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yria’s northern theatre 
illustrates the risks in-
volved in the fracturing 
of the 7-year-old conflict 
that has defied all interna-

tional attempts to stop the blood-
shed.

In Afrin, and elsewhere in Syr-
ia, pulling the strings of the war 
seems to have come with a higher 
cost than anticipated by Moscow 
and Tehran.

Supporting the Assad regime’s 
scorched-earth campaign in East-
ern Ghouta has painted Russia 
into a diplomatic corner with Mos-
cow having to justify its partner-
ship with Syrian President Bashar 
Assad.

Russia is sensitive to percep-
tions of its role in the conflict. Its 
image as unchallenged victor in 
the war against terror has been 
eroding as pictures of the hor-
rors of Eastern Ghouta shock the 
world.

Exacerbating Russian difficul-
ties is the high body count among 
its “private contractors,” with as 
many as 200 killed in a strike by 
US forces on February 7, raising 
the spectre of the country’s disas-
trous campaign in Afghanistan in 
the 1980s.

Tehran is increasingly resentful 
of Russia’s monopoly of economic 
and military contracts. Outlets, 
such as the Islamic Revolutionary 
Guard Corps-affiliated Fars news 
agency, question Iran’s poten-
tial share of post-war dividends, 
which are likely to be dominated 
by Moscow.

For Iran, uncertain of its share 

in any reconstruction effort and 
denied access to the oil-rich lands 
east of the Euphrates, the events 
in Afrin and Eastern Ghouta must 
be a distraction from its goal of 
consolidating its reach in southern 
Syria, close to the Israeli border.

The cost of Tehran’s support for 
the Syrian regime is beginning to 
bite. Iran is subsidising the war 
effort with billions of dollars al-
located in next year’s defence 
budget, London-based IranFocus 
reported.

Within Iran itself the situation 
is increasingly dire. Two years af-
ter the lifting of US sanctions, un-
employment among the 15-29 age 
bracket remains more than 24%, 
official statistics indicate.

In this context, it is not obvi-
ous how long Russia and Iran will 
tolerate the Turkish sideshow in 
Afrin.

“Iran isn’t especially interested 
in what’s happening in the north-
west right now,” Nicholas Heras, a 
Middle East security fellow at the 
Centre for a New American Secu-
rity said via Skype. “[Its] focus is 
very much on the south-west. Is-
rael is what they care about and, 
whatever the challenges raised by 
Afrin, they pale next to that posed 
by a confrontation between Iran 
and Israel.”

In the already crowded northern 

conflict zone, Damascus is vying 
with the United States, Iran, Rus-
sia, Turkey, Iran and their proxies 
for dominance within an increas-
ingly complex field of wavering 
alliances and conflicting agen-
das. The Assad regime wants to 
reassert control over the country 
while Ankara, motivated by its an-
ti-Kurdish agenda, aims to remove 
Afrin-based units of the Kurdish 
People’s Protection Units (YPG) 
from its border.

Under a deal hammered out in 
Moscow, the Assad regime’s Shia 
popular forces, an array of militias 
aligned under the Iran-sponsored 
National Defence Forces (NDF), 
was supposed to enter and assume 
control of Afrin. The deal fell apart 
as soon as it became clear that the 
NDF was entering Afrin in support 
of — rather than as a replacement 
for — the YPG. A further escalation 
with Ankara followed.

Complicating matters is the 
United States’ hesitation to back  
the Kurdish allies of the Syr-
ian Democratic Forces (SDF), who 
have been instrumental in the 
success of the war against the Is-
lamic State. Approximately 2,000 
US soldiers and their SDF partners 
control much of the oil-rich and 
arable land east of the Euphrates, 
territory the United States intends 
to use to roll back the influence of 
Iran and Russia in Syria.

The only certainty is that the 
regional and global powers’ con-
flicting agendas risk fuelling war 
in Syria and beyond for years to 
come.

Simon Speakman Cordall is the 
Syria/Lebanon Section Editor for 
The Arab Weekly.
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Amman 

J 

ordan’s Ministry of Water 
and Irrigation has intro-
duced a smartphone appli-
cation based on the popu-
lar retro game “Snakes and 

Ladders” to shed light on the im-
portance of water conservation in 
the kingdom.

The app was introduced several 
months ahead of the usually dry 
summer that brings severe water 
shortages.

Ministry spokesman Omar Sala-
ma pointed out that the game is 
among a series of applications that 
target all of society.

“The application is based on a 
popular board game, which we and 
our families used to play, but this 
time it is played using smart ap-
plications on smart devices that 
are used by almost everyone. The 
game can be found on Google Play 
and it is part of the ministry’s cor-
porate responsibility efforts,” he 
added.

“The functionality of the game is 
simple: When the ladder takes you 

up you receive an important tip 
regarding conserving water and, 
when the snake takes them down, 
users receive a message that en-
courages them to conserve water,” 
Salama explained.

The application, designed to 
simulate modern games found on 
smart devices, provides informa-
tion about the water situation in 

Jordan and important tips on how 
to address it.

“Our aim is to increase public 
awareness and build a shared sense 
of water conservation responsibil-
ity among all ages,” Salama said.

The Ministry of Water and Irriga-
tion said water per capita in Jordan 
was 88% below the international 
water poverty line of 1,000 cubic 

metres annually. Available water 
resources offer 800-900 million  
cubic metres (mcm) of water per 
year, which meets the needs of ap-
proximately 3 million people. Jor-
dan has a population of almost 10 
million.

Stressing the importance of 
smart applications in educating 
the public, Mohammed Hmedat, 
an expert in Android-based games, 
said the effects of such games were 
usually positive.

“The fact that it is based on a 
popular board game makes it easier 
to relate to and it will gain popular-
ity in no time due to its education-
al aspect. Parents should encour-
age their children to use this game 
and learn about the importance of 
conserving water at home, school 
and anywhere.”

The penetration rate of smart-
phones in Jordan as of March 
2017 was 83% compared to 99% 
in the United Arab Emirates, 95% 
in Qatar, 93% in Saudi Arabia, 91% 
in Lebanon and 65% in Tunisia,  
statista.com states.

Jordan has seen a strong increase 
in the number of internet users in 
recent years. In December 2000, 
there were 127,300 internet users 

in Jordan compared to 6.3 million 
users in December 2017, Internet 
World Stats reported.

Playing to learn is not a new 
concept as this method has prov-
en effective when dealing with 
younger people, said Abla Twal, 
30, a teacher at a private school in 
Amman.

“Smartphones and tablets are 
becoming more and more popu-
lar among students and there are 
many games that are used in class-
rooms as part of learning meth-
ods. My students enjoy it more 
than books when we ask them to 
use their tablets and download a 
certain application to learn math, 
English or science,” Twal said.

“The new generation is being 
swamped with technology and this 
technology has a good and a bad 
side and parents should draw the 
line. Engaging students in the edu-
cational process through games is 
an excellent way.”

The game can be accessed at: 
https://play.google.com/store/
apps/details?id=com.windforce-
world.ladder.

Roufan Nahhas is a journalist 
based in Jordan.

Water conservation is no game in Jordan, or maybe it is
Roufan Nahhas

Serious game. A young boy uses the water app, which is based on the 
popular “Snakes and Ladders” game in Amman.                          (Roufan Nahhas) 

Never-ending war. People wave the Syrian flag and portraits of 
President Bashar Assad and Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) leader 
Abdullah Ocalan as a convoy of pro-Syrian government fighters 
arrives in Afrin, on February 22.                  (AFP)
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Pulling the strings of 
the war seems to have 
come with a higher 
cost than anticipated 
by Moscow and Tehran.

Hamish de Bretton-Gordon 
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Washington

T 

he escalation of the con-
flict in Syria is exposing 
weaknesses in the United 
States’ strategy for the 
war-torn country only 

a month after its rollout, analysts 
said.

“We know what the United States 
doesn’t want to see: Russia and 
Iran,” Alex Vatanka, an expert on 
security issues at the Middle East In-
stitute in Washington, said. “What 
we don’t see is what the US is pro-
posing. There is no grand strategy.”

Vatanka said the vagueness on the 
side of the United States had con-
sequences on the ground. “There’s 
room for others to take care of their 
own interests,” he said.

US Secretary of State Rex Till-
erson unveiled his country’s Syria 
strategy in a speech titled “Remarks 
on the Way Forward for the United 
States Regarding Syria” on January 
17. Preventing a re-emergence of the 
Islamic State (ISIS) after recent mili-
tary victories over the jihadists and 
blocking the advance of Iran’s influ-
ence in Syria are two pillars of the 
programme.

To attain its goals, the United 
States “will maintain a military 
presence in Syria,” Tillerson said, al-
though he did not spell out whether 
the number of US troops in Syria — 
approximately 2,000 — would be 
increased.

“US disengagement from Syria 
would provide Iran with the op-
portunity to further strengthen its 
position in Syria,” Tillerson said. 
He stressed the role of Russia, the 
most powerful ally of Syrian Presi-
dent Bashar Assad. Moscow should 
pressure Assad to accept a political 
solution, Tillerson said without pro-
viding details.

The United States announced 
plans in January to create a local 
force of 30,000 fighters in Syria to 
secure regions where ISIS has been 
driven out and to keep control of 
oil installations in eastern Syria. For 
that plan, Washington would heav-
ily rely on the Kurdish Peoples’ Pro-
tection Units (YPG), its local partner 
in the fight against ISIS in Syria.

Shortly after Tillerson’s speech, 
Turkey sent troops into the north-
western Syrian region of Afrin to 

push out the YPG, seen as a terrorist 
group by Ankara. Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan threatened to 
give US soldiers deployed along with 
the YPG in the city of Manbij an “Ot-
toman slap” should they not with-
draw. Talks between Tillerson and 
Turkish officials in Ankara in Febru-
ary failed to solve the crisis.

A foray by pro-government Syr-
ian troops and Russian mercenaries 
over the Euphrates River — another 
escalation testing Washington poli-
cies — triggered deadly US air strikes 
in the oil-rich province of Deir ez-
Zor on February 7.

Joe Macaron, a fellow at the Arab 
Centre in Washington, said the US 
strategy assumed that the war in 
Syria was almost over but “recent 
events proved otherwise.” There 
were “new doubts now about [US] 

commitment to Kurdish forces and a 
potential confrontation with Turkey 
in Syria,” Macaron wrote via e-mail. 
“At any rate, this US strategy lacked 
specifics and did not convey a clear 
game plan in Syria.”

Tillerson’s strategy says the Unit-
ed States was “vigorously support-
ing” UN peace efforts for Syria but 
does not say how this aim is to be 
achieved. It calls on the Assad gov-
ernment to “engage constructively” 
in UN-sponsored peace talks in Ge-
neva but says the goal is to “compel 
Assad to step aside.” The strategy is 
vague on the question of whether 
the Syrian leader should be allowed 
to stay in power for a transitional 
period.

“A strategy requires both actions 
and resources and Tillerson didn’t 
have much to say about either,” Jon 

Alterman, director of the Middle 
East Programme at the Centre for 
Strategic and International Studies 
(CSIS), a think-tank in Washington, 
wrote in an analysis on the CSIS 
website. Tillerson failed to present a 
convincing argument for why Amer-
icans, sceptical of yet another open-
ended commitment in a faraway 
country, should care about Syria and 
had not defined Syria’s place on the 
list of US priorities in the world, he 
pointed out.

“It is hard to cover up this basic 
fact: The United States is less com-
mitted to shaping an outcome in 
Syria than any of the major antago-
nists — the Assad government, the 
Turks, the Russians, the Iranians or 
any of the combatant groups on the 
ground,” Alterman wrote.

The emergence of competing 
power centres in US foreign policy 
has been muddying the waters. 
There are doubts about Tillerson’s 
influence on decision-making. He 
has been publicly rebuked and hu-
miliated by US President Donald 
Trump several times. Just days be-
fore Tillerson tried to cool tensions 
with Turkey with his visit to Ankara, 
US generals in Syria rejected Turk-
ish calls for a retreat from Manbij. 
Some parts of US Middle East policy 
are the realm of Trump’s son-in-law 
Jared Kushner, who is working on 
a plan for peace between Israel and 
the Palestinians.

“As of today, the perception in 
the Middle East is that there is no 
coherent strategy for the region,” 
said Vatanka, who had just re-
turned from a visit to the Gulf re-
gion. The impression among many 
in the Middle East was that the US 
administration was “heavy on rhet-
oric” but light on strategy and ac-
tion. “That’s almost half the battle 
lost,” Vatanka said.

Thomas Seibert is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab Weekly.

Beirut

A 

three-way deal has seem-
ingly been reached in 
the complex web of Syr-
ian politics, allowing the 
Turkish Army to possibly 

move into Manbij, west of the Eu-
phrates River, side by side with US 
forces, in exchange for letting the 
Syrian Army or allied military groups 
enter Afrin instead of Kurdish mili-
tias.

Implicitly, the Russians see this 
as a green light to march on the last 
remaining enclave of the armed op-
position in Ghouta, the agricultural 
belt around Damascus, which they 
started doing — raising international 
outcry — on February 20.

There is nothing Syrian about the 
agreement, reached on their behalf 
by the Russians, Americans and 
Turks. Apart from that, all sides seem 
satisfied with it, with the exception, 
of course, of the Syrian opposition.

The Manbij deal was hammered 
out by US Secretary of State Rex Till-
erson and Turkish Foreign Minister 
Mevlut Cavusoglu during the for-
mer’s visit to Ankara. It allows the 
Turks to march on Manbij, a multi-
ethnic city overrun by the Islamic 
State (ISIS) in 2014 and liberated by 
the nearly all-Kurdish Syrian Demo-
cratic Forces (SDF) in 2016.

The Turks had begged the United 
States to let them finish off ISIS in 
Manbij and Raqqa, the de facto ISIS 

capital, but both honours went to 
separatist Kurdish militias, labelled 
“terrorist militias” by the Turkish 
government. They have now been 
satisfied with a threshold in Man-
bij but, in return, are obliged to halt 
their offensive on Afrin, west of the 
Euphrates, deep within Russia’s 
sphere of influence in Syria.

The Afrin operation, which started 
January 20, has been extremely slow, 
complicated and generally not good 
for Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan. He had expected a swift vic-
tory but more than one month after 
his forces started pounding Afrin, the 
city remains firmly in the hands of 
the People’s Protection Units (YPG).

The Turkish death toll is rising and 
Erdogan is coming under immense 
pressure for targeting civilians, ar-
resting anti-war demonstrators and 
using internationally prohibited 
weapons on the Kurds of Afrin.

Desperate for a way out, Erdogan 
agreed to let Syrian government 
troops march on Afrin, ending Kurd-
ish aspirations in the contested city. 
They will be prevented from linking 
Afrin, administratively and political-
ly, to their territorial ambitions west 
of the Euphrates, in Hasakah and 
Qamishli, where US troops are based.

Afrin would have theoretically re-
turned to the hold of the Damascus 
government and in return for ampu-
tating Kurdish ambitions, the Turks 
will look the other way as Russia and 
Syria begin a massive battle against 
their Syrian proxies in Ghouta, where 
the armed opposition has been in 
control since 2012. That changed 

after the Turkish government wel-
comed the deal, under the belief 
that the Kurds would march out as 
the Syrian were marching in. When 
it was clear that the Kurdish armed 
groups would not leave, the Turks 
turned sour, claiming they had been 
deceived. 

Turkish officials claimed they 
don’t mind seeing Afrin restored to 
Syrian officialdom, arguing that their 
only red line is government troops 
aiding Kurdish separatists. The Kurd-
ish parties claim this is what they had 
wanted all along, after a senior del-
egation visited Damascus hours be-
fore the Turkish operations started, 
asking for Syrian Army protection. 
They offered in exchange to let gov-
ernment troops establish “symbolic 
presence” in Afrin, such as setting up 
schools and raising the Syrian flag.

Damascus said no, arguing that 
Afrin was a Syrian city rather than 
a Kurdish one and that its armed 
groups would be subjected to the 
terms of the reconciliation agree-

ments reached with warring factions 
since the Russians intervened in the 
Syrian conflict in 2015. The Kurds 
would get to keep their light arms 
but surrender heavy weaponry ob-
tained from the Americans. They 
would also be entitled to patrol and 
police their city, side by side with the 
Syrian Army. At the time, the Kurds 
refused, thinking that the Afrin oper-
ation would not happen, due to ear-
lier promises from the Russians, who 
had entered Afrin in mid-2012.

On February 18, however, a senior 
Kurdish delegation, headed by Sipan 
Hamo, commander of the YPG, went 
to Aleppo to meet with Syrian and 
Russian generals. This time, he was 
given a new offer: substantial Syrian 
government presence in Afrin rather 
than symbolic in exchange for full 
support of the Russian and Syrian Air 
Force against the Turkish onslaught. 
Government troops would deploy in 
Afrin and fight off invading Turkish 
forces but the Kurds would have to 
dismantle all military and political 

institutions once operations ended 
and agree to full regime control of 
Afrin, with no linkage to the Kurdish 
entities east of the Euphrates.

Seeing that the agreement has re-
ceived the implicit blessing of the 
Americans, the Kurds said yes, un-
able to say no to the Trump admin-
istration. They are the only militants 
on the Syrian battlefield still receiv-
ing arms and funds from the United 
States, with an additional $550 mil-
lion allocated for the SDF in the Pen-
tagon’s 2019 budget.

Assurances have been given that 
they would face no similar scenario 
in cities fully under their control, 
like Hasakah and Qamishli, a prom-
ise that might be hard to believe  
after all sides abandoned them, first 
in Iraqi Kurdistan when they went to 
the polls last September, and more 
recently, in Afrin itself.

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

US Syria strategy under fire as events 
expose Washington’s inconsistencies

Great powers trade Kurds 
and territory in Syria’s 
splintering conflict

Thomas Seibert

Sami Moubayed

Counterweight. A convoy of pro-Syrian government fighters arrive in Syria’s northern region of 
Afrin, on February 20.                                                                                                                                                 (AFP)

Sidelined. US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson (L) and Turkey’s Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu 
walk to a joint news conference following their meeting in Ankara, on February 16.                                   (AP)

The emergence of 
competing power 
centres in US foreign 
policy has been 
muddying the waters.
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ran has invested significant 
blood, treasure and politi-
cal capital in the survival of 
Bashar Assad’s regime in 
Syria and yet it finds itself 
struggling with competitors 

such as Russia, China and Turkey 
when it comes to Syria’s post-war 
reconstruction.

Tehran’s military engagement 
in and economic assistance to 
Syria provokes significant angry 
responses from ordinary Iranians. 
They want living standards to im-
prove in Iran rather than for public 
funds to be used to support the 
country’s regional allies. Increas-
ingly, commanders of the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) 
also express anger at Iran’s meagre 
return on its investment in Syria.

The latest display of IRGC 
unhappiness was from Major-Gen-
eral Rahim Safavi, senior military 
adviser to Iranian Supreme Leader 
Ali Khamenei. Addressing the 
“Syria Crisis: The Latest Field and 
Political Developments” seminar, 
Safavi compared Russian and 
Iranian gains in that country. “The 
Russians signed a 49-year contract 
with Syria,” Safavi said, refer-
ring to the January 18 agreement 
between the two countries. “They 
got a military base, as well as eco-
nomic and political privileges.”

However, in an oblique com-
plaint about Iran’s poor gains, 
Safavi went on to say: “In my 

opinion, Iran, too, can have 
long-term political and economic 

contracts with Syria and return on 

its investments. Right now, Iran is 
exporting from Syria’s phosphate 
mines.”

He did not mention that Iran’s 
export of Syrian phosphate is in 
return for oil exports to Syria. He 
also did not publicly say that Rus-
sia’s economic privileges in Syria 
are a great impediment to Iranian 
companies, including those owned 
by the IRGC.

In a much more blunt analysis, 
the Farsi news website Baztab 
warned against the Syria-Russia 
agreement. The website, which is 
known to be close to former IRGC 
commander Mohsen Rezaei, said 

the Damascus-Moscow deal means 
“Iran and Iranian companies are 
almost sidelined from reconstruc-
tion and investment in this coun-
try… Should Iran desire to partici-
pate in Syria’s reconstruction, it 
must negotiate with Russia!”

The new realisation comes 
after a long period of daydream-
ing at the IRGC’s Khatam al-Anbia 
Construction Headquarters. In De-
cember, Iran’s largest contracting 
company declared its readiness to 
engage in the rebuilding of Syria. 
Khatam al-Anbia chief Ebad-Allah 
Abdollahi said the company was 
ready to rebuild roads, ports, 

petroleum facilities and electri-
cal plants, establish factories and 
automobile assembly plants and 
develop new infrastructure for the 
war-torn country.

The scope of Russia’s ambitions 
in Syria makes it hard to see Iran’s 
plans coming to pass, however, 
unless IRGC companies operate 
as subcontractors to the Russian-
Syrian consortium responsible for 
post-war reconstruction.

Iran’s exports to Syria face ob-
stacles, too. In November, Hossein 
Selahvarzi, deputy leader of Iran’s 
Chamber of Commerce, com-
plained that the Syrian govern-
ment had imposed “certain restric-
tions on export of Iranian products 
to Syria, which, in reality, prevent 
us from exporting our goods.” He 
added that Syrian consumers ap-
peared to prefer Turkish products 
smuggled into the Syrian market 
to Iranian exports.

Sharpening economic rivalry 
between Tehran and Moscow over 
Syria widens the gap between the 
two capitals. It also imposes new 
strains on the tactical alliance 
between Iran and Russia.

While Russia cements its 
position as the central player in 
Syria, Iran watches helplessly as 
the blood, treasure and political 
capital it invested goes to waste. 
Worse still, so long as the regime in 
Tehran dismisses the chance of a 
more pragmatic policy towards the 
United States and Israel, there is 
not much it can do to increase the 
return on its investments in Syria.

Tehran’s military 
engagement in and 
economic 
assistance to Syria 
provokes 
significant angry 
responses from 
ordinary Iranians. 

Iran wants return on investments from Syria, well... just like RussiaViewpoint

Ali Alfoneh
is a non-resident senior 

fellow at Rafik Hariri Centre 
for the Middle East at 
the Atlantic Council.

Expert warns chemical weapons use in 
Syria ‘could lead to regional proliferation’

London

T 

he Arab Weekly (TAW): 
How worried are you 
by Syrian President 
Bashar Assad’s appar-
ent impunity in the use 
of chemical weapons?

De Bretton-Gordon: We’re just 
approaching the seventh year of 
the Syrian conflict and the conflict 
has been synonymous with two 
crimes against humanity. First of 
all, the direct targeting of hospi-
tals and medical staff and, 
secondly, the use of chemical 
weapons. Over the 7-year period, 
there have been at least 1,000 
documented uses of chemical 
weapons.

Back in August 2012, [US] 
President Barack Obama made his 
famous statement about red line 
use of chemical weapons [the line 
that should not be crossed]. Then 
on the 21st of August, 2013, up to 
1,500 people were killed in the 
suburb of Eastern Ghouta by the 
nerve agent sarin and subsequent 
investigation by the Organisation 
for the Prohibition of Chemical 
Weapons came to the conclusion 
that sarin nerve agent had been 
used and the Syrian regime was 
responsible.

The international community, 
for a lot of very bad reasons, 
decided not to act after that major 
chemical attack and although the 
declared stockpile of chemical 
weapons of the Assad regime was 
removed in 2014, it is very clear 
that some chemical weapons were 
held back.

TAW: Why is Assad using 
chemical weapons?

De Bretton-Gordon: The 
widespread use of chemicals has 
been very successful for the 
Syrian regime. The siege of 
Aleppo, which lasted four years, 
was eventually broken in Decem-
ber 2016 with extensive use of 
chlorine barrel bombs. We’ve seen 
in Eastern Ghouta, particularly 
over the last few months, the 
widespread use of chlorine and, 
even more worryingly, the nerve 
agent sarin. We’ve also seen in the 
last few weeks the extensive use 
of chlorine in Idlib province. 
Ghouta and Idlib are the two areas 
that are still defying the Syrian 
regime, which in effect with their 
Russian allies have won the war in 
Syria.

The psychological effect of the 
use of chemical weapons has 
always struck me as unbelievable 
when I’ve seen it in Syria and Iraq. 
Very brave people who’ve endured 
so much from conventional bombs 
and bullets wilt in the face of 
chemical weapons and that’s why 
they’re such a good terrorist 
weapon.

TAW: Why do you talk about a 
new cold war?

De Bretton-Gordon: The 
strategic concern is that although 
the Russians, I do not believe, are 
directly involved in the Syrian 
regime’s use of chemical weapons, 
they’re certainly aware of this. 
The jets that took off from the 
Russian air base on the 4th of 
April, 2017, and dropped a nerve 
agent on the town of Khan 
Shaykhun were under the noses of 
the Russians.

I think from a strategic perspec-
tive with the new cold war 
between Russia and the West, the 
Russians, who in the past have 

always relied on chemical weap-
ons and nuclear weapons as their 
defence against the West, could 
well reintroduce chemical 
weapons into their arsenal in any 
conflict with the West.

I think from the West’s perspec-
tive and particularly from NATO’s, 
most NATO countries have paid lip 
service to chemical weapons since 
the Cold War and have what we 
call in military terms taken a 
capability holiday with chemical 
weapons defence.

TAW: What can governments in 
the Middle East and North Africa 
do?

De Bretton-Gordon: We know in 
Libya, for instance, there was a 
vast stockpile of chemical 
weapons that was destroyed very 
effectively by the international 
community and the United 
Nations but, undoubtedly, as 
we’ve seen in Syria, elements of 
the stockpile will have been prolif-

erated elsewhere. I think it is that 
region and particularly the 
ungoverned space where these 
things could expand.

Governments and the GCC [Gulf 
Cooperation Council] have a very 
key role to play here. It is most 
likely that chemical weapons are 
going to be used in the GCC 
region. I’m not sure that GCC 
countries are particularly well 
configured to defend against this. 
With their combined weight to put 
pressure on the United States, 
United Kingdom and France to do 
more, it will be critical to bring 
this to book because if we don’t 
stop chemical weapons usage in 
Syria now, it’s going to lead to 
proliferation. If the GCC can speak 
with a unified voice, they will 
hopefully exert pressure.

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

I n t e r v i e w

Sharmila Devi

Hamish de Bretton-Gordon is a leading expert in chemical, 
biological, radiological and nuclear defence, having served as a 
commanding officer in the British Army. He advises governments 
and NGOs in Syria and Iraq on how to combat chemical attacks. 
He spoke with The Arab Weekly about concerns posed by Syria.

Transactional mood. A 2010 file photo shows Iranian Supreme 
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei (R) talking with Syrian President 
Bashar Assad in Tehran, Iran.                 (AFP)

“The widespread 
use of chemicals 
has been very 
successful for the 
Syrian regime.”
Hamish de Bretton-Gordon               

Strategic concerns. Leading expert in chemical, biological, radiological and nuclear defence Hamish 
de Bretton-Gordon.                                                                                                          (Courtesy of Hamish de Bretton-Gordon)
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I 

raq continued to rate poorly in 
its human rights and anti-cor-
ruption records, reports from 
Amnesty International and 
Transparency International 

showed. Predictably, the Islamic 
State (ISIS) proved to be the worst 
offender.

“[ISIS] fighters forcibly displaced 
thousands of civilians into ac-
tive conflict, used them as human 
shields on a mass scale, deliberate-
ly killed civilians fleeing the fight-
ing, and recruited and deployed 
child soldiers,” said the report by 
Amnesty International.

“[ISIS] killed and injured civil-
ians across Iraq in suicide bomb-
ings and other deadly attacks that 
deliberately targeted civilians in 
markets.”

