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Syria enters new post-ISIS phase
with massive US, Israeli strikes
Thomas Seibert

Washington

A

lmost exactly seven years
after the start of the Syrian civil war, the country
is experiencing a dramatic surge in violence
with unprecedented Israeli and US
strikes.
As regional and world powers
compete for territory, influence and
natural resources within the warravaged state, the US and Israeli
strikes could complicate the plans
of Iran and Turkey in Syria and the
rest of the region, as the war on the
Islamic State (ISIS) comes to an end.
Israel’s massive air strikes that
pummelled Syrian air-defence positions and Iranian targets on February 10 came on the heels of US
attacks on forces loyal to the Damascus regime in Deir ez-Zor in the
Euphrates Valley.
Israel’s raids occurred after its
reported interception of an Iranian
drone over its territory and the
shooting down of an Israeli F-16
fighter jet.
Israeli military spokesman Lieutenant-Colonel Jonathan Conricus
called the drone intrusion “the
most blatant and severe Iranian violation of Israeli sovereignty in the
last years.”
Israel has often expressed resentment of the military presence
of Iran and its proxies in Syria and
Lebanon but this was the first direct confrontation between the two
arch-foes since the start of Syria’s
war. Israel confirmed hitting four
Iranian military targets during its
raids on Syria.
Beyond escalating tensions with
Iran, Israel’s strikes will cause ripple effects in Syria and Lebanon,
increasing friction with the pro-Iran
Hezbollah.
A few days before the Israeli
raids, the United States carried out
air strikes against pro-government
Syrian forces in Deir ez-Zor. Wash-
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New phase. Israeli soldiers take positions in the Israeli-occupied Golan Heights near the border with Syria, on February 10.
ington seemed to be warning its
NATO ally Turkey and other players
in the Syrian drama, especially Iran,
that it intended to play a major role
in shaping the future of the wartorn country. More than 100 of the
500 pro-government Syrian fighters
were killed, US officials said.
The United States rejected calls
by Turkey to withdraw from Manbij, a strategically vital enclave in
northern Syria under the control of
US-backed Syrian Defence Forces
(SDF), which include Kurdish and
Arab militias.
The US raids raised questions
about relations with Russia in Syria.
The line previously drawn to delineate zones of influence of the United
States and Russia showed signs of
breaking down following the US air
strikes. The United States and Russia last year agreed that the Euphrates would be a dividing line between
their forces in Syria. However, the

defeat of ISIS means that conflicting
priorities of Washington and Moscow could now come to the fore.
US Secretary of Defence James
Mattis called the push of the proSyrian troops over the Euphrates
“perplexing” but was careful not to
blame Russia. The US defence chief
insisted the fighting in Deir ez-Zor
did not indicate a deeper American
involvement in the Syrian conflict.
“We are not getting engaged in the
Syrian civil war,” he said.
The clash, however, followed the
announcement by Washington of an

The US and Israeli
strikes could
complicate the plans of
Iran and Turkey in
Syria and the rest of the
region, as the war on
ISIS comes to an end.

open-ended US military presence
in Syria. One declared goal by the
United States is to make sure that
ISIS does not make a comeback.
Another is to prevent Russia from
winning back all of Syria for its ally,
Syrian President Bashar Assad, and
block further expansion of Iranian
influence in the country.
Washington is bound to face criticism at home over its continued
presence in Syria. “I am gravely concerned that the Trump administration is purposefully stumbling into
a broader conflict, without a vote
of Congress or clear objectives,”
US Senator Tim Kaine, a Democrat
from Virginia, said in an Associated
Press report.
The US administration’s determination to stay engaged in Syria and
to keep backing and — if necessary —
protecting the SDF is causing fresh
tensions with Ankara. Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan said his

(AFP)

troops would march towards Manbij
next, a city approximately 100km
east of Afrin, to drive out the People’s Protection Units (YPG) from
there as well and has called on the
United States to withdraw its military units from the city. In response,
two high-ranking US generals visited in a demonstration of support for
the Kurdish fighters there.
In a bid to mend the growing rift
with Ankara, US national security
adviser H.R. McMaster and Secretary of State Rex Tillerson prepared
for separate visits to Turkey and
Mattis was to meet with his Turkish counterpart, Nurettin Canikli, in
Brussels.
Thomas Seibert is a Washington
correspondent for The Arab
Weekly. Simon Speakman Cordall
contributed to this story
from Tunis.
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As Iraq elections loom, Abadi’s coalition is disintegrating

S

ince announcing in
January that local and
national elections would
both be on May 12, Iraqi
Prime Minister Haider
al-Abadi has faced a
series of political disasters, leading many to doubt whether he is
charismatic and strong enough to
hold his newly created list together
before the candidates are tested in
the polls.
Abadi harmed his credibility as a
unifier after forging a political alliance with the sectarian Shia-dominated Popular Mobilisation Forces
(PMF) and spending much of the
battle for Mosul assuring Iraqis that
no militants would field candidates
in elections without first disarming.
Abadi named his new electoral list
the “Victory Alliance,” seeking to
capitalise on the perception that he
was instrumental in the defeat of
the Islamic State (ISIS).
However, less than 48 hours
after the announcement, the

pro-Iran PMF announced it would
be splitting from the Victory Alliance and contesting elections
separately under its own “Conquest
List” against the prime minister.
Essentially, by allying with the
PMF, Abadi ensured that the group
would have grounds to proceed
with fielding its own candidates but
failed to calculate it would abandon
him once it got what it wanted.
A little more than a fortnight
later, the incumbent suffered
another blow to his prestige when
senior Shia cleric Ammar al-Hakim
announced he would also be parting ways with Abadi. Hakim, scion
of an influential Shia clerical family, declared he would set up his
own “Wisdom Alliance” to contest
elections against the prime minister, declaring he would try to work
with Abadi “for the shared benefit
of the country.”
Despite the positive-sounding
rhetoric, reports suggest that
Hakim threatened to walk out on

Abadi soon after the departure of
the PMF’s Conquest bloc. As Abadi
was unwilling to guarantee better
political positions should the Victory Alliance claim victory in May,
Hakim decided to weaken Abadi
by leaving the list and creating his
own.
Aside from Abadi’s position
appearing increasingly weaker,
criticism has been levelled at the
decision to have local and national
government elections on the same
day. Having the polls together
means it is likely that the groups
that dominate the national vote
will control provincial councils.
This may be problematic as,
ordinarily, midterm local elections
act as a barometer for the people’s
level of contentment with the
national leadership. By bringing
the votes into synchronicity, the
federal government has essentially
erased that opportunity and is attempting to consolidate power at
both the local and national levels.

With Abadi’s allies abandoning
him in droves, it probably came as
some relief to him that his rival and
former prime minister, Nuri al-Maliki, would probably be sidelined in
favour of the incumbent. Reports
in Arab media said Tehran and
Washington were in agreement that
another Maliki premiership would
be disastrous for their agendas in
Iraq and they would, therefore,
throw their weight behind Abadi.
However, Abadi cannot rest
on his laurels. He may well win
the elections with Iranian and
American backing but those same
backers will ensure that he never
has full control over parliament.
After all, both Hakim’s Wisdom Alliance and the PMF’s Conquest list
are Iranian proxies, with the latter
directly armed, funded and backed
by Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary
Guard Corps.
As Abadi is about to find out,
with such friends, who needs
enemies?
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Israeli raids in Syria escalate the conflict
with Iran, ripple effects likely in Lebanon
Simon Speakman Cordall

Tunis

M

assive
Israeli
air
strikes battered Syrian and Iranian positions in Syria after an
unmanned
Iranian
aircraft was intercepted by Israel
over its territory and an Israeli
fighter jet was shot down by Syrian
anti-aircraft fire.
This first direct confrontation
between Iran and Israel since the
beginning of the Syrian war in
2011 threatened to carry serious
consequences in Syria and across
the region, especially for Lebanon, where the pro-Iran Hezbollah
could consider moves that would
ratchet up already-high tensions
with Israel.
The Israeli F-16 jet was downed
early February 10, Israeli officials
said. Both pilots escaped but one
was said to be badly wounded.
An Israeli military statement said
an Iranian unmanned aerial vehicle
(UAV) launched from within Syria
was intercepted in Israeli airspace
by a combat helicopter. The Israeli
Air Force then “targeted the Iranian control systems in Syria that
sent the UAV into Israeli airspace,”
a tweet from military spokesman
Lieutenant-Colonel Jonathan Conricus stated. Israeli aircraft came
under “massive” anti-aircraft fire
from Syrian positions, which resulted in the downing of the jet.
Israel confirmed that it had attacked 12 other targets in Syria in
response, including three air defence batteries and four installations “that are part of Iran’s military establishment in Syria.”
In an apparent recognition of the
heightened risks of any escalation,
Israel’s military spokesmen said
that, though Syria and Iran were
“playing with fire,” Israel was “not
looking to escalate the situation.”
“This is the most blatant and
severe Iranian violation of Israeli
sovereignty in the last years,” Conricus said, referring to the reported
UAV incursion into Israeli airspace.
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U

S Secretary of State Rex
Tillerson laid out the
Trump administration’s
vision for Syria, making clear that, contrary
to the expectations of many, the
United States will stay in Syria
beyond the collapse of the Islamic
State’s (ISIS) self-proclaimed caliphate, holding the jihadists at bay
and establishing an order compatible with US interests.
Crucially, Tillerson — in a sharp
break with US President Donald
Trump’s predecessor — specified
that countering Iranian influence
within Syria was a central US objective. The problem with the strategy
is that it seems to rely on repurposing the United States’ anti-ISIS

Wider circle
of fire.
People stand
next to a part
of a missile
in Quneitra
in southwestern
Syria, on
February 10.
(Reuters)

“That’s why our response is as severe as it is.”
With the battlefield defeat of
the Islamic State (ISIS), Syria has
become the theatre for a deadly
escalation of rivalries between regional and world powers, with Israel joining the United States, Russia, Turkey, the Syrian regime, plus
Iran and its principal Lebanese ally
Hezbollah, in competing for prominence on an increasingly crowded
stage.
Though this is the first direct confrontation between Israel and Iran,
Israeli air strikes on positions in
Syria have been a regular feature of
the war. Israeli action had been restricted to what it claimed were advanced weapons stores or convoys
taking materiel to Hezbollah in
neighbouring Lebanon. However,
it also sporadically struck at Syrian

government facilities suspected of
developing weapons that could be
used against the Jewish state.
Iran has yet to respond to the Israeli strikes but tensions between
Tel Aviv and Tehran’s Lebanese
proxy, Hezbollah, have been escalating. Israeli accusations of Iransponsored and Hezbollah-operated
weapons plants in Lebanon have
been growing. Israeli military
spokesman Brigadier-General Ronen Manelis in January accused Iran
of turning Lebanon into “one big
missile factory.”
Further fuelling tensions between the two countries have been
Israeli plans to construct a border
wall on territory Beirut claims as its
own and the public dispute over a
gas field straddling the countries’
maritime frontiers.
Israel and Hezbollah have yet to

directly engage since the ambiguous conclusion of their month-long
confrontation in 2006. At that time,
despite incurring heavy casualties,
Hezbollah pushed Israeli forces
back across the frontier.
However, since its involvement
in the Syrian conflict, Hezbollah
is regarded as having significantly
improved its military capacity and
battlefield experience, increasing
the risks of a clash with Israel.
An escalation of violence in Syria
would mark a serious setback for

Israel confirmed
attacking 12 targets
including four “that
are part of Iran’s
military establishment
in Syria.”

Russian plans to impose some form
of peace settlement on the warravaged country before its March 18
elections.
Turkish forces are engaged
against Syria’s Kurds in northern
Syria and the United States carried
out massive air strikes against Syrian forces, said to include Russian
“contractors,” in oil-rich Deir ez-Zor
on February 7. Elsewhere, both Russian and Syrian jets were said to be
waging a war of attrition across the
north-western province of Idlib and
the Assad regime was pounding the
Damascus suburb of east Ghouta.
How Israel’s entry into the fray
may shape circumstances remains
to be seen.
Simon Speakman Cordall is Syria/
Lebanon section editor with The
Arab Weekly.

US Syria goals built upon shaky foundations and uncertain alliances
Kurdish militia allies against the
Iranian revolution.
The key portions of Tillerson’s
statement said the United States
“desires five key end states” in Syria:
an “enduring defeat” to ISIS and
al-Qaeda; a political resolution to
underlying armed struggle between
Bashar Assad’s regime and the population that rose against him, which
sees the dictator depart; curtailing
Iran’s influence and making sure
“Syria’s neighbours are secure from
all threats emanating from Syria;”
allowing the return of refugees; and
the removal of all weapons of mass
destruction from Syria.
To avoid large-scale deployments
and in a futile attempt to run a
counterterrorism war, while avoiding entanglement in Syria’s underlying conflict, the United States has
worked “by, with and through” the
Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF). This
is a diplomatic construct designed
to circumvent the political and
legal problems of working with the
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), an
organisation classified as terrorists
by Turkey and the United States.
Though there are many Arab and
other units within the SDF, few deny
that the PKK controls the group, politically, militarily and strategically.
A mandate over Rojava, as the PKK
calls the region it occupies in northern Syria, might allow the United
States to keep ISIS at a manageable
level, at least as long as the United
States stays. It is not clear, however, that a jointly held Kurdish-US

mandate in eastern Rojava would
do much to resolve questions over
al-Qaeda’s former branch in the
country’s west. Questions among
the Arab population over the extent
of the SDF/PKK’s legitimacy within
Rojava might open space for jihadists to infiltrate within the east.
The United States’ doubling down
on its alliance with the PKK exacerbates rifts within NATO, distracting
the Turks, who are best placed to
tackle Syria’s al-Qaeda-linked Hayat
Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), and reinforcing Ankara’s view that the United
States’ presence in Syria is contrary
to its own interests. This incentivises Turkey to undermine the US
mandate, risking anti-ISIS gains and,
more seriously, keeping Turkey’s
view of Syria aligned with those of
the Russia-Iran axis.
Elsewhere, there is little prospect
of refugees returning. More Syrian
refugees fled Assad than any other
actor within the Syrian conflict.
Even if their homes haven’t been
colonised by Iran’s militias, they
cannot return while Assad remains
in power. Both Idlib, dominated by
HTS, and the authoritarian regime
of the PKK offer limited appeal to

US intelligence is
aware of the PKK’s
coordination with
Iran’s Islamic
Revolutionary
Guard Corps.

the displaced. Some refugees have
returned to the Turkish-controlled
areas of Syria and perhaps more will
in the future.
Assad has used weapons of mass
destruction at least once while US
forces were in Syria. The April 2017
cruise missile strikes by the United
States seem to have prevented a
repeat but Assad still has weapons
stockpiles and production infrastructure. It is not obvious how they
can be dismantled from a remote
protectorate.
The other US objectives — guarding against threats to Syria’s neighbours and the goals of “reducing…
malicious Iranian influence from
Syria” and getting rid of Assad — are
the most troubled. They are unlikely
to be feasible if the intention is to
use the PKK to achieve them. The
PKK has used Syria as a logistics
base to attack Turkish cities and
SDF-flagged fighters have shown up
inside Syria in the ranks of the PKK.
There is significant reason to doubt
the PKK’s resolve in a confrontation
with pro-Assad forces.
The PKK’s connections to Assad,
Iran and Russia are old and extensive. From the outset of the war, the
PKK has been aligned with the proAssad coalition and past confrontations only seem to have drawn them
closer. In Manbij, the PKK ceded
US-won territory to Assad and Iran
to hold off Turkey. In Afrin, the
PKK called on the regime to come
to its defence against the Turkish
onslaught.

Significant parts of the Arab component within the SDF are pulled
from pro-Assad formations that will
not fight either Assad or Iran. The
Rojava statelet is entirely reliant
upon the Assad regime’s toleration
of its existence and Iran’s financing
of its public services.
US intelligence is aware of the
PKK’s coordination with Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps and
the regime holds the key security
nodes, including airports, throughout Rojava. Even in areas newly captured by the PKK, the Assad regime’s
secret police are back, able to carry
off activists and rebels to dungeons
in Damascus in exchange for paying
the government salaries for the PKK.
The US air strikes February 7
against pro-regime forces in defence
of the SDF-PKK provide a model of
what might be to come. If US resolve
holds and the PKK-held areas are
guaranteed through force, it could
freeze Iran’s influence and perhaps
reverse it within the areas currently
held. Eradicating Iran’s footprint
within Rojava would take considerable effort and the notion of the
PKK using Rojava as a base to attack
the Iranian security architecture in
western Syria is unrealistic.
This leaves Tehran triumphant in
“useful Syria” and in possession of
the initiative, able to harass the US
zone in pursuit of its overarching
strategic goal of reconsolidating all
of Syria under Assad and his various
militias and driving the United States
out of the region.
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After ISIS black flags, Iraq faces ‘White Banners’ threat
Mamoon Alabbasi

London

I

raqi forces began a military operation against militants who
are threatening an oil route
between Iraq and Iran, rekindling fears over the security of
the country despite Baghdad’s announcement of victory against the
Islamic State (ISIS).
The military operation aims to
secure areas between Kirkuk’s oil
fields and Khanaqin on the Iranian border, two Iraqi officials told
Reuters on condition of anonymity
before the operation started. The
officials said six pro-government
guards were killed by the militants
south of the Hamrin Mountains.
“With the goal of enforcing security and stability, destroying
sleeper cells and continuing clearing operations, an operation was
launched in the early hours of this
morning to search and clear areas
east of Tuz Khurmatu,” the Iraqi
military said in a statement on February 7.
The Iraqi Army, special security
units and the predominately Shia
Popular Mobilisation Forces (PMF)
took part in the operation, which
had US air support and coordination with peshmerga fighters, the
Iraqi military said.
As part of its plans to boost oil
exports, Iraq announced that it
would be transporting crude oil via
tanker trucks from Kirkuk to be refined in Iran. There are reports that
an Iraq-Iran pipeline will be built
to export oil from Kirkuk, replacing the one that heads to Turkey
via areas controlled by the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG).
It remains unclear which group
the militants threatening the oil
route are aligned with, ISIS or
the mysterious al-Rayat al-Bayda
(translated as the White Banners or
the White Flags). The group’s flag
is white with the head of a lion in
the centre.
The White Banners militants are
reportedly made up of Kurds who
objected to the control of the Iraqi
central government over Kirkuk
province and Tuz Khurmatu in
Saladin province, which had been
under KRG control for more than
two years before being retaken by
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At gunpoint. An Iraqi flag mounted on a military vehicle at an oil field in Dibis area on the outskirts of Kirkuk.
Baghdad in October.
“The White Banners group [has]
been accused of carrying out terrorist activities and targeting judiciary members,” Al Arabiya reported.
Turkmen MP Jassim Mohammed
Jaafar accused Kurdish leaders in
December of supporting the group,
Al Arabiya said.
The KRG denies links to the
White Banners but central government officials have accused their
Kurdish counterparts of not doing
enough to fight the militants.
Abu Reda al-Najjar, a PMF commander, said the White Banners is
a new group composed of Iranian
Kurdish separatists, most notably
the Kurdistan Free Life Party.
Other Iraqi officials told Arab

News that the group is not new but
made up of militants from Ansar
al-Islam, which includes predominately Kurdish fighters affiliated
with al-Qaeda.
There are reports that the group
has welcomed former ISIS militants to its ranks.
The White Banners group is “said
to be an alliance of former Islamic
State militants and disgruntled
Kurdish mafia members pushed
out of the nearby town of Tuz
Khurmatu,” wrote Tom Westcott in
the website Middle East Eye.
There are separate reports of
Kurdish groups not affiliated to the
White Banners taking up against
the Iraqi Army and the PMF following the fallout between Baghdad and Erbil over the referendum

on Kurdistan’s independence last
September.
These groups, which call for the
“liberation” of Kirkuk and Tuz
Khurmatu from central government control, are made up of volunteers that are no longer affiliated
with the peshmerga or the KRG.
“The myriad armed groups in
Iraq are constantly emerging,

The KRG denies links
to the White Banners
but central government
officials have accused
their Kurdish
counterparts of not
doing enough to fight
the militants.

(Reuters)

merging and dividing. The list is as
mutable as everything else in the
country,” wrote Wassim Bassem in
the website Al-Monitor.
The fight against such militancy
is likely to continue, albeit not in
the same scale as that against ISIS.
“The fight against insurgency
continues and goes beyond the
full-on kinetic phase to address the
many enabling structural factors
behind Iraq’s insurgencies (corruption, illicit money, uneven state
capacity, unemployment),” Fanar
Haddad, a senior research fellow
at the National University of Singapore, told the National newspaper.
Mamoon Alabbasi is Deputy
Managing Editor and Online
Editor of The Arab Weekly.

Iraqi rulers’ record since 2003 is hardly impressive

T

he parties in power
in Iraq are more than
happy and willing to
repeat — over and over
again — that ballot
boxes have the last say.
They expect the citizens to believe
they live in a democracy.
However, a quick look at the
three most recent elections in
Iraq reveals the incredible extent
of cheating and the ugly reality
of shady political wheeling and
dealing. The array of manipulative
tactics during election campaigns is
amazing.
The best proof for this is that Iraq
is living the same saga of failure
after failure because the same
players in the political arena are
adamant on staying in the game by
any means necessary.
During the initial phase of the democracy sham in Iraq, the chances
of winning for any particular election list depended on how much
Shia support that list enjoyed. The
governing parties became experts
at making local enemies based
on sectarian discrimination and
resorting to a variety of legal covers
such as de-Ba’athification measures.
Such sectarian practices ruined
the lives of Iraqi people. Now, after
defeating the Islamic State (ISIS) in
Iraq, everybody wants to reap the
dividends of that victory and ride
the wave of post-sectarianism.
However, victory over ISIS is the
only real achievement in Iraq and it

must be credited to all Iraqis rather
than to this official or that party.
In the coming electoral cycle, all
Iraqis should ask themselves — in
all fairness and without
prejudice — about the achievements of the various Iraqi administrations since 2003.
Has the suffering in their daily
lives lessened?
Is there less death and destruction in their communities?
Are they any safer in their homes
or on the street?
With paramilitary militias roaming the streets and an absence
of the state, are they safe from
kidnapping, random arrests and
murder?
We will not indulge in a comparison between pre-2003 Iraq and
post-2003 Iraq. In 2003, the Iraqis
were relieved of the shackles of the
dictatorial regime of Saddam Hussein but the Islamist parties of Iraq
cannot claim for themselves that
achievement. That is credited to
the Americans and the Iranians.
Following that, the biggest
achievement of the occupation
forces was the dismantling of the
Iraqi Army. That army belonged to
the country and not to Saddam. It
would have been a better choice to
remove pro-Saddam officers and
leave the army standing. Alas, once
the army was gone, the gates were
flung open for all agents of evil and
destruction to overrun the country.
The most notorious achievement
of the American occupation of Iraq

was the establishment of the quota
system of power-sharing left by
the infamous Paul Bremer. It was
disastrous for Iraq. Let’s not also
forget the killing of hundreds of
Iraqi scientists and the forced exile
of thousands of doctors and engineers. The country’s intellectual
elite was gone and was replaced
by illiterate opportunists with fake
diplomas from Iran.
It was heart-wrenching to come
across scores of talented Iraqi doctors practising in British hospitals.
They spoke of the pain they felt
for being deprived of the honour
of serving their country. They’ve
become valuable additions to the
British health services, so much so
that, a few years ago, the British
Ministry of Health feared facing a
crisis should those doctors decide
to return to Iraq. Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi, who incidentally once had British nationality,
knows this.
Other examples of the “glorious
achievements” of the corrupt political parties in Iraq’s newly found
democracy are easy to come by.
Public education in Iraq has gone to
pot. Illiteracy in Iraq was eliminated in the late 1970s and UNESCO
ranked Iraqi public schools among
the best in the world during the
1980s.
Recent statistics, however, show
that the literacy rate in Iraq is approximately 60%. Six million Iraqis
are completely illiterate and lecture
halls in Iraqi universities have been

turned into shrines.
Women also have fallen victim
to these “great achievements.” As
if the humiliation of the war and
of retrograde practices were not
enough, the great “progressive”
parties of Iraqi democracy have
eagerly pushed for a law allowing
marriages with females as young as
9 years old. How is that for a great
humanitarian achievement?
Wherever one looks in Iraq, there
is corruption and failure. The son
of the Najaf governor is selling
drugs and billions of dollars have
evaporated into fictitious contracts.
Yet, Abadi dares at Davos to speak
about his achievements. If the victory over ISIS is put aside, nothing
of what Abadi mentioned is true.
Who would seriously believe
that Iraq is experiencing “peace
and stability that is the envy of the
world” or that Iraq hasn’t experienced such a “dazzling state since
50 years ago” or that he would
“push through with implementing
the cross-sectarian project?”
Abadi always puts forth his socalled anti-corruption campaign
but it is known he wouldn’t dare
stand up to his friends, colleagues
and influential members of his
Dawa Party. He would like to convince people to judge him by his
achievements post-2014 when he
rose to power but just as Ibrahim
al-Jaafari and Nuri al-Maliki, who
preceded him as prime minister,
were, Abadi is the product of the
Dawa Party.
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UAE hosts Egyptian and Jordanian leaders,
bilateral and regional issues discussed
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

E

Common threats. Jordanian King Abdullah II (L) and Abu Dhabi
Crown Prince Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed al-Nahyan in Abu
Dhabi, on February 7.				
(Jordanian Royal Palace)

Yemeni governmentsouthern separatist truce
holds despite accusations
Saleh Baidhani

Sana’a

E

fforts by Saudi Arabia and
the United Arab Emirates to
calm tensions between the
internationally recognised
government of Yemen and
the secessionist Southern Transitional Council (STC) seem to have
made progress, despite both sides
blaming the other for deadly clashes
that broke out in Aden.
High-ranking officials on both
sides pledged to de-escalate tensions
and asked the coalition supporting
the government to investigate the
causes of recent fighting, in which at
least 29 people died.
STC spokesman Lutfi Shatara
told the pro-southern Aden al-Ghad
newspaper that the council was
committed to “de-escalation” and
was acting responsibly. He said the
Saudi-led coalition was “aware who
the obstructing party is,” in reference
to the clashes.
The internationally recognised
government of President Abd Rabbo
Mansour Hadi pledged to maintain
the peace. Prime Minister Ahmed bin
Dagher said the “mission today is to
bridge the gap, heal the wounds and
abandon political escalation.”
“Based on directives from the
president, we will work for social
reconciliation in Aden and neighbouring provinces to pave the way
for comprehensive national reconciliation,” bin Dagher said. He also
called on Saudi Arabia to investigate
the cause of the Aden clashes.
Fighting broke out January 28 after
a deadline set by the STC for Hadi to
dissolve the government over allegations of corruption and incompetence passed.
Yemeni analysts said the Islamist Al-Islah Party had reached out
to different factions to forge new
alliances following the Aden talks.
Al-Islah, affiliated with the Muslim
Brotherhood movement, was said to
be using a political charm offensive
to generate support.

