easier for the
dealers to buy the dollars from others, withdraw them in cash abroad
and then, back in Libya, exchange
them for dinars.
The question in many Libyan
minds is whether the new rate will
stabilise around the 5-dinar mark or
go back up, with painful effects on
prices. No one, though, can give an
answer.
Michel Cousins is a contributor to
The Arab Weekly on Libyan issues.

Kuwait cabinet
approves budget
with huge shortfall
Kuwait approved its budget for
the 2018-19 fiscal year, projecting a
huge deficit for the fourth consecutive year because of low oil prices.
Next year’s deficit is estimated
at $16.7 billion, 13.5% of the OPEC
member’s GDP.
Kuwait Finance Minister Nayef alHajraf said the government would
withdraw from the state reserve
fund and borrow on the domestic
and international debt markets to
finance the shortfall.
(Reuters)

Gulf State
cyber-security
growing rapidly
DarkMatter, a little-known cybersecurity company in the United
Arab Emirates recruiting executives
who have worked for Western intelligence services, is turning over
hundreds of millions of dollars a
year, largely in contracts with the
government, its CEO said.
DarkMatter was founded three
years ago in Abu Dhabi by CEO Faisal
al-Bannai, an Emirati entrepreneur
known for setting up regional mobile phone retailer Axiom Telecom.
Approximately 80% of its work is
with the UAE government and related entities. Among its work, DarkMatter has advised federal cybersecurity agency National Electronic
Security Authority (NESA).
(Reuters)

Morocco’s
currency move
is step in right
direction – IMF
Morocco’s more flexible hard currency system is a step in the right direction to make the kingdom more
attractive to investment and turn
it into a financial hub for Africa, a
senior International Monetary Fund
(IMF) official said.
Morocco recently began a more
flexible foreign exchange system
under free-market reforms recommended by the International Monetary Fund to protect the North
African economy against external
shocks and safeguard its reserves.
“It’s a reform that goes in the right
direction,” Jihad Azour, director of
the IMF Middle East and Central
Asia department, said at an economic conference in Marrakech.
(Reuters)
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Jordan price hikes
add to instability fears
The Arab Weekly staff
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Upward trend. An Egyptian petrol station worker fills up a vehicle’s tank in the capital Cairo.

(AFP)

Egypt faces budget crisis
because of rising oil prices
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Cairo

E

gypt is facing a budget crisis and may be forced into
further debt due to rising
oil prices.
Budget planners based
their assessment of total spending
in the 2017-18 budget, which will
end in July, at $55 per barrel of oil.
However, the price of oil has risen
to $70 a barrel. This would throw
Egypt’s projected budget out of balance and increase the deficit.
“We did not expect the price of oil
to rise that dramatically,” said Mohamed Moiet, the deputy finance
minister for treasury affairs. “This
rise will cause the budget deficit to
increase.”
A $15 increase in the price of each
barrel of oil would raise the budget
deficit for Egypt as much as $2.3 billion. Egypt is heavily reliant on oil
imports, mostly from Saudi Arabia
and Iraq, to meet its energy needs,
with estimates indicating that
Egypt will spend $9.5 billion on oil
imports.
Cairo recently renewed a contract
to import 12 million barrels per day
of Iraqi crude oil over the next year.
Egypt has gone from being an energy exporter to a net importer as
domestic output failed to keep pace
with demand. Cairo is hoping that
the exploitation of Zohr, a massive
natural gas field off the Egyptian
coast, will return stability to the
country’s energy sector.
However, fuel subsidies remain
an issue. In the 2016-17 budget, fuel
subsidies amounted to $2 billion. In
2017-18, that figure has been raised
to $6.2 billion due to the rise in
the exchange rate of the US dollar
against the Egyptian pound, one
consequence of the November 2016

currency flotation.
The same policy change raised
the amount Egypt owes in debt services every year. Egypt specified almost one-third of total spending in
the 2017-18 budget of $68 billion to
pay off foreign debt.

The elimination of
fuel subsidies is
expected at the
beginning of the new
fiscal year in July.
Financial planners were hoping
to bring the budget deficit down to
4.4% by 2022. The budget deficit
in the last fiscal year 2016-17 stood
at 12.5% and there were hopes that
the deficit would be down to 9.1%
by the end of the current fiscal year.
Moiet said to make up for the rise
in the price of oil and its effect on
total spending in the budget, Egypt
will have to borrow, either with
loans from international creditors
or by issuing foreign or national
currency bonds.
“This will be the only solution for
us to even slightly bridge the deficit,” he said.
This, however, will increase
overall debt even more. Last June,
Egypt’s foreign debt increased
41.6%, reaching $79 billion on a
year-on-year basis.
Cairo has tried to bring the budget deficit down by stimulating domestic production to satisfy local
demand and reduce imports. It has
raised customs duties on imported
commodities to give locally produced goods a competitive edge.
This policy is paying off. In 2017
overall imports fell from $66.3 billion in 2016 to $56.8 billion, the
Ministry of Foreign Trade and

Industry said. Exports increased
10% in 2017, to $22.4 billion, over
2016 the ministry said.
Stimulating production, economists said, would ease the budget
deficit by reducing imports and
raising exports.
“Production is the only way out,”
said MP Mohamed Fouad, a member of the Parliamentary Budget
and Planning Committee. “Increased production and exports
will help Egypt evade borrowing as
a solution.”
Another measure Egypt plans
to take to reduce the budget deficit is to eliminate fuel subsidies.
In November 2016, the government slashed fuel subsidies almost
50%, briefly reducing pressure on
the budget. However, it ended up
pumping in more money in the
form of subsidies because of the
rise in the price of oil on international markets.
The elimination of fuel subsidies
is expected at the beginning of the
new fiscal year in July. However,
analysts warned that the move
could lead to protests, particularly
as some said that policy would likely increase commodity prices and
raise the inflation rate.
Consumer inflation was 21.9%
in December, down from 26% a
month earlier.
“The fact is that the government
walks a very fine line between the
need to reduce the budget deficit
and the need to keep the inflation
at a low level,” said Fakhry el-Fiky,
an economics professor at Cairo
University. “To do this and avoid
putting more pressure on consumers, the government needs to increase production and attract investments.”
Hassan Abdel Zaher is a
Cairo-based contributor to
The Arab Weekly.