Iraqi forces, Kurdish peshmerga 
and the predominately Shia Popu-
lar Mobilisation Forces (PMF) did 
not escape criticism.

“Iraqi and Kurdish forces and 
paramilitary militias extrajudicial-
ly executed captured fighters and 
civilians fleeing the conflict and 
destroyed homes and other civil-
ian property,” Amnesty Interna-
tional said.

“Iraqi and Kurdish forces as well 
as government authorities arbitrar-
ily detained, forcibly disappeared 
and tortured civilians suspected of 
being affiliated with [ISIS].”

The US-led anti-ISIS coalition 
was also implicated in rights viola-
tions.

“In west Mosul, Iraqi and coali-
tion forces launched a series of 
disproportionate or otherwise in-
discriminate attacks. In one such 
attack, on March 17 in Mosul al-
Jadida neighbourhood, at least 
105 civilians were killed by a US air 
strike targeting two [ISIS] snipers,” 
said the report.

“In east Mosul, hundreds of ci-
vilians were killed in air strikes 
launched by the coalition and Iraqi 
forces on their homes or places 
where they sought refuge as they 
followed Iraqi government in-
structions not to leave during the 
battle.”

The human rights group accused 
Iraqi forces, Kurdish fighters and 
the PMF of torture and enforced 
disappearances.

“Common forms of torture in-
cluded beatings on the head and 
body with metal rods and cables, 
suspension in stress positions by 
the arms or legs, electric shocks 
and threats of rape of female rela-
tives. Detainees faced limited ac-
cess to medical care, which led to 
deaths in custody and amputa-
tions,” Amnesty International said.

Iraq’s judicial system also came 
under fire.

“The criminal justice system 
in Iraq remained deeply flawed… 
Courts continued to admit ‘con-
fessions’ that were extracted un-
der torture as evidence. Many of 
those convicted after these unfair 
and hasty trials were sentenced to 
death,” said Amnesty’s report.

“Iraq remained one of the 
world’s most prolific users of the 
death penalty… The death penalty 

continued to be used as a tool of 
retribution in response to pub-
lic outrage after attacks claimed  

by [ISIS].”
Kurdish authorities’ restrictions 

on freedom of expression also 
drew the attention of Amnesty In-
ternational.

“Journalists and online activ-
ists in the [Kurdistan region of 
Iraq] were subject to arbitrary ar-
rest, beatings, surveillance, death 
threats and smear campaigns in-
tended to damage their reputa-
tions or the reputations of their 
family members,” it said.

Despite the defeat of ISIS, more 
than 3 million people remained in-
ternally displaced across Iraq.

“Civilians in [internally dis-
placed persons] IDP camps expe-
rienced shortages of food, water, 
medicine and other basic needs. 
Freedom of movement in IDP 
camps was severely limited and 
camp residents reported that ci-
vilians, including children, were 
recruited from camps by paramili-
tary militias — sometimes forcibly 
— and that family members had 
been forcibly disappeared from 
public areas in the camps and from 
their tents,” the Amnesty report 
said.

“Women heads of households 
who sheltered in IDP camps — par-
ticularly those whose male rela-
tives were suspected of affiliation 
with [ISIS] — reported being sub-
jected to rape and other sexual 
abuse and exploitation and sys-
tematic discrimination, including 
having inadequate and unequal 
access to food, water and other ba-
sic supplies.”

Amnesty International high-
lighted the plight of Yazidi women 
and children who were subjected 
to rape and enslavement by ISIS.

“Those who managed to escape 
or were freed after their relatives 
paid ransoms did not receive ade-
quate remedies, including the nec-
essary care and support required 
to help rebuild their lives,” it said.

In its own report on Iraq, the 
International Crisis Group (ICG) 
called on Iraqi authorities to stabi-
lise the northern region of Sinjar to 
help the Yazidi minority.

The ICG report accused Masoud 
Barzani’s Kurdistan Democratic 
Party (KDP) of treating Yazidis 
“as second-class Kurds.” The KDP 
“barely disguised its ambition… 
to annex Sinjar” to the Kurdistan 
Regional Government, said the re-
port.

Iraq ranked 169 out of 180 in 
Transparency International’s 2017 
Corruption Perceptions Index. Iraq 
was listed as the tenth most cor-
rupt country in the 2016 index, 
which listed 176 nations.

“The worst performing Arab 
states in the index — Iraq, Lib-
ya, Somalia, Sudan, Syria, and  
Yemen — all suffer from weak pub-
lic institutions, internal conflict 
and deep instability,” Transpar-
ency International said in a state-
ment.

“Such situations allow corrup-
tion to become rife with little to 
no checks on official abuse. Amid 
ongoing violence, as well as inter-
nal wars and conflicts, all forms of 
good governance have eroded.”

Iraq is likely to need a significant 
climb in the index if its efforts to 
attract international investments 
are going to succeed.

Iraq still ranks poorly in rights, transparency records
The Arab Weekly staff

I 

raq has published a list of 60 
individuals wanted on terror-
ism charges, including alleged 
members of either the Islamic 
State (ISIS) or al-Qaeda terror-
ist organisations or the Ba’ath 

Party, which was deposed by the 
US-led invasion in 2003.

The list features names of 28 
suspected ISIS militants, 12 al-
leged al-Qaeda members and 20 
Ba’athists, detailing the roles they 
allegedly play in their respective 
organisations, the crimes they are 
accused of having perpetrated and, 
in several instances, photographs 
of the suspects.

“These are the terrorists most 
wanted by the judicial authorities 
and the security services,” an Iraqi 
official said. “This is the first time 
we publish these names, which 
until now were secret.”

Most intriguing about the list are 
two names — one present and the 
other conspicuously absent.

Despite Baghdad’s claims that 
the list represented the names of 

the 60 most dangerous fugitives 

wanted on terrorism offences, 
ISIS leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi 
did not feature at all. He is neither 
listed under his nom de guerre nor 
by his formal name, Ibrahim Aw-
wad al-Samarrai.

While several of his lieutenants 
are on the list, Baghdadi’s absence 
was jarring, particularly consider-
ing the global frenzy surrounding 
the elusive leader whose opera-
tives conquered one-third of Iraq 
and large parts of Syria and killed 
hundreds of people around the 
world.

Taking into account Iraq’s more-
than-three years of war against 
ISIS, suffering hundreds of billions 
of dollars’ worth of damage with 
millions of lives affected, one 
would think that Baghdadi should 
have appeared as the first name on 
the list.

Instead of Baghdadi, however, 
the list included Raghad Saddam 
Hussein, daughter of former Iraqi 
leader Saddam Hussein. Raghad 
has been living in exile since the 
US-led invasion, preferring to keep 

a low profile in Amman.
No security assessment before 

or after the 2003 invasion flagged 
Raghad as a potential terrorist mas-
termind. However, Iraqi law has 
criminalised any affiliation with 
the Ba’athists and classified the 
entire party as a “terrorist organi-
sation,” which shows that Raghad 
is being found guilty by association 
rather than because of any actual 
involvement with terrorism.

By failing to include Baghdadi, 
Iraqi authorities were ridiculed by 
Arab news outlets and on social 
media. After all, how could the 
Iraqi authorities forget to add one 
of the most-wanted men on the 
planet?

Sensing the PR disaster and chaf-
ing from the global mockery the 
Baghdad government was facing, 
officials published a new list of 
“most-wanted terrorists” two days 
after the first. This time, however, 
ISIS’s pretender caliph featured 
front and centre.

A security official who spoke to 
Agence France-Presse said the list 

that featured Baghdadi represent-
ed people who “are more danger-
ous than those who appeared on 
the first list… and they are wanted 
internationally, whereas the oth-
ers are wanted only by the Iraqi 
courts.”

This is a weak excuse designed 
to save face, as al-Qaeda and ISIS 
operatives are wanted the world 
over and the first list is full of hard-
core terror suspects. If the first list 
represents those wanted by the 
judiciary, you would expect Bagh-
dadi to feature twice, rather than 
be included as an afterthought.

It would have been better for 
them to admit they made a serious 
error of judgment and sack the 
officials responsible. As it stands, it 
seems that Baghdad’s latest rulers 
fear the daughter of a long-dead 
former president far more than 
they fear a man who almost cap-
tured their capital three-and-a-half 
years ago. If that is not indicative 
of the Green Zone regime’s con-
scious insecurity over its inability 
to rule, I don’t know what is.

By failing to 
include Baghdadi, 
the Iraqi 
authorities were 
ridiculed on Arab 
news outlets and 
on social media.

Is a dead president’s daughter more dangerous than ISIS?Viewpoint

Tallha Abdulrazaq
is a researcher at the University 

of Exeter’s Strategy and Security 
Institute in England.

Ineradicable scars. A 2017 file picture shows a Yazidi boy, who was sold by ISIS to a Muslim couple in 
Mosul, hugging his grandmother after he was returned to his family in Dohuk.                                 (Reuters)

Amnesty International 
accused Iraqi forces, 
Kurdish fighters and 
the Popular 
Mobilisation Forces of 
torture and enforced 
disappearances.
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T 

he internationally recog-
nised government of Yem-
eni President Abd Rabbo 
Mansour Hadi made a 
series of military appoint-

ments that seem aimed at curtailing 
the powers of relatives of former 
President Ali Abdullah Saleh.

The government-controlled Saba 
news agency published decrees in 
which Hadi promoted Brigadier-
General Yahya Hussein Salah to 
commander of the fifth military 
zone and Brigadier-General Hashim 
Abdullah al-Ahmar to commander 
of the sixth military zone and com-
mander of the 141st Infantry Bri-
gade. Both officers will have the 
rank of major-general.

Yemeni sources said the appoint-
ments were part of Hadi’s effort to 
block any role that could be played 
by Brigadier-General Ahmad Ali 
Abdullah Saleh (the eldest son of 
Ali Abdullah Saleh) and his cousin 
Major-General Tariq Mohammed 
Abdullah Saleh in efforts to liberate 
Sana’a from Houthi rebels. Govern-
ment forces, aided by a Saudi-led 
coalition, have been fighting the re-
bels for more than three years.

The sources said the last time 
such a military reorganisation took 
place, following the handover of 
power from Ali Abdullah Saleh to 
Hadi, it paved the way for the Hou-
this to take over Sana’a on Septem-
ber 21, 2014.

Tariq Saleh, a former commander 
of the Yemeni special forces, was 

thought to have been killed along 
with Ali Abdullah Saleh by Houthi 
rebels last December in Sana’a but 
reappeared in January in Shabwa 
province.

Yemeni observers said the mili-
tary reshuffle came while Tariq 
Saleh was attempting to unite ele-
ments within the Republican Guard 
and former special forces to join 
in the military fighting against the 

Iran-allied Houthis. Those efforts 
were met with strong opposition in 
the Hadi camp as well as within the 
Islah Party, which rejects any politi-
cal or military role by Ali Abdullah 
Saleh’s family.

Since assuming power in 2012, 
Hadi has been accused of pursuing 
a policy aimed at empowering the 
Muslim Brotherhood in northern 
Yemen, while seeking to strengthen 

his presence in the south with the 
support of the Islah Party, a policy 
that alienated many active anti-
Houthi forces.

Hadi’s recent efforts to empower 
the Islah Party came after the assas-
sination of one of its senior leaders 
in the southern city of Aden, the 
temporary base of the internation-
ally recognised government.

Al-Masdar Online news reported 
that gunmen on a motorbike killed 
Islah Party Organisation and Re-
habilitation Department Director 
Shawqi Kamadi in a drive-by shoot-
ing in Aden.

The website reported that a wave 
of assassinations targeting mili-
tary, security officers and clerics in 
Aden had resumed but no one has 
claimed responsibility for the kill-
ings.

Fighting in Aden between the 
internationally recognised govern-
ment and the secessionist South-
ern Transitional Council (STC) in 
January left 38 people killed and 
222 wounded. Saudi Arabia and 
the United Arab Emirates brokered 
a truce but issues between the fac-
tions remain and finger-pointing 
continues.

There is a history of tensions be-
tween STC Supreme Commander 
Aidarus al-Zubaidi and Hadi, who 
removed Zubaidi as Aden governor 
last year. Zubaidi then joined forces 
with southern separatists.

Many southern Yemenis said 
they feel exploited by leaders in 
the north. That sentiment led to the 
formation in 2007 of the Southern 
Mobility Movement, which wants 
South Yemen to once again be an 
independent state.

Military reshuffle in Yemen aimed at tackling Saleh family 
The Arab Weekly staff

News & Analysis Yemen

Marib

T 

he clang of jackhammers 
and excavators fills the 
streets of Marib, an oil-
rich Yemeni boomtown 
once accustomed to the 

sounds of war. It is a rare oasis of 
stability in a country torn by strife.

Yemen is convulsed by what is 
arguably the world’s worst hu-
manitarian crisis, with rampant 
disease, famine and a ruinous con-
flict pitting the Saudi-backed gov-
ernment of President Abd Rabbo 
Mansour Hadi against Iran-aligned 
Houthi rebels.

The fall of Yemen has coincided 
with the rise of Marib, once seen 
as an al-Qaeda bastion. It has been 
spared much of the misery owing 
to its oil and gas reserves, proxim-
ity to Saudi Arabia and rare tribal 
cohesion that has helped repel 
Houthi incursions.

“We have managed to push the 
war far away from Marib,” said pro-
vincial Governor Sultan al-Arada. 
“Marib is untouchable.”

Marib is Yemen’s most thriving 
city, thanks in part to an influx of 
hundreds of thousands of internal-
ly displaced people, among them 
entrepreneurs, doctors and a mon-
ied class that is driving up invest-
ments and property prices.

Hundreds of new businesses, 
from eateries to water bottling 
plants, have opened and construc-
tion sites are everywhere.

Marib offers another novelty to 
legions of youth in a country with 
chronic joblessness — salaries.

“The spectacular rise of Marib 
has come not despite the conflict 
but because of it,” Farea al-Mus-

limi, a Yemen expert at London’s 
Chatham House think-tank said.  
“Marib has gained from the chaos 
surrounding it.”

A weakened central government 
— exiled in the southern port city 
of Aden, where southern sepa-
ratists opened a new front in the 
conflict — has strengthened local 
governance, giving Marib more au-
tonomy to chart its future.

Its university is expanding and 
businessmen, who once fled the 
war, are slowly returning. That in-
cludes Obaid Zubaiyen, head of a 
family-run trade and construction 
enterprise with interests across 
the Gulf. He had left Yemen in 2011 
amid increasing turmoil.

“The family is back because 
Marib means opportunity,” said 
Misbah Ohag, a group manager, 
showing a blueprint of a planned 
multimillion-dollar project of vil-
las, apartments and malls.

Arada said he plans to build an 
international airport and aims to 
make Marib, home to temple ruins 
from the ancient Sabaean kingdom, 
a magnet for tourists, a plan ham-
pered by the wrenching conflict.

However, scars of the war rum-
bling outside Marib are visible in 
the province.

At a rehab centre for child sol-
diers, drawings sketched by 
the young survivors are telling. 
One showed a grenade, a tank, a 
helicopter gunship and crimson 
splashes of blood.

“They blew up my school,” read 
the caption.

Houthi rebels planted thousands 
of landmines around Marib and 
mangled carcasses of cars litter its 
mountainous border.

“So many dead and limbless 
people,” said Mohammed Abdo 
al-Qubati, head of Marib general 
hospital, home to Yemen’s only 
functional prosthetic limbs centre 
in government territory. “It’s like 
we are waiting for the remaining 
people to die.”

Marib, with an original popula-
tion of about 350,000, is sinking 
under the weight of what officials 
say are 1.5 million displaced peo-
ple from across Yemen, putting a 

strain on resources.
In a decrepit camp on its out-

skirts, dozens of people from a 
tribe called Jaham tugged at the 
sleeves of Saudi aid officials, im-
ploring them for more relief sup-
plies.

“This is the kind of life you wish 
upon your enemy. We used to live 
in palaces, now we live in tents,” 
said a tribesman from nearby  
Sirwah district, which was overrun 
by the Houthis.

“No, no,” interjected another 
tribesman. “This is not even a tent. 
This is wood covered with a flimsy 
blanket.”

Houthi rebels besieged Marib for 
months in 2015 after they captured 
Sana’a but were pushed back in 
fierce clashes with local tribesmen 
aided by the Saudi-led coalition.

Arada, one of the region’s most 
influential tribal leaders, rallied 

fellow elders — even those who 
traditionally supported the Hou-
this — to pledge loyalty to the Hadi 
government.

The United States, behind regu-
lar drone strikes in the territory to 
combat al-Qaeda, imposed sanc-
tions on Arada’s brother, accus-
ing him of supporting the group, 
a charge the governor vehemently 
denies.

Marib faces the constant threat 
of Houthi rockets, hundreds of 
which have been fired towards the 
city. A missile strike killed six chil-
dren last year during Eid festivi-
ties, Arada said.

Yemen is a chessboard of proxy 
warfare between Saudi Arabia and 
Iran. Paying a heavy price for the 
conflict are thousands of divided 
families in Yemen, split between 
Houthi and government territory.

“We go through checkpoint, 

checkpoint, checkpoint,” said 
Amina al-Ayashi, 55, describing a 
circuitous route to Sana’a, where 
her son, journalist Taufiq, is in 
a Houthi jail as the rebels crack 
down on the media.

“It feels like a whole lifetime. 
They (rebels) humiliatingly search 
us. We bring clothes, bread, veg-
etables. They refuse...” she trailed 
off.

Morsal Haidara, an English pro-
fessor at Marib University, which 
restarted in 2016 after being shut 
down during months of fighting, 
draws parallels to Shakespeare’s 
“Hamlet,” comparing the rebels to 
the character Claudius who seized 
the throne by poisoning his own 
brother.

“What’s happening in Yemen is a 
tragedy,” he said.

(Agence France-Presse)

As Yemen falls apart, Marib comes back to life
Anuj Chopra

New life. Yemeni children, formerly Houthi fighters, stand outside a rehabilitation centre at a school 
in the town of Marib, on January 29, 2018.                                                                         (AFP)

Changing dynamics. Yemenis gather to mark the anniversary of the 2011 uprising that toppled former 
Yemeni President Ali Abdullah Saleh in Taiz, on February 11.                        (AFP)

Marib faces the 
constant threat of 
Houthi rockets, 
hundreds of which 
have been fired 
towards the city. 

The series of 
appointments are 
part of Hadi’s 
effort to block any 
role that could be 
played by Brigadier-
General Ahmad Ali 
Abdullah Saleh. 
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I
srael recently began to install houses in 
the first new settlement formally 
approved by Tel Aviv since 1991. News of 
the activity at the settlement is a sign of 
the change that Israel’s settlers see in the 
current international climate, especially 
in the United States. It is a licence to flout 

international law. In the words of prominent 
settler leader Yaakov Katz: “We are changing 
the map. The idea of the two-state solution is 
over. It is irreversible.” (See related story on 
Page 11 of this issue of The Arab Weekly.)

It is obvious the Israeli right wing is driving 
the agenda to end, once and for all, any pros-
pect for a two-state solution to the Palestinian-
Israeli conflict. As former US President Jimmy 
Carter has warned, the two-state formula “is 
being overtaken by a one-state reality.” How-
ever, there really is no other game in town even 
as Palestinian and Israeli pluralities despair at 
the prospects for a two-states-for-two-peoples 
solution.

It’s obvious that Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu does not mind settlers 
exploiting tensions between the United States 
and the Palestinian Authority by annexing 
settlements in an area that accounts for more 
than 60% of Palestinian territory. It’s not hard 
to understand the reasons for Palestinian alarm 
with “West Bank Jewish Population Stats,” a 
report sponsored by the prominent settler 
organisation Bet El Institutions, saying the 
population of existing settlements is growing at 
double the rate of Israel.

In recent days, US President Donald Trump 
expressed doubt that Israelis and Palestinians 
are “looking to make peace” and yet the Trump 
administration has not rescinded its assurance 
that an “Israeli-Palestinian peace initiative” is 
in the works. It is time it made good on that 
promise.

The Americans should put forward their 
peace plan if they have one. Israelis, too, must 
assume responsibility for those who live under 
Israeli occupation. This is not to assign indi-
vidual guilt but to recall the obligations of our 
shared humanity.

As Israeli human rights lawyer and political 
activist Michael Sfard recently wrote in the 
Haaretz newspaper: “As Israelis, we are all 
responsible for the realm of occupation, even if 
we do not man the checkpoints, live in settle-
ments or hand out permits… Collective respon-
sibility is the moral responsibility society bears 
for external actions carried out by the collec-
tive. It derives from belonging and also from 
partnership.”

The need for children in the 
Arab world to attend school

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Qatar more interested in buying loyalty 
of Hamas than in helping Gazans

Q 

atar is losing ground in 
Gaza, even with Hamas 
still in control. Qatar 
and Turkey have not 
followed through on 
promises to end Gaza’s 

misery. Their aid was limited to host-
ing members of Hamas’s leadership 
in Ankara and Doha under unspeci-
fied conditions. The Turkish and 
Qatari sides had other plans.

For Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s 
Turkey, Afrin, in north-western 
Syria, has become much more 
important than Jerusalem, the city 
that nourishes Gaza’s spirit and 
sustains its vitality and resistance. 
As for Qatar, winning the blessing of 
the United States has become 
primordial and it is willing to stop 
aiding Gaza in exchange.

Qatari officials have been so 
careful not to cross red lines 
imposed by so-called strategic talks 
with Washington that even the 
measly cost of paying the salaries of 
sanitation workers in Gaza’s 
broken-down hospitals has turned 
into a major challenge. Qatar is 
concerned that giving Gazans an 
additional handful of dollars could 
be considered a dangerous breach 
of the agreed-on measures in the 
war on terror.

The Americans placed Gazan 
groups on a terror blacklist even 
though things have relatively 
changed there. The dominant 
forces in Gaza are cooperating with 
the Egyptian military, closing 
Gaza’s borders with Egypt to 
 

designated terrorists.
Gaza’s misery is Palestinian 

made. It is the result of shameful 
indifference and poor decisions by 
Hamas and Fatah. The conflict 
between the two Palestinian parties 
allowed external powers to inter-
fere and led to the disastrous 
conditions in Gaza.

Even while supporting Hamas in 
Gaza, Turkey and Qatar hoped not 
to anger the Israeli side. About two 
years ago, Turkey offered to find a 
solution to Gaza’s biggest problem: 
electricity. Ankara solemnly 
announced that it was going to 
build a power plant on Gaza’s north-
ern borders, in other words, in 
Israel.

At that time, Israeli-Turkish 
relations were at their peak and the 
2010 Gaza flotilla raid, in which 
Israel used a military operation 
against six Turkish ships en route to 
Gaza, killing nine activists, was 
forgotten. Israel, however, did not 
go along with the power plant 
project, so Turkey shelved it. The 
project could have given Israel great 
political and security advantages.

Qatar was more interested in 
buying the loyalty of Hamas than in 
helping Gaza’s population. As 
usual, it excelled in lamenting the 
fate of the Palestinian cause and 
blaming others for the worsening 
living conditions in Gaza.

With terrorism on the rise in 
Egypt’s Sinai, the Rafah border 
crossing became an issue for both 
Egyptians and Palestinians. 

Terrorist cells have taken up 
residence in northern Sinai with the 
objective of wearing down Egypt’s 
patience and stamina until it is 
forced to give up that territory, 
paving the way for a solution to the 
Palestinian problem: expanding the 
Gaza Strip towards the Sinai.

Qatari aid to Hamas was func-
tionally a bribe for Hamas to remain 
embroiled in a conflict with Egypt 
that served no advantage to Hamas 
or the Palestinians.

When the Hamad City housing 
complex was completed in Gaza, 
most of the apartments were given 
to Hamas members whose houses 
had not even been destroyed. The 
other apartments went to the poor 
and some were sold in instalments 
to families of “martyrs.” Gazans 
who were in real need of housing 
had no choice but to protest loudly.

It is a pity to see Qatar stoop so 
low and pretend it is unable to give 
more as Gaza’s hospitals fail to pay 
sanitation companies because of a 
lack of funds. Meanwhile, Qatar 
has not hesitated to pay public rela-
tions companies millions of dollars 
to bolster its image and tarnish its 
opponents. The Palestinian 
Authority and President Mahmoud 
Abbas have done nothing to relieve 
the situation in Gaza’s hospitals 
because the dire situation serves 
their political agenda.

In a grotesque scene, the head of 
the Qatari Committee for the 
Reconstruction of Gaza, Ambassa-
dor Mohammed al-Emadi, at a 
news conference in Gaza, 
explained that sanitation costs in 
Palestinian hospitals were not part 
of the $9 million earmarked for 
Gaza.

For those who read between the 
lines, the ambassador was 
announcing the beginning of a 
break in relations with Hamas, 
especially after the latter made up 
with Egypt. One can also deduce 
that sanitation work in a hospital 
could turn out to be a terrorist act 
likely to irk the Americans.

Upon hearing the ambassador’s 
words, sanitation workers and 
other protesters threw stones and 
shoes at the speaker, who fled the 
scene. Qatar is in a real bind in 
Gaza.

Editorial
Israeli settlements remain 
a stumbling block to peace

 is a Palestinian writer and political analyst.
Adly Sadeq

Qatari aid to Hamas was functionally a bribe for Hamas to remain embroiled 
in a conflict with Egypt that served no advantage to Palestinians.

A report by the Out of School 
Children Initiative (OOSCI), a 
joint programme by the United 
Nations’ children and statistical 
agencies, has some good news. 
It shows that the number of 
school-age children not in class 

in the MENA region has decreased. It was 12.3 
million in 2015, down from 15 million in 2008. 
This is progress, something OOSCI acknowl-
edges, even while it notes the problems in 
educational systems across the region.

“There are many reasons why MENA children 
don’t go to school,” said the OOSCI report. 
“These include conflict, gender discrimination, 
educational quality, poor school environments 
(including violence in schools) and an epidemic 
of drop out, especially from the lower second-
ary level.”

On Page 20 of this issue of The Arab Weekly, 
Samar Kadi expands on the factors that affect 
school attendance.

In hotspots across the region, war interrupts 
the rhythms of childhood, not least the chance 
of a normal education. But conflict and unrest 
are not the only reasons that school enrolment, 
attendance and actual learning are patchy. It is 
also the priorities set by the region’s policies 
and the vision they embody. For instance, 
school attendance figures reflect a marked 
gender gap, something that extends unfairly 
into employment patterns later in life.

In many countries in the region, schooling is 
very much a budget issue, which the OOSCI 
report noted. “Ensuring that children attend 
school regularly requires additional financial 
and human resources,” it said.

That is a difficult issue. Revenue-raising 
measures such as higher taxes and lower 
subsidies have been the cause of recent social 
unrest in several countries in the region.

Education, however, must be a priority. To 
break the vicious circle of economic stagnation 
and poor employment opportunities, all 
children must be in school and learning.

Qatar is in a 
real bind in 
Gaza.

Losing ground. Qatari Ambassador to Gaza Mohammed al-Emadi (C) 
leaves following a news conference at the Dar al-Shifa hospital in Gaza 
City, on February 19.                                       (AFP)
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Moral leadership is 
needed in today’s world

S 

ome years ago, a cartoon in 
the New Yorker neatly en-
capsulated one of human-
ity’s great moral dilemmas. 
A small boy, gazing at his 
briefcase-clutching, tidily 

dressed father asks: “Dad, how can 
I do good and get a slice of the pie?” 
The boy’s question seems more 
relevant than ever to the world’s 
politics.