The strategy, according to analysts, includes reaching out to members on the fringe of the Southern
Movement, including Qatar-backed
Hassan Baum, who heads the hardline wing of the movement, to give
the impression that Al-Islah was on
good terms with the STC.
Leading the group’s media outreach is Hadi’s vice-president and
one of the founders of Al-Islah, General Ali Mohsen Al-Ahmar.
Ahmar said he was not opposed to
the legitimate peaceful demands of
the STC and was prepared to stand
with STC Supreme Commander
Aidarus al-Zubaidi against the Iranallied Houthi rebels.
A member of Hadi’s government
posted a video on social media claiming Aden was back to normal.
“We confirm to you that the government is still here, the government is not besieged and will not be
besieged because the government is
here to serve the people,” Minister
of State Salah al-Sayadi posted along
with the 2-minute video on Facebook.
He said he posted the video so people “do not fall victim to the rumours
and lies being spread by some media
and social networking websites.”
It seems Al-Islah’s outreach was
aimed at repairing the group’s image
following the Aden clashes and a belief that Al-Islah was the main source
of dispute within the Hadi government and was hindering the liberation process, especially in the region
of Taiz.
Tensions between the STC and the
Hadi government are long running.
Last May, Hadi dismissed Zubaidi as
Aden governor, after which Zubaidi
joined forces with the southern separatists.
Many southern Yemenis said they
feel exploited by leaders in the north.
That sentiment led to the formation in 2007 of the Southern Mobility Movement, which seeks to have
South Yemen once again an independent state.
Saleh Baidhani is an Arab Weekly
contributor based in Sana’a.

gyptian President Abdel
Fattah al-Sisi and Jordanian King Abdullah II travelled to the United Arab
Emirates for official talks
with UAE leaders at a time when
the Emirates’ regional influence has
grown because of its efforts in promoting security and stability.
Talks over two days between Sisi
and UAE leaders focused on cooperation in political and economic arenas, as well as security matters and
methods of fighting “extremism,
violence and terrorism,” the UAE’s
WAM news agency reported.
Sisi met with Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid al-Maktoum, UAE
vice-president, prime minister and
ruler of Dubai and Abu Dhabi Crown
Prince Sheikh Mohamed bin Zayed
al-Nahyan.
“Mohammed bin Rashid and Mohammed bin Zayed discussed means
of strengthening our brotherly relations, along with regional and international issues, with the Egyptian
president,” Sheikh Mohammed bin
Zayed wrote on his Twitter account.
Officials did not elaborate on
the nature of the talks but Egyptian presidential spokesman Bassam Radi earlier said Sisi’s visit to

V iewpoint

Mohammed Alkhereiji

O

mani officials gave
Egyptian President
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi
the red-carpet treatment during his first
state visit to the Gulf
country. Despite the predictable
exchange of pleasantries and wellmeaning pledges of enhanced
cooperation, the unmentioned
elephant in the room was Qatar.
There was no mention of the
small Gulf country in official
statements issued during the visit
but Omani and Egyptian leaders could not see eye to eye on
Muscat’s neutral position in the
dispute pitting Qatar against the
Saudi-led Arab quartet.
All signs point to the position of
the sultanate on this issue becoming contentious for Egypt and other members of the Arab quartet
who resent Doha’s cosy relations
with Tehran and suspected ties to
extremist groups.
Oman, saying it seeks to
maintain a policy of regional and

the UAE would focus on “means of
enhancing political, economic and
commercial cooperation and the latest regional developments.”
“UAE-Egyptian relations are based
on strong foundations of consensus
and understanding on regional and
international issues,” a WAM statement said.
WAM quoted Sheikh Mohammed
bin Zayed as saying: “The EmiratiEgyptian coordination has proved
its hardness over the past years in
facing various challenges in the
region, foremost of which is the
challenge of terrorism, which has
become a serious global threat that
cannot be tolerated.”

King Abdullah
expressed gratitude
to the UAE for its
“sustained support
to the kingdom.”
Last June, Egypt and the UAE,
along with Saudi Arabia and Bahrain, severed diplomatic ties with
Qatar as well as all air, sea and land
links to the Gulf state, over what
they described as Qatar’s interference in their sovereign affairs and its
ties to radical Islamic groups, charges Doha denies.
King Abdullah, whose country
enjoys considerable economic and

military ties with the Emirates, met
with Sheikh Mohammed in Abu
Dhabi February 7 with talks centring
on developing joint Arab action on
security and stability, especially
with regards to fighting terrorism
and extremism.
The official Jordanian Petra news
agency said King Abdullah expressed gratitude to the UAE for its
“sustained support to the kingdom
to carry out development projects
and its aid in the military field.”
The two leaders discussed the
Middle East peace process and how
to kick-start Palestinian-Israeli negotiations based on a two-state solution.
Both the king and the Abu Dhabi
crown prince agreed on the importance of creating a framework that
would lead to an independent Palestinian state with East Jerusalem as
its capital, as proposed by the 2002
Arab Peace Initiative.
In a related development, the
World Health Organisation announced that 20 medical centres in
the Gaza Strip would soon be fully
operational thanks to a grant from
the UAE. After an emergency appeal from the United Nations, the
UAE pledged $2 million to help end
a fuel shortage that affected more
than 2 million Gaza natives.
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf
section editor of The Arab Weekly.

Oman’s supposed policy
of neutrality does not
convince anyone anymore
international neutrality, portrays
itself as the “Switzerland of the
Middle East.” However, with the
polarised geopolitical climate in
the region as well as the economic
challenges facing the sultanate,
Muscat’s precarious balance is
increasingly unrealistic and ultimately untenable.
Fellow Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) members, which vehemently object to Qatar’s policies,
are increasingly unconvinced by
the sultanate’s supposedly noncommitted stance on the dispute
between Doha and Saudi Arabia,
the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain
and Egypt. Oman’s moves, which
include recent agreements with
Doha to develop bilateral investments and trade, suggest thinly
veiled, undeclared support for
Qatar.
Many Gulf analysts agree that
the quartet no longer sees Oman
as a neutral party. The prevailing
view is that the logistical, economic and commercial advan-

Red-carpet treatment. Omani Deputy Prime Minister Fahd Bin
Mahmud al-Said (R) welcomes Egyptian President Abdel Fattah
al-Sisi upon his arrival in Muscat, on February 4.
(AFP)

tages Muscat provides for Qatar
are not much different from Iran’s
and Turkey’s declared support to
Doha.
Gulf capitals are also unimpressed by Muscat’s official
stance of neutrality towards Iran
at a time when Tehran’s designs
are perceived as an existential
security threat to the region.
News that Muscat was instrumental in secretly bringing Iran
and the United States to the
negotiating table that led to the
2015 nuclear agreement, known
as the Joint Comprehensive Plan
of Action (JCPOA), also did not sit
well then with its fellow Arab Gulf
countries.
More recently, there was
Oman’s failure to downgrade
diplomatic ties with Iran after
the Saudi diplomatic mission in
Tehran was attacked by an Iranian
mob in January 2016.
Muscat’s stand in the Yemen
war is also followed with suspicion. While the coalition led by
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab
Emirates was fighting in support
of the internationally recognised
government against Iran-allied
Houthi rebels, an October 2016
report revealed that Iran had increased its illegal military support
to the Houthis and that weapons
were being smuggled to Yemen
through Oman.
With such questionable stances,
it is becoming unrealistic to
expect the Saudi-led bloc to
continue bailing out Muscat from
serious economic woes that cause
social unrest in Oman.
In March 2011, GCC countries
stepped in to help Oman and Bahrain with a $20 billion stimulus
package but that would be a very
unlikely scenario today. The Gulf
countries have their own budget
concerns and priorities. They are
entitled to drawing their conclusions about where each country
of the region stands. Oman’s
so-called neutrality does not convince anyone anymore.
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Collision course? Workers stand as a ship unloads its shipment of grain at the Red Sea port of Hodeida, on December 24. 			

(Reuters)

Why intensifying international interest
in the Red Sea is driving military buildup

Sabahat Khan
is based in Dubai and maintains
a cross-disciplinary focus in
international security, defence
policy and strategic issues.

I

nternational interest in and
around the Red Sea is intensifying, bringing increased
geopolitical competition.
To the north, the Suez Canal links the Mediterranean
to the Indian Ocean and represents a crucial maritime trade
route, transporting about 2.5%
of global oil shipments, Global
Security.org said.
At the other end, the Bab
el Mandeb Strait — one of the
world’s most important chokepoints, only 29km wide at its
narrowest point — commands the
southern entrance. It has taken
on added geostrategic importance
since the Saudi-led intervention
in Yemen began in 2015.
Further south is the Horn of
Africa, a hotbed of maritime
piracy that prompted navies from
around the world to form task
forces to fight it.

The Red Sea’s enhanced geostrategic importance is driving
unprecedented development and
competition. Last year, China
boosted its power projection
capabilities by inaugurating a
nearly $600 million naval base in
Djibouti. The newest entrant is
Turkey, which recently signed an
agreement with Sudan to develop
a port at Suakin.
China and Turkey will join the
United States, which has operated
its only full-fledged expeditionary military base on Africa, Camp
Lemonnier, also in Djibouti, since
2002, as well as the French, Italian and Japanese forces.
Saudi Arabia has been running
operations with coalition allies
out of a base in Assab, Eritrea.
The United Arab Emirates has a
military presence in Yemeni Red
Sea ports of Aden, Mokha and
Mukalla as well as the island of

Perim in Assab, and in Berbera
in autonomous Somaliland. Last
year, Turkey opened a military
base in Somalia to train Somali
forces.
The Saudi-led military intervention in Yemen has necessitated Arab Gulf countries locking off
maritime supply routes to Houthi
rebels and developing a supporting logistics network for operations. The Saudi-led coalition has
been wary of providing Houthi
rebels space to blockade or disrupt maritime traffic by mining
and anti-ship weapons from the
Yemeni coast, especially around
the Bab el Mandeb.
Such burgeoning international
interest in and around the Red
Sea in the absence of a formal
regional framework is straining
the environment as a growing
number of stakeholders seek to
safeguard their interests by counterbalancing competitors. As such
the Red Sea is becoming host to
three distinct but loosely linked
theatres of competition.
At the global level, the rise of
China has been driving international competition. The Chinese
want to safeguard freedom of
navigation for key maritime trade
routes and massive investments
into Africa as part of its One Belt,
One Road Initiative. The United
States wants the regional security
landscape preserved favourably,
especially with Israel being in
close proximity but also against
terrorist threats and to counter a
rising China and resurgent Russia.
The Saudi-led coalition is seeking to ease the socio-political instability that has been taking hold
around Saudi Arabia’s periphery
in good part by counterbalancing the regional footprint of Iran,

Egypt views a
potential emerging
pro-Muslim
Brotherhood
alliance between
Turkey, Qatar and
Sudan as an
incubating threat.

which supports the Houthi rebels
in Yemen.
Finally, there is the north-east
African geopolitical competition. Egypt has strained relations
with Sudan, which Cairo charges
with supporting the Muslim
Brotherhood. Egypt opposes
Sudan-backed Ethiopian plans
for the Renaissance Dam under
construction since 2011. When
finished it will be Africa’s largest
hydro-electric power station and
generate much-needed electricity
for Ethiopia and Sudan but reduce
water flows to Egypt’s Nile.

The Red Sea’s
enhanced
geostrategic
importance
is driving
unprecedented
development
and competition.
Sudan, like Ethiopia, has been
the subject of investments and
support from Qatar. Egypt views
a potential emerging pro-Muslim
Brotherhood alliance between
Turkey, Qatar and Sudan as an
incubating threat. Sudan recalled
its ambassador to Egypt following reports Egypt had dispatched
troops to Eritrea, which borders
Sudan, in response to the announcement of Turkey’s Suakin
agreement.
Yemen, Saudi Arabia, Jordan,
Israel, Egypt, Sudan, Djibouti,
Eritrea and Somalia all border the
Red Sea or its entry points but a
growing number of extra-regional
powers are moving in swiftly to
safeguard their interests.
Some analysts say the Red Sea
basin was previously overlooked
for its strategic value. Being part
Middle East and part Africa, it
was approached in a segmented
way. The absence of a multilateral
regional framework to manage
affairs or disputes in the Red Sea
is probably a key reason why
outside powers have been able to
formalise their own presence
and, ironically, may be making
its emergence even less likely.
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Caring for the Arab
region’s children

C

hildren suffer cruelly, deeply, disproportionately in war zones, which is
why it’s a relief to hear the new head
of UNICEF, the United Nations’ second
largest agency, pledge to put children’s developmental needs first.
In January, soon after she started the UNICEF
job, American businesswoman and former USAID
administrator Henrietta Holsman Fore spoke
about a child development-centred approach in
some of the world’s most conflict-scarred areas. It
can’t just be about humanitarian objectives in
crises such as Yemen and Syria, Fore said, “you
can’t forget that there is a development agenda.”
She might have added that there is no more
powerful sign of a society committed to rebuilding
— and to a better tomorrow — than the sight of
schools reopening and children in uniform
heading to class even if amid piles of rubble. That’s
what happened in Mosul in January last year.
Unfortunately, not enough attention is paid to
the long-term consequences of years of war in the
Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region.
When children are meant to be at school, far too
many are in refugee camps or just on their own.
Too often, the educational infrastructure is part
of the collateral damage of war. At times, the
region’s governments just do not have sufficient
budgets.
Some 26 million children live in conflict-scarred
Syria, Yemen, Iraq, Libya, the Palestinian territories and Sudan. Their humanitarian needs are
obvious — adequate housing, safe water, sanitation, health care, etc. Governments and aid
organisations from the region and beyond try to
address them as best they can but what of those
children’s developmental needs, primarily
education, the best start that anyone can have in
life?
This question is rarely asked when war sweeps
a land and crisis-management takes priority. In
fact, it’s not being asked now, when there is
dispiriting news of the toll of children’s lives from
MENA conflicts in January. UNICEF said at least
83 children were killed last month in conflicts in
Syria, Yemen, Iraq, Libya and the Palestinian
territories. With no sign of these conflicts ending,
many more children are likely to become casualties of wars that began before many of them were
even born.
UNICEF’s MENA Regional Director Geert
Cappelaere framed January’s tragic toll within
the larger context spelt out by Fore. “Not hundreds, not thousands but millions more children
in the Middle East and North Africa region have
their childhood stolen, maimed for life, traumatised, arrested and detained, exploited, prevented from going to school and from getting the
most essential health services; denied even the
basic right to play,” Cappelaere said.
It was a pertinent reminder that the global
community needs to stay engaged despite
discernible signs of donor fatigue. MENA’s
children are the region’s future. They must be
educated and trained to become the decisionmakers and doers of tomorrow.
It’s clear what needs to happen but there is no
certainty it will. Dropout rates must be reduced,
digital literacy enhanced and vocational training
given a sharp new focus.
The world has a responsibility to the children of
MENA but mostly the task devolves to Arab
governments, regional institutions and civil
society.
The time for action is now.

Syria’s humanitarian
crisis only worsens

T

he toll continues to mount in Syria and
the ultimate tragedy is that the war,
soon to enter its eighth year, shows no
sign of ending.
A UN Security Council meeting
February 8 sought a temporary truce
but Russia rejected it as “unrealistic.” Short of a
final resolution of the conflict, a reprieve was the
minimum required to provide urgent humanitarian assistance and to evacuate the critically ill.
Even as the Islamic State (ISIS) is nearly
defeated, the conflict is becoming ever more
dangerous, with multiple players aggressively
staking claim to territory and regional influence.
Meanwhile, the Turkish incursion into the
Kurdish-controlled enclave of Afrin in Syria
continues to push up the civilian toll. The same
applies to attacks by Russia-supported Syrian
troops.
The regime in Damascus is even suspected of
using chemical weapons. Such brutal methods
have been internationally denounced but, as
French Foreign Minister Jean-Yves Le Drian
recently said, there are many other violators of
international law, not least Turkey and Iran.
Le Drian has called for “the withdrawal of all of
those who ought not to be in Syria, including
Iranian militia, including Hezbollah.” Turkey, he
said, “should not add war to war.”
Even in a war seemingly with no holds barred,
the world must set — and enforce — some limits.

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Iran’s tough talk only
hides its weaknesses

Khairallah Khairallah
is a Lebanese writer.

I

s the Iranian regime strong or
weak? The question comes to
the fore because of deteriorating living conditions in Iran.
The city of Isfahan, for
example, is without water
because its water table has been
depleted. Still, Iran continues to
flex its muscles outside its borders.
A high-ranking officer in the
Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps
(IRGC) recently boasted that both
the Syrian and the Iraqi armies
would be used to shield the
“Islamic Republic.” If that is not a
game of intimidating neighbours
and blackmailing the United States,
I don’t know what it is.
Iranian Brigadier-General
Hussein Salami, IRGC deputy
commander, said “it is illogical for
any country to limit its security
zone to its borders. We consider
the Syrian Army and the Iraqi Army
as strategic depth for us.” He added
that “the best strategy for engaging
the enemy is from afar.”
This clearly shows that, in case of
a confrontation with the United
States, Iran is ready to move the
battlefront to Iraq and Syria where
US troops are stationed.
Iran is trying to intimidate Arab
countries and push the United
States towards concluding a new
deal. The United States, however,
has exposed the Iranian regime’s
weaknesses. True, the United

Iran is still a player in Syria but it is no longer a
major player.
States has, on many occasions,
done great services to the Iranian
regime, including handing it Iraq
on a silver platter. The United
States, however, can show Tehran’s
weakness any time because of its
economic and technological power.
The United States is willing to
bide its time to achieve a victory. It
can afford to make mistakes, as it
did in Vietnam and in Iraq. In the
1970s, Vietnam was the place to be
for any revolutionary hothead
wishing to rub America’s imperial
nose in the mud. In the end,
Vietnam may have won the battle
in 1975 but lost the war. Now, Hanoi
is welcoming US companies with
open arms.
Even China is smart enough not
to start a direct confrontation with
America. To protect its economic
interests, modern China got rid of
Mao Zedong’s crippling ideology
and tackled its numerous internal
problems rather than ignoring
them and engaging in a race with
the United States outside Chinese
borders. Thanks to that simple
strategic choice, China is the
second economic powerhouse in
the world. Is there a lesson in that
for Iran?
What Iran seems to want is to
appear to be the dominant power
in the region and that’s because the
Trump administration wants to get
rid of former US President Barack

Perhaps the
mullahs
would
be better
served by
solving
the water
shortage in
Isfahan than
by using
Jerusalem to
score points
against the
Arabs.

Self-delusion. A clergyman takes a picture of a pro-government demonstration in
the south-western city of Ahvaz, last January. 					
(AP)

Obama’s nuclear deal with Tehran.
The Trump administration wants
to prevent Iran from using that
deal to score more victories in the
region, hence conditioning the
deal on Iran’s foreign policies and
its ballistic missile programme.
Iran’s vulnerability was exposed
when it had to ask for Russia’s
help to keep Syrian President
Bashar Assad in power. It should
not be forgotten that, in September 2015 — before Russia’s involvement in Syria was announced —
Qassem Soleimani, leader of Iran’s
al-Quds Force and the real
commander of the sectarian
militias in Syria, was in Moscow.
It should also be remembered
that Russia is not committing its
forces in Syria out of charity or
just to please Iran. Moscow has
excellent relations with Israel and
the latter will do what it can to
limit Iran’s regional influence and
keep Assad’s regime in place. To
finish with Syria and the Golan
Heights once for all, it is crucial
for Israel that Assad’s regime
survives.
On the regional level, Russia’s
direct intervention in Syria was a
turning point. That intervention
did not occur in a vacuum but was
accompanied by an agreement
with the United States on the
broad lines guiding the presence
of both superpowers in Syria. The
US presence would cover the rich
areas east of the Euphrates. There
was also a role conceded to
Turkey inside Syria such that
there is more than one regional
player in the Syrian theatre.
Iran is still a player in Syria but
it is no longer a major player. This
fact explains the haughty tone of
officials in Tehran. The tactic
reflects the Iranian regime’s
desperate attempts to cover up its
non-stop failures in Syria.
To compensate for these
failures, the mullahs’ regime acts
tough in Iran or Lebanon or
Yemen or now in Bahrain. Perhaps
the mullahs and their dictatorship
would be better served by solving
the water shortage in Isfahan than
by using the question of
Jerusalem to score points
against the Arabs.
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Lebanese Christians shocked
over Shia politics but this
could be just the beginning

T

he old row in Lebanon
between the Free Patriotic Movement (FPM)
and the Amal Movement recently spilt into
the streets. Both parties
are allies of Hezbollah and members of the March 8 alliance it leads
since 2005 following the exit of
Syrian troops from Lebanon. Recent
clashes between supporters of both
parties reveal dissonance between
yesterday’s allies.
The so-called Mar Mikhael agreement of February 2006 between
FPM founder Michel Aoun, now
Lebanon’s president, and Hezbollah
Secretary-General Hassan Nasrallah
was, in essence, based on a political
trade-off: Hezbollah would help
Aoun get to the presidency and the
FPM would go along with Hezbollah’s local and regional strategic
choices and let it keep its militia.
The Amal-FPM standoff was
triggered by derogatory remarks
made by FPM leader — and Aoun’s
son-in-law — Foreign Affairs Minister Gebran Bassil, about Amal and
its chairman, Nabih Berri, speaker
of the Lebanese parliament and
Hezbollah’s ally.
It has become clear that the relationship between both Shia parties
is part and parcel of a well-established and solid system of mutual
interests while the relationship be-
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The Shia camp is not only responsible for upsetting the delicate balance
of power in Lebanon but is behind upsetting the religious balance.
tween Hezbollah and the FPM is far
from being part of that system and
remains susceptible to collapse.
Hezbollah has clearly sided with
Berri without necessarily abandoning its mediating role. It stated that
its relationship with Berri has priority over the rest. The Shia party
also failed to condemn the overly
exaggerated and intimidating street
protests by Berri’s supporters, who
did not hesitate to take the demonstrations to Christian-majority
neighbourhoods.
The crisis has been defused at the
level of the street but the shock felt
by the Christian side is apparent. In
an interview with the French-language publication Magazine, Bassil
said internal choices by Hezbollah
were detrimental to Lebanon’s
interests. He must have been trying
to say that Hezbollah is not ready or
is not willing to choose the side of
the state when this choice conflicts
with the interests of its allies who
are deeply involved in corruption.
Bassil was also alluding to Hezbollah’s close relation with Berri,
whom FPM leaders and supporters
see as a hurdle blocking the prostate choice.
The parliamentary elections in
May might be the trigger for a fullblown confrontation. The shock is
shared by those who had bet on an
alliance with Hezbollah as being the

best way to uphold state authority
with a greater role in state affairs for
the Christian side. Quite obviously,
the Christian shock is not caused
by Hezbollah’s foreign adventures
and its total disregard for the state’s
authority. Aoun was among the first
to approve of Hezbollah’s Syrian
adventure and Bassil has done his
best to provide needed diplomatic
cover for this adventure.
This time, the shock in the
Christian camp was triggered by the
boorish and militia-like behaviour
of Berri’s supporters, especially
when they invaded Christian neighbourhoods. The Christian side has
suddenly realised the surprising
level of political arrogance of the
Shia camp on the local level. The
Christian camp likes to believe that
the agreement between Hezbollah
and the FPM is no longer relevant,
especially with the arrival of Saad
Hariri on the scene and in light of
the predominance of the Iranian
influence in Lebanon.
Another lesson from recent
events is that Hezbollah has reaped
vast political gains since 2006. The
party’s militia and its weapons are
no longer questioned by the state.
The party also took advantage of
the political cover provided by its
alliance with the Christian camp to
make inroads inside the state structure and gain more power. With

Totally unacceptable
statistics in the Middle East

time, the party has become a de
facto powerhouse in Lebanon and
can easily afford to lose whatever
advantages it reaped from its alliance with the FPM.
The Christian camp is stunned
by the sudden realisation that the
so-called political Shia camp is not
only responsible for upsetting the
delicate balance of political power
in Lebanon but is behind upsetting
the religious balance in the country.
For ten years the Christian camp
has focused attention and efforts
on competing with the Sunni camp.
Now, many in the FPM camp are
pointing out that the Shia pair —
Hezbollah and Amal — are more
and more imposing in Lebanese
internal politics a policy of “either I
or nothing,” in other words “state affairs proceed as we wish or we halt
everything.”
Lebanese Christians are beginning to realise that their role in
giving victory to the Iranian project
over the Saudi project in Lebanon
did not bring them security. They
have seen concrete manifestations
of the aggressive mob mentality of
the Shia protesters and the expression of the unbridled arrogance
prevailing in the Shia camp. An
FPM leader said this uncivilised
behaviour is a slap in the face to the
Shia themselves and cannot be associated with a parliament speaker.