ordan is increasing the prices
of fuel and bread as it seeks
revenues to deal with a debtriddled economy after parliament set its budget for 2018.
The decision is expected to draw a
public backlash at a time the kingdom is marred with issues, including terror threats and the burden of
hosting hundreds of thousands of
refugees.
The 2018 State Budget Law will
mean imposing sales taxes on items,
such as sugar, tea rice and milk, that
that had been exempted. The government said poorer citizens will be
compensated in cash each month to
make up for the hike in bread prices.
The tax hikes come as resourcepoor Jordan faces a public debt of
approximately $35 billion, equivalent to 90% of its gross domestic
product. Taxes on fuel are being increased from 24-30% and the price
of bread doubled as of the start of
February, Jordanian newspapers reported.
The tax on fizzy drinks is to jump
from 10-20% and cigarettes are to
cost $0.28 more per pack than previously. A value added tax of 5% will
be imposed on jewellery.
The government, which hopes
to increase tax revenues by
$761 million, pledged “financial aid”
to struggling families affected by the
price hikes. The Finance Ministry
began compensating low-income
families, allocating each member
$38 for the year.
Last year, price hikes on an array
of goods and services, including internet and mobile phone use, bread,
domestic fuel, petrol, cigarettes and
fizzy drinks, sparked protests during
which demonstrators called for the
cabinet to resign.
In 2016, Jordan secured a
$723 million, 3-year line of credit
from the International Monetary
Fund to support economic and financial reforms.
“It is one thing to impose higher
sales taxes on luxury goods but to
impose them on basic necessities of
life is contrary to common sense and
justice,” said an editorial in the Jordan Times.
“The right to health includes access to not only medical treatments
but also to medications that are essential part of medical treatment,”
said the editorial. “True, the government needs to raise revenues to keep
the wheels of the state turning but
this should not be at the expense of
basic necessities of life.”
Approximately 80 members of
parliament demanded the government cancel the tax increase on
medicine. “The government has
ignored the will of the House in its
decision to increase the tax on medicines from 4-10% that will shake the
social security umbrella, especially
due to the tremendous pressure on
citizens as a result of this government’s continued hikes to prices,”
the lawmakers wrote in a memorandum to be forwarded to the government.
Jordan’s economy has been rattled
by the conflicts in Syria and Iraq,
stretching its meagre resources.
The UN refugee agency said
approximately
680,000
Syrians fled to Jordan since
the start of the conflict in
their country in 2011. Jordan says it hosts 1.3 million Syrians and that
it has spent more
than $10 billion
supporting

those refugees.
Jordan, along with Greece and Cyprus, called for more effective support to countries on the front line of
the Middle East refugee crisis.
“It’s an international concern and
host countries like Jordan need the
world’s support,” Jordanian King
Abdullah II said after a meeting with
Greek Prime Minister Alexis Tsipras
and Cypriot President Nicos Anastasiades in Nicosia on January 16. “We
are shouldering an immense refugee
burden and cannot be left alone as
we undertake this humanitarian responsibility on behalf of the world.”
A US decision to withhold
$65 million of its $125 million in
funding for the UN Relief and Works
Agency for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA) is also likely to hurt Jordan.
It is home to the largest number of
Palestinian refugees and their descendants, with nearly 2.2 million
people eligible for UNRWA services.
This has turned the UN agency into
a major contributor to social welfare
services in the country.
Most of the Palestinians eligible
for UNRWA services in Jordan hold
Jordanian citizenship and some argue that this ended their refugee status but most maintain that UNRWA
services are vital to supporting an
important US ally. Jordan, which has
played a crucial role in the US-led
battle against the Islamic State (ISIS),
is also facing terror threats.
More than one-third of Jordan’s
young people are without jobs, turning them into potential targets for recruitment by extremists. Earlier this
month, Jordan’s intelligence service
said it arrested 17 people suspected
of links to ISIS and of planning attacks in the kingdom.
The service “foiled… a major destructive terrorist plot planned by
a terrorist cell loyal to Daesh during
November 2017,” it said in a statement, using an Arabic acronym for
ISIS.
The group planned to carry out
“several simultaneous terrorist attacks aimed at shaking national security, creating chaos and terrifying
citizens,” it said.
Jordan’s intelligence service did
not specify the nationalities of those
arrested but said it seized weapons
and other materials that were to be
used in the attacks.
The targets included “security and
military bases, commercial centres,
media channels and moderate clerics and the suspects planned to fund
them by robbing banks and selling
stolen cars, the statement said.
Thousands of Jordanians are believed to be followers of ISIS and alQaeda.
The kingdom was hit by four terror incidents in 2016, including a suicide attack in June that killed seven
guards near the border with Syria
that was claimed by ISIS. In
December 2016, an attack
claimed by ISIS killed seven
policemen and two Jordanian civilians as well as a
Canadian tourist.
The Arab Weekly staff
and news agencies.
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MENA’s youth bulge is a
regional security challenge

M
96 million and counting. Egyptian children play at the Banati Foundation shelter, a civil society
organisation that works with street children, in Cairo, last February. 			

(AFP)

Egypt parliament mulls
financial incentives
for two-child policy
Amr Emam

Cairo

T

he Egyptian parliament
is debating a family planning bill that would limit
subsidies to families with
more than two children,
part of efforts to rein in population
growth.
The bill would see first- and second-born children still afforded
subsidies currently available but a
family’s additional children would
be the sole financial obligation of
the family. The bill would offer additional financial incentives to parents with fewer than three children.
“The philosophy of the bill is simple: Parents who do not abide by
the number of children stipulated
in it should not expect the government to subsidise the food, medical
treatment or education of the extra
children,” said MP Mohamed Masoud, the bill’s author. “We cannot
stand idly by and watch while the
population keeps growing at the
current rate.”
Rampant population growth has
turned into a worrying issue for the
Egyptian government. The population, now 96 million, has more than
doubled in the last 35 years, with an
estimated population increase of
2.2 million every year. Egypt’s population is projected to grow almost
50% by 2038 if the current rate continues.
In December, the head of Egypt’s
state statistics agency Abu Bakr elGendy warned that the country was
facing a “catastrophe” if population
growth continued unabated. Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi
described population growth as “a
challenge as critical as that of terrorism.”
The Egyptian government warned
that water and resource-poor Egypt
would face a challenge to feed its
population in the future unless
action is taken now.
“The population growth will put
the quality of life in our country in

continual deterioration because we
are talking about more and more
people having to share the same
limited resources,” said Magued
Osman, head of the Egyptian Centre for Public Opinion Research Baseera. “All development achievements will be dwarfed by the
population growth, regardless of
how big these achievements are.”