Media, including television and 
newsprint, have been preoccupied 
with the puzzle of US President 
Donald Trump. Is he a maverick but 
shrewd politician who not only 
engineered adoption by the ancient 
and resilient Republican Party, 
routing more experienced candi-
dates, most of whom would have 
made credible occupants of the 
White House but then went on to 
defeat pollsters, pundits and an 
experienced former first lady and 
Secretary of State Hillary Clinton? 
Clinton had the advantage, too, of 
being the first female candidate of 
one of the major parties for the 
presidency and following the first 
president of African-American 
descent.

Is Trump the “stable genius” he 
believes himself to be or is he a 
self-gratifying narcissist with the 
attention span of a child? This is 
what the journalist Michael Wolff, 
who camped for a week or two at 
the White House at the beginning of 
the Trump regime, said. The genius 
case seems to cover supply-side 
economics. Wall Street is up, 
unemployment and the dollar 
down.

Doing good as well as getting a 
slice of the pie is a simple moral 
dilemma. Part of Trump’s problem 
is that he is a head of state. Heads of 
state are supposed to display moral 
as well as political leadership, both 
at home and abroad. The 19th-cen-

tury commentator Walter Bagehot 
called the British monarchy the 
dignified part of the constitution. 
Parliamentary battles might well be 
essential for the preservation of 
sectoral freedoms or achieving 
social progress but the crown was 
expected to exemplify parliamen-
tary outcomes only.

Queen Elizabeth II is the longest 
ruling British monarch. She has 
been married for 70 years and 
reigned for 66 of them. There is, at 
present, real anxiety in Britain 
about the wisdom of imposing a 
state visit by an individual like 
Trump on the queen.

Her subjects need not worry; 
Queen Elizabeth learned her 
constitutional dance steps before 
most of them were born. She has 
had to receive Robert Mugabe and 
honour Nicolae Ceausescu. She is 
not bland or void of opinion. She is a 
mistress of nuance and uses body 
language with infinite subtlety. The 
actress Helen Mirren caught this 
very well in her Oscar-winning 
portrayal.

The nearest the queen has got to 
constitutional impropriety was 
being overheard expressing a wish 
that the Scots would think long and 
hard before they voted to leave the 
rest of her United Kingdom.

Spanish King Felipe VI, by 
contrast, has been dragged into the 
Catalan crisis. While he no doubt 
agrees with his government, his 
broadcast did sound uncomfortably 
close to that government’s inept 
overreaction.

Bagehot would not have consid-
ered Trump a dignified part of the 
US Constitution. Nor in the way of 
Franklin Delano Roosevelt, Harry 
Truman or Lyndon Baines Johnson 
does he appear as a consummate 
politician, now standing aloof, now 
getting his hands dirty.

US President Ronald Reagan’s 
genius was simple: He made 
Americans feel good about them-
selves. He was witty, an entertainer. 
The East Coast liberal establishment 
deeply disapproved of him. It could 
not lay a hand on him because he 
behaved like a happy man, one com-
fortable in his own skin. He was 
considered a figure of the far right 
by people who forgot he had twice 
been elected governor of California 
during California’s free-love, 
let-it-all-hang-out supremacy. 
Reports of him knocking off work at 
5 o’clock in the afternoon, like 
reports of his insistence that 
memoranda be printed on one page, 
only fuelled his legend.

Whether mythical or not, 
accounts of Trump going to bed at 
6.30pm, by himself and with a 
cheeseburger, a mobile phone and 
three television screens for com-
pany, do not generate the same awe.

President Barack Obama was 
unable to achieve what he would 
have liked to achieve because the 
White House, during most of his 
two terms, was camped beside a 
hostile Congress. His strategic 
sense, geopolitically, was imperfect 
but he started out with the incom-
parable advantage of being a 
walking emblem of healing.

This was a healing of what the 
great American novelist Philip Roth 
called “the human stain.” He meant 
the racial tensions augmented 
rather than quelled by northern 
victory in the Civil War. To those 
still affected by the human stain, 
Obama was unforgivably intelligent, 
eloquent and dignified.

So, in a different way, a more 
populist way, was his wife. The 
Obamas were, in actuality, what 
John Fitzgerald Kennedy and first 
lady Jacqueline Kennedy were 
believed to be: decent, dignified, 

scandal-free and fun.
During the two months between 

his election in 2016 and his inaugu-
ration last year, Trump did show 
signs of respect for the good 
manners displayed by one who was 
still president. It is worrying that 
such head-of-state characteristics 
as dignity and self-control do not 
seem, so far, to have been taken to 
heart.

The point of moral leadership is 
that you exemplify as well as act. 
Even non-Catholics, even non-
Christians seem to find Pope Francis 
the world’s most moral leader at 
present. All the great religions have 
one governing ethic. To find 
yourself you must lose it.

There are two huge stains on the 
world’s map at the start of 2018. One 
involves the exploitation and 
treatment of those seeking, as 
mankind has always sought, a safer 
and better life through migration. 
The second stain is Yemen.

Call the conflict there rebellion, 
call it sectarian, call it power rivalry, 
the brutal truth remains that the 
United Nations and other agencies 
are ready and willing to relieve 
suffering with supplies of food and 
medicine for a starving civilian 
population. They are being allowed 
limited access only.

Pope Francis is neither Iranian 
nor an Arab, neither Sunni or Shia. 
He is only peripherally European. 
He comes from Latin America. Let 
him preside, even for a few months, 
over the provision of international 
relief. It is hard to imagine him 
failing to persuade Saudi Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz, now ruling Saudi Arabia. 
Under the cover of the Winter 
Olympics, even North and South 
Korea are talking. We, in our 
hemisphere, should be able to talk 
things over as well.
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Lord Grey Gowrie

T 

he war in Syria will soon 
have completed its sev-
enth year. It was a peo-
ple’s revolution put down 
by a minority regime that 
believes only in eliminat-

ing any opposition. For what result?
Syria has been destroyed and torn 

apart. The larger cities — Aleppo, 
Homs and Hama — were specifically 
targeted and there were special 
efforts to undo the demographic 
composition of Damascus and 
surrounding areas to facilitate the 
domestication of the capital.

Above all, Syria is no longer 
independent. Five countries — Iran, 
Israel, Russia, the United States and 
Turkey — share its trusteeship. 
Turkey hustled at the last minute to 
place a solid foot in Syrian territory 
even though it was among the first 
to support the people’s revolution 
in March 2011.

Turkey had the right slogans but 
was unable to put them in practice. 
Much later, Turkey joined the race 
in Syria by allying itself with Russia, 
which had shrewdly taken advan-
tage of Turkey’s weaknesses and 
hesitation. One of Turkey’s weak-
nesses is called Russian tourists. 
They flocked back to Turkey and 
breathed life into a major sector of 
the Turkish economy.

The Syrian regime was teetering 
when, in 2012, the Iranians went to 
its rescue. The Russians took over in 

2015. By ruthlessly crushing a 
peaceful revolution, the Assad 
regime turned it into an armed 
conflict. Backed by the Iranians, the 
regime contributed to the rise of 
bloodthirsty organisations, such as 
the Islamic State (ISIS), and scored 
an interesting victory by making its 
war on the Syrian people look like a 
“war on terror.”

ISIS first appeared in Syria and 
expanded to Iraq. Iran gained 
enormously from ISIS’s existence. It 
and its sanguinary reputation gave 
the Syrian regime and its Iranian 
and Russian allies the golden 
opportunity to unleash all kinds of 
horror on Syria’s population. If 
people were not decimated, they 
were forced to migrate. There were 
even population exchanges 
between regions based on sectarian 
discrimination.

The Syrian regime believes in 
sectarian discrimination and ethnic 
cleansing in the service of its 
short-term goals and Iran’s long-
term goals. ISIS served its purpose. 
In Iraq, it was an excuse for legiti-
mising the pro-Iranian Popular 
Mobilisation Forces, for destroying 
the city of Mosul and for forcefully 
changing the demographics of Iraq. 
In Syria, it gave the regime an 
excuse to use chemical weapons 
and to Hezbollah the excuse to 
violate Lebanon’s sovereignty and 
wipe out the borders between 

Lebanon and Syria. Sectarianism 
had to triumph.

After seven years, the Syrian war 
has taken a new twist with the 
emergence of broad lines for a 
Russian-American agreement about 
Syria, despite rumours that the 
recent downing of the American-
made Israeli F-16 was a response to 
the downing of a Russia-made 
Sukhoi SU-25 by an American-made 
Stinger missile.

Such an agreement means, 
among other things, that the 
occupied Golan Heights has 
become part of Israel. It seems that 
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu imparted that informa-
tion to UN Secretary-General 
Antonio Guterres recently when 
they met during the Munich 
Security Conference.

It is obvious that Russia is going 
to provide protection for the 
Alawites in Syria. It is also the power 
capable of rebuilding the Syrian 
Army without necessarily sidelining 
Alawite officers.

It is obvious that the United States 
is not willing to let go of its presence 
in Syria and the Middle East in 
general. It is in control of a rich, 
Kurdish-majority region in Syria. It 
is obvious that Russia and the 
United States are willing to give 
Turkey room for action in northern 
Syria. After meeting with Turkish 
officials in Ankara, US Secretary of 

State Rex Tillerson said the United 
States and Turkey share the same 
objective in Syria.

Now, where is Iran in all of this? 
There is no room for Iran in Syria. 
Why should it be otherwise?

There is no reason for Iran to 
spend billions of dollars to keep 
Syrian President Bashar Assad in 
power in Damascus and to trans-
form that historic and venerable 
city. By sending a drone over Israeli 
territory, Iran was saying to the 
world: “I’m ready for a war to 
remain in Syria.”

Hezbollah was sending similar 
messages. Hezbollah Secretary-
General Hassan Nasrallah warned 
Israel that his party was ready to use 
its missiles to give Lebanon an edge 
in any negotiations with Israel 
concerning the offshore gas field in 
Block 9.

Unfortunately, there are people 
who forget that the disastrous 
events of the summer of 2006 in 
Lebanon were brought about by 
Hezbollah’s missiles. Had Hezbollah 
been victorious over Israel rather 
than Lebanon during that war, we 
wouldn’t have UN Resolution 1701 
today.

Iran is willing to jump on any 
occasion to show its willingness to 
ignite the entire region. It is willing 
to go to extremes to defend its 
presence in Syria even if this 
presence is unjustified.

Iran willing to go to extremes in Syria 
even if it has no place there

Iran is willing to jump on any occasion to show its 
willingness to ignite the entire region.

is a Lebanese writer.
Khairallah Khairallah
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Cairo

T 

he resignation of Ethio-
pian Prime Minister Haile-
mariam Desalegn alarmed 
Egyptian officials con-
cerned about Nile water 

sharing issues stemming from Ethi-
opia’s Grand Renaissance Dam.

Desalegn, who stepped down be-
cause of anti-government protests, 
said his resignation was necessary 
“to carry out reforms that would 
lead to sustainable peace and de-
mocracy.”

Protracted unrest and political 
change in Ethiopia could have nega-
tive repercussions on stalled nego-
tiations over the dam, analysts said.

“There is not a shred of doubt 
that the outcome of what is hap-
pening in Ethiopia now will leave 
its mark on dam talks with Egypt,” 
said water expert Dia al-Din al-Qosy. 
“Egypt is full of hope that a change 
of course in these negotiations will 
not happen.”

Egypt’s main fear is that radical 
political change in Ethiopia could 
allow Addis Ababa to change its ne-
gotiating position on the dam pro-
ject, which it said would bring in 
billions of dollars in revenues each 
year.

Ethiopia is nearing completion 
of the hydroelectric dam but ques-
tions remain over the filling of the 
dam. Cairo, which is battling water 
scarcity and depends on the Nile for 
more than 55 billion cubic metres of 
water per year, warned that Ethio-
pia’s 3-year time frame to fill the 
dam reservoir would greatly reduce 
its water supply. Egypt’s annual wa-
ter deficit is already nearly 20 bil-
lion cubic metres.

Years of negotiations over the 
technical and environment effects 
the dam will have on Egypt and Su-
dan have not delivered solutions all 
sides agree on and Egyptians are 
increasingly concerned about the 
dam’s long-term effects.

Things seemed to take a turn 
for the better on January 29 when 
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi met with Desalegn and Su-
danese President Omar al-Bashir in 
Addis Ababa on the sidelines of Af-
rican Union meetings.

The three leaders emerged from 
their meeting together, hands 
clasped, and said issues over the 
dam had been resolved.

“Be absolutely reassured. There 
is no crisis. We are all one and there 
is no harm to any party,” Sisi said. 
The trio announced a 1-month time 

frame for positing a solution to the 
deadlock.

Desalegn’s resignation, however, 
returned concerns that the impasse 
on the issue could remain.

“The worry here is that we can 
have a new government in Ethiopia 
that demands a start of negotiations 
on the Nile dam from the very be-
ginning,” said Hussein Haridi, a for-
mer Egyptian assistant foreign min-
ister. “This will be catastrophic.”

Construction of the dam has con-
tinued unabated.

“This means that Egypt will end 
up facing an irreversible situation 
on the ground,” Haridi said.

The leaders of Egypt, Ethiopia 
and Sudan signed a declaration of 
principles in March 2015, pledging 
not to cause harm to each other and 
to turn the Nile into a source of co-
operation, not conflict.

While a proposed solution had 
not been officially announced, there 
were leaked reports of a potential 
deal to end the standoff ahead of 
the 1-month deadline, set to expire 
at the end of February.

The deal, Egyptian media reports 
said, would have seen Egypt at-
tempt to temporarily reduce its use 
of water by avoiding water-consum-
ing crops, such as rice, and would 
increase imports while Ethiopia 
filled the reservoir.

The World Bank, details of the 
leaked deal indicated, would ini-
tially make up for Egypt’s increase 
in imports with Ethiopia ultimately 
bearing the cost through future rev-
enue generated from the hydroelec-
tric dam.

Ethiopia has requested to post-
pone a tripartite ministerial-level 
meeting on the dam with Egypt 
and Sudan at the end of February 
in Khartoum, the Sudanese govern-
ment said.

It is unknown whether Ethiopia’s 
next government will follow the ne-
gotiating line pursued by Desalegn’s 
administration. Some observers 
said they were hopeful that the 
Ethiopian and Egyptian water min-
istries will ensure parity.

“The governments in Egypt, Ethi-
opia and Sudan have managed to 
develop real understanding of the 
concerns of each other, especially 
when it comes to the dam project,” 
said Hatem Bashat, a member of 
the Egyptian parliament’s African 
Affairs Committee. “We are full of 
confidence that nothing will change 
because this is not about persons 
but about countries talking to each 
other.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter in Cairo.

Ahmed Megahid

Sharing concerns. A view of the Nile River in Cairo.               (AFP)

Egypt fears Nile 
backlash from 
Ethiopia’s turmoil

News & Analysis  Egypt

Cairo

T 

he release of a jihadist 
video threatening retali-
ation against the Egyp-
tian military in the Sinai 
Peninsula has created 

questions about links between the 
Muslim Brotherhood and the Is-
lamic State (ISIS).

The video purports to show be-
hind-the-scenes footage of ISIS’s 
Sinai Province affiliates attacking 
the Egyptian Army and police.

One ISIS militant in the video 
was identified as Omar Ibrahim al-
Deeb, a 22-year-old among eight 
militants killed by police in Giza 
province last September. Egypt’s 
Interior Ministry had said Deeb 
was a member of Hasm, a Muslim 
Brotherhood group that has tar-
geted Egyptian police.

The Brotherhood claimed that 
Deeb was not a militant and that 
he was in Egypt on holiday from 
his studies in Malaysia. A Muslim 
Brotherhood-related media out-
let said that, while Deeb was an 
active member of the group, he 
was not involved in violence and 
accused the police of fabricating 
evidence against him.

The ISIS video seems to show 
that Deeb, son of prominent Mus-
lim Brotherhood figure Ibrahim 
al-Deeb, had travelled to Mosul to 
receive training before returning 
to Egypt where he contacted Sinai 
Province and that he was in Giza 
to form an ISIS cell.

Deeb’s story, observers said, 
raised questions about ties be-
tween the Muslim Brotherhood 
and ISIS. It renewed public discus-
sion about Brotherhood claims, 
particularly over enforced disap-
pearances.

“I think it is now clear where 

the dozens of people who are re-
ported to have disappeared by 
the Brotherhood ended up,” said 
Dalia Ziada, the founding director 
of Egypt’s Liberal Democracy In-
stitute think-tank. “The Brother-
hood spreads false ideas about its 
members who leave Egypt to join 
terrorist organisations outside it 
by claiming that they had been ar-
rested by police.”

Dozens of junior members of the 
Muslim Brotherhood have been 
reported missing by the group. 
These members, the group claims, 
were “forcibly disappeared” as 
part of a government crackdown 
on Islamists following the ouster 
of Muslim Brotherhood President 
Muhammad Morsi in 2013. Al-She-
hab Centre for Human Rights, a lo-
cal rights group, in 2013 said 5,500 
people had disappeared since the 
2011 uprising.

Last August, local NGO the 
Egyptian Commission for Rights 
and Freedoms said 378 people had 
been reported missing by their 
families in the previous year. Most 
of the disappearances were re-
ported at the National Council for 
Human Rights (NCHR), an organi-
sation that was founded by the 
Egyptian government but which 
maintains that it operates as an in-
dependent agency.

Abdel Ghaffar Shukr, deputy 
head of the NCHR, said the agency 
received reports about the disap-
pearance of 266 people in 2017 
and that 143 of those were in po-
lice custody as suspects in crimi-
nal cases.

“The surprising thing for us, 
however, was that the Interior 
Ministry informed us that 44 of 
those reported missing had trav-
elled outside Egypt to join terror-
ist organisations in other coun-
tries,” Shukr said.

It was not clear what had hap-
pened with the 79 people unac-
counted for.

Mistrust between the Egyp-
tian public and police means that 
many are willing to blame security 
forces for arrests instead of believ-
ing that loved ones left the coun-
try or joined terrorist groups.

“The video released by the ter-
rorists in Sinai… reveals the way 
in which the Muslim Brotherhood 
utilises lies, falsification and de-
ception,” a statement by Egypt’s 
State Information Service said.

A significant number of those 
reported missing by relatives were 
revealed to have fled Egypt to join 
terrorist groups, or to have joined 
domestic terrorist groups, such as 
Hasm or Lewa al-Thawra.

Security expert Gamal Mazloum 
said most of those reported miss-
ing left Egypt for Libya or Sudan. 
From there, they might have trav-
elled to Syria and Iraq to join ISIS.

“This is why the authorities 
need to tighten control on the bor-
ders and prevent Egyptian nation-
als from reaching countries where 
they can be radicalised by terrorist 
organisations,” Mazloum said.

Hundreds of Egyptians are said 
to have joined ISIS since 2014. 
ISIS also has a presence in neigh-
bouring Libya, as well as the Sinai 
Peninsula, with many Egyptians 
believed to have joined the group 
there.

Battle-hardened jihadists re-
turning from the battlefield in 
Syria and Iraq represent a major 
threat to Egypt’s national security, 
officials said.

Sinai Province has stepped up 
operations in the past year, with 
analysts saying this was due to an 
influx of returning jihadists.

The Muslim Brotherhood regime 
actively encouraged Egyptians to 
travel to Syria to fight against the 
Assad regime. Brotherhood fig-
ures also boasted of sending arms 
and fighters to Syria at the begin-
ning of the Syrian revolution.

“The Brotherhood coined ‘en-
forced disappearance’ as a term to 
drive a wedge between the people 
and police,” Ziada said. “It want-
ed to deflect attention from its 
members who travelled to swell 
the ranks of radical groups killing 
people in other countries in the 
name of Islam.”

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

Amr Emam

Worrisome questions. Picture of Omar Ibrahim al-Deeb taken from ISIS video.           (Provided by Amr Emam) 

‘Disappeared’ Muslim 
Brotherhood member 
re-emerges with ISIS

Deeb’s story, 
observers said, raised 
questions about ties 
between the Muslim 
Brotherhood and ISIS. 

A significant number 
of those reported 
missing by relatives 
were revealed to have 
fled Egypt to join 
terrorist groups.
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Zuwara

I 

n the middle of a roundabout 
in the centre of Zuwara, the 
last town in western Libya 
before the Tunisian border, 
stands a monument to those 

who died in the 2011 revolution. 
There is a verse from the Quran in 
Arabic but the rest is unintelligible 
to most Libyans driving through 
to Tunisia. It is in Tamazight, the 
language of Libya’s Amazigh ethnic 
minority, and it is written in Tifi-
nagh, the Amazigh script.

The Amazigh, also known as 
Berbers, are the indigenous peo-
ple of North Africa, from Morocco 
to western Egypt. After the region 
was conquered by the Arabs, the 
Amazigh were increasingly Ara-
bised, although never completely.

In Libya, as in Morocco and Al-
geria, significant numbers con-
tinued to use various versions of 
Tamazight. But in all three coun-
tries, until very recently, the lan-
guage was repressed.

The year 2011 was a turning point: 
The language was legalised in Mo-
rocco and Algeria, and in Libya, 
where leader Muammar Qaddafi 
had described the Amazigh’s lan-
guage and culture as poisonous, its 
suppression ended with the revo-
lution.

With no definitive statistics on 
the Amazigh’s population in Libya, 
estimates vary from fewer than 
200,000 to claims by Amazigh 
campaigners that up to 25% of Lib-
yans (approximately 1.5 million) 
identify as Amazigh. A more realis-
tic figure is thought to be 500,000-
750,000.

What cannot be doubted is the 
force of the Amazigh reawaken-
ing that has swept through ar-
eas where Tamazight is spoken —  
Zuwara, towns in the Nafusa Moun-
tains and in the far south-west and 

areas around Ghadames, where the 
Tamazight-speaking Tuareg are 
largely based.

Crossing the Tunisian-Libyan 
border at Ras Jedir, the Amazigh 
influence becomes immediately 
apparent. The blue, green, red and 
yellow Amazigh flag is everywhere, 
unlike the Libyan one.

In Zuwara, almost everyone 
speaks the local Tamazight dialect 
or a mix of Tamazight and Arabic. 
In the town’s streets, signs in the 
Tamazight script are common al-
though Arabic predominates. This 
is because, while most people 
in Zuwara speak Tamazight, few 
adults can read or write it.

Tamazight classes started in 
schools in 2013 and children have 

three lessons a week up until the 
fifth grade. There are plans to ex-
tend it to higher grades as more 
teachers are trained.

That is being done at the college 
in the town’s centre. The Amazigh 
department was set up in 2014, and 
about 50 Libyans are on a 3-year 
Amazigh studies course taught by 
three academics from Algeria.

The awakening has been more 
than a local cultural renaissance, 
having serious implications for cri-
sis-torn Libya. There are demands 
that Libya itself change to take 
Amazigh interests into account, 
with many pushing the govern-
ment to grant the language official 
status, so it is taught in schools and 
universities and, along with Arabic, 

used on passports, the currency 
and official documents.

Leading this drive is the Amazigh 
Supreme Council (ASC), which was 
set up after the 2011 revolution and 
includes elected representatives 
from each Amazigh municipality.

It was the ASC that ordered a 
very effective boycott of the 2014 
elections, first for the country’s 
60-member Constitution Drafting 
Assembly and then for the House 
of Representatives. The ASC or-
dered the boycott after the then 
parliament decided two seats 
should be reserved for each of the 
Amazigh, Tebu and Tuareg minori-
ties. The ASC rejected this, claim-
ing Amazigh numbers warranted 
more seats. The boycott is still in 
effect.

The political chaos in Libya has 
strengthened the Amazighs’ hand. 
The breakdown in central govern-
ment control has seen much prac-
tical day-to-day authority pass to 
the municipalities. As a result, they 
have become their own masters — 
Zuwara and other Amazigh towns 
included.

With the strengthening of their 
power, the demands have also 
grown.

“We were asking for simple 
rights such as giving your son an 
Amazigh name,” said Ayyub Sufi-
yan of the Zuwara think-tank the 
Apuleius Foundation. He added 
that the movement is no longer just 
about legal status for the language. 
They are now demanding that the 
Amazigh be accorded the same 
constitutional rights as all other 
Libyans, meaning their language 
and culture would have the same 
status as Arabic.

For the ASC’s Khairi  
Hanisi, the fight is even bigger. He 
wants Amazigh autonomy within  
Libya. Others, such as Fathi Ben  
Khalifa, former president of the 
World Amazigh Congress, want 
Libya to no longer be seen as 
purely an Arab country but a  

multicultural one.
For most Libyans, however, 

these demands go too far. As a re-
sult, many Amazigh believe it is go-
ing to be an uphill struggle.

“Things improved for the 
Amazigh after the revolution,” said 
Zuwara Mayor Hafed Ben Sassi. 
“We were working with Libya’s 
Arab people but they don’t want to 
work with us anymore.”

To change views, his munici-
pality plans a major conference in 
March attended by some 300 del-
egates from all over Libya who will 
declare that, because most Libyans 
are of Amazigh origin, the country 
is an Amazigh-majority nation.

The Amazighs’ sense of their 
identity and their rights put down 
firm roots during the political cha-
os of the past seven years. They 
have tasted autonomy and they 
like it. They can and will wreck any 
settlement that does not take their 
demands into account.

Amazigh autonomy or even 
something less, however, is for 
the moment unacceptable to other 
Libyans who have a real fear of the 
country splitting apart. For Libya, 
there is another crisis waiting to 
happen.

Sufiyan, though, while accept-
ing that there are those opposed to 
Amazigh rights, said he is confident 
they will win. “We will not stop un-
til we get our rights,” he said.

Michel Cousins is a contributor to 
The Arab Weekly on Libyan issues.

Michel Cousins

Reawakening. A monument with Arabic and Amazigh inscriptions 
in the middle of a roundabout in the centre of Zuwara.  (Michel Cousins)

Chaos lends boost to Amazigh reawakening in Libya 
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Cairo

T 

alks on unifying Libya’s 
fractured armed forces 
wrapped up in Cairo after 
representatives of vari-
ous factions, including 

those in Benghazi and Tripoli, dis-
cussed implementing agreements 
reached during previous meetings.

The latest round of negotiations 
focused on a unified Libyan mili-
tary being supervised by civilian 
authorities. The talks also covered 
measures to suspend provocations 
and prevent clashes between fight-
ers in Benghazi and Tripoli.

The issue of who should lead any 
unified force remains unresolved. 
Analysts said another challenge 
of unifying the Libyan military es-
tablishment includes considering 
that many factions receive backing 
from international powers with op-
posing interests.

The Libyan National Army, which 
is led by Field Marshal Khalifa Haf-
tar and controls much of eastern 

Libya, accuses Turkey and Qatar of 
supplying terrorist groups in Libya, 
for instance.

“These will continue to be sticky 
issues in the talks and can torpedo 
all the understandings reached,” 
said Libyan journalist Aliya al-Abi-
di.

The Libyan Political Agreement 
signed in 2015 states that the head 
of Libya’s internationally recog-
nised Government of National Ac-
cord (GNA), which controls most 
of western Libya, is responsible for 
appointing Libya’s military com-
mander.

Haftar, who is backed by Egypt 
and some Arab Gulf countries, in 
addition to France and Russia, is 
jockeying to secure a position in 
Libya’s future. He is a strong ri-
val to GNA Prime Minister Fayez 
al-Sarraj. Unifying Libya’s armed 
forces hinges on the two sides’ re-
lationship.

A third faction, the so-called 
rescue government of the General 
National Congress (GNC), also con-
trols some military units.

A new round of talks is expected 
in March in Cairo, amid growing 
calls for generals to take the nego-
tiations seriously.