Claude Salhani

Blowing the pain away. A Syrian girl blows bubbles amid the
rubble of destroyed buildings in Daraa in southern Syria.
UNICEF said 59 children were
killed in Syria last month. In
Yemen, 16 children died in
January with UNICEF receiving
reports of casualties on a “daily
basis,” Cappelaere said.
A suicide attack killed three
children in Benghazi, Libya,
where three others died while
playing near an unexploded bomb
that detonated. Other fatalities
included a boy shot near Ramallah
in the West Bank and a child killed
by a bomb in Mosul, Iraq.
Along with those killed in the
conflicts, four children were
among 16 Syrian refugees who
froze to death after fleeing the
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I never really understood wars, although I have
covered several of them as a photojournalist.

I
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t is said that truth is the first
casualty of war. If so, then
children are a close second.
Children find themselves
trapped in the crossfire,
becoming victims in a
conflict they did not choose and
becoming even more vulnerable
when their parents are killed. At
least 83 children were killed in
conflict zones in the Middle East
and North Africa during January,
the UN children’s agency said.
They died in fighting in Iraq,
Libya, the Palestinian territories,
Syria and Yemen, UNICEF said in a
statement. Some children were
killed during suicide attacks.
Geert Cappelaere, UNICEF’s
regional director for the Middle
East and North Africa, called the
deaths “unacceptable” and said
they represented a breach of
international law.
“These children have paid the
highest price for wars that they
have absolutely no responsibility
for. Their lives have been cut
short; their families forever
broken in grief,” he said.
All too often children are
recruited to fight. During the
Iraq-Iran war, in which close to
1 million people died on both
sides, the Iranians would dispatch
young boys to march ahead of the
older fighters, thus clearing
minefields. In exchange the boys
were promised an eternal place in
paradise.
Violent conflicts affect different
children in different ways.
Besides the obvious physical
wounds caused by exchanges of
fire and the unfortunate targeting
of civilians in what the military
calls “collateral damage,” there
are the deep psychological scars
that may take years to diagnose.

Haitham El-Zobaidi, PhD

(AFP)

battle in their country.
Conflicts across the Middle East
and North Africa have taken a
“devastating toll” on children in
the region, Cappelaere said.
“Not hundreds, not thousands
but millions more children in the
Middle East and North Africa
region have their childhood
stolen, maimed for life, traumatised, arrested and detained,
exploited, prevented from going
to school and from getting the
most essential health services;
denied even the basic right to
play,” he said.
Once, while on a radio programme in Washington talking

about war in the Middle East, I
was asked if there would ever be
peace in the Middle East. The host
added: “You have 30 seconds to
reply before we go to commercial
break.” I had half a minute to
round up my nearly 30 years of
experience covering violent
conflicts in the Middle East.
My best effort at a comprehensive reply was as follows: “Yes, I
do believe there will be peace in
the Middle East someday but for
that to happen the antagonists
must have greater love for their
children than the hate they
currently harbour of their enemy.”
I never really understood wars
although I have covered several of
them as a photojournalist before
transitioning into a correspondent
and an analyst. After the birth of
my first child, I understood the
willingness of engaging an enemy
in battle even less. I would be willing to do just about anything to
prevent my son going to fight in a
war. However, what I found to be
quite common in the conflicts I
covered was the ease with which
these children were sent off to do
battle.
The Geneva Conventions, which
set out the laws of conflict, call for
the protection of children during
war. All 193 members of the
United Nations ratified the
conventions. But how many
countries respect the conventions?
Those are depressing statistics
from the Middle East. Those are
unacceptable statistics from the
Middle East. The unacceptable
truth, as told by statistics from
the Middle East, is, as Cappelaere
said: “We collectively continue
failing to stop the war on
children.”
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News & Analysis

Offshore gas field dispute ratchets up
tensions between Israel and Lebanon
The Arab Weekly staff

Beirut

I

srael seems to have decided to
bring tensions with Lebanon
down a notch by indicating it
is open to foreign mediation
in its dispute over the ownership of a gas field on the countries’
border.
Rhetoric has been escalating for
several months between the two
countries, especially regarding
Israel’s concern over heightened
assertiveness of the Lebanese militant group Hezbollah on its border
and increased levels of Iranian influence in its neighbour’s internal
politics.
“We hope for, and are prepared
to move forward on, a diplomatic
resolution to this matter,” Yuval
Steinitz, Israel’s minister of national infrastructure, energy and water
resources, told the Ynet news site
when asked about the Block 9 field,
for which Lebanon issued oil and
gas exploration licences in December.
The flashpoint was provided by
Israeli Defence Minister Avigdor
Lieberman, who, speaking at an
international security conference
at Tel Aviv University on January
31, said: “When they (Lebanese
officials) issue a tender on a gas
field, including Block 9, which by
any standard is ours… this is very,
very challenging and provocative
conduct here.”
“Respectable firms” bidding on
the tender “are, to my mind, making a grave error because this is
contrary to all of the rules and all
protocol in cases like this,” he was
quoted by Reuters as saying.
The Lebanese cabinet originally

approved licences for three international companies to carry out
exploratory drilling off the country’s coast. Under the terms of that
agreement, Italy’s Eni, France’s Total and Russia’s Novatek, which bid
for two of Lebanon’s ten offshore
blocks, would be granted the rights
to determine whether oil and gas
exist within the disputed area.
Lebanese Prime Minister Saad
Hariri called Lieberman’s comments a “blatant provocation that
Lebanon rejects,” saying his claims
were “invalid in form and substance.” Hariri also indicated Beirut’s readiness to follow up “with
the competent international parties to assert its legitimate right to
act in its territorial waters.”
Lebanon is on the Levant Basin in the eastern Mediterranean
where several major gas discoveries, including Israel’s Leviathan
and Tamar fields, have been made
since 2009. For Lebanon, beset by
chronic infrastructure challenges
and host to more than 1 million
refugees, a major find of oil or gas
off its coast would hold great significance for the country’s embattled
economy. However, it raises the
possibility of fuelling tension with
Israel during a period of increased
hostility.
Beirut officials said no legal ambiguity existed over the location of
its maritime frontier. Lebanese Energy Minister Cesar Abi Khalil told
the Associated Press that the United Nations had been informed of
the location of its border after it was
originally demarcated. Irrespective
of any Israeli claims, he said exploration would begin as planned in
2019 and, depending upon what is
discovered, more blocks would be
put forward for tender.
UN spokesman Stephane Dujar-

Defending a right. Lebanon’s Energy Minister Cesar Abi Khalil points to a map as he speaks about the
offshore Block 9 during an interview in Beirut, on February 1. 					
(AP)
ric said: “We’re encouraging everybody to use diplomatic means to
address these issues… We support
the right of both Lebanon and Israel to exploit their maritime resources in accordance with the international law of the sea.”
He added: “We encourage both
countries to continue efforts to address the delimitation of their respective maritime exclusion zones
and the exploration of their natural
resources in a manner that does
not give rise to tensions” but in-

stead “builds confidence through
dividends of cooperation.”
Exacerbating tensions between
the two countries have been
Israel’s plans to construct a wall

For Lebanon, a major
find of oil or gas off its
coast would hold great
significance for the
country’s embattled
economy.

along its Lebanese frontier.
“This wall, if it is built, will be
considered an assault on Lebanese
land,” the secretary-general of
Lebanon’s Higher Defence Council
said in a statement after a meeting
with the country’s senior government and military officials.
“The Higher Defence Council
has given its instructions to confront this aggression to prevent
Israel from building (the wall)
on
Lebanese
territory,”
the
statement said.

Lebanon’s potential missile plants threaten renewed conflict with Israel
Nicholas Blanford

Beirut

I

n the late 1990s, when Hezbollah was battling Israel’s occupation of southern Lebanon,
rumours surfaced that the
militant Shia organisation was
manufacturing short-range Gradstyle rockets in Lebanon to offset
the need to smuggle in Iran-provided rockets from Syria. No evidence
emerged that Hezbollah was building its own rockets and no homemade versions were recorded having been discovered.
However, the subject of a covert
Hezbollah missile production line
in Lebanon resurfaced recently
and brought Israel and its Lebanese
nemesis potentially closer to war
than at any time since the ambiguous cessation of hostilities between
them in 2006.
The topic surfaced last March
when the Kuwaiti newspaper AlJarida suggested that Iran established Hezbollah-operated underground weapons production
facilities in Lebanon, manufacturing rockets with ranges of more than
500km as well as a broad assortment
of guided missiles and explosivecarrying pilotless drones.
Another report claimed the existence of an underground facility near
Hermel in northern Lebanon, producing the Iranian Fateh-110 family
of missiles, and a munitions plant
near Zahrani in southern Lebanon.
In August, Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu warned
that the installation of weapons
production facilities in Syria and
Lebanon was “something that Israel cannot accept.” Shortly thereafter, Israeli jets struck a suspected
missile plant at Syria’s Scientific

Varying ranges. Test firing of Iran’s home-built surface-to-surface
Fateh-110 missile. 				
(Iranian Defence Ministry)
Studies and Research Centre facility near Hama. Two more Syrian facilities were struck in the following
three months.
Israel has been attacking targets
in Syria associated with Hezbollah
since 2013, mainly arms convoys
en route to the Lebanese border or
storage facilities holding weapons
destined for the Lebanese party. The
alleged decision to manufacture
missiles in Lebanon was considered
an Iranian attempt to evade the air
strikes.
Israeli media reports said warn-

ings issued in the summer had deterred Iran from establishing missile
production sites but the Israeli air
strikes against Iran-affiliated locations in Syria may have prompted
a rethink by Iran. Since the end of
January, Israeli military and government officials have revived the
allegations of missile building and
significantly intensified the scale of
their warnings.
Israeli military spokesman Brigadier-General Ronen Manelis wrote
an article published, unusually, in
several Arabic language platforms

that accused Iran of turning Lebanon into “one big missile factory.”
“It’s no longer about transfers of
arms, money or advice,” he wrote.
“De facto, Iran has opened a new
branch, the Lebanon branch — Iran
is here… Iran and Hezbollah are currently trying to build a precision
missile factory.”
If the reports of weapons production facilities in Lebanon are true, it
remains unclear exactly what is being built or assembled and therefore
the level of technical sophistication
and logistics required.
“It really depends on what weapons [the Israelis] are talking about,”
said Jeremy Binnie, the Middle East
and Africa editor of Jane’s Defence
Weekly. “If this is just a case of putting warheads on standard artillery
rockets, then that could be done anywhere. However, if they are manufacturing motors and warheads for
large-calibre rocket artillery and
missiles from scratch, then that will
require a large facility.”
Typically, weapons storage and
manufacturing facilities in Syria
follow a distinct pattern discernible to anyone who cares to search
on Google Earth. However, within
Lebanon, subject to daily reconnaissance flyovers by the Israeli Air
Force, whatever facilities that might
exist are more likely to be underground and hidden from overt surveillance.
Israeli reports suggest that the
suspected facilities in Lebanon are
intended to equip existing missiles
with improved guidance systems.
There are numerous versions of the
Fateh-110 missile with varying payloads, ranges and flight trajectories.
Some versions are modular, meaning the components could be more
easily smuggled into Lebanon, assembled at secret plants and fitted
with guidance systems.

“It might be an upgrade process
for something like existing Tishreen
missiles [the Syrian version of the
Fateh-110], with improved Iranian
guidance systems for example, or
perhaps turning existing Maysaloun
heavy rockets into missiles by adding guidance systems,” said Binnie.
“If so, that probably wouldn’t involve a great deal of plant and could
possibly be done at existing storage
sites.”
The intensity of Israeli warnings
is clearly intended to unnerve the
Lebanese in general, compel Iran
and Hezbollah to reconsider the
wisdom of building missile plants
in Lebanon and galvanise the international community — the United
States, Russia and Europe — to act to
prevent another conflagration in the
Middle East.
However, Israel has no desire to
go to war knowing that the scale
of fighting would dwarf the 2006
conflict. Naftali Bennett, Israel’s
hawkish education minister, acknowledged recently that a military
clash with Hezbollah could “lead
to damage to the Israeli home front
the likes of which we have not seen
since the War of Independence [in
1948].”
Similarly, Hezbollah is in no rush
to go to war for much the same reasons as the Israelis.
However, if the existence of suspected missile facilities in Lebanon
is found to be true, and Iran and
Hezbollah move ahead with the
project, will Israel conclude it has
no choice but to attack them even
at the risk of triggering a devastating war?
Nicholas Blanford is the author
of “Warriors of God: Inside
Hezbollah’s Thirty-Year Struggle
Against Israel” (Random House
2011).
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Wiretapping allegations cause
new embarrassment to Abbas
Mamoon Alabbasi

London

A

llegations that Palestinian Authority officials,
with the help of the
US Central Intelligence
Agency, eavesdropped
on rivals and allies of Palestinian
President Mahmoud Abbas led to
high-profile figures suing the Palestinian government.
Former Palestinian intelligence
chief Tawfiq Tirawi and bar association head Jawad Obeidat said they
were seeking legal action against
the Palestinian Authority (PA) after
a 37-page anonymous document,
reportedly leaked by a whistleblower, revealed they had been
victims of a wiretapping operation
said to have been set up in 2014.
PA officials dismissed the authenticity of the document, with
one security spokesman branding it
as “nonsense.”
Obeidat and Tirawi said they believed the document to be accurate.
“I made these phone calls and this
is evidence that the leaked report is
true,” Obeidat told the Associated
Press.
Tirawi told Ma’an news agency
that the wiretapping was carried
out illegally. He told al-Quds al-Arabi newspaper that, from 1994-2008
when he was head of Palestinian
intelligence, wiretapping was only
allowed after receiving permission
from the public prosecutor.
Speaking to Sky News Arabia,
he said he filed a lawsuit against
the Palestinian telecom company
Jawwal over its suspected collusion

with the security services in the alleged eavesdropping.
Adli Shaban Hasan Sadeq, former Palestinian ambassador to India, Algeria and Romania, said the
wiretapping was meant to give Abbas an advantage over his political
rivals and did not serve a security
purpose.

The outrage over the
wiretapping
allegations could cast
doubt on the sincerity
of Abbas’s diplomatic
push for statehood.
“They want to know if the respectable lawmaker Yahya Shamiya
has travelled with his wife or on his
own… if they pass on this information to the enemy (Israel), the enemy will rebuke them: ‘How petty
and silly you are, that’s not what
we want of you’,” wrote Sadeq in an
opinion article on the Palestinian
website Ahwal el-Belad.
“These people (alleged eavesdroppers) are despised by Palestinians and Israelis alike,” wrote Sadeq.
“The vast majority of Palestinians
who work in the public domain behave with the assumption that their
conversations are being recorded.”
Palestinian officials sought to
downplay the scale of such operations.
“Wiretapping operations are conducted but in very narrow contexts
and targeting people suspected of
security breaches or criminal offences,” a Palestinian security service official told Al-Monitor on con-

dition of anonymity.
Commentators said the legal case
against the government was unlikely to make serious progress.
“The public prosecutor in the
West Bank works under political directions, not legal ones,” Abdul Sattar Qassem, a Palestinian university
professor who had been arrested on
a number of charges, including insulting the president, told the website felesteen.ps.
Although the outcry may hit a
legal dead end, the allegations are
likely to cause political embarrassment for Abbas domestically. They
would likely demonstrate that security coordination with the United
States has continued despite disagreement between the Palestinian
leader and Washington over the
Trump administration’s recognition of Jerusalem as Israel’s capital.
The purported leaker of the document, who remains anonymous,
said they recently quit their job
because they objected to the continued US-Palestinian sharing of
intelligence.
Abbas is to address the UN Security Council on February 20. He is
expected to criticise US President
Donald Trump’s policy on Jerusalem and the stalled Middle East
peace process in general.
The United States said it was withholding $65 million of a planned
$125 million funding instalment for
the UN agency tasked with helping
Palestinian refugees. Abbas reiterated that the United States cannot
impose a peace deal on the Palestinians. “This is our pen and we are
the only ones to sign,” he said.
The Palestinian leader appears to
be searching for alternatives to the

New concerns. Palestinian Authority President Mahmoud Abbas at a
meeting in the West Bank city of Ramallah, on February 3.
(AFP)
United States in the peace process,
looking for support from the United
Nations, the European Union and
Russia. He is to meet with Russian
President Vladimir Putin to discuss
a possible new mediation mechanism to replace the Middle East
Quartet.
Abbas is also scheduled to meet
with Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi in an apparent bid to
dissuade New Delhi, a traditional

ally of the Palestinians, from siding
with Israel, following a recent visit
by Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin
Netanyahu to India.
The outrage over the wiretapping allegations, especially as they
are perceived to be conducted for
domestic political purposes with
the support of the United States,
could cast doubt on the sincerity of Abbas’s diplomatic push
for statehood.

Israeli military courts expose Palestinian minors to undue torment
Razan Shamallakh

London

R

ights activists accused
Israel of systematically
prosecuting young Palestinians in military courts,
exposing them to undue
torment. The activists argue that the
case of Palestinian teenager Ahed
Tamimi is an example that drew
media attention but the problem is
widespread.
An Israeli military judge ruled that
Tamimi, 17, from the West Bank village of Nabi Saleh, was to be held in
custody during her trial despite calls
from human rights groups for her
release.
She was arrested during an overnight raid on her home after a video went viral showing her hitting
two Israeli soldiers. Shortly before,
Tamimi’s 15-year-old cousin Mohammed was shot in the face with
a rubber bullet. Tamimi has been indicted on charges including assault,
incitement and stone-throwing.
Her case received international
media attention and even in Israel
commentators have frequently discussed how her case should be handled. However, the discussions have
rarely shed light on the number of
Palestinian minors going through
similar ordeals.
The Defence for Children International-Palestine (DCIP) said Israel
prosecutes 500-700 children in military courts each year.
“Ill-treatment starts from the moment of arrest, as the overwhelming
majority of Palestinian children arrested by Israeli forces in the West
Bank have their hands tied and eyes
blindfolded, while three out of four
experience some form of physical
violence during arrest or prior to or
during interrogation,” DCIP said in a
2016 report.
“Many children are arrested in the
middle of the night, and in many
cases the children and their parents

are not informed of the reasons for
arrest or the charges against them.
There is no official notification process to inform parents where their
child will be or has been taken by
the Israeli military. Parents are not
allowed to accompany their child,”
DCIP representative Ruba Awadallah
said.
DCIP figures indicate that of approximately 600 Palestinian children detained by Israeli forces and
prosecuted in military courts from
2012-16, 72% experienced physical
violence following arrest, usually
being pushed, slapped, punched,
kicked or struck with a soldier’s helmet or rifle. Once a child is in Israeli
military custody, almost all of them
— 95% — have their hands restrained
with plastic cords and 85% of them
are blindfolded.
Awadallah said nearly half of the
children are forced to sit on the metal floor of military vehicles “where
they are subjected to physical violence and verbal abuse.”
“One child said in sworn testimony that the Israeli soldiers placed
very loud music in Hebrew against

his ear during the transfer and he
heard beeping sounds in his ears a
few days after the incident,” Awadallah said.

In 2017,

DCIP documented 26
cases involving the
solitary confinement of
Palestinian children in the
Israeli detention system.
Specifically, during the first 24-48
hours after arrest children are subjected to some form of physical violence and verbal abuse, humiliation,
or intimidation, the DCIP report “No
Way to Treat a Child” said.
It cited 15-year-old Tareq, from
Al-Arroub refugee camp, who was
accused of throwing stones by Israeli soldiers: “One of them started
barking in my ears, while another
shouted: ‘Are you a man? You’re not a
man,” the report quoted him saying.
Tareq was blindfolded and hand-

Undue torment. Israeli police arrest a young Palestinian during
clashes in the West Bank city of Bethlehem, last April.
(AP)

cuffed and forced to sit on the
ground of an observation tower for
90 minutes. He said he was kicked
and insulted. Tareq was transferred
to Etzion interrogation and detention centre and denied the right to
have a parent present or consult a
lawyer. He was detained overnight
and denied food and water when he
requested it, the report said.
“Interrogation techniques in the
Israeli military detention system
are generally mentally and physically coercive, frequently incorporating a mix of intimidation, threats
and physical violence with a clear
purpose of obtaining a confession,”
the report stated. Awadallah said
that 62% of the cases of young Palestinians DCIP documented in 2017
suffered verbal abuse and intimidation.
Additionally, 66.4% of children
were not properly informed of their
rights, including the right to remain
silent and to consult with an attorney prior to questioning. Children
are usually ordered to sign a form
printed in Arabic and Hebrew that
states they have been informed of
their rights. However, children have
reported not properly understanding
the form or not being allowed time to
read the entire form. After they have
signed the form, Israeli authorities
have denied the children access to
the rights described therein.
In 2017, DCIP documented 26
cases involving the solitary confinement of Palestinian children in the
Israeli detention system. The average time spent in solitary confinement was 12 days. The use of isolation for Palestinian child detainees
is usually for interrogation purposes
to obtain a confession and/or gather
intelligence on other individuals.
Many organisations have documented the numbers of Palestinian
detainees throughout 2017. It was
found that the Israeli occupation
forces detained 6,742 Palestinians
from the West Bank and Gaza Strip.
“We’ve seen a huge spike in arrests of children over the past

month. There have been 500 arrests
since [US President Donald] Trump’s
declaration on Jerusalem and the
current figure of children in prison is
350,” said Dawoud Yusef, representative of Addameer, the Prisoner Support and Human Rights Association.
“In the extreme cases we’ve seen
threats of sexual violence against
family members,” he said.
The right to education is not
granted to children detained by
Israeli forces.
“For security prisoners there’s no
duty to provide education within
the prisons. We see the children who
don’t come from good backgrounds
really get thrown into the meat
grinder when released from prison,
it stunts and traumatises children,”
Yusef said.
“Israeli authorities have restricted
the types of formal classes available
to just a couple of subjects, namely
Arabic and math. All sciences are
prohibited because of ‘security concerns.’ The quality of education offered is inadequate and does not
prepare children to return to school
after release. The education does not
follow the Palestinian curriculum,
therefore once they are released
most have to repeat the academic
year,” DCIP said.
Israel denies systematic mistreatment of Palestinian minors and says
it does not condone any individual
cases of wrongdoing. Israel has previously said that it does not often
open an investigation into claims
of abuse of minors based on statements from rights groups, insisting
that a formal complaint must be filed
to the relevant authorities.
Israeli officials have frequently
dismissed similar reports on Palestinian minors as biased or untrue,
accusing rights groups of seeking to
generate negative publicity against
Israel’s military and security forces.
Razan Shamallakh has a master’s
degree in Conflict Resolution
in Divided Societies at King’s
College London.
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Threats of boycott, fears
of low voter turnout
engulf Egypt election
Amr Emam

Cairo

E

gyptian President Abdel
Fattah al-Sisi’s defiant
warning against disrupting Egypt’s security and
stability is being seen
as a direct response to calls for a
boycott of the country’s upcoming election and fears of low voter
turnout.
Speaking at ceremonies 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.
Sisi threatened to seek “another mandate” directly from the
Egyptian people. Analysts said
that could lead to millions of Sisi’s
supporters taking to the streets to
blunt criticisms of the election process.
“There is extreme worry among
opposition figures who think the
noose is being tightened around
them,” said Khaled Dawoud, the
head of the opposition Al-Dostour
Party. “We think the worst can happen in the coming few days.”
Al-Dostour is part of the Civil
Democratic Movement (CDM), a
coalition of liberal and left-wing
parties that has explicitly called
for a boycott of the election. The
Egyptian Social Democratic Party,
the Socialist Popular Alliance Party
and the Nasserist Karama Current,
other members of the CDM, have
backed the boycott.

