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Iraq reconstruction bid hinges
on own policies, regional ties
Mamoon Alabbasi

London

T

he success of Iraq’s bid
to rebuild the country’s
infrastructure, damaged
by years of war and corruption, is likely to depend more on the government’s
policies than on the international
investment conference recently
convened in Kuwait, analysts said.
International donors at the February 12-14 conference pledged
$30 billion to help Iraqi reconstruction following the war against the
Islamic State (ISIS). The pledges include loans, direct investment and
investment guarantees.

Many investors are
likely waiting to see
the outcome of the
poll before
committing money
in Iraq.
The World Bank estimated that
Iraq needs nearly $88 billion over
the next five years for reconstruction, which means Baghdad will
predominately rely on its federal
budget to come up with the rest.
Iraq will also need to attract more
private sector investments.
“The government budget will
form the bulk of that money, followed by private investment. Donors are seen as an added boost,
not the bulk,” Elizabeth Dickinson,
a Gulf researcher at the International Crisis Group, said on Twitter.
As Iraq’s budget is dependent
on oil exports, crude prices are

likely to affect how much cash is
available over the next five years.
Aside from the agreement among
OPEC members to cap output
and improve the country’s production capacities, Iraq is very much
at the mercy of the market’s oil
prices.
Iraqi politics, however, are likely to play a large role in whether
much of the pledges are met and if
new investments are to be made in
the country. One determining factor is the crackdown on rampant
corruption, which has not escaped
the attention of Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi.
“We will not stop fighting corruption, which is not less than terrorism. In fact, it was one of the
reasons for the rise of terrorism,”
Abadi said at the conference.
Some commentators argued that
even if the pledges are not honoured, Iraq can attract investment
by ridding itself of corruption.
“Any
progress
achieved
against corruption will improve
Iraq’s environment to do business,” wrote Iraqi commentator
Muhammad al-Waeli in the blog
1001iraqithoughts.com.
Abadi announced the ratification of international covenants to
protect investments. It remains to
be seen whether investors will feel
reassured.
“[The] conference was meant
to ‘introduce’ global companies to
Iraq and put guarantees and incentives in place, so private finance
flows in longer term,” said Dickinson. Small business deals could
prove more important tomorrow
than a $1 billion in cash today, she
added.
Another important factor is
Iraq’s maintaining good ties with

Why is this man smiling? Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi (C) attends the Kuwait international
conference for the reconstruction of Iraq in Kuwait City, on February 13.
(AFP)
its neighbours and the wider region: $5 billion was pledged by
Arab Gulf countries and another
$5 billion was promised by Turkey.
Any souring of ties could threaten
investments in Iraq.
The conference came three
months ahead of Iraqi elections.
Many investors are likely waiting to see the outcome of the poll
before committing money in Iraq.

They may fear a rise in Iranian influence in Iraq.
“I think many people are waiting
until after the elections,” an unnamed senior US official told Foreign Policy. “They want to know
the composition of the government first.”
Iraqi analyst Sajad Jiyad said
that he expected an increase in
Saudi investment should Abadi re-

main in power after the elections
in May. This is because the country
will be stable and the Saudis feel
“they can work with” Abadi, Jiyad
said on Twitter.
Mamoon Alabbasi is Deputy
Managing Editor and Online
Editor of The Arab Weekly.
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Valentine’s Day conquers hearts, gains acceptability in Arab world
Samar Kadi

Beirut

V

alentine’s Day, the Feast
of Love marked by the
exchange
of
heartshaped balloons, red
roses and teddy bears
between couples, has gained acceptability in the mainly Muslim
Arab world, with many people
openly celebrating the centuriesold tradition.
Residents of conservative Muslim countries such as Saudi Arabia,
where public manifestations of the
February 14 holiday were previously considered taboo, can purchase red roses, which used to be
confiscated from flower shops by
the religious police.
This year’s more open celebration of Valentine’s Day was boosted by high-profile religious figures
issuing statements of tolerance,
a sign the Arab world is moving
against the flow of Islamist pronouncements.
In Tunisia, Saudi Arabia and
Egypt, senior officials said they
had no objections to people celebrating the occasion. Some even

Changing mores. An Iraqi woman walks past Valentine’s Day
decorations in Baghdad, on February 14. 		
seemed to welcome the holiday
— believed to be named after the
Catholic martyr and priest Saint
Valentine — and affirmed the common value of love it aims to celebrate.
Tunisia’s Grand Mufti Sheikh
Othman Battikh said celebrating

(AFP)

Valentine’s Day is not forbidden
under Islamic law “as long as it
does not transgress morality.”
“Any (love) that brings people
closer together like the love of God,
love of parents, love of the nation
is a good thing. Loving is part of Islamic principles and loving God is

about loving all people and God’s
creatures,” Battikh was quoted as
saying by Tunisia’s Akher Khabar
Online newspaper.
Sheikh Ahmad Mamduh of the
fatwa department in Egypt’s Dar
al Ifta wrote on the religious institute’s official Facebook page: “In
his Hadith, the Prophet called on
man if he loves his brother to tell
him ‘I love you in God.’
“The notion of love is much
broader than the feelings between
men and women. On that day (Valentine’s) it is acceptable to express
love to your children, your friends
or your parents.”
Comments by Sheikh Ahmed
Qassim al-Ghamdi, a prominent
Saudi cleric and former head of the
religious police in Mecca, in support of the holiday were perhaps
the most surprising.
“It is a positive social event
and congratulating people for it is
not against sharia (Islamic law),”
Ghamdi
told
Saudi-owned
Al Arabiya television.
“It is an act of kindness to share
greetings on Western, national
and social holidays, including Valentine’s Day. Exchange red roses
with others, as long as it is towards
peaceful people who do not share

animosity or are being at war with
Muslims,” said Ghamdi, whose
comments would have been unthinkable a year ago.
Coincidentally, February 14 has
been an official holiday in Lebanon since 2005 but as a tragic
milestone marking the assassination of former Prime Minister
Rafik Hariri.
Although the sad occasion occurred on with the Feast of Love,
couples in the country celebrated
Valentine’s Day. Street vendors and
florists sold heart-shaped balloons
and roses in singles and dozens.
Many of the shops had Valentine’s
Day sales and restaurants offered
special Valentine’s Day menus.
Egyptians celebrated Valentine’s
Day despite a social media campaign by Salafists slamming the
feast as non-Islamic. In the province of Suez, large street banners
carried messages of love inscribed
by couples. “I have a unique husband and I promise to make him
happy forever,” said one message.
“My dear wife I adore you and will
always do,” said another, the website Dot Masr reported.
Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly
Travel and Society section editor.
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Mixed messages at Iraq international donor
conference in Kuwait, misgivings endure
Mohammed Alkhereiji
and Mamoon Alabbasi

Ahmed Hagagy

London

Lingering
doubts.
A Kuwaiti
journalist
speaks on
his phone
in front of
the logo
of the Iraq
reconstruction
conference
in Kuwait
City, on
February 11.

G

lobal donors pledged $30
billion for rebuilding Iraq
during a conference hosted by Kuwait’s Chamber of
Commerce. The promised
funds, however, were significantly
short of the Iraqi government’s target
of $88 billion.
The International Conference for
the Reconstruction of Iraq brought
together 74 countries and international organisations to generate
funds to rebuild areas devastated in
the 3-year war against the Islamic
State (ISIS).
Gulf Arab countries contributed
significant sums. Saudi Arabia allocated $1 billion in loans and $500
million to fund Saudi exports to Iraq
and finance projects there, state-run
Al Iraqiya News reported.
The United Arab Emirates pledged
$500 million and UAE Minister of State
for Foreign Affairs Anwar Gargash
said Iraq can expect a further $5.5 billion in private UAE investments. Kuwait promised $1 billion in loans and
$1 billion in direct investments. Qatar
pledged $1 billion.
“This large assembly of international communities that are here
today is reflective of the large loss
that Iraq withstood in facing terrorism,” Kuwaiti Emir Sheikh
Sabah Ahmad al-Jaber al-Sabah said
at the conference. “Iraq cannot commence the mission of rebuilding itself without support, which is why
we are all here today from all around
the world, to stand by Iraq’s side.”
There is apparently still bad blood
towards Iraq, which invaded Kuwait
in 1990, among the Kuwaiti populace. Members of the Kuwaiti opposition in parliament blamed the Iraqi
government for the country’s economic problems.
“The successive governments of
Iraq have proven their failure at reconstruction and achieving prosperity for their people; why are they being handed $100 billion?” wrote MP
Safaa al-Hashem on her Twitter account, proposing that Kuwaiti investors help rebuild Iraq.
The event led to the hashtag “Iraq

V iewpoint

Farouk Yousef
is an Iraqi writer.

Donor countries
empathising with
Iraq are by no
means required to
place their
donations in
the hands of
those who created
Iraq’s ordeal.

Pledges made
for Iraq’s
reconstruction
in Kuwait

(AFP)

Reconstruction Conference” trending in Kuwait, with many expressing
displeasure over the conference taking place in the country.
“An apology to my martyred aunt,
an apology to my martyred cousin
Fahd, an apology to my martyred
grandmother Ghaneema, an apology to every martyr of the Iraqi invasion… we can only say God help us
over this government,” tweeted @
Omfedhha.

There are fears that
some Gulf countries
might not fulfil their
pledges should they see
an increased Iranian
influence in Iraq.
Other users blasted the government for its donations at a time of
economic difficulties. Twitter user
@KHalkhamis said: “Our unwise
government, you lift subsidies and
impose fines and taxes… only to donate our money to those who do not
deserve it.”
Despite lingering doubts, attempts
by Gulf Cooperation Council members to bridge the gap with Baghdad
have been ongoing for several years,
particularly with regards to Saudi
Arabia.
Efforts by Riyadh to re-engage Iraq
started when Saudi Foreign Minister

Adel al-Jubeir made a surprise visit in
February 2017 to Baghdad, the first
by a high-ranking Saudi official since
2003. Last June, Iraqi Prime Minister
Haider al-Abadi met with Saudi King
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud in Jeddah.
This was followed by the development of a coordination council to
strengthen strategic, economic and
security ties between the two countries.
Turkey said it would provide
Iraq $5 billion in loans and investment. The United Kingdom said
it would give the Iraqi government export credit of up to $1 billion per year for a decade. Germany
pledged approximately $617 million and the European Union nearly
$500 million.
Iranian representatives attended
the conference but made no pledge
other than to say it would support
Iraq through the private sector. Similarly, the United States stressed its
previous aid to Iraq but added that its
future support would not be in more
donations but rather in encouraging
the private sector.
“The private sector will be critical
and promoting US business interests
in Iraq is a top priority for the Trump
administration,” Brett McGurk, special US presidential envoy for the
Global Coalition to Counter ISIS, said
at the conference.
“Iraq’s long-term reconstruction…

will not come from the largess of
donations — as its own development plans make clear — but rather
through reforms, public and private
investment, economic growth and
smart financing,” said McGurk.
Despite the upbeat tone of many
participants, observers noted mixed
messages from the conference, especially when pledges totalled much
less than what Iraq needed.
“Iraq needs billions of dollars to rebuild after the military defeat of the
Islamic State but the nations expected to step up and shoulder the financial burden of reconstruction have
sent a mixed message of support,
leaving the final outcome in doubt,”
wrote Rhys Dubin in Foreign Policy.
There are fears that some Gulf
countries might not fulfil their pledges should they see an increased Iranian influence in Iraq.
“According to several Western diplomats, Saudi Arabia in particular
was spooked by a short-lived electoral alliance between Abadi and the
Iran-aligned head of the Badr Organisation, Hadi al-Amiri,” wrote Dubin.
“Though the joint coalition dissolved only days after it was formed,
some government officials in the
United States and Saudi Arabia saw it
as further evidence for Iran’s creeping influence in the country.”
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the
Arab Weekly’s Gulf section editor.

Kuwait City

I

raq received pledges of $30
billion, mostly in credit
facilities and investment,
from allies but this fell short
of the $88 billion Baghdad
said it needs to recover from
three years of war.
Donors and investors gathered in Kuwait to mull ways to
rebuild Iraq’s economy and infrastructure as it emerges from a
ruinous conflict with the Islamic
State (ISIS), which seized almost
one-third of the country before
being beaten back.
Following is a breakdown
of the largest pledges provided by the Kuwaiti Ministry of
Information:
► Kuwait: A $1 billion loan
and $1 billion in investments
► Turkey: $5 billion
► The United States: $3 billion
► Saudi Arabia: $1.5 billion
► The Arab Fund for Economic
and Social Development:
$1.5 billion
► Qatar: $1 billion
► The United Kingdom: Up
to a $1 billion loan a year for
ten years
► Germany: $617 million
► The United Arab Emirates:
$500 million
► Islamic Development Bank:
$500 million
► The European Union:
$494 million
► Finland: $10 million
► Malaysia: $100,000
Total: $30 billion

(Reuters)

Rebuilding Iraq or scamming donors?

W

hy don’t Iraqis
cut government
spending instead
of begging from
international
donors and thus
become the target of ridicule of
investment companies?
Many doubt the Iraqi government’s willingness to rebuild a
country that has been devastated
by internal and external wars. They
can’t comprehend the shameful and
negligent behaviour of the various
leaderships that has led to forsaking the country’s factories, farming
projects, universities and so on.
Everybody with an eye on Iraq
knows of the country’s extraordinary waste of public finances. It is a
systematic and organised misuse of
resources for which laws have been
enacted to facilitate. The Iraqi parliament would have regular sessions to
legitimise this waste so it would be
naive to expect the Iraqi government
to receive the desired funds in cash.
Everybody knows that cash would
be siphoned into the accounts of the
political parties, which share among
themselves the country’s wealth in
accordance with the accursed quota
system.
Donor countries empathising with
Iraq are by no means required to
place their donations in the hands
of those who created Iraq’s ordeal.
Rampant corruption in Iraq is,
after all, an Iraqi creation even
if its roots go back to the first year

of the American occupation. When
Paul Bremer scrapped the country’s
constitution and laws, corruption
took over daily life in Iraq.
When they recently gathered at
the international donor conference
on Iraq in Kuwait, representatives of
donor countries came face-to-face
with the very thieves who transformed a wealthy country into a
begging country. The thieves were
asked at the conference: What have
you done to reform Iraq’s economy
after more than a quarter century of
exceptional circumstances?
The new Iraq gave birth to an
entire class of parasites who laid
their dirty hands on its wealth
without giving back one iota to its
people. They are at the helm of Iraq’s
economy protected by a government
afraid of requesting expert help lest
that help expose what the government is really doing and not doing
with public funds.
When the Dawa Party seized power in Iraq, it showered its members
and supporters with unrealistic salaries that would ignite the jealousy of
European ministers. Under the guise
of armed service, billions of dollars
were siphoned into the deep pockets
of individuals who had taken part in
the destruction of the Iraqi state.
Those who are familiar with
Iraq’s history know very well that
in a country that had only known
violent dictatorships, everybody
was a political prisoner. When a new
regime rose to power in Iraq, the first

Challenging circumstances. Iraqis reconstruct a damaged
building in the northern city of Mosul. 			
thing that regime would do was assassinate its enemies. So there were
no political prisoners in Iraq and the
whole thing was just a corruption
scam. Salaries given to high-ranking
officials in the three branches of government would make any economist
blush in embarrassment. Governments around the world know that
they are dealing with self-indulgent
members of the government in Iraq.
It is preposterous to see that kind
of government use the disastrous
conditions of the country it governs
to beg for funds. The governing
parties in Iraq are so arrogant that
they fail to realise that, while donor

(AFP)

countries are committed to helping
the Iraqi people, they know that
none of their donations will reach
the needy in Iraq if those parties
lay their hands on the funds. Not a
single house will see the light in the
devastated areas.
Iraqi politicians are in for a tremendous shock when donor countries
insist on economic reforms. They
will be shocked because they will not
be able to siphon one single cent of
the donated funds. It is a shame that
the country that these politicians
looted is otherwise capable of being
reborn without having to go through
the humiliation of begging.
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Changing strategy. An Iraqi pilot checks a US-made Iraqi Air Force F-16 fighter jet at the Balad Air Base, on February 13.

(AP)

United States to shift its military strategy in Iraq
Khalid Mohammed
and Ali Abdul-Hassan
Balad Air Base, Iraq

N

ow that Iraq has
claimed victory over
the Islamic State (ISIS)
after a bloody threeand-a-half-year
war,
the US-led coalition is decreasing
air support in the country as part of
the coalition’s shrinking footprint
amid a drawdown of US forces.
US and Iraqi air force commanders said the coalition will carry out
fewer air strikes in support of Iraqi
forces and focus more on training
Iraqi airmen. Iraq’s air force will assume more of the “missions, duties
and responsibilities” to maintain
the country’s hard-fought victories
over ISIS, a statement released by
US Air Forces Central Command
said.
Iraq is struggling to fund its Air
Force’s $1 billion budget as the
country is faced with the enormous
task of rebuilding after its military

V iewpoint

Nazli Tarzi

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

Critics lay the
blame at the door
of the Obama
administration for
paving the way for
the ascent of
militia factions.

victories. At a conference in Kuwait, Iraq asked the international
community for $88 billion to fund
post-ISIS reconstruction but was
only able to raise promises for a
portion of that.
“Training a fighter pilot takes
years,” said US Air Force BrigadierGeneral Andrew Croft at a meeting
with the commander of the Iraqi
Air Force, General Anwar Hama
Ameen. “So this is not a short-term
investment, this is something for
the long term.”
Until now the US Air Force was
largely backing Iraq’s security forces with air strikes against ISIS targets and supporting the country’s
F-16 programme. Iraqi F-16 pilots
are trained in the United States and
the maintenance and security of
Iraq’s F-16s is largely carried out by
American contractors.
The announcement from the Air
Force follows the stated “shift in focus” from the US-led coalition after
the Iraqi government said the United States was reducing the number
of American forces in Iraq. Iraqi
and coalition officials said there is

yet to be an agreement on the size
of the US force that will remain in
the country.
The coalition will focus on “policing, border control and military
capacity building,” US Army Brigadier-General Jonathan Braga said in
a written statement.

Iraq’s air force will
assume more of the
“missions, duties
and responsibilities”
to maintain the
country’s
hard-fought
victories over ISIS.
“We will sustain the successful
momentum and enhance the capacities of the Iraqi Security Forces
in pursuing Daesh, now and in the
future,” he added, using an Arabic
acronym for ISIS.
Coalition air strikes proved to be
decisive early in the fight against
ISIS and fuelled Iraqi military victories throughout the campaign.

Before the United States began
its air strikes against ISIS in August
2014, the extremists easily travelled across the vast areas — much
of it open desert — under their
control in Iraq and neighbouring
Syria. Just weeks after overrunning Mosul, an assault by ISIS on
the city of Erbil in Iraq’s Kurdish region was largely repelled by
coalition air power.
In the months that followed, the
extremists’ territorial gains were
largely halted and over the next
three years Iraqi ground forces,
with close coalition air support,
pushed ISIS out of towns, villages
and cities across the country. Last
December, Iraqi Prime Minister
Haider al-Abadi declared victory
over the group.
Croft said a well-trained and
-equipped Iraqi Air Force could
have prevented the fall of Mosul.
“If Iraq had a couple of aeroplanes and a couple of controllers,
that would never have happened,”
he said, referring to ISIS’s blitz
across Iraq in the summer of 2014.
However, maintaining a modern

air force has been prohibitively
expensive for Iraq. Contracting
firm Sallyport Global Holdings was
awarded a $400 million contract by
the US Air Force in January for base
operations and security for Iraq’s
F-16 programme.
By training Iraqis to maintain
and secure their own equipment,
Ameen said he hopes to bring down
costs. “The big challenge for us
right now is the budget,” he said.
Iraq continues to struggle with a
budget crisis sparked by a downturn
in global oil prices and years of mismanagement of natural resource
revenues. The enormous cost of
rebuilding thousands of homes
and infrastructure destroyed in the
fight against ISIS is compounding
Iraq’s economic woes.
“My ambition is to make the Iraqi
Air Force a strong one to defend
our country and its sovereignty,”
Ameen said. “Not to fight against
neighbouring countries but to engage with them in military exercises.”
(The Associated Press)

As its Iraq mission shrinks, how much of a say can America retain?

A

winter of tough decisions and discussions
between Washington
and Baghdad has
come full circle with
calls for US troops to
withdraw. The promise or demand
for America’s departure has been
the most enduring feature of their
strategic alliance. The United
States has begun drawing down its
presence as Iraq navigates testing
times in preparation of the postcaliphate phase.
The “responsible end” former US
President Barack Obama promised
in 2010 was not only unfilled, it is
no longer plausible, as Iraq sinks
deeper into debt with little sovereignty or hard currency. Current US
President Donald Trump, dodging
the quicksand of Iraq’s widening
debts, relies on the firmness of his
country’s narrative of victory — in a
war that is increasingly difficult to
win. Redeployment of US soldiers
from Iraq to another unwinnable
war is his administration’s solution.
The process has kick-started
with the redeployment of approximately 150 US soldiers, Iraqi security analyst Hisham al-Hashimi
told Al Jazeera Arabic.
“The war in Afghanistan now
takes priority over events in Iraq
and Syria,” US historian Andrew
Bacevich said and the “Pentagon
is shifting resources accordingly.”
More training and advising is ex-

pected across Iraq and Syria, where
America’s troops are likely to stay
indefinitely, Bacevich said.
“The direct insertion of US forces
in the greater Middle East that
began with Operation Desert Storm
will continue despite the absence
of evidence that it is producing any
positive outcomes,” Bacevich said.
Behind Washington’s professed
concern over potential and rising
terror in Afghanistan is a more rational calculation, or doubt rather,
in Iraqi Prime Minister Haider
al-Abadi’s ability to sway the public
mood to secure a second term in
office. The tougher stance of other
candidates earned Abadi US backing, not out of choice but due to a
lack of options.
Trump’s administration fears
that Abadi may be upstaged by
militia candidates whose designs
threaten to transform Iraq’s army
into a parallel force mimicking
Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard
Corps (IRGC). This is a prospect
that arouses fear not only in the
White House but in Iraqi society at
large.
Critics lay the blame at the door
of the Obama administration,
which they say paved the way for
the ascent of militia factions with
indifference.
Iran-backed groups including al-Hashed al-Shaabi, Harakat
al-Nujaba, Kata’ib Hezbollah and
Asa’ib Ahl al-Haq, also known as

the Khazali network, have emphasised the need for a complete US
withdrawal and claim Abadi seeks
the same. Ahmad Majidyar, director of the IranObserved Project,
citing the Fars news agency, said
Abadi was warned by Hezbollah’s
permutation in Iraq and “urged…
not to fall into America’s ‘trap,’
secretly working to formalise its
long-term presence.”
Iran’s continued support for its
proxies makes America’s complete
withdrawal improbable.
While the United States questions where the loyalties of Iraq’s
militias lie, Iran’s loyalty towards
them has also been questioned. In
the words of Dawa Party defector
Izzat Shahbandar: “Those who give
you rockets to attack others today
will give rockets to others to attack
you tomorrow.”
Heroic or triumphalist rhetoric
badly masks the truth of the United
States’ once amicable relation with
those groups. When a bourgeoning and fierce cross-sectarian
insurgency threatened America’s
interest in a country it forcefully
occupied, US Army General David
Petraeus was under no illusion of
the political camp in which militiamen invested loyalty.
With US dollars, the United
States purchased temporary alliances but it has abandoned the
act of balancing the interests of
competing actors. It was recently

confirmed by a Pentagon watchdog
that Iran-backed militias seized
nine Abrams tanks gifted to Iraq’s
post-2003 army.
While the United States’ mission
begins to shrink, it is important to
note that this is neither the end nor
the beginning but an attempt to
tell the world this is what victory
looks like.
By redeploying forces from one
terrorist hotbed to another, the
United States is not forced to reconsider its strategy or to reconcile
the role it assumes in combating
terrorism with its Iraq exit — even
if only partially.
“Of course, it was a military victory and a humanitarian catastrophe,” said Ross Caputi, a veteran
of the second siege of Falluja, “not
worth celebrating.” While welcoming the departure of a fellow
soldier, “we’re shirking our real
responsibility, which is to pay
reparations to Iraqis for destroying their country” said Caputi,
president of the Boston University
Anti-War Coalition.
Before that can happen, Iraq
must be rebuilt with help from 73
of the United States’ anti-Islamic
State coalition partners, while it
watches from the sidelines.
With one foot in Iraq, another in
Afghanistan and a toehold in Syria,
the United States is only extending
its unwelcomed stay in one of the
world’s most hostile regions.
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Damascus’s regime is weakened
but can count on allies, for now

James Snell

is a British journalist.