“A political settlement cannot 
actually be made in Libya before 
there is an end of animosities be-
tween the armed factions in both 
eastern and western Libya,” said 
Libyan political analyst Abdel  

Baset bin Hamel. “A unified mili-
tary will also be capable of fighting 
terrorist groups now controlling 
parts of Libya.”

Islamist militias, including some 
affiliated with al-Qaeda and the 
Islamic State, control parts of east-
ern Libya, including in the port city 
of Derna. Islamist militias, some  
affiliated with the Muslim Brother-
hood, control western areas of the 
country.

Libyan officials said they hope to 
have presidential and parliamen-
tary elections before the end of 
the year. Preparations for the votes 
are under way but it is unclear  

whether free and fair elections can 
take place in a country where guns 
never fall silent.

A unified military, bin Hamel 
said, would be more capable of 
bringing security to the streets 
and fighting terrorist groups that 
include a large number of foreign 
fighters.

“This would also convince the 
international community to lift an 
arms embargo imposed on Libya 
since 2011,” he added.

The embargo has prevented Haf-
tar’s Libyan National Army from 
receiving essential supplies.

Egypt, which is facing increased 

security issues because of the con-
flict in Libya, has hosted the Libyan 
talks over the past year. Most of 
the arms and explosives obtained 
by militants fighting the Egyptian 
Army in Sinai, Cairo said, come 
from Libya.

“This is why Egypt is push-
ing and will continue to push for 
stronger unity among the Libyans,” 
said Saad al-Zunt, head of Egypt’s  
Political and Strategic Studies 
Centre, a Cairo think-tank. “The 
Libyans do not need to waste more  
time before they team up against 
the security threats facing their 
country.”

Amr Emam

Hope springs eternal. Posters by the Libyan Electoral Commission asking voters in Tripoli to register 
ahead of the 2018 election, on February 16.             (AFP)

Talks in Cairo 
focus on Libyan 
military unity, 
differences persist

 It is unclear whether 
free and fair elections 
can take place in a 
country where guns 
never fall silent.

The Amazigh 
department was set up 
in 2014, and about 50 
Libyans are on a 3-year 
Amazigh studies 
course taught by three 
academics from 
Algeria.
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nergised by a new elec-
toral system of propor-
tional representation, 
Lebanon continues 
to push towards its 
parliamentary elec-

tions in May. However, weighed 
down by a bloated public sector 
and an economic system that 
prioritises tourism and services at 
the expense of the wider economy, 
electoral reform is unlikely to have 
much of an effect on a struggling 
economy.

The three international do-
nor conferences scheduled for 
this year appear to promise only 
further criticism of Lebanon’s 
economy rather than substantial 
change.

Lebanon’s debt-to-GDP ratio was 
155% at the end of 2017, one of the 
highest in the world, the World 
Bank reported. A large part of that 
debt comes from the country’s 
towering public wage bill.

“There is a huge waste; there is 
overstaffing,” Nassib Ghobril, chief 
economist at Lebanon’s Byblos 
Bank, told Reuters.

Public spending in Lebanon 
climbed from $6.5 billion in 2005 
to $16 billion in 2016.

Evidence of overstaffing is clear 
throughout the country, with 
a sprawling transport author-
ity charged with overseeing the 
operation of just 40 buses for a 
population of 6 million and a rail 
service whose stock lies rusting 
and confined to its yards.

The transport authority is one 
example among many. Leba-

non’s Elissar agency was estab-

lished to develop Beirut’s south-
western suburbs. Despite work 
halting in 1997 because of Leba-
non’s endless political squabbles, 
the agency still retains its budget, 
reported by the Lebanese consul-
tancy Information International 
to stand at $2.25 million annually, 
and employs about 40 people.

The same group said sectarian 
divisions in the government ex-
tend to appointments in the public 
sector, strangling efforts to curtail 
staffing numbers at birth.

“Each of these administra-
tions has a general director and 
employees and abolishing [the 
power-sharing system] means 

infringing the rights of the sects to 
which these civil servants belong,” 
Mohammed Shamseddine, a sen-
ior researcher with Beirut-based 
Information International, told 
Reuters.

Excluded from public service 
are tens of thousands of young 
Lebanese who have been unable 
to secure work in the country. 
The overall unemployment rate 
in Lebanon stands at 25%, with 
unemployment among those 
under 25 at 37%, Lebanese Labour 
Minister Mohammad Kabbara said 
in August.

“We have approximately 30,000-
35,000 young people who graduate 

from university every year and 
only 5,000 jobs are offered annu-
ally, which leaves some 30,000 
without jobs,” he said.

To even the casual observer, the 
problems with Lebanon’s ailing 
infrastructure are apparent. It is a 
situation exacerbated by the pres-
ence of approximately 1.5 million 
Syrian refugees within Lebanon’s 
borders, all seeking equal access 
to the country’s resources and all 
deserving of its care.

Along with the uncollected re-
fuse that continues to clog Beirut’s 
arteries is the struggling power sec-
tor that squanders an estimated $2 
billion annually on leasing floating 
generators, rather than addressing 
the sector’s deficiencies head-on.

Some hope is offered by the auc-
tioning off of exploration rights to 
the country’s oil and gas reserves. 
Under the terms of the exploration 
agreement, any company awarded 
drilling rights must pay royalties 
to the state equal to 4% of gas 
produced and a varying percentage 
(5-12%) of any oil produced.

However, given the history of 
similar projects and despite the ef-
forts of non-government organisa-
tions such as the Lebanon Oil and 
Gas Initiative (LOGI) to promote 
transparency, there is little public 
hope that any revenues will be 
spread beyond the government’s 
patronage systems.

Unless Lebanon’s authorities 
decide to categorically fight cor-
ruption, increase transparency and 
indulge in an all-encompassing 
reform plan, little is expected to 
change in the country.

Unless Lebanon’s 
authorities decide 
to indulge in an 
all-encompassing 
reform plan, 
little is expected 
to change in 
the country.

Viewpoint Lebanon’s elections offer little hope of economic change

Losing patience. A Lebanese anti-government protester scuffles 
with a riot policeman during a protest in Beirut, last March.      (AFP)

Lebanon         News & Analysis

Rami Rayess
is a Lebanese writer. Follow him 

on Twitter: @RamiRayess.

US mediates border dispute between
Lebanon and Israel amid rising tensions
Nicholas Blanford

Beirut

T 

ensions over Lebanon’s 
southern land and mari-
time borders with Israel 
have flared, exacerbating 
fears of war between the 

Jewish state and Iran-backed Hez-
bollah.

While the more pressing concern 
is linked to the ambitions of Iran 
and Hezbollah in Syria and Israel’s 
attempts to thwart Iranian en-
trenchment, disputes over the path 
of the land border and the mari-
time boundary added to complexi-
ties and war fears.

David Satterfield, a veteran US 
diplomat, recently shuttled be-
tween Lebanon and Israel to me-
diate a dispute over the maritime 
boundary, which has taken on 
increased importance because of 
anticipated oil and gas reserves be-
neath the eastern Mediterranean 
and straddling Lebanese and Israeli 
territory.

Despite the intensity of the rhet-
oric, it is unlikely the sovereignty 
disputes will spark fighting be-
tween Hezbollah and Israel.

The land border conflict is about 
Israel replacing its technical fence 
along the border with a concrete 
wall. Lebanon complained that the 
wall will make permanent the bor-
der, which could prejudice discus-
sions over its delineation.

The maritime boundary is  
thornier. Lebanon’s claim for its 
southern maritime border over-
laps with Israeli claims, leaving an 
854-sq.-km triangular sliver of dis-
puted sea. The disagreement has 
been festering since 2010 when 
Lebanon submitted its maritime 
boundary proposal to the United 
Nations.

However, the issue hardened 
because part of the disputed zone 
is included in an offshore oil and 
gas exploration block that makes 
up Lebanon’s exclusive economic 

zone (EEZ).
Lebanon has a strong case for 

sticking by its maritime boundary 
claim. Lebanon’s endpoint, 123km 
out to sea, follows a cartographic 
rule of being equidistant between 
three locations on shore — the 
Akrotiri Peninsula in Cyprus, the 
promontory of Haifa in Israel and 
Ras Naqoura on the Lebanon-Israel 
border.

Further, Lebanon’s line appears 
to have been tacitly accepted by Is-
rael before it was delivered by Bei-
rut to the United Nations in 2010. 

The northern edges of Israel’s own 
gas exploration blocks follow the 
same path. Buoys placed by the 
Israeli Navy off Ras Naqoura corre-
spond to the Lebanese line.

This is why Lebanese offi-
cials said they will not accept  

a compromise. 
In 2012, Frederic Hof, then a dip-

lomat with the US State Depart-
ment and an expert on borders in 
the Middle East, proposed a line 
that would give Lebanon around 
two-thirds of the disputed zone 
and Israel the remaining third.

The “Hof Line” was rejected by 
Lebanon at the time but has been 
reintroduced by the United States. 
Lebanon is sticking by its refusal. 
Israel argues for the entire zone.

Lebanon agreed in December 
to allow a consortium of France’s 

Total, Italy’s Eni and Russia’s No-
vatek to begin exploratory drilling 
in two blocks, one of which, Block 
9, straddles the disputed area. Is-
raeli Defence Minister Avigdor 
Lieberman called Lebanon’s deci-
sion a “very challenging and pro-
vocative move.”

Hezbollah Secretary-General 
Hassan Nasrallah described the 
dispute as a “battle for all of Leba-
non” and threatened to destroy Is-
rael’s oil and gas platforms.

“If Lebanon’s Higher Defence 
Council were to decide that  
[Israeli] offshore oil and gas 
plants… should be forbidden from 
working, I promise they would 
stop working within hours,” he 
told a recent rally.

The problem stems from 2007 
when Lebanon and Cyprus agreed 
on the delineation of their re-
spective EEZs. The most south-
erly point of the EEZ boundary lies 
17km north-east of where Leba-
non, three years later, staked its 
claim for the end point of its mari-
time boundary.

The EEZ agreement allows for a 
readjustment of the final point if 
Lebanon and Israel concur on their 
mutual EEZs but a precedent had 
been set and Israel exploited it in 
2010 by using the same point as the 
beginning of its EEZ boundary with 
Cyprus, leading to the overlap.

Satterfield has a tough diplomat-
ic assignment in trying to forge a 
compromise between Lebanon and 
Israel even though less than 10% 
of Block 9 falls within the disputed 
zone. The French-Italian-Russian 
consortium signalled it will not ex-
plore near the disputed area.

Whether or not Satterfield is suc-
cessful in his diplomatic efforts, 
neither Lebanon nor Israel have 
an interest in seeing the maritime 
boundary dispute turn violent.

Nicholas Blanford is the author 
of “Warriors of God: Inside 
Hezbollah’s Thirty-Year Struggle 
Against Israel” (Random House 
2011).

Rising tensions. Farmers are seen near the border with Israel close to the village of Kfar Kila in 
Lebanon, on February 10.                                 (Reuters)

Lebanon’s claim for its 
southern maritime 
border overlaps Israeli 
claims, leaving an 
854-sq.-km triangular 
of disputed sea.
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escendants of the 
Bedouins who 
inhabited historic 
Palestine when Israel 
was created in 1948 
live on either side of 

the Green Line that defines the 
internationally recognised border 
between Israel and a future Pales-
tinian state.

Once nomads, tens of thousands 
of Bedouins live in villages across 
the desert region of southern 
Israel and in the West Bank. Those 
living in Israel have Israeli citizen-
ship. Those in the West Bank and 
East Jerusalem have Palestinian 
Authority passports.

On February 4, Israeli forces 
closed off an area around a school 
for Bedouins in the West Bank vil-
lage of Abu Nuwar and demolished 
two EU-funded classrooms in the 
school. A statement from Israel’s 
coordinator of government activi-
ties in the territories said: “The 
building was built illegally and 
without the necessary permits. 
In addition, the enforcement was 
approved by the Supreme Court.” 
This was the fifth time the school 
had been demolished since 2016.

Another area where whole 
communities are under threat of 
expulsion is Khan al-Ahmar where 
12 communities are at risk. The 
area east of Jerusalem has about 
1,400 residents. The communi-
ties are scattered on either side of 
the Jerusalem-Jericho road and 
on either side of Route 437, which 
connects the village of Hizma with 
the main road.

Importantly, the area is east of 
the industrial zone of the Ma’ale 
Adumim settlement, making it 

strategic for Israel’s expansionist 
policies and its plans to annex 

more Palestinian land.

Palestinian Bedouins have suf-
fered severely at the hands of the 
occupying forces in the West Bank 
but the situation for Bedouins on 
the other side of the Green Line, 
where they settled in villages in 
the Negev, is no different. They, 
too, face discrimination and 
oppression, including property 
demolition, from the Israeli au-
thorities.

Members of the Bedouin com-
munity in the Negev have been 
under threat of eviction from their 
villages for years. Their plight was 
sealed in 2013 when the Prawer-
Begin Bill was approved by the 
Knesset by a 43-40 vote. The Legal 
Centre for Arab Minority Rights 
in Israel (Adalah) called the plan 
“discriminatory” and said it would 
end with the mass expulsion of the 
Arab Bedouin community in the 
Naqab (Negev) in southern Israel.

It argued that, if fully imple-
mented, “it will result in the 
destruction of 46 ‘unrecognised’ 
Arab Bedouin villages, the forced 
displacement of up to 70,000 Arab 
Bedouin citizens of Israel and the 
dispossession of their historical 
lands in the Naqab.”

Israel claimed the plan would 
provide the Bedouins with eco-
nomic development and they 
would be better integrated into 
Israeli society.

The Prawer-Begin plan was 
halted when one of its architects, 
Benny Begin, announced that Is-
raeli Prime Minister Binyamin Ne-
tanyahu had accepted his recom-
mendation to stop progress on the 
legislation just before the end of 
2013. Significantly, Begin admitted 
that, contrary to reports, he had 
never approached the Bedouins 
with the plan and thus did not 

have their approval on the matter. 
One could not imagine the fate of 
a Jewish Israeli community being 
decided without its consultation.

Two villages in particular 
gained prominence in recent years 
because of Israel’s actions against 
them. Al-Araqib attracted atten-
tion after Israel repeatedly de-
stroyed it. Its inhabitants refused 
to leave and rebuilt it after each 
demolition. Last October, it was 
demolished for the 120th time.

The other village is Umm al-
Hiran. Israel wants to expel the 
whole community from the village 
and build a settlement for Jews. 
At a protest against the demoli-
tions in January 2017, Yaakub Abu 
al-Qian, a 50-year-old teacher, was 
killed by Israeli police while driv-
ing his car. Locals denied police 
claims that Qian had been shot 
after ploughing his car into police 
officers, saying his car accelerated 
only after he was shot and lost 
control. An Israeli police officer 
died in the incident.

It seems that by targeting 
individual villages for demoli-
tion, Israel is continuing its plan 
on a village-by-village basis. It is 
also continuing with its plan to 
populate the Negev with Jewish-
only communities, including 
five new settlements that will be 
constructed on the sites of the 
“unrecognised” Bir Hadaj and 
Katama villages.

Whether as the state in which 
they have citizenship in the Negev 
(85,000) or as their illegal occupier 
in the West Bank (50,000), Israel 
treats Bedouins with contempt, 
making arbitrary decisions about 
them to suit Israel’s colonialist 
agenda. How else does one explain 
replacing Bedouin villages with 
Jewish-only settlements?

Kamel Hawwash

It seems that by 
targeting individual 
villages for 
demolition, Israel is 
continuing its plan 
on a village-by-
village basis.

is a British-based Palestinian 
university professor and writer.

Viewpoint Bedouins’ endless suffering in Israel

Unabated onslaught. Bedouin children stand on the rubble of two 
classrooms destroyed by the Israeli Army in the village of Abu 
Nuwar in the West Bank, on February 4.    (AP)

London

A 

row over the fate of 
Israeli settlements 
erupted in Israel fol-
lowing remarks by the 
US ambassador to Tel 

Aviv that a large-scale evacuation 
of Jewish settlers could spark civil 
war.

“These are people who are com-
mitted to this land as a God-given 
land. I believe that significant evic-
tion could lead to civil war,” US 
Ambassador David Friedman told 
a delegation of Jewish-American 
leaders visiting Jerusalem.

Friedman said the prospect of 
intra-Israeli clashes was particu-
larly worrying given the increase 
in the number of national-religious 
officers in the Israel Defence Forces 
(IDF).

“The command of the IDF is in-
creasingly being held by religious 
Zionists,” he said.

Friedman stressed that Israel 
must retain control of the Jordan 
Valley for security reasons.

“The settlers are going nowhere,” 
said the US ambassador, who is a 
staunch supporter of Israeli settle-
ments.

Friedman’s supposedly private 
remarks were reported in Hebrew 
by Israel’s Channel 10. The US Em-
bassy in Israel said the comments 
were taken out of context.

“The Channel 10 report is based 
on three attendees at the confer-
ence who failed to provide much 
of the context behind Ambassador  
Friedman’s comments as well as 
significant additional and related 
remarks by the ambassador,” an 

embassy official told the Jerusalem 
Post.

“Ambassador Friedman made 
clear in his remarks that the presi-
dent is committed to a comprehen-
sive peace agreement that benefits 
both Israelis and Palestinians and 
that the United States is working on 
a plan to achieve that goal. As for 
settlements, the ambassador be-
lieves that unrestrained settlement 
growth is not helpful for peace.”

Still, the comments drew severe 
criticism.

“Friedman was suggesting that 
the situation in Israel is so febrile 
and its society so fragile that, 
should a legitimately elected gov-
ernment carry out a large-scale 
eviction of settlers, as has been 
done twice before, it could bring 
about civil war,” wrote Anshel Pfef-
fer in Haaretz.

“His apparent ignorance of Israe-
li society, of the parameters of pre-
vious American peace plans and of 
the facts on the ground — all these 
pale beside his total lack of com-
prehension of the Israel Defence 
Forces. The IDF has never muti-
nied, never been close to it.”

Pfeffer also took aim at the 
Trump administration, whose poli-
cies are seen by Israeli supporters 
of the two-state solution as hinder-
ing the Middle East peace process.

“It’s hard to believe that [Fried-
man] is so ignorant as to be una-
ware of the parameters accepted by 
every American administration for 
the last quarter of a century, up un-
til the Trump administration, that 
is. But then nothing is unbelievable 
when it comes to Trump’s crew,” 
wrote Pfeffer.

The controversy over Friedman’s 
remarks coincided with a report by 
a pro-settlement group suggesting 

that the number of settlers in the 
West Bank grew at nearly twice the 
rate of Israel’s overall population in 
2017.

Prominent settler leader Yaakov 
Katz credited the Trump adminis-
tration with the rise in numbers.

“We have to thank God he sent 
Trump to be president of the Unit-
ed States,” Katz told the Associ-
ated Press. “We are very, very, very 
happy with the Trump administra-
tion.”

Citing figures from Israel’s In-
terior Ministry that have not been 
made public, Katz said the West 
Bank settler population reached 

435,159 at the start of 2018. He said 
he expected it to approach 500,000 
by the end of Trump’s term in 2021.

“We are changing the map,” Katz 
said. “The idea of the two-state so-
lution is over. It is irreversible.”

All Israeli settlements are illegal 
under international law because 
they are built on occupied territo-
ries. They are frowned upon by the 
international community because 
they have been among the main 
obstacles to Palestinian-Israeli 
peace talks.

The UN Human Rights Council 
said it identified 206 companies 
doing business linked to Israeli 
settlements in the occupied West 
Bank. It urged businesses to avoid 
doing work in Israeli settlements.

“In doing so, they are contribut-
ing to Israel’s confiscation of land, 
facilitate the transfer of its popula-
tion into the Occupied Palestinian 
Territory and are involved in the 
exploitation of Palestine’s natural 
resources,” a recent UN report said.

The Israeli anti-settlement moni-
toring group Peace Now reported a 
significant rise in settlement unit 
building late last year.

“The past few months have seen 
unprecedented developments in 
the settlements, causing severe 
damage to the chances of a two-
state solution,” read a statement by 
the group in November.

“Accelerated population growth, 
approvals of housing units in the 
West Bank and East Jerusalem, 
promotion of bypass roads, ad-
vancements of Knesset bills, home 
demolitions and changes in legal 
interpretations — all lead to a situ-
ation of de facto annexation of 
[West Bank] area C.

“The implications of the above-
mentioned developments are far-
reaching for Israel, the Palestinians 
and the region as a whole.” 

Mamoon Alabbasi is Deputy 
Managing Editor and Online Editor 
of The Arab Weekly.

Mamoon Alabbasi

Dire prophecy. US Ambassador to Israel David Friedman visits the Western Wall in the old city of 
Jerusalem, last May.               (AFP)

Friedman’s warning 
of risk of ‘civil war’ in 
Israel raises a storm

The US ambassador to 
Tel Aviv said a large-
scale evacuation of 
Jewish settlers could 
spark civil war in Israel.
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he capture of El Shafee 
Elsheikh and Alexanda 
Kotey, two British men 
attempting to flee Syria 
for Turkey, was a brief 

moment for celebration. The men 
had formed part of a brutal Islamic 
State (ISIS) cell, dubbed “the Bea-
tles,” which had executed foreign 
hostages on camera and become 
the global face of the terror group.

Their capture suggested the end 
of something but it also concen-
trated minds. Kotey and Elsheikh 
may have been attempting to flee 
the caliphate but they could just as 
easily have intended to carry out or 
otherwise inspire terror in Europe 
or the Near East.

No country wants responsibility 
for them. Britain is refusing to ex-
tradite the men and put them on 
trial. This is true of many foreign 
fighters, who went in their thou-
sands to join ISIS and whose fates 
are in question.

As ISIS becomes less of a would-
be state and more of an armed in-
surgency, it loses its ties to a fixed 
geographical space. It is freer to go 
global and its foreign fighters are at 
the forefront of that development.

Aymenn Jawad al-Tamimi, a 
Syria analyst, said via social media 

that many of the foreign fighters 
with whom he has communicated 
sincerely hope to flee Syria. They 
present less a threat than a chal-
lenge, the immediate problem be-
ing reintegrating them into their 
home societies.

However, Tamimi said: “The re-
cord demonstrates… that there are 
plenty of problems of homegrown 
extremists committing attacks.” 
He noted that the Islamic State has 
emphasised it in its propaganda.

Many foreign fighters, having 
seen their friends and comrades 
killed, may be disillusioned but 
others are, if anything, galvanised. 
For them, leaving Syria does not 
mean an attempt to flee conflict but 
a desire to join the fight elsewhere.

ISIS has, from the beginning, 
adopted a hybrid strategy in wag-
ing jihad outside its core terri-
tories. Nominally, the caliphate 
established wilayats (foreign prov-
inces) in Middle Eastern countries. 
ISIS accepted other groups into the 
fold by publicising the pledges of 
loyalty, which groups like Nigeria’s 
Boko Haram swore to ISIS leader 
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi as caliph.

Both tactics were thought to 
be unserious. The groups who 
pledged allegiance did so largely 
for show and ISIS’s own foreign 
provinces were scrappy and rough-
edged.

More recently, however, ISIS 
has been more successful in find-
ing space in foreign countries. In 
Afghanistan, it established one of 
its most developed satellite territo-
ries, known as Khorasan Province  
(ISIS-K).

John Arterbury, an analyst in 
Washington, said via social media 
that ISIS-K has “illustrated remark-
able resilience despite major initial 
setbacks.”

“The Islamic State has shown 
that it can still mount successful 
urban terror attacks while main-
taining an established presence 
in the countryside,” he said, and 
that Afghanistan “may make it an  

appealing destination for future 
foreign fighters.”

Evidence, he noted, has come to 
light of foreign fighters attempt-
ing to cross the border between 
Tajikistan and Afghanistan and 
ISIS-K has seen the “alleged ap-
pearance of French and Algerian 
fighters in Afghanistan in late 2017.” 
ISIS maintains active franchises 
in Egypt’s Sinai region, which car-
ries out frequent attacks on Chris-
tian minority groups, and in Libya, 
where ISIS forms part of a series of 
warring groups in the country’s de-
veloping civil conflict.

ISIS has a significant role in the 
Philippines, where authorities last 
year liberated the city of Mara-
wi from jihadi fighters claiming  

loyalty to ISIS.
Pawel Wojcik, a terrorism analyst 

for Polish news site mPolska24, 
said via social media that ISIS “had 
been and continues to be an impor-
tant part of local and regional affili-
ates’ … financing.”

He noted that ISIS’s regional 
emir, Isnilon Hapilon, had been 
linked to Mahmoud Ahmad, a Ma-
laysian terror leader likely killed in 
fighting in Marawi, and a Filipino, 
Abdulpatta Escalon Abubakar, who 
was recently placed on the US ter-
ror sanctions list.

Wojcik listed three main ISIS 
groups key to post-Marawi situ-
ation: the Abu Dar group, led by 
Amin Baco, and the former Bang-
samoro Islamic Freedom Fighters 

(BIFF) faction of Abu Turayfie.
A young Spaniard of Tunisian 

descent was caught trying to join 
Baco on the island province of 
Basilan in the Philipines at the end 
of January, he said, and recently 
“Manila police nabbed an Egyptian 
who had been a commander for Is-
lamic State in Syria and Iraq and in 
2016 started travelling to the Phil-
ippines.”

Despite the fall of its caliphate in 
Syria and Iraq, ISIS remains a global 
threat. ISIS has been defeated in its 
attempt to build a physical state 
but as a stateless insurgent brand 
inspiring and directing global ter-
ror, it may prove just as dangerous.

James Snell is a British journalist.

James Snell

After the fall of its caliphate, ISIS threat goes global

Spotlight What’s next for ISIS fighters?

M 

any Europeans 
do not want the 
young Muslims 
who left European 
cities for the bat-
tlefields of Syria 

and Iraq to come back. Security 
officials, governments and the me-
dia have been worrying for some 
time about what to do when such 
people head home.

The question has become much 
more pressing since the US-led 
coalition drove the Islamic State 
(ISIS) from its last strongholds in 
Syria. It has since been revealed 
that hundreds of foreign fighters 
and their families are being held 
by Kurdish and other rebel groups 
that do not have the capacity to 
keep them in secure detention or 
put them on trial.

The UK government does not 
want British citizens who were 
part of an ISIS cell known as the 
“Beatles” back in Britain but US 
Defence Secretary James Mattis 
has called on Britain and other Eu-
ropean countries to take respon-
sibility for captured jihadists. His 
view is that “the country of origin 
that they were citizens of bears 
some sense of responsibility… Do-
ing nothing is not an option.”

Thomas Hegghammer, one 
of the leading experts on the 
question, wrote that “Syria will 
prolong the problem of jihadi ter-
rorism in Europe by 20 years.”

In the years following 2011, 
there was an unprecedented flow 
of foreign fighters into conflict 

areas. The closest equivalent 
was the Afghan jihad against 

the Soviet Union, which attracted 

20,000 foreign fighters over a 12-
year period.

As the fighting escalated in Syria 
after 2012, the flow of foreign 
fighters increased from an esti-
mated 700-1,400 in the middle of 
that year to an estimated 22,000 
by early 2015. By then, there were 
thought to be 3,000 Tunisians, 
2,500 Saudis, 1,500 Jordanians 
and an unspecified number of Mo-
roccans involved in the conflict. 
From Europe, there were an esti-
mated 1,500 French fighters and 
half as many from Germany and 
Britain. Those numbers swelled 
in 2016, when the British contin-
gent rose to an estimated 1,600 
followed by smaller contingents 
from Belgium, the Netherlands 
and Sweden.

Specialists do not agree on how 
large the blowback effect will be 
but as these people return home, 
the onus of responsibility will shift 
to their respective governments 
to determine the most effective 
response.