V iewpoint

Hany Ghoraba

is an Egyptian political and
counterterrorism analyst and
author of “Egypt’s Arab Spring
and the Long and Winding Road to
Democracy.”

If Sisi is the safest
bet for 2018, what
of 2022, when
his second term
as president
would end?

The “Stay at Home” campaign requested that voters remain at home
during the March 26-28 vote and
participate in a nationwide strike.
The CDM described Sisi’s comments as an attempt “to spread fear
among Egyptian voters… [and] undermine the integrity of the electoral competition.”
“Clearing the political space of
candidates in the name of preserving security is unconstitutional and
does not promote security,” the
CDM statement added.
Many well-known political figures have backed the campaign,
including
former
presidential
hopefuls Khalid Ali, a human rights
lawyer, and former MP Mohamed
Anwar Sadat.
Only one candidate will be running against Sisi. Moussa Mostafa
Moussa, the chairman of the centrist El-Ghad Party, was a Sisi supporter before deciding to run for
president.

The “Stay at Home”
campaign requested
that voters remain at
home during the
March 26-28 vote
and participate in a
nationwide strike.
The call for boycotting the vote
came a day after the deadline
passed for submitting applications
to file as a candidate in the presidential election.
Many criticised the boycott campaign, particularly considering the
involvement of Ali and Sadat, who
withdrew from the election after
saying it was difficult to meet the
requirements to register. Presi-

dential candidates must file the
endorsements of at least 20 MPs
or 25,000 citizens from at least 15
governorates, with at least 1,000
endorsements from each governorate.
“Some political forces, both inside and outside Egypt, want to
destroy this country,” said Tarek
Fahmi, a political science professor
at Cairo University, who is a member of Sisi’s presidential campaign
team. “This is why the president
says he would seek public approval
to take measures to prevent this,”
Fahmi said.
In July 2013, Sisi, then minister
of defence, asked for a “popular
mandate” to take measures against
what he described as “potential
terrorism.” Millions of Egyptians
took to the streets, resulting in the
ouster of Islamist President Muhammad Morsi. Sisi’s comments
that he could seek “another mandate” were viewed as a reference to
those events.
“We have hopes that the measures the president talks about do
not take us to yet a higher level of
repression,” Dawoud said.
A CDM statement declared: “We
affirm that states are not run by
mandates and the mobilisation of
supporters in orchestrated gatherings but rather by constitutions
and respect for freedoms.”
Sisi explicitly called for high voter turnout in the election to counter appearances of voter apathy.
The CDM’s boycott call, which
could result in historic low voter
turnout in a post-January 25 revolution election, has urged some
members of parliament to act.
MP Mohamed Abdel Azeem said
the boycott calls could cause international embarrassment for Egypt.

Troubled waters. Khaled Dawoud, the head of Al-Dostour Party,
speaks during a news conference on the Egyptian opposition in
Cairo, on January 30. 					
(AFP)
“This is why some action must be
taken to prevent this boycott from
happening,” he said. “This action
can be a legislative one.”
Before the 2014 presidential
vote, judges overseeing the electoral process threatened to fine
voters who failed to show up at
polling stations. Still, voter turnout was just 47.5% of Egypt’s
54 million registered voters, the
Supreme Election Committee said.
This year, 58 million voters have
the right to vote in the presidential
election but, with Sisi’s re-election
almost guaranteed, there is a sense
that voter turnout could be lower.
This is why people have started
to act, including pro-Sisi lawyers

who have lodged legal complaints
against opposition figures.
A complaint was filed in the
northern coastal city of Alexandria
accusing the opposition of inciting the public against the Egyptian
state, spreading frustration among
the public and scaring investors
away.
“I expect the prosecution to
summon us for interrogation on
the charges levelled against us in
these complaints,” Dawoud said.
“We are not manipulating the public but we think the election will be
a mere show.”
Amr Emam is a Cairo-based
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

For most Egyptians, security and economic
growth issues trump other considerations

T

he age-old argument
of democracy versus
stability seems settled
for most Egyptians in
favour of stability ahead
of the country’s presidential election in March. It is likely
to yield the same result as in 2014
— a landslide victory for President
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi.
Few Egyptians admit to as much
enthusiasm about the March
election as in 2012 or even in 2014
when Sisi was first elected. For
most, however, security and steady
economic growth trump other
considerations, not least freedom
of speech.
This pragmatism is the product
of the events of 2011 and 2013. A
national uprising, begun in January
2011 by idealistic young Egyptians,
was hijacked by Islamists. The
Muslim Brotherhood managed the
country’s takeover in record time.
Fortunately, its way of thinking
could not be hidden once it took
charge of the country.
This triggered the June 30, 2013,
revolt against Muslim Brotherhood
rule. It was perhaps the first time
in modern history that an Islamist regime was ousted by means of
massive organised protests.
Both uprisings took their toll on
Egypt. Businesses, tourism, the
stock market and other sectors
suffered losses conservatively
estimated by Egyptian economists
of at least $100 billion.
These losses were huge for a
country struggling before June

Expecting a win. A supporter of Egyptian President Abdel Fattah
al-Sisi holds a poster with his image in front of the National
Election Authority in Cairo, on January 29. 		
(Reuters)
2013 to push a development
agenda. Egypt’s international debt
is double that of 2011 and the debt
looks likely to rise because of the
$25 billion nuclear power deal with
Russia.
The Egyptian currency is at onethird of its 2011 value. Prices are
nearly four times what they were
but salaries are at the same level.
Egyptians labour under the twin
burdens of record inflation rates
and lack of opportunities.
The inflation rate, which soared
to more than 35% in July 2017,
dropped to 22.3% by year-end but

that’s still extremely high. Egyptian news portal Masrawy reported
that the government is expected
to raise the price of electricity, gas
and fuel this year with knock-on
effects on foodstuffs and other
commodities.
Higher utility prices are the
result of the deal struck between
the Egyptian government and the
International Monetary Fund as
part of its economic reform plan.
Egyptians, however, are feeling the
effects of inflation. Subsidies on
bread and other basics go
only so far.

Unsurprisingly, the fear is that
political change could lead to
higher inflation rates and fewer
certainties. Sisi wins on those
counts, if no other.
That said, all is not doom and
gloom in Sisi’s Egypt. The president has adopted effective energy
policies and Egypt is moving
towards energy self-sufficiency.
The government has promised
two expensive ventures — a new
administrative capital and Suez
Canal development. Also, the tourism sector is gradually improving,
ending 2017 with a 54% jump over
2016 to 8.3 million tourists visiting
the Egypt, a government official
told Reuters.
If Sisi is the safest bet for 2018,
what of 2022, when his second
term as president would end?
It may seem a rather long way
off but the response to projections
for 2022 is telling. Egyptians seem
to believe a lot less in more change
leading to better things. They
seem largely inclined to repose
faith in the military rather than in
politicians.
Unless the situation changes
drastically in the next four years,
Egyptians are likely to favour a
leader with a military background
so long as he promises the same
levels of security and stability
they’ve come to expect.
Clearly, in a decade of uprisings
and change, Egyptians have come
to fear more change. The next
great revolution for Egypt would
be for the freedom from fear.
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British tourists returning to Tunisia after security improvements
Lamine Ghanmi
Tunis

T

he British government
gave tourists the green
light to resume travelling
to Tunisia, having concluded that the North African country had made significant
improvements to security conditions, particularly in tourist areas.
UK Minister of State for Security
Ben Wallace, at the end of a 3-day
trip to Tunisia, said: “It has been
really impressive what I have seen
over the last few days. I look forward to the fact there is going to be
lots more British people coming in
the next few weeks.”
Tunisian Foreign Minister Khemaies Jhinaoui said the United
Kingdom’s assessment of Tunisia’s
security conditions would have a
“very positive” effect on the tourism industry.
“Wallace visited several locations
where he noted strengthened security measures around sensitive areas and tourist areas to prepare for
the arrivals and stays of tourists in
better conditions,” Jhinaoui said.
Britain’s updated travel advice
is good news for an industry that
seems to be rebounding. Tourist arrivals to Tunisia, which plummeted
after terrorist attacks in 2015, improved 32.5% in 2017 compared to
the previous year and totalled 7.5
million people, government figures
stated. The World Tourism Organisation ranked Tunisia’s leisure industry the fifth most rapidly expanding in the world in 2017.
Tourism has historically been a
major driver of Tunisia’s economy,
bringing in needed foreign currency
and employing thousands. In 2014,
Tunisia earned around $2 billion in
tourism revenue.
That changed in June 2015 when
an Islamic State gunman killed 38
people — mostly British tourists —
in the resort town of Sousse. That
attack, along with one in March
on the Bardo National Museum

in Tunis that claimed 22 lives that
year, prompted London to advise
against “all but essential travel” to
the country, resulting in a marked
decline in the number of British and
European visitors.
In the first quarter of 2016, the
number of tourists to Tunisia
dropped 21.5% compared to the
same period the year before. British
arrivals fell even more dramatically, down to 8,000 in the first three
months of 2016 versus 190,000 during the same period the year before.
The British government lifted its
travel warning for most regions of
Tunisia in 2017 and Thomas Cook, a
leading tour operator, announced it
would start flying British tourists to
Tunisia as of mid-February.
The news came as a relief to the
Tunisian government, which has
struggled against high inflation
rates, unemployment, dwindling
hard currency resources and a stagnant economy.
There have been mass protests
over unemployment in the southern region of Gafsa, which paralysed
phosphate production, resulting in
huge losses for one of the country’s
most lucrative sectors.
“The phosphate production is being halted 100% since January 20,”
said junior Energy and Mining Minister Hachem Hmidi.
Tunisia was once one of the
world’s largest producers of phosphate but its market share fell
sharply after strikes and protests
following the 2011 uprising that
toppled former President Zine elAbidine Ben Ali.
Tunisia received more bad news
February 7 when the European Union listed it as a third-party country
with “strategic deficiencies in (its)
anti-money laundering and terrorism financing regime.”
Economists warned the determination could undermine Tunisia’s
credibility and hinder foreign investment at a time when the country is preparing to sell 1 billion euros
($1.22 billion) worth of bonds to finance its budget deficit.
Following the EU blacklisting,

Welcome news. UK Minister of State for Security Ben Wallace (L) speaks with Tunisian Foreign
Minister Khemaies Jhinaoui in Tunis, on February 2.				
(Tunisian Foreign Ministry)
Tunisian Prime Minister Youssef
Chahed submitted a proposal to dismiss Central Bank of Tunisia Governor Chedly Ayari.
Tunisian financial expert Ezzedine Saidane said the EU action would
have “serious repercussions” for

It has been really
impressive what I
have seen over the
last few days.
UK Minister of State for
Security Ben Wallace

Tunisia’s economy.
“Each foreigner eyeing investment in Tunisia would be subject in
his home country of suspicions of
money laundering and the motives
of his investments will be questioned,” Saidane said.
On the security front, Tunisia has
been on the offensive against jihadists since early 2016, when officials
dismantled numerous extremist
cells across the country.
On January 20, a Tunisian special
operations unit killed two commanders of Okba Ibn Nafaa, al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb’s (AQIM)
Tunisian branch, outside Sbeitla,
near the Algerian border.
“We are achieving great progress in the fight against extremist
groups,” Interior Ministry spokesman Khalifa Chibani said.

Interior Minister Lotfi Brahem
told parliament 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.
Tunisia has strengthened cooperation with Algeria on counterterrorism matters to shield the Sahel
from spillover from the conflict in
neighbouring Libya.
Algerian special forces killed
eight AQIM commanders in the
mountainous eastern region of
Khenchela. The late January operation came after Tunisian and Algerian security services shared intelligence and monitoring capabilities,
security officials said.
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis.

Honouring monks killed more than 20 years ago
reopens painful chapter of Algeria’s bloody civil war
Stephen Quillen

Tunis

N

ineteen monks and
nuns killed during the
Algerian civil war have
been recognised as
“martyrs” by the Roman Catholic Church, a step ahead
of beatification. The long-awaited
move, more than 20 years after the
religious figures’ death, reopens
a painful chapter of Algeria’s civil
war but highlights the important
role of French monastic life in the
country’s history.

On March 27, 1996,
the GIA broke into
the monastery and
kidnapped seven of
the nine monks.
“Honouring the 19 Christian martyrs means paying homage to the
memory of all those who gave their
life in Algeria during those dark
years… for their country and for
their faith,” Trappist priest Thomas
Georgeon told Mondo e Missione,
the official magazine of the Pontifical Institute for Foreign Missions.
Among those declared martyrs
on January 24 were Bishop Pierre
Lucien Claverie of Oran and seven
monks of Tibhirine, Cistercian
Trappists who were captured by Islamic extremists in 1996 and whose
story was told in the 2010 film “Of
Gods and Men.”

The monks — Dom Christian de
Cherge, Brother Luc (born Paul
Dochier), Father Christophe (Lebreton), Brother Michel (Fleury),
Father Bruno (born Christian
Lemarchand),
Father
Celestin
(Ringeard) and Brother Paul (FavreMiville) — lived in Atlas Abbey near
Medea. There they prayed, worked
in the fields and provided services
to the predominantly Muslim community. Their Trappist monastery
was one of the few remaining in a
foreign land.
Modern European history Professor Darcie Fontaine, of the University of South Florida, wrote that the
monks’ presence in Tibhirine “in
many ways represents the ideal of
the Christian presence in Algeria after independence.”
“The monks lived very humbly
and they served the community directly,” wrote Fontaine in “Decolonizing Christianity: Religion and
the End of Empire in France and
Algeria.” “Brother Luc continued
to see up to 50 patients a day in the
monastery clinic until the day he
was kidnapped.”
As the civil war raged in the mid1990s, Algeria became an increasingly hostile ground for religious
minorities and foreigners, who
were frequently targeted by Islamic
extremists.
In May 1994, a Catholic priest and
nun were killed in a library in Algiers. Later that year, four Catholic
priests were killed in a presbytery
in Tizi Ouzou, about 100km southeast of Algiers. The Armed Islamic
Group of Algeria (GIA), an Islamist

Due homage. A monk looks at seven statues made by artist Anne
Deltour of the Tibhirine monks killed in Algeria more than 20
years ago in the garden of the Archdiocese in Lyon.
(AFP)
insurgency that was battling the
Algerian government, took responsibility for the attacks, as well as
others against foreign workers and
clergy.
Despite the reports, as well as
calls from the Algerian government
for the monks to depart, they unanimously decided to stay.
“The monks of Tibhirine were
extremely sensitive to the responsibility on their shoulders,” wrote
Fontaine in “Decolonizing Christianity.” “… If they left… it would
look as though Christianity deserted Algeria in its time of need… In
addition… they knew that the military would take over the monastery
and the villagers would be swept
into the violence of war.”
On March 27, 1996, the GIA broke

into the monastery and kidnapped
seven of the nine monks. Their
heads were discovered two months
later but their bodies were never
found.
The GIA claimed responsibility
for the men’s death but recent reports cast doubt on that version of
events, with some accusing the Algerian government of being behind
their killings.
French Judge Marc Trevidic reopened an investigation into their
case in 2010 but it has faced delays
due to a lack of cooperation from
authorities.
Regardless of the events surrounding their death, the monks
represent a Christian tradition that
has a long and complicated history
in Algeria.

Christianity was introduced to
North Africa by the Romans in the
first and second centuries and it
quickly spread across the region.
By the end of the fifth century,
some historians estimate, parts of
Algeria were likely fully Christian.
Saint Augustine of Hippo, a leading Christian writer and theologian
whose work “City of God” is a seminal text of Catholic theology, was a
Berber from Algeria.
After the Islamic conquest in the
seventh century, Christianity was
all but eradicated in Algeria until the era of French colonisation
when it was reintroduced through
conquest.
But as the martyrs’ lives attest,
Christian communities left complicated legacies, many of which involved deep sacrifice and service to
those around them. Many missionaries, clergy and monastics contributed generously to charitable causes, while opening schools, medical
centres and workshops during Algeria’s post-independence era.
As for the monks of Tibhirine,
“Each one of them has been a genuine witness of the love of Christ,
of dialogue, of openness to others,
of friendship and loyalty to the
Algerian people,” said Georgeon.
The date of their beatification has
yet to be announced but bishops
said they hope it will take place in
Algeria, said Georgeon, where the
monks’ legacy remains a source of
inspiration and unity.
Stephen Quillen is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis.
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Acrimony flares up ahead of visits
by top American officials to Turkey
Thomas Seibert

Washington

A

s tensions between
the United States and
Turkey over Syria rise
ahead of visits by top US
officials to Ankara and
Istanbul, Turkish leaders are pointing out their close cooperation with
Russia.
The pro-government Turkish
media said the United States has
become an “enemy” as Ankara’s
troops push into the Afrin region
of north-western Syria to drive out
Kurdish rebels allied with Washington. Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan accused the Americans
of lying to their NATO partner and
prepared for another summit on
Syria with the presidents of Russia and Iran after an initial trilateral
meeting last November.
In Afrin, Turkish Army units are
fighting members of the Peoples’
Protection Units (YPG), a SyrianKurdish militia seen as a terrorist
group by Ankara but as a partner in
the fight against the Islamic State
(ISIS) by Washington.
Concerned about the widening
Turkish-US rift, the Trump administration is sending two top officials
to Turkey. US Secretary of State
Rex Tillerson, going to Ankara, and
national security adviser H.R. McMaster, headed for Istanbul, are to
be in the country within a few days
of each other.
Analysts said Tillerson and McMaster should brace for tough rhetoric in their meetings with Turkish
officials. “In Ankara, it’s better to
be a Russian official than a NATO
ally these days,” said Aykan Erdemir, a senior fellow at the Washington think-tank Foundation for
Defense of Democracies (FDD) and
a former Turkish lawmaker. Turkey
needs Russia’s permission for its
operation in Afrin, he said.
In a survey by the Optimar polling institute, almost 72% of Turkish
respondents described themselves
as “anti-US,” and another 22.7%
said they were “partially anti-US.”
The poll said 62.1% of Turks asked
said they favoured closer ties between their country and Russia.
Optimar’s head, Hilmi Dasdemir,
told the government-run Anadolu

V iewpoint

Yavuz Baydar

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

Although its Syria
policy is at best
wobbly, the
Pentagon seems to
be weighing in
more forcefully
than before.

Turbulence ahead. US national security adviser H.R. McMaster listens as he sits between White
House economic adviser Gary Cohn (L), Secretary of State Rex Tillerson and Vice-President Mike
Pence (R) during a joint news conference at the White House in Washington, last January.
(Reuters)
news agency that anti-US sentiments had never run higher.
Erdogan is doing little to break
the trend. During a trip to Italy,
the Turkish leader said former US
President Barack Obama had “lied”
to Turkey by promising a YPG retreat from the northern Syrian city
of Manbij. Despite the assurances,
the YPG is still in Manbij. “Unfortunately, Obama lied to us in this
respect,” Erdogan said, adding that
the Trump administration was “apparently going in the same direction.”
Ankara called on the United
States to withdraw its soldiers from
Manbij, which could become the
next target of Turkey’s military operation in Syria. Washington said

its personnel will stay where they
are.
Two high-ranking US generals recently met with Kurdishled troops in Manbij. “We’re very
proud of our positions here and
we want to make sure everybody
knows it,” US Army Major-General
Jamie Jarrard, commander of US
Special Operations in Iraq and

In a survey by the
Optimar polling
institute, almost 72%
of Turkish respondents
described themselves
as “anti-US.”

Syria, said during the visit,
New York Times reported.
US Army Lieutenant-General
Paul Funk, commander of the USled coalition against ISIS, issued a
thinly veiled warning to Turkey:
“You hit us, we will respond aggressively. We will defend ourselves.”
The pro-government newspaper
Yeni Safak said Funk had “threatened” Turkey and the Englishlanguage Daily Sabah commented
that US generals were “turning into
warlords in Syria.”
As Tillerson and McMaster prepared to face their Turkish colleagues in an increasingly hostile
atmosphere, a debate about the
origin of a YPG missile showed the
extent of Turkey’s distrust towards

the United States. The missile in
question destroyed a Turkish tank
in northern Syria and killed five
Turkish soldiers on February 3.
Erdogan said it is too early to
say something about the type and
source of the missile. Turkish media reported that the missile was a
Russia-type Konkurs but that did
not stop the pro-government media from pinning the blame for the
death of the soldiers on the United
States.
Yeni Safak reported that the
Konkurs missiles were part of US
weapons supplies for the YPG, adding that the shoulder-fired missiles
used to down a Russian fighter jet
over Syria’s Idlib province on February 3 also came from the United
States. Washington denied supplying those weapons to armed groups
in Syria.
“The YPG has repeatedly used
Russia-made anti-tank missile
9M113 Konkurs against Turkish
targets in Afrin,” Erdemir wrote via
e-mail. “Turkey’s pro-government
media, however, [have] been quick
to put the blame on the US and
made repeated calls for closing the
Incirlik Airbase in retaliation, conveniently covering up the Russian
connection. This shows that the
Turkish government’s priority is
maintaining cordial relations with
Moscow even if it requires smearing its NATO ally Washington.”
Incirlik Airbase in southern Turkey is used to stage attacks on ISIS
targets in Syria by fighter jets of a
US-led international coalition.
Following the downing of the
Russian jet in Idlib, Turkey used its
ties to Islamic rebels in the region
to return the remains of the Russian pilot, Major Roman Filipov,
to Russia. Filipov reportedly killed
himself with a hand grenade to
avoid being captured. Moscow said
Russian military intelligence took
Filipov’s body back “in cooperation
with Turkish colleagues.”
Turkish pronouncements against
the United States are also connected to the country’s election calendar, Erdemir said. “Washington is a
convenient whipping boy in Turkish politics and anti-Americanism
will continue to be the cornerstone
of Erdogan’s re-election strategy in
the run-up to 2019 elections” when
Turks choose a new president,
Erdemir wrote.