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

I

sraeli air strikes in Syria are not
new. For years, Israel has been
striking at the Assad regime
and Hezbollah targets in Syria
with regularity and effectiveness. Where recent strikes
differ is not in intent but in scale.
Israel estimates that it destroyed
nearly half of the Assad regime’s air
defences. This weakens the regime
in relation to foreign powers. It also
demonstrates divergence between
the regime and its Iranian and Russian backers.
Russia’s power in Syria is not
absolute but it is present. Before
mounting its strikes, Israeli officials
must have notified Russia. It is significant that the Russians failed to lift
a finger to aid their Syrian client.
There is an Iranian dimension.
Ryan O’Farrell, an analyst, said via
social media that “the real question, then, is to what degree the
regime was involved in sending the
Iranian drone into Israeli airspace
[and precipitated the violence] or
whether this was Iran simply doing
as it pleased on Syrian soil.”
O’Farrell said rumours suggested
“that this was a premeditated action
designed to draw the IAF (Israeli Air
Force) deep into Syrian airspace”
where the Syrians could attack
Israeli jets.
This seems unlikely.
It is possible that the intensification of Israel’s intervention in Syria
serves to further regime propaganda.
The regime and Iran are more than
nominally close in opposition to
Israel, with the regime serving in
an “axis of resistance” that includes
Iran and Hezbollah. O’Farrell said:
“A fight against Israel would help
reorient the narrative back to the
‘resistance’ role that has bolstered
the regime for decades.”
Yet the regime has suffered substantial damage to its air defences
and its credibility.
That Russia likely acquiesced to
the Israeli attacks makes the regime
appear to be on life support, dependent on other powers that are not
wedded to Syrian President Bashar
Assad and have no reason to back
him in all things.
John Arterbury, a security analyst
in Washington, said via social media
that “the regime is… beholden to
the whims of its backers, as well as
to the many militias that the regime
and its allies support on the ground.”
He referenced to the recent

Uneasy alliance. Russian President Vladimir Putin (R) and Syrian President Bashar Assad watch
troops marching at the Hmeimim Air Base in Syria.				
firefight east of the Euphrates River
between US-backed Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) fighters and proregime forces. Arterbury said this
“underscore[s] that the regime is
reliant upon and deeply intertwined
with foreign-backed militias, as evidenced by the attack that featured
Russian mercenaries prominently.”
Bente Scheller, director of the
Heinrich Boll Foundation’s Middle East office and author of “The
Wisdom of Syria’s Waiting Game:
Foreign Policy Under the Assads,”
said by telephone that “the Russians and the Iranians and any other
power intervening in Syria at the
moment are largely following their
own priorities and aims.”
She said Russia is “very powerful”
but cannot “force the regime to be
obedient,” which must be “frustrating.” Assad has also shown that
“whatever the Russians want, he
won’t… [follow] their orders.”
Scheller referenced Assad’s
repeated use of chemical weapons,
something that makes Russian ad-

vocacy on the regime’s behalf more
difficult, and the Russian ambition
to be visibly involved in brokering
peace seem more remote.
“The Russians are much more
pragmatic than the regime,” Scheller
said. Russia would “like an international settlement” rather than “to
retake every inch of Syria,” which is
Assad’s professed ambition.
Arterbury agreed, noting that “divergence occurs, however, between
how Iran and Russia intersect with
the regime’s desire to retake all of
Syria.”
“Iran,” he said, “is seeking to use
Syria as a springboard and strategic reserve for its ‘resistance axis’
and is more closely aligned with
the regime’s grand strategic aims.”
Russia “has more modest ambitions,
recent attacks along the Euphrates
notwithstanding.”
O’Farrell noted the suggestion that “Iran and the regime
are closer in their priorities than
Russia and the regime, which some
have suggested as a rift to exploit.”

(AP)

“Though,” he said, “I don’t see it as
particularly realistic.”
There is little chance that the
regime will be written out of its
own war. Its forces are still present, though weakened. Regime
forces cannot retake all of Syria,
per Assad’s ambition, and they are
increasingly dependent on foreign
support. This foreign support looks
unlikely to dry up, despite Iran
provoking an Israeli response and
Russia effectively allowing Israel to
strike its ally.
Assad can look forward to manifestations of support and unbroken confidence from his backers.
Arterbury summed up: “Ultimately,
Damascus’s aims enjoy broad support from Iran and Russia but eventual concerns over Israel and the
post-war landscape could eventually
threaten the unity of action.”
The regime is weakened and has
been humiliated by the Israeli air
strikes. It can continue to count on
the support of its patrons — at least
for now.

Israeli military’s focus is now firmly on Syria

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

Deeper Israeli
activity in Syria,
a wider and more
complex conflict,
appears to be
on the horizon.

T

he recent downing of
an Israeli F-16 by Syrian
antiaircraft systems
was the first time since
1982 that Israel lost
a warplane to enemy
fire. The aircraft had been conducting strikes with eight other
Israeli F-16s in response to an
Iranian drone launched from Syria
that had been intercepted.
Following the downing of its
fighter jet, Israel responded with
an unprecedented wave of raids,
destroying almost half of deployed
Syrian air defence system.
Until the F-16 was shot down, Israel had been conducting air raids
on targets in Syria with relative
impunity. Observers asking how
the Israelis lost an F-16 to enemy
fire may need to wait to determine
whether it was a one-off incident
or whether Israeli air superiority,
once unquestioned in Syria, has
been compromised.
Israel remains militarily superior
to any of its regional adversaries by
some margin, even without resorting to nuclear weapons. However,
it is unlikely that Israel’s next loss
in Syria is another 36 years away as
it is drawn into the country more
deeply than ever.

Syria has remained technically at
war with Israel for decades but no
large-scale Syrian-Israeli hostilities
have been witnessed since the end
of the Lebanese civil war.
Syria, arguably at its weakest
point ever, presents a new hybrid
threat to Israel. Hybrid threats blur
lines between the conventional
and unconventional, regular and
irregular, overt and covert war.
Developments in Syria effectively
transformed the country into
the perfect storm for Israel with
the entry of its nemeses Iran and
Hezbollah.
Hezbollah has rearmed extensively since its conflict with Israel
in 2006, amassing an arsenal of
potentially more than 100,000
rockets with improved accuracy,
range and payloads as well as the
Russia-made SA-17 Buk, a medium-range air-defence missile originally sold to Syria. Major-General
Amir Eshel, the Israeli Air Force’s
ex-chief, estimated Israel has conducted more than 100 operations
to attack Syrian and Hezbollah
arms convoys since 2012.
Israel says Hezbollah and Iran
have constructed bases in Syria to
store Iran-manufactured Shahab-1,
Shahab-2 and Fateh-110 ballistic

missiles, which all put Israel fully
within striking range.
Yet, arguably Israel’s grandest
challenge in Syria is incubating
in the Golan, which Iran views as
Israel’s Achilles’ heel. Israel captured the Golan Heights from Syria
in 1967. More than 20,000 Israelis
live there but it could eventually
house more than 1 million. More
than 40% of Israeli wine exports
and up to half of certain vegetables and fruits feeding Israel are
produced in the Golan. It has a
budding tourism industry and is
a vital freshwater source with the
headwaters of the Jordan River
lying within it as well as sources
feeding the Sea of Galilee and
Yarmouk River.
A little over two years ago an
Israeli strike killed an Islamic
Revolutionary Guard Corps commander and Hezbollah commanders visiting the Golan, leading to a
retaliatory ambush by Hezbollah
that killed two Israeli soldiers.
The Golan, it is understood on
both sides, has an extremely high
strategic value. Hezbollah Secretary-General Hassan Nasrallah has
declared that the Golan and southern Lebanon have become a single
front against Israel, a strategy

likely devised in Iran, which has
the support of Damascus.
For Iran, the Golan is a pressure
point and a vulnerability to be
exploited if needed. For Israel, it is
a threat that must be addressed as
soon as possible. To do so effectively, Israel would have to go after
both Iran and Hezbollah much
deeper in Syria.
Israel worries that Iran will be
able to launch drones and missiles
from Syria towards Israeli targets
at will, as well as strike a major
psychological blow by forcing an
evacuation of Israelis from the
Golan in the event of an escalation. Note that the Iranian drone
model that provoked the Israeli air
raids in Syria can carry precision
weapons.
As Iran and Hezbollah raise the
stakes in Syria for Israel, the costs
rise for all parties. The challenge
for Israel is to increase costs for
the others high enough to force
a retreat or recalculation of their
strategy. How it does so and how
it keeps costs low enough for itself
are less clear as recent events have
demonstrated.
Deeper Israeli activity in Syria, a
wider and more complex conflict,
appears to be on the horizon.
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Turkish advance stumbles in Syria’s Afrin
Sami Moubayed

Beirut

T

he Turkish operation in
Afrin is not going well —
not at all. Militarily, it has
been almost one month
since operations started
yet Kurdish troops are still deeply
entrenched in Afrin. There are no
signs that they are about to go anywhere anytime soon.
The
Turkish-backed
forces
have been unable to penetrate or
weaken — let alone take — the contested Kurdish city west of the
Euphrates River. Kurdish warriors
have put up a brave resistance,
fighting from caves, tunnels and
mountains.
To them, this is a matter of life or
death but to Turkish forces it is an
uphill battle in rugged and unfamiliar territory, one that is looking
more difficult than they had expected or been told by the Turkish
government.

Hundreds of Turkish
citizens, journalists,
bloggers and peace
activists have been
jailed for saying “no”
to the Afrin battle.
In just one day — February 10 —
11 Turkish troops were killed, raising the death toll on the Turkish
side to 28 combatants. Although
far lower than the 1,369 killed on
the Kurdish side, according to a
Turkish military count, and the
30,000 displaced from Afrin and
its countryside, Turkey is having a
hard time digesting the death toll.
One factor that painfully contained Turkish forces’ progress
was the Russian Army grounding
its air force, preventing it from
pounding Afrin from the sky. This
restriction came shortly after a
Russian warplane was downed by
Turkey-backed Syrian rebels on
February 3, after which Syrian airspace was sealed off for the Turkish forces. Then came bad weather

V iewpoint
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The events point to
the fluidity of the
rules of the game
and that an
adjustment is
under way.

conditions, which greatly slowed
Turkish advances.
Erdogan had originally promised
to eradicate the Democratic Union
Party (PYD) and its armed wing,
the People’s Protection Units (YPG)
from Afrin, writing them both off
as “terrorists.” Perched west of the
Euphrates within Russia’s sphere
of influence, Afrin is a strategic
city that would have been one of
the three cantons that the Kurds
regarded as a cornerstone of their
federal government in the Syrian
north.
Erdogan was willing to go out
of his way to prevent that project
from bearing fruit on Turkey’s borders with Syria. In the summer of
2016, he carved out a safe zone in
the towns of Jarabulus, Azaz and
al-Bab, which he hoped would
serve as a buffer between Turkish
territory and both the Islamic State
(ISIS) and the Syrian Kurdistan
project.
In exchange for letting him do
that, Erdogan looked the other
way as Russian and Syrian government troops marched on the
city of Aleppo in December 2016.
Once done with ejecting the Kurds
from Afrin, Erdogan had hoped to
march on Kurdish-held Manbij,
30km west of the Euphrates, liberated from ISIS rule two years ago.
The White House is furious
with Erdogan’s policies towards
the Kurds, whom US President
Donald Trump sees as strategic
allies in his version of the war on
terror. US military leaders have
clearly stated that they would respond “aggressively” to any attack
on Manbij.
Trump has embraced the Kurdish project, seeing something to be
rewarded in the Kurds’ resilience
against ISIS. Now, they are the
only military group in the Syrian
battlefield receiving US arms and
money. On February 12, the Pentagon revealed that in its 2019 fiscal
year budget, $550 million was to be
set aside for the YPG, likely sending shivers down Erdogan’s spine.
The Afrin offensive is also giving
Erdogan a bad name. The last thing
he needed was further character
assassination after being accused

Stalled advance. A family member kisses the flag-covered coffin of a Turkish soldier after his funeral
prayers in Izmir, on February 11.							
(AP)
of becoming a dictator for arresting thousands of people after the
failed summer coup of 2016. Now
human rights groups are saying
that he is using napalm, a flammable liquid that international law
prohibits in combat, on Afrin.
At least two videos of the conflict have gone viral, adding to Erdogan’s worries. One is of Turkish
troops beating a Kurdish prisoner
and another is of Turkey-armed
and -funded Syrian warriors
stomping the corpse of a female
Kurdish fighter, whose breasts
were chopped off. On January 24,
a 17th-century mosque in Turkey
was hit by Kurdish fire. Its dome
was destroyed, two people killed
and 11 injured, bringing the conflict
deep into the Turkish heartland.
Additionally, hundreds of Turkish citizens, journalists, bloggers
and peace activists have been

jailed for saying “no” to the Afrin
battle. More than 600 of them are
behind bars. Hours after the Afrin
operations started, Erdogan said
protesters would pay a “heavy
price,” adding “our security forces
are on your necks.”
When the Turkish Medical Association said the war could lead
to a “human tragedy” Erdogan
snapped back, calling its doctors “filth, agents of imperialism”
and “terrorist lovers.” They were
immediately taken to court and
11 doctors were detained. They
were prevented from using the
word “Turkey” in their title, with
Erdogan claiming: “This institution has nothing to do with Turkishness and nothing about them is
worthy of the notion of Turkishness.”
Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu said those who support the

PKK do so because they share the
organisation’s “Marxist, communist ideology.”
Erdogan has two options. One
is to announce his defeat and call
on his troops to withdraw, letting
the Kurds have Afrin. Judging by
his history, Erdogan would rather
jump off a cliff than do that. Or
he could be the stubborn-headed
leader he always has been, pushing ahead with his operations as a
horrific death toll on both sides of
the conflict mounts.
It might take years — and a fractured Turkish society to achieve
that, plagued by terror and
unrest — but these are things
Erdogan is willing to shoulder just
to show the world: “I was right!”
Sami Moubayed is a Syrian
historian and author of “Under the
Black Flag” (IB Tauris, 2015).

The rules shift in Iran, Hezbollah and Israel’s great game

T

he escalation of tensions in Syria between
Iran, Hezbollah and
Israel suggests that all
sides are manoeuvring
to establish new rules
of the game that dictates the scale
and intensity of their long-simmering conflict.
However, this adjustment period, which has seen the downing
of an Iranian drone and an Israeli
fighter jet as well as multiple air
strikes in Syria, is fraught with
potential miscalculations that
could trigger a war that neither
side seeks nor desires.
In Lebanon, the level of anticipation among Hezbollah’s cadres
that another war with Israel is
drawing close hasn’t been higher
since the latest conflict ended in
August 2006. Hezbollah fighters,
some of whom have been withdrawn from Syrian battlefields
to Lebanon, are preparing for
the possibility of a war breaking
out, one that the cadres describe
apocalyptically as the “last war”
with Israel.
The conflict between Hezbollah
and Israel has long been conducted by unspoken “rules of the
game,” which both sides implicitly
understand and usually abide by.
In the context of the war in Syria,
new rules were established in
January 2013 when Israel staged
its first air strikes against targets in
Syria associated with Hezbollah.
They included alleged arms convoys rolling towards the Lebanese border or facilities where
armaments destined for Hezbollah

were stored.
When the air strikes began, it
was unclear whether Hezbollah
or the Syrian government would
respond. In May 2013, Israel
carried out two separate strikes
inside Syria. After the second, Syrian President Bashar Assad said:
“We will respond to any Israeli
aggression next time,” hinting at
opening a resistance front against
the Israeli occupation of the Golan
Heights.
However, when Israel made a
fourth strike in July 2013, there
was no reaction from the Syrian regime. The lack of response
confirmed a new set of rules had
been drawn — Israel could strike
Hezbollah-related targets in Syria
with relative impunity.
Israeli jets in February 2014
destroyed a building used for
arms transfers in a Hezbollah-controlled zone just inside Lebanon’s
eastern border with Syria. Hezbollah vowed that the party would
retaliate. There followed over
the next three weeks a series of
unclaimed attacks or attempted
attacks against Israeli troops, all
but one emanating in the northern Golan Heights. The exception
was a roadside bomb ambush in
the Shebaa Farms, a mountainside on Lebanon’s south-eastern
border that is occupied by Israel
but claimed by Beirut as Lebanese
territory.
The reprisal operations ended
after four Israeli soldiers were
wounded when their vehicle was
struck by a bomb in the Golan.
The episode led to a readjustment

of the rules of the game. While air
strikes in Syria would be ignored,
Hezbollah would retaliate to any
attack inside Lebanon. Since then,
both Israel and Hezbollah have
abided by this unspoken rule.
Most of Israel’s air raids in Syria
emanate from Lebanese airspace.
The attacking aircraft fire longrange missiles to protect against
the possibility of coming under
attack by Syrian air defences.
In March 2017, Israeli jets flew
deeper into Syria to attack a
suspected Hezbollah arms convoy
near the T4 air base north of
Palmyra. The returning jets came
under fire by Syrian air defence
units. Two SA-5 anti-aircraft missiles were launched, one of them
shot down by Israel’s Arrow antimissile system. The launching of
anti-aircraft missiles represented
a new threat to Israeli aircraft and
signalled a readjustment of the
existing “rules.”
The latest events point to the
fluidity of the rules of the game
and that another further adjustment is currently under way.
In response to the breaching on
February 10 of Israeli airspace by
an Iranian drone, which was shot
down, Israeli aircraft attacked
several targets in Syria, including
the command-and-control centre
at the T4 airbase where the drone
had originated. The Syrians — or
possibly the Iranians — responded
by launching some 20 anti-aircraft
missiles at the Israeli aircraft,
hitting an F-16, which crashed
in northern Israel after the crew
ejected.

This was a significant escalation
in terms of the number of missiles
fired at the Israeli jets and appeared to be a determined effort
to down an aircraft and warn of
the consequences of further Israeli
air raids into Syria. However, the
Israelis swiftly responded with
wide-ranging strikes against unspecified Iranian targets and Syrian air defence positions, apparently reducing Syria’s air defence
assets by half, the Israelis said.
So, once more, in this lethal
game, the ball is back in the Syrian
court.
Will Syria and its Iranian partner
repeat the heavy barrage of antiaircraft missiles the next time
Israeli jets pound targets in Syria
and risk further reprisals against
its air defence network? With the
first Israeli jet shot down in action
since 1982, will Israel adopt a more
cautious approach when it feels it
must attack targets in Syria?
In such situations, there are
many variables that can upset
finely laid plans and trigger an
unwanted escalation. For example, what if the next time an Israeli
jet is shot down, the crew, instead
of bailing out and landing safely
in Israel, find themselves ejecting
over enemy territory in Syria or
Lebanon and are captured?
With all sides manoeuvring for
advantage and with the latest
iteration of the rules of the game
still to be settled, it is worryingly
apparent that the continuance of
the tense calm and a disastrous
large-scale war are separated by
the most fragile of divides.
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Western wariness
about Iran’s agressive
behaviour is warranted

T

here is much to recommend in French
President Emmanuel Macron’s sober
assessment of the risks of destabilisation posed by Iran to the Middle East.
Iran, he said, needed to be put
“under surveillance over its ballistic
missiles. It’s indispensable for the
security of the region and so we need a mechanism
of sanctions and control adapted to that.”
His recommendations are timely. Tensions are
mounting in the Middle East, in Syria in particular.
Iran’s role is not helping when there are too many
foreign powers in Syria pursuing conflicting
agendas. Some are suddenly shooting at each
other.
In recent days, UN Special Envoy for Syria
Staffan de Mistura reiterated his organisation’s
appeal to all belligerents and other concerned
countries “to de-escalate immediately and
unconditionally.”
Iran arms and supports proxy militias from all
over the world and they fight to widen Tehran’s
influence. It’s also busy establishing an enduring
military presence in Syria. The search for a lasting
peaceful settlement there is not among Iran’s
priorities.
This is the context in which the French president’s proposal bears examination. It includes a
clear plan for international involvement in limiting
the threat of Iran’s ballistic missiles. For this,
Macron suggests “a new cycle of negotiations with
regional parties and the permanent members of
the Security Council.”
This is right and proper. Iran’s ballistic missile
tests have consistently triggered alarms because of
the aggressive cast of the country’s foreign policy.
The Iranians argue the topic is off-limits because
ballistic missiles are not covered by the 2015
nuclear deal. This would be a credible argument if
Iran had not used the deal’s economic dividends to
finance its expansionist agenda, one that threatens
regional and international stability.
It’s worth noting that Macron is not the only one
sounding the alarm. British Prime Minister
Theresa May said her country shared the United
States’ concerns about “Iran’s destabilising
activity in the Middle East and we stand ready to
take further appropriate measures to tackle these
issues.”
Her remarks came after US Secretary of State Rex
Tillerson warned that “Iran’s presence in Syria is
only destabilising to the region.” He pointed out
the dangerous role played by Iran’s Lebanese
proxy, Hezbollah, and how its “entanglement in
regional conflicts” threatens Lebanon’s and
regional security.
Greater international resolve is building against
Tehran’s behaviour. Iran should pay heed.

British tourists’ return to
Tunisia shows failure of ISIS

T

hat British tourists are returning to
Tunisia is another sign of the failure of
the Islamic State (ISIS) to pursue its
destructive project in the region. On
February 13, UK travel operator Thomas
Cook flew more than 200 package
holidaymakers from Birmingham to Enfidha, south
of the Tunisian capital.
The fully booked flight from the United Kingdom
was the first since 2015 when two ISIS-linked
attacks targeted foreign visitors to Tunisia. In
March that year, 22 people were killed at the Bardo
National Museum in Tunis. Then, in June, 38 died
at the hands of a lone gunman on the rampage at a
beach resort in Sousse. It was obvious that Tunisia’s
tourism sector, which contributes about 8% of the
country’s gross domestic product, was in the
terrorists’ sights. Indeed, the attacks had a deadly
effect. Tourism revenues dropped by almost half.
Three years on, things are looking up again.
Before the 2015 attacks, more than 440,000 Britons
annually visited Tunisia. Last year, there were just
28,000 because UK tour agencies scrupulously
followed the British government’s advice against all
but essential travel to Tunisia.
Britain now officially deems Tunisia safe for its
citizens. In May, German-headquartered TUI, the
world’s largest tourism company, will return to
Tunisia as well, with flights from four UK airports.
British visitors’ expected return to Tunisia’s
resorts is about more than the boost to tourism and
to the economy. It shows that the terrorists’
dastardly agenda has failed. By indiscriminately
killing and maiming, ISIS expected to leverage fear.
The attacks were supposed to engineer the collapse
of Tunisia’s economy, triggering massive disquiet
and eventually chaos and anarchy.
That this nefarious plan has not succeeded is
proof of the resilience of the tourism industry in the
Arab world. It also shows there is no future for a
perverted ideology that seeks to drive a wedge
between peaceful Muslims and the rest of the
world. It is ultimately the victory of life over death
and destruction.

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Downing of Israeli fighter plane
marks transition in Syrian war
Khairallah Khairallah
is a Lebanese writer.

T

he downing by Syrian
missiles of an Israeli F-16
fighter jet marked a transition in the Syrian crisis.
It has been a long time
since an Israeli fighter
jet was downed. The last time Israel
lost a fighter jet to enemy fire was
in 1982.
The Israeli plane was bombing
Iranian and Syrian regime installations inside Syria. This means the
confrontation between Iran and
Israel has taken a new twist. It also
means that the Russian side is no
longer able to enforce the agreement between Russian President
Vladimir Putin and Israeli Prime
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu
regarding southern Syria. That
agreement stipulated the absence of
direct or indirect Iranian presence in
the area.
In reality, we do not have the
answers to many questions. What
we know is that there is a new
game in Syria and that past
agreements are no longer valid,
especially after Turkey’s incursion
in Afrin with Russian blessing.
Turkey is keen on guaranteeing for
itself a seat at the negotiations
when the phase of deciding Syria’s
fate comes.
We know that the Americans
have decided to lay claim to most

With the downing of the Israeli F-16, the cards
are going to be reshuffled in Syria.
of Syria’s riches. That’s why any
force from the Iranian camp or the
various allies of the Syrian regime
that dares go near east of the
Euphrates gets a taste of US ire.
That’s what happened recently to
about 100 fighters who tried to
approach a gas field in Deir ez-Zor.
Not long ago, we could discern
the broad lines of a Russian-American entente concerning Syria. Both
superpowers agreed to coordinate
their actions in Syria, especially
those in the air, to avoid clashes
between them.
However, it seems the Russians
are realising that their position in
Syria is eroding. Their base in
Hmeimim was attacked at the end
of last year and they discovered
that their Iranian ally is pursuing
its own agenda in Syria. Iran wants
to lay its hands on parts of southern Syria.
With the downing of the Israeli
F-16, the cards are going to be
reshuffled in Syria. The big
question is: Will the Iranian
presence in Syria be tolerated?
The United States concedes to
Russian interests in Syria, especially along the coast. It also
concedes to Turkish interests
within certain limitations. The
Kurdish question is a bone of
contention between Washington

Iran seems
to be betting
on Israel’s
reluctance
to engage
in such a
war with
potentially
large
numbers of
casualties
among its
troops.

Playing with fire. Hezbollah supporters rally near the Lebanese border with Israel to
celebrate the crashing of an Israeli F-16 fighter jet, on February 10.
(AFP)

and Ankara. We know what Israel
wants in Syria. We can consider
the occupied Golan Heights as
practically annexed by Israel.
Israel wants to do away with a
unified Syria and particularly
wants to prevent Iran from using
southern Syria to fire missiles at
Israeli targets. About these
objectives, Israel sees eye to eye
with the United States and Russia
and even, somehow, Turkey.
Within this context, Iran’s
insistence on backing the Assad
regime seems to be out of place.
Quite clearly, everybody wants
Iran out of Syria. The greatest
mystery that remains, however,
regards Hezbollah’s plans considering the face-off between Iran
and Israel. Will it start a new front
with Israel in southern Lebanon
and shove Lebanon, a most fragile
country, into a disastrous adventure?
We can safely say that the Syrian
missile announced the end of the
minority regime in Syria. We must
also not forget that the Israeli air
raid on Syrian targets was in
response to an Iranian drone from
a Syrian airfield towards Israel. It
is clear there is a desire for
escalation in the Syrian-Iranian
camp with an enemy that thrives
on such games.
It is not inconceivable that Iran
is pushing for a full-fledged war in
the region so the world should
know that there will be a heavy
price to pay if Iran is pushed out of
Syria. Neither Israel nor Russia
will be willing to pay that price.
Will Israel accept a war on its land
with all it entails in terms of
human loss?
Iran seems to be betting on
Israel’s reluctance to engage in
such a war with potentially large
numbers of casualties among its
troops. It is also betting that
Israel, and everybody else for that
matter, will accept Iran’s permanent presence in Syria.
The billions of dollars invested
in backing up the Assad regime
would have after all borne the
right fruit, which is protecting the
Iranian regime itself. The whole
affair seems to be bigger than just
downing an Israeli warplane.
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dangerously mounting escalation
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T

he downing of an
Israeli warplane over
the Golan Heights by
Iranian and Syrian
forces was celebrated
by pro-Iran and other
radical quarters as a major victory
ushering in a “strategic reversal”
in the region.
This rash celebration ignores
the mounting dangers. Unless
Iran’s dangerous escalation of
tensions in the region is not
checked — and quickly — the
price of such shallow victories
could be very costly. And who is
set to pay the price? The people
of Lebanon and Syria.
The sudden rise in regional
tensions that already have the
Middle East on the edge of an
explosive precipice comes after
Tehran crossed a new line in the
sand. Indications are that Iran
tried a direct attack against Israel
from a base near Homs, Syria
used by Iran’s al-Quds Force.
Iran’s surprise assault on an
Israeli position in the Golan
Heights failed when the Israelis
intercepted an unmanned aerial
vehicle and attacked the Iranian
base, destroying the command
centre and a mobile launch
vehicle.