The response in Europe thus far 
has been either “hard” or “liberal.” 
These diverging views can have 
dangerous repercussions, espe-
cially when immediate-term secu-
rity objectives ignore longer-term 
security objectives, such as social 
integration, community cohesion 
and state-citizen relations.

Fusing both approaches should, 
in theory, be possible but govern-
ments often play to hardening 
public opinion. Yet washing their 
hands of the problem and openly 
wishing for foreign fighters to be 
killed in action, as some govern-
ment officials have done, is not 

only unseemly but impractical: 
Should such fighters held by Kurd-
ish groups or in Iraq be allowed 
to disappear, through summary 
execution? Should they be allowed 
to escape to other theatres of 
conflict? Or should they be seen to 
face justice?

Some argue that foreign fighters 
should be stripped of their citizen-
ship. This assumes that citizen-
ship is a privilege that must be 
earned — and that foreign fighters 
have forfeited this privilege —  but 
it also risks creating two distinct 
classes of citizens. The truth is 
that Britain cannot simply disown 
its nationals when they present a 
threat to the rest of the world.

Against this uncompromising 
stance are those who say that such 
repressive policies discourage 
disaffected foreign fighters from 
returning home. The former chair-
man of the Brixton mosque in 
London, Abdul Haqq Baker, who 
has focused on deradicalisation, 
points out that the acts of violence 
such people have witnessed in 
Syria and Iraq may have helped 
them change their views and un-
derstand the counter-narratives to 
their original extremist views.

In 2009, observers remarked 
that Britain’s counterterror strat-
egy had poisoned relations be-
tween the central government and 
local councils as local authorities 
were strong-armed into carrying 
out community programmes that 
looked like disguised intelligence 
work.

In France, where invasive sur-
veillance laws have been adopted, 
some argued that hard-line tactics 

would discourage the return of 
non-threatening foreign fighters, 
who may have invaluable intelli-
gence sources or tools for delegiti-
mising terrorist organisations such 
as al-Qaeda and ISIS.

Hard-line policies have not 
demonstratively slowed the out-
ward flow of foreign fighters. The 
former head of counterterrorism 
for the United Kingdom’s Secret 
Intelligence Service MI6, Richard 
Barrett, went one step further 
in 2015, arguing that it was “not 
acceptable to give terrorism the 
victory of restricting our freedoms 
of expression, our freedoms of 
movement and the rights to a fair 
trial in public… Terrorism will not 
be defeated by security measures 
alone. Its appeal must be under-
stood and reduced by targeted 
measures that make other options 
more attractive.”

Britain’s domestic intelligence 
service, MI5 has pointed out that 
“far from being religious zealots, 
many of those involved in ter-
rorism do not practise their faith 
regularly… Many could be regard-
ed as religious novices.”

Western governments face a 
daunting task. Efforts to detain 
and prosecute ISIS members 
swiftly, prevent them proselytis-
ing in jails and help them reinte-
grate in society cannot be avoided. 
Surveillance will be costly but 
combating radicalisation and the 
recruitment of future jihadists is 
first and foremost a battle of val-
ues. Will Western governments, 
in particular the United Kingdom, 
heed the advice of their security 
services?

Europeans face unprecedented 
challenge over return of ISIS fighters

Global threat. A government worker uses a mobile phone while standing in front of an establishment 
marked with a “Maute ISIS” graffiti in Marawi city in southern Philippines, last October.              (Reuters)

Francis Ghilès
is an associate fellow at 

the Barcelona Centre for 
International Affairs.

Viewpoint

Surveillance will 
be costly but 
combating 
radicalisation and 
the recruitment of 
future jihadists is 
first and foremost 
a battle of values.

ISIS has a significant 
role in the 
Philippines, where 
authorities last year 
liberated the city of 
Marawi from jihadi 
fighters claiming 
loyalty to ISIS.
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D 

ozens of Italian troops are 
to be deployed to Tunisia 
after the Italian parlia-
ment approved a measure 
to decrease the country’s 

military presence in Iraq and Afghan-
istan and relocate the troops to North 
Africa and the Sahel, bringing Italian 
troop totals to 470 in Niger, 400 in 
Libya and 60 in Tunisia.

The deployment comes after Tu-
nisian authorities requested Italian 
assistance in training and military 
advice but the plan could be jeop-
ardised by a dispute over use of a 
joint military centre. The Tunisian 
Defence Ministry said NATO pledged 
$3.7 million towards a military com-
mand centre to “ensure border secu-
rity and helping in the fight against 
terrorism but there have been disa-
greements over its location and op-
erational use.

Tunisian Defence Minister Ab-
delkrim Zbidi said the ministry “cat-
egorically rejected” NATO’s proposal 
to provide expertise by maintaining 
presence at the planned military op-
erations centre, the Tunisian Press 
Agency said.

If the Italians troops go ahead, 
they would join German, French and 
Algerian forces offering such help to 
Tunisia.

“The idea is to prevent a conta-
gion of the Libyan anarchy across the 
border and into Tunisia,” said Jalel 
Harchaoui, a commentator on North 
Africa security and politics. “Algeria, 
Italy and Germany are quite com-
mitted to helping the Tunisian state 
avoid any kind of collapse as a result 
of a spillover out of Libya.”

Tunisia still carries the trauma of 
attacks from militants in 2015 and 
2016. On March 18, 2015, militants at-
tacked the Bardo National Museum 
and 22 people were killed, most of 
whom were British tourists. In June 
that year, a tourist resort in Sousse 
was targeted and 38 people were 

killed. It was reported as the deadli-
est non-state attack in modern Tuni-
sian history.

A year after the Bardo attack, the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) crossed from Libya 
into the south-eastern Tunisian town 
of Ben Guerdane. The invasion was a 
wake-up call and Tunisia responded 
by seeking foreign military aid.

“The incursion into the Tunisian 
town failed but Tunis and foreign 
countries saw how real the threat of 
cross-border operations was,” Har-
chaoui said. “After March 2016, the 
response was firm from the Tunisian 
government along the whole Libya 
border.”

Italy’s expanded involvement 
comes under the shadow of elec-
tions in March. The largest national 
issue has been migration, with Ital-
ian shores absorbing most of the 
refugees and migrants from the Mid-
dle East and Africa since the path to 
Greece was largely shut.

Right-wing and populist groups, 
many espousing a fervent anti-Mus-
lim sentiment, have thrust the im-
migration issue into the spotlight. 
Former Italian Prime Minister Silvio 
Berlusconi’s right-wing coalition, 
which includes the centre-right as 
well as a few far-right parties, seems 
most likely to secure enough votes to 
form a ruling coalition.

Berlusconi recently announced 
support for the Italian parliament’s 
troops decision. The populist Five 
Star Movement, Italy’s most popu-
lar single party, opposed it, saying it 
would hinder the post-election gov-
ernment from setting its own foreign 
policy.

“It is clear that Italy’s foreign policy 
priorities have shifted and managing 
migration flows from Africa through 
the Maghreb is now the most press-
ing issue,” said Riccardo Fabiani, a 
senior Middle East and North Af-
rica analyst with the Eurasia Group. 
“While remaining loyal to its NATO 
commitments, Italy is trying to pri-
oritise the issue of migration, which 
is already a central theme in the cur-
rent electoral campaign.”

Italian officials claim they are de-

ploying troops to counter terrorism 
but the focus in Italy is much more 
centred on migration. This is likely 
the calculus behind the heavier de-
ployment to Niger and Libya. Many 
migrants and refugees trying to cross 
the Mediterranean travel from sub-
Saharan Africa through the Sahel and 
to the coasts of Libya.

Italy’s military presence in North 
Africa might have to employ a wide 
lens on the issues they confront 
though, analysts said.

“Is there any clear distinction to 
be made between counterterrorism 
and migration? I don’t think there 

truly is one,” Harchaoui said. “Both 
phenomena tend to come hand-in-
hand with anarchy. Right now, minds 
are particularly focused on migration 
but in 2015-16, the focus was on [the 
Islamic State] and jihadi groups in 
general.”

The Italian troops in Tunisia would 
attempt to help insulate the country 
from attacks. While in Libya, the Ital-
ians’ emphasis is on stopping people 
from taking to the sea to reach Italian 
shores. Italy will also hope the de-
ployment in Libya won’t exacerbate 
tensions between the two countries.

While Italy enjoys steady rela-
tions with the Tripoli-based and UN-
recognised Government of National 
Accord (GNA), Field Marshal Khalifa 
Haftar’s Libyan National Army (LNA) 
isn’t as keen on Rome.

The LNA recently improved its 
standing with the international com-
munity, making things for Rome and 

the GNA more difficult. This was 
the case last August when the GNA 
agreed to a deal to have Italian naval 
vessels off the Libyan coast. Many 
Libyans, who harbour negative feel-
ings towards Italy after the 37-year 
colonisation of their country, pro-
tested the GNA and displayed post-
ers of Libyan resistance figure Omar 
al-Mukhtar.

These realities make the situation 
in Libya fragile. With the domestic 
situation in turmoil, migration and 
terrorism may both prove to be major 
challenges for the Italian troops on 
the ground.

“One thing is certain: If the overall 
security situation worsens in Libya, 
both banes will experience an up-
tick,” Harchaoui said. “That is the 
fear.”

Justin Salhani is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Milan, Italy.

Tunis

T 

unisia rejected a NATO pro-
posal to station personnel 
at a planned military op-
erations centre in exchange 
for a $3.7 million grant, the 

Tunisian Defence Ministry said.
Tunisian Defence Minister Ab-

delkrim Zbidi said the ministry re-
jected a proposal by NATO to give 
Tunisia $3.7 million to receive “per-
manent experts” to provide techni-
cal advice to the Tunisian military.

The dispute over the planned cen-
tre, designed to enhance coordina-
tion between air, land and sea forces 
as Tunisia steps up defence against 
jihadist threats, comes as NATO 
members look to expand their mili-
tary footprint in the Maghreb.

Disagreements over the centre 
arose after NATO insisted on it being 
established in Gabes, in south-east-
ern Tunisia, as well as maintaining a 
presence there, Zbidi said at a parlia-
mentary hearing.

Zbidi said the European side was 
studying the issue of a grant after the 
Defence Ministry refused the pres-
ence of elements outside the military 
institution and the “persistence” in 
choosing the location of the project, 
the Tunisian press agency report.

Tunisia has benefited from col-
laboration with NATO, which has 
provided critical training and equip-
ment for the country’s special forces 
unit.

Discussions about Tunisia’s 
planned operations centre, described 
as an “intelligence hub,” go back sev-
eral years, including at a NATO sum-
mit in 2016.

The United States has also been 
a close partner of Tunisia’s fight 
against terrorism. In 2015, the United 
States granted Tunisia the status of 
“major non-NATO ally” as the two 
countries strengthened military co-
operation. Over the past seven years, 
the United States provided Tunisia 
with more than $400 million in secu-
rity assistance, in addition to military 
equipment and training.

The Washington Post, citing US 

officials, reported in 2016 that US 
personnel had been using a Tunisian 
air base to conduct surveillance mis-
sions in Libya. The reports were de-
nied by Tunisian officials, who said 
drones had only been used to train 
Tunisian military personnel within 
the country’s borders.

While Tunisia has not experi-
enced a terror attack since early 
2016, when military and security 
forces repelled an attack in the bor-

der town of Ben Guerdane, officials 
warn that the jihadist threat still 
looms.

Tunisian soldiers stopped two 
gunmen attempting to smuggle am-
munition into the country at Borj 
al-Khadra, near the Libyan border, 
on February 18. Soldiers forced the 
gunmen to turn back to Libya and 
confiscated a four-wheel-drive ve-
hicle loaded with ammunition for 
Kalashnikovs.

NATO’s proposal to maintain a 
military presence in Tunisia re-
flects a growing European concern 
over illegal migration and jihadism. 
Maghreb security sources said the 
United States has also sought to in-
crease its footprint in the region, 
asking Algeria for permission to 
maintain a military presence at the 
Tamanrasset base in the south for 
counterterrorism activities.

Algerian leaders rebuffed US ef-
forts to use the base in 2012 when 
Libya plunged into conflict follow-
ing the fall of Libyan leader Muam-
mar Qaddafi. The United States in-
stead built a drone base in Agadez in 
northern Niger.

In January, the Italian parliament 
approved an increased military pres-
ence in Libya and the deployment of 
up to 470 troops in Niger to combat 
migration and human trafficking.

France, which maintains its larg-
est overseas military mission in 
Mali, conducted its first air strike 
near the Algerian border on Febru-
ary 15, killing ten suspected jihad-
ists. The French air raid hit a jihad-
ist hideout near Tinzaouaten in 
northern Mali, about 10km from the  
Algerian border.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

Justin Salhani

Lamine Ghanmi

Shifting priorities. Italian Foreign Minister Angelino Alfano (C) arrives at the government 
headquarters in Tunis, on January 16.                                                                                                                                      (AP)

Rejection. A Tunisian soldier stands guard as new ships given by the US military to the Tunisian 
naval forces arrive at the Bizerte naval base on the northern coast of Tunisia, last year.                      (AFP)

Italy expands troop presence in North Africa

The Tunisian 
government is said to 
have requested Italian 
assistance in training 
and military advice.

Tunisia says no to NATO presence at planned operations centre

Tunisia has benefited 
from collaboration 
with NATO, which has 
provided critical 
training and 
equipment for the 
country’s special 
forces unit.
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O 

ne of Turkey’s most 
ambitious building pro-
jects, the construction 
of a mega airport in Is-
tanbul, has been rocked 

by accusations that a rush to finish 
work has cost the lives of dozens, 
perhaps hundreds, of workers.

Cumhuriyet, a respected oppo-
sition newspaper, reported that up 
to 400 workers might have died 
since construction began less than 
three years ago. Quoting workers 
at the airport construction site, 
the daily said many deaths go un-
reported because families of the 
victims are paid the equivalent of 
about $100,000 in hush money. 
The government puts the death 
toll at 27 but an opposition law-
maker in Ankara is beginning a 
formal query in parliament that 
the government must answer to.

Ankara is touting the airport, 
designed to handle 150 million 
passengers a year — Dubai Interna-
tional Airport, the busiest airport 
in the world, had 88.2 million pas-
sengers pass through it last year — 
as a showcase for Turkey’s prow-
ess as an economic powerhouse.

The airport is to “carry Turkey 
to a different level on the interna-
tional stage,” then-Prime Minister 
and now President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan said in 2013. When com-
pleted, the airport will have six 
runways and could become a glob-
al hub on the scale of Hong Kong, 
London or Dubai. It will take over 
traffic from Istanbul’s existing two 
airports.

The project has been contro-
versial from the start. Critics said 
the airport will destroy forests 
and drinking water resources for 
Istanbul, a city of 15 million peo-
ple. Now the government and con-
struction companies are facing ac-
cusations of ignoring the rights of 
the approximately 30,000 workers 
employed at the site and of ac-
cepting a high number of deaths to 
reach tight deadlines.

The issue burst onto Turkey’s 
agenda with the front-page story 

in Cumhuriyet on February 12 that 
declared the “third airport is like 
a cemetery.” The daily said many 
deaths occurred due to the largely 
uncontrolled traffic of thousands 
of trucks around the airport site, 
while police officers and inspec-
tors were looking the other way. 
One trade union official, Yunus 
Ozgur, told the paper accidents 
killed three to four workers every 
week.

 “The airport has a catastrophic 
work environment,” Mustafa Son-
mez, an economist and writer who 
is critical of Erdogan, said in a tel-
ephone interview. “There’s noth-

ing like this anywhere else in the 
world.”

He called the airport an “illegal” 
project with the purpose of gar-

nering votes for Erdogan ahead of 
next year’s local, parliamentary 
and presidential elections.

Some Erdogan critics suspect 
the president could call the elec-
tions this year to profit from a 
wave of nationalist sentiment cre-
ated by the recent Turkish inter-
vention into the Syrian district of 
Afrin. “It’s all about votes, just like 
Afrin,” Sonmez said about the new 
airport.

Two days after Cumhuriyet pub-
lished its story, Evrensel, another 
newspaper critical of the govern-
ment, said deadly accidents were 
continuing unabated. A worker 

died after falling from a height of 4 
metres, Evrensel said. An opposi-
tion lawmaker in Ankara took the 
issue to parliament, initiating a 
formal query that the government 
must answer.

Confronted with the negative 
publicity, the government pub-
lished its own numbers and put 
the total number of work-related 
deaths at 27. Inspections at the site 
continued, the Labour Ministry 
said in a statement. Critics are not 
convinced. “Even if it’s only 27, 
it’s still a disaster,” Sonmez said. 
He added the public was being 
kept in the dark because most 
Turkish media were on the gov-
ernment’s side.

Erdogan has presided over sev-
eral multibillion-dollar construc-
tion projects in recent years to 
modernise Turkey’s infrastructure 
and to create jobs. Among them 
are a new highway bridge across 
the Bosporus Strait in Istanbul and 
underwater rail and road links to 
connect Istanbul’s European and 
Asian sides. In a future venture, 
the president wants to dig a canal 
between the Black Sea and the Sea 
of Marmara.

Work on the new airport has 
seen some delays since 2015. An 
original deadline for the comple-
tion of a first stage by 2017 was 
missed but the government ap-
parently is confident that the first 
planes can take off and land later 
this year. Minister of Transport 
Ahmet Arslan said that 80% of 
construction had been completed. 
News reports said a first test flight 
was planned for February 26, Er-
dogan’s 64th birthday.

Turkey has a poor record of work 
safety. In 2014, the 28 EU countries 
registered a total of 3,700 work-
related deaths but Turkey alone 
had 1,600 fatal accidents. The 
Workers’ Health and Work Safety 
Assembly, a Turkish NGO, put last 
year’s number of fatalities from 
accidents at work at 2,006. That 
figure was up from 1,970 deaths 
in 2016, the NGO said. In one of 
the worst industrial accidents in 
Turkey’s history, 301 workers died 
when a fire broke out in a coal 
mine in Soma in western Turkey 
in 2014.

Thomas Seibert

Safety concerns. Construction workers walk inside a new tunnel in Istanbul.        (AFP)

Mega airport project in Turkey’s Istanbul 
rocked by deaths of dozens of workers

 The Workers’ Health 
and Work Safety 
Assembly, a Turkish 
NGO, put last year’s 
number of fatalities 
from accidents at 
work at 2,006.

“T
he elections in 2019 
are not any elec-
tions at all. Turkey 
will have entered a 
brand new politi-
cal system.” So said 

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan to leading members of 
his Justice and Development Party 
(AKP).

It was Erdogan’s clearest state-
ment of intent. It means that Tur-
key’s master of political engineer-
ing will do his utmost to build a 
resilient autocracy. He has stayed 
on course for years and is now 
on the homestretch. As he looks 
to the finish line, Erdogan seems 
strong and confident. So much so 
that realists among the pundits 
say Erdogan has a good chance 
of retaining Central Asian-type 
supreme leadership for life.

What suggests that Erdogan is 
on the homestretch in his long 
march to achieving absolute 
power?

Recent developments favour 
him. The AKP has proposed new 
electoral regulations, which have 
been criticised by the opposi-
tion for jeopardising the fair-
ness of elections. The proposed 
rules allow pre-election alliances 

among political parties. The 10% 
electoral threshold for a party to 
enter parliament remains but it 

will apply to the sum of the votes 
polled by the alliance. The number 
of lawmakers will be determined 
through the sum of the votes of 
the alliance.

The new alliance system will 
be helpful to the AKP to secure 
a place for far-right parties in 
parliament, even as it waits for the 
parliamentary liquidation of the 
pro-Kurdish Peoples’ Democratic 
Party (HDP). Of course, even if the 
HDP passes the 10% threshold, 
Erdogan holds all the cards. He 
could have the party closed, citing 
links with the outlawed Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party (PKK) and the war 
in Syria.

The proposed changes include 
provisions concerning “elec-
tion safety.” Ballot boxes can be 
relocated for security reasons, 
police will be allowed into poll-
ing stations if invited by a voter, 
unsealed ballot papers will be 
regarded as valid and the authori-
ties will have a greater say in vote-
counting procedures.

The proposed changes have 
once again caught the weak and 
rudderless opposition off-guard. 
There is little redress to be had 
from the Supreme Electoral Board. 
In November, the AKP set out to 
restructure the country’s highest 
electoral authority, rejiggering its 
staffing, ambit and responsibilities.

Reuters reported that the 
Supreme Electoral Board would 
have the authority to merge 
electoral districts and move ballot 
boxes to other districts. Ballots 
would be admissible without the 
local electoral board stamp.

Erdogan wants to create an 
alliance between his Islamist AKP 
and the extreme-right National-
ist Movement Party (MHP). Such 
a formation, he hopes, would 
endure and prove to be the domi-
nant force in Turkish politics for 
the foreseeable future.

He calls the alliance “Cumhur” 
(“the public”), a word he rightly 
believes will be attractive to 
Turkey’s overwhelmingly anti-
Western conservative majority. 
That majority includes Islamist 
and ultra-nationalist segments.

At the cost of alienating secular, 
leftist and Kurdish sections of so-
ciety, Erdogan has even reached 
out to tiny parties on the very 
far-right. It is exceedingly likely 
he will widen his base.

It is obvious that the Kurdish 
issue, both at home and in Syria, 
lies at the heart of Erdogan’s strat-
egy to achieve absolute power. 
”This summer will appear to be 
very hot for the terror organisa-
tion and its supporters,” Erdogan 
recently said, using his preferred 
description for the PKK.

This means that Erdogan is set 
to continue with his high-stakes 
gamble of winning next year’s na-
tional and presidential elections 
by turning the Afrin incursion 
into a sustainable conflict.

The Afrin operation has its uses. 
It is a tool to manipulate domes-
tic opinion. It can be used as a 
pretext to extend emergency rule 
until after the elections and it can 
help cement Erdogan’s image as 
the commander-in-chief, a strong 
leader who will take on anyone 
who plays games that imperil Tur-
key’s unity.

Would the proposal to allow 
pre-election alliances help the 
opposition as well? Not for the 
Republican People’s Party (CHP), 
on the centre-left, and the Good 
Party (IYI), on the centre-right. 
Either one or both would need to 
enter an alliance with the  
People’s Democratic Party (HDP). 
That is unlikely for several rea-
sons.

The IYI would never even 
consider such a step and, if the 
CHP did make a move towards 
the HDP, Erdogan stands ready to 
release a powerful campaign that 
would paint the party as a terror-
ist collaborator.

The homestretch looks to be 
good going for Erdogan, at least 
now.

Erdogan is busy building a resilient autocracy

The Kurdish issue, 
both at home and 
in Syria, lies at the 
heart of Erdogan’s 
strategy to achieve 
absolute power. 

Viewpoint

Yavuz Baydar
is a Turkish journalist and regular 

columnist for The Arab Weekly.
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T 

he paranoid style 
of Iranian politics 
means that the 
regime is engaged in 
a permanent search 
for spies. This keeps 
citizens in check for 

fear of being denounced as foreign 
agents. The latest targets of the 
regime’s hunt for spies, however, 
are extraordinary, even by Iranian 
standards: environmental activists 
and a desert species of reptile.

It started tragically. Kavous 
Seyed Emami, a 63-year-old dual 
national of Iran and Canada, re-
portedly committed suicide Febru-
ary 8 at Evin Prison. He was one of 
the founders of the Persian Wildlife 
Heritage Foundation.

Emami and three other environ-
mentalist activists were arrested 
January 24 and charged with 
espionage for the United States and 
Israel. The other activists are Hou-
man Jokar, who leads a project on 
the Asiatic cheetah; his wife, Niloo-
far, a former environmental affairs 
adviser to the United Nations; and 
Morad Tahbaz, an environmental 
and cultural activist.

Gholam-Hossein Mohseni Ezhei, 
a judiciary spokesman, confirmed 
the environmentalist activists’ 
arrest on espionage charges. 
However, the authorities are yet 
to produce evidence of Emami’s 
alleged spying. His record points to 
something other than the betrayal 
of Iran. He was from a respected 
clerical family and there is no 
indication he harboured animosity 

towards the regime.
Emami’s son, Ramin Seyed 

Emami, said his father returned to 
Iran after receiving a doctorate in 
international relations from Ohio 

State University. After the revolu-
tion, he taught sociology at Ahwaz 
University but volunteered to 
serve on the front lines when Iraq 
invaded Iran in 1980. Emami was 

wounded in the war and returned 
to Tehran to pursue an academic 
career.

Since Emami’s arrest, imprison-
ment and reported suicide, the 
Iranian public has been asking: 
What classified information could 
he have had access to and why 
would foreign intelligence services 
be interested in data from an envi-
ronmentalist activist?

This is where leading figures in 
the Iranian establishment had to 
get creative. Major-General Hassan 
Firouzabadi, former chief of staff of 
Iran’s armed forces and a military 
adviser to Supreme Leader Ayatol-
lah Ali Khamenei, made a comical 
intervention into the affair.

Asked by Iranian media about 
the arrest of environmentalists, 
Firouzabadi said: “Several years 
ago, some individuals came to Iran 
to collect aid for Palestine… We 
were suspicious of the route they 
chose. In their possession were a 
variety of reptile desert species like 
lizards, chameleons… We found 
out that their skin attracts atomic 
waves and that [the individuals] 
were nuclear spies who wanted to 
find out where inside the Islamic 
Republic of Iran we have uranium 
mines and where we are engaged 
in atomic activities.”

The major-general’s comments 
say it all.

The latest spy scare in Tehran 
and Emami’s death are certainly 
tragic but the Iranian authorities’ 
bizarre accusations are so ludi-
crous as to provoke laughter.

The latest targets of 
the regime’s hunt 
for spies, however, 
are extraordinary, 
even by Iranian 
standards: 
environmental 
activists and a 
desert species of 
reptile.

C 

an the ageing mul-
lahs of Iran lead 
a predominately 
young country of 
more than 81 million 
people, the majority 
of whom are eager to 

live a more liberal lifestyle?
What do young Iranians know of 

the 1979 Islamic Revolution, which 
their mullahs and leaders are 
keen to export to Arab and Islamic 
countries in the region?

What is their view of this out-
dated ideology, which is based on 
a complex combination of nation-
alism, political populism and Shia 
religious radicalism?

In a commentary published in 
Foreign Policy magazine in Janu-
ary, Dennis Ross argued that Iran’s 
policies, particularly its expan-
sionism in the Middle East, had 
come with a heavy social cost.

The former US envoy to the 
Middle East and counsellor at the 
Washington Institute for Near East 
Policy was referring to nationwide 
protests in Iran over corruption 
and economic mismanagement 
that flared up on December 28.

While Ross rightly points out 
that the demonstrations do not 
themselves indicate “the Islamic 
republic is on its last legs — far 
from it,” he notes that “…for a 
regime that prides itself on control 
and recalls well what brought Shah 
Mohammad Reza Pahlavi down, 
the protesters flocking to the 
streets cannot be a happy sight.”

American political scientist 
Francis Fukuyama, who famously 
forecast the “end of history,” gave 
an equally dire assessment of the 
mullah’s republic, saying genera-
tional tensions in Iran point to a 
looming crisis.

“In Iran there has been a social 
revolution going on beneath the 
surface,” Fukuyama said at the 
World Government Summit in 
Dubai. “There is a young popula-
tion, well-educated women in 
particular, who do not correspond 
to the rural, conservative power 
structure that runs the country.”

Fukuyama’s assessment is solid. 
With deteriorating economic con-
ditions, unique political concerns 
and a major social shift, Iran is 
looking increasingly unstable. 

While the conservative Iranian 
mullahs can attempt to resist all 
forms of progress, they cannot 
turn back the hands of time. The 
highly complex modern age can-
not coexist, either in form or in 
content, with the obsolete revolu-
tion of Grand Ayatollah Ruhollah 
Khomeini.