Turkey-US rupture ever more likely

T

he plot thickens as
Turkey prepares to
mark the first full
month of its incursion
into northern Syria’s
Kurdish enclave of
Afrin. Perhaps it was the Turkish operation that completed the
picture of a four-dimensional,
open-ended war game but Syria’s
reality is becoming ever more
complex.
The interests of multiple actors
are coming into conflict. None can
claim to determine what happens
next. Meanwhile, it’s safe to say
the Syrian conflict suffers from a
pronounced disconnect between
players’ words and deeds.
Foreign policy expert Dimitar
Bechev, writing for Ahval online,
quoted a Human Rights Watch
analyst: “If this is de-escalation, I
would hate to imagine what escalation looks like.”
It’s hard to disagree. Hostilities
involve at least seven different
armed forces and militia groups.
Fighting intensifies without warning, leading to unknown numbers
of civilian casualties. Reports
of them in Afrin have been so
disturbing that even hard-line
Turkish Army officers, such as

the former Chief of General Staff
Ilker Basbug, suggest the need for
greater care.
The Syrian regime’s motivation
is transparent — survival — but
the intentions of the other actors
in the Syrian theatre are not clear
and Ankara’s actions are most
puzzling of all.
Turkey is neither a game
changer nor the one that sets the
rules of the game. The incursion is limited by Russia and the
United States, both on land and in
the air. Then there is the further
contradiction of Turkey having a
foot in two camps: It is with NATO
and that coalition and it is with
Russia, Iran and the Astana peace
process. It is a risky juggling act.
Russia has chosen to be ambiguous about the Syrian Kurds but it’s
unclear if Turkey-US relations will
remain resilient despite the clash
of strategic interests. The tensions
between Turkey and America
have been apparent for some time
but they escalated after Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
demanded that US forces pull out
from Manbij.
What is the root cause of the
deadlock, then?
For Turkey, the Afrin incursion

serves a dual purpose: Erdogan
can keep his country in a “state of
war” and this condition may open
possibilities for a politically useful
extended conflict. Another goal is
also crystallising.
After gaining a foothold in Afrin
and parts of Idlib adjacent to the
Turkish-Syrian border, Ankara
said it intended to advance towards northern Iraq, targeting areas controlled by the Kurdish YPG
militia. This would go up against
the US strategy with respect to the
northern Syrian strip along the
border.
Two senior US commanders in
Manbij sketched out the red lines
for Erdogan’s administration.
These suggest a political architecture that gives an assured place to
the secular Kurdish fighters. They
are meant to counter jihadist
elements. For Washington, this is
more important than the fate of
the Assad regime.
The Americans know that it will
be unwise to remove support for
the Kurds, thereby abandoning
the entire area to Russian and
Iranian influence. Although its
Syria policy is at best wobbly, the
Pentagon seems to be weighing
in more forcefully than before. It

is visibly flexing its muscles for
Ankara to see. Besides, Erdogan
no longer has many friends in
Washington with the US Congress
rumoured to be preparing a resolution that would controversially
— and infuriatingly for Turkey —
recognise the killing of 1.5 million
Armenians in 1915 as a genocide.
Anti-Justice and Development
Party (AKP) sentiment is reportedly flourishing in Washington
to the extent that any escalation
could attract US sanctions against
Turkey, possibly for human rights
abuses or corruption.
This hardening was clear in the
Bipartisan Policy Centre’s report
that spoke about implementing
the Magnitsky Act, a 2012 measure passed by the US Congress
that is considered an important
development in addressing human rights abuses and corruption.
The Bipartisan Policy Centre’s
report noted that “…with Turkey
and the United States consistently working at cross purposes
in the region, and with the risk of
direct US-Turkey confrontation in
Manbij, doing nothing should no
longer be an option.”
A rupture seems more likely
than ever before.
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Erdogan tries to boost
Islamic credentials
by meeting with Pope
Francis over Jerusalem
Thomas Seibert

Washington

T

urkish President Recep
Tayyip
Erdogan
has teamed up with an
unusual partner as he
pursues his campaign to
condemn the US decision to recognise Jerusalem as the capital of
Israel and boost his image as the
unofficial leader of the Muslim
world ahead of key elections: Pope
Francis.
During a February 5 visit to the
Vatican, the first by a Turkish head
of state since 1959, Erdogan repeated his criticism of the US Jerusalem decision. Francis agreed
with him, Erdogan said after meeting the leader of the world’s 1.2 billion Roman Catholics.
“I saw that Pope Francis is determined on this issue,” Erdogan said.
Just like Turkey, the pope was in
favour of keeping Jerusalem’s status as a city that is holy to Jews,
Muslims and Christians alike, the
president added. “He also says the
step taken by the United States
was wrong.”
Following US President Donald
Trump’s Jerusalem proclamation
in December, Pope Francis joined
an international chorus of criticism and threw his weight behind
a two-state solution to the IsraeliPalestinian conflict.
A statement released by the Vatican after the pope’s meeting with
Erdogan confirmed that Francis
and the Turkish president talked
about “the situation in the Middle
East, with particular reference to
the status of Jerusalem, highlighting the need to promote peace
and stability in the region through

dialogue and negotiation, with respect for human rights and international law.”
In an apparent bid to boost his
standing in the Muslim world, Erdogan drew attention to Turkey’s
role as holder of the rotating presidency of the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC), a group
of 57 Muslim countries.
“I told him: ‘You are the spiritual
leader of the Catholic world with
its 1.2 billion people, and I am the
term president of the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation with
1.7 billion people. We must work
together to preserve the status of
Jerusalem,’” Erdogan said about
his discussions with Francis.
Erdogan said the pope should remind Catholics of the importance
of the Jerusalem question and
made it clear that he would press
the issue on the international
stage. “I think it is important that
the issue is kept alive in Turkey
and other places with international meetings,” he said.
A week after Trump’s Jerusalem statement on December 6, Erdogan led a special OIC summit in
Istanbul that rejected the US move
and called on countries to recognise the eastern part of Jerusalem
as the “occupied capital” of the
Palestinians. The summit declaration has not been followed up by
concrete action, however.
The Turkish leader, whose voter
base includes millions of conservative Sunnis, has been an outspoken critic of Israel, although he
has been careful to avoid a breakdown of diplomatic and military
relations with the Jewish state.
Erdogan also criticised the Vatican
sharply in recent years, especially
after Francis in 2016 called the
massacres against the Armenians

Ottoman aspirations. Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan (L) and his wife meet Pope Francis at
the Vatican, on February 5.
						
(AP)
in the Ottoman Empire during the
first world war a genocide.
The Armenian issue did not
cloud Erdogan’s first meeting with
the pope in the Vatican. The visit
came as Turkey prepares for municipal, parliamentary and presidential elections next year. There
is speculation Erdogan could pull
the parliamentary and presidential vote forward to this summer to
make use of a surge in nationalism
triggered by Turkey’s military intervention against a Kurdish militia in neighbouring Syria.
Erdogan has not mentioned the
election campaign in connection
with his Rome visit but it is clear
his meeting with the pope was
important to him: While Erdogan
cancelled a visit to South America
because of the military campaign
in Syria, he stuck with his 1-day
trip to Rome.
Lisel Hintz, an assistant professor of International Relations
and European Studies at Johns
Hopkins University in the United

States, said the Turkish president
was keen to show off his image as a
fighter for Muslim rights.
“Erdogan’s meeting with the
pope, much like his outburst
against Israeli President Shimon
Peres at the 2009 Davos World
Economic Forum, enables him to
portray Turkey — and, by extension, himself — as the rightful leader of the (Sunni) Muslim world and
therefore the rightful protector
of Palestinians and holy Muslim
sites,” Hintz said via e-mail.

There is speculation
Erdogan could pull the
parliamentary and
presidential vote
forward to this
summer to make use of
a surge in nationalism.

Given the polarisation in Turkish society, with the electorate
seemingly evenly split between
Erdogan voters and detractors,
mobilising his support base is of
high importance for the president
as the election season draws near.
In a referendum on the introduction of a presidential system in
Turkey last year, Erdogan won by a
close vote amid reports of manipulation.
“Gambits in the international
arena that appear to demonstrate
power and piety may win him
electoral support back home,”
Hintz wrote about Erdogan. Referring to the “razor-thin margin” of
victory in the referendum last year
and “the unprecedented electoral
manipulation that was necessary to
facilitate that victory,” Hintz pointed out that Erdogan cannot be sure
of the result of the coming elections. “Turkey’s president needs
to do all he can on the domestic
and international fronts to secure
support.”

Tensions rise between Egypt and Turkey over eastern Mediterranean resources
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

C

airo
warned
Turkey
against breaching Egyptian sovereignty in the
eastern Mediterranean
and vowed to defend its
maritime border and interests in
the region.
Egyptian
Foreign
Ministry
spokesman Ahmed Abu Zeid, in a
statement February 7, said Egypt
would not tolerate violations of
its sovereignty over its economic
zone in the eastern Mediterranean.
His warning was made two days
after Turkish Foreign Minister
Mevlut Cavusoglu said Ankara
planned to explore oil and gas in
the region. In an interview with
the Greek newspaper Kathimerini, Cavusoglu said Ankara did not
recognise a maritime boundary
demarcation agreement between
Egypt and Cyprus, which allowed
Egypt to explore oil and gas in its
territorial waters.
Cyprus has been divided between Turkish and Greek residents since 1974. Turkey does not
formally recognise the Cypriot
government, which is backed by
Greece, which instead recognises
the Turkish Republic of Northern
Cyprus.
Egypt signed the deal in 2013,
allowing Cyprus and Egypt to explore for oil and gas in their economic zones. Italian company Eni
in 2015 discovered what was described as the eastern Mediterranean’s largest gas field off Egypt’s
coast. The Zohr gas field was officially inaugurated in January and

Fanning the flames. Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu
speaks at a news conference in Istanbul, on January 25.
(AFP)
is expected to produce 2.7 billion
cubic feet of gas a day by the end
of 2019.
The discovery revitalised the
foundering Egypt’s energy sector,
with hopes that the country will
move towards energy self-sufficiency and possibly restore its position as a gas exporter.
Egypt imports almost 1.2 billion
cubic feet of gas every day at a cost
of $2 billion a year so the Zohr gas
field is considered essential for
the cash-strapped, resource-poor
country.
Turkey’s declaration that it did
not recognise Egyptian sovereignty in the eastern Mediterranean
raised already high tensions between Cairo and Ankara.
“This is tantamount to a declaration of war,” said Yehia Kidwani,
a member of Egypt’s parliamen-

tary Defence and National Security
Committee. “Egypt is more than
capable of defending its own rights
in the Mediterranean.”
Relations between Cairo and
Ankara moved from amity to enmity in July 2013 after the Egyptian
military-backed a popular uprising
against Islamist President Muhammad Morsi.
Egypt accused Turkey of meddling in its affairs, including providing support for members of the
outlawed Muslim Brotherhood
movement. Several Muslim Brotherhood officials are known to have
sought refuge in Turkey and Cairo
has demanded their return. In
2014, Egypt declared the Turkish
ambassador in Cairo persona non
grata and withdrew its ambassador
from Ankara.
However, the latest controversy

over sovereignty in the eastern
Mediterranean is more than an
ideological difference of opinion,
with analysts warning it could lead
to war over vital resources.
“This is also about Turkey’s attempts to create new realities in
the region,” said Saad al-Zunt, the
head of Egypt’s Political and Strategic Studies Centre. “An analysis
of the latest Turkish moves in the
region clearly shows this.”
Egypt expressed concerns towards what it perceives as attempts by Turkey to increase its
presence and influence in the region, particularly in neighbouring
Libya and Sudan.
The Libyan National Army,
which is backed by Egypt, accuses
Turkey of helping terrorists fleeing
Syria and Iraq join the battlefield
in Libya. Turkey has also secured a
presence in the southern entrance
of the Red Sea after an agreement
with Sudan to take administrative
control of the Sudanese island of
Suakin, 400km from Egypt’s border.
Cavusoglu’s statements were
made the same day that Iran confirmed that Turkey would have to
pay for gas exports, having already
received 800 billion cubic metres

Turkey’s declaration
that it did not
recognise Egyptian
sovereignty in the
eastern Mediterranean
raised already high
tensions between Cairo
and Ankara.

of gas for free, in light of a 2012 international arbitration case.
Turkey’s objection to the EgyptCyprus deal rests on its refusal to
recognise the government of Cyprus and any agreement signed
by it. However, because all other
countries in the world recognise
the Nicosia government, few believe Turkey will take legal action.
Abu Zeid confirmed that Cairo
had ratified the Cyprus deal with
several international organisations, including the United Nations.
“No party can dispute the legality of the deal, which goes hand in
hand with international law,” he
said.
Turkey is not party to the UN
Convention on the Law of the Seas
of 1982. It refused to ratify the
convention, mainly because of an
Aegean Sea boundary conflict with
Greece.
The United States, Venezuela
and Israel also refused to ratify the
convention, each for different reasons.
This, however, does not rule out
the possibility of further tensions
and conflict over resources in the
eastern Mediterranean region,
with additional huge gas and oil
reserves expected to be discovered in the area, petroleum experts
said.
“Zohr watered the mouths of
countries in the region,” said Ramadan Abul Ela, a professor of petroleum engineering at the Suez Canal
University. “The Zohr gas field can
be the first of many to be discovered in the region.”
Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian
reporter in Cairo.
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Sharmila Devi

Conflicting agendas to determine
reconstruction scenarios in Syria

is a former British correspondent in the Middle East and writes on political
and social issues in the region.

War of words over
who rebuilds Syria,
how and how much

T

he bombs have not yet
fallen silent in Syria
but the international
community is already
squabbling about how
to rebuild the shattered

country.
The United Nations has said
reconstruction would cost at least
$250 billion; other organisations
saying it could cost three times as
much.
Since the conflict began nearly
seven years ago, half of Syria’s
people have fled their homes and
some 13 million need humanitarian
aid, including 3 million trapped in
besieged and hard-to-reach areas,
the United Nations said.

Even if the
European Union
is not pledging
reconstruction,
it is paying for
aid and remains
one of the
biggest donors.
India, Oman and Kuwait have
signed commercial investment deals
in Syria and businesses from China,
along with countries in the region
such as Lebanon, Egypt and Iraq,
are eyeing opportunities. They are
focusing on parts of the country that
were either not as badly affected by
war or have returned to some semblance of normality.
Large-scale reconstruction efforts
are likely to remain stalled amid big
power bickering and the lack of a durable political settlement, analysts
said.
“The war is winding down if you
take out the Kurdish and some other
areas,” said Kamal Alam, a visiting
fellow at London’s Royal United
Services Institute.
“The war is over in the big cities
and reconstruction has already
started there but nothing on a large
scale. It’s mostly small- to mediumsized companies doing projects such
as basic housing and hotels. There
isn’t anything on a big scale yet and
it’s more likely to be China than the
European Union or Russia which
will do that.”
This has not stopped Moscow
from pressing the European Union
to begin reconstruction efforts within the next few months. Vladimir
Chizhov, Russia’s representative to
the European Union, told the Financial Times that European countries
would “bear the responsibility” if
they failed to start reconstruction
work. It’s “high time,” he said, to
back a programme likely to cost
“dozens of billions” of dollars.
The Europeans are being urged by
countries that host millions of Syrian
refugees to help relieve their burden
but the European Union has made
clear that reconstruction funds will
flow only after a peace agreement
with a political transition is in place.
However, Syrian President Bashar
Assad appears firmly in place while
a peace conference in Russia ended
with no more than an agreement to
rewrite the constitution. Western
countries that support a separate
UN-led peace process did not participate.
Turkey began an air and ground
offensive in January to target the
Syrian Kurdish People’s Protection

Units (YPG) militia in Afrin, displacing about 15,000 people. Near
Damascus in Eastern Ghouta, about
400,000 people are under siege by
government forces. In Raqqa, 112
people died because residents were
allowed back to their homes before
the town was cleared of bombs after
recapture from the Islamic State in
October, the United Nations said.
Beijing promised reconstruction
efforts, while also urging a political
settlement, and it hosted the first
trade fair for reconstruction projects
last July. “China is ready to take part
in the post-war reconstruction of
Syria. We will continue our assistance in keeping with our potential,”
said Xie Xiaoyan, Chinese special
envoy for Syria, Tass reported.
Russia, whose military support
has greatly helped Assad, was likely
to play only a limited role in reconstruction, Alam said.
“Russia is not likely to get involved beyond the oil and gas sector
while Iran doesn’t have a lot of spare
cash,” he said. “European companies were never that big in Syria before the war and America was never
a player and won’t be now.”
He also said Riyadh and Qatar
would not engage on a governmentto-government level with Assad.
However, “you never know for
sure with Saudi policy because it’s
always changing. As for ordinary
businessmen, they will engage,” he
said. “There were regular SaudiSyria flights until only a few months
ago. They only stopped because of
problems with aircraft, and they will
likely resume.”
Even if the European Union is
not pledging reconstruction, it is
paying for aid and remains one of
the biggest donors. Ingy Sedky,
spokeswoman for the International
Committee of the Red Cross in Damascus, said the group was “helping
with vital infrastructure such as
electricity and water supplies.”
However, she added: “People are
returning to their homes in places
such as Aleppo and Homs but it
doesn’t mean they have a job or
even a home. While some areas of
the country are more stable, the
humanitarian needs are growing.”

When the guns fall silent. The scope of destruction at the Salaheddin neighbourhood in eastern
Aleppo. 										

Samar Kadi

Beirut

T

hough the military conflict continues in parts
of Syria, talk about postconflict reconstruction is
emerging now that the
regime of Syrian President Bashar
Assad, with the backing of allies
Russia and Iran, has recaptured
much of the country.
Reconstruction appears to be
the next battle for shaping Syria’s
political order. The different actors are likely to use the process to
push their political agendas, said
Middle East policy experts hosted
by Carnegie’s Middle East Centre
in Beirut.
“What we often think of as a sequential process in which conflict
ends and reconstruction begins is
not the way post-conflict reconstruction is unfolding in Syria,”
Steven Heydemann, senior fellow in the Brooking Institution’s
Centre for Middle East Policy, said
on February 1. “In fact, a number
of very difficult challenges have
arisen around the question of how
to structure reconstruction in Syria, notably which actors will play
what kind of roles, etc.”
Heydemann argued that, from
the regime’s perspective, “it is

Who’s going to pay? Syrian men work on reconstructing a damaged
building in the northern Syrian city of Raqqa, on January 16.
(AFP)

very clear” that reconstruction is
viewed as a dual-purpose-project.
“It is about rebuilding the country,
particularly rebuilding the economy but it is also about reasserting
(the) Assad regime’s sovereignty
and its authority over the entire
territory of pre-war Syria,” he said.
“The regime faces significant
constraints in trying to implement
its reconstruction agenda, especially the lack of resources and
poor capacity of state institutions
which have been weakened during
the conflict,” he said.
While reconstruction costs are
widely assumed to be at least $300
billion, the Syrian government is
under severe financial pressure
and the economy is struggling
with inflation. This means that foreign powers will likely have to foot
most of the reconstruction bill.
Russia is facing the challenge
of normalising the Assad regime,
Heydemann said, adding: “It is using reconstruction to enhance the
sovereignty and legitimacy of the
regime. This has defined the strategy that the Russians have used in
engaging in reconstruction diplomacy with the EU, the UN and, to
a certain extent, the US.”
For Western backers of the Syrian opposition, reconstruction
funds are viewed as their only remaining tool to exert leverage. “It
is seen as an opportunity to impose conditions and secure concessions from the Assad regime on
what the structure of a post-conflict political order will look like,”
Heydemann said. “Also, the West
wants to ensure that the resources
committed to reconstruction are
not used in ways that reinforce the
regime in unconditional fashion or
contribute to the process of reconstructing its authoritarian (rule).”
With such differences in the
political agendas of the various
actors, the likelihood of finding a
path for an effective strategy of reconstruction is relatively low and
the probable result will be an extended deadlock.
If the West believes that it can
use funding to win concessions
from the regime, it is in for disappointment, Heydemann said.
“Assad will not make any concessions to get Western aid and he has
explicitly defined terms on which
the regime will permit Western donors to support reconstruction…
Only the governments that have
been loyal to the regime in the
course of the war will be awarded
contracts.”
Marc Lynch, a non-resident
senior fellow at the Carnegie En-

(AP)

dowment for International Peace,
asked who would provide reconstruction assistance for Syria.
“(US President Donald) Trump is
not going to give any money. It is
‘America First’ now. No particular
EU investment is expected and no
UN aid,” Lynch said.
Lynch says Gulf countries are
“partisans” in the war. “So, there
is zero chance that aid given by
those Arab countries will be politically neutral.”

For potential
Western donors,
reconstruction
funds are viewed as
the one remaining
tool of leverage on
the Assad regime.
The universe of possible donors
and investors is not limited to the
West or Arab Gulf countries. However, none of the regime’s key
supporters will be able to provide
significant levels of funding for
reconstruction. The regime has
structured Syria’s economic and
regulatory environment to absorb
and distribute reconstruction contracts on its terms, giving priority
to investors from countries that
stood by Damascus.
“The likelihood is that we will
see a regime-led, poorly funded,
politically motivated strategy of
reconstruction, which will probably benefit those who demonstrated their loyalty to the regime
and penalise those that the regime
identifies as opponents,” Heydemann said.
“The process of reconstruction will be partial, unequal, not
transparent and not accountable.
It will be driven heavily by smallscale local initiatives, rather than
by large-scale externally designed
reconstruction efforts and that is
more likely to lead us down a path
in which Syria will experience neither stability nor economic or social recovery,” he added.
Heydemann stressed that it was
“critical” for Western actors to define the criteria that the Syrian regime will need to meet for receiving reconstruction funds.
“Governments and (monetary)
agencies should be prepared to
walk away if those conditions are
not met,” he added.
Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly
Travel and Society section editor.
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Since the 1980s,
Iranian women
have engaged in a
silent protest of
sorts against the
regime’s policy
on the hijab.

Vida Movahed, the woman who
sparked anti-hijab protests in Iran
“

R

evolutions give
birth to their
own leaders,” a
Russian saying
goes and it is
just as true in
Persian.
The latest revolutionary leader
of Iran is Vida Movahed better
known as “the girl of Enqelab
[Revolution] Avenue.” As protests
swept through Iran in late December, Movahed stood on a utility
box, removed her white scarf, attached it to a stick and waved the
makeshift flag at a crowd.
Video recordings of the incident
were widely shared on social media as evidence of Iranian women’s struggle against the compulsory hijab. Movahed was arrested
and held until January 28 but her
act had triggered a movement.
All over Iran, girls and women
of all ages took off their white
headscarves in a public place and
attached them to a stick as family
members recorded the act and
distributed the images on social
media. Police said 29 women were
arrested in Tehran in recent weeks
and charged with being unveiled
in public.
The government released a poll

in which half of Iranian women
respondents expresses opposition to compulsory wearing of the
hijab.
Movahed’s protest is the latest
chapter in a historical struggle for
Iranian women’s right to wear —
or not wear — the hijab. The little
piece of cloth covering the heads
of Iranian women has caused
many headaches for the country’s
rulers over the past 80 years and
there have been alternate attempts by the state to prohibit the
hijab and to enforce it.
Iran’s history of hijab protests
can be traced to January 8, 1936,
when Reza Shah, the founder
of the Pahlavi dynasty, issued a
decree known as “Kashf-e hijab”
— removal of the veil. The move
was inspired by social reforms instituted by Mustafa Kemal Ataturk
in Turkey and Amanullah Khan in
Afghanistan.
The modernising authoritarian ruler of Iran considered the
hijab an impediment to women’s
active participation in society. It
was certainly thought to prevent
female education and employment. At the time, modernising
Middle Eastern elites considered
the hijab’s removal a precondition

for progress and Westernisation.
Reza Shah’s anti-hijab decree
remained in force until his abdication in 1941. For those five years,
police officers forcibly removed
the veil of any women who wore
it in public. This led to violent
protests, in particular in Mashhad,
which were brutally suppressed
by the Imperial Iranian Army.
Women from religious families no
longer left their homes.
Under Iran’s last shah, there was
no prohibition against the hijab
but the regime encouraged and
culturally propagated the idea
of being unveiled. This caused
sections of the opposition to the
shah’s regime to use the veil as a
symbol.
During the 1979 revolution,
Grand Ayatollah Ruhollah
Khomeini was largely silent about
the hijab, perhaps because he
feared alienating the secular opposition to the shah’s regime and
all the female political activists.
Ayatollah Mahmoud Taleghani
and in particular secular revolutionary leaders guaranteed
there would be no restrictions for
women in the Islamic Republic.
However, as soon as Khomeini
consolidated power, he called for

the hijab to be compulsory.
On March 8, 1979 — International Women’s Day — there were
large demonstrations in Tehran
against compulsory wearing of
the hijab. The protests continued
until March 10, when they were
suppressed by thugs mobilised by
the revolutionary leadership. By
July 1980, Iranian women were
not allowed to enter public buildings without a hijab.
Since the 1980s, Iranian women
have engaged in a silent protest of
sorts against the regime’s policy
on the hijab. They have challenged it to varying degrees by
uncovering some of the hair. This
has developed into a cat-andmouse game with the religious
police, enforcing the Islamic
Republic’s hijab code in the public
arena.
Movahed and other critics of
compulsory hijab, on the other
hand, point at the fundamental
hypocrisy behind the hijab legislation in the Islamic Republic: If
women without a hijab are said to
“excite” men, it is the men who
should guard their gaze. Many
Iranian women increasingly agree
with Movahed even at the risk of
imprisonment.

Tehran faces tough challenge dealing
with population’s economic expectations

Gareth Smyth

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

The poll results
showed strong
support among
Iranians for
the missile
programme.