The population, now
96 million, has more
than doubled in the
last 35 years, with an
estimated
population increase
of 2.2 million
every year.
Cairo initiated a family planning campaign known as “Two is
Enough” last year to encourage
Egyptian families not to have more
than two children. The proposed
bill would financially incentivise a
two-child policy.
Egyptians value large families,
not just based on cultural and religious traditions, but because it
makes financial sense. “The more
poverty increases, the more the
reproduction rate increases because parents consider children as
a source of income,” Gendy said.
Masoud’s bill aims to financially
de-incentivise large families. The
bill is being discussed in the Social Solidarity Committee and, if
committee members approve it, it
would be referred to the general
session for a vote.
Subsidies, especially on food,
fuel and education, are big issues
in Egypt. About 70 million Egyptians are registered in the country’s
food-rationing system. Some families are so dependent on the food
subsidies they cannot live without
them.
Education is free of charge at
state-run schools and universities.
Millions of Egyptians would be unable to send their children to school

but for the free education system.
However, if passed into law, the
bill would end those privileges for
large families.
Masoud said his bill, which will
not affect children born before it is
signed into law, will offer additional financial incentives, including
easy-term loans, small projects for
children and education and health
sector facilities, to couples who
chose to have fewer children.
“Our goal is to help those who
show commitment to raise their
children in a good way,” he said.
Masoud expressed confidence
the bill would encourage Egyptians
not to have more than two children.
“A two-child policy will contribute
to keeping the population within
reasonable limits and ensure that
Egyptians reap the fruits of the development projects being launched
now,” he said.
Many questions are being raised
about why family-planning campaigns over the years failed to slow
Egypt’s population growth.
The programmes have seen one
setback after another, even as they
included massive public relations
campaigns as well as the distribution of free birth control.
The latest campaign began late
last year and included nationwide
awareness tours by Health Ministry
specialists and distribution of free
birth control pills. If passed into
law, opponents said, Masoud’s bill
would punish those who need support and reward those who do not
need it.
By restricting subsidies to parents and the first two children only,
the critics added, the bill leaves
large families out in the cold.
“The bill will punish citizens
for practising one of their rights,
namely the right to have children,”
said MP Ayman Abul Ela of the liberal Free Egyptians party. “Instead
of punishing the government for
its failure to convince the people
to have smaller families, the advocates of the new bill want to punish
the people for having children. This
is unconstitutional.”

any developing countries,
especially
in the Middle East, are
experiencing a
“youth bulge,”
described as a population increasingly made up of young, new
entrants to the labour market.
The World Bank says nearly twothirds of the people in the Middle
East and North Africa (MENA)
region are under the age of 30.
The youth bulge represents a
critical challenge to economic development in affected countries,
including Egypt, Saudi Arabia,
other Gulf countries and Algeria.
The long-term economic prosperity that underpins national
security and political stability
hinges on providing this growing
segment of society with job opportunities as well as education,
affordable housing and health
care.
The youth bulge challenge has
been described as promising a
double dividend — in the growing
pool of human capital to be harnessed productively — or double
jeopardy — in which socially excluded youth fosters social strife
and political instability.
For MENA, as long as the
undercurrents of radicalisation
remain, the challenges posed by
burgeoning youth populations are
especially acute. Elevating youth
development will prove as crucial
to national security as defence
readiness and international ties.
However, youth unemployment
in MENA is among the highest
in the world with almost one-inthree young people unemployed.
This is especially alarming since
many MENA countries have
experienced their best economic
performance over the last two
decades but youth prospects have
not broadly improved.
The International Monetary
Fund said job growth in key
MENA labour markets, such as
Egypt, Saudi Arabia and Algeria,
will struggle to keep up with
youth population growth.
The challenge of youth development is difficult to overstate.
The Gulf Cooperation Council
(GCC) region, for example, has
seen its population double in the
last 20 years and is expected to
triple in the next 50 years. These
demographic trends have led to
exponential rates of urbanisation:
85% of the GCC population is
urbanised.
Population explosions in MENA
reflect prosperity but also point
to challenges, exasperated by the

realities of a post-oil age, as people flock to urban areas in search
of employment and better living
standards. Such high urbanisation trends mean infrastructure
becomes outdated more quickly,
crime often rises, housing becomes more expensive, slums
emerge and public health risks
grow — trends evident for many
years across MENA.
MENA countries — in particular,
oil-producing ones — are reorienting approaches to job creation
and youth employment. MENA
countries often provide nationals with secure public sector
careers and salaries as much as
70% higher than the private sector. However, as a report from
the Abu Dhabi-based Centre
for Economic Growth recently
stated, GCC budgets will not be
able to sustain huge public sector
workforces even for the next ten
years.
The focus is shifting to addressing youths’ needs to be properly
prepared for highly competitive
and internationalised labour
markets. A combination of poorly
prepared entrants into the labour
market and not enough private
sector jobs has meant that young
people in MENA can face unemployment rates nearly twice the
world average with waiting time
for a first job sometimes lasting
years.
As far as the private sector remains underdeveloped and largely dependent on public sector
spending, achieving the economic growth and job creation target
will be impossible. Oil-producing
countries spend billions annually
in aid and financial assistance to
non-oil producing nations around
MENA so the effects of the postoil economy will be regional.
Small and medium-sized
enterprise (SME) development,
encouraging entrepreneurship
and research and development
(R&D) will be key areas to foster
innovation and enable the private
sector to become dynamic and
self-sufficient.
However, R&D spending in
Saudi Arabia is less than 1% —
the Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development
average is 2.4% — yet Riyadh’s expenditures in this key sector are
among the highest in MENA.
Saudi Vision 2030, Egypt
Vision 2030 and other strategic
economic plans in the region
need to make sure that economic
competitiveness and innovation
are genuinely unlocked for its
growing and increasingly young
populations.