“[Iran is] headed towards some 
kind of explosion and I’m not sure 
of the outcome but it is not a stable 
situation,” Fukuyama said.

Of the various factors high-
lighted by Fukuyama, Iran’s 
demographic landscape is the 
most important. The majority of 
Iranians were born after the Is-
lamic Revolution and few cling to 
the stale ideology of their leaders.

Young Iranians, in particu-
lar, have witnessed a stunning 
information revolution over their 
lifetimes: from the launch of the 
internet to the development of 

artificial intelligence to the use 
of quantum information process-
ing. They cannot be held by the 
conservative way of life Khomeini 
endorsed 40 years ago.

Iranian women, against all odds, 
have made important advances 
since 1979, confronting an array of 
social and legal barriers imposed 
by the mullahs. A 2017 Human 
Rights Watch report stated that 
more than 50% of Iranian universi-
ty graduates are women compared 
to 28.6% in 1976.

Despite the improvement, wom-
en’s participation in the labour 
force is only 17%. This startling gap 
demonstrates the extent to which 
women face inequality, not just 
socially, but in terms of economic 
outcomes.

Iranian women are not giving 
up on their future or that of their 
country, however. They were 
among protesters in December and 

January shouting: “No Gaza. No 
Lebanon. I will die for Iran.”

The slogan is a searing indict-
ment of the mullahs’ attempts to 
expand Iranian influence beyond 
their national borders, particularly 
to Yemen, Iraq, Syria and Lebanon. 
Ultimately, that strategy is a losing 
one.

Iran’s countdown to a social 
“explosion” began in 2009, when 
national police and the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guard Corps’ Basij 
paramilitary force initiated a vio-
lent crackdown on protests over 
presidential election results.

Today, as frustration and popu-
lar unrest increase among Iran’s 
youth, it is only a matter of time 
before Iranian society sees an 
explosion. It’s difficult to imagine 
that a ruthless theocracy like that 
of the mullahs might indefinitely 
prevail in a striving society so 
hungry for change.

Generational tensions in Iran point to looming crisis

Tehran’s paranoia breeds new, strange spy cases

is the Managing Editor of 
The Arab Weekly.

Iman Zayat

Ali Alfoneh

As frustration and 
popular unrest 
increase among 
Iran’s youth, it is 
only a matter of 
time before Iranian 
society sees an 
explosion. 

Hunger for change. University students run away from stones thrown by police during an anti-
government protest inside Tehran University, last December.             (AP)

Growing paranoia. Renowned environmentalist Kavous Seyed 
Emami, whom Iranian authorities claimed committed suicide in 
prison, in February, a fortnight after his arrest.                 (AFP)
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W 

ith elections in 
Italy and Hungary 
approaching, many 
in Europe said they 
were concerned 

about the rise of anti-migrant dis-
course amid fears of an increase in 
populist nativism.

Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor 
Orban, who is seeking to secure a 
third term in office in parliamen-
tary elections April 8, proposed a 
“global alliance” against migration 
during a state of the nation speech 
February 18.

Orban, a combative right-wing 
nationalist, warned of the “Is-
lamisation” of Europe, describing 
Christianity as the continent’s “last 
hope.”

“If hundreds of millions of young 
people are allowed to move north, 
there will be enormous pressure 
on Europe. If all this continues, in 
the big cities of Europe, there will 
be a Muslim majority,” he said.

Orban pledged solidarity with 
“those Western European people 
and leaders who want to save their 
country and their Christian cul-
ture.” He specifically named the V4 
— the so-called Visegrad Group of 
former communist-bloc countries 
Hungary, Poland, Slovakia and the 
Czech Republic.

“We don’t think the fight is hope-
less. On the contrary, we are win-
ning,” said Orban, who heads the 
right-wing populist Fidesz party. 
“The V4 is firm. Croatia has come 
around. Austria has turned in the 
patriotic direction and, in Bavaria, 
the [Christian Social Union] CSU 
has created a resistance.”

“We are waiting for the Ital-
ian elections, during which Silvio  

Berlusconi can again occupy the 
government positions,” Orban add-
ed. Berlusconi, however, is banned 
from political office because of a 
tax fraud conviction.

While Orban’s Fidesz is predict-
ed to win comfortably in the April 
8 elections, a right-wing coalition 
in Italy’s elections is going from 
strength to strength ahead of a 
March 4 vote but it may not secure 
an outright parliamentary major-
ity.

The coalition, which is led by 
Berlusconi’s Forza Italia and in-
cludes the far-right Brothers of 
Italy and the Northern League, is 
seeking to exploit anti-migrant 
sentiment.

All three parties have issued 
strong anti-migration statements, 
with Berlusconi, who has three 
times been Italy’s prime minister, 
describing migrants as a “social 
bomb ready to explode” and prom-
ising to deport 600,000 illegal im-
migrants.

Northern League Federal Secre-
tary Matteo Salvini has explicitly 
listed Orban as one of his political 
idols.

“Donald Trump and Viktor Or-
ban are role models,” he told the 
Britain’s Daily Express newspaper, 
praising their populist nativist eco-
nomic and social policies.

“He [Orban] is a role model be-
cause he builds walls in the heart 
of Europe to stop migrants. He de-
fends borders, defends banks, de-
fends the currency and stops im-
migration,” Salvini said.

“If I have to choose a well-gov-
erned country, I choose that one 
[Hungary],” he added.

Italy has seen an increase in 
anti-migrant sentiment, includ-
ing a high-profile attack against 
migrants February 3 in the central 
Italian town of Macerata. Luca 
Traini, a failed Northern League 

election candidate, shot six mi-
grants days after a Nigerian mi-
grant was arrested in connection 
with the death of 18-year-old Mac-
erata resident Pamela Mastropi-
etro. Her dismembered body was 
found hidden in two suitcases.

In the last opinion polls issued 
before the March 4 elections, Ber-
lusconi’s right-wing coalition was 
predicted to win the highest share 
of the vote but would fall short of 
an absolute majority. Italy bans 
election polls the final two weeks 
before voting.

The YouTrend poll, which com-
piled the data from seven polling 
institutes in the second week of 
February, put Berlusconi’s bloc 
ahead of competitors with 37.2% of 
the vote. The anti-establishment 
Five Star Movement was second 
with 27.8% of the vote, ahead of 
Italy’s left-wing bloc, which in-
cludes the ruling centre-left Demo-
cratic Party, at 27.4%.

Even the Five Star Movement, 
which refuses to join electoral coa-
litions as a matter of policy, has 
adopted strong anti-immigration 
views. It pledged to increase the 
number of police and strengthen 
checkpoints, as well as calling 
for the immediate repatriation of 
illegal immigrants. The Demo-
cratic Party has acknowledged 
the swelling anti-migrant senti-
ment amid a weak economy and  

high unemployment.
“Nativist and Eurosceptic ac-

tors… spurred ideas of migrants as 
a security threat in order to attack 
the government and build support 
for their far-right agenda,” a state-
ment from the European Council 
on Foreign Relations warned.

“This effort has been remarkably 
successful at painting migrants as 
the root of Italy’s problems, leav-
ing the government feeling that 
it had no choice but to respond 
with an anti-migration stance of its 
own.”

Italian law mandates that a party 
needs at least 40% of the vote to 
secure an automatic majority. Lo-
cal media reports indicate that as 
many as 10 million Italians are un-
decided on the election although it 
is certain that migration will be a 
central issue.

Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.

Mahmud el-Shafey

Democracy crisis. Women walk past torn candidates’ posters in Rome, on February 21.                     (AFP)

Europe

Upcoming European 
elections show rise of 
anti-migrant discourse

C
ulture shock, identity 
crisis, racial recogni-
tion — these can all 
be experiences that 
an individual grow-
ing up in a multicul-
tural world struggles 

with. This can especially be the 
case for young adults making the 
move from Westernised cultures 
to an Eastern way of life and 
mentality.

Even though times have moved 
on and ways of life have changed 
over the years, there are traditions 
and mentalities, focusing mainly 
on the Eastern tradition, that have 
stayed true to their cultural roots.

For a young adult born and 
raised in a Westernised society but 
having to stick to a less mod-
ernised way of life due to ethnic 
identity, it can sometimes be hard 
to be comfortably placed within 
society. This is especially true 
when the world is dictating a one 
way of life but traditional rules are 
dictating another.

The West offers freedom and 
liberalism that are not always 
found in most Arab and Middle 
Eastern countries, whether that 
be down to culture, tradition or 
religion. This can be a struggle for 
those who are trying to identify as 
both modern and traditional, find-
ing it confusing and sometimes 
conflicting.

“It has been difficult trying 
to maintain the culture in the 
Western society as the culture I 
was brought up in had many rules. 
A lot of the times my parents had 

to make sure that I understood 
where I come from and make 

sure that I know my origin by 

speaking to me in Arabic so that I 
don’t forget about the language.” 
This was the response of Sylvia 
Salib, a young teacher raised in the 
United Kingdom and brought up 
in an Egyptian household.

She said: “A lot of the times my 
parents would comment on things 
my friends would do which in 
Arab culture were forbidden (e.g. 
boyfriend, smoking) and this is 
what was difficult to try and stay 
away from. Usually, if my friends 
are doing it, then it meant I can 
but that is what divides us. I guess 
that’s why I ended up making 
friends with people from Arab ori-
gin as the culture was very similar 
instead.”

Salib recently moved to Egypt. 
As a young adult, she described 

the move as a culture shock and 
that it was hard to adjust to a new 
way of life.

“I received the biggest culture 
shock when I first arrived,” she 
said. “There are a lot of rules 
against women and there is no re-
spect for each other. I had already 
had the first argument in the 
airport as no one understood the 
meaning of a queue and people 
were pushing in from everywhere. 
Every time I asked someone 
anything, I would get the same 
response: ‘It’s normal over here.’”

The biggest cultural change and 
adjustment, however, was Salib’s 
treatment as a young woman in 
an Arab-dominant society. “The 
culture shock of a woman being 
told what she can wear and what 

she shouldn’t wear when going 
out. That was very annoying, es-
pecially when they claim that such 
rule would prevent a woman from 
being harassed,” she said.

Not all Arab countries have such 
an extreme divide when com-
pared to the West. Julie Khalil, a 
33-year-old woman of Egyptian 
origin who was also raised in the 
United Kingdom, moved to Dubai 
in her adult life and described the 
culture shock that came with her 
move as very trifling.

“Dubai is multicultural and 
doesn’t feel very Eastern,” she 
said. “In fact, it doesn’t have much 
of its own culture and you’re 
therefore surrounded by so many 
different cultures.”

Khalil also spoke of growing up 
in a Western society while sticking 
to her traditional roots. “It was 
challenging to have to stick to 
our traditions while faced with 
encouragement to do the opposite 
on a daily basis,” she said.

Both women agreed that they 
prefer living in a Western coun-
try where there is more freedom 
along with non-gender bias. They 
said living in a Western coun-
try makes young Arab women 
feel more comfortable and safe 
knowing that they have the right 
to choose and decide on how to 
live. In Western countries, these 
women have a voice to be heard.

Although Eastern societies offer 
rooted traditions that keep young 
people grounded, some of the less 
modern and liberal “rules” may 
need to catch up with the present 
world that young British Arabs are 
being brought up in to avoid cul-
ture shock and identity struggle.

Growing up as a British-Arab woman

Maria Asaad

Not all Arab 
countries have an 
extreme divide 
when compared 
to the West.

is a British-Egyptian 
writer in London.

East meets West. The Egyptian-American Muslim Elhariry family 
and their friends take part in an Iftar dinner during Ramadan in 
Manalapan in New Jersey, last May.                                                (Reuters)

Viewpoint

A right-wing coalition 
in Italy’s elections is 
going from strength to 
strength ahead of a 
March 4 vote but it may 
not secure an outright 
parliamentary 
majority.
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W
ould the con-
flicts in the 
Middle East 
suddenly 
grind to a halt 
if 21st-cen-
tury political 

leaders had to ride into battle like 
the kings and emperors of yore?

“Yes,” says Nassim Nicholas 
Taleb, the Lebanon-born-and-bred 
American writer who has a history 
of thinking the unthinkable. If 
politicians had skin in the game, 
they would make very different 
decisions, he says.

While war has often been de-
scribed as old men sending young 
men to die, this is, Taleb says, “the 
very first generation of warmon-
gers not dying in battle.” They 
sit in “air-conditioned offices” 
instead and make consequential 
decisions that convulse countries.

It is a provocative argument and 
particularly relevant as the Syr-
ian conflict metastasises. Syrian 
President Bashar Assad’s forces 
have been trying to bomb a rebel-
lious area outside Damascus into 
submission, leading to a surge in 
deaths and ever more urgent  
warnings of a humanitarian  
catastrophe.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan is threatening to “be-
siege” the centre of the Kurdish-
controlled enclave of Afrin but 
militia loyal to Assad’s regime 
have reclaimed the territory. All 
of this suggests an escalation of 
the long-running Syrian war but, 
by Taleb’s reasoning, that’s not 

because of politics but politicians 
without skin in the game.

“Skin in the Game” is the title of 
Taleb’s book, published in Febru-
ary. It lays out the writer’s long-
held belief that people should only 
be heeded or trusted if they have a 
personal stake in the outcome.

Which is to say, America’s 
commander-in-chief should live 
up to his title. The US president 
should be at the ready on the 
battlefield if he declares war. Or 
at least, he should have a family 
member — son, daughter, grand-
child — whose life and well-being 
are substantially affected by the 
decision to make war. Ditto for 
other politicians who commit 
their countries to long periods of 
bloodshed in pursuit of esoteric 
goals.

Might George W. Bush have 
been more mindful of the con-

sequences of his 2003 illegal 
invasion of Iraq had he served in 
Vietnam rather than the Texas 
National Guard or sent one of his 
daughters into battle?

Would Assad have been less 
blase about the grinding 7-year 
fight for regime-survival had he, 
like Abbasid caliphs and Roman 
emperors, been positioned at the 
head of his forces?

Might Erdogan be less bellicose 
about clearing “terror organisa-
tions” out of Syria if he were 
accompanying his soldiers into 
Afrin?

Probably, at least according to 
Taleb’s theory. Historically, those 
with the power to declare  
war — Hannibal, Alexander, 
Caesar, Julian — lived or died by 
their decisions, he says. Certainly, 
they suffered for and from them, 
spending years away from home 

leading military campaigns.
Not so American presidents, 

at least for the past 29 years. 
They have neither seen combat 
nor had to physically suffer the 
consequences of their actions. 
Neither have their direct descend-
ants. Donald Trump, the current 
occupant of the White House, 
has never entered a war zone. He 
evaded the Vietnam draft citing 
bone spurs in his feet.

The nearest a US decision-maker 
recently came to feeling the pain 
of war is former Vice-President 
Joe Biden. His son, Beau, was 
deployed to Iraq towards the end 
of the 2008 presidential election 
campaign. However, as armed 
drones make America’s wars 
ever more remote (and remotely 
controlled) disconnect between 
bloodshed and battlefield is  
growing.

Clearly, “skin in the game” is 
just another way of repeating 
the truism: Actions should have 
consequences. Our ancestors 
understood this, which is why the 
nearly 4,000-year-old Babylonian 
law popularly called Hammurabi’s 
Code stipulated death for a builder 
whose construction collapses and 
kills someone.

It is a brutal but honourable 
way of ensuring accountability. 
Modern attempts such as the 
International Criminal Court to 
hold warmongers responsible are 
ignored by those most likely to 
start cataclysmic conflicts.

This is why some argue for  
another, rougher form of justice.

Why warmongers must have skin in the game

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

Modern attempts 
such as the 
International 
Criminal Court to 
hold warmongers 
responsible 
are ignored by 
those most likely to 
start cataclysmic 
conflicts.

Rashmee Roshan Lall
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T
he Trump adminis-
tration presented its 
fiscal year 2019 budget 
request to Congress 
and, just as it did last 
year, the administra-
tion proposed massive 

cuts for diplomacy and foreign aid 
and a substantial increase in fund-
ing for the Pentagon.

Only the US Congress can ap-
propriate funds but presidents tra-
ditionally submit budget requests 
early in the calendar year. The 
US fiscal year runs from October 
1 to September 30. While usually 
changed substantially by Congress, 
the submitted budget reflects the 
Trump administration’s priorities 
and values.

It requested a 29% reduction 
— about $17 billion — in US diplo-
matic and foreign aid spending. No 
other federal government agency 
faces such a large reduction. In the 
narrative that accompanied the 
budget request, the administration 
argued that cutting foreign as-
sistance would promote “self-reli-
ance” among developing countries 
and help to break their dependence 
on aid.

It also said it would review US 
contributions to multilateral organ-
isations such as the United Nations 
and associated agencies to deter-
mine whether the financial outlay 
“advances American interests.”

The budget request maintains 
aid to Israel under the terms of 
a 10-year bilateral agreement 
reached during the final days of 
the Obama administration and 
that guarantees Israel at least $3.9 
billion per year in military aid. Also 
included in the budget request 
was funding for the construction 
of a new US Embassy in Jerusalem, 
which was described as “among 
the [State] department’s highest 
priority for capital security invest-
ments in FY (Fiscal Year) 2018 and 
FY 2019.”

Despite facing draconian finan-
cial cuts to his department, US 
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson 
defended the administration’s 
budget request. Tillerson said that 

the diminished sums allocated 
to diplomacy and foreign aid still 
would provide “the resources 
necessary to advance peace and 
security and respond to global 
crises.”

The proposed reduction in funds 
for diplomacy and Tillerson’s ap-
parent approval of them likely will 
lead to further haemorrhaging of 
career foreign service officers and 
regional experts from the State 
Department. Many senior diplo-
matic positions remain unfilled 
under the Trump administration. 
A senior State Department official 
told The Arab Weekly on condition 
of anonymity that staff morale “is 
at an all-time low.”

The US Agency for International 
Development (USAID) said that its 
priority for spending the reduced 
funds allocated would be making 
the United States more competitive 
economically, improving border se-
curity and “facing down” terrorist 
threats. None of these goals would 
actually help developing countries 
and do not reflect the normal defi-
nition of foreign aid.

Congress, however, has the final 
say and legislators from both par-
ties blasted the administration’s 

request almost as soon as it hit 
their desks. US Representative Ed 
Royce, the California Republican 
who is chairman of the House 
Foreign Affairs Committee, said 
“a strong bipartisan coalition in 
Congress already has acted once to 
stop deep cuts to the State Depart-
ment and USAID that would have 
undermined our national security. 
This year we will act again.”

Royce was referring to Trump’s 
FY2018 budget request and the fact 
that Congress reinstated many of 
his proposed cuts to the foreign aid 
programme.

Representative Eliot Engel of 
New York, the ranking Democrat 
on the committee, said the admin-
istration’s proposed budget for 
diplomacy and foreign aid “would 
make us less safe.” Engel said the 
administration’s request was “dead 
on arrival.”

Dozens of international aid 
organisations and NGOs expressed 
outrage at the administration’s pro-
posal and the values it reflected. 
Less expected was a letter sent 
to Congress by a coalition of 150 
retired generals and admirals, who 
called on legislators to reject the 
Trump budget request and “ensure 

that our nation has the civilian 
resources necessary to protect our 
national security.”

They also expressed concern 
over the high number of vacant 
positions in key diplomatic posts 
and wrote “elevating and strength-
ening diplomacy and development 
alongside defence is critical to 
keeping America safe.”

Less likely to be opposed by 
Congress is the administration’s 
defence budget request, which 
includes $15.3 billion to support 
the US-led anti-Islamic State coali-
tion, which represents a $2 billion 
increase. The funds include $1.4 
billion to train and equip US allies, 
including $850 million for the Iraqi 
Army and Kurdish peshmerga, 
$300 million for the Kurdish-led 
Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) 
and $250 million for border secu-
rity. The funding request assumes 
that approximately 6,000 US 
troops would remain in Syria and 
Iraq.

Overall, the Trump budget 
requests an $80 billion increase in 
funds for the Pentagon, 13% more 
than last year. This is in addition to 
a 12% increase in funding for the 
Homeland Security Department.

Trump’s budget proposal slashes diplomacy 
and foreign aid, boosts military spending

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

Mark Habeeb

The administration 
requested a 29% 
reduction — about
$17 billion — in US 
diplomatic and 
foreign aid 
spending. 

Wincing.
US Secretary 
of State 
Rex Tillerson 
at the State 
Department, 
in Washington, 
last October.

   (Reuters)

The United States

War by remote control. An MQ-1B Predator remotely piloted 
aircraft f lies during a training mission in Nevada.                         (AFP)
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S 

audi Arabia is rapidly pur-
suing its comprehensive 
reform agenda, introduc-
ing policies and initiatives 
to modernise the country 

and strengthen its economy. In-
cluded in the programme are steps 
to improve women’s participation 
in business, which is seen as cru-
cial to the kingdom’s progress.

The Saudi Ministry of Commerce 
and Investment has announced 
that “women can now launch their 
own businesses and benefit from 
[governmental] e-services with-
out having to prove consent from 
a guardian.”

The move is a watershed devel-
opment in Saudi Arabia, where 
women had been required to se-
cure written permission from a 
male guardian to legally start a 
business venture. It comes as part 
of broader efforts to empower 
women through the country’s Vi-
sion 2030 reform programme.

In recent months, Saudi Arabia 
reversed its long-standing ban on 
female driving and eased aspects 
of its male guardianship system, 
granting women independent ac-
cess to government services, jobs, 
education and health care without 
the need for prior consent.

Saudi women have also been al-
lowed to join male fans at athletic 
events and Riyadh recently hosted 
the first all-women’s squash tour-
nament, which Saudi women par-
ticipated in.

In an interview with NBC News, 
Fatimah Baeshen, spokeswoman 
for the Saudi Embassy in Washing-
ton, stressed that the Saudi reform 
drive would encompass all seg-
ments of Saudi society.

“There’s something within Vi-
sion 2030 for everyone,” Baesh-
en said. “It talks about opening 
up. It talks about diversifying. It 
talks about developing various 
industries like entertainment, 
like sports, attracting more for-
eign investments, etc.” She added 
that Saudi Arabia was not “East-
ernising” or “Westernising” but  
modernising.

This drive for modernisation 
in a country known for conserva-
tive posture is a daunting task but 
Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed 
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz vowed 
to return the country to its “mod-
erate” roots. His endorsement of 
new technologies and a potentially 
lucrative domestic entertainment 
industry is part of that vision.

The kingdom is creating it with 
the aim of providing more recrea-
tional options in Saudi Arabia. This 
would allow the country to keep 
some of the income usually spent 
on leisure abroad, as well as create 
job opportunities and attract for-
eign investment.

Saudi officials announced in 
December that cinemas would be 
returning to the kingdom after a 
35-year ban, with the first movie 
theatre opening in March.

The government’s goal is to see 
more than 300 cinemas, with more 
than 2,000 screens, open in the 
kingdom by 2030. Experts said the 
industry could add $24 billion and 
30,000 permanent jobs to the Sau-
di economy.

Officials also announced that Ri-
yadh would set up an opera house. 
Ahmad al-Khatib, head of the king-
dom’s General Entertainment Au-
thority, said on Twitter that con-
struction had already begun.

“We are not talking about plans… 
Implementation has begun and we 

will continue to reach the desired 
level and achieve the highest inter-
national standards,” Khatib posted 
on the entertainment authority’s 
official Twitter account.

The entertainment authority 
said the opera house is part of a 
$64 billion budget allocated to 
Saudi entertainment projects over 
the next ten years. The investment 
is already starting to bear fruit, 
with hundreds of Saudi start-ups 
springing to life in the last year, 
Khatib said at a news conference in 
Riyadh.

“Eight million people attended 
our activities in the main cities 
but we are expanding the reach to 
build up for receiving 15 million 
visitors to the planned events in 
more cities. In two to three years, 
we promise a wider range of events 
coming to more areas in the king-

dom,” Khatib said in an interview 
with the Dubai-based Al Arabiya 
news channel.

“God willing, you will see a real 
change by 2020,” he said, adding 
that more than 5,000 events were 
being organised for the next year.

Saudis spend an estimated $20 
billion a year overseas on tourism, 
with regional cities like Dubai and 
Bahrain benefiting most from the 
business. Saudi officials said they 
hope to recoup one-quarter of that 
market while also attracting tour-
ists from those cities.

“I promise you that we will re-
verse this migration and people 
from Dubai, Kuwait and Bahrain 
will come to Saudi Arabia,” Khatib 
said.

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf 
section editor of The Arab Weekly.

Shifting dynamics. Saudi women apply for a job during Glowork Career Fair 2017 in Riyadh, last September.                                                 (AFP)

London

T 

he Council of Saudi Cham-
bers (CSC), reacting to a 
backlash, recommended 
changing the recently in-
troduced expat levy.

The Saudi daily Al Madina report-
ed that businessmen and the heads 
of Saudi chambers of commerce 
asked for amendments to the expat 
levy during a meeting with Minister 
of Labour and Social Development 
Ali bin Nasser al-Ghafis.

The CSC recommendations in-
cluded adjusting the timeline of pay-
ment increases from 2020 to 2025 
and possibly exempting micro, small 
and medium-sized businesses from 
the tax for a few years. Only Saudi 
firms with five or fewer employees 
are exempt from the tax.

Ghafis agreed to put together a 
task force that includes members of 
the Labour Ministry and the CSC to 
study the proposals.

The expat levy law, which went 
into effect in January, requires com-
panies in which foreign workers out-
number Saudis to pay a monthly fee 
of approximately $107 per expat em-
ployee. Firms employing an equal 
number of Saudi and expat employ-
ees must pay a monthly rate of $80 

per expat. Companies with a larger 
foreign workforce will be forced to 
pay $160 per expat worker starting 
2019, with that rate going up to just 
more than $213 in 2020.

In cases in which the number of 

foreign and Saudi employees are the 
same, the expat levy will increase to 
$133 in 2019 and approximately $187 
in 2020.

The law is intended to help the 
kingdom achieve Saudisation tar-

gets. The kingdom announced that 
certain would be off-limits to expa-
triates. The decision, which goes into 
effect in September, will see expats 
barred from working in 12 retail jobs, 
including in watch shops, medical 

equipment stores and pastry shops.
Thamer al-Farshouti, head of the 

Jeddah Chamber of Commerce and 
Industry’s (JCCI) Entrepreneurship 
Committee, said that up to 30% of 
private business establishments 
could close if the current policies 
remained unchanged. A JCCI report 
stated that 15% of establishments in 
Jeddah are on the verge of closure, 
with 11% facing major financial bur-
dens due to current policies. The re-
port recommended the cancellation 
of the expat tax on firms with the 
same number of Saudi and expatri-
ate workers, the Saudi daily Okaz 
reported.

In January, a 5% value added tax 
(VAT) took effect in Saudi Arabia and 
the United Arab Emirates. Other Gulf 
Cooperation Council countries were 
to follow suit later in the year and in 
2019.

The VAT basically ended the tax-
free lifestyles the two countries’ 
populations were accustomed to. 
However, a week into the new year 
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al 
Saud issued royal decrees authoris-
ing a wide range of bonuses and pay-
outs for Saudi citizens to “ease the 
burdens” tied to the tax, an official 
statement said.

The kingdom’s cabinet has ap-
proved bankruptcy laws for the first 
time but the framework for that pro-
cess is yet to be made public.