In the Middle East, one gets the feeling of watching a rerun
of old events, with a new tragic twist each time.
Russian surface-to-air missiles
supplied by Moscow to the
Syrians were fired at Israeli
planes, striking an Israeli F-16. In
response, the Israelis destroyed
SA-5 and SA-17 missile batteries
in Syria.
The knee-jerk reaction to this
precarious rise in tensions was to
shout victory from the rooftops,
a common trend in the Arab
world. However, this reaction in
such instances is narrow-minded
and presents risks of an all-out
escalation that could lead the
region to a doomsday scenario in
which there would be no winners. Such a mindset is stuck in
the thinking of the 1960s and
1970s.
“That is potentially a gamechanger and helps to explain the
Israeli response, which was
designed to leave no doubt with
the Iranians that they are playing
with fire,” wrote Dennis Ross, a
former US State Department
official who was the leading
Middle East negotiator under
several US presidents.
Because this is a potential
game-changer, it should serve as
a wake-up call for the Trump
administration to get active in the
Middle East. Ross, now a counsel-

lor and William Davidson distinguished fellow at the Washington
Institute, said ignoring Iran’s
military participation and
interference in the region would
produce a much wider conflict
that places the Israelis and
Iranians in direct contact.
It is imperative that the
violence is prevented from
escalating. The Russians are the
only power capable of imposing
their dictum and flexing muscle
in Syria so they must make their
position clear to the Syrians and
the Iranians.
Russian President Vladimir
Putin could indicate — at the
insistence of the Americans and
Europeans — that the Iranians
have gone too far in their irresponsible behaviour, which has
placed Russian forces based in
Syria in jeopardy.
Putin could pressure the
Syrians and Iranians with Russian
air support, which has allowed
Syrian President Bashar Assad to
remain in power and tilted the
war in favour of the Syrian
government. Without Russian air
power, advisers of Iran’s al-Quds
Force, with the Shia militias,
including Hezbollah, would
become vulnerable.

Turkey is following
footsteps of Russia and
China in policing diaspora

Experts ask whether Putin will
acquiesce. They wonder if US
President Donald Trump, who
seems to have a soft spot for
Russia, could convince Moscow.
Events in the region suggest
the Middle East has rarely been
closer to an all-out conflagration
in which no one would emerge
the victor — least of all the
Lebanese and Syrian people. But
when did the well-being of the
local population get in the way of
the area’s political leaderships?
Iran’s presence in Syria raises
the stakes in a very dangerous
game. Tehran’s leaders couldn’t
care less if Israel were to retaliate
against Syria for offensive actions
initiated by the Iranian military
forces there. Tehran would likely
welcome the chance to confront
Israel and test some of its new
weapons, those locally made and
those recently acquired from
Russia.
When watching events in the
Middle East, one gets the feeling
of viewing a rerun of old events,
with a new tragic twist each time.
It would have to be hoped that,
with time, the political leadership of some countries in the
region would have matured but
that is wishful thinking.
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Francis Ghilès

Erdogan is initiating a purge that represents a threat to Turks living
abroad and, more dangerously, to the rule of law everywhere.
lines how transnational repression as practised by Turkey can
demolish the hope that globalisation of the liberal order will ever
result in democratic consolidation.
Since the 1970s, Gulen had
promoted a form of modernising,
nationalist Islam that fit the doctrine of “Turkish-Islamic synthesis” that flourished after the 1980
coup. It was used by the military
junta and successive Turkish governments to promote the idea of
Islamic identity as a major plank
of Turkish nationalism and beat
back what some saw as the threat
of a leftist revolution.
Since 2012, Turkey’s — and the
AKP’s — soft power depended
very much on the Gulen movement’s capacity to serve as a
proxy in the spheres of education
and media. The alignment between Gulen and the state during
the country’s drive to liberalise
its economy facilitated Turkey’s
projection of soft power in the
Balkans and Central Asia.
Helped by historical links with
both regions, Turkey used investment and cultural and educational ties to open new markets
and build a “golden generation”
of local elites. Turkish nationalism took a back seat and the
Gulen schools spearheaded the
educational links and presented
Turkey as an adaptable and openminded country.
The AKP was presented as a big
tent that accepted pious conservative businessmen, liberals and
minorities tired of nationalistic
military interventions. The AKP
projected a vision of Turkey as
a modern, capitalist and Islamic
model for the Middle East at a

Editor-in-Chief

Oussama Romdhani

Regular Columnists

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

ransnational repression is increasingly
woven into the fabric
of the international
order. The globalisation of travel and
finance and the spread of instantaneous communication, notably
through social media, benefit
civil society and woven links that
encourage broad dialogue across
borders.
What is less often commented
on is that countries have been
handed useful and cheaper ways
of pursuing dissidents, exiles and
citizens wherever they may be.
International law enforcement
mechanisms and the collaboration between security services
have given countries powerful
weapons to monitor citizens.
The activities of Russia and
China in this area are well understood but it is less often noticed
that Turkey has increasingly
sought to monitor and harass its
citizens living in Europe, especially when they actively oppose
the policies of Turkish President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan.
Last October, in a speech to his
Justice and Development Party
(AKP), Erdogan referred to a
“traitors’ front.” This is not just
rhetoric and the fallout of such
an aggressive stance towards his
opponents is becoming clearer
with every month that passes.
The speed and aggressive nature of the efforts after the coup
attempt in 2016 to rid Turkey’s
domestic institutions of anyone
associated with Fethullah Gulen,
the cleric who lives in the United
States and is blamed by Erdogan
for being behind the attempted
coup, was breathtaking. It under-

Haitham El-Zobaidi, PhD

time when the West was desperate to find and anoint a country
that could offer a plausible model
of democratic, economically
liberal and conservative Islam. In
other words, to reconcile Islam
and democracy.
The fallout of the alleged role
Gulen played in the July 2016
attempted coup destroyed efforts
at projecting Turkey’s soft power
over the previous three decades.
Erdogan’s attempts to get
Gulen extradited to Turkey have
fallen on deaf ears. His vast purge
of the military, the judiciary, the
police, the media and the universities, which involves many
people who hail from the left or
are of Kurdish origin, destroyed
the image of Turkey as a modern
country so painstakingly built up
by Gulen.
In the Arab world, Turkey’s
neo-Ottoman pretentions have
made it the butt of ridicule. By
backing the Muslim Brotherhood,
Erdogan destroyed any credit he
might have won in Egypt, Tunisia
and the broader Middle East. In
Syria, his calls for the ousting
of President Bashar Assad and
murky relations with the Islamic
State (ISIS) brought him into
conflict with his Western allies,
Russia, Syria and Saudi Arabia.
Turkish intervention in January in northern Syria raised the
unnerving prospect of a direct
confrontation between two NATO
allies. The initial aim of seizing
control of the Afrin enclave held
by Syrian Kurdish militia the People’s Protection Units (YPG), an
offshoot of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party, an entity
deemed a terrorist organisation
by both Turkey and the United

States, has been extended to
Manbij and Rojava.
In the former, Russia has influence; in the latter the United
States has 2,000 military personnel that equip and train the YPG
for the fight against ISIS. Is Turkey ready to challenge the United
States militarily in Syria?
How Turkey and the United
States read each other’s intentions is crucial. One can only
note that the traditional institutional ties, not least military,
that underpinned the relations
between the two countries have
weakened, as have traditional
foreign policy establishments in
Ankara and Washington.
Turkish domestic politics will
be affected not just by Erdogan’s
aggressive military tactics in Syria
but by the effects of the global
purge he has decreed on Turkish communities abroad, most of
which are not made up of exiles.
Given the size of that diaspora
and the weakened state of democratic institutions in Turkey,
Erdogan’s capacity to limit that
population’s freedom of speech
and rights of free association outside the borders of Turkey will
determine whether democratic
alternatives to authoritarian rule
emerge at home.
Turkey is following in the footsteps of China and Russia as its
behaviour helps turn the international order into a system of
countries mutually committed to
policing each other’s populations
abroad. Erdogan, like his Russian and Chinese counterparts, is
initiating a purge that represents
a threat to those Turks living
abroad and, more dangerously, to
the rule of law everywhere.
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Signs of Saudi shift to ‘moderate’
Islam emerging at home and abroad
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

S

audi Arabia is increasing efforts to promote a
“moderate” form of Islam,
a promise made by Saudi
Crown Prince Mohammed
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz to help
move the kingdom into the modern era.
A member of the kingdom’s
Council of Senior Scholars, considered the country’s chief religious
body, recently stated that women
were not under religious obligation
to wear the abaya, the traditional
loose-fitting black robe worn by
Muslim women in the Gulf region.
During a question-and-answer
session on a Mecca radio station,
Sheikh Abdullah al-Mutlaq said
Muslim women should dress modestly but that the abaya was not a
religious requirement.
“More than 90% of committed Muslim women in the Islamic
world do not wear the abaya,” Mutlaq said. “We see them in Mecca
and Medina. They are women who,
may God bless them, are committed and memorise the Quran and
preach for God but they do not
wear abayas. For this reason, my
friends, we do not oblige [women]
to wear abaya.”
On the same programme, Mutlaq
said long fingernails were frowned
upon in Islam.
Mutlaq’s comments, which carry
significant weight in religious circles, led to fierce debates and the
creation of the Twitter hashtag #AlMutlaq_theabaya_not necessary.
“Those who trade in religion
know that the life the Muslim
Brotherhood has grown accustomed to in the past 40 years
is over and these hypocrites
must a find a different path instead of using religion to control
people’s lives,” wrote Twitter
user @OmrRian.

Other reactions were less supportive.
“Even if 100 fatwas have been
issued, I swear to God I will
never leave my abaya. Over my
dead body. Girls, do not listen to
the fatwas,” wrote Twitter user
@Kooshe90.
As home to two of Islam’s holiest
sites, Saudi Arabia has long been
defined culturally by its role and
place in the religion. However, in
a post 9/11 world, the kingdom has
also been accused of supporting an
intolerant form of Islam.
“Saudi Arabia was not like this
before 1979. Saudi Arabia and the
entire region saw the proliferation of al-Sahwa [Awakening] project after 1979 for many reasons,”
Crown Prince Mohammed said last
October
Crown Prince Mohammed was
referencing the Islamic Revolution in Iran and the siege of Mecca
by terrorists, events in 1979 that
inspired a generation of militants
such as al-Qaeda’s Osama bin Laden.
“We are returning to what we
were before — a country of moderate Islam that is open to all religions, traditions and people
around the globe,” the crown
prince said. “Frankly speaking, we
cannot spend 30 years of our lives
dealing with extremist ideas. We
will destroy them today and immediately.”
Saudi analysts said Crown Prince
Mohammed’s call to tackle extremism could have significant effects.
“It’s the first time that a government official — let alone a senior
government official — called them
out by name,” Saudi analyst Mohammed Alyahya told the Wall
Street Journal last October with
regards to the crown prince calling
out the Islamic Awakening movement. “The new leadership called
their bluff and showed that they
are a paper tiger.”
Saudi Arabia has relinquished
control of Belgium’s largest

Changing times. A florist prepares a Valentine’s Day bouquet of flowers for a customer at a flower
shop in Jeddah, on February 14. 						
(AFP)
mosque, which had been under its
control since 1969. This coincided
with a Saudi initiative to stop the
international funding of mosques
and religious schools accused of
spreading radical ideas, Western
officials told Thomson Reuters, although the Saudis are yet to make
that initiative public.

A senior religious
scholar recently said
that women were not
under religious
obligation to wear the
abaya.

An official from the Mecca-based
Muslim World League (MWL),
which was running the Brussels
mosque, denounced Holocaust
denial. MWL Secretary-General
Mohammad bin Abdul Karim alIssa, on International Holocaust
Remembrance Day, wrote to the
director of the US Holocaust Memorial Museum, describing the
event as “among the worst human
atrocities ever.”
“True Islam is against these
crimes. It classifies them in the
highest degree of penal sanctions and among the worst human
atrocities ever,” Issa wrote. “One
would ask, who in his right mind
would accept, sympathise or even
diminish the extent of this brutal
crime?”
In another sign of changing

times, a Saudi cleric endorsed Valentine’s Day.
“It is a positive social event and
congratulating people for it is
not against sharia (Islamic law),”
Ahmed Qassim al-Ghamdi told
Saudi-owned Al Arabiya television.
“It is an act of kindness to share
greetings on Western national and
social holidays, including Valentine’s Day. Exchange red roses
with others, as long as it is towards
peaceful people who do not share
animosity or are being at war with
Muslims,” said Ghamdi, the former head of the religious police in
Mecca.
Such comments would have
been considered unfathomable
a year ago when religious police
were tasked with cracking down
on non-Islamic celebrations.

Oman’s involvement in Yemen comes under scrutiny
The Arab Weekly staff

London

I

ndian Prime Minister Narendra
Modi made an official state visit
to Oman in what was seen as
an attempt by the sultanate to
consolidate strategic alliances
outside the Gulf region, where it has
come under increased scrutiny for
its foreign policy.
New Delhi and Muscat signed
eight deals during the visit, including on judicial and military cooperation. The two countries also agreed
to hold joint military exercises, a
day after India announced it would
have its first naval exercises with
the United Arab Emirates, another
member of the Gulf Cooperation
Council (GCC).
India and Oman said the countries
expressed satisfaction over the state
of bilateral relations, “especially the
robust security and defence cooperation” and agreed to further expand
cooperation to new areas, including
space, cyber-security, energy security, renewable energy and food security.
The strategic outreach by Muscat
comes as it faces scrutiny over its
involvement with the war in Yemen.
Oman was accused of attempting to
organise mediation talks between
the Houthis — the rebels fighting in
Yemen — and the General People’s
Congress (GPC) party.
Oman would host a new round
of consultations between the Iran-

Falling in
line. Former
Iranian Foreign
Minister Kamal
Kharazi (L),
Omani Foreign
Minister Yusuf
bin Alawi bin
Abdullah (C)
and Iranian
Foreign
Minister
Mohammad
Javad Zarif
attend the
Tehran
Security
Conference, on
January 8. (AFP)

allied Houthis and the party of the
late former Yemeni President Ali Abdullah Saleh in Muscat once the new
UN special envoy to Yemen arrives,
reports said. The reports, based on
comments attributed to outgoing UN
Special Envoy Ismail Ould Cheikh
Ahmed, were denied by a high-ranking GPC leader.
The unidentified GPC leader said
the plans were an Omani attempt to
reconcile the two sides.
Muscat is said to have encouraged
leaders from the GPC and the Iranallied Houthi militia to make peace

after clashes between the two sides
in December resulted in the killing
of Saleh and GPC Secretary-General
Aref al-Zouka.
Oman’s mediation efforts reportedly secured the release of most GPC
leaders detained by the Houthis but
were unable to reach an agreement

A strategic outreach
by Muscat comes as
it faces scrutiny over
its involvement with
the war in Yemen.

on the release of some of Saleh’s
family members.
Oman is also said to have tried to
convince the Iran-backed militia to
release two of Saleh’s sons, with the
remaining two to be released later
but the proposal was rejected by the
GPC, which demanded the release
of all detainees before discussions
could begin.
It is unclear why Oman is trying
to reconcile factions at war with the
Saudi-led coalition.
Muscat has previously faced criticism for its position regarding the

war in Yemen.
In September 2016, weapons
smuggled through Oman, allegedly
meant for Houthi rebels, were intercepted in Yemen, a report in the
London-based pan-Arab daily AlHayat said. Marib Governor Sultan
al-Arada told the publication that
an attempt in August 2016 to smuggle weapons and explosives from
the Hadramawt region to Sana’a had
also been foiled. The armaments
were reportedly discovered in trucks
with Omani licence plates.
“Arada did not confirm an external
link to that shipment, indicating that
the trucks were carrying Omani licence plates but it was not possible to
confirm any Omani authorities’ connection to that,” Al-Hayat reported.
As the war in Yemen continues,
the possibility of both Saudi Arabia and the United States exerting
further pressure on Oman is highly
likely, analysts said.
“Houthi militias have shot ballistic
missiles into Saudi Arabia, including against Riyadh’s international
airport. The Trump administration
believes that Iran smuggled these
missiles to the Houthis and, while
it has not openly accused Oman of
involvement in the transfer, clouds
are beginning to form over the relationship,” wrote Jay Solomon of the
Washington Institute for Near East
Policy.
“Gulf countries are increasingly
being forced to take sides in the
Saudi-Iranian dispute,” a senior US
official told Solomon. “Oman is not
exempted.”

9

February 18, 2018

Egypt

News & Analysis

Egyptian Army begins unprecedented operation in Sinai
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

E

gypt launched a largescale operation to root
out Islamic State (ISIS)
militants
entrenched
in the Sinai Peninsula,
where fighting between the government and various Islamist terrorist groups has been going on for
more than five years.
“The army has never launched
an operation of this scale before in
Sinai,” said retired army General
Sameh Abu Hashema. “For the first
time, all military branches are participating, including the navy, the
air force and ground troops.”
Comprehensive Operation Sinai
2018, begun February 8, has the
goal of eradicating terrorism and
securing control over all Egyptian
borders, military spokesman Colonel Tamer al-Refaai said.
Operations have not been limited to central and northern Sinai,
where ISIS has an entrenched presence, but also took place in the Nile
Delta, the Nile Valley and the Western Desert.
The operation came after Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi,
in late November, gave the military
three months to “secure and stabilise” the Sinai Peninsula, following an attack on Al-Rawda mosque
in Sinai that killed more than 300
people.
In addition to tens of thousands
of troops, the military is using F-16
fighter jets, attack helicopters,
tanks and armoured vehicles to
secure areas in northern and central Sinai. The Egyptian Army said
dozens of militants had been killed
and hundreds more arrested.
Egypt has been fighting militants
in the Sinai Peninsula since the
2011 revolution. However, the insurgency took a major turn in 2013
following the ouster of Islamist
President Muhammad Morsi.
Both al-Qaeda-linked militants
and ISIS are known to operate in
the Sinai Peninsula, which has
suffered decades of neglect from
the central government, leading
to disenchantment among local
tribes. Al-Qaeda and ISIS have
even fought each other, with
ISIS’s branch — known as Sinai
Province — believed to be encouraging foreign fighters to go to the
region.
Military analysts said the army
in recent months collected intel-

Massive effort. Egyptian Army armoured vehicles on a highway to North Sinai during a launch of a major assault against militants, on
February 9.
				
							
(Egyptian Ministry of Defence)
ligence about terrorist hideouts,
arms depots and supply routes to
plan a massive multipronged operation across the country.
On February 10, military troops
took control of ISIS’s local media
centre in what many deemed a major blow to the organisation. The
centre, media reports said, contained valuable information about
militants and their combat plans.
Despite statements from the
Egyptian Army announcing successful missions, questions remain

Many ISIS militants
fleeing Syria and
Iraq are believed to
have travelled to
Sinai.

as to whether Operation Sinai 2018
will end ISIS’s presence in Egypt.
ISIS and other Islamist militant
groups have been operating in Sinai for years and previous military
operations failed to dislodge them.
“This means that they are totally
familiar with the vast deserts of
the peninsula and its mountains,
which gives them an advantage,”
said Sameh Eid, a former member
of the Muslim Brotherhood and an
expert on Islamist terrorist movements. “Some of the militants are
also highly trained and have very
advanced weapons.”
In late December, ISIS destroyed
a military helicopter shortly after
it touched down at Al-Arish Military Airport. The attack narrowly
missed killing Egypt’s defence and
interior ministers, who had just
disembarked from the helicopter.

The precision of the rocket fired
on the helicopter and the intelligence required to carry out the attempted assassination of two ministers — who were secretly visiting
Sinai — offered insight into ISIS’s
increasingly sophisticated capabilities.
Many ISIS militants fleeing Syria
and Iraq are believed to have travelled to Sinai. Hardened by years
of fighting, these foreign militants
are believed to be behind the recent terrorist attacks in Egypt,
including the mosque massacre.
Witnesses to the attack said the
gunmen spoke Levantine Arabic.
A second objective of the operation, the military said, was to
secure Egypt’s borders and the
timing of Operation Sinai 2018
was meant to send a message as
Cairo faces regional challenges,

analysts said.
The operation coincides with increasing tensions between Egypt
and Turkey over maritime borders and natural resources in the
eastern Mediterranean. Cairo is
also dealing with a crisis with Addis Ababa and Khartoum over Nile
water rights and Ethiopia’s construction of the Grand Renaissance
Dam.
“Some regional powers are mistakenly thinking that they can encroach on Egypt’s borders easily
and without problems,” said Samir
Ghattas, a member of the Egyptian
parliament. “To these powers, it
must be clear that Egypt has an
army that can defend its interests
and its borders with all force.”
Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian
reporter based in Cairo.

Cairo sheds Ottoman-era street names amid Egypt-Turkey crisis
Amr Emam

Cairo

E

gyptian authorities are
revising street names in
Cairo, addressing calls
to change historical Ottoman-era street names
amid growing Egyptian-Turkish
antipathy.
The calls gained strength after
a report by an Egyptian academic
branding the Ottoman rulers “colonisers” led to a street named for
Ottoman Sultan Selim I to no longer be called in his honour.
Deputy Cairo Governor Mohamed Ayman said he supports the
moves. “It is totally illogical that
our streets be called after Ottoman
figures when our country has people who deserve this honour much
more,” he said. “We must change
these street names.”
The Street Naming Committee
in Cairo is to present a plan to the
Egyptian cabinet to rename streets
with Ottoman or otherwise nonEgyptian sounding names. The
committee is creating a database
of suspect street names. The list is
expected to include hundreds of
streets.

Authorities assured residents
they would be part of the process
of choosing new street names. One
of the proposals was to rename
streets after Egyptian Army and
police personnel killed in the war
on terrorism.
The dispute over Cairo’s street
names comes as Egypt’s relations
with Turkey deteriorate. Relations
worsened after the Egyptian Army
backed a popular uprising against
Islamist President Muhammad
Morsi in 2013. Since then, Cairo
and Ankara have faced several issues, including Egypt accusing
Turkey of supporting the outlawed
Muslim Brotherhood and seeking
to interfere in its domestic affairs.
Ankara said it considered a 2013
Egyptian-Cypriot maritime demarcation agreement over the eastern
Mediterranean invalid. Cairo reacted angrily to the perceived Turkish
threat to its interests in the eastern Mediterranean. An Egyptian
Foreign Ministry statement said
that Cairo would “confront” any
attempts to infringe or diminish
Egypt’s rights in the area.
Mohamed Sabri al-Dali, a professor of history at Helwan University,
published a study highlighting the
bloody record of Selim I in Egypt,
leading Cairo Governor Atef Abdel

Hamid to order Selim I Street in
north-eastern Cairo renamed.
Selim I was the Ottoman ruler
who conquered Egypt in the 16th

It is totally illogical that
our streets be called
after Ottoman figures
when our country has
people who deserve
this honour
much more.