I

ran’s government faces a significant challenge in managing popular expectations of
the economy, an opinion poll
from the University of Maryland’s IranPoll indicated.
Only 17% of Iranians asked
said their family’s circumstances
have improved in the past four
years and 75% of respondents said
Iran’s 2015 nuclear agreement with
world powers has not improved
living conditions of the Iranian
people.
The survey was carried out by
IranPoll from January 16-24, just
after nationwide protests. It indicated that 69% of Iranians asked
said the economy is “bad” and
58% said it was “getting worse.”
Last June, poll data said 63% of
those asked said the economy was
“bad” and 50% said it was getting
worse. Also, 63% in the recent poll
said domestic economic mismanagement and corruption have
done more damage to the Iranian
economy than international sanctions.
No clear political message
emerges from the poll. While the
approval rating of Iranian President Hassan Rohani slipped from
75.5% in May 2017, just before his
re-election, it is still fairly high at
65.5%.
While there was widespread
sympathy for the protesters’
demands, there was also strong
backing for the police response.
The poll indicated that 73% of
respondents said the government
was not doing enough to help the
poor, 96% said it should do more
against corruption and 63.9% affirmed their view police had used
an “appropriate” amount of force.
Only 14% of those asked said police
had used too much force and 11%
said they used too little.
Support is clearly eroding for
the 2015 nuclear deal, known as
the Joint Comprehensive Plan of
Action (JCPOA). A positive poll rating of 75.5% in August 2015, which
was down to 67.1% in June 2017,
fell to 55.1% the data from January
indicated. Even more strikingly,
90.2% of Iranians asked said relations with the United States have

Tough future ahead. A man carries car parts at a market in
Tehran.
not improved or have worsened
because of the agreement, up from
67.7% in May 2017.
Further evidence of Iranians
reacting negatively to US President Donald Trump is a decline in
America’s favourability rating from
26.6% in June 2016 to 18.4% in the
most recent poll. This compares to
Germany at 61.7%, Russia at 58.5%
and the United Kingdom at 30.4%.
This suggests that Iranians
are braced for Trump to extend
economic sanctions after his April
deadline for JCPOA to be redrawn.
Trump has demanded, among
other changes, a ban on missile
tests and unrestricted access of UN
nuclear inspectors to military sites.
The poll results showed strong
support among Iranians for the
missile programme: 73.8% of respondents said it is “very important” and 21.1% “somewhat important” for Iran to develop missiles.
Another 10.6% said they backed a

(AP)

suggestion that Iran suspend tests
until there is international confidence the devices are not designed
for nuclear weapons.
In other findings that may be
dismissed by advocates of tougher
sanctions in the United States and
elsewhere, the poll data give Lebanon’s Hezbollah a favourability
rating of 64.7%. That is, however,
down from 72.7% in June 2016.
Likewise, on the issue of assistance
to Syria, 14.8% of respondents said
the Iranian government should
end assistance to President Bashar
Assad; 30% of those asked said
that assistance should be reduced
and 48.5% backed continuing support until Assad “gains full control
of all Syrian territories.”
Domestically, Rohani’s principlist critics seek to exploit grievances over the economy before
parliamentary elections due in
2020. The IranPoll put Rohani’s
favourability rating comfortably

ahead of Ebrahim Raeisi, whom
Rohani defeated in the presidential
election in 2017. Raeisi, who is at
53.8% favourability, is spoken of as
a possible candidate in 2021, when
Rohani will be ineligible to stand
for a third consecutive term as
president.
However, far ahead of both
Rohani and Raeisi in the popularity
stakes, the IranPoll indicated, is
Major-General Qassem Soleimani.
He enjoys media prominence as
commander of al-Quds brigade,
the overseas arm of the Islamic
Revolutionary Guard Corps, which
has been active in Syria and Iraq.
Soleimani’s popularity has gone up
from 74.2% in May 2017 to 82.7% in
January, the poll indicated.
While many polls in Iran have
proved unreliable, IranPoll has
claimed many successes. In 2017,
three days before the presidential election, its findings were 2
percentage points off of the official
results.
IranPoll’s latest poll suggested
that with GDP growth returning —
the Economist Intelligence Unit
estimates 2.2 percentage points
in 2017 and 2.3% in 2018 — the
Rohani government has room
to relax fiscal management. The
poll showed marked concern over
unemployment, stated by 49.5% of
respondents as the most important problem facing Iran.
Rohani’s office raised eyebrows
when it released a 3-year-old
government poll indicating that
49.8% of respondents said wearing
the hijab is a private matter and
should not be legally required.
This involves the president in a
contentious issue with the judiciary taking action against a recent
wave of female demonstrators.
Other poll findings hint at
further volatility. Fully 61% of Iranians asked said they use internet
and social networking “a lot” to
get news of domestic and international affairs. That is a noteworthy
figure compared to the 35.6% who
said the same of domestic television channels, which the authorities supervise. The political battles
in cyberspace are surely set to
heat up.
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Italian elections could hinge on contentious
migration debate as far-right banks on backlash
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

W

ith Italy’s general
elections
scheduled for March 4,
issues surrounding
migration
dominate, with political observers saying the vote could turn on public
reaction to a series of gruesome
events in the small central Italian
town of Macerata.
An anti-immigration backlash
swept through Italy following reports that the disembodied body
of Pamela Mastropietro, 18, was
found January 31 in two suitcases
in Macerata days after she left a
drug rehabilitation centre.
It was not clear whether Mastropietro was killed or died of a drug
overdose; however, a Nigerian
migrant with a history of drugdealing was arrested in connection
with her death, sparking public
anger towards Italy’s migration
policy.
Three days later, Luca Trani,
who stood as a candidate for the
far-right Northern League in local elections in Macerata last year,
confessed to shooting at Africans
in the small town. During a 2-hour
rampage, Trani injured five men
and one woman.
Before his arrest, Trani — with an
Italian flag draped over his shoulders — was seen making fascist
salutes and shouting far-right slogans, including “Italy for Italians.”
More than 600,000 migrants,
mostly from Africa, have reached
Italian shores in the past four
years, sparking a backlash that
fuelled the rise of Italy’s centre and
far-right.
Most of the migrants arrived by
boat from North Africa, particularly Libya. An agreement signed
one year ago between Italy and
Libya involved Rome pledging to
help the Libyan Coast Guard inter-

V iewpoint

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.

It was not long ago
that Italian
immigrants to the
US were subject to
the same
treatment being
meted out to
African, Muslim
and other arrivals
to Italy.

cept boats and return migrants to
the North African country, greatly
reducing the influx. However,
migrants who remained in Italy
found themselves at the centre of
a political storm, particularly given
fears over Italy’s economy with
reduced growth and a $2.8 trillion
debt, which represents 135% of the
country’s GDP.
The Northern League, along
with the far-right Brothers of Italy,
is part of a right-wing coalition that
also includes former Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi’s centre-right
Forza Italia party. The coalition is
banking strongly on an anti-migrant policy paying dividends at
the March 4 polls.
Rather than explicitly condemning Trani’s actions and moving
away from promoting anti-immigrant discourse following the
Macerata shootings, the Northern
League doubled down on its antimigrant strategy.
“If anyone is to blame, it is the
government that has allowed hundreds of thousands of illegal migrants to come here without any
limits,” Northern League Federal
Secretary Matteo Salvini told Italy’s La Stampa newspaper.
He pledged to deport 150,000
migrants in his first year in office,
if the party wins the election.
Berlusconi said the coalition
would “gradually” repatriate all
600,000 illegal migrants from Italy.
Speaking during a television interview, the 81-year-old former
prime minister, who is barred from
holding office in the country due to
tax fraud convictions, described illegal immigrants in Italy as “living
off handouts and crime” and a “social bomb ready to explode.”
“We consider it to be an absolute
priority to regain control over the
situation,” Berlusconi said.
The polls indicate that the rightwing alliance is poised to secure
the largest share of votes, with the
ruling centre-left Democratic Par-

Loaded issue. Migrants rest in the waiting hall of the train station in Italy’s Bardonecchia, on January 13.
(AFP)

ty, hit by internal rifts and a banking scandal, expected only to come
third.
An early February poll by EMG
saw the Democratic Party at 23%
points, behind the Five Star Movement at 27%. Forza Italia was listed
at 16% and the Northern League at
14%, suggesting the overall rightwing coalition would win the largest share of the vote.
The anti-establishment Five Star
Movement, which also promotes
hard-line immigration policies,
is expected to become the largest
single party in parliament and the
official opposition. However, Five
Star Movement policy has always
ruled out forming a coalition with
traditional parties, meaning it is

unlikely the popular movement
would ever enter government in
Italy’s tricky political system based
on coalition building.
However, with 30-40% of voters saying they are undecided, few
analysts would predict the election
outcome, particularly as so-called
shy voters usually break for rightwing parties.
What is clear is that the migrants’
issue remains a source of concern

A right-wing
coalition is banking
strongly on an
anti-migrant policy
to reap dividends at
the March 4 polls.

for many Italians, and the centreright has agreed to ally with farright parties to endorse an explicitly anti-migrant election strategy.
Writing for Politico, Ferruccio
Pastore, director of the Forum of
International and European Research on Immigration, acknowledged that there had been a rise in
anti-migrant sentiment across the
board in Italy.
“The sense of disillusionment
and disorientation caused by a
decade of economic crisis… has
created fertile ground for this particular strand of fear towards foreigners,” he said.
Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in London.

Italy has fewer migrants now but hateful Trumpian echoes resound

B

y every calculation,
Italy’s election in
early March will settle
nothing. The country
may or may not end
up with a government
straight off after the
vote. It could be the populist Five
Star Movement or a centre-right
coalition composed of the Forza
Italia, the Northern League and the
Brothers of Italy.
However, having a government is
not the same as having governance,
a steady hand at the tiller.
For months on end, Italy’s hostility to uninvited foreigners has grown
unchecked, with animosity towards
visually distinct migrants stoked by
unscrupulous politicians. The election campaign itself is turning into a
free-for-all with outrageous insults,
Islamophobia and racial and ethnic
slurs serving as policy prescriptions.
This would be deplorable at any
time but it’s particularly mendacious in 2018 when migrant arrivals
by boat in Italy have dropped
sharply because of a controversial
EU-supported deal executed by Italian Interior Minister Marco Minniti
with Libya.
The political rhetoric has
bloomed, brash and ugly. Last
month, a prominent Northern
League leader described the 92%
ethnically Italian population as an
endangered “white race.” Threetime Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi has said migrants are a “social
bomb ready to explode in Italy.”
The charged rhetoric is starting to
have a dangerous effect. On February 3, a drive-by shooting spree
in the central town of Macerata

targeted African immigrants. The
person who confessed to carrying
out the attack had been a candidate
for the Northern League in regional
elections last year. Northern League
leader Matteo Salvini responded
with a perfunctory condemnation of
the violence, preferring instead to
indulge in fulminations on “unchecked immigration (which) brings
chaos, anger… drug dealing, thefts,
rapes and violence.”
For all that the diatribes are in
Italian, they sound dreadfully
familiar. There is a resonance with
another, more consequential and
equally ugly election campaign elsewhere in the Western hemisphere
not too long ago.

As a presidential candidate, Donald Trump promised to harry back
to their unquiet homes migrants
of every stripe. These included
Syrian refugees because they could
be the “ultimate Trojan horse” and
Mexican “rapists” and “criminals,”
whom Trump said were carrying
“tremendous infectious disease”
(and drugs). As president, Trump
has partially managed to execute
his proposed “Muslim ban” on entry
into the United States.
But what of Italy? How to explain
the surge of hateful commentary in
a country that should be gladly contemplating a more than 30% drop in
migrant arrivals from 2016? It is easy
to see the basis for disquiet. More

than 600,000 uninvited people
have arrived in Italy in the past four
years and the numbers only started
to fall in 2017.
Should Italian politicians be
pushing old news rather than the
new, changed, more hopeful reality?
Yes and no. It’s easier by far to bash
foreigners than to offer viable policies for the eurozone’s third-largest
economy.
Here’s a dispiriting point that
emerges from the way Italy’s
presumptive leaders are behaving. Memories are short, especially
when it comes to one’s own hardship. It was not long ago that Italian
immigrants to the United States
were subject to the same treatment
being meted out to African, Muslim
and other arrivals to Italy.
A century ago, America was
deeply fearful of people they called
“dagos” and “wops,” “garlic-eaters”
and “spaghetti-benders” from
Southern and Eastern Europe.
University of Massachusetts history
Professor and fourth-generation
Italian-American Vincent Cannato
said the demonisation was so pronounced that, in 1893, the New York
Times was describing Italy as “the
land of the vendetta, the mafia and
the bandit” and southern Italians as
“cutthroats” who sought “to carry
on their feuds and bloody quarrels
in the United States.”
Three years on from the New York
Times’ categorisation, the Boston
Globe was asking: “Are Italians
a menace? Are they desirable or
dangerous additions to our population?”
The resonance is striking, just
more than 100 years later.
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Canada is training Jordanian forces to secure border with Syria
Abdulrahman al-Masri

Ottawa

C

anadian military teams
have provided the Jordanian Armed Forces with
equipment and training
programmes as part of a
partnership that marks a closer relationship between the two countries
and a greater Canadian engagement
in the Middle East security and stabilisation efforts.
Canada concluded its train-andequip programme in early January
in Jordan with training on air-strike
coordination and the delivery of
military equipment to the Jordanian Armed Forces’ Quick Reaction
Force. Canadian Forces Captain
Vincent Bouchard told the Ottawa
Citizen’s blog Defence Watch that
future training situations have been
requested by Jordan but “are still in
the planning stages.”
In February 2016, the liberal government in Ottawa announced a
new approach to its involvement in
the Middle East. The Middle East
Engagement Strategy included the
cessation of Canada’s bombing operations over Iraq and Syria, which
changed the nature of its anti-ISIS
contribution to military training and
advising.
It also incorporated a 3-year investment of $1.6 billion to enhance
regional security and stabilisation,
provide humanitarian assistance
and increase diplomatic engagement in the Levant.
Building off this commitment,
Canada signed a memorandum of
understating with Jordan in May
2016 to increase security cooperation between the two countries and
enable Canada’s Stabilisation and
Reconstruction Task Force (START)
and the Counter-Terrorism Capacity Building Programme to operate
in Jordan and provide necessary assistance.
“Canada’s support to Jordan is yet
another demonstration of our commitment to global security and stability in the Middle East,” said Byrne
Furlong, press secretary to Canadian Defence Minister Harjit Sajjan.
Furlong said Canada’s military
presence in the Middle East was intended to help ensure the long-term
stability of its regional partners. The
exact number of Canadian troops in

V iewpoint
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The United States
could be pushed to
the sidelines,
leaving a void for
other parties, such
as Russia, to fill.

Helping hand. A 2017 file picture shows Jordanian King Abdullah II (R) receiving Canada’s Defence Minister Harjit Singh Sajjan (C) in Amman.
									
(AFP)
Jordan — who arrived in late August
2016 — could not be disclosed “due
to operational security.”
Jordan, a key Middle Eastern ally
to the United States, has been relatively successful in weathering the
conflict of the violence-torn region.
However, conflicts across the borders have still had an effect.
Terrorist attacks targeting security forces and civilians have struck
Jordan in the past few years, primarily n northern Jordan, along its borders with Syria and Iraq.
In his most recent visit to Canada
last August, Jordanian King Abdullah II referenced Canada’s support
for Jordan’s border security during
a news conference with Prime Minister Justin Trudeau. In December,
during a visit to Jordan, Sajjan announced that Canada would support
the kingdom in building a road along

its northern border with Syria to enhance Jordanian forces’ capabilities
to respond to security threats.
Furlong said Canadian forces were
supporting the Jordanian Army Engineer Corps in building defensive
structures along a dedicated section
of the Syria-Jordan border. “This
specific section is one of the busiest areas in terms of cross-border
activity and the highest priority for
augmenting security for [Jordanian
forces],” she added.
“These defensive stores will assist
Jordan in strengthening its border

Canada concluded its
train-and-equip
programme in early
January in Jordan.

security and will help to address the
spread of crime, terrorism and extremism within the region.”
Amman has foiled several plots by
al-Qaeda affiliates and the Islamic
State (ISIS) in the last two years. In
November 2017, Jordanian forces
stopped plans to attack military institutions, media stations and religious figures, Jordanian intelligence
services said.
With ISIS nearly collapsing in Syria and Iraq, it is shifting its tactics in
ways that could leave Jordan vulnerable. The group is expected to decentralise its operations and adopt
insurgency tactics, which could
threaten well-secured regions.
Although challenged by internal
and external factors, Jordan plays
a critical role in the anti-ISIS coalition and serves as an ally to Western
powers, particularly Canada.

“Jordan… is in many ways the success story for Canada in the region,”
Thomas Juneau, a professor of public and international affairs at the
University of Ottawa specialising in
Canada-Middle East relations, wrote
in a recent paper.
“Canada has a strong defence,
diplomatic, security, development
and humanitarian presence in the
country,” wrote Juneau. “This allows Canada to have an impact and,
most importantly, is in line with its
interests,” signifying that any instability to Jordan’s security seriously
concerns Canada, the United States
and their allies.
Abdulrahman al-Masri reports
on politics and news in the Middle
East and Syria in particular. He can
be followed on Twitter:
@AbdulrhmanMasri.

US aid cuts to the Palestinian Authority
would primarily benefit radical Hamas

U

S President Donald
Trump recently
warned countries
opposed to America’s policies that
his country would
no longer give them
financial aid. That, he suggested,
would go only to “friends.”
Many experts say Trump’s remarks were primarily meant for the
Palestinian Authority (PA). Palestinians and their leaders are outraged
at the US president’s grand peace
plans for the Middle East, on terms
that are extraordinarily favourable
to the Israelis. In December, Trump
announced that the United States
would move its embassy to Jerusalem, which it regarded as Israel’s
capital.
Trump seemingly believes he has
all the cards. The United States is
the largest donor to the Palestinian Authority. It gives about $400
million a year to the UN Relief
and Works Agency for Palestinian
Refugees, of which $363 million
goes directly to US Agency for International Development projects;
$36 million is for the PA’s security
forces.
Trump wants to use America’s
financial assistance to force
the Palestinians to the negotiat-

Bargaining chip. Palestinian refugees collect aid parcels at a UN
food distribution centre in Khan Yunis in the southern Gaza Strip,
on January 28.
(AFP)
ing table with Israel but, after his
announcement on Jerusalem, the
Palestinians say they will not work
with this US administration on
peace plans and will talk to Russia
and the European Union instead.
What if Trump did cut funding
for the Palestinians in half? It would
hurt the PA in the West Bank and
the effects would be felt even more
deeply by Palestinians in Gaza, an
area controlled by Hamas.

This brings us back to the question of the $36 million given to PA
security forces. Part of the reason
the PA gets this money is for its forces to work with their Israeli counterparts to lower the security threat
emanating from the West Bank.
Unsurprisingly then, Israeli Prime
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu is
not particularly enthusiastic that
PA security forces might no longer
be able to help Israel keep an eye

on the West Bank. Security would
worsen for Israeli citizens. If Israel
established more of a security presence in the West Bank, it would
further undermine its world image.
If Trump decides to reduce funding
for UNRWA projects but keeps the
security assistance intact, it’s hard
to see Palestinians agreeing to that.
The real winner of Trump’s
meddling could be Hamas. Cutting
funding to the PA would reduce its
effectiveness and importance in
the eyes of Palestinians, prompting
them to turn to Hamas, especially in
the West Bank. Reducing the numbers and scope of the PA security
forces could embolden Hamas to
attack Israel.
All in all, it’s difficult to see
anything positive coming out of
Trump’s funding threats. As has
often been said, this US president
appears to look at the Middle East as
just another real estate deal rather
than a complex political issue.
If anything, Trump’s blundering
rhetoric could illustrate the perils of
being too clever by half.
Instead of giving him the authority and the victory he so desperately
wants, the United States could be
pushed to the sidelines, leaving a
void for other parties, such as
Russia, to fill.
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Egyptian companies see major role in Iraq’s reconstruction
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

F

ollowing the declaration
of victory over the Islamic State (ISIS), Egypt is
eyeing a major role in the
reconstruction of Iraqi
cities ravaged by years of conflict.
Egyptian construction firms, including state-owned companies,
are preparing to begin reconstruction work in Mosul, Tikrit, Falluja
and other cities overrun by ISIS in
2014.
“Our work will mainly focus
on infrastructure in these cities,
which has been tragically affected
by the war with ISIS,” said Ibrahim Mahlab, Egypt’s former prime
minister and current presidential
assistant for national and strategic
projects. “Some of the cities were
totally destroyed during the war.”
Mahlab visited Iraq in late January to discuss Egyptian participation in the reconstruction of
the country. He talked with Iraqi
officials, including Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi. Mahlab also
toured ravaged cities to see the destruction first-hand.
Water and electricity plants
in those cities, he said, were destroyed and sewage systems and
communication
infrastructure
damaged with homes being turned
into rubble.
Egyptian companies, including
Arab Contractors, one of Africa’s
largest contracting groups, will
be part of the Iraq reconstruction
process. Mahlab headed the firm
before he became housing minister in 2013 and then prime minister in 2014. The companies are
expected to start work in Iraq soon
after signing deals during the Iraq
Reconstruction Conference.
Iraq’s reconstruction, Abadi
said, would cost $100 billion. The
World Bank and donor countries
are expected to contribute a major
portion of those funds.

V iewpoint

Nazli Tarzi

is an independent journalist
whose writings and films focus
on Iraq’s ancient history and
contemporary political scene.

Outweighing
agriculture
and food
sovereignty
problems is
corruption,
the biggest plague
of all.

The reconstruction of Iraq is
seen as an economic opportunity
for Egyptian construction companies, which have been seeking to
increase their regional presence.
Egyptian firms have a solid track
record in the regional construction
sector, which qualifies them for
specialist reconstruction jobs in
war-ravaged countries such as Iraq
and Libya.
“Iraq, in particular, will offer
a good opportunity for Egyptian
companies and workers because
the Iraqis are thirsty for Egyptian
presence,” said Yumn al-Hamaqi,
an economics professor at Cairo
University. “Egyptian participation comes at a time the Egyptian
economy is expanding and needs
outside markets.”
Mahlab was given a warm official
welcome in Iraq, which Egyptian
analysts took as a positive sign of
Iraqi interest in Cairo’s involvement in reconstruction operations.
Abadi told Mahlab that Baghdad
would give priority to Egyptian
companies in reconstruction deals,
Egyptian media reported.
Cairo has prioritised an exportoriented strategy, especially in
relation to services, agricultural
production and construction materials.
Egypt, which is working to bring
down an unemployment rate of
11.9%, is also hoping to raise remittances from workers abroad by
opening foreign markets to local
labour.
Egypt’s labour market has been
hard hit by a lack of demand in
Arab Gulf countries, with some
introducing austerity measures or
favouring their own nationals.
Egyptian workers in other countries sent $24.2 billion home in remittances last year, which supported international currency reserves
at the central bank. Reserves are
at their highest in two decades at
$38.4 billion.
Some
Egyptian
companies
worked in Iraq before the emergence of ISIS, including in building

Work ahead. An Iraqi man works on a damaged house in Mosul’s Old City, on January 8.
the country’s mobile communications network and upgrading oil
fields and facilities.
Egypt’s relations with Iraq have
been growing steadily since 2014.
Apart from signing a contract to
import Iraqi oil for domestic use in
2017, Egypt offered military and intelligence support to Baghdad during the anti-ISIS operations.
Abadi has visited Cairo twice
since becoming prime minister in
2014. Foreign Minister Ibrahim alJaafari has been to Cairo multiple
times in recent years.
There are hopes in Cairo that
Arab participation at the Iraq reconstruction conference in Kuwait
and the subsequent rebuilding in
areas ravaged by the war on ISIS

will allow for better ties between
Baghdad and other Arab capitals.
There have been fears in Arab
capitals that the Iraqi government has been increasingly drawn
into the orbit of Tehran since the
downfall of the Saddam Hussein

The reconstruction of
Iraq is seen as an
economic opportunity
by Egyptian
construction
companies that have
been seeking to
increase their regional
presence.

(AFP)

regime in 2003.
Egyptian and Arab participation
in Iraqi reconstruction, analysts
said, would open warmer channels
of communication, which could
reflect positively on relations with
Baghdad.
“Nonetheless, it is necessary
to remember that Iran is steeped
in Iraq and some other Arab capitals,” said Hassan Nafaa, a political
science professor at Cairo University. “This is why I think bringing Iraq back into the Arab fold,
at best, or containing it, at worst,
will take a long time and require
a collective Arab strategy. This is
something that can be difficult to
form while intra-Arab rifts are at
their highest.”

Can Iraq’s ailing economy liberate itself in 2018?