The Arab Weekly staff

Evolving taxation. People stand outside jewellery stores in Riyadh.                    (Reuters)

Saudi business community seeks expat levy amendments

Saudi women no longer required prior 
permission to launch own businesses

The move comes as 
part of broader efforts 
to empower women 
through the country’s 
Vision 2030 reform 
programme.
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Cairo

E 

gypt officially expressed 
optimism about an agree-
ment for importing natural 
gas from Israel, saying the 
deal advances its plan to 

become an energy hub in the eastern 
Mediterranean.

“This and similar deals will bring 
an added value to the economy,” said 
Hamdi Abdel Aziz, spokesman of the 
Ministry of Petroleum. “It will acti-
vate our huge gas liquefaction infra-
structure, thus bringing the national 
economy a lot of money.”

The deal was announced by Israel 
on February 19, almost ten months 
after the start of negotiations.

Israel’s Delek Drilling and its US 
partner Noble Energy agreed to sup-
ply Egypt’s Dolphinus Holdings with 
64 billion cubic metres of natural gas 
from Israel’s Tamar and Leviathan 
reservoirs. The $15 billion deal cov-
ers ten years starting in 2019 and is 
the largest between the Egyptian and 
Israeli private sectors.

Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu, in a televised address, 
said the agreement would bring 
in billions of dollars for the Israeli 
Treasury to be “spent on the educa-
tion, the health and the welfare of 
Israeli citizens.”

Egyptian President Abdel-Fattah 
al-Sisi also welcomed the deal, com-
paring it to “scoring a goal.”

“I’ve been dreaming about it for 
four years, that we become a regional 
hub for energy,” Sisi said in televised 
remarks. “All the gas coming from 
around the region will come to us. 
It’s either re-exported to other coun-
tries or we use it locally.”

Some Egyptians, however, ex-
pressed anger at the deal, particular-
ly as their government had pledged 
to move towards energy self-suffi-

ciency after production at the off-
shore Mediterranean Zohr gas field 
went online.

There was wariness about greater 
Egyptian-Israeli cooperation in a 
country that, despite having official 
and diplomatic relations with Tel 
Aviv for more than three decades, 
remains acutely suspicious of Israel, 
particularly on a social level.

“Why should we import natural 
gas from Israel?” asked MP Moham-
ed Badrawi, who submitted a request 
for clarification at the legislature. 
“The government should not over-
look years of enmity with the self-
proclaimed Jewish state and allow 
the execution of such deals.”

In 1979, Egypt became the first 
Arab country to sign a peace treaty 
with Israel after fighting three wars 
against it.

The Egyptian government has said 
was not part of the Delek Drilling-
Dolphinus Holdings deal, although 
Natural Gas Law No 196/2017 makes 
it necessary for it to approve import 
deals signed by the private sector.

Egypt used to export gas to Israel 
through the EMG pipeline running 
from Port Said to Ashkelon across 
al-Arish in North Sinai. However, ex-
ports ended in 2012 due to security 
and political problems.

In 2016, a French court ordered an 
Egyptian company to pay almost $2 
billion to the state-owned Israel Elec-
tric Corporation in compensation 
for the suspension of gas supplies. 
Egypt’s appeal of the ruling was re-

jected by a French court.
The Egyptian petroleum minister 

said the government’s approval of 
the $15 billion gas import deal would 
be conditional — among other points 
— on a settlement of the dispute.

Another issue remains concerning 
how the Israeli gas will reach Egypt. 
Delek said “various possibilities” 
exist, including using the EMG pipe-
line.

Cairo said it hopes the deal helps 
Egypt become a regional energy hub.

Egypt has two major gas lique-
faction facilities and 11 large petro-
chemicals factories, making it more 
than capable of refining and liquefy-
ing massive amounts of oil and gas. 
This infrastructure, Abdel Aziz said, 
would be expanded as regional gas 
and oil arrive for processing before 
export.

“Successive governments in Egypt 
spent billions of dollars on preparing 
the infrastructure necessary for this,” 
said Ramadan Abul Ela, a professor 
of petroleum engineering at the Suez 
Canal University. “It is about time 
this infrastructure is used.”

Egypt has already hammered out 
deals with Iraq and Saudi Arabia for 
refining crude oil. It hopes to liquefy 
gas from Cyprus when wells discov-
ered off its coast are developed.

The Egyptian-Israeli deal is a small 
part of a tense struggle for resources 
and influence in the eastern Mediter-
ranean.

Egypt, which has started produc-
tion from a huge gas field off its Med-

iterranean coast and plans to resume 
gas exports next year, aspires to 
overtake Turkey and Qatar in the re-
gional and international gas markets.

Egypt plans to extend the EMG 
pipeline, which runs from its Medi-
terranean coast across the Sinai Pen-
insula to Israel, to Greece and further 
into Europe, marginalising Turkey, 
which has expressed concerns about 
developments in the eastern Medi-
terranean.

Egypt and Saudi Arabia are plan-
ning to build a bridge over the Red 
Sea to connect the Sinai Peninsula 
with the western part of the oil-rich 
kingdom. The Egyptians said they 
may consider using the bridge to ex-
tend a pipeline to the Gulf.

“This will beat Qatar, the main 
supplier of gas to these countries, 
out of the gas market, at least in 
this region,” said Gamal al-Qaluibi, a 
power engineering professor at Cairo 
University.

Political analysts warned that 
Egypt’s ambitious energy plans 
could face stern regional opposition.

“Turkey is already trying to hin-
der the implementation of maritime 
border demarcation agreements be-
tween Egypt, Greece and Cyprus,” 
said Hassan Nafaa, a political science 
professor at Cairo University. “The 
region is in for more confrontations 
as gas discoveries and deals create 
winners and losers.”

Hassan Abdel Zaher is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

Cairo optimistic 
about Israel gas deal 
but Egyptians wary

Turkey yet to issue 
Gazprom permit 
for TurkStream 
land pipeline

OPEC targets 
longer-term 
non-member 
alliance deal 

Saudi Arabia to 
spend billions on 
Western-style 
entertainment

Consumers and 
firms feel pinch 
of import bans 
in Algeria

Turkey has yet to issue a permit 
for Russia’s Gazprom to build land-
based sections of the TurkStream 
gas pipeline, sources familiar with 
the matter said, stoking fears the 
strategically important project will 
be delayed.

If completed, the $8.6 billion pipe-
line would allow Russia to reduce its 
reliance on Ukraine as a transit route 
for its gas supplies to Europe.

Ankara authorised Gazprom, 
which has a de facto monopoly on 
Russian gas exports by pipeline, to 
start building two undersea sections 
of the project.

(Reuters)

OPEC aims to agree on a longer-
term partnership with non-member 
producers by the end of the year, 
United Arab Emirates Energy Minis-
ter Suhail al-Mazrouei said.

Mazrouei, who holds the rotating 
OPEC presidency, told the National 
newspaper that putting a “draft 
charter” in place by the end of 2018 
is a goal of his government.

The objective, the minister said, is 
“for this group to stay together for a 
longer time.”

(Agence France-Presse)

Saudi Arabia announced plans to 
spend billions on building venues 
and flying in Western acts, in an 
overhaul of its entertainment sector 
that would have been unthinkable 
not long ago.

Long known for its ultra-con-
servative mores, Saudi Arabia has 
embarked on a wide-ranging pro-
gramme of social and economic re-
forms driven by Crown Prince Mo-
hammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz.

At a glitzy news conference in 
Riyadh, General Entertainment Au-
thority (GEA) chief Ahmad bin Aqeel 
al-Khatib said the kingdom is to in-
vest $64 billion in its entertainment 
sector in the coming decade.

(Agence France-Presse)

Mansour and Nassima used to buy 
Swiss chocolate for their daughter 
but the treat has disappeared from 
the shelves as Algeria’s govern-
ment implements a ban on imports 
of hundreds of products to cut the 
trade deficit.

Restrictions will encourage do-
mestic production, officials said but 
local firms, including drinks produc-
ers and potters, said shortages of 
raw materials are putting their busi-
nesses at risk.

Algeria’s non-energy sector re-
mains undeveloped, meaning most 
goods are imported. 

(Reuters)

Briefs

Lofty plans. A view of an Israeli gas platform in the Mediterranean 
sea, west of Israel’s port city of Ashdod.                                        (Reuters)

The Egyptian-Israeli 
deal is a small part of 
a tense struggle for 
resources and 
influence in
the eastern 
Mediterranean.

Viewpoint

I
n another of her frequent out-
bursts, Hanan al-Fatlawi, head 
of Iraq’s Irada bloc, alerted her 
fellow members of parlia-
ment to problems she saw in 
a kind of contract that could 
compromise the state’s thinly 

stretched sovereignty.
“Take or pay,” as the contracts are 

known, call for reciprocal supply 
and payment obligations. If buyers 
fail to meet their end of the bargain, 
a penalty clause can be exercised 
by the seller. This, Fatlawi argued, 
could hold her country’s abundant 
resources and sovereignty ransom.

Fatlawi’s remarks rippled out-
ward, drawing less concern for 
the legality of the contracts than 
outrage over the mask of political 
hypocrisy behind which Fatlawi 
speaks, as a cosy member of the 
Green Zone elite.

Despite proven natural gas 
reserves ranking tenth worldwide, 
three-quarters of which are beneath 
Basra, Iraq’s foundering energy 
scene is the problem. Ambitious 
plans, some of which are more than 
5 years old, including the growth of 
Basra Gas Company, a joint venture 
between Shell and the Iraqi state, 
have disappointed expectations.

The result has been foreign ener-
gy dependence, particularly during 
the summer months when demand 
for power doubles. Dependence on 
foreign services and goods was the 
cost Iraq paid for the United States’ 
desire to flood the country with 
companies after having eradicated 
a healthy regulatory environment 
conducive to business transactions.

The struggle over authority, 
revenue sharing, systemic corrup-

tion and relentless terror attacks 

has seen resource riches dissipate 
as the potential of gas-rich areas 
such as Anbar remains unlocked.

A 4-year, $14.8 billion deal signed 
by Iraq and Iran in 2013, incapaci-
tated growth further. A total of 1.2 
billion cubic metres of gas has been 
exported to Iraq since late June 
2017, said Saeed Tavakoli, director 
of the Iranian Gas Transmission 
firm. Counterparts from the oil min-
istries of both countries agreed that 
Iraq would purchase 850 million 
cubic metres a day from its ally.

In absence of gas infrastructure 
and producing half of the power it 
needs, Iraq is unable to operate its 
power stations alone.

Highlighting the risks in a par-
liamentary session in late January, 
Fatlawi demanded the undivided 
attention of MPs charged with oil-
rich Basra, Amarra and Dhi Qar.

“If I take it or chose not to take it, 
payment is an obligation” Fatlawi 
said, animatedly gesturing with 
one hand while holding in the other 
an energy contract signed with 
Mass Energy Holding Group. The 
seller’s obligation is to make gas 
available and the purchaser’s duty 
is to pay, regardless of whether the 
gas reaches them.

“Whether it’s spring or winter 
and regardless of our energy needs, 
we must take and our ministry 
is obliged to pay,” Fatlawi said. 
“In the case of an earthquake or 
any untoward circumstances “we 
receive nothing, but still pay,” she 
scolded.

“The greatest disaster,” she said, 
was the penalty clause used to 
proffer investor guarantees or, as 
Fatlawi accused the Ministry of Oil, 
access to Iraq’s oil fields or other re-

sources riches to ensure continued 
revenue for the investor. “No one 
reserves this right,” said Fatlawi. 
“These are national resources.”

Lucrative terms of investment 
have seemingly gone unquestioned 
by the Oil Ministry as have the 
absurd penalties under the take-
or-pay clause. Badly coordinated 
policies that favour direct foreign 
investment have not transformed 
the promise of energy growth into 
a reality.

However, foreign actors have had 
a greater success with gas deals 
struck with the Kurdish Demo-
cratic Party in the Kurdish region 
of Iraq. Turkey eyes investments in 
northern Iraq to break its growing 
dependency on Russian gas.

While a common feature of 
contemporary international bulk-
sale energy deals, the take-or-pay 
clause protects sellers from disrup-
tions to their income stream. This, 
however, enforces a legally unde-
fined penalty on the buyer, who in 
this case is a country that has lost 
its lustre, no longer able to restore 
bargaining powers.

The involvement of a third party 
to mediate disputes appears absent 
from the Iraqi context, while 
the needs of the country remain 
unmet.

When ambitions of energy 
growth in Iraq’s foundering sec-
tor are suspended by conflict and 
paralysed by corruption, the future 
does not look promising. The grow-
ing need for infrastructure in Iraq is 
being capitalised on by neighbours 
and allies in investment, while 
privatisation is the only alternative 
the government has been able to 
suggest.

Rise of ‘take-or-pay’ contracts is a blow to Iraq’s sovereignty

Badly coordinated 
policies that 
favour direct 
foreign investment 
have not 
transformed the 
promise of energy 
growth into a 
reality.

Nazli Tarzi
is an independent journalist 

whose writings and films focus 
on Iraq’s ancient history and 

contemporary political scene.
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A 

lthough most countries 
in the Middle East and 
North Africa have made 
significant strides in 
children’s education, 

the region has an estimated 22 mil-
lion children who are either out of 
school or at risk of dropping out.

A report by the Out-of-School 
Children Initiative (OOSCI), a joint 
programme by the UN children 
and cultural agencies, depicted the 
complex and challenging context in 
a region in which protracted crises, 
poverty and high levels of inequal-
ity between and within countries af-
fect school enrolment.

The number of out-of-school chil-
dren in MENA declined from 15 mil-
lion in 2008 to 12.3 million in 2015, 
the report said, adding, however, 
that the figure does not fully cap-
ture the number of children forced 
out of school by the crises in Syria 
and Iraq.

The OOSCI said more children are 
in school in MENA today than ever 
before yet work on education re-
mains unfinished. “There are many 
reasons why MENA children don’t 
go to school. These include conflict, 
gender discrimination, educational 
quality, poor school environments 
(including violence in schools) and 
an epidemic of drop out, especially 
from the lower secondary level,” the 
report said.

Gender parity in education in 
MENA is among the worst in the 
world. Discrimination against fe-
males is rampant in rural and poor 
communities, where girls are often 
undervalued because they are not 
expected to work. Many families 
do not encourage girls to learn, the 
report said, and others do not want 
them to walk long distances to at-

tend classes where infrastructure 
is poor. In addition, early marriage 
is a problem in many countries, the 
report added.

Poverty and child labour are 
barriers to children’s enrolment 
in school in poor and rural areas, 
the report said. Though school is 
officially free in all countries in 
the region, there are associated 
costs, such as uniforms, transpor-
tation and fees for private tutor-
ing, which is sometimes necessary 
for students to succeed in class. 
In addition, children who work to 
help sustain their families are less 
likely to go to school and those 
who enroll in the primary stage are  
more likely to drop out.

In many places, particularly ru-
ral areas, schools are overcrowded 
and under-equipped. Teachers of-
ten lack training and motivation 
and children leave school with few 
educational achievements; many 
lack basic literacy and numeracy. In 
some cases, school environments 
are dangerous or unsanitary and 
children are exposed to violence 
from teachers and peers.

Consequently, demand is weakest 
where the quality of schools is low 
and the costs of sending children to 
school instead of having them work 
are high. In areas where there is 
widespread unemployment among 
graduates, formal education is less 
valued and parents are less encour-
aged to make sacrifices to send their 
children to school or have them 
complete their education.

Insecurity and displacement, 
however, are the main impedi-
ments to children attending class in 
conflict-ridden countries. In Syria, 
for instance, schools came under di-
rect attack, were looted and school 
buildings were appropriated for 
military use. For refugees and inter-
nally displaced children, barriers to 
education include cost, language, 
insecurity, complicated or slow bu-

reaucracy and not having the right 
papers for registration. At the same 
time, large refugee influxes place a 
huge burden on the school systems 
of the countries they flee to.

The OOSCI, which is tasked with 
improving interventions that ad-
dress the issue of out of school 
children, recommended that Arab 
governments focus primarily on re-
solving the problem of dropout and 
prioritise retention.

“Ensuring that children attend 
school regularly requires addition-
al financial and human resources. 
These should be used to increase 
support for weaker students, en-
sure curricula are relevant and 
improve the school environment, 
especially where corporal pun-
ishment is practised,” the report 

said, stressing that “all efforts 
for improved school retention 
should put the role and capacity of  
teachers at the centre.”

Other recommendations included 
mobilising the community and the 
political establishment to reduce 
the practice of early marriage; pro-

viding financial incentives for poor 
rural girls to help delay marriage; 
expanding school infrastructure to 
facilitate access to school, particu-
larly for girls living in rural areas; 
and recruiting more female teach-
ers to act as role models for girls.

The report called on the interna-
tional community to protect educa-
tion for conflict-affected children 
by ensuring sufficient funding for 
education in emergencies. “Acceler-
ated learning programmes should 
be taken to scale by governments 
together with partners, particularly 
for adolescents who have missed 
out on education due to conflict,” it 
said.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society section editor.
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Staying at school. Schoolchildren listen to their teacher at the Oudaya primary school in Rabat. 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                              (Reuters)

Despite progress, too many children 
remain out of school in MENA region

O
ne of the demo-
graphic hallmarks 
of the Middle East 
and North Africa is 
the high percentage 
of the population 
under age 15. While 

the figure varies by country, over-
all the region is home to more than 
100 million school-age children.

A “youth bulge” such as this is 
not an inherently bad thing — if a 
country’s bulging young popula-
tion receives adequate education 
and job skills and enjoys a sup-
portive social structure. China and 
India have seen their populations 
surge in the past several dec-
ades — the result of earlier youth 
bulges — and the result has been 
greater economic productivity and 
national wealth.

However, a youth bulge that 
reaches maturity without a good 
education is a recipe for disaster, 
which is why the crisis in educa-
tion in MENA countries should 
raise serious alarms. A generation 
that is not prepared to succeed in 
the fast-moving 21st century will 
become a lost one, characterised 
by frustration, despair and hope-
lessness.

A lost generation can eas-
ily become a dangerous genera-
tion, prone to manipulation by 
demagogues and extremists who 
offer simplistic answers and false 
promises of hope and glory. While 
a well-educated generation can 
boost a society’s overall growth 
and prosperity, a lost generation 
becomes a burden, a drag on 

growth and a constant source of 
political instability.
The MENA region is staring at 

a disaster in the making and Arab 
countries have no time to lose. 
UNESCO, the UN cultural agency, 
reports that, region-wide, 8.7 mil-
lion children of primary and sec-
ondary school age are not enrolled 
in school. Another 5.3 million are 
of primary school entry age but 
received no pre-school education, 
which is a significant marker of 
academic success. This does not 
include children who drop out 
of or otherwise fail to complete 
secondary education.

The turmoil that has wracked 
the region since 2011 has made the 
problem worse — much worse, in 
the cases of Syria, Iraq and  
Yemen — and the remedies harder 
to carry out. Political upheaval and 
demands for economic reform, 
however, cannot be used as an ex-
cuse to avoid addressing the MENA 
region’s feeble education systems. 
Financial resources are part of the 
answer, for sure, but most govern-
ments face budget pressures that 
do not allow for massive spending 

programmes and foreign funds are 
unlikely to appear, even when they 
are promised.

Education need not be a hostage 
to budgets. Arab countries need to 
make education a national priority, 
even a national mission, and they 
need to start thinking outside of 
the box: The private sector, civil 
society organisations, charities, 
wealthy individuals who have ben-
efitted from good educations and 
want to give back to society — all 
can be mobilised towards the goal 
of ensuring that children, even 
those living in or having fled from 
war zones, receive solid educa-
tions.

Online capabilities have greatly 
expanded the options for how 
knowledge is communicated and 
reduced the imperative to build 
schools. Knowledge is so easily 
accessed on the internet that it is, 
in effect, a virtually free commod-
ity. Even refugee students living 
in camps could gather in a cen-
tral location every day for online 
courses. Young college graduates 
could be asked to spend two years 
teaching in underserved parts of 
their country — perhaps in lieu of 
military service.

These are not budget-busting 
suggestions. They would require 
competent coordination and on-
site supervision by trained staff to 
ensure that specific national stand-
ards and educational objectives 
are met but this would not require 
an insurmountably large financial 
investment.

What is most required is inspir-
ing and visionary leadership. 
There is no time to waste and there 
are no excuses.

On education, Arab world has no time to waste

Online capabilities 
have greatly 
expanded the 
options for how 
knowledge is 
communicated 
and reduced 
the imperative to 
build schools. 
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children in the region 
are either out of 
school or at risk of 
dropping out.

Approximately 
22 million 

Pressing priority. Young boys attend their class at school in 
eastern Mosul.                                                                                         (Reuters)
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Casablanca

T 

he American ride-sharing 
service Uber withdrew its 
business from Morocco 
after three difficult years, 
leaving about 300 driv-

ers jobless and customers shell-
shocked.

Approximately 19,000 people 
used Uber in Casablanca and Rabat 
but authorities’ inability to legally 
approve ride-sharing services (RSS) 
activities forced Uber to cease op-
erations in Morocco.

“The current regulatory uncer-
tainty does not allow us to provide 
a safe and reliable experience for 
neither [our] customers nor [our] 
drivers. So, as long as there is no 
real reform and an environment 
favourable to new mobility solu-
tions, we are forced to suspend 
our operations,” Uber said in a  
statement.

“Unfortunately, since our launch 
in Morocco almost three years ago, 
we have not had any clarity on the 
integration of applications like 
Uber into the existing transporta-
tion model.”

Uber’s decision came after many 
attempts to find with Moroccan au-
thorities “a solution that would suit 
everyone.”

Analysts blamed the government 
for Uber’s exit at a time Morocco 
was ranked by the Bloomberg In-
novation Index among the 50 most 
innovative countries.

Rachid Aourraz, analyst and re-
searcher at the Arab Centre for Sci-
entific Research and Human Stud-
ies, said Morocco showed it was not 
ready for such a transportation ser-
vice, blaming government policies.

“Morocco is still not willing to 
invest in digital technology and in-
novation, including the transporta-
tion sector,” said Aourraz.

Uber introduced UberGreen in 
partnership with Derichebourg dur-
ing the UN Climate Change Confer-
ence in Marrakech. The application 
allowed customers to hire electric 
vehicles to reduce carbon dioxide 
emissions and fight pollution in the 
city.

“Morocco deserves modern regu-
lation that encourages innovation 
and competition. So why not in-
novate in the transport sector? For 
example, our partnership with COP 
22 in November 2016 enabled us to 
facilitate more than 10,000 hybrid 
and electric vehicle trips in less 
than a week,” said Uber.

Aourraz said Uber’s halt of its ac-
tivities coincided with Morocco’s 
bid to host the 2026 World Cup. 
“What kind of image are we giving 
to the world?” asked Aourraz, who 
said he had used Uber services.

Several customers said they were 
using Uber because it was faster, 
cleaner, more comfortable and 
convenient — although it is more 
expensive — than traditional taxi 
services.

Most of Morocco’s diesel-pow-
ered red taxis are in a dire state and 
polluting. Some taxi drivers refuse 
to take customers to certain neigh-
bourhoods.

Uber’s withdrawal divided Mo-
roccans.

“A good proof that Morocco (the 
political class, the people) does not 
yet have the intellectual and urban 
level to accept such advancement 
in its daily life,” wrote Ahmed al-
Hamdani on Facebook.

Hamdani’s comment was met 
with a criticism from Aitzaid Ismail. 
“Is it to satisfy your lack of ego that 
you demean all the Moroccan peo-
ple? Or are you really convinced 
that Uber’s halt is a proof?” asked 
Ismail.

“I have had evidence twice that 
some drivers are lacking a lot of 
professionalism. Maybe Uber’s halt 
does not come only from the out-
side but also from the inside,” said 
Matine Loubaris.

Red taxi drivers have battled 
Uber and other unlicensed RSS 
operates in Casablanca amid a lack 
of clear stance from authorities on 
the issue.

From anti-Uber pro tests and 
stickers to intimidation tactics, 

which sometimes ended up with 
altercations, taxi drivers made their 
competitors’ lives unbearable.

“From December 15 to Decem-
ber 21, 2016, about 30 Uber vehi-
cles were trapped. Taxi drivers 
ordered Uber and, once there, our 
drivers were surrounded by sev-
eral taxi drivers. One of them was 
injured and had to have surgery af-
ter having fractures of the fingers,” 
Meryem Belqziz, director-general 
of Uber Maroc, told the HuffPost  
Maroc.

Some Uber drivers said they 
were stunned by the companies’ 
decision.

“After logging on, I found a 
message saying that, from Feb-
ruary 23, it was over,” Nabil told  

Lemonde.fr.
Uber said that its 300 drivers 

would be “accompanied with in-
dividual support the time to over-
come this difficult transition.”

Aourraz called on the govern-
ment to reform the transportation 
sector and line up with the devel-
oped countries in terms of digital 
innovation.

“How are we going to market 
Casablanca as one of the world’s 
leading financial hubs while in the 
same time we have a bureaucratic 
system that hampers innovation?” 
he asked.

Saad Guerraoui is a contributor 
to The Arab Weekly on Maghreb 
issues.
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Uber stops operations in Morocco over 
regulations, resistance by regular taxis

Morocco

I
t was on a sabbatical back 
from South America that 
Hanae Bezad started to think 
about the state of high-tech 
in Morocco. Her country, she 
realised, was desperately 
seeking skilled talent.

Bezad, 28 and a former consult-
ant to companies on the CAC40 
French stock market index, 
decided to return home and get 
involved. The result is Le Wagon 
Casablanca, an intensive cod-
ing boot camp that has taken the 
French concept to Morocco.

“It’s accelerated programming 
training for young people who 
would like to start or to join a 
start-up,” Bezad said. Beginners 
are welcome, too.

Over nine intense weeks, Le 
Wagon offers “practical education 
using a collective methodology 
to not only teach technical skills 
such as design and prototyping 
but also highly sought skills such 
as teamwork and dedication,” she 
said.

“By the seventh week, our stu-
dents are skilled enough to build a 
clone of a highly complex mobile 
platform such as Airbnb. The last 
two weeks are dedicated to letting 
young people build their own 
project.”

The course is the first such 
digital entrepreneurial scheme in 
North Africa. Bezad took the Le 
Wagon franchise, which spread 
across Europe and to Brazil, and 
repurposed it for Morocco.

It couldn’t have come at a better 
time. Morocco is desperately short 
of software engineers even as the 
world is remade by digital technol-

ogy that powers e-commerce, 
websites, massive online open 

courses (MOOCs) and, more 

recently, blockchain.
Morocco’s French-language 

L’Economiste newspaper recently 
said the country produces 3,000 
software engineers a year, fewer 
than one-third of the number it 
needs. The Moroccan Le Wagon 
will take four batches of 15-25 
learners every year.

Bezad said her return to Mo-
rocco to fire up its embryonic 
digital start-up sector felt natural 
and intensely meaningful. “After 
a brief experience in a Paris social 
incubator as a board member, I 
discovered my real motivation,” 
she explained.

As a product of Le Wagon Paris, 
Bezad realised a boot-camp-style 

course could offer young Moroc-
cans the right start and, crucially, 
the right skillsets. It could demys-
tify coding for young people in the 
region. Many of them want to start 
their own companies, Bezad said, 
and that does not require financial 
capital so much as human capital.

“The idea was to attract the 
most talented youth in the region 
as well as in sub-Saharan Africa,” 
said Bezad, “thereby connecting 
the Arab world to a continent with 
lots of promise.”

She said she is aware of the 
challenges of being “the first such 
course in North Africa to introduce 
our youth to the international 
market.”

Bezad is keen on the trainees 
having the confidence to express 
themselves even as they learn the 
intricacies of coding. “They have 
their own perspectives and sense 
of different lived realities that 
could be beneficial to international 
markets,” she said.