Deputy Cairo Governor
Mohamed Ayman

century. Dali described him as
Egypt’s “first coloniser.”
“The Ottomans made catastrophes during their five centuries of
presence in our country,” Dali said.
“They left us a dastardly legacy
that turns them into criminals, not
heroes who deserve to be glorified.”
While some might criticise the
street renaming project as an attempt to rewrite history, many in
Egypt support a nationalist trend
sparked by Egypt’s war on terrorism and various regional challenges.
Egypt’s regional standing was
weakened by years of unrest following the 2011 revolution against
longstanding President Hosni
Mubarak. A year of Islamist rule
after the revolution threatened
further instability and challenged
Egypt’s perceived nationalist and
pan-Arab identity.
Following the ouster of Morsi,
there has been a return of traditional nationalist sentiment in
Egypt and having street names
honouring Ottoman-era figures appears to contradict that trend.
Ayman denied the move has to
do with political differences between Cairo and Ankara and more
to do with Egyptian attempts to

express patriotism. Many Egyptian
lawmakers have spoken publicly in
support of the renaming process
and linking it to regional tensions.
MP Mohamed al-Komi, who said
he would lead a move in parliament to pressure administrative
officials in all Egyptian provinces
to change foreign street names,
asserted that Egypt’s Ottoman history is far from bright.
“They came here as occupiers
and left our country in devastation and backwardness,” he said.
“Why should we name our streets
after those who colonised and destroyed our country?”
Opponents warned that seeking
to change street names is shortsighted, particularly if it was based
on temporary political tensions.
“History is history and the people behind the street naming
campaign should know this,” said
Ahmed al-Sherbini, a professor of
modern history at Cairo University. “We might differ on the legacy
of some of the figures after whom
the streets are named but this difference should not open the door
for changing facts about these figures.”
Amr Emam is a Cairo-based
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

10

February 18, 2018

News & Analysis

Maghreb

Maghreb countries wary about
jihadists relocating from Iraq, Syria

Activists reject
Ennahda
Party’s threat
to prosecute
journalists

Lamine Ghanmi

Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

S

ecurity officials have expressed concern about potential terror attacks in the
Maghreb, saying militants
were believed to be moving
into Libya and the Sahel after the
defeat of the Islamic State (ISIS) in
Syria and Iraq.
“More than 400 dangerous terrorists are taking positions across
the borders,” Algerian Army Chief
General Ahmed Gaid Salah said after a live-firing drill in the southern
area of In Guezzam. “We have to be
ready and vigilant.”
The exercise, which was aimed
at repelling an attempted attack
“by enemies of Algeria’s national
borders,” the Algerian Defence Ministry said, is one of a series carried
out by the army in areas bordering
Mali, Niger and Libya in the last two
months.
Algerian security analyst Yacine
Babouche said “the visits by General Gaid Salah to southern military
areas and his overseeing in person
of such specific exercises mean that
Algeria’s leadership at the top levels
is taking no chances with the threats
of jihadists attacking Algeria.”
Algeria has closed its land borders, other than the frontier with
Tunisia, to stop jihadists from entering the country.
Algerian daily El Khabar reported
that the military received intelligence on movement of 400 ISIS
fighters in Libya near where the Algeria, Niger and Mali borders meet.
Algeria fears that ISIS militants
could stage an attack like the one
that targeted Ben Guerdane, a Tunisian town near the Libyan border,
in May 2016. They were then fended
off by Tunisian Army, police and the
local population and many of the attackers were killed.

Tunis

R
Across borders. A Tunisian policeman looks through binoculars during a military operation near the
town of Ben Guerdane. 			
		
			
(Reuters)
Tunisian
Defence
Minister
Abdelkrim Zbidi warned parliament
of possible terrorist plans to target
“military and security facilities and
other vital institutions of the country.”
Officials in Morocco have similar
concerns.
Moroccan anti-terror chief Abdelhak Khiame said: “Daesh has not
disappeared; it has delocalised into
the Sahel.”
Daesh is an Arabic acronym for
ISIS.
European officials said they were
worried that jihadists could mix in
with illegal migrants travelling from
the Sahel region through North Africa.
“We’re concerned about the
growing number of people affiliated with Daesh who, having been
defeated in Iraq and Syria, are moving their activities to the Sahel and
Libya. It’s practically at our border,”
Spanish Foreign Minister Alfonso

In Europe, officials are
worried jihadists could
mix in with illegal
migrants travelling
from the Sahel region
through North Africa.
Dastis told Agence France-Presse.
Dastis said Madrid feared Islamist
fighters could take advantage of the
high volume of migrants and workers travelling in the summer, when
many go through Spain on their
home for holidays and visits.
Security analysts in the Maghreb
previously said al-Qaeda, which has
deep ties to the Maghreb and Sahel,
would likely fight to protect its turf
from ISIS, with which it has disagreements over tactics and priorities. However, a UN report said no
rivalry between the various groups
had been observed.
The report noted that, in Libya,

ISIS was striving to recover from the
loss of Sirte and had strengthened
its presence with fighters returning
from Iraq and Syria.
Libyan forces, aided by US air
strikes and British logistics and intelligence, uprooted ISIS from Sirte
in December 2016.
“Member-states assessed that
there is a potential for the transfer
of leaders from ISIS in Libya to other conflict zones in West Africa and
the Sahel region, including Mali,”
the UN report said.
UN members warned about ISIS’s
determination “to rebuild its capabilities in Libya,” where it has been
strengthened by fighters from Iraq
and Syria.
The report added that some countries reported arrests of foreign terrorist fighters who were en route to
Libya to join ISIS.
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis.

Algeria’s FLN keeps members quiet on Bouteflika’s prospects
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

A

lgeria’s ruling National
Liberation Front (FLN)
ordered members to
keep quiet about a possible fifth term for Algerian President Abdelaziz Bouteflika,
a move that analysts described as
an attempt to shield the president
from public scrutiny.
“We have given clear and strong
instructions to our comrades in
the party. It is strictly forbidden to
talk about the fifth mandate,” FLN
Secretary-General Djamel Ould Abbes said. “It is up to the President
Abdelaziz Bouteflika to decide if he
likes to seek a fifth mandate.”

Despite a reported
frail condition,
Bouteflika remains a
reassuring presence in
Algeria’s complex
political scene.
The statement represents a shift
in thinking from officials who previously encouraged Bouteflika to
seek re-election in April 2019. As
recently as December, Ould Abbes
made comments strongly backing
the president.
“The FLN was the first to propose
the candidacy of Bouteflika for the
presidential elections in 1999. Since
then there were four mandates,”
Ould Abbes said at the time. “Inshallah (“God willing”), there will
be the fifth, the sixth and eternally.”
Bouteflika, who turns 81 on
March 2, has been president for
almost two decades. He has rarely

been seen in public since suffering
a stroke in 2013.
Despite a reported frail condition, Bouteflika remains a reassuring presence in Algeria’s complex political scene and many
voiced concern that a leadership
transition would bring instability. However, Bouteflika’s declining
health has led to questions about
his fitness for office.
“The inner circle in the presidential camp has given the order to
be silent about the fifth mandate
to avert the controversy about the
fifth mandate,” said political analyst Mustapha Hammouche. “This
fallback position is an important
part of the strategy to preserve the
status quo.”
He and other analysts said the
strategy was aimed at curbing debate over Bouteflika’s health.
“The silence helps the presidential camp avoid the first hurdle:
the issue of whether the president
is able physically and intellectually to take on the responsibility
of a fifth mandate,” Hammouche
said. “Keeping quiet gives an advantage to the president’s allies as
the silence forces the projects of
would-be contenders to stand by.
That punishes and undermines the
opposition.”
The FLN has threatened to sanction members who make public
statements on the president’s campaign.
“Any member who disobeys the
party order will stand before the
disciplinary board,” Ould Abbes
said. “We will be ruthless. Open, all
of you, your eyes, and implement
the instructions.”
In defiance of the FLN’s order,
senior party official Baha Eddine
Tliba, a billionaire businessman

ights activists strongly
criticised a statement
from Tunisia’s Islamist party Ennahda that
threatened legal action against “hostile” journalist
and critics.
Ennahda’s Executive Bureau
accused media organisations of
carrying out a “smear campaign”
against its members and threatened to sue “unfair critics.”
The Ennahda statement was
rejected by journalists and activists, who said the party should
not try to intimidate the media
ahead of municipal elections in
May.
“We condemn any kind of
threat that may target journalists,” said the National Union
of Tunisian Journalists, adding
that Ennahda was “trying to
drag journalists into a battlefield
of no interest to them.”
Reporters without Borders,
an international media freedom
group, said Ennahda’s statement
was a “serious threat to the freedom of the press.”
“A few weeks before elections,
it is necessary to remind the Ennahda Party that journalists play
a central role in a democracy and
must be able to exercise their information mission independently without fear of prosecution,”
the group said.
Abdelkarim Harouni, chairman of Ennadha’s Majlis alShura, said the party’s hand was
forced after it was the subject of
untrue allegations from the media.
“Ennahda’s members and
sympathisers have been putting pressure on the leadership
to ward off such unfair critics,”
Harouni said. “They are asking
us: ‘Why you are silent when the
party is attacked by allegations
of terrorism, corruption, money
laundering?’”

Reporters without
Borders said
Ennahda’s
statement was a
“serious threat to
the freedom of
the press.”

Mounting speculation. Algerian President Abdelaziz Bouteflika at
a polling station in Algiers, last November.		
(AFP)
from the eastern region of Annaba,
established a coordination committee to support Bouteflika’s candidacy in 2019.
Tliba, a member of parliament
and former deputy speaker, set up
a similar committee in 2014 before
Bouteflika announced his intention
to run for his fourth term.
Algerian analysts said Tliba’s
move, which has the support of
other top party officials, including
former FLN head Abdelaziz Belkhadem and former Energy Minister
Chakib Khelil, who is a close Bouteflika ally, is an early display of loyalty to the president.
Tliba and his backers say an early
campaign announcement could
lend Bouteflika more legitimacy as
the race approaches.
Ould Abbes dismissed Tliba’s initiative as an “air bubble in a windmill” and said he would face the

party’s disciplinary board.
In the meantime, the FLN is putting the finishing touches on its
pro-Bouteflika campaign, which
aims to highlight the president’s
achievements since taking office in
1999. The party is bracing for questions on how authorities spent an
estimated $1 trillion earned from oil
and gas exports during Bouteflika’s
tenure, Algerian political sources
said.
Bouteflika has not directly commented on whether he will seek
a fifth term but some of his confidantes conveyed his desire to
continue in office at a time when
Algeria is facing instability and
conflict.
“If Bouteflika is declared a winner in the face of a unified opposition, his presidency and power
would be more legitimate,” said political analyst Sofiane Ait Iflis.

Analysts said Ennahda was
likely trying to reshape the political narrative ahead of municipal
elections, the first such elections
since the 2011 revolutionary upheaval that toppled the Ben Ali
regime.
“As the municipal elections
of May 6 draw closer, replaying
the card of the victimisation by
Ennahda and its leaders as well
as the card of intimidating the
media and journalists can really
pay off,” said Tunisian journalist
Sofiene Ben Hmida.
Tahar Belhassine, who heads
al-Mostakbel Party, said Ennahda’s statements were “a preemptive move… to steer away
from being associated with all
that happened during its rule.”
Tunisia has been plagued by
economic hardship and security
woes since 2011. High inflation,
soaring debt and widespread unemployment have been attributed to years of economic mismanagement and poor security. The
country’s difficulties were made
worse in 2015 when two major
terror attacks hit the country.
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Tillerson receives mixed reception
in Lebanon, wavers on Hezbollah
The Arab Weekly staff

Beirut

U

S Secretary of State Rex
Tillerson visited Beirut
as part of a Middle East
tour intended to shore
up American influence
in the region and counter Russia’s
growing diplomatic weight.
Tillerson is the highest-ranking
member of the current US administration to visit Lebanon and the
first secretary of state to do so in
four years. Tillerson’s visit was
meant to defuse tensions between
Lebanon and Israel but was overshadowed by comments he made
about the role of Hezbollah within
Lebanese politics.
During the Middle East tour,
Tillerson has wavered between a
clear attempt to appease radical
pro-Iran party Hezbollah and attacking it as a threat to Lebanon
and the region. Addressing a news
conference February 14 in Jordan,
Tillerson appeared to accept Hezbollah’s role in Lebanon, conceding that the United States had to
“acknowledge the reality” that
Hezbollah was part of the “political
process.”
However, Tillerson appeared to
reverse his position, telling a news
conference in Beirut with proWestern ally Prime Minister Saad
Hariri the next day that the United
States did not accept “any distinction” between Hezbollah’s “political and military arms.”
“It is unacceptable for a militia
like Hezbollah to operate outside
the authority of the Lebanese government,” he said. “The only legitimate defender of the Lebanese
state is the Lebanese armed forces.”
Tillerson also suggested the
group’s retention of its arms, as
well as its activities across the region, undermined Lebanon’s security.
“Hezbollah’s presence in Syria
has only perpetuated the bloodshed, increased the displacement
of innocent people and propped
up the barbaric Assad regime,”
Tillerson said. “Their presence in
Iraq and Yemen has also fuelled
violence and the consequences of
Hezbollah’s involvement in these

V iewpoint

Bassem Ajami

is a Lebanese-British journalist
who lives in Beirut.

On the eve of his
assassination,
Rafik Hariri was
pursuing a policy
similar to
that his son is
following towards
Hezbollah today.

Mixed signals. US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson (R) and Lebanese Prime Minister Saad Hariri at the governmental palace in Beirut, on
February 15.
													
far-off conflicts, which have nothing to do with Lebanon, are felt
here.”
Though
apparently
greeted
warmly by Hariri, Tillerson received a less enthusiastic welcome
from Hezbollah’s political allies
within Lebanon’s government.
Lebanese President Michel Aoun
reportedly kept the secretary of
state waiting for several minutes
and Parliament Speaker Nabih Berri at first appeared unwilling to be
photographed shaking hands with
Tillerson, before posing as requested.
The apparent contradiction in

Tillerson’s comments is another
illustration of the mixed foreign
policy signals coming out of Washington. It is also reflective of the
paradoxes in the continued US
funding of the Lebanese state. Hezbollah virtually controls the reins
of power and could win a majority
of votes in next June’s legislative
elections. The United States has
designated Hezbollah a terrorist organisation since 1997. The United
States has also introduced a wide
range of sanctions against Hezbollah and those thought to be supporting it.
Tensions have been escalating for

some time between Israel and Lebanon with both claiming possession of a gas field on their maritime
border. Compounding difficulties
have been Israeli plans to construct
a border wall that Beirut regards as
impinging upon Lebanese territory.
There are more than 750 sq.km of
waters disputed by both countries.
US officials have attempted to mediate between the two, the most recent effort coming from US Acting
Assistant Secretary of State David
Satterfield, who visited the border area in southern Lebanon before joining Tillerson on his trip to
the region.

(AFP)

Lebanon put exploration rights
on the disputed gas field out to tender, a move characterised by Israeli
Defence Minister Avigdor Lieberman as “provocative.”
Israeli plans to construct a border
wall have also been met with resistance. Lebanon’s Higher Defence
Council issued a statement saying it had “given its instructions to
confront this aggression to prevent
Israel from building (the wall) on
Lebanese territory.”
“Let’s get the border agreed first
and then people can think about if
they need a security wall or not at
that point,” Tillerson said.

On anniversary of Rafik Hariri’s death, son pursues same balancing act

O

n this year’s anniversary of the
assassination of
Rafik Hariri, his
son, Saad Hariri,
stood alone.
Unlike previous
years, his partners in the March
14 movement were absent. No
class picture and no joining of
raised hands to declare solidarity
and unity of purpose. The scene
resembled the new political landscape in Lebanon.
It appears that it has moved full
circle, back to where it was on the
eve of the assassination.
During his short political career,
Rafik Hariri faced the unattainable
task of striking a balance between
the presence of Hezbollah, an
armed resistance to the Israeli
occupation in southern Lebanon, and the effort to revive the
Lebanese state after the 15-year
civil war.
Yet, as long as the Israeli occupation continued, the situation
remained tolerable since the occupation justified the presence of an
armed resistance. Hariri’s delicate
balancing act included more,
however. He had to accommodate the huge Syrian influence,

the implementation of the 1989
Taif Agreement, which ended the
civil war, as well as execute a huge
rebuilding effort.
The withdrawal of Israel from
southern Lebanon in 2000
changed things. Although the
justification for the presence
of an armed resistance ended,
Hezbollah refused to disarm. This
presented Hariri with a more complicated problem: How to rebuild a
nation in the presence of an armed
group that is financed, armed
and receives its inspiration from
a foreign country. Hariri’s efforts
failed with a powerful explosion
in Beirut on February 14, 2005.
Saad Hariri inherited the political mission and followed in his
father’s footsteps in accommodating Hezbollah. He embarked on a
policy that gave gradual concessions to the Iran-backed party. In
2016, he endorsed the party’s candidate for the presidency, ending a
two-and-a-half-year deadlock.
Still, since becoming prime
minister 14 months ago, Hariri’s
concessions to Hezbollah accelerated the group’s progress to the
extent that his critics claim that
the party controls vital organs of
the Lebanese state.

Hariri’s allies in the March 14
movement have accused him of
appeasing Hezbollah. He responded that his policy has been one of
realism because the militant group
was not a domestic Lebanese
problem but a regional one over
which he had hardly any control.
“I asked myself what would Rafik
Hariri have done if he were alive
and concluded that he would have
done what I am doing now,” Saad
Hariri said in a speech recently.
Then came the ordeal of his trip
to Saudi Arabia last November,
when he announced — in mysterious circumstances — that he was
resigning as prime minister, only
to withdraw the resignation after
he returned to Lebanon.
Hariri blamed his ordeal on his
allies whom he accused of stabbing him in the back because of
his policy towards Hezbollah. His
comrades in the March 14 movement responded that it was he
who had betrayed them by his
policy of appeasement.
Hariri may have his justifications for trying to accommodate
Hezbollah. It is unimaginable for
him to confront the party militarily without risking a civil war in
Lebanon like the Syrian nightmare

or even worse. In Hariri’s case, it
is an instance of keeping friends
close and potential enemies
closer.
However, this is not without its
problems. By assuming a role in
government, Hezbollah controls —
dictates — government policy on
such important issues as defence
and foreign affairs, while the
government has zero influence
over the party’s policy within and
outside of Lebanon.
The militant group feels free
to operate without any regard to
the interests of the state or the
Lebanese people. The consequence of such a policy is that it
has damaged Lebanon’s relations
with many Arab countries, most
notably the Gulf states, while its
effect on the Lebanese economy
has been disastrous.
Hariri may have justifications
for his Hezbollah policy even
though it all but eroded the basic
principles of the March 14 movement. However, it will be useful to
recall that, on the eve of his assassination, Rafik Hariri was pursuing a similar policy to that his son
is following towards Hezbollah
today. One can only hope that the
conclusion will be different.
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Abbas warms up to Moscow amid cold US-Palestinian ties
The Arab Weekly staff

London

P

alestinian Authority President Mahmoud Abbas visited Moscow in apparent
bid to garner diplomatic
support as his ties with
Washington deteriorate following
the Trump administration’s decision to recognise Jerusalem as the
capital of Israel and plans to move
the US Embassy from Tel Aviv to
the holy city.
Russian President Vladimir Putin started the February 12 meeting with Abbas by conveying to the
Palestinian leader a well-wishing
message from US President Donald
Trump.
“I just spoke with American
President Trump,” Putin told Abbas. “Naturally we spoke about
the Palestinian-Israeli settlement…
I would like to convey to you his
best wishes,” added Putin.
The “situation is far from what we
want to see… [as Russia had] always
supported the Palestinian people,”
Putin said. “It is very important for
us to know your personal opinion
to set the record straight and put in
place a common approach to solve
this problem.”
Abbas said he did not want the
United States to be the main broker
of the Middle East peace process
because he believed that the Trump
administration has become squarely on Israel’s side.
“Given the atmosphere created
by the United States’ actions, we…
refuse any cooperation with the
United States as a mediator,” said

V iewpoint
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the West Bank.

“Non-violent
resistance” is a
concept that arises
not from the law but
from social
perception and
should be
understood as a
descriptive tool.

Abbas. “In case of an international
meeting, we ask that the United
States be not the only mediator but
just one of the mediators.”
He said he wanted an expanded
mediation mechanism to replace
the Middle East Quartet. “For instance, ‘the quartet’ plus some
other countries like the model used
to achieve the deal on Iran,” Abbas
said, in a reference to international
talks about Tehran’s nuclear programme.
Putin did not announce any
promises to the Palestinian leader
regarding his vision for a wider mediation mechanism for the peace
process.
Before his trip to Moscow, Abbas
hosted Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi in the Israeli-occupied
West Bank to secure New Delhi’s
support for having an alternative
peace broker to the United States.
“We consider a multilateral
mechanism that emerges from an
international peace conference as
the ideal way to sponsor the negotiations,” said Abbas. “Here we
count on India, with its status as
a great power, its historical role in
the non-aligned movement and in
international forums… to achieve a
just peace.”
Modi pledged $41 million for aid
projects in the West Bank and reit-

Putin did not announce
any promises to the
Palestinian leader
regarding his vision for
a wider mediation
mechanism for the
peace process.

erated India’s “support for the Palestinian cause” but did not back
Abbas’s bid to sideline Washington.
“We believe a permanent solution to Palestine is possible through
dialogue. Only diplomacy and farsightedness can break the cycle of
violence and free it from the baggage of the past,” Modi said.
Abbas’s failed attempts to secure Russian and Indian diplomatic
backing against Washington coincided with a rare display of discord
between the United States and Israel. The White House denied an
Israeli claim that the two sides were
discussing the possibility of Israel’s
annexation of Jewish settlements
in the West Bank.
“On the subject of applying sovereignty, I can say that I have been
talking to the Americans about it
for some time,” Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu told his
Likud Party’s legislators.
Washington’s response was unambiguous.
“Reports that the United States
discussed with Israel an annexation
plan for the West Bank are false,”
White House spokesman Josh Raffel said. “The United States and
Israel have never discussed such a
proposal and the president’s focus
remains squarely on his Israeli-Palestinian peace initiative.”
The response came one day after Israel Hayom, a pro-Netanyahu
newspaper, published an interview
with Trump in which he appeared
critical — albeit mildly — of Israeli
policies.
“The settlements are something
that very much complicate and
always have complicated making
peace, so I think Israel has to be

Shoulders to lean on. Russian President Vladimir Putin (R) hugs
Palestinian leader Mahmoud Abbas during their meeting in the
Kremlin in Moscow, on February 12.			
(AFP)
very careful with the settlements,”
Trump said. “I would say the Palestinians are not looking to make
peace, they are not looking to make
peace and I am not necessarily
sure that Israel is looking to make
peace.”
All Israeli settlements are considered illegal under international law
because they are built on occupied
territories, and Israel’s continued
building of the settlements was
among the main reasons the USbrokered peace talks collapsed in
2014.
Separately a spat broke out between the US ambassador to Israel,
David Friedman, a staunch sup-

porter of settlements, and Israel’s
liberal newspaper Haaretz, which
opposes its government’s settler
policy.
In a column, Haaretz accused
Friedman of “encouraging and
funding war crimes and violations
of international law,” prompting
the Israeli ambassador to hit back
by questioning the paper’s “dignity.”
The exchange came following
the killing of an Israeli rabbi in the
Har Bracha settlement by an Israeli
Arab.
The Arab Weekly staff and news
agencies.

Non-violent resistance should be non-violent for everyone

T

he term “non-violent
resistance” is recurring
in Palestinian media,
with many protests
and activists being
described as “nonviolent.” This narrative has had
a recent upsurge with the arrests
of 17-year-old Ahed Tamimi and
social worker Munther Amira, two
well-known Palestinians often
described as non-violent activists.
The term seems to be used by
the media to refer to Palestinians, protests or movements that
do not use any form of violence,
including stone throwing, against
Israeli forces. This label has also
been used to denounce the imprisonment of some Palestinian
activists, claiming that they are
exclusively involved in non-violent resistance and should not be
put under arrest.
This reasoning, however, in
addition to having no legal basis
is problematic, as it fails to reflect
the Palestinians’ experience of
resistance — namely that they are
subjected to violence.
Looking at the so-called Palestinian non-violent resistance
from a legal perspective, there are
two main applicable frameworks:
Israeli military law, the law under
which the political arrest and
imprisonment of Palestinians take
place in the occupied Palestinian
territories; and international law,
the overarching body of law that
regulates the relationships and actions between states and peoples.
Under Israeli law, when analysing Palestinian non-violent resistance, one of the most relevant
laws is Military Order 101 of August 1967, which prohibits almost
all forms of Palestinian political
expression, individual and collective. Under this order, attending
or organising a march, vigil or assembly of ten or more people for a
political purpose without authorisation from the Israeli military
commander is illegal.
Displaying flags, posters or any
document of political content without a permit is also
forbidden, as well as expressing

praise, sympathy or support for
the actions or objectives of any
organisation deemed illegal as per
Israeli law. Under Military Order
101, therefore, simple participation in a march or protest, waving
a Palestinian flag or encouraging
other Palestinians to protest are
forbidden and punishable with up
to ten years in jail or a hefty fine.
Many non-violent Palestinian
activists, including Amira, have
faced charges under this order.
If we were to take Israeli military
law as the basis of analysis, then
it could be argued that the arrests
of all these activists are legally

grounded. If, on the other hand,
it was understood that Military
Order 101 and Israeli military law,
in general, violate the most basic
principles of international law and
cannot be accepted as fair, this
body of military orders should be
discarded from any assessment of
Palestinian resistance.
The other framework is international law. In the context of
Palestinian resistance, UN General
Assembly Resolution A/3070 of
November 30, 1973, clearly affirmed the “legitimacy of the
peoples’ struggle for liberation
from colonial and foreign domina-

Mightier than the sword. A protester waves a Palestinian flag in
front of Israeli soldiers during clashes near the Hawara checkpoint
in the West Bank, on February 2.			
(AFP)

tion and alien subjugation by all
available means, including armed
struggle.”
As the above overview shows,
the categorisation of Palestinian
resistance based on the use of violence has no legal standing under
the two relevant bodies of law: the
Israeli and the international.
It is clear then that “non-violent
resistance” is a concept that
arises not from the law but from
social perception and should be
understood as a descriptive tool.
When analysed from a Palestinian
perspective, however, it becomes
clear that the label is inadequate
to describe Palestinian resistance.
When Palestinians protest
against Israeli forces in a non-violent manner, they still suffer from
violence in all aspects of their life.
They are still shot at, whether
they throw stones or wave a flag;
they are still on the receiving end
of live ammunition, rubber-coated
bullets, tear gas or violent arrests.
Depicting these actions as “nonviolent” reflects the experience of
Israeli forces and the military occupation, while failing to capture
the Palestinian reality. No matter
how Palestinians resist, they are
exposed to violence, so why do
we call it non-violent resistance?
Non-violent for whom? How does
describing activists as “nonviolent” help depict their circumstances or their struggle?
The “non-violent” narrative
is the result of external, mainly
Western, perceptions on Palestinian resistance and serves to
reflect what Western countries
want and do not want Palestinians to do.
If the media want to accurately
describe Palestinian resistance,
it must begin by looking at the
terms used to describe such struggle and find better ways to convey
the Palestinian experience. One
of the first steps in this process
should be to stop using the “nonviolent” label to describe Palestinian movements and activists because no matter how Palestinians
resist, they are always subjected
to violence.
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Why the anti-Kurdish narrative endures in Turkey

Stephen Starr

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

Turks across the
spectrum of
society and
political thinking
find themselves on
the same page as
Erdogan, much as
they may dislike
that reality.