Demographic dividend. A young roller skater performs his freestyle
skills on the Mediterranean waterfront promenade in Beirut.
(AP)
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Abu Dhabi Sustainability Week: Gulf
region eyes future in green economy
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Abu Dhabi

I

n what is likely to be a blueprint
for desert regions across the
globe, Abu Dhabi unveiled the
world’s largest man-made desalinated water reserve in the
desert at Abu Dhabi Sustainability
Week.
The event brought the world’s
sustainability community together
to learn about the major social, economic and environmental trends
shaping global development. It took
place with the overarching theme of
“Driving the Global Energy Transformation.” Three core topics were
the focus of discussions: climate
change and resource scarcity, sustainable cities and urbanisation and
technology disruption and digitisation.
The United Arab Emirates was
seen as vigorously pursuing the objectives of its Vision 2021, placing a
sharp focus on improving the country’s environmental performance
and promoting sustainable initiatives as part of the transition to a
low-carbon economy. Among the
projects is a reserve of high-quality
desalinated water, which is contained in a network of 315 recovery
wells below the Liwa Desert. The
system has an infiltration and recovery system sitting atop a natural
fresh water underground aquifer.
The desalinated water is piped from
the coast to create the secure reserve system.
Saudi Arabia also announced it
was pushing ahead with renewable
energy projects, which will include
wind, solar and geothermal projects.
It plans to invest up to $50 billion in
the efforts over the next five years.
Saeed al-Abbar, chairman of
Dubai-based Emirates Green Building Council (EmiratesGBC), stressed
the industry’s “clear shift of focus to
a growing market of renewables and
energy and water retrofits.”
“The various stakeholders displayed new and innovative business approaches to encourage the
adoption of renewable and energy
efficient technologies, which ultimately provides financial benefits
as well as furthers the sustainability
agenda,” Abbar said.
“It was also very encouraging to
witness the launch of new pavilions, such as the ‘Water and Energy
Storage and Batteries,’ which dem-

Increasing awareness. Visitors take a look at the ECO Bus manufactured by Masdar during the Abu Dhabi Sustainability Week in Abu Dhabi,
on January 17.
											
(Reuters)
onstrate a more holistic approach
to sustainability. This is an indicator
that the industry has matured and is
better equipped for a fast-changing
future in energy conservation,” he
added.
Abbar said the 2018 World Future
Energy Summit is evidence that
the market is increasingly aware of
the available technologies and the
importance of establishing them
as a standard in various sectors.
“The next step would be to develop
strong frameworks and policies to
accelerate their implementation,”
Abbar said.
On the Gulf and the rest of the
Middle East preparing for a decarbonised future economy, Abbar
said: “On a strategic level, the region needs to act fast — energy consumption is high, and our natural
resources are being depleted. We
need to focus on decarbonising the
built environment, a major source
of emissions in the region. In this
regard, EmiratesGBC has set a key
objective for 2018 of creating a Centre of Excellence for net-zero energy
buildings.”
“This year we see emphasis given
to sustainability in buildings and the
growing market of ESCOs (energy

I think the GCC is
playing a role which is
expected to take on
more momentum and
energy in the next
couple of years.

Nasser Saidi,
chairman of the Clean
Energy Business Council

service companies) in the GCC region,” said Nasser Saidi, chairman of
the Clean Energy Business Council.
“Buildings consume around 60% of
the electrical generation in the [Gulf
Cooperation Council] GCC and represent a growing demand in residential and commercial areas and it’s a
topic of strong interest from utilities
and municipalities alike.”
He noted that another new area of
focus this year was electrical vehicles with manufacturers exhibiting
current production models as well
as future ones.
“We also saw announcements
made by regulators and government
officials through their country pavilions, which provided timely and
insightful information to developers
and the private sector on the status
of solar markets across the GCC,”
Saidi said.
He said the Middle East, as well as
GCC countries, are developing their
strategies and mandates around
combating climate change and reducing their carbon footprint across
the primary energy usage sectors
such as power generation and transportation.
Saidi said it was encouraging to
see initiatives to address climate

change in the GCC. He pointed to
Abu Dhabi-based Masdar presentation at Paris climate change conference for reducing the carbon
footprint of the growing sector of
seawater desalination.
“I think the GCC is playing a role
which is expected to take on more
momentum and energy in the next
couple of years. It is assuming a
leadership role in large-scale solar PV [photovoltaic] utility power
plants, which has achieved a [gigawatt] scale and ground-breaking tariffs, enabling a significant growth of
clean energy in the power-generation mix of utilities across the GCC,”
Saidi said.
Given the severe risks of climate
change in the Middle East, particularly in desert areas, it is important
that GCC countries deal with the effects of changing environmental
conditions.
“Climate change risk must be part
of the analytical and policy assessment of all infrastructure and development projects. The UAE can be
the champion of this innovation,”
Saidi said.
N.P. Krishna Kumar is an Arab
Weekly contributor in Dubai.

Movement to promote ‘Green schools’ in the UAE takes off
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Dubai

A

concerted move has begun in Dubai to create
awareness about the
long-term benefits of
“green schools” in the
United Arab Emirates. The endeavour will contribute to enhanced
health and productivity among
students, decreased absenteeism
and improve the value of school
buildings, officials and advocates
said.
The Emirates Green Building
Council (EmiratesGBC) hosted a
discussion with environmental
groups, energy service companies,
educators and private and public sector stakeholders to create
a national vision for establishing
healthy, high-performance schools
conducive to learning while saving
energy, resources and money.
EmiratesGBC, which is a founding member of the Global Coalition
for Green Schools, seeks to help
communities ensure “that every
child in the UAE has the opportunity to learn in a green school within

this generation,” a statement said.
EmiratesGBC, which was entrusted with drafting “a national
vision for green schools” based
on the discussion’s conclusions,
pointed out the growing interest
in the Emirates Coalition for Green
Schools.
“This indicates the wide level
of interest in this platform and
highlights the attention that
schools in the UAE need,” said
EmiratesGBC Chairman Saeed alAbbar. “The Emirates Coalition for
Green Schools brings together the
UAE’s strongest advocates to create
a national platform for the proliferation of green schools in the UAE.”
“While we focus more on the
physical aspects, that is the building itself, green schools should also
function to increase the environmental literacy of the children so
that they can become future advocates of sustainability. Therefore,
the vision of green schools cannot
be achieved by a single entity alone
and needs the collaboration of
multiple stakeholders,” Abbar said.
He said the main stakeholders —
government entities, owners and
operators of educational institutions, the private sector, which

includes energy saving companies
and consultants, and organisations
that run school-specific environmental programmes such as the
Environment Agency - Abu Dhabi,
Emirates Environmental Group
and Environmental Centre for Arab
Towns — have a vital role in achieving the group’s vision.
Charles Blaschke is the founder
of Taka Solutions, an energy service and technology finance company that invests and profits from
the savings it generates from clients’ facilities. He noted that “it
was very stimulating to use technology, engineering and finance
to make a true impact in the world
and solve one of the world’s largest
global challenges, which is climate
change.”
“It’s an exciting time in general
and we are excited about the region and have plans of deploying
upward of Dh500 million ($136 million) of capital in existing buildings
in the UAE to make them smart,
intelligent green buildings, including schools, and schools are a very
special place for us.”
Blaschke,
whose
company is a corporate member of
EmiratesGBC, said: “Schools are

a very different type of buildings.
Every building is unique. Schools
are very vital because they hold
children. They are young and their
bodies are not fully developed so
there is a big effect whenever the

The vision of green
schools cannot be
achieved by a single
entity alone and needs
the collaboration
of multiple
stakeholders.