I

raq’s vast oil wealth is
undoubtedly the country’s
most crucial stimulus for
economic productivity but it
is not the only one. An evershrinking public sector, the
constant uptick of domestic
debts, endemic corruption, job instability and illicit oil trading have
collectively inflicted economic
damage little heard about.
Remedying the problem has
deepened oil dependence while
the potential of Iraq’s non-oil
sectors remain untapped. For
more than a decade, efforts to free
Iraq from terrorism have taken
precedence.
Can Iraq liberate itself from the
curse of oil as political parties
canvass for votes ahead of May’s
election?
Oil dependence is no contemporary problem but one the country
has mitigated previously with
varying success.
The 8-year conflict with Iran in
the 1980s, followed by punitive
sanctions, a subsequent brain
drain and later the calamitous
neoliberal policies (2003-04) of
occupant forces paralysed nonoil industries. The hardest hit,
agriculture, was how Iraq was
once considered the “breadbasket
of the Middle East.” A decade on
and the country continues to rely
heavily upon food imports.
Oil makes up about 60% of
Iraq’s total gross domestic product, around 90% of state revenue,
according to reports by the UN
Development Programme and
the International Monetary Fund.
The non-oil economy barely covers 10%. As oil prices fluctuate,
it has become clear that more
than oil is needed to incentivise

growth. Dependency combined
with oil price drops endangers the
well-being and potential of Iraq’s
resource-abundant economy.
If the petroleum variable were
silenced, it would be apparent
that Iraq is endowed with enviable agricultural wealth, soil, climate and a twin river system for
achieving food self-sufficiency.
The revival of traditional farming methods attempted during
the late 1980s and 1990s — once
enough to soften the blow of dependency — is no longer capable
of keeping the economy standing.
Farming centres, crippled
by the absence of agricultural
equipment and technologies, the
neoliberal infused agricultural
reforms forcefully imposed under
Coalition Provisional Authority
(CPA) Order 81 and more recently
the exodus of farmers following
the Islamic State’s seizure of the
Nineveh plains will require decades to heal.
CPA-influenced agricultural
reforms left unchallenged by the
post-2003 government would
accelerate the downward spiral
of agricultural productivity. “CPA
became the ruling class, allowing not a single farmer a say in
their local market,” said Ahmad
al-Mahmoud, a senior researcher
at the London-based Iraqi opposition group Foreign Relations
Bureau.
The ensuing food crisis torpedoed official control and predictions.
External partners of the Iraqi
government, the United Nations’
Food and Agriculture Organisation and telecommunications
company Zain, participated in
a cash-for-work scheme as part

of wider trend to outsource and
privatise government functions
and services offering temporary income to more than 2,000
displaced Iraqis in camp settings.
Zain provided mobile phones to
help streamline the distribution of
cash transfers to scheme participants.
A related environmental problem is the struggle over water.
Iraqi water and agricultural official Mansour al-Baiji noted that
“after liberation” a war for access
to water was dawning “no less
dangerous than a guerrilla war”
laying blame on Turkey and other
upstream countries for reducing
the flow of Iraq’s rivers.
Matters have been made worse
by the weakening of the Iraqi labour market and market inequality. In 2013, Iraq’s Ministry of Planning surveyed adults participating
in the labour force, the majority of
whom are male.
The entry of women in the
workforce is among the lowest
worldwide. The general rate of
employment “hovers around
18%” with higher rates among
Iraqis aged 15-29, said Joseph
Sassoon, an associate professor at
Georgetown University’s School
of Foreign Service.
Public sector privatisation starting at 2003, alongside the scrapping of compulsory education and
rising poverty rates, has meant
fewer graduates entering the market, making way for employees
with fake academic qualifications.
Outweighing agriculture and
food sovereignty problems is corruption, the biggest plague of all.
Smuggling and theft of oil sold
cheaply on the international market have taken an enormous bite

out of national proceeds. What
little remains bidders vie over by
handing out attractive electoral
funds to competing political actors, directly influencing political
outcomes.
The demands of foreign energy firms and investors feed off
investor-friendly changes to Iraq’s
legislation imposed beneath the
CPA’s economic liberalisation
programme.
Neighbouring countries have
been quick to exploit the abolition
of tariffs, custom duties and
taxes, flooding the Iraqi market
with cheap goods. Labourers
within the local industry feel
abandoned by their government.
The void has been filled by Iran,
which sells commodities and
building materials in exchange for
hard currency.
These practices, Iraq’s vulnerability to price slumps, currency
appreciation and an immobilised
labour force have held Iraq’s
economy hostage and deprived
its people of a standard of life
reflective of the earnings of a
petrostate. Diversifying and tapping into non-oil industries is a
well-known potential but fails to
satiate the appetite of investors
or thieving state officials exploiting Iraq’s oil wealth to line their
coffers.
On the monetary side of political life are international banks
and foreign lenders wanting Iraq
to pump more oil. When those
problems are combined with evidence that Iraq has no monetary
reserves, the bitter facts become
apparent of a country that holds
one of the world’s worst economic portfolios with help from its
allies and regional friends.
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Tunisia trims controversial trade
deficit with Turkey by taxing imports
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

T

unisia slightly reduced its
trade deficit in January
after authorities imposed
new custom duties on
Turkish products for the
first time in seven years.
The decrease was marginal given
the scope of Tunisia’s economic
woes. It was a sign that new policies, which include rebalancing the
country’s economic partnerships
and diplomatic priorities, were
making headway.
The move was signed off on by
Tunisian President Beji Caid Essebsi despite opposition from the
Islamist Ennahda party, a partner in
the country’s coalition government
that has close ties with Turkey’s ruling Justice and Development Party.
Tunisia’s trade deficit with Turkey is its third largest, behind China
and Italy. In 2017, the imbalance accounted for 12% of Tunisia’s trade
gap. The mounting deficit became
controversial as secularist groups
blamed Islamist influence since
2011 for being a factor in increased
imports from Turkey.
Ennahda opposed the calls for
curtailed Turkish imports and criticised the new measures as unfairly
discriminatory against Turkey. Tunisian Islamists often tout Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s
economic policy as a model for Tunisia.
Tunisia’s trade deficit with Turkey grew from approximately $208
million in 2010 to more than $707
million in 2017, Tunisian government figures indicated.
Turkish imports — from sunflower seeds to dried figs to wedding
dresses — are popular in Tunisia.
They are often described by traders as higher quality than Chinese
products and cheaper than the Tunisian equivalents. However, their
effect on the Tunisian economy has
been devastating to some industries, causing farming acreage to
shrink and factories to shut down.
“Farmers in Beja, Mateur and Bizerte incurred huge losses because

Casablanca

M

ore than 8,000 Moroccan
companies
declared bankruptcy
in 2017, prompting
the head of the confederation of very small, small and
medium-sized enterprises to urge
the government to heed his call to
address conditions creating hardships for smaller businesses.
Most of the 8,088 Moroccan
companies that went bankrupt last
year were small and medium-sized
companies (SMEs), resulting in a
loss of more than 40,000 jobs, a
study by the business intelligence
website Inforisk said.
While 90% of the companies declared themselves in liquidation,
10% went into receivership. The
sectors most affected were commerce, construction and real estate. The overall bankruptcy figure
was 8.5% higher than in 2016 and
three times the number of company failures registered in 2009, the
study reported.
Abdellah el-Fergui, president of
the Confederation of VSE/SMEs,
estimated that the real number of
companies filing for bankruptcy
protection was more than 10,000
in 2017.
“Almost 4,000 firms declared

Egypt inflation
falls to lowest
levels since
currency float
Egypt’s annual inflation rates
dropped in January to their lowest
levels since the country floated its
currency in November 2016, official
data indicated.
The Egyptian pound lost half of its
value and prices shot up after Egypt
floated the currency in November
2016 to secure a $12 billion International Monetary Fund deal to revive
its economy.
Annual urban consumer price
inflation eased to 17.1% in January from 21.9% in December. Annual core inflation, which strips out
volatile items, fell to 14.35% from
19.86%.
(Reuters)

Protecting textiles. Tunisian female workers at an apparel factory in Sfax. 			
of the imports of Turkish sunflower seeds. Sunflower farmed areas shrank from 24,000 hectares in
2011 to 4,000 hectares in 2016 with
the number of working days falling
from 180,000 to 6,000,” said Naceur Amdouni, a farmer who heads
the local branch of the country’s
farmers’ union. “Why do they undermine a culture that benefits the
soil and the farmers by importing
such seeds?”
Another industry that has been
hit hard by the trade imbalance is
textile, which has seen 300 enterprises close and 40,000 workers
lose jobs in the past seven years,
trade union officials said.
Tunisia has about 1,800 textile
factories employing more than
200,000 workers, the majority of
whom are women. Around 1,000
enterprises specialise in exports.
In 2011, when Tunisia’s Trade
Ministry was controlled by Ennahda, Turkey began importing

products such as timber, construction material and sunflower seeds,
which are outside the scope of a
2004 trade agreement between the
two countries.
When that agreement was signed,
Tunisia was eyeing Turkey’s $100
billion market to expand exports
and balance trade. It imported fabric from Turkey, transforming it in
Tunisian textile plants to products
sold in Europe.
In 2001, however, the Tunisian
market was flooded by Turkish
products of all sorts.

Tunisia’s trade deficit
with Turkey grew
from approximately
$208 million in 2010 to
more than $707 million
in 2017.

(Reuters)

“A deep deficit with Turkey came
into the open after 2011,” said Tunisian economists Mariem Brahim
and Fakhri Korbi in an analysis paper. “It should be noted that the
overfilling deficit with Turkey is
caused mainly for 2015 by the increase of imports of clothes and
other products for local consumption.”
“On one hand, these imports
do not contribute to the economic
development and, on the other
hand, their equivalents are available on the local market,” they
added.
In December, Tunisia’s parliament voted to raise taxes on Turkish imports by up to 27%. Members
of Ennahda walked out during
the vote to protest the legislation,
which went into effect January 1.
On February 6, the government
noted the trade deficit was down
83% in January compared to the
same period last year.

A dark 2017 for small Moroccan enterprises
Saad Guerraoui

Briefs

bankruptcy in the first trimester
of 2017 alone,” he said. “Plenty of
VSEs are dormant too waiting for
their financial situation to improve.
“Morocco is not doing enough
to support VSE/SMEs compared
to other neighbouring countries,
such as Spain. These firms represent 98% of the country’s productive fabric but, unfortunately, they
have been left out by the government.”
“Two years of local and parliamentary elections have taken their
toll on many VSE/SMEs as payments have been delayed, sending
dozens of VSEs into liquidation,”
he said.

More than

8,000

Moroccan companies
declared bankruptcy
in 2017.
The 5-month political deadlock
in Morocco after elections in October 2016 postponed the approval
of the 2017 budget, a delay that affected the country’s economy.
Fergui said the government
should reform the labour code,

which he said was not adapted to
VSE/SMEs.
“Many companies are being sued
by their employees and slapped
with hefty fines that deeply affect
their financial resources,” he said.
Fergus has made many recommendations to Moroccan Prime
Minister Saad Eddine El Othmani
to overhaul the sector and boost
VSE/SMEs.
“We warned Othmani that 2017
would be a critical year for VSEs
and called for a 2-year fiscal amnesty to allow them to participate
in tenders,” he said.
Tax authorities in January announced the total or partial cancellation of penalties, fines, surcharges and recovery costs related
to duties and taxes assessed before
January 1, 2016, and which remained unpaid as of December 31,
2017, in accordance with the 2018
Finance Act.
Those concerned may benefit
from a 50% reduction, provided
they pay the remaining 50% by December 31, 2018.
Fergui said the measure was not
enough to help firms through the
financial difficulties.
“We asked the government to
give certificates to companies,
which owe outstanding payments
and fines to the tax authorities and
the national social security fund, to
take part in the tenders but our request was not met,” he said.

Since the appointment of Moulay Hafid Elalamy as Investment,
Trade and Digital Economy minister in 2013, Morocco has focused
on large projects in the aeronautics and automotive sectors, among
others, luring big multinational
companies and parts suppliers.
That policy left behind the VSE/
SMEs, the backbone of the North
African country’s economy.
In 2014, Elalamy set out an industrial acceleration strategy to
create a new relationship between
large firms and SMEs that would
give the latter “security, sustainability and perspective.”
“The main challenge is to instil
in SMEs an approach of innovation
and improvement of quality by offering these companies access to
investors, financing and markets,”
he said at the time.
Fergui said VSE/SMEs did not
benefit from the large projects “because multinationals have their
own suppliers.”
“The government still has not
done anything for VSE/SMEs to integrate them within this industrial
development despite the launch
of a strategy for VSEs in 2013,” he
said. “The industrial acceleration
strategy has so far benefited only
the big firms.”
Saad Guerraoui is a contributor
to The Arab Weekly on Maghreb
issues.

UNICEF appeals
for $17 million
to rebuild Iraq
health facilities
The UN Children’s Fund appealed
for $17 million to help rebuild Iraq’s
health facilities, ahead of an international conference to support the
country’s reconstruction due to convene in Kuwait.
The UN agency said as many as
750,000 children lack access to
health services in the region of Mosul, seven months after Islamic State
militants were driven out from the
city.
(Reuters)

Jordan approves
construction of
Iraq oil pipeline
Jordan has given the green light
for the construction of a pipeline to
move oil from southern Iraq to its
port of Aqaba, a government spokesman said.
In 2013, the neighbouring countries agreed on the idea of the
1,700km pipeline to run from Basra
to the Red Sea port at a cost of $18
billion.
(Agence France-Presse)

Saudis award
contracts to build
palaces in new
business zone
The Saudi government has begun
to award contracts for the development of a huge business zone in
north-western Saudi Arabia, asking local construction companies
to build five palaces there, sources
said.
Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz announced plans for the 26,500 sq.km
zone, known as NEOM, at an international investment conference in
Riyadh last October. Officials said
public and private investment in the
area was expected to total $500 billion.
Palaces for the king, crown prince
and other senior royals on the Red
Sea coast about 150km west of
Tabuk, are among the first contracts
awarded for NEOM, said the sources
who declined to be named as an official announcement has not yet been
made.
(Reuters)
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In Egypt, female genital mutilation is still rampant
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Cairo

L

arge numbers of Egyptians
show tolerance for female
genital mutilation (FGM),
while Egypt, which has
legally banned the procedure, prepared to officially mark
the international day of zero tolerance to the practice.
Egyptian girls tend to go under
the knife because social misconceptions fan the practice and appear to
be so difficult to change despite efforts by state institutions to reduce
the number of such mutilations.
“There is a wrong perception that
a girl whose genitals are mutilated
is more chaste than another who
has not come under the knife,”
said Azza Ashmawi, the secretarygeneral of the National Council for
Childhood and Motherhood, the
national agency that defends the
rights of children. “This is totally
wrong and must change.”
National figures show how widespread FGM is. An estimated 92% of
females aged 15-47 have been circumcised, a 2017 census indicated.
The survey also found that in the
15-17 age range, 61% of girls had suffered FGM.
To some extent, the slight drop
boils down to efforts by the government and the civil society to keep
the lid on the practice.
Egypt banned FGM in 2008 and
parliament criminalised the practice in 2016 with a law that stipulates prison terms of up to 15 years
for doctors who carry out an FGM
if the patient dies or suffers severe
health complications. The law commits the Medical Association, the
independent guild of the nation’s
doctors, to fire doctors who perform FGMs.
Nonetheless, more than 70%
of operations are carried out by
members of the Medical Associa-

Wrong perceptions. Residents walk by a kiosk (C) that is used as a clinic where girls are circumcised
by a barber in the Imbaba area of Giza. 								
(AP)
tion who go unpunished, said the
General Federations of Civil Society
Organisation, a union of Egyptian
NGOs. In parts of rural Egypt, the
operation used to be carried out by
local barbers.
“The fact that these operations
are done secretly makes it hard for
the authorities to track down doctors who carry them and to bring
them to account,” said Talaat Abdel
Qawy, the organisation’s president.
“The solution will be for parents to
stop circumcising their daughters
and this will only happen when
there is a change of culture.”
Female circumcision is rampant
in the Egyptian countryside where

More than 70%

of operations are
carried out by
members of the
Medical Association
who go unpunished.

families consider it a normal — and
in some cases necessary — practice.
Parents who would not circumcise
their daughters in some rural areas,
for fear of the health complications,
would be considered revolutionary.
Behind the proliferation of fe-

male genital mutilation for some in
Egypt is the belief that the procedure is connected to religion. However, the religious establishment
in recent years has become heavily involved in campaigning against
FGM. Egypt’s former Mufti Sheikh
Ali Gomaa, who often appears on
television to warn against FGM, has
said the practice is a “sin.”
Authorities, who marked the International Day of Zero Tolerance
for Female Genital Mutilation on
February 6, are pinning their hopes
on the role of religious scholars,
such as Gomaa, to dissuade parents
from forcing their daughters to undergo FGM.

“Religion plays a very important role in the lives of people in
this country, which is why action
by men of religion will necessarily
have an effect,” said Tarek Tawfiq,
the deputy health minister for population affairs. “We are also taking
a series of other measures to eradicate this phenomenon.”
Those steps include massive
awareness campaigns against FGM,
modification of the medical school
curricula to show the dangers of
the procedure and its effects on
the physical and mental health of
females in addition to the distribution of millions of leaflets containing information about the dangerous effects of FGM. The ministry
offers training courses to health
workers on the dangers of female
circumcision.
Egypt’s civil society organisations have branded female circumcision as a form of “violence”
against women and called for turning its eradication into a national
strategy.
“Female circumcision causes
death, which is why parents need
to understand that they might
be causing untold harm to their
daughters by subjecting them to it,”
Tawfiq said.
The National Council for Women,
which operates a hotline to report
on female genital mutilation, received 50 calls reporting instances
of FGM last year.
“This is less about whether the
person carrying out this abominable operation is a specialist or not
and more about the destructive
effects this operation has on the
psychology of girls and their lives,”
Ashmawi said.
“Although the physical pain connected with the operation goes
away after a short while, the psychological pain stays forever.”
Hassan Abdel Zaher is a
Cairo-based contributor to
The Arab Weekly.

Controversy endures over interpretation
of the Quran from a gender perspective
Myra Abdallah

Beirut

T

he status of women in
the Quran has always
been
controversial.
Many scholars considered that the Quran
clearly stated that men and women were not equal but others have
tried to progressively interpret
Quranic verses to refute that theory.
Maria Dakake, an associate
professor of religious studies at
George Mason University in Virginia, has researched Islamic intellectual history, with a particular
interest in the development of the
interpretation of women-related
Quranic verses, especially among
female scholars in the West.
In the 1990s, she said, there
was an increase in the number of
female scholars in Muslim communities who tried to reshape the
understanding of gender in Islam.
These included Pakistani-American theologian Riffat Hassan,
African-American Amina Wadud
and Lebanese-American philosopher Azizah al-Hibri.
“The approach they took was
to go back to the Quran itself and
use it as a main source to find true
messages of gender equality,” said
Dakake at a conference on “Gender in the Quran.” It was organised by the Institute for Women’s
Studies in the Arab World at the
Lebanese American University in
Beirut.
“They published interesting interpretations [that confirm gender equality in the Quran] such
as general widespread concern

for issues of justice, fairness and
kindness, in addition to statements of gender equality from a
spiritual and moral point of view
that highlight the quality of men
and women respectively.”
Women scholars, such as Hassan and Wadud, based their interpretations of Quranic verses
on the idea of justice to invoke
the bigger principles, taking into
consideration that Quranic verses
are ambiguous, controversial and
mainly open-ended.

In Arab countries,
women scholars are
less popular due to
the historical
prevalence of men as
religious authorities
and references.
To refute the theory that the
Quran explicitly states that women are to be on a subordinate level,
Dakake cited Hibri’s interpretation
of the most controversial verses.
“Hibri confirms that, from a bigger logical context, these verses
especially the verse stating that
‘men are the upholders and maintainers of women’ come from a financial perspective, following the
section that regulates the division
of inheritance. In her opinion, the
Quran allows men to inherit more
than women on condition that
they spend on their women. If
they don’t, all their privileges fall,”
Dakake said.
Muslim cleric Sheikh Mohamad
Kojok, a researcher in education,

anthropology and religious studies at the Lebanese University and
doctoral student in jurisprudence
and fundamentals at Qom Hawza
in Iran, contends that controversial verses in the Quran can’t be
understood if read in a superficial
way.
“[Controversial
verses]
are
linked to many others that explicitly confirm equality between
men and women in their existential identity and public responsibilities; however the Quran differentiates between men and
women taking into consideration
their
natural
characteristics,”
Kojok said.
“The equality [in the Quran]
resides in the fact that women
should obtain their full rights to
reach God and serve God’s creation and the fact that men should
obtain their full rights for the
same reasons,” he said.
Interpreting the Quran from a
gender perspective in Western
countries has been mainly initiated by Muslim women who wanted
to question traditional interpretations to confirm that equality is
preserved by the Quran without
abandoning their faith and religious traditions.
“Women scholars argue that the
Quran does not necessarily support patriarchy, it only reflects the
society at the times when it was
written. For example, the Quran
gives many reasons to abolish
slavery. Why don’t we think of
patriarchy the same way?” said
Dakake.
In Arab countries, due to the
strong patriarchal system still in
place, women scholars have less
influence and are less popular due
to the historic prevalence of men

Different perspective. Maria Dakake, associate professor of
religious studies at George Mason University in Virginia, speaks
at the conference on “Gender in the Quran” at the Lebanese
American University in Beirut. 				
(AUB)
as religious authorities and references.
“Interpreting the Quran is available to men and women equally,”
said Kojok. “Since the ’90s [in the
Arab World], a new group of interpreters from both genders has
been trying to establish a modern
interpretation of Quran verses.
However, this group based their
interpretation on humane experience instead of divine revelation,
and this had practical results that
introduced principles that are uncommon to Muslim audience.”
In recent years, Muslim extremist groups misused the Quran to
justify violence, especially against

women, despite the opposition of
most Muslim scholars, who promote Islam as a religion of peace.
“The use of religious texts to
suppress women and insult them
is against the sharia itself,” Kojok
said. “This has been incited by the
political reintroduction of the takfiri fanaticism to Islam. To counter these practices, we should
work to limit the influence of
these groups and raise awareness
in Muslim communities about the
important role of women in the
society.”
Myra Abdallah is an activist on
gender issues.
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Blue Whale
game claims
Arab teens’ lives
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

T

he sometime deadly
Blue Whale Challenge,
one of the latest crazes
in virtual world gaming,
has reached Jordanian
teens. Schools in Karak governorate, south-west of Amman, reported students inflicting injuries
on themselves as part of the 50day, self-harm challenge.
“The Blue Whale Challenge targets teenagers under 15 who are
active on social media networks
or who possess smartphones,
which are largely available among
students,” said Heyam Qadoumi, a
teacher in Amman.
The online challenge, which began in 2016, reportedly consists of
50 daily tasks assigned by an administrator. Many of the tasks involve different forms of self-harm
(carving phrases on one’s arm,
cutting one’s lip, making oneself
sick, etc.) The final challenge requires the participant to commit
suicide.
“The incident in Karak was a
close call and that is why we need
to have more supervision over our
students and their online habits,”
Qadoumi said. “The supervision
should be conducted at home and
school but teachers cannot watch
everyone all the time and that is
why parents should be stricter
regarding their children using the

internet and their smart devices.”
The spread of the internet and
smart devices has come with increased risks for younger children
and teenagers left without supervision. In Jordan, there are an estimated 8.7 million internet users
and more than 42% of the population uses smartphones.
“We were shocked to hear that
such behaviour from children is
real. All religions forbid people
from harming themselves while
this Blue Whale Challenge encourages teenagers to kill themselves.
As a parent, I have taken several
measures to secure my kids’ online presence and I think people
should do the same,” said Manal
Shehadah, a mother of three.
“We need to be extra cautious
and everything should be controlled and the most important
thing is to have a trustful relationship between children and parents.”
“There are many challenges
online these days and the latest
one is the Tide Pod Challenge, in
which teenagers film themselves
chewing and sometimes swallowing detergents and then posting
the videos online as a challenge to
others to try,” Qadoumi said.
The American Association of
Poison Control Centres (AAPCC)
said there were approximately 40
cases of detergent ingestion reported in 2018, with almost half of
them intentionally ingested, media reports said.
“There are many easily acces-

At risk. A little boy plays a game on a compuer.
sible online games which teenagers and children can download
for free like the Blue Whale Challenge,” said Jordanian IT expert
Feras Farhan. “All these games are
based on manipulating a person’s
inner self, usually targeting vulnerable youngsters who are antisocial or solitary.”
“Parents should watch closely
every step taken by their children
on their smart devices. We need
to spread awareness about the
dangers of online games that are
based on violence because they affect children’s behaviour at home
and in school,” Farhan added.
The Blue Whale Challenge has
reportedly contributed to teenagers’ death in North Africa, as well.
Earlier this year in northern Tunisia, a 16-year-old died after falling

(AFP)

from the roof of her home. Her
friends reportedly testified she
had been playing the online game
but her father was adamant that
her death was an accident.
In 2017, seven Algerian children reportedly killed themselves
while following instructions from
the Blue Whale Challenge. The
game is also said to have led to one

The spread of the
internet and smart
devices has come
with increased risks
for younger children
and teenagers.