F

ew would disagree
that President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan is one
of the most divisive
figures in modern
Turkey. He has taken
a wrecking ball to the
country’s parliament, judiciary and
media — cornerstones of Turkey’s
democratic underpinnings. He has
sought feuds with several European countries and angered progressive and pro-European elements of
Turkish society. All the while, he
commands the respect of tens of
millions of Turks.
Despite the deep schism over
support for Erdogan, most Turks
— both pro- and anti-government
sections of the population — support Ankara’s wars on the Kurds.
When the Kurdish residents
of Kobane faced annihilation at
the hands of Islamic State (ISIS)
jihadists in October 2015, few
Turks seemed to care that Ankara responded in the way it did.
Initially, it refused to allow Kurdish
fighters to transfer from northern
Iraq through Turkey to fight the extremists. When more than 500,000
civilians were made homeless by
military operations in the predominantly Kurdish south-east region
two years ago, Turkish media
didn’t seem to see much reason to
comment.
These Kurds, lest we forget, are
the very people responsible for
defeating ISIS in Raqqa and across
much of northern Syria and Iraq.
The Kurds helped end a dreadful
series of suicide attacks by the
extremist group, which killed hundreds of Turkish civilians in Ankara
and Istanbul in 2015 and 2016.
Many Turks, curiously, hate and
distrust the Kurds even though
the Kurds have established a high
degree of stability and security
to war-torn neighbours Syria and
Iraq.
The beer-guzzling Istanbul liberals’ silence over the Kurds seems
hypocritical. For a decade, they
decried Erdogan in street protests
and from artisanal cafes but they
fall silent when it comes to the issue of bombing Kurdish civilians in
Turkey or Syria.
To be sure, militant Kurds have

Long-held aversion. A woman reacts as Turkish anti-riot police officers arrest her during a
demonstration in Istanbul called by the Peoples’ Democratic Party to protest against Turkey’s
Operation Olive Branch in Syria, on January 21. 		
					
been responsible for assassinations
and targeting of Turkish security
and police officers in recent years.
The Kurdistan Workers’ Party
(PKK) is recognised as a terrorist
organisation by the European Union and the United States, as well
as by Ankara.
Wars that pit the Turkish state
against perceived threats to the
country have always been popular among mainstream Turks.
Take, for example, the rise of the
Kurdish-rooted Peoples’ Democratic Party (HDP). Its 2015 entry into
parliament led to the Justice and
Development Party (AKP) losing its
long-established majority.
The HDP’s success rattled
Erdogan. He fabricated a war on
Kurdish dissidents, despite having
embarked on a peace process with
the PKK just two years previously.
Why did Erdogan’s ruse work?
What explains the Turks’ aver-

sion to the Kurds?
The reason lies in the historical context of the Turkish state’s
founding a century ago. Amid the
collapse of the Ottoman Empire, a
nationalist movement flourished.
As it tried to secure support and
territory for a new Turkish state,
the nationalist movement silenced
elements that didn’t fit the idea
of a mainstream Turkish identity.
Armenians, Christians and Kurds —
all living within the borders of the
new Turkish state — didn’t fit that
national identity. Millions were
killed as a result.
Why does a century-old ideology
dominate public consciousness
in Turkey? While the country’s
political and physical landscape
has changed dramatically under
the AKP, its state structures have
not. Turkey’s education system,
the foundation of any society, remains outdated. Its schoolchildren

(AFP)

are denied basic facts about the
wrongs committed by Turkey.
In this context, it is unsurprising
that most Turks are unconcerned
that Ankara’s bizarrely named
Operation Olive Branch against
the Kurds in Afrin is destabilising
some of the best-functioning and
most peaceful territories in the
region. The Kurds have fronted
the successful battles of today,
those against extremist groups
such as ISIS and Jabhat al-Nusra
and against Syria’s barbaric Bashar
Assad regime.
Yet this holds little water for
most Turks, blinded as they are by
a historical narrative that has more
basis in fiction than fact. Turks
across the spectrum of society
and political thinking fear that the
Kurds want to carve up Turkey. So
they find themselves on the same
page as Erdogan, much as they
may dislike that reality.

A Turkish farce called ‘rule of law’

Yavuz Baydar

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

The harsh
sentences have
stunned even those
who warned about
the increasingly
precarious state
of press freedom
in Turkey.

T

urkish courts have
ruled on three cases
involving journalists, for the most part
delivering shock verdicts that underline
the freefall of rule of
law in Turkey.
Of the three cases, the only
one with marginally good news
involved Enis Berberoglu, with
whom I worked during the 1980s
at the daily newspaper Cumhuriyet. Berberoglu was not just a
colleague, but a friend. Last June,
he was sentenced to 25 years in
prison on charges of “helping a
terrorist organisation,” “espionage” and “leaking secret state
documents.”
Berberoglu’s sentence was
reduced to 5 years, 10 months on
February 13, which means he will
serve at least 22 months more behind bars. His party, the main opposition Republican People’s Party
(CHP), responded with shock.
Deniz Yucel, the GermanTurkish correspondent for Die
Welt, was released from prison
February 16 after a year behind
bars. Accused of using “terrorist
propaganda to incite the population,” Yucel spent most of the year
in solitary confinement while his
lawyers waited for an indictment
that never came.
His case became a national
project for the German media
as well as for members of German Chancellor Angela Merkel’s
cabinet. As a German government
spokesman pointed out after news
that Yucel would be released, For-

‘Subliminal’ justice. A journalist poses with a portrait of Turkish
journalist Ahmet Altan in front of a courthouse in Istanbul.
(AFP)
eign Minister Sigmar Gabriel had
been “working intensively towards
a solution.”
On a visit to Germany, Turkish
Prime Minister Binali Yildirim
unexpectedly said Yucel was likely
to be released soon. Soon enough,
it was announced that he would
be freed but that was followed by
news of his indictment. Yucel was
to be charged with “spreading terrorist propaganda” and prosecutors sought up to 18 years in prison
for him. The charges could mean
one of two things: Yucel will either
not be allowed to leave Turkey or
if he left, he would not be

able to return.
This should not be particularly
puzzling, considering the Turkish
judiciary is increasingly subordinate to political agendas. If
rumours are true that dirty deals
were struck to secure Yucel’s
release, that sets a dangerous
precedent.
It would also underline the farce
that is called rule of law in Turkey.
The director of the farce is Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan.
He is also in some ways the author
of the script.
In the third case, three of Turkey’s most prominent liberal jour-

nalists were sentenced to life in
prison over allegations of involvement in the 2016 coup attempt.
The sentences were handed
down to Ahmet Altan, who is
also a well-known novelist; his
brother Mehmet Altan, a respected
economist as well as journalist and
author; and Nazli Ilicak, a centreright thinker. They were the first
journalists convicted in trials
related to the failed 2016 coup.
The Altan brothers and Ilicak,
along with four other journalists,
were on trial for “attempting to
overthrow the constitutional order
through use of force and violence.”
The Altans and Ilicak were
initially arrested for “sending subliminal messages” via television
appearances on July 14, 2016, the
day before the attempted coup.
After an international outcry,
all three were instead accused
of “making statements that are
evocative of a coup.” The farcical
elements of the case became more
pronounced.
The harsh sentences stunned
even those who warned about the
increasingly precarious state of
press freedom in Turkey.
Fittingly, it is Ahmet Altan who
may have best summed up the
state of affairs. In remarks addressed to the judges, he said:
”A judiciary that is dead or dying
has such a foul stench; even hell
doesn’t smell so bad. The smell of
rotten corpses that has overtaken
Turkey today is the smell of a
judiciary on its deathbed. It is a
stench that reaches all segments of
society and appals everyone.”
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Are Iranian satellite channels aiding regime change?
Suddaf Chaudry

London

T

he Iranian regime’s grip
on power is facing a serious challenge from protests on the streets and
the airwaves.
A perfect storm is brewing and a
restless young Iranian population
is demanding change. The growth
of satellite television in Iran has
changed the landscape, becoming
the single most important medium
of culture and information. The
advent of social media platforms
combined with satellite television
is challenging Iranian Supreme
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei’s
republic.
Iranian media said 70% of the
population watches satellite television, much of which is run by
Iranians in exile. State media channel IRIB (Islamic Republic of Iran
Broadcasting) largely ignored the
protests that took place in more
than 100 cities over eight days, due
to strict governmental regulation.
Many learned what was happening
in their country from satellite channels beaming in from London and
the wider Western world.
A woman in Tehran, speaking
on condition of anonymity, said:
“They (the regime) are trying to disconnect us from the world but we
find a way.”
Ofcom, a British regulatory board,
received a complaint from the Iranian Embassy regarding BBC Persian and Manoto, which it accused
of inciting “armed revolt” during
the recent protests. Manoto CEO
Kayvan Abbassi declined to comment on the complaint. His network, via telephoned comments,
said it has been Abbassi’s policy not
to conduct interviews over the past
seven years.
Ofcom Senior Communications
Manager Lizzi Regan confirmed
the organisation received a complaint from the Iranian Embassy.
The complaint is pending because
the embassy failed to provide sufficient detail on the programmes that
caused its concerns. This indicates
Iran is concerned about a possible
revolution through the airwaves
due to significant audience traction
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39 years after the
revolution, there
are very few
Iranians who find
any reason to
celebrate its
anniversary.

Serious challenge. A BBC Persian service presenter gets ready to present the news at the corporation’s
headquarters in London. 								
(AP)
of both channels.
Manoto said it has a loyal fanbase
of more than 40 million viewers,
which would make it one of the
most watched channels by Iranians,
but the statistics are hard to verify.
A BBC monitoring report in 2010
stated that Manoto had outstripped
its main rivals, BBC Persian and
Voice of America. The network’s
funding is hard to substantiate but
Iran Human Rights Review alleged
the venture capitalists have a connection to the British government.
Following the anti-establishment protests, Manoto journalist
Pouria Zeraati posted on Twitter
a photo of affluent Iranians enjoying themselves poolside pre-1979
next to a photo of a desolate pool
today, alongside the viral hashtag
“#What_we_gave_vs_what_we_got.”
Manoto is known for celebrating
life in pre-revolutionary Iran. The
channel is emphatic in televising
this progressive chapter of Iran’s

history and provides Western-style
programming that connects with
young audiences. With two-thirds
of the country’s population born
after 1979, many young viewers
identify with shows in which men
and women experience common
freedoms.

The advent of social
media platforms
combined with
satellite television is
challenging
Khamenei’s republic.
The explicit messaging of the
“good old days” is a sophisticated
mechanism in hammocking audiences. Behnam Ben Taleblu, an
analyst at the Washington-based
Foundation for Defense of Democracies, described Manoto as having “won the hearts and minds of
Iranians.” He described Manoto’s

achievements over the last five
years as unprecedented, calling it a
professional network with a developed narrative.
BBC Persian is also a household
name in the Persian-speaking market. Amir Azimi, BBC Persian’s
news, TV and radio editor, identified its significant reach “through
decades of a professional approach
to covering news and providing balanced analysis, context to the stories. We’ve built trust among the
audience and they know whenever
a major story breaks we are there.”
Professor Ali Ansari, of the University of St Andrews’ Institute for
Iranian Studies, said via e-mail:
“I think Manoto has a clear perspective. I think it would be too strong
to suggest that any of them have an
overt political agenda other than to
provide an alternative perspective.”
The “alternative perspective”
has stopped IRIB from galvanising audiences. On January 29, Iran

blocked Manoto TV and its web
content but audiences used a virtual private network (VPN) to gain
access.
Manoto’s entertainment shows
are critically assessed by the government for subliminal messages
that could incite regime change.
The cultural identity that has been
formed by satellite channels is in
touch with increasing popular consumerism. The more the state attempts to jam signals, the greater
the challenge of delegitimising
changing cultural orthodoxies. The
crisis following anti-establishment
protests casts a new light on the
country’s hotly contested media
space, representing a challenging
dichotomy of internal perturbation.
The regime finds criticism extremely painful to manage. Azimi
said: “Domestic papers and state
TV & Radio are under a lot of restrictions and at times accused of
taking sides with specific parties or
giving misleading coverage to the
demonstrations. International and
regional news providers are also
at times ignored or censored by
them.”
There is a long-running deadlock
between conservatives and political elites, as younger generations
are desperate for an alternative.
Taleblu said Khamenei was particularly concerned that Iranians in exile are creating “a soft war” against
Iran.
“Khamenei has obsessed over the
soft war argument. You can make
a very coherent case that Iran is
much more concerned with internal unrest. A possibility of another
revolution is very real, perhaps
more than any foreign military invasion,” he said.
Satellite channels have built a
revolution of trust that has been
welcomed by Iranians who are
open to new ideas. The generational shift is significant, as was
evidenced by recent protests but
internal political dynamics are still
regressive. Whether the regime can
be a capable adversary in a technologically advanced landscape with
a highly motivated young population remains to be seen.
Suddaf Chaudry is a journalist
who focuses on the Middle East
and South Asia.

Revolution Day in Iran: No cause for celebration

F

ebruary 11 marked the
anniversary of Iran’s
1979 revolution, which
ended the monarchy
and established the
Islamic Republic. Every
year, the regime in
Tehran has celebrated Revolution
Day with carefully choreographed
“spontaneous” rallies and military
parades, endless official speeches
and the burning of American and
Israeli flags. Other empty ritual is
routine as well.
The 39th anniversary of the
revolution was no exception but
there was also a sense of significant
change. Few Iranians act as though
there is much cause for celebration.
The Islamic Republic is still recovering from anti-regime protests that
swept the country a few months ago.
The protests were led by impoverished Iranians, people whose cause
the revolutionary regime claims to
champion. The revolution promised
them social justice but what they
receive is poverty and beatings at
the hands of the police when they
shout out their dissatisfaction in the
street. Unsurprisingly, they don’t
find the anniversary of the revolution worthy of celebration.
Political activists of the 1979
revolution too are not in celebratory mood. Abdollah Ramezanzadeh,
spokesman of former President
Mohammad Khatami’s government
in the 1990s, tweeted on February
10: “Thirty-nine years ago… at the
age of 17, I was an enthusiastic and

Signs of alarm. Iranian President Hassan Rohani delivers a speech
during a rally marking the 39th anniversary of the 1979 Islamic
Revolution in Tehran, on February 11. 				
(AP)
idealistic high school student
awaiting revolutionary change…
I hoped I could help create Paradise
on Earth. Today, at the age of 56,
I hope no youth ever dreams of
creating Paradise on Earth!”
Ramezanzadeh was purged and
served a prison term after the June
2009 protests stemming from the
disputed presidential election. His
utopian paradise appears to have
become hell. As he indicated, he
has little reason to celebrate Revolution Day.
Dissatisfaction with the regime
also reached the ranks of Islamic
Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC)
veterans. Hossein Zaman, who went

from senior commander during the
Iran-Iraq war to pop singer, is a case
in point, using his Telegram channel to criticise the regime.
“Today, the ruling elites of Iran
are soaked in embezzlement and
plunder,” he said. “Innocent people
suffer from poverty and injustice…
You are ignorant of tomorrow, a day
which all bullies and autocrats of
history experienced.”
Within the regime, Iranian
President Hassan Rohani’s Revolution Day speech also showed signs
of growing alarm. Rohani said:
“When the revolution took place,
we pushed some [people] off the
revolutionary train that we should

have not… Today, we have to let
them board the train again.”
Rohani was clearly referring to
the broad political coalition that
forced Iran’s last shah, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, into exile. The
coalition included liberals, Communists and others and was purged
by Grand Ayatollah Ruhollah
Khomeini and his Islamist aides.
The purge outlived Khomeini and
keeps Mehdi Karrubi and MirHossein Mousavi, both presidential
candidates in the 2009 election,
under house arrest.
Perhaps Rohani’s words were a
sign that he fears being purged himself by political opponents. Iran’s
president is trying to mobilise the
public in support of his cause — a
referendum to overhaul the institutions of the state.
If he hoped his speech would
produce the results he wanted,
Rohani was to be disappointed. His
opponents, organised by the IRGC,
responded to the president’s speech
by chanting “Death to liars, death to
the seditious!”
The IRGC perceives Rohani and
Iran’s technocratic elites as the last
barrier between it and total power.
This makes the IRGC all the more
eager to attack the president’s
inability to solve the country’s
economic problems and those of
ordinary Iranians.
Indeed, 39 years after the revolution, there are very few Iranians
who find any reason to celebrate its
anniversary.
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Iran’s proxies have gone under the radar for too long

Iman Zayat

is Managing Editor of
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Countries in the
Arab Gulf have been
the main targets of
Shia extremism and
are thus on the
front lines of
combating it.

O

ver the past 30
years, the world
has seen various
terror groups rise
to prominence,
committing gruesome, violent acts
in the name of religion. While
much of the focus has been on
Sunni extremist groups, such as
al-Qaeda and the Islamic State
(ISIS), the issue of Shia extremism
has gone largely unexamined.
Militant Shia groups began to
proliferate in the 1980s, when
Hezbollah, a so-called resistance group based in Lebanon,
was founded with the support of
Tehran. The Shia group is one of
many sponsored and armed by
Iran to “defend Islam” and resist
the “Zionist enemy.” While the
groups frequently deny support
from Tehran, they are part of
Iran’s project to export its 1979
Islamic Revolution to the greater
Muslim world.
Countries in the Arab Gulf have
been the main targets of Shia
extremism and are thus on the
front lines of combating it and
containing Iran’s expanding influence. Despite this, claims by Saudi
Arabia, Kuwait, Bahrain and the
United Arab Emirates that Tehran
is meddling in their internal affairs have largely fallen on deaf
ears in the West.
Why would the West keep silent
about the threat of Shia extremism?
First, is the West’s focus on
natural resources. What it cares
most about is maintaining a constant flow of oil and gas from the
Gulf at a reasonable price. As long
as it receives this, it is unlikely to
get involved in the Gulf’s interstate conflicts.
Second, as far as the United
States goes, attention was intentionally diverted from Iranian
threats and proxy groups during
President Barack Obama’s eight
years in office. A December 2017
report by Boer Deng, a Washington correspondent for the British newspaper the Times, states
that the Obama administration,
to secure a nuclear deal with
Iran, derailed an ambitious law
enforcement campaign targeting
drug trafficking by Iran-backed
Hezbollah.
Such negligence from the West
has had a negative effect on Gulf
countries, particularly Bahrain,
which has been hit the hardest by

New and old tactics. A 2016 file picture shows the burned-out wreckage of a police vehicle in
Karbabad village in Bahrain.									
Shia extremism. Its saga began
in December 1981, when Tehran
supported a coup attempt by the
Islamic Front for the Liberation
of Bahrain (IFLB), a Shia Islamist group that sought theocratic
rule. As part of its coup attempt,
which failed, the IFLB planned to
assassinate Bahraini royals and
seize local media to foment a Shia
uprising.
In 1996, another coup was
planned by an IFLB offshoot, Bahraini Hezbollah, led by Muhammad Taqi Mudarassi. This also
failed but Tehran continued to fan
the flames of sectarian violence
by supporting extremist Shia cells
across the Arab country.
More evidence of Iran’s interference was published in January by
West Point’s Combating Terrorism Centre. A report titled “The
Evolution of Shia Insurgency in
Bahrain” exposed the role of Iran
and its proxy militias in developing terrorist cells in Bahrain.
Written by Michael Knights and
Mathew Levitt, the report said
the Islamic Revolutionary Guard
Corps latched onto hard-line Shia
elements in Bahrain, training
some in bases outside the country
and reinserting them in Bahrain as

cell leaders. Military training was
carried out in Iran, Lebanon and,
more recently, Iraq, with the active involvement of Iranian proxy
groups, notably Iraqi Kata’ib Hezbollah and Lebanese Hezbollah.
“A network of safe houses was
developed to receive and store
arms shipments and to train individuals with the set-up of bombmaking workshops to integrate locally sourced and imported bomb
components,” the report stated.
Through Iran’s efforts, Shia terrorist elements in Bahrain evolved
from easily detectable groups to
well-trained cells of attackers with
combat experience and an ability
to mount effective attacks with
improvised explosive devices, the
report noted.
It concluded that the threat of
Iran-backed Shia cells in Bahrain
and Saudi Arabia is likely to expand, with their tactics including
the use of unmanned air and sea
vehicles, anti-armour weapons
and assassinations.
The report provides clear
evidence of Iran’s role in promoting Shia extremism but there are
many questions unanswered:
How many Iran-sponsored militias are there in the Gulf region

(AP)

and the world?
Where specifically are these militias active? What kind of weapons are they using?
Which targets are they aiming
at?
How many have civilian and
security casualties there been?
How many of these militias are
listed as terrorist groups by the
United States and other Western
countries?
Western research centres and
institutes have focused exclusively on Sunni extremism, commissioning thousands of research
papers and analytical studies on
ISIS and al-Qaeda-linked groups.
What little attention has been
given to Shia extremism has
focused exclusively on Hezbollah. As a result, most Iran-backed
militias in the Arab region remain
off the radar, with little known
about them, their ideology and
their tactics.
Perhaps it is time that these
critical issues be addressed, both
politically and academically. Now,
with the US administration showing greater concern over the expanding threat of Iran-sponsored
groups and proxies, there is hope
that this will happen.

The Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps’ long war in Syria
Ali Alfoneh

The IRGC seems to
have found a new
mission in Syria
now that the
Assad regime
appears safe.