EmiratesGBC Chairman
Saeed al-Abbar

environment is not great for them
and it hinders them from learning.”
To improve the environment,
Blaschke said the government or the
education regulator could enforce
building codes for a certain level of
performance for schools, by linking
it to licensing, insurance, annual
ratings, awards and to school fee
levels. “The school owners need to
take the action necessary for them
to be a high-performance green
school,” Blaschke said.
From the energy standpoint, it
was very easy, he said. “Schools
need to be at 150 kilowatts per sq.
metre of energy consumption; very
standard, very simple. Start to get
people to look at it and then it will
start to change.”
He said all stakeholders have a
role to play and it is only possible to
transform to green schools if they
are all involved and supporting.
“If we say the goal is to really
transform all schools to green
schools, there needs to be a programme and incentive where the
private sector gets involved and it
is there to support and offer their
expertise and it is their expertise
that is going to physically get the
work done,” he said.
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Beirut private museum
to showcase treasure
trove of Arab artworks
Samar Kadi

Beirut

L
Uplifling messages. Iraqi master calligrapher Hassan Massoudy at work.

(October Gallery)

Iraqi calligrapher conveys
universal messages
through Arabic script
Karen Dabrowska

London

I

raqi master calligrapher Hassan Massoudy uses Arabic
calligraphy to convey universal messages and wisdom
from both East and West.
His latest solo exhibition —
“Breath, Gesture and Light” at
London’s October Gallery — is a
fantastic explosion of colours —
blue, red, green, gold, etc. — and
their different shades used to create a large letter. The quotes are
from a diverse range of writers,
including poet Charles Baudelaire,
philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Virgil and Ibn Arabi.
From Joseph Fort Newton (18761950), Massoudy choose: “Men
build too many walls and not
enough bridges.” From Rumi he
chose: “Towards another land, a
country where only light reigns.”
More than 40 works on a white
background with a white frame
have been created using waterbased pigments on paper.
Massoudy translates ancient
proverbs and poems into Arabic.
He uses colour and brush strokes.
Bold swoops elevate the written
word and bring movement to the
letters and words, which seem to
have wings. Gazing at the works
and reading the quotations is like
reading philosophy that has uplifting messages.
“I would like to transmit the noble ideas of the human being and
his dignity,” Massoudy said. “That
is the message of my art. Since the
age of 15, I have written notes in
my notebooks and copied quotations, poems, sayings and proverbs that touch me. The quotes
are short but they evoke abstract
images that I try to portray in my
works.”
“When I work I choose from my
notebooks the phrase that appeals
to me, either according to my state
of mind or following the news. I
take a word from the sentence, the
key word and I magnify it by reconstructing the word with a new,
large geometric structure,” Massoudy explained. “Then I write the
whole sentence in the Kufic style
of Kairouan. The keyword is written in a style that is personal to me
and the phrase in an old style, so

I feel connected to the tradition.”
Even though he uses Arabic
script, Massoudy said his message
is universal.
“I have often noticed that people from all walks of life appreciate my work, even if they do not
read Arabic,” he said. “In my work
I try to enter into a dialogue with
all. The quotations were written by men and women from the
East and West, from antiquity to
the present day. These are always
phrases imbued with humanism,
wisdom and poetry.”
He showed that affinity with a
sentence by Rabindranath Tagore
(1861-1941): “The East and West
are ever in search of each other,
and must eventually meet.”
“I hope that my work gives a
positive image of the Arab-Islamic
world. This is my greatest wish,”
Massoudy said.
In a statement on Massoudy’s
website, French writer Michel
Tournier said: “What can be admired in Hassan Massoudy is the
masterful use he makes of colours
in his compositions. He has opalescent washes, flows of emerald,
monochromes of beiges enriched
with deep wood tones and sandalwood fragrances. This is a new era,
which is then open to calligraphy.”
“Indeed, lovers of exoticism
and antique may be disappointed.
Hassan Massoudy is not the living fossil of the old Arabic callig-

Uplifting art. “Towards
another land, a country where
only light reigns” by Hassan
Massoudy.
(October Gallery)

raphy. He is an artist of our time.
His art belongs to that very end of
the twentieth century, despite the
ancestral roots that he immerses
in the tradition of the Orient,”
Tournier added.

Massoudy’s latest solo
exhibition is a
fantastic explosion of
colours and their
different shades used
to create a large letter.
Massoudy’s new English-language book of works inspired by
love poems from the Arab and
Islamic world, “Calligraphies of
Love” released in April 2017, is being sold in conjunction with the
exhibition along with other books
that describe the calligrapher’s
creations.
His work is found in numerous public collections, including
the British Museum; the Cleveland Museum of Art; the Jordan
National Gallery of Fine Arts; the
Sharjah Art Museum in the United
Arab Emirates; the National Museum of Ethnology, Osaka, Japan;
the Asian Civilisations Museum,
Singapore; and the Musee du quai
Branly in Paris.
Peace and tolerance, central
themes of his work, led him to
work with Amnesty International,
UNICEF and other related organisations. Massoudy’s work was
used as the primary promotional
image for the British Museum’s
2006 exhibition “Word Into Art:
Artists of the Modern Middle
East.”
Born in 1944 in Najaf, Iraq, Massoudy studied graphic design and
fine arts in Baghdad. He enrolled
at the Ecole Nationale Superieure
des Beaux-Arts in Paris, where he
was influenced by Fernand Leger,
Henri Matisse and Pablo Picasso,
in addition to Arabic masters.
After receiving his degree in
1975, he returned to calligraphy,
employing classical styles in a
newer and freer manner. Beginning in 1972, he toured Europe
for 13 years with his “Arabesque”
performance combining music,
poetry and calligraphy.
Karen Dabrowska is an Arab
Weekly contributor in London.