Digital Arab Series

teenager’s death in Morocco.
The Public Security Department
said Jordan recorded 120 cases
of suicide for reasons not related
to the Blue Whale Challenge in
2016 and 104 during the first nine
months of 2017.
Figures show that suicide cases
are more common among people
between the ages 18 and 27. Amman recorded the country’s highest number of suicides and suicide
attempts, followed by Irbid and
Karak.
Suicides committed by nonJordanians, many by Syrian refugees, constituted 17% of total
cases in the first nine months of
2017.
Roufan Nahhas is a journalist
based in Jordan.

Fifth Part

Collaboration is key to getting content right

Khadija Hamouchi

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

Publishers of
digital Arabic
content need to
work towards
collaboration to
deliver products
that start out right.

T

he “Arab Knowledge
Economy Report
2015-2016” said the
number of internet
users was expected to
rise to about 226 million by 2018. Has this
come to pass?
Research has shown that we
are in the neighbourhood of 160
million internet users in the Arab
world today and that the millennial generation (16-24) is its biggest
segment.
It is also the fastest growing
demographic in the world.
Yet, McKinsey’s “Digital Middle
East 2016” report said the Arab
region is capturing only a fraction
of its digital potential. It takes a

whole eco-system to leverage that
potential. Here’s the question:
How can small stakeholders and
start-ups amplify the opportunity?
The digital world has become so
competitive that it makes sense for
companies to form alliances thrive.
Not everyone agrees on this point,
however. In a lecture at Stanford,
Silicon Valley venture capitalist
Guy Kawasaki deemed partnerships irrelevant.
In the literature on entrepreneurship, there are contradictory
theories. Should one seek to solve
problems for oneself or for others? I believe that problems need
to be solved vertically because a
chain of small problems is linked
to a bigger one. In the Arab world,

companies need to leverage each
other’s assets. We must collaborate
or perish.
Digital platforms in the Arab
world are still in experimental
mode, especially in terms of user
experience, user interface and
back-end Arabic programming.
The potential of back-end programming — lines of code that
transform into algorithms and
artificial intelligence systems that
magically know what you like —
is yet to be explored for Arabic.
Digital publishers can accelerate
learning by sharing the process of
trial and error and writing up the
results — in Arabic.
For some time, the investment
in Arabic language technology has

Reaching out. A Saudi employee prepares a slideshow at his office in Riyadh.

(Reuters)

come from major universities in
the West and in the Middle East.
These include Stanford’s Natural
Language Processing group, the
American University of Beirut’s
Engineering Department, New
York University Abu Dhabi and
the Qatar Computing Research
Institute at Hamad bin Khalifa
University.
More is needed. “The ArabNet
App Trends” report stated that
62% of respondents said they readily download Arabic apps. That
figure would be much higher if
there were more Arabic apps and
if consumers trusted them more.
The ArabNet report also said that
12% of respondents said they don’t
trust Arabic mobile apps, 16% had
a bad experience with them and
30% did not find them of good
quality. As a result, they resort to
international mobile apps.
In the start-up world, one often
hears that a product does not have
to be perfect for customers but
this does not reflect the opinions
of the young Arabs I met. Perhaps
a better approach may be that of a
practical perfectionist. A product
does not have to be the right one
for the customer from day one but
it does need to be well-presented
and function well. It needs to be
bug-free, have great design and
offer as frictionless a user experience as possible.
Publishers of digital Arabic
content need to work towards
collaboration to deliver products
that start out right. In 2016, Haykal
Media launched the Renaissance
Partners programme with strategic
partners, including GE Capital, for
the widely read Harvard Business Review Arabia. This is a good
example of collaboration that will
empower young Arabs who want
to make it in the world of business.
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Dr Haitham El-Zobaidi
is an Iraqi writer based in
London. He is the Executive
Editor of Al Arab Group.

Ministries of
culture are there to
support cultural
activities for the
benefit of the
society as a whole,
not for the
material benefit of
only intellectuals
and artists.

What should intellectuals expect from
ministries of culture in the Arab world?

B

eing a minister of
culture in an Arab
country, especially
in one with limited
means, is an exacting
job. Nobody knows
exactly what a minister of culture should be doing.
Everywhere in the world, government ministries are public service institutions whose essential
role is to provide services to the
population. How does this logic
apply to the ministry of culture?
Should artists and intellectuals
expect the ministry of culture to
provide them with an income?
To fulfil its role, the ministry of
culture needs the services of men
and women of culture. They are its
means for providing cultural services to society. A writer enlightens the population by writing and
an artist entertains.
A library is a must in a modern
society while cinema allows exceptional relief for the eye and the
mind. Our daily life is taken up by
work, reading and watching television. Except for the news, anything shown on TV, even a cooking
show, counts as culture.
Another major role of the ministry of culture is that of shielding
society from the endless flood of
extremist ideas. The ministry can
cooperate and coordinate with citizens and intellectuals alike to turn
its programmes into engines for
raising awareness and re-examining social norms and values.

Societies immunised through
culture can safely withstand
the onslaught of ideological or
religious intolerance. When the
cultural fibre becomes weak in a
society, it makes it easy for dubious ideas to gain the upper hand
in a gullible environment. All we
have to do in the Arab world is look
around to realise the total absence
of ministries of culture and of
intellectuals.
The cultural renaissance of the
1950s through the 1970s is history and yet it was thanks to the
dynamics of culture that the Arab
world extricated itself from the
Middle Ages and ushered in the
age of modernity. That same world
is back in the Middle Ages with an
added dimension of violence and
savagery unwitnessed before and
coming from the availability of new
weapons and technologies. This
descent to the depths of hell was
made possible by eclipsing over
long stretches of time the role of
culture in society.
Intellectuals in the Arab world
have a long list of complaints about
ministries of culture in their countries. Most of those complaints are
justified but the real problem emanates from the lack of clarity about
the role of the ministries.
Ministries of culture have never
been employment offices. They are
there to support cultural activities
for the benefit of the society as a
whole, not for the material benefit
of only intellectuals and artists.

Allocating subsidies and financial
awards to artists and intellectuals
cannot be seen as an obligation for
the state. These are forms of generosity from the state and society.

Another major
role of the
ministry of
culture is that
of shielding
society from
the endless
flood of
extremist
ideas.
Governments can do a lot to
support intellectuals and artists.
In a rich country, such as Britain
for example, the government is
not able to subsidise all cultural
events. Quite often, a government
initiative to restore a historic theatre or building using public funds
gets blocked in parliament. So the
government has turned to indirect
financing through the creation
of a national lottery dedicated to
financing cultural activities and
non-profit cultural programmes.
Thus, everybody wins; theatre
people and restoration artists have

a source of income and Shakespeare has his festival.
Charities also participate in
this financing effort. Thanks to
generous donors, artists and intellectuals can continue to work and
produce without worrying about
their next meal. Wealthy people
deliberately pay premium prices
for works of art and compete in
sponsoring cultural events without expecting a profit in return.
When it comes to finding donors,
churches must be quite jealous of
theatre houses. In this system, the
state is there to just keep an eye on
the organisational side and prevent
corruption.
In this kind of system, the main
role of the minister of culture is
to find the right balance between
the cultural needs of society, the
state’s resources and the productive capacities of artists and
intellectuals. To succeed in that
role, should the minister of culture
come from the world of art and
culture or should he or she be a
shrewd politician? This is a question that remains unanswered in
the Arab world because its governments have yet to determine what
they want from culture.
Artists and intellectuals in the
Arab world need to look objectively at their demands from the
state. They can be egocentric when
it comes to their work but need to
be objective when it comes to deciding which role national culture
should play.

Timo Nasseri’s show, an imaginative quest for the infinite
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Sharjah

H

istory, myth, science,
math and artistic imagination combine in
Timo Nasseri’s first
UAE solo exhibition,
“All the Letters in All the Stars,”
presented at the Maraya Art Centre
in collaboration with the Sharjah
Islamic Arts Festival.
The Berlin-based German-Iranian artist is not unknown in the
United Arab Emirates, having been
one of the winners of the Abraaj
Capital Art Prize in 2011 for “Gon,”
a shiny lattice of steel rods, in a nod
to Islamic geometrical forms and
architecture.
It took Nasseri a long time to have
a solo show in the Emirates because
he was looking for “the right institution” where an exhibition of this
scale could be accommodated, he
said. He was represented through
the Sfeir-Semler Gallery in Beirut
so “did not feel absent from the region,” Nasseri added.
Having began his artistic career
as a photographer, the switch to
sculpture in 2004 and later to Islamic calligraphic forms proved to
be “a difficult transition initially.”
“For me, it started with a certain
kind of curiosity about certain aspects of Islamic architecture and
especially about the construction
of the muqarnas, a form of ornamented vaulting in Islamic architecture,” Nasseri said.
“It was then that I realised that
mathematics is the theme that
holds it all together and the geometry that was used for it was
based on a combination of three
triangles. I started this research in
2009-10. Once you figure out how
this particular geometry works,
you can use it and it becomes like a
toolbox to explore Islamic geometric forms.”
Born and brought up in Berlin
and with no knowledge of Arabic, Nasseri applied a very logical,
Western methodology with the
imaginative curiosity of an artist

Grasping the infinite. Timo Nasseri’s “Unknown Letter I.”
to his subject. In 2006, during his
transition to sculpture, he said, he
“always felt the need to get close to
his subject to get to its core.”
Nasseri came upon noted Arab
calligrapher of the Abbasid age, Ali
Muhammad bin Hasan ibn Muqla
(circa 885-940) and his system
of Arabic cursive writing and the
aesthetics of proportioned script
when his father presented him a
small book on calligraphy.

“I was fascinated that he (Ibn
Muqla) was trying to approach the
script through mathematics so I

The exhibition
shows Nasseri’s
disciplined practice
of Arabic lettering
in the method of
Ibn Muqla.

(Maraya Art Centre)

did a sculpture on this proportion
called ‘Alif’ in 2009.”
About three years ago, Nasseri
read the tragic life story of Ibn
Muqla and his theory of four missing letters in the Arabic alphabet.
Ibn Muqla said he had found four
letters that were missing from the
Arabic language. He did not reveal
the letters, despite immense pressure, including physical mutilation
and incarceration, and his notes on

their discovery are missing.
Nasseri searched for where the
calligrapher could have found the
letters, deducing they were hidden in the constellations. In artistic
terms, it was indeed a mighty leap
of the imagination and brought together many strands of Nasseri’s
recent exploration.
“So being fascinated by Ibn Muqla’s missing Arabic letters, I started
to research and then I started this
fantasy about where these letters
are,” he said. “This was actually the
starting point for this exhibition,
‘All the Letters in All the Stars.’
“When I started to look for where
the letters could be and being always interested in the stars, I tried
to imagine that Ibn Muqla must
have looked up at the night sky in
Baghdad and found the patterns
for those missing letters up there.”
With “Alif” starting the series,
“Unknown Letter I” and “Unknown Letter II” — the second and
third missing letters — were done in
2015 and the last letter was created
for the present exhibition.
Consequently, the exhibition,
which includes four sculptures
of the resulting forms — made of
walnut and steel — as well as drawings and wood pieces outlining the
process, is a result of the artist’s indepth research and investigation of
this theory. It shows his disciplined
practice of Arabic lettering in the
method of Ibn Muqla and applying it to a recreated star chart from
Baghdad in 934.
“All the letters in All the Stars”
has won over viewers and critics.
Laura Metzler, Maraya Art Centre
curator, said the exhibition has
been extended to April 5 so art lovers across the Emirates could enjoy
and familiarise themselves with
Nasseri’s work.
“The show is a dialogue between
structure and fragmentation and
the inability in these two veins to
fully grasp the infinite. There is a
kind of two segments — some older
and some newer work — in dialogue here,” Metzler said.
N.P. Krishna Kumar is an Arab
Weekly contributor in Dubai.
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Film Bans in Lebanon

Lebanon gripped by film-banning frenzy
Samar Kadi

Beirut

L

ebanon, long viewed as
the freest country in the
Arab world, is witnessing
a string of bans on Hollywood movies that sparked
condemnation about the deterioration of public freedom.
Two films — “The Post” and
“Jungle” — were banned in theatres across Lebanon last month in
compliance with a boycott of Israel. The ban on “The Post,” whose
director Steven Spielberg is blacklisted for donating money to Israel,
was retracted. The ban on “Jungle,”
which recounts the survival drama
of Israeli adventurer Yossi Ghinsberg, came two weeks after the film
had been showing in cinemas.
Reactions to the bans were divided. Many support the boycott of Israel, a country with which Lebanon
is technically at war and which is
widely reviled for military aggression. Others say the censorship is
arbitrary and randomly enforced.
Activist Samah Idriss, co-founder of the Campaign to Boycott Supporters of Israel, said banning films
was justified and in line with the
boycott of Israel law, which Lebanon passed in 1955.
“The problem is that the law may
be outdated and, in many instances, it had been overlooked. This
time the government has assumed
its responsibility and it should be
applauded and praised for it (not
criticised),” Idriss said.
“It is the (Lebanese) censorship
board’s responsibility to make sure
that no works involving links with
Israel and Israelis are cleared or can
pass through.”
“In the case of ‘The Post,’” Idriss
argued, “the director is pro-Israeli,
a lead actor is pro-Israeli and the
executive producer is pro-Israeli.
Moreover, any of those three support Israel directly. For instance,
Spielberg donated $1 million to Israel in 2006 after it attacked Lebanon.”
Spielberg’s previous two films,
“The BFG” and “Bridge of Spies,”
were allowed in Lebanese cinemas.
The ambiguity and arbitrary implementation of the anti-Israel boycott legislation causes confusion
and dismay in the industry.
“Censorship is something that
we face at every edition of the Lebanese Film Festival,” said actress
and the festival’s director Wafa Halawi. “The criteria for censorship
and the political agenda behind
it have not been clear in many aspects, even artistically. In other
words, we cannot predict what
things will be censored or not. This
puts artists and anyone in the film
industry in an ambiguous position.”

V iewpoint

Bassem Ajami

is a Lebanese-British journalist
who lives in Beirut.

The issue now is how
to accommodate a
return to censorship
with the rapid
advances in the
means of
communication.

Wider clampdown. Actor Tom Hanks (L), actress and singer Rita Wilson (2nd L), Executive Editor of the Washington Post Martin Baron (C),
actress Kate Capshaw (2nd R) and director Steven Spielberg (R) attend the premiere of “The Post” in Washington, last December.
Several branches of government
are involved in deciding on which
films are banned in Lebanon. The
country’s censorship board, which
includes representatives from
the foreign, information, education, economy and social affairs
ministries, submits its recommendation to the Interior Ministry,
which is represented on the
board by a member of the General
Security.
Halawi said arbitrary censorship
is increasing and becoming stricter,
especially regarding political and
religious content.
“Mainly anything that could
trigger any controversy or misunderstanding about religion or
politics is being avoided,” she said.
“Obviously, it becomes more complicated in a country like Lebanon where anything that could be
misinterpreted can develop into

something much bigger.
“However, the most dangerous
aspect of censorship is when artists
start unconsciously to self-censor
themselves. They don’t know what
is allowed or not, how to talk about
a theme and whether it will be controversial or not.”
Film critics blasted the bans on
grounds that they harm Lebanon’s
reputation as a bastion of freedom.
For them, the boycott of cultural
products should be a personal
choice, not a state-enforced measure.
Idriss, however, insisted that the
state has a role to fulfil in guiding
its citizens and preventing “cultural normalisation” with Israel.
“Do you think the Americans
would allow the screening of a
movie funded by Iran or one that
praises [Osama] bin Laden for example?” he asked. “There are tens

of books and films banned in countries of the so-called free world because they touch on national security and the safety of citizens.”
“The freedom of speech is different from the freedom of normalising relations with the enemy. We
have to make a distinction between
censorship and the preservation
of national sovereignty, dignity
and resistance against Israel,” he
added.

The ambiguity and
arbitrary
implementation of the
Israel boycott causes
confusion and dismay
in the industry.

(AP)

Another controversy is simmering over the American film “Beirut,” about a CIA operative kidnapped in the Lebanese capital at
the height of the civil war in 1982.
There are calls to ban the fictional
movie, which was criticised for
tarnishing Lebanon’s image and
rewriting its history without Lebanese insight. The film is to open in
US theatres April 13, the anniversary of the outbreak of Lebanon’s
war.
The renewed focus on the boycott laws coincides with a wider
clampdown on free speech. In
early January, an arrest warrant
was issued for television presenter Maria Maalouf after she
criticised Hezbollah leader Hassan
Nasrallah. Television talk-show
host Marcel Ghanem is being
prosecuted for criticising the
judiciary.

Ban it, bin it, close it: Lebanon and the growing climate of censorship

A

heated debate is under way in Lebanon
that is expressing itself on television and
social media. At issue
is what the Lebanese
can see, listen to and read. In other
words, a return to censorship.
The debate involves calls to shun
all artistic and literary material that
remotely involves Israel.
Advocates of the boycott are
supporters of the Iran-backed
Hezbollah. They insist it is an act
of patriotism necessary to establish
a “culture of resistance” against
normalising relations with the Jewish state.
Its opponents argue the boycott
conceals an attempt to impose
bygone norms on the Lebanese,
with the aim of moulding Lebanese
culture according to that of Iran.
Hezbollah Secretary-General
Hassan Nasrallah recently demanded that Lebanon’s censorship board, which was created

in 1955 and was revived recently,
must ban the film “The Post,” even
though the movie has nothing to
do with the Palestinian conflict.
The reason, said Nasrallah, was
that its director, Steven Spielberg,
donated $1 million to the Jewish
state during the 2006 war between
Israel and Hezbollah.
The movie was banned but an
intervention by Lebanese Prime
Minister Saad Hariri reversed the
decision and allowed the film to
play in theatres.
Hariri, however, could not
reverse a decision to ban other
films. Last year, the censorship
board banned “Wonder Woman”
from cinemas because an Israeli
actress plays the lead role. Last
month, Franco-Lebanese director
Ziad Doueiri was arrested in Beirut
and accused of violating Lebanese
laws that boycott Israel. He had
travelled there using his French
citizenship to shoot a film on the
Palestinian issue. The film, “The

Attack,” was banned in Lebanon.
Doueiri was subjected to a ruthless campaign by Hezbollah’s media when another of his films, “The
Insult,” made it to the short list of
the Academy Awards’ nominations
for foreign language movies. It
was the first Lebanese film to be so
honoured.
Interestingly, the campaign to
impose censorship is limited to
political issues while it is tolerant
towards sexually explicit material
as well as issues regarding homosexuality.
Accusations of treachery are
made against anyone who defies
the call for the return to censorship. Doueiri’s critics claim his film
only made it thus far because its
Lebanese director “betrayed the
cause and denounced Palestine to
the Jewish organisers of the Oscar.”
Doueiri denies such accusations.
During the 1950s and 1960s, literally, any material that mentioned
Israel was subject to censorship.

Any foreign media that featured
articles about Israel was censored.
That eased during the 1975-90 civil
war when many government functions broke down.
The issue now is how to accommodate a return to censorship with the rapid advances in
the means of communication.
Advocates of the film boycott suggest a strange compromise: They
would permit the sale of pirated
copies of prohibited movies to the
public while banning the films
from movie theatres. The compromise makes no mention of written
material. Such a concession shows
the virtual impossibility of a return
to the boycott that existed before
the civil war.
The issue is gaining momentum as parliamentary elections,
which are scheduled for May 6,
approach. The question of cultural
freedom is likely to be among the
major issues that will decide their
outcome.
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Agenda
Bahrain:
Through March 7
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.
Doha:
Through April 25

Emirates planes parked at Dubai’s
International Airport.
(Dubai Airports)

World-class infrastructure makes
Dubai’s airport busiest in the world
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Dubai

D

ubai
International
Airport has, for the
fourth
consecutive
year, achieved the coveted status of being the
world’s busiest for international
passengers with 88.2 million travellers in 2017, a figure that is expected to grow to 90.3 million in
2018.
In its nearly six decades of existence, Dubai International Airport (DXB) has witnessed average
percentage growth in the double
digits. Under the DXB Plus programme, the airport aims to raise
its annual capacity to 118 million
travellers by 2023.
This achievement is primarily a
result of the United Arab Emirates’
vision, which recognised aviation
as one of the core sectors and key
drivers of the economy. Dubai’s location, which puts the city within
a 4-hour flight of one-third of the
world’s population, world-class
infrastructure and successful flagship carriers, such as Emirates
and flydubai, with constantly expanding global networks create an
aviation hub favoured by travellers
globally.
Dubai airport is a hub for 90 international airlines connected to
some 240 destinations across six
continents. It has a capacity of
90 million passengers yearly and
needs to expand to accommodate
growth. The DXB Plus programme
will focus on using process improvements and technology, along
with data management, to boost

capacity and service when there
is no room to expand the airport
physically.
The first initiative under the programme was the introduction last
year of a facility that enabled the
use of Emirates IDs at 120 smart
gates, reducing immigration time
to a few seconds for many travellers.
Another DXB Plus initiative was
a sophisticated motion sensor
system that tracks queues across
all touch points in real time, allowing staff members to identify
bottlenecks and deploy resources
quickly.
The record traffic figures do
not come as a surprise for Premjit
Bangara, general manager for travel at Dubai-based Sharaf Travel Services. “Dubai has one of the most
modern airports in the world and
they have wisely invested in developing infrastructure aligned to
their year-on-year growth,” Bangara said
“The addition of new terminals
and cutting-edge airport technology has been a result of meticulous
planning to cater to their growth.
In addition to this, the government
of Dubai has created a support
system to promote tourism with
massive investments in hotels and
resorts along with theme parks and
various other attractions that make
Dubai a top-notch destination for
tourists worldwide.”
Bangara cited the “excellent connectivity on both eastbound and
westbound destinations” of Dubaibased Emirates and flydubai that
have contributed to the dominance
of Dubai with the large fleet of Airbus A380 Superjumbo and Boeing
777 jets. “All their passengers can

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.
Amman:
Through 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.
Dubai:
Through June 30
“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.
Beirut:
February 13-March 21

People walk at Dubai’s International Airport. 		
avail of free stopovers in Dubai
with access to a range of quality
hotels, too,” he said.
Saj Ahmad, chief analyst of London-based StrategicAero Research,
argued that the key to growth has
been the city of Dubai itself.

Dubai airport is a hub
for 90 international
airlines connected to
some 240 destinations
across six continents.
“The city boasts plenty to do for
those wanting to travel to Dubai
and the airport itself is a ministate within a state, comprising
immense facilities, retail and rest
areas for those who are transiting
the UAE,” he said. “It literally has
something for everyone and, despite the airport being ever-busy,

People waiting at Dubai’s International Airport . 						

(AFP)

(AFP)

flights are rarely delayed and it is
far better to fly to and through this
hub with zero stress versus the bottlenecks and panic at places like
Heathrow.”
Ahmad attributed the rise in the
number of passengers to “an element of the ‘Dubai-allure’” and because key airlines such as Emirates
and flydubai, the biggest two operators at the airport, have forged
air links where none previously
existed. “So this demand development and route proliferation has
also added to the throughput of
passengers into Dubai International,” he said.
“The additional aeroplanes for
Emirates and for flydubai will not
only allow both carriers to replace
some of their earliest aeroplanes in
the fleet but the majority of what
they’ve ordered is also going to be
used for new markets and opening up routes. It’s not hard to see
that both will continue to pull in
passengers to and through Dubai,
thus propelling the airport to new
heights,” Ahmad said.
About the 2018 forecast of more
than 90 million passengers, he
said, “some may argue that this is a
slowdown — on the contrary.”
“Growth is not infinite and Dubai
has worked hard to get the airport
as efficient as it can be. The dual
runway works undertaken a few
years ago has unlocked the potential to handle more flights but it’s
the terminals that need physical
growth to cater for all those customers. We may see Dubai Airports
wanting to alleviate pressure on
DXB by encouraging some airlines
to shift over to Dubai World Central.
“Regardless, Dubai International
will almost certainly breach the 90
million-passenger mark this year
and retain its title as the world’s
busiest international airport,” said
Ahmad.
N.P. Krishna Kumar is an Arab
Weekly contributor in Dubai.

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.
Gammarth, Tunisia:
April 5-15
The 13th Jazz à Carthage, an
annual music festival, brings
together renowned international
and local musicians and fans to
perform and attend concerts,
lectures, exhibitions and nightly
jam sessions.
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