T

he war in Syria
is coming closer
to a conclusion
but there is little
indication that the
Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps
(IRGC) and its allied Shia militias
are reducing their presence.
More importantly, now that the
Assad regime appears secure,
the IRGC is developing a new
goal in Syria: maintaining a permanent front against Israel.
Escalating tensions between
Iran and Israel made headlines
when the IRGC launched an
aerial drone into Israeli airspace
on February 10. Lacking an effective air force because of US
sanctions and insufficient funds,
the Iran has developed a fairly
advanced unmanned aerial vehicle programme, which it deploys
in Syria and elsewhere for reconnaissance purposes.
An Israeli combat helicopter intercepted the drone and
deployed two F-16 fighter jets
to target Iranian military bases
in Syria in retaliation of the
airspace incursion. The fighters faced heavy anti-aircraft fire
and one of the jets was hit and
crashed.
Where are Iran’s military bases

in Syria and to what extent do
they constitute a threat to Israel?
Most of the intelligence on
the military presence of the
IRGC and allied Shia militias in
Syria comes from Saudi, Israeli
and Iranian opposition sources.
However, Javad Qorbani, who
previously served as an IRGC
commander in Syria, made some
interesting observations in the
January 21 online edition of
Iran’s Jaam-e Jam newspaper.
In the interview, Qorbani, also
known as Abou Zahedeh, said
three main Iranian bases were
responsible for relatively large
operational zones in Syria.
One is Nabi-ye Mokaram-e
Eslam (The Generous Prophet
of Islam), also known as the
Izra Base, south of Damascus
and close to Daraa. The second,
Her Holiness Roqayyeh Base,
is in Aleppo and serves as the
operational command base in
that area. The third is Her Holiness Zainab Base, 50km south of
Damascus.
Apart from the main bases,
open source data help identify
other IRGC facilities and tactical bases. The IRGC maintains a
military presence at the socalled Glasshouse at Damascus
Airport. Afghan Fatemiyoun

Division veterans from the war
in Syria have disclosed that the
Glasshouse serves as the entry
point of IRGC and non-Hezbollah Shia allies deployed in Syria.
Here, they receive uniforms and
arms before being sent to tactical
bases all over Syria.
Those bases include Dumayr
Air Force Base, north-east of
Damascus; Al-Kiswah, 14km
south of Damascus, which has
been targeted by Israeli missiles
on several occasions; Imam Hussein Garrison, west of Damascus;
Yarmouk Base, south-east of
Damascus; the Tiyas and Shayrat
air bases in Homs; Mayer City
Base in the predominantly Shia
village of Nubl on the outskirts
of Aleppo and Camp Tala’e between Latakia and Tartus.
This writer’s survey of funeral services in Iran, Iraq and
Lebanon shows that at least
2,872 Shia foreign fighters
from Afghanistan, Iran, Iraq,
Lebanon and Pakistan have been
killed in combat in Syria since
the beginning of the war. This
number represents an absolute
minimum and is based on Shia
foreign fighters whose death was
reported on open source.
In recent months, there has
been a marked decline in fatali-

ties. There were 37 in
December, 32 in January and just
two so far in February, compared
with 81 in November. However,
there is no indication of the
IRGC or its allied Shia militias
reducing their military presence
in Syria.
On the contrary, the IRGC
seems to have found a new mission in Syria now that the Assad
regime appears safe and it is to
maintain a permanent, lowintensity front against Israel.
In turn, Israel systematically
unleashes its air force against
targets in Syria to prevent arms
transfers to Lebanese Hezbollah
and to weaken the IRGC’s infrastructure in Syria.
The Assad regime is probably
not particularly keen on provoking Israel but, for the time being,
it is not the master of its own
house and must tolerate what
it can’t prevent. At some point,
Syrian President Bashar Assad
may realise that his ultimate
goal — his survival and that of
his regime — may conflict with
the IRGC’s goal of engaging a
long, low-intensity conflict with
Israel. The downing of the
Israeli F-16 jet fighter may
lead to an escalation of that
conflict.
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US-Turkey relations
back from the brink
but not by much
Thomas Seibert

Washington

T

he United States and Turkey succeeded in steering
their relations away from
an abyss over conflicting priorities in Syria but
problems have been postponed
rather than solved, analysts said.
Talks between US Secretary
of State Rex Tillerson and Turkish leaders in Ankara produced
promises of improved cooperation
in Syria but few concrete details
about that could be achieved, given
their vastly different political agendas in the war-torn country.
“We are not going to act alone any
longer. We’re not going to be the
United States doing one thing and
Turkey doing another,” Tillerson
said after meetings with Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
and Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu in the Turkish capital. The
two sides agreed to set up working
groups by mid-March to identify
problems and come up with ways
to solve them.
Erdogan’s office said the Turkish leader conveyed his country’s
“priorities and expectations” to
Tillerson in more than three hours
of talks on February 15, in which
Cavusoglu served as an interpreter.
Tillerson and Cavusoglu met the
following day and talked about
“proposals on how we can address
all of the critical issues that are
standing between our countries,”
the US secretary of state said.
The main obstacle between the
two countries remains, however.
The United States is supporting,
arming and training the SyrianKurdish militia the People’s Protection Units (YPG) as a partner in
the fight against the Islamic State
(ISIS). The YPG is the core of a
planned Syrian force to be tasked
with blocking a further expansion
of Iran’s influence in Syria.
Turkey regards the YPG a terrorist group and has sent its army to
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Not only does the
United States
provide Jordan
with high levels of
military
assistance, it has
stationed nearly
3,000 military
personnel in
Jordan.

fight against it in the north-western
Syrian region of Afrin to block the
Kurdish drive for self-rule in Syria.
In a nod to Turkish concerns,
a joint Turkey-US statement said
they “will decisively stand against
all attempts to create faits accomplis and demographic changes
within Syria and are dedicated to
coordination on transition and stabilisation of Syria.” Tillerson also
admitted, though, that the United
States and Turkey were “at a bit of
a crisis point in the relationship.”
Similarly, US Defence Secretary
James Mattis acknowledged differences between Washington and
Turkey. “I believe we are finding
common ground and there are areas of uncommon ground where
sometimes war just gives you bad
alternatives to choose from,” Mattis said in Brussels, where he was
with Turkish Defence Minister
Nurettin Canikli.
The Turkish minister said Mattis told him the United States
was working on a plan to retrieve
weapons, especially heavy weapons, given to the YPG. However,
Tillerson later said Washington
had “never given heavy arms” to
the YPG and there was therefore
“nothing to take back.”
In Ankara, Cavusoglu described
the Turkish-American discord as
extremely serious. Before Tillerson’s visit tensions had reached a
point “we were either going to correct this and continue our relations
or we were going to go into a much,
more worse position,” Cavusoglu
said.
Even though such a breakdown
has been avoided, analysts said the
lack of concrete agreements during
Tillerson’s visit is a sign that differences remain.
“My sense is that nothing much
was agreed to other than to kick the
crisis down the road,” said Howard
Eissenstat, an associate professor
at St Lawrence University in New
York and non-resident senior fellow at the Project on Middle East
Democracy in Washington.
A looming crisis over the YPG-

Postponing tensions. US Defence Secretary James Mattis (L) with Turkish Defence Minister Nurettin
Canikli at the NATO headquarters in Brussels, on February 14.
(AFP)
held city of Manbij, about 100km
east of Afrin, heated up shortly before Tillerson’s visit when Erdogan
warned of a possible military confrontation between the United
States and Turkey. Turkish officials
said Ankara proposed a solution
under which the YPG would leave
Manbij, which had been declared
the next goal of Turkey’s military
intervention, and withdraw to the
eastern side of the Euphrates River.
The city would be put under joint
Turkish-US control.
Cavusoglu said during a news
conference with Tillerson that the
United States had accepted that
the YPG had to go. “This is a commitment that the United States of
America has made to us, and we
will be talking about the implementation of how this promise will
be kept,” he said.
Tillerson, however, did not confirm a possible YPG withdrawal. He
said it would “be a topic for discussion in terms of how we go forward
to ensure Manbij remains within
our control because of its strategic
importance.”
Gonul Tol, director of the Centre
for Turkish Studies at the Middle
East Institute in Washington, said
she did not believe that the United

States would accept the Turkish
proposal. “That makes very little
sense,” Gonul said. “America wants
the Kurds to run the town,” she
said about Manbij. “It is crucial for
the stabilisation effort the United
States has in mind.”

The lack of concrete
agreements during
Tillerson’s visit
is a sign that
differences remain.
Also, asking the YPG to give up
the city would jeopardise relations
between the United States and the
Kurdish militia. “The Americans
wouldn’t want to signal to the
Kurds that they are not committed
to their alliance,” Gonul said.
Tillerson’s visit did not produce
breakthroughs in outstanding issues between the United States
and Turkey either. Washington
is asking Ankara to release US
citizens from Turkish jails, while
Turkey wants the United States to
extradite Fethullah Gulen, a Pennsylvania-based cleric accused by
Erdogan of being the mastermind

behind the 2016 coup attempt in
Turkey.
Eissenstat noted that Tillerson had openly talked about the
rule of law and about US citizens
held in Turkish jails, an issue that
Washington’s top officials had
been reluctant to raise in public.
“That is quite new for the Trump
administration,” Eissenstat said by
telephone. “That is a shift in tone,
which I think has become much
more pronounced in the last month
or so.”
Tillerson’s talks in Turkey came
at the end of a tour through several
Middle Eastern countries aimed
at showing US commitment to its
allies in the region. He said the
United States stood by Egypt in
its fight against Islamic militants
and underlined the importance of
Washington’s ties to Jordan. Both
countries receive billions of dollars
in US aid even as foreign support
payments are being scaled back by
the Trump administration. Tillerson also visited Kuwait to take part
in a conference on rebuilding Iraq
and had talks in Lebanon.
Thomas Seibert is a
Washington correspondent
for The Arab Weekly.

With continued support in Washington,
Jordan unlikely to be affected by US aid cuts

U

S President Donald
Trump threatened
to cut aid to countries that voted in
the United Nations
to condemn the US
decision to recognise Jerusalem as Israel’s capital.
“They take hundreds of millions of
dollars and even billions of dollars,
and then they vote against us. Well,
we’re watching those votes. Let
them vote against us. We’ll save a
lot. We don’t care,” Trump said.
His comments were echoed by
US Ambassador to the United Nations Nikki Haley, who warned in
a letter to dozens of UN members
that Trump had requested that she
“report back on those countries
who voted against us.”
If Trump were to carry out this
threat, it would negatively affect several traditional US allies,
including Egypt, the country that
sponsored the UN resolution condemning the Jerusalem decision. Of
all the potential targets of Trump’s
threat, however, it is Jordan that
may be at greatest risk in the event
of a cut-off in US aid.
The Hashemite kingdom has
received US aid — economic and
military — since 1951. In the 2017
budget, the US Congress appropriated “not less than $1.29
billion” in aid to Jordan.

Over the past decade, Jordan has
had its stability tested by a wide
range of challenges, including the
2008 global financial crisis, the
effects of regional unrest in 2011,
the influx of hundreds of thousands
of Iraqi and Syrian refugees, vocal
domestic Islamist opposition forces
and threats posed by the Islamic
State (ISIS).
US aid and the widely held
perception that the United States is
committed to the kingdom’s stability have helped Jordan withstand
those challenges. The prospect of
that aid being cut should concern
Amman.
There is no need for panic,
though.
For one thing, King Abdullah II
appears to have a good personal
relationship with Trump; the two
leaders met four times in 2017.
Jordan also has other powerful
friends in Washington, first and
foremost, the Pentagon. Not only
does the United States provide
Jordan with high levels of military
assistance, it has stationed nearly
3,000 military personnel in Jordan and an unknown number of
intelligence personnel who use
the country as a base to monitor
developments in Syria and the fight
against the Islamic State (ISIS).
The Pentagon would furiously
resist — to put it mildly — any effort

to sever the US-Jordanian military
relationship over a mere UN vote.
Jordan also has friends in Congress. While Trump — or any other
president — may threaten to cut
or promise to increase US aid to
countries, only Congress has the
authority to appropriate funds.
On February 5, the US House of
Representatives, with support from
both Republicans and Democrats,
passed the United States-Jordan
Defence Cooperation Act. The
measure increases assistance and
defence coordination with Jordan
and calls on the administration
to negotiate a new memorandum
of understanding with Jordan
to ensure US assistance through
2022. It does not set specific dollar
amounts of aid.
In introducing the act for a vote,
Chairman of the House International Affairs Committee Ed Royce,
a Republican from California, said:
“We are here to reaffirm our strong
commitment to one of our closest
partners in the Middle East.”
Jordan soon will have a supporter in a senior position in the
US State Department: Nearly a year
into his term, Trump is expected to
soon appoint an assistant secretary
of state for Near Eastern Affairs.
David Schenker, director of the
programme on Arab Politics at the
pro-Israel Washington Institute

for Near East Policy, is expected
to assume the position once he
is confirmed by the US Senate.
Schenker’s appointment breaks
with the longstanding tradition of
naming a senior career diplomat to
the position.
In a policy analysis for the Washington Institute in 2017, Schenker
said: “Jordan today is Washington’s most reliable Arab security
partner” and called on the Trump
administration “to strengthen the
relationship and improve Jordan’s
capabilities.”
Those are not the words of someone who would favour cutting aid
to the kingdom.
Because of Jordan’s unique
vulnerabilities, Trump’s threat
to cut aid must have generated
anxiety in Amman but Jordan’s
friends in Washington are powerful
and include both Republicans and
Democrats.
It is no coincidence that the
United States-Jordan Defence Cooperation Act was pushed through
the House just weeks after Trump’s
blustery threat. By this point, King
Abdullah, like most astute world
leaders, probably has learned that
the words that fly out of Trump’s
mouth rarely have any connection
to actual policy.
Still, it’s good to have friends in
Washington.
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Will artificial intelligence help neutralise ISIS propaganda online?
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

T

he British government
has unveiled an artificial
intelligence system designed to remove terrorist material from videosharing websites, part of attempts
to clamp down on extremist propaganda online.
Questions remain, however, as
to whether machine learning is sophisticated enough to automatically detect and remove extremist
content in an ever-evolving online
landscape.
The British government said it
was working with London-based
ASI Data Science to create an algorithm to detect content distributed
by the Islamic State (ISIS).
“I hope this new technology the
Home Office has helped develop
can support others to go further and
faster,” UK Home Secretary Amber
Rudd said. “We know that automatic
technology like this can heavily disrupt the terrorists’ actions, as well as
prevent people from ever being exposed to these horrific images.”
ASI said the algorithm has detected 94% of ISIS propaganda with
a 99.99% accuracy. The online tool
uses “advanced machine learning
to analyse the audio and visuals of a
video to determine whether it could
be ISIS propaganda,” the company
said. The tool would flag suspect
videos for human moderators to review.
The algorithm will be offered to
smaller video platforms and cloud
storage sites such as Vimeo and
pCloud to vet their content. It will
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Dunia El-Zobaidi
is a regular Arab Weekly
contributor in London.

Older Americans
and those with
relatively lower
levels of
educational
attainment tend to
be more negative
than others in their
views about
Muslims.

not be used by many of the biggest
companies, such as YouTube and
Facebook, which have developed
their own algorithms to detect extremist content.
Machine learning — which means
that a programme improves through
experience without being explicitly
rewritten — is undergoing a revolution.
AlphaZero, a game-playing artificial intelligence (AI) based on a machine-learning approach last year
beat what had been the world’s best
chess-playing programme in a 100game match without losing a single
game. It did this free of human guidance except the basic chess rules,
which it had been programmed for
four hours earlier.
The ASI algorithm has been
trained using more than 1,000 videos, learning to recognise the ISIS
logo and musical and visual cues
common in ISIS propaganda. However, there are questions whether
the algorithm would remain effective if ISIS simply switches its propaganda techniques.
“We’ve been very thoughtful
about trying to identify characteristics of the propaganda that are very
difficult for ISIS to change,” ASI’s
head of data science consulting
John Gibson told Wired magazine.
“It’s something we’ve thought about
a great deal and clearly for this thing
to work well it needs to be adaptive
and it needs to be able to keep up to
date as the threat evolves.”
If the adaptive algorithm is successful, it could be a turning point
in the fight to combat extremist and
offensive content online.
Some of the world’s biggest social
media and video-sharing platforms
have faced increasing pressure to

Evolving landscape. A man works on a laptop in Essex County,
Massachusetts. 						 (AP)
clamp down on extremist material,
with questions about how efficient
their in-house monitoring systems
are.
YouTube claims to have an algorithm that can detect extremist
content with a 98% success rate.
In December, YouTube, which has
300 hours of video uploaded every
minute, said it deleted more than
150,000 videos promoting vio-

The ASI algorithm has
been trained using
more than 1,000
videos, learning to
recognise the ISIS logo
and musical and visual
cues common in ISIS
propaganda.

lent extremism in the previous six
months.
Facebook, the world’s largest social media network with more than
2.1 billion users, claimed last year to
be removing 99% of content related
to militant groups such as the Islamic State and al-Qaeda, with 83%
of “terror content” removed within
one hour of uploading.
Despite the claims, questions
remain about Facebook’s and YouTube’s ability to screen extremist
and terrorist content. Unilever, an
Anglo-Dutch consumer goods producer of brands including Lipton
tea, Persil laundry detergent and
Dove soap, threatened to boycott
social media advertising unless
more was done to tackle offensive
content.
Speaking at the recent Interactive

Advertising Bureau conference in
California, Unilever Chief Marketing
and Communications Officer Keith
Weed said digital media had become
a “swamp” and called on corporations to do more.
“It is in the digital media industry’s interest to listen and act on this
before viewers stop viewing, advertisers stop advertising and publishers stop publishing,” he warned.
Many advertisers complained
about the presence of extremist
content online, particularly given
the way online advertising works in
which ads and videos are paired by
computer algorithm.
The British government was embarrassed in 2014 when ads for the
BBC, the National Citizens Service
and other UK agencies appeared in
front of ISIS propaganda videos on
YouTube.
Time will tell whether the ASI machine-learning algorithm will prove
successful but what is certain is that
tech companies will need to continue to innovate and adapt to screen
out offensive and extremist content.
Speaking at the Digital Forum on
Terrorist Prevention February 13 in
California, Rudd called on tech companies to clamp down on extremist
propaganda online.
“We know that in the UK, threequarters of those convicted for
terrorist offences consumed, possessed or disseminated terrorist
material,” Rudd said. “Increasingly
we are finding a recurring theme [in
terrorist attacks]. That theme is the
internet. All of the five attacks on UK
soil last year had an online component.”
Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in London.

What will happen when Muslims outnumber Jews in the US by 2040?

E

stimates from the
Pew Research Centre
indicate that, by 2040,
Muslims will replace
Jews as the secondlargest religious group
in the United States
after Christians. By 2050, the US
Muslim population will total 8.1
million people, nearly double what
it is today.
How will this growth affect the
way America views Muslims? Will
they be more of a threat or less?
Besheer Mohamed, the lead
author of the Pew study, said
Muslims will be more influential in
American society.
“People who know more Muslims personally can have more
positive views towards
Islam and Muslims than
people who don’t know
Muslims. So, if there
are more Muslims,
then there will be
more Americans
that know Muslims personally,” Mohamed
said.
Many
Muslims in the
United States are
rising to the top of
their chosen careers
and many more are
entering high positions
in the federal government
and in the ranks of state
governments across the
country.
“As Muslims will be here
longer and become more established, we will see more Muslims
in all walks of life with larger
amounts of influence such as in
Congress. We have already started
to see it as there are more Muslims
in Congress now than ten years
ago,” Mohamed said.
Muslims in the United States
tend to be as well off as the general
US public; 24% of Muslims households in the US earn more than
$100,000 a year compared to 23%
of the general population. However, US-born Muslims are also
more likely to start on the lower
end of the salary scale, with 40%

of Muslim households averaging
less than $30,000 a year.
“Muslims are a younger population than the public overall, so
they would have just finished their
college degree and are looking for
their first job, so they won’t be
earning as much as someone who
has been in the field for 20 years,”
Mohamed said. “So, this is not a
trajectory. It’s just where they are
in their life at the time.
“Many US-born Muslims are
African-American converts. African Americans, in general, tend to
have lower incomes.”
The path a foreignborn Muslim takes to
a high-paid job is usually different from the
one of a US-born Muslim.
“Many foreign-born Muslims in
the United States are here because
they have skills that are in high
demand. They are here with a
high-paying job.
Institutionally, they
have good

connections abroad, so they have
been fast-tracked into success,”
Mohamed said.
For US-born Muslims, success
can depend on the extent to which
their immigrant parents know how
to navigate the American system.
However, 24% of US Muslims have
US-born parents. Many of them
are children of converts. Mohamed
said the latter group has the advantage of knowing the system.
For all the positive indicators
for American Muslims, they are
perceived negatively in some
quarters.
Mohamed’s 2017 survey indicated that 50% of Americans do not
see Islam as a part of mainstream
society. “They think there is a conflict between Islam and democracy. So, there is tension,” Mohamed
said. One respondent said: “There
is no democracy in
Islam.”
Some say there is a
misunderstanding as
the public does not
understand Islam or
that terrorists give
Islam a bad name.
“A lot of people
do not understand Islam.

Long-term struggle. A woman shouts slogans in support of the US
Muslim community at Foley Square in New York City, last June.
							
(AFP)

They think it is [the Islamic State]
and that is not true,” one respondent said.
Others, however, said Islam’s
teachings about gender and
sexuality are not compatible with
democracy. A respondent said: “Islam is not for freedom of women.”
Republicans and those who
lean towards the GOP tend to hold
much more negative views about
Muslims and Islam than Democrats
and those who lean towards the
Democratic Party; 68% of Republicans asked said Islam is not part
of mainstream American society,
compared to 37% of Democrats.
Republicans are twice as likely as
Democrats to say there is a natural
conflict between Islam and democracy, survey data indicated.
White evangelical Protestants
are more reserved about Muslims
and Islam than those in other
religious groups. Nearly threequarters of white evangelical respondents
said there is a
natural conflict between
Islam and
democracy and
approximately
half or fewer of
those in other
major religious
groups express
that view.
Older Americans
and those with relatively lower levels of
educational attainment tend to be more
negative than others
in their views about
Muslims and Islam.
“Americans have a
mixed set of views on
Muslims and Islam,”
Mohamed said. “The
majority of Americans feel
there is a great amount of
discrimination against Muslims.
They think there is more discrimination against Muslims than
towards Blacks, gays, Jews or any
other group we have asked about.”
Mohamed’s full 2017 survey of
US Muslims can be found on the
Pew Research Centre’s website.
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Egypt’s foreign reserves
on the rise as economic
indicators show growth
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Cairo

B
In the spotlight. An engineer shows visitors a model of Saudi Aramco’s maritime yard in Ras al-Khair.
									
(Reuters)

Saudis weigh sole listing
of Saudi Aramco shares
on Riyadh stock exchange

Jareer Elass

Washington

A

s rumours emerge over
Riyadh’s
process
of
choosing one or more
foreign bourses for the
listing of shares in the impending initial public offering (IPO)
of state oil giant Saudi Aramco, the
role of the Saudi stock exchange —
Tadawul — in the limited sale is increasingly in the spotlight.
The Saudi exchange has been preparing for its part in the IPO and its
officials have suggested that Tadawul could be the sole bourse for the
listing. At the same time, the kingdom’s securities regulator has been
tasked with examining the potential
effects that a listing of as much as 5%
of Saudi Aramco could have on the
Saudi stock market.
The government of Saudi King
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud has
repeatedly insisted that Tadawul
would be an important component
of the Saudi Aramco IPO, though the
question remains just how big a role
it will play.
Will it kick-start the process with
shares listed on Tadawul at the end
of 2018 and on one or more foreign
bourses in 2019? Will Tadawul play a
limited part in conjunction with one
or more foreign exchanges in a coordinated IPO effort?
There is speculation that the Saudi
government could avoid foreign exchanges for a smaller Tadawul listing
combined with private placement
sales to key international investors.
Reports indicate that the Saudi
Aramco IPO is being delayed largely
over the Saudi regime’s quandary
in choosing one or more foreign exchanges but Tadawul officials have
been making the pitch for the Riyadh exchange to be the only bourse
for the listing.
Tadawul CEO Khalid al-Hussan
in October said: “Our aspiration
for Tadawul, as the main exchange
in the region, is to be the exclusive
venue for Aramco… We are doing
what [it] takes to make sure Aramco
is listed here only.”
When asked on February 8 whether the Saudi exchange was prepared
to accommodate the IPO on its own,
Tadawul Chairwoman Sarah al-Suhaimi said: “We are ready and waiting for any decision the company
might make, whether that’s for a
dual listing with another exchange

Heavily courted. A view of Saudi Aramco’s Manifa oilfield.
or a local listing. We are prepared to
do whatever is decided.”
Suhaimi was named Tadawul’s
board chairwoman in February 2017
and is also the chief executive of National Commercial Bank subsidiary
NCB Capital. She holds the distinction of being the first Saudi woman
to lead a major government institution in the kingdom.

A sole listing on
Tadawul would free the
Saudi government
from complying with
foreign regulations.
The primary concern about Tadawul is that the Saudi Aramco IPO
could be too large a listing for the
local stock market to absorb. Saudi
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz, chief architect
of Saudi Vision 2030, estimated that
the IPO will value Saudi Aramco at
a minimum of $2 trillion and could
generate proceeds of as much as
$100 billion.
Tadawul is significantly smaller
than foreign bourses, with a market
capitalisation of $470 billion and
171 listed companies. The New York
Stock Exchange has a market capitalisation of more than $21 trillion and
more than 2,000 listed companies.
By including one or more foreign
bourses into the IPO equation, the
Saudi government would enjoy a
heightened global profile for Saudi
Aramco and a larger pool of investors, while preventing the potential
upheaval that a sole listing of up
to 5% of Saudi Aramco on Tadawul
would have on the local market.
It is not surprising that the fiscal

(Reuters)

committee of Saudi Arabia’s Shura
Council in January called for the
kingdom’s securities regulations
agency, Capital Market Authority
(CMA), to study the effects of listing
shares of the Saudi oil conglomerate
on Tadawul.
The committee called on CMA to
ensure that the Saudi stock market’s
liquidity would not become concentrated in Saudi Aramco amid worries that the exchange could become
destabilised should other stocks be
rapidly sold to raise funds for investing in Saudi Aramco.
A sole listing on Tadawul would
free the Saudi government from
complying with foreign regulations
that would force Saudi Aramco to
be more transparent in its operations and finances but listing on the
Saudi exchange is not without risks.
Tadawul is not immune to volatility in response to domestic news, as
demonstrated in November when
reports of the arrests of several
princes and current and former cabinet members in a government corruption investigation prompted the
exchange’s main index, the Tadawul
All-Share Index (TASI), to fall 2.2%,
although it rebounded into positive
territory that same day.
Saudis with long memories may
be skittish about making a large play
in the Saudi Aramco IPO, recalling
the infamous stock market collapse
in the kingdom in 2006 that saw by
year-end the TASI shed about 65% of
its value and the exchange’s market
capitalisation halved to about $327
billion.
Jareer Elass reports from
Washington on energy issues for
The Arab Weekly.

ehind the latest rise in
Egypt’s foreign reserves
has been a successful series of economic reforms
in the country that led to
a marked decrease in imports and
an increase in exports, economists
said.
The reserves are expected to rise
further as Egypt’s monetary authorities move ahead with reforms
and economic indicators improve.
“Measures taken by the government in the past months to increase
exports and decrease imports are
paying off, which is reflecting on
foreign currency reserves in general,” said economist Amr Hassanein. “There is an urgent need for
maintaining the same measures to
ensure that the reserves will keep
rising, which will reflect on the
economy as a whole.”
Foreign reserves at the central bank totalled $38.2 billion at
the end of January, the highest in
Egypt’s history. In December 2017,
the reserves were $37.2 billion,
52.6% more than the reserves registered at the central bank a year
earlier.
The rise in Egypt’s foreign reserves surprised economists, particularly because the country had
to pay $30 billion in financial obligations to foreign banks, creditors
and foreign petroleum companies
working in Egypt in 2017.
Egypt will pay an additional $12
billion in financial obligations during 2018.
Egypt raised exports and decreased imports by stimulating domestic production, raising customs
duties on imported goods and imposing anti-dumping measures on
some imported commodities.
In 2017, Egypt’s trade deficit fell
26%. It is expected to move down
further in the months to come.
The drop in the deficit will mean
that the $5 billion Egypt spends
annually on importing goods will
decrease. This will also mean that
more foreign currency reserves
will stay at the central bank, making Egypt more financially secure,
economists said.
Foreign currency reserves at
the central bank are now enough
to cover imports for almost eight
months. “These improving economic indicators will mean that
Egypt will spend less and earn
more,” said Hala Abou-Ali, an economics professor at Cairo University. “Apart from the imports and
the exports, the tourism and energy
sectors are witnessing great developments, which bodes well for the
future of the economy.”
Egypt’s tourism sector has started
picking up after almost two years of
poor performance. The slump was
induced by a series of flight suspen-

sions to Egypt by major tourist markets, particularly Russia, the United
Kingdom, Germany and Italy, after
the bombing of a Russian passenger
plane over Sinai in late 2015.
Last December, Russia said it
would resume direct flights to
Egypt, perhaps leading the reversing of suspensions by other countries.
Revenues from tourism were $7.6
billion in 2017, compared to $3.4
billion the year before. With a new
minister and new tourism marketing strategies in place, Egypt hopes
that revenues from tourism in 2018
will surpass those registered in previous years.
The start of production at Egypt’s
offshore Zohr gas field is also expected to ease pressures on Egypt’s
energy needs.
Egypt spends $2 billion every
year to import liquefied natural
gas. By the end of 2018, Egypt’s
natural gas production should be
enough to satisfy domestic needs
and transform the country into an
energy exporter by the end of 2019,
Petroleum Ministry plans state.
“This means that we will not
only save the $2 billion spent on gas
imports every year but will expect
billions of dollars in revenues from
the exports,” Abou-Ali said.