ebanese-Palestinian
art
patron Ramzi Dalloul has
criss-crossed the Arab region over 40 years, accumulating a treasure trove
of artworks that is one of the largest private collections of modern
and contemporary Arab art. Dalloul hopes to share his collection in
an art museum.
The Dalloul family collection
is currently managed by Ramzi
and Saeda Dalloul Art Foundation
(DAF), which Ramzi’s son, Basel,
established a year ago to organise
and classify the collection of more
than 4,000 artworks.
“Basel Dalloul wanted to achieve
his father’s dream so he opened
this foundation to do the inventory
of the collection. The aim is to archive, document, preserve and authenticate each and every artwork
purchased by Ramzi over the past
four decades,” said DAF director
Fadia Antar. “The creation of the
foundation constituted the necessary (preliminary) step towards establishing the aspired museum of
Arab art.”
The Dalloul collection probably
rivals most other private collections in the region. It consists of
paintings, photographs, sculptures
and art installations by Arab artists
such as Lebanon’s Paul Guiragossian, Nabil Nahas, Alfred Basbous
and Ayman Baalbaki; Syrian artists
Nazih Nabaa and Elias al-Zayyat;
Palestinian artists Amer Shomali
and Abdel Rahman Katanani; Iraq’s
Faig Hassan and Mahmood Shubbar and Tunisia’s Mohamed Arejdal
among others.
Artwork lines the walls of four
apartment floors of 450 sq. metres
each, which were converted into
art galleries. There are sections for
the different genres: Egyptian art,
Iraqi art, Palestinian, Sudanese, Algerian, Lebanese and so forth.
“Here we are in the storage area
somehow, not in a gallery. Many of
the works are hung for the sake of
not stacking them but we still have
some stacked because we have no
space. What we have hanged may
constitute some 20% of the whole
collection,” Antar explained.
“You would be surprised that
there are lots of art from Arab
countries that Lebanese viewers
were not aware of and this is what
makes this collection special. We
have works by some 320 Arab artists coming from across the Arab
world without exception. Almost,
since only art from the Comoros Islands is not represented,” she said.
Besides being an art aficionado,
Ramzi Dalloul’s passion for Arab
art is closely linked to his sense
of Arab belonging and nationalist
principles. “Because
he is an Arab nationalist, when
he saw that the
dream of having
a unified Arab
nation was hard
to achieve, he
thought that unity
can be achieved
through
culture,
where great affinity
exists between different artists in various parts of the Arab
nation. We share the
same language and
the artworks talk to
each other from one
Arab country to another,” Antar said.
Dalloul had said art
should be used to enlighten and raise awareness about political and
economic matters in

addition to the rights of the citizen, Antar said. “In his quest for
the artworks, he always looked
for expressions of freedom, be it
cultural, political or corporal. The
paintings of his collection carried
political and social statements.
There is always a message behind.”
Many of the artworks are illustrative of the historical and cultural moments in each artist’s life.
Shubbar’s series of twisted sign
posts with bullet holes inscribed
with name of places such as “Iraq
Antiquities Museum” refer to the
various wars in Iraq. Katanani depicts the harsh realities of Palestinian refugees living in camps in his
multifaceted and creative works
of art, created only from materials
found at the camp. Sliman Mansour, another Palestinian artist,
has his iconic painting of a peasant
carrying the weight of Jerusalem
on his back.

Many of the artworks
are illustrative of the
historical and
cultural moments in
each artist’s life.
Antar said plans were under way
for a Beirut Arab Art Museum to
house the collection but no location or date for construction has
been set.
“The museum will be designed
to provide a platform for Arab art
and not something for the glory of
one collector. It would be for the
glory of Beirut and for the artists
themselves. We want other organisations or art foundations to be
part of the museum. What you see
here is a project that is not pretentious at all,” she said.
Once built, with a planned size
of 10,000- to 15,000-sq.-metres,
the museum will be Beirut’s largest art space. Along with exhibition
areas to display the foundation’s
substantial collection, the museum
is also planning to have temporary
exhibitions and create education,
research and conservation programming on Arab art.
In the meantime, DAF has been
lending artworks to museums, galleries and exhibitions, including
Mathaf Qatar, Museum of Contemporary Art, Chicago, Madrid’s
Reina Sofia and London’s Tate
Modern.
It is also publishing digitised versions of its collections online and
building a library on Arab art for
art professionals and artists to conduct research.
Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly
Travel and Society section editor.

Enlightening art. A painting by
Moroccan artist Mohammed Kacimi.
(Dalloul Art Foundation)
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All-female vocalists band seeks
to revive Egypt’s art of monologue
Marwa al-A’sar

Cairo

I

t is about bringing back to life
the art of monologue, Ayman
Helmy explained about the
purpose of Bahgaga, an allwomen vocalists band he
founded.
The monologues and folkloric
songs of the group, which features
seven male musicians accompanying five female vocalists, are
inspired by everyday life and conditions in Egypt presented sarcastically.
“The idea of monologues for us
is basically a way to represent the
people of today, their hopes and
frustrations and not the aspirations
of those who lived over half a century ago,” Helmy said.
“Monologue is a difficult combination of many talents. A monologist needs to know how to sing and
act at the same time.”
The female singers in the band
had all been theatre actresses.
Although about 80% of the
monologues and songs Bahgaga
performs are contemporary, its
performances bring memories of
late celebrated Egyptian actors
and monologists Ismail Yassin and
Mahmoud Shokoko. Both were
known for performing monologues
during the early decades of the 20th
century, whether in theatres or in
films, criticising the Egyptian reality in a funny manner.
Helmy, a songwriter, music composer and oud player, founded Bahgaga in 2015 after a successful show
that was meant to be a one-time
performance. He used Facebook to
announce an audition for women
“who are funny and can mainly act

not just sing. My aim then was to
try to develop that art.”
Dozens of performers attended
the audition and five were selected
by a committee of artists Helmy
had gathered.
The group made its debut in September 2015 after rehearsing for
three months.
“At first, I wasn’t sure the concert
will lead to a band,” Helmy said,
“but following the positive feedback of the audience, I thought why
not set up a group that performs
folkloric songs and monologues,
especially that the tough circumstances and living conditions in
Egypt offered a lot to say.
“I mainly intended to present
black comedy and express social
and political criticism. We wanted
to express ourselves, our hopes and
dreams and derive joy of what we
performed.”
That’s how the name of Bahgaga,
an Egyptian colloquial variation of
the word “joy,” emerged as a possible name.
“It took us some time to come up
with the band name. We kept discussing it and we decided, almost
unanimously, on the choice,” band
member Raghda Galal said.
In many of Bahgaga’s shows,
short plays are performed as part of
the songs.
“Acting and singing overlap in
most performances… and the audience enthusiastically interacts with
us,” Galal said.
The woman performers are accompanied by the male musicians
playing bass guitar, accordion, keyboard, oud and percussion instruments.
“I like the idea of the dominance
of the feminine part. We are five
women singers leading a band that
contains seven male musicians,”