Le Wagon Casablanca is con-
scious of regional differences. 
“We are addressing a less mature 
market in comparison to Western 
or Asian markets,” Bezad said.

Wamda, a venture capital fund 
that works with technology-
enabled companies in the Arab 
world, estimated that $815 million 
was invested in the Middle East 
and North Africa region start-ups 
in 2016. In the United States it was 
$69.1 billion the same year.

Bezad pointed to another key 
difference between the MENA 
market and that of the West or in 
Asia. “It is one where technology 
can have a much greater impact,” 
she said.

The MENA market can mature 
at an accelerated rate if quality 
teaching is provided, along with 
an inclusive approach to student 
selection, Bezad added. “We are 
reaching out to women in particu-
lar.”

Le Wagon Casablanca is taking 
a broader approach to the market. 
“We are also trying to educate 
financial stakeholders about in-
novation, looking at partnerships 
with business schools seeking to 
add to their curriculum, and we’re 
talking to corporations that want 
to foster intrapreneurship,” Bezad 
said.

It’s early days yet and many 
more such ventures are needed 
to drive the digital revolution in 
Morocco and the region.

Moroccan woman sets out to drive a digital revolution

Hanae Bezad is 
keen on the 
trainees having the 
confidence to 
express themselves 
even as they learn 
the intricacies 
of coding.

Khadija Hamouchi
27, is a Belgian-Moroccan social 

entrepreneur and founder of 
SEJAAL, an initiative that is 

building an app for young people.

Practical education. A training session at Le Wagon Casablanca. 
               (Le Wagon Casablanca) 

Unfair competition? An anti-Uber sticker is seen on the back of a taxi in Casablanca.                           (AFP)From anti-Uber 
pro tests and stickers 
to intimidation tactics, 
taxi drivers made their 
competitors’ lives 
unbearable.
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London

D 

ressed in white robes 
and beaming an ever-
optimistic smile, an 
Iraqi Dominican monk 
told how ancient manu-

scripts he saved from the Islamic 
State (ISIS) were being restored and 
digitalised by refugees in Erbil, Iraq.

Father Najeeb Michaeel’s lecture-
and-slide presentation was organ-
ised by a London-based charity, 
Gulan, which promotes Kurdish 
culture. An exhibition of photo-
graphs by Richard Wilding, Gulan’s 
creative director, showing Michaeel 
and the rescued Dominican library 
in Mosul was presented in conjunc-
tion with the lecture.

The library housed a unique col-
lection of ancient manuscripts dat-
ing to the ninth century and print-
ed books from 1515. In addition to 
Christian texts, there were works 
on geography, history and math-
ematics, as well as Muslim, Yezidi 
and Jewish literature. Some of the 
manuscripts on animal skin are 
more than 1,000 years old.

After 2003, the Dominican mon-
astery was threatened by extremist 
groups in Mosul — threats included 
letters containing bullets and a 

broken cross — Michaeel said. This 
prompted him in 2007 to move the 
entire library to the nearby Chris-
tian town of Qaraqosh.

After taking control of Mosul in 
2014, ISIS advanced on Qaraqosh, 
and Michaeel moved the library 
contents again, this time to a secret 
location in Iraqi Kurdistan. He said 
he made four return trips, load-
ing the most important books and 
manuscripts in the boot of his car.

On his final trip, he left Qaraqosh 
in two cars at 12.15am, a couple of 
hours before ISIS arrived. The mon-
astery in Qaraqosh was destroyed 
and the books left behind were 
burned.

Michaeel gave some of the man-
uscripts to people with vehicles 
who were leaving Mosul. “I did not 
know them but they put the manu-
scripts into the boots of their cars,” 
he recalled. “Some manuscripts 
from the 12th and 13th centuries 
were transported in wheelbarrows. 
The British Museum would crucify 
me if they saw this,” he joked.

During Saddam Hussein’s time, 
some manuscripts were hidden 
underground but were damaged 
by mould. “We are trying to re-
store them page by page,” he said. 
“Sometimes families who had old 
manuscripts in their possession for 
generations were not aware of their 
value and burned them in the oven 
to bake bread.”

The rescued books and manu-
scripts are being restored and 
catalogued by Michaeel’s Digital 
Centre for Eastern Manuscripts in 
Erbil. More than 8,000 manuscripts 
from 105 collections from Iraq, Tur-
key and Iran have been digitised. 
Another 10,000 manuscripts and 
thousands of printed books are still 
to be digitised.

The monk said he was disappoint-

ed that NGOs and international or-
ganisations have not assisted in the 
preservation of the manuscripts. 
“UNESCO only provided some con-
servation materials to help protect 
the books from mites,” he said.

In addition to setting up the Digi-
tal Centre for Eastern Manuscripts, 
Michaeel converted a half-built 
building in Erbil into a centre for 
refugees. The digital centre pro-
vides training for refugees in man-
uscript conservation and they are 
paid for their work.

“We don’t accept volunteers,” 
Michaeel said. “We want profes-
sional people and we are helping 
displaced people to become profes-
sional and make a living.”

He said he was eager to share 
Iraq’s Christian heritage with the 
world. “The best way to fight 
ISIS is through the promotion of  
culture — the brightness which the 
darkness of ISIS is trying to de-
stroy,” Michaeel said. The digital 
centre also preserves Islamic manu-
scripts and has copies of commen-
taries on the Quran from the 12th 
century.

Downplaying the possibility of 
relocating the digital operation to 
Mosul in the near future, Michaeel 
said: “Trust has gone and the Chris-
tians are reluctant to return. The 
whole city has been destroyed and 
the government is not doing any-
thing to help the refugees.”

In addition to conserving the 
manuscripts, Michaeel has written 
a book: “Saviour of Books and Peo-
ple.” His academic work focused on 
comparing the Quran with the Bi-
ble’s Old and New Testament.

The Dominican Order, a teaching 
order, was established in Mosul in 
the 1700s, originally with broth-
ers from Italy and France. They 
amassed a library of thousands of 

ancient manuscripts and set up a 
printing press in 1857. It was de-
stroyed by the Ottomans in 1914.

Michaeel said he was very happy 
to celebrate this Christmas in Mo-
sul in St Paul’s Church with three 
bishops, ten priests, approximately 
70 Christians and more than 100 
Muslims. One of his slides was of 

the burned monastery in Qaraqosh 
where red roses were blooming in 
the garden.

“We will restore it,” he said confi-
dently. “Not tomorrow, but we will 
restore it.”

Karen Dabrowska is an Arab 
Weekly contributor in London.

Karen Dabrowska

Unique collection. Iraqi Dominican monk, Father Najeeb 
Michaeel, looks at an ancient manuscript.                                    (Richard Wilding)

Iraqi monk’s tale of saving 
ancient manuscripts from ISIS

The digital centre 
preserves Islamic 
manuscripts and has 
copies of 
commentaries on 
the Quran from the 
12th century.

Cairo

W 

hen an Egyptian 
book collector died 
two years ago, his 
heirs found the 
best home for his 

massive library, which they do-
nated to Omar Amin, a philosophy 
graduate and book lover.

Following his passion for books, 
Amin has come to be known as the 
saviour of vanishing libraries as he 
hunts for private book collections.

“These people’s private libraries 
represent a lot of what our culture 
used to be, an era when people had 
libraries at their houses,” Amin 
said. “Egypt’s history is so diverse 
being a melting pot of many races 
and cultures and that is reflected 
in literature.

“Donating old libraries doesn’t 
mean people are not into books. 
They just know that the books 
they donate will find a good 
home. Every donated book is a 
legacy that continues by spread-
ing knowledge. Instead of having 
all these books recycled or stored 
improperly, this heritage finds its 
way to readers.”

What started as a humble shelf 
at Bardo Clubhouse in the Cairo 
suburb of Maadi where people 
could take and donate books, is 
a full-fledged bookshop on the 
ground floor of Bardo, an old villa 
turned quirky space where dance, 
art galleries and yoga all meet.

At first, Amin had friends pass-
ing by his home to pick up the 
books they wanted. Then the 
idea of the “Vanished Library” 
emerged.

“It’s called a library but it’s a 
bookstore. Well, it’s not a book-
store per se. In fact, it started off as 

neither a bookshop nor a library. 
The name comes from the van-
ished libraries in people’s homes,” 
Amin explained.

“Like our slogan says: The Van-
ished Library is a space for donat-
ed books to find new homes. The 
culture of reading has plummeted. 
Most people now seek information 
online rather than read a newspa-
per or a book and we need to help 
them change that attitude,” he 
said.

Amin sells certain categories of 
the books to pay the rent and keep 
the place running but two-thirds 
of the library’s volumes are for ex-

change and free of charge. Book 
donations are also made to or-
phanages, schools and charitable 
institutions.

Baher Mohamad, a communica-
tion engineer and first-time visi-

tor to the Vanished Library said 
he planned to become an active 
supporter of the project. “It defi-
nitely won’t be the last. Next time 
I will bring books to donate or ex-
change,” he said.

Amin’s project ensures that vi-
tal literary history survives and 
that the right books reach the 
right people. While the shop con-
tinues to run on the trade-in sys-
tem, Amin offers his book-hunting 
skills to people looking for that 
one special read.

“There are specific titles that 
the store’s goers request that 
are not available at the store so 

I keep an eye for what they want 
while searching and hunting and, 
on many occasions, I find them,” 
Amin said.

“I get some very beautiful old 
books and it’s a shame to leave 
them to deteriorate. Whether they 
are available for exchange or put 
out for sale, I keep them in good 
shape.”

At the Vanished Library, books 
are available in different lan-
guages, including Arabic, English, 
French, Hungarian and Italian, 
and cover a variety of genres but 
the books that are the most re-
quested are on philosophy and 
psychology and in English.

“People mostly request books 
from me in person or ask for them 
online and, in most cases, they 
just find them,” he added.

Amin said he hoped to expand 
the book donation project to all 
provinces of Egypt and was work-
ing on building libraries outside 
Cairo to promote reading.

He is very careful about the 
choice of the places where the 
books are going to end up. “I do-
nate books to places that are used 
by closed circles so people can 
have access to the books without 
the books being misused. I want 
books to find new homes where 
they can be read and taken care 
of,” he says.

Maha Mahmoud, a university 
student from Alexandria who has 
become a regular user of the li-
brary, says: “I wish there could be 
a branch of the Vanished Library 
there where I can exchange and 
donate books. Because of inflation 
in Egypt, books have become very 
expensive for a large segment of 
people and such a project will help 
alleviate this problem.”

Marwa al-A’sar is a Cairo-based 
journalist.

Marwa al-A’sar

Omar Amin’s ‘Vanished Library’ that goes on giving

At the Vanished 
Library, books are 
available in different 
languages, including 
Arabic, English, 
French, Hungarian 
and Italian.

Treasure trove. The Vanished Library bookstore in Cairo.                                                                 (Marwa al-A’sar)
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Activities of Dubai’s GPP Photo Week 
draw high international attendance

Suleman’s ‘Fabric of Life’ showcases social history of textile in the Middle East

B
ooks on textiles or 
carpets are often 
organised by 
geographical region 
and therefore styles, 
types of dyes or 
knots. Fahmida Sule-

man, curator for the Modern 
Middle East at the British 
Museum, has upended that 
tradition to show the links 
between the objects and their 
purpose.

“I’m looking at the social his-
tory, how these textiles relate to a 
person and their everyday life,” she 
said in an interview. “It’s not just 
what you wear but what surrounds 
you. It includes amulets you carry 
with you, prayer rugs and contem-
porary works of art that people 
use to convey a message about the 
politics of their time.”

Suleman’s new book, “The Fab-
ric of Life: Textiles of the Middle 
East and Central Asia,” is therefore 
organised by themes: childhood; 
marriage and ceremony; status 
and identity; religion and belief; 
house and homestead; politics and 
conflict.

The book, published by Thames 
& Hudson, has lavish photographs 
of more than 200 pieces. These are 
among 3,000 held by the museum.

Born to an Indian family in Ugan-
da, Suleman took a love of textiles 
from her mother and after growing 
up in Canada studied Islamic ar-
chaeology and art in Oxford. Since 
becoming a curator at the British 
Museum, Suleman has raised the 
status of textiles, which she says 
have been underrated, partly for 

practical reasons.
“The [display] cases aren’t 

built for textiles,” she said. “You 

need special humidifiers and light-
ing conditions. Ceramics, metal-
work, glass — they can just stay in 
their cases.

“Or was it [the lack of due paid 
to textiles] because they are 
predominantly a female domain? 
There are male weavers and pro-
fessional male embroiderers but 
this is largely a female activity.”

Especially the bridal trousseau. 
“The Fabric of Life” includes a 
Jordanian Bedouin cotton hand-
kerchief for wedding dances, an 
Omani dress of indigo-dyed silk 
and a lavish 1860s Baghdadi Jew-
ish wedding outfit reflecting both 
Ottoman and Indian styles and 
therefore the trading networks of 
the time.

A photograph of three Zoroas-
trian women in Iran in 2010 shows 
their preference for red and green, 
colours long deemed fortui-

tous by the sect. Nineteenth-
century garments show how 
Zoroastrians dealt with a legal ban 
on their buying yards of cloth by 
stitching together small pieces in 
many colours.

“The men were allowed only 
to wear certain types of trousers 
and turbans,” said Suleman. “The 
women were not allowed to buy 
cloth, so they bought remnants. At 
a young age they started embroi-
dering those strips of silk, then 
sewing them together. That’s their 
identity; they made something 
beautiful out of it.”

The extent of Palestinian textiles 
in the collection — one-third of 
the total — reflects that many 
came from the Church Missionary 
Society. “They collected garments, 
sometimes ceremonial, sometimes 
daily life,” said Suleman. “They 
would come back [to Britain] and 
put on plays depicting the life 
of Jesus. When the Missionary 
Society closed in the ‘60s, the Brit-
ish Museum bought a lot of their 
material.”

“The Fabric of Life” shows a 
collection of model Palestinian 
hats from 1890 to the 1920s. An 
urban man wore a tall fez (tarbush 
istambuli), a Hasidic Jew donned a 
velvet and fur hat (shtrayml) and a 
Muslim scholar a tarbush wrapped 
in a white turban. A villager 
wrapped his tarbush in a green 
turban to signify he followed the 
Qadiriyya Sufi order.

While the missionaries were, 

said Suleman, “anthropologists 
of their day,” they misunderstood 
how clothing changed: “Part of 
the reason they put on displays 
was that in their minds, the village 
dress in Palestine had not changed 
since the time of Jesus.”

When in 2011, Suleman exhibited 
Omani jewellery and textiles, she 
included a glitzy woman’s outfit 
from the Luwati community. “At 
the opening, young people stared 
at this garment for ages,” she said. 
“They told me it was something 
their grandmother would wear, not 
them. It was out of fashion.”

But customs do persist. “You 
will notice a Baluchi in Oman right 
away, particularly women,” said 
Suleman. “One of their many gar-
ments is illustrated in the book, 
this long dress with an ‘A’’-shaped 
pocket and matching baggy trou-
sers. It was made in 1990. Once the 
pocket kept embroidery thread, a 
bit of snuff, maybe some coins. But 
in 2010 when I purchased it, it was 
their mobile phone, credit card and 
car keys. It’s a multipurpose pocket 
and it screams ‘Baluch.’”

In exploring change, “The Fabric 
of Life” acknowledges fashion 
designers such as Jerusalem-born 
Briton Thea Porter, Tunisia’s 
Azzedine Alaia and Turkey’s Rifat 
Ozbek. Their influence is found in 
the “modest fashion” developed by 
labels DNKY and Tommy Hilfiger.

Suleman is preparing for two 
galleries opening in October “on 
the top floor, the heart of the mu-
seum.” One will feature ceramics, 
glass and metalwork. The other, 
she promised, would have an “en-
tire wall of textiles.” Those already 
poring over her book likely will be 
first in the queue.

Exploring tradition. Cover of 
Fahmida Suleman’s new book 
“The Fabric of Life: Textiles of the 
Middle East and Central Asia.”

In exploring change, 
“The Fabric of 
Life” acknowledges 
fashion designers 
such as 
Jerusalem-born 
Briton Thea Porter, 
Tunisia’s Azzedine 
Alaia and Turkey’s 
Rifat Ozbek.

BOOK REVIEW

Dubai

D 

ubai’s 14th GPP Photo 
Week, convened under 
the theme “Shift Your 
Focus,” drew amateurs, 
top international and re-

gional professional photographers 
and large crowds of art lovers.

The event, which took place at 
Alserkal Avenue in the city’s bus-
tling art district of Al Quoz, exceed-
ed organisers’ expectations.

“It was definitely our highest at-
tended event to date and the qual-
ity and breadth of activities, exhibi-
tions and programming for our 2018 
edition lead me to believe that we 
succeeded in fuelling people’s pas-
sion behind photography through 
inspiring exhibitions and talks, 
hands-on workshops and thought-
provoking panel discussions,” said 
Mohamed Somji, co-director of GPP 
Photo Week 2018.

The Yard at Alserkal Avenue fea-
tured the event’s top attractions, 
including Jalal Sepehr’s “Red Zone” 
exhibition of large outdoor ban-
ner images and the immaculately 
displayed “Souls Against the Con-
crete” at Concrete and Osborne 
Macharia’s “Black to the Future” 
exhibition, which showed up on 
many Instagram feeds, Somji said.

“Our spotlight sessions too were 
very well-attended and included 
everything from astrophotography 
to mastering documentary wed-

ding photography and brought in 
large audiences every day,” he said.

Initial indications point to a 
growth on last year’s attendance of 
more than 8,000 visitors encourag-
ing organisers to likely upgrade fu-
ture editions.

“We would love to include more 
interactive activities to encourage 
photographers to share and con-
nect with each other. We are also 
going to look into involving chil-
dren and young adults in our next 
edition,” Somji said.

“We plan as well to make GPP 
Photo Week an international event 
for people from all over the world to 
attend. The fact that we had artists 
showcasing work from New York, 
Kenya and Iran among others is 
very important to us.”

GPP Photo Week was designed 
to be a photography festival in 
which not only professional pho-
tographers and amateurs wanting 
to hone their technical skills could 
participate but also for the general 
art-loving public to enjoy and “get 
inspired by the work that they see,” 
Somji said.

Sepehr, an Iranian photographer, 
commented on the use of carpet as 
a simple, recognisable imagery in 
“Red Zone,” saying: “Carpets pos-
sess a mystery and magic, with lay-
ers and layers of cultural history as 
opposed to its use as a commodity.”

Sepehr presented the Eastern di-
mension of social history and set it 
against the socio-political tensions 
and turmoil across the region. “Be-
ing a refugee represents all of us 
who live in this region,” he said.

The exhibitions “Souls Against 
Concrete” and “Arab of New York” 
by Khalik Allah drew a big audience 
on opening night. His work has 
been described as “street opera” 
and the exhibition showed por-
traits of a marginalised community 
in Harlem, alongside the recently 
commissioned photos of the Arab 

diaspora in New York.
Macharia, a self-taught Kenyan 

photographer, presented “Black 
to the Future | Reimagining Now” 
as a combination of two inde-
pendent works titled “Magadi” 
and “Nyanye” that introduced the 
viewer to seven transcendental 
women leading the charge towards 
a better tomorrow.

“I recreate stories using fiction 
and most of my subjects are peo-
ple who are not well-documented. 
What I do resonates around the 
whole continent,” Macharia said.

Running parallel with Photo 
Week at Alserkal Avenue was 
“Saudi Seen,” at Project Space Art 
Jameel, featuring a new genera-
tion of image-makers from Saudi 
Arabia working across documen-
tary, art, portrait and landscape  
photography.

British-Egyptian photographer 
Laura el-Tantawy’s exhibition 
“Beyond Here Is Nothing” was 
displayed. Having spent her life 
moving between East and West, 
her work portrays an intimate and 
emotive visual exploration of root-
lessness. The exhibition will con-
tinue through March 31.

Photo Week featured more than 
105 activities including 21 exhi-
bitions and 38 free photography 
programmes that included on-
location shoots along the coast, 
in the desert, Satwa, Old Dubai 
and locations throughout the city. 
Workshops and seminars covering 
a range of skills and techniques re-
lated to photography were present-
ed by internationally acclaimed 
photographers such as Sara Lando, 
Hugh Kretschmer, RC Concepcion, 
Tanya Habjouqa, Maggie Steber 

and Kevin Mullins.
Visitors could enjoy a variety of 

free activities, including Snap Ses-
sions and Spotlight programming. 
Leading camera brands such as 
Canon, Sony, Nikon and Panasonic 
were all in Alserkal to present cam-
era cleaning services, new prod-
ucts and special offers, including 
the unveiling of the new Panasonic 
Lumix G9 and GH5S cameras.

“One of the biggest highlights 
this year has been hosting the 
event out of Concrete. This incred-
ible space has allowed us to expand 
our programming in more ways 
than ever before as we’ve utilised 
it for exhibitions, photography ac-
tivations and artist panels,” Somji 
said.

N.P. Krishna Kumar is an Arab 
Weekly contributor in Dubai.

N.P. Krishna Kumar

Top attraction. Iranian photographer Jalal Sepehr’s “Havapeyma” from the series titled “Red Zone.” 
(GPP Photo Week)

Photo Week featured 
more than 105 
activities including 
21 exhibitions and 38 
free photography 
programmes.

Gareth Smyth
is a regular contributor to The 

Arab Weekly. He was chief 
correspondent in Iran for the 

Financial Times in 2003-07.
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Agenda

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

Tizi Ouzou:
Through February 28

The National Amazigh Film 
Festival in Tizi Ouzou, Algeria, 
showcases full-length feature 
films, documentaries, shorts and 
animation that celebrate Amazigh 
culture.

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 Fes-
tivals, Al Hussein Cultural Centre 
will host a Classical Concerts Cycle 
with acts from Japan, France, the 
Czech Republic and other coun-
tries.

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.

Doha:
March 6-9

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

Tafraoute:
March 15-18

The Almond Blossom Festival, 
celebrated every year in Morocco, 
sees villagers mark the almond 
harvest with Berber dancing, 
singing and almond tastings. 
International musicians and actors 
mingle with local performers for 
live events based on Moroccan 
folklore.

Luxor:
March 16-22

The Luxor African Film Festival 
is an annual event in Egypt. In 
its seventh year, the festival will 
screen films produced in African 
countries in Long Narratives, Long 
Documentaries and Short Films 
categories.

Zammour, Tunisia:
March 17-20

The second Zammour Fest takes 
place in a Berber village in the 
Tunisian Sahara. Over four days 
and three nights, visitors camp in 
Bedouin tents, trek or bike in the 
village, visit mountains, attend 
folklore parties and enjoy tradi-
tional food.

Gammarth, Tunisia: 
April 5-15

The 13th Jazz à Carthage, an annu-
al music festival, brings together 
renowned international and local 
musicians and fans to perform and 
attend concerts, lectures, exhibi-
tions and nightly jam sessions.

Siliana

T 

he mountain of Djebel 
Serj, in Siliana governo-
rate about 130km from 
Tunis, offers a thrilling 
journey into mesmerising 

nature and is a unique experience 
in eco-tourism.

The mountain’s name — “Serj’’ 
translates as “saddle” — came about 
because of its resemblance to a sad-
dle due to the gap between the tops 
of the mountain. The mountain, 
which rises 1,357 metres above sea 
level, is renowned for attracting 
speleologists to the longest cave in 
Tunisia, Ain Dhahab.

It “attracts many visitors from all 
over the world each year. It is one 
of the most fascinating sceneries 
in Africa, if not in the world,” said 
Narjess Ben Amor, from the Asso-
ciation of Adventurers of Siliana.

What makes Ain Dhahab unique 
among caves in Tunisia is its active 
underground river. It is known for 
its long paths reaching 3,000 metres 
and for the longest “soda straw” 
speleothems in Africa. Formed 
over millions of years, they are  
4.6-5 metres long. Cave explorers 
marvel at the fascinating rock for-
mations.

Over the past year, the mountain 
has become an attraction for anoth-
er reason: eco-domes constructed 
at the foot of the mountain. White-
adorned domes are scattered 
around the mountain. The domes’ 
rooms are decorated with tradition-
al carpets made by the women of 
Siliana that create a colourful and 
lively mood

“The region of Siliana and par-
ticularly of Djebel Serj is famous for 
having beautiful landscapes and it 
has many international attractions 
that welcome visitors from all over 
the world. This prompted us to cre-
ate a housing system that contrib-
utes to promoting the region as an 
eco-tourism attraction,” Ben Amor 
said.

“One of the ways to preserve the 
natural wealth of the mountain and 
the region was to create these eco-
logical housing structures, which 
help to protect the environment.”

The mountain offers mesmer-
ising landscapes and rich hiking 
paths but visitors faced a lack of 
housing because the region does 
not have hotels. For the organis-
ers of the eco-dome project, the 
structures promoted eco-tourism 
because they realised its natural 
wealth can be protected if locals 
and visitors were aware of the im-
portance of adopting an ecological 
approach to tourism.

“It is an original housing system 
that helps establish a unique iden-
tity for the region. We want Siliana 

and especially  Djebel Serj moun-
tain to become known for being an 
eco-tourist destination,” Ben Amor 
said.

“The mountain is a natural treas-
ure to be protected and that cannot 
be done without promoting aware-
ness of the necessity of protecting 
the environment. We are work-
ing on having more domes around 
the mountains. So when the visi-
tors come, they enjoy spending 
the night at the dome and become 
aware of the importance of eco-
tourism in protecting the environ-
ment.’’

The building of the eco-domes 
helped the local economy by creat-
ing job opportunities.

“When we began the project, 
we worked on teaching and train-
ing people on the technique of the 
construction of ecological domes,” 
Ben Amor said. “It does not require 
a lot of money but it is an oppor-
tunity to create job opportunities 
for people in the region instead of 
leaving their villages to find work 
elsewhere.”

“The idea was to use their skills 
as they know the mountain the 
best. The domes serve as a hostel 
and people come specially to see 
and discover this. Every weekend 
people come to enjoy the life in 
the domes and this also helped the 
people in the villages of Siliana sur-
rounding the mountain earn a liv-
ing. It brought new dynamics to the 
region and people are going specifi-
cally to visit the domes and more 
people are working on opening eco-
logical projects to promote.”

The domes provide economic op-
portunities and ecological balance 
and offer a glimpse into the town’s 
cultural heritage because the 
rooms are decorated to imitate the 
traditional houses of Siliana, us-
ing locally made carpets and other 
artisanal elements. The eco-domes 
serve meals that reflect the culinary 
heritage of the region.

“We have been working with 
women in the villages mainly to 
encourage and motivate them to 
work on their carpets,” Ben Amor 
said. “They have unique patterns 
and use special material to make 
those carpets and in pottery. It is 
also part of the project to have their 
work exhibited in the eco-domes. 
They also prepare traditional meals 
to serve to the people who stay at 
the domes.”

Away from the hustle of the city, 
Djebel Serj in Siliana offers an op-
portunity to enjoy spectacular 
scenery, fresh air and a memorable 
stay in ecological domes that pro-
mote the preservation of the envi-
ronment and the cultural heritage 
of the region.

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and 
Culture contributor to The Arab 
Weekly.

Ecological housing offers unique 
attraction in Tunisia’s mountain region
Roua Khlifi

An eco-dome in the mountain of Djebel Serj in Siliana.
 (Association Les Aventuriers Siliana)

A view of the interior of an eco-dome in the mountain of Djebel Serj in Siliana.      (Association Les Aventuriers Siliana)

A view at the 
National Park 
of Djebel Serj in 
Siliana. (Wikimedia)

 The eco-domes’ rooms 
are decorated to 
imitate the traditional 
houses of Siliana.
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