Foreign reserves at
the central bank
totalled $38.2 billion
at the end of
January, the highest
in Egypt’s history.
Despite the positive indicators,
Egypt’s budget planners remain in
a tough position as they try to raise
international reserves, economists
said. One of the problems planners
face is how to keep the lid on the
national borrowing craze, which
put significant pressure on the state
budget over the past two years.
The rise in the reserves was made
for the most part in 2017 by loans
and returns from bonds sold by the
Egyptian government in international markets. Bonds sold by the
government brought the national
treasury $7 billion.
In the same year, Egypt received
$1.65 billion in loans from the World
Bank and the African Development
Bank.
In December 2017, Egypt received
$2 billion, the third tranche of a $12
billion loan agreed with the International Monetary Fund.
“Borrowing will put more pressures on the state budget,” Hassanein said. “This is why we need to
limit it as much as possible or debt
services will eat up any expected
increase in the international reserves and national revenues.”
Hassan Abdel Zaher is an Egyptian
reporter based in Cairo.

Counting stock. A man counts US banknotes at a money exchange
office in Cairo.
(Reuters)
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Jordanian skies welcome low-cost airlines
Roufan Nahhas

IMF chief urges
Arab countries to
slash spending

Amman

J

ordanian skies are welcoming low-cost airlines, a move
gaining support of travel
agents and travellers for expanding routes, better value
and significant development for the
country’s tourism industry.
The Jordanian government signed
an open skies agreement with the
European Union in 2010 to allow
European and Jordanian airlines to
operate freely across Jordan and EU
countries and the Irish company Ryanair will be the first low-cost airline
to enter the Jordanian market.
However, Ryanair’s entry into the
market could be a blow to other airlines operating in Jordan.
The Irish low-cost airline in cooperation with the Jordanian Ministry
of Tourism and the Jordan Tourism
Board will add 14 routes to the kingdom this year with the first starting
in March to Paphos, Cyprus.
“Opening new routes — or new
countries — is dependent on consumer demand, available aircraft
capacity, a viable airport deal and
required operational needs being
met,” said Nikolas Lardis, Ryanair
sales and marketing manager for the
Eastern Mediterranean.
“Ryanair’s entry into the Jordanian market means that new business
and leisure travellers from 11 European countries now have access to
one of the most attractive tourist
destinations in the world on Ryanair’s world-renowned low fares.
“We’re also pleased that Jordanians will have access to low-cost
travel, which is already enjoyed
by residents and visitors of the 33
other countries Ryanair already
serves,” he added.
National Geographic Traveler
magazine’s 2018 list of the 21 mustsee destinations included the Jordan Trail.
“We continually look at new markets as we grow to 200 million customers per year by 2024,” Landis
said. “We already operate a number
of routes from Eilat and Tel Aviv in
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There is clear
evidence that
confirms the
positive
relationship
between women’s
involvement in the
job market and
overall growth.

Briefs

New routes. A Boeing 737 of Irish low-cost Ryanair airline takes off from the Toulouse-Blagnac
Airport in France.
Israel and are pleased to continue
our expansion in the Middle East by
commencing operations in Jordan.”
The move was supported by Jordan Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities officials.
“Paphos will be followed by nine
new routes to Queen Alia airport in
Amman and four others to Aqaba’s
King Hussein International Airport
starting in the winter of 2018,” said
Ansam Malkawi, a consultant at the
Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities. “We are really excited of this
development and we hope that this
year will be an excellent year for Jordan’s tourism sector.”
“In addition to Paphos, Bologna,
Krakow, Bucharest, Prague, Brussels, Vilnius, Milan, Budapest and
Warsaw” will be added, he said,
with the routes between Athens,
Rome, Cologne and Sofia to operate from Aqaba. “Travellers for religious, leisure and business reasons
will be targeted through several
marketing campaigns and we expect this summer to be very busy,”
Malkawi added.
A Central Bank of Jordan report
stated that revenues increased
12.5% in 2017 to $4.6 billion, compared to $4.1 billion in 2016 and
there was an 8.7% rise in the total
number of tourists over the previous year.
Airport International Group, the
company responsible for the operation of Queen Alia International
Airport in Amman, said it welcomed
576,466 passengers in December, a
7% year-on-year increase in comparison to the same period in 2016.
“Aqaba will receive flights begin-

ning in October and will also operate for the winter period in which
the weather is fair,” Malkawi stated.
“This significant development in
Jordan’s tourism industry will offer
travellers a greater choice and value
for money,” Jordanian Minister of
Tourism and Antiquities Lina Annab
said at a news conference. “Enhancing air connectivity is one of the key
areas Jordan is focusing on, given
its effect on unlocking economic
growth through attracting business investment as well as spurring
tourism.”

Ryanair will be the
first low-cost airline
to enter the
Jordanian market.
“Ryanair’s decision to fly to Jordan sends a loud-and-clear message about the diversity and the untapped potential of Jordan’s tourism
product. It also shows confidence in
the tourism industry, which has witnessed double-digit growth in the
past year,” she added.
Ryanair said last year it became
the first European airline to have
carried more than 1 billion customers.
Ryanair Chief Commercial Officer
David O’Brien said after initiating
the route from Amman to Paphos,
the airline would add ten beginning
in October as part of its winter 2018
schedule.
“Flights to Aqaba will commence
in October with four routes, which
will deliver almost 500,000 Ryanair
customers [yearly] at Amman and

(AFP)

Aqaba airports,” he said.
He said to mark establishing the
Amman-Paphos route, seats for
travel in April and May would cost
19.99 euros ($24.72).
Murad Ghsoun, owner of a travel
agency in Amman, said: “We are depending on this season to be a busy
one as last year people did not travel
a lot because of priorities and the
increase in prices and taxes as families who have four or five members
declined from travelling due to the
prices so we are hoping that the presence of an affordable airline could do
the change we seek,” he added.
Despite Ghsoun’s comment about
people staying home in 2017, Queen
Alia International Airport set a record for annual passenger traffic,
with 7,914,704 passengers, a 6.8%
increase over 2016, the Airport International Group said.
Hassan Abdul Rahman, a frequent
traveller to Europe, said it was about
time more options were available in
Jordan.
“For someone who travels a lot,
there is a need to have a cost-effective airline and, with what we saw
and witnessed recently in the increase in the ticket prices, it is about
time to have a really affordable option. I think other airlines will be
forced to lower their prices,” he said.
Other airlines have dropping
prices. EgyptAir has begun a promotion offering up to 30% discount
on flights to Europe, North America
and the Far East for tickets purchased before February 25.
Roufan Nahhas is a journalist based
in Jordan.

Women are key to economic growth in MENA region

T

“

he Economy”
is a seemingly
innocuous term;
however, democratic elections
in the free world
are invariably
won on the issue of the economy.
US President Donald Trump’s surprising victory in the United States
was underpinned by his ability to
soothe the economic grievances of
those in the Rust Belt. Outside established democracies, the longevity and sustenance of other forms
of government are dependent on
good economic performance.
The “Arab spring,” in large part,
was fuelled by a perfect storm of
economic grievances in the MENA
region. In Iran, the recent disquiet
was based on economic grievances
and the cost of living with reference
to everyday items such as meat,
eggs and bread.
The MENA region faces economic challenges. Morocco hosted
a conference exploring policies
to improve economic growth and
inclusiveness in the Arab world.
The consensus was that the Arab
world must do more to foment
appropriate job-generating policies
in a region where 25% of young
people are jobless and where young
people form a larger percentage of
the population in comparison to
Western countries.
At the Marrakech conference, a
document outlining priorities was
drafted on how to achieve transparency, improve governance and
tackle corruption with an emphasis
on reducing red tape to encourage
trade. There were welcomed observations on the need to strengthen
legal rights to empower disadvantaged groups such as youth,

refugees and women.
The issue of women’s rights
in the Arab world has not been
viewed from an economic prism.
The involvement of women in the
workplace is the key to economic
growth.
Restrictive measures on women,
particularly in the workplace, are
by no means exclusive to the Arab
world. The World Bank says 155
countries have placed limits on
women in the workplace, including
spousal consent requirements and
restrictions on the number of hours
among many other shackles.
In Russia, women cannot seek
employment in 465 prescribed
occupations from woodworking to
driving on the subway. Legislation
in Argentina prevents women from
entering “dangerous” careers such
as mining and distilling alcohol.
Even in France, the law prevents
women from being employed in
jobs that require the regular carrying of 25 kilograms.
In June, Saudi Arabia will make
it legal for women to drive ending a
ban ridiculed around the world for
its restrictive nature. Saudi reformists recognise that ambitions of economic growth and diversifying the
economy cannot get ahead if half of
their human capital is left behind.
There is clear evidence that confirms the positive relationship between women’s involvement in the
job market and overall growth. In
2013, the Organisation for Economic
Cooperation and Development concluded that a more gender-balanced
economy typically boosts GDP by
an estimated 12%. The International
Monetary Fund made a similar
prediction in which, for example,
more female economic involvement
could produce GDP gains of 34% in

Egypt.
A 2015 report by the McKinsey
Global Institute estimated that $12
trillion could be added to global
GDP by 2025 if all countries took
measures to close gender gaps in
the workplace. It is no surprise,
therefore, that reform is under way
with more than 94 legal reforms on
the statute books of 65 countries
in the past two years. These legal
changes are designed to increase
female access in the labour force.
Notwithstanding this immense
progress, the World Bank estimated
that 90% of the world’s economies
have at least one law that hampers
access to the workplace for women
and the Arab world, in general, is
behind other regions in this area.
Saudi Arabia’s lifting of the driving ban seems like a small step.
However, such a step represents
progress that could change societal
attitudes in seismic fashion by shattering profound societal prejudices.
This, coupled with other reforms
such as Saudi Arabia’s reservation
of 20% of its seats for women on the
Shura Legislative Council, signifies a
much-welcomed form of progress.
After all, women earn more than
half of all graduate degrees in Saudi
Arabia but only represent 20% of the
workforce. This represents a brain
drain that needs to be addressed. It
is encouraging that increasing women’s participation in the workforce
forms an integral part of Crown
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin
Abdulaziz’s ambitious Saudi Vision
2030 economic programme.
Enough with the conferences,
meetings and unnecessary reports
and memoranda; there is a oneword answer to greater economic
growth in the MENA region:
women.

International Monetary Fund
(IMF) Managing Director Christine Lagarde urged Arab countries
to slash public wages and subsidies
to rein in spending, achieve sustainable growth and create jobs.
Speaking February 10 at the Arab
Fiscal Forum in Dubai, Lagarde
welcomed “promising” reforms
adopted by some Arab countries but
insisted much more was needed to
overcome daunting economic and
social problems.
Low oil prices are weighing on the
finances of Arab oil exporters while
importers are battling with rising
debt, unemployment, conflicts, terrorism and refugee inflows, she said.
(Agence France-Presse)

Iran arrests
currency traders
as rial collapses
Iranian police arrested approximately 100 money changers as it
scrambled to contain the decline of
the rial, which has lost one-quarter
of its value in six months.
A video by state broadcaster
IRINN showed dozens of currency
hawkers, who ply their trade across
the road from the British Embassy in
Tehran, being rounded up by police.
Iran’s currency collapsed from
38,400 rials to the dollar in July to
a record low of 48,400 as of February 14.
(Agence France-Presse)

Lebanon to begin
offshore energy
search in block
disputed by Israel
Lebanon said it had signed its
first offshore oil and gas exploration
and production agreements for two
blocks, including a block disputed
by neighbouring Israel.
Lebanese Energy Minister Cesar
Abi Khalil said the dispute with Israel would not stop Lebanon from
benefiting from potential undersea
reserves in the contentious Block
9. Consortium operator Total said it
would not drill the block’s first well
near the disputed zone.
A consortium of France’s Total,
Italy’s Eni and Russia’s Novatek
signed agreements for the two
blocks, which are among five that
Lebanon put up for tender in the
country’s much-delayed first licensing round.
(Reuters)

Putin, Saudi king
ready to expand
oil market
coordination
Russian President Vladimir Putin and Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud “expressed readiness to expand fruitful coordination
on world hydrocarbon markets” in
a phone conversation February 14,
the Kremlin said in a statement.
The statement did not offer details
on what that expanded coordination
could entail. Russia and Saudi Arabia are major players in a global pact
on cutting oil output.
(Reuters)
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Foreign workers seeking jobs in Iraq despite perils
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

H

aroun Hanifa uttered
his favourite tune with
broken Arabic as he prepared tea the Iraqi way.
The 35-year-old Bangladeshi has been working in Iraq for
more than four years to provide for
his family, despite meagre pay and
long working hours. He is among
approximately 200,000 foreigner
workers, many of whom are employed illegally, in Iraq despite high
unemployment rates among Iraqis.
Hanifa had to borrow money to
travel to Iraq. He worked different
jobs in various parts of the country
until he was hired as a cleaner with
a real estate company in Baghdad.
“The poor economic situation at
home is the reason why I came here.
I have many commitments that
forced me to seek work anywhere I
could find. I need to save as much
money as I can during my stay in
Iraq,” said Hanifa, who earns $400
a month.
Like most Arab and non-Arab
foreign workers in Iraq, Hanifa was
engaged through an employment
agency that brings foreign labour
into the country.
“At the beginning, I was wary of
the sectarian friction and the security situation. I had to put up with
a lot of harassment and the living
conditions were very poor but this
has changed now and conditions are
more acceptable,” he said.
In Baghdad, Bangladeshi and Indian workers can be found mainly
employed in restaurants and cafeterias. They receive lower wages and
work long hours without complaining publicly

Limited opportunities. A worker pulls a cart loaded with goods at
a market in Baghdad.
(Reuters)
“Job opportunities for foreign
labour are limited to cleaning and
service works, which Iraqis usually
shun,” said Hanifa’s compatriot Dalor, who gave only one name. He said
he was trying to make enough money to build a house in Bangladesh.
“It was very difficult in the beginning because of terrorism but things
have improved and most employers
are treating us humanely and with
respect,” Dalor said.
Thousands of foreign workers

moved to Iraq after the 2003 invasion as employees for foreign companies contracted by US forces and
most worked at US military bases.
After 2007, private Iraqi employment agencies imported thousands
more.
Employers prefer to hire foreign
workers because of their flexibility
and sense of discipline, said Ahmad
Sayed Ali, the owner of a contracting company.
“Usually, foreign workers don’t

cause problems. They are hard
workers, trustworthy and do not
complain from extra work,” he said.
“Whereas Iraqis, the few who accept to do menial work, have issues
and create problems. They refuse to
abide by the rules and sometimes
they deliberately stir friction with
their employers and try to blackmail
them by resorting to their tribes.”
There is no figure on how many illegal workers are in Iraq but Sayed
Ali estimated the number was in the
thousands.
“Large numbers of foreign workers have entered Iraq illegally. They
are usually brought in by specialised companies that transfer them
to employment agencies in a clear
violation of the law,” he said.
Competition from foreign labour
is partially blamed for high unemployment rates in Iraq, which economists said was as high as 30%.
Reda Fadel, a 26-year-old unemployed Iraqi, has tried different
jobs but none paid enough to sustain his family. “The pay was very
low compared to the pressure and
long working hours. Besides, Iraqi
employers are increasingly preferring to hire foreign labour, worsening unemployment among Iraqis,”
Fadel said.
Economic analyst Anas Morshed
described the importation of foreign
labour on a high scale as “veiled unemployment.” He warned that the
foreign workers pose serious competition for Iraqis in the job market.
“For example, Bangladeshis are
most favoured for cleaning work,
whereas trades and shopping centres prefer to hire Syrians and other
Arab nationalities,” Morshed said.
“The danger here lies in the fact
that certain professions will become
tightly associated with certain nationalities, creating embarrassment

for Iraqis working in these professions, especially unskilled jobs like
cleaning and serving in restaurants.”
“Employers tend to hire foreigners for many reasons, mostly
because local workers are poorly
skilled, while skilled foreign labour
get lower pay, accept working long
hours and do not complain about
it,” he added.
Many agencies bringing in foreign workers are registered with the
government as travel agencies and
get religious tourist visas for Asian
workers, said Ammar Mon’am,
spokesman for the Labour and Social Affairs Ministry.

Approximately

200,000

foreign workers,
many of whom are
illegally employed, are
estimated to be in Iraq.

“Their number is no less than
200,000 from different Arab and
non-Arab nationalities. We are seeking to regularise their status in line
with the law to ensure their rights
and prevent their possible exploitation by employers,” Mon’am said.
Under the law regulating foreign
labour, only firms that hire at least
50% Iraqis for their workforce can
hire foreigners.
Oumayma Omar, based in
Baghdad, is a contributor to the
Culture and Society section of The
Arab Weekly.

Young Tunisian women
launch business initiative
to change own destinies
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

D

espite economic difficulties facing the handicraft sector, young Tunisian women artisans
established an initiative
to promote the industry and provide jobs for themselves and others.
The “I am Change” initiative encourages female artisans, many of
whom are unemployed university
graduates, to sell their work to a
larger customer base and break into
bigger markets.
From Tunisian pastries to carpets,
to clothes and jewellery, the products these women make combine elements of tradition and modernity,
resulting in a tapestry of products
and colours crafted in fine detail.
Bahia Trabelsi, in her 30’s, sits
with a multicoloured collection of
traditional Tunisian bags, known as
qoffa.
‘’I have been working in artisanal
crafts for ten years and I even pursued a degree in arts and design,”
said Trabelsi. “While it was a hobby
from a young age, I only started becoming more and more interested
in this during my studies. When
I couldn’t find a job after I graduated, I started making these bags at
home.”
Many female artisans have a similar story. Despite their skills and
hard work, they often struggle to
make ends meet with small-scale
projects, the initiative’s organisers
said.
“There are so many talented
young women who are working on
amazing products at home, whether

it is artisanal or modern, but most
of these women cannot open stores
outside their houses,” said Chourouk Ben Jbara, one of the initiative’s
organisers. “They lack funding and
often struggle with marketing, so
this initiative is part of promoting
and encouraging these women to
explore other ways.”
“Many of the young women working in this sector are either students
or unemployed university graduates,” she added. “This is why the
initiative aims to market their products to encourage them and to also
function as a networking forum for
these young, talented women to
acquire more skills and learn from
each other.”
Marwa Hosni, a participant in her
20s, makes customised paintings on
fabric or objects from home. Lacking a job, she decided to explore
using her passion for painting as a
source of income.
“I have always been passionate
about painting,” Hosni said. “After being unemployed for years,
I decided to learn the techniques of
painting on fabric and trays. I participated in many fairs and my work
was praised by many. I try to bring
uniqueness to the paintings I draw
or the trays I make as custom gifts
and I try to explore the modern and
traditional aspects of our cultural
heritage.”

From Tunisian
pastries to carpets,
to clothes and
jewellery, the
products combine
elements of tradition
and modernity.

Najwa Baccar, another participant, creates jewellery in the traditional Tunisian style. One of her
motivations, she said, was keeping
Tunisia’s cultural heritage alive.
“Without our heritage, one cannot make any progress,” Baccar
said. “There are so many beautiful
traditions that are already fading.
The jewellery I make, for instance,
is inspired by the style that my
grandmothers used to wear. It is inspired by the pieces they left for me.
It took me years to learn the techniques and I always go to training.
I am glad I am doing this.”
Despite the passion the women
have for handicrafts and artisanal
products, many of them were discouraged by difficult economic conditions and a lack of opportunities.
“There are many talented women
working in handicrafts but we are
struggling with the fact we don’t
have a budget to open our own
stores,” Hosni said. “We are restricted to working from home, which
does not allow us to expand our
business. It is hard to achieve this
with all the restrictions but it is important to keep this going.”
Baccar, who was an electronic
technician before turning to jewellery making, echoed these concerns.
“As far as an amateur I am doing
fine but I understand the struggles
of people and women who want
this to become their profession and
to pursue a career,” Baccar said. “It
is hard to market our products, to
open your own store or workshop
and it is an investment that is not
always possible.”
Ben Jbara added that women
often struggle to start their own
projects but said training sessions
and workshops can help hone

New ideas. A participant presents her products, which combine
elements of tradition and modernity.
(I am Change)
their vision.
“The problem is that handicrafts
and artisanal products are expensive, which makes it difficult to
make a profit,” Ben Jbara explained.
“Having unique ideas is the key to
success since more and more people
want to have different things than
others.”
Maha Trabelsi, also an artisan,
pointed to another problem: Gender
inequality in the workplace.
“The merchants in the artisanal
markets are all men but women are
doing the job,” Trabelsi said. “Today
with studies and marketing knowledge we are managing to work
through the internet and the forums
but we need more exposure.”
With hundreds of women partici-

pating in the initiative’s launch, female artisans hope to explore creative ways to improve the industry
and monetise their work.
“This initiative is called ‘I am
Change’ because we wanted to
send a message that every Tunisian
woman does not need the government to provide a living for her or
have to wait for people to give her a
job,” said Ben Jbara. “She can work
on her own and innovate, which
could be even better. We need to believe that we can change our society
and that we can be the change that
we aspire to have in the world.”
Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and
Culture contributor to The Arab
Weekly.
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Egyptian feminist defies social norms by using her wardrobe
Amr Emam

Cairo

F

or some, clothing is all
about appearance but
for Dena Anwer it is a
tool with which to make
a statement and induce

change.
The 35-year-old one-time pharmacist is out to change Egyptian society by changing the way
women dress and she is starting
with herself. She said sleeveless
short dresses, cold shoulder tops
or knee-length outfits are not mere
clothes but “war tools” she uses to
fight for her cause.
In a country where sexual harassment is rampant, some might
characterise Anwer’s efforts as insane but she is not budging from
her goal to challenge taboos, defeat social control of women and
fight political Islam.
“The Islamists invented sexual
harassment to force women to
wear the hijab and totally cover themselves as if their bodies
are something they should be
ashamed of,” Anwer said. “They
wanted to change the way women
dressed as a means of controlling
them and turning them into political tools.”
Anwer talks with women everywhere she goes, appears on television and speaks at public events
to drive her point home. She initiated an online campaign, “Put on
Your Dress and Become a Female
Again,” for the liberation and empowerment of women through
clothes, noting that, unlike today,
Egyptian women were elegant and
fashionable seven decades ago.
It was a time when the British occupation of Egypt was in its
last days. Cairo was a city of fashion and women wore what were
considered short and revealing
clothes.

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.

There is an
inevitable political
subtext when
hijabs (and
burkinis) become
overly visible
in public spaces
in the West.

Challenging taboos. Egyptian feminist Dena Anwer. 			
Egyptian black-and-white movies show a society in amity with
its diversity. Muslims, Christians
and Jews lived side by side without problem. Women fully covered
walked in harmony with those
wearing revealing clothes.
“Sexual harassment was not
known in society then,” Anwer
said. “Women were free and beautiful.”
Men were elegant, too. The fez
was the national head cover for
men in the country. Rarely did
a man go to work or walk on the
street without his full suit.
The change in national outfits,
especially for women, started with
the rise of the Muslim Brotherhood, the country’s most vibrant
Islamist organisation, which is

considered the mother of political
Islam.
“The rise of such movements
was behind the change in the
clothes everybody wore, men and
women,” said poet Ferdaus Abdel
Rahman. “They succeeded in convincing people that there is an Islamic attire and an un-Islamic one.
“Unfortunately, the people ended up putting on ‘Islamic clothes,’
though their hearts and minds are
void of the ideals of this great and
tolerant religion.” Abdel Rahman
said.
Millions of Egyptians who travelled to work in the Arab Gulf during
the oil boom in the 1970s returned
with significant cultural influences
from the very conservative societies in which they lived abroad.

(Provided by Amr Emam)

Scarcely any woman in Egypt today wears a short skirt, a sleeveless
shirt or shows her hair in public.
Some people consider this a sign
of piety. Anwer said it is a form of
coercion.
While growing up in the central
province of Fayoum when Islamist
movements were at their strong-

Anwer talks with
women everywhere
she goes, appears on
television and
speaks at public
events to drive her
point home.

est, Anwer’s primary school Arabic teacher used to put the rules
of grammar aside and tell students
about Sayyid Qutb, known to be
the theoretician of the Muslim
Brotherhood.
Anwer said she was 11 when she
was sexually harassed the first
time. Her family’s reaction was
that she deserved it because she
was not wearing the hijab and she
never did.
With her gold-dyed hair and revealing outfits, Anwer draws attention and curiosity.
“People on the street find my
clothes strange because few women are dressed like me but, when
more women are dressed like this,
society will change because such
an outfit will become common and
this will help reduce sexual harassment,” Anwer said.
Women’s rights advocate Hala
Abdelkader argues that it will take
a great deal of education and cultural reform for social attitudes to
change.
“When you compare people’s behaviour today and seven decades
ago, you can easily see the enormity of the cultural deterioration
and devastation we have reached,”
Abdelkader said. “For a long time
now, Egyptians have been blindly
following cultural influences coming from outside, which is why
they are losing their cultural peculiarity, only seen in the old movies
at present.”
However, Anwer said she is confident that she can make a difference by moving ahead with enticing women to wear what they
want. She said in doing this, she is
not only liberating women of social fetters but economically empowering them.
Anwer said she meets women
every day who tell her that they
wish to wear revealing and beautiful clothes like she does but are
afraid of their male family members and of sexual harassment.