Joyful humour. Vocalists of the Bahgaga band perform on stage.
said Samar Galal, another Bahgaga
singer.
Helmy said he chose only female
performers to give the group a special twist. “Usually, monologues
are monopolised by men, a concept
I thought I wanted to change.”
Visual imagery is also vital in
Bahgaga’s works. “Bahgaga is better watched than heard as usually,
the performers present the songs
with special movements and costumes,” Helmy said.
“The experience of reviving
monologue in a contemporary way
through a combination of theatrical
performance and singing is quite innovative,” said theatre critic Yasser
Allam. “It is a distinguished way of

presenting the art of monologue.”
As with most independent art
groups in Egypt, funding is one
of the biggest challenges Bahgaga
faces.
“I fund the group myself as much
as I can. The revenues from tickets
sales cover about 50% of the cost,”
Helmy said. “I may resort to…
crowdfunding through launching

The monologues and
folkloric songs of the
group are inspired
by conditions in
Egypt presented
sarcastically.

(Ayman Helmy)

an online campaign, a means that
proved to be successful with other
bands.”
Helmy writes most of the monologues and composes the music.
Five other people also write lyrics
for the band.
Bahgaga’s latest work, a video
clip titled “2063” tackles, in a comedic way, Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi’s promises that
Egypt will achieve sustainable and
economic development by 2063.
The songs are coupled with funny
acting and costumes. The video is
available on YouTube.
Marwa al-A’sar is a Cairo-based
journalist.

Activists seek recognition of Amazigh culture in Tunisia
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

T

unisian
Berbers
welcomed Yennayer, the
Amazigh new year, with
celebrations of their cultural heritage, which is
deeply rooted in the country. From
the caves of Matmata to the delicious couscous to the colourful
carpets found in southern Tunisia,
Amazigh culture has made significant contributions to Tunisia’s own
and the country’s history.
Despite the celebrations, however, Tunisia’s Berber community expressed concern over the absence of
official recognition of their identity
and culture, saying the government
has not done enough to preserve
their heritage.
“Other North African countries
have official celebrations of the
Amazigh new year,” said Esseket
Mohsen, a member of the Tamaguit
Association for Amazigh Rights,
Freedoms and Culture in Tunisia.
“We had some celebrations in the
Berber village of Tamezret in the
south that were organised by local
groups but nothing official.”
“This occasion could have been
a cultural celebration that marks
Tunisia from the rest of the world,”
he added. “The Amazigh calendar
is an agricultural one that makes it
different from others. It should be
celebrated as a cultural characteristic of Tunisia.”
Yennayer, which refers to the
first day and the first month of the
Amazigh new year, was marked on
January 14 this year.
Berbers, who are indigenous to
North Africa, are mainly found
in Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia and

Ancient legacy. Berber carpets on display at the Berber Museum
of Tamezret.
(Berber Museum of Tamezret)
Libya. Algeria and Morocco have
official celebrations for Yennayer.
Tunisian Berbers organised modest gatherings in Berber villages and
Tunis.
“It is often said that Tunisia is a
civilisation of 3,000 years to stress

In addition to
protecting the
linguistic heritage of
the Amazigh, there are
attempts to preserve
the people’s cultural
and material heritage.

that our country has a long, rich history but the question here is: What
about the history of the country
before? What about the inhabitants
of the land before the Phoenicians
came?” Mohsen asked.
“Unfortunately, any information linking the history of Tunisia
to Amazigh culture has been obliterated from the history books that
we read. In schools, history in the
textbooks only starts at 814BC,” he
added.
Berbers used to make up a large
part of Tunisia’s population but
their culture is rarely recognised
in the country and their presence
is shrinking. This, despite many

Tunisians having Amazigh origins
and much of traditional Tunisian
dress and cuisine being traced to
the Amazigh.
“It is true that the language is
not widely used and that Amazigh
speakers are a minority but we all
have Amazigh origins,” Mohsen explained.
The Amazigh language has become less common in Tunisia,
prompting concerns that it could
die out.
“The first cause of Amazigh Tunisians is to improve the situation of
the Amazigh language as the number of speakers is becoming alarmingly small,” Mohsen said. “That
is because it is not being taught in
schools, used in media or considered as one of the languages of the
country.”
He added: “This is unfortunate
since the Tunisian dialect uses
many Berber words. Many Tunisians do not even know that the
words they use are Berber. It is only
taught within families that still
speak the language today. The priority now is to teach the language
and the culture.”
The Tamaguit association and
other Amazigh cultural clubs and
organisations have collaborated on
language sessions for people interested in learning Amazigh.
“We are trying to encourage
people to learn the Amazigh language but we need help,” Mohsen
said. “We are trying with the modest funds we have. We are also organising roundtables to promote
Amazigh culture and language.
Hopefully, this situation improves.
We need to preserve the language
and its transcript system.”
In addition to protecting the linguistic heritage of the Amazigh,
there are attempts to preserve the

people’s cultural and material heritage. In Tamezret, Monji Bouras, the
curator of Dar Tamezret, has salvaged Berber outfits and jewellery
and displayed them in a traditional
house-turned-museum.
“I wanted to dedicate a place to
preserving and promoting both the
cultural and material heritage of
the Amazigh culture,” Bouras said.
“Tamezret, which is the hometown
of my parents, is a beautiful Berber
village that has so much richness
and beauty that must be put on display. We must be proud of our cultural origins and we need to protect
them from disappearing.”
He added: “It is not only about
protecting and saving the physical
heritage but also the traditions that
help us understand the culture of
our ancestors. The Berbers had different customs for marriage, daily
life that is also explained in scenes
from their lives in the museum. The
symbols of tattoos are also part of
this culture.”
More and more, civil society
organisations dedicated to the
Amazigh cause have sought to shed
light on how urgently Amazigh culture is under threat.
“We organised protests in front
of the assembly to call for the inclusion of the Amazigh culture in
the constitution but (received) no
response,” said Mohsen. “Today, we
are investing more power and time
in civil society as a tool to promote
the language and culture.”
“We need to acknowledge our origins to be able to evolve,” he added.
“(Tunisian culture) is a mixture and
we need to be proud of that to progress as a nation.”
Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel
and Culture contributor to
The Arab Weekly.
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Agenda
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