One does not have to be Muslim to seek the freedom not to bare

L

ove fashion or hate it,
there are three reasons
to pay close attention
to women’s clothing
right now. So-called
modest wear, ostensibly for Muslim women,
is becoming a powerful political
statement. In turn, it is tailoring
corporate priorities.
Macy’s, one of America’s oldest
and largest retail store chains, has
introduced a “modest” fashion
line aimed at Muslim women.
Sheikh Abdullah al-Mutlaq,
a member of Saudi Arabia’s top
clerical body, earlier said women
should not be forced to wear the
all-enveloping, regulation black
abaya. It’s quite enough to dress
modestly, he said.
Before that, a 22-year-old French
Muslim singer likely on her way
to superstardom quit a widely
watched television competition
after criticism of her views on extremist attacks. But Mennel Ibtissem’s politics may have been less
eye-catching than her turbans, or
headwraps, as a riveted European
media described them.
They were in glorious colours —
silvery grey, taupe, deep red and a
sparkling blue pattern. The young
trainee English teacher wore the
head covering as she sang Leonard
Cohen’s “Hallelujah” in English,
French and Arabic, underlining a
crucial point: It is entirely possible for a French-born-and-bred
woman of Syrian-Turkish and
Moroccan-Algerian ethnicity to
embrace Western pop music and
cover her hair.
There is no contradiction in
the many layers of her manifest
identity even though Ibtissem’s
suspicion of the French government’s reporting of multiple terrorist attacks appeared to signify
a dispiriting gulf between young
French Muslims and the country
they call home.

Booming demand. A hijab-wearing model poses during a shoot at
a studio in New York City.
(Reuters)
At this point, the politics of
women’s clothes intersects deeply
with the economics of fashion.
Macy’s has been derided for “aiding and abetting abuse” by selling
the hijab in America. Angry social
media users described the headgear as a symbol of “male domination and subjugation of women.”
One tweet said: “While women
in Middle Eastern countries are
risking their lives to take the
#hijab off, Macy’s wants women in
#America to put it on.”
The retailer’s new clothing
line is no more than a canny — if
delayed — business strategy. The 

2015-16 “State of the Global Islamic
Economy Report” states that approximately $230 billion is spent 
on clothing. By 2019, that’s projected to rise to $327 billion, which
is about the combinedcurrent
spending on fashion by the United
Kingdom, Germany and India.
Unsurprisingly, brands at either
end of the spectrum — high-end as
well as affordable — are trying to
cater to booming demand. There
are denim hijabs from American
Eagle and Japanese casual
wear retailer Uniqlo; Dolce & Gabbana luxury abayas; burkinis from
Marks & Spencer and UK depart-

ment store House of Fraser; and
DKNY, Zara and Mango’s Ramadan
collections.
Racks and racks of dressy flowing garments from small design
houses are increasingly on offer.
These serve as modest, fashionable and, sometimes, as practical
options for women of different
religious backgrounds — Muslim, Jewish, Catholic, Hindu, the
Amish in America — or none.
In 2011, the well-known British
television chef Nigella Lawson
was photographed in a burkini
on a Sydney beach. Years later,
she explained that her former
husband didn’t want her to get a
tan and the head-to-toe garment
provided excellent protection
from the sun.
In many ways then, the rise of
modest wear should not be seen
solely as a Muslim style statement.
It provides another option in a
consumerist world. There’s nothing inherently Muslim anyway
about high-neck tunics, flowing jumpsuits and ankle-length
cardigans. One does not have to be
Muslim to seek the freedom not
to bare.
It wasn’t too long ago that battles over the burkini were raging
in France, with several towns banning the garment as “incompatible” with French values.
There is an inevitable political
subtext when hijabs (and burkinis)
become overly visible in public
spaces in the West. These garments are often viewed, in the
words of a former French prime
minister, as part of a “political
project” but surely that is an
overly provocative response to the
impulse to dress modestly.
Despite politicians’ fulminations, economics may have the
last say. Modest fashion is here to
stay. The burkini wars really are
over or, if they aren’t, they
should be.
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Casablanca International Book Fair
devotes special attention to children
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

T

he 24th Casablanca International Book Fair ended
on a high note thanks to
its rich programme, with
an emphasis on children,
that drew huge crowds throughout
its 10-day run.
More than 700 exhibitors from
45 countries took part in the fair,
exhibiting more than 125,000 titles.
Moroccan and foreign researchers,
writers and speakers participated in
colloquiums, thematic conferences, poetry evenings, meetings and
presentations of new publications.
Seven Moroccans were among the
12 winners of the 2017-18 Ibn Battuta Award for Travel Literature at
a ceremony organised by the Arab
Centre for Geographical Literature
— Exploration of Horizons in partnership with the Ministry of Culture
and Communication.
This award, named after 14thcentury Moroccan scholar and traveller Muhammad Ibn Battuta, was
introduced by the Arab Centre for
Geographical Literature in 2003 to
encourage writers to work on investigation projects, research and geographical and travel literature.
The Attijariwafa Bank Foundation
announced the Book of the Year
Award, which, beginning next year,
will be given each February to two
authors of books published in both
Arabic and French. Attijariwafa
Bank CEO Mohamed el-Kettani said
the award winners would receive
30,000 dirhams ($3,270) and a trophy.
A large part of the festival programme was dedicated to children.
Activities, including artistic and scientific workshops, reading sessions
and storytelling recitals, took place
in spaces between stands.
Book Fair Director Hassan elOuazzani said this year’s edition
gave children the opportunity to
express themselves in workshops

Next
generation.
Visitors
browse books
at the 24th
Casablanca
International
Book Fair.
(Saad Guerraoui)

and debates to promote a culture of
creativity and critical thinking.
“Many children came from different cities such as Rabat to attend
the most important cultural event
in the calendar and one of the most
visited book fairs in the world,” said
Ouazzani.
The ministry in charge of human
rights organised a debate between
Casablanca Deputy Mayor Abdelmalek Lakehayli and teenagers
about children’s rights. Lakehayli
said the children proved that they
were aware of the political and social problems facing Casablanca.
“They showed a clear understanding of what’s going on in terms
of human rights. I explained the
main duties of the council towards

children and they gave me in turn
some suggestions and solutions that
I can describe as developed,” said
Lakehayli.
“Such debates are very important
for children because they understand what they need and want in
terms of basic human rights that all
children deserve such as education.”

This year’s edition
gave children the
opportunity to
express themselves
in workshops and
debates to promote a
culture of creativity
and critical thinking.

Egypt was the guest of honour at
this year’s book fair. Marwan Hammad, an official in the Egyptian cultural delegation, said his country’s
programme depicted cultural and
artistic activities, including debates
and colloquiums on novels, poetry
and the most important issues related to the historic and cultural ties
between Egypt and Morocco.
However, an Egyptian publishing
house sparked controversy from local media when it exhibited a book
titled “The Summary of the General
History of Africa,” whose cover displayed the map of disputed Western
Sahara as the “Sahrawi Arab Democratic Republic.”
Moroccan media demanded explanations from the Ministry of Cul-

ture after the book was withdrawn
from the shelves. It was one of 25
books reported to have been banned
from the fair for “undermining
Morocco’s territorial integrity” or
“blasphemy.”
“If this reprehensible act had
passed under other skies, one
would have understood, but that
this act affecting the integrity of the
kingdom’s territory is happening at
home, it deserves clarification from
the ministry of culture, sponsor of
this cultural high mass,” reported
le360.ma, a news website close to
the palace.
Saad Guerraoui is a contributor
to The Arab Weekly on Maghreb
issues.

Unique portrayal of Palestinian suffering at London’s film screening
Karen Dabrowska

London

P

alestinian film-maker Basma Alsharif’s three movies — “We Began by Measuring Distance,” “High
Noon” and “Ouroboros”
— featured in “The Gap Between
Us” exhibition provide a unique
portrayal of Palestinian suffering
under Israeli occupation.
Interweaving locations are used
in all three films that were screened
at London’s Mosaic Rooms. Alsharif
often does not make it clear where
we are — in which country or when.
She is interested in how places are
interconnected and suggests it is
possible to experience different
times and places at once.
Based in Los Angeles, Alsharif
has lived and worked in Chicago,
Cairo, Beirut, Sharjah, Amman, the
Gaza Strip and Paris. The frequent
changes of location in her films reflect the film-maker’s nomadic lifestyle. She describes her work as “a
non-geographically based subjective viewpoint.”
“We Began by Measuring Distance” dates from 2009 and won a
Jury Prize at the ninth Sharjah Biennial.
Throughout the film, a narrator tells a story through comments
on the images. He begins by saying that “all our memories would
be significant only in retrospect”
and the camera moves to a scene
of Palestinians looking at historic

pictures of their homeland focusing on the countryside, towns and
villages.
“Our homeland is truly a history
that is no longer within reach,” the
narrator continues. “We invented a
game of measurements.”
Two figures, their faces blurred,
emerge into a meadow holding a
large piece of cloth resembling a
placard. They are not individuals
but symbolise the Palestinian people. Their measurements are displayed in the centre of the cloth and
morph into significant dates in the
history of Israel/Palestine.
The distance between Gaza and
Jerusalem is first measured as
48km but the number is revised:
it becomes 17, 48 then 67. Through
the narrator, the figures say their
measurements left them melancholy and they elected to go to a
place only seen in books where
they could rest their eyes and ease
their minds.
Brilliant photography of a virgin
forest and an underwater scene
follows. Fish swim as dance music
plays. Suddenly, the scene shifts
to a burning city and fireballs in
the sky. A distressed female figure
emerges crying, her head in her
hands, and sinks to the ground.
“We began to have the distinct feeling that we had been lied to and we,
unfortunately, had not rested at all
and that our measurement left us
empty-handed,” the narrator concludes.
The film is deliberately edited to
disrupt and there are jarring sections during which it jumps from

Nostalgic look. Gaza as seen from above in Alsharif’s first
feature-length film “Ouroboros.”
(Provided by Karen Dabrowska)
one environment to another and
where time goes backward and forward and slows down. The measurements reveal an ultimate disenchantment with facts, and the
film communicates the tragic history of Palestine through unique
scenes carefully selected by the
film-maker.

Alsharif’s three movies
provide a unique
portrayal of Palestinian
suffering under Israeli
occupation.

The conventional representation
of violence is challenged and Alsharif seeks to stir the viewers’ emotions about themes relevant to the
human condition in the Palestinian territories and elsewhere: loss,
injustice, the consequences of violence and escape from heartbreak
through an idealistic, nostalgic look
at history — a history that has been
erased.
Alsharif has often said that she
was not interested in making political works engaged only in conflict,
nor in being identified as an activist Palestinian artist. She is known
as a film-maker who deals with the

human condition in relation to both
place and non-place.
The exhibition’s central work is
“Ouroboros” (2017), Alsharif’s first
feature-length film, screened in a
gallery context for the first time.
She compared the theme of return
to heartbreak. The main character
moves backward through different
landscapes as though being drawn
back into his own past. This is symbolic of the Palestinian longing for
return, which is unfulfilled.
The shortest film — “High Noon,”
made in 2014 — is accompanied by
eight photographic stills. It embodies the dissonance of experiencing
multiple times and places at once.
Colour-saturated images of a Southern Californian landscape and the
south-eastern landscape of Onomichi, Japan, are merged together.
Again, the idea of being in more
than one place at once (described
by Alsharif as bilocation) and of not
belonging to one location connects
with being in exile.
Alsharif works between cinema
and installation, with an interest
in the human condition in relation
to shifting geopolitical landscapes
and natural environments. Her major exhibitions include the Whitney
Biennial, “Here and Elsewhere” at
the New Museum, Riwaq Biennial
in the Palestinian territories, the
Berlin Documentary Forum and the
Sharjah Biennial. She was shortlisted for the Abraaj Group Art Prize
2018.
Karen Dabrowska is an Arab
Weekly contributor in London.
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Baghdadi Museum
of Folklore celebrates
the old ways of Iraq
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

T
Popular touch. Members of Britain’s vocal group Swingle Singers perform at the 25th Al Bustan
Festival, on February 13. 					
			
(Carl Halal)

Lebanon’s Al Bustan festival
launches 25th edition with
sense of ‘mission accomplished’
Gareth Smyth

Beyt Mery

T

he 25th Al Bustan Festival has opened in Beit
Mery, Lebanon, its longevity a tribute to the
energy of its originator
and president, Myrna Bustani, and
its emphasis on Johann Sebastian
Bach, a tribute to one of the pioneers of European classical music.
“The festival has achieved its
mission, that classical music has
become widely spread [in Lebanon],” Bustani said. “When I go
back and think about the achievements of the festival, I realise we
have invited 155 pianists, 61 violinists, 59 conductors, 57 choirs, 38
sopranos, 34 symphony orchestras, 34 choirmasters, 32 cellists,
29 tenors, 23 opera companies and
more.”
Bustani became the first woman
to enter the Lebanese parliament
in 1963. She won the seat previously held by her father, who died
in a plane crash in the Mediterranean off Beirut in a heavy storm.
Bustani, who had two small children, quickly determined she had
no desire for a political life and
stepped down after a year.
With the outbreak of war in 1975,
Bustani looked to the arts to overcome divisions and heal wounds.
She organised exhibitions of Lebanese art in London.
“We were thinking of the Lebanese community in London and
were ashamed of everything that
was happening at home,” she told
me in an interview in 1997. “The
artists were the ones who kept the
country going. The art spoke for
itself, without words. We were fed
up with words. We were proud of
our painters, of our musicians, of
our singers.”
Bustani began Al Bustan Festival
in 1994. She was able to use the
family hotel for which her mother
had assigned her responsibility
in 1970 “for three months” until
a manager could be found. With
the warm acoustics of the 450seat Emile Bustani Auditorium at
the festival’s core, the hotel offers
views of Lebanon’s coastline as
well as ample spaces for artists and
guests to relax and mix. Beirut is a
45-minute car journey.
Over the years, the festival in-

troduced aspiring musicians to
Lebanese audiences. Some have
become regulars. Pianist Boris Berezovsky made his Bustan debut
in 1996 at age 27. He returned for
seven further recitals in a dazzling
career, including recordings with
some of the world’s leading orchestras. Gramophone magazine
has called Berezovsky “the truest
successor to the great Russian pianists.”

The artists were the ones
who kept the country
going.

Originator and President
of Al Bustan Festival
Myrna Bustani

Bustan has not been just about
showcasing international talent.
Visiting musicians have been encouraged to give master classes
and the festival has valued its links
with Lebanese musicians and musical institutions. In 2000, Bustan
hosted an early concert of the
Lebanese National Symphony Orchestra, then an enhanced string
ensemble but on the verge of becoming the country’s first symphony orchestra.
The orchestra’s founder and
musical director, the late Walid
Gholmieh, was Al Bustan Festival’s
vice-president. He took the Lebanese National Symphony Orches-

tra and the Lebanese National Arabic Oriental Orchestra, which he
also founded, to Bustan on several
occasions.
Since 1994, Bustan has cancelled
a concert only once, on February 14, 2005, when former Prime
Minister Rafik Hariri and 21 others were killed by a massive bomb
near the Beirut seafront. Yet the
next day, an Estonian choir performed in a tribute to the victims.
For this year’s 25th anniversary
festival, Bustani and musical director Gianluca Marciano have
scheduled 25 live performances
either entirely or largely of Bach.
Proceedings began February 13
with the popular touch of Britain’s
Swingle Singers. The a cappella
group’s origins under Ward Swingle go back to storming the 1960s
pop charts with the record “Jazz
Sebastian Bach.”
The Swingle Singers’ Bustan concert featured not just a vocal version of “Air on the G String,” perhaps Bach’s most famous melody,
but arrangements of Simon and
Garfunkel, the Beatles and an Afghan folk tune.
German pianist Martin Stadtfeld is to play Bach’s “Goldberg
Variations,” supposedly written to
soothe the insomnia of the Russian
ambassador to the court of Saxony.
Cellist Antonio Meneses is scheduled to play the even-numbered
Bach suites for solo cello and Victor
Julien-Laferriere, the odd-numbered suites, works that fell into
obscurity until revived in the 1930s
by the Catalan cellist Pablo Casals.
The festival is also showcasing many of Lebanon’s churches
for Bach’s choral masterpieces. St
Joseph Jesuit Church is to be the
site of the “Mass in B minor,” featuring rising Welsh soprano Fflur
Wyn with the Corelli Baroque Orchestra. St Elie Church, Kantari,
hosts the Corelli in Bach’s “St John
Passion” and Mar Charbel Church
in Corniche Mazraa will be the location for the Accademia Bizantina Baroque orchestra performing
Bach harpsichord concertos.
The Bustan Festival runs through
March 21. For more information
the festival website address is:
www.albustanfestival.com.
Gareth Smyth is a regular
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
He has reported from the Middle
East since 1992.

hough it is described as
the Iraqi “Madame Tussaud’s,” the Baghdadi
Museum of Folklore is
not meant to celebrate
famous people but to commemorate bygone customs and the old
lifestyle of Baghdad’s residents.
Located in an old, traditional
building near the Tigris River, the
museum, unlike London’s famous
wax gallery, offers a nostalgic journey into the past daily life of Baghdadis through scenes featuring
life-size wax models.
The museum building erected
under the Ottoman rule in 1869
was initially used as the publishing
house of the province of Baghdad.
It was converted into a museum
in 1970 at the behest of Baghdad’s
mayor, who saw it as the best way
to document the city’s past.
More than 80 scenes featuring
450 wax statues represent different rituals, folk crafts, trades, professions, local customs and street
life. One scene illustrates matriarchy in Iraqi society through mothers’ attachment to their sons. The
character “Oum Ibrahim” admonishes her son “Ibrahim” for leaving the family home immediately
after his wedding, forgetting about
his mother while in the arms of his
beautiful bride.
The scene is a reproduction of
a traditional Baghdadi home. The
decor is simple with old paintings
and wall mattresses adorning the
walls and statues of women clad
in colourful traditional dishdashas
sitting around.
“The scene reflects the kind of
relationship that existed in the
past between mothers and daughters-in-law. Some of the characters
depicted in the museum, including ‘Oum Ibrahim’ are common in
oriental societies. Many oriental
mothers carry the same feelings
towards their male offspring…
They don’t like to share them,”
said Balkis Kazem with a laugh.
“I am keen on visiting the museum every now and then as it commemorates our popular and social
heritage, which is withering away.
The children also enjoy watching
the statues and the scenes that
mirror a world that is strange to
them,” said Kazem, who was touring the museum with her three
young children.
Another scene reproduced a traditional wedding procession, or
“zaffa,” in which the groom, accompanied by family and friends,
proceeds to the bride’s home amid
applause, music and dances.
“The scenes replicate with lots
of details a time frame and a way
of life that was much healthier and
more beautiful than the present,”
Kazem said. “Everything was
simpler; relationships were more
transparent and genuine. Development and modernism made us lose

our social heritage and traditions.”
There are scenes of circumcision
rituals, afternoon tea gatherings,
women baking bread and grilling
fish and of a traditional basement,
where people sleep in hot summer
days.
The Baghdadi museum was
damaged during the US-led invasion of Iraq in 2003, causing it to
suspend its operations. Explosions
led to the collapse of ceilings, the
shattering of windows and ruined
some scenes. The museum was
restored and reopened in August
2008.
Museum Director Jassem al-Baydani admitted that much restoration work needs to be done on the
scenes and the wax models. “We
have devised annual plans to modernise the premises, renew the
scenes and replace the 430 statues
despite funding limitations and
the difficult security and economic
conditions,” Baydani said.
Among the renovated scenes
is a great depiction of traditional
Maqam singers and Iraqi musicians, Baydani said, adding “specialised teams of artists and sculptors are working on replacing the
old statues and restoring the facilities in the building, which goes
back to 150 years.”
“The museum is a very popular
and family-friendly place to learn
about local folklore and past lifestyles,” Baydani said. “Our revenues have been increasing constantly although the entry fee is
equivalent to less than $1. Regular
visits by students are organised by
the Ministry of Education to keep
children aware of Baghdad’s history and heritage.”

More than 80 scenes
featuring 450 wax
statues represent
different rituals, folk
crafts, trades,
professions, local
customs and street life.

Art student Walid Saleh described the museum as a symbol of
Iraqis’ resilience and attachment
to their social heritage that they
try to transmit from one generation to another.
“It is wonderful to see that both
children and adults are aware of
Baghdad’s history. The city carries
a lot of past magic and the museum depicts scenes reminiscent
of the ‘Thousand and One Nights’
tale,” Saleh said as he took photos
of the settings.
He noted, however, that the
place needs to be upgraded.
“Many scenes and models have
to be redone; besides, signs and
information explaining the scenes
are lacking,” he said. “Nonetheless, the museum remains a place
close to the heart of Iraqis and a reminder of good old days.”

Past magic. Life-size wax models on display at the Baghdadi
Museum of Folklore.
(Oumayma Omar)
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Agenda
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.
Bahrain:
Through March 7

The Oriental Desert Express train en route from Oujda to Bouarfa in north-eastern Morocco. 			

(AFP)

Morocco attracts
record number
of tourists in 2017
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

A

record number of tourists flocked to Morocco
in 2017, exceeding the 11
million mark for the first
time.
Approximately 11.35 million people visited the North African country last year, 10% more than in 2016.
French nationals topped tourist
arrivals in Morocco last year with
more than 1.6 million visitors.
Tourism growth was led by the
main markets such as Germany
(up 15%), the Netherlands and Italy
(9%) and France and Spain (8%).
Emerging tourist markets such
as China (up 151%), Japan (39%)
and Brazil (38%) recorded strong
growth, a Tourism Ministry report
stated.

Approximately
11.35 million
people visited the
North African
country last year,
10% more than
in 2016.
“This significant increase in Chinese tourist arrivals is due to the
decision of King Mohammed VI to
abolish visas for Chinese nationals,” said Tourism Minister Mohamed Sajid at the first plenary session
of the Moroccan-Chinese Tourism Cooperation Forum, which

included the participation of more
than 200 Chinese and Moroccan
professionals.
“The long-term goal is to attract
more than 1 million Chinese tourists (a year),” Sajid said, adding
that “we will put all the necessary means to penetrate well this
market, which represents the first
tourist provider in the world.”
The minister called on Moroccan
professionals to heed the importance of the Chinese market and
adapt products and services to the
needs of Chinese tourists despite
the absence of direct air links between the two countries.
Sajid said establishing a direct
flight between Morocco and China
is being considered by the Moroccan national airline Royal Air Maroc (RAM).
The volume of overnight stays
in classified tourist accommodation establishments last year grew
15%, compared to 2016, resulting
in a 43% occupancy rate, which is
3 percentage points higher than in
2016.
Fez registered the strongest
growth (up 39%) followed by Ouarzazate (7%) and Tangiers (25%).
Some cities, such as Fez, are still
lagging well behind Morocco’s
main tourist destinations, such
as Marrakech, due to unfinished
tourist projects, a lack of entertainment and limited air transport.
Hotel operators and politicians
in Fez complain that the city is far
behind the performance of Marrakech despite a new airport terminal. They called on authorities
to allow more low-cost airlines to
serve the city.

An Asian tourist takes a selfie in front of the Hassan Tower in Rabat.

The Bahrain Fine Arts Exhibition is an annual event
celebrating art in Bahrain.
Every year, the arts community gathers to present work
through different media. In its
44th edition, the exhibition is
presenting a collection of local
and international artists residing in Bahrain.
Beirut:
Through March 21
Al Bustan International Festival
of Music and the Performing
Arts is a musical celebration in
Beirut. With an emphasis on
chamber music, the festival
promotes music from all over
the world and includes orchestral concerts, choral music,
puppets, opera and dance.
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.

Tourists visit the Oudaya Kasbah in Rabat.
“It is abnormal that Fez, which
has a new terminal, is not connected with European capitals
and African cities issuing spiritual
tourism,” MP Allal Amraoui told
L’Economiste.
Tourism receipts in foreign currencies reached $7.63 billion in
2017 against $7.07 billion in 2016,
the ministry said, calling 2017 an
“exceptional year” after several
years of near-stagnation.
Helping increase the number
of tourist arrivals were a growing
series of new routes initiated by
low-cost airlines between Europe
and Morocco, increased domestic
flights by RAM and the country’s

(AFP)

Doha:
March 6-9
(AFP)

political stability.
Sharjah’s Air Arabia posted 29%
growth in profit for 2017 thanks to
its strong markets, including Morocco. The low-cost carrier said
it expects Morocco and Egypt to
drive growth in 2018.
“This year the good spots for us
would be Morocco, which is going from strength to strength, and
we’re putting more capacity on
those lines,” Air Arabia CEO Adel
Abdullah Ali told Bloomberg TV.
The tourism sector is Morocco’s
second largest employer after agriculture and one of its main sources
of foreign exchange, accounting
for 10% of its wealth.

The second International Kite
Festival will take place in Aspire Park in Doha. Professional
kite flyers gather to compete
in individual and team events,
including synchronised kite
performances and kite flying
art displays. The festival offers
a wide variety of activities,
including kiting workshops.

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

Tourists enjoy beverages on a terrace overlooking the Jemaa el-Fna square in Marrakech. (AFP)