La Maison de la Foret in Bkassine
Pine Forest in Jessine. (Samar Kadi)

Jezzine: Lebanon’s untapped
eco-tourism destination
Samar Kadi

Jezzine

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:
Through June 30

A

fter being on the front
line that demarcated Israeli-occupied southern
Lebanon from the rest
of the country for almost
two decades, the scenic district of
Jezzine is seeking to regain its status
as a favourite summer retreat while
becoming an attractive destination
for ecotourists.
In the mountains east of the port
city of Sidon, the district’s main
town of Jezzine and its 27 villages
span more than 241 sq.km at an
average 900 metres above sea. The
district boasts the largest forest in
the Middle East — the Bkassine Pine
Forest — and is well-known for its
cutlery handicraft.
“After Israel’s withdrawal from
Lebanon in 2000, life started returning to Jezzine,” said Khalil Harfouche, president of the Union of
Jezzine Municipalities. “In 2010,
the union devised a development
strategy to reinvigorate the district.
The focus point of the strategy was
tourism, more specifically ecotourism versus massive tourism, which
is very harmful.”
“We want to target tourists who
appreciate heritage, nature and outdoor sports and activities… In short,
those who respect ecology and enjoy nature without harming it,” Harfouche said.
Initiatives
to
capitalise
on
Jezzine’s tourism potential have
been coming to fruition in the last
few years. They revolve around responsible tourism that conserves
the environment and improves the
welfare of the local population.
Under the development strategy,

The Bahrain Fine Arts Exhibition is an annual event that
celebrates art in Bahrain. Every
year, the arts 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.

“Amazing Dubai” is a musical
that tells the story of Dubai as it
grew from a small community
of Bedouins and pearl divers to
a modern metropolis. Performances will be at the Jumeirah
Madinat Theatre.
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

A view of the 75-metre cliff in Jezzine.				

			

Jezzine municipality outsourced infrastructure projects for revamping
roads and renovating the old souk.
It has built factories for processing
and marketing local agricultural
products such as olives, olive oil,
pine nuts and honey.
Jezzine, the motherland of Carlos Slim, the Mexican-Lebanese
magnate and philanthropist who
is among the richest people in the
world, was known in ancient times
as the place where Phoenicians hid
their treasures.
“The area has many grottos that
were carved in the rock and where
gold statues have been found. The
Phoenicians from nearby Sidon used
to bury their dead and their treasures in Jezzine,” Harfouche said.

landmark that fulfils both touristic
and environmental demands.
One of the forest’s most important projects is La Maison de la
Foret (The House of the Forest), an
eco-retreat built with the help of
the European Union.
“La Maison de la Foret occupies
an area of 35,000 sq. metres of the
2.2 million sq. metre Bkassine Forest, which has some 120,000 pine
trees 300-400 years old,” said the
retreat’s operation manager Hussein Mansour.

Entrance of La Maison de La Foret in Bkassine Pine Forest in
Jezzine. 						 (Samar Kadi)

The town is well-known for its
cutlery and daggers, a craft that has
enriched its reputation since 1770.
The bone-handled cutlery inlaid
with mother of pearl and copper
and carved in the shape of a phoenix, has been presented by Lebanese presidents to dignitaries from
all over the world.
“Cutlery sets were offered to
Jacques Chirac, Charles de Gaulle,
Pope Benedict XVI, Ronald Reagan,
Mikhail Gorbachev, Nicolas Sarkozy
and many others,” said Grace Rizk,
manager of Haddad cutlery shop,
the oldest in town.
“Mr Gorbachev appreciated the
cutlery so much that he refused
to use it and it is now displayed in
the museum in Russia. It was done
with ivory, which is now a banned
material,” Rizk said.
The handicraft started with the
Haddad family in the 18th century and has since been handed
down over five generations. In the
beginning, the colourful handles
were made with buffalo and sheep
horns, which were replaced by cellulose acetate, a material as sturdy
as animal horn. There are seven
cutlery workshops in Jezzine today.
Sets comprising 80 pieces of cutlery cost $1,800-$2,000.
At 74 metres, Jezzine’s waterfalls
are the tallest in Lebanon and have
earned the town the title of “City of
Falls.” Some 500 metres from the
falls is a grotto that entered Lebanese history when Mount Lebanon’s Emir Fakhreddine II hid from
the Ottomans there until he was
captured and executed in 1635.
After years of unorganised and
damaging visits, the Bkassine Pine
Forest in the southern part of the
district was transformed from untended woodland to an ecotourism

(Samar Kadi)

With 2.2 million
sq. metres of trees,
Jezzine boasts the
largest pine forest in
the Middle East, the
Bkassine Forest.
The project includes 25 wood
bungalows of different sizes that
can accommodate 2-8 people and
five rooms, all covered with redtile roofs. It has spaces for sports
and entertainment, including a
14-metre-high tower for climbing.
The Bkassine Pine Forest includes
hiking trails and pathways for pedestrians and bicycles.
“It has become an ecotourist attraction and an outlet for families.
In summer it will receive many
Lebanese expats as well as foreigners, whereas in winter it is mainly
couples who come here,” Mansour
said.
Prices of bungalows for two start
at $125 in summer weekdays and
$140 on weekends. In the low season, discounts vary between 4050%.
http://www.lamaisondelaforet.
net/en/Home.

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
Amazigh culture.
Luxor:
March 16-22
The Luxor African Film Festival
is an annual event in Egypt. In
its seventh year, the festival will
screen films produced in African
countries in Long Narratives,
Long Documentaries and Short
Films categories.
Zammour, Tunisia:
March 17-20
The second Zammour Fest takes
place in a Berber village in the
Tunisian Sahara. Over four days
and three nights, visitors camp
in Bedouin tents, trek or bike
in the village, visit mountains,
attend folklore parties and enjoy
traditional food.

We welcome submissions of
calendar items related to
cultural events of interest to
travellers in the Middle East
and North Africa.
Please send tips to:
editor@thearabweekly.com

